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      A jack-o’-lantern glowed on the steps of Mrs. Kinsey’s porch.

      Three children were giggling, dressed like demons and ghouls, running past her steps while the church bell rang in the distance.

      It was All Hollow’s Eve on a misty night in Hollow Green and the town was ripe for the dead with the night’s festivities.

      Children and adults alike were dressed up in their favorite characters and trying as they might to mimic their likeness with makeup and costumes.

      The town was decorated with an abundance of fall colors, fake headstones, and all the Halloween trimmings that you could expect on the eve of All Saints Day.

      On Main Street, Edgar Vincent, Detective and former interim chief of the Hollow Green Police Department, walked through the front door of DelRose diner and found only one other person inside.

      Much to his delight.

      He enjoyed eating by himself. He enjoyed the solitude. And during a night where he volunteered to be on safety patrol, to make sure the people of Hollow Green wouldn’t get out of hand from drinking too much or getting in late-night disagreements over kids and Halloween candy, basically to try and keep the peace without anybody getting hurt.

      Hollow Green was a special town with particular law enforcement needs. Needs with which Vincent was all too familiar. Needs with which he was particularly well versed.

      He glanced at his watch: a half-hour to spare to chow down a grilled cheese and a bowl of tomato soup was a more-than-welcome proposition.

      “Don’t suppose I can interest you in some pumpkin pie?” Delores asked, the owner, the cook, and occasional waitress for the diner.

      Vincent smiled. He was always pleased to see Delores. She was a petite woman both in height and in shape, but she still exuded strength far beyond her diminutive stature. To look at her stance it was like she was ten feet tall.

      She wore fitted blue jeans with the diner’s black top with her name etched in yellow on the right side over the pocket. She had dark rings around her eyes and her hair was thick and disheveled. Yet and still somehow, she kept a nice smile on her face.

      “Just a grilled cheese and some tomato soup,” Vincent said.

      Delores sighed and shook her head. “I can hear those arteries of yours getting clogged already,” she said with a wink before moving toward the back.

      Vincent folded his hands and waited patiently. Delores returned to refill his cup of coffee as he cast a quick glance at the only other occupant in the diner—a man with a newspaper and an unruly beard, drinking his own cup of joe and working his way through the Hollow Green Tribune.

      Vincent raised his cup in the air.

      The man did the same.

      They left it at that and went back to minding their business.

      That was one thing that Vincent appreciated about Hollow Green and its people. Vincent, as well as the town, had been through his fair share of turmoil and upheaval. Hollow Green was a town that had become an infamous destination, well known for a string of serial murders and a siege that nearly burned the city to the ground.

      But that was years ago. Time had passed. Wounds had healed. Hollow Green and Edgar Vincent were back to a healthy state of mind, and nights like tonight were a friendly reminder that, despite the blemishes, despite the stains still absorbed into the fabric of this town, Hollow Green was a pleasant place to live.

      Vincent finished his meal in fifteen minutes and checked his watch. Time to go to work, he thought, ready to pound his designated beat up Main Street to make sure that the citizens were going about their night peacefully and, most importantly, tastefully.

      “Delicious as always,” Vincent said as he slapped down a twenty-dollar bill, face up, and tipped well over the average ten percent.

      “Have a good night, chief,” Delores said.

      “I’m not the chief anymore,” he reminded her as he stood to his feet and moved toward the door.

      “And that’s a damn shame,” she said. “Felt like the town was a little safer when you were running interference.”

      Vincent gave Delores a half salute, continued toward the door, and thanked God that the recently elected Chief Roland Riley was the man now taking all the flak from a town that still found reasons to complain, even though the worst crimes now committed were traffic violations.

      As Vincent left the diner, a small group of children flocked past him dressed like superheroes, crying out their battle cries and famous tag lines from super hero movies. He told them to “Be safe!” while they ran off into the night.

      He took a look around—everything seemed at ease. All of Main was decorated with haystacks, pumpkins, and bed sheets made up to look like ghosts clinging to the lampposts.

      Vincent hung at the corner of Main for a moment, soaking in the hordes of citizens moving toward town hall and getting ready to partake in the decades-old apple bobbing contests.

      It was a good night. A pleasant night.

      But that was before it all went upside down.
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      Vincent answered his phone on the second ring. His new, or rather newish, partner Dana Brandt greeted him with a hushed and concerned tone.

      “Vincent?” Brandt said.

      “The one and only,” he replied.

      “Get to Millennium Park. Right now.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      Brandt took a moment to answer. “No… No, we have a big problem.”

      Vincent hung up, his stomach twisting into a familiar knot that he hadn’t experienced since the string of murders that had occurred two years ago.

      And with then, as it was now, the thought returned…

      This is going to be a long night.
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        * * *

      

      An officer sat inside his cruiser just outside the gazebo in the heart of Millennium Park, his skin a pale shade of white, and darkness consuming the entirety of the park.

      Vincent knocked on the window and saw that it was Officer Brackett, a youthful cadet two weeks on the job.

      “Hey, buddy,” Vincent said. “You okay?”

      Brackett rolled the window, his eyes darting from left to right and failing to home in on Vincent.

      “Hey,” he said. “Hey, Vincent…”

      Vincent leaned against the door. “You all right?”

      Brackett shook his head. “The tree,” he said. “Outside the gazebo…” He tried to muster more words, but his fear was getting the better of him.

      Oh no, Vincent thought. This can’t be good…

      Vincent made his way around the cruiser and approached the gazebo. Detective Brandt was about ten feet away and was pacing a half circle into the dirt.

      Brandt was a few years younger than Vincent, curvy auburn hair tied in a pony tail, lying down, just touching her shoulders.

      She wore a black waist coat with the collar pulled up around her neck, black slacks and much disturbed look on her face.

      Brandt was a transplant from San Francisco who saw so many crimes in abundance, some so brutal that she decided, no needed, to make the move to Hollow Green. A place she thought, like Vincent, would give her some peace.

      And it did until now.

      Only thirty-one years old, Vincent thought. A damn shame. Much too young for the trauma…

      The age disparity between most of the officers in the department had Vincent starting to feel like he was the old man in the department.

      “Detective Brandt,” he said, approaching her. “What’s going on?”

      Like Brackett, she was at a loss for words. All she could do was fork a thumb over her shoulder.

      Vincent walked around her and spotted something, or someone, strung up in the tree. He walked a few feet, stopped in his tracks, and found the soup that he had, just a few minutes before, doing backflips in his stomach.

      In the tree, strung up between the two branches that split halfway up, was the tattered and stab-wound-riddled corpse of a young man, hung up in crucifixion style between the branches.

      His body was soaked with crimson. Stab wounds ran the length of his body from his shins up to his throat, and both of his eyes had been completely, and crudely, gouged out.

      Vincent studying the body said. “My God. This just isn’t happening.”
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      Vincent stared at the body in silence for several minutes. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. It was one of the most, if not the most, heinous thing he had witnessed in his life.

      Detective Brandt walked up to him, not looking up at the body. Seemed the less she looked, the better she was.

      “Who is it?” she asked.

      Vincent knew he needed to try and pin an ID on the body, but its grisly state kept forcing him to look away. Finally, he composed himself and took a step toward the tree.

      The kid was no older than sixteen, he figured. All he was wearing was jeans and tennis shoes—the rest of his clothes were missing, and his torso was caked with blood so dark it almost looked black.

      He scanned the body, head to toe, trying to find some hint or clue that would help him piece together who the kid was.

      And that was when he saw the birthmark.

      “That’s Ethan Travis,” Vincent said, turning away again.

      Brandt’s eyes went wide. “Ethan Travis? The football star?”

      Vincent nodded. “He’s got a birthmark. Right above his left eye.” He pointed.

      Brandt saw it, though it took her a moment to find it through all the blood.

      Silence held sway. Both detectives continued to stare at the body.

      “How…” Brandt said. “How the hell is this possible? I was just past here a half-hour ago.”

      “Whoever did this,” Vincent said, “managed to drag the body up ten feet into that tree. That’s a difficult feat, considering that Ethan Travis weighed at least one-ninety.”

      Vincent focused on the eyes—or where the eyes used to be. They were nothing more than mutilated holes that looked like they had been stuffed with raw hamburger.

      Sick bastard.

      Who the hell could have done this to a man? To a child?

      “What do we do?” Brandt asked, a pleading set of eyes now focused on her partner.

      Vincent took a beat. “Cordon off the area,” he said. “And do it quietly. Tell people there’s been an accident. Play it down as much as possible. I don’t want a soul coming through here that doesn’t need to.”

      Vincent knew he needed to keep the citizens of Hollow Green as far away from the body as possible. He knew full well how this town reacted to anything out of the ordinary.

      “What about the chief?” Brandt asked.

      Vincent thought about it. “I’ll call him.”

      Brandt left without any further inquiries, probably more than happy to distance herself from the real-life horrors that had been played out in Millennium Park.

      Vincent moved back to Officer Brackett, still in his cruiser. “Hey, kid.”

      Brackett looked up. “Sir?”

      “You found the body?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “When did you find it?”

      Brackett had to think about it. “Uh…fifteen minutes ago…I think.”

      “Was anyone else here?” Vincent asked. “Anyone at all?”

      Brackett shook his head. “I didn’t see anyone. Brandt said she didn’t either. She and I traded off patrolling the park and Cedar Avenue. I didn’t see anything!”

      Brackett’s voice was growing increasingly strained the more he spoke. Vincent put a hand on his shoulder to calm him down.

      “It’s okay, kid,” he said. “It’s okay. Just take it easy. But I need you to call in Finley, Gamble, and Miller. Okay? We need a few extra people down here. Keep it quiet. Keep it discreet. Don’t reveal any details over the radio. Got it?”

      Brackett nodded nervously, picked up the radio, and called in for additional units to report to Millennium Park as Vincent moved back toward the body.

      Christ, he thought. The kid was mauled. It looks like damn mountain lion killed him.

      Vincent took another examination of the body, equal parts horrified and saddened by the robbing of a young man’s life.

      How did the killer drag him up there?

      That’s no easy feat.

      Vincent moved around the tree, trying to spot signs of a disturbance, and saw a trio of fresh cuts in at the base in the back.

      Bingo.

      Moments later, Brandt approached him, a somewhat relieved look on her face. “Backup is coming,” she said. “I’ve got Brackett making sure no one comes through here.”

      “Look at this,” Vincent said, pointing to the marks in the tree, all three of them parallel and cleanly cut into the bark.

      “What is that?” Brandt asked.

      Vincent shook his head. “Not sure. Might be marks from whatever equipment our killer, or killers, used to haul the body up into the tree.”

      As Vincent examined the marks closer, he saw the blood from the body had trickled down and filled them in like glaze on fired ceramic.

      “This is sick,” Brandt remarked. “I can’t believe someone would do this.”

      Vincent was about to remind Brandt the importance of repressing emotions for the sake of an investigation, but he thought in this particular instance he would be a hypocrite.

      As he rounded the tree, he spotted something sticking out the bloodied pocket of Ethan’s pants.

      A note.
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      Chief Riley had arrived on the scene about ten minutes later with a Stetson hat on his head and a click in his heels come from his boots.

      Vincent rolled his eyes as the chief approached. This guy is a complete tool.

      Riley strolled up to the crime scene with his thumbs hooked in his belt and his chest puffed out in an overt display of authority.

      But Vincent knew it was all a charade. Riley was all talk, no bite, and no show. A big reason Riley had taken over as chief of police was that he was deferential to the powers that be—the second he faced resistance or criticism to his superiors, he gave in to their accusations or complaints immediately.

      Spineless, Vincent thought.

      “What do we got here?” Riley asked, his voice booming.

      Vincent leaned into the chief as officers Miller and Gamble went about setting up a tarp canopy around the body to shield it from public view—so far, no citizens had gotten wise to what was happening; the entire town was still engulfed in the Halloween celebrations out in the streets.

      But it won’t be too long before they figure it out, Vincent thought. Until then, he would take advantage of what time they had.

      “Victim’s name is Ethan Travis,” he said quietly to Riley. “We’re waiting to take pictures before we take down the body. I’ve also got a few of the officers canvassing the area for any evidence.”

      Chief Riley nodded, looking somewhat confused. “Any suspects?” he asked.

      “No,” Vincent said. “But I sent two other officers to search the town. They’re rolling through in their cruisers to see if they can spot anything suspicious. I have them checking in every few minutes.”

      Riley nodded again.

      Still looking confused.

      “Let me see the body,” he said, swallowing with his mouth slightly open as Vincent led him to the tree.

      The second he saw Ethan Travis’ body, Riley had to look away.

      Guy doesn’t have the stomach for this job.

      “Jesus,” Riley said. “What the hell could have done that?”

      “Two people,” Vincent said. “Or one with some kind of equipment to assist them getting the body up into the tree.”

      “How do you know?”

      “There’s scratch marks on the back of the tree. Looks like it was made from a piece of machinery. Winch, maybe. Harness of some kind.”

      Riley took a breather, removing his Stetson hat and wiping his brow with the back of his sleeve. “I gotta call the mayor,” he said, somewhat frantic. “We, uh…we gotta figure out how to tell everyone in the town what’s going on.”

      Vincent held up his hand. “Not yet. We need to lock down this scene and remove the body first. We also need to make sure our people keep anyone back from the scene while we do so. If we start announcing to everyone what’s happening, we could have a panic on our hands.”

      Riley nodded, his eyes on Vincent. If it weren’t for Vincent, Riley could be making stupid, even dangerous decisions.

      “Okay,” he said, patting Vincent on the arm. “I’ll let you take the lead on this one. I’ll go around to the mayor’s house and inform her of what’s going on.”

      And with that, Riley walked back to his cruiser.

      Vincent shook his head. “Unbelievable…”

      Seconds later, Detective Brandt approached Vincent. “They’re ready to take pictures.”

      “Good. Tell them to start with the lower part of Travis’ torso, where the note is sticking out, so we can retrieve it. I want to see what that thing says ASAP.”
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      Once forensics was done taking pictures and collecting evidence, except for the note Vincent found in Travis pocket, the coroner arrived, made their way into the park and began preparing to remove Ethan Travis body.

      Vincent opened the note and began to read it

      “What’s it say?” Brandt asked, as her and Vincent slipped on a pair of latex gloves and moved toward the headlamps near a cruiser to read the note. It was a small slip of paper, ripped off from a pad, with a message in pen scrawled along the front:

      

      ONE. TWO. SOMEONE’S COMING FOR YOU!

      

      Brandt squinted. “I don’t get it. What does it mean?”

      Vincent thought about it as he reread the note several times over, scrutinizing the pressure points of the penmanship, the style of the writing, and even the exclamation point on the end.

      “Not sure,” he said. “But we need to get this thing dusted for a print.”

      “Do we have that stuff on hand?” Brandt asked.

      “We do now,” Vincent said, remembering the new equipment, policies, and procedures that he had implemented during his short tenure as chief, after the last string of murders in Hollow Green.

      But that was a different story altogether.

      Minutes later Smith and Brackett approached Vincent. “Park is clear,” Brackett said. “We did a few rounds. Swept the area three times. Can’t find anything out of place.”

      “Okay,” Vincent said. “Do it one more time. I want to be thorough.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      They moved away.

      Vincent grabbed Brackett by the arm. “Hey,” he said. “You all right?”

      Brackett nodded, solemn but alert. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m better now.”

      Vincent looked the young officer in the eyes and sent him on his way once he was convinced that he wasn’t going to faint.

      “What now?” Brandt asked.

      “We head back to the station first,” Vincent said, taking a plastic evidence bag and slipping the note inside. He then took a pen and marked on the bag that he was the person who retrieved it. “Try to see if we can lift a print off this. After that, we’ll go to the morgue and deal with the body.”

      “Morgue is at the funeral home, correct?”

      “Correct.”

      “Okay. What about the other officers?”

      “I’ll keep them canvassing the town and making sure that the area is secure. This is a small town, Brandt. We don’t have CSI techs or anything like that. The PD has to handle multiple tasks when something like this happens.”

      Brandt pointed at him. “Word is that you helped streamlined all that when you were chief.”

      Vincent shrugged. “Just doing my job.”

      Over on the corner, about thirty yards from the crime scene, Vincent spotted three youths on bikes watching from a distance and dressed in ghoul costumes, their cell phones out and recording.

      Oh, boy, Vincent thought.

      Let the games begin.
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      Not long after the body of Ethan Travis had been discovered. Vincent had delegated the handling of the prints to one of the more qualified officers, the evidence was being logged away with all the photos, and Vincent now stood in the lobby of the station, with Detective Brandt listening in.

      “We need to go notify Ethan Travis’ family,” Vincent said. “His mother, over on Perlita Avenue.”

      Brandt nodded solemnly. She’d had to do that task several times back in San Francisco. “You want me to go?” she asked.

      “I’ll go,” Vincent said. “It’s no problem.”

      “I’d like to be there. If that’s all right.”

      Vincent nodded and smiled. “Yeah. Yeah, of course it’s all right.”

      She’s a good cop, Vincent thought. Whatever happened to her in San Francisco must have been horrible.

      Vincent hadn’t heard the story. Brandt played her cards really close to the vest.

      But he knew that he’d eventually find out.
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        * * *

      

      Brandt and Vincent arrived at the Travis household ten minutes later, the streets were still very much alive with trick-or-treaters and the flicker of light from the jack-o’-lanterns in the distance.

      The Travis house was smack dab in the middle of the block. It was a modest house, one story with a manicured yard and a single light emitting from the living room.

      Vincent took the lead, Brandt following alongside him. They approached the door quietly and waited for a moment before Vincent knocked twice.

      “Who is it?”

      “Hollow Green PD, ma’am,” Vincent said.

      “Chief Vincent? Is that you?”

      Footsteps approached the door. A chain was removed. A lock was twisted. The door was opened to reveal a sweet, auburn-haired woman draped with a cardigan and greeting both Vincent and Brandt with the warmest of smiles.

      Mrs. Travis.

      “So good to see you, Chief Vincent,” Mrs. Travis said. “How are you?”

      “I’m well, ma’am,” he said. “And it’s just Detective Vincent now.”

      She waved him off. “Oh, hush with that bit of nonsense. I sure prefer you over that new guy and the way he’s been running things. Bit of pushover, if you ask me.”

      The feeling is mutual.

      “Can we come in, Mrs. Travis?” he asked.

      She motioned for them both to come inside, closing the door behind them as they walked into the living room.

      Mrs. Travis lowered the volume on the television.

      Vincent took in the decor. The home was warm. Managed with care. Soft comfortable furniture, the walls full of family pictures and a number of trophies from Ethan’s many athletic accomplishments.

      Vincent felt something tighten in his gut.

      The kid was one hell of an athlete…

      That’s a shame.

      The good die young as they tend to say.

      “I’m just waiting for Ethan to come home,” Mrs. Travis said. “That boy stays out later and later every night, it seems.”

      Brandt looked to Vincent with concern.

      “Uh,” Vincent began, “we need to talk to you a moment, Mrs. Travis…”

      Mrs. Travis’ upbeat demeanor and tone shifted to a nervous gaze. “Is everything all right?”

      Vincent took a moment to get his words straight. “Mrs. Travis,” he said, “it brings me great pain in telling you this, but…Ethan’s body was found in Millennium Park a little while ago... He’s dead, Mrs. Travis.”

      Mrs. Travis stood by the television for the longest of moments, a dull, grayish quality overcoming her skin as she bobbed her head slightly and moved toward a chair. “No,” she said. “No, that’s not possible. Ethan is just out late. That’s all.”

      “I’m afraid it’s true, Mrs. Travis. I was able to ID him. He also had his student ID card in his pocket.”

      Mrs. Travis said nothing. Seconds later, her eyes started to water. “No,” she said. “This can’t be right. It can’t be!”

      “Mrs. Travis,” Brandt said, “if you’d like to—”

      “No!” Mrs. Travis shouted. “I said no! It’s not true! Don’t you tell me these lies!”

      She began sobbing uncontrollably. Vincent moved toward her, got down on one knee, and rested his hand on top of hers. “Mrs. Travis,” he said, “I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now. This is a lot to take in, I know.”

      Mrs. Travis continued to sob as she collapsed onto Vincent’s shoulder and mumbled incoherently for a minute. “I…don’t understand,” she said. “How…how did this happen?”

      Vincent held her tight with one arm and took a quick look in Brandt’s direction.

      It never is easy.
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      They were seated in the conference room of the station, Mrs. Travis with a mug of hot coffee in her hand and her eyes focused on nothing. Vincent was in front of her, a digital recording on the desk with the red light turned on. “We can take our time, Mrs. Travis,” Vincent said. “And if you don’t remember something, that’s all right. I just need you to go through Ethan’s entire day for me. Where he was. Where he went. To the best of your knowledge, okay? If you need a break at any time, let me know, and I can step out of the room.”

      Mrs. Travis nodded with a sluggish shrug, still lost in a sort of half stupor.

      “What time did Ethan leave the house this morning?” Vincent asked.

      Mrs. Travis thought about it. “Six,” she said. “For football practice. They had a game tonight. Ethan was upset that they lost.”

      “What time was the game?”

      “Seven o’clock.”

      Vincent made a note of key things that she said and of the timestamp on the recorder. “Were you at the game?” he asked.

      “I was,” Mrs. Travis said. “I drove my car there. Made it just before the game got started. Ethan played well. I remember that. Could tell he was distracted, though.”

      Interesting…

      “What do you mean?” Vincent asked.

      “Well…” Mrs. Travis straightened up. “When he left this morning, he seemed in a good mood. He went to practice, went to school. Everything was okay.”

      “Did he talk to you at all during the day? Texts? Phone calls?”

      “Just one, when I wished him good luck for the game.”

      “Did he reply?”

      “He did. He just said, ‘Thank you.’”

      Vincent made another note. “Keep going.”

      “He stopped by home right before the game,” she said. “And that’s when I noticed he looked…upset.”

      “Upset. How?”

      She shrugged. “He just looked a little grumpy. I figured it was because he hadn’t eaten. So, I made him a sandwich, I kissed him on the cheek, and then I left to go get groceries. He was gone when I got back. He had gone back to the school, I’m assuming.”

      “Do remember what time that was at? When he came home?”

      She thought about it. “Five, I think.”

      “And the game started at seven,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you happen to remember what time it ended?”

      “Ten thirty. After that, I saw him on the field to tell him he did a good job. Then he left.”

      “Where did he go after that?”

      “He said he was going to his friend’s house to play video games. Josh, I believe.”

      “What’s Josh’s last name?”

      “Adrian.”

      Vincent took more notes. “Did you hear from him after that?”

      Mrs. Travis took a moment. Tears falling from her eyes. “I’m sorry, detective,” she said, wiping them away.

      “It’s okay, Mrs. Travis,” Vincent said, reaching out to touch her hand. “We can stop if you want.”

      She waved him off. “It’s all right. I’m okay. I just…”

      She didn’t know what to say.

      What could she say?

      “I want to go back for a moment,” Vincent said, sitting back. “To when Ethan came home. When you made him a sandwich. You said he looked upset.”

      “I had just figured he was hungry, like I told you before.” Her tone was depleting to barely above a whisper. “But when he was at the game, he still looked angry. He kept looking out at the bleachers, like he was searching for someone.”

      Vincent sat straight up in his seat. “At the bleachers?”

