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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    Endless Evil—the book—came out four years ago this month. February 2014 was the official start of my career as a mystery author. It’s hard to believe that so much time has passed.  
 
    As some of you may know, Endless Evil didn’t start as a book. Originally, it was a script that I wrote when I was stuck in a hospital bed for two months while recovering from an auto collision. That was back in 2005. I was engaged to my now husband, who was also in the wreck, and he let me borrow his laptop to mess around on once I got tired of all the daytime television I’d been subjected to. I’m not sure exactly what got me started, but, before I knew it, I was typing away—mostly one-handed—and putting together the story of a woman who escapes the men who abducted her and helps the detectives solve the case.  
 
    With every new novel, I’ve improved as a storyteller. I’ve learned techniques and tricks that allow me to weave the stories you read into the best versions that I can put out there. That’s why I decided to go back and rework Endless Evil. I knew I could make it better. I changed some things from the original plot and fixed some unrealistic aspects. I’ve tried to show you the world of Pruitt County and its inhabitants, rather than tell you what I want you to know. I hope that readers—whether you’re new to my novels or rereading them—enjoy the changes I’ve made. 
 
    Thanks for all your support! 
 
    Amanda    
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    1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NEAR THE FOOTHILLS OF THE Blue Ridge Mountains, a long stretch of highway gently wound through acres of farmland. Crop fields and pastures of cows, horses, and other farm life cradled the road. Crickets and cicadas were all that could be heard in the still summer night. Music blared from the open windows of the sedan as it barreled down the highway disrupting the peace. Ashley Collins enthusiastically sang along with the lyrics, slamming the steering wheel with her hands in time to the beat. The warm June wind blew her hair in streams across her face as she drove down the country highway. It was the end of her vacation, and she planned to savor the final weekend before work started again. Ashley typically filled weekend nights with drinking, partying, and laughs with her girlfriends. 
 
    Her phone’s bright screen lit up the passenger seat as another text arrived. Ashley grabbed the phone and opened the message. Over the last several hours, she’d received several of these from her friends. They were excited that she’d made it home early enough to go to the party. Unfortunately, this particular text was a reminder from her mother that they had to attend her cousin’s baby shower the following afternoon. As Ashley looked at the message, her car started to drift onto the shoulder. She jerked it back onto the road with a start when she hit the rumble strip. Realizing that there might be some merit behind the no texting while driving laws, Ashley set the phone back down onto the passenger seat and focused on the road. 
 
    As her car passed a dirt road, another vehicle’s headlights flipped on and pulled out behind her. The flashing lights of a police cruiser tinted the landscape red and blue, drawing Ashley’s eyes to the rearview mirror.  
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Ashley put on her hazard lights and slowed down. She maneuvered the car onto the shoulder and came to a stop, turning off the radio. Beads of sweat quickly formed on her forehead as the breeze was cut off and the humid summer air pooled into the car. All of Pruitt County had enjoyed a cool, mild spring with comfortable temperatures, but summer weather was rapidly taking over, and summers in Georgia were far from mild. 
 
    In the rearview mirror, Ashley watched the officer emerge from the cruiser and adjust his uniform. He pulled out his Maglite and shined it around the car. He sauntered to the driver’s side window and flashed the light in Ashley’s eyes. She squinted as the harsh glare knifed into her dilated pupils.  
 
    “License and proof of insurance please, ma’am,” he said. 
 
    Ashley pulled her wallet out of her purse and fished out the documents. She handed them to the officer, and he looked at them quickly before looking back at Ashley. 
 
    “Did you realize you were speeding and didn’t maintain your lane?” 
 
    “No, sir.” She looked at her lap. 
 
    “Were you texting?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    He humphed and held out his hand. “Hand me the phone.” 
 
    Ashley did as he said and was surprised when he turned and walked away without another word. She watched as he walked back to the car. He was of average height and looks; nothing made him stand out in any way except his eyes. Something about them bothered her, but she couldn’t place what it was exactly. Ashley tapped the steering wheel as she watched the officer pull up her information on the computer. After a few minutes, he returned but held no ticket or phone in his hand. He looked at her with the closed-lipped stare that most officers perfected over the years on the job. 
 
    “Miss, I’m going to have to get you to step out of the car. This vehicle has been reported stolen.” 
 
    “This is my car, sir, and I haven’t reported it stolen,” Ashley replied, baffled. 
 
    “I understand, miss, but I have to get you to go sit in my unit while I double check this and do a routine search of the vehicle.” 
 
    The color drained from Ashley’s face. She shook her head as if to clear herself from this nightmare she had to be having. When the scene stayed the same, she reluctantly emerged from her car and allowed the officer to lead her back to his cruiser. Ashley’s knees shook as she walked and she stumbled, the officer catching her and providing support. He opened the back door and helped Ashley slide inside. She clasped her shaking, clammy hands together.  
 
    The officer leered at her. “Now, my partner here is going to keep an eye on you while I take a look at the car. We have to do a thorough inspection in these cases,” he told her as he closed the door, trapping her inside. 
 
    Ashley’s eyes immediately flew to the man ogling her from the passenger seat. He looked similar to the other officer, minus the bit of graying hair along the temples. This officer also didn’t have as much bulk to him as his partner did. And when he grinned at her she saw gaps where some teeth were missing.  
 
    When he turned away, Ashley reached out and touched the solid plastic window separating them. On TV cop shows the barrier was always perforated or had a window. The separator also usually stopped at the back of the seats rather than connecting snugly to the carpeted floorboard. 
 
    Before Ashley had time to question the oddity, the second officer reached and hit a button on the console. A hissing noise filled the car as a white, odorless cloud poured into the back seat. Ashley’s eyes widened and she started to gag, choking on the fumes. She yanked the door and when it wouldn’t budge she started banging on the glass with her hands.  
 
    Pain reverberated down her arms, but she continued to pound, ignoring the pain. Her vision clouded and her arms weakened. Ashley was aware of her body sliding down the seat and onto the floor, but she wasn’t able to fight gravity as it pulled her downward. She tried to call out for help, but the blackness engulfed her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SUN HAD BEGUN ITS descent toward the tree line when Detective Alex Gray approached the police tape at the outskirts of a field. A farmhouse was barely visible through a nest of trees beyond the field, and thick foliage lined the other side of the road. No other houses were in sight. Alex approached the taped-off area, and the officer standing guard lifted the tape for him to pass. The officer was built like a quarterback, standing over six feet tall with a lean but hearty muscle structure. He kept his dirty blonde hair in the same crew cut that most young officers favored. Alex felt short next to the man, coming in at only five foot eleven. He also preferred to keep his dark brown hair a little shaggy, using gel to keep it out of his face. 
 
    “Thanks, Peters,” he said to the officer as he dipped under the plastic. Peters nodded grimly in reply. Alex liked the young officer; he was a good cop with a large amount of heart. Peters’ family had swollen with pride when their oldest son joined the police force. They had a family lineage in law enforcement, with most of the males joining either the military or becoming law enforcement officers. Peters was honored to become a cop. He was nothing like the other pedigree cops Alex had met who felt forced to follow in their predecessor’s footsteps and resented it. 
 
    Alex paused just inside the tape and observed the small group of people around the body. He was the last one to arrive at the scene, and most of the initial responders had already left. The ambulance had already departed since there was no one alive to save, and most of the officers had moved along, no longer needed. A pair of police officers stood awkwardly at the edge of the group. Alex assumed they were the first responders who had to stick around to maintain the security of the scene and report their initial findings to the investigating detective. The medical examiner’s assistant, Joey, was working on the body, and Alex assumed that the ME, Al Cooper, had already come and gone before he could get there. A few crime scene techs were working the scene, searching, photographing, bagging, and cataloging evidence. Another officer was filming the scene. Video recordings sometimes served as a better source of information for investigators.   
 
    Alex looked back at Peters. “What do we have here?” 
 
    “Ashley Collins, nineteen. She was on her way home from a vacation. Her parents were expecting her Saturday morning, and, when she didn’t show, they reported her missing. The F.R. knew who she was right away. The owner of the farm, Bob Higgins,—you might know him, he teaches at the high school—found her this afternoon when he was walking around the field.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Alex wandered over to the small cluster of men around the nude body. 
 
    Joey, wrapping up his duties, was in the process of folding out the body bag.  
 
    “Did Dr. Cooper give the cause of death?” Alex asked him. 
 
    “He said all signs point to strangulation: hemorrhaging in the eyes and markings around her neck. She has some antemortem bruising on her body.” He raised her arm. “Look at her wrists. She was restrained.” 
 
    “It looks like she fought to get out of somewhere too.” Alex pointed to the jagged and missing fingernails on her hands. Smart girl, he thought to himself. Even though her attempts had failed, Alex still had to commend her for not giving up without a fight.  
 
    “Wish her efforts had worked,” Joey said sadly. 
 
    Alex felt for him. He had only known Joey for a short time, but he saw how he was with the bodies. He was empathetic and respectful of them. Alex had seen some assistants back in Atlanta who wanted to be around dead bodies because they thought it was cool. Many of them washed out because what you see in pictures is very different from what you see in real life. Others became too interested in the bodies. Unfortunately, Alex once worked with a medical examiner whose assistant was caught violating the bodies in the morgue. He still got chills whenever he thought about it. Joey, however, was the model assistant, and both Alex and Dr. Cooper liked him a lot.    
 
    “Doctor Cooper said that he would perform the autopsy tomorrow morning. Captain Bridges knows the parents from church and went to notify the family himself. He left word for you to meet him at the morgue for the ID. He’s bringing them over with the pastor around eight o’clock.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks, Joey,” Alex said. 
 
    Alex quickly worked the crime scene, touching base with the techs to see what evidence had been found and getting the statements of the first responders. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX PULLED INTO THE POLICE station parking lot at 7:40 p.m. The Pruitt County Police force covered the cities of Thompson, Wilkes, Bankston, and Coopersville, where their station was located. These cities contained a combined population of 9,800 people with Coopersville holding the majority of the residents. It was the largest of the four cities and held most of the businesses in the area. There was no Wal-Mart for twenty-five miles. The residents were content, however, to frequent boutique shops for clothing and specialty items and smaller chain grocery stores for food. Pruitt County was a place where people still waved to others when driving down the road, everyone held doors open for each other, and high school sporting events were the highlight of most people’s week.  
 
    Alex had accepted a detective’s position five years ago. After living in metro Atlanta the majority of his life, he craved the opportunity to go back to where things seemed simpler, more like the old days. There was less crime, except for the growing Methamphetamine problem, and Alex spent most of his detective skills solving small-time crimes—nothing like what he saw in Atlanta. He loved it here. Except for the rare occasion when people were murdered, people like poor Ashley Collins.  
 
    Alex hated watching families identify loved ones’ bodies. It was heart-wrenching to watch the series of events that always unfolded. When they first arrived, they were in full denial. It couldn’t be their loved one. Then the moment came when the body was uncovered, and the light in their eyes died as they realized who was on the table before them. Most broke down after that, and Alex loathed that the next step was to force them into a lengthy conversation about their recently departed family member and interrogate them about who could have hurt them. It was all necessary to solve the murder, but Alex still disliked the procedure. The majority of solved murders were done so within a couple of days. The longer the case dragged on, the higher the probability that it would go cold. 
 
    At this time of night, the parking lot was pretty empty, and Alex was able to get a spot right outside the building. The county morgue had been moved right next to the police station when it was built twenty years ago. The small one-story building held the medical examiner’s offices upstairs and the morgue in the basement. He approached the building, hurrying when he realized that Ed’s car was in the lot, which meant that the family was already here. Instead of waiting for the small elevator to take him down one floor, he took the stairs and exited directly into the morgue’s waiting room. Three faces looked up at him when he slammed open the heavy stairwell door and burst into the room. Captain Ed Bridges was standing next to the row of chairs where Mr. and Mrs. Collins sat.  
 
    The mother’s eyes were red-rimmed and bloated. The father had his arm around his wife’s shoulders as she leaned against him. Like most men, he was trying to stay calm and be supportive of his wife, but tears swam behind his eyes as he watched his wife cry. They stood up as he approached. Both looked to be in their mid-forties, and their attire suggested that they’d thrown on whatever clothes were nearby when they got the call to come to the station. It didn’t look like the clothes they wore to work that day. Mrs. Collins was tall and thin, while her husband was shorter than her with a potbelly pushing against his shirt. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” Alex apologized, even though he was early. He shook both of their hands. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” he told them.  
 
    They nodded. Mrs. Collins began to cry again, and a solitary tear slid down Mr. Collins’ cheek.  
 
    A voice cleared behind them, and they turned to see Dr. Al Cooper standing in the hallway. “We’re ready for you,” he said solemnly. 
 
    Dr. Cooper led the way down the hallway to a small side room where a covered form lay on a table. He approached the head as Mr. and Mrs. Collins moved beside the table, hanging onto each other tightly. The sheet was pulled back, and Ashley’s face stared coldly out at them. Her parents gazed down at their daughter for a moment before the change occurred and Mrs. Collins collapsed onto the floor before anyone could catch her.  
 
      
 
    ALEX WALKED INTO THE INTERVIEW room with two cups of soothing herbal tea, one for each of Ashley’s parents. After the identification, Alex took them to this room and gave them some time alone to process what had happened. They would never talk to their daughter again, never see her smile, never see her married and having babies. Alex knew personally what that was like and knew they needed time for it to sink in. He sat down in the chair opposite the couple. 
 
    “Again, I am so sorry for your loss.” They stared at him, dumbfounded. “I’ve been told you reported her missing. When was this?” 
 
    “Late Saturday afternoon,” Mrs. Collins said, “She was spending time with her friends Friday night and said she would be home Saturday morning, before lunch.” 
 
    “When was the last time you spoke to her?” 
 
    “When she left my mother’s apartment.” 
 
    “Where does she live?” 
 
    “In Kennesaw.” 
 
    “When did you get concerned that she wasn’t home?” 
 
    “Around lunchtime,” she said, her thick Southern accent heavier due to grief. “We called her cell phone but she didn’t answer and didn’t return our calls. We wanted to contact y’all right away but told ourselves she was probably just sleeping it off somewhere. We weren’t naïve. We knew she drank at parties; all teenagers do. Around four, I called Ashley’s best friend, Mandy, and asked if she knew where she was. Mandy said she hadn’t seen Ashley since before she went out of town. She had gone to visit my mother and help her decorate her new apartment in an assisted living community. When she didn’t answer our calls, we called Ed. Normally you have to wait longer to make a missing persons report, but he went ahead and sent an officer over. He took down all her information and said y’all would look into it.” 
 
    “Did Ashley have any enemies that you knew of? Anyone who would want to hurt her?” 
 
    They looked at him, astonished. “Everyone loved Ashley,” Mr. Collins said, speaking finally. 
 
    “She never complained about anyone? No one bothering her or following her?” Alex asked. 
 
    “No. Ashley liked everyone she worked with, and she still ran with the same group from high school,” Mrs. Collins replied. 
 
    “She went to Hartshorn? Where did she work?” 
 
    “Yes. She works…worked at the coffee shop on Main Street.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alex said, finishing the notes he was taking. “I appreciate your time, and I’m going to put all my efforts into finding who did this.” He looked at his watch. “It’s late. We need to get y’all home. Before you leave, though, I’ll need a list of everyone your daughter ever spoke about in the last year. Friends, coworkers, classmates, teachers, et cetera.” 
 
    They nodded and Alex handed them both a blank piece of paper. After they finished their lists, they got up, leaving their teas untouched. Alex walked them to their car and watched as they slowly drove away. 
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    ALEX ENTERED THE MORGUE THE next morning after a fitful night of sleep. He quietly stepped into the lab and walked over to the wall, where he grabbed a pair of gloves and a disposable gown from boxes attached to the wall. Alex put them on as he walked up to Dr. Cooper, who was standing next to the autopsy table. Used trays and utensils sat on carts surrounding him. Perfect timing, Alex thought, glad that he had missed the worst of it. He could handle watching an autopsy, but he preferred to miss it when possible. It was just something about seeing the inside of a person, their organs on display. A human being that was once living but is now flaccid and nonfunctioning. 
 
    Ashley lay on the table covered with a stained sheet pulled up to her collarbones. Alex could see the tips of the Y incision sticking out from beneath the cover. The black thread stood out in stark contrast to her pale, bloodless skin. 
 
    “Morning, Doc,” Alex greeted. 
 
    “Morning, Detective. You ready?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Alex pulled a small notebook from his pocket, flipped it open, and pulled out his pen. He looked up at Al expectantly, ready to take notes. 
 
    “As I suspected, the cause of death was strangulation. Hemorrhaging in the eyes and marks around the neck indicate such. No evidence of the method used,” Al said. “Tearing in her vaginal wall is indicative of rape. I did a kit, but there wasn’t any obvious evidence. I bagged up the swabs and also took blood and other samples.” 
 
    “Any fibers or hairs?” Alex inquired. 
 
    “I was unable to find any obvious evidence on her body.” 
 
    “Were you able to pinpoint a time of death?” 
 
    “Liver temp was inconclusive; she’d been dead long enough for her body temp to match ambient. However, she was in full rigor mortis, so she had been dead anywhere from eight to thirty-six hours when she was found. She was killed in a different location. Lividity shows that she was moved after the blood started to settle. Pooling occurs on her back, which was the position she was found in, but also on her side as if she was left in that position for a while after death.” 
 
    “What about these?” Alex pointed to a cluster of marks on the inside of her exposed inner elbow. “Was she using?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. There’s no scarring to suggest continued use, and there is some bruising which makes me think someone who isn’t experienced or a professional did this. This leads me to believe that she was a recent user. I pulled blood and hair samples so we can see what was in her system.” 
 
    Why do these kids do this to themselves? Alex could never understand why someone would start using drugs in the first place, not when the consequences were made abundantly clear. Unfortunately, he saw this often in Georgia due to the growing Meth industry.  
 
    Alex’s pen moved across the paper rapidly as he took notes. He nodded again, letting Al know he’d gotten everything. “Was her body altered in any way?” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like it. No missing chunks of hair or organs that could have been kept as trophies. There were no obvious signs that the body had been cleaned before being dumped. I didn’t see any indication of alcohol or bleach that’s sometimes found. It’s still possible, though, that Miss Collins was washed down with water as a forensic countermeasure. There’s no easy way to tell in those cases. It rained yesterday, so her being wet was explainable.” 
 
    “True. Please have all the evidence sent over to the labs.” 
 
    “They’ve been backed up for a while now; even a high priority case can take months.” 
 
    “I’m aware. With no trace evidence and only blood samples to go on, this case will have to be solved by good ole investigation. Thanks, Al.” 
 
    “Welcome. Hopefully it’ll be a while before I see you again. I hate when these things happen.” Al said. 
 
    “Me too,” Alex agreed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX SAT BEHIND HIS DESK, LOOKING through the case file for Ashley Collins’ murder, planning his next move. He looked up as he heard a familiar voice outside his office. A moment later, John Miles, Alex’s partner, walked into the office and plopped down in the chair in front of Alex’s desk, propping his feet up on the faux wood. 
 
    “Missed you yesterday,” Alex said sarcastically. 
 
    “Sorry, man. I didn’t get the page…I was busy,” he replied meekly. 
 
    “Yeah, I bet.” 
 
    “So what evidence did the ME find on the victim?” John said, ignoring the comment. 
 
    “Preliminary autopsy shows nothing. She’s completely clean. Dr. Cooper puts the time of death sometime Saturday.” 
 
    “Anything from the rape kit?” 
 
    “Doc says there was vaginal tearing—so she was raped—but they were smart and must have worn a condom. No DNA.” 
 
    John shook his head, unhappy. “Damn, the storm probably washed away good trace too if she was dumped before it let loose yesterday.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan for today?” 
 
    “I am going to interview her friends and coworkers and try to see if anything pops. Chances are it was some ex-boyfriend or creepy coworker she turned down, and they didn’t like it. I have a warrant in for her cell phone record and put an APB out on her car, which is still missing.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” John nodded. 
 
    They called several of Ashley’s friends and planned for them to meet him at the station that afternoon. He and John then headed to the Java Bean to have a cup of coffee and an unscheduled meeting with her boss and coworkers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE JAVA BEAN WAS A new addition to the town. Before this Starbucks wannabe had moved in, all of the residents either brewed their own or went to the diner for their coffee. A man and his family moved down from Charlotte a year ago and opened the bistro in the old KFC that shut down right after Alex moved to town. Alex didn’t have a problem with the restaurant; he couldn’t blame the man for following the same path he had. He also missed the Starbucks or Dunkin Donuts on every street corner in Atlanta. Some of the older members of the community thought the idea of a coffee shop was too new-aged for them. The Java Bean was instantly popular with the younger crowd and was beginning to draw in some of the more open-minded consumers. Gourmet coffee served any way other than traditional was a treat.   
 
    Alex had been in there a few times and thought he remembered Ashley waiting on him. The KFC had been redecorated inside and now looked like a bistro you might find in Paris, except for the fact that in Paris they wouldn’t need to make the fact that they’re in France so obvious. A giant mural of the Eifel Tower covered a wall, artificial grape bunches hung from multiple places, and French-themed music played through the speaker system.  When they entered the bistro that day, Alex noticed that no music played and only one employee stood behind the counter. 
 
    Alex pulled out his ID. “Are you the manager?” he asked, though he knew the boy couldn’t be more than twenty-one. 
 
    “No, that’s my dad,” he said. “Dad!” he yelled over his shoulder toward the office by the bathrooms. 
 
    A middle-aged man appeared in the doorway. He quickly walked over to the group. 
 
    “Yes, sirs, can I help you?” he said, trying to be perky, but Alex could tell he was worn down. He’d probably heard the news by now.  
 
    “I’m Detective Gray. This is Detective Miles. We’re investigating the death of Ashley Collins and have a few questions for you.  
 
    “Oh, sure. We can talk in the office. Would you like a coffee?” 
 
    “That would be nice. Black is fine.”  
 
    John shook his head. “None for me.”  
 
    After Alex received a mug of coffee, they headed back to the office. The manager closed the door and they all took a seat. 
 
    “My name is Bruce Chapman, by the way. That was my son, Kevin.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mr. Chapman.” Alex took a sip from his mug. “As I said, we just have a few questions.” 
 
    “Sure, anything I can do to help.” 
 
    “How many employees do you have here?” 
 
    “Six, including myself and Kevin. Five, now without Ashley,” he said. 
 
    “May I have the other three people’s names?” 
 
    “Jessica Monroe, Brian Stevens, and Jason Harrison.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alex said, jotting down their names and contact information. “Did they all get along with Ashely?” 
 
    “Of course. No one ever had a problem with Ashley. She was always on time, worked hard, and did her part.” 
 
    “Never any confrontations with anyone, including you?” 
 
    “Heavens, no. We were all like a family here.” 
 
    “Did any of your employees take the weekend off? Last minute or otherwise?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Were any of them late? Did anyone ask to leave early?” 
 
    “No. Why are you asking?” 
 
    “Just covering all the bases, sir. Do you know if she ever had a problem with a customer? Did she ever complain about someone harassing her? Maybe following her?” 
 
    “No, never.” 
 
    “Do you know if she hung out with any of her coworkers? Was she dating any of them?” 
 
    “She and Jessica went to the movies a few times, I believe. I don’t think she was dating any of the employees.” 
 
    “Including you?”  
 
    Bruce looked shocked. “I am a married man,” he barked, his voice rising. “Why would I waste my time with a teenager?” 
 
    “Because she was hot. Nice set of melons,” John said. 
 
    “I don’t appreciate what you’re saying and I don’t like the way you’re speaking about her!” Bruce yelled. “She was like a daughter to me.” He stood and pointed to the door. “I would appreciate it if you left now.” 
 
    John stood up and left the office, having done his job to try to get a reaction. He’d succeeded; it just wasn’t a helpful one.  
 
     “Thank you for your time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    JOHN CALLED ASHLEY’S COWORKERS AND asked them to join her friends at the station. They drove past the field where Ashley’s body had been discovered and up to Bob Higgins’ house. He was on the front porch when they arrived. His eyes were bloodshot, and there were huge bags under them. Like in most instances, finding a body had changed his life. He probably couldn’t close his eyes without seeing her again and again. For many, it took a long time—and usually a lot of therapy or medication—to move past it. 
 
    “Afternoon,” Bob said. 
 
    “Hey, Bob.” Alex noticed the rifle propped against the wall behind Bob. “How are you feeling today?” 
 
    “About as you would expect.” 
 
    “Going hunting this afternoon?” Alex asked, nodding toward the rifle. 
 
    “Nope, I just decided to sit out here. In case he came back.” 
 
    “I appreciate that Bob, but it would be better if you called us if you saw anyone suspicious.” 
 
    “And by the time you got here they’d be gone.” 
 
    “I know that’s a possibility, but we don’t need you shooting at random people.” 
 
    Bob rubbed his eyes and sighed raggedly; when he pulled his hand away, tears slid down his cheek. Alex approached Bob and put a hand on his shoulder. He sat down beside Bob and grabbed the rifle, unloading it and setting it back in its place. 
 
    “Why don’t you take some more time off work and go stay with your sister for a bit? I know she and her kids would love to see you.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Bob said and started to stand.  
 
    Alex patted Bob on the back as he went inside to pack, leaving Alex and John alone on the porch. John leaned over toward Alex. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to question him as a suspect,” he whispered. 
 
    “I did, at first. Just look at how Bob’s acting; you can’t fake that kind of depression. He needs to go see family, someone to look out for him. He needs help.” 
 
    John nodded.  They’d only been working together for ten months, and there was a lot that John needed to learn as a detective. John had been a patrol cop in an even smaller town than Bankston. He didn’t have much real-world experience besides writing tickets for speeders and hauling in drunk drivers. Once John learned the job, though, Alex knew he’d be an incredible detective. 
 
    Alex called Bob’s sister, filled her in on what happened, and asked her to watch out for him until he felt better. They helped Bob load his bags into the car and sent him on his way. Alex watched him leave with a heavy heart; he knew that Bob was now part of the haunted club. He would never be the same and would never be able to get past what he saw that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX STEERED HIS SEDAN UP the gravel driveway, approaching a brick farmhouse surrounded by dense trees and a small pasture. The lawn was well maintained and even had a small herb garden running in front of the porch. A few flower pots hung from hooks along the front porch, heaving in bloom from the summer weather. Alex stopped in front of the house, got out, and walked up the porch steps, briefcase in hand. He unlocked the door and headed inside. The conversation with Ashley’s friends ran through his mind as he entered the small foyer.  
 
    Everyone was certain that Ashley had no enemies and was very well loved. She never talked about seeing anyone strange or scary at work or home, following her around, or showing up in weird places. No mention of ex-boyfriends who wouldn’t get the hint; in fact, she was still good friends with her two exes. No teachers had come on to her when she was in school, either.  
 
    Alex walked into the kitchen, set his briefcase on the table, and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge along with a bag of granola from the pantry. He grabbed his briefcase again and headed down the hallway. 
 
    Her friends were all upset at her loss, and he could tell they’d been crying all day. The coworkers—Jessica, Brian, Jason, and Kevin—were all upset as well. They’d been working with her since she graduated high school. Plus, living in a small town meant you knew almost everyone anyway. Alex had noticed, however, that Brian seemed more upset than her other coworkers, even Jessica, with whom Ashley had become friends. Brian was trying to hide how torn up he was, but Alex had many years of experience and knew what he was seeing: they were an item. When Alex had asked if she was dating anyone, they all said no, but he’d seen in Mandy’s face that she wasn’t telling the truth. Why would they hide their involvement?  
 
    Alex asked the small group where they’d been Friday night. All of her friends were at the party that Ashley was supposed to attend when she got back into town, including Jessica. Everyone could vouch for the fact that they’d seen each other. When Ashley never showed up, they just presumed she was tired and went straight home. There’d be another party in a couple of weeks, so they assumed she was just going to go to that one.  
 
    Alex walked into his home office and sat down at his desk. 
 
    Kevin, the coffee shop heir, had been home at the time of the party. He was still in high school and had a very strict curfew. Alex made a note to ask his father for verification, but he believed the kid. Jason had been at home with his wife and newborn baby. They were struggling with the cost of the new baby, and Jason had taken a second job at The Java Bean to get more money. Jason had the look of a new father: disheveled clothing with small stains from baby spittle, bags under his eyes from lack of sleep, and also the air of pure happiness at being a dad. Brian said he was at his apartment alone playing video games that night. Definitely need to talk to him alone.  
 
    All of her friends swore that she didn’t do drugs, that she hadn’t even tried anything before. They were all adamant that there was no way she’d started using. During the whole interview, Alex tried to catch glimpses of the group’s arms to look for any signs of drug use, but there were none.  
 
    Alex opened his water and granola, shoving a big handful in his mouth. Maybe Ashley had recently fallen in with a bad crowd, possibly while she was visiting her grandmother. She went out for a break from the elderly life, found herself in a questionable club in Atlanta, and was sweet-talked into trying something new.  
 
    When he was done interviewing the group, he asked a select few to stay, including Brian and Mandy. They were taken into separate rooms where he questioned them again. Mandy’s story never faltered, except when he pushed her about the boyfriend. At first she said no again, but, after some persistence, she’d admitted that Ashley was seeing Brian. Why were they keeping it secret? It turned out Brian was a lot older than her; he was twenty-six, and his and Ashley’s families had some family feud going back to their grandfathers’ days. A regular Romeo and Juliet situation. Bruce also had a rule about co-workers not being able to date each other. All that combined led to them having a secret whirlwind romance. Ashley had confided to her best friend that she was in love, and they were happy together. I wonder what went wrong, Alex thought. Brian was moving to the top of his small suspect list. 
 
    Alex had left Brian to sweat in the interrogation room, trying to mess with his head a little. Finally, Alex went inside and sat across the table from him. After an hour of grilling, Brian still maintained his alibi of video game playing. He offered to give Alex his log-in credentials so that he could check the logs. He also gave a list of online buddies that he had been playing with. Alex had sent Peters to check on these things, and Peters confirmed the log-in times, as well as some of his contacts confirming their raid on the village of Warth. He could have faked it, Alex thought, logged in and out to make it seem like he was on the whole time. His online buddies would probably lie for him too. When Brian finally admitted to having a relationship with Ashley, he gave the same reasons for their hiding it as Mandy. Alex had let him leave but still had suspicions. Brian was the only one who looked like a suspect. Had Ashley not wanted to give it up, so he raped her? Then, realizing what he’d done and the ramifications, kept her hidden away and finally strangled her to avoid charges? Sounded a little absurd, but it was all he had at the moment. 
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    THE SUN WAS JUST BEGINNING to come up over the horizon as Alex approached the crime scene. He’d been lying back in his office chair resting his eyes when his phone started ringing. His neck was stiff from his position against the back of the chair. The dispatcher—in a somber tone—informed him of another body discovered on the side of the highway. Alex squinted as he passed the floodlights that were set up to help illuminate the scene. The dim outline of cows meandered in the distance. Walking into the lighted area, Alex looked at the victim. Her lifeless body lay amid the tall grass beside the road, her pale skin practically shining under the lighting. One of her arms had caught in the barbed wire fence surrounding the pasture behind her; the skin was torn jaggedly, but no blood ran down her arm. It was a postmortem wound. Al was the only one standing next to the body as Alex approached. With the floodlights behind them, their bodies created shadows on the ground next to the body. Alex’s tall and thin shadow soon joined Al’s short and stocky one. As he saw the shadow approaching, Al looked over his shoulder at Alex. 
 
    “Mornin’, Dr. Cooper.” 
 
    “Hello, Detective,” Al said, nodding his greeting. 
 
    “Two bodies in less than two days.” Alex paused, “Have you decided what the cause of death might be?” 
 
    “Strangulation.” 
 
    “Do you have an approximate time of death yet?” 
 
    “She’s still in rigor. Based on liver temp, she has been dead eight to twelve hours.” 
 
    “So she was most likely killed between five and nine last night.” 
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
    “Any ID?” 
 
    “Nope. Jane Doe.” 
 
    “She’s only about ten miles away from the other girl, and she’s got fresh track marks. I don’t know if I want these two to be related or not. I know that sounds horrible.” 
 
    “I understand Alex, believe me. If it’s two unrelated events, then there are two murderers out there. If it’s the same murderer, then we have to worry about what he’s going to do next.” 
 
    “Exactly. Double-edged sword,” Alex muttered. 
 
    “I’ll run her fingerprints when she gets to the office. I am also going to try to do a rush on the autopsy. I am very interested to see what results I get. I do, however, have some other autopsies that have to take precedence, unfortunately for you. I’ll call you when I’m ready to discuss my findings. Should be done by tomorrow morning at the latest.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks, Al.” 
 
    Dr. Cooper and Alex watched as the body was bagged and taken to the van. Alex once again spoke to the team working the scene. The tall grass was in pristine condition everywhere except where the first responders and paramedics had trampled. The techs searched but were unable to find any evidence—no footprints, fallen or lost objects, stray hairs, or any other type of evidence. They speculated that someone had driven to the side of the road and tossed the body onto the shoulder. Any trampling the perpetrator might have done was ruined by their own people trying to see if the victim was still alive. Alex was very aggravated that there had been two immaculate scenes in two days. Evidence was what solved cases and led to prosecutions; the murderers rarely came to turn themselves in or admitted their guilt when interviewed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    WHEN ALEX ARRIVED AT THE police station, he went straight to his office. He called next door and requested that the fingerprints be sent over so they could run them through their databases and IAFIS, the Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System. This always felt like a lengthy process to Alex; there were millions upon millions of fingerprints in the system to check. It normally took less than two hours once the fingerprints were reviewed and sent for processing, but sometimes it could take a while before they were entered into the system. In that time, he could solve a case. He was hoping, though, that she was a local and that they could get faster results by doing a narrow search first. Alex wasn’t able to do anything with this case until the identification and they’d completed an autopsy. In this day and age, with the increasing amount of crimes being committed across the country, evidence that went to the government laboratories for processing could be held up for so long that it was only used once the trial was underway. Sometimes, it took that long to find the perpetrator, which frustrated Alex to no end. He had several open cases that were stalled until he could obtain results from the lab.  
 
    He sat back in exasperation and looked around his office. It was modestly decorated with his college diplomas and the awards he’d received during his time as a law enforcement officer.  He had a small picture of his parents on their wedding day next to a picture of his sister’s college graduation. These hung below his diplomas. Besides that, the office was relatively bare. Taking up one side of the room were bookshelves overflowing with legal books and case files. His desk was pushed to the other side, and he kept it pretty neat. He had his blotter and a caddy that held all his stationery and supplies.  
 
    Alex needed to make a plan of attack for the day.  John called in sick today—again. Alex knew he was at a standstill with the Jane Doe case, so his thoughts returned to the Collins case. He wanted another go at this Brian guy, but he wasn’t sure how he could trip him up. He knew Ashley had been dead anywhere between twelve and thirty hours when they found her. Sadly, that was too large of a window to pin Brian down to. He could’ve killed her anytime within that period and dumped her body at his convenience. Lividity suggested she’d been in two different positions after death, backing up that theory. There was the drug angle to consider as well. 
 
    Alex was worried that this one would be added to his despised pile of unsolved cases. He had nowhere to turn, and there was no evidence that could give him DNA to compare to Brian’s or even a fiber of some kind that could be linked to his car or home. He was also worried because this could have been a random crime. Then, without evidence, he would never be able to prove who did it. Where was Ashley’s car? That had to tell a story. Why would someone kill her and not just leave the car? Evidence? Or was the car dumped on some back road just waiting to be discovered? Alex hoped her car would turn up soon and would contain all the proof they needed to make an arrest. Besides Brian, Alex had no idea who might have wanted to kill her. Ashley’s friends and family had been unhelpful, and Ashley’s phone and email records held nothing useful. 
 
    The email notification dinged on Alex’s computer and he was surprised to see that his results were back already. It had only been forty-five minutes. The victim’s name was Jennifer Robbins and she had an arrest record, luckily enough. Alex clicked on the digital file and scanned the information. She was twenty-four and lived in Blairsville, just a thirty-five minute drive away on a good day. She’d just been released early on parole from a five-year sentence for cooking meth. She’d claimed she didn’t know her boyfriend was processing meth in their backyard storage shed. Yeah, right. The judge had gone easy on her and given her the minimum sentence for first-time offenders. Her boyfriend was not so lucky and was still serving his fifteen years. 
 
    Alex called her parole officer and told her the bad news. She was upset, claiming that Jennifer was one of the good ones and that she had high hopes for her getting back to the real world. The parole officer told him that Jennifer’s parents disowned her after she was arrested. Jennifer tried to call them when she was released, but they refused her call. There were no other living relatives besides a younger sister Jennifer wasn’t allowed to see or talk to. The parole officer had set her up with temporary housing in Blairsville and a job at a local senior home as a janitor. She last spoke to Jennifer on Friday and wasn’t supposed to hear from her again until this coming Friday. They only spoke on a weekly basis. She wasn’t sure why Jennifer’s employer hadn’t called when she didn’t show up for work. 
 
    There was no way that Jennifer could be using drugs, the parole officer insisted. She did weekly drug screenings, and the last panel had come back clean. Jennifer had also stayed clean while she was incarcerated. Alex found this curious and wondered where the marks had come from. Her attacker, perhaps? He wished he could get the tox results immediately instead of having to wait on the lab. Was she drugged with something to keep her docile during the rape and strangulation? Why not give her Rohypnol? Why an injection? His thoughts wandered to Ashley and her similar markings. 
 
