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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Chastity Ronin settled in on the couch.

She had her popcorn, her white wine, and her remote control. She hit play and pulled the blanket up to her chest as the opening theme to her favorite show started.

The lights were dimmed in the den and it was pitch-black outside, perfect for watching a light sitcom and forgetting about her boyfriend, Brad, who had never called her back about tonight. At thirty-four years old, Chastity thought she’d finally hit the jackpot after years of cycling through a collection of losers, deadbeats, psychos, and, in a couple of cases, unfortunate murder victims.

But now it looked like Brad had turned out to be just another flake, bailing on their evening without even calling. Whatever. Chastity had been through far worse in her life than another lame boyfriend.

She was just getting into the show when her phone rang. It was Brad. Part of her wanted to send it straight to voicemail but she decided to give the guy one last chance.

“This better be good,” she said curtly after picking up. For several seconds there was no response, only what sounded like soft wheezing.

“Brad? Is that you?”

“Get out,” a raspy voice said.

“What?” she demanded, getting annoyed.

“Get out of the house.” It was Brad, though his voice sounded weak, faltering. “He’s inside.”

Suddenly there was a soft banging sound over the phone that she heard in the hallway too. She got up and moved in its direction.

“Brad,” she said quietly. “Stop messing with me. You know what I’ve been through. This isn’t funny.”

“Hurry,” Brad moaned softly. “He’s close.”

Chastity stood in front of her hall closet. She could hear the same voice on the phone coming from behind that door. Without pausing to think too much, she yanked the door open, but found only coats. She was about to close it when she noticed movement near the floor. 

Two loafered feet stuck out below the coats, flailing limply. The shoes rattling against the flimsy closet door must have been the banging sound she’d heard. She moved the hangers with the jackets to the sides. On the floor in front of her, sitting against the back wall of the closet with a knife protruding from his stomach and blood bubbling on his lips, was Brad.

“Run,” he groaned one last time before his eyes went blank and his head slumped forward onto his chest.

It’s happening again.

Chastity fought back the urge to scream. If the person who did this was in the house, she needed to get out quickly and quietly. She’d been in situations like this before and knew that panicking was the worst thing she could do.

Instead, she grabbed the first weapon she saw, an umbrella from the closet, and made her way down the hall toward the front door. Then she stopped in her tracks.

That’s what he’s expecting.

Quickly she turned and headed back to the den, ignoring the TV as she hurried over to the sliding glass door leading to her backyard. She was just steps from flipping the latch when she sensed that she was not alone in the room. She turned around.

Standing in the hallway, staring at her with cold, dark eyes through the eyeholes of a black ski mask, was the Marauder. She thought she was finally free of the horrors he’d inflicted on her. But she was wrong. He was back.

Chastity turned and lunged for the sliding door lock, flipping it and yanking the door open. She was almost outside when he was on her, turning her around to face him, his hands clutching her throat, squeezing, draining the life from her.

“Dammit, Terry,” she shouted, exasperated. “How many times do I have to tell you to be more gentle? I bruise easily. Can’t you just fake choking me? It’s called acting, dumbass.”

“Cut!” yelled a voice from across the room.

The director sighed heavily. Anton Zyskowski was a forty-something man from Poland who was directing his first English-language picture after moderate success with several Polish thrillers. He was smallish, with wispy hair and an unassuming demeanor. As he walked over to her, Corinne Weatherly smiled nastily.

After all, part of the reason Anton had been selected to direct the film in the first place was that, as a relative newcomer to the Hollywood studio system, he was at a disadvantage when it came to these points of contention. As the star of Marauder: Rebirth, and the woman who had originally brought Chastity Ronin to life, Corinne could make his life very difficult if she chose to. And she had chosen to.

“Anton,” she hissed when he came over. “What the hell? Do I really have to put up with this idiot? That’s the third take this guy has ruined by manhandling me. I mean, can’t we have any muscular goober play this role? It’s not like you see his face.”

“Corinne,” Anton said diffidently in slightly broken English, “you know Terry is important for scenes without mask before Chastity knows he is killer. We must have a strong performer. It will not be able to believe if the killer in mask is another actor. Audience will know. But I will remind him to be soft on the neck.”

Corinne was unmoved.

“How many times does the dolt have to be reminded?” she demanded. “I swear I’m surrounded by morons. I thought you were supposed to be the Polish Ari Aster.”

She could see crew members shaking their heads out of the corner of her eye. Behind her, someone grumbled, barely intelligibly.

“At this rate we’re gonna have another Olivet-style breakdown.”

She spun around, ready to give the rumor-monger a tongue-lashing too. But before she could identify the culprit, Anton stepped forward.

“Corinne, please…” he began.

“Please, nothing,” she cut him off. “Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to my trailer to decompress. You find someone other than Terry Slauson to choke me without leaving permanent contusions on my trachea. And if you can’t do that tonight, then we’ll just have to pick the shoot back up tomorrow. It’s getting late anyway. And while you’re at it, maybe you can tell your crew to keep their sneering and grumbles to themselves until I leave the set. I may be a bitch, Anton. But I’m the bitch in charge. Don’t you forget that.”

She stormed off the soundstage, her assistant, Monica, scurrying to keep up. Corinne looked back at her derisively.

“Maybe you should work out a little more, Monica,” she chided. “Then you wouldn’t be huffing and puffing so much. Plus, you could fit into those slacks better. You look like you’re hiding a loaf of bread under that waistband.”

Monica said nothing, which made Corinne happy. The girl was dumpy but she was a fast learner who was picking up the most important lessons: Do as you’re told. Keep your mouth shut.

They reached Corinne’s Star Waggon trailer just behind soundstage 32, next to the New York back lot at Sovereign Studios. Corinne opened the door, stepped up, and looked back at Monica, holding up her hand to deny her entry.

“You tell Anton that he’s got ten minutes to find a new Marauder for the scene. After that, I’m going home.”

“But Ms. Weatherly,” Monica pleaded.

“The clock is ticking,” Corinne said, holding up her phone before slamming the door in the simpleton’s face.

She moved over to the makeup chair, sat down, and stared at herself in the mirror. Her dyed blonde hair looked brittle. In the harsh light, all the lines she’d tried so desperately to hide seemed to glow. Her body was still tight, but it was getting harder to keep it that way. For half a decade now, she’d fought the urge to get work done. No matter how good the surgeon might be, when a face was plastered on a multi-story movie screen, she could almost always tell who was getting a little extra help. But the time might have finally come.

It would depend a lot on this film. If it did well, she could hold off a few more years on going under the knife. If it tanked, there was some nipping and tucking in her near future. These sorts of concerns never entered her head back when she was the hot new Hollywood ingénue.

After breaking out over a decade ago with the romantic comedy Petals and Petulance, she’d landed the coveted lead in Marauder, the high-brow, psycho-sexual horror thriller. Her character, Chastity Ronin, was technically a victim, but she was also a badass who ultimately turned the tables on her murderous stalker.

The film was a financial and critical hit and, on the heels of Petals and Petulance, it established her as a real up-and-comer. Unfortunately, the sequel tanked. In the eleven years since, the film roles had gotten less glamorous until they dried up completely. She’d recently been reduced to hosting a prime time game show involving marginally talented children she had to pretend to find adorable.

But then she’d found that elusive golden nugget, admittedly with some assistance and well-placed pressure. The Marauder franchise was being rebooted and a lauded horror helmer from Europe, Zyskowski, had been assigned to direct a film that matched the spirit of the fairly sophisticated original. And Corinne was being brought back to play Chastity. It was juicy stuff, the sort of role that could put her back on the map if it all came together just right.

But people like Terry Slauson were screwing it up. With incompetents around her and a script she was coming to realize didn’t pack the punch she first thought it did, the movie no longer seemed like a home run. And though she liked having control, she was starting to wonder if insisting the studio hire a director she could push around was a mistake. If this didn’t pan out, then she’d be reduced to doing Sharknado-style TV movies.

Maybe I should have let them pick someone with the will to match his vision.

Her moment of introspection was interrupted by a knock on the door.

“Who is it?” she bellowed.

“Monica,” came the timid response.

That girl needs to find a backbone.

She got up and opened the trailer door.

“What is it?”

The girl looked like she was about to cry.

“Anton says we’re wrapping for the night. When he told Terry he wouldn’t be finishing the scene, he walked off the set. I heard him say something about filing a grievance as he left.”

“Let him,” Corinne countered. “And I’ll file a grievance about him manhandling me.”

Monica nodded meekly, clearly not wanting to argue.

“Anton says that we can’t move forward until the producers resolve it…”

“I am a producer,” Corinne shot back.

“I think he meant the studio’s producers, the money guys. Regardless, he said we’re done for the night. Your call time tomorrow is nine a.m. He hopes to have everything squared away by then.”

“Fine. I need to get a decent night of sleep anyway.”

Monica nodded. She clearly wanted to say something else but was afraid to.

“Spit it out,” Corinne said irritably.

“It’s just…do you need anything else from me tonight, Ms. Weatherly? I was hoping to get to the drugstore to pick up a prescription. They close in twenty minutes.”

Corinne fought the urge to make a snarky comment about the potential nature of the medication. Looking down, she saw that the girl was shaking slightly, apparently terrified. For the briefest of moments, Corinne felt guilty. She wanted Monica to be compliant but causing the kid to quiver with fear made her wonder if she’d gone a little too far.

“Go ahead,” she said, trying not to sound too sympathetic. “But I expect you to be here before me tomorrow, with my iced coffee. You know how I like it by now, right?”

“I have the order prefilled on the app,” Monica assured her.

“Good. Nice to see you’re learning.” She shut the door again before Monica could respond.

Sighing heavily, she made a quick bathroom pit stop, and then collected her things from the bed at the far end of the trailer. 

She realized she should have told Monica to bring her car over from the parking garage. It was a five-minute walk across the lot to get there. She considered calling her back but decided to give her a pass, what with the medication thing. She didn’t want the girl to collapse from whatever pathetic ailment she had and then have the tabloids blame it on her.

She turned off the main light and moved to turn off the one for the makeup mirror. That’s when she saw it. Written on the mirror in neat, block letters with what looked like her own red lipstick was a word—a name actually. She recognized it immediately, of course. How could she not? She’d thought about this person every day for the last decade. But she had no idea how it had gotten there. The mirror had been clean when she was staring at her wrinkles earlier.

She glanced around, confused. And then in the shadows behind her, she saw movement, someone coming toward her with a cord extended. Before she could turn around or react, she felt the cord wrap around her neck and tighten. In the makeup mirror, she could see that her assailant was wearing a black ski mask, exactly like the one the Marauder wore in the scene she’d just shot.

She struggled to break free but that only seemed to make the cord constrict more. She tried to gasp for air but nothing came in. As she began to sink to the ground, her heart pounding with fear, her brain exploding with panic, she had a weird, unexpected thought: Compared to this, Terry Slauson’s fumbling attempt to wring her neck seemed almost tender.

She was dead before she had a chance to appreciate the irony.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Jessie Hunt hit snooze on her phone and lay quietly in bed with her eyes closed, hoping to drift back to sleep. After all, she didn’t have anywhere she had to be.

But it was no use. Her mind was already racing, despite her best efforts to slow it down. It was Monday morning. This was supposed to be a relaxing day, or at least as relaxing as she was capable of having these days. There was no job to go to. She didn’t have to rush Hannah off to school. With one exception, her schedule was whatever she wanted it to be. And yet, the gnawing sense that she had work to do ate at her. She sat up.

The action sent a wave of discomfort rippling through her body. Her bad shoulder ached, probably from inadvertently sleeping on it. And the still-raw skin on her lower back felt weird and tight, like an itch she knew she couldn’t scratch.

Looking across the small bedroom at the other bed, she saw that Hannah Dorsey, the half-sister for whom she was the full-time guardian, was still asleep, snoring softly. Jessie got up and tiptoed outside and down the hall to the bathroom. She saw that the other bedroom door was closed, which meant that Kat was either still asleep or, more likely, getting dressed for her day. Either way, it meant the bathroom was free.

Katherine “Kat” Gentry, Jessie’s best friend, was letting her and Hannah stay at her place until they found a new one. Jessie couldn’t bear the thought of living in her condo anymore. Too many awful things had happened there.

She had promised Kat that they’d be out in a month and though it had only been two weeks since they moved in, she was feeling the pressure. Part of that was because she felt bad that Kat couldn’t comfortably have her boyfriend over, a Lake Arrowhead sheriff’s deputy named Mitch Connor. They usually only got to see each other on weekends as it was. Even that was on hold for now.

But beyond that, finding a new place that had enough room for two people—hopefully three at some point—and met her security requirements wasn’t easy. Even though her ex-husband, Kyle Voss, was no longer a threat, Jessie still had lots of other enemies, many of whom would relish the chance to have a go at her.

She reminded herself that there was one additional necessity. It would also have to be handicapped-accessible. Jessie’s live-in boyfriend, LAPD Detective Ryan Hernandez, was nowhere near ready to leave the hospital. Truth be told, she wasn’t sure he ever would be. But if he did one day get the go-ahead to leave, he’d need wheelchair ramps, safety bars, and all manner of other equipment she hadn’t begun to think about.

Jessie gave herself a once-over in the mirror before washing her face. She didn’t have the relaxed look of a woman on a day off. The shadows under her bright green eyes had faded but they were still tinged with a redness that hinted at unsettled sleep. Her shoulder-length brown hair wasn’t tied back in her standard, professional ponytail but looked as worn out as she felt. She was hunched over the sink, making her athletic, five-foot-ten frame appear significantly smaller. Even her sculpted cheekbones seemed somehow less pronounced than usual. She had only recently turned thirty but on this morning, she felt about a decade older than that.

She finished washing up and stepped out of the bathroom, where she found Kat waiting patiently. Her friend was dressed casually in jeans and a loose-fitting top that hid her chiseled physique. Though she was no longer an Army Ranger or the head of security at a psychiatric prison, she still had the look of someone who shouldn’t be messed with. That was probably a good thing because her new gig as a private detective still afforded opportunities to get in a few scrapes now and then.

“Have you been waiting out here long?” Jessie asked guiltily.

“Just a few minutes,” Kat assured her. “I’m in no rush. I just need to run a brush through my hair. There’s coffee brewing if you want some.”

“Thanks. I could use it.”

“Another rough night?” Kat asked sympathetically, well aware of Jessie’s recent struggles.

She nodded.

“I don’t remember the specifics of the nightmares this time. But I still have images floating through my head.”

“Any you care to share?” Kat asked delicately.

Jessie debated whether she did. She worried that if she discussed her bad dreams, then it would give them more power. But keeping it all bottled up, as she often had in the past, hadn’t done her much good either. Finally she decided to err on the side of openness.

“It’s always the same stuff. I picture Kyle strangling Garland Moses to death in that beach house. I see him plunging the knife in Ryan’s chest. I picture myself giving Ryan CPR until my arms can’t move. I flash to Kyle slamming Hannah into the couch, her slumping over. I relive the feeling of choking the life out Kyle, the pleasure I took in hearing his windpipe crack. You know, fun stuff like that.”

Kat was silent for a moment. Jessie could tell she was weighing how to respond. Her friend certainly knew about processing trauma. She’d seen most of her unit blown to smithereens by an IED while serving in Afghanistan. The incident had left her with recurring headaches and a long vertical scar running down her face from her left eye. Jessie still didn’t know the details of what happened that day.

“Are you still seeing Dr. Lemmon?” Kat finally asked, referring to Jessie’s therapist, who had been guiding her through multiple ordeals for years now.

“Me and Hannah both,” Jessie confirmed. “In fact, I saw her just last Friday.”

“Did she have any special advice?” Kat asked.

“Sure, the usual: Don’t bottle it up. Talk about it but don’t wallow. Stay busy. Exercise as much as your injuries will allow.”

The reference was to both the dislocated left shoulder she got in the death match with Kyle and the burns to her back that she’d suffered rescuing a woman from a burning house with a serial killer in it.

“How much do they allow?” Kat wondered.

“Whatever my pain tolerance permits. The burns aren’t too bad anymore. The doctor says they’re healing well and I should be able to stop wearing bandages in another week or so. The shoulder still hurts but at least I don’t have to wear the sling anymore. But I’m supposed to go to physical therapy for another two to four weeks.”

“Well, at least you won’t have any professional distractions to complicate appointments,” Kat said optimistically. “This is your first official day being unemployed, right?”

Jessie nodded. It was technically true. Last Friday was her final day as a criminal profiler for the LAPD, not that she’d done much work lately. She’d given her notice, much to her captain’s disappointment, two weeks ago. 

Despite his pleas that she just take a sabbatical and see how she felt when it was over, Jessie was adamant. She needed to break free of the cycle of violence that dominated her professional and personal life in recent years. Plus, wandering the same offices where she saw Garland every day just kept the wound of his loss too raw.

Because of her injuries, Ryan’s hospitalization, helping close out Garland’s cases, the condo move, and keeping tabs on Hannah, she had actually only been into the office a couple times. The last was on Friday, when she’d cleared out her desk.

“Hopefully the unemployment thing will be temporary,” Jessie said. “I have interviews lined up at multiple universities next week to discuss teaching positions in the fall. In the meantime, I’m trying to embrace not having a huge to-do list.”

Neither of them mentioned the primary reasons she could be so unhurried in her job search. Her divorce from Kyle had been lucrative. Before his conviction, he helped run a successful wealth management fund, so she would have done well in divorce proceedings regardless. But the fact that he’d tried to frame her for murder and then attempted to kill her made the case a slam dunk.

Beyond that, she also received a generous inheritance from her adoptive parents, who had been murdered by her serial killer birth father a few years ago. Garland’s lawyer had also told her that she should expect to receive a substantial gift when his will was read later this week. Jessie felt guilty for living comfortably as a result of so much pain and suffering. But with Hannah to take care of, mounting medical bills, and involved home security requirements, she’d made her peace with it.

Before she could expound on her job prospects further, her bedroom door opened. Out walked a sleepy-eyed Hannah, wearing underwear and a tank top, and sporting a shock of bed-head hair.

“She’s the spitting image of you,” Kat said snarkily.

Despite the gentle dig, Jessie couldn’t deny it was true. Even without the extra four inches of height the unruly hair gave her, Hannah, at five foot nine, was almost as tall as Jessie. They shared the same lean, athletic build. And when she finally opened her eyes fully, she’d be looking at them with the same intense green-hued gaze as Jessie.

“How’s it going, Sleeping Beauty?” Jessie called out.

“Any exciting plans today, princess?” Kat piled on.

Hannah scowled at both of them before entering the bathroom and closing the door without a word.

“She’s darling,” Kat said drily.

“Always a ray of light,” Jessie agreed sarcastically. “She’s surly because her summer break is almost over. She has to go to summer school next week and she’s not happy about it.”

“Only one more week to lie around and do nothing,” Kat noted. “Poor baby. I wish I had that schedule.”

“What is your schedule for the day?” Jessie asked. 

“Nothing exciting—reviewing court documents in the morning. Then some rich couple wants me to find out who’s dealing to their son. Philip Marlowe, I’m not.”

“Need any help? I could look over the docs and—”

“No ma’am,” Kat cut her off. “You’re supposed be giving both your body and your brain a break. Take a walk. See a bad movie. But no matter what, no work for you.”

Jessie was about to reply when her phone rang. By now she knew the number well. She answered immediately.

“This is Jessie Hunt.”

“Hello, Ms. Hunt. This is Nurse Janelle from the ICU at the Medical Center. Dr. Badalia would like you to come by so he can speak to you. When are you available?”

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” she said before hanging up.

She looked at Kat, who seemed to sense what was going on.

“Get dressed,” her friend said. “I’ll pour you some coffee and toast a bagel. You can be out of here in five minutes.”

“What about Hannah?”

“Don’t worry about her. I’ll keep an eye on her this morning. When I have to go, Instagram can babysit her.”

Jessie was already halfway down the hall to her bedroom when she yelled out, “Thank you!”


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Ryan’s hospital room was kept dark and cool. The hiss of the ventilator came in a regular rhythm. It would have been almost soothing if Jessie could forget why it was there. The nurse had told her that Dr. Badalia would be in soon. As she waited, she studied Ryan.

He looked better than he used to. His coloring wasn’t quite as pallid as during her last visit and his skin seemed less waxen. If she squinted, she could imagine he was just sleeping. He still had his dark good looks and, with the sheet covering him up to his neck, one couldn’t tell that the body he worked so hard to keep in optimal shape had already started to atrophy.

But it was just an illusion. Just over two weeks ago, Ryan Hernandez had been the top detective for LAPD’s Homicide Special Section (HSS) unit, which investigated cases that had high profiles or intense media scrutiny, often involving multiple victims and serial killers. Now he was lying helpless in a hospital bed, stabbed in the chest by Jessie’s ex-husband while in their own home. It was too much to think about and she pushed the memory from her mind.

Dr. Badalia appeared at the door and she got up to meet him in the hall. He was a tall, thin man in his late thirties, and with his permanently severe expression, Jessie could never tell whether he was about to deliver good or bad news.

“Thanks for coming down, Ms. Hunt,” he said mildly.

“Of course. Do you have an update?”

“I do. As you recall, we removed Ryan from the medically induced coma last week. Late last night, for the first time, he showed some responsiveness to stimuli. So we reduced his sedation slightly to see if it could be replicated. It was. He was able to open his eyes and responded to a few ‘yes or no’ questions by blinking. We were able to briefly explain his situation, why he was on the ventilator, and so on.”

She couldn’t speak at first. The emotion of the moment hit her unexpectedly and a lump filled her throat. Only then did she realize just how much she’d been holding back the anxiety and dread all these weeks. What had only leaked into her consciousness when she was tired or frustrated now poured in.

“Are you serious?” she said. “That’s fantastic. Why didn’t someone call me?”

“It was quite late, past midnight. And to be honest, the effort seemed to wipe him out. After about six minutes he conked out.”

“Oh. What about this morning? Has he been awake today?”

“We actually decreased the sedative level about an hour ago in the hope of trying again. That’s why we called. I’m hoping that if he regains consciousness and you’re here, he might be able to communicate a bit more.”

“Of course,” Jessie said. “How long will it be?”

Dr. Badalia glanced into the room.

“How about now?” he offered. “It looks like he’s trying to wake up as we speak.”

Jessie looked over and saw that Ryan was indeed trying to open his eyes. It appeared to be a struggle, as if they were glued shut and he was trying to pry them open through sheer will. But it seemed to be working. They returned to the room.

“Ryan,” Dr. Badalia said. “There’s someone here to see you.”

Through squinted eyes, he watched as Jessie crossed the room and came over to him, taking his right hand in both of hers.

“Hey, babe,” she whispered. “It’s good to see you awake. Can you hear me?”

He looked like he was trying to nod. But whether due to the massive tube in his mouth or a lack of strength, he couldn’t make it happen.

“One blink for yes and two for no,” Dr. Badalia reminded him.

He blinked once. Jessie coughed to hide the sob of joy that rose in her throat.

“I know this is a lot to deal with,” she said. “But we’re going to get you out of here. It’s just going to take some patience, okay?”

He blinked again. Dr. Badalia stepped forward.

“Ryan, would you be willing to try a little practice exercise?”

He blinked yes.

Jessie was slightly annoyed. She had hoped to have a little time to talk to Ryan privately. But she pushed the irritation aside. The exercise was more important. Dr. Badalia continued.

“I’m going to ask Jessie to lay her palm flat with your palm on top of it. Then I’m going to ask you to raise a specific finger. Does that sound okay to you?”

Ryan blinked. Jessie unclasped their hands and rested her left palm on the mattress, then put his directly on top of hers. She looked up at him and smiled. His eyes crinkled, which she took to mean he was trying to smile back.

“I’d like you to try to raise your right index finger into the air. Can you do that?”

After what felt like an interminable pause, he lifted the finger slightly before letting it drop back down.

“That’s fantastic, Ryan. Now do you think you could try to do the same thing with just your pinkie finger?”

Ryan squinted and Jessie could feel his palm pressing weakly against hers as he managed to get the finger up just a smidge before it sank again.

“You’re doing really well, Ryan,” Dr. Badalia assured him. “Shall we try one more exercise?”

Ryan blinked once.

“Okay, this one is a little harder. I’d like you to try to pull all the fingers on your right hand inward to form a fist on top of Jessie’s palm. So whenever you’re ready.”

Jessie could feel Ryan’s hand shake slightly as he tried to curl his fingers in order to ball his hand into a fist. But nothing happened. He squeezed his eyes shut, clearly straining. One of the monitors off to the side began beeping faster than before.

“That all right, Ryan,” Dr. Badalia said soothingly. “You gave a great effort. It will come in time. Go ahead and take a break now.”

But Ryan clearly wasn’t stopping. His eyes were still squeezed tight and his open palm was vibrating on top of Jessie’s. His eyes popped open and she could immediately see that he was furious with frustration. The beeping was getting faster.

“Okay, Ryan,” Dr. Badalia said, his voice still as calm as always as he moved over to the bank of machines. “It looks like you’re getting a bit agitated there. So I’m going to sedate you a bit to relax you and help you sleep.”

Ryan’s eyes darted toward Jessie. He looked panicky, as if silently begging her not to allow it.

“It’s okay, babe,” she said, trying to hide the anguish she felt inside. “This just takes time. Rest for a while. We can try again later.”

He blinked twice, paused, and then did it again. And again. Only on his fourth desperate attempt to tell her not to let him be sedated did the medication start to kick in. His blinking slowed before stopping completely. His eyes closed once again.

Jessie looked over at the doctor as she wiped the tears from her eyes.

“Let’s talk outside,” he said gently. “You never know what they can hear.”

Jessie followed him back into the hall and down to the waiting room, where he took a seat. She followed suit.

“How are you holding up?” he asked.

“I’m getting by,” she said quickly. “You don’t have to warm me up or sugarcoat it, Doctor. Just tell me where we stand.”

“Okay. What we just saw was promising. I know Ryan got frustrated at the end there. But having any mobility at this point, considering what he’s been through, is a positive sign. Having said that, he has a long, rough road ahead of him. Even if there’s no long-term damage, just being bedridden and on a ventilator for so long can be debilitating. He’ll require lots of physical therapy to regain basic motor skill function. Walking will be a major challenge. It could take many months. In addition, he may have permanent vocal cord damage.”

Jessie sighed but said nothing so Dr. Badalia went on.

“That’s the best-case scenario. But you need to be prepared for others. He may have other damage that we’re not yet able to ascertain.”

“Like what?”

“Like nerve damage from the knife wound. Also, there could be permanent lung damage. Some people recover completely from this sort of thing. Others require constant assistance—oxygen tanks, breathing tubes, that sort of thing. And there’s always the chance that he suffered some degree of brain damage.”

Jessie looked at him, startled. This was the first time anyone had mentioned that.

“Do you see any sign of that?”

“It’s too early to tell at this point. I know you started performing CPR soon after he was attacked but there was at least some time when he had limited access to oxygen. His reactions last night and just now show promise. He seemed to understand what we were saying and respond accordingly. But we were asking simple questions and requesting he perform basic tasks. It’ll be a while before we can test if he suffered any kind of loss in higher brain function or memory.”

“Memory?” Jessie repeated. The hits kept on coming.

“Yes. Sometimes traumatic injury, medically induced comas, or oxygen deprivation can lead to short-term or even permanent memory loss. He’s endured all three, so we can’t rule it out.”

Jessie sat silently, trying to process all the terrible permutations.

“Look, you asked me not to sugarcoat it, so I didn’t. But none of these outcomes are assured. He could be back on the force, good as new, in eight to twelve months.”

“Or?” Jessie pressed, sensing he wasn’t done.

“Or he could require permanent, ongoing care in a long-term facility. And there’s always the chance he could backslide and we’d face the worst-case scenario. We’re in a very fluid moment right now.”

“Wow,” Jessie said, shaking her head in disbelief. “I got to hold his hand and look into his eyes. I guess I didn’t expect things to take such a dark turn.”

They were both quiet for a moment.

“Ms. Hunt, may I give you a piece of advice?”

Jessie looked up. His normally stern face had softened slightly.

“Sure.”

“I know what you do for a living so I know you’re used to methodically working the problem at hand and having at least some degree of control over your situation. As a doctor, I embrace that feeling as well, being on top of things. But the truth is, in this situation, you have very little control. You can show up, be supportive, and let Ryan know you love him and are there for him. But at this stage of the process, it does you no good to worry about what might happen. It’s out of your hands. And all that worry will wear you down, making it hard to be there for Ryan the way he needs you to be. 

“So here’s the advice: when you’re with him, be fully present in the moment. But when you’re not, lead your life. See friends. Have a glass of wine. Take a hike. And don’t feel guilty about it. Those moments away will help give you the strength to be there for him when he really needs you. In my experience, taking care of yourself really is the best way to take care of him.”

He smiled, almost warmly.

“Thanks, Doctor,” she said.

“You bet. I have to go but I’ll be in touch.”

He left the waiting room. Jessie stayed, looking around absently. There were a half dozen other people there, all with the same shell-shocked expression she was sure she had. She wondered briefly what personal horror had gotten them to this point. Had any of them lost their mentor and nearly lost their soul mate in the same week? Before she could brood over it further, her phone rang. It was Captain Decker, her boss until three days ago. She declined the call as she got up and walked to the parking garage.

She was getting into her car when she felt the buzz indicating she had a voicemail. She was tempted to delete it without listening but couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. That would be outright rude and besides, some part of her itched to know what he wanted. She played it.

“Hi, Hunt. Hope you’re well. I’m planning to stop by the hospital this afternoon to visit Hernandez. I hear he woke up briefly last night. That’s positive. But that’s not the only reason I’m calling. I know you just left us on Friday and I apologize for even asking, but I need help. A huge case just dropped in my lap, incredibly high profile. Normally, I’d assign Hernandez. But since he’s not available, I’m going with Trembley, who’s never had a case this big. And the department’s desperately low on qualified profilers with you gone and, you know…Moses. If you could just help me out on this one, even in an advisory capacity, I’d be eternally grateful. Let me know.”

Jessie deleted the message, put the phone away, and pulled out of the parking garage.

She felt bad for Decker. But there would always be another big case that needed solving. For Jessie’s own sanity, her days of doing it were over.

Besides, right now she had another task to focus on, one she’d been dreading.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Hannah had decided. There was something wrong with her.

She’d been stalling for a while, lying in her bed, trying to ignore the thought by debating how to spend this last week of vacation before she had to go to summer school to catch up on everything she’d missed in her junior year. There were no good movies to see. The beach was too far a drive from Kat’s downtown apartment. Besides she didn’t have a car. All her old friends, the ones she’d lost touch with, lived in the San Fernando Valley. And she hadn’t made any new ones since her life turned into a cautionary tale.

But despite her attempts to keep her brain occupied, her thoughts kept returning to the conclusion she’d reached. Finally she decided to look at the web page again. The Mayo Clinic page was specifically about antisocial personality disorder, or sociopathy. They described it as a mental disorder “in which a person consistently shows no regard for right and wrong and ignores the rights and feelings of others.” It also said they “tend to antagonize, manipulate, or treat others harshly or with callous indifference. They show no guilt or remorse for their behavior.”

Sounds kind of familiar.

Even before Dr. Lemmon started asking her questions in their therapy sessions that led down this road, Hannah had wondered why she behaved certain ways. Why had she reacted to her adoptive parents’ murders with curiosity more than horror? Why had seeing a serial killer slaughter a man in front of her and try to get her to do the same not filled her with the revulsion she would have expected? Why did the murder of Garland Moses, an old guy who had only been sweet to her, leave her with no strong reaction other than generally missing his curmudgeonly presence?

Then the last question, the one that ate at her the most, popped into her head again. How would she feel if something happened to Jessie— her half-sister, the person who’d assumed guardianship of her, her fierce protector? She’d be “sad,” of course. But would it be due to the loss of a loved one or just because of the loss of someone who made her life easier and more stable? Would she mourn the relative who was gone or merely be put out because it would make her own life harder? 

Is there something truly wrong with me?

She resolved to find out. She’d taken enough science courses to know the basic rule: any theory needed to be tested in order to validate or disprove it. But how best to go about it?

There was a knock on the door and Kat poked her head in.

“Whatcha up to?” she asked casually.

“Oh, just looking over my summer reading requirements so I don’t get surprised when I start up at school next week,” she lied sunnily.

“Okay,” Kat said, apparently satisfied. “I have to head out for a case. Are you good here by yourself for a while?”

“No problem. I’ll probably just watch TV. That or see what’s flammable in your apartment.”

Kat swallowed whatever comment she intended to make.

“Sounds good,” she replied instead. “See you later.”

Kat closed the door again, leaving her with her thoughts.

That was easy.

She had lied with ease and without thought or purpose.

Is that normal?

She decided then and there that some more formal experimentation was in order. Before she could determine if her limits were standard stuff, she needed to find out what those limits were.

I wonder if I can get extra credit for this.

 

*

 

Jessie was stalling.

She’d been sitting in her car in front of Garland Moses’s quaint, one-story, mid-century Mid-City home for ten minutes. Finally, reluctantly, she got out and walked to his door. She’d been avoiding this chore for days.

Garland Moses, her mentor and friend, who was murdered by her vengeance-seeking ex-husband, had only one living relative. His niece was a pleasant enough woman whom Jessie had met at his funeral. But she and Garland hadn’t been close and she’d only come out to Los Angeles to pay her respects.

She had no interest in going through his personal effects or dealing with his estate. So she’d asked Jessie, who she knew was close to him, to take over that duty. Jessie had unenthusiastically agreed, mostly out of a sense of obligation to the man who’d taught her how to be both a criminal profiler and a semi-functional human being.

But as she stood on the man’s porch and prepared to follow his elaborate security measures to get in, she felt the urge to bail on the whole thing. The last thing she wanted to do after visiting her incapacitated, potentially brain-damaged boyfriend was go through the private possessions of a man whose death was directly attributable to knowing her.

Enough of this. You made a commitment. Keep it.

Shaking her head in frustration with herself, Jessie stepped up to the front door of Garland’s small but immaculate home. Once there, she followed the detailed instructions the lawyer had given her before her initial visit here.

She punched a six-digit code into the keypad next to the doorbell. A metal cover pulled back to reveal a small scanning device. Jessie bent down slightly and the device scanned her eyes. Then she placed her palm on a plate of glass below the scanner and waited while it read her fingerprints. After that, she whispered the words “Nickel Diner black coffee” into a speaker. Only then did the front door lock click.

Jessie stepped inside and looked around. She had conferred with Garland’s lawyer and they’d agreed that the house would be sold at whatever was close to market value. The furniture would be donated to several women’s shelters in the area.

She only had to go through his papers and personal items. Still, it was a daunting task. The last time she’d been here, a week ago, she discovered that he’d kept records on every case he’d handled, both at the FBI and later as an LAPD consultant. There were multiple banker’s boxes’ worth, most of which hadn’t been converted to digital files.

There were a few exceptions. In his safe were thumb drives with material on approximately two dozen unsolved cases, ones that clearly still troubled Garland. There was, however, only one case in which all the material, both paper and digital, was kept inside a fireproof lockbox within the safe. That case was the Night Hunter.

Jessie was intimately familiar with it. The case was taught at the FBI and in local police departments everywhere. The Night Hunter was a notorious serial killer who killed and dismembered over fifty people along the East Coast in the 1990s before Garland caught up with him. Unfortunately, the Night Hunter got the upper hand, capturing and torturing Garland for two days before the profiler was able to free himself and use the killer’s own machete against him before the man ran off into the night.

Because his identity was never determined and there were no more killings that fit the Night Hunter’s profile after that, most folks thought that he must have died from his injuries. But clearly Garland wasn’t among them. He’d never mentioned the case to Jessie but his notes on it were as recent as three months ago, suggesting that he thought the guy might still be out there somewhere. She decided that she wouldn’t be tossing any of that material.

She sat down at Garland’s desk, imagining how many times he must have settled into the comfy leather chair to muddle through a case in his head. Suddenly she felt an unexpected rush of emotion.

Since the funeral, she’d largely blocked thoughts of Garland out of her mind. It was just too painful. Her birth father was a serial killer who’d disappeared after murdering her mother when she was six. Her adoptive father and mother had been killed by that same serial killer father just a few years ago. And now, the closest she had to a paternal figure was gone too, again at the hands of someone she was supposed to have been able to trust.

She pushed away thoughts of how he left the world and tried to focus on how he’d lived in it. A profile in the newspaper had calculated that Garland Moses was responsible for catching at least 1,200 murderers in his career, including over a hundred serial and spree killers. And those were just the ones in the public record.

But his life wasn’t defined exclusively by the cases he solved. Jessie was more inclined to remember other, less celebrated moments. Her thoughts drifted to breakfasts with him at the Nickel Diner—the origin of the voice password to unlock the door—just blocks from the Central Police Station where they both worked.

She recalled how Garland was the one person who seemed capable of making Hannah smile, no matter how foul a mood she was in. The man projected an image of being standoffish and curt. But both sisters had learned it was a front to hide his surprisingly gooey insides. Jessie summoned up memories of the myriad times when he’d bucked her up, expressing confidence in her abilities even when she doubted them.

Feeling tears well up in her eyes, Jessie reached for a tissue in the box on the desk. As she dabbed at them, she noticed something that had escaped her attention the last time she was here. It was a small, metal paperweight in the shape of a coffee mug. On it was a tiny inscription. She picked it up and turned it over in the light to better read the little letters. The words were familiar to her but not ones she would have expected to find on the desk of a man as seemingly unspiritual as Garland Moses. It read:

Whoever kills one life kills the world entire, and whoever saves one life saves the world entire.

Jessie stared at it for a long time. Though he’d never said it out loud, it was clear that, in his own grumbly, unassuming way, this had been his maxim. He’d lived it, even if he never spoke it. She wondered what he’d think of her deleting Captain Decker’s voice message. Would he shake his head in gentle disappointment? What would Ryan say if he could speak right now?

Before she knew what she was doing, Jessie had picked up her phone and dialed Decker’s number.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Jessie could tell people were surprised to see her.

As she walked through the station bullpen toward Decker’s office, she thought she caught a few dirty looks too. She pretended not to notice.

When she’d left the department, she’d been formally cleared of having posted racist Facebook comments. Evidence showed that her account, rarely used, had been hacked. But some of her former co-workers clearly still had their doubts. She suspected that was the reason for the nasty glances. But most people just looked shocked to see her three days after she’d officially parted ways with the LAPD.

She knocked on Decker’s door, which was slightly ajar, and waited for a response. Despite her better judgment, she glanced over at the Homicide Special Section unit’s work area. It was currently empty, which suggested everyone was out working a case. Her old desk was bare. Facing it was Ryan’s, which was still covered in papers, as if he’d just left them there to take a coffee break and would be back at any moment.

“Come in,” called out a familiar voice.

She stepped into the office and closed the door behind her. There were two people in the room. Captain Roy Decker stood up behind his desk. He looked somehow appreciably older than when she’d seen him on Friday—tall and skinny, his sunken chest seeming to collapse in on itself. He was sixty but the deep creases in his face made him look closer to seventy. Atop his head, a very few unruly wisps of gray hair clung desperately to his scalp.

Despite all that, he was still somehow formidable. He wore a crisply starched suit and tie, as if he was about to walk into a Fortune 500 company boardroom. His prominent nose twitched slightly, as if actually smelling evidence at that very moment. And his beady, hawklike eyes bored into her, taking stock of her with just one glance.

“Good to see you, Hunt,” he said. “Thanks for coming in. I know Trembley here was glad when I told him.”

Jessie glanced over at Detective Alan Trembley, who was just getting up from the worn-out couch along the wall. Even though they’d both started working at Central Station around the same time two years ago, Jessie couldn’t help but think of him as a rookie. Maybe that was just because he seemed so inexperienced in comparison to Ryan. Or maybe it was because he looked like a full-sized man-child.

