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CHAPTER ONE

Trouble arrived on a Wednesday.

And I suppose that’s kind of poetic, because if you’re going to get royally screwed, it might as well be on hump day.

The day didn’t start off bad, however. It started out rather exquisitely, actually, with a steamy shower and the slick feel of my husband’s wet, toned, deliciously soap-scented skin against my torso … and, shall we say, other body parts.

In our household, we take Wednesdays seriously.

Morning calisthenics were then followed by a proper breakfast. I cooked. And I want it noted that I cooked because I rarely cook. In fact, breakfast is the only meal I’m allowed to cook. And that’s by order of the fire marshal.

You would think that someone with my intuitive prowess would know ahead of time when she’s about to set fire to the kitchen, but the six times I’ve personally apologized to first responders, my husband, and our homeowners insurance company, would prove you wrong.

Still, breakfast of eggs, coffee, and some microwave sausage is a menu I can handle.

Surprisingly, trouble, did not arrive in the form of a smokescreen filling our kitchen. And trouble didn’t arrive as I weeded through my morning and afternoon list of clients. No, trouble—wearing one of its thousands of disguises—arrived to take an enormous shit in my lap riiiiight around five p.m., when I stopped by the Austin FBI offices to see my hubby. He’s a special agent, one notch below special agent in charge, which is a title belonging to my best friend’s husband, and Dutch’s boss, Brice Harrison.

After breezing through the doorway, intent on talking my hubby into an early dinner out on a lovely winter evening in downtown Austin (which is a place that even in February you can still eat outside under a heat lamp and take in some Spanish tapas and a great glass of cab), I spotted Dutch hanging out in Brice’s office, holding onto a football as the pair shot the shit.

“Afternoon, fellas,” I said, waving to agents Thune, Ricco, and Williams.

Thune, Ricco, and Williams are new additions to our bureau office—faces fresh outta Quantico. They’re very by-the-book and protocol-oriented. 

I find them fun to play with.

And, judging by the way they all stiffened their posture, muttered a greeting, and avoided eye contact with me, it appeared, I was getting to them.

Walking past without further comment, I almost kept going, but, like a cat that can’t quite give up the urge to have a little fun with a cornered mouse, I purposely walked three more steps before stopping abruptly and looking sharply over my shoulder.

To my delight, I found all three staring at me in surprise before they quickly each looked down at their keyboards again.

Hmmm, I thought. I haven’t picked on Ricco, lately . . . .

“Agent Ricco,” I said softly.

Ricco’s posture stiffened again, but he kept his gaze on his computer screen and pretended to type like he was taking a speed test.

I waited him out, especially since Thune and Williams both stopped their own clicking of the keyboard to look from Ricco to me and back again.

Walking over to his desk, I planted myself next to him.

He cleared his throat. “M-may I help you, Mrs. Rivers?”

I chuckled lightly. “Oh, please. We’re all friends here. Call me Ms. Cooper.”

Ricco gulped. “Yes, ma’am. Ms. Cooper, ma’am.”

I waited for him to look up at me, which he did, bracing himself for what might come next.

This is the part where I admit that, of late, I’d been pointing my radar directly into the three agents’ business, and rattling their cages something fierce. But lest you think that a rather cruel thing to do, I might also reveal that it was a direct response to the scoffing, somewhat loud conversation they’d had at the coffee shop next door the day after they joined our office and were told that a professional psychic—and one married to their direct supervisor—would be helping out on cases. 

Ricco had been especially dismissive. He and Thune had done theater-worthy impressions of me at a crime scene with multiple victims, pointing all around and yelling, “I see dead people! There! And there! And there!”

They’d had each other and several nearby tables in hysterics, and I should know, because I was also there. Chuckling right along with them—I mean, it was kind of funny in a gallows humor sort of way. Plus, because this all happened before they’d actually had a chance to meet and work with me, their little bit of theater could almost be forgiven.

Almost.

At last Ricco looked up from his keyboard, a sort of grimace pasted onto his features. I smiled gamely at him and pulled out my trusty six-shooter—and by trusty six-shooter, I mean my finger gun. “Pow, pow, pow,” I said, taking aim and riffling off three quick ones right at him.

His brow furrowed, and he glanced sideways at Thune and Williams. They wore identical expressions of confusion. 

“You’re shooting me?” he asked tentatively.

“No,” I said with a light laugh, making a show of holstering my finger gun. “I’m predicting what place you’ll get.”

Ricco’s brow furrowed a little deeper, but there was a tiiiiiiiny hint of recognition in his eyes. “What place I’ll get?”

“Mmmhmm. You know, in your marksmanship competition. That’s soon, right?”

Ricco cleared his throat, and looked sideways at his buddies again. I could see that they didn’t know what I was referring to, which made this next part all the more delicious. “Next month,” he said. “But how did you know? I haven’t told anybody about it.”

I bounced my eyebrows and tapped my temple. Then I said, “You’ll do well. At least at first. I kinda think you’ll choke toward the end. Still, third place ain’t half bad. Better luck next time.”

Ricco’s jaw dropped, which was my cue to smile even bigger, turn on my heel, and saunter away.

I caught Agent Oscar Hernandez’s eye, and we exchanged a wink. Oscar and I are buds. I noticed that he’d taken out one of his earbuds to listen to what I’d been telling Ricco, and he was laughing as he put it back in his ear. He held his palm up for a high-five as I walked past. I slapped his open hand and felt a surge of hell, yeah!

The other agents were also hiding smirks and soft chuckles. Riding a wave of approval, I strolled into Brice’s office, tossed my purse on his desk, and said, “Hello, boys. Mama’s home.”

Dutch was shaking his head at me, but there was a noticeable look of amusement on his face. I knew he hadn’t heard what I’d told Ricco, but he’d probably read all the body language through the glass wall that separated Brice’s office from the floor.

“Why do you torture them?” Brice asked. He was the only frown in attendance.

I sashayed over to the chair opposite Dutch and plopped down with a flourish. “Because it’s fun for me.”

“It’s not great for morale,” he replied testily.

I set my feet on his desk and crossed my legs. “It’s great for my morale.”

“Abby,” he sighed. “Come on. I know they were morons at first, but it’s been three weeks. Can you cut them some slack?”

I considered that. “Of course. Just as soon as they stop the hidden eye roll every time I offer up something from my radar.”

“They’re rolling their eyes at you?” Dutch asked, his expression losing all semblance of good humor. Dutch doesn’t cotton to anyone disrespecting me. In truth, Thune, Williams, and Ricco were lucky they weren’t reassigned immediately following the coffee shop incident … which I may have recorded and shown to both Brice and Dutch.

“Not overtly,” I said. “But I can feel their energy get all tense and resistant every time I comment on a case. They’re still dismissing me.”

“It could be because they haven’t yet experienced the full scope of what you can do,” Brice said. Brice was much more willing to cut the new recruits some slack. Probably because he’d once been one of the biggest skeptics I’d ever worked with. “Come on, Coop, give ’em a chance. I mean, you gave me and all the other agents in this bureau time to come to terms with what you can do. Why not cut the three stooges out there the same slack?”

I scowled. I don’t like being pressured. But Brice wasn’t just technically my own boss, he was also one of my dearest friends. “Fiiiiiiine. But if I catch so much as a snicker, they’re goin’ down, Harrison.”

“That’s a deal I can live with.”

Dutch got up and made a show of looking at his watch. “You feel like catching some grub with me out on the town, wife?”

I smiled warmly at my beautiful husband. “How’d you know?”

Dutch offered me his hand. “I’m psychic.”

I took his hand and got up, and we were just about to say our farewells when Oscar burst into the room carrying his laptop and one of his earbuds. “Guys, you have to listen to this!”

Setting his laptop on Brice’s desk, he tapped at his mouse, and instantly an angry male voice, with a hard Philly accent and a gravelly undertone, began to echo out of his computer. “… hardly recognize my own country anymore!” the speaker said. “When my own beloved bureau, the place I dedicated my life’s work to, is now recruiting sideshow carnival acts to direct investigations … is that where we are now? We’re hiring fortunetellers?”

A jolt of alarm went through me, and judging by the expressions on Dutch’s and Brice’s faces, it was going through them too.

“Who is this?” I asked softly as the male speaker went on raging.

“It’s Mike Toscano,” Brice said before Oscar could answer him. “I’d recognize that voice anywhere.”

Oscar nodded. “This is his weekly podcast. He’s the host of the Toscano FBI Files.”

“I love that show,” Dutch said. Then looking to Brice, he asked, “You know Mike Toscano?”

Brice frowned. “I do. I mentored under him right out of Quantico.”

“Wow,” Dutch said. “The guy’s a legend.”

“A legend who apparently hates me,” I said. The podcast was still playing, and Toscano wasn’t holding back.

“Somehow this charlatan conned her way into the Austin FBI offices, which is run by a former protégé of mine. A guy I trained. A guy who should know better. He’s hired her as a consultant. A consultant! What kind of bullshit is that? I can only imagine what she must be consulting about. The color of the perp’s aura? Their lucky numbers? Or maybe she just heads to the crime scene, points at the bodies, and yells out, ‘I see dead people!’ ”

All four of us stiffened again, and then, as one, we turned slowly to stare out the glass at the three stooges, who were each looking at us with concern given Oscar’s mad dash into Brice’s office. Their expressions morphed into a big fat uh-oh when we turned to glare at them. 

I pushed off Brice’s desk where I’d been leaning and walked up to the glass, fury in my eyes and murder on my mind. Using my index finger I made a slashing motion across my throat and snarled at Williams, Ricco, and Thune.

The pen Williams had been biting down on while he typed on his keyboard dropped to his desk. He looked ready to bolt.

“Thune! Williams! Ricco!” Brice roared. “Get your asses in here! Now!”

I waited until the three stooges got up from their desks to straighten their ties and plaster placid looks on their faces before I turned away from the glass. Oscar was packing up his computer and scuttling out the door. I thought about staying and giving the three duncecateers a piece of my mind, but frankly, I was too disgusted. Glancing at Dutch, I said, “I’ll be at Taloola’s.”

“Meet you there when I’m done,” he said curtly.

I headed out the door after Oscar, who paused to shake his head as he passed Williams, Ricco, and Thune. The men looked scared shitless, which was good.

When I passed them, I didn’t even make eye contact, settling for loudly muttering, “Assholes,” as I went by. And I didn’t stop to chat with Oscar, even though I knew he’d probably want a shot at trying to make me feel better. I just didn’t want him to see the real hurt in my eyes.

I mean, it’s one thing to scoff at me in a coffee shop. It’s an entirely different thing to make me the laughing stock on a podcast with hundreds of thousands of listeners.

Not to mention the damage they’d likely done to our reputation.

That thought made me hustle out of the office a little faster. There were all sorts of political ramifications to having me work as a consultant at the bureau. Given the current political climate, I was like a Bunsen burner in a room filled with powder kegs. One little breeze could bring it all crashing down, and these three bozos had decided the best course of action was to introduce an industrial fan to the mix.

“Son of a bitch,” I snapped as I shoved open the exit doors. “Son. Of. A. Bitch!”

Twenty minutes later, someone slid into the booth next to me. I didn’t see who it was right away, but I could smell my best friend’s lovely perfume a mile away.

“I hear you’re in need of a huckleberry,” she said drolly.

My head was bowed, my hair covering much of my sightline, while I repeatedly stabbed the straw of my prickly pear margarita into the bottom of the glass.

“Who called you?” I asked.

“Oscar. He filled me in, but I didn’t really need the explanation. I could hear Brice’s voice yelling in the background.”

I tossed my head to shake the hair out of my eyes and looked at Candice.

“Whoa,” she said, seeing my expression. “This really got to you, huh?”

I rolled my eyes and stared at the ceiling, water misting the rim of my lids. “Why?” was all I could say. 

Candice sighed and slid out of my side of the booth and over to the opposite side. She held up her index finger and made a swirling motion to the bartender who nodded. He was bringing our table two more prickly pears.

“I think they didn’t like the fact that they got in trouble for making fun of you at the coffee shop. This was their way of getting some revenge, and they justified it by making the suggestion that no way should a psychic be on the government payroll.”

Candice used air quotes around the word psychic. It annoyed me, not because she’d done it, but because I knew such a practice was common among the general population. To believe in psychic abilities was paramount to believing in UFOs, Bigfoot, and the Loch Ness Monster.

“Yep,” was all I said as our margaritas arrived. 

Candice looked up at the bartender, whose name was Rick. “Rick, may we have a plate of nachos please?”

My mood lifted a fraction.

“Absolutely,” he said.

“Extra banana peppers, guac, and cheese, please,” she added.

“Coming right up,” Rick promised, and left us alone again.

“God, I love you,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah,” she replied with a wave of her hand. “It’s mutual. And the three stooges will learn to love you too, Abs. Just give them time to see what you can do.”

I sighed. “That’s the point, Candice. I couldn’t care less if I win over those morons. I’m just so sick of having to prove myself again and again. It’s gotten old.”

“I get it,” she said gently. “So, what do you want to do?”

“What do you mean, what do I want to do?”

“Well, do you want to quit the bureau and just focus on your clients? I mean, pretty much every client who comes to you is a believer.”

I scowled and took a long pull of the prickly pear before speaking again. “Quit the bureau . . . .how could I even do that?”

“By quitting the bureau.”

I gave her a “get real” look.

She looked back like, “I am.”

“But what about the cases?” I asked.

Candice took a sip of her own drink before replying. “They’ll get solved. Or they won’t. If you quit, it won’t be your concern anymore.”

“What about Dutch? And Brice?”

“They’ll understand.”

“What about our business?” 

Candice is a private investigator, and I often weigh in on her cases.

“If you want to keep consulting with me, I’m sure as hell not going to stop you, but if you don’t, Abby, if you simply need a break from it all, then …”

“Then what?”

“Then take. The. Break.”

I stabbed the bottom of the glass a few more times, irritated that she was making what felt very complex so simple. “I’ll think about it,” I finally said.

“Good,” she replied, reaching out to squeeze my arm. “In the meantime, we need to decide how we’re going to get revenge on those idiots.”

For the first time in an hour I cracked a smile. “I love that you get me.”

“Hey there,” I heard from behind me. Turning, I saw Dutch coming toward us. His dress shirt was unbuttoned to expose his undershirt and his sleeves were rolled up, and I could tell he was emotionally drained. 

Sliding in next to me, he reached immediately for my margarita and took a good gulp. 

“Rough day?” Candice asked innocently.

“It wasn’t, until it was,” he said.

“How’d it go?” I asked.

“They got their asses chewed out. Brice and I still haven’t decided if they should be fired or simply reassigned.”

“Why would you do either?” I asked.

“Are you kidding?” he said.

“No.”

“Abby, what they did was so far outside the bounds of allowable protocol. It was insubordinate, disrespectful, and a flagrant violation of departmental rules. Not to mention the fact that they exposed us politically in a bad, bad way. Our whole branch could be in trouble if this thing catches wind.”

“Is that true?” I asked.

Dutch lifted his arms out of the way so Rick could set down the nachos. Before answering me, Dutch made a circling motion with his hand, signaling another round, but I covered the top of my glass with my hand and shook my head. I was starting to get a bit loopy, and I had to work in the morning. 

Dutch said, “Is it true that we could catch political hell for having you on the books? Yes. The mood in D.C. isn’t exactly favorable to our side right now, Abs.”

Candice muttered under her breath. Something about a swamp monster farting out swamp gas or something . . . .I don’t know … I couldn’t quite catch it.

More than that, however, my own intuition was starting to alert me to a very bad scenario. Kind of like the feeling you get right before a storm hits—how the hairs on the back of your neck rise up, and a foreboding settles over you.

I waited for Rick to drop off Candice’s and Dutch’s drinks and ordered myself a third. To hell with the morning’s hangover. Something told me I didn’t want to be fully conscious right before bed.

“I don’t think firing or reassigning them is the right move,” I said carefully, feeling out the situation with my radar.

“You don’t, huh?” Dutch asked. “I’ll give you credit for that because I want to tar and feather them.”

“Oh, I didn’t say I wouldn’t enjoy bringing some bodily harm into the mix, but I almost think the psychological torture would be better. Plus, it’ll keep them from spreading around more bullshit.”

Candice furrowed her brow at me. “What do you mean?”

“Well, if I were one of the three stooges, I’d probably grind my ax pretty hard over getting reassigned or fired, and I’d definitely make sure that anybody willing to listen knew it was because I stood up in the face of what I considered a waste of taxpayer dollars and a practice that would further erode the FBI’s reputation as an outstanding agency run and operated by patriots.”

“Which is what it is,” Candice muttered. And then a fire lit in her eyes, and she added, “And it’s never been anything but a patriotic, outstanding, stellar institution filled with dedicated, hardworking—”

I cut her off with a wave of my hand. “Yeah, yeah, we know. Swamp. Swamp thing. Lots of gas, blah, blah, blah … my point, however, is that in these uncertain times, we can’t let three rogue, misinformed idiots get away from us and start spreading more false rumors. It’d be the worst thing we could do, in fact.”

“You’re right,” Dutch said to me. And with a wink at Candice, he added, “And you’re right too, although if you tell anybody I said that, I’ll be forced to deny it.”

“Noted,” she said, saluting him with a nacho chip.

“To Abby’s point, though, we can’t afford to let this story get any bigger than it already is. We need to keep them with us,” Dutch said.

“But what lesson does that teach them?” Candice asked.

“Well, one of frustration,” I said. “Dutch, assign them to the dead files. Let them get good and irritated that they can’t come up with a single lead to help solve those cases, then I’ll come in tomorrow afternoon and sort through a new pile of cases to pull out some clues for Hernandez, Cox, and Baldwin.” 

Oscar Hernandez, Kevin Cox, and Scott Baldwin were our three most senior agents. In the previous few months, we’d had four other agents either retire or get promoted to other posts, which was why Brice was willing to bring in three new young recruits. He’d wanted to train them and keep them for the long haul. 

Meanwhile, I’d been working for the Austin bureau for almost eight years now, and Brice had pretty much officially tasked me with sorting through all of the cold-case files we had coming in from Texas, Oklahoma, Louisiana, and Arkansas. I filed them into two categories: solvable and unsolvable. The difference between the two was merely a question of whether I felt that the file had any “life” left in it. Meaning, if my radar said that there was an overlooked clue or a new lead to be had, then it was worth assigning to one of our agents, and I’d work with them to pull something out of nothing. 

The unsolvable files, however, all felt “dead” to me. Meaning, all possible leads had been exhausted, and there were no new clues to be had. 

And yes, it still irks me sometimes that my intuition isn’t magic, allowing me to simply pluck the answer out of the ether and solve all of the cold cases we get in, but that’s unfortunately not how intuition works. Sometimes even I’m blind to whodunit. 

The worst ones, however, are the ones where I get a feel for the suspect and his or her connection to the crime, but I can’t tweeze out a single clue that’ll lead to a bit of evidence that’ll help us solve the case. Those all go in the unsolvable pile too, but I usually also mark them with “GR,” as in, “Grrrr, I’m frustrated!”

Candice twirled a chip covered in cheese away from the diminishing pile of nachos in the center of the table. “Give them the grrr pile, Dutch.”

He chuckled. “I should.”

“But don’t tell them what the GR stands for,” I said.

“Oh, I wouldn’t.”

Candice’s phone chirped, and she pulled it from her purse to look at the display. Smirking, she set the phone back in her purse and said, “My husband has finished his workout and would like me to join him in the hot tub.”

I perked up. “What hot tub?”

“One of my wealthy clients is out of town, and there’ve been some home invasions in the neighborhood. They’re worried about their house being burgled while they’re away, so Brice and I are housesitting.”

I did a double take. “You never told me about these people.”

“No,” she said, lifting her purse and setting her napkin on the table. “I didn’t.”

“Why not?” I demanded.

Candice slid out of the booth. “Because you would’ve wanted to come over.”

“Duh. There’s a hot tub, Candice. That’s something you share with your BFF and business partner.”

Candice bounced her eyebrows. “I would’ve, but I’m too busy sharing it with my life partner who likes to give me the business.”

With that she leaned over to kiss Dutch on the top of the head before reaching across him to tuck some hair behind my ear, and then set off for parts unknown.

“You’d need to offer me a hazmat suit to get me into that hot tub,” Dutch said with a chuckle. 

I scrunched up my face at him, still miffed that Candice hadn’t shared her obvious good fortune with me. “Say what?”

“They’re totally doing it in that tub, Edgar,” he said using his favorite nickname for me. 

“Oh, ick, Dutch, why’d you have to say that?”

“So you’d feel less bad about missing out on the bubbles.”

I nodded. I did feel less bad. And then I shrugged. “The margaritas are hitting me pretty hard.”

Dutch wadded up his own napkin and placed it on top of the now-empty nacho plate. “That’s our cue to pack it in.” Dutch made a check motion at Rick. He nodded and turned to his computer to get our bill ready.

Meanwhile, Dutch pulled out his money clip, which did double-time as his credit-card holder, and tweezed out his AmEx card.

He then set his money clip on the table, and I felt myself focusing on it.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Hmm? Oh, yeah, I’m fine,” I assured him, but my attention went back to the money clip.

Dutch sent the clip spinning like a top. “Something catch your eye?” he said playfully. “Perhaps a shiny new credit card?”

I put my hand on the spinning clip to stop it and looked up at him. “No, it’s not that. It’s …”

“It’s …?”

Pointing to the clip, I tried to explain. “It’s not the cards; it’s the other stuff … the photo stuff that says you’re you.”

“Edgar, I’m usually pretty good at translating your tipsy talk, but this time you’ve stumped me.”

I sighed and rubbed my temples, trying to switch between my intuitive brain and my thinking brain.

For the record, intuition isn’t easily translated into English. In fact, it’s not easily translated into any language. It’s more multidimensional than any language could ever be. I mean, what word could you come up with to describe an image, an emotion, and a sense of time all in one? But that’s how intuition works. It’s like trying to explain the way purple looks, feels, and tastes. It’s a deeper, richer understanding of even the simplest things.

After taking a deep breath I tried again. “The clip. It pinged my radar. There’s something coming that has to do with the clip or what’s in the clip, but not having to do with money. Or credit cards.”

Dutch’s brow creased, and he reached for the clip and began to pull out everything it held.

Spreading the contents on the table, he eyed me curiously.

“Um … hi?” Rick said, appearing at our table and looking down at the display. “Did you want me to spread the bill out on separate cards?”

Dutch shook his head and handed over the AmEx. “All on this, please.”

Rick left, I’m sure a bit confused, and I stared at all the cards, money, and Dutch’s driver’s license on the table. I reached for his ID and studied it for a moment. 

Looking from the photo on the license to his gorgeous face—now a little older, with lines of distinction showing at the edges of his eyes and his mouth—I smiled. “When did we get so old?”

He took the license, eyeing it critically. “Careful who you’re calling old there, Edgar.”

“I included myself.”

“I’m aware. And we’re not old. We’re seasoned.”

I smirked. “Mmmhmm. Forty-four seasons’ worth for you, cowboy. But only forty-one for me.”

Dutch sighed and slipped his ID back into the money clip. “Don’t remind me. So, did any of this spark more from your radar?”

I shrugged. “Hard to say. For the moment, it’ll have to remain a random ping.”

“Those are always the ones that’re the most foreboding.”

“True. But there’s not a lot we can do about it now. Especially since those three margaritas are hitting me hard and I think I need to go home to bed.”

Dutch thanked Rick as he dropped off our charge slip. Scribbling his signature and peeling off a twenty as a tip, my hubby gathered up the rest of the credit cards, then nodded to me. “Let’s get you home.”





CHAPTER TWO

Two days later, the fallout—or rather, the shit storm—from Huey, Dewey, and Louie’s exploits struck.

And to think, I’d pushed for leniency . . . .

Director Gaston breezed through our doors at 10 a.m., Friday morning. No one knew he was coming, but I don’t think anyone was surprised to see him.

Well, maybe except for Williams, Ricco, and Thune. Pretty sure they were going home with stained underwear.

Still, I’d been expecting him since I woke the day before with a prickly-pear-inspired hangover. And I knew he was bringing me bad news. The ether was thick with it. I’d guess that it would render me unemployed from the bureau, which left me sadder than I’d expected. It also brought no sense of relief, which was also puzzling given the way I complain about working some of the cases we get.

Anyway, Friday morning, the director walked in quietly, without fanfare or advance warning, strolling past the three stooges with barely a dark look before continuing down the central aisle, nodding to Hernandez, Cox, and Baldwin before stopping at my desk.

He then waited silently while I pretended to be super-duper absorbed in a cold-case file. 

“Director,” I said softly, without looking up. I could feel his gaze, and the gaze of every agent in the place, on me.

“Abigail,” he replied, just as softly.

With a sigh I closed the file and slid it to the side before I bent down to retrieve my purse. Standing, I faced him, offered him my hand, and forced a smile. “It’s been a pleasure working for you, sir.”

He took my hand. His was cool and soft, surprisingly gentle. “You’re leaving us?” he asked, and for the first time since I’d met him, I saw surprise in his eyes.

“Aren’t I?” I asked in return.

The edges of his mouth quirked. “Not quite yet.”

I set my purse on the desk. “Huh. I was expecting you to fire me.”

“Why would I do that?”

I pointed over his shoulder, wagging my finger at the idiots. I enjoyed it when their eyes widened a fraction before the director looked over his shoulder and as one they all looked down at the files in front of them.

Gaston inhaled deeply. “Yes. I’ll be dealing with them shortly, but for now, I’d like a word with you, your husband, and Special Agent Harrison.”

It was my turn to look over my shoulder, and I saw both Brice and Dutch standing at their respective desks, staring out the glass with identical expressions of concern.

“Of course, sir,” I said to Gaston.

He motioned for me to go ahead of him, and as I passed Oscar’s desk, I saw him give me a thumbs-up—a small but welcomed gesture of support. 

After taking a seat at the conference table in Brice’s office, I waited for the men to get comfortable, and was grateful for the fact that Dutch chose the seat next to me and even moved his chair a little closer. 

“Director,” he said when Gaston eyed him curiously.

“Rivers,” he said in return. 

“We weren’t expecting you.”

“No?” he asked skeptically. The man had as good a lie detector as I did.

Dutch’s face tinged with color, and he opened his mouth to reply, but before he could, Gaston added, “The podcast didn’t tip you off?”

“Toscano’s FBI Files,” Brice said. “Yes, sir. We heard it too.”

“It’s creating quite the stir in D.C.,” Gaston said.

“I think you mean, I’m creating quite the stir, sir,” I said.

Gaston eyed me with that same half-quirk smile he usually favored me with. “Yes. I do.”

“How damaging is it for us?” Brice asked.

There was the tiniest hint of nervousness in Brice’s voice. It caused me to look at him, and it was then that I realized how much pride he carried for his job.

That in and of itself was surprising, because up until a few months ago, Brice had been seriously considering retiring from the bureau. He and Dutch had worked several particularly tough cases involving human slave trafficking, and it’d taken its toll. Adding insult to injury had been a difficult case involving one of our side-business partners, and I think it’d all been a little much for Brice.

He’d rebounded though—well, somewhat—but there were moments when I could tell he was struggling with the decision to stay or take his retirement and dive full-time into the private sector.

But at this particular moment, the only thing pouring off his energy was a nervous protectiveness for the bureau he’d given his blood, sweat, and tears for.

“Quite damaging,” Gaston said, in answer to Brice’s question. “But I believe I have a solution. It’s not ideal, but it might work to keep the doors open.”

His gaze settled on me, and I frowned. “If I need to resign, then I’m willing,” I said. “I can take one for the team.”

“If she’s forced to resign, Director, then I will too,” Brice said.

My attention went back to him, and I offered him what I hoped was a profoundly grateful expression.

“You’ll be adding a third resignation to that list, Director,” Dutch said, taking my hand and squeezing it.

Gaston chuckled—a truly rare reaction for him—and shook his head. “As you know, I oversee eight different bureaus, all but one of which are triple the size of this one, and yet, your office solves thirty percent more cases than my second-best branch. And might I add that only your bureau gets the cold-case files—the toughest cases to crack by a longshot. Harrison, why do you think your percentages are so much higher?”

For a moment, Brice looked at a loss for words. But then his gaze settled on me again, and he said, “The only reason I can think of, sir, is because we have Abby.”

Gaston nodded. “My thoughts exactly. So, allow me to put all this talk of resigning out of your heads. No one is resigning. But, we all may be out of a job if we don’t get this situation in hand.”

“What do you propose?” I asked, knowing full well the director already had a plan.

Gaston shifted his gaze to me, but it was clear he was speaking to all of us. “I’ve asked Mike Toscano to come to Austin.”

My eyes bulged. “He’s coming here?”

“He is.”

“Why?” I asked next.

“As you may or may not know, Abigail, Mike Toscano is FBI royalty. He’s a legend, and his podcast is particularly popular with HQ. They’re concerned about the optics on this. It’s a public relations disaster and they want it handled. Smoothed over. Publicly.”

“Whoa, wait, wait, wait,” I said. “You want us to meet on the air?”

“Yes.”

I looked at Dutch; he didn’t appear happy either. 

“I’m assuming you want Abby to read for Mike? To prove to him that she’s the real deal?” Dutch asked.

“No,” Gaston said, and his gaze dropped to the table where he began to make circles with his index finger. “I want her to solve his toughest cold case. And I want her to do that during a podcast of his FBI files.”

My mouth fell open. “How long are his podcasts, exactly?”

“Never longer than two hours,” Gaston said, lifting his gaze to look me dead in the eye. 

I gulped. “So … no pressure.”

The director shrugged casually. “None whatsoever.”

“What’s the case?” I asked next. Maybe I could get a peek at it before Toscano arrived, and feel it out for any clues that might’ve been overlooked.

“I have no idea,” Gaston said. “I told him that, in the interest of keeping things transparent, he was to share none of the details of the case with me or anyone else at this office. The only thing I know is that it’s a case he worked on for fifteen years, right up until he retired, and was never able to solve.”

“When does he arrive?” Brice asked.

Gaston lifted his watch, glancing at it. “In an hour.”

I threw my hands up. “This is impossible!” I snapped. I mean, I’m good, but if Toscano brought me a file where there were no additional clues to be sussed out of the ether, then it’d be DOA … and so would my career with the FBI. “Director, you can’t expect me to solve a twenty-year-old cold case—”

“Seventeen,” he corrected.

“—on a podcast in two hours or less!”

“Why not?”

“Because … because … what if it’s a dead cold case? Huh? Or a grrr? What if there just aren’t any more clues to be tweezed out of the ether and even I can’t help solve it?”

“Then we let the chips fall where they may, Abigail,” he said. “This was the only way to get him here to meet you and see what you’re about before casting judgment on us all.”

I seriously felt a little sick to my stomach as the scope of what he was asking me to do settled on my shoulders. I glanced at Dutch and then Brice, hoping they could offer something that might make more sense to the director, but they wore similar expressions of shock and frustration. 

Gaston got up from his seat and placed his fingertips on the table. “I know it’s a lot to ask,” he said so softly that I had to lean in to hear him. “But if Abigail doesn’t hit it out of park today, then within the week, D.C. will not only shut her down, but all of us.” Turning his head toward the window, he allowed his gaze to finish the rest of the thought. 

I looked out of the glass too, and saw Hernandez on the phone, leaning back as he spoke to someone about a case. Next to him Agent Cox stood, holding open a file I’d given him only an hour ago, and just a little behind both of them was Agent Baldwin, who was busy at one of the whiteboards, putting up photos of the two men I’d identified as the ones who’d burned down four black churches over the course of a week in Louisiana. 

They were all career FBI men and had some ways to go before they’d be looking at a full pension and retirement benefits. 

Or, they could all be dismissed due to their connection to me.

In other words, I held everyone’s future in my hands.

“Son of a bitch,” I muttered, getting up from the table too. “I need some air.”

Without another word, I stepped around Dutch and walked out the door, headed straight to my desk, grabbed my phone and my purse, and made a beeline for the exit.

“Cooper?” I heard Oscar call, but I merely lifted my hand and waved him off, too angry, petrified, upset, and nauseated to explain. 

I took a pit stop in the ladies’ room, then headed to the elevator, shivering with anxiety. After pressing the down button, I shrugged into my coat and wiped at my eyes. Tears of frustration kept brimming over the edges of my lids and leaking down my cheeks. 

Before the elevator could arrive, a presence stepped up next to me. Annoyed, I glared hard at the elevator door. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Understood,” Oscar said. “But how about a cup of coffee?”

I shook my head, wishing he’d just go away.

“Come on, Cooper,” he coaxed. “Let me buy you a cup of coffee.”

I wiped my eyes again, and stared at my feet. The elevator arrived with a ding and the doors opened, but neither of us moved to get inside. “It’s so unfair,” I whispered.

“I’ll even throw in a cookie,” Oscar said. “They should be coming out of the oven right about now.”

I stepped into the carriage as the doors started to close, which caused them to bounce back open again. Pressing the lobby button, I lifted my chin and asked Oscar, who was still standing in the same spot, “You coming?”

He smiled and got in with me.

Ten minutes later, we were settled in a small booth at the back of the coffee shop, which was moderately populated this time of day mainly with students from the University of Texas.

Oscar set down a plate of three warm, gooey chocolate chip cookies while I took a tentative sip of my mocha-caramel latte, testing its heat. 

“Did Harrison tell you we found the bank account Juarez has been using to funnel his money?”

Oscar was referring to a cold case he and I had been working for the past two weeks, which centered on a major operator in the opioid trade. One of the clues I’d pulled out of the ether was that the central suspect, Emilio Juarez, was moving money through a bank account connected to an older female relative on his mom’s side, and there was something about the bank that made it stand out to me. I had associated it with either a school or something about earning a top grade. It was an obscure sort of clue that didn’t make sense to me at the time, but that was the only way I could interpret it.

“He didn’t,” I said stiffly, already regretting allowing Oscar to come sit with me during my hour of sulk.

“It belongs to Juarez’s great-aunt. She has an account at A+ Credit Union that funnels an obscene amount of money through it. Cool, huh?” 

I nodded. “Yeah, I guess that’s pretty cool.”

“From the records I was able to pull, Juarez has been moving money through that account since twenty-thirteen.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, teasing off a small bit of the cookie.

“And now I’ve got proof of money laundering, fraud, conspiracy, tax evasion . . . .”

“That’s good,” I said, taking another sip of coffee and looking around the coffee shop.

“No,” Oscar said. “It’s a freaking miracle.”

I shifted my gaze to him, and felt the corners of my mouth lift. “I doubt it’s an actual miracle, buddy.”

“Cooper,” he began, reaching over to grab one of the cookies for himself. “It’s not just a random clue you pulled out of the ether. That clue was the clue. It’s the link to everything. Juarez comes from a big family. He’s one of eleven siblings, and both his mom and dad have six and eight siblings apiece, and their parents each had more than sixteen siblings between them. In all those people, you were able to help narrow down the search to just six women. All I had to do was focus on the women in his family who are older than his mother, which left one aunt, his grandmother, and her four sisters. And only one of those six had an account through A+ Credit Union. Juarez’s oldest living great-aunt.”

I took another bite of cookie, which was annoyingly delicious. “I know you’re building up to a point here. Want to just get to it?”

Oscar grinned and shook his head at me. “Only you would think it’s no big deal that, two weeks after giving me a lead on a case no one had been able to crack for five years, we’ve now got enough evidence to make several arrests. We can bring down his whole ring, Abby.”

“I know you’re trying to make me feel better, Oscar, but the truth is, no amount of validation is going to help if I can’t instantly pull some magic clue out of the ether on a seventeen-year-old cold case. There’s about a ninety percent chance I’m going to fail today, and then everybody I care about is going to lose their jobs. You included.”

Oscar shook his head again. “No we’re not.”

“The director begs to differ.”

“Cooper,” Oscar said, “no matter how shitty the press gets, there’s no way that D.C. is going to shut down its most successful bureau. Numbers don’t lie. People do.”

I squinted at him. “Three years ago I would’ve agreed with you, but things are different now. These days it doesn’t matter what the numbers say—facts don’t matter. It’s about optics, and nobody’s gonna say that putting a professional psychic on the government’s payroll is a good idea.”

“I’ll say it,” Oscar argued. “And so will every single agent who’s ever worked with you, Cooper.”

“Really?” I snarled. “Are you counting the three amigos in that calculation?”

I wasn’t mad at Oscar; I knew he was trying to make me feel better, but the fact was, even though I’d worked my ass off for the past ten years solving crimes for the feds, often putting my own life on the line, there was no loyalty these days in D.C. People like me were gleefully thrown under the bus and run over. Multiple times for good measure.

Oscar sighed. “We should’ve handled them better,” he said. “Bringing in three new bloods was risky, but no one’s complained about you for years—even with your charming personality.”

Oscar grinned, but I threw a piece of cookie at him. “Ha!” I sneered. “Kick a girl while she’s down. Great tactic.”

“Sorry, Coop, but someone’s gotta shake you out of your funk. Listen, I know you’re worried, but like I’ve been trying to tell you for the past twenty minutes, you’re good, Chiquita. Like jaw-droppingly good. So go into this with some confidence.”

“I’m not tooting my own horn by agreeing with you, which, I do, but it might not be enough this time, buddy. If Toscano brings me a file that’s a dead end, we’re done.”

“So we’ll just have to hope he brings you something you can work with.”

I lifted my wrist and eyed the time. Toscano would be here in less than thirty minutes, and I was in no mood to greet him. “Oscar?”

“Yeah?”

“I really appreciate all your support, but I think I need to be alone with my thoughts for a little bit.”

Oscar nodded and gathered up his paper cup and napkin. “You got it. I’ll be upstairs if you need me. Along with every other agent who’s come to respect the hell out of you and considers you the most valuable asset to the team.”

I felt my eyes mist at the sincerity of his statement. Swallowing hard, I asked, “Do you really mean that, or are you embellishing to cheer me up?”

Oscar shook his head ruefully. “Hell, Cooper, I’m underselling it. You really have no idea how much we appreciate and have come to rely on you. For real.”

With that he offered me a fist bump and left me to my thoughts.

Nearly an hour later, and with my phone buzzing with more than a dozen texts from my husband, my boss, and my boss’s boss, I strolled through the glass doors again and walked down the center aisle like I owned the place.

Oscar’s parting words in the coffee shop had settled around my shoulders like armor, insulating me from the fear of failure. In other words, I’d felt all of my mojo come back.

I’d also perhaps come down with a slight case of the fuckits.

If Toscano’s cold case was a dud …(shrug)… fuckit.

If he was a skeptic who absolutely refused to be convinced … fuckit.

If he vowed to have all of his listeners heat up the phone lines to HQ and Congress just because I was on the books … fuckit.

If I did my best, and still couldn’t pull a decent clue out of the ether … fuckit.

If Hernandez, Cox, and Baldwin lost their jobs … fuckit. (They were young and experienced and had a lot to offer. They’d find work in the private sector for probably a lot more money.)

If Dutch and Brice lost their jobs as a result … fuckit. (They had a side business that was making them better coin anyway.)

If the director was demoted, or let go … fuckit. (That man was as lethal as a bullet to the brain, and any idiot who dared to double-cross him would pay. Fuckit to that consequence too.)

And if my reputation was sullied, besmirched, or otherwise ruined because of this stupid podcast stunt … superfuckit. I’ve been meaning to take a long vacation anyway.

And yeah, maybe I had more than a slight case of the fuckits, but whatever. The point is that when I came back into the office, I was ready to play ball, bitches.

“Ah,” Director Gaston said as I strolled forward toward him thirty minutes late. “Here is Ms. Cooper now.”

Gaston was standing next to an absolute bear of a man. And not the cute, cuddly Gund teddy bear kind of way. More like a grizzly. Or a polar bear. Or a combo of the two. A grolar bear. (And yeah, that’s a real thing . . . .)

Toscano was at least six-feet-six. He towered over every single person standing nearby. And he wasn’t just tall, he was also broad and thick. 

I put him around sixty-something, but age obviously hadn’t diminished his physical presence. He studied me shrewdly with narrowed eyes that were deeply set into a long face with a little turkey-neck action going on. He had a thick gray mustache and round wire-rimmed glasses set atop a crooked nose that’d definitely been broken. Maybe even more than once. 

His hair was thin on top, thicker by the ears, and he wore a simple dark blue blazer, polo shirt, and casually styled khaki pants, but there wasn’t really anything else casual about him. There was a vibe on him that was hard and cold. He was a guy who’d seen too much of the worst side of humanity, and it’d gotten into his bones … like a cancer.

He would’ve scared the hell out of me if I weren’t simply feverish myself with a good case of the fuckits.

Stopping in front of Gaston, I acknowledged Toscano with only the slightest nod, then refocused on Gaston. “Director,” I said smoothly.

That slight quirk to his lips returned, and there passed between us something of an understanding. He knew my attitude, and approved.

Toscano eyed his watch with annoyance. I noticed it was one of those gold, company-issued “You’ve retired!” watches the FBI hands out to those agents who make it past the thirty-year mark. I was surprised by how cheap the thing looked.

“We’re set up in the conference room,” Dutch said, his face unreadable. I knew he had my back in this, but I also knew he didn’t quite understand my attitude, and was doing his best to hide his annoyance. 

Brice, on the other hand, looked ready to kill me. He stood angrily to one side, clenching his jaw and avoiding eye contact. 

“What do you want me to do?” I asked him, just to pull him out of his grump.

All heads swiveled to Brice, and he looked fully put on the spot. “Uh … head to the conference room, and Mr. Toscano will introduce you to his podcast audience and show you his file.”

“Cool,” I said. Then I turned on my heel and walked back toward the conference room. I passed Oscar on the way and stuck out my hand to low-five him as I went. 

He got what I was all about, and he offered me a sideways grin. “Go get ’em,” he whispered as I passed. 

The three stooges stood next to each other, arms crossed and expressions of satisfaction covering their stupid faces. I curled my lip at them, and made that slashing motion with my finger across my throat again, just to let them know that one way or another, I’d get my revenge.

Entering the conference room, I was surprised to find it jam-packed with electronics. There were cameras, microphones, headphones, wires, laptops, and big control consoles spread out on the surface of the conference table, and there were a number of men in there already, stepping carefully over all the cords and such.

I paused just inside the doorway to take it all in, and the guys inside paused to take me in too. “Where do I sit?” I asked.

A man wearing a ball cap stepped forward. “You the fortuneteller?” he asked by way of introduction. 

“Yes, but you, mortal, may refer to me as the Great Omnipotent One.”

His eyes bugged a little. He didn’t know if I was joking or not. 

“This is Abigail Cooper,” Gaston said with a chuckle, sneaking in behind me to take my elbow and lead me deeper into the room.

“Ah,” the ball-cap wearer said. “Okay, yeah. Um … put her over there.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him and refused to move another step. “Dude,” I snapped, my voice hard. “I am not a thing. I’m a person. And I’m here voluntarily but against my better judgment, so the second you start treating me like a joke, or an object, I walk. We clear?”

The room went deadly quiet, and the tension ratcheted up six degrees. Next to me I saw the director fold his arms and hedge just a fraction closer to me: a show of support. 

Toscano stood near the doorway, and looked from me to the ball-cap dude, his expression flat. Ball-cap dude looked startled, like he’d been walking along like normal only to discover that he’d just stepped in dog poop. 

“Okay,” was all he said. 

Hardly an apology, but perhaps all I was going to get out of him. 

I rolled my eyes and moved over to the seat he’d indicated, sitting down and crossing my own arms as Toscano and Ball Cap exchanged a few raised-brow looks, which was super-duper annoying, but fuckit.





CHAPTER THREE

Not even five minutes later, we were ready to roll. Toscano sat in a seat only three feet away, which was a bit too close for comfort, but the room was so cramped with bodies that I couldn’t complain or change the setup. As his crew scrambled to get the podcast launched, my gaze focused on a thick binder Toscano had placed in front of him, and rested one of his big meaty hands on its surface, protectively. 

I was a bit startled when he suddenly addressed me. “Ms. Cooper,” he said. “How would you like me to introduce you?”

I shrugged. “I guess simply by my name. Abigail Cooper. Or just Abby, if you prefer.”

Toscano began to jot himself a note. “Okay. I’m going to give my regular show intro, then ask you some questions about your background, how long you’ve worked for the bureau, etc. Then we’ll get to the cold case I’ve brought to test your ‘abilities.’ ” Toscano had used air quotes on that last word, and I immediately reacted by standing up and tugging off the headphones, setting them on the table as I then began to scoot my chair back. 

“What’s happening?” Ball Cap asked.

“I’m leaving,” I said to him.

“Why?” he asked, looking from a confused Toscano, back to me again.

I rounded on Toscano, and let all my anger rise to the surface. Leaning forward over the table to get up in his grill, I snapped my fingers and used air quotes the same way he had. “My ‘abilities’?” I knew the move had been subconscious, but it’d ticked me off royally. If we went on air and that was his attitude, no amount of amazing information I could pull out of the ether would overrule his derision. I’d be dead in the water before I even began.

“What’s she so upset about?” Toscano asked Gaston.

“She is standing right here!” I yelled. 

Toscano considered me with impatience, and I leaned in even more. “Listen,” I said curtly. “You’re about to go on air with a total dud. If I walk, you’ve got nothing for an audience that is tuning in solely to hear you serve up some fillet-o-fortuneteller. If I leave, you’ll have to explain to them that I walked because you refused to come into this with even a scintilla of the same measure of respect you’d afford the lowliest criminal. I’m a person, Mr. Toscano. Believe or disbelieve in my abilities, I don’t give a fuck, but you will not treat me derisively to my face!”

Again the room was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Toscano and I stared at each other for a long couple of seconds, and finally, Toscano nodded. “Understood,” he said. And then he surprised me. He placed a hand on his heart and added, “I apologize, Ms. Cooper. You’re right. You work alongside two men I know and respect, and because of that, I probably shouldn’t judge you until I’ve seen what you’re about.”

Squaring my shoulders, I returned to my seat and again put on the headphones. And yes, it was a tiny bit satisfying to watch the men tiptoe for the next thirty seconds in total silence as they tried not to set me off again. 

On a signal from Ball Cap I heard a beep in my headphones, and then Toscano’s smooth baritone filled my ears. “Hello, and welcome to another addition of the Toscano FBI Files. I’m Mike Toscano, your host, and with me today is Abigail Cooper, who claims to have psychic abilities.”

I narrowed my eyes a little at his use of “claims to have psychic abilities,” and let him know he was walking that fine line again. Toscano paused slightly before continuing.

“Ms. Cooper, why don’t you tell us a little bit about your background?”

I inched toward the microphone and gathered my thoughts and slapped on the voice of Miss Congeniality. “Well, Mr. Toscano, I’ve been a professional psychic for most of the past two decades. My abilities emerged when I was young, probably around the age of seven or so, and I did my level best to ignore them all the way through college. But a year or two after graduating, I started to pay more attention to the information that I would kind of casually pick up at random, and then I realized that this was an ability that could be used as a skill. So, I trained myself, and I had a mentor—a fellow psychic who also guided me—and before long, I launched my own psychic-readings business and had a long waiting list of clients.

“Then, one day, one of my clients was murdered, and I helped solve her murder. Then I helped solve several more. Eventually, I was introduced to some influential people in the bureau, who wanted to test my abilities—”

My gaze flashed to Gaston and Brice. They both smiled slightly as the memory of that time came to mind. 

“The tests they set up were quite difficult, but I managed to pass them, and solve two more murder cases in the process. After that, I began working regularly as a consultant for the FBI.”

“How long have you been on the government’s payroll?” Toscano asked next.

I glared at him. That was an incendiary statement, and I resented it. “I’ve been working alongside these fine agents for the past decade, Mr. Toscano. And I’ll keep working alongside them for as long as they need me.”

“How much are they paying you?” he asked next. 

Brice was standing against the wall next to Gaston and Dutch. He was in my direct line of sight and I saw him shift uncomfortably at the question. We were getting into dicey territory here. Toscano was pulling out ammunition for his audience to use against me should I fail his test, and we all knew it.

“I’m paid a hundred-and-twenty-five dollars an hour,” I said.

“Plus expenses?”

“Yes.”

Toscano whistled. “That’s a nice paycheck.”

“Is it?” I asked in return. “How much does the average FBI informant make?”

Toscano squinted at me. “You’re not an informant.”

“True. But, just so your listeners are aware, the average FBI informant makes sixty-seven-thousand dollars, and is typically employed over a three-month term. That works out to twenty-two-thousand dollars a month—”

“It’s apples to oranges, Ms. Cooper,” Toscano interrupted. “You’re not an informant.”

“Again, that’s true, but in an effort to demonstrate why employing me actually makes economic sense, the average informant helps bring to justice just four criminals. Four. In the past year alone, Mr. Toscano, I’ve assisted in twenty-seven cases that’ve resulted in arrests. Within the past four years, cases I’ve worked have resulted in the conviction of over a hundred criminals. And that’s not just with the Austin bureau—that includes bureaus in L.A., Michigan, D.C., and Virginia. 