    When Alex phoned her father, he refused to accept Jennifer’s body. He and his wife hadn’t seen their daughter since she was arrested, and they hadn’t responded to any of her attempts at contact since her release. Poor Jennifer would end up cremated and sitting on a shelf at the medical examiner’s office for years until they ran out of room and had to dispose of the remains. Al told Alex that this had happened before, and he couldn’t bring himself to throw the ashes in the dumpster. He had taken them to a nearby park instead and spread them. He told Alex that he wouldn’t be able to live with himself knowing that the person would be in a landfill. They had already been unloved enough not being picked up by a family member. Why did they deserve that as well? 
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    HOPPING IN HIS UNMARKED CRUISER, Alex took the drive over to Blairsville. None of Jennifer’s neighbors at the apartment complex knew her. They all said she was quiet and kept to herself. Jennifer left and came home pretty much the same time every day and never had any visitors. It seemed all she did was work. The manager let Alex into her apartment, and he had a look around. Everything seemed in order; nothing looked like it had been rummaged through. Jennifer was a tidy girl; all of her clothes were in the hamper or put away, and her kitchen and bathroom sinks had everything lined up nicely. Even her bed was made. Alex wondered if this was due to a strict upbringing or being in jail for several years. He called the crime scene techs out to dust for fingerprints and check for trace evidence even though the scene looked clean. When he looked for the Ford Taurus registered under Jennifer’s name, he discovered that it was not anywhere in the complex.  
 
    When he arrived at the senior center, he drove around their parking lot and realized her car wasn’t there either. Another missing car. Alex was not one to jump to conclusions, but similar deaths in a short amount of time made him wonder if they were related. He put out an APB for the car in his county as well as Union County. He entered the building and asked to speak to Jennifer’s supervisor. The kindly woman at the counter told him to wait and paged the head of the janitorial department. A middle-aged man—short and balding—appeared, and Alex walked over to him. 
 
    “Hi, Detective Gray from the Pruitt County Police Department. I was hoping you’d have a few moments to talk about Jennifer Robbins.” 
 
    “Sure, Detective. Name’s Tim Daniels. Let’s go to my office so we can have some privacy.” He motioned slightly with his head, indicating the group of elderly persons that were left in the hallway to “mingle” instead of staying in their rooms. They were doing their best not to look obvious as they listened with curiosity. This was likely the highlight of their week. 
 
    Alex followed Mr. Daniels down the hallway. He’d had always been uncomfortable in these types of places—depositories for the elderly that were too old to take care of themselves and were thrown into these places by their families, being forced to endure the same boring day over and over again until they died. Then, there were the people whose minds had left them, and they screamed or moaned all day because they didn’t know any better. He’d visited a friend’s relative once who stayed in a room next to a woman who relived her brutal home invasion all day, every day. She screamed constantly, and even closing the doors did nothing to lessen the noise. It was horrible—and heartbreaking. He was a firm believer in euthanasia under certain circumstances. Living wills should include things that covered this type of situation. He honestly believed that the woman, if she were in her mind enough to say so, would rather be dead than reliving the same horrible event over and over. Alex shivered at the memory. 
 
    They entered a small office at the end of one of the wings. Tim sat behind a wobbly desk and, realizing it was the only chair in the room, offered to get one for Alex. He declined, saying he’d rather stand. 
 
    “So, what’s Jennifer done?” Tim asked. 
 
    “Died, unfortunately,” Alex replied. 
 
    Tim’s face went white, and Alex scolded himself for his bluntness, even though it did help Alex decide how much he could trust Tim Daniels. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Tim said, rocking slightly in the chair. “When? How?” 
 
    “We aren’t completely sure. She was discovered beside the road early this morning. It appears she was murdered sometime between five and nine last night.” 
 
    “M-murdered?” Tim stammered. 
 
    “Yes. Can you account for Jennifer’s whereabouts yesterday? Did she work?” 
 
    “She was scheduled to work seven to four, but she never showed. We didn’t get a call from her, and she never answered any of my calls.” 
 
    “Has she ever done this before?” 
 
    “Well, she’s only been working here a short time. My brother’s married to her parole officer, and he begged me to give her a job. I was keeping her arrest record under the table because the owners wouldn’t like someone with a criminal record around the residents’ things. I’ve never had a single problem with her the whole time she’s been here. I never suspected her of stealing anything or mistreating the residents. That’s why I was surprised when she was a no-call, no-show.” 
 
    “Did she work Sunday?” 
 
    “Yes, she worked her normal shift until four.” 
 
    “Do you know if she had plans with anyone, any friends?” 
 
    “She didn’t really have any friends. Most of the workers here are older and more established; they have families and busy schedules. Even though Jennifer was twenty-four, she still had some eighteen-year-old qualities. She spent five years in jail, and, even though that’s a growing up experience in and of itself, she didn’t get to experience the normal things kids her age did. It was a little hard for her to fit in. People picked up on the fact that she was different. Since they didn’t know about her arrest, they all just thought she was weird, a little off.” 
 
    “So as far as you knew, she only went back and forth from home and work?” 
 
    “For the most part. She enjoyed her weekly grocery shopping trip a lot. And she loved reading. I know she spent a lot of time going to the library.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s helpful. I’m trying to figure out how Jennifer ended up in my jurisdiction when she spent all of her time in and around Blairsville.” 
 
    Tim pondered for a moment. “Oh, I think she said her parents live in Richmond. Pruitt County is smack in the middle.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Alex said. Are her parents lying about seeing her? Could they have killed their own daughter when she wouldn’t leave them alone?  
 
    “Did she have any enemies here?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Not that I knew of. She was a great girl. Not like most ex-cons that I have known. We talked about what happened to her, and she maintained her innocence. She was only eighteen when it happened, and her boyfriend was twenty-five. Jennifer was just a dumb kid in love who believed anything he told her. We talked many times about getting her life straightened out and on the right track. The temporary housing was about to run out, and my wife and I discussed her renting the room above the garage. She was a good kid, and I can’t believe she’s gone.” He gave a choked cough. 
 
    “I might be out of line, sir, but her family has declined to take her remains once we’re done with our investigation. Instead of her ashes sitting in the morgue until we dispose of them, would you be willing to take them? You seem like one of the only friends she had in her new life.” 
 
    “I would be honored to take her to her final resting place,” Tim said, his voice full of warmth for Jennifer. He coughed and shifted in his chair. “I can’t believe her parents would be so horrible.” Tim rubbed his eyes, “Do you have any other questions? I need to get back to work.”  
 
    “I don’t think so. I might call you later if any come up.”
“That’s fine,” Tim replied. 
 
    Tim escorted Alex to the exit. As he walked out into the bright sunlight, and he slid on his sunglasses, his brain was already planning his next move. 
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    THAT AFTERNOON, ALEX SAT IN his car outside Jennifer’s parents’ house. He’d tried his luck at Jennifer’s library but struck out. The librarian noticed her before but not enough to see if she’d ever spoken to another patron or had issues with anyone. She did say that Jennifer was quiet and polite whenever she saw her.  
 
    Alex wanted to speak to her parents because he had a feeling they might know where their daughter was the night she potentially went missing. Both of her parents were at work, but Alex was expecting one of them to be getting home soon. He spent the lull sitting in his car at the bottom of their driveway, making notes.  
 
    The sound of a motor pulled him from the notebook. A car had turned onto the street. He watched as a girl who could’ve been Jennifer ten years ago hopped out of the vehicle. Her black hair was cut short in a pixie cut, whereas Jennifer’s had been shoulder length. She had the same pale complexion as her sister, even though it was June. Their body structure was similar as well: tall, thin, small boned, and small breasted. Alex made an impulse decision and slid out of his car as the girl walked toward the front door of the house.  
 
    “Excuse me,” he said. 
 
    The girl jumped. She’d been so involved in her cell phone that she hadn’t realized he was there. She eyed Alex suspiciously.  
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked, backing toward the house. 
 
    Alex pulled out his badge and showed it to her. “I’m a detective. I was wondering…are you Jennifer’s sister?” 
 
    The girl deflated a little. “Yes. Is she okay? My parents don’t know I talk to her. I’m not supposed to. Please don’t tell them.” 
 
    That was a lot to process. “Can we talk?” he asked. The girl looked more concerned but nodded and headed over to the swing hanging from the ceiling of the front porch. 
 
    “It’s bad, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Becky.” 
 
    “Becky, I’m very sorry to tell you this, but your sister has passed away.” 
 
    Becky put her hand to her mouth and shiny liquid welled in her eyes. “How?” she asked. 
 
    “Someone hurt her,” Alex replied. 
 
    Tears started streaming down Becky’s cheeks. “I knew something was wrong. We text each other all the time, and she hasn’t answered any since she left here Sunday night.” 
 
    “You saw her Sunday?” 
 
    “Yes,” she sobbed. “When she got out of jail, my parents refused to talk to her; they didn’t want a criminal to disrupt their happy life.” Her voice expressed the irony of the word happy. “I always believed her, and I found her when she got out. My parents would’ve been furious, so I never told them. I pretended I was hanging out with someone else every time we got together.” 
 
    “What did you do Sunday night?” 
 
    “We went to see a movie. It ended around ten, and afterward, she drove me to where I leave my car just around the corner from here. You know, so my parents think I drove it.” 
 
    Alex nodded. “And that was the last time you saw her?” 
 
    “Yes. She followed me to the entrance of the subdivision and waved goodbye.” Becky broke down as the reality of that final parting set in. She flung herself into Alex’s chest, crying loudly. 
 
    Alex was startled at first but then put an arm around the young girl, trying to comfort her. “I’m so sorry,” he said as she wept. 
 
    A car door slammed, and an older woman stalked over to them. “What are you doing to my daughter?” she demanded. “Who is this? Do I need to call the police?” she asked, whipping out her cell phone.  
 
    “No, mom. He’s the police,” Becky cried. “Mom, Jennifer’s dead.” Becky ran over and hugged her mother.  
 
    She hugged back but glared at him with fury blazing in her eyes. “Who are you to come tell our youngest child about her sister’s death? We were going to tell her when the time was right.” 
 
    Alex held up his hands. “That wasn’t my intention, ma’am. I was coming to talk to you and your husband about it. I didn’t know she had a sister,” Alex lied, wanting to lessen her anger. 
 
    Becky gazed up at her mother, shocked. “You knew and you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “Your father informed me about it this morning. We wanted to wait until the right time to tell you.” 
 
    “What, when I’m forty?” Becky pushed away for her mother. 
 
    “You didn’t even know her. You were a child when she left our family. You haven’t talked to her or seen her in years.” 
 
    “I talk to her all the time, Mom. We see each other all the time,” Becky spat out. 
 
    Her hand flew to her chest. “You disobeyed our orders?” 
 
    “You guys kicked her out of our family without ever asking my opinion. I knew she was innocent. Just because she wasn’t your daughter anymore doesn’t mean she wasn’t my sister!” Becky shouted, shaking with anger. 
 
    “Go to your room,” Mrs. Robbins commanded. “Now!” 
 
    Becky wailed and stormed into the house and up the stairs. She slammed the door hard, and Alex jumped. He felt so badly for the girl.  
 
    “How dare you,” Mrs. Robbins began. 
 
    “Again, ma’am, I’m sorry for what’s happened. It wasn’t my intention to come here and cause problems.” He tried to give his best innocent puppy look. 
 
    “Yes, it was. My husband said he made it clear to you on the phone that we wanted nothing to do with Jennifer. You wanted to come here and ridicule us for shutting her out. You think it’s our fault that she died. If we had just taken her back in, she would still be alive.” A single tear slid down her cheek. 
 
    Alex realized that last statement was said more toward herself than him. Even though Jennifer had been disowned, she was still her mother’s daughter, and Mrs. Robbins was clearly hurting. Her husband was the one who wanted to disown their daughter, and she was the dutiful wife who agreed. It was written plainly on her face. 
 
    “That was not my goal, Mrs. Robbins. I am trying to figure out what happened to Jennifer, and I believe Becky was the last one to see her alive.” 
 
    “How could that be?” 
 
    “Becky just told me that they’ve been spending time together since Jennifer was released from prison. They were together Sunday evening, and Becky last saw her around ten. Jennifer didn’t show up for work on Monday, and Becky said Jennifer didn’t answer any of her texts or calls. I think something happened to her between your house and her apartment in Blairsville.” 
 
    “She was…” she swallowed, “murdered on Sunday night. That was days ago. Why did you just find her?” 
 
    “We believe she died sometime Monday evening.” The thought sank in. 
 
    She must have had the same thought because Mrs. Robbins said, “Someone kidnapped her, held her hostage for a day, and then killed her?” 
 
    Alex’s face was grim. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “She was raped, wasn’t she?” Mrs. Robbins asked. Her hand covered her mouth. 
 
    “We’re not sure yet.” 
 
    Mrs. Robbins nodded her head, grateful for the decorum, but she knew what had happened as well as Alex did. 
 
    Ashley Collins disappeared on a Friday and didn’t turn up ‘til Sunday. Then, Jennifer went missing that same night. Alex’s heart sank into his stomach. 
 
      
 
      
 
    MRS. ROBBINS INVITED ALEX INSIDE for coffee while they waited for her husband to get home. She went upstairs and left Alex at the kitchen table. He could hear Becky and her mother crying together for a while before they came back downstairs. The three of them sat around the table without speaking. When Mr. Robbins got there, Becky was sent back upstairs while Alex explained what had happened again. 
 
    “I still don’t see what this has to do with my wife and me. We haven’t seen Jennifer in years. Why would you need to talk to us?” he demanded. 
 
    “You weren’t aware that Jennifer and Becky were talking? You never saw a text or overheard a phone conversation? Never saw them together?” 
 
    “No, I was unaware they had a relationship.” He gritted his teeth.  “I’m very disappointed in Becky for going against my wishes.” 
 
    “You didn’t decide that things would be better without her in your lives?” 
 
    “What the hell? Are you asking if I killed my daughter? What is wrong with you?” 
 
    “She wasn’t your daughter anymore; you said so yourself.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” He rose to his feet, his face flushing with anger. “I had nothing to do with her death. She’s been out of my life for years, and I will not sit here and have you accusing me of murder. Get out of my house! Right now!” He pointed to the door, his hand jerking back and forth as he repeatedly gesticulated toward the exit.  
 
    Alex made a hasty retreat. He slipped a card to Mrs. Robbins on the way to the door in case she wanted to tell him anything else. 
 
    Mr. Robbins yelled after him, threatening to sue Alex and the department, growling that his lawyer would be calling Captain Bridges tomorrow. Apologizing, Alex headed straight for his car. He knew that nothing would happen there. Mr. Robbins was just a man whose pride was hurt and whose life had been once again turned upside down. Still, he didn’t want to chance the man’s wrath any more than he already had. 
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    FLASHING LIGHTS CHASED AWAY THE darkness of the highway. A dog barked maniacally in the distance, but no house could be seen from the road. Megan sat restlessly in her car; she pushed her hair behind her ear, only to have it fall in her face again. Why was I speeding? The last thing I need to deal with is an out of town ticket. She hadn’t even been going that fast. Why would he pull her over? The cruiser’s spotlight shone in her eyes as she glanced in the rearview mirror. She jumped at a loud rap on her window. Megan rolled down the window as she took in the officer standing beside her car. He looks a little young to have gray hair, she thought. 
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    ALEX SAT UP IN BED with a start. Sweat ran down his forehead in streams as he panted. After a few moments, he began to breathe normally again. He glanced at the alarm clock on his nightstand; it was 3:57 a.m. Alex rolled around in bed a few times as he tried to fall back to sleep, but eventually he gave up. He sat up again and moved to the bathroom to shower, shave, and get ready for his day. 
 
    At 6:05 a.m., he sat at his kitchen table, nursing his mug of coffee as he stared down at the pictures splayed out on the table. He slid some around, looking at the various views of the bodies and crime scenes from the two murders. He stared down at the soulless faces of the dead women. Were you killed by the same person? Am I crazy to think that? No, because there are so many similarities already. He made a mental checklist. Though not exactly the same, they had features in common. Young girls. Attractive. Both went missing in the evening and didn’t show up again until two days later. Their cars were both missing as well. The parallels were adding up. Let’s see what Al says, he scolded himself. Don’t be that guy who jumps to the extreme theory right away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    RAY DROVE THE PICKUP OUT of the McDonald’s parking lot and onto the highway. He looked over at James, who was digging through their bag of takeout. 
 
    “While you were inside getting that, I got a call.” 
 
    “What about?” James asked.  
 
    “There’s an issue at one of the stores, and I gotta go take care of it.” 
 
    “Are you serious? The drugs are going to start wearing off soon. It’s time to start,” he said grumpily, his tone childlike. 
 
    “I know, alright! I have to deal with this; I’m going to be gone all day. Just keep her drugged, and we’ll get in all we can when I get back.” 
 
    James threw the bag down angrily. “This sucks! What am I supposed to do all day?” 
 
    “You can sit around playing with yourself the entire time for all I care, as long as you keep an eye on her.” 
 
    James harrumphed and crossed his arms as he slumped down into the seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX WALKED INTO HIS OFFICE at 8:30 a.m. and threw his folders from home on his desk before heading to the break room to get another cup of coffee. Two people were also prepping their coffees as he entered, putting creamer and sugar into their cup and travel mug. One was a patrol cop he didn’t really know, and the other was a fellow detective, Stephen Flannery. Alex didn’t like Flannery and avoided him whenever possible. He nodded hello but didn’t join in their conversation. His mind was too focused on Ashley, Jennifer, and getting the new autopsy results to be able to listen fully. 
 
    “So, what did this crazy lady say again?” the officer asked as they moved out of Alex’s way. 
 
    “She came in this morning around seven and was saying all sorts of crazy stuff. This guy had pulled her over. She admitted she’d been speeding, though, doing twenty over the limit. The guy was real creepy, she said,” Flannery explained. 
 
    “Probably Jackson.” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “So, she says he just gave her a warning and told her to have a good night. She was freaking out ‘cause it didn’t seem right to her.” 
 
    “Was she hot?” the officer asked. 
 
    “If you’re into whales. She had to weigh a couple hundred pounds,” Flannery said, imitating a blowhole. 
 
    “Well some guys are chubby chasers,” the officer joked, and they both laughed again. 
 
    “She wanted to make a complaint, but she had no badge number or car number. She couldn’t even tell me what police department it was. She thought it might be ours, but she wasn’t sure. I explained to her it could be us, or the GSP, or maybe even a sheriff’s deputy. There was no way for us to do an investigation into this without more information. She got mad and waddled out of here. It was so bizarre. Who complains about not getting a ticket?” 
 
    “Someone who’s crazy, that’s who,” the officer replied. 
 
    Alex left the break room and headed back to his office. Captain Bridges was right behind him, having followed him from his office next to the break room. Alex looked up, a little surprised to see him. He’d thought he was alone until he felt Ed’s presence. Ed had been the one to hire Alex, and they’d formed a friendship since he’d moved here. They were still boss and employee, but Ed trusted Alex, and they talked regularly, even outside of work. Ed was in his early fifties but looked nothing like the other Captains you’d see in a small town. Instead of being potbellied from sitting behind a desk most of the time, he was very fit and muscular. He exercised regularly, sometimes joining Alex on his morning run. His full head of hair had finally lost its battle and was now completely gray. It complemented Ed though, making him look more distinguished and deserving of respect. 
 
    Alex set down his coffee to shake Ed’s hand. “Good morning, Captain.” 
 
    “Morning, Alex. Seems like you’ve been busy. Do you have a moment to update me on the status of your cases?” 
 
    “Sure.” Alex sat down in one of the visitor’s chairs and motioned for Ed to sit down in the other. He knew the captain appreciated the gesture; Ed hated when detectives always sat behind their desks as if they were more important than the person opposite them, even if that person was a civilian. Law enforcement was a customer service business, after all. 
 
    “So, where are you with the Collins case?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Honestly, sir, I’ve hit a bit of a roadblock. There’s no trace evidence, and, even though we sent off the rape kit, there wasn’t anything of note. Her car is still missing, and I really wish it would turn up. It’s unfortunate, but there really seems to be no evidence here. Her friends, family, phone, and email haven’t turned up anything usable.” 
 
    “No suspects then?” 
 
    “Well, I have my eye on her boyfriend. He has a leaky alibi for when she went missing. It’s hard, though, because she was abducted Friday night and didn’t turn up until Sunday night. That’s a huge window where she could’ve been killed. Pretty much anytime Saturday up ‘till Sunday morning. It’s frustrating because I can’t pin down a time to question him on.” 
 
    “Something will turn up. Just be patient and things will fall into place.” Moving on, he asked, “What’s the latest with the Robbins case?” 
 
    “Al is supposed to be calling me any minute with the autopsy results. The crime scene was immaculate, just like with the Collins girl. This poor girl was abandoned by her parents when she went to jail. The only people there for her were her boss and sister, who had to sneak around just to see her. Once again, I can’t find a good suspect. Jennifer went to a movie with her sister Sunday night, and that’s the last she was heard of. She didn’t show up for work Monday. I’m thinking she never made it home from her sister’s house that night. So once again we have a girl go missing and then show up dead two days later.” 
 
    Ed tapped his fingers together as he thought. “Hmmm,” he said, “these cases are very tough…interesting, but tough.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, they are.”  
 
    “Did she have any enemies from jail? Anyone recently released? Someone’s boyfriend who she pissed off on the inside?” 
 
    “From what her parole officer told me she was the perfect inmate. Never got into any confrontations, didn’t get tatted up like many inmates do. She even got a college education while she was there. She did her time and left without leaving a mark.” 
 
    “Maybe her parents were involved? They found out she was talking to her sister. A confrontation that went bad?” 
 
    “I don’t think the mother was involved. The father was a jerk, so it’s possible he took matters into his own hands. He was not happy when I alluded to that.” 
 
    “I hate to say this,” Ed said, “but if she was raped, that decreases the chances of it being her dad by a lot, though it does happen.” 
 
    “Without him as a suspect, I have nobody.” 
 
    “I’m sorry these aren’t slam dunks for you, Alex. These things happen, though usually not so close together. Just keep plugging away and jump on it the minute you get any leads; I know we both don’t want these cases hanging over our heads.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Where’s John this morning?” 
 
    The abrupt change almost caught him off guard. “He’s running late; had some kind of car trouble.” 
 
    Ed looked at him, knowing he was covering for his partner. He pushed himself out of the chair and headed toward the door. “Okay, then. Keep me posted,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    “Will do, sir,” Alex said as Ed walked out the door. 
 
    Alex immediately picked up his cell and texted John again. “Where are you?” he asked. 
 
    No reply ever came. 
 
      
 
      
 
    AROUND TEN, ALEX GOT THE call from Dr. Cooper. He walked over to the morgue and slipped on a gown and gloves. Doctor Cooper once again stood next to the autopsy table. This time, however, there was a second covered form beside the first. It was Ashley Collins. Alex raised an eyebrow as he approached the table. 
 
    “Hello, Doc. I don’t think I feel up to saying good morning today.” 
 
    “I understand that. Let’s just begin.” 
 
    Al walked over to Jennifer Robbins. “I heard you got a hit on her prints and did some investigating yesterday.” 
 
    Alex nodded.  
 
    “So you know we have Jennifer Robbins, twenty-four. COD was strangulation. No trace around the neck to indicate what was used to strangle her.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alex said, sighing. “Rape?” 
 
    “She was raped. Damage to the walls is consistent with rape. Kit came back with no swimmers, but I’ll send the evidence out just in case there are some epithelial cells they can get DNA from. 
 
    “Any trace?” 
 
    “I recovered some fibers from inside the waistband of her underwear. They’ve been bagged for processing. There were also a few stray pubic hairs. I plucked some from her to do a comparison.” 
 
    “Was she killed at the scene?” 
 
    “No. Lividity indicated that she was moved after death. Pooling consistent with her being moved from her side onto her back.” 
 
     “Was her body altered in any way?” Alex asked. He was feeling like a broken record with these two girls. Little did he know Al was feeling the same way. 
 
     “It doesn’t look like it. No trophy indicators. Body was clean of any chemical residue. No obvious signs that the body had been cleaned before disposal. 
 
    “Was the wound to her arm postmortem?” 
 
    “Yes. There was no bodily reaction around the wound site. No blood oozed and the skin didn’t react. It happened when she was thrown onto the shoulder. Her arm hit that barbed wire fence and ripped on the prongs.” 
 
    “And these marks?” Alex inquired, pointing to her arm. 
 
    “Recent injection sites,” Al confirmed.  
 
    Alex studied the body for a moment. “Is there any way that these crimes could have been committed by the same perpetrator?” he asked tentatively. 
 
    Alex expected Al to laugh at him, to say he was overreaching and seeing what he wanted to see. Instead, Al walked over and pulled Ashley’s arm out from underneath the sheet. He motioned Alex over. 
 
    “See these marks?” he asked, pointing at a few small circles in the bruising around her wrist. They walked over to Jennifer and Al showed Alex the same three circles in the same formation. They stood out better on the fresher body, but Alex was able to see that they were the same.  
 
    “They were restrained by the same device.” 
 
    “Exactly. There are also similar markings on the back of their necks.” Al paused. “There are a lot of consistencies lining up between these two victims. The COD, lack of trace evidence, lividity, lack of DNA evidence, the probable cleaning of the bodies, and the same bruising on the wrists and neck.” 
 
    “The similar disposal sites, the missing cars, both disappeared at night, they both went missing for two days before being found, both attractive young girls.” Alex continued. 
 
    “This was the work of the same killer. I have no doubt about it,” Al declared. 
 
    “The same killer,” Alex said, trailing off. “But what do a nineteen-year-old girl and a twenty-four-year-old ex-con have in common? Did they know each other? Did they both know the killer?” Alex’s mind was racing. 
 
    “That would be your department,” Al said. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said. Alex was feeling excited for the first time with these cases. “Has the evidence been sent to the lab yet for processing?” 
 
    “No. They’re so backed up that they’re now telling us to keep them on location until our case is about to come up for processing. Everything is in evidence storage.” 
 
    Alex smiled. “I have an idea.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX KNOCKED ON THE OPEN doorframe of Ed’s office. Ed looked up from his computer screen. His reading glasses were perched on the tip of his nose. 
 
    “Come in, Alex,” he said, taking off the glasses and setting them on the blotter. 
 
    Alex walked into the room and sat on the other side of Ed’s large desk. It was an antique built around the end of the Civil War and had the sturdy wood construction that you didn’t see anymore. Alex had always admired it.  
 
    “Sir, we’ve had a development.” He pulled out photos of both victims’ wrists and necks, showing the abrasion pattern. “Al and I determined that these girls were killed by the same perp.” He pointed to the photos. “This pattern in their bruises suggests that they were restrained by the same device. See the three circles?” 
 
    “This is the only connection?” Ed asked. 
 
    Alex quickly ran through the other similarities while Ed listened intently. 
 
    “I can admit it’s similar, but it’s all circumstantial.” 
 
    “Sir, I’d already come to this conclusion after everything I’ve learned over the past two days. Al just confirmed my suspicions.” 
 
    “If you’re sure about this, then I’ll back you all the way, Alex, you know that. I just want you to be sure on this before we proceed.” 
 
    “I’ve never been surer of anything in my life, sir. I’d stake my career on this, and I believe Dr. Cooper would too.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s move on this then. What are you planning to do next?” 
 
    “Al found some trace evidence and possible foreign hair samples on the second victim.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Well, with how backed up our labs are, it could take a month to get results. Hell, they even told us to keep the evidence here until they were ready to process it.” 
 
    “So what do you intend to do about that?” Ed asked, the amused gleam in his eye revealing that he knew where Alex was heading. 
 
    “You know how I have a contact inside a private lab?” 
 
    Ed nodded. 
 
    “I want to take the evidence there and have it tested.” 
 
    “That’s a little unorthodox, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is, sir, but there’s precedence for it.” 
 
    “We don’t have the budget for what they charge.” 
 
    “I can work out a great price.” 
 
    “Why should I allow you to do this when I’ve turned other officers down in the past?” 
 
    “Because, sir, this may not stop at two victims. Whatever evidence we have could help find this person if they’re on the verge of doing this again. It’s been a day since the second girl was found, and the clock’s ticking.” 
 
    Ed tapped his fingers together as he weighed the options. Finally, he nodded. “I’m going to allow it for this case, Detective.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, sir.” 
 
    “Make sure you keep the chain of custody intact on this one. We don’t need the perp getting off on a technicality.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alex said, hurrying from the room to collect the evidence from storage. 
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    ALEX TOOK 19S TOWARD DAHLONEGA with John slouched beside him in the passenger seat. He’d shown up at the station just in time to hop in the unmarked sedan. During the drive down 400S, Alex updated John on all the information he’d missed since he hadn’t been there for Jennifer’s crime scene and autopsy. Or all the time spent interviewing her family and boss. 
 
    “I still can’t believe they’re connected,” John said.  
 
    “I know, but it makes sense now. They were so similar, and it was driving me nuts. I’m glad that Al noticed it too. Now all we have to do is link them to each other, or to our suspect.” 
 
    “Have you gone through their phone records and emails to see if they knew each other or had any of the same contacts?” 
 
    “Not yet. I have Ashley’s records because her family gave me permission to look through them. But with Jennifer, we have to wait for the court order to go through. There has to be some connection between them that can lead us to their killer.” 
 
    “I’m glad Captain Bridges agreed to us taking the evidence to a private lab; it would take a month to get it back internally.” 
 
    “Me too.” Alex shifted lanes to pass a slow driver holding up traffic in the fast lane. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw John cross his arms. 
 
    “He’s been up my ass about missing so much time on this case. It’s not my fault.” 
 
    Alex didn’t reply. He was angry with him too. John had become very undependable, and Alex was getting fed up with having to cover for him constantly. He knew John was trying to rationalize his mistakes and get Alex’s sympathy on his side.  
 
    The radio station—which had been playing in the background as they talked—finished playing a song, and the DJ came on. His loud and charismatic voice caught Alex’s attention. 
 
    “That was the newly released single from Lonely Road called “In Your System.” This is a new group featuring members from Splitting Jamie and Descending Theory. It seems like we’re going to be seeing some good things from them. It’s been a nice morning so far; temperatures are just now starting to climb with the high hitting around eighty-three this afternoon. This weekend kicks off the summer session of the Georgia Wine Highway. Buy your Wine Highway passes today and experience wine tastings at participating wineries. The Renaissance Festival is winding down, and there are only a couple of weeks left to go. Check out our website for all the concert listings and events around Atlanta. We’ll be back after this.” 
 
    A commercial started, and Alex’s mind went back to John’s behavior as of late. He was really starting to worry about this downward spiral he was on and wondered where and when it would end. He could only cover for him so much longer before Ed suspended or fired him. John’s health seemed to be declining as well. He’d lost weight and usually had bags under his eyes when he came to work. 
 
    The abrupt stench of cigarette smoke hit his nostrils, and Alex jerked his head toward John. He’d pulled a cigarette from his pocket and lit it. Alex stared at him in disbelief. John had only been smoking for a few months, but he knew Alex never allowed anyone to smoke in his car. He was a stickler for removing all the trash and always took the time to take it to the car wash. Alex really used to like John, but now he was starting to feel otherwise. 
 
    “The least you could do is roll down the window,” Alex said grumpily. 
 
    John glanced at Alex. “Sorry, man.” 
 
    John lowered the window a few inches, took a drag, savored the inhaled smoke, and then blew it out the window slowly. After two more drags, the cigarette was finished, and he flicked it through the crack. He closed the window and laid his head against the headrest. Alex looked at him. 
 
    “What’s happened to you?” 
 
    John’s neck stiffened, the muscles taught against his skin. “What the hell do you mean?” 
 
    “You used to be such a great cop, John. Then about three months ago you started to change. You’ve just gotten worse and worse. You started smoking. You’re always late to work—if you even show up at all. You always seem to be in another world, and, I hate to say it, but it all started when Joy moved into town and you two hooked up.” 
 
    John didn’t reply and just looked out the window. After a while, he turned back to face Alex. “She’s fucked me up, man. That day in the bar when we met, I thought it was a sign that my life was going to get even better. I’d finally gotten a detective position, and now I was meeting someone I thought I could really connect to. But she…” he trailed off, not finishing his sentence. He looked down at his hands. 
 
    “I’m your partner,” Alex said firmly, “and your friend. You can trust me.” 
 
    John hesitated, waiting several seconds before speaking. “She wasn’t what she seemed.” 
 
    “How so?” Alex asked, nudging him along. 
 
    “I found out that she used to be a gangbanger’s girlfriend down in Tampa. He got killed by a rival, and she disappeared and is hiding out here,” John said. 
 
    Alex knew there was more. “And?” 
 
    After sighing and taking a deep breath, he continued. “I caught her doing drugs,” he mumbled. His eyes widened and he held up his hands. “Don’t tell anyone. Please. I just can’t bring myself to turn her in. I love her so much, but she’s got me drinking and smoking and not caring about my job. She’s always begging me to stay and not leave her. I think she feels safe having a cop around.” 
 
    Alex pulled his eyes from the interstate to study John’s expression and demeanor. He’d known John for almost a year, and he was pretty sure his partner was holding something back. “Is there more? John, you know you can trust me.” 
 
    “That’s it,” John claimed, “Sorry. I’ll try to get back in the game.” 
 
    “Fine, okay.” He turned his attention back to the road before him. Hopefully John would confide in him when the time was right. Drugs? Seriously? How could John have been this stupid? Their job was to get people like Joy off the street. He’d never liked her; he knew something was shady with her. He didn’t know how long he could sit on information like that without talking to Ed about it. For now, though, Alex would try to be a good partner and not say anything. It’s gonna come back and bite me in the ass, I just know it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX AND JOHN DROVE ONTO the grounds of a large office complex. A sign at the entrance stated: 
 
      
 
    ForLab – Forensics Laboratories, Inc.
Forensic Testing
DNA Profiling
Paternity/Genetic Testing
Alpharetta, GA, est. 2002 
 
      
 
    Alex steered the sedan into a visitor’s spot out front and smirked at John, who was gaping at the large building. “Big building, right? This company is great; they have all their certifications and are approved for government testing.”  
 
    “I wasn’t expecting such a large operation.” 
 
    “A lot of people are into genetic testing nowadays,” Alex said. 
 
    He got out of the car, grabbed the box of evidence and paperwork from the back seat, and handed it to John. He grabbed the cooler containing the evidence that needed to be kept chilled and headed toward the entrance with John following behind. When they entered the building they saw people in business suits, lab jackets, and plainclothes walking busily around the lobby. Alex headed straight to the reception desk and waited to be acknowledged. The receptionist, a beautiful young woman with flowing auburn hair, was busy answering phones and typing hurriedly on her computer. Alex waited patiently, looking at the advertisements for Paternity and Genealogy Testing. Finally she hung up the phone and looked up.  
 
    “How can I help you gentlemen today?” 
 
    Alex smiled warmly. “Detectives Alex Gray and John Miles. We’re here to see Marissa Jacobs. 
 
    “Yes, Detectives. One moment.” She picked up the phone and dialed an extension. She spoke when the line was answered, but Alex couldn’t hear her over the loud rhythmic tapping of a woman’s high-heeled shoes on the tile floor as she quickly moved across the atrium. The receptionist hung up the phone and smiled at the two men. “She can see you now. I can have someone show you to her office.” 
 
    “I know the way if that’s alright,” Alex said.  
 
    “Sure, that’s fine. Have a good day, Detectives.”  
 
    Alex and John nodded and turned away to head down one of the hallways leading off the entrance. They passed some windowed laboratories where technicians worked at tables processing samples, then quickly moved on to a row of offices. Alex led them directly to one in the middle, the door wide open.  
 
    He balanced the cooler on top of John’s box as they walked into the office without knocking. Alex quickly and quietly moved up behind the woman who was looking through the titles of books on a bookcase against the wall. He grabbed her from behind and she screamed and jumped around. Marissa smiled, squealed, and jumped into his open arms. They hugged for a long time and finally let go. 
 
    “Hey! What are you doing here?” Marissa asked excitedly.   
 
    “I need a favor,” Alex replied.  
 
    Marissa looked at him and clicked her tongue in disappointment. 
 
    “Only coming to see me when you need something. You’re such an awful brother.” 
 
    Alex smiled. “You know where I live, and you never come to see me either.” 
 
    “Hey, you know I can’t take the country like you. I’d die from boredom in a minute. Not to mention all the fresh air. I need my pollution.” 
 
    They both laughed.  
 
     “So what do you need?” she asked. “I have to leave for court in thirty minutes; I’m testifying for the Walters case.” 
 
    Alex raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “They trusted your team process that evidence?” he asked, smirking. 
 
    “Ha, ha,” she replied sarcastically, making a hurry-up motion with her hands, “I don’t got all day.” 
 
    “I have some evidence I need rushed—and don’t start; I really need this fast. We got two vics, and I’m not sure it’s gonna stay that way.” 
 
    Her expression turned serious. “Okay, I’ll try to get on it when I get back.” 
 
    Thanks. I’ll owe you one,” Alex said, patting his sister’s arm lovingly. 
 
    Alex walked Marissa through all the evidence and paperwork. They both filled out the appropriate forms for the chain of custody. “Thanks again, Marissa. I’ll let you get to court.” He gave her a big hug. 
 
    “Welcome. I’ll let you know something next week, or as soon as I get the results.” 
 
    Alex walked into the hallway and discovered John leaning against the wall with his eyes closed. He’d slipped out of the office at some point while he’d been talking to his sister. John’s eyes popped open as he approached.  
 
    “You two seem really close,” John said as they headed back the way they’d come.  
 
    “Yeah, we’re only two years apart, so we’ve always been pretty close. We both followed our heritage and went into criminal justice. She decided to stick with independent forensics instead of working in the crime lab.” 
 
    “Her last name’s Jacobs? Is she married?” 
 
    “Divorced. Never changed her name back,” Alex explained. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “She was young and very stupid. Shouldn’t have married the guy.” 
 
    “You’ve never really talked about her the whole time I’ve known you. I didn’t even know it was her we were coming to see.” 
 