Trembley was twenty-nine, only a year younger than Jessie, but he looked like he might still be in college. His curly blond hair was unruly, his glasses were smudged, and his sports coat looked at least two sizes too big, as if he’d borrowed it from his dad. As he stood up, he nervously half-stumbled on his scuffed loafers.

“Hey, Jessie,” he said with a sheepish smile. “Appreciate you helping out.”

“How’s it going, Trembley?” she asked.

“Oh, you know, bananas as usual.”

“Right,” she said, returning her attention to Decker. “So before we go any further, I just want to be clear. I came to hear you out. I’m not making any commitment here. Just so we’re all on the same page.”

Decker nodded.

“I wouldn’t have asked at all but we’re up against it. The entire HSS unit, save for Trembley, is already tied up with other cases. Detective Reid is dealing with two bodies found in L.A. State Park. It looks like they were cut up and the body parts crudely buried all over the area. So that’s fun.”

Jessie said nothing, getting the distinct sense that he wasn’t done. She was right.

“Detective Pointer is handling a spree killing near L.A. Live,” he continued. “With Hernandez indisposed, we even pulled Parker over from Vice to help her out. And with Moses’s passing and your departure, we have a request in for a profiler from another division to help out. We haven’t heard back yet. But to be honest, after having you and Moses at our disposal, I’m not all that excited to bring in the B-team.”

“Understood,” Jessie replied, refusing to be guilted into promising anything. “So what’s the case?”

“I’m going to give you the short version,” Decker answered. “That’s because even though a detective team from Hollywood Station is already on the scene, the folks there are demanding HSS take over.”

“The folks there are demanding?” Jessie repeated incredulously. “I thought you decided what cases Special Section took on.”

“I would have taken this case even if we weren’t asked,” he assured her. “Here’s why: the victim is the actress Corinne Weatherly. Are you familiar with her?”

Jessie searched her memory.

“I know who she is but I can’t say that I’m all that familiar with her work; maybe one or two movies.”

“Trembley can fill you in on that on the way over, assuming you sign on. But it appears she was killed—strangled—on the Sovereign Studios lot sometime last night after she wrapped shooting for the day on a movie. She was only found this morning. Initial indications are that she was killed in her trailer and then moved to the prop department. Apparently when the head moulage artist discovered the body, he didn’t even realize it was real at first. Weatherly was shooting a horror film and the department was littered with fake dead bodies. You can imagine how freaked out he was once he figured out she was both real and dead.”

“What’s a moulage artist?” Jessie said.

Trembley stepped in.

“It’s the name for a special effects and makeup person who makes fake wounds and gore look realistic.”

“Okay,” she said, wincing. “Sounds disgusting.”

Trembley looked surprised by her response.

“It’s hard to believe that a criminal profiler who deals with real-life brutality would be so grossed out by someone who creates fake injuries,” he noted.

“Touché, Trembley,” Jessie said.

“Regardless,” Decker interrupted impatiently, “the studio executives are making a fuss. Word is already starting to leak out about who the victim is and they want to be able to tell the public that LAPD’s most specialized homicide unit is handling the situation. That’s not unreasonable, but if we don’t go into the case without our best folks, it reflects poorly on the unit and on me. No offense to Trembley here, but Ryan Hernandez is the top detective in the unit and with Moses dead, you are easily the top profiler we have.”

“Had,” Jessie corrected.

“Had,” he conceded. “So if I don’t have Hernandez, I at least need you. This is just too high profile to entrust to second-tier folks.”

Jessie didn’t like the implication.

“So if the victim was just a random grocery clerk from Hollywood, you’d be okay with the—what was the term, ‘second-tier’ investigators?”

“Don’t give me a hard time, Hunt. If it was a grocery clerk, we’d never have been called in the first place. You know what HSS does. This is our specialty. So are you willing to help out?”

Decker had started out the sentence sounding crotchety, but by the end his voice was near-pleading. As far as she could recall, that was a first for him. She couldn’t help but feel some sympathy. In that moment, despite all the red lights warning her against it, she knew she’d say yes.

“If I agree to this,” she began, “it would be a one-time thing, in a consulting capacity, like Garland used to do. I’m not an LAPD employee and there’s no expectation that I continue beyond this case. Fair?”

“Fair,” Decker said immediately.

“I’ve got teaching interviews lined up at multiple universities next week. I’m not missing them, whether this thing is solved or not. I’m not upending my life for this, Captain. That’s the whole reason I left in the first place. Are we clear?”

“Crystal,” he said, a smile starting to form at his lips.

“And Trembley here has to step up,” she added. “No goober moments.”

The detective’s face fell but he said nothing.

“I can’t promise that,” Decker admitted wryly.

“I can,” Trembley interjected, recovering quickly.

Jessie looked at him, giddy with enthusiasm, almost bouncing out of his shoes. In that moment, he was the epitome of gooberism.

“Let’s go,” she sighed. “You’re driving.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

They had only been in the car for five minutes when Jessie began to regret her decision.

Trembley was talking a mile a minute, bouncing from one topic to another without any seeming coherence.

“Trembley,” she finally interrupted. “Calm down.”

“Sorry,” he said.

She glanced down at her buzzing phone and saw that Hannah had replied to her text saying she was helping out on a case with a solitary mad-face emoji. Explaining her decision later tonight was going to be brutal. Kat had yet to respond.

“Let’s just go over what we know about Corinne Weatherly and this film,” she said. “I assume you have details?”

“Yeah,” he said with unbridled enthusiasm before lowering it a notch. “I mean, yes. How familiar are you with her?”

“I’m not a huge fan. I know she did the romance film a while back and then those horror movies. And she was in some crappy cop show a while back. That’s about it.”

“You’ve hit the highlights,” Trembley confirmed, now seemingly in control of his energy level. “She had a bunch of small roles before she broke out with the romantic comedy Petals and Petulance. Then she got the lead in the horror movie Marauder. But she didn’t have many hits after that. She did the Marauder sequel, which sucked. She was in a lot of other stuff over the next few years. Some of it looked like it would be good but ended up being crap. She was on that series Tacoma Profilers. I would have thought you’d watched that.”

“I think that was on when I was getting my master’s in forensic psychology. I didn’t have time to watch much of anything back then.”

“You didn’t miss that much,” Trembley conceded. “It was set in Tacoma but they shot it in Vancouver. It only lasted three years. After that, she did a lot of junk. I won’t bore you with the details. This was supposed to be her big comeback. It was another Marauder movie, but it was going to be a reset of some kind. They got some fancy foreign director. I was actually curious to check it out. I don’t know what they’re going to do now.”

“Are the Hollywood Station detectives okay with us taking over?” she asked.

“I talked to one of them before you got to the station—her name’s Bray. She sounded a bit put out but I got the sense she’s also a little relieved. I don’t think they want the heat this case is going to generate. I mean, this is pretty huge.”

Jessie gave him a sidelong glance.

“You sure you can handle this, Trembley? I can’t have you going gaga over a bunch of celebrities. You need to keep your professional distance. Can you do that?”

He looked mildly offended.

“Of course,” he said. 

Jessie wasn’t entirely convinced.

 

*

 

When they arrived at Sovereign Studios, Jessie noticed a small memorial had been set up by the gate near the main entrance. It was only four people with a few candles and posters. She didn’t know if that meant Weatherly wasn’t that popular or if word hadn’t gotten out yet.

A portly, kind-faced studio security guard named Paul was waiting for them. He directed them to the guest lot, followed them to their parking spot in a golf cart, and offered them seats.

“We have to cross half the lot,” he said by way of explanation. “It’s a long walk.”

They got in and he sped off along the cobblestone path. Jessie, who had gone to college at USC and spent most of her twenties living in the city, had never been awed by being in the center of the cinematic universe. But she had to admit that it was pretty cool to be spirited through a facility where movies had been made for nearly a hundred years. As they zipped along, they passed a large, sunken, walled-in outdoor parking lot with a huge, sky-colored screen at the back of it.

“What’s that?” Jessie asked, pointing.

Paul the security guard followed her finger and smiled.

“When a production needs to do a water shoot in a secure environment, they can use that. They fill up the parking lot with water so it acts like one huge water tank. Then they can project whatever background they want on the screen and boom, you’re in the middle of the ocean if you like.”

Trembley looked over at her with a “that’s awesome” expression. She gave him a stern glare in return to remind him to rein it in. But he nearly lost it when the cart passed the tank and he saw what was behind it. They were driving through a re-creation of multiple sections of New York City.

A bodega storefront stood next to a pizzeria. They passed a subway station sign and Trembley stood up in the cart to see how far down the stairs really went. Behind the facades, Jessie noticed that there was nothing but scaffolding and empty space. They rounded a corner and the entire look of the new street changed.

“What part of the city is this supposed to be?” Trembley asked, unable to contain himself.

“This stretch is the Lower East Side,” Paul the guard told him as they passed a collection of brownstones. “But other blocks are done up like Greenwich Village, the Financial District, even Brooklyn. We have a Chicago street too. The crime scene is over by SoHo.”

That last line drained some of the zeal out of Trembley’s face. He went quiet. A few seconds later, they pulled up at the back of the faux neighborhood next to a massive soundstage with a “32” painted on it.

“We’re here,” Paul said as if that wasn’t obvious from the crowd of people milling around behind the police tape that had been set up near the soundstage.

“Paul, can I ask you something?” Jessie probed.

“You can ask anything. I don’t promise I have the answers though.”

“I don’t know about that,” she countered. “You seem like the kind of guy who knows what’s going on around here. How long have you worked on the lot?”

“Eight years,” he said. “I was at Sony for seven before that. I guess I’m turning into a lifer.”

“So you know how these places operate,” she said. “What’s the overnight security like here? Hardcore or more relaxed?”

“It depends. There’s always some staff. We typically shut down the side gates around midnight. But the main gate is always manned. And there are guards walking the lot all night long. But if there are active shoots overnight, we obviously staff up more.”

“Were there overnight shoots last night?” she asked.

“Everything was scheduled to wrap by eleven p.m. except the production right here, the Marauder feature. But they ended up wrapping early on that too so we pared back to the standard crew.”

“Do you know why they wrapped early?” Trembley asked.

Paul shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot.

“Come on, Paul,” Jessie cajoled. “You know why we’re here. And you know those studio suits are going to give us the party line. A guy like you, with your ear to the ground, has got to know the real story.”

Paul, whether due to the flattery or an inability to contain himself, caved.

“Officially, there were technical issues with the sequence they wanted to complete. Unofficially, I heard that Ms. Weatherly got pissed at her co-star, Terry Slauson; said he was too rough with her in the scene they were shooting.”

“Was he?” Jessie asked.

Paul shrugged.

“I wasn’t there so I couldn’t say for certain. But truth be told, and I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, Ms. Weatherly was always going off on someone for something. She screamed at me just last week for taking a turn too fast in this very cart; called me a fat f… never mind. Let’s just say that not all of her complaints were justified.”

Trembley seemed crestfallen at Paul’s description of the actress. Jessie tried to keep her annoyance in check and focused on Paul.

“What about stalkers? Are you guys notified if a performer has been threatened? Do you get photos or restraining orders?”

“Not automatically,” he told her. “But usually a member of the performer’s team will make us aware if there’s an issue. We’ve had a few crazies try to get on the lot from time to time.”

“Did Corinne Weatherly’s team—maybe a bodyguard—ever make you aware of any issues?”

Paul chuckled before catching himself.

“I’m sorry. That was thoughtless. It’s just that Ms. Weatherly didn’t have a team with her, much less a bodyguard. The production assigned her an assistant. But she wasn’t really in a position to have a traveling team, if you get my meaning. Besides, if anyone was harassing her, I promise you that Ms. Weatherly would have brought it to our attention personally and forcefully.”

Jessie nodded. Trembley, to her surprise, spoke up.

“So you say she didn’t have a bodyguard. She just walked around the lot on her own?”

“Sure,” Paul said, a bit taken aback. “That’s one of the reasons that productions shoot on studio lots in the first place. I mean, part of it is to have a more controlled shooting environment where you have most everything you need easily accessible. But it’s also more secure. In theory, everyone on a back lot is authorized to be there. It’s a workplace, just like a glorified office building. That means that folks, even super famous ones, can usually move about hassle-free. I’ve seen mega-stars in line at the commissary waiting for chicken fingers and big-time producers carrying boxes of scripts to their cars. It’s supposed be a safe place. It usually is. Unfortunately, we’ve had a few issues this morning with the paparazzi trying to hop the fence so they could snap a few candid photos near the stage here. We managed to snag them all though.”

Jessie saw a petite woman in her late thirties walking quickly in their direction. Trembley noted it too.

“I think that’s Detective Bray,” he muttered under his breath.

“Thanks, Paul,” Jessie said to the guard. “You’ve been really helpful. I promise we’ll keep what you unofficially told us in confidence.”

Paul nodded, got in the cart, and managed to pull away just as Bray arrived. Up close, Jessie saw that the woman had thin, brittle-looking dirty-blonde hair, tired gray eyes, and what appeared to be magic marker stains on her fingertips. Her blouse was also misbuttoned and smudged.

“Karen Bray, Hollywood Station,” she said, extending her hand. “I assume you’re the folks from HSS?”

“Alan Trembley,” her partner said, taking Bray’s hand and pumping it vigorously. “This is our profiler, Jessie Hunt.”

“I know who you are,” Bray said. “Hell, you’re almost as famous as Weatherly in this town. You were probably a hotter property than her in the last year.”

“Not anymore, I guess,” Trembley said before he registered how inappropriate the comment was. Both women stared at him silently for a moment before Jessie recovered.

“I actually left the force last week,” she said quickly, hoping to rescue Trembley. “I’m just here to consult.”

“Yeah, I heard that too,” Bray noted.

“You seem to hear just about everything, Detective Bray,” Jessie replied. “I don’t know if I’d be so on the ball after getting hardly any sleep and having to help out with—what was it—an art project?”

Bray stared at her incredulously.

“Second grade science project, actually,” she said slowly. “We were working on it until after midnight and got up at five to complete it. How did you know?”

“What kind of profiler would I be if I couldn’t pull an occasional rabbit out of the hat?” Jessie said before leaning in and whispering in her ear so that Trembley couldn’t hear. “You may want to make a restroom run later. Whatever ink you used on the project stained your top, which is misbuttoned.”

Bray stared at her open-mouthed before allowing a slight smile.

“Thanks. Motherhood, right?” she finally said. “By the way, sorry about Moses. I know you two were tight. Everyone had enormous respect for the man. And sorry about your partner as well—Hernandez, right? How’s he doing?”

“Thanks. Hard to tell. Some days are better than others, you know?”

Bray nodded, then shrugged as if to say “what are you gonna do?” Apparently the sympathy portion of their conversation had drawn to a close.

“Yeah, well, I guess you’ll want to know what we have so far.”

“That would be great,” Trembley said.

“Don’t get too excited. It’s not much.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

They watched the security footage intently.

An overhead camera caught the assailant at the edge of the frame as Corinne Weatherly was dragged into the prop department.

“After that nothing happens for a while, until this,” Bray said, fast-forwarding to footage of the person leaving the stage and walking into the New York Street area.

“Is this it?” Trembley asked.

Bray nodded. Jessie realized the detective was right. If these short clips were the only available video, that didn’t leave them much to work with.

Just as bad, the images weren’t especially crisp. To make matters worse, the cameras were mounted at such high angles that there was no way to gauge the perpetrator’s height, weight, or general build. All they could tell was that the killer wore all black to go along with a black ski mask.

“So the killer just disappeared after that?” Jessie confirmed with Bray.

“From the view of the cameras, yes. The problem is that they’re only set up in high trafficked areas. And since there are so many, it’s hard to monitor all the cameras in real time. Unless a guard in the office was looking at the right screen at the right time, it would be easy to miss what happened. So someone who knows the lot well and has any sense of how the security here works, especially at night, could evade it pretty easily.”

Trembley had a suggestion.

“Maybe that means we should be looking at the folks who handle security,” he said. “Do we have a log of who was on duty last night?”

“Way ahead of you, Detective,” Bray said. “Not only do we have a log, but each security officer is provided with a GPS-enabled radio so their locations can be constantly monitored. They’re also required to check in with the main office every fifteen minutes. Every officer working last night is accounted for and none of them were near Stage 32 or Weatherly’s trailer in the time window of the crime.”

“That’s awfully convenient,” Jessie mused. “Like you said, it’s almost as if the killer knew the best time to do this.”

“It’s definitely suspicious,” Bray agreed.

“How come we don’t have a shot of when she was moved out of her trailer?” Trembley asked.

“Let me show you,” Detective Bray said, leading them to Weatherly’s trailer. “There are a few things you need to see in there anyway.”

As they walked past several crew members milling about, Jessie heard one especially vocal guy in jeans and a T-shirt grumbling that at least now they wouldn’t all need to go to group therapy. She was tempted to stop and ask him what that meant, but before she could, Bray spoke.

“We’re here,” she said.

Ignoring the crowd of onlookers, she ducked under the police tape and stepped inside the trailer. Jessie and Trembley followed. They immediately stepped into another world. Jessie’s image of a trailer was of some flimsy, temporary building with interior corkboard walls and fluorescent lighting. But this place looked like an expensive studio apartment.

It was decked out with amenities she didn’t have access to at her old condo or Kat’s apartment. The living space had a nice loveseat set along one wall facing a massive television monitor. Behind that, in the back of the trailer, was a queen-size bed. Along the other wall was a kitchen, complete with a full-size refrigerator/freezer, a microwave, oven, and stove.

Right across from her was a surprisingly spacious bathroom, including a shower with a small built-in bench. She turned the other way to see a makeup station, complete with a large mirror with built-in lighting. On the mirror was a word written in what appeared to be lipstick: Boatwright.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“This is one of the things you needed to see,” Detective Bray replied.

“Is that what I think it is?” Trembley asked, stepping closer to the mirror.

“Depends on what you think it is,” Bray replied.

“I think it’s a name.”

“Whose name?” Jessie demanded.

“If I had to guess—Miller Boatwright.”

He paused as if he’d solved the case and was waiting for a pat on the back.

“I don’t know who that is,” Jessie said plainly.

Trembley looked at Detective Bray, who seemed equally surprised by her comment.

“Wow,” Trembley said in amazement. “You weren’t kidding when you said you missed some years, pop culture wise.”

“I’ve been kind of busy, Trembley. You want to spill or play coy all morning?”

“Sorry. Miller Boatwright is a Hollywood producer, one of the most successful in the industry. Think Jerry Bruckheimer or Brian Grazer, surely you’ve heard of them? He’s been associated with some of the biggest hits of the last twenty years.”

“Okay,” Jessie said. “So what does that mean? Is he a producer on this movie?”

“I don’t know about that. But he was a producer on Petals and Petulance, Corinne Weatherly’s breakout role. The stories about casting that movie are legendary. She beat out over two hundred actresses, including some pretty big names, for the female lead. Boatwright was the one who went to bat for her over higher profile actresses. The movie ended up being a massive hit. She was nominated for a Golden Globe award. That performance is what got her the lead in the original Marauder film, which I still think is one of the top five horror films ever made.”

“It is pretty good,” Bray agreed.

“What’s your point, Trembley?” Jessie asked, getting exasperated.

“My point is that in many ways, Corinne Weatherly owed her career to Miller Boatwright. And the fact that his name is written on the mirror in her makeup trailer where she was killed doesn’t seem like a coincidence. I don’t know if Weatherly wrote it or the killer did or if Boatwright should be a suspect, but I think we should probably have a chat with the guy, especially since his office is on this very studio lot.”

“How do you know that?” Jessie asked.

“I thought we’d established that I’m a film buff,” he told her as if it was obvious.

“I can think of another word for what you are,” she countered.

“Be that as it may, I still think we should talk to him.” 

“Fine,” Jessie agreed before turning back to Bray. “You said you could show us why there was no footage of Weatherly being taken from here.”

“Right,” Bray said, nodding. “This is how.”

She moved to the back of the trailer and knelt in front of the foot of the large bed. It was only then that Jessie noticed a rectangular indentation on the floor.

“This is the fire door,” Bray said. “Every trailer is equipped with one in case the main door is inaccessible. It can only be opened from the inside. Don’t worry. We’ve already checked for prints and DNA.”

She pressed a nearly invisible button underneath the bed and the door latch released, popping up. Bray removed it and motioned for them to look down. Jessie leaned in and immediately understood what had happened.

Underneath the trailer was a women’s shoe that she gathered would be a match to a shoe found on the body. There were bits of material—seemingly torn clothing—on the underside of the trailer, where strands must have been torn off as she was dragged along the ground below.

“So she was killed here,” Jessie said, “then dragged under the trailer to the soundstage, which we don’t actually have footage of, correct?”

“That seems to be the case,” Bray confirmed.

“Why not just leave her here?” Jessie wondered. “Why risk the elaborate procedure of moving her to a spot where they might be seen or having some kind of unforeseen hiccup?”

“I don’t know the answer to that. But when you see the body, I think you’ll find that whatever the reason, it was important to the killer that Weatherly be found where she was, in the state she was.”

Jessie and Trembley exchanged curious looks.

“Lead the way, Detective,” Trembley said more calmly than Jessie would have thought possible.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

They stood over the body of Corinne Weatherly.

In death, she was just another person. Whatever aura of celebrity she’d had in life had been wiped away, replaced by cold skin and empty eyes. The body she’d clearly spent so much effort trying to keep tight had started to dissipate. Her skin had lost its elasticity and her limbs were rigid.

Jessie tried to get her bearings in the cavernous space of the prop room. There was something weird about finding a dead body in a warehouse. Everywhere she looked, there were fake dead bodies and countless individual bloody latex limbs that looked like they’d been ripped from torsos. It reminded Jessie of a meat processing plant, only with fake humans. A number of “dead” female torsos had been placed in a circle around Corinne in the center of the room.

The deputy coroner stood quietly off to the side, ready to collect the body and take it to the morgue. According to Detective Bray, she’d been waiting for an hour but wasn’t allowed to move the body until the HSS folks had checked her out.

“Sorry,” Trembley told her. “We won’t be long.”

Jessie motioned for him to come closer to her.

“Don’t ever apologize for doing your job,” she muttered under her breath. “We’re here to solve this murder, not expedite the process. If we need to study the body for two hours before she takes it, then we get two damn hours, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” Trembley said, his face turning crimson. “I was just being polite.”

“Be polite on your own time. This woman on the floor deserves our best efforts to get justice, not good manners.”

She could sense he was about to apologize to her too and nipped it in the bud.

“What do you make of this?” she asked, nodding at what both of them had immediately noticed upon seeing the body.

In Weatherly’s right hand was a white rose. It had clearly been placed there after her death. Whatever significance it had was lost on Jessie. Looking over at Trembley, she could tell he had a different take.

“It’s from the film,” he said. “Petals and Petulance.”

“I saw the movie,” Jessie said. “But it was a long time ago. I think I was in college. So I have no recollection of a rose.”

Trembley glanced at Detective Bray to see if she wanted to explain. She shrugged.

“I remember that the guy gave her one in the movie but that’s about it.”

Trembley, seemingly stunned, refreshed them on the plot.

“In the movie, she played a woman named Rosie who owns a small floral shop. Sparks fly with a charming guy named Dave who comes by the store. But it turns out that he’s a rich entrepreneur who has bought out the property across the street to turn it into a huge nursery in his chain. They end up in this love-hate thing.”

“I remember that part, Trembley,” Jessie said. “It was basically a rip-off of You’ve Got Mail, which was a rip-off of The Shop Around the Corner.”

“I thought you didn’t pay attention to movies,” Trembley said, impressed.

“I didn’t grow up in a nunnery,” Jessie replied. “Go on.”

“Well, at the end of the movie, he comes to her with her favorite flower, a white rose, and proposes.”

“That sounds familiar,” Jessie said. “And you think that whoever killed her intended for us to make that connection?”

“It seems pretty obvious,” Trembley said.

“Maybe too obvious,” Detective Bray piped up.

“I guess,” Trembley conceded. “But either way, it seems clear that whoever did this knew about the movie and its back story. Maybe it was an obsessive fan. Maybe it was somebody who worked on the movie. But it sure appears that Petals and Petulance is somehow relevant to all this. It reinforces my feeling that we need to talk to Boatwright.”

“I don’t disagree,” Jessie said vaguely as her attention was diverted by a small, red-faced man marching toward them. “Detective Bray, do you want to let us know who the angry little guy headed our way is?”

Bray looked over and her shoulders visibly slumped.

“That’s Anton Zyskowski. He’s the director. Not a barrel of laughs, that one. Buck up.”

Zyskowski halted in front of them and stared directly at Trembley, ignoring Jessie entirely.

“Are you the special detective?” he asked officiously, staring up at Trembley, who, like Jessie, had a good six inches on him.

“Special detective?” he repeated.

“The one who handles special cases,” the little man said in obvious frustration. “This woman says nothing can be done on the picture until the special detective arrives.”

“I guess I’m one of the special detectives,” Trembley allowed. “We’re a team.”

“Team means nothing to me. I need the person in charge to finish so I can begin shooting again. Every hour without shooting is many dollars. Time matters very much.”

Jessie bit her tongue, waiting to see how Trembley would react. The detective looked back down at the tiny man. He started to mumble something about procedure, which Jessie didn’t understand. She seriously doubted that the director would get it.

When it became apparent that Trembley was crashing and burning, Jessie stepped forward. Zyskowski glanced at her briefly before resuming his stare-down of Trembley.

“Anton, is it?” she asked politely.

“My friends say Anton,” he said, looking at her with an upturned nose. “Whoever you are, you may say Mr. Zyskowski.”

Off to the side, Detective Bray tensed up. Jessie winked at her. Then she smiled her broadest, fakest smile.

“My name’s Jessie Hunt. And here’s the thing, Anton,” she said, punching hard on his name. “Time may matter very much to you. But you know what matters more to us? The dead body on the floor twenty feet from you. And considering that the body belongs to the leading lady in your film, I would have thought it might matter to you as well.”

“Of course it matters,” he retorted, slightly undone by the clap back. “I never say it doesn’t matter. But I have charge of this picture. Over three hundred jobs depend on me. I cannot only be sad for Corinne. I must think of others working. I must think of studio investment. It is not happy to say but I must be strong so that work can continue, even in death.”

“Well, Anton,” Jessie said, unmoved, “work is going to have to wait until we’re ready to clear the crime scene. Frankly, I’m surprised you’re even able to continue without her.”

She watched as Anton tried to restrain himself, even as his face turned from red to a hue resembling purple.

“Corinne’s scenes were almost done,” he explained. “Remaining ones can have double. Will use CGI if we must. But picture still has four shooting days without her. Those can happen without problems.”

“I’m afraid you won’t be shooting anything else on this soundstage until the crime scene unit has cleared it,” Jessie informed him. “They still need to check various areas for prints and other potential evidence. That may take several more hours. I recommend you shoot scenes that can be completed elsewhere.”

Anton looked like his head might explode.

“All sets are on that stage,” he protested. “I can shoot nothing elsewhere.”

“Not much we can do about that, Anton. But here’s what I propose: you have your people give Detective Bray here a complete list of everybody who was on set last night. We need to talk to all of them. If they’re not already here now, have them come in. We’ll give you a few hours. That will allow CSU to finish their work and my partner and I to check out a few leads. After CSU has cleared the scene and we have access to all your people, you can start shooting again. How does that sound?”

“This will be hundreds of thousands of dollars costing the studio,” Anton griped. “Maybe millions.”

Jessie shrugged amiably.

“Then I suggest you make sure all your people are here, ready to be interviewed. The more prepared you are, the quicker you can forget all about your dead actress and get back to work.”

“I wonder if you have authority for this?” Anton challenged.

The smile Jessie had kept plastered on her face for the entirety of their conversation dropped away.

“Mr. Zyskowski—Anton—rest assured that while I am not a ‘special detective,’ I am most certainly the person in charge. You’d be well advised not to piss me off any more than you already have. So gather your people and wait for us to come back. Now if you’ll excuse me, we’ve got work to do.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Miller Boatwright’s office was a ten-minute walk across the lot.

They made their way over, leaving Detective Bray to coordinate the timing of interviews with cast and crew later on. Without Paul the security guard to direct them, they got lost twice on the way, but finally found his office in the Fairbanks Building not far from where they’d parked.

As they approached it, Trembley coughed slightly in a way that suggested he was about to broach an uncomfortable subject.

“What is it, Trembley?” Jessie asked, unwilling to wait for him to screw up his courage.

“What? Nothing.”

“It’s clearly something,” she pressed. “Just tell me now so whatever’s on your mind doesn’t weigh on you when we’re talking to Boatwright. I need you focused.”

Trembley seemed to be fighting an internal battle with his better judgment. He finally spoke.

“It’s just that you seem extremely aggressive on this case. I thought Decker wanted to pair us together because you’re more experienced with high-profile cases and more…diplomatic. I think he expected you’d be the one to massage all these egos. But you seem intent on crushing them.”

“I think you do enough massaging for the both of us,” she replied pointedly. “Besides, the way I look at it, I’m a free agent. I don’t work for LAPD anymore. I’m just consulting on this case, so I’m not bound by all those bureaucratic politics anymore. If someone complains and Decker isn’t happy with me, he can dump me and I’ll see if I can schedule a few more teaching interviews. I guess what I’m saying is that with everything I’ve been through lately, I’ve lost the patience to give a crap about anything other than the case.”

Trembley nodded, clearly not interested in arguing the point. They were almost to the door of the Fairbanks building.

“I haven’t had the chance to really tell you—really tell you— how sorry I am about both Garland and Ryan. I know you were tight with the old man, and Ryan, obviously he’s very important to you.”

“Thanks, Trembley.”

“I was meaning to ask, and I don’t mean to offend you, but are you sure you’re safe where you’re staying?”

“What do you mean?” Jessie asked, her eyes narrowing.

“Please don’t bite my head off, okay?” he began. “But I know you had a lot of security measures set up at your last place. Ryan mentioned how involved they were. And they made sense considering all the threats you’ve faced. Your dad tried to kill you. That serial killer, Bolton Crutchfield, had a thing for you. And that’s where your ex-husband came after you. So it was logical that you’d take every precaution.”

“What’s your point, Trembley?” she demanded.

“Just that, even though those specific threats are gone, not all of them are. That corrupt cop you busted, Hank Costabile, was just convicted last week. I could see him wanting to get some payback, maybe send some fellow officers your way when they’re off duty. And what about Andrea Robinson, the rich psycho who befriended you and then tried to poison you when you figured out she was a murderer? I know she’s in a psychiatric prison ward, but last time we checked, she had a serious fixation on you. If she got out somehow, who knows what she’d be capable of?”

“You don’t think I can take care of myself?” Jessie asked in a mild tone.

“I do. You’ve proven that. But I’m assuming your private eye friend’s apartment isn’t as decked out with security as your last place. And while Ryan wasn’t officially there to protect you and Hannah, it didn’t hurt to have a decorated cop living with you. I’m just saying that maybe Corinne Weatherly isn’t the only one who would have been well served by a bodyguard.”

Jessie knew Trembley was only trying to be helpful. There were still legitimate threats to her safety. And with her boyfriend in the hospital, her mentor murdered, and her sister jumping at every slammed door, he wasn’t wrong to suggest that she ought to be proactive about securing their situation. She decided to go easy on him.

“I appreciate the concern. And you’re right. There are still real threats out there. That’s why I’m aggressively looking for a new place. But in the meantime, Hannah and I are living with a former Army Ranger. And I did learn a thing or two about self-defense at the FBI Academy when I took their training program. I think we’ll muddle through for the next few weeks, even without a bodyguard, until I find somewhere I like.”

“Okay,” Trembley said. “But I’m sure that if you asked, Captain Decker would have a unit do regular patrols around your friend’s place, even though you’re no longer officially an employee.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Jessie promised. “In the meantime, maybe we should keep our focus on this Boatwright guy. Anything special I need to know before we chat him up?”

“I don’t any know more than the average movie lover,” Trembley answered. “But the guy does have an out-sized reputation.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means he does everything big. He makes big movies. He’s got a big personality. And if the rumors are true, he’s got a big appetite too.”

“For food?”

“For women,” Trembley said. “He’s notorious for getting involved with actresses. Some say he trades sex for roles, though that’s just speculation. I don’t think anyone’s ever formally alleged that. I’ve also heard he’s just a magnetic guy that many women find intriguing. You can be the judge of that.”

“Sounds like a real charmer,” Jessie muttered.

“Apparently he is, although from what I’ve read, he’s also got an impressive temper. I think he’s so rich and successful that he’s gotten used to bulldozing his way through people.”

“That doesn’t work for me,” Jessie said firmly.

“I know,” Trembley said carefully. “But could you not start a fistfight with the guy? If you piss him off, he could close down a bunch of other investigative avenues we need. Besides, aren’t you still recovering from that dislocated shoulder and those burns?”

“I’m almost all healed up,” she said, trying not to smile. “I bet I could take him.”

Trembley looked crestfallen. Jessie felt like she was looking at a sad puppy.

“I’m just messing with you,” she assured him. “I promise I’ll only punch him if he swings first.”

Miller Boatwright’s office was at the end of the hall on the first floor of the Fairbanks Building, a converted apartment complex that had been built, according to a plaque on the wall, in 1914. The placard on the door of Boatwright’s office read “Harlow Bungalow.”

“Jean Harlow,” Trembley whispered as he opened the door. “She was a star in the thirties.”

Jessie, who was well aware of who Jean Harlow was, let it slide with a simple, “Thanks.”

The main door opened into a small waiting room that reminded Jessie of her therapist’s office. It was surprisingly sterile, though there were a half dozen antique leather chairs, separated by ornately designed wooden end tables. Facing them was a frosted sliding glass window, also like a doctor’s office. Next to it was a heavy-looking wooden door.

“Can I help you?” said a disembodied female voice.

Jessie and Trembley looked around for its origin.

“Over here,” the voice said. “There’s a camera in the wall by the window.”

Trembley walked over and looked at the small camera that neither of them had noticed until that moment.

“Hi,” he said, his voice suddenly thick with nerves. “We’re here to speak with Mr. Boatwright.”

Jessie closed her eyes and reminded herself to breathe and not yell. Why he hadn’t identified himself was beyond her. She waited for the voice to comment on it as well.

“I’m sorry, but Mr. Boatwright doesn’t take unscheduled meetings. There’s a phone number and submission page with instructions on his website, Boatwright Films. Just include your contact information and we’ll reach out if there’s interest.”

“Oh, no, sorry,” Tremble said quickly, overcorrecting. “We’re not here to pitch a project. I’m Detective Alan Trembley with the Los Angeles Police Department. This is Jessie Hunt, a consulting profiler for the department. We’re investigating a murder on the lot and we need to discuss a few things with Mr. Boatwright.”

There were several long seconds of silence before the voice returned.

“I’m going to give you our direct office number so you can call. We’ll try to schedule an interview expeditiously.”

Trembley looked at Jessie out of the corner of his eye, clearly concerned that she was going to pull out her gun, shoot the camera, and try to kick the door in. She had to admit she was tempted. Instead, she tried a different tack.

“To whom are we speaking?” she asked with mock-sweetness.

“This is Mr. Boatwright’s executive assistant, Alana.”

Jessie took a step forward so that her face was right in front of the wall camera.

“Alana,” she said, keeping the acid out of her voice as best she could. “This is a pressing police matter. I’m quite confident that Mr. Boatwright is aware why we’re here, just as I’m sure that he’s listening to us, and probably watching us, right now. With that in mind, he surely understands why time is of the essence and we need to speak to him now. If he’s accommodating, we can be in and out and let him get back to counting the weekend office receipts. But if we have to go through an elaborate process to secure an interview, costing us valuable investigative time, then that could complicate the process. We’d probably need to conduct the interview down at the station, maybe bring him in via a police escort, possibly even make a public statement to the press. Or we could just have a friendly chat in the privacy of his office. We’re good either way, right, Detective Trembley?”

Trembley, who seemed to have recovered slightly from his jitters, nodded.

“That’s correct.”

There was no response from Alana. Jessie shrugged and headed for the outer door.

“I guess I’ll be calling in the cavalry then,” she said casually as she walked away. “We’ll just wait outside the building until they arrive. That park out there is beautiful. Besides, we really should set up a perimeter. I hope the police tape doesn’t mess up the view.”

She walked slowly, hoping she wouldn’t need to follow through on the threat. It wasn’t a bluff. But if she really did have to call in backup, it would waste valuable time and irritate Decker. Still, she was committed now. Not giving a crap had its drawbacks.
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She was just reaching for the door when Alana’s frazzled voice shot out of the speaker.

“Mr. Boatwright doesn’t want to make L.A.’s finest jump through any extra hoops. We can shift a few meetings around to accommodate you. I’ll buzz you in.”

Jessie turned back around and worked hard not to smirk as they walked over to the interior door. It buzzed as they approached and Trembley opened it for her.

When they stepped inside, all of the sterility of the waiting room was forgotten. The floor was a dark hardwood. The walls were decked out in a variety of pieces of art, from abstract paintings, to sculptures resting on built-in shelves, to wall coverings that appeared to represent Asia, Africa, and South America.

An attractive young blonde woman, about twenty-five, stepped out from behind the nook near the frosted window. She was dressed in a summer skirt and stylish tank that accentuated her tan skin and curvy figure. She wore glasses so thin that Jessie wondered if they were just for show, intended to make her look more serious. It occurred to her that Alana might be an aspiring actress working an office job to make ends meet.

“Can I offer either of you something to drink? Coffee, tea, soda, sparkling or still water?”

“I’m good,” Trembley said.

“Me too,” Jessie muttered as she studied the office, trying to glean anything useful about the man from how he decorated the space. So far, the vibe she got was “I’m super-rich and I want to make that obvious to everyone.”

“Then please follow me,” Alana said, leading them down the hall, past several offices with open doors and no one inside. “Everyone is in Miller’s office for a brainstorming session.”

Apparently once one got past the waiting room, he was “Miller” rather than “Mr. Boatwright.” As they walked closer to the office at the end of the hall, Jessie noted that the art on the walls gave way to posters of what she assumed were Boatwright’s movies. Even she recognized almost every title. When they arrived at the last door, which was slightly ajar, Alana knocked.

“Miller,” she called out chipperly, “your visitors are here.”

“Bring them in, Lanny,” a booming voice instructed.

Alana, or apparently Lanny to her boss, pushed open the door to reveal an expansive room. At one end were two large, curved sofas with a long, rectangular stone coffee table in between them. Against that wall was a huge screen. On the adjoining walls were two sizable, but comparatively unimpressive mounted TV monitors. One was showing CNN on mute. The other had on Bloomberg.

The middle of the room was comprised of four high-backed wooden chairs, which looked like something out of a royal court. Three of them were occupied by Boatwright’s staff. Two men and one woman, all in their thirties, stood up.

At the far end of the room was Miller Boatwright’s desk, which appeared to be modeled on the Resolute desk in the White House Oval Office. The man behind it got up from his large, red-leather chair as well. Looking at him now, Jessie thought he seemed vaguely familiar, the sort of person she’d probably seen on TV multiple times but who had never really registered.

Miller Boatwright cut quite a figure. Jessie guessed that he was about her height, five foot ten. She estimated that he weighed about 215 pounds. He was thick, with a barrel chest, but didn’t quite tip over from pudgy into obese. He wore a loose-fitting, untucked, black silk shirt and black jeans. He looked to be in his late forties or early fifties and had clearly spent some time with a plastic surgeon. The skin on his face seemed slightly tugged back, as if he was permanently on the first big drop of a roller coaster. His facial hair was perfectly manicured to look like two days’ worth of stubble. He was as tan as Lanny, but Jessie suspected he didn’t come by his as naturally.

