
[image: cover.jpg]




 

 

 

 

UNHINGED

 

 

(A Cora Shields Mystery —Book Three)

 

 

 

B L A K E   P I E R C E




Blake Pierce

 

Blake Pierce is the USA Today bestselling author of the RILEY PAGE mystery series, which includes seventeen books. Blake Pierce is also the author of the MACKENZIE WHITE mystery series, comprising fourteen books; of the AVERY BLACK mystery series, comprising six books; of the KERI LOCKE mystery series, comprising five books; of the MAKING OF RILEY PAIGE mystery series, comprising six books; of the KATE WISE mystery series, comprising seven books; of the CHLOE FINE psychological suspense mystery, comprising six books; of the JESSIE HUNT psychological suspense thriller series, comprising twenty six books; of the AU PAIR psychological suspense thriller series, comprising three books; of the ZOE PRIME mystery series, comprising six books; of the ADELE SHARP mystery series, comprising sixteen books, of the EUROPEAN VOYAGE cozy mystery series, comprising six books; of the new LAURA FROST FBI suspense thriller, comprising eleven books (and counting); of the new ELLA DARK FBI suspense thriller, comprising fourteen books (and counting); of the A YEAR IN EUROPE cozy mystery series, comprising nine books, of the AVA GOLD mystery series, comprising six books (and counting); of the RACHEL GIFT mystery series, comprising ten books (and counting); of the VALERIE LAW mystery series, comprising nine books (and counting); of the PAIGE KING mystery series, comprising eight books (and counting); of the MAY MOORE mystery series, comprising eleven books (and counting); the CORA SHIELDS mystery series, comprising five books (and counting); and of the NICKY LYONS mystery series, comprising five books (and counting).

ONCE GONE (a Riley Paige Mystery--Book #1), BEFORE HE KILLS (A Mackenzie White Mystery—Book 1), CAUSE TO KILL (An Avery Black Mystery—Book 1), A TRACE OF DEATH (A Keri Locke Mystery—Book 1), WATCHING (The Making of Riley Paige—Book 1), NEXT DOOR (A Chloe Fine Psychological Suspense Mystery—Book 1), THE PERFECT WIFE (A Jessie Hunt Psychological Suspense Thriller—Book One), IF SHE KNEW (A Kate Wise Mystery—Book 1), MURDER (AND BAKLAVA) (A European Voyage Cozy Mystery—Book 1), LEFT TO DIE (An Adele Sharp Mystery—Book One), A MURDER IN PARIS (A Year in Europe—Book 1), CITY OF PREY (An Ava Gold Mystery—Book One), and HER LAST WISH (A Rachel Gift FBI Suspense Thriller—Book One) are each available as a free download on Kobo!

An avid reader and lifelong fan of the mystery and thriller genres, Blake loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.blakepierceauthor.com to learn more and stay in touch.

 

 

[image: img1.png]

 

Copyright © 2022 by Blake Pierce. All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior permission of the author. This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictionally. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. Jacket image Copyright harrysaxtonmccann used under license from Shutterstock.com.




 

 

 

 

BOOKS BY BLAKE PIERCE

 

NICKY LYONS MYSTERY SERIES

ALL MINE (Book #1)

ALL HIS (Book #2)

ALL HE SEES (Book #3)

ALL ALONE (Book #4)

ALL FOR ONE (Book #5)

 

CORA SHIELDS MYSTERY SERIES

UNDONE (Book #1)

UNWANTED (Book #2)

UNHINGED (Book #3)

UNSAID (Book #4)

UNGLUED (Book #5)

 

MAY MOORE SUSPENSE THRILLER

NEVER RUN (Book #1)

NEVER TELL (Book #2)

NEVER LIVE (Book #3)

NEVER HIDE (Book #4)

NEVER FORGIVE (Book #5)

NEVER AGAIN (Book #6)

NEVER LOOK BACK (Book #7)

NEVER FORGET (Book #8)

NEVER LET GO (Book #9)

NEVER PRETEND (Book #10)

NEVER HESITATE (Book #11)

 

PAIGE KING MYSTERY SERIES

THE GIRL HE PINED (Book #1)

THE GIRL HE CHOSE (Book #2)

THE GIRL HE TOOK (Book #3)

THE GIRL HE WISHED (Book #4)

THE GIRL HE CROWNED (Book #5)

THE GIRL HE WATCHED (Book #6)

THE GIRL HE WANTED (Book #7)

THE GIRL HE CLAIMED (Book #8)

 

VALERIE LAW MYSTERY SERIES

NO MERCY (Book #1)

NO PITY (Book #2)

NO FEAR (Book #3)

NO SLEEP (Book #4)

NO QUARTER (Book #5)

NO CHANCE (Book #6)

NO REFUGE (Book #7)

NO GRACE (Book #8)

NO ESCAPE (Book #9)

 

RACHEL GIFT MYSTERY SERIES

HER LAST WISH (Book #1)

HER LAST CHANCE (Book #2)

HER LAST HOPE (Book #3)

HER LAST FEAR (Book #4)

HER LAST CHOICE (Book #5)

HER LAST BREATH (Book #6)

HER LAST MISTAKE (Book #7)

HER LAST DESIRE (Book #8)

HER LAST REGRET (Book #9)

HER LAST HOUR (Book #10)

 

AVA GOLD MYSTERY SERIES

CITY OF PREY (Book #1)

CITY OF FEAR (Book #2)

CITY OF BONES (Book #3)

CITY OF GHOSTS (Book #4)

CITY OF DEATH (Book #5)

CITY OF VICE (Book #6)

 

A YEAR IN EUROPE

A MURDER IN PARIS (Book #1)

DEATH IN FLORENCE (Book #2)

VENGEANCE IN VIENNA (Book #3)

A FATALITY IN SPAIN (Book #4)

 

ELLA DARK FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

GIRL, ALONE (Book #1)

GIRL, TAKEN (Book #2)

GIRL, HUNTED (Book #3)

GIRL, SILENCED (Book #4)

GIRL, VANISHED (Book 5)

GIRL ERASED (Book #6)

GIRL, FORSAKEN (Book #7)

GIRL, TRAPPED (Book #8)

GIRL, EXPENDABLE (Book #9)

GIRL, ESCAPED (Book #10)

GIRL, HIS (Book #11)

GIRL, LURED (Book #12)

GIRL, MISSING (Book #13)

GIRL, UNKNOWN (Book #14)

 

LAURA FROST FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

ALREADY GONE (Book #1)

ALREADY SEEN (Book #2)

ALREADY TRAPPED (Book #3)

ALREADY MISSING (Book #4)

ALREADY DEAD (Book #5)

ALREADY TAKEN (Book #6)

ALREADY CHOSEN (Book #7)

ALREADY LOST (Book #8)

ALREADY HIS (Book #9)

ALREADY LURED (Book #10)

ALREADY COLD (Book #11)

 

EUROPEAN VOYAGE COZY MYSTERY SERIES

MURDER (AND BAKLAVA) (Book #1)

DEATH (AND APPLE STRUDEL) (Book #2)

CRIME (AND LAGER) (Book #3)

MISFORTUNE (AND GOUDA) (Book #4)

CALAMITY (AND A DANISH) (Book #5)

MAYHEM (AND HERRING) (Book #6)

 

ADELE SHARP MYSTERY SERIES

LEFT TO DIE (Book #1)

LEFT TO RUN (Book #2)

LEFT TO HIDE (Book #3)

LEFT TO KILL (Book #4)

LEFT TO MURDER (Book #5)

LEFT TO ENVY (Book #6)

LEFT TO LAPSE (Book #7)

LEFT TO VANISH (Book #8)

LEFT TO HUNT (Book #9)

LEFT TO FEAR (Book #10)

LEFT TO PREY (Book #11)

LEFT TO LURE (Book #12)

LEFT TO CRAVE (Book #13)

LEFT TO LOATHE (Book #14)

LEFT TO HARM (Book #15)

LEFT TO RUIN (Book #16)

 

THE AU PAIR SERIES

ALMOST GONE (Book#1)

ALMOST LOST (Book #2)

ALMOST DEAD (Book #3)

 

ZOE PRIME MYSTERY SERIES

FACE OF DEATH (Book#1)

FACE OF MURDER (Book #2)

FACE OF FEAR (Book #3)

FACE OF MADNESS (Book #4)

FACE OF FURY (Book #5)

FACE OF DARKNESS (Book #6)

 

A JESSIE HUNT PSYCHOLOGICAL SUSPENSE SERIES

THE PERFECT WIFE (Book #1)

THE PERFECT BLOCK (Book #2)

THE PERFECT HOUSE (Book #3)

THE PERFECT SMILE (Book #4)

THE PERFECT LIE (Book #5)

THE PERFECT LOOK (Book #6)

THE PERFECT AFFAIR (Book #7)

THE PERFECT ALIBI (Book #8)

THE PERFECT NEIGHBOR (Book #9)

THE PERFECT DISGUISE (Book #10)

THE PERFECT SECRET (Book #11)

THE PERFECT FAÇADE (Book #12)

THE PERFECT IMPRESSION (Book #13)

THE PERFECT DECEIT (Book #14)

THE PERFECT MISTRESS (Book #15)

THE PERFECT IMAGE (Book #16)

THE PERFECT VEIL (Book #17)

THE PERFECT INDISCRETION (Book #18)

THE PERFECT RUMOR (Book #19)

THE PERFECT COUPLE (Book #20)

THE PERFECT MURDER (Book #21)

THE PERFECT HUSBAND (Book #22)

THE PERFECT SCANDAL (Book #23)

THE PERFECT MASK (Book #24)

THE PERFECT RUSE (Book #25)

THE PERFECT VENEER (Book #26)

 

CHLOE FINE PSYCHOLOGICAL SUSPENSE SERIES

NEXT DOOR (Book #1)

A NEIGHBOR’S LIE (Book #2)

CUL DE SAC (Book #3)

SILENT NEIGHBOR (Book #4)

HOMECOMING (Book #5)

TINTED WINDOWS (Book #6)

 

KATE WISE MYSTERY SERIES

IF SHE KNEW (Book #1)

IF SHE SAW (Book #2)

IF SHE RAN (Book #3)

IF SHE HID (Book #4)

IF SHE FLED (Book #5)

IF SHE FEARED (Book #6)

IF SHE HEARD (Book #7)

 

THE MAKING OF RILEY PAIGE SERIES

WATCHING (Book #1)

WAITING (Book #2)

LURING (Book #3)

TAKING (Book #4)

STALKING (Book #5)

KILLING (Book #6)

 

RILEY PAIGE MYSTERY SERIES

ONCE GONE (Book #1)

ONCE TAKEN (Book #2)

ONCE CRAVED (Book #3)

ONCE LURED (Book #4)

ONCE HUNTED (Book #5)

ONCE PINED (Book #6)

ONCE FORSAKEN (Book #7)

ONCE COLD (Book #8)

ONCE STALKED (Book #9)

ONCE LOST (Book #10)

ONCE BURIED (Book #11)

ONCE BOUND (Book #12)

ONCE TRAPPED (Book #13)

ONCE DORMANT (Book #14)

ONCE SHUNNED (Book #15)

ONCE MISSED (Book #16)

ONCE CHOSEN (Book #17)

 

MACKENZIE WHITE MYSTERY SERIES

BEFORE HE KILLS (Book #1)

BEFORE HE SEES (Book #2)

BEFORE HE COVETS (Book #3)

BEFORE HE TAKES (Book #4)

BEFORE HE NEEDS (Book #5)

BEFORE HE FEELS (Book #6)

BEFORE HE SINS (Book #7)

BEFORE HE HUNTS (Book #8)

BEFORE HE PREYS (Book #9)

BEFORE HE LONGS (Book #10)

BEFORE HE LAPSES (Book #11)

BEFORE HE ENVIES (Book #12)

BEFORE HE STALKS (Book #13)

BEFORE HE HARMS (Book #14)

 

AVERY BLACK MYSTERY SERIES

CAUSE TO KILL (Book #1)

CAUSE TO RUN (Book #2)

CAUSE TO HIDE (Book #3)

CAUSE TO FEAR (Book #4)

CAUSE TO SAVE (Book #5)

CAUSE TO DREAD (Book #6)

 

KERI LOCKE MYSTERY SERIES

A TRACE OF DEATH (Book #1)

A TRACE OF MURDER (Book #2)

A TRACE OF VICE (Book #3)

A TRACE OF CRIME (Book #4)

A TRACE OF HOPE (Book #5)




CONTENTS

 

 

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

EPILOGUE




 

 

 

PROLOGUE

 

 

Ignoring the sobbing from the other room, Mindy stood outside the shower and turned the knob. She pulled her hand back sharply to avoid the initial burst of frigid spray. Then, still wearing her bathrobe, she turned to face the mirror, poking and prodding at what looked suspiciously like bags under her eyes. 

The sounds from the room beyond only increased in volume. She sighed, listening for a few more moments. Then, the door clicked, and the sobbing faded. Finally. 

The guy had been sitting on the bed for nearly half an hour, inconsolable. 

Some of the clients got like that after a session, but they all paid the same, and that was what mattered. Mindy adjusted her two clip-on earrings, then removed them slowly, putting the fake emerald things in a small tray above the sink. 

She ran a hand along her ear, wincing. An aversion to needles some called it. Common sense, in her opinion. She’d never had a piercing. No tattoos either. 

That was one of the selling points, it turned out, for some of her clients.

She peeked back through the small, motel bedroom, eyeing the door. Gone. The client was gone, gone, mercifully gone. 

She finally allowed a sigh of relief and a smile. She darted out of the bathroom, hurried to the door, locked it, then returned. She paused for a second, frowning and ducking to check under the bed. 

One could never be too careful in her line of work. Sometimes, johns could be resourceful in their desire to get a few extra seconds with a preferred escort. 

Escort. Lady of the night. 

She snorted. 

Damn ol’ whore. 

That’s how she saw it, and she didn’t think anything less of the job because of it. She wasn’t in this for being down on her luck, or out of any sense of daddy issues. 

Mindy was here because the money was good, and it sure as hell beat to death with a wooden spoon the last job she’d had, where she risked fry grease in the eye and handsy drunk customers late at night. 

At least this way, they paid for the privilege. 

She returned to the bathroom, shutting the door. By now, the steam had formed and was fogging the mirror. She studied her face—not exactly pretty, but not ugly either. Right down the middle. Good enough. 

She smirked, and began to turn towards the shower, one hand adjusting the belt on her bathrobe. 

And that’s when she heard the creak. 

She frowned, freezing in place and listening like a startled rabbit. 

Another creak. This time the sound of the door. She wrinkled her nose, beginning to turn. Had the john returned? Dammit—hadn’t she locked the door? 

Footsteps now, rapid. She spun as the door to the bathroom suddenly crashed open. 

She stared out in the bedroom, eyes the size of saucers. A sudden scream burst from her throat. A man with a dark hood and a grotesque horror-shop mask, like some gargoyle, was leering in at her. A second man crowded in behind the first, also marching forward. 

They didn’t hesitate at her scream. Nor when she desperately searched behind her, groping in the shower for something to use as a weapon. 

“Help! HELP!” she screeched. Terror flooded her system. 

The two men grabbed at her, hands like vices on her wrists. She tried to stomp on their feet, but they were both wearing big, hefty boots. She tried to scratch at their hands, but their grip was too strong. It was difficult to even think amidst the terror. 

 As she continued to scream, they dragged her through the door, as indifferent to her howling as if she wasn’t making a sound. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Cora marched up the small trail through the woods, glancing eerily from side to side, searching the trees for any hidden threats. 

Normally, she wouldn’t take meetings away from familiar territory. But now that she was back in West Virginia, her old childhood stomping grounds, she felt familiar enough with most terrain. Plus, Gabriel Finch had sounded urgent on the phone. 

She grumbled a bit, kicking a pinecone off the path and wondering why the hell her parents had given her number to her sister’s old ex in the first place. 

The motion caused her to stop, wincing. She reached up, massaged her bandaged shoulder, then glanced down at the white gauze wrapped around her arm. The doctor said that it was healing nicely enough.

She had been forced to cycle through two general practitioners until she found someone who didn’t keep prying about the source of the gunshot wounds.

Suffice it to say, her last month—a series of bad choices that led her to be fired from the FBI—had left Cora with new career prospects that perhaps she hadn’t anticipated.

But one thing was certain. She was damn good at this new job. If it could be called a job.

She liked to think of herself more as a fixer. A professional problem solver. Especially in gray areas, where corruption, slow moving bureaucracies, and politics prevented actual execution. 

Cora settled, inhaled slowly, and glanced through the trees in the direction of the small wooden shed she had spotted earlier.

This was where Gabe wanted to meet.

A good enough location—surrounded by tall oak trees and a couple of pines thrown in, as if the forest itself couldn’t quite settle.

She glanced at her phone. No missed calls. She sighed in frustration. She had been trying to get back in contact with Agent Saul Brady. But the last time she had seen her ex-partner, she had thrown him over a boat into the ocean. She had done it for his protection, but judging by the radio silence, he hadn’t seen things the same way. She had even grown concerned that he had been hurt. But a couple of old colleagues at the FBI, after some pestering by email, had confirmed that Saul had returned to work yesterday, in good spirits and good health.

And yet, he still wasn’t returning her calls.

She muttered darkly, shaking her head as she moved quickly up the path towards the shed. She knocked on the wooden door. Her knuckles scraped against rough grain.

Instantly, a voice called out, “Come in!”

She didn’t. Instead, she glanced around the door jamb and through the window, looking for any traps.

But through the window, she spotted a large man, with a wide frame, sitting in a wooden chair. He wasn’t fat, but he was built solid. Clearly, he spent a lot of time lifting heavy things.

She pushed through the door now, deciding that he wasn’t armed.

Gabriel Finch sat across a small wooden table, blinking up at her and shifting uncomfortably the moment she entered.

“Hey there,” she said slowly.

Gabe was once again wearing that stupid flat cap of his, peering out at her from under the brim with a speculative expression.  

He was a broad-shouldered man with the look of a linebacker or lumberjack. A tall man, at least six foot two, with sawdust on his rolled-up flannel sleeves. His curled and unkempt hair pushed from beneath the brim of his cap, looking dark at first, but when he leaned back, the sun caught it through the window, giving it the faint sheen of straw. 

Cora shifted uncomfortably, her hands pressed against her tattooed arms. Her own hair was cut short on one side, nearly to the scalp, but left shoulder length on the other. Her injured shoulder made the posture of crossing her arms somewhat uncomfortable, but stubborn as ever, she didn’t change her stance, if only out of a desire not to project weakness to this man. 

“So?” she said simply, arms still crossed, teeth set tight. Cora’s sea gray eyes met Gabe’s intelligent, blue gaze. 

The last time they’d spoken in person, she’d tied him up and threatened to torture him. 

Not the friendliest start. 

She glanced around hesitantly, eyeing the floor. 

“No one else here, either,” Gabe said. 

She looked up sharply, eyes narrowed. 

He scratched at his chin and shrugged. “Spotted you looking around outside. Earlier,” he said, jamming a thumb over his shoulder. “Think I saw you checking the trees.” He gave a disarming smile. “Just me. This isn’t a trap.” 

“Trap? Why would you say that?” Cora snapped, tense now, her eyes still darting to the windows. 

“It isn’t. It’s not a trap! Hey, chill, Cora.” 

“Don’t call me that!” 

“Umm...it’s your name, isn’t it? What should I call you? My mom talked to your parents, by the way. They weren’t sure if they should say anything about you.” He flashed her a smile. “I told my mom I’d ask you if you were gonna be at church this Sunday.” 

Cora sighed, massaging the bridge of her nose. “Your mom sounds like mine.” 

“Must be a great lady, then.” 

“Oh, shit. Dammit. Just cut it out. I get it, you’re country bumpkin charming.” 

He frowned. “That’s racist.” 

“No,” she corrected. “It’s elitist. A posture I’ve reserved just for you, Gabe, as I’m still not sure that you didn’t kill my sister. So, how about we cut the chatter. Tell me why I’m here. You said you found something. Well?” She raised her eyebrows significantly, then—if only to relieve the strain in her shoulder—she extended a hand, wiggling her fingers. 

At the mention of her sister and the half-accusation, Gabe sobered. He inhaled slowly, fidgeting. He didn’t look quite scared, but certainly nervous. To his credit, the last time she’d tied him up and threatened him, he had summoned no small amount of courage.

And now, that same iron will could be glimpsed as chips of flint in his blue eyes. 

“I had it in a bank deposit box,” he said slowly. “Had to wait until Monday to withdraw it. And so, I did.” 

“Withdraw what?” 

He held up a finger. “I’m going to reach in my pocket. Don’t, you know, shoot me. Stab me. Break my neck. Whatever.” 

“We’ll see.” 

“Funny,” he grumbled. But slowly, he reached into his pocket. He shifted a bit, and then withdrew four folded white envelopes. The paper was stained. Old and worn. He rested the four letters on the table, glancing up sheepishly. 

“What are they?” she said. 

“Letters.” 

“I can see that, Sherlock. What type of letters.” 

“Are you always this rude to people you’re intimidating? Is it tactical?” 

“God dammit, Gabe. Just tell me what the letters are.” 

He tapped a long, calloused finger against the letters. “These,” he said cautiously, “are love letters. Written in cursive. They were sent, oh, I dunno, about a month before Rose was taken.” 

Cora had gone still now. No longer shifting side to side, her arms were still wrapped around her form as if in an attempt at an embrace. Cora took a hesitant step forward at last, dislodged from her momentary stasis. She stared down, frowning. The envelops simply had her sister’s name written in messy cursive. Each one was addressed to Rose. 

“You sent these to her? So, why are you showing them to me.” 

But Gabriel Finch waved a long finger back and forth. “Nu-uh,” he said. And for the first time, she glimpsed a look of pain in the man’s eyes. He shifted uncomfortably, leaning back in his wooden chair, and causing it to creak. He puffed air, sending a couple of curling strands of hair up out of his eyes. “Not me,” he said, that hurt look still lingering, and his tone suddenly cold. 

It took Cora a second, but then she snorted. “No way,” she snapped. “Rose was not two-timing you.” 

He shrugged. “I found these in our old...umm...spot.” 

“Spot?” 

“Yeah, you know.” 

“Make-out spot. Gross, Gabe. So, you found those where you hooked up with my baby sister?” 

“Shit, we were the same age, Cora. Don’t say it like that. But yeah. She left them there. Or...well...Someone left them.” 

“When?” Now Cora’s tone went cold. 

“Umm...” he couldn’t quite meet her gaze. He glanced out the window, exhaling faintly. “Just, you know...” 

“No, Finch, I don’t know. When did you find those?”

He mumbled something nearly inaudible. And she leaned in now, knuckles pressed against the table. “The night she went missing? Are you kidding me, asshole? You didn’t tell the cops about them?” 

Gabe leaned back now, angry as well. “I didn’t know what to do, alright! I’d just found out my girlfriend was cheating on me. I loved her, Cora! I really did!” 

“Loved her enough to make her pay?” Cora said, barely able to conceal the rising fury. “Is that right? You wanted to give her what was coming, right? She cheated on you, so you hunted her down and—”

“Hell no!” Gabe snapped, lurching to his feet and sending the wooden chair toppling. He was breathing heavily, his muscled chest rising and falling against the fabric of his flannel. She realized just how intimidating the physical form the farm boy was up close. But she didn’t back down, instead she raised her eyes to meet his, but kept her cold, accusing gaze affixed.  

His burst of emotion had propelled him to his feet, but it didn’t quite keep him there. The large man sagged against a dusty, wooden support beam. Now that he was moving, Cora was both angry and attentive. Her training kicked in as she started calculating risk and trajectory. If he had a gun strapped to the back of the post, she’d kick the table into him, use it for cover, then come up fast. 

The thoughts occurred quick and unbidden. Her natural instincts rising within.

But even as she considered the possibility, Gabe’s head sagged, and he spoke in such a small voice that the part of Cora not currently furious felt a pang of sympathy.

“I didn’t know what to do,” he murmured. “I was embarrassed. Angry. I...I didn’t know what I was supposed to do...” he said, his voice shaking, sounding pathetic but also hurt. “I...I found those letters, and I thought she was breaking up with me, you know?” Now when he looked at her, there were actual tears in his eyes. She stared, stunned. Part of her wanted to slap it out of him. Sensitivity was not the name of the game in her line of work. 

But Gabriel composed himself, continuing in a quiet, shaking voice, “And then, the next night, cops showed up asking me about her. Some seemed to think I had something to do with it. And...they had the same reaction you had,” he said. “I knew they would have thought I’d done something. So...so...” 

“So, you didn’t tell them about the only piece of evidence there was?” The sympathy snuffed out like flame in a gale.  

He opened his mouth to protest, but she cut him off. “You withheld evidence,” she said, her finger shaking as she pointed it at him. “You could’ve come forward years ago! Years ago!” she flinched, realizing that she was yelling now. 

She took a moment and consoled herself, eyes closed. At the same time, her mind sped. Was he telling the truth? 

If so, did that mean her sister had a secret boyfriend? Someone she hadn’t even told Cora about? The two of them had been so close...was Rose gearing up to tell Cora? 

As these thoughts rounded through her head, she realized that Gabe was staring at the ground, his teeth pressed tight. For a moment, she thought he was angry, but then she studied him a second longer, and realized that his was a downcast look of shame. 

She felt a pang of sympathy, but it competed with her anger and her frustration. He’d been young at the time of Rose’s disappearance. She could understand, perhaps, why a teenager might have concealed embarrassing letters. But on the other hand, if Rose was alive—or worse, had been alive—and Gabe’s withholding had cost her sister her life, Cora would never forgive him. 

She knew what her parents would say about such an attitude, but she’d never claimed to be a saint. She let out a long sigh. The best she could do to extend grace to a man who’d compromised her sister’s well-being was to hold her tongue. 

And if she found out that he was lying? 

It wouldn’t go well for either of them. 

She marched forward, snatched the letters before he could protest—which he didn’t even try to do—turned on her heel, and marched determinedly away. 

He didn’t call after her, and she didn’t look back. 

An aura of misery lingered behind her, emanating from where he stood, forlorn and staring at the ground. But she picked up the pace, the four letters clutched tightly in one hand, her thumb grazing against the cursive rendering of her baby sister’s name. 

As she marched forward, she felt a lump in her throat, but swallowed it. 

It was only as she moved back through the trees that her breath returned to her. She exhaled slowly, trying to think straight. Her parents had scheduled dinner tonight. But did she really want to brave those waters? 

She gripped the four letters, crinkling them in her hand before realizing what she was doing and relaxing her grip. 

She wanted to leave this town. To take the letters and disappear. But she also knew that she had no place to go. As she hastened back towards her vehicle, she remembered the concern in her mother’s voice. The commitment she’d practically dragged from Cora. 

Dinner tonight. Urgent. 

And so, with an air of despair, Cora resigned herself to a contentious evening. At the same time, she would have time before dinner to comb through these letters. Looking for what? 

Anything. 

Specifically, who had sent the letters. 

Had Gabe forged them? 

Either way, it was a lead. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Cora hurried up the driveway to her parents’ small, quaint country home. Her fingers grazed the worn, white rails as she took the steps two at a time. Her brow was furrowed, and she tapped one hand against her pocket, double checking to make sure the folded letters were still there. 

No name on the letters. No way for her to know who they were from. None of them from Rose—that was something, at least. Sweet nothings, little more. Someone had sent these to her baby sister, but Cora didn’t have a clue who was behind them. On the drive to her parents’ place for dinner, she’d considered the possibilities before her. 

How to narrow down potential suitors?

Her best bet was to ask her parents directly. 

And it was this, in no small part, that caused her stomach to twist. She didn’t want to rip off a band-aid, to open old wounds. 

Dinner with the family was already difficult enough. She hoped that, at least this time, her father and her wouldn’t devolve into shouting at each other while her mother chided Cora for not going to church. Her mother was a sweet woman and meant well, but Cora had never been able to look at her mom without seeing her dad. 

And now, she hesitated outside the door to the house, which was peeling with old paint. She inhaled slowly, glancing to the side. A welcome mat settled the front porch. Two potted plants neatly kept on either side. These were her mom’s doing. 

The peeling paint on the door? 

Her father’s purview. 

Her old man didn’t care for upkeep nearly as much as he cared for sparing a buck when possible. She could remember, as a kid, when her father had once forbidden the kids from flushing the toilet out of a desire to save water. 

Another time, he’d shut the water off while she’d been in the shower, soap still in her hair, accusing her of taking too long. 

Her mother had been the sweat one, though conflict averse. Her father had been the law, the judge, and the cops. 

And until joining them, Cora had never been particularly fond of cops. 

Still, she had a mission. She’d given her mother her word, and she needed to know who else, more than a decade ago, had been interested in Rose. 

Already some suitors came to Cora’s mind, but the jocks she thought of weren’t the sorts to weave poetry into cursive letters. The types of guys Rose had been attracted to were big, muscled, and a bit dumb.  

Then again, she considered Gabriel Finch. He was big—he’d been an athlete—but he certainly wasn’t dumb. Though he sometimes played the role for her benefit, he was a shrewd man, only a couple years younger than her. As she pushed into the well-swept, small ranch house hallway, she considered how she’d treated Finch. 

Perhaps it was not the kindest introduction, to kidnap a man and threaten to interrogate him, but she still wasn’t sure if he could be trusted, or if he was involved with all of it. 

The paper in her pocket crumpled a bit as she moved into the house. 

“Hey all!” she called out, trying to use an inside voice if only to anticipate ever-present correction. 

She heard the clank of plates and silverware. A long sigh. Then a cheerful voice overriding the sigh. “Cora! We’re in the kitchen—come in, come in!” 

Cora couldn’t help but smile a bit at her mother’s voice. All warmth, no teeth. Some women could simply communicate a mother’s hug by the tone they used.

Cora moved into the house, turned into the kitchen, and paused awkwardly in the door, glancing at her two parents. 

They both looked as if they’d been clipped out of Farmer’s Weekly. Her father wore overalls and a neat, flannel shirt beneath. He had a dusty baseball cap on, bill pointing at the ceiling advertising some political candidate Cora had never heard of. 

Her mother was busy with a tray of biscuits, moving them from the stove to the table, setting the tray on the surface, and then smiling over a column of steam rising from her prized creations. 

Cora’s mother’s jam and biscuits had more than one award at the autumn fest. Three of the purple ribbons were displayed proudly on the fridge. Mr. Shields’s wife often took them down, embarrassed, but her husband—proud of his wife’s achievement—always put them back up. 

It made Cora sad sometimes how much her parents loved each other. Her father was kind, playful, often smiling... 

…Towards his wife. 

Never towards Cora. 

In a way, she knew it was probably her fault. And in another way, she resented him deeply for making her think such a thing. 

“Mom,” she said politely. “Dad,” she said, her tone completely neutral. At least, she hoped it was. 

The scent of the biscuits wafted over from the steaming tray. And Cora moved closer to the kitchen table, laying one hand on the back of an empty wooden seat on the opposite side of where her father sat. 

Something was off. The two of them were both shooting hesitant glances at each other. Her father kept clearing his throat, glancing at a newspaper on the table, then back again. 

Cora sighed, remaining standing. “What is it?” she asked, her tone more sober than it had been initially. 

Her mother just gave a little wave as if to brush aside any questions. “Would you like jam, Dear?” 

“What’s wrong? Did someone die?” Cora asked. “You’re acting like that time Aunt Louise died.” 

