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			The night was dark, and a cold wind stirred the leaves and branches of the bushes the man was crouched behind, making a dry scratchy sound against his black rubber suit. He watched the house that sat just beyond the bushes, searching the darkened windows on the first floor for movement. He saw none. Mom and Dad had gone to bed more than an hour ago, but up on the second floor, Drake Wright had just flipped off the light in his bedroom. 

			From his spot behind the screen of bushes, the man could see light flickering from Drake’s window. He obviously liked to have the TV on as he fell asleep. The man couldn’t do that. He always had a fan going because he liked the constant sound of it. It quieted his mind and helped him sleep. But the flashing and flickering light from a television screen was just too bright and too distracting. The man had never been able to sleep with a television going. Not even back when he was a kid. 

			He waited in the bush for another hour until he was reasonably sure Drake was asleep. After checking his watch and then making sure his phone was shut off, he stood up and stretched himself out. Having sat so long in the bushes, his joints and muscles were stiff as hell. Getting himself as limber as possible, he looked around, making sure there was nobody out on the street. It would be hard to explain why a man dressed in black rubber was climbing out of a bush at that late hour. It was a thought that made him giggle but wasn’t a question he wanted to answer.

			He seemed to be alone out there, so he held his breath then climbed out of the bush then crouched down and waited. The world around him was dark and silent so he got to his feet and walked over to the gate that led to the house’s backyard. Moving slowly and quietly, he lifted the latch—he’d sprayed it with some WD40 a couple of days ago to ensure his silent passing—then opened the gate. Picking his way along the path, the man reached the garage door he’d jimmied the same day he’d lubed the gate. 

			The door opened silently, and he stepped into the darkened garage then walked over to the short staircase that led to the interior house door. Most people had a false sense of security, thinking the big rolldown was sufficient, and rarely locked that interior door. Just in case the Wrights were the exception, rather than the rule, the man had tampered with the lock on the door, preventing it from actually locking. 

			Moving slowly and quietly, he stepped into the house and inhaled the aromas that filled the kitchen. It smelled like cherry pie. As he moved through the kitchen, careful to keep his boots from thumping on the hardwood flooring, he made his way to the staircase, then paused to listen. The parents’ bedroom was on the ground floor, near the back of the house. He heard nothing and so carefully moved up the stairs, making sure to stay to the side of the step nearest the wall where it was less likely to creak. 

			The man ascended to the second floor and paused on the landing. He strained his ears, listening to the sounds of the house around him. It was all still silent. The man pulled the backpack off his shoulders and squatted down, setting the bag between his feet. By the soft light of the nightlights in the hallway, the man quietly unzipped it then reached in and pulled out the mask he’d brought with him. The man got it settled over his face then pulled the hood up and over his head, situating it over the straps of the mask. 

			That done, he reached in and pulled out the small device he’d designed and crafted himself then tucked it into the thick glove on his left hand. His heart raced and he was slicked with a thick sheen of nervous sweat beneath his protective suit. The man licked his lips nervously and tried to slow his breath—the window in the mask was starting to fog up.

			Once he got himself under control, he paused again and listened. The house remained silent. His mouth was dry, and his heart raced. The man’s hand shook wildly, and his entire body trembled. He couldn’t believe he was going to go through with it. But this was what he deserved. This was what he earned. What he was doing was entirely justified. The man gritted his teeth and focused on the reason he was standing in that hallway at that very moment. He held that reason in his mind and let the rage fill him once more. 

			“Let’s go. Let’s get this done,” he whispered to himself.

			Before he could talk himself out of it, the man walked down the hall to Drake’s room. He quietly opened the door and pushed it inward. Cast in the flickering glow of the television, Drake Wright lay sprawled out on top of his bed in nothing but a pair of boxers. The man’s body grew warm with his anger and hate as he stared at Drake. 

			Carefully stepping around piles of clothes, a game system, and an assortment of other teenage detritus, the man stopped at the side of Drake’s bed. He stared down at the kid, the hate and rage in him growing thicker and darker. As if he sensed the man standing there, Drake’s eyes flew open, and he sat up in bed, fear etched across his face. 

			“Who the hell are you?” he demanded.

			Drake’s voice snapped the man out of his temporary paralysis, and he moved quickly, pulling the device from the glove where he’d stashed it. Before the kid could get out of bed, the man pointed the device at his face and pressed down on the plunger. A thick mist streamed out of the device and caught Drake square in the face. The kid’s eyes widened, and he immediately started to gasp and wheeze. He clutched at his throat with one hand, his chest with the other as he slumped back onto his bed and started to seize, gasping for air. 