      “Every few moments. You could tell he was distracted. They lost the game by two touchdowns. Ethan looked upset about that, but he was still focused on whatever it was that was bothering him. I could tell.”

      “Which side of the bleachers?”

      Mrs. Travis thought about it. “The left side. Closest to the gym. Yes, that’s right—he kept looking at the left side.”

      Thoughts swam through Vincent’s mind as he continued to scribble more notes.
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      Later Vincent, along with Brandt was in his office, the other officers scrambling about outside.

      “Looks like Ethan Travis might have had someone following him tonight,” Vincent said.

      Brandt raised her eyebrows. “Really? Who?”

      “Not sure. But Mrs. Travis said he kept looking out for someone in the bleachers during tonight’s game at the high school. She said he had been distracted all day about something. Well, most of the day.”

      “What do you think it means?”

      “I think it means that someone crossed paths with Ethan Travis and he was on the lookout for that person for the entirety of the day. And that same someone was at the game watching him.”

      “Where do we start looking?” Brandt asked.

      “To the place he went after the game,” Vincent said. “Apparently he went to his friend’s house—Josh Adrian.”

      “Do you know him?”

      “Yeah. He’s a junior at the high school. Played with Ethan on the football team.”

      A knock at the door—one of the uniformed officers. Vincent waved her inside.

      “Got a print from that note,” the officer said.

      “You’re kidding,” Vincent said.

      “Running it through all the databases as we speak.”

      Vincent nodded. “Good work. Keep me posted once you find a hit.”

      “You got it.”

      The officer left. Vincent looked at Brandt now with a satisfied smirk. “This might be an easy one to crack, detective.”

      “Hopefully,” Brandt said. “I moved away from the craziness of the city to avoid this kind of trouble.”

      “I’ve come to learn that Hollow Green is a…special place,” Vincent said. “A lot more happens here than you think.”

      “Yeah,” Brandt said. “Seems that way.”

      Vincent was curious to sniff out more of the tale that had brought Brandt to Hollow Green. “You deal with lot of homicides in San Francisco?”

      Brandt exhaled like the memories were flooding back to her in full force. “More than my fair share unfortunately.”

      Vincent, taking the cue to leave the subject alone, grabbed his notepad and the digital recorder. “Let’s move,” he said. “Time is of the essence. I want to interview Josh Adrian, find out what he knows, then check out Ethan Travis’ body at the morgue. Chances are good that our killer is still wandering around here.”

      “You think so?”

      Vincent nodded. “If there’s one thing that has never failed me,” he said, “it’s been my gut, and my gut is telling me that whoever did this is still in town. The way Ethan Travis’ body was displayed, the note, all of it. Whoever did this is egging us to find them, and one thing I don’t like to do is disappoint.”
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      Brandt and Vincent arrived at Josh Adrian’s house several minutes after leaving the station. It turned out Josh was throwing himself a party. Music could be heard from the sidewalk.

      Vincent and Brandt had to knock on the door six times before they realized no one was answering, though they knew someone to be home from the level of the bass that reverberated off the walls from down in the basement.

      “What should we do?” Brandt asked.

      Vincent looked to the left, at the bottom of the house and toward the light shining out the small porthole window where the basement was located. “Follow me.”

      They walked over to the window, both of them crouching down and looking inside at four young men smoking weed and drinking beer, the basement thick with smoke and laughter as Vincent removed his badge, held it up against the porthole window, and knocked loudly.

      The boys jumped in unison, shocked and wide-eyed as they turned to look at the badge and then to Vincent.

      “Open up,” Vincent said. “I’m not going to ask you twice.”

      Josh Adrian answered the door, out of breath and with panic on his face.
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        * * *

      

      “Please don’t tell my mom about the weed!” Josh said with a tremble in his tone.

      “Just get all your friends up here,” Vincent said inside the foyer. “Right now. And turn off the music, for Pete’s sake.”

      Josh complied, shutting off the music and rallying his friends upstairs in the living room in under a minute.

      “Is this about the weed?” the portly friend seated on the left side of the couch asked.

      “Shut up about the weed,” Vincent said. “Okay? We’ll deal with that later.”

      He looked at Brandt. You take the lead. She acknowledged with a dip of her chin.

      “Okay, guys,” Brandt said, addressing the four boys on the couch with their heads hung low. “We need to talk to you about what happened tonight.”

      “About the game?” the one with the backward cap on the right said. “Yeah, Ethan played like shit tonight.”

      “Shut your mouth, Lapinsky,” Vincent said, pointing a finger, knowing the kid and knowing him well.

      No one said anything for a second.

      “Do you know what happened to Ethan Travis tonight?” Brandt asked the boys.

      They shook their heads.

      “Ethan Travis was murdered,” Vincent said. “Someone stabbed him repeatedly and left his body in Millennium Park.”

      The boys were stunned. A couple of them looked ill.

      “Seriously?” a shaggy-haired one asked. He had bloodshot eyes and a look of guilt. “Ethan’s dead?”

      Brandt continued, “And I’m assuming he was with you boys before it happened, based on the amount of beer cans I saw from the window in that basement.”

      Most of them hung their heads.

      One with his hat on backward shook his head. “Ethan wasn’t here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He left after the game,” the boy said. “He looked pissed about something.”

      “His mother said he was coming here?”

      The boy with the ball cap shook his head. “Nah, he just said that. He said he had to go talk to someone.”

      “Talk to who?”

      Backward cap shrugged. “He didn’t say.”

      Brandt looked to Vincent. “He didn’t come here?” Vincent asked. “Ethan didn’t come here after the game. That’s correct?”

      More nods.

      “He just left us his backpack and then he left,” shaggy hair said. “Said he’d be by later to get it.”

      “Yeah,” the blond one said. “I just thought he was getting laid.”

      Vincent shot the kid a look.

      The kid shut his mouth.

      “Where’s his backpack?” Brandt asked.

      Josh pointed a finger over his shoulder to the upstairs bedroom. Brandt followed it up the stairs to investigate.
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      “Who’s touched this?” Brandt asked, as her and Vincent slipped on latex gloves.

      Josh raised his hand. “Just me.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      As soon as the gloves were on, Brandt and Vincent unzipped Ethan’s backpack carefully, as if there was bomb in it that would detonate at any moment. They searched through the contents and found two textbooks, a wrapper for a protein bar, pencils, a calculator, and a notebook.

      “No one took anything out of this?” Brandt asked the boys.

      All of them shook their heads.

      And that was the moment when Vincent saw it—a piece of paper, the same as the one they found in Ethan’s pocket, folded up and peeking out of the top of his notebook.

      Brandt saw the note, slowly removed it, unfolded it, and read the scribbling on the front:

      

      I HAVE THE BLACKEST EYES. THE DEVIL’S EYES…

      

      “What does that mean?” one of the boys asked.

      Vincent said, “It means all of you boys need to call your parents and tell them to come pick you up.”

      The boys stood there, frozen stiff, looking scared out of their wits.

      “Now,” Vincent said, saying it loud enough to get the boys moving.

      As the boys went about pulling their cell phones and calling their parents, Vincent and Brandt lowered their voices to whispers.

      “What do you think this means?” Brandt asked, nodding to the note.

      Vincent shook his head. “I don’t know. This doesn’t make any damn sense. There’s nothing unique about these notes. Nothing that makes sense. It’s almost childlike, really.”

      “Right? It’s like there’s no rhyme. No reason.”

      Vincent took a moment. “There is,” he said. “It’s just going to take some time to figure it out.”

      After the parents of all four boys arrived, spoke with Vincent, and publicly reprimanded their sons, Brandt bagged Ethan’s backpack for evidence.

      “We need to get that to the station,” Vincent said, before telling the parents of the boys that he wanted to see all of them at the station the following morning.

      After all was settled and coordinated, Vincent and Brandt were en route to the morgue.

      “We’ll need to call up the chief,” Vincent said. “Give him the heads-up about what we’ve found.”

      But the phone call came to Vincent before he even reached out to grab his phone, his cell buzzing to life from the center console.

      He picked up. “It’s me,” Chief Riley said. “Need you to meet me at the mayor’s. Right now.”

      Riley hung up.

      Emerging in Vincent was the sickest of feelings. This meeting was surely going to go badly.
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      “Why did they call Riley about the prints and not you?” Brandt asked.

      Vincent shrugged. He had been thinking the same thing. “Not sure,” he said. “But we’re about to find out.”

      They arrived at the mayor’s office twelve minutes later and were upstairs outside her office a minute after that, a collection of people waiting inside and all eyes glued to Edgar Vincent.

      Chief Riley was inside the office with Mayor Lipton, who’d been elected six months ago.

      Standing in the corner was one of the uniformed officers from the Hollow Green beat, a solemn look stretched across his face and his gaze focused on the carpet.

      “Come on in, detective,” Chief Riley said, a bit of a glare in his eye.

      Vincent and Brandt entered the room and could immediately feel the tension building to a palpable level.

      “What’s going on?” Vincent asked.

      The air seemed to grow still… And hot.

      “Why don’t you have a seat, detective?” the mayor said as she motioned to the burgundy leather couch.

      Vincent moved slowly, taking a scan of the room and unable to escape the uneasy feeling that something terrible was about to happen.

      Something’s up. Everyone is looking at me like a stole something.

      “Can I ask why everyone is being so standoffish?” Vincent asked.

      The chief looked to the mayor. “Go ahead,” the mayor said.

      “Detective Vincent,” the chief began, “can I ask where you were tonight before you received the call from Officer Brackett about the body in Millennium Park tonight?”

      “That body had a name,” Vincent said. “And that name was Ethan Travis.”

      The chief held up a hand. “Just answer the question, detective. Please.”

      “This sounds like an interrogation.”

      The chief looked to the mayor and back to Vincent. “That’s because it is, detective.”

      Vincent paused and took a look around the room. He could feel all eyes on him, and an overwhelming sense that everyone was going to pounce on him if he tried to do something stupid.

      “I was at the diner,” Vincent said. “And then I got the call.”

      The chief nodded. “Okay. What about before that?”

      “What?”

      “Where were you before you were at the diner?”

      Vincent thought about it. “I was at the station,” he said.

      Brandt nodded. “That’s true. I was with him.”

      “I’m not asking you any questions at this time, Detective Brandt,” the chief responded.

      The chief looked back at Vincent. “You can account for your whereabouts this entire evening?” he asked.

      Vincent nodded. “I can.”

      The chief then looked at the mayor—the both of them clearly knowing something that Vincent did not.

      “Can you explain, then,” the chief said, moving closer to Vincent, hands out in front of him, “how your prints were on the note that was found in Ethan Travis’ pocket?”

      “What…” Vincent’s heart began to race. “What are you talking about?”

      “Your prints were found on the note inside the victim’s pocket,” the chief said. “And I’m curious to know how that’s possible.”

      Vincent pondered the answer. How is that possible?

      “It must have been an accident,” he said, “when we were looking at the body.”

      But I didn’t touch that note with my bare hands.

      I would never do that.

      With as calm of a demeanor as he could muster, Vincent said, “I don’t know how that’s possible. It must be an accident. Has to be.”

      The chief shook his head, unconvinced.

      Vincent noticed. “I assume you don’t believe what I’m saying.”

      “Doesn’t matter if I believe you or not,” the chief said. “The evidence speaks for itself.”

      “Well, the evidence is wrong. Terribly wrong.”

      Ignoring what Vincent said, the mayor stepped forward. “Detective Vincent,” she said, “based on what’s happened here tonight, and the severity of the situation, I’m glad that Chief Riley came to me for my counsel. While you do have the right to a fair and just judgment in this situation, a right to trial, I see no other option at this current juncture than to allow Chief Riley to relieve you of your shield and badge until this matter can be sorted out. You will be suspended without pay for three weeks, pending further investigation.”

      Vincent was on the verge of tipping the couch over.

      “Detective Brandt,” the mayor said, “I’d like you to relieve Detective Vincent of his gun and shield, please.”

      Brandt hesitated for a moment, her eyes darting back and forth between Riley and Vincent.

      “Do it, detective,” Chief Riley commanded her.

      Brandt, still reluctant, moved toward Vincent. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, holding out her hands.

      Vincent took his time removing his gun and shield, and handed them over, now feeling what he thought was a shred of what Mrs. Travis was feeling when he told her that her son Ethan was dead.

      A total loss.
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      It was the longest drive Edgar Vincent had taken in his life. After being relieved of his duties and escorted from the room, Brandt was put in charge of taking Vincent back to the station so he could retrieve his belongings—but “under close supervision,” as requested by the chief.

      Vincent stared out the window of the passenger side as Brandt drove them back to the station. Brandt occasionally threw concerned looks his way as they sat in silence for the first leg of the drive.

      Finally, she broke the silence.

      “Listen,” she said. “I don’t know what I can say—”

      Vincent held up his hand. “You don’t have to say anything. It’s not your fault.”

      “I don’t believe them,” she said. “Not one word of it.”

      Vincent smirked. “I appreciate that, detective. But you barely know me.”

      “I know enough. I know enough to know that you wouldn’t do something like this. You’re a good man, Vincent. A good detective. Whatever happened is a setup. I’m positive.”

      Vincent looked back out his window. “Yeah,” he said. “I was thinking the exact same thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Vincent had witnessed several officers do the “walk of shame” during his career—corrupt cops, cops turned criminals, cops who couldn’t take the heat anymore. It was a humbling thing to witness, an experience that made you glad you were on the right side of the law. But now Edgar Vincent was taking that walk, and he felt all eyes on him while it happened, and a feeling of shame welled up inside of him.

      He had cleared his desk, grabbed a few photos, his coffee cup, and his paycheck, and moved slowly toward the door.

      He saw sadness in officers’ faces, smugness in others, and in some he couldn’t tell if it was stoicism or hate, and he didn’t have the time to figure it out.

      The chief watched from his office, standing with a cross-armed stance and a smug look stretched across his face as Vincent walked through the station, not able to help himself from catching the looks as he moved toward the exit.

      “Vincent,” the chief called out, stopping the former detective in his tracks.

      Vincent did an about-face and stared at Riley.

      “Come into my office for a moment,” Riley said.

      Vincent gritted his teeth as he marched toward the office, set his belongings down, and stood in the center of the room as Riley closed the door.

      Sometime in silence felt like forever to Vincent.

      “I just wanted to say,” Riley began, “that I’ve never, in all my years, encountered such a brilliant mind fallen to waste.”

      Vincent said nothing.

      For now, it was probably best.

      “You betrayed us,” Riley continued. “You betrayed everything that law enforcements stands for, and as God as my witness—I will make sure that you pay the price for the suffering you have caused. Rest assured, detective”—Riley got in close, his breath hot on Vincent’s ear—“you will pay for what you’ve done.”

      Again, Vincent said nothing, but he was boiling inside. This man was practically murdering his character.

      “Now get out of my office,” Riley ordered him.

      Vincent, not giving Riley an inch or a word to hang on, gathered his stuff and left the office, moving in a beeline toward the door and not looking back.

      Brandt was hot on his heels with some paperwork shoved inside her jacket.
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      “Hey!” Brandt called out to Vincent as he moved toward his car.

      “It’s fine, Brandt,” Vincent said, not turning back. “You don’t need to apologize any more for that ingrate inside.”

      She rushed in front of him. “No, hold up a second,” she said, lowering her voice to a whisper. “I wanted to give you this.” Brandt held out a case file for Vincent—copies, to be more accurate. “I just made duplicates of everything we found tonight so you could stay in the loop.”

      Vincent, after checking over Brandt’s shoulder to see that the coast was clear, reached toward the papers. “Did you put into the log that you made these copies?”

      Brandt shook her head.

      “You could get into a lot of trouble for that,” Vincent said.

      Brandt shrugged. “I’ll take my chances. We both know this isn’t right, and if there’s anyone who can look at this and figure out what makes it wrong, it’s you.”

      “Thank you,” Vincent said. “This might just come in handy.”

      “I’ll keep an ear out. See if anything comes up, any new leads. I’ll keep you in the loop as much as I can.”

      “You’ve done enough. Believe me. If Riley or anyone else sniffs out that you helped me, you’re going to land yourself in a world of trouble.”

      Brandt nodded. “I wanted to be a cop to bring justice to the world. This, what’s happening to you, is not justice, and that boy that was murdered tonight doesn’t need a fabricated scandal to get in the way of finding the person who killed him.”

      Vincent couldn’t help but smile. She’s a good kid. Not a lot of people can have a heart like that.

      “Be careful, detective,” Vincent told her, looking into her eyes with a stern and unwavering look. “If there truly is some kind of scandal happening, then rest assured they will throw you under the bus if you get in the way of whatever is happening.”

      Brandt swallowed. “I’ll take my chances…”

      “Okay.” Vincent unlocked his car, tossed his stuff inside, and sat in the driver’s seat.

      “What are you going to do now?” Brandt asked.

      Vincent thought about it. “There’s only one person I want to talk to right now,” he said. “And she likes chocolate milk and a boy named Chris.”
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        * * *

      

      Vincent could sense the police cruiser tailing him back home before he even had a chance to take a look in the rearview mirror.

      Riley.

      That son of bitch is going to have a tail on me all night long.

      Vincent sighed.

      Let him.

      It was a short drive back to Vincent’s place, and most of it was spent with Vincent contemplating what could have happened and how.

      What will happen if they try and convict me? What will happen if they manage to send me to jail?

      Vincent could see it now—all the media coverage, the journalists looking to make a name by plastering another “psycho cop” across their headlines. His daughter’s name disgraced, his ex-in-laws nodding, grinning, and saying, “I told you so. We knew he wasn’t good enough for you.”

      Vincent sighed again. Tonight was a bad night. A really bad night. So much so that his thoughts were completely illogical. All he wanted to do, what he needed to do, was go back home and make a phone call to his daughter.
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      After Vincent dropped his belongings and took a minute to settle, he took out his cell phone and lingered near the front window of his one-story home nestled near the highway that led out of town.

      He called his daughter Claire’s number. It rang twice before she picked up.

      “Daddy!” she greeted him cheerfully. “I was just thinking about you.”

      Vincent smiled. Even with a belly full of fear, his daughter’s voice was like salvation in the middle of the Sahara. “Hey, Claire baby,” he said. “It’s always good to be thought about by my daughter.”

      “How are you?”

      Keep what’s happening to yourself.

      “I’m okay, sweetheart. How are you?”

      “Chris and I are going to Ashley’s for a little Halloween party. We’re just getting his dad to give us a ride.”

      “Be careful, honey. Ashley lives in a rough neighborhood.”

      “Not anymore! She just moved a while ago. Her mom just got a job with ReMax. They’re actually doing really well.”

      “That’s good. I’m glad for Ashley.”

      Silence…

      “Are you okay, Dad?” Claire asked. “You sound a little… I don’t know, solemn.”

      “Huh? Yeah, I’m okay.” He paused. “Solemn? Big words for a sixteen-year-old.”

      “Who’s currently got a driver’s license and an A in honors English.”

      Vincent closed his eyes—he’d had no idea about that. Sometimes (especially moments like this), he questioned if his competency as a detective was due in part to his lackluster nature as a father.

      “I’m so sorry, honey,” he said. “I didn’t know you got your driver’s license.”

      “It’s okay. I was too excited. I drove Mom’s car around in celebration and kind of forgot to tell you.”

      “I’m just happy for you, hon. You deserve it. Hard work pays off.”

      “Thanks, Dad. I miss you. A lot.”

      “I miss you too, sweetie.”

      Vincent knew Claire could hear the strain in his voice. The uncertainty. “Are you sure you’re okay, Dad?” she asked, her voice a little strained. “You sound…sad.”

      Vincent rubbed his neck, debating how much he wanted to tell his daughter. He didn’t have a shoulder to cry on, though he did have Claire for certain moments when he needed the comfort. But there were some things he knew he couldn’t tell his daughter. She was only sixteen. She had her whole life ahead of her, and enough of her early years had been plagued with too much drama to add any more into the mix.

      “I’m good, hon,” Vincent finally said. “Just a long night. A lot of crazies are running around town.”

      Vincent said it as soon as he parted the curtain and took a peek at the cruiser parked directly across the street.

      “Hopefully they’ll let you off soon, Pop,” Claire said. Vincent smiled at his daughter calling him something he called his father back in the day. “As a matter of fact,” Vincent said, recognizing the officer behind the wheel as Brackett, “I finished my shift a while ago.”

      “Well, good! Take a load off. Watch a scary movie or something.”

      “I will.” Vincent snickered at the suggestion. “Now go to your party, sweetheart. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      Silence…

      This time on her part.

      “There it is again,” Claire said. “That sadness I was talking about.”

      Vincent rolled his eyes and smiled. Kid is astute, he thought. She’d make a great detective.

      “Don’t worry about me, Claire bear,” he said. “Just a long night, is all.”

      “Mmhmm,” Claire said. “I don’t believe you, but okay.”

      “Talk to you soon.”

      “Talk you tomorrow. I’m gonna find out what’s bugging you.”

      Vincent laughed. A very good detective. “Sounds good, Claire bear,” he said.

      “Bye, Daddy.”

      Vincent didn’t want to, but he said, “Bye, love.”

      And with that, Vincent hung up. For the next few moments, he looked out at Officer Brackett in his cruiser, saluting to him and watched him returning the salute before Vincent closed the shades and walked toward the kitchen.

      He took a soda out of the fridge, his mind trying to stave off going down to the bar to have a shot of whiskey neat, but that would mean he’d have to break his sobriety.

      If ever I needed a drink…

      But Vincent wouldn’t. He couldn’t. He needed to get his mind right. He needed to focus on the tasks at hand, recharge his batteries, and try to figure out who could have killed Ethan Travis and why they would set up Vincent as the culprit. He needed time. He needed patience. He needed to use all his tact and resources to find whoever was responsible, bring them to justice, and clear his name.

      I just need to rest first. I just need to sleep this off, wake up tomorrow, and start fresh.

      I’ll figure this out. I’ll find out who’s responsible and make them pay.

      I’ll get my name cleared.

      I have to…

      Vincent would soon come to realize that having a peaceful night’s rest was out of the question. A text came in from Detective Brandt.

      They found another body at the library.
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      Officer Brackett had peeled away from the curb outside the house soon after Vincent received the text from Brandt. Not much time later, Vincent was out the door and making his way to the Hollow Green Public Library.

      Three cruisers were outside the brick one-story building drenched with autumn-colored leaves still falling down from the trees overhead. Red and blue lights swirled around the scene and added a sickly illumination to the fake mummy and witch on the front lawn of the house across the street.

      Vincent parked a half block from the crime scene and spotted Brandt’s vehicle not too far from his. He called her number and put it on speaker.

      “Yeah,” Brandt said in a hushed tone.

      “It’s me,” Vincent said. “What do we have?”

      “Give me one second. I got eyes. Riley’s right next to me.”

      The sounds of feet and clothes shuffling could be heard as Brandt held the phone close to her chest and moved away. Ten seconds passed before she came back on the line.

      “Okay,” she said. “I’m here.”

      Vincent asked, “What do we got?”

      “One victim. Female. Strung up inside the gym on one of the basketball hoops.”

      Vincent closed his eyes and shook his head.

      Jesus…

      “Did you have an ID on the body?” he asked.

      “Not yet,” Brandt said. “But I think she’s another one of the high school athletes, based on her build and her clothing.”