“So, to better compare apples to actual apples, in the past four years I’ve made over two-hundred thousand dollars with the FBI. That’s great money, for sure, but I earned every penny of it. In return, the government convicted over a hundred of the worst of the worst. The same number of criminals brought to justice using informants would’ve cost the government one-million, six-hundred-seventy-five thousand dollars. The numbers don’t lie, sir. And, might I also remind you and your listeners that the vast majority of cases to which I’m assigned are the coldest of cold cases. Those files that’ve already been through an exhaustive investigative process, and from which no new leads can be produced, and yet I’m still able to tweeze out enough new information for this bureau to pursue active leads that have led to over one hundred convictions that otherwise never would’ve happened. So you tell me, Mr. Toscano, if I’m a good use of taxpayer money or not.”

I sat back from the microphone sooooo grateful to my intuition for making me do a bunch of research and calculations down in the coffee shop. I’d had a feeling this topic would come up, and I sounded prepared, and logical in my argument. Point to Abby.

“How do we know, though, that you actually contributed to the cases that were resolved?” Toscano asked. “For all I know, you merely encouraged a group of very good investigators to look at these cases in a different way that sparked a new direction.”

“Well, you’re free to interview any of the outstanding agents I’ve worked with to see if that was the case, and if you call any of the other branches that I named, I’m positive they’d be willing to attest to my abilities as well, but I’m also pretty sure even if you did that, Mr. Toscano, you’d still remain a confirmed skeptic. So how about we simply cut to the chase, and have me take a look at that file of yours?”

For the first time, Toscano’s expression flashed a hint of enthusiasm. He couldn’t wait to show me the file, which I had no doubt he knew like the back of his hand.

Every agent has a series of files like the one in front of him. Those cases that haunt them to the grave. The ones that got away. The ones that led only to dead ends. The ones that soaked up hours and hours of time, energy, effort, and peace of mind. They were the soul suckers. The files that ate away at every agent who worked on them until all that was left was a bitter, angry, slow-burning ember to while away retirement with.

Toscano pushed the file toward me. “All right, Ms. Cooper, here you are. You have one hour to skim the file and solve the mystery. And, I’ve withheld some information that has never been revealed to the public, just to see what you’re made of. For the sake of transparency, we’re going to keep the cameras pointed at you to make sure you’re not off in a corner Googling the answers. While you’re reading, I’ll present the details of the case to the audience—basically the summary you’ll find at the top of the file.”

I opened the thick booklet, and on top there was a page titled, “Summary.” I nodded at Toscano that I understood his directions.

“While you’re reading, we’ll turn the sound off in your headphones to allow you to read and work in silence,” he added.

I mentally rolled my eyes at that. The headphones were tight and heavy, definitely not something I wanted to wear for the next hour.

“Also, and I want to make this clear, Ms. Cooper, I have a large following of currently employed and retired government agents. They have let me know in emails and texts over the course of this past week that they don’t take lightly the fact that you’re employed by a branch of their beloved bureau, and should you come up empty-handed today, or with a bunch of hocus-pocus nonsense, they won’t stop until they see you and your supervisors run out of town.

“With that in mind, I want to offer you an out. I’ll grant you the chance to back out of today’s …” Toscano shrugged as if he couldn’t quite find the word, “… performance, and if you back out now and promise to never again run a grifting scam off the backs of taxpayers, then I’ll go to bat for your supervisors—two of whom I’ve known for decades. I’ll make sure they keep their pensions.”

The air in the room filled with a tension so thick, I thought we’d all suffocate from it. 

In my mind my only thought was, Holy shit! 

This guy wasn’t playing. I could see in his eyes he was ready to call every influential person he could think of and personally see to it that my husband, Brice, and Gaston were hung out to dry. And, I could also see his intent for me to wear a set of silver bracelets. He actually believed I was committing a crime!

So I took a really deep breath, closed my eyes, and weighed it all over. Then I opened them, stared him straight in the eye, and leaned in to the microphone. “Let’s do this,” I said, opening the file again to begin reading the summary.

My headphones made an audible click, and then no more sound came to my ears. It was a relief, frankly, because it gave me the sensation of being cocooned. 

I’d purposely avoided looking at Dutch, Brice, and Gaston after Toscano gave me the warning. I already knew how high the stakes were; I didn’t need to see it reflected in the worried expressions of the three of them.

While I skimmed the material, I focused on keeping my own expression neutral. And taking deep measured breaths to still my pounding heart. 

The truth is, I didn’t know that I could offer anything meaningful to Toscano’s file. The odds were totally against me because I’m usually able to pull clues out of the ether on only about a quarter to a third of the cold cases we get in. Some files are simply unsolvable. In fact, most cases we get are unsolvable, but as I began to read the summary, I could feel that special tingling that hits me when I open up a new case that not only has a few clues still available, but that can actually be solved in a big, big way.

I wasn’t even through the first paragraph when I shut my eyes again and sent out a silent, Thank you! to the powers that be. 

This was exactly the kind of case I needed for a public showing.

I opened them again and risked a glance across the room. Dutch was staring at me like he’d taken a hit to the gut. I allowed my expression to soften, hoping he’d understand, then I got to work.

The file itself was absolutely crammed with information, and the essence of the case was this:

In the early summer of 2001, a young woman named Sofia Wong went missing. Sophia was the daughter of Alexander Wong—the Deputy Director of the Office of Public Liaison at the Department of Labor. Not a super powerful man, but important enough to pull strings when his daughter went missing.

At the time, Sophia was engaged to a boy named Charlie Tao and they lived together in a small home, two blocks away from the school in Texarkana, Arkansas where Sophia taught fifth grade.

The week after school let out, on a sunny, clear afternoon, Sophia vanished. Her fiancé came home to find her gone, no note or message left behind, and no sign of forced entry into the house. Sophia’s car remained in the garage, her purse, keys, and cellphone were all found sitting on the kitchen counter, but Sophia herself had seemingly vanished. 

The only evidence of foul play had been that the couple’s small Jack Russell, Pippin had been found wandering the neighborhood with his leash still attached to his collar. Charlie told investigators that Sophia was in the habit of taking the pup for a walk on a trail near her house every day around lunchtime, but no one had seen her either enter or exit the trail and there were no prints on the dog leash other than her own. A search party had been organized of the entire area, but no sign of Sophia was ever found. She’d simply vanished, as if into thin air.

Three months later, another woman, Melissa Snyder disappeared, this time from Texarkana, Texas. The MO was similar in her case as well. Melissa vanished after an argument with her mother—whom she lived with—telling her mom that she needed to take a walk to cool down after the pair fought. Melissa was never seen again. Another search party was organized and that did turn up one of Melissa’s shoes near a swing set at a local park, but there was no other trace of her ever discovered.

A little over four months after that, a third victim was reported missing, from the Arkansas side of Texarkana again. The third victim’s name was Ellen Barry.

Ellen was Melissa’s cousin.

Toscano was brought in when Sophia’s father used his D.C. connections to pressure the feds into getting involved when the local Texarkana cops came up empty on his daughter’s case. Toscano quickly found a similar pattern between Sophia’s sudden disappearance and that of Melissa and Ellen’s.

By all accounts, he’d worked the case hard, but there simply wasn’t any evidence to be discovered aside from the wandering dog and Melissa’s shoe.

So Toscano went for the usual angles, looking at friends, fiancés, and close relatives of the missing women, looking for a hole in the story. Sophia’s fiancé had been in a three-hour meeting at his company during the time of her disappearance, so he was off the suspect list, but one relative of Ellen and Melissa’s stood out. Jake Barry was a cousin to both women, and he was also a known troublemaker. Jake had been arrested twice for aggravated assault, beating his then-girlfriend to a pulp, for which he’d spent time on probation after pinkie-swearing never to do it again. Then he’d been accused of the sexual assault of a woman who was at a party with him where he got drunk and aggressive. 

Unfortunately, she’d waited a month to report it, so it became her word against his, and of course the case was thrown out for lack of evidence, but the fact remained that Jake had a history of violence against a series of women, so Toscano set up surveillance on him, and named him person of interest numero uno. 

Later it was discovered that Jake had worked at a PetSmart where he would help with the Saturday morning dog training—which seemed like a tidy coincidence to Toscano given the fact that Sophia was out with her dog at the time she disappeared. Jake would’ve been comfortable approaching a woman and her dog.

And then, in March of 2002, three months after Ellen disappeared and while Toscano was doing his level best to come up with some evidence to find the missing women, a fourth victim vanished. 

Caitlyn Fairfield disappeared from her lunch break at a park in Texarkana, Texas. She was a teller at a local bank. She’d gone to lunch at eleven, and was due back at eleven-thirty, but she never returned. Across the street from the bank was a large park where Caitlyn liked to eat her sandwich and read a book. Her book was found next to the remains of her lunch, but no sign of Caitlyn was ever seen again.

At the time of Caitlyn’s disappearance, Jake had been across town working at a tool and dye factory. He had two work buddies who were willing to testify he was on the job at the time, but Toscano had made it clear he was suspicious of the two co-workers’ testimony. He felt they were covering for their friend.

Still, after an additional number of months trying to find a trace of the women, or something that would nail Jake, Toscano had given up actively working the case. 

And it appeared that the killer or killers had stopped abducting women in Texarkana. Since early 2002, no new victims had met that particular profile. 

I finished skimming the summary and lifted my watch to look at the time. It’d taken me almost forty minutes to read over Toscano’s notes. 

A few things jumped out at me.

All four women were dead. And, I felt that their remains were all together in one central place. 

I didn’t like Jake Barry for a person of interest, but, I did suspect that we were looking for only one man for all four murders.

Scratch that. My radar was suggesting there was a fifth victim.

Reaching for a yellow pad and pen that had been placed near me, I readied the pen, and closed my eyes as a very odd but very specific series of images filled my mind.

First I saw a map of north Texas near the Arkansas border. Then the vision moved in toward the map to a lake, and my third eye took me down into the lake all the way to the bottom. Just as I reached the bottom of the lake, Godzilla appeared, swimming methodically back and forth as if searching for something. At last, within the murk a red minivan appeared. Through a window in the vehicle, I could see four bodies inside. Godzilla used his tail to lift the minivan from the bottom, then carefully walked along underwater until he surfaced and came out of the lake. 

At this point he seemed to grow in size, and then, heading toward the rising sun he took three large steps until he came to a farm with a big red barn. Using his tail, he set down the van, then like a dragon, he aimed a ball of fire at the barn, and it disintegrated into flames. When the smoke cleared, a hole appeared from which a man emerged. His clothing was covered in blood, and intuitively I had the sense that it wasn’t his own.

Within the vision I couldn’t see the man’s facial distinctions, but I had the sense that he had dark hair and light eyes and his attitude was one of arrogance and malice. As he climbed out of the hole, a money clip fell out of his pocket, and lay on the ground. He didn’t seem to notice, and he headed for a FedEx truck parked near the red minivan. He got in the FedEx truck and drove away.

That’s where the visions cleared like a mist in a strong wind. 

Opening my eyes, I began to scribble.

Godzilla is swimming in a lake near the Texas-Arkansas border. He’s searching for a red minivan. Finding the minivan, he uses his tail to lift the vehicle before walking along the bottom to the surface. He comes out of the lake with the red minivan still on his tail. Four victims found inside the minivan (but there are five victims total). Godzilla grows in size to his giant form and from the lake he then takes three big steps, facing East, to a farm where he sets the minivan down then sets fire to a big red barn. In the wreckage is a hole leading underground to where the victims were kept before they were killed. ID for the unsub may be near the hole. I suspect he works/worked for a delivery service—FedEx? Unsub has brown hair and light eyes. 

Setting aside my pen, I sat back in my chair and looked expectantly at Toscano. He was in the middle of his story, it appeared—I couldn’t hear him, but it was obvious he was engaged in the speech he was giving his audience.

If he noticed that I was waiting for him to finish and acknowledge me, he didn’t give any hint of it. So I sat there in silence for a bit, then I got good and bored and glanced over at my supporters lining the wall. 

Dutch cocked his head ever so slightly, subtly asking if I’d had any luck on the file. I smiled and gave him a thumbs-up. His shoulders visibly relaxed, and then he nudged Oscar, who was standing next to him, and motioned toward me.

Oscar moved over to the back of my chair and looked down at the pad, which I angled for him to get a better view.

He took a photo of what I’d written with his phone and returned back to Dutch’s side to show him.

At that moment, my headphones were once again turned on, and I winced at the sound of Toscano’s voice booming in my ear.

“I understand you’re finished with the file, Ms. Cooper?”

I leaned in toward the microphone. “I am.”

“That was fast,” he said, but it lacked any enthusiasm. “Okay, let’s see what you’ve got.”

I pivoted the pad in a 180 over to him, and he began to read my notes out loud. He stopped midway through my notes.

Looking at me with a furrowed brow, he asked, “Is this a joke?”

I started to shake my head when Toscano pivoted in his chair and looked toward Gaston. “Are you kidding me with this, Director?”

Gaston came forward and looked over Toscano’s shoulder at my notes. Of course he was familiar with the way that I worked, so when his brow furrowed too, I wasn’t as concerned. “Abigail,” he said in his soft voice. “Why don’t you explain what these details mean to Mike’s audience.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but at that moment, Oscar said, “Sir?”

We all looked over at him.

“Yes, Agent Hernandez?” the director said.

Oscar came over carrying his laptop to the director, and I scooted my chair forward to make more room for both of them. Oscar showed Gaston something on his screen, and then his arm came over the top of my head to the yellow pad still in front of Toscano. Turning the pad around to face him, he pointed to something on the sheet I’d written. “What does this lake look like to you?” I heard him say.

Gaston’s gaze moved from the yellow pad to the computer screen in Oscar’s hands. He nodded, that slight quirk to his lips returning. “Like a giant lizard,” he said.

Oscar then swiveled the screen to me, and I smiled. Oscar had pulled up a satellite image of a body of water labeled Bringle Lake, which I assumed was near Texarkana. 

Oscar’s next move was a bit bold, but I applauded him for it. He turned the screen toward the camera closest to me, kept it in front of the lens for a count of five and then he moved over to set his laptop down in front of Toscano, who stared at the screen, and I could see he was very confused. 

“What am I looking at?” he asked.

I answered: “Almost all of the imagery that comes to me isn’t literal. It’s metaphorical. My information comes in the form of pictures … images of things I’ll recognize, or that’ll get my attention. A lot of my intuition contains references to pop culture. Oscar’s worked with me for years, so he understands how these clues can be put together as actionable leads.”

Toscano scratched his face as he stared at Oscar’s computer. “It’s just a lake,” he said. “It doesn’t look like Godzilla to me.”

I shrugged. “It doesn’t have to. It only matters that it looks like Godzilla to me, and maybe to Agent Hernandez, who’s obviously tied into the psychic energy on this.”

Toscano rolled his eyes. “This is ridiculous,” he said. Turning to Gaston, he added, “Director, I’m seriously regretting letting you talk me into coming here and even entertaining an hour of this woman’s delusions. If this is the way you guys are working cases now, I’m going to head straight to HQ and urge them to shut you down. Immediately.”

Brice stepped forward. “Do that,” he said, his voice hard. “In the meantime, we’ll be out solving the cold case you couldn’t get a single lead on in seventeen years.” 

With that he pointed to me, Oscar, Dutch, Baldwin, Cox, and the three stooges and said, “You have an hour to pack and gather your gear. We’re heading to that lake. Rivers, call the Texarkana bureau, and let them know we’re on our way. If they want to join our investigation, the more the merrier.”

I took off the headphones and felt the blood rush back to my temples. It was delightful. I then got up from my chair and grabbed the yellow pad away from Toscano, smiling sweetly as I lifted it from his disbelieving hands. Oscar took up his laptop and followed after me as all of us filed out of the conference room. 

Dutch drove us both home to pack and change, and pick up my two pups, Eggy and Tuttle, and then we were back in the car again, headed for Candice’s condo.

On the way, I called my BFF. “Hey,” I said when she picked up the call. “Can you do me a favor?”

“Is it going to put my life in jeopardy?” I knew she was only half kidding. Plenty of favors to me had put Candice’s life in jeopardy.

“Not this time. I need you to look after Tuttle and Eggy for a couple of days. Oh, and your husband is going out of town and won’t be back until sometime next week.”

“Where’s he going?”

“With me and Dutch to Texarkana.”

“You guys workin’ a case?”

“Yeppers.”

“Need my help?”

“Only to look after the pups.”

“You got it, peaches. I’ll head over to your place right now and pick up the little buggers.”

“They’re in the car with us on the way back to the office. We were going to drop them at your place.”

“Even better. I’ll make sure I don’t work too late tonight.”

I breathed out a sigh of relief. “Thanks, my friend. Oh, and try not to spoil them this time, okay? They always come back to me disappointed, so no extra treats, or staying up late, or other shenanigans.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Candice asked before adding, “Stay safe, Sundance.” 

Sundance was Candice’s nickname for me. Don’t tell my husband, but it’s my favorite.

Dutch eyed me sideways after I’d hung up. “How many days are we going to be away?”

“Several,” I said, feeling the answer out in the ether. 

“And your radar says we’re gonna solve this one?”

I snickered. “My sweet hubby, my radar has already solved this one. All we have to do is follow the breadcrumbs to pick up the evidence this unsub left behind.”

Dutch nodded, obviously relieved. “He picked the toughest cold case he had. The one with zero leads and almost no physical evidence because he didn’t think we’d be able to do anything with it.”

“Lucky us. The worst files are the ones with a bunch of leads but no evidence left to find. Like the Bridgewater case.”

I was referring to a case where we were 100 percent positive that a wealthy businessman from Houston who’d needed capital to expand his business had murdered his first wife in their home, and had then driven her remains to some property his family owned in Louisiana, leaving out her remains for the alligators. He’d claimed that she’d recently taken up running to get into shape (something her friends and family had disputed), and had gone out for a run and never returned. 

After five years and no physical evidence suggesting she’d been murdered—no blood, no hair follicles in the trunk, nothing to link him to her murder—the ten-million-dollar insurance policy had paid out. 

Three days after it paid out, his second wife went missing. When I’d tuned in on the case, all I saw were alligators. He’d done it again, and he’d definitely collect again. It was sickening, but there was nothing we could do about it. 

When we got back to the bureau, Oscar appeared in front of us. “How long are we gonna be in Texarkana, Cooper?”

“Several days. Spread the word.”

“Got it,” he said. 

As Oscar headed off to tell the team, a thought entered my mind, and I called out to him. “Oscar?”

“Yeah?” he said, glancing back over his shoulder.

“Bring the drones.”

His grin was ear to ear. Oscar had a small fleet of camera-carrying drones. We used them in the field to cover a wide swath of territory without having to trek through scrub on our own. There was a time when the sight of a drone could send a shiver up my spine (and that’s a story I’ve been sworn to keep under wraps), but I’d grown not just used to them, but happy to have them along, especially in times like this when the search was going to be over a wide area.

Oscar had his small-craft flying certification from the FAA, and was one of the best drone pilots in the state. Because we were a small shop with big numbers, Gaston had approved a few toys over the years, and our drone arsenal was definitely something to envy.

“They’re already in the van,” he assured me. I offered him a thumbs-up, and he got back to spreading the word.

While Dutch and I stood waiting for the others, we noticed that Toscano and Gaston were having an intense discussion in the doorway of the conference room.

For his part, Gaston appeared about as angry as I’d ever seen him—which I knew in his case could be a lethal condition … for the object of his anger. 

My intuition suggested that things were about to go from bad to worse, and that I needed to do something, so I walked over to the two of them and caught on quickly to why the director was so furious.

“Mike, if you don’t call back the EAD, I’m telling you, there will be consequences.”

I knew that EAD was an acronym for the executive assistant director: Gaston’s boss. Something had blown up in the past hour, and I had a feeling it was Toscano’s ego.

“You threatening me, Bill?”

Gaston leaned forward and rose up a little onto his toes. Looking Toscano dead in the eyes, he said, “Do nothing and find out.”

I cleared my throat loudly, and Toscano glanced in my direction. “What?” he snarled.

“Why did you put the brakes on investigating the case?”

Toscano crossed his arms and puffed up his chest to loom menacingly over Gaston. Even with the size differential, my money was still on Gaston. “I’m not going to let you waste any more of the taxpayers’ money. What I’ve witnessed here today is insanity. This bureau has gone stark raving mad, and the EAD agrees with me.”

“Okay,” I said. “That’s cool. I don’t really need federal dollars to back up my reputation.”

Looking over my shoulder, I said, “Dutch, don’t you have some vacation time accrued?”

“I do,” he said, and I could tell he’d been listening from the moment I’d walked over to Gaston and Toscano. “Do I need to take a little of it?”

“Yeah. A week. You and I can head up to Texarkana ourselves.”

“You’ll need a diver to search that lake,” Agent Cox said, grabbing his duffel bag and beginning to walk toward me. “I’m a former member of the Miami USERT team, and I have some vacation time to burn up too.”

“You’ll need a drone pilot, and I’ve got a week or two to burn too,” Oscar called out. Then he grabbed his duffel from behind his desk, and both he and Dutch came over to stand just behind me.

“I’ve got six weeks of vacation time accrued,” Brice said. “Texarkana sounds like a great place to take a week of it.”

“I’ve got a ten days,” Agent Baldwin said, and he began to walk over with his duffel. “And Cox, I’m PADI-certified, and I can back you up. My tank and gear are in my trunk.”

The six of us stared at Toscano like we double-dog-dared him to try to stop us, and he could only glare at us in return.

Gaston stood with his hands on his hips, looking on proudly as the crowd behind me grew. I felt my own chest swell with gratitude and pride, and yeah, maybe my eyes misted a little, but come on! The moment was incredibly moving. 

At last, Gaston said, “Special Agent Harrison, I approve your vacation time, and you have my permission to shutter this office, if need be for the next week while your staff leaves for a much deserved vacation. If you need me, I’ll be on leave myself. I’m headed north to spend some time at Lake …”

“Bringle, sir. It’s Bringle Lake,” Oscar said. 

“Yes, Bringle Lake. It’s been a long time since I went diving, but I’m sure I can come up with a suit and a tank to help out.”

Toscano looked fit to be tied. “You can’t shut down this entire office,” he growled.

“Watch us,” Dutch said.

“Yeah,” I added. “Watch us shut it down, and then watch us solve your cold case. And when we do solve it, Mr. Toscano, we’ll make sure to let every news agency who comes to cover the story know that we worked it on our own time because some pathetic excuse for a retired FBI agent used his connections to obstruct justice all because his widdle ego couldn’t handle it.”

The agents around me all fell silent and tension flooded the room. I’d perhaps pushed it over the line a weensy bit too much, but Toscano had basically declared war on all of us, and I was fine with pulling off the gloves.

For his part, he worked his jaw and eyed me angrily before saying, “You want to die on this hill and take all the others down with you, Ms. Cooper? Fine. But know that I’ll be heading up to that lake myself to record all of it.” With that, he pulled out his cell and headed right out of the bureau.

Five minutes later, the director got a call. We all watched anxiously as he stood in Brice’s office with the door shut, speaking to the EAD, and at last he turned to us and gave us a thumbs-up.

We were back in business, baby.





CHAPTER FOUR

We arrived in Texarkana in time for a late dinner, which we ate together, then departed for the hotel and our rooms to get an early night’s rest and an early morning rise the next day.

But the day dawned with thunderstorms and strong winds that rocked the area all morning and early afternoon, until finally there was a break in the weather that came around three p.m. when we converged in the lobby and headed to the lake.

Stepping out of the car, I shivered, as much from the cold, inclement, windy day as I did from the thought of entering the lake in weather like this.

But agents Cox and Baldwin thought nothing of it as they spent a fair amount of time working their way into their wetsuits and checking their tanks.

Meanwhile, on a hill not far away, I saw Toscano emerge from a black Tahoe with a few members of his crew in hand. He used binoculars to keep tabs on us, and his crew used their camera to record what we were doing.

I made sure to wave and smile—all friendly-like.

“Don’t feed the trolls,” Dutch said, as he came up next to me and threw an arm across my shoulders.

“Yeah, yeah. Sometimes it’s fun to serve them up a meal I know they won’t like.”

“How certain are you that we’ll find some remains in this lake?”

“Very.” And then I nodded toward Agent Cox, a slim, salt-and-pepper-haired man in his mid-forties. “I looked up USERT on the way here. I didn’t know he was a former member of the FBI’s dive team. Those guys are an elite group of badass divers.”

“They are. In his early career, Cox worked over four-hundred dives. He’s recovered a lot of remains. If anyone can find this needle in a haystack, it’s him.”

“Why’d he leave Miami?” I asked. It was common knowledge that our group of investigators was made up largely of agents who fit the “Island of Misfit Toys” category. 

“His sterling personality was at odds with his former supervisor.”

I muffled a laugh. Cox and I had gone a few rounds when I first got to Austin. He and Hernandez had really been jerks to me, but over time, I’d won them over with my own … er … sterling personality.

“I’m glad he’s not going in alone,” I said, motioning toward Baldwin.

“I told them to try to keep Gaston out of the water. I’d rather he stay on dry land for the optics.”

I glanced over at Gaston, who stood near Cox and Baldwin. He was overseeing the recovery operation, and I had to admit, Gaston was an impressive sight when he took charge. There was just something about his cool, calm, collected demeanor. He had an effect on the agents he worked with. Everybody tried a little harder when Gaston was around.

Oscar then came over to us carrying his iPad. “Hey,” he said when he got to me. 

“What’s up, Oscar?”

He showed me the tablet, which had a satellite view of Bringle Lake. I still marveled at how much it did actually resemble Godzilla. 

“We’re here,” he said, pointing to the tip of the tail. “But the tail is a pretty big area. Can you help us narrow it down a little?”

I thought back to my vision. Godzilla had balanced the red van on one of the spikes on his tail, and looking at the satellite image, I could see a sort of nub, and then a little farther north, a spike. I felt conflicted about where to send Cox and Baldwin. “It’s either here at this nubby-looking section,” I said, pointing to the spot before moving my index finger up to the spike, “or here at this spiky section.”

“Great,” Oscar said. “We’ll start with the smaller area and keep our fingers crossed. If we don’t find anything, then I’ll send them to the spike.”

Forty minutes later, Cox and Baldwin entered the water. They’d mapped out a grid pattern, and were going to basically search side by side, back and forth, covering as much of the bottom of the lake as possible.

The process was incredibly slow, made a little more difficult by the poor visibility caused by a silt-laden bottom. 

I watched from shore for the first hour, until I was so cold, I was shivering. Dutch finally put me in the van and turned on the heat.

I hunkered down and was miserable for a while until the heat kicked in. And then my stomach started growling as the sun began to set. About the time I was good and hungry, Cox and Baldwin emerged from the lake looking spent.

I hopped out of the car and trotted over to them as Dutch, Brice, and Oscar helped them wriggle out of their tanks. It was clear by the silence that everyone was a bit frustrated. I knew they all wanted to find the minivan quickly, for all of our sakes.

But my intuition was telling me to be patient. I simply had an intensely strong feeling that we’d find the women. They were in that lake. I just knew it.

We headed out of the park around six-thirty, and made our way to the nearest steakhouse. Everyone had a big meal of meat and potatoes, including me. The mood lightened as the agents all relaxed with each other. I loved the common brotherhood that’s so apparent with bureau boys. 

I was also glad that only the seven of us had come. We’d left the three stooges back in Austin, digging through the dead files. At the moment, we were all on vacation leave, but if we found something, we could officially start up the investigation again, and call up the three stooges or reach out to the bureau here in Texarkana, or both.

Leaning over to Dutch, I asked, “Did Gaston let the local bureau boys here know we were coming?”

“He did,” Dutch said, rubbing his lower lip with his thumb. 

“Hmm. I’m surprised they didn’t come out to introduce themselves,” I remarked, thinking that it was odd for an office to withhold some kind of supportive presence.

Dutch took a sip of beer, and I noticed he was carefully avoiding eye contact.

“What?” I asked him.

“Nothing.”

“Dutch. Come on. What?”

He set down his beer and looked at me intently. “You know we all support you, right?”

“Yeah, yeah, out with it,” I said impatiently.

“The field office here got wind of Mike’s podcast. They want nothing to do with the investigation. They’re worried that even showing up to watch could send the wrong message.”

I forced out a laugh, but I gotta admit, that stung a bit. “It’s okay,” I said, when he laid his hand over mine. “We’ll show ’em.”

That night while Dutch slept, I sneaked out of bed, and headed down to the lobby of our hotel to curl up in a chair and stare out at the night. I couldn’t sleep, and I didn’t like that I couldn’t sleep.

It wasn’t that I was worried about coming up empty; I simply knew we’d find something. It was that I had the very real fear that we’d find the women’s remains, solve their murder, and it still wouldn’t matter because we had entered a new, dark, and disturbing age where facts no longer mattered.

For the past few years, I’d watched with growing trepidation as the name and reputation of the FBI was dragged through the mud, and the integrity of the agents I knew and loved were called into question. 

I remembered the look on Gaston’s face as he’d stared down Mike Toscano, and underneath the intense anger, I knew that Gaston was also a little bit afraid of losing the one thing he’d always banked on throughout his entire career—the general belief by the entire Bureau was that Bill Gaston was a man of integrity. 

The sick irony of course was that Gaston was a man of integrity. And honor. And he loved his country more than he loved anything else in the world. 

Mike Toscano’s podcast threatened to destroy nearly thirty years of loyal service, and it killed me because I was at the heart of all of it.

Yes, I’d helped Gaston in his career. I’d boosted his numbers. I’d made him look good, and I’d put my own life on the line at least a half-dozen times to solve cases under his jurisdiction. And I also knew, without a doubt, that he was standing by me in this moment because I’d served him well. 

It was such a Catch-22 for him. He could be hung out to dry either way, and it was so upsetting to know that by helping him again, I could actually be hurting him.

As I was sinking into ever-deeper, darker thoughts, the double doors to the hotel parted, and in walked Mike Toscano, wearing a pair of sweats and running shoes. I was startled to see him not just so casually clad and in this hotel, but at one-thirty in the morning just coming back from what I assumed had been a brisk walk.

He stopped when he saw me, and a tiny hint of color reached his neck.

I kept my expression neutral. What could I say?

I expected him to recover himself and walk on by, but he further surprised me by plopping down in a chair opposite me. “Guilty conscience keeping you up?” he asked.

I sighed. Why were people such dickheads to each other sometimes? 

“On the contrary. I’m too excited to sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be a lovely day full of reckoning.”

Toscano scoffed. “Do you ever drop the act?”

“It’s not an act, Mr. Toscano. I am the real deal.”

Toscano rolled his eyes. “That must be why I’m eating crow tonight, huh?”

I narrowed my eyes. “The crow buffet begins tomorrow morning. Yours will be served cold.”

Toscano shifted in his chair, as if trying to find a more comfortable position. “You know what surprises me?” he asked. I didn’t take the bait. I simply waited him out to hear what in fact surprised him. “I’m surprised you didn’t try to read me.”

He’d lifted his fingers to air quote the word “read” in that super-annoying, incredibly insulting way most skeptics use when they want to challenge me head-on.

“You mean, tell you all the things I could pull out of the ether that you would then scoff at and dismiss out of hand as being too general and nonspecific to be believed?”

Toscano nodded. “Yeah. That.”

I shrugged and, feeling mean, I said, “What’s to read that isn’t almost too dull for words? You’re recently divorced and your ex is bitter. It had something to do with your retirement, like, she thought that once you retired from the FBI, you two would travel and spend time together, but instead, you got yourself a hobby with this podcast thing, and spent even more time away from her. She’s good and angry over it, and she’s getting ready to take you back to court to try to get more of your pension. You’ll lose, by the way.”

Toscano’s chin pulled back slightly. I don’t think he was expecting me to say anything like that.

I carried on casually, like I hadn’t even noticed. “But of course, I probably could’ve gotten that from public records or something, right? Okay, so let’s focus on your health, shall we? I doubt I’d be privy to your personal medical files given HIPAA laws, correct?”

Toscano stared at me blankly, so I continued. “Let’s start with the obvious—you have a heart issue in that your blood pressure is too high. But like, duh, you’re a big guy who carries his weight around the middle. That’s what drove you out in the middle of the night tonight, I bet. You exercise when no one else is looking.

“You’ve also got some kidney thing going on. It’s on your left side …” I paused to get a better feel for what I was sensing, and even moved my left hand to my lower back. “Huh,” I said. “I didn’t really expect that. You’re missing a kidney.”

Toscano’s eyes widened ever so slightly. But he didn’t say a word.

“Oh, and you have gout,” I added. Pointing to my left big toe, I said, “The pain isn’t terrible. Yet. But it’ll get worse, along with the heart issue, if you keep eating the shitty diet you’ve been on ever since your wife left. You need to switch to a Mediterranean diet, which, I’m sensing, your doctor has been pushing, and you’ve been ignoring because you think it’s weird for a guy from Philly to live on hummus and baba ghanoush. I get it, but you’re stupid to avoid the advice.”

Toscano was now staring at me intently. I kinda liked the fact that he’d let the whole squinty-eyed-skeptic expression fall away. He didn’t quite look shocked, but I did appear to have his attention.

Good.

“Also, you need to get yourself into a sleep study. You’ve got some serious sleep apnea going on. It’s why you walk around so tired all the time, and why you can’t seem to lose the belly fat. Get yourself one of those masks, and when you can log a month or two of solid rest, then you’ll see the weight start coming off.”

I got up from my chair then and looked at him with a mixture of irritation and contempt. I’d rattled his cage for sure, but by morning, I had no doubt he’d convince himself that I was simply a very, very good con artist. “Goodnight, Mr. Toscano. We’ll be leaving here around seven. My intuition tells me that things will start getting interesting around nine.”

With that I left him and headed back to my room.

The next morning, we were on the move early. Cox and Baldwin appeared anxious to get back to the lake and find something, anything that would validate my abilities.

I sat in the car while they submerged underwater to finish the last small section of grid they had mapped out in the nub region of Godzilla’s tail, and then we moved up the road to the spike region almost exactly at nine a.m.

This time I didn’t sit in the car. Instead, I walked out to the dock where Dutch, Brice, Oscar, and Gaston were all monitoring the bubbles sent up by the two divers. “Look who’s back,” Brice said into the quiet of the morning. 

I looked over my right shoulder and saw that Toscano and his team had just shown up. Toscano got out of his car and glanced at his watch, it was quarter after nine, and no doubt he and his crew had spent the last fifteen minutes searching for us. 

I liked that he appeared almost nervous that he’d been late.

Still, I turned back to the lake, my radar humming, and I stared hard at the bubbles coming up from divers under the surface. “They found it,” I whispered.

“Wait, what?” Dutch asked. “They did?”

I pointed to Cox’s bubbles, which had stopped traveling forward, and took note that Baldwin’s bubbles had now come close enough to Cox’s to mingle together, something that would happen only if they had discovered something. “There,” I said. “They found the minivan.”

Twenty seconds later, Cox’s head broke the surface. Removing his respirator, he waved toward us and shouted, “Call in the tow truck! We got the minivan!”

Gaston immediately began to place a call as Brice and Oscar hurried to throw out a set of buoys and anchors for Agent Cox to attach to the van so we wouldn’t lose its location. Gaston laid a hand on my shoulder and said, “Great job, Abigail.”

“Thank you, sir,” I told him. Then I held out my hand to Dutch and said, “Can I have the keys? I want to head in to get some coffee and bagels for us and for the reporters who’ll be showing up soon.”

Dutch grinned and reached into his pocket to extract the keys. “Would you gas it up on your way back?” he asked. 

“Sure,” I told him.

“Save the receipt,” Gaston said. “You’ll need to submit it on your expense report.”

“So, I’m back on the payroll?” 

“As long as that minivan comes up with some remains, you are.”

“Then I’ll be sure to bring back the receipt,” I said confidently. I then turned on my heel and headed for the van, passing Toscano and his crew on the way there, and not even pausing while I offered them a one-finger salute.

“How ya like me now, fellas?” I sang as I sauntered past.

It filled me with great joy to see Toscano standing with his mouth agape, staring at Cox hauling a buoy out to the spot where he and Baldwin had found a sunken red minivan. His attention turned to me very briefly, and I wanted to laugh. Instead, I jumped in the FBI van, cranked over the engine, and dialed up some volume on the radio. “Life is good!” I said to myself. And in just that moment, it was.





CHAPTER FIVE

It took nearly four hours to get the minivan out of the water. By then, we’d attracted a crowd that included all three of the local news stations. 

I sat in the FBI’s van and watched it all unfold, and if you’re wondering why I wasn’t on the scene helping to process it, it’s because, officially, I’m not field-certified. There’s nothing I can do but get in the way, so, when it comes to the arduous task of processing a crime scene, my official role is to butt out.

Dutch came back to the van I was in three times to check on me and give me an update. The minivan had no plate, but the VIN number identified it as stolen from a grocery store parking lot back in 2001, so the timeline fit our case beautifully. 

Dutch also informed me that we weren’t going to open the minivan until the ME arrived, and the good doctor took his sweet-ass time getting to the scene. Eventually, he did arrive, and the minivan’s back doors were pried open by my husband and Agent Hernandez with a set of crowbars. 

Amazingly, all the windows had remained intact for all these years, which had effectively sealed the scene, and that was a point to our side.

I didn’t have a direct view of what was inside, but I did see the ME and his crew drag out four body bags from their own vehicle. One by one the remains inside the minivan were tagged and loaded into the bay of the ME’s van, which would be headed to the morgue when all was said and done.

Around three o’clock, the last of the bodies had been loaded, and the driver’s side door to our van opened. I’d been staring out the side window, watching Gaston pace as he spoke on the phone. The set to his shoulders had gone from rigid to relaxed, and I had a feeling he was speaking to the EAD and enjoying delivering the news.

I looked over almost lazily when I heard the door open, expecting to find Dutch there, but my breath caught when I realized that Mike Toscano had once again joined me for a chat.

“Ms. Cooper,” he began, as he squished himself into the seat. “I owe you an apology.”

He got a double-raised eyebrow from me. I hadn’t expected that. “Go on,” I said.

Toscano looked toward the red minivan, a chagrined smile on his lips as he shook his head slightly. “I had my doubts about all this hocus-pocus stuff right up until that thing came out of the water. What I didn’t include in the copy of the file I gave to you was a small fact that didn’t seem especially relevant to the case, but it was one detail that’d always bugged me.

“A week before she went missing, Ellen told a friend that a red minivan had followed her home from the corner store.”

“Ellen Barry?” I said, trying to recall the names of the women. “She was Sophia’s cousin?”

“Melissa’s,” Toscano corrected. “Ellen disappeared three months after Melissa.”

“Oh, right. Sophia was the second victim.”

“No, the first,” Toscano corrected again.

I shook my head. “There’s another victim. You just don’t know about her yet. She was the first.”

Toscano’s brow furrowed. “I looked for other victims,” he said. “I even went back to the late nineties to find any missing women fitting a similar profile and came up empty. And there was no one after Caitlyn Fairfield who disappeared without a trace that fit the killer’s profile.”

“You’re half-right,” I said. “I agree that Caitlyn was the last woman abducted and murdered, but there was another victim.”

“The ME only took four bodies out of the minivan,” Toscano insisted.

“I know,” I said. “But there is one more woman who was murdered by this killer.”

Toscano sighed and threw his hands up. “Okay, Miss Psychic Wonder Woman. Where the hell is she?”

“I’m not sure, but I know we’ll find evidence of her.”

Toscano pointed toward the lake. “There?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Then where?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then how can you be so sure there was a fifth victim?”

I tapped my temple. “My radar says we’ll find her.”

Toscano appeared frustrated, and I could tell the fragile peace between us was beginning to fray. Still, I held my ground and waited him out.

“I gotta ask you, how’d you know about my kidney?” he finally said.

I looked at him blankly at first, and then I remembered I’d told him the night before that he was missing a kidney. “It’s absent in your energy,” I said simply.

Toscano scowled. I understood; I wasn’t giving him a lot because he’d caused me and my team a whole heap of trouble, so, screw him. But then that little voice inside my head that makes me consider the other point of view suggested that I should maybe stop being such an asshole and soften a little toward him. After all, he was at least trying to make amends. 

With a sigh, I added, “When I tune in to people, I can see things about them that aren’t obvious on the outside. When I look at your overall health, I can see something like a hole where your left kidney should be. That tells me that you don’t have a kidney on that side. The good news, I guess, is that your right kidney appears to be functioning just fine.”

Toscano peered at me as if I were some riddle he simply couldn’t crack. “How do you know that?”

I sighed again. “Because I’m psychic, Mr. Toscano. That’s it. I am able to perceive and sense things that most people can’t. It’s a skill I’ve practiced and honed over nearly twenty years, and one I’m proud of. Now, you can choose to believe me or not, I don’t really care, because the effort to convince even one more hard-talking, logical-thinking, law-enforcing skeptic like you has, frankly, lost its entertainment value.”

Toscano’s eyes widened. “I don’t think it’s out of line to ask you how you can do what you can do, Ms. Cooper.”

“It might not feel like it’s out of line for you, but it is out of line. I haven’t once questioned your credentials or your background, and I’m giving you and this case my professional expertise not because you’re currently employed by the bureau and have the authority to insist we give you a demonstration of my capabilities, but because, without any objective investigation of your own into my abilities, you have cast serious doubt into the minds of a fanatical and uninformed public. 

“You have fed into your audience’s fears and conspiracy-theory fantasies, and thus brought considerable pressure on me while also jeopardizing the careers of men who’ve devoted their lives, and in many, many instances put those lives on the line for this job because it means something to them. They’re true patriots, sir, and they would never, ever, ever risk the name and reputation of the bureau they love over some contrived hoax as you’ve accused them of doing.”

Toscano took all that in. And, to be fair, it was a speech I’d been practicing while waiting for the ME to extract the bodies, wanting to get the wording just right. As I looked at him, I was kind of glad I had.

He glanced away from me, out the window toward the recovery effort. He saw what I saw: my team securing the minivan, speaking with the ME, another guy who’d just shown up wearing a Texarkana FBI jacket, and local law enforcement. They were professionals, doing their work without fanfare or a need for the spotlight. They were just good men holding back the darkness in the world.

“When I was seventeen,” Toscano said softly, “my younger brother got cancer. Back then, the treatment was almost as bad as the disease. He survived the cancer, but his kidneys didn’t survive the chemo. He went into renal failure, and my parents asked me if I would be willing to donate one of my kidneys.

“It was a no-brainer, but it kept me out of the service, which had been something I’d always wanted to do. So, as a substitute, I went to college, got a degree in criminal justice, and began working toward making it into the FBI. Along the way, I told no one about my kidney. No one. The only people who know about it are my family and my doctors. That’s it. So when you pulled that out of thin air last night …”

I nodded. What else was there to say?

Toscano turned again toward the scene unfolding outside. “And now, this …”

I nodded again.

The retired agent rubbed his face and blew out a sigh. “I worked this case into the ground. For fifteen years I looked for anything that would tell me the location of these women, and you get it in less than fifteen minutes. I guess I just …”

He shook his head and tried again. “I just don’t understand how you do what you do.”

“Do you know any really talented musicians?” I asked him.

“Do I …?”

“Know any talented musicians,” I repeated.

“Uh, actually I do. My daughter plays the cello in the Colorado Philharmonic.”

“And her path to playing the cello professionally began when?” I asked next.

He shrugged. “I guess around age eight. Her older sister was in band at school, and Marisa picked up her sister’s cello and started playing it like she’d been taking lessons all her life. It was amazing.”

“And, instead of questioning where her musical abilities came from, you simply accepted that it was something she was gifted with, right?”

“So, you’re saying this is just something you’re gifted with? An ability like a musical ear?”

“Yes.”

“Lots of people have musical ears. Not a lot of people can do what you do.”

“Agreed. But the analogy still holds. My intuition is simply an innate sense I was born with. I cultivated it very much like your daughter did, by training it, practicing with it, gaining confidence and experience, and then I decided to make my living using it.”

“Huh,” Toscano said. “I never thought of it like that.”

“Well, now you know.”

Toscano opened the door and shifted his legs out of the van, but before leaving he said, “You’ve given me a lot to think about, Ms. Cooper.”

I sighed. It’s been my experience that people who call me Ms. Cooper do so because they’re trying to keep me at a distance. Heaven forbid they should see me as an actual person with feelings. “Can we drop all the formality?” I asked Toscano. “My name is Abby.”

Toscano studied me a moment before he nodded. “Mike,” he said, indicating himself. And then he added, “I look forward to seeing what else you manage to pull out of thin air, Abby.”

I grinned. “And I look forward to showing you, Mike.”

At our late dinner a few hours later, I was seated between Dutch and Gaston, when the director leaned over and asked, “What did Toscano say to you?”

“He said he’s finally ready to be a belieber.”

Gaston’s brow rose. “He said he believes you?”

“No. He confessed that he just rilly, rilly digs Justin Bieber.”

Dutch’s hand swooped in to grab up my newly topped-off wineglass and set it firmly out of reach. “You’re cut off,” he said.

“What? Whhhhhhy?” I moaned. But I knew he was right. I was on my fourth glass—wait, no, maybe my fifth? I forget. Anyway, I was on my fifth-ish glass of wine and feeling lippy. 

For his part, Gaston was having a good laugh. Still chuckling and eyeing Dutch, he said, “She got me.”

“Sorry, Director,” I mumbled.

“It’s fine,” he said, then focused on me again. “How about the real answer?”

I sighed. I was tired and super buzzy, and I just wanted to go back to the hotel room and close my eyes and take a long snooze. “He wanted to know how I knew about his missing kidney.”

“His missing kidney,” the director repeated.

“Yep. See, he’s staying at the same hotel we are, and he came back from his walk last night while I was hanging out in the lobby—”

“When were you hanging out in the lobby?” Dutch interrupted.

“Last night.”

“When last night?”

“When you were busy snoring. Anyway,” I continued, turning back to the director and trying reeeeeally hard to focus on my words, which were stumbling around in my mind and not organizing the way I thought they should. “He came back from his walk and pulled that, I’m a skeptical lawman act, and I was all, Oh, no you di’int, and then I did an eensy little reading on him, and I picked up that he was missing a kidney, and no one knows Mike Toscano is missing a kidney, but I knew, and then he knew that I knew without anyone else knewing and … wait. What was the question again?”

The director placed a finger across his lips, clearly amused. “What did Toscano say to you in the car?”

“Oh! Yeah, he wanted to know how I knew about his kidney, and I told him I’m psychic, stupid, and he was all, well, I duuuuunnnooooooo about that, and I was all, do you have a daughter? And he was all, yeah, she plays cello, and I was like, yep. I’m like that but not with music … with energy! And … wow … do you know you have a pretty, pretty aura, Director? Like, usually you scare the shit out of me, but right now you’re all dark, dark blue, with little sparks of gold, and it’s sooooo pretty.”

Next to me a chair squeaked, and then Dutch’s strong arms were basically lifting me out of my seat. “Come along, Abby,” he said. “Time for bed.”

“Aww, already? But Gaston’s aura! Dutch, look! Isn’t it pretty?”

“Gorgeous,” he said, and I heard chuckling all around the table, but I was suddenly so tired, and Dutch was willing to let me lean on him and close my eyes, and before I knew it, he was putting me in the van, and that’s kind of the last thing I remember until morning.

When morning did finally burst into our hotel room via the partially opened drapes, I was not a fan.

“Whhhhyyyyyyy?” I moaned as a ray of sun hit my eyelids and a sharp slice of pain rocketed to what felt like the center of my skull.

“Morning, Edgar,” Dutch whispered, kissing my cheek.

“Wha time ishit?” I slurred. My tongue was still asleep.

“Six. We gotta get moving. We have a meeting with the ME and the Texarkana crew first thing this morning.”

“Is there coffee?” I asked, turning my face in to the pillow.

“I was just about to get you some from the lobby.”

I didn’t say anything and Dutch didn’t either. Finally I lifted my face from the pillow and asked, “Are you going for coffee or are you just gonna stand there and hope it magically appears?”

I’m a bit of a bitch when I’m hungover and it’s the ass crack of dawn.

Dutch gently ruffled my hair. “I’m going. While I’m away, how about you get into the shower? It might help.”

I muttered out a reply. I think it was “mverfrcker” or something. But a minute or two after Dutch left, I mustered the energy to lift my face from the pillow again and blink blearily. 

I had a massive hangover, the product of not enough water the day before, too much wine (far too much wine), and of course, very little to eat at dinner.

Holding my head in my hands for a moment, I regarded the two Advil and large water Dutch had left me on the bedside table. My husband is the best, you guys.

I downed the Advil and the water, and pushed off from the bed, stumbling only a little as I made my way to the bathroom.

Leaving the door open but the light off, I hopped into the warm shower and let the dark and the heat of the water soothe me. Soon, the worst pangs from my hangover began to melt away.

Emerging from the shower, I dried off, then stepped out of the bathroom to find Dutch sitting in a chair, sipping coffee and obviously waiting for me.

“If you’re thinking about getting some hanky-panky on, you can forget it,” I told him.

“What if I just wanted some hanky but no panky?”

“Seriously. Not in the mood, Dutch,” I warned.

Dutch set his coffee aside and reached for another cup. This he offered to me.

I felt bad immediately. “Sorry,” I said, taking it. “I’m struggling this morning.”