Her father frowned and sat up a bit straighter. He glanced at his wife. “Martha,” he said vaguely, “Let’s just eat. We can talk later.” 

His wife shot her husband a quick look. “We talked about this, Nils. Didn’t we?” 

Her husband frowned. Cora knew that her mother often phrased disagreements in the form of a question if only to soften the blow. And while Nils Shields had something of a temper where others were concerned—where Cora was concerned—with his wife, he was often a very patient man. He nodded towards his wife and redirected, “Smells great. We got honey?” 

“Of course—no, no, stay sitting, Dear. I’ll grab it.” 

Cora didn’t glance over, but did listen as a cabinet door opened, then slammed. A second later, a small jar of naturally procured honey landed on the table. Her father gave his wife a quick kiss and snatched a still-steaming biscuit. 

Cora was starting to feel like she was trapped in a horror movie. Her parents weren’t being upfront with her, and yet both of them were clearly holding something back. Not a death in the family. Her parents would have mentioned it by now. Something else? 

It was also strange to see them both so animated. Bustling around the kitchen, in her mother’s case, like a fox making its den. In her father’s case, not only was he applying copious amounts of honey, but he was also humming as he did it. 

It wasn’t a very pleasant humming—more nervous really. 

The two of them, if anything, seemed like children outside the principal’s office for mouthing off in class. Had her parents done something? 

This was even stranger because for years, both of the Shields had been checked out of life. Everything had been taken away from them. Their youngest daughter had gone missing. Their oldest daughter was just gone. The two of them were left with one another. The only people who ever got to see an animated version of Martha and Nils were each other, and also the older folks in their small bible study. 

Cora, however, had never gone to their bible study. And she wasn’t used to getting glimpses of her parents without the armor of disapproval lingering in the air. 

Had they decided they weren’t disappointed in her? She gripped the back of the chair. This was horrible news. Because if it was true, then it meant, without a doubt, that they wanted something from her. 

Bingo. That’s it. She nodded slowly. 

“What do you want?” she said finally, still gripping the wooden chair tightly. 

The moment she asked the question, both of her parents glanced sharply up at her, going suddenly still. Then, in an effort to cover it up, they both began speaking. Her mother commenting on the different type of jams. Her father asking how her day had gone. 

But as quickly as the jabbering started, it ended. 

Her parents shared a final look, and then it was Nils who mustered the courage to speak first. “Look, Cora, we...we know you have something of a background in looking into things.” 

“You mean my time at the FBI?” Cora said slowly. 

“Right, that,” her father said brusquely. “Well...it might actually be useful around here after all.” 

Cora blinked. Then she felt her temper flare. She opened her mouth to reply, but her mother cut in. Reinterpreting her father’s comments as ever. 

“What he means to say,” Martha posited, “is that we feel like you might be very helpful to us. If you had the time, that is.” 

Cora glanced between the two of them, unsure whether to be irritated or curious. “You’re asking for my help?” 

“No,” her father said. 

“Yes,” said her mother. 

Cora decided to look at her mother. “With what?” 

“It’s nothing much,” her father said. 

“It’s really quite awful,” said her mother. 

This time Cora didn’t interject, just waited patiently for her mother to continue. It took a second, with the woman’s fingers twisting at the apron strings, and shifting back and forth on the kitchen tiled floor. But at last, Martha blurted it out. 

“One of the new ladies at our bible study was...was...sent to be with the Lord, recently.” 

“Killed,” her husband said, his expression dark.

“She’s with Jesus now, Nils!” Martha snapped suddenly. 

This was the only time when Martha would correct her husband. In many ways, Cora’s mother was a timid woman at times, but she was also the spiritual anchor of their marriage. And when it came to topics like death or pain, it was Martha who had her way. 

Cora, on the other hand, preferred to avoid the topics entirely. It only ended with hurt feelings. 

So instead of engaging her mother in a philosophical discussion, she sidestepped the comment and said, “So, a lady in your bible study was killed.” 

Martha and her husband exchanged another look, both of them conferring with their better half. And then they exhaled and said, “Yes,” at the same time. 

“Well, at least we’ve found agreement,” Cora said, doing her very best not to sound too sarcastic. “Did you guys talk to the cops?” she said. 

“Yes,” her father took over now, his hands creasing the newspaper. “They won’t look into it.” 

“Honey,” said Mrs. Shields. 

Her husband passed it to her. “What, no I meant...” Martha trailed off, and then coughed delicately. “I meant you, Dear. Don’t say it like that. The police are doing a fine job.” 

“No,” said Nils stiffly. He looked at Cora. “I spoke with Sheriff Cluster. They’re not even looking into it. On account of Mindy being a prostitute.” 

“Nils—language! Mindy was unfortunately employed,” said Martha quickly, wincing at Cora as if worried that her daughter might find the word “prostitute” offensive. All Cora could think about was the Russian mobster squeezing her ass moments before she shot a club full of them on her last little excursion. She really did live in a different world than her parents. 

“The cops under Cluster are different than you remember,” said her father quickly. “They’re slow, power-drunk, and corrupt.” 

“That’s how I remember them,” said Cora. 

“Oh...well, then they’re the same as you remember.” 

“Dear, please. Don’t speak badly about Cluster. His wife is a friend.” 

But Nils pushed doggedly on. He looked at his daughter and shrugged. “We don’t really know who else to ask for...” he trailed off. 

“For what?” she said innocently. She wanted to hear him say it. 

He coughed into his hand, then muttered, “For help. We don’t know who else to ask for help.” 

Martha was nodding. She was standing next to Cora now, her hand pressed to her daughter’s wrist, leaving a dusting of flour. “Mindy was troubled, but a very kind lady. She didn’t deserve to die. It’s all so horrible. We were having her over for scrabble night tomorrow!” 

Cora exhaled slowly. She wanted to refuse. 

But the look in her parents’ eyes was so heartbreaking, she knew that she couldn’t. And she had a suspicion about why they were suddenly animated again. Excited about something beyond just routine.

“How old was she?” Cora said softly.

Her mother waved nonchalantly, “Oh, well, hmm...Mid-twenties, something like that.”

Her father pretended like he hadn’t heard the question. Both of them acted as if they couldn’t tell what she was implying.

Mid-twenties. The same age Rose would have been if she was still alive. Cora didn’t want to be cynical, but she wondered if she needed to remind her parents that this girl wasn’t Rose. Her parents had never been given closure for their younger daughter. They had never found out what had happened. For a few years there, they had even held onto hope, praying ceaselessly, that their daughter would be returned. It never happened.

Cora supposed that she had to give her parents credit for caring about this new woman, though. Caring enough to ask Cora, the black sheep of the family, for help. 

Plus, it would give her an excuse to stick around town a bit. She felt the letters in her pocket and considered bringing them up. But the way things were going, the tension, suggested that perhaps those could wait.

Besides Cora had been wondering where her next job would come from. It wasn’t like she was some professional contractor. These jobs found her, rather than the other way around.

She straightened and began to circle the table to snatch a biscuit. She took a bite and exhaled in delight. “Wonderful as ever,” she said. Her mother smiled.

“Won’t you sit with us?”  

Cora replied, “I should probably get an early start on this. With these sorts of things, the longer you leave them, the easier it is to hide evidence. And if you’re right about the cops, if they’re indifferent to the whole thing, then the sooner I move the better.”

Her parents looked content by this explanation. Both of them nodded knowingly. Her mother leaned forward, and for a moment it seemed as if she was going to give Cora a quick kiss on the cheek. But she lost her nerve, and instead patted her daughter on the arm.

Cora smiled at her mother. Her father waved his newspaper, and Cora gave a quick, formal nod back; briefly, she felt as if she was in the military.

And then she turned, leaving the kitchen behind her, moving up the hallway, and out the front door.




 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Cora hadn’t needed to ask which motel Mindy was staying in, because there was only one in the small, rural town.

Plus, the two police cars parked outside the building and the note in the glass doorway suggesting that the third floor was currently closed for business were all the pointers she needed.

The real question was if she could find a way in without being arrested.

Cora sat quietly and peered through the windshield, watching the two police officers standing by the door.

The motel was three stories tall. The second and third floors had metal railings circling beneath greasy windows. Cora had spent some time here herself, especially in her teen years, before she had finally absconded from the town.

Some memories in this motel weren’t particularly pleasant ones. Others still made her smile.

She decided that the best approach would be through the back. There was a cop posted there as well, and it would take some doing to reach the fire escape, but chances were that she would be recognized if she went through the front door.

As she pulled around the building into the rear parking lot, she went still.

A truck sat in the back lot near one of the dumpsters. A truck she recognized. And the large, linebacker looking man sitting in the front seat was also someone she recognized.

What was Gabriel Finch doing at the murder scene of a prostitute?

She parked her car, two lines behind Gabriel’s truck. She got out of the vehicle, moving slowly and quietly, and approached from behind the larger vehicle.

Then her hand snaked through the open window, grabbed the keys, and tossed them over her shoulder.

Gabe yelped and jerked to look at her. “What the hell?” 

“You’re following me,” she snapped.

“No, I’m not.” He glared at her; his initial skittishness was now replaced by irritation. “You’re following me!”

Cora scowled, and he frowned back.

The police officer guarding the back entrance glanced towards them, and Cora forced a quick smile. At the same time, her eyes moved up towards the third floor. One of the windows was boarded over with cardboard. She wondered if that was the room where Mindy had been killed.

Keeping the smile somewhat affixed, and trying to present a genial demeanor, she said below her breath, “Why are you here?”

Gabriel Finch hesitated, bit his lip, and said, “I wasn’t sure if maybe you had something to do with this.”

She stared at him. He stared back. She glanced towards the crime scene, then back at the large wood worker. “The murder?”

“Yup.” He nodded.

“You think I killed this girl?”

He shrugged. “I mean, you did threaten to kill me.”

“I threatened to torture you. That’s different. Besides, I didn’t.”

He scratched ruefully at the back of his head.

“You didn’t tell anyone that you thought I did this, did you?” She said, her voice tense.

He gave a quick shake of his head, then he muttered, “Not yet.” 

“I didn’t kill anyone, Gabe.” She paused, considered this, and then amended, “At least, no one in this town. Recently.”

He looked somewhat pale at these final adjustments. “So, you have killed people?”

Again, the image of her gun battle in the Russian nightclub returned. She gave a quick shrug. “You should get out of here.”

“Are you here to hide evidence?”

“No. I didn’t have anything to do with this.”

Now it was his turn to look suspicious. “So then why are you here?”

They both returned to glaring at each other. This seemed like the most natural posture for their faces.

Cora said, “You know what, on second thought, don’t get out of here. You might be of some use.”

“What do you mean?”

She glanced towards the cop and back towards Gabe, then grinned. “Actually, that’s perfect.”

She ran the plan over in her mind, and began to nod, the wicked grin spreading across her face again. Then she said, “Listen close. I need you to do something. And before you refuse, remember that you withheld evidence on a murder investigation. There is no statute of limitations for that.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Your words say you don’t, but your tone says you do.”

And then, certain that he would be able to play the role she had cast in her mind, she said, “I don’t need you to do anything illegal. That’s up to me. You just need to help, and now I’m serious, listen closely.”




 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Cora watched from around the side of the alley. Her shoulder was pressed against the white stucco of the building. She peered towards where the police officer guarded the rear door.

Gabriel Finch had put up more of a protest than she had anticipated. But in the end, the thought of her turning him in for withholding evidence, which she currently had in her possession, had done the trick.

The entire walk from his truck to the cop had involved more than one angry glance in her direction. But she wasn’t in town to make friends. Especially not with her baby sister’s ex-boyfriend, who had withheld evidence from the investigators. Whenever he shot her a look of scorn, all she could think was that the feeling was mutual. She did get some amount of amusement, though. When Gabe reached the cop, he shot her another fierce look, but then he began to groan. “Oh my gosh,” he was saying. “It hurts. It hurts so bad.”

The acting was so atrocious that she rolled her eyes, but remained where she was, pressed against the wall.

“My poor spleen. I think my stomach is going to explode!” Gabe said. The cadence was like someone reading off a teleprompter; she hadn’t even told him what to say. But clearly, the farm boy’s improvisational skills left much to be desired.

The cop was frowning now, staring at him. “Finch, what are you up to?”

Cora winced. The cop knew Gabe. She supposed in a small town like this, that wasn’t surprising.

Finally deciding that his words weren’t having the intended effect, Gabriel abandoned speech, and instead began to groan even louder. This was a strategy she heartily approved of. As the moans, exclamations, and desperate cries increased, the cop by the back door began to look nervous. Gabriel had doubled over, his forearm latched around his stomach, pressing tight. He even had a string of drool dangling towards the ground. It wasn’t a very attractive look, but it was certainly effective.

The cop was now leaning forward, ripping at Gabriel Finch’s shoulder. And that was when Cora began to move. Gabe tugged the cop by the forearm, a couple of paces towards him. Now, a good five feet remained between the back of the cop and the back door.

The police officer was facing away from her, also, just as they had discussed. She had to hand it to Gabe. She didn’t have much use for him and didn’t have much respect for him, but at least he was doing something right.

She began to slide along the stone wall, small bits of uneven material scraping against the back of her shirt. She scarcely dared to breathe. Then, after a few moments, she reached for the metal handle of the rear door. Her arm braced against the cool glass, and she was no longer listening to Gabriel’s antics. The cop was on his radio now, but after a few seconds, Gabriel Finch stood up and spat to the side. He said, “Don, I do believe you did it. I think I’m healed.” And then, he turned on his heel and began marching back towards his truck. Over his shoulder, he called, “I never want to hear from you again!”

The cop stood there and stared dumbfounded after the stocky man.

Cora opened the door, slipped inside, wincing as she did, and eased the door shut. The cop began to turn towards her, and she darted back, ducking in an alcove created by a gap in the wall where a water fountain was placed. She ducked, and the cop glanced towards the door, which had closed again. He scratched at his chin, frowning, then returned to his post, shrugged, and muttered something else into his radio.

Cora remained motionless in the alcove beneath the water fountain. Her breath came slowly.

Once the cop was looking away again, she turned and glanced down the hall. At the far end, she spotted a desk and a young woman sitting behind the counter, a bored expression worn like cheap makeup. The two other police officers who had been out front were speaking to the young woman. She answered in monosyllabic responses, chewing on gum by the sound of things. A bathroom was set in the wall opposite Cora, and beyond that was the stairwell.

The third floor. That’s where she was headed.

Cora hastened forward, keeping low and breathing quietly. She took the stairs. A thin, gray carpet was stained with dirt and grease. The motel had seen better days no doubt; along the walls people had scribbled in pencil or marker. At the top of the stairwell, someone had punched straight through the drywall.

By the looks of things, this was an old bout of vandalism. Unlikely connected to the murder.

She rounded the next flight of stairs, and it was by sheer luck that she didn’t run into the two other officers moving down from the third floor. The only reason she didn’t bump into them was because when they reached the base of the stairs, they turned to the left. She was coming from the right. Still, she nearly ran straight into one of the cops who was saying, “We really need five of us here for something like that?”

The other cop shrugged. “Boss says we do, so we do.”

Cora frowned. Five of them. Two here, two below, and one at the back door. Which meant no one was actually in the crime scene. Were they here to investigate a murder or to prevent others from doing so? She remembered her father’s warning, but her memories were far less fond of local law enforcement. 

She slipped behind the two cops as they moved down the left-hand hall, and she hurried up to the third floor. There was little doubt which of the five doors at the top of the landing belonged to the victim.

There were blood stains on the carpet. Crime scene photos were pinned to the wall, laminate and glossy. Crime tape crisscrossed the door. Cora spotted no one on the third floor. She wondered if the two cops were patrolling and would likely be back. She would have to hurry. Before she entered the room, though, she frowned in the direction of the boarded-up window she had spotted. It led to the fire escape. She approached the window, glancing around, her eyes lingering on the windowsill. Splinters. Fresh wood. She glanced at the latch. Broken. The glass itself was smashed, only pieces remained. Someone had swept up the others, but a few large fragments still jutted out from the sill.

The physical evidence told its own story. Someone had tried to pry the latch, got frustrated, then smashed the window.

She turned back towards the crime scene door. Her eyes landed on the bloodstains. A faint shiver crawled up her arms. Cora could hear voices now, suggesting that the cops were returning in their patrol. She cursed, kept low, and hastened forward. She avoided the bloodstains on the ground, ducked under the crime scene tape, and paused only long enough to look back out, her phone in hand to take a picture of the crime scene photos tacked to the wall. And then she ducked back into the room, just as the two cops emerged at the top of the stairs again.




 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

She breathed heavily, standing with her back against a moist wall, suggesting that this room needed a dehumidifier. She pressed against the wall, breathing in shallow puffs, wincing, and listening as the two patrolmen moved past the door. 

One of them paused. There was a creak of a floorboard. 

She cringed, frozen in place, feeling the cold, moist wall against her back and wishing she could turn and duck into the bathroom, but any movement, any noise, would only alert them to her presence. 

And then things would switch swiftly from reconnaissance to tactical withdrawal. She was just out of sight from the doorway, though, hidden behind the open frame. The edge of the caution tape, visible past the door jam, fluttered. 

The creaking wooden board in the hall groaned in protest but was soon joined by a muttered comment. “Did we leave that open?” 

“Yeah, man. Door was open.” 

“You sure?” 

“Sure.” 

A couple of grumbles and then a creak of hinges as the door slowly closed. The fanning frame sent a gust of turgid air swirling towards Cora, but she held her breath, waiting and listening. 

She didn’t exhale until she heard the sound of the footsteps retreating once more to the stairs. 

And that’s when her phone began to vibrate.

Her eyes widened like saucers. If the cops had still been standing just outside, there was no doubt that they would’ve heard the phone. She pulled the device hastily from her pocket, and nearly turned it off. 

But then she saw the name of the caller. 

Saul Brady. 

Shit. 

She bit her lip, leaning back against the damp wall as if looking for some sort of support. Saul was calling. He was calling now! Why now? 

Her stomach twisted in frustration. Granted, she had been trying to reach her ex-partner. Ever since tossing him in the ocean—for his own good, as she kept reminding herself—he hadn’t returned her calls. The gentlemanly, polite man wasn’t the sort to allow someone to manhandle him. 

But she’d been heading towards a yacht intent on blowing the thing out of the water. Saul was a good man—a very good agent. Extremely intelligent, but he wasn’t a soldier. 

She’d done what she’d thought was best. 

And she’d hoped, over time, that he’d let it go. 

By the looks of things, that time was now. She stared as the phone continued to vibrate and glow, and she let out a faint moan of frustration. 

Then, she answered. 

“Hello?” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “Saul, is that you? Can I call back?” 

Some things were more important that radio silence during an operation. But the voice on the other end was testy and firm. “No, Cora. Listen to me. I’m calling as a favor.” 

She winced at Brady’s tone. He was clearly still upset with her. She let out a faint exhale. “What’s up?” 

“Are you in the middle of something? You know what, never mind. I don’t want to know. Never again, Cora. I don’t want to know any of it.” 

She winced, moving away from the door and deeper into the murder scene. She spotted more blood stains on the ground and stepped delicately over them, trying to keep on track but also feeling a pang of regret at the tone in her ex-partner’s voice. 

Ever since things had collapsed back at the FBI, Saul had been the only friend she had left. She didn’t blame the rest of them, not really. It was her own damn fault for drinking on the job. For the pills. 

But now...now things were different. 

She’d been sober ever since quitting. Or...well, since being fired. 

It was moments like these, sneaking around in a hotel room, working as a freelancer that helped give her the adrenaline rush that she needed. 

And so, it was best that Saul didn’t know. Best none of them knew. Especially not Deputy Director Malcolm Ogden. That smarmy bastard had it out for her ever since she’d started making a name for herself at the bureau. Cora had beaten the odds, rising from a small town and a traumatic background to start solving cases. 

The fact that she’d done it without her parents’ help, or their money, was the thing that Director Ogden had hated most about her. Self-reliance was her unforgivable sin. 

And so it was with some alarm that the next phrase over the phone was exactly what she hadn’t wanted to hear. 

“Ogden is looking into Florida.” 

“W-what?” 

“Florida. Ogden got wind of it, and he’s looking into it. I called to let you know. That’s it, Cora. I can’t keep talking to you about cases. I just...” 

“Hey, hang on—Ogden knows I was in Florida?” 

“He suspects something. He doesn’t know.” 

Cora winced. “Does he know...or...does he think you’ve been...” she trailed off. 

A weary sigh. She could picture her old partner running his hand along his wrinkled cheek, pressing to his chin, and then moving his hand up again, in a sort of pensive, stroking motion. “I don’t know. I just heard he’s looking into it. That’s all.” A hesitation, and then a murmur. “You’re being safe, aren’t you?”

Cora bit her lip. She glanced towards one of the beds in the motel, then back at a bloodstain on the carpet. 

“Umm, yeah,” she lied. “Thanks, Brady. Really. I won’t keep pestering you. Promise. And...and about the you know...” She grimaced, then simply blurted it out. “I didn’t mean to chuck you in the ocean and drive away.” 

A snort of laughter. And the sound alone improved her mood. But the acid in her old partner’s tone deflated some of her gratitude. “You certainly seemed to intend it. But I understand, Cora. I forgive you for throwing me in the ocean.” 

“More like a nudge, really...” she muttered. 

But he continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “What I find difficult to forgive, however,” he said testily, “Is the notion that you were going to force me to tread water and watch as you got yourself killed. That,” he said, his voice shaking with an emotion that had been absent up to this point, “is the part I will never forgive you for. I will not watch you kill yourself, Cora. Is that clear?” 

She let out a slow exhale, her lips dry all of a sudden. She hadn’t heard Brady get this upset before. It was out of concern—she knew that. He’d treated her like his own daughter. She knew that as well. But he just didn’t get it. 

How could he?

She was damaged. Injured. Her shoulder often ached even without the wraparound bandage. On top of it all, she was exhausted by trying to pretend she was something she wasn’t. 

She’d been in the Navy and the FBI. But now, out on her own without the red tape, she felt like she’d been released to actually make a difference. 

“Saul, thanks for the warning.” 

“Just stay safe, Cora. Dammit, stay safe.” 

She flinched. Her old partner rarely swore. But again, she knew his frustration was on her behalf as much as it was because of her. “Thanks, Saul.” 

And then he hung up. 

She stood alone in the prostitute’s motel room, scowling at the ground. Ogden was looking into Florida, which meant her days of flying under the radar were narrowing. The best thing she could do, she knew, was to pack up, head home, and lay low. To give Ogden no excuse to suspect that she was up to anything besides enjoying her premature retirement. 

On the other hand...

She looked around the crime scene, glancing towards the beds and the ground. She snorted. A crime scene to be surveyed. A police force that didn’t seem all that interested in solving the case. 

She nodded to herself, reaching a decision. Yes...yes, she was going to continue this. To hell with Ogden. 

And as for Brady? 

She sighed. Hopefully, eventually, he’d understand why she had to do this. But the longer she stood there, naval gazing and thinking about the opinions of her old FBI colleagues, the less time she had to figure out what had happened to Mindy. 

And so, Cora glanced around the room, searching under the bed first. Nothing except for some used tissue.   

She glanced towards the wastebin. A condom. Some soap dispensers. She’d seen worse. 

She moved over to the nightstand and checked the drawers. Empty. 

She glanced at a small purse left by the closet. She frowned, approached, and dropped to one knee. The purse was empty too. 

Had the killer taken her wallet? The money? 

What if this had just been a crime of opportunity? A run-of-the mill burglary gone wrong? She shook her head. She glanced back at the trashcan. A condom...It would have DNA evidence. Had the police even sent forensics through here yet? 

What were they waiting for? 

Cora wrinkled her nose and turned away from the bed. 

And that’s when she spotted the door. 

It was ajar. 

She blinked, stiff. They’d closed the door. She’d heard it close. 

But the door was a couple of inches open. Her pulse quickened. At any moment, she expected the cops to come barging in, guns in hand. 

But it never happened. In fact, she could still hear their voices from farther down the hall, the sound of their footsteps against the ground. 

She approached the door hesitantly, listening. And then she glanced along the door jam. 

A piece of tape had been placed over the lock. She stared at it. The tape had been put in such a way to prevent the lock from clicking. 

It was not the cops doing, most likely. 

Mindy’s? 

Why would Mindy prevent her own door from locking? What about the client who’d been with her that night? Multiple clients? Cora huffed. She wished she’d managed to find the phone in Mindy’s purse. It would have helped narrow things down. 

But without it, she was left with her own conclusions. 

And one conclusion seemed apparent enough. Whoever had left the tape on the door, preventing it from locking, had likely been up to no good. At least this explained how the killer had gotten in and out so fast. 

She hesitated, thinking to the fire-escape. The shattered window. 

Someone...or someones...had come through fast. Broken window. Down the hall. Door already primed, pushed open, to the bathroom. 

She glanced at the blood marks on the ground, wincing. Had Mindy crawled out, looking for help? Or had she been dragged as she was dying? 

She felt a flicker of anger now. And it had nothing to do with her parents’ altruism or concern. Cora had spoken with a prostitute on her last case. A young woman by the name of Rain who’d been chained up in a psycho’s basement. 

She’d been made of tough stuff. Cora had even given her debit card to the girl. She shook her head, scowling at the blood stains. 

Not a robbery. Not with the tape and busted window. This was an intentional hit. They’d come in fast, gone out fast, and left their victim with nothing. The purse was empty. 

She frowned. If she was still working for the FBI, she could’ve had someone run the DNA on the items in the trashcan and under the bed. 

But now she had to do things the old-fashioned way... 

A little chat. 

Downstairs, the desk clerk had looked bored and tired. Tired enough to have also been on the night shift? 

Only one way to find out, Cora decided. She listened through the door for the fading footsteps of the cops, waited patiently, and then pushed into the hall once more, hastening towards the stairs and taking them two at a time, heading back towards the first level. 

If anyone had seen something, it would be the night clerk. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

She straightened now, stalking forward as if she belonged in the place. According to the sign on the front door, the first two floors of the motel were still in operation. Though, chances were, the cops knew who was in which room. She’d have to be quick and confident, giving them no reason to think she was trespassing. 

But at this point, she’d seen the crime scene. Talking to a clerk certainly wasn’t taboo, was it? 

A couple of cops were lingering near a vending machine by the front door, talking in muted voices to each other. Both glanced in her direction as she approached the clerk. 

Keeping her tone neutral, with a towel that she’d snatched from a maid’s cart thrown over her shoulder, Cora said, loud enough for the cops to hear, “My room has bugs.” 

The clerk behind the counter popped a large pink bubble, then sucked the gum back into her mouth and continued to chew. She had a lip ring, a nose ring, and a tattoo on the side of her neck in the shape of a spider. Rings of dark eyeliner circled her eyes, and she stared at Cora, blinking owlishly. 

After a moment, the young clerk’s eyes moved to Cora’s own tattoos, visible past her collar and along her arms. She frowned. “Shields, right?” 

Cora shifted uncomfortably. She’d forgotten how claustrophobic it felt to return to a small town. She nodded once, shooting a quick smile towards the cops by the door, but the expression died on her face. 

Smiling wasn’t her forte. She scratched at the side of her head, running her fingers through the unshaved portion of her hair. 

She could feel the police officers watching her. But for the moment, neither of them moved to intercept.

Cora smiled again at the desk clerk, but once more, the expression felt foreign to her lips. And in the end, she settled for what she hoped was a chummy expression.

“Are you okay?” The desk clerk said, frowning at her.

Cora’s smile vanished instantly. She scowled now, crossing her arms.

The two cops by the door were speaking with one another again, but occasionally glancing towards them. Cora said, slowly, “I need your help getting a new towel.”

The clerk pointed at the towel in her hand. “You just grabbed that one from the cart. I saw you.”

Cora glared. “What’s your name?”

The girl hesitated. “Amanda.”

Cora ran through the names in her head, trying to think if she knew anyone from a decade ago named Amanda. And then it clicked. “Are you David and Mandy’s daughter?”

“I mean, we don’t have to put a label on it.”

Cora wasn’t even sure what this meant, so she ignored it. She said, “I remember your parents. They used to take my sister to the apple orchard.”

The clerk’s eyes brightened. “You mean the one off fifty-nine?”

Cora nodded once. The last time she had been up that way, she had been in the middle of kidnapping Gabriel Finch.

The clerk, though, just leaned back in her chair, behind the desk. “You said you needed towels?” 

Cora, though, having decided that the young woman was friendly enough, was surreptitiously sliding a fifty dollar note across the table, under her hand. The bill made a faint crinkling sound, and she kept her shoulders squared, concealing the motion from the police.

It took a second, but then the clerk spotted the money. Her eyes widened, and as she exhaled through her nose, her piercing rose and fell. She reached out, snatching the money. She glanced at Cora, a question in her eyes. Cora gave a little shake of the towel. The clerk cleared her throat, and said, “Towels. Right. Here, come back with me. I’ve got some fresh towels.”

At least her acting skills weren’t as bad as Gabriel Finch’s.

Cora didn’t look to see if the cops were still watching, but instead followed the young woman around the counter, through a door behind the register.

As she joined the clerk in the back, the young woman hooked the door, closed it, and said, “So you want something to smoke or swallow?”

Cora went stiff. “What?”

The girl hesitated. “You’re here to buy, right?”

Amanda was busily shifting paper towels in a rack, and revealed a small pink cosmetic bag hidden back there. She unzipped the golden zipper, revealing a container filled with hand-rolled blunts and small bags of blue tablets.

Instantly, Cora felt sick. She swallowed, dabbing at her lips. For a moment, all she could do was stare. Just a quick nod. A couple of pills. A taste. What could it hurt? She wasn’t going to consume the whole thing, just a small amount.

But even as the thoughts flooded through her, Cora knew that it was a mistake.

She had already gone weeks without consuming anything. Did she want to ruin the streak?

Perhaps even more importantly, did she want to feel like that again? Completely out of control. Calm, but at the cost of sanity.

Perhaps a bit too violently, Cora shoved the small makeup bag.

“I’m not here for that,” she said, stiff, her eyes unblinking.

The teenager hesitated, then shrugged, placing the bag back behind the paper towels. She said, “Maybe I’m wrong, but by the look of you that’s exactly what you’re here for.”

Cora shook her head. “Trust me, you don’t want to get involved in that stuff.”

The girl nodded firmly. “Don’t do drugs kids.” She made a crossing motion over her heart. “Got it, chief. So, what’s the fifty for?”

Cora glanced back towards the sealed door, struggling to stay on task. The werewolf had risen in her mind. That’s how she thought of it. A part of her, not quite fully her and not quite fully different, was intent on doing everything it could to satisfy a sudden urge. A deep craving.

But the werewolf would consume anything and anyone it could. It didn’t matter, when she thought about it, that her actions would hurt Saul Brady. It didn’t matter, when she had been drinking, that she would show up on a job drunk, potentially compromising a case. It didn’t matter that lives were on the line, and that her behavior put them in jeopardy.

Some people called addiction a sickness.

Cora didn’t care what someone called it. All she knew was that by participating, it left her feeling half dead. And yet, the werewolf would always return, snarling, hungry, and famished. The more she resisted the urge, the more powerful it became.

She let out a short, shaking exhale.

She even took a step back, physically distancing herself from the towel rack.

She glanced at where the clerk was tapping her pocket. Amanda was frowning quizzically.

At last, Cora said, “I need to know about last night.”

