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PROLOGUE


 


 


Gemma Britton didn’t
see many new patients anymore.


With the books and
the morning show interviews and all her speaking engagements, it was hard
enough to fit in time for her existing patients, much less accept new ones who
might only be seeing her because of her celebrity status.


She hadn’t
expected it to turn out this way. But an invitation five years ago to appear on
a local morning newscast to discuss the on-set behavioral issues of a
well-known actor had led to other offers from stations, all of which wanted a
telegenic psychiatrist who could explain complicated psychological problems in
straightforward language for a mass audience.


The local TV hits
turned into national ones. Suddenly, she was on the speaking circuit. She put
out a book, Working Through It with Dr. Gemma, which ended up being a
bestseller. That led to a follow-up, which was successful as well. It was all very
exciting.


But it became
harder and harder to fit in time for the regular patients she’d seen for years.
In fact, some recent criticism of her on social media had expressed that exact
issue. As a result, she’d created a new policy: every month she would commit at
least forty hours to seeing patients, which admittedly amounted to only about
two a day, but it kept her in the mix.


She also made sure
that one of those hours each month was for a new patient. If possible, she
would keep them on her roster. If she didn’t think they were a match, she would
recommend another doctor to the new patient. And that first session was always
pro bono.


That’s why she was
currently in a session with Tyler Hardigan. His initial phone consultation had
been intriguing. At twenty-eight, he had trouble establishing romantic
relationships. In fact, he said he was a virgin, and not by choice. When he
arrived at the office, she could hazard a preliminary, non-professional guess
as to why.


Tyler had long,
shaggy brown hair that fell into his eyes, tinted glass, and wore a Hawaiian
shirt and brown, corduroy trousers that looked about fifty years old. It was as
if he was trying to appear uncool. In fact, she wasn’t even sure if the hair
was real or a wig. It almost looked like he was wearing a disguise of some
kind.


He wouldn’t be the
first one. Some folks were so embarrassed about getting therapy that they felt
they had to hide their true selves in order to reveal big truths. But in
Tyler’s case, his true looks were so hidden that she couldn’t get any kind of
read on him. Hell, he could be a neighbor of hers and she’d never recognize him
in this get-up.


Her phone buzzed
and she looked down. It was a text from her assistant, Cara, asking if it was
okay for her to leave for the day. This was Gemma’s last session on a Friday
afternoon, and there was no reason for Cara to delay her weekend unnecessarily.
She texted back a quick thumbs up before looking over at Tyler.


“Sorry about
that,” she said. “Just letting my assistant leave for the day. I should have
put my phone on silent. Let’s get back to it. You were talking about how you
feel that you can’t form meaningful connections with potential romantic
partners. Tell me a little more about that.”


“I just…” Tyler
started to say before stopping and beginning again, “It’s just that I get so
nervous that I can’t think of the right thing to say and then I end up saying
the absolute wrong thing. I think it freaks them out.”


Okay,” Gemma
replied, “can you give me an example of when you said the ‘wrong’ thing?”


Tyler thought for
a second, then after a moment of hesitation, seemed to come up with something.


“There was this
one girl at a clothing store in the mall,” he began,” she was helping me find a
shirt and she was really nice, so I asked if she wanted to see a movie with me.”


“All right,” Gemma
replied, “maybe a little bit forward but not out of bounds. How did she react?”


Tyler shifted
uncomfortably in his chair.


“I showed her the
trailer for the movie on my phone, and she got upset and said she was getting
her manager. Then she ran off. I got worried, so I left.”


Gemma was almost
afraid to ask the next question, but that was part of her job.


“What was the
movie?”


“It’s called Coed
Orgy III,” he told her matter-of-factly. “Do you want to see the
trailer?”


Gemma kept her
expression impassive as she answered.


"That won't
be necessary," she told him. "But let me ask you, Tyler, do you see
why showing a stranger a pornographic movie the first time you meet her might
be considered a little too intimate?”


“It wasn’t the
movie,” he protested. “It was just the trailer.”


Now, it was
Gemma's turn to shift uncomfortably in her own chair.


"Okay, well,
I think there’s definitely something we can work on here, which is
understanding personal boundaries.”


“That sounds
great,” he said enthusiastically. “So let’s fix it.”


“We’re going to
make a real effort,” she assured him, “but it’s important to understand that
there’s no quick fix for some of these things. It demands real determination and
commitment to try make change.”


“But I want to get
better now, Dr. Britton,” he said. “I want to go back to that girl and get her
to go out with me this time.”


Gemma was starting
to think that Tyler Hardigan might be a good candidate to pass along to a
colleague who could spend more time delving into what was clearly deep
confusion about appropriate interpersonal interaction.


“Well, we can’t
just flip a switch, Tyler,” she explained. “This is going to require you to really
open up in ways that may not be super comfortable for you at first. For
example, maybe we can discuss why you chose to come to our first session in disguise.”


The man looked
down and remained quiet for several seconds before responding, his eyes still
on the carpet in front of him.


“I just need to
you to fix me, Doctor,” he insisted quietly. As he continued to speak, his
voice got louder and more intense. “That’s why I came here. I signed up with
you so that you could make me better. That way, I can go out this weekend and
get the girl. I don’t have time for more than one session of ‘work.’ This needs
to happen today.”


Tyler was getting agitated,
and Gemma sensed that she needed to tread carefully. For the first time since
the start of the session, she felt a hint of fear creep into her system. She
wanted to make clear that his needs weren’t realistic but doubted he’d react
well. Instead, she decided that the best course of action was to simply get
through the session and find a long-term solution for Tyler that didn’t involve
regular appointments with her.


“Let’s see what we
can do,” she told him, maintaining the smooth, controlled voice that TV
producers told her was one of her best attributes. “I’m going to offer you an
exercise that I want you to implement in your everyday interactions, particularly
with women you find interesting. Then I’ll have a colleague of mine check in
with you to see how you're progressing.”


“Will the exercise
make this girl go out with me?” he wanted to know.


But before she
could answer, his face—to the extent that she could see it—screwed up in
frustration.


“Wait,” he said,
“did you say a colleague would check in with me?”


“Yes, just to see
how things are going—.”


“I don’t want some
colleague,” he spat. “I came to you because you’re supposed to be the
best. You’re the TV psychiatrist. If you can’t fix me, who can? And it
seems like you don’t care!”


“That’s not true,
Tyler,” she insisted.


He stood up
suddenly. His hands were squeezed into fists, and his whole body was tense.


“You don’t
understand me,” he barked, “you don't want to help. You were supposed to be
different, but you’re just like the others.”


“Let’s calm down,
Tyler,” Gemma said, still trying to maintain an air of professional detachment
but finding herself falling well short. “Getting angry won’t fix you. We need
to work together on this.”


“No,” he told her,
fuming. “You had your chance. You’re a fake!”


He reached over to
the end table beside his chair and snapped up his phone from the large quartz
crystal bowl that she’d received as a gift and now asked her patients to put
their phones in for the duration of their session. Then, after staring at the
bowl for a second, he picked it up too.


Gemma felt that earlier
hint of fear fully flower. She tried to hide it as she spoke calmly, still
staying seated so as not to escalate the situation.


“Please put that
down, Tyler. It was a gift and it’s very expensive.”


His face contorted
even more than before. 


“Sorry to mess
with your fancy stuff,” he snarled, “Miss fancy doctor!”


“That’s not what I
meant,” she said quickly.


“You’re a fraud. You
don’t deserve to be famous,” he seethed, then paused before adding, “you
deserve to pay.”


He stepped
forward, the quartz bowl cupped in his hand. Gemma, terror filling her insides,
scrambled to get out of her chair, but he was too fast.


By the time she
stood up, he was already on her.











CHAPTER
ONE


 


 


Jessie Hunt sat in
her favorite spot on the couch, waiting for her bodyguard to talk.


The security
expert, Grover Nix, had originally wanted to meet with her, Ryan, and Hannah over
the weekend, but Ryan insisted on waiting until mid-morning on Monday to give her
the weekend to recover. After all, she’d only been released from the hospital
last Friday after slamming her head into the side of a pool while trying to
stop a serial killer from murdering her next intended victim.


Jessie thought he
was being overly cautious but said nothing as she watched Grover confer with his
second-in-command, Rufus Harrington. Her much younger sister, Hannah, sat
beside her on the couch. Ryan was in the kitchen, keeping himself busy by
getting everybody glasses of water.


Jessie felt
strangely calm as she waited, which was unusual for her these days, considering
all the stressors she was currently dealing with. There was the warning from
her neurosurgeon, Dr. Varma, that she’d suffered a second concussion in six
months in the pool incident. According to Varma, she was lucky to have avoided Second
Impact Syndrome, a condition in which a person has another concussion before completely
recovering from the first one. SIS could lead to rapid brain swelling,
seriously increasing the chance of death.


But despite
avoiding the most acute effects of her concussion so far, she apparently wasn’t
out of the woods. There were all manner of potential non-death side effects to
her head injury, including memory loss, migraines, spatial disorientation, and
generalized confusion, several of which she was experiencing intermittently.
That was why she was currently officially on leave from work as a criminal
profiler with the LAPD.


Luckily, she
didn’t have to justify the leave, as it was ordered by her boss and husband, Captain
Ryan Hernandez, who ran Los Angeles’s Central Station, where her specialized
unit was based. The unit, Homicide Special Section—or HSS—investigated cases
with high
profiles or intense media scrutiny—typically involving multiple victims or
serial killers. They would have make do without their dedicated profiler while
they were in the middle of a search for a serial killer at large.


“Here you go,”
Ryan said, handing her a water.


"Thanks,
babe," she replied, giving him a grin that she hoped would ease some of
the anxiety he was clearly feeling.


The average person
would never know it to look at his chiseled, six foot, 200-pound frame or his square jaw, dark
hair, warm brown eyes, and high wattage smile, but she could see the
apprehension underneath. He was worried about her. And that was on top of everything
else he was dealing with.


She felt for him.
Not only was Ryan taking care of his injured wife, but he was also still
getting his feet wet as Captain after serving as a detective for years and
leading a manhunt for a killer who had murdered five people, all connected to
Jessie.


For three and a
half months now, The Clone Killer had been picking off people that Jessie saved
from other murderers. But he had left almost no evidence at the scenes, making
it nearly impossible to track him down. That is, until three days ago.


That was when Jessie
finally made a breakthrough. The basic description they had of the killer matched
that of a tall, blond, gangly guy with glasses in his early twenties who had
attacked Hannah a few weeks ago at the Santa Monica Pier. It just so happened
that on that same night, the Clone Killer also murdered his latest victim less
than a mile from the attack.


Something had
clicked for Jessie, who recalled that last fall, after giving a seminar on criminal
profiling at UCLA, she’d been approached by a tall, gangly guy with blond hair
and glasses. She and her best friend, Kat Gentry, who’d been walking with her, had
pulled guns on the guy when he reached for something in his backpack. It turned
out to only be a newspaper he claimed to want autographed, but it was clear
that he was an extremely devoted fanboy.


She vaguely remembered
him saying that his name was Mark or Mike or something similar. When the HSS
research department pulled up student photos of everyone with those names who
attended the university last fall, both she and Kat pointed out the same guy,
who Hannah also identified as her attacker at the pier.


His name was Mark Haddonfield,
and he was a junior at UCLA. It all made sense in light of the totems he’d left
at each murder scene including: a red apple, a pencil, a notepad, and most
recently, a highlighter. They were all school-related items. He had mentioned
that he hoped to take her seminar. This must have been his sick way of
expressing his resentment at not getting in.


Once Haddonfield
was identified, HSS detectives went straight to his university apartment.
Unfortunately, he was gone. According to a neighbor, he left just a day earlier
carrying two duffel bags. He hadn’t said where he was going and, despite
searching all weekend, they couldn’t pick up his trail. When Ryan came home on both
Saturday and Sunday, she could tell by his slumped shoulders that they’d had no
success in finding Haddonfield. He’d even admitted that after coming up empty
repeatedly, morale on the team was getting low.


Sitting on the
couch, Hannah squeezed her hand and Jessie looked over.


“You okay?” her
sister asked. “You look like you’re lost in thought.”


Jessie ran her
hand through her shoulder-length brown hair and looked over at the young woman
who shared the same green eyes as her. She tried to smile, not wanting to worry
her.


“Just waiting for
our protectors to make their presentation,” she replied.


“Me too,” Hannah
said. “I’m hoping they have some ideas that don’t require me hiding in a dark
hole for weeks on end.”


A little bit of
resentment seeped into her voice as she said it, which Jessie couldn’t blame
her for. Hannah wasn’t supposed to be on this couch with her right now. She was
supposed to be starting her freshman year at the University of California
Irvine, where today was the first day of classes. But that was on pause because
of the other crisis they were all dealing with, the one that had two
professional bodyguards at their house.


Last Friday, as
Jessie was on this very couch recovering from her head injury, a woman named
Ash Pierce was escaping from an armored prison truck taking her from the
Central California Women’s Facility south to the Twin Towers Correctional Facility
here in L.A.. During her escape, she’d murdered four prison transport guards.


But Ash Pierce
wasn’t just any escaped prisoner. She was also a former Marines Special
Operations element leader and, later, a CIA asset who conducted covert
assassinations for the Agency. Since then she’d become a hitwoman for hire and
her most recent job was to kidnap, torture, and murder Hannah and Kat—all on
video—which she would send to Jessie and the news media.


Luckily, Hannah
had managed to get the upper hand and disable Pierce, though not before the
woman had tortured and nearly killed Kat. The prison truck she escaped from was
bringing her back to L.A. to stand trial for what she did to them. But now she
was free, somewhere in Los Angeles, with a grudge against Hannah and Kat and
the means to act on it.


That was why
Grover Nix and Rufus Harrington were huddled in the corner of the living room,
theoretically discussing how to keep them safe. Nix ran a security company with
the intentionally bland name, Secure Analysis Services, or SAS, which until a
few months ago, had protected a pharma billionaire. But when the man was
murdered by his own wife, they lost their gig. Fortunately for them, Jessie was
the one who solved the billionaire’s murder and didn’t view his death as a
failure on their part, so she decided to hire them to keep herself and the
people she loved safe.


Rufus had already been
keeping watch on Kat and Hannah for two weeks now while Hannah worked as an
intern at Kat’s detective agency. But with Pierce on the loose, one guy
watching out for two people didn’t seem like enough.


“Everyone ready?”
Grover asked, his relaxed, British accent belying his experience.


The man had formerly
been
an SAS soldier in the British Army, serving in both Iraq and Afghanistan. While
he hadn’t worn the uniform in over fifteen years, his time in the military was
what had gotten him multiple private security and bodyguard positions,
including this one. For those in the know, the name of his company was a cheeky
reference to his past work.


“We’ve been
ready,” Hannah muttered under her breath.


“Go for it, Grover,”
Jessie said quickly, hoping he hadn’t heard her sister’s grumbling.


The man stepped
forward, wearing a crisp suit and sporting a gray crewcut. Though he was a solid-looking
man in his forties, no reasonable person would be able to guess his profession
based on how he presented himself, which Jessie considered a plus. He was able
to blend in rather than be a target or make his protectee one.


“Right then,” he
said, “here’s the plan: I’m going to be sticking around with Jessie for the
foreseeable future. While we don’t think Ash Pierce is focused on you, one
never knows. Plus, with this Haddonfield bloke on the run and possibly
desperate, we can’t rule out the possibility that he may have decided to stop
hunting the people you’ve saved and come for you directly.”


“That’s two
possible threats against her,” Ryan pointed out. “No offense, but are you sure
that you’ll be enough?”


Jessie could hear
the anxiety in her husband’s voice. It was a reflection of the tension he’d
admitted to her that he was feeling. He wanted to keep her safe, to be her ever-present
protector. But he was also the leader of the police unit searching for a serial
killer. He couldn’t do either job effectively if he tried to do both. So this
was the uncomfortable accommodation they’d made. Fortunately, Jessie’s
independent wealth eased the financial burden of hiring multiple full-time
bodyguards. But it didn’t ease Ryan’s feelings of inadequacy.  


“A fair question,”
Grover acknowledged. “To be honest, I think Jessie is in the most secure
situation of anyone here. Because of all the personal threats she’s faced in
the past, she’s turned this home into a veritable fortress. If she never left
the house, I’d say my services wouldn’t be required at all. But that’s not
realistic, what with visiting different doctors and such. Still, I think I can
handle things on the whole. My bigger concerns are for Hannah and Kat.”


Jessie felt Hannah
tense up beside her and gave her sister’s hand what she hoped was a comforting
squeeze.


“I hinted at this
earlier, but after further review, we’ve decided to bring in another security
officer to focus exclusively on Kat Gentry. As you all know, she’s been
spending the weekend with her boyfriend, Mitch Connor, who is a San Bernardino
County Sheriff’s deputy, so we haven’t felt the need for imminent action. But Mitch
has to head back to work today, and since that’s well out of town, we need to
add some protection. So, I’ve chosen to assign our top female protection
officer to Kat. She’ll keep a low profile while Kat works. The hope is that Ash
Pierce will be on the lookout for some big dude sticking close to her and won’t
notice our person.”


“Not to be
offensive,” Hannah said, “but I’ve seen what Ash Pierce can do up close, even
to big, experienced dudes. Are you sure your gal is up to the task?”


“I feel pretty
good about our choice,” Grover replied. “Her name is Gila Jabarin. She’s a thirty-two-year-old
veteran of the Israeli Defense Force. But she wasn’t just a regular soldier.
She served in their elite counter-terrorism Oketz Unit before moving on to their
special forces “Red Unit,” which was created to behave like the enemy in
training missions, where they would challenge the Israeli version of the Navy
Seals, called Shayatet 13. She has extensive experience with demolitions and
weapons, including sniper training. And she's an expert in hand-to-hand combat.
In fact, before I brought her on board, I had her spar with several other team
members. The only one who bested her was Rufus, and it was pretty close."


“Sounds like she’s
perfect,” Jessie said. “Why haven’t we met her yet?”


Grover and Rufus
exchanged rueful smiles. The second in command, a former U.S. special forces
soldier who looked like an Olympic gymnast and sported a dark-haired buzzcut, answered
that question.


“Because she’s not
the most client-friendly team member we have," he said. "Gila's
personality has been described as…abrasive. So we've been giving her
lower-profile gigs while she gets her feet wet. But we figured that charm
wasn’t as high a priority as skill for this assignment. She’s headed to meet
Kat right now. Fingers crossed it goes well.”


“So if Jessie and
I are here?” Hannah asked Rufus, "What will you be doing?”


Again, the two
bodyguards looked at each other. Jessie didn’t love the vibe they gave off. This
time, Grover took the lead.


“Actually,” he
said tentatively, “we have a different recommendation for you, Hannah.”


Hannah’s
expression suggested she was already suspicious.


“Why do I feel
like the family dog being told it’s about to go live on a farm in the country?”


“I wouldn’t put it
quite that way,” Grover replied.


“How would
you put it?” Hannah demanded.











CHAPTER
TWO


 


 


For a moment,
neither former special forces soldier spoke, somehow both temporarily cowed by
an eighteen-year-old girl. After an interminable silence, to Jessie’s relief, Grover
finally answered.


“With everyone’s
agreement,” he said, “we’d like to set you up in one of our safe houses for the
time being.”


There was brief
silence in which Jessie, Hannah, and Ryan tried to process the request.


“Why?” Hannah
finally asked. “You just said yourself that this house is a fortress. What’s
the point of moving me somewhere else?”


“It’s a fortress
compared to the average home, for sure,” Grover conceded. “But it’s not
impenetrable. In fact, my understanding is that it was invaded once, and you
and Ryan had to retreat to the panic room. And it’s not a secret that Jessie
lives here, at least not to someone with Ash Pierce’s resources. She knows
about this place.”


Rufus took over from
there.


“Our calculation
is that, while Jessie faces some risk,” he told her, “it’s more likely from
Haddonfield, who we know suffered a knee injury when he attacked you at the
pier. We feel good about our ability to deal with him.”


“I wouldn’t
underestimate the guy,” Hannah countered. “He may only be a college student,
but he’s managed to stay ahead of everyone so far.”


“We’re aware of
how big a threat he is,” Rufus assured her, “however, Pierce is a trained
killer, and you are almost certainly her prime target. You’re the one who
ultimately ruined her plan, costing her both a big payday and her freedom. From
what I gleaned from the medical team up at the Central California prison where
she was being held until her escape, you also left her with a concussion that causes
constant headaches. We’re guessing that more than Kat or Jessie, she wants to
get revenge on the teenage girl who outmaneuvered a former CIA assassin. That’s
why we want to put you somewhere off the radar.”


“Where would you
take her?” Jessie asked, not loving the idea but not ready to reject it either.


At the question,
she noticed Hannah let go of her hand.


“We have multiple
places we use,” Grover said. “The ownership for all of them has been carefully passed
through multiple corporate entities so that they can’t be tied to Security
Analysis Services. The paperwork has essentially been laundered to make it
impossible for anyone looking for our protectees to link the safe houses to us.
We’ve selected one for Hannah that we feel really good about. And Rufus would
be with her.”


Jessie looked over
at her sister, who seemed to be quietly seething.


“How long do you
anticipate her needing to be there?” Ryan asked.


“It’s hard to say
for sure,” Grover admitted. “We’re well aware that your FBI agent friend, Jack
Dolan, is leading the hunt for Pierce locally. Obviously, his personal
connection to you makes him invested in catching her, and he’s got a great
reputation. But as long as Ash Pierce is out there, we think it’s best for
Hannah to stay hidden.”


“I noticed that
you didn’t answer Jessie’s question,” Hannah said, clearly trying to keep her
frustration in check. “Where exactly would you take me?”


“That’s the
thing,” Rufus said with a sigh, “we can’t say. If we’re going to keep you safe,
then even Jessie and Ryan knowing your location would be a risk. Sorry to be so
pessimistic, but what if Pierce somehow got to one of them and tried to torture
the information out of them? We know she’s skilled in that area. In that
scenario, you’re still safe because they have nothing useful to reveal.”


“So you’re
anticipating not being able to keep Jessie safe then?” Hannah
challenged.


“They’re just
anticipating contingencies,” Jessie chided. “As much as I dislike the idea of
being separated from you, your safety is my top priority. If keeping me in the
dark keeps you safer, I’m inclined to consider it.”


Hannah looked like
she wanted to protest more but stopped herself.


“If this will
lower your stress level, then I’ll go,” she said reluctantly.


Jessie felt more
than a twinge of guilt knowing that Hannah would have to miss the start of her
college experience, but she tried not to let it weigh her down. Everyone was
quiet for a moment, collectively processing what came next.


“Right then,”
Grover finally said. “We’ll get this started now, I think. Hannah, you should
go pack a few bags. Include what you need to entertain yourself as Rufus is
pretty boring. I’ll be his point of contact and relay updates to Jessie and Ryan
so they won’t be totally in the dark. But this might be the last time you all
see each other for a while, so you’ll want to take a moment for goodbyes before
Hannah heads out.”


“I hate to say it,
but we should do that now,” Ryan said, looking at his watch. “We have an
appointment with Dr. Lemmon in half an hour and we won’t make if we don’t leave
soon.”


“That’s better
anyway,” Jessie added. “I don’t want Hannah to rush her packing and I don’t
want to sit here wallowing while she does it.”


“So what?” Hannah
asked incredulously. “Are we just saying, ‘adios’ right this second, not
knowing when we’ll see each other again?”


Jessie looked over
at Grover, who nodded almost imperceptibly.


“I kind of think
we are,” she said.


“Okay,” Hannah
muttered, still stunned.


They all stood up.
For a second, no one seemed to know what to do. Then Ryan stepped forward and
wrapped his arms around Hannah, giving her a big hug.


“You’ll be fine, kiddo,”
he said. “You always are.”


“Thanks, Ryan,”
she replied.


Once they
separated, Jessie stepped forward. She took a long look at her younger
half-sister. A mere two years ago, she hadn’t even known the girl existed. But
after a confluence of tragedies, including the brutal murder of Hannah’s
adoptive parents by the serial killer father they learned they shared, Jessie
had assumed guardianship of the sister she had only just discovered.


Back then, Hannah
was a traumatized, skinny girl—tall but waifish with darting eyes and unquenchable
resentment. The young woman who stood before her now was almost unrecognizable.


At five-foot-nine,
she was only an inch shorter than Jessie. Her blonde hair rested below her
shoulders, vibrant and bouncy. She was still lean, but the waifishness was
gone, replaced by sinewy strength and determination borne out of surviving
unimaginable suffering. Her green eyes, the same shade as Jessie’s, flashed
with confidence that occasionally bordered on cockiness. Somewhere along the
line, she’d grown up.


“This is just
temporary,” Jessie assured her, pulling the younger woman into an embrace. “We’re
going to catch Haddonfield. The FBI will get Ash Pierce. You’ll be sitting in a
criminology class at UC Irvine before you know it.”


“I wish I was as
confident as you are,” Hannah said.


Jessie leaned in
close and whispered in her ear.


“Just have faith
in me,” she said quietly. “Do you think I’m just going to leave our future to
HSS and the FBI? I’ve got irons in the fire that I can’t tell you about. We
won’t be playing defense forever, I promise you that.”


Hannah looked at
her with a mix of surprise and relief before pulling her back into another hug.


“A promise from
you is good enough for me, big sis,” she whispered back as she squeezed so tight
that Jessie almost had to gasp for air.











CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Getting to Dr.
Lemmon’s office was more complicated—and dangerous— than usual.


Because of the
potential threats from both Haddonfield and Pierce, either of whom might be
monitoring their movements, they had to take extra precautions. 


Jessie had briefly
considered asking the psychiatrist to make a house call for their first
official couples’ therapy session, but Janice Lemmon had other patients to see
before and after them, so it didn’t seem fair. Plus, despite being incredibly
spry for a woman in her late sixties, Lemmon still walked with a cane, a result
of suffering a seriously herniated disc six months ago. Jessie decided that making
her come to them would have just felt wrong.


But because of the
security measures that Grover Nix had put in place, surreptitiously navigating
the route to Dr. Lemmon’s downtown building and discreetly getting into the
office was an undertaking. After leaving the house, both Jessie and Ryan crouched
in the backseat while Grover drove a circuitous route through mid-city, before
finally getting on the freeway and slicing his way through traffic.


Grateful to be
able to stretch out even a little, Jessie poked her head up and watched as he
exited at a complicated, winding off ramp leading to a one-way street. He then
doubled back and pulled into a parking garage to check for any cars following
them. He left the garage through the side exit, which opened onto an empty
alley. Jessie and Ryan checked for any vehicles pulling in as Grover waited.


After sixty
seconds without seeing anyone, Grover pulled out onto the busy street off the
alley and rounded the next block slowly before finally heading to Dr. Lemmon’s
building. But rather than parking in her underground garage, he entered one
that was two buildings over, which Jessie knew from prior confidential visits
to the psychiatrist, was connected to her building via an underground tunnel.


Once parked, the
three of them left the garage and passed through the tunnel, moving quickly and
quietly. After entering Lemmon’s building, rather than go through lobby to the
elevators, they took the stairs to the second floor and quickly moved into the
mailroom, which was adjacent to the service elevator. They took that to the
fifth floor, one below Lemmon’s, before exiting again and using the stairs for
the final stretch.


Lemmon's employee
entrance was right near the stairs, and Lemmon's assistant, Amy, who had been
alerted to their imminent arrival, opened the door after one short knock from
Ryan. The young woman, who had short black hair, pale skin, thick glasses, and
a nervous smile, looked a little overwhelmed by the cloak-and-dagger routine.


“She’s waiting for
you in her office,” she whispered unnecessarily. “There’s also a spot in the
waiting room for you, Mr. Nix, if you like.”


“Thanks,” the
bodyguard said, looking past her. “Do you mind if I do a quick walk-through
first?”


“Of course not,”
Amy replied. “What should I do?”


“You can just go
back to your desk and behave as you normally would,” he told her. “Is there
anyone else in the waiting room?”


“No,” she assured
him. “The last patient just left, and Dr. Lemmon has lunch after you all, so no
one will be coming in until later.”


Grover smiled at
her in appreciation before turning his attention to Jessie and Ryan.


“Can I request
that you two wait here until I give the all clear?” he asked.


Jessie and Ryan
nodded silently. Even though he didn’t say it, Jessie could feel her husband’s
frustration. He clearly thought that he should be doing the search and
clearing the office. But to his credit, he said nothing.


It took less than
a minute for Grover to return and offer a nod. They were good to go. Jessie and
Ryan started toward Lemmon’s office when the bodyguard called after them.


“I didn’t go into
the doc’s office,” he told them, “but you should give it a once-over before you
settle in.”


“We will,” Ryan
said in a tone that suggested he was more than happy to play some kind of
protective role.


He knocked on the
door. Jessie stood patiently behind him, though on the inside, she didn’t feel
as relaxed as she looked. This was to be their first formal couples’ counseling
session, and she could feel her nerves jangling slightly. After the bumps in
the road the road they’d experienced in recent months, she really needed for
this to go well.


“Come on in,” came
the familiar, unstressed voice of Janice Lemmon.


They entered the
room. Jessie let Ryan prioritize scoping the place out while she focused her
attention on Lemmon. The psychiatrist grabbed her cane and pushed herself into
a standing position. Other than that enhancement, she mostly looked as she always
did.


She still had her
aggressively unstylish perm, comprised of tight little blonde ringlets that
bounced like Slinkys when they touched her shoulders. Though she was tiny,
barely over five feet tall, she looked wiry-strong for someone her age, likely
due to the thrice-a-week Pilates sessions she maintained despite her back
issues. Even behind her thick glasses, her eyes retained the owl-like sharpness
that was a mainstay since the days when, before she entered private practice,
she was a
celebrated LAPD and FBI profiler in her own right.


The woman walked
over to Jessie, holding the cane but not really seeming to fully need it for
support, and gave her a peck on the cheek. She then did the same to Ryan.


“Please have a
seat,” she requested, nodding at the small couch across from the plush chair
that she plopped down in.


Jessie did so, but
Ryan remained standing, pretending to admire the art on the wall behind her
desk.


"Do you mind
if I take a look?" he asked, pointing at one painting in particular.


“Of course not,”
Lemmon said, amused. “Peruse all you like in between searching the office to
make sure there’s not a killer hiding somewhere, holding me here under duress, and
making me stay silent about it.”


Ryan offered a
sheepish smile but searched anyway.


“I should have
known not to try to slip something past you.”


“Yes, you should
have," she noted, "something I hope you'll keep in mind once we
formally begin our session."


Ryan checked her
coat closet, the only hidden space in the office, then joined Jessie on the
couch.


“Satisfied?”
Lemmon asked.


“Very,” he
replied.


“Then shall we
begin?”


 


***


 


It took a while to
get to the heart of the matter.


Jessie was
familiar with Lemmon’s methods so she knew the psychiatrist wouldn’t let them
simply launch into a catalogue of the issues they’d been dealing with. She
wanted backstory, context, and to set the parameters of the conversation.
Forty-five minutes in, she summarized where she thought they were.


“So let’s see if I
understand this correctly,” she said, “Jessie, despite your best efforts to let
it go, you’re still upset with Ryan. Specifically, you’re troubled that he
didn’t inform you that Zoe Bradway, a disturbed woman who—though incarcerated—was
committed to killing all of you, had made threats against him, Hannah, and Kat.
You’re particularly bothered, considering that she ultimately followed through
on those threats by hiring a hitwoman who almost killed Hannah and Kat, yes?”


“Yes,” Jessie
answered. “I get that after everything I went through in the last few months,
including getting kidnapped and concussed, he didn’t want add extra burdens for
me. But we’re supposed to be a team, and it felt like he was acting solo. I
don't like being in the dark, and I don't like being treated like some delicate
flower who can’t handle bad news. It was insulting and made it hard to fully
trust him, even though I want to.”


“And Ryan,” Lemmon
said, turning to him. “Am I correct to say that you feel guilty about that
decision and its consequences, including your wife’s subsequent lack of trust.
But that you also harbor some resentment because you feel that she repeatedly
puts herself in dangerous situations despite her head injury. And further, that
her doing so calls her judgment into question, leading you to feel like you
have to protect her not just from outside forces, but from herself. Maybe you
also feel she’s being a little bit selfish—not considering how her risky
choices make those who love her feel and how terrified they are of losing her.”


Jessie stifled a
small gasp at that last statement. She honestly hadn’t considered how scary it
must be for Ryan, Hannah, and Kat to constantly worry that her next head bump
might lead to her death. She looked down at her shoes, not wanting Ryan or
Lemmon to see her crimson cheeks.


“That pretty much
nails it,” Ryan confirmed. “I want to support all her choices, but some of those
choices make that hard, especially since I’m professionally accountable for her.
I feel like no responsible police captain would let his injured criminal profiler
take the risks she wants to take, but sometimes it’s hard to know when my
concern as a husband has bled into my decision-making as a boss.”


Jessie said
nothing to that, trying to reconcile her own sense of hurt with what must have
been incredible, ongoing frustration for Ryan. Lemmon sat quietly for a moment
before responding.


“And look at us
sitting here,” she finally said in a playful tone. “We’ve brought up all of
these concerns in an open and respectful manner, and the world hasn't caved in
around us. How about that?"


“Are you sure
you’re not being premature?” Ryan asked. “The session’s not over yet.”


“One never knows
when the gaping maw will open up, dear Captain Hernandez,” Lemmon noted with a
smile. “But I’m optimistic that we can survive the remainder of this session.
Is there something else you want to share that might threaten our collective
survival?”


“I don’t know if
I’d go that far,” he said, “But I did want to bring something else up that’s
been on my mind lately.”


“Please,” Lemmon told
him.


“Okay,” Ryan
started hesitantly, before gulping hard. “I’ve started to wonder if my current
professional situation is untenable. I took the job as captain of Central
Station when Roy Decker left the position to become LAPD chief. He wanted
someone he could trust, who wasn’t beholden to the old chief of police. And I
was happy to do it…at the time.”


“But that’s
changed?” Lemmon asked.


“It’s been almost
five months since I took over and I feel like I’ve got the station in good
shape,” he replied. “But I don’t love how it’s caused havoc in our personal
lives. We were both already on call all the time, but this is an extra level of
crazy. And to be honest, I don’t enjoy the bureaucratic side of the job. Looking
back, I was much happier when I was the lead detective running Homicide Special
Section. I was responsible for how the unit operated, but I wasn’t making human
resources decisions or dealing with the politics of which case merited HSS
involvement. I feel like I’ve lost the work/life balance that we’d developed
prior to me becoming captain. I’d like to get that back.”


Jessie felt a
small ache dig into her chest at the words.


“What do you think
about that, Jessie?” Lemmon asked.


“I’m not sure,”
she said. “I understand how you feel. I see how enormous the pressure you face
every day is. I know it wears on you. But I can’t help but think that if it wasn’t
for my issues, the pressure wouldn’t feel so overwhelming. I don’t want you to
sacrifice career advancement just because we’re facing a hiccup. I can’t handle
that kind of responsibility.”


“Ryan?” Lemmon
asked.


He shrugged.


“I just worry that
if something doesn’t change, this might become more than a ‘hiccup,’ you know?
I’m just not sure what the right answer is.”


Jessie couldn’t
think of a satisfying response to that. Both she and Ryan stayed silent.


“Well,” Lemmon
said. “I think we’ve got some real food for thought here. We’re not going to
resolve all this today. Why don’t we press pause on this for the time being,
especially since I need to put something in my stomach. Shall we meet again at
the end of the week?”


Jessie nodded and
noted that Ryan did too.


“Excellent,”
Lemmon said. “In the meantime, I want you both to make a concerted effort to
discuss these issues in the coming days. Keeping everything balled up inside
won’t do either of you any good. Be respectful and loving in how you
communicate, but you must actually communicate about this stuff. And
with Hannah away, there’s no need to avoid discussing these issues out of some
sense of propriety. Speak honestly and openly. Can you both promise me that
you’ll do that?”


“Yes,” Jessie said
immediately.


“I promise,” Ryan
concurred.


“Good,” Lemmon
said, “then as the cliché says, our time is up.”


Jessie and Ryan
started to get up when the doctor motioned for Jessie to remain seated.


“Ryan,” she said,
“if you don’t mind, I’d like to speak to Jessie privately for a moment.”


“Okay,” he replied
uncertainly.


“I assure you it
has nothing to do with the two of you," she told him. "It's a matter
of concern to me personally, and I'd like your wife's advice. It will only take
a minute.”


“Sure,” he said, leaving
the office, “I’ll be in the waiting room with Grover.”


Jessie nodded.
Once he closed the door, Jessie saw Lemmon’s expression turn dark. Then the
psychiatrist launched in.


“I need your
help.”











CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


Jessie had never
seen Janice Lemmon look so grave.


“What is it?” she
asked.


“Have you ever
heard of Gemma Britton?” Lemmon asked.


The name bounced
around in Jessie’s head, and though it wasn’t the first time she’d heard it,
she couldn’t place where she knew it from. She hoped the haziness had to do
with the person more than her own memory issues.


“She sounds
familiar, but I don’t know why,” she acknowledged.


“She’s a
psychiatrist too,” Lemmon explained. “She became somewhat well known in recent
years for her appearances on television. News channels would interview her when
a celebrity, athlete, or politician got into some scrape that had a
psychological connection. Eventually, she went on the speaking circuit and
wrote several bestsellers.”


“Okay,” Jessie
said, still unsure where this was headed.


“She was murdered
on Friday,” Lemmon said simply.


Jessie wasn't sure
how to react, so she answered as straightforwardly as she could. 


“I hadn’t heard,” she
conceded. “I’ve been kind of out of the loop all weekend because of my head
thing.”


“I understand,”
Lemmon said. “Anyway, she was murdered in her office. Someone beat her to
death. I don’t know all the details. The reason I bring this up is that Gemma
and I used to be quite good friends.”


“Oh, I’m sorry,”
Jessie said, waiting for more information before choosing to comment further.


“Thank you,”
Lemmon said. “For many years we were thick as thieves, but once she got onto
this celebrity psychiatrist kick, we drifted apart. I took issue with her
putting personal branding ahead of patient care and told her that. She didn’t
appreciate my bluntness. By the time she died, we hadn’t spoken in any
meaningful way in over three years.”


“I’m sorry,”
Jessie repeated quietly.


“As am I,” Lemmon
said, clearly remembering better times. “I still had great affection for her
and assumed that at some point we would mend fences. Unfortunately, that’s no
longer possible. But what is possible is getting her justice. That’s why
I’m telling you about it. I’m not sure that’s happening.”


“Why do you say
that?” Jessie wondered.


"Because it's
been two and a half days since she died, and the detectives on the case seem to
have made very little headway.”


“How do you know
that?”


“I still have
contacts from back in my LAPD profiling days,” Lemmon said. “I don’t have much
cause to call on them anymore. But in this case, I wanted to see how things
were coming along, and it seems like the answer is not well. It’s being handled
by Wilshire Community Police Station and my understanding is that even though they
are confident she was murdered by her final patient that day, and her
receptionist gave a full description of the man, they don’t have any good
suspects. The patient apparently used a fake name.”


“I see,” Jessie
said, now much clearer on the reason for this chat.


“I know you’re on
medical leave right now,” Lemmon continued, “and I feel guilty even broaching
this. But I was hoping you might review the detectives’ work and the case more
generally. Maybe you'd notice something they missed and be able to guide them
in the right direction. Otherwise, I fear that with momentum waning, Gemma’s
killer might never be found.”


Jessie leaned back
in her chair and sighed. She knew how Ryan would feel about her even looking
over the file of this case. Other than the complicated professional boundaries
involved, he’d consider that to be working when she was supposed to be resting.


On the other hand,
Janice Lemmon had never asked her for anything personal. Beyond that, she’d
always been there for Jessie. She’d been counseling her for over a decade,
working through the trauma of having a serial killer for a birth father—a man
who had killed her mother when she was a child and later slaughtered her
adoptive parents when he found them.


She’d helped Hannah
navigate her challenges as well. Not only did she share a murderous father with
Jessie, but she was also working through her own issues with blood lust,
something that Lemmon had helped her temper to the point that Jessie no longer
feared for Hannah’s future.


And just today,
she was helping Jessie and Ryan find a path forward so that they could save
their marriage. Was she really going to decline to help the person who had been
there for her over the last decade? The idea was ridiculous.


“I’ll see what I
can do,” she said.


 


***


 


She waited until
they were safely back in the car and on the road before bringing it up.


They were still in
the backseat, as if Grover was their well-armed chauffeur. Only once all the
tail-avoiding city street maneuvers had been made and they were on the freeway,
did she broach the subject.


“Do you know about
the Gemma Britton case?” she asked Ryan.


“Sure,” he said. “I
briefly considered taking it on for HSS because of her celebrity status. But
ultimately, I decided that we’re just too slammed hunting for Haddonfield. So I
left it for Wilshire Station, which has jurisdiction where the murder occurred.
Why?”


