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      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome to the Police and Fire: Operation Alpha Fan-Fiction world!

      

      If you are new to this amazing world, in a nutshell the author wrote a story using one or more of my characters in it. Sometimes that character has a major role in the story, and other times they are only mentioned briefly. This is perfectly legal and allowable because they are going through Aces Press to publish the story.

      This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I might have assisted with brainstorming and other ideas about which of my characters to use, I didn’t have any part in the process or writing or editing the story.

      I’m proud and excited that so many authors loved my characters enough that they wanted to write them into their own story. Thank you for supporting them, and me!

      

      READ ON!

      Xoxo

      Susan Stoker

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Victoria “Vic” Paige thought she was firmly back in the saddle since returning to her job as a firefighter after a three-year hiatus. These past twelve months with her new crew at Station 3 have rebuilt her confidence. That is until they are called to a motel fire where she stumbles onto the scene of a murder, which has her shaken to the core. But a pair of calm blue eyes and the deep composed voice of the first detective on the scene restores her equilibrium.

      

      As a recent transplant from the Denver PD to the smaller Durango force, Detective Bill Evans is enjoying the slower pace. So when he is called to a motel fire, he doesn’t expect it to be the first in a series of gruesome murders, bringing back unwelcome memories. The only high point is finding the familiar, beautiful, blond-haired firefighter on the scene. Despite the heavy workload inevitable with a difficult case like this, he’s determined not to let that stroke of good luck go to waste.

      

      However, when the killer turns the investigation personal, Evans finds himself reconnecting with his former partner, Quint Axton, as he scrambles to keep those he cares about safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Vic

      

      

      

      The smell hits me seconds before my eyes recognize the unmistakable outline of a body.

      Or what is left of one.

      I freeze in my tracks.

      The call came through an hour ago; fire at the Oxbow Motel on the north side of town. Unfortunately, it took us fifteen minutes longer than the five minutes it should’ve taken us to get there. Right off the bat we ran into gridlock on the bridge across the Animas River. A delivery truck driver thought he could beat the Cascade Canyon Express—the steam-engine train running between Durango and Silverton—and tragically miscalculated. The scene was chaos and although no one appeared to be seriously injured, the truck’s load was strewn across the bridge and blocked the railroad tracks.

      Normally, that would’ve been our call since Station 3 is just down the road, but because we were already geared up and on our way to the Oxbow Motel, dispatch called in Station 2 to deal with the mess on the bridge, and we rerouted, navigating the backroads to get to the Oxbow.

      The fire had already done tremendous damage to most of the sixteen rooms on the north side of the motel when we arrived, and it was encroaching on the office bisecting the two wings. Three Durango PD cruisers were blocking off the road and what looked like a group of guests who were standing on the sidewalk, held back by one of the officers. Two other uniforms were trying to round up the few idiots still trying to pull their belongings from the burning units.

      When the crew from Station 6 up in Hermosa showed up a few minutes later with an engine and a tanker, Hog and I were sent to clear the units on the other side. Hog did the main floor while I darted up the stairs to the second floor.

      As soon as I hit the gallery, I noticed a thin trail of smoke filtering out of the window of the third room down. I wondered if the fire had traveled through the ceiling from the other side or whether this was a separate source. It’s not uncommon for flames to move unseen between floors, or through an attic space, only to flare up in a hot spot away from the origin of the fire.

      But there were no flames visible when I broke down the door and just the bed was smoldering, which was the source of the smoke.

      The only source.

      Whatever caused the fire on the bed looks to have burned itself out.

      Unfortunately, too late for this poor soul, but judging from the chains anchoring the body to the bed, it may have already been too late when that fire alarm went off.

      A dripping sound draws my attention to the edge of the bedcovers hanging down the side of the mattress. They look drenched, the next drop of water already falling to the puddle forming on the carpet below.

      Someone put that fire out.

      My eyes dart to the bathroom and find the door wide open. Empty. Then my gaze slides to the window, which is also open. Right below in front of the air-conditioning unit is a large, five-gallon bucket tipped over on its side.

      I’m not sure what the hell is going on here, but it’s not good.

      “Are you clear?”

      I jump in my boots as Hog taps my shoulder and steps around me into the room.

      “Fuck me, is that…”

      When he starts moving to the bed, I pull him back.

      “Don’t,” I warn him. “We need the boys in blue in here.”

      My radio is already in my hand.

      “Cap, come in.”

      The unit crackles in my ear before my fire captain’s voice comes through.

      “Vic. You all clear?”

      “Negative. Got a body up in unit nine.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You should probably send up the law.”

      I hear a muffled curse as he realizes what I’m saying and then he’s back.

      “Back out of the room and don’t fucking touch anything,” he snaps unnecessarily, since I’m already pulling Hog out the door and onto the gallery.

      “Jesus…” Hog mutters, wiping a hand over his face. “That’s something I won’t be able to unsee.”

      My thoughts exactly. Already my stomach is starting to churn as I try to process the scene I just witnessed, and I grab the gallery railing behind me for stability. Closing my eyes, I inhale deeply, trying to force the scent of death from my lungs and nose.

      Unfortunately, in this line of work, we’re intimately acquainted with the many faces of death, but never in my nearly twenty years on the job have I seen anything like the horror in that room.

      I turn my head when I hear someone coming up the steel stairs and see one of the patrol officers hurry toward us. He looks cocky, self-important, and young enough to be my kid. I don’t need to be a genius to know what’s going to happen next.

      “I wouldn’t—” I start but, as expected, am ignored as he barges past us and leans into the doorway.

      I glance over at Hog, who doesn’t even try to stop him and simply shakes his head.

      The kid doesn’t even make more than a step into the room before he backs out, looking a little green around the gills. I wonder if he’ll be able to keep his cookies down, God knows I’m having a hard enough time.

      After making sure the young officer is going to be okay guarding the door, Hog says he’ll finish checking the other units and sends me down to wait for the investigating officer to get here.

      My eyes are focused on my boots as I come down the stairs, so I don’t see the collision coming. Strong hands grab my arms as I run square into a solid mass.

      “Are you all right?”

      No, I’m not, and the last person I want to be dealing with right now is Lance Bruner. I try to twist loose and move around him, but he holds on fast. It shouldn’t be a surprise since he has a history of putting his hands where they aren’t invited. In particular, on me.

      “I’m fine, you can let go now,” I hiss through my teeth, pissed he was able to blindside me.

      I didn’t know he was back in town and on the crew at Station 6, or I would’ve kept my eyes open. I had no idea he transferred back to Durango.

      Four years ago, I worked with this man at Station 16 north of Hermosa and made the mistake of finally giving in to months of his dogged pursuit to go out to dinner with him. I’ll admit, I was flattered at first by the way he showered me with attention, but even after only a month of dating, I realized what I’d seen as affection was instead obsession. I broke it off but, apparently, ‘no’ was not part of his vocabulary.

      It still isn’t, judging by the way one of his hands holds me firm while the other rubs up and down my arm, giving me shivers.

      “I heard what happened and wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      “Let go, Lance,” I snap.

      “Everything all right here?”

      Detective Bill Evans stops a few feet away, his feet spread and arms crossed over his chest. He clearly picks up on the tense situation and I’m as embarrassed as I am relieved.

      The moment Lance hears the gruff voice behind him, he drops his hands and steps back, turning to Evans with a big smile on his face.

      “Hey, Bill, how are you?” he says jovially.

      Of course, he’s just one of the guys, or so he’d like you to believe. I know he likes to hang out at The Irish, the favorite local hangout for first responders, fraternizing with the boys. One of the reasons I avoid the pub like the plague. They probably play darts together or something.

      Still shaky from the gruesome discovery upstairs, and knowing this will end as every other similar incident has in the past—with Lance clapping shoulders and me dismissed as overreacting—I’m about to walk off when the detective’s comment stops me.

      “Excuse me, I’ll need to speak with Firefighter Paige. In private,” he adds sharply before turning to face me, effectively dismissing Lance.

      I’m not prepared for the look of warm concern I see in his normally cool blue eyes.

      

      *****

      

      Bill

      

      It wasn’t difficult to interpret the situation I walked in on.

      Body language rarely lies, and besides, I know Bruner’s type. I’ve heard his off-color comments around The Irish and at times when I bump into him at a call.

      Fortunately, he takes the hint I don’t want or need him around, and with one last look at Vic—who pointedly ignores him—he swings around and heads back to his unit.

      “You okay?”

      She seems startled and nods almost reluctantly. Then she glances up to the unit Officer Kaplan is guarding.

      “No,” she replies with surprising honesty. “That’s the most fucked-up thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Clearly, she’s already forgotten about that asswipe, Bruner. Must be quite the scene up there.

      She turns her brown eyes on me. “How did you get here so fast?”

      “I happened to be around the corner when the call came through.”

      I pull a pen and my small leather-bound notebook from my jacket pocket, flipping it open. Vic follows my movements closely and breathes out a deep sigh. She knows what’s coming.

      “Talk me through,” I prompt her and watch as she inhales deeply.

      Then, in a soft voice, she paints me a graphic picture that has goosebumps rise on my skin.

      Fifteen minutes later, I walk into the motel room alongside Dave Krajcek, the first of the forensic techs to arrive. He starts snapping pictures right away. I thought after what Vic told me and my decades of experience with horrific crimes I’d be prepared, but the sight still hits me in the solar plexus.

      She appears to be young, from what I can see. Maybe late teens or early twenties. Unfortunately, there’s not a lot left of her face but the multi-colored fingernails on her hand give me an indication of age. That left hand and both legs below the knee are the only parts of her largely intact.

      Vic has a good eye. Her detailed observations were a surprise. She’d mentioned the wet spot on the floor and the overturned bucket by the window, and her descriptions of the victim were dead on as well. Up to and including the painted nails. She’s the one who suggested perhaps the person who set the body on fire may have changed their mind and doused the flames before escaping out the window. They could’ve used the fire as a distraction.

      Unless the fire on the other side of the hotel had been intentional? That almost seems the more likely scenario. I don’t believe in coincidences. That would mean that this entire scene was set on purpose.

      Why?

      “This is some crazy motherfucker…” Krajcek mumbles as he bends his lanky frame over for a close up of the carnage on the bed.

      “You’re not kidding.”

      I turn to find my partner, Jay VanDyken, walk in with the medical examiner, who also happens to be his wife. It’s Doc who spoke. Pulling on a pair of gloves, she approaches the body.

      Jay stops beside me.

      “Shit,” he mutters. “Shouldn’t have had that brisket for dinner.”

      Yeah, I’m grateful my last meal was breakfast. I’ve been on the go all day, living off bad coffee, and I don’t think I’ll be eating anytime soon either.

      It doesn’t take me long to fill my partner in on what I know and leave him in charge of the scene, while I go find the manager. There’s something about this whole setup that has my hair on end. I barely got here and already I’m feeling like I’m missing something. I could waste time wracking my brain and spinning theories, but my energy would be better spent gathering hard information.

      The manager is a good place to start.

      I don’t think about the little scene I interrupted earlier until I hit the bottom of the stairs and my eyes are instantly drawn to the other side of the motel, where fire squads are still milling about. I try to spot Vic but don’t see her as I walk across the parking lot to the group of people herded onto the sidewalk. I’ll have to catch up with her later, make sure she’s okay.

      It’s already getting dark outside and I spot Officer Kaplan underneath one of the street lamps, talking to a young couple. They barely look legal. I put Kaplan in charge of taking names and looking for witnesses and walk right up to him.

      “Which one’s the manager?”

      He points to a balding guy pacing back and forth, talking on his phone. He’s maybe five nine, has a substantial gut, and looks to be about my age.

      His name is Troy Bennet and he’s worked here for fifteen years. Nights and weekends, he shares. No, he can’t tell me who rented unit nine if we won’t let him into his office. He gets a little testy when I explain we need to wait until it’s cleared by the fire department and I can’t help wonder why that is.

      “Of course we’ll have to get in there first to check your video feed,” I throw out on a hunch, pointing at the single camera mounted over the door to the office Bennet’s been darting glances at.

      His eyes snap to me, beads of sweat breaking out on his forehead. I clearly rattled him.

      “Uhh…that camera is not reliable, blurry picture, and the software is old.”

      Bingo.

      ***

      The sun is already coming up again by the time I drive away from the Oxbow.

      My eyes are gritty and my head is pounding. I’m getting too old to be pulling these all-nighters. I need some shut-eye, but Doc Carter has the autopsy scheduled for eight so all I have time for is a quick bite. Probably not the best idea before stepping into the morgue, but after almost twenty-four hours on coffee alone, I need to fuel my body and my brain.

      This case may well see more missed meals and sleepless nights. So much evidence, so many bits and pieces to sort through. Figuring out what can be dismissed and what fits together with witness accounts and known facts. I about filled my notebook and should probably head to the station to convert my notes into a report, but I can’t even remember my own goddamn name by now.

      I won’t forget the victim’s name though.

      Caitlyn Esposito, aged twenty-four, according to the copy of her Michigan driver’s license Bennet was able to produce. He also remembered the rainbow colors on the girl’s fingernails.

      The man had still been sweating when Krajcek uploaded the security feed to our department server and was eager to get in our good graces. I’m sure whatever is on there, making him nervous, will come out when we go over the video back at the station, although I doubt it’ll have anything to do with the murder or the fire. It’d be monumentally dumb to shit where you sleep, and Bennet doesn’t strike me as being that stupid. Still, we’ll be keeping an eye on him.

      I pull into an empty spot outside CJ’s, a diner a few blocks from my condo. A quick three-egg breakfast and a two-minute shower should give me enough of a base so I can stomach the postmortem later.

      When I get out of the car, I spot Vic inside, sitting at a table by the window by herself, her head down. I did not expect to find her here. I happen to know she lives right downtown, five minutes from the firehouse.

      She looks up when I push the door open and step inside. She may be physically present, but I venture to guess in her mind she’s still back at the motel.

      Fuck.

      We’ve bumped into each other from time to time through work since I transferred here but we don’t socialize. Mind you, I don’t really spend a lot of time socializing anyway. I’ve learned to enjoy my own company over the years, but the woman looks miserable and something makes me pull out the chair across from her.

      “So, what’s with you and that slime bucket from Station 6?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Vic

      

      

      

      I’m pretty sure my mouth is hanging open but not a sound is coming out.

      This is unexpected.

      First of all, other than work-related interactions, I don’t think I’ve ever had a conversation with Evans, so to have him sit down like we’re suddenly buddies throws me a little. But what really comes as a surprise is the barely contained anger in his voice when he brings up Lance. From what I’d observed of him, he doesn’t talk much, seems unflappable, and appears to be a loner. He’s borderline asocial, clearly doesn’t care about appearances—he looks like he pulls his clothes from the dirty hamper every morning—and I’ve never seen the man smile.

      Yet he sits down across from me and asks me what I would consider a personal question. This man barely knows me.

      “Vic?” he prompts and I snap my mouth shut. “It looked like he was manhandling you.”

      Inadvertently, I lift my hand and rub my left bicep where I noticed the imprint of fingers bruised on my skin when I had a shower before leaving the firehouse earlier.

      The rest of the crew had already left for our regular breakfast hangout at Oscar’s. I didn’t feel like rehashing the past twenty-four hours and told the gang I was heading home, but I didn’t particularly feel like being alone either. The plan had been to visit my father, who is in a facility not far from Mercy hospital, until I realized I could hardly show up there at seven in the morning. I stopped at the diner down the road from the hospital to grab a bite and kill some time. I’d hoped to avoid bumping into anyone.

      “What are you doing on this side of town?”

      The slow rise of one of his heavy eyebrows tells me my attempt to steer the conversation in another direction falls flat.

      “My condo is right up the street. You, however, are on the wrong side of town.”

      “Actually, I was on my way to visit my dad. He lives at Memory Lane, a few miles east—”

      “I know the place,” he interrupts, planting his elbows on the table as he leans forward and glares at me. “Bruner hurt you.”

      He indicates the arm I was just rubbing.

      Doesn’t look like he’s prepared to let me off the hook.

      “It’s fine.”

      “Please tell me you’re not involved with him. That guy is off.”

      Again with the familiarity, like we’re friends or something. I’m starting to get annoyed.

      “Excuse me? A, that’s none of your business, and B, you’re not telling me anything I don’t know.”

      He sits back and crosses his arms over his chest, tilting his head to the side as he scrutinizes me. He’s quiet for so long I’m starting to squirm when the waitress stops by the table.

      “What can I get ya?”

      “Coffee and your three-egg special,” he tells her without moving his eyes from me. “Please,” he thinks to add last minute.

      “Coming right up. Ma’am, can I top up your coffee?”

      She holds up a thermos and I lift my half-empty mug for a refill, shooting her a grateful smile. When she walks away, I turn my attention back to Evans. He’s still staring at me and picks up the thread as if the waitress was never here.

      “I’m willing to bet you have history with him. Bruner,” he clarifies when I look confused. “You don’t strike me as someone who’d put up with a sexist asshole like that for very long, so I assume you broke it off at some point. Let me guess, he didn’t take it well? Guys like that never do.”

      I go from annoyed to beyond fed up. Not because he’s wrong in his assessment, but because I don’t like being patronized.

      “Look, Evans, I’m not sure to what I owe the pleasure of your company this morning, since you’ve never spoken more than two words to me, but I’ve had a long, shitty shift and I’m not in the mood for your uninvited psych analysis. So, if a lecture is why you sat down, I suggest you find—”

      “It wasn’t,” he interrupts. “I saw you through the window. You looked…haunted. Lost. It was a bad scene last night and I thought…”

      He looks almost sheepish as he lets the sentence trail off.

      “What? You’d cheer me up?” I can’t hold back the snort wanting to break free. The whole situation feels a little ridiculous. “Rubbing my face in past mistakes won’t do the trick, I suggest you brush up on your methods.”

      “I didn’t—”

      He’s cut off by the waitress returning with a plate of toast she slides in front of him.

      “Your eggs will be out shortly,” she states.

      Before she can walk away, I quickly get to my feet, my coffee mug in hand.

      “Could I maybe get my coffee to go?”

      The woman’s eyes dart from me to Evans and back before she nods and takes the mug from my hand.

      “Sure thing. I’ll be right back.”

      The silence that follows as she returns to the kitchen with my coffee is a bit uneasy. I’m the first one to crack.

      “Look, Bill…I’m sure you mean well, but I’m exhausted, I want to drop by my dad’s for a quick visit before I go home and crash. If you need to speak to me about the scene at the motel, call the firehouse, they know how to get hold of me, but I warn you, I’ll be out of commission for a solid ten hours.”

      He never gets a chance to respond when the waitress is back with his breakfast and my coffee in a carry-out cup.

      I thank her, give him a nod, and beeline it for the door.

      ***

      “Who is Tucker?”

      I rub a hand up and down my father’s forearm in an attempt to soothe him.

      He’s agitated this morning. He didn’t recognize me, which isn’t a surprise—he barely ever does anymore—but this is the first time he doesn’t know who Tucker is. Usually, when I mention my nephew’s name he perks up, and I’m often able to guide him from Tucker to Trin, my sister, and eventually to me. My nephew’s name is like a familiar spot on the faded map of his mind and as long as he’s able to locate that, he can find his way home. 

      Not so today. It makes me sad.

      I still think of Pops as the strong, larger-than-life hero I remember. The man who sparked and nurtured my drive to follow in his footsteps and become a firefighter. Then dementia slowly started eating holes in his memory, filling them with delusions and paranoia, and I spent three years trying to manage his decline before I called in my sister’s help. Even with the extra hands, it quickly became clear it wasn’t safe to keep him at home. For him or for us.

      So now he sits here, in a nursing home, in a chair by the window, his clothes hanging off his now-spindly body, looking at me completely bewildered.

      “It doesn’t matter, Pops. Would you like another bite of oatmeal?”

      He nods and when I lift the spoon, he obediently opens his mouth, like the child he’s reverted to.

       It used to be I could talk to my father after a difficult call. He understood. But there’s no way I can tell this man about the gruesome discovery I made last night. And it’s not the kind of thing I can talk to my sister about. Maybe with Bodhi—her husband and my crewmate—or better would be Hog. He saw what I saw, I’m sure he’ll have nightmares of his own.

      It’s not every day we find a restrained, charred body with the face caved in and the torso splayed open from stem to stern.

       

      *****

       

      Bill

       

      “You ready for this?”

      I glance over at Meredith, who is gloving up by the stainless-steel sink, her eyes on me. I try not to look at the body already on the cutting table under the harsh overhead lights, but my eyes are inevitably drawn there.

      “I’m good. Jay should be here shortly.”

      She’s still covered in a thin layer of sheeting they wrapped her in before zipping her in the body bag for transportation from the scene. I know the first thing Doc will do is carefully cut away the thin linen from the remains to minimize any disruption to the body. Especially with burn victims, it’s easy to inadvertently destroy evidence on or from the victim.

      Behind me the door opens and Jay walks in. I intercept a passing look between him and his wife, a silent communication understood only by them.

      That’s one thing I miss from the early days of my marriage when I still believed my ex and I were on the same page. Somewhere along the way, communication came to a grinding halt, probably around the time she started banging her therapist. How fucking cliché is that?

      Of course it was my fault. Since I made detective, my hours could be erratic and frequently long, and according to Bonnie I always came home too tired to pay attention to her. Instead of bringing it up to me, she complained to her therapist, who was all too happy to make sure Bonnie was well tended.

      I remained the villain though, since I wasn’t willing to give her full custody of our daughter, Maisy, who was barely eleven at the time. Even with my irregular hours, I’d always made sure my little girl came first. I fought hard, and finally conceded to a custody arrangement where I’d see Maisy every other weekend, three weeks during the summer, and alternating holidays. But that meant Bonnie couldn’t pack up and take her to Tucson, where she wanted to move with her therapist. Needless to say, she wasn’t happy about that, and for the first eight of the past thirteen years made sure I knew it.

      Oh, who the hell knows? Maybe it was all my fault. Clearly communication is not my strong suit, given the way I had Vic running out of the diner earlier, her breakfast still mostly untouched on the table.

      Fuck, I don’t even know how that went sideways so fast.

      “…tooth missing. Do you see it? Bill?”

      Yanked back to the present, I’m suddenly hit with a strong smell of death to remind me where I am.

      Jay moves aside and I take a step closer to see what Doc is pointing at. She’s aiming the tip of her scissors at a gap in the front teeth.

      “We have the left central incisor missing,” she shares. “Looks like that was recent.”

      I tug at the collar of my flannel shirt, suddenly stifling hot, despite the morgue’s near freezing temperature.

      “Could it have been knocked loose during transportation?” Jay suggests.

      I stay quiet, keeping my thoughts to myself while I wait for Meredith to draw her conclusions.

      “I don’t think so,” she says, shining the beam of a small penlight in the victim’s mouth. “The lips were closed so it should still be in her mouth and I don’t see anything.”

      “Odd. Okay, well, I should run,” Jay announces. “The security feed from the motel showed the manager stepping outside and leaning into the driver’s side window of a dark-colored, beat-up Oldsmobile Cutlass. License plates not legible. Looked like something was exchanged. When I tracked him down and asked him about it, he didn’t want to answer without his lawyer present. They’re supposed to come into the station at eleven.”

      “May have been a drug transaction or something,” I offer.

      “That would explain him lawyering up. Anyway, I’ll catch up with you later.”

      He throws Doc a wink and walks out. I try not to be too envious and do my best to focus on what Doc is doing, making the occasional note on my pad.

      Two hours later, I step out of the building, lift my face, and take in a cleansing breath, despite getting pelted by a steady rain.

      That was intense. We’re working on the assumption the victim is Caitlyn Esposito, but we won’t be able to confirm until we have dental records, fingerprints, or DNA, or can find the girl’s relatives to make a positive ID. 

      What we do know now is she’d died not long before she was found. A more precise time of death had been difficult to determine because of the fire, but Doc is still working on the girl. The victim had been tortured; I just hope some of the more horrific injuries were sustained after she was killed.

      I’m going to have a hard time closing my eyes.

      It suddenly hits me like a lightning bolt. That girl is someone’s daughter.

      Jesus, she was the same age as Maisy.

      Suddenly I’m scrambling to get my phone out of my pocket and hit speed dial. I can’t breathe until I hear her voice.

      “Hey, Dad.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Vic

       

      Two full days off.

      I sip my coffee and stare out the window. It’s gloomy outside, matching my mood.

      Normally, I use the time to putz around my house, clean, do laundry, grab groceries, and sometimes head up to the mountains for a nice hike. Today I’m having a hard time settling into any kind of routine.

      After visiting Dad, I came home and was not able to sleep, so I ended up getting all my chores for the weekend done yesterday. I crashed hard after that, but a vivid nightmare woke me up in the middle of the night and I couldn’t get back to sleep. It was four in the morning when I finally caved and took a sleeping pill. Of course that meant it was almost ten when I woke up with a head stuffed with cotton.

      I toss back the last dregs of my coffee and am contemplating putting on a second pot when my phone rings.

      “If it isn’t my favorite nephew,” I answer with a grin when I see Tucker’s name.

      “You mean your only nephew. For now anyway,” he grumbles.

      “What does that even mean?”

      It’s quiet on the other side and I’m about to prompt him when he speaks up.

      “Are you home?”

      The fact he ignores my question alarms me. There’s something going on with him. Tucker’s had his share of issues and can get moody. That was especially true after he and my sister moved here from San Antonio a year and a half ago. My nephew struggled to fit in and as a biracial kid raised by a single white mom—his father died before he was born—he had a hard time finding his place in the world.

      I thought he’d much improved this past year since he and my sister moved in with her boyfriend, Bodhi, one of my fellow firefighters, who happens to be biracial as well. But now I hear that lost kid in his voice and I wonder if maybe he got himself in trouble again.

      “Do you need me to pick you up somewhere?”

      “Nah, I’m almost there.”

      The line abruptly goes dead and I pace the floor until I hear a key in the door.

      My sister and Tuck kept their keys from when they were living here. Since this is the house Trin and I grew up in, I feel they have as much right to be here as I do, even though they now live on the outskirts of Durango with Bodhi.

      I’m embarrassed to admit I never moved out. Lived here every single one of my forty years. Married to my career. At least I was until Dad’s dementia became so prominent he needed constant monitoring, and I took an extended leave of absence to look after him.

      Now I live here alone.

      “Hey, kiddo.”

      My nephew grunts as he tosses his coat on the couch. I pick it up and hang it on the coatrack by the door, which he doesn’t even seem to notice. He makes a beeline for the fridge and opens the door, looking pissed as he stares at the contents. Or lack thereof.

      “Pop-Tarts in the pantry.”

      My beer bottles rattle in the fridge door when he slams it shut and dives into the pantry.

      It’s funny, I don’t even like Pop-Tarts, but I still buy a box every time I go to the grocery store. They were Dad’s favorites, Tucker’s too, but my nephew doesn’t stop by often enough to eat through my supply.

      Although, he appears to be making an effort now.

      He comes out of the pantry, his mouth full of the pastries and two more packs in his hand, and plops down on the couch.

      “Hey, Tuck?” He darts a glance my way when I sit down on the coffee table in front of him. “Wanna tell me what’s going on?”

      “Can I move back here?”

      Wow. I did not see that coming.

      He’s looking at me from under his eyebrows, trying to gauge my reaction, so I work hard to keep a straight face.

      “Why don’t you start by telling me what has you wandering around town in the middle of a school day, when I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to be in class?”

      He rolls his eyes to the ceiling as he pushes up off the couch and starts for the door.

      “Figures you wouldn’t understand,” he mutters, scowling as he grabs his jacket.

      My God, teenagers can be a pain in the ass.

      “You’d better stop right there if you know what’s good for you, buster,” I warn him when he reaches for the front door.

      I guess I was threatening enough because he dramatically bangs his forehead against the door.

      “Now come and sit your ass back down here and tell me what the hell this is all about.”

      The coat sails through the air and lands right back where he tossed it the first time, and he sits down in the same spot he just left. Instead of the scowl he was wearing earlier, he now looks like he’s fighting tears.

      Holy crap, what is going on with him?

      I take a chance and reach out, lightly ruffling the curls falling over his forehead. He doesn’t pull away but drops his chin to his chest.

      “Talk to me, kiddo.”

      “She’s pregnant,” he blurts out.

      Oh dear. I’m not sure I’m the appropriate person to have this conversation with him. I’m the childless aunt. The one with zero experience when it comes to dealing with kid problems.

      Although, I’m not sure this actually qualifies as a kid problem.

      “Brenda?”

      I visualize the pretty blond girl my nephew’s been seeing since the summer. I remember thinking they were so cute together, so fresh-faced and innocent still.

      Boy, was I off.

      They’re not even sixteen.

      “Geeze, Aunt Vic. Yes, Brenda. Who else?” he mocks, his attitude back in full force.

      I blow out a slow breath while hanging on to my patience.

      “She told me this morning. I’ve been walking around all morning. I don’t know what to do. Mom and Bodhi are going to kill me.”

      Bodhi wouldn’t, but my sister might. Not to mention Brenda’s parents.

      Good God, this is going to be a mess.

      “I can’t go home,” he pleads.

      “How far along?” I manage to ask.

      First step in tackling a problem is gathering information. That’s what Pops taught me.

      “Along what?”

      I press the heels of my hands in my eyes when I see the bewildered look on his face. So goddamn naïve, it hurts.

      “How far along is she in her pregnancy. When do you think it might have happened? Or maybe I should ask when the last time was?”

      Christ, I can’t believe I’m asking my nephew—whose diapers I changed and nose I wiped—when he had sex. Tucker has the good sense to blush and look bashful.

      “It was only the one time.”

      “When?” I prompt, but he takes a long time to answer.

      “The season opening game for the school football team.”

      “That would’ve been September 14th,” I calculate. “Bodhi and I were working that night, we got called out for a vehicle fire in the parking lot after the game. I don’t remember seeing you there.”

      Now he’s not looking at me at all.

      “That’s because we were here, in the garage.”

      The garage which holds a shitload of Dad’s old crap and furniture I can’t bring myself to go through—not yet—and Tuck knows that. Trin brings it up every time she’s here. He knows I don’t like going in there.

      I’m too shocked to even speak.

       

      *****

       

      Bill

       

      “Doc’s preliminary report is in,” Joe announces, tossing a printout on my desk before taking the seat across from me.

      He’d sent me home early this morning when he found me drooling on my keyboard, but I only managed to catnap. I was back two hours later.

      I couldn’t face going home last night after meeting with Caitlyn Esposito’s parents, who had flown in from Lansing, Michigan to assist in identifying the victim.

      Their daughter left in her car for Durango two weeks ago, in hopes of landing a job at Purgatory Resort before the winter season hits. Those jobs are popular with the young crowd since it comes with free snowboarding and skiing.

      They mentioned she had an interview at the resort four days ago and had texted her mother it went well. Mrs. Esposito hadn’t heard from their daughter since. After they found a detective for the Lansing Police Department on their doorstep yesterday morning, the mom had tried numerous times calling Caitlyn’s number, unwilling to believe our victim could be her daughter. The calls went straight to voicemail.

      The general description of the victim, a small pink Hello Kitty tattoo on her ankle, and the three earrings Doc Carter removed from her right ear left no doubt the dead girl was their daughter, Caitlyn.

      That was tough. One of the hardest notifications I’ve had to make in a long time. This one hit a little too close to home. So on my way home this morning I ended up calling Maisy again.

      She’d made fun of me for calling twice in two days but couldn’t talk because she was getting ready for work. Made her promise to come visit me soon before I let her hang up. Hearing her voice was good, but wrapping my girl up in a hug will be better. It’s been too long.

      “Have you read it?” I ask Joe as I skim the top page.

      “Yes.”

      My eyes scan the document, looking for any details I may have missed during the autopsy. I know Doc was having her assistant do a few preliminary tests to look for drugs or alcohol in the system. Halfway down the second page, I find what I’m looking for.

      “Ketamine.”

      “Not really a surprise,” Joe observes. “Looks like the killer took his time with her. Since it appears she was tortured and killed right there in her hotel room, he would’ve made sure to keep her quiet.”

      I look at the attached diagram Doc used to show every injury and distinguishable mark on the victim’s body and hiss sharply. There are so many spots marked, she had to revert to numbers with a separate list to identify each and every one of them. 

      Most of the victim’s pelvis, torso, and face had been burned, obscuring at least half of them. After taking a number of X-rays, Doc examined the body as best she could before peeling back the charred skin. She mentioned she’d be taking a closer look at the subcutaneous tissue later.

      The report states she found burns, small round deep marks approximately seven and a half millimeters in diameter and concludes they were likely made by the tip of a cigarette. They covered the torso and the neck, but also extended to the insides of the victim’s thighs. She counted forty-two of those marks alone. In addition, there were twenty-six relatively shallow cuts, yet deep enough to penetrate the upper layers of skin.

      The more obvious damage I was already aware of: the fractured bones in her face, several broken ribs, the missing tooth, the torn perineum, and of course the devastating cut from sternum to pubic bone. Most of her body had been covered in some kind of thin cloth drenched in a greasy substance which the report now identifies as petroleum jelly, more commonly known as Vaseline.  

      That, in addition to the small note at the bottom of the report, hammers home the suffering Caitlyn Esposito had been subjected to.

       

      The victim’s lungs show evidence of smoke inhalation.

      “Jesus.”

      That can only mean she was alive and breathing when that bastard set her on fire.

      “Yeah. I noticed that. I don’t have a good feeling about this,” Joe voices. “That son of a bitch must’ve come prepared. Cleaned up after himself too. This doesn’t feel like a one-off.”

      It doesn’t to me either. This type of detailed planning, execution, and cruelty screams habitual offender. If he hasn’t done this before, he almost certainly will do it again.

      “The crime scene techs were back there today, taking the entire room apart to look for trace evidence,” Joe continues. “We’ll have to wait and see if the lab can come up with anything useful. Jay is out following up with some of the motel guests who were briefly questioned before, hoping some may have had a chance to remember seeing someone other than the victim going in and out of room nine. Unfortunately, a couple of them have already moved on or returned home, so we may need to do some of the interviews over the phone. Speak of the devil,” he adds, just as Jay walks into the bullpen.

      The strain is showing on my partner’s face as well.

      The more we learn, the more we all feel the weight of this case.

      “Any luck?” I ask him as he sits down heavily in his chair.

      He shrugs. “The only interesting info came from the guy in unit three—the room right below the victim’s—who remembers he could hear the TV play loudly through the ceiling a day or two before the fire. He heard it when he left in the morning and when he came back around eleven that night it was still going. He says he was about to complain to the office when it abruptly went silent. A couple of minutes later, he says he heard a clanging sound at the back of the building, like metal on metal. He thought maybe someone was tossing garbage in the dumpster out back and slammed the lid.”

      “Maybe the killer was up there with the victim. The TV could have been turned up to block out other sounds,” Joe suggests.

      “I noticed yesterday the dumpster is right below that window we found open, but that’s quite a jump. Someone jumping on that dumpster from a second-floor window would be loud, more than just a clanging,” I contemplate out loud. “What about one of those fire escape ladders? Would’ve allowed him to come and go. He could’ve used a stick, or a broom, or something to unhook it from the windowsill after he set her on fire.”

      Jay immediately turns to his computer and pulls up the crime scene photos, scrolling through them until he finds a series of shots of the open window. Faint marks are visible on the windowsill.

      “The guy’s got balls,” Jay observes. “He sets a fire in the other wing, comes back to the room and does the same to the victim, watches her burn before dousing her with water, and then slips out the back while the fire department is knocking on the door.”

      “Why douse her though?” Joe asks.

      I’m pretty sure I know the answer to that one.

      “Arrogance. He wanted her found just like that, with her body still mostly intact. It’s a challenge, he’s convinced he can outsmart us.”

      “It’s a game to him,” Jay concludes.

      Joe runs a hand through his hair. “Fuck.”

      “Yup,” I agree.

      My feet are lead and my heart is heavy when I walk out of the station hours later. Joe sent us home, pointing out we weren’t any good to the investigation unless we got some decent rest.

      But for some reason, instead of getting in my car, I keep walking.
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      “I can’t believe that kid.”

      It’s barely four in the afternoon, but that doesn’t stop me from shoving a large glass of wine in Trin’s hand. She still looks ready to explode.

      Bodhi—always calm and collected amid chaos—took Tucker for a drive. Supposedly to have a ‘man-to-man’ talk, but I suspect it was more about giving Trin a chance to cool down. Tucker too, he was pretty pissed at me for calling his mother, but he should’ve known there was no way I was not going to call her.

      Especially after what I found in my garage.

      Turns out my nephew used it as his secret hangout when I was at work. He had moved the ratty couch to the back wall, hung up a strand of Christmas lights, and apparently had been watching Dad’s old videos on a TV/VCR combo I didn’t realize was still working. But what had me pick up the phone and call Trin were the empty beer cans, and a plastic baggie with a lighter and half a roach.

      Hell, I’m pissed too. I felt pretty betrayed and any slack I was willing to grant Tucker evaporated. I didn’t stop to listen to whatever excuses he might come up with and dialed my sister. 

      “What the hell was he thinking?”

      Not sure she wants an answer to that question, but I pipe up anyway.

      “That’s the point, he wasn’t thinking. That’s obvious. Although he seems to have had enough sense to use a condom.”

      “Fat lot of good that did,” Trin scoffs, taking a healthy swig of her wine.

      The next moment she sets down her glass and covers her face with her hands.

      “I thought he was doing better, and now I’m going to have to face that girl’s parents,” she sobs.

      “I’d hold off on that,” Bodhi says as he walks into the kitchen.

      Trin swings around and walks straight into his arms.

      “Hold off? What do you mean?” I want to know, looking behind Bodhi for Tucker. “And where’d you leave Tuck?”

      “He’s out on the porch, making a phone call.”

      Trin lifts her head from his chest. “I don’t know if he should—”

      “Let him,” Bodhi stops her, tucking a strand behind her ear. “He’s calling Brenda at my suggestion. Turns out he broke things off with her a couple of days ago, and this morning she was waiting at his locker in tears.”

      I can feel the air crackle as realization hits and my sister morphs into momma bear. I’m feeling a tad ferocious myself.

      “She lied?”

      Bodhi darts a glance at me. “Let’s give Tuck a chance to sort this out.” 

      Sort it out, he did.

      He walks in minutes later, thunder on his face as he slams the door shut.

      “Hey,” I snap. “Kindly leave the plaster on my walls.”

      He throws me a glare and flops down on the couch.

      “Well?” Bodhi prompts calmly.

      “She lied.”

      Half an hour later, I close the door behind my family after Tucker apologizes again and promises to be back tomorrow—Saturday—to clean up the garage with me.

      That had been Trin’s devious idea, supposedly as part of Tucker’s punishment, but also as her way to force me to tackle what I’ve been dragging my ass on.

      At least my nephew came clean. He admitted he started using the garage as a place to hang out with Brenda. Her place was out of the question because apparently her dad didn’t approve of Tucker and his house is a ten-minute drive out of town, which would have involved parents driving. However, my house is within walking distance of their school.

      Tuck confessed he’d been uncomfortable when Brenda brought over beers and weed she’d nicked from her dad, but he didn’t want to be a stick in the mud. That was the infamous night of the football season opener. He admitted she’s the one who brought the condom too—she was apparently more ‘experienced’ than he was—but he was pretty much out of it that night and barely remembers anything.

      It took the kid a couple of weeks to figure out he was in over his head with the girl. She clearly wasn’t happy he broke up with her and made up a pregnancy to try and keep him close. She admitted as much to him on the phone.

      Stupid kids.

      On the bright side, I think this scared the living daylights out of my nephew and he’ll think twice before going that far with a girl anytime soon. At least I hope so.

      I grab another beer, tug on a sweater against the chill, and head out to watch the sun go down from my front porch. My so-called weekend is already half gone and although I didn’t have a chance to think much about my last shift earlier, with the crisis averted and silence making a return, my awareness drifts to the sickening images my mind can’t seem to forget.

      “Got another one of those?”

      I startle at the voice, and my eyes find Detective Evans standing on the sidewalk in front of my house, his hands shoved in the pockets of his wrinkled sports blazer. There doesn’t appear to be a car parked along the curb.

      “Where’s your car?”

      “Parked at the station. I thought I’d walk over.”

      I’m not surprised he knows where I live, we had plenty of police activity at the house last year and I’m only a couple of blocks from the police station. Of course, that leaves the question why he’s here, but I can guess at the answer.

      I push out of my chair and head for the front door. “Are you gonna stand on the sidewalk, Detective?”  When I come back with a beer for Evans, he’s sitting on the railing opposite my chair.

      I can’t quite read the expression on his face when I hand him the bottle, but the man looks exhausted.

      Still damn good-looking though.

       

      *****

       

      Bill

       

      “So what brings you here?”

      Damn, if that isn’t the million-dollar question.

      I’m not sure. All I know is I walked out of the station and couldn’t bear the thought of heading home to my quiet apartment, where my only company are the specters from my past. Why I sought to come here specifically is not that easily explained.

      “Did you have more questions?” she prompts me.

      A logical question. I’d asked for her home address and number at the scene as a matter of course, in case I needed more information, but that’s not the reason I walked over to her house just a few blocks from the station.

      I’m not blind, Vic Paige is a beautiful woman. I’ve seen enough of her around town to know that much, even though I’ve wondered at times if she’s aware of it. Granted, I’ve only seen her in her uniform or turnout gear, but with her hair close-cropped it’s almost like she’s trying to downplay her looks. She’s always come across as work focused, a bit aloof, and somewhat unapproachable.

      Until a few nights ago, when I caught that slimy prick, Bruner, manhandling her at the scene of a fire.

      The woman behind her usual mask of professionalism had shown through and I reacted instinctively. Then she surprised me even more by showing vulnerability after walking in on that horrific scene. A softer side I wasn’t expecting.

      Maybe I’m looking for some of that softness tonight.

      “I’m not entirely sure,” I tell her honestly, taking a tug from my beer. “A friendly face after a fucked-up day?”

      A hesitant smile tugs at the corner of her mouth as she scans my face.

      “Fair enough. I’ve had better days myself. Have you eaten?” She seems almost shocked at her own words. “I have no desire to cook anything tonight, but I was just about to order a pizza.”

      It’s been while since I’ve shared a pie with someone other than at my desk with the guys at the station. That would’ve probably been with my daughter, but I haven’t seen Maisy since February when she came down for my fiftieth birthday.  

      “Sounds good to me.”

      “Preferences?” she asks as she pulls out her phone.

      “I’ll eat anything.”

      I take another sip and listen to her place an order for an extra large topped with everything under the sun. Clearly, she has a healthy appetite, which doesn’t really surprise me. Hers is a physically challenging job, much more so than mine, which is probably why I’m going soft around the middle while she’s built like an athlete.

      All at once I’m feeling my age. Shit, I have at least a decade on this woman. What the hell am I doing here?

      I’m about to push away from the railing and come up with an excuse why I have to go, when Vic’s soft words stop me in my tracks.

      “Have you found out who she is?”