Amanda stifled a yawn. She looked bored again. She crossed her arms. “What about last night?”

“What happened?”

“You mean upstairs?”

Cora nodded quickly.

“Someone was killed.”

Cora flinched, but said, “Do you know who?”

The girl shook her head.

“Were you here last night?”

The girl nodded. She hesitated, and then said, “I didn’t see anything though, and I didn’t go upstairs.”

“I’m not saying you did.”

Amanda wrinkled her nose. “Why do you care?”

“It’s my job to care.”

“That’s what the cop said.”

Both of them shot another look towards the door. It remained shut. Cora glanced at the sliver of light under the door. Nothing was blocking it so far, suggesting that no one was eavesdropping.

Cora looked at Amanda, detecting something in the younger woman’s voice. “Did you talk to the cops about last night?” 

The girl hesitated, glancing at Cora. She waved a hand towards Cora’s exposed arm. “You’re walking stiff,” she said. “Did you get new ink?” 

Cora hesitated, but then winced, shaking her head. “No—an injury. I like yours though. That’s the Arachni—something or whatever, right? The one Athena cursed.” 

“You know Greek mythology?” Amanda’s fingers trailed along her neck. 

Cora shrugged. “Used to name teams based on some of that shit.” She caught herself, then said. “Any reason you’re not talking to the cops?” 

“I was talking to them!” Amanda protested. 

“Yeah, but not really. Why not?” 

Amanda shifted uncomfortably. She dropped her voice, as if afraid they’d be overheard through the door. “It’s not like it should be...” the young woman said, shifting uncomfortably. Her eyes narrowed as she glared towards the door. “Harry is an ass.” 

“Harry? That’s one of the cops? What sort of ass.” 

“Just, you know. Asking things that he shouldn’t. Swinging by late when he’s off duty.” Amanda stretched her face into a look of disgust. “He’s a creep.” 

“One of the cops out there?” 

“Mhmm.” 

Cora frowned, her arms crossed again. She winced at the stress in her shoulder but didn’t look away. Instead, she said, “That’s the second time I’m hearing things about the local cops. Is it known among everyone?” 

“Is what known? That Harry is a creep?” 

“No—just...is it only Harry? What about the other cops?” 

“Oh...I mean. I dunno about them. They’re older, usually. I don’t know.” Amanda began to move past Cora now, clearly uncomfortable with this line of questioning. Cora though, caught the younger woman’s wrist, holding her there. 

“Hey!” 

“Amanda, please. Wait.” Cora quickly let go. 

“What?” 

“Last night. I need you to tell me about last night.” 

“Why should I tell you? Because you went to some apple orchard? Everyone knows you left town. You haven’t been here for years. I barely remember you. Just the tattoos and all. Gabe’s been telling folk to keep an eye out for you.” 

Cora scowled. “Gabriel Finch has been talking about me?” 

“Yeah. You two dating?”

“What the hell—no!” 

“Oh, cuz I thought you might be.” She seemed to relax a bit. There was a dreamy look in her eyes as she pressed her head back against the cold metal bar. “Gabriel Finch is a real catch, don’t you think?” 

“Like the cold. Now, Amanda, what did you see last night?” 

“Nothing. I—They came in through the window. Didn’t you hear that?” 

“Okay, but anything else? There was a john up there with Mindy, wasn’t there?” 

Amanda’s face went pale. She looked sick. “Mindy? Was that her name? I don’t think I know a Mindy.” 

“Please, Amanda. Was someone else up there? Did you see someone come through?” Cora shot a quick look towards the door, lowering her voice. A shadow was now moving under the frame. She stared at it, her stomach twisting. 

Cora lowered her voice further. She leaned in, faintly whispering, staring at Amanda, who was also glancing nervously at the door now. “I need to know,” she said quietly. “Mindy was a friend of my parents. I’m not asking for anything that’ll get you in trouble. Just if you saw anyone come through before she was found. Maybe someone local, yeah? Is that why you don’t want to tell me?” 

A knock on the door suddenly, three quick raps. “Hey, there. Amanda, everything good in there?” came a loud voice. 

“Just a minute!” Cora snapped. 

Amanda squeaked. “That’s Harry,” she whispered. 

Cora paused, staring at the fear in the girl’s eyes. She let out a faint sigh, then nodded once. Whoever this Harry was, he’d clearly frightened Amanda, and this didn’t sit well with Cora at all. 

So, she reached for the door handle and hesitated a moment. She waited to hear the creak of the floor or another knock, and then she opened the door fast, slamming her shoulder into it and sending it colliding into the face of the man outside the door who was pressing his ear against the wood. 

He cursed, stumbling back as Cora stepped through. “Oh my,” she exclaimed, hand to her mouth. “So sorry. I’m so, so, so sorry! Here, let me get that. You’re bleeding. Shit. Here’s a towel.” 

She dabbed at Harry’s face, patting with the towel. The cop in the blue uniform was cursing, holding a hand to his face as blood streamed down from his nose. A quick glance to Amanda confirmed that the young woman was staring with wide-eyed awe. 

“Ah shit, what’d you do?” said another voice. The second cop was hurrying around the counter, scowling at Cora. 

She lowered the towel, dropping it quickly. “Sorry!” she yelped. Inwardly, she tried not to smirk. The man clutching his nose was stumbling still, making nasally gasping sounds. 

Amanda was hurrying around the counter, avoiding the two cops who’d fetched the towel from the ground again. 

“Hey—hey what’s your name!” Harry’s partner snapped. 

But Cora was already moving towards the door they’d abandoned. “Sorry, sir!” she said. “I didn’t see him.” She gave Amanda a knowing look. The young woman hid a smile. And then, she darted forward, opening the door for Cora. 

The two cops were now trying to move back around the counter, scowling at Cora. But as Cora stepped through the door, Amanda leaned in, whispering. “Brendan Clark.” 

Cora’s eyes widened, but she gave a quick nod of gratitude. But Amanda wasn’t done. She followed Cora out into the parking lot, still speaking quietly. As the door swung shut behind her, the cops moving now to push it open, Amanda rattled off. “He was the john. He left before she was found. But he’s dangerous.” 

“Where can I find Mr. Clark?” 

“Motorcycle club. Called the Red Tenants. Thanks. Bye.” Amanda ducked back through the door, temporarily blocking the cops, while Cora broke into a jog, hurrying around the side of the motel. The cops were shouting after her, but she had now broken into a dead sprint back towards her waiting vehicle. 

Brandon Clark of the Red Tenants motorcycle club. The john who’d seen Mindy the night she’d died. What were the chances he’d volunteer information willingly? 

Not high. 

Not high at all—which was a good thing she was doing this outside the bounds. 

She hastened towards the waiting vehicle behind the motel, not slowing until the keys were in the ignition and she was pulling rapidly past the dumpsters back onto the side street. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

 The sun was still high in the sky by the time Cora reached the Red Tenant. The club itself was situated on an old, worn intersection about a mile from town. The roads themselves were well-worn and cracked, suggesting that maintenance crews had never come through. 

Likely, they’d been scared or chased off by the clientele of the club. 

Loud music blared from inside the place, blasting out into the night. Cora’s type of music. Back in her heyday, she’d dated a couple of bikers. Had gotten in with exactly this sort of crowd, though she’d never known the Red Tenant club. The building looked old, but the sign looked new. 

A couple of men in leather were out front, chatting to a woman with more piercings and ear gauges than Cora had fingers. 

Cora pulled her car to a stop across the road, kicking up a cloud of dust. A lot of this town seemed to be seeped in dust. 

She pushed open the door, winced and waved a hand in front of her face, and then moved around the front of her vehicle, strolling past an empty lot to her right. A “for sale” sign had been vandalized with crude pictures and spray paint. Evidence of a couple other signs lay shattered on the ground, or—in one case—set on fire. 

Cora moved away from the side of the road, circled the front of her car, and marched across the street towards where the bikers were watching her with speculative expressions. 

She didn’t wave and didn’t smile. 

In a place like this, the friendlier one was, the worse it could get. 

Her jacket was in the car, allowing her tattoos to be displayed on her arms, as well as the bandage around her gunshot wound. 

Like an FBI badge, her look seemed to do it. The guys by the bikes nodded at her, but then returned to chatting with the lady in pink hair and ear gauges. This woman scowled at Cora, but it was likely more due to a spurt of jealousy than suspicion. 

Cora sauntered forward, her expression like stone, her hands tensed at her side. She’d even left her weapon back in the car. The last thing she wanted was anyone here to think of her as an undercover cop. 

She reached a grease-streaked door with decals littering the windows. Jammed into corners of the glass, on the inside, she spotted sketches from various tattoo artists displaying and advertising their craft. She spotted fliers and brochures from local bands and musicians from nearby states. 

As she shouldered the door and entered the bar, the heavy, screeching music grew louder. A voice started high, then rumbled into a guttural scream as he kept time with a flurry of fingers over the Ibanez guitar. She glanced at the small, wooden stage in the back of the room. Two men and two women were flailing about, long hair whipping one way and the other, fingers flying over their instruments. A guitar, a bass, some drums, and a pianist. One of the cymbals on the drum set—the high hat—had toppled, but the drummer didn’t care and continued to pound away, keeping pace with the other musicians. Sweat poured down his face, and he grinned widely. 

She glanced away towards the customers and patrons of the Red Tenant. Other figures in leather jackets and sketchy jeans littered the occasional piece of furniture: a mishmash of stools, chairs, and even a couple of recliners where tough-looking men were puffing contentedly on a bong, passing it back and forth. 

Two women were playing darts with a tall man. Another group of men, chains dangling from their necks, each of them boasting more ink than the last, were angled over a billiards table. By the looks of things, the table was on a slope, and every few seconds, the men would curse and have to replace the eight ball, which kept slipping down the felt, untouched. 

One of the men, eventually, snapped and pointed a thick finger, like a small kosh, at another man. “Cheat!” he bellowed. 

“It’s sloped, numbnuts!” the second man retorted. 

They started bickering, but both were wobbling and slurring their words too much for to cause any real damage if it came to blows. 

Cora turned to the bar. A few others were crowded around the counter, snatching at drinks or—in some cases—small trays of pretzels left on the other side of the counter. Peanut-butter stuffed pretzels by the look and faint odor of them. 

But the odor in general was far too intense from the rest of the bar, easily overpowering anything else. The fragrance of heavy proof alcohol and sweat lingered in the air. An impossibly tall man stood behind the bar, occasionally managing to span the entirety of the bar with one long lunge. She stared in some awe at the giant. His ears were oversized, perhaps as large as note cards. His nose was similarly shaped, and he looked Slavic. At seven feet tall, minimum, he easily drew the eye. 

Not a handsome man, by any means, but certainly an intimidating one. The large fellow was chuckling at something one of the customers had said and was giving them an extra ounce of something brown in a clear bottle. 

The big man pointed a stunningly long finger at another fellow across the counter. “Cut it,” the man snapped, and even with just those two words, his accent was apparent. 

Brendan Clark. That was what Amanda had said. Clark had been the john in the victim’s room right before she’d been killed. Cora hesitated, scanning the room. There were at least thirty patrons in total. Twenty of them men. 

She glanced again at the giant behind the counter, her stomach twisting. She offered a little prayer that this wasn’t Mr. Clark. The idea of trying to get a seven-foot behemoth to speak to her off the record was a venture in delusion. 

“Hey there, sweetie,” said a slurring voice. A hand landed on her arm. 

Cora turned slowly, looked at the hand, then looked up the arm, her eyes settling on the man behind her. Anyone sober might have seen the shark-like intensity in her gaze. But this guy, and his buddy, was too inebriated to notice much besides that she was a woman. 

And for some types, that was all the permission they needed. 

Cora resisted the urge to snap off one of those fingers. Instead, she took a step back, though it grated her to do so. She was here on a mission, though, and causing a scene wouldn’t help anyone. 

“Hey yourself,” she said. “Don’t touch me.” 

The man had long, curly hair. He was smirking at her, his eyes glinting. His friend was rounder and looked stupider. Though this title was clearly up for grabs between the duo. 

The bald man stood next to the long-haired fellow. The music had swelled, but now faded as the band on stage took their bows and accepted free drinks. The drummer was sucking on an olive off a toothpick. 

“So, what’s your name, sweetie,” said the guy again, his hand raising and touching her arm once more as if he simply couldn’t help himself. His finger stroked along the tattoo of a cobra. 

Cora sighed, resigning herself to the inevitable. She said, tight-lipped, “Let’s make a deal.” 

“Sure, sugar.” 

“First of all, please stop with the cutesie nicknames. I’m gagging. Secondly,” Cora said, glaring with dead eyes, “Which guy in here is Brendan Clark?” 

The big man with the big hair looked momentarily disappointed. “Ah, come on, sugar. Brendan doesn’t got what old uncle Rufie does.” 

Cora shook her head. “I don’t know what part of your mind just brought your uncle into this. But which one is Mr. Clark?” 

“Now, hang on. You said we were gonna make a deal.” He leaned in and burped in her face. 

She tensed, biting her lip, and also biting back a retort. She waved her hand in front of her face a couple of times, clearing the pungent odor. She then patted the man on the shoulder, resisting the urge to squeeze. She did, however, remove her fingers with a strong urge to get a tetanus shot. 

“Do you know which one Brandon is?” she asked, glancing at the bald one behind his big friend. 

“Yeah,” he said with a shrug. “But like we said—what’s in it for us, huh?” Both of them were encroaching now. Leaning in far too close. She glared between them, fingers rolling against her thigh.

“What do you have in mind?” she said in a playful voice. And again, a sober person might have realized it wasn’t playful coy, but playful sadistic. 

A part of her was looking forward to what came next. She didn’t enjoy causing pain...at least, not always. But something about the two men, the way they had swagged over as a duo, the way they kept touching her arm, and the way they were both ogling her made her guess that this wasn’t the first time they’d approached someone like this. 

In addition, because they were doing it so confidently, she didn’t doubt they’d been successful in prior excursions into predatory acts. 

It was conjecture, of course. Which was why they still had their testicles intact. But she was slowly losing patience. One thing could be said for Cora—she wasn’t the sort to sit idly by. She was now smiling at both figures, waiting patiently. 

“You know what,” said the baldy with a hiccup. More bad breath. 

The second made a thrusting motion with his hips, creating a V with his flabby hands. “Bet you Brandon ain’t packing, hon.” 

She nodded. “So, you’ll tell me where Brendan is, and I’ll take care of...that?” her eyes moved down, then up again, then quirked. 

Both men were now breathing heavily. Their eyes brightened and they chuckled. Cora said, “Deal. You first.” 

“No, no,” said the bald one, clicking his tongue. “How do we know you ain’t just gonna head off, huh?” 

The curly-haired man snorted. “What you think she gonna do, run? You ain’t gonna run, is you? Nah—you isn’t.” His hand clamped around her arm again, tugging insistently now. 

Cora allowed it for a second longer. “So, which one is Mr. Clark?” 

Both guys shrugged and then waved a hand towards the giant behind the bar. 

Cora sighed, feeling a sense of inevitability. Of course it was Goliath back there. “Thanks,” she said. “Now my turn.” 

One moment, she’d been standing still, allowing them to underestimate her. Cora knew full well that in any fight, most women came in with a physical disadvantage. It wasn’t like the movies with some leatherbound lass jumping one way or the other, high heels flying, fists following. 

No. The real advantage for someone physically smaller came two-fold. For one, she didn’t underestimate her opponents. The same couldn’t be said for most of them. 

For another, she never postured aggressively until it came to the violent part. It was always best to let an attacker feel in control until it was too late for them to realize otherwise. 

A surprise attack was the number one advantage Cora found in any altercation. 

But also, she’d been in the Navy long before the FBI. In law enforcement, they were often taught de-escalation. Minimal force necessary to subdue a suspect. 

But in the military? The exact opposite. If force was required, then it was designed to be used without hesitation or mercy to the fullest extent possible. 

And now, standing there, facing the two smirking goons, it was like clicking something into gear. One moment, docile, quiet, and motionless. 

The next, a blur of brutality. 

Her elbow found the first one’s neck. She didn’t go for bone, didn’t go for the chest—blows that he might have weathered. No mercy. Straight for the windpipe, elbow first. 

She hit twice, as well. Once with the elbow, the next with the palm of her hand. And as he gurgled, toppling, stunned, his eyes barely even registering what had happened, she brought her foot up hard, straight towards where his hands—still limply forming the V—rested. She caught him between the legs, deciding it was only proper that she fulfilled her end of the bargain. 

Wheezing, he collapsed. 

The bald man’s eyes bugged, staring at her. He was still mid-burp. 

It had all happened so fast that the curly-haired man’s friend hadn’t even had time to blink. Cora stepped back now. Again, refusing to underestimate even a drunk man. Knifes, hidden weapons—all of it. She hadn’t survived multiple tours by taking anyone lightly. Even a predatory drunkard. 

“I can provide the same deal for you,” she said softly. “Or are we good?” Her eyes blazed, and now, judging by his paling expression, he realized that he’d mistaken a shark for a minnow. 

He swallowed, slurred a quick mutter, and then bent over, poking at his fallen friend. The curly-haired guy lay in a quivering heap, clutching at his crotch and gasping for air. 

The music was starting again, and most of the bar hadn’t even noticed the altercation. A couple of figures in chairs nearby glanced over. One of the men puffing on a bong, sitting in a small cloud of smoke, was staring at them, but he looked more amused than outraged. He was nudging his friend and pointing towards where Cora stood over the biker. 

She took this as her cue. Instead of lingering, she turned, moving towards the bar. They’d both agreed on the source of this mission, after all. 

Both men had pointed towards the giant behind the counter.

The big man was still pouring drinks, smiling every now and then, or occasionally threatening anyone with bad behavior in the stools. 

    Cora walked away from the man on the ground while his friend tended to him. She didn’t look back. She approached the bar, leaning her elbows against the lacquered counter, eyeing Brendan Clark. If things got violent with a figure this large, she wouldn’t attempt to fight without a weapon. Some said that guns were the great equalizer. 

And while this was true, weapons could be found in all shapes and sizes in a place like this, if one only had the foresight and creativity to look. 

A new song was now gearing into full swing from the stage. More screamo, more drum solos. But Cora was tapping a hand against the counter. “Brendan!” she said, trying to shout over the clamor of the others gathered and over the sound of the rising music. “Hey! Clark!” she said, louder. 

She jostled past a couple of patrons who were too deep in their cups to notice. 

She waved a hand, trying to gain the giant’s attention. “Brendan!” she said, even louder. 

At last, he glanced over at her, frowning. He held up a finger. “Wait your turn.” 

She sighed, leaning forward on the bar. But the giant was ignoring her. He swept past her towards another group of customers, his lanky stride covering the distance in an instant. 

Cora watched him, taking in his posture and his physique. Not just out of a sense of intimidation, but also searching. Her eyes moved rapidly, checking knuckles and fingers. Checking the neck and near the eyes—where a victim might scratch and gouge in a desperate attempt to survive. 

But his fingers weren’t harmed. No cuts, no visible scrapes nor scratches. 

“What?” 

She glanced up from the giant’s knuckles to realize that he was now glaring down at her. 

She met his gaze. “You’re Brendan Clark?” 

He scowled. “Why are you mean-mugging me?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“You’ve been eyeballing me since you came over. What?” 

She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “I just came over.” 

“Yeah. So what?” he repeated a bit more testily now. 

Cora bit her lip, considering her options. A couple of other patrons were glancing towards her impatiently. Others were tapping their mugs or shot glasses against the counter. 

“I’ve got a couple questions for you,” Cora said simply. 

“What questions? What are you, a cop?” 

At this last word, a sort of silence spread around the bar, starting with the eye of the storm where Brendan and Cora faced each other, but then expanding in a ring of whispers. Cora shifted uncomfortably as she realized that most the patrons were now outright watching her or glancing in confusion, asking their neighbors what had been said. 

The giant made a motion towards the stage. No one responded, so the big man grabbed a bottle and chucked it at the singer. The glass smashed off the wall behind the head-windmilling musician who winced and flicked shards off his shoulders. 

The music stopped. 

A general hubbub of irritation spread through some of the other customers, sitting around the bar. A couple of voices began booing. Someone said, “That was my favorite song!” 

But now, eyes turned towards the man who’d chucked the bottle. Everyone seemed to be watching Cora and the giant. 

Brendan repeated, a bit louder, likely so everyone could hear. “Are you a cop?” 

Cora tucked her tongue inside her cheek, exhaling slowly, realizing that she’d set foot in the lion’s den without much in the way of backup. 

The bald man who was still nursing his friend back to health yelled out, “Look what she did to G!” 

A few more murmurs. Angry mutterings. 

A couple of snickers as well, though, from patrons who evidently didn’t think much of G. 

Cora pushed slowly away from the counter, taking a step back to give herself space on either side. A couple of the more interested bikers were rising from their stools and seats, moseying in her direction. Cora didn’t glance at them, didn’t want to spark anything off. 

But she’d come here for a reason, and she refused to leave without getting answers. 

She met Clark’s narrowed gaze beneath his jutting fringe, but his sheer size only further emphasized the man’s glare. 

“I’m here about Mindy,” Cora said simply. “I represent a friend, that’s all.” 

Clark slammed a glass on the counter, clear liquid sloshing over either side and spilling slowly past his fingers. “Didn’t ask,” he said simply, his tone a sneer. “I asked if you were a cop? You sound like a cop. You look like...well...you look like a snitch.” 

Cora frowned now. “I’m not. I’m not a cop either. I’m here on behalf of a friend. Mindy’s dead,” she said, her voice loud now, too, realizing that this was something of a battle for public opinion. And for the moment, he had all the advantages. She said, “Is it normally your habit to screw women then kill ‘em?” 

Now the giant’s eyes bugged. He swallowed faintly, and a flush crept into his cheeks, from equal parts embarrassment and anger. He was leaning forward now, his mitt-sized hands resting on the smooth counter, leaving stains of sweat against the lacquer. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, girl. Watch your mouth.” 

Cora shook her head. “Did you kill her?” 

The whispers were spreading again. Eyes narrowed, ears were open. Attention was darting between the two of them. Though she was all too aware that some of the larger men were still slinking in behind her. She pointed at one in particular, her voice turning suddenly hard. “Cut off my exit, and I’ll slit your throat.” 

The man froze, hesitant. Her words carried a bit more weight now, as occasional regard was also afforded to the man gasping on the ground. 

Cora kept an eye on the man behind her, nearest the door. For the moment, he’d hesitated, leaving her path unobstructed. She addressed Brendan, “Well? Did you?” 

The giant just shook his head, licking his lower lip with an enormous tongue. A slow growl crept into his voice like a caged lion preparing to leap anyway. 

And in this case, the cage wasn’t very tall. In fact, one of his legs would easily be able to cross over the counter between them in a single stride. 

But Cora kept her cool, only allowing another hesitant step back. 

This wasn’t like the movies. She had come here unarmed and was severely outnumbered. She wasn’t going to try and punch her way out, but by the look of things, she was going to have to improvise quickly. 

Questioning nicely had been plan A. Plan B was quite a bit riskier, but she was still determined to get what she’d come for. 

“I’m just asking,” Cora said slowly. “How late were you at the motel last night?” 

But now, Brandon had lost his temper. “Shut your mouth,” he snarled, tossing his leg over the counter and stepping towards her in one giant stride. His large hands extended like some zombie, reaching for her neck, though angled slightly downwards due to his sheer girth. 

Cora didn’t wait to see what he intended to do once he had hold of her. 

She moved, fast. Her hand found a bottle on the table, and she smashed it against the head of a man creeping up behind her. In the same motion, spinning at the hips, she drove the sharp glass into Brendan’s right palm, cutting deep. 

But she kept moving, releasing the bottle. The man she’d smashed was stumbling, and Clark screamed in pain, blood pouring down his hand where small, green shards bit into his skin. 

But three more men had closed in around her. One tried to punch—she ducked. The other kicked her in the knee, and she was forced to stumble back or risk letting the thing snap. 

This setback allowed the third to slap at her with a pool cue. 

The long stick scored a blow across the back of her head, sending her stumbling over the round table she’d snatched the bottle from. Her head was spinning, stars dancing across her vision as she collapsed on the ground, emitting a groaning sound. 

But she couldn’t stay there. On the slick, oily floor, inhaling scents like lemon pledge and upchuck, she kept moving, rolling on her bad shoulder, gasping in pain, but narrowly avoiding the stomping foot of the behemoth known as Brendan. 

She then surged up under a second table, using it as cover from a second swing of the pool cue. 

She snatched the cue from the man’s hand, but this cost her time, and two men grabbed her from behind, gripping her arms. One dug his finger into her injured shoulder. She yelled in pain and cracked the cue across his head. 

The thing splintered—the cue, not the head. 

And she kept moving. Now, with a jagged shard of wood, gasping and bleeding from her forehead where she’d collided with the table, she brandished her makeshift weapon, keeping others at bay. She scowled at anyone who crept close. Brendan was still plucking pieces of glass from his hand, but another man—near the counter—was reaching behind the bar. 

And that was when she realized that she’d brought a stick to a gunfight. 

She cursed as the man took aim with a Glock. “Get down!” the man screamed to his compatriots. 

But Cora was the one who reacted first. She flung the stick off to the side, through the air. A bullet hit the wood, sending it spinning, but she darted in the opposite direction, and then broke into a sprint towards the door, trying to jockey for a position to keep bikers between her and the bar. 

She hurtled over a table, and the glass window to her right smashed as bullets tore through. 

Pandemonium reigned behind her. The drummer even started playing again in excitement. The gunshots faded as she managed to reach the sidewalk. The three bikers she’d spotted earlier were staring as she raced past them. The woman with the ear gauges had the wherewithal to extend a foot and attempt to trip Cora. 

She managed to avoid the foot and sprinted across the street towards her car. 

Instincts kicked in, and she flung herself over the hood of her car, and down the other side, ducking for shelter as more bullets skipped off the road or sparked off the light pole behind her. Loud thunks suggested bullets were now slamming into the vehicle itself. Glass shattered as the window broke. 

The clamor from the bar continued, chasing out after her. Voices loudly called after her, enraged. 

But Cora slipped into the front of the car, stomach twisting, keeping low, hoping they didn’t see her now. The gunshots had ended, but now, lying flat on the car across the road, between the two seats, sliding over them towards the driver’s side, a shadow blocked out the sky. 

She glanced up and winced. 

A large man with a bleeding hand was staring down at her, his nose flaring, his lips twisted in a sneer. Cora cursed, keys half in the ignition. 

The two of them reacted simultaneously. Brendan went for the keys, intent on preventing her from fleeing. 

Cora went for Brendan. 

She let him grab the keys but had managed to pull her own gun from where she’d left it under the passenger seat. She shot the giant through his hand. The man howled, stumbling back. One hand smashed with glass, the other with a gunshot. 

His bartending hours were going to be cut short for a season. She pointed her weapon at Brendan, still keeping low since she’d lost track of the gunman. “Back!” she said, her voice a snarl. “Now!” 

Brendan’s eyes bugged, staring at her, but then darted to her weapon. He scowled, but she didn’t lower her weapon. Reluctantly, he stepped back. She used the keys, which had fallen in the front seat, now stained red with Brendan’s blood, and put the car in gear. 

She was going to have a hell of a time explaining the damage to her parents. Then again, his job was on their behalf anyway. 

Slowly, using her hand to accelerate and her other hand to keep gripping the weapon—along with the back of her head from where she lay prone over two seats—she navigated the vehicle up the road, increasing speed. 

It wasn’t until she’d put a good hundred feet between her and the bar that she finally sat upright, glancing in the rearview mirror as she sped up the old, dusty road, away from the intersection. 

A large group of men and women in leather, wearing scowls, were cursing after her, middle fingers raised. Many of them were now showing weapons. Knives, a couple bats, some chains. And at least two guns she hadn’t spotted before. 

Cora cursed, head low, and hastened away under the sunlight, deciding that Plan A had always been unlikely. 

But Plan B? No choice. 

Plan B it was. Cora wasn’t done yet. Not by a long shot. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

The return trip to the Red Tenant came about thirty minutes after the first venture. And this time, Cora came prepared. The red canister sitting on the passenger seat next to her was the key portion of Plan B. 

The scent of fuel lingered in her borrowed car. She winced as she moved down the street once more, slowly, not wanting to attract any attention until the time was ripe.

The blood stains on the seat, the bullets in the paneling, and the smashed front window would be second to the fuel odor now leeching into the car. But the damage was already done, and the best way to apologize to her father for the state of his vehicle was to come back with mission success. 

And so, she rolled up the road, and then turned off to the right, over a small curb, onto the dusty ground. Instead of parking opposite the club this time, she trundled along the side of the street closest to the large glass windows. 

A couple of mean-looking men were now outside the bar, leaning against a couple of the parked motorcycles. As she drove towards them, she slowly picked up pace. 

At last, the men looked up, spotting her. One of them cursed and dived to the side as she came barreling forward and slammed into the nearest motorcycle. The low-rider toppled, slamming into the next bike. Flame decals and skull paintings collapsed amidst shiny exhaust pipes, oversized seating, and all manner of vehicular badassery. 

But Cora was already surging from inside of the car, gun in hand, pointing at the two men who’d managed to jump out of the way. “Hands up,” she snapped. And this time, they didn’t mistake her for a minnow. 

Good thing, too, because Cora’s trigger finger was now itchy. An old adage on the force said: don’t aim unless you intend to shoot. 

It was a maxim she lived by. 

And now, she was snatching the red container from the front seat. She uncapped the thing, the scent of fuel wafting out, pungent to her nose. But she began pouring it on the toppled bikes, moving rapidly. She could hear voices inside the bar now, shouting, alerting each other. The two men with their hands in the air just glared as she doused their bikes. One of them cursed as she reached a bright, red machine with silver handlebars. But she poured the gas indiscriminately. Once she’d covered the vehicles, nearly twenty of them, she continued sloshing the gas until it was empty. 

By now, figures were emerging from the bar, cursing and hollering. Cora hopped back over the hood of her car, which she’d brought near enough to serve as a protective barrier. She kept her own gun trained on the nearest bikers, and they retreated back into the bar. 

Two of the men who’d displayed guns before were hiding behind the shattered front window, refusing to emerge. 

Now, only a brave few, two members from the metal band, and one of the figures who’d been smoking in the recliner, came to check on the ruckus. They stared in horror at their toppled bikes and inhaled the scent of fuel. 

“Nothing crazy now,” Cora said slowly, realizing what she’d just done was likely the very definition of it. “But keep your hands where I can see them, or it all goes up.” She waved a hand towards the motorcycles. 

One of the band members was scowling, scratching at his bandanna, his other hand holding something in his pocket. 

But a lookout, who’s hands were still reaching skyward, muttered, “Don’t. She gassed the bikes.” 

“More accurately,” Cora said slowly, “I poured fuel on them, and if I start firing something will ignite, and then it all turns to rubber and char. Got it?” 

Dark mutters were exchanged as if Cora had just talked about murdering puppies. She supposed to this lot, the claims were similar anyhow. 

But now, she called out, “Brendan! I really meant it when I said we needed to chat.” 

She waited impatiently, tapping her gun against the hood of the car. The warm sunlight above nipped at her skin. She shivered vaguely from a soft breeze, but also from her racing adrenaline. No cops had come, which meant no one in the bar had called them. 

Hardly a surprising development. This was going to be settled without the intervention of the locality’s boys in blue. 

After a few moments, she spotted an enormous silhouette through the remnants of the glass window which the gunman had shattered earlier. 