"That's what
Lemmon wanted to talk to me about," Jessie told him. "Apparently,
they used to be friends before having a falling out a few years ago. She’s not
happy with the progress of the investigation. According to her sources in the
department, they’re at a dead end. She asked me to look over the case file.”


She watched Ryan’s
face go through a gamut of emotions as she spoke. She had chosen not to massage
or sugarcoat the request. After all, they’d just come from a couples counseling
session that emphasized how they should be more open and honest with each
other. She could see him struggling to respond with that guidance in mind.


“What did you tell
her?” he finally asked.


“I said I’d do
what I could,” she answered. “I don’t know what that entails though.”


“You know you’re
supposed to be lying low, recovering,” he said carefully.


“I do,” she
conceded. “But she didn’t ask me to take over the case. She just wanted to know
if the assigned detectives might have missed something. I would simply be
reviewing a file. If I found something relevant, we could pass it along to them
diplomatically.”


“I’m not sure
there’s any way to realistically do that without looking like Big Brother,” he replied.


Jessie sighed,
doing her best to stay even-keeled. Ryan’s apprehensions were well-founded but
to her mind, not deal breakers.


“Listen,” she
said. “This woman has been an invaluable support system for us and Hannah.
She’s never asked me for anything until now. Ryan, I just feel like flatly
saying ‘no’ would be the wrong way to go. I owe her. Looking over the file
seems like a meager repayment of everything she’s done for me.”


Ryan didn’t
respond. He seemed to be genuinely thinking it over. Then, to her surprise, he
spoke to Grover.


“What would this
mean from a security perspective?” he asked. “If she were to go into the HSS office
at Central Station to review the files. What kind of challenges would that
present for you?”


In the front seat,
Grove shrugged nonchalantly.


“I’m not sure that
it would be much of an issue at all,” he said. “If we can’t keep Jessie safe in
her own police station, surrounded by professionals who have her welfare in
mind, then we may as well give up. Plus—and I may be drifting outside my professional
lane here—it might be good for her. Things are likely to get a little boring
cooped up in that house. If this can serve as a temporary distraction, then it
might be worthwhile. And if that distraction results in the capture of a
killer, all the better.”


“So you’re cool
with it?” Ryan confirmed.


"As long as
we're just talking document review and not fieldwork, I don’t see an issue,”
the bodyguard replied.


Jessie looked over
at her husband. She could tell from his expression that he knew he’d already
lost this debate, to the extent that he was even putting up a fight. She
grabbed his hand, gave it a squeeze and offered her saddest, most hangdog
smile.


“What do you think,
Captain Hernandez?” she asked sweetly.


He grunted and
offered a reluctant nod, though she noticed that he pointedly did not pull his
hand away from hers. She gave him a kiss on the cheek, then rested her head on
his shoulder. Suddenly, she felt very sleepy. Within seconds, she was napping.











CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


Kat Gentry could
feel her stomach tie itself in a tight knot.


There was simply
too much to do. As she looked around the mess of an office that was headquarters
for her detective agency, Gentry Investigations, she wondered if she could ever
get it tidy enough for another client to come in.


Mitch certainly
couldn’t help. Her long-distance boyfriend, San Bernardino County Sheriff’s Deputy
Mitch Connor, was leaving today to return to his day job after spending the
weekend with her. He’d come down late Friday night to help her after she was in
a case-connected car accident and because of Ash Pierce’s escape from custody.


He’d essentially
been her personal bodyguard until the one Jessie had hired for her arrived
later today. He was well suited to the task. A jovial, mountainous, sandy-haired
specimen of a man, he looked like a football lineman, even without the pads.
Only he carried a gun and a strong desire to keep Kat safe.


Whoever her newly
hired protector was, the guy wasn’t going to be happy when he learned that Kat
didn’t plan on just staying at her place with the doors locked and the shades
pulled down. Her days of being scared of what Ash Pierce might do to her were
over. Besides, she was working a case, although not one with a conventional
client. Whoever was being assigned to protect her would just have to deal with
it.


“I think I have to
head out,” Mitch said, standing beside the backpack he’d stuffed with supplies
before driving down on Friday night. “They’re expecting me in Big Bear by 3
p.m. If I don’t leave soon, I’ll be late.”


“I get it,” Kat
said, walking over to hug her colossus of a boyfriend. “And I’m sorry that you
can’t go back to Lake Arrowhead right now. It’s my fault.”


He shrugged dismissively
even though he couldn’t deny the truth. The reason he couldn’t go back to the
mountain town where he lived and worked as a sheriff’s deputy was because Ash
Pierce knew all about it. There was real chance that she might go there to harm
him as a means of getting payback against Kat. So he’d been assigned to a ski town
forty-five minutes east and would be borrowing the free bedroom of a fellow
deputy. It wasn’t ideal.


“Don’t worry about
it,” he said. “To be honest, I’m near my wit’s end with my bosses anyway. They
made it really hard for me to take care of you when you were recovering. My
supervisor religiously tracked every minute of leave I took. And now they say
that if I don’t report to this new gig ASAP, my job could be in danger. I
wouldn’t describe them as ‘understanding.’”


“So what are you
thinking of doing?” Kat asked.


“I’ve been toying
with the idea of relocating to the greater Los Angeles area,” he replied with a
grin. “But I’d need a good reason.”


Kat smiled back.


“Well, maybe you’ll
find one,” she teased.


“Maybe I already
have,” he said.


Suddenly, he broke
off the hug. She thought she’d done something wrong. But then, without a word,
he dropped down to one knee. It took Kat a moment to comprehend what was going
on. But when he started reaching into his front pocket, she felt her mouth go
dry and her heart start to slam against her chest.


“What are you—?” 


“This isn’t where
or how I wanted to do this, but I don’t know the next time I’ll get a chance,”
he said, “and the truth is that I can’t wait any longer.”


“Oh my god,” Kat
muttered as her stomach did a complete somersault.


“Katherine Margaret
Gentry,” he began, looking up at her with nervous but hopeful eyes, “will you marry
me?”


Kat stared down at
him, stunned. She saw his eyes veer more from hopeful to nervous and realized
that even though she’d answered the question in her head, she had yet to let
him in on it.


“Yes,” she said
quickly, “of course, yes.”


He broke out into
another wide grin and slid the ring on her finger. It fit perfectly.


“Stand up so I can
kiss you, you big lug,” she instructed.


He did as she
asked, though to be level with her, he had to bend down considerably. Several
seconds of kissing began to morph into something more physical, and Mitch was
just lifting her up onto her desk when there was a loud knock at the office
door.


Kat heard herself
sigh in frustration. Mitch smiled patiently.


“To be continued?”
he asked.


“You better
believe it,” she replied before hopping off the desk. “Unless you think I can
send this dude away for a few minutes?”


“Considering it’s
probably your new bodyguard, maybe that’s not the best move,” Mitch said as he
re-buckled his belt.


Kat nodded and
reluctantly started over to the door. Mitch put a gentle hand on her shoulder.


“Let me,” he said.


He walked over to
the door, his hand on his holster. When he got close, he stepped to the side
and called out.


“Who is it?” he
asked.


“My name is Gila
Jabarin,” replied a woman in thickly accented but perfect English. “I was sent
by Grover Nix of Secure Analysis Services. I am the assigned security officer
for Katherine Gentry. Is she there?”


“I’m going to need
you to slide some identification under the door,” Mitch said. “After that, I’d
like you to put any weapons on the floor, step back from the door, and turn
around.”


“Of course,” the
woman said, unoffended. “I assume I am talking to Mitch Connor?”


“You are.”


“Deputy Connor,”
she replied. “I am doing as you requested. Please let Ms. Gentry know that
Grover is also texting her now with confirmation of my employment and a
reference photo.”


Just then, Kat’s
phone buzzed. Sure enough, it had the name "Gila Jabarin," along with
an image of a thirty-something woman with olive skin, black hair, and dark
eyes. She held it up so Mitch could see it too.


“I have done as
you requested,” the woman called out from the other side of the door.


Kat grabbed her
gun and nodded for Mitch to open the door. Sure enough, a petite woman with a
compact, muscular frame was standing with her back to them, her hands pressed
against the far wall. On the ground near the office door was a shoulder bag and
two weapons, a Glock 22 handgun and a small pistol that she’d clearly removed
from an ankle holster. Mitch moved over to her.


“Do you mind if I
search you?” he asked politely.


“I insist,” she
told him.


He patted her
down, then stepped back, satisfied.


“She’s clean,” he
said. “You can turn around.”


The woman did. She
matched the photo Grover Nix had sent. In fact, she was wearing the same
clothes: wide-legged, gray summer pants and a white, short-sleeved t-shirt with
a lightweight, black kimono cover-up to hide her waist gun holster. She also
had on black shoes that appeared fancy but were quite practical should running
or fighting be required.


The ensemble
looked casual, nothing that would draw attention or suggest she was a
professional, but like the shoes, it was actually extremely utilitarian. Kat
approved.


“Hi,” she said.
“I’m Kat. Sorry for the fuss, but you understand.”


“I would have been
disappointed if you hadn’t been so thorough,” the woman said. “But may I
collect my weapons now?”


“Of course,” Kat
said.


Once she’d
gathered her guns and stepped inside the office, Mitch locked the door. They
all stepped into Kat’s interior office.


“Not to be rude,”
Mitch said after a moment of awkward silence, “but I kind of assumed that
Grover would send over another carbon copy of himself and Rufus.”


Jabarin nodded in
understanding.


“He felt,” she
began, “and I agree, that based on Ash Pierce’s military and intelligence
history, it would be better to go with someone who had a lower profile.”


“What do you
mean?” Kat asked.


“Based on the records
I have been provided, and what I know about how both Marines Special
Operations
and the CIA operate, Pierce has been trained to look for more traditional
threats. For example, she would be scouting for a massive guy carrying a gun,
much like yourself—no offense.”


“None taken,”
Mitch said unconvincingly.


 “Or,” she
continued, clearly unconcerned whether she’d caused offense, “even someone more
subtle like Grover or Rufus. She knows what to look for in security detail
operatives.”


“How do you
know all that?” Mitch wanted to know.


“Because I know
the same things she does, and more. For a long time, it was my job to know how both
enemies and allies operated from a military and intelligence
perspective. I have studied them in-depth.”


“Who did you work
for?” Kat asked.


“Israel,” Jabarin
replied. “You are welcome to check my bona fides with Grover, but I can assure
you, I’m qualified for this detail. Plus, I have one advantage that those big
boys do not. It’s the same advantage that Pierce used to fool all of you. Do
you know what that is?”


“No one notices
you,” Kat said.


“That’s right,”
Jabarin confirmed. “I am small. At first glance, I do not look particularly
imposing. I am not very attractive. Just like Pierce, I’m the kind of person
that others overlook and underestimate.”


“But that’s
my concern,” Mitch countered. “We’ve seen what Ash Pierce is capable of.
Wouldn’t it be better to have someone watching Kat who has a physical advantage
over her? No offense.”


“None taken,”
Jabarin replied, and unlike when Mitch said it, she seemed sincere. “But as you
may recall, a size and numbers advantage didn’t do those four guards in the
prison transport vehicle much good when she eliminated all of them in a matter
of seconds during her escape last week. Size is immaterial. What matters is
preparation, anticipation, skill, and when the time comes, decisiveness.”


“But not
humility,” Mitch noted.


“Mitch,” Kat
chided.


“I do not traffic
in false modesty, Deputy Connor,” Jabarin said. “I know I’m good. The key is
that I know she is too. That is why, in public, whenever possible, Kat and I will
not be seen together. I’ll stay at a safe distance, outside of her zone of
immediate safety. If Pierce is watching her, and she may be, I won’t show up
repeatedly in her visual frame. In addition, my shoulder bag comes complete
with multiple wardrobe changes, so she doesn’t pick up someone wearing the same
thing nearby all the time. I also have wigs, glasses, and various other concealment
tools at my disposal. If I am doing my job well, Ms. Gentry, you might not even
notice I’m there.”


Kat was heartened
by Jabarin’s certainty but dubious that she could prevent Ash Pierce from
getting to her.


“First of all, please
call me Kat,” she said. “Secondly, what’s to stop Pierce from taking me down
with a sniper’s rifle?”


“To be honest,
nothing,” Jabarin said, apparently not the sugarcoating type. “But if she
wanted to do that, she most likely already would have. Even just driving to and
from work, you are a target. From what I have gleaned about her, she wants to
get close, to make it personal. I wouldn’t be surprised if she tried to kidnap
you again, to put you in the same vulnerable position as before.”


Despite Kat’s
proclamation to herself that she wouldn’t live in fear of Pierce anymore, the
prospect of being taken and tortured again sent an involuntary spike of
coldness down her spine.


“And you can
prevent that?” she asked.


“I cannot make any
promises,” Jabarin said bluntly, “but I am more likely to stop her if she
doesn’t know I’m there. By the way, you may call me Gila.”


"Okay
Gila," Kat replied. "That makes sense, but I'm not sure how long
you'll be able to keep up that ruse while I'm working my case. At some point,
you’re going to have to enter the same buildings as me and be close by when I’m
interviewing folks.”


“What do you mean
‘working my case’?” Gila asked, looking surprised for the first time since
she’d arrived.


“I’m sure Grover
told you that I’m a private investigator,” Kat noted.


“He did, but I
assumed that you would put all your cases on hold for the time being to better
ensure your security. Didn’t Pierce initially come to you under the guise of
being a client?”


“Yes,” Kat
acknowledged, “but I can assure you that my current client is completely
trustworthy.”


“How can you ever
be sure of such a thing?”  Gila demanded.


“Because my client
is Jessie Hunt.”











CHAPTER SIX


 


 


Jessie finally sat
down, exhausted and a little sick to her stomach.


It had been an
ordeal to get to downtown’s Central Community Police Station. Under normal
circumstances, the trip would have taken fifteen minutes, but because of all
Grover Nix’s evasive maneuvers, it took double that.


But after the near
nausea-inducing drive, the subsequent entry into the station’s parking garage,
and the stealthy walk up the stairs and down the hall to the research
department (all while wearing a hoodie on a warm late summer day), she was
finally here. Once she was inside the department with Grover, Ryan closed and
locked the door, then turned to address HSS’s research team. Neither Jamil
Winslow nor Beth Ryerson had known Jessie was coming, and they looked equally
shocked at her arrival.


“Hi guys,” Ryan
said as if everything was normal. “How’s it going?”


“Good,” they said
in unison, though it clearly wasn’t.


“You’re probably
wondering what’s going on,” he guessed.


They nodded
silently.


“Well, let me fill
you in,” he started. “As you know, Jessie is officially on medical leave after
the events of last Friday. Because both Mark Haddonfield and Ash Pierce are at
large, we’ve retained Mr. Grover Nix here to serve as her personal security
officer for the time being.”


“Cheerio,” Nix
said with a wave.


Jamil and Beth
waved back uncertainly.


“Despite that,”
Ryan continued, “Jessie is going to spend some of that leave reviewing material
from a case that HSS isn’t involved in, and I was hoping you might offer her
some assistance.”


The expressions of
confusion on both researchers’ faces turned quickly into ones of intrigue. Jessie
knew that Jamil, the twenty-five-year-old head of the department, didn’t need
much prodding. He was usually game for new projects, the more difficult the better.


Despite his youth
and unimposing demeanor, the kid was an unquestioned genius. Short and skinny
with thick glasses, he was also an expert at filtering through massive
databases, sorting surveillance video into manageable buckets, or making
complex financial records understandable, all seemingly in the blink of an eye.



Beth was equally
willing to go the extra mile. Though she was the polar opposite of her
supervisor in many ways, their dedication to getting the job done was—until
recently at least—the primary thing that connected them.


Unlike Jamil, Beth
was a
physical specimen. Over six feet tall with brown hair that she liked to keep in
a ponytail, She was a former college volleyball star at UC Santa Barbara.
Unfussily attractive, she almost never wore makeup.


She might not have
Jamil’s pedigree, but since she was hired, she’d proven to be an invaluable
resource to the team. Not only did she exude a sense of perpetual chill that helped center her
more high-strung supervisor, but she also had a razor-sharp mind. Anyone who
underestimated her was making a big mistake.


Intriguingly,
despite their differences, Jessie had noted a growing closeness between the two
that seemed more intimate than just a work friendship. No one else in the unit
seemed to have picked up on it yet.


As happy as she
was to see the occasional giddiness they displayed in front of her, she was
uncomfortable with the power dynamic and worried that if things went south
between them, it could really affect the team. She’d been debating talking to
them about reporting their status to Human Resources but so far, had held off.
She wasn’t sure how much longer she could do that.


“What’s the case?”
Jamil asked.


“Do you know about
Gemma Britton?” Jessie asked.


Jamil looked over
at Beth knowingly, who answered.


“Yeah,” she said.
“When we heard about her death, I did a little preliminary research on her,
assuming HSS would be taking the case. But we never got the assignment, so I
set it aside.”


“It was never
assigned to you guys because we’re putting all our resources into finding
Haddonfield,” Ryan explained. “And I’m not assigning it to anyone now. Jessie
is just going to be reviewing the case file from the detectives at Wilshire
Station who are handling it.”


“May I ask why?” Jamil
wondered.


“Britton used to
be close to Janice Lemmon,” Jessie told him.


“Got it,” Jamil
said. “So what can we do to help?”


Unspoken was his
silent acknowledgement that Dr. Lemmon had helped him too. When he was weighed
down by guilt at not being able to locate a suspect quickly enough to prevent
the deaths of over two dozen people, Jessie had recommended he visit the
psychiatrist. Her help had done wonders for him.


"For now, all
I need is the case file," Jessie said. "Once I've had a chance to
look it over, I might have a few requests for you, but I'll keep those to a
minimum. I don't want to pull either of you away from the search for
Haddonfield."


“All right,” Jamil
said. “I can pull that up for you in a matter of seconds.”


“There’s something
else,” Grover added. “We brought Jessie into your department clandestinely
because the fewer people who know she’s here, the better. I get that a police
station is supposed to be a secure place. But anyone who sees her might be a
target for Ash Pierce. We know Pierce is willing to kidnap and hurt people to
achieve her ends. If folks aren’t aware of Jessie’s presence, they can’t be
forced to reveal that information to her.”


“But we
know,” Beth pointed out.


“That’s correct,”
Ryan said. “That’s why, rather than going home tonight, both of you will be
escorted to hotels by officers for the foreseeable future. We want to take
every precaution, just in case Pierce is lying in wait.”


Jessie didn’t
comment on her suspicion that of late, the two researchers had been sharing
time together at each other’s homes.


“What if one of
the other HSS detectives comes in with a question?” Beth asked. “That’s certain
to happen, and then they'll see her."


“Jessie’s going to
set up shop in the adjoining private server room that Jamil insisted on when he
became head of research," Ryan said with a bit of an edge, indicating that
he hadn't forgotten the cost of that line item. "There's a little space in
the back where she can work. Plus, it's dark, and no one other than you guys
goes in there. That should keep her under wraps. Just make sure this room is
clear of visitors when she needs to leave for food or bathroom breaks.”


“I’ll set up a
workspace for you,” Jamil offered.


“Maybe add an
extra chair if you would?” Grover requested. “I’ll be her shadow, even back
there.”


“Sounds like
you’ve got it under control,” Ryan said. “I’m going to go see if any progress
has been made in the hunt for the serial killer terrorizing the city. Please
keep me posted.”


Once he was gone,
Jessie couldn’t help but ask the questions that had been eating at her.


“Any updates on
Haddonfield that you know of?”


Both researchers
shook their heads unhappily.


“We’ve been using
every resource at our disposal and haven’t found a thing,” Jamil admitted.
“He’s gone to ground.”


“And Pierce?” Jessie
wondered. “I know the FBI is taking point on the search for her, but you must
have feelers out.”


Beth shook her
head again.


“Same thing,” she
answered. “Once she escaped from that prison transport truck, it’s like she
completely disappeared.”


“That’s not a
shock,” Grover said. “With her background in intelligence, she’ll have set up
safe houses all around the city. She likely has access to cash, fake IDs, and
whatever else she needs to stay off the radar.”


“Too much to hope
for, I guess,” Jessie said with a casual shrug that belied her actual unease.
“We better get started.” 


They did just
that, setting up a secret mini-office where Jessie could work while hiding from
most of her friends and colleagues.


“This day is
getting weird,” she muttered.


 


***


 


She completed her
review of the case file in less than a half hour.


As Grover looked over
her shoulder, mostly out of boredom, she went through the coroner’s report, the
witness interviews, and all the detectives’ notes. As she pored over the pages,
she could feel the beginnings of a headache licking at her brain but did her
best to ignore it.


It turned out that
Janice Lemmon was right. The case detectives did seem stymied, and from all
indications, they were on the verge of accepting that this one might not get
solved. According to the coroner, Britton had been beaten to death with a
quartz crystal bowl from her own office, which the killer used to pummel her
skull repeatedly.


Jessie looked at
the brutal crime scene photos and contrasted them with the others of Gemma
Britton from when she was alive. The woman, in her mid-forties, was striking,
with flaming red hair, porcelain skin, and sharp blue eyes. 


The estimated time
of death was between 3 p.m. and 7 p.m. last Friday, which matched with when
Britton’s receptionist left for the day and when she returned. Per the
receptionist, Cara Boynton, Britton let her leave early, around 4:40, while her
final session with the suspected killer was still going on.


Boynton said that
she returned to the office at 6 p.m. after realizing that she’d left her AirPods
in in her desk. When she arrived, she found the psychiatrist’s office door open
with her light on. She went to turn it off and discovered her boss lying
bludgeoned on the floor.


Boynton also told
them, and records confirmed, that the final patient of the day was a twenty-eight-year-old
Caucasian man named Tyler Hardigan who Britton was seeing for the first time. Boynton
described him as being of normal height and weight with bushy brown hair and
tinted glass. She said he wore a Hawaiian shirt and brown pants.


According to the
detectives on the case, no one with that name and her description matched
anyone in the available databases. The closest was a forty-one-year-old
anthropology professor at USC who was currently doing fieldwork in Peru.


The detectives
found surveillance camera footage of “Hardigan” entering and leaving Britton’s
building at times that coincided with her window of death, and the video corroborated
Boynton’s description, though it also showed that he was wearing gloves. But
they lost track of him once he left the building and walked down the street.
They didn’t know how he got to the appointment or where he went after.


The crime scene
unit didn’t find any useful fingerprints or DNA in Britton’s office and Boynton
told them that the man paid cash, leaving no paper trail. The bills were tested
for fingerprints, also a dead end.


The detectives on
the case had also looked into Gemma Britton’s ex-husband, but he proved to have
an air-tight alibi. The last entry in the detectives’ case file was from yesterday
at 3:14 p.m., close to twenty-four hours ago. It seemed that no attempt at
progress had been made since then. Jessie sighed in frustration.


“What are you
thinking?” Grover asked, setting aside the reports that he’d been perusing to
keep himself busy.


“I’m thinking that
I’d like to access Gemma Britton’s past patient records,” she said.


“Why?” he asked.
“According to the receptionist, the suspect was a first-time patient, correct?”


“Yes,” Jessie
conceded, “but I have my doubts. Boynton had only been working for Dr. Britton
for two months. It’s entirely possible that this man last saw the doctor before
Boynton came on board.”


“But wouldn’t Britton
have noted that?" Grover asked, perplexed. "Even if he gave a fake
name when she saw him come in, surely she would have said something to that
effect.”


“Not if he was in
disguise,” Jessie pointed out. “The description of the guy, and what I saw on
that video, suggests to me that the hair might have been a wig. The tinted
glasses are also suspicious. And the dramatic clothing choices also seem like
an attempt to distract people from picking up on his true identity.”


Grover still
seemed skeptical.


“Okay,” he said.
“Assuming this man was wearing a disguise, why risk going to Britton’s
office to kill her, especially when she might see through the ruse. Why not
just try to take her out when she was on the street, where there’s less chance
of his identity being discovered.”


“Now that’s a
great question,” Jessie noted. “If Hardigan really is a past patient, finding
out why he went to her office could be the key to solving this. Maybe he felt
that Britton failed him as a therapist in some way and decided to punish her in
the place where she’d let him down. Maybe she’d stopped seeing him, and this
was another way to get in for an appointment. The motives are hard to discern,
and the best way for me to narrow them down is to see those records.”


“But all this is
based on the assumption that the receptionist was just wrong about it being a
new patient,” Grover reminded her. “Isn’t that a big leap?”


Jessie thought
about that for a moment.


“You’re right,”
she said. “It is. That’s why I’m going to call her.”


Grover looked
aghast.


"Hold
on," he cautioned. "I thought this was just supposed to be a document
review. Wouldn’t calling a witness be inserting yourself into the case in an
inappropriate way?”


Jessie smiled at
him.


“Grover, I didn’t
know that as a British personal security officer, you were such a stickler for
LAPD rules and regulations. Come on, it’s just a phone call. Not a big deal.
One might start to wonder if all this policy fastidiousness on your part is an
indication that you’re in cahoots with my husband.”


“Speaking of
Captain Hernandez,” he replied, pointedly not taking the bait, “How will he
feel about you overstepping your bounds in this manner?”


“I can assure you
that by now, he’s very used to it,” Jessie said. “And you should worry less
about Ryan. Remember, I’m the one who’s paying your bills.”


It was true.
Mostly because of a series of personal misfortunes, including the deaths of her
adoptive parents and her professional mentor, as well as her divorce from her
rich but psychotically vengeful (now-dead) ex-husband, Jessie was independently
wealthy. It was that wealth that allowed her to hire three personal bodyguards
for an indeterminate period of time.


“When you put it
like that, do what you want, Boss," Grover said archly.


Jessie picked up
the phone to do exactly that.











CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


 “Who are you
again?” Cara Boynton asked.


Jessie tried to
project a casually dismissive bureaucratic air as she answered for a second
time.


“I’m with LAPD,”
she replied, not technically lying as she looked at the interview details in
front of her, “and I’m just following up on the questions that Detectives Wagner
and Ortega asked you at the scene on Friday and in their follow-up interview
the next day.”


“I thought they
said that they had everything they needed from me,” Boynton protested. “I
really don’t want to relive that whole experience again.”


“Understood,”
Jessie told her, pressing ahead. “I’m not interested in any of the graphic
details. My job is simply to reconfirm relevant particulars. You want to be of
assistance in finding Ms. Britton’s killer, don’t you?”


“Of course,” the
woman replied quickly.


“Good, then here
is my primary inquiry: how can you be certain that Tyler Hardigan was a
first-time patient?”


Boynton didn’t
respond at first, apparently surprised by the question. Grover, listening in on
speakerphone, shifted nervously in his seat, apparently now invested in the
outcome of the conversation.


“I’m not sure what
you mean,” she finally answered. “He said he was a new patient. In fact, that’s
why Dr. Britton saw him, as part of her policy, to see one new patient every
month. I understand that the detectives now say he was using a fake name, but
he still walked into the doctor’s office, and she didn’t suddenly object or say
anything about knowing him.”


“But you saw him,”
Jessie countered, “as did I on the building’s surveillance video. Did that hair
look real to you? Were those tinted glasses necessary indoors? Isn’t it
possible that he was disguising himself so that Dr. Britton wouldn’t recognize
him as a past patient?”


After an extremely
long pause, Boynton replied.


“I didn’t think
so,” she said. “But now that you say that, I don’t really know. I wasn’t
looking at him that closely, other than to notice that his outfit was kind of
wild. But Dr. Britton gets all kinds, you know.”


“Let me ask you
this,” Jessie went on, “would Dr. Britton’s patient records indicate why she
might have stopped seeing certain patients?”


“I honestly don’t
know,” Boynton admitted. “I never saw the content of her files. She was very
careful about that. I just did scheduling and payments—insurance, that sort of
thing. I don’t know what’s in her patient notes.”


“All right,”
Jessie said, satisfied. “That’s all we need for now. Thank you so much.”


She hung up and
turned to Grover.


“And that’s
why we need to see those files,” she told him.


“What?” he asked
incredulously.


“Unless I can
actually look at Britton’s patient case notes, there’s no way that I can know
if a past patient had some kind of beef with her.”


“But aren’t those
records private?” he asked.


“Typically yes,”
she said, “but there are exceptions, including when the information may be
relevant to an ongoing case. The file indicates that the detectives requested
that information and received it. It wouldn’t be in the general case file
accessible to everyone, of course. But it should be available on a thumb drive
at Wilshire Station.”


Grover’s face
hardened.


“Well, that’s
where our road ends, then,” he said, “since that data isn’t available to us.”


“Don’t be so
sure,” she replied with a grin.


Grover didn’t
return the smile.


“I know you’re not
suggesting that while you’re on medical leave, we leave this station and go to
another location so you can review files for a case that you’re not officially
assigned to. A phone call is one thing, but this is a different matter
entirely.”


“Why?” Jessie
asked. “We’re talking about going from one highly secure police station to
another one, and I’ll be hiding in the backseat the whole way there. Where’s
the risk? Ash Pierce isn’t going to be at Wilshire Station. I’m not in danger
of slamming my head while reviewing patient files. It’s just doing what we’re
doing now—document review. Only somewhere else.”


Grover shook his
head in frustration.


“Can’t you just
call the detectives on the case and ask for the information you need?” he
suggested. 


“This is supposed
to be unofficial, remember?” Jessie said. “Once I call with a request, it will
alert everyone connected with the case that I’m involved. That could put me at
risk. Besides, they won’t give me the patient info anyway because I’m not
working the case. I need to access it on my own, and I can only do that
there."


“If they won’t
give you the information, how do you plan to access it?” he reasonably asked.


“Let me worry
about that,” she told him.


“Jessie,” he said,
staring at her gravely, “I can only protect you to the extent that you’ll let
me. This is a slippery slope you’re headed down and you’re in danger of taking
a tumble. I want to strongly register my disapproval of this idea.”


Jessie nodded back
at him, equally serious.


“Noted,” she said.
“Now let’s go.”











CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


Wilshire Station
was a modern marvel compared to the dilapidated downtown Central Station that
Jessie was used to.


After Grover
parked, she led him through the parking lot to the main entrance. Unlike at
Central, the floors looked like they’d been mopped this month and the reception
desk wasn’t chipped. Thankfully, the lighting wasn’t fluorescent either, which
Jessie often found exacerbated her head issues. The seats for visitors even had
a bit of cushioning.


But Grover wasn’t
impressed. He was already unhappy that she’d had to give her name and
credentials to gain entry to the parking lot. The idea of them spending any
time in public areas had him beyond edgy. Sensing that she was on the verge of
pushing him too far, she moved fast.


“Hi,” she said to
the duty officer behind the staff entrance desk, holding up her ID even as she
pulled her baseball cap low over her face, “I’m Hunt, stopping over from
Central Station.”


“You’re Jessie
Hunt!” the young officer exclaimed, his eyes wide in recognition despite the
cap.


“That’s right,”
she said, leaning in and whispering, “but I’m here unofficially, just assisting
on a case. I want to keep a low profile, so please, I’d love to just get in and
out quickly and quietly.”


“Yes, ma’am, I
understand,” he said, pushing over the entry log sheet. “I just need you to
sign in. Same for your partner.”


“He’s actually a
civilian,” she said conspiratorially, “Watching my back while all this Clone
Killer stuff is going on.”


“Gotcha,” the
officer said. “I’ll still need him to sign in.”


Grover nodded,
though he didn’t speak, apparently not wanting to make a memorable impression
with his accent. He signed the form unintelligibly and printed his first and
middle name rather than his last.


“Thanks,” the
officer said, buzzing the entry gate. “Come on in.”


“Thank you
officer,” Jessie said,” and remember, low profile.”


He nodded in
understanding. Jessie led them down the hall, looking for the sign for the
evidence room.


“Why no last
name?” she asked Grover as they hurried past multiple cops with their heads
down.


“Precautionary,”
he said as they entered an elevator and pushed the button for the basement. “If
Haddonfield, or especially Pierce, is tracking us and somehow gets eyes on that
form, the name I gave will make it harder to ID me. The more challenging it is
to determine who I am and what I do, the harder it is to figure out how to counter
me. But if Pierce knows I’m your bodyguard and I run Secure Analysis Services,
then she can get background on me, learn the assets I have at my disposal, and
try to neutralize them.”


“Makes sense,”
Jessie said.


They exited the
elevator and turned a corner down a quiet hallway that led to the evidence room
window.


“What’s your plan
here?” he said.


“Depends on who
I’m dealing with,” she told him, taking off her cap and running her fingers through
her hair. “If the officer on duty is anything like our friend upstairs, I'll
try to use that. If they don't have a clue who I am, it’s lying time.”


“I thought we were
trying to avoid letting people know you were here,” Grover reminded her
anxiously. “Are you sure that using your celebrity is the wisest course of
action?”


“Not even a little
bit,” she admitted.


They got to the evidence
room window, and Jessie rang the bell. After a few seconds she was greeted by a
middle-aged officer with the remnants of dark hair, reading glasses hanging
from his neck, a thick salt and pepper mustache, and a rounded, pasty
complexion that suggested he hadn’t been on the street in a while. On the
counter beside his keyboard was George R.R. Martin’s A Feast for Crows. His
nametag read Peterson, and he appeared decidedly uninterested in helping. In
fact, he barely looked up at her. Based on that alone, she was tempted to
launch into misinformation mode, but decided to give the charm offensive one
try before going with pure deception.


“Case and box
number?” he asked in a monotone.


“Britton, Gemma,”
Jessie told him before sharing the box number that Jamil had been able to
access via the department database.


He put on his
glasses and punched at his keyboard for a moment before replying, “I need your officer
authorization number.”


She smiled
brightly before responding.


“I actually don’t
have one because I’m not an officer,” she said. “I’m a profiler.”


Peterson looked up
and really took her in for the first time. She waited nervously to see how he
would react. At first, his eyes remained dull. But after a couple of seconds,
something seemed to click in his brain, and his bored expression changed to
excitement.


“I know who you
are,” he said in a hushed voice.


“And I know who you
are,” she replied, laying on the schmooziness as thick as possible, “Officer
Peterson, lord of the evidence room.”


She hoped that her
Game of Thrones style reference would have the desired impact. When his
lips curled into a grin, she knew she’d hit paydirt.


“What are you
doing here?” he asked with a bit of awe in his voice.


“I’m helping out
on a case, but in kind of an unofficial capacity,” she explained, leaning in as
if she was sharing a special secret just with him.


He nodded like he understood
completely, then looked over her shoulder at Grover.


“Who’s that?” he
asked with less enthusiasm.


“This is crazy to
hear myself say, but he’s my bodyguard,” Jessie muttered, as if in disbelief
herself. “You know about the Clone Killer on the loose right now, the one who
has been murdering people that I helped save from other killers?”


“Of course, it’s
all over the news.”


“And you heard
about that hitwoman who escaped from custody last Friday too?” she asked.


“Yes, something Pierce,”
he said hesitantly. “Didn’t she try to kill a relative of yours?”


“That’s right,”
Jessie confirmed. “So both of these people are out there, and they each have it
in for me. I figured a little extra personal protection wasn’t a bad idea.”


He nodded before a
perplexed expression came over him.


“But why not just
go into hiding until these people are caught?” he wondered.


“Technically, I’m
on leave, but can’t just go into hiding, Officer Peterson. That’s not my style.
I feel responsible for what the Clone Killer is doing. And if I can’t catch
him, then I intend to help the department in other ways. Even though this
Britton murder isn’t an HSS case, the victim was friends with someone I care
about, so I’m doing this on my own time.”


While there was no
question that she was trying to manipulate the man, everything Jessie had said
so far was true. And Peterson seemed to be inspired by her words, sitting up
straighter as he listened to her. But when she finished, he seemed to shrink
back a little.


“I admire your
dedication,” he said, “but unfortunately, if you’re not assigned to this case,
I can’t check out the evidence box to you.”


Jessie nodded
gravely.


“I understand,”
she told him. “You’re just doing your job. But so am I. Maybe we can find a
compromise. What if I just informally reviewed the case materials here, without
checking them out. If I notice anything valuable, I’ll make the detectives
aware of it. If I don’t, then I’ll go back to twiddling my thumbs over at
Central Station. What do you say, Officer Peterson—will you let me be useful to
the cause? I’m looking for a knight in shining armor here.”


Peterson sighed.


“Tha sort of thing
is frowned upon,” he said unconvincingly.


Jessie silently
noted that it was more than that. Allowing someone to “informally” review the
evidence would break the chain of custody and be grounds for dismissal. But Peterson
wasn't going there yet, so neither was she.


“But are you
frowning?” Jessie asked coyly, really pushing the bounds of propriety.


Peterson glanced
around behind him even though there was no one else there. Then he smiled.


“I’ll let you back
to look over the materials, but just to look. You can’t check anything out,” he
warned. “I don’t want the detectives questioning me because they saw your name
in the logbook. And your bodyguard will have to wait out there. He’s not
authorized to come back under any circumstances.”


She didn’t mention
that this was exactly what she wanted—to gain access to the case materials
without leaving any sign, other than Officer Peterson’s memory, that she’d been
here.


“Thank you,” she
said, smiling shyly. “I really appreciate this, Officer Peterson. If we’re
lucky, you and I might make a big difference today.”


“I’ll buzz you
in,” he said, his cheeks turning slightly pink.


While she waited,
Jessie turned to Grover and whispered, “let me know if anyone shows up,
especially Detectives Wagner or Ortega. I don’t want a run-in with those guys.
Stepping on their toes isn’t a good move unless I have something worthwhile to
justify it.”


Before Grover
could reply, the door buzzed and unlocked. All he could was offer a thumbs up
before Peterson appeared to invite her in. She followed him back through the cavernous
Wilshire Station evidence room, passing multiple aisles of tall shelves filled
with boxes, until Peterson turned sharply down one aisle and led her halfway to
the end. They stopped suddenly in front of a single bankers box marked with the
case name and number. Peterson grabbed it and held it out to her.


“Just one box?”
she confirmed, surprised, considering the notoriety of the victim and the
apparent viciousness of the crime.


“I guess so,” he
said with a shrug.


She opened the box
and saw a thumb drive in a plastic baggie. It was resting on top of several
manila folders next to another larger baggie that held the quartz crystal bowl that
had apparently served as the murder weapon. She looked back up at Peterson, not
wanting to linger on the blood, hair, skin, and other matter that she’d briefly
noted had crusted onto the bowl.


“Is there a
computer somewhere if I want to access the data on the thumb drive?” she asked.


“There are
stations at the back of the room,” he said, pointing down the long row between
the imposing shelves. “You can use the guest access code. It’s 104211.”


“Okay, thanks,”
she said.


She started in
that direction when Peterson gently put his hand on her shoulder.


“Please be
careful, Ms. Hunt,” he pleaded. “This is highly irregular, and I wouldn’t do
this for anyone but you. I respect what you’ve done for this city at the
expense of your own well-being, but if anything happens to that evidence, your fame
won’t prevent me from getting fired.”


“I promise I won’t
mess anything up,” she assured him. “I want this killer caught and I would
never do anything to put that at risk.”


That seemed to
satisfy him. He turned and headed back down the row and out of sight. Jessie watched
him go, then went in the other direction as quickly as she could. After finding
a terminal, she open the box again. This time, she took a moment to look at the
murder weapon.


The bowl, about
the size of half a coconut, was smoothed out on the interior but jagged on the
outside, with quartz crystals jutting out like little teeth. That was the side
the killer had used to bash Gemma Britton’s skull in, and there were remnants
of her all over it. Though Jessie already knew it from pictures, seeing strands
of Britton’s red hair was a gut punch, reminding her how awful the woman’s last
moments must have been.


She waited for the
feeling to pass before opening the other baggie and grabbing the thumb drive, which
she then inserted it in the work station computer. Sure enough, there was a
file identified as “patient records,” with a notation that the material had
been provided after securing a court order. She tried to access it, but it was
password protected. Deciding she didn’t have time to mess around, she called
Jamil and quickly explained the situation to him.


“This seems like
it’s way beyond the document review that Captain Hernandez talked about you
doing,” he said.


“Jamil,” she
replied, keeping her voice quiet and even-keeled, despite her frustration. “I
acknowledge that this is unusual, but it’s what I have to do to help with the
case without going through official channels. Now, you can either help access
this information or not. It's your choice, but I need you to choose now."


The hesitation on
the other end of the line was brief.


“Of course I’ll
help,” he said. “Just give me a second.”


As she waited in
silence, she thought she heard a door open and started to panic. After a
moment, she realized that there had been no buzzing sound, and it must have
come from somewhere else in the basement. Jamil returned to the line.


“At Wilshire Station,
the standard file access code is the station ID number followed by the detective
badge number, and then the case file number. Do you need those?”


"Yes, please,”
she said before a thought popped into her head. “Wait, won’t that leave a
record showing that someone used a detective’s ID to access the info? I don’t
want to raise any alarm bells.”