      “How was she murdered?”

      “First impressions? Well, based on the deep lacerations to her neck, I’d say that her throat was slit.”

      Vincent clenched a fist.

      Another child.

      Mother of Christ…

      “Describe the crime scene to me.”

      “Wait one sec,” she replied. “I took a photo.”

      Vincent waited before his phone buzzed and a picture was sent to him. The picture showed a young woman, sixteen, seventeen, wearing Hollow Green gym shorts and a matching phys ed shirt drenched in blood, hanging over a basketball hoop.

      He squinted, focused on the victim’s face as he zoomed in with his fingers and tried to get an ID—but there was far too much blood on her face to make out anything other than her matted and soaked brunette hair.

      “Don’t suppose this one had anything in her pockets, did she?” he asked Brandt.

      “Checking now,” she said. “Let me call you back.”

      Two minutes later, Vincent’s phone buzzed to life, and he answered on the first ring.

      “Another note,” she said. “Just found it in the pocket of her gym shorts.”

      Vincent shook his head.

      This town is fucking cursed…

      “What did the note say?” he asked, collecting his bearings and keeping it professional.

      “‘It’s for you,’” Brandt quoted. “‘It’s all for you.”

      I’ve heard that somewhere before, Vincent thought. But where?

      “Mean anything to you?” Brandt asked him.

      “Not sure,” Vincent said. “But it rings a bell.”

      He thought for a minute, his mind going over the link between Ethan Travis and this new victim, and that both of them were apparently popular athletes at the school.

      A football star and a girl with PE clothes on, he thought. I have a hard time writing that off as coincidence.

      “What can I do?” Brandt asked.

      “You tell me, detective,” he said.

      “Well,” she said, “as soon as we finish taking photos, we’ll pull down the body. Once we have her down, I’ll try and get some better shots of her face.”

      “What about the school staff? Was there anyone there when you guys showed up?”

      “The janitor. He said his shift started at five a.m., thirty minutes ago. That’s when he found the body.”

      “Did you ask him who he thinks it might be?”

      “He’s pretty hysterical.”

      “Get him in that gym. Ask him if he can identify the victim. If there’s anyone in the immediate vicinity who might know who she is, it’s the school janitor.”

      “Two minutes,” Brandt said before hanging up.

      Vincent waited, and waited, and waited, convinced that between the incidents that the town had been put through years before along with tonight’s events, it seemed as if Hollow Green was cursed.

      Lightning in the same place twice, he thought. I might need to move once this is all over.

      If I can…

      Five minutes later, Vincent’s phone buzzed. “Go ahead,” he said before the first ring even had a chance to finish.

      “He thinks it’s a girl named Dez…Desiree Messenger,” Brandt said. “Says she plays point guard for the girls’ basketball team.”

      “How certain his he?”

      “Ninety percent. His words.”

      As Vincent digested the info, forty yards away from him, in the front of the school, he saw Chief Riley descending the steps and aiming a look in his direction.

      Bastard knows my car, Vincent thought. “I gotta go.  Riley’s looking right at me.”

      “Okay,” Brandt said. “Should I stay on the line?”

      “No. We’ll touch base later.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Vincent didn’t know. He needed a minute to think. “I’ll let you know,” he said. “We’ll touch base in an hour. If anything major happens—”

      “I’ll call you right away,” she said.

      “Thanks again, detective.”

      “Be safe, Vincent.”

      Brandt hung up.

      Vincent pulled away with Chief Riley’s gaze still glued to Vincent’s bumper.

      “Shit,” Vincent said through his teeth.

      He saw me.

      Son of a bitch saw me at the crime scene!
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      The next day, the town was still in the dark about the events unfolding. Only the families of the deceased had been notified. The jack-o’-lanterns were still out on display, most of the candy had been collected by the kids, and it was likely a handsome portion had been consumed.

      The town of Hollow Green came to settle in what Vincent was sure would be the calm before the storm.

      Just as the janitor had said with a certain amount of confidence, the young girl discovered draped over the basketball hoop was indeed the point guard for the girls’ basketball team—and her name was Desiree Messenger. Dez for short.

      She was only fifteen, Vincent thought. One year behind Ethan Travis.

      He couldn’t help but cling to the feeling that the sports connection between the victims was indicative of something much bigger. He just wasn’t quite sure what it meant as of yet, but he was damn sure going to find out.

      But first, he needed to do some more digging. Before he could, Chief Riley called him.

      It was six a.m.

      “Get down to the station,” Riley said. “We need to have a chat.”

      Minutes later, Vincent was dressed, ready, and reporting to Chief Riley’s office.

      There were three men in the office waiting for him, two of which Vincent had never laid eyes on before. They were dressed in suits, both of them with professional haircuts and tailored shirts.

      These boys are definitely from out of town.

      “Edgar Vincent,” Riley said as Vincent entered the office, making it a point to keep out the title of “detective.” “This is Mr. Hoyt and Mr. Messer. They’re with the state’s attorney’s office.”

      Handshakes. Nods. Riley motioned for Vincent to take a seat.

      “Can I ask what this is about?” Vincent asked.

      “This is not an official investigation or interview,” Hoyt said. “Our office is just making some preliminary inquiries into the events that have been unfolding in Hollow Green.”

      “I understand.”

      Hoyt nodded to Riley—Your turn.

      “Vincent,” Riley said, sitting on the edge of his desk, “you’re aware that we discovered a second body last night at the high school.”

      “I’m aware,” Vincent said.

      Riley paused. “I figured as much. I thought I saw your vehicle near the crime scene last night.”

      Don’t give Riley an inch.

      “Did you have a question?” Vincent asked, looking at each man in the room.

      “Mr. Vincent,” Messer said, moving away from the chair in the corner. “It goes without saying that the incidents playing out in this town are quite suspect. Hollow Green seems to have a knack for attracting a staggering rate of homicides, more so than any other small town in America. It leaves one asking many, many questions about how and why that could be happening.”

      Vincent shrugged. “Been wondering that myself. Unprecedented is a word that seems to be thrown around freely in Hollow Green.”

      Hoyt snickered. “Quite so,” he said. “Especially taking into account the events that played out last night.”

      “I’m assuming you’re speaking about my prints being found on the crime scene?”

      “Yes,” Messer said. “Your prints being found on both victims is quite suspicious indeed.”

      Vincent arched an eyebrow, but stayed calm.

      How?

      Why?

      He took a deep breath, straightened his blazer, and collected his composure. “My prints were found on the second victim?” he asked, his gaze wandering around the room.

      “They were,” Messer said. “Yes. And it’s the reason Chief Riley has called us in here today. Again, while no formal charges are being filed, and seeing that your fingerprints were found on not one but two victims does pique our interest, and the state’s attorney’s office feels obligated to involve ourselves in the investigation, considering Hollow Green’s limited staff and resources.”

      Vincent absorbed the new facts while feverishly trying to figure out who could possibly get his prints and why they were planting them on these bodies, and where the hell they were going to show up next.

      “So,” Vincent said, “what happens now?”

      “The usual spiel,” Hoyt said. “Don’t leave town; don’t go anywhere. You’ll be contacted regularly for questioning while we go about the investigation. The state’s attorney’s office has sent us, the ASAs, to feel out the situation beforehand to determine whether these events require us to intervene, which we feel it does.”

      “Again,” Messer said, “your prints were found on both crime scenes, and your whereabouts during both murders cannot be confirmed by anyone other than you.”

      A lengthy pause.

      “We just want to lay out the facts for you,” Hoyt said, “so you can understand the kind of heat that is coming your way.”

      Vincent froze.

      Riley smiled.

      Keep cool. Just smile, nod dutifully, and then go about figure out who the hell set you up.

      “I understand,” Vincent said with a shrug. “You guys do whatever it is you feel you need to do.”

      Another pause. Messer and Hoyt exchanged looks with Riley.

      “Well,” Hoyt said, “that’s all for now.”

      Riley gestured toward the door with his chin. “You’re dismissed, Vincent. You’ll be contacted shortly.”

      Vincent stood, buttoned his blazer, shook Hoyt and Messer’s hands, and then walked toward the door.

      Sons of bitches. I’m running out of time.

      And fast.

      His mind was moving at a million thoughts a minute.
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      Brandt waited for Vincent inside the parking lot as he made his way to his car. “What happened?” she asked.

      “They said they found my prints on the second victim.”

      Brandt sighed. “Yeah. I heard. I was going to give you the heads-up, but Riley was all over my ass this morning.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure a third body will drop soon, and I’ll somehow be linked to it too.”

      Brandt looked at Vincent and said nothing.

      “I’m being set up.” Vincent said.

      “Undoubtedly.”

      He breathed a little sigh of relief—it was nice to know that at least one person was on his side. “I need to figure out who could have gotten my prints and why they’re doing this.”

      Brandt looked toward the station. “Riley’s doing jack shit in terms of the search. Guy has a hard-on now to plant everything on you.”

      “Yeah. I figured as much.”

      “What should I do?” Brandt asked. “How can I help?”

      Vincent thought about it. “Start interviewing the families of the victims,” he said. “Get a thorough timeline of all of their movements. Mrs. Travis stated that Ethan Travis was on edge most of the day before he was murdered, between the later part of the afternoon and early evening. See what Dez Messenger’s family said. Find out if she had anything happening that same day. Also, I want you to see if the two of them were connected in any way prior to their deaths. Something might stand out for us.”

      “Got it. Anything else?”

      “Yeah, I want a list mocked up of anyone at the high school who is participating in any sports-related activities at the school. If sports is a commonality with these murders, then it’s quite possible we’ll have a list of potential victims drawn up if we narrow down a list of all the athletes at the school.”

      “Understood. I’ll get right on it. What are you gonna do?”

      Vincent stood near his car. “I’m gonna find out who took my prints,” he said, “and how.”
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        * * *

      

      “Honey!” Vincent exclaimed. Once Vincent got home, he opened the door to his house he found his daughter Claire sitting in the living room patiently waiting. He was surprised, but he really wasn’t shocked. It was in her DNA to aggressively act on curiosities. Again, he thought she would make a find detective.

      He smiled. A genuine, exhausted smile. “What are you doing here?”

      Claire ran into her father’s embrace; Vincent held on to her like a life raft as they hugged for several seconds.

      “I have two weeks off from school,” Claire said. “I figured I was overdue for a visit.”

      “Sit down,” Vincent said, moving toward the kitchen to fetch his daughter a beverage. “How did you get in?”

      Claire held up the spare key that he’d given her a year prior. “You gave this to me? Remember?”

      Vincent rolled his eyes and nodded. “Yeah. That’s right. I forgot. Sorry, hon.”

      “It’s okay,” Claire said as she slipped down into a chair in the living room. “You’re busy. I get it.”

      Vincent pulled a can of flavored seltzer water and threw a glance at his daughter, smiling once he saw that every day she was slowly looking more and more like him. “You borrow Mom’s car to drive down?” he asked as he set the water down in front of her.

      “Thanks,” she said. “And yeah, I did. She went to Hawaii with Don for the week. I just didn’t want to be home alone.”

      “What about Chris? I thought you two spent practically every minute together.”

      Claire shrugged. “Yeah, we, uh… Chris and I are taking a break.”

      Vincent frowned as he took the seat across from his daughter. “I’m sorry, Claire bear,” he said. “What happened?”

      She waved him off. “Long story.”

      “You can tell it if you want.”

      “Nothing to tell. He’s a boy. Boys suck.”

      Vincent laughed. “You got me pegged on that one.”

      After a moment, Claire asked, “How are you doing?”

      “Just busy,” Vincent said. “Been a rough couple of days here in town.”

      “How so?”

      Vincent looked at his daughter.

      How much should I tell her?

      “A few people passed away yesterday,” Vincent said. “Unexpectedly.”

      Claire was on the edge of her seat. “Were they murdered?”

      He nodded.

      “Jesus,” Claire said as she leaned back in her chair.

      “Watch the language,” Vincent said, feeling that he was the one responsible for the curse words in her vocabulary.

      “Sorry,” Claire said. “That’s insane. Didn’t some other things happen a while ago like that?”

      “Yeah. It’s definitely raised some concerns. We’ve managed to keep a lid on everything for now, but it’s a small town. It’s only a matter of time before word gets out.”

      “I’m sorry, Daddy.”

      “Don’t be sorry. It’s my job. It’s what I do for a living.”

      No need to tell her any more.

      “Do you think you have enough help?” Claire asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it’s like you said—it’s a small town. That means you have limited resources. Murders, especially multiple ones, require a certain amount of tech and qualified staff to handle that kind of stuff.”

      Vincent laughed, impressed. “You’re pretty sharp.”

      She shrugged. “I read a lot of Lee Child,” she said.

      “Lee Child? Really?”

      “I like Jack Reacher. Kind of hot for fictional character…”

      Vincent rolled his eyes. “Well, I’m done with this conversation.”

      A chuckle from Claire. “Seriously, though,” she said, “you think you have enough resources to find out who’s doing this?”

      Vincent, for the first time since everything had started unfolding, thought critically about the resources the town had on hand and debated if it was enough to find the killer tearing through Hollow Green.

      After chatting with his daughter, he set her up in the guest room, gave her his credit card to order in some food, and then proceeded to call someone he hadn’t talk to in quite some time.
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      “Special Agent Miranda Stone.”

      “This is former detective Edgar Vincent,” Vincent said.

      “My, my,” Miranda said. “As I live and breathe…”

      “How are you?”

      “Good. Busy. You?”

      “I’ve been better.”

      “Hollow Green been thrown into an uproar again?” She asked with sarcasm.

      “Actually,” Vincent said with a sigh, “as a matter of fact, it has.”

      A long pause from Miranda. “You’re kidding me,” she finally said.

      “Afraid not,” Vincent said. “Two bodies. So far, at least. Both of them killed on Halloween night. And here’s the kicker—my prints were found on both of the bodies.”

      Another pause. “Jesus.”

      “Language,” Vincent said, forgetting that he was no longer talking to Claire.

      “Excuse me?” Miranda asked.

      “Oh. Nothing. Never mind. Forgot who I was talking to for a second.”

      “That you did. Anyway, you said your prints were found on the bodies?”

      “They were. Now the state’s attorney and the chief are gunning for me. You think I did it?” Vincent needed to know which side of the line Miranda was standing on.

      “Of course not!” she said without hesitation. “You’re not the type, Vincent. Anyone with a head on their shoulders knows that.”

      “Well, I need help,” Vincent said. “Because it’s only a matter of time before I’m in an orange jumpsuit at the rate I’m going.”

      Miranda paused. “Maybe I can run some interference for you. Give me a couple of hours, yeah? I’ll make some phone calls.”

      “I’d appreciate it. Someone’s planting my prints all over crime scenes, and I’d like to know who.”

      “I get it, Vincent. I do. I’ll work fast. Just stay by the phone.”

      While Vincent waited for Miranda to call back, he spent the time eating takeout and watching CSI with Claire.

      It was the most relaxed he’s felt in a number of days.
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        * * *

      

      “I bought you one week,” Miranda said when she called Vincent back early the next morning, Claire asleep in the guest room and Vincent talking in hushed tones so she wouldn’t hear him.

      “How did you do that?” Vincent asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Miranda said. “I have my ways.”

      He breathed a sigh of relief. “That helps. Now I just need to do a little digging. Figure out who planted my prints.”

      “You think there’s any way you could get a copy of the prints your people pulled from the crime scenes?”

      “Possibly. I have someone on the inside that’s fighting for me. I’m better she’d be more than willing to try.”

      “Good. It would help. I thought I could get some of my people to do a little analysis of it. There’s ways of finding if a print has been planted at a crime scene.”

      “Really?” Vincent asked. “I must’ve missed that last conference where that emergence of technology was covered.”

      “Trust me,” Miranda said proudly, “I’m with the FBI. We have some fancy little toys at our disposal.”

      “I believe you,” Vincent said.

      “Get those prints,” Miranda said. “Soon as you can.”

      Just then, Vincent heard Claire’s door open. “I’m on it,” he said to Miranda before hanging up the phone.

      Claire, in her jammies, approached Vincent with that early-morning squint in her eyes. “Hey, Daddy,” she said.

      “Hey, sweetie,” he said.

      “It’s so early.”

      “I know. The work never stops around here…”

      Claire moved to the kitchen. “I thought I could make breakfast before you leave for the day.”

      “Oh, that’s so sweet, hon. But I have to go meet someone in a few minutes.”

      Claire pursed her lips. “Okay. I understand. Does it have to do with the murders or whatever?”

      “Yeah. Unfortunately. The quicker we work it, the quicker we can end it.”

      “That’s okay.” Claire turned toward the living room and fished around for the TV remote. “I’m here for a week. I’ll just meet you for lunch.”

      Vincent smiled, kissed his daughter on the crown of her head, and made his way to the bedroom to change. Minutes later, in typical and quick guy fashion, Vincent was ready to take on the day.

      “I’ll call you in a few,” he said to Claire as he scooped up his car keys. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      Claire turned away from the television. “Daddy?” she called out.

      Vincent stopped in his tracks.

      “Are you sure everything’s okay?” she asked. “I just know you. I know when something’s wrong.”

      Vincent grinned and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “We’ll talk tonight,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Claire smiled suspiciously as her father walked out the door, left, and locked the deadbolt firmly behind him.

      “Something’s going on with you, Dad,” she said as she surfed through the channels. “And I’m gonna find out what it is.”

      Claire sat there pondering the possible afflictions that were racking her father as Wile E. Coyote ran across the screen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      “Got some updates for you,” Brandt said to Vincent over the phone as he drove. “I think you’ll want to hear them.”

      “Excellent,” Vincent said, pulling further away from his house. “Meet me at the diner in ten. We’ll make it quick. Make sure that Riley doesn’t have anyone following you. I’m worried he might start getting suspicious of our meet ups.”

      “Got it. I’ll see you in five. How you holding up?”

      “Hanging in there. You?”

      “Hanging in there.”

      “Let’s keep it that way. See you in five.”

      Vincent took a breath and hung up. “Okay, boss,” he said to himself. “Let’s go about clearing your name.”
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        * * *

      

      Vincent tossed a few looks over his shoulder as he entered the diner, suspicious of damn near everyone and everything in his path.

      Riley has people on the lookout for me.

      I’m just glad a few of them are on my side.

      He entered the diner. Delores was behind the counter giving him a half-smile as she noticed him. Brandt was seated in the corner, a steaming cup of coffee wafting in her face as he slipped into a chair across from her.

      “How’d you sleep?” she asked.

      “Not well,” Vincent said. “Only got a couple of hours.”

      “Same,” Brandt said with a sigh.

      Vincent waited for Delores to fill his cup with coffee, before spotting the same man that had shared the diner with him the night of the murders enter a few seconds after. “So,” he said to Brandt. “What have you got?”

      “I talked to Desiree Messenger’s family,” she said. “Turns out she had a non-eventful day—before she was murdered, that is.”

      “Nothing about a sour attitude? Someone following her? Anything like that?”

      Brandt shook her head. “Both of her parents said she was in a pretty good mood the entire day. She came home, just like Ethan Travis did, but there was no sign or indication that anything was off the entire day. That being said, she was even happier when she came home for off-campus lunch.”

      “Hmm,” Vincent said. “Quite the opposite of Ethan’s day.”

      “Quite the opposite indeed.”

      “Okay,” he said. “So it looks like Ethan Travis was the only one having an off day when he got to the football game.”

      “As far as I can tell, yes.”

      “And Desiree Messenger’s parents are sure that she wasn’t nervous or on the lookout for anyone? Nothing?”

      Brandt shook her head. “Again, no. Everything with her seemed to be on the up-and-up. Ethan had a bad day; Desiree had a good day.”

      Vincent sipped his coffee. “What about her whereabouts the time of the murder? It was rather odd that a girl was at her high school in PE gear at five in the morning.”

      “Not entirely,” Brandt said. “The girls’ basketball team meets at six a.m. to do drills. Desiree was known to show up at the school an hour earlier to get a few practice rounds in before the other girls showed up. Her parents said she was hoping to get a scholarship to State.”

      Vincent’s gaze fell to his coffee.

      Another innocent life and countless dreams shattered.

      “How did she get in the school?” Vincent asked.

      “That’s where it gets interesting,” Brandt said, “because the coach supposedly leaves the door to the gym unlocked the night prior so she can slip in unannounced.”

      “Sounds like a serious breach of school protocol.”

      “It is. That’s why I talked to the coach. But she has no potential as a suspect.”

      “Why is that?”

      “The woman has been in a wheelchair for the past four years after a car accident.”

      “Okay,” Vincent said. “So we’re still a little stale on solid leads for suspects, other than me, according to Riley.”

      “I did get a list of the athletes at the school,” Brandt said as she removed a slip of paper from the case file. “We have one hundred and six names for all the students at the school currently participating in athletics. I’ve crossed off Desiree Messenger and Ethan Travis.”

      Vincent took the paper from Brandt and read over the list, but no one name stood amongst others—not just yet.

      “Oh, boy,” he said. “We’ll have to question each one or find some way of eliminating a few of these names.”

      The door to the diner opened as Vincent began to put away the list. A young man entered, fifteen, a sheepish look on his face and a green letterman jacket from Hollow Green High School clinging to his athletic frame. He searched around, his eyes homing in on Brandt and Vincent.

      He approached them. “Excuse me,” he said nervously. “Are you guys cops?”

      Brandt and Vincent looked at him, both of the perking up when they saw the letterman jacket. “We are,” Vincent said. “Can we help you?”

      The kid took his time. “I’m Ronny Elder,” he said. “I played football with Ethan Travis.”

      He waited for them to take the lead, Vincent chagrined to hear that word was getting around about the murders.

      “Take a seat,” Vincent said. “Talk to us for a minute.”

      Ronny sat beside Vincent, wringing his hands. He only looked at Vincent and Brandt in increments, nervous with each breath he drew and each word that he spoke with it.

      “I, uh,” he began, “I know about Ethan and Dez. I heard it from my parents this morning.”

      A look shot between Brandt and Vincent: We’re in big trouble now.

      “What’s on your mind?” Brandt asked Ronny.

      Ronny cleared his throat. “I…I’m not sure. It’s hard to explain.”

      “Take your time,” Vincent said in a warm way so the kid could feel more at ease.

      Ronny looked guilty, on the verge of breaking down. “Dez and Ethan,” he said. “They were… Well, when I heard what happened to them…I couldn’t think about their…club.”

      The wheels in Vincent’s brain started spinning.

      Here we go…

      “What club?” he asked.

      Ronny took another moment. “Dez and Ethan were a part of the group of six kids. All of them are, like, the star players of their team. They’re kind of, like…these elitists. They hang together at lunch, date each other, see movies together. It’s their own exclusive little club that no one but these six people are a part of. When I heard that Dez and Ethan were dead, I… Well, I couldn’t help but think about the A-Listers. I saw you guys outside the diner while I was walking to the store, and…I just thought I needed to tell you.”

      “A-Listers?” Brandt said.

      “Yeah,” Ronny said. “That’s what the group calls themselves.”

      Vincent took a mental note then produced the list of names of the school athletes from his inside pocket and set it in front of Ronny.