“I see you, Brendan!” she shouted from behind her makeshift barricade of her perforated sedan. “We just need to chat, that’s all!” 

Grumbling emitted from inside the bar. But then, a big head poked from behind the window, scowling at her from under a giant brow. The large nose poked out like a dorsal fin. The Slavic-looking seven-footer shouted, “What the hell?”

“Just trying to have a chat, big guy. I didn’t start this, but I sure as hell will finish it.” 

“This your blaze of glory, girl?” 

“Something like. Now,” she said, louder still, “I’m keeping an eye on the two gunners in there. Yup, you two. Yeah—the ones trying to hide their hands. I see you in there. If you twitch, I fire. And if any of us open up, the fumes probably catch, yeah? Then everything burns.”

More dark muttering and panicked looks. More than one member inside the bar was now retreating towards a back door, hastening away, deciding that this altercation was beyond their interest. 

Cora watched as they retreated but waited until they’d gone before clearing her throat and calling out again. “Now, there’s no reason we can’t be courteous, yeah?” 

“What’s the matter with you?” snapped the giant. 

She looked at him, waving a hand to clear the odor from the air. “Nothing,” she said slowly. “Well, nothing diagnosed.” She rolled her shoulder a bit and winced. “But I was shot recently and am not too keen on trying again. So why don’t we just talk, Brandon? If you didn’t kill Mindy, then you and I are on the same side.” 

“Yeah right.” 

“No, for real. I’m not a cop.” 

Brandon was still peeking that big nose from behind the shattered window. The two other thugs out front kept their hands skyward. One’s pants were slipping, but instead of risking a gunshot, he was leaning back against a wall, trying to use stucco for a belt. 

Cora ignored this. Her eyes were for the gunmen from earlier and Clark. 

“And what if I did kill Mindy?” snapped the giant. 

Cora considered this. “Well...then I guess I am trouble for you, Brendan. But I don’t have to be for the rest of the lot in there. See?” 

A long sigh of frustration. “Don’t burn the bikes,” Brendan said quickly. 

“Mhmm. Right. See, I didn’t want it to come to this. You’re the one who got aggressive.” 

“You broke the windpipe of my friend,” Brendan snapped. 

“It’s not broken. Probably. And you need better friends.” 

“I didn’t kill Mindy.”

Cora nodded in appreciation. At least this was some amount of progress. “Okay,” she called. “We’re getting somewhere. So, who did?” 

“How the hell should I know?” 

“You were there, Clark. You were seen.” 

“Yeah, apparently. Who told you?” 

“Little birdie. Now just help me here, Brendan. What did you see?” She leaned forward now, but still kept her hand tight on her weapon, her eyes attentive. 

The scene would have been strange to any passing motorist, but this outskirt intersection clearly wasn’t well-traveled. Someone, however, must have decided enough was enough. Because in the distance, Cora heard the sound of approaching sirens. 

“Those yours!” Brendan yelled. 

“Not mine. I’m not a cop,” she said testily. She thought of Brady’s warning about Malcolm looking into Florida. The last thing she could allow was to be caught causing mayhem at a biker bar. Saul would read her the riot. At least...if she wasn’t instantly thrown in the pen. 

Brendan was scowling still, but Cora didn’t flinch. In a game of chicken, she had less to lose than this lot. She’d never owned anything that mattered nearly as much as these bikes. Plus, the one person she’d cared most about had vanished years ago. 

No. Cora’s best strength, in many ways, was the cocoon of indifference she could wrap herself in. In a game of chicken there were only fringe success stories and cautionary tales. She intended to be the former. 

Deciding things were proceeding too slowly, Cora fired at the pavement. A bullet skipped off the ground. And some of the bikers cursed, clearly noting the sparks. 

“Whoops,” Cora said. “Wouldn’t want that to catch now, would we? Once the genie is out of the bottle, it’s gonna be a real bitch trying to jam that thing back in—”

“Holy hell, fine!” snapped the giant, raising his large hands. 

She winced, noticing both palms were heavily bandaged and resembled oven mitts. She didn’t comment on it, though, the white gauze around his palms serving as something of a white flag. She knew better than to taunt a surrendering foe.

Instead, she said, “So, what did you see?” 

The sirens in the distance continued to approach. For the moment, she didn’t spot the lights. But by the time she did, it would likely be too late. 

Brendan was shaking his head. He glanced at her, but also spared a couple of looks towards some of the other figures around him. Insistently, he said, “I did not kill Mindy.” 

“I believe that,” Cora said. 

“You do?” 

“Yeah, kinda. Mindy was killed by someone coming through a window. You were seen leaving the building the normal way. Besides, I think you’re too big to fit through that window.” 

“Well...well what the hell, then?”

“Just tell me what you saw!” Cora said in exasperation, gesturing with her gun towards the fuel-soaked bikes again. 

“Okay—okay! Man, shit. I didn’t have anything to do with it. I liked Mindy. Like for real!” The giant’s voice choked with emotion. “If I’d known someone was coming to hurt her, I woulda stayed and cracked their skulls.” 

“Sure. So, you’re saying you didn’t see anything?”

“Hell no. Nothing. At all. I got out because she asked me to. That’s it. Next, I heard was something happened. That’s it.” 

“Okay...that’s it?” 

“Hell, lady, I don’t know you. But this town isn’t nice to people like us!” 

“And by us, you mean Mindy and you?” 

“Hell yeah!” 

The proclamation was joined by muttered grumbling and nodding, which Cora allowed to run its course before saying, “How do you mean?” 

“You think Mindy’s the first hooker to get shot?” snapped the big man, ducking back out of sight for a moment. But he peeked around the shattered window again, and a large shoulder shrugged. “Hell, one of our own got got, not long before.” 

Now, Cora spotted the blue and red lights coming up the road, about a mile away. She winced, certain that lingering was a mistake. But her interest was piqued. Besides, if she drove off terrain, behind the bar and moved towards the rear road, then there was a chance she could get away without being seen. The cops were moving single file. Only two cars by the look of it so far. 

More would come, though. 

“What do you mean one of yours?” Cora said urgently. 

“I mean her name was Mary Sue. She got killed. Part of our club.” 

“When? Where?” 

“Around here. Like two weeks ago.” 

“Another prostitute?” 

“Hooker, yeah.” 

“So, two women were killed in the last two weeks?” 

“That’s what I’m saying, girlie. God damn, get away from our bikes, okay?” 

“What happened with that other case?” Cora insisted. 

The cops were now starting to turn up the street they were on. She winced. She needed to move. Fast. 

“Cops didn’t care,” sneered the big man, shooting an angry look towards the approaching vehicles. “Case got thrown out. No suspects.” 

“How was a case thrown out with no suspects!” she said urgently. 

“Hell if I know. Just saying what I heard.” 

Cora cursed. She wanted to ask more. Much more, but now the police were surging out of their cars, guns in hand, shouting and trying to control the scene. A couple of the men she’d had with their hands in the air took this chance to bolt, but the police hastily chased them down. Cora cursed, lowered her own weapon, and then hurried back into her sedan. 

She pulled away, backing up fast. 

Cops shouted after her to stop. But she’d removed the front license plate and muddied the back one. It would have to do. She dipped over the rough terrain behind the bar, hastily moving off towards the southern road. She knew the streets well enough to know which cornfield was closest. She’d already used a similar field to escape a SWAT team once before. 

But as she sped away, kicking up dust and scowling, no one gave pursuit. Undoubtedly, they’d decided the single woman wasn’t worth the chase. 

Being underestimated came with perks. 

And now, leaving the angered bikers and their fuel-soaked machines behind, she sped up, zipping back onto the southward road and hastening away from the scene of the crime. 

Her eyes kept darting to the rearview mirror, but no one was giving chase. She relaxed only after she’d reached the old farm roads, far enough away that the sirens had faded. There was no sound of other sirens and no glimpse of lights. But she knew that there were speed traps along this road, so she took an old farmer’s road that cut between two fields. A “DO NOT TRESPASS” sign disappeared in her wake in a cloud of dust. 

Now, as she moved between tall cornfields, breathing quickly, her mind was spinning along with the wheels of her parents’ junker. 

Two victims. Not one. 

Mindy, and whoever this Mary Sue was. Both of them hookers. Both of them in the same locality. And, according to Mr. Clark, Mary Sue’s case was also neglected by the police. 

What was going on with the cops in these parts? 

One thing felt certain, she needed to find out. 

And the best place to figure out why a case might have been thrown out or, at the very least suppressed, would be the one place that she very much wanted to avoid. 

The courthouse. 

At least she wasn’t headed there in cuffs. 

She shook her head, spilling back out onto a parallel road and turning up the street. She glanced at the sun. The courthouse would be open for another couple hours. 

She wrinkled her nose, all too aware that she still smelled of fuel. But there was no time for hesitation. Something foul was afoot in Briarwood. The small, West Virginian town was beginning to stink worse than the fumes seeped into her clothing. 

Two women were dead because of it. Cora could only hope that she would figure out what had happened, and put a stop to it, before more bodies dropped. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Cora had put her jacket back on and was now leaning over an entirely different counter. The same lacquer, though, and the same hostility. 

The woman behind the counter had crossed her arms in a manner very similar to Mr. Clark. Her version of accouterments involved small, round golden earrings, a neat, green blouse, a smooth skirt, and a look of supercilious condescension. 

Her upturned nose and glare didn’t help the look. 

Cora kept her own expression pleasant. 

Well...she didn’t frown. 

...She didn’t frown much. 

Now, she was clicking her fingers impatiently, and saying, “What do you mean those files are sealed? What about the Freedom of Information Act?” 

The woman behind the counter sighed, shaking her head. “I told you already, this courthouse is under the purview of Judge Winchester. And according to the judge, there’s a two-month holding period on rendered decisions before accessible to the media.” 

Cora shook her head, standing upright now. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken. I’m not media.” 

“Oh? So, what are you?”

“A concerned citizen. I want to know about Mary Sue’s trial.” 

“You don’t even have a last name!” 

“Yeah, but you know which case I’m talking about!” Cora retorted in exasperation. 

The woman sealed her lips, her disapproving look turning severe again. “Would you like me to fetch the county clerk? Maybe the DA’s assistant?” 

“Sure,” said Cora. “And bring the judge. What was his name? Winchester?” 

The woman pressed her lips again. “I was being facetious.” 

“I don’t know what that word means,” Cora said back, her face creased in a scowl. “But how come this office is tossing cases, hmm? Was it because she was a whore? Is that it? What do you think happens if the media does get hold of that?” 

“Excuse me, Marge, what’s this?” 

Cora and the woman behind the counter both turned. A man wearing a navy suit was standing under bright lights near an office stairwell. The man had a folder tucked under one arm and was glancing between them wearing a disapproving frown. 

He was a very handsome man with piercing blue eyes and a jaw like a model. 

“Who are you?” Cora said now. 

“Pardon me?” 

“You—who are.” She said, wondering if rearranging the words might clear things up. 

The handsome man glanced past her at the woman behind the counter. “Marge—do we need security?” The woman was nodding, and Cora’s fondness for Marge hit all-time lows. 

Instead, she said, “I’m here to talk about the case of the dead prostitute two weeks ago. Mary Sue? The lawyer handling the case, it was you, right?” she said. She didn’t hesitate and instead added a note of accusation to it. 

The handsome man scowled. “No, ma’am. I’m the DA. That case was handled by Carper.” 

Marge was shaking her head quickly, but Cora logged this information. “And Ms. Carper,” said Cora, “where can I speak with her?” 

“He,” said the DA testily, “is indisposed. He’s heading home early. Now—is that all, Ms...” He trailed off, allowing her to fill in the blank. 

She didn’t. Instead, Cora glanced down the hall the man had come from. It was worth a shot, she decided. Heading home early meant he wasn’t home already. 

Cora shook her head. “I’m Carper’s new fiancée,” she said, waving dismissively. “He forgot his lunch.” 

She hastened past the two figures who were now both frowning after her. “Excuse me. Miss? Miss!” But she hurried down the stairs the DA had come from, wondering if maybe the reason he knew Carper’s evening plans was because the two had just been in vicinity with one another. 

She heard the DA above her snapping. “Marge, phone security, please.” 

But Cora took the stairs two at a time. She reached the bottom, glanced along office numbers written on the wall. No names, though. She grimaced, pushed through an opaque door, and marched forward as if she belonged, very much in the same way she had back in the bar. 

This time, though, the weapons available to the patrons were of a far more devious variety. Certain sorts handled their own business. Knife or bullet or fist...They handled it. Other sorts used cops to do it. 

Cora knew which one was scarier to handle. There was always an end to what a thug might fling at her. But there was no end to the number of cops that might fall into a hunt. 

Now, a few figures were moving in office doors. Six doors lined the hall. A few open. A few closed. One of the doors at the far end bore the name: Carper. 

She glanced into the opposite door, forcing an extra large smile. “Excuse me, miss, where’s my husband?” She glanced towards the opaque door. 

The woman looked up, startled from where she’d been bent over a desk, fountain pen in hand. “Umm...Sorry?” 

“Where is Carper?” 

“William?” 

“Yeah, him.” 

“Oh...ummm. I believe he’s in the rest—sorry, who are you again?” 

Rest. Room? 

Cora nodded in gratitude and began moving again. She glanced down the hall, spotting a couple of burly men in security uniforms stepping into the hallway. She winced and sidestepped down an adjoining corridor. An arrow directed her to the men’s room. 

She picked up her pace, following the white arrow and coming to an open, tiled entry, like a gym’s bathroom, and she entered quickly. 

No shouts. No sound of pursuit. For the moment, she went unnoticed. 

She glanced around, her eyes moving along the white-tiled walls beneath blue marble. 

A man was finishing up at a urinal. He zipped up, turned, and gave her a highly speculative look. He snatched a briefcase on the ground and moved to hurry past her. “Carper?” she said. 

But he didn’t show recognition, instead he shouldered past her and moved on. 

Her gaze landed on a bathroom stall. There was a flushing sound, and then the stall opened. A figure emerged, approaching the sink, pumping soap, and humming to himself. The man had a briefcase, with the initials WC in silver. 

She smirked at the irony but approached William Carper. 

Cora knew she’d have to be quick, since security was still looking for her. If she was cornered in a bathroom with no windows, chances of escape would be minimal. 

The shadow of Deputy Director Matthew Ogden still lingered over everything she did. 

Cora tapped on the counter as water splashed into the sink and the humming lawyer flicked his fingers, discarding droplets of moisture. He glanced at her, still smiling, then did a quick double-take, frowning. 

“Er, excuse me,” said Carper, looking embarrassed. 

He was a small man, and yet his nose was similar in size to Brandon Clark’s. He had a pinched face and a dark combover. His jacket was open and revealed an impressive slim form that hinted at a runner’s physique. 

At least she wouldn’t have to go about chasing the man. 

“Excuse me,” she said slowly, “Mr. Carper?” 

“I—do I know you?” 

“No. I want to ask you about Mary Sue’s case.” Direct, to the point. No time for niceties. 

He stared at her, then shook his head. “Sorry, I don’t know what you mean.” He tried to step past her, so flustered that he almost forgot his briefcase. Cora moved, though, intercepting him. 

“Excuse me!” he exclaimed. 

“You’re excused,” she shot back. 

He huffed. “Sorry, do I know you?” he repeated more firmly. 

But Cora again shook her head. She stood blocking the exit, feet at shoulder width on the tiled floor. “I don’t mean to alarm you, Mr. Carper. Unless you had something to do with Mary Sue and Mindy’s deaths. In which case I might put a pen in your eye.” She said it slowly, carefully. 

He blinked at this last part. “Umm...excuse me? SECURI—”

She darted in fast, hand clapping over his mouth as he tried to scream, pushing him back against the sinks and holding him in place. She frowned, giving a quick shake of her head. “No, sir. Don’t do that.” 

He was gasping heavily now, panic in his eyes. He struggled, trying to bite at her hand. When that didn’t work, he licked it. 

“Gross!” she said, pulling her hand back. 

He inhaled to scream again, so she pushed her finger against his throat. She didn’t hit him, nor even strike. Just a quick push of a thumb to the windpipe where the collar met the throat. He gagged and lost his breath. 

“Stop,” she said in a quizzical tone rather than out of anger. She gave a shake of her head. “Please.  I just need you to tell me about Mary Sue.” 

“Who?” But his eyes betrayed the deception. 

She clicked her tongue, shaking her head. “No, sir. The case was thrown out. The cops here in Briarwood didn’t follow up. Why?” 

“I...I don’t know...” He was glancing over her shoulder, but her view of the large mirrors above the sinks proved that, so far, no one had come looking for her. 

She said, “I was just told by the DA that you were working the case, yes?” 

He blinked wildly, swallowing, his tongue darting out like a frog’s wetting his lips nervously. At last, he let out a leaking sound. “O-ooooh. You mean that case?” 

She snorted. “Yes.” 

“Mary Sue wasn’t her real name.” 

“What was her name?” 

“Miriam Rivers.” 

“Right,” Cora said. “I don’t care about the name. I care about the case. Why was it thrown out? Who was implicated?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“You don’t have a case unless you have a suspect. Who was it?” 

He was stammering now, sweating profusely, and reaching up to wipe at his forehead with quick motions. He winced whenever he shook his head, clearly struggling to figure out what to do next. 

Cora just waited for the preamble to end. She said, “Sir, I would like to do this the nice way. I don’t know if you’re involved, so I won’t hurt you. Yet. But look...I know your name. I know how to follow people. I know how to break into houses and bypass security. You must have a nice house, yes? A lawyer like you? Big money, isn’t that right?” 

He was turning red. 

She continued. “And so, if I have to come back and visit later, at night, when the two of us have a bit more privacy, I can’t promise I’ll be so gentle. Especially if I find out you killed those women.” 

“I didn’t!” 

“No...No. I guess it’s unlikely. But if you’re covering for them, or if you’re involved in—”

 “I’m not!” he said, the panic evident in his eyes. “I was the one who wanted to proceed with the case. Judge Winchester threw it out!”

“Why?” she said testily, leaning against the counter and still surveying the mirrors. No one had arrived behind her yet. 

He let out a long breath, closed his eyes and then pursed his lips. “I d...d…don’t need this!” he snapped. “I—the judge doesn’t even like me.”

“William, what are you talking about?” 

“God dammit. The judge’s son was implicated. Is that clear enough for you, madam? Herman Winchester. It wasn’t an airtight case, not by any means...” 

“No, don’t backpedal. Stick with me here, William. So, you were going to bring charges against the judge’s son, but he threw it out? Seems a little bit like a conflict of interest, no?” 

“The DA is a friend of his. The state has minimal oversight. Half the police force...” he trailed off. 

“Half the police force, what?” 

He shook his head. “Nothing. I don’t know. I’m just...just saying...” 

But at that point, his eyes brightened, and Cora glanced in the mirror. Two large men in blue uniforms had appeared in the door. Both of them had their hands on their holsters and were scowling at her. Cora winced, muttered, “Mind if I borrow this?” 

“I—what!” 

She snatched the briefcase and flung it at the nearest security guard. Then, she feinted for the second, and he stumbled back, but instead of striking, she bolted between the two of them. She raced back into the hall, arms pumping, realizing now that she was kicking over hornets’ nests, poking bears and somehow expecting to make it out without getting hurt. 

Still, she hurtled recklessly through the building, racing away from the scene. The guards shouted after her. Other figures were screaming. Cora grimaced as she hurtled towards the back entrance, following “EXIT” signs. 

Hardly a subtle entrance and extraction. 

But she’d got a name. Still...the more she got up to, the more likely someone was going to recognize her who was local. A lot of these career types were transplants. At least that was a benefit. 

She hit a metal door, pushing the arm. It opened and an alarm began to ring. 

“Great,” she muttered beneath her breath. 

She hadn’t taken the car this time, deciding that a bullet riddled vehicle would prove difficult to hide outside a courthouse. Now, she moved between two alleys. Sirens were wailing again. 

This, she decided, was beginning to turn into something of a routine for her. 

She muttered darkly, picking up the pace, moving along the walkway and breaking across the street towards the small bagel shop set on the open road. 

She didn’t stop moving until she’d crossed two parking lots, through a suburban backyard and onto a jogger’s path. 

Again, her knowledge of the area helped. 

Now on the path, inhaling and exhaling rapidly, Cora kept shooting looks over her shoulder. No pursuit. She dropped her gaze and continued jogging as she passed another runner heading in the opposite direction. 

The jogger smiled at Cora, giving a little wave. Cora winced, trying to smile back. 

She pretended like she was out for an afternoon run, but her mind was the fastest part of her. Running over what the lawyer had said. 

The judge’s son was somehow involved. The judge too? If he’d thrown the case out, then perhaps...Cora cursed, considering her options. If corruption was involved, then the son was only a pawn. 

Yes...yes. The only choice then would be to confront the judge himself. 

“Shit,” she muttered to herself, scattering pine needles off the path as she hastened under low-hanging boughs. She continued forward, breathing heavily, and realizing that if she wanted to do this right, she was going to need some help. 

Her fingers tapped against her phone. Brady had banned her from contacting him. But she didn’t need eyes in the sky. Otherwise, Johnny, her old SEAL buddy might have been the best option. 

But no, she needed boots on the ground. 

She slowed now, and pausing near a park bench, breathing heavily, she listened to the pleasant silence, a momentary respite. 

And then, she reached a decision. She couldn’t involve anyone she liked. It was too dangerous for that. 

But someone she didn’t like who she had dirt on? 

The perfect opportunity. She allowed herself a humorless smirk and pulled her phone from her pocket, placing a call that she knew wouldn’t be received with welcome. 

Either way, though, if she really was going to do this, she needed to know everything she could about Judge Winchester. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Donna Lee trembled, frozen in place, trying not to cry. Dry tears cooled her cheeks, but weeping wouldn’t help her here. She knelt in the dirt on the side of the road. Lights cut through the evening from the dark SUV. 

The rest stop was a poorly traveled one. Rarely used. 

And now, the three men surrounded her, glaring. “Do your job, get in, get out—nobody gets hurt,” one of the men was saying from behind his dark mask, his voice cracking like a whip. Each phrase peeled off from the others and delivered with severity. 

The woman wiped tears, staring at the black bag on the ground. “I—what if I’m caught?” she whispered. 

Two of the men snorted. The one with the whip-like voice said, “Who the hell is going to catch you? Hmm? Don’t worry about that. Worry about us.” 

Her fingers shook horribly, reaching for the bag, trembling as she gripped a long, black strap. She knew that she was in too deep to back out now. But the fear settled on her like a dark cloak. 

“So, this is the plan, right,” one of the other men said. “Make the delivery. Bundle the bills. And bring it back. If even a single dollar is out of place...” he pointed his gun at her head. 

“No—No I swear!” she said, her voice a squeak. 

The third man, who hadn’t spoken, was smiling. This was the man she was most frightened of. The other two were in this for the money. That much was obvious. Greed in their eyes. She even thought, despite the ski mask, that she recognized the one in the middle. 

But the bearded man off to the left, the quiet one? He was smiling whenever he heard fear in her voice. As if he enjoyed it. She shivered, suddenly—in a very strange way—grateful that the two other men were there. And armed. 

She knew men like the quiet one. Knew sadists. In her line of work, those were the ones girls were most frightened of. They warned each other. Passed around names, pictures, and license plates to be avoided. But when working, it wasn’t always possible to catch everything. 

Eventually, despite their best efforts, a girl was picked up by the wrong type. 

And that was when they made the news. 

“You know what we do to whores who don’t listen, huh?” said the quiet one now. His voice was strangely high pitched. He’d made no effort to conceal his bright, orange beard. He spoke in a nasally voice, too, as if his nose was plugged. 

She shook her head. “I won’t...I promise. I’ll do it!” She snatched the duffel bag and pushed to her feet, her knees caked in mud. 

Behind her, the trees watched, dispassionately. The old road passing along the rest stop was empty. A few portable latrines had toppled off to one side, abandoned near overgrown holes that had once been dug but left unfinished. 

The area smelled of urine.

The man with the lilting voice, though, was grinning again. He moved towards the back of the SUV. “Maybe, maybe she doesn’t get it,” he said in a singsong voice. “Maybe we should show her.” 

The two other men stood to the side, both grim-faced, neither saying anything. A look was passed between the one with the whip-like voice and his henchman. Both of them, she’d noticed, also seemed uncomfortable with the sadist. 

But they didn’t intervene. Didn’t intrude. 

All of them were bad men.

Evil, she knew, came in different sizes. 

The door to the SUV was opened. The tinted windows had concealed anything within. Now, she could hear the sound of whimpering. Crying. A faint, shaking voice. The man with the beard reached into the back, making a mocking, shushing sound. He struggled for a moment, trying to grab the arm of the person in the vehicle, and then he pulled her out, nearly yanking her arm from its socket. 

He flung this newcomer onto the ground by Donna’s feet. 

And instantly, Donna recognized this newcomer. “Julie?” she whispered, her voice hoarse. 

Julie was crying though, shivering on the ground. She shook her head, desperate. “I didn’t mean to!” she was protesting. “I—I just couldn’t help it, man. I got most of it. I did!” 

But now the bearded sadist was clicking his tongue. His fingers were in Julie’s hair, holding tight so she couldn’t run. 

“Cut it out,” said the henchman. “Just get it done.” 

The sadist sneered at this but shrugged. He looked at Donna and said, “Cross us, and you’re next. That clear?” And then he pulled a gun from his waistband. He pointed it, waiting for Julie to see. Again, more than anything, he seemed to enjoy her terror. 

And then he fired twice. 

She collapsed on the ground, dead, and Donna held back a scream. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“I mean...what the hell, Shields?” Gabriel Finch said, crammed in the back seat of his own truck and glaring at her in the rearview mirror. 

Cora ignored him. She pointed down the street. “That the house?”

“I don’t know! I’m guessing here. Dammit—just...I thought you said you’d leave me alone.” 

Cora frowned. She turned back, looking over the seat. “When did I say that?” 

“After I helped you at the hotel!” 

She snorted. “I mean...barely helped. You were awful.” 

“I’m not Hollywood! I’m West Virginia. I’m not supposed to—” 

“Okay, okay,” she said quickly. She turned back to peer through the windshield, her eyes on the largest home settled at the far side of the cul-de-sac. “I’m not trying to get you in trouble, Gabe. Think of this as penance.” 

Finch blinked. “Er...penance for what, Father Shields?”

“Harhar. Just...you know. Don’t be an ass. Sit in the truck and wait for me before driving off.” 

He snorted, momentarily looking amused at the thought of driving away without her and leaving her stranded. She frowned, glaring at him. “You know what, on second thought...” She yanked the keys out of the ignition and pocketed them. 

“Hey!” he yelped. “What the hell? Why am I here if you’re just taking my keys!” 

“Needed a car they wouldn’t recognize.” 

“They? They who? Wait, I thought you said this was an ex-boyfriend’s house.” 

Cora shrugged. “I mean...I’m sure Judge Winchester is someone’s ex.” 

Gabe stared at her, his eyes flashing in the dark. A combination of hazel and green, his gaze fixated on her. He reached up, adjusting the flat cap he’d chosen to wear again. He shrugged his broad shoulders, sitting cramped as he was in the back seat. “You think I’m stupid, then? Just bait to be used?” 

Cora hesitated, considering this comment. 

“I mean, alright, whatever. I’m not getting out of the truck.” 

Cora nodded, smiling happily. She slipped from the front seat and patted the tall man on the arm. “I don’t expect you too,” she said firmly. “Just stay put, and do as you’re told.” 

Gabriel descended into a series of dark mutterings, but she didn’t pay much attention to this. Cora shut the door behind her, keeping the keys in her pocket. She hesitated, though, as they jingled. The whole point of bringing a getaway driver was to have someone maneuverable and prepared to dash at a moment’s notice. She didn’t want to find herself in a situation where either of them was rummaging around for the keys waiting to start the truck.

She gave a frustrated sigh, muttering, “it’s impossible to find good help these days.” She said it loud enough for him to hear. And then she tapped on the window, opened the door, and tossed the keys where he sat in the back. “Be ready. If you hear me calling for you, come running.”

“I assume you don’t mean literally.”

“Just…” She trailed off, biting back more than one scathing retort that had occurred to her.

She slammed the door again and marched off in the direction of the judge’s house. A combination of searching online and a quick text to her old buddy, Johnny, had conjured the address for the Winchester residence easily enough.

Part of her felt guilty about reaching out to Johnny for more information without so much as a hello. But the two of them had a vibrant history that was often best left without discussion.

Now, she circled around the back of the nearest house, keeping to the tree line and glancing towards the windows. She wasn’t sure if it was customary in a small town to put security outside of judge’s house. She guessed that if threats had been made, this would be the case, and she wondered if her comments back at the courthouse would be construed as threats. Then again, would Carper sell her out?

It wasn’t as if he had any loyalty to her, but he had squawked like a canary. If anyone was in trouble, it would be him. She doubted in a place like this, as close knit and tightly wound as the small town was, that it would be smiled upon to be found talking to a stranger in the courthouse restrooms. Especially implicating the judge and his son.

She hadn’t had a chance to discuss with Carper exactly in what way the judge’s son was involved.

But at the end of the day, the reason she had come to the senior Winchester’s house, instead of his boy’s, was because this man was the one who had cost the case. If, for some reason, the corruption went through from top to bottom, then it would mean the judge was a good place to start.

She considered her time in Westville, only weeks ago. A string of kidnappings had rocked the small town. And in the end, it had come back to corruption. But at the time, it had been a small sheriff’s office, and nothing to do with the judge.

She shivered, wondering exactly what it was that she had gotten herself into.

A dog was barking in the backyard of the house she passed, and she stayed low, amidst the tree line, avoiding eye contact with the beast through the chain-link fence.

The barking continued, and she hoped the tenants would likely assume it was some woodland critter.  

Now, she walked up behind the large home, which Johnny had said belonged to the judge. In part, she hoped the information had proved accurate. She was beginning to suspect, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on why, that time was of the essence in this case. Already, two women were dead.

She frowned, hopping the fence into the backyard of the judge’s house. A bright, blue pool illuminated by circling lights reflected the sparkle of the water.

No dog in this backyard. She moved towards a bright orange patio, taking the stairs slowly, keeping an eye out for any sensors or cameras.

She spotted one camera by the garage, facing the pool. But this one was easy enough to avoid. Sticking to the shadows and hopping over the rail next to the pool instead of taking the stairs halfway up the patio, she was forced to reach up, snag the edge of the wooden armrest, and pull herself over. She dropped onto the deck at the top.

Now, the two-story deck served to obscure her from another camera. This one below her, facing towards the driveway. A third camera settled above the glass doors which served as the culmination of the redwood deck.

She sighed, looking through the dark glass. No movement, no outcry, no suggestion that anyone had seen her. She hopped onto the rail, and began moving quickly, stepping one foot after the other, reaching the corner, and hopping off onto the roof.

No cameras on the chimney. An oversight. Cora always advised people to have three layers of security. And, if possible, a fourth. People could burrow in.

But she supposed for a small-town judge, this would do. She moved along the roof, glancing down until she avoided the camera. She then dropped onto a ledge, leading into a window. She tried the window. Locked, and it wouldn’t slide up. She moved along to the next window. Like this, keeping a lookout, to make sure no errant dog walker spotted her, she moved around the fringe of the roof, checking each window as she passed. Finally, she reached one that had given.

With a burst of excitement, she began to pry this open, pulling the window up. She listened for a moment, again, trying to tell if anyone had heard her.