      Her dark eyes are haunted as she looks into mine and, in that moment, I realize we probably have more in common than not. We’ve likely both seen more death and devastation than anyone should in one lifetime. It makes any age difference suddenly seem insignificant.

      So I find myself doing something I’ve never done before with anyone, other than colleagues.

      I share.

      “Her name was Caitlyn. She was from Lansing, Michigan, and had only been in Durango a couple of weeks. Yesterday her parents flew in and were able to help with a positive identification.”

      “She was young?”

      “Twenty-four. Just figuring out what to do with her life.”

      She makes a sympathetic sound but in my mind I’m already back in that morgue, looking at what was left of the pretty young girl in the pictures her mother showed me. Suddenly her damaged face is replaced with Maisy’s, and I briskly rub my eyes trying to get rid of the mental image.

      “My daughter’s age,” I blurt out.

      “Didn’t know you had kids.”

      I glance over to see curiosity on her face.

      “Just Maisy. She’s a nurse at Boulder Medical Center,” I tell her, unable to keep a hint of pride from my voice.

      “I don’t have children, but I can imagine a case like this would feel a little too close for comfort.”

      She nailed it on the head.

      I can’t seem to stop myself from drawing comparisons between Caitlyn and Maisy.

      “It’s messing with my head,” I admit. “Called her a few times already.”

      She nods. “Understandable. You wanted to reassure yourself.”

      Jesus.

      More sensitivity and insight in ten minutes from this woman than my wife was ever able to conjure in the fourteen years we were married. I’m fast coming to the realization there is much more to Victoria Paige than her tough outer shell suggested.

      “What about you? How are you doing? You mentioned having had better days,” I redirect the conversation.

      Her eyes slide away from mine, landing somewhere over my shoulder. Pretty obvious she’s not as comfortable talking about herself as she is listening to me.

      “I’m all right. A bit of a family crisis today but that turned out to be a storm in a glass of water, so to speak.” She glances back at me and shrugs as she seems to come to a decision. “It’s my nephew. Not quite sixteen and a bag of raging hormones that almost got him into a heap of trouble.”

      A long fucking time ago for me but I still vividly remember those days. Landed in hot water a few times myself.

      “Your sister’s boy? Dangerous age,” I comment.

      “You’re not kidding. Hopefully the prospect of teenage parenthood scared some sense into him. Turns out the girl thought the threat of pregnancy was the way to win him back.”

      “I bet that backfired.”

      She grins. “In a big way. Pretty sure reconciliation is permanently off the table. She burned that bridge.”

      A car door slams, drawing our attention to the apparent arrival of dinner. I stuff a few bills into the pimply kid’s hand which earns me an eye roll from Vic, who was prepared to pay. One of the few ingrained rules that remain from my upbringing is never to let a lady pay for your meal. Although I have a feeling Vic may balk at being labeled a lady.

      “Let’s eat inside,” she suggests, leading the way into her home.

      With my eyes glued to the casual sway of her jean-clad hips—normally hidden by the bulky turnout gear—I follow her inside.

      I can’t say I’m surprised by the almost utilitarian furnishings. Even though from the outside, the older, traditional two-story house suggests a darker, more cluttered interior, the wide-open space, light walls and floors, and sparse decor suit Vic much better.

      “Nice place. Did you renovate?” I ask as she leads me to the open kitchen in the back.

      “Last year after Trin and Tucker moved in with Bodhi,” she explains, grabbing two plates from the cupboard and tucking a roll of paper towels under her arm. “Couch or dining table?”

      “Couch,” I opt.

      I pick up the box she left on the counter and carry it over to the well-worn tan leather and chrome sectional. Vic is already tucking herself in a corner, her legs twisted in a lotus position. Another indication she’s in much better physical shape than I am. I’d have a hard time contorting my legs like that, and even if I could, I’d never be able to get untangled.

      She sets the plates and paper towels on the seat beside her, a clear invitation for me to take the other corner. She’s setting her boundaries.

      “Nice couch,” I observe as I sink into the soft leather.

      “Facebook Marketplace. Picked it up for a steal.”

      We help ourselves to pizza and Vic turns on the wall-mounted TV, which is set to the local news channel. We eat in silence, watching the end of some crime show before the news comes on, heading with a report on the upcoming midterm elections. Politics can be a hot topic these days so I’m trying to keep an impassive expression on my face, despite the urge to roll my eyes a few times.

      I just pick up another slice when the picture changes to a video taken earlier at the scene of the motel fire. The camera pans from the burned down section to a reporter standing in front of the other wing. Over her shoulder, the upper gallery and the door to unit nine are clearly visible.

      I instantly change my mind and drop the slice back in the box.

      “I can change the channel,” Vic immediately offers, as she searches for the remote, finding it in between the couch pillows.

      “It’s okay,” I assure her. “Probably not a bad idea to know what the media is putting out there.”

      We listen to the woman give a brief synopsis of what she knows—which isn’t more than the minimal information Joe gave them in the news briefing yesterday afternoon—but my ears are perked when the reporter questions some curious bypassers on the sidewalk.

      One of them is a young kid, an employee of the coffee shop next door, who claims he’d spotted an unfamiliar silver sedan parked at the edge of their lot for a day or two prior to the fire.

      That makes me sit up. As far as I know, we canvassed all the surrounding houses and businesses, but I guess we missed this employee. I immediately pull my phone from my pocket and get to my feet, indicating to Vic I need a minute.

      Then I walk into her kitchen and dial the chief’s direct line.

      “I’m watching the news on KREZ TV 6 and—” I start, when Joe interrupts me.

      “Yeah, I saw it too. I’ll get someone to track the kid down. I’m on it, Evans. Thought I told you to get some damn rest. Don’t want to see you or hear from you ’til morning,” he grumbles, abruptly ending the call.

      I check the time on my display and am surprised to find it’s already past eight. Maybe I should listen to Joe, get at least a couple of hours of rest in before I head back to the station.

      “Everything okay?” Vic asks when I walk back to the couch.

      “Yeah. This case is getting to me, that’s all. The boss insists I get some rest so I should probably head home, get out of your hair.”

      She instantly gets to her feet, wiping crumbs from her shirt.

      “You’re not in my way. But yes, of course, you must be exhausted,” she adds quickly as she moves to the door ahead of me.

      The timing is all wrong, but I can’t resist brushing away a smudge of tomato sauce from the corner of her mouth with my thumb. She may as well know I’m interested.

      I drop my hand and she blows out a puff of air, looking a little rattled.

      “Gonna be busy for the foreseeable future, Victoria.”

      She opens her mouth to say something, but I’m not done.

      “But when I have a chance, and you’re free, I’d like to take you to dinner.”

      She doesn’t say anything when I reach past her for the door and step outside. It’s not until I’m at the top of the porch steps she responds with a tentative, “Okay,” behind me.

      Throwing her a grin over my shoulder, I already have my phone in my hand before I even hit the sidewalk. I pull up her number as I set course back to the station to pick up my car.
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      Here’s my number. B
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      “Shit!”

      Jay, who just sat down at his desk across from me, jumps when I pound a fist on my desk.

      “Christ, Evans, you scared the snot out of me,” he grumbles. “What’s that all about anyway?”

      “We missed it.” I rewind the video on my computer screen and wave Jay over. “Have a look.”

      The employee from the coffee shop—the kid who was interviewed on the news—proved to be a valuable witness. He reported noticing a silver sedan parked in the same spot against the row of trees separating the Durango Joes parking lot from the motel next door, a few days in a row. On Wednesday, he noticed it was there again when he left after his shift at three. He returned that night to pick up the paycheck he’d forgotten, only to find the street full of emergency vehicles. By the time he finally made it to the coffee shop, the car in the parking lot was gone.

      We finally got the security camera feed from Durango Joes this morning. It shows what we think is a silver Chevrolet Malibu, a newer model, shoot across the top of the screen around the same time I arrived on the scene. Unfortunately, no license plate’s visible so I’ve been replaying it over and over again, hoping I pick up something helpful.

      I just did.

      On the screen, you see the camera aimed at the far end of the parking lot, only the edge of a dumpster in view. The image is grainy and dark and my eyes are gritty from peering at it for hours.

      I hit play and sit back. Now that I spotted it, I almost can’t unsee it. As soon as the hood of the silver sedan comes into view, I stop the feed.

      “See that?”

      “What am I looking for?”

      “Focus on the dumpster, not the car.”

      I play it again. This time he sees it.

      “Hot damn. He threw something away.”

      In the top corner, you can faintly see the lid of the dumpster opening and closing. Seconds later the sedan speeds by. The timing is right.

      “That was my guess,” I agree.

      “We need to get in that dumpster,” Jay says, rounding the desk to grab his jacket.

      “You won’t find anything useful. I just got off the phone with the manager at the coffee shop. WM Durango Hauling emptied the bin yesterday. Whatever was dumped is now at the Bondad landfill.”

      “So?” He shrugs. “We have about two hours of daylight left and I’ve got my rubber boots in the back of the cruiser. Let’s go.”

      An hour and a half later we’re knee-deep in the middle of a mountain of garbage. The putrid smell is giving me a headache and light is starting to fade. We’re not getting anywhere.

      The attendant at the front gate was able to point us in the general direction where the truck dropped its load yesterday, but it’s still an area the size of a couple of football fields.

      “This is a waste of time,” I announce, throwing up my hands. “We don’t even know what the fuck we’re looking for. It’s a wild-goose chase.”

      “Agreed. Hopefully forensics has more luck.”

      On our way to the landfill, Jay called to direct a tech to the coffee shop. Another long shot, I imagine there have been a ton of hands on that dumpster. But who knows, maybe if we eliminate the coffee shop staff’s prints, there won’t be that many left to sort through.

      Then again, it could be another dead end. The guy could’ve worn gloves or perhaps whoever dumped something and took off in that silver sedan has nothing to do with the murder.

      Back at the cruiser, I strip out of the Tyvek suit. Unfortunately, the foul scent is stuck in my hair and to my skin.

      “I need a shower,” I announce when Jay gets behind the wheel.

      “I can drop you home.”

      “Nah, I have a change of clothes at the station. I’ll grab a shower there.”

      “Planning on burning the midnight oil again?” he asks.

      I’ve come in early and stayed late these past few days, only coming home to clean up and sleep a few hours. My diet has consisted of mostly old coffee and fast food, which is probably why acid is burning its way up my esophagus. I could probably do with a proper meal and a good rest—I’m getting too old to be pushing the envelope like I used to—but I’m driven to find the miscreant who brutalized that poor girl.

      “I’m thinking we should go back to knock on a few doors along W 2nd Ave behind the motel. Maybe someone will remember seeing that silver sedan.”

      “Tonight?”

      I shrug. “It’s only six. We’re more likely to catch them at home.”

      Judging from the deep sigh coming from Jay, he’s not entirely sold.

      “Fine. We get cleaned up, knock on some doors, but after that you’re coming with me to The Irish for a beer and a decent meal. I’ll give Meredith a call to meet us there.”

      “Fair enough.”

      ***

      “Sorry, I can’t help you.”

      The woman smiles apologetically as disappointment settles heavily on my shoulders.

      This is the last of the five houses where we caught someone home. Apparently, no one has seen a silver sedan parked in the parking lot across the street or any other damn thing out of the ordinary, for that matter. Hard to believe our perp could’ve gotten in and out of the motel without anyone noticing. It’s discouraging.

      I’m already on my way down the steps when I hear Jay behind me.

      “Would you happen to know when a good time would be to catch your neighbors at home?”

      I turn around to see him point at the yellow house next door, straight across from Durango Joes. No one answered when we knocked on the door.

      “Peter and Jill? They’re in Baltimore, visiting their daughter who just had a baby. Jill mentioned something about being back in a week or so.”

      “Do you know when they left?” I inquire.

      “She stopped by Wednesday to drop off a key so I could look after her plants. Their flight was leaving that night.”

      The night of the fire. Our officers must’ve just missed them when they were canvassing the neighborhood.

      I pull my notebook from my pocket and open it to a blank page.

      “Would you have a last name and phone number for them?”

      I try the number a few minutes later, when I’m back behind the wheel. Unfortunately, it rings until I get bumped to voicemail. Tomorrow they will have been gone a week so I hope they’ll be home sometime before the weekend as the neighbor suggested, but I’d rather not wait if I don’t have to.

      “The Irish. I’m starving,” Jay announces.

      I’d prefer to go back to the office and do some more work on this case, but I made a promise. I’ll go, pretend to be social for as long as it takes me to eat my meal before I excuse myself.

      The moment we walk into The Irish I know I won’t be heading back to the station tonight.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      “Another game? Best out of three?”

      I laugh at the hopeful look on Sumo’s face.

      “How big of a fool do you take me for, Matsumoto? I let you beat me twice already.”

      “Aww, come on, you do wonders for my ego,” he teases.

      “Well, you’re hell on mine. Now let me buy you your drink, and find yourself another victim.”

      Hog arm-wrestled me into coming tonight. It’s his birthday and he begged me. To be honest, I only said yes to get him off my back and fully intended not to show, but apparently, he figured as much and was on my doorstep at six thirty to pick me up.

      I order Sumo a beer, pass on one myself, and glance around the bar to see if maybe I can sneak out. Unfortunately, my sister, sitting at a table with Bodhi, catches sight of me and waves me over. I only saw her in passing when she dropped off Tucker on Saturday, but we talked once on Sunday night.

      She’d reported they had a long talk with her son after they got home on Friday, reading him the riot act. Tucker had been playing the victim card, still pissed about what Brenda pulled, and according to Trin, he needed to be reminded of his own part in that whole fiasco. He’d apparently been a bear the entire rest of the weekend, something I’d noticed on Saturday when he was helping me in the garage. I don’t think he spoke two words.

      “Hey.”

      I pull out a chair and sit down just as Bodhi gets to his feet.

      “I’ll get us some drinks,” he announces and is gone before I can protest.

      Guess I’m not leaving anytime soon.

      “I’m surprised you came out,” my sister observes.

      I snort. “I wasn’t given much choice: Hog basically dragged me out of the house.”

      “Good for him. You need to get out more.”

      I narrow my eyes at her.

      “This isn’t going to be one of those talks again, is it?”

      Ever since Trin and Bodhi got together, my big sister has been on my case to find someone of my own. Doesn’t matter how often I tell her I don’t need anyone, that I’m happy with my life the way it is, she doesn’t want to believe me.

      “Chill, will you? I’m allowed to worry about you. The only time you leave the house is for work or to visit Dad. After looking after him for so many years, I thought for sure you’d come back to life after he moved into Memory Lane, but nothing’s changed. You’re still mostly a hermit.”

      “Maybe I like it that way,” I fire back stubbornly.

      “Maybe you’re full of shit. Open up a little, Vic. You don’t even have a pet.”

      “Now you want me to get a pet?”

      I’m being purposely obtuse, but she annoys me. Mostly because what she says hits too close to home. Trust my sister to call me out.

      I know I’ve been coasting, or perhaps hiding is a better descriptor. Oh hell, call me a coward. It’s much easier not to put myself out there than to get burned. Again.

      But, hey, I’m trying. I even conceded to going out to dinner with Bill Evans, although I may have done that knowing he’d probably be wrapped up with this murder case for the foreseeable future. He did make me smile with that text he sent me Friday after leaving. I’ll admit I added him to my meager contacts right away, and I may have pulled up his number a time or two over the weekend.

      “No,” Trin says pointedly. “Unless it makes you happy. That’s all I want, for you to be happy.”

      I can hear emotion in her voice and I immediately feel bad for giving her a hard time. Her son is giving her enough of one, she doesn’t need me adding to it.

      I quickly give her hand a squeeze across the table.

      “I know. Never mind me. I’ve been a little off.”

      “Yeah, Bodhi told me you were the one to find that girl.”

      Shit. She’s hurt I didn’t tell her myself.

      “It wasn’t pretty, which is why I didn’t want to tell you. I’m having a hard time sleeping with those images in my head myself. You have enough on your mind.”

      She doesn’t need me to explain I’m referring to Tucker.

      “And I appreciate that, but I hate the thought you had no one to talk to.”

      I almost tell her about Bill showing up when Bodhi returns with our drinks. Just as he sits down, I see the front door open and, as if summoned by my thoughts, Bill walks in.

      One of his eyebrows lifts and his mouth spreads into a grin when those pale blue eyes land on me. Before I can catch myself, I’m smiling back.

      I watch as he turns and says something to his partner, who followed him inside. Then he starts walking straight toward me.

      “Vic?”

      I snap my head around to find my sister, an inquisitive expression on her face as her glance darts from me to Bill, who is almost at our table.

      I choose to ignore her and focus on Evans. He greets Bodhi with a clap on the shoulder and nods at Trin before turning his attention to me.

      “Glad to catch you here,” he rumbles.

      I don’t have a ready response so I simply nod.

      “I’m gonna grab a quick bite with my partner and his wife, who’s been waiting for us…” I look past him to see Doc Carter and Jay VanDyken sitting at a table near the door, both glancing this way with matching looks to my sister’s. “…But I hope to catch you after. Sticking around for a while?”

      “Erm…sure.”

      “Good.”

      The moment he turns his back to join his friends, my sister kicks me sharply under the table.

      “Ouch!”

      “What was that all about? Detective Evans?” she hisses under her breath.

      I look at Bodhi, but it’s clear from the amused expression on his face I can’t expect a rescue from him.

      “Nothing. He’s the first detective who showed up at the motel. He probably has some more questions for me.”

      Technically, none of it’s a lie but it’s most definitely evasive. I can hardly qualify what’s going on when I’m not even sure myself. I guess time will tell.

      Trin’s snort tells me she’s not buying it and Bodhi just grins.

      Time to change the subject.

      “So, where’s Tucker tonight?”

      My sister narrows her eyes and wags her finger in front of my face.

      “We’re not done talking about you.”

      Oh yes, we are.

      For now, anyway.
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        Bill

      

      

      

      “…report from the fire inspector?”

      I only catch the last part of Jay’s question.

      Maybe not the right time to be discussing murder over dinner, but that’s what we’ve been doing. It helps that Jay’s wife is the one to have done the autopsy on our victim.

      As focused as I’ve been on the case, I’m having a hard time keeping my attention on our table when Vic is not even twenty feet away. It’s not that I didn’t notice her before, but I find myself irresistibly drawn to her now.

      I drag my eyes back to my partner who was speaking.

      “Sorry?”

      He pointedly raises an eyebrow before repeating what he said.

      “I was asking if you know when we can expect the report from the fire inspector?”

      I feel guilty for getting distracted. Caitlyn’s parents deserve my full attention on their daughter’s case.

      “I’m hoping in the next day or two. I’ll call the office in the morning.”

      “You should have my full report by end of day tomorrow. I’ve been pushing the lab as hard as I can but some things need more time, so there will still be results pending.”

      It’s always a race against time to get all the pieces to come together for as complete a picture as possible, but in the meantime, we have to do what we can with what we have.

      Right now, that’s not a lot. At least, not in terms of leads.

      Other than Caitlyn’s tooth and her cell phone, there doesn’t appear to be anything missing from the room or her car, which was parked in the motel parking lot, as far as her parents were able to tell.

      As for evidence left behind by our perp, we don’t have a whole lot that’s concrete at this point either. There were the marks on the sill, presumably made by an escape ladder, a very faint, partial footprint on the dumpster underneath the window, and the bits of the fabric he used to cover the victim, but those are the only items we can safely attribute to the killer.

      The crime lab is still working on the bedding to see if any of the blood may have come from someone other than the girl.

      They did confirm the presence of semen, but the analysis of the samples will take longer, and along with the large number of fingerprints, hair, and fiber they collected, could belong to anyone. This is a motel room after all, and it’s likely something was left behind by anyone who ever stayed in that room. It’s a needle in a haystack to try and find something usable.

      Caitlyn had no known enemies, other than the ketamine Doc found in her system there was no evidence of drug use, and she hadn’t really had a chance to make friends. We also weren’t able to learn much from her presence on social media, which was sparse to begin with.

      Besides, this murder was too planned, too calculated, to be personal. It feels almost detached, where the victim wasn’t the objective but the murder itself was. I’m willing to bet every step was well-thought out. Except perhaps for the car, that is if the silver sedan turns out to be connected.

      The vehicle is the most promising of our leads, and maybe the dumpster and its contents. If those don’t turn up anything, we’re dead in the water.

      “I want to see if we can spare a couple of guys to head back to the landfill tomorrow,” I suggest. “See if they can isolate items related to the coffee shop, then go through it with a fine-tooth comb. Blood evidence, weapons, gloves, maybe even bloody clothes he was wearing and tried to ditch. The rescue ladder. A fucking jar of Vaseline. A cigarette butt. Anything that could be even remotely linked to the murder scene.”

      “I’m sure the chief won’t have a problem allocating extra manpower,” Jay assures me. “I think we’re all seeing the writing on the wall with this one; there may well be more.”

      My phone chimes, alerting me to an incoming text. It’s from Joe Benedetti.

      
        
        Case briefing 7:30 A.M.

      

      

      “Speak of the devil,” Jay mutters, staring at his own phone.

      “On that note,” Meredith announces, pushing away from the table. “Since it looks like we both have an early morning, let’s call it a night.”

      We all get to our feet and when I glance over at Vic, I notice her sister and Bodhi left at some point and Hog, another guy on Vic’s squad, is leaning over her. It probably doesn’t mean anything but that doesn’t stop the twist in my gut.

      “I’ve got this one,” I tell my partner, who is pulling money from his pocket.

      “Next one’s on me, then. See you tomorrow.”

      Meredith gives me a quick hug before heading out the door after her husband.

      When I turn to head to the bar to settle up, I notice Vic is getting up as well. Hog appears to be waiting for her.

      Hell no.

      I quickly pull cash from my wallet and settle up my bill at the bar, all the while keeping an eye on Vic as she slips on her coat and seems to be saying goodbye to a group playing darts. By the time I make my way to the front of the bar, the door is already falling shut behind them.

      I catch them on the sidewalk outside.

      “I thought you were gonna wait for me.”

      She swings around and a look of guilt steals over her face.

      “I wasn’t sure. I came with Hog and he was ready to head home.”

      I glance at the guy who looks on with interest. Not a hint of jealousy.

      “You looked like you were leaving too,” she adds.

      “I wasn’t but I am now. I’ll take you home.”

      Before she gets a chance to respond, Hog slaps her on the shoulder. “See you tomorrow.” With a lift of his chin at me, he starts walking to a pickup truck parked down the street.

      Vic chuckles. “Guess I don’t have a choice.”

      “There’s always a choice.”

      But I don’t give her much of one as I offer her my elbow. She glances at it, then looks up at me with a slight shake of her head, and hooks her hand through.

      “Mind walking? My car is at the station, I could run and get it.”

      Should’ve thought of that before, but then again, I didn’t know she’d be at the bar. Luckily, it’s not raining and the night is relatively mild for the time of year. 

      “Don’t be silly. It’s not even a ten-minute walk.”

      I tuck her hand in the crook of my elbow and cover it with mine.

      

      *****

      

      Vic

      

      Neither of us says anything until we turn the corner onto a quieter street.

      “Are you cold?”

      I turn my head to look at his profile. The sparse streetlight reflects on the silver of his hair and beard. Not entirely gray yet, but he has more than enough to qualify him as a silver fox.

      A little old-fashioned too, offering me his arm and keeping my hand warm with his. It’s sweet. A little unexpected, but I like it. It almost feels like I’m being wooed and that only adds to the appeal. Gives me a sense of being safe and protected. Believe it or not, I’m not used to that and I realize I’m partly to blame.

      When you have a job like mine, where you have to work extra hard to prove you’re equal to any other firefighter, people automatically start seeing you as one of the guys. I’ve spent years cultivating that, snapping and snarling at anyone treating me like a woman, not only at work, but in my private life as well.

      I always thought it was one or the other. People either see you as an equal or as a woman. It simply didn’t occur to me I could be both, but I get the sense Bill Evans sees all parts of me.

      Which is probably why I’m not biting his head off for looking out for me.

      “Not really. Just the tip of my nose.”

      He aims his eyes at me, laugh lines framing them.

      “I’d offer to warm it up but I’m afraid we’d look weird walking down the street with my other hand covering your face.”

      I grin at him. “It might. Appreciate the offer though. What about you? That sweater hardly looks warm enough.”

      I’d noticed when he walked in, he wasn’t in his usual ratty sports jacket and slacks but in faded jeans and a zippered hoodie over a T-shirt.

      He shrugs. “I spent a couple of hours rooting through the landfill this afternoon, and every fiber on my body ended up reeking like week-old garbage in the heat of summer. Couldn’t stand myself. Had a shower at the station and grabbed what I had available. This stuff’s been in my locker at the station since the spring. Luckily, I have some extra padding.”

      I opt to ignore his last comment—he looks just fine to me—and lean in to sniff him demonstratively.

      “Not a hint of rot on you.”

      His softly rumbled chuckle sounds close to my ear and it’s all I can do not to press my ear to his chest, like I used to do with my dad when I was a kid.

      “Also, casual looks good on you.”

       “Good to know,” he says, tucking my arm a little tighter. “But enough about me. How was your shift after the weekend off?”

      Funny how such a simple question can mean so much when no one seems to ask anymore.

      “Fairly quiet,” I answer in a slightly hoarse voice. “A couple of minor accident calls, a small fire in the chemistry lab at the college, a dog rescue from the Animas River, and freeing a guy who got pinned when his car slipped off the jack.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah. His leg didn’t look that good.”

      Actually, the man had been lucky only one of his legs got pinned. Any farther up his body and he might not have survived the accident.

      I’m almost disappointed when we turn onto my street. I enjoyed the walk, the easy conversation, and Bill’s warm arm pressed against my side.

      “Wanna come in for a beer?” I find myself asking when we stop on the sidewalk in front of my house.

      Reluctantly, I let go of his arm when he turns to face me.

      “Would love to, but it’s getting late, and I’m afraid if I do, I won’t be able to drag myself away any time soon. We both have an early start tomorrow.”

      I hate that he’s right, but I’d be lying if I said his sentiments didn’t have my heart beat a little faster.

      “Fair point,” I grudgingly admit.

      The smile he shoots me is warm and slightly smug.

      “Let me walk you to your door at least.”

      He places his hand in the small of my back as he eases me down the path and up the porch steps. I fish my keys from my pocket but he takes them from my hand, unlocking my door and opening it.

      Then he turns toward me.

      “Did you get my text last time?”

      I lower my eyes to his chest and smile.

      “I did. Your number is safely tucked in my contacts,” I share.

      “Yet you haven’t used it,” he points out as he takes a step closer.

      There is no more than a foot between us now and when I look up into his eyes, I feel myself flush with their heat.

      “I could say the same thing,” I return a bit defensively.

      “Touché,” he murmurs, scanning my face.

      Then he lifts a hand and strokes the backs of his fingers over my cheek, adding, “Let’s see if we can both do better.”

      I can’t seem to get a full breath in my lungs as I watch his face come closer.

      “Sounds like a plan,” comes out as barely a whisper.

      A charge bounces over my skin as his lips lightly brush my cheek where his fingers were. So temptingly close to the corner of my mouth.

      Then suddenly he’s moving away from me toward the porch steps.

      “Get inside, Victoria. It’s cold.”

      I surprise myself when I listen and step in the door, but then I look back to watch him walk toward the sidewalk. He only glances my way once when he starts heading down the street, but I catch his smile.

      Feeling a little dazed when I shrug out of my coat, I startle when I feel my phone buzz in my pocket. When I retrieve it, I notice a message on the screen.
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        * * *

      

      Hang on to that beer for me. I’ll be back for it soon.
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      Fuck, what a week.

      Ten days, technically, since we found Caitlyn’s mutilated body. Feels like much longer since we’re not much wiser as to who the killer is.

      Oh, we’ve made some progress in terms of evidence, but so far nothing is pointing us in a definite direction.

      The two crime techs we had out at the landfill, sorting through a mountain of garbage for days, finally found something interesting yesterday. A nondescript paper bag containing blue disposable painter’s coveralls, latex gloves, and a pair of shoe covers, the kind we wear at crime scenes. As soon as the tech opened the bag to look inside, he knew he hit pay dirt. Both the suit, and in lesser measure the booties, were stained with blood.

      We don’t have confirmation yet, but I’m willing to bet my badge it’s our victim’s blood covering the evidence. The hope is maybe the perp left some of his own DNA behind as well, either on the suit or the gloves. Even better would be if he left fingerprints on the inside of the gloves, which the lab is looking at now, but I have a sneaking suspicion this killer is too calculated to make a rookie mistake like that.

      Fingerprints are a quick and easy identifier. That is, if we have something on file to compare them to.

      I have a feeling our killer is smart. Smart enough to use the plain brown bag instead of a plastic grocery bag, remove any brand identifying tags from the coveralls, and use the kind of generic booties and gloves you can find in any drugstore.

      “You know, I was thinking,” I direct at Jay, who is driving this morning. “Why dump the stuff so close to the scene? It seems out of character for someone who is clearly not stupid. Wouldn’t it have made more sense to burn that stuff? Wouldn’t take much to turn that bag into ashes and no one would’ve been the wiser. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “It occurred to me,” my partner admits. “Same thing with the car parked next door. Why so close by, where it might be noticed? Why not at any of the businesses down the road, where it wouldn’t have drawn attention, and walk over? Instead, he parks it within a few hundred feet in a parking lot that has security cameras.”

      “But just out of the camera’s line of sight.”

      “Right, which leads me to think the car, the dumping of the clothes, it has intent written all over it.”

      Jay curses under his breath.

      “It’s a game. He’s playing us. Taunting us,” I conclude out loud.

      “But why? What does he get out of it?”

      “Who the fuck knows? To send us on a wild-goose chase? Jerk us around? Prove he’s smarter than we are?”

      There have been moments during this investigation where I’ve been hit with an odd sense of déjà vu I can’t quite place. The possibility we’re being toyed with only intensifies that feeling and I wonder if he’s been watching.

      I catch Jay checking his rearview mirror intently, probably wondering the same thing.

      I’m more convinced than ever it’s only a matter of time before we hear from this killer again.

      The spark of hope I felt this morning, when I finally got a return call from Jill Henderson telling me she and her husband Peter were back home, dies out quickly. Sure, the chance they saw our perp on or before Wednesday last week was a long shot, but not outside the realm of possibilities. I now seriously doubt our guy would’ve allowed anyone a good look at him.

      We’re fast running out of viable leads here.

      We were able to connect to most of the motel guests who stayed at the Oxbow, either during or in the week prior to the day of the fire, and although two of them recall seeing Caitlyn around the motel, no one saw anyone with her or lurking around.

      The only thing left to continue pursuing is the silver Chevrolet Malibu. We found eleven registered in Durango and three more in outlying areas that have all been cleared. There’ve also not been any reported thefts of that model in La Plata County in the past year or so. However, we’re still waiting to hear from neighboring counties if any were reported stolen, and of course the state police, as well as our department, are keeping an eye out.

      “Anything useful in the fire inspector’s report?” Jay asks as he turns into E 2nd Ave. “I didn’t get a chance to have a look last night.”

      “Started in the empty unit at the bottom far end, but evidence of accelerant was found along the outside back wall of almost the entire lower level. Turpentine.”

      The stuff has a strong odor, which corresponded with the reports of a few guests that they smelled paint thinner shortly before the fire alarm went off.

      The old, stained, wooden siding would’ve gone up like tinder.

      A mid-sized SUV is parked in the Henderson’s driveway as Jay pulls up to the curb. A woman is on the front porch taking down some hanging baskets containing withered plants. She turns our way when we walk up to the house.

      “Mrs. Henderson?”

      “Yes, that’s me,” she responds, taking off the gardening gloves before extending a hand. “Detective Evans?”

      “And this is my partner, Detective VanDyken. Appreciate you seeing us. We have a few questions.”

      She indicates a couple of chairs at the far end of the porch and we take a seat. I notice this side of the porch still has the hanging pots up and the trailing plants create a curtain shielding the seating area from the street.

      “You mentioned that.” She nods. “Is this about the fire? I’m not sure I can be of help. It was such chaos that day; my husband had a hard time getting onto our street with all the emergency vehicles blocking the road and traffic backed up on his way home from work. We were supposed to catch a plane and barely made it to the airport in time. I have to admit my anxiety was in overdrive and I’m afraid I wasn’t paying much attention to the fire.”

      She claps her hand in front of her mouth.

      “Oh dear, that makes me sound terribly heartless, I don’t mean it that way. You see, we were supposed to meet our new granddaughter for the first time and I’d been so looking forward to it.”

      It appears Jill Henderson chatters when she’s nervous and it also occurs to me, she may not yet have heard about the murder since she makes no reference to it. I shoot her what I hope is a reassuring smile.

      “Understandable, and congratulations,” I add, which has the woman beaming.

      “Thank you. We couldn’t be happier. She’s an absolute treasure, just perfect. Do you have grandchildren?”

      I almost choke on my own spit. Fuck me, do I look that old? The idea of my baby girl pregnant gives me heartburn, although I guess at twenty-four it wouldn’t be that far outside the scope. Hopefully not until she’s married and then only after I’ve had a chance to properly vet the guy she ends up with.

      “Not yet,” I croak and pound my fist on my chest to clear the acid.

      That bastard VanDyken chuckles beside me, probably guessing where my mind went.

      “Actually, we’re interested in the few days before the fire,” he takes over, giving me a chance to catch my breath.

      “Oh.”

      She sits forward in her chair, focused on Jay.

      “On either Monday or Tuesday before the fire, did you by chance notice a silver car in the Durango Joes parking lot across the street? A four-door sedan?”

      Her face lights up. “I did. It was there both days. Parked weird across the top of a couple of parking spots right alongside those trees. Out of state license plates too. I remember mentioning something to my husband the night of—”

      “Out of state?” I interrupt and her eyes flit to me.

      “Yes, the turquoise ones. New Mexico, I believe.”

      Jay’s eyes meet mine. We’ll need to radio those out of state license plates in ASAP so it can be added to the BOLO. I’ll do that the moment we get back to our vehicle.

      “Any chance you caught the number? Or even part of one?” Jay prompts.

      She shakes her head. “No, I didn’t really pay attention to that, although maybe I should’ve when that car peeled out of the parking lot that night.”

      My ears perk up. “That night?”

      “Of the fire.” She smiles a bit sheepishly. “I almost forgot about it. I was sitting here—waiting for Peter to get home—when I heard the bang of the dumpster lid. It annoys me when they just let that lid fall down. Every time it happens, I jump out of my skin. Anyway, when I looked over, I didn’t see any of the kids who work there, but just caught sight of someone getting into that silver car and speeding off. I remember thinking maybe he was afraid the fire would reach his vehicle.”

      Both Jay and I are at the edge of our seats recognizing the significance of it. We may have an eyewitness in Jill Henderson.

      “Did you get a good look at him?” my partner asks with barely contained excitement.

      “Not really,” she bursts our bubble. “There was so much going on, I only got a glimpse of him folding over almost double to get into that car. He was wearing all dark clothing, if that helps any.”

      Dark clothing not so much, but the fact the man had to bend deep to get in the mid-size sedan indicates he’d be a good deal taller than I am. I’d have no trouble getting into a vehicle like that and I’m six foot one.

      “Would you venture to take a guess at the man’s height?” I try.

      She grins and shrugs her shoulders. “Not a scientific one, but I remember that’s how my husband used to get into our Subaru Legacy. That’s why we bought the SUV, it gives him more headroom.”

      The Legacy and the Malibu are similar in size.

      “How tall is your husband?” Jay beats me to the question.

      “Peter? He’s six five.”

      That’s tall. Taller than most men I know, other than my partner who is at least six foot four. At that height you stand out.

      I don’t bother suppressing the grin spreading on my face.

      Finally, we may have a valuable lead.
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      “Sonofabitch!”

      I bang my coffee maker hard on the counter. Not that I’m under any illusion it’ll miraculously come to life. The thing is almost half my age.

      Jesus, I should’ve bought a new one when I hauled all Dad’s old stuff to the garage. The garage Tucker showed up to help me clean yesterday.

      I’d forgotten all about it. Our last call came in less than two hours before the end of my shift at seven in the morning. We didn’t get back to the station until quarter after nine and Trin dropped Tucker off at eleven thirty. Normally, I could’ve put in about four hours of sleep, which would’ve been enough, but instead I tossed and turned for the two hours I was in bed.

      Tucker was being a pain in my ass, letting me know he was not happy he had to spend his Saturday helping me with grunts and angry looks. Of course, by then, I wasn’t in the best mind space myself, especially not after a few hours of backbreaking work. We did manage to move all the stuff I wanted to get rid of out in front of the garage, where a junk removal service I found online—a couple of guys with a cube van—picked it up early evening.

      By then I had barely enough energy to slap some cheese on a slice of bread and call it dinner. Then I popped a few ibuprofen and was in bed by nine, where I spent too much time replaying that last, early morning call.

      A car with three teens—two seventeen-year-old boys and one girl who was just fourteen—had missed one of the many switchbacks on Durango Cliffs Drive and landed upside down thirty feet below. The call had come in from another girl who’d been in the back of a second vehicle that had fled the scene. Stupid kids racing the treacherous mountain roads, thinking they’re immortal.

      I spent an hour and a half clinging to the steep, rocky slope, trying to keep the poor, pinned, and severely injured girl calm and stable as the rest of the crew tried to peel the vehicle apart without risking it falling to the bottom of the ravine below.

      The two boys in the front didn’t survive the impact and Jenny—the girl whose hand I was holding the entire time—was barely hanging on by the time we rolled her into the waiting ambulance.

      Such a fucking waste.

      And now my goddamned coffee maker won’t turn on.

      What a way to start my weekend.

      I need my coffee so I grab my keys, my wallet, and put my coat on over my ratty pj’s. I’ll hit the drive-thru at Jitter’s Java on the other side of Main Avenue and might as well pick up one of those breakfast burritos. Pulling open the door, I almost run headfirst into Bill Evans.

      It takes me a moment to register he’s carrying a cardboard tray holding two take-out cups and a brown paper bag.

      “Is that coffee?” I snap, my eyes glued to the cups.

      He softly chuckles. “Black.”

      “Perfect,” I mumble, reaching for a cup.

      I close my eyes as the first hot taste of caffeine hits my palate and groan deeply.

      A soft grunt has my eyes snap up and I realize we’re still standing in my doorway. Suddenly feeling a little awkward, I quickly step back.

      “Sorry. I was just on my way out to pick up one of these.” I hold up the cup and explain, “Coffee machine crapped out. Come in.”

      He wears that slightly sardonic smirk I’ve seen on him before as he eases past me. I close the door and rest my back against it for a second, watching him walk into my house. We exchanged a few texts this past week. Nothing more than a ‘hey, how are you doing,’ to the point I’d started wondering if I had imagined his interest.

      Guess the fact he’s standing in my living room tells me it hadn’t been a figment of my imagination. A few butterflies flutter in my stomach when he turns his head.

      “Brought breakfast too. Where would you like it?”

      “Kitchen,” I manage, pushing away from the door to kick the boots off my bare feet and shrug out of my coat.

      Only then do I realize I’m wearing one of my dad’s pajama pants, worn thin from many years of wearing and washing, and an old Durango Fire Department T-shirt. I run a quick hand over my short hair, which stands up in random tufts here and there. For a fraction of a second I consider ducking into the downstairs bathroom to wet it down but decide against it. If he shows up on my doorstep unannounced on a Sunday morning, he can damn well take me as I am.

      “To what do I owe this visit?” I ask as I pad barefooted into the kitchen.

      The scent of bacon wafting from the brown paper bag causes my stomach to rumble loudly.

      He glances over as he produces two take-out containers. Without really thinking about it, I start pulling cutlery from the kitchen drawer.

      “Finding time for that dinner I promised you is proving to be more of a challenge than I’d hoped with our schedules. And I wanted to see you, so I took a chance you’d be home,” he adds, looking me straight in the eye.

      Wow. He’s not afraid of honesty.

      Those butterflies are multiplying.

      “Tried calling a few times last night, but I got bumped to voicemail.”

      I glance over at my phone still lying on the counter where I tossed it when I got home yesterday morning, next to the wireless charger it never made it onto.

      Bill follows my eyes and lightly shakes his head, picks up my phone, and places it carefully on the pad.

      I wince. “Oops.”

      He smiles and once again I get this warm feeling when those laugh lines make their appearance around his eyes. He really is a handsome guy; he just seems oblivious to it. No playing it up with snazzy clothes or those floppy haircuts that are back in style. His is pretty generic, in fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he took the clippers to it himself every couple of weeks. He dresses more like a rumpled college professor than a hot detective; unassuming.

      Almost as if he’s downplaying his looks.

      I should know, I’m no different. Being seen as a competent firefighter—an equal—has always been important and the less I draw attention to the fact I’m a woman, the easier it seems to be to accomplish that. I even cultivated the nickname Vic I was given. Over the years it’s simply become part of me: the short hair, casual clothes, and the name.

      “Kitchen table?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I follow and sit down across the table from him, taking a peek in the container he puts in front of me.

      “Ohh,” I groan at the sight of eggs Benedict with a side of hash browns and bacon. My favorite. “How did you know?”

      He smirks. “Wouldn’t be much of a detective if I couldn’t find out what you like for breakfast.”

      The fact he made that effort feels really fucking good.

      “Appreciate it,” I mutter around my first delicious mouthful before adding, “Not working today?”

      Bill swallows before answering. “I have to be in at eleven.”

      I glance at the clock and notice it’s already a little after nine. Less than two hours before he has to leave, which brings the post-breakfast fantasy that started taking shape in my mind to a grinding halt.

      “No rest for the wicked,” I mumble, feeling my cheeks flush.

      “Not with a killer on the loose,” he reminds me.

      I ask how the case is coming along and am surprised when he doesn’t blow me off with a half-hearted answer but instead fills me in on their progress while we eat our eggs Benny.

      “I’m sorry.” He catches himself at some point. “Hardly an appropriate topic of conversation over breakfast.”

      I shrug. “We talk shop over meals at the firehouse all the time,” I reassure him.

      It’s true, I guess it’s par for the course. Working as a first responder, the only time you can talk about some of the things we encounter in our line of work is over a shared meal with colleagues. I’m sure it’s the same for cops.

      “We’ll talk at the station, but I’m not really used to it outside of work. You’re easy to talk to.”

      My last bite suddenly feels a lot bigger when I try to swallow it down. It’s not a compliment I’ve heard often. Or at all. But it feels good, especially coming from him.

      “Other than during my shifts, I don’t really talk about anything work related much either,” I confess.

      His eyes appear to sparkle when he suddenly gets up from the table. For a moment, I wait breathlessly, for what, I’m not sure.

      Then he grabs the take-out containers and walks to the sink, opening the cupboard underneath without even asking. 

      “Want me to have a gander at your coffee maker?”

      I get up as well and take the empty coffee cups. “I’m not sure it’s salvageable, to be honest. That thing’s gotta be twenty years old.”

      He grins. “The older the better. In those days they made things to last, or at the very least fixable.”