      “Think you can point the names out for us?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      Ronny pointed out all six names on the paper for Brandt and Vincent:

      
        
        KENNETH BATEMAN

        SHAWN BATEMAN

        DESIREE MESSENGER

        ALYSSA MOORE

        ETHAN TRAVIS

      

      

      
        
        And the last name was his:

        RONALD ELDER

      

      

      “You’re on the list?” Brandt said. “You’re one of the A-Listers?”

      Ronny nodded and looked down. “I was. But I left a few months ago. I stopped hanging out with them. Their attitudes, they… It got to be too much…” Ronny began visibly shaking.

      They let the kid have a few seconds to himself. Finally, Vincent said, “Do you happen to know what Ethan Travis was up to the day of his murder? On Halloween?”

      “I just saw him at practice. Then at the game. He looked a little pissed off about something when he was playing. Totally threw the guy off. You could tell.”

      “We heard something about that. You don’t have any clue what that was about?”

      Ronny thought some more. “No. Not really.”

      Brandt asked, “Was he close to any other members of the A-Listers?”

      “Yeah. Dez.”

      “Were they dating?”

      “Kind of. They were more hooking up, really.”

      “How often?”

      “Often enough.”

      “Could you be more specific?” Vincent asked.

      Ronny exhaled. “Just after games. Before games. Stuff like that?”

      “Do you think it’s possible she could have seen Ethan before he was killed? Before she was killed.”

      Ronny nodded. “Totally. Ethan had a game last night. He probably hooked up with Dez around noon or so when he went off campus for lunch.”

      Vincent looked at Brandt, feeling like a few pieces of the puzzle were coming together.
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        * * *

      

      “Thoughts?” Vincent asked Brandt after Ronny left fifteen minutes later.

      She sipped her refill of coffee. “I think Ethan might have gotten dumped yesterday.”

      Vincent shot a finger in her direction. “I’m thinking the saem. What tipped you off?”

      “Well, it was clear that the two of them were dating.”

      “Right.”

      “And I think Desiree might have broken it off right before the game.”

      “What do you base that off?”

      “Well,” Brandt said, “when I interviewed Desiree’s parents, they said all the nice things they could about their daughter, which is natural for any parent to do. But something I found interesting was that they also mentioned she had sort of a… how should I say it? She was sort of a jokester.”

      Vincent furrowed his brow. “A jokester?”

      “Yeah, that’s what they said verbatim. When I asked them what that meant—you know, to dig a little deeper—they said she just had a knack for getting under people’s skin, and then they gave me an example from six years ago, when she hid her kid brother’s t-ball trophy from him after his team had won a game and hers hadn’t. He cried his eyes out for days before she returned it, regardless of the pressure from her parents. She was grounded for weeks and seemed to take the punishment gladly.”

      “Sounds more like she was vindictive,” Vincent said.

      “Yeah,” Brandt said. “Couple that with Desiree being benched for the past three games for throwing elbows during a match, and Ethan Travis having the best year of his life this past semester, I’d say the was a recipe for one jock getting envious over another. Trust me when I tell you that athletic rivalries are not specific to gender.”

      Vincent rubbed the tip of his chin. “So, Desiree has a bad year, Ethan has a good year, Desiree can’t stand living in someone’s shadow, so she dumps her boyfriend right before one of the biggest games he had just to fuck with him.”

      “Hence the reason she was smiling the rest of the day afterward.”

      Vincent nodded, his brain absorbing the info. “That explains Ethan Travis’ behavior,” Vincent said. “We can’t prove it, but it sure as heck explains it. The only way we can corroborate it is to talk with the other members of the A-Listers.”

      “That’s only three more names, then: Kenneth and Shawn Bateman, and Alyssa Moore.”

      “Ronny said the Bateman brothers were a year apart in school, right?”

      “Correct.”

      “Okay,” Vincent said. “We question all three of them. See what lines up.”

      “What about working the angle on your fingerprints?”

      “Yes,” Vincent said, recalling Miranda’s request. “How possible is it for you to float all the stuff you have on the prints to me?”

      “Easy,” Brandt said. “Almost too easy.”

      “Good. I’ll need them right away. I have a friend of mine who’s going to see if she can prove they were planted at the scene.”

      “What friend?”

      “An FBI friend.”

      Brandt raised her eyebrows. “Say no more.”

      “So,” Vincent said, “does Chief Riley still have you running point on the investigation?”

      Brandt waved her hand in a “fifty-fifty” style. “For the most part. He’s mostly letting the state’s attorney’s office take over. They’re using a few of our officers as a result. They haven’t done much yet. They’ve actually partaken in more meetings than they have any kind of real investigation time.”

      “Think we’d have time to talk to Alyssa Moore and the Bateman brothers before they do?”

      “They don’t know about the A-Lister angle yet. I think we’re safe.”

      They wasted no time hopping in their cars and using the address Ronny had given them for Alyssa Moore.
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      Alyssa Moore was irritated at her mother when she announced that the police wanted to speak with her.

      That fact alone spoke volumes to Vincent. She’s going to be a handful, he thought.

      Alyssa’s mother led Brandt and Vincent into the living room, offered them some tea, and then waited for Alyssa to enter before leaving the three of them alone.

      Alyssa came out in shorts, an oversized sweater, and a swagger that only a beautiful young lady with a chip on her shoulder could have. “Can I help you?” she asked them like a bored convenience store clerk. As if she was doing them a favor just by speaking.

      “I’m Detective Brandt with the Hollow Green PD,” Brandt said.

      Alyssa rolled her eyes, plopped down on the couch, and ran her fingers through her hair. “That’s great,” she said. “I didn’t do anything.”

      Vincent flashed a smile. “You’re not in trouble. We just want to ask you a few questions.”

      “About what?”

      “Your friends in the A-Listers.”

      Alyssa frowned. She took her time, shifted her weight, and crossed her arms. “What about them?”

      “That’s your club, right?” Brandt said. “Your little…band of athletes.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We talked to Ronny Elder. He told us all about the A-Listers.”

      Alyssa shrugged. “So?”

      “So,” Vincent said, “we’re curious to know more about it, since two of the six members of your little group of friends have been killed in the past few days. That raises some concerns for us. We find it rather ominous that more than just one person in a tight-knit group of friends is killed within such a short period of time.”

      “I didn’t do it,” Alyssa said.

      “Why is that your response?”

      Alyssa was fidgeting, on edge, nearly falling off the couch. “Because you guys are accusing me of something!”

      “No one is accusing you of anything,” Brandt said, her hands held up. “We’re just asking questions. That’s all.”

      Alyssa huffed, her eyes darting around as she tried to find a comfortable position to sit in. “I don’t…” she began. “I don’t know what you want me to say. My friends have been dying. My parents are forcing me to stay cooped up here while all this is going on.”

      “There are legitimate concerns for your safety,” Vincent said. “It’s possible that someone might be targeting you and the other A-Listers for some specific reason. We’re hoping that maybe you can shed light on that reason, and maybe, just maybe, we can find out who’s responsible for all this as a result.”

      A long pause from Alyssa, as she gazed at the floor while tears welled up in her eyes.

      “Alyssa,” Brandt said, leaning forward, “let’s keep this simple. I’ll ask a question, and you tell me if it’s true or not. Okay? We need your help. If we don’t have it, it’s just going to cause more problems for everyone, including you and your family.”

      Well done, Vincent thought. Brandt is an ace detective.

      “Can you do that for me?” Brandt asked.

      Alyssa took some time before she nodded.

      “Okay,” Brandt said. “Now, when we talked to Ronny Elder, he said that Desiree and Ethan had a relationship. Is this true?

      Alyssa nodded again.

      “Ronny also said that the A-Listers had a tendency to be a little…mean to some of the other students, a little elitist, perhaps. Is this also true?”

      Another nod from Alyssa.

      “Alyssa,” Vincent said, “would I be accurate in stating that the A-Listers are, for lack of a better way of putting it, bullies?”

      This time, Alyssa didn’t move, just stared.

      “Would I also be accurate,” Vincent continued, “in stating that maybe the A-Listers made some enemies as a result of all of this?”

      Alyssa looked up. “Absolutely,” she said with an intense gaze.
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        * * *

      

      Brandt and Vincent grilled Alyssa for another hour before hitting up the Bateman twins and discovering a similar narrative with them—both of them were cocky jocks with a flagrant disregard for people they felt were beneath them. It was four solid hours of interrogation, Brandt having checked in with Riley and stating that she alone was the one conducting the interviews.

      “So,” Brandt said, her and Vincent sitting in a parked car a ways from the station, “the A-Listers are a group of bullies. That much we know. They act like a bunch of jerks, they piss off some kids at the school, and now one or more of those kids might be killing off all the A-Listers as a form of retaliation.”

      “It makes sense,” Vincent said. “I’m just having a hard time wrapping my head around certain parts of the narrative.”

      “Such as?”

      He took a breath. “What do troubled students have a penchant for in America? Kids that feel like they’ve been shortchanged or disregarded. What do kids tend to do when they’ve been bullied?”

      Brandt sighed. “School shootings, as of late.”

      “Right,” Vincent said. “They make a display of their anger for all the world to see.”

      “If our theory of a bullied kid or kids is what we’re going with, then they are damn sure making a display of it with what they’ve done to the bodies.”

      “I agree. And the way they were displayed required effort, coordination. More than one person.”

      “Okay, so we agree that our suspects are most likely tortured students who felt the need to retaliate.”

      Vincent soaked in the info. “We need to find out more. I think we need to talk to all the A-Listers again.”

      “It’ll be tough talking to Ronny Elder,” Brandt said. “He said his folks are taking him to Florida for a couple weeks to get away from all of this.”

      “That’s fine. We’ll figure it out. We just need to get a list going of all the kids they wronged. We also need to see if the school has any kind of reports on file that mention any of the A-Listers and possible altercations they had with other students.”

      “Got it. I’ll handle it.”

      “Also,” Vincent said, “if someone is knocking off all the A-Listers, it might be a smart play to set up patrol outside their homes to see if anyone attempts to make a move on them.”

      “Smart play. We’ll need to coordinate. When do you want to do it?”

      Vincent looked at his watch. “Nighttime is the best time to strike. Sun sets in two hours. You and I and one other officer will scope out Alyssa’s house and the Bateman twins. We’ve already told their parents to keep them home. Hopefully they’ll listen.”

      “I need to grab some food first,” Brandt said. “I’m starving”

      “Same,” Vincent said. “And I know just the person to break bread with.”
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      Claire had dinner prepared by the time her father walked through the door. Vincent’s eyes went wide with delight at the spread of meatloaf and potatoes and vegetables steaming on a plate.

      “My goodness,” he said, happy to be home. “You went all out.”

      “Well,” Claire said, bringing her plate to the dinner table, “one thing Mom did teach me was how to cook, and I’ve come to really enjoy it. I wasn’t actually sure if you’d be back in time. I know you work late. I was planning on eating it all if you didn’t show.”

      “I think your eyes are bigger than your stomach,” Vincent said as he sat down and grabbed a fork.

      Claire waved him off. “Please. I’m sixteen. I could eat this and the pint of ice cream I just bought from the store for dessert and not gain a pound or an inch.”

      Vincent looked at his daughter. “You’ve been around town?”

      “Yeah. Should I not have?”

      “No. I’m sorry. I’m just a little worked up over this case.”

      Claire arched a brow. “Can you tell me anything about it?”

      “It’s best if you don’t know. It’ll just depress you. You’re young. Enjoy your life. You don’t need to let the dark parts of it get to you until much later down the line.”

      “Why are old people so negative?”

      “Okay,” Vincent said, pointing at her with his fork, “first off, I’m not old. Second, when you get a few years of real-life experience under your belt, you’ll understand what I’m talking about.”

      “I think I have a good idea. I’ve got two parents that aren’t together, a boyfriend that just dumped me, and a mom who’s not around that much because of her stupid new boy toy.” Claire sighed and looked at her plate. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to just let that all out.”

      Vincent took his daughter’s hand in his. “Don’t apologize. I knew something was wrong when you showed up here unannounced.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be. I’m your father. I need to be here…and we have a lot of missed time to make up for.”

      Claire smiled. “It’s just been hard,” she said. “Mom isn’t around all that much. She spends all her time with…him.”

      Vincent was still slightly disconcerted at the thought of his wife’s new beau. “Do you not like him?”

      Claire shrugged. “He’s okay, I guess. He’s nice and all. He’s just kind of, I don’t know, boring.”

      Vincent smirked. “Your mother always said she wanted a chance to start over with someone who’s life wasn’t as high-octane as mine.”

      “Well, she got that. Believe me. This new guy is duller than a nail with no point.”

      Vincent raised his eyebrows. “Nice one.”

      Silence fell over them as they ate, their plates clearing and their stomachs filling, and Vincent now dreading that he would soon have to leave to chase down a madman—most likely a child—as he dwelled in the comfort that was Claire. It had been so long since he’d tasted the normalcy of family life. He had lived alone for so long, nothing but his job keeping him company with frozen dinners and the hum of a television set. It was a thrill for him to have the company of his daughter.

      And he knew that he would soon have to leave.

      “What happened with your boyfriend?” he asked, trying to fill the time however he could. “You said you broke up?”

      Claire wiped her mouth with a napkin, keeping her eyes on her empty plate. “Yeah. I told Mom it was me who broke it off. But it wasn’t. It was Chris.”

      Vincent frowned. “I’m sorry, hon.”

      “It’s okay. It was a long time coming.”

      “How come? You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to.”

      “No. It’ll probably help. That’s actually kind of the reason why I came to visit you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Claire took her time. “Chris said I’m too intense, that I get far too focused on even the littlest things, that I don’t take the time to see and appreciate the bigger picture. In other words, I don’t appreciate him, or pay enough attention. Something like that.”

      Vincent felt a small quiver of nerves—his ex-wife had given the same sentiments to him on more than one occasion. Genetics. They could be a help and a hinder. “That’s an awfully big accusation for someone to make about a sixteen-year-old girl.”

      Claire looked at her father, clearly unappreciative of the comment.

      “You know what I mean, sweetie,” he said. “We all know how smart you are for your age. He’s just talking to you like you’re, I don’t know, a grown woman, maybe.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Claire said. “He was staying stuff about me that Mom says about you.”

      With that, Vincent’s stomach began twisting in a knot. “Yeah,” he said, finally admitting to himself that more of his personality had rubbed off on his daughter than he would have preferred. “I understand. I think… I think maybe some of that is definitely my fault.”

      “I don’t think so,” Claire said, her hand resting on top of her father’s. “It’s just my personality.”

      “That you apparently inherited from me.”

      “Maybe. But Mom is like that, too.”

      Vincent shook his head, disappointed in himself. “Your mother is wholly pragmatic. I taught you to be too observant. You learned from me how to obsess about the minutiae, and now it’s starting to affect your personal life the way it did mine.”

      Claire squeezed her father’s hand. “You taught me to be brave, Daddy. You taught me how to use my brain. I may be a little awkward at parties and ask too many questions on a first date, but I wouldn’t trade that for anything in the world. So—to hell with Chris if he doesn’t like that.”

      Vincent smiled, hearing the conviction behind every word. “Thanks, Claire bear,” he said before planting a kiss on her cheek.

      His phone began to ring in his pocket. He looked at it—Brandt’s name on the caller ID. “Talk to me.”

      “Bad news,” Brandt said.

      Vincent got up and moved away from the table. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s the guys from the state’s attorney’s office.”

      “Hoyt and Messer.”

      “Yeah. They, uh…they’re pressing charges against you, Vincent. It’s official.”

      Vincent closed his eyes with his back turned to his daughter. “Of course, they have.”

      With Vincent, happiness was fleeting.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent wasn’t prepared for how quickly the assistant state’s attorneys had leveled the charges against him. “Fast turnaround time,” he said to Brandt as he moved away from his daughter and began collecting his coat. “How’d they manage to pull that off?”

      “I just got wind of it about ten minutes ago,” Brandt said.

      “From who?”

      “Brackett. He said he overheard Riley talking to Messer and Hoyt on the phone. He said they just need to look over a few more pieces of evidence that we collected from the crime scene, and then they’re going to press formal charges.”

      “Wait one second.” Vincent pressed the phone to his chest and turned to face his daughter. “I gotta go, sweetie. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      Claire shrugged, saluted her father, and set about doing the dishes.

      “Save some dessert for me,” Vincent said. He then grabbed the key to his car and moved out of the house, phone again pressed to his ear. “Don’t suppose you have a timeline as to when they’re going to move in on me?”

      “Two days,” Brandt said.

      “Okay. We’ll need to move quickly. Did you manage to pull the records for my prints?”

      “I got everything, yeah.”

      “Good. Meet me at the diner. We’ll rendezvous for a tick, and then we’ll scope out the Bateman and Moore households.”

      “Copy that. See you in ten.”
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        * * *

      

      Minutes later, Vincent and Brandt were at the diner sitting across from each other.

      “How sure are you about the charges?” Vincent asked Brandt the second she slipped into the booth.

      “It sounds pretty certain,” she said. “Riley said they were going to move on you in two days.”

      Vincent was stressed, but he tried not to show it. “We just need to concentrate on the task at hand,” he said.

      “Agreed,” Brandt said. “Are we still on track to scope out the houses?”

      “We are. I took the liberty of going ahead and claiming the Bateman twins’ place. Their house is about two miles from Alyssa Moore’s. We’ll post up, keep a close eye out, stay in contact over the phone, and see if anyone tries to make a move on either of them.”

      “Copy that.”

      Vincent took a breath. “I’m sure Chief Riley is going to get wise to you helping me on this. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “He seems to be suspicious already,” Brandt said. “He’s been asking me about your whereabouts.”

      “What have you told him?”

      “That I haven’t been in contact with you. But I only think there’s so long before he starts to get wise to our little…side investigation.”

      “Okay,” Vincent said. “We told the Bateman family and the Moore family to stay put. Hopefully they abide by that.”

      As Vincent spoke, Brandt reached into her brown canvas satchel and produced a thick pile of folders. She held it up to Vincent. “This is everything related to your prints. All the photos we took. Everything.”

      Vincent sighed with relief and grabbed the file. “I’m gonna send this overnight to a friend of mine. She might be the saving grace in this whole thing.”

      “Let’s hope so.” Brandt checked her watch. “Should we move? Sun is going down.”

      Vincent slapped a twenty on the table for the coffee they never touched and nodded. “Let’s move,” he said as they slipped out of the booth, Delores behind the counter watching them curiously.
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      Night had fallen. Brandt and Vincent were posted up two miles from one another—Brandt parked next door from Alyssa Moore’s house, and Vincent doing the same with the Bateman residence.

      Vincent had sent the package overnight containing all his fingerprint evidence linked to the homicides to Miranda Stone’s address. Just a matter of time, he thought. If anyone can pull a Hail Mary, it’s Miranda.

      He checked his watch: nine forty-two p.m. It had been a little over an hour since he’d parked in front of the Bateman household, Brandt checking in over text every few minutes to see if he had any updates.

      He hadn’t.

      Everything was calm, quiet, and still.

      At ten fourteen, Brandt dropped him a line, probably out of sheer boredom. “How are we looking?” she asked Vincent when he picked up on the second ring.

      “Nothing,” Vincent replied, his eyes glued to the front of the quiet and dimly lit Bateman household. “Not a damn thing.”

      “You think there’s a chance our suspects might actually try to make a move on one or more of these kids?”

      “I do, yes.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “A hunch,” he said. “Tends to pay off more often than not.”

      With a laugh, Brandt said, “I was taught by my instructors that hunches aren’t the things that solve cases.”

      “Oh yeah? And what did they say does solve cases?”

      “Analytics. Evidence. Facts.”

      “It certainly helps,” Vincent said. “But do you know what gives the most insight to human behavior? Do you know the one thing that will end up telling you if a suspect is telling the truth or not?”

      “Let me guess. Hunches.”

      “You’re damn right, detective. I’m well aware of what a vital role science plays in criminal investigations. It’s the key to understanding the truth, really. There’s no fighting facts and science. But intuition, the ability to know if someone’s lying, to know what’s the truth and what isn’t, is merely that invisible sixth sense that science has yet to explain—the detective’s hunch. Their gut. And I believe, nine times out ten, that the gut is what will point you in the right direction of the culprit in any crime, of the truth. What I’m trying to say is science will one day explain that…gut instinct that people like you and I possess.”

      “So,” Brandt said. “You think there’s a science to…hunches?”

      “I do,” Vincent said. “I’m just not quite sure what it means or what that looks like. I don’t think anyone has. I think science hasn’t figure out all aspects of the brain, at least not yet.”

      “But you’re insinuating that you have these kinds of hunches. Correct?”

      Vincent was enjoying this. “Yeah,” he said. “I believe more than a few people possess it, yeah.”

      He couldn’t help but think of his daughter and her natural deductive ability.

      “Well,” Brandt said, “hopefully, we’ll—”

      She stopped mid-sentence, nothing but silence filling the line for a few moments before Vincent asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “Wait one minute,” Brandt said.

      More silence.

      Vincent was getting antsy. The silence coming over the line was putting his nerves on edge. “What is it?”

      “Holy shit!” Brandt exclaimed.

      “What? What?”

      “Looks like your theory on hunches is true.” Vincent made out the sounds of her door opening over the phone. “Someone is trying to break into the Bateman household!”

      Vincent hung up before Brandt had a chance to finish, started the engine, and gunned it in her direction.

      Gut instinct, he thought as he jammed the gas pedal to the floor. Pays off every time.

      He took his gun out of the glove box.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent hit the siren on his car, not worried or even caring if anyone reported that Hollow Green’s most seasoned detective was doing police work while on suspension.

      “Where are you?” he called out to Brandt, phone still connected via Bluetooth through his car.

      “Approaching the front door,” Brandt said. “I saw two people dressed in white robes slip in through the back door.”

      White robes?

      What the hell?

      “Don’t move in yet unless you hear something,” he said. “I’m thirty seconds out.”

      “Wait for backup.”

      “Vincent—”

      “Wait! I’m almost there.”

      He hung a sharp right, then a left, then another right on the street where Alyssa Moore resided. He travelled about twenty feet, threw his car into park directly behind Brandt’s and approached her.

      “We need to move inside!” she said.

      Vincent knocked hard three times on the front door. “Mrs. Moore!” he called out. “Mr. Moore! Alyssa! It’s Brandt and Vincent. HGPD. Open the door, please!”

      Lights started turning on throughout the house. There was a crash. Then a scream. Then the cries of a man screaming for someone to “Get out!”

      Brandt and Vincent both pulled their weapons.

      “Do it,” Vincent said.

      Brandt raised her foot, aimed it to the left of the door handle, and kicked. The door splintered on the first attempt, swinging inward as Vincent and Brandt stormed inside, Vincent covering the rear as he saw Alyssa Moore and her parents, disheveled and dressed in their pajamas, as Mr. Moore aimed a pistol at three figures dressed as ghouls standing shrouded in darkness in the kitchen to Vincent’s right.

      They just stood there. Unmoving.

      “What the fuck,” Brandt said as she took aim.

      The ghouls turned on a dime and fled.

      “No, no. Don’t run!” Vincent shouted as he pursued them.

      But the ghouls were faster than he was. Much faster. They were in an all-out sprint. They ditched out through the already ajar back door leading into the kitchen, hooked a left, then cut through the Moores’ backyard and hopped the picket fence separating it from the neighbor’s property.

      Damn! These guys are fast, Vincent thought.