    “I don’t really talk about my family much.” 
 
    John looked like he wanted to ask questions but instead said, “Did you hear about Flannery’s new case?” 
 
    “No, what happened?” 
 
    “They found a girl floating in the river.” 
 
    “Drowning?” 
 
    “No, she was wearing a dress. Definitely not something you wear to swim.” 
 
    “Suicide?” 
 
    Flannery said there’s no note. He’s got his eye on some schitzo uncle of the vic’s.” 
 
    “Damn, the things people do to each other,” Alex said, shaking his head. “Let’s get some lunch. I know a good place nearby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    LATER THAT NIGHT, ALEX WALKED through the open back door of his house with a large drinking glass in hand. He lowered himself onto the wooden swing suspended from the ceiling of the large wraparound porch. Night had fallen, and the summer insects’ chorus was in full swing. He sipped the iced tea as he swayed gently on the seat, the slight creak from the chains keeping rhythm with his motion. The ice clinked together as he lowered the glass from his mouth and set it on his knee. He enjoyed listening to the wilderness on a warm summer’s night. When the bugs were singing, you knew all was well. If they suddenly quieted, then you knew something else was out there. As he looked out at the thick woods surrounding his property, he focused on the barbed wire fencing barely visible in the dim light. He grimaced, remembering Jennifer Robbins’ gruesome postmortem wound. We really need a break tomorrow. Something has to happen so we can catch this guy. His frown deepened at the next thought. If there’s another victim, which there probably will be, maybe we can get some usable evidence.  
 
    After their lunch, they went through Ashley’s and Jennifer’s phone and email records. Alex and John took turns scanning the list of phone numbers and strings of emails for hours trying to find any similarities. Sadly, it appeared that they’d never contacted each other directly. There were a few numbers that they’d both called, but they turned out to be businesses. Alex jotted them down and planned on seeing if any employees there popped. 
 
    The chorus suddenly stopped, jerking him from his thoughts. His ears focused for the sound of something else, something moving around on the other side of the trees. What had stopped their singing? The peace he’d felt as he went outside vanished, replaced with apprehension. He quickly finished the tea and decided to call it an early night. The insects’ song began again as he was closing the door behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    IN THE FOREST SEVERAL MILES away, a figure raced through the thick congress trees. Panted breaths echoed into the night as branch after branch clawed the runner across her face, limbs, and torso. Megan entered a clearing and moonlight shone down undisturbed upon her. Her face and arms were covered with scratches from the tree limbs, bushes, and other foliage she ran through.  She swayed on her feet and then dashed back into the trees, looking around frantically for a sign of life. She knew if she could find a house or even a car on a road, she might be able to get away.  
 
      
 
      
 
    RAY AND JAMES WOVE THROUGH the trees a short distance away, hunting their latest prey. Flashlight beams moved quickly from side to side as they searched for her.  
 
    “Damn it; I thought you had her chained up!” Ray yelled. 
 
    “She was chained up. You told me to get her ready, so I went down there to do it. I didn’t know that bitch had a rock in her hand! My head is still killing me,” James replied angrily. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you deserve it for letting this happen! What if she makes it out of the woods and leads them back to us?” 
 
    “She should still be too out of it to even know what planet she’s on. She’s probably just wandering around aimlessly,” James retorted. 
 
    As if in agreement, a woman’s cry rang out nearby. 
 
    “Keep going straight, and I’ll circle around,” Ray ordered and headed away in an arc. He turned off his flashlight as he heard thrashing nearby. He saw her struggling with a root or vine that’d tangled around her foot. She managed to free herself, and—in the dark with his flashlight off—she ran straight into him, bouncing off his chest with an “Oof.” She stayed upright and turned to run in the opposite direction. 
 
    Her scream reverberated through the wilderness as she came face to face with James. 
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    THE HOSPITAL DOORS SLID OPEN, and Alex rushed into the hospital foyer, heading straight to the elevators. He was excited; he hated to call it that, but he was. Thirty minutes earlier, a call had jerked him from his slumber and sent him careening down the highway. This was the lead he’d been hoping for. Someone who could tell them who did this. He didn’t like that someone had to get hurt for it to happen, but he was still thankful.  As he approached the second-floor room, the officer standing guard looked up.  
 
    “Morning, Tom.” 
 
    “Hey, Detective.” 
 
    “How’s she looking?” 
 
    “A lot better now that the doc’s seen her. She’s pretty scraped up but doing fine.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Megan Crawford,” Ed said, having appeared just in time to hear Alex’s last question. “Looks like she was drugged with something. She woke up right after we called you. Hasn’t been asked many questions. The doctor didn’t want her overwhelmed too quickly, so we’ve been asked not to question her right away.” 
 
    “Thanks, Captain,” Alex said. He shook Ed’s hand as he left. “I’ll try to tread as lightly as I can today, but we need answers.” 
 
    “I know,” Ed replied. “We better get them now with her help.” 
 
    Ed walked off, and Alex entered the room. The lights were dimmed, and Megan didn’t stir as he passed through the doorway. Her eyes were closed and her head rested on the fluffy white pillow. She was a ghastly sight. Her shoulder length brown hair was tangled and frizzy. The arms lying on top of the blanket were ringed in dark bruises around the wrists; scabs had formed over scratches that covered most of her forearms. Her face was also scratched, leading Alex to assume she’d been running through the forest. He grimaced, thinking of how frantic she must have felt as she ran through unknown surroundings getting hit by branches and running into rocks and bushes. He also thought he saw some abrasions on her face that looked more consistent with someone who was hit with a fist. Her neck was swollen and the entire circumference was blackened from bruising. Alex swallowed as he observed her, and his throat felt incredibly dry. Sympathy pains? He approached the bed cautiously. 
 
    “Miss Crawford?” 
 
    Megan’s eyes fluttered open. They were a reddish brown that almost perfectly matched her hair. That was overshadowed, however, by the fact that her eyes were completely bloodshot from the capillaries bursting. She turned her head and looked at Alex, waiting to see what he wanted.  
 
    “I’m Detective Alex Gray, Miss Crawford,” Alex continued. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I could be better,” Megan answered in a raspy voice. She laughed soundlessly, and then sighed heavily.  
 
    “You’re very brave, you know. Being able to get away from whoever did this to you; it took a lot of strength and will.”  
 
    Megan’s bottom lip quivered slightly but she smirked to hide it. “Well, I thought my life was worth the fight.” 
 
    Alex smiled. “It definitely is.” This woman was a fighter, and Alex admired fighters. He’d met so many victims that gave up without a struggle. It was good to meet someone who didn’t surrender so quickly.  
 
    “Thanks,” Megan replied with true gratefulness in her eyes.  
 
    Alex started to talk but then paused, hesitant to make her relive her experiences.  
 
    “Are you ready to tell me what happened?” 
 
    “I…I think so,” Megan stammered. She looked down at her hand and grimaced. “I hate needles. I’m glad I was passed out when they put this in.” 
 
    Alex gave her a moment. He knew she was killing time, trying to find something to talk about besides what happened to her. He could understand. Finally, Megan looked up at him, ready.  
 
    “What’s the first thing you can remember?” 
 
    Megan’s lips formed a grim line and she looked down at her lap. “I don’t remember,” she murmured. 
 
    Alex looked disappointed, “Nothing at all?” 
 
    “A little,” she said trailing off.  
 
    “Well,” Alex said sympathetically, “tell me what you remember; some more stuff might come back to you later.” 
 
    “I’ve tried really hard to figure it out, but all I remember right now is driving down Highway 76 Tuesday night. I was heading back home to Greenville from a conference in Chattanooga. I decided to take some rural routes instead of heading to I-85 in Atlanta. I love driving through scenic areas. Anyway, the next thing I remember is being dragged into a room. It smelled so badly. They drugged me.” She shivered slightly, “I remember the needle coming toward me.” She paused, her disappointment showing. “I tried to fight, but I was too weak.” 
 
    “It’s okay now,” Alex said as a few tears slid down Megan’s cheek. “You’re safe, and we’re going to do everything we can to keep you that way. Is there anything else that you remember?” 
 
    Megan’s forehead creased with concentration. After a few moments, she let out a giant sigh and looked at Alex. “That’s all I can remember. Everything else is a blur.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alex said and paused. “I’ll come back and check on you in a while. Just rest, and let me know anything else that comes to you later.” 
 
    “Okay, sure,” Megan replied weakly. She closed her eyes, placed her head on the pillow, and breathed agonizingly.  
 
    Alex looked down at her for a moment, turned, and left the room. This wasn’t the lead he was looking for. He felt deflated. How is that all she remembers? Is it the drugs? Maybe everything was just so traumatic that she needs a little more time. He waved goodbye to Tom on his way to the elevator.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ED LOOKED UP AS ALEX entered his office. He waved him over to one of the chairs opposite his desk, eager to hear what their surviving victim had to say. 
 
    “So what did you find out?” he asked Alex fervently.  
 
    “She doesn’t remember much. She remembers driving down Highway 76 Tuesday night, then being taken into a room and drugged. She mentioned ‘they’—as in more than one suspect.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “That’s what she implied. Not he or she, but they. I am planning to confirm with her the next time we speak. She seemed a little overwhelmed with all that’s happened, and I wanted to make sure her story didn’t change as she has time to think about it more.” 
 
     “That definitely makes things more interesting. Is that pretty much all she said?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. No mention of how she ended up strangled half to death on the side of the road.” 
 
    Ed let this sink in. Usually witnesses and survivors were more than happy to help the police. Why was she staying silent? Fear, most likely. 
 
    As if picking up on his thoughts, Alex said, “I can’t think of a reason for this amnesia, though. Maybe it’s something they dosed her with. The hospital said she was obviously under the influence of something. She had injection sites, just like the other two. I just don’t know enough yet.” 
 
    “You talk to the doctor?” 
 
    “Only talked to her nurse so far; the doctor was busy in the ER. They did a rape kit, cleaned the wounds, and pulled fluids for testing. They don’t have the capabilities to do it there since they’re so small. One of our techs took some pictures of her wounds and bagged her clothing for processing.” 
 
    Ed nodded. “Good. Are you taking the evidence to your sister again?” 
 
    “I’m sending Peters down with it right now.” 
 
    “Okay. Did you get anywhere with the phone or email records from the first two victims?” 
 
    “Not really. They never contacted each other through those means. The only phone numbers that they both called belonged to businesses, and there were only a couple of them. I was thinking about poking around and looking at their employees to see if anything clicked.” 
 
    “Okay. I assume now you’re going to pull the Crawford woman’s as well?” 
 
    “Yes, sir; I already put the call in.” 
 
    Ed was quiet for a moment, tapping his fingers together as he thought. Everything seemed to be in order. They just needed a break. He really hoped that Ms. Crawford would remember something substantial by the time Alex returned to question her again.  
 
    It was then that Ed realized that John wasn’t with Alex. He looked up from his hands and gave Alex a stern look. “Where the hell is Miles?” he demanded angrily.  
 
    Alex’s face instantly filled with worry and was just as quickly replaced with his blank cop face, but Ed had seen his original reaction.  
 
    “He didn’t pick up his phone this morning,” Alex explained. 
 
    Ed slammed his hand down on the desk. He was so fed up with Miles. He really didn’t like the fact that he was dragging Alex down with him. Having Alex cover for him all the time made Alex seem irresponsible, and Ed knew he was far from that. “Damn it, Alex. You know I’m an understanding guy, but he’s about to get himself fired!” 
 
    “He’s going through some issues, Captain,” Alex said, trying to defend his defunct partner. 
 
    “Well, you tell him he better get his ass in line, or I’m going to take care of this once and for all!” Ed yelled.  
 
    Alex looked anxiously down at his lap. “Yes, sir,” Alex said as he stood up and made a speedy retreat from the office.  
 
    Once he was out the door, Ed sighed and rubbed his hand through his hair. He knew he had it way easier than Captains in bigger counties, but he wanted everything to go as smoothly as possible. He decided that once this case was over, he was going to pull Miles to the side, have a stern conversation with him, and put him on probation. Satisfied with his decision, he went back to the letter he’d been typing up.  
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    ANGER RADIATED FROM ALEX AS he pulled into the driveway of John’s small, ranch-style house located in the city of Wilkes. Immediately, Alex noticed that the yard desperately needed maintenance. The lawn was about three times the acceptable height, and the tall weeds interspersed amongst the grass were even taller, some reaching a couple feet. When’s the last time he mowed the lawn? 
 
    A long, annoyed breath left him as he stopped the car and put it into park. He was exhausted from covering for John all the time. Every person had their limits, and Alex had reached his. He’d driven all the way over from the station with a plan to put John in his place. He quickly withdrew himself from the car, slammed the door, and stomped up the driveway. Barely stopping between knocks, Alex banged loudly on the front door. Eventually, a pale-faced John appeared in the crack of the opened door. 
 
    Alex pushed past him roughly and moved into the barely lit house. He looked around at the mess in disgust. “It’s eleven o’clock in the morning; what are you still doing asleep?” he yelled. 
 
    “We had a rough night,” John replied groggily. He cleared his throat with a rattle. 
 
    “Well, Ed asked about you today.  Your ass is in a sling, partner.” Partner was said with obvious sarcasm. “You need to get yourself together, or you’re going to be gone!” 
 
    John lit a cigarette. “Shit!” he shouted. 
 
    “Hurry up, get dressed, NOW,” Alex commanded. 
 
    John headed down the hallway, and Alex went to sit on the couch but was hindered by a giant pile of dirty clothing, papers, and trash. He pushed the pile aside just enough for him to perch on the armrest. He was scared to sit on the actual cushion. 
 
    “He used to be so clean,” Alex murmured to himself with disgust.  
 
    Someone coughed, and Alex looked up to see Joy standing at the entrance to the living room. She was half-dressed, wearing a dirty tank and a ratty pair of underwear. Her greasy hair hung in clumps around her washed-out face. 
 
    “Hello,” he said. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked accusingly.  
 
    “I’m here saving your boyfriend’s job.” 
 
    “Fuck off!” Joy snarled. She walked into the kitchen and started rattling dishes loudly, not hiding her irritation at Alex being there.  
 
    He didn’t give a shit. “Joy my ass,” Alex muttered. 
 
    Just then, John walked back down the hall, buttoning up a dirty shirt. He headed straight for the kitchen and toward the banging pots. Alex could barely overhear their argument. 
 
    “I hate that asshole.” 
 
    “Baby, he’s trying to save my job.” 
 
    “But I wanted to spend the day with you,” she whined.  
 
    “I’ll be home as soon as possible. I love you.” 
 
    Joy didn’t reply but started rattling around again, evidently trying to hurt John’s feelings. John entered the living room a moment later sporting a depressed expression on his face. Alex felt no sympathy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    BACK AT THE STATION, THEY settled into the conference room that had been set up for the case. The longest wall held a dry-erase board, and to either side were cork boards, both covered with crime scene pictures, morgue photos, and photos of Megan in the hospital bed from earlier that morning. A six-person table sat in the middle of the room and was piled with papers. Alex had pulled files from any similar cases that occurred within the last decade in the state. They still needed to be gone through. There were also packets of information related to the case. He’d looked up information on the psychology of rapists and serial rapists, types of restraints that could have been used, and various other relevant topics. John looked uncomfortable as Alex gave him an unforgiving stare. He was still irritated but had decided it was best to wait until things were settled with the case to get into a dispute with his partner. They needed to be able to work together and not be at each other’s throats.  
 
    “I guess I should update you on the latest since you haven’t been around for it.” Alex’s harsh look faded, and he smiled. “We have a survivor.” 
 
    John’s eyes widened. “Oh my God, really? Who is she? Where did they find her?” he asked in quick succession. 
 
    Alex flipped through his notebook but barely gave it a glance as he recited the information.  
 
    “Megan Crawford, thirty-three, from Greenville, South Carolina. She was on her way back from a conference in Chattanooga. We got a call from a hysterical woman this morning that had stopped on her way to work when she saw someone in a heap on the side of the road. Megan was still unconscious at that time. I’m assuming the killers thought she was dead and dumped her like the other women.  
 
    “Killers?” John asked, picking up on the plural. 
 
    “Yes. She mentioned that there were two of them. So, it’s looking like there are two of these nuts out there raping and killing women. 
 
    “So, what else does she remember?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, not much else and nothing that is really useful at this point. She doesn’t remember where she was being held or what happened while she was with them. I’m going back to see her and her doctor later. I hope her memory’s started coming back to her.” 
 
    Alex grabbed a map that was tacked to the wall and brought it to the table. He folded it until he had the area he wanted to focus on. The map had small colored dots marking the dump sites of Ashley Collins and Jennifer Robbins. 
 
    “So, all three of these girls were dumped within fifteen miles of each other,” Alex said, adding a mark for where Megan was discovered. “These guys have to be somewhere close. Stands to reason that they wouldn’t risk driving more than thirty miles to dump the bodies.  
 
    “According to what Megan remembers, she was driving down Highway 76,” he continued, pointing at the map. “But we still don’t know where or how they got her or the others.” 
 
    Alex stared at the dumpsite marks and drew a circle using them as points. Inside the circle were miles of forest, communities, and farmland. He tapped inside the circle. 
 
    “I bet they’re taking the girls to somewhere within this area. I’ve already started looking into possible locations, but I’ll cut it down to this probable comfort zone for now. In this area, there are farms, barns, and silos. Not to mention old condemned buildings, vacant properties, and foreclosed homes. Plus, there’s some forested areas owned by the government. Anyone could have accessed the land and built something that blended in enough so hikers, campers, and forest rangers would never notice it unless they walked right into it.” 
 
    John sighed in frustration. “That’s a lot of places, even within the smaller area. We’ll need to get some other officers and maybe some volunteers to help search these places once we get a list together.” 
 
    “I’m going to continue looking into the rap sheets of some of the locals; I’m trying to see if any known criminals could potentially be suspects. We also need to check records to see if this has been done before. Maybe another county or state has had this happen, though I hope not.” Alex tapped the pile of files on the table. “I got the records yesterday. I haven’t gotten a chance to look at them yet. I do agree that we’ll need all the help we can get with this.” 
 
    At that moment, Peters stuck his head in the door, waving a manila folder. “The background on Miss Crawford that you ordered.” 
 
    John extended his arm, and Peters dropped the folder into his hand. “Thanks,” he said as he flipped open the file. “Everything seems normal. A few speeding and parking tickets, nothing else. The usual.” He shrugged, placed the folder to the side, and went back to the one he’d been reading. 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOMETIME LATER, ALEX LEANED UP from his work and rubbed his eyes. They’d recruited a few patrol officers to go through the files, looking for any similarities, but had come up empty-handed. When the phone and email records for Megan Crawford came in, the officers had pored over them too, but there was not a single similarity. Alex still sent one officer to talk to the owners of the pizza parlor and movie theater that both Jennifer and Ashley had called. They ran the names of the employees, but no one had a criminal record. Alex was pretty sure that the victims just used some of the same businesses. He’d been to the pizza parlor himself and knew it was the best within fifty miles. Eventually, Alex dismissed the officers, thanking them for their help. They all offered to come back again once more work was needed. They had a good group of people in their police department. 
 
    Alex looked at John once they’d all left. Joy had texted and called him many times over the past five hours. There’d even been an instance where John had to leave the room because Joy was screaming so loudly into the phone that everyone became distracted. Alex had finally felt sorry for John. He couldn’t figure out why he was still with her. Obviously she was the one making his life miserable; why couldn’t he see that? 
 
    “You can go home now. I’m going to get ready for the press conference later. I can handle it without you; it’s no big deal. And I know it will make Joy happy to have you home.” He was hoping they’d have a little longer before the press realized that the murders and the abduction were related. If she hadn’t discovered Megan on the side of the road and saved her life, he would strangle that big-mouthed woman. Why’d she have to contact the press? And because of that, Mr. and Mrs. Collins wanted to make a public appeal for help, even though Captain Bridges and the PR guy thought it could cause more harm than good. They didn’t know what kind of suspects they were dealing with. It could make them disappear—or worse, escalate.  
 
    John sighed and started to get up. “Okay. Thanks, man.” He packed up his stuff and left before Alex could change his mind.  
 
    Alex grabbed some of his paperwork and moved into his office where he could work at his desk. He needed to figure out what he was going to say if Ed didn’t do all the talking. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE MECHANICAL ENTRY DOORS TO the hospital slid open, but this time Alex’s pace was slower than that of his previous visit when he’d been amped up at the thought of a surviving victim. At the moment, he was exhausted both mentally and physically. The press conference had really taken it out of him. Luckily, Ed had done all of the talking, and Alex was able to stand in the background and look official.  
 
    The conference had gone about as he expected. The press shouted questions after Ed read his prepared statement, and he answered the few that he could. They planned to downplay what had happened. They didn’t want to start a panic in the community. He could imagine tomorrow morning that all the local gun and ammo stores would have huge sales, and he couldn’t blame them. Even though these guys were only targeting young women and hadn’t broken into someone’s house, yet it was better safe than sorry. Ed had tried to make it seem like a random string of incidences and that they were certain it would be resolved quickly. The vultures had jumped all over that statement, demanding to know the names of their suspects. Ed had stayed tight-lipped. There were no names to give anyway; they had no clue at this point, though he informed the press that they were following several leads.   
 
    Ashley’s parents had given a heartfelt plea for help. It was very touching. Of course, the reporters had hurled so many questions in their direction that the Collins family had fled the podium. The mother was in tears and almost had to be taken to the hospital to receive a sedative. It’d been too much for her to handle. 
 
    The only benefit he could see with the conference was that Ed placed officers in plain clothes throughout the crowd, watching people and taking pictures on their phones. He was hoping the suspects would be dumb enough to show up.   
 
    Alex ambled through the open elevator doors and walked up to the nurse’s station by Megan’s hospital room. He pulled out his badge.  
 
    “I need to speak to Megan Crawford’s doctor, please.” 
 
    “Just one moment, sir,” the nurse said, smiling. 
 
    Alex turned away and leaned against the nearby wall as the nurse picked up the phone and dialed. She stole a few appraising glances at Alex while she thought he wasn’t looking. Alex faced the wall and smiled to himself, taking a little joy in feeling wanted. He was in no place to start a relationship, even though the nurse was pretty cute, so he wasn’t going to do anything about it. He turned his back to the wall and waited while she talked, still hunting down the doctor. After talking a little longer, she looked up at him. 
 
    “Dr. Thomas will be down shortly,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Alex went back to leaning against the wall. He closed his eyes and relished the few moments of quiet to recharge. Several minutes later, he heard the elevator ding and the squeaking of tennis shoes on linoleum and turned to watch the doctor approaching. His eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “Jackie?” 
 
    “Hey there, Alex,” Jackie said, coming over and giving Alex a hug. 
 
    “When did you get married? I wondered who Dr. Thomas was. I thought it was only you, Hank, and Jason.” 
 
    “A couple weeks ago, believe it or not. Mike and I eloped in Vegas. We decided to finally go for it.” 
 
    “Well, congrats,” Alex said, hugging her again.  
 
    “Thanks. So, when are you getting married?” she asked, wagging her eyebrows at him playfully. 
 
    “Hell, I’d have to get a girlfriend first,” he said in a shocked voice. 
 
    “There are a lot of girls here who would love to date you, Alex.” 
 
    The nurse looked like she wanted to raise her hand to get in line. 
 
    “I know. I just don’t feel like dating right now, I guess.” Alex desperately wanted to change the subject. He grabbed her elbow and led them away from the nurse’s station. “Anyway, back to the matter at hand. How’s Megan?” 
 
    “She was strangled pretty aggressively, to the point that she passed out. She was also beaten and has some abrasions on her face and body from getting hit. The swelling on her neck has gone down and we took some updated pictures for you. She wasn’t raped; no tearing, no semen or foreign objects found. She has cuts on her face and arms and has wounds around her wrists, most likely from restraints. Also, we got her system cleared out, but the toxicology reports from her bloodwork when she came in should help,” Jackie continued. “Hopefully, we’ll find an explanation for this amnesia. She’s also been through a traumatic experience, so that could be the cause of it. Not many girls could go through something like that and still be as strong as she is, or at least appears to be. I’m thinking she just might be putting up a good front.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alex said, letting it sink in. “Any guesses as to what she was restrained with?” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like any of the rope burns I’ve ever seen or wire cuts I’ve dealt with. My best guess is some type of metal: chains, maybe handcuffs; the bruising has spread to more of her wrists. I sent all the pictures down to administration. Just get them on your way out.” 
 
    Jackie’s pager barked insistently, and she checked it. “I gotta get to the ER. Call me if you have any more questions. Bye, Alex.” She’d already turned and was jogging down the hall and to the stairwell.  
 
    Alex smiled after her before turning and walking over to Megan’s room. He knocked on the door, slowly opened it, and peeked in. Megan’s eyes were closed, and her head rested on the pillow. Alex walked into the room slowly, looking her up and down in the slight flicker of the setting sun between the blinds covering the window. She stirred slightly. Her eyes opened, and she smiled when they focused on her visitor. 
 
    “Hi, Detective,” she said, her voice already sounding less hoarse. 
 
    “Miss Crawford,” Alex said. “Feeling any better?” 
 
    “Yes, much better. And please, call me Megan.” 
 
    “I am glad you’re feeling better, Megan. I came by because I was wondering if you’ve remembered anything else since this morning.” 
 
    “Some more came back to me. It’s still a little hazy, though,” she admitted. “I was alone in a room a lot. Apparently I was only there about twenty-four hours, but it seemed like days. There was no light other than the one in the ceiling. One guy came in and drugged me when I started to come around, then another man came in the next time I remember it happening.” 
 
    “So there were two of them?” Alex interrupted, wanting confirmation.  
 
    “Yes. Last night I was really starting to get my senses back. Most of the time I could barely function from whatever they’d given me. But they must not have drugged me right, or maybe I was resistant. Somehow I managed to get away. I can barely remember running away from them.” 
 
    “What happened next? What do you remember?” Alex asked excitedly, his tiredness suddenly gone.  
 
    “Nothing,” Megan said, disappointed. 
 
    Alex frowned in displeasure. He was hoping that she could have remembered more—that she could’ve led them to the location where she was being held.  
 
    “What do you remember about the room where they held you?” 
 
    “It was bare. It only had a small bed. The floors were covered in loose carpeting. That was it: bed, carpets, and the light in the ceiling.” 
 
    “Okay. How about the men? Do you remember what they looked like at all?” 
 
    “It was like a cloud. I could see, but anytime I tried to focus it made the cloud worse. It’s still like that now. They are just forms with no defined features.” 
 
    “Maybe more will come back to you soon.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “How far do you think you might have run? Do you remember how far you got or anything like that?” 
 
    “Not really. I know that I’m in pretty good shape and can usually run a good distance without getting winded. In this case, though, I don’t think I could’ve gotten very far. I wasn’t fed much, and with the drugs in my system…it had to have been some type of sedative. I think the effects would’ve been too great to allow me to run very far.” 
 
    Alex looked at Megan inquisitively. “You seem to know a little bit about this kind of thing.” 
 
    “I have my master’s in Biology and work at the Greenville Zoo. I still remember enough from my anatomy classes. A lot of it’s deductive reasoning too and common sense to an extent.”  
 
    Alex smiled. “Yes, I guess so.” He put his notebook away. “Do you know when they’re letting you go home?” 
 
    “They said by tomorrow evening. But I’m going to be staying in town. I don’t want to leave here ‘til those bastards are caught. I’m helping in any way that I can.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Megan. We just need you to let us know what you remember.” 
 
    “I want to stay.” 
 
    “It’s not a good idea. We’ll get you back to Greenville as soon as possible. I bet your family and friends want to see you and help you heal.” 
 
    Megan frowned and didn’t say anything at first. Finally, she admitted, “All the family I got left is overseas, and I don’t have any close friends.” 
 
     Alex rubbed his temples and then forced a smile. 
 
    “I’ll check on you in the morning,” he said, not commenting further on her desire to stay. He was not going to allow that to happen. He hoped she’d get homesick by tomorrow night. 
 
    “Okay,” Megan said, still frowning.  
 
    Alex felt relieved when a nurse came in and broke up the awkward moment. As she dug through the drawer of supplies, Alex decided it was time to end their conversation for the day. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow, Megan.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Detective.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    MEGAN WATCHED THE DETECTIVE LEAVE her room. He probably thinks I’m a loser, she thought. But it was true. Her only family was her sister, Kim, who lived overseas. She didn’t have any close friends. She’d always been a loner and kind of shy. Her friends from college and high school were long gone, and she didn’t really have any coworkers who were friends.  
 
    She made herself focus on the plan. She would stay in Coopersville and help find whoever did this to her. If only her memory wasn’t working against her. Megan didn’t know why she couldn’t remember what happened. Dr. Thomas explained that all of the drugs they’d given her were now out of her system. So why can’t I remember? 
 
    Her head started hurting from the effort, and Megan rubbed her head, squinting from the pain. Suddenly, the dimming light outside was too bright for her. 
 
    “Getting a headache?” the nurse asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “It’s time for your pain meds. They should do the trick.” 
 
    The nurse injected the IV, patted Megan’s arm, and smiled at her before she headed back out of the room. Megan felt the relief almost instantly. She had just enough time to think, IV pain meds are the way to go, before her head fell back against the pillow and Megan welcomed the empty darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX ARRIVED FROM THE HOSPITAL to a dark and empty home. He brewed a cup of tea and sat down at his kitchen table, once again pulling out his case file. After looking through his copies of the crime scene and autopsy photos for almost an hour, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes, resting them. A few minutes later, his eyes popped open, and he leaned forward and picked up a picture of Megan. She was in the hospital bed, her face was blank, and she looked very pale between all the injuries. He picked up a picture of Megan’s bruised back, also taken at the hospital. The other girls didn’t have these markings. Why did she receive these beatings? 
 
    “Of course, you idiot,” he said aloud. “She wasn’t found after her escape. She didn’t happen to run to the edge of a road and collapse before finding help! They caught her and beat her and strangled her so severely that they thought they’d killed her.”  
 
    He picked up the picture of where she was found. “They took what they thought was a body to their dumping grounds. That explains the extra violence; they were pissed. It also explains why she wasn’t raped like the others. She got away before they could do it, and they were so mad when they caught her that it never happened.”
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    LATE THAT NIGHT, OR EARLY the next morning—depending on whom you’re talking to—Arden Crane drove down the road, changing stations on the radio. She paused on a channel and listened.  
 
    “…And that was Carrie Underwood with ‘Before He Cheats.’ Good morning to our few listeners out there this very early Friday morning. Maybe you’re headed home, or maybe you’re headed to work, but we got an important news update that the Sheriff’s requesting, a.k.a. demanding, we tell y’all. Police in Pruitt County are warning citizens and travelers to be on the lookout for any suspicious activities. Recently the…” 
 
    Arden hit the scan button again and classical music trilled to life through the speakers. She stopped scanning and smiled as “Pathetique” by Tchaikovsky hit her ears. She tapped the music note air freshener hanging from the rearview mirror as she continued to drive.  
 
      
 
    A SHORT TIME LATER, RAY flicked the music note air freshener with his hand as he sat behind the wheel of Arden’s car. He turned on the radio and grimaced as classical music began to play. He adjusted the tuner, and a singer belted out a country rock song. Ray smiled and put the car in gear. The clock on the radio showed 12:23 a.m. 
 
    He glanced in the rearview mirror to ensure James and their newest guest—passed out across the back seat—were following behind him. They passed a billboard for Andy’s Package: 
 
      
 
    Andy’s Package Store
Now open 24 hours!
Your one-stop shop to help fix 
your dry county troubles! 
 
      
 
    A PAIR OF BRIGHT, PIERCING headlights cut decisively through the thick blanket of darkness that draped itself over the highway and surrounding land as the deputy drove down the road. The clock on his dashboard showed 12:44 a.m. He passed the same billboard for Andy’s Package and reminded himself to stop by after his shift for a six pack of his favorite beer. 
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    LARGE BLOOD STAINS COVERED ONE side of the bed and the floor at the foot of the four-poster bed. 
 
    A sinister voice cackled nearby. 
 
    A woman lay on the floor, blood pouring from a wound on her neck. 
 
    A woman screamed unevenly, her voice echoing through the room. 
 
    A man lay in bed. Dark red blood soaked the front of his shirt. His eyes suddenly opened wide. “Alex!” the man screamed. 
 
    Alex jumped up from the kitchen table with a slight yelp. Early morning light filtered through the uncovered window. Alex breathed raggedly, as if no air could enter his lungs. Sweat covered his forehead. He finally regained control and began to clean up the papers and pictures that had scattered everywhere when he jerked awake. The nightmare was still fresh in his mind, and his hands shook slightly as he slowly returned to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A SMALL WOODEN CABIN SAT amongst the trees deep in the forest. It was a hunter’s cabin with only the barest of necessities. No porch or decorations adorned the outside. There were two small windows, located at the front of the cabin, to see through. The windows were bare, with only taped pieces of dark plastic covering them, but one could have peeked through the cracks where the tape had been badly administered and saw inside the single room. 
 
    Ray and James sat at a small table in the corner of the room drinking from steaming mugs of coffee. A small stove stood in the corner, and a bunk bed sat across from it. A loud bang resounded as Ray slammed his fist on the table. 
 
    “Stupid cops, thinking they know what’s going on here! They probably didn’t even realize I was there at that press conference last night. They couldn’t find their asses if they had two hands and a map! They had their own people in the audience everywhere. I could smell them from a mile away. Secretly taking pictures on their phones”—he mimicked someone holding a cell phone and clicking the capture button—“Trying to look at everyone’s face to see who looked too interested. It was so obvious.” 
 
    “Yea, dumbasses,” James agreed. 
 
    “They didn’t know I was just behind them hiding in the shadow of those buildings. No one even glanced at me.” He paused. “Oh, and I love how they had that co-ed bitch’s family on asking for someone to come forward. What a load of horseshit,” Ray scoffed. He then imitated Mr. Collins, making his voice sound wobbly and whiney, “Please help us find her killer.” He laughed. “Waa Waa.” He rubbed his eyes with fists like a crying child.  
 
    James laughed, and Ray glanced at his watch. 
 
    “Crap, the drugs are wearing off soon. One of us better get on top of it.” 
 
    “Well, go take care of it,” James mumbled. 
 
    Ray glared at him. “I want you to go do it. Now get to it!” 
 
    Ray smacked James in the head, and James got up. 
 
    “Sure thing, Ray,” James grumbled. 
 
    He headed to the counter by the stove and pushed it to the side carefully, revealing a trap door. He pulled the cord to open the door and then climbed down into the dark hole. He used the small amount of light from above to find the rungs as he descended the ladder. Once he reached the bottom, he grabbed a flashlight from a box tucked into the corner. James headed down the tunnel mumbling to himself in anger. 
 
    “I’m tired of his bullshit. Always ordering me around. We’re partners here. He’s not my boss.” 
 
    James walked down the dark tunnel while digging through his pockets for the key to unlock the wooden door they’d sealed with padlocks.  
 
    Inside the room, mud covered the floor. Loose carpeting lay in a few random places, but it was still a dirty and dank environment. A small bed sat in the farthest corner from the door, bolted to the wall and the floor. Dirty, cheap sheets covered the metal rim and thin mattress. Arden lay on the bed and she stirred as James entered the room. She moaned slightly and flopped over. A chain came from the wall and was wrapped around her neck, locked in place by a small padlock. Another chain connected her wrists to the headboard. 
 
    Arden frantically slid into the corner when she saw him. She curled herself into a tight ball. Trying to cover herself was futile; the chains attached to her wrists restricted movement. James slipped on latex gloves, grabbed her by the hair, and dragged her to the center of the bed.  
 
    “No! Please, no!” Arden wailed helplessly. 
 
    James jerked her arm down and held it with one gloved hand while the other dug into his pocket. Arden struggled uselessly as James pulled out a syringe and uncapped it with his teeth. He jabbed the needle into her arm, using the previous injection site as a guide. Arden moaned as the liquid was unloaded into her veins. 
 
    “No,” she cried again. 
 
    James removed the needle and let Arden go. She drooped back onto the bed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX WALKED THROUGH THE ENTRANCEWAY of the hospital. All was quiet as he headed to the elevator and pressed the up button. He stared at the floor while he waited, thinking. As the door opened and Alex looked up, he was flabbergasted to see Megan standing there. She looked very different in street clothes. The hospital gown had made her look small and fragile; now she looked like a confident woman. Her head was held high. Her posture was firm, but not rigid. 
 
    Even though it was summertime, she was wearing a light jacket, pretty much a long-sleeved shirt that zipped. Alex assumed it was to cover the bruises around her neck and wrists. He could see a tiny portion showing above the zipper at her neck, but it looked like a birthmark instead of a bruise. She was wearing jeans and had pulled her hair back into a ponytail. It brought more attention to the fading bruises on her face, but she still looked assertive. The blood vessels in her eyes were also returning to normal relatively quickly. Alex was surprised to see that they only had a tinge of yellowing left. She must be a fast healer. They stared at each other for a moment, as if both were shocked to run into each other, and then Megan smiled warmly.  
 
    “Hello, Detective.” 
 
    “Hi, Megan. It’s great to see you up and around. Did they release you already?” 
 
    “Yeah. I can’t wait to get out of here.” She paused and looked at him with a perplexed expression, as if not sure how to ask her next question. “You were here to see me, right?”  
 
    Underneath her bruises, the skin gained a pink hue. Alex found it endearing that she got embarrassed because she’d assumed he was there for her; at least, that’s what he supposed the blushing was about. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Alex said. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Starving,” Megan replied. “Hospital food is the worst.” 
 
    “Then I’ll treat you to some great breakfast.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Thanks.” 
 
    They headed toward the exit and out into the bright morning light. 
 