But again, she was confronted only by silence.

She slipped through the window, but paused, glancing towards the street. Her heart skipped. A police car was parked in the alley halfway up a driveway, under the basketball hoop, facing the street. She spotted two shapes inside the vehicle, eyes on the road.

Clearly, she wasn’t as alone as she had hoped.

Cora shivered, slipped back through the window, and pulled it slowly shut with a click.

Then she turned. She found herself in an office. Stationary, envelopes, and letters littered the surface of the large oak desk. A bright yellow letter opener settled next to one of the envelopes. The paper was blank.

She frowned, vaguely thinking of the love letters that Gabriel Finch had found the night of her sister’s disappearance.

She shook her head and began to move faster, out of the study and into a long hall. She spotted more cameras down the hall, angled towards a staircase. Rather than serving as a deterrent, she used them as breadcrumbs. The cameras were arranged in a way to protect the room at the far end of the hall. The room was closed.

Bingo.

She hesitated, frowning at the camera. There wasn’t any good way past it. She could disable it manually, of course. But she didn’t even know where the feed went. To the judge’s own device? Back to a police station? The last thing she wanted was to entice the two cops below to come join them.

She sighed in frustration, and then decided to try things the old-fashioned way.

Fast and dirty.

She moved along the wall, reached up, and with a quick tap, redirected the camera. And then she darted under it.

Hardly a very technologically savvy way to bypass the camera’s line of sight, but on the other hand, she wasn’t here to earn accolades for execution. This wasn’t a test, gauging her infiltration skills.

Sometimes, the best one could do was dirty and quick.

She moved to the door. She tried the handle. Locked. Figures, she thought.

She considered her options. On the one hand, she had managed to move quietly up to this point. On the other hand, whoever was lurking behind that door likely had a notification about the camera being moved. If not, someone was notifying the police. In the very best eventuality, it would take some time for someone to realize what had happened. And so, she threw caution to the wind.

Foot up, fast. She smashed the door. Wood splintered and flung inwards.

Cora followed quickly, with the rapid, staccato burst of footsteps. She emerged in the judge’s bedroom.

She knew it was the judge’s bedroom, because a man was sitting up in a bed, staring at her, wide-eyed.

His hand was scrambling towards his nightstand.

“Don’t!” she snapped. She raised her own weapon, pointing it at the man’s head. “Judge Winchester?”

He didn’t look confused. He just stared at her, blinking sleep from his eyes.

“Are you Judge Winchester?” She demanded.

He gaped at her, shaking his head, scowling. “You don’t know who you’re messing with,” he said, summoning all forms of false bravado. But Cora could see right through it. The man’s hands were shaking. The one that had been reaching for the nightstand went still.

She kept her gun pointed at his head. He was an overweight man, who had chosen to sleep in a nightshirt. He had large eyes, oversized for his face, almost like a cartoon character.

His double chin wagged as he shook his head, trying to sit up more, rocking back against the headboard, and causing the bed to creak, the springs and wood protesting the motion.

She kept her gun pointed squarely at him. “Get out of the bed,” she snapped. 

He said, “Do you know who I am?”

“I just said, Judge Winchester.”

He blinked, struggling, it seemed, to make sense of this.

She waved the gun some more and said, “I won’t ask again.”

Sneering, he said, “if you know who I am, you know you’re making a mistake.”

She shot his headboard. Wood chips spat against his cheek, and he suddenly turned pale. He glared at the headboard, then back at her. And then, with an air of supreme, wounded dignity, he pushed out of the bed, and approached slowly, still scowling.

She gestured at him to come near.

He seemed reluctant, but he didn’t have a choice. His nightshirt gave way to pajama bottoms. A mismatch of different evening wear. The pajama bottoms had stencils of black bears on them. The nightshirt was plain, pale, and drifted past his ample hips.

The large man was still scowling, but her gun kept him quiet. He opened his mouth to speak, but she tapped a finger against her lips and shook her head.

He went still.

She was listening now, trying to decide if anyone below had heard her.

If the police had seen the camera move, undoubtedly, they would come for her. If they hadn’t yet, eventually someone would. Or worse, someone would notify the police outside and send backup.

No, she couldn’t risk the mistake she had made in the bathroom. She couldn’t allow the interrogation to be cut short. Which meant, she had to make a rash decision.

Gabriel Finch would not be happy about it. If he had decided to drive away without her, she would have to find another way to hoof it. But for now, she had to operate as if all pieces were still in play.

Staying here wasn’t an option. The police would come. Which meant she had to take him someplace else. Not to the truck, that was too risky to cross the road. She glanced back out in the hall, towards the large windows overlooking the back. The woods beyond the house would be a good spot to have a quiet conversation.

She reached a decision.

“Grab your slippers, come quick,” she said quickly.

The judge hesitated again, but he nervously shot a look towards the bullet in his bed frame and sighed. He said, “My shoes are downstairs.”

He had an unctuous way of talking, as if the words were slipping from his tongue. She instantly found that she didn’t like him.

But on the other hand, he also wasn’t stupid. “No, just the slippers. You’re coming with me.”

It would be harder for him to try to run away in the woods wearing slippers.

He gave her another vengeful look, but fell into step, preceding her out the door. She kept her distance, not because she was worried that he might be able to disarm her, but because she was worried that he would try, which meant she would have to shoot him. And for now, she didn’t know if he stood guilty of anything except for procedural nepotism.

Then again, considering the two dead women helped to calm any burgeoning conscience. Her adrenaline was pumping.

Her phone was on silent. Gabriel Finch was waiting in the truck. For now, the only two figures that mattered were the judge and Cora.

She led him down the stairs, the camera above them facing towards the ceiling now. She moved towards the sliding glass door. She paused long enough to push away the camera pointing at the backyard. Again, if the first one hadn’t alerted someone that something was awry, this one would. But for now, she wasn’t trying to do this unnoticed. In a way, if there were other people involved in whatever this was, stirring the hornet’s nest might unearth something interesting.

But for now, she had the tiger by the tail, and she needed to make sure that she didn’t lose her grip.

She led the judge past the pool. He was moving slowly, and so she risked a prod in the back.

She heard the sound of his front door being opened and then closed.

“They know you’re here,” the judge said, scornfully. “Let me go now while you have a chance to get away.”

Cora didn’t say a thing but kept jabbing him with the gun.

She led him over the fence, though it took some doing, due to his heft. He landed on the other side with a grunt. She hopped the thing in one leap, landing next to him. And then she kept the gun pressed against his ribs and prodded him towards the woods.

As he stared at the trees, the darkness, and the branches overhead, reaching out like the arms of some embracing guardian, he went still, shivering faintly. “Why?” He said slowly.

“Go, now.”

He swallowed hesitantly, his large features turning red, and those wide eyes blinking in the dark.

She gave him a push, and he reluctantly allowed her to take him into the woods.

For the moment, there were no sirens. There was no shouting. She was unnoticed, at least momentarily. If cops came screeching down the street, she hoped Gabriel Finch had the wherewithal to reposition in a place that he didn’t look suspicious.

But that was part of the reason they had parked so far away.

She knew these woods; not well, but they were close enough to her family’s home. Occasionally, when she had been younger, she had visited the old bridge with friends. In fact, she couldn’t be sure, but she wondered if this was the same place where Gabriel Finch had met with Cora’s sister. Was this where he had found the strange love letters?

Focus. Cora tried to force her mind back to the task at hand.

She continued to prod, guide, and shepherd the judge through the trees. The slippers made it difficult to traverse the rough terrain, as they kept catching on roots or tripping on detritus. The scent of petrichor lingered in the air, and the sound of rustling leaves assuaged Cora.

But it was a false peace. The promise of something that didn’t exist.

“Are you going to kill me?” The judge said now, tight-lipped.

She wondered how it must feel to be in his bedclothes, exposed, wearing slippers, and feeling helpless. A man who was used to sitting on a bench, holding a gavel, and using his words to decide the fate of men likely wasn’t very fond of being prodded with a gun. As much as Cora wanted to feel bad for him, the idea that he had let his own son get away with murder, out of some misguided sense of loyalty, made it difficult for her to think of anything except for Mindy.

“There, the bridge,” she said sharply.

The old, arcing, white stone structure looked different than she remembered. A small bridge, on a now, overgrown bike path. The bridge was worn, and parts of the railing were missing. It was about twenty feet above a gully. Instead of a stream, now, a bed of mud and some discarded beer bottles scattered the ground beneath the bridge twenty feet below.

She prodded the judge into the center of the bridge, keeping her gun pressed against his chest.

Now, standing on the bridge, she pushed the judge back, forcing him until he was sitting on the rough, crumbling wall, and then she pushed her gun against his chest until he was leaning back precariously.

He swallowed, stammering, “Wait, what do you want?”

She didn’t push him, of course, and she wasn’t here to kill him, just to scare him. She asked, “what happened to Mary Sue?”

“Who?”

“That’s the name the prostitute went by who your son killed.”

He gaped at her. “What are you talking about?”

But she shook her head and said, “No, don’t try that. Tell me the truth. What happened to the case?”

His eyes were moving side to side rapidly, as if trying to make sense of what she was saying. His tongue darted out and continued to dab at his lips. He gave a desperate little shake of his head. “Are you talking about the case I threw out for lack of evidence?”

“Lack of evidence? That’s not what the lawyer said.”

The judge’s eyes narrowed. “Which lawyer?”

She didn’t say, but instead replied with, “You don’t think your son being involved may have had something to do with it?” She waved her gun about like a conductor’s wand.

But the judge was frozen in place, unnerved. “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. Are you sure my son was involved?”

Cora stared at him, and then she said, slowly, “I understand why you might think I’m stupid. But let’s try it this way; assume I’m stupid enough to believe you. And assume I’m so unhinged that out of frustration I might shoot you in the knee.”

Again, his face paled. And again, she prodded at him, and he leaned back, precariously, swallowing as he glanced over the edge at the muddy fall below.

Cora said, her voice firm, “What’s going on in Briarwood?”

The judge hesitated, his mouth opening and closing, his fingers scrabbling against the rock behind him looking for purchase and discarding small pebbles, which dislodged from cracks in the fading structure and tumbled twenty feet to embed in the mud below.

He stammered a couple times, shaking his head. He said, “I don’t know who you think you are, but I don’t answer to you.”

It was a non-answer. The sort of answer someone gave when they knew they didn’t have anything better to say.

Her scowl was out in full force now. She kept her gun pointed at his chest, and took a step back, leaning against the opposite side of the bridge. She kept her eyes tracking the paths that led to them, but they were alone, far enough into the woods that no one would find them.

She said, “Your son was involved with the prostitute, wasn’t he?”

He shook his head adamantly.

“Then why did they want to bring charges against him?”

“You’re flying blind. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“That’s very possible,” she said, slowly. She lowered her gun a bit, and he seemed to relax, leaning forward, and no longer tipping precariously over the edge of the bridge. She kept her weapon pointed at the ground, leaned back, and studied the man. The night was quickly fading to complete darkness, and the moon was high in the sky but creeping behind cloud cover. The judge kept shifting nervously where he leaned against the bridge.

Cora watched him, speculative and motionless. She didn’t know what it was about the man that bothered her the most. There was something in his tone and something in his eyes. A desperation there, a desire to find something to say, some way out.

She said, “Think of me as your judge, Judge,” she said slowly. “Present the evidence. Why did they bring a charge against you son?”

“It wasn’t him,” the judge snapped.

“I don’t believe you.

“It’s true!”

“You just threw the case out. Discarded it.”

“Because I knew it wasn’t him.”

Cora lunged forward now, angry again, yelling, “How could you possibly know it wasn’t him?” She demanded.

He yelped, staring at the gun, his wide eyes bugging even larger. “Because,” he stammered.

“Give me a reason, Judge!”

Cora wasn’t sure where this would end. Of course, she had no intention of killing the man. On the other hand, she couldn’t do things the way she was used to. Hands tied, bureaucratic tape in the way, this was the only path forward. The man wasn’t acting like an innocent person. There was guilt in those eyes. On top of it, the way he was stammering, fearful—these weren’t the reactions of someone with nothing to hide.

Of course, the gun in his face likely wasn’t helping very much.

But on the other hand, Cora knew that she was treading a dangerous line. Her parents sat in pews and hummed hymns but hoped others would come along and do the bad things in the dark. They had asked her to find out what had happened to Mindy. They had asked her to get to the bottom of it. And as much as she wanted to blame them for it, she couldn’t.

The small part of her that was aware, despite the pain in her shoulder, the pain from her scars, and the pain in her chest, knew with a niggling certainty that this was what she was built to do.

She was a bloodhound, and when she caught a scent, she refused to relinquish it. This man, the man quivering on the bridge, was not an innocent man.

Then again, who was?

She leaned forward, yelling now, her voice shaking beneath the trees, exploding in the man’s face as she leaned so close that the warmth from her breath pressed against his skin. She could see the sweat beading on his forehead and could count the pores on his nose.

“Tell me what happened? How do you know your son isn’t involved? What did he do? Did he kill her? Did you help him?”

A vague, momentary hesitation. The judge tried to cover just as quickly. But it wasn’t quick enough. She stared at him, frowning. Her voice dropped in volume. “Wait, you were involved?”

He stammered, shaking his head. “No,” he protested.

“Don’t lie to me. You were. Weren’t you? Is that how you know your son didn’t do it? Your son couldn’t have killed her because you did?”

It was a wild accusation, and she knew it. Nothing more than a fishing expedition. But on the other hand, if she didn’t try fishing, she wasn’t going to catch anything. And the idea of having any more loud outbursts wasn’t advisable. The louder she was, the easier it would be for the police to find her and narrow in.

For a moment, she went quiet, listening and breathing heavily, her hand tight on her weapon, her stance one of defiance.

But there were no distant sounds. She vaguely thought perhaps she heard a siren, but it was so far away that it might have been an ambulance. Something else. Besides, she realized she was in too deep to back out now.

The judge was shaking horribly. Cora said, “Why don’t we call your son?” She nodded. “Yes, let’s do that. What’s his number?”

“Wait, no, don’t get him involved. He had nothing to do with it. He didn’t know.”

Cora had her phone out now, raising it to her cheek. “His number,” she snapped. 

But the judge was pale, and any sign of defiance was gone. He just looked scared: trembling, shaking, leaning back against the wall, and staring at her with reproach in his gaze. “Please,” he said, and the words seemed incredibly foreign to his lips.

“Tell me what happened? Or we’ll call your son, and he can tell us.”

She knew it was a low blow to include the man’s child. But clearly the only thing that seemed to matter to him was his progeny. 

And now the man was shaking horribly. He said, with a faint gasp, “He didn’t know. He wasn’t there. It was at his house, but that was it.”

Now they were getting somewhere.

“What was at his house?”

The judge was shaking, and the recalcitrance had returned to his eyes. This was not going to be an easy man to break. Then again, she wasn’t intent on breaking him. She said, “Tell me what happened. We don’t have to involve your son. He can stay out of this, completely untouched.”

She slipped her phone back into her pocket.

“Who are you?” The judge said, his voice rattling. “They sent you, didn’t they?”

She had no idea who this they were, but he was talking, so she didn’t deny it.

He stared at her phone, as if it was some lifeline, or perhaps a weapon even more dangerous than the gun she held.

He closed his eyes and reached up, massaging the bridge of his nose. “I knew he was at work during those hours. I thought it would be a safe place.”

“A safe place for what?”

The judge sobbed. A sudden break in the façade. His anger depleted rapidly. But as if furious that he had sobbed, the rage returned just as quickly. The man was at war with himself, more than her. He was now rocking back, leaning against the wall, in a precarious position. He stared at her, “His house. It was at his house, but he didn’t know. I swear it. I would swear on a stack of bibles.”

“All right, so let’s say that your son didn’t know. What didn’t he know?” She hesitated, and then she snorted. “You were involved with the prostitute? Were you dipping your wick?”

“Nothing like that,” he said quickly. “I was involved. But it wasn’t like that. You have to make sure he knows that it wasn’t like that.”

Cora frowned. She didn’t like the sound of this. As if he had suddenly resigned himself to his fate. And what fate was that?

She stared at him, shaking her head slowly. “Here, step towards me.”

He did not.

He stared at her, furious, sad, and ashamed. “Tell him I didn’t know. When I got involved, I didn’t know.”

“Get away from the wall,” she said quickly.

“Please,” he said, his voice trembling. He stared at her phone, shaking. “Maybe if you would only let me call…” He trailed off, closed his eyes, the vision of a miserable man. He sniffed and then said, softly, “Maybe not. Maybe this is for the best.”

Cora’s heart pounded. She felt a flicker of fear. She could see the resignation in his eyes. Could see the intention, but she was too far back. She lunged forward and then the judge threw himself backwards.

She yelled, but he tumbled, headfirst, twenty feet.

She didn’t need to hear the crunch, the thud, to know the result.

She leaned over the stone wall. Thick portions of brick dislodged, shaking, and then smaller stones tumbled past from where they had been loosed from their berth.

Cora stared, motionless, her hands against the wall, peering down at the figure in the gully. His neck snapped; his full weight brought down on his head.

He wasn’t moving. He wasn’t breathing.

“Shit,” she muttered to herself. “Dammit,” she said, feeling her blood pump faster.

She glanced through the woods, staring. An abduction, where she got the judge to speak against his own interest, would have given her leverage. Enough leverage, perhaps, that he might not have come after her. But a dead judge?

She cursed again, twisting her hand against her weapon and wishing she had reacted faster. But there was nothing for it, her breath came rapidly, and now, a sudden panic set in. It was one thing to be faced by a suspect, and another thing entirely to be standing alone in the woods next to a dead body. Every creak of a branch, every rustle of leaves made her think of police dogs and men in uniform moving through the dark.

She shook off the sudden cloud and forced herself to focus. She turned back at the bridge and moved hastily. As she ran, she placed a call.

She had to execute. The emotions could be saved for later. She had caused this. It was no good denying it. It was no good pretending that she felt some huge wave of guilt.

A man was dead. But he was dead because she had confronted him.

What did he mean, though? He was involved, but not in the way she thought. The most obvious connotation was that he wasn’t sleeping with the prostitute. But how else could he have been involved?

She frowned, breaking into a jog, phone pressed to her cheek, willing the line to connect, her heart racing rapidly.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Cora could feel Gabriel Finch watching her out of the corner of his eye where he drummed his fingers against the steering wheel. They faced the small shed where they had met earlier, and Cora had the front door open, her leg braced against it. Fifteen miles from the judge’s house. Now, she could hear sirens every few minutes.

Gabriel was ashen faced and he studied her, her silhouette illuminated by the headlights reflecting off the windows of the shed. “What did you do?” He asked.

“Nothing. Nothing, at all.” She winced. And then said, “Nothing you can be implicated in.”

“Implicated? What did you do?” He repeated, more fervently this time.

But she was staring out the windshield, watching the shed. The large trees around her seemed like camouflage. Part of her wanted to hide in the woods and never emerge again.

She hadn’t intended for the man to kill himself. But then again, she had killed before. There was something different about pointing a gun and pulling the trigger. She knew it was wrong, but it felt more natural, and it felt more appropriate. If that was such a word to be used when describing death. But to scare a man so badly that he took his own life? In such a blunt, savage fashion?

It felt wrong, somehow.

She sighed and glanced at Gabriel. “Thanks for not driving away.”

He looked her dead in the eyes. “I appreciate that,” he said in the stiff voice of a man struggling to keep it together. “But you should know that I wanted to. I definitely would have, but I was scared that you would find me and kill me.” He nodded once and gave a big sigh as if he had managed to get something off his chest that had been weighing him down.

Cora rolled her eyes. She grimaced at the pain in her shoulder. Not just from the recent case in Florida but older wounds. Battle scars. Pain that stuck with her and leached into the bones. Pain that she had so often convinced herself had to be medicated, because if not, she would go insane. But now, she was finding that there were other things that served as medication. Things beyond drugs and drink.

She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Dammit,” she muttered.

At least Gabriel was no longer asking what she had dragged him into.

“Why would a judge kill himself?” she said, quietly.

For a moment, she wished she hadn’t said it out loud. But on the other hand, Gabriel Finch would find out what had happened soon enough. Besides, the more involved he felt, the less likely it was that he would report to the police. That was what had happened with Rose, wasn’t it? Gabe had been too scared to bring those letters to the cops.

Some of the guilt she was feeling towards him faded at this memory. He was still on her shit list.

“What do you mean?” Gabriel said slowly.

“Exactly what I said.”

“Did you kill someone?”

“No. Weren’t you listening to the question?”

“Did someone kill themselves?”

Cora shrugged. The look on her face must’ve told him all he needed to know.

Gabriel shoved open the truck door, and for a moment, she thought he was making a bid for freedom, but then he bent over, gasping and retching at the ground. After a few grunts, he straightened, breathing heavily, and stared out at the woods, clearly deciding that he didn’t want to see her.

She didn’t blame him. But also, she was on a mission. Compassion would have to wait.

“Are you okay?” she said, trying to keep her tone cold.

Gabe looked back at her, pulling off his cap and fanning himself. “Dear God,” he muttered. “What did you drag me into? I knew I shouldn’t have picked up that call. I knew it.”

Cora said, “Someone has been killing women. Mindy was about Rose’s age. Or, at least, the age Rose would have been.”

She said it matter-of-factly, carefully. Gabriel glanced at her, wide-eyed.

“For all we know, whoever’s been killing these women was the same person who killed my sister.”

He gazed at her, a reproachful look in his eyes. “We don’t know that she’s dead.” He was still fanning himself with his newsboy cap.

She watched him and nodded slowly. “You really did care for Rose, didn’t you?” And with the words, a slow breeze came through the front of the vehicle.

Now it was his turn to shrug. He was still pale and was still shaking his head in horror. “I can’t believe you killed someone.”

“I didn’t kill him,” she said firmly. “Judge Winchester, you know the name?”

“No. Should I? Is he the next guy on your hit list?”

“Funny. Listen, what you know about the cops in Briarwood?”

“Nothing. What? Why should I?”

“The cop at the motel knew you.”

He waved a hand dismissively, snorting, as if nothing could be less inconsequential. “We once went to the same school. That was it. I don’t know him. Barely liked the guy.”

“I’m not gonna come after you if you liked the dude. I’m not going around killing cops. Just so we’re clear.”

His shoulders sagged in relief. He said, “Thank God. Wait, are you just saying that? Are you actually going around killing cops? Oh hell no.”

With a wobbly step, he tried to push out of the car. She grabbed his shoulder and pulled him.

Again, she was reminded of just how strong he was. And for the moment, her gun was still in her waistband. If he had wanted, he could have started a fight. But Gabe didn’t exactly strike her as the fighting sort.

He sighed, his large chest rising and falling, his sturdy shoulders slumping in his seat. He replaced his newsboy cap to his head, but tilted it, as if to hide his eyes. “The cops around here, they’re just cops. I don’t know much. I try to avoid them. I’m jittery when it comes to law enforcement.”

“You’re kind of jittery in general.”

He scowled at her, and she smirked back. Again, she felt a surge of compassion. She wanted to pity him. Wanted to apologize. Wanted even to pat him on the back and let him know that it was all going to be okay. Even though this last part could easily be a lie. She didn’t know. If she was being honest, she was flying by the seat of her pants.

But that was what had gotten her in trouble at the FBI, wasn’t it? Not speaking with her partner. And though Gabriel Finch was a far cry from Saul Brady—and was most likely going to try and turn her in when she wasn’t looking—she still felt partially responsible for his despondency.

“Look,” she said slowly, “it’s going to be…Just…Fine.”

He looked at her, his eyes wide, and he swallowed. “Really? That was your rousing speech. That was awful.”

She snorted, pushing out of the car and waving a hand. “Just buck up and shut up. I’m trying to think.”

He called after her, “What’s the part about the dead judge? He killed himself—you’re sure of that?”

Cora nodded, pacing back and forth, pine needles crunching under her footsteps.

“He was involved,” she said slowly, “but I don’t even know what he was involved in. He seemed scared of someone. Or something. He seemed to think that someone had sent me.”

“Did someone send you?”

She shook her head. “Well, probably not who he was thinking of.” She pictured her parents and their quaint kitchen. She doubted anyone would react in fear to a man in flannel and a woman who made biscuits like it was her business. 

Cora paced back and forth with increasing tempo and shook her head. “If Winchester was scared enough to off himself, that means others have to be involved, right?”

Gabe, who was watching her from the front of the car said, “How do you figure that?”

“It’s the only thing that makes sense. You don’t run from a problem if it isn’t there. But if you know a predator is on your heels, you might take the less painful way out.”

“I mean, do you really think the police force is corrupt?”

“Who said anything about the police force being corrupt?”

“You did. You keep bringing up cops. You seem to think that they’re in on it, so are they?”

Cora shook her head. “I don’t know. I didn’t say the cops were corrupt, I just said I’m pulling on threads.”

“You did not say that.”

“You know what I mean.”

They both sighed simultaneously, glaring at one another.

Cora tapped her fingers against her thighs, and then said, “Is there something about the police I should know about?”

“I mean, it might not be anything, but things did start going downhill after the last elections.”

“Did you get a new police chief or something?”

“Yeah. The Doyles.”

“Tell me if I’m wrong, but Doyles is plural, right?”

“The first thing Chief Doyle did was hire his brothers. Or I guess I mean promote them. They were already on the force, but nobody knew them.”

“How many brothers?”

“Three, including the chief.”

“And when was this?”

“Maybe four years ago.”

“I see, and you were telling me you didn’t know anything about the cops?”

He flung his hands out and leaned back in exasperation. “What do you want from me; this isn’t exactly my wheelhouse, Cora.”

She felt another jolt of sympathy for the man. She had to hand it to him. Under the circumstances, he was doing admirably.

She said, “All right, well, I should head back home and let my parents know that I’m not dead. It will give me a chance to see if they know anything about the Doyles.”

“You’re not just going to take my word for it?” He said, sarcastically, clearly reading between the lines.

This was exactly what she meant. Gabe had all sorts of reasons to cause trouble for her. But if her parents could verify that trouble had started when the new chief was installed, it would give her a new direction. For now, though, she wanted to stay low. The judge was dead. The cops were out in droves. And another, smaller part of her wanted to make sure that her parents were okay. She had been traipsing along and was now realizing that this was far too close to home. If for some reason this got back to the farmhouse, and heavens forbid caused problems, she would never forgive herself.

She said, “I need you to drop me off.”

Gabriel just shook his head. He muttered something, but not loud enough for her to hear.

She slipped into the passenger seat, and Gabriel Finch pulled out of the driveway, moved back up the road, and headed in the direction of her family’s home.




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

The first sign that something was amiss was the unmarked sedan parked outside her parents’ home. Cora walked slowly down the driveway. She glanced over her shoulder, where Gabriel was speeding away, his headlights flashing across the road under the night sky. She had asked him to drop her off at the start of the driveway to avoid any unfortunate questions from her parents.

But now, as she approached the house, moving quickly, she felt something like a lead weight settle in her stomach.

She stared at the parked car, heart hammering. Those were government plates, weren’t they?

For a horrible moment, she thought that she recognized that car. She took the stairs up to the ranch house with quick motions.

She pushed open the door, calling out, “Mom, Dad, are you okay?”

And then she went quiet, going suddenly still. Two men were sitting in the entryway, hands crossed over their legs, both of them on the bench by the door. As she entered, her heart went cold.

One of the men she didn’t recognize. But he was federal, that much was clear, all the way from his neat, pressed black suit at night to the pocket protector with a nondescript logo.

Not to mention the way he was preferring his right hip, giving him access to the gun on his left side.

For the moment, the jacket covered the weapon, but her eyes trailed over to the second figure.

This man she recognized instantly, and it made her blood go cold.

“Hello Cora,” said Deputy Director Malcolm Ogden. The man who had been making her life hell. The same man that Agent Brady had warned her about. According to Brady, Ogden had been investigating Florida. But according to eyewitness testimony, he had decided to come to West Virginia.

She stared at him, and he smiled back. But the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. He had the same spray tan that she remembered and features which were neither attractive nor ugly. Neutral, tailor designed features intended to be as unobtrusive as possible. The features of a politician, which, of course, had always been the man’s ambition. It wasn’t thinly veiled. His parents, hotshot lawyers or something similar, had paid his way into his position. And they would continue to pay his way until he was governor.

Cora had lost most of her interest in the man when he had tried to have her fired. He was the one who had hired a private investigator to take photos of her purchasing less-than legal goods. He was the one who had gone to the director, doing everything he could to get her kicked out.

And he had succeeded.

Ogden stood to his feet, slowly, and she resisted the urge to rabbit punch him in the throat.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded, making no effort to sound polite. Then, louder, she said, “Mom? Are you okay?”

A friendly face poked out from the kitchen, a forced smile on those lips. “Cora, I didn’t know you were going to have friends over,” said Mrs. Shields, carefully.

Cora glanced at her mother, giving her the once over. “Are you okay?” Cora said, ignoring the agents.

Her mother gave a quick nod, her curls bouncing.

“Where’s Dad?”

“Oh, you know how he can get later at night. He went to bed. And I apologized to our guests. I didn’t mean to be a rude host. But we do have work in the morning.”

Cora’s mother was forcing a smile now, doing her best to be polite. Cora released a sigh of frustration, and she tried rapidly to perceive what she had gotten her family into.

“We don’t mean to bother you, Cora,” said Malcolm, turning to her.

“You can call me Ms. Shields,” Cora shot back, scowling.

“All right, then, Ms. Shields. We apologize for the late nature of the call, but we just got into this small, lovely town.” Another smile that had nothing to do with the reality in the man’s gaze. “But I hope you understand. We took the trip all the way out here to talk to you.”

Cora’s stomach tensed. This wasn’t about the judge. It couldn’t be. It was about Florida. Again, she pictured the gun battle with the Russian thugs in the nightclub.

A ship had blown up. Things had gone haywire.

“I’m not sure if I’m going to be any help,” Cora said, her expression stony. “Maybe you should come back some other time, maybe in the morning.”

Deputy Ogden shrugged once and smoothed the front of his already smooth suit. “Maybe that would be best. But I do have some questions for you. I want to make sure you’re going to be here tomorrow, just so we don’t waste the trip.”

He gave a smile, and again it didn’t quite meet his eyes.

Cora shrugged. She said, “I’m not going anywhere. Retirement suits me.”

“Retirement. Right. Say, you weren’t down south at any point recently, were you?”

Cora shrugged. She gave a quick look at her mother. She knew her parents wouldn’t lie to federals. She was pretty sure that her mother wouldn’t lie to anyone. At least, not intentionally. But on the other hand, her mother often saw politeness as the battery that kept things running. And sometimes, she could be so polite that she occasionally left details out.

Cora tried to think back. Had she told her parents where she had been? Had her parents told Ogden she’d been absent the previous week?

She kept her expression impassive, like a poker player. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Cora said. “I’ve been around here. Mostly.”

Malcolm nodded. He adjusted his sleeves and said, in that smarmy voice of his, “And when you haven’t been around here?”

She just shrugged. “Like I said, maybe we should talk in the morning.”

Ogden gave a thin-lipped smile. He said, “Well, it’s good to see you. I wanted to set eyes on you myself. You’re an elusive person, Cora Shields.”

She didn’t smile and didn’t speak. Instead, she took a step to the door and gestured towards it.

Her mother was watching the whole exchange nervously. The discomfort was etched across the wrinkles around the woman’s eyes.