“I can tell. You’ve been struggling more than just this morning though.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’m worried about you.”

“I repeat, what’s that supposed to mean?”

Dutch leaned forward, lacing his fingers together, and looking earnestly at me. “Edgar, this is the second time this week you’ve gotten hammered. I understand taking the edge off with a little wine at dinner, but you’re overdoing it.”

“Ohmigod, are you serious?! Dutch, I don’t have a problem, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“I’m not implying. I’m telling you that I’m concerned.”

“This is ridiculous!” I snapped. “I’ve had two nights in six or seven months where I had a little too much to drink, and now you’re all, ‘Let’s get you into the program, Abby!’ ”

“Why do you think that’s what I’m implying?” he asked.

“Aren’t you?”

“No.”

“Then what the fuck, Dutch?”

My husband inhaled a deep breath and ran a hand down his face, as if he was trying to reset his expression and this conversation. “I’m worried that you feel you need to save all of our jobs by hitting this investigation out of the park. And I’m worried that the stress is causing you to overindulge. And since you’ve become a health fanatic, all that alcohol has got to be hitting you harder than you’re used to.”

I glared at him for a solid thirty seconds. Then I moved to my suitcase and began to rummage through it. Pulling out a pair of jeans and a sweater, I began to get dressed.

“Would you care to comment?” he asked.

It irritated me that he sounded so patient and level-headed. Those qualities are not my strong suit. “If I’m feeling pressured to save everyone’s jobs, it’s because I am being pressured to save everyone’s jobs.”

“Who’s pressuring you, exactly?”

I paused putting on my socks and considered him. “Who isn’t?”

“I’m not. Brice isn’t. Hernandez, Baldwin, and Cox aren’t. And Gaston sure as hell isn’t. So, who, Abby? Who’s pressuring you?”

I shoved my foot into the sock and stood up angrily. “It’s implied!”

“No, it isn’t,” he said. “You might perceive that it is, but it isn’t. Listen, if you decide this is too much for you, then say so, and we’ll all walk away from it and let the chips fall where they may.”

Dutch then stood up and closed the short distance between us. Cupping my face, he looked at me and said, “You, my beautiful wife, never, ever, ever have to worry about saving any of our careers. That’s not your job. It never was, and it never will be.”

My eyes misted. “But how can I avoid it? I mean, your jobs would never be in jeopardy if it weren’t for me. The three stooges never would’ve contacted Toscano if I weren’t a part of this team—”

“Hey,” he interrupted, stroking my cheek with his thumb. “Abby, come on. Stop. You can ‘if’ this thing to death or you can realize that the circumstances of having you work for us have always been risky. Gaston, Brice, and I have always known that there was a chance that having a professional psychic on the team could bring down a whole mountain of bad publicity, but we assumed that risk because we know how talented you are. And we believe in you. And you have helped us solve hundreds of cases.

“Looking back over the years, Edgar, it’s been well worth it. And I mean that. And if you asked any member of our team, they’d all agree too.”

I bit my lip, which had started to tremble, and then I buried my face in Dutch’s chest. His words were incredibly soothing, but the truth was, if this thing went south, I would forever feel like I was the cause. There’d be no way for me to separate out the guilt. And even if he never blamed me, I always would, at least in part for the loss of Dutch’s career, and that made me afraid for our future, because how could I not, at some point, resent feeling guilty all the time?

He held me for a long time while I pulled myself together. I think he also knew that I wouldn’t be able to let go of owning my part in all this. And I think that also made him worry about us too.

Finally, though, he lifted my chin and said, “It’s you and me, kiddo. Forever. Wherever the chips fall, I got you, and you got me. Capiche?”

I offered him a weak smile. “Capiche. You. Me. Forever. But I’m still gonna work my ass off on this case and make Toscano eat his words. And … I’ll lay off the booze.”

He wrapped me in a warm hug and whispered, “That’s my girl.”

Twenty minutes later, we met the rest of the crew down in the lobby. They were sipping coffee and picking over the continental breakfast. Toscano was there with his team as well, a bit set apart from us but glancing our way every now and again.

Gaston addressed me as soon as I stepped close. “Abigail,” he said with a nod. “How’re you feeling this morning?”

“Better, sir. Thank you. I apologize for last night. The pressure got to me.”

Gaston isn’t a touchy-feely man … well, unless you’re the object of a black op, in which case I’m thinking the last thing you feel is his touch, so it surprised me when he reached out and laid a gentle hand of reassurance on my shoulder. “No apologies necessary. You’re a valuable asset, and you need to understand that I’ve thoroughly admired and enjoyed having you as part of my team these past several years.”

I felt my lower lip threaten to tremble again, and I had to swallow really hard to keep my emotions in check. “Thank you, sir,” I whispered.

He nodded, then let go and turned to the team. “Gentlemen, let’s head out.”

“Sir?” I said, stopping him and the others.

He turned back to me. “Yes?”

“Can I ask, why are we headed over to the ME’s office this morning?”

“I want to see if he has any preliminary findings for us that can point us in the direction of where to look next,” he said simply.

“But we already know where to look next,” I said.

Gaston’s brow furrowed, and I noticed the other men coming close to listen too. “We do?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. We need to look for the burned out remains of a red barn.” To emphasize my point, I pulled out the folded piece of paper on which I’d written down all the clues I’d seen from my vision and handed it to him. “Godzilla comes out of the lake, takes three steps, and aims his dragon breath at a barn.”

Oscar spoke up. “You’re saying that there’s a burned-out barn we need to look for?”

“Yeah. And it’s three Godzilla steps away from the lake. It’s got to be in the area around Bringle Lake.”

Agent Cox scratched his head and chuckled. “Are Godzilla steps measured in kilometers or miles?” 

I smiled. “Yeah, yeah, I know it’s an odd unit of measurement, but I’d say it’s within like … three miles of Bringle Lake. The three steps aspect is significant.”

“The whole eastern section off the lake is open acreage,” Oscar said. I knew he’d studied the map of Texarkana when he’d been searching for a lake that resembled Godzilla. “I think there’re at least a few farms in that direction.”

“Hang on,” Brice said. “We’d need a warrant to search each barn, and we have nothing to present to a judge linking the remains found in the minivan to anything in the area yet because we haven’t processed the van.”

“We’d need a warrant only if the owners of the barns refused to let us look,” Dutch reasoned. “Processing that vehicle could take weeks, and . . . .” Dutch eyed Toscano and his crew meaningfully. “I don’t know if we have that kind of time.”

“I could send up a drone to have a look around,” Oscar said. “We’d need a warrant only to set foot on private property. We can observe anything we want from the air, and a burned-out barn is probably easier to spot from the air than the ground anyway.”

I nodded. “Yes. That’s exactly what you should do.”

“We’ll need more manpower,” Dutch said next. “Both to assist with processing the van and to search any property we identify as being of interest.” Directing his next comment to Brice, he asked, “Should I call down to Austin to bring up Ricco, Thune, and Williams?”

Brice scowled. He clearly didn’t like that we needed to bring up the three traitors. “Yeah,” he said at last. “They can help us search on the ground, and, now that the Texarkana bureau has decided to join us—”

“Nice of them, ain’t it?” Oscar interrupted, his voice thick with sarcasm. “It took only an hour after finding the minivan for those assholes to suddenly lose the whole attitude toward Abby.”

“And to that point,” Brice continued, “We’ll keep our team together searching for the barn, but keep Thune, Williams, and Ricco away from Abby. No more surrounding her with skeptics.”

I smiled gratefully at him. “Thank you.”

He nodded again, then clapped his hands. “Okay, we’ve got our plan. Agent Hernandez, fly your drone. Abby, you’re with Hernandez. Agent Cox, Agent Baldwin, you two head to the ME’s office and get a report about what he’s learned so far about our victims.

“Rivers, you supervise the Texarkana CSI team. I don’t want any sloppy handling of the minivan or evidence overlooked. We know our lab is thorough, but we don’t know that about these guys, so until you’re sure they have their shit together, hang out there and make your presence felt.”

“Got it,” Dutch said.

“And I’ll cover the press briefings,” Brice said.

“Meanwhile,” Gaston said, “I’ll work the back channels in D.C. to help free up some extra money for the budget on this one.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Brice. “It could get expensive quick.” Brice then addressed the rest of us. “Any questions?”

I raised my hand.

“Cooper?” Brice said.

“I have two appointments scheduled for this afternoon that I agreed to do by phone, Brice. These were clients that couldn’t reschedule so—”

“Make your calls,” he said easily. “You shift enough of your clients around for us on any given occasion. Oscar can comb the area using the drones, and if he finds anything, he can clue you in after you’re done with the sessions.”

“Great,” I said, feeling relieved. Brice was right; I often moved clients in order to accommodate the FBI cases I worked on, and it wasn’t always fair to them.

“Anyone else?” Brice asked.

Everyone shook their heads.

“Good. Dismissed,” he said.

Plan in hand, I followed Oscar out to one of the vans, and couldn’t help noticing that when we left the parking lot, each headed in a different direction, Toscano’s Tahoe chose to follow us.





CHAPTER SIX

I sat in the back of a diner with my AirPods tucked into my ears and my client on the other end of the line, preparing to tell her about the images flashing into my mind’s eye. Within the first five seconds of focusing on her energy, it was clear this would be an interesting session. 

“To quote from one of my favorite shows, ‘When you play the game of thrones, you either win or you die.’ ”

Cheryl—my client—chuckled. “That sounds ominous.”

“It should. You’re playing a dangerous game, Cheryl, and I’m worried you’ll lose.” Cheryl was silent, and I let my words hang heavily before I continued because I needed her to take me seriously. “Your workplace is a tricky, tricky environment. It’s exceptionally political, and full of back-stabbing and disloyalty, am I correct?”

“You’re absolutely correct,” she replied.

“You’re there because you’re well-compensated and you’ve invested quite a lot of time in the company.”

“Right again.”

“Yes, which is why I’m sorry to tell you that you’ve been playing the wrong game with the wrong man. He’s cleverer than you. He’s outsmarted you. And he’s intent on seeing you escorted out of the building.”

Again, Cheryl was quiet, and her energy spoke of alarm.

“Cheryl, have you already been looking for a new job? Somewhere else, I hope?”

“Not yet. I’ve been thinking about it though.”

“It’s time,” I said. “You have to pull the trigger and get the hell out of that organization.”

“I’ve been there for sixteen years building an entire department, Abby. I had hoped to make it to twenty.”

“I know, but what I’m trying to tell you is that I’m not sure you’ll make it twenty more days, let alone to four more years. You need to act. Now. Reach out to your network and see who’s hiring. Go before—”

“Abby,” Cheryl said abruptly. “I can’t just walk away. I have allies at this company. Friends. I have all of this time invested, all this work, all this …”

My mind filled with the image of a triangle, and then a bishop sliding across the board for checkmate. I sighed into the phone. “Cheryl,” I said. “He’s outwitted you. He’s learned of the affair, and he’s won.”

Cheryl’s gasp was loud on the other end of the call. “I can’t believe you said that.”

“I’m sorry I blurted it out—”

“No,” she said quickly. “No, that was fine. All this time I’ve been wondering what Greg had on me, and now I know. Greg and I were peers up until six months ago, when he got promoted over me, even though I was a better fit for VP. Since then he’s been trying to dismantle my department and shift all of my reports to other directors. I don’t know why he’s decided to hate me. I mean, he’s fairly new to the company and didn’t have a lot of experience in the field, but he talked a good game. From the get-go he’s had it out for me.”

“The weak always attack the strong. It makes them feel powerful,” I said.

“I suppose,” she agreed. “Anyway, years ago I had an affair with someone who’s now high up in the organization. We were very careful and kept it very quiet because we were both married back then, and Alex still is. Greg must’ve figured it out because Alex’s former personal assistant was reassigned to him, and it wouldn’t surprise me if he went through all of Janell’s files looking for mischief. And he’d be just the type to use whatever he found to leverage his position within the company. Six months ago, right before Greg was promoted, Alex suddenly stopped making eye contact or even acknowledging that I was in the room. I thought I’d slighted him in some way, but it all makes sense now.”

I thought it best to offer Cheryl a ray of hope. “If you start looking now, you’ll have a new job within six months. And it’ll be a good fit for you with less politics and fewer headaches.”

“This is all so crazy, Abby. I’ve been laying a trap for him. I’m so close to ending his career. I thought you were going to tell me that I’d be successful at getting him out of here.”

“No,” I said. “It’s the opposite scenario, I’m afraid. He’s beaten you to it. I feel like the decision has already been made, and you need to start looking for another job.”

“Within the same organization?” she asked hopefully.

I closed my eyes and felt as if I was subtly being lifted and transported to another location. “No. It’ll be a completely different company.”

“You’re positive there’s nothing I can do?”

“I’m sure,” I said honestly. “He’s won.”

“But he’s not even that powerful!” she insisted. “He’s a newly made VP of the smallest department we have in the organization. He’s the lowest guy on the totem pole. How could they bend to his will?”

“It doesn’t always take someone powerful to rearrange the chessboard,” I said, and I felt my intuition ping in a way that let me know that what I was saying to Cheryl could be applied to myself, but I didn’t really know the context yet, which caused me to mentally make a note of it.

Fifteen minutes later, I’d finished with Cheryl, who was still reeling from the revelation that if she didn’t act quickly, she’d be unemployed and with a major blemish on her résumé. The session had been draining, and I rubbed my temples trying to get rid of the tension.

“Tough session?” Oscar asked, sliding in next to me.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “People need to just do what I tell them without offering up all the but-buts, you know?”

“But-buts?”

“Uh-huh. You know, I say something like, ‘Hey, you’re about to get fired, so get your résumé updated and start looking for a new line of work,’ and they say, ‘But … but … what about blah-dee-blah, blah?’ ”

Oscar chuckled, but then he pulled a serious face. “Do I need to get my résumé updated, Coop?”

“Not quite yet,” I told him, but my answer didn’t sit well with my intuition, and that bothered me.

Needing a distraction, I then looked around for the waitress. “I need something to take the edge off.”

At that moment, the waitress appeared out of the back carrying a tray loaded down with two slices of what looked like chocolate pudding pie, each swirled with a generous dose of whipped cream. My mouth watered. I was about to raise my hand when I noticed that she was coming straight to our table. My eyes widened and I looked at Oscar, who was busy fiddling with his laptop.

“What’d you do?” I asked, as the waitress stopped in front of us.

“I came into the diner and heard a little bit of that reading. I figured you could use a boost.”

The waitress set down our pies, and a water for Oscar, then she winked at the two of us and headed away.

I picked up my spoon and prepared to dive in. “This. This is why you’re my favorite.”

“Hey, could you say that in front of Cox and Baldwin for me? I’d like to rub it in.”

“I can and I will,” I said, taking a bite. The pudding pie was delicious. Velvety and smooth, and the whipped cream had a little dusting of cocoa powder on it. “This is damn good pie,” I said with a moan.

“My mom’s is better, but not by much,” Oscar replied. Then he swiveled the computer screen toward me. “Hey, help me look for this barn, would you?”

I suddenly remembered our mission. “You didn’t see it when the drone was in the air?”

“No. But I could’ve missed it. I was trying to make sure the drone avoided electrical wires.”

Oscar and I gazed at the computer screen for at least an hour. We both searched for any hint of a burned-out old barn. There was one that could’ve been close, but it turned out that it was just another dilapidated relic in a sea of abandoned farms across the area. 

“Sure are a lot of abandoned farmhouses,” I remarked.

Oscar nodded. “The recession hit farmers in two-thousand-nine. A lot of ’em just up and walked away.”

“That’s sad,” I said.

“Yep. But I like to think that maybe they’ll come back someday.”

“It would suck if the barn we’re looking for is on abandoned farmland.”

“Why would that suck?”

“Because I want our killer to be at home, working the fields when we show up. I want him to know his freedom has just come to an end.”

“Yeah, but if he sees us coming, he could lawyer-up and demand a search warrant. That’d just make our job a lot harder.”

“Oh. Yeah, I forgot about that,” I said. “Crap, now I don’t know which way to root.”

“How about you just focus on the screen and see if anything jumps out at you.”

The door to the diner dinged with incoming guests, and I happened to glance up as Toscano and his two crewmen entered. Ball Cap led the way to an open booth at the opposite end of the diner, and I was grateful that they weren’t trying to spy over our shoulders at least. “What took ’em so long,” I muttered.

Oscar glanced at me with raised eyebrows, and I motioned over to Toscano’s gang. He grunted. “They probably peeled off after surveilling me for an hour to go do another podcast.”

I pulled my chin back. “Another podcast?”

“Yeah, Coop. Toscano would’ve definitely wanted to cover the remains pulled out of the lake. It’s all over the local news anyway, and might even end up going national.”

“Well, that’s not good.”

“Why isn’t that good?” he asked.

“Because it’ll give our unsub a heads-up that the walls are closing in.”

Oscar chuckled and shook his head. “You watch too much Law and Order. Bad guys don’t watch the news, Cooper. They’re too busy makin’ it.”

Oscar and I got back to reviewing the footage, and after another half an hour, I sighed. I was bored. We’d been watching his laptop screen for what felt like eons, and we weren’t finding any burned-out barns. 

Rubbing my temples, I said, “God, I’d kill for another couple of Advil.”

Someone slid into the booth on the opposite side of us. I looked up. It was Toscano.

“Got a headache?” he asked.

I frowned. “I did, but now it’s turning into more of a pain in the ass.”

He snorted. Pointing to me but addressing Oscar, he asked, “She always this entertaining?”

Oscar looked dully at Toscano. “No, sir. Usually she’s too busy helping us solve cases. Like the one you brought us.”

I smirked. Point to me and a point to Oscar.

Toscano held up his hands. “Listen, I didn’t come over here to harass you two—”

“And yet,” I said before he could go on, “of the four vehicles that left the hotel this morning, you chose to follow ours.”

“I did,” he agreed. “But it was as much to see what you were up to as it was to see him work.”

Toscano pointed to Oscar.

“Him?” I said, mimicking the pointing finger.

“Me?” Oscar said, pointing to himself.

“Yeah,” Toscano said. “See, I keep going over and over that moment on the podcast when Abby wrote down her visions, and within a few minutes you, Agent Hernandez, knew exactly where to look for the vics.”

I barked out an incredulous laugh. “Ohmigod, you cannot actually be accusing him of having anything to do with those murders!”

Toscano raised his hands again. “I’m not,” he said. “But I don’t understand how it is that he was able to take what you’d written down—which, to me looked like a bunch of crazy nonsense—and bring up Bringle Lake. That’s a leap, even for a very bright mind.”

It was hard to tell if Toscano was complimenting Oscar or insulting him. His energy wasn’t giving off any overt agenda, so it was even hard for me to tell.

Still, Oscar sought to explain his process to Toscano. “Abby and I have worked together on a lot of cases for almost a decade. In fact, we’ve probably worked the most cases together of any of the agents in the bureau, and I think that after all that side-by-side working together, we know how to interpret each other. Or, I know how to interpret the clues she comes up with.”

I gave Oscar a friendly nudge with my shoulder. It was true; he did know how to interpret much of what I got better than anyone. Sometimes even better than Dutch. I’d long believed that Oscar had a touch of the “gift” himself, so when we combined our energies on a case, it was a powerful thing.

“But how did you know to go looking for lakes that looked like Godzilla?” Toscano pressed.

“It was how Abby wrote it down. She saw a map of the Texas-Arkansas border and a lake. Then she saw Godzilla swimming in that lake and finding a red minivan on the bottom. I knew from experience that her intuition was suggesting that the remains could be found in a lake somewhere near Texarkana and for her to see so much of Godzilla in her vision was also meaningful. So, I pulled up Google Maps over Texarkana to see if there was anything that clicked, and in about three seconds I spotted Bringle Lake and noticed that it had a distinguishing shape. It definitely reminded me of Godzilla. Once I had that figured out, I focused on the fact that Abby said Godzilla lifted the red minivan out of the water with his tail, which I thought was significant because he didn’t use his hands or his mouth to pick it up. That made me think we should start looking for the minivan in the tail section of the lake.”

Toscano tugged on the edge of his mustache. “Huh,” he said. “I never would’ve made those connections.”

“You haven’t worked with me,” I said flatly. “Oscar and the other agents speak a little of my language, which is mostly metaphorical. They know that my intuition talks mostly in pictures and it can often be like trying to read hieroglyphics.”

“I see. But do you always need an interpreter? Or are you able to put some of this together?”

“She’s able,” Oscar assured him. “But we work as a team so Abby doesn’t have to do all of the heavy lifting.”

I wanted to hug Oscar. He was really making sure Toscano knew I was someone of value. Someone who could actually contribute. I was supremely grateful for him, both as a friend and a fellow teammate in that moment.

“Has she ever been wrong?” Toscano asked next.

“No,” Oscar said right away.

“Yes,” I said at the same time.

Toscano looked from me to Oscar and back again. “Which is it?”

“Sometimes the interpretation is a little off,” Oscar admitted. 

“Your interpretation or hers?”

I sighed. I didn’t much like this third degree. “Mine,” I said. “Sometimes I might interpret things too literally.”

“Is there an example you’d like to share?” Toscano pressed.

“About a case? No. I won’t share any misinterpretations about any cases I’ve worked on because I don’t need you opening up a can of worms bigger than you already have; but, in my professional practice, I can share an example with you that happened recently.”

“I’m listening,” Toscano said.

“Well, I was reading for this guy a few weeks ago, and I’d picked up that he owned his own business and he was getting ready to relocate it. I said to him that I felt he was going to move it to a waterfront, and he replied that he wasn’t. My intuition insisted that he was, and he then told me that he’d already signed a lease, and he swore he wasn’t on or even very close to water. 

“Now, I found that reply really odd, because in my mind’s eye I kept seeing his new storefront sitting at the foot of this big lake that was shimmering in the moonlight. It made the water look silver, and it seemed so beautiful that I shared what I was seeing with him. That’s when he told me that he was moving his storefront to a street called Silver Lake Road.”

Toscano’s jaw fell open a little. “Wow,” he said. “You can really see that kind of specific detail?”

“Sometimes,” I said.

“Could I talk to this client of yours?” 

His request surprised me. “Why?” I asked, my defenses kicking in.

“I just want to hear him tell it.” 

I shifted in my seat, but I couldn’t think of a reason for Toscano not to talk to my client. “I’ll ask him,” I said. “But if he says no, then it’s no, okay? I don’t want you trying to probe around in my private practice.”

“Deal,” Toscano said. 

At that moment, the door to the diner opened and in walked Gaston, Cox, and Baldwin. The two agents broke off to head to the counter to order something while Gaston approached us and stopped next to Toscano. 

“Director,” Toscano said, tipping an imaginary hat at him. And then he got up out of the booth. “I’ll leave you to continue your investigation.”

With that he walked over to his crew, motioned for them to follow him, and the three of them left the diner.

Gaston watched them leave, his dark, calculating eyes squinting with concentration. 

Part of me wanted to be privy to Gaston’s thoughts.

Part of me really, really didn’t.

Gaston then turned that laser-focused gaze on me. “Was Mr. Toscano making waves again?”

“Hard to say,” I told him. Because it was.

Gaston grunted and sat down where Toscano had been. “How’s the search for the farm coming along?”

Oscar and I looked at each other, then back at Gaston. “Not so great,” Oscar said. “I’ve done a grid search for three miles in every direction, and there’s no sign of a burned-out barn.

Gaston seemed to take that in, and then he turned to say to me, “We can’t come up to a dead end on this case, Abigail.” 

I eyed him curiously. “Dead end? Our crew just discovered the remains of four missing women in a minivan pulled from a lake, and it’s doubtful that the lab would’ve had time to thoroughly process it yet, so why do you look so …”

“Concerned?” Oscar said, finishing my sentence.

“There’s considerable pressure to bring in a win on this. Quickly,” Gaston said. “To come this far without a solid direction forward would be construed to mean that we got lucky, rather than applying any special talent to the investigation. I worry that if the next lead comes from evidence discovered in the minivan, then the Texarkana team will take all the credit, and our contribution will be seen as solely supportive, which will then also be seen as disposable.”

I scoffed. “Are you kidding?”

Gaston’s gaze was level with mine. He didn’t reply, which was really my answer.

I shook my head. “Man! Someone high up really wants me gone, huh?”

Again, Gaston’s gaze didn’t waiver, and I had to think that this particular investigation might be getting flak all the way up the chain of command. Like all the way up the chain.

The idea was more unsettling than I’d like to admit. I mean, when my back’s against the wall, I’m the first to shake my fist and yell, “Truth to power!” but this was more than my fight. This was an entire bureau office’s struggle for survival. I couldn’t just raise my middle finger and walk off dramatically. Gaston was right. I needed to bring in another clue. Another major clue.

With a sigh, I stared down at the table and considered what to do. And then I thought of something that was an absolute longshot, but still perhaps worth a try. “Director?” I asked.

“Yes?”

“Was there any jewelry recovered from the van or from the remains?

Gaston’s eyes narrowed again, but not menacingly. “One of the victims was wearing a bracelet that tentatively identifies her as one of the victims.”

“Is there a way for you to …” I didn’t even know how to ask my next question.

“Is there a way for me to, what?” Gaston asked.

“Get me the bracelet?” 

“Get it to you. You mean, give it to you?”

“Yes. But not permanently. I would need to be able to hold it. Not through plastic, but actually hold onto it.”

“Why?”

“Well, if the victims were kept for any length of time at a specific location, then I might be able to use the bracelet like a compass. It’s a longshot, for sure, but I’ll try.”

“Wait, you’re gonna use the bracelet like a compass?” Oscar asked. “How does that work?”

“Metal jewelry often retains the energy of the person who wore it. If I hold the bracelet, I might be able to pick up something on where the victim was held prisoner. Or, at the very least, get a direction for it.”

“What if she was held someplace far away from the lake?” Oscar asked.

“Then we’re screwed,” I said bluntly.

“It’s far more likely they were held somewhere nearby,” Gaston said. “It’d be too risky to move that many dead bodies a long distance. Odds are the vics were held within a few miles of the lake.”

I shrugged. “We can only hope.”

Gaston tapped the table. “I’ll get you the bracelet,” he said. “I’d prefer you to wear gloves, but if you can’t get a signal, then I’ll take the heat if there’s any fallout from your handling the evidence.”

Gaston got up from the table, motioned to Cox and Baldwin, and the three left the diner the same way Toscano had … without a backward glance.

Oscar and I were left to sit moodily at the table, and I finally piped up about something that’d been floating in Oscar’s energy for the past four days. “Sooooo, you thinking about asking her when you get back to Austin?”

Oscar’s brow furrowed, but there was just a tinge of pink creeping up the side of his neck. “Asking who what, Cooper?

I smiled, and twirled the large emerald engagement ring that Dutch had given me. “Hey,” I said. “It’s me, buddy. I know, you know?”

Oscar shifted in his seat. “Coop,” he said flatly, “come on, cut me some slack, will ya?”

“I’ve been cutting you slack, my friend. I didn’t mention it two weeks ago when it first showed up in your energy, and I’ve been keeping my lips zipped for the past four days while you carry around what looks like a small ring box in your coat pocket.”

Oscar’s hand automatically went to the pocket in question. “I haven’t made up my mind yet about it, okay?”

“Why not?” I asked. 

“Because …”

“Because . . . .?” 

Oscar shook his head. “Man, you’re tough, you know that?”

I grinned wide. “Think of it as one of the many, many reasons you love me.”

Oscar chuckled, and then he sighed. “We’ve only been dating a couple of months.”

“Nine,” I said. “You’ve been dating nine months, Oscar.”

“Yeah, only nine months. Like, how can I even be thinking like this?”

I gave him a pat on the shoulder. “You know, Dutch and I went through our ups and downs when we first started dating, but I knew he was the love of my life about two weeks after our first date when he showed up unannounced at my house with vanilla ice cream and fudge topping.”

Oscar shook his head again. “I’m crazy about her.”

“Who wouldn’t be?” I asked. “I mean, Nikki’s the whole package.”

Detective Nikki Grayson was an Austin police detective. I’d introduced her to Oscar about nine months earlier. Oscar had just broken up with a great girl, but a great girl who just wasn’t that into him. Meanwhile, Nikki was trying to get back out there after a difficult divorce. Oscar and Nikki had hit it off almost immediately, and they’d been inseparable ever since. I wasn’t at all surprised that he was considering popping the question after dating her less than a year, and I could also understand why he was hesitating. His logical brain was at odds with his heart.

“It seems like it’s too soon,” he said.

“Sure,” I agreed. “But when you know, you know. You know?”

Oscar grinned at me sideways. “She might not even say yes.”

“That’s a possibility.”

He dropped the smile, replacing it with a frown. “Come on.”

“What?”

He pointed to my head. “You pick up that I’m carrying around an engagement ring, and when I tell you that Nikki might say no, you don’t use your superpowers to reassure me? Are you trying to tell me something, Cooper?”

I laughed. “Oh, my God, Oscar, stop being paranoid! I have no idea what she’ll say. Nor am I going to look, so don’t even ask. But I think you should take a chance with her and go ahead and ask her to marry you. If she says no, then you’ll know you asked her too soon, but it doesn’t mean no for forever, right?”

“Probably,” he said. The poor guy looked miserable. 

“But,” I added. “If she says yes, then you’ll know that she feels for you the same way you feel about her. Personally, I think it’s worth the risk.”

Oscar nodded, but it wasn’t very enthusiastic. “I just wish I knew what she was going to say ahead of time.”

“No, Oscar,” I told him, understanding that this whole poor-me thing he was pulling was a ploy to get me to change my mind about using my radar to ferret out what Nikki’s answer would be. “I’m not going to deprive you of the relief you might feel when you make yourself vulnerable to Nikki and she surprises you with her answer.”

“Fine,” he muttered. The poor guy was clearly torturing himself with the possibility that he would ask Nikki for her hand in marriage and she’d turn him down.

And, to be honest, I didn’t know what she’d say. I mean, I had my suspicions, but I purposely hadn’t checked the ether for the answer because I didn’t want to spoil the surprise for myself either.

“How’re you going to propose?” I asked next. 

Oscar shook his head. “I have no friggin’ clue.”

“What? You mean you don’t have a plan?” I was aghast that he’d bought the ring and was carrying it around in his pocket, and hadn’t even settled on how he’d ask her.

“I was thinking I’d just take her out to dinner and pop the question over dessert.”

“Oh, God,” I said. “Don’t do that!”

Oscar looked taken aback. “Why not?”

I ticked off the reasons on my fingers. “Because it’s too cliché, it’s too public, and it’s too lame.”

“Well then, Miss Know-It-All, how should I do it?” 

I could tell I’d hurt his feelings, so I put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Romance her, buddy. Dutch took me to the land that our house was going to be built on, and he arranged a whole picnic for us too. It was an absolutely perfect proposal.”

Oscar frowned. “So I gotta buy property just to propose to Nikki?”

“No,” I said. “Of course not. But whatever you do, it should feel like you gave it some thought. What you need is some sort of grand gesture.”

“I kind of thought that giving her a nice ring and asking her to marry me was a grand gesture.”

I grinned. “It is. For sure, buddy, it is. But maybe you could sweeten the deal even more by showing her how much she means to you.”

Oscar’s brow furrowed while he thought that through.

“And no Jumbotron,” I told him.

He scowled, and the furrowed brow remained.

“Or flash mobs.”

“Oh, man!” he said, his shoulders drooping.

“Hey,” I said to get his attention. His gaze lifted from the tabletop to me. “Nikki loves horses, right?” I knew from an afternoon coffee shared with Nikki not long ago that she was raised on a ranch and she had her own horse in a barn not far from her home.

“Yeah. And?”

“Maybe do something with that.”

“Hmm,” Oscar said, the scowl finally lifting. He nodded slowly and I smiled. 

“Okay, I’m ready to get back to it. Let’s get back to the lake and see what we can see.” 

We laid money on the table for the bill and the tip, and headed out.

Oscar drove us back to the lake, near where we’d recovered the minivan. Once there, we waited for Gaston to bring me the bracelet, which took only an additional twenty minutes. As I got out of the van to greet him, an SUV pulled into the lot, parked, and the three stooges appeared from its interior.

I made sure to glare angrily at each of them as they approached. They made sure to avoid looking at me, and then Gaston appeared in front of me and opened his palm to reveal a tarnished gold bracelet, still concealed in its evidence bag.

“The family of Sophia Wong has positively identified this, and I had the lab rush through their swabs collection of any residue or DNA. The bracelet came back empty—no surprise given it’s been underwater for at least a decade. You’re free to take it out of the bag and hold it,” he told me.

I took the evidence bag and carefully opened the seal. As gently as I could, I lifted out the bracelet and closed my hand around it.

The odds of it giving me anything to work with were about as low as you can imagine, but I had to try.

Which is why I was very surprised when I felt a strong tug coming from the chain in my hand. “Whoa,” I said.

“What’s, ‘whoa’?” Gaston asked.

Instead of answering him, I pivoted on my feet and looked northeast. Pointing, I said, “That way.”

The men standing around me all looked at each other, none of them quite knowing what to do.

“Oscar,” I said patiently.

“Yeah?”

I pointed again. “Send your drone in that direction.”

Oscar maneuvered the controls of his drone, and the small aircraft lifted off the ground and headed in line with where I was pointing. 

Using my radar and the signal I was getting from the bracelet, I watched the monitor on the drone, and every time Oscar veered even a little off course, I pointed either right or left and he adjusted.

Neither one of us was paying much attention to what was actually happening on the screen, and before we knew it, a small, red warning light flashed on the monitor. “The drone is coming to the end of its range,” he said. “We either have to follow it or call it back.

“Let’s go,” I said.

Piling into the van, Gaston drove while Oscar and I continued to watch the monitor, but I quickly became motion sick—a product of watching the monitor, tuning in to the energy of the victim, and being jostled around on rough terrain in the van.

“Stop,” I finally said, feeling ready to puke.

Gaston stopped the van and I got out, bending over and closing my eyes to take in a deep lungful of air.

“You okay?”

I nodded. “Just a little overwhelmed. I’ll be okay in a minute, but I don’t think I can ride in that van again for a bit.”

“I can get a few hundred more meters out of the drone’s range now,” Oscar said.

I held my thumb up, took one more deep breath, and stood to look again at his monitor. 

That’s when I grabbed his arm. “Ohmigod, Oscar, there!”

The terrain below the drone was a patch of scrub and dry grass. But at the top of the monitor’s screen was a building, or what was left of a building.

It was an old, ruined farmhouse, shingles peeled off the roof in places, and the rusty remains of a tractor near the back of the house.

All the hair on my arms stood up on end as I looked at it, and Oscar used the controls to bring the drone closer to the building, giving us a 360-degree view. 

By now we’d been joined by Gaston and the idiots, and Gaston asked, “What’d you find?”

I tore my gaze away from the monitor. “The crime scene, Director. We found the crime scene.”





CHAPTER SEVEN

It took about an hour to determine whether the farmhouse was private property and would require a warrant for us to set foot on. Luckily, the previous owner had stopped paying his taxes back in two-thousand-one—which fit with our timeline—and the farm had been foreclosed on by the state of Texas seven years later, making it public land. As such, we were free to tramp around the place as much as we liked.

Gaston called in all the troops, including Dutch, Brice, Cox, and Baldwin, and the ten of us descended on the dilapidated ruins of the old farm within twenty minutes of getting the all-clear from the state of Texas. 

When we got out of the van, I went to Gaston and handed him back the bracelet. I didn’t want to lose it, and I knew he was breaking protocol by letting me hold it. Besides, I didn’t need it anymore. We were in the right place.

Dutch came over to stand close to me as the team walked through the scrub and got closer to the farmhouse. In a voice that was low enough not to be overheard, he said, “There’s no sign of a barn here, Abby.”

A small frustrated frown made its way onto my lips. “I know. But we’re in the right place, Dutch. I can feel it.”

“Okay then,” he said.

With that he left me to move back over to Brice and speak into his ear. Brice nodded, looked my way, and offered me a supportive thumbs-up.

I felt a flood of emotion, knowing that no matter what the landscape or how it might differ from my vision, my squad always believed in me. If I said there was a barn here, then they’d look for one.

Turning in a circle, however, it was rough to imagine that anything other than the old farmhouse had ever been built here. It was the only visible structure, and tall, thick, dried grass covered almost everything else. 

But I wasn’t going to back down. It was here, and along with evidence that that would lead us to the killer. I just knew it.

We searched the immediate area around the old farmhouse, but we couldn’t find anything to suggest that a barn had once stood there. As the sun began its slow descent into the late-afternoon sky, I caught the three stooges all glancing sideways at me. It was clear they were ticked off at having been pulled off their desk duty to come out here to search for something they didn’t think existed, and they were also relishing the fact that I appeared to be wrong.

Finally, Gaston called everyone to the fallow field at the front of the property, and he had Oscar launch his drone again to see if he could spot something from the air. 

I looked over his shoulder while he flew the drone, waiting to feel a direction, but nothing lit up my radar.

Well, allow me to rephrase. My radar did light up, just not in a way that was helpful. It kept tugging me toward the farmhouse. Which was majorly annoying.

But then I had another thought, and this one I paid attention to. “Hang on,” I said, moving away from Oscar.

“You spot something?” he asked me, still squinting at the screen.

“No. Not exactly. I just need to check out something.” And then I waved to Dutch, who came to my side. “Can I go into the farmhouse?”

He looked toward the old ruin. “It’s not safe, Edgar.”

“Understood, but can I get in there all the same?”

He looked skeptically toward the structure. “I guess, but I’ll be tagging along.”

“Fine by me, cowboy.”

We walked over to the farmhouse, me leading the way, and Brice and Gaston both joined us. “What’s going on?” Brice asked.

“Abby wants to take a look inside,” Dutch said.

“It’s not safe,” Brice said.

I smirked, shook my head, and kept walking. FBI boys all think alike.

“I know it’s not safe, which is why I’m going with her,” Dutch said to Brice.

“We’ll go in with you too,” Gaston said.

That was also fine by me. The more the merrier.

Once I got to the door, I tried the knob. It was locked, so I stood to the side and looked at Dutch expectantly. He’d have to kick it in.

My hubby eyed the door, sizing it up like an opponent in a prize fight. Dutch was perhaps a little too slow for Gaston, who hedged himself in front of Dutch, and in a move that Jackie Chan would be proud of, he delivered one lightning-fast kick to the old door, and it practically imploded.

Dust wafted out and enveloped us like a dirty fog. I held my breath until the dust settled, and then stepped through the door.

The interior of the farmhouse was quite dark. Behind me a flashlight came on, and it bobbed across the wood floor and the settling dust, giving the entryway a super-creepy vibe. 

I wasn’t especially scared, but I was glad that Dutch and the boys were backing me up. I took a few steps forward, the floorboards creaking like squeaky violins. Waiting for my eyes to adjust to the gloom, I focused on what my radar was picking up, and it pushed me forward to the hallway leading to the kitchen. I stopped next to a dust-covered framed photo, still hanging on the wall.

Using the sleeve of my sweater, I wiped the glass a bit and heard footsteps come up close behind me.

“What’s up?” Dutch asked.

“It’s this photo,” I told him.

Dutch’s body pressed against mine as he leaned in to have a closer look. “It’s the farmhouse in better days,” he said.

I nodded, using my sweater again to wipe a little more at the grime on the glass. And then I sucked in a surprised breath. “Dutch,” I whispered. “Look!”

His head came over my shoulder, and he squinted at the photograph. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said.

“What’d you find?” Gaston asked us.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw him close by. “We found the barn.”

Gaston’s gaze went from me to the photo and back again. “So there was a barn.”

“Yep,” I said, and pointed to the structure in the upper right hand corner of the photo. Reaching forward, I lifted the photo off the nail it’d been hanging from for what must have been nearly a hundred years given the period attire the people seated on the front porch were dressed in. The photo clearly showed a time when the farm was being worked and the farmhouse still cared for. On the porch was a ragtag group—no doubt all the members of the family that had lived here and worked the farm.

A set of grandparents, their five adult children, their corresponding spouses, and a smattering of grandchildren. I could’ve gazed at this photo for a long time, daydreaming stories for each individual member, but I had a more important task at hand. And that was to locate the barn, which was clear as day in the photo, set behind the house on another hilltop maybe a quarter-mile away and to the north.

“Why was it so far from the house?” someone behind me asked.

Dutch answered. “The primary crop around here has always been rice, which needs a lot of water. They would’ve flooded the lower fields and set the buildings on high ground. The only available hilltop next to the one this house is on was that far away.”

Taking the photo, I turned and moved through the gathered crowd around me—by now everyone in our unit had come inside the house—and walked out with the photo to roughly where the photograph was taken. Turning, I held up the frame and studied it against what remained of the old farmhouse—the transformation was a bit jarring—and then I pointed toward the area where the barn should be but wasn’t.

“Let’s go,” Oscar said. I realized he’d come to stand behind me and was also looking over my shoulder. 

He and I led the others across the scrubby grass, all the while I held up the photo like a compass, allowing it to draw us forward until I could feel the incline and the point at which I suspected the barn had to be. 

“Here,” I said.

Oscar nodded, halting his forward progression too.

We turned in a circle and looked down at the ground, but there was no sign that a structure had ever been there. 

“I wonder what happened to it,” Oscar said.

“Probably totally lost to the fire,” Dutch replied, as he also came to wrap an arm around my waist. Looking down at me with those gorgeous midnight blues, he mouthed, Good job.

I smiled, happy for his support.

“Now what?” Thune asked, rather impatiently as he turned in a circle. “I mean, there’s nothing here.”

I looked to Brice, who’d had the forethought to stop at the hardware store before joining us. Motioning over his shoulder toward the van that he, Dutch, Oscar, and I had all ridden in, he said, “I picked up some rakes and shovels. They’re loaded in the back of the van. Thune, grab them and get to work.”

I had to turn away to press a finger to my lips to squash the laugh that threatened to explode out of me given the stunned look on Thune’s face. Ahhh, priceless!

Clearing my throat, I turned back and watched as Ricco and Williams edged their way closer to Thune, in a visible show of closing ranks. “There’s nothing here,” Thune repeated. “What would I be digging for?”

I sighed. God these three were really trying my patience. And I could’ve let them simply dig where they were standing, but wasting time wasn’t something we had the luxury of. Instead, I approached Gaston and said, “Director, may I please hold that bracelet again?”

He reached into his pocket and withdrew the evidence bag holding it. Carefully he tipped the bag, and the bracelet landed lightly in my palm. Closing my hand over it, I held it in front of me like a divining rod, and allowed it to pull me forward, then left a little, then forward again, then even more left, then two more steps, and I stopped when my hand felt like it was tugging straight down.

“Here,” I said to Thune. “You need to clear the scrub in this area specifically.”

Thune’s brow was lowered to Cro-Magnon level. Clearly he didn’t like taking orders from me.

Gaston gave Brice a pointed look, and Brice moved over to Thune. In a level, even voice, and pointing to where I was standing, he said, “You heard the lady, Agent Thune.”

And then he got into Williams’ and Ricco’s faces and said, “Head back to the van with Thune, grab all the rakes and shovels, and get. To. Work.”

With that he turned away from the three—an obvious dismissal, and the rest of us did too.

Later, as evening descended, I stood wrapped in Dutch’s windbreaker, watching the stooges, Oscar, Baldwin, Cox, Brice, and Dutch continue to pull at the thick scrub that covered the whole area. It’d been three hours since they’d started clearing the ground, and I was frustrated that we hadn’t found a single thing yet.

Gaston came over to me and stood close. “Checking in with you,” he said. “Still feel we’re in the right spot?”

“One hundred percent.”

He nodded. “Then I’m going to call it a night, and we can pick this up in the morning.”

Gaston took two steps away before I called to him. “Sir?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

His brow furrowed. “For …?”

“Believing in me.”

There was the slightest twinkle in Gaston’s eyes as he said, “With a track record as long and as accomplished as yours, Abigail, it’s easy to continue to put my faith in you.”

I had to swallow hard against the swell of emotion rising up inside my chest. I simply nodded to him, and he moved on to address the team.

“Agents, Special Agents … we’re going to wrap it up for the evening. We’ll come back out at dawn to continue our search,” Gaston said.

The three stooges stopped working and exchanged a series of looks that all but said, Are you kidding me?!

Williams shook his head and tossed aside his rake. Ricco and Thune followed suit, and as they filed past the director, their attitude was so close to insubordination that it shocked me. And then it deeply offended me, and I could feel another swell of emotion, but this one had no softness to it because it was made entirely of rage.

I moved from my spot and went marching over to them, ready to unleash the kraken, but a hollow, reverberating sound stopped me in my tracks. I knew the second I heard that noise what it was.

Searching for the source, I saw Oscar—who’d been digging thirty yards away from the rest of us, lift his shovel high and bring it down to a spot right in front of him. The hollow, reverberating thud sounded even louder this time.

“Hey guys!” he called. “I think I found something.”

I ran to Oscar and so did the others. We all crowded around him while he carefully moved away dirt from what looked like a set of scorched floorboards.

And then Dutch jumped into action, using his rake to move away the scrub. At last they had roughly a three-by-three-foot area exposed, and then Dutch discovered something else: a metal loop that looked like the latch handle to what appeared to be a trapdoor. He tugged on the handle, but the door held tight. 

“I’ll grab a crowbar!” Baldwin said, and he raced off toward the van.

Meanwhile everyone else scrambled to pick up their tools and help clear the area around the trapdoor. Well, everyone except the stooges.

Frustrated with their lack of urgency, I raced over to where they’d tossed their rakes and picked one up, then moved back to join the team again. By the time Baldwin got back with the crowbar, we had a six-by-eight-foot area cleared.

Dutch tried the handle again without using the crowbar, but it was still stuck tight, so Baldwin moved in and shoved the edge of the crowbar into the crevice between the trapdoor and the wood flooring of what had surely been the barn. There was a lot of creaking as my husband put all of his weight against the crowbar, and finally the door gave way completely sending Dutch to his knees.

He scrambled up, while the rest of us hurried forward to have a look. The sun had all but set, and there was only a faint glow lighting the horizon in pinks, purples, and gray-blues. Cellphones came out and flashes were turned on so we could see better through the haze to a dark hole in the ground with a wooden ladder that led down maybe ten feet and then opened up to what appeared to be a tunnel leading away from the center of the trap door.

I looked up and noticed that the tunnel led in the exact same direction where everyone but Oscar had been working. Immediately I understood that the tunnel must be about thirty meters long and end in … what, I didn’t know. I just knew it was bad. 

In silence we all hedged in around the trap door, and the small hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stood up on end. It was like looking down into hell, and whatever energy had been down there chilled me to the core.

I found myself backing away from the hole, overwrought by the energy seeping up through the opening. It felt … evil.

Meanwhile the boys were hunched over the hole, and even the stooges had moved up to have a look. Oscar went to the top of the ladder as if ready to descend, but Gaston laid a hand on his shoulder and said, “Wait.”

In that moment, I realized that Gaston was looking at me, his brow creased with lines of worry. 

I could only shake my head. Something felt wrong. Very, very wrong.

Gaston peered into the abyss again, then motioned for Oscar to move away from the opening. He then pointed to the door and said, “Cover it up. We’ll head down in the morning when we have some daylight and the proper equipment.”

Dutch frowned, but he complied with Gaston’s order. The second the door was closed, I exhaled a sigh of relief. Brice, who was nearest to me, came over and wrapped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me against him. I attempted to smile at him, but it was a struggle. “You okay, kiddo?” he asked.

I pointed to the hole. “Whatever’s down there, Brice, it’s … bad.”

He nodded soberly. “I figured it would be. We’ll come back in the morning and approach it carefully.”

I leaned my head against his shoulder. Some days I honestly hated this work.

The squad left the scene after placing do not cross tape across the trapdoor. It looked ridiculous, this X of yellow over a three-by-three-foot door in the ground, but protocol is protocol.

When we got back to the hotel after dinner, where I’d eaten very little and said even less, Dutch held my hand in the elevator and attempted to pull me from the brooding thoughts running through my mind.

“It’s supposed to be a nice day tomorrow, at least,” he said.

“Hmm,” I grunted.

“That was a tasty steak tonight.”

“Hmm,” I repeated.

“If I didn’t tell you earlier, dollface, that color looks really good on you.”

Dutch pointed to the thick sweater I was wearing, which was a blush rose. I made a grimacing smile. 

He gave up after that, or so it seemed, but when we got back to the hotel room, while I was changing into pajamas, he had another trick up his sleeve. After coming out of the bathroom, I found Dutch on the lone chair in the room, with his computer on his lap, Skyping with someone.

“Here she is,” Dutch said when he saw me. He swiveled the screen around, and Candice’s face came into view. 

“Sundance!” she sang. She then held up a small, brown, squirming bundle. “Tuttle misses you,” she said. 

I grabbed the laptop and held it up. “Tut-tut!” I said, and tears formed in my eyes. Tuttle, my miniature dachshund, was one of the most emotionally intuitive dogs I’d ever met. She always seemed to have a handle on my feelings, and whenever I had a bad day, she’d stick extra close, kiss me often, and curl up in my lap at every chance.