      
 
      
 
    JOHN VOMITED FOR PROBABLY THE fifth time that morning. The first time it happened, he’d missed the bowl completely, and the congealed vomit still sat in a yellow, filmy pool on the floor. He wasn’t sure why he’d gotten this sick. After drinking as much as he had for so long, he couldn’t imagine getting this hungover anymore. As he wiped his hand across his clammy skin, John thought back to last night and how much fun he and Joy had. Alex had offered to let him go home early even though he’d literally been dragged in that morning. John had jumped all over it. He’d been in the mood for a movie. John had picked up Joy and a giant bottle of vodka, which they hid in Joy’s gigantic purse. They’d passed it back and forth while they watched some stupid comedy featuring a bunch of the potheads who thought they were funny and intelligent. Their movies had turned up everywhere lately. 
 
    John couldn’t even really tell you what the movie was about because, halfway through the movie, they were feeling the vodka and started making out in the back row. She’d giggled, and he shushed her, but the few people in the theater were doing their best to ignore them. Of course they knew what was happening.  
 
    Joy had straddled him, and he realized she hadn’t worn any panties under her short skirt. She rode him hard, and he grabbed onto her waist to keep her on top of him since she was bouncing so much. They came close together—making more noise than they meant to—and she slipped off him and back into her chair, grabbing the bottle of vodka and taking a big swig. 
 
    Once the movie was over, they crept out the emergency exit door and drove to a creek in the woods that Joy loved to go to. Even though it was dark out, they both stripped off their clothes and did it again against some rocks while the water sloshed around them. He loved Joy’s sex drive. He’d never been with anyone that had one as strong as his. She did like to tease him, but when she finally gave in to him, it was amazing. They’d continued to drink way into the night. John assumed that was what was making him sick. He heaved again, and, since his stomach was empty, the only thing that came out was bile and a little bit of blood. He dropped his head onto his arm that was strewn carelessly across the dirty toilet seat and closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX AND MEGAN SAT IN the corner booth of the crowded diner. People came in and out, talking loudly as they ate. Friendly waitresses moved about as Alex and Megan looked through their menus.  
 
    Megan looked around the restaurant. “Man, it’s crowded in here,” she observed. 
 
    “One of the perks of a small town; every morning over half the population visits the local dive.” Alex chuckled, and Megan laughed politely as she took a sip of her coffee. 
 
    “Well, not exactly,” Alex admitted. 
 
    Megan smiled. “I gotta tell you. You’re the nicest police officer I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Well, they put us through charm school as part of the training down here.” 
 
    Jan, their waitress, came up to the table. 
 
    “Y’all ready?” she asked. 
 
    They both nodded, and Alex motioned to Megan. “Ladies first.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll have an omelet with cheese, mushrooms, and ham, please.” 
 
    “Okay, hun. And you, Alex? The usual?” 
 
    “Well, what she’s getting sounds pretty good to me, Jan. I’ll take the same, but add some green peppers. And well done, please. Oh, and an order of potatoes too, please.” 
 
    “Okay, sweetie. Be back in a jif,” Jan said. She winked at Alex and walked away to check on her other tables.  
 
    Megan looked at him inquisitively. “Come here a lot, Detective?” 
 
    “Please, call me Alex; and I wouldn’t say A LOT…” Alex said, trailing off. 
 
    “Well, you must make quite an impression, then.” 
 
    “She’s a sweet lady. I worked a case she was involved in a few years back. But I guess you could say I do come here often.” 
 
    “It seems like a great place.” 
 
    “Unless you order something greasy; then you have to worry about clogging an artery.” 
 
    Megan and Alex laughed together again. 
 
    Alex decided to take advantage of her good mood to bring up a bad subject. “So, about you staying; I still think it’s a bad idea. You need to get as far away from these nuts as possible. What if they decide they want to find you, to finish what they started?” 
 
    “I need to be here. I know it. I can help.” 
 
    “You will be a great help…at home in Greenville.” 
 
    “I need to stay.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “If you make me leave, I’ll just come back.” 
 
    “And I’ll arrest you and have you transferred somewhere where you’re safe.” 
 
    Megan raised an eyebrow, “No you wouldn’t. Let me stay and help. That way you won’t have to worry about me interfering from the outside.” 
 
    “But I’ll be worrying about you constantly.” 
 
    “I know it’s dangerous for me to stay. I just think it’s best.” 
 
    Alex sighed deeply. “Fine. For now,” he said angrily. “I’ll take you to Cooper’s Motel. It’s pretty much the only place to stay in town. I will need to get a post for your door and to follow you around when you aren’t with me, and I plan to stick around you a lot, so you better get used to it.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to let you slow me down,” Megan smirked. “I’m going to need to get some clothes and other supplies. Everything I have is gone. Unless my car’s turned up somewhere.” 
 
    “We haven’t found it yet. Speaking of clothes, where did you get those?” 
 
    “Dr. Thomas. She said that you two are old friends and that she knows you’d appreciate the sentiment.” 
 
    Alex said nothing. 
 
    “What?” Megan asked. 
 
    Alex blushed slightly. “Nothing. It’s an old joke.” He grabbed the creamer and added more to his coffee, obviously uncomfortable. 
 
    “Ah, an old girlfriend. I didn’t pick up on that.” 
 
    “Yep. We dated a few years back,” Alex chuckled. 
 
    “And does Dr. Thomas approve of her successor?” 
 
    “No successor. Still waiting for another good one to come along,” Alex said as he fiddled with his silverware nervously. 
 
    A small, quirky smile played across Megan’s lips; then she stared intently at her mug of coffee. 
 
    What’s that about? 
 
    When Megan looked up again, they made eye contact, but she quickly looked away and out the big picture window where two kids were trying untangle their dog’s leash from around their legs. 
 
    What in the world? 
 
    They both jumped as a plate clattered onto the table. Jan looked down at them curiously but finished giving them their plates of food.  
 
    “Y’all enjoy,” she said. 
 
    Jan quickly turned and left. Alex cleared his throat nervously and began to eat. Megan followed suit. After a minute Megan spoke again.  
 
    “This is good.” 
 
    “Yes. I usually don’t eat omelets, but this is a very good one.” 
 
    “I have a request,” Megan said suddenly, startling Alex with the sudden change in attitude.  
 
    Alex stopped eating and put his fork down. “Request away.” 
 
    “I want to go to where I was found.” 
 
    He grabbed his fork again and picked at his food, trying to figure out what he wanted to say. In his mind, he was still fighting over whether or not he could trust her. If she’d been involved in another series of rapes, could she be involved in this one too?  
 
    “Why?” he finally asked. 
 
    “I want to see where I was found, and I want to try to find where I came from.” 
 
    It wasn’t that unusual of a request. Many victims had their memories shaken loose upon seeing the scene of their attack. “I don’t think that you got there on your own. Sorry to be blunt, but I have a theory that, after you escaped, they found you and then attempted to murder you. They thought they’d succeeded and left you on the side of the highway like they did the previous victims.” 
 
    “No one would tell me about what was happening. The doctors and nurses wanted to baby me, and the other cops I’ve met wouldn’t talk about it. I got the impression that I was ‘the lucky one who got away,’ but I wasn’t sure what all had happened.” 
 
    Alex hesitated for a second, and Megan continued. “I know that I’m a victim here, and you’re worried about hurting me, but I’m not a fragile girl. I’m smart and sensible, and I need to know what’s happening. I need to know what I escaped.” 
 
    Heaving a big sigh, Alex decided to be honest with her. He spoke quietly, hoping no one overheard. “We know that two men are abducting women, sexually assaulting them, and then murdering them by strangulation. You’re the third victim. That we know of.” Megan looked a little sick but Alex continued. “You had more physical damage than the previous victims, which is what led me to believe that you were found after your escape and that they beat you before strangling you. They didn’t realize you were still alive.” 
 
    “Have you figured out how they’re getting people? Where are they being abducted from? Who are they going after?” Megan asked rapidly.  
 
    “There’s no obvious victim type. The other two women were a little younger than you, and all three of you have had different hair colors and lengths. Your body types have been varied. It looks like they just abduct whatever woman they can get their hands on.” Alex paused. “We have no clue how or from where they’re being abducted. They must be abducting from a parking lot or somewhere similar, or possibly getting the victims from the highway itself. The last thing you remember is driving down the road, which makes me think they must be finding a way to get women to stop the car, or maybe running them off the road. Since we don’t have any of the cars to help us figure this out, I can only make guesses.” 
 
    “Why would they keep the cars?” 
 
    “Forensic countermeasure? To make sure no attention is called to an abandoned car somewhere? Maybe they’re selling the parts for cash? Or maybe we just haven’t found them yet. There are more questions than answers at this point.” 
 
    “I really wish I could remember more so that I could help answer so many of these unknowns. I feel useless. 
 
    “We don’t know what drugs they gave you yet. It’s probably what’s causing your amnesia. Let’s give it a day or two and see what happens. Don’t beat yourself up, okay? Once we’re done eating, I’ll get someone to take you to get clothes while I stop by the station. Then we can go check out where you were found, if you still want to, and go from there.” 
 
    Megan sighed and forced a small smile. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    AS ALEX AND MEGAN GOT into the car, Alex pulled out his cell phone and handed it to Megan. “If you need to call your family or anyone. I know yours is gone.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Megan said. She liked the detective. She could tell he had a good soul. “I already called a bunch of people, but I need to check in with my sister again before she flies back to the states to get me.” 
 
    Megan dialed the phone and held it to her ear, wondering what her sister was going to say about her choosing not to go home just yet. 
 
     “Hey, Kim.” 
 
    “Hey, Megan. Is everything okay?” she asked, worry and strain filling her voice. 
 
    Her sister had called the hospital several times to check in on her while Megan had been there. As the older sister, Kim had taken over for their mother when it came to worrying—and scolding.  
 
    “I’m fine. I was released today, but I’m going to stay in town and help out.” 
 
    “Um, no, you’re freakin’ not. You need to get as far away from that place as you can! Are you crazy?” 
 
    “Yes, I damn well am. They need me. I’ll have a bodyguard. Detective Gray is going to be there to make sure everything is safe.” 
 
    “I don’t like this, Megan. It’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “I know, but trust me.” 
 
    Kim sighed. “Okay, okay. I know there’s no changing your mind. Stay next to Officer McDreamy and make sure you stay safe!” 
 
    Megan gasped slightly and looked at Alex, but it appeared he didn’t hear what Kim had said. Megan had offhandedly called the detective Officer McDreamy the previous day. She didn’t realize she’d thought it until after it came out of her mouth. And, of course, her sister was going to call him that and embarrass her. It wasn’t as if Alex Gray wasn’t attractive. He reminded Megan of Timothy Olyphant—tall, dark hair, strong jawline, deep brown eyes. What are you doing thinking about a guy that way, she scolded herself. You just escaped two madmen hell-bent on killing you. 
 
    “You still there?” Kim asked, and Megan could hear the laughter in her tone. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, trying to hide the annoyance from her voice. She didn’t want Alex to wonder what had happened. “I’ve got to go now. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too.”  
 
    Megan hung up and handed the cell back to Alex. “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    “No problem,” Alex said as they pulled into the station’s parking lot.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX LED MEGAN INTO THE police station. She trailed behind him, watching as Alex nodded to the officer manning the front desk. 
 
    “Mornin’, Mike.” 
 
    “Hey, Alex.” 
 
    Mike looked at Megan. “And guest.” 
 
    “This is Miss Crawford,” Alex explained. 
 
    Mike nodded politely. “Mornin’, miss.” 
 
    Megan smiled shyly. “Hello.” 
 
    Megan signed into the guest log, and they walked through the double doors Alex unlocked with a keycard and into the bullpen. Only about ten desks occupied it; a few were filled with officers who were writing, talking on their phones, looking at their computers, or in varied combinations of different tasks. Office doors ran along the walls.  
 
    Megan looked around, taking in all the sights. She’d never been inside a police station before, and it was interesting to see how different it was than what they showed on TV.  
 
    “Doesn’t look like what TV makes you believe,” she said. 
 
    “Yep. Big cities usually fit the bill more. But it’s always cramped, not all big and airy like the shows like to make it seem. They just do that so they can move their cameras around easier. We’re a small town, so our officers are either on duty in the field or doing their paperwork at their desks. The detectives have offices, and the Captain gets the biggest, of course.” 
 
    Alex led her to a desk where a petite, dark-haired woman was working steadily on her computer.  
 
    “Hey, Cassie.” 
 
    Cassie looked up at them. “Hey, Alex. How’s it going?” 
 
    “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Uh-oh. Should I be scared?” she joked. 
 
    Megan noticed that when Cassie smiled at her joke, her eyes lit up. They were a startling shade of blue. Almost like a clear ocean. 
 
    Alex laughed. “It’s nothing like last time, I promise. I was just hoping you could help Megan out. Her belongings have gone MIA, and she needs to replace a bunch of stuff. I thought it might be nice for her to have a fellow female take her shopping. Someone who knows the women’s clothing stores. She’s from out of town.” 
 
    “I think I can handle that,” Cassie said. “Megan, just let me finish up here, and we can head out, okay? Feel free to take a seat,” she said, indicating the empty chair beside her desk. “I won’t be long.”  
 
    “Sure thing,” Megan replied. 
 
    “My office is right over there,” Alex said, pointing to it. “I’ll do some work here, and we’ll meet up in a little while and head out.” 
 
    “Okay,” Megan said as she took the seat next to Cassie’s desk.  
 
    She watched Alex depart toward his office. Megan suddenly felt self-conscious and shifted nervously in the chair as she watched Cassie finish her work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER SEVERAL MINUTES OF AWKWARD silence in the car while they drove down the highway, Cassie finally spoke. 
 
    “So you’re the girl everyone is talking about,” Cassie said. 
 
    Megan stared at her, taken aback. “I’m sorry, what was that?” 
 
    “You’re the girl that miraculously survived.” 
 
    This lady’s straight to the point. “I guess that’s me,” she said sheepishly. 
 
    “I love a girl with tenacity,” Cassie said.  
 
    A small smile playing across her lips was the only indication Megan had that Cassie was telling a joke.  
 
    “Seriously, though. Good on you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said wearily. She didn’t feel like she’d accomplished anything. In fact, she felt like a failure. And not just for becoming a victim. Ever since she’d come to in the hospital, she’d been raking her mind trying to remember something—anything—useful that would help the police. She felt impotent, an emotion she’d never really experienced before. The answers were in there somewhere, and she needed to find her way to them. Not wanting to think about that anymore, she changed the subject. “So how long have you been a cop?” 
 
    “Pretty much since I graduated college.” 
 
    “So you’ve always wanted to be a police officer?” 
 
    “Basically. I always loved pretending to be a cop when I played with friends. One day I decided that was my career path.” 
 
    “Cool. I was like that with animals. My sister and I used to play outside all day. My favorite game was to pretend that she was a scientist who genetically modified me in a lab. I was a human, but with animal abilities.” 
 
    Cassie snickered. 
 
    Megan scoffed at her. “Don’t laugh at me, you did it too!” 
 
    “Yeah, but I wasn’t some mutant—I was a defender of the law.” 
 
    She burst out laughing and Megan realized she was just joking around. She joined her. It felt good to laugh again. 
 
    Cassie took Megan to several of the clothing boutiques around town. She had the most luck in a store for the high school and college student crowd. Megan wasn’t a flashy dresser and didn’t want any of the dresses or skirts at the fancier stores. She was completely happy getting t-shirts with logos of football teams she didn’t know or weird sayings that meant nothing to her. The coolest shirt she found was a Georgia Dirt shirt. It was an organic cotton shirt that was dyed using Georgia red clay. She picked up a few shirts and some jeans, along with undergarments.  
 
    The hardest part was finding a jacket to replace the one she’d borrowed. Megan knew it was silly to wear so much clothing in the Georgia summer heat, but she felt insecure about the bruises and scratches running along her skin. It was summertime and in the high eighties outside, so most of the shopkeepers had looked at her like she was insane when she asked for a thin jacket or long-sleeved shirts. Then they’d actually looked at her tattered and bruised face. Until that point, they’d been pretending like she was fine but wouldn’t look at her in the eye. They probably assumed she was running from an abusive husband and needed the jacket to cover other injuries. They turned sympathetic, and one lady even dug in her backroom storage for a jacket. It was a little too big, but Megan was grateful to have it. While they were shopping, she and Cassie chitchatted. 
 
    “Are you married?” Megan asked at one point. 
 
    “Not anymore,” Cassie answered, her mouth forming a thin line of displeasure. 
 
    Megan didn’t ask too many more personal questions after that. She didn’t want to ruin the good time she was having with the officer. 
 
    As she was trying on some jeans while Cassie waited outside the dressing room, Megan called over the door. “So what was that last favor?” She couldn’t stand not knowing anymore. 
 
    “Favor?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “The one you did for Alex that made you not want to do this one.” 
 
    “Oh,” Cassie laughed, “It wasn’t as bad as I made it seem at the office. He has this aunt who gets on his case constantly about getting a girlfriend and settling down; things like that. Well, he had to go to this big family reunion in Tennessee and asked me to pretend to be his serious girlfriend so she would leave him alone for once.” She chuckled. “It was fine until she started asking the inappropriate questions, if you get what I mean.” 
 
    Megan stepped out of the dressing room, zipping a pair of blue jeans, and raised her eyebrows in reply. 
 
    “Exactly,” Cassie cried. “I was so embarrassed! Of course I didn’t know what to say because I didn’t know these people and I don’t know Alex that well.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I faked an awful stomach bug and said I had to go back to the hotel. I felt like such an idiot. And of course on the way to the car I overheard people whispering, saying it was morning sickness. Alex was beet red when we got to the car.” 
 
    “Was his family nice?” Megan asked, still laughing. 
 
    “Oh yes, they were wonderful people. We’d all kind of gotten the impression they must be horrible people.” 
 
    “Why’s that?”  
 
    “Well, Alex never talks about his family to anyone at work. He’s kind of a loner. I’d seen the picture of him as a kid with his family but didn’t want to bring up a sore subject, you know?” 
 
    Megan recalled her earlier comment about Cassie’s marital status. “Yeah, I definitely get that.” 
 
      
 
    The next stop they made was to one of the only pharmacies in town.  
 
    “We got a CVS a few years back, but I prefer to go here,”Cassie said. She’d been raised in Coopersville and had been using the mom-and-pop store since she was a child. 
 
    “This place used to have an actual soda fountain,” she explained as they entered the small building. “It closed when I was a small child, but my parents and grandparents got me Coke floats a bunch of times. It was amazing.” 
 
    “I bet. I always thought the old time soda fountain was neat.” 
 
    Megan picked up toothpaste and a toothbrush, along with small bottles of shampoo and conditioner. As she was heading to the register, she noticed they had canvas bags with their store label on them. She grabbed two to stick her new clothes and supplies in. 
 
    Her sister had wired her some cash earlier that morning. Megan promised to pay her back, but Kim had said that this was the least she could do. Even though she’d immediately offered to come to Megan’s side, her sister was part of a group doing cutting-edge research in the field of surgery. Megan missed Kim like crazy, but she didn’t want to pull her from her research. Part of her also didn’t want Kim to show up and boss her around or drag her back home. 
 
    On the way back to the station, they stopped at the town’s only cell phone shop, which luckily was the same provider she used, and Megan realized that she wouldn’t be able to get her cell phone replaced without a valid form of ID. She spent some time on the phone with the help desk managers, but they couldn’t do much. In the end, Megan got a prepaid cell phone with a new number. It would be enough until she was able to go back home and get all of her cards and IDs replaced. Or, if she was lucky, the police would find her car, and she could get all of those back. 
 
    The sight of the police station drew her thoughts to her next task—seeing where she’d been dumped and left for dead. All of a sudden,she felt very alone. Megan shook off the feeling as they were pulling into the parking lot. You’re a grown woman who can take care of herself. You will be fine, you got this. 
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    THE SKY WAS CLEAR AND the temperature uncomfortably warm as Alex and Megan sped down the highway. She stared out the window as the fields and forests darted past. Megan breathed heavily. She knew she was putting a lot of pressure on herself by trying to remember what happened. It would either come naturally or not at all. 
 
    Megan blinked rapidly as the view outside her window darkened, and her eyes widened as the sky went from blue to dark gray, and the field before her was enveloped in red. A sense of death covered the landscape, causing her to shiver uncontrollably. Black shadows ran between the trees and loomed over the shrubbery in the fields. The shadows all turned and looked at her. Their malformed bodies started to move toward the car. 
 
    Megan gasped, almost screaming. She jumped as a hand pressed against her shoulder. 
 
    She jerked around. It was Alex’s hand on her arm, his face searching hers for a sign of what was wrong. Megan breathed unevenly, trying to fill her lungs with air. Alex had pulled the car to the side of the road without her even noticing.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. He rubbed his hand over her arm in a comforting gesture.  
 
    “Yes,” Megan replied breathlessly. 
 
    “What happened? All of the sudden you weren’t here anymore. I was saying your name, but you never noticed.” 
 
    “Nothing happened. I’m okay. I saw things. Hallucinated things that weren’t there. I’m fine, really.” 
 
    Megan looked at him with tears in her eyes. She attempted a smile. Alex patted her on the shoulder and put his hands back on the wheel. After looking at Megan again to make sure she was okay, he put the car in gear and pulled back onto the highway.  
 
    What the hell was that? Megan asked herself, terrified by what had just happened. Am I going insane? Thoughts raced through her mind as she tried to figure out what it was. Alex was nice enough not to push her into talking about what had happened, and she was grateful. It’s got to be the stress. Your mind is trying to find a way to help you understand what happened to you. This is a step in the right direction—a step toward remembrance. She tried to take comfort in that, but all she could think about were the shadows’ gaping mouths as they had dashed toward her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    JAMES SAT AT THE TABLE in his cabin in the woods. He finished drinking his beer and threw the bottle into the trashcan by the stove. The small room resonated with the sound of breaking glass before everything went completely silent again. Not even the birds outside were making noise. It was as if they knew what happened in this cabin and refused to sing their happy songs when nearby. James burped as he got up, scratching himself as he headed to the open trap door. 
 
    The beam of his flashlight bobbed back and forth as he lumbered down the underground tunnel. He reached the door to the cell but hesitated to enter when he noticed a sharp light out of the corner of his eye. He turned and went down the tunnel a little further, eventually walking up a ramp and into a small open area with a larger door. The door hung open several feet, letting in the bright afternoon light.  
 
    Why does this thing keep opening? Damn bitch got out this way. 
 
    He blinked through squinted eyes as he stepped out and into the sunlight. The doorway connected to what appeared to be an old shed tucked up against the side of a crag. The cabin was only a few hundred yards away on the other side of the hill crag. When they first found the cabin they hadn’t known about the tunnel until they poked around. Ray was excited because it fit their needs perfectly. He assumed that it had originally been used as a getaway route in case cops showed up. They’d found some old moonshine equipment in the room off the tunnel and assumed it used to be distilled here.  
 
    James looked around suspiciously and then turned back inside. The lock clicked securely into place, and he checked it a few times to make sure it caught. He turned back down the hallway and headed back toward the cell. As he approached the door, he heard muffled grunting, moaning, and sobbing coming from the other side of the thick door. One last loud grunt sounded as he reached the door and pushed it open. Arden was curled up on the bed sobbing quietly. Tears streaked down her red face as she tried to make herself as small as possible. Ray stood beside the bed, wiping down his dick and clean-shaven balls with a rag. He directed his eyes at James with a look of satisfaction.  
 
    James’ fists clenched. “I thought you were gonna wait for me.” He was really beginning to get fed up with Ray and how he treated him—like he was better somehow. This was their thing that they did together; at least it used to be. 
 
    “I couldn’t help it. She was so hot and I know she wanted me inside her.” Ray smacked Arden hard on her naked bottom and she squeaked out a scream. He stepped into his jeans and pulled them up. “Go on and take her. Quit bitching. I’m gonna go have a beer. Have fun, little brother.” 
 
    “You’re only older than me by three minutes, jackass,” James said as Ray walked past him and out the door, slamming it shut behind him. Arden jumped slightly at the bang and moved into the corner, trying to cover as much of herself as possible.  
 
    James unbuttoned his pants and slid them off along with his boxers. He pulled his shirt over his head as he approached the bed. It groaned shakily as he sat down next to Arden. James reached out and touched her hair. She jumped and looked at him with wide eyes. 
 
    “Please don’t hurt me,” she pleaded. “I’ll do anything, give you anything.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, you will,” James said with an evil smile. 
 
    Arden’s face went pale, and her eyes widened more. James pulled her kicking feet down to the end of the bed and slid on top of her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    CRIME SCENE TAPE FLUTTERED IN the wind, still marking off a portion of the highway’s shoulder and the neighboring field. Alex slowed the sedan and pulled over. 
 
    “A lady driving down the road noticed you and pulled over. She called us and we rushed an ambulance to get you.” 
 
    They got out of the car and walked toward the scene. 
 
    Megan surveyed the wide field that stretched beyond the wooden fence. She was trying to keep her face blank, but she knew Alex’s penetrating gaze picked up on her worry and fear. She was secretly looking for the shadows in the trees. 
 
    “CSI’s combed the area looking for any evidence,” he said. “Of course, the ambulance team and first responders destroyed a lot of potential evidence when they arrived to help you.” 
 
    “When a person is alive, they worry about keeping them that way, not the integrity of the evidence. One of the biggest destroyers of evidence is the police and emergency response crews.” 
 
    Alex gave Megan a sideways look.  
 
    “I took some Criminal Justice classes in college. There were a lot of things I had an interest in. Biology won the battle. I love what I do.” Megan paused. “Is it okay if I look around a bit?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Megan dipped under the tape. The grass had been trampled extensively around a small area. A shudder shot down her spine. The phrase, “someone walked over my grave,” popped into her head. This is the place I was left for dead. She’d been dumped right next to the road. She hated to use that term but she knew that’s what happened; they were done with her and had thrown away their trash. 
 
    What would’ve happened if I hadn’t tried to escape? It sounded cliché, even to her, but the knowledge that she wasn’t raped comforted her. They definitely would have done so if she’d given them the chance. She must have enraged them so much that the thought of rape was nowhere in their minds once they caught back up to her. Megan didn’t know if she was making that up or if she was beginning to remember. Nothing significant had come back to her yet, but she knew that, somewhere in her subconscious, all the answers lay waiting.   
 
    Knowing that there was nothing to see in the immediate vicinity, Megan wandered off into the field. She hoped to find something that would help the case, even though she knew it was likely that she’d never been in the area. The entire field had been trampled; the grass was compressed everywhere she looked. She knew, however, that this was the work of the CSI team looking for evidence. Feeling slightly deflated, she decided to check out the wooded area next to the field.   
 
      
 
      
 
    ARDEN LAY ON THE BED with James moving over her. Tears slid down her face as he pounded into her roughly. James grunted and groaned in pleasure. Arden cried out in pain. James grabbed her by the throat with one hand and started to strangle her while continuing to thrust into her. Arden’s eyes widened in panic and she gagged, squirming on the bed, trying uselessly to get him off of her. He continued his undertaking as she fought, enjoying her unintentional thrusts against his groin. Arden’s eyes rolled into the back of her head and she slowly stopped fighting. Her body sank into the bed. Her eyes stared lifelessly up at him.  
 
    James groaned loudly, almost a scream, as he finished. He slid off her and sat up on the bed, panting from his exertion. After a few minutes of rest, he got up and pulled on his clothes. He turned back to Arden and leaned over her but didn’t touch her. 
 
    “I know you love me more than him,” James whispered, slightly gleeful.  
 
    With that, he left and headed back to the cabin. 
 
    Ray was nursing a beer as James pulled himself out of the trap door.  
 
    “Have fun?” Ray asked mockingly. 
 
    James just gruffed and headed to the fridge to get a beer. He sat down next to his brother. 
 
    “We gotta kill the girl, clean her up, and get rid of her,” Ray said in his usual hinting tone. 
 
    “She’s already gone.”  
 
    “You took care of it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Ray clapped his hands together. “Alright, then. Let’s get this done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    WALKING AROUND THE EDGE OF the field, Megan stopped and stared at some branches lining the edge of the woods. Alex joined her. He knew she was trying to find evidence of her coming through the forest the other night, explaining how she ended up beside the road. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Megan said suddenly, breaking the silence.  
 
    “For what?” Alex asked. 
 
    “For not remembering. I don’t understand why I can’t even remember what happened when they got me. It just doesn’t make any sense, Alex. I feel so useless.” 
 
    “You’re the most useful part of this case. You’ve helped so much already. We know there are two suspects because of you. Your test results will help us figure out what they are using and might help us track down where they’re getting it. Not to add any pressure, but you’re the key to everything, even if it’s going to take a while for the pieces to come together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SHED DOOR FLEW OPEN, slamming back on its hinges. James emerged from the darkness, pushing a wheelbarrow up the inclined pathway. Inside lay Arden’s lifeless body curled on its side. James rolled the wheelbarrow up to a bucket trailer attached to one of the two ATVs parked outside. Ray emerged from the shed, watching James do all the work as he lifted the limp corpse and placed it inside. 
 
    “Let’s get this bitch in the back. We’ll drop her tonight.” 
 
    Ray straddled the ATV with the trailer and James hopped onto the other. They drove past the cabin and onto a dirt road. A few minutes later, a large farmhouse came into view. The four-bedroom house was built with a combination of brick and wood. Every window was dressed with a set of curtains, making it appear homey and welcoming. There was a spacious front yard that connected to the thick group of trees that stood between it and the road.  
 
    The house wasn’t visible from the road, which was part of what attracted them to it. What Ray really loved was the barn. It was almost as big as the house. Once used to store horses and farming equipment, the barn was spacious enough to fit their needs perfectly. James flung open the barn doors and Ray drove inside with the trailer following behind. 
 
    James closed the barn door and helped Ray lift the body onto a stainless steel table set to one side of the room. Ray was always amazed at the way dead people felt heavier. 115 pound could feel like 200 when the body was sagging and flopping around. 
 
    Their cleanup process began. They worked in tandem. New gloves were slid on to protect from potential prints or DNA transfer, and Ray grabbed the hose, spraying cold water across the corpse. James washed the wet skin with a fresh sponge.  
 
    “Make sure to get her twat.” They didn’t want DNA hanging around, though they used condoms and shaved their nuts to help with that. 
 
    James nodded and probed into her with the sponge. Ray gave the project one last spraying before James patted her dry with a cheap towel.  
 
    After they’d tossed the body into the trunk and slammed the lid, James started cleaning up the table area. It was an unnecessary task, but Ray enjoyed making James do it. If the cops ever found this place, the amount of evidence would be so astronomical that some hair and fibers on the table wouldn’t be necessary to nail their asses. The dickhead cops would have all they needed. 
 
    Ray looked around the barn. This was his temporary museum. Even though it was evidence central, he couldn’t bear to dispose of his pieces just yet. Ray wasn’t stupid; he knew that everything would have to be destroyed or hidden when they were finished. The whole lot could eventually be tied back to them. They’d both been inside the victim’s cars, transferring who knows how much evidence onto them.  
 
    For now, however, everything would stay here. He’d remodeled part of the building into a garage. After several days of hard labor, he’d expanded the old horse stalls and turned them into parking spaces for the cars. Four of the empty spots now contained Megan’s, Arden’s, Jennifer’s, and Ashley’s cars.   
 
    Over at his workbench, Ray had a special drawer that he kept locked. James didn’t even know what was in it. From every kill he’d made here, Ray kept a special memento. Most recently, he’d kept the musical note air freshener from Arden’s rearview mirror. It amused him, so he’d stuck it in a Ziploc bag and added it to the rest of his collection. Ray hadn’t picked out a trinket from the whore they’d dumped on the side of the road after she’d escaped. He’d been too angry to decide what to take. He glanced over at her car, debating whether he should take a look and pick his prize before they found her and snuffed the life out of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE CAR DOORS UNLOCKED WITH a beep as Megan approached the vehicle. She hadn’t been able to find any evidence near the woods or in the field, so she gave up on the hope of tracking where she came from. 
 
    As she reached for the door handle, a sudden torrent of images flashed before her eyes. The gray-templed man staring down at her—the other man looking down at her as he stabbed the needle into her arm—the room where she was held with the single light source—the dank dirty floors covered with dingy patches of carpeting and the bed tucked against one wall, covered in dirty sheets—terror grasping her as she ran down the tunnel, almost tripping several times—running out the door into the open night air as she escaped her captors. 
 
    Megan’s vision cleared, and she looked up into the summer sky. Clouds shifted as she blinked, trying to get her bearings. 
 
    Alex skidded to a stop beside her, blocking her line of sight. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. All of the sudden you were on the ground. Did you faint? You look pale as a ghost.” 
 
    “It was like I was dreaming.” 
 
    “What did you see?” Alex asked. He sat on the ground next to her, getting on her level. 
 
    Megan concentrated for a moment. Even though it just happened, she wasn’t really sure what she’d seen, or if what she’d seen could be trusted. Maybe it was just her imagination playing tricks on her. Who knows what my brain could be making up since I desperately want to remember what happened. Finally, she decided just to tell everything to an anxiously waiting Alex. 
 
    “I remembered some things. It came in quick flashes, but I remembered more of the room where they kept me. It was a small room with no windows. Just a bed in the corner, like I said. The scraps of carpet on the floor, though, were covering dirt. It was a dirt floor.” 
 
    “Maybe it was an unfinished basement? A cellar of some kind?” 
 
    Her eyebrows furrowed. “Possibly. I also remembered running down the hallway when I escaped. I remember grabbing a rock I found under the bed and hitting one of them in the head when he came in the room. The hallway was so dark, and I can’t remember everything, but I think it was probably all dirt, too. I vaguely remember kicking pebbles as I ran.” 
 
    “Okay. This is great,” Alex said as he made notes in his notebook. “Was there anything else?” 
 
    “I saw them, just now, in my memories.” 
 
    His mouth dropped open, then snapped shut. “Oh my God, really? Great. Tell me everything,” Alex said excitedly. 
 
    Megan focused on the flashback and bit her lower lip. “They were very similar in appearance,” she started hesitantly. “Both had dark hair and dark eyes. I am not good at gauging height, but I would say they were somewhere a little shy of six feet. The older one was a little taller and thicker built.” 
 
    “Older? You could tell this?” Alex asked. 
 
    “I guess it’s an assumption. He just seemed more aged and knowledgeable, if that makes sense. I swear I remember seeing a few gray hairs around his temples. Maybe that’s what led me to say he was older. The other one seemed like he was younger. Not as confident.” 
 
    “Maybe you were picking up on their dynamic,” Alex said. He explained when Megan gave him a questioning look. “Usually in a situation where there are multiple perpetrators, there’s a dominate person and a submissive person. Someone’s usually in charge and makes the plans and big decisions.” 
 
    Megan nodded her understanding, remembering her days in C.J. class. 
 
    “Do you remember any scars? Birthmarks? Tattoos?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Hmmm. No, not really. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Alex put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t be sorry. This is amazing. I know this will help the case. I have a friend who’s our local hotshot painter. He’s also freelanced as our sketch artist the few times we’ve needed one since I’ve been here. Let me give him a call and see if we can go over there right now while it’s still fresh. Maybe we can get an actual picture of them.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Megan replied, excited that she was finally able to help. A sense of satisfaction washed over her, and she felt they were heading in the right direction. Just a little more time and, hopefully, she would remember everything. 
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    ALEX HOVERED OVER SAM’S SHOULDER as he finished up the second sketch. Sam cleared his throat for probably the tenth time since they’d started. He wasn’t happy with Alex constantly suspended over him while he tried to work, but he knew Alex didn’t care. Sam had spent enough time with the detective to understand that he was putting his all into this case. The two of them weren’t the closest of friends, but they’d been out to the bar for a drink a few times with Alex’s coworkers. Sam was well aware of the tenacity with which Alex went after some cases, especially if he felt connected to the victim.  
 
    “I really appreciate you doing this on such short notice, Sam,” Alex said again, for the eighth time. 
 
    Sam rolled his eyes and smiled at Megan, eliciting a slight chuckle from her. The sound made him smile. He could sense her nervousness when they’d arrived and as he’d prodded her for a description of the two men. It seemed that she was getting more comfortable with him. 
 
    “Alright, I think we about have it,” Sam declared. He held up the sketch for Megan’s approval. 
 
    “Oh my gosh, yes, that’s pretty much the younger one.” 
 
    “Good,” Sam said. He made some notes on a piece of paper and added it to the sketches; he handed them to Alex who took them eagerly.  
 
    “Awesome,” Alex said. “Now, we just need to get this out to every officer on the force.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you want to give it to the press?” Megan asked.  
 
    “Not necessarily. There’s a chance that these guys could see their picture and run. It’s always risky in these situations. I want to see where we get with just the police force knowing about it for now. Hopefully, the gamble will be worth it.”  
 
    “I hope so,” Megan said. 
 
    Alex looked at the sketches. “These guys don’t ring a bell with me, but they are pretty common looking; could be anybody. No offense meant by that, Megan.” 
 
    “None taken. They’re pretty much All-American looking guys.” 
 
    “They could also be new to town or keeping a low profile,” Alex hypothesized. 
 
    “That makes a lot of sense. Maybe they’re new to the area and have done this before,” Megan hypothesized. 
 
    “Definitely a possibility. I’ve been contacting other agencies to see if there’ve been similar cases. We’ve received some files, but nothing’s come of it yet. I’ll probably still get you to look at mug shots in the morning. Just in case a real picture pops out at you.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Alex held up the pages. “I’ll fax these sketches over to the station right now and have them sent out to every cruiser on patrol tonight. Someone might see these guys.” 
 
    Sam got up, stretched his back, and showed Alex the fax machine. After sending the fax, Sam and Alex shook hands as Sam led them to the door. 
 