“I know,” Jamil
told her with a heavy sigh. “That’s why I’m going to give you one of the generic
badge numbers the station keeps in reserve. It'll still raise some eyebrows,
but at least it won't be tied to anyone specific.”


“Go for it,” she
said.


He gave her the
code, and she typed it in. The file opened, revealing hundreds of patients
files.


“It worked,” she
said. “Can you stay on the line while I look through these?”


“For a few
minutes,” he said. “I’m supposed to be in a status update meeting on the search
for Haddonfield at 4 p.m. That’s five minutes from now.”


She was only half
listening as she did a search, hunting for any patients that Dr. Britton had
explicitly mentioned having stopped seeing. Conveniently, there was a notes
section that gave perfunctory, one-sentence reasons for ending the working
relationship with some patients. She scanned the comments as quickly as she
could.


Of the thirty-four
patients whom she’d stopped seeing, seven had died, and nine had been referred
to other psychiatrists, usually specialists. She’d mutually parted ways with
another fifteen who determined that they no longer needed her help at all. That
left only three who she stopped seeing for what she described as “personal
concerns.”


Jessie pulled a
thumb drive that she’d brought with her out of her pocket and used it to copy
just those three files. As she was saving the data, Jamil cleared his throat.


“I’m being called in
now,” he whispered. “Do you still need me?”


Jessie had been so
immersed in her task that she’d forgotten that she’d kept the researcher waiting.
Simultaneously frustrated with herself for losing track of time and wondering
if this had happened in other instances without her realizing it, she tried to
cover.


“I always need
you, Jamil,” she said, “but I think we’re good. Thanks for your help.”


He hung up as she
removed both the original thumb drive and her own. Just then, she got a text
from Grover. It read: Detective here. About to go back there. Not Wagner or
Ortega. Signing in now.


Leaving, she texted back,
then quickly returned the original thumb drive to its evidence bag, put the top
back on the bankers box, and hurried back to the shelf where she’d gotten it. She
could hear footsteps approaching and took out her baseball cap, put it on, and
pulled the brim low to again hide her face.


She waited
anxiously to see if the detective would come down her aisle, but he stopped one
over. She heard the sound of a box being slid off a shelf, did the same with
hers, and used that lucky break as a sign that it was time for her to go.
Walking briskly down the aisle, she turned and passed by the aisle the
detective was in, not even glancing in that direction.


Once she got to
the front, she saw Officer Peterson sitting at his desk, immersed in his book.
She walked over and he looked up.


“Thanks so much,”
she said.


“Find anything
useful?” he asked hopefully.


“Unfortunately
not,” she said sadly. “It was a long shot anyway. Still, it was very sweet of
you to try to help.”


She gave his
shoulder a friendly squeeze.  


“Not a problem,”
he replied, turning beet red. “I’m sorry it ended up being fruitless.”


“It was worth it,”
she said. “After all, I got to meet you, Sir Peterson. Wait, what's your first
name?”


“Dale,” he told
her.


“Sir Dale then,”
she said, beaming at him. “Still, best to keep this all between us if you don’t
mind. I definitely wouldn’t mention our visit to Detectives Wagner or Ortega. I
don’t want to give them false hope, which might happen if they heard I came
by.”


“I get it,” he
assured her.


He buzzed her out,
and she and Grover quickly made their way back down the hall. They were about
to round the corner when Peterson’s resolve weakened, and he called out.


“Good luck with
everything!”


She smiled and
waved back, despite her frustration.


“Yeah,” Grover
muttered, “that guy’s definitely not keeping his mouth shut. 











CHAPTER NINE


 


 


Jessie waited
impatiently.


Grover had
insisted that they park far from Wilshire Station before she pulled out her
laptop and checked the thumb drive. Luckily, he found a small park a few blocks
away with a shady parking spot.


“What are we
looking for?” he asked as she opened the first file.


“In her entire
history of private practice, Britton only dumped three patients because of what
she labeled ‘personal concerns.’ I want to see if any of them match the profile
of someone who might be a threat to her.”


She punched up the
first patient and put his name into the department database. Clark Vannoy was a
fifty-one-year-old architect suffering from serious obesity who, two years ago,
had threatened to kill himself if he couldn’t stop eating. He refused to be
hospitalized and wouldn’t agree to see another doctor. Apparently, Britton's
personal concern was more for him than her. In any case, he didn't match Cara
Boynton's description, nor the video from outside Britton's building. Jessie
mentally crossed him off the list.


The second guy was
a much better fit. Jack Cronin was in his early thirties and physically matched
the description and images they had. A former professional skateboarder, he’d
apparently suffered a series of concussions during his career that resulted in
memory loss, confusion, and in some cases, aggressive behavior.


Jessie made no
mention of the uncomfortable parallels between Cronin and herself as she
reviewed the file. Grover, sitting beside her, said nothing about them either.


“It sounds like
the guy shook her by the shoulders pretty violently at what ended up being
their last session together,” the bodyguard noted.


“Right,” Jessie
replied, “but check this out. That final session was six years ago. That’s a
long time to wait between being cut off and doing something about it.”


“Maybe he wasn’t
in a position to do anything until now,” Grover suggested. “With the reference
to aggressive behavior, what are the chances he did something that got him
thrown in jail?”


“That’s an
excellent question,” Jessie said, punching the man’s name and details into the
department database. Sure enough, he popped up. "It looks like he is being
kept in a facility, but not a prison. Three years ago, he was involved in an
altercation at a bar. His attorney got him admitted to a mental hospital as an
alternative to jail time."


“Maybe he decided
to make a move on Britton once he got out?” Grover wondered.


Jessie shook her
head.


"His sentence
was completed over two years ago," she explained, "but he apparently
never left. According to the updated record, his mental acuity has deteriorated
rapidly, and he's now living in a secure wing of the facility. He hasn't left,
even on supervised visits, in over six months. I'll ask Jamil and Beth to check
to make sure he hasn't escaped, but barring that, it looks like he's not our
guy."


Grover looked
briefly disappointed, then remembered there was one more option.


“What about the
last patient?” he asked.


Jessie pulled that
record, and they studied it together. It was for a twenty-eight-year-old man
named Quentin Benes. His age, which matched what the killer had given at his
appointment, immediately jumped out at Jessie.


According to
Britton’s notes, he suffered from severe social anxiety and tended to lash out
when he felt forced into situations that required him to engage with others
communally. The doctor had been working with him on taking baby steps. She had
him start by simply walking around a public library. Eventually, he worked up
to attending a Dodgers game and ordering something from concessions, even
talking to people sitting around him.


Unfortunately, in
the last year, it became too much for Benes. He lashed out at Britton during
their final session, accusing her of trying to ruin his life. He wasn't
physical, but he did threaten her. According to her notes, he said that if he
got his way, "she'd never get a chance to mess up anyone else's life like
she did to his."


That ended their
working relationship but apparently not their communication as he apparently
left several menacing voicemails and even stalked her. Britton made mention of
seeing him at various public places for several months after she stopped
treating him. 


According to her
notes, she never called the authorities, partly because she didn’t want the
negative publicity that might come from pursuing legal action. But she also
indicated that at some point, the voicemails stopped and the random sightings
of him did as well.


Jessie pulled up
his personal information and saw that he was a decent match for the video clips
they had outside Britton’s building. His height and weight fit approximately.
There was no way to draw more definitive conclusions because the hair and glasses
made getting a good look at the killer’s face impossible.


“I can’t believe
the cops haven’t looked into this guy yet,” Grover said under his breath.


“They’d have no
reason to,” Jessie reminded him. “Because of how the killer was listed in the
appointment book, they’re only looking at new patients. Benes hasn’t been to
see Britton in a year. He’s likely not on their radar at all.”


“I assume you’re
about to change that,” Grover said.


“I can’t,” she
replied, “at least not yet. How am I going to explain having this info on the
guy? Without their consent, I accessed the case evidence and used it to conduct
a parallel investigation. That’s not going to go over well unless I have
ironclad proof that Benes should be a suspect. If we can bring that to them,
then they’ll have to overlook how I skirted department policy and stepped on
their toes. But without something solid, I’m just going to piss them off. We
have to get something substantial on him.”


“And how do you
propose to do that?” Grover asked warily.


“By confronting
him directly.”


“What are you
talking about?” Grover asked, outright appalled. “We can’t confront anyone.”


“Why not?”


“I can’t believe I
have to explain this to you,” he marveled. “First of all, walking around in
public confronting people is hardly keeping a low profile when I’m supposed to
be protecting you. It could alert the very people we’re trying to hide you
from. Also, there’s the little fact that confrontation can be dangerous. You
don’t know what this guy is capable of. He already threatened one woman at the
very least. My job is to keep you safe, not put you in harm’s way where you
could re-injure your head or much, much worse.”


“Okay, then you do
it,” she replied flatly.


“Do what?”


“You talk to him,”
she told him. “Approach him and get a feel for whether he’s an immediate
threat. If he is, that’s that. We’ll call the case detectives right then and
there. But if your years of experience lead you to believe that I could chat
with him without putting myself in danger, you call me, and I join you. I'll
defer to your judgment. If you give the go-ahead to talk to him, I'll keep at a
safe distance so that he can't lash out at me. What do you say?"


“I say that this
is a terrible idea,” he told her emphatically.


She noted that,
despite the severity of his words, he was no longer rejecting the idea
outright.


“And I say
that I promised Janice Lemmon that I would do everything I could to help find
out who killed her friend. Leaving this lead uninvestigated would be an
abrogation of that responsibility,” she told him, leaving out the other, less
altruistic reason she had to keep pushing on this case. “I’m not asking to
enter into hand-to-hand combat with the guy. I just want to talk to him, with
you there, after you’ve deemed the situation safe. How am I being
unreasonable here?”


He struggled to
find an answer. After a few seconds, she decided not to give him the chance.


“So let’s stop
wasting time,” she continued. “I have his work address. We can be there in
fifteen minutes.”











CHAPTER TEN


 


They pulled up in
front of Quentin Benes’ office just before 5 p.m.


“He should be
coming out soon,” Jessie said, ignoring the tingle of adrenaline she felt
itching to explode inside her.


Benes worked in a
call center situated in a cookie-cutter strip mall in Leimert Park, where he
didn’t have to interact with anyone other than disconnected voices on a phone
line. There was only one entrance and exit to the place, leading out to the
employee parking lot, which would make locating him easier.


“You’re sure he
didn’t already leave?”


“Not according to
the receptionist who answered my call,” Jessie said. “He’s supposed to get off
work in three minutes. And since I’m guessing he won’t be dawdling to talk to
his co-workers, I bet he walks out that door in four minutes. You might want to
get ready to say ‘hi.’”


Grover shifted
uncomfortably in the driver’s seat.


“What exactly is
the plan again?”


“It’s pretty
straightforward,” Jessie said, quietly relieved that he was no longer balking
about even being here. “When you see him, follow him to his vehicle. First, try
to determine his anxiety level. Is he glancing over his shoulder nervously?
Does he look like a guy who’s worried about getting busted at any moment?”


“Okay, then what?”


“Before he gets to
his vehicle, engage him in conversation,” Jessie instructed. “He probably won’t
be enthused by that, but at least you’ll be able to gauge how much of a threat
he is. Maybe you can glean whether he has a weapon. How twitchy is he? See if
he assumes that you’re police or if he just thinks that you’re some overly
chatty dude? We can’t jump to conclusions, but if he’s armed, super-nervous, and
wonders if you’re a cop, we might be on to something.”


“How am I going to
keep him from acting on that potential nervousness without having to break out
my old military skills?”


“Make him think
you’re LAPD without saying it,” she advised. “Project the image of an authority
figure. Let him know that it’s in his interest to be cooperative with you and
that being combative or just unhelpful won’t reflect well on him. Maybe even
get him to hand over any weapons. Then, when you feel comfortable, wave me over
for more specific questioning.”


“And what if he
lashes out?”


“Then you’re
entitled to engage in self-defense and subdue him,” she said happily. “That
would almost be preferable because then he could be arrested. Maybe while he’s
in custody, ‘someone’ makes an anonymous call suggesting the authorities look
into him in connection with the Britton murder.”


“So you want me to
rile him up?”


“No,” Jessie said.
“That’s not the preferred outcome, but if it comes to that, at least we can
make it work for us.”


Just then, the
front door of the building opened, and people began streaming out. A group of
four people walked together, causally moving toward their cars. Another group
of two followed. And then another twosome. The call center employees seemed to
be a friendly bunch. That is except for the person who exited the building
next. He stepped out alone, and with his head down, immediately veered right,
walking briskly.


“That’s him,”
Jessie said. “Better get moving if you want to catch him in time.”


“I’m going,”
Grover said, hopping out of the car. “You stay here unless I indicate
otherwise. And for God’s sake, keep the doors locked.”


"Yes,
sir!" Jessie said with a mock salute.


Grover shook his
head in distaste before heading over to meet his quarry. As he jogged behind
Benes, Jessie fixed in on Britton’s former patient. The man wasn’t physically
imposing. She guessed that he was about five foot ten and 170 pounds. Of
course, that was still big enough to overwhelm Gemma Britton.


He had brown hair
brushed to the right side to create a severe part. His pale coloring suggested
he didn't get outside much. He was dressed casually in a pair of blue jeans and
a black t-shirt and wore a light windbreaker, despite the warm day. Because of
it, Jessie couldn’t tell if he was hiding any kind of weapon underneath.


He certainly
wasn’t looking over his shoulder apprehensively. But that was because he never
looked up from the ground. He seemed fixated on getting to his car and away
from his chatty co-workers and appeared oblivious to the trim but muscular man
with short gray hair coming up behind him.


She watched as
Grover took stock of the guy before finally tapping him on the shoulder just
paces from his car. Benes was so startled that he actually jumped in the air,
though he made no effort to reach for anything under the jacket.


Jessie couldn't
tell what Grover was saying, but it clearly had the man agitated. But to her
surprise, after several seconds, Benes's shoulders seemed to slacken slightly,
and he actually responded to whatever the bodyguard was saying. He didn’t look
comfortable, but he had lost his initial panicky vibe. Grover looked over at
her and gave a subtle nod, indicating that she should join them.


She exited the car
and quickly moved their way. Benes’s back was to her, but she didn’t want to
take too long and risk him suddenly deciding to bail. As she got closer, she
could hear Grover talking at a rapid pace, perhaps to keep Benes’s attention
away from her.


“…we’ll be all
done in a jif,” he said with forced optimism.


“I really don’t
see how I can be of any help,” Benes replied, his voice thick with anxiety as
his body stiffened. “I just want to go home.”


"And that'll
happen soon, mate," Grover assured him, "just as soon as we get a few
things cleared up."


“What division of
LAPD did you say you were with again?” the man asked.


“That’s not my
department, actually,” Grover conceded.


Benes tensed up
even more. Jessie moved faster to get close.


“I’d like to see
your badge,” Benes demanded.


Grover looked like
he’d run out of quippy stalling language.


“I’ve got my ID
here somewhere,” he muttered, patting at his pockets but not actually producing
anything.


“Never mind,”
Benes said, starting to turn away. “I’m just gonna go.”


When he spun
around, he saw Jessie, who was still a half dozen paces away. He stumbled
slightly at the sight of her, then, for reasons that were unclear, started
running. His path was just to her left. She looked over at Grover, who shook
his head vigorously.


But she couldn’t
help herself. Almost independent of her brain, her left leg shot out, clipping
Benes’s toe as he darted by her. He lost his balance and toppled over, landing
flat on his face. She stepped over beside him.


“My colleague
there may not officially work for LAPD, but I do,” she said, “and I recommend
that you stay exactly where you are.”


He didn't move,
but Grover did. He came right up next to her and hissed in a quietly seething
voice. 


"You promised
me you wouldn't put yourself at risk. But the moment I loosen the reins, that's
the first thing you do. He could have collided with you. I swear, Jessie, if
you can't control yourself, one of two things is going to happen. Either I put
you on home confinement, or you pay my minimum fee, and I quit this job. Then
you can fend for yourself. Do I make myself clear?"


There was no hint
of amusement or patience in his voice. It was all cold steeliness.


“You do,” she said
quickly.


"Good,"
he warned. "Now, step the hell back while I search this guy. Only then may
you engage with him."


Jessie did as she
was told. For now at least, discretion was the better part of valor.











CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


Hannah didn’t know
what she was expecting. Maybe some part of her hoped her safe house would be
some cool, high-tech home in the Hollywood Hills. This wasn’t that.


There was nothing
wrong with the place. A two-story Craftsman, the home sat on the edge of the
historic Craftsman Village in Long Beach, a good hour south of the house she
shared with Jessie and Ryan. It was charming, with an olive-painted exterior,
high shrubs to block the first floor windows, and a giant porch she would never
get to take advantage of.


Once she was
inside, she saw why Grover and his team had selected this place. Looking out,
she noted that the front yard was huge and there was no way to access the home
without being seen well before arriving. The fencing around the sides and back
of the house was a good fifteen feet high and comprised of vinyl rather than
wood, making it harder and noisier to cut through or try to scale. As they
walked around, Rufus pointed out several other features that he thought she
should be aware of.


"The windows
are bullet-proof," he noted, "and can be tinted to make it impossible
to see inside clearly. The front door looks like it's wood, but it's
steel-reinforced. The only other way in or out of the house is via the equally
secure door to the backyard. Later, I’ll show you the panic room, which is
under the stairs. Your bedroom is on the second floor, twenty-five feet up. It
has one window, also bullet-proof.”


He gave her the
full tour, showing her how the security system worked and giving her a code to
activate the electric backyard mesh netting.


“What’s that for?”
she had asked.


“The yard isn’t
visible from nearby homes, but a drone could get a glimpse of you from
overhead, so whenever you go out, you’ll need to set the mesh to ‘block’ mode.
That will create an electrical field that makes it impossible to get a good
visual from above.”


Hannah thought
that was overkill but kept it to herself.


“When do I get my
phone back?” She asked.


Before they had
left Jessie’s place, Rufus had placed her phone in a Faraday bag, which blocked
her cell signal so it couldn’t be tracked. In its place, he’d given her a
burner phone.


“Unfortunately,
not until we’re out of this mess,” he told her. “You’ll need to use the burner
and only sparingly. And while I know it sounds obvious, please don’t even hint
to anyone about our location. Ash Pierce will have looked into all your
contacts. You don’t want her ‘questioning’ them about where you are.”


After getting the
lowdown on the situation, Hannah had wandered the house for a while to get more
of a feel for where everything was. But that only took about a half hour. After
that, she was stuck with the rest of the day and not much to do.


Rufus had warned
her that she wouldn’t be able to take online courses for school because Pierce
might be able to trace her through them. Luckily, Jessie had managed to secure
the syllabi for the fall classes she would have taken if she were at UC Irvine right
now.


Hannah and Rufus
had stopped by a college bookstore to pick up the relevant textbooks on the way
here. But as this was the first day of the quarter, there wasn’t much to look
over. By the time she wrapped that up, it was still only lunchtime. After five hours
of reading, watching TV, and staring at the ceiling in her bedroom, she finally
gave in to her boredom and called Chris.


Chris Balfour was
her long-distance semi-boyfriend, who had just left town last week to start his
freshman year at the Rhode Island School of Design. They had met when she,
Jessie, and Ryan had been in hiding from a serial killer in the small mountain
town of Wildpines. He attended the local arts academy.


They’d hit it off
but only acted on their attraction when Chris and some other Wildpines friends
rented a Santa Monica beach house a few weeks ago. Unfortunately, their budding
romance was short-circuited when she was attacked on the Santa Monica Pier by a
guy they later learned was Mark Haddonfield.


She wasn’t sure if
she and Chris had any kind of future, but he was cute, sweet, and generally
unfamiliar with the trauma that had consumed her life in the last two years.
Right now, that was enough to hold her interest.


“And they can’t
even give you a rough estimate for when all this will be over?” he asked after
hearing about the current situation, sounding as frustrated as she felt.


“As long as Ash
Pierce is out there, I’m vulnerable,” Hannah said. “I haven’t told you this,
but she was some sort of black ops CIA assassin before she decided to make a
lateral move into being a hitwoman. She knows how to access information on
people that most of us couldn’t dream of finding. She actually manipulated a
military database to trick me and Kat into thinking someone else was a hired
killer when it was her all along.”


“Great,” Chris
said, “should I be worried that she’ll come after me?”


“I think you’re
good,” Hannah said. “We didn’t …get close until Pierce was in prison, and you
left for school before she escaped. She probably doesn’t even know you exist—no
offense.”


“None taken,” he
replied with a chuckle. “I’m definitely fine with not being on her radar.”


“Plus, you're on
the other side of the country, and she's a fugitive. She'll probably want to
keep her head down and stay close to where she thinks I am. Even if she had a
clue about you, you don't know anything about where I am, so torturing you
would be pointless."


“You had me
feeling pretty good up until that last part,” Chris said.


“Don’t worry about
it,” Hannah assured him, before adding, “but maybe take a look at photos of her
every now and then. If a petite woman in her late thirties tries to get close
to you, you might want to bail.”


“I’ll keep my eyes
open,” Chris said, “And I’m really sorry. This situation truly sucks.”


Hannah sighed
heavily.


“It does,” she
agreed, “but I’m trying to be positive about it. This is better than the
alternative. Isolating myself like this doesn’t just keep me safer, it also
protects the people I love. No one but the bodyguards know where I am. Not
Jessie. Not Ryan. Not Kat. So they can’t be used to get to me. Just like with
you, there’s no point in her going after them if they can’t help her find me.
She’s a cold-blooded professional in that way.”


“You almost sound
like you admire her,” Chris noted.


“I can appreciate
her ability to turn off her emotions to get a job done,” Hannah corrected.
“Sometimes I tend to run a little hot. I wish I had better control over that.”


She didn’t mention
that “running hot” was quite a euphemism for committing murder. Just last
winter, she’d killed that serial killer who had been hunting her, Jessie and
Ryan when he found them in Wildpines. That might have been defensible in
theory, but she shot the man, an elderly killer known as the Night Hunter, in
the chest after Jessie and Ryan had already subdued him.


At the time, she'd
claimed it was so that he couldn't ever threaten them again. But the truth was
that she wanted to know what it felt like to kill a person, and a brutal serial
killer seemed a safe place to start. That single act led to months of growing
bloodlust, where she was tempted to violently punish anyone she deemed a
wrongdoer.


Only voluntarily
checking into a psychological rehab facility, where she spent weeks under the
care of Dr. Lemmon, helped her temper those instincts. But even now, they
bubbled to the surface occasionally. It had taken every ounce of restraint not
to bash Ash Pierce’s skull in when she got the upper hand on her three months
ago.


“But isn’t Pierce
coming after you a form of revenge?” Chris asked, pulling her back into the
present.


“What do you
mean?”


“Well, you said
that she’s a cold-blooded professional who can turn her emotions off,” he said,
“but choosing to come after you—the teenage girl who outsmarted her— rather
than just sneak out of the country to safety? That doesn’t sound emotionless.
It sounds like someone with a vendetta.”


He made a fair
point, but Hannah thought there might be something else at the root of Pierce’s
enmity for her.


"You could be
right," she conceded. "That might be part of it. But I also think
it's about professional honor. She was bested, and she wants her reputation
back. That means taking me out."


Chris was quiet
for a moment, but Hannah could tell he wanted to say something.


“What is it?” she
asked.


“It’s just…that
may be a distinction without a difference.”


“The truth is, a
little part of me almost hopes she finds me,” Hannah said, more to herself than
to Chris.


“What?” he asked
disbelievingly.


“If she comes for
me directly, then she’s not hurting anyone else,” Hannah tried to explain.
"And then, at least, it would be done. Either she kills me, or I find a
way to stop her. I'm tired of running. I'm tired of hiding. I'm tired of being
scared."


“You’re not being
serious,” he pleaded. “You can’t really want her to find you.”


She heard the
concern in his voice and realized that what she said must have sounded like
some sort of death wish.


“No,” she replied
quickly. “It’s just a thought that flashed through my head. Obviously, she'd
crush me in seconds. I got lucky last time."


“Please, Hannah,”
Chris begged, “promise me you’ll leave all this to the professionals.”


“Of course,” she
answered, hoping she sounded convincing. “I’m sure the FBI will find her soon.
In the meantime, I’ll play some cards with my bodyguard. Either that or I’ll
finally crack open that copy of Anna Karenina I’ve been meaning to read
for the last three years.”


As she said the
words, she meant them. But she knew that she wouldn't be able to keep her
frustration at bay forever. At some point, she was going to have to take
proactive action against Ash Pierce.


As much as she
tried to deny it, she knew herself: waiting around wasn’t in her nature.











CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


“Stop trying to
wriggle free!” Grover barked, making Jessie wince almost as much as Quentin
Benes did.


The man, who
Grover was pressing against the side of his own car, looked beyond stressed.
After getting him upright and giving him the impression that trying to leave
might lead to his arrest, they’d managed to prevent him from dashing off again.
But Jessie sensed that would only work for so long, so she tried something
else.


“Quentin, do you
know why we’re here?” she asked, trying to engage him without outright making
an accusation.


He shook his head,
though she couldn’t tell if he was being truthful. While Gemma Britton’s murder
seemed like a crime of passion, that didn’t mean the perpetrator couldn’t mask
his intentions when needed.


“I’m going to tell
you,” she said, making her tone as soothing as possible, hoping that creating
some kind of rapport might get him to be more forthcoming, “as long as you
promise not to try to run off again. It wouldn’t go well anyway.”


“I promise,” he
said, even as his eyes bounced everywhere.


Jessie nodded at
Grover, who looked dubious but nonetheless released his hand from Benes’s
chest.


“My name is Jessie
Hunt, and I’m a criminal profiler with the LAPD,” she told him, not mentioning
that she was on leave or that she was not assigned to the case she was
investigating. “I’m looking into the murder of Dr. Gemma Britton, who used to
be your psychiatrist.”


Everything she
said seemed to increase his anxiety level, but he didn’t say a word, so she
continued.


“As you can
imagine, once she was killed, authorities started looking into all her
patients, past and present, to see who might have had reason to harm her. Now,
do you know why we're here, Quentin?"


“So you’re not a
cop,” he replied, not answering her question, “and he’s not a cop?”


Jessie found it
odd that the man immediately went there rather than addressing the veiled
allegation being leveled at him.


“No,” she told
him, “but as I said, I work for the department. If you don’t want to talk to
me, I’m more than happy to call the detectives handling this case, who might
ask their questions in a more…forceful manner. Is that your preference? Because
I can give them a ring right now.”


He looked
uncertain as to how to answer, so she pressed on.


“I’m trying to keep
this informal, Quentin,” she explained. “If you can answer my questions
satisfactorily, then maybe I never even need to bring in the detectives. I’m
actually trying to help you. If you aren’t responsible for what happened to Dr.
Britton, it’s probably in your best interest to convince us of that before we
make everything official. Official means handcuffs and interrogation rooms and
defense lawyers—fun stuff like that. Or we can just talk. Of course, it's your
decision."


He stared at her
fearfully, then looked over at Grover, who seemed to make him even more scared.
He returned his attention to her.


“I didn’t kill
her,” he finally said.


“But you did
threaten to,” Jessie noted. “Her own files say that you told her that she’d
never get a chance to ruin anyone else’s life like she did yours. Her notes
also indicate that you left her threatening voicemails and stalked her. That
doesn’t sound great, Quentin.”


His face had
frozen in horror as he listened to the accusations against him. Then, without
warning, he crumpled to the ground, breaking down in tears. Jessie looked over
at Grover in surprise. This was not the reaction she’d expected from a
potential murder suspect.


“I didn’t mean any
of that,” Quentin insisted weepily. “Dr. Britton said she couldn’t see me
anymore because I wasn’t interested in making progress. She said that if I
didn’t take tangible steps to control my anxiety, then sessions were a waste of
both of our time. I got scared and lashed out. That’s why I said that stuff.
That’s why I left those voicemails. But I never would have hurt her. I never did
hurt her.”


“What about the
stalking?” Grover demanded, apparently deciding to get into the investigation
game too.


“That was later,”
Benes explained through hiccupped gasps. “I just wanted to apologize to her,
and I knew I couldn’t go to her office. So I tried to approach her in public,
but she couldn't just close the door on me. Plus, I hoped that if she saw me
out and about around other people, she'd know that I was trying to make
progress."


“But you never
talked to her?” Jessie asked.


He shook his head
mournfully as he wiped a tear from his cheek with the back of his hand.


“When it came
right down to it, I just couldn’t,” he admitted. “The thought of going up here
in a public place with all those people around and trying to set things
right—it was just too much for me. I tried multiple times but could never work
up the courage to go up to her. I had no idea that she ever even saw me."


Jessie was
starting to see why Britton hadn’t reported the stalking to the police. She
must have come to the very conclusion that Quentin Benes was laying out for
them: that he wasn’t a threat but just a guy who, despite his best efforts,
couldn’t overcome his demons. He was just a scared little man trapped in his
own disorder.


She must have
thought that bringing in the authorities would only exacerbate things. The fact
that she hadn’t noted any interaction with him in the year since the stalking
had stopped also worked against the idea that he was their killer. Whoever did
this, it felt like their anger at her was ripe. Benes’s wasn’t.


“Where were you on
Friday between 4 p.m. and 5 p.m.?” she asked.


He paused for a
second, then seemed to brighten ever so slightly.


“I was here,” he
said. “My shift ends at five. Is that when she was killed?”


“So you wouldn’t
have a problem with us confirming that with your employer?” she countered,
ignoring his question.


“You can do that,
or you can just check the customer phone records, “he told her. "Every
call I receive is recorded. The log will show timestamps, and you can pull up
the audio files. It's pretty comprehensive.”


"We just may
do that," Jessie told him, hiding the sinking feeling in her gut.
"You can go now, but I expect that if we have any more questions, you
won't start running."


"No,
ma'am," he replied respectfully, even though she was only three years
older than him.


They watched as he
carefully backed out of his parking spot and headed for the exit. He even waved
politely as he passed by.


“So that was a
bust,” Grover said. “What now? Tell your doctor friend we came up empty?”


Jessie fought the
urge to smirk. Grover might not know it, but they weren’t done by a long shot.
She looked at the time. It was 5:10.


“If I was
officially working this case and had access to all the department resources, we
could keep grinding away at this,” she said. “But if we start making inquiries
after normal business hours, it might draw unwanted attention. I think we’re
done for the night.”


“Just the night?”
he asked, taken aback.


She started for
his car, not even looking back as she answered.


“Grover, when you
were in the British SAS, did you bail before completing your mission? Because
this is my mission. I intend to complete it. We start fresh tomorrow.”











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


Jessie waited in her
garage for the all-clear.


Grover had
instructed her to remain in the locked, secure space until he had checked the
entire house. Even though she had spent almost $100,000 on security upgrades
that made the home virtually impenetrable to outsiders, she didn’t mind the
caution. That was what she was paying him for. After close to five minutes,
there was a knock on the garage door to indicate they were good. She unlocked
it and finally stepped into her own home.


“While you get
settled, I’m going to check in with the rest of the security team to see how
Hannah and Kat are doing,” Grover told her. “Maybe you can find out when you
expect Ryan back home.”


“I will,” she
said. “But I want to connect with Dr. Lemmon first.”


He nodded and
headed to the living room while she retreated to the bedroom to make her calls.
Janice Lemmon picked up on the first ring.


“No good news?”
the doctor said by way of greeting.


“How did you
know?” Jessie asked.


“It’s almost 6
p.m.,” she answered without her usual pep. “Late enough that pursuing the
investigation without attracting attention would be challenging. I assume that
if you had uncovered anything worthwhile, you’d have let me know right away. So
this is your ‘end of day, we came up empty’ status report.”


"Unfortunately,
that's all true," Jessie admitted. "We thought we had a decent lead,
but it petered out. I'm going to review the materials and see if I can
brainstorm a new angle for the morning. Sorry, I don't have more for you."


“I understand,”
Lemmon said. “If this was easy, the assigned detectives would have already
solved it. I appreciate you taking the time, especially when you’re supposed to
be housebound.”


“Hey, I’m not an
invalid,” Jessie reminded her. “I’ve been out and about.”


“You know that’s
not what I meant,” Lemmon told her. “Speaking of, how has your head been
today?”


“Not too
terrible,” Jessie said. “I’ve been a little rough around the edges—a couple of
headaches, a few zone out moments—but I managed.”


"Well, don't
push it, not on my account. Doctor's orders."


“I’ll do my best,”
Jessie said, keeping her promise vague.


Once she hung up,
she immediately called Ryan. With everything he had going on, she thought it
might straight go to voicemail, but he picked up on the fourth ring.


“Hey,” he said.
“You okay? I didn’t run into you around the station today.”


“I’m fine,” she
assured him, not mentioning that she’d spent the bulk of the day out of the
office and in the field. “Grover and I are back at the house. He’s checking in
with the bodyguards right now.”


"Please let
me know how Hannah and Kat are doing when you find out," he requested.
"How did your review of the Britton case go?"


“Not great,” she
conceded. “So far, every lead I've looked into has run dry. But I plan to dive
back in tomorrow. How are things going in the manhunt and woman hunt?"


“I checked in with
Jack Dolan,” he said, referring to the FBI agent leading the search for Ash
Pierce. “He sounded pretty frustrated.”


Jessie knew Dolan
well. They'd worked together on a case soon after she joined HSS, and he was
instrumental in helping when she was kidnapped on her wedding night by Andrea
Robinson, a murderer who had become obsessed with her. Dolan also credited
Jessie with helping him get into recovery after years of alcoholism.


“You sure he
wasn’t holding anything back?” she asked.


“I’m sure,” he
said. “If there was something he couldn’t share, he would have at least told me
that. He said that it was as if Pierce had dropped off the face of the earth.
With her background in espionage and all her resources in this city, he thought
she could hole up for a while without exposing herself.”


“Well, that’s
great news,” Jessie replied bitterly. “I’m guessing it’s too much to hope that
the HSS team is having better luck in the search for Haddonfield.”


“Nothing
definitive yet,” he acknowledged. “But we haven’t exhausted all the angles. I
sent Detectives Bray and Nettles up to San Jose to interview his mother. I’m
hoping she might be able to offer some insight into him that will help us. And
we got a search warrant to go through Haddonfield’s college cloud account and
his academic records. Detectives Valentine and Goodwin are poring over that
stuff as we speak. Maybe something will pop. And Jamil and Beth are still
searching for hits on any purchases using his accounts. They also continue to
actively run the facial recognition program in case he shows up on any city
cameras.”


It sounded like
everyone was doing all they could within the bounds of police department
protocol. But as Jessie knew well, that entailed limitations, which is why she
had a backup plan.


“I guess I’ll keep
my fingers crossed,” she said, making no mention of her alternative option.
“When do you think you’ll be home?”


“I’ve got a call
with Chief Decker in a few to tell him everything I just told you. Then I’ll do
a pass around the station to check on everything. That shouldn’t take too long.
I figure I can be there in an hour or so.”


“Great,” she told
him. “Just remember to give us a heads up when you’re close. You don’t want
Grover thinking you’re an intruder and taking a shot at you.”


“That would be a
very unpleasant ‘welcome home, dear,’” he said drily. “See you soon. I love
you.”


“I love you too,”
she replied, then hung up.


She allowed a
moment to appreciate the reduction in tension between them. It felt like just
that first couples’ counseling session with Lemmon this morning had opened the
door a crack to better understanding between them. She hoped they could build
on it.


But for now, that
would have to be put on hold because she had one more call to make tonight. She
dialed the number and waited anxiously. To her relief, she didn't have to wait
long.


“I was wondering
when you’d call,” Kat said after picking up.


“Sorry,” Jessie
said. “It’s been a busy day and I wanted to wait until we could speak freely.
Are you able to?”


“As a matter of
fact, my personal bodyguard is currently in the other room talking to your
buddy Grover, no doubt informing him that I’m the most difficult protectee that
she’s ever dealt with, so yeah, this is a good time.”


“I think we may be
both in the running for that title,” Jessie replied, “but I’m hoping that your
troublesome nature has led somewhere useful?”


“We may find out
tomorrow,” Kat said. “I finally heard back from a contact who gave me a tip
that might lead to something,”


“That sounds
incredibly vague,” Jessie noted.


“That’s partly for
your own protection,” Kat said. “Look, when you asked me to pursue a parallel
search for Mark Haddonfield, you made it pretty clear that you didn’t want me
to feel bound by the legal and ethical restrictions that the Los Angeles Police
Department has to adhere to. So I’ve gone down some fairly sketchy
investigative alleyways, which I assume that you, as an LAPD employee, don’t
want to know about.”


“Thanks for
protecting me,” Jessie replied, “but can you at least give me a hint as what
you’re looking at so when I go to sleep tonight, I have something positive to
cling to?”


Kat sighed deeply
before responding.


“Let’s just say
that our theory—that the leg injury Haddonfield suffered when he attacked
Hannah might require treatment—has borne some fruit,” she said
semi-cryptically. “But I don’t yet know if it’s ripe or rotten. I hope to find
out more tomorrow.”


As ambiguous as
that explanation was, Jessie decided that it was enough to reasonably hang her
hat on, at least for one night.


"That'll tide
me over for now," she said. "So, how are you doing otherwise? Is this
bodyguard okay? I hear she’s pretty intense.”


"That's an
understatement," Kat replied. "She was in some super-elite Israeli
unit. To give you a sense of it, she turned up her nose in disdain when I told
her I used to be an Army Ranger. And I know she hates that I won't just stay
put at my place. She pretty much seems annoyed all the time. But it's clear
that she knows what she's doing, so I'll probably keep her around. How's it
going for you?"


Jessie smiled to
herself.


“I think Grover’s
at his wit’s end with me,” she said. “I’ve been unofficially looking into the
murder of a friend of Janice Lemmon’s. Each time that I take little baby steps
into the investigation pool, he balks. But it’s like that frog metaphor—if I do
it slowly enough, he won’t notice that the water’s heating up. I’m hoping that
by the time he realizes it’s boiling, we’ll be too deep in the case for him to
hop out.”


“So in this
scenario, you want to boil your bodyguard to death?”


“Something like
that,” Jessie said.


“Well, my
bodyguard just knocked on my door so we should probably end this soon,” Kat
told her. “But you know how you said earlier that you wanted something positive
to cling to? I might have a tidbit that will fit the bill.”


“What’s that?”
Jessie asked.


“Mitch proposed to
me this morning.”


"What!"
Jessie exclaimed, unable to control her excitement. "That's fantastic! At
least, I assume it's fantastic. Is it?"


“It is absolutely
fantastic,” Kat assured her. “I’ve been trying not to bounce off the walls all
day. It’s not like I could chit chat about it with Gila. She’s not exactly that
type. In fact, she's glaring impatiently at me through the window right now. I'm
surprised your bodyguard isn't doing the same."


Sure enough, a
moment later, there was a knock on the door.


“You just jinxed
it,” Jessie said. “I have to go, but when we have more time, I want you to talk
my ear off about this thing.”


“Will do. I’ll
give updates on that and my Haddonfield search,” Kat promised.


“Thanks and
congratulations!” Jessie said one more time. Then she hung up, hopped off the
bed, and opened the bedroom door just as Grover was about to knock again.


“Ryan should be
home in an hour or so,” she said. “Any updates from your people?”


“A few,” he said,
leading her back to the living room. “Everything okay with you? I heard an
animated tone.”


“All good,” Jessie
told him. “I just got some nice personal news from a friend. What are your
updates?”


“I just got off
the phone with Kat’s bodyguard, Gila.”


“Oh yeah, how are
those two making out?” Jessie asked as if she didn’t already know. She was
curious to hear the other side of things.


“It seems that
your best friend is working a case on your behalf,” he said.


“I might have
asked her to look into something for me,” Jessie acknowledged.


“Well, ‘looking
into’ things has her moving about the city in a way that makes Gila extremely
uncomfortable.”


“I’ll bet you know
how that feels,” Jessie teased.


He wasn’t amused.


“I was hoping you
might ask Kat to restrict her movements to make protecting her easier,” Grover
replied.


Jessie understood
that she was making things tough for Grover and his team, but she felt the need
to make it clear to him that unlike Hannah, she and Kat couldn’t simply be
cloistered away until this situation was resolved.


"I'm going to
be straight with you.," she said. "Kat was out of commission for
months after Ash Pierce tortured her and nearly killed her. She needs the
money, so she's going to take jobs, risky or not. There's no way around that. I
happen to need something looked into and am willing to pay her a generous rate.
So this works out for both of us. I’m afraid Gila is just going to have to deal
with the challenge. Is she up to it?”


Grover sighed.


“She’ll be fine,”
he said, “but grumpy. And grumpy Gila is not my favorite Gila. Luckily, I’m not
the one who has to be around that. Kat is.”


“With everything
Kat has been through, a surly bodyguard won’t be the end of the world. What
about Hannah—how’s she doing?”


Grover looked like
he wasn’t done discussing Kat but apparently decided to let it go for now.