      “Then by all means,” I say, reaching around him to toss out the cups. “Have at it.”

      When I straighten, he appears to be in closer proximity than before. He’s roughly half a foot taller so I find myself tilting back a little to look up at him. The sparkle from earlier has turned into molten heat.

      All of a sudden, I feel a little unsteady, becoming aware of my shoddy state of dress. The only thing I’ve got going for me is the fact I religiously brush my teeth when I get up. Can’t stand the gummy feeling in my mouth when I just wake up. But other than that, I’m still a mess.

      My hand moves up involuntarily to tuck the three strands of gray hair on that side, which seem to grow faster than the rest, behind my ear.

      “I should probably put some proper clothes on,” I mumble awkwardly.

      His eyes narrow into laser points as he drops his gaze down my body.

      “Don’t make any effort on my behalf,” he rumbles in a low voice. “You’re more than fine like this.”

      “I…” I scramble for something to say but the best I can come up with is, “I’ll need to get some groceries later.”

      “Then go do what you need to do while I fix your coffee maker. Have a screwdriver?”

      “That drawer.”

      As I point at my junk drawer, hoping I didn’t inadvertently hide something incriminating in there. You never know.

      I try to step around him but he moves at the same time, reaching for me. Lifting his hand, he curves his index finger under my chin and leans down, pausing briefly, his eyes so close I can see the dark ring of his iris.

      Then he lightly brushes my lips with his.

      “Go on, before I change my mind.”

      I slip by him and dart up the stairs, my heart pounding in my chest.
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      “Fucking piece of shit,” I mutter under my breath.

      A snicker sounds behind me. Guess I wasn’t as quiet as I thought I was.

      When I turn around, Vic is leaning against the wall beside the fridge, a grin on her face as she takes stock of the mess I left on her counter.

      “I told you.”

      Yes, she did, and I thought I’d impress her, offering my ‘handyman’ skills. It was out of my mouth before I knew it. Even if the coffee maker had been fixable before, it sure as hell isn’t anymore. I took care of that.

      “I’m pretty sure there’s a short in the cord somewhere,” I bluff, poking at the machine’s exposed guts with the tip of the screwdriver.

      Maybe if there’d been a wire loose, something that wasn’t too complicated, I could’ve done something with it. What the hell was I thinking? Two weeks ago, I spent almost my entire day off trying to install a ceiling fan in my bedroom. The damn thing still doesn’t work.

      “So you’re saying it needs a new cord?”

      I throw up my hands in capitulation. “Not a clue. I’m a hack. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      I pull the bin from under the sink and start tossing in the odds and ends I managed to unscrew.

      “I’ll buy you a new one,” I grumble.

      “No need for you to do that,” she says, softly laughing as she helps me stuff the remains of her coffee maker in the trash.

      I shove the garbage back under the sink and turn to face her, putting my hands on her shoulders.

      “I want to. It’s clear you need your morning coffee, and although I’d be more than happy to personally deliver you your fix each morning, there may be times I’m hung up with work.”

      “I was going to have to buy a new one anyway,” she protests.

      “But I promised to fix it for you and I keep my word.”

      A quick glance at the clock shows me I still have an hour. Enough time to hit up some store and have Vic back home before I start my shift.

      Normally I avoid shopping, but doing it with Vic holds much more appeal.

      I grab her hand and tug her along to the front door.

      “No time like the present.”

      ***

      “This one is fine.”

      She points at a dinky, twenty-dollar, eight-cup unit. The cheapest one on the shelf.

      “Too small,” I point out. “Barely enough for you, let alone if you have visitors.”

      “I rarely get visitors,” she argues stubbornly.

      She objected when I tried to stop at the downtown coffee shop I’d picked up breakfast at this morning. I remembered seeing a few coffee machines on the shelf. She’d been adamant Walmart was fine. So I took her word for it and came here, but I’ll be damned if I let her walk out of here with a cheap-ass machine.

      “That’s about to change,” I state, darting her a meaningful look before grabbing a nice stainless steel, twelve-cup unit with a built-in coffee grinder and a timer.

      That way she can get it set up before she goes to bed and have it ready when she gets up.

      She’s still staring at me when I set the box in the cart.

      “About to change; how?”

      Since we’re alone in the aisle, I take a step close and wrap an arm around her waist, placing my hand low on her back to pull her toward me. I fit my other hand around the back of her neck and bend in for a kiss. Her lips open automatically as she sucks in a breath, and I slip my tongue between them for a taste.

      I knew it would be good—that she would taste good—but I didn’t realize she’d be this responsive. Time stops and everything but the slide of her lips and tongue, the heat of her body pressing against me, disappears.

      I couldn’t tell you how long we were kissing before the sound of a throat clearing lands us squarely back in the small appliance aisle. An elderly man sporting a cane ambles toward us.

      “I’d have picked a different aisle if my wife wasn’t waiting at home for me to bring her back a new mixer,” he says, his eyes already scanning the shelves. “The old one died and if I don’t deliver, she can’t make the banana cream pie she promised me for dessert.” He stops and glances over with a stern look on his face. “It’s my favorite and she makes it only twice a year.”

      I grin at the old man. “Sounds like a matter of life or death.”

      He nods. “Glad you understand. Have a good day.”

      I’m still chuckling when Vic pulls on my arm.

      “Let’s go,” she hisses urgently.

      Her face is beet red as she pushes the cart up to the checkout. She doesn’t even try to argue when I pull out my bank card and pay for her coffee maker.

      Bonus.

      “Can’t believe I kissed you for the first time in a Walmart aisle of all places,” I muse out loud as we get in the car.

      “Don’t knock it,” she says, darting me a grin. “That Walmart quality can surprise you.”

      I wink at her as I start the car and am about to back out of the parking spot when my phone rings.

      “Evans.”

      Joe’s voice comes over the sound system.

      “We’ve got another one.”

      In a flash any warm, good feelings I had have been replaced with a sense of dread. I glance over at Vic, who eyes me with shock.

      “Where?”

      “Few blocks from the hospital. Sierra Vista, number ten. VanDyken is on his way and I’ll fill you both in when you get here.”

      He’s gone before I can respond.

      “Shit!”

      I slam my hands on the steering wheel.

      “Isn’t that your neighborhood?” Vic says beside me.

      “Around the corner,” I grind out.

      This time I don’t even need to see the victim to get that feeling of déjà vu.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      “I’m sorry.”

      I put a hand on his arm.

      “Not your fault. Go. I can grab a cab at the hospital,” I assure him.

      If that kiss is anything to go by, this might be the beginning of something and I might as well get used to his irregular hours now. It can’t be more than a five-minute walk to the hospital anyway.

      “I don’t want to have you walking the streets with that box. Take my car, I can hitch a ride to the station with Jay and walk over later to pick it up,” he says, already making the turn toward the hospital.

       Call me selfish, but I’m not going to argue about that if it means I get to see him again soon.

      “Okay.”

      He reaches over and squeezes my knee.

      Emergency vehicles, including an engine and pumper, are lining the street when we pull up. A couple of firefighters from Station 1 I recognize are on the sidewalk talking to Bill’s partner and the chief of police, Joe Benedetti.

      Bill pulls his car up behind a police cruiser and jumps out without a word, his eyes fixed on the group of men. I’m still fumbling with my seat belt when he joins them.

      I don’t feel slighted—I understand that kind of focus and I know how heavy this case is weighing on him—but it does leave me in a bit of a pickle, because he appears to have grabbed his keys by rote.

      If I had any illusion of slipping out of here unseen, it’s now shattered.

      Maybe it’s stupid, especially after that very public kiss in the store, but I’m not sure I’m ready yet to get those curious looks I know will come when they see I arrived with Bill. The fire department is one big, dysfunctional family and the firehouse holds few secrets.

      I dealt with enough scrutiny four years ago after I complained to my captain about Lance’s persistence. It didn’t go over well with some of Lance’s friends in the department. I know tongues were wagging behind my back when I returned last year, but my new crew had been welcoming. 

      Still, I’m sure tongues will be wagging after today.

      Reluctantly, I get out of the vehicle and start walking down the sidewalk toward the men.

      Jay is the first to notice me and elbows Bill, who looks startled when his partner points me out. Of course, now everyone turns their head, but Evans is already rushing to meet me halfway.

      “Fuck. The keys. I’m so sorry, force of habit.”

      He pulls them from his pocket and hands them over.

      “’Til what time are you usually up?”

      “Eleven thirty or so. Why?”

      “Don’t wanna wake you when I pick up my car.” Then the corner of his mouth pulls up. “Unless you’re wearing the same getup you had on this morning, in which case I don’t mind dragging you out of bed.”

      “Evans! Forensics is here,” Benedetti yells out. “We’re going in.”  

      “Gotta go,” he says softly, not even bothering to turn around. Instead, he does that thing again where he strokes a few fingers over my cheek.

      “You’d better hurry,” I tell him.

      His eyes drop down to my mouth for a second, then he turns on his heel and jogs back to the group, now joined by a couple of crime techs I’ve seen around. I catch the guys from Station 1 and one of the techs looking my way as I quickly turn back to the car.

      The moment I get behind the wheel, I call Trin and put my phone on speaker, setting it down on the seat beside me as I slip the car out from behind the police cruiser.

      “My coffee machine was busted and he bought me a new one,” I blurt out when she answers.

      I keep my eyes glued on the road in front of me as I pass the house, resisting the temptation to glance over.

      “Trin?” I prompt her when I’m met with silence.

      “I’ll have to assume you’re talking about the detective, given you’ve been avoiding my calls.”

      She’s not lying. The fact is, since Bill walked me home from The Irish earlier in the week, the only time I touched my phone was to read and respond to the few texts he sent me since. The rest of the time I stayed focused on work.

      This whole slow courting thing—or whatever this is—is not something I’m used to. My experience seems to be limited to a more aggressive approach, one that doesn’t leave any room to question what the outcome will be, which leaves me to wonder what it is he’s looking for.

      This feels nice, don’t get me wrong, but I wasn’t sure how to label what’s going on to Trin, so I avoided her. But after this morning, I wonder if perhaps she can shed light.

      “What does it mean?”

      “Why did he buy you a coffee machine?”

      “Because mine wasn’t working this morning when I woke up, and you know how I am when I don’t get my morning coffee,” I explain.

      “Are you serious?” she fires back. “He was at your house this morning and you’re asking me that? It would seem the answer is self-explanatory. You can’t be that dense.”

      “He wasn’t here,” I immediately correct myself. “Well, I guess he was, technically; I found him on my doorstep with breakfast, but I hadn’t seen him since he walked me home from the pub the other night. We messaged a bit back and forth, but that’s all. And it’s not that I’m dense, more…unsure of what is happening.”

      “Vic…” Her voice gentles. “Granted, at first sight a coffee maker may not seem the most romantic gift, but you have to admit it’s kind of a sweet way to look after you. Show up with breakfast, make sure you can have your morning coffee. I saw him looking at you at the pub. It was pretty intense. How long have you been seeing him?”

      “That’s just it. I haven’t, not really. The morning after I stumbled on that poor girl’s body, I was having breakfast at the diner and he sat down at my table. It was the first time we’d ever exchanged more than two words outside of work.”

      I never told my sister the full extent of what happened with Lance, but enough she knows it didn’t end well. When I explain about the confrontation Bill had walked into, she hisses angrily.

      “That bastard.”

      “Anyway,” I continue, getting back on track. “I ended up walking out but the next night, after you guys left here, he showed up at my house. He’d had a bad day and mine hadn’t been much better so we had a beer, ordered a pizza, talked, and then right before he had to leave, he said he’d like to take me for dinner when things settled down. I didn’t see him again until The Irish. He walked me home, kissed my cheek, and that’s it. After that we exchanged a few messages, and suddenly, this morning he shows up with breakfast.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Well…”

      I’m thinking of the unexpected scorching kiss we shared. That was pretty intense. So much so, for a moment, I forgot where we were. It felt like a pretty significant step, but what do I know? Kissing used to be a means to an end. A predictable outcome. However, I can’t remember a single kiss that was so all-consuming it made me oblivious to my surroundings.

      But like each other encounter I had with Bill Evans, this one ended abruptly as well. 

      “Spill it,” she urges me on.

      “We kissed. In a Walmart aisle.”

      “I’ll need more than that.”

      I elaborate, giving her a blow-by-blow, including our last conversation at the scene.

      “Okay, let me see if I have this straight, the guy bought you an appliance, kissed you in public, gave you his car to drive home, and not only has he seen you fresh out of bed but he liked what he saw? Victoria Paige, I’m your sister, I know what you look like in the morning and it scares me.” She snorts. “The man is either losing his eyesight or he has it bad for you.”

      “Kiss my ass, Katrina,” I lob back, but I do it grinning.

      My sister and I may not have always been tight, but especially this past year, she’s become the closest friend I have. All the things that used to annoy me—like calling me out on shit—are now qualities I appreciate in her.

      “Thanks, I’ll pass, but I get the sense there’s someone who’s gonna be happy to oblige.”

      “Trin!”

      But all I hear is her snicker as she ends the call.

      I’m still smiling when I pull onto my street, feeling clearer after talking to my sister.

      But the smile quickly disappears when I see who is parked in my driveway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bill

      

      

       

      “Did someone call Meredith?”

      The question comes from Jay as we gather around the victim.

      A woman, but that’s about all I can tell. She’s just inside the door of the mudroom connecting the garage to the house. The white tiles on the floor and halfway up the walls are smudged with soot and blood. It looks like someone tried to wipe some of it down with the towel left wadded up in the laundry tub in the corner.

      To the naked eye, her condition is similar—if not the same—to our other victim’s. Except instead of tied to a bed, this woman’s arms and legs are chained spread-eagled to a pair of steel pipes. She appears naked, although it’s difficult to tell given the charred state of her body.

      “I did,” Joe answers. “She’ll be here as fast as she can, she’s finishing up an autopsy. Stanford!” he suddenly calls out at one of the techs. “We need some pictures here.”

      “Krajcek’s card was full. He’s just grabbing a new one from the van.”

      Joe gives him a thumbs-up and turns back to us.

      “According to a neighbor, the tenant is Samantha Finch, a nurse at Mercy,” he fills us in. “The burned-out SUV in the garage is supposedly hers. Let’s work on the preliminary assumption Samantha is our victim.”

      My stomach is churning and I’m willing my breakfast down. You never forget the stench of burned flesh, it clings to you like a stubborn memory. I even have a hard time with the smell of pork chops on the grill. I barely got the scent of last week’s murder scene out of my nostrils and here I am again, breathing it in.

      “Is anyone going to say it out loud?” Both my boss and my partner turn to me as I send each of them a challenging look. “We’re dealing with a serial killer.”

      “This is victim number two,” Jay remarks, referring to the fact three murders and up constitute serial killings.

      “Bullshit. It was clear from the first scene there were going to be more.”

      We looked to see if there were similar crime scenes statewide. Joe even consulted with the FBI to see if there was anything on record, but nothing popped up.

      In my entire career, I’ve only dealt with a brutal serial murder case once before. Maybe that’s what gave me that dreaded sense of déjà vu. It was fifteen years ago and before we were able to put that sick sonofabitch away, he’d amassed a total of eight victims in the greater Denver area.

      His crime scenes were brutal, yet methodical. Very well planned and almost flawlessly executed, until we noticed he showed up at some of the crime scenes, trying to blend in with the curious crowd. Part of our procedure was to take some pictures of the crowds that inevitably gather when there are a number of emergency vehicles. It’s not unheard of to find a serial killer—by nature narcissistic—back at the scene of the crime to admire their handiwork.

      He also took a memento from every victim, like trophies. A tooth, which is why for a brief moment during Caitlyn’s autopsy I felt sick when she discovered one of the victim’s was missing. Given the condition of the body, it was entirely plausible it was knocked loose at some point.

      Besides, the MO was different and all of Richard Whitbread’s victims were male.  In addition to that, the piece of shit spent almost all of the past fifteen years on death row. At least he did until Governor Polis commuted his fate to life without the possibility of parole, following a repeal of Colorado’s death sentence in 2020.

      I’ve never been a proponent of the death penalty but in the case of Whitbread, I felt it would’ve been a service to the public. The man is a monster without a shred of humanity. He’s currently serving out his sentence in a federal prison in Florence, Colorado.

      So there’s no way it can be him, but it sure as hell feels eerily familiar.

      “Goddammit. In broad daylight,” I curse. “This bastard is fucking thumbing his nose at us.”

      “Bill…” Joe cautions me.

      He was with the Denver PD at the time, he knows how I lived and breathed that case fifteen years ago. Hell, it was the beginning of the end of my marriage to Bonnie.

      At that moment Krajcek walks in and starts snapping pictures right away.

      “Let’s give him some room while we wait for Doc,” Jay suggests.

      I follow him outside, eager for Meredith to get here. Even though it’s not possible this is Whitbread’s handiwork, I’d still like to know if this victim is missing a tooth as well.

      In which case, we may have a copycat on our hands.

      ***

      “The Tooth Fairy?” Jay echoes.

      “That was the handle the press gave him,” I explain. “Someone on the team shared a little too much detail with one of the victims’ families. In an interview with a local paper, they mentioned something about the missing teeth and it took off from there.”

      “I remember hearing about that case. Wasn’t the FBI involved?”

      “Eventually. FBI, CBI, various police departments were part of the task force. Quint, my partner, and I were part of it too.”

      “Evans nailed the bastard though,” Joe pipes up, grinning. “Noticed a guy in the crowd he’d seen at a previous crime scene and took off after him.” He starts laughing. “Never was much of a runner but as the story goes, he bowled over several onlookers like a raging bull in his attempt to catch up to him. Cost the City of Denver a few out-of-court settlements for injuries sustained, but seeing as the guy turned out to be The Tooth Fairy, they paid up willingly. That story did the rounds in the department for a while.”

      I wince at the reminder. Took the better part of a decade before that story died down.

      Jay chuckles along with the chief, but I pointedly ignore them as I see Doc Carter’s van pull up.

      “What have we got?” she asks when she walks up, her assistant Paul in tow.

      We wait for Krajcek to finish up while Joe gives her the basics. Then Jay and I follow her inside while Joe makes some phone calls.

       “Do me a favor? Check her teeth?”

      She turns to me with a questioning expression on her face.

      “Humor me,” I add.

      She double gloves and crouches down beside the victim, gently opening her mouth and bending over to shine a penlight in the dark cavern.

      “Left central incisor is gone,” she confirms, straightening up.

      My blood chills, despite the fact I already suspected it and shared as much with the guys.

      “How did you know?” she asks.

      “A hunch.”

      It’s quiet as she does her examination of the body, only occasionally interrupted by Meredith as she passes her findings to her assistant to note down.

      The chains require bolt cutters to be removed and like at the previous murder scene, both the chains and the two standard Yale padlocks are carefully collected by forensics. It’s doubtful these will tell us anything more than the others did, since both can be easily purchased at any store selling hardware. Unless we find fingerprints or we have a viable suspect to connect to a purchase. Much like the booties and coveralls.

      By the time the two of them zip the victim into a body bag, I’ve made a mental list of things to do.

      The list is long, but first I want to check in with my former partner, Quint Axton, now working for the San Antonio Police Department. I know at the time we both kept our own growing file on the Whitbread case, copies of reports, our own and each other’s handwritten notes, photographs, etcetera which we could take home to work on.

      One of my biggest blowout fights with Bonnie was when I came home one day after Whitbread’s arrest to find her burning every last piece of paper from the banker’s box I’d kept it in. Her payback for all the hours I spent mulling over that file instead of paying attention to her. It still makes me angry.

      My hope is Quint managed to hang on to his copy.

      I’m thinking a reread is in order. 

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      “What are you doing here?”

      Lance uncrosses the feet he had propped up on my railing and slowly stands up. But when he starts moving toward me, I put up my hands to ward him off.

      “Is that how you greet an old friend who drops by to check on you?”

      “Old friend?” I snort, realizing the moment I do it, taunting him might not be smart.

      I immediately slip a hand in my coat pocket and close it firmly around my phone.

      This is a man who had a hard time hearing no from the start and, as it turned out, had a mean streak a mile wide. He may have never beat me, but he definitely hurt me on occasion, and that’s back when he still claimed to want me.

      I can’t imagine, after my complaints caused him to be kicked off the squad at Station 16, he’s here to make nice.

      I find myself darting a quick glance at the neighbors’ house, but their vehicle isn’t in the driveway. Lance catches me looking and grins, apparently finding the fact he unsettles me amusing.

      “Heard through the grapevine you’re living alone. Your father gone now?”

      The last thing I want is to show him the effect he still has on me. Not anymore.

      Despite feeling a ripple of fear at his comment, I square my shoulders and straighten my spine. Then I pull out the phone I’ve been clutching in my pocket.

      “I’d like you to leave,” I state, inserting as much ice into my voice as I can conjure.

      He tilts his head to the side and shoots a pointed look at the phone in my hand before settling back on my face.

      “Oh, come on, baby. It doesn’t have to be like that. We had some good times.”

      He takes a few steps closer but I hold my ground this time, only jerking my chin up a bit higher.

      “I’m not your baby and trust me, no time with you is worth remembering, let alone repeating.”

      At that he lowers his head and narrows his eyes, glaring at me. Despite the satisfaction my barb hit true, I do my best not to squirm. Finally, his eyes slide over my shoulder to Bill’s car parked behind mine in the driveway.

      “Whose car?” He leans over the railing to get a better view before he looks back at me. “Evans? Figures.”

      I know right away he’s spotted the Denver PD sticker on Bill’s windshield.

      “Maybe I should have a word with him. He should know better than to take something that doesn’t belong to him.”

       There is so much I want to say to that, but instead I clench my jaw.

      “I asked you to leave, Lance,” I snap, unwilling to engage any more.

      Then I poise my finger over the screen of my phone.

      He engages me in another stare down until he finally mutters, “Still a bitch, I see,” as he roughly shoves past me and heads down the steps.

      I swing around to watch him go but at the edge of the driveway he stops and turns, pointing a finger in the direction of Bill’s car.

      “This isn’t over,” he warns me.

      Against better judgement, I can’t resist firing back, “This never started.”

      One time I slept with him. Once.

      I meant it when I said it was less than memorable. I’d like to think if I hadn’t had a few drinks at the time, I wouldn’t have let it go that far. The few kisses I’d shared with him before had been more like kissing a dead carp.

      In my defense, it had been a fuck of a long time since I’d had sex with anything other than my toys. I’m ashamed to admit I was eager for a warm body. Maybe I’d hoped he’d be better in bed and with a little coaching his kissing skills could improve. What can I say? I’d had a few drinks.

       I blow out a lungful of air when his truck backs out of my driveway and he speeds off down the street.

      Then I quickly move Bill’s car to the empty spot and head inside where I shoot him a quick text.

       

      Heads-up, in case you bump into Lance Bruner.

      Was on my doorstep when I got home.

      Recognized your car when I sent him packing. 

      He’s being an asshole.

       

      I know he’s got his hands full, but that’s all the more reason not to have him get blindsided by Bruner. Even if it means it’ll result in me having to tell him the whole sordid story at some point.

      Something to look forward to.

      Not.
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      Bill

       

      “Sure you don’t want a ride?”

      It’s close to eleven at night when Jay and I walk out of the precinct.

      “No, I’ve gotta pick up my car, remember?”

      “Isn’t it a little late for that? She’s probably already in bed.”

      I know he’s yanking my chain but that still doesn’t stop me from reacting.

      “She doesn’t go to bed until eleven thirty, so piss off, VanDyken.”

      Sure enough, he aims a shit-eating grin at me as he opens the door to his truck and gets in. I flip him the bird as I walk past.

      It was a long-ass day.

      We pounded the pavement around the victim’s neighborhood, knocking on doors, talking to neighbors, looking for security cameras, and asking for copies of available footage from the past couple of days. We collected a lot of information—more than at the first scene—but I’m sure most, if not all, of it will be discarded as irrelevant in the next day or two.

      It’s always like that; an influx of data requiring a lot of man-hours to sift through. We’ll be back at it first thing tomorrow when Blackfoot should be there to give us a hand.

      Keith Blackfoot was a former detective with the department. In fact, I replaced him when I transferred from Denver. A solid investigator who retired last year for health reasons. He currently gets called in as a consultant for the DPD on complex cases. A way for Blackfoot to keep a toe in the water and for the department to retain access to the man’s keen mind and vast expertise.

      Some might see it as a slight on them, but personally I’m grateful for his help. I have a feeling we’ll need all the help we can get. Heck, I even pushed for the FBI to be called in to set up a task force. Special Agent in Charge, Damian Gomez, is being kept in the loop by Joe but since technically we’re not dealing with a serial killer—yet—they’re holding off on the Bureau’s full involvement. Instead, we’ve been offered the use of some FBI’s resources.

      I haven’t been able to connect with my former partner yet, but I left him a message, and hopefully, he’ll get back to me tomorrow.

      My phone vibrates in my jacket as I turn the corner onto Vic’s street. I fish it out and check the screen to find a message from Joe reminding me of the autopsy scheduled for eight tomorrow morning, and to inform me a briefing is to follow at noon.

      I’m about to slip it back in my pocket when I notice an older message, one from Vic I apparently missed. A surge of anger has me grind my teeth when I read it.

      Fucking Bruner.

      Vic hasn’t exactly opened up about her history with the guy, but I heard and saw enough to know she doesn’t want him around. Apparently, the bastard doesn’t take no for an answer.

      My car is parked beside hers in the driveway and she left the porch light on. Inside, I see the flicker of the TV as I walk up to the house. Standing in front of her door, I take a few deep breaths, trying to curb my simmering anger before I start banging on her door.

      Turns out I don’t have to. Vic must’ve been keeping an eye out for me because just as I raise my hand the door opens.

      Fuck me. She’s wearing those pajamas again.

      There’s nothing particularly appealing about the outfit itself, but for some reason it makes Vic look softer, smaller, and more approachable. Even though she’s a good five or six inches shorter and I outweigh her by at least sixty pounds, on the job when she’s in her turnout gear, she comes across as tougher, even a bit intimidating.

      “Hey.”

      She flashes me a barely-there smile but it hits me like a sonic boom. Then she steps aside and waves me in before I get a chance to respond.

      On the screen in the living room an episode of The Great British Bake Off is playing. The only reason I recognize it is because Maisy, in her teen years, had been obsessed with it. She told me once I reminded her of one of the judges, Paul Hollywood.

      “You like baking?”

      She snickers as she reaches past me to grab the remote and turn off the TV.

      “I like eating it, but I’m far from a success in the kitchen,” she admits with a self-deprecating smirk. “That doesn’t stop me from bingeing the show whenever I have a chance. The show makes for an innocent distraction.”

      I nod in understanding; in our jobs we see enough death and destruction to not want to watch more of it on TV. Personally, I prefer home improvement shows but it serves the same purpose—distraction.

      “Your keys are on the kitchen counter, unless…” She glances at me with a hint of uncertainty, “…you have time for a beer?”

      I should go home and get a good night’s sleep but I’m not about to say no to the invite.

      “Sure.”

      As she heads for the kitchen, I take a seat on the couch, keeping my eye on her movements. In the brief silence my anger returns.

      “When was Bruner here?”

      Her head snaps around at my brusque question.

      “This morning,” she answers as she walks toward me with a couple of beers in her hands. “He was on my porch when I came home with your car. I wouldn’t have bothered you with it, but he recognized your car and wasn’t happy. I didn’t know if he was going to make any trouble for you.”

      She hands me a beer and takes a seat in the opposite corner of the couch. I’d rather have her right beside me, but I figure I’ll give her this play. For now.

      “Missed your incoming message this morning or I would’ve checked in right away. What’s this guy’s deal?”

      She shrugs. “I’m not sure. Back at the motel was the first time I’d seen him in four years.”

      I wait for her to elaborate, but she stays silent as she plucks at the label on her bottle. Still being evasive, but this time I’m not letting her get away with it.

      “You think maybe we’ve reached that point where you fill me in on why Lance Bruner feels he holds some claim on you? At least that’s what I have to assume this is about.”

      “What do you mean; we’ve reached that point? What point?”

      “The point where it’s necessary to warn me to keep my eye out for him,” I return sharply when I recognize her question as another diversion. “The point where you and I are starting something and learning about the other’s past helps avoid triggers in the future.”

      She appears shocked.

      “That can’t be a surprise, Vic,” I push on. “I’m fifty years old, I’m well past the point of showing up at a woman’s house repeatedly, just so I can score a quick roll in the hay. But what I’d like to know is why he showed up here.”

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

       The butterflies are back.

      I don’t think I’ve ever dealt with a man who is this straightforward and outspoken about his intentions. It excites me as much as it terrifies me.

      My track record isn’t the greatest, so what if I let him in and he finds me wanting? Whatever we’re ‘starting’ could be over before it begins.

      “You’re gonna have to trust me, Vic,” he adds, twisting his body so he’s sitting sideways on the couch, closing the space between us.

      It’s already nearing midnight, I’m guessing he’s had a long and difficult day at work, and I don’t know if it is the right time to get into this but if not now, then when?

      “I don’t know if I mentioned we worked together at Station 16 for two years. He was tenacious and that’s the only reason I can offer for finally giving in to dinner with him after a year of him asking. His dogged persistence should’ve been a red flag.”

      I remember the other guys on the squad teasing me to ‘put the man out of his misery’ and go out with him already.

      “It took me a month to realize I’d made a big mistake. It was clear to me we weren’t compatible, but he had a different view.”

      “He didn’t take it well,” Bill concludes correctly.

      “No. And, unfortunately, at the time I had no way of avoiding him since we were on the same squad.”

      If I thought Lance had been determined before, he became relentless after. For months I did nothing as he cornered me in the locker room or the showers where he’d touch me uninvited and manhandle me when no one was around. He’d follow me around on our days off and showed up at my house, which often would result in physical altercations when he didn’t get his way. I bore the marks and bruises and yet I was determined to handle him by myself, worried that if anyone on our crew got wind of it, I would lose a lot of the respect I’d been able to earn.

      “He wouldn’t leave me alone,” I summarize. “And it got to a point where I was afraid if I didn’t do something, he might hurt me for real one day. So I started recording some of our interactions, took pictures of bruises he left, and went to my captain at the time. It blew up from there and as a result he left the department and moved away, but a number of the guys at our firehouse blamed me.”

      I learned very quickly what it meant to do my job without the security of backup, putting me in a few dangerous predicaments. Up to the point I used my father’s progressing dementia as an excuse to take time off and figure out if perhaps I needed to consider a career change.

      Bill has been quietly listening, sipping his beer, but every now and then I see his jaw clench.

      “I imagine that had to be tough,” he sympathizes before gathering steam. “I tell you; I’ll never understand that mentality, but I know it happens. I’ve seen it in action; the good old boys’ club. That all-for-one and one-for-all bullshit that has them turn a blind eye to the shit that goes on under their noses. Bunch of cowards.”

      I’m not sure what to say. He doesn’t even seem to question my side of the story, taking it at face value. He leaves no doubt he’s got my back, when at the time this was happening even my own father asked me if, perhaps, I hadn’t led Lance on.

      “Victoria…”

      He sets his bottle on the coffee table and slides closer to me, and suddenly I want to get this subject over and done with before he has a chance to touch me.

      “Back at the motel was the first time I’d seen him in four years. I had no idea he was in town, let alone back with the DFD.” Bill stops moving, hearing me out as I add with a healthy dose of sarcasm, “Guess there’s a time limit on accountability for sexual harassment within the fire department. Anyway, he showed up on my porch, I asked him repeatedly to leave, which he finally did but not without making it clear he wasn’t done with me.”

      “He threatened you?” His voice is deceptively soft but there’s no mistaking the deep anger I hear in his tone.

       “Not in so many words, although he did mention you oughta know better than stealing from him. That’s why I wanted to warn you.”

      “Stealing? The simple fact that asswipe doesn’t know you can’t take what’s not freely given tells volumes about his lack of character.”

      Those words more than anything prompt me to bridge the final distance between us, lay my palm against the bristly beard covering his jaw, and press my mouth against his angry lips. In an instant they soften, molding effortlessly to mine as he scoops me up with his large hands and arranges me to straddle his lap.

      “So fucking sweet,” he mumbles against my mouth before spearing my lips with his tongue.

      His fingers dig into the fleshy part of my hips as he holds me in place. Then he rocks his hips, creating a delicious friction with the hard ridge of his cock against my core.

      I instantly feel myself get wet as need builds at a breathtaking speed. This man’s unapologetic hunger for me is a strong aphrodisiac, giving me a heady sense of power and leaving no room for the past.

      Mercy.

      I hold on with my fingers curled into the back of his neck when he tries to break the kiss.

      “Need you to look at me, honey,” he rumbles and I reluctantly lift my head.

      He’s breathing as heavily as I am.

      “You want this?” he asks, his eyes calmly sincere, despite the hot-blooded flare of his nostrils.

      “You have to ask?” I snap.

      A faint smile twists his lips.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “It normally takes me half an hour with my vibrator on the highest setting to get even close to as wet as you made me in two seconds,” I bite off, grinding myself down on his lap.

      I can’t help the small satisfied grin at his deep, pained groan.

      “Then show me to your bedroom, woman,” he grumbles, lifting me off. “I may have made the mistake of picking Walmart for our first kiss, but I’ll be damned if the first time I fuck you is on the couch.”

      I feel heat flush my face as I stand up, take his hand, and lead him up the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Vic

       

      “Did he touch you?”

      Both the question and the intense tone startle me.

      It took Bill a minute to divest me of my pajama pants and shirt when we entered my bedroom, and the only thing I’m left wearing is a pair of serviceable Hanes panties. He was in the middle of exploring the bare skin he revealed, touching and brushing light kisses over my shoulders and down my chest, building my restless anticipation.

      Currently he’s eye to eye with my modest chest, staring at a bruise on the outside of the breast he was laving attention on.

      “What?”

      His eyes snap up at me.

      “Bruner. Did he put his hands on you?” he grinds out between clenched teeth.

      “Lance? No.”

      I poke a finger at the spot but I can’t even feel it.

      “Was organizing the garage this afternoon, maybe I bumped into something. Or at work, it happens all the time.”

      Some of the tension leaves his face and the anger drains from his eyes as he returns his attention to my breast, stroking his index finger along the swell. A shiver ripples over my skin when his lips follow the trail before closing around my nipple.

      I close my eyes and let my head fall back, allowing myself to get swept up in sensation, but when I feel his fingers hook into my panties, they snap open. I’m looking down on the top of his head where the hair is thinning.

      “Wait.”

      He tilts back, his eyes dark and intense as they peer up at me. So damn handsome.

      “Want me to stop?” he asks hoarsely.

      I bark out a laugh. “God, no. But give me a chance to do some exploring of my own before you turn me into a complete boneless mess.”

      Those prominent laugh lines appear on his face as he gets up, strips off his shirt and shucks his shoes, socks, and pants, fishing a condom from his pocket and tossing it on the nightstand. Then, with only a pair of impressively tented, black boxer briefs remaining, he flops back on the bed.

      “Have at it.”

      In my experience, most men at this point rush for the finish line and I’m pleasantly surprised Bill doesn’t seem put off by my attempts to slow things down.

      Maybe this is just me testing him, seeing if he’ll hand off control, if my needs are as important as his own. I don’t care it’s probably past midnight, but I want to take my time to enjoy this man.

      I let my eyes roam down his body, taking in his wide shoulders, the coarse graying chest hair covering a solid chest and narrowing down over his softer stomach, before disappearing into the waistband of his boxers. Skipping over his prominent erection for now, I focus instead on his strongly muscled legs.

      Only then do I put a knee on the mattress and climb on, running a hand from his ankle all the way up to the inside of his thigh. The clench of his muscles and the slight abrasion of his coarse hair against my palm feels good. I smile when I hear him hiss between his teeth.

      I swing a leg over to straddle his thighs and slowly run both hands up his stomach and across his chest. He moans deeply, curling his fingers into the bedding on either side of him with an almost pained expression on his face. Smiling, I lean over and kiss the hollow at the base of his throat, letting my breasts brush his skin. Then I move lower, flicking my tongue over each nipple before trailing down his stomach, feeling his muscles vibrate with barely contained tension.

      But it’s not until I pull his briefs down, wrap my fingers around his darkly flushed cock, and tentatively lick the tip, that he moves. When his hand cups the back of my head, I peek up, noticing him propped up on one elbow, watching my every move with heated eyes.

      “Better be quick about any exploring left to do because I’m about to take over.”

      Already well past turned on, I moan at the promise of his words as I slip his crown between my lips while I rub myself against him to ease the ache between my legs. I barely get the chance to take him to my throat, when I’m grabbed under my arms and flipped over on the bed. 

      “Time’s up,” he growls, snagging the foil pack off the nightstand.

      In record time, he dons the condom, yanks off my panties, and kneels between my legs. Slipping his hands behind my knees, he pulls me close so my butt rests on his thighs and only my shoulders and head touch the mattress. Then he drapes my legs wide, places one hand at the base of my spine, and brushes the thumb of the other once along my crease. Then he does the same with the head of his cock.

      “So fucking wet,” he mumbles as he positions himself at my entrance. “Next time it’s my turn for a taste.”

      Impatient, I brace my hands against the headboard and push myself down on him. The stretch burns slightly but it’s not nearly enough. Then he raises up on his knees, lifting my hips even higher, and with a grunt, plants himself deep.

       ***

      I wake up groaning when I feel a brush of lips against my bared shoulder.

      “Sleep,” Bill rumbles.

      Blinking my eyes open, I notice it’s still dark in the room, the only light coming from the bathroom. Bill is perched on the edge of the bed beside me.

      “What time is it?”

      My voice is rough with sleep.

      I’m not sure how long I’ve been out, but I remember crashing after coming so hard I thought my heart would never start up again. A smile stretches over my face at the mild burn lingering between my legs.

      Who’d have guessed the slightly rumpled, straitlaced detective would pack such a punch?

      Reaching out, I stroke my fingers along his jaw as his eyes crinkle.

      “Five. I need to run home to shower and change before I head to the station,” he explains, turning his head so he can press a kiss in my palm.

      “I can get up and get some coffee going,” I offer, but he shakes his head.

      “I’ll put on a pot when I get to the office. Besides, I like you like this; curled up warmly with a satisfied smile on your face.”

      I’m enjoying it myself, but that doesn’t stop me from pushing myself up so I can reach his mouth for a soft kiss.

      “Be careful today,” I mumble against his lips.

       

      *****

       

      Bill 

       

      Damn.

      You’d think after a scant three-and-a-half hours of sleep I’d be beat. Instead, I feel energized when I walk into the bullpen.

      I aim straight for the coffeepot and fill my favorite mug. Then I head for my desk.

      “Laundry day?” Jay, who is already on his computer, comments as he checks me out.

      I look down at the jeans and black Henley shirt I’m wearing under my jacket. Not sure why I grabbed these off the hanger instead of my usual chinos and button-downs for work. Unless, of course, it has something to do with the amazing woman I left smiling in her bed earlier.

      “Must be a slow day if you notice what I’m wearing,” I brush him off, sitting down in my spot across from him.

      “I’m a detective, it’s my job to notice things.” He grins as he leans forward. “Like the smile you’re wearing, despite the circles under your eyes when you walked in. Something going on I should know about?”

      I almost burn my mouth taking a swig of coffee as I glare at him.

      “Who are you, my wife?”

      He leans back in his chair and stretches his arms behind his head.

      “No, but I’m your partner, which is almost like a marriage. And also, I happened to pass you this morning a little after five when you were coming from downtown, you appeared to be heading home. Makes me wonder if you spent the night with a certain firefighter you couldn’t keep your eyes off of last week at the pub.”

      Any response will only encourage him, so I ignore him instead and turn on my computer monitor, pointedly angling toward it.

      “Thought so,” he mumbles, sounding amused. “Happy for ya.”

      Thankfully, he returns to whatever he was working on, giving me a chance to check emails. I sift through garbage and read the few that require my attention when a copy of the lab report on the Oxbow crime scene appears in my inbox.

      “Lab report’s in,” I announce, already opening the file and printing out a few copies.

      It’s easier to read and make notes on a printout.

      I fish the papers out of the printer and slide one copy across the desk to Jay. Then I slip my readers on and bend over the report.

      “Unknown DNA profile on the semen,” my partner points out.

      “Yeah, that would’ve been too easy, but it says it matches the DNA on the epithelial cells they scraped from Caitlyn’s fingernails,” I read on. “No blood other than hers on the coveralls and no fingerprints.”

      “Maybe this latest murder will yield some more answers,” Jay offers optimistically.

      “Depends on what Meredith finds. Hopefully something other than the missing tooth we can use to tie the two murders.”

      “Figure she was raped as well?” he asks.

      “Likely. If he left semen behind like with Caitlyn, we’d at least be able to definitively link the two cases. Although, why he’d willingly leave DNA behind is still a mystery. It seems out of character.”

      “All part of his game, I suspect.”

      I grunt in response.

      We continue to study the report but unfortunately there is little else helpful in there. The smile as well as the energy I was feeling earlier fade as frustration and the weight of responsibility grow.

      Next, we turn our focus to the various pieces of camera footage we’ve collected from around Samantha Finch’s neighborhood, in hopes of spotting the silver car.

      The office is quiet until people start coming in for their shifts.  

      It’s getting close to seven thirty when the phone on my desk rings.

      “Durango Police Department, Detective Evans speaking,” I answer.

      “Oh.” The woman’s timid voice sounds startled. “I thought I was going to have to leave a message.”

      “How can I help you, ma’am?” I ask a little impatiently, wondering why she was transferred to me when the front desk is manned twenty-four seven.

      “I got in late last night from a two-night bachelorette in Vegas. My best friend is getting married in three weeks and I’m her maid of honor,” she rambles. “It was kind of a last-minute trip and—”

      I still don’t have a clue what she wants with me and at this rate I’ll be here for a while.

      “Ma’am, why don’t you start with your name and the reason for your call?”

      “Right, of course. My name is Lisa Wilson and like I said, I didn’t get in until late last night, which is why I didn’t call sooner. I noticed Sam’s garage right away. My neighbor came out and told me something happened to her. You can’t imagine my shock, I just talked to her the morning before I left. She was jealous when I told her I was on my way to Vegas. Anyway, your card was stuck in the handle of my front door,” she finally explains.

      The house right across from the victim’s. No one had answered the door so I left a card behind with a message to call. It was on my list of things to follow up on today.

      “Ms. Wilson, first of all, I’m sorry for the loss of your friend. If you don’t mind, I have a few questions for you. Would you know if Samantha was seeing someone? One of your neighbors mentioned she had a boyfriend for a while?”

      “Dustin, yes,” she sniffles. “But he broke it off with her a few months ago. I don’t think she was seeing anyone new.”

      I repeat back the full name she gives me; Dustin Jenkins, a real estate agent in town. I hear Jay typing the name in his computer to pull up the ex-boyfriend’s information.

      “Didn’t see anyone around the house? Especially this past week?”

      “No.”

      I shouldn’t be surprised; our guy is too smart to let himself be seen. We can check out the ex, but I’m not holding my breath he’ll have any involvement. Not with two women dead by what I’m sure is the same hand.