    “Thanks again, Sam.” 
 
    “You won’t be thanking me when you get the bill,” Sam said with a smirk. “Rush jobs don’t come cheap.” 
 
    Alex chuckled. “It’ll be worth it if we get these guys. Well, as long as Ed doesn’t pop a gasket.” 
 
    “It was nice to meet you, Sam,” Megan said, extending her hand to shake his. 
 
    Sam pulled her into a sideways hug. “The pleasure’s all mine. Come back and see me sometime,” he said with a wink. 
 
    Her posture instantly went rigid in his grasp, and he pulled away, realizing he’d gone too far. She appeared too shocked to speak. After a few moments, her face flushed, she smiled timidly at him, and quickly left the studio.  
 
    Sam looked at Alex once she was out of earshot. “That was a little awkward.” 
 
    “She wasn’t just a witness in this case; she was a victim,” Alex explained. “You saw the press conference, right? She escaped them. We’ve tried to keep it quiet, but the press found out about her somehow. They’re probably still staking out the hospital, thinking she’s there.” 
 
    “Oh my God, I wouldn’t have come on that strongly if I’d known.” 
 
    “It’s okay; she’s a strong girl,” Alex said with admiration in his voice. 
 
    “Ah, I see what’s going on here. You like her,” Sam declared. 
 
    Alex’s eyes darted to the open door, “Geez, Sam, tell the whole world.” 
 
    Sam could see the embarrassment written across Alex’s face. “She’s at the car by now; Megan didn’t hear me. Your secret’s safe with me.” 
 
    Sam laughed, and Alex glared at him menacingly. After a minute of Alex’s glare failing to sink Sam’s expression, Alex went out the door. Sam closed it behind him, still smiling.  
 
      
 
      
 
    MEGAN LET OUT A STUNNED exhalation as Alex pulled the car into the parking lot of the only hotel in Coopersville. The sign professed: 
 
      
 
    Cooper’s Motel 
 
    Est. 1959
Weekly Specials!
Vacancy 
 
      
 
    Megan was by no means one of those girls who wanted four-star hotels or thought camping meant a three-bedroom cabin with a hot tub. She was, however, more into Holiday Inn, not the Bates Motel. She chided herself, but that’s what this looked like. The motel was an elongated, single-story building with an office connected to a long row of rooms. There was a nice quaintness to it, though. A porch ran between the rooms and the parking lot, with deck chairs for lounging. The sign out front had been cute at one point but was now faded and cracked by storm damage.  
 
    Alex must have sensed her feelings because he said, “I know it looks a little creepy, but I’ve known Jake the whole time I’ve lived here, and he’s the salt of the earth. His brother’s the medical examiner. Their family’s been around so long the town was named after them.” 
 
    “Coopersville. Yeah, that makes sense. I’m sure he’s a great guy, Alex. I didn’t mean to be rude.” 
 
    Alex parked in front of the office and hopped out quickly, trying to open the door for Megan, but she was already climbing out. He awkwardly made due by holding the door instead as she got out. 
 
    “Sorry, thanks.” Megan had never had someone open the car door for her before. She’d always just done it for herself. Chivalrous and cute. 
 
    “Welcome,” Alex said. 
 
    Alex and Megan walked up the creaking steps leading to the office door. The screen door hung off the wall. The spring and one of the hinges were broken. Alex held the door and motioned for Megan to go inside. The office was surprisingly immaculate. Megan imagined that there’d be peeling wallpaper and ripped carpet, maybe a few stuffed birds, but it was all very neat and clean. There was even a Keurig coffee maker set up for guests. They walked up to the front desk where Jake was watching TV, his back to the door. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. Cooper.” 
 
    Jake turned around and smiled warmly at them. He was a short, lean man in his seventies. He had a full head of gray hair and thick-rimmed glasses. Megan understood how this man could be the salt of the earth. He exuded a welcoming personality. She instantly liked him. 
 
    “Hey there, sport!” Jake called. The two men shook hands. “What can I do for ya?” 
 
    “I need a room, probably for a few nights. Miss Crawford is going to be staying here.” 
 
    Jake looked at Megan. “Evenin’, little lady. I’d be honored for you to stay here.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Jake grabbed a key off the hook and handed it to Alex. “Just come back once you get her settled, and we can sort things out.” 
 
    “Okay, great. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Alex and Megan went back out the door and into the night air. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE ROAD WAS DARK AND empty as the patrol car pulled up to a dirt road and parked on the shoulder, almost sliding into the ditch at the side of the road. The front doors opened, and Ray and James emerged from within. Ray popped the trunk, and they reached inside and pulled Arden’s body out. As they headed toward the dirt road, the girl hanging between them, James lost his grip and dropped her as they reached the edge of the pavement.  
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Ray gritted his teeth. “You dumbass!” 
 
    Frustrated and impatient, Ray started to drag her to the road, not waiting for James to get his end again. Her bare legs made a meaty scraping sound as they were dragged across the pavement. Ray jerked her onto the dirt road, causing Arden’s body to end up half in the ditch and half on the dirt road. Her arm was outstretched as if she were trying to climb out. Ray snorted and walked back to the car where James was waiting in the passenger seat. Ray slammed the door and glared at him. 
 
    “You retard.” Ray snarled. “Fucking idiot.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ray. I didn’t mean to lose my grip!” 
 
    Ray shook his head. “It’s okay. The bitch deserved it anyway. Ray started the car and pulled away. “What a lousy lay,” he mumbled to himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    MEGAN LOOKED AROUND THE MOTEL room. It was your basic room with a queen sized bed, dressers, small table and chair, vanity with a sink, and bathroom. Everything was as clean and tidy as the office had been. Megan wondered why Jake hadn’t updated the outside of the building to make it look more inviting. Maybe that was next on his list. Alex went to get her bags from the car while she washed her hands in the sink to remove the dirt from her episode in the field.  
 
    As she was washing her hands, Megan thought she saw movement in the mirror out of the corner of her eye. She looked up and the soap slipped from her fingers. One of the shadows was standing in the doorway! The black figure smiled at her, showing jagged teeth, and then raced toward her. She ran into the bathroom and locked the door. The creature banged on the door while she stood there in a panic. All she could focus on was the sound of the door cracking under the pressure of the abomination’s weight. The doorknob rattled, and the hinges bent, as it fought to get into the small room.  
 
    Finally, she came out of her frantic state and noticed that there was a small window over the sink. She rushed over to the window, ripped it open, and popped the screen out. The screen went flying into the night, instantly out of sight. Megan began to climb through the opening that was barely big enough for her to fit through. As she was pushing herself out of the window, someone grabbed her and started to jerk her through. It was another shadow. She screamed and tried to go back in the window, but the original shadow was behind her and was helping to push her out to his partner.  
 
    She heard a voice talking to her and shook her head. Abruptly, the motel room came back into focus. She’d been hallucinating again. Her whole body was shaking with fright. Alex had come back with her bags and was setting them on the bed, talking to her about the arrangements, unaware of her turmoil. 
 
    “…and I’ll have two guards outside at all times.” 
 
    He looked up at her and the change in his expression told her that she must look terrible. Megan glanced in the mirror. She looked like a corpse, her face devoid of color. She was gripping the bar of soap so tightly that her knuckles were white; her fingernails had dug into the soap. Her whole body was trembling and she was swaying slightly on her feet.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked rushing to her side. He helped her to the bed, and she sat down. “Are you okay?” he repeated. 
 
    The focus came back to her eyes and she looked up at him. Surprising herself, she lunged forward and hugged him tightly.  He went stiff for a moment and then wrapped his arms around her. Her body shook as she sobbed for several minutes. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked after she calmed down and pulled away. 
 
    “I…I had another hallucination. It was coming for me, and I tried to climb out the window, but it was there and grabbed me.” She pulled away from him, trying to compose herself. “I sound like a crazy person,” she said. 
 
    “No, you’ve been through a lot of physical and emotional trauma. Your brain is healing, as well as your body. You went without oxygen for a while, and it takes time to get over that. All the stress you’re going through isn’t helping you heal either. Another factor is whatever those drugs were. This could be a side effect.  
 
    She nodded, “I know.” What he said made total sense to her. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay here?” 
 
    “Yes” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “I know I will be perfectly safe here.” 
 
    He looked at her, and Megan could see the thoughts processing behind his eyes. “I got an idea,” Alex began. 
 
      
 
      
 
    MEGAN’S EYES WANDERED ACROSS THE large property as they made their way down the gravel drive. The house—a single-story farmhouse—sat in the distance. Soft light glowed through the closed curtains covering most of the windows. Surrounding the house was a pasture, and she thought she could see the shapes of cows clustered in the distance. 
 
    Cassie was waiting for them in the open garage. She waved hello as Alex turned the engine off. 
 
    “I feel bad about leaving Mr. Cooper in the lurch.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Megan. I worked it all out with him.” 
 
    Cassie opened the back passenger door and scooped up the canvas bags and supplies they’d purchased together earlier that day. “Come on in,” she said with another friendly wave. 
 
    They followed her up the short set of steps and into her home. The door led into a small entryway. On a rack attached to the wall, a single well-worn jacket hung. The rest had probably been put away as the weather warmed. Why was that one still there all alone? Was it sentimental to her? Who had it belonged to? 
 
    “Here’s the kitchen,” Cassie said as she and Alex continued walking. “Help yourself to anything you’d like. Cups are just to the right of the sink in that corner cabinet. I keep a Brita pitcher in the fridge, and there should be milk and juice too.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Something brushed against her legs and she jumped a little. 
 
    “Shit, I forgot to warn you about Joxer. You like cats, right?” 
 
    “Sure. We get along just fine.” Megan crouched down to let the brown tabby sniff her fingers. He gave her a little chirp and rubbed his cheek against her knuckles, scent-marking her. 
 
    “He’s a loving guy.” 
 
    “I can see that.” Megan rubbed down his back and patted at the base of his tail. Like most cats, Joxer loved it, and a rumbling purr started in his chest. 
 
    “You’ll be his new best friend.” 
 
    Megan stood up, knowing they were waiting on her, and found Alex staring at her with a tender expression. She felt her face warm. “What?” 
 
    He quickly averted his gaze. “Nothing. You just looked…happy petting him. It was nice.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Cassie drawled, “let me show you where you’ll be sleeping.” 
 
    The kitchen connected to a dining room and living room, only separated by counters and hanging cabinets. The trio passed through the living room and entered a long hallway. Cassie stopped at the second door they passed and pushed the cracked door open with her foot. She placed Megan’s bags on the bed. 
 
    Megan looked around the quaint room. It was decorated modestly—pale yellow walls that matched the flowers on the quilt covering the bed, a small nightstand with a lamp and alarm clock, an antique dresser with mirror, and a hope chest tucked against the foot of the bed.  
 
    Cassie set the bags on the hope chest. “Crap. I forgot to replace the batteries in the clock. I should have a nine volt lying around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I got my new cellphone. This is great, Cassie. Thank you for taking me in.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s my pleasure. Glad to help. My room’s right there down the hall if you need me. Day or night.” 
 
    Megan had noted the closed door at the end of the L-shaped hallway. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Megan, how about you get settled, and we’ll all go grab a bite to eat. Cas, have you eaten yet?” 
 
    “I grabbed something earlier. Y’all go on without me.” Cassie left the guest room, and Megan could hear her talking to Joxer as she walked back toward the kitchen. 
 
    “Come on Joxer. Leave our new guest alone. And don’t you love her more than me, you asshole. Remember who feeds you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    FLOODLIGHTS AND A FIRE TRUCK’S headlights illuminated the area around the victim’s body. Alex walked up to Peters, who was standing at the yellow police tape. 
 
    “Ironic, ain’t it? Seems like she’s trying to climb out of the ditch, like she just fell into it. Even in death, she’s still trying to fight.” 
 
    Alex looked at him for a minute and then dipped under the tape without a comment. He wasn’t in the mood. Alex knew the younger officer was just trying to make light of a dark situation, but it wasn’t something to say right then. This poor woman was dead; it didn’t matter how much of a fight she had put up. She’d lost. 
 
    Picking up on his disdain, Peters mumbled, “Sorry. I didn’t mean-” 
 
    “I know. Don’t worry about it, Eric,” Alex said, feeling like a jackass. 
 
    John stood beside Ed, and both watched Al as he examined the body. She’d been a beautiful girl in life. Long light blonde hair flowed around her shoulders. Ideal cheekbones made her face picture perfect. She was thin but not so thin that you’d be turned off. Now, however, all of the beauty life had adorned her with was gone. Alex sidled up to the duo, raising an eyebrow at John. John smiled sheepishly, knowing that Alex was looking at him that way because of his recent absenteeism. 
 
    Ed’s nostrils flared. “This is the fourth victim, Alex. What are you doing to find these guys? We’ve never had something like this happen here before.” 
 
    “There’ve been some advances, sir. John and I did a lot of research and info gathering today. More importantly, Megan remembered what the two men looked like, and we rushed over to Sam Neunan’s place to get some sketches. They’re currently being sent out to every officer, as well as local police departments.” 
 
    “Well, that’s some good news. When are we going to release the sketches to the public?” 
 
    “I’m not certain about that, sir. I know the public can help, but these guys are pretty common-looking. They don’t have anything that would set them apart, like scars or tattoos. I’m concerned that everyone will start pointing the finger at their neighbors, and we’ll be sent on a lot of wild goose chases. I’m also concerned that it could make the perps go into hiding, run, or escalate.” 
 
    “I understand the situation; been there myself. You’re right. We might want to sit on the sketches another day and just have the patrolling officers looking out; they have the training for this type of thing. We can touch base on this tomorrow evening if there’s been no progression.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alex said. 
 
    “Step up your efforts. You and your partner need to pull in any resources you may need,” Ed said. The word partner was heavy with sarcasm, and John avoided eye contact with their boss. 
 
    Ed departed shortly after that, and John’s trepidation left with him. 
 
    “What were you doing when we got the call?” John asked conversationally. “I’m surprised I beat you here.” 
 
    “I took Megan to the Mexican restaurant. We were there when I got the call, so I had to drop her off at Nash’s place.” 
 
    “I hate when we get the call when we’re in the middle of something.” 
 
    “We’re on call 24/7. That’s what we signed up for.” He pictured Megan’s smile disintegrating as she’d realized what the call was about. 
 
    “Another one?” she’d asked. 
 
    He’d nodded grimly. Alex caught the waitress as she was passing by and asked for boxes and the check. On the ride back to Cassie’s house, Megan had been withdrawn, clutching her takeout box as if it were a lifeline. She spoke so quietly that he’d almost missed it over the whirr of the car’s air conditioner. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Alex.” 
 
    His hands had tightened around the steering wheel until his knuckles showed white under the passing street lamps. “I’m not sorry,” he’d growled, his anger spiking. “I just want these assholes in the ground!” 
 
    Megan had stared at him with a mixture of horror and worry. 
 
    He’d forced his hands to loosen, then moved one to rest atop hers. He squeezed her hand. She tensed and wouldn’t look him in the eye. 
 
    “Megan, I didn’t mean that. I just want justice for those girls. For you.” 
 
    Surprising him, she’d turned her palm to face his and squeezed back. “I know, Alex. They aren’t going to stop until someone stops them.”
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    THE MORGUE WAS EMPTY AND chilly as Alex left the open and airy ground level, descended the stairs, and slowly entered the basement area where the autopsies were performed.  
 
    Al was getting up there in years, and Alex would miss him once he retired. Alex had the feeling, though, that Al would hang on as long as he could. He needed a cane to help him stand, and he often sat during his autopsies, but his brain was still as sharp as the day he’d started. 
 
    Alex donned gloves and walked over to Al, who was waiting by the victim. He pulled out his notepad and noticed for the first time that Al almost seemed bright and exuberant.  He was hopeful that it was something related to the case but didn’t say anything because he knew Al loved the big reveal. 
 
    “Morning, Dr. Cooper.” 
 
    “Mornin,” Al said, and then he shot straight into the rundown. “Her name is Arden Crane, twenty-five, from Charlotte, NC. She wasn’t in any of the databases, but I realized I’d seen her face before. She’s the daughter of Mark Crane, as in the famous retired country singer.” 
 
    Al grabbed a magazine from the table behind him and handed it to Alex. He had it opened to an article about Mark Crane’s supposed drinking binge over Memorial Day weekend. There was a picture of the whole Crane family in their home. Alex felt his eyebrows raise. Why was Al reading a tabloid magazine? 
 
    Al grabbed the magazine from his hands and placed it back on the table. “I do a lot of reading around here; I’m usually not as popular as I have been lately,” Al explained. “Anyway, they’re not going to be too happy when they get the news about their daughter. Get ready for that bombshell.” 
 
    “What was she doing here in the middle of nowhere?” 
 
    “I haven’t a clue,” Al said, shrugged. 
 
    Alex pondered for a moment. “Fine, I’ll take care of the notification ASAP. Got a COD?” 
 
    “Same as the others: strangulation. She was killed and dumped within a very short span of time. Her liver temperature was eighty-six degrees, so she died approximately five hours before she was found.” 
 
    “That seems a little quick. I wonder when she was abducted. If she was a popular girl, like I suspect, her parents or friends should be able to help us figure that out.” He made a note on his pad. “I hope these guys aren’t accelerating.” 
 
    “Me too, me too.” Al waved his hand toward the body, ready to continue. “There appears to be some of the same fibers as with the other girls. She has some gruesome bruising around her hands. The other girls’ binding bruising wasn’t quite this bad. Not sure if that’s significant. This is just my opinion, but it seems like a lot of aggression went into her killing, more than before. Different from Miss Crawford, too. The bruising on Arden Crane’s neck went all the way down. She was strangled much tighter than the first two. There’s another major difference from the others: we got a biological.” Al paused for emphasis before he continued. “We have a semen sample. I found it in a small tear in her vaginal wall.”  
 
    Al turned and grabbed an evidence bag from the table behind him. He tossed it to Alex, who stared down at the bag in his hand, surprised. 
 
    “You gotta be shittin’ me.” 
 
    “Yes, I was shocked too,” Al said. “They got sloppy. Not sure if they forgot to use a condom or missed it during their cleanup ritual. Hopefully this will help us locate at least one ID if they are in CODIS.” 
 
    “Cross your fingers, Al. I’m going to take this to the lab right away,” Alex said. I wonder what led to this mistake. Maybe they’re devolving, or there’s dissention in the ranks. Maybe Megan surviving is causing them to mess up and accelerate their ritual. 
 
      
 
      
 
    JOHN NEEDED TO GET HIS ass out of bed. He knew this, but it was such a struggle some mornings. The haze was especially strong today. He couldn’t even really remember what he did last night.  
 
    When he’d arrived home, Joy had some friends over—a couple of strung out girls from the other side of the tracks. His neighbors probably had a cow that these types of people were coming and going from their neighborhood. He was surprised that they hadn’t called the cops yet. They probably think all cops are as corrupt as you.  
 
    Joy and the girls were already wasted. Drug paraphernalia covered the coffee table, and he’d stared down at it a long time before he went into the kitchen and grabbed two beers, both for himself. As he entered the living room again, one of the girls was shooting up. He watched with an eagerness he despised as the liquid left the needle and entered her body. She’d been using for a long time and had moved on to using her femoral artery since the ones in her arms were too collapsed. John knew what she was doing was very dangerous. The femoral artery was a much larger vessel, and it was considerably more dangerous to inject there. But the young woman did it anyway, in his living room, wearing nothing but a thin pink thong. Her breasts were perky, and John couldn’t help but stare at them. Hey, if she’s going to sit around like that, I have the right to stare, he’d assured himself. 
 
    Joy stirred from her haze and lazily walked over to him, trying to look provocative. She didn’t, but John still felt himself getting excited, probably from the other girl more than her.  
 
    “Hey, baby,” she said as she slid her arms around his neck and hung there like a limp rag. 
 
    He was forced to hold the majority of her weight and her body rubbed up against his. Slowly her hand raised from her side and grabbed his groin. 
 
    “Well, well—what do we have here?” she’d asked teasingly. 
 
    She massaged him through his pants until he’d panted lightly. Then she ran back to the couch giggling like a little school girl. Man, she really knew how to get him going. Joy had flopped back onto the couch and grabbed a new individually wrapped needle from the box. That was the one stipulation that John had about her doing drugs around him. He knew the risks of spreading HIV and other diseases, and he didn’t want to stick his dick in a potential hazard zone. John fed Joy and her friends a steady supply. The county had started taking part in the harm reduction programs where you could exchange dirty needles for clean ones; John had helped himself a few times now to a box or two from the storage closet. 
 
    Joy hadn’t been shooting up for as long or as often as her new friends, and the veins in her arm were still in decent shape. She’d recently switched to her other arm, though, because the track marks were getting worse. The liquid shot into her vein, and she smiled gleefully. She leaned down and began playing with the nipples on the other girl. The girl moaned and wiggled a little. Joy watched John the whole time, enjoying the reaction she elicited from him. He’d chugged the rest of his first beer and started the second one immediately, watching them with hungry eyes. Joy eventually went into a drug haze and sagged back against the couch, her hand sliding to fall on the other girl’s crotch. Meanwhile, the girl in the recliner remained comatose the whole time, and John really hoped she was still alive. He never went to check on her.  
 
    He’d gone back into the kitchen then and done a few shots of cheap whiskey. God, he hated what his life had become. Most nights, he got so drunk that he couldn’t remember a lot of what happened. He preferred it that way. John had worked his ass off for years to become a detective and hadn’t been able to get the promotion until he was thirty-six. Things had been great until he met Joy. He wasn’t delusional enough to think that his life was still as good as it had been prior to Joy. He didn’t drink or have drugs in his house. He was always on time for work and never missed a beat. There was just something about Joy that pulled him in—an addiction. He couldn’t get enough of her and wanted to do whatever she asked. It was like he wasn’t anything without her. She knew how to work him just right, in every way. 
 
    Another few shots of whiskey had gone down, and John’s daily pity party had faded away. He had walked back into the living room, and, well, he couldn’t remember what happened after that. All he knew now was that he needed to get up and go to work. 
 
    Joy picked that time to roll over and put her arm around him in her sleep. He sighed. I just love her so much.  
 
    “You going to work today?” she asked in her sexy, husky sleep voice. 
 
    “I need to at some point.” 
 
    “Just stay a little longer,” she whined. 
 
    “Maybe. I’m not sure thou-.” 
 
    Suddenly she was kissing down his chest, then his stomach, and then she took him into her mouth. He groaned and grabbed the sheets with both hands. John finished quickly and she climbed back onto his chest, knowing she’d really been the one to win.  
 
    He recovered rapidly. That was his thing. And soon they were grinding against each other, the cheap bed rocking underneath them. A sudden rush of anger washed over him, and he grabbed her throat as he slid in and out of her. Her eyes bulged, but he kept squeezing. Right before she passed out from the lack of oxygen, she had an orgasm. He let go of her throat, and she cried out in intense pleasure. John finished with her and they fell back onto the sheets.  
 
    This wasn’t the only time he’d choked her. When he thought back to that first time, he always wondered if he was actually planning to kill her. Joy had been turning blue when she came and it shocked him so much that he let go of her throat. She’d thought he was being kinky, and she liked the erotic asphyxiation. He’d just hoped she would die.    
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER LEAVING THE MORGUE, ALEX had returned to his office to collect Megan, who’d been going through books of mug shots. 
 
    “Anyone?” Alex had asked hopefully. 
 
    Megan had tossed the book onto the table with frustration. “No one! Nobody stands out to me. I’ve been staring so long that their faces are starting to merge together.” 
 
    Alex had held up the evidence bag, “We got DNA.” In his excitement, he’d spoken before she had a chance to respond. “Let’s go. We’re taking a trip to Alpharetta.” 
 
    Now they were inside the incredibly large building that housed Forensic Laboratories, Inc., and Alex was knocking on a closed office door. The plaque on the door said Marissa Jacobs. 
 
    “Come in,” came a muffled reply. 
 
    Alex opened the door and went inside. Megan followed behind.  Marissa Jacobs sat at her desk typing on her computer. She looked up as they entered. Alex approached the desk, and Megan stood against the wall by the door, trying to stay out of the way. 
 
    Megan studied Marissa. Alex told her about his sister during the ride to Alpharetta. He adored his little sister, and not just because she worked in a forensics lab. They must have been so cute playing together as little children. 
 
    “…and this is Megan Crawford,” Alex said. 
 
    Megan startled and realized that she’d been entirely in her head and had missed Alex’s and Marissa’s greeting. Marissa was coming toward her with her hand outstretched. 
 
    “Hey, there. I’m Marissa Jacobs. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Hi,” Megan said, shaking her hand.  
 
    “So, what can I do for you?” Marissa asked Alex as she turned back to him. 
 
    Alex pulled out the evidence bag. “Got some more evidence I’d like you to process.” 
 
    “Same ol’ stuff?” Marissa asked. 
 
    “Basically,” Alex said. The corner of his mouth lifted in a sly smile. “Plus a DNA sample.” 
 
    Marissa perked up. “That’s great Alex. I’ll definitely get this as high up on the list as I can.” 
 
    “Thank you. When do you think you will have results for me?” 
 
    “I’m hoping for Tuesday at the latest for the evidence you brought the other day. I’ll rush the DNA, but it depends on how much flirting I can do with the lab tech I know,” Marissa said and winked. 
 
    “Geez, I don’t need my sister prostituting herself to get my lab results!” Alex cried, waving his hands in the air in mock panic. 
 
    “Hey, I only have sex with him for fun, not for work reasons.” Marissa joked.  
 
    Alex covered his ears and ran to the door. “Not listening!” he yelled. He ran into the closed door intentionally but made it seem like an accident. He fell backward into Marissa and grabbed her. They laughed. 
 
    This was probably how their childhood was. Alex acting like a goofball and Marissa making bold, self-confident statements. 
 
    “You need to get out of here, Alex,” Marissa said. “You’re making me act so unprofessional!” She pushed him toward the door and opened it for him.  
 
    “Bye,” Megan said as she left, waving goodbye to Marissa. 
 
    “Nice meeting you,” Marissa said. 
 
    “You too,” Megan said as Marissa closed the office door behind them. 
 
    Alex was chuckling to himself as they walked down the hallway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    DURING THEIR RIDE BACK TO Coopersville, Alex glanced at Megan, who was staring out the window. The sky outside had darkened, threatening a downpour to delay their commute. 
 
    “You doing okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Huh, yeah. I was just thinking,” she replied. 
 
    “Oh,” he said. He felt compelled to cheer her up. “So what exactly do you do, for your job? I mean I know you work at the zoo, but do you have a specific job or specialty?” 
 
    “I work with large mammals.” 
 
    “Large mammals?” 
 
    “Yeah. We have the usual: bears, rhinos, elephants. But my favorites are the big cats. Lions, tigers, pumas, and leopards.” 
 
    “That sounds like a fun job. I’m sure it’s a lot of work, but you get to interact with such fascinating animals.”  
 
    “Yes, it can be a lot of work at times, but I love watching the cats prowl around their enclosures. Part of me is upset at how we confine them to cages. But then I think about how many people would miss out on seeing them. There’s nothing like watching a jaguar move through the trees. How it can blend in when the cat wants to. It’s amazing.” 
 
    Alex smiled at Megan. 
 
    “It sounds it. Have you ever thought about working with them in the wild?” 
 
    “Many times. But I’ve never pursued it. It’s a lot of work, and they’re so hard to find in the wild. They smell you coming from a mile away, and you never see them. Plus with all of their natural habitats disappearing, it’s become even harder to locate them. A lot of species will be extinct before you know it.” 
 
    “It’s a shame. I remember watching a documentary, and part of it talked about how tigers are killed in India because they’re going into populated areas. I couldn’t help but think to myself that it was their land first.” 
 
    “Exactly! So your sister is very pretty,” Megan said, changing the subject abruptly. 
 
    He took a second to recover. “Uh, yeah, she is. She definitely got the attractive genes in the family.” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Megan blurted out and then slammed her mouth shut, a blush creeping up her neck. “What made you want to become a cop?” she asked quickly, but her gaze was anywhere but toward him. 
 
    Alex fought to keep a straight face, to not react to her calling him cute without meaning to. “Well, it was a lot of different things. Some of my family was in law enforcement, so there was a lot of influence on me from them. I also just got tired of seeing bad things happen to good people. I wanted to be someone who helped them.” 
 
    “That’s very noble of you.” 
 
    Megan’s scarlet hue receded, and they continued chatting as Alex drove them back to Coopersville. 
 
      
 
      
 
    LATER THAT AFTERNOON, MEGAN AND Alex worked together in the conference room, looking over maps and papers spread all over the tabletop. On their way back to the station, Megan had asked to learn more about the case, and Alex had regretfully taken her there. He wasn’t thinking about the fact that the walls were covered with photographs of the victims, including shots of Megan. He couldn’t believe he’d been that careless. Her face had paled a little, but she put forth a good effort and went over to study the other victims’ photos, avoiding her own. He knew it upset her; that could’ve been her. She jumped slightly as the loud sound of thunder shook the building. The storm had reached Coopersville.  
 
    After Megan finished looking around the room, Alex pulled down his map to show her his theories. He pointed to the spot on the map where he and John had drawn the circle of a potential comfort zone. “Here’s where you were found and where the other girls were found,” Alex said, pointing to the individual dots. “I suspect the perpetrators live within this area,” Alex said, pointing to the circle. Arden’s site was now added to the group, which had a minor effect on the circle. A second one was drawn in a different color to show the slight change.  
 
    “That makes sense,” Megan said. 
 
    “We have a list going of the properties that have been abandoned or rented. Some have been ruled out already, but we still have a decent list. The storm that just started up is going to ruin any chances we have of going out before it gets dark. I’m thinking the search will resume tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Megan said. 
 
    Alex got up and headed toward the door. “Wait here for a minute. I have to update Captain Bridges before we leave for the day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ED LOOKED UP AS SOMEONE cleared their throat in the doorway. He studied Alex a moment before speaking. He was still a little upset from earlier when he passed the conference room and saw Megan Crawford looking through their case files. That was against protocol. There was vital information that they needed to keep from the public in case they got a confession. Sometimes Alex thought more with his heart than his head. He sighed and asked, “So, what did you find out today?” 
 
    “After taking the DNA to the lab this morning, I did some more research and added some properties to the list. So far none of them have panned out. We’ve used plain clothes and unmarked cars to try to stay off the radar, but someone will eventually notice us poking around. Tomorrow morning I’ll send everyone out again and plan to go myself to speed things up.” 
 
    “She going to be with you?” Ed asked. 
 
    “She’s shown a lot of interest in helping.” 
 
    “I don’t want her to go.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Ed’s frown deepened. “Have there been any suspicious actions from her? Why hasn’t she remembered anything? It just doesn’t feel right.”  
 
    “I have some theories about what could’ve happened with her memory, the foremost of which is that she puts up a good front and seems like a strong girl, but it’s something mental. Shock—whatever you want to call it. That’s what’s making her forget.” 
 
    “It’s a good theory, but I’m still worried about you. You’re obviously getting close to her, and you’re getting attached to this case. I just don’t want you to come out the other side hurt—or worse.” 
 
    “I know I’ve said this several times, Captain, but I’m trusting my intuition. I feel she’s going to be the one who leads us to them, the one who ultimately solves this for us. I know it sounds crazy and very unlike me, but I’m leaving the rulebook behind on this one. Until today we’ve had two killers who are masters at what they’re doing. These guys are smart, and they have a plan. We’ve found no evidence to help us catch them.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right about Megan; I really do.” Ed rubbed his hand across his head. “Be careful tomorrow. Watch your back.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alex said and left the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
    THAT NIGHT, CASSIE AND MEGAN cooked dinner together. Cassie layered noodles, sauce, and cheese together to make a quick lasagna while Megan prepared the salad and garlic rolls.  
 
    Megan’s stomach growled as Cassie served her a thick slice of lasagna. “It’s nice of you to cook dinner for me. It’s nice enough that you let me stay here,” she said. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure. I enjoy cooking but really don’t have a reason to do it since I live alone. Something like this lasagna would go bad before I could eat it all.” 
 
    “I enjoy cooking too. When I’m in the mood to make something big like this, I freeze it into portions and thaw it a little at a time when I’m in the mood for it.” 
 
    “You know, my mom’s told me to do that a thousand times, but I’m too stubborn or lazy to do it. Probably both.” She laughed, and Megan joined her.  
 
    They ate silently for a while before Megan spoke again. “I really hope Alex and I can get somewhere tomorrow. Did he tell you what we’re doing? Are you part of the search team?” 
 
    Cassie nodded. “Yes to both.” 
 
    “TV shows make this process seem so fast. They solve the case in an afternoon.” 
 
    “I know. Real life is nowhere near as interesting. On TV, a guy gets killed, and there’s some twisted backstory where he was connected to someone or some event, and it got him killed. So the detectives have to find the trail and figure out who really killed him. In real life, things like that rarely happen. If a wife dies, it’s usually the husband, and he did it just because he didn’t want to be married to her. A guy dies, and his brother killed him because he wanted to inherit all the money from their recently deceased father. It always boils down to human nature and greed, nothing flashy and complicated.” 
 
    “It’s horrible, the things we do to each other. It amazes me every day, the things I hear about.” She paused, “But it’s good to have police officers like you who care enough to want to see justice happen.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I really wish I could remember more. Something to get us one step closer. It’s driving me crazy!” Or maybe I’ve gone crazy already. 
 
    Cassie leaned forward, bringing herself closer to Megan, and said, “I know it’s hard to believe me when I say this, but don’t beat yourself up about it. I know time is of the essence here, but I was talking to Alex earlier, and he’s worried that part of the reason you do not remember everything is because of the stress you’re putting on yourself.” 
 
    Megan tried to hide her dismayed expression by taking a bite of food. She could tell by Cassie’s reaction that she’d read her face.  
 
    “Don’t take that the wrong way. Please. I’m just saying—it’ll come to you naturally, and you forcing it only hurts you more. We don’t want to see you hurt any more than you already have been.” 
 
    Megan didn’t reply, and they ate in silence for several minutes. Cassie must have realized she’s upset you and knows well enough to give you some space to think. Give her a break. Megan knew she was beating herself and Cassie up too much, but she was too proud to admit it. She was smart enough to know that the effects of the drugs would have worn off by now. Megan knew her issues were psychological. She wouldn’t say anything to Cassie or Alex, though; she didn’t want them to judge her or send her to a shrink—or worse, to an institution. She’d already had multiple hallucinations. Maybe you belong in an institution. She shook her head and Cassie gave her a quizzical look. No, you don’t! She was determined to be involved with this case and catch the bastards who’d tried to kill her. No one understood her determination, her drive for justice. She knew she needed to heal—but until things were finished, she refused to pity herself. 
 
    After finishing her meal, Megan excused herself, saying she was tired and wanted to make sure she got enough sleep for the next day. Cassie said she understood, and they said goodnight. In the guest room, Megan sat on the edge of the bed and stared at herself in the dresser’s mirror for a long time, willing herself to remember. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ON THE OTHER SIDE OF town, Ed Bridges was having a late dinner with his wife. He’d stayed late to fill out more of the endless avalanche of paperwork that always buried police captains. His wife, Martha, had graciously kept dinner warm for them until he arrived home. Ed pushed around the food on his plate while his mind wandered. 
 
    “Are you okay, dear?” Martha asked.  
 
    “Huh?” Ed said, looking up.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she repeated.  
 
    Ed sighed heavily. “Yes. It’s just Gray’s case. In all my years, I’ve never had to deal with multiple murders like this before.” 
 
    “I know. It’s horrible. Those poor women.” 
 
    “Gray’s the best we have, and I know he can do this. I just…I just worry he’s getting too into this case.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “The girl who got away, Megan Crawford, has Alex wrapped around her little finger. He brought her onto the case, and now he’s going off alone with her to investigate.” 
 
    “And you don’t trust her?” Martha asked. “Has she done something to raise your suspicions?” 
 
    “No. I know I’m probably being irrational. She hasn’t done anything suspicious. Civilians should never be privy to the inner workings of an open case. Her involvement could make the work we’ve done inadmissible if this goes to court.” 
 
    “I understand that, but what’s the real reason you’re acting like this?” 
 
    Ed stared at her like she was speaking in tongues. 
 
    “You’ve known Alex for years. You’re always talking about how he’s the best detective you’ve ever worked with. You also told me about his family and what happened. How he can’t connect to most people because he’s still wounded over it. So now he’s found someone that he has connected to emotionally, and you’re feeling the need to overprotect him so he doesn’t get hurt again.” 
 
    Ed chuckled. “Honey, I really hope that’s what it is. But I’m still going to watch after him with both eyes and ears.” 
 
    “I know, honey. He’s lucky to have you. You’re like the surrogate father he needs.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you become a psychologist?” Ed joked. 
 
    Martha shrugged her shoulders. “I needed decades to learn you, honey. I don’t think patients would be that dedicated to sticking around.” 
 
    “Worth every second,” Ed said, reaching across the table to squeeze Martha’s hand. 
 
    His stomach growled, and he realized his appetite had returned, thanks to Martha. He cleared his plate in just a few minutes.
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    EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, A small group sat around the station’s conference room table. Just about everyone had a steaming mug of coffee in front of them, trying to gather as much energy as they could for the long day ahead. The officers going out in groups were dressed in plain clothes. Some officers were dressed in their uniforms. They would patrol the roads looking for the suspects. Ed sat at the head of the table with Alex beside him. 
 
    Alex stood up and cleared his throat. All chatter quieted as everyone looked at him. “Thanks everyone for coming in and helping out today,” he began. “I know for some of you it’s your day off and that most of you have been working extended shifts. I appreciate you taking the time to help us again.” 
 