The two FBI agents gave nods towards Mrs. Shields, and then they brushed past Cora.

She frowned as each of them passed, part of her willing one of them to bump into her or give her an excuse to lash out.

But this would only make things worse. So, she stayed still, trying not to glare too much.

And then, the two FBI agents descended the porch steps, and she shut the door before they could look back. She stood facing the closed door, listening to the sound of an engine. And then the car trundled back up the driveway.

Cora’s mother stared at her. “What was that?”

“Nothing. It’s fine.”

“Cora, please. He said you might be in trouble.”

“What did you tell him?”

“Nothing. I offered him food. He said he wanted to wait for you. I didn’t know what to do. Was he really FBI?”

“He was, but he doesn’t deserve the awe in your voice. He’s the worst type. You didn’t tell him or say anything about…” Cora trailed off. She wasn’t sure how to phrase it. By asking the question, it would bring the thoughts to the forefront of her mother’s mind. She decided it was perhaps best left unsaid. She changed tact.

“Look, forget about him. Forget about them. If they show up again, don’t let them in. Is Dad really sleeping?”

“No. He was annoyed by them and went to bed to read. He kept the door cracked in case I needed him.”

Cora nodded. “All right.”

“This isn’t my fault, is it?”

“What?”

“Was this my fault?” Her mother said, her voice shaking. “I didn’t mean to cause you any trouble, Cora. I promise you that.”

Cora protested, “Absolutely not. This has nothing to do with…” She trailed off. “Anything.”

Thankfully, Cora guessed that news of the judge’s death wouldn’t have reached any of the media stations yet. That conversation was going to be very awkward if her parents ever suspected that she had anything to do with it.

So instead, she said, “Look, I need you to listen closely. “The Doyles. Chief Doyle. He has two brothers. What can you tell me about them?”

She watched her mother’s face closely, wondering if Gabriel had given her bad advice. But then, a look of recognition dawned in her mother’s eyes. The woman put a hand to her mouth and gave a little gasp. “You know what,” the woman said. “That’s exactly when everything started going strange. The Doyles. Yes. I’ve only seen them a couple of times. Normally they’re not on patrol or anything like that. Is that what it’s called? Patrol.”

“Yes. Perfect. So, you think they’re shady characters?”

Cora’s mother, who attempted not to say a bad word about anyone, shook her head quickly. “Oh, no, I wouldn’t say anything like that, Dear.”

“But you don’t think they’re necessarily conducting themselves up to appropriate standards?” Cora said, using office speak to at least get her mother to nudge one way or the other.

Mrs. Shields huffed, but then said, “I guess they could do better. Yes, that’s a good way to say it. But I’m sure the Lord loves them.”

Cora said, “I’m sure. Well, say good night to Dad. Lock the doors. And trust me, don’t let them back in. They’re nobody. Up to nothing.”

“Where are you going?”

Cora hesitated, then said, “I just have some business to settle. I’ll be back. Don’t worry about me.”

“It’s so late. By the way, where’s the car?”

Cora winced. “About that. I’m still looking into that thing. You know, the thing you asked me about.”

“Mindy?”

Cora flinched. Perhaps it was just paranoia, but with Malcolm Ogden, she could never be sure if they were being listened to. She gave a quick shrug and a shake of her head, then moved on from the name. “I was wondering if I could borrow Dad’s work car.”

“Of course.” But then her mother hesitated. She glanced back towards the door and bit her lip.

Cora wheedled, “You know how he gets when he’s reading. You don’t want to interrupt him. Besides, it’s for a good cause.” She smiled, but then cranked the wattage down, hoping she wasn’t just being manipulative.

Her mother nodded carefully and said, “We both loved Mindy. Yes. The keys are on the hook. Just bring it back with a full tank of gas. Please, Cora, be safe. I would never forgive myself if something happened to you because of me.”

Cora leaned in, giving her mother a quick hug. She allowed the sensation to linger for a moment. She smiled, vaguely. There was something comforting about just resting against her mother, their cheeks grazing but it was over far too quick.

She gave her mother a comforting pat on the arm and then said, “I’ll be fine. I’m not going to do anything too stupid.”

Of course, this wasn’t true. But there was no point worrying her mother about it.

Cora turned, hurrying now, pausing to snatch the keys from the dish, and then opening the door. The FBI car was gone. She glanced towards the garage, and then double-timed down the stairs. Her mother confirmed Gabriel Finch’s suspicion.

The judge had killed himself. People were distrustful of the cops. And Chief Doyle had promoted his brothers. If the corruption went that deep, things were about to get dicey.

She glanced back towards her mother, smiling sweetly as the door closed. Mrs. Shields gave a fluttering wave, a look of concern across her features. But once the door shut, Cora hastened over to the side of the porch, ducked, and snatched the hidden weapon she had stowed there. For what came next, she would need to be armed.




 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Her father’s work car was in immaculate condition even though it was at least fifteen years old and a brand of vehicle she didn’t see much. She wasn’t sure they still made them. But it was exactly the sort of thing she might have expected from her father. A couple of rolled up newspapers in the back of the seat. And besides that, everything pristine, clean, and neat. There was even a newspaper in the glove compartment.

There was no smell. No fake rubber. No new car scent. No dangling foam pine trees from the mirror.

Just clean.

She felt a surge of guilt at the thought of what might happen if she brought the car back looking like the last one. She was still going to have to figure out what to do with the last one. Then again, Johnny still owed her money for the Florida job. Hopefully, she could get the repairs with the sparse cash.

Now, Cora peered across the road, watching the front of the police station. She glanced at her phone, studying the face of Chief Doyle. His brothers looked similar enough that she wondered if they were twins. Though one of them had a ponytail, and the other had a big red beard.

It was the red beard that she spotted leaving the police station late at night. For nearly an hour, she had been watching. It was well past midnight now, and in the dead of night, she hadn’t been sure if she would catch anything.

But patience often paid off.

And while she hadn’t managed to snag the chief, she supposed a younger brother would do. She watched as he hopped into his car, gunned the engine, the red brake lights flashing, and then pulled out of the parking lot. And then she fell in behind, following.

She kept her distance, not wanting to alarm the man.

She watched as he picked up pace, blowing through a stop sign, and then a red light.

Her eyes narrowed. Never a good sign when a cop broke the ordinances in his own jurisdiction.

She blew through the stop sign as well.

The man was going fast, and clearly not in the mood to check for a tail. He wasn’t heading towards the judge’s house, though, which meant he had an itinerary of his own to keep.

It was hard to disguise the tail, seeing as there were no other cars in the late-night streets.

Cora kept her window down, and wondered, somewhat hopefully, if the sheer tidiness of her father’s car might remove it from suspicion. And then he stopped, pulling over to the side of the road sharply.

The man was rummaging through a post box, leaning out the front window.

She stared and watched as he pulled a large black duffel bag from inside the post box. He glanced over his shoulder, and for a moment, she thought that he might have spotted her. The red beard swished back into the front of the car, though, and he continued up the road at the same pace.

Maybe she was just being paranoid. Maybe he hadn’t seen anything.

But what had that black bag been?

She frowned, and continued the pursuit, even though she knew the risk was only increasing.  

He was taking them out of town, though, moving swiftly now, not bothering to keep within the speed limit. As he picked up the pace, Cora was forced to make a decision. If she kept following, the chances of being made were high. 

She flicked off her headlights, pretending to pull onto an old farm road, but then at the last minute, she kept to the same highway. 

Without the headlights, she hoped it would give her some camouflage. And then, she watched as the cop pulled off the road and up a long, winding driveway. She pulled over, watching through the orchard trees. 

A large, dilapidated house, undoubtedly slated for demolition, occupied the far end of the driveway. 

She winced, peering through the night as the younger Doyle hopped out of the car, duffel bag in hand. He then took the stairs and disappeared from sight. 

She waited, watching, her mouth dry. 

A few minutes passed, and the cool breeze of the night wafted through the vehicle, chilling her skin. A few more seconds, and then the man with the red beard emerged again. He was humming to himself as he returned to his car. 

She cursed, realizing that he was about to turn back down the same road. 

She pulled further off the road, amidst the trees, then killed the engine completely. All the lights died, and the vehicle fell silent. 

She watched as the squad car sped past, heading once more in the opposite direction. 

She waited in the dark, under the branches, feeling the soft ground in the way the car moved when she shifted position. 

Red beard didn’t spot her. If he had, he didn’t slow. 

She frowned as he moved back towards town. And she found herself caught in a moment of indecision. If she followed him, maybe he’d lead her to the other Doyles. 

But then again... 

Her eyes moved to the tall, dilapidated two-story house complete with peeling paint and boarded windows.  

She really wanted to know what was in that black bag. Cora reached a decision. She pushed open the door to the car, closing it slowly, cautiously, as if somehow being gentle would preserve her father’s vehicle from damage.

The last thing she needed was to explain two dented and shot up cars to her parents.

Still, one problem at a time.

She moved hurriedly, pacing through the trees under the whispering branches, the leaves rustling with the wind. The grass gave way to mud, the mud to cobble, then the cobble to asphalt. The black pavement was cracked and dusty, with fissures like desert ground.

She stared up at the large house, looking for movement. There, in the second window, she spotted light.

Cora went still, standing near the base of a tree, her feet pressed against roots jutting from the ground like the humps of some sea monster.

There, ahead of her, was a glint in the trees. And another one by the front porch. More by the roadside on the mailbox.

Cameras. But not just any cameras; these were rotating. Moving slowly back and forth on an automated timer. She stared, frowning.

These were top-of-the-line, expensive cameras. The sorts of things that might be used in a government building. What were they doing out here on a farm road, surveilling the ground outside an old, worn-down house?

She gave a shuddering little breath, steadying her nerves. She suppressed the rising sense of discomfort. Her skin prickled. And down her spine, probing, icy fingers traversed the length of her back.

It was equal parts urge and excitement. Equal parts a desire for the sudden surge of adrenaline and simultaneously the feeling of an itch about to be scratched. The satisfaction of knowing that her persistence was paying off. Whatever those cameras were guarding, whatever that black duffel bag contained, she knew that it would help reveal the next layer to all of this.

She stepped over a clump of mud, moving around the tree where she had spotted the rotating cameras, moving in perfect synchronization to avoid the field of view.

And as she moved, in her mind, she pictured other mud. Below a bridge. A broken neck and a dead judge.

The excitement gave way to a solemnity. Two women were also dead. Whatever was going on here, it was costing people their lives.

She picked up her pace, moving around the back of the large farmhouse. She spotted more cameras and huffed in frustration. Whoever had placed them had done so meticulously, professionally. Clearly, they knew what they were doing.

And there, on the back porch, leaning against the rail, and chatting with each other, she spotted two figures.

She recognized one of them. The same man whose face she had slammed with the door. Harry, was it? She couldn’t quite remember the name of the cop who had been harassing Amanda, the hotel clerk.

He now had a bandage over his nose. The second man she also recognized. He had been at the motel, the one who Gabe had distracted.

Both of them were occasionally glancing towards the cornfield behind the farmhouse. A large, metal silo overgrown with ivy sat next to a large, rusted tractor, with one of the black wheels toppled on its side and serving as the nest for some creature glancing out at her with golden eyes. There was a rustling sound, a tail whipped out of view and the eyes vanished.

The farmhouse was infested with more than one type of rat.

She leaned against the back of the nearest tree, listening as the two men on the back porch were speaking to each other. Far too confident in their surveillance system, or perhaps their youth and prior success, they chatted away as if no one in the world could possibly hear them.

“Looks like it was twice the haul,” said the one with the broken nose. He winced, rubbing at his face, and glaring off across the fields.

The second man just grunted and took a sip from a beer. “Better be. After the trouble we went to.”

“Is she supposed to stop by?”

“Yeah, actually she should be here now.” The one with the beer frowned, glancing at a glowing screen in his hand.

Cora guessed that whatever device he was holding would display the feed from the security cameras.

She watched them both, tentative and quiet. The lights on the second floor dimmed, and a silhouette passed by the window. There were others here.

Were all of them cops?

Maybe this was just a routine stakeout...

She snorted. Yeah right.

Her hand tensed on her weapon, and she glanced around the side of the house. Of course, she had no intention of getting into a shootout with police.

They were still talking, though, and Harry, breathing heavily through his mouth, said, “What happened to the judge? Was that us?”

“If it was us, do you think I’d say anything?”

Harry snorted, but then winced, his hand darting to his bandage nose. “Don’t act all tough. You’re street-level.”

The other man glared. “I was in on this months before you.”

“Says who? Besides, if you were in the know, you’d be up there with them.” He raised his finger, which was stained with blood from where he had touched his nose. He pointed towards the second floor.

Both men descended into the dark, grumbling.

But their moods improved, as the one holding the glowing screen said, “Here she is.”

Cora tensed, but then her gaze darted to the driveway. A car was moving past the mailbox. The rotating camera set on the box tracked the vehicle.

The two men moved excitedly, stepping down the porch, their footsteps creaking against the wood. They moved around the side of the house. A third figure emerged to meet them, coming from the direction of the front door, suggesting that there were other sentries posted.

Cora felt a slow chill. Three on the ground floor, at least. And more than one upstairs, judging by the comments from the guards.

Five at least. Probably more. She definitely needed to keep a low profile. Especially as all of them were armed. She stared at the weapons in the cops’ holsters. They were wearing plainclothes but blue jackets and dark pants in facsimile of official uniforms. Though the holsters and the weapons certainly looked standard issue.

The three men at the base of the driveway conferred with one another, and then all glanced towards the approaching vehicle. They watched quietly.

A fourth figure emerged slowly, with an air of dread in her movements. A small, frail woman. A slight thing that looked like a heavy breeze might lift her up and carry her away like a leaf in a storm.

Instantly, Cora felt a surge of unease.

A woman like that wasn’t going to do well in a place like this. The woman in question wore a very short dress and heavy makeup. Cora wasn’t in the habit of assuming much about people, but she guessed, given prior victims, that this was another night worker.

Cora moved, keeping to the trees, and checking the branches for any other hidden cameras. She got as close as she dared, listening.

“Where’s the stuff?” said Harry, frowning at the woman.

The frail figure shivered, trying to wrap a jacket around her shoulders, but Harry reached out, and took the jacket, tossing it into the dirt. “I said where’s the stuff?” He snapped.

She stared at her jacket, hesitant. She swallowed, and then looked up slowly. “I had an issue,” she said slowly. “I didn’t mean to. It wasn’t my fault, but I think I was robbed.”

Cora pressed her cheek against the bark of the nearest tree. She stared, frowning, listening to the exchange.

Now, the three men converged like tall shadows, circling the woman, glaring down at her. “What do you mean you were robbed?” said the one with the glowing screen in his hand.

“I h…had the stuff. I was going to do what you asked, but after I got out of the shower, after my second client, it was gone.

“Likely story,” said Harry. “I can smell you from here. You didn’t take a shower.” He leaned in, though, clearly excited about the thought of the woman washing.

Cora tensed, frowning. She could feel the mood shifting. Could smell the blood in the water. The small woman seemed to realize the same thing. People who grew up hard in difficult spots were also able to develop instincts for predatory sorts. It was a survival mechanism. The only way to make it through.

And now, the woman was staring back and forth between the three men and taking a hesitant step back. Cora noticed that she was barefoot. High heels clutched in one hand.

Another sign, as grim as it was, that the woman was prepared to run for it if she needed to.

Suddenly, though, Harry’s gun leapt into his hand, pointing at the woman’s head. “Get on the ground,” he barked.

The other two just stared uneasily. But the younger cop, who had a track record of harassing women, stepped forward, jamming his gun against the woman’s head. “I said get down!” he snarled.

The woman stared at him, shaking. She said, “I didn’t mean to.”

“What do you think he’s going to say?” snapped the cop. 

The other two looked uncomfortable. One of them reached out, touching Harry on the shoulder. “Hey, maybe we should call Bennett.”

Bennett, she knew that name. In her research, Bennett had proven to be the younger brother of Chief Doyle. The one with the red beard.

But Harry snorted. “You joking? This is exactly what Doyle would do. He wasted that other one on the side of the road. Did you hear? That’s the job. Now do you guys want to call him or should I? Or maybe you’ll just let me finish this instead of pissing him off.”

The two others were still sharing uncertain looks. The one who had been drinking the beer had the bottle at his hip now, and it made a faint glugging sound as the remaining liquid seeped into the ground, splattering against the dirt, as he was too distracted to notice.

Cora just watched, tense, her heart pounding. Her hand gripped her weapon tightly, preparing to move at a moment’s notice.

The woman was crying now, shaking her head and begging. But Harry had pushed his gun against her head and was shoving her to the ground.

The other two were grumbling. The one with the beer bottle said, “It’s kind of a waste. Look how pretty she is.” He raised his voice at the girl. “Smart coming here—remember what we did to the last one who ran, yeah?” he chuckled. 

Harry hesitated, and a strange pallor came over him. Like a spell or a curse settling on him. He stared at the woman and began breathing strangely. “I mean,” he said, hesitantly, as the woman continued to sob, her mascara streaking, the foundation washed away. “I mean, it wouldn’t hurt to have a little fun. Especially if we have to get rid of her anyway.”

At these words, the woman seized her opportunity. She used the tools she had always used, and tried to smile, tried to flutter her eyelashes. She even reached out, stroking the hand pointing the gun at her head. “We can have some fun,” she said earnestly. “It doesn’t have to be like this.” She tried to gently push his hand down, half crouched on the dusty road, helpless, but desperately fighting for her life in the only way that she knew how.

And now, Cora’s rage was bubbling over.

Two of the men still looked hesitant. But Harry looked entranced by the idea, and he took the hand touching his own, gripping it in a vice and crushing the fingers. “You come with me,” he said. And then he began tugging at her, pulling the woman towards the tractor by the silo covered in ivy.

The other two men didn’t intervene. Didn’t say anything. Cora watched the progress of Harry, scowling as the woman allowed him to pull her away. She was smart enough to know that her odds were better with just one of them.

But then, shrugging at each other, the two others fell into step, following. Now all of them had the tunnel vision of men who had lost sight of what it was to be human. They were staring at the woman like she was a slab of meat, like ravenous wolves hungering for something bloody.

The woman was still sobbing, shaking her head, but at least the gun was pointed at the ground.

And then Harry shoved her, sending her careening into the large, toppled tire. The woman yelled. And Cora had seen enough.

She emerged. And shot the cameras first.

Two bullets: one for the camera on the back porch and one for the one in the tree.

No sooner had the gunshots retorted did she lower her weapon, and then fired at Harry.

Now, startled, the three cops whirled around. The woman against the tire struggled to her feet, crying, her short dress being hastily smoothed back into place to preserve her modesty.

Harry caught a bullet between the eyes. He toppled, hitting the ground, dead.

Cops or not, they were in plainclothes now, and besides, Cora didn’t really care what position they had.

She’d seen enough to know what these guys were.

The two other men were shouting, and they pulled their guns. One of the men managed to duck behind the tractor in time. Bullets skimmed off the rusted paneling, sending sparks and illuminating the man’s face. But he had spotted her and now returned fire. She flung herself behind the tree again. Wood chips exploded. There were shouting voices from inside the house now. The front door slammed open. Two more men emerged. The third, who had been intent on assaulting the woman, scrambled to get his gun. He never made it. She shot him in the hand. And then shot him in the chest.

He hit the ground, dead, bleeding in the mud at the prostitute’s feet.

The woman, though, seizing the reprieve, dove behind the large tire, hiding her small form alongside the thick rubber.

But now, Cora had trouble. The one man by the tractor was still shooting at her. The two others around the side of the house had spotted her and were circling. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to be flanked. Better one than two. She made her choice and moved left. She emerged from cover, hastening around the back of the farmhouse towards where the woman was behind the rubber tire. It was twenty paces away. A branch shattered above her, caught by bullets. Leaves fell around her, pattering against her skin. Another bullet grazed her neck, barely missing, but leaving the hot, painful evidence of its path.

She fired twice more at the tractor, sending more sparks. She forced the man to hide again, ducking behind the vehicle.

And then she hastened forward, sprinting.

More shouting. More voices. Another person emerged from the porch, shoving through the back door. She shot him twice. He hit the ground.

Now, the cop behind the tractor fired, catching Cora off guard.

But he had been trying to use his security system and the screen in his hand to track her. Because she had shot the two cameras, he had a blind spot. And when he came out looking for her, he overestimated. It gave her the time she needed to put a bullet in his head. He went down hard.

She reached the woman behind the tire and shouted, “Run through the field, and don’t look back!”

The small thing was trembling. She looked up, scared. “Who are you?”

“Does it matter?”

Bullets were now flooding into the thick tire. The women were lucky that they didn’t bite all the way through.

Now, the two men who had circled the front of the house were approaching slowly. They were using the woman’s car for cover. One of them had hit the emergency brake, and they were now wheeling the car towards the tractor, the doors open like bat wings, and the two men behind the doors were using the glass and the metal like riot shields.

The windows were shattered, and they were firing at where Cora had hidden by the tire. The woman was crawling on the ground, desperately trying to escape.

Cora had to give her credit for her temerity.

She raised her weapon and shot the tires of the approaching car.

There was a faint hiss, and the vehicle lowered about an inch.

The inch was all she needed to hit the man on the left side of the car, catching him in the shoulder. He wheeled like a top. And then she shot him in the back as he fell to the ground.

The final man cursed. He realized that he was alone, and, with desperate shouting, slid into the front seat, gunned the engine, and tried to wheel away. But with missing tires and both doors open, he struggled to pick up momentum.

Cora aimed, exhaled slowly, stood to her feet as she braced, and then fired twice.

She didn’t see the bullet hit, but the car—which had been reversing rapidly in a straight line—went suddenly still, veered slowly off, lazily rolling into one of the trees, and then reached a complete halt.

Cora stood frozen, breathing heavily, the scent of gunpowder in her nose. She glanced around, bodies motionless. Blood stained the tractor, the grass, and the dirt.

She glanced back. The woman was crawling through the field. Cora said, “Wait, hang on!”

But the woman broke into a sprint now, running for her life. Cora could have given chase, but she gave a long sigh. She tried, “I need to know what’s happening. Please!”

But it didn’t matter. The woman was sprinting like a rabbit, frightened and with no chance of returning.

Cora huffed in frustration, but then turned her attention back to the scene of the massacre.

She moved quickly, approaching the back of the farmhouse.

She moved into the space, over the body in the door. She didn’t recognize this man, but he had the look of another cop.

She moved up the creaking wooden stairs, avoiding missing planks of wood. The scent of mold was heavy. She reached the top of the stairs and went still. There was a woman on the ground, dead, her head visible just past the edge of a black trash bag. The bag itself was dusty and worn in parts, bits of plastic torn as if it had been dragged over rough terrain. There were bullet wounds in her temple.

This was not Cora’s doing. They’d executed the woman before Cora had shown up. How long? Minutes? Hours?

She felt a growl in her throat. She shoved into the door at the far end of the hall, gun raised.

Empty. There was no one here. She had cleared out the hive. There, on the table, though, in the middle of the room, she spotted a large, black duffel bag.

The bag was open, and she spotted the contents. Money and drugs. Large packs of white wrapped in cellophane. And stacks of bills in small currency.

Drug dealers. Was this what the judge had been involved in? Bennett Doyle was involved. The chief of police...his brother. Did the chief know? Or was he simply turning a blind eye?

Cora cursed, pulling out her phone and taking pictures. She glanced back to the door, stepped into the hall, and stared at the body of the unknown woman. Why were they killing these women?

What had the woman in the driveway been saying? That she’d been robbed?

Cora hesitated, considering this. It was starting to make sense. But she hoped she was wrong.

Were they using the prostitutes as their drug mules? Maybe the dealers were using them to get to the clients that the cops wouldn’t have access too. Keeping their own hands clean. Keeping themselves out of trouble.

She stared at the body on the ground, and then began to stomp back towards the stairs.

She needed to move quickly. Bennett Doyle. If the brother to the chief of the police was in on this, it meant that things went deep. Calling the cops wasn’t an option. She had to handle this herself. She paused at the top of the stairs, frowning, and then her heart leapt in her throat.

In her haste, moving rapidly, she had missed it.

There, in the wood, facing the top of the stairs, was a camera, just out of sight. 

A blinking red light, and it was pointed straight at her.

She stared back, numb.

The camera rotated slightly, lower, as if getting a better look. She felt a chill up her back, along her arms.

This was the part that she had feared.

Being recognized. There was no telling who was on the other end of that feed. She scowled at the camera and said, “I’m coming for you, Doyle.”

The camera just continued to watch her, the red light blinking.

And then a horrible thought occurred to her. If someone on the other end of that screen was local—if there was someone else working for Bennett—and they recognized her, then it meant that the people she cared about were in horrible danger.

She raised her gun, tried to shoot the camera, and realized that she was out of bullets. So, with a snarl, she reached up, and snapped the thing off the wall, ripping the wires and throwing it against the ground. And then she broke into a sprint, racing down the stairs and hurtling back out the door, leaping over the bodies.

She sprinted at a breakneck pace back towards her father’s car.

Panting and gasping, she moved as fast as she could.

If someone had recognized her, her family was in trouble.

They wouldn’t need to go outside the law, either. They were the law. Now, if they wanted to, her face would be sent to the FBI. Sent to Malcolm Ogden. Someone would see what she had done.

But as she reached the car and slipped into the front seat, she calmed, breathing slowly. No, they wouldn’t go federal. That was the last thing they would want to do. They had a good thing going here. Using prostitutes, making money. They wouldn’t want the FBI involved. They would handle it themselves. The threat wasn’t from Deputy Director Ogden. The threat was from the people in Briarwood, from Bennett Doyle and anyone else in his little racket.

And the threat was also Cora. If someone recognized her or found a way to identify her, which would not be hard for cops, especially in her hometown, then her parents were in danger.

The chill along her back turned to an icy grip of terror.

She squealed back onto the road, tires leaving rubber on asphalt. She broke every speed limit racing back towards her parents’ home.




 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Cora slammed the door, sprinting up the driveway and taking the stairs three at a time. Her fist pounded against the wooden door of the small ranch house. “Mom! Dad!” she yelled.

No other cars were in the driveway. No sign of the cops. At least there was that.

But where were they? Why weren’t they answering the door?

She continued to pound her fist, her heart matching the tempo.

There was the sound of creaking floorboards. And then the front door opened slowly. Her mother, wearing curlers in her hair, blinked out blearily, and then smiled. “Cora?” The smile vanished, and a look of worry replaced it. “Are you okay?”

Cora nodded hurriedly. “I’m fine. Where’s Dad?”

“Sleeping, Dear. What’s wrong? Oh, okay.”

Cora shoved past, stepping into the hallway, breathing heavily, and looking one way then the other.

No sign of intruders. Her father was sleeping. Her mother was smiling. Cora let out a faint sigh of relief, releasing the pent-up terror she hadn’t realized she’d been holding in. Another realization dawned. Sometimes she questioned if she even loved her parents. If they even had a relationship to speak of. But the terror she was feeling now at the thought of losing them quickly put to bed any suspicion as to the coldness of her heart towards her family.

They weren’t perfect, and they didn’t always get along. They saw things completely different, especially how to look at the world. But she couldn’t even imagine the pain of losing either of them.

And so, she said, quickly, “You and Dad need to get your stuff, get in the car, and go.”

Her mother stared at her. “Excuse me?”

“It’s not safe for you here.” Cora kept glancing back over her shoulder towards the door. No sound of approaching cars. Not yet. But she suspected that if she heard them, it would be too late. “You need to leave. Trust me.”

Now her mother’s look of panic creased every line. “What’s going on? What happened? Are you okay?”

Cora shook her head. “Cora,” her mother said slowly, “what’s that?”

Cora glanced back. She winced. Her footsteps had left streaks of mud, but also red on the perfectly clean floors.

“Dear God, is that blood?”

“No.”

“Are you lying?”

“Does it matter?”

“What’s the racket?” Growled an angry voice. The door at the far end of the hall opened and another figure emerged. Her father was glaring, yawning, and marching forward, wearing navy blue pajamas. They were as clean and pressed as a business suit, just as neat as his car.

“Dad, you need to go. Now.”

Her mother was still tugging at her arm, uttering a stream of questions. But Cora blocked them out. There was no time. If someone recognized her, someone could trace her back to her parents, and things would go horribly wrong. Her father stared at her. “What did you do?” He said, and he made no attempt to hide the accusation.

She stared back and wished she could erase the sense of guilt. But it was no good. It gnawed at her. What had she stirred up?

She didn’t know. It was terrifying to realize that she really didn’t know what she had done.

She didn’t know what she had stumbled on. She didn’t know what the ramifications were going to be. She didn’t know if her parents were going to make it out of town in time. “Get in your car. Take what you can. You don’t have time, though. Grab some money, maybe food, a water bottle. And then go. You have a minute. Now!”

Her father snapped, “You’re under my roof. Answer my questions.”

Cora turned on him, and she didn’t mean to, but a growl of rage erupted unbidden from her lips. “God dammit Dad, just do what I say! You’re going to get Mom killed!”

Both of her parents stared at her in shock. Her father began to shake, his face as red as a beet. “Get out of my house.”

“You first!” she snapped.

Her father’s voice roared. “Get out of my house! Get out now. Before I make you.”

“Nils,” his wife interjected, her voice shaking. “Cora, please. Both of you.”

But they were each glaring at the other, each staring with accusation in their eyes.

Cora could feel old wounds rising, festering things beneath the surface. She could feel anger that she didn’t quite recognize surging up like a sudden tide. She wanted to lash out. She wanted to scream. Part of her wanted to say something vindictive, like why don’t you make me?

Another, smaller part of her wanted to cry.

She stared at her father, her anger threatening to boil over. She could hear her mother inhaling, breathing in small, frightened puffs of air. It was the sound of her mother that calmed Cora. Just enough for her to say, “Dad, I know that you don’t give a shit about me, but if you don’t listen, Mom’s going to die.”

Her father stared at her. She stared back—both of them carried some sort of defiance in their eyes.

“Honor thy father and mother,” her father said, coldly. “And you will live a long life. Do you know that part, Cora?” He said, his voice stiff, his eyes clouded with anger.

“Nils!” His wife said.

But he shook his head. “Enough. Stop defending her. Stop apologizing for her. Enough.”

Cora stared back. “And so maybe I won’t have a long life,” she said quietly. “Hopefully that will make you happy.” She stared, scowling, her skin prickling.

She watched, stunned, as her father began to shake. His hands quivered at his sides. A second later, she realized that the anger was giving way to something else. Something like grief. And for the first time, she spotted the fear there. Fear, she supposed, that had always been there. Fear that he would lose another daughter. Fear, that as much as he had tried to control her, he had been terrified of losing her. And then she had left, confirming his fears. Now there she stood, treading blood and mud into his house, late at night, FBI agents showing up at his door.

His fears were confirmed. Perhaps the most painful thing of all, though, was that by trying to hold onto her so tightly, he had only ended up killing the thing he had wanted close.

She could feel that same grief he was experiencing. Things that had never been. Things that would likely never be between them.

But then her father said, “Where are the keys?”

“In the ignition. The car still running. Just go.”

Cora’s mother was crying, and her father was still shaking, but he marched past her, edging against the wall as if he wanted to avoid touching her. He slipped past her, took his wife by the arm, and gently guided her to the door.

He shot a look over his shoulder, scowling at Cora. And then he sighed. In a bitter tone he said, “Stay safe.”

She didn’t reply.