“Welcome,” he said, extending his arms expansively as if he had been happily anticipating their arrival.

“Miller, this is Detective Alan Trembley,” Lanny said, impressively remembering his name without any notes. “And this is Jessie Hunt, a profiling consultant for the police. Folks, please meet Miller Boatwright.”

“Have you offered them drinks, Lanny?” Boatwright bellowed, seemingly incapable of volume control.

“She did,” Trembley said. “We’re good.”

“Great. Please take some seats. Team, make way for those who protect and serve. I’d introduce you to everyone but since it seems like you’re here for me, I won’t burden you with trying to remember their names.”

Boatwright’s team stepped aside so that Jessie and Trembley could sit down. As they did, Jessie kept her attention on Boatwright, who stared right back at her through dark, observant eyes.

“I assume you want this to be a private conversation?” he said.

“That would be preferable,” Trembley told him.

“Of course. But before my team heads out, maybe I could introduce Ms. Hunt to Jeff Jansen here. He’s my head of development.”

A tall, gangly guy with tightly cropped red hair and horn-rimmed glasses nodded at her.

“Hi?” Jessie said, perplexed. Jeff nodded back at her without speaking.

“Jeff here is in charge of securing all the rights to our prospective projects. And I have to say, Ms. Hunt, you are a walking, talking film project waiting to happen.”

“Excuse me?” she said.

“Jeff, go,” Boatwright ordered.

Before she knew what was happening, the gangly guy was in her face, half-bouncing with unbridled energy.

“Ms. Hunt, everyone knows your story,” Jeff began, his voice boisterous with enthusiasm. “Your serial killer father butchers your mother and leaves you for dead in an isolated, snow-covered cabin.”

Jessie glanced over at Trembley uneasily and saw that he was as stunned by this turn of events as she was. Jeff Jansen continued, undeterred by her discomfort.

“You amazingly overcome that trauma to get an advanced degree in forensic psychology,” he went on, somehow getting even more exercised, “before you have to deal with a sociopathic husband who kills his mistress, frames you for it, and then attempts to murder you when you uncover his plot. After that, you face off with not just your father, who’s returned after years in hiding, but an escaped serial killer obsessed with you who wants—”

“Jeff, is it?” Jessie interrupted. “I’m familiar with my life story. Maybe you can skip to the end.”

“Right, okay,” Jeff said, thrown slightly off but quickly regaining his momentum. “We think your story would make an amazing film franchise. Each movie could follow a different case you’re investigating while also showing your ongoing battles with the killers out to get you. In short, we’d like to secure your life rights. Do you have an agent?”

Everyone in the room was staring at her greedily, nearly salivating as they awaited her answer. Even Trembley looked intrigued.

“Listen, Jeff,” she said slowly. “I appreciate the interest. Really, it’s flattering in a bizarre sort of way. But I’m actually looking to lower my profile these days, not raise it. There are a number of people out there who aren’t as enthused about my accomplishments as you seem to be. I don’t need to give them another reason to hate me.”

Jeff barely paused a beat before responding.

“I totally respect that,” he said. “But imagine the power you could have to inspire, to show young women who’ve suffered challenging childhoods what they can achieve if they have your pluck and determination.”

Jessie looked around. Boatwright and his team all stood, still taut with excitement, as if Jeff had made a convincing case that would surely change her mind. She decided that she’d been patient enough.

“Folks, no matter how plucky you think I am, I’m here to discuss someone else’s life story, and more specifically, how it ended. And while you all may not think it’s poor form to try to strike a development deal with someone investigating a murder, I do. So if everyone other than Mr. Boatwright could step out, we have a job to do here.”

Jeff looked over at Boatwright like a son who knew he’d disappointed his stern father. The boss gave him and the others a clipped nod, after which everyone scurried out without another word. Lanny closed the door after them, leaving Jessie and Trembley alone with Boatwright, who sat back down. He stared at them, no longer smiling, but with cold intensity, like a mountain lion taking stock of its prey. After a long pause, he spoke.

“I guess this is when the fun really starts.”

Jessie felt like the temperature in the room had suddenly dropped twenty degrees.

“Mr. Boatwright,” Trembley started, deciding not to directly address the man’s comment, “we’re here about the death of Corinne Weatherly.”

“Do I need to call my attorney?” Boatwright asked, his tone playful but borderline combative.

Trembley seemed at a loss for words so Jessie replied.

“I don’t know. Do you? Most people we interview just, you know, answer our questions. It’s usually only the folks with something to hide who lawyer up right off the bat. Are you one of those folks, Mr. Boatwright?”

He smiled wide, exposing all his teeth. He reminded Jessie of a shark opening its jaws just before chomping on a seal.

“I have a lot to hide, Ms. Hunt, though I don’t know that any of it has to do with Corinne.”

“All right,” she replied. “Then I assume you won’t have any issue answering a few of our questions.”

“Fire away,” he said amiably.

Jessie looked over at Trembley, who didn’t seem prepared with a question, so she dived in.

“I’m assuming you’re aware of the circumstances of Corinne’s death?” she said.

“I know she was strangled in her trailer and then moved to the soundstage, where she was found surrounded by prop dead bodies with a white rose in her hand.” When he saw Jessie’s eyebrows rise, he added, “Word travels fast around here.”

“Were you aware that your last name was written in lipstick on the makeup mirror in her trailer?”

“I was,” he acknowledged. “Are you suggesting that this has something to do with me?”

“It seems that whoever wrote your name on that mirror thinks it does,” Jessie said flatly.

“Ms. Hunt, do you seriously think that I strangled Corinne and that, as she struggled for her life, she wrote my name on the mirror, implicating me as her killer, and that I then left the writing there for anyone to see?”

“That seems unlikely,” Jessie replied.

“Do I need to provide an alibi for last night between ten and midnight? Because I can. I was at a late-night meeting at a bar on Highland.”

She gave him a quizzical look.

“I don’t remember mentioning the time of death, Mr. Boatwright.”

“Oh please,” he said, visibly disgusted. “Do you think I haven’t already seen the time-stamped security footage of Corinne being dragged into the prop department? What are you alleging exactly?”

“I’m not alleging anything, Mr. Boatwright. I’m simply wondering why your name was on that mirror. That, in addition to the white rose you mentioned was found in her hand, would seem to suggest that whoever did this has made some connection between the two of you and, what was the name of that movie again, Trembley, Roses and Romance?”

“Petals and Petulance,” Boatwright corrected before Trembley could say a word.

“Right, that one,” Jessie said. “So clearly that connection is important to the killer. And with Corinne dead, you seem to be the best person to shed light on what it might be.”

“I couldn’t possibly say,” Boatwright said dismissively. “I produced the movie. She starred in it. That’s the only connection that jumps out at me. I have a question for you though: should I be concerned that the killer was writing down the name of their next victim on that mirror? Do I need protection? Is the director in danger too? Perhaps Darian Phelps should up his security.”

“Darian Phelps is the male lead in the movie,” Trembley offered under his breath. “He plays the detective hunting down the Marauder.”

Jessie stifled the desire to say the words “I know” and kept her focus on Boatwright.

“That’s not a crazy theory,” she told him. “You might want to look into upping your security a bit. Is there someone who might have a bone to pick with both of you over that film? Someone who got stiffed on the profits? A writer who didn’t get a screen credit? Perhaps a florist whose life rights weren’t properly secured? Or one who was upset at the floral inaccuracies in the movie?”

Boatwright smiled again, though she could see a flicker of unease cross his eyes at the mention of potentially needing to increase his security.

“In this town, someone always feels wronged and there are a lot of people who feel I did the wronging. In some cases, they’re right. But I didn’t screw anyone worse on this film than any other.”

“Maybe it’s not about how bad you screwed them,” Jessie pointed about, “but how badly they took it.”

“Fair enough,” he said with a smile, apparently amused by her forthrightness. “As long as we’re discussing people getting screwed, have you spoken to Corinne’s husband?”

“Not yet,” she said. “Why do you suggest that?”

“You know, it’s not my place to say, but I think you might find a conversation with him to be worth your time.”

“That’s all you’ll say?” she pressed.

“I wish I could help more,” he said, shrugging.

“As do I,” Jessie said, sensing that he could if he really wanted to. “We will need verification of that alibi, Mr. Boatwright. And it would be helpful if you could give us access to your phone data without a court order. Time is of the essence here and the sooner we can eliminate you as a suspect, the better it is for everyone.”

“I have no problem with that,” Boatwright said. “Can I assume you’ll dispense with that press release you mentioned? Am I safe from being dragged down to the station in cuffs?”

“For now,” Jessie told him. “But I can’t make any promises about later. You should expect that we’ll be back at some point with more questions.”

“And you should expect to turn up the same pile of nothing,” he said, standing up, pushing a button on his phone and barking into it, “Lanny, our guests are ready to leave.”

“We can see ourselves out,” Jessie said.

“Don’t be silly,” Boatwright said a little too forcefully. “That’s what she’s here for. And Ms. Hunt, don’t forget that if you change your mind about those life rights, I can make you a very rich woman.”

“I’m already a very rich woman,” Jessie told him.

“No, you’re well off. I’m talking ‘roll around in a tub of cash then burn it just for fun’ rich.”

The door opened, revealing a slightly winded Lanny, who had apparently run down the hall to meet them. Jessie looked back at Boatwright and replied simply before leaving.

“I take showers.”
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To Jessie’s surprise, Lanny didn’t just escort them to the door to the inner office. She also opened the main door of the waiting room and walked them down the hall to the entrance of the Fairbanks Building. The awkward silence was only broken by the sounds of their feet echoing on the marble floor. When they got to the exterior door, Lanny opened it for them and extended her hand to Jessie.

“Please let us know if we can be of any further assistance,” she said.

As Jessie shook her hand, she felt the young woman press a piece of paper into her palm. As they let go, Jessie closed her hand into a fist to hide the paper.

“We’ll be in touch,” she replied.

Lanny smiled nervously and retreated into the building, leaving Jessie and Trembley alone in the grassy park.

“What now?” Trembley asked.

Jessie decided not to mention what had just happened until she had a look at what was on the paper.

“Let’s see how things are going with getting the crew back for interviews,” she said. “You mind checking in with Detective Bray?”

While Trembley made the call, Jessie stepped away where she could inconspicuously look at the paper Lanny had given her. On it were two words: Tara Tanner. The name didn’t ring a bell for her. Before she could ponder it further, Trembley hung up.

“She says it’ll probably take another hour to get everyone in. We could start now but if we want to talk to them as a group, it’ll be a bit longer.”

“That’s okay,” Jessie said. “As much as I worry that Boatright is just trying to distract us, he’s right. We should go see the husband and see if there’s any ‘there’ there.”

“That sounds good,” Trembley said, pulling up the case file on his phone. “It looks like they live pretty close, just up Beachwood Canyon. We could be there in ten minutes.”

“Let’s go,” Jessie said, leading the way back to their car. “You can tell me what you know about him on the way.”

At first glance, there wasn’t a lot to tell. Corinne had met her future husband, Willem Struce, while working on the Marauder sequel. He was a CGI artist she’d hit it off with while eating at the commissary on the very lot they’d just left.

“That doesn’t seem like a very movie star-ish pairing to me,” Jessie commented.

“It is a little unusual,” he agreed. “But I remember reading in some celebrity magazine that he won her over with his kindness and old-school charm or something like that.”

“Why am I dubious?”

“Because you’re a damaged person who has trouble believing that love can come in many forms,” he replied casually before adding, “sorry.”

Jessie smiled despite herself.

“You know, Trembley” she said, trying to be diplomatic. “You could stand to use some of that caustic directness with the people we interview. After all, you are a detective with one of the LAPD’s most celebrated units. You barely said a word to Boatwright. I feel like maybe you should be asking at least as many questions as the consulting profiler on the case.”

Trembley waited a beat before nodding slowly, never taking his eyes off the road.

“You’re right,” he said. “I got a little stage fright, I guess. I should have looked at Boatwright exclusively as a suspect. Instead I let his fame get in the way. It won’t happen again.”

“Glad to hear it,” Jessie replied, happy to let it drop now that she’d made her point.

“So,” he said in a tone that suggested he meant to change the subject, “you going to tell me what was on that piece of paper Alana slipped you when we left?”

Again, Jessie was surprised. It was nice to be reminded why Trembley had managed to make this unit in the first place. He might be easily starstruck but he was an observant, diligent investigator. She debated whether to come clean for half a second before relenting.

“It’s a name. I was about to look it up. Tara Tanner, you know it?”

Trembley scrunched up his face in concentration.

“It sounds vaguely familiar. I think she might be an actress. Go ahead and search her name.”

Jessie did. Tara Tanner was indeed an actress, or at least she used to be. It looked like she had a string of unmemorable film and television credits dating back about four years. Most of them were along the lines of “Woman #3” or “Girl at Party.” But they stopped entirely about a year ago.

“That’s weird,” Jessie said. “She has ten to fifteen credits a year and then suddenly nothing.”

“She could just have taken a hiatus,” Trembley pointed out. “Maybe she got married or had a baby and decided to take a break. Or maybe she got some big role that’s consuming all her time.”

“But wouldn’t that show up too if it was in production right now?”

“Almost certainly, yeah,” he conceded.

Jessie decided to try another tack. As they headed up Beachwood Canyon Drive into the Hollywood Hills, she called the research unit at the station. To her delight and surprise, the phone was answered by an unexpected voice.

“Research, Winslow here.”

“Is this Jamil Winslow?” Jessie asked.

“Yes, to whom am I speaking?”

“Jamil, it’s Jessie Hunt. I didn’t know you had joined the team.”

Jamil Winslow was the eager young researcher who’d helped her and Ryan on their most recent case, involving a series of murders in Manhattan Beach, a wealthy town just southwest of the city. He’d offered invaluable assistance. She remembered him asking if there were any openings in their station. But after passing along a positive review of him to the HR folks, she’d forgotten all about it.

“Yes, Ms. Hunt,” he said with his trademark enthusiasm. “I wanted to tell you but you haven’t been around. I heard you were leaving the department. And I didn’t think it was appropriate to call with everything you’ve been through.”

“This is fantastic news, Jamil,” Jessie said, genuinely happy for the guy. “The station is lucky to have you.”

“Thanks, Ms. Hunt. Does your call mean you’ve reconsidered leaving?”

“Afraid not,” she replied. “I just agreed to help out on one case because Captain Decker is so short-handed. But I guess it means we’ll get to work together one last time.”

She told him what she needed, specifically running a search through all the legal and criminal databases to see what came up on Tara Tanner. She had just barely completed her request when the cell service got too spotty to hear clearly and then cut out completely.

“Damn hills,” she muttered.

“Most people find them beautiful,” Trembley said.

The route up to the Weatherly/Struce home was an endless series of snaking switchbacks on a residential road that was rarely wide enough for more than one car. The fact that multiple vehicles were parked on the shoulder made it extra challenging. They’d been zigzagging upward for about five minutes when Trembley pulled over, finding an unoccupied spot on the shoulder.

“You starting to feel sick too?” Jessie asked him.

“No,” he said, surprised by the question. “I pulled over because we’re here. That’s the house.”

Jessie looked over the home. It was shockingly modest. Almost all the houses on this stretch of road had a similar architectural denominator. The ones built into the hillsides tended to look like standard one-story homes from the street. But up close, one often discovered that they dropped down two, three, sometimes even four stories into the canyons, like crazy Jenga towers with floor to ceiling windows.

But Corinne’s place was an aberration. It was on the cliff side of the road, so it had the standard gorgeous view stretching out over Hollywood, but the home itself was unassuming. It topped out at one story and looked like it had been built in the Brady Bunch’s 1970s heyday. There were missing shingles and the driveway had multiple wide cracks.

Jessie got out of the car and tried to ignore the sharp sting as her back peeled off the car seat. She rubbed her sore shoulder, hoping to tease out the stiffness that had set in as her body clenched up on the perilous uphill drive.

“Looks like Corinne really needed this Marauder movie,” she noted, only realizing how unkind she sounded when the words were already out of her mouth.

“They probably spent so much on the location and the view, they didn’t have much left for upkeep,” Trembley said more charitably.

He was about to ring the bell when Jessie stopped him.

“If Struce really did marry up, this might be one time where some ego-stroking is in order. This guy may not be too chatty, so if waxing rhapsodic over his special effects work gets us in the door, feel free.”

Trembley nodded his understanding and pushed the button. The bell was a series of chimes comprising part of a musical score.

“It’s the love theme from Petals and Petulance,” Trembley whispered.

“Of course it is,” Jessie muttered back. 

The door was opened by a slim, innocuous-looking man in his early forties, wearing slacks, a button-down yellow dress shirt, and no shoes. He was about five foot eight, with thinning brown hair and round, wire-rimmed glasses. His brown eyes were tinged with red. It was clear that he’d been crying.

“Mr. Struce?” Trembley asked cautiously.

“Yes,” the man replied in a soft, quavering voice.

“Hello, Mr. Struce. My name is Alan Trembley. I’m a detective with the Los Angeles Police Department. This is Jessie Hunt. She’s a consultant for us. We’re here about your wife.”

“Yes. They told me she died.”

Though Jessie had never heard the man speak before, he sounded weak and foggy to her. She wondered if he’d taken something.

“Yes sir,” Trembley said gently. “We heard that you were informed of her passing. That’s why we’re here. If you’re up to it, we wanted to ask a few questions in the hope that it might help us with the case. May we come in?”

Struce looked at them with a slightly lost expression.

“I…are you sure it can’t wait?”

“The sooner we speak with you, the more helpful it is in our investigation,” Trembley said politely but insistently.

“Yes, of course,” Struce said and turned back into the house. His bare feet padded softly on the wooden floors as he led the way back into the house. Jessie followed close behind as Trembley shut the door behind them.

“Are those production stills from An Unfamiliar Land?” the detective asked when he caught up, pointing at several framed images on the hallway walls.

“Yes,” Struce answered, truly focusing on Trembley for the first time. “Do you know the film?”

“Do I know it?” he replied, amping up the fanboy vibe to a notable but still respectful degree. “I’ve probably seen that movie half a dozen times. I love how the effects were so matter-of-fact. You didn’t call attention to it. You just showed it.”

“Thank you,” Struce said as they arrived in the living room. “That’s among the work I’m most proud of. We computer geeks don’t get much attention so any time we’re noticed is flattering.”

Jessie saw an opening and jumped in.

“Clearly Corinne thought you were worth noticing as well,” she said. “It’s not every—as you say—computer geek who wins the heart of a famous actress.”

Struce motioned for them to take seats on the well-worn leather sofa across from the rocking chair he sat in.

“Cory used to always joke that we were beauty and the beast. She said that no one knew that on the inside, I was the beauty and she was the beast. It’s a sweet sentiment, don’t you think, even if she was unduly hard on herself?”

“It sounds like she cared about you very much,” Jessie sympathized. “And it’s clear that you felt the same way. That’s why we’re hoping you can set aside your grief long enough to help us.”

“Of course,” he said. “I’ll do whatever I can. However, an officer already came by earlier to inform me and ask some questions so I’m not sure what more I can add.”

“We like to start fresh,” Trembley told him. “So please forgive us if we cover some territory you’ve already addressed. Shall we begin, Mr. Struce?”

“Please call me Willem,” he said before indicating they should proceed.

They started with the basics, working their way through the previous night and this morning. Yes, he was worried when Cory texted she’d be leaving soon but didn’t show up. No, he didn’t panic. Last-minute shot setups were common. He just assumed that was the case. Oftentimes shoots run late and it’s hard to get away from set to call loved ones. Sometimes folks just forget in the heat of the moment.

“I stayed up until about one a.m. but kept drifting off,” he said. “I finally went to bed. It was only when I woke up this morning and found that she wasn’t here and I had no texts that I got truly concerned.”

“You called it in,” Trembley noted.

“Yes, but I guess they found her soon after that because an officer showed up with the news less than an hour after I made the call.”

He proceeded to give his alibi for the evening, saying he was home all night, binging a William Holden film marathon. He took no offense when they asked how they could confirm that.

“We have a comprehensive security system, with multiple cameras,” he told them. “I set it up myself. Cory used to have several overenthusiastic fans; no one dangerous, just extremely exuberant. Even though that tailed off in recent years, I kept the system current. I’ll give you the login info and you can search it if that helps.”

“That would be great,” Trembley said. “You mentioned that she had some intense fans but no true stalkers. Was there anyone else who might have wished her harm, any co-workers or other industry professionals who resented her?”

“Oh no,” Willem insisted. “Everyone loved her. Well, maybe not everyone, but most people. She was definitely a perfectionist and that might have rubbed a few people the wrong way. But in this business, that’s par for the course. Everyone I knew considered her to be as lovely as I did.”

They continued the questioning a little longer but it was clear that Willem was either medicated, exhausted, or, more likely, both. His answers became less focused over time and he repeatedly lost his train of thought.

Jessie wanted to ask him about the possible marital strife that Miller Boatwright had hinted at. But she got the sense that, at least right now, it would be a waste of time.

“Why don’t we let you get some rest?” she finally said. “Maybe we can come back another time if we have any follow-up questions.”

“That would be wonderful,” Willem said, seeming to forget this was a police interview, not a cocktail party. He started to get up but Trembley waved him off.

“You say here and rest, Willem,” he said courteously. “We’ll see our way out.”

Willem nodded and settled back into the rocking chair as they headed out. Jessie glanced over her shoulder and saw that his eyes were closed. She couldn’t be sure but she thought he might already be asleep.

“What do you think?” Trembley asked as they headed back to the car.

Jessie sighed heavily before replying.

“First, we need to check the security camera footage. But even if he alibis out, he’s definitely hiding something. The question is whether he’s protecting his wife’s memory or covering up a darker secret.”

“Where to next?” Trembley asked as they got in the car.

“Let’s go to back to the film set. They must be ready for us by now.”

“Excellent,” Trembley said enthusiastically. “That’s what I call a real den of secrets.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Hannah walked into the boutique near the corner of South Grand Avenue and West 8th street in downtown L.A., acting as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She did her best to project the image of just another teenage girl, window shopping on her summer vacation.

She’d specifically chosen this store because it was a small operation, without the electronic theft sensors one might find near the exit of a larger chain store. If she was going to do this experiment, she needed to start with baby steps. Besides, if she got caught, she was still a minor. She wouldn’t turn eighteen until next spring.

She walked around for ten minutes, trying on a variety of earrings at different stations. The lone staff member, behind the register, glanced up occasionally but seemed generally disinterested in her. Hannah slid two pairs of earrings into her pocket over the course of her wanderings before eventually walking up to the register with two other pairs she intended to buy legitimately.

The clerk chatted with her amiably as she rang her up, apparently oblivious to the crime taking place in right front of her. Then she dropped the earrings in a bag with her receipt and returned to her phone. Hannah turned and headed for the exit, trying not to walk too fast or slow. Her heart was beating slightly faster than usual, though not as fast as she would have expected.

When she stepped outside, she pulled out her phone and pretended to look at it while she waited for the clerk to come chasing after her. Nothing happened. Realizing she’d been holding her breath, she let out a deep sigh.

As she walked down the sidewalk she did an internal check. Had she felt an emotional reaction to shoplifting? Yes, there had clearly been some kind of thrill, though it was less intense than she had anticipated. Did she feel guilty? She couldn’t really say that she did. She knew what she’d done was wrong and that Jessie would be disappointed in her if she found out, but there was no feeling of remorse eating at her.

Of course, she’d only stolen two pairs of earrings. It wasn’t like she robbed Tiffany’s or killed a homeless guy. She suspected lots of kids her age had done the same thing without ever wondering if they were on the antisocial personality disorder spectrum. It was just a thing people her age sometimes did. She suspected the only reason she hadn’t stolen anything up to this point was that it never really occurred to her.

If I’m going to really test my boundaries, I need to up the ante.

She wondered what she could do to test herself. She didn’t need the hassle of robbing a store or killing a man. Getting thrown in prison wasn’t worth proving a hypothesis about her essential nature. There had to be a way to see if she had disregard for right, wrong, or other human beings without ending up incarcerated or institutionalized.

And then, as she stood at the crosswalk waiting for the pedestrian light to turn green, it came to her. Without giving it any additional thought, she stepped off the sidewalk into the street and started walking. She stared straight ahead, ignoring the yells from other pedestrians on the curb and the nearby squeals of tires on the asphalt. A car swerved to avoid her and passed mere feet in front of her. She felt the rush of air as it passed by and veered toward the stopped cars waiting for their own light to turn green.

The car that had narrowly missed her slammed almost head-on into another vehicle. The sounds of multiple horns rang out and, apparently stuck, didn’t stop. Hannah kept walking across the street, stepped up onto the sidewalk, and veered left away from the accident. She could hear angry shouts behind her but didn’t look back.

A half block down, she cut into a drugstore and meandered slowly through the aisles to the back until she got to the restroom. She stepped inside and made her way to the stall farthest from the front door. Only when she sat down on the toilet seat did she allow herself to process what had just happened.

Her fingers started to tingle and she felt beads of sweat form on her forehead and along the small of her back. She noticed that her breathing was more rapid than normal. Finally she’d done something that produced a real reaction. She was capable of feeling things, not just faking them. It was an amazing high, one she’d never experienced before. She had to have it again.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

This time Jessie and Trembley walked to the soundstage alone.

The security guard gave them visitor passes, then directed them to the same parking lot as before. They headed in the direction of the stage, more confident than earlier but still armed with a paper map just in case. 

They took a slightly different route, following Avenue 5 north this time so that Trembley could get a closer look at the famous water tower. After passing that, they emerged at Alexander Dayne Way, between Stages 31 and 32. 

The street was blocked off with police tape so that folks exiting Stage 31 couldn’t pass near Stage 32 and had to follow the less direct route Jessie and Trembley had just taken back to the parking lot. Multiple security guards patrolled the area. A few people grumbled about it as they walked by.

“What do they shoot there?” Jessie asked, pointing at Stage 31.

Trembley consulted his map before answering.

“It looks like that’s where they shoot the TV series Courting Justice,” he said. “You know it?”

“I have honestly never heard of it before in my life.”

“That’s not a surprise. It’s brand new and doesn’t premiere until the fall. According to the studio description, it’s about the romantic and legal entanglements of a group of lawyers at a high-profile Manhattan firm. It stars Kendall Cox, Jolene Markinson, Teddy DeWitt, and Callie Hemphill.”

“It sounds like that old show L.A. Law, just set in New York,” Jessie said. “Should I know any of those actors?”

“You might recognize some of their faces. It’s a lot of up-and-comers mixed with never-quite-made-it types.”

“I think I’ll pass.”

“What a shocker,” Trembley said drily.

They were about to cross under the police tape when Jessie heard Trembley let out a small gasp.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Don’t look now,” he muttered under his breath, “but a couple of the actors are walking our way right now.”

Despite his instruction, she glanced casually in the direction he’d been looking. Coming toward them were two stunningly attractive people in business attire. One was a tall, broad-shouldered man with sun-dipped blond hair and teeth that were almost blindingly white. He looked like he’d just come from playing beach volleyball, poured himself into a suit, and ambled into their path.

The other was a woman about a head shorter than him, but no less stunning. She was slender and perfectly proportioned. Her brown hair was cut conservatively but there was nothing traditional about her looks. Her features were sharp, with sculpted cheekbones and a delicate mouth and nose. Her brown eyes were almost scarily piercing, as if she could melt someone just by staring at them hard enough. They were just passing by when Trembley, apparently unable to contain himself, blurted out, “Love your work.”

Jessie closed her eyes in the hope that it might allow her to transport anywhere else. But when she opened them again, she was still standing there. Both actors had stopped and were smiling skeptically.

“Whose work?” the guy asked.

“Both of you,” Trembley said, now slightly more restrained. “You were great as Professor Bodie in Relic Warriors. And Ms. Hemphill, I loved you as Detective Patterson in Detective Duty. I was bummed when it got cancelled.”

“Wow, Callie,” the blond guy said to his co-star. “It looks like we’ve got a real TV aficionado here.”

“Don’t be snide, Teddy,” the woman said before turning back to Trembley. “Thanks very much. I wish it hadn’t been cancelled too. But if it hadn’t been, then I wouldn’t be able to work on a new show with this charmer.”

“I am pretty charming,” the guy named Teddy conceded before adding, “Sorry, man. I didn’t mean to be a jerk.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Trembley said. “So when does the show premiere?”

The actors exchanged awkward glances.

“It was supposed to start airing in September,” the woman named Callie said.

“Is it delayed?” Trembley asked, sounding genuinely concerned.

Callie shrugged but Teddy was more forthcoming.

“There are issues,” he said, clearly not happy about them. “Even before the tragedy on the stage next to ours, we had to deal with productions delays, mostly due to that diva.”

“You mean Corinne Weatherly?” Jessie asked, suddenly interested.

“Yeah,” Teddy answered. “First she complained that our trailers were bigger than hers, so they got switched out. Then she claimed there was a smell coming from our stage that was making her ill. We had to shut down production for three days while they checked it out. They didn’t find anything. But we’re so far behind schedule that the network pushed our premiere to the spring and cut our episode order from thirteen to six. Now that she’s dead, who knows what’ll happen? Maybe they’ll shut us down for good out of respect for her loss.”

“Teddy, come on,” Callie said, obviously embarrassed. “A person died. Show a little sympathy.”

That seemed to snap the guy out of his tirade.

“You’re right,” he said. “I guess even a cancellation isn’t that big a deal in the grand scheme of things.”

“Were you guys here when it happened?” Jessie asked, trying to adopt the persona of a curious fan.

“No,” Callie said. “We had wrapped up shooting for the day, thank god. We only knew something was up when we came in this morning and saw police tape everywhere.”

“It’s a good thing I was at a panel discussion event last night or I’d probably be a suspect,” Teddy said before adding, “Listen, we only have a half hour for lunch so we’ve got to run. But did you want an autograph or a picture or something before we go?”

Jessie gave Trembley her best “don’t you dare” stare and he seemed to get it.

“No thanks,” he said, a little sheepishly. “I’ve taken up enough of your time. But I look forward to checking out the show in the spring.”

“Make sure to tell ten of your closest friends too,” Callie pleaded as they walked off.

“Will do,” Trembley called out after her.

When the actors were out of earshot, Jessie turned to him.

“Two things,” she said. “First, we should confirm that the Teddy guy was at that panel. He sounded like he had a real axe to grind.”

“Okay, I’ll ask Jamil to look into it. What’s the other thing?”

She tried to keep her voice level as she told him.

“The other thing is, if you ever pull anything like that fan boy crap again, not only will I get you kicked off the case, I will personally ram your own gun up your ass.”

Trembley, now removed from the glow of television stardom, seemed to have returned to his senses.

“You’re right,” he said. “I’m sorry. That was unprofessional. It won’t happen again.”

“It better not.” She left it at that.

When they arrived at Stage 32, the place was full. Detective Bray guided them to a corner, where she filled them in on the situation. Apparently a paparazzo had snuck onto the lot earlier and managed to get within shouting distance of the soundstage before he was tackled. That was why the area was now taped off and the extra guards were loitering about.

“We also made a discovery that somehow got missed earlier,” she said.

“What’s that?” Trembley asked.

“It seems that the killer spread ash throughout the building.”

“What?” Jessie said, confused.

“While interviewing the cleaning staff, we learned that they found it late last night. They assumed it was just some production material that had been inadvertently spilled.”

“How do you know it wasn’t?” Jessie asked.

“Because they found small clumps of ash at various spots, including directly outside a few offices. It didn’t mean anything to them at the time. Why would it? So they cleaned it up. But after they told us, we tried to walk them through where they found the stuff. No one could remember much, but one woman was certain that a pile was outside the office of Anton Zyskowski, the director.”

“So what does that mean?” Trembley asked. “Is it some kind of warning that he’s next?”

Jessie was at a loss.

“It could be that,” she said. “Or it could be someone trying to lay the blame for the killing at his doorstep, literally. Or it could just be a way to distract us. We don’t have enough to go on.”

Bray did have some good news to share. She and officers from the Hollywood station had already done preliminary interviews with dozens of cast and crew and followed that up with security footage verification. 

“Of the eighty-seven people who were on the call sheet for the day, thirty-nine were still on-set when they started shooting the last setup around eight p.m.,” she told them. “Of those, thirty-one were confirmed to have left the lot by the time the killer was seen on camera at ten forty-nine p.m. dragging Corinne’s body into the prop department. Excluding the victim, that left seven people without firm alibis for the time of the murder.

“We’re still checking phone GPS data. That might eliminate a few more folks. And three of them claim they were all hanging out together, smoking some weed by the wood mill. Assuming we can verify that, you’d only have four folks to speak to.”

“That’s also assuming the killer was even working on this movie,” Jessie said. Seeing Detective Bray’s shoulders slump, she quickly added, “Still, that’s amazing work you’ve done on short notice. We really appreciate it.”

Bray nodded, only mildly bucked up. Trembley didn’t notice any of it.

“If we only need to talk to four people, why is the stage packed with so many folks?” he asked.

“They’re all waiting for the go-ahead. The director told everyone to stick around so that they can start shooting the second you give the all clear. I think he’s trying to put pressure on you guys to move things along.”

Trembley rolled his eyes.

“If he knew anything about Jessie Hunt, he’d realize that is just about the most counterproductive move he could make.”

“There might be another reason he wants to rush you,” Bray added.

“What’s that?” Trembley asked.

“He’s one of the four people we can’t account for during the time of death.”

“Isn’t that interesting?” Jessie mused.

“Do you want to start with him first?” Bray asked.

“No,” Jessie said. “Let’s save him for last. You know, out of spite.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

They set up a makeshift interview room in the makeup trailer.

Surrounded by multiple masks of faces with bloody gashes and missing eyeballs, Detective Bray reviewed the four potential suspects with Jessie and Trembley. One was the film’s director, Anton Zyskowski, with whom they were already familiar.

Another was a lighting tech named Dave Marin who had stayed late to prep for today’s setups. He was also apparently outspoken in his disdain for Weatherly. The third was Monica Twohy, Corinne’s on-set assistant, who had left the lot and later returned, allegedly to pick up an item she forgot. The last interviewee was Terry Slauson, the actor who played the Marauder and whom Corinne had apparently ordered be fired the night before.

“Who are we starting with?” Trembley asked.

“I thought we’d go with Dave Marin, the lighting tech,” Bray suggested.

As soon as he walked in wearing jeans and a T-shirt, Jessie remembered him from earlier that morning. He was the guy who mentioned group therapy to other crew members when they were walking to Corinne’s trailer. Scruffy and unshaven with longish black hair and an air of indifference, he seemed almost bored to be there.

“Detective Alan Trembley, Jessie Hunt—this is David Marin,” Detective Bray said. “He’s a lighting technician on the production. Mr. Marin, as I mentioned, these folks have a few questions for you.”

“Hey, guys,” Marin said nonchalantly as he walked over and sat down. “Are you putting the cuffs on now or later?”

“Are you confessing to something?” Jessie asked, her eyebrows rising.

“It depends. Do I have to confess to thinking a murder victim probably deserved it? Is that a crime these days?”

“Thinking it? No,” Trembley said. “Acting on it is a different story. Why don’t you walk us through yours?”

Marin did so, sounding as if he was reciting lines from a bland script. He had been assigned to set up lighting for this morning’s shoot, which was supposed to involve Corinne’s character, Chastity Ronin, hiding under a bed. It was complicated, with tricky shadows, and Zyskowski wanted all the kinks ironed out when he walked on set today. Marin needed the overtime so he volunteered to do it and ended up setting up the shot until almost two in the morning.

“Did you see Corinne Weatherly at any point during that stretch?” Trembley asked. “Maybe on the way to a bathroom break or something?”

“Nah, man. She didn’t use the regular people restrooms.”

“Did you see anyone?”

“I ran into Monica briefly, Corinne’s assistant—poor thing. She’d lost her phone and had come looking for it. I called it using mine and it rang by the living room set we’d been shooting on last night, where the big attack takes place. She thanked me and left and I went back to my thing.”

“You saw no one else?” Jessie asked.

“Nope. I closed the place down. But I did talk to my girlfriend for a while if that helps. Can’t you do some phone tracker thing? And I’m fine giving my DNA, fingerprints, whatever. Listen, I won’t miss her but I didn’t kill her. Truth be told, I’d be an idiot to do that. I need this gig and now it might be in jeopardy.”

Though Marin’s confidence and lack of anxiety were impressive, Jessie had long ago learned not to let that guide whether she bought a suspect’s alibi. She planned to follow up on every offer he’d made.

“What were you talking about earlier?” she wondered. “You said something about group therapy.”

“Oh, you heard that, huh? I was just being snarky.”

“But what does it mean?” Jessie pressed. “I don’t get it.”

“It’s just this story about Weatherly. It’s turned into a kind of urban legend. But I think at least part of it is true. I would sometimes mention it on-set under my breath to piss her off. She could never tell who was talking.”

“You still haven’t explained it,” Jessie noted.

“Right—a while back, on one of her movies, she was supposedly so verbally abusive to one of the production assistants that the girl had a mental breakdown. Some folks say the kid tried to off herself. I don’t know if that’s true. But I have little doubt that the breakdown part is.”

“How long ago was this?” Jessie asked.

“Not sure. Definitely after she got famous but long enough back that it’s become this Hollywood myth. I’d guess five to eight years ago maybe.”

“Have you heard about this?” Jessie asked Detective Bray.

“I’ve heard the story,” she confirmed. “You can’t work Hollywood Station without hearing it. But I transferred from West L.A. five years ago and it didn’t happen on my watch or I’d know. So if it’s true, then it happened earlier than that. Why do you ask?”

“A girl driven to a nervous breakdown by a cruel actress is what I would call a person of interest,” Jessie mused before turning her attention back to Marin. “Do you know her name?”

“Petra Olivet,” Marin and Detective Bray said in unison.

“Detective,” Jessie asked, “could you check out her current status after you escort Mr. Marin out and ask Monica Twohy to join us?”

Bray nodded, standing up.

“That’s it?” Marin asked, pleasantly surprised.

“For now,” Trembley told him. “Don’t leave town.”

“Where am I gonna go?’ the guy asked, standing up and nearly skipping out of the room.

He was replaced a moment later by Monica Twohy, who looked far less relaxed than her predecessor.

“Have a seat, Monica,” Trembley said, making sure not to sound too intimidating to the young woman, who seemed to already be shaking slightly.

Jessie looked her over as she made her way to the chair. Small and frail looking with a mousy demeanor, she reminded Jessie slightly of Marcie, Peppermint Patty’s friend from the Peanuts cartoons. Likely in her early twenties, she had close-cropped dark hair, glasses, and wore a long-sleeved shirt and what appeared to be cargo pants. She looked terrified.

“How are you doing, Monica?” she asked, hoping that her calm tone would settle the girl’s nerves.

“I’ve been better,” Monica admitted.

“This has to have been a lot for you,” Jessie said sympathetically. “We appreciate you sharing what you know.”

“I already told your colleague,” she said, nodding at the door, where Karen Bray was softly talking into her phone, “I don’t know that much.”

“Well, here’s what we know. You can fill in any gaps we might have. You left around ten ten p.m. last night, correct?”

“Yes. I had to pick up a prescription.”

“But you came back,” Trembley said.

“Right. I was leaving the pharmacy when I realized I didn’t have my phone. I knew I must have left it somewhere on set. But I wasn’t sure where and I knew I wouldn’t get any sleep if I didn’t have it. I’m really dependent on it.”

“Aren’t we all?” Trembley said.