    “We all want to do our part to help catch these guys before they hurt anyone else,” Peters chimed in. Grunts of agreement sounded across the room. No one was happy with what these vicious murders were doing to their usually calm community.  
 
    Alex walked over to the map on the wall. “As most of you know, we’ve designated an area of interest where we think the suspects have been taking their victims.” He pointed to the area. “Teams have already begun to check possible locations within and around this area, but I want to hit a lot more places today. The storm yesterday really hindered our progress. At the top of the list are buildings that’ve been abandoned, are unowned, or are on a lease,” he continued. “We need to be as discreet as possible here, so plain clothes and unmarked cars are a must.” 
 
    Everyone agreed with a nod. 
 
    “We need to fit in as much as possible. Those going into the woods need to look like hikers; those going down unused roads need to look like lost tourists. I know this is common sense, but we all need to be on the right page here. All I’m looking for is a brief search of the property. Drive by and walk the grounds if possible, but don’t be seen. If these guys catch wind of us, they could run. Or worse, we could have a confrontation. I don’t want anyone to interact with any suspects without backup. These guys are serious, and we have no clue what their endgame is.” 
 
    Everyone nodded again. 
 
    “Stay with your partners, and call back up if it’s needed. I cannot emphasize this enough. I don’t want anyone getting hurt today. I’ve passed out lists of locations to every team. Make sure you check in every two hours. That’s all. Stay safe out there.” 
 
    Everybody stood up from the table and filed out the door. Ed and Cassie spoke quietly for a moment before she left and Ed walked over to Alex and leaned in closely.  
 
    “Watch your back, okay?” 
 
    “I know. I will.” 
 
    Ed glanced at John, who was talking to Peters and looked bored out of his mind. “I think it might be better to have John with you.” 
 
    “We’re in teams of two so we can cover more ground. I’ll be fine with Megan. Peters doesn’t have as much experience, and I know John will look out for him.” 
 
    Alex had purposefully stuck John with Peters. He knew John didn’t like Peters because he was talkative and could get on your nerves after a while. Alex really liked Peters, so he felt a little bad about teaming him with John, but he knew John was a good cop and would watch Peters’ back. He also wanted to punish John for how he’d been acting lately and how absent he’d been. Alex had been surprised when John showed up this morning. He’d watched John gulp down three cups of coffee, but the man still looked like he was fighting to stay awake.    
 
    Ed tried to stare him down. Alex wondered if Ed had figured out why John wasn’t teamed with him. He let out a breath he hadn’t realize he’d been holding as Ed turned and left the conference room with the last of the stragglers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A FEW HOURS LATER, ALEX and Megan drove down a long stretch of road. They stopped at an old, unused building. After seeing nothing suspicious when they walked the grounds, they headed back to the car. Alex could sense that Megan was getting anxious for some sort of development. None of the other groups had reported finding anything either.  
 
    Alex noticed that Megan was tapping and shaking her foot restlessly. The whole car was swaying from her constant movement. He looked at her with concern and with slight amusement. “We’re about halfway through our list. How about we stop and have some lunch on the way to the next spot?” 
 
    “Sure,” Megan replied. 
 
    They ate in an open field beside an old dirt road. Butterflies and honeybees bobbed around from flower to flower, collecting nectar and pollen. Birds sang from their nests in the trees, and small animals scurried around as they searched for their lunch. Alex noticed that being in the field had relaxed Megan. When they’d first arrived, she’d been tense and ready to get on their way, but as their meal progressed, she’d closed her eyes and leaned against a rock, obviously enjoying the sun as they ate their peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. 
 
    The day had turned out relatively cool, thanks to the heavy rainfall the night before. Alex was surprised, considering how hot it had been so far this month. He’d enjoyed the cooler temperatures that living north of Atlanta had brought, but the weather had become a little unpredictable. He was wondering if he should really consider global warming as a possibility when Megan pulled him from his musings.  
 
    “This is a beautiful place,” Megan said.  
 
    “I found it shortly after I moved here. There’s a campground about half a mile away. I stumbled upon it hiking while I was camping.” 
 
    Alex finished the last of his potato chips and started to pack up. “We should probably head back out.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re wasting daylight,” Megan took a lingering look around the field, “even though it is so peaceful out here. If not for the circumstances, I could stay here all day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    JOHN WAS GOING TO KILL Peters. He’d arrived at the station that morning assuming he would be going out with Alex on the search and had been very stunned and pissed when he learned that Alex—his partner—was going out with someone else. Not just someone else: a fucking civilian who didn’t even have a gun in case something happened. John had tried not to let his emotions show, but he was hurt. It’s not like you can blame Alex; he’s given you countless chances to be his partner lately, and you’ve left him high and dry. No wonder he chose to go out with someone else.  
 
    John rubbed his throbbing forehead. It’d been killing him all day, and Peters wasn’t helping. At one point, John had just started to ignore the younger cop, and he’d taken the hint and at long last shut up. He was still sulking, and it was annoying John. 
 
    “So what were you saying earlier about your mom’s famous rhubarb pie?” John asked, trying to have at least one person he worked with like him. 
 
    Peters perked up as if nothing had ever happened. “Well, her secret is that she uses blackberries instead of the strawberries that everyone usually uses. It makes all the difference because…” 
 
    John stopped listening then, and his thoughts went back to how he was going to revive his career. He nodded a few times so Peters thought he was listening. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE LIGHT HAD BEGUN TO dim as the sun started its descent behind the mountains. Alex and Megan once again made their way back to the car empty-handed. A small farmhouse stood behind them, and they passed a “For Sale” sign posted in the front yard. 
 
    “I feel like we got really close today,” Megan said. 
 
    “Yeah, me too. But we haven’t heard any good news from the other search parties, so today was a bust,” Alex replied. 
 
    Megan sighed. “Well, we need to do this. Process of elimination and all that.” 
 
    “True, but if every team completed their list like we did, then there aren’t a lot of leftovers, and all of the more probable locations were given out this morning,” Alex said, defeated. 
 
    “We can still try them tomorrow, and then move outside the comfort zone more if needed. We’ll get them, I’m sure of it,” Megan said, trying to lift both their spirits.  
 
    They drove away from the last site, and Megan looked out the window at the forest as it passed. A dirt driveway flew past, barely visible from the highway. The mailbox was the only indication that a house was down the road. Just over the ridge, behind the house, and way out of Megan’s sight, a small cabin sat in the growing darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    DURING THE DRIVE BACK TO the station, Alex’s cell phone rang. He answered quickly, hoping it was good news from one of the search teams.  
 
    “Gray,” he said, then paused to listen. “Jesus fucking Christ, Ed. You gotta be kidding me!” Megan looked at him questioningly as he listened again. “Yeah, I’ll be right there,” he muttered and hung up. 
 
    Alex breathed slowly in an attempt to calm down. He’d had such a long day, and this was the last thing he needed. Megan tried not to bug him, but he could tell she was looking at him, wanting to know what was happening. He blew out a stream of air from between his clenched teeth.  
 
    “Against mine and the Captain’s wishes, Mr. Crane is in the middle of throwing a press conference.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Megan exclaimed. 
 
    “‘Oh shit’ is right,” Alex said as they hit the paved road and he accelerated down the highway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    RAY AND JAMES SAT AT the kitchen table in their house eating venison stew. The kitchen’s walls were decorated with a country theme. Decorative roosters of various colors and sizes were all over the room: on the wallpaper, as statues, and in a variety of fridge magnets. Ray set his spoon down and picked up his buck knife from the table top. He leaned over and started messily cutting another rooster out of the wallpaper; he’d been working on it long enough that almost every rooster was cut out from around where his chair sat. Ray’s attention shot to the TV as a special report flashed on the screen. 
 
    Mark Crane’s large form was dwarfed by the swarm of press microphones jutting attentively out of the podium he stood behind. The impromptu press conference was taking place in the Coopersville Civic Center. Ray could see the banners hanging in the background advertising the neighborhood yard sale to be held there the upcoming weekend. Another banner hung next to it discussing safety at the public pool that summer. 
 
    The murder of a celebrity’s daughter had attracted more than the local newspaper. The Atlanta and Chattanooga news outlets had sent their people up now. Ray was a little dismayed about how much attention their run was getting. He didn’t like how the little town was filling up with people. More eyes studying them with curiosity and mistrust. 
 
    “All I have to say,” Mr. Crane began, “is that whoever did this to my little girl is going to pay. The officers here are going to find you, you animals! Then I’m going to tear you to pieces with my bare hands!” Mr. Crane slammed his fist into the podium, causing an ear-piercing shriek from the mass of microphones. He regained control and leaned forward again to speak. “You better watch yourselves. That’s all I have to say.” 
 
    He turned away from the podium, tears in his eyes, and stalked away as questions were flung in the air like fireworks. The screen cut away to two police sketches that looked very similar to Ray and James. A news anchor stated that the bereaved father had acquired the sketches at the police station and shared them with one of their news crews right before the press conference. 
 
    James’ eyes were wide as his gaze traveled from the TV and onto Ray. Ray could feel the heat in his cheeks and his teeth grinding together as his jaw worked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX, CASSIE, AND MEGAN LOUNGED in Cassie’s living room, each with a drink in hand. Megan looked longingly at her glass, wishing the liquor would take effect and calm her nerves. When they’d arrived back at the station, some newsperson had recognized Megan immediately and they’d been attracted to her like moths to a flame. Alex had to save her from them because she was so taken by surprise that she just gawked at them as questions came from every angle. As they entered, they had to push through the crowd of reporters trying to shout questions, as well as the line of officers keeping them at bay. 
 
    Then they’d gone inside to find that the police station had turned into a madhouse. A cacophony of ringing phones with its shrill clatters rang out. Returning policeman from the day’s hunt hastening here, there, and everywhere, over and around one another, papers rustling anxiously in their hands as they attempted to coordinate their findings with Alex also filled the room. 
 
    The Captain was in a heated conversation with Mark Crane about whether or not the force could handle this case anymore. He was demanding that the GBI or FBI be called in, and Captain Bridges was trying to calm him down while also reprimanding him for his actions. 
 
    “You can’t just go on the news and say whatever you want,” Captain Bridges had said. “What if you spooked them? Then we may never find them. What if it makes them target someone else? I know you want to find your daughter’s killers, but this was not the way. I should arrest you for interfering with a police investigation! How could you steal those sketches and give them to the press? We were going to release them when the time was right.”  
 
    That had set Mr. Crane off again. Megan had tried to help and talk to him, thinking that her firsthand knowledge could help, but she could tell seeing her had upset him more. She could assume what he was thinking: why did she escape? Why couldn’t it be my little girl? Megan ended up hiding in Alex’s office the rest of the time they were there, crying as silently as she could. Eventually, Alex had sorted enough out that they could head home. He’d searched around until he found her. It was obvious he knew she’d been crying. He’d snuck her out the back entrance and quickly tucked her into his car. When they got to Cassie’s house, she’d poured them all a stiff drink.  
 
    “I am so on edge,” Megan said, forcing a chuckle. 
 
    “You aren’t the only one,” Alex replied with a gruff. 
 
    “It’s a tough situation all around,” Cassie threw in. 
 
    “I’m sorry; I shouldn’t be so selfish,” Megan said, “I can’t even begin to understand what you two must be going through.” 
 
    “You’re not being selfish in the slightest!” Alex said with force behind it. “You’ve been through an ordeal.” 
 
    “We both have. I appreciate all you’ve done for me, I really do, but it’s been really hard not having someone who knows me really well here.” She turned her attention to Cassie. “I’ve loved getting to know you; don’t get me wrong or be offended.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Cassie replied and patted Megan’s shoulder as she went to refill her and Alex’s glasses. 
 
    Glad she hadn’t upset her new friend, Megan continued. “My sister’s in another country, and I told her not to come back even though I should have let her. I really miss my parents right now; I just want my mom to come and make it all better. Though I know that even if she was around, she couldn’t stop this from happening.” 
 
    “I remember reading that they had passed away,” Alex said sympathetically.  
 
    Cassie looked up from the liquor bottle; her mouth opened in a little “o” of surprise. 
 
    “Yes. It’ll be four years in August. My parents lived in Savannah and were driving home from a friend’s anniversary party. Just as they were getting off the interstate, a guy came down off the ramp going the wrong way. Turned out, he was drunk and had just beaten his wife and left her bleeding in their home. He must not have realized that he’d turned onto the wrong ramp and hit my parents head-on doing sixty-five. My mom died instantly, but Dad—poor Dad. He was stuck behind the wheel for hours before he died.” She paused to compose herself. Though she’d moved on with her life, the pain still lingered. “The doctor said he probably didn’t feel much, though. His back broke in the collision.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Alex grabbed the tissue box on the end table and offered it to her. 
 
    She patted her moist eyes. “I’ve come to terms with it. Well, mostly come to terms with it,” she said, indicating the used tissue. “If you think about it, they saved a life. Sarah recovered from her injuries, and if that man hadn’t hit my parents, he probably would’ve beaten her to death eventually. She found and married a great guy. They’re expecting their first child soon. We catch up every so often. I think part of her is grateful for their part in ending her torment, but she won’t say it aloud because it would be telling me that she’s glad they died.” 
 
    “You have such a great understanding of a tragic event,” Alex said, his voice holding a bit of resentment that startled Megan. 
 
    She could tell that Alex was still hung up about something in his life. It was obvious in the way he was acting with this case. She wanted to comfort him but didn’t know if it was appropriate. What would Cassie think if she did? 
 
    Instead, she said, “It took a while, believe me. Everyone heals in their own time. I attended support groups for a while and saw a psychologist. I learned a lot, and if I didn’t learn the belief system that I have now, I would be a mess. I keep telling myself that I’m alive so that I can help others from becoming victims, and help the ones who have already passed. That’s why I lived instead of dying.” 
 
    “It’s still amazing that you’ve been able to get to that point. Gives me something to strive for,” Alex said. 
 
    Megan waited for him to say more. When he didn’t, she anxiously finished the last of her drink and set the glass on the table. There were a few minutes of awkward silence before Megan decided that he wasn’t ready to share yet.  
 
    Cassie came back over, gave Alex his drink, and held her hand out to Megan. “Want a refill?” 
 
    “No, thanks. Actually, I’m tired and would like to get to bed if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Go get some rest,” Cassie said. “I’ll walk Alex out.” 
 
    Megan said goodnight and escaped down the dark hallway. Joxer was lying on the guest bed. She scooped the furry creature up and cradled him to her chest, taking comfort in his rumbling purrs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A SHORT TIME LATER, ALEX stared at the ceiling above his bed, deep in thought. Instead of the case, his mind was on Megan. He was learning so much about her, and, with every detail he learned, he wanted more. He’d been so amazed and appreciative of her finally opening up to him over drinks. He’d known that she needed to work through what all she’d been through. He’d been forced to sit there and watch her hurt, wanting and wishing he could do something to get her past the pain, to be able to begin healing. 
 
    He thought back to when they were at Sam’s house. Alex had been amazed when Sam had hit on her. He was also a little jealous, and Sam had immediately picked up on that. Megan was smart and beautiful, and, he hated to admit it, but a small part of most guys wanted to be the hero. Megan was far from damaged, but she was hurt enough to make men like Alex go into protective mode. He wanted to solve this case, to save Megan from her demons, and for them to…what? Live happily ever after? 
 
    What are you thinking? She’s gone through a huge ordeal. She doesn’t want men pursuing her. A relationship is the last thing on her mind. She was almost raped and killed. A relationship should be the last one on yours, too. You don’t want a relationship right now. Right? 
 
    The answer was cut off by the sound of his cellphone vibrating across the nightstand. It was still on silent from their earlier searches. He rolled over and scooped up the phone. It was Megan, calling from her new phone. 
 
    “Megan, everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Everything’s fine. I just couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    She didn’t sound okay. Her voice was raspy. Had she been crying? He wanted to hop in the car and go straight to Cassie’s house. 
 
    “I’m just feeling down,” she admitted. 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “I just need someone to talk to.” She sniffed like she’d been crying, and her nose was running. 
 
    Alex sat up in bed. “Need me to come over?” 
 
    “No, don’t do that. I don’t want to put you out like that.” 
 
    “I’ll do it. You need someone who’ll be there for you. No one can do this alone. I want to help.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What’s upsetting you? Your parents? What happened up here?” 
 
    “Can we talk about you?”  
 
    He hadn’t expected that. “Umm…I guess. What were you wanting to know?” 
 
    “Earlier,” she paused, and he could hear the intake of breath as she prepared for the rest of the sentence, “I could tell that my parent’s accident affected you. You’ve been so kind to me, comforted me in so many ways.” She hesitated, then blurted out, “I want to comfort you. To help you…if you need it.” 
 
    Alex felt a smile play across his lips. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    Megan blew out her breath. “Whew. I was worried that I’d overstepped. I’ve gotten the impression that you’re kinda a private guy.” 
 
    Did she pick that up on her own, or had Cassie talked to her about him? And what did it mean if they had? 
 
    “Still there?” Megan asked, and Alex realized he hadn’t responded. Her tone told him that she was concerned she’d said the wrong thing. 
 
    “I haven’t told anyone about this besides Ed,” he said. “Even John doesn’t know most of what happened.” 
 
    “Thank you for sharing it with me.” 
 
    Alex could hear the smile in her voice. He took a minute, breathing deeply before he started. He laid back down on the bed, tucking one arm under his head on the pillow. 
 
    “I was twelve, and my family lived in Decatur, just outside Atlanta. We were all sleeping one night. Something woke me. I remember looking at the clock, and it was 3:13 a.m.; I can’t forget the time. I heard a weird noise outside my door, and I slipped out of bed and into Marissa’s room. She was ten at the time, and our bedrooms had an adjoining bath. I crept up to her bed and covered her mouth so she wouldn’t talk when she woke up. I got her out of bed and was whispering for her to follow me when I heard a scream.” 
 
    Alex paused as he composed himself. “It was so short. I found out later that it was because my mom’s throat was cut right after she started. My dad was already dead at that point; he was shot in the heart and died instantly. They thought the shooter used a silencer, and that’s why no one heard the gunshot. There was a struggle between my mom and the attacker. I know she was trying to warn us with her scream. She was almost to the door when she died. All she wanted to do was get to us and save us.” 
 
    A few tears slid down his face and trickled into his ears, creating an odd sensation. He rubbed it away with his tucked hand. 
 
    “Marissa and I climbed out the window and woke our neighbor next door. Of course the killer was long gone by the time the cops got there.” 
 
    “They never caught anyone?” Megan asked. 
 
    “No. My parents had a lot of enemies. Dad was a cop, and Mom worked in child protective services. They always warned us to be prepared; they always knew there was a chance something would happen. I just wish…” he trailed off.  
 
    “There was nothing you could do, Alex. You were only twelve. You did the right thing to save Marissa and yourself. I know your parents would be proud.” 
 
    “So many people have told me that in the years since it happened: family, friends, doctors. I finally got tired of it and stopped talking about it. I would just change the subject when it came up.” 
 
    “I understand that. It was a traumatic event in your life, and the constant reminders are hard if you aren’t ready for it. So how did you end up here? Did you move here to live with family?” Megan asked. 
 
    “No, nothing like that. We actually went to stay with my aunt and uncle in Tennessee. When I turned eighteen, I got a job with the Atlanta PD and bounced around in the ranks until I became a detective. I decided I wanted a fresh start about five years ago and headed up here. Marissa had moved to Alpharetta and was quickly moving up in the ranks. I thought I could come here and deal with normal crimes. Usually, we only see drug-related or domestic crime. It’s still horrible stuff—don’t get me wrong. It’s just easier for me to handle. I’ve never seen so many innocent people murdered for no other reason than someone’s crazy brain thinks it is okay.” 
 
    “I’ve never understood how this kind of thing can happen,” Megan said. “Why people are born without the knowledge that this kind of thing is wrong. Most animal species don’t murder each other without reason. What happened when we evolved that caused this? I guess higher thinking can’t always be a good thing.” 
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    SOMEONE’S POUNDING ON THE DOOR, Alex realized, coming out of his deep slumber. He got out of bed and sleepily walked toward the front door with his gun in hand, just in case. Once he peeked through the peephole, he flicked the safety back on and opened the door. John, clearly distraught, fell through the doorway. 
 
    Alex grabbed his arm to steady him. “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s Joy. I can’t find her anywhere. She ran off last night after we had a fight, and I know she would’ve been back by now. You gotta help me find her!” 
 
    “She probably just got trashed and slept at a friend’s house. Do you want to put out an APB on her car?” 
 
    “I already did, Alex. No one’s seen her.” He took a deep breath. “What if it was them?” he asked frantically.  
 
    “Quiet!” Alex ordered, worried that Megan had heard him. The floorboards creaked behind Alex, and he turned to see Megan approaching them. Her face was pale and frightened. Alex turned back to John and led him to the kitchen with a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    Megan found a box of calming tea in the cabinet while Alex sat John at the table and excused himself to make a few phone calls. He returned a few minutes later. 
 
    “Okay. They’re going to check a bunch of different places for her. I let Ed know what’s going on. After we have a cup of tea you should head back to your place just to see if she’s turned up. She probably just needed some time to calm down from the fight.” 
 
    John shook his head wearily but didn’t speak. He drank his tea slowly. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Alex walked John to the door and watched as he skulked down the driveway to his car.  
 
    “I’ll call you if I hear anything. You do the same, buddy,” he called after him.  
 
    John barely acknowledged Alex as he got into his car and slammed the door. Worried, Alex shut the door and walked back into the kitchen where Megan was waiting.  
 
    “I hope she’s okay,” she said as he came in. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and felt her shaking. He kissed her forehead and met her gaze. “She ran off one time and didn’t come back for two days. John freaked out, but he figured she would come back, and she did. He’s worried because of all that’s been going on. I have to say, I am too.” 
 
    “Me too,” Megan agreed. She pressed her face into his chest and he rubbed her back with gentle strokes. 
 
    He couldn’t believe she was here, in his kitchen, holding onto him as if he was the most important thing in the world—at least to her. After they’d talked on the phone for over an hour, Megan had surprised him by asking if she could come to his place. He’d felt like a teenager as he drove to Cassie’s house and found Megan waiting at the end of the driveway so they didn’t wake Cassie up to catch them red-handed. 
 
    “I left her a note telling her where I’m going,” she’d reassured him. 
 
    When they’d gone back to his place, they’d had a drink and continued their earlier conversations. They shared stories from their childhoods, bonding over the problems that siblings—especially sisters—put them through. Megan talked about her college days, and Alex told her what training to become a police officer was like. 
 
    Without realizing it, they’d inched closer and closer to each other as they spoke. Alex didn’t know why Megan had asked to come to his house, but a part of him hoped it was because she felt the way he did. The primal man inside him was calling for action. That there was only one reason she’d be there so late at night. The rational part of him didn’t want to take her actions the wrong way, but she’d moved closer to him as well. 
 
    “You’re so amazing,” he’d blurted out after they’d laughed about an embarrassing work story she’d told.  
 
    “Whatever,” she said playfully, blushing and looking away. 
 
    “Seriously. I noticed it when I first saw you at the hospital. I just felt this…this radiance about you.” Alex gently put his hand under her chin and raised her gaze to his. “Not to sound cheesy, but I think I’m falling for you. I don’t know how to stop it, and I don’t think I want to.” 
 
    Alex had leaned in and kissed Megan lightly on the lips. Megan tensed, and Alex began to pull away, but she followed him and kept her lips pressed to his for a few moments longer. Then Megan pulled away again, and Alex looked at her questioningly. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I just…the psychological effects of what happened to me…” 
 
    She was talking about the rape that almost was, and here he was trying to kiss her. He looked down, ashamed. 
 
    “No, don’t misunderstand me,” Megan had pleaded. “I have feelings for you too.” 
 
    His head had shot up, and she’d smiled at the goofy grin he knew was plastered across his face. Then she’d leaned in and kissed him again. They’d made out on the couch for a while before making their way to the bedroom. 
 
    And now they were standing in his kitchen. She hadn’t fled in the early morning hours. She was returning his embrace. Through the fog of memory, a part of his consciousness pulled at him.  
 
    Joy. 
 
    He needed to help his partner, his friend, find his missing girlfriend. “I need to go to the station.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “No, I think it’ll be best if you stayed here.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked defensively. 
 
    “In case we hear something. John might call here or come by if he can’t reach me on my cell.” 
 
    Megan looked at him with a mixture of skepticism and dejectedness. 
 
    “I’ll just be a few hours,” Alex said. He kissed her, trying to show her that he wasn’t trying to brush her off. 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said, and he knew she was lying.  
 
    Alex knew she was upset, but he actually did want her around in case John showed up again or, if for some reason, Joy came there. He was a little nervous leaving Megan alone, even with a patrol coming to guard her, but he had a terrible feeling that Megan didn’t need to be around him. He knew somewhere inside that some very bad things were about to happen.  
 
      
 
      
 
    AS SOON AS ALEX ARRIVED at the station, he went straight to Ed’s office, his thoughts on his distraught partner.  
 
    “Seen John yet?” he asked immediately. 
 
    Ed nodded grimly. “He was wandering around right before you got here. He’s beside himself and sure that something bad has happened to his girlfriend.” 
 
    “To be honest, I am too. Let me try to find him.” Alex left Ed’s office in search of John. 
 
    He passed by John’s office at first because the light was off. He checked his own office, the conference room, the break room, and all around the station before he decided to peek inside the darkened office, just in case. John was sitting slumped over his desk, his body raking with silent sobs. Alex moved to the desk and turned on the lamp. 
 
    “John?” 
 
    John barely raised his head. 
 
    “It’s okay, man,” Alex began. 
 
    “No, it’s not!” John screamed. 
 
    Alex jumped. He heard murmuring outside, walked over to the door, and closed it. 
 
    “Get a fucking grip, man! I know you aren’t telling me something. You’re a detective for Christ’s sake; you can keep your cool in any situation. Why are you acting like this? Why are you so worried that she’s gone?” 
 
    Silence filled the room for what seemed like minutes before John mumbled, “Drugs.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s got me on drugs! She’s been threatening to ruin my life if I don’t protect her.” 
 
    Alex threw his hands in the air. “My God. I can’t believe this!” 
 
     “What if she’s dead? I…I don’t know what I’d do.” John stared into his lap. “I’m just so afraid of her. What if she is off somewhere ratting me out?”  
 
    “We can handle anything that bitch can throw at us.” 
 
    John looked up with anger flaring in his eyes. “Don’t call her that! She loves me.” 
 
    Alex shook his head, not believing what he was hearing and everything that was happening. How could she love him if she was blackmailing him? “Fine, I’m sorry,” he said. He put his hand on John’s shoulder. “We’ll get this all sorted out when she gets back. You’ll see.” 
 
    Suddenly there was a rap at the door. Johnson, a fellow officer, cracked the door and stuck his head in. “A moment, Detective Gray?” 
 
    “Sure,” Alex said. He patted John’s shoulder and followed Johnson outside.  
 
    John watched them go, fear draining the color from his face. 
 
    In the bullpen, Johnson and Alex walked over to an empty corner. Johnson’s eyebrows were pinched together. “We just got a call. Sounds like it could be her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    MEGAN LET THE CURTAIN FALL back into place. The officer was still sitting in his cruiser, just as he’d been for the last half hour. Still, Megan was on edge. His presence didn’t help as much as she thought it would. 
 
    As Alex was leaving, he’d tried to reassure her that being at his house was the best idea for the moment. “You’ll be completely safe hanging out here. I have a great security system, and one of my colleagues will sit in the driveway while I’m gone. My information is unlisted, so even if they knew my name, they couldn’t find me. No one knows where I live besides Captain Bridges and John.” He’d cupped her cheek and given her a peck on the lips. “I wouldn’t worry about those men coming here anyway. It probably wouldn’t be high on the list of places to look for you because, let’s be honest, this is entirely off normal procedure. Usually, a witness doesn’t stay the night with the detective working the case.” 
 
    She’d felt her face warm, and Alex’s expression had fallen to chagrin. 
 
    He’d rubbed his hand through his hair. “That probably didn’t come out right.” 
 
    His words still stung, but she’d replied, “It’s fine.” She’d tried telling herself that he didn’t mean it the way it sounded. 
 
    Was she punishing herself for sleeping with a man she barely knew? From how Alex was acting in the aftermath of their coupling, he’d enjoyed it too. He hadn’t hinted for her to leave afterward or this morning. In fact, he’d told her to stay at his place instead of going back to Cassie’s. She thought of Cassie and the officer outside. How long would it take for the whole town to know what a slut she was? Stop it, she commanded herself. You’re overthinking things and making them worse that they probably are. 
 
    Wanting a distraction, Megan began snooping her way through the house. She’d seen the living room the night before while they had drinks. Megan had learned a lot about him from the décor. A large masculine leather couch, the large flat screen television across from it, and the framed autographed Atlanta Falcons jersey on one wall next to the minibar he’d set up all demonstrated the lack of a feminine presence in his life. This was probably his man cave. A bookcase of DVDs and Blu-rays contained some good titles, but Alex was definitely a big fan of Adam Sandler. 
 
    She made her way into the kitchen and gawked once again at the setup. It was something out of her dreams. Her apartment in Greenville had a small kitchen, and she could hardly bake because there was no counter space. This was the polar opposite. As she’d been scrounging for teabags and a mug for John’s tea, she’d eyed the granite countertops lining one wall and topping the huge island separating the kitchen area from the dining room. This was a kitchen made for a person who loved to cook. She looked through all the cabinets and the pantry and was surprised that Alex had such nice taste in dishes. Usually bachelors had mismatched plates and bent cutlery, but Alex’s was a nice dish set that had some flowers wrapped around the edges. The set looked a little old, and she wondered if he had picked it up at a secondhand or antique store. A beautiful wooden table was tucked against the bay window that overlooked the backyard. Through the window, she noted the wraparound porch with steps leading into a yard backed against the wood line.  
 
    A hallway connected the living room and kitchen to four rooms, as well as the bathrooms. The first room was his home office, which looked similar to the one at the station. Bookcases were full of casebooks and books of all sizes. His desk was as neat and tidy as the one in his office. It seemed he had a place for everything. Even the drawers were organized. She always tried to keep hers that way but failed after a short amount of time. A framed picture hung on the wall the desk sat against, in a spot where it could be seen while seated behind it. The photo was of a family: husband, wife, and two kids. She was pretty sure it was Alex and his family when he was a kid. Alex’s features were discernable in both of his parents’ faces, but it seemed he favored his mother more. They had the same eyes and bone structure in their faces. The little girl had much lighter hair than Alex and almost looked like she didn’t belong in the same family. Megan wondered if Marissa had been adopted or if she favored a grandparent. She tried to picture Marissa’s face from a few days earlier. Had she looked like one of their parents? Maybe their father. 
 
    Megan traced her index finger along the collection of fiction books he’d collected. There was a set of action adventure and also some military fiction.  She’d always read murder mysteries, but she could understand how a police officer wouldn’t think that was enjoyable. They saw this stuff every day, and the inaccuracies in the police work probably drove them crazy. I wonder if I’ll still like reading them after this. Feeling depressed, Megan moved on to the non-fiction books. She scanned the names on the case files but didn’t recognize any of the names. As she reached the middle of the shelf, the name Gray popped out at her. This had to be the file on his parents’ murder. Her curious nature took over, and she started to pull the binder off the shelf. Then jerked her hand away as if she’d touched a burning flame. This was wrong. Alex had shared the basics of this story with her the night before, but this was private. There would be pictures and autopsy reports. She’d see how the detectives working the case had failed to get justice for a little girl and boy who’d tragically lost their parents. No, she wouldn’t break his trust by looking through it. 
 
    She moved back into the hallway and discovered the second door was locked. Curious again, she wondered what was inside that needed protection. Maybe his guns or family antiques. She had no clue how big the space on the other side of the door was. For all she knew, this was a closet.  
 
    The door to the next room was unlocked, and her eyes widened in surprise as she took in the spectacle. Somehow this room had been decorated to look like a catalog for a sporting goods store. Or maybe they’d gone for the fancy rental cabin look. The bed was covered in a large comforter with deer and moose walking across it. What’s the plural of moose, she thought. Mooses? Meese? On top of the dresser there were a few moose figurines, connecting the bed and dresser in theme. The room had a doorway leading to a small private bathroom, and the moose theme had worked its way into there as well. A large moose dominated the shower curtain, and the liquid soap dispenser was in the shape of a moose’s head. 
 
    Megan loved a rustic animal theme, but this room and bathroom did not fit with how she pictured Alex in her head. She made a mental note to bring it up if there was ever a good time. It wasn’t something to mention while John’s girlfriend was missing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX PULLED UP BEHIND THE line of law enforcement vehicles, an ambulance, and the medical examiner’s van. Before the car could come to a stop, John jumped out and ran to the front of the line.  
 
    “Shit,” Alex said, slamming on the brakes and putting the car in park.  
 
    Alex cut the engine and hurried to catch up to him. As he approached the scene, he could hear ragged screams. He paused for a second in shock and then rushed forward. A gruesome scene came into view. John was in the field holding Joy’s body. Alex quickly hopped the fence and rushed toward them. Officers stared at the sight from a few feet away. One looked ill to his stomach. Alex realized why as he neared the couple. Joy’s body was a horrific sight; she’d been beaten violently and repeatedly. Bones stuck out of one arm and leg. Blood stains and bruises covered her body. Alex was taken aback by the sight. 
 
    John’s ragged screams turned into sobs as he cradled the body. Alex approached him carefully and placed a hand on his back. John looked up at Alex. He was covered in Joy’s blood, and the tears sliding down his face created lines down his smeared cheeks. 
 
    “John, come on—let the guys finish their work. They need to,” Alex said coaxingly. 
 
    “No!” John screamed. 
 
    Alex tried to reach down and take Joy from him, but John punched Alex in the face. Luckily for Alex, there was no power behind it. Shaking all over and sitting on the ground, John wasn’t able to get any force behind the hit, so it was more like a slap. Alex gritted his teeth as he gave John a few seconds more with her.  
 
    Alex waved for them to collect the body and reached down to John. 
 
    “You know better. Come now!” he said in a stern, commanding voice. 
 
    John grabbed Alex’s hand and let Alex pull him up. He then grabbed Alex tightly and started sobbing loudly. Alex put his arm around John and led him away from Joy’s lifeless corpse. As they neared the road, John started laughing crazily between his sobs. He led John to the ambulance and almost dropped him as John’s body went limp. An EMT took John from him, and Alex watched as the ambulance doors closed and it took off down the road.  
 
    Alex turned back to the field where Joy’s body was being put into a body bag and noticed for the first time that there was old police tape hanging from the fencing. His entire body went cold as ice as he realized the field where Joy’s body had been discarded was the same one he and Megan had walked just days earlier—and a few days before that, Megan had been dumped at the road’s edge. He already knew who’d done this to Joy, but now he had no doubt in his mind concerning what had happened and why. They couldn’t get Megan, so they’d went after the next best thing. Their message was clear. 
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    AFTER LEAVING THE CRIME SCENE, Alex went to the hospital. He hustled up to Ed, who was talking to Dr. Hank Mason. They looked up at his approach. 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    Hank held out a hand to try to calm Alex down. “He’s sedated now. He was hysterical when he got here; he was laughing and crying at the same time. The loss of his girlfriend has put him into shock. John’s brother’s coming down from Richmond, and we’re going to be keeping him here for observation until we can get a psych review.” 
 
    Alex rubbed his eyes. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. 
 
    Ed eyed Alex suspiciously. “I want to know the truth.” 
 
    Alex looked at him, hesitating. 
 
    “Now, Gray,” Ed demanded. 
 
    He didn’t want to throw John under the bus but knew the truth had to come out now. “I just found out myself. I had asked him about his weird behavior lately, but he wouldn’t tell me. When I went to his office earlier, he confessed to me that he’s been using recreational drugs. Joy was the cause of that. She was hiding from a bad crowd where she used to live and was blackmailing him, using his drug use for protection and whatever else she wanted.” 
 
    Ed shook his head. “Hank had just informed me of the track marks on John’s arm. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, but now you’ve confirmed it.”  
 
    “I think her death released him from that weight, and his mind doesn’t know how to handle it. He’s been following her every whim both in love and blackmail for months…” 
 
    Alex trailed off as Ed slammed his fist into the nearby wall. Nurses jumped and stared.  
 
    “I can’t believe he was that stupid!” Ed ran a hand through his hair and walked over to Alex, putting his hands on his shoulders. Ed’s eyes held the immense grief he was feeling for John and his voice came out raspy with anguish. “I know you would’ve helped him if you could,” he said. “We can sort this out tomorrow.” He patted Alex’s shoulders absentmindedly.  
 
    “I don’t think anyone will be able to sort this out,” Alex said miserably.  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SUN WAS JUST BEGINNING to set over the horizon as Alex and Megan sat on the porch steps drinking from tall glasses of ice water. Alex had stared into the woods since they came out here, in another world, barely touching his drink. Megan was horrified when she heard what happened, and Alex was most definitely still in shock from the tragic events. Sharing his grief, she reached out and touched his arm. He jumped and looked at her.  
 
    “You should’ve seen him. He was just so—I don’t know. To see how much control she had over him…but he still loved her so much. It’s horrific and depressing all at the same time,” Alex said. He shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. 
 
    Megan rubbed his back, much like he’d done that morning with her. “Her hold is broken now,” she said with a sad smile. “I hope he’ll get through this and become whole again.” She put her hand on Alex’s and squeezed gently. 
 
    “I’m no optimist,” Alex admitted, “but I really hope so.” 
 
    After they ate a quiet dinner, they returned to the porch and sat in the swing. Alex seemed to calm down some in the warm night air. The drinks hadn’t hurt either; they were both on their second tumbler of bourbon on the rocks.  
 