      He kept running, though, gun still clutched in his hand as he vaulted the fence and gained some yards on the ghouls. “Freeze!” he shouted. “Police!”

      The ghouls turned their heads briefly, the crooked smiles on their latex faces grinning mockingly in Vincent’s direction.

      Vincent attempted to get a better look at their builds, their frames—anything and everything about their physical appearances was logged away in his brain for future use. It was difficult, though; the robes obscured their natural builds.

      They hopped another fence, cutting to their right, hopped over a hedge, and landed on the pavement of the street before moving toward a trio of bikes they had stashed away in a hedge.

      “Shit,” Vincent said, about ten feet from them now as they mounted their bikes and started to pedal. “Freeze! Or I’ll shoot!”

      He wasn’t going to. He was just hoping that the threat would give them pause.

      It didn’t.

      The ghouls were on their bikes and pedaling away now, leaving Vincent to eat their dust as he gave up chase after two more blocks.

      Panting, he pocketed his sidearm and watched the ghouls turn into dots in the distance.

      “Damn it,” Vincent said under his breath, bent over with his hands on his knees, defeated in the middle of the street.
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      The Moore household was alive with red and blue lights when Vincent made his way back on the scene. A group of police cruisers were parked outside the lawn, and none other than Chief Riley was standing guard near the front door. Vincent took a breath, prepared himself for the tirade the chief was going to unleash on him, and moved toward the house.

      “Everybody okay?” Riley asked the Moore family, gathered together on the stoop and clutching each other tightly.

      Mr. Moore nodded. “Sons of bitches came in through the back door,” he said. “I heard them picking the lock. I grabbed the gun from my safe, came downstairs, and spotted them. That’s when the cops showed up.”

      Riley threw a glare in Brandt’s direction, standing directly next to him with her arms crossed and a frustrated and guilt-laced expression on her face. “Was it this officer?” he asked Mr. Moore.

      Mr. Moore nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Him, too.” He pointed at Vincent as he approached Chief Riley cautiously.

      “Son of a bitch,” Riley said. He looked at the Moores’. “Stay here for a moment, folks. I’m going to talk to my officers. If you could go inside, wait in the kitchen, someone will be inside to talk to you momentarily.”

      Riley nodded over his shoulder, and Brandt and Vincent followed him to a secluded part of the Moores’ lawn after sending two officers inside to keep an eye on the family. Once they were out of earshot, Riley opened his mouth and unloaded on them both like a semiautomatic.

      “What the fuck are you two doing here?”

      “Preventing another murder,” Brandt stated flatly.

      Riley pointed a finger. “You have no idea how much trouble you’re in, detective.” He then pointed at Vincent. “You as well, Vincent. You’re on suspension. There is zero reason for you to be here right now.”

      “I was just in the area, sir,” Vincent said. “I was speaking to Brandt over the phone when she told me she saw someone breaking into the Moores’ house.”

      Riley laughed. “In the area. That’s a load of horseshit.”

      “It’s not, sir,” Brandt said. “I was patrolling the area when I saw three figures dressed in Halloween costumes attempting to enter the residence through the back door.”

      “Two questions, then,” Riley said. “First off, why were you in the area? And second, what the hell were you talking to Vincent about over the phone? He’s on suspension!”

      “Does that mean he’s not allowed to talk to his friends?” Brandt asked.

      “It means he shouldn’t be talking to officers involved in an ongoing investigation, is what it means. And it still doesn’t answer the question as to why you were in this neighborhood, Brandt.”

      Brandt looked at Vincent. Should we tell him?

      Vincent weighed his options and took his time before he nodded.

      “Sir,” Brandt said, “we have reason to believe that two of our victims were a part of a group of friends at the high school who are being targeted by a group of individuals.”

      “Targeted?”

      “Yes, sir. Our first and second victims, Ethan Travis and Desiree Messenger, were involved with four other students in a group called the A-Listers. They’re like a little white-gloves society within the school. They’ve been noted as being bullies to the other students. We believe that someone—three of them, apparently—are most likely targeting the A-Listers in some kind of act of retribution.”

      Riley let that sink in.

      He wasn’t buying it.

      “What a load of shit,” he said. “I don’t believe a word of it.”

      Vincent looked away and rolled his eyes.

      Of course, you don’t.

      “I don’t need two detectives,” Riley continued, “who are colluding behind the scenes for heinous reasons, twisting the facts of what happened here tonight was nothing more than three punks trying to steal a television set.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Vincent said, shaking his head and unable to prevent himself from reacting to Riley’s absurd deduction.

      Riley was now staring laser beams at Vincent. “You have no idea the shit storm that’s about to rain down on you, Vincent. Not in the slightest. Your presence here tonight does nothing more than add to the already growing list of infractions you’ve committed. I want you gone. Out of here. Now. If I found out you’re lingering around the station, crime scenes, whatever—I’ll have you arrested on sight. Consider yourself under house arrest until the state’s attorney says otherwise.”

      Vincent smirked. “You have no idea what’s going on, do you? Or maybe you do, and you’re just pretending to be stupid for some other reason.”

      Riley gritted his teeth. “Leave,” he said. “Now.”

      Vincent stared the man dead in the eye, and then left.

      “As for you,” Riley said, his attention now on Brandt. “You’re suspended, as of right now. Two weeks.” He moved toward the house. “Now get the hell out of my sight.”

      Brandt took a moment to let reality catch up to her before she followed Vincent. “Some night, huh?”

      Vincent cast a quick look over his shoulder at the house as he moved toward his car. “I’m sorry about that,” he said. “I think what just happened was my fault.”

      Brandt shook her head. “It’s not. What happened, happened. It doesn’t change a damn thing.”

      They arrived at his car, Brandt staring Vincent fiercely in his eyes. “What now?” she asked. “What do we do next?”

      “We’re both suspended,” he said. “Do you really want to face the repercussions of what might happen if we keep pursuing this?”

      She shrugged. “I know you’re not going to back off this, so why should I? We’re partners, aren’t we?”

      Vincent shook his head. “No way. Someone is trying to set me up. The last thing I need is for them to decide their coming after you. With the chief on us both and whoever this is on our tail… Could be formidable foes, even for crafty detectives like us.”

      Brandt rested her arm on Vincent’s shoulder. “Sounds like a party. All the more reason for us to join. I’m going to the station to collect what I’ve got on the case. I’ll meet you at the diner in three hours.”

      She said nothing more before returning to her car. Vincent was happy to know that she, despite all the chaos that ensued, was still on his side.

      Before slipping behind the wheel, Vincent took a look around and saw a handful of people watching with intense stares on their faces. He wondered how long it would take before that turned into feelings of worry and acts of vigilantism.

      The last time that tempers were on high in Hollow Green, the residents damn near burned the place to the ground.
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      Vincent didn’t realize it was November fifth until he saw the date broadcasted in the diner when he arrived the morning after the events at the Moore’s. He was tired, hungry, and wishing for nothing more than a quick resolution to the case, and that, in turn, would offer him the time that he wanted to spend with Claire.

      “Did you sleep at all?” Brandt asked him when he arrived.

      “You asked me that last time,” he said as he sat at the table.

      Brandt gestured to Delores. “Think she’s getting a little upset,” she whispered, hiding her mouth by sipping on her coffee. “That’s last couple of times we’ve been here all we’ve ordered was coffee.”

      Vincent waved Brandt off. “Don’t worry about it. Delores is very low-key. She doesn’t mind.”

      Brandt sighed. “I don’t know, but I’m willing to take your word for it.” She took another sip of her coffee. “So. What do we do now?”

      “Let’s go over what happened last night.”

      “Right. Well, I was talking to you on the phone. I was parked one house down from the Moore’s on the right side of the street, so I actually had a good view into the backyard. When I was talking to you, I spotted three people in Halloween costumes hopping over the hedge and moving to the back door. That’s when I told you I saw something.”

      Vincent remembered the rest of the event fairly well. “Mr. Moore said they picked the locks to get inside the house.”

      “Right.”

      “And that doesn’t seem odd to you?”

      Brandt squinted. “No. Not entirely. Why?”

      “Well,” Vincent said, “I checked out the back door when I came back to the house right before I talked to you and Riley—there wasn’t a scratch on it.”

      “So these three guys used some kind of lock pick. I assume. It’s likely. They knew exactly what they were doing.”

      “That’s what’s piquing my curiosity—they fact that they were so adept. Between that and how elaborate the displays of the victims’ bodies were at the crime scenes, it speaks well for these three…ghouls and their intelligence.”

      “It does. So what’s your hold-up?”

      Vincent shrugged. “How the hell can kids be this organized? I mean, didn’t we come to the conclusion that this must be some sort of retaliation on behalf of at least one of the kids who were wronged by the A-Listers?”

      “That’s the going theory.”

      “Okay. If that’s the case, then someone, maybe multiple people, are helping them.”

      The two of them sat in silence for a few moments while they thought it over, Brandt finally breaking the silence when she said, “Who could be helping them? And why?”

      “That’s what we have to figure out,” Vincent said. “And it’s started me thinking that maybe our motive runs a little deeper than just kids looking for vengeance. We should still get someone to talk to kids at the school, see if any of them had run-ins with the A-Listers.”

      “How? Both of us are supposed to steer miles clear of this thing.”

      Vincent held up a finger. “I talked to Officer Brackett last night when I got home. He’s more than willing to give us an assist.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” Vincent said. “The kid likes me, and he’s always wanted to play detective, so…”

      “Well, that’s great. We just need him to move as fast as possible. We can’t say exactly when Riley and the state’s attorney is going to call you in, so we need to move.”

      Vincent’s cell rang. He pulled it from his pocket and checked the caller ID—Miranda Stone.

      “Tell me you’ve got something.”

      “I do,” Miranda said. “I had my people working around the clock last night on all that stuff related to your prints.”

      “And?”

      “They’re planted. Most definitely.”

      Vincent closed his eyes and smiled, covering the mouthpiece on the phone and then announcing the good news to Brandt. “And you have everything I need on hand to verify this?”

      “All on official FBI paperwork,” Miranda said. “Long story short, someone got a hold of your prints using a fairly quick and easy method. I’ve broken it down on the report. There were these slight streaks indicative of a kind of application someone was using to plant the prints. Basically, the streaks that were left from the prints were done through fabrication, not naturally. Whoever did this was smart, but they were a little lazy.”

      Vincent let the good news sink in.

      I needed this.

      “How soon can you get this stuff to me?” he asked.

      “I just sent it overnight an hour ago,” Miranda said. “It should be there soon. If you need anything else, give me a heads-up. Word is that the state’s attorney in your area is closing in fast.”

      “Well,” Vincent said, “this new lead helps, and it’s all thanks to you.”

      “Talk to you soon, Vincent.”

      “Much obliged, Stone.” He hung up.

      “That news helped,” Brandt said.

      “Sure as hell did,” Vincent said. “Now we just need to work our angles.”

      “Recap.”

      “Number one: we have Brackett interview the kids at the high school, which he’s currently doing. I know Riley has you on suspension, but maybe there’s a way for you to go about helping Brackett so we can speed up the process.”

      “To hell with Riley. He can’t arrest me. He has nothing to charge me on. I’ll help work the angle on the kids. Don’t worry about that”

      “Good,” Vincent said. “I’ll take the other angle, then.”

      “Which is?”

      Vincent thought back to the faces of the ghouls. “I’m going to look around town. See if I can figure out anything about those little costumes our friends were wearing last night.”

      “Find the masks, find the killer.”

      “Hopefully it’s that simple.”

      Vincent’s phone buzzed—a text from Claire.

      I’m hungry!

      Starving kids is a crime in the state of Illinois!

      “I’ll have to look in to that in a little bit, though,” Vincent said to Brandt. “Looks like I’ve got a date.”

      Brandt smirked. “Don’t be long. I know father-daughter time is important, but—”

      “Read you loud and clear.” Vincent was already standing up from the table. “I’ll touch base in an hour.”

      “Tell her I said hi.” Brandt put money on the table for the coffees.

      Vincent then exited the diner without looking back.
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      Vincent stood by Claire’s at the local grocery store, both of them pushing a cart and Vincent insisting that his daughter buy anything that her heart desired.

      “Ooooh!” Claire said as she saw the Cap’n Crunch at the end of the aisle. “Haven’t had that in a while. Mom doesn’t let me eat this stuff anymore.”

      Vincent winked. “Get it.”

      Claire scooped up the box happily and tossed it in the cart.

      “Your mom making you eat healthy or something?” Vincent asked.

      “Ugh,” Claire said, rolling her eyes. “It’s like her new obsession. I swear, that woman keeps jumping on all these different, like, health and self-help ships every few months.”

      “Like what?”

      “Diets, gurus, Tony Robbins kind of stuff. It’s so obnoxious. She started leaving quotes on my door from her favorite guru of the month every day.”

      “Sounds like she’s just trying to be positive, hon. I’ll give her that much. At least she cares.”

      “Yeah,” Claire said, nodding. “I guess so. She just insists that I do whatever it is she’s doing at any given time. She wants us to, like, share the same lifestyle or something.”

      “She’s just trying to bond with you.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s a bit overbearing.”

      Vincent checked his watch. “I do have to go back to work in a few,” he said. “This case is picking up some steam.”

      Claire stopped walking down the grocery aisle to look her father in the eye. “So. When are you going to tell me?”

      “Tell you what?” he asked.

      “The truth. About what’s really going on. About why this case is bothering you so much.”

      Vincent knew he couldn’t keep putting his daughter in the dark. She was smarter than that, and too intuitive.

      “I just don’t want you to be worried, honey,” he said. “I just…figured it was better if you didn’t know.”

      Claire hung on to the front of the cart and kept looking in his eyes. She hardly blinked. “I know I’m only sixteen. But I’m not six. I want to know, Dad. I want to help, even if it means just being here, you know?”

      Vincent smirked.

      It helps a lot.

      He motioned for his daughter to come in close. “When I tell you this,” he said, “I tell you in confidence. You cannot tell anyone, not even Mom, about what I’m about to tell you.”

      Claire nodded repeatedly.

      Vincent sighed. “Someone is killing kids at the high school.”

      “Everyone knows that by now, Dad. I saw one of your neighbors checking for their morning newspapers with something that looked like a gun in the pocket of his robe. And walking around earlier when I went to the store on my own, you could hear the old ladies of the town when they whispered. Louder than they should ’cause they’re probably hard of hearing. It’s tough to keep a secret in a small town.”

      “I know,” he said. “That’s the truth. But there’s one part that you don’t know, and nobody knows outside of law enforcement.”

      Claire’s eyes were wide in anticipation.

      “Someone planted my fingerprints all over both of the crime scenes. Whoever is doing this is trying to set it up and make it look like I did it.”

      Claire looked completely and utterly stunned.

      “I didn’t do it, though, hon,” Vincent said. “An FBI friend just told me she can prove my prints were planted.”

      “I know, Dad,” Claire said. “I know you didn’t…wouldn’t do it. I’m just scared.”

      Vincent hugged her. “It’s going to be okay, Claire bear. Whoever did this is not going to get away with it. I promise you that.”

      Claire took a breath. “Okay.”

      “Come on,” Vincent said, pushing the cart. “Let’s finish this up.”

      After a few trips down a few more aisles, they moved toward the checkout counter. “Anything you want for dinner tonight?” Claire asked.

      “Hmm,” Vincent said. “What are you thinkin’?”

      “Well,” Claire said, “I thought maybe the chicken and pasta. But that salmon looks pretty good. We should probably eat it tonight if we want to…”

      Something caught Vincent’s eye as Claire continued to list off the possibilities for the evening, resting about thirty feet ahead of them in the bargain bin near the exit doors.

      He moved away from the checkout stand, Claire watching on as he approached the bargain bin and picked up a mask scattered among a plethora of discounted Halloween merchandise.

      He reached in the bin and pulled out a rubber mask. The exact same mask that was worn by the ghouls. Sporting the same sinister smile.
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      “How long have you had these masks?” Vincent asked as he held it up to the manager of the store after rousting him from his office.

      The manager, a portly and pink man with a red apron on, said, “Since September.”

      “Do you have any cameras in this store?”

      The manager said yes, but looked ashamed. “They don’t record, though. They just live-feed into a few monitors in my office. I’m supposed to be watching it during store hours, but I’m never in there for more than a few minutes at a time.”

      Shit, Vincent thought. “Okay. Do you know who I am?”

      The manager nodded. “You’re that old chief.”

      “I am. But I’m just a detective now, and I need you to do me a favor and get all the receipts you have on hand since September. You have those, right?”

      “Not for the Halloween gear. We get that in bulk.”

      “But you have receipts for all the purchases that have occurred in this store, right?”

      The manager nodded. “There’s a lot of them.”

      “That’s fine. Just get them for me.”

      The manager began to move toward his office. “You got it.”

      Vincent breathed easy as the manager shuffled off.

      Thank God he didn’t ask to see a badge.

      His cell phone rang—it was Riley.

      “Yeah,” Vincent said as he answered, flat and with no enthusiasm.

      “It’s Riley.”

      “I can see that. What do you want?”

      “Station. Now! Otherwise I’ll have someone bring you in and drag you here.”

      The line went dead.

      “Everything okay?” Claire said from behind him.

      He turned and saw her expression indicating that she was preparing for him to make another quick exit.

      “I gotta go,” Vincent said, disappointed in himself.

      Claire shrugged. “All good. Be safe.”

      “I’m sorry. Do me a favor? The manager will be back in a few seconds. Tell him someone named Brandt is coming by to pick them up soon and that I had to run.”

      Claire saluted. “Copy that, sir!”

      Vincent pressed two of his fingers to his lips and then planted a kiss on his daughter’s forehead. “I’ll see you soon.”

      Claire moved back to the checkout and proceeded to pay for the groceries.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent called Brandt on his way to the station. “Get to the grocery store,” he said. “The manager has some receipts for you.”

      “What am I looking for?” Brandt asked.

      “Everyone who bought these masks they had in stock, the same ones that our ghoul friends were wearing the other night.”

      “That might end up being a problem. Some of the people who bought those might have bought them with cash.”

      “True.” And that’s why we work with partners, he thought. “Tell you what,” he continued, “pick the manager’s brain a little more. Talk to people in the store. She if anyone can remember who they sold a mask to. It’s a small town. Everyone knows everyone.”

      “You got it,” Brandt said. “What are you gonna do?”

      “I just got called into the station,” he said miserably.

      “Oh, shit,” Brandt said. “Do you think they’re…well…?”

      “I don’t know. One step at a time, detective. They have to question me first. These guys can’t just arrest me on the spot. Riley’s an idiot if he thinks so.”

      “It is the state’s attorney’s office. They do get to make a lot of the calls at the end of the day.”

      She’s right. “One step at a time, detective,” he repeated before hanging up the phone.
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      The air was thick and choked with tension when Vincent entered the station. Most of the officers kept their heads low and their eyes on their paperwork as he walked in.

      I don’t see Brackett. Hopefully he’s somewhere, anywhere, doing something about the case.

      Vincent looked ahead in Riley’s office and saw Hoyt and Messer standing at attention and waiting for him. He held his head high, straightened his tie, and entered the office.

      “Mr. Vincent,” Hoyt said, not offering his hand.

      Everyone waited in silence.

      “You guys going to keep me in suspense?” Vincent said.

      Hoyt looked at Riley.

      “Mr. Hoyt and Messer have something to tell you, Vincent,” Riley said. “Take a seat.”

      “I’d prefer to stand,” Vincent said.

      A long pause.

      “Mr. Vincent,” Messer said, “after much deliberation, the state’s attorney’s office has seen fit to bring you in on charges of murder.”

      “That’s unfortunate to hear,” Vincent said. “Luckily for me, I have a PBA rep and a lawyer that you’ll have to speak to first before you can press any kind of charges.”

      Messer shook his head. “I’m afraid that’s not the case. We’re here today to charge you with the murders of Ethan Travis and Desiree Messenger. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law—”

      “This is horseshit,” Vincent said. “I know my rights. You guys can’t just saunter in here and throw the cuffs on me.”

      “That’s exactly what they’re going to do,” Riley said, standing tall. “Mr. Hoyt and Messer will take you into custody. You will be taken to the sheriff’s station over in Rubyville. They’ll be better suited to handle a man of your…nature.”

      “Whatever the hell that’s supposed to mean,” Vincent said.

      “You’re in a lot of trouble, my friend,” Messer said, taking a step forward as Hoyt reached for a pair of cuffs that Riley offered to him. “This is an unprecedented situation, and we are going to take all the proper precautions to make sure that you are brought to justice.”

      Vincent didn’t know what to do.

      What the hell is happening?

      “You guys can’t take me in,” he said to Hoyt and Messer. “You’re not cops.”

      Chief Riley reached for the Glock strapped to his side and massaged the trigger guard with his finger. “Don’t make this any more difficult that it needs to be, Vincent,” he said. “I’ll put you down if I have to.”

      Vincent could see from the look in Riley’s eyes that he wasn’t joking.

      “Mr. Vincent,” Messer said, “do you have any weapons on you that you wish to tell us about?”

      Vincent thought about the gun he had left behind in the glove box.

      He shook his head.

      “Mr. Vincent.” Hoyt came forward with the cuffs. “Put your hands behind your back, please.”

      Vincent didn’t comply right away.  “Vincent,” Riley barked, cocking his arm like he was ready to pull his gun. “Hands behind your back.”

      Vincent knew that Riley would shoot him dead if he didn’t. Just comply. You’ll figure this out.

      Vincent placed his hands behind his back, and Hoyt secured the cuffs on his wrists with a click. After patting Vincent down, Hoyt kept a hold on Vincent by gripping his elbow.

      “Move slow and easy,” Hoyt said. “I swear to God, if you make one false move…” He looked Vincent in the eye.

      “I understand,” Vincent said, seeing all three men in the room take on a kind of predatory posture.

      Riley opened the door and held it, Messer moving in front of Vincent before Hoyt pushed Vincent out of the door, the other officers in the station now looking up.

      “Back to work,” Riley said. “All of you. There’s absolutely nothing to see here.”

      They did as they were told as Vincent was hauled away, one or two of them tossing concerned glances in Vincent’s direction as he was led outside.

      Vincent was nervous. He knew that this wasn’t how they went about bringing a cop in on charges.

      They’re up to something.

      I gotta rally.

      I gotta think.

      Riley led the group to Messer and Hoyt’s parked car near the front of the building. Riley opened the door, Messer shoved Vincent inside and shut the door behind him, then the three of them spoke off to the side as Vincent tried to make out what they were saying, but their backs were turned.

      Riley, Hoyt, and Messer spoke for a couple of minutes before Hoyt and Messer got inside the car, Messer behind the wheel and Hoyt seated directly in front of Vincent in the passenger’s seat.

      “Sit back,” Messer ordered Vincent. “And don’t move a goddamn muscle.”

      Vincent complied, his mind spinning in circles as Messer pulled the car slowly out of the parking lot. They then made a right out of the station, heading far away from the building and down the highway. Exactly in the opposite direction of Rubyville.
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      As the trio drove down the road, an eerie silence took over as the houses became sparse and nothing, but highway and cornfields surrounded them on all sides.

      They’re not going to Rubyville, Vincent thought. Not by a long shot.

      He weighed his options, trying to figure out an angle as he looked around the car, trying to spot an opening. He couldn’t jump out. The car was going too fast.