“Yeah, so I came back to look for it. I ran into Dave, the lighting tech who was just in here. He was prepping for a scene today. He called my phone to help me find it. We did. I said bye and left.”

“Did you see anyone else, either when you were returning to get your phone or when you were leaving?” Jessie asked.

“Sure,” Monica said. “There were a few people walking around the lot both when I came and left. I passed maybe a half dozen total. But I didn’t recognize anyone. To be honest, I wasn’t even really registering details. I was tired and just wanted to get home.”

“And you didn’t go to check on Corinne?”

“I passed by her trailer on the way to the stage. The lights were out so I assumed she’d left.”

“Can I ask you something, Monica?” Jessie said, leaning in.

“Of course.”

“I don’t want you to take this as some kind of accusation, all right. Did you like Corinne?”

Monica’s eyes darted back and forth between Jessie and Trembley. She seemed at a loss.

“Just be honest,” Jessie said. “We’ve already had people tell us they’re glad she’s dead. That doesn’t mean they did it. We’re just trying to get a sense of how the folks closest to her felt about her. Did you like her?”

“That would be going a little far,” she conceded. “Okay, that would be going a lot far. I respected what she’s accomplished. I admired her toughness, how she wouldn’t let herself get pushed around. But like her? I can’t truthfully say that.”

“Why not?” Jessie asked.

“She could be really mean. She seemed to enjoy poking people in their soft spots. Yes, she was incredibly selfish and vain, though in my experience as an assistant, that’s standard fare. But she was…cruel.”

That lingered in the air for several seconds before Jessie finally let her off the hook.

“Thank you for your honesty.”

Monica nodded silently.

“Are you willing to let us check your phone data, Monica?” Trembley asked.

“Whatever I can do to help,” she said.

He looked over at Jessie, who nodded.

“Okay,” he said. “That’ll be all for now. Thanks for your time.”

Monica got up and without another word, walked out.

“Not sure how much good it’ll do to check her phone,” he said once the door closed. “If it was on the set the whole time, it doesn’t help us pinpoint her location.”

“Yes,” Jessie agreed. “That’s either very convenient or very inconvenient for her.”

Bray hung up and waved at them.

“I’ve got one of my people hunting down Petra Olivet. It may take a while. It seems that there’s no one in the active DMV records with that name.”

“What do you attribute that to?” Jessie asked.

“It could be a glitch. It could be intentional—maybe a name change. We’ll figure it out. They’re also checking public records for this mental breakdown incident. HIPAA regulations may complicate the process but I’m confident we’ll find something. In the meantime, would you like to speak to the Marauder himself?”

“What?” Jessie asked.

“Terry Slauson,” Bray reminded her. “He plays the killer in the movie. Or at least he did. Like I mentioned, Weatherly wanted him dumped. I’m still not clear on whether he actually was. Either way, beware. He’s a little salty about the whole thing.”

Jessie looked over at Trembley, who groaned.

“What’s wrong, partner?” she asked him.

“I feel like you’re going to use that tidbit as a challenge to see who can be saltier, this guy or you.”

“How dare you, Trembley?” Jessie said, mock offended. “I’m very careful about my sodium intake.”

“Ugh. You’re going to give me an ulcer before I turn thirty,” he muttered.

“It’s a gift,” she replied sweetly.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

They took a short break to regroup and, though Jessie didn’t admit it, to make Terry Slauson sweat.

“We still need the skinny on Petra Olivet,” Trembley said, checking his notes. “And Jamil has got to have some info on the significance of Tara Tanner soon, right?”

“He was pretty efficient on the Manhattan Beach case so I’m sure he’ll come through on this one too.”

“Good,” Trembley said. “Because I’m not sure we’re hitting it out of the park with any of the folks here.”

“We’re only halfway through the obvious choices,” Jessie pointed out. “Don’t give up on me just yet.”

Before Trembley could respond, Bray poked her head in again.

“Slauson is getting antsy, says he has a costume fitting and wanted to know if you all are ready for him.”

Jessie looked at Trembley.

“You able to stay professional?” she teased. “No plans to ask this guy for an autograph, right?”

“I think I can control myself,” he replied good-naturedly. “Slauson isn’t famous enough for me to lose it. Other than the Marauder role, he’s mostly a character actor, playing professors and lawyers, that kind of thing. He’s one of those guys you recognize but maybe because you think he was your old high school teacher.”

“Wow, I bet he’d be so flattered to hear his life’s work reduced to that,” Jessie drawled.

“I hear he’s done a lot of major theater roles,” Trembley allowed. “But since I don’t go to the theater, I wouldn’t know.”

“Alan Trembley,” Jessie said, enjoying poking at him. “Pop culture savant, theater Philistine.”

“And proud of it,” he shot back.

Bray coughed loudly.

“Um, guys, he’s waiting. Should I let him in or not?”

They both nodded. Moments later, Terry Slauson walked through the door. Jessie immediately understood what Trembley had meant. Slauson looked vaguely familiar, though she couldn’t place from where.

He looked to be in his late thirties or early forties with the beginnings of distinguished gray tingeing his impressive head of thick brown hair. He was a big guy, easily six feet and about 190 pounds. He looked to be in good shape, though his current attire—black sweatpants and a long-sleeved black turtleneck—did undermine it a bit, giving him a pretentious, coffeehouse poet vibe.

He looked them over quickly, as if trying to determine how much effort interacting with them would require. Jessie couldn’t tell what conclusion he’d drawn but she didn’t really care.

“Have a seat, Mr. Slauson,” she said briskly, nodding at the folding chair facing them.

He strolled over, as if he was settling in for a casual chat rather than a police interrogation.

“Thanks for your patience,” Trembley said. “As you can imagine, we’re juggling a lot of balls here.”

Slauson didn’t respond so Trembley continued.

“We saw your preliminary statement, which I found a bit confusing. Were you fired yesterday or not? Did you leave the set last night or not? It’s not clear.”

“It wasn’t entirely clear to me either,” Slauson said in a deep baritone that surprised Jessie.

“Can you elaborate?” she asked.

“Sure. Corinne hated me from the start, thought I was showing her up and taking attention away from her in our scenes. How that was possible, I have no idea, as almost everything we’d shot together involved me in a ski mask. We hadn’t even gotten to the scenes where my identity is revealed and she discovers that I’m the killer.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Slauson,” Jessie interjected. “But how does this explain whether or not you were fired?”

“I’m just trying to give a little context,” he said, mildly miffed. “The point is, Corinne didn’t like me stealing her thunder. So she used the scene we shot last night, in which I grab her by the throat, as an excuse to make trouble. She said I was too forceful and demanded Anton fire me. She holed up in her trailer, refusing to finish the scene. Anton came to me and said I should wrap for the night—.

“He didn’t fire you?” Jessie pressed.

“No. But he implied that he did to soothe Corinne for the night. He told me he wanted to let her cool down and that we’d smooth it over in the morning. He said to leave the set. I reminded him that if he did try to really get rid of me, I’d file a grievance with the union. He assured me it was just for show. So I made a big fuss, acting all put out, and marched off to my dressing room.”

“You don’t have a trailer?” Trembley asked.

“No one on this film has their own personal trailer besides Corinne. I share a dressing room with two other actors. It’s basically a glorified green room on the second floor above the stage.”

“So when did you actually leave the lot?” Jessie wanted to know.

“I removed my makeup and settled on the couch in the dressing room for a bit, just scrolling through my phone to decompress. At some point I woke up and realized I had drifted off. So I gathered my things and left.”

“What time was that?” Trembley asked.

“About eleven forty-five.”

“You realize that the time you were allegedly asleep on the second floor perfectly matches the window of time when Corinne Weatherly was murdered.”

“Extremely unfortunate coincidence for me,” Slauson said emotionlessly.

“You never heard anything unusual while you were in your dressing room?” Jessie asked.

“No. But truthfully, that’s not a shock. Most areas of a soundstage are designed to be soundproof. Even if I was downstairs in an adjoining room, I doubt I’d have heard anything, so certainly not one floor up.”

“Have you submitted your fingerprints and a DNA sample to Detective Bray?” Trembley asked.

“Hours ago,” he answered. “I also offered to turn over all my phone data.”

“GPS tracking wouldn’t be able to distinguish what floor you were on or if you left it in the dressing room while off somewhere else,” Jessie noted.

“Extremely unfortunate coincidence for you,” he noted.

“It would seem so,” Jessie agreed before moving on. “We’ve been asking this of everyone but it seems you’ve already made your opinion clear. Still, I’d like to hear it for the record. How did you feel when you learned of Corinne Weatherly’s death?”

Slauson crossed his legs and sighed before responding.

“I think it’s clear how I felt about her. She was a narcissistic, spiteful shrew who made every professional interaction with her unpleasant. But when I heard what happened, I was truly sorry. I’ll admit part of it was professional. Anton thinks we can keep the film afloat with some reshoots and clever editing, but I’m not so sure. I need this movie to get completed. Her death puts that in question.

“But beyond that, I was the Marauder on the first three films in the franchise, two of which she starred in. I remember Corinne from back then. She was vivacious and fun-loving. I’m not going to say she was a sweetheart because, even back then, she could be difficult. But she had energy and an ‘anything goes’ spirit that I found infectious. I don’t know what happened to that girl but I missed her. And now that Corinne is dead, she’ll never get the chance to find her way back to that person I found so interesting.”

Jessie was quiet. Something Slauson said resonated with her. She couldn’t help but remember herself a decade earlier—finishing up college, dating a charming guy, leading a mostly happy life. The intervening years had changed her too, though hopefully not in the soul-draining manner they had Corinne. But there was no question that the endless parade of death she’s witnessed at the hands of people she was supposed to be able to trust had scarred her. What had so twisted Corinne Weatherly? Was it just the hazards of fame or had something else happened to her along the way?

“You’re free to go for now,” Trembley told Slauson when it became clear Jessie wasn’t going to speak again. “We’ll be in touch.”

When the actor had left, the young detective turned to her.

“Are you okay?” he asked, concerned.

She looked up at his worried eyes and wanted to set him at ease. But she wasn’t feeling it. 

“I’m not sure.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

They only had one interview left.

When director Anton Zyskowski scurried into the room, he oozed irritation.

“You seem a little agitated, Anton,” Jessie said, poking at him right from the get-go.

“This is unexpected to you?” he demanded, clearly not picking up on her sarcasm. “My leading lady is dead. My production is halted. My people are upset. They are confused. This picture was already all pressure. Now it is too much. So yes, I am agitated. I am very much agitated.”

“Well,” Trembley jumped in, “our hope is that if you’re forthcoming with us, we’ll be able to let you resume shooting once we finish talking.”

“Already we have lost so many hours, it is hard to make up. I’m not so sure the picture can be saved.”

“Yes, that is regrettable,” Jessie agreed. “It’s also regrettable that a human being was strangled to death last night, wouldn’t you say?”

“Of course, of course,” he said with a dismissive wave that suggested he wasn’t focused on the tragedy of it all.

“Where were you last night between ten p.m. and midnight, Anton?” she asked.

“As I told to the other woman detective…”

“You can just call me the other detective,” Bray noted from the corner of the room.

“Yes, as I told to the other one,” Zyskowski continued, looking perplexed by the correction, “I was reviewing dailies and giving many notes to the editor. I edit all the nights to stay ahead of schedule.”

“Where were you doing this?” Jessie asked.

“The picture has an edit suite in the building across the city.”

“Across the city?” Trembley repeated.

“Yes. On other side of New York Street, there is a large facility. I am there every night past midnight. Last night was not different.”

“Can anyone confirm this?” Jessie asked.

“Yes, of course. I was entering and leaving the edit bay many times. The editor can tell you. His name is Barry something.”

“Barry Osterman,” Detective Bray volunteered. “He confirms that Mr. Zyskowski was in the edit bay for long stretches during the time in question, though there were periods where he stepped out.”

“I have many responsibilities,” the director said huffily. “I must make calls, organize schedules, review shot lists. I cannot be all places at once.”

“What was it like working with Corinne Weatherly?” Jessie asked, apparently taking Zyskowski by surprise, as his eyes widened suddenly.

“Am I to be honest or nice?” he asked.

“Honest, please,” Jessie said. “Always honest.”

“She is a nightmare, was a nightmare. I think that here you call it a prima donna? Never pleased enough. Always demanding silly things—special foods, rest time. She was the only performer with a trailer for one but she always complained that it is too small. To be true with you, she was lucky to have any of it.”

“Why do you say that?” Trembley inquired.

“Because she is not what she was. Corinne Weatherly was famous and sometimes a good actress also. But now she is not as famous and not as good. I directed this picture because I knew I could save Marauder series, make it good again. But also because I thought I could make Corinne good again. I would be the one to save her career.”

“You sound like a real saint,” Jessie interjected.

Zyskowski stared at her, confused.

“No. I only wanted to make a scary, fun picture that has beautiful film craft also. But Corinne did not care about that. She said she did. But she and her new agent only cared for extra things. Her rider was crazy—special trailer, personal caterer, masseuse—so many things that the picture was not about. She took away my passion for Marauder.”

“When did she get this new agent?” Trembley asked intently, leaning forward.

“After agreeing to the picture but before it started. The old agent did not make crazy demands. But the new one, he said she would leave picture if we did not do all she wanted. Her needs added over one million dollars to a twelve-million-dollar picture. It is too much for the budget. But she did not care. Thinking about it makes me angry. Are we done with all this talking now?”

Jessie was taken aback by the bile in his voice. But she couldn’t honestly think of any additional questions and had to admit that, assuming he wasn’t the killer, she’d punished the guy enough. She decided to give him a temporary pass.

“Submit your fingerprints and a DNA sample to Detective Bray, if you haven’t already, along with your phone data. Once that’s done, you’re free to resume shooting.”

He started to get up when she realized that she did have one more question.

“Anton, did you know about the pile of ash left outside your office last night?”

He nodded.

“Yes, I have been told by her,” he said, indicating Detective Bray.

“In light of that, do you have any concerns that the killer might be sending you a message or that you might be the next intended victim?”

Zyskowski’s eyes popped wide open.

“I did not have this concern until you have just now made me have it. Is there danger for me?”

“I don’t know,” Jessie admitted. “But I would recommend that until this is resolved, you keep company around as much as possible.”

“This will be easy,” he said brusquely. “As the director of the picture, I am never alone.”

“Good to know,” Jessie said. “Then unless Detective Trembley disagrees, I guess you can get back to it.”

Trembley shook his head. Zyskowski didn’t need to be told twice, hopping up and leaving the room quickly. Bray chased after him, yelling something about his phone.

“So,” Trembley said. “Four suspects—each with motive, none definitively eliminated, but all seemingly cooperative and forthcoming about their feelings toward the victim. I don’t feel like we’re any closer to solving this thing. What am I missing?”

“I think we’re missing a lot,” Jessie replied. “We don’t know what’s up with Tara Tanner. We don’t know where Petra Olivet is and if that even matters. We do know that a big-time producer, Miller Boatwright, is mixed up in this somehow. Something about Corinne’s husband seemed off to me. Plus, if she pissed off everyone on this movie, it stands to reason that she did the same on past ones. Every lead we get seems to add suspects, not subtract them.”

“So what’s our next move?” Trembley asked.

Jessie stood up from the folding chair that she’d been sitting in almost non-stop for the last hour. Her butt was sore. The shoulder she’d dislocated was starting to act up. The plastic chair had irritated the not-quite-healed burns on her lower back. And she was hungry.

“My next move is to get a bite and take some pain meds,” she said. “After that, I say we visit Corinne’s previous agent. He’s sure to know where all the bodies are buried. And seeing as how she dumped him right before her supposed comeback, he might be ready to spill.”

“You know, for someone who doesn’t pay attention to this business, you sure seem to have a handle on how it operates.”

Jessie smiled cynically at Trembley.

“In my experience, the business doesn’t matter as much as the behavior. If someone feels wronged, they want payback. Some people spill blood. Others spill rumors. Let’s see which one this guy is.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Jamil Winslow was good at his job.

Jessie was reminded of this when she checked her voice messages as she and Trembley drove across town to the office of Phil Reinhold, Corinne’s old agent. Jamil had left a long one. She looked at the time stamp. He’d sent it nearly an hour ago.

Considering that he had to sift through multiple convoluted city databases, that was an amazingly quick turnaround in light of when she’d made the request for info on Tara Tanner. She hadn’t expected to hear from him for hours. Once they were in the car, she played the message on speaker for Trembley.

“Hi, Ms. Hunt. It’s Jamil. So I found some interesting stuff on Tara Tanner. It looks like she lives in New York now. She moved there about a year ago. She mostly does commercial work. But before she left L.A., it looks like she was involved in some litigation. Most of the language is redacted after both parties agreed to a confidentiality agreement. But what’s clear is that Tanner was paid two million dollars by a company called Creative Assessments. It’s a shell company created exactly one week before the settlement was paid out.

“Under normal circumstances I would have hit a dead end at that point. But because we know, based on who gave you her name, that Miller Boatwright has some sort of connection to Tanner, I had some leads I could follow. I won’t bore you with all the gory details involving articles of incorporation and board members. But the short version is that the lawyer who set up Creative Assessments works at the same firm as Miller Boatwright’s corporate attorney, who helped set up the producer’s production company, Boatwright Films. This firm represents hundreds of producers so, had we not known which one to pursue, it would have been a needle in a haystack situation. So far, I haven’t been able to find any particulars on what the payment was for. I haven’t uncovered any criminal or civil complaints with his name attached. But there’s definitely smoke there.”

Jessie thought the message was over and was about to hit “end” when Jamil added one more tidbit.

“Oh, I almost forgot, according to credit card receipts, about a month before this agreement was reached, Miller Boatwright and Tara Tanner ate at the same Hollywood restaurant around the same time—separate parties though. Might be nothing, might be something. I’ll keep looking for connections. Let me know if you need anything else.”

When the message ended, Jessie looked over at Trembley.

“Should we turn around?” he asked. “Go back and hit Boatwright with this? See how he reacts?”

Jessie shook her head.

“No, not yet,” she told him. “We don’t know what this is. I don’t want to go barging into the office of a guy like that without having more to work with. Clearly, there’s something there. Boatwright’s assistant wouldn’t have slipped us Tara’s name if he was simply paying her to build him a two-million-dollar coat rack or something. But until we have something concrete, we should hold off.”

“Fair enough,” Trembley said. He looked slightly relieved. Jessie chose not to comment on that for now.

“So what do we know about Phil Reinhold?” she asked.

“Funny you should ask,” he replied. “I’ve been doing a little research on the guy. He’s quite the character.”

“It seems like everyone in this industry is a character,” Jessie observed.

“That’s what makes it interesting.”

“And that’s what makes getting into their heads so challenging,” Jessie countered. “So tell me about this guy.”

“Phil Reinhold. Sixty-four years old. He’s the head of Artist Alliance, which sounds impressive but is really just him. He used to be at one of the big agencies, CTA, until he was forced out about five years ago, so he set up his own shingle. Half his roster stayed with the big boys. The other half, about a dozen, went with him, including Corinne. But he’s been bleeding clients ever since. Looking at his website, it appears that he only has four left, none of whom have made a splash in a long time. Once Corinne left, his biggest name was the guy who played Mr. Poppy in the Jiminy Jaminy series.”

“I have no idea what that is,” Jessie said.

“They’re kiddie flicks. But that kind of proves my point. He’s small potatoes. No wonder Corinne left him. Frankly, I’m surprised she stuck around as long as she did.”

They pulled up at the address. Reinhold’s office was on Burton Way at the corner of North Willaman Drive in a two-story black-and-white office building that jutted out sharply in different directions. It looked like a remnant of the 1980s. Jessie couldn’t help but chuckle.

“What?” Trembley asked.

“I’m just getting a feel for Mr. Reinhold. He picked a building that is technically in Beverly Hills, so he can use the name to impress folks. But we’re on the very outer edge of the city, where rent is cheaper. Plus, his office looks like something out of a rerun of Miami Vice. I wonder if that was intentional or just what he could afford.”

Trembley turned off the car.

“Shall we go introduce ourselves?” he asked.

“You go ahead. I’ll be there in a minute. I just need to make a call.”

While Trembley waited by the front entrance, she called Hannah. It went straight to voicemail.

“Hey, little sis,” she said, trying not to sound like she was checking up on her. “Just wanted to see how your day is going. Hope you’re making the most of your pre–summer school free days. This case I’m consulting on has me driving all over town but I think I’ll be home for dinner. Let me know what’s up. You can call or text. Talk soon.”

She hung up, satisfied that she didn’t sound too helicopter-y. Next she called the nurses’ station on Ryan’s hospital floor and got voicemail there too. She briefly considered leaving a message but decided against it. If there was something notable to share, Dr. Badalia would call. 

No news just means…no news.

She joined Trembley and they walked into the building, which continued the outdated art deco theme. They took the stairs to the second floor and found Reinhold’s office at the end of the hall. Trembley opened the door and Jessie stepped into a sensory overload experience.

The entire waiting area looked like a room-sized piñata had busted open and movie posters had spilled out onto the walls. There was not a single section of the room that wasn’t covered by a framed one-sheet of a film. Jessie didn’t recognize the majority of the titles but she was sure that Trembley was familiar with the likes of Space Guardian 3, Ultimate Battle Master, and The Haunted Harlot.

“Can I help you?” asked a sixty-something woman with a scratchy, cigarette-weakened voice, frizzy gray hair, and thick glasses, who was parked behind an oversized reception desk.

“Yes, ma’am,” Trembley said, taking the initiative. “We’re with the LAPD. I’m Detective Trembley and this is our criminal consultant, Jessie Hunt. We need to speak to Mr. Reinhold.”

“And what is this in regard to?” the receptionist asked without missing a beat, as if having police show up at her office was an everyday occurrence.

Trembley looked at Jessie hesitantly, unsure of how forthcoming he should be. She decided to help him out.

“We’re investigating the death of one of his former clients,” she said. “He may have useful information.”

“Give me a moment please,” the woman said and picked up the phone. She didn’t actually say anything, but merely listened to murmured words Jessie couldn’t make out. After a few seconds, the woman hung up and looked sourly at them.

“I’m afraid Mr. Reinhold isn’t available right now. He’s with a client. Perhaps you’d like to make an appointment?”

“This isn’t really an appointment situation,” Trembley said, bordering on forceful.

“How did he know what we were saying?” Jessie demanded. “Does he have listening devices set up in this area?”

“He has a very full day,” the woman said as if she hadn’t heard them. “I have an opening tomorrow at ten thirty.”

“What’s your name, ma’am?” Trembley asked.

“You may call me Mrs. Portis.”

“Mrs. Portis, this is a pressing situation. We need to see him now.”

Mrs. Portis’s cell phone buzzed. She glanced at it, then looked back up at them.

“My apologies, I had inaccurate information. Mr. Reinhold has actually left for the day. So how about penciling you in for tomorrow morning?”

“He left for the day?” Trembley asked incredulously. “I thought he was with a client.”

“He’s meeting with a client at a different location. I had forgotten. I’m quite old.”

Her lips curled upward, approximating a forced smile. Jessie found it unsettling. She had also lost patience with Mrs. Portis. She decided it was time to break out an old Ryan Hernandez standby technique. Hopefully Trembley would pick up on what she was doing.

“Do you hear that?” she asked suddenly.

“What?” Trembley wanted to know.

“I thought I heard a cry for help coming from back there?” Jessie said, pointing down the short hallway to the office door at the end.

“I didn’t hear anything,” Mrs. Portis assured them.

“I definitely heard it,” Jessie insisted. “It sounded like someone calling out weakly. I’m sure I heard the words ‘please help me.’ Listen. There it is again. Do you hear it, Trembley?”

Somewhere in the middle of her charade, he’d picked up on her plan. Stifling a grin, he nodded.

“I do. It sounds like someone’s in distress.”

“We should check it out,” Jessie insisted as she started down the hall.

“You can’t go back there!” Mrs. Portis wheezed.

“Please stay where you are, ma’am,” Trembley ordered importantly. “I don’t want to cuff you but I will. For all we know, you’ve got your employer bound back there so you can torture him.”

“What?” Jessie heard Mrs. Portis exclaim as she reached the back office.

She was tempted to pull out her gun but didn’t want to overdo it. Instead she yelled out “LAPD” and stepped aside for Trembley, who enthusiastically kicked in the door and rushed in.

Jessie followed right behind, truly enjoying herself for the first time all day. That is, until she saw Reinhold.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

He was not with a client.

But Phil Reinhold was quite busy. From the looks of it, the man appeared to be trying to destroy a thumb drive lying on his desk by smashing it with the base of some kind of award.

“Stop!” she shouted.

Reinhold glanced up at them fleetingly before returning his attention to smashing the thumb drive. Trembley whipped out his gun.

“Mr. Reinhold, look at me!” he yelled.

Reinhold looked up and, seeing the gun pointed at him, froze in mid-swing. Trembley went on.

“It looks suspiciously like you’re trying to destroy evidence, sir. That is a crime. I need you to place that…item down and carefully step away from your desk with your hands up.”

Jessie thought the whole gun thing was excessive. But it seemed to work, so she kept her opinion to herself. Instead, as Reinhold stepped back, she was able to properly take him in for the first time.

Phil Reinhold looked like a man who was just holding on. What little hair he had left was combed over the top of his head so that it looked like alfalfa sprouts on top of a muffin. His face was craggy and paunchy at the same time and he had deep indentations on the bridge of his nose where Jessie imagined his glasses usually sat. He was heavy for his size. She guessed he was approaching 250 pounds. His suit, which he apparently didn’t have the resources to replace, was shabby and ill-fitting. His tie appeared to have a mustard stain on it.

As he stepped back, Jessie approached the desk, put on gloves, and slid the thumb drive into an evidence bag. She had no way of knowing if it was salvageable. That was a question for tech.

“Whatcha doin’, Phil?” she asked, glancing at his computer monitor, which was open to an empty file titled, “Break Glass.”

“You need a warrant!” he declared plaintively, speaking for the first time. He didn’t seem to Jessie like the kind of man who would strike fear in the hearts of movie producers and executives.

“Plain view rule, Phil,” she said nonchalantly. “Look it up. It seems that you were so busy trying to destroy the thumb drive here that you forgot to exit the screen of the file you just deleted with the provocative name. I guess we know what file to tell our tech team to look for.”

Reinhold scowled at her but said nothing. She pressed on.

“Care to tell us what was so damaging that you felt the need to crush it with…” she looked at the description on the thing he’d been using as a hammer, “your 1996 Entertainment Agent Award?”

“Isn’t this the time where I ask for a lawyer?’ Reinhold asked.

“It can be,” Trembley said. “That also means it’s the time when we arrest you, handcuff you, and take you down to the station.”

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Reinhold asked haughtily. “I’m drinking buddies with the BHPD assistant police chief. I’m not sure he’d be happy about you treating me so poorly.”

“Mr. Reinhold,” Jessie corrected, “you seem to be under a misapprehension. We aren’t taking you to the Beverly Hills station. We’re LAPD. You’ll be visiting Central Station downtown. We’re located just off Skid Row. You may be used to scotch with the assistant chief but I suggest you prepare yourself for sharing a urine-stained holding cell with our buddy Maurice. He’s the guy who gets picked up a few times a week for starting a fight with a park bench.”

“He really hates that bench,” Trembley added.

“Maybe he’ll explain why,” Jessie offered. “Maurice likes to explain things.”

While Jessie called the tech team to come and collect Reinhold’s computer, Trembley cuffed the agent and escorted him to an adjacent conference room, then left him to stew for a while. Jessie thought she heard the man whimpering.

Though she knew Reinhold was her priority, she was also itching to break the guy so she could visit Ryan at the hospital and see Hannah for dinner. Thankfully, it only took about twenty minutes for Reinhold to change his tune. Once he learned that Jessie and Trembley wanted to talk to him about Corinne Weatherly’s murder, he backed off on his demand to speak to a lawyer.

“What’s on the thumb drive, Phil?” Jessie asked as she sat down at the table across from perhaps the most pathetic-looking suspect she’d ever encountered. He was hunched over and his multiple chins cascaded down to his chest. His eyes seemed to almost sag out of his skull.

“What does that have to do with Corinne?” he protested feebly.

“We don’t know yet,” she replied. “But we’re going to find out at some point. Our tech folks are working on retrieving the ‘Break Glass’ data as we speak. And I can assure you that banging it a few times with a chintzy award isn’t going to keep it hidden. Your best bet is to come clean before we discover what’s on there, establish some goodwill. That’s your strongest play, Phil.”

“Do I get immunity for what I tell you?”

Jessie hoped he was better at getting deals for his clients than himself.

“Absolutely not,” she said firmly. “We can’t agree to anything without knowing what we’re talking about. What I can promise is that if you reveal illegality to us and it involves people who have committed worse crimes than you, it could go a long way to helping your cause with the prosecutor. But it’s getting late in the day and I have plans tonight. So the longer you drag this out, the worse it will go for you.”

Reinhold nibbled at his lower lip as he pondered the offer. It took all of five seconds for him to cave.

“Okay, that drive has a list of past and present clients—mostly past, mostly male—who engaged in what I’ll describe as…indiscretions. There was a time where I would help these clients procure companionship. That file is a database of specific preferences and providers.”

Jessie wished she could have been surprised by the revelation, but with all she’d seen in her job, it somehow felt almost inevitable to her. Glancing over at Trembley, she saw that he felt much the same way.

“Are we talking prostitution?” Trembley asked matter-of-factly.

Reinhold shook his head vehemently.

“No,” he insisted. “Well, not in most cases. Maybe a few escorts now and then. But usually it was younger, aspiring actresses who wanted to get the attention of a well-known actor or director, sometimes producers. Back in my CTA days, I had access to a massive Rolodex of girls like that. We represented hundreds of actresses and had contingency deals with thousands more. All I had to do was punch specific attributes into the system to get possible contenders.”

“Contenders?” Jessie repeated, feeling the bile rise in her throat.

He nodded as if what he was describing was the most normal thing in the world.

“The database tracked all that stuff—age, ethnicity, height, weight, hair and eye color, waist and bust size, special skills. It was invaluable for casting calls. But it was also perfect for me. When a single—or married—actor said he was interested in spending time with a busty Latina in her mid-twenties with long, dark, curly hair who knew yoga, finding a bevy of options was easy. And more often than not, at least a couple were willing to go that extra mile to get noticed.”

“I’m guessing this whole thing fell apart at some point?” Trembley said.

“Not really. The senior partners at the agency were aware, but no one ever called me out for it. It dried up eventually, but that was because most of those clients died or aged out of this sort of thing. The younger generation seemed to have their own ways to connect with potential liaisons, usually via the internet. Suddenly I wasn’t so valuable to the firm. So they moved on. I think they set up their own ‘database’ independent of me. But I still get a payment from CTA every year.”

“You were blackmailing them?” Trembley asked.

“No! I didn’t have to. It was sort of an informal confidentially agreement. I go quietly and keep my mouth shut and I keep getting a check every year.”

“How much?” Jessie asked.

“Not as much as you’d think,” he replied ruefully. “I got a ‘bonus’ of a hundred thousand the year I left, then fifty grand the next. It keeps going down every year. Last December the check was for twenty-five thousand. Another few years and we’ll probably be talking four figures.”

“There aren’t going to be any more checks, Phil,” Jessie reminded him.

“Right. I forgot.”

“So some of these names are big?” she asked.

“The actors? Sure. We’re talking a few Oscar winners even.”

“No,” she said. “I’m guessing those guys are older than dirt now. I mean the agents, the ones who looked the other way, the ones who are still doing it without your help. Fingering those guys is what’s going to get you a good deal, Phil.”

“They’re not all guys,” he noted.

For the moment, Jessie set aside the idea of female agents pimping out their clients. There would be time later for mentally processing that.

“So,” she said, getting to the question she’d been working up to the whole time. “You clearly heard us tell Mrs. Portis we were looking into the death of a former client. Word travels fast in this town. You had to know who we were talking about. So what about Corinne Weatherly’s death made you suddenly start hammering at thumb drives?”

“I panicked,” he said unhelpfully.

“You’ll have to do better than that,” Trembley said, leaning in so that he was hovering directly over Reinhold.

The sad, beaten man hunched even deeper into himself. Jessie heard a sigh emanate from somewhere so deep she wondered if it was his soul escaping his body.

“Okay,” he finally said. “I heard Corinne died on the set of Marauder. But I didn’t know how. There was some mention of her being murdered, strangled. But I started to wonder if they got it wrong. I thought maybe she’d hanged herself, maybe because her career was in the dump. Who knows? When you two showed up, it reinforced that suspicion and I started to worry that maybe she’d written some kind of suicide note, coming clean or something.”

“Coming clean about what, Phil?” Jessie asked slowly.

He didn’t speak.

“Phil?” she repeated in a warning tone.

“About the list, okay. She knew about the list. I thought maybe she was absolving herself of guilt for knowing about it and never having said anything.”

Jessie and Trembley exchanged surprised looks. She nodded for the detective to take the lead.

“How did she know about the list?” Trembley asked.

Phil Reinhold looked at him like he was dense.

“She was on it?” Jessie guessed.

“No,” he said softly. “But not for a lack of effort on my part. When she was starting out, before she got Petals and Petulance, there was an actor who took an interest in her specifically. I brought the offer to her. She rejected it out of hand, got really mad. Somehow she bullied the truth out of me. I don’t know how but I ended up spilling the whole thing to her.”

“And she didn’t fire you or say anything?” Jessie asked.

“No. In fact, the next time we met in my office, very late in the day, she said she’d reconsidered. She asked me to pull up the list of guys to see if there was anyone she’d be open to spending time with. God, I was such an idiot.”

“What do you mean?” Trembley wanted to know.

“She was playing me, Detective,” he said, his voice rising wildly. “She was a devious one. She said she wanted to make sure we had privacy to discuss the matter and asked me to make sure the office was empty. So I went around, checking to make certain everyone had left for the day. What I didn’t know at the time was that while I did that, she was copying the file.”

“When did you find out?” Jessie asked.

“Not until two years later. She’d already made Petals and the first Marauder movie. But the producers were playing hardball with her on the salary for the sequel, insisting she get the rate in the original contract. That’s when she told me I should remind one of the producers that he was on the naughty list and that if he wanted to keep it quiet, he should meet her preferred rate.”

“What happened?” Trembley asked, a little too curiously for Jessie’s taste.

“They bumped up her rate, ten percent higher than what she wanted actually.”

“So she used this database to pinch vulnerable producers from then on?” Jessie asked.

“Only occasionally, when she thought she was getting hosed,” Reinhold said. “I don’t recall her ever using it to get a part, just to get paid what she felt she deserved. In a weird way, there was something honorable about the way she went about it. She always wanted her acting to be judged on its own merits. Everything else was fair game.”

“Did the producers know she was the one squeezing them?” Jessie asked.

“I don’t think so. She always did it through me, so the producers had no idea she was behind the tactic unless someone else told them. I never did and she had no reason to. But it was always out there, you know, hanging over my head, that she could rat me out if I didn’t go to bat for her.”

“So you must be glad that she’s gone,” Jessie jabbed. “She can’t wield that against you anymore.”

Reinhold looked at her with weary disdain.

“Ms. Hunt. I may be an over-the-hill scumbag of an agent, but I haven’t fallen that far. Yes, I resented Corinne lording that list over me. Yes, I was angry at her for dropping me as her agent without a word of warning after ten years of getting her steady work. It especially stung because she left me for some hotshot punk with slicked back hair who I mentored at CTA. But did I want her dead? Of course not. I turned that girl into a star.”

“That wasn’t her doing?” Jessie wondered.

“Without question. But I played a role in it. And I’m ashamed to admit that part of me hoped this film would tank so that she’d leave CTA and come back to me with her tail between her legs.”

“She doesn’t strike me as the type to do that,” Jessie noted.

“No,” Reinhold conceded. “It was only wishful thinking. Over the years, Corinne became so arrogant and demanding, I’m not sure she knew any other way to be anymore. Even as the quality of the jobs she got declined, she continued to act as if she was the same star she’d been a decade ago. To be honest, there were times when I thought about firing her, if only—”

Jessie completed his thought for him.

“If only she didn’t have proof that you set up an elaborate system to sell young actresses to lecherous older men?” she mused unforgivingly.

Reinhold sat silently for several seconds. When he finally spoke, his voice was so soft she had to lean in to hear him.

“I didn’t kill her. I would never. Even if it had occurred to me, I just don’t have the energy. Besides, I wasn’t anywhere near Sovereign Studios last night.”

“Where were you?” Trembley asked.

“I spent the evening with Hilda.”

“Who’s Hilda?” Trembley pressed.

“Mrs. Portis. We’re friendly.”

“Can you prove that?” Trembley asked with his nose scrunched up.

“Yes.”

“How?”

“If you must know, there’s video.”

Jessie quickly departed the room, leaving Trembley to handle that revelation on his own. The thought of Phil Reinhold and Mrs. Portis recording themselves in a moment of passion wasn’t one she wanted to conjure up. But weirdly, it did conjure up an unexpected emotion: envy.

She had to get to the hospital. She had to see Ryan.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

“I think I’m going to head out for the night.”

It was 5:22 p.m. and they were wrapping up at the station, where they’d booked Reinhold for destruction of evidence. The hospital was a ten-minute drive away and visiting hours ended at six. Depending on the duty nurse, that rule was either a friendly guideline or set in stone. She didn’t want to take any chances.

“We should update Captain Decker first, don’t you think?” Trembley suggested helpfully.

Not wanting to explain the reason for the quick exit and face the detective’s pitying eyes, she nodded in agreement.

“Let’s make it fast though. I’ve got a surly stepsister to raise.”

They were walking to Decker’s office when they ran into him in the hall.

“I was just coming to find you two,” he said. “Solve the case yet?”

Despite his wry tone, Jessie could sense a hint of desperation underneath. She knew he was short-handed and that quick resolution on a high-profile case would be a huge relief. She felt bad that they didn’t have better news.

“Not quite,” Trembley admitted. “But we do have some developments. Should we go to your office?”

“Actually, the air conditioning in there is acting up. It’s pushing ninety-five degrees. Let’s talk in the courtyard.”

They went outside and found a shady bench under a large tree in the center of the courtyard. No one actually sat down. Despite the shade and the slowly fading sun, it was still easily ninety. Decker rested his hand on the tree trunk, looking at them with unenthused expectation. He seemed even more shrunken and weathered than usual.

“Where are we at?” he asked.

Trembley dove in. Jessie, distracted as the seconds ticked by, was happy to let him do it. He summarized the Reinhold interview, including the pimping out of actresses and the drive with the list of Hollywood johns.

“He’s pretty slimy,” Trembley concluded, “but I don’t think either Jessie or I believe he’s our guy. It’s hard to imagine him having the physical wherewithal to attack her. And it looks like he may have a solid alibi. But if that list is legit, we could have a brand new pool of potential suspects. Half of Hollywood might be on it. Anyone who knew she had it is worth looking at. And if that was the motive, Reinhold could be in danger too. Someone might want to shut him up”

“Have you seen the list?” Decker asked.

“Tech is trying to crack it for us now,” Jessie volunteered. “We’ll probably ask Detective Bray from Hollywood Station to help us vet it once we have a list of names. But even after we get it, we have another problem. It doesn’t make total sense for that to be a motive. Weatherly had the list for years. Why would someone come after her now? And according to Reinhold, he always demanded the increased rate on her behalf. It’s not clear that any of these clients even knew she was the one blackmailing them. They might have thought it was an agency thing.”

 “That’s right,” Trembley agreed. “And that may well have been partly true. Corinne’s new agent was a protégé of Reinhold’s named Jake Morant. He’s at CTA. It’s possible that she only got back to a power agency because she shared the list with them. Reinhold seemed to believe they kept the girls for hire operation going after they pushed him out. Frankly, the whole thing is a snake pit.”