    Megan took a sip and heaved a sigh. Hoping to take Alex’s mind off things, she said, “I just love it out here. I’ve always loved the country but needed to live in the city. It’s been a dream of mine to own a home in an area surrounded by wilderness.” 
 
    Alex gave her a slight smile. “I know what you’re doing.” He grasped her hand. “Thanks.” He took a sip of his water and gave in to her change of topic. “I always thought I was a city boy. But then I got this place and fell in love with the solitude and the people in this county. It’s reminiscent of a time we’ve left behind.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Sometimes I do miss the city,” he continued. “Things aren’t as easy to come by.” 
 
    “Like late-night takeout?” Megan joked. 
 
    Alex chuckled. “Yeah, that too.” He reached out and pulled Megan closer. Even though it was hot and humid outside, Megan curled into his embrace. 
 
    “So…what’s up with the moose room?” 
 
    Alex burst out laughing. “Don’t judge me based on my guest room décor,” he said. “That was all Marissa’s doing. She said she wants to feel like she’s really in the county when she comes to stay with me.” 
 
    “High maintenance,” Megan joked. 
 
    Alex shrugged, causing her to shift against his chest. “Nah, I let it happen. Told her to go nuts. She got bored on one of her trips up here, and that happened. She dragged me to all the antique stores in the county.” 
 
    “Sounds like a fun time.” 
 
    “She hit me with her purse when I complained.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEY’D PARKED THEIR FAUX POLICE car on a dirt road where it would be barely visible from the highway. The men inside, however, could see the road very well. Ray and James were yelling so loudly that the rumbling sounds of their ranting could be heard from outside the closed vehicle. 
 
    “…and we would have nabbed that stupid whore if she wasn’t with that goddamned cop all the time!” Ray yelled. 
 
    “I know. I was so surprised that first night that she wasn’t at the motel. How were we supposed to know that the cops would take her in?” 
 
    “Yep, and we don’t know where they live.” 
 
    “Well, at least we got that other cop’s skank. Man, she was so strung out when we found her.” 
 
    Ray chuckled. “Yeah, straight up coke fiend.” 
 
    Ray and James had taken the chance and followed the other detective home after hearing a cashier call him Detective at the grocery store. They’d sat outside, thinking about going in and killing the detective, when the front door opened and Joy had walked out, screaming over her shoulder. “I’m leaving! Don’t follow me, John!” She’d stalked down to her car and flung herself inside. Ray had followed her car over into the rundown side of town where they watched her enter a dealer’s ramshackle house. Joy had then gone to a bar where she pounded back a bunch of drinks. James went in alone and watched her from afar. When she came back out again, they followed her to an abandoned store parking lot where she shot up the heroin she’d purchased and passed out shortly after. “Like taking candy from a baby,” Ray had said, eliciting evil chuckles from them both.  
 
    Joy had been very surprised when she woke up in their cell. She’d screamed and demanded to be released. Then she had begged for more drugs. Ray and James had been disgusted by her track-marked arms, but they’d raped her anyway. Then they beat her within an inch of her life and let her rest before they did it again. Ray had been so angry and aggressive that he’d gone outside and grabbed a thick limb to beat her with. He’d noticed James cringing when her bones had broken and she’d made a choked scream around the blood pooling inside her lungs. Pussy.  
 
    When she died, they had dumped her where they’d dumped the girl that got away. Ray was particularly proud of himself for thinking of that.  
 
    “I still want to grab that bitch. Why couldn’t she have just died?” Ray murmured.  
 
    “Yeah—or why couldn’t she have just gone back where she came from?” James asked. 
 
    Ray glared at him, “Idiot! She’s a liability until she’s in the ground. She’s already identified us; you saw those sketches. Obviously, the drugs hazed things enough that she couldn’t get everything right, but it’s still pretty close! Who knows when she’ll remember things about the cabin or how we got her. I’m surprised she hasn’t told them about that yet. Drugs must have messed with her memory or something.” 
 
    James chuckled. “Maybe she got brain damage when you strangled her. We thought she was dead.” 
 
    “She was dead. I checked. I hope it is brain damage! Serves the bitch right.” 
 
    “Some kind of miracle she survived,” James muttered. 
 
    Ray wanted to punch James in the face. James cowered as he awaited the blow, but Ray was distracted as headlights materialized on the highway. Through the thin clearing of trees, they saw a truck speed by. 
 
    “Probably a guy,” Ray said, going with the odds. 
 
    The police scanner in their dash chirped to life.  
 
    “Unit twenty-five to base,” an officer said. 
 
    “Copy Unit twenty-five,” came the dispatcher’s reply. 
 
    “Suspicious truck on Highway 76. License plate Delta Juliet Alfa three-six-seven-five. Pulling over to check things out.” 
 
    “Copy twenty-five, report back when completed.” 
 
    A police cruiser flew by the clearing with its lights on. After ten minutes, the officer came back on the scanner.  
 
    “All clear base. Proceeding to next sector.” 
 
    “Copy Unit twenty-five.” 
 
    “There’s our window,” Ray said. He smiled and sat back to watch for looming headlights. 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOMETIME BEFORE MIDNIGHT, A SEDAN sat on the shoulder of the highway, a police cruiser behind it. Ray’s face was full of disappointment as he looked at the license in his hand. David Miles’ picture smiled at him.  
 
    “Mr. Miles, did you realize you were speeding?” Ray asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, officer. I just flew in to see my brother in the hospital. I’ve been very worried about him, and I guess it led to my lead foot. No pun intended, sir.”  
 
    Ray just stared at him without responding to the dumb joke. David Miles shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and Ray enjoyed making the man so nervous. 
 
    Finally, he spoke, “Well, I guess I can let you off with a warning since there’s a family emergency.” 
 
    He looked surprised but quickly recovered. “Thank you very much, officer.” 
 
    Ray turned and headed to the cruiser without replying. David Miles pulled away, heading toward Coopersville.  
 
    “Damn,” Ray said to himself. 
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    EARLY MORNING LIGHT FILTERED LAZILY through the blinds, and a bird chirped out a chorus from the tree outside the bedroom window. The door creaked open, and Megan rolled over in the bed, mumbling in her sleep. A hand hovered over her, slowly moving over her feet and toward her head. As the hand approached her chest, another hand appeared, joining the first. The hands encircled Megan’s throat, gripping hard. Megan jerked awake; her eyes widened and bulged as she pulled at the hands around her neck. One of the men who’d abducted her smiled as he squeezed the life from her body. 
 
    Megan screamed and sat up in the bed, lunging herself across the bed to escape the man. Sweat dripped down her face. She gulped for air, panting hysterically. No one was there; she was alone. Sliding out of bed, she went into the master bath and held onto the sink until her body stopped shaking.  She turned on the faucet and splashed water on her face. After a minute, she started to calm down, and her heartbeat evened out. She looked into the mirror and touched the bruises still healing on her neck and face.  
 
    After getting dressed, she went into the living room and then the kitchen, looking for Alex. He wasn’t in either place. She went to check his bedroom but noticed a note on the coffee table in the living room. 
 
    Wanted to get an early start at the office and didn’t want to wake you. I’ll be home around lunchtime. Stay safe. ~Alex 
 
    Megan dropped the note back onto the table, conflicting emotions pulling at her. What if they found the men today? Yes, it would be wonderful, but she wanted—needed—to be a part of finding them. After everything she’d been through and the fact that she couldn’t remember a lot of it, Megan felt she needed redemption. She knew it was irrational—Alex wasn’t judging her. In fact, he’d been the most supportive aside from Cassie. The insecurities still pressed on her, though. 
 
    She wanted to go for a walk outside to get some fresh air but knew the officer standing guard outside probably wouldn’t appreciate it. Instead, she found an open box of cereal and ate breakfast even though there was a knot in her stomach. She needed her strength in case something came up and Alex needed her help. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX HAD BEEN WORKING FOR about an hour when Cassie knocked on his open office door and walked in. 
 
    “Hey, Cassie. What’s up?” 
 
    “I just wanted to check and see how Megan’s doing.” 
 
    “She’s alright.” 
 
    “Remembering any more about what happened to her?” 
 
    “Not any more than before.” 
 
    Cassie sighed and crossed her arms. Alex knew she was leading up to something but wasn’t comfortable getting it out there. “Alex, are you sure about what you’re doing?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I know she’s not staying in the guest room.” 
 
    Her tone of voice validated his feelings from two nights earlier when he’d picked Megan up and felt like a teenager sneaking into his girlfriend’s house late at night. “I’m a grown man, Cas.” 
 
    “Oh, I know that. I’m worried about what this could do to Megan.” 
 
    “How so?” he asked defensively. 
 
    “She’s fragile, Alex. She went through a big trauma and is having to deal with that, the memory loss, and how much it’s all fucked with her head. Do you think it’s in her best interest to be sleeping with her?” 
 
    “Megan knows what she’s doing. I’m not just taking advantage of a woman in distress, Cassie.” 
 
    Cassie raised an eyebrow. “I hope you know what you’re doing. Megan’s a sweet girl and I wouldn’t-”  
 
    She stopped mid-sentence as Ed stormed through the doorway. Alex could see that this case was draining the life out of his superior. Ed’s wrinkles were deepening, and huge bags hung miserably under his eyes. Had he been sleeping? Guilt slithered over him. He’d slept soundly next to Megan the past two nights when his boss had probably been tossing and turning all night. 
 
    “They got another one. We found a Civic on the side of the road registered to Betty Marsh, thirty-six, a local. I got in contact with her husband. He said she was heading to visit her mother in Savannah and left around four this morning.” 
 
    “Leaving the car is new,” Cassie pointed out. 
 
    Alex nodded. “If she’s local, she had to have heard about what’s been going on. Maybe her guard was up and she put up a fight. It took too long, so they left her car.” 
 
    “That’s a possibility,” Ed said and paused. “But, most likely, it was because her nine-month-old son was sitting in the backseat.” 
 
    Cassie’s eyes widened. “Oh my God! Is he okay?” 
 
    “Yes, thank God. He was asleep when we discovered the car. He was taken to the hospital to get checked out, but it appears he was untouched.” 
 
    “That would be a good reason to leave the car,” Alex said. “Mother’s instinct kicked in, and she was fighting them so hard that they had to drag her to their vehicle. By the time they got her under control, they didn’t want to mess with a baby too.” 
 
    “We need to find her before something happens to her.”  
 
    “I’ll do everything I can, sir. It feels like we’re getting close.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    BETTY GUESSED THAT IT’D BEEN about an hour since she had woken up in the cell. She had no clue how long she’d been knocked out. There was no outside light to judge from. At first she’d been too terrified to move, but she finally got off the cot and started looking around the room. The chains around her neck and wrists wouldn’t let her go too far, but still she tried to find a way out. She had to get to her baby. All she could think about was her little Tyler and getting back to him. Betty was pretty sure that they’d left him behind in the car. They had stood by her car and yelled at each other for a few minutes before they both got in the cruiser and pulled away in a hurry. Just as they were passing the Civic, they’d turned on the gas, but she’d seen her son sitting in his car seat. Tyler had been screaming and crying, and it broke Betty’s heart that she’d left him alone, even though it was against her will. She prayed that someone had found him and that he wasn’t still out there alone and scared. She started crying at that thought.  
 
    Betty had put up a good fight; both of the men were bloody by the time she was thrown into the back seat of their police car. Never mess with a mother, she thought, then frowned. It hadn’t worked out well for her in the end. She knew these had to be the men she had heard about on the news, and she knew what was going to happen to her if she didn’t get away. She tugged frantically at the points where the chains attached to the wall and the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX JOINED AL IN THE morgue shortly after Ed left his office. He looked down at Joy and grimaced. The bruises stood out sharply against the pale skin. They covered almost everywhere showing around the sheet that covered her torso. Her track marks stood out even more. It was disgusting.  
 
    “My God, what a message,” Alex said. 
 
    “Yes, quite,” Al agreed. “Most of the major bones are broken. Her ribs punctured her lungs, which would have eventually killed her. COD, however, is extensive cranial damage. The beating was very severe. I found pieces of wood and bark in her wounds.” He paused. “I think they beat her with a limb off a tree.  She was also raped violently—vaginally and anally.” He shook his head. “There was no way she could have survived.” 
 
    Al reached out and touched her shoulder as if comforting her.  
 
    Heat flushed through his body. “She didn’t deserve this. She wasn’t a great person, but she didn’t deserve to die like this.” 
 
    After leaving the morgue, Alex went to check on John, depression weighing him down as he got closer to the hospital. He knocked on the door to John’s room, and David answered. Alex had met him when he’d been in town for a visit earlier that year.  
 
    David feigned a smile. “Hi, Alex. John’s been in and out. They had to sedate him pretty heavily.”  
 
    He walked over to the bed, and David followed. Alex placed his hand on John’s arm lightly. 
 
    John opened his eyes and stared dazedly. “Alex?” he asked weakly. 
 
    “Hey there, buddy,” Alex said, faking a small smile. 
 
    “What did they do to her?” he asked, his voice cracking. 
 
    “That’s not important now.” 
 
    “It is to me.” 
 
    Alex could feel David’s concern flowing off him. He knew that John wouldn’t believe anything but the truth; he’d seen the body. 
 
    “It was quick. They were…pretty violent.” The image of Joy’s body on the table flashed before his eyes. He quickly closed them and rubbed the lids with his hand.  
 
    John gawked at him for a moment and then started hyperventilating.  
 
    “Shit,” Alex said. He leaned over and pushed the button to call a nurse. 
 
    John screamed and started writhing on the bed while Alex and David rushed to hold him down. A moment later, a nurse came in wielding a shot and quickly injected him. John’s body stilled, and his eyes fluttered shut. “Joy…no…Joy,” he quietly moaned as he passed out from the sedative. 
 
    David whirled on Alex. “Why would you do that to him?” David demanded, slamming his palms into Alex’s chest, forcing him to stumble backward. 
 
    “He would have known if I was holding back. It would have made it worse. You have to believe me.” 
 
    “Just leave. Please,” David said, walking over to his brother’s side.  
 
    Alex headed to the door, knowing that it was best for him to leave. “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” David said as the door shut behind him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    RAY WAS STILL FUMING AND pacing around the house. After they dumped the woman in the cell, they had to head back to the farmhouse to do something about their wounds. The crazy bitch had torn away at their faces and arms. He’d waited in the car while James went to talk to her. Once he got her out of the car, it had all went to hell. She went nuts and started attacking him, screaming at the top of her lungs. Ray had bolted from the cruiser to come to his brother’s aid, and, still, it was like trying to capture a wild animal. They’d finally thrown her in the car, where she screamed and slammed at the glass. James had gone back to the woman’s car and stopped dead in his tracks. That’s when Ray had heard the wailing and hesitantly approached the sedan.  
 
    A baby, less than two years old, was in the back seat screaming up a storm. James stared at it with a horrified look on his face.  
 
    “Get in the car. We gotta go,” Ray had ordered. 
 
    James had glared at him like he was insane. “I’m not killing a baby!” he’d screamed.  
 
    Ray gritted his teeth. “I’ll do it. Let’s just go!” 
 
    “No, leave the car here. We don’t need it!” 
 
    Ray had thrown his hands in the air. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    “Can’t we just leave it?” he’d pleaded. “It won’t matter. We’re pretty much done here anyway. It’s time to move on.” 
 
    They’d argued back and forth a little while longer while the boy and the mother were both screaming their heads off. Ray had finally given in to James just to get them the hell out of there. They wiped down the car where they touched it and left the baby. James had even demanded that they crack the windows so he wouldn’t suffocate.  
 
    Now, they were back at the farmhouse cleaning their wounds with peroxide and rubbing antibacterial cream on them. They put some bandages over the wounds, but they stood out sharply against their skin. James suggested they go into town and get some kind of makeup to put on their faces so they didn’t stand out. Ray thought it was a good idea, and they decided to go. 
 
      
 
      
 
    WHEN ALEX ARRIVED BACK AT his office, the message light was blinking on his phone. He groaned slightly and sat down. The first message was from Megan. She sounded aggravated. 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t have left me here alone.” She sighed heavily into the phone. “Call me, please.” There was a long pause before she hung up. 
 
    “Damn,” Alex muttered. He knew she would be upset that he’d left her, but he knew that Megan needed some time away from this case. He didn’t want her involved in this nightmare anymore. He wished they could just run away and forget everything.  
 
    The next message played. It was from Marissa. 
 
    “Hey, tried you on your cell but you didn’t answer,” she said. 
 
    Alex pulled out his cell and saw it was shut off. He turned it back on as Marissa’s message continued. 
 
    “Give me a call as soon as you can. You’ll want to know this. Um…bye!” 
 
    Alex hung up and dialed her office line.  
 
    “Marissa Jacobs.” 
 
    “Hey, just got your message. I turned off my phone to go into the hospital and forgot to turn it back on.” 
 
    “How’s John?” 
 
    “Not good. I don’t want to think about that right now, okay?” 
 
    “Sorry. We’ll move on then; I got some of your results back.” He could hear her flipping through papers. “The hair samples from Jennifer Robbins were hers. The fabric sample is consistent with Ford-Mercury carpets. That style of fabric was used from 1989 to 1995, discontinued for another brand in 1996. I got the DNA results rushed, but there was no hit from CODIS. I had my hopes up there.” 
 
    “Damn!” Alex said.  
 
    “Toxicology results show that the victims had Odestitone in their bloodstreams. It’s distributed by Pedersen Pharmaceuticals out of Philadelphia. It can only be ordered through hospitals, no OTC opportunities. Commonly used as an anesthetic to sedate the recipient for up to seven hours. One of the known side effects is amnesia. Unfortunately, memory is no longer affected after the drug wears off, so the recipient should regain lost memories within twenty-four hours. Even though Megan had minute traces of Odestitone, she should be able to remember what happened before she was drugged.” 
 
    Alex had assumed this would be the case, but he didn’t want it to be true. “I’ve been thinking that maybe she has a type of dissociative amnesia—she’s repressing the memories because of the psychological trauma she went through.” 
 
    “Could be very possible. It frequently occurs in trauma vics. Many eventually remember. Also, these tox screens aren’t all-inclusive. It’s possible that they could have used something that wouldn’t show up on the screen because it was metabolized completely by the time she was found.” 
 
    “I find it odd that she hasn’t remembered anything else. It just seems so convenient that we have no clue how they’re abducting the women or where they’re taking them.” Alex closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. 
 
    “I can’t speak on that one. You need to listen to the facts and trust your instincts. You’re a great cop.” 
 
    “Thanks for your help. I’ll be expecting the bill soon,” Alex said and regretted it instantly. 
 
    “You don’t have to put it like that,” Marissa said, obviously hurt. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. I’m just…stressed out. I know you got me these results faster than if we had to use the government labs. I’m very thankful for that.” 
 
    “I hope you get this figured out soon. I’ll call if the evidence being processed now shows anything new.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, sis. Love you.” 
 
    He put the phone back into the cradle. There’s no way she’s purposely keeping information from me, he thought. There’s no way. His face darkened as his overworked and stressed out mind began to wander. 
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    JOHN WOKE UP IN THE hospital bed. At some point, they’d strapped him down. He remembered flipping out when Alex had told him about Joy.  
 
    Poor Joy.  
 
    He felt the tears forming in his eyes. She’d ruined his life and his career, but he still missed her. And he missed the heroin. Besides wanting the sweet relief, he was already starting to show symptoms of withdrawal. His muscles were aching, and he was starting to get abdominal pain. He’d done enough research to know what was going to happen to him. He also wanted a drink—badly.  
 
    David stirred in his sleep on the recliner in the corner of the room. He’d been up all night and was understandably exhausted. John didn’t want to wake him. He was so grateful that his brother had come at all. John knew that he was going to hear an earful about what he’d done to himself once he got a little better. You deserve it. He did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX ARRIVED HOME RIGHT BEFORE lunchtime. He tossed his bag onto the couch with too much force, and it bounced away and onto the floor. “Shit.” The last thing he needed was to break his laptop. The TV was turned down and he could hear movement in the kitchen.  
 
    “I’m back,” he said.  
 
    Megan came out of the kitchen with a glass of water. “I really wish you would have woken me up this morning. I had a nightmare. I thought they’d come for me,” she said as she set down the water and tucked her arms around him, seeking comfort that he wasn’t ready to give. 
 
    Seeing her brought back the questions he’d been fighting off since he’d talked to Marissa. Had Megan been lying to him? Why would she do that? What reason would she have for keeping the truth from him? It didn’t make any sense, but Marissa had told him that Megan’s memory should have come back within twenty-four hours Why hadn’t she been able to tell him how she’d been abducted? Because of Betty Marsh’s abduction, they knew the two men had gotten her to stop along the highway. If they’d had that information sooner, they might have been able to prevent her being taken. 
 
    “Another woman was abducted this morning.” 
 
    Megan’s eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open. “We need to save her. We’re so close to finding them.” 
 
    “Her son was found in the backseat,” Alex continued as if she hadn’t spoken. 
 
    Megan covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh my God! Is he okay?” 
 
    “Yes, except for the fact that he’s going to be without a mom soon.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “We’re never going to catch these guys. And you’ve been no help in helping us find them.” 
 
    She pushed away from him, and he stumbled back much like he had earlier at the hospital. Megan wrapped her arms around herself. She looked as if she may cry at any minute. “Wh-why would you say that to me?” 
 
    “Another woman has been abducted, and you haven’t remembered anything.”  
 
    Megan moved a hand to point to the healing bruises ringing her neck. “I remember these. I can’t believe…do you think I don’t hate myself for not being able to remember more? I look at these bruises every day and wish I could remember what happened. Two women are dead because I can’t remember. Their blood is on my hands. What those men did to me—I would never want that to happen to another human being.” 
 
    All the anger inside Alex left him, and he dropped onto the couch, cupping his face in his hands. 
 
    “Maybe I should call Cassie,” Megan said quietly from her spot across the room. “I’ll go back to her place until I can head home.” 
 
    He raised his head and saw tears welling in Megan’s eyes.  
 
    “Megan, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “You have the right to your opinion,” she said angrily. “For some reason, you think I’ve been intentionally keeping info from you. That I’m…” she searched for the right word, “protecting the assholes that tried to kill me.”  
 
    “I don’t think that. I don’t. I’m just so stressed out by this case. I let my imagination go wild.” 
 
    “But why? What made you suddenly question me like that?” 
 
    Alex sighed. “Marissa called and gave me your test results. The drugs that showed up would have lost their effect a day after your last dose. When I heard that, my mind just started thinking on its own. I’m so tired and stressed that I wanted to blame anyone but myself for what’s happening. I’m so very sorry for what I said. Please forgive me.” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “Because I messed up. I feel for you; you know that. I don’t want to lose you because I had a moment of temporary insanity.” 
 
    Megan bit her bottom lip, thinking. “I don’t know,” she said finally.  
 
    “Please,” Alex pleaded. 
 
    She heaved a sigh came to sit by him on the couch. She left a space between their bodies that spoke fathoms.  
 
    “Please explain to me what Marissa said. In detail.” 
 
    “She called me today with some of the lab results. Your toxicology screen came back with traces of Odestitone which is known to cause amnesia, but amnesia that should only last while the drug is in your system. That explained your memory loss but not why you still don’t remember.” 
 
    “And the logical conclusion was that I was lying to you?” she snapped. 
 
    “It was by no means logical. I just became so frustrated. I’ve been stretched to my limits with this case. My partner is in the mental ward, and his career is ruined. There are two guys running around abducting and killing innocent women, and I can’t stop them. It was so much stress that, without meaning to, I questioned the one person who is keeping me from falling apart.” He reached for her hand, and she didn’t pull away when he intertwined their fingers. 
 
    “I want to keep you from falling apart,” Megan admitted, wiping her eyes with her free hand. 
 
    “I know that, and I feel like an asshole for what I said.” 
 
    She turned to him and her eyes bore into his, pleading with him. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “I do. I’m so sorry I hurt you.” He closed the space between them and kissed her tentatively. When she didn’t pull away, he deepened the kiss. 
 
    “I have to get back to the station,” he said after they ended their kisses. “I’m sorry, but Marissa got me a list of potential car models for the suspects. I started pulling a list of registered owners.” 
 
    “Can I come and help?” Megan asked. 
 
    “Sure. I’d appreciate it,” Alex said, squeezing her hand. “We can grab some food on the way in.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Megan said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    HIS VISION BLURRED AGAIN, AND James shook his head to regain focus. He’d been staring at the makeup selection for a while now. He had no idea that there were so many different varieties and shades. At first, he’d filled his shopping basket with some random items so the makeup didn’t stand out. He’d grabbed some clear tape, pens, potato chips, light bulbs, and even a box of tampons to help cover for needing the makeup. I’ll just look like a husband stopping at the store for his wife.  
 
    When he walked down the makeup aisle, he’d been overwhelmed and had spent the last thirty minutes trying to figure out what they needed. He knew Ray had to be furious by now, wondering what he was doing that was taking so long. Ray had to stay in the truck, however, because they couldn’t be seen together. James finally made his selections and walked up to the counter. The cashier’s eyebrows rose as she noticed the makeup. Her look told him that the shades he’d selected didn’t go together.  
 
    She glanced up at him and smiled. “Thanks for choosing CVS today. Will this be all?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” James said in his politest voice. 
 
    She started ringing up his hodgepodge of items. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE LINE AT THE DRIVE-THRU was insanely long, especially for a small town fast food spot. Alex assumed it was probably because someone’s order had been wrong, and they were pitching a fit. He glanced over at Megan, who seemed to be amusing herself by watching the pigeons in the parking lot of the store next door. A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth, and Alex couldn’t help but take a moment to enjoy their little heads bobbing as they moved back and forth across the lot. 
 
    He checked to see if the line had moved. It hadn’t. “Of course, today is the day everyone decides to get a frickin’ Big Mac,” Alex said under his breath. 
 
    He’d expected a laugh, but Megan didn’t respond. Alex looked back to her and saw that her gaze was focused out the window; all the color had left her face, and her entire body was shaking. 
 
    Alex grabbed her hand. “Megan? Megan—what’s wrong?” He followed her gaze to the man getting into the passenger side of a truck. “Is that them?” he demanded. 
 
    Megan gave a struggled moan and continued to stare at the two men in the truck. They pulled out of the pharmacy’s parking lot, and Alex jerked the wheel, barely missing the bumper of the car in front of them as he pulled out of line and floored the gas. His tires squealed, and everyone in line glared at him as he passed. Alex didn’t care. All he was focused on in that moment was catching up to that truck. Once they were flying down the highway, he grabbed his radio. 
 
      
 
      
 
    INSIDE THE TRUCK, THE POLICE scanner blasted to life. “Detective Gray requesting immediate backup, in pursuit of a Ford pickup, tag number Alfa Foxtrot Sierra Zero-Eight-Two-One. Two suspects inside traveling west on Highway 54.” 
 
    The truck cut to the right, almost going off the road as Ray stared in shock at the scanner. “Damn! Oh shit!” he cursed. 
 
    “That’s us!” James yelped. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEXWAS SHOCKED WHEN THE truck almost swerved off the road. When it accelerated suddenly, careening down the highway, he knew they’d heard him. They had a damn police scanner with them; it was another way they had kept from being caught. Motherfuckers. 
 
    “Seriously?” Alex asked out loud. He pulled out his cell phone and quickly dialed. “Ed, we have a problem. I think they have a scanner. You should’ve seen the reaction when I just made that call. They know we’re on to them.” He paused as he listened, “Sure thing. Will do.” Alex set the phone down and focused on the road. Megan was silent, but tears still slid down her cheeks. He wanted to comfort her but knew he needed to focus on the road. 
 
    As if on cue, a patrol car came shooting out of a side road right in front of the truck.  The truck slammed on its brakes, fishtailing. Alex slammed on the brakes too. The patrol car and truck almost collided but the truck jerked to the side, narrowly missing the car at seventy miles per hour. The patrol car overcompensated and lost control. It went flying into the trees. Alex picked up the radio again. 
 
    “We need an ambulance for an officer-involved accident, Highway 54 and Gresham Drive.” 
 
    Alex pounded the gas, and the car shot forward, closing the distance marginally between them and the truck. The truck made a quick turn down an intersecting highway, almost rolling over. Twenty seconds later, Alex followed. His cell phone rang. 
 
    “Hey, Ed. Yeah, I’m still tailing them…thanks. We just turned south on 120. I’ll try to wait ‘til they get there.” He threw the phone down into the center console and glanced at Megan, who was starting to come out of her shock. “We’re alone for now,” he explained. “Most of the force is on the other side of town dealing with a tractor-trailer wreck. Ed’s sending people our way.” 
 
    Alex reached over Megan and opened the glove box. He pulled out his spare pistol and checked the clip. He handed it to Megan. 
 
    “Know how to handle this?” he asked. 
 
    Megan chambered a round, checked the safety and placed the gun in her lap, facing away from Alex. “I got this,” she said. She looked back out the window, and Alex could sense her steeling herself for what was coming next. 
 
    Alex raised an eyebrow at her in appreciation before he returned his gaze to the road.  
 
      
 
    INSIDE THE TRUCK, RAY GRITTED his teeth as he sped down the highway. James clutched the dashboard. Ray looked determinedly at James. 
 
    “This is it, do or die time. I know we hoped this would all work out, but we knew it might go down like this.” 
 
    Ray reached over and patted James on the shoulder. He focused on the road as he made the sharp turn onto the dirt road leading to their house. The truck almost rolled again as he made the turn. Ray cursed and accelerated down the hazardous road, knowing every bump and turn. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX TOOK THE TURN ONTO the dirt road slower that the truck had. He called Ed again. 
 
    “Pursuit just turned onto an unmarked dirt road just past mile marker ten on Highway 120. What’s the ETA on my backup?” 
 
    He hung up after receiving an answer and swerved to avoid a huge pothole in the road. They drove for about half a mile more before they came around a corner and Alex slammed on the brakes. A house stood off the side of the road with James and Ray’s truck parked at an angle in the front yard; both doors were wide open, and the engine was still running.  
 
    “Keep your head down,” Alex ordered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX SLID OUT OF THE car and used the door as a shield. He drew his gun and raked his gaze across the house, looking for any signs of movement. Megan mimicked Alex, using the gun as a pointer as she searched.  
 
    The sound of dual engines revving cut through the silence. The door to the barn flew open, and two ATVs shot out and headed up the road, deeper into the forest. Alex took off like a shot and raced down the road after them. He aimed his weapon and fired. 
 
    One of the men cried out as he was hit, lost control of his ATV, and went careening into the brush at the side of the road. The other suspect continued driving, noticing at the last moment what had happened. He hesitated, slowing down as he looked at his partner’s still form at the edge of the road. Then he turned and continued on. 
 
    Alex approached the fallen man carefully; his pistol pointed at his chest. He coughed and tried to sit up; his eyes seemed unfocused—like he’d been knocked out from the collision.  
 
    “Stay where you are or you’re dead!” Alex yelled. 
 
    The man froze and threw his arms out, away from his body. Blood oozed from a bullet wound on his upper arm. 
 
    “Please don’t kill me!” he cried. 
 
    Megan caught up to them and moved toward him with the gun pointed at his head. 
 
    “You…” she started.  
 
    “Megan!” Alex yelled. 
 
    Megan didn’t respond. 
 
    “Megan!” he shouted again. 
 
    Megan finally looked at him. Alex held his hand out. 
 
    “Don’t—just don’t—” beseeched Alex.  
 
    Megan stared at him, and, after what seemed like forever, she lowered the gun. A few tears streaked her cheek. Alex moved over and quickly cuffed the man. He didn’t even struggle as Alex patted him down. Alex took a knife and a gun off him and pocketed them. He leaned in his face. 
 
    “Where’s he going?” he snarled. 
 
    He stared at Alex, terrified. Alex put his gun against the man’s head. A wet spot formed on the front of his jeans. 
 
    “Where…the…fuck…is…he…” Alex pressed the gun harder against James’ temple, “going?” 
 
    “To the cabin!” James sobbed. 
 
    “What cabin?” Alex demanded. 
 
    “We have a cabin up the road.” 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “About two miles up and then another mile in through a dirt trail that goes off to the right.” 
 
    Alex nodded and got to his feet. He took off his belt and wrapped it around his arm, helping to cut off the blood flow to the wound. Then he uncuffed one of the man’s hands, wrapped his arms around a nearby tree, and put the cuff back on. Feeling confident that he was secure, Alex walked over to the ATV, righted it, and hit the ignition. It sputtered once and then flared to life. He looked back over his shoulder, mounting the vehicle.  
 
    “Keep an eye on him, and let them know where I am when they get here,” he ordered Megan. 
 
    “Screw that.” Megan ran over and tried to get onto the ATV. Alex grabbed her arm and stopped her from climbing on. 
 
    “No!” he said. “Someone needs to watch him.” 
 
    “I can help you! He’s fine here—and even if he doesn’t tell them where we are, they will figure it out.” 
 
    “No way. There’s no chance in hell that I’m going to put you in harm’s way” He pulled away without another word, not giving Megan a chance to argue anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    BETTY SHOT UP FROM THE bed. She knew that she heard an engine running nearby. God, they’re coming back. She scrambled around frantically, and her body began to shake. I’m going to get raped, and then I am going to die. For a moment her entire body sagged, and she dropped onto the edge of the bed. No, you can still fight them. You can do this. Think of Tyler. Her resolve returned, and she began pulling at the chain in the wall. It was beginning to wiggle. She heard a door slam open and closed nearby, and her heart skipped a beat.    
 
      
 
      
 
    MEGAN STARED INTO THE DISTANCE, still trying to make out the shape of the ATV. Alex was gone. She could hear the engine roaring away from her. She looked back at the man, who was wincing from the strain on his gunshot wound. Having his arms tied around the tree was hurting him. Good. 
 
    The man looked up at her, and she shivered as she remembered his face looming over her as he’d stuck needle after needle into her. 
 
    His voice was choked when he spoke, surprising her with the sincerity behind his words. “Ray’s gonna kill that woman. Then he’ll kill your cop friend.” 
 
    Megan felt lightheaded. That poor woman—that mother—dead? Alex dead? She shook her head to clear the images of Alex’s bloody body lying on the ground. 
 
    “Maybe…” the man hissed in pain. “Maybe you can help him somehow.” 
 
    Megan crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re lying. Alex will be fine. Betty Marsh will be fine.” 
 
    The man shook his head. “They won’t. Ray…he’s not normal. There’s evil in him.” 
 
    Megan couldn’t believe he was saying these things when he was part of their killing spree. Was he crazy enough to believe that he wasn’t as fucking nuts as his partner? Her head turned as she heard a car coming down the driveway. She looked in the direction Alex had gone, then back at the man hugging the tree. 
 
    “Go,” he said. 
 
    She went. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX DROVE THE ATV AS safely but quickly as possible, trying not to throw himself from the vehicle or crash. He stopped as he saw a symbol spray-painted on a tree, marking the trail head. The trail was very bumpy with roots and rocks, and he had to slow down to a safer speed. After about half a mile, he cut the engine and left it behind in an attempt to disguise his approach. 
 
    As the building came into view, Alexscoped out the cabin, using a large rock as cover. I can’t see through that plastic on the window. I’m going to have to go in blind. Alex streaked from behind the rock and moved toward the cabin. He peeked through one of the cracks in the window covering and saw no movement. He jiggled the lock and then kicked the door in. Braced, Alex canvassed the small room but didn’t see anyone. He searched the cabin, trying to figure out where the other man might have gone. When he passed the stove, he stopped as he noticed that there were scratch marks on the hardwood flooring a few feet away. Alex knelt down and realized that what initially looked like a piece of dirt was actually the small knot of a pull string. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ONE OF HER ABDUCTORS THREW open the door to the cell and stormed over to Betty. In his rush, he wasn’t thinking, and she took the opportunity to strike when he got too close. She clawed at his face and arms, opening some of the wounds she’d previously given him. He cursed loudly and punched her. Betty slammed against the wall and slumped to her knees as she almost lost consciousness. The man quickly unhooked her from the chains and tied her hands together. 
 
    “You’re gonna get me out of here, whore, or I am going to kill you quicker than a hot knife goes through butter. You hear me?” He asked as he shook her violently. 
 
    Betty shook her head dismally and allowed herself to be dragged out of the room. Think of Tyler. He needs you. Think of Tyler. She started to form a plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    PANTING FROM HER RACE TO catch up with Alex, Megan leaned against a tree, trying to catch her breath before continuing on. She swayed, her eyes fluttered closed, and she slid to her knees on the ground. Images began to form in her mind and flashed in front of her like a video on a screen.  
 
    She struggled wearily against the chains attached to her wrists and neck; she was obviously groggy from the drugs she’d been given. Her head jerked up as she heard someone approaching outside the cell. She grabbed a rock from beneath the bed and held it to her as she squatted on the balls of her feet. The man unlocked the door and entered the room. 
 
    “What you doin’ off the bed? Going to break your neck that way,” he had said as he leaned over to help her back into bed. 
 
    In a quick motion, she lunged around and used the force of her momentum to slam the rock into his head. He dropped to the ground with her on top of him. She fumbled in his pocket until she found a key ring. After unlocking herself, she stumbled out into the tunnel. She was a little steadier on her feet but still moved slowly. As she headed down the tunnel, she sensed a slight breeze from the opposite direction. She turned and walked with the wind, her pace increasing as she heard the sound of crickets chirping. 
 
    She moved even faster when she saw a sliver of moonlight shining on the cracked door. She pushed the door open and began to run into the forest; she glanced over her shoulder as she rushed into the trees and saw that she’d emerged from a small shed.  
 
    The forest slowly drifted back into focus around Megan. She got to her feet and—with renewed energy—ran toward the hill where she knew the door to the tunnel stood. She was ecstatic that her memory had finally come back to her. As she approached the shed, her steps faltered when she heard Ray. She slid behind a thick bush, crouching, barely breathing. An insect crawled off the bush and onto her arm, but she ignored it. She was worried about the bigger pest she needed to deal with. 
 