			The man watched with a sense of grim satisfaction laced with morbid curiosity as foamy, white rivulets spilled from the corners of Drake’s mouth. The boy scratched at his throat and clawed at his face as he thrashed around on the bed, a choked and burbling gasp bursting from his mouth. The man fought against the small but insistent urge to call for help. To save the boy. But the man told himself that Drake was merely reaping what he’d sown. This was what Drake Wright deserved. If he could have made it more painful and worse for him, the man would have done it. 

			The man stood beside the bed watching as Drake stopped moving and his skin quickly began turning blue. The feeling of unease and guilt brought on by what he’d done dissipated and was replaced by one of satisfaction, and as the smile crossed his face, a feeling of joy. Of giddiness. He had to physically keep himself from laughing out loud to avoid alerting the boy’s parents. The man looked down at the lifeless body on the bed in front of him, the grin still on his face. 

			“We reap what we sow, Drake,” he said. “We reap what we sow.” 
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			“That’s quite the party,” Spenser muttered. 

			Loud reggaeton music echoed through the woods around them, and even from her position, she could hear the voices of the men inside the cabin laughing and yelling over the music to one another. With the moon hidden behind a thick veil of slate-gray clouds, there was little in the way of ambient light. It was dim and gloomy but, thankfully, they could still see well enough. Plus, the inky shadows provided them all cover as her teams got into position. 

			“You’d think if they wanted to talk to each other, they’d turn the music down,” Spenser said.

			“You can’t turn the music down at a party. Especially just to have a conversation,” Young replied with a smirk on her face. “That’s just not how it’s done. Unless you’re old and uncool.”

			“Then I guess I’m old and uncool.” 

			“I’ve known that for a while now,” Young said. 

			“Remind me to fire you when we get back to the office.” 

			“I’ll be sure to put that on my to-do list.” 

			“Red team in position,” Woods’ voice came through her earpiece. “We have a pair of bogeys on the south entrance of the residence.” 

			Spenser was crouched down behind a screen of bushes in front of the cabin. She looked through her night-vision binoculars and scanned the front porch of the cabin, spotting three men sitting in chairs against the wall, laughing and joking with each other. She saw the glowing ember of what might have been a joint or a cigarette flare to life, then the man leaned his head back and exhaled a thick plume of smoke.

			The cabin was older but looked to be in good repair. It sat at the edge of the forest that surrounded Sweetwater Falls and was well off the beaten path. The owners of record had died some years back and it sat empty for a while. But when meth started to hit the streets in town, Spenser launched an investigation. She’d eventually received a tip that a group of younger men had taken it over and converted it into a party spot-slash-cook house.

			They’d scouted it and had done all their due diligence in confirming that it was a cookhouse out there. Spenser had brought it to Mayor Dent and the City Council and had been granted more funding for training and equipment. It was Harvey Pace—human trafficker and current corpse Daniel Aoki’s replacement on the council—who had argued most passionately for the increase in spending and had ultimately won the day for them. 

			Spenser was grateful for Pace’s zealous advocacy for her department but knew it was going to come with strings attached. The bill for it would come due eventually. With more money for her department secured though, Spenser had organized it all, allocated funds for tactical equipment, then put together a plan to take it all down before they flooded the streets of Sweetwater Falls with even more product.

			“Copy that. Blue team has three on the north entrance,” Spenser said. “Stand by and be ready to breach on my command.”

			“Copy that,” Woods replied.  

			“Black team, are you in position?” Spenser asked. 

			“Black team in position,” came the whispered voice of Tommy Berman, Woods’ second in command of the newly formed SWAT team. “Standing for your command, Blue leader.” 

			Spenser glanced at Young, who was kneeling down behind the bush beside her. The younger woman’s face was etched with firm resolve. Spenser also detected a hint of nervous energy flickering across Young’s features.

			“You good?” she asked.

			Young nodded. “I’m good.” 

			Two more deputies were on a knee behind them—Miguel Bustos and Victor Shenn—and looked more nervous than Young. Spenser’s team would be going through the front door while, at the same time, Woods and his team of four would be crashing the back door. While they hit the main cabin, Berman’s team of three was going to hit the cook house that was west of the main structure. It was a simple plan but she thought it would be effective. These guys weren’t cartel men. They were more like guys who’d watched too many episodes of Breaking Bad and thought they’d make some easy money setting themselves up as small-town kingpins. 

			Spenser keyed open her comm again. “Gold team, how are we looking?” 

			The open line crackled but remained otherwise silent. A grin flickered across Young’s face, and she was trying—unsuccessfully—to hide her amusement. Spenser sighed and shook her head.

			“Gold team,” Spenser said. “Report.” 

			Again, nothing came across the line. Young was physically struggling to keep herself from laughing. Even Bustos and Shenn were hiding their mouths behind their hands, obviously trying to keep Spenser from seeing them grinning like fools. 

			“Jacob,” Spenser snapped. “Are you on comms?” 