      “All right, I appreciate your time. Is this a good number to reach you at should we have any more questions?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      I quickly copy it down from the call display.

      “Perfect. Thanks again.”

      I’m about to hang up when I hear her say something else.

      “Yes?”

      “I just remember she was getting some work done in the house.”

      “Work? Like a repairman?”

      I meet Jay’s eyes across the desk as she answers.

      “A plumber.”
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      Bill

       

      “I’ve got something.”

      I shove my chair back and walk around to Jay’s side.

      We got back from the autopsy half an hour ago, which didn’t net us much news. Doc’s first impression of Samantha’s injuries were much like Caitlyn’s: the deep incision down her torso, more traces of the fine cloth, broken ribs, damaged face, and evidence of rape. Once again, she was going to spend more time on the deeper layers of subcutaneous tissue to check for the same shallow slices and burn marks our first victim was covered in. She would look for the ketamine in Samantha’s system and for smoke inhalation in her lungs.

      She promised she and Paul would do their best to get all the testing done this morning so she could bring a preliminary report to the briefing.

      Since we got back, Jay has been scrolling through footage and I’ve been calling local plumbing companies to see who may have done some work for our victim. So far, I’m striking out but apparently my partner is having more luck.

      He leans over a little so I can see what he’s looking at.

      “Watch this. It’s from Thursday night at seven twenty-three.”

      On the screen I see the black-and-white feed from a few houses down the street from Samantha Finch’s house. I can just make out a dark pickup—looks like an F-150—coming into view from the right, and slowing down as it disappears on the left side. There’s a white section on the side of the door with some writing, it looks like one of those magnetic panels with advertising.

      “Can you zoom in on that?”

      “I tried but the quality is too poor to see anything. The lab may be able to do something with this.”

      He minimizes this window and pulls up another one.

      “This one is at nine forty-five Thursday night.”

      This view is from a security camera at the back of the Public Defender’s Office on Mercato, running parallel behind Sierra Vista. You can see part of the large parking lot behind the office building and beyond that the backyards of the houses on Sierra Vista. It looks like Samantha’s yard is just out of view of the camera.

      The picture is dark and grainy, mainly because lighting in the parking lot is very sparse. There is faint light coming from some of the kitchen windows at the rear of the houses. It’s barely enough to show a dark pickup truck, headlights off, coming into view. He’s driving slowly along the back of the parking lot from left to right this time. The one thing that is clear is the matching white panel on the passenger door.

      “Looks like it’s the same truck but it’s even harder to see,” I observe as I straighten up.

      “Just wait,” Jay prompts, so I focus back on the screen. “There.”

      It’s not until he points a finger where he wants me to look, I see the dark figure moving along the fence line, heading in the direction where our victim’s yard would be.

      “Still…”

      God knows I’d love for this to be footage of our perp, but even if it is, it’s impossible to get any kind of identification from this.

      “Bear with me. I have one more clip I want you to look at. Same camera, but at five fifteen Friday morning.”

      The light quality on this one is a little better and I have no problem making out the figure moving along the fence, this time from left to right. He looks tall. I’m guessing those fences are about six feet and this guy is clearly taller. That would match Jill Henderson’s description of him.

      “There, look at that.”

      Jay points at the screen again and the same truck is leaving the parking lot, no headlights.

      “Could it be someone who lives on Sierra Vista?”

      I’m playing devil’s advocate, even though I feel in my gut we were looking at our killer.

      “No, because these three clips are the only time you see that truck. I went over footage from earlier in the week and it’s not there.”

      “Doesn’t make sense though. If this was our killer, he would’ve had to come back to set the fire Saturday morning.”

      Jay tilts his head back and throws me a shit-eating grin. Then he turns back to his computer and opens a fourth window. Another view from the rear of the Public Defender’s Office.

      “Friday night, eleven-o-two,” Jay clarifies.

      This time it’s a midsized SUV, lights off, rolling along the screen taking the same path the pickup truck did. A minute or so after it disappears from view, the figure is back, creeping along the fence.

      “Wait, what?” I’m pretty sure I didn’t see that correctly. “Rewind a few frames?”

      Jay does as I ask.

      “Now forward slowly,” I instruct him leaning closer to the screen. “Watch his hand.”

      On the screen you can just see the figure lift his hand and gesture in the direction of the camera before dropping his arm down by his side as he walks out of view.

      “Son of a bitch,” I mutter.

      ***

      “What the hell?”

      Joe walks up to the large screen TV we have set up to get a closer look.

      “Play it again.”

      Jay restarts the clip.

      “He’s flipping the bird,” FBI SAC Damian Gomez observes.

      We have a decent group gathered in the briefing room; the chief, Keith Blackfoot, agents Gomez and Greene, a handful of uniforms, and finally Jay and me. Doc Carter already left after giving us a rundown of the victim’s injuries. She’d found forty-two burns and twenty-six cuts, identical to Caitlyn Esposito, only confirming what we already knew. We are dealing with one and the same killer.

      “There’s one more video of interest from a little after six Saturday morning, which shows him hurrying across the parking lot and moments later the SUV speeding up.”

      I already briefed the group on the two victims and pointed out the similarities with the Tooth Fairy case. So this time I nod at my partner to share our theory about the killer.

      “We think the suspect gained entry to the victim’s house by representing himself as a plumber. That’s why the first time he pulls up in front of the house, he’s not concerned about being seen. He may have injected the ketamine at that time to disable Ms. Finch and used the two or so hours between the first and the second video to bring in the steel bars and the chains to restrain his victim. The sun would’ve been down and if anyone happened to see him, it would’ve simply looked like a workman bringing in materials and tools.”

      “Getting work done at that time of night?” Jayne Smith, one of our uniforms questions.

      “Yeah. Not that uncommon if a homeowner works during the day,” I suggest, and take over for Jay. “But in this case, we think our perp has a day job as well. At nine forty-five he moves the truck to the parking lot behind the house. We suspect because it would’ve drawn attention out on the street any later. He then returns to the house through the rear entrance he would’ve left unlocked. Next, we assume he spends the night with the victim since we don’t see him leaving until early Friday morning. Presumably to go to work, because he doesn’t return until that night in the SUV, which is when he gestures at the camera.”

      “Looks like he knew it was there,” Jasper Green, the La Plata County FBI’s tech specialist, suggests.

      “Exactly,” I agree.

      “Too bad the footage doesn’t give us a clear picture,” the chief comments. “Would’ve made it easier to see the logo or any other identifying marks on the side of the truck. Or confirm the make of that SUV, for that matter.”

      “Looks to me like a Nissan Rogue or a Honda CRV,” Blackfoot speaks up. “Damn things all look alike, but the narrow headlights on those two are almost identical on the newer models.”

      “Probably stolen anyway,” Agent Greene says. “But if you give me a copy of that footage, I can probably get some more detail out of it.”

      “Sure,” I answer “That would be helpful. The lab is overwhelmed as it is, and I have a feeling we haven’t seen the last of this guy yet.”

      Gomez clears his throat as he looks directly at the chief. “No. You haven’t and I think—also given the parallels with the Richard Whitbread case—we should join forces to try and stop this guy before he has a chance to pick his next victim.”

      “If he hasn’t already,” my partner mumbles beside me.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      “How long will you be gone for?”

      With my phone pressed against my ear, I lean a hip against the counter and glance out the kitchen window, noticing the fall-colored leaves piling up on my lawn. Looks like I’ll be getting some exercise this afternoon raking the yard.

      “Three days. Five days tops,” Trin responds.

      A freelance journalist, my sister is hot on the trail of her next story about an impending environmental disaster related to the increasing extreme weather patterns. She called me to let me know she’s flying to LA to attend an international climate conference, where she is hoping to catch some of the world’s most renowned climate and environmental scientists for an interview. Trin is like a bulldog when she gets her teeth into a story.

      “What about Tucker?” I ask, knowing Bodhi will be on shift with me starting tomorrow morning again.

      Trin is silent for a moment. I know she sometimes struggles leaving him behind, which is why she does it rarely.

      “He’s staying at Ravi’s on the nights Bodhi is working.”

      Ravi is Tuck’s best friend and the oldest son of Tse and Sophia De León. Tse is a contractor and a member of the Arrow’s Edge, a local motorcycle club, while his wife manages one of the MC’s restaurants. They’re good people, although how they manage with busy jobs, one teenager, and young twins, is beyond me. Now they offer to add Tucker to the mix?

      “Are you sure? I know Bodhi doesn’t have much vacation left, but I can see if I can take a few days off. I rarely do.”

      “It’ll be fine,” she assures me. “Ravi turned sixteen a few months ago, has his license, and already drives himself to and from school. He’s a good kid. And Tuck…well…he’s almost sixteen too and should be past the point of needing a constant babysitter.”

      Right. That is if he can keep from getting himself into trouble. Still a bit insecure about his place in the world, he’s shown to be susceptible to peer pressure which is never a good thing. But maybe he learned his lesson with this last debacle. I hope so, but it won’t stop me from tag-teaming with Bodhi to check in on him while his mother is gone.

      I voice none of that to Trin, after all, what do I know about parenting?

      “Good point,” I concede instead. “When are you leaving?”

      “That’s actually why I was calling. I was supposed to leave tonight but I got word this morning the airline canceled that flight. My only choices were leaving tomorrow—but then I’d miss the first day of the conference—and the only other one is flying out today at two. Bodhi is driving me to the airport now.”

      According to my kitchen clock that’s forty-five minutes from now.

      “Cutting it close.”

      She snorts. “No shit, and you know how I hate rushing. Anyway, it means I can’t visit Pops this afternoon, would you mind checking in on him? He didn’t look so good the last time I saw him.”

      I noticed the same thing when I dropped by yesterday afternoon. He’d been pale and not just confused, but seemed completely absent at times.

      “I wonder if he’s coming down with something. I’ll see if I can have a word with the nurse on duty.”

      “If you would. I’ve been worried about him.”

      “If there’s anything to report, I’ll shoot you a message,” I offer.

      After I wish her safe travels and end the call, I glance back at the leaves waiting for me in the yard. They’ll have to wait a little longer. I feel the need to visit my father first.

      ***

      “Ms. Paige, I was about to call you.”

      Jason Duffy, Memory Lane’s family liaison, is walking toward me when I enter the lobby.

      “Is my father okay?” flies out of my mouth.

      His smile is reassuring, but his eyes look concerned.

      “He’s a bit under the weather. The doctor is checking in on him now. We’ve had a bacterial infection doing the rounds but because your father wasn’t presenting with any of the standard symptoms we saw in the others, we thought he’d escaped it.”

      “So what changed?”

      He grimaces. “Maybe it’s better you speak with Dr. Truss. I’m sure he’ll be better able to explain.”

      I nod and he walks with me to my father’s room, opening the door.

      “Mr. Paige’s daughter is here,” he announces, sticking his head inside before waving me through.

      I met Dr. Truss a few times before, a white-haired, abrupt man—not much younger than some of the residents—with a surprisingly gentle bedside presence.  He’s just helping my father sit down in his lazy chair. One of his favorite classic westerns is playing on TV, but Pops doesn’t even seem to notice.

      “Let’s talk outside,” Dr. Truss suggests, taking off and discarding his mask and gloves as he gestures toward the hallway.

      Outside Pops’s door, I notice Jason is already heading back in the direction of the lobby.

      “I suspect your father has pneumonia,” he informs me when I turn to face the resident doctor.

      “Pneumonia? But he’s not even coughing. Shouldn’t he be in bed?”

      “Ms. Paige—”

      “Vic, please,” I interrupt.

      “Very well. Vic,” he corrects himself, “Pneumonia doesn’t always present itself the same way in the elderly. For instance, instead of a fever your father’s temperature is unusually low, and he may not be coughing but he appears to be short of breath. We might not have picked up on it if he hadn’t developed severe diarrhea, which—in addition to the other things I mentioned plus a rattling in his lungs and a low oxygen reading—could be an indication of pneumonia. Of course, I’ll need to confirm with X-rays and some bloodwork, for which I’m going to need to send your father to the hospital, but I suspect the bacteria we’ve had circulating have settled in his lungs.”

      My chest feels constricted when I try to take in a calming breath as fear crawls up my spine. I can’t help wonder if this spells the beginning of the end for Pops. Tears burn my eyes as I fight the urge to call Trin, but she’d already be on her flight to LAX. 

      “If he has pneumonia, can he recover?”

      I know all too well the disease can be more problematic to overcome for elderly patients.

      Dr. Truss puts a hand on my arm. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with. If pneumonia is confirmed, he’ll be put on antibiotics right away. Depending on the severity, we’ll bring him back here to monitor, or he’ll be kept in the hospital until he improves.”

      Fifteen minutes later, I watch as Pops is rolled out on a gurney, still sitting up. The doctor explained it’s easier for him to breathe in an upright position.

      “I’m right behind you, Pops,” I tell him, keeping my distance like I was advised to minimize the risk of contamination.

      My hands are clammy on the wheel as I follow the ambulance to Mercy Hospital.

      ***

       

      Was hoping to drop by today. Doesn’t look like that’ll pan out. Still at work.

      Catch up after your shift on Wednesday?

       

      I just walked in the door after spending the afternoon and evening with Pops in the hospital when Bill’s text comes through. They’re keeping him overnight on intravenous antibiotics, but the attending physician sounded hopeful they caught it early. She suggested if he did well during the night, he’d likely be moved back to the nursing home for further monitoring.

      I debated if I should take the day off but after talking to Trin earlier, I decided not to. She suggested I call Cap to at least give him a heads-up and then check in with the hospital in the morning first. She decided to wait as well and is holding off on flying back unless his condition worsens. Then all bets are off.

      All in all it’s been an exhausting day, and I haven’t even touched the leaves in the yard yet. Those’ll have to wait for my days off.

      I thumb a quick message to Bill.

       

      Had a rough day myself and am wiped. Wednesday sounds good.

       

      His response pings before I have a chance to drag myself up the stairs.

       

      Wanna talk about it?

       

      I smile. He’s a seriously good guy. It’s tempting but he has bigger things to worry about. I’m not about to unload my problems on top.

       

      On Wednesday.

       

      Again, his answer is almost instant.

       

      Fair enough. Get some rest.

       

      It’s not long after I’m upstairs, having only taken time to brush my teeth and put on my pj’s before I crawl into bed. Then I grab my phone off my nightstand and quickly shoot Bill a message back.

       

      Hope you get some rest soon too. Night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Bill

       

      “William Evans, how the hell are you?”

      I grin at the sound of my former partner’s voice. The only one—other than perhaps my parents when they were alive—to ever use my full name. Usually, to get a rise out of me.

      “Quint Axton. Been a while, my friend.”

      Last time I spoke to him was at his wedding to Corrie I flew out for. That was even before I left the Denver area as well. He’d moved to San Antonio years before that, but we’d always managed to catch up a couple of times a year. Not so much lately, but we’ve both had some recent changes in our lives that took up our time.

      “No shit. Listen, I’m sorry it took me a while to return your call. I just got back from a hunting trip with a buddy of mine.”

      “Hunting criminals?”

      He chuckles. “Not in my spare time, thank you very much. No, deer.”

      I remember he’d occasionally go hunting with friends. Asked me along once, but hunting isn’t really my thing. Other than criminals that is.

      “Bit early, isn’t it?”

      Most hunting seasons don’t start until November, although I’ll admit I don’t have a clue what the season is in Texas.

      “Not for bow hunting. Got me a nice buck too.”

      “That’s great. One of these days I’ll have to fly out for a visit, try and save me some venison.”

      Just because I don’t like shooting them doesn’t mean I don’t like eating them.

      “Door’s always open, but I’m guessing that wasn’t why you left me that cryptic message about picking my brain. What’s up?”

      I catch Blackfoot walking into the bullpen and return his grunted, “Mornin’.”

      We were here until well after one last night before we took a break, so none of us are too fresh this morning. Detective Tony Ramirez, who has been covering a lot of the other calls since we caught this case, was still here when I got in a little after seven. Another former Denver cop who ended up in Durango, but he left about the same time Quint transferred to the SAPD.

      “I’ve got this case,” I start, giving him a condensed version of events so far.

      He hums occasionally to acknowledge he’s listening but doesn’t interrupt until I give him details on the victim’s injuries. In particular the missing teeth.

      “The fuck?”

      “Sound familiar?” I ask.

      “Copycat,” he says immediately, validating my suspicions. “Can’t be him. Unless of course he somehow escaped, but then we would’ve heard about it.”

      I don’t tell him I put in some calls to make sure of that just yesterday.

      “Not exactly the same method, though,” he continues. “And clearly this guy has a taste for women and not for young men like Whitbread had, but it sounds like he definitely took a page out of the Tooth Fairy’s playbook, in more ways than one.”

      I know he’s referring to the cruelty of the crimes, the attention to detail, the missing left incisors, and the taunting of law enforcement. It feels eerily similar.

      “Exactly. Makes me want to look back over that old case. See if I can find any other similarities, small details I may have forgotten. Maybe even a connection between our killer and Whitbread. Do you still have your copy of the file? I know we both kept one but as you may recall, mine went up in flames about the same time my marriage did.”

      Quint chuckles. “Yeah, I remember that was kinda ugly. I’m pretty sure I have it somewhere. Haven’t seen it in a while but I still have a bunch of unopened boxes somewhere in the basement from when Corrie and I joined households. I can have a look.”

      “Thanks, bud. That would help. Some of that stuff is public record now, but it’s our own notes I’m most interested in.”

      “For sure. As soon as I get a chance, I’ll look for it. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Much appreciated. And give Corrie my love.”

      “Will do.”

      I get up and head to the coffeepot for a refill where I find Blackfoot doing the same.

      “Anything new?” he asks, loading up his coffee with creamer until it’s almost white.

      He catches me looking and shrugs.

      “My wife watches me like a hawk these days. No coffee, no hard liquor, no red meat, and every damn thing is fat-free in our house. I’ve gotta get my fix when I can.”

      Keith’s wife, Autumn, is a good woman but I know his heart problems scared the hell out of her. Understandable, especially since their son is still so young. He told me once he’d been committed to the bachelor life—with all that entails—until he met Autumn a number of years ago. By his own admission, she knocked him on his ass.

      “Gotta suck,” I comment, all too aware of my daily diet of copious amounts of coffee, pizza, and other fast-food meals on the run.

      Given I’m about the same age as Blackfoot, maybe I should start watching my diet. Pick up some groceries and try to cook at home a little more. I’m not exactly a hack in the kitchen, but most of the time I can’t be bothered to put in the effort. Not since I haven’t had Maisy around on a regular basis.

      “Evans,” Mike Bolter, our desk sergeant, says, sticking his head in the door. “The Finch parents are here. I’ve put them in interview room three.”

      We had to track down the parents in St. Petersburg, Florida, where they were vacationing at their timeshare.  Poor people had only been there three days when I called them. We found their information on the victim’s phone. Her latest text exchange with her mother had been Thursday afternoon. The day we think the killer made entry into her home.

      She mentioned to her mother she was feeling under the weather and called in sick, which was confirmed by the nurse coordinator at Mercy. She and her mother were in touch almost daily, and Mr. and Mrs. Finch had already been worried when I called them.

      “Be right there.”

      I swallow deeply from my coffee before setting it on my desk, where I’m sure it’ll get cold before I can get back to it. Then I grab my file and tuck it under my arm.

      “Good luck,” Blackfoot calls after me.

      I’ll need it. By far the worst part of my job.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      “Yes, they want to keep him another day.”

      I hear Trin’s deep sigh.

      “Shit. I’ll look for a flight.”

      “No, don’t do that yet. He’s sedated because he got too agitated overnight. I saw him this morning, he’s out of it. The night nurse said it looks like his blood pressure is starting to come down a bit. He has a cannula for some extra oxygen and he’s resting peacefully.”

      “Jesus, Vic. What a thing to say,” Trin snaps.

      I suddenly realize how that sounded.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. What I mean to say is, he’s comfortable. I’m on my way to work now, but I’ll check in on him when I have a break, and I’ll call you when I have something to report.”

      “Fine, but if anything changes—anything at all—you let me know right away.”

      “Promise. Go get your interviews. I’m almost at the firehouse.”

      I’m about to hang up when I hear Trin mumble, “I wasn’t ready for this.”

      I’ve had that thought more than once since I first saw my father yesterday. It was difficult enough watching him mentally deteriorate over these past years, then having to place him in a home when he started getting aggressive toward us. Other than his further decline mentally, he ended up being much calmer there. He did well, actually. No major physical health concerns until now.

      “Me neither.”

      But the line is already dead.

      ***

      “There’s nothing out here,” Bodhi notes.

      The squad was just suiting up when I walked into the station. A call had come in; car fire south of the city. Since there were no other units available closer, we rolled out right away.

      We’ve just passed the turnoff to the hospital and the fire is supposed to be on the west side of the road, which is open country. Mostly low, sparse brush covering the rolls and dips of the mesa. I let my eyes drift over the countryside, looking for any sign of smoke.

      “Over there.”

      Hog nudges Sumo, who is behind the wheel of the engine, and points at a narrow column of smoke rising up from a gulley. Sumo takes the first turnoff, which is no more than a trail crisscrossing the landscape. We get rattled around as he navigates us as close as he can get, which is about thirty feet from the edge of the gulley.

      I jump out of the rig with the rest of the crew and follow Cap to the edge of the gulley, just as a state patrol cruiser pulls in behind us. Peering over the side, I see a car at the bottom at an odd angle, partially hung up on a boulder and its front end crumpled. It looks almost completely burned out.

      “Don’t think anyone would’ve survived that,” I comment.

      I’m not surprised there aren’t any signs of life from inside the car but I quickly survey the surrounding area in case perhaps someone was ejected, but see nothing.

      “Can’t see anyone, but we’d better check,” Cap confirms, swinging around to yell back, “Get me a couple of harnesses and rope down here! You’re going down, Paige.”

      I’m not surprised. Being smallest, I’m usually the one at the end of the rope. I start stripping out of my gear in preparation when Hog jogs over with the climbing gear, the state patrol officer right behind him.

      He and I each strap on a harness while Cap confers with the officer. Hog—the strongest member on our crew—anchors the rope around the trunk of a juniper tree about ten feet back from the edge, before clipping it through the carabiner on his harness and securing it on mine. Then he braces his feet, grabs both ends of the looped line and lets me know he’s ready with a nod.

      Despite the hint of fear that surfaces every time I’m about to go down, I backstep to the edge and inch my way over. I’m hit with the familiar surge of adrenaline when I let my body hang back, feet braced against the cliff wall, and my full weight on the ropes. Trusting Hog has me, I swiftly rappel to the bottom.

      I can feel the heat coming at me as I get as close as I can. A few flames still leak from the rear of the vehicle so I approach from the front. Either the impact or the heat from the fire has shattered the windows and when I peer in, all I see is the blackened frames of the seats. No charred human remains are visible.

      “Inside the vehicle clear!” I yell up.

      “Back up!”

      I move away from the car and start searching the surrounding brush for potential victims while behind me, the spray hits what is left of the fire. It doesn’t take much and by the time I’ve assured myself there is no one in this gulley with me, nothing but a smoking wreck remains.

      Walking around the vehicle to make sure the fire is completely doused, I get to the crumpled front, noticing a few spots where the original paint is still visible. Pressed back into the bumper I can see the bent edge of the license plate.

      I call up to report.

      “We’ve got a silver four-door sedan, New Mexico plates!”

      ***

      We’re getting ready to roll out when a Durango PD cruiser followed by a crime scene van pull up.

      State Patrol Officer James made the call after hearing my description of the vehicle. He explained there was a BOLO out on the car, which could be linked to Bill’s case.

      As a result, my focus is already on the driver’s side door when Bill gets out. I’m hit with warm rush when he scans the scene and locks on me. Even at this distance, I can see the small lift of his mouth as he makes his way over to our group.

      “Incoming,” Hog mumbles beside me as Bill seems to come right toward to me.

      He does no more than touch a hand to my upper arm in acknowledgment before he turns to the captain standing beside the state patrol officer.

      “What have we got?”

      He remains beside me while he gets briefed, his arm brushing mine. I resist the temptation to press closer, which wouldn’t be very professional. Still, the urge is there and when he steps away to instruct the crime scene techs, I instantly feel the loss.

      This is ridiculous. I’m behaving like a teenage girl with a serious crush.

      It doesn’t stop me from staring as he walks away.

      “Might as well hang a sign around your neck,” Hog hisses in my ear as he gives me a nudge.

      I snap my eyes back to my crew and notice the captain watching me, his eyebrow raised.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he orders.

      We pack up the last odds and ends before getting into the rig. Sumo manages to turn the truck around and from my rear-facing seat on the driver’s side, I’m able to see the scene behind us. Bill is standing on the edge with his back to the gulley.

      Even though it’s almost impossible to see inside the rig from that distance, I’d swear he’s looking straight at me.
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      Bill

       

      “It’s a newer model Ford F-150. Looks like a luxury package. Navy or black, it’s hard to tell. The sign lists a name and phone number.”

      Agent Greene points at the picture he has up on the screen. The image is grainy, difficult to read, but I can make out Whitbread Plumbing.

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Jay mutters what everyone is thinking.

      If there was any doubt this killer had some kind of connection to the Tooth Fairy case, this confirms it.  

      “He wants us to know.” I feel it in my gut. “It’s like flipping us off on camera, leaving a trail of useless evidence. Even burning out the car we were looking for to draw attention, wanting us to find it. He believes himself superior and wants us to know it.”

      I start scribbling down the information in my notebook, but Agent Greene shakes his head.

      “Don’t bother. We checked both out; the name is clearly bogus—no such company registered—and the phone is a burner. We were able to expedite a warrant for the call record, but only one call was listed. It was made from the victim’s phone.”

      “How the hell did she get hold of that number?” I want to know.

      “It was clearly given to her, which would imply our perp met her somewhere,” Joe points out.

      “Not necessarily. Maybe someone else referred him,” Blackfoot suggests.

      Hell, would that mean there’s some personal connection between the killer and his victims? A second person we should be looking for?

      “Have we gotten anywhere tracking down common areas between our victims?” Joe asks.

      “Nothing yet,” Luna Roosberg pipes up.

      She’s one of Gomez’s agents, married to Ouray, who is president of the Arrow’s Edge MC. Unlikely combination if you ask me, but, apparently, they make it work.

      With a population of almost twenty thousand, it’s amazing how many people I encounter who are in some way connected.

      “Of course, given victim number one was fresh in town, that’s not surprising,” she continues.

      “Still, I like that angle,” Gomez states. “Keep digging. Something drew our perpetrator to both these women. It’s not looks.”

      I look at the pictures side by side up on the board. Caitlyn was of slight build with brown hair, and Samantha was a curvy blonde. She was also a native to Durango, while Caitlyn was a new transplant. There are no discernible similarities. Then I glance at the information scribbled on either side of their pictures.

      “Not looks, no,” I confirm, my neck prickling as I walk to the board. “But look at this.”

      I point at the two sheets. “Whitbread had eight victims. Caitlyn was in room number nine at the Oxbow and Samantha’s address was ten Sierra Vista.”

      “He’s continuing the count,” Joe understands.

      “And that’s not all,” I continue, apprehensive to give voice to the suspicion that I can no longer ignore. “I believe this is personal. I think he picked Caitlyn as his first victim because she not only is the same age as my daughter…she looks just like her. And Maisy is a nurse in Boulder, which may be why he chose Samantha.”

      I pull up the most recent picture I have of Maisy from last February on my phone and AirDrop it to the projector. Her smile fills the screen. Right beside her, tacked to the board, is Caitlyn’s face.

      The two could be sisters.

      “It’s my attention he’s after.”

      ***

      It’s just after five when I stand on Vic’s porch, a six-pack of beer in my hand.

      I texted her earlier, to remind her I was stopping by and to ask what I could pick up for dinner. She messaged back she’d take care of dinner but could I swing by the store to pick us up some beer.

      It felt very domestic and normal, especially after the kind of day I’ve had.

      Gomez was quick on the ball to get in touch with his FBI contact in Boulder, asking for a protective detail on Maisy. I wanted someone to put her on a plane to come here so I could keep an eye on her or fly out there myself, but Damian pointed out if it’s my attention the killer is after that idea might backfire. It might put the spotlight on my daughter, which is the last thing I want.

      I grudgingly agreed to his offer to put a detail on her. This time I didn’t enjoy my call with her. Fiercely independent, she wasn’t exactly receptive to the idea of having a shadow. It took a bit of strong-arming on my part for her to concede.

      Needless to say, she’s not exactly happy with me right now, but that can’t be helped.

      After the briefing today, I spent the afternoon going over crowd pictures I now always request from the forensic photographer. I had them from both crime scenes up on my screen, side by side, and spent hours scrolling through them hoping to catch someone watching at both scenes without any luck.

      It’s frustrating as all hell not being able to get any real traction on this case.

      The first victim was found two weeks ago. The second one ten days after the first. It appears he may have had at least thirty-six hours with each of his victims before he killed them. That bastard seems hung up on repetitive numbers, so it’s not unreasonable to think six days from now we’ll find another victim.

      However, it’s likely he already has someone in his sights. Someone who doesn’t know they’ll be face-to-face with their worst nightmare only a couple of days from now.

      “Are you gonna stay out there all night?”

      I was so lost in thought I hadn’t noticed the door opening.

      Vic is standing in the doorway and an acrid smell of something burning is wafting out of her house.

      “Uhh, I think you left something on the stove.”

      She darts a glance over her shoulder into the house before turning to me wearing a wry smile.

      “I was trying something new.”

      My face cracks into a grin. “I’m guessing it’s gonna require some more practice?”

      She rolls her eyes before stepping back and waving me inside.

      “Probably. Getting distracted trying to repair a bicycle tire in the garage while cooking didn’t help.”

      “Bicycle?” I ask, following her into the kitchen.

      She grins, taking the six-pack from my hand and loading it in the fridge.

      “Yeah, last week when I was cleaning out the garage, I found my old bike from back when I was a teenager. Still in pretty good shape except for the flat tires. I was thinking maybe riding my bike to work while I can. I could use the exercise. Snow will be here soon enough.”

      Exercise? Hell, the woman can probably already run circles around me. I’m about to open my mouth and tell her as much when I remember the encounter I had with Blackfoot over the coffeepot. Maybe instead of telling her she doesn’t need it; I should think about getting some exercise myself.

      Can’t remember the last time I rode a fucking bike, but it’s something to consider. They say you never forget.

      “I can have a look at it for you,” I offer.

      Her eyes pop wide open and she presses her lips together, clearly trying to keep from bursting out laughing.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      “From what I’ve seen, your handyman skills are about at par with my cooking ones,” I tease him.

      He shrugs his shoulders, a self-deprecating grin on his face as he looks down at his boots.

      “You may have a point,” he admits. “I’ve always been better at taking things apart than the other way around.”

      “Makes sense. I’ve always been better at eating than cooking, which brings us back to where we started: dinner. Why don’t I order something in?”

      He takes a step closer and curves a hand around the side of my neck.

      “I have a better idea. It starts with a proper hello,” he mumbles as his eyes drop to my mouth.

      His kiss is sweet and languid, almost tender, and has me melting into him. Clearly the man is a very skilled kisser; a thought that has a warm feeling spread from the pit of my stomach.

      “Personally, I prefer a man who’s talented with his mouth rather than his hands,” I inform him after he lets me up for air.

      It earns me a smile, complete with eye crinkles.

      “So where does your good idea take us from here?” I ask suggestively.

      I almost don’t recognize myself flirting. I sound like a sultry vixen. Blatant flirting is something I’ve never been comfortable doing, yet with him it seems to come naturally.

      “Tempting,” he mumbles, tapping the end of my nose with a finger. “But I thought we’d first go out; grab that dinner I promised you a while ago.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck and brush his lips lightly.

      “I’d be up for that, but let’s go somewhere casual. Somewhere we don’t have to wait an hour or so before we’re served.”

       He closes his eyes briefly and growls in the back of his throat.

      “Good plan.”

      ***

      At my suggestion, we end up at The Backyard Edge.

      Sophia De León, Tucker’s friend Ravi’s mother, greets us at the door. She’s the restaurant’s manager.

      The place isn’t too busy—probably because it’s Wednesday night—so we’re immediately seated at a table by the window.

      Sophia hands us menus and takes our order for drinks. A few minutes later, a woman who could pass for her sister serves us our beers and asks if we’ve made a decision. The smell of their brisket hit us the moment we walked in the door so we don’t even have to consult the menu.

      Once she’s left to put in our order, Bill reaches over the table and grabs one of my hands in his.

      “Other than sleep, fiddle around with your bike, and almost burn down your house, what did you do today?”

      I may roll my eyes at his teasing, but I really like this about him. Some of the guys I’ve dated over the years were more interested in talking about themselves. Not Bill, he seems to be genuinely interested in even the most mundane things. It feels comfortable, more real.

      “I didn’t get a whole lot of sleep because my father was being moved back to Memory Lane this afternoon.”

      “Your father?”

      Right, I hadn’t mentioned Pops to him yet.

      “Yeah, he came down with pneumonia and was in the hospital for a couple of days. He’s back home now, but they’re keeping an eye on him.”

      “Wouldn’t he be better off in the hospital until he has it licked?”

      “Maybe, but there’s a shortage of beds at the moment, and besides, Pops suffers from dementia and gets combative and paranoid when he’s not in his own environment. He was under constant sedation to keep him from pulling out his IV and getting handsy with the staff. His doctor agreed he would probably benefit more from being at the care facility where he feels safe.”

       His fingers squeeze my hand. “I’m sorry to hear that. I assume that was the bad day you didn’t want to talk about the other night?”

       With all he has going on, it makes me feel good he remembers that.

      “It was. Which reminds me, that car yesterday, was it the car you’d been looking for?

      “Likely. Matches the description, but unfortunately, I don’t think it’ll help us much, it was stolen in Aztec a month ago. That second victim they found on Saturday when I was with you? He used different vehicles for that one. They’ll likely also turn out to be stolen.”

      He suddenly sounds exhausted.

      “Tough case, huh?”

      “Hmm,” he hums. “Setting that car on fire, though…I have a feeling the guy we’re looking for wanted it to be found. He’s toying with me.”

      “You? Specifically?”

      He sighs and takes a deep tug of his beer before leaning forward, resting his elbows on the table while he plays with my hand.

      “Have you ever heard of Richard Whitbread?”

      Then he tells me how he was the one who physically put the handcuffs on the serial killer, who captured the media during my first months with the Durango Fire Department. I remember the case was the topic of conversation at the firehouse.

      “But isn’t he on death row?”

      From what I recall of the trial, the bastard got the maximum sentence.

      “Not anymore, not since the governor commuted the sentence of every death row convict to life without parole. But he’s safely locked up, yes.”

      He pauses when the waitress shows up with our food, waiting for her to move to the next table before he continues in a soft voice.

      “However, these two murders have some very distinct similarities to that case.”

      “You’re saying whoever this is, is mimicking him?”

      “That, and it’s possible he is picking his targets specifically to get my attention. Caitlyn Esposito—the first victim—is not only the same age as my daughter, but they look so much alike they could be sisters. Also, Maisy is a nurse, just like the second victim.”

      I’ve never met his daughter but I’m suddenly very worried about her.

      “Is she okay? Maisy? Is she safe?”

      He smiles and picks up my hand, pressing his lips to the inside of my wrist.

      “Thank you for that. Yes, the FBI has joined in the investigation and is making sure she is kept safe.”

      This time he kisses my knuckles and places my hand back on the table before sitting up straight.

      “Now, let’s eat before this food gets cold and it gets too late.”

      I notice the sparkle in his eyes.

      “Too late for what?”

      The sparkle disappears, replaced by a smoldering look that has my lady bits jump to attention.

      In a low voice, rife with heat, he answers.

      “Why, dessert, of course.”
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      Bill

       

      “That’s it, honey.”

      I keep my eyes locked on her face as I hum around her clit.

      She digs the back of her head into the mattress and arches her back, pushing herself against my face. When her thighs tighten against my ears, I slip two fingers inside her slick channel and curl the tips until I find that spongy spot. For a moment, she tries to pull away but then she gives in to the sensation.

      Other than a sharp intake of breath, she makes no sound, but her face speaks volumes as her entire body starts trembling.

      Better than I thought. Much, much better.

      I run the back of my hand along my mouth before I make my way up her limp body, planting random kisses on her skin. Her eyes are half-mast as she observes my progress but close when I take her mouth.

      When she hums against my lips and wraps her limbs around me, I lift my head. The only light is coming from the hallway, but it’s enough to see the warm glow in her brown eyes. Her heels dig into my ass. My body doesn’t need any encouragement, it’s already primed and ready, but I want to make sure.

      “Yeah?”

      I rub my nose along hers.

      “Yeah,” she whispers back.

      I reach over to the nightstand where I dropped a condom.

      “I’m on the pill.”

      My hand freezes midair as I lock on her face.

      “I had a vasectomy in 2010 and received a clean bill of health last year when I started with the Durango PD.”

      It was a decision I made about a year after my divorce from Bonnie when I felt ready to start dating again. I’d just turned thirty-eight and my ex was using our daughter to try and manipulate me. I was angry and bitter at the time, and not willing to take any risk of an unplanned pregnancy when I had no interest in long-term commitments.

      I don’t regret it—I can’t see myself a new father at this age—but I recognize it might matter to Vic. She is the first woman since my divorce I could see a long term with, but she’s young enough to still dream of having a child. As much as I’m invested in her, I wouldn’t want to stand in her way.

      What we have is new, and it’s not like we’ve had much of a chance to discuss any of these things—we’re still getting to know each other—so I watch closely for her reaction to my words.

       “Perfect,” she announces with a cheeky smile and I blow out the tension I was holding. “I was tested after the last time I…”  Her words drift off but it’s all the invitation I need.

      Ignoring the condom, I shift my hips until I feel my tip brush her slick heat.

      A deep groan escapes me as I slide into her. I’d forgotten how much more intense and connected it feels when there are no barriers.

      She cups the back of my head and pulls it down until my forehead rests against hers. I feel her breath fan my face as I rock inside her steadily, but when she tilts up her hips, taking me deeper, my control starts to slip.

      It’s not long before my heart is hammering out of my chest and my movements become erratic. My arms shake when I push up on them, lifting my head so I can look her in the eyes. The force of my release rushes through me as I struggle to fill my lungs, collapsing on top of her.

      I’m spent, completely drained, and I barely notice the soft trail of her fingers through my hair.

      There was a time I was able to recover in a matter of minutes, but now I’m content just lying here, my nose buried in the crook of her neck while my cock slowly slips from her body.

      “You’re incredible,” I manage to mumble after a while.

      “You’re no slouch yourself.”

      I chuckle at her comment and the next thing I know we both start laughing, our bodies still wrapped around each other.

      I can’t remember another time.

      ***

      The eleven o’clock news plays on the small TV on Vic’s dresser. It’s the only source of light in the room.

      We’re sitting in bed, still naked, sharing a pint of ice cream with two spoons while we watch. I had the pleasure of observing Vic—in the flesh—strut out of the room, only to return a few minutes later carrying our late-night snack.

      I’m about to dig in for another bite when my phone rings from beside the bed. I lean down and fish it out of my pocket.

      “Evans.”

      “Sorry to call so late, but I thought you’d want to know right away,” Quint says on the other side. “I found the file.”

      “Oh man, that’s great.”

      Beside me, Vic gets out of bed holding the container of ice cream and whispers, “Just gonna put this in the freezer.”

      Quint is saying something but I only catch the last bit. I’m a little distracted by Vic covering herself with a flimsy little robe that doesn’t do much to diminish her sex appeal.

      “…where you want it.”

      “Sorry, I missed that.”

      It’s silent for a beat.

      “You’re not alone, are you? I thought I heard someone. Shit. I’m sorry, man.”

      I remember he always had a sharp ear.

      “It’s fine.”

      “Good to know.” He chuckles at his own joke. “But is it serious?”

      “Looks like it might be,” I admit.

      “You old dog, you,” he goads me. “Never thought I’d see the day.”

      “What was it you were saying?” I guide him back to the subject of his call.

      “Oh, I was asking where I should send it. It’ll take me a while to scan it, but Corrie said she’d give me a hand. I’ll email you a Dropbox link. There’s a lot, so we may not get it all done tomorrow, but you should have it before the weekend.”

      That would leave me with four days to try and find something in that file before I think our killer might strike again. Going to have my hands full.

      “Send it to the station. These days I barely get home anymore.”

      “Sure. No problem. And hey, man, happy for you. I’ll have to meet this mystery woman of yours.”

      “First chance, get your ass on a plane and I’ll introduce you.”

      Just then Vic walks back in.

      “Do you need to go in?” she asks, taking a seat on the edge of the mattress. “I can start a pot of coffee.”

      “I don’t, but thanks, honey. That was my old partner. He’s sending me an old file I hope might give us some direction.”

      “That would be good.”

      I smile at her as I pull her down so she’s tucked against me, my chin resting on the top of her head.

      “Let’s get some rest while we can, we both have to get up early.”

      With my free hand I grab the remote off the nightstand and turn off the TV, plunging the room into darkness.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      “Is it time to get up already?”

      I blink against the light flipping on in the bathroom. The bed beside me is empty and when I glance over at the alarm it says four forty-five.

      Then I hear the sound of the shower being turned on. I guess I have my answer.

      With a groan, I hoist myself out of bed and tuck the robe I never took off last night around me. No use trying to get back to sleep for those few minutes, so I may as well get a pot of coffee going and pop some bagels in the toaster. I’ll grab my shower after.

      Ten minutes later, I’m in the kitchen pulling the first bagel out of the toaster when I hear him coming down the stairs. I lift my eyes to the window and catch his reflection as he walks up behind me, sliding his arms around my middle. Then I watch as he lowers his head and kisses my neck. I feel goosebumps rise on my arms.

      “Morning,” he mumbles against my skin. “Sorry if I woke you.”

      I turn in his arms and look up at him. His hair and beard are still damp and despite the light in his eyes, he looks like he didn’t get a whole lot of rest.

      “You look like you didn’t get much sleep.”

      One side of his mouth lifts in a wry smirk as he releases me and walks over to the coffeepot and opens the cupboard above. I smile at the fact he didn’t need to ask where to find them.

      “It’s this case,” he starts, pouring us coffee while I slap some cream cheese on the first bagel while toasting the second. “Feels like we can’t get any traction, and my mind is so cluttered with details I can barely see the forest for the trees. If I could just connect two of the dots, I’d have something to build on.”

      I let him talk as I set his plate with the bagel on the table. He seems to need a sounding board and I’m more than happy to listen. As if we’ve done this many times before, he sits down, places one coffee across the table from him and takes a sip of his own brew.

      “For instance, with this second victim, the perp impersonated a plumber using a fake company name. How did he know she was even looking for a plumber? Not like that fake company would’ve popped up on a Google search. It doesn’t exist.”

      Agitated, he takes a bite from his bagel and chews forcefully, his eyes focusing somewhere over my shoulder as I sit down with my plate.