      There was no way of telling if Hoyt or Messer had guns, so he couldn’t just assault them with his hands tied behind his back, but he had to do something, anything to escape.

      He cleared his throat. “I know what’s going on,” he said.

      Hoyt and Messer gave each other a look. “That so?” Hoyt said.

      Vincent nodded. “Very much so. I wasn’t born yesterday. I was calling you guys out at the station. I know what you’re going to do.”

      A brief, but very telling moment of silence.

      “And what’s that?” Messer said.

      Another pause.

      “You’re going to kill me.”

      Hoyt and Messer gave him nothing.

      “Oh, come on,” Vincent said. “It’s obvious. We’re not driving anywhere near the direction of Rubyville. Also, like I said before, you guys can’t just haul me in and read my Miranda rights, which we both know you’ve clearly violated anyway. Where’s the part where I have the right to an attorney?”

      Vincent noticed the growing tension on both of their faces.

      “You are going to provide me that, right?” Vincent said. “Aren’t you? Or maybe you’re just going to take me to someone who will.”

      Another pause from Hoyt and Messer, nothing but the sound of the engine filling the air around a car that was become more tense by the second.

      “I just want to know one thing,” Vincent said.

      They remained silent.

      “Why?” Vincent said. “Why are you doing this? Tell me what’s going on. If I’m going to die, I damn sure want to know why.”

      “You don’t deserve spit,” Hoyt said. “So just keep your mouth shut.”

      Vincent shook his head. “I knew it.”

      “You knew what?”

      “That you were going to kill me.”

      “No one said that.”

      “You just did, in so many words. And now you’re trying to run out the clock while you debate which one is going to do it, because neither of you have killed anyone in your life. Have you?”

      Hoyt became visibly fidgety the more Vincent spoke.

      “How are you going to do it?” Vincent said. “I mean, if you can do it. The two of you do look…pretty soft, at the end of the day.”

      Vincent was throwing everything he knew at them.

      “Come on,” he said. “Tell me. Tell me how you’re going to kill me. A gun? A knife? A barrel of acid? Something more elaborate? Come on, guys! I want to know. Maybe I’ll even get lucky and you guys will let me pick!”

      Hoyt spun around and screamed, “Shut up!” The vein in his head became pronounced.

      “Calm down,” Messer said. “He’s just trying to get inside your head.”

      “Christ,” Hoyt said, throwing his hands up. “Can’t we just…”

      “Can’t we just what?” Vincent said. “Kill me now?”

      Hoyt looked at Messer. “Don’t,” Messer said.

      “He’s wants to do it now,” Vincent said to Messer. “Doesn’t he? I can tell. He’s getting all revved up. I bet if I annoy him more, he’ll try and do it without your permission.”

      “Sit back and shut up!” Messer said.

      “We’re past that point,” Vincent said. “And two somewhat competent, semi-intelligent people in your position who are capable of killing another human being would have actually done it by now.”

      “I’m getting sick of this,” Hoyt said to Messer, shaking his head. “I can’t take this anymore.”

      “Because you’re weak,” Vincent said. “You’re too incompetent to do anything of real significance, and that’s why you’re not the ones who are in charge of this whole shebang. You’re nothing more than pawns—worthless drones doing the dirty work of someone else.”

      “I’m not going to tell you again, man,” Hoyt said. “This is your final warning.”

      “Or what?” Vincent said. “You going to do something about it, you creepy, overweight Midwestern punk!”

      Hoyt screamed with rage. He reached underneath his seat to fetch something.

      “No!” Messer shouted. “Hoyt, don’t do it!”

      But it was too late—Hoyt produced a Beretta. He loaded a round into the chamber.

      “Oh, shit!” Vincent said.

      No time to wait. Do something!

      Not knowing what else to do, and seeing that Messer was distracted, now driving the cruiser at fifty miles per hour, Vincent slid onto his back, folded his right leg in, aimed in the direction of Messer’s head, and kicked.

      Messer’s head smashed into the glass, not hard enough to break it but hard enough to knock him silly for a few precious seconds. Hoyt, still clutching his gun, turned around and took a hurried aim at Vincent.

      Vincent jerked forward with his head and smacked Hoyt in the nose, then fell back into his seat and shook off the dizziness as Hoyt dropped his weapon and blood poured out his nose. He put his hands to his face to stop the flow. “Son of a bitch,” he said, talking through his palms.

      Messer shook himself out of his trance and turned to look at Vincent.

      Vincent fell onto his back once again, folded his leg, and kicked Messer in the head, this time knocking him out for good as he jerked the steering wheel sharply to the left.

      The car lifted up on the right side, spun in a ninety-degree arc, and flipped over itself six times over before crashing onto the highway in a crumpled heap.
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      Vincent regained his consciousness in waves. Several minutes had passed since the car flipped out on the highway, and it was another several seconds before Vincent slowly came back to his senses.

      He saw that was relatively unscathed.

      A goddamn miracle.

      That was when his head started to pound. His wrist felt sore and somewhat hyperextended. A copper taste had filled his mouth from where he’d bitten the inside of his cheek.

      “Oh, man. Some night…”

      He looked in the front seat—Hoyt and Messer were still passed out.

      “Okay,” Vincent said, gathering his bearings and trying to figure his next move. “Keys… Where are the keys?”

      He looked around the car and saw that more than a few things had been tossed around in the accident. His eyes landed on a little glint of silver resting on Hoyt’s seat.

      Must have slipped out of his pants, Vincent thought.

      “Okay,” he said, leaning forward and dipping his head down to see if he could reach it.

      Using his teeth, Vincent managed to retrieve the key. He spat it out on the seat beside him, and then turned around and begin fiddling with the lock.

      Vincent attempted many times, the process feeling like it was taking an eternity as Hoyt and Messer started to awaken.

      “Shit,” Vincent said, trying to work faster. “Come on! Come on!”

      Messer moaned and started to move.

      Hoyt’s eyes opened, consciousness slowly returning.

      Vincent turned, fiddled, and twisted—and then the cuffs came off with a click. He then dove toward the front seat, grabbed the Beretta that had fallen to the floor mats, and took aim at Hoyt just as Hoyt tried to make a move for it.

      “You move,” Vincent said, “you die.”

      Hoyt froze.

      Messer shook his head and slumped back into his seat. “Nice job, asshole,” he said to Hoyt. “I told you to leave that shit alone.”

      Seconds later, sirens could be heard in the distance.

      Hoyt smiled, hands still in the air and a shit-eating grin stretched across his face caked with blood. “Doesn’t matter now,” he said. “You hear that, Vincent? That’s the cavalry.”

      Vincent shook his head.

      Damn it. I need to keep moving.

      He moved for the door to his left and pushed it open, gun still trained on Hoyt. “This isn’t over, you son of a bitch. Not by a long shot.”

      The sirens grew louder. Hoyt pointed in the direction of their wailing with his thumb and said, “You better get moving. Seems that you don’t have much time.”

      Fed up, Vincent struck Hoyt with the butt of his gun. Hit him right in his already busted nose. Hoyt hollered and cursed as Vincent slipped out of the car, ran to his left, and disappeared into a cornfield that stretched on for acres.
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      Vincent had run nearly a mile and a half before slowing down, his breath was like fire from his chest and every muscle in his body aching as he stopped in the middle of the fields for a second so he could catch his breath. He looked over his shoulder, the sirens faint but still close enough that he knew he needed to keep moving.

      He coughed, drew a deep breath, and kept on running for another half-mile before arriving on the outskirts on a farm. The house was a two-story colonial. Faded white paint. A barn to its right. And an old pick-up truck that looked in great condition lying in wait.

      I can hot-wire that model! No problem.

      Vincent crept up in a crouch toward the driver’s-side door and slowly opened it, his head swiveling like a hawk to make sure that the owner wasn’t alerted.

      He reached underneath the steering column and fiddled with the wires, recalling the times when he was a kid and hot-wiring cars with his friends. Most of whom were behind bars now. It was the reason he had opted to become a cop and stay out of trouble. Crime didn’t pay, but it could sure teach you some lessons.

      The engine roared to life, and Vincent sighed with relief.

      “Okay,” he said, collecting his thoughts. “Inventory.”

      He searched his pockets and took account of the contents—he still had his wallet, two hundred in cash, and the Beretta. His phone was somewhere back in the crashed cruiser, but he knew it was both fruitless and pointless to retrieve it.

      For now, though, the plan was simple. Vincent put the truck in gear and drove west, away from the blaring sirens a couple miles off.

      Find somewhere to lie low.

      Get a hold of Brandt.

      Find out what the hell is going on.
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      Vincent drove an hour without incident to a seedy little motel off the highway. He booked a room at the far end of the motel, paid for it in cash, and settled in. The room was sparse and smelled of stale cigarettes.

      Doesn’t need to look pretty. I just need somewhere to clean up.

      He took a look at in the bathroom mirror and saw that he was a little worse for the wear. There was a cut on his forehead, a bruise on his right cheek, and a few cuts and tears in his suit.

      Vincent stripped off his jacket and saw that his dress shirt was in decent enough condition, save for the blood on his sleeves. He rolled up the sleeves, used a towel and hot water to clean his cuts, and splashed water to smooth the wrinkles on his wardrobe.

      He checked himself out in the mirror—now he looked presentable. Not great, but decent.

      Vincent walked into the living room, picked up the phone, and dialed Brandt’s cell.

      “This is Brandt.”

      “It’s me,” Vincent said.

      Brandt breathed a sigh of relief. “There you are. I’ve been calling your cell all night.”

      “Yeah. About that…”

      “What’s going on?”

      Vincent shook his head. “Those guys from the state’s attorney’s office just tried to kill me. They arrested me at the station and pulled a gun on me after we drove off.”

      Brandt stayed silent for several seconds. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “Wish I were,” Vincent said. “Now I’m hiding out in some dump outside of town.”

      “Are you all right? How did you break free?”

      “I got the drop on them. The car wrecked afterward. I’m sure they’re out looking for me as we speak.” He realized something. “Wait. How do you not know? This happened two hours ago?”

      “I’ve been with Brackett,” Brandt said. “We’ve been interviewing the kids. No one knows about what happened with you, I don’t think.”

      Vincent thought about it. “Riley is trying to keep a tight lid on this thing,” he said. “Everyone is. Hoyt, Messer. Heck, maybe even the state’s attorney’s involved somehow.” He sighed. “Something is going on. Something at a much deeper level than what we thought.”

      “Funny you should say that,” Brandt said, “because when I looked at the toxicology reports for both Ethan Travis and Desiree Messenger, I found something very interesting.”

      “What is it?”

      “Both of them had a significant amount of GH1 in their system. Copious amounts of it. That and erythropoietin.”

      “What? Human growth hormone? Both of them?”

      “Both of them,” Brandt said.

      “But HGH?” Vincent said. “Why HGH and erythropoietin? And how the hell did they get it?”

      “Not sure. It’s not impossible to get.”

      “But these kids were teenagers in a small town. Someone had to have given it to them. Maybe someone at their school, even.”

      “A likely scenario. But do you think that has something to do with the murders, or is it just a coincidence?”

      “Hardly a coincidence,” Vincent said. “In Hollow Green, at least from what I’ve learned, there are no coincidences. And drugs can fuel a lot of crime. You and I and damn near everyone know that.”

      “So what happened?” Brandt asked. “How do you think it’s connected?”

      Vincent thought about it. “Maybe they weren’t paying their dealer—maybe they were planning on snitching.”

      “Hmm… Snitching? I’m not so sure I buy it.”

      “No?”

      “No. If these kids were athletes, especially as competitive as this group was, they want their supply coming in steady. They wouldn’t want to snitch on the person providing them their stuff.”

      “Good point,” Vincent said. “And the money part I don’t buy. I met these families. I knew Ethan Travis. He had money. He wasn’t spoiled, but I know the kid never wanted for anything. And I’m sure, based on this group, that they covered for one another if they needed a fix or help with some cash.”

      “I was planning on calling Ronny Elder about this,” Brandt said. “See what he has to say. I’m surprised the families didn’t mention any of this when we questioned them.”

      “They might not be aware. Kids are good at hiding things. Plus, even if they did know, most parents wouldn’t say anything. It’d be too embarrassing to divulge that their kid has a drug problem.”

      “Even during a murder investigation?”

      “Even then.”

      “Well,” Brandt said. “What now? What do we do?”

      “No one seems to know what’s going on. Like I said, Riley is trying to keep a tight lid on this thing, which means that he, or whoever is doing this, is going to use people they know to look for me. People they trust.”

      “We have to prove you’re innocent. We have those prints on file. We have enough to show people the truth about what’s going on.”

      “We can’t. Not yet. There’s too much corruption going on. We have to learn more before we can make a strike or a stand.”

      “Right. You’re right…”

      “And as of right now,” Vincent said, “there are only two people I trust with bringing that truth to light: you and my friend, Miranda, the FBI agent. I need you to call her. I need you tell her what’s going on. I need to stay off the phone as much as I can. I need you to be my proxy.”

      “Understood,” Brandt said.

      “I’m gonna lie low for now. Gather my thoughts. I need you to work those receipts, talk to the families of the other kids on the list, and see if you can get them the hell out of town. Whoever is doing this might try to come after them now.”

      “Understood. What about Ronny Elder?”

      “I have a feeling his family saw this coming. He went out of his way to talk to us, like he wasn’t supposed to. The nerves he had at the time are starting to make more sense now. Time is running out, Brandt. Stay frosty.”

      Vincent then sat in silence for several minutes after hanging up, his head hung low and his adrenaline peaking as his thoughts rested comfortably for the briefest of moments on his daughter.

      Oh, Claire, he thought. No matter how far I run away, no matter how much I change, trouble seems to follow me.

      I’m sorry, Claire bear. I’m sorry for never being there.

      As Vincent breathed and calmed himself, he started to wonder if the Hollow Green curse that he’d spoke of was more about him than the town.
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      Vincent fell asleep two hours later. It wasn’t intentional, but the fatigue and his injuries had caught up to him.

      He awoke sometime in the wee hours of the night to the sounds of shuffling outside his room. He shot up in bed and looked at the clock on the nightstand. One a.m.

      His attention then focused on the door—a pair of feet were visible under the door.

      Maybe it’s the manager.

      Or maybe it’s someone else.

      There was no knock or call from the other side. Vincent saw the feet take a few paces back as someone drew in deep breath from outside the door.

      They’re going to kick it in!

      Vincent stood, rushed toward the door, and threw his shoulder into it just as the door was kicked open. He threw all his weight into the door as it opened and slammed it on a booted foot trying to edge its way inside.

      The person on the other side then threw his weight into the door as both of them pushed and pulled on their sides.

      Vincent decided to change his play. He opened the door, reached out, grabbed a handful of hair and pulled it toward him. A man dressed like a cowboy, minus the Stetson hat, was pulled into the room with his face coming in full view as he fell to the floor.

      Chief Riley.

      Riley shot up off the floor and tackled Vincent, knocking the wind out of him. Once Riley climbed on top of him and got the upper hand, he curled his fingers around Vincent’s throat and began to squeeze.

      Vincent, his two years of wrestling back in high school still giving him an advantage, wrapped his legs around Riley and twisted. He then made a fist, shot it under Riley’s chin, and then gave him a jab that knocked Riley’s grip loose and allowed Vincent to move out from under him.

      Vincent rolled over, rose to his feet, and punted Riley in the face. Riley fell onto his butt, but somehow remained conscious.

      Vincent then made a move for the Beretta he had stashed on the nightstand, but was quickly foiled when Riley lurched forward, grabbed Vincent’s leg, and caused him to trip. Vincent fell on his stomach, Riley coiling his arm around Vincent’s throat as Vincent got to knees and tried clawing his way out of the choke he now found himself in.

      Riley squeezed. And squeezed. And squeezed. Vincent tried to get off his knees, squirming like a fish out of water. But it was fruitless. He was slowly passing out.

      It was just a matter of seconds…

      But Vincent twisted, locked a leg around Riley, pushed them both onto their backs, and then slithered out of the chokehold before settling on top of Riley. He then balled a fist, punched Riley in the groin, stomach, and throat, stood up, rolled across the bed, reached for the Beretta, and aimed it at Riley’s skull.

      “Go ahead,” Vincent said, “do something dumb.”

      Vincent ordered Riley to take his cuffs and then locked his hands to the bed-frame.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent was seated in a chair in the corner, the Beretta aimed at Riley tethered to the bed-frame.

      “I’m gonna ask some questions,” Vincent said. “And you damn well better answer them.”

      “To hell with you,” Riley said.

      “I’m not going to play games with you. I want to know what’s going on. And I want to know now.”

      Riley laughed. “Give it a rest, Vincent. I know you’re not going to kill an unarmed man. We both know that. You can talk all you want, but as long as I’m unarmed and sitting here like this—you’re not gonna do shit.” Riley spat blood onto the floor.

      Vincent took a breath. Riley was more than right. Vincent stood from the chair, approached Riley, and struck him in the face with the butt of the gun. Riley cursed up a storm as he touched the cut on his head. “What the hell was that for?”

      “You’re right about one thing,” Vincent said. “I won’t kill you.” He leaned in close. “But I never said anything about not beating you half to death.”

      “You’re a dead man, Vincent,” Riley said. “You stuck your nose in all the wrong places.”

      “You set me up.”

      “Prove it. Once I get out here, we’re just going to catch up to you and kill you. We were going to just send you away for life, but that’s all over now.” Riley took a look at the clock in the corner. “You better start running, dead man. I should’ve checked in five minutes ago, and my people are going to be here in a hurry to find out why I didn’t.”

      Vincent heard the words and believed every one. He grabbed his wallet, fished the keys for Riley’s car out of his pocket, and made his way toward the door. “Next time,” he said, shooting a look at Riley, “come armed. Please.”

      Vincent slammed the door and ran out. If Riley’s compadres were arriving as promised, he didn’t plan to be there to greet them.
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      Vincent arrived at a pay phone about twenty miles from the motel and dialed Brandt’s number.

      “Go ahead,” she said. “I’ve been waiting.”

      “Riley just tried to take me out.”

      “Son a bitch…” Brandt said. “So that’s why he left. He’s been gone for a few hours.”

      “Did he take anyone with him?”

      “No. Why?”

      “He’s got people looking for me. People involved in this.” Vincent looked around the barren landscape. “I don’t think I can hide out much longer. We need to meet up. Discuss options.”

      “Okay. I’ve got some updates for you, too. Where should we meet?”

      Vincent scoured his brain for a location. “Mimi’s Diner,” he said. “It’s about twelve miles from my current location. If you leave now, you can be there in a little under an hour.”

      “I’m out the door now.”

      Riley ditched the truck and moved on foot, passing through barns and backyards spread out amongst the landscape before emerging unscathed at the diner.

      And he was hungry as hell.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent arrived at the diner after Brandt, taking nervous glances over his shoulder every few moments as he walked inside.

      Brandt was seated in the back, in the booth closest to the back exit. There were only seven people inside the diner, including the waitress and the cook.

      “We need to move fast,” Vincent said as he sat. “We’re running short on time. I don’t know who Riley has out there looking for me.”

      “I managed to get all the information I could about that mask that you saw at the store,” Brandt said. “I found eight people that purchased it, two with cash. I rallied all the employees in the store, sat them down, and went through each person they saw. You were right about the small-town mentality—these people remembered everyone.”

      “So what did you find?”

      “I hit up everyone who bought a mask. Two of them were purchased by a woman named Kathy Meyer for her kids to wear on Halloween, but she returned the masks to the store two days later because the kids didn’t like them. They might have even been the ones you saw in the bargain bin.”

      “Possible. Next?”

      “One mask was purchased by an adult named Ronald Hauser,” Brandt said. “He was going to wear it to a Halloween party, but apparently he got drunk and passed out at his house early. The mask was still sitting there on his coffee table when I talked to him.”

      “And the other three?” Vincent asked.

      Brandt leaned forward. “The last three were purchased by one woman. And her last name is Klein.”

      Klein?

      How do I know that name?

      “As in Delores Klein is the waitress at the diner,” Brandt said before Vincent could connect the dots. “The same diner we’ve been going to for a while.”

      If anyplace has a ton of my fingerprints, Vincent thought, it’s that damn diner…

      He held his head in his hands, focusing on the empty coffee cup in front of him and realizing how simple it would be for someone to lift his prints off a cup.

      “But why?” Vincent said. “Why Delores? Why would she be involved?”

      “I’m not sure,” Brandt said. “She’s a widow. No children. At least, no grown children. She has a daughter and a son, both of whom died in an airplane crash about two years ago. The grandchildren were fostered out to different relatives after that. That’s as much as I know, or at least as much as I could dig up. I asked Brackett to make a few phone calls for me on Delores to see if he could find anything of value. She didn’t have much of a record.”

      Vincent nodded. “Well, she’s the key to something,” he said. “What that is, I’m not sure. But you need to go talk to her, see what she knows. She might know something that could get me out of this mess.”

      “You holding up okay?” Brandt asked.

      Vincent shrugged. “As good as I can be. I haven’t had a chance to talk to my daughter yet. She’s worried sick.”

      “I went to your place. She was there. I told her what was going on. I figured keeping her in the dark wasn’t going to do her any much good. I hope that’s oaky.”

      “Thanks. You did the right thing. But I don’t want her staying in Hollow Green… Not anymore.”

      “I told her the same. But she was insistent on sticking around until you got back.”

      Vincent felt comforted that his daughter was sticking around throughout the whole ordeal. It was smarter if she were farther away, yes, but he couldn’t deny that her sticking by his side made him feel some kind a little less stressed.

      “She also told me to tell me she loves you and this will all be over soon,” Brandt said.

      Vincent smiled. “She’s a good kid, but I need you to keep an eye on her for me. It’s important.”

      “I will.”

      “And we shouldn’t meet up in person anymore, at least not until this is over. I need you to get in contact with Miranda Stone. Tell her what’s going on.”

      “What about you?”

      Vincent shook his head. “I need to stay hidden. I’m not sure what I can do from a distance. It all depends on what you and Stone find. Start with Delores Klein. See what you dig up. Until then”—he shrugged—“I’ll hole up somewhere and keep my head low.”

      It was a shit plan. But it was the only one they had.

      After going over the details a few more times, Vincent ordered a huge plate of pancakes and eggs, paid for his meal with cash, and bade Brandt goodbye. He was now rolling toward an uncertain future with the odds stacked against him, and he prayed for Brandt and Stone to pull him out of the fire.
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      Brandt arrived back in Hollow Green more than an hour later after sitting in traffic. She entered the diner and spotted Delores right away, then approached her by moving to the counter as if she would order.

      “Hey, Delores,” Brandt said.

      “Where’s your friend?” Delores asked. “The old chief?”

      “Dunno,” Brandt said, pretending to be oblivious. “We got put on separate assignments. Not quite sure what he’s up to.”

      “Just the coffee?” Delores said with a roll of her eyes as she moved to fetch a pot.

      “I think I’ll eat something, actually. I feel bad. I feel like I’ve been doing nothing but drinking your coffee the past couple of days.”

      “You and the old chief. I feel like I’ve had to put in an order for fresh grounds already!”

      “Like I said: my apologies. I’ll be sure to leave a generous tip on my way out.”

      “You’re too kind, hon.”

      Delores filled Brandt’s cup, took her order, gave it to the cook in the back, and then returned to the counter.