			“Jacob here—oh, damn. I did it again, huh? I’m the gold team guy,” he said, sounding flustered. “I forgot. Sorry, boss. I’ll try to—” 

			“What do you see, Jacob?” Spenser growled. 

			“Drone is up and over the house,” he said. “I’ve got three men on the front porch and two on the back porch. All seem to be smoking something I bet is weed.” 

			“How about inside?” 

			“Let me flip to thermal imaging radar. Stand by,” he said. “Okay, TIR shows there are five more figures inside the cabin. They’re probably smoking weed, too.”

			“Try to not sound so jealous, big brother,” Young said. 

			“Might as well tell the sun not to rise tomorrow,” Jacob replied. 

			“And how about the cook house?” Spenser asked.

			“Stand by, I’m repositioning the drone,” he said. “Okay, I count three in there.” 

			“So, we’ve got thirteen total bogeys,” Spenser confirmed.

			“Unless my math is off—and spoiler alert, it never is.” 

			“Copy that, Gold team. Thank you and stand by for further instructions.”

			“Right… and I’ll remember the gold team thing next time. Promise.” 

			Spenser clicked off the line then turned to Young. “Your brother is not going to remember his designation out in the field like… ever. Is he?” 

			“Nah. Probably not,” Young replied. 

			“Well… good thing it’s at the bottom of my list of worries,” Spenser said then turned to the other deputies. “Are we ready to roll, guys?” 

			“Let’s do it,” Young said. 

			“All right, stay low and move fast. Stay under cover as long as you can,” Spenser ordered. “We blitz the three on the porch, take them down, then crash the front door. We good?”

			“We’re good,” they all said nearly in unison.

			There were twenty-five yards between them and the front door of the cabin. Luckily for them, between the tree line, the bushes that surrounded the place, and the cars that filled the hard-packed dirt driveway, they’d be able to make most of that trek under cover.  

			“Okay, let’s go. Keep it fast and keep it quiet,” Spenser said. 

			Young fell in behind Spenser and the other two deputies behind her as they moved behind the bushes and toward the house. The music was so loud, she didn’t fear the guys on the porch hearing them overly much. But she still wanted to move as quietly as they could. Just in case. The four of them covered the distance and moved into position behind the cars without alerting anybody to their presence.

			From where they were positioned, Spenser had a clear view of the three men on the porch. They were smoking—and judging by the smell, it was weed—and ragging on each other. Their laughter echoed through the air around them, providing Spenser with a little more cover. All three men looked to be in their early to mid-twenties. They looked to be Hispanic, and she could see a couple of long guns leaning against the cabin wall—a shotgun and two AR-15s by the look of it. Spenser knew they could not let the men get to their guns. 

			She turned back to her team and nodded. “You three get into position,” she whispered. “Hit them with your tasers. Once you have them down, cuff them. I’m going to crash the door.” 

			“Copy that,” Young said. 

			The three of them moved up the line, getting themselves closer to the porch. If it all went right, they’d have the men down and in cuffs with barely a sound. Certainly nothing louder than the music pumping out of the cabin at the moment. 

			“Okay, go. Quick and quiet,” she said. “Hit them.” 

			Young led Bustos and Shenn from cover and quickly hit all three of the men on the porch with their tasers. The men fell down, their bodies locked and spasming as choked, stuttering gasps and high-pitched moaning burst from their mouths. As Young and the deputies moved to slip plastic cuffs on all three, Spenser moved to the door, her own AR at the ready. 

			“Black team, blue team, breach now,” she called into her comm. “Go, go, go!” 

			“Spenser! Look out!” 

			The terror in Young’s voice drew her attention and rather than kick in the front door, Spenser wheeled around and was immediately hit by something that drove the breath from her lungs and left her wheezing. The force of the blow sent her crashing into the wall behind her as she gasped for air and sent ripples of agony from her gut where she’d been hit, out to every corner of her body. Spenser tried to stay upright as the sharp crackle of gunfire filled her ears. Her entire body jerked wildly and her legs gave out, dropping her to a knee as the impact of another slug caught her on the left side of her chest. Her vision wavering and her body gripped by a sharp, intense pain, Spenser crumpled to the ground in a heap. 

			She fought for air, feeling the pain radiating through her body. A howl of rage blended with pain burst from her throat and Spenser managed to get herself into a sitting position. She gasped and wheezed, struggling to breathe as the world around her erupted in chaos. She heard voices shouting commands, the sound of a woman screaming and gunfire shattering the evening air but somehow, it seemed far away. She felt like she was hearing it all going on around her, but from underwater. It all had a muted, fuzzy quality to it.

			Spenser’s head throbbed, her vision wavered, and she was having trouble catching her breath. Her lungs burned and screamed for oxygen, but she couldn’t take a deep breath without sending another tsunami of agony washing through her. 