But it was with some relief that she watched her father and mother take the stairs, hurry to the waiting car, slip into the front seats, and then move up the long driveway. They turned onto the road, headlights flashing and observing the speed limit meticulously, as they headed away from their family home. 

As Cora watched them leave, she felt a knot in her stomach slowly begin to dissipate. 

And that’s when her phone began to buzz.  

Her hand darted to the device, pulling it quickdraw. She stared at the number, frowning. Then answered, “What, Gabe?” 

A pause. Heavy breathing. Then a voice, “Is this Cora Shields?” It was a high-pitched, nasally voice, and it sent shivers down her spine. 

She stood frozen in the hallway of her parents’ house. 

Dread settled on her. 

They had recognized her. At least, someone had. But they hadn’t gone after her parents. They’d gone after the man that she’d been seen with around town. Speaking with him in the motel parking lot. The man whose phone records would have shown multiple calls between them. 

The high-pitched voice chuckled. “Cora...Shields. What an unusual name. Cora, you just hurt a few friends of mine. And I’m thinking I’m going to hurt one of your friends. How does that sound?” 

She breathed slowly, and then began to move. If they knew about Gabriel Finch, then they knew about her parents. But her father had gone right—heading down towards Briar Glenn. There were enough routes through the fields that cops couldn’t blockade all of them. 

But now it felt as if the walls were closing in. Threats on all sides. Malcolm Ogden breathing down her neck, her father and mother out in the dark, driving through the night, and now Gabriel Finch, an unusual ally, under threat. 

“Is he still alive?” she said, keeping her voice impassive, her tone cold. 

“Oh...yes. I wouldn’t let him go easy. Not after what you did. Naughty, naughty, Ms. Shields.” 

She could practically picture the shit eating grin on this man’s face. And so, she said. “Is this Bennett Doyle?” 

A momentary pause. A stretch of silence. “Well...someone’s been doing her homework. I don’t know what you think you have. Whatever it is, you’ve crossed a line, Ms. Shields. We need to speak.” 

“Let me guess, face to face?” Cora said. “And if I refuse, you’ll hurt Mr. Finch?” 

“Honestly? I’ll probably hurt him anyway. But yes...I’ll hurt him irreparably. Do you know this word, irreparable?” 

“Nah. Doubt it. Where?” 

“Where? Let’s see...” She heard a sucking sound as if he were savoring some candy. Then, “How about the shed in the woods where we found your boyfriend, hmm? Better hurry if you want to kiss him again. I might get bored and take his lips.” 

And then the phone hung up. 

Cora stood there, frozen in place, prickles along her back. She shook her head, trying to focus. She pushed out the back door and moved down the steps towards the woods. 

At the shed...they must have tracked or followed Gabriel to his hideout. 

She felt another surge of sympathy...and guilt. She hadn’t meant to drag Finch in over his head. He wasn’t trained. He wasn’t a soldier. He’d simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. She pushed up the trail behind her parents’ house, deciding to move around the neighbors’ yards to avoid being seen on the main street. As she broke into a jog, she frowned. 

Gabe had been on her shit list over things with her sister.

But he’d also been helpful, reluctantly, but helpful... 

She hesitated, though, pausing behind next-door’s fence. What if Gabe was in on it? He’d recognized the cop at the motel. What if this was a set-up?

She gave a fierce shake of her head. Trust-issues. She decided. Gabe hadn’t given her reason to think he was somehow involved. She still wasn’t sure if he was lying about her sister. Maybe Gabriel Finch was involved. Maybe he had a history of…

But no...no, it wasn’t likely. 

She could remember the offense in his tone. The fondness he’d clearly had for Rose. 

She didn’t trust Gabe, but she also didn’t want to see him hurt. She broke into a sprint now, racing through the woods. As she did, her mind sped up as well. She needed options. Needed to think through what to do next. 

She couldn’t approach the cabin unarmed or with only her spent sidearm. She had another clip with six bullets. But that was it. 

No...No she needed more firepower. 

It was late... 

But in South America? Yeah...he might answer. Still running, breathing heavily, she raised her phone, fumbling the buttons a couple of times as she searched for the contact info. 

Then, settling on it, she placed the call. 

Desperately, she willed her device to connect. 

Ducking through the back tree line behind the rural homes, the scent of the night air wafted over her, intermingling with the odor of the woods, the scent of the asphalt, and the faint fragrance of fertilizer that seemed to seep into everything in places like this. 

On the second ring, Johnny answered. 

“Well then, still can’t resist my charm, I see.” She frowned, picturing the smirk on her ex-boyfriend’s handsome features. Another SEAL. And an asshole. Features he was equally proud of. 

“You still down in Mexico?” Cora said. 

“Beirut.” 

“What?” 

“It’s a place.” 

She slowed, breathing heavily and scowling, she moved back onto a main road, glancing towards the stoplights at the intersection. “I know what Beirut is,” she snapped. “Was just surprised you were there.” 

“I’m down with the root, Cora.” 

“God. You’re the worse. Johnny, I’m not in the mood. Things are serious. I need a lead.” 

“Damn. You sound upset.” 

“You sound chipper about that.” 

“Yeah, well, you know...” He chuckled. Johnny had never been a very nice man. Not even a very good one. But he was loyal, extremely dangerous, and capable of procuring the most unusual bits of help at the oddest times. In the past, he’d conjured a helicopter, flashbangs, weapons and—at one point—had even helped her breech a traffickers’ compound. 

Cora said, “I need hardware.” 

“Where you at? And also, hi Johnny. I miss you, Johnny. Wanna phone strip, Johnny?” 

“Phone strip? This is an audio call, dingus.” 

“With narration.” 

Cora rolled her eyes. “I’m serious, John. My parents are involved on this one.” 

A low whistle. “Shit. What sort of hardware?” 

“Big. Long range. Boom.” 

“Ha. Yeah. That easy, huh? I mean...damn. Where are you?” 

“West Virginia.” 

“Went home for Christmas?” 

“It’s July, Johnny.” 

“No, it’s not.” 

“Wait...it isn’t?” 

A sigh. “Well...I mean, I got a couple of guys down in that area. You able to take a quick flight?” 

“No!” she snapped. “I need it like five minutes ago.” 

“I’m not a magician, Cobra,” he said, using her old team nickname and the namesake of her tattoo. “I can’t just create sniper rifles out of thin air.” 

“Do you have a friend of a friend? It doesn’t have to be reputable. Just effective.” 

“I mean...in that case, yeah. How do you feel about stockpiling ammo for the end of the world sorts? You know, homemade flags on the truck type.” 

“I mean...how close?” 

“Fifteen minutes?” 

Cora bit her lip, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. She needed a weapon. And if it came from a racist arms dealer, she would have to bite the bullet. Figuratively. 

“Fine. You going to introduce us?”

“Nah, just got a code phrase. Ready?” 

“Hell no. Last time you gave me a code phrase for that pilot buddy of yours, there was no damn code.” 

He chuckled. “Haha, right. I remember that. Nah, but this time, you gotta say Lost Cause. He’ll reply with Grant Sucks. And that gets you in.” 

“You’re joking.” 

“I wish. Dang, Cora. These aren’t exactly merit scholars down there. You sure you don’t wanna take that plane ride?” 

“Can’t. Got a buddy on the ropes. Send me the details. And...think you can get me a car?” 

“Psh. I’m not a damn taxi service. Get your own car. Here, sending coordinates. You owe me.” 

“Phone strip yourself, Johnny. Talk to you later.” 

“Charming. As ever. Don’t die.” 

“Trying. Bye.” 

Cora glanced sheepishly along the driveways within view. A parking lot near a small convenience store outside the gas station drew her eye. 

There were two cars near the pump. One of them was left running as the driver entered to take a leak or buy some road snacks. 

Good enough. 

Her phone buzzed as Johnny sent her the details, and she hastened forward, keeping low and moving fast, making a beeline for the car. On one side, a sedan. On the other, a large, rusted truck. 

She aimed for the truck, deciding that if the racist militia were going to provide her with a sniper, it was probably better to arrive speaking their language. She also had a couple of tattoos she was going to need to hide when speaking to these folk. 

But time was of the essence, and hesitation would cost Gabe his life. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Cora’s truck squealed against the road as she sped away from the small backwoods bar built into the trailer. She shot a couple of glances into the rearview mirror where two men were sitting on top of the trailer, watching her leave. 

A very uncomfortable arms deal, but at least she’d gotten what she needed. She glanced at the trash bag in her back seat, containing her new hardware. 

She felt a flicker of grief as she remembered the poor woman she’d seen on the second floor, shoved in that trash bag. 

Cora scowled, flooring the pedal. 

A confederate flag waved over the trees behind her. But at least they’d accepted Johnny’s password and the money Johnny had promised her. 

It would have to do. 

She moved rapidly up the road, leaving the arms dealer behind her. Her phone had a missed call, but she hadn’t wanted to answer. Undoubtedly, it was Bennett, looking to taunt or mock. But he wanted to cause pain to her as much as Gabe. Answering the call only gave him the opportunity. 

“Shit, shit, shit!” She yelled, jamming her foot against the gas pedal. The truck’s speedometer climbed slowly. The cabin smelled of feet and pretzels. 

But both windows were rolled down, air whipping through as she raced back from the direction she’d come, heading towards the shed. 

 

***

 

Cora crouched low, moving through the undergrowth, breathing slowly. Dirt streaked her outfit. Her hands shook where they gripped the barrel of the sniper rifle. 

At first, she had thought that they had given her a .50 cal. But on closer inspection, aided by the light from her phone, she found herself with bolt action rather than Beretta—now she knew why they’d insisted they keep it covered during handoff. They’d baited and switched the weapon she’d bought, but it would have to do. Her hand moved back to the round oval at her hip. She had even managed to get an extra little present. She needed all the help she could get.

Cora crawled forward, moving through the underbrush, emerging at the edge of an overlook. She hadn’t had time to scout the terrain and had been forced to do it from the memory of her two rendezvous with Gabe. 

Now, though, she’d managed to find a point of sufficient enough elevation to survey the small wooden structure in the glade below. The slope of the ground provided overlook. The trees above muffled her from any surveillance. But her ears remained attentive, her eyes constantly darting to any motion in the dark. No time to properly construct a Ghillie either. Just mud-streaked features and dark clothing, trusting silence and stealth to keep her from being spotted. 

Foliage rustled and small branches and leaves snared against her clothing as she emerged beneath the sparsest portion of brambles she’d found. Sticking to deep undergrowth assured solitude for her to set up her shot, but it also meant obstacles. 

She lowered the protective cap on her scope and peered through the reticle. She exhaled slowly, trying to calm her breathing as she stared at the small, wooden shed below. Figures moved about outside. Three men by the trees. Two more men near a sleek, blue SUV in the driveway. Only one car, which limited the number of assailants available. Four? 

She moved her scope, having chosen this particular location not just for the elevation but also the clear line of sight through the eastward glass window. 

And that’s when she spotted Gabriel Finch. 

She winced, readjusting the scope, doubling the magnification. The sandy-haired man was tied to a wooden chair, his hands behind his back, and by the look of things, he hadn’t been treated gently. A bruise overshadowed his left eye, and scrape marks marred his cheeks. 

His one eye was swollen shut, and blood trickled down from the corner of his mouth. 

Cora stared, her heart pounding in her chest.

She spotted a figure moving about within the shed, waving a weapon around in one hand, brandishing it at Gabe’s head. 

At least he was still alive. 

She stared at Gabe, wondering if he’d told them anything about her—about what she was up to. What if he’d mentioned the judge? 

She grimaced in frustration, but forced herself to be calm again, forced her mind to settle. 

The man with the red beard and the gun was growing irater now. Bennett Doyle—the high-pitched sneering man on the phone. 

She scowled at where he continued to pace about behind Gabe, chattering away. He seemed to be growing angrier by the passing second though. 

She watched as he pressed his gun against Gabe’s head, screaming now, spittle flicking Finch’s face. 

Cora pressed dial. 

Her phone began to ring. The man through the window paused, glanced at the table, then snatched the phone off the wooden surface, pressing it to his cheek. “Cora,” he said, his voice shaky now, his breath coming in pants, likely due to his evident outburst of rage. “How nice of you to call,” he said, feigning coy. 

“Cut it out with the whole unhinged routine. You’re not impressive. If you move a twitch, I’ll blow a hole through your chest. Yup—that window. I mean it, one inch.” 

Bennett Doyle had gone suddenly still. His eyes widened briefly. The weapon in his hand was still angled towards the table, but not directed towards Finch since he’d decided to answer the phone. Doyle exhaled slowly. “Where are you?” he said, scarcely moving his lips. 

“I didn’t ask you to be a ventriloquist. Use your lips. Just don’t move that gun.” 

Bennett was glancing towards the door. The three cops outside hadn’t noticed anything yet. Bennett’s brow was slick with sweat under the pale light above. 

“Quick question,” Cora said slowly. “Did you waste those women? Mindy? Mary Sue? The one upstairs back at the farm?” 

“I…I don’t know what you mean,” he said, and she heard the audible swallow. 

“Is that a yes?” 

“Why don’t you come out and we can talk about this. I’m not sure your boyfriend here is going to last much longer. He’s lost a lot of blood.” 

“Nah. He hasn’t. Couple of bruises, but he’s fine.” 

A frustrated exhale. “Where are you?” he repeated, peering through the window. 

“Far enough to be a problem. Put the gun down.” 

Now, she noticed the three other cops glancing towards the shed. One of them was frowning, shushing his buddies, and pointing. She winced. Clearly, they’d spotted something. 

“See, there’s one thing I need to tell you, Cora Shields,” said Bennett Doyle, his voice bordering a sneer. “I don’t take nicely to orders. Not from anybody. Least of all a two-bit ex-fed like you. Yeah, I looked you up. I know who you are. I know your parents. By the sound of things, they left the house just in time. Pity. We’ll find them.” 

Cora felt a shiver of fear, but also relief. Her parents had gotten away. At least there was a silver lining. 

Doyle said, “But just so you know...I’m not stupid, girl. I know how your type works.” And then he peered through the window, staring directly up at her. He hesitated a moment, then smiled. “Ah—there we go.” 

She felt something suddenly press against the back of her neck. A cold, dull voice. “Up. Don’t touch that trigger.” 

She went still, breathing slowly. The gun jabbed a bit more forcefully against her neck, and reluctantly, she rose to her feet, wincing as she did. She turned, glancing at a man with long hair tied back into a ponytail. He wore a nice suit and neatly pressed pants. Given the late hour, it suggested that he’d changed just for this excursion. 

Jasper Doyle. The second brother. 

Cora felt the blood slowly dwindle from her cheeks. She stared at Jasper, shot a quick look back towards Bennett who was merrily waving up at her. 

She then raised her hands, rising slowly to her feet, inwardly kicking herself. She’d been in such a rush that she hadn’t taken ample precautions. She’d thought she was being clever. 

She closed her eyes, feeling a surge of frustration as she allowed Doyle to push and prod at her, leading her away from her lookout spot, away from her sniper rifle, and down the incline towards the small valley and the shed. 

She licked her lips nervously. “You taking me down there?” 

“No,” he said simply, grunting the word rather than uttering it. 

“Are you...” she hesitated, skin prickling, “Going to finish it here?” 

“No.” 

She glanced back and received a blow to the cheek for her effort. She winced, rubbing at her face, hands still raised. “You’re not a very talkative guy, are you?” she said, wincing. 

“No.” 

“So...you’re Jasper, right? Are you taking me to see Bennett?” 

She couldn’t help but notice that they were now picking up speed and going down a muddy path. Jasper kept prodding at her. “Who do you work for?” he said, bored, sounding as if he was reading off a teleprompter. 

“What was that?” she said innocently, rubbing at her ear as if to clear it. 

He slapped her again, but this time she anticipated the blow and leaned away, absorbing some of the impact. “Who sent you?” he said firmly. 

Cora paused and considered denying that anyone had sent her. But she was in a rough way. He was trailing her far enough that there was no chance of disarming him. But close enough that if she tried anything, he’d ventilate her. 

She could feel the grenade bouncing against her thigh, but even as this thought crossed her mind, she heard the sound of snapping twigs and then a large, meaty fist closed over the grenade, ripping it back. 

She sighed in frustration, continuing to march forward. 

“You are Cora Shields?” Jasper said, still speaking monotone. He gave her a final prod. Before she could answer, she was sent stumbling into the clearing beyond. She shivered, staring at where four men now glared at her. Bennett had emerged from the shed, his gun still clutched tightly, his eyes narrowed. 

He raised his weapon to point it at her. She tensed, preparing to lunge backwards in a desperate attempt to use Jasper as a shield. 

But then the pony-tailed troll said, “No.” 

Bennett stared at his brother. “What do you mean no.” 

“Stanton wants her.” 

Bennett’s eyes narrowed further. “Goddamn Stanton wants her? She almost shot me, Jasper! You were late!” 

Jasper shook his head. “The boyfriend too,” he said, gesturing. 

Cora felt her heart pinging around in her chest as she struggled to make sense of what they were saying. 

The Doyle brothers glared at each other, both adopting a stance as if this was practiced animosity. The three other cops standing between them shifted uncomfortably. One of them, a man with blond hair and dull eyes said, “Is it...is it true that they took out Harry? The others?” He was glancing at Jasper, suggesting, perhaps, that similar queries had been left unanswered by Bennett. 

Jasper shook his head. “It’s not important. More cut for you,” he said. 

The man let out a faint squeak. “There’s...there’s only the three of us left. I mean...” he swallowed. “You and Bennett and...and Stanton too. So six. But the judge is dead. Those guys at the farmhouse—they’re dead, too? I heard a SEAL team wiped them out.” 

Cora hid a smirk. Bennett noticed though, and the mean look in his gaze only intensified. 

Bennett slapped the back of the head of the frightened cop. He pulled him by the collar and shoved him towards the shed. “Grab the galoot, and let’s go see Stanton,” he sneered the name. 

The name of his brother. The name of the chief of police. Hardly a surprise at this point. 

But also, judging by what the blond man had said, she had frightened them by taking out that drug house. Now, though, gun to her neck, watching as Gabe was shoved unceremoniously from the house and down the stairs, she found herself being shepherded, none to gently, towards the SUV. 

Every few steps she looked for an angle on the gun. But Bennett’s weapon was now prodding at Gabe. Jasper lingered safely back. 

There was no angle. 

The grenade was now gone from her hip, clutched in Jasper’s meaty hand. 

She was shoved in the car, cuffs emerging from the belts of two of the others. She scowled as they locked the cuffs into place, tightening them with loud clicks. 

And then, secured in the back seat, Gabe shoved in next to her, where he didn’t speak and stared straight ahead, the car started. 

Two of the cops jammed in on either side of Cora and Gabe, making it a tight fit. Bennett and Gabe took the front. The blond cop with the dull eyes frowned. He glanced into the front seat. “How am I supposed to get back?” he said. 

Jasper began to answer, but Bennett sneered. “You’re so scared? Here—problem solved.” 

A loud bang! 

And the cop blinked once, stunned, and then blood pooled down his throat. He toppled to the ground, bleeding out in the dirt. 

“God dammit, Benny!” Snapped Jasper. “Stanton said to wait till after!” 

“Oh, come on, we all know he woulda snitched. Sniveling coward. You two still good, yeah?” the red-bearded psychopath said, glancing in the mirror at the cops flanking his captives. 

Both men nodded grimly. Bennett flashed the okay sign, winking. And then the car began to move forward, Jasper driving, grumbling, and shooting irritated looks at his younger brother. 

Cora breathed slowly. She was hand cuffed, unarmed, and surrounded. 

Things didn’t look very good. 

And the only reason she was still alive, by the sound of things, was because the chief of police wanted to talk to her. 

Likely, she guessed, to figure out exactly what she knew. Who she worked for. All the things Jasper had asked. 

But what was going to happen when they found out she didn’t work for anyone. She was alone. There were no witnesses. And they could do with her and Gabe as they saw fit. 

She shot a look over her shoulder, feeling a prickle as she stared at the dead man bleeding in the road.




 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

The jail cell door clanged behind her with a resonant sound. The noise pierced her ears, but she was too tense to react. Her eyes were on the third figure entering the basement jail cell and into the darkly lit holding area beneath the police station. The man was taking the steps two at a time; he came to a halt, and there was no difficulty identifying him. Stanton Doyle was the tallest and thinnest of his brothers.

His face reminded her most of Malcolm Ogden. A face built for politics. A face meant to communicate gentility and trustworthiness.

It was a good attempt. He had kind seeming eyes. Smiling lips. But the nose was a bit too sharp. The ears too flat, like a hound with its hackles raised.

Cora shivered faintly, standing in her sleeveless shirt, staring through the cell. They had frisked her for weapons and been handsy about doing it.

Bennett Doyle was eyeing her like a laughing hyena attempting to sneak a bite of a dead gazelle. But the two larger predators kept him at bay. At least for now.

Gabriel Finch was sitting on the cot in the cell next to hers. He was shivering and shooting terrified glances between the three men. He seemed to have decided that the best way to keep himself alive was to keep quiet.

And she couldn’t blame this strategy. Her own was similar.

For now, she was just here to gather information.

The oldest Doyle brother was watching her, eyes narrowed above his sharp nose. “So, you’re Cora Shields?” He said quietly.

She glared back. Her gaze darted to the item he was holding in his long fingers.

Her phone. 

Her glare intensified.

“Who is Saul Brady?” said Stanton.

The police chief wasn’t as well-dressed as Jasper. And he didn’t have the same sadistic look as Bennett. But he stood with his thumbs hitched in his belt, the fingers on his right hand rolling against the back of her phone.

She said, “None of your business.”

Stanton nodded. He considered this. He didn’t reply right away. Sometimes, men could lose their temper when challenged. Especially by a woman. But this man seemed to know not to fall for the ruse. Once he had considered her comment, he said, “Maybe I should make something plain to you, Ms. Shields. The chances of you leaving this cell alive are very limited. However, the level of pain you experience before going is entirely up to you. And Bennett.” He added this last part with a brief nod towards his youngest brother.

The man with the red beard grinned. He was now probing at Jasper’s belt. His hand came away with the grenade she’d scored from the arms dealer. He whistled, tossing it and catching it a couple of times. “Holy hell,” he said. “What’s this?” 

Jasper glared, trying to snatch the grenade back, but Bennett darted away, keeping it from his larger brother. Stanton snapped, “Cut it out!” 

Jasper instantly obeyed. Bennett just smirked, wiggling the grenade at Cora, miming as if he was tossing it into her cell, then whispering the word “Boom.” 

She glared back. He was the one who had frisked her. And she decided, if given the chance, she would break his fingers.

But as Cora stared between the metal bars, she felt a slow sense of doom. It made sense that they weren’t going to let her leave. She hadn’t really anticipated that they would.

Bennett said, “What if we make it look like pretty boy got mad and beat her to death?” He said, speaking as if he was commenting on the weather.

Jasper didn’t say anything at all. He seemed to prefer this method, having only spoken before because Stanton hadn’t been there to rein in their youngest brother.

The two other cops who had escorted them in the back of the SUV were upstairs. Cora had counted six other police officers upstairs as well. It wasn’t a full staff, and she guessed that anyone who wasn’t involved in this sordid business had been sent home. But they were outnumbered, and she was on her own without a weapon.

“I’ll leave the creativity up to you, Bennett. But we do have to have some answers, Ms. Shields.”

She said, “What do you want to know?”

“Why do you have so many placed calls to Agent Saul Brady.”

“So, you do know who he is?”

“We know what the database says. We have that number logged. We are a police station after all.” Stanton smiled at her. It was a kind smile, crinkling the corners of his eyes. He wasn’t unattractive, but he also wasn’t handsome. He had a very plain, relatable face.

At least, it would have been relatable if he hadn’t been discussing the way he planned to execute her.

“If you know so much,” she said, slowly, deciding her best bet was to bluff. “Then you know the FBI has its eyes on you.”

Stanton chuckled. His fingers remained hooked in his belt. “We know that you were fired. We know you don’t have ties to them.”

Cora felt her stomach sink. But then, slowly she said, “And you know there are two other FBI agents in town right now?”

The Doyle brothers went still. Each of them glanced at each other, then back at her.

Bingo.

She tried not to smirk, realizing now, that perhaps her only saving grace was going to be Malcolm Ogden. She said, “You can check it out. Deputy Director Malcolm Ogden is here, along with a babysitter.” And then, for good measure she added, “And a few other bodyguards, so don’t think of doing anything rash.”

Stanton sneered, “I don’t believe you.”

She said, “I guess that doesn’t matter very much.” She leaned forward, her forehead pressing against the cold, metal bars. Her feet pressed hard against the concrete floor. The metal toilet off to her right jutted out from the wall, and the cop behind her didn’t have a blanket. Then again, she wasn’t planning to sleep here.

She spared a look towards Gabriel Finch, and the man, bruised and bludgeoned as he was, sat upright, watching them, the look of fear on his face replaced by only the faintest glimmer of hope.

“Check it out,” she said firmly. “See if I’m lying.” Her eyes roved from one of them to the next. She couldn’t help but smile, playing her hand as best as she could. “Like you said, you’re police. It should be easy enough to find out if there are FBI agents on your doorstep. If I was really fired, why are they here on a task force I was assigned to?”

Bennett sneered, “She’s lying.”

But Jasper wasn’t sure, and he was scowling at her.

Stanton was studying her phone again. He let out a faint sigh. “I’ll bite. Let’s say I believe you. Let’s say there is a task force here. Why?”

She looked him dead in the eyes. “Why the hell do you think?”

He shook his head. “They don’t know anything about us.”

Cora smiled, the shadows of the bars crisscrossing her face. “Yeah? Then how come we were sent to interrogate the judge off the books?”

Bennett gave a little squeal of excitement. “See!” he exclaimed. “I told you she was the one who dealt with Winchester.”

“Actually, that was the Deputy Director. I was there, but Ogden finished the job. We know you guys have been playing rough around here. We play rough too. You haven’t seen anything yet.”

It was a strange thing to speak so confidently when she felt so very little assurance. She had no backup. Malcolm Ogden, most likely, would have looked the other way just to let these men take care of her as a problem.

But they didn’t know that. She had the information she needed. And for the moment, they weren’t reporting anything to the FBI, because that was the very bureau they didn’t want to tangle with.

Every good lie had a grain of truth.

And while she felt cold dread, certain that they intended to kill her and make it look like a suicide, she also knew that curiosity was a powerful thing. If they killed her too soon, they wouldn’t be able to assuage their anxiety, which was now in full display. Even Jasper, the stoic, quiet one with the long hair, was tapping his right foot uncomfortably against the ground.

Bennett was eyeing her as if she was a slab of meat. He had that hyena chuckle, his lips pulled back, teeth showing behind his red beard.

Stanton, the chief, was the quietest of the bunch.

Seven other cops upstairs. Three down here. Gabe would be useless. Ten against one. She had no weapon and was locked behind a barred door. And they were either going to make it look like she had killed herself, or, more likely, use Gabe as a scapegoat, like Bennett had said.

All of this was about stalling.

Stanton sighed and then said, “Jasper, we’ll make some calls. Bennett, keep an eye on them. Don’t get close to the bars. I mean it, don’t play with the food.”

Bennett Doyle nodded, but Cora stared back at him, fixing a fake smile on her lips.

He leered back, caught in a battle of pride.

That was always the case with the psychopaths. Narcissists, usually. Pride was their weakness. Not a shred of humility among them. It was funny how easy it was to manipulate a proud man.

Now, Stanton was moving back up the stairs, her phone in his hand. Jasper followed with lumbering steps.

Cora wondered how long it would take for them to confirm her story. The Deputy Director was definitely here. As far as his orders, she hoped that the FBI was as cagey as they usually were about that sort of thing. Because if they revealed that he was here to investigate her, then the jig was up.

It wasn’t like she had much time anyway. As far she could tell, these were the best odds she’d had all night.

The door closed upstairs with a clang. Cora stared at Bennett, and he glared right back.

“I could’ve blown you away,” she said, slowly.

Bennett just watched her and then said, “I’m going to peel you like a grape.”

She said, “I had your little juice box head right in my scope. It’s because of me that you’re still alive. You owe me.”

“And I’m going to make him watch.”

Cora didn’t hesitate, lobbing back, “Were you scared? You looked really scared. Did you wet your pants? You smell kind of pissy.”

Bennett took a step forward.

She smirked and pointed, “Better stay back. Big brother doesn’t want you anywhere near me. He knows that I’ll hurt you.”

Bennett raised his gun now, pointing it at her. He wasn’t smiling now. The look in his eyes wasn’t so much one of sadism as anger. “I don’t have to come near you to take care of you. Maybe just the knee?” He said gun lowering.

Cora stared at the weapon in his hand and then said, “What are you so scared of?”

She was playing games that didn’t have a winner. The psychopath would definitely shoot her if he wanted to. That much was obvious. The best thing she could do was shut up. But on the other hand, she had seen what was in that man’s eyes.

And there wasn’t an option. If Stanton came back, Jasper with him, she was dead. For now, the only thing keeping her alive was a lie. And a flimsy one at that.

She just watched him and then said, quietly, “You know, maybe we can reach another arrangement.”

He stared at her. She leaned against the bars, pressing her chest against the metal and allowing it to accentuate her in interesting ways.

She smirked. No weapon wasted.

This, in her opinion, was one of the weapons she had that most men in the SEALs didn’t.

Now, he stared at her, his tongue darting out, licking his lips. She smiled coyly. Her pride didn’t even twinge. She had done worse, and suffered worse, for smaller causes. And right now, she needed to survive, and take Gabe with her.

She winked at the red bearded man.

It was like a spell had been cast on him. It was the same spell that Harry had succumbed to back at the farmhouse. Tunnel vision.

He took another step towards her, wiggling his red eyebrows.

She didn’t blink, didn’t move, allowing his own imagination to serve as the lure.

“Do you think I’m stupid?” He said with a husky breath. And then his expression morphed into rage. He slammed his gun against the bars, trying to break her nose. But she moved fast.

He had intended to dupe her, to catch her off guard. But men addicted to their own arousal were also the sort of men who gave into fits of rage.

Psychopaths always thought that they were unique. But really, they were a dime a dozen, the most predictable sorts around.

And as his hand came bludgeoning down, she moved her face and his fingers slammed through the bars.

He yelped and jerked his hand back as she tried to snatch it. She missed. He laughed, her other hand, though, had managed to snag his belt.

She yanked him, hard, slamming his hips against the metal bars.

He tried to raise his gun. But now that he was closer, her other hand shot through the bars, catching his wrist. She squeezed a pressure point.

He yelled. The gun fell.

She moved her hand from his belt to his neck. Squeezing. He began to choke, his face turning the same color as his beard.

As he stammered and struggled, she kept her grip, tightening it. She stared him in the eyes as the life choked from his face.

“You did, didn’t you?” She said quietly. “At least one of them. I don’t care which one you killed. But I know you did.”

She held on a second after he stopped moving, and then shoved him, disgusted. He collapsed to the ground like a bag of potatoes. She reached down, grabbed his gun from where it had fallen. Raised it, shot the lock, kicked open the door, shot the lock to Gabe’s cell, and opened it with a screeching sound from the hinges.

She stared into the cell. Gabe was gaping at her, white faced. The bruises stood out against his pale flesh.

He glanced at the man on the ground, then at her, then back to the man on the ground.

She could hear voices upstairs. Loud shouts. The gunshots and the yell hadn’t gone unnoticed. She said, “Do you want to stay here or come with me?”  