"In terms of
security, everything's good," he said. "The safe house is locked
down, and Rufus showed her all the emergency procedures and policies. She
picked them up fast."


“And emotionally?”
Jessie wondered.


“As you might
expect, she’s bored and frustrated,” he said. “According to Rufus, she
completed the coursework on all her class syllabi in less than an hour. They
played some chess. She even spent some time reading a Russian novel. But he
said she’s been restless and irritable. He tried to warn her that she needs to
adapt because it’s going to get worse before it gets better, but that didn’t go
over too well.”


“Are you sure I
can’t talk to her?” Jessie asked, already sensing the answer. “I’ve been kept
in a few safes houses in my time. Maybe I can help her better set her
expectations for this experience.”


"I'm sorry,
Jessie, but you know we can't do that. She's using a burner, but you're not.
There's too great a risk that Pierce could track your call somehow. If you want
to get a message to her, I can pass it along, although I know that won't have
the reassuring effect you're looking for."


“Just have Rufus
let her know I love her and that everyone is doing all they can to bring this
to an end,” Jessie said, unable to keep the resignation out of her voice.


“Of course,”
Grover replied, “and if it’s any consolation, with her current attitude, you
might be better off avoiding direct communication.”


“It’s no
consolation,” she told him.


He nodded and
silently went to the kitchen to give her some alone time.


It was a nice
gesture, but it didn’t have the desired effect. In fact, all it did was leave
her to fight off the crushing guilt that came with the knowledge that
everything the people she loved were dealing with was ultimately because of
her.


The fight wasn’t
going well.











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


Jessie heard the
door creak open ever so slightly.


She had only been
half-sleeping anyway, so when she heard the sound in the middle of the night,
she popped straight up in bed. Glancing to her left, she noted that Ryan wasn't
in his normal spot beside her. She looked over at the bathroom door, which was
open and dark, suggesting he wasn't there either. The bedside clock read 2:41
a.m.


She was about to
call out when something made her stop. A figure emerged in the doorway. From
his build, she immediately knew it wasn’t her husband. Nor was it Grover, who
had left for the night when Ryan got home from work. She squinted, trying to
make sure that she was really seeing who she thought she was.


It was dark in the
bedroom, and it had been a long time since she'd seen Mark Haddonfield in
person. Even then, it had been a brief interaction, maybe two minutes at the
most. But it was definitely him.


She remembered the
tall, gangly frame, the curly blond hair, and the wire-rimmed glasses. Only
now, as he came toward her, he moved with the limp, sustained when he attacked
Hannah at the Santa Monica Pier and she dived at his knee.


How did he get in
here?


She pushed the
thought out of her head. That wasn’t important right now. She wanted to reach
into her bedside drawer for her gun but knew that even with the limp,
Haddonfield would get to her before she could pull it out.


She tried to stay
calm as another question popped into her head: where was Ryan? Had he heard a
sound earlier and gone out to investigate? Was he in the living room, hurt or
worse?


She tried to keep
her anxiety in check as she slid her legs up toward her, preparing to leap off
the bed at the man if he got closer. But he stayed in the doorway, just staring
at her. He had to know she was awake. He must see that she was sitting up. Or
maybe his eyes hadn’t adjusted to the darkness of the room yet. Should she make
her move now? In his right hand, she saw a large knife. That’s when he spoke.


“I’m not here for
you,” he whispered, tossing something at her.


She flinched, then
realized that he'd thrown her a phone. She picked it up and saw a photo of a
nice suburban house.


“I wanted you to
see what I did,” he told her. “Scroll through the photos.”


Jessie picked up
the phone, hoping that she could stall him long enough to get to her gun. But
as soon as she saw the first photo, everything else became secondary. It was a
picture of the inside of a house at the foot of the stairs. Lying there in a
pool of blood was Rufus Harrington.


“Keep scrolling,”
Haddonfield said quietly.


Her finger
trembling, Jessie did as he said. The next photo was of a closed door. She
continued to scroll. The one after that showed Hannah asleep in bed. In the
next one, she was awake, tied to a chair, looking terrified. Unable to breathe,
Jessie swiped to the next image. The sight made her gasp in horror.


Hannah was still
sitting in the chair, but now her head and shoulders were slumped. A river of
blood extended from her neck down onto her t-shirt.


Jessie felt a
mixture of anguish and fury. She looked up at Haddonfield, who flashed a nasty
grin back her way.


“It had to be
done,” he told her.


But even before he
had finished speaking, she leaped off the bed, flinging the phone at his face.
As he moved to block it with his empty hand, she charged him. He raised the
knife above his head, but she ignored it, diving toward him, her eyes fixed on
the kneecap that her now-dead sister had already mangled.


Jessie sat bolt
upright in bed.


Gasping for air,
she realized that her arms were flailing wildly at the empty air in front of
her. She stared at the closed bedroom door as if it was a living thing.


Other than her
heavy breathing, the bedroom was silent. Her body, drenched in sweat, was
trembling uncontrollably. She looked to her left in bed to find Ryan’s spot
empty. Then she remembered—he was still at work, where he’d decided to crash
because of a late-night shooting at a local bar. The bedside clock read 4:33
a.m. The sun wouldn’t be up for another two hours.


There was no way
she was getting back to sleep, so she climbed out of bed. She opened the door
and tiptoed out into the living room. Grover Nix was exactly where he told her
he would be after Ryan said he couldn't make it home last night: lying on the
couch. He was covered in a blanket, and his gun was on the floor near his right
hand, which dangled down off the couch.


She was tempted to
wake him up and demand that he call Rufus to make sure that Hannah was okay,
but convinced herself that she was being ridiculous. She’d give him until dawn
before shaking him awake.


She quietly walked
to the breakfast table, where the file on Gemma Britton rested, grabbed it, and
retreated to the bedroom. As long as she was awake, she might as well use the
time constructively. Plus, it would take her mind off the nightmare.


She put the file
on the bed and headed to the restroom to shower off the dried perspiration that
currently caked her whole body. If this morning was any indication, it was
going to be a long day.


 


***


 


Four hours later,
Jessie put the file down in frustration. She was at the end of her rope.


She’d already
pursued almost every angle she could without formally being on the case. She’d
had Jamil do facial recognition on the long-haired, tinted glasses-wearing guy
that was almost certainly the killer in the hopes of matching him with other
footage in the area last Friday, but that had proven fruitless.


Once Grover woke
up at 6 a.m., she had him call Rufus, who checked on Hannah and reported back
that she was sleeping soundly. To their credit, neither Grover nor Rufus ever
asked her why she wanted the check. They just did it.


When the hour was
late enough, she’d called back Britton’s assistant, Cara Boynton, to make sure
she hadn’t left anything out from her brief exchange with the man who went by
Tyler Hardigan. But she had nothing new to add.


So Jessie got a
list of friends, family, and colleagues that Cara remembered Britton either
having issues with or to whom she was especially close. She was waiting another
half hour until 9 a.m. to start calling them.


One person she
wouldn't be calling yet was Gemma's ex-husband, Cameron Britton. Normally, the
victim's ex was the first, best suspect in a situation like this. But several
issues made that a non-starter, at least for now.


First of all, even
looking into Cameron would be seriously overstepping her bounds. That was
clearly in the proprietary zone of the assigned detectives. They would not be
amused if she started asking the guy questions.


Luckily, there
didn’t seem to be much cause to do so. Based on the interview notes from
Detectives Wagner and Ortega, it appeared that they had pressed him pretty hard
while questioning him. In addition, he had a solid alibi. That didn’t eliminate
the possibility that he’d hired someone to take out Gemma. But there was no way
Jessie could pursue that angle without involving Wagner and Ortega.


Though her options
were frustratingly limited, she plowed ahead anyway. Maybe she could talk to
someone the detectives had missed. Maybe she’d uncover some morsel of evidence
that might make all the difference. She had to try. Janice Lemmon was counting on
her to deliver justice for Gemma.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


Dr. Isabel Shea
was at a bit of a loss.


She was already
halfway through her first appointment with a new patient named Henry Colt, and
it was becoming increasingly clear that the young man didn't fully understand
how therapy was supposed to work.


At first
everything had seemed okay, as they engaged in some initial small talk. He
seemed to like her office, which was just a converted guest house behind the
main one. As they sat across from each other on the plush chairs she’d spent
way too much on, he was effusive in his thanks for her willingness to see him
on short notice.


“It’s not a
problem,” she had told him. “I had a cancellation, so the timing worked out.”


Her practice was
small, and she couldn't afford to skip timeslots. Hell, she couldn't even
afford a receptionist. When someone canceled, she almost always filled the slot
and did all the scheduling herself.


Though she was
well-respected among her peers, she certainly didn’t have potential clients
banging down her door. Not like Gemma Britton, the famous psychiatrist who,
until the horrible events of last Friday, could only make time to see one new
patient a month.


Though Isabel
didn’t know Britton personally, her murder had still sent shockwaves through
the psychiatric community in L.A. The fact that after almost four full days,
the police had yet to capture the man on the news with the longish, bushy brown
hair and tinted glasses had her and everyone else on edge.


But she couldn't
let that interfere with doing her job. The young man in front of her, with the
shy disposition, needed help, and she intended to provide it. At least she had
been trying. Isabel had Henry walk her through his personal history, which he did
willingly. But once she asked him to share the particulars of why he was there,
things got…odd.


“I need you to fix
me,” he said, running his hand through his shock of curly, blond hair.


“What do you think
is broken, Henry?” she asked.


“I can’t get a
woman to love me, no matter how hard I try,” he explained. “I always do
something wrong and then they leave the date.”


“How often has
this happened?”


He paused,
apparently embarrassed.


“It’s okay,
Henry,” she coaxed. “You’re here to tell me things you can’t tell anyone else.”


He closed his eyes
as if remembering a painful experience, then nodded to himself and opened them
again, as if in that moment, he’d chosen to trust her.


“I didn’t use to
go on dates at all,” he confided. “What I didn’t tell you before is that when I
was young, my foster mother would touch me wrong. I knew it was wrong, but I
worried that if I said anything, I’d go back to the orphanage, which was worse
than the touching. So I stayed quiet about it.”


“I’m so sorry,”
Isabel told him.


“Yeah, it really
confused me a lot,” he continued. “I just kind of shut down that part of me—the
love and sex part— because I guess I was scared of it. So I didn’t do any
dating at all until recently, like in the last few months. And I just don’t do
it right. I don’t know the right things to say because I never practiced. There
was one girl I really liked on a date a few weeks ago. Well, it was kind of a
date. We were talking at the mall. But then I screwed it up so bad. I want you
to fix me so that I can try again with her.”


Isabel nodded in
understanding, though she was stymied by the seeming complete lack of romantic
social skills he was describing. She didn’t want to add to his pain, but a
cardinal rule of her practice was honesty.


"Well, I'm
going to be straight with you, Henry, because you deserve that," she said
in a polite but firm tone. "While I don't know the particulars of that
date, that ship, as they say, may have sailed. Rather than try to get someone
who isn't romantically interested to change her mind, which can be difficult
under the best of circumstances, you may be better off trying to kindle
something special with a new woman. But before that can happen, we need to
address the underlying issues that got you to this place. And I suspect a lot
of that has to do with your foster mother. Once we address how her abuse
impacted you, we can move forward. But trying to enter the dating world before
you've come to terms with what was done to you will almost certainly be a recipe
for failure."


"But that
sounds like it will take a long time," he objected. "I don't want to
wait. I want to date now. I want to screw…excuse me, I want to have sex
now."


Isabel, while
slightly taken aback, did her best to cover.


“Forgive the
intimate question, Henry, but have you ever had sex before?”


He shook his head.


“Not unless you
count my foster mom, but I don’t because she made me do it.”


“No, you shouldn’t
count that,” Isabel agreed, trying to determine how best to proceed. Henry was
almost like a child in the way he discussed these things.


“So you get why I
can’t wait around, talking about the bad stuff,” he implored. “I want to get to
the good stuff.”


"I understand
where you're coming from, Henry, but there are no shortcuts in this kind of
therapy. We have to do the hard work in order to get you to the place you want
to be.”


Henry stood up,
clearly frustrated, and began to pace back and forth across the room. Normally,
Isabel would have suggested he sit back down again, but he seemed so agitated
that she thought letting him burn off a little steam might help.


“I have an idea,”
he suggested as he reached the door of the office, then spun around and walked
quickly back in the other direction to the bookshelf behind her desk. “What if
you helped me practice?”


"Do you mean
dating scenarios, like role playing?" she asked. "I suppose that at
some point, we can see if that might be helpful. But right now, I think that's
premature—."


"No," he
interrupted, "what if you helped me with the sex practice? You're a
professional, so you wouldn't laugh at me. And then I wouldn't be so nervous on
a date."


For a moment,
Isabel was stunned into silence.


“Well, Henry,” she
finally said, doing her best not to sound offended or judgmental, “that’s not
really part of how I treat patients. If it reaches the point where we think it
might be helpful, we can look into the idea of engaging a sexual surrogate for
you. But we need to address the root causes of your trauma before pursuing
anything like that.”


“No,” he said
forcefully, stopping his pacing beside her desk, “I already told you I don’t
want to wait!”


A chill ran down
her back, which was toward him. Something about his insistence was deeply
off-putting. So she turned around in her chair and spoke as calmly as she could
under the unusual circumstance.


“I’m not going to
sugarcoat it, Henry,” she said quietly, “healing can be tough. But I’ve been
doing this for a while now and believe I can help. But for that to happen, we
have to do things my way. So why don’t you come back over here and take seat so
we can get back to that healing thing?”


He looked at her
with an expression of disappointment that unexpectedly morphed into irritation,
then outright anger. Isabel’s discomfort to turned into something closer to
fear.


"We're not
doing it your way," he said flatly. "You're going to fix me now so I
can start dating and be in love and have sex. You're going to practice with me
so that it's easy when I do it for real. I paid you a lot of money to make me
better, and I expect you to do your job, or else you'll have to face the music.
That's a thing my foster mom used to say: 'time to face the music.'"


Then, without
another word, he picked up the long, gold letter opener that was resting on the
edge of her desk and took a step toward her.


“Are you going to
help me, Dr. Shea?” he asked through gritted teeth. “Are you going to fix me?”


"Yes,
okay," she said quickly as she stood up, realizing that the situation had
somehow escalated beyond what she could handle. Therapy was a distant memory.
Now, all she could focus on was survival.


“Too late,” he
replied with a serenity that had been absent up until now. “I don’t believe
you. I think you’re just saying what I want to hear because you’re scared now.
Be honest.”


“Yes, Henry,” she
admitted, “I’m scared. But I also still want to help you. And you have to know
that what you’re doing right now won’t help—.”


“Talking time is
over,” he said, cutting her off, “at least for you.”


Then he began
marching toward her.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


 


Kat made sure not
to touch anything if she could help it.


Considering that
she was in an establishment where she was about to talk to a doctor, that
seemed strange. Of course, she was in a downtown bar at 10:15 a.m., and the
doctor she was meeting was lucky to still have his license.


As she and a very
reluctant Gila walked to the booth at the poorly lit, far end of Bootie’s Bar,
Kat couldn’t stop her eyes from darting around. She knew the chances of Ash
Pierce being in her were close to zero, but that didn’t stop her from giving
every shadow a second glance.


As they got closer
to the booth, she forcibly redirected her attention to the guy sitting there
and tried to determine how best to deal with him. Considering that this whole
endeavor was a longshot, she decided it was probably best just to be honest
with him.


“Jackson Hiller?”
she asked when she reached the booth.


The man seated
there, one of only three total customers in the whole place, looked up at her.
In front of him on the table was both a near-empty mug of beer and a shot of
something brown. She already knew from her research that Hiller was forty-two,
but he looked almost a decade older.


His prematurely
gray hair seemed unusually long and greasy for a physician, but he was really
only that in name only. His brown eyes were bloodshot, and he had about three
days’ worth of stubble. The man pushed his hair out of his eyes before
responding.


“Dr. Hiller,” he
said with a bit of undeserved huffiness.


Hiller already had
his license suspended twice on suspicion of getting paid to write unneeded
prescriptions. He’d been kicked out of his practice after two lawsuits
involving dead patients. And he’d lost privileges at multiple hospitals around
town. He wasn’t in the best position to demand the use of his title. But Kat
needed him, so she accommodated.


“Dr. Hiller,” she
said, sliding into the spot opposite him, “my apologies. I’m Kat Gentry. Thanks
for meeting with me.”


“I’m only doing it
because Hobie vouched for you,” Hiller said. “I’m not normally a fan of talking
to law enforcement.”


“Well, that
shouldn’t be a problem,” Kat told him, “because I’m a private detective, not a
cop. Hobie should have made that clear.”


Hobie was local
cab driver that she sometimes used to tail people when she didn’t want to drive
her own car. He was plugged into the local underground economy, including
doctors who would offer services to folks who didn’t want to go to standard
hospitals.


“He did, but I’m
still a little wary. What do you want, Ms. Gentry? And why is your friend there
standing at your side like she’s your personal bodyguard or something?”


“That’s because
she is,” Kat replied. “Don’t worry, she’s not interested in what we’re saying,
just that you don’t do something foolish like leap across the table at me.”


She didn’t mention
that Gila had vehemently expressed opposition to this meeting multiple times,
including once just before they walked in. Each time, Kat had thanked her for
her concern and then proceeded doing exactly what she wanted.


“I don’t leap
across tables for much of anything these days,” he conceded.


“Then this should
go smoothly,” Kat told him. “The reason I’m here is because Hobie informed me
that you’re plugged in when it comes to unsanctioned medical procedures, that
sort of thing.”


“I may know a
person or two,” Hiller said with way more pride than someone should feel about
being familiar with that world.


"That's what
I'm hoping for—" Kat started to say.


“For the right
price.”


“I’m afraid I
can’t offer you anything up front,” Kat said, having expected this tactic. “But
I can offer you something else—two things actually. First, the beginning of
what could be a fruitful relationship for both of us, one that could lead to
regular cash in your pocket down the line.”


“That’s not
sounding all that compelling,” Hiller said. “What’s your other offer?”


“More
importantly,” Kat told him, “your help could lead to a significant, one-time
payday. You see, the information I’m looking for has a large reward attached to
it. But it’s not the kind of information you, as a medical professional, can
reveal to the authorities without compromising your license or putting yourself
in the cross hairs. But if you help me and your help leads to the apprehension
of the person I’m after, I’ll happily give you a percentage of the reward.”


“How much?” he
demanded.


“Ten percent,” she
told him. “Consider it a finder’s fee.”


“Ten percent of
what?” he asked.


“$10,000,” she
said flatly.


He paused,
considering the offer.


"Make it
twenty-five percent, and you have a deal."


“Sold,” she
replied with a smile.


“If I can’t go to
the cops once you get paid, how do I know you won’t stiff me?” he demanded, the
wheels suddenly turning in his head. “Or how do I know your petite protector
here won’t just do me in?”


“One, that
wouldn’t be great for my reputation or my business, Dr. Hiller,” she pointed
out. “And two, I’m trying not to take offense at your attack on my personal
character. Would Hobie have hooked us up if he thought I was a welcher?”


Hiller’s whole
face scrunched up in discomfort.


“Fine,” he said.
“What do you want to know?”


“In the last five
days, have you treated anyone with a left knee injury, in particular, a tall,
skinny male in his early twenties?”


“No,” he said
immediately. “Does this mean I’m out of the reward?”


"Not
necessarily," she replied. "This is a big city, and you're just one
doctor. Can you give me the name of anyone else you think might be a good
candidate for the job?"


“That depends,”
Hiller said. “I need more information. Why is this guy not just going the
conventional route and visiting a hospital? Can he not afford it? Is he worried
about being put in the system? And what part of town are we talking about?”


Though Kat was
hesitant to share too many details that would reveal who she was after, the
questions were reasonable, so she did her best to answer without making it
clear that her target was Mark Haddonfield, the Clone Killer.


“Money likely
isn’t the issue,” she said. “He was based in the West L.A. area, but he would
have tried to get away from the heat on him around there and he’s definitely
looking to keep a low profile. I'm assuming he moved closer to us downtown,
where these kinds of services are more prevalent. That's just a guess, but I'm
starting there. I'll expand the search area as needed."


Hiller nodded
intently as if he was listening to a patient list their symptoms. He almost
seemed doctorly.


“I gather that
this guy is high profile enough that he might worry about his caregiver turning
him in for the reward outright, is that right?”


“A reasonable
assumption,” Kat confirmed.


Hiller paused
before responding, downing his shot of whiskey.


“Then I’m
skeptical that he went to see any individual doctor who…operates as I do. He’d
want greater anonymity. My bet is that he’d go to an underground clinic. The
personalized attention might not be as great, but neither would the scrutiny.”


“That makes
sense,” Kat said, “so where might he go?”


“I can think of
two clinics that operate under the radar in this part of town,” Hiller said.
“but they cater to different clientele. One is for people who are more of what
I call ‘system victims.’ We’re talking homeless folks from Skid Row and abused
women who need care but don’t want a hospital to pursue charges against their
abuser for fear that it will make the situation worse. They also treat
undocumented immigrants who worry that they’ll be deported if they go to a
legit hospital or clinic. The place is run by reputable medical folks who are
doing this either pro bono or at vastly reduced rates because they believe in
the work.”


“And the other
clinic?” Kat asked.


“That’s for folks
avoiding the law for more nefarious reasons,” he said simply. “We’re talking
dudes who got shot robbing a place or got stabbed in brawl in a bar like this.
They know they could get arrested if they’re found. The people who work at that
clinic keep their mouths shut for cash in hand. They’re usually not as
proficient as guys like me, but they won’t rat anyone out either. They know
that the consequences would outweigh the benefits. So the question for you is:
what kind of fella are we dealing with here?”


Kat didn't need to
think about it too long. Haddonfield might be a serial killer, but he was also
a gangly college kid barely out of his teens, who, until recently, was more
focused on making the Dean's List than committing murder. He'd want to go where
he'd be viewed with sympathy and support and could count on the staff to stay
quiet out of a sense of goodwill. He wouldn't want to have to rub shoulders
with hardened criminals who might steal his money while he waited to be
treated.


“Option number
one,” she said emphatically.


“Okay,” Hiller
said, swigging the last dregs of his beer. He pulled out a pen and wrote the
address on a cocktail napkin. “They don’t open until noon today, so you’ll have
to wait. And I should warn you, even though this clinic is more
victim-centered, the place is still pretty rough. Some of the homeless patients
are volatile and the security—mostly bar bouncers doing this gratis—tend to be
surly, impatient types. That’s why the clinic opens so late. Bouncers don’t do
early morning security, no matter how generous they are.”


After he finished
talking, Hiller waved at the bartender and pointed to his empty glasses.


“Thanks,” she
said, standing up. “In lieu of immediate payment, I’ll get your next round.”


“Just one round?”
he objected.


“That’s my a.m.
limit on free drinks, Jackson,” he told him.


“Dr. Hiller,” he
reminded her.


Kat smiled but
didn’t respond. As the two women walked out, Gila moved close and spoke for the
first time since they’d entered the bar.


“Just to be
clear,” she said, her thick accent unable to mask her annoyance, “we are now
going to an illegal, underground clinic with bouncers and unstable homeless
people? That is the choice you are making when your life may be in danger?”


“Considering that
I’ve got you by my side, I’m not overly concerned,” Kat teased. “That is,
unless you don’t think you can handle it.”


“Not the point,”
Gila shot back. “Appealing to my ego does not change the fact that you are
putting yourself at risk without need.”


They stepped out
of the bar into the mid-morning sunlight.


“That’s where
you’re wrong,” Kat told her forcefully. “I’m hunting for a man who murdered
five people, recently attacked my friend’s sister, and wants to kill both of
them. I need to do this. And I’m going to. So you can complain, quit, or get on
board. Regardless of which path you choose, I’m finding this guy, with or
without you.”


Then she turned
and headed for the car, leaving Gila hurrying to catch up.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


“You’re sure?”
Jessie asked for the eighth time today.


She was talking to
Margaret Grimes, the last of the friends and family that Gemma Britton's
assistant listed as someone she kept in regular contact with. None of the other
seven people that Jessie had spoken to had provided anything close to a lead,
and it looked like Grimes was going to be more of the same.


“I wish I could be
more help,” Grimes said, sounding genuinely apologetic. “I told the detectives
the same thing. I don’t remember Gemma ever mentioning feeling unsafe or
scared. I definitely would have remembered her saying something like that. She
just wasn’t the type to get easily bothered. I remember way back—I’m talking
before she got famous, Gemma was doing some research study at a prison with
hardened criminals. It didn’t faze her at all.”


“But couldn’t that
have been an issue?” Jessie pressed. “Is it possible that she didn’t take
threats against her as seriously as she should have?”


“I guess,” Grimes
conceded reluctantly, “but I think she would have given a direct threat against
her a lot more weight than some inmates whistling and catcalling as she walked
past their cells.”


Jessie stayed on
the line, struggling to come up with another question. Grover, seated across
the breakfast room table from her, offered a sympathetic shrug. Just then, her
phone buzzed. Ryan was calling. Considering that they’d just checked in an hour
ago to catch up, she sensed that he must have something noteworthy to share.


“Thanks for your
help, Ms. Grimes,” Jessie said. “I’ll reach out if I have any further
questions.”


She hung up and
answered the other line.


“You have
something new?” she asked without even offering a greeting. She knew he
wouldn’t mind.


“Another
psychiatrist has been murdered,” he said immediately.


Jessie felt the
air escape her lungs for a second. After regrouping, she managed to cough out a
“who?”


“Her name is
Isabel Shea,” Ryan said. “She’s thirty-seven. Single. Practiced out of her
guest house in Faircrest Heights. No receptionist. She was found by her 10 a.m.
patient, who called it in right away. Apparently, she was stabbed multiple
times using her own ornamental letter opener."


Jessie looked at
the time. It was only 10:28. The likelihood of being able to access any crime
scene data less than a half hour after the body was found was remote but she
had to ask.


“Do you have anything
you can send me yet?” she asked.


“Not yet,” Ryan
replied, “The detectives aren’t even there yet. Since the house is in the
Wilshire Station area, Wagner and Ortega are handling it. They’re en route now
from another case they’re working. But I’ll have Jamil and Beth keep an eye out
and send you whatever becomes available.”


“Thanks,” she
said. “I appreciate the heads up.”


"Sure,"
he replied. "Hopefully, Janice Lemmon doesn't know this doctor personally,
too."


“I wouldn’t be
surprised,” Jessie said. “She knows pretty much everyone.”


After they hung
up, Jessie grabbed her shoes and put them on.


“What are you
doing?” Grover asked.


“What do you think
I’m doing?” she shot back. “We’ve got a crime scene to go to.”


“Absolutely not,”
he insisted.


“There’s no time
to argue,” Jessie told him. “If we’re lucky, we can get there before the case
detectives.”


“I thought you
didn’t want to alert them to your involvement,” he reminded her.


She finished tying
her shoes and stood up.


“That was before I
realized we were dealing with a possible serial killer,” she replied. “This
isn’t just a personal favor to my psychiatrist anymore. This is an ongoing
threat to public safety. I’m sure they’ll be happy to have me.”


“Really?” Grover
challenged, not getting up from his chair. “Because in my experience, police
detectives aren’t big fans of unrequested assistance from celebrities who horn
in on their work.”


“I’ll try to
ignore that you broad-bushed me as a celebrity rather than using the official
title I’ve earned: criminal profiler.”


She wasn’t really
upset with the bodyguard. He was making perfectly valid points. But she wasn’t
above using any tool at her disposal to get to that scene, including guilt
trips. She started moving toward the hall leading to the garage.


“Titles be
damned,” he said. “If you think I’m taking you to the location where a woman
was murdered, you must be suffering from additional after-effects of your
concussion.”


He stopped
suddenly, apparently realizing that he had gone too far. Jessie was happy to
use his mistake against him.


“That was a low
blow, Grover,” she chided, using her gravest tone. “I’m just trying to get by
here. You don’t need to make light of it.”


“I’m sorry,” he
said immediately.


“I forgive you,”
she told him without hesitation. “But come on now—do you really think I’m at
any risk? Unless he’s an idiot, the murderer has long since left. Besides, I
can’t think of many safer places to be. We’ll be surrounded by cops, and the
whole crime scene will be secured and cordoned off. Your job should be easy
there.”


More than any of
the shaming she’d done, that last point seemed to resonate with him.


“All right,” he
said. “But we do the same thing as before with Quentin Benes. I check
everything out before you join me. And no tripping anyone. In fact, no looking
askance at anyone.”


“I promise,” she
told him, “No askance lookage of any kind. Now let’s go. We’re losing valuable
time.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


“They’re not going
to let us in,” Grover told her over the phone as she waited in the car outside Isabel
Shea’s house.


“Are the
detectives there yet?” she asked.


“No, but I don’t
think that’s why,” he said. “They just aren’t letting folks traipse through
their crime scene.”


“Did you drop my
name?” she wanted to know.


“You were just
bristling earlier when I called you a celebrity,” he objected. “And I’m trying
to keep your presence a secret. So no, I didn’t mention your name.”


“Then of course
they’re not going to let us in,” she replied. “You’re just some random Brit
asking to look in on a murder scene. I’m surprised they haven’t arrested you.
I’ll be right there.”


She hung up before
he could protest, got out of the car, and hurried over. Grover met her halfway.


“So now you’re
embracing the celebrity thing?” he muttered.


“Whatever gets the
job done,” she whispered back as they walked toward the guest house and the
officer stationed outside.


Jessie took note
of the main house. It wasn’t that much bigger than the back one, which looked
to be a converted garage. In fact, compared to many of the other homes on the
street, it was more of a cottage. Jessie hadn’t had time to look into Isabel
Shea’s background on the drive over, but it was clear that she wasn’t rolling
in dough the way that Gemma Britton was.


As she dipped
under the police tape and walked up to the officer standing at the front door,
she took off the cap that Grover had insisted she wear coming here and shook
out her hair. Hoping that the incredibly young officer with the acne and
nervous disposition recognized her, she flashed her warmest smile.


“Hi,
Officer…Benton,” she said, looking at his nametag, “how are you?”


“Like I said to
your friend there, I’m afraid you can’t be here, ma’am,” he told her, his voice
jangly with anxiety. She didn’t know whether that was because he was new to the
force or because of what he’d seen inside the guest house. Either way, she intended
to use it to her advantage.


“Excellent work,
Officer Benton,” she said, pulling out her ID. “Polite but forceful. That’s how
you need to be with lookie-loos. But are you sure those same rules apply to
criminal profilers?”


Benton squinted at
the name on the ID, then looked back at her. The sudden slackening of his jaw
was proof that he’d made the connection now.


“I’m sorry, Ms.
Hunt,” he said quickly, his cheeks flushing in embarrassment. “I didn’t realize
that you had been assigned to the case.” 


"I'm just
here out of the goodness of my heart," she said, not technically lying
while also not sharing that she wasn’t assigned to the case. “May I go
in?”


“Of course,”
Officer Benton told her, stepping aside and pointing at Grover, “but what about
him?”


“I assume you’ve
heard about the people trying to kill me, Officer Benton?


“Yes, ma’am,” he
said.


“Well, this
gentleman is my personal bodyguard. He’s very particular about doing his job
properly. And right now, his job is making sure that no serial killers jump out
of the shadows to attack me."


Benton looked
appalled at the idea.


“I’m sorry that
you’re having to deal with that, Ms. Hunt,” he said sincerely. “You should be
getting a medal, not death threats.”


“That’s very sweet
of you to say, Officer,” she replied humbly. “So you can understand why I need
him to accompany me. I assure you that he won’t touch anything inside.”


“If you vouch for
him, then he can go in,” Benton relented.


“Thank you,” she
said, stepping inside before the young officer could reconsider.


They'd barely set
foot on the carpeted floor when a rail-thin officer in his late thirties with
crew cut brown hair and a scowl marched toward them. Jessie sighed silently.
From his uniform, she could tell that this was the sergeant in charge of the
scene. If he gave her a hard time, it would delay her chance to look around.
And with the detectives arriving at any time, she couldn't afford the pause.
But as he got closer, his expression changed from irritation to surprise.


“Jessie Hunt,” he
said more than asked.


“Good morning,
Sergeant," she replied warmly.


“Good morning,” he
said, fighting not to look flustered. “I wasn’t aware you were working this
case, Ms. Hunt.”


“I just want to
help out in any way that I can, Sergeant…?”


“Delco,” he said
quickly. “We’ll take all the help we can get. But I’m afraid the detectives
aren’t here yet.”


“That’s okay,” she
said casually. “While we wait for them, maybe you could walk me through the
scene and share what you know so far.”


“I can do that,”
he said, sounding uncertain, “but it’s not a ton yet. “We’ve only been here for
about a half hour.”


“Anything you can
share is more than what I know so far,” she told him, deliberately avoiding
fixing her gaze in the direction of the victim. “But maybe you give me the big
picture before we check out the body. I usually prefer to save that for last.”


“Understood,” he
said, leading them over to Isabel Shea’s desk. “We checked her appointment
book, and it looks like her last client was named Henry Colt. Shea’s notes say
that her 9 a.m. cancelled and she filled the slot with Colt, who was a
first-time patient.”


Jessie's mind
raced. If Holt truly was a new patient, then her initial theory was way off
base. When he dressed up in disguise as Tyler Hardigan, it must have been for
some reason other than so the psychiatrist wouldn't recognize him. The simple
explanation was that he just didn't want to be identified on any cameras. But
Jessie wondered if something else might be at work. Could he be ashamed of what
he was about to do?


“Dr. Shea noted
that he paid in cash,” Delco said, interrupting Jessie’s thoughts, “which is
still in her cash box, so we don’t have any financial info to help track down
the guy.”


Jessie nodded as
she thought about that detail before brainstorming aloud. 


“So we know that
Holt, who we believe is the killer, showed up for his fill-in appointment at
nine and that he was gone by the time the next patient arrived and found the
body at ten. Correct?.”


“Yes, ma’am,”
Sergeant Delco said.


“And payment was
with cash, the same method used by Gemma Britton’s killer,” Jessie noted. “I’d
be willing to bet that Henry Colt isn’t his real name, though you should still
run it through every possible database.”


"Yes,
ma'am," the sergeant said again. "Not to jump the gun, but don't you
think it's a little odd that the guy left the money behind?"


“It’s a good
point,” Jessie agreed. “He could have just forgotten it or panicked. But I’m
more inclined to think it was done intentionally.”


“Why?”


“Just a hunch,”
she admitted. “Maybe he felt like that would be an ethical violation of some
sort. I’m getting the sense that he wanted something from these women that they
couldn’t provide.”


They were all
silent, pondering what that might be.


“Let’s look at the
body now,” Jessie requested quietly.


They all walked
over together, though Grover hung back respectfully. Jessie let her eyes slowly
track the length of the woman’s body. Isabel Shea, lying on her back with her
hazel eyes open wide in pain and fear, was a short-haired brunette.


She wore slacks
and a casual sky blue blouse, which was almost entirely covered with blood.
Despite the dark stains marring her face and body, she was attractive and
looked to be in good shape. Jessie noted that her shoes had come off and her
bare feet had bruises and blisters at the tips of several toes, a sign that
she, like Jessie, was a serious runner.


Based on the
multiple punctures on her body, she guessed that the woman had been stabbed at
least a dozen times. There were also defensive wounds on her hands. She had
fought for her life.


“Where’s the
murder weapon?” she asked in a near whisper.


“One of our
officers found the gold letter opener under the coffee table,” Delco replied.
“It’s still there until CSU gets here. They should arrive in the next ten
minutes.”


“Okay,” Jessie
said, her brain kicking into high gear. “In the Britton case, no usable
fingerprints were found, but that doesn’t mean we won’t have more luck here.
The opener should be checked, along with the cash he used to pay, and every
door or potential surface he might have touched.”


“Don’t you think
that’s the sort of thing the detectives handling the case should be
requesting?” someone said from behind her.


She turned around
to find two faces she recognized from photos staring back at her. They belonged
to Detectives Wagner and Ortega. Both men looked pissed.











CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


Jessie did her
best to act like she had been waiting for them.


“Nice to see you,
detectives,” she said. 


“Not sure I can
say the same thing,” Wagner replied gruffly.


Based on her
research on the man, Jessie wasn’t surprised by the reaction.


Brett Wagner,
thirty-nine, was a seventeen-year vet of the LAPD who’d been a detective for
six of those years. Short and thick, he had the look of a guy who spent much of
his free time in the weights section of his gym. His dirty blond hair was shorn
tight against his scalp and his face was red, though she didn't know if that
was his natural state or just because he was mad.


“I get that,” she
told him, deciding that she needed to do some serious fence-mending if she
didn’t want to be immediately ejected from the guest house and the case. “If I
was one of the detectives assigned to this thing and some nosy profiler from
another unit just showed up uninvited, I’d have my back up for sure.”


“Damn straight!”
he seethed.


Next to him,
Detective Ramon Ortega remained silent. That jibed too. Jessie’s
research—courtesy of Jamil and Beth, just like the details on Wagner—indicated
that Ortega was less volatile than his partner, but no less serious-minded.


Forty-six now,
he’d spent twenty-two years on patrol before finally making detective. He had a
reputation as being methodical, not making any mistakes that could undermine
the promotion he’d gotten only three years ago. Unlike the divorced Wagner,
he’d been married to his high school sweetheart for almost thirty years and had
three kids. He was currently twisting his wedding band around his finger.
Jessie wasn’t sure if the habit was due to nerves or anger. She figured it was
better to err on assuming the latter as she responded.


“And if I was the
case detective, I’d think that this profiler had better have an amazing reason
for inserting herself into my business, way better than just the fact that the
first victim was famous. And I’d want her to explain herself right now if she had
any expectation of not getting drop-kicked out of the crime scene first thing.”


“Wait, you’re not
assigned to this case?” Delco demanded, looking personally hurt.


“You ought to get
drop-kicked just for looking at our evidence without our consent,” Wagner spat,
not giving Jessie a chance to reply to the sergeant. “Or didn’t you think we’d
find out about that? Not that it took any brilliant detective work. Almost from
the second you left Wilshire Station, Dale Peterson was bragging about how the
great Jessie Hunt came to his evidence room and he helped her out.”


“I kind of figured
that might happen,” Jessie conceded.


“So this is your
chance, Ms. Hunt,” Detective Ortega said, his tone hushed. “Convince us why we
shouldn’t be cuffing you for interfering in an ongoing investigation?”


Out of the corner
of her eye, Jessie noted Grover stiffen. He’d stayed quiet until now, but he
clearly didn’t take kindly to the idea of anyone putting their hands on his
protectee, no matter the reason. Before he said anything that might exacerbate
the situation, she answered.


“This is personal
for me,” she told them bluntly. “Do you know who Dr. Janice Lemmon is?”


“Sure,” Ortega replied.
“She used to do profiling for the department back in the day. Worked with the
FBI too if I recall.”


“That’s right,”
Jessie said. “She’s also my therapist. As you may have heard, I’ve had a few
psychologically challenging incidents in my personal history. Janice Lemmon was
instrumental in helping me find a path forward so that I could not just
function in life but thrive.”


“That’s swell,”
Wagner shot back unsympathetically. “But what the hell does it have to do with
us?”


Jessie remained
calm, refusing to be baited.


“In addition to
helping me,” she said, “Lemmon was old friends with Gemma Britton, though they
lost touch years ago. When I finished my session with her yesterday, she
mentioned Gemma’s death and how broken up she was about it. She was worried
that leads were drying up and that it might fall off the radar, so she asked me
to look into it informally. Obviously, it's not my case, and I'm on leave right
now anyway. But this woman saved my life, and I didn't feel like I could just
tell her to take a hike for bureaucratic reasons, so I did a little
digging."


“You did a hell of
a lot more than that,” Wagner growled.


“That’s fair,”
Jessie conceded despite the urge to push back, sensing that directly
challenging the guy would only make things worse. “But that’s kind of who I am,
Detective. I’m like a dog. Once I get my teeth on that bone, I don’t let go. So
I got a little ahead of myself, I admit. I looked at evidence that wasn’t in my
purview. I talked to witnesses without permission.”


“You did what?”
Ortega demanded, losing the hushed tone pretty quick.


“I’m just trying
to be straight with you,” Jessie replied. “I talked to Gemma’s receptionist,
Cara Boynton—twice actually. I spoke to Britton’s friends and family. I didn’t
have authorization for any of it, but I couldn't stop myself. And now, here I
am at your crime scene without any official connection to the case, though I
allowed Sergeant Delco to believe otherwise. And I did all of it when I'm
supposed to holed up, hiding from a serial killer and a hitwoman who both want
me dead. That's why Mr. 'Strong and Silent' over there hasn't left my side.
He's my personal bodyguard, and he's probably more pissed than you guys that
I'm here right now. He thinks I'm putting my safety at risk."


“You should listen
to him,” Ortega muttered.