			“Spenser! Spenser, are you all right?” 

			Young was on her knees beside Spenser, her green eyes wide and shimmering with tears. The undersheriff was trying to help but her hands trembled, and she didn’t seem to want to touch Spenser, perhaps fearing she’d make it worse. 

			“Oh God, Spenser,” she cried. “Somebody get an ambulance out here! Call for a bus now! The sheriff is down! Get a damn bus out here!”

			“Wh—what happened?” Spenser croaked. 

			Young wiped her eyes but her lips continued to tremble. Spenser grabbed Young by the hand and gave it a firm squeeze, her eyes boring into the younger woman’s.”

			“Y—you’re second in command. You need to take control of the scene,” Spenser said, her voice little more than a harsh whisper. 

			“The scene is locked down. Woods and his men have everybody in the cabin in cuffs,” Young reported. “Berman has the cook house locked down as well. We’re all clear.”

			“Good. That’s good,” Spenser groaned. “Help me to my feet.”

			Young shook her head. “Sheriff, I don’t think—” 

			“Help me to my feet, Amanda.” 

			Young immediately reached down and helped Spenser up—an action Spenser immediately regretted. Pain throbbed at every single nerve ending in her body and she doubled over, doing her best to keep from vomiting right then and there. Not only would that be the wrong example to set for her deputies, Spenser had a feeling she’d never live it down if she puked on her boots. And the last thing she wanted was to look weak in front of a handful of deputies who already thought she didn’t belong, nor deserve, the office she held. 

			Spenser forced herself to stand upright and did her best to ignore the screams of agony from every corner of her body. She stripped off the vest she had on and stood in silence for a moment, looking at the two slugs that were buried in it. Thankfully, they hadn’t penetrated the vest. Getting shot wasn’t fun the first time and she really hadn’t wanted to repeat the experience. At least this time she had a vest. 

			Her deputies were all milling about, but they were all giving her a wide berth. Spenser could see the looks of concern on most of their faces, but she noticed a couple of the old timers who didn’t seem bothered about it one way or the other. They all seemed to have the sense—or maybe it was Young’s instructions—to keep their distance for now. 

			“What happened?” Spenser asked. “How did I get shot?” 

			Young frowned. “Shenn lost control of his suspect when he was trying to hook him up,” she said. “Guy had a Glock in his waistband.” 

			Spenser glanced over to see Shenn standing near the edge of the tree line by himself. He was puffing away furiously on a cigarette, and she could practically smell the guilt wafting off him… as well as the fear. Spenser had built herself a reputation for not tolerating sloppy police work and for doing things the right way. Losing control of your suspect and getting your boss shot was sloppy and not doing something the right way, so in addition to feeling guilty for what happened, Shenn was probably worried about his job.

			“Should I take his badge and gun?” Young offered.

			Spenser shook her head. “No. Not right now. Let’s get things buttoned up out here.” 

			“We’ll get things buttoned up,” Young said. “You’re going to the hospital.” 

			“I’m fine.”

			“Oh? And when did you get your medical degree?” 

			Spenser gave her an incredulous look, but Young just planted her hands on her hips and fixed her with a stony expression. 

			“If it had been me who’d caught two bullets—”

			“My vest caught two bullets,” Spenser corrected. “And they didn’t penetrate.” 

			“Maybe not. But you could have cracked ribs, bruised lungs, busted spleen—”

			Spenser laughed then immediately winced in pain. She grimaced and took a moment to gather herself before turning her gaze back to her second in command. 

			“Busted spleen?” she wheezed. 

			“Maybe? Hell, I don’t know. I don’t have a medical degree, and neither do you, which is the point,” Young stated. “Which is also why you are going to the hospital to get checked out while we button up the scene and drag all these dirtbags back to holding and we can take a run at them all later… like when you can actually draw a breath without looking like you want to cry.” 

			“Yeah. Okay. That might be good,” she gasped. 

			“Good. Now sit your butt back down and wait for the bus,” Young ordered.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Spenser replied and gingerly sat back down as the wailing of the sirens drew closer to the scene. 
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			“You’re lucky, Spense. Very lucky,” Marley said as she burst into the curtained-off bay. 

			Spenser pulled her hospital gown around herself a little tighter. The stupid thing made her feel completely exposed—especially since the people bustling by could still see her through the gap in the curtain. Marley chuckled then pulled them closed. It was better but didn’t do anything to take away the astringent smell in the air, or the general chaos inherent in a hospital emergency room. 

			“Funny. I’m not feeling exceptionally lucky right now,” Spenser groused. 

			“Yeah, well, trust me, you are,” Marley countered as she looked at the papers on her clipboard. “No broken ribs, no internal bleeding or damage. You’re going to have a couple of really nice bruises and some terrible pain for a while—good conversation starters—but it doesn’t seem like anything serious.” 