      “We’ve explored and eliminated every logical avenue: Google, advertisement, referral from family or a friend. None of those pan out, yet somehow, he knew she needed a plumber and was able to gain access to her house.”

      Something niggles at the back of my mind.

      Plumber.

      Where did I see something about a plumber, or someone looking for one?

      Suddenly it comes to me.

      “Durango Together,” I blurt out.

      “What?” he looks at me confused.

      “It’s a community group I’m in. A Facebook group. A neighbors-helping-neighbors kind of thing. People post all kinds of things in there. Best restaurants, good or bad customer service, people looking for help getting a job, or finding an apartment. Lost pets, food drives, you name it.”

      I get up and go grab my phone off the charger on the counter, opening my app as I sit back down at the table.

      “Let me look for it. I swear I saw a post about a plumber not that long ago.”

      Clearly interested, Bill comes to stand behind me, looking along over my shoulder as I scroll through the most recent posts. Maybe thirty or so down, I find it.

       

      Looking for recommendations for plumber. Reasonable rates. Available ASAP.

      Thanks for your help!!!

       

      The name on the profile is Sam Nightingale.

      “Shit. Click on her profile.”

      Apparently, she only has about fifteen friends, which surprises me when I look at the profile picture. I only log into Facebook occasionally to check the handful of groups I’m in. I think I posted a grand total of three times on my profile, but somehow, I’ve amassed over a hundred ‘friends.’

      “That’s her. That’s Samantha Finch,” Bill says. “She has two goddamn accounts.”

      “That’s not uncommon. A lot of people have one for real life family, friends, maybe work under their real name, and another they use when they want to remain anonymous. Although, Facebook usually frowns at it.” I turn my head to look up at him. “And for a single woman, sometimes for her protection.”

      “Can you take me back to that post?”

      I do as he asks.

      “Scroll down the comments?”

      There aren’t that many, only about twelve people responded.

      “Here, scroll yourself.”

      I hand him my phone and take a bite of my bagel while I watch him stare at the small screen intently, his eyes pinched.

      “How many people are in this group?” he asks distractedly.

      “I think it’s around five thousand.”

      “Fuck. I’ve gotta get to the station,” he says, giving my phone back.

      Then he walks to the front of the house, grabs his coat, unlocks the front door, and marches straight outside. No goodbye, no I’ll call you later, nothing.

      Not sure whether to be upset at the slight or impressed with his dedication. Oh, who the hell am I to complain? Trin would say I’m no better myself. She often complains when Bodhi and I talk shop over the dinner table. Frequently reminding me—only every chance she gets—the reason I’m still single is because I’m married to the job.

      I’m still sitting at the table, a bit stunned, and wondering what the hell just happened, when the door flies open again and Bill stalks in. Straight for me.

      He physically swings my chair around, hauls me up, and lays a hard kiss on me. Then he cups my head in his hands and grins in my face.

      “You. Are. Brilliant.”

      Then he kisses me again and steps away, still wearing a grin.

      “I’ve gotta go.”

      I smile back, waving him toward the door. “Then go, already.”

      Right before he’s about to step out the door he turns.

      “I’ll call you.”

      Then he closes the door behind him.

      I sit back down at the table and finish my breakfast, feeling pretty pleased with myself.

      ***

      I run my hands through my still-damp hair, check my reflection in the mirror, and grab for my mascara. A good deal of force is needed to get the brush out, and when I finally do, it looks like one big clump. 

      Jesus, how long has it been since I’ve used it?

      I can’t put this stuff on my lashes, I’m bound to give myself an eye infection or something. Instead, I toss it in the trash, glance in the mirror one more time, and then flick off the light before heading downstairs.

      It is what it is. I don’t know what made me pick the damn thing up anyway.

      It’s six forty on my kitchen clock. I turn off the coffee machine and quickly load the breakfast dishes in the dishwasher. Since my plan to ride my bike to work is not going to pan out—it’s still sitting on two flat tires in the garage—I grab the keys to my car and my phone, and head for the door.

      I’m about to shrug into my coat when I hear faint music coming from upstairs.

      That sounds like…Stevie Wonder?

      I move to the stairs, my ears cocked.

      It is. Something is playing “Isn’t She Lovely” upstairs. My alarm clock has a built-in radio but it’s been years since I’ve used the option to wake up to music, but maybe Bill tried to turn it off.

      Except, when I’m halfway up the stairs it stops, mid-refrain.

      I freeze in the spot, holding my breath. I’m a little freaked out but I want to investigate.

      Almost to the top of the stairs, I jump when the same song suddenly starts up again, except this time I forge ahead, barging into my bedroom where the music appears to come from.

      I find it partially covered by the bedspread hanging off the side of the bed—Bill’s phone, it must’ve slipped from his pocket when his pants landed on the floor last night.

      His daughter’s name is on the screen. It takes me less than a second, the thought she might be in trouble making the decision for me.

      “Hello?”

      “Who is this?”

      Her tone is sharp, making me flinch.

      Ah, shit.

      “What are you doing with my dad’s phone? Is he there?”

      “Uhh, Maisy? My name is Victoria Paige, I’m…uhh…a friend of your father’s.”

      “Is he okay? Is he hurt?”

      I can hear the panic in the girl’s voice and scramble to put her mind at ease.

      “He’s absolutely fine. He rushed out and must’ve dropped his phone.”

      “Rushed out of where?”

      The sharp tone is back, and I know anything I say is going to make this situation worse.

      This kind of talk is Bill’s domain.

      “You know what? I’m gonna have to go. I’m late for my shift and I still have to drop off his phone at the police station. I’ll tell your father you called,” I ramble, quickly adding, “Nice to talk to you.”

      I hit the end button and blow out a big breath before hustling downstairs and out the door.
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      Bill

       

      “Evans!”

      I look up from my computer where my eyes have been glued since I walked in, scrolling down some five thousand odd profiles. A needle in a haystack, but at least something concrete to work on.

      The moment I got to my desk, I left a message for Jasper Greene when his phone went to voicemail. All Samantha’s electronics were handed over to the FBI for Greene to examine. He should have access to her social media accounts.

      Next, I pulled up the public community group and started scanning for Caitlyn.

      We never found her cell phone, and her family told us she didn’t own a laptop. At their direction, we found a Twitter account for her, but nothing on Facebook. That doesn’t mean she didn’t have one, she could’ve downloaded the app on her phone.

      It’s feasible someone recommended the community group as a resource for her, but her name doesn’t bring up any hits. I can see how she may have used a fake name, just like Samantha did.

      Which is why I’ve been checking profile pictures and names. Both to see if I can find anyone who looks like Caitlyn or a profile that sounds like it might be her. If I can confirm she’s in this group, it would be the first connection we have between our victims.

      “You’ve got a visitor,” Mike Bolter announces, wiggling his eyebrows.

      I follow him to the lobby where Vic is waiting by the desk, looking very uncomfortable.

      “Everything all right, honey?”

      Her face flushes as she looks sideways at Bolter, who is resuming his position behind the front desk.

      “You…uh…left your phone.”

      She holds it up and my hand automatically goes to my pants where I usually keep it. My pocket is empty. I hadn’t even realized it was missing.

      “Where’d you find it?” I ask, taking it from her hand.

      She bulges her eyes at me and with a slight jerk of her head indicates Bolter behind her. Mike has his arms crossed across his chest and is observing us with interest.

      “Bedroom,” she whispers, leaning close.

      Not quietly enough for our desk sergeant apparently, who quickly masks his bark of laughter with a cough and turns his back, busying himself with the copier.

      I don’t feel obliged to announce anything—it’s nobody’s business Vic and I are seeing each other—but I also don’t give a rat’s ass if someone finds out. I’m being ragged on the subject already. Mainly by my partner, who just now walks in the door.

      “Morning all. Hey, Vic, did Evans forget his lunch?” Jay jokes.

      “Actually, it was his phone. She found it in the bedroom,” Bolter volunteers helpfully.

      I make a concerted effort not to react. Usually silence is the quickest way for the ribbing to stop. The bullpen can be as bad as a boys’ locker room, which means I’ve had years of experience.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Vic bursts out, throwing her hands up. “I don’t have time for this.”

      Then she turns on her heel and heads for the exit, adding, “Oh, and you may want to give your daughter a call,” before she disappears through the door.

      Maisy?

      I’m already hoofing it after her.

      “Vic! Wait a minute…”

      She’s already getting in her car and turns to face me.

      “I answered your phone, okay? I was jumpy,” she snaps. “I saw your daughter’s name on the screen and was worried maybe something happened. She had questions and I told her you should be the one answering them. Now, I have to get to work.”

      By the time I process what she said, she’s already backing out of the parking spot. Then I look down at the phone in my hand and pull up my daughter’s number.

      ***

      “Found her!”

      The brief explanation to Maisy, about the reason I hadn’t mentioned seeing someone to her was because it was a recent development, took longer than expected. She seemed to think she had a right to know until I had to remind her, she didn’t exactly keep me abreast of her damn love life either. That shut her down, but her nose had still been bent out of shape when I ended the call.

      Back inside the bullpen, I got Jay up to speed on the Facebook group and we split the remaining list of members in half.

      “Under what name?” I want to know.

      “Kitty Newintown.”

      I type the name in and up pops her profile, a photo taken outside of the Oxbow Motel her picture. In the ‘about’ section she’d written: ‘Looking for new adventures.’ Not much was posted on her timeline, but she had uploaded a couple of snapshots taken from the trail up by the college overlooking Durango’s downtown. One in that series of shots was a selfie, with a view of the town as a backdrop.

      Her resemblance to my daughter is uncanny, and I wonder how I didn’t see it in the first place.

      Bet the killer did, though.

      “Can you pull up any interactions she’s had in that group?” I direct my partner. “I’ll do the same for our second victim and we’ll make a list of anyone who talked to both of them. Let’s hope the list won’t be too long.”

      By the time Greene calls, apologizing for the delay in getting back to me, we have seven names on the list.

      “Send them through to me, I’ll see what I can dig up on those. Also, the first victim’s account. Facebook tracks users by IP address as well as sign-in locations. In fact, those who use their cell phone to access the app could also be giving out geolocations through their GPS signal. It may give us a way to retrace someone’s steps.”

      The phone on VanDyken’s desk rings and I’m watching him as I listen with half an ear to Greene’s technical explanations that go way over my head anyway, when suddenly my partner snaps his head around. Immediately my ears attune to his conversation.

      “You sure it’s the same pickup?”

      He nods at whatever is being shared with him, but his eyes stay focused on me.

      “Listen, Greene, I’ve gotta go. I’ll shoot those names to you right away.”

      I don’t give him a chance to sign off before I end the call.

      “Don’t touch a damn thing else.” I hear my partner bark before he hangs up the call.

      “Talk to me.”

      “Stolen black F-150, parked in a disabled parking spot at Santa Rita Park.”

      The small park is located on the Animas River bank on the south side of town.

      “We sure it’s the one?”

      Jay shrugs into his coat and I get to my feet as well.

      “Whitbread Plumbing decals on the doors and your name on an envelope on the dash say it is.”

      Fuck.

      I call the evidence recovery team and notify Gomez on our way to the park. Gomez shows up minutes after we arrive, but we have to wait for the crime tech for another fifteen minutes. Standing by while they take pictures and dust the doorhandles proves to be agonizing. Still, it’s better than having them tow the truck on a flatbed to the lab to do their testing there.

      I was glad when Gomez officially nixed that idea, agreeing we don’t want to wait that long to get to the note. It could be too important.

      My eyes have been fixed to my name on the envelope since I spotted it on the dashboard, an uneasy feeling growing in the pit of my stomach.

      “Nothing on the door,” Stanford announces. “It’s not locked.”

      At Gomez’s nod, he lifts the door handle with two fingers and reaches in to grab the envelope by a scant corner between his gloved fingers. He’s being careful, even though I’m pretty sure our perp wouldn’t have left anything identifiable behind. When he places it on the plastic lid of his toolkit, I can tell there is more than just a note in the envelope, something is stuck in the bottom corner.

      Gomez, Jay, and I circle around Stanford for a better look as he uses a pair of tweezers to peel the lip back. Holding it open, he gingerly slides the note from the envelope and folds it open.

       

      You disappoint me, Detective. Perhaps I gave you more credit than you deserve.

      How about a little more incentive?

       

      “Incentive? What is he talking about?” my partner mumbles.

      “Check what’s in the envelope,” I instruct Stanford, meeting Gomez’s eyes over his head.

      The agent nods and Stanford pinches the corner of the envelope, lifting it upside down.

      A small pendant on a chain slides out and my heart stops.

      It’s a caduceus with two small diamonds set in each of the wings.

      Just like the one I gave my daughter when she got her degree in nursing.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      “We need another line in here!”

      I’m second behind Bodhi, manning the attack line, and we have a hard time getting this fire under control.

      The alarm came through just as we were finishing a late dinner, after half a dozen minor calls during the course of the day. A fire had broken out in the loading area of a small warehouse east of town. Not even five minutes from the firehouse. The place was reported to be empty but when we arrived, we found evidence a vagrant had managed to get into the building and was using the loading dock to stay out of the cold.

      The fire looked simple. What looked like a pile of trash—but were probably the vagrant’s belongings—had ignited against the wall separating the loading dock from the warehouse beyond. Unfortunately, the fire had somehow found a way beyond the wall, which we discovered when we broke open the door to do a check.

      I’m not sure what the place was used for before it closed down but something has this fire burning hot, shooting high, and spreading fast.

      Faster than a single water line can manage.

      “Hang tight. Second squad is coming in.”

      As soon as we saw the fire had moved into the warehouse, Bodhi alerted Cap we needed more units.

      Instead of beating back the fire, it has gained on us, curling back on us across the ceiling. A deep groaning sounds above me and I instinctively duck my head.

      A crack sounds to my right as a ceiling panel comes down, crashing to the floor and kicking up a spray of embers. Some of them land on me but I can’t let go of the hose to brush them off. Luckily my turnout gear, helmet, and full-face mask do a good job protecting me most of the time, but all bets are off when shit starts falling on me.

      “We need to—”

      I swallow the rest of my words when a second burst of water hits the wall of flames beside me. A quick glance over my right shoulder shows the second crew moving forward.

      The hair on the back of my neck stands on end when I recognize Bruner. Still, I tap Bodhi on the shoulder and indicate the second line. He nods and takes a few steps to the left, panning the water in that direction.

      With two crews, we manage to keep the fire from spreading but it’s not until a third line is brought in we start fighting it back.

      What feels like ages later, I’m standing alone behind our rig, tossing back a bottle of water, when I notice Lance walking in my direction. His turnout coat is hanging open, showing his skintight shirt stretched over his chest, and he’s strutting toward me with a cocky smirk on his face.

      He always thought he was God’s gift to women. I have a hard time believing I fell for it once.

      “What do you want now, Lance?” I fire off a preemptive strike.

      “Is that how you show gratitude?” he sneers. “Saved your bacon back there, Vic. At the very least you can be nice to me.”

      “Nice to you? Are you delusional? Last time you showed up at my house uninvited, called me a bitch, and threatened the man I’m seeing,” I spit out, tired and testy as the adrenaline that kept me going earlier drains. “And now you’re in my face again. Back off.”

      I’ve been off-balance since this morning, starting with that phone call I should never have answered. Stupid. It’s been plaguing me all day. The scene at the police station after didn’t help, but I was in a rush and didn’t think it through. I might as well have worn a sign around my neck announcing Bill Evans spent the night at my house and walked into his place of work.

      The whole situation was embarrassing as hell and now he’s probably pissed at me for putting him in hot water with his daughter. Hell, I would be.

      So yes, I’m done with this day, and I’m definitely not in any mood do deal with Lance and his shit. When his eyes narrow and he takes a threatening step closer, I hold my ground, square my shoulders, and jut out my chin.

      “Shut your mouth,” he hisses, his index finger inches from my face. “I’m not going to let you get me in trouble again.”

      “You’re the one harassing me. I told you to back off. Leave me alone or you give me no choice.”

      He’s quick, or maybe I just didn’t expect it to escalate when on the other side of the engine dozens of people are still milling around, but before I can even blink, my back is shoved against the rig’s rolling doors, his hand pressing down tightly at the base of my neck.

      “Hey! What the hell is going on here?”

      I look to my right and see Hog coming around the back, his keen eyes taking in the situation.

      Instantly, Lance drops his hand—relieving the pressure—and plasters a big smile on his face.

      “Lover’s spat. You know how it is.”

      I open my mouth to object but begin coughing instead. While I try to catch my breath, Hog is on Bruner, roughly pulling him away from me.

      “No,” he growls. “I don’t know how it is you end up with your hands on my crewmate.”

      He has Lance by the collar and shoves him up against the rig beside me. With his bulk, it seems effortless. The side of Lance’s face is pressed against the metal, his eyes furious on me.

      “Even if this was a lover’s spat—which I know damn well it’s not—since there’s no way in hell she’d take up with a lowlife like you again,” Hog continues in a low voice, “you don’t put your hands on a woman. Fucking ever.”

      By now we’ve attracted attention and a fight almost breaks out as guys from Bruner’s squad start coming at Hog to let Bruner go, but our crew blocks their way. It takes a couple of uniformed officers and my captain to get in the middle of what thankfully remains a shouting match to get to the bottom of it.

      I don’t even have to say anything. Still keeping a struggling Lance restrained, Hog explains what he walked into and points out the marks he apparently left behind on my throat. Everyone is silent.

      “Ma’am, do you wish to press charges?” one of the officers asks me.

      I glance at Bodhi, who’s standing at my side. He nods. Then I look over at Cap, who does the same. Lastly my eyes find Hog, who is making room for the second officer to step in.

      “Got your back no matter what,” he says.

      Swallowing down the emotions welling up, I nod at the officer.

      “Yes, I will press charges.”
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      Vic

       

      Bodhi is the only person I see when I walk into the common room.

      We didn’t get back to the station until well after two this morning, and I immediately ducked into the showers before rolling into my cot, exhausted.

      It’s a little after six now, and I woke up to the sound of some of my crew members sawing logs. Apparently, everyone but Bodhi is still asleep.

      “Coffee?” Bodhi asks, holding up the coffeepot.

      “Please.”

      I walk over to the kitchen island, hoisting myself up on a barstool. I yawn as Bodhi slides one of the firehouse mugs across the counter.

      “You slept like the dead,” he comments, taking a sip of his own.

      Feels like it. I never heard the guys come in nor did I hear Bodhi get up, unless, of course, he never made it to bed.

      We have open concept sleeping quarters with only pony walls to separate the beds, although there is a separate bathroom and shower for both men and women.

      “Quiet night,” I say by way of explanation. “Didn’t you get any?”

      He nods. “Couple of hours. Cap forgot his fucking CPAP machine again.”

      He’s got the bed on the other side of the divider from our captain, who suffers from sleep apnea but half the time forgets his machine. The resulting snores rumble the entire floor.

      “Maybe we should all chip in and get him a second unit he can keep here. Hell, I’d be willing to make the investment,” I suggest, making my brother-in-law chuckle.

      “Count me in.”  He tilts his head to one side as he scrutinizes me. “It’s turning purple,” he observes, pointing at my neck.

      My hand instantly comes up to cover the marks I’d noticed when I brushed my teeth earlier. Good thing it’s getting colder since it looks like I’ll be wearing turtlenecks for a while.

      After the incident last night, one of the officers—I think his name is Conley—brought out a camera to take some pictures of the marks Bruner left on me. For evidentiary purposes, he said. It made me very uncomfortable, being in the spotlight like that, but I forced myself to go through with it. I had no choice after making the decision to press charges. My entire crew stayed behind though, waiting for the cops to get Hog’s statement and mine, which took considerably longer since I had to give them some background.

      Despite the support of my guys, and the surprising sensitivity of the officer, it wasn’t an easy process. Especially since the last time I reported Lance a lot of the guys at my old firehouse turned on me. So far there hasn’t been any backlash but it’s early days yet, and I find myself waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “I know.”

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      I brush him off, like I did the others the multiple times I was asked on our way back to the firehouse, before firmly changing the topic.

      “By the way, I meant to ask you; what, if anything, do you know about bicycles? I dug up my old Schwinn Cruiser in the garage. I’d like to get some more use out of it. It’s sitting on two flat tires that won’t hold air, and I’ve been trying to take both wheels off to take to Durango Cyclery, since the whole bike won’t fit in my car, but I can’t seem to get the chain or those brake thingies off.”

      “Shouldn’t have to remove the chain,” he says. “Why don’t I swing by this afternoon and I’ll have a look. Your tires and inner tubes have probably disintegrated over time. I think the sizes are standard so I’ll pick up new ones on my way over.”

      I grin at him. “That would be awesome.”

      “I’m curious, though, why don’t you ask Evans?” he questions with a teasing sparkle in his eyes. “Aren’t you seeing him?”

      I roll my eyes in disgust. “You guys are like a bunch of old hens. And,” I add, “not that it’s any of your business, but Bill offered, he’s just a little preoccupied right now.”

      Shit. That sounded way more defensive than I intended.

      “Morning,” I hear Cap mumble behind me.

      Grateful for the interruption, I turn my back on Bodhi who continues to chuckle behind me.

      I continue to ignore him through the quick breakfast we scarf down before the end of our shift, and as I walk across the parking lot to my car, he yells after me, “I’ll be there at one!” 

      When I drive up to my house, I’m surprised to see Bill getting out of his car, parked in my driveway. I haven’t spoken to him since I saw him at the station before my shift yesterday morning. He looks pissed, standing beside the driver’s side door, his arms crossed over his chest, when I pull in.

      “Had to find out from my desk sergeant this morning, that asswipe, Bruner, was in the holding tank for assaulting you last night,” he says with an edge when I emerge from my car.

      It doesn’t take much to hear the anger in his voice. Then his eyes drop to my throat where I’m sure the bruises are plain to see. He visibly winces and, before I have a chance to say anything, is standing right in front of me, his fingers brushing softly over the discolored skin.

      “He hurt you now,” he whispers before his hand drops and his eyes snap to meet mine. “And you didn’t call me.”

      I thought about it last night, right after it happened. But by the time I got back to the station it was already late, and I figured he’d be asleep. It’s not like he’s gotten a lot of it since he seems to be working this case nonstop. Then I crashed and this morning I figured I’d wait until I got home to call.

      I see now that was a mistake.

      “I should’ve,” I admit, trying to imagine how upset I’d be if I had to find out something happened to him and I was the last to know. “I didn’t think it through.”

      He seems a little startled by my admission.

      “Do you have time to come in for a quick coffee? I’ll tell you what happened.”

      He follows me inside and while I quickly get a pot going, I relay the events of last night.

      “You need to be careful,” he finally says as I slide a mug in front of him.

      “I know.”

      “No. I mean you really need to be careful,” he emphasizes. “Bruner will be arraigned this morning but probably released on bail. He’ll likely be slapped with a no-contact order, but even though he’ll be warned to keep his distance from you, it may not slow him down. He’s gonna be even more pissed than he already is since I suspect he’ll be, at the very least, suspended. He’ll have nothing but time on his hands to stew on it and convince himself you are at the root of all his problems.”

      I pretty much figured that out by myself, but it’s still sobering to hear it out loud. I was convinced I did the right thing and I still am, but I’m starting to wonder if perhaps it was the smart thing.

      “Should I not have pressed charges then?”

      Bill sets down his cup and steps up to me, curving a hand around the back of my neck.

      “That’s not what I’m saying, Vic. You were right to nail him. I just don’t want you to think that’s the end of it and get complacent, because frankly, I don’t think he’ll go away that easily.”

      I lean forward and drop my forehead against his shoulder.

      “I’ll be careful,” I promise.

      He presses a kiss against the side of my head.

      “Good. That’s good, because Bruner isn’t the only reason.”

       

      *****

       

      Bill

       

      “I’ll swing by here tonight.”

      I tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. I have a suspicion the calm smile on her face is more for my benefit than a reflection of her emotions.

      “I’ll be here.”

      I bend my head to kiss her goodbye and head to my car, glancing at her standing in the doorway as I back out of the driveway.

      The smile is now gone, replaced with a look of concern.

      I hate leaving her like this, but I left a pile of work on my desk. Unfortunately, she needed to know about the direct threat against me, as much as Maisy needed to know.

      That was another unpleasant phone call with my daughter last night. She didn’t like the FBI detail to begin with, but hearing that she’d now quite literally have someone shadow her every move really set her off. She agreed, only conceding because the discovery of her necklace freaked her out.

      She admitted she lost it at her gym a couple of months ago, sometime early August she thought. She hadn’t wanted to tell me, hoping that perhaps it would miraculously turn up.

      A couple of months. That’s what scares me most. We already knew this guy carefully planned his every move, but to know he was preparing and anticipating that far ahead is worrisome. Whatever leads we appear to have been hand-fed to us, meaning they’re unlikely to prove of real value.

      Except perhaps the community group. It’ll take time and manpower to sift through, but it’s one lead he didn’t willfully leave for us to find. Assuming he uses the group to pick his victims, and that our theory of progressing numbers is correct, my partner is making a list of members who have the number eleven in their address. Heck, they could have eleven as a birthdate, or as part of their license plate—it could be any number of things—but so far, it’s been related to their physical location and we have to start somewhere.

      The other wild card is the Tooth Fairy’s case file. Our personal notes in particular. Since those have never been part of the court records, our killer would not have had access to those.

      That’s on my agenda for today, go through those notes to see if there is anything to give us a direction to look in. Gomez is heading for Florence, Colorado, today to pay Richard Whitbread a visit. I was supposed to go, but those plans changed when I got the email from Quint this morning. My time is better spent digging through those files because I doubt Whitbread is going to volunteer any information, if he even knows anything.

      The full extent of the La Plata County FBI Office as well as a healthy chunk of the Durango Police Department are working in some capacity on this case, but I know from experience we can only devote that much manpower for so long. Other cases will pop up that require attention, and little by little that force will dwindle back to single digits.

      We need to maximize the time we have, which means long hours with virtually no time for a personal life, but I can at least catch a few hours’ sleep at Vic’s place on her nights off.

      “Everything okay?” Jay asks when I walk into the bullpen.

      “Bastard put bruises on her neck and he’s gonna walk the streets this afternoon. So no, nowhere near okay, but if I can’t lock my daughter down to keep her safe, I certainly can’t force Vic to stay home.”

      I sit down heavily in my chair, eyeing the stack of paper that is waiting for me on my desk.

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t have to stop you from getting patrol to drive by her place from time to time.”

      Jay turns back to his computer and starts pecking at the keyboard.

      It takes me less than a minute to reach for my desk phone.

      “Mike, I need a favor,” I announce when Bolter picks up his extension.

      I tell him what I want and give him a description of Bruner’s burgundy Dodge Charger for patrol to keep an eye out for. When I hang up the phone after Bolter agrees to put the call out through dispatch, I feel moderately better and turn to the waiting stack of paper I printed out.

      The third sheet of paper I put my hands on is a suspect profile the FBI put together fifteen years ago. I’m about to put it aside when I change my mind. Then I pull a document from the folder on the other end of my desk, and place both reports side by side.

      Luna Roosberg gave us a profile sketch for the perp at yesterday’s briefing. Suspect would be between thirty-five and forty-five, although she was leaning more toward the older side of that range. She said she wouldn’t be surprised if he turns out to have a job that requires intelligence, precision, and structure. He would likely be a lone operator, since she feels he doesn’t play well with others. Given the identical number and repetition of injuries in both victims, she thought it likely the killer had a repetition compulsion, which could be a symptom of OCD or a trauma or anxiety disorder. She also felt the perpetrator may have received some sexual gratification from the assault, but that had not been the driving force behind the attacks. Cause hadn’t driven the killer—effect had.

      When I glance back at the original suspect profile, I notice it is almost identical to Agent Roosberg’s findings. In particular that last point.

      I’m not sure what exactly it means, but it feels important.
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      Vic

       

      “Hey, Pops. How are you doing?”

      He barely acknowledges us when we walk into his room.

      Trin got home this afternoon and came straight to my place, since Bodhi was still there working on my bike. He’d shown up at one as promised, armed with a toolbox and supplies he picked up at the bike store. Of course, that made me feel bad I’d overreacted earlier at the firehouse, but he brushed me off when I tried to bring it up.

      I spent most of the afternoon cleaning the bathrooms, doing laundry, and paying bills, in an attempt to distract myself from what Bill told me this morning. As valid as his worry is about Bruner, I’m not as afraid of him as I am of this killer Bill is looking for. I know Lance, can see him coming, but this other guy scares me. He could be anyone—a face in the crowd—I have no way of knowing.

      So, I wasn’t really upset with Bill when I noticed a DPD cruiser slowly driving by the house a couple of times. Yesterday I would’ve balked at the idea, but today I’m unsettled enough to welcome his covert efforts to add a layer of protection.

      It helped too that Bodhi was here a large chunk of the afternoon.

      He was still here when Trin and I left to visit Pops. Trin wanted to go right away so she could be home at a reasonable time to see Tucker and have a proper family dinner.

      “Has he been like this the whole time?” she asks, picking up one of Pops’s hands.

      “Pretty much. I’m wondering if the sedative they gave him at the hospital did something. You hear it sometimes with older people coming out of anesthesia. The effects can linger, sometimes for quite a while,” I explain. “I can see if I can find Dr. Truss.”

      “Hey, Pops, guess what? Remember that article I told you last weekend I was working on? I managed to snag an interview with…”

      I hear Trin chatting with our father as I walk into the hallway and go in search of the doctor. I find him by the front desk, saying goodbye to someone. I wait until the person is walking toward the door before addressing him.

      “Dr. Truss, do you have a minute?”

      He turns around and smiles in recognition.

      “Victoria, of course. Here to see your father?”

      “My sister’s in with him. He’s been a bit lethargic, is that as a result of the sedative or is it something else we should worry about?”

      He puts a hand on my arm and moves me a few steps away from the front desk and the ears of the woman manning it.

      “Frankly, I would say both. The medication he was given likely had a lingering effect on him, but his body is also still fighting the infection hard. By now we should’ve seen an improvement after four or five days of antibiotics, but he isn’t a whole lot better. On the plus side,” he hastens to add. “He’s not worse either, but the problem is that it takes its toll on a body, especially an elderly body. We’re still monitoring him closely.”

      “Is there something else we can do? Some other medication, maybe?”

      “I started him on a new antibiotic a couple of hours ago. One I hope will pack a bigger punch. Let’s give that a chance to work.”

      I thank him and head back to the room, feeling discouraged. Once they sent him home from the hospital, I’d hoped that meant he would be on the road to recovery but maybe that’s not the case.

      The thought does not do much for my stress level, which is already high enough today.

      I share the information with Trin while my father is sleeping.

      “Do you think we made a mistake moving him here?” Trin asks before clarifying. “I don’t mean from the hospital; I mean last year. He wouldn’t have—”

      “Don’t go there,” I interrupt her. “That situation was not tenable and you know it.”

      In fact, it had been Trin to first suggest it and I was resisting initially, until I could no longer deny caring for him was more than we could handle.

      “Besides, he could’ve just as easily caught something from us. Even if the worst happens, this past year living at Memory Lane has been good for him. You know that.”

      She rests her elbows on her knees and drops her face in her hands.

      “I hate this. I hate it.”

      “Hey…” I nudge her shoulder. “Don’t count Pops out yet. He’s a tough old guy.”

      “Who are you calling old?”

      Our heads snap around to find Pops wide awake in bed, looking at us with an eyebrow raised and eyes sharper than I’ve seen them in a long time.

      “Don’t you girls have something better to do than hovering over me? You’re keeping me awake.”

      Then he closes his eyes and purposely turns his back to us. These days it’s rare for him to recognize us and part of me has already been grieving the loss of the father I knew, but for a moment it’s like his mind never left. Trin and I look at each other and burst out laughing as we grab our coats and head for the hallway. By the time we reach the lobby, tears are running down my face.

      But I can’t quite decide whether they’re happy tears or sad ones.

       

      *****

       

      Bill

       

      “What’s wrong?”

      The moment she gets out of her car, I can tell she’s been crying.

      Vic doesn’t strike me as someone who cries easily, which is perhaps why it rattles me a bit.

      She shakes her head, smiling.

      “Nothing.”

      That’s as bad as a woman saying ‘fine’ when you know damn well she isn’t, but I’ve learned over the years not to question the knee-jerk response, even though it’s killing me.

      It’s been another frustrating day on a case that has us spinning our wheels. The mayor is starting to exert pressure, the press wants answers, and despite the joint efforts of our department and the FBI, we don’t seem to be getting anywhere. It’s like staring at a few thousand puzzle pieces, but without knowing what the final result is supposed to look like, you have no idea how to fit them together.

      Gomez called in after he met with Whitbread. As expected, he didn’t get very far and apparently Whitbread was highly amused. He got the sense the visit wasn’t a surprise. Whitbread didn’t say anything, but according to Gomez the grin was wiped off his face when my name was mentioned. It turns out that piece of shit has not forgotten me. Good. I hope he fucking chokes on his anger.

      Gomez floated the idea, if we don’t get a solid lead in the next few days, to maybe have me go see Whitbread after all, hoping his hatred for me might loosen his lips.

      I didn’t get very far with the file Quint sent me either. Spent most of the day trying to decipher Quint’s scribbles and my own barely legible notes. I believe whoever killed Caitlyn and Samantha has some kind of personal connection to Richard Whitbread, and I’m hoping to find some kind of clue to lead me in the right direction.

      He was the son of a single mother, who passed away twenty-two years ago, and has no known relatives left. His father was unknown, no record of siblings either, but it’s technically possible he has a half brother or sister out there somewhere.

      At the time of his arrest, Whitbread was a delivery driver for UPS and he used his job to gain access to his victims’ houses. We talked to some of his colleagues back then but they didn’t really know him. They saw him as a quiet but friendly guy, which had been much the same as his neighbors described him.

      The only person who had more than a passing relationship with him had been Wilma Brenthaven. We got her number from Whitbread’s phone records. She was a receptionist at an architectural firm on his delivery route he apparently occasionally hooked up with. I remember the poor woman’s horror and disgust when she found out her lover was the Tooth Fairy Killer. We were able to verify she had no knowledge of or part in the murders, but I’ve been wondering if maybe she has some more personal information on Whitbread that might be useful.

      I follow Vic inside where she kicks off her boots, tosses her coat on the bench in the front hall, and heads for the kitchen. She seems distracted.

      “Wanna tell me about it anyway?” I ask when I join her in the kitchen where she is pulling a couple of beers from the fridge.

      She turns and looks at me.

      “It’s my father. He still hasn’t beaten the pneumonia and hasn’t been doing too well. Today one moment he was almost catatonic in his bed and the next he’s scolding my sister and I like we’re teenagers again.” Her lips stretch into a faint smile. “As happy as it made me he actually knew who we were, it has me scared as well. You sometimes hear people with dementia have this one last moment of clarity before they—”

      Die.

      I finish her sentence in my head.

      I get it; my own mother seemed to have a rebound just days before she passed away years ago. I remember thinking she might actually make it, but she was dead forty-eight hours later.  Maisy was only eight at the time.

      “Or, maybe it was a fluke and your dad manages to kick the pneumonia,” I tell her. “Because sometimes people pull through.”

      She nods. “I know they do. I’m just…I don’t know…frustrated, I guess. I hate thinking something as commonplace as pneumonia could take down my larger-than-life Pops. It seems so…unworthy.” Now she’s shaking her head and makes a dismissive motion with her hand. “Anyway, I spent more time at the home than I planned to and ended up forgetting I was supposed to stop for some groceries. My fridge is getting empty.”

      “So we’ll go out for a bite,” I suggest, noting her grimace. “Or, I can run out and hit up City Market. Grab a few things.”

      “You don’t need to do that. Let me run upstairs, grab a quick shower, and then I’ll see what I can throw together.”

      “I have a better idea; you go do your thing and I’ll do the cooking. I’m sure I can dig up something.”

      When she doesn’t argue and heads for the stairs without objection, I know the incident with her father must really have shaken her.

      A quick scan in her fridge and the pantry gives me an idea for a meal and I start pulling ingredients together, placing them on the counter. When I go to turn the news on in the living room, I can hear the shower turn on upstairs. For a moment, the mental image of Vic—naked in the shower—has me considering joining her, but instead I get myself back in the kitchen to start on my omelet. She needs a decent meal more than she needs a horny old goat jumping her in the shower.

      When she comes down the stairs twenty minutes later, she is wearing my favorite outfit; her pajamas.

      “That smells awesome. What is it?”

      She leans down to peek into the oven where dinner is finishing up.

      “Spinach and cheese stuffed omelet.”

      “Yum,” she says, before moving out of my reach.

      “We keep doing this wrong,” I tell her, stepping into her space and slipping my arms around her waist.

      “What do you mean?”

      Instead of answering, I bend down and brush her lips with a light kiss.

      “We seem to forget a proper hello. Maybe we’re a bit out of practice?”

      She grins and snakes her arms around my neck, pressing in closer.

      “Then I suggest we rehearse regularly,” she proposes, lifting her face for a kiss. A proper one this time.

      Lifting her up by the waist, I plant her ass on the counter, wedging myself between her thighs. Her feet hook behind my knees and pull me closer. I slide my hand up her side and catch the swell of her breast, cupping its weight in my palm. She moans softly down my throat when I pluck her nipple through the worn fabric of her shirt. My other hand finds its way to the small of her back, where I slip it into the back of her pajama pants.

      She’s naked underneath and my cock strains against my fly as I dig my fingers into her firm flesh.

      Fuck, she’s amazing. Beautiful, responsive—she ignites at the touch of my hands—and so damn sweet it makes me wonder how it’s even possible she ended up in my arms.

      I’m about to pull down those pants and sink down to my knees to worship her when the timer on the oven dings, startling us both.

      Shit.

      “That’s the last of your eggs,” I warn her as she clings to me when I try to disentangle.

      “I don’t care,” she mumbles against my mouth.

      “The last of your cheese.”

      “I can get more.”

      “Victoria…” I reluctantly slip my hands free and place them on her shoulders. “When’s the last time you ate?”

      “Breakfast, but I don’t care,” she says stubbornly.

      Sliding my hands to her neck, I use my thumbs to push up her chin so she has to look at me.

      “But I do. You have a long shift tomorrow; you need to eat. Hell, I need to eat.”

      Then I step out from between her legs and turn to the oven.

      “I’m not a fan of you being reasonable,” she grumbles at my back.

      I hide a grin.

      “You’ll thank me later.”

      Later comes after we’ve annihilated the omelet and the bagels we toasted on the side, and she falls asleep with her head on my lap on the couch watching a rerun of Seinfeld.

      Under mumbled protest, I coax her up the stairs to bed. She’s already sleeping deeply when I emerge from the bathroom after a quick shower. I slip under the covers and wrap myself around her curved body, tugging her close.

      I can’t even remember falling asleep but I wake up in the middle of the night at the sound of my phone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Bill

       

      “Don’t think we’ll be able to get much.”

      I glance at the burned-out SUV we found at the closed campground behind the Arrow’s Edge MC compound. Junction Creek Campground closed for the season just a few days ago. According to the sign at the gate, it’s open from the first of May through the thirty-first of October.

      The fire was spotted by Trunk, one of the MC’s members, who lives half a mile south of the gate to the campground. When he went to investigate, he found the Nissan Rogue on fire and called it in. The responding officer called me since we had a BOLO out for the second vehicle the killer used at the Sierra Vista street crime scene.

      “Go through it with a fine-tooth comb anyway,” I tell Krajcek, who is standing beside Stanford, waiting for the fire department to give the all clear. “This bastard is bound to make a mistake sometime and we can’t afford to miss it when he does.”

      I stifle a yawn. The only four or so hours of sleep I got is going to have to do me for today.

      When I left Vic’s house, I left her a note. She didn’t wake up when I got out of bed so I wanted to leave her sleeping, which wasn’t easy. Felt so good waking up with her warm body against me, my nose pressed to her neck, inhaling her scent. I’m fast becoming addicted to this woman.

      The sky is still dark, only brightened by the occasional light flash from the camera as the crime techs process the SUV. The crunch of tires on the gravel announces the arrival of SAC Damian Gomez. I called him on my way here to let him know, but I guess he decided to come see for himself.

      “What have you got, Evans?” he asks, getting out of his vehicle with a couple of carry-out cups. He hands one to me.

      “Looks like the SUV used in the Samantha Finch murder. The second vehicle.”

      “Get anything off it?”

      “Nothing yet. Fire department just cleared it for the crime techs. They’re working on it now, but as you can see, someone removed the plates.”

      I take a sip of the hot coffee, which is strong enough to clear any remaining cobwebs from my head.

      “Interesting. Meant to call you this morning anyway,” Gomez says. “I think we should try and rattle Whitbread’s cage a little. I’m convinced he knows more than he’s letting on. This perp has us running around in circles, dropping crumbs of evidence he wants us to find, keeping us busy but not getting us anywhere, and I don’t like being played.”

      “I hear you,” I mumble. “You want me to go to see Whitbread?”

      “Yeah. We’ll fly out, tag team his ass, and see what rattles loose. Find anything helpful in your case notes?”

      I shake my head. “Getting back to those as soon as we’re done here. There’s a lot to sift through.” Then I remember the name I came across in the files yesterday. “Wilma Brenthaven. Saw her name in my notes,” I explain. “She was a woman Whitbread occasionally hooked up with. We cleared her of any involvement at the time—she had no knowledge of what he was up to—but it might be worth picking her brain. See if she can remember Whitbread ever mentioning someone. There’s no record of living relatives, siblings, or known offspring, but there may have been someone he had a connection to.”

      “Heck, it’s worth a try. Where is this woman?”

      “As far as I know, still in Denver, but I’ll see if I can track her down today.”

      “Set something up for Monday. We’ll fly to Denver and meet with her first. If there’s anything she can tell us, we can use it in our interview with Whitbread.”

      “If he’ll talk to us,” I question.

      Gomez snorts. “Oh, I wanna bet he’ll talk to you. Be prepared for gloating.”

      “Evans!”

      I look over at the wreck to find Stanford waving me over.

      “Found something!”

      Krajcek is already beside him, hanging into the driver’s side door, taking pictures, when we join them. He steps aside and points at something sticking out from under what’s left of the driver’s seat.

      A knife.

      It looks like a hunting knife, the blade is blackened and the handle charred, but it looks like it might be the type of knife Doc Carter thought might’ve been used on the victims.

      “That’s a Bowie knife,” Gomez observes, pointing at the tip. “It’s got the distinct clip point and cross guard.”

      “Aren’t they numbered?” I ask.

      “Only limited series of the classic knives are. I doubt we’ll be that lucky.”

      “That depends. Could be he never intended to leave it behind.”

      Not that I really believe it; our killer is way too smart to make a rookie mistake like leaving a weapon behind. My gut says this is another goose chase he’s sending us on. Plenty of companies produce the Bowie-style knife to this day. Once we get it to the lab, they can look for identifiable markings but after that it’s all legwork. Trying to track down where it may have been sold and then who might’ve bought one. I’d be surprised if the fire left any prints or DNA for us to identify behind.