Tonight she stared at the screen and cocked her adorable little head. The two bright-tan dots that served as her eyebrows, pinched together in question. I chuckled at her expression, and it was a genuine laugh. As Candice was holding Tuttle, my other doxie, Eggy, meandered onscreen. “Eggers!” I cried. God, I missed my pups!

“They’re doing great,” Candice said. “Auntie Candice is taking the best care of them.”

“Which means you’re spoiling them rotten,” I said, knowing from experience that that was exactly what was happening.

Candice reached for something offscreen and fed it to Tuttle. I saw, as Tuttle gobbled it down, that it was a bit of cheese. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “I’m just treating them like they deserve to be treated.” She then fed Eggy a bite of cheese too.

I laughed again, and the awful energy that’d polluted mine with its stink began to waft away. 

I chatted with Candice for about twenty more minutes before she said, “Okay, enough gabbing. You look exhausted. Go to bed and get some rest, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, so relieved she hadn’t asked me a thing about the investigation. Instead, she’d chatted about her case, and the weather, and the pups. It was exactly the kind of normalcy that I’d needed to be reminded of.

“Oh,” she said, right before we signed off. “One more thing. Your sister called me today. She’s looking for you. Have you been dodging her calls?”

I blinked. “Cat called you? No … I …” Getting up, I carried the computer with me while I hunted for my phone. I found it in the bottom of my backpack, and, quickly realized that it’d been inadvertently turned to silent mode. “Crap,” I said to Candice. “I had it on silent.”

“Ah,” Candice said. “Are you going to call her back, or should I cover for you if she calls again?”

I smirked. My sister could be a lot to handle. “I’ll call her back, but thanks for having my back, Candice. And thanks for taking care of the fur babies.”

“Anything for you,” she said. 

Candice is a good egg.

We hung up and I got wearily into bed. The call had been good for me, but there was something still nagging at me about that hole in the ground. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but I had a feeling that the next day would reveal all of the horrors that had happened down there … and I had no doubt we’d find evidence of the most terrible things one person could do to another.

Trying to shake off those thoughts, I called my sister. “Hey,” I said when she answered. “Sorry I haven’t been in touch. We’re in the field, and my phone got turned to silent mode.”

“You’re in the field?” she asked.

I yawned. I was dead tired. “Yes, honey. So what’s up?”

Cat hesitated, then said, “I need a reading.”

“You need a reading? Why? What’s going on?”

“I want you to tell me, but not tonight. You sound exhausted, and you’re on a case, so call me when you’re free and can focus, okay?”

My eyes kept closing heavily, and I felt like I had to pry them apart just to stay awake. “Okay, lovey. I will.”

“Thanks. Love you.”

“Cat?” I said, before she could hang up.

“Yeah?”

“You okay?”

Again she hesitated, but then she said, “I am. Or … I will be. I think.”

I started to push myself up to a better sitting position in an effort to come out of the droopy haze that was quickly enveloping me. “If you need me to tune in for you right now—”

“No, Abby. You sleep. You really do sound wiped out, and I know you need your rest in order to bring your A-game when you’re on a case. Just call me whenever you feel up to focusing on me. I can wait.”

I hung up with Cat and felt even more unsettled. Something was up. It probably had to do with the sale of her marketing firm—something that’d been in the works for over a year now. No doubt, now that it was so close, Cat was worried that it wouldn’t go through due to some unforeseen event, and she simply needed my reassurance. Given that it was likely only that, I certainly didn’t feel the need to tune in—especially given that I was feeling so wiped out. But I could probably call her in the morning, or sometime tomorrow after we discovered what was in that hole.

With another yawn, I laid down on the pillows, and tried very hard to stay awake long enough for Dutch to get out of the shower and come cuddle with me.

But I didn’t make it.

I slept deeply that night, which was good. At one point I got up to use the bathroom, and came back to bed to nestle against Dutch before falling into another deep, restorative sleep. But sometime around dawn, I had the most unusual dream.

I dreamt that I was sitting in a lounge chair on a beach, and could feel the heat from the sun and the gentle breeze coming off the waves while seagulls called to each other far above my head. The scene was so peaceful and serene, I was lulled into simply enjoying it. 

But then a seagull landed right next to me, probably looking for scraps. I glanced at the bird, and realized that its feet were blue. Like blue. 

“Aren’t you an odd duck?” I asked, and laughed at my own joke.

The seagull ignored me, and waddled forward on its unusual feet. I focused back on the waves. Then there was this loud bang, and it startled me. I turned to the sound and saw that the seagull was now locked in a cage. It didn’t seem alarmed, however. It simply stood there, blinking innocently at me.

I got up to free the bird when Oscar suddenly appeared. He was dressed in his usual khakis and dress shirt, and he handed me the ring box that held the engagement ring. 

“Hold this for me,” he said.

I took the box and looked at him in puzzlement. “Why?”

He motioned over his shoulder. “I gotta let the bird out,” he said.

Then he moved over to the cage. “Be careful!” I called out to him. The seagull was large, and I didn’t want Oscar to get bit, but Oscar simply opened the cage, and the bird waddled out. 

“You worry too much, Cooper,” Oscar said, and his grin was wide.

But then a spot of blood appeared on his bright-white dress shirt. And then another dot. And then another, and another, and another, until the whole front of his shirt was covered in red, bloody dots.

“Oscar!” I gasped. “You’re bleeding!”

“I am?” he said, looking down at himself. “Whoa! Look at that!”

By now Oscar’s whole shirt was soaked in red. And then his pants were dotted too. He looked up at me then, and as he did, all good humor had left his face, which was suddenly ashen. He sank to his knees and pointed at me. “Give her the box,” he whispered, right before he fell back against the sand.

I jolted awake, gasping, and Dutch stirred beside me. “Abs?” he said.

I sat up and grabbed for my phone, my hands shaking so hard it was difficult to find the number I was looking for. 

“Abby?” Dutch repeated.

“Shhhh!” I hissed, holding the phone up to my ear. It began to ring and I closed my eyes, willing for the line to be picked up.

Finally, on the fourth ring, Oscar’s gravelly voice said, “This had better be good.”

“Are you okay?!”

I heard a heavy breath in, then out, and Oscar said, “No. It’s four-thirty in the morning, and someone just called me an hour before I have to get up. What’s going on, Cooper?”

I put a hand to my head. He was unhurt. Thank God. “Nothing,” I said. “Sorry I woke you up.”

Oscar mumbled something … it might’ve been a swear word … or a string of swear words … and he hung up.

I set the phone back on the nightstand, and Dutch wound his arms around me and pulled me to him tight. “Wanna talk about it?” 

I wrapped my own arms around his and nestled deeper against his warm body. “No.”

“You sure?”

I bit my lip, trying to decide, but then I realized why I’d been so worried about Oscar. He’d been the first person to approach that awful hole in the ground. It was the energy coming up from underground, I realized. That’s all. “No, I’m good,” I said, closing my eyes.

“Okay,” he said, letting it go.

I drifted back to sleep with Dutch, and it felt like I’d just closed my eyes for a second when our alarm went off. 

Dutch rolled away from me to slap at the alarm. He then laid a gentle hand on my side. “Abs,” he said.

“Mmff,” I replied.

“We gotta get up.”

“Shhhh, you’re harshing my mellow.”

He chuckled, and slid back over toward me to cuddle again. “Oh, I’d like to harsh your mellow, dollface,” he whispered, kissing my shoulder.

Why is pretty much any response given to a man who wants to get you out of bed at an ungodly hour interpreted as code for “I’m totally open for sex right now!”?

I sighed in annoyance.

Luckily, Dutch understands that that’s not code for anything other than, “Don’t even think about it.” 

The nibbling stopped. He squeezed my arm, and slid back away from me, getting out of bed. I heard him shuffle into his clothes, and then he tiptoed out of the room. I drifted off for maybe another twenty minutes, waking up again the moment he came back in. The room was dark, but there was the backglow from a light in the parking lot, so I knew he could maneuver around the room without a lot of trouble. 

Still, I refused to open my eyes. They remained firmly shut to keep up the “I’m sleeping” charade. 

Then something clicked on the nightstand, and I smelled the scent of freshly brewed coffee. 

Damn, my husband. He did not play fair. 

Opening one eye I peeked up, and saw Dutch standing over me, sipping his coffee, wearing a smirk. 

“That’s not creepy,” I said.

He chuckled, and held up a pastry bag. “Croissant?”

I sighed again. Damn him, damn him! Now he was just doubling down. “You’re mean.”

“You’re right, getting up, getting dressed, and going out on this dark, cold morning to bring my beautiful wife a gourmet coffee and a fresh pastry is the worst. I’m a monster.”

I laughed into my pillow. Rolling over, I pushed myself to a sitting position and switched on the light. Then I waved my hand toward the pastry. “Hey, monster. Gimme.” 

Dutch plopped the pastry into my lap, and moved over to his bag and his gear while I sipped the good stuff and shoveled buttery goodness into my mouth. After about ten minutes, I started to feel a little more awake. “What time is it?” I asked him.

“Five-fifty-five.”

I groaned. “Fieldwork sucks.”

The corners of Dutch’s mouth quirked. “Which is why I try to do as little of it as possible these days.”

I yawned and stretched and threw back the covers to expose my legs. Then I gave myself a mental pep talk and swung them out to stand up. No sooner had I stood up than Dutch looked up from the chair he was sitting in while he checked his email and said, “Hey, what was that thing with Oscar this morning?”

My brow furrowed for maybe a half-second until I remembered. “Nothing,” I said. “Just a bad dream.”

“Yeah, well he’s downstairs in the lobby, irritated as hell that you woke him up.”

“Ugh. I’ll change and go down to apologize. What time are we leaving?”

“Quarter after.”

I sighed again. The boys never gave the girls enough time to get ourselves up and dressed and ready for the day. It annoyed me.

Still, I didn’t dwell on it; I simply shuffled my keister to the bathroom and got myself together as quickly as I could. And maybe it was because I was in such a rush that morning that I missed the biggest clue of all.





CHAPTER EIGHT

At ten after six, Dutch and I walked down to the lobby, meeting up with most of the squad. Oscar was in a large wing chair, reading the paper, while Brice, Cox, and Baldwin all stood nearby. 

Oscar held the paper up higher and hid behind it when he saw me coming. “Hey,” I said, stopping in front of him to poke the paper with my finger.

He lowered it and glared at me.

“I’m sorry! I had a nightmare.”

Oscar’s gaze flickered to Dutch in a way that suggested he thought I should’ve woken Dutch up instead of him.

“The dream wasn’t about him,” I explained. “It was about you.”

An uncomfortable silence immediately spread throughout the group, and they all looked at Oscar, and then at each other with widened eyes.

“Ohmigod! Not like that!”

Oscar casually folded the newspaper. “Aww, Coop, it’s okay. You were bound to fall for me sometime.”

I made a gagging gesture, and he laughed, and so did the others. Even Dutch.

Gaston appeared with the three stooges, and everyone quickly sobered. It was obvious that the three idiots thought we’d been joking about them because they wore irritated frowns and looked at us like we sucked.

I did nothing to alleviate their fears. Sometimes, I’m a real bitch, but then again, they started it, and this wasn’t just some simple game of checkers. All of our jobs were at stake. 

“Are we ready?” Gaston asked, ignoring the tension.

“Yes, sir,” Dutch said.

“Let’s roll,” he said.

We got our gear and headed out to the two vans and Gaston’s sedan parked outside. We were taking all of our crime scene investigation gear with us this time, and Oscar, Brice, and Dutch spent a fair amount of time with a clipboard going over everything in the van to make sure we had everything we’d need. None of us wanted to halt the investigation again due to lack of equipment.

As we were loading ourselves into the vehicles, I saw Toscano appear with his crew. He got into his Tahoe and waited for us to pull out so he could follow.

I craned my neck and looked back. “Are we just gonna let him do that?”

Dutch, at the wheel, eyed me in the rearview mirror. “What?”

I pointed behind us. “Toscano. He’s following us.”

Brice was seated in the front with Dutch. “Gaston invited him,” he said.

My mouth fell open. “Why?” I asked, maybe a weeee bit too forcefully.

“Because he wants Toscano to see how quickly we can solve his case with you on our team.” 

I glowered in my seat. I’d enjoyed not having Toscano’s presence around the day before. It’d probably been the reason I’d been able to find the old farmhouse in the first place. I work best when there’s no one double-dog-daring me to get it right the first time.

And I could’ve argued that we didn’t even know if we had the actual crime scene yet, but we all knew we did. No one who’d looked down into that hole the night before had had even an ounce of doubt. 

Well, maybe the stooges had, but I didn’t think their opinion counted.

We arrived at the site and began to unload the vans, dragging our equipment close to the big yellow X in the middle of the scrub of grass.

I helped lug and carry stuff over, and while I was doing that, I noticed Gaston speaking to Toscano, their heads tipped close to each other as Gaston talked and pointed to the farmhouse, the X, and then me.

Toscano’s bushy eyebrows knitted together, but at least he wasn’t shaking his head and rolling his eyes.

I’d have to take my victories as they came.

Once all the gear was unloaded, we set up a perimeter to work within, and everyone got assigned certain tasks. Since I’m not “officially” certified to work in the field, I stood behind the twine that’d been set up as a border and was left to the role of observer, which, I’m cool with. No way did I want to go down into that hole.

Oscar got out his body cam and put it on. He’d climb down the ladder to explore the hole while also sending up the images to a computer that Baldwin was monitoring. Everyone else would gather around the screen to see what Oscar discovered.

As I watched the preparations for Oscar’s descent, the seagull from the dream I’d had that morning came back into my mind. And it came back in a way that felt urgent.

Toscano came over to stand beside me, and he nodded in greeting. “It’ll be interesting to see if they find anything,” he said.

I didn’t exactly care for the emphasis he’d put on the word “if,” but I let it go. Something about that seagull was bothering me, in a way that felt really familiar. I’d seen one of those birds before, but where?

Pulling out my phone I typed in “blue-footed seagull” and hit go. Hearing the sound of the trap door being pulled up, I glanced up at Oscar, who was at the edge of the hole and stepping onto the first rung of the ladder.

Brice edged closer to the opening too, leaning over to look down. “Be careful, Hernandez. That ladder could be slippery.”

Oscar grinned at Brice. “You worry too much.”

I sucked in a breath and glanced at my phone. The first option from the search was “blue-footed booby.”

Then I quickly looked back up at Oscar, who’d already taken another step down. 

“Noooooooooooooooooo!” I screamed, dropping the phone in my haste to jump over the twine and race toward Oscar.

He looked up as I came at him, a shocked expression on his face. I took two steps … three steps … four . . . .and launched myself into the air to tackle Oscar clear off his feet. We flew together sideways, away from the hole, and beside us came the terrible sound of wood snapping and something smacking against the ladder hard enough to shake the ground where we landed.

I let go of Oscar and scrambled to my feet; he lay on the ground for a minute, trying to make sense of what’d happened. Meanwhile a cloud of dust wafted up from the hole and everyone who’d stood around the opening looked from me and Oscar to the hole and back again with stunned expressions.

“What the fuck!” Oscar finally said. I was relieved he didn’t seem to be saying it to me. Instead, he was staring toward the hole.

Dutch’s face was pale as he came over to me, and Brice’s was even paler as he stood at the edge of the hole and stared down into it. “It was booby-trapped,” he said.

Toscano also stepped over the twine, carrying my phone to me. He looked at the display before handing it over, a rather shocked expression on his face. “How did you know?”

I took my phone, and my hands, like the rest of me, were trembling. “I had a dream last night that I was on a beach and this blue-footed seagull walked into a cage. Oscar came along and was about to set him free when I told him to be careful, and he replied that I worried too much. As soon as the bird was loose, his shirt became soaked in blood. I didn’t remember that the bird is a blue-footed booby until I plugged it into Google, and then the dream made sense.”

“A booby trap,” Toscano said, clearly awestruck.

I nodded. “Yeah. It’s so obvious now. I should’ve gotten it the moment I woke up, but it’s been a long couple of days, and I’m honestly tired and maybe a little off my game.”

Oscar came over to me, squeezed my arm, looked at me meaningfully, and then moved over to the hole again. Toscano, Dutch, and I edged our way there too.

About three feet down there was a large block of wood, embedded with at least a thousand nails, that had impaled itself against the ladder by some sort of mechanism. The scene was so disturbing that I had to step back away from it. So did Oscar. In fact, he looked a little unsteady on his feet.

For several moments nobody said a word. We all simply looked down the hole and considered the horrible scenario that’d been so close to playing out. “I guess it’s a really good thing Hernandez didn’t go down there last night,” Baldwin said.

Oscar shuddered. “No, shit.”

Cox looked at Gaston, then at me and asked, “Now what?”

Brice was the one who answered. “We’ll need a crowbar to pry that thing off the ladder and then we’ll send one of the drones down to look for more traps.” Brice then looked up at me. “Are there more?”

I bit my lip and wrapped my arms around myself, completely rattled. I tried to focus my radar on answering Brice’s question, but I was still so shaken by the near miss that I felt unsure, and this wasn’t something I could be wrong about, so I simply shrugged.

“Okay,” he said. Turning to Dutch he said, “Take Abby and Hernandez to get a solid breakfast. We’ll work on prying that thing loose. By the time you get back, we’ll be ready to send the drone.”

“Sir,” Hernandez said. “I’m fine. I can stay and help.”

Brice offered him a crooked smile as he placed a hand on his shoulder. “Go get some damn pancakes, Oscar. And call your girlfriend. Set up a date to pop the question soon so we don’t have to keep pretending not to notice that ring box in your pocket while you’re at it.”

Good-humored chuckles echoed through the group, and it was exactly the release we all needed. Oscar smiled and a hint of red touched his cheeks again, while the tension in his shoulders subside a bit.

I understood where Brice was coming from—if Oscar had been shot at, Brice would’ve let him shrug it off and keep on working, but this narrow miss of death by impalement from a thousand needle-sharp nails was a whole other thing. It was truly the stuff of nightmares. Oscar likely wouldn’t have died right away. It would’ve taken a little time, and we would’ve been significantly challenged to free him and attempt to save his life, which, given how many wounds that contraption could inflict, would’ve been fruitless, and we all knew it.

“Let’s go,” Dutch said, taking my hand and leading us toward the van. 

“Special Agent Rivers,” Toscano called. Dutch paused to glance over his shoulder at Toscano, who then asked, “Can I join you?”

Dutch looked at me. I shrugged. He then looked at Oscar, who also shrugged. 

“Fine.” Dutch said. “But only if you’re paying.”

Toscano grinned. “That’s fair.”

We arrived at a diner about twenty minutes later. The car ride over had been close to silent, with Toscano and Dutch talking briefly about where to go for some grub, and Oscar, pale and a little shell-shocked, in the back seat. Meanwhile I sat in the front passenger seat and stared silently out the window replaying the scene from my dream with him sinking to his knees as his shirt became drenched in blood. 

Oscar had come so close to dying, and it truly rattled me because, if it’d happened the way it’d been intended by the sick fuck who booby-trapped that tunnel, it would’ve been as much my fault as his. I had been given fair warning after all. I mean, it doesn’t take a supergenius to put the metaphors from my dream together.

In fact, it still stunned me that I hadn’t gotten it sooner. I glanced at Oscar in the passenger mirror and felt a new pang of guilt when I took in the hollow look to his eyes. I’d done that to him, dammit.

“Hey,” Dutch said and took my hand in his. I pulled my gaze from the window to look over at him. “Stop,” he whispered.

What? I mouthed.

“You know,” he said, and pulled my hand up to kiss my knuckles. “You’re beating yourself up, and you shouldn’t because you saved a man’s life today.”

My eyes misted. I heard his words but couldn’t take them in. I hadn’t saved Oscar so much as I’d prevented his death at the very last second after missing a dozen obvious clues that something terrible was about to happen. I shouldn’t be okay with that.

By the time we arrived at the diner, I was good and worked up over it. I didn’t even feel like going inside. So, I hesitated getting out of the van, debating with myself the merits of joining them or sitting out here in my stink.

Oscar opened my car door. “Forget about it, Cooper,” he said.

“Oscar, I—”

“Bah-bah-bah-bah!” he said, interrupting me, mimicking a bird with his hand. “Enough. You saved my ass, and I’m glad for it. End of story. Now get in there so I can say thank you by having Toscano buy you breakfast.”

That won him a smirk. “Aye, aye, captain.”

“Damn straight!” he agreed. “And I expect you to order anything you want on the menu. Money is no object.”

I chuckled and got out of the van. We ambled inside, and Oscar threw an arm across my shoulders, squeezing me hard against him. It did a lot to alleviate my guilt.

Once we were seated and looking over the menus, Toscano said, “I didn’t see any sign of that nail board before you went down. Whoever built the booby trap hid it well.”

“I didn’t see it either,” Oscar said.

“Me either,” Dutch chimed in. 

Everyone eyed me expectantly. “Don’t look at me,” I told them. “I barely peeked down that hole yesterday.”

Toscano set aside his menu and folded his hands in an almost humble posture. “I think I might owe you an apology, Ms. Cooper.”

I lowered my own menu. “I’m listening.”

Dutch did his best to squelch a smirk and lowered his menu too, while Oscar raised his to hide behind.

Toscano’s face flushed a bit. Still, he cleared his throat and gave it his best shot. “I spent thirty-two years with the bureau,” he began. “And I’ve seen some things. I also came across at least a dozen people, claiming to be psychic and trying to offer information on cases they’d heard about on the news. Because it’s our job to hunt down every lead we get, no matter the source, we’d chase down their leads too, but it always ended up being a huge waste of time, and I guess I got a little jaded from the experience.”

Toscano paused and I continued to stare at him expectantly. “And . . . .” I said to help him along. So far, I hadn’t heard an apology.

He snorted. “Man, you’re a real ballbuster, ain’t ya?”

I batted my eyes demurely. “I have no idea what you mean.”

Dutch and Oscar both snorted, and I grinned at them. But then I went back to looking at Toscano expectantly.

Toscano sighed. “So far, you’ve made more headway in three days on a case that I threw everything I had at for over fifteen years. There’s no way you could’ve done that without some sort of extrasensory ability. No way.

“And I don’t know what’s down that hole, but after this morning’s incident, I’m convinced you’ve found what we’ve been looking for all these years.”

I tapped the table with my index finger. “Annnnnnd . . . .” I said again. No way was I letting him off the hook that easily. The man had yet to actually apologize to me.

Toscano smiled and shook his head, then he glanced at Dutch as if to look for support, but he found none in Dutch’s expression. Toscano had insulted his wife, and the man was actually lucky to be walking away physically unharmed.

Toscano cleared his throat again and eyed me directly. “And, I’m sorry. I misjudged you.”

I inhaled deeply and let it out in a satisfied sigh. With a nod I said, “I accept your apology, Mr. Toscano. But you should know that my spidey sense is telling me that we haven’t even cracked the surface on this case yet. There’s much more to be revealed, and you have my solemn vow to work it until we catch this son of a bitch. In return, I’m only gonna ask that you allow me to offer my insights to my team as they come without ridicule, skepticism, or criticism. Don’t question the metaphors until they’ve played themselves out, and, when this is all over, you need to make that apology public.”

Toscano listened to me with a blank expression on his face. The political stakes for both of us were enormous, and we both knew it, so what I was asking him to do was a much more difficult thing for him than a simple, “Gee, golly, I’m sorry,” to me. It came with consequences, because if he switched his opinion publicly, he for sure would lose listeners and perhaps even some credibility. That meant that a little of his power would drain away, and it’d been my experience that no man who saw himself as an admired and revered man of his field gave away such power readily. 

So, basically, I’d just put much of his identity on notice, and it wasn’t sitting so well with him, I could tell. But I didn’t care. He’d done us a world of hurt, and he owed us an effort to repair that.

Toscano may have been about to answer me—or he may not—but at that moment, our server came over to take our order, and we dived into other, lighter topics for the rest of the breakfast. By the end, both Oscar and I were a little less rattled, and we headed back to the abandoned farmhouse.

When we arrived, we found Brice, Williams, and Thune stripped down to their undershirts, hauling up that thick block of wood with all the nails. It’d taken them over an hour to pry it loose. Oscar turned slightly pale again, so I made sure to bump his shoulder with mine and remind him that even though he’d come close to meeting a pretty horrific end, he was still safe and sound.

Dutch left my side to hurry and help get the block away from the hole, while Oscar left my other side to grab two drones to head down that hole and look for more booby traps. I knew from past experience that Oscar would fly one drone while the other one charged, then swap them out for uninterrupted flying time. 

Within fifteen minutes, Oscar was sending the first drone—no bigger than his palm—down into the hole. Toscano stood next to me behind the twine again, and although we couldn’t see what was on the monitor, we could observe the squad’s reaction to what they were seeing on the screen.

We didn’t speak to each other while we looked on. The mood around the hole was a somber one because we all understood that the mind of someone willing and able to booby-trap the entrance to what had likely been a dungeon was the kind of monster who’d shown his victims no mercy. 

I could tell Toscano was itching to see what was on that screen, but I wasn’t eager. I knew it was going to be awful, and I didn’t really want to see myself proved right. Whatever was down there would be brought up for analysis anyway, so I was fine to wait. 

Occasionally, Dutch, Brice, or Gaston would point to the screen, and tell Oscar to zoom in. I knew that, more than getting a look at the horrors in that dungeon, they were also looking for other trip wires, pressure sensors, and the like.

For over forty minutes they scoured the tunnel and the interior of the room it led into, going inch by inch. By the end, I’m not sure if they were relieved to have found nothing, or all the more nervous.

Finally, Dutch came over to me. “We couldn’t find anything that would indicate there’s more of those down there,” he said, motioning with his chin to where the block of wood and nails lay. “Can you take a look?”

Toscano’s mouth opened slightly. I couldn’t tell if he was shocked at the request, or shocked that I might be able to point out what all of them had missed. 

Ignoring Toscano, I nodded, stepped over the twine, and moved with Dutch to where Oscar sat, his forehead dotted with beads of perspiration as he called back his drone and hovered it just above the hole.

“Hey,” I said, sitting down next to him.

“Hey,” he replied. “I’ve got about twenty minutes of charge left on Toto before I’ll have to swap him out for Benji.”

One of the things I love about Oscar is his sentimentality. He had a penchant for naming his drones after famous movie dogs. 

“No problem,” I said. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Oscar sent Toto down and I focused on the monitor, using my radar to feel along the path the drone took. 

Toto moved slowly down the ladder, going rung by rung. I squinted at the screen, waiting for a visceral warning of some kind, but nothing came. The drone reached the bottom of the ladder, and swiveled 180 degrees. Its light revealing an oval-shaped tunnel with roots poking out here and there.

I shuddered in spite of myself. God this was creepy.

Oscar moved the drone’s light up and down along the walls, looking for anything that might be out of place, but all that the light revealed were dirt walls, floor, and ceiling. 

“There’s nothing there,” I said, feeling that in my gut.

Oscar nodded and moved the drone forward slowly. It had taken us about ten minutes to travel the thirty meters—the length of the tunnel until the drone had come to a steel door that was slightly ajar, partly obscuring a room beyond. Oscar paused the drone in the doorway and said, “This is where it gets interesting.”

As Toto inched forward, I saw that the room wasn’t really a room; it was a large square made entirely of metal. I leaned forward to look more closely. “Is that a shipping container?”

“We think so,” Dutch said from behind me.

I looked up at him. “How the hell did he bury a shipping container?”

Dutch’s mouth was turned down in a look of disgust. “He would’ve needed the use of a bulldozer.”

“Wow,” I said. “That took some planning.”

“It did,” Dutch agreed.

I was just looking back at the screen when the image of a guillotine suddenly entered my mind. Goosebumps immediately erupted along my arms and I focused hard on the monitor. “Can you home in on that?” I asked, pointing to the top of the entrance to the shipping container.

Oscar did. I studied the top of the doorway as he moved the camera along the edge. Some kind of trap was still undiscovered here. I could feel it. “Come down the frame of the door,” I said. “Slowly.”

“We already looked here,” Oscar said, but he moved the drone slowly down the edge of the door, as I’d asked. 

That foreboding feeling got worse and something on the monitor called my attention. I placed a hand on Oscar’s arm. “Hold up.” Pointing to the screen, I said, “Go back up a few inches, Oscar.”

He did and that’s when I again noticed tiny gleam of light. A reflection of something off the beam from the drone. “There,” I said softly.

I felt Dutch press in close over my head. “Holy shit,” he whispered.

Oscar pushed his chin forward to squint at the screen. Very carefully he moved the drone sideways along the gossamer thin thread, hooked onto the doorway. “It’s fishing line,” he said. “Set at waist level. You’d walk right into it and never see it.”

I nodded. “Trip the wire,” I said.

“You’re kidding,” he replied. 

“No. Not kidding. Trip the wire.”

Oscar looked up at Dutch, and the two shared an unspoken exchange.

“What am I missing here?” I asked.

Brice stepped forward, his expression grave. “It could be wired to explode.”

“It’s not,” I told him.

“How do you know?” Toscano asked.

I tapped my temple, remembering the image of the guillotine. “This says it’s a blade of some kind.”

Brice and Dutch exchanged an uncomfortable look, and then they turned to Gaston, who was observing all of this with a face that revealed nothing. At last he said, “It’s Abby’s call, but for safety, let’s get everyone away from the entrance to the tunnel

I wanted to sigh dramatically, but the director had just given me a win, so I held it in check. Oscar and I got up, and we moved with the group back away from the trapdoor.

When we were about at the limits of the range of the drone, the director signaled the go-ahead. 

Oscar focused on the monitor and sent Toto in hard. The drone’s blades clipped the fishing wire, and there was a flash of movement and then the air around the drone filled with dust, and we couldn’t make out a thing. 

Oscar hovered the drone in the same spot for several long, tense moments as we waited to see what horrors would’ve befallen one of our investigators had they ventured down the tunnel.

At last the smoky air began to clear and the drone turned in a 360, searching for whatever had caused the dust storm. Only shapes were vaguely discernable, so Oscar hovered the drone a few more moments until at last we were able to see a few things come into focus. I could make out the door to the shipping container and the dark gloom beyond, but I still couldn’t see what’d caused the disturbance.

Oscar backed up the drone a few feet and sent it into another 360, and that’s when we saw what looked like a scythe sticking out of the wall.

Behind me, someone whistled long and low. Dutch whispered, “Holy shit,” and Gaston grunted.

Toscano squatted down next to Oscar, and he looked from the tablet screen to me, then back again. “Whoa,” he finally said.

“That would’ve taken someone’s head clean off,” Brice said.

I nodded. It absolutely would’ve. 

“How did we miss that?” Dutch asked.

I studied the angle of the blade now embedded in the wall of the shipping container. “Did you guys look at the ceiling, or just the floor and the walls?”

Oscar frowned. “Dammit,” he muttered, and I had my answer.

And then Gaston said, “Call up your drone, Agent Hernandez, and swap it out for the one that’s fully charged. I want every inch of that ceiling inspected before I send in a crew.”

“Yes, sir,” Oscar said, recalling his drone.

I looked to Gaston and caught his eye. “I’m sensing that that’s the last trap, sir.”

“You’re sure?”

I nodded. There was a very subtle easing of tension in the ether, and I was certain that meant it was okay to send down the troops. Still, I supported Gaston’s order to inspect the ceiling. It was always better to be safe than sorry.

“Good,” he said. “We’ll send a team in after we clear the ceiling with the drone.”





CHAPTER NINE

A little later, Oscar called back Benji, and Gaston gave the all-clear. 

A two-man team was designated to enter the container, Oscar volunteered, and to my surprise, so did Thune. Gaston approved the team, and the rest of us helped them get ready.

Oscar covered himself in plenty of Kevlar, then came over to where I was standing as he tightened and secured all the straps on the combat gear he was wearing. “Have any more visions of seagulls?” he asked.

I smirked and shook my head. “I think we triggered all the traps. You’ll be okay.”

“You think?”

I shrugged. “Best I can tell you, Oscar. I’d never let you go down there if I thought I was wrong, but, on the safe side, be careful, go slow, and don’t make any sudden moves.”

Oscar gulped audibly but gave me a pat on the back and moved off, and then a few minutes later, out of my peripheral vision, I saw someone step up beside me.

I waited without acknowledging the presence, and, finally he cleared his throat. “Ms. Cooper?”

“Yes, Agent Thune?” 

“I’m headed down soon,” he said, pointing toward the hole.

“I’m aware.”

Thune cleared his throat again, obviously nervous about talking to me. “Do you have any … bad feelings about it?”

I turned my head to look at Thune directly, lowering my sunglasses to eye him over the rims. “If I did, would you listen?”

Thune dropped his gaze. “Sorry about …”

“Yes?”

Thune motioned with his hand toward the hole again, then looked up at me. “I didn’t know you were actually psychic. I just thought you were really good at faking it.”

I pushed my sunglasses back into place. “Really good at faking it would be your girlfriend’s area of expertise, Thune. Not mine.”

His eyes widened, and I let out a deep and honest belly laugh. Soon, Thune was also chuckling. “Okay, okay. I deserved that.”

“And how,” I said. Pointing to the trapdoor, I added, “I don’t have any bad feelings as far as more booby traps are concerned, but you’re gonna come across some terrible things down there. I suggest you brace yourself.”

Thune sobered, nodded at me, and ambled off to join Oscar. 

Gaston spoke to the two agents privately and quietly. None of the rest of us heard what he said, but we all knew the sentiment he was expressing. He was telling them to be patient, move slowly, not get distracted by anything they discovered inside until they’d made a thorough search of the interior’s perimeter. 

At the end of Gaston’s speech, Oscar and Thune nodded as one before Oscar led the way to the opening of the trapdoor, and strapped himself into a harness to be lowered to the bottom.

Nobody thought it a good idea for the agents to use the ladder, given what’d happened—or almost happened before.

Dutch and Brice watched on one of the monitors that showed body cam video from Oscar’s vest. I noticed the tense set of Dutch’s shoulders, and eased over behind him to put a gentle, reassuring hand on his shoulder.

I’m sure he trusted me when I told him that I didn’t think there were any more booby traps inside, but he and I both knew I could be wrong.

The tension in Dutch’s shoulders eased a fraction when I touched him, and he reached up to put his hand over mine. We didn’t speak to each other; we didn’t have to. Instead, we watched the monitor.

Once he was at the bottom of the hole, Oscar moved ahead slowly, stepping carefully along as he navigated the tunnel to the door, then pushed on it to allow them both to enter. The scene had all the makings of something out of a horror movie, with Oscar’s labored breathing echoing through his microphone and the sound of shuffling feet along the path, while the lights from the agents’ headlamps illuminated the space, casting it in an overly harsh glow. 

The first thing I mentally noted were the shackles dangling from the wall. I sucked in a breath and stiffened against the sight of them. Two sets close enough to each other to almost touch. Almost.

I knew as I looked at them that this monster would’ve had two girls here at the same time. One to slowly torture while the other one watched, knowing that it’d be her fate soon.

I shuddered and felt sick to my stomach.

And then, Oscar’s camera and headlamp settled on another item in the far corner. A dog kennel that appeared to be secured to the floor. I didn’t think for a second any dogs had been placed inside it, but I was pretty sure a few women had. 

“Jesus,” I whispered. “He’s a sick fucker.”

Dutch’s posture had also stiffened. You’d think he’d be immune to this stuff by now, after all the terrible cases he’s worked, but he’s not. Each one leaves its mark on him, and it kills me because I love him, and I hate knowing that the job he’s chosen is the job that’s slowly eating away at his soul.

Oscar’s voice came through the speakers, and he said, “Perimeter checked. All secure.”

He and Thune then set about walking the floor, back and forth, their headlamps and cameras pointed down as they searched for any more traps. They went very slowly this time, and we all held our breath, but nothing happened, and the men finished the grid search without issue.

At last Oscar said, “Interior secure. Cox. Baldwin. You guys can come down.”

Dutch stood up, squeezed my hand, and we traded looks of resolve. He’d coordinate the effort to gather evidence, take photos, and lay out all the horrors that the victims had endured.

Meanwhile I’d find something else to do. Something that didn’t make me want to vomit or curl up into a ball and cry.

Meandering toward the farmhouse, I took out my phone and eyed the screen. There was a message from my sister.

CHECKING IN WITH YOU. LET ME KNOW THAT YOU’RE OKAY.

There were a bunch of heart emojis to go along with the message. I didn’t know what was going on with my sister, but I definitely felt like I needed the sound of her voice to reassure me that the world wasn’t such a terrible place. 

“Abs?” she said, picking up on the third ring.

“Hey, Cat,” I replied. “How’s it goin’?”

“Forget about me for a minute, are you okay? Candice sent me a text that the case you’re working on just made the national morning news. I called her to get the scoop. It sounds like it’s an awful case.”

I shuffled some dirt with my boot. “It hasn’t been fun,” I admitted. “But we’re making progress, so there’s that.”

“Candice also hinted that Dutch’s and Brice’s jobs might be on the line.”

“Candice is just a fountain of information these days, isn’t she?” I snipped, before immediately apologizing. “Sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry, Cat. I don’t mean to take it out on you. There’s just a lot of pressure riding on my shoulders.”

Cat sighed. “I’m sorry if I’ve added to that by asking you for a reading.”

I palmed my forehead. I’d completely forgotten about that part.

“You forgot about that, didn’t you?” she said into the awkward silence when I didn’t say anything.

“I did. My bad.”

“It’s okay. I know you’re having a hard time, and Abby, I wouldn’t ask except that, sometime soon, I need a reading.”

I rubbed my temples. “Are you in trouble, Cat?”

“No, nothing like that,” she said. “And I don’t want to comment overly on it, because I’m not sure if I’m going insane or if there’s something to my suspicions …”

My brow furrowed. What did that mean? I glanced up and saw that the farmhouse was directly in front of me about fifty yards away. It’d been quiet in there the evening before and I was basically assured of some privacy. “Okay,” I said. “Let me get situated and I’ll call you back.”

“You mean, you can give me a reading? Now?” she asked. She sounded so surprised.

“Sure,” I said. “Just give me five minutes.”

I hung up with Cat and moved to the farmhouse. Glancing around as I stood on the porch, I could see that nobody was looking in my direction. Slipping inside was easy; Gaston had practically blasted the door off its hinges, after all.

Walking past the foyer, where the photo that I’d taken off the wall was showing a square pale impression of where it’d hung for decade, I made my way to the kitchen. I was surprised to find it furnished. The wood table there had four solid looking chairs and it wasn’t even spooky. Hell, with the way the light was filtering in through the windows, it was almost inviting.

Going over to one of the wooden chairs, I pulled it out, dusted it off and sat down very carefully. The chair creaked but didn’t break, and I made myself comfortable. Then I called Cat.

“It’s me,” I said.

“Hi, me,” she replied. 

There was an odd note in Cat’s voice. A vulnerable hint of something upsetting to her. I could’ve simply insisted she tell me what was going on, but she’d asked for my intuitive input, and I trusted that she needed me to give that to her first—empathy second. So I focused on my sister’s energy, and began to talk.

“Wow,” I said. “All I see around you is money, money, money. Did you already close the deal?”

“I did,” she said. “Last Friday.” 

I found it odd that she didn’t sound more excited. So I dug deeper. “The timing is interesting,” I said. “I get the feeling that all this good fortune comes at both the best and the worst of times.”

She snorted derisively. “You could say that.”

Curious as to all these cryptic mutterings from my sister, I kept going. “I see that your financial future is completely secure. You’ll be able to fully retire from the stress of corporate life and start a whole new venture soon.”

“Excellent,” she said. “What else?”

“Well,” I said, still focusing on the intuitive thread that I was following, “I think there’s something else at play here. Something personal. Something …” My voice trailed off while I studied what was coming into my brain. It puzzled me, because the thing that kept repeating itself, like an image stuck on pause, was a triangle—you know, the kind that you play in music class. 

And it’d likely be a cute symbol for anyone casually observing it, but for me, the appearance of a triangle in my mind’s eye always means an affair. 

So I focused on it because I wasn’t quite sure that it had to do with my sister, directly, and until I was sure, there was no way I was going to mention it.

But then I heard Cat whisper, “Will you just tell me, Abby? Is he cheating on me?”

Aww, dammit, I thought. 

My sister had gotten married when I was twenty. And I remember specifically that I was twenty because I was exactly one month from being of legal drinking age, and Cat—rule follower that she is—had made a big deal out of the fact that I wasn’t to be served, but Tommy—her new husband—had sneaked me a couple of cranberry and vodkas, and that was the first time I could remember thinking he was a pretty cool dude.

He wasn’t the best-looking guy, for sure, and he wasn’t anywhere near the success story that she was, but he’d always doted on and been devoted to my sister. Tommy was family.

So, this was a shock. The kind that rocks your foundation. “Cat,” I said softly, and couldn’t even follow that up with more words, because, what the hell do you say?

I heard a sniffle on the other end of the line, and a small sob.

Closing my eyes, I gripped the phone tightly. I wanted to crawl through it and hug my sister fiercely until it didn’t hurt anymore, and then I wanted to hunt down Tommy and slap him silly.

“Tell me …” she choked out. “Tell me how it ends.”

Immediately my mind filled with the image of a judge and a gavel—my symbols for divorce. I didn’t want to tell Cat what I saw, but I also didn’t know how to not tell her. “I see a judge and a gavel, Cat,” I said, simply opting for honesty.

She sucked in a breath of surprise. “We’re splitting up?”

“It’s likely,” I said. “But maybe if you and Tommy worked on—”

“No,” she said, cutting me off. “If it ends in divorce, then he’s serious about this woman.”

“Do you know who she is?” I asked, as my mind filled with another image of a tray of drinks.

“She’s a bartender at the country club,” Cat said. 

“How did you find out?” I asked next.

“I walked into the pro shop to surprise Tommy and tell him about sealing the deal. As you know, I signed that nondisclosure agreement, which meant I couldn’t even officially tell him about it until the paperwork was signed. Anyway, I went there to let him know I was retiring, and that we could finally travel the world and spend some quality family time together. Just him, me, and the boys.

“But when I walked into the pro shop, there they were, huddled together in a corner, so close that I swear they’d either been kissing or were about to, and the second I called out, they split apart like they’d been caught doing something wrong. And although I didn’t really see anything, I actually saw everything. You know?”

“What can I do for you, lovey?” I asked, feeling helpless. My heart was breaking too.

Cat was quiet a long time. At last she said, “Just be there for me?”

Her voice had risen, like she was asking me a question, and I think my heart broke a little bit more because, between the two of us, Cat is much better at being my cheerleader and constant supporter than I am for her. “I will be,” I vowed. “And as soon as I’m done with this case, I’ll fly out and we’ll spend some time together, okay?”

“Abby?” she asked.

“Yeah?”

“The boys … will they be okay through all this?”

My sister was crying again, and that made me leak a few tears too. It took me a moment to step out of my own emotion in order to peer into the ether once again. What I saw was upsetting because it was happening to my family. I saw Cat and Tommy essentially wage war against each other, and my thirteen-year-old twin nephews would be adversely affected. There was a feeling of separation between the twins and their parents, and in the end, I knew that Cat’s family would be splintered and changed forever.

I also saw her moving away from Boston, which was interesting. She and the boys felt like they were headed a bit south, to New York City.

I decided to keep that part to myself for now. There was only so much truth I wanted to saddle Cat with at this early stage, so what I said was, “I think the boys will come through this intact, Cat. It’ll be a hard thing for them to go through, for sure, but they have each other, which is great, and maybe getting them into counseling when you and Tommy begin making decisions that might involve dissolving the marriage is a good thing.”

“Okay,” Cat said. “Thank you, Abby.”

I hung up with Cat a while later and wiped my eyes. Getting up from the table, I took some time to wander around the farmhouse. The quiet of the place was soothing.

I toured the downstairs, which was fully furnished but falling apart. The living room couch bore dozens of small holes, likely from mice nibbling away at the stuffing, and a thick coating of dust covered everything.

The television looked like something out of a past era. It was big and boxy. A stack of logs was still piled up near the fireplace, and the remote to the TV was on the floor next to the couch. On the side table was an old People magazine. I swiped my hand over it to clear the dust and see who was on the cover.

It was an issue from two-thousand featuring Tom Hanks and celebrating the actor for his performance in Cast Away. 

“Wow,” I whispered into the quiet of the house. “That takes me back.”

I glanced around the room again, noting that it was like a time capsule. The owner of the farmhouse had stopped paying property taxes in the summer of 2001, which was close to the same time that Sophia Wong had gone missing.

I knew more research needed to be done on the people that’d lived here because someone in this house had built that dungeon, and we could probably track him down when we went digging through public records.

Still, something bothered me about the scene. I went over to stand in the doorway leading to the kitchen, and looked in at the living room again. In another time, this room probably would’ve been quite homey.

In fact, the only thing out of place in the room was that remote. My eye kept going to it. Probably because it was out of place, just lying there on the floor, like it’d fallen off the couch. Moving over to it, I bent to pick it up and put it on the side table, and when I lifted it, I saw that it’d been partially covering something sticking out from under the couch.

I bent down to have a closer look and discovered that it was a photo ID for an employee of UPS.

“Darnel Leffler,” the name read. The photo was hard to see in the dim light, but goosebumps lit up along my arms. I didn’t pick up the card; instead I left it on the floor. Looking around the living room again, I felt those goosebumps once more and a feeling that was literally tugging me upward, as if I needed to go to the second floor. 

Following my intuition, I walked to the stairs and glanced at them the way you might look at a medieval gauntlet. They didn’t look safe, but the sense that I needed to go up there and look around was simply too strong to ignore. 

So, slowly, carefully, inching my way along, I tiptoed up the steps, careful to test each stair with only some of my weight before moving up onto it. The staircase creaked and groaned in irritation, but it held, thank God. 

Cresting the landing, I eyed the floorboards, partially covered by a dusty area rug. I extended out my leg and tapped the floor with my toe. It creaked ever so slightly, but it seemed fairly sound. 

“Here goes nothing,” I whispered. 

Inching along the wall, I moved down the hallway, transferring my body weight from foot to foot slowly and carefully. At last, and coated in sweat, I made it to the middle of the hall, and peered in at a bedroom that was dark and seemed to have been used primarily for storage.

There were several dressers in the room, and two twin beds, pushed together up against a wall. It was clear that no one had used this as a bedroom because there were boxes piled up all around the beds, and someone would’ve had to have been a circus performer just to make it to the mattress every night.

Inching down the hallway a little more, I came upon a second bedroom—this one held a queen bed, a dresser, and a bedside table, but nothing else in the way of personal effects. “Guestroom?” I asked aloud. 

It seemed like it.

Moving down the hallway a little more, I paused for a moment. Something was tugging at me, and I felt I needed to go back to the guestroom. Turning around, I moved slowly back and stood in the doorway. What was tugging at me in here?

I looked at the bed, then at the dresser … nothing. “What?” I asked. But I didn’t really feel anything stronger than a slight tugging motion. I took a step forward, and the floor creaked so loudly that I pulled my foot back. The floor didn’t feel as sturdy as out in the hallway, and I was hesitant to keep pushing my luck before checking out the rest of the upstairs.

“I’ll be back,” I promised, and moved on down the hallway to the master bedroom, which smelled old and musty, and the bed was sagging in the middle. It appeared to be unmade and the closet door was open, revealing clothes and clutter.

I inched into the room a half-step. The large dresser, topped by a mirror, was a mess of odds and ends. There were brushes and combs and two jewelry boxes, a pair of pants, a sewing kit, loose change, etc. 

I tested the floor again. It felt sound, so I inched farther into the room. Making my way carefully to the dresser, I looked down at it, my brow furrowing. 

There was the stuff of everyday life here. The kind of stuff that—should you be ready to abandon your home—you don’t necessarily leave behind. You’d take at least some of it, like the jewelry, a hairbrush, and the loose change. Maybe even that pair of pants.

I turned my attention to the closet and peered inside. It was chock-full of T-shirts, jeans, sweatshirts, and the like. Farm clothes.

Behind a long coat I found an old suitcase. It was empty.

I swiveled around and looked back at the room. Nothing about the place spoke of having been hastily packed or even sorted through on someone’s way out the door. The bed remained unmade, and what looked like dirty laundry still lay piled up in the hamper.

It was as if the owner of all these things had suddenly vanished. 

I ran my hand along the clothes. The sweatshirts would’ve fit me, and so would the jeans. These weren’t men’s clothes. They were a woman’s.

A chill ran up the back of my spine, and I moved out of the room and into the hallway again. Retracing my steps, I got to the guestroom, where I stood in the doorway for a long time. There was something in this room. Something upsetting. 

My eyes locked onto the closet, and I bit my lip as my radar pinged. Bracing myself, I tested the floor again and felt that it might be sound after all. Very carefully I headed to the closet and put my hand on the door handle. 

Closing my eyes, I shored up a little courage and turned the knob. The catch gave way and something bumped against me. I stepped back, and allowed the door to open, and right onto my feet, the mummified remains of a human body sprawled across my shoes.

And, even though I’d been braced for something scary, I screamed. Like screamed.

Then I dashed out into the hallway, crouched down and hugged my knees, until I heard footsteps rush into the house. “Abby!” I heard Dutch’s voice call out. “Abby!”