			“Okay, good,” Spenser replied. “So, no busted spleen?” 

			She laughed. “What? No, your spleen is fine.”

			“Good. Just checking. Young was a little concerned about it.” 

			Marley was a doctor at Magnolia General, the biggest hospital in town, and had been Spenser’s best friend for a long time now. She had been friends with Spenser’s husband at the time, Trevor, but when he introduced them, they’d hit it off almost instantly. After Trevor’s murder, when her career with the Bureau seemed like it was going into the tank, it was Marley who had convinced her to come west after putting the bug in Mayor Dent’s ear about giving Spenser the sheriff’s job after Howard Hinton, the former sheriff, had retired.

			It hadn’t been the smoothest transition, but it was getting better. And Spenser was grateful to Marley for convincing her that a change of scenery was what she needed. Getting away from the Bureau, away from the home she’d shared with Trevor, and all the memories of their time together—and, of course, his murder—was exactly what the doctor ordered. Literally. Moving to Sweetwater Falls and restarting her life had been, for the most part, the cure to what had been ailing her for so long. 

			Marley put the clipboard down and sighed. Her eyes shimmered and she sniffed loudly as she took Spenser’s hand and gave it a firm squeeze. 

			“You really scared me, hon,” Marley said. “When I heard you got shot and they were bringing you in… I thought the worst.” 

			“I was wearing my vest.”

			“Yeah, well, I know that now. But at the time, there weren’t a lot of details,” she said. “I just don’t know what I’d do if I lost my best friend in the world.” 

			“I’m sorry I scared you,” Spenser said. “And you don’t have to worry about losing me. I’m a lot tougher to kill than you might think.” 

			She shot Spenser an incredulous look. “Since you got here, you’ve been stabbed, beaten up, and now, you got yourself shot—”

			“And yet, I’m still here.” 

			“Yeah, well, do me a favor, and let’s not keep pushing the odds because they will eventually catch up with you,” Marley said. 

			“I promise I’ll do my best. But the job comes with some risk. There’s nothing I can do about that. You know that.” 

			“I know,” Marley said. “Just… promise me you’ll do your best to stop stepping in front of knives, baseball bats, bullets, and anything else that might kill you. Please?” 

			Spenser laughed, then immediately grimaced as pain gripped her again. “Stop making me laugh. It sucks.” 

			“Well, it’s a good thing your natural disposition is grim, and you don’t laugh much anyway.”

			Spenser held her sides, wincing, as she did her best to keep herself from laughing. It wasn’t an easy feat. On some level, laughing—despite the pain—felt good. It was confirmation to her that although she came very close to getting herself killed, she was still alive.

			“You’re lucky though,” Marley said, suddenly serious. “You do know that, right?” 

			“I do.” 

			The curtain moved and when Spenser looked down, she smiled. Annabelle, her Great Dane, had stuck her big, blocky head through the curtain and was looking back at her, tongue lolling out the side of her mouth, a big doggy grin on her face. Marley’s eyes widened in surprise, and she let out a nervous laugh. The curtains in the bay parted and Spenser felt her heart skip a beat. Ryker Makawi was holding onto Annabelle’s leash. Though he was smiling, Spenser noted that he wasn’t able to hide the concern flashing in his eyes. 

			“Ryker, what are you doing with a giant dog in my ER?” Marley scolded him. 

			“You called and said Spenser was going to need a ride home,” he replied. 

			“I didn’t say anything about bringing Annabelle down with you. You’re going to get me fired,” she said, trying to sound stern, though the smile gave her away.

			“They won’t fire you,” Ryker assured her. “You’re the best doctor they have in this place, and they couldn’t afford to lose you. Besides, this is Spenser’s therapy dog. Annabelle is her emotional support dog and I think Spenser needs some emotional support right about now.” 

			“Right,” Marley said with a laugh. “I’m sure the administrators are totally going to buy that if they see Annabelle in here.” 

			“Hey, nobody stopped us when we walked in.” 

			“They were probably afraid Annabelle would eat them.” 

			“Good point,” Ryker said. 

			A housing mishap when she’d arrived in town had led Spenser to Ryker. She moved into one of the cabins on his property after the city housing allocated for the sheriff proved to be inhabitable. It was supposed to be a temporary thing, but Spenser wasn’t in any hurry to move out of the cabin. Set at the edge of the forest, it was quiet. Peaceful. Both she and Annabelle had plenty of room to run around. And best of all, it was close by to Ryker and his Chocolate Lab, Mocha. Annabelle’s friendship with Ryker’s dog had blossomed as well as their own. 

			At first, Ryker was grumpy and aloof. He was still those things, of course, but they’d forged an unexpected bond. They both bore deep scars from their previous lives. Ryker had served more than a decade in the Navy and spent seven years as a SEAL and had suffered tremendous losses that left an indelible mark on his soul. As a result, he lived a solitary life on his land while shunning society. Spenser thought it was something of a minor miracle that they’d connected at all, let alone as deeply as they had. 