      “How’s business been?” Brandt asked.

      “Consistent,” Delores said. “Lord knows I’m no millionaire, though.”

      Brandt sipped her coffee. “You’d be surprised. Stranger things can happen in the later years of your life.”

      Delores chuckled. “Are you calling me old?”

      “Heavens, no. Nothing like that. I just mean, especially in a town like Hollow Green, that you never quite know what to expect.”

      “I hear you there,” Delores said. “Seems like all kinds of madness has happened in these parts. I thought all of that had died down years ago, until these two kids just got killed.”

      “Tragic,” Brandt said, still putting on the act. “Absolutely tragic.”

      “Have you caught them killers just yet?” Delores asked.

      Brandt shook her head. “We’re far from a lead. All this is confidential, mind you.”

      Delores ran her fingers across her lips to zip them shut. “I just hope the police catch whoever’s doing this. It’s not right, what’s happening to these kids.”

      “It’s not. And the only lead we really have is a trio of Halloween masks.”

      Delores paused. She didn’t twitch, but her silence said everything to Brandt. “Halloween masks, you say?”

      “Yeah,” Brandt said. “Silly, I know. We’re working on finding out who bought a specific type of mask that we found on the scene.” Brandt studied Delores’s reactions carefully. Every single movement. “And we found a print. Again, this is all confidential…”

      Delores stepped back, a little tense and trying to play it off as she cleaned the counters. “Must be hard,” she said, “being a detective. Having to deal with all those grisly crimes and whatnot.”

      Brandt shrugged. “You would think it’d be easier,” she said. “But, again, Hollow Green is a very, very special place. Kind of place where kids are taking Lance Armstrong-level drugs…”

      Brandt did not bother to look at Delores this time. She sipped her coffee with her eyes in her cup, but she could practically smell Delores sweating.

      “What’s that now?” Delores asked. “You said something about drugs?”

      “Mhmm. Turns out two of our victims were a part of a circle of friends that liked to shoot drugs and play sports. Called themselves the A-Listers. Two of those kids were the ones who were just murdered, and two more members of the group just confessed to me a half-hour ago over the phone that they are using drugs as well.”

      Delores said nothing.

      Brandt looked up.

      Delores smirked. “You got something to ask me, pretty lady?”

      Brandt made sure her free hand hovered near the gun at her hip. “Hmm,” she said. “I like what I did there.”

      Delores squinted. “And what’s that?”

      “Seeing that I managed to elicit a response from you that was so full of guilt you practically confessed to me with your eyes.” Brandt then sat forward. “I want to know what you’re involved in, Delores. I want to know how you pulled Vincent’s prints and why you’re planting them on suspects.”

      “Oh, dear,” Delores said, shaking her head. “I didn’t need to plant them.” She gestured over her shoulder. “I have him for that.”

      Brandt spun around to look at where Delores’ head was pointing—and was swiftly knocked out by the burly and grease-stained cook.

      Brandt didn’t even know what hit her.

      Delores hovered over Brandt. “Close the blinds and call my brother. Tell him we have a problem.”
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        * * *

      

      Vincent spent another fifty bucks at a yet another seedy motel about four miles from the diner, having hitched a ride with a weathered old man offering a small bit of kindness in midst of the chaos.

      It had been a while since Vincent saw Brandt, and his mind ran in circles with his current predicament.

      What do I do? I’m a damn fugitive now.

      He paced the room, his thoughts running from Brandt to Claire to the case, shaking his head and trying to remind himself that the more distracted he was, the worse off he was going to be.

      “Okay,” he said, taking a big breath. “Two bodies. Both of them were athletes. Both of them were using drugs. Someone is clearly targeting the A-Listers, and somehow Delores is responsible for purchasing the masks that were used.”

      He kept pacing, repeating the facts over and over.

      What connects all of this?

      He knew it all depended upon what Brandt found after she talked to Delores. Vincent checked his watch and saw that it had been several hours since Brandt had checked in.

      She might still be talking to Delores.

      But if she knew something, she would have called.

      Vincent was growing impatient. He picked up his phone, dialed Brandt’s number, and waited.
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        * * *

      

      Delores heard the buzzing from inside Brandt’s pocket and fished out her phone.

      “What is that?” the cook asked.

      Brandt was tied to a chair in the freezer, and the closed sign was now in the window in the front of the diner.

      “It’s her phone,” Delores said, producing it from Brandt’s pocket and holding it up for the cook to see.

      “Who is it?” he asked.

      Delores looked at the caller ID—Vincent.

      “It’s that detective,” Delores said. “The one she’s been hanging out here with.”

      Delores took a moment to weigh her options, her brother having updated her a half-hour ago on the situation as he went about, as he phrased it, “Coming up with a solution.”

      “What should we do?” the cook asked, the phone continuing to ring.

      Delores answered the call. “Hello, Detective Vincent,” she said. “Detective Brandt is a little…indisposed at the moment. Would you like to leave a message? I could relay it.”
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      Vincent paused when he heard Delores on the line, shutting his eyes and piecing together what had happened immediately. “Delores,” he said. “What happened to her? What did you do?”

      “You stuck your nose where it didn’t belong, Vincent,” Delores said. “And now you and Detective Brandt are going to suffer the consequences.”

      “I swear to God,” Vincent said, “if you do anything—”

      “Cut it with schoolyard threats, Vincent. Last I heard, you were a wanted fugitive. You have no help. You have little to no choices. All you can do now is cooperate, otherwise you’re going to be responsible for the slow murder of your friend I have tied up next to me.”

      Vincent gripped the phone so tight that he nearly broke it.

      “Call back in fifteen minutes,” Delores said. “You will be given instructions on what to do next.”

      Vincent clenched a fist and once more reminded himself that he needed to stay in control.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Delores’ brother entered the diner, casting glances around the room as he came into the light with cuts on his face and an obviously broken nose.

      “What’s going on?” Hoyt asked his sister.

      “That detective just called in,” she said. “Vincent.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know. I just told him to call back here in fifteen minutes. Maybe we can trace the call?”

      Hoyt shook his head. “No. No, it’s too risky. It’s been hard enough keeping that idiot Riley on board through all this. He’s starting to get antsy. Plus, we’re getting calls from some FBI agent named Stone now about this whole thing.” He sighed. “We’re running out of time. Brandt and Vincent got too close to uncovering this thing.”

      The cook forked a thumb over his shoulder toward the freezer. “That other one is in there,” he said. “The other cop.”

      Hoyt stepped around him and moved into the freezer, Brandt still tethered to the chair in the corner and slowly coming out of her stupor.

      “She left me no choice,” Delores said as she came up behind Hoyt. “She mentioned the masks. The drugs. All of it. I didn’t know what she was going to do next…”

      Hoyt examined Brandt and nodded. “You did the right thing. She was getting too close. She was even in the midst of figuring out that we were related.”

      “How?”

      “That doesn’t matter. What matters now is tying this off. We need to find Vincent. We need to draw him in.” He pointed to Brandt. “And this is our bargaining chip.”

      Delores checked her watch. “What should we do? He’s going to call back soon.”

      Hoyt smirked, moved over to Brandt, and brushed a strand of her hair behind her ear. “We do like I said,” he said. “We tie it off.”
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes passed, and Vincent dialed Brandt’s number. Hoyt answered the call on the second ring and launched right into his spiel: “Here’s the deal. We just want to know what you know. Brandt is still alive, but it’s not going to stay that way unless you cooperate fully.”

      Vincent attempted to keep his surprise close to the vest, but he reeling inside at the sound of Hoyt’s voice. “I understand.”

      Why in the hell didn’t I figure this out?

      “I’m going to give you a series of coordinates. You will meet us there at seven p.m. Come alone. Come unarmed.”

      “I’m listening.”

      Hoyt gave Vincent the coordinates. Then line went dead right after that.

      Vincent moved to the nightstand, retrieved the Beretta with the fifteen rounds still in it, checked it over, and promised himself, “I’m going to kill every goddamned one of them.”
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        * * *

      

      Vincent had gotten the directions after snagging a map from the cashier at the motel. He waited out in the motel room, double-checked the Beretta, and then set out on the three-mile walk to the destination, where he was wait in the middle of a long stretch of road just off the highway adjacent to an abandoned house.

      When he arrived, he scoped out the two-story house, moving inch by careful inch through every part of the grounds to make sure that he was alone. Then he hid out in the foyer of the abandoned house, peeking out the front window and waiting.

      Another minute passed.

      Then he heard tires crunching gravel.

      A ways down the dirt road, right where it turned onto the highway, a sedan and a beat-up van moved toward the front of the house and stopped several yards from the door.

      Hoyt, Messer, the cook from the diner, and an unknown man dressed like a trucker piled out of the car and the van and stood behind their doors with guns in their hands.

      Vincent saw the cook turn to Messer and Hoyt and shrug. Messer then moved in front of the sedan. “Vincent!” he shouted. “Where are you?”

      Vincent waited.

      Think…

      “I want to see her first!” Vincent blurted out.

      All eyes fell to the house.

      “Come on out here, pal,” Messer said. “Easy way or the hard way.”

      “To hell with you! Show me Brandt or I’ll start shooting. And don’t think that I don’t know that the FBI is starting to sniff out your bullshit!”

      Messer and Hoyt exchanged looks. It was somewhat of a bluff on Vincent’s end—but he had bluffed correctly.

      “Okay,” Hoyt said, moving toward the back of the van. “Your call, Vincent.”

      Hoyt, along with the cook, threw open the back door to the van. Brandt, her hands bound and mouth sealed with duct tape, was pulled from the back and put on display for Vincent.

      Hoyt stood behind Brandt, coiled his arm around her neck, and pressed his Glock to her temple.

      Vincent lit up when he saw Brandt. Her appearance was tattered, but her eyes still fiery.

      “Come out now,” Hoyt ordered Vincent. “You have five seconds. Otherwise, your partner here is dead.”

      Vincent counted the seconds off as he thought of his next play.

      You have to move.

      You have to move now.

      Vincent saw the cook was inching toward the front of the house with a shotgun in his hand, nerves pouring off him in thick sheets of sweat.

      Hoyt was using Brandt as a shield, Messer was hiding behind the driver’s-side door of the sedan, and the trucker was lingering near the sedan.

      Vincent knew that this wasn’t going to end well if he gave up, that he and Brandt were boxed in and the only choices were to comply or to fight.

      Vincent’s decision was to fight.

      He stood back, aimed at the cook through the window, curled his finger around the trigger—and that was when Brandt threw the back of her head into Hoyt’s already busted nose. Hoyt screamed in pain and fell to his knees as Brandt spun around and threw yet an elbow into his face.

      “Son of a bitch!” Messer shouted as he turned and raised his gun.

      Vincent saw that the cook now had his back to him as he turned to the commotion behind him.

      Now!

      Vincent raised the Beretta and pulled the trigger. Three shots buried themselves in the cook’s back, spun him like a top, and dropped him to the porch with a thick and hard thud.

      Vincent then took aim in Messer’s direction and fired off two more shots, the rounds missing Messer as he dove into the sedan.

      Brandt retrieved the Glock from a disoriented Hoyt and raised the weapon just as the guy at the rear of the sedan raised his own. She fired off two shots that hit him in the heart, stopping him dead.

      Messer turned the key, threw the car into reverse, and backed out the dirt driveway.

      Vincent emerged from the house. Brandt stood up. Both of them ran after the sedan as Messer turned the car in a one-eighty and sped off for the highway—in the direction of Hollow Green.

      “Shit,” Brandt said.

      Vincent turned to her. “That was risky as hell,” he said. “You have no idea how lucky we just got.”

      “Oh, I know. Believe me. We only had two options left: kill or try to kill. Right?”

      Vincent smirked, relieved to be alive and just as relieved to see that Brandt was too. “I was thinking the same thing.”

      A groan came from behind them. Vincent and Brandt turned to see Hoyt trying to stand up straight.

      “You know what,” Brandt said. “I have some questions for Mr. Broken Nose over here.”

      “Yeah.” Vincent pocketed the Beretta and moved toward Hoyt with a clenched fist. “Same here.”
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      “We can’t stay here long,” Vincent said as he tossed Hoyt on the floor of the abandoned house. “I don’t know what Messer is up to.”

      Brandt, after using a knife that she found in the cook’s pocket to free her restraints, pointed to Hoyt and said, “He does.”

      “Good point.” Vincent got down on one knee in front of Hoyt. “Let’s just hope I don’t have to smash the rest of his face to get the answers we need.”

      Hoyt was a mess—his hair was tousled, his nose looked like ground beef, and dark circles were pooling under his eyes as he looked at Vincent in a haze. “Let me go,” he said. “You have no idea what you’re doing.”

      Vincent shook his head. “No more. No more orders, no more phone calls. You’re in my world now. I know what’s going on, I know you’re behind something, and what I want is the answers to all my lingering questions, and then you will be held accountable for all the shit you’ve put us through.”

      “I need a hospital.”

      “You’ll need it worse if you don’t play ball,” Brandt said.

      “She’s right,” Vincent said. “Look at your situation. Look at where you are now. There’s nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, and no one left to bullshit. You get that, right? You understand how dire this situation is?”

      Hoyt took a moment to look around, to breathe through his broken nose, and finally accept that he was completely and utterly screwed.

      He hung his head. “What do you want to know?

      “Everything,” Vincent said. “Tell me why this is happening. Who killed Ethan Travis? Who killed Desiree Messenger?”

      Hoyt smirked. “Of all things you could ask me. That’s the one thing I don’t know.”

      Vincent wanted to hit Hoyt with his gun, but he could see that Hoyt was telling the truth.

      “What do you mean?” Vincent asked.

      “All I know is that there’s three of them,” Hoyt said. “Three killers…but I’m not the one who recruited them.”

      Vincent and Brandt exchanged looks. “Make it make sense,” Brandt said to Hoyt.

      Hoyt drew a breath. “The kids that were killed,” he said, “were…customers of ours.”

      “Whose customers?”

      “Myself. Messer. Delores. The cook. They were our…clients. Our buyers.”

      Brandt shook her head. “You were dealing them drugs,” she said. “You were the ones who were giving them performance enhancers?”

      Hoyt looked away and nodded. “It was easy,” he said. “Delores overhears these six shitheads who called themselves the A-Listers talking it up in her diner about a year ago.”

      “About what?” Vincent asked.

      “About taking drugs,” Hoyt said. “They were talking up a storm about how much better they would play if they had ‘juice in their systems,’ but they really didn’t know where to get it.”

      “So Delores decides to become a drug dealer because of that? I’m supposed to believe that’s what happened?”

      Hoyt leaned forward. “She already was a drug dealer. You really think my sister’s diner is doing well enough that she can afford that mortgage of hers?”

      “Brother?” Brandt said. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Hoyt closed his eyes. “Yeah,” he said. “She’s my sister. Well, half-sister, anyway.”

      Vincent pointed a finger at him. “And you were the one who ran interference for with her little…operation.”

      “She started off small,” Hoyt said. “Pot. E. Recreational stuff that she was getting from growers a couple of towns over. The kids in the town couldn’t deal drugs.” He nodded at Vincent. “You were responsible for that.”

      Brandt looked at her partner. “What is he talking about?”

      Vincent crossed his arms. “Two years ago,” he said, “right after I became chief, I started cracking down on the drug use at the high school. Busted a couple of dealers who were selling to kids, worked my way up the food chain, and then busted their suppliers. It was a big deal. Made a few friends in the DEA as a result. I implemented certain search protocols at the school and a couple of other precautionary measures to make sure that drugs were staying out of the schools.”

      “And it worked,” Hoyt said. “And that’s when Delores realized that all the attention that you were focusing would have never, ever be focused on someone like her—a middle-aged woman with a decent business and a chipper attitude. Everyone loves her.”

      “So Delores went Breaking Bad on me?” Vincent said.

      Hoyt shrugged. “Take a woman’s children away from her—you never know what she’ll be capable of.”

      Vincent turned to Brandt. “You said her kids passed away? A daughter and a son?”

      Brandt responded, “Yeah. Not that long ago.”

      “Three years,” Hoyt said, shaking his head. “But she never got over it. No parent could. Delores practically…transformed overnight. She wasn’t the same person. Not long after that was when she decided to… Well, you know the rest of the story.”

      “I do,” Vincent said. “And you assisted her in making all of that happen.”

      “She’s manipulative. You have no idea. Plus, of course I would—she’s my sister.”

      “But it’s still no excuse for dealing drugs to children.”

      Vincent walked away for a moment to get his head together.

      “So,” Vincent said, “I’m assuming you know Delores’ supplier? The one who’s providing her with the drugs?”

      Hoyt hesitated for moment. “I do. And I know how she was using the diner to launder the money she was making. I’ll tell you everything. I accept that the jig is up…but I’m not dishing out all the nitty-gritty details until I know that I’m safe. I’m your only salvation. You know that. I’ll play ball like you ask—but I have my own terms, too.”

      Vincent said to Brandt, “His confession is our way out of here.”

      “So we just walk him back to the station?” she asked. “Is it that easy?”

      Vincent thought about it. “Not exactly,” he said. “But maybe that’s where our FBI friend comes into play. Can I see your cell?”

      Brandt produced her phone from her pocket—and right then, it started to ring.

      “Who is it?” Vincent asked.

      “Don’t know. It’s a Hollow Green area code,” Brandt said.

      “Answer it.”

      She did.

      And her eyes went wide with horror.
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      Messer had called Delores on his cell a after he fled the scene, cradling his broken arm in a sling.

      “Are they dead?” Delores asked. “Is it finished?”

      “No,” Messer said. “They got the drop on us. Vincent and Brandt are in the wind. Hoyt was still at the scene after I left.”

      A long pause from Delores. “This is no good,” she said. “We need to wrap this up.”

      “How? They killed Bobby, Dug, and now they have Hoyt. They might be sweating him as we speak!”

      “No one has gotten wise to what’s going on besides them. We need to meet up, come up with a plan, and then go after them. All of them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Another pause. “My brother is a liability now. We don’t know what he’s telling them, what he could be telling them. He’s toxic to us, and he needs to be dealt with accordingly.”

      Messer couldn’t believe what she was saying. “You’re saying kill him?”

      “Yes, Messer,” Delores said. “All of them. We just need something to bring him in, some way of drawing them back out into the open.”

      Messer scoured his brain, trying to think of something, anything that could assist him and Delores with their dilemma.

      And then something occurred to him.

      “Wait a second,” he said. “Vincent has a daughter, doesn’t he?”

      “A daughter?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know her name. But I know that she exists.”

      “Does she live with him? I know where Vincent’s house is.”

      “I’m not sure,” Messer said. “But it’s worth checking out.”

      Delores said, “Good call. I’m closing up and heading there now.”
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        * * *

      

      Claire was zoned out in front of the television, not really paying attention, as she was trying to figure out where her father was.

      I hope he’s okay, she thought. His partner Brandt said it would all be okay, but I know something is wrong.

      Claire wanted so desperately to rekindle her relationship with her father. But it seemed like no matter how much time had passed and how much effort she made, Hollow Green and Vincent’s life as a detective always seemed to get in the way.

      It’s not his fault.

      He just seems to attract trouble.

      There was a knock at the door, and she jumped up. Claire flew from her chair and rushed to the door to answer it with a smile on her face and some hope in her heart. Then she stopped in her tracks when she got to the door.

      Wait a second.

      My Dad doesn’t need to knock.

      If he lost his key, he would call me to open the door.

      Claire approached the door with more caution in her step, reaching for the fire poker resting in the stand behind her and gripping it with both hands like a bat.

      Two more knocks at the door. Claire shuddered as each one sounded.

      “Hello,” a woman voice called out. “Is anyone home?”

      Claire felt slightly more at ease when she heard the voice of a woman.

      “Is anyone there?”

      Claire cleared her throat. “Who is it?”

      “Oh! Hello. I’m sorry. I was looking for Mr. Vincent.”

      “He’s upstairs,” Claire finally said. “He’s taking a shower.” She looked over her shoulder. “Daddy!” she shouted. “Someone’s here to see you!”

      A long pause from the other side. “Oh, my dear… We both know that you’re home alone.”

      Claire’s heart began to race as her stomach dropped to her ankles.

      Seconds later, the door was kicked open.

      A burly man with a left arm in a sling moved inside, rushing toward Claire with his meaty palms extended and the stink of booze on his breath.

      Reacting instantly, Claire swung the poker and struck the man in the face, knocking him to the ground as he hollered and cursed and Claire turned toward the back room.

      The man stood up, grabbed her by the hair, took the poker from her hands, and threw a punch to her face.

      It connected.

      Claire collapsed to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Messer touched the tender cut on his forehead as he and Delores stood over Claire’s unconscious body.

      “The bitch hit me,” Messer said.

      “Put her in the trunk,” Delores said. “I need to call the boys.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “At home in the basement. They’re not allowed to leave unless I tell them.”

      “And then what?” Messer said as he picked up Claire’s limp body from the floor. “What happens after that?”

      “And then we call Vincent,” Delores said. “We’ve got his little girl—the ball is in his court.”

      Messer loaded Claire into the trunk. Delores called her boys and said it was time.
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        * * *

      

      “What is it?” Vincent asked Brandt once he saw the look in her eyes.

      Brandt took a step forward and held out the phone. “I think you better take this.”

      Vincent took the phone from her hands and held it to his ear. “Hello?”

      “Daddy?” Claire said.

      Vincent held his breath, trying to stifle his urge to holler and curse the day that Delores entered his life. But he knew he couldn’t—he had to stay calm and collected.

      “Baby,” he said. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m okay,” Claire said. “Daddy, they—”

      Vincent could hear a struggle on the other side. “Claire? Claire, honey, are you all right?”

      “That’s enough of that,” Delores said. “Now, Vincent. You understand where we’re at now?”

      “What do you want?”

      “You know I’m surprised it was this easy to kidnap not one but two people that are close to you.”

      “You just made me angry,” Vincent said. “And now it’s passed the point of personal.”

      “Very ballsy of you, detective. But it doesn’t faze me in the slightest. I’ve lost both of my children. You have no idea the depths I’ve sunk to since that’s happened.”

      “I’m starting to get a basic understanding: drugs, murder, and corruption of America’s youth. Really class act you are with the grieving process, Delores.”

      “Don’t try me, Vincent. I have your daughter. You know that I won’t hesitate to kill her.”

      “Talk,” Vincent said. “Tell me how you want to do this.”

      “You, Brandt, and my brother will meet me at the Sunrise Motel. I know you know where it is. It’s abandoned. No one’s been there in months. We’ll meet there in thirty minutes exactly. I’ll trade your daughter for my brother. After that—we all walk away.”

      “We both know we’re not walking away from all this that easily.”

      “Perhaps,” Delores said. “But you still have a chance to save your daughter. Thirty minutes. Sunrise Motel. Don’t be late.”

      And with a click, the line went dead.

      Brandt let Vincent have a moment before speaking up. “Are you okay?”

      “No,” he said, closing his eyes. “They have my little girl. I’m not okay.”

      “What does Delores want?”

      “She wants an even trade.” He pointed to Hoyt. “Him for my daughter. Then she said we can all walk away.”

      Brandt shook her head. “No way that’s true.”

      “Definitely not,” Vincent said. “So all we have left is to try to get her back.”