      “Any messages?” Gomez wants to know, referring to the envelope left for me when we found the pickup truck.

      “None that I’ve seen,” Stanford responds. “If anything was left in here it would be ashes now.”

      “He would’ve left it somewhere the fire couldn’t get at it.” I’m thinking out loud when it hits me. “Spare tire well. This thing has a double floor in the cargo area.”

      “We’d have to force it open,” the tech says. “But who knows what we’d mess up doing that.”

      “We’ll have it towed to the lab,” Gomez orders. “Leave everything—including the knife—where it is. Better to do that in a controlled environment rather than a dusty, dark campground, in the middle of nowhere.”

      As much as I’d like a peek right now, the agent is right, this isn’t the place.

      Stanford arranges a flatbed truck to come and collect the burned-out wreck, which arrives a long half hour later. It’s frustrating to stand around doing nothing, but I wasn’t going to let that vehicle out of my sight and end up following it straight to the lab.

      The new crime lab is in the same area of town as the La Plata County FBI offices. The new larger facility was opened last year in an industrial park at 642 Tech Center Drive, right around the corner from the old lab in unit two.

      Unit six is a good-sized, one-story building with three bay doors at the rear, a decent bit bigger than the previous location. Both the flatbed truck and the crime van drive through the security gates to the back, while I find a parking spot in front of the building. Gomez pulls in beside me and together we head inside to sign in. The agent gets hung up chatting with someone we bump into in the lobby, while I head back toward the garage.

      It’s starting to get light outside, and they’re just unloading the SUV in front of the middle bay door when I walk in. The bay to my right is occupied by a dump truck with damage to the grill, a technician is bending over. On the other side is what I suspect to be what is left of the silver sedan. It’s covered with a cloth I assume is used to protect the contents.

      In the ten minutes or so it takes them to move the SUV into the center bay, I am able to touch base with Jay, who is just getting up.

      “I’m not sure how long this’ll take, but I’ll come straight to the office after,” I tell him.

      “You said there were no plates?”

      “No, he must’ve taken them off.”

      “Interesting. If it’s a stolen vehicle like the other two, why is he taking the plates off this one and not the others?” Jay asks the question playing in the back of my mind as well.

      “Beats me. Maybe the vehicle belonged to someone who could be connected to him? Or at least the plates?” I suggest, holding up a finger to Gomez, who passes me to indicate I’ll just be a minute.

      “Weird. Anyway, see if you can get me the VIN number. Shoot me a text and I’ll start pulling information on it.”

      I promise Jay I will and slip the phone in my pocket as I join the small group gathered around the back of the SUV.

      My patience is tested when Stanford takes his sweet time carefully removing the double false bottom in the cargo hold. He hands the sections to Krajcek, who places them on another one of those white sheets spread out on the floor.

      The spare tire is missing, in its place what appears to be a small lock box. One of those mini vaults people use to store valuables. He carries it to a stainless-steel counter and sets it down to examine. We follow behind.

      “It’s locked,” he announces.

      “Can you break it open?”

      He turns to me with a grin on his face.

      “I may not have to.”

      He walks over to a pegboard panel mounted beside the door of the garage and rummages through a vast collection of keys grouped on large rings that hang from dozens of small hooks. He lifts two rings, each holding at least twenty or so keys, and brings them back to the table.

      The lock clicks open on his sixth try.

      Inside the box is an envelope with my name printed on the face. I want to tear it from the man’s hands but exercise restraint while he uses tweezers to slip out the folded note, opens it carefully, and slides it into a zippered plastic bag before handing it over.

      Gomez is leaning over my shoulder as we read the content at the same time.

       

      Time is running out, Detective. You are making this too easy.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      A quiet day today. Haven’t had one of these in a long time.

      I was up early to find Bill already gone, which was a little disappointing since I had hopes we might pick up where we’d left off last night. He did leave me a sweet note that made up for it.

       

      Never been more tempted to ignore a call than just now with you snuggled in my arms.

      Prepare to be back there soon.

       

      That put a smile on my face and I was still in a good mood when I pulled the bike Bodhi fixed from the garage and rode it to work.

      We had two calls come in early on in our shift. One was a two-car crash where we had to extract one of the drivers, his legs had been pinned under the steering wheel. The other was a gas leak in the kitchen of the diner where I had been having breakfast when Bill sat down weeks ago.

      Neither call took longer than an hour and we’ve been back at the station since five this afternoon.

      It was Sumo’s turn to cook, and man, can he cook. I’m working on my second helping of the fragrant Pad Thai he threw together. I’ll probably pay for it later, but I don’t care. It’s not often we have a chance to actually sit and enjoy what we’re eating—we normally stuff our faces quickly between calls—but today the alarm stays blissfully quiet.

      “Anyone up for a few hands of euchre?” Bodhi asks when I help him clear away the plates a bit later.

      “Sure. I’m game.”

      “Anyone else?” he addresses the room as he grabs a deck of cards and tosses it on the dining room table we just cleared.

      “Euchre? Hell, why not.”

      Hog is in and so is Sumo, who lumbers over. The others remain in their seats in front of the large screen TV playing college football.

      “First two jacks pair up, first black jack deals,” Bodhi reminds the group as he quickly shuffles the deck and flips up cards in front of us.

      I end up partnered with Sumo, while Hog takes a seat diagonally across from Bodhi. It takes me a few hands to find my groove, but Sumo is a smart man and a good partner, and between us we take control of the first game easily.

      “Bunch of fucking sharks,” Hog grumbles when they go down having only scored three points against our ten. “We should’ve split them up,” he tells Bodhi.

      My brother-in-law shrugs, not nearly as rattled by the loss as Hog, who is very competitive. If Bodhi is, he doesn’t show it, always one of the calmer heads of the crew. Cheddar is the other cool and collected one and doesn’t let much of anything ruffle his feathers, unless it has to do with his wife or kids. Both of those guys are good at deescalating situations, whether it be here in the firehouse—and conflicts do happen—or out in the field.

      After working with this crew for a year now, I feel I’ve gotten to know these guys pretty well. I spend more time with them than anyone else, working side by side, sharing chores, eating meals, and sleeping in the same dorm. The group is well-balanced—whether by happy coincidence or design—and the mix of abilities, temperaments, and personalities is one I seem to have found my place in.

      The others do better in the second game, trading point for point with us, when a call comes in on my phone. I glance at the screen and my heart skips a beat before my eyes find Bodhi. My hand shakes as I answer the call.

      “Hello?”

      “Ms. Paige, it’s Dr. Truss at Memory Lane.”

      “My father?”

      I get to my feet and catch Bodhi sitting up straighter as the sound in the common room dims.

      “I’ve called the ambulance to move him back to Mercy. Your father’s fever broke this afternoon but, unfortunately, his breathing has become increasingly more labored tonight. I feel it’s safer for him to be at the hospital where they have the tools to help him breathe.”

      “You mean they’ll have to intubate?”

      “I can’t tell you if they will or not, but it’s definitely a possibility. Let’s wait and see what the pulmonologist says. I’ve already put in a call and gave her some background. She’s going to meet us at the hospital.”

      I’m already moving toward the locker room with Bodhi on my heels.

      “I’ll be there as fast as I can,” I tell him.

      I whip my locker door open and grab my backpack, stuffing my phone in the side pouch.

      “Pops?” Bodhi says.

      “Dr. Truss has an ambulance on the way to move him back to Mercy. He’s not breathing well.”

      I hear another locker door open as I shrug into my coat. Then I remember I rode my bike to work.

      “I need to pick up my car.”

      “Bodhi will drive you,” Cap’s voice sounds behind us.

      He must’ve followed us; he’s leaning against the doorpost. If Bodhi comes with me, it limits the calls our station can field.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Cap says, picking up on my train of thought. “It’s quiet. We’ll manage. You two go.”

      “What about Trin?” I ask Bodhi as we hustle down the stairs.

      “We’ll call her from the road. It’ll take us ten minutes to swing by the house and pick her up.”

      The selfish part of me wants to go straight to the hospital, but I immediately feel guilty. Bodhi is right, my sister should be there.

      “Don’t worry,” he says when we get into his Jimmy. “It’ll take EMTs a few minutes to load him up once they arrive. We’ll get to Mercy around the same time they do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Vic

       

      “I couldn’t get hold of Tucker.”

      We’re sitting side by side in the waiting room they delegated us to. Trin is wedged by Bodhi on one side and me on the other. Our hands are clasped together as we wait for word.

      As Bodhi promised, we pulled into the parking lot right by the emergency entrance when the ambulance pulled in.

      We were able to see Pops for a few seconds as they wheeled him in. He wasn’t awake but his breathing was an audible rattle and he was rushed through the doors. We were held back at the doors to the ER and told to wait here for news.

      The clock on the wall says we’ve only been here for half an hour, but every minute that passes feels like an eternity.

      “I thought he was hanging out with Ravi tonight,” Bodhi responds to my sister.

      I’m listening to their conversation with half an ear, I’ve been pondering if I should call Bill now, or wait until I know more.

      “He was,” Trin confirms. “They were supposed to grab pizza before they went to see the movie. Ravi isn’t answering his phone either. He was supposed to be driving.”

      Her voice wavers a little and I squeeze her hand. She’s worried.

      “It’s after nine, Trin. They’re probably in the theatre and put their phones on silent during the movie,” I suggest.

      “Vic’s right,” Bodhi agrees. “Do you want me to go get him?”

      But Trin doesn’t get a chance to answer.

      “Paige family?”

      A beautiful dark-haired woman in scrubs and a white coat walks toward us. She motions for us to stay seated when we start getting to our feet and pulls one of the chairs across from us closer.

      “I’m Nila Sagar. I’m the pulmonologist here at Mercy. I spoke briefly with Dr. Truss earlier, so I was aware of your father’s condition when he was brought in. As you know, he was in distress; his breathing was labored and his blood oxygen was dangerously low. We’ve given him some medication and we’re supplementing his oxygen, hoping to give him some relief. We’re keeping a close eye on him to see if there is any improvement, but given your father’s age and his weakened condition, I want you to be prepared. It may be necessary to take more invasive measures.”

      Trin’s hand is squeezing my fingers hard when she asks, “Are you talking about intubation?”

      Dr. Sagar smiles at her sympathetically.

      “That may be necessary, yes. Now, I understand your father was a firefighter?”

      She gives Bodhi and me a look. Both of us are wearing our navy blue DFD issue sweaters.

      “He was,” I confirm.

      “That might be a reason the pneumonia seems to have settled in. I’m sure you’re well aware firefighters are at a higher risk of developing lung problems. Especially the older generation of firefighters.”

      “Aside from his dementia, our father was healthy,” Trin states, a little defensively.

      “I understand, it may not have shown up before,” she responds patiently. “Still, it’s possible his lungs were affected, making them more vulnerable to the pneumonia.”

      “Can we see him?” I ask.

      “Let me go check on him. See if he’s responding to the treatment and we’ll take it from there.”

      As soon as she’s gone, I slip my hand from Trin’s tight grasp and get to my feet.

      “I need to make a call,” I announce and walk out of the waiting room, down the hall, and out the sliding doors.

      The night air is cold and I left my coat inside on the chair, but I don’t care. It’s good to feel something other than the suspended fear, sitting in that waiting room.

      My hands shake as I pull up Bill’s number.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks without saying hello.

      The concern in his voice has tears burning my eyes.

      “My dad…we’re at Mercy. He’s not doing too well.” I take a deep breath in to stop the wobble in my voice. “They’re talking about intubating him. Trin and Bodhi are here too.”

      “Oh, honey, I’m sorry.”

      “Can’t stop thinking his brief moment of clarity the other day was an omen after all.”

      He hums sympathetically as a hot tear rolls down my cheek. I wish he were here so I could bury my face in his solid chest and feel his strong arms hold me together.

      I give myself a mental shake before I lose it altogether and force my mind in another direction.

      “How did you know something was wrong?” I want to know. 

      “I figured it was the only reason you’d be calling during a shift.”

      Despite the situation, he puts a smile on my face.

      “How do you already know me so well?”

      “I pay attention. And when it comes to you, I pay a lot of attention.”

      I should probably head back inside but I don’t really want to. There’s no escaping reality in there. Much nicer standing out here, listening to the deep rumble of Bill’s voice. It would be better with my ear against his chest, but beggars can’t be choosers.

      “Vic?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I was asking where you are. Right now.”

      “Oh. Uhh…I’m outside, by the emergency entrance. Why?”

      A familiar car pulls into the parking lot and slides into a vacant spot not twenty feet from me. My eyes blur when I see Bill getting out of the car and by the time he walks up to me and folds me in his arms, my face is wet.

      “How?”

      My voice is muffled against his coat where I buried my face.

      “I was just around the corner,” he rumbles. “On my way home.”

       

      *****

       

      Bill

       

      “I’ll be there shortly,” I tell Jay before ending the call.

      When I walk out of the bathroom, Vic is no longer in bed.

      It was after two last night when we got back to my place. It had taken pressure from Trin and me to convince Vic to come home with me for a few hours of sleep. Her father ended up being placed on a ventilator and was under sedation, and Trin would stay with him. Bodhi had left earlier to be home to catch his stepson, who’d been out with a friend.

      I figured Vic would be eager to get back to the hospital once she woke up.

      “I can’t believe I slept,” she says when I walk into my utilitarian kitchen.

      She found my Keurig machine and is rummaging the cupboards for pods. I reach over her to grab the tin I keep them in from the top of the fridge.

      “I can. You were exhausted, virtually swaying on your feet.”

      “I should call Trin.”

      She slides the cup I hand her next under the spout and drops in a pod before pushing the button.

      “She would’ve called if there was a problem. Take the time to eat something. I don’t have bagels but I can toast you some bread from the freezer and there’s cereal in the cupboard above you.”

      She decides on cereal and I join her, sitting at the small kitchen island munching on Honey Bunches of Oats. She finishes before I do, eating fast and keeping her eyes on the clock on the stove. While I finish, she shoots off a text, getting a responding ping almost instantly.

      “Blood oxygen is up, and otherwise no change,” she reads to me.

      It’s not quite seven when we get into my car.

      I’ll drop Vic off at Mercy and head to work. Jay should be in the office by then and, apparently, we have a piece of security footage to review. After speaking with the owner of the stolen Nissan Rogue last night, he mentioned he still had video and would forward it to us. His security system consists of a camera by the front door and one mounted on his garage, which is the one that picked up the theft of the SUV from his driveway. He warned us there wasn’t much to see, but we’re hoping to catch a glimpse of the thief anyway.

      “I’m not sure how late I’ll be, but I’d like to see you tonight, depending on how things go here. I’ll check in throughout the day. Also, I have to fly to Denver tomorrow and expect to be there most, if not all, of the day.”

      “Denver? Are you going to see your daughter?”

      Interesting. I hadn’t thought of that, but Boulder isn’t that far, I could easily rent a car. Would be good to see Maisy is okay with my own eyes.

      “The visit has to do with the case, but you’re right, I should try to see Maisy while I’m there. Provided things stay quiet here,” I hasten to add.

       She darts me a smile.

      “Yeah, I’m not sure what the day is going to look like but we can stay in touch.”

      She pulls a key ring from her pocket and starts removing one of her keys.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Giving you my key. That way, even if you’re late, you can get in.”

      It takes me a minute to register the level of trust she puts in me. Feels fucking great. I know it was driven by circumstances but I don’t let that dull the experience. I don’t think I’ve ever been given a key to a woman’s house. Not even my ex, who lived with her parents until we got married.

      “How are you getting in?” I ask when she presses the key in my hand.

      “Trin’s got a key, I’ll get it from her.”

      I pull up in front of the hospital entrance and twist in my seat to look at Vic.

      “Sorry I have to run but we’ve got some—”

      My words are cut off when she presses her fingers against my lips.

      “Go get the guy. That’s far more important. I’ll call you if something happens.”

      I kiss the tips of her fingers and then take her hand, pressing a kiss to her palm.

      “Call me for anything. If there’s something you want from home, let me know. Now that I have your key, I can pop in to grab it and swing it by when I’m out and about town.”

      She leans over the center console and places a hand against my cheek, kissing me sweetly.

      “Thank you,” she whispers. “Never thought I’d say this, but it feels good to have someone look out for me. You have this relationship stuff down like a champ.”

      I wouldn’t exactly say that, but I can’t deny I’m fucking thrilled she feels that way.

      ***

      “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “What?”

      “I’ll be damned.”

      The comments bounce around the conference room where Gomez called an emergency task-force meeting based on the information we gave him.

      On the screen you can see a grainy image of a white hand behind the windshield, the middle finger raised in a fuck-you gesture.

      The rest of the footage showed a tall man in dark clothing with a hood covering his head, appearing from around the rear of the house. His back stays to the camera and his head turned away at all times as he breaks into the car surprisingly easily before flipping the bird at the camera. Not even as he backs out of the driveway of the small bungalow in Hermosa we just visited yesterday.

      “He knew we’d eventually be watching this,” Agent Luna Roosberg comments. “It almost feels like he’s familiar with the way a police investigation is conducted.”

      “Unfortunately, any frequent watcher of the Investigation Discovery channel, or even A&E, might pick up a few things,” Blackfoot states.

      “True enough,” Luna counters. “I still find it interesting he was so calculated in planning every step. Even the crime scenes, which were over-the-top messy, seemed meticulously staged. How long ago was this car stolen?”

      Jay flips through his notes. “August twenty-third.”

      “So, he had three stolen vehicles at one time. The sedan, the truck, and the SUV,” Roosberg confirms.

      “Looks that way,” he responds.

      “He has property somewhere. Something with a barn or at least a multi-car garage,” I conclude, following the agent’s train of thought. “Assuming these vehicles were only used for the murders, it’s also reasonable to think he has his own set of wheels to get around here, so room enough for four.”

      “Rules out condo living,” Jay comments.

      Gomez steps in front of the screen and all attention focuses on him.

      “Don’t forget it could be a business too, a warehouse he has access to or something along those lines. It’s another bit of information which might turn out to be invaluable if we knew where to fucking look. Might as well brief them on what you found, Greene.”

      Jasper scans the room before answering. “Nothing concrete, I’m afraid. Six of the seven names from the community group you gave me all checked out. The last one I have not been able to pin down. Nothing identifiable on the account, with the only activity the few comments made in the group. The IP address appears to be different each time they logged on. All of them located in or around Durango. Whoever it is piggybacks onto a variety of public networks. The library, Fort Lewis College, the Holiday Inn, even a coffee shop around the corner from our office, for fuck’s sake.”

      It’s clear Agent Greene is frustrated.

      We all are.

      Fucking piles of evidence but finding our killer is still like looking for a needle in a haystack.

      “That Facebook profile, which name is it?” I ask Jasper.

      “Magnus Carlsen. There is no record of anyone in the Durango area by that name. I checked. The only one that came close is a Jonas Carlsen. He’s the eighty-four-year-old former pastor at St. Mark’s Episcopal Church. No offspring.”

      “Right. I suggest we check in with anyone this Magnus Carlsen has connected with in the group. Maybe we can get some confirmation he’s our guy.”

      “I have a sneaking suspicion we may know already,” my partner pipes up as he starts typing on his laptop before turning the screen so it faces the rest of the room.

      “Who am I looking at?” Gomez asks.

      “The real Magnus Carlsen, chess grandmaster, reigning five-time World Chess Champion.”

      “Taking on the name of a grandmaster? That would definitely fit his level of arrogance,” Roosberg observes.

      “All right. Have a closer look at this character’s online activities. Find comments, connections, references, any damn thing to give us a clue where to find him.” Gomez turns to me. “Are we set for tomorrow?”

      “Spoke to Wilma Brenthaven right before I stepped in here. Anytime tomorrow is fine.”

      “First flight out is five thirty. I’ll meet you there. Do we have anything else?”

      “Actually, I was wondering,” Blackfoot says, staring at the screen of his phone. “Anyone notice today is the tenth of November?”

      It takes me a minute to clue in.

      “The eleventh of the eleventh.”

      “Oh shit,” Jay mumbles.

      Gomez slams his fist on the table.

      “Goddammit, we’re out of time. Change of plans, Evans. We’re heading to Denver this afternoon.”
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      Vic

       

      “You’re staying?’

      I nod.

      “Bodhi came and dragged Trin home to get some rest, and I’m staying right here.”

      She only left because I swore I would call her if there was even the smallest change in his condition.

      Bill looks at the bed where my father is hooked up to a breathing machine. Even in the short time he’s been here, he looks like he’s slowly disappearing. The bones in his face are more pronounced, his eyes look sunken behind the lids, and there is barely any color left to his skin.

      We haven’t voiced it, but I know Trin can see the rapid decline as well. I’m afraid we won’t see Pops’s sparkling blue eyes again.

      My heart already feels heavy with grief.

      “I wish I didn’t have to go.”

      Bill sees it too. I turn to him and put a hand in the middle of his chest.

      “There’s nothing you can do here, but out there is a killer who needs to be stopped. Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

      He covers my hand with his and leans down so our foreheads touch.

      “You’re amazing, you know that?” He drops a kiss on my lips. “I’ll be back later tomorrow, but I’ll try to stay in touch. And do me a favor; you be careful too. Don’t venture out alone, stick close to people you know, and—”

      I shut him up with a hard kiss.

      “I know. Now go.”

      One side of his mouth pulls up.

      “Bossy. I like it.”

      He drags the backs of his fingers over my cheek, winks at me, and the next moment he’s walking out the door.

      I walk over to the chair where Bill dumped the bag I asked him to bring from my house. As per my request, he packed my phone charger, the e-reader from my nightstand, my toothbrush, and a change of clothes. I snicker when I uncover the underwear he picked for me. He must’ve dug through my drawer to unearth the black lace panties and matching shelf bra from the piles of cotton undies and sports bras I have in there. I think I wore those only once in the years since I bought them on a whim. Lace doesn’t really work in a firehouse.

      When a nurse walks in to check on my father, I ask if I can use his bathroom for a quick shower and change. I’ve been in these same clothes since I got dressed for work yesterday morning and I’m starting to feel pretty grungy.

      Despite the pathetic trickle of the shower, I feel a lot better when I walk back into my father’s room.

      I’ve been killing time reading a book I’ve had on my Kindle for the longest time but never got around to when the smell of food has my stomach rumble. I look up to find Cap standing in the doorway, a paper bag and a take-out cup from Sonic in his hands.

      “I had to pull some strings to get past Cerberus out there,” he says, throwing a glare in the direction of the nurses’ station.

      They keep a list of approved visitors at the desk and aside from my sister and me, only Bodhi, Tucker, and Bill were added at our request. It never occurred to me someone else might want to visit.

      “If what you’re carrying in there is for me, you can come in.”

      Cap grins and walks in, handing me the bag before turning to my father’s bed.

      “How is the old man?”

      Several months ago, Cap mentioned he’d worked under Pops’s command when he was a rookie starting out at Station 3. I was moved when he shared some stories about my father one quiet night, making Pops seem a little more human than the stern hero I always viewed him as. Learning he was as fallible as the next person helped me relax into my new spot at my father’s old firehouse.

      “Hanging on.”

      I motion for him to grab the vacant chair and take a bite of the burger he brought me. I didn’t realize how hungry I was. He sits quietly beside me while I work my way through the burger, the side of fries, and half of the iced tea.

      “I’ve taken you off the schedule for the next few days. Bodhi too. I’ve got a couple of spares to cover your shifts.”

      “I should’ve called you to see if I could take a few vacation days.”

      No idea how many days I’ve accumulated, but I’ve barely taken any time off since returning to work last year.

      He grunts beside me. “Don’t worry about that now. We’ll play it by ear. See how things go here.”

      I crumple up the paper bag and toss it in the garbage.

      “It’s not looking good, Cap,” I say quietly.

      His large hand lands on my knee, giving it a squeeze.

      “I know.”

      We sit in silence, staring at the steady rise and fall of my father’s chest as the machine breathes for him.

      “I went to visit him a few times. At the nursing home.”

      “You did?”

      He never mentioned a thing to me.

      “Over the years, your father would show up at the station on occasion. He loved rehashing the old times. Never could quite get the firehouse out of his system. I figured I’d sit with him and tell him about some of our calls. He seemed to enjoy it, even though most of the time he didn’t know who I was.”

      I’m a little choked up and have to swallow hard.

      “I’m sure he loved your visits.”

      Cap shrugs. “I missed the old geezer. Was good to sit with him, even though he mostly listened.”

      He turns to look at me.

      “He did repeat something I remember him mentioning a few times over the years; how proud he was of you.”

      ***

      I sleep off and on during the night.

      Every time my eyes would pop open to find Pops still in the same position in bed, his chest still moving up and down. Then I’d mull over what Cap told me before he left and would get emotional all over again.

      I wish Pops had found a way to tell me himself.

       

      *****

       

      Bill

       

      “Well, well, well…if it isn’t the man who took down the notorious Tooth Fairy Killer.”

      After all these years, I can’t fucking believe I have to breathe the same air as this sick sack of shit again.

      Whitbread tilts back in his chair, making the chains locking him to the bolted-down table rattle. I clench my fists in my pockets to keep from wiping the glib smirk off his face.

      Gomez said to follow his lead in this interview so I stayed standing, while he took the chair across from the convict.

      “I can’t imagine what might bring you here, Detective?” he mocks me, and I struggle to keep a straight face.

      “Actually,” Gomez is the one to answer, drawing attention to himself. “Detective Evans and I had an enlightening chat with an old friend of yours last night. Remember Wilma? She certainly remembered Detective Evans.”

      That appears to have an effect on him. To my satisfaction, his face drops and his eyes narrow as he straightens in his chair.

      “What of her?” he snaps.

      “Lovely woman. I have to admit I can’t see what she saw in you, but then, neither can she. Mind like a steel trap though. You’ll be happy to know she’s spent more time than she cared to thinking of you in the past decade and a half. You’d be surprised at some of the details she was able to recall. Right, Evans?”

      I don’t say a word and stare at my boots when Gomez starts to pick at his nails. As intended, Whitbread can’t control his curiosity.

      “Like what?” he finally blurts out.

      “Oh, you know…little things, like how you had a penchant to chew on your nail beds.” Gomez leans forward to study Whitbread’s hands. “Still do, I see. Nervous tic, did you know that? Isn’t that right, Evans?” he asks me.

      “Nervous, or maybe agitated. You agitated, Ricky?” I purposely use the nickname Wilma mentioned she used to call him. “Wouldn’t be because it looks like you’re being upstaged by a copycat, is it?”

      “Bullshit!”

      I smile when he loses his temper as I’d hoped he would. The only chance we have getting something out of him is by keeping him off-balance. Gomez doesn’t give him a chance to recover.

      “That wasn’t all Wilma remembers. She mentioned you told her you’d been in a long-term relationship before you started seeing her.”

      I watch the color leech from Whitbread’s face. Gomez leans forward, his forearms on the table.

      “Who is Elaina, Ricky?”

      His eyes dart to me before he focuses back on the agent and straightens his spine.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he lies.

      I fish my notebook from my jacket and start flipping through it, noticing him following my every move.

      “Ah, here it is. Elaina Tailor. Amazing what the memory retains, isn’t it? Wilma was even able to pass on you told her this Elaina worked at UPS. Lucky for us the company keeps employee files going back decades.”

      Gomez pulls his phone from his pocket.

      “They probably sent the file through already,” he mumbles, scrolling down his screen.

      “Leave them alone.”

      Gomez’s hand stills as he looks up at Whitbread.

      “Them?”

      “Elaina, the boy, they know nothing.”

      The boy?

      My eyes briefly meet the agent’s. I can see he’s as surprised as I am.

      “Where are they? Elaina and her son?” Gomez guesses.

      Whitbread drops his head, shaking it.

      “I don’t know. They disappeared.”

      “You mean, you made them disappear.”

      His head snaps up and his eyes shoot fire at me.

      “No. I looked for them for months, but I couldn’t find them.”

      “Did you report them missing?”

      He looks away, his lips tight.

      I’m guessing that’s a no.

      By the time we walk out of the heavily guarded prison gates, a few snowflakes are starting to fall. I have a notebook scribbled full of information; Elaina’s last known address she shared with Whitbread eight months before he started his killing spree, and the name of the high school her son attended.

      Damir Tailor.

      I would bet my left nut we’re onto something here. The kid was sixteen when he and his mother disappeared, which was about nineteen years ago, according to Whitbread.  That makes sense, given that by his own admission it was eight months before he took his first victim, then it took us over a year and a half to nail the bastard, and another two years before he was convicted.

      It means Damir Tailor is about thirty-five years of age, just inside the age bracket Agent Roosberg listed on her suspect profile.

      The two-hour drive back to Denver takes forever. I’m behind the wheel, my mind grinding over the information, while Gomez is on his phone, talking to his team in Durango. Greene will be digging up whatever he can find on Elaina and Damir Tailor and run with that.

      “Did you see his face when we were asking him about the son?”

      I glance over at the agent.

      Funny he should ask that. I thought maybe I was imagining things but, clearly, he picked up on it as well.

      “I got the sense he was more upset about the son going missing than he was the mother,” I suggest.

      “That’s what it seemed like to me as well. Granted, over the seven years he says he lived with Elaina, the boy would’ve been a big part of his life as well.”

      “Makes you think, doesn’t it?” I muse out loud. “Why did they up and disappear from his life so abruptly? Why didn’t he ever report it to the police? And it definitely makes me wonder why, eight months after, Whitbread suddenly starts raping and killing young men?”

      Gomez nods beside me.

      “That could make Damir Tailor a strong candidate. Following in his abuser’s footsteps? Besting him by outsmarting the man who took Whitbread down? Sounds like it could be a motive to me.”

      Wouldn’t be the first time the victim of abuse perpetuates the cycle or even ups the ante. I suspect Damir Tailor closely followed details of the Tooth Fairy Killer’s trial. He would’ve been nineteen or twenty then.

      “Whitbread’s trial was televised.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see Gomez whip his head around.

      “What are you thinking?” he asks.

      “I’m thinking we should try and get our hands on that footage.”

      “What are you looking for?”

      I pull into the parking lot of the hotel where we spent last night and find an empty spot. Then I shift in my seat to face him.

      “Someone in the courtroom gallery who was there every day. Tall, around twenty years old, and paying very close attention to every detail of the trial.”
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      Bill

       

      “Dad, what’s going on?”

      Holy shit, my beautiful little girl looks so professional. The sloppy bun hasn’t changed, but somehow the rest of her has grown up when I wasn’t looking.

      Maybe I should’ve given her a heads-up before dropping in on her at work, but we have to be at the airport in an hour and a half. Luckily, Gomez was on board with a quick check on my daughter. He’s down the hall talking to her FBI detail, hopefully telling him not to let Maisy out of his sight.

      “Everything is fine, Pumpkin. I had some business in town and decided to swing by.”

      She cocks her hip and rests a hand on it. The expression on her face is one I remember well. I thought I saw the last of it when I told her she couldn’t go to New Orleans for spring break. She was seventeen at the time. Three weeks later I drove her and a group of her friends to the airport, and for four days after that I did not sleep.

      “Tell me. You’re in town because of that case you’re working on, aren’t you?”

      I reach her in two steps and put my hands on her shoulders.

      “Yes, that’s why I’m in Denver, but I’m here because I wanted to see you.”

      Her eyes slide past me down the hall where I know Gomez is standing with her detail.

      “Do I need to be worried?”

      “No, but don’t be reckless. Don’t make it hard on the agent shadowing you. He’s looking out for you.”

      The father in me wants to keep her close until this is over, but right now she’s probably safer right where she is, surrounded by people at work and with an FBI agent attached to her at the hip. 

      “But who’s looking after you, Dad?”

      An image of Vic flashes through my mind as I pull Maisy into a hug.

      “I’m covered, sweetheart,” I mumble by her ear.

      She hugs me back. “Will I ever get to meet her?”

      My daughter is very perceptive and not much gets past her.

      I move back a step to look her in the eye.

      “As soon as we can make it happen.”

      Her face lights up and I get the impression I’m about to be played.

      “That’s perfect. I already took time off and booked my flight for the week after next for Thanksgiving. I was going to surprise you.”

      I shake my head and chuckle. There isn’t a thing I can say to deter her that won’t blow up in my face, so I choose to say nothing. Thanksgiving has been so far from my mind; I haven’t given it any thought. My focus is stopping this sick bastard from killing again and if I needed more of an incentive, my daughter just gave it to me.

      When Gomez taps me on the shoulder, telling me we should get going, I say a quick goodbye to Maisy and promise to call her in a few days.

      Before we get on our flight, I shoot off a quick message to tell Vic I’m on my way home. She sends one back right away, letting me know she’ll be heading home soon and to meet her there.

      It’s after eight when we land in Durango. The moment Gomez takes his phone off airplane mode it starts pinging with incoming messages and bile finds its way up my throat. Did he strike again?

      Before we boarded, I briefly checked in with my partner who had little news to report. It’s possible something happened while we were in the air, but my own phone stays silent.

      While the plane taxis to the terminal, Gomez puts in a call to his office and I listen to his side of the conversation, which doesn’t tell me much. As soon as he ends the call, he turns to me.

      “Greene found records for an Elaina Tailor in Fort Collins. She worked as a maid at a motel just north of town and was found dead next to a dumpster behind her place of employment last year. Murdered. The file is still open with the Fort Collins PD.”

      “What about her son? Damir?”

      “Any record of a Damir Tailor ends after he and his mother disappeared. Greene says it’s like the boy never existed after that. Is it possible Whitbread killed the kid?”

      I consider what he suggests, but something about it doesn’t feel right for me. For one thing, I can’t see any mother staying quiet for as many years as Elaina Tailor obviously had. There may be another explanation.

      “I don’t think so,” I tell Gomez. “What if they split up? Elaina and her son. After all, the kid was almost an adult at that point. Obviously, she didn’t go too far if she stayed in Fort Collins, but it’s possible she sent the kid somewhere else to keep him safe. Maybe under a different name. Wouldn’t be too hard to build a new identity if he didn’t even have a driver’s license to begin with.”

      “That doesn’t leave us with much to go on,” Gomez grumbles as he grabs his overnight bag from the overhead compartment.

      I follow him out of the plane and down the stairs to the tarmac where I fall into step next to him.

      “We’re still waiting for the school to locate and forward us the yearbooks. With any luck, one of them has a snapshot of him somewhere. And then there is the trial footage we got from 9News to go over. If we can put a face to him, we can use that to track him down.”

      “Good point. I’ll check in with the school as soon as I get to the office. Greene is still there and I can get Roosberg or Barnes to come in for an extra pair of eyes. Wanna meet me there?” he asks when we get to the parking lot.

      “Yes, I’m just going to swing by Vic’s place. She should be home by now.”

      He’d heard me on the phone with her this morning when I called to find out how her father was doing. We ended up talking a little on the way to Florence. He told me about his family, and I told him about my daughter and Vic.

      As we reach my car first, I notice a flyer flapping under the windshield. Probably that new detailing shop that has been leaving flyers all over town. I reach for it, intending to throw it out.

      “Don’t touch!” Gomez yells.

      Immediately I retract my hand and my eyes scan the other cars parked in the row. None of them have a flyer. Then I look back at the piece of paper, noting how it appears thicker than the usual cheap copy paper. Behind me I hear a sharp snap and then Gomez reaches around me, latex gloves covering his hands. He pinches a corner of the sheet between his fingers and carefully lifts the wiper with his other hand.

      When he flips the paper over, my heart stops.

      “Shit,” he curses, while I still try to process what I’m looking at.

      It’s Vic, naked as the day she was born, in her kitchen. She has her back to the camera and is grabbing something from her freezer.

      Ice cream.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

      Forty-five minutes earlier.

       

      “I’m sorry we’re late.”

      I glance up from my reader to see Trin walking in with Bodhi on her heels.

      Trin was supposed to be here to relieve me this morning, but she called to let me know they were having an issue with Tucker. She didn’t want to get into it over the phone and told me she would fill me in later.

      “What’s going on with Tuck?”

      Trin walks to our father’s bedside and takes his hand. Bodhi gives me a half-smile and grabs a seat beside me.

      “Tucker got into a fistfight at school today,” Bodhi says softly.

      “What? Why? I thought he was doing so well.”

      Before my sister moved here from San Antonio, my nephew had run into trouble at school. Failing his classes, disrespecting his teachers, and getting into fights. But after a rocky start, he seemed to settle in here this past year.

      “He won’t tell,” Trin says from the other side of the room. “He split the other kid’s lip and bloodied his nose for a reason, but we can’t get a word out of him. He’s been suspended for a week.”

      “What about the other kid? He’s not talking either?”

      “He says Tuck attacked him in the hallway, unprovoked.”

      “I don’t buy it,” Bodhi pipes up. “That’s not Tucker. The kid must’ve said or done something for Tuck to take a swing.”

      Trin whips around and glares at Bodhi. “What could possibly justify a reaction like that?”

      Tension crackles between them and I hear Bodhi take in a deep breath.

      “I’m not justifying anything, but you’d be surprised how hard some words are to take,” he calmly responds. “For instance, I’d gotten into a few scrapes in school over trash-talking my sister.”

      “Tucker doesn’t have a sister,” Trin snaps.

      “No, but he has people he cares about. And seeing his grandfather hooked up to a breathing machine yesterday was hard on him.”

      I remember how quiet Tucker had been when Bodhi dropped in with him yesterday. Most of the time my nephew is pretty stoic, but it had been obvious he was affected seeing Pops like that. The kid has had a few upheavals in his life recently.

      “Is he home?”

      Bodhi turns to me. “Yeah. I’ll be heading back at some point.”

      “How’s Pops?” Trin asks, changing the subject.

      “The same. The doctor was in this morning and ordered some more bloodwork. The lab came by this afternoon. I haven’t heard anything though. I guess we’ll find out when Dr. Sagar does her rounds tomorrow.”

      “When was Bill’s flight coming in?” Bodhi wants to know.

      “He actually messaged me just before you guys walked in. He was waiting to board.”

      “You should head home,” he suggests. “You need a good night’s rest.”

      The chair I’m sitting in is a recliner and I managed to get in a few catnaps last night, but it’s hard to sleep with the frequent interruptions. Despite being hesitant to leave my father’s side, my bed sounds heavenly right now. That, and the prospect of Bill’s strong arms around me.

      Weird how these past weeks have so radically changed the impact of that man in my life. For a year he was on the periphery, allowing me only the occasional glimpse to feed my minor crush. Now he plays a leading role and it’s surprising how natural it feels to have him there.

      My brother-in-law is right, I should head home. I need to step out of this suspended bubble at my father’s bedside and step into my ‘real life’ for a while.

      Also, I can’t wait to have a nice, long, hot shower to wash off the antiseptic hospital smell that seems to cling to my clothes and my body.

      Hopefully before Bill arrives.

      Or not. My shower is big enough for two.

      With that enticing thought in mind, I put my hands on the armrests and heave myself out of the chair I’ve spent the better part of the past thirty-six or so hours in. My ass is numb as I collect my belongings, stuffing them back in the duffel bag Bill dropped off yesterday.

      Then I walk up to my sister and give her a hug, holding on tight for a minute. She hugs me right back but I can feel the tension in her body.

      “Tuck will be all right,” I whisper beside her ear. “He’s a good kid, who has a lot going on right now. He’ll come around.”

      I feel her nod before her arms release me. Then I shrug on my coat, wink at Bodhi, and walk out of the room.

      It’s not until I get to the lobby, I remember Bill dropped me off. I don’t have a car here. It’s in the driveway at home.

      Shit.

      I could wait until Bodhi is ready to head home and catch a ride with him, but I’d really like to get home before Bill gets there.

      The Uber app on my phone has never been used. I downloaded it years ago when Uber first became available in Durango, but I’ve never had cause to use it. It takes me a bit to navigate the thing before it tells me my ride is three minutes away.

      Eager to get some fresh air, I step outside to wait for my ride. I don’t have to wait long.

      The driver of the gray Honda CRV matches his mugshot on the app and I don’t hesitate getting into the vehicle. He knows his way around town and gets me home without even consulting his GPS.

      My car is in the driveway where I left it, but when I start walking to the house I realize I don’t have my key. I gave it to Bill and forgot to get Trin’s key off her.

      Jesus, I’m out of it.

      I swing around to see if I can catch my Uber, but the Honda is already pulling away from the curb.

      Well, shit. I either wait for Bill to get here or call Bodhi to see if he can bring me a key. Opting for the latter—I have no way to know if Bill plans to come straight here from the airport—I head up the steps and pull out my phone to give my brother-in-law a call.

      “I was waiting for you.”

      Startled, I swing around, dropping my phone in the process.

      A familiar figure steps out from the shadow of my porch.
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      Bill

       

      Her phone rings seven times before voicemail kicks in.

      I hang up and try again with the same result.

      “No answer?”

      I shake my head. Gomez immediately grabs his own phone and starts dialing.

      “Joe, we have a situation here. I need a unit at the airport. Short-term parking lot. You may want to send a crime tech out too. Our guy left a gift on Evan’s vehicle.”

      While he’s talking to my boss, I call the hospital and ask for the nurses’ station. Maybe she hasn’t left yet and simply forgot to charge her phone. My gut says otherwise, but I’m hanging on to hope.

      “This is Detective Bill Evans, could you tell me if Mr. Paige’s daughter is still with him? Room 312.”

      “I’m not sure. Let me put you through to his room.”

      I fight down the urge to puke while I wait for her to transfer me. For a fraction of a second, I feel relief when a woman’s voice answers.

      Then I realize it’s her sister.

      “Trin, it’s Bill Evans. Is Vic still there?”

      “Vic? No, Bodhi and I got here maybe forty-five minutes ago and she left maybe ten minutes after. Have you tried her phone?”

      “I did but it went to voicemail. I thought maybe I’d catch her there. Could be she’s in the shower,” I quickly suggest, not wanting to worry her.

      Not yet anyway.

      “I guess that’s possible,” she answers, but I can hear doubt in her voice.

      “I’m sure I’ll catch her at home,” I assure her. “I’ll let you know.”

      She thanks me and I end the call. Gomez is just hanging up as well.

      “She left the hospital half an hour ago. She must’ve grabbed a cab or something because she didn’t have transportation. I dropped her off there yesterday.”

      “Yeah, she could’ve grabbed a cab,” he agrees.

      “I need to get to her place.”

      Unfortunately, I’m without transportation too since my car potentially holds evidence, but before I can ask, Gomez tosses me his keyring.

      “Take mine, it’s two rows back. I’ll stay here. Let me know when you locate her.”

      I note he says when and not if. I’m grateful for that small distinction.

      I take off on a jog, finding the large Bureau-issued SUV. As I pull out of the parking lot, I put a call in to Jay on speakerphone.

      “Where are you?” I ask him the moment he answers.

      “Evans? I just got home. Why?”

      “Because that bastard left a picture of Vic taken through her kitchen window on my car. Found it when I got off the plane, and I can’t get hold of her.” The onset of panic has my hands clutching the wheel. “I’m on my way to her place, but I have a bad feeling,” I finally admit out loud.