“Okay. That definitely seems worth pursuing. Any other contenders?” Decker asked.

Trembley looked at Jessie, who took over.

“We have four legit suspects from the movie she was working on: the film’s director, her co-star, her assistant, and a lighting tech. We aren’t able to formally eliminate any of them yet. We’re hoping their phone data helps. But there are other folks we’re looking at too, at least one of whom might make you uncomfortable.”

“Go ahead,” Decker said. She could tell he was getting agitated.

“Miller Boatwright, the producer whose name was written on the mirror in her trailer. He was already on our radar before his assistant slipped us the name of a woman who may have reached a huge settlement with him—details redacted. Jamil Winslow’s still trying to find out what’s going on there. But clearly, it’s worth pursuing. Of course, we also have to consider that with his name on that mirror, he might be a target too.”

Decker’s normally narrowed eyes widened in frustration.

“So you’re telling me that at least two of your suspects, Boatwright and Reinhold, might just as credibly be future victims?” he demanded testily.

 “Potentially,” Trembley said, seeming unsure whether he should continue.

“I can tell there’s more coming, Trembley. Just spit it out,” Decker ordered.

“Yes sir. Detective Bray is looking into the credibility of a story that Corinne Weatherly once berated a production assistant on a film so badly that the girl had a nervous breakdown and may have even attempted suicide. If true, that PA would have a real motive to get some payback.”

Decker looked skeptical.

“Has Bray verified this?” he asked.

“She’s working on it,” Jessie told him. “I anticipate we’ll hear something by tomorrow at the latest.”

Decker’s hawklike eyes bored into her as she spoke.

“Why do I get the impression that you don’t hold this theory in much regard, Hunt?”

Jessie shrugged.

“I’ve learned never to dismiss anything outright. It feels like a long shot to me but I’ve seen stranger motives for murder. I just don’t want to get my hopes up about a mysterious suspect obliquely referenced in an unverified secret Hollywood horror story.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she could tell that Trembley was irked. Apparently he was more willing to buy the theory and didn’t like her pooh-poohing so forcefully. She tried to smooth the waters a bit by pressing on.

“I also want to have another chat with her husband, Willem Struce. Not to be cruel but there’s definitely something wonky going on there. Weatherly was a big-time, sexy screen siren and she married a milquetoast CGI artist who has no discernible magnetism. The heart may want what it wants, but talking to him, even though he looked to be heavily sedated, I had trouble seeing why her heart wanted his.”

“So, almost solved then,” Decker said sarcastically, “apart from the unending supply of suspects, at least two of whom might be in danger themselves.”

“More than two, Captain,” Jessie said. As long as he was this pissed, she figured she might as well let it all hang out.

Decker looked like steam might actually shoot out of his ears.

“Let’s have it.”

“Captain, until we get a handle on the motive of the killer, we won’t know if this is a one-off murder or the start of something more. If somebody has a vendetta related to the film itself, the director could be at risk, along with her co-stars. We just don’t know.”

“Well, you better damn well find out,” Decker ordered. “I’ve got headquarters breathing down my neck. I don’t need to tell you that it doesn’t look great to have a murdered actress in the movie capital of the world. It scares off the money, as the chief told me about an hour ago. And now you’re saying this might not be an isolated incident, that we could have a spree killer on our hands? I need results on this one, and I need them fast.”

“Yes sir,” Trembley said.

Jessie wasn’t as inclined to be so solicitous but held her tongue.

“Okay, regroup and come at it fresh in the morning. I want to have something to announce by the end of tomorrow, got it?” He stormed off without waiting for an answer.

Trembley seemed reluctant to give up for the night but Jessie couldn’t wait any longer. She had to get to the hospital. She said goodbye and darted from the courtyard, leaving Trembley waving to empty space.

 

*

 

She got lucky. Nurse Tamara was on duty and even though it was 6:08 p.m. when Jessie arrived at the hospital, she ushered her to Ryan’s room without a word of protest.

“We lowered the sedative dosage intermittently throughout the day and he responded well,” she said. “He’s awake now, though I’m not sure how alert he is.”

“Can you spare a couple of Advil?” Jessie whispered to her once they were in the room. After all the activity of the day, her shoulder was throbbing and her back felt like fire ants had been nibbling at it. Tamara nodded and left the room.

When Jessie walked in, she heard the familiar hiss of the ventilator. Ryan’s eyes were closed but opened slowly when he heard the door close behind her. Even though his mouth wasn’t visible behind the tubing and tape, his eyes crinkled in what she knew was a smile.

She sat down next to him and grabbed his hand, squeezing it gently in hers.

“Do anything exciting today?” she asked.

He blinked twice for “no,” then seemed to try to nod at her as if to ask about her day.

“Nothing electrifying for me either,” she said, deciding that sharing the fact that she’d agreed to take a case while he was incapacitated in a hospital bed might not buck him up. “Dealing with Hannah’s increasing churlishness as we get closer to her starting summer school next week. Trust me, you’re better off here than there. Sometimes I wonder if I should get stabbed in the chest just so I don’t have to deal with the eye rolls and snark attacks.”

His chest rose and fell more quickly than normal and she knew that he was laughing. She kept talking, trying to keep the mood light.

“We’re still at Kat’s apartment but I’m looking for a new place. I don’t want to take advantage of her generosity. My hope is to have found something by the end of the month. And I promise that our bedroom will have better soundproofing than the condo did.”

Again, his chest bounced slightly. Another chuckle. She was on a roll. As she waited for him to regroup, she wondered if still having a sense of humor was a sign that his cognitive function hadn’t been affected. Tamara silently entered the room, handed Jessie two pills and a paper cup of water, and disappeared again.

“I think I mentioned that I have interviews lined up for next week,” she continued as she downed the medication. “All of them are teaching positions focused on criminology. Dr. Lemmon really hooked me up. I’m talking to USC on Monday, UCLA and Loyola Marymount on Tuesday, and UC-Irvine on Wednesday. Remember my thesis advisor when I got my master’s there, Professor Hosta? He wants me back. I think he intends to put me in a display case more than actually have me teach. I don’t think I’d go there anyway. It’s just too far to commute every day. But I’m curious to go back and look around. After all, that’s where we first met, you remember?”

Ryan blinked “yes.” She wondered if he was picturing their first interaction, when he’d come as a guest speaker in her Forensic Psych class and she’d been the only one to solve the crime scenario he established during the lecture. 

She’d been married back then and not looking at him as a potential romantic partner. But she still remembered what an impressive figure he cut: muscular, dark good looks, an air of unquestioned professional competence.

Seeing him now—frail, nonverbal, completely helpless—made her already cracked heart split even wider.

“I love you, Ryan Hernandez,” she whispered softly. “I miss being with you. I can’t wait to curl up in bed beside you. That day’s coming soon, you know?”

He blinked yes again but his eyes were watery with tears. She dabbed them for him. After she finished, she could tell he was tired, so she didn’t speak anymore. Sometime soon thereafter, he drifted off. She waited a while longer, not wanting to leave. But she had promised Hannah she’d be home for dinner and it was getting late. So, she gently extricated her hand from Ryan’s and quietly left the room.

She wrote a short note and asked Nurse Tamara to read it to Ryan if he woke up and wondered where she’d gone.

She didn’t want him to think she’d abandoned him.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Jessie’s heart skipped a beat when she saw it.

She had hurried back to Kat’s apartment, arriving just as the clock hit 7 p.m. When she got to the door of Kat’s place, on the fourth floor of a walk-up, she saw that it was slightly ajar.

As she approached, Jessie pressed her back against the opposite wall and pulled her gun out of its holster. She listened for voices, any sign of distress. But there was nothing.

She was already on alert because of the man she saw loitering just outside the building as she approached. He’d been holding something in both hands. She was just reaching for her holster when she saw that it was a camera. He raised it quickly, took a few shots, and darted off without a word. A paparazzo. She didn’t know if he was shooting her because of the Weatherly case or her own infamy. Either way, it had her on edge when she saw the open apartment door.

She was just about to kick it open completely when she caught a waft of something good emanating from inside. It took her a second to realize that it was the smell of fresh-broiled salmon. Instead of kicking the door in, she pushed it open carefully and stepped inside.

Hannah was nowhere to be found. But Kat was at the dinner table. Her plate, pushed to the side, was empty save for a used lemon wedge, herb sauce, and a few stray bits of asparagus stalk. She was intently studying something on the laptop in front of her.

On the table, in the spot where Jessie normally sat, was a plate covered in foil. Apparently they hadn’t waited for her. Jessie closed and locked the door, holstered her gun, and walked into the room. Kat looked up and smiled.

“Have a nice day, honey?” she asked, batting her eyes extravagantly.

Jessie smiled. If Kat wasn’t in a bad mood, hopefully that meant Hannah wasn’t either.

“I don’t want to bore you with business talk, little lady,” she replied, playing along. “How was your day?”

“Oh, you know, a little cooking, a little cleaning, a little surveillance of a potential drug dealer selling MDMA to high school kids; same old, same old.”

“And the young one?” Jessie asked. “How’s she doing?”

“I believe she’s in your room creating a Spotify playlist based around the theme of sisters who show up late for dinners that they say they’ll be on time for after taking a murder case when they supposedly quit their jobs.”

“Ah,” Jessie said, her heart sinking slightly. “That’s a rich musical text. She should have lots of options to choose from.”

“You might want to poke your head in and say hi before you eat. Just make sure it doesn’t get bitten off.”

Jessie nodded. She kicked off her shoes, removed her gun, and walked across the living room, knocking on the door before opening it. Hannah looked up and hit pause on her phone.

“How’s it going?” Jessie asked.

“Okay. I bought a few odds and ends for school next week.”

“Oh yeah?” Jessie said. “Anything exciting?”

“Just a few shiny baubles so that the boys will notice the new girl and fight over who gets to try to impregnate her first.”

Jessie felt the muscles in her neck clench up but refused to be baited. She knew Hannah was just being passive-aggressive because she’d agreed to take on a new case.

“Fantastic,” she replied amiably. “Those baubles must be super shiny. Maybe you can show them to me after I eat?”

“Maybe.”

“Sorry about running late, by the way. I made a pit stop at the hospital on the way back.”

“How’s he doing?” Hannah asked, sounding genuinely engaged for the first time.

“Better actually. He was conscious and able to communicate through blinking. He has a long way to go but the doctor seemed to think it was a good sign.”

“I’m really glad to hear that,” Hannah said.

“Yeah. It’s nice to finally get some good news. If he continues to improve, maybe we can set up a time for you to see him later in the week.”

“Maybe,” Hannah said noncommittally. That seemed to be the word of the day.

“No pressure,” Jessie backtracked. “Just if you feel up to it. I was going to go eat now. Thanks again for dinner.”

Hannah nodded and returned to her phone without another word.

That could have gone worse.

As she walked back to the dinner table, her phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number but answered just in case.

“Hunt here,” she said.

“Jessie Hunt,” a voluble male voice shouted, “have you found Corinne Weatherly’s killer yet? Was it your ex-husband?”

“Who is this?” she demanded.

“This is Blabber, the premier entertainment news site in the world. And the people demand to know, who killed Corinne?!”

“Call me again and I’ll have this number traced and get you arrested for harassment,” she said before hanging up.

“Everything okay?” Kat asked.

“What’s Blabber?”

“It’s a gossip website,” Kat told her. “You should be either flattered or terrified.”

“I’m going with terrified,” Jessie said. “Between this and the paparazzo I just saw outside, I’m starting to really worry that we’re not safe.” 

Her phone buzzed. She was about answer and start shouting when she realized it wasn’t a call. It was a text from Detective Bray with the current address for Petra Olivet. Apparently she was real and living under an assumed name at the L.A. County Social Rehabilitative House for Women in Elysian Park. Jessie thanked her, then forwarded the text to Trembley, suggesting that they make that their first stop tomorrow.

She sat down, poured herself a glass from the half empty bottle of the red wine on the table, and peeled back the foil from the plate. In front of her was a salmon filet with crispy skin, roasted rosemary potatoes, and asparagus spears.

“I noticed the door was open,” she said as she took a bite of fish.

“Oh yeah,” Kat said, looking up. “That was my fault. I was responsible for one thing—taking out the potatoes on time. I forgot and some of them got burned. The kitchen was a little smoky so we aired it out.”

Jessie nodded and took a bite of asparagus, swallowing it and her frustration at the same time. Kat noticed anyway.

“Don’t freak,” she said. “I know how worried you were about security, even before the gossip hounds started in on you. That’s why I set up a system.”

She turned her laptop monitor so that Jessie could see it and pulled up a tab with multiple camera angles showing their apartment floor, as well as the downstairs lobby.

“I was going to surprise you,” Kat said. “The management company here might not shell out for decent security. But I found these mini-cameras online and set them up at various high-traffic spots, as well as outside our door. I was watching when you came in. A little quick with the gun, weren’t you?”

“Sorry. Even without the guy downstairs, I see an unlocked door to a place where I’m sleeping and automatically think the worst.”

“Look, Jessie. I know this place doesn’t meet your security standards. But with the cameras, the new lock I have coming tomorrow, and the two of us badasses, I think it’ll do until you find someplace more secure.”

Jessie nodded. The measures Kat had taken were about one-tenth of what she thought were sufficient. But she was in no position to be picky right now.

“What do I owe you for the cameras?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Kat told her. “They’re a legit business deduction since I use this place as my office. And I probably should have invested in some halfway decent security measures anyway, considering the scum I investigate these days.”

“Well, I appreciate it. I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to check out any new places for me and Hannah today. It kind of got away from me.”

“Want to talk about it?” Kat asked.

“Not really,” Jessie confessed.

“Good. Because I don’t think it’s healthy for you to fixate on this case anyway, whatever it is. You already showed up late for dinner after one day of consulting. At this rate, I’m worried if you’ll get home before bedtime tomorrow night, especially if you’re investigating what I suspect you’re investigating.”

“What do you think I’m investigating?” Jessie asked.

“Let’s just say I’m guessing you spent some time today wandering fake city streets.”

“How did you…?” Jessie started before Kat cut her off.

“I pay attention to what’s going on in the world, Jessie. And this is pretty big news. You don’t have to talk about it. Just don’t let it consume you.”

“I’ll do my best, dear,” Jessie retorted with a grin before changing the subject. “How’s the peeping going?”

“Pretty boring actually. My suspect showed up again today at the park where he deals. But all his sales were to legitimate adults—no minors and definitely not my client’s kid. But I guess I shouldn’t complain. I get paid whether they conduct a transaction or not.”

“Sitting in a car all day in the middle of the summer does not sound like a good time to me,” Jessie admitted.

“It’s not so bad. I keep the A/C on. I listen to podcasts. But I do get a little stir crazy. I actually had an idea, if you’re feeling breezy.”

“Breezy?” Jessie repeated, immediately tensing up.

“Yeah, if you’re willing to loosen the reins a little, I mean.”

Jessie didn’t like the sound of that but didn’t voice her concern.

“What did you have in mind?” she asked.

“How do you feel about letting Hannah come along with me tomorrow?”

“Um.”

“Hear me out,” Kat appealed. “Nothing’s going to actually happen. Even if both the dealer and the kid show up, all I’m doing is taking pictures. We’ll never get out of the car. But she’ll feel like she’s part of this exciting stakeout, at least for a while. Plus, it’ll give her something different to do. And with all that ‘sitting around’ time, maybe she’ll break down and share a thought or two.”

“About what?”

“I don’t know. How she feels about Garland’s death or Ryan’s stabbing or her and her sister almost being murdered by her sister’s ex-husband. You know, stuff like that.”

“I don’t know,” Jessie said reluctantly.

She wanted to say yes, to give Hannah an outlet to discuss all the feelings she was clearly holding in. But she had hoped that she’d be the one her sister would open up to. Moreover, sending her to the scene of a potential drug deal seemed unwise for any number of reasons.

“Plus,” Kat said, lowering her voice and looking in the direction of the bedroom where Hannah was, “maybe she’ll open up about whether you’re right to be concerned that she might be a sociopath.”

“You don’t think you’re getting a little ambitious with the list of stakeout revelations you’re expecting?”

“Hey, you know better than me how being stuck together in a tight space for an extended period with nothing to do can lead to unexpected heart-to-hearts. Maybe this will be the straw that breaks the Hannah’s back. Worst-case scenario, she’s bored in a park for six hours. Plus, I can send her to get lunch for me.”

“Ah, the truth comes out,” Jessie declared.

She thought about it while she nibbled on an asparagus spear. If there was anyone she trusted to get Hannah to open up, it was Kat, herself an expert in navigating trauma. And even though it was an inherently sketchy situation, Hannah would be in the care of a former Army Ranger. Not letting her go felt selfish. 

“I guess it’s okay with me if you can convince her.”

“Good,” Kat said, “because she already said yes.”

Jessie, realizing she’d just been played, jabbed her fork into a potato.

“You are a very sneaky person, Katherine Gentry.”

“Thank you,” Kat replied, a Cheshire grin on her face.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Jessie’s eyes popped open. The nightmare was over.

She was in bed and the early morning light was streaming in through a crack in the curtain. Hannah was asleep in the twin bed across the room, breathing softly, occasionally whimpering to herself.

Jessie lay in bed for several more minutes, trying to focus on the tasks of the day. But the nightmare kept creeping back in. Despite all her therapy, all her attempts to better understand the traumas that had defined her life so she could banish it, the pain was still there, constantly simmering just under the surface, ready to bubble up and boil over any time she took her eye off it.

She couldn’t help but wonder about Corinne Weatherly. What had sent her down the road from promising, up-and-coming actress to a vindictive, bitter, grasping narcissist trying to salvage her career with a horror movie reboot? Was that just who she was destined to become? Or had she also suffered some trauma that had twisted her into something her younger self would find unrecognizable?

Jessie decided that if she was going to get an answer to that question and uncover the motive for her murder, she’d need to look backward into Corinne’s personal and professional history. She was especially interested to see what role Miller Boatwright had played in her evolution. After all, it was his name on that mirror. And it was a white rose from his movie lying in her hand. That had to mean something. He might be her killer. He might not. But he was involved somehow.

An hour later, after leaving a note for the still-sleeping Hannah and wishing Kat good luck with her that day, Jessie met up with Trembley at the station. She’d wanted to stop by the hospital to visit Ryan but there wasn’t time. Trembley was unusually quiet as they drove to the Social Rehabilitative House to meet with Petra Olivet.

“What’s wrong?” she finally asked.

He looked over at her, seemingly unsure whether to come clean.

“I just feel like I dropped the ball a little yesterday,” he said. “Especially with Boatwright, I think I let his star power intimidate me a bit. I keep playing the interview back in my head and I don’t like the memory very much.”

Jessie tended to agree but didn’t feel the need to rub salt in the wound. She would have been far more troubled if he’d been unaware of it.

“Don’t sweat it, Trembley,” she said. “It’s a new day and a chance to start fresh.”

Trembley nodded, then seemed to remember something and quickly switched topics.

“I did a little research on our gal Petra after you texted me that Bray had found her,” he said excitedly. “Want to hear what I found?”

“Absolutely.”

“Okay, so Detective Bray deserves major credit for finding this girl at all. She had a brand new identity created on her behalf. The only reason Bray found anything was because the last name of the person paying for her stay at the hospital was Stanard, which is Petra’s mother’s maiden name.”

“Very cloak and dagger,” Jessie mused.

“That’s not the half of it,” Trembley replied. “But first things first. I reached out to a few industry friends last night and eventually found my way to an actual crew member from the film Petra worked on with Corinne. It was her ill-fated attempt to recapture that romantic comedy magic. The movie was called Clumsy Hearts. The thing was a mess from the start. Her co-star bailed at the last minute and they had to get a replacement who she had no chemistry with. The shoot went over schedule and over budget. And Corinne was a tornado of abuse the whole time. The guy I talked to wasn’t there the day she went after Petra but heard it was brutal. He was told the girl quit that day; that she left the set sobbing. I can’t formally confirm the suicide attempt. But what is clear is that ten days later she was admitted at the Social Rehab House under the name Beth Stanard. Her full middle name is Elizabeth. She’s been there ever since.”

“I’m surprised she wasn’t moved out of town,” Jessie said.

“Me too,” he agreed. “That’s something I hope she can explain for us, assuming she’s up for explaining anything.”

Jessie looked at Trembley, who had a broad, proud smile on his face. She decided a little positive reinforcement was in order.

“That’s great work, Trembley,” she told him.

“Thanks,” he replied, sounding like a little boy being praised for getting an A on a test.

She didn’t love that the dynamic between them made her feel like his teacher, or worse, his mom.

 

*

 

From a distance, it didn’t look like a hospital.

L.A. County Social Rehabilitative House for Women was nestled into a canyon amidst the hills of Elysian Park, less than a five-minute walk from Dodger Stadium. It was set back from the main road behind a thicket of trees that obscured the size and nature of the facility.

They parked in the gravel lot and walked toward the main entrance. It wasn’t yet 9 a.m. and the temperature was already in the high eighties. The whole campus looked like a 1920s-era hacienda-style resort.

The once-white stucco buildings had long since turned a dirty tan. Willow trees draped themselves over the roofs as if about to dust them. While there were bars on the windows, Jessie didn’t see any perimeter fencing, which only made her more curious how they secured less voluntary residents.

She found out quickly. They had to be buzzed in through the main entrance and then again from the entry vestibule into the office proper, where a nurse sat behind thick glass.

“May I help you?” she asked disinterestedly.

“Yes,” Trembley said, holding up his badge and ID. “We have an appointment to speak with Beth Stanard.”

“One moment please,” the nurse said, checking both her computer and a paper file before looking up, seemingly satisfied. “Please place your weapons in the drop box to your left. They’ll be returned upon your departure. Someone will take you back directly.”

They had barely sat down in chairs with splitting cushions when an orderly was buzzed into the office. She unlocked a thick metal door separating it from the waiting room and beckoned for them to follow her.

Trembley looked like he wanted to ask her a question but Jessie shook her head. The less they spoke to people other than Petra, the less they revealed their hand. She’d learned the hard way that in places like this, it was often hard to know who could be trusted.

The orderly led them down a long hallway with cement walls and thick windows. They emerged in what looked to be some kind of recreation room. There was a television in one corner, a ping-pong table by the window, and several card tables where various residents were doing crafts or playing games.

The orderly proceeded through the room and unlocked a second door that led into a wing labeled as the “long-term care unit.” They stopped at a nurses’ station, where the orderly handed a sheet of paper to a nurse behind the counter and walked back the way she came. The nurse looked at the paper, then glanced down the hall at a fifty-something woman in scrubs leaning against a wall, scrolling through her phone. She had thin gray hair and tired eyes.

“Lenore,” the first nurse called out, “Beth’s visitors are here.”

Lenore looked up, saw Jessie and Trembley, and smiled.

“Beth is excited to see you,” she said warmly, walking over.

“That’s better than the alternative,” Jessie said as she shook the woman’s hand. “I’m Jessie Hunt. This is Detective Alan Trembley.”

“I know who you are, Ms. Hunt. You’re a true crime celebrity. I’d follow you on Instagram if you had an account.”

“Yeah,” Jessie said, equal parts amused, astonished, and embarrassed. “I had a little issue with my social media being hacked. So I just got rid of all of it.”

“I know all about that, girl,” she said. “Your crazy ex tried to make it seem like you were in the KKK or something. I can’t believe anybody fell for that.”

“You’d be surprised,” Jessie told her.

“Probably right. People are stupid,” Lenore said emphatically. “So why don’t you, me, and the strong silent fella there go over the ground rules.”

“Sounds good,” Jessie said. She liked Lenore more with each passing second.

“Beth’s a little on the fragile side,” Lenore told them. “Sometimes she’s just fine, chatting away about this or that. Then something might set her off. Lots of times I have no idea what it was. But she’ll get scared or paranoid or just kind of go a little bit catatonic. If that happens, your chat is probably over. She tends to take a few hours to come back from that sort of thing. So my best advice is, don’t upset her too much.”

“Does she know we’re here to talk about a murder or who the victim is?” Trembley asked.

“Lord, no, young man. Hell, I didn’t even know for sure what this was about until right now and I wouldn’t have told her if I did. She knows Jessie Hunt wants to talk to her. That’s about it. That’s what’s got her giddy. She watches TV too, you know.”

“Shall we see her then?” Jessie asked, anxious to get started.

“Let’s do that,” Lenore said. “She’s waiting in the safe room.”

“The safe room?” Trembley repeated.

“Yep. It’s larger than her residence room so she won’t feel as closed in. We use it for visits, group sessions, that sort of thing. The floor and walls are made of cork so they’re a little on the soft side, in case someone has an outburst. And it’s surrounded by Plexiglas windows, so the staff can monitor residents and anticipate…unwanted behaviors.”

“Will we be in there alone?” Trembley asked.

“That’s up to you. If you prefer, we can make it happen. But you’ll have to sign a liability waiver, in case she scratches your eyes out or something.”

“Has that ever happened?” Trembley wondered, trying to sound blasé.

“Not with Beth…yet,” Lenore told him, clearly enjoying messing with him before getting serious. “I’ve been here for four years and I’ve never known her to even raise her voice, much less do something violent. She’s a damaged young lady, but that damage tends to express itself internally, not out in the world. She’s here for her own protection, not ours.”

Nonetheless, they signed the waivers and rounded the corner, where Beth Stanard was standing in the safe room, staring right at them. She had on a loose-fitting hospital gown that exposed her pale, white arms and lower legs. Her light blond, curly hair was tied back in a ponytail. She was painfully thin for her size. Jessie guessed that she was about five foot seven and barely over one hundred pounds. She had dark shadows under her light blue eyes. Freckles dotted her cheeks. She was smiling and Jessie could tell that she didn’t brush as often as she should. Her teeth were stained and looked like they had the remnants of breakfast in them. She looked to be in her late twenties.

“Ready?” Lenore asked as she unlocked the door to the safe room.

Jessie and Trembley nodded and stepped inside. Jessie was just glancing back to make sure that Lenore wouldn’t be joining them when she heard a grunt and a rustle of papery fabric. She turned quickly back around to see that Beth was charging toward her with a maniacal gleam in her eyes.

Jessie had only a fraction of a second to decide how to respond. Taking a deep breath, she squared her body toward the girl and then, against the protestations of her hands and heart, did absolutely nothing.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Beth’s arms wrapped around her as she squealed with joy. Jessie glanced over at Trembley, who had been about to rip the girl away, and shook her head slightly. He dropped his hands.

“I can’t believe you’re really here,” Beth squeaked in what sounded like the voice of a ten-year-old. “It’s not a dream.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Beth,” Jessie said, fighting the strong urge to extricate herself from the girl’s clammy embrace. “I’m Jessie. This is Alan.”

“Beth, let the woman breathe a little,” Lenore said gently over the intercom from the other room.

Beth released her grip and stepped back, looking embarrassed.

“I’m sorry,” she said sheepishly. “I don’t get any visitors other than my parents. And that’s only when they fly in every few weeks. So I’m a little out of practice on my manners.”

“That’s okay,” Jessie assured her. “We appreciate you meeting with us. Should we sit down and talk?”

Beth nodded and led them over to a plastic table with plastic chairs. It looked like an oversized kids’ play table at a preschool playground. Jessie glanced up at Lenore, who remained just outside the door.

“Would you like Lenore to join us?” she asked.

“No. I don’t need supervision. I can have an adult conversation without assistance.”

Her tone indicated that she wasn’t offended by the question, but rather proudly stating a fact about herself.

“Okay,” Jessie said. “But if you change your mind, you just let us know. I want to be honest with you, Beth. What we want to discuss might be a little uncomfortable. So whatever makes you feel safe as we talk—that’s what Alan and I want too.”

“I’m okay,” Beth said emphatically.

“All right then, let’s dive in. Do you remember an actress named Corinne Weatherly?”

The excited smile on Beth’s face disappeared immediately. She gulped hard and nodded.

“Of course,” she said. “She sent me down the road that ended up here.”

“You believe she’s responsible for you being here?” Trembley asked, talking for the first time.

Beth looked at him as if she was startled that he could speak. But after a moment, she replied.

“No,” she said with a cold flatness. “She’s not responsible. I’ve had a lot of therapy since I came here and the doctors and I came up with an analogy that I think works. I picture myself, prior to all this, as having been walking on the edge of a steep hill. Sometimes I’d slip a little and struggle to regain my footing. Then Corinne came along and shoved me off the edge. I tumbled a fair ways down. But it was a hill, not a cliff. If I had reached out for some trees or bushes to slow down, I might have been able to stop my momentum and climb back up. But I just let myself tumble, didn’t even extend my hands for help. I fell a long way, almost to the bottom of that hill. That’s on me. Just because you get shoved doesn’t mean you don’t get back up. But I didn’t really know how to reach out for help back then. Now I do. So, to answer your question, no, Corinne wasn’t responsible. But shoving me sure didn’t help.”

Jessie took all that in, marveling at the girl’s ability to describe her own psychological journey, even as she maintained some doubt that Beth really had climbed back up that hill. After all, she was still here, living at the hospital.

“Did you follow her career after the incident?” she asked.

Beth smiled.

“Not for a long time. But you hear things, even in here. I knew she lost some cachet lately and that she was trying to get it back with that new horror movie. I wish I could say I felt bad that she was struggling but that wouldn’t be completely honest.”

“How did you hear about the Marauder movie?” Trembley wanted to know.

“Partly because I still follow the industry. That’s why I stayed out here in L.A. My parents wanted me to move back east so they could be closer to me. But I told them that I still plan to make it here. I’m working on a screenplay. It’s almost six hundred pages now.”

Jessie smiled back at the girl, who was clearly proud of the length. Though she was no Hollywood expert, Jessie was pretty sure most scripts didn’t run longer than 120 pages. Still she said nothing about that.

“So you knew about the movie because you follow entertainment news?” she pressed.

“Well, that and the tour,” Beth said matter-of-factly.

“Tour?” she repeated, confused.

Lenore spoke up from the back of the room. Jessie hadn’t realized the nurse had been able to hear their conversation from outside the room.

“We take low-risk residents on field trips from time to time. We go to the zoo, museums, that sort of thing. On Friday, we took a tour of Sovereign Studios.”

Jessie and Trembley exchanged looks, trying not to appear as stunned as they felt.

“Friday of last week?” Trembley reconfirmed.

Lenore nodded. Jessie turned back to Beth and asked her question as if nothing was amiss.

“So they mentioned the movie on the tour?”

“Yeah. We passed by different stages and they said what shot on each one. There was that TV show Lenore is excited to watch, Courting Justice, on Stage 31.”

“We can’t wait. It premieres in the fall,” Lenore volunteered over the loudspeaker.

Neither Jessie nor Trembley corrected her misimpression.

“She’s got a crush on the main star, Kendall Cox,” Beth teased. “Personally, I like Callie Hemphill. She’s a tough cookie. Anyway, the guide mentioned that Marauder was shooting next door on Stage 32 and that Corinne was returning to the franchise that helped make her a star—his words.”

“How did you react to that news?” Jessie asked.

“I might have had a mini panic attack,” she admitted. “They had to stop the tram so I could go to the bathroom and regroup. But after that I was okay.”

“You never saw her?” Trembley pressed.

“No. Or else the mini panic attack would have probably turned into a mega attack.”

“Beth,” Jessie said, trying to redirect the conversation as casually as possible, “what were you doing on Sunday night?”

“This last Sunday?” she said, trying to recall. “I know it was spaghetti dinner. Sunday is always spaghetti. Then we watched a movie in the rec room. I left early because I’d already seen it. I had some Private Time.”

“What’s private time?” Trembley asked, turning to Lenore, who seemed surprised to be asked a question. She pushed the speaker button to reply.

“It’s a privilege for low-risk, long-term residents,” she said. “If they aren’t interested in that evening’s group activity, they can cash in some ‘privilege points’ for ‘Private Time.’ They can return to their room, relax in the courtyard, work in the art center—as long as it’s quiet, solo, and not disruptive, it’s okay.”

“Are residents supervised during Private Time?” Trembley asked.

For the first time, Lenore looked uncomfortable.

“Only if they’ve violated a rule recently,” she said. “Beth hadn’t so she would have been on her own.”

“For how long?” Trembley wanted to know.

“As long as she was back in her room for final check at lights out, the evening was hers.”

“When is lights out?” Jessie asked.

“Eleven thirty p.m.,” Lenore said.

Jessie nodded as if all this was going just as she’d expected and turned back to Beth.

“So what did you do with your Private Time, Beth?”

Beth smiled as she recalled her evening.

“Not much. I walked around a little. I went to the picnic area across the road to work on my script. It was dark so I had to use my flashlight.”

“So you were off the hospital property for a while?” Trembley asked, failing to sound as casual as Jessie had.

“I guess,” Beth said, frowning, “for a little while. Why?”

“No reason,” Jessie answered, sensing that Beth was getting slightly agitated. “You heard about what happened to Corinne, right?”

“I heard she died,” Beth answered emotionlessly.

“How did that make you feel?”

Beth stared at her for several seconds before answering. It was the first time Jessie got the impression that the girl was calculating her response.

“I didn’t feel any kind of way. She’s a person I knew for about a month six years ago. My experience with her was negative. But I didn’t really know her well enough to have a strong reaction to her death. Should I have?”

Trembley piped up.

“It’s just that this woman, in your words, gave you the shove that led to you being kept in the hospital. It wouldn’t be crazy to think you’d feel strongly about it.”

Jessie’s heart sank, sensing what came next. Sure enough, Beth didn’t reply to his words. But her body responded. Her eyes welled up with tears as she got up from the plastic table and shuffled over to the corner of the room. She sank down into a crouched ball in the corner, looking at the wall, hugging her knees. Jessie could hear Lenore fumbling with the keys, trying to get into the room.

“What’s wrong?” Trembley asked.

Lenore finally got the door open, hurried over to Beth, and whispered something in her ear. Then she stood up and pointed to the door.

“I think we’re done,” she said quietly. “I’ve seen this before. She’s not going to answer any more questions at this point.”

They got up and followed her out. Trembley looked confused. Jessie tried to hide her frustration. It was only when they’d rounded the corner out of sight of the girl that anyone spoke.

“What happened?” Trembley asked.

“What happened, Detective,” Lenore began, stern for the first time since they’d arrived, “is that in one sentence you reminded her that she was stuck in a mental hospital and talked about what would and wouldn’t be considered crazy. For someone in her position, that’s the grand slam of offensive, triggering statements.’

Trembley stood there silently as he processed the impact of his insensitivity.

“Is there any chance she’ll calm down enough for us to try again?” Jessie pleaded.

“She’ll never talk to him again,” Lenore said, nodding at Trembley, whose head was down. “She might give you another shot, if she doesn’t associate you with his comments, but not for a few days at least.”

“I’m really sorry,” Trembley said. “I wasn’t thinking.”

Jessie didn’t want to get bogged down in that and moved on quickly.

“Lenore, be straight with us. It sounds like Beth had a long stretch of unsupervised time on the evening that Corinne Weatherly was murdered. In your opinion, is it logistically and temperamentally possible for her to have gone to Sovereign Studios and done this?”

Lenore sat with the question for a second before answering.

“Logistically, I don’t know. I mean, could she technically have somehow gotten a ride to the studio, snuck in, killed a famous actress, snuck back to the hospital, and gotten into her room before lights out? I’m not knowledgeable enough to know if that’s possible. What I do know is that Beth hasn’t had an unsupervised, solo outing in the time I’ve been here. Even if she had the desire and the knowhow to make it happen, both of which I question, I just don’t think she has the intestinal fortitude for it.”

“What do you mean?” Jessie asked.

“Like I said before, she’s very fragile. Just the thought of her getting a rideshare or cab seems unlikely. I could see her having a breakdown if it arrived a minute late. I’m not saying it’s inconceivable. But it’s pretty darn close.”

As they left the long-term care unit and returned to the main office to get their guns, Jessie turned over all the details in her head. By the time they left the hospital, she was inclined to agree with Lenore.

Petra Olivet, aka Beth Stanard, almost certainly hadn’t done this.

They were back to square one.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Trembley disagreed vehemently.

At first, as they drove from away from the hospital, he projected a hangdog vibe. But not for long.

“How can you just dismiss her as a suspect?” he demanded. “She has no alibi!”

Jessie tried not to let her own irritation bubble over and kept her tone as calm as possible.

“I’m not dismissing her,” she said. “We should run her story down, see if there are any provable contradictions. But I think the chances that she did this, rather than someone who was in active contact with the victim, are pretty remote.”

“We don’t know how remote,” he insisted. “Maybe a cab dropped her off in front of the studio and she walked in with a cleaning crew or something.”

“Yeah, Trembley, maybe she did,” Jessie shot back, feeling her patience dwindling. “And maybe we could have asked her about that if you didn’t imply she was a frickin’ psycho to her face. But now we have to wait some indeterminate period before she’s calm enough to talk again. By then, all our leads could be cold.”

“I admit that I screwed up,” he said, not sounding all that apologetic. “But that doesn’t change the fact that she had motive and opportunity. She’s unaccounted for during the window of death.”

In his frustration, he was riding the accelerator as they zipped along the pothole-strewn mountain road that skirted along the outskirts of Elysian Park.

“First of all, slow down,” Jessie ordered. “I’d prefer not to crash before we solve this case. Second, if we’re talking motive and opportunity, I can think of four people that we know were on the studio lot at the same time Corinne was killed. Maybe we eliminate them before fixating on the girl curled up in the corkboard-lined safe room. Besides, she has no discernible connection to the producer whose name was scrawled on the victim’s makeup mirror.”

Trembley, who had slowed down considerably, took a long breath. When he spoke, he sounded more controlled.

“I can’t explain that. But one thing’s for sure. Beth or Petra, or whatever her name is, may be unstable. But she’s not stupid. She admitted to following industry news. Surely she knows who Boatwright is. It’s not totally out there to think she wrote his name on the mirror to throw us off the scent. Come on, Jessie, you’re already eliminating her when she’s as credible a suspect as anyone else.”

Jessie was about to argue but stopped and took a moment to step back. Trembley was right. Though she hadn’t officially dismissed Petra/Beth as a suspect, in her head, she’d moved her to the back of the line. That kind of assumption was exactly the sort of thing Ryan would have given her a hard time for.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have been so skeptical. Let’s play out the thread on her. We’ll check her phone data, talk to local cab companies, review footage from outside the main entrance of the studio. Does that sound reasonable?”

“Yes.”

“And I’ll happily concede it could be her if you acknowledge that it could easily be any of the other folks we’ve been looking into. Fair?”

“Absolutely,” he said. 

“Good,” Jessie said. “Then let’s get out of our own way and get back to interviewing people who can actually shed some light on this thing.”

“Great idea,” Trembley said. “Next on our list was Jake Morant, her new agent. We still want to visit him now?”

“Sure,” Jessie said. “The only thing I like more than talking to an old, fading agent is talking to a young, grasping one. Glad I had a light breakfast.”

 

*

 

Jake Morant didn’t seem to care that he was a cliché.

Even before they met him, Jessie was getting a major snake oil vibe from the guy. His office was in a towering West Hollywood office building at the corner of Sunset and Doheny, just blocks from legendary nightclubs like the Viper Room and Whiskey-A-Go-Go. 

After they rode up twenty floors, the elevator opened directly into the offices of Creative Talent Associates, which took up the entire floor. After announcing themselves, Jessie and Trembley were quickly ushered into a small, secluded room. Jessie suspected it was because the presence of the LAPD in the reception area of a fancy agency wasn’t the look CTA was after.