Gabriel Finch swallowed, and then let out a whooshing breath. “I wish I had never met you,” he said.

Cora dipped her head once. “Most people who say that are dead. I guess that makes you lucky.”

She moved to the edge of the stairs now, hurrying, and pressed her shoulder against the wall. She spotted movement at the top of the stairs and fired a couple of shots. Cursing. A thump. 

“Got one,” she muttered. 

But then another salvo of bullets slammed down the stairs, pummeling the ground and sending chips of granite flying. 

The ta-ta-ta-ta of an automatic weapon sprayed the inside of the cell. Cora kept tight against the wall, teeth set. Gabe was on her other side, breathing in shallow huffs. 

Cora glanced up, spotted a camera, and shot it. 

The gunfire continued to pelt down the stairs. 

“Bennett?” A voice yelled down the stairs. “Hey? Bennett?” 

Cora waited a second longer, and then she moved, stepping from one side of cover, across the opening to the other. A glimpse of two heads jutting out over the top of the stairs, a body in the doorway. 

She shot again. 

One of the men’s heads jerked back. The other yelled, ducking. More gunfire, but she had already reached the other side of the door. 

“God dammit!” someone was screaming upstairs. “Get the others. Get the gas—now, moron! GO! Jasper, shoot anything that moves!” 

“Stanton!” Cora called out. “Hey, Stanton? Yoo-hoo.” 

But he didn’t reply. She poked her head around the edge of the wall but jerked back as an explosion of gunfire nearly took her head clean off. 

She was breathing heavily now. A silence fell again, accompanying the dust floating through the air, scattering across the tiled ground. 

She waited quietly, listening. 

She could picture the men upstairs, pointing their weapons into the basement, waiting for backup and tear gas. If either of those things came, they were screwed. Gabe was staring at her. “What now?” he whispered. 

She considered her options. Then whispered back. “Withholding fire. Can’t have them coming in yet.” 

“What?” 

She pointed at her gun. “Point, shoot. Don’t get shot. Clear?” 

“Wh…what?” 

She tossed the gun at him. Gabriel nearly dropped it. She glared, pointed again, and mimed a shooting motion. 

Gabriel tried, but pressed the wrong button and the clip fell, clattering. He cursed, bent over, and managed to slot it back into place with some help from Cora. 

She pointed again, mimed shooting. She whispered, “I’m going to Bennett’s body. I need you to keep me covered. Got it?” 

“Yeah...umm...Dammit. Yeah.” 

“Ready?” 

“No.” 

“Now!” 

She bolted. 

Gabriel fired a couple of rounds. At least this time, he squeezed the trigger but hit the wall. It didn’t matter, though. She wasn’t expecting him to hit anyone. She just needed him to keep heads down. Bennett’s body was within line of sight of the stairwell, and so she had crossed into a potential firing zone. 

Quick, her hands moved along Bennett’s pockets. She snatched the round item he’d taken from his brother who’d taken it from her. Full circle. 

She then darted back out of the way as a new burst of bullets hit the floor and cut into the body lying in a pool of blood on the ground. She flung herself back to the wall, regaining her spot opposite Gabe, breathing quickly, tense, grenade clutched tightly in one hand. 

Gabe was staring at her hand. Up at her. Her hand again. 

She held a finger to her lips and waited. She waited for the sound of voices. She remained quiet and tense, a finger to her lips, keeping Gabe silent as well.

He still had the gun. She waited, listening for footsteps.

But then she hesitated. She considered her options. Up the stairs, if she managed to take out a few of them, she would still have to be running straight into oncoming enemy fire.

She glanced at the item in her hand and sighed. And instead of aiming up the stairs, she began to look around.

“What are you doing?”

She didn’t reply, focusing on her surroundings. One wall was behind the cells. Too thick. Another was off to the left, near where Bennett’s blood was draining.

But a third wall, to her right, had a window. The window allowed her to see how thick the wall was.

She nodded.

She uncorked the grenade, waited, and then said, “Down!”

She flung the grenade at the wall, aiming for the weakest point: the window.

At the same time, she surged towards Gabe, snatching her gun back, and bringing him crashing to the floor. Another burst of bullets, this time from multiple guns, suggested that more than one person was keeping their aim on the place.

Again, they missed. Barely.

She hit the ground with Gabe under her.

There was an explosion. Suddenly, bits of rock pelted her from behind. Jagged stone scraped against her arm, and for a moment, in the hot pain, she thought she’d been shot.

She just lay there, dazed, and began to push up, blinking, shedding sheets of dust.

She tugged at the back of Gabriel. “Up, now!” She shouted.

And then, she began to tug him, moving through the swirling ash. She fired a couple of shots up the stairs. A loud shout of pain, another burst of gunfire. The ground beneath her perforated.

She managed to avoid getting shot, though.

Now, speed was the most important thing.

She remembered the SUV back at the shed. They had left the keys in the ignition then. Would they be so lucky?

She raced forward, pulling the man behind her. They moved through the gap she had blasted in the wall, clambering through where the window had overlooked the street. They pulled themselves onto the grass, struggling towards the sidewalk.

Gabriel was gasping heavily as he followed.

She looked one way, then the other, panting. It was at least three in the morning. No traffic. The night was still dark.

She had thought they would emerge in the parking lot. But they were on the other side. No SUV. No vehicles at all.

She cursed, looking one way then the other.

Nothing. Nothing to use.

And so, she yelled, “Run!”

At just that moment, a car began speeding down the street, sirens wailing.

She cursed, but the vehicle was coming from the opposite direction of the precinct. What was it that Stanton had said? They had gotten rid of any cop who wasn’t in on it?

She kept her gun hidden behind her back, bending over, and allowing her bandaged shoulder to speak for itself. “Help!” She said, stammering.

The police car hopped the curb. Two men threw open the doors, hurrying around it. Both of them with their guns in hand. “Hands!” They were shouting.

She struggled, stumbling forward. And then, she kicked the door. It slammed into the first man, sending him stumbling back.

She shot the gun from the second man’s hand. A risky shot but it paid off—she’d been aiming for his hand. 

“Get down!” she shouted.

Her gun moved back and forth, rapidly. There was no time for hesitation. “If I have to, I’ll wing you.”

Both men stared, then lowered to the ground. She said, “Get as far away from Chief Stanton as you can.”

And then she shoved Gabriel into the passenger seat, hopped the hood, prodded her gun against the man who she’d disarmed, and slid into the driver’s seat. The tires squealed as she pulled away, turned one-eighty, and sped back in the opposite direction.

She hit the sirens, turning them off. But the sound was soon replaced by other sirens. She cursed, glancing in the rearview mirror. An entire cavalcade of police vehicles was pouring out of the parking lot onto the street. Two, four squad cars. The SUV. They were all speeding after her, racing through the abandoned city streets. The black SUV nearly slammed into one of the police officers who was rising from the ground where the door had knocked him. It was only thanks to his partner that he was knocked clear, onto the sidewalk. 

But then Cora lost sight of them, veering sharply onto a side road, and floored the gas, tearing away from the vehicles in hot pursuit.




 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

  

 

Cora kept her foot pressed to the floor, tearing up the road and racing towards the place she knew best. The farms and fields near her parents’ house. Home turf advantage. 

“What are you doing?” Gabe was screaming, his voice hoarse. 

Cora shot him a quick look, reached out, snatched his seatbelt, and yanked it, securing it into place across his chest. Her gaze returned to the road. She put her brights on, hoping to clear any oncoming traffic or errant wildlife crossing the desolate roads. 

Behind her, the squad of pursuing vehicles was in hot pursuit. 

“I…I think we lost one of them...no...two?” Cora cursed. In the excitement, she’d lost track of her pursuers. The SUV and three squad cars came rapidly up the road behind her. 

She glanced along the street, looking for intersections, certain that a vehicle might come barreling through at any moment. 

Gabriel was muttering prayers, curses, and threats. The whole time, his fingers white, he gripped the sides of his seat. 

“Calm down!” she cautioned. “And hold on!” 

She turned the steering wheel sharply, veering onto a smaller, dustier road, passing between the cornfields. The police behind her gave chase. Gunshots now resounded in the night, tearing towards her. 

Cora huffed in frustration. The sheriff still had her phone. But she needed to make a call. 

“Finch—look for a phone.” 

“What?” 

“Any phone. Look for one. And quick!” 

Gabriel glanced about, desperately, but it was Cora who spotted it. There, in the glove compartment. The screen was still bright, suggesting that the officer had been in the middle of using it, likely responding to a call, when she’d stumbled in his path. 

“Locked!” Gabe yelled, snatching the phone. “It won’t open.” 

“Right...okay...umm...” Then Cora had an idea.  

She snatched for the radio receiver, gripping it tight and turning it on. And then, still keeping the pedal to the metal, she said, “To anyone on the police force who’s listening and not a bitch of the Doyles, contact Deputy Director Malcolm Ogden in Briarwood. Tell him that Cora Shields wants to turn herself in. At the following coordinates.”

Gabe stared at her, eyes the size of saucers.

But Cora repeated the message, then dropped the radio.

“What was that?”

“We need backup. Not everyone on the force is corrupt. Maybe one of them will send our message.”

He hesitated, then desperately said, “Wait, wait, you can still place emergency calls!”

“What?”

Gabriel nodded quickly. “We can call 911. Are you trying to contact an FBI agent?”

Cora felt her heart leap. And just as quickly, she nearly died. A bullet smashed through the window behind her, tearing out a hole in the windshield.

She let out a shaky breath, her heart pounding ferociously.

“Do it. Call them and say what I said. Deputy Director Malcolm Ogden. Tell him Cora Shields wants to turn herself in. Trust me, it doesn’t matter how late it is, he’ll come.”

Gabe hesitated. “Where are we taking them?”

She made sure that the radio was off, and then she said, “those coordinates are for that bridge in the woods behind the judge’s house. Do you know the one I’m talking about?” Cora’s knack for numbers and license plates didn’t just stop at the pedestrian. 

“Where you killed the man?”

“He killed himself. Now do it!”

She veered sharply, leaping off the road as another burst of gunfire tore through the ground, sending up sprays of dust. She cut through the cornfield, knocking down stalks and moving slower as the green sheaths encumbered the wheels.

The SUV and the squad cards followed behind her.

They ripped through the crop, and Cora pictured the roads in her mind. It had been a while since she had traveled these parts. But she could still remember a childhood often spent on joy rides on these very roads.

The wind whistled through the holes in the windows. More gunfire cut towards them. The sound of shattered glass suggested that they lost a brake light.

She didn’t need GPS, though. She knew where she was. She veered off to the right, cutting towards an intersecting road which would lead them to the judge’s house.

She could only hope that they got there in time. The chatter of gunfire continued to pursue her. Gabriel Finch was muttering desperately into his phone. And Cora’s pulse raced like the car she was trapped in.

Suddenly, her car began to turn to the right. 

“What’s happening!” Gabe yelled, dropping the phone. 

Cora glanced back and cursed. Having emerged in her blind spot, the SUV was now behind them, nudging against their rear bumper. “Shit, shit!” She yelled. She raised her gun, fired twice. But the bumping made it nearly impossible to aim. 

Another car was pulling in next to her, attempting to sandwich her between the two vehicles. If they were stalled in the cornfield, they were as good as dead. 

But the two larger vehicles were moving faster through the corn. 

So, she did the only thing that she could think to. 

She slammed the brakes. 

Gabe jolted forward with a yell. 

She held on tight as the two larger vehicles swept past her. The other cars behind her veered to hit her, but she turned the steering wheel hard and moved to the left, cutting through a new path. Now, by allowing the SUV to get in front of her, she was flying blind. 

They couldn’t see her. But neither could she see them. 

 Green leaves spewed around them. Faint thunks of the heads of corn hitting the metal, denting it. The hole in the windshield was widening from the pressure of the air. 

“If that shatters,” she said, nodding to the spiderweb patterns in the glass, “Duck. Got it?” 

“Wait, what?” 

She turned again, narrowly avoiding another police car which hit a bump and leapt through the air narrowly missing the top of her car. By the sound of more breaking glass, the blue and red lights were knocked off. 

The other cars now turned on their sirens, helping one another to locate her in the chaos. 

“Shit—shit. Did anyone answer?” she yelled. 

“They said they’d relay the message!” 

“Okay...dammit. Okay!” Cora turned again, and they suddenly burst from the cornfield back onto an old road. The tires skidded, they nearly veered off the side of the road. The front bumper scraped sparks from a guard rail, but then she managed to steady the wheel and continued onward, picking up pace as she sped towards the judge’s house. 

As they raced along the old road, for a brief moment, they were alone. 

“We...we lost them,” Gabe said, a note of delight creeping into his voice. 

But before she could reply, there was a sudden growl. Three cars appeared ahead of them, arching through the air and landing on the road in front of her. 

And then the windshield shattered. 

Cora ducked, having expected this at any moment. Gabriel threw up an arm. He yelled as pieces of glass embedded in his wrist. The car skidded, rolling into the guardrail. 

Cora tried to avoid it, but it was too late. 

A loud slam. The wheels stopped, but the rest of it kept going, flipping over the gray barrier. They swept through the air briefly, then came crashing down with a loud smashing sound.

She heard the sound of thudding doors. Yelling. More gunfire skipping off her vehicle. 

Groggily, she tried to reorient herself, realizing that she was dangling upside down, the seatbelt lashed across her chest. Blood was dripping down her nose and along her forehead. Blood was rushing to her head. 

She let out a faint groan but ripped the seatbelt off. 

Now she heard the sound of rapidly approaching footsteps. 

Yelling voices. “Cover the doors! Shoot on sight!” Stanton’s voice was yelling. 

“Same,” Cora muttered. She gripped her gun—the one item she’d managed to keep control of. As she twisted, her seatbelt no longer encumbering her, she waited, her back wedged against the roof, her legs wedged against the steering wheel. 

And suddenly, a head poked in, looking at Gabriel’s unconscious form. The man had a gun—aimed. 

Bang. 

Dead. Cora twisted, her own gun pointing behind her now. Two more shots. 

Another cop dropped dead. 

She hissed in frustration. If Malcolm hadn’t already been after her because of Florida, he would most certainly hound her steps now. 

She breathed heavily, glancing again towards Gabe. But he was motionless. Dead? No—breathing. But not for much longer. She couldn’t stay wedged here. They’d see her. Cora twisted sharply, firing twice more into the dirt through the window, to keep the others back. And then she pushed over the seats and into the back, moving along the upside-down roof and wriggling her shoulders to slip over the headrest. 

Now, a new position in the back. Not exactly like a sniper relocating, but she needed all the advantages possible. 

Her shoulders scraped against glass, and she winced. But the rear window was out. 

She tensed, listening. The sound of footsteps had faded. The gunmen were aiming at the car. At any moment, if they caught a glimpse of movement, she was dead. 

She panted heavily, unable to spot anything from where her car was lying in the ditch. She looked over her shoulder. The back window was gone... 

They were expecting her in the front. That’s where the gunshots had come from. 

But the back? 

Gabe was still motionless. 

She had to draw them away. At least for his sake. 

She tensed, and then she executed. No time to dawdle. She kicked off the headrests, still trying to navigate the toppled vehicle. She shimmied on her back across broken glass and then pushed through the rear window. 

A sudden eruption of gunfire as one figure—Jasper Doyle—had positioned behind the car. Bullets skimmed off the metal. One struck her—a flash of pain through her hand. She cursed, no time to check the damage. With her other hand she aimed and fired. 

But Jasper flung himself behind his car. 

More gunshots from the other side where the rest of the pursuers had lined up. Cora sprinted now, hand bleeding, droplets spattering the blades of grass. 

She leapt over the hood of Jasper’s car. More bullets hit the vehicle. Glass shattered. 

And she landed on Jasper, bringing him crashing to the ground. 

“Go! Go grab her!” a voice was screeching. 

Now, Cora struggled desperately for control of her weapon. Jasper Doyle fought back, snarling, lashing out. They rolled on the ground, blood from Cora’s hand pouring across the ground, across their struggling figures. 

Two more men emerged around the side of the car. Stanton and another officer, both of them pale-faced. They aimed, but Stanton yelled, “Don’t shoot my brother!” 

They tried to get a clear shot, but Cora kept the large man between her and his backup. She was breathing heavily now, her gun jammed into Jasper’s gut. But she didn’t pull the trigger. He was on top of her, having managed to get his hands around her neck. But he tensed at the sensation of the gun in his ribs. 

“Don’t,” she said quietly, swallowing past where his thumbs latched to her throat. 

The middle Doyle brother went still, motionless. Cora kept her gun directly to his stomach. “Guns down, or I waste him,” she said, her voice firm. 

But then another voice called out. “Hey, Stanton—this one’s still breathing!” 

“Put a gun to his head!” Stanton yelled. The man with the narrow nose was behind the hood of the SUV now, the chaos of the chase now receding, replaced by the tension of the moment, filled with blood speckled dust and gasping breaths.  

Cora kept her gun pointed at the man’s gut. Stanton glared at her. “Let him go or I’ll shoot the other one.”

She said, “If I let him go, you’ll shoot him anyway. You drop your weapons, or I’ll kill your brother.”

Stanton shouted, “Shoot the unconscious one!”

Cora cursed. “Wait!” she yelled. 

Stanton called out, “One second.”

She stared at him, trapped under Jasper’s weight. His hand still rested against her throat, but from where her fingers held the gun against his gut, he had gone rigid, waiting, and she could hear him breathing heavily, the warmth of his breath moist against her cheek. The dusty round was rough against her back. 

She stared past the man’s ponytail, watching Stanton and gauging him.

With a sickening feeling, she realized that if he had to, Stanton would let his brother die.

Two guns were pointed at her head. Another cop had a gun pointed at Gabe.

“You’re not getting out of this one,” Stanton said, slowly. His lip curled up in a sneer. He remained behind the hood of the car, but said, more firmly, “Drop your gun.”

She needed to stall. But what else was there to do? Shooting out of the prison, a grenade, car chase. And now a hostage. But even this wasn’t enough. She was just so damn tired.

And yet, just a few more seconds. Not because it earned her anything, but because life was measured in seconds.

She exhaled and said, “I’ll kill him. You ready to watch your brother die?”

Stanton stared at her, cold. “Shoot him!”

Cora’s heart sank. Stanton raised his gun to fire through his brother’s back at her.

And then suddenly, a spotlight erupted from the sky. With the gunfire, the yelling, the sound of blood pumping in her ears, and the crash of glass, she hadn’t heard it approaching. Not until it was almost above them. But now, she looked up, startled—swooping over the cornfield, her gaze settled on an approaching helicopter. She stared, wide-eyed and stunned.

Stanton turned as well, gaping.

A voice blared out from the helicopter, carried by a megaphone. “This is the FBI! Put your weapons on the ground! I repeat, put your weapons on the ground!”

Cora had never been so happy to hear the voice of Deputy Director Malcolm Ogden.

Jasper slowly rose, watching her warily. She kept her gun pointed at his gut.

Stanton had turned, distracted, his hand against his head, his own gun still clutched, staring at the helicopter.

Cora shot a look towards where Gabriel Finch was still trapped in the upside-down vehicle. But she hadn’t heard a gunshot. Hopefully that meant he was still alive.

The helicopter was descending. She spotted a familiar figure outlined against the night. Other FBI agents were sitting in the helicopter, wearing body armor, and armed to the teeth.

Cora watched for a second, bit her lip, and heard Stanton mutter, “Shoot when I say.”

But Jasper and his henchmen both shook their heads. “Suicide.” This contribution came from Jasper, short and to the point.

But Stanton shot an angry look at his brother. “What do you think they’re going to do to us when they find out? Do you think we can hide this?”

Jasper said, “They’ll shoot us.” It was the first time she heard him use inflection. 

But Stanton looked on edge. His hand gripped his weapon, and he stared at the descending helicopter.

The prostitutes had been used for dealing the drugs, that much was clear. She supposed that the cops were using the confiscated merchandise they took from criminals and selling it back to the very people they had taken it from.

But women were dead. Men were dead.

“Put down your weapons!” A voice shouted.

Stanton turned, slowly, rage in his eyes. He stared at Cora. He glared and muttered, “Think you’re clever?”

Cora didn’t reply. Stanton suddenly raised his gun. 

She raised her own. 

A chatter of gunfire. From the helicopter. Stanton hit the ground, dead.

Jasper yelled, and emitting a sound like a wounded bear, he dropped to his brother’s side, his shoulders shaking horribly. He gripped at Stanton, yelling incoherently. 

And Cora tossed her weapon off to the side of the road.

She watched as the helicopter continued to descend. For a moment, she considered dashing off into the woods. But there was no telling if Ogden would shoot her. Besides, she needed to make sure that everything was cleaned up. Needed to testify against the cops. And most of all, needed to make sure that her parents were safe. Plus, someone had to tell them to get help for Gabe.

She let out a long breath, kneeling in the dust and staring. The helicopter touched down between the cornfields, the blades stirring up the green leaves. FBI agents hurried off the machine, weapons raised, handcuffs gripped tight. They spread like black water over rock, circling the solitary, lonely figures left alive on the dusty road.

Cora was no exception. A foot pushed against her, pressing her to the dust, and her hands were pulled taut behind her back. Metal cuffs clicked into place. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

“You’re going away for a long, long time,” Ogden was saying, the glee evident in his voice. 

Cora sat in the back of a sleek SUV. Her hands were cuffed in front of her. At least they’d allowed her a change of clothes. And a new bandage for her hand. The left pinkie finger was missing completely. Part of the index finger had been badly gashed. 

Her shoulder was throbbing worse than it ever had before. 

And yet, sitting there wedged between two FBI agents, and with a strong sense of déjà vu, she felt a flicker of relief. At least these men weren’t taking her to an execution. 

She glanced in the mirror. “Is Gabe okay?” 

“Your accomplice?” Ogden said, frowning at her. The driver was wearing sunglasses, ignoring both of them. 

“He wasn’t my accomplice. Just a victim in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 

Ogden shook his head. “I imagine a jury of your peers will decide that. What I can’t decide is if your parents were willfully involved.”

Cora decided not to say anything. Not because she didn’t want to leap to their defense, but with a man like Ogden, concern would be seen as weakness. 

But Ogden sighed, shaking his head. “They left in the middle of the night...it doesn’t look good. We found them this morning, by the way,” he said, with another nasty smile. “Your mother offered me biscuits again. It’s a nice act—but if she was involved in this...” He made a sound like sucking lemons. But instead of souring his expression, it only made him smile more. 

He drummed his fingers against the steering wheel in front of him. 

“Oh yes...yes...I’m thinking this is going to go wonderfully.” He chuckled now. “What were you thinking, Cora? Calling me over the radio? You endangered the lives of FBI agents. Endangered the lives of so many!” 

Cora said, “You know that Stanton was corrupt.” 

Ogden snorted. “Of course. We already had some feelers out.” This part was said petulantly, defensively. 

And she didn’t believe him at all. There had been no evidence of FBI surveillance. “So, you know he had a ring of corrupt cops. A judge was even in on it.” 

“A judge you murdered in cold blood,” he snapped back. 

“I didn’t.” 

He stared at her. 

“And if you had proof, you wouldn’t be fishing.” 

Ogden shook his head. “I’ll prove it, oh...just you wait, Cora Shields.” He watched her closely in the rearview mirror, his eyes fixated on her. A look of absolute contempt crossed his features. 

Cora didn’t look away until he did. But once this happened, she sighed and leaned back, adjusting her shoulders into a more comfortable position. 

It was like Saul Brady had once told her. 

Ogden simply couldn’t stand someone who had clawed their way from the bottom. Someone who stood in opposition to everything he was. 

It made him furious. 

No...No this was not a man to be reasoned with. If he had his way, she would spend the rest of her life behind bars. She thought back to the way things had gone. How much video footage would they have of her from the farmhouse where she’d killed the five conspirators? 

How much from the police station? 

She winced, feeling the weight of the world descend on her shoulders. 

At least she’d stayed to get Gabe help in time. She’d felt as if she’d owed him at least that. And her parents were safe, her mother still bribing with biscuits. 

Cora closed her eyes, allowing herself a small smile. 

She pictured the way her father and her had screamed at each other under his roof. She felt a pang of anger...It wasn’t the daughter’s job to teach a man to love, was it? 

But what was it that he’d said? Obey your parents, and you’ll live long. It almost sounded like a threat. Or maybe that was just her hard heart. 

She smiled a bitter smile, shaking her head. 

Obedience...That’s what it came back to with people like him. And she didn’t fault him. It was by coloring outside the lines that she’d ended up here: in the back of an FBI vehicle, heading across state lines, returning to Virginia. But it was also by coloring outside the lines that Mindy had gotten justice. 

A woman no one else would have cared about except... 

Well...Except her parents. Her mother and father. 

She sighed softly. Maybe they weren’t as bad as she made them out to be in her mind. 

Cora shook her head, exhaustion weighing heavy. 

She heard the sound of a buzzing phone, frowning and glancing forward. Ogden harumphed. “It’s Brady...Of course it is.” He stared at the ringing phone, wrinkling his nose. He shot a look at her. “Friends in high places, huh Shields?” 

She stared at the phone, licking her lips like a parched woman in the desert at the sight of water. The phone continued to buzz... 

And buzz...

And buzz some more. 

Ogden lowered it, shaking his head. “He can wait in line like the rest,” Ogden snapped. 

And then the phone went dead, and with it the very last vestiges of Cora’s hope for anything resembling a future. 

Malcolm Ogden had decided on this little Crusade of his. Intent on making an example out of her. And Saul Brady wouldn’t be able to stand in his way. Saul had tried to warn her. Her parents had tried to warn her. Everyone had tried to warn her. 

And in a way, she got it. 

But in another way, she wondered if they knew that she wasn’t trying to make choices for the five-year or ten-year plan. She was making choices to survive the day. To move from one window to the next. 

She hadn’t had a pill or a drink since all this had started. 

A five-year plan. A ten-year plan. A respectable line of work. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered if she was allowed to sit still with her thoughts. A prison cell was perfect for that. Forcing someone to think. To reminisce. But those memories were too painful. 

Flashes of light. Images through her mind. Mostly recollections of pain in a godforsaken place. Memories of battles. Of capture. Months. Then escape. 

But the pain remained. In her bones. In the scars. And there was no outrunning it. Nothing to do except face it head-on like a boat crashing into breakers. 

And so, in a way, the idea of prison terrified her more than death. 

But in another way, cuffed and trapped, there was a relief to all of it. 

She was so tired of running. So very, very tired. 




 

 

 

EPILOGUE 

 

 

Gabriel Finch sat up in the hospital bed, wincing as he did, wincing as he didn’t, and wincing in between. 

He hissed painfully through his teeth as he cleared the orange juice and the straw off his hospital table. Everything hurt. 

Every damn bone, bump, and bruise. He tried to put a brave face on it. Especially because his mother was watching him with tears in her eyes. 

“Oh, Gabriel!” she said, her voice shaking. “What happened?” 

Gabriel forced a quick smile, trying to prop up in his pillows. But it didn’t help much. “Umm...I…I really don’t know,” he said somewhat lamely. “Is that it?” He pointed towards the item clutched in his mother’s hand. 

She hesitated, but then stepped forward, placing the large book on his upright table. “Yes...But why? You need your sleep.” 

“I’ve been sleeping,” he said with a grunt. “Oh—looks like the nurse is...” 

He trailed off as his mother turned, gave a sigh, and then bustled out the door towards where a nurse was waving her over. Likely to lecture his mother on bringing extra pain medication into the hospital. Twice now.

She meant well. 

Gabe smiled after his mom, but then the expression died—it was too painful to move his face. 

He turned his attention to the book that he’d requested. 

It had been while unconscious—near death—that the memory had flitted back. A distant, dislodged memory, somehow brought to him while at death’s door. 

He would never tell a soul, but he thought...she had brought it to him. He felt a tear in his eye and sniffed, wiping it with a shaking finger. “Thank you, Rose,” he whispered. 

Cora’s younger sister was a far, far preferable traveling companion. And person. And just...human. He scowled, trying not to think too horribly of Cora. 

In the end, she had helped him survive. 

“A mess she brought me into,” he muttered to no one. 

His mother was now arguing with the nurse, and a couple of secretaries were glancing over, amused. 

Gabe returned his attention to the yearbook that he’d requested. 

It was this yearbook that had returned to his subconscious. Half dead—on the verge of crossing over. In his unconscious, exhausted state, a memory had returned. 

A memory of a looping, cursive handwritten note. 

His fingers trembled now as he flipped slowly through his yearbook, swallowing roughly. He stared as he flipped from page to page. 

Where was it? 

Not there...no...no that was the wrong cursive. 

Was it—no...not there either. 

He paused, breathing, exhausted from the slight effort of moving pages. His brow furrowed as he stared at the class photos, his gaze traveling from one picture to the next, searching for the handwriting. 

“No, no, no,” he muttered to himself. 

It wasn’t here... 

Had he made a mistake? Had he simply been hallucinating? 

He began picking up the pace, flipping faster and faster. Even though his arm ached. Even though he now felt sweat prickling on his forehead. He flipped rapidly through the book, panting now, exhausted. “Come on...” he whispered. “Come on...” 

But it wasn’t here. He felt a weight of dejection settle. All the adrenaline, the excitement—he’d let it get to him. He should’ve known better. 

How foolish...how silly to think that Rose had somehow reached out from beyond and—

He froze. 

His hand went stiff as ice where it gripped the page, half-turned. Slowly, he flipped back, his reactions catching up to what his mind had spotted. 

He swallowed faintly, staring. 

There it was. 

Looping, cursive handwriting. A generic farewell. Have a great summer, Gabe! Rock on! 

But it was the cursive he recognized. How couldn’t he? How many days and hours had he poured over those letters to Rose? Those taunting, haunting letters left to his childhood sweetheart. Those words had ripped shreds in his heart that he didn’t think would ever heel. 

“No...” he whispered softly. “You?” 

He swallowed, his lips chapped. He blinked as if certain he was seeing double. He stared at the photo again. There had to be some mistake... 

There had to be... 

He gaped at the page, certain that something had gone wrong. Maybe...had the ink bled through? 

He shifted the page back, but the opposite side had nothing transcribed. 

No...no, this was the right signature. It matched with the right portrait. 

“That’s impossible...” he muttered. 

And a slow prickle crept up his spine. This had been the person sending letters to Rose Shields in the weeks leading up to her disappearance. 

It wasn’t another high school kid. Not another student. 

A man. Forty, fifty, maybe. He stared, unable to quite comprehend. The football coach...Except, not just the football coach. 

No...Gabe had known him by another name at the time. Before the divorce. His eyes moved up, staring at his mother, then down again. 

He read the name. Michael Finch. 

He’d kept his father’s last name. They hadn’t been close in a while...Ever since the divorce...Ever since... 

“Holy shit...” 

Gabe closed the yearbook with a thud. He wasn’t sure what to even think. His father? No way...but the handwriting matched. His father.

He leaned back, staring at the ceiling. And in a brief instant, he wondered where an avenging angel was when he needed it—the last one he’d found had been hauled off by the FBI. “DAMMIT!” He screamed at the ceiling. “GOD DAMMIT!” His voice shook the glass of the hospital room. 

His mother whirled around. The nurses and receptionists glanced over, alarmed. 

And then Gabriel Finch slumped back in his bed, certain of one thing. 

If his father hadn’t done it on his own, then he was at least—in some way—involved in the disappearance of Rose Shields. 
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