			But they had developed a deep, close friendship. At times, it felt like it was far more than that, but neither of them was in a place where they felt comfortable exploring that aspect of their relationship. Maybe one day, but not until they were both ready for something more. They both still had a lot of healing to do before that day arrived. Until then, Spenser was happy to feel as close to him as she did. It showed her that maybe she would be able to move past Trevor. One day. 

			She was pleased to see, however, that Ryker seemed to be coming out of his shell a bit. That he seemed to be healing on his own. Spenser liked to think she was helping him along that road as much as he was helping her in her own healing journey. Prior to her, he’d been a hermit. The town eccentric who was rarely ever seen on the streets of Sweetwater Falls. But they’d had dinner in town a few times now, and he wasn’t quite as reserved around Marley as he was in the beginning. He was trying. The wounds he carried, like Spenser’s, were far from healed, but they seemed to be better than they had been when they’d first met.

			Grimacing as sharp, stabbing pains lanced her body, Spenser slipped off the examination table and knelt down, taking Annabelle’s big, blocky head in both her hands. She planted a kiss between the dog’s floppy ears and gave her a scratch as Annabelle leaned against her. 

			“Thank you for bringing her,” Spenser said. 

			“I figured she’d make you feel better,” he replied.

			“Right you are, my friend.” 

			Spenser gingerly stood up again and the big Dane leaned against her legs, looking up at her with those big, soulful brown eyes. A strange energy hung in the air for a moment as Spenser looked from Marley to Ryker. Their gaze lingered on each other and the air thickened around them. She forced herself to look away as a rueful smile touched her lips and her face flushed with warmth. 

			“Right. Well. While you two stand here and do that weird, pretending to not be totally into each other thing, I’m going to go get you something to help with the pain tonight,” Marley said. “But after that, ibuprofen and rest should get you back to feeling right as rain again shortly.” 

			A moment of silence followed after Marley stepped out of the bay and only ended with Spenser and Ryker’s strained laughter, the truth of her words hitting them both. Spenser quickly winced though, and her laughter fell away. Annabelle looked up at her with what Spenser decided was a worried expression, prompting her to reach down and stroke the big dog’s head to help alleviate any of her concerns. 

			“Well, if it wasn’t awkward before, it sure is now,” Spenser said.

			“Thanks for that, Marley,” Ryker said.   

			She offered him a warm smile. “Thanks for coming down to pick me up. I’m sorry she had to call you to do that.”

			“I’m happy to come get you,” he replied. “When I heard what happened, I was worried about you. Are you all right?” 

			“I will be. Just some bumps and bruises.”

			“You seem to get a lot of those.”

			“They come with the job. I’m sure you can relate,” Spenser replied. 

			“Yeah. I suppose I can.” 

			A moment of silence followed and was only broken up when Marley stepped back into the bay. She gave them both a sidelong look and shook her head, laughing softly to herself as she handed Spenser a small bottle of pills.

			“This should get you through tonight and tomorrow,” she said. “Don’t do anything strenuous. In fact, if you can take the day off work, you should.” 

			“Pretty sure we both know she’s never going to do that,” Ryker said.

			“No. Probably not. But I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t tell her to tone it down for a couple of days,” Marley replied.

			“I promise I won’t be going on any raids in the next couple of days,” Spenser said. “And I promise to do nothing more strenuous than shuffle paperwork.” 

			Marley raised her eyebrows. “She’s learning. Good girl.” 

			Ryker laughed. “Get dressed and I’ll take you home.” 

			“I fear that might be a little too strenuous and would cause her considerable discomfort. But hey, you guys can give it a shot,” Marley said with a sly smile, her tone suggestive.

			Spenser held onto her stomach as she tried to stifle her laughter. “Oh my God, stop. I hate you so much right now.” 

			Marley tipped her a wink as a smiling Ryker stepped out of the bay to let her get dressed. Everything on her hurt at the moment but Spenser felt good. A lot better than she had any right to be feeling with those deep, ugly bruises on her body. But she decided she was going to take the win for a change. 
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			Spenser’s eyes fluttered open and as she emerged from sleep, she found Annabelle standing beside her bed staring at her with an expression that was clearly expectation on her big, furry face. The big dog licked her chops as if to remind her that it was already past breakfast time. Annabelle was a creature of schedule and habit and when Spenser glanced at the clock on her nightstand, she saw that she was already thirty minutes late with Annabelle’s morning meal. 

			“Hungry, huh?” Spenser muttered. “Okay, give me a minute. Sorry.”