It didn’t take long for them to be escorted to Morant’s office. The young assistant leading the way down the gleaming hall overlooking the Hollywood Hills moved shockingly fast, considering her four-inch heels. Jessie tried to keep up but found that the effort made her shoulder wince and her back cringe. She slowed down and let Trembley move ahead of her. The assistant knocked on the door, waited for the booming shout of “enter,” and opened the door.

Jake Morant, seated behind a massive mahogany desk and wearing a headset that he quickly ripped off, popped out of his chair like a jackrabbit and animatedly welcomed them in.

“Thanks so much for coming,” he exclaimed as if they were there to take an industry meeting, before turning to the assistant and saying in a mock whisper, “No interruptions, please, Jenna.”

Jake Morant was the antithesis of Phil Reinhold. Trim and sharply dressed in a navy suit, the guy was slightly built but looked to be in good shape. His black hair was slicked back and his pale skin suggested he didn’t get outside a ton. Jessie guessed that he was in his early thirties. 

He motioned for them to sit on the plush love seat while he sat in a high-backed wooden chair across from them. As she sank into the deep cushion, Jessie couldn’t help but chuckle at the overt attempt to use room décor as strategy. Though he wasn’t a tall man, sitting in a chair that looked more like a throne while his guests submerged into a sofa theoretically gave him a psychological advantage. But for Jessie, who wasn’t negotiating a deal, it was more amusing than intimidating.

“I can guess why you’re here,” Morant said once they had settled in. “But rather than make assumptions, why don’t I let you tell me?”

“Sure,” Trembley said, taking the initiative he was missing yesterday. “We have some questions about your client, Corinne Weatherly, who died on Sunday night.”

“I’ll do my best to answer everything I can, within the bounds of attorney-client privilege.”

“Wait,” Trembley said. “I thought you were her agent.”

“I am. I’m her lawyer and her agent,” he said, smiling before adding, “She’s my sister and my daughter.”

Jessie got the reference but pretended not to. She didn’t think it was all that funny.

“You must have been very upset when you heard about her death,” she said, reminding him of the seriousness of the situation.

“Oh, yes, unbelievably. It’s awful. She was a genius at what she did—underappreciated too. I think people will look back in ten years and realize what a momentous loss it was.”

“You were her agent for how long?” Jessie asked.

“Four months,” he said. “But I was a fan for many years prior to that. And we had a very close working relationship. I feel it here.”

He tapped his chest dramatically.

“You were her entertainment attorney only?” Trembley asked. “Or personal as well?”

“Well, if she had faced some kind of criminal issue, I would have obviously farmed that out for her. But in general, I was all-purpose. And in light of that, it will be doubly painful for me, having to unravel her estate while in mourning.”

Listening to Morant go on, Jessie suddenly reached her limit at putting up with his performative shenanigans.

“Can we cut to the chase here, Mr. Morant?” she asked. “I’m sure your time is valuable and we don’t want to waste it.”

“Of course,” he answered. As he did, Jessie noticed his body language change. His whole demeanor went from friendly and expansive to coiled and closed off. It was like he was waiting for the bell to start the first round of a prize fight.

“We know about the list,” she said simply.

“What list is that?” he asked, officially perplexed.

“The blackmail list. Listen, Mr. Morant. We’ve talked to Phil Reinhold and we’ve also spoken to Corinne’s husband. It’s pretty clear that the former didn’t have the chops to use the list the way she wanted. And I’d be surprised if she even confided in Willem that it existed. She needed a shark to help her use the list the way she wanted. And you’re a shark. You work at the agency where the list was first generated. You were mentored by the very man who created it. You probably have every name on it committed to memory.”

“Do you have a question for me, Ms. Hunt?’ Morant asked, appearing uninterested.

“I do,” she replied. “I want to know who on that list was aware that Corinne Weatherly was using it to extract better contracts, and who among those folks was especially upset about it.”

He sat quietly for a moment, twiddling his fingers as he sat on his silly faux throne. Even before he spoke, she knew he would be lying. Though she’d never met the guy before, she was already picking up his tells, one of which was an almost vibrating sense of excitement when he knew he was about to try to pull one over on someone.

“I have no idea what list you’re talking about,” he said with a wide smile stamped on his face. “It sounds like something illegal. And I’d never associate myself with illicit activities.”

“We have a copy of the list,” she said, ignoring his protestation. “Our tech people are working at accessing it as we speak. They may have already cracked it. So denying your awareness of it won’t help. The information is coming out no matter what. But you have the opportunity to be on the side of the angels. You can flag people we should be looking at.”

Morant, whose face had remained locked in that unmoving smile, didn’t even blink.

“I’m afraid I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re referencing,” he told her. “I’d love to be of assistance but I’m just at a loss.”

Trembley leaned in and added a thought.

“Maybe we need to get a warrant to review your files and find the ones that might refresh your recollection.”

Jessie didn’t visibly react but her felt her insides sag slightly. Trembley was playing a losing hand and didn’t seem to know it.

“Detective Trembley,” Morant began slowly, seeming to relish what was to come, “while I appreciate your threat, I have to tell you, it rings hollow. You’re more than welcome to try to get a warrant. But you may find it difficult to find a judge who will allow you to pore over confidential client files, no matter how innocent.”

“Not all your files are related to your work as a lawyer,” Trembley countered. “Some deal with your role as agent.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. We’ll have to hash that out in the courts. And as you may have noticed, this entire floor is comprised of people with legal training, all of whom can be deployed to block, delay, and defeat whatever you send our way. You’re welcome to take us on. But I have to warn you, in the most friendly way, that you are almost certain to lose, at least in the short term and possibly in the end. If the head of Sovereign Studios eventually capitulated to us, I don’t think two goober cops from Downtown Division are going to make us sweat.”

Jessie, who could sense Trembley getting agitated, jumped in before he could respond.

“Why so combative, Mr. Morant?” she asked. “If there’s nothing to hide, why hide anything?”

“Because it’s fun,” he answered without guile.

“All right,” she said, standing up as she tried to mask her frustration. “I see that we’re at impasse. But I have a warning for you, Mr. Morant. We’re investigating a murder. And if we find that you’ve obfuscated facts that could have helped find Corinne Weatherly’s killer, it will go very badly for you. It’s one thing to operate an informal escort service and use it for blackmail. It’s something else entirely to obstruct justice in a murder case. You will eventually go down for the former so I recommend you reconsider helping us. We can reach a deal but not if you help protect a murderer.”

Morant stood up too.

“Thanks so much for your time,” he said, not directly responding to her comment and not extending his hand. “I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other again.”

“Count on it,” Trembley said emphatically as they walked out.

“Make sure to have Jenna validate your parking,” Morant reminded them amiably as they walked back down the hall.

Jessie didn’t respond. She was too focused on her losing hand. But then she remembered that the game wasn’t over yet.

I still have one card to play.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

“This seems desperate,” Trembley said, not for the first time.

They were headed back to the studio to play Jessie’s last card.

“Listen,” she replied. “We’re at an impasse here. Morant was right. Even if we got a warrant, the CTA lawyers would drown us in motions and paperwork for months. It won’t help solve this case. Besides, we already have the list. The tech folks will crack it soon. If we want to make a case for pandering, it will need to come from that. We can hand the info over to Vice. Morant was only useful to us as a guide, to let us know which names to focus on. Without his help, it might be useless in our investigation.”

“So it was a wasted trip,” Trembley asked.

“No. He’s the reason we’re going to see Remy Haughton.”

Remy Haughton was the president of Sovereign Studios. Even Jessie had heard of him. He’d been the president of a major studio longer than any of the other current heads, eleven years. He was known as a charmer and glad hander in public and a ruthless negotiator behind the scenes.

“Remind me why again,” Trembley asked.

“Because Jake Morant mentioned that Haughton had capitulated to CTA. He wasn’t specific but we were talking about Corinne and the list when he mentioned that. So it stands to reason that the dispute they had involved one or the other, possibly both.”

“You think Haughton is on that list?”

“I think it’s possible,” Jessie replied. “Or maybe someone else in a sensitive position at the studio is. He’s the guy who would have greenlit production on the Marauder reboot, right? Maybe he was convinced to do so by material on that list.”

As they approached the studio’s main entrance, Jessie noted that the small memorial to Corinne Weatherly that had been set up on the sidewalk was bigger now, comprised of more posters, candles, and many white roses. There were about a dozen people milling about, some wearing outfits from her movies. A few were singing.

 Jessie and Trembley were now well-known enough to the guards at the gate house that they were waved in through the employee line to save time. A guard directed them to Haughton’s office by circling a location on the increasingly familiar studio lot map.

They walked over to the building and removed their weapons before passing through the metal detector at the building’s entrance. It was the first one they’d encountered anywhere on the lot. Looking first at the guns, and then at the badges they flashed, the eyes of Rudy, the bored guard manning the detector, popped wide open. 

He called ahead to warn Haughton’s people what was coming their way, then gave them laminated badges and told them where to go. They took the elevator to the third floor. When it opened, a petite woman in her thirties was standing there waiting.

“Hi, I’m Maura, Mr. Haughton’s executive assistant. Rudy let us know you were on your way up and Mr. Haughton asked me to escort you back.”

Unlike Alana, Miller Boatwright’s assistant, Maura was dressed in business attire and projected the no-nonsense attitude of someone who’d been on the job a while and knew how to handle almost any situation. She opened the door to Haughton’s outer office and then swiped her key card to enter the interior.

As they followed her down the hall, Jessie noticed that this place was much less ostentatious than Boatright’s. There were a few posters and paintings on the wall, but there were also children’s drawings thumb-tacked to corkboards.

“Who’s the artist?” Jessie asked, pointing to one image of a green sun shining over a purple ocean.

“The kids of everyone in the office contribute,” Maura said. “That one was done by my son.”

They reached Haughton’s door, which was cracked open. Maura knocked.

“The detectives are here,” she said, pushing the door wide.

Haughton was on a call and held up a finger to indicate he was almost done.

“I’ve got to go, Jerry,” he said mildly. “I’ve got an impromptu meeting but I’ll call you back after.”

He hung up, then stood up to greet them. Jessie had seen photos of him before and he looked essentially the same in real life. The man was distinguished but not imposing. In his late fifties, he was just starting to lose a bit of his silvery hair. He had a slight paunch and a solid collection of wrinkles. He wore slacks and a dress shirt, but no tie. He oozed unpretentious confidence.

“I assumed we’d run into each other at some point,” he said, shaking hands and then leaning back on his desk. “I’m Remy Haughton. You must be Detective Trembley.”

Trembley seemed surprised that anyone would know his name in advance and nodded silently. Haughton turned his attention to Jessie.

“And this is the infamous Jessie Hunt in the flesh—catcher of killers, rescuer of the innocent, righter of wrongs, and refuser of life rights deals. Is refuser a word?”

Jessie shrugged.

“I’m more focused on the ‘infamous’ thing,” she replied. “Is that how I’m perceived?”

“I only meant that you’re well known by both your admirers and your haters. Everyone’s got a take on you.”

“As I’m learning,” she said, about to dive into the nitty-gritty. Haughton beat her to the punch.

“So I won’t insult you by asking how the investigation is going. I’m sure you’re not able to share details. But I’m here to help in any way I can. Please sit.”

He motioned to several chairs. Jessie noted that all of them were of equal size.

“We’ve been driving all morning,” she said, “so I prefer to stand. But we’ll definitely take you up on that help. What can you tell us about a compromising list we’ve heard about?”

Haughton readjusted himself on the desk, seeming to honestly ponder the question.

“That’s a loaded question, Ms. Hunt. I’m privy to a number of lists that could be described as compromising. But for the sake of expediency, I’m going to assume you’re referring to the Bad Boys list?”

“I haven’t heard that phrase,” Jessie conceded. “But if we’re talking about a list of powerful men who like to have young actresses procured for companionship, I think we’re on the same page.”

“I think we are too,” he said. “And honestly, that name is just one I use for the sake of brevity. It’s nothing official. What would you like to know about it?”

“Are you on it?” Jessie asked pointedly.

“I am not,” he answered without hesitation.

“How can you be sure?” Trembley asked.

Haughton looked at him with amusement.

“Because I’ve never engaged in that kind of behavior,” he said simply. “I’ve been happily married for thirty-three years.”

“Are any of your executives on the list?” Jessie followed up.

He paused, but only briefly.

“This gets into a bit of a tricky area. I’ve never seen this list but I’ve been informed that some folks in our organization are on it.”

“Who informed you?” Jessie asked.

“Jake Morant at CTA.”

Jessie was slightly surprised at his forthrightness but proceeded as if she’d expected the response.

“Without naming names, as I’m sure you won’t do, did Mr. Morant say that any executives or producers associated with the Marauder films series were on the list?”

“He did.”

We’re on a roll now.

“Did he suggest that you tell these people to reboot the series so as to prevent their names from becoming public?”

“He did.”

“Is that why the film was greenlit?” Trembley joined in.

Haughton looked at him with the mildly condescending expression of a teacher who was impressed that the quiet kid asked a question in class.

“Only in part,” he said. “I was already toying with the idea of rebooting the franchise. We own the rights. It’s been half a decade since the last one so it seemed ripe to monetize, especially if we could bring in an edgy director. To be honest, I was reluctant to hire Corinne back based on her well-known reputational issues. But once Jake made his ‘pitch,’ I reconsidered and eventually embraced the idea. It’s like going back to basics—a return to a more high-brow horror premise with the original actress attached. The film sells itself so marketing is easy.”

“But it didn’t pan out that way?’ Jessie prompted.

“Not so much,” Haughton allowed. “Corinne was as difficult as ever. The director, despite his talent, was a challenging combination of weak-willed with her and a bully with everyone else. We were over budget and over schedule even before this tragedy occurred. It’s a mess.”

“What about Miller Boatwright?” Jessie asked, intentionally switching topics without warning.

“What about him?” Haughton asked. “He not involved with the Marauder series.”

For the first time, Jessie sensed a hint of disingenuousness. She asked her next question carefully.

“No. But he did produce her first big hit, the Petals movie, and his name was written on the mirror in Corinne’s trailer. Did they have a combative relationship?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Haughton said without pausing to think.

Jessie nodded and walked over to one of the chairs.

“I think I will sit down for a bit,” she said, before continuing. “How did she get that role again?”

“She auditioned and beat out hundreds of other actresses.”

“No special favors traded,” she asked, almost as if it was an afterthought.

“Of course not,” Haughton said, straining for self-righteousness. “She was the best choice for the role. I think the box office and critical response bears that out.”

“All the same, we’d like to take a look at some of the production files from the project,” she said.

“Production files?” he repeated.

“I don’t know all those fancy movie terms,” she said, making a token attempt at looking ashamed. “Help me out here, Trembley.”

He complied without hesitation.

“Casting call paperwork, audition tapes, call sheets, script draft revisions, that sort of thing.”

Haughton was still smiling warmly but his eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly.

“Certainly, I’d be glad to help. You’ll just need to go through the official channels, get a search warrant, that sort of thing. Then we’ll happily open up the vault for you.”

Jessie sensed they’d touched a nerve.

“We can absolutely do that,” she said sunnily. “But maybe you can help expedite the process so that we can hit the ground running. We’ll just start looking through the materials and then, when that search warrant comes in, we can give it to you as a formality.”

“Oh,” Haughton said slowly, as if he was actually entertaining the idea. “I would do that right now if it was up to me. But I can just hear our general counsel when he found out. The guy would have my head if I didn’t follow proper procedure. Since I rather like my head, I think it’s best we stick to doing everything by the book.”

Jessie could see how this elaborate game between them was going to play out but she made her next move anyway. She didn’t want there to be any illusions about what was really going on.

“I completely understand your position, Mr. Haughton. You’re the head of a major studio, and as such, you’re justifiably risk-averse. But we’re talking about a murder investigation of a once-beloved actress. I saw the impromptu memorial in front of the main gate. Fans are lighting candles and singing songs from her movies. And you seem like a really good guy. That’s why I worry that it might look bad for the studio, and even for you personally, if it got out that the leadership of Sovereign Studios was stonewalling the efforts of ‘infamous’ criminal profiler Jessie Hunt as she tries to bring Corinne’s killer to justice. I don’t want you tarred with that label.”

Haughton’s smile, already wide, broadened even further. He seemed to genuinely be enjoying this.

“I guess that’s why they pay me the big bucks,” he said sadly, “to take the heat for the tough decisions. If I have to take the hit for this, so be it. I really would love to help. But unfortunately it’s against studio policy to provide access to those files without a valid warrant. And far be it from me to undermine the policies adopted and approved by shareholders. You understand.”

Jessie smiled back, appreciating the guy’s skills despite her disappointment.

“I do indeed, sir.”

He politely bid them well and they walked out of the office, full of suspicion but empty-handed. Despite all of their suspects, none had emerged as a clear target.

“What now?” Trembley asked.

Jessie looked at him, hoping she didn’t appear as frustrated as she felt.

“Back to square one.” 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Jamil threw them a lifeline.

They were headed back to the station, neither speaking, both stewing at how the Haughton interview had gone, when the newest member of the Central Station research staff called.

“Please tell me you’ve got good news, Jamil,” she pleaded when she picked up. “We could really use it.”

“I’ve got news,” he answered, unruffled. “You can decide how good it is. Tech wanted me to pass along that they’re very close on the thumb drive. They think they’ll have it cracked in the next few hours. As for me, I was able to track down Tara Tanner. She lives in Brooklyn with her husband, Porter Stone, and their newborn baby boy, Gray.”

With everything going on, Jessie had almost forgotten about the actress.

“Anything jump out at you?” she asked.

“No. They seem to be leading a quiet life. She does the occasional commercial. He works for a corporate bank with offices in both L.A. and New York. He specifically requested a transfer.”

“Were you able to determine why they moved?”

“No,” Jamil said. “It could be totally innocent. After all, they were going to have a kid and her parents live in Queens. Maybe she just wanted to be closer to family while still living somewhere she could continue her career. There is one thing, though it may be unrelated.”

“Go ahead,” Jessie said, hoping for anything she could cling to.

“It looks like her husband filed for separation while they still lived out here. But he rescinded it less than forty-eight hours later. There were no specifics other than ‘irreconcilable differences.’ I guess they reconciled them pretty quickly. You can ask her about it yourself.”

“What?” Jessie asked.

“I got her cell number. I was tempted to call myself but thought you might prefer to do the honors.”

“You thought right. What is it?”

Jamil gave her the number and promised that Tech would let her know as soon as they cracked the thumb drive with the Bad Boys list. Jessie called Tara Tanner as soon as she hung up. After two rings, the call connected.

“Hello?” The voice was female and apprehensive.

“Hi, Ms. Tanner,” she said, leaping right in for fear the woman would hang up before she got to the point. “My name is Jessie Hunt. I’m calling from Los Angeles. I work with the LAPD and need to talk to you briefly.”

“Have I done something wrong?” Tanner asked anxiously.

“No ma’am. I have a few questions about Miller Boatwright—”

“I have no comment,” Tanner said tersely, cutting her off. “Any questions should be directed to my attorney. I assume that since you have my number, you can get his. Good day.”

The line went dead.

“That went well,” Jessie muttered as they pulled into the police station parking garage. Trembley had just turned off the car when Jessie got another call. She didn’t recognize the number. Filled with renewed hope that Tanner had changed her mind, she quickly answered it.

“Ms. Tanner?”

“No. This is Mort Ryerson, Garland Moses’s estate lawyer. Is this Jessie Hunt?”

Jessie tried to hide both her disappointment and confusion.

“Yes, Mr. Ryerson. It’s me. I’m sorry. I didn’t recognize this number and thought it might be someone else. How can I help you?”

“Not a problem. I’m actually calling from my cell. I’m in the car on my way to Garland’s place. I was hoping you could meet me there since it’s the lunch hour. I’ve almost wrapped up all the details regarding the estate. But Garland left a gift for you at his house and requested that I show it to you in person. Once that’s resolved, everything will be complete.”

“Can it wait? I’m in the middle of a case.”

Trembley made a face at her that she didn’t understand.

“Actually, hold on one second, Mr. Ryerson,” she said before mouthing to Trembley, “What?”

“We’re at a dead end,” he whispered. “You have time. I’ll follow up here. Go. Get this finished.”

Jessie couldn’t think of a good reason not to, at least not one she was willing to share out loud.

“Are you still there, Mr. Ryerson?” she asked.

“I am.”

“I’ll adjust my schedule,” she said. “Meet you there in twenty minutes?”

“I’ll be waiting.”

 

*

 

When Jessie arrived, Mort Ryerson was sitting on the front step of Garland’s house. The front door was open. She parked in the driveway next to his car and took a moment to gather herself.

To Trembley, it must have seemed like she didn’t care about getting a gift from Garland. But that wasn’t it. What she couldn’t tell him, Mort Ryerson, or anyone was that she didn’t feel like she deserved a gift at all. Garland was dead because of her. Her ex-husband had killed him specifically to hurt her. That she would in some way benefit from his death seemed more than inappropriate. It just felt wrong.

 But since saying that out loud was more painful than keeping it hidden inside, she put on a smile, got out of the car, and walked over. She just wanted to get it over with. The man wore a suit despite the weather and she could see beads of sweat on his bald head even from a distance.

“I already unlocked everything,” Ryerson said, standing up. “You know how elaborate Garland’s security measures are. I know you’re busy and didn’t want you to have to wait.”

“Thanks,” Jessie said. “So once this is done, the estate is resolved?”

“I still have a few things to wrap up, but as far as you’re concerned yes. I appreciate your help in the matter. As you know, what little family he had wasn’t all that interested.”

Jessie nodded. It had been a burden to go through the remnants of Garland’s life. Every memento opened a tiny wound, reminding her that he’d be alive now if not for the actions of her own ex-husband. But if helping settle his affairs was all that was being asked of her, then that seemed like a small request.

“Shall we end the suspense?” she asked. “Do you want to show me the gift he left me?”

“Let’s do it,” Ryerson said, leading her inside. Jessie noticed that he had a secretive smile on his face. She’d never seen him anything but somber. It was oddly unsettling.

They stood in the well-appointed living room, surrounded by furniture that had, in some cases, been hand-built by Garland himself. At first glance, the place had an old-fashioned feel. But Jessie knew that embedded throughout the home was all manner of technology, designed both for comfort and protection. She looked over at Ryerson, her eyebrows raised.

“I’m giddy with anticipation,” she said jokingly. “Where is it?”

“You’re looking at it,” he said, the smile no longer so secretive.

Jessie looked around, confused, searching for some gift-wrapped box.

“Where?”

“Everywhere,” Ryerson said, more excited than she’d ever seen him. “The house is your gift. He left it for you in an addendum to his will. I only found out myself this morning.”

“What?” she asked, dumbfounded.

“He specifically said you can do whatever you want with it—sell it, rent it out, bulldoze it and use the bones for kindling.”

Jessie stared at Ryerson, still not entirely sure this was real. He nodded in understanding.

“I had it appraised and the home value is in the one-point-three-million-dollar range, so maybe don’t go the kindling route. Garland did want me to convey one thought, however.”

Ryerson pulled out a sheet of paper and handed it to her. It read:

 

Jessie,

If you’re reading this, I’m dead. It probably happened fending off a mountain lion while thru-hiking the Pacific Crest Trail. That or I fell and hit my head on the way to the freezer for more ice cream.

Either way, I wanted you to know, in case I never got around to saying it in life, that it has been a pleasure getting to know you, watching you grow as both a profiler and a person. I didn’t think that at my advanced years, I could make any new friends. You ended up becoming much more than that to me.

I hope that the years ahead are less rocky for you than the ones behind you. I hope that the demons that have haunted you loosen their grip, or that you loosen your grip on them. Regardless, I know that you will face down the future with the same indomitable strength that has sustained you up until now.

Please remember that while in our work we often see the worst in people, your life is made richer by allowing yourself to believe the best of them, especially those closest to you. Give them the benefit of the doubt until they give you cause not to, and maybe even after that. We are all flawed, imperfect creatures. As long as we strive to become better, we deserve a bit of grace. That goes for those you love and for you too.

Also, the house is yours now. You are free to do what you like with it. But I hope you might consider making it a real home. You deserve one.

Garland

 

Jessie looked up to see that Ryerson was holding out the keys. She didn’t move, not even to wipe away the tear trickling down her cheek. He reached out, took her hand, and pressed them into her palm. Then, without another word, he turned and left, leaving her alone in her new house.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

Jessie sat on the porch, trying to decide which emotion to focus on.

She felt simultaneously overwhelmed, bewildered, appreciative, and, most of all, guilty.

What would Garland Moses think of her in this moment? Not only was she no longer an official profiler for the LAPD, but she was treading water in her unofficial consulting capacity. She was doing a terrible job of offering grace to her little sister, who she feared was a sociopath. Just last night, her dreams were consumed by the demons from her past. She wondered whether, if he knew how she was doing, he might retract the offer of the house.

Shaking her head in annoyance at herself, Jessie stood up.

Stop feeling sorry yourself.

She wasn’t sure if it was his voice or her own in her head. Either way, she decided to listen to it. As she wandered around the house, trying to clear her head, the practical impact of owning this place became clear.

As a result of years of hunting down killers who might want payback if they escaped or were ever released, Garland’s security measures were even more stringent than the ones Jessie had established at her old condo. The house was bigger too, with lots of distance between the three bedrooms, one more than the condo had. The walls were thicker as well, allowing everyone a modicum of privacy.

Best of all, the house was one story, which would make for better ease of movement if—no, when—Ryan got out of the hospital. It would be easier to set up wheelchair ramps and wall rails here than in an apartment building with multiple floors and long hallways, or in a house with a second story.

Jessie sat down at the desk in Garland’s office. Something about being in this room cleared her head. She glanced absentmindedly at the coffee mug paperweight, rereading the line on it:

Whoever kills one life kills the world entire, and whoever saves one life saves the world entire.

She closed her eyes and allowed her mind to drift from her personal situation back to the case. She couldn’t save Corinne’s life, but at the very least, she could get justice for her. And others might be in danger too with a killer out there. She asked herself what Garland would focus on. What was the connective tissue among the seemingly unrelated clues and suspects?

One thing was clear. Everything about the case seemed to involve a jumble of convoluted power dynamics. Corinne Weatherly wielded it over the cast and crew of the film. Director Anton Zyskowski did the same with everyone but her. All the behind-the-scenes Hollywood players she’d met—producer Miller Boatwright, agents Phil Reinhold and Jake Morant, and studio head Remy Haughton—wielded whatever power they had with impunity.

But for them, there was an extra dimension: sex. Boatwright had a reputation, deserved or not, of using his position to extract sexual favors from women. Both agents had used actresses to satisfy the urges of clients and then manipulate those very same clients. Haughton was at least aware of all it, even if he wasn’t technically complicit.

Jessie leaned back in her chair, trying to relax, trying to let it come to her. She felt like she was overlooking something that was right in front of her, something that would unlock the mystery of what happened to Corinne Weatherly.

Corinne. She was the key. And suddenly Jessie sensed an imaginary click in her head as a new door of possibility opened. Her eyes popped open. A second later she was dialing Trembley’s number. As soon as he picked up, even before saying hello, she dived in.

“We’ve been thinking about this wrong,” she said.

“Hi, Jessie,” Trembley replied. “Nice to hear from you. Thinking about what wrong?”

“We’ve been circling an obvious theory without really exploring it.”

“What possibility?” Trembley asked.

“That Corinne slept with Miller Boatwright to get her first big role in Petals and Petulance. I know that possibility has been out there, unspoken. But let’s speak it.”

Trembley was quiet for a moment before responding.

“Okay, but I don’t see what the theory gets us. That movie came out a decade ago. Even if it did happen, why would it blow back on her now?”

“That’s exactly the question we should be asking, Trembley. What has changed since then? Since you’re the cinephile, tell me if I’m getting all this right: the fairy tale story is that Corinne Weatherly beat out hundreds of actresses for the lead in that movie, right?”

“Right,” he confirmed.

“And supposedly Boatwright was the one who championed her when others weren’t sold on her, right? He was the white knight who rescued her from a previously unmemorable career, correct?”

“Correct.”

“And despite his reputation as a womanizer, no one questioned the glass slipper story because the movie was a commercial and critical hit, reinforcing the narrative that he’d discovered this remarkable talent among a sea of actresses. Is that fair?”

“All good so far,” Trembley said.

Jessie paused for a moment to let her words catch up with her brain.

“Then why,” she asked, “didn’t they ever work together again?”

“What do you mean?”

“They had massive success with this film. It’s seems like a no-brainer for them to team up again at some point. But according to Weatherly’s filmography, she and Boatwright never worked together on another movie, ever.”

“Maybe their schedules just didn’t align?” he offered.

“Maybe,” Jessie conceded. “Or maybe something happened with that movie that guaranteed she would never work with him again.”

“Like what, exactly?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he pressured her for sex to get the role. Maybe she offered. Maybe it was in both their interests to keep that quiet to maintain the fairy tale casting story.”

“I guess it’s possible,” Trembley said. “But it doesn’t really line up with how Reinhold described her. Remember, he said that Corinne only used the Bad Boys list to negotiate better contracts, not to get roles. It sounded like she had a real aversion to getting parts the wrong way.”

Jessie smiled to herself. She was glad Trembley couldn’t see her expression because she knew it would come off as condescending.

“He did say that,” she agreed. “But why would we believe him? This is the guy who came up with a concept that was essentially an aspiring actress prostitution ring. I’m not willing to take any of his assertions at face value. And even if I did, that doesn’t blow up the theory. What if she refused to use the list to get roles later in her career because she regretted doing it originally? What if she felt ashamed about how she achieved her initial fame and success and vowed never to do it again?”

“Okay,” Trembley said. “That seems plausible. But it still doesn’t explain why this would all blow up now.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Jessie agreed. “I could speculate. Maybe her casting in the Marauder reboot opened the old wounds of someone who thought she slept her way into this part just like the one that made her famous in the first place. Maybe it was a co-worker who got sick of taking abuse from someone they thought got famous by sleeping around. What if there’s another Petra Olivet out there who decided to take things out on her tormenter rather than herself?”

“That’s a lot of speculation,” Trembley warned.

“Maybe,” Jessie conceded. “But between the name on that makeup mirror and the white rose in Corinne Weatherly’s hand, I’d call it informed speculation. That’s why we have to re-interview the one person who can shed some light on this. Are you ready to knock over some china, Trembley?”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” he moaned. “But I guess so.”

“Attaboy!” she said, buoyed by an enthusiasm that seemed impossible even ten minutes earlier.

She filled him in on the plan, then hurriedly turned off the lights and left the house. She locked up and walked to her car, looking over shoulder, wondering if Garland’s house was some kind of lucky charm. Then she mentally corrected herself.

My house.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

Hannah felt duped.

For the last four hours, she’d been stuck in Kat’s thirteen-year-old Subaru Outback, armed with tepid air-conditioning, as the sun beat down on her. Even parked in the shade under a tree across from McMillan Park, the rays cut through the leaves, acting like a magnifying glass on her exposed legs.

 “Remind me again why you’re sure this guy is going to show?” she asked.

Kat glanced over at her, with what Hannah interpreted as a look of contained irritation. Admittedly, she had asked a variation of this question multiple times.

“You can never be sure. But the suspect was here yesterday, just not selling to minors. I took photos and video of him in action. So it stands to reason that he’ll be back today.”

“But if you have photos and video, why not just turn them over to the cops now and get him arrested?” Hannah asked.

“Because the police aren’t my client,” Kat reminded her. “I’m being paid by a family who believes the guy is feeding this stuff to their son, Errol, and his friends. They want proof that he’s selling to kids, yes. But they specifically want evidence that he’s selling to Erroll. Once I have photos of their son with him, the parents can either take that to the cops directly or confront Errol. They’re not interested in busting every dealer, jut the one feeding their son.”

Hannah was quiet for second before responding.

“But even if you get definitive proof of this guy selling to their kid and the cops arrest him, won’t some new dealer just slide into his place and pick up where he left off?”

“That’s an excellent point, Hannah; one I made to them before they hired me. I suggested their money might be more wisely spent getting Errol into rehab. As long as he has the need, there will always be someone willing to meet it.”

“They didn’t go for that?”

Kat shrugged.

“They’re certain that if this dealer is taken off the streets, their son will get back on the straight and narrow and be the little boy they remember. I felt like I’d given them my honest assessment. They still wanted to pay me. So here we are.”

Hannah looked back down at her phone. Kat had sent her photos of the suspected dealer, as well as Errol and a half dozen of his friends so she could point them out if she saw them. She scrolled through the images, trying to imprint them on her brain. Some of the kids appeared to be older than their age. But Errol, who was apparently fifteen, looked closer to thirteen. He had braces, lots of pimples, and the same longish blond hair covering half his face that seemed to be required for teenage skateboarding boys.

“Listen,” Kat said, breaking her concentration. “I have to run to the restroom. Are you okay here?”

“Of course.”

“Keep the doors locked. If you see anyone who matches the pictures, text me right away. Cool?”

“Super cool,” Hannah said. “Are you able to grab me a coffee while you’re out?”

Kat shook her head reproachfully.

“I guess. It’s a good thing you’re already tall or I’d warn you that it will stunt your growth. You’ve already had two, haven’t you?”

Hannah gave her most angelic smile.

“I’m just trying to stay alert to do my best for Auntie Kat.”

Kat grunted in response as she got out and closed the door.

“Lock it,” she yelled through the closed window before heading off to the corner store they’d been using for supplies and bathroom breaks all morning.

When she was out of sight, Hannah returned her attention to the park. She’d never been here before and found it fascinating in a disturbing way. On the surface, it was charming. The whole place encircled a small lake with a fountain in the middle. There were multiple playgrounds and walking paths dotted with dozens of trees.

But when she looked closer, she noticed small tents at the base of almost every bush large enough to offer shade. Several shopping carts had been pushed into the lake and embedded themselves in the shallow water, too far out to collect but not deep enough to sink out of sight.

And everywhere she looked, surreptitious transactions were taking place—behind trees or bushes, near trash cans or benches, occasionally while lying on the grass beside someone. She occasionally saw a cop go by on foot.

But the only time one had taken any action was when a man waving a hanger chased after a woman pushing a stroller full of plastic bags. Only when the stroller toppled over and the woman curled up in a ball beside it with the man hovering over her, shouting, did the cop amble over and say something. Whatever it was, the hanger guy ran off in the other direction and the woman in the fetal position stood up, organized the stroller, and wandered off as if nothing had happened.

This wasn’t what Hannah had wanted. She’d agreed to come as part of her ongoing “experiment in self,” as she’d taken to silently calling it, to determine exactly where her limits were. But sitting in a car, slowly getting sunburned, hadn’t afforded her much of an opportunity to test herself.

Before she could ponder that any further, she saw them. Errol and two of his friends, one male and one female, came down the walking path, trying to look casual and failing. They all sat down together on a bench in front of the lake. A few seconds later, a gangly figure emerged from a tent on a small hill about forty yards away. It was the dealer.

She recognized him immediately. It was made easier because he wore the same too-big striped green and gray shirt from the photo Kat had taken of him yesterday. But even without that, he was hard to miss.

Hannah guessed that he was in his early twenties. His unkempt brown hair stood up in random places and almost every bit of exposed skin was covered in tattoos, including much of his face, which appeared to have some kind of pinkish rash. Lanky and easily six foot four, he loped over to the kids like a slovenly giraffe.

Hannah pulled up Kat’s number and began to text the situation, then stopped. It occurred to her that this was an excellent opportunity to continue the “experiment in self.” The dealer didn’t appear to be armed. It was a public place in daylight. What would happen if she inserted herself in this situation?

She knew she was capable of feeling fear when her life was being threatened by a serial killer or a sibling’s vengeful ex-husband. But how would her body and mind respond to being in the presence of a scummy, fourth-tier drug dealer? She was also kind of curious to learn what made a guy like this tick.

I guess it’s time to find out.

She unlocked the car and got out, shoving her phone in her pocket as she walked in their direction. By now, the dealer had reached Errol and his friends and was standing in front of them, chatting amiably.

Hannah approached them, mentally reviewing the self-defense crash course Jessie had given her several months ago. She’d only agreed when her sister had insisted that she learn the moves or else lose her phone. Despite her outward reluctance, Hannah hadn’t minded. After all, Jessie had learned the techniques from trained FBI combat experts. There was something pretty cool about that.

By the time she arrived, she saw what looked to be a quick, clandestine exchange between Errol and the dealer of cash and some unidentified item. Both guys were shoving what they’d received in their pockets just as she joined them.

“How’s it going, fellas?” she asked affably.

The dealer and the teenagers all turned to her with startled looks on their faces.

“Do I know you?” Errol asked.

“Yeah, dude. We go to the same school, Errol. I’m going into senior year. You don’t recognize me?”

Errol looked embarrassed and confused.

“I feel like I’d remember seeing you. What’s your name?”

“Ha…Hallie, Hallie Hernandez,” she lied and, after getting a blank stare added, “You’re hurting my feelings here.”

“What do you want, Ha-Hallie Hernandez?” the dealer asked, eyeing her suspiciously. “We’re kind of in the middle of something here.”

Hannah waited for the nerves to kick in but none did. When she responded, her voice sounded unperturbed. 

“I know. That’s why I’m here. I’m looking to score some Molly. I knew you guys had a connection in the park so I decided to hang out here until I saw who you were meeting up with.”

“Why didn’t you just ask us at school?” the girl, dark-haired and frail-boned, with ghostly white skin, asked.

“It’s summer. School’s out, darlin’,” she replied without hesitation. “I didn’t think it would be cool to knock on the door of your house and ask your folks if I could talk to their kid about coordinating a drug purchase outing.”

“Look, sweetheart,” the dealer said, taking an uncomfortably close step toward her, “I don’t know you and I don’t trust you. So why don’t you find someone else to do business with? I’m just talking to my friends here.”

Hannah smiled back, noting the slightest tingle of adrenaline firing through her system.

“I’d like to be friends,” she told him, extending her hand. “Like I said, my name’s Hallie. What’s yours, friend?”

The dealer looked at her hand, then without warning, swatted it away.

“My name’s mind your goddamn business. You better get the hell out of here, Ha-Hallie or I’m gonna get a lot less friendly, you hear?”

Despite her smarting palm, Hannah’s smile only broadened. Seeing the guy so agitated tickled her to no end. Intellectually, she knew she should be terrified of him but she just wasn’t feeling it.

“This is you being friendly?” she asked with mild amusement. “You must be a real hit at the local tent and bush parties. What do your pals call you, DJ Patchy Face?”

That seemed to be the final straw. The dealer whipped a switchblade from his back pocket and held it out, only inches from Hannah’s neck. She didn’t flinch, but she did notice that welcome tingling extend to her fingertips. She was about to respond when someone beat her to it.

“Whoa,” came a familiar voice from behind her. “I thought I asked you to wait in the car, sweetie, not bother the nice people enjoying the park.”

Everyone but Hannah turned to look at Kat, who came to a stop beside her. She was carrying the requested coffee.

“Who’s this bitch?” the dealer hissed.

“Language, young man,” Kat said scoldingly. “There’s no need to be disrespectful.”

“Your sweetie here is the disrespectful one and I’m about to teach her some manners. Maybe you’d like a lesson too. It looks like somebody’s already taught you a couple things.”

He was referencing the long scar running down the left side of Kat’s face. She didn’t visibly react to the insult. Instead, she removed the top off the coffee and took a small sip.

 “Here’s what’s going to happen, young man,” she replied slowly and without emotion. “You’re going to drop that knife on the ground, turn, and walk away. If you do that, this encounter can end painlessly. If you don’t, well, other stuff will happen. You have five seconds to comply starting now. Five…”

“No scarfaced bitch tells me what to do,” he spat.

“Four,” Kat interrupted.

“You just made this real bad,” the dealer warned.