      Vincent took a look at the cook’s body on the porch and the shotgun lying beside him. “How many guns do we have?”
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      Vincent and Brandt set about collecting every weapon and every bullet left behind from their scuffle earlier. Then they moved back into the house and laid it all on the floor in front of them.

      “Okay,” Brandt said, eyeing their supplies. “We’ve got a pump-action shotgun. Twelve gauge. Eight shells in total. We have Hoyt’s Glock and two spare clips, a grand total of twenty-eight rounds. We have the Beretta you’re using, minus five shots, so ten shots total, and then the 1911 Colt we got off the unidentified guy.”

      Vincent looked at Hoyt. “Who is he, by the way?”

      Hoyt shrugged. “It’s Delores’ cousin. Sam or something.”

      Vincent rolled his eyes. “Podunk town…”

      “How do you want to divvy up the supplies?” Brandt asked.

      “Take the Glock and the Colt. I’ll take the shotgun and the Beretta.”

      Brandt began scooping up the weapons. “I’m assuming,” she said, “that this is going to be a straight-up assault.”

      “You assumed correctly.”

      “What’s the play, then?”

      “We go to the Sunrise Motel, scope it out, and make our move. We can’t say how many people Delores will have with her, but she seems to be running a pretty tight circle, so I’m going to say maybe five guys will be with her. We can’t say for certain. Not until we get there, at least.”

      Vincent and Brandt cleaned and loaded the weapons, then stored them away for the next few minutes before turning to each other and confirming they were ready.

      “You understand what’s happening?” Vincent said to Brandt. “Right?”

      “Yup. We’re about to walk into a shootout.”

      “And we have no other choice. They have my daughter.”

      “This won’t end until someone’s in the ground, Vincent. It just is what it is…” She took a step forward, placed a hand on his shoulder, and said, “Let’s go get your baby girl back. Let’s end this. All of this.”

      Vincent grabbed Brandt’s hand and realized that he and his partner had forged their friendship in the fires of conflict that had burned bright for the past few days. If he was going to go out, at least Brandt would be by his side.

      “I wouldn’t be able to do this without you,” he said.

      Brandt engaged the safety on the Colt tucked into her waistband. “Save the sappiness for later,” she said. “We’ve got a job to do.”

      They grabbed Hoyt, threw him in the back, piled into the van, and made their way to the Sunrise Motel.
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        * * *

      

      Special Agent Miranda Stone was growing anxious as she worked several different cases in her office. Her thoughts dwelled on Edgar Vincent and the insanity that was playing out in Hollow Green.

      She knew something was up—it was that gut instinct that Vincent had spoken to her about two years prior when they worked together to track down a cop that had been masquerading as a serial killer.

      Again, she couldn’t explain why—it was just a gut thing. And now that same gut was screaming out to her that the detective she had come to know and revere was stuck somewhere, in a bind, and she was willing the universe to send him a life raft.

      A knock at her door, and a fresh-faced agent came inside with a stack of papers in his hand. “Special Agent Mills said you might want to take a look at this,” he said. “It’s about that case over in Detroit, the one with—”

      “McClusky?” Miranda asked. “How often do you go off your gut?”

      The agent was taken aback. “I don’t know,” he responded. “More often than not?”

      He then squinted as if Miranda had been quizzing him on something, hoping that he’d given the right answer.

      Miranda smiled. “That’s what I thought. I need you to do me a favor.”

      “Of course, boss.”

      “I’m going to Hollow Green,” Miranda said. “Tell Agent Mills that I need some agents for backup.”
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        * * *

      

      Vincent and Brandt arrived at the Sunrise Motel minutes before zero hour, the dark of the night offering them plenty of concealment as they scoped out the place. They were perched on a hill overlooking the motel, hidden by some pines. Hoyt was stuffed in the back of the van with his hands, legs, and mouth bound.

      “What’s the layout?” Brandt asked.

      “It’s not big,” Vincent said, seeing that the motel was a two-story L-shape, with the long part facing them and the bottom of the L jutting out to the east. The motel had a parking lot, ten rows, and everything was dirty, boarded up, and faded, looking like a memory that was slowly becoming lost to time.

      “I don’t think anyone’s there,” Brandt said. “I don’t see any movement.”

      “They might just be camped out inside. Can’t tell for certain, though.”

      A short bout of silence fell between them.

      “There’s just one thing I don’t understand,” Brandt said. “About this case. About the whole thing.”

      “Shoot,” Vincent said.

      “Why did Delores have the A-Listers killed? Why was she targeting her own clients? Her source of revenue.”

      “Remember what we talked about before? About users getting killed by their dealers?”

      Brandt nodded. “You said they’re low on cash, stealing, or they’re trying to snitch.”

      “Hoyt may have more of a story to tell,” he said. “But I’m positive those kids were getting ready to snitch. So—Delores decides to have them killed, but she did it in all the wrong ways. She thought the overkill would make it look like something else.”

      Brandt shook her head. “And she wasn’t banking on us figuring it all out.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      Brandt drew a breath. “You think they’ll call us when they roll up?”

      “Yes I do.”

      Vincent looked past the motel, at the dirt road that curved in an S for half a mile before linking up with the blacktop highway that tethered it to the rest of the real world, and traveling up that dirt road was a car making a beeline for the motel.

      “Or maybe not.”

      He tightened his grip on the shotgun.
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        * * *

      

      Delores was in the back seat. Messer was at the wheel. Claire had been bound with duct tape and thrown in the trunk.

      “I’ll call them when you park,” Delores said. “We’ll tell them to approach us and then drop their guns.”

      “And then we shoot them?” Messer asked.

      Delores nodded. “And then we shoot them.” She had a thought. “I need to call the boys,” she said. “I left them the keys to my car and a couple of guns.”

      Messer began to look nervous. “Why? They’re kids!”

      “Kids I taught how to use firearms,” she said.

      “And what do you propose to do with them?”

      Delores dialed the number and held the phone to her ear. “Backup.”
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      “How good a shot are you?” Vincent asked Brandt.

      “Pretty good,” Brandt said, as they watched the vehicle stop at the motel.

      Vincent started moving.

      “Hey!” Brandt shouted. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “When I put my gun on the deck,” he said, “shoot Messer in the chest and face.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I am,” Vincent said. “We have no other plays to make, unless you got a sniper rifle.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Well, then this is our play. I’ll turn myself in, and when I place my shotgun on the pavement, you shoot Messer. Think you can get close enough to make that happen?”

      “I can,” she said. “Just move left. Keep all the eyes down there on you.”

      “Copy that.”

      And with that, Vincent descended the hillside, Brandt watching on and inching her way closer to the motel and worried that everything was about to fall apart.

      “Get my daughter back safely,” Vincent said to Brandt as he marched. “No matter what happens to me.”

      Brandt broke right and removed the Glock from her waistband.

      She would help Vincent get his daughter back.

      Whatever it took.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey!” Messer shouted, pointing at the hillside covered in pines to the east. “Look! There!”

      Delores clutched her gun tightly in her palm, shot a look at the hillside, and saw the silhouette of Detective Edgar Vincent approaching, a shotgun in his hand and a scowl on his face. She waited until he was about fifteen feet out before shouting, “That’s far enough, detective!”

      Vincent stopped in his tracks. “Where’s my daughter?”

      Delores gestured to the trunk of her car. “She’s safe. For now.”

      “I want to see her.”

      Delores shook her head. “No, no, no. You turn yourself in first—then I’ll let you see her.”

      Good, Vincent thought, still holding on to the shotgun tightly.

      She’ll be safer in the trunk.

      Delores looked around. “Where’s Brandt? Where’s my brother?”

      Vincent shrugged. “He’s a little soft around the middle, having a hard time keeping up. Brandt had to slow down before he collapsed.”

      Brandt slowly crept into her shooting position outside the motel, heard Vincent’s comment, and knew it was a bluff—but she still couldn’t help herself from rolling her eyes.

      “They both need to be here,” Delores said. “That was the deal, otherwise Messer is going to kill your little girl.”

      Everyone seemed to be squared off like a bunch of cowboys in a saloon.

      “Your brother spilled the beans,” Vincent said. “You’re boxed in. This is the end of the line. There’s no going back now. I know everything.”

      Delores shrugged. “Which is why I have to kill you. Now, enough of the talk. Place your weapon down, tell your friend to come out of hiding, and then we let your little girl go. No more speeches, no more delays. Just do it.”

      Vincent hesitated.

      “Now!” Delores barked.

      The time had arrived, Vincent knew. He inched forward, shotgun still in his grip.

      “Stop,” Delores said. “Right there. Don’t take another step.”

      Vincent complied.

      “Lower your shotgun to the ground,” Delores said. “Slowly.”

      Vincent lowered the gun.

      This is it.

      Go get your daughter back.

      He lowered the gun inch by inch and laid it on the ground softly—a second later, two shots from Brandt rang out from the trees behind Vincent and buried themselves into Messer’s chest.

      Vincent scooped up the shotgun. Delores fell for cover behind her car as she fired wildly over her shoulder, missing Vincent by a mile but forcing him to dash into one of the boarded-up rooms on his right by smashing his shoulder in the door and knocking it down.

      “That’s it,” Delores said as she aimed her pistol at the trunk.

      “Claire!” Vincent shouted as he pumped a round into the shotgun and fired at Delores.

      Delores dropped the second she saw the barrel sticking out of the room Vincent was in, the pellets missing her as she ducked and moved around to the passenger side, then opened a door and used it as a shield.

      “Brandt!” Vincent shouted to his left. “Move!”

      Four shots rang out from Brandt’s position and buried themselves in the door that Delores was behind.

      And that was when Messer sat up like the walking dead.

      He shook off his stupor, looked down at his bulletproof vest, aimed his pistol in Vincent’s direction, and squeezed off four shots, the rounds drilling into and chewing up the wood of the door as Vincent fell to his belly and kept low.

      “What the hell?” Vincent looked up and saw Messer fire at Brandt, now back on his feet, forcing her to hide behind a tree and stopping her advance. He saw a bulletproof vest on Messer’s chest.

      Son of a bitch.

      “Kill the girl!” Delores said, getting into the car.

      She popped the trunk, and Messer moved to the back and opened it. Claire shot her foot out and buried it into his groin.

      Messer stumbled back, groaning in pain as Vincent got off his belly, aimed at Messer’s face, and dropped the poor bastard where he stood.

      “Claire!” Vincent shouted. “Get out of there!”

      Claire, with her hands and mouth bound with tape, rolled out of the trunk as Delores got behind the wheel, started the engine and peeled away. A cloud of dust and dirt was kicked up in her wake.

      Vincent emerged from his room, approached his daughter, and got down on one knee as Delores fled the scene. “Honey!” he said. “Are you okay?”

      He removed the duct tape from her mouth. “I’m okay, Daddy,” Claire said as her father held her. “I’m okay.”

      Vincent kissed her on the forehead and then cast a glance in the direction Delores had fled in, her car turning into a dot in the distance.

      “Brandt,” Vincent said, turning and looking at her. “Get the van. Quick.”

      Brandt hustled back up the mountainside as fast as she could.

      “This isn’t over yet.” Vincent stood up and waited for Brandt.
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        * * *

      

      Delores pulled out her cell phone. It was picked up after two rings. “It’s me,” she said. “Where are you?”

      “We just got to the motel. But someone is leaving. A van just drove off. I think there was a man inside…”

      Delores sighed—Vincent. “Is the girl and other police officer still there?”

      A pause. “Yes. I can see them. They’re just waiting there.”

      “Do you have the weapons I gave you?”

      “I have one, and Donny has the other.”

      “I need you to go down there and use them, sweetheart. I need you to kill them both. Can you do that?”

      “Of course, Nana.”

      “Remember to wear your masks.”

      “We will.”

      Delores took a breath, knowing that Vincent was most likely catching up to her—and quick. “I love you,” she said to the boy over the phone, knowing that it might be the last time she talked to him or his brothers again. “I love you all.”

      “We love you too.”

      Delores hung up, on the verge of tears after making countless terrible decision. She felt the world collapsing around her as her car curved up the tight mountain road toward a highway leading as far away from Hollow Green as possible.

      But seconds later, she saw a van creeping up behind her.

      Delores opened the glove box, took out the revolver, and cocked the hammer.
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      A half-mile into the journey, Vincent realized he was driving on a place the kids in Hollow Green had dubbed Steep Falls Road.

      It was a narrow roadway that hugged the mountain, with nothing but steep drop-offs to the right, which induced a nauseating and nightmarish sensation as the road curved up and down for twelve miles before turning into a road that merged with the regular highway, nothing but flimsy metal railing separating drivers on a two-lane road.

      How many people have been killed racing here? Six? Eight? Ten?

      A flash went off and a hole appeared to his right in the windshield.

      His eyes went wide.

      “Holy shi—”

      Vincent heard the shots ringing out as he got closer to the rear of Delores’ car as they made a tight right, two rounds clipping the hood and the third punching a hole near the area in the windshield where the first shot had gone through.

      Son of a bitch! I can’t shoot straight while I’m driving this rig. And I need her alive!

      The solution became clear for Vincent, the idea popping into his brain as he closed in on Delores’ bumper and noted the collection of pines clumped together in a bowl-like area in the decline of the mountain.

      Vincent pressed down on the gas and aimed at the back of Delores’ car, with the intention of running her off the road and rolling her straight into the bowl. He didn’t want to do it, but his options were limited.

      She’ll either shoot me, or I can try and get lucky.

      He hoped to get lucky.

      Vincent slammed the van into the left side of Delores’ bumper. Her car veered to the right toward the flimsy metal railing, which wouldn’t slow down a damn thing at the speed she was going. The car smashed through the railing.

      Vincent slammed on his brakes, his heart racing as he came to a stop just past where Delores’ car had gone through.

      “I’ll be damned,” he said. “I can’t believe that worked.”

      He heard her car falling, the metal frame grinding and scraping against the rocks, slipping down into a steep drop-off.

      Vincent got out of the van and approached the railing, Delores’ car below him and sliding further and further out toward the edge.

      He looked down to view the slope—easy and smooth enough that he could make it down without hurting himself too badly. He positioned himself and took a breath.

      This is probably not very smart.

      Vincent moved down the hill, tripped immediately, slammed on his back, and then rolled down the decline before coming to a stop five feet from the car. Vincent coughed, shaking his head as he crawled toward the car, which seemed to have—at least for the moment—come to a stop.

      “Delores!” he said. “Get out of there!”

      He saw that Delores was still strapped in by her seatbelt and hanging upside down. Vincent stood up and starting prying open the door, but quickly discovered that it was too dented in too budge.

      She came to panicking when she saw what had happened as the car began sliding toward the drop-off.

      “Delores!” Vincent shouted. “Take your seatbelt off! Now!”

      Delores collected herself, struggled for a moment to find the button, found it, and pressed it, her body collapsing on the roof and the car gaining momentum as it inched toward the edge.

      “Turn your head away!” Vincent shouted as he pulled his gun.

      Delores saw what was coming and turned her head as she was instructed.

      BANG!—the window was shattered, glass showering Delores.

      Vincent got on his belly, reached into the car, grabbed Delores by the hand, and then pulled her to safety as the car fell over the edge of the bowl and straight into the mouth of the pines, the car crunching and twisting.

      Delores, bruised and disheveled, looked at Vincent with weary and defeated expression. “Is this the part where you say I’m under arrest?”

      Vincent shook his head. “I’m too tired for all that.”

      He pressed the gun in her back and told her start moving, the two of them ascending the hill before Vincent bound her hands with tape, threw her in the van, and started the journey back to the motel.

      Vincent, bruised, bloody, and dirty, couldn’t help but smile the entire drive down, experiencing an emotion he hadn’t felt in quite some time.

      Satisfaction.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent felt his enthusiasm drain when he arrived at the motel and saw a body lying in the middle of the road, dressed in a hoodie, jeans, sneakers—and sporting the ghoul mask that Vincent had come to know so well.

      He sank low in his seat and threw the van into park about ten yards from the body. “I’m gonna step out,” Vincent said to Delores, still bound up in the back. “You run—I shoot you.”

      He slowly opened the door, Beretta in his hand. “Hello!” he called out. “Brandt! Claire! Where are you?”

      He stayed behind the door for cover until he heard Brandt’s voice to the right. “Vincent! Get down!”

      Two shots rang out on Vincent’s left, shattering the window on the door above his head, forcing him to run for cover toward the rear of the van.

      A head poked out of a room—one of the ghouls.

      Another shot rang out. The ghoul’s face went back into the room with a sharp jerk as Vincent turned and saw the third ghoul running up to him from behind with a knife in his hand.

      Don’t kill him! Vincent told himself.

      He raised his gun and pulled the trigger, clipping the ghoul in the leg, and then watched him drop and roll with a groan.

      “Vincent!” Brandt called out. “Status!”

      “One suspect down!”

      “Two over here!” she said. “Clear!”

      Vincent and Brandt came out of cover, Brandt coming out of a room and running up to Vincent as he kicked the knife away from his suspect. “Where’s Claire?” he asked.

      “Safe.”

      “Check the room.” Vincent pointed to the area from where the second ghoul had shot at him.

      Brandt checked the room. “He’s still alive!”

      All three of the ghouls were still alive, three kids, in their teens, some with life-threatening wounds and stunned expressions as their masks were pulled off their faces.
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        * * *

      

      “Wanna tell me what happened?” Vincent asked Brandt.

      Miranda stood next to Vincent with her arms crossed and a fleet of agents and cops and paramedics working together in a rush behind them.

      “I saw these kids walking into the motel,” Brandt said. “They were wearing those masks, and they…they just started shooting. I dropped one right away. The other two fired at me, I stashed Claire in the room”—she nodded at Vincent—“and then you showed up. Nick of time.”

      “I was almost named Nick,” Vincent said.

      “Really?”

      “Yep.”

      “I think I like Nick better.”

      Vincent managed a smile. “Duly noted.”

      “You guys good?” Miranda asked. “You look a little worse for wear.”

      Vincent’s body was banged up, and he felt the pain from a multitude of bruises and cuts, but it could’ve been much worse. “We’re just happy you’re here, but there’s still a lot of explaining that needs to be done.”

      “And there will be. But trust me, between what I’ve got and all the stuff that’s happened here, I’m sure we’re going to sort everything out.”

      “You’re a lifesaver,” Vincent said.

      “Call it gut instinct,” she said. “I’m gonna go deal with your chief. One of my people just arrested him back at his house getting ready to flee to Mexico. I tell you…this place is something else.”

      Miranda stepped away as Vincent turned to Brandt. “Good job, detective,” he said as he stuck out his hand.

      Brandt took Vincent’s hand and shook it. “You as well, detective.”

      They shared the moment, smiling smugly as Claire approached Vincent with a blanket draped around her shoulders. Vincent wrapped his arm around her shoulder, and Claire nestled her head into his chest as she blinked heavily.

      “This day was a total disaster,” she said.

      “Well.” Vincent hugged her as tight as he could. “It’s over now. I promise.”

      “Good. Because I think we should both take a week off and go to Disneyland.”

      Vincent kissed her on the head. “I was thinking the exact same thing.”
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          Some Time Later…

        

      

    

    
      Vincent actually lived up to Claire’s half-serious proposal of some time off and going to Disneyland. Vincent figured that they, especially Claire, needed a dose of Walt Disney-inspired cheer to counterbalance the grim episode they had been put through.

      After two weeks had passed, life had settled down, and Claire went back home with plans to see her father again in two weeks. All the noise with Delores, Hoyt, Messer, and the three ghouls was sorted out, the paperwork was filed, the charges were leveled, and everything started to make sense.

      A news anchor reported it outside the courthouse the morning of Delores’ sentencing:

      “Delores Klein was sentenced to three consecutive life sentences today for her role in the deaths of Ethan Travis and Desiree Messenger after they attempted to break their silence about the drug operation Delores was running in Hollow Green. After a hair-raising investigation, it was discovered that Delores’ own grandchildren, whom she had kidnapped two years prior, were her dealers, who were then used to carry out the murders on her behalf due to extensive brainwashing done on behalf—”

      Vincent turned the television off. He didn’t need to hear the rest.

      He was there.

      Two days after the sentencing, two days after Delores was sent to a prison not far from the one that Hoyt and former Chief Riley was sent to, Edgar Vincent, clean, dressed, and donning his badge and gun, strolled through the hallways of the Hollow Green Mental Health Facility—which once hosted a riot and a series of murders, but that was a different story entirely—with Detective Brandt in tow.

      They had just finished talking to Delores’ three grandchildren. It had been a few months since the trial and their various stays in the hospital to deal with the injuries sustained in the shootout, and now all three boys were healthy, walking, and remanded to the care of the state to live out their days. Vincent occasionally took time to check in on their progress.

      “How often are you going to check in on them?” Brandt asked.

      “As long as I can,” Vincent said. “Those kids were brainwashed. They didn’t know what they were doing. Delores did a number on them. She’s responsible for turning them into killers. It’ll be a long road for them to get to the point of rehabilitation, but it’ll happen.”

      “They’ll never leave here. Not after what they did.”

      “No, they won’t. And they shouldn’t. But there’s a chance they could come to terms with that and live out their days here in relative peace.”

      The guard at the door buzzed them out of the building, and they headed toward the parking lot. “Delores made a lot of mistakes,” Brandt said. “Didn’t she?”

      Vincent nodded. “Too many. That’s why those kids turned on her. She kept raising the prices. They couldn’t afford them anymore. She got greedy, they were prepared to snitch, and she killed them—simple as that. Her method of covering it up was what did her in. That’s for sure.”

      Brandt shook her head as they arrived at their cruiser. “And now those kids have to suffer for it.”

      Vincent shrugged. “Never gets easier, detective, but you can grow smarter from it.”

      “I like that. I just hope that we can start to prevent stuff like this from happening. Two kids are still dead because of it.”

      “And a lot of bad guys got killed to balance that out,” Vincent said. “It may not bring those kids back, but the people responsible were served justice. That’s the job, Brandt. That’s how it works. We can’t always prevent bad stuff from happening—but we can get the bastards who do cause it.”

      The radio in the car came to life. “Six-William-seven. Six-William-seven. Acknowledge, over.”

      Brandt answered, “Six-William-seven, copy.”

      “We’ve got a body for you at Macready’s Bar off Hobart Avenue.”

      “Copy that, Macready’s Bar. We are en route.”

      “Get there quick, detectives,” the dispatcher said. “It’s… This one is weird.”

      Brandt shot Vincent a look.

      “Like I said, Detective Brandt,” Vincent said as he got into the car, “it never gets any easier.”

      Brandt got in the driver’s side, hit the siren, and peeled out of the lot in the direction of Macready’s Bar. A dark cloud loomed in the distance over Hollow Green.

      But Detective Edgar Vincent and the fine people that assisted him at the Hollow Green Police Department would somehow keep the madness at bay.
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      I hope you’ve enjoyed reading Hollow’s Eve, the second installment in the Edgar Vincent series. Stay tuned for more installments and adventures.

      

      
        
        The Importance of Reviews

      

      

      Please take the time to leave a review. Reviews not only help me as an Independent Writer (they count towards rankings on the Best Seller Lists which in turn allows me to continue to write more stories) reviews help me to understand what you liked about a particular story and what you didn’t so I can improve.

      
        
        Thank you and I appreciate your support.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Become a Subscriber
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