“Of course I
should, Detective Ortega," Jessie admitted in mild exasperation, "but
I'm not going to. Listen, guys, I should have come to you directly. I shouldn't
have gone behind your backs. But I'm being honest with you: I'm not going to
stop investigating this case, especially not now that it looks like we've got a
serial killer on our hands."


“We could arrest
you right now,” Wagner suggested. “That’d stop you.”


Jessie shrugged.


“You could try,”
she acknowledged, “but I’m not sure how well that would go over with my
guardian angel here, Mr. Nix. And Captain Hernandez from Central Station might
take issue with his wife being incarcerated somewhere that she could be a
sitting duck for a professional killer. Not to mention the reaction you’d
probably get from Chief of Police Decker, who was a guest at my wedding.”


“I didn’t think
you were the type to pull rank like that, Hunt,” Ortega chided.


"You thought
wrong, Detective," she said, staring at him hard. "I will do anything
in my power to solve this case, not just for my friend, but for the two women
who were brutally murdered. They deserve justice, and I aim to get it for them."


Neither man spoke,
which was just as well because she wasn't done.


“Now you can
certainly throw roadblocks in my way, but that doesn’t seem like the best use
of your time. Like I said, I’m on leave. I’m not assigned to this case. I’m not
looking for the glory. But as long as I’m here, why don’t you guys use me? We
can keep it informal. I’ll stay in the background. But I’m offering my
assistance. Let me help you. It’s what I do.”


The detectives
looked at each other. Wagner still appeared reluctant, but Ortega seemed to be
on board.


“What’s the harm,
Brett?” he asked. “We’re nowhere on this thing and she’s the best in the
business. Maybe something will pop. If not, we’re no worse off than before.”


Wagner still
didn’t look enthused but let out a sigh of resignation that indicated he wasn’t
going to fight the idea.


“We’ll do it,” he
said, turning back to Jessie, “but under certain ground rules. First, this is
all off the books. You don’t do any press conferences. You don’t call our
captain for extra resources. Nothing like that. This is all kept close to the
vest. No one outside this house needs to know of your involvement.”


He glared at
Sergeant Delco at that point, which Jessie thought was unnecessary. Delco had
been nothing but professional and helpful so far. But she bit her tongue about
that.


“Sounds good,” she
agreed, not mentioning that if needed, she would employ the services of the HSS
research team. “What else?”


“No more talking
to our witnesses or potential suspects,” he insisted. “When we get info, we’ll
share it with you, but you’re not to go out in the field, seeking it out. Got
it?”


“I do,” she
confirmed. “My bodyguard here would require that even if you didn’t.”


Wagner looked like
he wanted to add more regulations but seemed to run out of them.


“You want to fill
her in, Ramon?” he said to his partner. “Then maybe we can actually take a look
at the body ourselves?”


"Sure,"
Ortega said. "We got the official preliminary coroner's report back today
on Gemma Britton's death. Unfortunately, it didn't offer anything we didn't
already know. The approximate time of death was listed as between 4 p.m. and 6
p.m., but we already know the window was smaller than that because the
receptionist left the office at 4:40 that afternoon. The cause of death was
repeated blunt force trauma to the head, resulting in a massive brain bleed. We
know the murder weapon was her quartz crystal bowl. As you noted earlier, there
were no usable fingerprints at the scene. Same with DNA. Our list of credible
suspects, which we can provide if you don't already have it, was always small.
The alibis of everyone on the list checked out."


Jessie nodded,
deciding it was best not to share how much of that she already knew so as not
to rub salt in their investigative wound.


“That a bummer,”
she conceded. “But hopefully this new victim will allow us to make some
connections that might help.”


“We already have
one,” Detective Ortega noted. “From what I understand, the murder weapon is a
letter opener. Do we know that it belonged to Isabel Shea?”


“We do,” Sergeant
Delco piped in. “The officer who found it noted that it was engraved with her
name.”


“So in both
cases,” Ortega continued, “it appears that our killer used items he found in
the psychiatrists’ offices to kill them. It’s hard to imagine that he just
walked into both appointments hoping he would find something he could
use for murder. That might suggest that these have a ‘crime of passion’
element.”


“Two crimes of
passion?” Wagner asked skeptically. “That seems like a stretch.”


Ortega shrugged.


“Maybe the truth
is somewhere in between,” Jessie suggested. “Maybe he went into both of these
sessions superficially hoping for the best, not intending to kill anyone. But
the fact that no prints were found indicates that he was careful. From the
video footage outside Britton’s building, we know he had gloves on when leaving
her office. Maybe he wore them here too. If so, we might surmise that somewhere
deep down, he knew it might come to this.”


“Maybe that’s the
same reason he gave fake names,” Wagner offered. “He used one here too, right?”


“Yes,” Sergeant
Delco said, “Henry Colt.”


Wagner nodded
confidently at the confirmation.


"There you
go," he continued. "He knew this might go south, and just in case, he
didn’t want his real name listed anywhere that it might be found later.”


“That could very
well be part of it,” Jessie agreed. “But we can’t discount psychological
motives either. It’s possible that he really was here for some kind of therapy.
And whatever his issues were, they were so sensitive that he was embarrassed to
give his real name. Maybe he felt it made him too vulnerable. That might also
partially explain the disguise he wore to Britton’s office. He couldn’t let her
see him as he really was.”


“Disguise?” Ortega
repeated.


“Oh yeah,” Jessie
said. “I should have mentioned this earlier. I think the hair was a wig and the
large, tinted glasses were intended to obscure his face.”


The detectives
shared an expression that made it clear they hadn’t considered the idea but
liked it.


"If he was
wearing a disguise," Ortega mused, "then are we sure that he was even
a new patient? Maybe he'd seen them before and was angry about how the session
went down, so he came back with a vendetta but knew he'd be shut out if he was recognized
right away?"


Jessie nodded.
Grover looked perplexed by the fact that she didn’t mention that she’d already
gone down this road. But she shook her head at him. She didn’t want it to look
like she was diminishing the detectives by revealing that she’d previously
pursued theories that hadn’t occurred to them. She was about to move on when a
related thought came to her.


“Following your
theory, Detective Ortega,” she mused, “maybe our killer saw them for therapy a
long time ago when he looked different, left unhappy, and returned now to test
them, perhaps hoping they would recognize him and prove their worth. But then,
when they failed the test, he lashed out.”


She was ready to
acknowledge that she had zero firm evidence to support this theory, but neither
detective dismissed it. In fact, they seemed to be waiting to hear what she
would say next, so she went on.


“I think we need
to prioritize finding overlap in Britton and Shea’s past patients. That could
afford us a whole new crop of suspects, folks that maybe didn’t seem suspicious
on initial review.”


“That a great
idea, and it’s something that we will get right on," Wagner told
her, indicating himself and Ortega. "We'll let you know what we find out,
and you can join in then. But right now, you should probably go. Some
enterprising reporter is going to make the connection between these two victims
and show up here soon. They all know you on sight. If you’re not working the
case officially, it will be hard to explain why you’re here.”


“Good point,”
Jessie said. “We’ll head out now. I’ll send you two my contact info when we’re
on the road.”


“Don’t you need
ours first?” Ortega asked.


“Um, I already
have it,” she admitted sheepishly.


Without waiting
for their disapproving looks, she turned and left the guest house with Grover
by her side. They were almost to the car before either of them spoke.


“Well, that worked
out better than I anticipated,” he said. “At least now you can take a bit of a
break and wait for information to come to you.”


“Are you kidding?”
she asked incredulously. “Those guys can search all they want, but I have the
best police research team in the city. And regardless of what I may have said
about not involving others, you better believe I’m going to use it.”











CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


Hannah was tempted
to rip her hair out.


She’d only been in
this safe house about twenty-four hours, but already she was bored out of her
mind. She got that the point of being here was to keep her safe, but it was
hard to keep that top of mind when every minute dripped by like molasses.


She couldn’t play
any more chess with Rufus. And she’d hit a temporary wall with Tolstoy. She had
already baked six dozen cookies. She was just marking time. Or at least she had
been, until just now.


It was while
staring out the window, watching for something—anything—that might pique her
interest, that she got the idea. A mom had passed by pushing a baby stroller
along the sidewalk. For the briefest of moments, Hannah had thought that the
petite, thirty-something brunette could be Ash Pierce. But when the woman
brushed her hair out of her face, it was clear that she wasn’t.


Still, the
fleeting second of fear and, yes, excitement had spurred her into action. She
couldn't stay on this couch, a sitting duck, blankly staring looking into the
middle distance. She needed to be proactive in changing the dynamic. She had to
find Pierce.


And since she
wasn’t allowed to leave this house or use any of her personal technology in the
effort, she’d have to go another route. And right now, there was only one that
made sense. She got up and walked into the breakfast room, where Rufus was
sitting, cleaning his gun.


“Aren’t we just
the picture of a cozy, happy family?” she asked drily when he looked up. “You
checking your weapon. Me slowly going mad.”


“I’m sorry,
Hannah,” he said, sounding tired. “I promise I’ll get more stuff brought
in—board games, puzzles, some movies on old timey DVDs that don’t require a
streaming service account. Some of those things should have already been here,
but when we selected this house, we were more focused on security than creature
comforts.”


"That all
sounds great," she told him. "But I have an idea for something that
might lift my spirits right now if you're open to it."


“I’m open to
hearing it,” he replied warily.


“Super, that’s all
I want—for you not shut me down before I finish.”


"I promise I
won't," he said, holding up three fingers, "Scout's honor."


“I want to take
the fight to Ash Pierce,” she said bluntly. “I’m worried that with her skills
at evasion, I could be stuck in this place well into my thirties. I get that I
can’t go after her myself, but I know someone who can, who actually is right
now. And I want to talk to that person.”


“Who?” Rufus
asked, admirably not frowning or smirking.


“Special Agent
Jack Dolan of the FBI,” she answered. “He’s leading the local search for
Pierce. And I happen to know him well. He worked a case with Jessie a while
back. They're friends now. He's helped me, my sister, and Ryan personally on
multiple occasions. He was instrumental in rescuing Jessie as she was kidnapped
by Andy Robinson on her wedding night. We have a personal relationship, and I
want to use it to catch this woman."


Rufus was quiet
for a few moments, she suspected either out of shock or a desire not to be rude
and crush her right away.


“I get that you
two have history,” he finally said, “but I don’t see how him telling you how
the hunt is going will make any difference in finding her.”


“Because I know
her better than anyone,” Hannah explained, “that is other than Kat Gentry. But
because of what Pierce did to her, she’s not in the most clear-headed space
when it comes to the woman. But I was with Pierce for two full days, first when
she pretended to be an abuse victim named Violet Sheridan, and later once she
revealed her true identity and her intention to torture and kill both me and
Kat. Other than her fellow CIA assassin friends and former Marine special ops
colleagues, I know how she thinks better than anyone. And don't forget that I
beat her. I outsmarted her long enough to get the upper hand and disable her. I
could have killed her if I wanted to. These days, I wish I had. But the point
is, if I had access to the info that Agent Dolan has, I might be able to make a
connection that could aid in the search for her."


“I don’t know,”
Rufus said, though he sounded less dubious now than before.


"I'm not
asking to go the field office and sit in on meetings," she pressed.
"I just want to talk to the guy. I have his number memorized, and I know
that he has a secure phone that not even Ash Pierce could hack. It wouldn't put
me at risk, and it might actually make a difference. Don’t you think it’s worth
a shot?”


He sat quietly for
a while, slowly switching his gun from one hand to the other and back again.
She sensed that the very fact that he hadn’t said no yet meant he was going to
say yes. But she gave no sign that she knew she’d won.


“My phone,”
he said sharply.


“I’m sorry?”


“If we call, it’s
from my phone. Your burner isn’t secure, which is why you can’t call anyone we
don’t authorize. But mine is. And I’m here for the conversation.”


“Okay,” she
replied.


"And you
don't reveal anything about your location," he demanded. "Dolan's
phone might be secure, and he might be trustworthy, but that doesn't mean that
he can't be found and tortured by Pierce. I can promise that she knows he's
leading the search for her."


“Fine,” she
replied. “Can I have the phone now?”


He unlocked it and
reluctantly handed it over. Hannah dialed the number before he could change his
mind. Dolan picked up on the third ring.


“Who is this?” he
asked, clearly unsettled by getting a call from an unknown number.


“Don’t worry,
Agent Dolan,” she said. “It’s not Ash Pierce calling to taunt you. It’s just
Hannah.”


“Hannah Dorsey?”
he asked. “I thought you were supposed to be off the grid until we caught
Pierce.”


“Trust me, I’m
close enough,” she assured him. “I’m not supposed to reveal too much, but let’s
just say that Jessie has gone above and beyond to put me in a safe environment
where Pierce can’t get to me. Even the phone I called you on has extra
security.”


"Still,"
he replied, "you'd be better off not reaching out all for your own
protection."


“So if I’m
calling,” she replied, pressing ahead, “it must be for a pretty good reason.”


“What’s that?” he
asked.


"I want to
help you catch her so that I can start living my life again."


"I'm sorry,
Hannah, but did you graduate from the FBI training Academy without anyone
telling me? If not, I'm not sure how you can be of assistance."


“Wow,” she replied
testily, “you don’t have to be jerk about it.”


"We're
good," he said loudly, though it sounded like he was talking to someone
other than her. "Sorry about that, Hannah, but I had to be sure this was
really you and not Pierce trying to manipulate me. I had to put you through
voice recognition, and that meant getting you to speak outside your normal
speaking range. In other words, I had to piss you off. How’d I do?”


“A+,” she said,
relieved. “Now can we get down to business?”


"I'm not sure
how you can help, but I'm curious to hear. Go for it."


“You’ve looked at
the file on my time with her,” she told him, diving right in. “You know that
I’ve had more personal interaction with her, more recently, than anyone else
you have access to.”


“What about her
fellow prison inmates?” he countered.


“I guarantee you
that she was in performance mode the whole time she was there,” Hannah replied,
“so she could lull them all into complacency for her escape. Did she get in any
fights? Did she violate a single rule while she was imprisoned? I’m guessing no.
She didn’t want to give the authorities there any reason to doubt her. And
since inmates squeal if they think it will help reduce their sentences, she
wouldn’t have confided in any of them. Ash Pierce isn’t the confiding type. She
murdered the accomplice she used to get to me and Kat as soon as he had served
his purpose. But remember, I saw her in both acting mode and real mode a lot
more recently than the people she used to work with. Tell me what you know, any
leads you have, no matter how weak. Maybe she said something to me in passing
that can help connect the dots as to where she’s hiding or what she’s up to.
Stuff that might seem unimportant to you could be a bright, flashing light to
me.”


There was a long
silence on the other end of the line.


“I can’t send you
anything, Hannah,” he said. “I can’t risk Pierce getting her hands on info
related to our investigation.”


“I get it,” she
replied. “So just talk to me. Tell me what you have, and I’ll see if anything
leaps out at me. If it doesn’t, all you’ve lost is time. And I’m guessing that
if you’ve listened to me this long, you’re desperate enough to make more time.”


There was another
silence, even longer than the first one. When he eventually replied, his voice
was low.


“Give me ten
minutes,” he whispered. “I’ll call you back on this line. Don’t waste my time,
Hannah.”


“Agent Dolan,” she
replied. “You don’t have to worry about that. Remember, it’s my life on the
line.”











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


 


Jessie tried to
stay positive.


She and Grover Nix
were sitting in his car in the covered parking garage adjacent to the Beverly
Hills public library, which offered some respite from the sun. They listened to
the HSS research team on speakerphone as they typed away. Neither researcher had
spoken in minutes. 


Even though Jamil
and Beth hadn’t had a hit yet, Jessie felt confident that it was only a matter
of time before they’d make a connection between the patients of Gemma Britton
and Isabel Shea. After all, they’d only been at it for twenty minutes. Sometimes,
this sort of thing took hours, if not days.


“I’ve got
something,” Jamil said, as if reading her mind.


“What?” Jessie and
Grover asked in unison.


“So far we haven’t
found any overlap among Britton and Shea’s patients in private practice, but I
do find one who they each saw under less conventional circumstances.”


“Don’t keep us in
suspense,” Jessie told him.


“Okay,” Jamil
said. “About seven years ago, before she became famous, Gemma Britton
co-authored a study about recidivism involving felons who were originally
incarcerated as minors. One of the study subjects being held at California
State Prison-Corcoran was named Judd Banner. He had been sentenced to fourteen
years for an armed robbery in which a clerk was shot by the other robber.”


“Sounds promising
so far,” Jessie noted.


"Three years
ago," Jamil continued, "Isabel Shea was part of an entirely separate
program that attempted to help prepare long-incarcerated felons for
re-integration into society after their release. Banner was part of the
program, and she worked with him on multiple occasions. She left the program
two years ago, but Banner remained a part of it. His sentence was reduced to
nine years for good behavior, and he was paroled four months ago."


“Where is he now?”
Jessie asked.


"I have some
info on that, but it's a couple of weeks old," Jamil said. "I'm not
sure if it's still accurate. Do you want to contact his parole officer
directly?"


“Absolutely not,”
Jessie replied. “technically I’m not even supposed to be looking into this guy
on my own. My only justification is that the detectives told me not to talk to
any of their witnesses or potential suspects. I figure since they didn’t
come up with this name, it doesn’t count. But if I reach out to Banner’s parole
officer, then he’ll start asking questions and possibly want to talk to Wagner
and Ortega. Until I think this might turn into something, I want to stay under
the radar.”


"Understood,"
Jamil said. "In that case, I can send you his home and work addresses as
of two weeks ago. He’s currently living at a pay-by-the-week motel in Sylmar.
And his file indicates that he’s been working for a Santa Clarita construction
company for the last month.”


“Great,” Jessie
told him. “We’ll be waiting. Good job, Jamil. And let us know if you find any
other shared patients.”


She hung up, and
seconds later, the text with the relevant addresses came in. Grover looked at
it too.


“Excellent,” he
said. “I see he included contact information for the both the motel manager and
the job site foreman. Your guy Jamil is quite comprehensive.”


“That’s why he’s
the best,” Jessie replied. “But we’re not calling those folks.”


“Why not?” Grover
demanded.


“Same reason we’re
not calling the parole officer,” Jessie said. “I don’t want to involve anyone
who doesn’t need involvement. It could get back to Wagner and Ortega. Besides,
if this guy is innocent, calling and peppering his boss and the manager of the
motel where he lives could upend his whole life. I don't want to do that unless
we have to.”


Jessie’s attention
was briefly redirected to an older couple slowly ambling from the library back
to their car. She wondered if she and Ryan would be spending their senior years
making Tuesday midday trips to the public library together. She hoped so.


“I hope you’re not
proposing what I think you’re proposing,” Grover warned, tearing her out of her
domestic fantasy.


“We’re going to go
check out Judd Banner for ourselves,” she told him, confirming his suspicions.


“Jessie, that’s a
terrible idea for multiple reasons,” he insisted.


“Why?” she asked,
already guessing his objections.


“Let’s set aside
that getting to Sylmar and Santa Clarita will take over an hour and that,
without checking first, the trip might be a total waste of time. More
importantly, it doesn’t sound safe, and keeping you safe is my top priority.
What if this guy is the killer?”


“Then we’ll call
the local authorities, who will arrest him and transport him, giftwrapped, to
Wilshire Station,” Jessie explained.


“But determining
if he’s the killer will require personal interaction, which I won’t be
permitting,” he told her with a finality that she found mildly impressive and
very amusing.


“Not necessarily,”
she said. “You could approach him first, make sure he’s not a threat, then set
up a FaceTime call for me with him. Then I wouldn’t have to personally interact
with him at all.”


“Why would this
guy consent to such a thing?”


“If he’s the
killer, he probably won’t,” Jessie admitted. “That will be revealing in itself.
In that case, we’ll just call for backup. Of course, even if he is our guy, he
might still agree to talk. Sometimes these people think they can outmaneuver me
with what they consider charm. If he’s up for that, so am I. But if Banner isn’t
guilty, my guess is that he’ll want to be as helpful as possible to avoid
complicating his post-prison life. We can use that.”


“So you want me to
interrogate him?” Grover asked uncomfortably.


"No,"
she corrected. "I want you to make sure he's not an immediate threat, then
set up a chat between me and him. I'll interrogate him. We get answers, and I'm
never in danger. What do you say?"


Grover sighed.


“I say that we’re
going to need to renegotiate my rate.”











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


 


Ryan was on his
fourth cup of coffee.


After the night
he’d had, he was surprised he hadn’t twice that many. As he walked down the
hall from the Central Station bullpen to the research department, he did his
best to clear the cobwebs from his mind.


It would have
helped if any of the investigations he was honchoing were making progress. The
reason he'd spent the night on a couch at the station rather than in bed beside
his wife was a drive-by shooting in front of a popular arts district
restaurant. Unfortunately, that shooter was still at large.


Things weren’t
much better on the cases involving HSS. Detectives Karen Bray and Jim Nettles,
who had gone up to the Bay Area to interview Mark Haddonfield’s mother, had
come up empty. The poor woman had a breakdown when they told her he was a
serial murder known as the Clone Killer. She had to be taken to the hospital.
They were on a flight back to L.A. right now.


But that wasn’t
the only bad news. He’d just come from talking to Detectives Susannah Valentine
and Sam Goodwin, who’d given him an update on the search for Haddonfield.


“So we don’t even
have a sense of whether he’s still in the city?” he’d asked when they told him
that they hadn’t gotten a hit on him on traffic cameras since last week, when
he’d fled from his university apartment.


“Sorry Captain,”
Susannah Valentine told him. “The most recent sighting of him is still walking
out the front door of his housing complex that day. As you are well aware, he
limped to a residential street without any camera coverage. We don’t know if he
had a car waiting there, if he got a cab using cash, got a rideshare using an
alternate ID, or caught a bus. He could have stashed some kind of disguise
along that route without us knowing.”


“What we know for
sure is that no form of payment with his name on it has popped anywhere in the
system since then,” Sam Goodwin had added. “We still think he’s using cash
since it would be hard for an inexperienced, twenty-one-year-old college
student to secure decent false identification. Plus, we show him removing cash
from his checking account for multiple days leading up to his disappearance,
totaling over $3000. Folks in neighboring apartments say he also sold them
various small appliances in the leadup to going on the run. We think he’s
operating on cash only and frequenting places that are fine with that.”


“Right,” Valentine
had agreed. “And there’s no footage of him at any airport, train, bus, or metro
station. That doesn’t preclude him buying a junk car and driving out of town.
But we don’t find any evidence of that so far. Personally, I think he’s still
in L.A. After all, that’s where Jessie is.”


Ryan left that
conversation feeling lower than he thought possible. It wasn’t just the lack of
progress. It was also the reminder via Susannah Valentine, who would never be
called a professional diplomat, that Haddonfield’s strongest reason for staying
in town was to harm his wife.


He tried not to
blame the detective for inadvertently shoving that reality in his face. If he
got upset every time Susannah said or did something indelicate, he'd be mad all
the time. Susannah was blunt to a fault and seemingly always ready to confront
anyone who had an issue with that.


He understood
where the attitude came from. Valentine was a former street officer, which had
toughened her up. She was also stunning, with hazel eyes, deeply tanned skin and
long, black hair, along with a curvy figure that suggested swimsuit model more
than cop. The whistles, catcalls, and aggressive come-ons she got nonstop may
have hardened her even more than the criminals she faced down. As a defense
mechanism, the detective chose to lean into both her brashness and her looks,
wearing form-fitting outfits and daring anyone to judge her for it.


Despite her rough
exterior, Ryan was glad to have her on the team. She was a relentless, fearless
investigator who would go to any lengths to solve a case. It was that
dedication that had helped smooth over some initial conflicts between her and
Jessie, who were now surprising friends. That dedication is also what had Ryan
concerned. He knew Susannah Valentine wasn’t a slacker. If she was coming up
empty in the search for Haddonfield, it meant there wasn’t much to be found.


But at least in
his most recent conversation with Jessie, she’d given no indication that she
was feeling similarly concerned. Whether it was an act or not, she seemed less
focused on Haddonfield and more fixated on helping solve the murder of Gemma
Britton and now Isabel Shea. She was apparently working with Jamil and Beth to
find connections between the two that, if credible, she could pass along to the
detectives in charge.


He wondered why
Jessie was being so dogged about this case, to which she wasn't even formally
assigned. Was it just out of loyalty to Lemmon, or was there something else at
work? Regardless of her motivation, he hoped that she really was as focused on
that case as she suggested. If so, she was doing a lot better than him. Ryan
could almost physically feel the burden of being pulled in so many different
directions. 


There was the
drive-by shooting. There was Haddonfield. There was the search for Ash Pierce,
which the FBI was leading but regularly updating him on. There was the general
strain of leading an entire police station, when prior to this, he’d only ever
led a unit comprised of seven people. There was the seemingly permanent state
of exhaustion.


And then there was
his marriage. He was still trying to regain Jessie’s trust after keeping the
threat against himself, Hannah, and Kat from her. He was constantly worried
that she might suffer another head injury, and that even if she didn’t, the
accumulation of past ones might be too much for her. He was concerned that even
with those risks, she might—despite promising not to—put herself in harm’s way.


He was also
worried about Hannah, who should be enjoying her first week of college but was
instead holed up in a house with a bodyguard nearly twice her age as her only
companion. He was worried about Kat, who hadn’t really been the same since
Pierce tortured her.


As he stopped at
the door to the research department, he again wondered if it wouldn’t just be
best to offer his resignation as Central Station captain and return to his old
gig as head of Homicide Special Section. His responsibilities would be fewer.
The bureaucratic work would drop dramatically. If Jessie was able to return to
work, he could again partner with her regularly, something he dearly missed.


The strain of the
life he’d reluctantly chosen was draining the joy from each day. He was
passionate about his work, but he longed for at least an occasional evening
sitting on the couch with Jessie, watching a bad movie while sharing a bowl of
popcorn. Right now, he wondered if that would ever be possible again.


“Is everything
okay, Captain?” Beth Ryerson asked him.


He realized that
he’d been standing in the research doorway for about ten seconds, saying
nothing, just staring blankly into nothingness.


“I’m fine,” he
said quickly. “But I wanted an update on anything related to Haddonfield. Has
the facial recognition system caught anything lately? I’d take even a fifty
percent match right now.”


Jamil gave him a
look that suggested he didn’t approve.


“Captain, a match
rate like that would pull in thousands of subjects,” he said. “Anything lower
than ninety percent isn’t really worth our time, and even that’s casting an
extremely wide net.”


“Don’t you think a
wide net is justified in a case like this, Jamil?” he shot back acidly. “Or
maybe it’s just not worth the hassle of doing the extra work?”


Jamil, stunned,
stared at him, unsure how to respond.


“Captain,” Beth
said in a quiet, firm voice, “I don’t think that’s fair. You know how important
this case is to everyone here, especially Jamil. He’s been working twenty-hour
days for almost a week now.”


As he listened to
her, Ryan felt a pit in his stomach, composed primarily of shame. Next to her,
Jamil had hung his head like a puppy who’d gotten scolded.


“I’m sorry,” Ryan
quickly said. “You’re right. Everyone is giving this their all. I know that. I
especially know that this is a priority for you, Jamil. I shouldn’t have
snapped at you like that. I guess the stress and lack of sleep is hitting me
harder than I thought. I hope you can forgive me.”


“Of course,” Jamil
said immediately, raising his head, if only slightly. “I get it. This man is
threatening the person you love, and you feel powerless to stop him. That would
undo anyone. I’m surprised you haven’t snapped more. Don’t worry about it.”


“Thanks,” Ryan
said, though he did worry about it. “I’ll leave you two be. Let me know if you
find anything worthwhile. Otherwise, I’ll try to stay out of your hair.”


He left the
research department before they could reply. He needed to go where he wasn’t
going to make things worse. Right now, the only place he could think of was his
office, the captain’s office, the ever-present symbol of the burden he was no
longer sure he could bear.











CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


 


Ash Pierce knew
she had to get out of the bubble bath.


Her skin was
pruning badly, and the water was only lukewarm now. But once she got out, she'd
have to resume work. She was excited to get back on a mission, but frankly, she
was really enjoying the downtime.


The last few days
had been a little hectic after all. It was only five days ago that, after being
imprisoned for two months, she had escaped from an armored transport vehicle.
The undertaking required her to take a drug that induced massive vomiting, creating
a huge mess in the truck. Also messy was navigating the blood and brains of the
four prison transport guards she’d killed as part of her getaway.


And that was just
the beginning of the hassles. With police sirens blaring as they got closer,
she had to flee the scene barefoot and wearing prison garb. It was sheer luck
that just a few blocks over, she found a woman getting into her car after her
shift at the grocery store. Ash had carjacked her, getting her to drive to a
part of town closer to her preferred safe house.


Once there, she’d
had the woman pull into an alley, where she eliminated her, took her clothes
and cash, put the body in the trunk, and walked the rest of the four miles to
the safe house, which was really just a small apartment unit she rented under
an alias. It was in a giant complex in East Hollywood where no one knew their
neighbors, which was how she liked it.


As Ash reluctantly
got out of the tub, she recalled how she had camped out at that apartment for
the weekend, using the brief respite to bleach her dark
hair blonde, update her disguises, check the status of her multiple bank
accounts and fake IDs, and reacquaint herself with what was going on in the
lives of Jessie Hunt, Hannah Dorsey, Kat Gentry, and Ryan Hernandez.


Once all that was
done, she applied the makeup and facial putty that made her look a decade
older, shimmied into her fat suit, put on the shoes that added four inches to
her petite, narrow build, grabbed her small travel bag, and left the apartment
for a spot with even less human interaction. She had the perfect place in mind.


While toweling off
from the tub, Ash recalled that while behind bars at the Central California
Women’s Facility
in Chowchilla, a fellow inmate named Lettie had told her why she was there.
Lettie had scammed a rich woman who lived in a Hollywood Hills mansion,
convincing the lady to let her stay at the guest house on the property. It took
days for the woman to mention it to her husband, who was less gullible. He
called the cops and Lettie was busted, but not before resisting arrest and
breaking one officer’s nose. Ash was considering pulling the same routine, but
instead of scamming anyone, she’d just break into the guest house without the
family’s knowledge.


As it turned out,
that wasn’t necessary. A little research revealed to her that the Carroll
family, who owned the house, was on vacation and staying at a Mediterranean
villa through the end of September. That mean that Ash would have over a week
and a half of uninterrupted time in a secure, isolated mansion before they
returned. It was ideal.


So she took a cab
up to the neighborhood, walked the rest of the way to the home, and knocked on
the door. The live-in housekeeper, Livia, answered. It only took a short but
forceful interrogation to learn that Livia was housesitting solo until the
Carrolls returned. She also learned that Livia was an undocumented immigrant
from Venezuela and that she was alone in the country, though she sent money
back to her family in the hopes that they could join her soon.


That meant that no
one would come looking for Livia until the Carrolls got back. With that
knowledge, she quickly dispatched the housekeeper and dumped her in the large
chest freezer in the garage. With that settled, she got down to business.


She drove Rick
Carroll’s Porsche downtown to watch Kat Gentry. Though the private eye must
have known about Ash’s escape, she certainly wasn’t in hiding. She still walked
the city streets pursuing whatever case she was working. And walking beside her
was her behemoth of a boyfriend, Sheriff’s deputy Mitch Connor, who had once
allowed Ash to stay at his mountain cabin at Kat’s request, back when they had
her as a client and believed her lie that she was an abused woman hiding from
her common law husband.


Ash wrapped
herself in a robe belonging to Renanta Carrol, the matriarch of the mansion, as
she thought back on how easily Kat and Connor had been fooled. She felt
confident that if she wanted to, she could efficiently take out both of them.
But what fun was that? Just shooting them was no special feat. She’d want to
take down Deputy Connor hand to hand. It would be like felling a Redwood tree.
And she intended to take extra time with Kat before doing her in.


But after trailing
them for a few hours, she realized that she didn’t need to get to Kat anytime
soon. The former Army Ranger put up a good front, walking tall and chesty. But
Ash could see how damaged the woman was. Her eyes constantly darted about, and
every loud sound made her jump slightly. She was on permanent high alert,
waiting for the next shoe to drop. Ash, proud that her handiwork was the cause
of Kat’s pain, decided to let the shoe hover in the air for a while, especially
since someone else was a higher priority.


She’d driven the
Porsche over to Jessie’s house and kept watch there from a distance.
Unfortunately, the profiler seemed to have already set up a security plan.
Jessie and Ryan weren’t visible, but Ash had followed an unmarked car driven by
an unidentified man to the Central Police Station, where they both worked. She
suspected that they were somewhere in that car, even if she couldn’t see them.
And it was clear that the unidentified man was private security that Jessie had
hired with her enormous personal wealth.


As Ash ambled into
the mansion's primary bedroom and began to get dressed, she had to acknowledge
one thing: whoever the security guy was, he was good. He drove quickly and
maneuvered deftly through traffic, eventually losing her. Only a hunch had led
her to the station, where she eventually caught a brief glimpse of him pulling
into the garage. But even if she'd lost them entirely, Ash wouldn't have been
devastated.


Her assignment had
always been to punish Jessie by killing her loved ones, not by actually taking
the profiler out. And though she was no longer getting paid for the job, that
was still her focus. But she had to prioritize. Ryan was a secondary target, at
least for now. Kat was gettable whenever the mood struck. But Ash was focused
on someone else.


She wanted to get
the little bitch who had put her in her current position. Hannah Dorsey was the
reason she was in hiding right now. Hannah was the one who had upended her two
million dollar payday by interfering with Kat’s torture. by using a baton and
dumb luck to disarm her, by getting her arrested and thrown in the slammer for
months. Hannah was the reason she now regularly got sudden, splitting headaches
that made her vision blur and her teeth grind. First and foremost, Hannah had
to pay.


But Ash couldn’t
find her. She hadn’t seen her enter or leave Jessie’s house once. Multiple cars
came and went, all likely part of the security team that Jessie had hired, and
Ash guessed that Hannah had been in one of them at some point. But she couldn’t
follow all of them at once. And she couldn’t even be sure that Hannah had left
the house, which was a veritable fortress.


She knew the girl
wasn't at UC Irvine, where she was supposed to have started school yesterday.
She had never moved into her dorm room, and she hadn't attended any of her
classes. A simple hack had proven that she wasn't taking the classes over Zoom
or online either.


She wasn’t using
her phone and there was no indication that Jessie, Ryan, or Kat had received
calls from unusual numbers that might be Hannah using a burner. It was like she
had dropped off the grid.


Ash had tried to
access her through the security team but had no luck with that either. All the
cars were either unmarked or had license plates that led nowhere. The windows
were tinted with a special material that made photography impossible. Any
images she took caused a massive reflection that prevented personal
identification.


Whoever Jessie had
hired was a pro, and equally important, discreet. Ash probably could have
determined who was doing the work, but that would have required both time and
reaching out to assets in the know, and she couldn’t risk the latter. So she
was left flailing.


She ambled into
Renata Carroll’s giant walk-in closet and scanned the multitude of outfits as
she tried to think of a solution to the problem. How was she going to find Hannah
Dorsey, much less make her pay for the indignities she’d inflicted upon Ash’s
honor?


As she pondered
the question, she knelt down to get a better look at Renata’s array of high
heels. The woman had at least three dozen pairs, all on chrome shoe racks. She
noticed a shoebox stuffed behind one rack in the corner, and her curiosity
piqued, tugged it out.


Opening it, she
discovered a delightfully nasty little surprise, Inside the box was a
collection of sexually explicit selfie photos with Renata and a man who was
definitely not her husband, Rick. And it was clear that these weren’t
old pictures with a long-ago lover. She looked about the same age as she did in
the portraits all over the house of her with her hubby and two little kids.


Renata had a secret
life that she obviously enjoyed revisiting occasionally. Apparently, she wasn't
concerned about Rick entering her walk-in closet and stumbling across them. Ash
immediately liked the woman more. After all, we all have our secrets.


The thought made
her sit up straight on the closet floor. A brainstorm was circulating at the
outer edges of her mind, and she didn't want to lose it. Then, all at once, it
came to her. There was another way to find Hannah, one that should have been
obvious to her from the start.


She stood up and
headed to Rick Carroll’s office to do a little research. If her theory was
right, she might find out where Hannah was hiding before the day was done.











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


 


Kat felt bad for
Gila Jabari.


It was one thing
to protect an asset when she was in her office or even walking down the street.
But asking her bodyguard to keep her safe under these circumstances was another
matter entirely.


When they arrived
at the address for the underground clinic originally provided by Dr. Jackson
Hiller, they found an abandoned warehouse. Kat called the guy back, but he
didn’t pick up. She was just starting to get pissed when she noticed a flyer
glued to a boarded-up window near the main entrance. It read: Cool music.
Awesome bands. Righteous vibe. Endless party. Winston/Wall nightclub.


“What is that
about?” Gila asked, her tone hushed and anxious as she glanced around.


“Don’t you think
it’s odd that someone would plaster a flyer for a club on what was an
underground clinic?” Kat mused.


“Maybe this place
used to be a nightclub before it was a clinic,” the bodyguard suggested. “That
is assuming it ever was a clinic and your doctor contact did not screw
you over. Whatever it is now, it’s not what we are looking for. We should go.”


“You’re right,”
Kat said, staring at the flyer. “This place isn’t what we’re looking for, but I
think it might have been very recently. I think they must have had to bail
unexpectedly.”


“So we’re out of
luck then,” Gila said, irritated.


“We’re not just
giving up,” Kat said sharply. “This clinic lead is our best chance of finding
out where Mark Haddonfield might have gotten treatment for his knee and where
he might have gone after that. I’m going to find it.”


“Okay,” Gila
replied equally testily. “How? We are at an abandoned warehouse. We have no way
of getting that information.”


“Maybe we do,” Kat
replied. “Look—this flyer was put here recently. It’s not weathered, and the
glue hasn’t started to peel yet. I think this was intended to direct potential
patients to their new location.” 


“Where do you get
that idea?”


“Look at the first
letter of each word in every sentence: Cool, Awesome, Righteous, Endless.
They spell out ‘care.’ And Winston and Wall are downtown streets that intersect
in the heart of Skid Row, less than six blocks from here, right where people
would need free medical assistance. I think the relocated clinic is there.”


“All based on a
flyer glued to a window?” Gila asked skeptically.


“Correct,” Kat
said. “Shall we go?”


 


***


 


Five minutes
later, they were walking west on Winston Street when Kat found the same flyer a
telephone pole next to an alley near the intersection with Wall Street. Written
in tiny black marker at the bottom of the flyer was one word: back.


“I think that’s
our clue,” Kat said, starting down the alley.


“I will go first,”
Gila replied, stepping in front of her. “Do not initiate anything until I give
you the all clear, understood?”


Kat nodded and
fell in line behind the former Israeli Special Forces soldier. The alley got
darker as they left the street, and the walls of the surrounding buildings
collapsed in on them. They came to a point where they could only turn right.
Conveniently, another flyer was attached to that wall, too, with a small arrow
drawn at the bottom pointing in the only direction they could go.


Just as at
Bootie’s Bar earlier, Kat felt a creeping sense of anxiety as they moved deeper
into the darkness. It wasn’t lost on her that if Ash Pierce was somehow
tracking them, this would be the perfect spot to make her move: protected from
public view, with no easy means of escape. But as it was too late to turn
around at this point, she pressed on.


They rounded a
corner and saw their destination. Fifty feet down, the alley dead-ended at a
large, metal door. The place really did look like a secret, after-hours club
or, in Kat's most fevered imagination, perhaps an entry into a dungeon.


They approached it
and Gila knocked. After a few seconds, a small rectangular slit of a window
opened in the middle of the door. Kat could only see the eyes of a very large
man staring back at her.


“What?” he
demanded gruffly.


Gila looked back
at Kat, who stepped forward next to her.


“We’re here for
help,” she said as plaintively as she could.


“You’re not the
kind of chicks who look for help. You’re looking for trouble. Get lost.”


He was about to
slide the window shut when Kat decided desperate measures were needed.


“So you're the
kind of guy who knows what a woman is looking for, huh?" she challenged.
"Are you really so scared of two women half your size that you won't open
the door and at least hear us out?"


"Don't try to
piss me off, lady," he shot back. "How do I know you're not packing?
I open this door. You pull a gun. Suddenly, the odds are a lot more even."


“I bet you are
packing too, big man,” Gila said. “So you don’t have much to worry about.”


Kat was happily
surprised to have her bodyguard get involved. It seemed in conflict with her
job description, but it was clear that she didn’t like the guy’s attitude.


“We do have
weapons, but they’re for a good reason,” she insisted. “Please open the door
and we’ll explain everything.”


The guy grunted.


“If you’re really
here for a legit reason, you’re both gonna have to prove that it’s safe to open
this door. And there’s only one way I can think of to satisfy me of that.”


Kat looked over at
Gila, who had an expression of disgust on her face. Nonetheless, they both
removed their guns and placed them by the door.