Huddled in a ball, shivering, shuddering, and feeling like my skin was crawling while an acute case of nausea and the fetid smell of her forced me to plug my nose, I called out. “Up here!” Footsteps hit the stairs, and I added, “Be careful!”

The footsteps paused as the stairs creaked loudly and the sound of splintering wood hit my ears. I winced, but then there was more creaking and Dutch appeared at the landing, took one look at me and asked, “What’d you find?”

I pointed behind me toward the guestroom. “She’s in there.”

Dutch squeezed my shoulder and eased into the room. Up the stairs also came Brice, Gaston, Williams, Ricco, and Toscano.

I remained huddled down, hugging my knees and trying hard not to vomit. Closing my eyes, I tried to get ahold of myself. I felt a hand on my shoulder, and thinking it was Dutch again, I put my palm over his. But it didn’t feel like the back of Dutch’s hand. I can’t tell you what was different, but something made me open my eyes and glance up.

Toscano was standing over me, wearing an odd smile. I think he was trying to be reassuring, but maybe he also realized that we were having a really awkward moment together. 

“Come on,” he said, motioning with his chin over his shoulder. “Let’s get you out of here.”

He offered me a hand to help me up, and I took it, following behind him as we carefully descended the stairs. 

I was surprised that the rickety steps were holding up to so much traffic, and was less nervous going down than up.

As we were about to leave the house, however, I remembered the ID I’d discovered under the remote.

“Hang on,” I told Toscano. He stopped and looked back at me quizzically. Ignoring him for a moment, I called up the stairs. “Dutch!”

“Yeah?” he called back.

“I have to show you something!”

“Can it wait?”

“No.”

Above us there was lots of creaking of floorboards, followed by lots of creaking of stairs. Dutch appeared and asked, “You okay?”

I swallowed hard, still feeling really queasy, but managed to say, “I’ll live.” Pointing to the family room, I added, “Next to the couch in there is an ID. You need to collect it.”

Dutch’s gaze followed to where I was pointing. He nodded once at me, then swiveled his gaze to Toscano. “Can you get her outta here and make sure she gets some water and a cool place to sit?”

“On it,” Toscano said.

Dutch then came the rest of the way down the stairs and headed to the living room, while Toscano reached for my elbow and said, “Come on, Abby. Let’s get you some fresh air.”

I didn’t argue or resist; instead I simply allowed Toscano to lead me back outside.

The sun was bright and it hurt my eyes—my sunglasses were on the table back at the farmhouse—but I still managed to walk forward to Toscano’s Tahoe. He pulled open the back door and reached inside to a cooler, pulling out a bottled water, which he handed to me. “Here,” he said. “Drink.”

I took the bottle but struggled a little with the cap. Toscano took it from me, removed the cap, and handed it back. I took a tentative sip and it stayed down, even helping to reduce a little bit of the nausea. “Thanks,” I said, wiping my mouth. 

I took a step toward the side of his vehicle and wobbled on my feet. Toscano reacted quickly, reaching out a hand to help support me. “Easy there, missy.”

I leaned against his SUV and inhaled as deeply as I could, doing my level best to shake the queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Man,” I said at last. “I’ve seen some stuff in my time with the bureau, but I’ve never seen anything as gross as that.”

“What was in that room?” Toscano asked, and I realized that he’d never had the chance to peek inside.

“The mummified remains of the woman who lived in that house,” I said with another shudder. “She was in the closet.”

Toscano pulled his chin back in surprise. “I thought the farm was abandoned?”

“That’s what we thought too. Turns out, it wasn’t so much abandoned as it was used to hide a dead body. Or bodies, depending on what the guys found in the storage container.”

“No bodies,” Toscano said. “Just horror.”

I winced again. “I hate this case.”

Toscano turned to lean against the side of the SUV too. “Now you know why I worked on it for so long. I knew in my gut that this guy was a monster.”

I smirked at him.

He looked at me. “What?”

“You ‘knew in your gut,’?” I said, using air quotes. “Like, you intuitively knew?”

“It was just a hunch,” he said a little defensively.

“What the hell do you think intuition is?”

“Oh, come on, that’s not the same thing.”

I raised a skeptical eyebrow. “It’s exactly the same thing.”

Toscano frowned at me. “So you’re saying I’m psychic.”

“Yep. But so is everybody. We all get intuitive vibes, Mr. Toscano. We all have hunches, gut feelings, a sense of something coming—especially when it’s an evil something.”

The retired agent scoffed at me. “So should I be doing psychic readings now?”

I rolled my eyes. “Listen, here’s the deal. The difference between you and me is a matter of degrees, not necessarily a lack of ability. I likely had a genetic predilection for being able to sense stuff in the ether. I honed this ability early in life because I had a mother who was certifiably psychotic, narcissistic, abusive, and malicious. She worked very hard to hide what she was up to, but she was always up to something predatory. She loved nothing more than to catch me unaware, and she made it a game where I was always coming up the loser.”

“Yikes,” Toscano said, but he seemed sympathetic. “That must’ve been rough.”

I shrugged. “It wasn’t fun. But it taught me to train my intuition to be on the lookout for trouble. I got good at sensing when she was setting her sights on me, and I also got very good at hiding or laying low when I sensed there was trouble brewing. I was able to dodge her about seventy percent of the time, and that’s how I survived. And I mean that quite literally, because if I hadn’t avoided at least most of her bullshit, I definitely wouldn’t be here today. 

“My point is, intuition is a sense that we’re born with just like any of the other five senses. It exists to help protect us because—other than our brains and opposable thumbs—in the early days, we didn’t have a lot going for us. Against a pool of predators, we weren’t fast, we weren’t strong, and we weren’t well-camouflaged. We had to use every tool in our arsenal, and a keen sense of knowing when trouble was on the horizon was likely one of them. So, it’s a trait we all carry, it’s just that people like me hone that sense to a degree that it seems unnatural to anyone who hasn’t worked at it.”

“So, you’re telling me that anybody can do what you do?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know about anybody, but I do know that a whole lot more people could do what I do if they simply worked at it.”

“How do you work at it?”

I thought about how to answer him for a long moment. “You start by accepting that you can develop your sixth sense, and then you simply listen to what your subconscious is trying to say. When it tells you someone is feeding you a line of bullshit, trust that. When it tells you to turn right rather than left, even though you’ve always turned left at that particular juncture, turn right. When it tells you to act, act. When it tells you to hold still, hold still. If you simply listen to the subtlest messages coming into your mind, you’ll find that you can strengthen that skill in no time.”

“Okay,” Toscano said, like he was taking all that in. “But how do you go from that to what you do?”

“Once you’re good at listening, you then point that sixth sense at a target. Like, say you were in a crowd, but you thought you heard a familiar voice. What would you do?”

“What do you mean, what would I do?”

I sighed, wanting him to be a little quicker on the uptake. “You’d probably stop and mentally work to weed out all the other noise, homing in on that one particular voice, right?”

Toscano’s face lit up a little. “Okay, yeah, I see what you mean.”

“Using your intuition is no different. You simply target someone and listen to what comes in.”

“Like what you did with me the other night in the lobby?”

I tapped his chest. “Exactly like that.”

“But how do you get so specific?” he pressed. “I mean, you picked up stuff about me that I know you couldn’t have known. And with this case, you’ve pulled stuff out of your ass that I have a hard time believing is even possible. The whole thing with the Godzilla-shaped lake and the barn with the tunnel and the booby traps … it’s unreal.”

I shrugged again. “I’m good at my job, Mr. Toscano. I’m very, very good at my job. And I take a lot of pride in that, which is why, perhaps, it so offends me when guys like you come along to shoot first and ask questions later.”

Toscano’s brow furrowed, and I think he was seeing the world through my eyes for the very first time. He looked at me a long moment, then he looked toward the house where the boys were just appearing again, all the while I could practically see the gears in his mind working back through all the stuff he’d said on air to his million-plus podcast listeners.

“Looks like I owe you some damage control.”

“Yep,” I said. Pointing to the boys, I added, “But you really owe them because if I lose this gig, it won’t be a huge hairy deal. I’ll continue to read for private clients and work on cases with my business partner. But if they lose their jobs, it’ll be a devastating blow for them. And none of this was their fault. Furthermore, the FBI will lose six of the best agents it has ever known. As an investigative branch, we’re exceptional, and our numbers back that up. We close more cases than just about any bureau in this country, and mind you, eighty percent of what we work on are cold cases—the hardest cases to crack. And the reason we’re consistently throwing up that success rate isn’t because of me: It’s because those agents have been trained to develop their own intuitive talents. So, the bureau wouldn’t just be losing one intuitively gifted investigator—it’d be losing seven. All because of the politics you stirred up.”

Toscano inhaled deeply, taking in the full measure of my words. Then he laid a hand on my shoulder and said, “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a few calls to make.”

With that, he left me to get to work on making things right.





CHAPTER TEN

I didn’t know who Toscano needed to call, but I didn’t see much of him the rest of that day, which was just as well because we were a very busy crew for the next several hours.

The press caught wind of what was going on around one p.m., and they showed up in a series of three separate waves. 

Brice went over to coral them at a safe distance, and give a very limited statement about the investigation.

The dead body in the closet was taken away by the medical examiner who’d have to determine a cause of death. He’d been pretty fascinated by the fact that the body was in such excellent condition, and suggested that the dry heat of the Texarkana springs and summers had worked to preserve her body.

A bulldozer was also called in, along with several members of the Texarkana FBI bureau, and in short order, the shipping container was dug up, lifted above ground, and carted away to the crime lab.

We left the site at eight o’clock that night having collected most of the evidence inside the shipping container. We’d do a more thorough search of the house the next day after everybody had some rest.

“How’re you doin’?” Dutch asked me on our way back to the hotel.

I pulled my attention away from the window where I’d been staring out at the passing scenery, and took up my husband’s hand. I loved the feel of our hands intertwined. Mine felt so small encased in his. He had long elegant fingers, and if hands could be considered sexy—and I think they can be—his were a definite ten. 

“I’m doing okay,” I told him. “How about you? How’re you doing?

He grunted. “Tired, but I’ll live.”

“Care to share what you guys found in the shipping container?” I asked next. I hadn’t been privy to anything the boys had collected, beyond what I’d seen on the monitor when Oscar and the others had gone inside.

He sighed. “We found some women’s clothing, a mattress with a fair amount of bodily fluid on it, and an arsenal of—”

Dutch caught himself midsentence. 

“What?” I asked.

He frowned. “Do you really want to know, Edgar?”

I squeezed his hand. I knew there was nothing inside that container that wasn’t some kind of horrible nightmare. “It’s okay, Dutch. You can tell me.”

“Okay,” he said. “We found an arsenal of medieval torture devices.”

“Jesus,” I whispered.

Dutch nodded. “Yeah. It was bad, Abs.”

“He wanted them to suffer.”

“He did. A lot.”

My stomach muscles clenched and I felt a little queasy all over again. Dutch squeezed my hand and the unsettling moment passed. “Did you get a hit off that ID in the living room?” I asked next.

“Not yet. Brice put Williams on it to run it down.”

I made a face. Running down that lead was something any agent would’ve clamored for. It was likely the clue to identifying the killer, and therefore a prestigious assignment. “The new guy? Why give him a hot lead like that?”

“Because we’re a team, Abby, and that’s what teams do. They share the work and the credit.”

I continued to frown at my husband. “Williams wasn’t very much in the team spirit when he and the other two stooges reached out to Toscano.”

“No. He wasn’t. So maybe he needs a lesson in being a team player. And maybe giving him that lead to track down the guy is just the lesson he needs.”

I poked Dutch in the chest. “You and Brice are just big softies.”

He chuckled. “Let’s see what Williams comes back with before we start making accusations, shall we?”

“Whatevs. Hey, how much longer do you think we’ll be here, working this case?”

“Again, we’ll see what Williams comes back with, but I’m hopeful we can wrap this thing up by tomorrow, or the day after.”

“That’d be nice,” I said, then added, “I had a good talk with Toscano today.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yep. I think he’s finally convinced that he was quick to judge and stir up trouble. He left me by saying that he’d make some calls to try to set things right.”

Dutch’s expression turned flat. “It might not matter, dollface.”

“What do you mean, it might not matter?”

Dutch shrugged. “Political bells like this one are the hardest to un-ring. Especially given the mood in D.C. these days. Even if we solve this case, we’re probably still gettin’ the ax.”

My brow furrowed in a sort of confused anger. “But that’s so unfair.”

“Agreed.”

“What can I do?”

Dutch pulled my hand to his lips and kissed it. “You’ve already done everything I could ask and more. This ain’t your battle to win, babe. It’s Gaston’s.”

Later that night as we lay in bed, I stared up at the ceiling while Dutch snored softly next to me. I couldn’t sleep.

A thought had burrowed its way into my brain, and it wasn’t a nice thought. It was a sort of devious, Game of Thrones, play-on-their-dirty-level kind of thought. And I didn’t like that the more I tried to bury it, the more that thought bloomed petals, tendrils, and leaves of the calculating kind.

Finally, I got out of bed and used the bathroom, but when I came out, I hesitated to get back into bed. I needed a place to think somewhere besides next to my husband—the Boy Scout. So I grabbed my big fuzzy sweater and eased myself out of the room.

The hallway in the hotel was bright … too bright. It was unsettling to have this much light illuminating my sinister side, so I hurried down the corridor to the elevator, seeking the more muted lighting of the lobby near the fireplace.

Once I was in the elevator, I breathed a little sigh of relief to be out of the glare. The doors opened and I passed a half-asleep clerk at the counter. Nodding as I went by, he stifled a yawn while also offering me the faintest of waves. 

Rounding the corner to the cozy room off the entrance, I stopped in my tracks. Director Gaston was sitting in one of the two large wing chairs flanking the hearth, pouring some caramel-colored liquor into a Dixie cup.

He didn’t lift his head as I stopped short, or give any indication that he was aware of my presence, so I very quickly changed direction, turning on my heel to tiptoe away.

“You’re welcome to join me, Abigail,” he called.

I stopped again. Turning slowly around, I said, “I didn’t mean to disturb you, sir.”

He waved me over to the chair across from him, then reached down next to him, pulling up another Dixie cup. This he poured two fingers worth of alcohol into and offered it to me. “Twelve-year-old Glenlivet,” he said. 

“Thank you,” I said, accepting the cup and, under his watchful eye, taking a sip. I smiled as I swallowed and breathily said, “Smooth,” before coughing a few times.

His eyes sparkled with humor. “Scotch not your thing?”

I set the cup on the arm of the chair. “It’s not my typical first choice at the bar.”

He nodded knowingly. “Your tastes lean more toward the prickly-pear-margarita variety, if I’m not mistaken.”

That surprised me. “How’d you know that?” To my recollection, I’d never imbibed anything other than a glass of wine (or four) in the director’s presence.

“It’s my job to know all about my subordinates, Abigail.”

I leaned in conspiratorially. “Director?”

“Yes?”

“It’s saying stuff like that that makes you seem a little creepy.”

Gaston leaned his head back and laughed, and I was surprised again. I didn’t think I’d ever seen the man crack more than a halfhearted smile.

I joined him in the giggle, and he toasted me with his Dixie cup. “I was raised in the CIA,” he said. “Old habits die hard.”

I took another sip of the scotch. It was too bitter for my taste, but I had to admit that it was growing on me.

“So what brings you to the lobby at two in the morning?” he asked.

I pointed to him. “You first.”

He studied me for a moment, and I realized that Gaston had had a little more scotch than maybe was good for a man in his position. “I came to drown my sorrows,” he said.

I lifted my cup. “Obviously. But what sorrows are you attempting to snuff out?”

Gaston took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. I had the feeling he didn’t really want to tell me, but he also maybe knew that if he didn’t tell me, I’d simply revert to using the old radar. 

At last he said, “They’re closing the Austin bureau. I got the call this evening.”

I sucked in a breath, and my eyes immediately teared up. I hadn’t seen that coming. I mean, I had seen it as a possibility, and that’s what’d been keeping me up till two a.m., but I hadn’t thought it’d already happened. “But … did you tell them about the case? About all the evidence we’ve discovered?”

“They know,” he said. “Toscano has been filling them in this whole time. Nothing he’s told them has made a damn bit of difference.” 

I felt the bitter pill of disappointment settle in my stomach. While we were out in the field working our asses off to save our jobs, the bureau brass had already decided to shutter us, and had simply used the time to file the paperwork and make it official.

“When?” I asked next.

“The end of the month. You’re the first to know, other than me, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell your husband or the others until I have the chance to break it to them personally.”

I nodded as I stared in stunned silence at Gaston. But then my mind filled with the image of him getting into an elevator and riding it one floor down. “And you, Director?” I asked. “What’ve they decided about you?”

He took a sip of his scotch before answering. “I have two choices. Take a demotion and be assigned to the Chicago bureau or retire.”

It was hard to tell how old Gaston was. I’d guess he was probably in his late fifties to early sixties, and he’d certainly put in enough time to retire with a nice pension and lots of benefits, but I also knew that he was the kind of man who could never really retire. He had too many enemies and he’d seen too much. Without the protection of the title and the shield, I wondered if he’d last a year without having a terrible “accident.”

Knowing that about him gave me a new appreciation for how hard he’d pushed to have me on staff with the Austin bureau. I’d posed a significant risk to him, and he’d taken flak about me for years. It was time to return the favor.

“Director?” I said.

“Yes?”

“If I asked you to arrange a meeting for me to drop in and argue our case, would you?”

He squinted at me, then sighed. “Powerful people have already made the decision, Abigail. There’ll be no changing it.”

I smiled and repeated something that I’d told my client two days before. “It doesn’t take someone powerful to rearrange the chessboard, sir.” 

Gaston’s eyes twinkled. I always knew he had a soft spot for me, but tonight it was more readily apparent. I liked that he was letting his guard down a fraction. “I’d be terminated immediately for allowing you to hijack a meeting like that.”

“Then arrange it in a public place and show up a little late. All I need is five minutes, sir.”

Gaston swirled his drink, thinking. At last he said, “The Executive Assistant Director’s name is Simon Nash. He’s new to the position, and trying to make a name for himself. He’s also conservative, secretive, and completely paranoid. I doubt you’d be able to change his mind, Abigail, but I’ll get you that meeting. And if I lose my job over it, then at least I’ll have gone out on a high note.”

I grinned, feeling united with him in a common cause and certain that this was the right move. “I’ll bet I can arrange for a plausible and unexpected excuse for your tardiness on the date of your meeting, sir.”

“I can’t wait to be surprised,” he said, with a grin of his own.

With that we raised our glasses to each other and downed the contents.

The next morning, Dutch came into the bathroom after I’d gotten out of the shower and wrapped his arms around my waist, kissing my neck for a snuggle. “Morning,” he said.

I leaned back against him. His warmth was so comforting. “Morning, cowboy. How’d you sleep?”

“Pretty good,” he said. “Except for that part around two a.m. when my wife sneaked out of the room and came back smelling like scotch.”

I stiffened. I hadn’t planned on telling Dutch about my early-morning meeting with the director because, for one, I’d promised Gaston not to tell Dutch about the branch closing, and two, I didn’t want to come clean about my plan for the EAD. The less he knew about that, the better.

“I couldn’t sleep so I had a quick drink at the bar,” I told him.

“What bar?”

“The hotel bar,” I said, beginning to panic. Was there a hotel bar?

“Abby, they don’t even have a restaurant in this place, much less a bar.”

I sighed. “Fine. I went downstairs to sit by the fire instead of tossing and turning next to you, and there was a guy in the lobby working his way through a bottle of scotch. He offered me a shot and I accepted. End of story.”

Dutch studied me in the mirror. He knew I was bullshitting, but he surprised me by saying, “Okay. I’m not upset, I was just a little worried about you venturing off alone at two a.m.”

“I was fine.”

“So I see. I’m headed down for coffee. Want some?”

“Yes, please.” The scotch hadn’t settled in my system very well, and I was feeling a slight headache this morning. A good dose of caffeine was just what I needed.

Dutch kissed my bare shoulder and left, and I hustled to get dressed and make a quick call to Candice.

“Yo,” she said when she answered the call. “What’s up, Sundance?”

“I need a favor.”

“Quelle surprise,” she said with a mirthful laugh.

“I’m serious.”

“Got it. What do you need?” 

“First, I need to know if you’re still friends with that Washington Post reporter.”

“Rachel McQueen? Yes, we’re still friends, although I haven’t talked to her in about a year.”

“Excellent. You’ll be catching up soon. And I need some research to go with that call, but it has to be super-duper on the downlow. No one can know you’re digging into the personal life of this guy.”

“What guy?”

“A man named Simon Nash.”

There was a pause on Candice’s end of the call. “Simon Nash the EAD?” she then asked softly.

“Yes.”

Candice sighed. “I do love a challenge. What specifically am I looking for?”

I talked with Candice for the next three minutes, quickly explaining what information I required and then what needed to happen, and was just wrapping up the call when there was a knock on the door.

“Ack,” I said to Candice. “That’ll be my hubby at the door. Gotta go.”

“Stay safe,” she said.

“You too,” I replied, and meant it.

I hung up the phone and walked to the door, pulling it open with a flourish. “Did you forget your keycard?”

The confused expression on Williams’ face told me he didn’t understand the question. 

“Oh!” I said, quite surprised to see him on the doorstep. “Agent Williams. I thought you were Dutch. He went down for coffee, if you’re looking for him.”

Williams shifted on his feet. “Actually, ma’am, I was looking for you.”

“Me?”

“Yes.” Williams shifted again, then he leaned in a little and asked, “Can we talk?”

“Isn’t that what we’re doing?” Williams dropped his gaze. He seemed really nervous, so I added, “Of course we can talk. Come in, Agent Williams.”

He stepped over the threshold and I pointed him to a chair. He sat down and rubbed his palms on his pants. “There’s a rumor going around.”

“A rumor?”

He nodded.

“What’s the rumor?”

“That the Austin bureau is getting the ax.”

My brow shot up. I hadn’t said a word, and I doubted that Gaston had told anyone besides me. I wondered if maybe Toscano had gotten wind of the news and had shared it with the three stooges. 

“I see,” I said, being sure to keep my expression neutral.

Williams bit his lip and shook his head. “Man, this is all so crazy. I never thought it would lead to this.”

“You never thought that reaching out to a former FBI agent who has a podcast with a million-plus subscribers about a psychic being employed by the Austin bureau would result in trouble?” My tone was bitter, but I couldn’t help it. Of all the dumbass moves …, I thought.

Williams looked up at me, and there was such regret in his eyes that I found myself softening again. “I’m really sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know that you were legit. None of us did. We thought you were pulling some kind of con.”

“See, this is the biggest problem I have with you three,” I said, feeling a lecture bubbling up from my insides. “Your training at Quantico should’ve taught you to be better observers and listeners. Instead, you three geniuses decide that one woman is pulling a con on the dozens of other seasoned agents she’s worked with and the Southcentral regional director—who, by the way, is a legend in both the bureau and the CIA. And because you three simply came to that conclusion within ten seconds of meeting me, you raised all kinds of alarm bells that are getting all of us fired!”

Williams sat in the chair and pulled in his chin, as if he were stunned. “So it’s true?” he asked softly. “We’re getting the ax … for real?”

I scowled at him. “Looks that way.”

“Is there anything you can do?”

“Me? What do you think I can do?” No way was I telling him that I had something planned.

“I don’t know!” he said, his voice reaching a desperate note. “Can’t you cast a spell or something?”

I snorted out a laugh and caught myself. And then I snorted again, and this time the laugh escaped me and gained momentum. The look on Williams’ face only caused me to laugh harder. 

“I don’t get what’s so funny,” he said tersely. 

I wiped my eyes and cleared my throat to dismiss any further giggles. Shaking my head, I said, “This isn’t an old episode of Bewitched, Agent Williams. I’m not part of a coven or anything.”

“Well, I don’t know!” he exclaimed. “This is all totally new to me! Last week I thought you fortunetellers were a bunch of frauds, and now I’m watching you solve a twenty-year-old case with clues no one ever should’ve gotten. I mean, you led us straight to that lake and the sunken minivan, and then you led us straight to the farmhouse, and then straight to the tunnel. How did you even do that? It’s been freaking me out for days.”

“Yes, I hear that a lot.”

“That you freak people out?”

“Yeah. But the truth is that it’s a lot simpler than most people imagine. It comes down to a sense that I’m aware of and pay attention to. A sense that’s plugged into the electromagnetic energy that we all carry. My sixth sense can run like a current along that electromagnetic pipeline to find things that others can’t detect.”

“It’s freaky,” Williams said.

“Not arguing,” I told him, because I agreed to some extent.

Williams sighed. “You know, I’ve wanted to be an FBI agent since I was a little kid. I grew up in a tough neighborhood in Chicago; lost both of my parents to drugs, but my uncle let me come live with him in D.C. He was an agent, with the bureau for thirty-six years. He and Toscano worked together, which is how I know Mike—”

I cocked an eyebrow at Williams, and he paused because he realized he’d just outed himself as being the actual snitch. 

“Oh,” he said. “Yeah. It was me.”

I stared hard at Williams. I wanted to vent at him about his incredibly stupid, shortsighted, knee-jerk reaction to my presence at the bureau, but I held it in. Instead I simply asked him, “Agent Williams, when you made that call, what did you think was going to happen?”

He licked his lips nervously. “I thought they’d just end up getting rid of you.”

I nodded. That’s what I figured he’d figured. “Next time you shoot to kill, make sure you’re not aiming at your own foot.”

Williams dropped his gaze. “Again, I’m really sorry, Ms. Cooper. I was wrong.”

At that moment the door opened behind me, and Dutch came in carrying two coffees. The look on his face was a mixture of disappointment and shock, and I knew immediately that he’d taken so long to come back to the room because he’d been talking to Gaston. 

When he saw Williams sitting in the chair, he stopped short. “Williams,” he said levelly.

Williams shot to his feet. “Sir, I—”

“I’d like to speak to my wife,” Dutch said, cutting him off. “Privately.”

“It’s okay, Dutch,” I said. Then, with a nod to Williams, I added, “He knows. Toscano told him.”

Dutch walked over and sat down on the bed next to me, handing me one of the coffees. “Does everyone else know?”

Williams shook his head. “No, sir. Just me. And I didn’t know it was official until just now. Mr. Toscano only told me he’d heard a rumor that our branch was being shut down.”

Dutch nodded. “Agent Williams, I’d like for you to keep that information to yourself until we address the group as a whole.”

“Yes, sir.”

Dutch wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. I could tell that the news had hit him hard, and he needed my comfort and reassurance, so I said, “Agent Williams, if you’ll excuse us?”

“Okay … uh, yeah. Sorry. I’ll go,” he said, hurrying to the door.

Dutch stopped him by asking, “Is there any progress on the ID?”

I’d almost forgotten about the UPS badge I’d discovered under the remote in the living room of the farmhouse.

Williams’ hand rested on the door handle. He didn’t turn around, or even look back when he said, “I’m still working on it sir. I’ll have something for you soon.”

Dutch frowned, and I could tell he was disappointed. I suspected that Williams had paused his investigation into the ID when he discovered he was about to be out of job. Such a rookie move. 

“I’d like something before noon,” Dutch told him, making it clear that he wasn’t allowed to wallow in his own disappointment. He needed to do the job he’d been assigned.

“Yes, sir,” Williams said, then hurried out the door.

Dutch sighed when the door shut and laid his forehead on the side of my head. “Dammit,” he said.

I took his hand and laced my fingers through his. “You didn’t think it would actually happen,” I said.

“I’d been allowing myself to hope and I thought that, with our numbers and your performance out here, it was enough to turn things around. I guess I way underestimated the politics.”

I said nothing for several moments, which I took to open up my radar and peer into Dutch’s future.

My husband has such lovely energy. I don’t always perceive auras, (unless I’m pretty tipsy) and it’s unusual that I get a sense of color associated with someone’s energy, but Dutch is that rare exception where every time I look into his energy, I get a vivid sense of brilliant color. There’s a deep blue that hugs his body, with a hint of silver around the upper edges toward his head, a few spots of bright white around his shoulders, and then this blaze of aqua so gorgeous that you want to bathe in it. Literally. 

Blue is typically associated with someone who’s a thinker, a strategist, and someone of high intelligence. Dutch is certainly all of those things, but I’ve also always gotten the sense that the aqua tones represent an element of compassion and care. It’s his nurturing side that lights up so beautifully, especially when he’s interacting with me.

“There’s hope,” I whispered to him as I worked my way through his energy. This is what gave me the encouragement to carry out the plan that I’d been formulating since the night before.

Dutch lifted his head to look at me. “Gaston made it sound like the decision was pretty final. They’ll lay off me and Brice, and work to find positions for Hernandez and Baldwin, but the rookies are out and so is Cox. He’s rubbed a few powerful people the wrong way.”

I shook my head, knowing that Dutch was still stuck in the finality of being laid off. He’d taken it like a punch straight to the gut, and imagining differently was something he couldn’t readily do at the moment.

Still, I didn’t give up trying to convince him. “Cowboy,” I said, peering intently into his eyes. “There’s hope.”

Dutch stared keenly back. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“What do we have to do?”

My radar spoke for me. “Solve this case, and then I’m going to have a little one-on-one with Gaston’s boss.”

Dutch’s brow rose in surprise. “The EAD?” he asked.

“Yep.”

“About what?”

I smiled crookedly. “About what a poor decision he’s about to make. And about making a better one.”

Dutch’s lips pressed together. “You’d risk making a powerful enemy, Edgar.”

“Like I don’t already have a dance card full of powerful enemies.”

“That’s true.”

“It’ll be okay, Dutch. I promise.”

“I hope you’re right, dollface. I was hating the thought of working solely in the private sector from now on.”

“Perish the thought that you shouldn’t have to dodge any more bullets or bureaucracy.” 

“I’d rather face the bullets than the bureaucracy.”

“True that,” I told him. “When are you telling the others?”

“We’re holding a staff meeting downstairs in the large conference room in half an hour. We need to give the squad as much of a heads-up as possible so they can start looking for other work.”

My mind went to Oscar and the ring box burning a hole in his pocket. I had the distinct feeling that Nikki would be hard-pressed to follow Oscar to another city for the sake of his career—she was now a senior detective and no way would she want to start from the bottom up in another department, if she could even secure a job at all.

That made me feel the pressure of convincing the EAD all the more—something I knew I had only a fifty-fifty shot at.

“Am I invited to the staff meeting?” I asked, because I wasn’t sure.

Dutch squeezed my knee. “You’re a member of the squad, ain’t cha?”

I smiled sadly. “For now.”

“Come on,” he said, getting to his feet and pulling me with him. “Let’s sneak down the back stairwell and head out for some doughnuts and coffee to bring back to the squad.”

“You had me at doughnuts,” I told him.

We found a doughnut shop and brought back two dozen assorted for the squad. Scratch that. We brought back twenty-two doughnuts. Two sacrificed themselves to my stomach before we made it to the hotel lobby.

As we came into the lobby, we found all of the agents were gathered. Brice was there too and he approached us, pointing to a corridor off the central hallway. “We’re in the second room on the right.”

“How’s the mood?” Dutch asked him, and nodded with his chin toward the others.

“Nervous. They know something’s up.”

Dutch grunted. “We’d better get to it then. Sometimes the anxiety is worse than the news.”

Brice called everyone forward to what he promised would be a fairly short meeting, and the agents began to file down the central hallway. Oscar, however, sat stubbornly in the wing chair I’d occupied the night before. I could tell he suspected what was about to be announced. He glanced toward me and our eyes met. I offered him a weak smile, and he shook his head and frowned. Getting up, he began to approach me, but at that moment Toscano appeared and reached for my elbow. “I need to talk to you.”

Oscar paused, and I waved him on toward the conference room, then I looked at Toscano and asked, “Can it wait?”

“No.”

I sighed as I caught Dutch glancing over his shoulder and doing a double take. His gaze darkened when he took in that Toscano was holding onto my arm.

Waving Dutch on too, I turned my attention to Toscano. “You know what’s happening, right?”

“I do. I’ve called every influential player I can think of, Abby. No one wants to hear it.”

“It’s what I was afraid of, Mike,” I said. “Once you let that genie out of the bottle, there’s no putting him back. At least, not without some pressure.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Toscano said. “So, what do you want to do?”

I smirked. Toscano might not know it, but he had damn good radar in his own right. “Right after we solve this case, I want you to do another podcast with me as your guest, but it has to be at your studio in D.C.”

“Done. Can you tell me why?”

“I want to use it as leverage,” I said. 

“How?”

I patted his shoulder. “You’ll see. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting to get to.”

Turning away from Mike, I hustled down the hallway and slipped into the conference room. It was obvious by the cloud of disappointment that the news had already been dropped. Most of the agents were staring down at their hands. There really wasn’t a lot of eye contact going on.

Brice was speaking, and I could tell he was having a challenging time keeping his own disappointment and anger in check. “… in the meantime, Rivers and I both have contacts in the private sector. We’re hopeful a few of them would be eager to find placement for any one of you.”

No one in the room looked very hopeful. Dutch caught my eye and his steady gaze was incredibly reassuring. I tapped my chest and mouthed, Love you. 

He nodded and mouthed, Me too. 

Just then Agent Thune said, “Sir?”

“Yes, Thune?”

Thune turned toward me. “Would it be possible to have Ms. Cooper assist with some of those placement opportunities?”

My eyes widened in surprise. 

Brice was also caught off guard by the question. “Ms. Cooper?” he asked.

Thune nodded. “If she’s willing, that is.” Thune turned hopeful and apologetic eyes toward me, and I couldn’t help it. I covered my heart with my hand because I was moved by the gesture.

Agent Baldwin spoke next. “I’d like her to weigh in for me too, sir. If she’s willing.”

“Me too,” said Cox.

“I’m first in line,” said Hernandez.

Tears misted my vision, but after swallowing hard, I said, “Of course I’ll help. It would be my honor, gentlemen. As it’s been my honor to work beside each of you these past several years.”

A sense of relief seemed to filter through the room, replacing the heavy disappointment of only a few minutes before. Both Dutch and Brice were looking at me with such pride that my heart swelled a little more and I could hardly keep my emotions in check. 

And then I cleared my throat again and said, “In the meantime, we have an evil son of a bitch to hunt down and bring in, so at least we’ll go out on a high note.”

Brice gripped the back of the chair he was standing behind. “To that end, Agent Williams, where are we on the ID from the farmhouse?”

Agent Williams stood. “Sir,” he began, “I was able to dig into that a little further right before this meeting, and I’ve just learned some disappointing news. Darnel Leffler, originally from Jefferson City, Missouri, died in an auto crash in June two-thousand-three. So, we might be able to point to a suspect in the case, but there won’t be any bringing him to justice.”

Heavy sighs echoed around the table. I knew that we’d all wanted to lay physical hands on the monster that’d set up an underground torture chamber, murdering five women in the process, and bring him to justice. Still, I wasn’t especially concerned with their disappointment at that moment. 

“How do you know he’s dead?” I asked Williams.

He looked startled by the question. “Because I received the police report that said he had expired, ma’am,” Williams answered, like I’d asked a stupid question. 

I wasn’t offended. I understood why he’d be confused by the question. “How was Leffler’s body identified?” I asked next. 

The room was deathly quiet as I questioned the young agent. I was sure a few of them knew what I was getting at. 

Williams studied the few pieces of paper he’d brought with him to the meeting. “According to the report, the victim in the crash was identified through dental records.”

“No next of kin made the identification?” I pressed. 

Williams frowned. I could tell he’d wanted to move on to other topics, but he’d have to be patient a bit longer. “No, ma’am. The body was badly burned in the crash, and that made visual identification … impossible.”

I made a motion with my hand. “Gimme his ID again.”

“Excuse me?” he asked, obviously confused.

“I need to see his ID,” I told him, then impatiently moved around the table to his chair and stood over him while he opened up the file he’d put together and produced the ID, currently held in an evidence bag. 

He offered it up and I took it to study it closely. Then I looked over at Dutch and, shaking my head, I said, “This asshole’s still alive, Dutch. Swear to God.” 

I have a rather unique ability to be able to tell when someone is alive or dead simply by looking at a photograph of the person in question. When someone has expired, their image appears flat, two-dimensional-like. It’s a subtle difference from how a person who’s still alive appears to my eye; they’re probably how anyone would view them in a photo. There’s depth to their image, so to speak. But if someone has passed away and I look at their image, I can almost always tell if they’re alive or dead. 

Darnel Leffler’s image lacked that flat, two-dimensional quality, and what’s more, I could practically feel his sick and twisted energy in the ether. He was out there … somewhere. And I had no doubt he was still posing a threat to the women he encountered. 

“Which ME did the autopsy? Our guy or the one in Arkansas?” my husband asked and I understood that Dutch was referring to the ME on the Texas side of Texarkana, who’d been working on the remains of the women pulled from the lake and the farmhouse.

“Not our guy. The one in Arkansas got it,” Williams said.

“Do we have his report on Leffler’s death?” Dutch asked next.

Williams was looking from Dutch to me and back again. “No, but I can get it,” he said.

“Get it,” Dutch told him. And then he asked, “Where was the crash?”

“Just south of Ogden, but his driver’s license, which was recovered from the scene, was originally from Missouri,” Williams said. 

“Where’s Ogden?” I asked.

Williams pulled up his phone to search and said, “Fifteen minutes north of here.”

“Hunt down the doctor,” Brice said. “Interview him if you can.”

Williams nodded, and jotted himself a note. 

“We also need to know the name of the dentist,” I added, realizing that it was actually Leffler’s dentist who would’ve compared the X-ray of the dead guy to Leffler’s on-file X-rays. 

Williams nodded as he made another note. Then he looked at me and said, “Can I ask you, ma’am … why do you think this guy’s still alive?”

“Because he is,” I said simply. I didn’t feel like explaining it to a man who was only just now coming around to my side.

Oscar spoke up. “If Cooper says he’s alive, then he’s alive.”

Williams looked at Oscar and simply nodded, then jotted himself another note. 

Brice then said, “Agent Hernandez, I’m assigning you to work with Williams to hunt down the ME and the dentist. I don’t just want the full report—I want you two to investigate it and see if any protocols were missed.”

“Yes, sir,” Oscar said.

Brice then focused on me. “Abby, would you be willing to work with agents Hernandez and Williams on that investigation?”

“I would, sir,” I said. 

“Great. The rest of us will head to the farm and finish our work there. We’ll meet back here at five. Agreed?”

A chorus of “Yes, sir,” echoed around the room, and the seated agents got up and began to file out to the hallway. 

Dutch made his way over to me and took up my hand. “You gonna be okay today?”

“I’ll be fine,” I said, leaning against him.

“What’d Toscano want?”

“He wanted to know if there was anything he could do to set things right.”

Dutch snorted derisively. “Too little, too late for that.”

“Maybe not,” I said, smirking a little knowingly.

Dutch narrowed his eyes. “Does this have anything to do with your plan to meet with the EAD?”

“Tangentially … yes.”

Dutch shook his head, but he was also smirking. “You really do like swimming in hot water, don’t cha, Edgar?”

“What other temperature is there? And I’m asking for a friend,” I said with a wink.

Dutch sighed and draped an arm across my shoulders. “Come one, troublemaker. I’ll walk you out.”





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Ten minutes later, Williams, Oscar, and I were in the van on our way to the Texarkana ME’s office on the Arkansas side of town. Texarkana had two MEs: one for the Texas side, and one for the Arkansas side. I imagined that jurisdictional headaches were commonplace in a city covering two states.

The morgue was on the far northwest section of Texarkana, and the building itself was nondescript, and somewhat industrial. Most morgues are like this, in fact. No flash. No fanfare. Just bricks, mortar, and corpses.

After walking into the building, we checked in with the clerk and were told to wait for the ME, whose name was Dr. Huber.

The good doctor kept us waiting—unusual in cases like this, especially when Oscar had called ahead to let him know that this was an urgent matter.

After forty minutes of sitting patiently, Oscar got up from his seat and approached the information desk again. The clerk saw Oscar (and his temper) coming and quickly said, “I just spoke to Doctor Huber. He’ll be out in two minutes.”

Oscar stopped in front of the counter, lifted his smartwatch to eye level, and tapped at it a few times. I had the feeling he’d just set a two-minute timer.

The clerk gulped and stared at Oscar with wide eyes, relaxing only a fraction when Oscar then turned on his heel to come back over and take up his seat again. 

I leaned over to whisper, “It’s not the kid’s fault.”

“Maybe not, but I’m betting it’ll get us some results.”

Sure enough about a minute and a half later, the clerk picked up a few files and hurried into a room marked employees only.

“Great,” I said. “Now you’ve scared him away.”

Still, another minute or two after that, a man wearing scrubs came out of a set of double doors and approached us. 

He was short for a man, maybe only five-five, and he had a bent posture, which I’d seen in a lot of medical examiners over the years. They spend so much time hovered over the dead that their skeletal structure begins to fuse into a permanent C.

“Hello,” he said, his bright blue eyes alight with interest and intelligence. “I’m Doctor Huber. Sorry to keep you waiting; it’s been a busy week.”

“Thank you for making time for us,” Oscar said. “Is there someplace we can talk, doctor?”

“Of course. Come to my office. This way.” The good doctor motioned with his arm, then led the way through the set of double doors he’d just come from, and we made our way through the chilly corridors to what had to be the back of the building. Unlocking a door with his nameplate to the right, Huber led us inside, and pointed to two chairs in front of his desk, which was piled high with files, while he made his way around additional stacks of file boxes to his chair. 

I was prepared to stand behind Oscar and Williams, but Williams motioned politely to one of the guest chairs, and I nodded my thanks before taking a seat. Dr. Huber got settled and pulled the keyboard to his computer close to him. “I understand you’re here about a case,” he began.

“Yes,” Oscar said. “Last name Leffler, first name Darnel. According to the police report, you confirmed that he was the deceased in a single-car crash off Highway Seventy-one in June two-thousand-three.”

Dr. Huber began to type while he stared at his computer screen. His nose wrinkled slightly when he’d finished typing. “Ah, yes,” he said. “I remember that case.”

“You remember it?” I asked, finding it odd that an ME would remember a random car crash victim from that long ago.

“Yes,” Huber said. “It’s rare to see that kind of damage done to a body, even in a car crash.”

“What kind of damage?” Oscar asked.

Huber shrugged gesturing to his computer screen. “The victim was traveling at a high rate of speed at the point at which his pickup launched itself off the side of the overpass into a ravine. There was no indication he’d been wearing his seatbelt, and his face was all but obliterated on impact. Three pieces of his skull were recovered from the behind the seat, and trauma to the neck indicated he’d been decapitated just below the jawline.

“Further, the victim’s truck had burst into flames, and much of the rest of him was burned to a crisp. It made his identification particularly challenging.”

“Then how can you be sure it was him?” I asked, then quickly pointed to the file Oscar carried and added, “The police report said that you’d identified him through dental records.”

“Well, we did. Two teeth were recovered at the scene. One was the cap to a root canal, and the other was an inside molar that’d recently had a cavity filled. I sent those two to Leffler’s dentist …” Huber paused while he consulted his screen, “… a Doctor Nowak in Texarkana, and he confirmed that they were his work and from his patient, Mr. Leffler.”

I shook my head. “Was any DNA collected from the corpse?” I pressed.

“The usual samples were taken,” he said.

“And did you run the DNA to see if there was a match?” I asked next.

Dr. Huber’s brow wrinkled. “No. DNA comparisons are expensive and time-consuming. We would have run one only if there wasn’t another means to identify the body, and because we had the teeth and a positive ID from his dentist, we concluded that it was Mr. Leffler. It was also noted that the pickup truck was registered in Mr. Leffler’s name, and his wallet with his driver’s license was also found at the scene.”

“How was it that his wallet didn’t burn in the fire?” I asked.

“It was found fifteen meters from the pickup,” he said. “Much of the car’s interior was littered around the scene, and some of that also escaped the fire.”

I looked at Oscar. “No way,” I said. “No way was that him in the vehicle. I’ll believe those were his teeth, but not his body.”

Oscar looked at me for a long moment, and I could see the wheels turning in his mind the same way as mine. I was imagining Leffler staging his own murder, running his truck off that highway with some other poor man behind the wheel, then placing his wallet and two teeth at the scene for authorities to find. Removing the crown on his root canal wouldn’t have been that difficult—hell, I’d once had one come off while eating a Tootsie Roll—but a tooth would’ve been more problematic. Certainly not impossible if Leffler had been motivated enough and I believed he had been. A few painkillers to dull the pain, a length of string, and a swinging door could’ve pulled that tooth right out in fact.

Oscar focused again on the ME. “Doctor Huber, we’re going to need you to run a DNA comparison on the teeth found at the scene and the body that was recovered.”

Huber’s expression turned impatient. “Why would I waste department resources over that exercise?” he asked.

“Darnel Leffler is currently the primary suspect in a case we’re investigating,” Oscar explained.

“What case?” Huber asked.

“You’ve heard about the bodies in the minivan pulled out of Bringle Lake?”

Huber sucked in a breath. “You think he’s that guy?”

Oscar nodded. 

Huber’s lips pressed together. I could see that he didn’t like thinking that he might’ve contributed to a serial killer slipping through the cracks by faking his own death.

“You know,” said Huber, “it would be a significantly faster if you authorized the use of the lab in your Dallas bureau. I have a colleague who works there three days a week, and she informed me recently that the Dallas bureau has just received its rapid DNA testing equipment.”

Rapid DNA was the latest in crime-solving tech. Traditional methods for DNA comparison could sometimes takes up to two weeks, and even rush jobs were at least 48 hours, but with the advanced technology of rapid DNA, results were now possible in just two hours. 

“How quickly can you get the teeth and the DNA samples together?” Oscar asked.

“I could have them ready in an hour or two,” Huber said.

“Good. Get them together and Agent Williams here …” Oscar paused to motion to Williams, who’d been a silent observer through this whole conversation, “will pick them up and drive them to Dallas and wait for the results.”

Williams nodded like he was accepting an order—which, he kinda was.

“Very well,” Huber said. “Come back at noon and I’ll have them ready.”

We left Huber’s office with a copy of the autopsy photos and the report.

While Oscar drove us away from the morgue, I glanced over my shoulder at Williams in the back seat as he winced while he flipped through the photos of the body. “It’s hard to tell that was ever even human,” he said softly.

I turned around to stare out the windshield again, refusing to even risk peeking at the photos. No way did I want my dreams dotted with terrible visions of what could happen to a body when it’s gone for a ride off the side of a thirty-foot overpass. 

Meanwhile, Oscar got on the phone to discuss our meeting with Huber, and about sending Williams down to Dallas with the tissue samples and the teeth. “We’re going to need you or the director to pave the way to the head of the line for our DNA samples in Dallas, sir,” he said. “They’ve got rapid DNA capabilities there, but jumping the line is gonna take some muscle.”

Oscar glanced at me. “Yes, sir. She thinks it’s important we get those results right away.”

I nodded and made a motion for Oscar to give me the phone. He handed it over. “Dutch?” I said.

“No. It’s Harrison,” Brice said.

“Ah. Sorry. Yeah, we need to get those results ASAP. I’m worried that news of the minivan being pulled from the lake and the buried torture chamber will reach Leffler and he’ll make a run for it.”

“Good point,” Brice said. “Okay, I’ll get Gaston to throw his weight around. He’s got jurisdiction over the Dallas bureau, so it shouldn’t be that big of an issue.”

“Great,” I said. “We’ll see you soon.”

With that I hung up and took note of the fact that Oscar was headed north on Seventy-one, rather than south toward our hotel. “Where’re we going?” I asked.

“The day’s young and we’re still investigating. I thought we’d check out the crash site.”

“Good idea,” I said. I didn’t know what residual energy would be left from a crash scene nearly sixteen years previous, but I was going to try to feel out the area regardless.

“You know what I’m wondering?” I asked aloud.

“What?” Oscar and Williams both said.

“I’m wondering why Leffler would’ve wanted to fake his own death. Assuming I’m right, of course.”

“Maybe Toscano’s investigation was starting to get too close,” Oscar offered.

I frowned. “Was it though? Toscano didn’t even have a lead on where the bodies were buried.” Turning in my seat, I looked back at Williams. “Have you read his file?”

“I have.”

“Was there anything in there that suggested Darnel Leffler as a suspect?”

Williams reached into his messenger bag and pulled up a thick file. I hadn’t realized he’d brought Toscano’s actual case file with him. After opening the file and flipping through the pages, he pulled up a piece of paper with at least three dozen names on it. “Toscano’s suspect list,” he said. “He’s got ex-boyfriends, relatives of the women, and one or two local gang members named, but no one links to Leffler.”

“So that again begs the question: Why would Leffler feel the pressure to disappear so soon after the last girl went missing?” I said.

Oscar glanced in the rearview mirror at Williams. “Have you done a preliminary background report on Leffler?” he asked. That was standard protocol, and should’ve been the first thing Williams did when assigned the search for Leffler.

But looking at Williams’ face, I knew immediately that he hadn’t done his homework. “I’ve started it, sir.”

Oscar’s gaze sharpened. “You’ve started it? You got that assignment yesterday. What the hell, Williams?”