      “I’m on my way,” is all he says before the line goes dead.

      VanDyken may not have many years on him as a detective, but he’s a good friend, and a damn good partner.

      I drive most of the way in a blur, my mind churning out a variety of scenarios and, for once, I wish I didn’t have a vivid imagination. When I turn down her street though, all my senses are focused, scanning ahead where I see her car still sitting in the driveway.

      My instinct—honed by years of police experience—has me pull along the curb instead of into the driveway. I don’t want to compromise any possible evidence should something have happened to her.

      Her house is dark, not even the porch light is on, but in the glow of the streetlamp at the end of her driveway, I catch the light reflecting off something on her steps. That feeling of nausea comes back in full force when I can just make out a cell phone.

      Driven by panic and forgetting all about proper police procedure, I cross the lawn and rush to the house, noticing her duffel bag discarded on the porch.

      “Vic!”

      I’m already yelling her name before I try the door. It’s locked. My hands shake as I try to find the right key on my key ring and slide it in the door. 

      “Vic!”

      I flip on the lights and walk into the living room. It’s empty, and so is the kitchen beyond. Nothing looks disturbed at first sight. I backtrack and check the small office to the right of the front door and the neighboring bathroom. No one.

      “Victoria!”

      My boots pound up the stairs, my heart already hammering out of my chest, but there’s no one on the top floor either, and no sign of a struggle.

      “Evans!”

      I hear Jay’s voice coming from downstairs. He must’ve broken some speed limits to get here almost at the same time.

      “She’s not here,” I yell as I go down to meet him.

      “Any sign of a struggle?”

      “Nothing. Her stuff is on the porch though. I don’t think she made it inside.”

      “Have you looked outside?” he asks, a deep crevice between his eyebrows.

      “Not yet.”

      He immediately turns on his heel and I follow him back out the door. Without speaking, he turns on the flashlight he was carrying and moves right. I automatically turn left, using the light on my cell phone to look for anything out of place. I round the corner and slip between her car and the wall, aiming for the garage, the only other place she might be.

      The hair on my neck stands on end when I spot the side door to the garage is partially open. I would’ve noticed that yesterday morning looking out the kitchen window, which means sometime between then and tonight, someone has been in the garage.

      I shine my light at the open door and the first thing I notice is a dark smudge on the edge of the frame.

      “Jay!”

      A second—stronger—beam of light joins mine as I move closer. On the paver in front of the door I find what looks like a footprint, still wet and glistening.

      “Bill, stop,” I hear my partner behind me when I step across the threshold, my heart stopping at the scene in front of me.

      “Oh Jesus…” I hear Jay whisper behind me.

      Then he clamps a hand on my shoulder and pulls me backward. Once outside, I take a few steps, bend over, and spew the contents of my stomach all over Vic’s lawn.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

      Twenty minutes earlier.

       

      “There’s been an accident.”

      Panic squeezes my chest.

      “Bill?”

      The mournful look and slight nod has me fold my arms around myself.

      “What? What happened?”

      “The plane…”

      No. That can’t be.

      I shake my head and hold up my hand to stop him from talking.

      It hurts to breathe, I hear my blood rushing in my ears, and my fingers are starting to tingle. I can feel my control slipping away.

      Maybe that’s why I don’t notice him approaching at first, but when he pulls something from his coat pocket, he has my full attention. However, before I can even open my mouth to scream, I’m hit with a jolt so strong, it snaps my jaws together and knocks me off my feet.

      Next thing I know, I’m being rolled over onto my back, his face looming over me. When he picks me up and hoists me over his shoulder, my limbs flop uselessly.

      Then he carries me down the steps and around the corner to the back of the house. There he dumps me on the grass, produces a syringe, and jabs it in my upper arm.

      There is nothing I can do as the world slowly goes black.

       

      *****

       

      Bill

       

      I’m numb as I watch the crime scene van pull up and Gomez jump out.

      Earlier, VanDyken led me by the arm from the backyard and had me wait by the car, while he put up caution tape around the perimeter of the house. I’ve been leaning against the hood, staring at my boots, only one thought in my mind.

      He won.

      Whoever he is, whatever his reasons…he beat me.

      I recognize I’m probably in shock after seeing the carnage he left behind; the short blond hair visible over the mess that was her beautiful face and body the only recognizable part of her.

      There was rage this time. A violent frenzy instead of the methodical torture and murder of his previous victims. No fire either, which is strange, but perhaps he wanted me to see what he’d done to her in every horrific detail.

      “Meredith should be here soon,” Jay says when he walks over to me.

      Good. I nod. The sooner they can get her off the wall he displayed her against, the better.

      I watch Gomez and the crime techs disappear around the side of the house and I feel the urge to stop them from seeing her, but my partner apparently reads me well because he steps in front of me to block my view.

      “Let them do their thing.”

      “I know,” I manage.

      “Want to wait in my truck? It’s getting cold.”

      It is? I never even noticed it.

      “I’m good here.”

      Gomez appears from the shadows beside the house and walks purposefully toward us. His eyes are on me.

      “Did Vic get her nails done?”

      What? What the fuck kind of question is that?

      I’m about to ask him out loud when the penny drops. Suddenly all the blood rushes to my head, making it even harder to think.

      “No,” I finally answer. “No polish if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “That’s what I’m asking.”

      He closes his eyes, lowers his head and blows out a harsh breath, then he grabs my arm, squeezing hard.

      “Fucking tell me,” I growl, and his eyes snap open and come up to meet mine.

      “How sure are you? Is there any way she could’ve gotten her nails done while we were in Denver?”

      Hope starts building in my chest. It’s almost painful. Or maybe I’m having a fucking heart attack. Either way, I’m going to bust a vessel if he doesn’t get to the point.

      “Her father is on a goddamn breathing machine in the hospital. Do you really think she’s gonna leave his side to get a fucking manicure?”

      He shakes his head and then he tells me what I was afraid to hope for.

      “I don’t think it’s her. In the garage…it’s not Vic. I suspected it when I saw the embroidery on her jeans. She’s wearing heavy makeup and her nails are electric blue.”

      “What?”

      “Our victim. I’m pretty sure it’s someone else. Not Victoria.”

      At that moment the medical examiner’s van pulls in front of the driveway, blocking it off. Suddenly I notice a crowd has started forming on the sidewalk across the street.

      “Then who the hell is she?”

      “No idea. We’ll have to wait for Doc to get her down and go through her pockets.”

      Both of us turn to watch Meredith follow her assistant up the driveway to the garage.

      “And where is Vic?”

      Gomez turns back to me, a serious expression on his face.

      “I have no idea, but the gate to the alley was open and there were drag marks in the grass. I think he took her out the back way. Benedetti has a couple of units blocking off the alley on both sides and officers are looking for any traces left behind.”

      I push away from the hood.

      “Show me.”

      Like he said, the back gate is open when we walk around the side of the garage. I’d failed to notice that earlier, I was too focused on what was in the garage. Under the bright glare of the floodlights the crime techs set up, I can see the drag marks in the grass leading toward the back gate.

      The alley running behind the houses is wide enough for the garbage truck to drive through on pickup day so it’s definitely wide enough for any other vehicle. That’s what makes most sense, the killer parked a vehicle back here. He’d be too visible in the street.

      None of that explains who the victim in the garage is.

      When I walk to the door, Gomez grabs me by the arm to hold me back.

      “Sure you want to do that?”

      I glance at him over my shoulder.

      “Yes. For the past half hour I’ve seen Vic in my mind, butchered and trussed up like something you’d find in a slaughterhouse. I need to see it’s not her.”

      This time when I carefully step over the threshold, I focus on the small details and not the entire disturbing display. The jeans, the pink Converse shoes on the victim’s feet, her hands with rings on almost every blue-tipped finger, all of those should’ve clued me in this is someone else. Even her hair, which made me think it was Vic, is clearly different under the harsh light. For one, Vic is a natural blonde, but this woman’s hair looks dyed, the darker roots visible.

      “It isn’t her,” Meredith says when she notices me.

      “I know,” I confirm.

      Then she holds up a cell phone.

      “This was in her back pocket.”

      Gomez takes it carefully between gloved fingers and turns it around.

      On the back of the case covering the cell phone is a name spelled out with little rhinestones.

      “Who is Brenda?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Bill

       

      “Her name is Brenda Winchester. She turned sixteen two weeks ago and lives two blocks from where she was found.”

      It’s after midnight and the briefing room at the police station is packed. It looks like the chief called in everyone on the force, and every member of the La Plata County FBI office is here as well. We’re packed in like sardines.

      The only ones missing are my partner and Doc Carter. They’ve gone to the girl’s home to make a death notification. I don’t envy them that job, but the hope is that her parents can perhaps shed some light on what the girl may have been doing at Vic’s.

      We’re running with the theory the killer was there for Vic all along and could have believed she was home when he saw her car in the driveway. For whatever reason, he encountered the girl instead, may have even mistaken her for Vic at first—if her back was turned, it’s possible. Hell, I thought the victim was Vic at first.

      Finding out he had the wrong person could’ve sent him into a rage, which would explain the lack of control in the way she was murdered; carving up her torso and face with deep, random slashes when he’s been so meticulous in his methods with the other two victims. 

       “We believe she was an accidental victim, not an intentional one,” Gomez continues.  

      As grateful as I am to see everyone showed up, I can’t help but wonder what is happening to Vic while we’re all jammed in this room. I know how important it is to get everyone up to speed, but no one is out there looking for her. Is she being tortured? Cut or burned, like the two earlier victims? God forbid, is he raping her?

      My phone starts ringing in my pocket, pulling me from the images forming in my mind. I pull it out to silence it when I notice it’s a hospital number calling. I answer as soon as I slip out of the room.

      “Evans.”

      “Bill? It’s Trin. I hope I didn’t wake you up.”

      “You didn’t.”

      Shit.

      I held off contacting her, hoping maybe we’d be able to find Vic before it was necessary to burden her sister with even more than she was already carrying. I know I left it too long.

      “Are you with Vic? I still can’t get hold of her and it’s unlike her not to check in.”

      “Is Bodhi with you?” I ask instead of answering her.

      “No. He’s at home. Why? What’s going on?”

      It shouldn’t surprise me she clues right in. She’s an investigative reporter after all. She can probably read between the lines as well as I can.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I haven’t found your sister yet.”

      Knowing she likely won’t sit idle and will be making calls the moment she gets off the phone with me, it won’t take her long to find out about the murder. When we left the scene, the first network van showed up. There’s still a large contingent of law enforcement searching for clues and knocking on doors. She could hear it from anyone, better she gets the story straight from me.

      “We think she was taken,” I add, launching into what we know so far over her sharp inhale.

      “Five hours,” she whispers. “My sister’s been gone for five hours already.”

      Don’t I know it.

      Five hours of enduring whatever he had planned for her. Unless she’s already dead, but somehow, I doubt that. He took someone I care about for a reason. He’d want to flaunt that in my face.  The fact we don’t know where she is right now probably means she’s still alive, but that will be of little comfort to her sister.

      “I’ll find her.”

      She barks out a harsh laugh before tearing a strip off me.

      “You also told me you’d get back to me, but instead you kept the fact Vic is missing from me for hours, so forgive me if I don’t put much faith in your promises, Detective,” she sneers.

      I can’t blame her for being angry at me, so I take it on the chin.

      “Fair enough, but you should know I’m in love with your sister so I will not stop until I find her,” I vow.

      She’s silent for a beat before she asks, “Who was it? The victim you found in the garage.”

      “Her name is Brenda Win—”

      I don’t even get a chance to finish my sentence before Trin jumps in.

      “Brenda? Blonde, short hair? Oh my God. Bodhi even mentioned once he thought she looked like a younger Vic. What was she doing there? Oh, no. Tucker. I have to call Bodhi.”

      I have a hard time following her ramble but when she mentions her son, my ears perk up. The first time I showed up at Vic’s house I remember her telling me about the hot water her nephew had gotten into with a girlfriend. Brenda?

      “Hold on,” I tell Trin before she hangs up on me. “You know Brenda?”

      “She was my son’s girlfriend.”

      “Is she the one who pretended to be pregnant?”

      “Vic told you about that?”

      “She did. Why would Brenda show up at your sister’s place?” I fire back at her, my mind frantically trying to fit all the pieces together.

      “She and Tuck apparently used the garage to hang out. We had no idea, but when we found out we read Tucker the riot act. I don’t know why she’d show up there tonight, though.”

      Unless her son was defying his parents and asked the girl to meet him there.

      “Is it possible Tucker asked her to?”

      “No,” she starts off by saying before changing her mind. “He might have. He had an incident at school today but wouldn’t tell us what precipitated it. Maybe it had something to do with… Oh God, Brenda…her poor parents.” She sounds to be in tears. “I have to call Bodhi.”

      I need to find out what her son knows.

      “I want to talk to Tucker. As soon as possible,” I tell her, expecting her to object, but she surprises me.

      “I’ll tell Bodhi to wake him up.”

      She recited her address for me and I’m just ending the call when Gomez pokes his head into the hallway.

      “Need you in here. Jasper thinks he found something.”

      I shove my phone in my pocket and head back inside, where Agent Greene looks to be hooking his laptop to the large monitor on the wall.

      “I found this picture in one of the high school yearbooks,” he says, pulling up an image of a group of kids with one boy standing off to the side.

      “This is Damir Tailor.”

      Greene aims his cursor at the kid by himself on the far right. He looks tall for his age—which can’t be more than fourteen or fifteen—and he’s quite hefty.

      He reduces the size of the window open on the screen and opens another file. This looks like a screenshot taken from a video. The location looks familiar. I spent more than my fair share in that courtroom over the course of my years in Denver.  You can see part of the defense table and I recognize Whitbread’s lawyer.

      This time the agent aims the cursor at a face in the gallery, which is packed, about three rows from the rear, almost directly behind the defendant.

      His hair is longer and he looks to have some sparse facial hair, but it is undoubtedly the same chunky kid as in the yearbook photograph. Only a little older and probably taller, since he appears to be sticking out from those around him.

      “Same guy. There’s something about him that looks familiar,” Tony Ramirez comments.

      “Hmmm,” Benedetti hums. “It’s kind of hard to tell. Maybe his eyes?  Who knows, we may have bumped into him on the street or perhaps he showed up at a scene.”

      “Fifteen years is a long time. He’d be at least thirty-five now,” I contribute to the discussion.

      But I agree with Ramirez. There is something familiar, even though I can’t quite place it.

      I fill the room in on my conversation with Vic’s sister.

      “I’m coming with you,” Gomez announces to me, before he turns to Luna. “Can you call your husband? We need eyes out on the street. This guy is smart and probably can spot a cop a mile away, but he may be more careless around a bunch of bikers.”

      Then he walks up to Greene. “I need you to print me out a few close-ups of those images right now. I want those to stay in-house for now. Don’t want to have those plastered in the news and chance spooking him into…hurting her.”

      From the quick flash of his eyes in my direction, I know he almost said, killing her but corrected himself last minute.

      Nothing I haven’t thought myself many times in the past hours.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      The first thing I notice is the cold.

      My teeth are chattering.

      I’m startled by the sound of chains when I try to move my arms to cover myself. I can’t, they’re tied down, as are my legs. At least my limbs are responding.

      When I open my eyes, I’m hit with a wave of nausea, despite the faint light. I snap them shut again and breathe in and out through my nose, willing the contents of my stomach back down. There’s a musty smell around me, maybe coming from the lumpy mattress I’m lying on.

      For the next few minutes, I try to get my bearings. My coat is gone and it feels like my pants are too, but I’m still wearing my panties and the long-sleeved shirt I had on. Images of the poor young woman chained to her motel bed flash through my mind, despite trying to block them out.

      I have no idea where I am but I’m in a heap of trouble.

      I try my eyes again, this time keeping them at slits. I’m chained to a bed in the center of what feels like a cavernous space. Earlier the rattle of the chains echoed off the walls. A strip of light shows through a crack at the bottom of a wide rolling door and when I gingerly turn my head to look around me, I notice the walls look like blocks of concrete. Unless there is something behind me I can’t see, the space looks empty.

      Other than the sound of my body’s response to the cold and my rapid breathing, I can’t hear anything.

      It looks like a large garage or a small warehouse, clearly not heated, and from what I can tell, I’m in here alone.

      No sign of the man who stunned me, then drugged me, and who must’ve brought me to wherever I am now. The last memory I have—before whatever drug he injected me with took effect—is of his cold eyes staring down at me. I hate to think his face is the last one I’ll see.

      No wonder law enforcement couldn’t find him; he’s hiding right under their noses.

      My eyes burn with useless tears as I think of Bill, finding me the way this monster left the other two women. I’m terrified, but as bad as I’m sure it will be for me, it’ll be worse for him. An image he will never be able to erase as inevitable guilt will eat him from the inside out.

      We had so little time…

      No.

      I’m not going to give up without a fight, dammit. My mutilated body will not be the last thing Bill remembers of me, and I refuse to leave Trin dealing with my death on top of our father’s impending one by herself.

      That is not going to happen.

      I pull at the chains that tie my arms over my head, the clanking against the bed frame loud as it bounces off the concrete walls. When I pull on them steadily, my hands slide down only a fraction before the chain catches. My feet are bound even tighter. Next, I try to roll over, but there is not enough give.

      My movements freeze when I hear a noise behind me, I only recognize as the sound a lighter makes when the smell of cigarette smoke reaches me.

      “There’s the fight I was hoping for,” his voice sounds almost amused. “It’s so much more enjoyable when they struggle.”

      I realize he’s been behind me the entire time.

      Watching. Waiting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Bill

       

      “Where were you tonight?”

      The kid refuses to look at Gomez, who asked the question.

      Bodhi said he’d been in his room asleep, but all I have to do is look at his stepson to know he never slept a wink. The boy is seriously tweaked, and I don’t think drugs have anything to do with it. His legs are bouncing, he’s picking at his fingernails, and he’s nervously biting his lip.

      “Home.”

      His voice is a barely audible mumble.

      “Tucker…” I wait for his eyes to flit to me. “I think you were at your aunt’s place tonight.”

      “I wasn’t there,” he says, immediately throwing a sideways glance at his stepfather.

      I give Bodhi credit for staying quiet, I don’t know I could’ve.

      “Then you won’t mind if we have a look at your shoes, right?” I ask on a hunch.

      This time I have the kid’s full attention.

      “Why do you need my shoes?”

      “To compare to a footprint.”

      That gets a reaction. He physically jerks in his seat on the couch.

      “Tucker?” Bodhi prompts him, looking concerned.

      “I didn’t do it. I didn’t. She was already…”

      “We know,” I say as the kid bursts out in tears and turns to Bodhi.

      “She sent me a text. Asked me to meet her. After what Dylan said at school, I wanted to make sure she was okay.”

      “Dylan is the kid you punched?” Bodhi asks.

      Trin had said something earlier about an incident at school. I assume they’re talking about that.

      “He’s the captain of the football team. He was spreading a story about Brenda being at a team party on the weekend. It was nasty.”

      “So you went to meet her at your aunt’s?”

      He nods. “I waited until Bodhi and Mom left for the hospital and took my bike. I knew they were gonna be a while.”

      “What time was that?” Gomez prompts.

      “I dunno, maybe six thirty?”

      “Tell me what you saw when you got there.”

      “So much blood. I thought it was some sick joke at first. Then I slipped in it and I could smell…”

      He shakes his head.

      I know what he means; the smell of death is not something you ever forget.

      “Why didn’t you call the police?” Bodhi asks.

      Tucker looks at him. “I was afraid they’d think I did it.”

      “So you took off?” Gomez wants to clarify.

      The boy nods.

      “Did you see anyone?”

      “No.” My heart sinks, but then he adds, “Not when I left, but when I was cutting down the alley on my way there, I passed some weird dude. He was stuffing something into a garbage bin a couple of houses down. I’m sure he saw me but he turned his back when I passed.”

      I meet Gomez’s eyes. Every house backing onto that alley keeps their garbage cans out there. We need to make sure every one of them has been checked thoroughly.

      “Can you describe him?”

      “I don’t know. He was really tall, but it was dark in the alley and I wasn’t really paying attention to anything else.”

      Gomez leans forward, pulling the prints Jasper made from his pocket.

      “Does he look familiar?”

      He appears to study the images and shrugs.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Your aunt is missing, Tucker,” I remind him, but apparently Bodhi hadn’t had a chance to inform him before we got here because the kid jumps out of his seat.

      “Aunt Vic?”

      “Yes, and we think the same person who hurt Brenda may have taken her. We need to find her as soon as possible, so if there’s anything you can tell us…”

      He takes a closer look at the print outs.

      “This guy was skinnier, and older. The eyes kinda look the same, but the guy I saw had no hair.”

      “He was bald?” Gomez asks.

      Tucker looks up at him and nods.

      “As a billiard ball.”

      With lightning speed, a lot of the puzzle pieces snap together in my head.

      That’s why the eyes were familiar.

      I just never thought to consider one of our own.

      I surge to my feet.

      “I know who it is.”

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      I struggle against my restraints when I feel the heat of the cigarette again.

      Just like the first time, I can’t hold back the scream when he presses the tip against my skin.

      “Beautiful,” he mumbles, stroking a finger through the tears and snot covering my face. “I think Detective Evans would agree.”

      I hate that I gave him the satisfaction and after his reference to Bill, I’m even more determined to endure the burning pain next time. Because I have no doubt, he’s not done with me.

      When he first set up the camera at the foot end of the bed and started recording, I wasn’t sure what he intended to do with it. Now I know; he’s planning to send Bill a video.

      “What did he ever do to you?” I can’t resist asking once I catch my breath.

      He looks almost surprised at my question.

      “Detective Evans? Nothing.”

      “Then I don’t understand.”

      He chuckles, a warm, normal sound which somehow makes him more terrifying.

      “Your boyfriend is nothing but a tool. I needed his attention, and I’m pretty sure I’ve got it.”

      This time when he laughs it has a maniacal edge to it. Then he pulls out his pack of cigarettes and lights another one.

      “Why did you need his attention?” I ask, desperate to keep him talking.

      “Because I knew he’d contact him. He needed to know that I’m succeeding where he failed. The pupil has become the master. Detective Evans took him down, but he won’t catch me. I’m too smart. Smarter than Ricky.”

      He seems almost eager to talk, and it takes me a moment to realize he’s bragging. About none other than Richard Whitbread.

      “The Tooth Fairy Killer?”

      He snorts derisively. “Who else?”

      “You knew him?”

      “My mother’s boyfriend. We lived with him for seven years,” he explains.

      Then he taps a nail to the incisor beside his front left tooth, which looks slightly whiter than the ones beside it.

       “I was his first victim. Did you know that?” He sounds almost proud of it. “He took my tooth too, practiced on me for years. I escaped, though.”

      I brace myself when he suddenly jumps up, the cigarette dangling from his lips. With one hand he pulls up his sweater while pushing down the waistband of his pants with the other. The exposed skin is marred with scars from groin to sternum. Countless thin white lines and plum-colored circles cover his torso.

      “He got off on the pain,” he says, staring down at his own body.

      He takes the cigarette from his lips and he traces several of the scars with the tip of his finger on the other hand.

      “At first, all it would take was one cut or one burn for me to scream before he raped me. So, I tried not to scream, but he would keep at it until I did and then rape me again. He liked boys.”

      His hand falls away from his stomach and his shirt drops back down. Then he looks at me with an expression I can’t quite place on his face.

      “I prefer girls.”

      Fear takes my breath when he sits back down on the edge of the bed by my hip. I fully expect the next assault, but instead he quietly puffs away at his cigarette, staring off into space.

      The anticipation of what is coming next is nearly too much to bear, but I’m afraid to say anything. Scared it might trigger a response I don’t want.

      When he finally speaks again, I can hardly hear his mumble.

       “He controlled me, but now I’m the one in control.”

      Then he flicks the cigarette butt toward the wall and stands. For a moment I’m hoping I dodged a bullet, but that hope is promptly squashed when he pulls a knife from his pocket.

      “How about the blade next?”

       

      *****

       

      Bill

       

      “You’re kidding me.”

      Gomez turns to Dylan Barnes, the youngest of his agents.

      “Not even a little.”

      As soon as the boy confirmed his identity from the directory I pulled up on my phone, Gomez instructed Bodhi and his stepson to keep the information to themselves. He reiterated the same to me when we got in his SUV. It was counterintuitive not to call at least my partner, but I understood the need for caution.

      Gomez lays it out for his team.

      “We don’t know where this guy has ears and we can’t risk him finding out we’re on to him. That could have devastating consequences. This one is on us. We’re going to need to move fast and do it quietly.”

      As much as I hate being forced to withhold information from my colleagues, I understand the need for it. He’s been miles ahead of us from the start, was openly at both prior murder scenes—although notably absent at last night’s—and would have had access to details of the investigation from the start.

      “Pull up everything you can find on him. He took Vic somewhere and I want to know where. I need to know his address, any vehicles in his name, properties he owns, a storage unit he rents. Shit, I want to know what shoe size he wears and where he gets his coffee in the mornings, but our main focus is search and recovery. The how and the why can wait, the where can’t. We need a location where he might be holding her and he can’t know we’re coming.”

      Both Greene and Barnes are already pounding their keyboards when Gomez turns to Luna.

      “Get Ouray on the line. If we start checking out locations, this guy will see us coming a mile away. His guys can scope a place and fly under the radar.”

      The next few minutes are silent as everybody seems to be busy either on a phone or a computer and I feel utterly useless.

      “His address is 208A, West 32nd Street. It’s half of a single-level duplex,” Barnes shares. “Front doors are side by side. Doesn’t look a likely place to hold someone captive.”

      He brings up a Google Street View of the address.

      “Agreed, but we still need to check it out. Luna? Tell them to look, not to approach.”

      Gomez nods at her and she immediately grabs her phone to pass on instructions, I assume to her husband.

      “What else do we have?”

      “Burgundy 2015 Mazda CX5. License HGY 093,” Greene answers his boss’s question.

      I hear Luna pass on the information to whomever she has on the phone.

      I’m frustrated, normally we’d be putting out a BOLO on the vehicle, but he probably has a scanner and is listening in to any calls that go out.

      “I can’t find any other properties listed in his name,” Barnes announces. “We’ve got about fifteen storage facilities within Durango, plenty more on the outskirts. No use calling those until seven at the earliest.”

      He’s right, they might have security guards overnight but the offices wouldn’t be open until the morning. It’s just coming up on four in the morning now.

      She’s been in the hands of that sick freak for nine hours.

      I pace some more, about to come out of my skin when Jasper’s comment brings me to a grinding halt.

      “Hey, did you know he’s only worked in Durango since February of this year? He was in Boulder before.” 

      A cold chill ripples down my spine as I think of him in any proximity to my Maisy. I knew he was a new addition, but I’ve never exchanged more than a few work-related words with him.

      “Boulder?” Gomez echoes before he turns to me. “Do you think your daughter’s met him?”

      I shake my head.

      “I don’t know. He got his hands on her necklace somehow. She says she lost it at the gym.”

      “Make a note to check that possibility after we find Vic,” Gomez says.

      The last word hasn’t left his mouth when the phone I’ve been clutching in my hand the whole time vibrates with an incoming message.

      It’s from a number I don’t know and instead of a message there’s a video attached.

      “Important?” Gomez asks.

      “I don’t know. It’s a video. I don’t recognize the number.”

      Despite the black background, I can’t bring myself to hit the play button. I have a really fucking bad feeling about this.

      “Show me,” Greene says, and I hand him the phone.

      He forwards the message to his computer and accesses the video that way. Then he points up to a larger screen on the wall. The same dark background is visible. I hold my breath when I watch the cursor hit the play button.

      I can hear the agents commenting, but nothing they say registers. I’m focused on the screen, where a figure chained to a bed is slowly coming into focus. Before I can make out her face, I already know it’s Vic.

      The tall figure of a man walks into view and toward the bed. He’s wearing a black hoodie pulled over his head, and he keeps his back to the camera. It’s not until he sits down on the bed beside her and she struggles against her binds, I recognize her legs are bare.

      His torso blocks the view of her upper body and a faint plume of smoke seems to drift up from his side. I brace myself for what I know is coming.

      My eyes are locked on the hand holding the glowing cigarette as it moves closer to her skin. The sound of her voice startles me when she suddenly yells, “No!”

      But nothing can be worse than the bloodcurdling scream that follows.

      As gradually as the clip started, it ends abruptly with another black screen with white lettering:

       

      Beautiful pain. 41 more.

       

      There’s a buzzing in my ears as I reach for the edge of the desk I’ve been sitting at and topple it over, roaring out my frustration.

      Papers go flying everywhere, but before I get a chance to smash something else, Gomez and Greene grab me from behind.

      “Stand down, Evans,” Gomez barks in my ear. “I will fucking lock you down if I have to.”

      I don’t give a good goddamn, but I hear Luna when she steps in front of me, her face only inches away.

      “Vic doesn’t have time for this.”

      Instantly the fight goes out of me, and I find myself planted with my ass in a chair.

      “Get yourself together,” Gomez orders.

      Then he, Barnes, and Roosberg crowd behind Greene and focus on his computer. The video is no longer up on the big screen. He must’ve turned the sound off because I can’t hear anything but I know they’re watching it again, trying to pick up on any clues.

      I get up and start picking up the papers from the floor, those words on the black screen seared in my brain. Again with the numbers. Twenty-six cuts and forty-two burns. 

      I’m not sure why, but I suddenly find myself studying a report from the lab I picked up. It’s about the knife found in the burned-out SUV, but that’s not what catches my attention.

      “Isn’t the lab in unit six?”

      “What are you talking about?” Gomez wants to know.

      I hold up the report. “This address at the top, it says unit two.”

      “Someone forgot to change the unit number after they moved. Why?”

      Walking up to the group I show them what stood out to me:

       

      2—642 Tech Center Drive

       

      “Two, six, four, two.”

      It doesn’t take Gomez more than a second to clue in.

      “The old lab. That sonofabitch, Krajcek has been waving it in our faces the entire time.”
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      Bill

       

      “It’s Benedetti.”

      I sent my partner a message earlier, telling him I was still with Gomez looking into a few things so they wouldn’t question my absence these past hours.

      “Put him on speaker,” Gomez orders.

      Luna told Ouray to rush to the police station and get the chief and VanDyken alone. We needed them to contact us out of hearing of anyone else. If we have any chance of getting Vic out alive, we need to move stealthily and the last thing we want is a mass exodus from the precinct. That would surely draw attention.

      Chances are good Krajcek works alone, but we don’t want to risk any radio chatter tipping him off.

      I’d been ready to tear out of here when I realized we just drove by the building on our way here. Vic is literally around the corner from the FBI office—right under our noses—but Agent Roosberg once again appealed to my common sense. Greene was already pulling up blueprints showing the layout of the building to look for possible points of entry.

      Only two doors give access to the garage; the double-wide bay door and an internal door from the main part of the building, where the lab and offices were housed. Gaining silent access through the bay door is out of the question, so we need to come in through the main building and do it quietly.

      I hit speaker on my phone and place it in the middle of the table while Gomez’s crew gears up.

      “Joe, it’s Damian. You alone?” Gomez says as Roosberg hands me a Kevlar vest to put on.

      “With VanDyken in my vehicle. What the fuck is going on?”

      I shrug into the vest while Gomez gives him a synopsis of the situation.

      “We can break in, but that won’t be quiet. So we’ll need a key.”

      “Property management should have one,” Benedetti suggests. “I think it’s Four Corners Holdings. They should have an emergency number. I’m on it.”

      “Good. Message only from here on in. We’re walking in.”

      “You’ll need more bodies to cover the building.”

      “We’ve got them,” Gomez responds to the chief’s comment. “Ouray’s guys.”

      It was Luna who had suggested using some of the Arrow’s Edge MC men to cover the windows and bay door in the back while we breached the building. Their bikes would be too noisy for a silent approach so they’re parking in the plaza on Highway 160, at the entrance to the industrial park.

      Not conventional—heck, not even close to by the book—but given the urgency and the need for secrecy, our best option.

      Benedetti is silent for a minute before he responds with a terse, “Understood. We’ll be there as soon as possible.”

      Gomez ends the call and fits his earpiece in, calling out a security frequency for everyone to set their radios to. Agent Barnes clips a radio to my vest and hands me the attached earpiece.

      “It’s already set,” he informs me.

      I check my department-issued Glock while the others arm themselves from the large gun locker in the hallway. Barnes hoists a large duffel with equipment over his shoulder.

      “Ready?” Gomez asks, receiving affirmative nods from all of us.

      We pick a route along the rear of the buildings at the north side of Rock Point Drive up to Burnett. After that we’ll cross Tech Center Drive so we’ll stay north of unit two. What is no more than a two-minute drive turns out to be a good ten minutes by foot.

      We cut along the tree line bordering the west side of the street to the rear of the building.

      “Ouray and the guys are already here,” Luna, who is in the lead, announces, her voice crackling in my earpiece.

      I’ve been relegated to the rear and by the time I catch up to the group, Gomez is already doling out instructions. He’s talking in a whisper so I have to strain to hear what he’s saying, when my phone buzzes in my pocket with an incoming message.

      It’s Benedetti. He’s got the key and is on his way.

      Inching my way closer to Gomez, I tap him on the shoulder and show him the text.

      “Tell him to meet us at the front. There’s a four-foot hedge along the south end extending from the side of the building to the street we’ll be taking cover behind. Remind him to walk in.”

      I type out the message and send it, receiving a thumbs-up emoticon seconds later.

      It’s been a long fucking time since I’ve run, crouching low while trying to stay light on my feet. For one thing, I’ve put on a few pounds and my center of balance isn’t quite what it once was. I almost do a face plant trying to keep up with the agents. By the time I reach the side of the building, my heart is hammering out of my chest and I’m gasping for air.

      Now would not be a good time for a heart attack. Not now that I’m this close to getting Vic back.

      We found Krajcek’s burgundy red SUV parked between two service vans at the back of the HVAC company next door.

      I know she’s here.

      Holding back near the rear corner, while the others move along the sidewall to the hedge at the front, I try to listen for any noises coming from inside.

      Nothing other than faint sounds coming from the highway below. No screams, but I don’t know whether to be worried or relieved. It’s either quiet because he’s not actively hurting her or because she’s no longer alive. I clench my fists, frustrated I’m so close but can’t do anything more than send her a silent message.

      I’m right here, honey. Hang on.

      Closing my eyes, I rest my head against the cold brick. It’s got to be near freezing and I left my bulky coat back at the FBI office.

      I hope she has a blanket.

      “Evans! Where the fuck are you?”

      The sudden crackle in my ear has me jump a foot and I rush to catch up with the others.

      Gomez shoots me a sharp glance when I crouch down beside him.

      “For a second I thought you’d gone rogue on me,” he whispers. “Don’t make me regret I let you come.”

      I almost laugh.

      No fucking way he or anyone else could’ve held me back.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      Eleven burns and six cuts.

      After the first cut I stopped screaming.

      I don’t know if it was because I became more resolved each time he inflicted pain not to give him a reaction, or if it was exhaustion, cold, or adrenaline that numbed the pain. The entire area from my stomach down to between my legs is throbbing like one giant wound.

      As my response lessened, he became more agitated. A few times I caught him mumbling a curse as he fondled his crotch. I suspect he needs my fear, my cries, to arouse him, but he won’t get a sound, or a tear out of me again.

      I can handle a few more scars on my skin, but I don’t know if I can overcome the scars on my soul if he has his way with me. And I certainly don’t want to think of what he’ll do to me after. He seems to be holding to a set pattern, quietly counting the injuries he inflicts, and I’m starting to wonder if the sequence is perhaps as important as the end result. Maybe even more so.

      Twice more he has injected me with some kind of sedative. I guess hoping he’d get more of a reaction after I woke up, but my determination to get out of this alive has grown stronger than my fear or the pain.

      I’m not sure what his timeline is—if he has one at all—but the longer I can drag this out, the more time Bill has to find me.

      I’m hanging on to the hope he will.

      “I know you’re awake. I can tell by your breathing.”

      I keep my eyes closed and listen to the crunch of his soles on the concrete floor until I know he’s standing beside me. Then I sense a rush of movement and I suck in a breath of air when a sharp pain cuts across my ribs.

      His blade.

      Eleven burns and seven cuts.

      But I don’t cry out.

      “Awake now, aren’t you?”

      No use keeping my eyes closed now, so I blink them open just as he sits down on the edge of the mattress. Glancing down, I see a fresh cut higher than the others over my ribs on the left. A little blood seeps from the wound and rolls down to the hollow of my stomach. Some of the older cuts are already clotting.

      I can’t believe I’m looking down at myself in such a clinical way, but I feel almost detached from my body.

      Still, I suppress a wince when he pulls the now familiar pack of cigarettes from his pocket.

      “Did your mother know?” I ask.

      I’ve been saving up questions I hope he will react to, giving me another small reprieve.

      My mind is all I have to fight with, since my body is immobilized. He’s smart, he’s already proven that, but he also has an inflated ego and a need to brag. I’m hoping I can use his eagerness to talk about himself to find his weak spots. Maybe if I know what buttons to push, I can bump him off course.

      I believe his mother is one of those buttons.

      He flicks on his lighter and holds it to the tip of his cigarette.

      “Know what?” he tries to deflect, making an effort to look unaffected.

      “That every time she turned her back her boyfriend was forcing himself on you. Physically harming her little boy.”

      I’m well aware it’s a dangerous game I’m playing, but it’s all I have. If I don’t try something, I’ll end up dead regardless.

      “I never told.”

      “That doesn’t mean she didn’t know. Are you trying to tell me a mother doesn’t notice the changes in her child? The multiple injuries? I don’t buy it.”

      “He hurt her too,” he argues defensively.

      “That’s no excuse. Not for a mother. Why did she leave you to suffer for seven whole years before—”

      I don’t get a chance to finish my taunt when he violently backhands my face so hard I taste blood.

      Suddenly he’s on his feet.

      “See what you made me do?” he yells, pacing agitatedly back and forth beside the bed.

      Then he leans down, so close his spittle hits my face.

      “Don’t talk about my mother. She’s at peace now, I made sure of that.”

      Oh, God. Did he kill her too?

      There’s a faint scraping sound coming from behind me and hope sparks inside my chest. Unfortunately, he heard it too and stops in his tracks, tilting his head to hear better. Another noise, this time from the rolling door. A soft metallic clang.

      “Probably rodents,” I quickly say to cover the sounds of what I hope is someone nearby. “You’d be surprised how many rats—”

      “Shut up!”

      His voice is so loud, the sound echoes off the walls.

      The next moment there’s a loud crash and a voice yelling, “Evans!”

      I hear the sound of running footsteps and then, before I can fully turn my head to get a good look, a dark shadow launches itself at my captor, knocking him to the ground.

      Chaos ensues, with more running and yelling, a loud screeching noise, and the two bodies, wrestling beside the bed. I recognize Bill’s gray hair.

      Then suddenly my bed moves. When I whip my head around, I see two men dragging my bed out of the way; one is Bill’s partner Jay, and I don’t know who the other is but he looks familiar.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll get you out of here soon,” the second guy says, taking off his leather jacket and covering me with it.

      “Shit. He’s bleeding.”

      When I turn toward the female voice, I see a couple of guys wearing the letters FBI on the back of their vests dragging the crime tech away. A woman crouches down beside a prone body.

      I can just see the light reflecting off the silver in his hair.

      “Bill!”
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      Bill

       

      “It’s fine.”

      The snot-nosed ER doctor steps in front of me, blocking my view of the partition they wheeled Vic behind.

      “Sir, you may have a concussion and this cut needs stitching. Please get back on the bed.”

      The fucker had a blade. Not that knowing it would’ve stopped me.

      Vic was smart, she let us know we’d been heard by talking about rats. When I heard him yelling, I figured he was focusing on her and we could still hold the element of surprise. I had to get in there. It didn’t matter Gomez gestured at me to hold position, I wasn’t going to miss that window of opportunity and barreled through the door.

      I only got a glimpse of Vic strapped to the bed, but long enough to see her abdomen covered in blood, and I saw red. Not the smartest move, probably, although ultimately effective since it brought that bastard down, but not before he managed to cut me. The extra padding around my waist served me well, the blade didn’t hit anything vital, even though he did manage to slip under my vest, but my head got a hard knock when it hit the floor. Hence the goose egg.

      “Let me see her and you can do to me whatever the fuck you like. I just want to see her,” I raise my voice.

      I never got a chance back at the lab. I was on the floor still trying to get my damn eyes to focus on the chaos around me, when Jay and Honon—one of Ouray’s men—hauled the entire bed outside the garage doors they’d wrenched open with Vic still strapped to it.

      By the time I made my way outside, she was already loaded into an ambulance. Joe had the foresight to dispatch one and left instructions for EMTs to come in silent and wait in the plaza below. The moment Krajcek was in handcuffs, he alerted them.

      Jay had already climbed in the back with her, which was the only reason I didn’t run the damn ambulance down. He’s my partner, I trust him with my life. He’s the only one I’d trust with Vic’s as well.

      He must’ve heard me yell because his head appears around the divider, a smirk on his face.

      “Hold your horses, partner,” he says before moving aside the bifold divider.

      I’m off the bed again and move past the twelve-year-old, who claims to be a doctor, the moment I see her in the next bed over.

      “Hey,” she whispers, softly smiling up at me.

      I brush at a few hairs stuck to her forehead.

      “Hey,” I echo. “God…it’s good to see your face.”

      My eyes scan down her body and I wince at the blood-covered gauze patches covering her abdomen.

      “I’m okay,” she says, grabbing my hand and pressing it to her chest.

      I feel her heartbeat, strong and steady, unlike my own which is still stuck in my throat, hammering away.

      “Nothing a couple of stitches won’t fix,” she adds.

      She’s tough—she wouldn’t be able to do her job if she weren’t—but I know even the strongest of us won’t go unmarked after being at the mercy of a monster for eleven hours. I’m sure it will eventually hit her. As sure as I am those eleven hours will never leave me.

      I lean down and brush her lips with a soft kiss.

      “Good.”

      “Your partner hasn’t left my side for even a second.” She looks around the room at the medical staff I’ve been ignoring. “And as you can see, I’m well looked after. So will you please get yourself taken care of?”

      “Fine,” I grumble, lowering my head to kiss her again.

      But when I straighten up, she tightens her grip on me. Her eyes lock on mine, shining with unshed tears, and I have to strain to hear her voice.

      “Thank you…for finding me.”

      I take her hands and press my lips to the pulse on the inside of her wrist.

      “I will always find you.”

      Then I wink and turn back to the exasperated physician waiting by my bed, but I don’t get very far when a whirlwind slams into me. If she wasn’t wrapped around me, I’d be doubled over from the pain.

      “Oh my God, thank you, thank you, thank you. Where is she?”

      Bodhi tries to peel Trin off me, while Tucker remains in the doorway, looking like he wants to be anywhere but here.

      “Katrina, let the man go, he’s bleeding.”