“Now step back
about twenty feet and turn around,” the guy said.


They did as
instructed. Moments later, Kat heard a bar slide and the giant door creak open.
They turned around to see the man step out and grab the guns. He was huge,
easily six and half feet tall and likely over 275 pounds. He even made Mitch
look like a normal-sized guy. He was bald but had a long, red beard that
reached down to his mid-chest. If he wasn’t a bouncer, he should have been.


“What now, Red?”
Kat asked.


“My name is
Harvey, not Red,” he told her as he placed the guns on the ground inside the
door. “And now you tell me why you’re really here. If I buy it, I frisk you,
then maybe let you in. But before any of that happens, I want to know if you're
cops. If you are, you have to tell me. And if so, you’re not allowed in without
a warrant.”


Kat briefly
considered just telling him the truth. Hunting for a serial killer was good
justification for wanting entry. But the truth was often hard for people to
believe. Even if Harvey accepted her story, she doubted he’d just let her
wander through an underground clinic, suspiciously eyeing everyone in sight.
She needed a grittier, more credible reason.


“We’re not cops,”
Kat assured him, taking a step forward. “I’m a private detective. This is my
associate. That’s why we have weapons. My client’s daughter ran away with her
boyfriend the other day, but she called her mother last night, saying he had
beaten her, and she wanted to come home, but he wouldn’t let her. He was going
to take her to an off-the-books clinic to check her arm, which she thought was
broken. I did some asking around and heard this might be a place they’d go. I
just want to check for her and see that she’s safe. I’m worried the boyfriend
is holding her against her will. We just want to do a walk-through to see if
she’s here.”


“I didn’t see any
girl with a broken arm in there,” Harvey told her.


"Were you
here last night?" Kat asked, taking a few more steps forward.
"Because unless you were here when she came in, how can you be sure if
she's around? Maybe her mom got it wrong, and it's a shoulder or a wrist. Maybe
she had other injuries and isn't walking around with a cast on. Maybe she's in
bed. You could be right. She might not be here. But there's only one way to
make sure."


“Stop right
there,” Harvey instructed.


“Yes, please stop
right there,” Gila growled at her.


But Kat kept walking.
She sensed that the guy wasn't going to let them in, and if he shut that door,
they'd be out of luck. This was her best shot to locate Haddonfield, and she
wasn't going to let it slip away.


“I mean it, lady,”
Harvey barked. “I’ve kicked the ass of women smaller than you.”


"You would
really assault a woman trying to help an abused girl?" Kat demanded, now
only steps from the guy. There was no way he could close the massive door
before she got to him. Instead of trying, he stepped out toward her and put a
huge, meaty hand on her shoulder, freezing her in place.


“I said stop,” he
snarled.


Kat was tempted to
make a move but got the distinct feeling that she wouldn’t need to.


“You too,” he
ordered to Gila, who was clearly moving as well. Kat couldn’t see what the
bodyguard was doing behind her, but based on Harvey’s eyes, she was getting
close.


“Take your hand
off her,” Gila instructed, her Israeli accent more pronounced now that she was
obviously angry.


“Step back—,” he
started to shout but before he could finish the sentence, Kat saw a palm
extend, popping him sharply in the throat. As one of his hands went to the pain
point, the other loosened on her shoulder and she instinctively knocked it away
and stepped to the side, sensing that Gila wasn’t done. She wasn’t.


The bodyguard
stepped forward just as Harvey seemed to be regrouping and kicked him hard in
the shin. He howled in pain as he reached out in an attempt to wrap his immense
arms around her. She dropped down, rolled elegantly under his hands and past
him. Now behind him and on her butt, she kicked him in the back of the knee. It
buckled and he dropped to the ground just as she popped back upright. He was on
his knees when she gave him a palm punch to the kidney, sending him slumping
forward, barely able to get his hands out in time to stop himself from
collapsing face-first on the ground.


“Get the guns,”
she ordered as she lifted up his shirt and pulled out the handgun in his waist
holster. Then she gave him a swift kick in the rear that actually did send him
sprawling onto the asphalt.


Kat picked up
their weapons off the ground as Gila pulled the metal door shut, then dropped
the barricade bar into place. She tried to look through the window opening in
the door but had trouble, even on her tiptoes.


“Maybe you should
talk to him,” she suggested.


Kat handed the
woman her gun, then stepped over to the window. At five-foot-seven, she had a
good four or five inches on her bodyguard and was able to see out, where Harvey
had rolled over and was now struggling to gather himself before getting up.


“Just hang out
there for a bit, Harvey,” she said. “We don’t intend to cause any trouble. Like
I said, I just want to check on this girl. Then we’ll be on our way. But please
don’t send anyone else after us. It won’t end well.”


Gila nodded.


“We better hurry,”
she said. “I didn’t grab his phone and he will be calling inside any moment.”











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


 


Kat and Gila moved
quickly down the empty, dingy, poorly lit hallway, which led to a second, more
conventional, wooden door.


They paused there
briefly to catch their breath. In the brief lull, Kat had a flash of Mitch down
on one knee in her office, asking her to marry him. She couldn’t believe that this
was how she was celebrating the day after her engagement.


"Are you
ready?" Gila asked urgently, reminding her that this was no time for
daydreams.


Kat nodded. Once
Gila opened the door, they were greeted by chaos. The space, which seemed to
have genuinely been a nightclub of some kind in the past, was full of people.


Most were sitting
or lying on makeshift cots on what used to be a dance floor. Some of them
looked to be unconscious. Others were seated at small cocktail tables or
banquettes lining the walls, looking hollow-eyed and defeated.


It reminded Kat of
the field hospitals she’d encountered during her tours as an Army Ranger in
Afghanistan, down to the little children running everywhere, playing tag amid
the carnage around them. The memory was a bad one. It was a field hospital
where she was first treated after an IED explosion that left her face pockmarked
from shrapnel burns and gave her a long scar that started just below her left
eye and ran vertically down the side of her cheek.


“Let’s keep
moving,” she muttered to Gila.


She scanned the
clinic for medical personnel and saw a pale, young brunette applying a bandage
to the head of an older woman sitting at a cocktail table. She walked that way.


“I need to know
who’s in charge,” she said abruptly.


The young woman
looked up, startled.


“Who are you?” she
asked apprehensively.


“I’m the person
who needs to know who has answers when it comes to this clinic,” Kat told her.
“I have to get some info on a possible patient.”


“You realize we
don’t do that here,” the young woman said defiantly. “The whole point of this
place is to care for people who don’t want their information passed out to
random women who come in making demands.”


“I get that, but
this is a special case,” Kat informed her. “I think that once I share what this
is about, your boss might accommodate us.”


“Let’s find out,”
someone said from behind her.


Kat turned around
to find herself face to face with a statuesque blonde in a white coat, likely
not more than thirty. The woman was attractive, though worn down-looking for
her age. Her eyes were blue and steely. She was definitely the boss.


“Can we talk
somewhere private?” Kat asked.


“I’m not usually
into chatting up strangers about mysterious topics in private,” she said.


“We must be okay
if Harvey vetted us,” Kat countered.


“Why do I suspect
that Harvey didn’t give you two a pass?” she asked rhetorically. “Maybe it’s
because your friend there is holding his gun. You can understand my
apprehension.”


Kat looked over at
Gila, who was indeed holding Harvey’s weapon. She sighed. This wasn’t going to
be easy, and time was not on their side. For all she knew, Harvey had already
sent another bouncer their way.


“I can,” she said.
“This may not sound convincing, but we really needed to talk with you, and
Harvey was being difficult. But we don't mean any harm. We just need
help."


“You’re not
winning me over here,” the doctor said coldly.


Kat nodded. The
dynamic had to change, and fast.


“Gila, give her
the gun,” she said.


The bodyguard’s
eyes went wide.


“That would
be…unwise,” she replied.


“The doctor isn’t
going to shoot us,” Kat insisted. “She’s supposed to do no harm, isn’t that
right, Doctor…?”


“Poole,” the woman
said. “Dr. Nadia Poole.”


“Dr. Poole, I’m
Kat Gentry. This is Gila, who is going to make a gesture of goodwill so that
maybe you’ll hear us out.”


Gila frowned.


“I oppose this
decision,” she muttered, nonetheless handing over the gun.


The doctor took
it, stared unblinkingly at Kat for several interminable seconds, then placed it
in the waistband of her pants at the small of her back.


“Make it quick,”
she said.


Kat stepped
forward so that she could speak quietly enough not to be heard by the pale
brunette, the older woman with the head wound, or anyone else.


“You’ve heard of
the Clone Killer?” she asked in a near-whisper.


“Of course,” Dr.
Poole said. “He’s all over the news.”


“Right,” Kat said.
“Then you know his real name is Mark Haddonfield. You know that he’s been
murdering people who have been saved by the profiler Jessie Hunt. You probably
know that she uncovered his identity and that he’s been on the run ever since.
What you might not know is that Jessie Hunt is my best friend. I'm a
private detective, and I've been trying to help find this guy using tools that
the LAPD doesn't necessarily have access to."


“I wish you the
best of luck,” Poole said, “but I don’t see what any of that has to do with me
or this clinic.”


“Maybe a lot,” Kat
explained. “A few weeks ago, Haddonfield attacked Jessie Hunt’s sister. He was
trying to harm her to get at Jessie. Luckily, she managed to avoid the assault
by diving at his leg, injuring him, then calling for help. He limped away in bad
shape. We believe that he likely went for treatment at some point, but only
when he couldn’t hold out any longer, and not using the traditional medical
system. He wouldn’t have wanted a record of a young man with his description
getting care for a left knee injury. He wouldn’t have wanted anyone asking
questions. He likely would have come to a place like Skid Row, where no one
would give him a second glance and he could pay for everything in cash—stay off
the radar of the police.”


Kat could see from
the change in Dr. Poole’s expression that she’d hit paydirt. Still, she kept
going to emphasize her point.


“But he wouldn’t
have wanted to go to the kind of clinic that treats hardened criminals,” she
said. “He’s a serial killer, but he’s also a sheltered college student. He’d
probably come to a clinic that helped the most vulnerable, offer some sob
story, and hope to get out without anyone realizing that they’d been in the
presence of a person who had already killed five people for sport. Dr. Poole,
does my description match anyone you or your staff might have treated in the
last five days?”


Before the doctor
could answer, Kat saw two large men, equal in size to Harvey, storming toward
them. They looked extremely angry, and their attention was fixed on her and
Gila.


“And could you
maybe call off your attack dogs too?” she quickly added, pointing at them,
“because I think they want to do some serious damage to us right about now.”


Dr. Poole turned
around and saw the men, who were almost on them now.


“It’s okay, guys.
They can stay,” she said calmly.


“Nadia, the little
one just beat the crap out of Harvey,” the taller, swarthier dude objected.


Dr. Poole looked
at Gila, impressed, before turning back to the men.


“She shouldn’t
have done that,” she said, “but my understanding is that it was an emergency
situation. Still, when you bring Harvey in, she’ll offer a heartfelt apology,
won’t you, Miss Gila?”


“Just Gila,” the
bodyguard grumbled. “Yes, I will.”


The men skulked
off unhappily as Poole turned back to Kat.


"I treated
him personally yesterday," she said. "It didn't register at the time
because he didn't perfectly match the description from the news. He was young,
tall, and skinny, but he didn't have glasses, and his hair was dark, not curly
blond like the reports said. But I noticed that he squinted badly when filling
out the basic paperwork and thinking back on it, he might have been wearing a
wig. His hair sat funny."


“And you treated
his leg?” Kat pressed.


“Yes,” she
confirmed. “He had an injury to his left knee, pretty clearly ligament damage,
possibly a tear. We don’t have access to the equipment needed to confirm that,
but it was consistent with someone slamming into the joint and bending it
awkwardly. He told me that he fell down some stairs.”


“What did you do
for him?”


“There wasn’t much
we could do, really. If my diagnosis is correct, he’ll probably need surgery to
resolve the issue. I told him that, but he dismissed the idea. So I outfitted
him with a brace and gave him some medication for pain and to reduce inflammation.
I told him to ice it regularly if he could and to avoid weight-bearing for a
while if possible. I suggested he come back in a week so I could look at it
again, but now I'm guessing that's unlikely."


“Did he say
anything personal?” Kat asked. “Maybe mention how he got here, allude to where
he was staying? Did he ask if there were any decent markets nearby or where he
might find cheap clothes?”


Poole shook her
head.


“No, there was no mention
of where he was staying or clothes. In fact, looking back on it, he dressed
like he wanted me to think he was homeless. But neither he nor his clothes
smelled, which is a rarity around here. Truthfully, he didn’t look like he’d
been on the street a day in his life. But again, it didn’t click for me in the
moment.”


“Don’t beat
yourself up over it,” Kat told her. “There’s no way you could have known what
you were dealing with.”


Dr. Poole nodded,
though she didn't seem convinced. Suddenly, her eyes lit up.


“Wait. I do
remember one thing: he asked me where he could buy bags to ice his leg. He
didn’t specifically say around here but that’s what I assumed he meant,
otherwise why ask?”


“Where did you
tell him?” Kat asked.


“I mentioned a
pharmacy down the block that has Ziploc bags that would work great. I told him
they have bagged ice too. I wouldn’t be surprised if he stopped in there.”


“Thank you,” Kat
said. “We’ll get out of your way now.”


“Not so fast,” Dr.
Poole said, pointing behind her.


Kat looked around
to find Harvey limping in their direction, a scowl plastered across his face.


“Do you have a
restroom I can use?” she asked. “I feel like this is a conversation that Gila
can handle on her own.”


Poole pointed to
the corner of the room, and Kat started in that direction. Behind her, Gila
called out "coward!"


Kat kept walking
without looking back, though she did offer an unapologetic shrug. After all,
she wasn’t the one who had kicked Harvey’s ass.











CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


 


 


Mark Haddonfield
was tired of being cooped up.


Other than a brief
trip to an underground clinic, followed by a subsequent stopover at a nearby
pharmacy, his only visits outside his cheap weekly rental studio apartment in
the last five days were to the local bodega for essential groceries, and he
tried to keep even those to a minimum for his own protection.


He didn’t have
much choice. As soon as his identity as the Clone Killer was revealed last
Friday, he immediately became the most wanted man in Los Angeles. The only
thing preventing every law enforcement agency in the city from giving the
search for him their full attention was the hunt for the most wanted woman
in L.A.—Ash Pierce. Apparently, the FBI was more focused on her than him.


Mark might have
resented her stealing his spotlight if not for the fact that she seemed to
share the same goal as him: to destroy everything that mattered most to Jessie
Hunt. He could respect that.


He couldn’t help
but wonder if Pierce was holed up in a place similar to this. Was her temporary
home the size of a small bedroom? Was her kitchen comprised of a sad little
microwave/mini-fridge combo and a hot pot, as his was? Did she have to share
two toilets and one shower with nineteen other units on the floor? Was her bed
essentially a mattress raised three inches off the floor by a rickety frame?


As spartan as his
accommodations were, Mark knew he was lucky to have them. He’d left his
university apartment mere hours before the authorities breached it. Had he not
listened to his guardian angel, he surely would have been caught.


That angel,
strangely enough, was Jessie Hunt. She was the one who warned him that the
discovery of his identity was likely imminent, especially after he’d tried to
attack Hannah Dorsey and got his knee smashed for his efforts. Jessie was the
one who had instructed him to get going and move into his backup space, this
unremarkable studio apartment at the edge of Skid Row, which was populated by
drug addicts, criminals, and just about anyone who was holding onto life by the
fingernails. 


It was the perfect
place to go unnoticed, where he could pay cash for everything, keep his head
down, and not get a second look from anyone passing by. He still made sure to
wear disguises on the rare occasions he did leave the apartment, just in case.
But scarcely a single person had made eye contact with him since he’d gotten
here. Even the doctor who evaluated his knee yesterday hardly looked at him
when she asked her questions.


“Don’t get cocky,”
Jessie cautioned him, her tone even more biting than usual.


“I’m not,” he
insisted. “I’m taking every precaution. But it’s like I don’t even exist around
here, just as we hoped.”


“All it takes is
one person, you sniveling little loser,” Jessie spat. “I can’t help you if you
don’t listen to me.”


He was overcome
with righteous indignation.


“If you had helped
me back in school, none of this would even be necessary,” Mark shot back,
knowing he sounded whiny and pathetic.


“This again?”
Jessie replied, rolling her eyes. “Haven’t you played the victim long enough? I
thought all these kills were about taking charge, about showing me who’s boss.
But you just can’t let go of how I ‘wronged’ you, can you? We’re supposed to be
past that, stupid.”


Mark pretended not
to be stung by her words as he responded.


“I’m just saying
that I transferred colleges—hell, I changed cities—to be in your classroom, to
study what you know, to learn from you. But you made no effort to appreciate
me. You could have helped me get into your seminar. Then, you would have seen
what I was capable of. I could have become your protégé. We could be working on
cases together right now. But because of your disinterest and your cruelty,
everything fell apart for me. I got kicked out of school and became a pariah. I
had to get payback. You gave me no choice!"


Jessie smiled
nastily at him.


“And yet, despite
everything, here you are, in this sad hovel, afraid to step outside. Sure, you
murdered a few people. But I’m still alive and well. My tasty little treat of a
sister, the one you can’t stop dreaming about at night, left you lame after you
tried to get with her. I don’t see any wedding bells in your future. And while
you limp around, she’s out there living her life, spending time with a boy she
actually likes. You’re so pathetic.”


“I’m not!” he
shouted at her.


“Prove it,” she
sneered. “Do something about it. Come and get me. It’s either that or keep
wallowing in your pitiful vengeance fantasies, feeling sorry for yourself.”


“Shut up!” he
screamed, grabbing the plastic cup on the tiny coffee table in front of him and
throwing it at her. It flew through the air and slammed against the wall,
hitting nothing. Jessie was gone. She had abandoned him again.


 


***


 


A half-hour later,
Mark limped along the sidewalk, doing his best to hide his infirmity as he
approached the pharmacy. He didn't love leaving the apartment in the day, but
he was out of pain meds for his leg and short on ice. Still, with his elaborate
disguise, including his shaggy, black-haired wig, full beard, baseball cap, and
the oversized camouflage jacket and pants he’d gotten at the homeless shelter
giveaway, he felt confident that he was undetectable.


He was just paces
from the pharmacy door when it opened, and two women stepped out. His heart
began pounding as he realized he recognized one of them. As quickly as he could
move without drawing attention, he turned around, stepped into the doorway of a
shuttered liquor store, and slumped to the ground as if this spot was where he
lived.


The woman who had
him unexpectedly gasping for breath was Kat Gentry, Jessie Hunt’s best friend,
who was also a private detective. He didn’t recognize the other woman but could
tell that despite her diminutive size, she wasn’t the type to underestimate.


For half a second,
he considered that this might be a coincidence. But that notion quickly became
ridiculous. Of all the pharmacies in Los Angeles, Jessie's best gal pal just
happened to be exiting the very one on Skid Row where he'd gotten supplies just
yesterday. No, this was bad. They were on to him.


“Just kill her,”
Jessie instructed irritably. “You’ve got that chef’s knife in your jacket
pocket. Just wait for the other woman to look away, then pull it out and jam it
in Kat’s neck.”


“But then the
other one will catch me, and I’ll never be able to follow through on the plan,”
he whispered plaintively. “You know the whole point of this is to make you pay.
If I’m arrested, that will never happen.”


“Then stay where
you are, you blubbering little nothing,” she said. “Make yourself look as
useless and weak as possible so she doesn’t notice you. It shouldn’t be hard.”


Mark did as Jessie
instructed, slumping over in the doorway, doing his best to look passed out.
After a couple of minutes, he considered looking up but wasn’t sure if he
should.


“Are they still
there?” he whispered.


But Jessie didn’t
answer. He glanced up and saw that she was gone. Luckily, so were Kat Gentry
and her friend. He scrambled to his feet and hobbled back to his tiny hellhole
of a home.











CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


 


 


Jessie had to wait
for the dust to settle to see anything.


She and Grover sat
in his parked car as the cloud of grit and sand subsided and they could
actually see the construction site.


She hoped they’d
have more success here than they did at the Sylmar motel. After driving over an
hour north of L.A. to get there, the manager was unresponsive when Jessie had
tried to get any information on Judd Banner, the ex-con that both Gemma Britton
and Isabel Shea had crossed paths with while he was in prison.


The hotel manager
wouldn’t even confirm that the guy was living there. Ultimately, Grover ended
up sneaking to the second-floor room that Jamil said was listed on Banner’s
parole documents and peeking in the windows. The man was nowhere to be found.


The next stop was
a large house being built on a hill in Santa Clarita, another fifteen minutes
north of the motel. According to Jamil’s data, this was where Banner had been
working for the last six weeks. If he wasn’t here, Jessie wasn’t sure how she
would track him down without involving Detectives Wagner and Ortega, which she
was desperately hoping to avoid unless absolutely necessary.


“So should I just
go up to the job site foreman and ask for Banner?” Grover asked.


For about the
half-dozenth time since they began this trip, Jessie wished she hadn’t agreed
to let the bodyguard take point. He may have been an expert at protecting
clients, but he was not an intuitive investigator.


“Let’s dodge him
if at all possible,” she instructed. “Every person we speak to other than
Banner increases the risk of it getting back to the detectives. We don’t need
that. And like I mentioned earlier, if Banner’s not our guy, we’re doing him a
disservice. It’s hard enough for an ex-con to keep a job after prison, but even
more so if his boss gets interrogated by what seem like law enforcement types.”


“But you want
Banner to think I’m a law enforcement type,” Grover pointed out.


"If it helps
get him talking, sure," she said. "Don't outright lie, but if he gets
the wrong impression, so be it."


“Alright,” Grover
replied, opening the car door. “You stay here, like we discussed. I’ll FaceTime
you if I’m able to get him talking.”


Jessie reluctantly
reconfirmed her agreement and watched him go. A minute later he was gone from
sight, and she realized that he’d taken the car keys, leaving her in a toasty
vehicle on a late summer September afternoon in Santa Clarita, where the temperature
was currently ninety-six degrees.


She got out of the
passenger seat and leaned against the hood, cursing the bodyguard for not
parking under the shade of a tree. But after looking around, she realized there
were no nearby trees in this desolate, isolated stretch of the high desert.


She sat on the
hood, listening to the sound of jackhammers and circular saws, as the sun beat
down on her. She had already finished her water bottle and was regretting not
bringing another one. She felt borderline dehydrated as she looked around for
anywhere to get some respite from the heat.


The best bet
seemed to be near the porta-potty, which wasn’t hugely appealing. Despite that,
she headed over, praying the smell wouldn’t make her regret the decision. She
was only halfway there when she got the FaceTime call. She stopped where she
stood and answered it. Grover was looking back at her on the screen.


“I’ve spoken to
Banner,” he said. “He’s willing to talk in person. I searched him and he’s not
carrying. I’m open to bringing him to you if you promise to follow my
instructions.”


“Okay,” she said,
heartened at his success but suspicious of Banner’s willingness to be so
accommodating, “Bring him on over. I’ll be by the porta-potty.”


“Why there?”
Grover asked.


“Your car is hot
and it’s the only shade around here.”


She got to her
destination and sat down in the shadiest dirt patch to wait for the men. The
odor wasn’t overly objectionable, and she allowed herself to settle in. Without
warning, a loud thud off to her left made her whole body tense up.
Instinctively, she dropped to her stomach.


She had a mental
flash of a human body dropping heavily onto the nearby dirt. Had Mark
Haddonfield somehow followed them here? Was he choosing this moment to make his
move? Had he just shot someone, eliminating an obstacle to reaching her? If so,
she was a sitting duck.


Jessie, still on
her belly, pulled out her gun and waited, scanning the area. After several
seconds of silence, she got to her knees and glanced in the direction of the
noise. It only took a second to determine the source of the sound. A bag of
cement had fallen off the second floor of the house being built. Though she
couldn’t hear their voices, two workers standing high above the bag were
pointing down at it and clearly arguing over who would go down to get it. 


Jessie
re-holstered her gun, rolled over, and returned to a sitting position. She
resolved to keep this particular incident to herself. Two minutes later, Grover
came into view with a short, wiry guy in blue jeans and a work shirt with
straw-blond hair and a sunburn. Jessie clambered to her feet.


“Mr. Banner, this
is Jessie Hunt,” Grover said as they arrived. “Ms. Hunt, meet Judd Banner.”


“I’ve agreed to do
this,” Banner said urgently, without extending his hand in greeting, “but we
have to keep it quick. I don’t need my boss asking why I’ve got visitors.
Anything I do that makes him testy puts my job at risk.”


“Fair enough,”
Jessie said. “Do you know why we’re here?”


“Your British
buddy here said that I might be in a lot of trouble or no trouble at all,
depending on how honest I was with you. I don’t need any hiccups in my life, so
I said okay, even though I don’t appreciate you people coming out here and
putting me on the spot like this.”


“We’ll try to make
this as painless as possible, Mr. Banner,” Jessie said, before adding bluntly.
“If you’re honest with me, it’ll go fast. If you play ex-con games, it could
get messy, like ‘reach out to your parole officer’ messy. Do we understand each
other?”


“Yeah, yeah, let’s
just get it over with,” he grumbled.


Jessie wiped the
sweat from her brow and took a step closer to the mobile toilet, trying to stay
under its protective shadow.


“Do you know
either Gemma Britton or Isabel Shea?”


He didn’t visibly
react at hearing either name.


“I don’t think so.
Should I?”


“They’re both
psychiatrists,” she said, watching him closely.


“Oh wait,” he
said, his expression suddenly full of recognition, “I don’t know about the
first one you said but I do remember Dr. Shea. She worked in the re-integration
program at Corcoran Prison for a while. She’s pretty cool, actually."


“Have you spoken
to her since you got out?”


He shook his head.


“Nah. She left the
program before I got out. I didn't remember her until you said the name. She
was nice and all, but I'm not looking to reconnect with people from that part
of my life. No offense to her."


“And you don’t
know a Dr. Gemma Britton?” Jessie pressed.


“The name doesn’t
ring a bell.”


"She was
involved in a research study at Corcoran about seven years ago," she told
him. "You were a part of it."


“If you say so,”
Banner offered. “To be honest with you—you said that’s what you wanted—seven
years ago I was still getting high. I didn’t join a program for another couple
of years after that. So I don’t even remember any study, much less who did it.”


Jessie could feel
the potential of this lead slipping away with every word he said. She could
also feel the weight of the sun bearing down on her like a weighted blanket she
couldn’t throw off.


“You like your
job?” she asked.


"It sucks,
but it's the best one I could get right now. And it pays the bills,
mostly."


“Anybody you’d
like to give some payback to from your criminal days?”


Banner squinted at
her suspiciously, then seemed to let his doubts go.


“I wouldn’t mind
having a word or two with my old partner, the one who shot the clerk during
that robbery and turned what would have been a ten-month stint for me into nine
years. But considering he got shot in the yard at Salinas Valley State Prison
two years ago, I don’t think that’s gonna happen. He died before the guards
even got to him. Otherwise, I’m good.”


“Where were you
this morning before coming to work?” she demanded, feeling her resolve weaken
as her head began to pound.


“I was at the
motel in Sylmar where I live these days until 7 a.m.,” he said. “That’s when I
caught the bus to a stop down the hill from here. One of the other guys on the
crew picked me up and drove me the rest of way. I’ve been here since about
eight.”


“You don’t have a
car?” she asked, her mouth suddenly dry.


“I don’t even have
a bike.”


“Your ride up here
from the bus stop will confirm those times?”


“I don’t see why
not,” he replied. “What’s this all about anyway? Because I don’t want to be a
part of any studies. I just want to live my life and move past what happened.
You can tell this other doctor that."


Though she was
pretty sure this was a dead end, Jessie decided to give it one more shot, just
in case.


“I wish I could
tell her,” she told him, “but I can’t, because she’s been murdered.”


She fixed her
attention on Banner’s face, looking for any sign that he already knew. But his
expression was one of shock, which quickly turned to fear.


“Wait, you don’t
think that I—?”


Jessie didn't
catch the rest of the sentence. Her ears suddenly plugged up as if she was on a
plane. She felt oddly clammy. The pain in her skull grew exponentially.
Banner's face seemed to morph and blur like something out of Edvard Munch's
"The Scream" painting. Her knees buckled involuntarily, and her
vision went black as she toppled forward. She waited to hit the ground.











CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT


 


 


“You can’t tell
Ryan.”


Jessie sat in the
passenger seat of Grover’s car, sipping Gatorade and letting the full blast of
the air conditioning cool her overheated skin. The sharp head pain she’d felt
earlier had settled into a dull ache. She could swallow now without feeling like
she was inhaling bits of gravel.


“You almost face
planted onto the ground, Jessie,” he said. “If Banner and I hadn’t grabbed you,
you might be in the ER right now. Maybe you should be anyway. What the hell was
that?”


“I think the heat
just got to me,” she said. “That, and I didn’t drink enough today. Remember, I
was in the hospital just four days ago.”


“That is not a
reassuring explanation,” Grover told her. “I’m supposed to be keeping you safe,
not carrying you to my car like a dead body, which is what happened by the way.
That poor Banner fella thought he was going to get arrested for just being around
when that happened.”


“Ugh,” Jessie
muttered, remembering Banner. “I think we’re out of luck on that guy. I’ll have
Jamil and Beth pull up the bus surveillance video from this morning, just in
case he’s lying. But I’m pretty sure he’s going to be on it, which means our
best lead just went kaput.”


“That’s your
priority right now?” Grover asked incredulously, “not that you passed out in
the middle of interrogating him?”


“Two women are
still dead, Grover,” she reminded him, “and the guy who did it is out there,
possibly planning to kill another one. So yeah, that’s my priority.”


“Listen, lass,” he
said gravely, “you can’t help anybody if you’re dead too.”


Before she could
reply, her phone rang. It was Ryan. She wasn’t feeling up to a conversation
right now but knew that if she didn’t answer, he’d just call Grover.


“Hey,” she said
after accepting the call, “what’s up?”


“Just checking to
see how everything’s going,” he told her. “How’s investigating from afar coming
along?”


She could tell
immediately from his tone that he knew. Maybe not about the extent to which
she’d been violating her agreement to keep at arm’s length from the case, but
at the very least about her recent medical incident. She glanced over at
Grover, whose eyes were aggressively focused on the road. It was clear that
he’d squealed.


“I’m going to be
fine, Ryan,” she said, cutting through the charade. “The heat just got to me.
If your boy Grover hadn’t snitched, you’d never have been able to tell any
difference.”


He stopped
playing, too.


“That’s not really
the point though, is it, Jessie?” he chided. “You’re out in the field, at the
very least interrogation-adjacent, passing out just days after slamming your
head against the side of a pool. This isn’t what we agreed to.”


“It’s as close as
I can get,” she snapped, surprising herself with the sharp edge in her voice..
“Everyone wants to keep me in bubble wrap, but I can’t function that way. I
feel like you’re trying to strap me into a straight-jacket. You have to stop
suffocating me!”


The line was
silent. She realized she had gone too far. He wasn't trying to suffocate her.
He was trying to help her when she wouldn't help herself. She knew she should
apologize, but she couldn't bring herself to do it. When Ryan spoke, his voice
was quiet and pained.


“Can I ask you
something?”


“Of course.”


“Why are you doing
this? I mean, why are you really doing this? It can’t be for Dr. Lemmon
anymore. You’ve gone above and beyond on this case, done way more than she
would expect or even want. If she knew you’d collapsed, she’d be appalled that
it was in the service of something she’d requested. So why?”


She thought about
it for a moment. And when she answered, she didn’t try to sugarcoat it.


“Everything is
spinning out of control, Ryan,” she said, suddenly exhausted. “Haddonfield is
out there somewhere. So is Ash Pierce. I have no idea what’s going to happen
with my brain. My brain, Ryan. Do you realize how helpless I feel
knowing that at any minute, I could start bleeding in there, and without
warning, I'd just be gone? It's terrifying to think about, which is why I don't
do it. This case—the one you said I could pursue—is the only thing I have any
control over right now. I can study the evidence. I can evaluate suspect
credibility. I can look for clues. If I don't have that, I'm left just sitting
on my hands, waiting for the world to take shots at me. That's not who I am,
babe. I can't do it."


The other end of
the call was hushed, and she thought she heard him catch his breath as if
fighting back tears. She continued quickly.


“Look, I’ll try to
slow down. I won’t engage anyone directly. I’ll stay in the background as best
I can. How does that sound?”


It took several
seconds for him to answer.


“It sounds better,
I guess,” he told her, though he sounded defeated.


She wanted to tell
him that she'd beg off the case completely, but she couldn't do it. That would
be a lie and they both knew it. She couldn't say she'd stop because, in the
end, she just didn't want to. Ultimately, it was as simple as that.


 


***


 


They were halfway
back to HSS when it all hit her at once.


“Can you pull over
for a moment?” she asked.


Grover moved to
the shoulder of the road and stopped. Jessie opened the door and leaned out,
waiting to throw up. When that didn’t happen, she swung her legs over to the
side, pressed them hard into the asphalt and leaned over, resting her elbows on
her legs and her head in her hands.


“You okay?” Grover
asked in a quiet, concerned voice.


“I will be,” she
assured. “I just need a minute.”


She closed her
eyes and tried to breathe out her anxiety, but unwanted thoughts kept pummeling
her. A flash of Mark Haddonfield, standing over Hannah’s broken body flashed
through her mind before it was replaced by one of Ash Pierce doing
unmentionable things to Kat. She pictured Ryan placing flowers at the base of a
gravestone with her own name on it. Flickering visions of Gemma Britton and
Isabel Shea lying on morgue tables forced their way into her consciousness.


She was as
helpless to hold back the images as they poured into her brain as she was to
fight back against the horrors they represented. Everything was at a
standstill, even as it all simultaneously unraveled. She needed help, and there
was only one place she could think of to get it. She twisted around, got back
in the car, and closed the door.


“We’re not going
to HSS,” she told Grover.


“Where then?” he
asked.


“We’re going to
see Janice Lemmon.











CHAPTER TWENTY NINE


 


 


Jessie got lucky.


According to
Lemmon’s assistant, Amy, the doctor’s 3 p.m. patient wasn’t feeling well and
left early, leaving a window before her next session. Grover pulled up at the
building adjacent to her office at 3:42. Jessie wanted to hop out and have him
meet her up there, but all it took was a dismissive stare from him for her to
give up on that idea. By the time they went through the tunnel, stairwell,
service elevator security routine, and she actually stepped into Lemmon’s inner
office, it was 3:50.


“Look’s like it
going to have to be a mini-session,” Lemmon said with a grin as she got up from
her desk, grabbed her cane, and shuffled over to her plush conversation chair.


“I’ll take
whatever I can get,” Jessie said, taking a seat opposite her.


“What’s going on?”
Lemmon asked.


For a moment,
Jessie was tempted to unload everything that she was dealing with all at once.
But with the limited time they had, that didn’t feel very productive. So she
picked the one she could do the most about.


“I’m afraid I
haven’t had much luck finding out who killed Gemma Britton,” she said.


Lemmon gave her a
comforting smile.


“Well, I’m sure
it’s not for a lack of effort.”


“No, it’s not.
I’ve probably put in more effort than the folks around me are comfortable with.
But even with that, I’ve come up mostly empty. And that’s after finding a new
victim.”


“Isabel Shea?”
Lemmon asked.


Jessie nodded.


“Did you know her
too?” she asked.


"I knew the
name, but I don't think I ever met her," Lemmon said. "I know she did
a lot of couples' counseling and was well-regarded in that area."


Jessie sighed,
wondering if this might be the time to share some of the other concerns on her
mind. But Lemmon beat her to the punch.


“You mentioned
that ‘folks’ aren’t comfortable with how hard you’ve been working this case,”
the doctor noted. “I assume that Ryan is among them.”


Again, Jessie
nodded.


“He’s really upset
at how hard I’m pushing myself,” she admitted. “I may have passed out a little
when questioning a potential suspect.”


“May have?” Lemmon
repeated, before setting that nugget aside. “How did Ryan’s upset manifest?”


“He just asked why
I insisted on repeatedly doing this when I was putting myself at risk. I told
him the truth: that it gave me a sense that I have some power over a life
that’s spinning out of control.”


“And how did he
react to that?”


“I think it’s fair
to say that he was unhappy,” Jessie understated.


“Do you think his
unhappiness is justified?”


“Absolutely,”
Jessie said quickly. “But apparently his feelings aren’t enough to make me
stop. I guess that’s something we’ll need to work on in our next session.”


“That’s not a bad
thought,” Lemmon agreed.


They sat quietly
for a moment. Jessie pondered just how many sessions it might require to set
them back on the path they’d strayed from. She wondered if they’d ever get
there. If not, would she end up blaming Dr. Lemmon for their failures? She
couldn’t dismiss the possibility. The idea made her suddenly sit up straight in
her chair.


“You said that
Isabel Shea was known for her work with couples,” she said quickly. “Do you
know if Gemma Britton did that kind of work too?”


“I believe she
did, for select clients,” Lemmon answered. “Why?”


“It occurred to me
that if someone went to both psychiatrists for couples’ therapy and the
relationship ended anyway, that client might hold a grudge against them. I
wonder if there are any clients who saw both Britton and Isabel Shea recently.”


“It wouldn’t shock
me,” Lemmon said. “I’ve certainly had patients who went doctor-shopping in the
hopes of getting a different diagnosis. I don’t see why this would be any
different.”


Jessie stood up.


“I’m sorry to bail
right after sitting down,” she said, “but I’ve got to look into this.”


“Of course,”
Lemmon said with a wry smile. “You’re trying to solve a case and get back some
of that control.”


“Two birds, one
stone,” Jessie conceded as she headed for the door. “Wish me luck.”


“In my
experience,” Lemmon replied, “you make your own luck.”


Jessie hoped she
was right.


 


***


 


“I’m still
waiting, Jamil,” Jessie said impatiently.


She was sitting in
the passenger seat as Grover drove them to HSS. Jamil and Beth were on speaker,
but neither had been saying much, at least until now.


"Jessie, we
only got the data ten minutes ago," Beth reprimanded. "Give us a
moment. You're almost as bad as your husband."


“Sorry,” Jessie
replied, not sure what demands Ryan had made but deciding not to pursue the
issue.


Beth was right. To
expect them to process all the patient file information they'd just received
was unrealistic. Frankly, she was still surprised they had access to it at all.
When she'd called Detective Ortega—she figured he'd be more receptive than Wagner—and
asked for a list of each psychiatrist's patients in couples' therapy going back
over the last decade, she thought he'd balk, but he hadn't, instead asking only
one question.


“Can you tell me
what it’s for?”


“I’d like to hold
off to see if it amounts to anything,” she told him. “If it does, I’ll let you
know. Otherwise, I don’t want to waste your valuable time.”


He sent the
details over, which the HSS research team had been reviewing ever since. At
this rate, Jessie worried that she and Grover would reach the station before
anything popped.


“Hold on a
second,” Beth said excitedly. “I think I found something.”


“What?” Jessie
said at the same time as Grover and Jamil.


“I recognize this
name,” she said, obviously pointing something out to Jamil that they couldn’t
see. “Why is it so familiar?”


“What’s the name?”
Jessie asked.


“Connie Bates,”
Beth said. “It’s listed among Isabel Shea’s patients.”


The name meant
nothing to Jessie, but it clearly did to Grover, whose whole face lit up.


“I know why,” he
said. “I was watching online video clips of Gemma Britton on various shows last
night. I remember her saying that she sometimes used the name Connie Bates to
make dinner reservations, so the restaurant staff wouldn’t know ahead of time that
someone famous was coming in and tip off the paparazzi. What if she used the
same pseudonym to make appointments for sessions with Dr. Shea?”


Jessie could hear
Jamil’s fingertips flying across the keyboard. When he stopped, she knew he’d
uncovered something too.


 “I find multiple
couples’ therapy sessions for Connie and Carl Bates,” he said. “According to
the financial data we have, it looks like the appointment dates correspond to
payments made to Dr. Shea, sometimes by Gemma Britton, other times by Cameron
Britton, all from a shared account. It appears that their sessions ended six
months ago.”


"That makes
sense," Beth added, "considering that Gemma filed for divorce just
days after their final session."


Jessie could feel
the anticipation bubbling up inside her.


“It sounds like
Cameron might have had cause to resent both his ex-wife and his therapist,” she
noted.


“But I thought the
detectives cleared him,” Grover said. “Didn’t he have an iron-clad alibi?”


“He did,” Jessie
confirmed. “But that doesn’t eliminate the possibility of a murder-for-hire. I
don’t think they pursued it because it seemed like such a long shot. But now
it’s much less so. We need to do a deeper dive.”


“For that, I’ll
need access to his financials,” Jamil said.


“I’ll get them for
you,” Jessie said. “With this lead in hand, Detectives Wagner and Ortega should
be able to get a court order to access that info and I suspect they’ll be more
than happy to let us take a look. I’m about to call them, but before I do, can
you send me Cameron Britton’s address?”