Williams dropped his chin. “I’ll finish it this afternoon, sir, as soon as I deliver the samples to Dallas.”

Oscar made an impatient sound and shook his head. He was being hard on Williams, and I didn’t disagree. The man had spent entirely too much time wallowing in his own misery the day before over a mess that he’d created. 

Still, I’d messed up enough in my time that I felt a little sympathetic toward him. So I filled the tense silence with another question. “I wonder if it has anything to do with the woman in the closet from the farmhouse. We might want to find out if Leffler had a connection to her.”

“June,” Williams said softly.

Thinking he was talking about the month, I turned in my seat and asked, “What’s in June?”

He shook his head. “No, I meant, her name was June. June Jepsen.”

“So you did some homework after all,” I said, but I smiled to let Williams know I was teasing. 

“I’m not totally useless,” he said, mocking himself, and a bit of the tension between us these past two weeks eased. “June was the last member of her family. You know that old photo from the front hall in the farmhouse?”

“Yeah?”

“I took it out of the frame to get a better look at it. On the back was the date it was taken: April ninth, nineteen-twenty-five, and even more important, there was a family tree stenciled out that somebody updated every couple of years because it covered the entire family through to nineteen-sixty-eight, when the last branch listed the name of two boys who were the last of that line of Jepsens.”

I swiveled in my seat to look back at Williams. “I’m sure more were born after nineteen-sixty-eight.”

“You’d be half-right. I plugged the family names into a genealogy site where I’m a subscriber, and I learned that the Jepsen family settled that farm in eighteen-oh-three, and June’s grandfather was probably the little boy in that photo hanging off the porch railing.”

My mind flashed back to the memory of the photo and of that little blond toddler hanging off the railing. 

“June was the last remaining Jepsen, and she was born in nineteen-seventy-one. Her older brother Leo died of sepsis in nineteen-eighty, and her next older brother died in the first Gulf War back in nineteen-ninety, leaving June the only surviving member of her family after her parents both passed away in the mid-nineties.”

“So June inherited the farm,” I said.

“Yes,” Williams confirmed

“That must be why no one went looking for her,” I said. Then I had another thought. “She never married?”

Williams shook his head. “Not that I could find.”

“She must’ve been connected to a church or something,” Oscar said. “I mean, someone had to have missed her at some point, right?”

“You’d think,” Williams said. 

“We need to see if there were any police reports filed,” I suggested. “And also, maybe do a sweep of churches in the area of the farmhouse to see if anyone remembers June and maybe Darnel Leffler.”

“You think the two had a relationship?” Williams asked.

“I do,” I said. “It’d be too risky for Darnel to just show up on a farm and take it over without raising some sort of suspicion. Plus, he would’ve needed to know that June lived alone and had no family in the area. That’s not something you stumble onto. That’s something you learn over a period of time when you’re getting to know someone.”

“Good point,” Williams said, jotting himself another note before he reached for his tablet to begin working the leads.

I turned back in my seat and left Williams to continue his research, staring out the window as Oscar drove, wondering where in the world Darnel Leffler might be now.

As I was having that thought, the song, New York, New York, popped into my mind. I could practically hear Sinatra singing it, and I started bobbing my head in time with the music in my mind.

“You want the radio on?” Oscar asked me.

I started a little. I’d been lost deep in thought. “No, I’m good,” I said.

Oscar eyed me curiously. “You looked like you were listening to a good beat there.”

I laughed. “Yeah. Sinatra’s, New York, New York.”

“Really?” Oscar said. “That’s a weird song to be thinking of.”

And then I made the connection. “Ohmigod,” I said, turning to face Oscar. “He’s in New York!”

“Who? Leffler?”

“Yes!”

“You got that from Sinatra?”

“Yes! I mean, not the Sinatra, but I was sitting here thinking about where Leffler is now, and that song just popped into my head. That’s my radar answering the question for me.”

“So he’s in the Big Apple,” Oscar pressed.

I felt a heaviness settle around my middle. “No. No, I don’t think so.” In my mind’s eye I saw the general shape of New York state, and then my mind filled with the image of Mount Rushmore.

“Wait,” I said, thoroughly confused by the image. “Maybe not.”

“Maybe not what?”

Mount Rushmore wouldn’t leave my mind’s eye, and yet I knew that the song and the image were connected. “Did Sinatra ever sing about Mount Rushmore?” I asked.

Oscar eyed me quizzically, and I looked back at Williams, who was also staring at me in confusion. “Not that I know of,” Williams said.

I pulled up my phone and Googled it. “No,” I said, answering my own question. “What could possibly be the connection?” I wondered aloud.

I did a few more searches on Sinatra and Mount Rushmore, but there was no direct link that I could find. And yet, I felt this driving urge to figure it out.

I was about to try a few more searches when Oscar said, “We’re here.”

I looked up from my phone and saw that he was pulling the van over to the side of the road. Traffic was fairly sparse, but there were still a few cars whizzing by as Oscar stopped the car and we stepped carefully out of the vehicle. We were at the top of the overpass, and we edged over to the side to look down. 

There wasn’t much in the way of a barrier between the overpass and the thirty-foot drop straight down into a ravine, but the road was also straight, and it’s rare for Texas to get a bout of ice or snow, so most cars simply zipped on over the bridge without incident, but it was easy for me to see why Leffler would’ve chosen this location to stage his death. A thirty-foot drop off a cliff might excite more suspicion than something like this.

Williams walked behind me as we crossed the road. He was flipping through the file the ME had given us. “It says here that the victim’s BAC was point-two-six-eight.”

I whistled. “Having a blood-alcohol level that high would put most people into a coma.”

“It might’ve,” Oscar said. Looking back at me, he added, “I mean, who’s to say that he wasn’t passed out from alcohol poisoning when Leffler loaded him into his car and ran it off the overpass?”

“Makes you wonder who that guy was?” I said.

“Leffler wouldn’t have wanted anybody with people at home to miss him, so he probably went looking for a homeless drunk and lured him into his car,” Oscar said.

Williams was walking the guardrail along the overpass. “This wouldn’t keep a pickup truck from going over the side,” he said, tapping the guardrail. 

“Especially if it was going a hundred miles an hour,” I said.

“Nope,” Oscar agreed. He looked around the area, which was mostly barren, filled with scrub and dry grass, but overall quite hilly.

The wind had whipped up and was blowing uncomfortably strong, making it feel about ten degrees colder than the mercury read. “I’m heading back to the van,” I said. “There’s nothing coming to me from the ether out here.”

Oscar and Williams followed me back, and we loaded in and were on the road again not long after. All the way back to town I kept trying to figure out what the two intuitive messages about Leffler’s location meant. Finally, I pulled out my phone and Googled, Mount Rushmore, NY, just hoping for a hit. There was a place called, Pratt Rock up in the Catskills, which was New York’s version of Mount Rushmore, but when I clicked the link I didn’t feel any connection to it. “Dammit,” I swore.

“You still trying to figure out the New York and Mount Rushmore connection?” Oscar asked. 

I sighed and leaned back in my seat. “Yeah. But I can’t find anything that feels right.”

“There’s a place called Pratt Rock in the Catskills that’s supposed to be New York’s version of Mount Rushmore,” Williams said from the back. He’d obviously been listening and was trying to help.

I turned to look back at him. “I know. I Googled that too, but it’s not lighting up for me.”

“What does that mean?” he asked.

“It means that Pratt Rock isn’t it.”

“How do you know, though?” Williams pressed. I understood that he wasn’t trying to be difficult, he wanted to understand.

“When a clue’s meaning comes together for me, it’s almost like there’s a release of pressure in my mind,” I told him. “Like, ding, ding, ding! We have a winner!”

Williams’ brow stayed furrowed. “Your radar is weird.”

“Ain’t that the truth.”

We dropped Williams at a car rental place not far from the morgue so he could grab a car and take the samples to Dallas, and then Oscar and I headed first to lunch, then back to the hotel to work any lead we could think of for Darnel Leffler. 

While Oscar was looking into any family or next of kin for Leffler and pulling any past employment records he could find—anything we could build a profile on in order to pin down his location was what we were after—I decided to focus on June Jepsen. 

I wanted to find out why no one had come to check on her or inquire about her when she didn’t show up in town. Tracking down someone who remembered her was going to be a challenge, though. She’d likely disappeared nearly twenty years earlier.

I started by looking on social media for anyone named June Jepsen but couldn’t get a hit. Of course, it’d been a bit of a longshot anyway, because back in 2000, social media platforms were just a twinkle in the eye of folks like Mark Zuckerberg. 

After coming up bust there, I went back to the drawing board and studied a map of the area where the farmhouse was, thinking that if she was working the farm alone, she wouldn’t have had a lot of time to venture too far away from it. And people around here were a pretty religious lot. June probably attended church services somewhere . . . .

A simple search pulled up a map of churches that were good candidates for their proximity to June’s farm. My next move was to do a simple Google search on “June Jepsen church” and I hit pay dirt when the one and only mention of June online was from a photo posted to a church’s newsletter in May of 2000, which showed three women carefully placing flags at the foot of the graves of servicemen. June was the farthest from the camera, and it was hard to see much about her features, but still, I knew that was her. 

“Bingo!” I called out.

Oscar looked up from his chair at the conference table.

“Find something?”

“June was a Lutheran,” I said. “I found her church.”

Oscar closed the lid of his laptop, got up, and grabbed his coat. “Let’s go.”

I blinked. “Now?”

He nodded. “I’m coming up empty for Leffler’s immediate family. No siblings, and a mother who passed away in ninety-nine.”

“His father?” I said, wrapping myself in my fuzzy sweater again and following behind as we moved quickly out of the lobby.

“No mention of a father on Leffler’s birth certificate.”

“So he’s the perfect candidate to disappear,” I said. “No immediate family member nearby to question his death. He’d easily be free to assume a new identity.”

“Looks like it.”

“But that also means that tracking where he might’ve disappeared to through any known relative is going to be hard.”

“His extended family might know something,” Oscar said. “I’ll look into them when we get back.”

We got into the van and Oscar drove us to the church from the address I’d given him. When we arrived, we found the door to the church locked, but moving around the property we got lucky when we discovered an access door unlocked, and we walked into what appeared to be the church’s offices. “Can I help you?” a woman asked as we entered.

Oscar flashed her his badge and the woman’s eyes bugged wide. “Good morning, ma’am,” he said softly. “We’re looking into the disappearance of a woman who had a family farm about six miles from here. We believe she was a member of your congregation about twenty years ago, and we’re hoping someone within your community would remember her.”

The woman placed a hand over her heart. I pegged her to be in her mid-forties, and she was dressed in a flower-print dress with long sleeves and a buttoned-up collar. There was a large gold cross at her neck, and she wore no makeup or other jewelry. Still, she was far from plain. She was actually quite beautiful. 

“Oh, my,” she said. “I’ve been a member here all my life and don’t remember anyone going missing. What was the woman’s name?”

“June Jepsen,” I said.

“June Jepsen?” she repeated, her brow furrowing. “She’s gone missing?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Oscar said, purposefully withholding the fact that we believed she’d actually been found dead in her own closet.

“Well that’s such a shame!” she said. “Did she disappear from her home in California?”

Oscar and I exchanged a look. “So you remember her?”

“Yes, of course,” she said. “I loved June. Everyone did. She was such a kind soul, so thoughtful. She lived all alone on that farm after her parents died, and even though she tried to hide it, we all knew how lonely she was, which was why we were so happy that she found love when she met Darnel.”

I stiffened. This woman had actually met Leffler.

“Is he missing too?” she asked.

“I’m afraid he is,” Oscar said.

The woman shook her head sadly. “Well, isn’t that a shame. I hope they’re both all right and that it’s nothing more than a misunderstanding. I’ll have to tell Pastor Ben and we’ll lead a prayer vigil for their safe return.”

“You mentioned their move to California,” I said next. “Is that what June told you? That she and Darnel were moving there?”

The woman nodded. “Yes,” she said. “Darnel had just inherited his parent’s house in San Diego, and he was taking June there to live. She said she didn’t know what she was going to do with the farm, but Darnel had also come into a tidy inheritance, and he could keep paying the taxes on the property until they figured out what they wanted to do with it. She sold off all her livestock, and the two set off I think in the spring of … two-thousand? No, it was two-thousand-and-one. I remember because it was so close to my due date, and June had knitted me the most beautiful baby blanket for my baby shower. Olive was born in late May of two-thousand-one.”

I looked at Oscar, wondering if he was going to confess to this woman that June was dead. His blank expression told me he had no such plans. “How well did you know Darnel? Mrs. …” he asked next.

“Visser,” she said. Placing her hand on her chest, she added, “But please call me Stacey.” Oscar smiled in acknowledgement and Stacey continued. “I didn’t know Darnel that well. He met June when he started working for her as a farmhand. They took a shine to each other, and before you knew it, they were talking marriage. Of course June wanted a church wedding, but Darnel said he couldn’t get married any other place but on his parent’s property. He insisted that if they couldn’t be there in person to see him wed the love of his life, then they would at least get the chance to see it in spirit. Isn’t that romantic?”

“It is,” I said, pushing a big grin to my lips to hide the fact that I personally wouldn’t have minded torturing Darnel Leffler the same way he’d tortured the women in his dungeon.

“Did anyone from the congregation ever go out to the Jepsen farm after they left?” Oscar asked next.

“Not that I know of. June and Darnel moved away, and I think we all got on with our lives,” Stacy said.

“And no one thought it was odd that June never wrote or called any of her friends?”

“Well,” Stacey said, and I could see her expression turn the tiniest bit defensive, “she was supposed to send us her new address when she got to California, but no one ever heard from her. We just assumed that she got busy with her new life out there, and that she was finally happy.”

“Did anyone ever try to call her?” I pressed.

Stacey frowned, and I could see that she was starting to feel guilty that she, personally, hadn’t attempted to reach out to June. “Not that I know of,” she said softly. “I mean, I would’ve, but I had a new baby to take care of, and my duties here at the church kept me very busy.”

“Of course,” I said. I didn’t want her to feel bad about letting her friendship with June fall away. I simply wanted to know why June’s disappearance hadn’t sparked even a whiff of concern.

“Is there anything else you can tell us about Darnel?” Oscar asked. “Did he tell you anything about his background? What he did for a living before he became a farmhand?”

Stacey bit her lip. I think she was starting to put the pieces together. “I think June mentioned that he’d been a delivery driver off and on, but he really liked working the farm,” she said. 

“No details of his past life from Darnel himself?” Oscar pressed.

Stacey fiddled with the cross at her neck, appearing flustered. “Well … I mean, we talked socially only a few times, about the weather and such, but nothing too deep. Then again, he never spent a lot of time talking about himself. He always turned the conversation back to you, you know? He’d ask about you more than he’d talk about himself.”

I looked down at the floor to hide my contempt. That was an old trick from the master manipulator’s handbook. Ted Bundy had been known to do the same thing, focusing his attention and charms on his victims to gain their trust and never revealing much about himself. 

“Did any of the other members of your congregation get to know Darnel very well?” Oscar asked next.

Stacey shrugged. “We all knew him about the same. He’d come with June to church on Sunday, and attend a few of the community events, but he was only her farmhand for about six months before they decided to get married and move away.” And then Stacey looked earnestly at Oscar and said, “You don’t think … you don’t think he’s hurt her, has he?”

“Do you think Darnel capable of hurting June?” Oscar asked in return.

Stacey’s face reddened and she fussed with the gold cross at her neck again. “Oh, I hope not, but …”

“But what?” I asked gently.

“Well, it’s just that once or twice I might’ve thought Darnel was trying too hard. His smile sometimes would be a little forced, and his manner just a bit too careful. And, I don’t know … I guess I never liked being alone in the same room with him. At the time I thought that I didn’t ever want to make June feel insecure, but sometimes Darnel’s presence would make goosebumps show up on my arms.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” I told her.

Stacey then looked more intently at me and whispered, “You don’t think she’s … dead, do you?”

“We’re not sure of anything yet, ma’am,” I said, knowing that Oscar wouldn’t want me to say anything about what was only speculation at this moment. The ME had yet to confirm the remains found at the farmhouse were June’s.

Still, Stacey paled, and she put a hand over her mouth. “Oh my God,” she whispered. “I caught something on the news this morning … they said that some remains were found on an abandoned farm nearby …”

Crap. The news media was definitely getting ahead of our investigation.

Oscar folded up the small notebook he’d been jotting notes in. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Visser,” he said. “We’ll be in touch if we need anything more.”

He began to turn away, but I wasn’t finished yet, so I asked, “Stacey, did Darnel ever mention anything to you about New York?”

Her brow wrinkled. “Um, you know it’s so odd that you’re asking me that, because I distinctly remember this story that Darnel told me at a church picnic. He said that he’d once traveled the St. Lawrence Seaway along the New York coastline, and on that trip he said he’d seen a shark in the water. Before I could question him about that, he said that it was possible for a bull shark to travel its way up the St. Lawrence and into the Great Lakes because those bull sharks can make long trips through fresh water. It has something to do with their kidneys or something. 

“Anyway, he said that he thought it was the most amazing thing he’d ever seen. He found it spiritual, actually that a shark could move like that through fresh water where all those people thought they were safe, and instead, a killer was swimming right below the surface, waiting and watching, and picking out its next victim.”

Oscar and I exchanged a look of surprise before Stacey continued. “It was the first time I found myself getting those goosebumps around Darnel, and I don’t know that it was so much his story as it was the way his eyes looked as he was telling it.”

“His eyes?” I asked.

“Yes,” Stacey said, staring off into space while she rubbed her arms as if she were cold. “Darnel had these beautiful bright blue eyes, but when he told that story they turned kind of flat, you know … like a shark’s.” 

Stacey shuddered for emphasis and I found goosebumps dotting my own arms. The metaphor was too big to ignore, and my mind filled with the image from Jaws in the opening scene, when Chrissie Watkins is swimming along in the open water, feeling invigorated and free, when suddenly the great white strikes from underwater, yanking her to and fro until it finally pulls her completely under to a terrible end. 

It dawned on me in that moment that, in order to catch this son of a bitch, we might also need a bigger boat.





CHAPTER TWELVE

In the car on the way back to the hotel I gave myself a little education on bull sharks from the National Geographic website and after reading all about their aggressive deadly nature, I spent some time simply staring out the window. 

Deep in contemplation, I suddenly heard Oscar say, “You okay, Cooper?”

I jumped a bit at the sound of my name. “Our boy Darnel is one sick son of a bitch,” I said.

Oscar grunted in agreement. 

I turned to him. “We have to catch him, Oscar. Soon.”

“Agreed,” he said, turning into the hotel parking lot, which was full of vans and black sedans. “Looks like they wrapped up early,” Oscar said, as we parked, got out, and began to head to the entrance.

“Maybe they hustled to avoid the press,” I said, thumbing over my shoulder to a few of the news vans also in attendance.

Oscar grunted. “Vultures,” he said, holding the door for me as we went inside to the lobby, which was buzzing with agents and reporters.

Making my way through the throng, I bumped right into Toscano’s great hulking form. He looked down at me in surprise. “I’ve been looking for you,” he said.

“A time to worry,” I said.

He chuckled. “Harrison said you were running down a lead. How’d it go?”

I shrugged. “I’m more convinced than ever that Leffler wasn’t in that pickup truck that went off the overpass. He staged his own death.”

“Abby!” I heard Dutch’s voice call. 

Turning slightly to my left, I saw him waving. “We’re back in the conference room. Brice would like an update from you and Hernandez.”

I nodded and gave a nod to Toscano, then headed back through the throng of reporters to the hallway leading to the conference room.

The first thing I realized was that there were way more people in the room than there should’ve been, and yet everybody (but me) was wearing a shield.

I maneuvered through the crowd to Dutch and asked, “Who’re all these guys?”

“Extra manpower from the Texarkana bureau.”

“Ah,” I said. Their unit had to be triple the size of our office because they had at least a half-dozen agents in the room, which would’ve been all the agents that bureau could spare to help us out.

“So, how’d it go today with Hernandez and Williams?” he asked quietly as Brice began to call for order.

“It went okay,” I said. “But I think we’re gonna have to work this one hard, Dutch. This guy is a slippery one. He’s already changed his ID once. I have no doubt he’ll do it again.”

“Can we catch him in the next few days?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “But I’m hopeful.”

The last of the agents—minus Williams—filed in and stood against the wall; it was now standing-room only. Brice got the meeting started, “I’d like to begin this briefing by thanking all those agents from the Texarkana bureau. We appreciate the extra manpower on this one. And now I’d like to have Agent Hernandez and Ms. Cooper fill us in on their preliminary investigation into the suspect, Darnel Leffler.”

With a hand motion, Brice gave the floor to us. 

Oscar maneuvered sideways down the row of agents until he came to stand next to me. I let Oscar do the talking, as he was the ranking agent, and he briefed the agents on what we’d learned throughout the day, ending with the trip to the Lutheran church and the interview with Stacey Visser.

The room was very quiet while he spoke, which is one of the things I really dig about the FBI. Their agents are trained to listen very carefully to witnesses, experts, their own peers, and superiors. There’s never any idle chitchat at these briefings, which is a somewhat different experience from the rare times I’ve attended police briefings and found the officers fidgety, inattentive, and eager to whisper and murmur to each other. 

And I’m not saying that the bureau has better people or investigators, but I am saying they definitely have better listeners as a whole. 

When Oscar was done, Brice said, “Obviously the crash complicates things for us. I’ll be handing out assignments to identify who was actually in that car, what identity Leffler has taken on now, and where he might be located.”

“Sir,” Oscar said. “Cooper got a hit on New York, and also on South Dakota.”

“For where Leffler’s located?” Brice asked.

I shook my head. “Not South Dakota.”

“But you said Mount Rushmore,” Oscar replied.

“Yes, but it’s a metaphor. There’s something in New York that connects to Mount Rushmore, but I haven’t figured out what that is yet.”

“Okay, so any lead with a connection to Mount Rushmore or New York needs to be brought to my attention immediately,” Brice said.

One of the Texarkana agents raised her hand. 

“Agent Juarez,” Brice said, nodding to her.

She stood. “Sir,” she said with a nod back. “I’m not sure I understand why we’re all so quick to believe that Darnel Leffler isn’t dead. I read the police report your agent forwarded to us. There was plenty of biological evidence to suggest he died in that crash, so why are we expending time and money in the pursuit of a ghost?”

I glared at Juarez. She knew damn well why. “Because time is of the essence and because that wasn’t Leffler in the crash,” I said.

Juarez sighed and crossed her arms. “I’m not convinced,” she said. “In fact, I’m far more inclined to believe he’s dead and we can wrap up this whole case.”

A figure stepped forward, and I realized that Director Gaston had entered the room. “Thank you, Agent Juarez,” he said. “If you don’t want to continue to participate in the rest of this investigation, then please see your SAC for a new assignment.”

Juarez frowned at the director, but there was something in her eyes, something like a challenge, and I realized that she’d heard of his demotion and impending transfer. It was obvious she now believed he was basically powerless. With a smirk plastered on her lips, she turned on her heel and left the group. 

After she’d gone you could hear a pin drop, but Gaston didn’t seem to want to let the issue go. “If anyone else here would like to be recused from the rest of this investigation, you may also be excused.” 

I cringed when every single one of the Texarkana agents got up and began to shuffle out of the room. For a long, tense moment I also wondered if there’d be any defectors from our staff, but every agent on our team stayed. Including Thune and Ricco. (Go figure …)

“Excellent,” Gaston said, surveying the remaining eight of us with pride. Turning to Brice, he added, “Carry on.” And then he left the room again.

Watching the director leave, Brice worked to hide the grin quirking the corners of his mouth. “Okay,” he said, clapping his hands and focusing on us again. “Let’s get started.”

“Sir?” I said to Brice.

“Yes, Cooper?”

“If it’s all right with you, I’d like for Mr. Toscano to join us.”

Brice and Dutch exchanged a look. “Why?” Brice asked.

“For the simple reason that he knows this case better than we do. He studied the victims for almost twenty years. He might see a connection that we don’t, and if he can see a connection, then we might be able to get a direction.”

Brice chewed on the inside of his cheek for a minute, considering. And I knew that what I was asking wasn’t an easy ask—Toscano’s podcast had likely cost all of the agents in the room their jobs, but, if we were committed to solving this case, and I knew that we were, we’d need his input. 

At last, Brice said, “Fine. Thune, head out to the lobby and see if Toscano is still there. If he is, invite him in—but only him. No cameras. No crew. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” Thune said, and he quickly left the room.

A few minutes later as we were listing all the various leads we’d need to track down, Toscano appeared along with Thune. Mike nodded to all of us in the room, but none of the agents nodded back, and a definite chill had entered when he appeared in the doorway. I sighed and motioned for him to come sit next to me, glaring at Baldwin when he scowled at the former fed.

Mike sat down and I could see a small sheen of sweat on his brow. He was feeling the tension for sure. 

When everyone was settled again, Brice said, “Mr. Toscano, thank you for joining us. We’d like your input as we decide which leads to allocate resources to.”

“However I can help, I will,” Toscano said. He made a point to catch my eye then, and there was a look of gratitude there. What can I say? I warmed to him a little in that moment.

Soon, we had four main categories to pursue: the victims, the identity of the substitute Leffler had put into his truck the night it crashed, Leffler’s past, and any ideas for where he might currently be.

Years before, Toscano had had one of the profilers from NCAVC (the National Center for Analysis of Violent Crime) work up a profile of the killer. The similarities to Leffler were pretty spot-on. He’d been described as a psychopath with narcissistic tendencies; white; highly intelligent; manipulative and adaptive; well-traveled; skilled in a variety of jobs, likely including trucking; and something of a chameleon in his ability to alter his appearance. He’d adapt to new situations with ease, and could often be described as charming and attentive, especially to women.

From what Stacey had told us about Leffler, he fit the profile very well. 

As we worked through the possible leads to hunt down, my attention returned again and again to the victims. Their photos were up on the large whiteboard that Brice was using to lay out our plan of attack, and my focus kept getting drawn back to them because, physically, only the cousins, Ellen and Melissa, looked even a little alike, and even then not by a lot; Ellen was fairly plain, but her cousin Melissa had been a beauty.

The dissimilarities among the victims was a bit unusual for a serial killer—they typically have a “type” and target victims who look somewhat similar.

But these women were all very different. From height to hair color to build to age to race, all five (including June) were quite diverse. 

As Brice discussed the victims with Toscano, he asked, “Do we have a working theory on why June Jepsen wasn’t put in the van with the others?”

Toscano tugged on his mustache. “I think it has to do with her manner of death,” he said. “She probably died before he could build or finish his torture chamber, so, in his mind, she didn’t deserve to be put into the van and sunk in the lake. I believe that the sinking of the van with the remains of the other victims was something of a ritual. It was his way of paying homage to their sacrifice for the pleasure he’d gotten from their torture.”

“I agree,” I said with a shudder, then asked, “Do we know how June died?”

Agent Ricco raised his hand. “I checked in with the ME this morning. He said he found duct tape still stuck across Jepsen’s mouth, and her hands were also bound behind her back, but there were no other marks or obvious injuries. His current theory is that she suffocated because the angle she was forced to crouch in would’ve made it difficult to breathe, and if it was a hot day when she was shoved inside the closet, then suffocation was probably what killed her.”

I didn’t know if it’d been better for June to have succumbed to suffocation instead of the torture that Darnel got off on. Each method was its own horror, and I couldn’t help but imagine that, as June struggled to breathe in that stuffy, hot closet, Darnel had probably been downstairs, watching TV, or digging the hole where he’d bury the shipping container. 

While I looked at the whiteboard where Brice was writing out the assignments, I made a personal, silent vow to June: I’d bring Darnel to justice, or die trying.

And then I had another question. “Mr. Toscano,” I said, only then realizing I was interrupting Brice. 

“Yes?” he said.

I smiled sheepishly at Brice, who didn’t seem to mind the interruption. “I was wondering if you found any connection between these four victims.” Pointing to their photos now taped to the whiteboard, I added, “None of them really look alike, so I’m wondering why he chose them.”

Toscano shook his head. “Wish I knew, Abby,” he said. “I looked for a direct correlation between them for fifteen years, and, other than the cousins, I couldn’t find anything except for the weird fact that they were all vegetarians. That was the only thing that all four vics shared in common.”

Everyone in the room was looking at Toscano in puzzlement. That was an odd characteristic to share. “Was there a vegetarian restaurant that they all frequented?” Oscar asked.

Toscano shook his head. “No. I drew maps of each woman’s daily travels in the two weeks preceding their abductions, and not even Melissa and Ellen intersected. In fact, before Melissa went missing, she and Ellen hadn’t gotten together since Easter of oh-one.”

I tapped my finger on the table. My intuition was sparking in a way that suggested there was something to that whole vegetarian thing. “Excuse me for one minute,” I said, getting up from the table and making my way out of the room. 

Hurrying to the hallway, I pulled out my cell and looked up the number for the Holy Cross Lutheran church, where we’d met Stacey. Crossing my fingers that she’d answer, I dialed the number and was rewarded by a voice that said, “Holy Cross, this is Stacey.”

“Stacey!” I said, excitedly.

“Yes?” she replied, her voice a tad wary.

“It’s Abby Cooper. Agent Hernandez and I visited you this morning.”

“Oh, yes, hello,” she said. “I didn’t expect to hear from you again.”

“I bet, and so sorry to disturb you, but I’m hoping you can answer a question for me about June.”

“What’s that?”

“I was wondering if she was a vegetarian?”

Stacey chuckled. “She sure was. June had some livestock—goats and chickens—but she’d make cheese from the goat’s milk, and sell the eggs from her chickens. She didn’t believe in eating animal flesh. Well, except for fish. She made the best honey, lemon-glazed grilled salmon I ever ate.”

My mind filled with the image of the bull shark, swimming among the plant-nibbling fishes, and it was like a lightbulb went off. Psychically, I suddenly understood exactly how Darnel Leffler saw himself. He was the bull shark, picking off the plant eaters.

“Did she belong to any vegetarian groups or anything?” I asked, desperate for a connection to the other women.

“Well, not exactly,” she said. “She’d sell her veggies and her eggs at various farmers’ markets around town, and she’d trade recipes with some of the women. She and Darnel enjoyed going to those on Saturdays, from what I remember. In fact, that’s how the two of them met, I believe.”

“At the farmers’ market?”

“Yes. She was selling her eggs, and he introduced himself as the king of Omeletvania or something like that. It was a cute story.”

I felt a surge of adrenaline. “Stacey, I really want to thank you for that answer.”

She seemed a little surprised. “Oh! My goodness, well I’m glad I could help. Do you think you’ll be able to find June?”

I bit my lip, wincing at the question. Poor Stacey would soon find out that her friend had long since passed away. “I think it’ll help us solve a number of riddles,” I told her. “Thank you again.”

Hanging up the call, I then Googled all the farmers’ markets in the area. There were a half-dozen. I had the answer. Hurrying back to the conference room, I pulled open the door and announced, “I know how the girls were connected!”

Shocked expressions turned to look at me, but I didn’t care. I hurried over to the whiteboard and moved the map of where each girl lived. From there I consulted my phone and drew a big red dot for the corresponding farmers’ market near their homes.

All the girls lived close to a farmers’ market, which made sense if they were committed to their vegetarian lifestyle. They’d want the freshest produce from local farmers—not the mass, somewhat-tasteless produce most of the rest of us eat.

“What are you drawing?” Toscano asked. 

I continued to dot the map. “These are the locations of farmers’ markets where the women would’ve gotten their weekly supplies. June Jepsen was also a vegetarian. She sold her eggs and goat’s milk cheese at various farmers’ markets on weekends. Darnel went with her.”

I placed the last dot on the map, which formed a neat circle around the Jepsen farm and turned to look at the team. Toscano’s jaw was agape, and Dutch was looking at the map and nodding. And then he caught my eye and winked, obviously proud of me.

I beamed. 

“How do you know all this?” Toscano asked.

“I just got off the phone with Stacey Visser—she’s the secretary at Holy Cross Lutheran Church where June was a member and Oscar and I were today. I asked Stacey if June was a vegetarian, and she confirmed that not only was June a vegetarian, but that she sold her wares to various farmers’ markets, and that’s where she and Darnel first met. It also reminded me of something else Stacey said, which was that Darnel had once told her a story about traveling up the St. Lawrence Seaway, and during that trip he spotted a bull shark in the water.”

“Sharks can’t survive in fresh water,” Agent Thune said.

I scowled at him. Damn newbies were always missing the forest for the trees. “In point of fact,” I said tersely, “bull sharks can survive for long distances in fresh water given the fact that their kidneys can recycle the salt they need to survive.”

When Dutch eyed me in surprise, I added, “I looked it up on Nat Geo’s site this morning after talking to Stacey. Anyway, I think Darnel’s story is true. I think he saw that bull shark cruising through the water, close to a local beach, and he identified with that shark. It was a predator-to-predator moment. In his mind he believes he’s a bull shark, swimming among the plant-eating fishes, just waiting to select his next victim.”

The room was silent, but Toscano looked as if he’d just had a peek behind the curtain. “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch,” he said softly. He riffled through his messenger bag for a moment, then stood up and came over to where I was standing. “Back in two-thousand-one, we had a witness who said he saw Melissa Snyder walking toward a parking lot across the street from a farmers’ market with a guy who had his arm slung across her shoulders. We pressed the witness for more details about the guy with Melissa, but all he could remember was that this guy had a tattoo of the shark from Jaws on his arm. We hit up all the local tattoo shops to see if anybody had done the ink, but we came up empty.”

“I bet it wasn’t Jaws,” I said. “Great whites are conspicuous. They’re huge, right? Fifteen to twenty feet long?” I asked, looking at Dutch, who was a big fan of Animal Planet’s Shark Week. He nodded and I continued. “Great whites are so big, in fact, that it’s hard to miss them, while the bull shark is only about seven to eight feet long.” (That Nat Geo page had been full of interesting facts!) 

“I think the whole reason Darnel identified with that bull shark was because they’re sneaky, opportunistic, and able to blend into their surroundings. They’re able to cruise along under the radar until they’re ready to strike. And they don’t typically kill with one bite like the great white. They attack their prey, hurting them again and again until their prey succumbs, much like Darnel’s technique in that torture chamber of his. 

“So, I’m sorry, but I believe that if Darnel actually had a shark tattoo on his arm, it would’ve been a rendering of an actual bull shark. Leffler would’ve insisted on the distinction, but I can see how your witness would’ve gotten it confused.” My radar was pinging in a way that let me know the tattoo was a significant clue.

“So how does this help us find him?” Ricco asked.

“It’s a starting point,” I said. “We need to start looking at social media for bull shark tattoos. Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll have gotten another one, or maybe he’s taken a photo of the one on his arm and posted it somewhere.”

“We won’t be able to see it if the account is private,” Ricco pointed out.

“True, but we’ll need to search anyway.”

“He’s probably not even in the area anymore,” said Ricco, and it came out as a whine.

I sighed. “Okay, Agent Ricco, then where do you suggest we start?”

Ricco seemed eager to share his thoughts. “If that wasn’t Leffler in the pickup truck that went over the side of the overpass and Leffler’s still alive, he probably took that guy’s identity, right?”

I shrugged. “Maybe,” I conceded. “He might’ve, or he might’ve adopted someone else’s.” 

Still, Ricco was defiant. “I think we should wait until we hear about the DNA results before we shoot off in fifty different directions looking for a guy who may have already killed himself.”

“We’ll have those results soon,” Dutch said. “Williams should’ve reached the lab in Dallas by now. If the director pulled some strings and we get to hop the line to the front, then we might even have them today.”

I smiled at Ricco all “See? Problem solved”-style, but then I happened to glance at Brice, who was definitely not smiling. He was bristling. 

“Agent Ricco,” he said softly … too softly. “I’m assigning you and Thune to the Texarkana bureau. They helped us with some man-hours on this case, and I’d like to return the favor.”

Everyone in the room stared at Brice with big wide eyes. It was crazy unusual for agents to be farmed out to other bureaus unless specifically requested by that bureau, so it was obvious that the move was a result of Brice having had enough and was meant to be punitive—especially since there were so few of us left to work the leads on this case. 

And, knowing that bureaus tended to give the bulk of the grunt work to newbies, especially those chipping in from other bureaus, then it was certainly a detail that was going to be just a little bit painful for the two younger agents.

Ricco was the first to catch on to that. “Sir—” he began, but Brice cut him off.

“That’s an order, Ricco,” Brice said, and the growl in his voice shut the other agent up quick.

For his part, Thune appeared super shocked and not at all happy with his buddy. 

Dutch stood up and said, “Ricco, Thune, grab your gear and head over to the Texarkana bureau. I’ll call ahead and tell them you’re coming.”

Ricco and Thune departed the room, and the rest of us simply looked at Brice like we weren’t sure what to say or do.

For his part, Brice sighed heavily and folded his hands together on the tabletop. “Bringing three new recruits fresh out of Quantico was a mistake. I want to apologize to all of you for having to put up with their crap these past few weeks. Especially you, Cooper.”

“It’s okay, sir,” I said. I felt bad that Brice felt bad. We were friends after all, and he certainly didn’t owe me an apology for trying to do what he thought was best for the bureau at the time.

Dutch came back into the room then and he nodded at Brice. “It’s done.”

“Great,” Brice said. “As for the rest of you, here’s the ground we have to cover …” 

Brice then laid out the rest of his plan. He assigned Baldwin and Cox to gather info on Leffler’s life in Jefferson City before he came to Texarkana, and he assigned the rest of us to work on answering a few key questions about Darnel’s time here. Namely, what brought Leffler to Texarkana in the first place, and where did he hang out before he met June? 

We all understood, given the fact that Leffler had gone through the considerable trouble of faking his own death, that he’d likely left the area, but in order to figure out where specifically he’d gone, we needed to understand his habits and patterns. Adding those characteristics into his profile would help us figure out exactly where he might’ve relocated.

The group broke around six, and I left the room mentally drained and hungry. 

Dutch caught my hand as we exited, and when we were headed to the elevators he said, “Mrs. Rivers?”

“Yes, Mr. Rivers?”

“I was hoping to have the pleasure of your company for dinner. Are you free?”

I smiled. “As a matter of fact, I am. And I’m famished. Where will you be taking me?”

“I have a place in mind,” he said cryptically. “Put on something fancy.”

I laughed. “The fanciest thing I have is a clean pair of jeans and a sweater.”

“Perfect,” he said, leaning in to kiss me on the lips. “And no shop talk tonight, okay?”

I could feel the tension headache that’d been pulling at my temples for the past twenty minutes begin to ease. “Deal,” I said.

Dutch and I went to dinner at a lovely Italian bistro with dim lighting, lots of candles, fresh-baked sourdough rolls, and the best spaghetti-clam combo I’d ever tasted. 

“I think we need a vacation,” Dutch said as our entrées were served.

My shoulders sagged. We hadn’t been on vacation together in ages. “Where?”

“Where would you like to go?”

“West.”

“West?”

I nodded. “I’m a Capricorn. We’ve done the beach thing so many times, I’m feeling like it’s starting to become a cliché. I want to go to the mountains. Climb some trails. See some green. Connect with the earth again.”

Dutch nodded as he swirled pasta onto his fork. “We could do that. Idaho is west and it’s beautiful. While you connect with Mother Earth, I could connect the salmon to my fly-fishing rod and reel.”

I chuckled. “Where would we stay in Idaho?”

Dutch scratched at the scruff on his chin. “I don’t know. Maybe we could find something on Airbnb?”

“Ooooo, I love that idea! When can we go?”

“Well, it looks like the first of next month my calendar is wide open, so how about then?”

I shook my head, still grinning. “I know we’re not supposed to talk shop, but I wouldn’t bank on being fired just yet, cowboy.”

He scrunched up his face in mock disappointment. “Damn, and I was just getting used to the idea of being unemployed.”

I rolled my eyes. “Still, I like the idea of going soon. This case is a tough one, and when we crack it, I think we’ll deserve a little R&R.”

Dutch lifted his wineglass and tilted it toward me. “Here’s to a week away in the wilds of Idaho.”

“Cheers to that,” I agreed, thinking that all I had to do was push this case to its eventual conclusion and we’d be on easy street.

Once again, I thought wrong.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The next day, while the rapid DNA test in Dallas got caught up in a lot of political red tape, what remained of our team ran down a dozen leads. All of them basically led to dead ends. 

We interviewed several people at June’s church, including Stacey again, and couldn’t extract a single clue from anyone that would point us in a direction that would bring us any closer to Darnel.

Finally, after a very long day, Dutch, Oscar, Toscano, and I all entered the hotel lobby dragging our feet like kids who’d just lost a ballgame.

Dutch’s phone buzzed as the elevator doors opened and out stepped Brice, also on the phone. The second he saw us, he lowered his arm. “I was just calling you.”

“I’ll give you a status report,” I grumbled. “It’s bupkis. We came up with zilch. Nada. Nothing. Zero. Zi—”

Brice held up his hand. “I get the picture. I was actually calling to tell you Gaston was finally able to push our case to the front, and the lab matched the DNA from the corpse in the pickup and the teeth found at the scene of the crash.”

I stared at him incredulously. I had so believed that Darnel was still alive. How could I be so wrong? “Shit,” I swore. I’d just wasted so much of the bureau’s time and money. “Brice … I’m … so, so sorry. I really thought Darnel was still alive.”

“Oh, he is,” Brice said, rocking back on his heels.

“I thought you said the DNA was a match?” Dutch said.

“It is,” Brice said, and then he bounced his eyebrows.

I turned to Dutch, smacking him on the arm. “I told you the zombie apocalypse had already begun!”

He grinned but remained focused on Brice. “Lay it out for us, brother.”

“The DNA is a match for a close relative. The lab believes with ninety-nine percent certainty that the two samples are father and son.”

My jaw dropped. “Holy …”

“Shit!” said Oscar. “He murdered his father!”

“Yep,” Brice said. “And I’ll bet he also stole his identity, whatever that may be.”

“Have we run it through the database?” Dutch asked.

He was referring to the Federal DNA database that the FBI kept for all incoming criminal records it held on file. In just the past ten years, tons of DNA profiles had been added to the nation’s criminal rosters. I crossed my fingers, but Brice dashed them almost immediately.

“We did. There’s nothing in the system.”

“And no fingerprints were recovered?” I asked.

Brice shook his head again. “The body was too badly burned.”

“Crap,” I said. “Crap. Crap. Crap!” We kept bumping into dead ends on this thing; it was driving me crazy. 

Toscano was looking back and forth at the four of us. “Has anybody thought to check Darnel’s birth certificate for the name of the father?”

Oscar scowled in frustration. “I pulled it in my background check of Leffler. It’s blank. His mom gave birth to him when she was sixteen, and no father was listed on the birth certificate.”

Toscano shook his head, also obviously frustrated. 

Brice then looked to me. “Abs, we’re all at a loss here. Is there anything you can give us that might point us in a direction?”

I sighed wearily. Man I was sick of this case. My radar felt like it’d been stretched to the max, and to have been working so hard and still come up against yet another dead end felt like a raw deal. But then I remembered the two clues that it’d given me that I hadn’t figured out yet. That whole New York and Mount Rushmore thing. I looked around the lobby and said, “I’m going to sit by the fire in that chair and meditate. Don’t disturb me till I’m done, but someone order me a pizza, okay? And don’t skimp on the pineapple this time.”

Dutch grinned. “Yes, your highness.”

I rolled my eyes. What can I say? I’m grumpy when I’m hungry and overworked. 

Heading over to the wing chair I’d occupied a few nights earlier, I plopped down, leaned back, and rested my head against the back of the chair. For a few minutes, all I did was breathe through the initial monkey mind—you know that constant prattle in your head whenever you sit down and even try to meditate? The kind of brain that goes, “I’m out of coffee filters, but the store is sooooo far away. I wonder if I can make a coffee filter out of paper towels? I wonder if, after making coffee using paper towels, do they go in the compost heap? Or the garbage? Am I being irresponsible if I throw them in the trash? Am I contributing to the pollution of our Mother Earth by doing that? Am I also contributing to global warming by throwing them in a trash can whose contents will have to be hauled away by a gas-guzzling garbage truck? Oh, wait! I bought a pack of coffee filters last weekend at Walgreens! They’re in the back of the pantry underneath the Milano cookies I’m hiding from Dutch. Phew! Crisis averted!”

Yeah. That’s monkey mind. Anyway, I waited until the old brain had had a moment to vent, and I kept trying to call my attention back to inhaling deeply, holding it a few seconds, and exhaling. It wasn’t long before I felt myself settle down. 

At the moment the calm, peaceful serenity entered my mind, I focused on the most basic question to the investigation: namely, what was the first step we’d need to take to find Darnel Leffler?

Immediately my mind flashed with an image of my mother. I scowled. My mother is something of a monster—an abusive, narcissistic psychopath, to be more specific. I haven’t had any contact with her in years, so when her face entered my mind, I legit recoiled. Still, I had asked the question, and my intuition was doing its level best to answer, so I shied away from dismissing my mother’s face outright and tried to allow the rest of the thread to enter.

My mind’s eye next showed me a grave, and lying on the grave was a birth certificate with the name of the father left blank.

A woman appeared at the grave, and she lifted up the birth certificate. Somewhat startled, I realized the woman was my aunt. She studied the birth certificate before she said, “I know …”

And then the image morphed again into Mount Rushmore. I tried not to have any emotion as I looked at the mountaintop with the four chiseled presidents. The image changed again when a big bear moved out of the brush and over to a stream. The bear got into the water, and nearby a dorsal fin appeared—definitely a reference to the shark tattooed on Leffler’s arm, I thought. 

I didn’t want the bear attacked by the shark, and to my relief that didn’t happen. The bear exited the water unscathed and moved to sun itself on a bluff. In the background again was Mount Rushmore.

I opened my eyes at that point, having figured out some of the mystery. Getting up from the chair, I went to find Dutch and Brice.

It wasn’t hard—they were in our room watching C-SPAN.

“How’d it go?” Dutch asked, resting on the bed in his bare feet and jeans.

“We need to track down Darnel Leffler’s aunt.”

Brice cocked his head. “His aunt? You think he’s living with her?”

“No,” I said. “I think she knows the name of Darnel’s father.”

Dutch pulled out his cell and dialed, then put the phone on speaker. “Baldwin,” said the agent answering the call.

Dutch looked at me as he asked Baldwin, “How’re you coming with tracking down Leffler’s extended family members?”

“I’ve got addresses for seven cousins, three aunts, an uncle, and several nieces and nephews,” Baldwin said.

I was impressed. “Any of the aunts living in New York?”

“No,” Baldwin said. “Leffler’s entire family lives in Jefferson City.”

“Crap,” I muttered. That’d been a bit of a longshot, but there was some kind of connection to New York, I just knew it.

“Did you say that Darnel had three aunts?” Dutch asked.

“Yes, sir.”

Dutch and Brice both looked at me as if to ask, “Which one?”

“Scott,” I said, addressing Agent Baldwin by his first name. “We need the number for Darnel’s youngest aunt.” My mother had two sisters, and the one from my vision had been her youngest sister.

“That would be …” Baldwin said, and we heard paper rumbling. “Elizabeth Leffler.” 

“Whoa,” I said. My aunt’s name was also Elizabeth. No wonder my radar had used her to deliver the message.

“What’s ‘whoa’?” Brice asked.

“Nothing,” I told him. It’d take too long to explain. “What’s her story?” I asked Baldwin.

“She’s never been married. Works at a gas station off Route Sixty-three.”

“How do we get ahold of her?” I asked next.

Baldwin blew out a sigh. “If she owns a cellphone, it’s not registered in her name. But I think you can try calling the gas station and asking for her.”

“Text me the number,” Brice said.

I put a hand on Brice’s arm. “If we call her, we have to identify ourselves, right?”

“Yeah?”

“If she’s harboring Darnel, we’ll tip him off.”

“Good point,” Brice said. Then, directing his next statement to Baldwin, he said, “Text me the address of the gas station.”

“Yes, sir.”

Brice pocketed his cell. “We’ll leave in the morning.”

“Just us three?” I asked. “Or the whole squad?”

Brice turned the question back on me. “Is there anything your radar says that we’ve overlooked here?”

I took that question in for a moment, wanting to be sure. “No.”

“Then it’s settled,” Brice said, heading for the door. Pausing when he got there, he looked back over his shoulder at me again. “Abs,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“Do we want to bring Toscano along? Or do you want me to send him on a wild-goose chase?”

I grinned. “He can come along. It’s better for us in the long run.”

“Okay,” Brice said. “If you say so. But in the short run, it’s been no picnic.”

“Trust,” I told him.

His shoulders relaxed ever so slightly. “I do,” he said with meaning. “I do.”

Once Brice had gone, I turned to Dutch, who was looking uneasy. I stroked his hair. “Penny for your thoughts?”

“I’m worried.”

“Gotta give me more than that, cowboy. You worry a lot.”

“I don’t like this plan to meet with the EAD, and I have a feeling you’re gonna rope in Toscano for part of it.”

“You would be right about the latter, but wrong to worry about the former.” 

“What, specifically, are you planning, Edgar?” Dutch asked, undeterred by my flimsy reassurances.