      That last bit seems to register as she releases her grip on my midsection and stares down at my shirt, which is looking a little the worse for wear.

      “Your sister is right over there,” he points out.

      I manage a quick, “Be careful!” before she launches herself at Vic.

      “You people should all be in the waiting room,” a nurse yells over the mayhem, but Trin is not that easily deterred.

      She ignores the nurse and first makes sure her sister is still in one piece, fussing over her. Vic wants to know how their father is doing and Trin assures her he’s still hanging on.

      “I want to see him,” Vic insists.

      “We’re going to have to fix you up first,” the nurse states firmly.

      It takes another few minutes for her to shoo Trin and her family out into the hallway. By then both Vic and I are being stitched up, but she’s never from my sight. I make sure of it.

      A little over an hour later I wheel Vic into her father’s room. She had to be forced to sit down in the wheelchair, but it was the only way staff would allow her to move around the hospital. My injury was minor in comparison and I managed to convince the baby doctor I did not have a concussion.

      I would’ve liked to have kept it from her, but I had to ask her if she knew about Brenda. I didn’t want her to be blindsided in case her family said anything. She didn’t know and was devastated, so I wheeled her to a quiet corner by the elevators to give her a chance to react in private before heading upstairs.

      Jay stayed back talking to Gomez, who showed up in the ER wanting to talk to Vic. I told him since Krajcek is in custody, any debriefing would have to wait until she’s had a chance to check in on her father. I’d have to catch my partner later so I could properly thank him for looking after Vic.

      At first sight her old man looks the same, but then I notice a yellow hue to his skin which wasn’t there before, and the hand Trin is holding as she sits by his bedside seems swollen. I’m not a doctor, but I know that does not bode well.

      “Oh, no,” Vic mumbles as Trin moves out of the way so I can roll the wheelchair closer to the bed.

      Trin steps up beside her sister, putting a hand on her shoulder.

      “He’s in renal failure,” she explains in a gentle voice. “Dr. Sagar was in at the crack of dawn this morning with the results of the bloodwork. His body is shutting down.”

      Vic reaches for my hand and I grab on to it, gladly providing silent support.

      “Can they do anything?” she asks, but I’m sure she already knows the answer. She just needs it confirmed.

      “He’s too far gone, Vic. She said there’s no way to know how long his body will hold out but that the end is inevitable.”

      Her hand spasms in mine and I give her a reassuring squeeze.

      If I could spare her this agony I would.

      It kills me that I can save her from the hands of a madman, but there’s nothing I can do to save her from what is coming.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      I hear what she’s saying but my mind needs some time to process.

      Trin’s hand on my shoulder and Bill’s holding on firmly to mine help me stay anchored. Otherwise, I might be coming apart at the seams.

      It’s too much. All too much.

      The tears I refused to give Krajcek only hours ago, now run hot and unchecked down my cheeks as I look at my father. Always larger than life to me—even as his mind was going—Pops is now only a mere shadow of the man he once was. Then I look at the machine breathing for him, the bag attached to his catheter, and the tubes and IVs he’s connected to.

      He would’ve hated being reduced to this.

      I know Trin is holding back that one crucial question burning on my mind as well.

      Pops never had a chance to sign a DNR order before his mind went, but he did sign a healthcare proxy naming me as the one responsible, since I was caring for him at the time. I would never make any decisions without consulting my sister—especially one as big as the one I know we are facing now—but I feel the responsibility weigh heavily on my shoulders.

      “We need…” I clear my throat and start again. “We need to talk.”

      Trin turns to me, the same pain I’m feeling written all over her face.

      “It can wait, until you feel better. You’ve been through—”

      I shake my head sharply.

      “It can’t wait, we’re only prolonging the indignity. He would hate this; you know he would.”

      Bodhi walks over from where he was sitting with Tucker and steps up behind my sister, wrapping his arms around her from behind. Bill’s thumb rubs gentle circles over the top of my hand letting me know he’s there.

      I’m grateful we both have this, my sister and me. A good man willing to stand by in silent support while we tackle one of the most difficult decisions we’ll face in our lives.

      “Dr. Sagar mentioned organ—” Trin starts.

      “Not here. Outside,” I cut her off.

      “He can’t hear us.”

      “That makes no difference.” I look at Trin. “It’s out of respect.”

      She stares back at me for a beat and then nods her head. I knew she’d understand.

      “Let me go see if I can find the doctor and if they have a quiet space you can use,” Bill says, his lips close to my ear.

      I feel his loss the moment he lets go of my hand. I grab onto the wheelchair’s armrests as he leaves the room.

      Trin moves to the door as well and Bodhi comes behind me, turning my chair around.

      “Tucker?” I call my nephew, who hasn’t said a word and makes no move to get up. “You have a voice; you’re part of this family too.”

      Out in the hallway Bill waits for us.

      “There’s a small waiting room at the end of the hall. Dr. Sagar will join us as soon as she can.”

      ***

      Three and a half hours later, Bill helps me into his car, which somehow made its way to the hospital parking lot. I’m guessing one of his colleagues.

      Pops passed away peacefully only twenty-three minutes after the machines were turned off.

      Given the condition of his body, unfortunately he wasn’t a candidate for organ donation, but Trin, Bill, and even Tucker—none of whom had registered for organ donation yet—all signed forms on the spot, in memory of Pops.

      I turn a watery smile to my sister while Tucker rolls the wheelchair back to the lobby.

      “Try to get some rest,” I tell her.

      “That’s supposed to be my line,” she fires back before adding, “I’ll try if you promise me you will too.”

      She bends into the car and kisses my cheek.

      “Call me later.”

      When Bill pulls out of the parking lot and turns on his signal to head left, toward town and my place, I cover his hand with mine.

      “I don’t think I can go home yet. Take me to your place.”

      Without hesitation he changes direction.

      “Of course.”
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      Bill

       

      “Sit down.”

      The chief drags a chair over to the door to the briefing room I just walked into and slams it down for good measure.

      “No argument,” he mumbles when I open my mouth to object again. “You’re on fucking sick leave.”

      It’s Thursday, two fucking days after I sustained a little nick and a bump on my head and I’m fine, but I know there’s no telling Benedetti that. He’s the one who told me he doesn’t want to see me back until after Thanksgiving, and only if I get a written all-clear from fucking Doogie Howser. That’s what I get for procrastinating on finding a new family doctor. I wouldn’t have to go back to that kid to get a permission slip for work.

      Jesus Christ.

      Since it appears everyone is waiting for me, I grudgingly sit my ass down.

      My partner called this morning to let me know a briefing was scheduled for eleven, which coincided with Vic and her sister’s meeting at the funeral home. I was about to blow off the briefing so I could go with her, but Vic stopped me. She urged me to come, explaining she needed an update of information herself so she could maybe get a bit of closure and focus on her father’s funeral they hope to schedule on Monday.

      One week after she was grabbed from her own front porch by a serial killer.

      It’s incredible the woman is still standing.

      Gomez and Roosberg came by the condo yesterday and had her go over every little detail of her ordeal. Some parts more than once. For two and a half hours.

      She crashed right after, emotionally exhausted, only to wake up forty minutes later bathing in sweat.

      Another nightmare.

      She was right. Her wounds are scabbing over but the emotional injury can’t start healing until she has at least the promise of closure.

      She still has to contend with the gaping wound where her father used to be.

      “This briefing won’t be long,” Gomez starts. “We will all have our hands full with this for the foreseeable future. After this meeting, all evidence, copies of notes, reports, etcetera, currently in the hands of the Durango PD is to be turned over to the Bureau. As you know, with the third victim, Brenda Winchester, and the addition of a possible fourth victim, an Elaina Tailor, the FBI will officially take over all aspects of this investigation. Since the man currently in our custody for these crimes was an employee of the Durango Police Department, I don’t need to explain to you how this creates a potential conflict of interest.”

      A few voices go up in protest, but the chief quiets them down and takes over.

      “Doesn’t matter if it’s true or not,” he states firmly. “It’s about perception. Any defense lawyer worth his salt will use it to cast doubt on the reliability of any and all evidence, and might create reasonable doubt for any jury. Any and all forensic evidence on this case will need to be reexamined by the FBI lab in Denver.”

      He sighs and runs a hand through his short hair, showing the strain of the past weeks. He’s not the only one.

      “In addition to that—and it pains me to say—we will need any evidence Krajcek collected or worked on sent to an independent lab.”

      More moaning and groaning from the room. I’m groaning too, but I’m keeping it inside. I understand the reasoning, this could be an issue if he’s worked on evidence for cases that have already gone to trial. Depending on what it was, it might be cause for a mistrial in some cases. Or if there’s already a conviction, cause for an appeal. Luckily, he’s not been here that long and the judicial system in major cases doesn’t usually work that fast, but it’s definitely a pain in the ass for us and conceivably the district attorney’s office.

      “Now that we have that out of the way,” Gomez jumps in. “Let me update you on what we’ve learned since early Tuesday morning. The man we apprehended at that time was Damir Tailor, aka David Krajcek.”

      Greene connects his laptop up to the large screen on the wall and provides visual content while Gomez takes us through an overview of the case.

      A lot of the information I’ve already heard, having sat through Vic’s account of events as she reported to the agents. Some of it is new though, apparently coming directly from Krajcek who sounds like he was eager to talk, and from evidence found at his home.

      It makes my skin crawl.

      The FBI executed a search warrant on Tuesday afternoon, finding Krajcek’s living room at the back of the house looking like a strategy room. The images Agent Greene puts up on the screen show walls full of pictures, newspaper articles, lists, copies of schedules, and two computers on a table in the middle of the room. In the corner stands a large whiteboard with a neatly handwritten timeline and names.

      At the top the names of Richard Whitbread’s victims are visible in small lettering, in the order in which they died. Below that in larger print, Caitlyn Esposito and Samantha Finch are listed as victims nine and ten, but instead of Brenda Winchester, he had written Vic’s name in the eleventh spot. That confirms what we already suspected, that Brenda was not the intended victim, but had merely been in the wrong place at the wrong time. He had been after Vic.

      To my shock, Maisy Evans is listed in the twelfth and final place, a picture of my unsuspecting daughter coming out of her gym in Boulder beside it. It’s not the only shot of her, I spot a grouping on one of the walls with what look like surveillance photos of not only Maisy, but of me.

      A chill runs down my spine when I notice a couple of pictures of me go back years. Fifteen years, to be exact. I notice a picture of a much younger me, without the gray hair and a clean-shaven face, coming down the steps of the courthouse in Denver where Whitbread’s trial was held.

      “It’s obvious Krajcek has had a hard-on for Detective Evans for a long time,” Gomez continues. “But something triggered him to act on it. Something made him kill his mother and start planning his spree. From what we can tell that timeline fits, but he’s not willing to discuss his mother or what set him off.”

      But I know.

      “I remember last year KCDO-TV ran a documentary on notorious Colorado killers. They contacted me for an interview, but I had just started here. I also wasn’t feeling the need to give Whitbread more airtime, but I caved and ended up giving them a brief interview over the phone. They used one comment I made in their film.”

      Greene is already tapping away on his keyboard. 

      “Here it is. Colorado Killers was aired September twenty-ninth of last year.”

      “Elaina Tailor was murdered three days after,” Gomez adds, confirming my suspicion.

      “Evans,” the chief draws my attention. “Remember what you said? On the clip they used?”

      Yeah, I remember. Word for word.

      I hated they chose that particular comment when it aired, but I hate it even more now.

      “That I didn’t expect to ever encounter another as challenging as the Tooth Fairy case in my life time and considered his conviction the highlight of my career.”

      “Krajcek may have taken that as a dare, given his history with Richard Whitbread,” Luna observes.

      That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.

       

      *****

       

      Vic

       

      That was brutal.

      Picking a wooden box for our father to be buried in had been surprisingly difficult. It would, after all, be the last view people would have of him and needed to be representative. Or maybe it was just my need to do right by him, even after death.

      That’s also the reason we agreed not to have an open coffin. Having my father on display for everyone to see is a custom I’ve always found a tad undignified. I personally would want to be remembered as I was in life, not trussed up like a wax doll in a box, and I know Pops would too.

      Luckily, he had been paying into a funeral plan since he retired from the department. We discovered it last year when we were trying to figure out what we could afford month to month for his care. Pops never was one to talk about what he would want if he should die, but apparently, he wasn’t in denial. That funeral plan held enough of a guideline for us to build his service around.

      “You’re quiet. How are you doing?” Bill—who just picked me up from my sister’s place—asks, putting a hand on my knee as he drives us home.

      Well, to his place anyway. From what I understand, it may be one or two more days before the FBI will release my house. Not that I’m eager to go home. In fact, given all that has happened in the past few days, I’m not sure I’ll be able to continue living there, but that’s a concern for another day.

      “A little stunned, to be honest. All of this seems surreal.”

      “I’m sure it does. It’s going to take some time.”

      I look at him and catch him glancing at me, crinkles forming by the corners of his eyes as he smiles at me warmly.

      Yes, I’m so grateful for this man.

      “I know.”

      “Did you manage to get everything sorted?” he asks, turning his attention back to the road.

      “Pops wasn’t one for a lot of fanfare, but I know many of the guys who remember him—at Station 3 in particular—will want to pay their respects. So, we’ve arranged for his service to be held at eleven in the morning in the chapel at Fort Lewis College,” I explain. “It seems fitting since it overlooks the town he loved and devoted his life to. Also, it has a bit more seating than the funeral home chapel. Then around noon we’ll take him to Greenmount Cemetery where he will be buried beside our mom.”

      “We also talked about the possibility of some kind of gathering after, but decided against it. Both my sister and I need a little time to catch our breaths. But at some point in the future, we’d like to have a casual celebration of life. Possibly at The Irish, since that was Pops’s favorite hangout.”

      “That’s a good idea.” His hand on my knee gives a little squeeze. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to know your father, but I would think he’d appreciate that.”

      He would. I know it for a fact.

      I swallow at the lump in my throat and change the subject.

      “How about you? How did the briefing go? Did you learn anything new?”

      He moves his hand from my knee and grabs the steering wheel with it. A muscle ticks in his jaw when I glance at him, and I wonder what has him upset.

      “Bill?” I prompt when the silence stretches uncomfortably.

      He flashes a tight smile in my direction and abruptly pulls into a small park along the Animas River.

      The parking lot is empty. Not a surprise since it’s freezing cold out. The weather forecast predicted our first major snowfall of the season to start later this afternoon and expected to last through morning.

      “What’s wrong?”

      His hands are still clenched on the steering wheel and he’s staring straight ahead at the fast-moving water.

      “It was me,” he says in a strangled voice.

      “What do you mean, it was you?”

      “The reason those girls died.”

      Then he turns to me and seems to wince at the sight of the fading bruise on my face.

      “The reason you were hurt, my daughter was targeted, the scars on your body…all me.” He raises his voice as he pounds himself on the chest.

      I’m not sure what’s going on, but it’s clear he’s beating himself up over something.

      “You didn’t do any of this. Krajcek did.”

      He shakes his head and lets out a dry chuckle before his eyes return unseeingly to the river.

      “Yes, but I set him off, with some stupid, thoughtless comment I made about the Tooth Fairy case.”

      “You’re making no sense. That was fifteen years ago,” I point out, still in the dark.

      “But he was there; Krajcek. He was there every day of the trial. And he was listening a year ago when they aired that comment I made. He took it as a personal challenge.”

      I’m trying to piece together where this is coming from but it still doesn’t make sense. I’m not even sure what comment he made, but it’s clear that whatever Krajcek took from it was by his own choice. 

      “But if you weren’t even aware of his existence a year ago, let alone his connection to Richard Whitbread, how could you have known how he would react to something you said?”

      He doesn’t respond, all I see is his jaw flexing so I give his shoulder a little shove and try to lighten the situation.

      “Unless you run some kind of sideline I don’t know about, involving a crystal ball, of course.”

      It takes a few seconds but then I see the corner of his mouth start to twitch. Then his hand shoots out and catches me behind the neck, pulling me close enough so he can bend over and bury his face in my neck. His shoulders shake and I can feel his chuckle against my skin.

      Despite the awful week so far, I’m smiling. It’s a good moment.

      “Fuck, woman, where have you been all my life?” he rumbles. “No wonder I’ve fallen head over heels in love with you.”

      Make that a fucking great moment.
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      Vic

       

      “Honey…”

      Bill’s hands settle on my hips when I swing my leg over his thighs.

      He’s been careful, so careful, we’ve done little more than kiss and snuggle this week.

      Not that I didn’t enjoy that, but I’d like to feel something other than the burns Krajcek left me with between my legs. The insides of my thighs are still tender, and the few stitches I needed to close a few of the cuts in my stomach pull at my skin, but at this point those are more of an annoyance than a pain.

      I crave a loving touch.

      Bill’s loving touch.

      I tried twice over the weekend to seduce him but he stopped me both times, reminding me I haven’t even had my stitches out yet. Well, neither has he, and he’s been exerting himself already.

      Friday morning, Agent Roosberg called to let me know they were done with my house. Bill called Bodhi right away and the two of them went over there to see what needed to be done to clear the dumping of snow we had off the driveway and then clean up the garage. He got home that night with paint stains on his jeans.

      He took off again Saturday morning to ‘finish up’ and spent Sunday driving around town getting groceries and running errands. During all of this he insisted I stay home and rest up. Granted, I wasn’t complaining, for once allowing myself to be looked after instead of doing the looking after, which is my default mode.

      I appreciate all he does, however, that doesn’t mean I don’t need some loving too, which is why I’m not about to let myself be deterred from my objective.

      “Hush,” I tell him. “I’m fine.”

      I sit my bare ass down on his legs and start peeling his boxers down his hips. His body appears to be on board with my plans, his cock already well-engorged, but his brain is still sputtering.

      “Vic, in two hours we—”

      Leaning forward I cover his mouth with mine, swallowing the rest of his words. When I lift, I press my fingers against his lips.

      “I know what day today is, and I adore you for trying to be my protector, but what I need right now is a lover. Start my day off with something good, Babe, because the rest of it is really gonna suck.”

       A smile slowly spreads over his face.

      “I can do that.”

      I lean forward, kissing the hollow at the base of his neck as I rub my breasts over his fine chest hair. The friction has my nipples harden and my skin break out in goosebumps. When he slides both hands down my ass and between my legs, I know his fingers will find me wet.

      “Yeah,” I mumble against his lips when I feel the smooth head of his cock bump against my crease.

      When I lift up, Bill reaches around the back of my thigh to take himself in hand, guiding himself to my entrance.

      Then he looks at me, his eyes dark with heat.

      “It’s all you, honey.”

      He doesn’t have to tell me twice.

      I let out a deep groan as I sink down on him, welcoming the way only he can fill me.

      Our lovemaking is slow and languid, our gazes locked on each other, unguarded and open. I can read the words in his eyes and feel their meaning in his touch.

      If there is anything this past week has taught me, it’s not to waste any time. Especially letting a good man into my heart.

      “I love you, William Evans.”

      He stills, his eyes searching my face.

      Then he wraps his arms around me, holds tight, and rolls us so I’m on my back, yet surprisingly still connected. He pushes up on his arms and hovers over me.

      “Now I need to fuck you.”

      And he does so fabulously.

      My nails dig into his ass cheeks, urging him deeper as he grunts with the effort. All too soon my release hits like a tsunami, washing over me with a force that steals my breath and zaps every nerve in my body. I’m still gasping for air when Bill reaches his own climax, roaring out as his muscles jerk underneath my hands.

      His heartbeat thunders against my chest as he buries his face in my neck. Wrapping my arms around him, I hold him tight against me. Soon enough we’ll have to face the harsh reality of the day, but for now we stay like that, slowly letting our bodies recover.

      I feel safe, in this post-coital bubble, when I hear the distinct sound of a door closing downstairs, followed by the sharp sound of heels on the hardwood floors.

      Bill is already pulling away from me when a woman’s voice filters up the stairs.

      “Hello! Anybody home?”

      ***

      I wasn’t expecting such a massive turnout.

      The sight of the large contingent from the Durango Fire Department, showing up in dress uniform, was surprisingly moving. It was standing room only in the chapel.

      Bodhi gave Pops’s eulogy at Trin’s and my request, describing him mostly from our stories. But he also quoted some funny anecdotes he must’ve gotten from some of the older guys at the firehouse, which were good for a few laughs. He shared how he first met Pops, how our father’s draw to Station 3 had brought him the love of his life, my sister. Then finally he had Trin and me pulling out the tissues as he described his own brief, but unique relationship with Pops—who had immediately connected with Bodhi—and managed to do it without robbing our father of his dignity.

      After the service, our firehouse engine led the way to the cemetery, a long row of vehicles following, with two more fire trucks rounding out the convoy. When Pops’s casket was lowered in the ground, all three trucks hit their sirens for a short burst to honor our father.

      That’s when I lost it, after having mostly held it together the rest of the time.

      I’m still mopping at my face as the surprisingly large crowd starts dispersing, Bill’s hand steady at the small of my back.

      “I need to put some cold water on my face,” I tell Bill when he asks me if I’m ready to go.

      Trin and Bodhi are already walking toward their vehicle and Tucker left earlier with Ravi and his parents. We’re supposed to meet my sister and brother-in-law at the Edgewater Bar & Grill for a late lunch. That had been Bill’s idea. Something to round out the day, he’d said.

      I glance beyond him to find Maisy, wiping at her eyes. 

      “Go talk to your daughter,” I tell Bill, giving his arm a squeeze before I start walking toward the cemetery building.

      That had been the other thing I wasn’t expecting today. Bill’s daughter, Maisy.

      She’d almost walked in on us this morning. It was close enough to be embarrassing.

      Needless to say, it was a little stressful, and a lot awkward, when I finally came down after a quick shower, already in my own dress uniform Bodhi brought over yesterday.

      Maisy had hopped on the six fifteen this morning, a week before her father expected her. She’d bought a last-minute ticket on a whim for a quick one-night turnaround after being scheduled at work through the weekend. I felt bad for her, she’d clearly been worried about her dad and hadn’t believed him when he told her he was fine in an earlier phone call. That is something I understand all too well.

      Unfortunately, we barely got to say hello before Bill announced we had to leave, and to my surprise Maisy jumped in the back seat of his car.

      I’m ashamed to say I barely paid her any attention; I was too focused on getting through Pops’s funeral. Hopefully, I’ll have a chance to make it up to her over lunch. I’d hate to leave a bad first impression.

      In the parking lot there are some stragglers in DPD uniform, talking in small groups, and I duck my head, not wanting to have my teary face on display. I just buried my father and I’m still worried about my credibility. What can I say? Old habits die hard.

      About twenty feet ahead of me I see one of the firefighters disappearing into the building. I recognize the uniform and the cap.

      Inside I follow the signs to the ladies’ room. Both stalls are blissfully empty and I take stock of my face in the mirror.

      I was afraid of that, red and blotchy.

      A pretty crier, I’m not.

      Moving aside the flower arrangement, I turn on the tap, cup my hands underneath the stream, and splash some water on my face. I’m still wiping water from my eyes when I hear the door open. I quickly grab a paper towel to pat my face dry when I hear the snick of a lock. When I look up, I see Lance behind me, his back leaning against the door to the hallway.

      I whip around.

      Fuck. I don’t need this.

      I almost forgot about him with everything else going on, but I should’ve known the night I pressed charges wouldn’t be the last I saw of him. The last place I expected to see him was at my father’s funeral.

      Goes to show, maybe I need to tweak my expectations, they haven’t served me well today.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I snap, angry he picks today of all days to fuck with me.

      He whips his cap off and I’m struck by his haggard appearance. He looks like he hasn’t slept in weeks and his hair is standing up in every direction. Especially after he runs an agitated hand through it.

      “I need you to drop the charges.”

      “Are you nuts?” Now I’m really getting pissed. “You know the judge will revoke your bail and put you behind bars for breeching the no-contact order, right?”

      “Not if you keep your big trap shut and drop the goddamn charges,” he raises his voice, taking a threatening step closer. “I was suspended without pay. Did you know that?”

      “Not my concern, Lance.”

      “Well, it should be. You’re the one who fucking caused this.”

      I don’t even try to hold back the bark of laughter.

      “You’re shitting me, right? You! You caused this with your foul temper and inflated sense of self. All of this is you.” I take a deep breath and point my finger at him. “You manhandled me, put your hands around my throat.” I tug at the collar of my dress shirt and expose the yellowing marks still visible around my neck. “And if you think coming into the damn ladies’ room, bullying me around, is gonna get you out of a charge you deserved years ago, you are out of your fucking mind!”

      I know he’s coming at me when he ducks his head and rounds his shoulders. But I’ve had one hand behind my back the entire time, distracting him with the other.

      The moment he charges at me, I swing my hand around, brandishing the copper pot and spraying water and flowers all over the bathroom.

      I’ve never been a violent person but the loud thunk of the impact, when the pot hits the side of his head, is strangely satisfying.

       

      *****

       

      Bill

       

      “Dad! Come quick!”

      I’m waiting by the car for Vic and my daughter, who had to use the bathroom as well. Maisy is standing in the door, waving me inside the building.

      “What?” I yell back, jogging over.

      “It’s Vic.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Ladies’ room. I heard yelling and the door is locked.”

      She cocks a thumb over her shoulder and I dart past her toward the washrooms down the hall. Halfway down I can hear Vic’s raised voice, something out of your fucking mind.

      When I reach the door I grab for the handle, just as a crash sounds from inside. The door is locked.

      “Vic! Victoria!”

      I take two steps back and am about to kick the door down when I hear a faint click. The next thing I know the door opens and Vic steps out. Behind her I see a man, wearing the same blue uniform the rest of the fire department was wearing, lying facedown on the floor.

      “What the hell is going on?”

       She turns and glances back at the prone body on the floor. I notice some kind of vase beside him and flowers strewn everywhere.

      “That’s Lance Bruner. He thought it would be a good idea to corner me in the ladies’ room and demand I drop the charges against him. Big mistake.”

      “Stay put,” I order her.

      Then I kneel down by his shoulder and feel for a pulse. I drop my head and blow out a large breath. For a moment there, I thought maybe he was dead, but his pulse is strong.

      “What happened?” I ask in a more moderate tone, as I get to my feet.

      “He came at me and I hit him with that pot,” she says impatiently.

      I get the feeling she’s about at the end of her tether.

      “You knocked him out?”

      “No, he did that himself. I hit him, the idiot lost his footing, fell, and hit the other side of his head against the marble counter.”

      I hear what sounds suspiciously like my daughter’s giggle behind me. Ignoring her, I put my hands on Vic’s shoulders, ducking so I can look her straight in the eyes.

      “Are you okay, honey?”

      She nods, but I can see her chin start to tremble. She sniffs and jerks her chin up high. Then she steps back from my hold.

      Ever the tough cookie.

      “I’m fine, but this was not the day—no, let me correct that—this wasn’t the week to mess with me.”

      “I’ll be sure to make a note of that,” Maisy says with a snicker.

      She hooks her arm through Vic’s, who seems a little shell-shocked, as my daughter starts walking her down the hall.

      “Come on, Vic, you need some fresh air. Dad can take care of that asswipe.”

      ***

      An hour and a half later, I watch Vic put down her third empty beer bottle, laughing uproariously at my daughter’s smart mouth.

      I shake my head and glance over at Bodhi, who is observing Trin busting a gut. He smirks and leans toward me.

      “Get used to it,” he says in a low voice. “These sisters, they get knocked down one minute and the next they bounce back up, finding something to laugh about. Looks like your girl fits right in.”

      Maisy had been the one to explain why we were forty-five minutes late, and she told the story in a way that had everyone in stitches.

      I sit back and take a sip of my beer, my first one, and watch as the waiter walks up with refills for the girls. I notice Bodhi is taking it slow as well. Good thing, because none of these three women look like they’re ready to call it a day anytime soon.

      Doesn’t bother me, they all deserve a little letting loose, but someone’s got to tuck them in bed later.

      “They’re gonna be hurtin’ puppies tomorrow,” I mumble, tipping back my bottle for another sip.

      Bodhi does the same beside me.

      “No doubt.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Vic

       

      “Christ, Trin. It’s six in the morning.”

      Bill stirs beside me and rolls on his back, cracking one eye open.

      “Trust me, I know. I’ve been up for an hour already making pies. It’s an emergency.”

      That has me sit up straight in bed.

      “What’s wrong?”

      At my question, Bill pushes himself up as well.

      “Bodhi’s shift ends at seven and if we’re lucky he’ll be home at seven thirty at the earliest, and my turkey has to go in at seven at the latest. Do you see my dilemma?”

      I close my eyes and squeeze the bridge of my nose with my fingers.

      “No, Trin. I don’t see your dilemma, since it’s six-fucking-o’clock in the morning, and you’re talking about pies and turkeys.”

      “Well, it is Thanksgiving.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “And I’m here trying to put dinner together for a small army.”

      “That’s because you invited a small army, Trin,” I remind her, not bothering to point out ten people does not an army make.

      Knowing my sister, she’s probably cooking for one though.

      “I couldn’t very well leave out Bodhi’s family, now could I? And Hog was going to be by himself—for Thanksgiving—can you imagine?” she rattles on. “I’m going to have a houseful expecting turkey on the table at two and I have a very tight timeline to get it all done.”

      “I offered to help.”

      That comment draws a snicker from Trin I’m not sure I appreciate.

      “Hey, you’re the one who—”

      “What the fuck is the emergency?” Bill interrupts me, grumbling.

      Right. 

      “Is that Bill? Tell him I’m sorry I woke him.”

      Only him she’s sorry about?

      “You said you had an emergency,” I prompt her.

      “Yes, I do. I need the large roasting pan.”

      “Okay…”

      I’m at a loss.

      “I’m talking about Mom’s. The one she used for the Thanksgiving turkey and Pops always had to get from the top shelf in the pantry.”

      Now I know what she’s talking about, but I’m trying to remember where I put it. I know I took it down at some point—not like I’d be cooking turkey anytime soon, or ever—but for the life of me I can’t recall what the hell I did with it.

      “I need it for the turkey, Vic,” she adds.

      “Don’t you have another pan you can use?” I suggest.

      “Not one big enough for a thirty-pound bird. Please, can you bring it to me? I can’t wait until Bodhi gets off shift, it’ll be too late”

      Only Trin would get a turkey large enough to feed at least double the number of people expected.

      Looks like I’ll have to get up. I swing my legs out of bed and let out a deep sigh.

      I haven’t been back to the house in over two weeks, except to fetch my car last week, but I couldn’t bring myself to go inside. I’m not exactly excited about the prospect.

      It’s bad enough knowing what happened to Brenda in the garage, but with Pops gone too, the house I grew up in somehow doesn’t feel like home anymore. I’d rather let it go and simply hang on to the good memories that house held before.

      I haven’t talked to Trin about the possibility of selling yet—I haven’t done anything much since Pops’s funeral to be truthful—but I know it’s something that needs to be addressed sooner rather than later. I’ve been hiding out.

      “Give me half an hour,” I tell my sister before hanging up.

      Bill insists on coming along when he hears I have to search for the damn pan at the house, ignoring my suggestion he get a few more hours in. We throw some clothes on and make a couple of coffees to go.

      It’s still dark outside when we get into the car, leaving Maisy sleeping in the spare bedroom. 

      She got in Tuesday night, which gave us all day yesterday to get to know each other a bit better. We hiked a trail in the morning—aside from the gnarly scars I’ll probably have for life, I’ve pretty much recovered—while Bill took his car in for service. Then we picked up some lunch on the way home and spent a lot of the afternoon yapping away, while Bill read. Occasionally I’d catch him listening and watching us over the top of his book, only his warm eyes and the crinkles framing them visible.

      I like Maisy. I like her a lot. She’s definitely not a simpering twenty-something, but shows grit, seems to have her life together, and adores her father. Other than the age, she’s a lot like me. On top of that, the girl is blessed with a wicked sense of humor that had me in stitches much of the time, despite the grief hovering over me like a dark, low-hanging cloud.

      It is definitely not a hardship having her around, even though her presence has a cooling effect on bedroom activities. Guess that happens with only a thin wall separating the two bedrooms. Another reason to start thinking about alternate living arrangements.

      “Sure you’re ready to do this?” Bill asks as he pulls into the driveway.

      I peek out the side window at the porch I’ve always loved, but all I feel now is sadness. Maybe I’ve already let go in my heart.

      “I’m good,” I assure him.

      He still has my key, having been over here a few times to pick up my stuff, and leads the way, unlocking the door.

      Even the familiar smell of the house doesn’t affect me the same.

      Bill reaches back for my hand and I clasp onto it as he leads the way inside.

      Nothing has changed. Everything is still in place, where I left it. I’m not quite sure why I thought it wouldn’t be. Maybe because so much else has changed over the past little while, I didn’t expect this to stay the same.

      But that’s the point, right? Good or bad, life just keeps marching forward, and some things that were part of your past simply don’t fit your future.

      Like this house.

      “Where is this infamous pan?” Bill asks, moving into the kitchen.

      “It used to be on the top shelf in the pantry but I’m pretty sure I moved it somewhere else last year.” I look at him a bit sheepishly. “I just can’t remember where.”

      We end up finding it in the basement where I’d shoved it on the shelving unit under the stairs, along with a bunch of other stuff I didn’t know where to go with at the time. Despite the work I did when Pops moved out, there is still a ton of shit to sift through. Especially if we end up selling this place.

      We pull up in front of my sister’s house at ten to seven and she already has the door open, waving us inside. A massive turkey sits on a large tray on the counter and the kitchen island is covered with four pies, a pile of peels next to a nine-gallon pot I assume holds the potatoes, and a big bowl filled with stuffing.

      She’s been busy.

      Trin’s hair is up in a haphazard bun, strands of it coming loose and hanging in her flushed face, as she impatiently blows them out of the way. She looks like she’s been running on caffeine for hours.

      “Jesus, Sis. Think maybe you’re overdoing it?”

       My comment earns me a dirty look, as she snatches the roasting pan from my hands.

      “Did I mention my mother-in-law will be here?” she tosses over her shoulder as she marches into the kitchen.

      Plunking the pan on the counter, she starts wrangling the giant turkey, trying to get it from the tray into the roaster. I do my best not to laugh out loud and Bill is even smarter, wisely lingering by the front door and out of the line of fire.

      I love Nira—Bodhi’s mom—who, despite her diminutive size and warm smile, rules the family. She also cooks like a beast and in quantities that could feed a neighborhood. My sister can hold her own in the kitchen, but that doesn’t stop Nira from bringing over food when Trin invites them for dinner. I know it irks Trin, but I don’t think it’s anything personal. Her mother-in-law simply can’t help herself.

      She finally manages to wrestle the turkey into the roasting pan and looks up victoriously.

      “Right,” she says, puffing at a persistent strand. “And if there’s too much food it means leftovers for you too, or are you complaining?”

      I would never complain about leftovers, so I raise my hands and carefully back out of the kitchen.

      “No later than one!” she yells as I’m closing the door behind me.

       

      *****

       

      Bill

       

      I’d expected Thanksgiving dinner to be a somewhat tense affair, given this is the first one for the Paige women without their father.

      I was wrong.

      I have no idea how ten people can create so much noise and still eat at the same time.

      Technically, only eight out of ten, since Bodhi seems to be more of an observer as well. The rest of them seem to have no problem eating and carrying on three different conversations at once, intermingled with a healthy dose of laughter. It goes to show the resilience of this family and I feel blessed my daughter and I are included.

      I can’t remember family gatherings like this. Not even when Maisy’s mom and I were still together. By the time Maisy was born, I had no family left and Bonnie was estranged from hers. It would be the three of us, except for a few rare occasions when we’d invite friends to celebrate the holidays with us, but that didn’t have the same close-knit feeling I get sitting at this table.

      The large dining table easily holds all of us. Five on each side, because, as Vic explained to me under her breath, Trin doesn’t like anyone at the head of the table. I have Vic to my left and Maisy to my right with Bodhi’s parents, Chuck and Nira filling out this side. Across from us from left to right are Bodhi, Trin, Hog, Bodhi’s sister, Anika, and Tucker.

      There are dishes and platters of food dividing the length of the table and covering either end. More yet on the sideboard. Hell, we could probably sit here for three days and continue eating without running out of food.

      As Vic predicted, after we dropped off the roasting pan this morning, Bodhi’s parents showed up carrying more trays into the house. It was clear Trin wasn’t too happy but she seemed to swallow her annoyance down when she greeted them warmly.

      “What about you, Bill?” Chuck asks me, leaning forward to catch my eye.

      Confused, I shake my head. “Sorry? I missed that.”

      “Don’t take it personally,” my daughter intervenes, smiling at the man. “Dad gets lost in thought all the time, right, Vic?”

      I whip my head around to catch her smiling back at Maisy.

      “I wouldn’t say all the time. There are also moments when he’s fully focused,” she says, sliding her hand along my thigh under the table. “But I agree, he can get a bit lost in his head. I think that probably makes him a good detective, which is the kind of job you can’t simply turn on or off.”

      If I thought my daughter would argue I’d be mistaken. In fact, when I turn back to Maisy, she is smiling appreciatively in Vic’s direction.

      Something warm and fuzzy settles in my chest.

      Still, having had enough of the impromptu character analysis by the two most important people in my life, I direct my attention to Bodhi’s father.

      “Sorry, Chuck, what were you asking?”

      “We were going down the table, sharing things we’re grateful for,” he explains. “It’s your turn.”

      “My girls,” I respond without thinking. “This family, for including my daughter and me, making us feel like sharing this meal with you is a given.” I grab Vic’s hand still resting on my thigh and fit our palms together, lacing our fingers. “For the promise of many more occasions like this in our future, and for this incredible woman who took a giant leap of faith letting me into her life.”

      Chuck nods approvingly and I quickly look down at my plate, a little uncomfortable having blurted out my private thoughts.

      “Awww, Dad,” Maisy coos, dropping her head on my shoulder. “For a grumpy guy, you can be a real softie.”

      Not sure if I should be offended or grateful to my daughter for injecting humor into what, at least for me, was an awkward situation, even if the chuckles going up around the table are at my expense.

      But the reaction most important to me, is Vic’s. She squeezes my hand with hers and leans close.

      “The gratitude is mine,” she whispers for my ears only. “For encouraging me to jump and giving me a soft place to land.”
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      Vic

       

      I’m nervous and I don’t get nervous easily.

      “Right at the next intersection,” I tell Bill, who is driving.

      “This isn’t too far from your sister’s,” he observes.

      It isn’t. This house is about three miles closer to town than Bodhi and Trin’s.

      Trin and I sold our family home faster than expected. We thought because of its recent history it might be a hard sell, but apparently it was the perfect location for a new family lawyer in town, hoping to run her legal firm from home.

      I’ve been staying with Bill for almost ten weeks now, seeing Christmas come and go, thinking of all our family heirlooms packed up and stuck in a storage locker not too far from his condo. As much as I love staying with him, I miss my things. He told me to feel free and make his place my own, but I didn’t take him up on it.

      Mainly because I had this dream of perhaps getting a place together. Something we both choose and walk into on equal footing. I feel like I’ve lived under someone else’s roof my entire life, I’d like to feel what it’s like to live under one that is at least partially my own.

      The reason I’m nervous is because we never really discussed any living arrangements on a permanent basis. When I mentioned to Bill I wanted to start looking for a place, he basically told me to ‘have at it.’ I’ve been wondering these past few weeks if that means looking for something for me, or for both of us.

      Yesterday, I found this place through my real estate agent and instantly fell in love with it. If the plan is for me to get my own place, I’d put in an offer in a heartbeat, but if this is meant to be our place, he has to be on board.

      He has to love it as much as I do.

      “This is the turnoff.”

      Bill turns up the long driveway, still covered in snow.

      The house is smaller than a lot of the houses along this street, but still easily bigger than Bill’s condo. It’s a renovated two-story farmhouse built in the 1950s. In fact, it’s the original farmhouse, the land around it was parceled off to make room for the more recent builds, each of which has a decent chunk of land attached. The farmhouse still sits on about four acres, what was farmland before now in large part returned to wilderness with a sizable garden both behind and in front of the house.

      The last owners renovated it top to bottom about five years ago and I really like what they’ve done to it. The downstairs, which once would’ve been a collection of smaller rooms, now is one large open space with living, dining, and kitchen flowing seamlessly into the other. On the right side, at the back of the house, they built in a separate suite with a decent-sized bedroom and bath they used as a guest space for their elderly parents, but it could easily be turned into the main suite as well. Upstairs, the landing has the original main bedroom but they turned the bathroom into an en suite, the two remaining smaller bedrooms were combined into an office space. 

      But the feature I fell in love with is the full wraparound porch going almost all the way around the house, which adds a lot of character to the place. 

      Instead of looking at the house, I keep my eyes on Bill, who seems to be driving slower the closer we get to the house. I know exactly what he’s looking at, I have it clear in my mind’s eye. The dark siding contrasted by cream trim, softened by the blanket of snow still on the ground.

      It’s perfect.

      I just hope he sees it too.

      When he stops, I find myself holding my breath.

      “This is the house you want?”

      I can’t bring myself to speak, so I nod instead.

      Shit. I’m almost sick to my stomach watching him check out the house.

      His face is inscrutable.

      “How far from the firehouse?”

      I clear my throat. “Three miles.”

      “Gonna be a tough three miles in the winter, I barely got up the road just now.”

      My heart sinks in my stomach as I turn my eyes out the windshield to the house beyond. He voices exactly what I was thinking myself driving up here, but that was before I saw the place. Afterward, I didn’t care how hard it would be to get to in the winter, I just knew I had to have the house.

      Disappointment tastes bitter.

      “Reckon the house is worth it though, don’t you?”

      I don’t quite trust my ears so I turn to him, looking for some confirmation I heard him right. He’s not quite smiling but his eyes are sparkling when he looks at me.

      “It’s a beautiful house, honey. It’s perfect.”

      My chest expands as I take in a deep breath of relief.

      “I’m so glad you like it. Wait ’til you see the inside.”

      He cracks a smile.

      “If you love it, that’s all that matters. When were you hoping to move in?”

      Wait. When was I hoping to move in? Not we, but I?

      I’m sick of myself; up and down like a damn yo-yo. So what if it’s just me? Maybe he’s not ready, but I sure am. I checked my finances, and with my share of the sale of the family home as a down payment, I can handle the monthly mortgage.

      “Not sure, I guess it depends on what the current owners are looking for as a closing date.”

      “Ask for the middle of the month,” he suggests. “My rent is month to month so that would give us two weeks to move the stuff over.”

      “Us?” My voice comes out as a squeak.

      He reaches out and brushes his thumb over my cheek.

      “Well, yeah. What did you think? I know we never really sat down and hashed it out, but I thought we were on the same page. I have no intention of letting you move out on this mountain by yourself.”

      “Let me?”

      He laughs and pulls me half across the center console, planting a hard kiss on my lips.

      “Quit pouting when I know this is what you want. Hell, it’s what I want too.”

      He lets me go and gets out of the car, rounding it to open my door. Then he holds out his hand and waits for me to grab on.

      “Let’s go, Victoria, we’ve got an offer to make.”
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