    “Bitch! Stop fighting me,” he growled. 
 
    A sharp slap followed by a muffled whimper sounded from where Megan had heard them approaching. She peered around the side of the bush to see Ray manhandling Betty. Betty’s hands were tied together, her face swollen. Megan knew that he’d already taken out his anger on her before that last slap. Red lines streaked down his arms and cheeks. Apparently, Betty was giving him something to worry about. Ray had his back to her as he leaned over to grab the bag he’d left by the door. One hand held onto Betty’s arm firmly, and, even though she tried to pull away, his grip never loosened. Megan stepped out from behind the bush and leveled her gun coolly onto his bent form.  
 
    He must have sensed her approach, and he quickly jerked around, firing a shot at her. An instant later, Alex bolted from the tunnel.  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE MAN TURNED TO FIRE, but Alex was quicker and shot him square in the chest. Betty pushed to the side and scrambled to escape as the man fell to his knees and started to raise his gun at Alex. Alex fired again, shooting him in the head. His lifeless body fell back onto the forest floor.  
 
    Alex rushed over to Betty and untied the binds on her wrists. He helped her to her feet. 
 
    “Betty Marsh?” he asked. 
 
    “Is my baby alright?” she asked, frantic.  
 
    “He’s fine. He’s with your husband.” 
 
    The relief was instantaneous, and Betty slid to the ground. She looked to the side, and her face formed an uneasy grimace. 
 
    “Is your partner okay?” she asked. 
 
    Alex’s face paled as it finally clicked in his head that Megan had been there when he shot out of the tunnel. He whirled around and ran to where she lay on the ground. Her eyes were closed, and a large blood stain covered her lower abdomen. Alex fell to the ground next to her and cradled her head.  
 
    “Megan?” he asked tentatively, afraid that she wouldn’t respond. 
 
    Megan’s eyes fluttered open. “We got them?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes. We got them.” 
 
    Megan smiled and then started to shiver as shock set in. Alex grabbed his phone. 
 
    “This is Detective Gray. I need emergency evac to my location. I’m approximately two miles northwest of suspect’s house at a small cabin. Need a chopper here now!” He looked back down at Megan. Her eyes had closed again.  
 
    “Megan!” he yelled, his heart thundering in his ears. He shook her, and her eyes opened.  
 
    The noise of approaching sirens cut through the quiet of the forest. 
 
    “Please hold on. Help will be here soon.” He took off his shirt and pushed it against her wound. Her head rolled to one side, and her body went limp. “Megan!” he screamed and shook her. She didn’t respond. 
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    SULLEN AND WITH A MOROSE expression on his face, James sat in the interrogation room at the station. The room was tiny and only had enough space for a small table with chairs. A camera stood observantly in one corner, and a microphone system sat in a small tangle of wires on the table. There was no one-way mirror in this room, just blank cement walls that leached the room of heat even on a warm summer day.  
 
    James sat on one side of the table. His legs were handcuffed to the chair; his handcuffed hands rested on the table. He’d been sitting at that table for hours, only being allowed to move once to use the restroom and get a sip of water. James had waived his right to counsel; he was actually glad that it was finally over. Yes, he’d enjoyed everything that he had done, but he had always known inside that it was wrong. Such things were not what “normal” people did. The past few times, he had secretly wanted to get caught. He’d gotten more careless about cleaning the bodies this last round. Ray had never gotten off his ass to do it, so it had been all up to James to keep them from getting caught.  
 
    The paramedics had doctored him up enough to go into custody, and they’d dragged him in here. The cops wouldn’t tell him anything, no matter how many times he asked. Eventually, the officer standing guard over him had started ignoring him completely. James had been sitting there for at least an hour in total silence when the detective who’d shot him stormed into the room. 
 
    He held a folder in his hand which he threw down sloppily onto the table. Paperwork and crime scene photos slipped out, but the detective didn’t touch them. He took a sip of his coffee and stared at James. Anger wafted off him so heavily that James had to clear his throat. Finally, the detective sat down at the table and exhaled loudly.  
 
    James instantly felt sorry for the detective. His eyes were bloodshot and blackened; he looked like he could barely function. I did this, James thought, and to so many other people too. He thought of the families of his victims and his stomach churned.  
 
    The detective pulled a paper from the folder and held it up for James to see. It was where he’d signed that he understood his rights and did not want an attorney present. “You still standing behind this decision?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” James replied. 
 
    “Alright, then let’s get down to business. I have a lot of questions for you.” He turned on the recorder and spoke into it, stating his name, badge number, case number, date, and the other necessities for the recording. Everything would be on record. The detective also pulled out his notebook to take handwritten notes. 
 
    “As you just heard, my name is Detective Gray. I hate to admit it, but I don’t know your name. Your prints aren’t in the system, and you and your counterpart didn’t have ID on you. We’ve found several fake IDs in the house you were squatting in, but we don’t know if any are the real you.” 
 
    “My name is James. James Dawson. My brother’s name is Ray.”  
 
    Detective Gray nodded to the guarding officer who headed out of the room quickly, most likely to find information about them. 
 
    “Brother? You two are brothers?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. We’re twins. Fraternal twins. Where is he? No one would tell me where Ray is.” James was pretty sure he knew the answer, but he had to ask anyway. He’d heard the echo of gunfire in the woods. 
 
    “Your brother was shot and didn’t make it. I’m sorry,” Alex told him. 
 
    James nodded, a mixture of grief and relief rose inside him. “What happened to the woman we abducted? The one with the baby?” 
 
    “She’s fine. She and her family are at the hospital.” 
 
    “What about the one who came back with you? The one we didn’t kill?” 
 
    Detective Gray’s face became darker, and he didn’t answer. James knew Ray would have killed her the first chance he got. James felt sorry for him. 
 
    “Can you tell me why you did this?” he asked. 
 
    James shrugged. “I don’t know…it was fun. That’s all it ever came down to. We did it and got away with it…so we kept on going. Being able to do what you wanted without responsibility was freeing. These women came with us, so…I dunno…in some sort of way we thought they deserved it.” 
 
    “They weren’t coming freely,” Gray said angrily, “You abducted, raped, and killed them. They didn’t want that to happen to them.” 
 
    James dropped his head, knowing it was true. “It’s what Ray always told me. He said it was our right. That they didn’t matter; they were just bitches and deserved it.” 
 
    “And you believed him? Or are you trying to blame him for y’all doin’ this?” 
 
    “No. I know I was just as responsible as him. That’s why I don’t want a lawyer. I just want this to be over. I’ve known for a while that this wasn’t right.” 
 
    Detective Gray studied him for a long time, “I believe you,” he said finally. “I don’t know why because most of your type want to go out in all your glory.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll end up making it into some textbooks. Maybe even a made-for-TV movie. I don’t care about that, though. It’s not why I did it. I just want to tell you everything. I promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “OKAY, I’M LISTENING,” ALEX SAID. He tried to hone his focus in, to absorb all of the gruesome details that the man before him was going to reveal. “Let’s start with where you’re from. Are you locals?”  
 
    “No. Not locals. Birmingham, Alabama. Born and raised,” James explained. 
 
    “How long have you been staying here?” 
 
    “About a month. For a few days, we stayed in Blairsville and drove out here until we found a place.” 
 
    “How’d you go about doing that?” 
 
    “We knew driving around would attract attention, so Ray looked into old property records, trying to find what would suit our needs. He found a couple of places and looked into who owned them. We knew that, eventually, any rental properties in discreet locations would be looked into. Ray decided he wanted the place we got. He wanted the big barn for storage and loved the idea of the hunting cabin farther into the woods.” 
 
    “What about the people that lived there?” 
 
    “We killed them. It was just an old couple, so it wasn’t a big deal,” James said, shrugging. 
 
    “And you weren’t worried someone would come looking for them? Someone would report them missing?” 
 
    “We researched them first. They didn’t have any kids ‘cause their son died of cancer in the nineties. No living relatives, and they’d become recluses in their old age. We figured no one would miss them, at least until we were done.” 
 
    “Where are their bodies? We never found any deceased elderly people.” 
 
    “We buried them in the backyard. Their dogs too.” 
 
    These guys are completely nuts. “What did you do after you killed the owners?” 
 
    “We prepped the barn for our needs, and the cabin as well. Ray practically had a cow when he found the old escape tunnel. It hadn’t turned up on any of the online searches, of course.” 
 
    “How did you choose your victims?” 
 
    “It was random, luck of the draw. Ray had come up with the idea to make a fake police car and pull people over. We tried to only stop women, but we stopped a few men too, along with a few women we didn’t like.” 
 
    “What did you do with the ones you didn’t like?” 
 
    “Just sent them on their way with a verbal warning.” 
 
    Suddenly the conversation from almost a week ago in the break room popped into his head. “She was saying…this guy had pulled her over. She’d been doing twenty over limit…just gave her a warning and told her to have a good night…she wanted to make a complaint, but she had no badge number or car number. She couldn’t even tell me what police department it was. She thought it might be ours, but she wasn’t sure…Who complains about not getting a ticket?” 
 
    Flannery’s words rang in his head, and he felt like jumping off the station’s roof. He’d been so focused on his case that he hadn’t processed what they were saying, and at the time it seemed random and unrelated. But then, how was he supposed to know they were connected? James was staring at him, and Alex realized that no one had spoken for several moments. 
 
    “How…” Alex asked in a gravelly voice. His mouth and throat had gone completely dry. He took a sip of water and cleared his throat. “How did you get them to go with you?” 
 
    “Made up an excuse to get them in the car, and then we gassed them so they passed out. It made it easier to get them set up in the room before they woke up again.” 
 
    “That was the Odestitone?” Alex asked. 
 
    “An aerosol form. We also injected them with it to keep them docile.” 
 
    “Where did you get it from? It’s only available in hospitals.” 
 
    “We stole it. Ray had a contact at a hospital in Texas who would acquire it and ship it to us.” 
 
    “Why did you take their cars?” 
 
    “Ray didn’t want to leave any proof of where they’d been abducted. He didn’t want you guys to figure out how we were getting them.” 
 
    “Okay, so you took them and their cars back to your place. Then you spent the next day or two raping them before they lost their value and were killed?” 
 
    “Yes. We would rape them in between drug doses. We wanted them awake for that part. It was more exciting that way.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you rape Megan? You had her for a whole day, but nothing happened.” 
 
    “Ray had to go deal with a problem back home. He made me keep her dosed until he got back and we could start. I guess I got careless with the doses, and, by the time Ray returned, she was with it enough to attack me when I went to prep her.” 
 
     “Okay, that fills in that gap.” Alex paused, looking at his notebook for a minute to compose himself. “Why did you dump the bodies? Why not bury them in the woods? You could have gone on indefinitely.” 
 
    “It was part of the fun, giving them back to the community used and broken. We knew you wouldn’t get any evidence from them, at least none that would be helpful. We used condoms and cleaned them up afterward.” 
 
    “We got some semen. From Arden.” 
 
    James flinched slightly, and Alex didn’t know if it was because of them finding DNA or because of him saying her name.  
 
    “Was she special to you?” Alex asked, throwing a line out to see what happened. 
 
    James nodded slightly. “Ray and I had always done the raping together, but when I got to the room, he’d already done it. I was so angry that I forgot to use a condom and strangled her while I was raping her.” 
 
    Alex’s stomach tightened. The poor girl. 
 
    “I realized it once I was done,” James continued, “but I think…at that point I didn’t really care. I was getting tired of it all. I still cleaned her up though; I just didn’t worry about it.” 
 
    “So normally you would rape them a few times and then strangle them when you were ready to move on?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What was your end game here? What were you planning to do once you could no longer abduct anyone?” 
 
    “We were almost done here anyway; we only allotted ourselves a month for the whole thing, including the setup. We would’ve gone back home this week and waited anxiously until next time.  
 
    “Next time?” Alex asked. He didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    “Ray and I, we…we’ve done this before…” James trailed off. 
 
    Alex grimaced. 
 
    “I thought Ray was joking the first time it happened. We’d killed a few hookers, and nobody seemed to notice. Nobody cared. No missing posters went up. I was fine sticking to that. Who would miss some nasty whores? But Ray decided he wanted to do more…make more of an impact, I guess. Or maybe he wanted more of a challenge. He planned a trip…” James trailed off again. 
 
    Alex’s jaw tightened, “A vacation? You took a vacation to go rape and murder women?” 
 
    James swallowed uncomfortably. “Yeah. We went to Gainesville, Florida. Ray didn’t want to stay in the same area, let alone the same state. He knew that if we flew, there would be a trail, so he said we could only go places where we could drive easily.” 
 
     “What happened in Gainesville?” Alex asked.  
 
    “We went to bars around The University of Florida. We were younger then and fit in with that crowd. Ray was always the talker. He would persuade the women to leave with him, and we would take them nearby to Newnans Lake. Ray had paid cash for a houseboat rental. Once we were finished with them, we would bury them in the marshes while it was still pretty dark and no one was around.” 
 
    “How many did you kill? What stopped you?” 
 
    “Only three girls in Gainesville. We’d planned to do more during the week we were there, but there was a lot of news coverage, and by midway through the week, the girls were hanging out in packs and couldn’t be persuaded to leave without their friends. I even got caught on a security camera I didn’t know was there. Luckily, it was a grainy shot and from the side. Plus, no one knew we were there. We went back home and tried to learn from our mistakes.” 
 
    “Was Coopersville your next trip?” 
 
    “No. We went to Jackson, Mississippi on the next trip.” James said. 
 
    “What did you do there?” 
 
    “We drove around, and, when we noticed a girl we liked, we followed her home. And waited to see if she was a candidate.” 
 
    “How did you decide that?” 
 
    “We wanted women who didn’t have any family or pets. Our plan was to grab them when they came home late or were outside. We didn’t want to enter the house. Too easy to leave evidence behind.” 
 
    “That seems like a lot of work compared to the last time.” 
 
    “It was. We’d planned more time for this trip. Two weeks. But it still took at least a day to find and check on each woman.” 
 
    “How many did you kill?” 
 
    “Two, and there was one that got away.” 
 
    “Really? What happened?” 
 
    “The girl went out for a jog, and Ray was waiting for her around the corner. When he grabbed her, she went nuts and attacked him. He loosened his grip, and she was gone. I was supposed to pull up with the car, so he could throw her in, but, by the time I got there, he was on the ground. She’d kicked him in the nuts. He was so angry. We had to bolt after that. There was a good description of Ray with the police, and we got scared.” 
 
    “What did you do to the victims in Jackson? The ones you were able to abduct, that is.” 
 
    “We took them to LeFleur’s Bluff State Park and left them there.” 
 
    “Were they ever found?” 
 
    “Eventually, but there was no good evidence.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “We had the idea to shave off all the hair on our bodies. Plus, we used condoms and took them with us when we left the park. So they never got any DNA evidence.” 
 
    “Did you guys take any more of these vacations?” 
 
    “Nope. Just the three.” 
 
    “It seems like you both were pretty thorough. You probably could’ve gone on indefinitely.” 
 
    “Probably. Speaking of which, how did you guys know we were going to be at the store today?” 
 
    “We didn’t. We were actually at the McDonalds getting lunch and recognized you.” 
 
    “No shit,” James said, letting that soak in. “We were there trying to get something to cover our faces. The lady with the baby scratched us up something awful.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Alex said with a small amount of delight.  
 
    There was an awkward silence.  
 
    “How did you get all this time off of work to make these trips?” 
 
    “My parents owned a small hardware store chain. It was very popular, and they did very well. When they died, Ray inherited it. He was technically older, and Dad always said he was the more intelligent one. I guess he didn’t trust me enough to share it. When I found that out, it made me glad I killed them.” 
 
    “You killed them? Your own parents?” Alex asked, his mouth agape.  
 
    “They were our first. Ray put the idea in my head. My father had placed some heavy bags of cement on the top shelf of a rack in the store, and Ray pointed out that it was dangerous. We were sixteen at the time and working there after school and on weekends. I rigged the rack to fall over when my parents were walking past it on the way to a dinner party. Everything came crashing down on them, and they were crushed. I removed all signs of the rigging before the cops arrived. Ray told them about how he’d warned my father that it was dangerous, and there were a bunch of employees that confirmed it. I think they suspected us but could never prove it. Ray inherited the business and the house. We worked in the stores together. We could take time off whenever we wanted and just leave the managers in charge.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you want to share?” Alex asked, ready to end this unsettling conversation. 
 
    “I know you’ll look into the other murders. If you need more proof, then go to the farmhouse. I kept a journal of everything we did. It’s hidden in the attic under a box of Christmas decorations. I knew Ray would be mad if he found out I had it, so I always kept it hidden from him. There’s also trophies somewhere at Ray’s house. He thought I didn’t know about it, but he always took something small, something that might not be missed. The trophies from this trip are in the barn, in the locked drawer of the desk.” 
 
    “Why did you decide to share all this with me?” Alex asked, genuinely interested. “Why did you tell me about the other murders? You might have never been linked to them.” 
 
    “I feel like it’s time to be done. It was fun killing the hookers, but this new process was really taking it out of me. I would probably have gotten the same sentence either way.” 
 
    “Well, as you said, I’ll be looking into all this. I’m sure the FBI will be brought in, and they’ll want to talk to you all over again. People are going to want to know more. I’m going to step outside a few minutes and set up your transfer to the prison.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you, Detective.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX SPLASHED COLD WATER ON his face. His body shook, and he fought to control it. He leaned heavily on the bathroom sink. How do people like this exist? He couldn’t wrap his head around it. The depravity it took to do the things they did. It made Alex sick to his stomach. Even after all the cases he’d worked, someone had come along and made him question the true depths of evil. He grabbed some paper towels and blotted his face, looking at his bloodshot eyes in the mirror. Throwing the towels away, he left the bathroom and headed for the breakroom. He desperately needed a cup of strong coffee. 
 
    As he was setting the carafe back on the maker, Alex heard a commotion down the hall. There was a loud bang from a gunshot, and people came running from all directions. Someone yelled for an ambulance. Alex dropped his coffee mug and hurried to follow them. He pushed through the crowd around the interrogation room to find Johnson trying to revive James, who was lying on the floor. The chair was toppled over, and his leg was at an odd angle because the cuffs still attached him to it. Blood was pooling from James’ heart. His eyes locked with Alex’s, and he smiled at him as the light faded from his eyes. 
 
    Alex later found out that Johnson was bringing James a cup of coffee. Johnson had been fooled by how docile James appeared. It really seemed like he was ready to pay for his crimes. James had asked for the cup of coffee, and Johnson had gone to retrieve it. When he’d leaned over to put it down, James had lunged forward and pulled the pistol from Johnsons’ holster. There’d been a struggle as James tried to shoot himself in the head, and Johnson had grabbed his arms to try to stop him. James ended up getting shot in the chest and died on the floor of the interrogation room. 
 
    It made sense to Alex now why James had told him everything. He was leaving his legacy.  
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    IT HAD BEEN ALMOST A week since what the press were now calling the Quad State Stranglers’ reign—and lives—had come to an end. They were still making the nightly news as more and more information about their killings was released to the public. The Pruitt County police were having problems daily with groupies trying to sneak onto the premises where the murders were committed. True Crime writers and enthusiasts were coming into town, and all of the hotels within a twenty-mile radius were filling up. Jake said he hadn’t been this busy in years, though he wished it was for a happier occasion.  
 
    Makeshift memorials of candles, cards, and stuffed animals stood by every spot where a body had been found. Vendors had even shown up with shirts that said everything from “Always Remember,” with the victims’ names underneath, to “Quad State Stranglers’ #1 Fan.” There were already talks of a certain TV network making a movie about the Q.S.S., and many forensic psychologists were dying to learn all they could about the duo. James had been right when he said that they would become famous.  
 
    The investigation was still underway. They were trying to track down all the locations where Ray and James had stayed on their trips. There were many buildings that needed to be searched and cataloged, including Ray’s house, James’ apartment, the hardware stores, the cabin and tunnel, the farmhouse, and the barn. Ray had surprisingly been a family man. He had a wife and three kids back in Alabama. They had no idea that their husband and father had been a serial murderer.  
 
    Another family ruined by these men. 
 
    One thing that no one had seemed to know about, even James, was that Ray had a brain tumor. His doctor released his patient files, and they learned that, a year earlier, he’d been given the death card. The tumor was malignant and inoperable. It in no way explained his behavior for the last eighteen years of his life, but it did give a slight insight into why they jumped from nabbing hookers—to abducting coeds and women from their own homes—and then moving on to impersonate officers and go on a much longer and larger spree. He was dying, and he wanted to go out in a blaze of glory. Had he been caught, he most likely figured he would be imprisoned for a year at most before the tumor killed him. Apparently, his brother’s well-being hadn’t been a consideration. Nor had his family’s, since he’d liquidated most of his assets to bankroll their project. It took a lot of money to do what they did. 
 
    Because the murders were committed in multiple states, the FBI was called in and had pretty much taken over the investigation. They allowed Alex to stay on the team as long as he kept out of the way and didn’t share information with anyone. It had been a busy week. Alex had been invited to go with the FBI teams to Florida, Mississippi, and Alabama since he was the one James had told his story to. With the help of James’ journals, they were able to contact the families of all the victims and let them know what had happened to their loved ones. James had even drawn maps in his journal; excavations were underway to try to find the bodies of the victims still missing. Alex felt good that he could be part of the group to help bring closure to many families. 
 
    That day, the quiet afternoon was interrupted by a heavy storm. To Alex, it almost felt like Mother Earth was trying to cleanse herself from the bad things that had happened. At the cabin, the door to the shed stood open, and police tape hung from the doorway, blowing in the breeze. The tunnel, once dark, was now lit up by lights inserted into the tunnel walls. Even with the lighting, the tunnel was still somehow eerie and dark. Evidence tags dangled from multiple surfaces and covered the ground in many places.  
 
    Inside the cell, the bed had been stripped down of all the coverings, which were taken to the FBI lab to be processed. Everyone was hoping that they would only find evidence from the killers and the known victims, nobody else. The FBI was trying to connect them to a number of unsolved murders, but Alex was pretty certain that if it wasn’t in the journals, it wasn’t them. The FBI had pointed out that there could be more journals out there. Alex’s stomach had soured when he heard that. He hoped it wasn’t true. 
 
    Alex stuck his head into the room, where a hooded figure leaned over the bed, staring down at it. “Megan?” he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    MEGAN TURNED AROUND, PUSHING THE hooded cap of her raincoat back. Alex walked over to her and put an arm tentatively on hers. She’d come straight into this chamber the moment they had arrived at the cabin.  
 
    “Are you okay? Ready to leave? This storm’s going to get worse. I didn’t want you to come out here anyway today. You just got out of the hospital.” 
 
    Alex had refused to talk to her about the case while she’d been in the hospital. Not only because the FBI had told him not to, but also because he wanted her to focus on healing. Part of her had thought he was doing it because he knew it would drive her crazy; he knew how deeply she’d been invested in the case. In reality, she realized that it was because he hadn’t wanted her stressing over how the search was going. 
 
    She knew there was a lot to do. In TV shows and movies, they made it seem like everything was done once the bad guys were caught. In reality, weeks went into wrapping up a case, not including the time prepping for hearings and the actual lengthy legal process if a suspect didn’t plead guilty. It was almost a week later, and they were still processing the house, cabin, vehicles, and all the other evidence. Everything had to be tagged and stored because you never knew what would be pertinent later. Especially since, she assumed, these were not their first murders. People typically didn’t escalate to serial murders that quickly.  
 
    Megan nodded that she was ready, and Alex put a hand around her waist and helped her walk back into the tunnel and out the shed door. She held her side where she had been shot. Luckily, the bullet had missed major organs and just hit part of her intestines. They’d been able to sew everything up, and they thought she would make a full recovery. Her stubborn, stupid decision had gotten her shot. Dr. Thomas had called it a miracle. Megan had talked herself into believing that Alex would’ve died if she hadn’t distracted Ray Dawson at the perfect moment.  
 
    Jackie had wanted to keep her in the hospital a little longer, but Megan had insisted on being released. She’d argued that Megan could pull her stitches if she moved too much, or she could get an infection. Alex had been on Jackie’s side at first. All Megan knew was that she couldn’t spend another day in that hospital. Hospitals had always given her the creeps—even before she was brought to one after being strangled. Megan had pulled at their hearts, and Jackie, after a lot of persuasion, had finally, though reluctantly, agreed.  
 
    She’d made some stipulations of her own, though, and Megan had to meet Dr. Thomas at her practice every few days for two more weeks to check her stitches and look for infections.  
 
    Alex had almost been harder to convince than Jackie. He wanted to protect her and couldn’t imagine her getting worse after everything that had happened. He’d offered her everything he could think of to get her to stay. He said he would bring her anything she wanted, decorate the room any way she wanted, and even promised to bring gifts every day. Megan had appreciated the gesture, but she knew what she wanted, and she could be very stubborn—her gunshot wound was proof of that. She’d thrown a low punch and told him that, if he cared for her, he would be on her side. Alex had left that night and come back the next morning with fresh flowers for her. By late afternoon, he’d helped talk Jackie into releasing her.  
 
    She knew she was very lucky to have Alex in her life. Not many men would have done everything for her that he had. She hoped that things could go well between them. He’d talked about his feelings for her many times, but, for some reason, she was concerned. She feared that whatever they’d formed during this hard time was just a coping mechanism, and, once things calmed down, they would realize that they didn’t have that much of a connection. You’re just overreacting, looking too much into it, and you’re going to ruin it yourself, she chided.  
 
    Alex helped Megan climb into his car before he got in and started the engine. Megan stared out the window at the cabin. 
 
    “Someone should burn it to the ground,” she said, mumbling to herself.  
 
    “What was that?” he asked. 
 
    “I said that place should be burned to the ground.” 
 
    “I agree. I wouldn’t be surprised at all if some of the locals came out and took care of it in a few months. The property’s vacant now, and no one will ever want to buy it.” 
 
    “Has there been any update on John?” Megan asked. 
 
    Alex shrugged. “Every day seems to be a little better. He’s come to realize that everything he felt for Joy was just her manipulating him. He’s decided that, when he gets released, he’s going to move down to Florida. Apparently, it was his dream to live down there. Thinks some menial job as a fisherman or running a tourist shop will be good for him. He promises to find a good N.A. program. I’m going to miss him, but I think he needs time to get over what happened, and staying here isn’t going to help him at all.”  
 
    “Yeah, poor guy.” 
 
    Alex put a hand over Megan’s. “We all need to heal after what’s happened,” he said.  
 
    Megan looked into his eyes, saw the comfort there, and took solace in it. She knew without a doubt that he would be there for her while they both moved on with their lives. 
 
      
 
      
 
    LATER THAT EVENING, ALEX AND Megan sat at the diner in the same booth where they’d eaten that first day together.  
 
    Jan walked by. “How y’all doing with those? Need anything else?” 
 
    “We’re fine. Thanks, Jan,” Megan replied. 
 
    Jan smiled and headed to her next table. 
 
    “So…can we talk about the case now?” Megan asked, looking at her watch. “I’ve officially been out of the hospital for about three hours, so I think I’ve lived up to my part of our agreement,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “I took you back to the cabin, didn’t I?” he said with mock anger.  
 
    She smiled. “I’m sorry. I’ve wanted to talk about what happened, what I remembered, but you wouldn’t let me. You even kept the FBI from interviewing me.” 
 
    “You know the FBI doesn’t want me talking about it.” Alex cast a nervous glance around the diner and then leaned closer to Megan. “It’s coming along, but let’s go somewhere more private to discuss the details. I don’t want to disturb someone’s family dinner.” 
 
    “Of course,” she agreed, her voice heavy with anticipation. 
 
    They paid their tab and headed to the gazebo in the middle of the town square. The square was made up of shops surrounding a small, but lush, park. Flowers wound along the peaceful pathway. Charming benches sat every fifty feet or so, affording lovely views of the patches of color. To one side of the gazebo was a tiny pond where a few ducks swam around, quacking at one another playfully. At this time of the day, the little park was pretty much empty. It usually cleared out around dusk, but, with the murders, people had started clearing out earlier. Things weren’t back to normal in Coopersville yet, and they probably wouldn’t be for a while.  
 
    Alex led Megan up to the bench, and they sat down. He turned to Megan. He knew the answer before he asked, but he still felt the need to protect her. 
 
     “You sure you want to know everything?” he asked. 
 
    Megan just looked at him.  
 
    “I know, I know. I just wanted to make sure. I want you to go first, though. Tell me what you remembered. It might fill in some blanks in the case.” 
 
    “As I said when we first met, I was driving home from that conference the Tuesday before last and had decided to take a back way home. I always loved the country and wasn’t in a rush to get home. I was driving down the highway when flashing lights popped up behind me. It was a cop car was pulling me over.” 
 
    “We found the cop car in the barn at the farmhouse,” Alex said. 
 
    Megan continued, “So, I pulled over—because who wouldn’t trust a cop? One of them, James, came up to my car and told me I was speeding. He took my insurance and ID and went back to his car, just like a normal officer would. I was sitting there chastising myself for speeding when he came back and told me there was a problem with my car.” 
 
    Alex raised an eyebrow. “A problem?” 
 
    “He said it was reported as stolen, and I told him it was my car, even offered to show him the registration, but he refused to listen. Now that I think back, I remember that this was when the voice in the back of my head started warning me something wasn’t right, but I ignored it like an idiot. He was charming and came off like he was a normal, God-fearing person.” She sighed, “So, I went with him and got into the back of their cruiser.” 
 
    “Once they had me in the car, Ray must’ve hit a switch or something because, suddenly, there was a loud hissing noise, and something filled the air. I gagged and tried to open the door or kick out a window. I couldn’t. Then, everything went black.”  
 
    “That explains a lot. My best tech guy is still working on the cruiser, but he found the delivery system. He took a sample, but we haven’t confirmed that it was Odestitone yet.” 
 
     Megan nodded. “Next thing I remember was fighting at the chains they’d attached to my wrists and neck. I went in and out of consciousness a lot. They must have been dosing me regularly. I think they might have been late with that last dose because I was starting to come out of the haze. I grabbed a rock from beneath the bed, and, when I heard him coming in, I crouched on the floor like I was hurting, and, when he came to help me, I slammed it into his head.” 
 
    “Good job.” 
 
    “Thanks. So, then I unlocked myself and ran out of the cell. I found my way outside and looked back to see the shed door. That’s how I knew where to go to find Betty; I knew he would be coming out that way.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe that you followed me when I told you to stay behind,” Alex said angrily. “But it did help slow them down enough for me to catch up. At what cost, though?” he asked, motioning to her injury. 
 
    “I think it was worth it,” Megan said. “Betty’s back with her family, one of the killers is dead, and the other is in jail and will spend the rest of his life there.” 
 
    “He’s not in jail,” Alex said somberly. 
 
    “What? Where…” Megan began, and then she figured it out. “He’s dead? What happened?” 
 
    “He managed to get an officer’s gun from its holster, and, in the ensuing scuffle, he was shot in the chest.” 
 
    “What the hell? He was trying to get away in a crowded police station?” 
 
    “No, he was trying to shoot himself in the head when Johnson tried to stop him.” 
 
    “Why would he do that? I mean, I know he was going to jail for a long time, but most people would prefer life in prison over death, right?” 
 
    “In some cases, that’s true. In his case, he probably would’ve been attacked by the other inmates. He would have to be put in solitary confinement and spend the rest of his life alone. Obviously, he was really attached to his brother, so maybe the thought of being alone scared him.” 
 
    “Brother?” Megan asked. 
 
    “They were fraternal twins. Ray and James Dawson. Ray owned a hardware store chain in Birmingham, and James worked with him. Ray even had a wife and kids.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Megan muttered.  
 
    “But I think the actual reason he killed himself was that he was remorseful. This went deeper than we could have imagined.” 
 
    Megan looked worried. “How so?” 
 
    “This wasn’t their first time.” 
 
    “Oh my God! Who else?” 
 
    “Well, they killed their parents when they were sixteen.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He never really said why before he died. I assume they’d upset them somehow.” 
 
    “Who else did they kill?” 
 
    “They went on what James described as vacations, where they would kill women before going back to their normal lives.” 
 
    Megan covered her mouth with her hands. “A vacation?” her question was muffled by her hands. “How gross!” 
 
    “Yes. It was very sick. They went to Florida and Mississippi and killed a total of five other women. The FBI is trying to link them to more unsolved murders in the Southeast.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” was all Megan could say.  
 
    “They also killed multiple prostitutes around Birmingham.” 
 
    Megan shook her head. “Unbelievable.” 
 
    “I know,” Alex agreed. “James told me about these journals that he’d kept, detailing their murders. FBI techs are still going through them, looking for any other murders. He wrote every day and about everything that happened to him. It’s going to take a while.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Megan said. “Do you know when they want to take my statement?” 
 
    “I set up an appointment for tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Okay, good. I’m ready to get past this.” 
 
    Alex smiled. “Me too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALEX HAD TO TAKE MEGAN home so he could attend the daily briefing at the station. She curled up on the couch under a blanket as she waited; even though her blood supply had been replenished for some time now, she was still cold. Jackie said that would fade eventually, and Megan wanted it to come as soon as possible. Alex had taken away her cell phone and the TV remote while she’d been in the hospital, so she took the time alone to start searching the net for everything about the case. She knew Alex had told her pretty much everything, but she wanted to hear it from somewhere else. It’s over, and you’re still obsessed.  
 
    After about an hour of reading articles and watching videos on the phone’s tiny screen, she stretched and meandered into the kitchen. They’d already had dinner, but it had been pretty early, and she was getting hungry again. She figured she would make a snack for when he got home. She opened the fridge and looked around.  
 
    Alex had researched foods to eat after surgery to help you heal, and his fridge was now stuffed with fish, chicken, eggs, and various fruits and vegetables. He purchased fruit juices since they were full of nutrients as well; he even got the organic kind with no added sugars. She pushed some of the items around and found something unidentifiable in a container that was growing a science project under the saran wrap. She hefted it onto the counter to throw away later, instantly regretting putting the strain on her abdomen. Megan decided to go with a fruit salad and started dicing fruit and tossing it into a large bowl. 
 
      
 
      
 
    WHEN ALEX ARRIVED HOME, THEY enjoyed their snack and went out onto the porch to sit on the swing. They watched as the rain ran down the roof and came off the edges.  
 
    “I love the rain, especially in the mountains. It smells so good,” Megan said. 
 
    “Stay with me,” Alex said suddenly. 
 
    Megan turned to look at him, not sure she’d understood. 
 
    “Stay with me,” he repeated. 
 
    “…Are you sure?” 
 
    “Hell yes, I’m sure. I know it’s soon, but you’ve changed my life so much. I’m so thankful for that. You’ve made me do things I swore I never would again, not to mention helped solve one of the biggest cases of my career. I can’t imagine you leaving here and never seeing you again.” 
 
    “I would like to stay…but I do have a life in Greenville.” 
 
    “I know that. I understand. I’m willing to try a long distance thing, but, in the end, all I want is to be with you.” 
 
    Megan pondered for a moment. She knew what she wanted to do, but she was scared. To give up her career and move to another state just because she had feelings for a guy seemed insane. She would just have to take the jump and go with her instincts. 
 
    She smiled at Alex. “I’ll stay.” 
 
    He smiled, leaned down, and put his hand under her chin. 
 
    Their kiss was as romantic and perfect as either of them could have wanted. Megan leaned her head in the crook of his arm and looked out at the forest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Note from the Author 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading my book! If you have some time, please take a moment to leave a quick review here. Reviews are gold to authors. Your feedback helps me hone my craft while simultaneously getting the word out about my work. Thanks in advance for your contribution! If you’d like to get updates on release dates, events, and more please sign up for the mailing list AmandaFeyerbend.com/join. 
 
    Please enjoy the following excerpt from the second novel in the Pruitt County Mystery Series, White River. 
 
    Don’t miss the next book  
 
    in the Pruitt County Mysteries!  
 
      
 
    White River 
 
      
 
    The young boy stomped into his house, leaves and dirt falling off his wet shoes as he moved around the cramped foyer. The new coat rack and bench combination his mother had recently purchased made it hard to maneuver around the small entryway, and he struggled out of his coat and shoes, placing them on the coat hook and in the cubby on the bench respectively. Outside the sun was almost fully set and he was returning home at dark as his mother had instructed at lunchtime. His day outdoors had been wonderful. First, he'd played in the woods, pretending he was on a secret mission in the colonial days to thwart the British invasion during the Revolutionary War, which his class had just learned about. Then he'd played by the river, where the most wonderful thing had happened.  Eager to tell his mom about his day, he rushed to the kitchen where his mom was cooking dinner; every step he took left a wet smudge from his soaking socks. 
 
    “Mommy, mommy,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, honey?” 
 
    “There was a lady living in the water today!” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, feigning interest as she carefully chopped vegetables for their soup.  
 
    He knew she’d sent him outside to play so she could have a day alone to catch up on chores and have some alone time. His appearance meant her afternoon of freedom had come to an end.  
 
    “Yes! She was breathing underwater and smiling at me.” 
 
    “That's great, dear,” hismother said,“Now get out of those damp clothes before you get sick and get ready for dinner.”  
 
    The boy stomped off to his room to change, humming to himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the river, a small figure rippled in the water. Her body moved slightly within the water current, seeming like she was moving of her own accord. A white dress swished around her body. Her arm was stuck between two rocks, keeping her in place within the moving water column. Small fish picked at her body.  
 
    The rocks finally shifted from the pressure and the woman slipped into the current, seeming to wave goodbye to the little boy in the house on the other side of the trees who was just sitting down to dinner with his mother. 
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