“Why do we need
that?” Grover asked cautiously.


“Because when the
detectives show up to question him, we’ll be there to help.”


“You really think
they’re going to let you horn in on their investigation,” he asked, his
expression skeptical.


“If they want the
information we have, you better believe they will.”











CHAPTER THIRTY


 


 


Hannah studied her
handwritten notes, hoping that re-reading them for the tenth time would spark
something.


Because FBI Agent
Jack Dolan wouldn’t send her any proprietary information about Bureau’s hunt
for Ash Pierce, she’d been reduced to transcribing what he told her onto a
legal pad that Rufus had found lying around the safe house. But nothing Dolan
revealed to her had immediately jumped out as relevant to finding where the
woman was hiding out or what her plans were.


She had info on
the drug that Pierce used to induce her own vomiting in the transport vehicle
and trick the guards into stopping. She had the names of the guards, all of
whom Pierce had killed. She also had the name of the woman Pierce car-jacked,
murdered, and stuffed in the trunk, along with the exact location where they’d
found the dumped car. None of it seemed to matter.


The carjack victim
didn’t appear to have any connection to Pierce. She was a grocery clerk who got
off work at the wrong time. Pierce never had any interaction with the guards
transporting her prior to being moved—they weren’t even assigned until the day
of the transfer—so she wouldn’t have been able to use any personal knowledge
about them to her advantage.


Agent Dolan had
personally gone to the Central
California Women’s Facility to interview Marla Drews,
the prisoner who had sold Pierce the dose of concentrated Ipecac extract, which
was what caused her near-immediate, violent vomiting. But Drewes said they
never had a single personal conversation. She claimed that she got word from
another prisoner that Pierce wanted to make a trade. They met, agreed on a
price—three weeks’ worth of dessert—and completed the transaction without fuss.


Hannah stared at
that portion of her notes again, sensing that there was a piece to this puzzle
that she wasn’t seeing. She thought back to her time with Pierce, back when she
was pretending to be spousal abuse victim Violet Sheridan, and later when she revealed
her true murderous colors.


One thing that was
consistent about Pierce all that time was that she acted alone. She didn’t come
to Kat’s office to hire her with a “friend” in tow, someone she could have
hired to make her seem more credible. She used only the force of her own
personality and her willingness to injure herself to make her situation seem
real.


Later, when she
captured and tortured Kat in the desert, she didn’t make use of Hank Keene, the
sucker she’d tricked into playing the role of her abuser. She simply eliminated
him—an asset who could turn into a liability. Ash Pierce didn’t play well with
others.


So why did she
entrust another prisoner to approach Marla Drewes and set up the meet about the
vomit drug? Why not do it herself? One possible reason was that the guards
likely knew about Marla’s side hustle and
approaching her cold would have alerted them that Pierce wasn’t being a model
prisoner, an image she was trying desperately to project.


But having someone
else reach out to Marla initially meant putting a modicum of trust in another
person, one who could rat her out for her own benefit. That was not in Ash
Pierce's character. So she was either desperate, or she knew this prisoner well
enough to feel comfortable assigning her a risky task.


“I need your phone
again,” she blurted out to Rufus, who was playing chess against himself now
because she’d refused to go again.


“What for?” 


“I need to talk to
Dolan,” she said. “I might have a lead.”


He handed it over,
and she made the call. The FBI agent picked up on the first ring.


“I already told
you everything I can,” he said before she spoke a word.


“Maybe not,”
Hannah replied, trying not to take offense. “Did Marla Drewes tell you the name
of the prisoner who set up her meet with Pierce.”


“No,” he said
immediately. “I pressed her on that. She said it was ‘some chick’ she’d never
met who got transferred out of her cell block before she ever learned her
name.”


“Do you buy that?”
Hannah asked.


“I was skeptical,”
he admitted. “But I didn’t push too hard. I figured she didn’t want to snitch
on another prisoner who might look for payback down the line.”


“I think you
should push harder,” Hannah said.


“Why?”


“Ash Pierce isn’t
big on trust,” she explained. “If she was willing to let someone else set up
the trade for that dose of Ipecac extract, she must have spent enough time with
her to feel it was worth the risk. Whoever that prisoner is, she’s the one who will
be able to help you. I don’t know what she knows. She might not even realize
what she knows. But somewhere in that prisoner’s brain is information that
might help you find Pierce.”


“Give me a few
minutes,” Dolan said and hung up.


Hannah placed the
phone on the breakfast table and waited.


 


***


 


When the phone
rang twenty minutes later, Rufus was still studying the chess board, deciding
the best move to defeat himself. Hannah picked up immediately.


“This better turn
into something,” he said.


“What do you
mean?” she asked.


“I just offered
Marla Drewes a year off her sentence if she gave me the name of Pierce’s
go-between and it turns out to be legit.”


“And?”


“The woman’s name
is Leticia Holland. She goes by Lettie. She’s serving eighteen months for
assaulting a cop who tried to take her into custody at a Hollywood Hills
mansion guest house where she’d been camping out.”


Hannah was
overcome by a feeling she hadn’t experienced in a long time: satisfaction.


“I can’t help but
wonder if Lettie mentioned what got her locked up and if maybe Pierce didn’t
file that morsel away.”


“I’m wondering
too,” Dolan said, “which is why I have four agents and four LAPD officers on
their way to check out that mansion as we speak.”


“Agent Dolan,” she
replied with total sincerity. “You need to double that number.”











CHAPTER THIRTY ONE


 


 


Jessie and Grover
were waiting when Detectives Wagner and Ortega rolled up to Cameron Britton’s
street.


They parked right
behind Grover’s car, which was three houses down from Britton’s. They all got
out at the same time. Ortega had a hopeful expression, but Wagner looked even
more surly than the last time Jessie saw him.


Let’s go,” he
muttered.


“Before that, I
think we should review the ground rules that we established over the phone
earlier,” Jessie said.


“I don’t think
that’s necessary,” Wagner countered. “We’re all squared away.”


“Humor me,” Jessie
said.


“We all interview
him together,” Ortega volunteered, “but you get the first crack at him.”


“That’s what I
wanted to hear,” Jessie replied with a smile.


“More
importantly,” Wagner said. “if we decide he’s good for this, he comes back to
Wilshire Station and gets thrown in one of our interrogation rooms. And if it
comes to it, he ends up in our cell. Got it?”


"Absolutely,"
Jessie conceded. "And the one other non-negotiable—Mr. Nix here
accompanies us. He won't ask questions, but he stays with me the whole time.
Are we clear on that?"


“Crystal,” Wagner
said sarcastically.


Jessie let that go
as they all approached the front door of the modest, Mid-Wilshire home. It
didn’t appear that either Cameron Britton’s job as a fashion photographer or
whatever he got in the divorce was enough for him to pursue lavish real estate.


Wagner rang the
bell and stepped back. It didn’t take long for the door to open, revealing an
attractive, dark-haired man in his early forties. He was wearing black jeans
and a tight gray t-shirt intended to accentuate his well-maintained physique.
His eyes opened wide at the sight of the detectives.


“Nice to see you
again, Cameron,” Wagner said with barely hidden venom.


“I can’t really
say the same,” the man replied. “I thought we were all done.”


“We were until we
found out that you and your wife were seeing Dr. Isabel Shea for couples’
counseling,” Wagner said. “That’s something you might have mentioned.”


“Why?” Britton
asked. “What does that have to do with anything?”


“Because she’s
d—,” Wagner began.


“She’s done with
that kind of work now,” Jessie interrupted, glaring at the cop. “And we
couldn’t help but wonder if her experience with you and your wife had anything
to do with that.”


“Who are you?”
Britton demanded. “You look really familiar to me.”


“I’m helping out
with the case,” she told him. “That’s all you really need to know. Now please
answer my question: what exactly were you and Gemma seeing Isabel Shea about?”


“That’s private,”
he said indignantly.


“We’re conducting
a murder investigation,” Ortega said. “Nothing’s private anymore. So please
just be straight with us. Things will go a lot quicker that way.”


Britton looked at
Ortega, then at Jessie and Grover, before finally turning his attention to
Wagner, who was vibrating with barely contained fury. Jessie could sense that
the detective wouldn’t last much longer. She tried to think of a way to
de-escalate the situation, but before she could say anything, Britton spoke.


“I don’t get it,”
he said slowly, with an arrogant undertone. “I gave you my alibi. You cleared
me. I’m not sure why you’re back here.”


"Listen to
me, you sick bastard," Wagner growled, leaning in close. "Stop
playing the innocent rube. We know you're full of it. Your ex-wife was
murdered. And now we find out your therapist was too. That's quite a
coincidence. So start spilling, or we are going to have a big problem.”


Jessie’s whole
body slumped. Not only had Wagner violated the deal they’d made to let her lead
the interview, but he’d also revealed crucial information that she wanted to
hold back until the right moment. Now she wouldn’t be able to determine if
Britton’s reaction was a result of surprise at Isabel’s Shea’s death or fear at
being accused and threatened by an LAPD detective. He took a small step
backward, his jaw slack for a moment before it clenched.


“I don’t know what
the hell all this is,” he said angrily, “but I can tell you right now, I want
my lawyer. Other than that, I’m not saying a goddamned word!”


“All right then,”
Wagner said, turning him around and shoving him up against the door, “then let
me say a few words. You’re under arrest!”


Jessie stepped
back from the porch and put her hand on one of the pillars for support. Grover
looked at her with concern. She shook her head to let him know not to worry.
She wasn’t in danger of passing out again. She was just too depressed to hold
herself up without help.


This couldn’t
possibly have gone worse.











CHAPTER THIRTY TWO


 


 


Jessie wasn't
surprised, but she was pissed off.


Cameron Britton
wasn’t talking, and it was all Detective Wagner’s fault. The guy had not only
breached their agreement to let her begin the questioning, but he’d also given
away crucial information, specifically that Isabel Shea was dead. Jessie had
wanted to hold that detail in reserve to watch how Britton reacted to the news.
But that opportunity was now long gone.


Jessie stared at
Britton through the one-way glass that separated him from the Wilshire Station
observation room, where she sat silently with Grover by her side. Britton was
sitting in an interrogation room with his arms folded and a cocky smile on his
face. He’d been that way since they’d brought him in a half hour ago, She tried
to set aside her frustration with the loose cannon detective and focus on what
she could get accomplished.


There was
obviously no love lost between Wagner and Britton, but she wasn't a party to
their animosity. If there was some way to connect with the suspect, maybe she
could get him to talk before his lawyer arrived. It was more than a little
sketchy to question him after he'd been Mirandized, but she wasn't a cop, and
technically, she was on leave, so it wouldn't be an official violation. But it
was all moot if she couldn't find an entry point to a conversation with him.
Her phone rang, startling her out of her thoughts. It was Jamil.


“What’s up?” she
asked.


“We’ve been going
through Britton’s financials since the court order got approved,” he said, “and
we found something potentially interesting.”


“I’m all ears,”
Jessie replied, sitting up straighter in her chair.


"For about
nine months, Cameron Britton made regular monthly payments to a bank account
connected to an LLC called Burnham & Associates. We're still trying to sift
through the paperwork to find an actual person affiliated with the account, but
it's a challenge."


“How much were the
payments?” Jessie wanted to know.


“The first one was
$10,000 and the subsequent eight were $5,000 each for a total of $50,000.”


“That sounds like
a decent amount if someone was paying for a hit on his wife,” Grover noted
under his breath.


Jessie couldn’t
disagree.


“When did the
payments end?” she asked.


“Six months ago,”
Beth volunteered.


“That could work,”
Grover suggested. “make the payments far enough away from the time of the hit
so it’s not obvious. Any final payment would probably come later, probably not
in the form of a checking account, I’m guessing.”


"It's a
reasonable theory," Jessie agreed. "More importantly, it offers me an
entry point to talk to Cameron Britton. If nothing else, I can see how he
reacts, even if he won't talk back. Jamil and Beth, let me know if you get a
full name for someone attached to that LLC. I'm going in now."


She hung up, left
the observation room, and walked over to interrogation. Detectives Wagner and
Ortega were standing outside the room, leaning against the door.


“Move,” she said
sharply.


“What do you think
you’re doing?” Wagner demanded.


"I'm going to
have a chat with Cameron Britton without you," she told him.


“I don’t think
so,” he said. “He’s already lawyered up.”


“I’m not a cop,
Wagner,” she reminded him. “And fortunately, I haven’t burned all my bridges
with the guy, so there’s still a shot that I can get something out of him
before his attorney arrives. Step aside.”


He shook his head.


“This isn’t your
case, Hunt,” he said. “Famous or not.”


She gave the man a
saccharine smile.


“You’re right,
Detective Wagner,” she said. “I am famous. And if I were to decide to
call a press conference and talk about how one of the lead detectives in the
Gemma Britton murder put the potential conviction of his lead suspect at risk
by letting his personal animosity toward that suspect get in the way,
completely fumbling his interview, how do you think that would go over? I’m
guessing not very well.”


Wagner’s
expression didn’t change, but as she spoke, his eyes seemed to lose some of
their fire.


“Now you can step
aside, or you can find out what the hot seat feels like,” she continued. “I’m
more than happy to hand it over to you. I promise, the media is always ready
for a new sacrificial lamb.”


Wagner stared at
her for a long time, unmoving. Only when Detective Ortega tapped him gently on
the forearm did he move out of the way. Jessie opened the interrogation room
door.


“He can come in,”
she said, pointing at Ortega, “but you stay out.”


She walked into
the room without waiting for a reply. Britton looked over at her briefly, then
returned his attention to the wall he’d been staring a hole through.


"I'll keep
this short, Mr. Britton," she said sitting down opposite him. Ortega and
Grover joined her inside, though both men remained by the door. "Either
you had your wife killed or you didn't. That's going to come out one way or
another, as will any potential involvement in Isabel Shea's death. If you paid
for their murders, you definitely picked a sick puppy to commit them, someone
who could have used a bit of therapy himself. But if you didn't do it, I'm your
best bet to get out of this mess. And right now, it's a big mess.”


Britton looked
over at her, but his expression was inscrutable, and he said nothing.


"Listen, Mr.
Britton," she continued. "If you did this, you're going down no
matter what. But if not, you might be thinking you can just wait this out, let
your lawyer handle everything and be on your way. But it's not that simple,
because personally, I think this killer plans to strike again. And if I spend
unnecessary time focused on you when my attention could be elsewhere, and
someone else died as a result, you'll have culpability. You'll have to let it
happen. So I suggest you come clean, starting by explaining the $50,000 you
paid to Burnam & Associates."


Britton's mouth
opened slightly before he broke out in a sudden blinking fit.


“That’s not what
you think,” he said, breaking his silence. “I didn’t pay anyone to kill my
ex-wife.”


“What was it for
then?” she asked.


Britton shifted
uncomfortably in his chair. Jessie sighed.


“I don’t have time
for this,” she told him. “Anything other than hiring someone to murder your
wife puts you in a better position than the one you’re in right now. So just
come clean, for your own sake.”


That seemed to
convince him. His jaw unclenched and he leaned forward.


“She was my
mistress,” he said quietly, “Kayla Burnham. I gave her money to keep an
apartment, a love nest where we could meet. I set up the LLC so it wouldn’t
look suspicious to Gemma while we were married. I told her it was for
photography expenses. Once she filed for divorce, there was no reason to keep
making those LLC payments because I could see Kayla in public. I was having an
affair, not hiring a hitman.”


Jessie wasn’t
shocked at the answer and immediately texted the name Kayla Burnham to Jamil to
see if the story panned out. “Why go through the charade of couples’ counseling
if you had this woman on the side?”


“It wasn’t a
charade at first,” he protested. “I wanted it to work it out with Gemma. I’m
the one who initially suggested seeing a counselor, though she ended up picking
someone other than my first choice. That’s how we ended up with Dr. Shea. She
was actually good, really tried to help, but we were too far gone.”


“Having an affair
doesn’t exactly eliminate you as a suspect, Mr. Britton,” Jessie pressed. “You
could still have had your wife killed for the money, then gone off with Kayla.”


He shook his head.


“I would never,”
he objected. “But if you want to play that game, I would have had to have that
done before we got divorced. After we split, I was off her life
insurance policy and out of her will. Hell, if you want to get down to the cold
financials of it, her death is a huge blow to me. She was paying me alimony,
not the other way around. I just lost a major income stream. What advantage
could I possibly get from killing her?”


“Sometimes we
don’t make decisions based on logic alone, Mr. Britton,” she countered, though
she was having a hard time finding holes to poke in his story. “I’ll be back in
a minute.”


She got up and indicated
for Grover and Ortega to meet her outside. Wagner, who had been watching from
the observation room, joined them in the hall.


"You don't
buy any of that crap, do you?" he asked immediately. "It's like you
said, crimes of passion don't follow logical rules, and this guy strikes me as
the type who would let his emotions get the better of him."


“You’d certainly
know about that,” Jessie couldn’t help but say, before turning her attention to
the whole group. “I don’t know whether anything he said will hold up, but I
have enough doubts that I don’t think we should focus all our attention on
him.”


Just then, her
phone buzzed with a text from Jamil. It read: payments check out. Kayla
Burnham transferred exact matching amounts from Burnam & Associates, LLC
into her checking account on the day after each deposit. She showed the
text to the others.


“I already told
the captain we had our guy,” Wagner said to Ortega. “If Britton doesn’t pan
out, what are we going to do?”


“We just have to
bite the bullet,” his partner said. “This hiccup won’t matter if we nail the
perp in the end. We have to go with the right choice, not the first one.”


Something Ortega
said made Jessie freeze in place. The first choice. How could she have
let that slip by before? There was one obvious reason—her head injury was
impacting her more than she realized. But that wasn’t a theory she was willing
to entertain at this moment. If she was losing her edge—and possibly more—she’d
deal with that later.


“I’m going back
in,” she said.


She opened the
door, walked over to Britton, and leaned over him rather than sitting down this
time.


“Earlier, you said
that Isabel Shea wasn’t your first choice for a couples’ counselor. So why did
you go with her?”


“Because Gemma
didn’t like who I picked,” he answered. “I did all this research and found
someone who was supposed to be the best, at least according to the internet,
but Gemma said it would be weird because they had history together.”


“Who was that?”
Jessie demanded, feeling a pit grow in her stomach.


"It's been a
while, so I can't exactly remember. I know it was some older lady with a weird
fruit name, like Mellon or something," he said uncertainly.


“Was it Lemmon?
Janice Lemmon?”


“That’s it!”
Britton confirmed. “She was supposed to be great, but Gemma put her foot down,
so we went with Dr. Shea.”


“Thank you,”
Jessie said, even as she darted out of the room.


“What is it?”
Grover demanded once they were in the hall again.


Jessie motioned
for him to head down the hall with her, away from Wagner and Ortega.


“Probably
nothing,” Jessie said. “This could all be a coincidence. But the killer has
gone to two psychiatrists known for their work with couples’ counseling.
According to Britton, Dr. Lemmon is renowned for that too. I didn’t know that,
but as you’re well aware, Ryan and I have been using her services ourselves.”


“Just to be clear,
“Grover said, “you think this murderer has some kind of relationship issue,
that he’s going to well-known couples’ counselors, and when the therapist
doesn’t solve it for him, he takes it out on them?”


“That’s exactly
what I’m worried about,” Jessie conceded.


“Then call her,”
he suggested.


Jessie did.
Lemmon’s receptionist, Amy, picked up right away.


“Hi Amy,” Jessie
said casually, not wanting to create stress if none was deserved. “It’s Jessie
Hunt. How are you?”


“I’m fine, Jessie.
How are you? Everything okay?”


“I’m good,” she
lied. “Are you guys wrapping up for the day?”


“Dr. Lemmon has an
appointment starting in a few minutes, but that’s the last one today,” Amy told
her. “If you need to talk to her, I could you patch you through, but only for a
minute or two. Or I could ask her to call you after her final session. She should
be done by seven.”


Jessie tried to
restrain her impulse to say yes to all of it. Everything was fine. There was no
need to dominate Lemmon’s every free second.


“That’s okay,” she
said. “I don’t need to talk to her now, but yes, it would be great if you could
have her give me a call once she’s done with this last session. I just want to
check on something.”


“Of course,” Amy
said. “I’ll give her the message.”


They hung up, and
Jessie looked over at Grover. He seemed to read her mind.


"Do you want
to go over there just to set your mind at ease?" he asked. "You'd
need to stay in the car as a precaution, but I could pop into the office and
see how everything's going."


“Would you?” she
asked.


He nodded.


“Let’s go,” he
said.


They were walking
out to the car when Jessie looked at her watch. It was 6:01. Lemmon would be in
her session now. Amy would be organizing the schedule for the next day.
Everything was probably fine.


But she couldn't
quite shake the itch that was needling the back of her mind. Knowing it was
overkill, she called Lemmon's office again. This time, the line rang six times
before going to voicemail. She got in the car and tried again. The same thing
happened. She looked over at Grover.


“What is it?” he
asked.


“I can’t get
anyone to pick up now,” she said.


“Maybe the
receptionist just went to the restroom,” he suggested.


“Maybe,” she
conceded. “All the same, would you mind getting there with a little urgency,
just for my peace of mind?”


He nodded, started
the car, and peeled out of the station lot.


Jessie, for
reasons she couldn’t articulate, decided to call Ryan.











CHAPTER THIRTY THREE


 


 


Eli Cullen sat on
the comfortable couch across from the psychiatrist.


In his right hand,
he clutched the fancy award he’d found in the waiting room. It was entirely
made of glass and shaped like a diamond atop a heavy rectangular base. He
guessed that it weighed about fifteen pounds.


That gave it some
extra punch when he'd used it to smash in the head of the receptionist, who was
currently lying lifeless just outside the door. Maybe if she hadn't looked at
him with such judgment in her eyes when he first came in, he would have just choked
her out, rendering her temporarily unconscious, to keep her from intruding on
the session. But she made her choice, so Eli did too.


The psychiatrist
sat across from him on her fancy chair, where he’d instructed her to go. She
had to hobble there using a cane because of some infirmity he didn’t care to
ask about. After all, this session was about him, not her.


“So what do you
recommend?” he asked.


“About what
again?” the woman asked, her voice strained.


He was starting to
doubt if she was really as good as her reputation suggested. Between her limp
and her advanced age. He wondered if she’d lost a step mentally too.


“About the girl,”
he reminded her, “the one I want to date again. You’re supposed to tell me how
to make her.”


“I have to tell
you, Malcolm,” she said carefully, “it’s a little hard to focus on your
romantic challenges when you are holding that thing in your hand. The blood on
the top is very unsettling.”


He looked down at
the pointy end of the award, which was smeared in red liquid.


"I'm sorry
about that," he told her, "but you'll be fine. You're a professional,
and I feel like I need it to keep you from making any bad choices."


The woman nodded
reluctantly and swallowed hard.


“Okay,” she said.
“So we have two options here. I can say what you want to hear in the hopes that
you won’t hurt me, or we can be honest with each other and really try to find a
solution for you. Which do you prefer?”


“The second,” he
said emphatically. “If you’re being sincere about that, then you’ll be the
first one I’ve met with who is.”


“I am sincere,”
she assured him. “But for this to work, you need to be sincere too. And that
starts with giving me your real name and taking off that silly wig.”


“What?” he said,
stunned at her words.


“We’ll never get
you what you want if you’re hiding who you really are,” the doctor said. “Women
like men who aren’t afraid to just be themselves. If you’re going to get this
girl to give you a second chance, you’re going to have to make yourself vulnerable.
We can start that process now. We’re safe together in this room. The door is
closed. So take off the wig and tell me your name.”


Eli didn't like
being bossed but decided that she had a point. He hadn't had any luck doing
things his way. So maybe he'd try hers, at least until he didn't want to. He
pulled off the red-haired wig to reveal his own short, dark hair.


“My real name’s
Eli,” he told her.


"Excellent,"
she said. "That's a huge step. Thank you for taking it. Eli, you already
know this, but I'm Janice Lemmon. You can call me Janice."


He shook his head.
He didn’t want to call her by her first name. That would make it hard if things
went bad later.


"I'm not
interested in your name," he said. "I'm interested in what you can do
for me. I want to date this girl. I want her to do things with me, and not
because I make her, but because she wants to. Tell me how to make that
happen."


“Sure thing,” she
said with a confidence that made him feel good. “Let’s start with the basics.
What’s this girl’s name?”


“Why?”


“Because it will
be much easier for me to help you in your mission if I have a real person in
mind rather than just some vague idea of a girl.”


“Her name is
Marybeth Huxley. Like I said, we met at the mall. She’s hot with blonde hair
and big boobs.”


“Wonderful,” the
doctor said. “She sounds lovely. Tell me more.”


Eli began to
describe her in more detail, but he made sure never to loosen his grip on the
blood-soaked glass award.











CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR


 


 


Everything hurt.


Kat had been
walking the streets in and around Skid Row for hours now, stopping into every
business, asking anyone who would talk if they had seen somebody matching
Haddonfield’s description, perhaps with a limp. So far, she’d come up
completely empty.


She could sense
Gila’s increasing discomfort with the situation and knew things would come to a
head soon. When she got this job, the woman had likely assumed that she’d be
sitting with a private detective while she spent hours in a car, watching some
scumbag through binoculars to see if he was cheating on his wife.


The bodyguard
certainly hadn’t bargained on spending much of the day walking through a
notorious part of town, replete with down-on- their-luck people, many
addicts—some unstable, never knowing who might pose a real threat. And now it
was starting to get dark. She had been patient because she understood the
stakes were so high. But Kat knew her security officer was about to put her
foot down.


“It is not safe
anymore,” Gila said, right on cue. “We cannot stay here any longer.”


“Was it ever
safe?” Kat tried to joke as she scanned the street they were on, looking for
any other places they could stop at to ask questions.


“In the day, I
could anticipate better, gauge risk,” Gila told her, not seeing the gallows
humor. “In the dark, there are too many variables. We have no advantage. I have
waited as long as I could, probably too long. But we must go now.”


"I get
it," Kat conceded. "I know this hasn't been an easy assignment. We'll
go, but in just a minute. There are two places across the street I want to
check out, and I promise after that, I won't put up a fight."


Gila looked up at
the fast-setting sun, then back at Kat.


"Those two,
but no more after that," she said firmly. "No negotiation. No
pleases. I have your word?"


“You have my
word,” Kat told her.


Gila nodded,
satisfied, and they dashed across the street, avoiding a woman pushing an
overstuffed shopping cart in the center lane, who was shouting at anyone who
dared to make eye contact with her. Once safely on the sidewalk, Kat headed to
the first business, a coin laundry. But she quickly saw that there were metal
gates across the place. It wasn’t just closed. From the accumulation of dust
inside, it looked like it had gone out of business a while ago.


Kat turned her
attention to the corner bodega next door. She walked in and went straight to
the cashier, a middle-aged black man with reading glasses dangling from his
neck. He looked up from his magazine slowly.


“What do you
need?” he asked with polite trepidation, noting Gila standing close by with her
hand resting on her shirt where a gun was obviously holstered underneath.


"Just some
information," Kat told him. "I'm wondering if a young guy came in
here in the last few days—tall, white, with a limp. Might have had curly blond
hair, but maybe not."


The cashier
squinted at her suspiciously.


“Am I in some kind
of trouble here?”


"No sir, but
this man might be," Kat explained. "He's hurt some people, and I'm
trying to make sure he doesn't hurt anymore. Have you seen him?"


“You a cop?” he
wanted to know.


"Nope,"
she replied, trying not to get agitated at his lack of responsiveness.
"Private eye."


“So I don’t have
to answer your questions,” he said.


“You don’t have
to, but I’d love the help.”


“Since I don’t
have to, you’d best be on your way,” he said. “This isn’t the place for a lady
like you at this late hour.”


Gila tapped her on
the shoulder.


“You tried,” she
said, “but this was the last place. You agreed. Let’s go.”


Kat wanted to
press the man further. She got the distinct impression that he knew more than
he was saying. But she didn't have any leverage, and Gila was staring at her
expectantly.


“Thanks for your
time,” she muttered, and turned to leave. She was almost to the door when the
cashier called out after her.


“Who did this man
hurt?” he asked.


Kat turned around.


“So far, he’s
murdered five people and I don’t think he’s done yet.”


The cashier looked
conflicted. But after a few seconds, he seemed to make a decision.


“A young fella
came in here two days ago, on Sunday. He was like you described: tall, white,
with a limp. Couldn’t have been more than twenty-five. Had dark hair though,
not blond.”


Kat stepped back
toward him.


“What else do you
remember?”


“One thing made
him stick out in my mind,” the cashier said.


“What?”


“He was asking for
organic vegetables,” he replied, almost chuckling at the memory. “I told him he
was lucky we had any vegetables here at all. We don’t do organic on Skid Row.
He wasn’t happy.”


“What else did he
get?”


“Nothing organic,
that’s for sure. Some Ramen noodles. Cereal. Milk. Bottled water.”


“Do you remember
how he paid?” Kat asked.


“Cash. Gave me a
twenty and took every penny of change.”


“Do you remember
which way he went?”


“Yep, he went left
after he stepped outside,” he said. “After that, I don’t know.”


“Thanks very
much,” Kat said, before stepping out onto the street.


She looked down
the block, which was comprised of three giant buildings that all looked the
same.


“What’s down that
way?” Kat asked the cashier through the open door.


He grunted.


“The crappiest
apartments you’ll ever find. All studios. Lots are weekly rentals. It’s where a
lot of addicts hole up when they have a little extra scratch on hand. Same for
the hookers. This isn’t Beverly Hills.”


“They take cash?”
Kat wanted to know.


“You better
believe it,” he replied. “Not a lot of great credit around here.”


“How many units
are on this block?”


He scratched his
head.


“I’d guess that
each building has over 300, easy. On the entire block, maybe a thousand units
total?”


Kat stepped back
inside and shoved a ten-dollar bill in the tip jar.


“Thanks a lot,”
she said before returning to the street, where Gila joined her.


“Even in the day,
I would never allow you into those places to check for Haddonfield,” the
bodyguard warned. “At night, it could be suicide. Too dangerous.”


“I agree,” Kat
said, pulling out her phone, “that’s why we’re not the ones will be doing the
search.”


“Who then?” Gila
asked.


“I have a few
friends at HSS,” she said, searching for the number. “It’s time to call in the cavalry.”











CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE


 


 


Jessie and Grover
were just getting out of his car in the parking garage when Ryan pulled up.


“Thanks for
coming,” she said. “I know I’m probably being paranoid, but I’d rather be safe
than sorry.”


“Don’t worry about
it,” Ryan said as they all made their way to the garage elevator. “If it’s
nothing, maybe Dr. Lemmon offers us a mini-session for free.”


“And if it’s
something?” she asked.


“I’m sure it’s
nothing,” he said unconvincingly.


They all rode up
to Lemmon’s floor in silence when Grover’s phone rang. He pulled it out.


“It’s Gila,” he
said. “Do you mind if I take it?”


“Please,” Jessie
insisted. “I want to know if Kat’s okay.”


“Hi Gila,” he
said, “you’re on speaker. I’m here with Jessie Hunt and Captain Hernandez.”


"I'm glad you
are all there, actually," she said. "Captain, you will likely be
getting a call from people on your HSS team soon. Kat Gentry may have found a
credible lead on Mark Haddonfield. She called it into a detective named
Valentine in your unit."


“What’s the lead?”
Jessie asked.


“We think
Haddonfield may be staying in a studio apartment in the Skid Row section of
downtown. But there are close to a thousand units on the block where we think
he is. If he is there, finding him may be a major undertaking.”


“Are you still
there?” Grover asked.


“We retreated to
her vehicle and are currently waiting in a parking lot a block away until they
arrive.”


“Are you on
speaker too?” Grover asked. “Can Kat Gentry hear you?”


“No,” Gila said,
“she is still giving Detective Valentine information.”


"Gila, this
is unacceptable," Grover replied, sounding angrier than Jessie had ever
heard him. "I don't know how Gentry convinced you to let her wander around
Skid Row. That's already questionable, but remaining in the immediate vicinity
when you suspect a serial killer is nearby—that's not procedure."


“I understand,”
Gila said, “but Gentry is worried that he might slip away before the police
arrive. And we are well-positioned with multiple lines of sight should anyone
approach us.”


“Not the point,”
he hissed as the elevator door opened. “I need you to move her to a more secure
location right now.”


Jessie and Ryan
started down the hall toward Lemmon’s office.


“Catch up when
you’re done,” Jessie whispered to Grover before heading the other way.


“Wait,” Grover
pleaded. “Just give me a minute.”


“We might not have
a minute,” Jessie told him, “besides, I’ll be fine. I’m with this guy.”


She patted her
husband on the back, who was already pulling out his gun.


"Stay out
here in the hall until I give the all-clear," Ryan said quietly.


Jessie nodded,
removing her own weapon from its holster. Ryan turned the knob, and it gave
way. He pushed it open slowly, poking his head in, then opened it all the way.
Jessie peered in after him. Amy wasn’t at her desk. Lemmon’s inner door was
closed.


“Should we knock?”
he asked. “Or should I bust it down?”


“Let’s listen in,”
Jessie suggested. 


They both
approached the door, with Ryan in front. Jessie stayed close behind, walking
softly, hoping to catch any snippets of conversation that might set her mind at
ease. As she passed by Amy’s desk, her heart stopped.


Jutting out from
behind it, lying on the floor, was a hand. She hurried over to find the
receptionist splayed out on the ground. There was a giant gash in the side of
her head. For a second, she thought that Amy was dead, but then she noticed her
chest rise softly, then fall. She looked up at Ryan, who was still fixated on
the door.


“Ryan,” she
whispered.


He looked over at
her and saw Amy. Jessie made sure that her next words were also a whisper.


“Bust it down!”











CHAPTER THIRTY SIX


 


 


Hannah couldn’t
listen to it anymore.


She was only
getting Rufus's side of the conversation, but it sounded like his boss, Grover,
was giving him a tongue-lashing. From what she could gather, Kat's bodyguard
had been a little lax and allowed her to put herself in a risky situation while
hunting for Mark Haddonfield. Hannah had to fight off a chuckle. What these
people didn't get was that if Kat Gentry wanted to do something, she was going
to do it, bodyguard be damned.


What was less
amusing was the directive aimed at her. From what she could glean, Grover was
ordering Rufus not to let her leave the house under any circumstances, not even
to go to the backyard. Rufus was pushing back, but she knew he would ultimately
lose that battle.


She got up from
the table and headed upstairs. It took everything she had not to bust out a
primal scream. Kat was hunting serial killers. Jessie was doing who knows what.
And here she was, about to be prohibited from stepping outside for a breath of
fresh air. It was beyond unfair, especially considering that she had given the
FBI their first decent lead on Ash Pierce in days.


She got to her
room, locked the door, and plopped down on the bed, resting her head on the
pillow. She took several deep breaths, trying to remember the mediation
techniques that Dr. Lemmon had taught her to use when the fury inside her chest
threatened to burst out.


After a moment,
she sat up, not sure that she was really hearing things right. It sounded like
the first drops of rain the city had received in months were coming down in a
soft pitter-patter. She was about to go over to the window to check for sure
when her phone rang.


For half a second,
she panicked. Who could have gotten this number? But then she remembered that
Rufus had allowed her to give it to FBI Agent Dolan, and Dolan alone, so that
he could update her directly on the status of the search for Pierce. Rufus would
probably get reamed out for that too. She picked up.


“Tell me something
good,” she said.


The minute he
spoke, she knew something was wrong.


“I’m at the
address now,” he said. “You were right. She was here, but not in the guest
house. She was staying in the actual mansion. The family who lives here is on
vacation. She got in, killed the housekeeper, and dumped her in a freezer.”


Hannah felt an
invisible grip of coldness start to squeeze her body. Before she could say
anything else, he asked her a question.


“Do you know
someone named Chris Balfour?”


Hannah's heart started
beating quicker, and the cold grip got tighter. Outside, she heard the rain
sprinkles turn into a full-on downpour.


“He’s kind of my
boyfriend,” she said. “Why?”


"In the
mansion's study, we found a printout of all the calls made to and from his cell
phone in the last seventy-two hours. Your burner number is on it."


Hannah felt her
throat start to close. It was hard to swallow, and when she spoke, it came out
in a squeak.


“I called him
yesterday,” she admitted. “I thought it was no big deal. We didn’t start dating
until after Pierce was sent to prison. I figured there’s no way she could have
known about him.”


“Well, she found
out somehow,” Dolan said.


“Agent Dolan,”
Hannah said, “I couldn’t help but notice that you said she ‘was’ there. She’s
not anymore?”


“No, she’s gone.”


“Do you know where
she’s going?” Hannah asked, hoping he would set her mind at ease but knowing he
wouldn’t.


“I think we both
do,” he said gravely. “I suspect she did exactly what I did once I had your
phone number—trace it to your current location. That’s the bad news.”


“What’s the good
news?”


“It looks like she
left very recently. The security system indicates that the outer gate was last
activated less than twenty minutes ago. More good news: I’m sending cops to
your safe house right now—a lot of them. Here’s all I need you to do until they
get there: tell your bodyguard about the situation and stay close to him until
help arrives. We’ll be there very soon.”


“Like how soon?”
she asked.


“Between five and
six minutes. Do you want me to stay on the line with you until then?”


“No,” she said,
trying to sound calmer than she felt. “I know you have to coordinate all this.
I’ll hang with Rufus. That’s what he’s here for.”


She hung up and
got out of bed. That's when she noticed the window. She had planned to open it
earlier to check on the rain, but it looked like it was already slightly open.
She could see droplets of water sneaking in where it was cracked open a smidge.
She was almost positive that it had been locked when Rufus gave her the tour
yesterday, and she hadn't opened it since then. The cold tightness that had
dissipated slightly when Dolan said cops were on the way grabbed her again.


She glanced from
the window to the closet door. It also was pulled to but not completely closed.
She forced herself to immediately move her gaze past that. She knew that if she
stared at the door, it would give her away. And she couldn’t have that, because
she was sure of one thing: Ash Pierce was here.











CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN


 


 


Jessie watched as
Ryan took one giant step backward, then launched forward, and kicked the door
to Janice Lemmon's office. It flew open, and he rolled inside. Jessie stayed
high and stepped in after him, scanning the room. It only took a second to
process the situation.


In the far corner
of the office, a young man with short, black hair was holding a large piece of
decorative glass, which he was trying to hit Dr. Lemmon with. The only thing
preventing that was her cane, which she was using as a kind of sword, thwacking
at the man to keep him at bay.


She knew Ryan
hadn’t yet tried to shoot the man for the same reason she hadn’t pulled the
trigger either. Dr. Lemmon was between them and the man, blocking a clear view
of him, and making any shot risky.


“Cover me,” Ryan
shouted without looking back, as he holstered his gun and ran toward the
conflict. He leapt at the man, who only saw him at the last second and swung
the glass chunk in his direction. Ryan threw his forearm up to block the blow,
which smashed into his elbow as he collided with the man. They landed in a heap
near Lemmon’s desk.


Jessie darted over
and saw that Ryan’s momentum had rolled him over onto his stomach. His back was
to the man, who was still holding the glass chunk, and now lifting it in the
air again, his eyes focused on her husband.


“Drop it now,” she
shouted, “or I’ll blow a hole through your skull.”


The man’s hand
froze in mid-air.


“Please drop it,
Eli,” Dr. Lemmon pleaded. “It’s not worth losing your life. Just drop it.”


“Listen to the
doc,” Grover said from somewhere just behind Jessie. She was sure he had a
weapon trained on the guy too.


Eli looked at
Lemmon, then at Jessie and Grover. His eyes were panicky and confused. Then
they seemed to change. They were now filled with resolve. She knew he’d made
his decision. So had she.


“Screw it,” she
said, aiming and firing.


The bullet hit the
glass chunk square in the center, shattering it into smithereens. Eli cried out
in pain as his hand was cut by what was now just a jagged remnant of glass.
Ryan rolled back over toward him, hopped to his feet, and in one impressive motion,
slapped a handcuff on Eli's wrist before kicking him to the ground and
attaching the other cuff behind his back. He looked up at Grover, who was now
rounding the desk to help him.


“Can you take
charge of the guy for a minute?” he asked the bodyguard. “I think I need to put
something on this.”


Jessie looked at
his arm, which was bleeding profusely, just above the elbow. She suddenly felt
slightly weak in the knees. Dr. Lemmon, who had stayed out of the way until
now, stepped forward.


“Ryan, sit down on
the couch and keep your arm elevated. I’ve got a first aid kit in my cabinet,
and I’ll bandage that up until the paramedics get here. While I’m doing that,
someone call this in. Make sure to let them know there are two patients.”


That was when
Jessie noted that the doctor hadn’t escaped the attack unscathed. She had a
deep gash in her right thigh and another one just below her left shoulder.