“Three.”

The dealer leapt forward, extending the knife toward them. In one fluid movement which Hannah barely had time to process, Kat used her right arm to push her back out of the way of the blade as she flung the coffee at the guy with her left hand. He was just starting to scream in pain as the hot beverage splashed his face when Kat did something blurringly fast with her hands that removed the knife from the dealer’s hand and seemed to leave his wrist broken.

A moment later he was flat on his stomach with her knee in his lower back. As his screams turned to moans, Errol and the other two kids tore off down the path away from them. In the distance, Hannah saw the foot patrol officer running toward them with a vigor she suspected he rarely used.

“We’re going to have to have a little chat later,” Kat said to her, not even breathing heavily as she removed a pair of handcuffs and slapped them on the guy’s wrists, one of which was quickly swelling up.

“I’m sorry,” Hannah said unconvincingly.

“Not only did you put you, me, and those kids at risk, you’ve cost me a lot of money. You didn’t text me. Tell me—did you even think to take photos of them together?”

Hannah shook her head.

“Great,” Kat said, not hiding her disgust. “Two days of surveillance wasted. The family’s not going to pay me for this. They wanted proof. Now the kids will be scared off for weeks. This guy will be back on the street in a few months and in the meantime, someone else will take his place in the scumbag pecking order. All I asked you to do was keep the door locked and text me, Hannah. It’s like you intentionally tried to mess this up. Is that what happened?”

The cop was getting closer, trying to clumsily unholster his weapon as he approached, now moving at more of a slow jog.

“No.”

“What then?”

“I don’t know,” Hannah said. “I thought maybe if he sold to me, you’d have him on that. Also, I was worried about Errol and the others.”

“We both know that’s BS. Are you going to be straight with me?”

“I am being straight, Kat,” Hannah insisted, not even sounding convincing to herself.

Kat shook her head, ignoring the dealer’s muffled moans as she lifted her arms in the air.

“Raise your hands above your head and stay still,” she ordered. “I don’t need Sheriff Sweaty over there shooting you after all this.”

Hannah did as Kat instructed. She made no mention of her still-tingling fingers or the pleasantly unfamiliar rapid beating of her heart.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

 The crowd was getting bigger.

While Jessie and Trembley waited in the long line of cars at the Sovereign Studios main gate, she was able to get a closer look at the burgeoning memorial for Corinne.

The sidewalk was now littered with multiple canopies, each offering much-needed shade to the mourners and their makeshift monuments to the actress. Earlier today she would have estimated the congregants at two dozen. Now there were easily double that.

After getting waved through and parking, they moved quickly to the Fairbanks Building, hoping to escape the midday heat and get some relief inside the air-conditioned office of Miller Boatwright. To Jessie’s surprise, an unfamiliar voice greeted them on the intercom when they entered the Harlow Bungalow.

“Where’s Alana?” she asked.

“She’s a little under the weather today,” the disembodied female voice told them. “I’m Linzie. How can I help you?”

Trembley told her why they were there and they were buzzed in moments later.

“We know the way,” Jessie said when Linzie started to lead them back.

When they arrived at Miller Boatwright’s office, the door was open. But this time he was alone, seated behind his desk. He didn’t get up to greet them.

“If you keep coming by, people will say we’re in love,” he said without a hint of warmth.

“Where is everyone?” Jessie asked, ignoring his comment. “The place seems empty.”

“Meetings,” he replied simply.

“That’s great,” Jessie said. “It should allow us the chance to talk more frankly than we did on our previous visit.”

“I feel like I answered all your questions the last time you came by.”

“We often need to re-interview people once we get additional information,” Trembley said as if it was no big deal.

“Well, it would have been nice if you’d called ahead. I’m dealing with a troubled shoot in Malta. And back here, I’m handling a first-time director who refuses to edit his film down to two hours. This isn’t ideal.”

“Murder never is, Mr. Boatwright,” Jessie said. “Why don’t we jump right in? The sooner you answer our questions, this time in a completely forthright manner, the sooner you can get back to your Malta situation.”

He looked like he was about to make a crack, but then bit his tongue. Jessie could sense the increased combativeness emanating from him. When he finally responded, he spoke slowly.

“You think I wasn’t forthright before?”

“No,” Jessie replied.

“What do you want to know?”

“Tell us about Tara Tanner,” Jessie said simply.

Boatwright hid it well, but Jessie noticed a slight pursing of the lips and quickening of his breath before he responded.

“She’s an actress.”

“Thanks. Do you know her?” Jessie pressed.

“Yes.”

“Why did she initiate legal action against you?”

He paused, weighing his words carefully before replying.

“There is a confidentiality agreement in place regarding that matter,” he said. “All I can tell you is that I haven’t done anything untoward.”

“You know you have a reputation when it comes to actresses,” Jessie said.

“Is that a question?”

“Yes.”

“I’m aware there’s a perception of me around town,” he acknowledged. “If I thought it would do any good, I’d take issue with its accuracy.”

“We reached out to Ms. Tanner and she wouldn’t speak to us,” Trembley said.

“I hear she’s a very private person.”

Jessie, despite her frustration, appreciated how quick on his feet Boatwright was. She liked being tested.

“Would you release Tara Tanner from her confidentiality agreement so that she can confirm the misperception of your reputation?” she asked.

“What would you ask her?” he wondered.

“The same thing I’ll ask you: did you sleep with her?”

“That’s none of your business,” he answered, though without the venom she would have expected.

“Did you sleep with Corinne Weatherly?” she asked immediately.

Boatwright’s face suddenly got pink. He stood up.

“I’ve had just about enough of this,” he bellowed in a tone Jessie suspected he used often when police weren’t around. “You come in here making unfounded accusations, casting aspersions on my character. It’s disgraceful!”

She was unmoved by the display.

“We’re just asking questions, Mr. Boatwright,” she said innocently. “And I notice you didn’t answer mine.”

“Either arrest me or get the hell out of my office,” he demanded.

Before Jessie could respond, Detective Alan Trembley took a step forward. There was a forcefulness to his demeanor that she hadn’t seen before. He pulled his handcuffs off his belt and let them dangle from his finger as he spoke.

“Mr. Boatwright,” he said in a cool but steely voice, “you can either sit back down and answer our questions directly and without attitude. Or we will arrest you on suspicion of murder. I’ll cuff you, frog march you out of this office and onto the street outside where Corinne’s fans and multiple TV vans are waiting. You can untangle the complications down at the station with your high-priced attorney. Meanwhile your face will be splashed all over local and national news. The choice is yours.”

Linzie poked her head in the room.

“Everything okay in here?” she asked hesitantly.

“I don’t know,” Trembley said, staring at Boatwright. “Is it?”

The producer’s eyes darted back and forth between Jessie and Trembley, neither of whom blinked.

“It’s fine, Linzie,” he finally said. “Everything’s good here. Sorry to worry you.”

Linzie hurried off. Boatwright sat back down, trying to get comfortable in his chair. Trembley reattached his cuffs to his belt. Jessie looked over at the detective with newfound respect. It had taken a while for him to find his inner badass, but now that it had arrived, she hoped it would stick around.

“Did you sleep with Corinne Weatherly?” she repeated. 

Boatwright looked down at his desk as if it might have the answer, then looked back up.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “But it was completely consensual. It happened before I was married. And it had nothing to do with her getting the role in Petals and Petulance.”

“That was just a coincidence?” Jessie poked.

“Our…interaction took place after she already had the part. I won’t deny that my attraction to her may have played a role in her getting it. But the same quality that drew me to her personally is what also made me sure she was the right actress to cast. She just had that star ‘thing.’”

“So why didn’t you ever work together again?” Jessie asked.

Boatwright sighed heavily.

“Corinne became a star but that didn’t do anything to smooth over her insecurities. If anything, it exacerbated them. She became—I don’t want to call it obsessive. But she wanted to continue our relationship. I…this doesn’t reflect very well on me, but I lost interest after the conquest. She was a lot of work and ultimately not worth it. Then I met my future wife. Corinne was jealous. She kept pursuing me.”

He noticed Jessie’s raised eyebrows and shrugged before continuing.

“I know I’m no matinee idol. But for whatever reason she thought we were right for each other. It started to get uncomfortable. So I just cut off contact. The studio wanted to do a Petals sequel but I refused. I was doing just fine without it and I didn’t want any excuse for us to be around each other. I thought that a clean break was the best way to help her move on.”

“How kind of you,” Jessie muttered.

“So you torpedoed her chance at a successful sequel because you didn’t want to be around her?” Trembley asked.

“Pretty much,” Boatwright conceded. “And she definitely resented it, especially once she hit a dry spell after the Marauder movies. I got some nasty voicemails, which I kept in case I needed evidence for a restraining order. It never reached that point. But there were bad feelings for years after. For her, I don’t think they ever really went away. I’d see her at events and we were cordial but there was always an edge. I never turned my back to her. I honestly thought she might stab me with a salad fork if she got the chance. Having said all that, I think you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

“What does that mean?” Jessie asked, noting how convenient it would be for him if they were.

“I hadn’t seen Corinne once since she started shooting on the lot. I even paid a guy in the commissary to let me know when she ate there so I wouldn’t accidentally bump into her. I know my name was on that mirror in her trailer and I can’t explain that. But I think you’re asking the wrong question.”

“What’s the right question?” Trembley wanted to know.

“How did she get that job on the new Marauder in the first place? Her career was in the crapper. She had a poisonous reputation. How did she convince a major studio to invest millions into a reboot of a tired franchise? And who might that have pissed off?”

“We already know about the Bad Boys list, Mr. Boatwright,” Jessie said. “Is that what you’re referring to?”

“I’ve never heard of it,” he said though he barely attempted to sound convincing.

“Are you on it?” she followed up.

“No, I’m not,” he said.

Jessie almost smiled at the brazenness of him denying being on a list that he supposedly didn’t know existed. She pressed on.

“So you think she was murdered because she got the role in this latest movie and that it had nothing to do with what happened when she was cast in your film a decade ago?”

“I don’t know anything definitively. But Corinne was ambitious, willing to do what it took to get back in the limelight. I wasn’t in her world anymore so I wasn’t privy to the lengths she’d go to or the secrets she hid and kept. But I heard rumors that her appetites, for both renewed fame and for…personal gratification were ravenous.”

“You’re saying she slept around for jobs and for pleasure?” Trembley asked with admirable directness. “And that somewhere along the way, that came back to bite her?”

Boatwright was silent for several seconds, seemingly trying to find the exact right words with which to respond.

“I think that if you want the answers to those questions, there’s someone you could easily ask.”

“Who might that be?” Jessie asked.

“Willem Struce.”

“Her husband?” Trembley said, stunned. “How would he know about her secret trysts and blackmail attempts?”

Boatwright smiled patronizingly.

“This is Hollywood, Detective. You should know better.”

Jessie was starting to get that.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

This time, Jessie made Trembley pull over.

They were just starting up into Beachwood Canyon to see Willem Struce again when Jamil called. With the notoriously bad cell connection in the Hollywood Hills, Jessie didn’t want to risk missing anything. So they were parked outside a corner grocery at the base of the hill, listening on speaker as the young researcher bombarded them with updates.

“First things first,” he said, not waiting to hear what information they felt was highest priority. “Tech cracked the thumb drive.”

“That’s awesome,” Trembley exclaimed. “So you have access to the Bad Boys list?”

“I’m looking at it now,” Jamil said. “Should I send it to you?”

“Sure,” Jessie said. “But please send a copy to Parker in Vice and to Detective Bray at Hollywood Station. She’ll have a better sense of how to move forward with all the names. For now, can you tell us—is Miller Boatwright on it?”

“Hold on,” Jamil said, obviously scrolling as he spoke. “No, I don’t see him. Sorry.”

“Damn,” Trembley said. “I was hoping that if we caught him lying about that, we could disregard everything else he said as just covering his ass.”

“He might still be,” Jessie said. “But at least we know that if he was involved in her death, it likely wasn’t because she was blackmailing him.”

“I’ve got more news,” Jamil said. “I’m not sure if you’re going to like it.”

“As long as it’s accurate, we’ll like it,” Jessie assured him. “We’re looking to find the truth, not just reinforce our own suspicions.”

“In that case, it looks like you’ll have to cross that actor, Teddy DeWitt, off your suspect list. There’s video of the panel discussion he did and he was onstage until well past eleven that night.”

“Damn,” Trembley muttered.

“There’s more,” Jamil said reluctantly.

“Go for it,” Jessie said. “You may as well just rip off the Band-Aid.”

“Okay, then your suspicions about Petra Olivet may need to move to the back burner. Her phone GPS data shows that it never left the hospital on Sunday night.”

Trembley looked crestfallen at the injury to his pet theory.

“Maybe she left it there to cover her tracks,” he suggested. “Maybe she took a cab to the studio.”

“Maybe,” Jamil said unconvincingly. “But I checked with a half dozen taxi companies that operate in that area and none of them has a record of anyone being picked up near the hospital and then dropped off near the studio.”

“What about rideshare?” Trembley offered.

“I guess it’s possible,” Jamil said doubtfully. “We’d need a warrant to check that detailed level of data. But even if she took one to the studio, how would she get a ride back to the hospital without her phone?”

Trembley didn’t answer. Jessie didn’t want to linger on his disappointment or rub it in so she moved on quickly.

“Thanks, Jamil. Anything else?”

“I got the GPS phone data back on Willem Struce from Sunday,” he said.

“Oh, great,” Jessie replied. “We’re going to meet him now.”

“That works out well, because you may have something new to talk about.”

“What’s that?”

“He told you he was home all night on Sunday, right?”

“Yup,” Jessie confirmed.

“Well, his phone suggests something different, as does his car. Both of them show him driving to somewhere near the corner of Santa Monica and Las Palmas boulevards, about fifteen minutes from his house. According to the data, he left his house around ten fifteen and returned at twelve twenty-one a.m.”

“Any idea what’s at that intersection?” Jessie asked.

“It’s kind of an industrial section of Hollywood,” Jamil said. “There are some smaller studio lots nearby. It’s also residential once you get off the main streets. It looks like he may have gone into a nearby apartment building but I can’t be sure. Or he could have just left his phone and gone somewhere else from there. Sovereign Studios is only one point five miles away, that’s a five-minute drive or a thirty-minute walk. And there’s one more thing.”

“You have been busy,” Jessie said admiringly. “What is it?”

“Before all this came out, I was reviewing the security camera footage from Struce’s house on Sunday night and there was a little glitch. I checked with the Tech folks and they say it appears to have been manipulated. So I sent it to the home security company and they agreed, though they couldn’t figure out what the issue was. But clearly something was done to it.”

“How can you be sure?” Trembley asked.

“Because the video never shows anyone leaving the house and the GPS data I mentioned confirms he did. It might be worth mentioning to Mr. Struce.”

“It just might be,” Jessie agreed. “Thanks, Jamil.”

After she hung up, Trembley turned to her.

“Maybe Willem learned some of Corinne’s secrets and didn’t like what he discovered,” he volunteered. “As her husband, he could certainly have accessed the studio lot without getting many questions.”

“Maybe,” Jessie said quietly. “But if it was him, he left a lot of breadcrumbs for folks like us. You’d think a guy who made his living doing meticulous CGI work would cover his tracks better.”

“Maybe he was too angry or drunk or both to worry about that.”

“I guess we’re about to find out,” Jessie said. “Let’s head up there.”

Trembley was just pulling out into the street when she had him return to the curb.

“What now?” he asked.

“It looks like I got a call while we were talking to Jamil. I guess I missed it.”

“Who was it?”

“Tara Tanner,” Jessie said. “She left a voicemail.”

“Well, play it!” Trembley said excitedly, as Jessie did exactly that.

“This is Tara Tanner. You have my number. Please call me back.”

Jessie did so immediately. Tanner picked up on the first ring.

“Ms. Hunt?”

“Yes, this is Jessie Hunt. Thanks for reaching out.”

“Yeah, I’m only doing this because Miller said it was okay. I’m bound by a confidentiality agreement but he was willing to waive specific elements of it so that you could verify some information.”

“I appreciate that,” Jessie said, not commenting on her surprise that Boatwright was making any concessions at all.

“I’m not really happy about it,” Tanner said, clearly nervous. “I know you’re not a reporter so I can’t request this be off the record. But I would ask that you give me as much discretion as you can. If what I tell you doesn’t impact your investigation, I hope you’ll consider not including it in any official reports that might find their way into the public domain.”

“We can’t make any promises,” Jessie said, “but Detective Trembley and I will keep an open mind. What can you tell us?”

“Where should I start?”

“At the beginning,” Jessie said.

“Okay, I knew Miller slightly from a few auditions. I tried out for a few big roles in his films but never got any. I did have small parts in a couple of movies he produced but I never interacted with him. I think I played ‘college coed number four’ in one and ‘barista number two’ in another. He probably never even knew I was involved.”

“Are you sure he didn’t have any influence in you getting those roles?” Trembley asked.

“Yeah, partly because he just wasn’t involved at that level of casting and also because he told me later. When I mentioned the connection, he was genuinely surprised.”

“Later?” Jessie prompted.

“Yes. About a year ago, I was at dinner with my husband. Miller was at the same restaurant with his wife and another couple. We ran into each other near the restrooms. He remembered me from my auditions and we chatted a little, flirted even. He said I should keep pushing for big roles and I gave him my card.”

There was silence on the line and Jessie briefly thought they’d lost the connection.

“Tara?” she said softly.

“I’m sorry,” the woman answered. “This part is just hard for me. He called me the next day. He asked if I wanted to get a drink. I think he knew…he never mentioned it outright but I’m pretty sure he was aware that prior to my marriage, I would sometimes go on ‘dates’ with wealthy industry types. Do you know what I mean?”

“I do,” Jessie said, leaving it at that.

“Well, I think he knew that and maybe thought I would be open to a rendezvous. I’m ashamed to admit that I was. So we met for a drink at a hotel bar. One drink led to four and then we went back to a room he got.”

Trembley opened his mouth to ask a question but Jessie shook her head. She didn’t want to interrupt Tara in the middle of something so raw. The woman, oblivious to this, continued.

“He never offered me any money or a role or anything like that. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t hope something might come of it. He’s incredibly powerful, as you know. But completely independent of that, it was fun. He’s got this charisma that is surprisingly sexy. Plus, we stayed at this gorgeous hotel where he wined and dined me. And admittedly, there was something exciting about the illicit nature of it all. I’d been married four years and we’d hit a bit of a lull. We’d also been trying to have a child without success. I’m not excusing it, just explaining it.”

“How long did this go on?” Jessie asked.

“Just a few weeks. The guilt became overwhelming. I was going to call it off and then…” She paused.

“You found out you were pregnant?” Jessie finished the sentence for her.

“Yes. How did you know?”

“I didn’t,” Jessie admitted. “But the timing made sense with what we already knew. What happened next?”

“I’d rather not get into all the gory details. But the short version is that I told him and he strongly suggested I get an abortion. I was upset. That’s when I filed in court, excluding his name, and subsequently told him about the filing. I just wanted to protect myself. Pretty quickly, he changed his tune. He said if I settled with him and kept everything confidential, he’d offer me resources throughout the pregnancy.”

“So he didn’t push you to terminate the pregnancy after that?” Jessie wanted to know.

“No. He said his primary concern was that he didn’t want his wife to find out. He asked if I could convince my husband the baby was his. He promised all kinds of financial support as long as I kept his name out of it and agreed to a one-time settlement. I think he was worried I’d blackmail him.”

“So you agreed?” Jessie said.

“Yes. I decided I wanted to move back east. My family’s here. I could still get work. And I just wanted to get away from the whole L.A scene. But I decided I had to tell my husband. We hadn’t been intimate in almost two months so he would have figured it out anyway.”

“Is that when he briefly filed for separation?” Trembley wanted to know.

“Yes. But I managed to talk him down. I said I would have no contact with Miller, that he would give up any parental rights and that we would raise the baby as his own. Our problems conceiving were related to him, so he realized this might be his only chance to have a child. We ultimately found a way through it all. And now our son is two months old. We have a decent life. And I just don’t want to have it all blow up. But Miller said you were investigating him, that you thought he might have killed Corinne Weatherly and that I could be part of some pattern of him harassing or pressuring women. So he released me from the confidentiality agreement to tell you what happened.”

Jessie sat with that for a minute.

“You know this doesn’t absolve him of anything related to the murder?” she finally said.

“I realize that,” Tanner acknowledged. “I don’t know what happened with her. All I can tell you is that he was never violent with me. He never pressured me. He never offered me anything to be with him, financial or otherwise. He did suggest an abortion. But he even backed off that.”

“When you filed suit,” Jessie reminded her.

“Yes. I guess you have to draw your own conclusions. I’ll tell you what I told him. I’m going to tell the truth outright, not shade it to protect him or hurt him. He was fine with that. You’ll have to be too.”

Jessie was. She thanked Tanner, hung up, and sat quietly for a moment. This revelation didn’t exonerate Boatwright. But it didn’t implicate him either. Just like everything else in this case, every step up the hill seemed to be followed by a slip back down.

“Let’s go talk to Willem Struce,” Trembley said, interrupting her thoughts. “I’m eager to hear his explanation for why he lied about his whereabouts on Sunday.”

Jessie nodded silently. She was eager too. But she was also apprehensive. She didn’t say it out loud but her gut was telling her that whatever explanation Corinne’s husband provided, it would leave them with more questions than answers. This was the kind of moment when she wished she could bounce theories off Ryan, whose experience and open-mindedness dwarfed that of her and Trembley combined. Of course, that wasn’t the only reason she missed Ryan.

She blinked hard, fighting back the tears that had collected at the edges of her eyes.

Stay focused. Stay alert. That’s what Ryan would want.

She regained control. The tears didn’t come. But there was nothing she could do about the hollow pit in her chest.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

Unlike their last visit to the Weatherly/Struce house, this time they weren’t alone.

Sometime between yesterday and now, both the media and the public had uncovered the address and swarmed it. There was a TV truck across the street, barely on the shoulder, making it difficult for cars to pass on the narrow road.

Paparazzi was stationed at the very edge of the property, taking photos and video as they called out for Willem to make an appearance. A smattering of fans sat on the curb, holding up homemade signs of support when the cameras were on them, dropping them when they weren’t.

Trembley pulled into the driveway, more out of necessity than preference. There was nowhere to park on the road within a hundred yards of the house and neither of them, especially Jessie, wanted to navigate the crowd. She was tired of being infamous.

They walked up to the door and rang the bell, ignoring the one paparazzo who yelled out to Jessie, “Going to any Klan rallies later?”

Willem opened the door quicker than yesterday and looked more alert too. He ushered them in quickly and slammed the door after them. He shuffled down the hall without a word and motioned for them to follow him. Only when they were all standing around the kitchen island did he speak.

“I asked the authorities to send someone to keep those jackals at bay. It’s taken hours for you to respond.”

“I’m afraid we’re not here to offer protection, Mr. Struce,” Trembley told him. “We can check on the status of your request with Hollywood Station. But we’re here to ask you a few additional questions.”

“That’s fine,” Struce said. “Shall we retire to the living room?”

He led the way without waiting for a response. Jessie noted that he was definitely sharper than on their last visit. His eyes were clear. His dress shirt was neatly pressed. His thinning hair was immaculately gelled and brushed. And this time, he wore shoes, or at least house slippers. As soon as he sat down in his rocking chair, Trembley started in. Jessie liked the tactic.

Don’t let him get comfortable.

“Why didn’t you tell us about the cheating, Mr. Struce?”

“What?” Struce asked, horrified.

“Corinne’s affairs—why weren’t you honest about them?”

“Oh dear. I didn’t realize this was how it would be. You have to understand.”

He stopped speaking, as if his brain had frozen up.

“Understand what?” Trembley pressed.

Struce shook his head, as if he’d been arguing with himself and gotten sick of it.

“All right, I guess I’ll just have to lay it all out there.”

“Please do,” Trembley advised.

“First of all, I was in a state yesterday. I had taken anxiety medication and wasn’t at the top of my game. I would hope that you’d excuse that under the circumstances. Furthermore, unless you had reason to think Corinne’s proclivities played a role in her death, I’m not sure why I would volunteer such personal information. It feels both ungentlemanly and unnecessary.”

“Unfortunately,” Jessie countered, “you’re not in a position to make those kinds of determinations, Mr. Struce. What we need from you is the truth, unvarnished and without shading. So please, honest answers from here on in, all right?’

“Of course, understood.”

“You knew your wife was having affairs?” she asked.

“We had an understanding,” he answered.

“What does that mean?”

“You have to understand, Cory and I had a connection. We made each other laugh. We supported each other. She felt safe and unjudged with me. I admittedly loved being at the side of someone so glamorous and magnetic. But I wouldn’t describe our marriage as particularly sexually charged. We both knew that going in and accepted that those needs might be better met by others. So we came to an accommodation.”

“I see,” Jessie said before radically shifting gears to keep him off balance. “What did you know about the list?”

“What list?” Struce asked, perplexed.

“The Bad Boys list.”

“What is that?” he asked. “A list of especially sexy actors? Or ones who were genuinely unpleasant to work with?”

“You’ve really never heard of a list like that?” Trembley asked, skeptical. “Corinne never mentioned it?”

Struce shook his head.

“If it was related to the drudgery of her work, she left me out of it. She might complain about a demanding director or a sloppy makeup girl. But we never talked business and I don’t recall ever hearing her mention a list other than ‘best dressed.’”

Trembley looked at Jessie with an expression that suggested he wasn’t sure how much further to press the issue. She shook her head to let him know to let it go for now. There was a more pressing concern.

“Mr. Struce,” she said. “You told us that you were home all night on Sunday, that you waited up before eventually falling asleep around one a.m., correct?”

 “That’s right,” he said, his voice betraying his lie even if Jessie hadn’t already been aware of it.

“That’s odd, because the security system you gave us the login info for, the one you set up, had a glitch that concerned some of our tech and research folks. So they followed up and discovered that the video had been manipulated. That’s something I’d imagine would be hard for the average person but maybe not for someone who worked in CGI.”

“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Jessie nodded as if his response was convincing.

“Do you also have no idea why your GPS data shows that you drove to an address in Hollywood less than two miles from Sovereign Studios and that you were in that area during the window of Corinne’s death?”

Struce didn’t respond. All the color drained from his face, which went slack. After swallowing hard multiple times, he finally replied.

“It’s not what you think,” he said softly.

“Please tell us what it is then,” Jessie asked.

“I…I was visiting a friend. I wasn’t forthcoming because I knew how it would look.”

“How would it look, Mr. Struce?” she asked.

“Like I was being unfaithful to my wife on the night that she was murdered.”

“Do you think that would be worse than the impression you’ve left us with?” she asked.

“What impression?”

“That you lied about your whereabouts and altered the surveillance video to cover your tracks while you were murdering your wife.”

“I would never hurt Cory!” Struce said, the color finally returning to his face.

“But you lied to us, sir,” Trembley noted calmly. “And you don’t have an alibi for that evening. This doesn’t look great for you. What would you have us do?”

Willem Struce stared at them, openmouthed, unspeaking. Trembley shrugged, stood up, and removed his handcuffs.

“I’m afraid that in the absence of compelling evidence to the contrary, we’re going to have to arrest you for the murder of Corinne Weatherly. Please stand and put your hands in front of you.”

Struce slowly got to his feet. He looked shell-shocked. Trembley was just cuffing him when they heard a voice shout from across the room.

“No!”

Both Jessie and Trembley wheeled to their right, unholstering their guns and pointing them at a man who had suddenly appeared near the door leading to the bedrooms. He was unarmed.

“Raise your hands above your head and don’t take another step,” Jessie ordered.

The man did as instructed, though he looked like he wanted to run over.

“Please,” he pleaded, “Will’s innocent. He didn’t do a thing, I swear.”

“You got Struce covered?” Jessie asked Trembley as she approached the stranger, keeping her gun trained on him.

Trembley nodded. She moved closer to the man, who was younger than he first seemed. Short and muscular, with dyed blond hair and a deep tan, Jessie guessed he was no older than twenty-five. He wore tight black jeans and an even tighter white T-shirt.

“Get on your knees!” she demanded. “Who are you?”

“Owen Mulaney,” he said as he knelt down. “I’m a close friend of Will’s. I’m telling you, he didn’t hurt Corinne.”

“How do you know that?”

Owen looked over at Struce, who had a pained expression on his face, then turned back to Jessie.

“Because he was with me. We were together at my place most of the evening.”

“Where do you live?” Jessie asked, now directly in front of him as she scanned for any hidden weapons.

“At the Las Palmas Apartments just off Santa Monica Boulevard,” he said.

“Extend your hands,” Jessie instructed, then cuffed his exposed wrists. “What evidence do you have to confirm that?”

“I don’t know lady,” Owen said. “I think the building has cameras.”

“We’ve already learned that your friend can manipulate that sort of thing,” Trembley pointed out.

“Okay then. I ordered from Pink Dot while he was there. You could check with them?”

“Did the delivery person see him?” Jessie asked.

Owen strained to recall.

“I think Will was in the kitchen at the time. But we might have been talking. Maybe the guy heard him?”

“Put yourself in our shoes, Owen,” Jessie told him. “Nothing you’re telling us clears him. You’re his alibi but no one other than you saw him. When the delivery guy arrived, you spoke to a man out of sight who could have been anyone. You live within walking distance of the studio, eliminating the need for a cab or rideshare. Or he could have taken your car to get there, or used your phone to hail a ride.”

Owen shook his head vigorously.

“Check for cameras at my place. Check the cameras at the studio. Those will prove I’m telling the truth because Will was with me until close to midnight. I swear. He was just covering because he was protecting Corinne’s memory. He didn’t want it to get out that her marriage was not the beauty and the beast story the media created.”

To her left, Jessie heard an unnatural moan. She looked over to see that Willem Struce had slumped back down in the rocking chair. He was sobbing and his whole body was heaving in sudden, irregular bursts.

“Go sit next to him,” Jessie said quietly to Owen, who rushed over, moved Struce from the rocking chair to the couch, and wrapped his cuffed arms around the older man.

Jessie followed, standing beside Trembley. They gave the men a bit of space.

“What do we do now?” he whispered.

“I don’t know,” she admitted quietly. “On paper, he looks good for it: questionable alibi, he was clearly hiding a big secret, maybe not from her but from others. I’d be curious to see what she left him in her will. And yet, I don’t feel solid about him.”

“I get that,” Trembley said. “And I have some doubts too. But the guy had the mental clarity, only hours after she died, to modify footage from his surveillance cameras. He was in the area of the murder when it happened. He had easy access to the back lot. We should definitely check the footage from the studio and Owen’s place. But for now, I think we have to take him in. He’s our strongest suspect.”

Jessie nodded. Trembley was right. They had to arrest him. Too often, she’d let her gut take precedence over evidence. And the evidence pointed to Willem Struce, even if every fiber of her being told her they had it wrong.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

 

Kat hung up the phone.

Hannah looked at her hesitantly.

“What did she say?” she asked.

“She said she’s going to be late tonight and that we should eat without her. They have a suspect in custody but she doesn’t feel good about him and wants to follow up on a lead.”

“You didn’t mention anything about our outing today, I noticed,” Hannah noted cautiously.

“No,” Kat said. “She sounded stressed and I didn’t want to make it worse.”

“Does that mean that you plan to tell her later on?”

“I haven’t decided,” Kat told her. “It feels like the kind of thing she deserves to know. But it could also make things worse between the two of you and I didn’t think that was possible.”

Hannah nodded.

“I understand if you have to tell her,” she said quietly. “I hope you don’t but I wouldn’t blame you if you did. I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Done what?”

“Confronted that guy,” she said. “Put you in that position.”

“Then why did you?”

“It’s hard to explain. I have this thing where it’s difficult for me to feel things unless what’s happening is super intense. So I put myself in intense situations so I can feel. I know that sounds crazy.”

Kat shook her head.

“No, Hannah,” she said. “You sound like someone who’s been to hell and back and doesn’t know how to deal with it, because how many people go to hell and return as good as new? No one does. But I know someone else who’s been on that same journey and might be able to offer a few pointers and she happens to share a bedroom with you. Have you considered telling her about it?”

Hannah swallowed hard before answering.

“I’m afraid to. I’m worried she’ll think I’m damaged and send me away and then I won’t have anyone.”

Kat nodded.

“Listen, I can’t tell you what to do. But you might consider giving her a chance. She’s a pretty cool chick.”

“Are you going to tell her?” Hannah asked.

Kat looked at her for a long time before answering.

“No. That’s up to you.”

Hannah felt a dam of anxiety break. She took a deep breath and allowed herself a bit of a smile.

“So what do we do now?” she asked. 

“I don’t know, Hannah. Why don’t we just have dinner? I need a mental break and the ceviche you made isn’t going to eat itself. Mealtime truce?”

“Mealtime truce,” Hannah agreed, happy to stave off the inevitable, even if just for a few hours.

 

*

 

The first guard at the Sovereign Studios main gate wouldn’t let them in.

“Neither of the people you wish to speak with is available at this time,” he said officiously.

Jessie could sense that Trembley was about to play the “we’re real cops, not mall cops,” card when she saw a familiar face step into the guard station.

“Paul,” she called out warmly.

The guard who’d given them the personal lot tour on their first visit walked over.

“Howdy, folks,” he said enthusiastically. “What’s shaking?”

The other guard spoke up first.

“These visitors have asked to speak to either Mr. Boatwright or Mr. Haughton, neither of whom is available now. I was about to suggest they return in the morning.”

“We hadn’t quite finished,” Jessie piped up, hoping her tone didn’t betray her anxiety. “There are a number of other witnesses we can interview this evening, several of whom may be shooting on Stage 32 right now.”

Paul smiled knowingly and put his hand on the younger guard’s shoulder.

“I’ve got this, Lionel,” he said firmly. Lionel nodded and stepped away without argument.

“Thanks, Paul,” Jessie said.

He motioned for them to pull off to the side and met them there, leaning in through Trembley’s window.

“Marauder only just wrapped for the night twenty minutes ago,” he said. “That Zyskowski director is still pissed that you cost him a full day of shooting, by the way. I just came from there and was about to log it in the system. Lionel was approximately ten seconds from knowing you two are full of it. Care to tell me why you’re really here?”

“Would you believe we were following up on a request to check gate footage from Sunday night?” Jessie asked.

“To see if Mr. Struce came on the lot any time between ten p.m. and eleven p.m. on Sunday?” Paul replied. “Yeah, we already checked and sent everything to your researcher. No sign of him all night. So no, I wouldn’t believe it. Care to try again?”

He had a mildly amused look on his face so Jessie decided to take a risk.

“Can I be straight with you, Paul?”

“I really wish you would,” he said.

She wasn’t sure if she could tell the full truth. If she revealed that they planned to sneak into the studio archives to check the production files from Petals and Petulance on a wild hunch, she suspected he wouldn’t be hugely receptive. So she decided to be a little less specific.

“I can’t get into details for the sake of the case and for your own benefit. But we have reason to believe Corinne Weatherly’s murderer had a connection to the film Petals and Petulance. Now here’s the part where I go out on a limb with you, Paul. Are you ready?”

“I’m all atwitter with anticipation,” he said drily, still leaning through Trembley’s window.

Jessie ignored his tone, instead focusing on the playful twinkle in his eye. Something in her gut told her she could trust this man. She knew it was a gamble but decided to change her tactic and go for it.

“In order to confirm our suspicions, we need to review the production documents from when the film was made. Unfortunately your studio chief, Remy Haughton, has slow-walked us on that, requiring a warrant. We’re pursuing one but our concern is that we don’t have time for that. There’s a very real chance that whoever did this isn’t done. You know that Miller Boatwright’s name was written on that trailer mirror. He could be in danger. So could others affiliated with the film that we’re not even aware of. But if we could look at those files, it would go a long way toward answering those questions.”

Paul stared at both of them for several seconds. Then he stood up and stretched his back.

“Go park in the usual lot,” he said. “I’ll meet you.”

Trembley found a spot. They got out and waited as Paul approached.

“You think he’ll go for it?” Trembley whispered.

“I think he’d like to,” Jessie replied. “But it’s a big risk. He’d be putting his livelihood at stake without much upside for him.”

Paul arrived at their car and stopped. His brow was furrowed.

“I can’t authorize what you requested,” he said heavily.

“Listen,” Trembley jumped in. “We’ll take the heat. If we get caught or someone raises a stink, we’ll keep you out of it. But if this pays off, we’ll make sure to note how invaluable you were to the investigation.”

Jessie remained silent, not sure if Trembley’s comments had helped or hurt. Paul shook his head slowly.

“I’m sorry. I can’t authorize your request to review production files in the Colbert Building, Annex D. And you most certainly are not allowed to use the unlocked side entrance to get into the Colbert Building or use the administrative all-access entry key card in the desk outside Annex D to gain entry to the storage area. I would hope that you would make wise choices. If not, you might face the wrath of Kenny, the security guard who checks that area every night at nine ten, twenty-five minutes from now. I will tell you that Mr. Boatwright is currently working with the director of his current film in the edit facility near the back of the lot if you wanted to try to interview him. If you choose to do that, please do not stop at the Colbert Building, which is along the way, as I’ve already indicated that would be inappropriate. Here are visitor badges to go see Mr. Boatwright. I will note in the log that visiting him in the edit facility is your stated purpose for being here. Do we understand each other?”

“We do,” Jessie said, taking the visitor badge and quickly giving Paul a peck on the cheek. “You have a lovely evening, sir.”

“You as well,” Paul said, giving them a ridiculous, elaborate bow.

They hurried off silently in the direction of what could be either the Colbert Building or the edit facility. When they got to the Colbert side door, they found it unlocked, just as Paul had promised. They located the desk, found the entry key in the top drawer, and unlocked the door to Annex D.

By the time they found the file box for Petals and Petulance, it was 8:55, only fifteen minutes until Kenny the security guard was supposed to do his rounds. In the dim light of the row, they pored over papers, using their phones for clearer views, occasionally taking photos of documents that neither found hugely compelling.

At 9:05, as Jessie was pulling out a file marked “Casting,” they heard a loud click, indicating a door being opened.

“Kenny’s early,” Jessie whispered.

Without a word, Trembley stood up. He looked around briefly before responding.

“I’ll find a way to distract him. Keep looking.”

Before she could say anything, he was hurrying down the row and turning out of sight. Unsure how much time she had, Jessie decided she had no choice but to trust her partner and dive into the material before her.

She scanned the casting documents, which included a large collection of headshots, casting call notices, thumb drives with auditions, and associated audition notes, none of which jumped out to her admittedly unpracticed eye. As she reviewed them, she heard footsteps walking down a hall away from her.

She stumbled across what appeared to be the script from the initial table read of the film with handwritten notes indicating the actors playing the primary roles. Glancing at the part of Rosie, whom Corinne Weatherly had played, she saw another name next to the character: Calliope Mott.

Confused, she snapped a photo, then started flipping through other papers, trying to determine if perhaps Corinne had changed her name after getting cast. But with so many documents listing the hundreds of actresses who auditioned, it quickly became clear that in the time she had, the effort would be fruitless.

That all faded from the forefront of her mind when she heard the heavy clomping of shoes on the linoleum floor. Kenny was getting closer. She quickly stuffed all the files into the large box and tried to shoehorn the top on. But some files stuck out and she couldn’t get it to sit flush. 

Suddenly she heard a loud thud, followed by the clomping shoes breaking into a jog a few rows over. The movement stopped, followed by a loud “dammit.” Whatever Trembley had done had momentarily distracted Kenny.