			The big dog let out a soft whine as Spenser slipped out of bed, grimacing as pain shot through her body. She was stiff and sore. Thankfully, it wasn’t as intense as it had been last night and Spenser thought a couple of ibuprofen would knock down the worst of it, allowing her to function normally. Contrary to what she’d said at the hospital last night, Spenser had no intention of taking the day off. 

			Spenser shuffled out to the kitchen and gave Annabelle her morning meal, then poured herself a cup of coffee, taking a moment to savor the rich, dark brew. The coffee, of course, was a new blend that had come from Ryker’s private reserve. Moving slower than usual, Spenser finished her cup of coffee, then took a shower and started to get ready for the day. Once she had her uniform on, she put Annabelle on her harness and leash then took her outside for a walk.

			They had just gotten outside when Spenser heard what sounded like construction equipment. Annabelle stopped walking and stiffened, cocking her head at the unusual noise. She thought it odd since Ryker hadn’t mentioned doing any construction work last night. He was always considerate about most everything and Spenser felt sure he would have mentioned doing construction down here on the lower part of his parcel of land. She walked Annabelle in the direction of the racket to make sure nothing untoward was going on. She knew developers had been trying to buy Ryker’s land for quite some time, so she wanted to make sure nobody was doing anything shady down there. They followed the trail through the edge of the woods, emerging into a clearing. The plot of land was undeveloped, but Spenser assumed that eventually, Ryker was going to get around to planting more coffee bean bushes on it.

			Instead of cultivating the land for planting though, she found Ryker sitting on a backhoe. He was in jeans, boots, and shirtless. And even at that hour of the morning, his torso glistened with a thick sheen of sweat that made the hard angles and planes of his body shimmer. Spenser had to tear her eyes away from his glistening, Greek god-like physique and force herself to purge the wholly inappropriate thoughts coursing through her mind. Only when she had stopped the churning in her belly and had regained some semblance of self-control did she turn back to him. 

			“What’s with the hole?” Spenser asked when he shut off the backhoe.  

			He gave her a smile that set her insides fluttering again. “Hey, good morning,” he said. “I hope I didn’t wake you up with all this?”

			“Not at all. I was up and getting ready to head into the office.”

			“You sure you should be doing that?” he asked, his tone tinged with concern. “I mean, Marley said you might want to think about taking a couple of days off.” 

			“I think I’d go crazy if I had to lay in bed and stare at the walls all day. Besides, there isn’t a lot going on right now. I should at least put in an appearance,” Spenser replied.

			“Fair enough, I suppose,” he said. “Anyway, how are you feeling this morning?”

			“I feel like a pack of feral elves beat me with crowbars and baseball bats,” she answered. “But I still feel better than I did last night.” 

			“Well, it’s a step in the right direction.”

			“I’m not going to complain too much,” she said and pointed to the large gash in the earth. “What’s this all about?” 

			“I’m building a shallow pool,” he said simply. 

			“A shallow pool?” 

			He nodded. “I thought I’d build a park down here for Mocha and Annabelle,” he said. “I thought they’d enjoy having a pool of their own to play in.” 

			Spenser laughed softly, trying to keep from jostling herself too much. “You’re building a park just for Mocha and Annabelle?” 

			“Yeah, why not? I’m going to surround this parcel with a fence,” he said. “It’ll give them a safe space to run around like maniacs. I thought it’d be nice for them to have a space that was just their own. Might be a nice spot for us to sit and have a drink while they play, too.”

			Spenser smiled. “That’s really thoughtful.” 

			“It’s not entirely altruistic if I’m being honest,” he said. “I need a new project. Something to keep me busy. You know what I mean?”

			Spenser nodded. Ryker’s coffee business seemed to be humming along well enough that he didn’t need to be hands-on all the time, which left him with a lot of idle moments. And idle moments were never a good thing for somebody as haunted as Ryker Makawi. Spenser knew that firsthand. It was as much about staying physically active as it was about staying mentally occupied. When you had old ghosts rattling around in your head, quiet, idle time was an invitation to let them wreak havoc on your mental and emotional well-being. Spenser was glad to see that Ryker recognized that and was taking steps to combat it.   

			“I do. Very much so,” she said. 

			Her phone chirped and she quickly pulled it out of her pocket and saw the text message from Young telling her a couple of suits from the Bureau were sitting in her office waiting for her. Spenser frowned. She didn’t have any meetings with the FBI on the books. Her next thought was that she was about to get hit with some blowback for having Blake Wilder help her out on her last case. If that was true and these guys were here to read her the riot act, she was going to be pissed at Blake for not giving her a heads up that it was coming. 

			“Everything okay?” Ryker asked. 

			“Yeah,” she replied. “Duty calls.”

			“As always,” he said. “Just remember what Marley said about taking it easy today.”

			“I will. Scout’s honor.”

			“You were never a Scout.”