“Make that three,”
she said quickly. “Amy’s in bad shape out there.”


Lemmon took a
shaky breath.


“He told me he
killed her,” she said.


"He hit her
in the head, but she's still breathing," Jessie assured her. "I'm
going to go check on her now."


She was headed for
the door when Dr. Lemmon called after her.


“How did you know
I was in danger?” she asked.


Jessie shrugged.


“I guess I just
got lucky.


Lemmon shook her
head.


“I keep telling
you, you make your own luck, Jessie Hunt.”











CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT


 


 


Hannah could
picture Ash Pierce in the bedroom closet, peeking out at her through the sliver
of the door opening. As casually as she could, she sat back down on the bed,
hoping to give the impression that she felt completely comfortable in this
space, that she suspected nothing.


She scanned the
rest of the room, looking for anything she could use as a weapon, but there was
nothing. The best that she could come up with was the reading lamp on the end
table, which was made of cheap plastic and probably weighed less than ten
pounds total.


She thought about
quickly rolling over the bed to get to the door, yanking it open, and running
down the hall, screaming bloody murder. But then she remembered that she’d
locked the door. By the time she rolled over the bed, got to it, then unlocked
and opened it, Pierce would have time to shoot her, stab her, or whatever else
she wanted. It was an untenable option. Still, she couldn’t just sit here.


She decided that
her best bet was the lamp and some loud screaming. It was likely futile, but at
least she'd go down fighting. She scooted over in the bed, hoping she appeared
relaxed, aggressively not looking at the cracked closet door. Then, as quickly
as she could, she popped off the far side of the bed, grabbed the lamp, and
ripped the cord out of the wall.


“Don’t be stupid,
Hannah,” a horrifyingly familiar voice said from behind her.


She turned around
to see Ash Pierce, dressed all in black, wearing a hoodie. Her hair, now
bleached blonde, peeked out from underneath it. She was holding a hunting knife
in one hand and had her other one resting near a shoulder holster, where a gun
was clearly visible. Hannah was frozen in place, but her vocal cords weren’t,
and she opened her mouth to scream.


"I wouldn't
do that," Pierce said quickly. "Think about what happens if you do.
I'll have to deal with you forcefully. Once I've done that, I'll have no choice
but to end your new friend downstairs. Right now, he still has a chance to come
out of this unscathed. But if you start wailing, that's over. His death will be
on your hands."


Hannah closed her
mouth.


“You might as well
put that thing down too,” Pierce continued, pointing at the lamp with her
knife. “It’s not going to do you any good and it’ll make this whole experience
as embarrassing for you as it will be traumatic.”


“What do you
want?” Hannah growled. “You could have killed me already and been gone by now.”


“That would ruin
all the fun,” Pierce said, pushing back the hoodie to reveal her short-cropped
hair in its entirety. “Slow is better.”


Hannah thought
about the cops, who were probably less than five minutes away by now, and
agreed that slow might actually be better for her, too. How slow could
she make this go? But before she could consider that any further, there was a
knock on the door.


"Hannah,"
Rufus said. "I know you heard what Grover was saying, and I get why you're
upset. I would be too. But can I please come in so we can talk about it?"


Quicker than
Hannah thought possible, Pierce moved closer so that they were now only
separated by the bed. She held her finger up to her lips.


“Get him to
leave,” she whispered. “If he comes in, he dies. If you warn him, he dies.”


“Hannah?” Rufus
called out through the door, “Please talk to me.”


Pierce twisted the
hunting knife in the air so that it gleamed in the light.


“I’m fine,” Hannah
said. “I know it’s not your fault. He’s your boss. You have to do what he
says.”


“Still,” Rufus
replied, “I’d like to talk it out.”


Hannah was about
to shut him down hard when another idea popped into her head. It was one that
could put them both at risk, but if she sent him back downstairs clueless to
the situation, she was pretty sure that Ash Pierce would still end up killing
him. She had to warn him somehow.


"We can talk
about it later," she said. "I'm not really in the mood for a big
heart-to-heart. For now, I'd just as soon finish our chess match in silence.
Remember, it's my move. Just give me a few minutes to gather myself, though,
okay?"


There was a long
silence that told her Rufus had gotten the message she was sending. He would
surely remember that it was unquestionably his move, primarily because he’d
been playing chess against himself for the last few hours. Hopefully, that
would be enough.


“Fine,” he
replied. “But don’t take too long or maybe I’ll make your move for you.”


His shadow
disappeared from outside the door, and she heard him walking back down the
hallway. Looking at Pierce, she mouthed the words “he’s leaving.”


Pierce waited
several seconds until she heard Rufus’s footsteps on the stairs, then returned
her attention to Hannah.


“We have
unfinished business, missy,” she whispered venomously.


Hannah mustered
all the bravado she still had and whispered back, “are you really so insecure
that you have to come after a teenager to prove how tough you are? Don’t you
see how pathetic that is?”


She knew that
antagonizing Pierce wasn't the wisest move, but she was also praying that it
might infuriate the woman enough to distract her. The assassin looked briefly
surprised by Hannah's swagger. Then, her mouth turned into a twisted grin.


"This is
going to be so much fun—."


She wasn’t
finished when the door slammed open and Rufus flew into the room, coming from a
surprising height. Even as he popped upright, gun in hand, Hannah tried to
process how he’d gotten so close without being heard.


But that thought
raced out of her mind as Pierce stepped forward, knocked the gun from his hand,
and swung her hunting knife at his chest. He hadn’t been prepared for her first
blow, but he was ready for the second, parrying her attack by smashing her forearm
away with his hand.


Hannah stumbled
back against the wall as she watched them fight. Pierce still had her knife and
was making quick stabs at him, trying to get in under his long arms. But he
moved deftly to avoid them, bobbing and weaving with surprising grace.


“She’s got a gun
too!” Hannah yelled, though she suspected that he’d already picked up on that.


It occurred to her
that Pierce couldn’t reach for the weapon with the right hand that held the
knife. And trying to remove it from the holster with her left hand would be
difficult, making her vulnerable. For the next few seconds—Hannah wasn’t sure
if it was ten or thirty—the two former soldiers, both experts in hand-to-hand
combat, blocked and evaded each other, neither able to get an advantage.


Then a voice in
her head that she recognized as her own ordered to stop watching and help. She
snapped out of her stunned state and knew what she had to do. Tearing her focus
away from the fight, she looked on the floor and saw Rufus’s gun, lying by the door.
She dashed over, picked it up, and pointed in the direction of the combatants.
As she did, she heard a siren.


It wasn't
close—still blocks away—but it was getting louder. Within seconds, it was
joined by countless more. Both Pierce and Rufus heard it too, stopping their
battle just long enough to be sure. Pierce seemed to wince briefly at the sound
as if it was causing her physical pain. But she recovered in a flash, kicking
the bodyguard and sending him stumbling backward. She reached for the window
and flung it open as she dropped the knife and started to grab the gun from her
shoulder holster.


Hannah knew she
didn’t have much time. Hoping the safety was already off on Rufus’s gun, she
pointed it at Pierce and shouted, “Don’t!”


Suddenly,
everything seemed to move in slow motion. Pierce looked over at her, and it was
clear that she was calculating two things: first, if Hannah was a good shot,
and second, whether she could get the weapon out of her holster in time to fire
first. For a fraction of a second, her face was filled with a wild cockiness
that suggested she was certain she could.


But then something
changed. A hint of doubt flickered in her eyes. Instead of reaching for the
gun, she leaped out the open window, disappearing from sight before Hannah
could even think about getting off a shot. For several seconds Hannah and Rufus
stood there, unmoving, shocked by what they had just seen. Then the bodyguard
spoke.


“Give me the gun,”
Rufus ordered, and she tossed it to him.


He moved over to
the window, pulled a small mirror out of his pocket, and held it out over the
window ledge so he could see below. Hannah watched his face slump in surprised
disappointment.


“What is it?”
Hannah demanded, rushing over. “Let me look.”


He didn’t stop
her. She peeked out the window and immediately saw what had stunned him. Ash
Pierce wasn’t lying dead on the ground. A knotted rope extended down from just
beside the window all the way to the flower bed below.


But Pierce wasn’t
on that either. Amazingly, she had already shimmied down it. Through the
darkness and the downpour, Hannah scanned the area for any sign of the woman.
After several seconds, she saw movement.


"There,"
she shouted, pointing at the shadowy figure in the distance. Pierce was nearly
across the lawn, barely visible in the heavy rain. Rufus saw her, too, and
aimed his gun in her direction. But a second later, she was gone, rounding the
corner past a large hedge and disappearing from sight.


“Go after her!”
Hannah shouted.


“I can’t,” he
said. “My mission is to protect you, not catch her.”


“But the cops can
stay with me. They’ll be here any second.”


“That’s all the
time she needs,” Rufus said, re-holstering his gun. “While I’m out there
searching for you, she could double back around to finish the job.”


“Just put me in
the panic room then,” Hannah told him.


"You don't
get it," he said forcefully. "This place is compromised. We need to
get in the car and leave now while she's on the run. We can't be here when
she's had time to regroup and come back. Follow me. Don't take anything except
the phone I gave you."


“I have to leave
that too,” Hannah said, hearing her own words as if from a long distance away.
“That’s how she tracked me.”


Rufus gave her a
hard stare.


“We’ll deal with
that later. Let’s go.”


She followed him
out of the bedroom. As they dashed down the hall, she realized how he’d gotten
back to the room without being heard. He must have somehow climbed onto the
banister that ran along the length of the upstairs hallway and walked on it
until he was close enough to the door to leap down and smash it in.


They rushed down
the stairs, through the living room and kitchen, and into the garage. Rufus was
about to push the button to open the automatic door but paused.


"Just to be
safe, get in the backseat and keep down. Hold on tight because I'm coming out
of this garage fast, and I'm not using lights. It could get a little
squirrelly."


Hannah opened the
backdoor, climbed in, and pulled it shut. Rufus got in the front, locked the
doors, put on his seatbelt, and started the car. The sirens were much closer
now, probably only a street or two away.


“You ready?” he
asked.


“As I’ll ever be,”
she told him.


He pushed the
button, and the garage door opened. Rufus waited five seconds, then punched the
accelerator hard as the vehicle shot out. Hannah was slammed back onto the seat
but managed to stay low. The heavy thumping of the rain echoed on the car roof
as they exploded down the driveway. Rufus ripped the steering wheel hard to the
right and the car followed, fishtailing slightly before righting itself.


Now on the road,
he really hit the gas. Hannah clung on for dear life as the car shot ahead,
blasting through the darkness to an unknown destination.











CHAPTER THIRTY NINE


 


 


“Stop fiddling
with it,” Jessie ordered.


“But it itches,”
Ryan said, trying to adjust the bandage on his arm.


“Listen to your
wife,” Dr. Lemmon scolded from her hospital bed.


Jessie, in one of
the room’s uncomfortable visitor chairs, stuck out her tongue at Ryan. In
return, he scrunched up his face like a prune.


“This is not an
endorsed form of couples’ therapy,” Lemmon admonished, though she was smiling.


It was reassuring
to see the psychiatrist in good spirits, though Jessie suspected that had a lot
to do with the medication coursing through her system. Less than an hour ago,
she'd been bleeding profusely from multiple wounds suffered at the hands of Eli
Cullen. But now she was stitched and bandaged, lying comfortably in her bed at
Cedars-Sinai Medical Center, enjoying the relief of a morphine drip.


It likely helped
the mood that Ryan’s gash, just above the outside of his left elbow, was also
patched up. It had required sixteen stitches, but the doctor said the blow from
the chunk of glass, which was apparently one of Lemmon’s many awards, shouldn’t
cause any permanent damage.


Less certain was
the status of Lemmon’s receptionist, Amy. She had survived the trip to the
hospital and was in surgery right now, but as Jessie knew well, blows to the
head were scary things. And in Amy’s case, her injury had left a visible dent
in her skull. Now it was a waiting game.


There was a knock
on the door. Grover poked his head in and was invited the rest of the way.


“How’s everyone
doing in here?” he asked.


“I’m getting by,”
Ryan said, before nodding at Lemmon. “She’s feeling groovy now that the meds
have kicked in.”


“How long do they
want you all to stay?” Grover asked.


“I can leave
tonight,” Ryan said. “They want to keep Dr. Lemmon here a few days for
observation.”


Jessie had waited
as long as she could.


“Now that you’ve
gotten updates on the folks here, can we get some on the people out there?” she
asked.


"Of
course," Grover replied. "That's the reason I came in. No new updates
on Hannah. As I told you, she and Rufus escaped safely from where they were
staying. They've moved to a new safe house. Once they're fully set up, Rufus
will let me know, but after that, he'll mostly stay dark. I don't even know
which location he chose yet, and I won't until we feel confident that
everything's squared away on the security front."


“I assume that
there will be no more burner phones for Hannah?” Jessie asked, trying to keep
her anger in check.


"No, there
won't," he confirmed, "but don't be too tough on her about that. Yes,
she called her boyfriend, but she thought she was being cautious, speaking to
someone that Ash Pierce theoretically shouldn't have even known about.
Unfortunately, she underestimated what Pierce was capable of. She won't get
another phone, but even if she did, I'm confident she wouldn't make a mistake
like that again. Any word on Pierce?"


Jessie shook her
head.


“No,” she said. “I
just spoke to Agent Dolan a few minutes ago. By the time the cops arrived at
the safe house, everyone was gone. They found a Porsche two blocks away that
belongs to the guy who owned the mansion where she was crashing, but there was
no sign of her. They’re still doing a grid search, but between the storm and
her skills at evasion, he’s not optimistic.”


“I guess we’ll
just have to wait her out then,” Grover said.


“What about Kat?”
Jessie asked.


“I spoke to Gila a
few minutes ago,” he said, “and by ‘spoke,” I mean gave her a second dressing
down. They are both at Central Station right now, watching your HSS colleagues
and the SWAT unit search those Skid Row apartments for Mark Haddonfield.”


“That’s where we
were planning to go as soon as I get the all clear to leave,” Ryan said. “I
don’t like that I’m not there supervising it.”


“Does this mean
that you’re okay with the whole ‘being captain’ thing now?” Jessie asked him.


“I’m cool with
running HSS, like I used to,” he clarified. “As to overseeing an entire police
station? I’m increasingly doubtful that I’m the right man for the job. In fact,
I think the right man for the job might be a woman. I’ve always thought that
Gaylene Parker, who runs the Vice unit, had pretty good administrative skills.
But for right now, I do wish I was back at the station, making sure the
Haddonfield search was running smoothly.”


“Don’t stick
around on my account,” Lemmon said, sounding mildly loopy. “I’ll probably be
asleep in five minutes anyway. These meds are really starting to hit.”


“Maybe we should
head out then,” Jessie suggested.


“Before you go,”
Lemmon asked, holding up her hand like a stop sign, “where do things stand with
Eli Cullen?”


“He’s being held
at Wilshire Station,” Ryan told her. “My understanding is that he’s going to be
arraigned in the morning. But I think we’ve got a slam dunk here. Your
testimony alone should be sufficient to put him away.”


“Maybe Marybeth
Huxley, the girl he wanted to ‘date,’ can offer some useful context as well,”
Lemmon suggested.


“Hopefully,” Ryan
said. “I sent Wagner and Ortega your tip and they’re looking for her as we
speak.”


"Part of me
wants him to go to a hospital rather than prison," Lemmon said softly.
"It was clear that he'd had some kind of break. I'm not sure what caused
it, but he did mention some sexual abuse as a child at the hands of his foster
mother. He seemed to genuinely want my help. I'm sure that's how it started
with Gemma and Isabel Shea too."


“That would make
sense,” Jessie agreed. “He didn’t go to any of your sessions with a weapon. In
every instance, it seemed that he used what was available when things didn’t go
as he hoped.”


“But what about
the disguises?” Ryan asked. “That suggests premeditation.”


“Maybe,” Lemmon
said, “or maybe he was just trying to hide his identity because he was ashamed
for anyone, especially a doctor, to see him as he really was. He kept saying he
wanted me to fix him. I think he really did. But he didn’t understand that it just
doesn’t work that way. And I suspect that when we all ‘failed’ him, he decided
to punish us.”


Ryan’s phone
buzzed and he looked at it. Jessie watched his face sink and knew the news
wasn’t good.


“What?” she asked.


“It’s a message
from Ortega,” he said. “They found Marybeth Huxley. She’s dead, has been for
two weeks. She was discovered in an alley near the mall where she worked. She’d
been raped and murdered. The perp made it look like a mugging gone wrong.
That’s how the detectives on the case marked it, at least until now.”


Everyone was quiet
for a moment.


“He talked about
her like she was still alive,” Lemmon finally said, “like he hoped to use the
help I would give him to win her back.”


“That incident
must have been when he snapped,” Jessie surmised. “He couldn’t accept what he’d
done. So he went to different psychiatrists to help him win Marybeth over,
convincing himself that was still possible. It was his way of keeping the truth
of what he’d done at bay. But every time a therapist’s suggestions conflicted
with the false reality he’d created for himself, it punctured the delusional
narrative he’d established. Moreover, they were disappointing him, just as
Marybeth had done. So he lashed out.”


“That sounds about
right,” Lemmon said drowsily.


Jessie looked over
at her. The doctor could barely keep her eyes open.


“We’ll visit you
tomorrow,” she whispered.


Lemmon didn’t
respond. She was out. Jessie, Ryan, and Grover quietly filed out of the room.
Once the door was closed, she turned to her husband.


“Let’s get you
released now,” she said. “I want to get to the station quick so we can watch
the video feed. If they catch Haddonfield, I want to see it live.”











CHAPTER FORTY


 


 


Ash Pierce peeled
off her wet clothes and stepped into the hot shower.


She didn’t love
being back at her original, nondescript East Hollywood safe house, but the
mansion was blown now and every other secure location she had in the city was
beyond walking distance. As it was, after she’d escaped through that window
earlier, she’d had to leave behind Rick Carroll’s Porsche and instead steal
another car, eventually dump that, and run eight miles in the pouring rain
just to get here. And that was on a twisted ankle.


Frankly she was
lucky that a mildly messed up ankle and massive rope burns on her palms were
all she’d suffered in the escape, considering she had to leap onto that rope
and, while holding on for dear life, rappel down its twenty-five foot length in
under three seconds. Then there was pounding headache—the recurring gift from
Hannah Dorsey’s baton blow to the head months ago—that had reappeared when she
heard the sirens approaching in Hannah’s bedroom and had returned
intermittently in the hours since.


Still, despite the
pain and exhaustion she currently felt, it had all been worth it. Her plan
hadn’t worked quite as she hoped, but it wasn’t a total loss either. Hannah
Dorsey probably wouldn’t believe this, but the truth was that Ash had never
intended to kill her tonight.


Of course, that
might not have comforted the girl, considering the nature of her actual plan.
Ash had aimed to kidnap Hannah from her safe house, take her back to the
mansion, torture her to within an inch of her life, and send the recording of
the festivities to Jessie, Ryan, Kat, and Jack Dolan, the FBI agent leading the
hunt for her.


Things obviously
hadn’t gone that smoothly. But it wasn’t a total loss. Based on the
conversation between the bedroom door between Hannah and her bodyguard, she now
knew the names of two men associated with Hannah’s protection—Grover and Rufus.
That information alone should help her determine the security company that
Jessie was employing. Once she had that, she could do a deep dive, learn who
she was up against, and how best to outmaneuver them.


Equally
satisfying, she suspected that Hannah would have trouble ever feeling at ease
closing her eyes again. How many times would she check bedroom closets and make
sure doors and windows were locked before she was ever comfortable in bed?


And that didn’t
account for how unsettled Hannah must feel knowing that even a burner cell call
to a boy clear across the country, one that Ash shouldn’t have even known
about, wasn’t safe. Of course, Hannah didn’t know that Ash had been following
the social media accounts of everyone in her orbit for months. Even though
Hannah, for her own protection, didn’t have any social accounts of her own,
Doug Mercy did.


Doug was a friend
of Hannah’s from her brief stay in the mountain town of Wildpines. In addition
to being a violin prodigy admitted to Juilliard this fall, he also liked to
track his daily adventures. Among them was a recent visit to a Santa Monica
beach house with multiple friends, including Hannah, who was mentioned in a
number of photos.


Several of the
pictures showed Hannah seeming very chummy with a young man named Chris. It
didn't take long to determine that Chris was Chris Balfour, who was a freshman
at the Rhode Island School of Design. From there, it was easy to get his cell
number and backtrace all his recent calls, including one just yesterday from a
burner phone in Long Beach.


Hannah wouldn’t
make that mistake again. Ash doubted the girl would make any more calls, no
matter how secure the phone. But that was okay. The damage was done. The idea
that her young prey might be slowly losing her grip, unsure if any person or
place was safe anymore, was delicious.


And sometime soon,
Ash intended to put Hannah out of her misery. But not before breaking her body
and her mind. She couldn’t wait.











CHAPTER FORTY ONE


 


 


Jessie stood in
the Central Station conference room along with a dozen other people, anxiously
staring at the monitor on the wall.


It was 12:44 a.m.
and she'd been here for over ninety minutes now, watching as HSS detectives
Susannah Valentine, Sam Goodwin, Karen Bray, and Jim Nettles, along with a SWAT
unit, methodically worked their way through the second of three Skid Row
buildings where they believed Mark Haddonfield might be hiding out. So far,
they'd come up empty.


“This could take
all night,” she heard Beth mutter to Jamil. Both of them were also fixated on
the screen and the dozen different video feeds—each from the body camera of a
team member—it was projecting.


Jessie couldn't
disagree. Still, despite the drawn-out search, they'd been on edge the whole
time. In fact, Jessie hadn't even had a chance to download recent events with
Kat, who'd been in the conference room all this time too, along with her
bodyguard. Ryan had allowed them to stay since they were the ones who had come
up with the lead in the first place. But other than a quick congratulatory hug
on Kat's engagement, the friends had no time to interact.


Jessie was
considering making a quick restroom run when she heard a bit of unfamiliar
murmuring off-camera. Her ears perked up. Almost every word since she’d begun
watching had been spoken by either the SWAT team leader or Susannah Valentine.
This voice was new.


“Something’s
happening,” Jessie muttered.


Beth opened her
mouth to ask what, but Valentine beat her to the punch.


“We may have
something, Captain Hernandez,” the detective said quietly to Ryan over comms.
“Karen just spoke to a neighbor who said the tenant in unit 518 matches the
description of the subject. The neighbor is completely sauced, so we’re not
making any assumptions, but she claims he’s been here less than a week. We’re
moving into position now.”


Jessie watched the
view via Susannah's body camera feed as she took up a spot behind four SWAT
team members stationed outside the door.


“If possible,”
Ryan said, “don’t breach with force. Try to go in quiet if you can.”


“Copy that,”
Susannah said. “Quiet breach.”


The SWAT team man
near the doorknob gave an OK" sign, then proceeded to pull out his lock
pick kit. For thirty excruciating seconds, everyone held their collective
breath. Then the man gave another "OK" sign.


"The door is
unlocked," Susannah said. "We are proceeding with breach. Team
leader, on your command."


The team leader
gave the signal, and a team member slowly opened the door and entered, followed
by three other members of the team, Susannah was next. She moved in quickly,
scanning the small space. The entire apartment was half of the size of the
conference room, and searching it took only seconds.


"He's not
here," Susannah said. "But it looks like he was, at least fairly
recently. There's a cup with some milk in it, and it's still a little cold. My
guess is that he was here in the last hour or so."


“Keep clearing the
building,” Ryan instructed. “Maybe he snuck into another unit.”


“Copy that,”
Susannah replied.


“Susannah, check
this out,” the familiar voice of Sam Goodwin said.


Susannah’s body
camera turned in that direction and she, along with everyone in the conference
room, saw what Sam had noticed. On the screen of the small television in the
corner of the room was something written in what looked to be lipstick.


Susannah moved
closer, and Jessie was able to read the words: Too late. See you soon,
Jessie. It will be a blast! ***


Something about
the way that line was written, all the way down to the punctuation, sent a
shiver up Jessie’s spine. If Haddonfield knew they were coming and had time to
leave a message, what else did he have time to do? A sinking feeling came over
her as she leaned into Ryan’s mic.


“Susannah,” she
said quickly. “Check to see if there are any wires near the front door. Do it
fast.”


She watched as the
detective’s body camera moved quickly back to the entrance. Even before she
spoke, Jessie could see the problem.


“There’s a wire
above the door. It leads to the pantry closet,” Susannah said, opening the
pantry door.


Staring back at
her on the top shelf was what looked like a pipe bomb. Connected to it was a
cheap timer, which was counting down and currently read: 00:14.


“Explosive
device!” Susannah shouted. “Timer is active! Everyone out!”


Jessie watched on
the conference room monitor as a dozen body cameras began jostling at once,
each of them showing the same thing: people desperately trying to get away from
the bomb. She focused on Susannah, who was ordering everyone out and was last
to leave the apartment. As she turned to make her escape, Jessie caught one
last glimpse of the timer: it was at 03.


Exactly three
seconds later, there was a deafening noise, and the entire screen went black.


“Susannah!” Jessie
shouted. “Susannah, can you hear me? Detective Valentine, please respond!”


There was no
answer.

















 


 


NOW
AVAILABLE!


 





 


THE PERFECT TRAP


(A Jessie Hunt Psychological Suspense Thriller—Book Thirty)


 


A
killer targets single women who are dating, and Jessie must race to find the
connection between them—and to put herself up as bait as the only way to stop a
killer from striking again. Directly in harm’s way, Jessie must wonder: has she
gone too far?


 


“A
masterpiece of thriller and mystery.”


—Books
and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (re Once Gone)


 


THE
PERFECT TRAP is book #30 in a new psychological suspense series by bestselling
author Blake Pierce, which begins with The Perfect Wife, a #1 bestseller
(and free download) with over 5,000 five-star ratings and 1,000 five-star reviews.



 


A
fast-paced psychological suspense thriller with unforgettable characters and
heart-pounding suspense, the JESSIE HUNT series is a riveting new series that
will leave you turning pages late into the night.


 


Future
books in the series are also available.


 


“An
edge of your seat thriller in a new series that keeps you turning pages! ...So
many twists, turns and red herrings… I can't wait to see what happens next.”


—Reader
review (Her Last Wish)


 


“A
strong, complex story about two FBI agents trying to stop a serial killer. If
you want an author to capture your attention and have you guessing, yet trying
to put the pieces together, Pierce is your author!”


—Reader
review (Her Last Wish)


 


“A
typical Blake Pierce twisting, turning, roller coaster ride suspense thriller.
Will have you turning the pages to the last sentence of the last chapter!!!”


—Reader
review (City of Prey)


 


“Right
from the start we have an unusual protagonist that I haven't seen done in this
genre before. The action is nonstop… A very atmospheric novel that will keep
you turning pages well into the wee hours.”


—Reader
review (City of Prey)


 


“Everything
that I look for in a book… a great plot, interesting characters, and grabs your
interest right away. The book moves along at a breakneck pace and stays that
way until the end. Now on go I to book two!”


—Reader
review (Girl, Alone)


 


“Exciting,
heart pounding, edge of your seat book… a must read for mystery and suspense
readers!”


—Reader
review (Girl, Alone)


 





 


THE PERFECT TRAP


(A Jessie Hunt Psychological Suspense Thriller—Book Thirty)
















Did
you know that I've written multiple novels in the mystery genre? If you haven't
read all my series, click the image below to download a series starter!


 





 


 


Blake
Pierce


 


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


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


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


 



















 


 


 


BOOKS BY BLAKE
PIERCE


 


FINN WRIGHT
MYSTERY SERIES


WHEN YOU’RE MINE
(Book #1)


WHEN YOU’RE SAFE
(Book #2)


WHEN YOU’RE CLOSE
(Book #3)


WHEN YOU’RE
SLEEPING (Book #4)


WHEN YOU’RE SANE
(Book #5)


 


MORGAN CROSS
MYSTERY SERIES


FOR YOU (Book #1)


FOR RAGE (Book #2)


FOR LUST (Book #3)


FOR WRATH (Book
#4)


FOREVER (Book #5)


FOR US (Book #6)


FOR NOW (Book #7)


 


JULIETTE HART
MYSTERY SERIES


NOTHING TO FEAR
(Book #1)


NOTHING THERE
(Book #2)


NOTHING WATCHING
(Book #3)


NOTHING HIDING
(Book #4)


NOTHING LEFT (Book
#5)


 


FAITH BOLD MYSTERY
SERIES


SO LONG (Book #1)


SO COLD (Book #2)


SO SCARED (Book
#3)


SO NORMAL (Book
#4)


SO FAR GONE (Book
#5)


SO LOST (Book #6)


SO ALONE (Book #7)


SO FORGOTTEN (Book
#8)


 


FIONA RED MYSTERY
SERIES


LET HER GO (Book #1)


LET HER BE (Book
#2)


LET HER HOPE (Book
#3)


LET HER WISH (Book
#4)


LET HER LIVE (Book
#5)


LET HER RUN (Book
#6)


LET HER HIDE (Book
#7)


LET HER BELIEVE
(Book #8)


LET HER FORGET
(Book #9)


 


DAISY FORTUNE
MYSTERY SERIES


NEED YOU (Book #1)


CLAIM YOU (Book
#2)


CRAVE YOU (Book
#3)


CHOOSE YOU (Book
#4)


CHASE YOU (Book
#5)


 


AMBER YOUNG
MYSTERY SERIES


ABSENT PITY (Book
#1) 


ABSENT REMORSE
(Book #2)


ABSENT FEELING
(Book #3)


ABSENT MERCY (Book
#4)


ABSENT REASON
(Book #5)


ABSENT SANITY
(Book #6)


ABSENT LIFE (Book
#7)


 


CAMI
LARK MYSTERY SERIES


JUST ME
(Book #1)


JUST
OUTSIDE (Book #2) 


JUST
RIGHT (Book #3)


JUST
FORGET (Book #4)


JUST
ONCE (Book #5)


JUST
HIDE (Book #6)


JUST
NOW (Book #7)


JUST
HOPE (Book #8)


JUST
LEAVE (Book #9)


 


NICKY LYONS MYSTERY
SERIES


ALL MINE (Book #1)


ALL HIS (Book #2)


ALL HE SEES (Book
#3)


ALL ALONE (Book
#4)


ALL FOR ONE (Book
#5)


ALL HE TAKES (Book
#6)


ALL FOR ME (Book
#7)


ALL IN (Book #8)


 


CORA SHIELDS
MYSTERY SERIES


UNDONE (Book #1)


UNWANTED (Book #2)


UNHINGED (Book #3)


UNSAID (Book #4)


UNGLUED (Book #5)


UNSTABLE (Book #6)


UNKNOWN (Book #7)


UNAWARE (Book #8)


 


MAY MOORE SUSPENSE
THRILLER


NEVER RUN (Book
#1)


NEVER TELL (Book
#2)


NEVER LIVE (Book
#3)


NEVER HIDE (Book
#4)


NEVER FORGIVE
(Book #5)


NEVER AGAIN (Book
#6)


NEVER LOOK BACK
(Book #7)


NEVER FORGET (Book
#8)


NEVER LET GO (Book
#9)


NEVER PRETEND
(Book #10)


NEVER HESITATE
(Book #11)


 


PAIGE KING MYSTERY
SERIES


THE GIRL HE PINED
(Book #1)


THE GIRL HE CHOSE
(Book #2)


THE GIRL HE TOOK
(Book #3)


THE GIRL HE WISHED
(Book #4)


THE GIRL HE
CROWNED (Book #5)


THE GIRL HE
WATCHED (Book #6)


THE GIRL HE WANTED
(Book #7)


THE GIRL HE
CLAIMED (Book #8)


 


VALERIE
LAW MYSTERY SERIES


NO
MERCY (Book #1)


NO PITY
(Book #2)


NO FEAR
(Book #3)


NO
SLEEP (Book #4)


NO QUARTER
(Book #5)


NO
CHANCE (Book #6)


NO
REFUGE (Book #7)


NO
GRACE (Book #8)


NO
ESCAPE (Book #9)


 


RACHEL
GIFT MYSTERY SERIES


HER
LAST WISH (Book #1)


HER
LAST CHANCE (Book #2)


HER
LAST HOPE (Book #3)


HER
LAST FEAR (Book #4)


HER
LAST CHOICE (Book #5)


HER
LAST BREATH (Book #6)


HER
LAST MISTAKE (Book #7)


HER
LAST DESIRE (Book #8)


HER
LAST REGRET (Book #9)


HER
LAST HOUR (Book #10)


HER
LAST SHOT (Book #11)


HER
LAST PRAYER (Book #12)


HER
LAST LIE (Book #13)


 


AVA
GOLD MYSTERY SERIES


CITY OF
PREY (Book #1)


CITY OF
FEAR (Book #2)


CITY OF
BONES (Book #3)


CITY OF
GHOSTS (Book #4)


CITY OF
DEATH (Book #5)


CITY OF
VICE (Book #6)


 


A YEAR
IN EUROPE


A
MURDER IN PARIS (Book #1)


DEATH
IN FLORENCE (Book #2)


VENGEANCE
IN VIENNA (Book #3)


A
FATALITY IN SPAIN (Book #4)


 


ELLA DARK
FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER


GIRL,
ALONE (Book #1)


GIRL,
TAKEN (Book #2)


GIRL,
HUNTED (Book #3)


GIRL,
SILENCED (Book #4)


GIRL,
VANISHED (Book 5)


GIRL
ERASED (Book #6)


GIRL,
FORSAKEN (Book #7)


GIRL,
TRAPPED (Book #8)


GIRL,
EXPENDABLE (Book #9)


GIRL, ESCAPED
(Book #10)


GIRL,
HIS (Book #11)


GIRL,
LURED (Book #12)


GIRL,
MISSING (Book #13)


GIRL,
UNKNOWN (Book #14)


GIRL,
DECEIVED (Book #15)


GIRL,
FORLORN (Book #16)


GIRL,
REMADE (Book #17)


GIRL,
BETRAYED (Book #18)


GIRL,
BOUND (Book #19)


GIRL, REFORMED
(Book #20)


GIRL,
REBORN (Book #21)


 


LAURA
FROST FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER


ALREADY
GONE (Book #1)


ALREADY
SEEN (Book #2)


ALREADY
TRAPPED (Book #3)


ALREADY
MISSING (Book #4)


ALREADY
DEAD (Book #5)


ALREADY
TAKEN (Book #6)


ALREADY
CHOSEN (Book #7)


ALREADY
LOST (Book #8)


ALREADY
HIS (Book #9)


ALREADY
LURED (Book #10)


ALREADY
COLD (Book #11)


 


EUROPEAN
VOYAGE COZY MYSTERY SERIES


MURDER
(AND BAKLAVA) (Book #1)


DEATH
(AND APPLE STRUDEL) (Book #2)


CRIME
(AND LAGER) (Book #3)


MISFORTUNE
(AND GOUDA) (Book #4)


CALAMITY
(AND A DANISH) (Book #5)


MAYHEM
(AND HERRING) (Book #6)


 


ADELE
SHARP MYSTERY SERIES


LEFT TO
DIE (Book #1)


LEFT TO
RUN (Book #2)


LEFT TO
HIDE (Book #3)


LEFT TO
KILL (Book #4)


LEFT TO
MURDER (Book #5)


LEFT TO
ENVY (Book #6)


LEFT TO
LAPSE (Book #7)


LEFT TO
VANISH (Book #8)


LEFT TO
HUNT (Book #9)


LEFT TO
FEAR (Book #10)


LEFT TO
PREY (Book #11)


LEFT TO
LURE (Book #12)


LEFT TO
CRAVE (Book #13)


LEFT TO
LOATHE (Book #14)


LEFT TO
HARM (Book #15)


LEFT TO
RUIN (Book #16)


 


THE AU
PAIR SERIES


ALMOST
GONE (Book#1)


ALMOST
LOST (Book #2)


ALMOST
DEAD (Book #3)


 


ZOE
PRIME MYSTERY SERIES


FACE OF
DEATH (Book#1)


FACE OF
MURDER (Book #2)


FACE OF
FEAR (Book #3)


FACE OF
MADNESS (Book #4)


FACE OF
FURY (Book #5)


FACE OF
DARKNESS (Book #6)


 


A JESSIE
HUNT PSYCHOLOGICAL SUSPENSE SERIES


THE
PERFECT WIFE (Book #1)


THE
PERFECT BLOCK (Book #2)


THE
PERFECT HOUSE (Book #3)


THE
PERFECT SMILE (Book #4)


THE
PERFECT LIE (Book #5)


THE
PERFECT LOOK (Book #6)


THE
PERFECT AFFAIR (Book #7)


THE
PERFECT ALIBI (Book #8)


THE
PERFECT NEIGHBOR (Book #9)


THE
PERFECT DISGUISE (Book #10)


THE
PERFECT SECRET (Book #11)


THE
PERFECT FAÇADE (Book #12)


THE
PERFECT IMPRESSION (Book #13)


THE
PERFECT DECEIT (Book #14)


THE
PERFECT MISTRESS (Book #15)


THE
PERFECT IMAGE (Book #16)


THE
PERFECT VEIL (Book #17)


THE
PERFECT INDISCRETION (Book #18)


THE
PERFECT RUMOR (Book #19)


THE
PERFECT COUPLE (Book #20)


THE
PERFECT MURDER (Book #21)


THE
PERFECT HUSBAND (Book #22)


THE
PERFECT SCANDAL (Book #23)


THE
PERFECT MASK (Book #24)


THE
PERFECT RUSE (Book #25)


THE
PERFECT VENEER (Book #26)


THE
PERFECT PEOPLE (Book #27)


THE
PERFECT WITNESS (Book #28)


THE
PERFECT APPEARANCE (Book #29)


THE
PERFECT TRAP (Book #30)


THE
PERFECT EXPRESSION (Book #31)


 


CHLOE
FINE PSYCHOLOGICAL SUSPENSE SERIES


NEXT
DOOR (Book #1)


A
NEIGHBOR’S LIE (Book #2)


CUL DE
SAC (Book #3)


SILENT
NEIGHBOR (Book #4)


HOMECOMING
(Book #5)


TINTED
WINDOWS (Book #6)


 


KATE
WISE MYSTERY SERIES


IF SHE
KNEW (Book #1)


IF SHE
SAW (Book #2)


IF SHE
RAN (Book #3)


IF SHE
HID (Book #4)


IF SHE
FLED (Book #5)


IF SHE
FEARED (Book #6)


IF SHE
HEARD (Book #7)


 


THE
MAKING OF RILEY PAIGE SERIES


WATCHING
(Book #1)


WAITING
(Book #2)


LURING
(Book #3)


TAKING
(Book #4)


STALKING
(Book #5)


KILLING
(Book #6)


 


RILEY
PAIGE MYSTERY SERIES


ONCE
GONE (Book #1)


ONCE TAKEN
(Book #2)


ONCE
CRAVED (Book #3)


ONCE
LURED (Book #4)


ONCE
HUNTED (Book #5)


ONCE
PINED (Book #6)


ONCE
FORSAKEN (Book #7)


ONCE
COLD (Book #8)


ONCE
STALKED (Book #9)


ONCE
LOST (Book #10)


ONCE
BURIED (Book #11)


ONCE
BOUND (Book #12)


ONCE
TRAPPED (Book #13)


ONCE
DORMANT (Book #14)


ONCE
SHUNNED (Book #15)


ONCE
MISSED (Book #16)


ONCE
CHOSEN (Book #17)


 


MACKENZIE
WHITE MYSTERY SERIES


BEFORE
HE KILLS (Book #1)


BEFORE
HE SEES (Book #2)


BEFORE
HE COVETS (Book #3)


BEFORE
HE TAKES (Book #4)


BEFORE
HE NEEDS (Book #5)


BEFORE
HE FEELS (Book #6)


BEFORE
HE SINS (Book #7)


BEFORE
HE HUNTS (Book #8)


BEFORE
HE PREYS (Book #9)


BEFORE
HE LONGS (Book #10)


BEFORE
HE LAPSES (Book #11)


BEFORE
HE ENVIES (Book #12)


BEFORE
HE STALKS (Book #13)


BEFORE
HE HARMS (Book #14)


 


AVERY
BLACK MYSTERY SERIES


CAUSE
TO KILL (Book #1)


CAUSE
TO RUN (Book #2)


CAUSE
TO HIDE (Book #3)


CAUSE
TO FEAR (Book #4)


CAUSE
TO SAVE (Book #5)


CAUSE
TO DREAD (Book #6)


 


KERI
LOCKE MYSTERY SERIES


A TRACE
OF DEATH (Book #1)


A TRACE
OF MURDER (Book #2)


A TRACE
OF VICE (Book #3)


A TRACE
OF CRIME (Book #4)


A TRACE
OF HOPE (Book #5)


 


 





cover1.jpeg
/;
BLAKE PIE

the
perfect
appearance

ajessie hune psychological suspense--book 29





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
Bugap
wil.