Jessie hurriedly repositioned the top on the box and managed to close it properly. Now she just had to return it to the shelf and get out of sight. She bent to grab it by the handles and lift. But a sudden twinge of pain in her left shoulder reminded her that she’d dislocated it only two weeks earlier. There was no way she’d be able to get the leverage to lift the thing. If Kenny found this one box on the floor in the row, he’d surely report it and she had no doubt that Remy Haughton would learn of it and draw the inevitable conclusion.

Deciding she had to try again, she braced her back and attempted to slide her fingers under the box. As she did she heard the loud thud of what she suspected was Kenny returning a box that had “fallen” on the floor to its proper place. He was on the move again, headed in her direction.

She was just getting ready to heave the box up when Trembley appeared at the end of the row. Quickly noting what she was doing, he hurried over, grabbed the box with ease, and placed it on the shelf as quietly as possible. Then they both rounded the corner and tiptoed back to the annex exit, leaving the door slightly open so as to avoid the loud “click” when it closed. Only when they were outside and one building over did they stop to breathe.

“Find anything?” Trembley wheezed.

Jessie needed a moment to regroup before she could answer.

“Maybe. There was something weird on the cast list. Can you check a name for me on that actor database?”

“Sure,” Trembley said, pulling out his phone. “What is it?”

“Calliope Mott. Ever heard of her?”

Trembley shook his head as he punched in the name. They both watched as the page loaded to reveal a filmography and headshot. It took a second for Jessie to process what she was seeing.

But once she did, it all clicked into place and everything made sense.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

 

Miller Boatwright was trying to stay calm.

As he walked out of the edit facility into the warm summer night air, he forced himself to take five long, slow, deep breaths, as his therapist had recommended. It didn’t do any good.

He was still pissed at Lane Putney, the first-time director he’d hired to shoot The Trench. It was supposed to be a down and dirty portrait of one soldier trapped in a trench during World War I. But Putney had decided this would be his war epic.

No matter what Boatwright said, Putney refused to compromise on his vision. Unfortunately, his vision was one hundred and sixty minutes long. That was unacceptable. And since Boatwright had final cut, it was going to change. He didn’t want to take the film away from the kid, who was unquestionably talented. But unless he could be reasoned with, there might be no other option.

Boatwright was just about to return to the facility when he heard a friendly voice call out.

“Miller?”

He turned to see who it was. But before he caught a glimpse, he felt something hard slam into his forehead. He crumpled to the ground, confused and nauseated. For a few seconds, he tried to steady his hands on the ground and push himself back up. But the second blow, this time to the back of his skull, changed all that.

 

*

 

“Go to the guard gate,” Jessie ordered Trembley, even though she wasn’t technically in charge. “Tell Paul and whoever else is there who we’re looking for. Then call for backup. Detective Bray and her people can probably get here quicker than ours.”

“Okay. Where are you going?”

“The editing facility—that’s where Boatwright is. Between his name on the mirror and what we just learned, he’s the obvious next target. I’ll secure him. Maybe have the guards call him directly too.”

They split up and Jessie ran as fast as her still-tender body would allow. By the time she reached the entrance to the edit facility, she knew she’d guessed right. On the pristine, sand-colored cobblestone walkway leading to the door, she found a small pool of blood. She burst through the doors.

“Boatwright!” she yelled. “Miller Boatwright!”

Halfway down the hall, a youngish-looking guy with glasses and black hair shooting everywhere stepped into the hall.

“What the hell?” he demanded. “People are working in here.”

“Do you know where Miller Boatwright is?” she demanded.

“He’s supposed to be in here, bullying me into ruining my movie.”

“How long has he been gone?”

“Who the hell are you?” he shot back.

“I’m Jessie Hunt with the LAPD. Boatwright may be in danger. So answer my question before I haul you in for interfering with my investigation.”

“Jeez,” he said, chastened. “Fine. He’s probably been gone ten minutes.”

Jessie ran back outside without responding. Once there, she closed her eyes, trying to clear her head.

Where would they be? Locations are significant to the killer. What place on this lot would have the most symbolic significance?

And then it hit her. They would be in the place where the killer had been wronged. She pulled out her phone, scrolling through the photos she’d taken in Annex D. When she reached the table read script, she checked the location details.

The initial reading of the script had been in conference room 2 in the Katz Building, which according to the studio lot map was kitty corner to her current location. Looking up, she saw that it was less than seventy-five yards away. She moved in that direction, texting her destination to Trembley as she went. She didn’t want to call. At this point, there was no telling if the suspect might be listening nearby.

 

*

 

Calliope Mott, or as she was better known these days, Callie Hemphill, watched as Boatwright slowly came to.

She was seated in the corner of the room, enjoying the moment. It would take a minute for Boatwright to understand his situation. He was lying on a tall, empty filing cabinet about six feet off the ground. It had been a challenge to get him up there using the elaborate pulley system she’d set up earlier that day. After that, she’d used bungee cords to restrain him so that he couldn’t move much. Then she wrapped a rope around his neck. The other end of it was attached to thick, exposed pipe in the ceiling.

She’d spent quite some time on the calculations and determined that once she shoved him off the cabinet, his feet would dangle four to six inches off the ground as his neck was strained beyond what it could endure. Even if she was a little off, she had an additional rope available in case she needed it, just like the one she’d used on Corinne. The bungee cord pulled across his torso would keep him in place until she was ready. She didn’t want him slipping off the cabinet and accidentally hanging himself before she was ready.

This was the best part—the anticipation. She’d felt the same way when she hid in Corinne’s trailer, waiting for the perfect moment to jump out. It reminded her of the feeling when the coke really kicked in, back in the early days of her career.

Callie’s mind drifted back to those early days when she’d first arrived in Hollywood, going on three, sometimes four auditions in a day. She remembered that magical moment when the director and producers of Petals and Petulance had actually stood up and applauded after her audition; the pure joy she’d felt when they called and told her she’d snagged the lead role in the film, beating out hundreds of other aspiring actresses.

She remembered that it was only two days later when Miller Boatwright’s office called and said he wanted to meet her to discuss the nuances of the role. She remembered how, an hour before the meeting, he’d called her directly to say he couldn’t make it into the office and asked her to meet him at a small apartment he kept near the lot when he was too tired to drive to his Topanga Canyon home.

She remembered showing up and accepting the champagne he offered, having several glasses, as well as a few lines of coke, before they sat down to dive into the character. She remembered him sitting close on the loveseat and suggesting they rehearse the scene where Rosie and Dave first kiss. She’d been uncomfortable but reluctantly agreed. She remembered how, at the big moment, she veered away to kiss him on the cheek and he said simply, “You can do better than that.” She declined to go further.

It had snowballed quickly after that. Her agent called the next afternoon to say the producers were having second thoughts and considering another actress. By the following day, the offer was formally pulled. She saw in the trades the next week that the part had gone to a young ingénue named Corinne Weatherly.

She thought about saying something, maybe even taking legal action. But there was no one else there in the apartment that day. It was her word against his. And he hadn’t ever truly forced her to do anything. He could plausibly claim that they were just acting out the scene, one that happened to have a kiss. 

He’d never threatened that she would lose the job if she didn’t comply. And foolishly, she’d assumed that since she had the role “locked up,” she was impervious to this kind of thing. She was wrong.

Boatwright moaned softly as he adjusted positions on the cabinet and tried to get his bearings. As he shifted his weight, she resolved to say nothing yet, confident that his confusion and fear would be heightened if she dragged out this part, before actually engaging him. But somehow, staring at his entitled, unconscious face, all the years of bottled up rage overflowed. Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t stop herself. She heard the words spilling out.

“That was the worst day,” she muttered. “I really struggled after that. The cocaine use increased. I was bitter and angry, borderline suicidal at one point. I heard rumors that Corinne had been willing to make the kind of ethical concessions to get the role that I hadn’t been.”

She stopped talking. The next part was too painful to say out loud. She could hardly bear to even think about it.

When the film was a hit and Corinne was nominated for a Golden Globe, she had actually tried to kill herself. She took twenty sleeping pills, got into her bathtub, and started to drift off. It was only the huge leak in her crappy apartment, and the bathtub water seeping into her downstairs neighbor’s bathroom, which saved her. The neighbor got the super, who unlocked her door and found her, unconscious, her head about to slide into the tub.

Boatwright groaned again. The sound snapped her out of her reverie. She realized that she’d been grinding her teeth as she recalled the incident. Though he wasn’t conscious, she resumed speaking. She considered it almost like a rehearsal, practicing her lines before the live performance she knew was imminent.

“After I was released from the hospital, I checked into rehab and committed myself to therapy. Aren’t you proud of me, Miller?”

She glanced over at him to see if he was listening. He deserved to hear this part. His eyes were closed but she sensed that the passion of her words would somehow get through.

“I left town for six months, hiking in the Colorado Rockies. When I came back I had a renewed sense of purpose and a new name. I officially changed it to Callie. Hemphill was my mother’s maiden name. And considering that I hadn’t spoken to my abusive bastard of a father in eight years, it felt good to be rid of his name. It was like I was a new person. Are you getting all this, Miller? There will be a test later.”

At the sound of his name, Boatwright murmured something unintelligible. That was good enough for Callie. He was getting it.

“So where were we? Oh yes, I went back from my dyed blonde hair to my natural brown, got a new agent, and carved out a fresh career for myself. For half a dozen years, I grinded every day. I did commercials, industrial films, and bit parts in horror films shot in Eastern European countries that ended in ‘nia.’”

“Nia,” Boatwright mumbled.

“That’s right, Miller. Way to keep up. Anyway, somewhere in there I managed to get married to a sweet guy—nothing like you— who’d been a grip on one of those horror movies. He was good looking, gentle, and didn’t ask too many questions about my past. That was more than I thought I deserved, so I leapt at it.

“Eventually, I got guest parts on a few procedurals as rape victims, party girls, or adulteresses. That led to recurring roles as evil temptresses or doting girlfriends. Eventually I nailed a regular cast role as a rookie cop in a cable series that lasted half a season before getting pulled from the schedule. After that, it was a rookie detective on a network series that lasted a full season before getting cancelled. Things were starting to look up, Miller.”

Again hearing his name, Boatwright tried to open his eyes. They fluttered briefly before giving up. The sight of him struggling filled her with both satisfaction and fury. She was glad that he was in pain. But he had to be alert if he was going to accept responsibility.

She licked her lips, trying to stave off the dry mouth that had suddenly overtaken her. She felt nauseous and exhilarated at the same time. Everything was heightened. She was invincible.

“I know it’s a lot to take, Miller, but please try to pay attention,” she said, her voice rising in a wild, sing-songy rhythm. “It finally culminated this year when I was cast as one of the leads in a network legal drama. The show was picked up for thirteen episodes, giving me a level of financial security that I’d never experienced before. Fairy tale ending, right?”

She waited for a response but Miller wasn’t being accommodating so she answered for him.

“Wrong! That’s when the problems started. I learned that the show was going to be at Sovereign Studios, where my first brush with success had ended in crushing disappointment. Not great, Miller, but not the end of the world. I moved past it because I’m a trouper. But it kept getting worse. We’d been shooting for a few weeks when I discovered that the Marauder reboot would be shooting on the lot too. Well, Miller. You can imagine that didn’t sit well me.”

She was talking faster now but, despite her best efforts, the words were starting to bleed together.

“Soon after that, the dominoes started falling,” she continued. “I discovered that Corinne would be starring in the film. Then someone said they’d be filming on Stage 32, which was right next to Stage 31, where I worked. The soundstages even shared a connecting door, which meant there was a chance I might bump into the woman who stole the career I was supposed to have.

“But here’s the worst part, Miller. She didn’t just steal my career, she debased it. I read, along with everyone else, about her fall from grace, mostly a result of terrible on-set behavior and poor career choices. Every time one of her films failed, I felt a weird mix of satisfaction and disappointment.

“Sure, I was pleased to see the woman who ruined my career face her own struggles. Then again, if she had become a megastar for the next decade, maybe I could have accepted that at least I lost my dream role to someone more talented and deserving. But the woman’s failures only reinforced the truth: that I’d been wronged. Wronged, Miller!”

“I’m Miller,” Boatwright said. His words were now comprehensible but he clearly wasn’t comprehending.

“Keep up, Miller,” she spat. “We’re getting to the exciting conclusion here. Things went downhill from there. All her prima donna behavior started to put my show at risk. We lost production days because of her delicate constitution. My show might never get on the air because of her. She’s still finding ways to cost me jobs. The tipping point came when we bumped into each other in the commissary a week ago. Nothing major happened. In fact, that was the point. She sniped “excuse you,” stepped to the side like I had a disease, and continued on without another word.

“I have to tell you, Miller, it wasn’t so much the rudeness that upset me as the lack of awareness. Corinne Weatherly had no idea who I was, nor did she care. She was oblivious to the pain she’d wrought with her pliable morality and entitled attitude. She moved through the world like she owned it and everyone else was there to serve her. It was simply too much. She had to pay. And she did.”

“What’s going on?” Boatwright moaned groggily from across the room. He was still out of it but he could speak and focus his eyes. He was coherent enough.

The rehearsal was over. It was time for the real show to begin.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

 

 

“Haven’t you been listening, Miller?” she asked him testily as she unhooked the bungee cords keeping him in place and stepped back out of his reach. “I told you there would be a test later. That time has come. Do you remember me?”

Boatwright squinted at the woman. She was a little fuzzy around the edges of his blurry vision but she looked vaguely familiar. She was in her thirties, about five foot six with medium-length, light brown hair and brown eyes that were currently trying to burn through him. She was attractive with a thin but shapely physique and sharp, angular features that would pop onscreen. He sensed that she had to be an actress.

“No,” he said, though he wasn’t sure that was true.

He wanted to demand what the hell was going on but something in the intensity of those eyes made him reconsider. He tried to swallow the creeping fear that he felt growing inside of him. Something about his throat felt funny.

“Come on, Miller,” she said teasingly as she paced back and forth. “Cast your mind back. I’d like to think I made at least a small impression on you.”

Hearing her speak more, there was definitely a familiarity to her voice. He tried to place it. Did he know her from around the lot? Had she been in one of his films? It had to be something else.

He glanced around and saw that he was lying on a filing cabinet high above the ground. Touching his neck, he realized the weird feeling was a rope wrapped tightly around it. He looked up and saw that the rope was connected to an exposed pipe above him. Both his wrists and ankles were bound. However he knew this woman, she wasn’t pleased with him.

“Did we work together?” he asked, his voice raspy.

She smiled and her perfect while teeth gleamed, almost hurting his eyes.

“Not quite,” she said, walking toward him.

And then, in a flash, it came to him. This was Calliope Mott, the actress who’d been cast in Petals and Petulance before he’d discovered Corinne. The one who’d tried to kill herself when she lost the role. She looked different but it was definitely her. He tried to hide the recognition in his eyes but could tell she’d caught it.

“Finally,” she said. “You were starting to hurt my feelings.”

“You killed Corinne,” he said more than asked. “Because she got the role you wanted? And you’re mad at me because I picked her?”

Calliope had stopped moving and now stood directly in front of him. He was tempted to reach out and grab her throat but doubted he could grab her with his hands tied. Besides, he was worried he might topple off the cabinet. 

“Is that how you remember it, Miller? I was simply beaten out for the role by a better actress?”

“No,” he said, swallowing again, trying to find some saliva in his bone-dry mouth. “You were very good. I remember we offered you the role. Corinne was a late audition, a favor to an agent friend. No one expected anything from her. I’ve always felt bad that you got such a raw deal.”

“So she was just a late audition, huh?” Calliope said with a nasty edge. “It had nothing to do with me refusing to ‘act out’ a romantic scene with you in your apartment? It had nothing to do with her being willing to do whatever it took?”

The memory flooded back. The truth was that Miller Boatwright had “rehearsed” scenes with so many actresses in his apartment over the years that they all started to blend together. He had a vague recollection of Calliope being among them, but nothing stuck out. He decided not to mention that. Instead he focused on her second comment.

“Corinne Weatherly didn’t sleep with me to get the role,” he told her.

Calliope’s face went red.

“You expect me to believe that?” she spat.

“It’s true,” he said, praying that convincing her might save him. “I won’t deny that once she got the part and the movie started shooting, we got together. But nothing like that happened to get the role. I can see why you would think that you rebuffing me and her getting the role were connected, but I swear it was just a coincidence. If we’d never seen her, you’d have played Rosie, regardless of what happened at my apartment. I wouldn’t blackball an actress I thought was right for a role just because she wouldn’t sleep with me. If I did, a quarter of the actresses under thirty in this town would be unemployed.”

Calliope started at him coldly, disbelievingly.

“The funny thing is that I bet you think that makes you noble in some way,” she said, suddenly adopting a deeper male voice, imitating him. “I pressure women I have power over to have sex with me. But I don’t hold a grudge if they don’t.”

“It sounds awful, but it’s true,” he insisted.

She shrugged.

“Here’s the thing, Miller. Either way, you’re a scumbag. Or you ‘were.’ That all ends tonight.”

Then, without warning, she shoved him off the edge of the filing cabinet. He tried to grasp the side of it but everything happened so fast that he couldn’t get a grip. He attempted to brace himself for what was to come. But nothing prepared him for the agony as his body wrenched downward while his neck stayed in place.

It took him a second to grasp he hadn’t broken his neck. But that relief was replaced by the horrifying realization that he couldn’t breathe. The rope was digging into his neck, compressing his trachea, and cutting off both his circulation and the flow of oxygen. He knew that wriggling would only tighten the thing but he couldn’t help it. He tried desperately to extend his toes out to reach the floor. He could feel them bump something slightly as he swung but he couldn’t quite plant them down. Through watery eyes, he saw Calliope watching him intently, a hungry grin playing at her lips. But with each passing second, she got more blurry, as if someone had rubbed a thick layer of Vaseline on his eyeballs.

He tried to blink but found it impossible, as was speaking or even breathing. He felt the terror giving way to resignation. It wouldn’t be long now.

 

*

 

The conference room was empty.

Jessie dropped to her knees, thinking that maybe Boatwright was unconscious beneath the large table in the middle of the room. But there was no one there.

She had been sure that this was where Callie Hemphill would have taken Boatwright to punish him, the place where her dreams of stardom were supposed to take shape. But there was no one here. She was at a loss. But then, as she stood there feeling defeated, her previous thought popped into her head.

Supposed to.

This was the room where Callie’s dream was supposed to come true. But it hadn’t. She’d lost the role before the table read. She might never even have been in this room. The place where the dream had first seemed real was where she’d auditioned and done well enough to win the part.

Jessie pulled out her phone and quickly scrolled through the documents to the audition files. In the top corner of all the pages were the words “audition room 5, Katz Building.” That must have been where everyone tried out. That had to be where they were now.

She looked at the door across the hall. There was no sign on it. As she began to run down the darkened hallway, it became clear that other than the two conference rooms, none of them were labeled. Audition room 5 could have been any room at all that someone had taped those words to a decade earlier.

Jessie stopped running and forced herself to think. Callie and Boatwright were somewhere in this building. Though she couldn’t be sure, she suspected they were on the first floor. Callie wouldn’t have wanted to drag a famous, unconscious man around any longer than necessary. So they were close. Maybe she could hear them or, if he was already dead, at least her.

Don’t run. Walk quietly.

She started at the end of the hall near the main door and moved softly down the hall, listening for anything unusual. It was silent. She was just reaching the end of the hall, starting to wonder if perhaps Callie had gone to a higher floor, when she saw it.

Peeking out from under the door of the last room on the right was a dim but noticeable light. She moved closer. The door was wood and looked old. Even if it was locked, she suspected she could kick it open. She texted her location to Trembley, unholstered her weapon, took one large step forward, and kicked.

The door flew open. It took Jessie a moment to understand what she was seeing. Miller Boatwright was dangling from a rope attached to an exposed pipe in the ceiling. His face was purple, his eyes were bulging, and his legs were twitching.

In the corner of the room, next to a door to the adjoining room, stood Callie Hemphill, dressed all in black. Her intimidating brown eyes blazed. Before Jessie could say a word, the woman flicked off the light switch, plunging the room into near total darkness. Jessie heard the other door open and a voice called out.

“Guess you have to choose between catching me or saving him.”

Jessie felt around near the door she’d just kicked in, found another light switch, and flicked it on. Boatwright had stopped moving. The sound of Hemphill running down the hall toward the exit echoed through the hall. She was right. If Jessie went after her, Boatwright would die for sure. If she stayed to help, the killer might get away. It wasn’t really a choice.

For half a second, Jessie considered trying to wrap her arms around Boatwright’s torso and hold him up until help arrived. But he was in bad shape and, with her aching shoulder, she wasn’t even sure she could physically do it. Instead she took two steps forward, aimed her gun at the rope holding Boatwright up, took a deep breath, and fired.

Nothing happened. The bullet missed the rope and slammed into the wall behind it. Jessie shook off the frustration, took another deep breath, squinted, and fired again.

The rope snapped and the man collapsed to the ground. Jessie ran over and tried to loosen the rope by squeezing her fingers between it and Boatwright’s neck. She could create a fraction of space but not enough to do much good.

She heard a sound behind her and spun around, pointing her gun at the door. It was Trembley, followed closely by Paul the security guard.

“Either of you have a knife?” she asked quickly. “This thing is choking him to death.”

Trembley hurried over, pulling a Swiss army blade out of his pocket. While Jessie tugged at the rope to create more space, he slid the blade under and cut furiously. Within ten seconds, it was frayed enough for him yank the pieces apart.

Paul’s radio squawked. Someone made a comment that Jessie didn’t understand. He grabbed it and spoke quickly.

“This is Stockton. We’re at the south end of Katz, first floor. Man in distress. Come quick.”

“What’s going on?” Jessie asked as she felt for a pulse. It was weak but there.

“The studio medic is en route. Thirty seconds out. Do you want me to try CPR? I was just retrained.”

“Sure,” Jessie said, stepping away to make room for him. “He still has a pulse but it’s faint.”

Paul hurried over and began compressions. Another announcement came over the radio.

“Cameras show a female running east on Bronx Street, just passing Avenue 8.”

Jessie looked at Paul questioningly.

“She’s cutting across the New York back lot in the direction of Stage 31, where her show shoots,” he told her. “Should our people pursue her?”

“No,” Trembley said quickly. “She’s clearly dangerous. Have them hold back and continue surveillance. We’ll go after her. Please update Detective Bray when she and her people arrive.”

Just then, another guard and the medic burst in with a portable defibrillator. They rushed over. Jessie and Trembley stepped back and Paul slid over.

“You got this?” Jessie asked him.

“We’ve got it,” he assured her, tossing her his radio. “Take this. Go get her.”

She nodded and ran out of the room with Trembley right behind her.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

 

 

“We lost her.”

That was according to Lionel, the security guard who’d been on the radio, guiding them with the assistance of the studio’s multiple cameras.

Jessie and Trembley were standing at the western edge of the New York back lot, near the corner of Alexander Dayne Way and Avenue 5, where stages 31 and 32 connected. Both gasped for air. Jessie tried to ignore her throbbing shoulder.

“She could have gone anywhere,” Trembley said, frustrated.

“True,” Jessie acknowledged. “But I’m willing to bet she’s on one of those two soundstages. She works on Stage 31 so she knows it well, and Stage 32 is where she killed Weatherly. Either would be a draw for her.”

“Should we just wait for the cavalry?” he asked. “It’s going to be hard for her to sneak off the lot at this point.”

“Normally I’d say yes. But what if there are still people on those soundstages? We don’t know what weapons she has and what she’s willing to do with them. She’s in a pretty desperate state of mind.”

“Good point. I guess we’re splitting up then,” he replied. “You have a preference?”

“Not really. I guess 32 since I’m at least slightly familiar with it.”

“Fine by me,” Trembley said. “Stay in contact, okay?”

Jessie nodded and headed for the door to Soundstage 32. After a deep breath she yanked it open and stepped inside. The shock of cold after running in the muggy night air was bracing.

She moved quickly around the outer edge of the stage, peeking onto the set, which looked to be recreating the locker-walled hallway of a high school. There weren’t many places to hide there so she kept moving.

She came to the stage door that led to the production offices, wardrobe and prop departments, green rooms, and more. This area included the office where they’d conducted the interviews with the cast and crew. Down the hall was the prop room where Corinne’s body had been found and dozens of headless, limbless torsos still rested.

Something told her that if Callie Hemphill was on Stage 32, that was the best place to start. She rushed down the hall, keeping alert as she passed open doorways until she got to the prop department entrance. It was open too. She didn’t know if that was normal or not.

Before stepping inside, she reached in and turned on the light. The room flickered to life, revealing an endless line of latex body parts and torsos. If Callie simply stood among them, unmoving, it might be hard to pick her out.

Jessie closed the door so Callie couldn’t sneak out and began walking down the long middle row, careful to keep some space between herself and the grotesque mannequins on either side of her. She listened closely for rustling or heavy breathing, anything that might reveal Hemphill’s location. But the room was silent. She stopped moving.

I’m at a disadvantage here. There has to be a better way to do this, to change the dynamic.

“Callie,” she called out into the cavernous room. “My name is Jessie Hunt. I’m not a regular cop. I’m a profiler. It’s my job to get into the minds of people who commit crimes and try to understand why they did it. And I have to tell you, in your case, I get it.”

She stopped speaking, hoping for some kind of response. When none came, she continued, trying to sound as conversational as possible.

“I don’t know exactly what happened to you all those years ago, but I can guess. You had the lead role in a major movie. It was yours. And then it was taken away from you and given to someone else. I have an idea why. Maybe you weren’t willing to make personal compromises to keep the role and someone else was. Then you had to watch her become a star, facing no consequences for her lack of scruples. You watched the producer who hired her live high on the hog, never getting called out for abusing his power.”

She stopped talking again. Still no reaction. She went on.

“And then, when you finally get to a solid place in your professional life, it all gets thrown back at you again. The woman who got your role works one stage over from you. You risk constantly running into the man who yanked your dream job away from you. After everything you’ve done to climb back up near the top, you have to face the indignity of them looking down on you all over again. It’s not fair. And you’d had enough. Am I right?”

There was still silence but somehow it felt softer, as if some tension had been released from the room. Jessie wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or if she could trust that instinct. She decided to take a chance.

“Callie, as a show of goodwill, I’m going to put my gun away,” she said, lifting it high in the air and then holstering it. “You’re a smart woman. You have to know the situation you’re in. You murdered one person and tried to kill another. You’ve been identified. Police are converging on our location. There’s no way you get out of this unscathed.”

Jessie felt naked as she continued to walk, her hands empty, completely exposed. She tried to mask her fear with an air of confidence and sympathy.

“But if you give yourself up, if you come out with me now, it can only help you. Your two previous acts of violence, while horrific, were directed at people you felt wronged you. Your lawyer can argue credibly that you just snapped. But if you attempt to harm a law enforcement officer in a premeditated fashion—one who is trying to help you—that takes things to another level. No lawyer can spin that. So this is the moment, right now. We can salvage this together or you can ruin it alone. What’s it going to be?’

More silence. Jessie was at a loss. She had nothing more to say, no more help to offer. Did this mean that Callie was too far gone to save? Was she even in the prop room at all?

Then she heard it—the sound of movement up ahead to the left. A figure stepped out from behind two mannequins, both missing arms and with entrails dangling from their abdomens. Jessie felt a shiver run down her spine.

Someone stepped into the main path wearing black pants, a black turtleneck, and a black ski mask. Even though she’d never seen the movies, Jessie recognized it as the Marauder costume from the film series. It was how Callie had been dressed when she killed Corinne.

Seeing that her hands were empty, Jessie tempered the urge to draw her gun. Callie reached up, pulled off the ski mask, and tossed it aside. Her brown hair shot everywhere, a victim of the mask’s static electricity. Her eyes were dull, lacking the frenzied energy from the audition room.

“You made the right choice, Callie,” Jessie said calmly. “Now walk toward me slowly with your hands above your head. I’ll need to handcuff you.”

Callie did as she was told, moving forward, her hands held high, clenched together into tight, angry balls. Jessie pulled out the cuffs and moved forward to meet her. The woman was approaching faster than Jessie would have liked and she was about to tell her to ease up when a silent alarm when off in her head.

Clenched fists. Moving fast. Something’s not right.

At that moment, Callie pulled her hands apart, revealing that her fists had been hiding a balled up cord. Now only six feet away, she charged at Jessie, swinging her arms forward to wrap the cord around her neck.

Jessie didn’t have time to grab her gun. But she did have the cuffs. Without pausing to consider it, she clutched one cuff by the loop and whipped the other end at the advancing woman, smacking her hard in the nose with the metal cheek plate. Callie grunted and her head snapped back momentarily, making it impossible for her to see that Jessie had dropped into a crouch.

Callie ran straight into her and careened forward over her, doing an awkward somersault before landing hard on her tailbone. Jessie spun around, snapped one cuff on Callie’s still extended right wrist, and then connected it to the left. Then she grabbed the cord and yanked, ripping it from the woman’s fingers. She stood up, walked around to face Callie, and shook her head.

“You should have listened to me,” she said simply. “I was trying to help you, Callie.”

Callie Hemphill, aka Calliope Mott, looked up at her with loathing in her eyes.

“I’m done trusting other women,” she growled.

Jessie had no response to that.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

 

 

The sun hurt her eyes.

Jessie had stepped out into the Central Police Station courtyard at 6:21 a.m. to get some fresh air after working through the night. But she hadn’t been prepared for how bright it was. She felt like some kind of vampire.

She sat down on a bench, allowing herself to take her first mental break in hours. Callie Hemphill was in custody. Her arraignment was later this morning. Miller Boatwright was in the hospital. The medic had managed to resuscitate him.

When Jessie and Trembley had gone to interview him, he was alert, though hoarse and clearly weakened. He told them about his time with Callie in the audition room before Jessie burst in, about her accusations that he’d cast Corinne because she was willing to sleep with him. 

“But I swear Corinne and I hooked up after she was cast,” he reiterated raspily. “And like I said, she was the one who pursued me after I broke it off.”

“But Callie didn’t know any of that,” Jessie reminded him.

He acknowledged that, as well as the fact that he’d aggressively come on to Callie while reading an intimate scene with her.

“I admit that I used my position to get with women who might otherwise not be interested in me. But I never tied that to landing a role. There are lots of actresses out there who can attest to that. I’ve been rejected by tons of women who later worked for me.”

“But not Callie,” Trembley said.

“No,” he croaked. “And looking back, I can see how she might have mistakenly assumed that was why she lost the role, because she refused my advances. But at the time, it didn’t occur to me. I wasn’t the most evolved guy in the world back then.”

It turned out that Boatwright still wasn’t that evolved. During an overnight search of his office, Detective Bray had discovered a sizable collection of videos of him “rehearsing scenes” and ultimately having sexual liaisons with a variety of actresses at his apartment. Bray noted that the producer’s first stop after leaving the hospital might not be home but rather to a courthouse.

Jessie didn’t look at the videos but Bray indicated that a number of the women were household names. The videos went back at least a dozen years. She wasn’t sure how many of them would come forward to tell their stories when this broke, but at least there was physical evidence to support the claims, should they make them. 

Detective Parker from Vice stopped by to tell Jessie and Trembley that after Tech cracked the Bad Boys list, they’d raided the CTA offices and taken multiple agents into custody for pandering. Among them was Jake Morant. Jessie regretted not being there to see that. Parker told her that they’d wait until later this morning to arrest Phil Reinhold so the old guy could get one more decent night’s sleep. Jessie had no illusions that this would suddenly put an end to the Hollywood casting couch but at least it was a start.

Jamil Winslow came over to the bullpen around 3.a.m, looking both tired and wired, to inform them that even if they hadn’t caught Callie Hemphill, Willem Struce would have been exonerated in his wife’s death. Video footage from his boyfriend’s apartment building confirmed that he was there when he said he was.

With the paparazzi surrounding the police station, Jamil had arranged for Struce to be snuck out the back in an unmarked car and taken to Owen Mulaney’s place, where he planned to hole up until the media frenzy settled down. Jamil seemed worried that he’d overstepped his bounds but Jessie assured him that he’d done the right thing. She didn’t mention it but she’d done something similar with Tara Tanner, whose name would not appear in their report.

Trying to push all that out of her head, she closed her eyes, listening to the early morning birds in the courtyard chat each other up. It was still early enough that there was a hint of coolness in the air. In another hour it would be scorching again.

She heard the sound of a door opening and forced her eyelids apart. Trembley was coming her way.

“Looks like most of the paperwork is done,” he told her. “I can finish up the last of it so you can head out if you want, maybe get some sleep.”

“Thanks, Trembley. What are your plans?”

“Hemphill’s being arraigned at nine. I think I might stop by to check out the show.”

“You and every paparazzo in the thirty-mile zone,” she said.

“You know I’m a sucker for that stuff,” he said sheepishly.

“I sure do.”

They were both quiet for a moment before Trembley nervously cleared his throat.

“I meant to tell you, I know I was a little—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jessie interrupted. “When it mattered, you were right there, doing what had to be done.”

“Thanks,” he said. “It was really great working with you. I feel like I got a new perspective on how to investigate. Maybe we can team up again sometime?”

“Maybe,” she said noncommittally. The idea wasn’t immediately off-putting.

The door opened again and Captain Decker walked over, his shoulders hunched as usual.

“Good work,” he said gruffly.

“Thanks, Captain,” Trembley said. “It was nice working with Hunt. I think she’s got real potential.”

“Speaking of,” Decker said, ignoring the attempt at humor. “You mind if I speak to her privately for a moment?”

“Of course not, sir,” Trembley said. “I’ll be inside efficiently completing paperwork.”

Jessie gave him a smile as he headed out. She was amused, even if the captain wasn’t. When Trembley had returned inside, Decker turned back to her.

“You look like me on a good day, which is not a compliment,” he said. “You should go home and get some rest.”

“I plan to,” she assured him.

“I wanted to thank you for your assistance, Hunt. We were really short-handed and you came through for us. Because of your help, Corinne Weatherly’s killer is in custody, a second murder was prevented, a prostitution ring was broken up, and a predatory producer may finally have to pay the piper for years of abusing his power. Not bad for a few days of work.”

“Thanks, Captain,” she said, sensing there was more coming.

He paused, unsure how to proceed. Eventually he just came out with it.

“Any chance you’d be interested in running it back again?”

“What do you mean exactly?” she asked.

“I mean, would you consider consulting for us from time to time, when we’re in a bind or have a case that is particularly messy?”

“You mean like Garland Moses did?” she pressed.

“Something like that.”

“He ended up coming in every day, even though he was never an LAPD employee. I’m not interested in that.”

“We’ll take what we can get, Hunt,” Decker said flatly.

“I’ll think about it,” she replied. “Why don’t you give me a call when you have something interesting and I’ll let you know if I’m available?”

“I’ll do that,” he said.

“I have no doubt.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

 

 

Jessie could smell the bacon from the hall.

When she walked into the apartment, both Kat and Hannah were at the table, dressed and having breakfast. Her sister saw her, got up immediately, and went to the fridge.

“How do bacon and eggs sound?” she asked.

“They sound good,” Jessie said, plopping down in a chair. “Thanks.”

“Not a problem,” Hannah said from somewhere behind the refrigerator door.

“How did it go?” Kat asked, bleary-eyed.

“Short version: we caught the killer and a few other folks to boot. I can fill you in on the gory details later. Right now I’m operating on fumes. How did the stakeout go yesterday?”

Hannah closed the fridge door and looked at Kat, who shrugged.

“Short version,” she said, “I nailed the guy. There ended up being some complications with the client but that goes with the territory.”

“Fill me in on the gory details later?” Jessie asked.

“Sure,” Kat said, though not with much enthusiasm.

Jessie looked at Hannah, who appeared fixated on the eggs in her hands, and then at Kat, who seemed to be trying very hard to act casual, and felt a flicker of suspicion.

“Any particular reason you two are acting so squirrelly?” she asked.

“Nah,” Kat said, “I just think Hannah got a rude awakening at how boring stakeouts can get. We should have brought a Scrabble board or something.”

“What’s Scrabble?” Hannah asked, smirking.

“That’s the girl I know,” Jessie said. “By the way, I have some news. Garland left me his house in his will. We can probably move in next week.”

There were several seconds of stunned silence before Kat found her voice.

“That’s amazing! When were you going to tell us this?”

“I just did,” Jessie said.

She looked over at Hannah, whose eyes were rimmed with wetness. It took her a moment to gather herself.

“He was a really good guy,” she said softly.

“Yeah, he was,” Jessie agreed. “I was actually planning to go see Ryan and tell him too. The place is well-suited for his recovery. And the walls aren’t paper thin, so I won’t have to hear you blasting your music.”

“That’s nothing compared to the stuff I’ve had to hear,” Hannah quipped. “If I wasn’t already in therapy, I’d need it after that.”

Jessie smiled but did not apologize.

“Do you want company on the hospital visit?” Hannah asked. “I can go with you.”

“Thanks. Next time, I think. I was hoping for a little solo time on this trip. I haven’t had much in the last few days. Do you mind?”

“Of course not,” Hannah said. “It’ll give me more time to plan how I want to decorate my room.”

Jessie smiled. That was the most excited she’d heard Hannah in a while. Maybe things were finally turning around.

 

*

 

Ryan was off the ventilator.

Doctor Badalia warned her not to get too excited. It was a good sign but he was far from out of the woods. In fact, it was potentially more risky because Ryan might try to push his recovery too hard now. He would need to go slow and Jessie would have to make him if he balked. He also warned her that, while they had yet to find any memory or cognitive issues, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t emerge later.

As excited as she was, the news didn’t prevent her from drifting off in his room while she waited for him to wake up. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been out when she was startled awake by a grunting noise.

She looked over to see Ryan looking at her with alert eyes. She slid the chair over next to him and squeezed his hand.

“How are you doing?’ she whispered. “You don’t sound like Darth Vader anymore.”

He opened his mouth to reply but only a wheezy cough came out.

“Don’t try to talk yet,” she said. “There will be lots of time for that. Do you want some water?”

He nodded vigorously. She grabbed the cup on his tray and eased the straw between his lips. He sucked voraciously. When she was sure he was done, she put the cup back and smiled at him, trying to decide how best to tell him about the house. But before she could, he opened his mouth and tried again.

“Case?” he mumbled slowly in a gravelly voice.

Jessie laughed out loud. Even with everything he was dealing with, Ryan was most interested in learning about her case. That, more than anything, gave her hope for his recovery.

“That’s what you’re interested in?” she asked in delighted disbelief. “What case I’m working?”

He nodded firmly.

She didn’t mention that she was no longer officially working for the department. That could come later. For now, he just wanted the details. Those she could provide. So she grabbed a pillow from the closet, slid it behind her back, settled in, and smiled.

“Let’s start at the beginning.”


 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

The elderly man watched the news story on his laptop.

Normally he didn’t feel the need to put on his glasses. Listening was usually sufficient. But in this case he wanted to see the images. They flashed across the screen. The faded actress murdered by a rival, the powerful producer who had taken advantage of vulnerable young women, the talent agency that had made a business out of doing the same. It was all so decadent.

And there in the middle of it all was the criminal profiler Jessie Hunt. She refused to do any interviews but the anchor happily recounted her well-known personal history: daughter of a serial killer she eventually killed in self-defense. Ex-wife of a sociopathic murderer she killed in self-defense. Protégé of the legendary profiler Garland Moses, who had been laid to rest just two weeks earlier.

In the clips that the old man watched, he noticed that she had the same hungry, searching look as Moses, the same piercing, questioning eyes. Something about the way she carried herself stirred a long-dormant excitement in him. It was a feeling he missed dearly and wanted to nurture.

That was why he’d sold almost everything he owned and packed up one suitcase with the most essential items, including his precious work tools. That was why he had purchased a one-way bus ticket to Los Angeles. It left at 11:42 p.m. tonight.

The Night Hunter could hardly wait. 
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