I cleared my throat. “This is starting to feel like you’re grilling me.”

“Good, because I’m definitely grilling you.”

“Dutch, what does it matter who else it involves as long as the plan works?”

“Gaston?”

“Tangentially,” I said, doing my level best to continue being evasive. Dutch might need plausible deniability later on. But Dutch stared hard at me and I felt pressure to admit more. “I might need him more than I’ve told him I need him as of this moment. His connections are pivotal to the plot.”

My hubby rolled his eyes and blew out a withering sigh. “Abigail,” he said, and it startled me a little, because Dutch almost never uses my full name. “Gaston swims in shark-infested waters. The guys in D.C. aren’t just political animals, they’re political assassins. You misstep, you make an enemy for life.”

“Then I won’t misstep.” 

He didn’t look appeased. Reaching for my hand, he pulled me close and wrapped me in his arms. “Please reconsider,” he said. “We can all find other things to do in the private sector. Brice and I can devote more time to our construction business.” 

I patted his chest. “Yeah, like you could ever be happy being anything else full time but a fed.”

“I’ve been at it for over a decade now, Edgar. Maybe it’s time to put it down.”

I pushed away from him so I could look into his eyes, and I saw how hard he was trying to cover for the fact that the idea of setting aside his badge was secretly killing him. “Liar, liar, pants on fire,” I told him.

He rolled his eyes again and folded me once more into his embrace. “You shouldn’t have to make yourself a target by trying to save my job.”

“You’d do it for me.” 

“That’s different.”

“Right. Cuz you’re the guy, huh?”

“Exactly.”

I shook my head. “It’ll be okay, Dutch, please, just trust me?”

Dutch was silent for a long moment until he finally said, “I trust you. With my life. It’s them I don’t trust, Edgar.”

“Then trust me that I’ll be using the full force of my own radar to keep me out of any traps, okay?”

Dutch kissed the top of my head. “Well, then,” he said. “May the full force be with you.”

The next morning, at the ass-crack of dawn, Dutch and I met Oscar, Brice, and Toscano in the lobby before we set out for Jefferson City, which was an eight-hour drive. Toscano was the first to join Dutch and me in the lobby, and I noticed that his entourage was absent again, so I finally asked, “Where’d your film crew go?”

He rolled his eyes. “Back to Austin to film a music video.”

I cocked an eyebrow and he added, “They’re expensive to keep on the payroll here, so I let them take the gig to offset some of the expense.”

“Ah,” I said. “What’ll you do without video evidence, though?”

Toscano pulled out a small camera from his pocket. “I’ll use this to record a few of our efforts.”

I pointed a finger gun at him and made a clicking sound. “Good plan.”

A few minutes later we were underway, and I sat in the front passenger seat next to Dutch, who was driving. 

“You okay?” he asked me after we’d been on the road about an hour.

I pulled myself out of my thoughts and turned my head to look over at him and offer a reassuring smile. “Yeah. Just trying to work through something.”

“Work-something? Personal-something? Or me-something?”

I leveled a look at him. “If it was you-something, don’t you think you’d know it?”

“Not always,” he said. “At least, not until it’s too late.”

I laughed. “It’s not you and it’s not personal.”

“So … work,” he said.

“Yeah. There’s some imagery that I was shown in my vision from yesterday, and I can’t figure out what it’s supposed to mean.”

“What’s the imagery?”

“Mount Rushmore, but there’s a connection between whatever Mount Rushmore is supposed to represent and the state of New York. Oh, and there’s also a close call between a grizzly and a bull shark.”

Dutch looked at me, his face a mask of confusion. “A close call between a grizzly and a bull shark?”

“Yep.”

“Your radar is so damn strange.”

“That’s the general consensus,” I agreed. “The bull shark is obviously Leffler, but I’m not sure what the grizzly is supposed to represent.”

“A battle of some kind? Like a fight?”

“That would seem logical, I mean, they’re both predators, but the bull shark never attacks the grizzly.”

“Wait, the bull shark is on land?”

“No, the bear goes in the water.”

“Why?”

I shrugged. “Wish I knew.”

“And Mount Rushmore has something to do with New York?”

“Yep.”

“How do you know?”

I shrugged again. “It’s one of the clairs.”

“Which one?” he asked. “I get them confused.”

“Claircognizant,” I told him. “Clear-knowing.”

“Which one are you again?”

“Predominantly clairvoyant. Clear-seeing, but I’m also claircognizant too.”

“And M.J.?”

“Clairaudient—clear-hearing.”

M.J. Holliday-Whitefeather is a good friend, and a very gifted psychic medium.

“What’s left?” Dutch asked.

“Well, there are some minor ones, like clairgustance for clear-tasting, clairtangent, which is clear-touching; I have a little bit of those too.”

“What’s the clear-touching one?”

“It’s the ability to touch something that belonged to someone else and get some vibes off it.”

Dutch considered that for a moment. “Is that like when you were holding Sophia Wong’s bracelet and it pointed you to the farm?”

“That’s exactly it,” I said. “There’s also clairsalience, clear-smelling, and every once in a while I’ll smell my grandmother’s perfume when she’s around, so I have a touch of that as well, but the last biggie is clairsentient. Clear-feeling, which I don’t have but I know others who do.”

“Who’s that?”

“Some unlucky bastards,” I said. “Clairsentients are better known as empaths. They feel everything.”

“What does that mean?”

“Gifted empaths feel emotions and even thoughts from other people as if they were their own. They can also pick up drama from a mile away, and sometimes even illness. The world for them is often an overload of sensory input that’s incredibly difficult to block out, which means that their lives are often very, very hard.”

“Glad you’re not that,” Dutch said.

“Me too. If I were, I sure as hell couldn’t do this job.”

“Okay, so back to this imagery. A bear and a shark have an encounter at Mount Rushmore …”

“Yep.”

“That sounds like the start of a joke.”

“Wish I could laugh about it.”

“Sorry,” he said. “But it really is weird.”

“Agreed. Still, it’s supposed to mean something, and I can’t figure out what.”

“Why would your radar show you such a weird series of images if you can’t figure them out?” he asked. “I mean, I thought your intuition was supposed to help, not hinder.”

“It is trying to help,” I insisted. “All of it comes from my subconscious, which doesn’t speak,”—I paused to use air quotes—“‘English.’ It speaks through pictures and images, so it’s all metaphorical. It’s my job to do the translating, and sometimes I take the images a little too literally, which is what I feel like I’m doing now, but I don’t quite know how not to take them literally, which is why this is presenting me with such a challenge.”

“But if you can’t figure it out, how does that help you?”

“Well, I will figure it out, because I always do.”

“Always?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I always either figure it out on my own or something happens and it confirms what I’ve been shown. It’s just a matter of time.”

“But we don’t have a lot of time, Edgar.”

“I’m aware,” I said curtly.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to make it sound like I was pressuring you.”

I laid a hand on his arm. “You’re not. It’s this case. There’s so much at stake here. Which is why I’m really, really trying to figure out the message so we can take that shortcut to the end and bring in Leffler.”

“You’re positive the imagery has to do with Leffler’s whereabouts?”

“I am. We just need to find out what his new identity is, and we’ll be able to point it to the clues.”

“What if the imagery has to do with his identity?” Dutch suggested.

“It doesn’t,” I said, after considering that.

“How do you know?”

I tapped my temple. “Claircognizant.”

“Ah,” Dutch said. “That’s a handy clair. The only clair I’ve ever had was covered in chocolate.” I looked at him questioningly. “An éclair,” he said with a smile.

I rolled my eyes. “Hilarious. You should do stand-up.”

Dutch grinned some more, but then he sobered. “Sorry I can’t help you figure out the bear and the shark.”

“It’s okay. The answer will show up in due time.”

“We only have the month, Edgar.”

“Then it’ll have to show up soon.”

We arrived at the gas station where Leffler’s aunt worked off Route Sixty-three just outside Jefferson City around three o’clock. The five of us (Dutch, me, Brice, Oscar, and Toscano) emerged stiffly from the van, and since we were there anyway, Oscar took the opportunity to fuel us up.

Dutch, Brice, Toscano, and I approached the station, and I had a feeling we’d get lucky and run into Elizabeth Leffler here.

We entered the Phillips 76 service station, which was poorly lit, and crowded with more displays of chips, candy, cases of soda, windshield-wiper fluid, and beef jerky than should ever be crammed into a space the size of a small living room. 

A woman with straw-colored hair and a weathered complexion sat at the register, eyeing us suspiciously. Toscano stood back as Dutch, Brice, and I approached the counter. I understood by Toscano’s actions that he planned to keep to the background.

We approached the woman wearing our friendliest smiles. “Afternoon,” Brice said, taking the lead.

She nodded ever so slightly. “What’cha need?”

“We’re looking for Elizabeth Leffler,” Brice said. “We understand she works here.”

The woman stared at Brice without even a flicker of expression to give her away. Behind her I noticed a small painting on the wall. It was full of blues and yellows, and, in a way, it reminded me a bit of Van Gogh.

“Why?” the woman barked, pulling my attention back to her.

“Are you Elizabeth?” Brice asked.

“I ain’t answering you until you tell me what you want,” she said.

Brice hauled out his badge and placed it on the counter. Her gaze darted to the badge, her eyes widening a bit when she read the FBI logo, then went back up to Brice. “I don’t know who’s said what, but I ain’t done nothin’!”

“So, you are Elizabeth,” he said softly.

“Beth,” she said, licking her lips nervously. Her eyes were now wide and darting back and forth between the three of us like a cornered animal.

“Beth,” I said, placing my palm over Brice’s badge and moving it back into his hand. “We’re not here to cause you any trouble. We’re looking for someone who’s gone missing.”

Beth’s brow furrowed. “Who?”

“Your nephew, Darnel,” I said.

She stared at me a long time, and finally puffed out a breath that was almost a laugh. “He’s dead.” 

“No,” I said. “He’s very much alive.”

She rolled her eyes at me, but then there was the smallest seed of doubt in her expression. “He died in a car accident fifteen years ago.”

I shook my head. “The ME was mistaken. It wasn’t him.”

“It was his truck. And his wallet,” she insisted.

“Yes. But the person who died inside that cab wasn’t Darnel,” I said.

“How do you know it wasn’t him?” There was now a genuine spark of fear in her eyes and stiffened posture that I found very interesting. 

“We ran a DNA test,” Dutch said. “It wasn’t him.”

“Then who was it?”

“His father,” Dutch and I said together.

Beth’s eyes widened even more to expose white all around the irises. She stared at us like that for quite a long time. At last she said, “You’re sure?”

“Ninety-nine-point-nine percent positive,” I said. “DNA doesn’t lie.”

Beth put a hand to her throat and crossed her middle with the other arm. Her body language was fearful and protective. She was afraid of her nephew, that much was clear, and because of that, it was also obvious that she didn’t know his whereabouts. 

“Beth,” Dutch said softly, almost at a whisper. “We know that Darnel has a dark side to his personality.”

Her gaze immediately turned suspicious again.

“We want to find him before he has a chance to harm anyone else,” Brice said.

Beth’s mouth turned down in a scowl. “I don’t know where Darnel is, and if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. He’s smarter than you think, you know.”

“Oh, we know he’s smart,” Brice assured her. “We’re not underestimating him in any way.”

Beth snorted. “Sure you’re not.”

“Listen, Beth,” Dutch tried again, “all we want to know is the name of Darnel’s father. We believe your nephew might be using his father’s identity now.”

“I thought you said you knew his dad was the one killed in that crash?” 

“We do know,” Brice said. “The DNA tells us that the two teeth found at the scene belong to Darnel, but the body found in the cab belonged to his biological father.”

“Well just look him up in your files, then,” she said, waving her hand. “You FBI people got all our DNA on file anyway. Why you want to come all this way to bother me about it is just stupid.”

Brice and Dutch exchanged another look, and Dutch tried again. “We actually don’t have everyone’s DNA on file. If we did, we wouldn’t need to talk to you about it.”

“What makes you think I even know who Darnel’s daddy is anyway?” she demanded next, and she was starting to get pretty worked up. “My sister took that man’s name with her to the grave. Why would you fellas think I’d know anything about it?!”

“Because I told them you did,” I said.

“How would you know?”

“Because I’m a psychic.”

She barked out a short laugh. “Yeah, right.”

I pointed to the painting behind her. “That’s your work there, right?”

She stiffened. “What about it?”

“It’s lovely,” I said, because it was. “You’re very talented.”

She glared at me.

“I think you’d like to sell your paintings, but there’s probably not a lot of opportunity here off Route Sixty-three, am I right?”

Her glare intensified.

In my mind’s eye I saw Beth staring at dozens of canvases, lining the wall. Each painting more gorgeous than the last. I could see her talent, but I could also see her seclusion, and her frustration. Something was blocking her from being able to sell her works, but I wasn’t sure what.

“How come you’re not trying to sell your paintings online?” I asked.

“You need the internet for that,” she snapped.

“Ahhhh,” I said, suddenly remembering that Baldwin had said she didn’t have a phone. And then I looked more closely at her behind that counter. I couldn’t imagine she made more than minimum wage. Her clothes were clean but well-worn, and I knew that art supplies weren’t cheap. 

So that was the conundrum: In order for Beth to sell her artwork, she needed an internet connection of some kind, which meant she needed a smartphone, something able to take photos of her work and post it to a website of some kind.

Turning to Brice, I asked, “What’s the going rate for informants these days?”

“Informants?” he repeated.

I hooked a thumb toward Beth. “She has valuable information we need, Brice. I say we pay the lady.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Beth lean forward, her interest piqued. 

“Abby, we just need a name,” he said. “It’s not like she could lead us to a drug cartel.”

“Exactly,” I said. “We need a name, Brice. Bad.”

He blew out a sigh and looked over my shoulder at Dutch. I looked back and saw Dutch shrug. He didn’t seem to want to weigh in.

“I don’t know,” Brice said. “There’s a lot of paperwork involved in something like that. It isn’t like we can just cut her a check.”

Beth’s scowl was back in a flash.

“What if we avoided the paperwork, and instead of cash, we offered Beth something she could use to call us and give us updates should they come about?”

“I’m not following,” he said.

I looked meaningfully at Beth, and her interest was again piqued. “What if we got Beth her very own smartphone?”

Brice pursed his lips, considering.

“We’d also need to set her up with a plan,” I added. “For at least a year.”

Brice’s eyes widened and he started to shake his head.

“Before you say no, think about it,” I pleaded. “We’d have a name and a hot, hot, hot lead, Brice.”

Brice glanced at Beth, she was staring at him like she thought he might be getting ready to rattle off the winning lottery numbers. “Shit, Abby,” he muttered. “That’s gonna be expensive.”

“Hey!” Beth said loudly, waving her hand to get our attention. We looked at her and she crooked her finger at me. “I need to speak to you. In private.”

Uh-oh. 

Beth pointed to a door across the station. “Over there,” she said, already shuffling out from behind the counter. 

I waited for her to lead me over to the door, and as she walked, she shouted over her shoulder, “And don’t steal nothin’!”

I had to work to hold in a laugh. 

Once we got to the door, Beth opened it, and I saw that it was a supply closet. She waved me in and I shuffled inside a bit nervously. Beth came in after me and closed the door. Then she whispered, “I don’t know how to use them smartphones,” she said. “But I really want a website for my art. Can you get me that?”

I grinned. “I surely can, Beth. I surely can.”

We spent much of the the rest of the afternoon getting Beth set up with her own smartphone and prepaid plan for the next year. The salesman even threw in a free tablet, which was even better for Beth given the screen was larger. Oscar then worked to set up Beth with a rudimentary website, while my patient hubby tutored her on how to use her new smartphone, and then both he and Oscar taught her how to add photos of her artwork to the site, and how to list prices and receive money for anything that she sold.

By six o’clock, Beth was good to go … but we still didn’t have a name.

“All right, Beth,” I said as the sun began to set. “It’s time to cough up some information.”

She nodded. “My sister never knew that I knew,” she said. “But I read her diary when she was sixteen and I was fourteen, and I remember what she wrote not long after she found out she was pregnant.”

“What was the story?” I asked.

“Kitty—that’s Darnel’s mama—she took a shine to this one fella who worked construction on this very gas station. He was a young kid too, and they spent the summer being all sweet on each other and keeping their relationship a secret cuz our daddy would’ve killed that boy if he knew Kitty was cattin’ around with a seventeen-year-old dropout. 

“Anyway, Kitty found out she was pregnant at the end of that summer, and she told the boy about it, and he said that he’d marry her and they planned to elope, but on the night they were supposed to run away together, he never showed up. The next day, Kitty found out that he’d run off to work construction in another city. She was heartbroken, but she didn’t blame him and she never forgot about him.”

“How do you know that?” I asked, remembering that she said that Kitty hadn’t told a soul who Darnel’s father was.

“Because she named Darnel after him. His name was also Darnel. Darnel James Beauford. I always thought it was a beautiful sounding name, and Kitty must’ve thought that too because she named her son Darnel James too. She stopped short of the Beauford, though, which might’ve been a blessing in the end.”

“How did Darnel find out what his father’s name was?” I asked next. 

There was a hint of guilt in Beth’s expression. “I don’t know. Maybe Kitty told him.”

“Or,” Dutch said, “maybe you might’ve mentioned it to him?”

Beth glared at Dutch. “The boy had a right to know!” she snapped. “Besides, his mama was dead, so there was nobody else around to care if he knew or not.”

“Did you tell him the circumstances?” I asked. “The part about how he ran off after he found out that Kitty was pregnant?”

Beth turned her glare on me. “What if I did? You think that’s why his daddy ended up dead in that truck instead of Darnel? I had nothin’ to do with that.”

“Of course you didn’t,” I told her. Darnel was responsible for his own crimes. “But, if I may ask you, Beth, I can’t help but notice that you seem a little afraid of Darnel. What did he do to make you nervous about the fact that he might still be alive?”

Beth ran her fingers over her new phone. It was a loving caress, and my heart went out to her because I knew that she’d struggled her whole life, and owning something that I took for granted, like a new smartphone, was something she never would. “Darnel ain’t always right in the head,” she said quietly. “Sometimes, he’d get a look in his eye … and it was scary.” 

“In what way?” Dutch asked.

“Like, one day I was babysitting him,” she said. “He was only eight, and he said he wanted to play a game where he’d tie me up and I’d be his prisoner. I thought it was cute that he was parading around like a tough little man, so I let him tie me to a chair, thinking I could get out of it if I wanted to because the knots he’d tied were really simple-looking ones.”

Beth paused to reach for a soda she’d had tucked under the counter. She took a shaky sip of it before she continued. “After tying me to the chair, Darnel walked out of the room and turned off all the lights. I waited a while for him to come back, and then I got worried, so I tried to get out of the chair. The second I pulled on the knots, they tightened. The harder I pulled, the tighter they got, and I realized that he’d learned somewhere to tie a knot that you couldn’t get out of. So then I got really worried that he was on his own somewhere and I was tied to this chair. I started yelling for him, but he didn’t come back. Then I started yelling for anybody to help me, but Kitty’s trailer was tucked into the woods a ways, and nobody heard me.

“For what felt like hours I was stuck to that chair. I had rope burns on my wrists and on my ankles, and I was imagining all the bad things that could happen to Darnel while I was stuck in this dark room. And then Darnel finally opened the door and stood there in the doorway, just looking at me. I yelled at him to come untie me that instant, but he just stood there, smiling, but it wasn’t a friendly smile. It was … evil. And that’s when I saw that he was holding a boning knife that he’d gotten from the kitchen, and he was looking at me with this sick kind of look in his eyes. He said, ‘You ready to play again, Auntie?’ ”

Brice, Dutch, and I were standing in front of Beth, watching her tell this story with the most haunted look in her eyes. It was obvious that Darnel had scared the hell out of her that day.

“What did he do?” I asked when she paused to simply stare out into space.

“He cut me,” she said so softly that it was hard to hear. And then she pulled up her sleeve and displayed several long, thin scars, running the length of her forearm. “He sliced me with that knife and grinned while I screamed. Then he cut me again. And again, and there was nothing I could do to stop him.”

“Jesus,” I whispered, imagining the terror of that moment for her. It was like something out of Halloween.

Beth continued her story. “If Kitty hadn’t come home right then, I think Darnel would’ve cut me till I died. After that, she had to hide anything with a blade in the house so he wouldn’t kill her in her sleep, and I was never in the same room alone with that little shit again. So, yeah, right after Kitty died, I told him who his daddy was, hoping he’d leave town to go off and find Beauford, and he did.”

Silence filled the gas station’s lobby for several seconds after Beth finished speaking. None of us could fault her for doing what she’d done to get Darnel to leave town. If he’d stayed, I had no doubt in my mind that he would’ve preyed on the residents in Jefferson City instead of the residents in Texarkana. He’d been born with a form of psychosis that was downright evil, and both Beth and Kitty would’ve been helpless to do much about it given the national approach to mental healthcare. People like Darnel didn’t just slip through the cracks, they walked freely through an open door and into our midst, ready to prey on anyone they chose. Just like that bull shark that swam upstream in the St. Lawrence.

“Beth,” I said, breaking the silence. “Did Darnel ever mention heading to New York to find his father?”

“No,” she said. “Not that I remember.”

“Do you remember if Kitty ever wrote about Beauford heading to Texas?” I asked next.

At this she lit up a bit. “Kitty wrote in her diary that Darnel was gonna take her to the border between Texas and Arkansas. Tex-Arkansas or something.”

“Texarkana,” Dutch said.

Beth snapped her fingers. “That’s it.”

“How long ago did you tell Darnel all this about his father?” Brice asked.

Beth scratched at her chin. “I dunno. Maybe … twenty years ago? He was twenty-two when Kitty died, and I told him right after her funeral. He took off maybe a week later and I never seen him since.”

“Begs the question of where he is now,” Brice muttered.

“In the state of New York,” I said softly. “I just don’t know where.”

Dutch ignored the both of us and asked Beth, “Did Darnel have a tattoo on his arm?”

Beth snickered. “No, but he was itchin’ to get one last time I saw him. He probably did get one too. Maybe he got a couple.”

Brice and Dutch then looked at each other as if to ask the other a question. Dutch shook his head subtly and motioned to me. Brice said, “Anything else you can think of to ask her, Abby?”

“No. I’m good,” I said.

Brice then looked over at Toscano, who’d been standing back, observing, and filming this whole time. “Mike?” he said. “Anything we miss?”

Toscano shook his head. “I’m good.”

Brice then focused back on Beth and gave her a final nod. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Leffler. If we need anything else, we’ll call.”

She waggled her new phone at him. “Don’t you need the number?”

“I’ve got it,” he said smoothly, turning away.

We walked out of the station with Toscano in tow. He’d become like this silent shadow. When I glanced over at him, he seemed troubled. 

Slowing my pace to walk alongside him, I asked, “What’s up?” 

He shook himself a little and glanced at me. “I’ve been trying to think of a way me and my team could’ve connected the dots on this case, and I can’t see a clear path, no matter what direction I consider.”

“Why is that important?”

He smiled a little wryly. “Well, it’s important because you’ve been the factor in every clue advancing us forward. And there’s only one of you, Abby, and you’re facing termination at the end of the month. That concerns me, because no matter how much better our science and forensic techniques get, we’ll still be limited in cases like this one because the Federal Bureau of Investigation is never going to seek out and recruit fortunetellers for their toughest cold cases. The ones without any physical DNA evidence or eyewitness testimony. They’re the cases that’ll get tossed into a filing box and collect dust for decades, going unsolved till the end of time.”

“There’re cases even I can’t solve, Mike,” I said, thinking he was being a little overdramatic. 

“Sure,” he agreed. “But how many could be solved if only the bureau thought differently? See, the way I look at it, the decision to scrap you and your team is due to a political and/or religious bias, and the FBI has always prided itself on being apolitical and secular. We follow the evidence, no matter where it leads us, but the flipside to that is that we don’t seem to be willing to look for the evidence no matter who can gather it for us.”

I nudged his elbow with mine. “That’d make for a great speech at the top of your next podcast.” 

Toscano stopped and reached out to gently tug at my arm, halting me too. “I know we talked about having you on for that next podcast, Abby, but I’d like for you to become a regular guest.”

“What?” I said, laughing because … he couldn’t be serious, right?

“I want you to consider co-hosting with me once a month. We’ll make it a regular thing. You can bring me a case you’ve recently solved, and we can profile it on the show.”

“You’re overlooking two very important things here, Mike.”

“What’s that?”

“No way do I want to overshadow the amazing work my team at the Austin bureau does by hogging all the airtime on cases we all solve together, and, far more importantly, I’m probably out of a job at the end of the month, so there won’t be any new cases to bring to you.”

“I thought you had a plan for the latter?”

“I do. But I’m giving it fifty-fifty odds.”

“Then bring cases you’ve solved over the years, and we’ll make it a campaign to highlight the good work of the investigative agents and get you reinstated. If not in Austin, then someplace else. You’re too damn valuable to the process to lose. Especially over politics.”

I reached out and squeezed his arm. I think it was the first genuine moment of friendship between us. “I agree. But let’s work on solving this case first, then raising the profile second, and campaigning for psychic crime-fighters third.”

Toscano stuck out his hand. “Deal.”

There was a long discussion about our next move as we gathered around the van again. Oscar had done a cursory search on Darnel Beauford, and couldn’t locate a single person by that name that’d been alive in the last one hundred years. 

So, either Beth had misremembered the name, or the Darnel Beauford who’d gotten Kitty pregnant had lied about his own name.

“We’re gonna have to do a more intense search,” Brice said. “We’ll need to search tax rolls and court records to see if we can come up with someone with that name.”

“We could backtrack it,” Dutch said.

Brice squinted at him. “Backtrack it?”

Dutch pointed to the service station. “We could track down the name of the construction company that built that and look through their tax rolls to see who got paid for the job. Maybe there’s a name on there that’s similar enough to match Darnel’s father’s name.”

“Good idea,” Brice said. “Do we do that from Austin? Or head back to Texarkana?”

“We split up,” Dutch said. “You, sir, should take Baldwin and Cox home to use the network to track down the name, and I’ll stay in Texarkana with Hernandez and Williams. Once we find the real name, we can do another search to see if Darnel took his father’s identity after all and maybe he’ll still be in the area or somewhere close.”

“He’s not, but that plan still works for me,” I said.

Dutch directed his next question at me. “You want to stay in Texarkana, or head home?”

I badly wanted to head home. I missed my pups. I missed my bed. I missed my house. And I missed my day-to-day routine, but my intuition suggested that I might be better served staying in Texarkana for a few more days.

So, with a sigh, I said, “Texarkana.”

Brice turned to Dutch. “Good. Let’s get on the road. We can drive for a while, make camp, then get back to the hotel tomorrow morning. We’ll split from your group at the hotel.”

We piled into the van and headed south. By now the sun was well down on the horizon, but there were dark clouds out of the West—signs of a storm brewing. As I looked at them, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up on end. “Signs of things to come,” I whispered. 

“What’s that?” Dutch said.

I pointed to the clouds. 

Dutch grunted. “Hope that’s not a sign,” he said, glancing over at me with a playful grin.

I grimaced.

“Ah, geez,” he said. “Never a dull moment at the bureau, eh?”

“Nope. Every week’s a party.”

We were trying to make light of it, but I could tell that both of us were pretty troubled. 

Looking back, I didn’t even know the half of it.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

We got back to the hotel in Texarkana after a late breakfast and I collapsed on the bed. “I am sick of this case!” I yelled.

Dutch chuckled. “You should’ve opted to head home, Edgar.”

I sighed dramatically. “I wanted to, but I think I can be more help here. We need to identify Leffler’s father and keep our fingers crossed that it’ll lead us to Leffler.”

“What’s your radar say about that?”

In my mind’s eye I saw a path leading straight ahead, but then it took a hard left. “It’s an indirect route, but there’s a way to track him once we have his father’s name.”

“If Darnel James Beauford lied about his name, I’m not sure how we’ll find him.”

“Was there any luck with the construction company?” I asked next. Brice had called ahead and assigned the task of researching the construction company that built the gas station in Jefferson City to Baldwin.

Dutch frowned. “It’s a dead end. The company went belly up in seventy-nine, the owner died in the mid-eighties, and Baldwin’s not too optimistic about their tax records. Most guys were paid under the table back then.”

“Yeah, I thought that might’ve been a longshot,” I said. “Did we run searches for men fitting his description who went missing in the Texarkana area right around the time of the crash?”

“Cox ran a search for white males between forty and fifty in this area over a three-month span in two-thousand-three covering the time of the crash, and came up with eleven names. None of them matched or even came close to matching a name that sounded like Beauford.”

“So we start with that list and track down each name on it just to be sure, I’m assuming?”

“We do, but even that’s going to be a challenge given that it’s been over fifteen years and we’ll have to track down each person who filed the report.”

I sighed again. “It sucks that we keep pulling up really decent leads and they keep going nowhere.”

“Leffler’s a slippery sucker,” Dutch agreed. “But we’ll get him, Edgar.”

“How do you know?”

“Gut feeling,” he said with a grin.

The next two days were long ones with a lot of legwork as we tracked down only eight of the eleven people who’d reported a loved one missing from two-thousand-three who could’ve matched Leffler’s father’s description, and after locating each one, it took us only three or four questions to determine their missing person wasn’t our guy.

“This is so depressing,” I said, getting into the van after another fruitless conversation. “It’s almost four o’clock and the whole day feels wasted.”

“That’s how it goes sometimes, dollface,” Dutch said. “Fieldwork is way more frustrating than people think.”

“It sucks,” I muttered.

“You’re just used to hitting it out of the park on the first go with that radar of yours.”

“Yeah, well it’s not helping us so much right now.”

Dutch, who’d been about to start the van, stopped and turned to me. “Could it help narrow the field?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we’ve still got four names to go. Care to look at the list and see if any name pops?”

I made a waving motion to indicate he should give me the list, and Dutch handed it over. I looked at the names with hope, but not a single one stood out. 

With a sad shake of my head, I handed him back the clipboard and turned to stare moodily out the window. My gaze landed on a for sale sign across the street for a house that looked like it’d been abandoned for a long time. The for sale sign also indicated that the property was bank owned.

And in that moment my radar pinged. “Dutch,” I said, as he pulled away from the curb.

“Yeah?”

“How do I get a list of property foreclosed on from about three months after the crash?”

“I could have Williams pull you a list from county records,” he said. 

I turned excitedly toward him. “How quick could he get me that list?”

“If I told him it was urgent, he could probably get it for you in a couple of hours.”

“Tell him it’s super-duper urgent.”

Dutch lifted his phone from the dash and made the call.

Much later, right around midnight in fact, I was seated at the desk in the room Dutch and I shared, poring over the list that Williams had gotten me when I jumped to my feet and shouted, “Yes!”

Dutch bolted upright from his prone position on the bed. He’d nodded off. “What?” he asked, blinking and looking around the room.

I took the list—which was nearly a hundred pages long and organized by neighborhood—and showed it to him. “Right here!” I said, pointing to a name in small type on the seventy-eighth page.

Dutch blinked again and moved the paper away from himself. “I can’t see it without my glasses,” he muttered.

I grabbed his reading glasses from the nightstand and shoved them at him. “There!” I said, pointing again.

Dutch donned the glasses and peered at the name. “D.J. Blueford … holy shit, Edgar!” he said. “You got him!”

I nodded happily. “Beth read the name wrong! She thought it was Beauford, but it was actually Blueford.”

“His house was foreclosed on four months after the crash,” Dutch said, looking at the date.

“Yep,” I said happily, bouncing on the balls of my feet with excitement. “Which means, he started missing mortgage payments within about thirty days of the crash.”

Dutch continued to look at the paper, but he pulled me down next to him, then he gave me a big kiss and said, “God, I love you.”

I laughed in both relief at having cracked the case, and delighted surprise at his words. “Back atcha, handsome.”

And then he and I had our own private rodeo, if you get my drift.

The next morning, me, Dutch, Oscar, Williams, and, of course, Toscano descended on the address listed for D.J. Blueford back in the early two-thousands. Oscar had done a preliminary search on the man, and discovered that at the time he stopped paying his mortgage, he was single and he’d worked mostly odd jobs and construction for the bulk of his life. In April two-thousand-three, he’d been laid off from his construction job, which could’ve explained why no one had reported Blueford missing. No one at work had been waiting for him to show up.

We arrived at the house in two vehicles, the van and Toscano’s SUV. The house that Blueford had once owned was a tidy if small, single-story ranch, with a picket fence and a flagpole in the center of the yard. 

The place appeared to be lived in and well-maintained, so it was obviously now owned by someone else. Dutch got out of the van and came around to stand next to me, while Oscar came around to Dutch’s left, and Toscano and Williams took up my right. Together, the four of us looked up and down the street, assessing where to start.

“Abby and I can take the neighbors on the left,” Dutch said. “Williams, you take those two houses on the right, and Hernandez and Toscano, why don’t you both work the other side of the street?”

“Yes, sir,” Oscar said and nodded toward Toscano, who seemed grateful to be included in the interviewing process this time.

Dutch then turned to me and said, “Let’s get to it.”

We headed to the first door on the left next to Blueford’s former home. It was also a small square ranch with only one window at the front. Dutch rang the doorbell and we waited. The door opened, and a woman in her golden years peered out at us. “You from a church?” she asked warily. 

“No, ma’am,” Dutch said, before pulling out his badge and showing it to her. The woman’s eyes bugged a little at the sight of the silver badge, and she looked up at Dutch with a bit of fear. 

“Special Agent Rivers,” Dutch said, pointing to himself. Then he pointed to me. “And this is my colleague, Ms. Cooper. We were hoping you could spare us a few minutes of your time to talk about your neighbor …” Dutch turned his head slightly to look at Blueford’s old home. 

“Marvin?” she asked. “I can’t imagine what you’d want with Marvin. He’s a very kind man.”

“No, ma’am,” I said. “We’re not interested in the current resident. We’re interested in the man who owned that house back in two-thousand-three.”

The woman pursed her lips, as if thinking, and then she said, “You’re talking about D.J. Blueford.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, feeling a slight thrilling tingle go through me. 

“He left,” she said. “Abandoned his property and pulled down the value of all the homes in the neighborhood. He didn’t even tell anybody that he was going. Just up and walked.”

Dutch nodded, then lifted his chin toward her. “Miss …?”

“Mulroney,” she said. “And it’s Mrs., although my husband’s been dead fifteen years now. Died of an aneurysm. Woke up one morning complaining about a headache, took two aspirin, ate his breakfast, got up to go to work, leaned in to kiss me goodbye, and didn’t make it. He just slumped to the floor, dead at my feet, and there wasn’t a thing I could do. Lord that was a terrible day!”

Dutch patiently waited for an opening to insert his next question. “I’m very sorry for your loss, Mrs. Mulroney, however—”

“Oh, don’t be. It was fifteen years ago and most of my grieving is done.”

Dutch smiled uncomfortably before managing to ask his next question. “Was Mr. Blueford living with anybody at the time he abandoned his property? A girlfriend or another relative?”

“Not his girlfriend, they’d broken up that Christmas, but his son had come down from Missouri to live with him the year before. Nice boy. Was the spitting image of his old man too.” 

Mrs. Mulroney laughed lightly as her eyes held a faraway stare. “You couldn’t really tell them apart sometimes. I remember a day when I saw Junior working out in the yard, and I called out to him to remind him that he’d offered to mend the fence between us. Well, I could’ve sworn I was calling out to D.J. Senior, but Junior was the one who tipped his ball cap and said, ‘Yes, ma’am,’ and sure enough he mended that fence that afternoon! I wouldn’t have known any different, except that I was in the driveway when his father came home and, I tell you what, I did a good double take that day!”

She laughed again at the memory. Meanwhile, I was bouncing on my toes with excitement. “Junior,” was our boy, Leffler, for sure.

“Did either of them happen to hint about where they might’ve been headed before they left?” Dutch tried next.

I frowned because I would’ve bet dollars to doughnuts that Mrs. Mulroney wouldn’t be able to give us any info about that, but she surprised me when she said, “Well, the two were planning a fishing trip together. That’s where I thought they’d gone, you know. I thought they went camping, but then they never came home, so I figured that when they got to their fishing spot, they decided to stay. Couldn’t really blame them for abandoning the house, what with D.J. losing his job and the economy around here not being what it is today. Still, I will say that it hurt me a little that he didn’t even call to say goodbye. It just felt unfinished, you know?”

“I do,” I assured her. The poor sweet woman looked well and truly hurt by what she perceived to be a snub by her former neighbor.

“I’d lived next door to D.J. for ten years. I looked after him and he looked after me. Just a shame to end on such an abrupt note without even a goodbye.”

“It is a shame,” Dutch agreed. “Say, you don’t happen to remember where they might’ve gone fishing, do you? A campground or a river name would be very helpful.”

“Well, now that I don’t remember, but I do remember it was up in New York somewhere. By the St. Lawrence, from what I recall. I remember that because when I heard they were planning a fishing trip together, I asked what kind of fish could be worth traveling all that way to catch? And Junior, well, he just laughed and said, ‘Sharks, ma’am.’ He was teasing me, of course. Whoever heard of sharks in the St. Lawrence?”

A chill went through me, and Dutch and I exchanged a look. Then Dutch took out a card and handed it to Mrs. Mulroney. “If you think of anything else you feel might be important about the Bluefords, would you call me?”

She took the card greedily. I think it thrilled her to supply information to an FBI agent. “Of course,” she said. And then she seemed to think of something else. “What exactly do you want from D.J.?”

“Not a thing, ma’am,” Dutch said easily. “It’s his son that we need something from.”

“What?” she asked.

“Justice,” Dutch told her, then he tipped an imaginary hat and turned on his heel. I waved to Mrs. Mulroney, who looked thoroughly confused, but she waved back at me and we took our leave.

About that time Williams, Toscano, and Oscar were gathering by the van again. It seemed that Dutch and I had been the only ones to have gotten lucky, given how long we’d taken to visit with one neighbor, and how little time they’d all taken to question several others.

“Looks like she gave you an earful,” Toscano said, nodding toward the house where Mrs. Mulroney was already inside and shutting the door.

“She was awesome!” I gushed. 

Dutch filled them in on what Mulroney had said, and Toscano’s brows arched when Dutch added that the elderly woman had talked about the fishing trip to the St. Lawrence. “Do we think he actually went to New York to fish in the St. Lawrence Seaway?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said. “There’s something about that place that struck enough of a chord with him that he’s told the story of being there or wanting to go there to at least a couple of people. I’m thinking that he identifies with that area.”

“That’s several hundreds of miles of coastline,” Williams said. “How do we find him?”

“I think he’s taken his father’s identity,” I said. When Toscano’s brow furrowed, I added, “It’s a gut feeling.”

“Hernandez,” Dutch said, “see if you can find any Darnel Bluefords in upstate New York.”

“On it,” Oscar said, then turned to climb into the van where his laptop was. 

Meanwhile Dutch addressed Toscano and Williams. “Any luck with the other neighbors?”

Williams pointed to a house two doors down from Blueford’s old house. “That guy was home, but he said he didn’t interact with Blueford much. Doesn’t remember when he left, but he does remember the house falling into foreclosure and being left vacant for four years.”

“We didn’t have much luck either,” Toscano said. “The neighbor across the street has been here only since last spring, and the one next to her moved in two years ago. There’s been some turnover in this hood since Blueford’s murder.”

“What about asking any former coworkers of Blueford about this fishing spot?” Williams asked. “Maybe one of them will remember him talking about it.”

Dutch thumbed the house behind him where Mrs. Mulroney lived. “He was unemployed at the time he and Leffler disappeared.”

“We should still look into the construction company,” Toscano pressed. “Somebody there might’ve kept in touch with Blueford right up until he was murdered.”

In my mind’s eye I saw a dead end street and knew we’d hit another roadblock with that avenue, but I didn’t protest when Dutch nodded and said, “Good idea. Williams, get on that.”

Williams nodded and also ducked into the van.

I looked at Dutch and asked, “What now?”

“Now we grab some grub, and wait to see what Hernandez and Williams come up with.”

We ate at a barbecue joint that had definitely seen better days. Toscano and Dutch kept up the small talk while I cast impatient glances toward Oscar and Williams, both buried in their laptops, pausing only to eat a bite of their sandwiches, wipe their hands, and go back to scrolling and typing.

At last Oscar stood up from the two-top he’d been sitting at, and brought his laptop over to us. 

“Find something?” I asked.

“I think so,” he said, his eyes gleaming with energy. “I ran a trace of D.J. Blueford’s social security number and got a hit for a guy filing as Darin Ford, living in Syracuse, New York, from two-thousand-four to two-thousand-eighteen before moving to Baltimore, where he now lives and works as a janitor at a public high school.”

“Holy shit,” Dutch whispered. “That sounds like our guy. He changed his first name to Darin and cut off the ‘Blue’ of his last name.”

Oscar nodded. “And I know that Syracuse isn’t on the St. Lawrence, but it’s close enough.” 

“It is,” Dutch agreed. “How old is this Darin Ford?”

“Early forties,” Oscar said, with a bounce to his brow.

“Hot damn,” Dutch said. “That really does sound like our guy.”

I looked back and forth between Dutch and Oscar like I was watching a pingpong game. I wanted to feel their excitement, really I did, but I just couldn’t. Something was off, but I couldn’t quite figure out what.

“What do you want to do?” Oscar asked next.

“Get on a plane,” Dutch said. He stood and took out his phone to make a call and probably the arrangements. 

Meanwhile Oscar was grinning like he’d just solved the whole case. Looking pointedly at me, he asked, “It’s good, right?”

“Sure,” I said, still wondering why I wasn’t more excited. 

Dutch, still on the phone, pointed to Toscano and then motioned for him to come over. Toscano got up from the table and headed over to Dutch. As soon as he arrived next to him, Dutch hung up the phone, and Toscano and he talked in hushed tones for a few moments before Toscano pulled out his own cell and began to make a call while Dutch came back to the table.

“What was all that about?” I asked him.

Dutch clapped his hands. “New plan,” he began before he pointed to Oscar. “Hernandez, you got your drones and a day’s worth of gear on you?”

“In the van, sir,” Oscar said.

“Good. There’s a flight leaving for Baltimore from the Texarkana Regional Airport in an hour, and we’re gonna be hard-pressed to make it. Williams, I need you to drop us at TAC, then head to the hotel, gather our gear and check us out. Then drive the van to Dallas, get on the ten o’clock flight, and join us in Baltimore.”

“Yes, sir,” Williams said.

Dutch then turned to me. “Abby, I’m sending you back to Austin with Toscano.”

I blinked in confusion. “You’re … what?”

Dutch ignored my question and thumbed over his shoulder toward Toscano. “I’ve asked Mike to take you, as long as you’re okay with it.”

“I’m not okay with it,” I said angrily, getting up from the table. “Why the hell am I being excluded from heading to Maryland?”

Dutch laid a hand on my shoulder and maneuvered me a few paces away. I swatted at his hand. “Don’t even think about patronizing me, Dutch.”

Dutch cupped his hands in front of himself in a show of peace. “I’m sorry.”

But I was still angry. “Would you have me heading home if I were a man?”

“I’m excluding Toscano,” he said.

“He’s not FBI!”

“And neither are you, my love,” Dutch said very, very softly, looking almost pained for saying it. 

I glared so hard at him my forehead hurt. “Fuck you.”

“Abs,” he said. “Come on. It’s dangerous. This guy sets booby traps to a hole in the ground nobody should’ve found. Imagine what he’s got lying in wait at his residence.”

I balled my hands into fists. “And who better to tell you about them than me?!”

“A drone,” Dutch said. “And a robot.”

I shook my head, so angry and hurt my eyes were watering.

“Hey,” Dutch said, reaching out to touch my arm, but I pulled away even more. “Please understand, Edgar, I’m going to have to use some guys and equipment from Quantico. I can’t have you there, okay?”

And this time Dutch’s expression truly did look pained, and it suddenly hit home for me what a political nightmare I was to my husband. It wasn’t that he was ashamed of me, but I was like a constant nuclear threat to his career. I also realized that Dutch didn’t want to get fired from the bureau and I think he was strategizing a plan to stay. The fact that Leffler could be in Maryland and he’d get to pull from HQ would give this case the profile boost it badly needed, especially if he could pull in Leffler without incident.

So, I totally understood why I was being sent home, but I sure as hell didn’t like it.

I shook my head and looked down at the ground, not trusting myself to speak without lashing out again. 

“Abs,” Dutch said, reaching out for my hand once more. This time I allowed him to take it, but it sat limply in his. “I love you. You know I love you more than anything on earth, and I’m both proud of you and damn proud to be married to you, but this time I’ve got to go ahead without you, okay?”

A lone tear leaked out of my eye and rolled slowly down my cheek. “Whatever, Dutch.”

“Hey,” he said. “Come on. Cut me some slack, would you?”

I finally looked up at him. “I can’t, Dutch. I want to, but … it’s bullshit and you know it.”

“I do know it. And I’m sorry. But it’s the way it has to be.” Just then Dutch’s phone rang, and I saw him glance at the display anxiously. 

“You need to take that call,” I said, and easing my hand from his, I turned on my heel, and walked out of the restaurant and over to the van. Pulling on the door, I found it locked, which made sense because there were weapons inside, but then it beeped, and there was the unmistakable sound of the locks opening. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Dutch standing at the window, watching me, the key fob in his hand.

A long moment of silence passed between us, then I turned away, got my backpack from under the seat, and headed over to Toscano’s SUV to wait for him.

He joined me about two minutes later, unlocking my side of the car first before rounding to his side. He got in without saying a word, which I was grateful for.

We sat in the lot for a moment, Toscano not turning the engine over, just the two of us sitting there, frustrated as hell. “Do you want to say goodbye to your husband before we get on the road?” he asked when he saw Dutch and the others come out of the restaurant.

“No,” I said. “Just go.”

Toscano started the car and we drove out of the lot. I watched Dutch lift his hand in a wave, but I didn’t wave back. It’d be a few hours at least before I’d be able to talk to him again.

We stopped at the hotel first and I packed both my stuff and Dutch’s, moving our two big duffel bags down to the lobby. Williams was there and he took the bag from me. “Sorry you got left out,” he said, and I knew that he meant it, which was nice.

Toscano appeared, and with just a simple wave, I left Williams to settle the bill at the front desk and handle all of the luggage. 

We loaded into Toscano’s SUV and set off without any small talk. He seemed to know I wasn’t in the mood. With a sigh, I settled back in the seat and closed my eyes. It was a long drive back to Austin, and I dozed off almost right away. 

Unaware of how much time had passed, I came awake again and sat up in my seat to stare out the window at the unfolding scenery. “Where are we?” I asked.

“Just outside Dallas,” Toscano said.

I rubbed my eyes and, because I was bored, I pulled up my phone to check for myself how far we were from home. I couldn’t wait to hug the pups and eat something that didn’t come from a restaurant.

The map function told me that we were three and a half hours from Austin. Ugh. It’d be a long afternoon. And then a tiny thought occurred to me, and I made the map smaller to then scroll up toward Syracuse, New York. Oscar was right—it wasn’t that far away from the St. Lawrence, about a hundred and eighty miles, but still, it was farther than I would’ve guessed Leffler would’ve settled for. And then I scrolled up to the seaway itself and marveled that it stretched from the Great Lakes quite a way through Canada before entering U.S. territory again in upstate New York. 

As I was following the river’s path, the memory of my vision from the hotel the other night came into my mind. The one with the bear easing into the water, and then coming out at Mount Rushmore. My radar binged, and the vision became clearer. My attention kept going to the bear, and then sliding up to Mount Rushmore. Then back to the bear …

And in an instant, I thought I knew exactly what it was trying to suggest. With shaking fingers, I scrolled around the map app, scanning and looking, and then I practically shouted, “Ohmigod!”

“What?” Toscano said, his voice full of alarm.

“Pull over!” I yelled to him. “Ohmigod, pull over!”

“Did we hit something?” he asked, using his blinker to pull the car over onto the shoulder. 

“No!” I was barely able to contain my excitement as he stopped the car and put it into park. “Mike! Look!” 

Holding the phone up to him, I pointed to the screen. He tilted his chin up to peer through the bottom half of his glasses, which were probably bifocals. “Rooseveltown,” he said. “Where’s that and why is it something to get excited about?”

“Remember the vision I had of Mount Rushmore?” I said.

He scratched his head. “Vaguely.”

“Well, the other day I had the vision again, but the second time a big bear came up out of the water. I didn’t know what the bear meant, but I knew it was significant, and now I understand. The bear is for Teddy Roosevelt.”

“Teddy Roosevelt?” he said. “How does a bear represent Teddy Roosevelt?”

“When I was young, I read a story about how Roosevelt loved to hunt bear, but one day on a hunt he refused to shoot an old, sickly bear that’d been tied to a tree, and that story eventually spawned the cuddly teddy bear. Anyway, the tale left an impression on my young mind, and every time I think of Roosevelt, I always think of him, sparing that big bear.”

“Okay, I’m with you,” Toscano said. 

“Good, because Rooseveltown just so happens to sit on the Raquette River, which comes directly off the St. Lawrence!”

Toscano removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. I could tell he was trying to keep up with my leaps of logic, so I sped it up for him. Tapping the screen I said, “This is where that son of a bitch is living, Mike. I know it!”

“I thought you said he’d moved to Maryland?”

“No, Oscar said he found a man living in Maryland who seems suspicious, but the whole time Hernandez and Dutch were talking about how they had their man, I was thinking that it was weird that my radar hadn’t gone, ding-ding-ding, we have a winner!”

“Yeah, but Abby, it’s the same social security number as Leffler’s father. I mean, who would be using it if not for Leffler?”

“I don’t know. But I don’t think it’s him, Mike. I’m sorry, but my radar keeps insisting that Leffler is still in New York in this location.”

“Rooseveltown?”

“Rooseveltown.”

“How do we prove it, though?” Toscano asked.

“We go up there and check it out.”

Toscano laughed. He thought I was kidding.

I leveled a look at him. “If you don’t want to go with me, that’s fine. You can drop me at the Dallas airport and I’ll—”

“You’re serious?”

“I am.”

“What will your husband say?”

I was about to answer when a shadow appeared next to Toscano’s window. I jumped and maybe screamed a little. 

Toscano turned and I saw his hand slide to under his seat. I suspected he was packing some heat under there.

He needn’t have bothered. Williams was waving at us through the glass. “Sorry!” he said as Toscano rolled down the window. “Didn’t mean to scare you. You guys got car trouble?”

“No, we were just discussing a trip north,” I said.

“North?” Williams repeated.

“She wants to head up to New York,” Toscano said. “Tonight.”

“Why?”

“Something doesn’t feel right about this guy in Baltimore,” I confessed.

Williams looked at me for a long moment. “You know,” he said, “maybe you’re starting to rub off on me ma’am, but that whole angle didn’t feel right to me either.”

I brightened. “Wanna come?”

“I would, but Rivers ordered me to Baltimore.”

I smiled slyly. “Allow me,” I said, pulling up my phone. 

After dialing Dutch’s number, I was relieved when he picked up right away. “Hey, we’re boarding, can I call you back from Baltimore?”

“No, I need to talk to you now, but I’ll make it quick.”

Dutch sighed. “Abby, we’ve been over this. I can’t take you with me.”

“It’s not that,” I said.

“Then what?”

“I want to fly up to Syracuse.”

“Why?”

“Because my radar says I need to go there.”

There was a long pause before Dutch spoke again. “This is our guy, though right? In Baltimore?”

“I … don’t know.”

Dutch sighed again. “Abs, he’s our guy. I can feel it.”

“Okay, then you go with that, Dutch, but I want to head north just to make sure.”

“No,” he said. “No way are you heading up north alone—”

“Toscano and Williams have both agreed to go with me as long as you’re okay with it.”

Toscano’s eyes widened, he clearly hadn’t agreed to an arrangement like that, but I offered him a winning smile and a thumbs-up anyway. He could back out once I was off the phone.

“You called Williams?” Dutch asked next.

“Didn’t have to. He caught up to us and we’re discussing it right now.”

Dutch growled low as a gate agent called over the microphone that all ticket holders needed to approach the gate. “I don’t like it,” he said.

“Listen,” I told him. “We’re just going to scout around a bit. We might be able to back you up with confirmation that you’re onto the right guy …”

“Or we’re onto the wrong guy and you get yourself into trouble. Again.”

“I’ll have Toscano and Williams with me.”

“A retired fed and a newbie. That’s not much comfort, dollface.”

“I’m going,” I said firmly. “I don’t need your permission to travel, cowboy.”

Again the gate agent called over the microphone for all passengers to approach the gate, and I also heard someone say, “Sir! Are you boarding or not?”

“Yes,” Dutch said. “Coming.”

There was a shuffling sound, a beep, and then Dutch’s voice sounded like he was speaking from a tunnel. “Fine,” he said. “But you’re to check in with me every hour on the hour, understood?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. “I’ll check in with you every few hours, okay?”

“You’re killing me …”

“I’ll be fine. Now, have fun playing Boy Scout and catch some bad guys, okay? Love you!” 

I hung up before Dutch could change his mind, and looked expectantly at Williams and Toscano. “You two in? Or do I have to go it alone to this gig?”

“I’m in,” Williams said.

Toscano frowned. “I’m too old for this shit,” he said, shaking his head and putting the car in drive.

I took that as a yes. “Yay! Three Musketeers!”

Williams laughed and turned back to his car while Toscano gave me the smallest hint of a smile as we set off again toward the Dallas-Fort Worth Airport.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

We landed in Syracuse at ten p.m. and drove north two hours, then took the exit to Ogdensburg, turning into the parking lot of a Quality Inn, where Toscano announced, “I can’t keep my eyes open. Let’s bunk here and we’ll finish the drive in the morning.”

I didn’t protest because I was freaking exhausted and don’t even remember my head hitting the pillow that night, but I do remember waking up with an unsettling feeling. 

After taking a quick shower, I headed to the lobby and met up with Toscano and Williams, who were taking advantage of the continental breakfast while also enjoying the spectacular view out the large floor-to-ceiling windows that showcased the St. Lawrence in all its grandeur. “You guys ready to roll?” I asked.

They both looked at each other, their mouths agape and hands frozen midair with a forkful of food ready to enter. “Can we finish eating first?”

“Sure,” I said, sitting down. But I was antsy, so I got back up and moseyed over to the buffet to look for something to nibble on. Grabbing a plate, I stood behind a bald guy sporting a thick beard, short sleeves and flip-flops (even while the mercury outside was barely above freezing), who was studying the bread and pastry selection like he was hunting for hidden gold. 

My head rolled on my neck while I tried to stifle a moan of impatience. At last he went for an everything bagel, and I inched forward eagerly with my eye on a giant blueberry muffin. 

However, the second that the guy put the bagel onto his plate, my eye went to his forearm and I gasped.

He looked at me quizzically. “Mmm?” he grunted.

I pointed to his arm. “Where’d you get that?” 

He lifted his arm, which had an absolutely gorgeous lifelike tattoo of a hammerhead shark swimming through long strands of seaweed. “This?” he said. I nodded. “I got that in a little town north of here. There’s a guy up there who specializes in shark tats.”

I swallowed hard and my heart rate picked up while my radar pinged like a pinball machine. “From Rooseveltown?” I asked, my voice going up an octave.

He chuckled, obviously surprised. “Yeah. You heard of him?”

I nodded. “I have, but I forgot his name …”

“It’s Jim,” he said. 

“Jim …?”

The man shook his head. “I don’t remember his last name. If you head up there and ask for Jim the tattoo guy, they’ll know who you’re talking about.”

“What’s the name of his shop again?” I asked next.

“Just Ink,” he said.

I nodded and took a step back. “Thanks. Have a … have a nice day.”

I then turned on my heel and raced back to Williams and Toscano. Grabbing each of their duffel bags, I started to walk toward the exit. 

“Hey!” they both yelled. 

“We have to go!” I yelled back.

There was a scramble of footsteps behind me. “Abby,” Toscano said, lifting his bag from my hand. “Hey, would you stop!”

“What’s going on?” Williams asked when I refused to even slow down.

“We. Have. To. Go!”

“Why?” Toscano said.

“Yeah, why?” said Williams, tugging on his own bag until I let go. 

Hustling to our rental car, I moved to the back and stared at Mike until he clicked the lock with the key fob. I started to haul in the duffel bags, but Williams bent quickly to help. 

“There’s a guy,” I grunted, hoisting my own bag into the back. “He has a tattoo.”

“A guy?” Toscano said. “What guy?”

I pointed to the hotel. “In there. There’s a man in there getting breakfast who has a tattoo of a shark on his arm.”

Williams whipped around and put a hand on his holster. “Leffler?” 

“No. Not Leffler. He’s just a guy getting his breakfast. Anyway, he has this amazing shark tattoo on his forearm, and he got it from an artist in Rooseveltown.”

“Really?” Toscano said, also turning to look back at the hotel. “You think this tattoo artist did the ink for Leffler?”

“No,” I said, moving over to the passenger side and opening the door. “I think he is Leffler.”

Williams and Toscano both stared at me slack-jawed. 

“Come on,” Toscano said.

“His name is Jim,” I said. 

“Yeah, so?” Toscano said.

I ticked the names off on my fingers. “Darnel James Leffler. Darnel James Blueford. Both he and his dad shared the same middle name, so technically I’d be right if he is going by his middle name these days.” 

“That’s a bit of a leap,” Toscano said. “There’re lots of Jims in the world.”

“Okay,” I conceded. “Maybe I’m wrong. Or, maybe, just maybe, we have a chance to be heroes.”

Williams and Toscano looked from me to each other. Williams shrugged. “We did come here to poke around,” he said. “Might as well start with the tattoo parlor.”

Toscano sighed and nodded. “Okay, but no going rogue, understood? We observe and report our findings to Gaston’s team if there’s anything to report.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, waving at the pair to get in. “Let’s go, let’s go!”

We headed north to Rooseveltown, and the trip took over an hour. “I had no idea it was this far,” I muttered. 

“I got as far as I could last night,” Toscano said defensively.

“Sorry,” I told him quickly. “I wasn’t complaining. I’m just anxious about seeing if my hunch is right.”

“Should we call Rivers or Harrison?” Williams asked from the backseat.

“Not yet,” I told him. “I don’t want to pull their attention off what’s happening in Baltimore until I’m sure.”

About twenty minutes later we eased into Rooseveltown, which was a cute town with boxy houses lining the main street to the lonely traffic light at the center. 

The Raquette River, which led north to the seaway, was on our left as we slowed to the twenty-five-mile-per-hour limit and took in what made up the downtown area.

There wasn’t a lot to it, but in the summer months, it might’ve seen a semi-decent amount of traffic. Toscano slowed even more as the traffic light turned red, and we sat there silently waiting and turning our heads to look around. 

“There!” Williams said, pointing over my shoulder to the right. I turned my head in that direction and saw a sign above an arched doorway that read Just Ink.

The shop wasn’t much to look at—the windows were tinted, so it was impossible to see inside, and the building itself was a dirty gray without any pizzazz. We drove past at a snail’s pace but didn’t see anything going on inside. Toscano pulled into a hardware store parking lot and looped around to come back the other way past the shop again, and even on the second pass, there wasn’t anything to see.

Toscano pulled into one of the parking spaces lining the shop and he looked at me, then at Williams. “Well?” he said. “We said we’d check it out, so let’s check it out.”

Heading to the tattoo parlor’s door, I felt nervous and fidgety. It was the adrenaline coursing through me, no doubt. 

Toscano reached for the handle and pulled, but it was shut tight. “It’s locked,” he announced.

Williams peered at a sign next to the door. “He doesn’t open till ten,” he said.

I lifted my wrist to check the time. “That’s in an hour and a half.”

Toscano motioned across the street to a sign that read Jitter Juice. “We could grab a cup of coffee and do some background on this guy and his shop,” he said.

“Sounds like a plan,” I said, not even waiting for Williams to answer. Instead I looked up and down the street, and made my way across to the coffee shop.

Once inside I saw that it was starting to fill up with the town’s regulars, and I quickly snagged a table near the window before it became standing-room only. 

Toscano and Williams soon joined me, and Williams said, “I’ll head up and order, you two stay here and save the table.”

“Coffee. Black. Large,” Toscano said, pulling out his laptop from his messenger bag.

“I’d like a tall caramel latte made with skim milk, but if they have mocha, then I’d like half caramel and half mocha with whipped cream, oh! And a dusting of cocoa, please.”

Williams blinked once at me and said, “Two black coffees. Got it.” 

He didn’t even leave me room to protest, either, he just turned on his heel and disappeared into the crowd. “I hate black coffee,” I muttered.

Toscano chuckled. “It’s good for ya. It’ll put hair on your chest.”

I looked at him dully, then stuck out my chest. “It’d do better to put an extra cup size on my chest.”

Toscano’s eyes widened in surprise and he chuckled merrily. (And a little too merrily, me thinks.)

Williams returned a short time later with our coffees in brown paper cups with Jitter Juice in bright red lettering printed on the side. 

Thankfully, he did end up bringing me back a latte, although there was no caramel, mocha, or personality to it, but at least it wasn’t a cup of plain, black, and bitter.

As the boys dived into their research, I looked around the coffee shop and noticed that we were drawing a bit of attention. We were obviously the out-of-towners, and Williams’ holster was peeking out from his blazer. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to conclude that we were a couple of feds.

Turning away from the curious stares, I looked next to the tattoo parlor across the street, trying to unlock its secrets. I didn’t get a lot of great vibes wafting off the building, but I didn’t get a lot of menacing stuff either.

The more I looked at the darkened door of the tattoo parlor, the more I secretly started to feel anxious that I was leading Toscano and Williams on a wild-goose chase. And, given the company, that could prove disastrous. 

“How’s it coming?” I asked Williams.

He grimaced. “Not great,” he said, avoiding eye contact. Swiveling the screen around to show me he said, “This is the guy who owns Just Ink.”

I pushed my chin toward the screen, which displayed a New York drivers’ license issued to a bald man with a thick red beard, dark brown eyes, and a heavy muscular build. Poking out of his shirt was a tattoo covering most of his chest, from what I could tell. “Jim Leucas?” I said, noting the very odd spelling of the surname I pronounced as Lucas. 

“Yeah. Weird spelling, right? It used to be spelled L-U-C-A-S, but he changed it in oh-four.”

“I wonder why?” I muttered. “Still, I swear I’ve seen that spelling before …”

“Either way, it doesn’t look much like our guy, does it?”

“No,” I sighed and showed Toscano, who also shook his head. 

“Darnel Leffler had blue eyes, not brown, and he’d had dark brown hair, not red,” Toscano said. 

“Leucas also has a criminal record,” Williams continued.

“Oh, yeah?” I said, a glimmer of hope reigniting.

“In Syracuse. He did eighteen months for assault back in two-thousand-two.” 

“Crap on a cracker,” I grumbled and got up from the table thoroughly frustrated with myself. “I’ve led you two here on a wild-goose chase.”

“He could still be connected,” Toscano reasoned. “Maybe he did the ink for Leffler, and if he can ID him, and I can find that witness who said he saw Leffler with one of the victims before she disappeared, then we’ve got him even if he lawyers-up and won’t talk.”

I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. “Okay, so we go talk to Jim to see if he remembers inking anybody creepy back in the early two-thousands.”

“It’s a longshot, but it’s worth a try,” Williams said. 

I smiled at the two of them, and pointed back and forth between them. “Lookit you two. Comin’ to my defense. My how times have changed.”

“Don’t get too used to it,” Toscano said gruffly, but there was the hint of a smile underneath that rough exterior.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, then adopted an English accent to add, “I’m off to the ladies, ladies. Try not to get yourselves into trouble.”

Flouncing to the ladies’ room, I took my time to do my business, and then paused to admire the amazing hair day I was inadvertently having.

“Holy shit,” I said, using my fingers to brush my brown locks, which, today, of all days, were that perfect balance of fresh-out-of-bed tussled yet still holding that perky bounce. 

“This needs to be memorialized,” I decided, and got out my phone to take a quick selfie, because, like, how often does a perfect hair day come around? (And if your answer is anything other than “twice a year, tops,” then talk to the hand cuz I don’t wanna hear it.) 

Glancing at the image, I whistled. “Hot damn,” I said. “Profile pic!” Taking another few moments to update all my social media, I finally put the phone away and flounced back out of the restroom. Trotting over to the table, I stopped short. Two strangers were sitting there. 

“What the hell?” I said to them.

They looked at each other, then they looked at me as if to say, “What?”

“Where are my friends?” I demanded.

The strangers—both women—blinked in confusion. “We don’t know,” one of them said.

“They were right here,” I said, swiveling around to look about the coffee shop. 

“The table was empty when we got here,” said the other woman.

I focused on her. “How long have you two been here?”

“A couple of minutes.”

I put my hands on my hips and scowled. This had to be payback for dragging Toscano and Williams up here. Or for making Williams get me a latte. Or … something else I wasn’t even aware of.

I looked all around the coffee shop again, trying to spot the men, but there was no sign of them.

Heading toward the exit, I stopped when one of the women at the table asked, “Hey, are these your keys?”

I turned back and realized that Toscano had left the car keys behind, so, wherever he and Williams had gone had been within walking distance.

“Thanks,” I said, taking them. 

Hurrying outside, I stood in the doorway for a minute, trying to figure out what to do. At that moment, the door to the tattoo parlor opened, and out stepped Jim Leucas. He leaned casually against the doorframe and lifted a cup of coffee in a brown paper cup with red lettering to his lips. Taking a long sip, he lowered the cup, and then smiled directly at me in a way that made all of the hairs on the back of my neck and arms stand up on end.

And then I suddenly remembered where I’d seen the name Leucas before. Pulling up my phone, I quickly hunted for the Nat Geo page on bull sharks from my search days earlier, and skimmed for the Latin name. “Carcharhinus leucas …” I whispered, and my gaze shot back to the man across the street, who lifted his coffee cup in silent toast to me, before casually heading back into his shop.

“Ohmigod,” I said, my hands shaking in fear. I turned in a circle, not knowing what to do, and then I thought of the simplest solution. I had to find Toscano and Williams. Pulling up my phone, however, I realized I didn’t have numbers for either of them. “Dammit!” I swore. Then I had to think again about what to do.

I could call Dutch, but what the hell could he do all the way from Baltimore? I could try the FBI branch in Syracuse, but they were three hours away. Or, I could try local law enforcement. That seemed like the best plan, and I was about to do just that, but then I had to think about what I was going to say. “Just tell the truth,” I said to myself, then I dialed 911.

It took just five minutes for the sheriff to find me. Dispatch had said they’d send out the town’s only law-enforcement officer immediately, which brought me a measure of relief. I stood next to the coffee shop not daring to move because, without Williams and Toscano nearby, I was well and truly terrified, so it was a relief when the sheriff rolled up in his shiny brown patrol car.

The man who got out of the vehicle was big, like, Ser Gregor Clegane, big. 

“Hey there,” he said, all friendly-like. 

I wanted to cry, I was so happy to see him. No way would Leffler try to pull anything with The Mountain on scene. “Hi,” I said.

“You the one who called?”

I took a deep breath, ready to explain all of it. “Yes, Sheriff. I’m Abby Cooper and—”

“You the psychic?”

My breath caught in surprise. “Uh, yes. I am.” And then I thought that maybe Williams or Toscano had already spoken to him.

“You up here from Texas?” he asked next, stepping forward to tower over me.

I nodded and pointed to the tattoo parlor. “There’s a man in there—”

“Uh-huh,” he said, like he knew the whole story. “I heard.”

A wave of relief washed over me. “Oh, thank God! So, you’re going to arrest him?”

The sheriff, who’s nametag read cruise, glanced over at the tattoo parlor and then back at me. “For being a serial killer?” he asked.

My brow furrowed. The sheriff was saying all the right things, but he didn’t seem to be taking the situation seriously. “Yes,” I said bluntly.

Cruise smiled sardonically. “No, I’m not gonna arrest Jim Leucas. You, however, could get a ride in my squad car if you don’t stop harassing the man.”

My jaw dropped. “I … harass … what-now?” 

“You heard me. We’ve got laws against stalking in this state, Miss Cooper. And harassment. You’d be better off heading back to Texas where you came from, and be thankful that Mr. Leucas doesn’t want to press charges against you. Yet.”

I shook my head. Incredulous. “What the hell are you even talking about?!” I yelled.

Sheriff Cruise stiffened and stepped a few inches closer to me. I shrank against all that bulk. “I think you’d better lower your voice and leave town, ma’am. Or I will arrest you for causing a public disturbance.”

I stepped back a foot. “Sheriff,” I said, trying to calm myself (and him). “I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I assure you, that man in there is a serial killer. His real name is Darnel Leffler. He murdered four women and his own father—”

The sheriff held up his hand. “Save your breath. I saw your emails, okay?”

Again I stood there with my mouth agape. “What emails?”

“The ones where you claim to have seen Mr. Leucas murdering women in a vision. He told me you were harassing him and threatening to come up here since last week, and here you are, right on cue.”

“I’m not here alone, sir! I’m here with a member of the FBI and a former agent for the bureau who worked on the case that Leffler—Leucas was involved in!”

Cruise nodded like he’d already heard it before. “And just where are these FBI fellas of yours?” he asked.

Across the street, the door to the tattoo parlor opened and out stepped Leucas again. He leaned against the doorframe, taking up that familiar casual stance by crossing his arms, and looking for all the world like he was very much enjoying the show.

“I don’t know where they are,” I said. “But they did come with me.”

“Got any proof?” the sheriff asked. 

A cold sweat broke out across my lower back. I had no proof because I didn’t have Williams or Toscano with me. I looked over at the car and thought about showing the sheriff their luggage, but what good would that do? He’d just accuse me of stealing two duffel bags off the baggage claim to cover for myself. 

“You can speak to my husband,” I said to Cruise, and I held up my phone and began to tap at the screen. 

“Your husband,” Cruise repeated, and it irritated me that there was a note of skepticism in his voice.

“Yes, my husband, who is also an FBI special agent!”

“Uh-huh,” he said. 

I tapped at the screen a final time to hit the speaker function as Dutch’s phone rang. And rang. And rang. It then clicked over to voicemail. “Dammit!” I swore, beyond frustrated and scared now.

“You’re not gonna leave him a voicemail?” Cruise mocked. “Maybe give him the directions to the county jail?”

I took a step back and lowered my phone. “Are you arresting me?” I asked very softly.

Cruise sniffled and crossed his arms. “No. Not if you’re in your car and on your way in the next fifteen seconds or so.”

I debated arguing with the sheriff for ten of those fifteen seconds, and then I gave up and headed straight to the rental car. Hopping in, I turned the engine over, backed up, and headed out of Dodge with both the sheriff and Leucas watching me with satisfied smirks.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

I didn’t drive far. Only far enough to hide the car at the end of a dirt road and sit for a long couple of minutes trying to put the puzzle pieces together and figure out what to do.

Leucas wasn’t Jim Lucas, the former felon. He was Darnel Leffler. 

After murdering his father, he’d taken Blueford’s felon-free identity, and traded it to Jim Lucas, who’d probably jumped at the chance to apply for work without needing to disclose that he’d spent time in prison. Leffler had convinced him to change just enough of the last name to make it hard for us to track him down, which was so clever, it was chilling. 

As for Sheriff Cruise, well, that was obvious. Leffler had watched the news, and could see we were starting to connect the dots. I’d had a dozen emails now filed in my trash folder from reporters requesting an interview with the psychic who’d cracked the case of the four missing women, so someone had mentioned it a time or two. 

Knowing there was a chance that I’d make my way up here, Leffler had poisoned the well with Cruise. He’d created emails supposedly from me, the crazy lady claiming to be psychic, to make it look like I was harassing him, and trying to concoct a wild scheme against him. Only four in ten people believed in psychic abilities, the other six were people like Cruise, who looked down their noses at me and would arrest me on the spot for the slightest infraction because they believed I was inherently bad. A criminal.

Cruise didn’t know me, but he knew Darnel—aka Leucas—and I had no doubt that the man posing as Jim Leucas had been a model citizen around here. He was the silent, unseen shark, swimming among the fishes. Were there women in other nearby towns who’d gone missing? I shuddered.

So Leffler, right now, was holding all the cards, and would be until I could get ahold of Toscano and Williams, and I had to get ahold of them quick before Leffler fled again. It wasn’t lost on me how close we were to the Canadian border. Leffler could be across within the hour, and we’d be hard-pressed to pursue him from that point forward. And that’s why Leffler/Leucas hadn’t wanted to press charges against me—that would take time and pull him into the sheriff’s station, where a few phone calls might trap him there for good. No, better to scare me off and then make his getaway.

“Dammit!” I swore, trying to think through my frustration to come up with a plan of some kind.

I tried Dutch again, but the call simply went to voicemail for the second time. “It’s me,” I said. “You need to call me as soon as you can.”

Hanging up with Dutch’s voicemail I tried Oscar. That call also went to voicemail, but I got a text back from him almost immediately. 

CAN’T TALK, COOPER. GOT THE UNSUB SURROUNDED. ABOUT TO GO IN.

I NEED TOSCANO’S CELL NUMBER. OR WILLIAMS’. NOW!

There was a pause, then I received a shared contact for both Toscano and Williams.

I was about to call Toscano, but my intuition buzzed a warning. Switching to Williams’ contact I hovered my finger over the dial button, but again got a warning from the old radar. And then I had a really chilling thought—and that was that there was no way the pair would leave me alone in a coffee shop directly across from a serial killer if something bad hadn’t happened to them. 

“Son of a bitch,” I whispered. “He got to them.”

I then distinctly remembered the coffee cup he’d been drinking out of when he first came out of the tattoo parlor. It’d come from Jitter Juice. Somehow he’d lured them out of there, but what the hell had he done with them?

And then I thought of the tinted windows and how we couldn’t see inside the tattoo parlor.

I grabbed the steering wheel tightly in frustration. 

Picking up my phone again, I texted Oscar. 

CHECK FINGERPRINTS ON YOUR SUSPECT AGAINST FINGERPRINTS OF AN INMATE FROM SYRACUSE NAMED JIM LUCAS.

I watched the screen again, greedily, for any sign of a reply, but nothing came. Not even the telltale bubbles that would let me know that he’d at least read my text.

“They’re in the middle of arresting him,” I said to myself. And then I thought about the danger that Williams and Toscano could be in—if they were still alive, and how the closest help for them was three hours away, given the fact that Cruise was inclined to believe Leffler over me.

Getting out of the car, I went to the back and opened the hatch to get at the luggage stored there. I started with Toscano’s tightly packed suitcase. “Please have a gun in here,” I muttered. But there was no gun. Or weapon of any kind.

Then I began to riffle through Williams’ luggage. I doubted I’d find a gun, and I was right, he’d had his gun in its holster at his side. What I did find was one of those extendable steel batons in a side pocket.

Candice had once given me a week’s worth of lessons in the fine art of baton fighting. I’d come home with more welts on me than I could count, but I’d learned, and I was at least confident I could hold my own in any hand-to-hand combat with the thing. 

Hooking the holster of the baton to my jeans, I shut the lid of the SUV and turned toward town.

It took me only five minutes to jog back to the edge of town. There weren’t a lot of people around, and no sign of Cruise. “Thank God for small favors,” I muttered. I walked with purpose to the building next to Just Ink, which was the post office. Moving around the back of the post office, I was able to see what looked like a restored Cadillac de Ville from the mid-seventies, parked at the back door of the parlor, the massive lid of the trunk on the car was open, as if someone was right now packing it for a permanent trip north. 

I approached the car cautiously, sticking to the side of the post office lest Leffler come out and see me.

Sure enough, he did come out, and I ducked down low behind a stack of discarded mail bins. Peeking up, I saw Leffler close the lid of his trunk and sling a duffel bag a little higher onto his back, preparing to toss it into the front passenger seat.

My heart began to pound inside my chest. It was now or never. 

Removing the baton from the holster, I came out from the mail bins and made a run at Leffler. He looked up just as he tossed the duffel into the car and, seeing me coming, he pulled from his waistband a knife with a long, six-inch blade.

As I neared him I jerked on the baton, and it extended with a jolting click. He crouched a little, prepared for battle, and I stopped five feet from him, my breathing coming quick but my senses all on high alert. “It’s over, asshole,” I told him.

He smiled evilly at me, and with his free hand he pulled out his cellphone, and, keeping his eyes on me, he commanded Siri to call 911.

Placing the phone to his ear he said, “This is Jim Leucas. That bitch who’s been harassing me just tried to attack me, and I had to defend myself. Tell Cruise we’re in the alley behind the shop, and she’s bleeding pretty good. I don’t think she’ll make it.”

Leffler then hung up the phone, put it back in his pocket, and said, “It’ll take him a couple of minutes to get here, so let’s dance.”

Leffler then lunged at me, and all my defense training kicked in. I laid the baton against my forearm and used it to parry his knife thrust, then I twirled and struck him hard to the back of his leg.

He let out a loud grunt and stumbled, but he was far from going down. With his free hand, he tried to grab for my left arm, which was a really poor choice, because I brought down the baton with another bone-jarring blow on his shoulder, then used the reverberation momentum to smack him in the face.

Leffler’s head snapped as he howled in pain, and he brought the knife up toward me, missing me by centimeters as I twirled away. We then faced each other again as the sound of a siren approaching echoed in the distance.

Cruise was arriving sooner than expected, which was good. I could see the frustration on Darnel’s now bloody face as he lunged for me again, desperate to inflict a mortal wound before the sheriff arrived.

I deflected his thrust, spun, and struck a blow to his kneecap using all my might. He went down to the ground with a terrific howl of pain. I spun again and used that moment to crack him as hard as I could across the back. He arched and blindly struck out one more time, catching the tip of the knife against my own leg.

I felt the searing heat of the blade as it sliced through my jeans, but with so much adrenaline coursing through me, it didn’t even slow me down. Twisting at the hip, I brought the baton down on the hand that held the knife, and Leffler dropped it as he all but screamed, clutching his hand, which I’d so very clearly broken.

I kicked the knife away and prepared to deliver a final blow to the back of Leffler’s head just as Cruise’s patrol car roared into the alley and screeched to a halt. He jumped out of the car with his gun drawn and took up a defensive posture, pointing that thing right at me. “Drop it!” he yelled.

I let go of the baton. It clattered to the ground as I held my hands high in surrender. I was breathing hard by now, and the sting of the deep cut on my leg was starting to really hurt. 

“Get down on the ground!” Cruise yelled.

I complied.

“Hands on the back of your head and lace your fingers together!”

I did as I was told, and a few seconds later, I felt the weight of the man on my back. The air left my lungs in a whoosh, and I had to wait out him putting the cuffs on me, then he gave me a pat-down and took my cellphone from me before jerking me roughly to my feet.

“Jim,” Cruise said, storing my cell in his coat pocket. “You need an ambulance?”

Leffler was on the ground, panting hard and clutching his broken hand, which was swollen and two fingers were sticking out at odd angles. 

Before he could answer, I laughed wickedly and exclaimed, “Damn, son! I spoiled your plans and got you good!”

He looked up at me, his face a bloody mess and his expression filled with rage. I saw him glance toward the knife several feet away. 

I chuckled. “Looks like you’ll be sticking around after all. Hard to cross into Canada when you can’t drive yourself there, and the sheriff will wonder why you’re not interested in pressing charges again, eh?”

“You fucking crazy bitch!” he screamed at me.

Cruise jerked me roughly. “That’s enough!” he commanded. 

My phone rang from Cruise’s coat pocket. It was the ringtone I set for Dutch, and I had an idea. “Sheriff,” I said. “Please answer that call. It’s someone from the FBI. I swear. Just answer the call and everything can be explained.”

“You’ll get your phone call once I’ve processed you through county,” Cruise said, shoving me toward his patrol car.”

“I don’t want to make a phone call!” I protested. “I just want you to answer—”

My phone stopped ringing.

“Dammit,” I muttered as we passed by the back of Leffler’s car, headed toward the patrol car. 

Just as we passed the trunk, a new sound came to our ears. It was another phone ringing. 

From Leffler’s trunk. 

Cruise paused and he looked at the trunk, then turned to look back at Leffler. I could see the gears turning in Cruise’s mind, the same way they were turning in mine, and my eyes widened. “Sheriff!” I said desperately. “Open that trunk!”

But Cruise didn’t move.

“There’s an FBI agent’s phone in there!” I tried.

But the phone stopped ringing and still Cruise stood still, his attention moving back and forth from Leffler to the trunk. I knew he knew that Leffler had called dispatch from his cellphone, which wouldn’t have been in the trunk if he’d been in the middle of a fight with me. And I also knew that Cruise would’ve been told that Leffler had all but killed me in self-defense, and yet when he arrived, it was Leffler who was down on his hands and knees, while I had, at worst, a flesh wound.

And then another phone began to ring. This one also coming from inside the trunk, but both the ringtone and the position of the sound emanating from the interior were different.

Cruise walked me purposefully to his patrol car and opened the rear door. “Sheriff!” I protested. “You have to open that trunk! My two partners are missing, and I think Leffler has done something to them!”

But Cruise wasn’t listening to me. He merely shoved me into the back seat, and slammed the door. “Sheriff!” I yelled. “You have to listen to me!”

Cruise pointed a finger at me and growled through the glass, “Shut it!” He then turned toward Leffler, who was feebly attempting to get to his feet, but his left leg wasn’t really cooperating.

Stopping at the driver’s side door of Leffler’s car, Cruise opened the door and bent low. “Hey!” Leffler yelled. “Sheriff, I didn’t say you could touch my car!”

Cruise reached in and pushed on something and the trunk of Leffler’s car popped open. I inched forward in the seat, my hands cuffed behind me. I didn’t know what was in Leffler’s trunk, but I hoped with all my heart that it wasn’t the dead bodies of Toscano and Williams.

Cruise moved to the trunk, and he glanced at me before he turned to lift the lid. Leffler was now on his feet—or rather, foot—and he was limping toward the knife on the ground.

Cruise’s attention was focused on whatever was in the trunk, and he simply stood there, staring down for a long couple of seconds.

Meanwhile Leffler had reached the knife, and he bent to pick it up. “Sheriff!” I yelled. “Knife!”

Cruise’s head snapped up just as Leffler came limping toward him, with the knife pointing toward the sheriff held in Leffler’s left hand.

Cruise moved far faster than a man of his height and weight should’ve. In a move that was right out of an action movie, he swiveled sideways to avoid the knife thrust, caught Leffler by the throat, and then flung him six feet against the side of the tattoo parlor. 

There was a whump! as Leffler hit the building, then he sank down into a crumpled puddle, where he didn’t move again. 

Cruise walked over to him, lifted him slightly, and pulled his hands behind his back before using his spare set of cuffs to secure the now-unconscious Leffler.

Then he walked back to the trunk of Leffler’s car, looking down into the trunk just as an ambulance pulled up behind us. 

Two paramedics jumped out of the ambulance and rushed up to Cruise as he waved at them to come over. The pair looked in the trunk, and I could see their postures stiffen as my heart went into my throat. Tears touched the edges of my vision while my heart pounded. The trunk on the Cadillac was huge. Big enough for sure to cram both Toscano and Williams inside, which is where I was now convinced they were.

Sure enough, all three men reached down and began to pull, and up came Williams, his limp form difficult for the men to remove. Still, they managed, and they lay him on the ground, where one of the medics began to tend to him.

Cruise and the other first responder reached into the trunk again, and up came Toscano, who, to my immense surprise and relief, appeared to be alive, but pale and shaken. His feet and hands, like Williams’, were bound by rope, so Cruise did quick work of freeing him with a knife he had in his holster.

Toscano was able to walk a step or two before he sank down to sit on the pavement, his hair disheveled and his cheek sporting a giant rosy bruise. “He used a Taser on us,” I heard him say. Then he sat there looking very out of sorts while the paramedic eased his jacket off him and took his blood pressure. 

Meanwhile, Cruise was over by Williams’ side, and I strained in my seat to see if Williams was alive. It appeared to me that he was, and I breathed another huge sigh of relief. The paramedic handed something to Cruise, and he took it. I could see a flash of metal, and I knew that it was Williams’ badge. Cruise looked at Williams again, then at Leffler, and I could tell he was pointedly ignoring looking at me.

And then I heard Toscano say, “What the hell is she doing in your patrol car?”

Cruise looked up, glancing first at Toscano, then at me. “She and Leucas went at it,” he said.

Toscano made a motion with his hand. “Let her out,” he said, with more authority than I’d ever heard him speak. “Now.”

Cruise eyed Toscano for a moment, then he glanced at Leffler, who was still unconscious. Finally, he came over to the patrol car and opened the door, helping me out of it. 

“Thanks,” I said when he undid the cuffs. 

“You’ve got some explaining to do.”

My phone rang again, and I pointed to Cruise’s pocket. “That’ll be for me,” I said. “And then it’ll be for you.”





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I navigated the narrow space between linen-covered tables at Corduroy—a D.C. establishment that was as pricey as it was well-placed next to the center of power. I paid no attention to anyone seated at the tables; my entire focus was on the man with large square glasses that matched the shape of his face, sitting at the back of the dining room, currently surveying the menu.

I’d come dressed to kill: hair, carefully coiffed in an artsy chignon, makeup heavy and flawless, and me, clad head to toe in black Chanel. The outfit, hair, and makeup had set me back well over a grand. 

I considered it a worthy investment. 

And even though I was paying no one else any attention as I traversed the room, I could sense that I was turning a few heads … which was the point.

Arriving at the table in question, I pulled out the chair facing the man and took a seat. He looked up from his menu, clearly startled.

“Hello, Simon,” I said.

The EAD blinked at me, as if trying to place me. And then I saw recognition dawn—which wasn’t surprising given how much press the arrest of Darnel Leffler had brought me.

I smiled coyly. 

“What’re you doing?” he asked very, very softly.

“I’m delivering a message about the future, which, as you know, is something I do very well.”

A patch of red formed on Nash’s neck, and I could see his temper beginning to flare. I knew what he was thinking even before he said his next words, so I stopped the thought in its tracks. 

“Gaston has been momentarily detained,” I said, smiling wickedly so he understood I had a hand in that delay. “He’s tied up with a reporter from the Post. I believe you know of her? Rachel McQueen. She’s a friend of a friend of mine, and I understand that she did a hit piece about your wife over at the DOD recently. Something about how the husband of your wife’s college roommate, who just happens to be the owner of a medium-sized construction company, was recently given a huge contract for a large-scale project that’s probably far beyond his capacity.”

The red patch inched a little farther up the EAD’s neck.

“Juicy story,” I said with a bounce to my brow. “Anyway, as I stated before, I’m here to deliver a message about your future. And the funny thing is, Director, that I see two paths unfolding. The first path has the Austin bureau shut down, Gaston shipped off to Chicago, and my husband and Special Agent in Charge Harrison put out to pasture with your life pretty much carrying on unfettered, which is the future you think you’ve got in front of you—”

“Are you threatening me?” he asked, in a voice that could only be described as lethal.

“Of course not. I’d never be so reckless. I’m simply divining your future, Director. Now, as I was saying, you think your path forward from the dispatching of our bureau will be fairly routine, but I see something different. I see myself appearing on Mike Toscano’s podcast later on today …”—I paused to look artfully at my watch—“… in an hour, actually, and on that podcast, I see myself giving you all the credit for my dismissal, and a working theory that I’ll give Toscano’s one-point-eight million subscribers about why you’ve dismissed me and dismantled the Austin bureau. A working theory that suggests that maybe someone like you doesn’t want someone like me—a person with the ability to know the unknowable—anywhere around you given what you and your wife are attempting to keep on the down-low. And then I see a lot of press being generated, and press right now, Director, swirling around you and your family, is something your wife and your marriage just really don’t need. Is it?”

The red patch bloomed to include the director’s entire face, and the hand that he had resting on the table curled into a fist.

“We all have secrets,” I whispered, leaning in. “And, as you know, Director, I’m really good at finding skeletons.” 

“Get out,” he growled. “Or I’ll have you arrested.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I knew you’d say something like that. And I’ll leave, but let me simply suggest that the other path I see for your possible future still has me going on Toscano’s show in …”—I paused to lift my wrist again to note the new time—“… fifty-six minutes; however, this time I’ll give you all the credit for insisting that this case get my particular focus and attention. Mike is willing to go along with that story—in fact, he’ll even suggest that you were the one who told him to give me a chance to help solve his toughest cold case. We’ll both make sure the public understands that, due to your innovative and forward-thinking guidance, a serial killer was brought to justice and a twenty-year-old case solved.”

I stood from the table then, and, looking down at the EAD, I finished with, “The choice on which path evolves is entirely yours, Director. Only you can pick the path.”

With a nod, I turned on my heel and walked away.

Candice met me out on the sidewalk. It was a bitter cold day, and she’d held my coat. Handing it to me, she said, “You’re still alive and not wearing a set of stainless-steel bracelets, so that’s a good sign.”

I nodded. “Very good. How far is it to Toscano’s studio from here?”

“Six blocks,” she said, pulling out a set of flats from her purse, which she also handed me. 

I used her shoulder to steady myself as I switched out of my shoes. “Thanks. Okay, let’s hustle. I don’t want to be late.”

We began walking quickly, and we’d gone maybe half a block when we saw Gaston come out of a parking garage and turn the corner, approaching us. We all but ignored him, and he us, but as we passed, I offered him a thumbs-up and he nodded.

Arriving at Toscano’s office, I was ushered down a narrow corridor to a cramped room with soundproofing on the walls, a large picture window where Ball Cap stood on the other side, hovering over a control panel. 

I took a seat at the chair facing a laptop and a thick file, and the assistant who’d led me to the room adjusted the microphone boom to a few inches in front of my mouth. She also pointed to a set of headphones and a bottled water and said, “Mike will be here in a minute to go over the show’s layout with you. We’re live in twenty.”

I waited for Toscano with my phone on silent right next to me. My knee bounced as the minutes ticked down and my gaze kept reverting to the phone’s display, but it remained black.

A tapping sound startled me and I jumped, only to see Candice wave from behind the glass. She offered me a thumbs-up with raised brows as if to ask if I was okay.

I nodded and forced a smile even though on the inside I was still on pins and needles. 

Toscano came in just then, carrying a giant mug of coffee and a yellow legal pad. He touched me warmly on the back and took his seat. “Wow,” he said with a grin. “You clean up nice.”

I dipped my chin. “I thought it important to look professional today.”

“I bet,” Toscano said with a wink. “Any word?”

“No.”

Toscano sighed. “Plan B?”

“Maybe,” I said, lifting my watch to look at the time. We were three minutes to air. 

“Okay, I’ll let you take the lead and follow your cue. Oh, and I should tell you there’s been a big spike in subscribers since the news broke about Leffler’s confession. Especially that last bit.”

I felt myself grinning. “The irony, huh?”

Toscano laughed. “Yeah. Wait until my fans hear that the reason Leffler took so many measures to cover his tracks and change his appearance—“ 

“The brown contacts he wore and the pains he took to dye his beard red were a bit extreme,” I interrupted.

“Truth,” Toscano said. “But it just goes to the paranoia he felt after he stopped in to see that psychic in Little Rock when he couldn’t locate his father all those years ago, and she told him to look for the color blue in his father’s name, which we now know was the correction of Blueford from Beauford, and she pointed out that, if he were to ever commit a crime like murder, within two decades he’d be brought to justice by another psychic who worked for the FBI.”

I nodded but couldn’t quite suppress a shudder when I thought about the booby traps Leffler had left in his dungeon, and how in his confession he’d said that they’d been specifically meant for me.

“Crazy how full circle this was, right?” I said with a forced smile.

“It is,” he said, shaking his head. “Here’s a case that a psychic helped make impossible for me to solve until I got the help of another psychic.”

“At least it leaves you with a little more respect for people like me,” I said.

He grinned ruefully. “You, I have the utmost respect for. The others out there …” he paused meaningfully. “Let’s just say the jury’s still out.”

“Mike,” came a voice over the intercom. I turned and saw that Ball Cap was talking to us. “We’re on in sixty.”

“Thanks, Ray,” he said, and donned his headphones.

Taking Toscano’s cue, I put mine on as well. 

“Can you hear me okay, Abby?” he asked into the microphone.

I leaned in a little to speak into my own mic. “I can, Mike, thanks.”

“Great. Any word?”

I looked at my phone, and shook my head. 

“What do you want to do?”

“Twenty seconds,” Ray said from the control room.

I sighed and checked in with my intuition. “We’ll need to stall. Start with the case and work through the investigation. We’ll wrap up with a thumbs-up or a thumbs-down for me and the Austin bureau.”

“Good. And you’re still okay to take a few calls at the end?”

“I am.”

“Five seconds,” Ray said, and then he counted down on his fingers.

My headphones filled with the sound of Mike’s signature intro and background music, and I tried to appear engaged and happy to be there, but the truth was that my stomach was twisting itself into knots, and, aware that I was on camera, I had to work hard not to glance at my phone every three seconds. 

Mike introduced me and I waved to the camera in front of me, then waited as he explained the case again to listeners who were joining the podcast for the first time.

As I sat there, a bad feeling started to creep up my spine. It was like a foreshadowing that I couldn’t quite explain, and I gave in to the impulse to glance at my phone, which was still dark. I tapped at it just to be sure I hadn’t missed the message, but the text box was empty of new alerts. 

Focusing again on Mike, I tried to put the foreboding feeling out of my mind, but it wouldn’t let go. It hovered there like a foul smell, lingering in the background and distracting me with its insistence that something was about to go very, very wrong.

For reassurance, I looked over through the glass of the control room and spotted Candice, sitting in a chair watching the show. She smiled at me and offered a nod. It helped to have her here, but still I couldn’t let go of this mounting anxiety.

And then my phone lit up, and my attention diverted there. A simple emoji met my gaze and I felt my stomach muscles clench, because I’d now have to do something I didn’t want to do.

“Abby,” Mike said, and my attention switched again to him. I realized he was holding up the notes I’d made from our first podcast together. “Would you like to translate these for the audience?”

“Sure, Mike, but let me first begin by saying that the real hero of this investigation was Executive Assistant Director Simon Nash.”

“Yes,” Mike said, nodding enthusiastically. “Nash was crucial to the case. After all, he’s the one who convinced me to let you have a go at it.”

“He was. His belief in innovative solutions, like using me, is just what the bureau needs right now, and I think we all work harder and are made the better for his leadership.”

“Great guy,” Mike said, like he meant it.

“Okay, enough gushing about Nash,” I said with a lighthearted laugh. “He’s a humble man, and I’m sure he’d shrug off our praise and suggest we put the focus on the steps taken to solve the case, so, as to your question about my notes …”

Mike and I continued to tell the listeners about how the investigation unfolded, and I actually enjoyed participating on the podcast, much to my surprise. It’d also allowed me the leverage I’d needed to save our jobs, which should’ve brought me a huge sigh of relief, but something was still nagging at me. Some awful thing was lurking just around the corner, and I didn’t know what it was about. I just knew it was bad.

Finally, we finished speaking about the case, and Mike said, “Okay, we’ll take a few calls from fans who want to ask Abby a question about the case or her abilities.” Mike then looked at Ray, and he nodded and held up two fingers, then a piece of paper with the name Jason on it.

Mike pressed the button for line two on a gadget that looked like a speakerphone in the middle of the table between us. “Hi, Jason, you’re on the Toscano FBI Files. What’s your question for Abby?”

“Hey, Mike, so my question for Abby is, what’re the winning lottery numbers?”

I chuckled but inwardly I was rolling my eyes. If I had a dime for every person who asked me that question, I’d be wealthier than most lottery winners. “Your guess is as good as mine,” I told him simply.

“No, I’m serious,” he said.

“I know you are, Jason, but intuition isn’t that specific. To get a sequence of numbers that will land on a specific day for a specific lottery just isn’t something we can do.” No way was I going to mention that I’d once flippantly given a dear friend a series of numbers that had actually hit the lottery. The last thing I needed was a client list full of people who wanted me to repeat that magic.

“Oh,” Jason said. He sounded like he was between fifteen and eighteen. “Can you tell me, though, if I’m going to win the lotto?”

“You are not,” I said. “But that won’t stop you from playing, and I see quite a bit of money being spent on gambling in your future. If that’s enjoyable to you, and you have the money to spend, great, but I suspect that you’ll wind up with more debt than you’d anticipated due to a streak of bad luck, so I’d be careful of allowing the gambling to get out of hand, okay?”

There was a lengthy pause, then a meek, “Okay.”

Jason hung up and Mike pressed line four. “Simone, you’re on the Toscano FBI Files. What question do you have for Abby?”

“Hi, Mike,” Simone said, her voice pitchy, as if she was extremely nervous. “I wanted to know …” Simone’s voice started to shake, and then she paused for so long that I thought we’d lost her.

“I wanted to know …” she tried again, and this time it was evident that she was crying.

Mike and I looked at each other, and that really, really bad feeling of foreshadowing enveloped me like an inky cloud. A series of images began to fill my mind as I reached out and connected with Simone’s energy, all of them familiar. All of them awful.

“Simone!” I said sharply. “Are you in trouble?”

“I wanted … to know …” she said again, ignoring my question. This time her words were almost indistinguishable through her sobs.

I stood up and looked at the control booth, not for Ray, but for Candice. She got up from her chair and came to the glass. What’s wrong? she mouthed.

I could hardly form words, and all I could do was point to the speaker and shake my head. Candice seemed to understand, and she spoke to Ray, who looked down at his panel and shook his own head.

Meanwhile, Simone’s crying was filling my ears, while a terrible feeling was filling up my intuitive senses. “Where are you calling from?” I demanded. “Simone! Where are you?”

There was a sudden hitch in her voice, as if she’d just experienced something painful, and then she said, “I wanted to know … if you can solve …”

I stood there frozen, hovering above the microphone, while Mike and I exchanged wide-eyed looks. He seemed to sense the tension in the background of Simone’s voice too, and he was obviously alarmed by the fact that I was so agitated.

“Solve what, Simone?” Mike finally asked. 

“My . . . .my …” she whispered. And then with a long sigh, she added the last word. “Murder.”

And then there was a terrible BANG, and the sound of a body crumpling to the floor.
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