			Spenser shrugged. “No, I guess I wasn’t.” 

			She flashed him a smile then turned and walked Annabelle back to the cabin, all the while, trying to brace herself for what she was sure was going to be an absolute crapshow. 
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			As bad as Spenser had made this unexpected meeting out to be in her mind when she read Young’s text earlier, the reality of it when she stepped into her office was far worse than she ever could have imagined. 

			“ASAC Harris,” she said, unable to conceal her surprise. “You’re a long way from home.” 

			The men sitting in the chairs in front of her desk turned and stood up as she walked in. Spenser didn’t recognize the second man, but she knew Harris very well. And she didn’t like him. Hadn’t liked him from the day she started at the field office back in New York in what felt like another lifetime. And he’d made it pretty clear he held the same opinion toward her. Suffice it to say, there was no love lost between the two. Which, of course, brought up her initial questions—why was he in town and what did he want with her? 

			“Sheriff Song,” Harris said. “This is US Attorney Glen McTavish.” 

			“Pleasure’s mine,” McTavish said. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Sheriff.” 

			“Oh, I’m sure you have,” she said dryly as she set her coffee mug on her desk. 

			The three of them shook hands and Spenser used the moment to size them up. Harris hadn’t changed. He had the same dark, perfectly coiffed hair, plastic smile, and the air of a used car salesman about him. And when he looked at you with his dark, reptilian eyes, it felt like he wasn’t looking at so much as through you. He still wore designer suits, liked to flash the Rolex on his wrist, and just carried himself like he thought he was better than everybody around him. Harris had always been far more style than substance. It was one of the things she disliked most about him. Another was that he’d always been a petty weasel who would stab you in the back and step over your cold, dead corpse in a heartbeat if it meant getting himself ahead.  

			The newcomer, on the other hand, had a nice three-piece suit that looked as if it had been bought off the rack and then well-tailored. It wasn’t designer and you could see the difference in materials in his and Harris’ jackets. He wore nothing flashy or ostentatious and didn’t seem to have that holier-than-thou attitude that oozed from Harris’ every pore. McTavish had light brown hair that was neatly trimmed and styled, eyes the color of milk chocolate, and a goatee that was the same color as his hair, only it was lightly flecked with gray. He was tall, lean, and though not overly flashy, McTavish seemed pretty well put together. 

			“Please, have a seat,” Spenser said. “Would you boys care for more coffee?”

			“No, thank you,” Harris said.

			She sat down behind her desk and the two men re-took their seats in front of it. She could see their eyes darting about as they drank in her surroundings. Spenser could see them making judgments about her office, her entire department—and most assuredly, about her. She expected that of Harris though. Judging and looking down on others had always been his MO. He wasn’t exactly a leader of men and didn’t inspire the sort of loyalty others did. Which was probably why at fifty-five years old, he was still an ASAC and didn’t seem to be on a path that would take him into the higher echelons of the Bureau power structure. 

			“Okay, down to business,” Spenser said. “What can I help you gentlemen with? Is this about Unit Chief Wilder assisting me with a case? Because, if that’s what this is about, I can assure you that I dragged Chief Wilder into it. She didn’t—” 

			McTavish shot Harris a questioning look then turned back to Spenser. “Sorry, who? I’m afraid I don’t know any Unit Chief Wilder.” 

			Harris waved him off. “That’s not what this is about, Spenser.” 

			McTavish sat forward in his chair. “We wanted to let you know that we’re moving forward with the prosecution of your former partner, Derrick Ricci.”

			A cold feeling of dread settled down over Spenser as she sat back in her chair. She looked at the two men sitting in front of her with sudden feelings of contempt and disgust blooming in her chest. She swallowed hard and tried to suppress the shudder of anger that rippled through her. 

			“This could have been handled with a phone call,” she said.

			“We felt it necessary to look you in the eye and tell you face to face,” McTavish replied. “We also had hoped that when the time came and we got the trial on the calendar, we’d be able to convince you to come back to New York. Your testimony—”

			“I’m sorry you wasted your trip out here, gentleman. But as I’ve told the Bureau every time they’ve come calling, I’m not going to take part in that farce,” Spenser said. 

			“Sheriff Song, this is your husband’s murder we’re prosecuting,” McTavish jumped in. “I would think you’d want justice for him.”

			The hair on the back of Spenser’s neck stood up and goosebumps borne of rage prickled her skin as she sat forward, fixing them both with a narrow gaze filled with fury. 

			“Of course, I want justice for my husband. But that is not what you’re proposing here. What you people are doing has nothing to do with justice. For anybody,” Spenser growled. 

			“What are you talking about? Of course, it is,” McTavish countered. “We are putting your husband’s killer on trial.” 

			“No, you’re putting my former partner on trial. Not my husband’s killer.” 

			“We’ve got a mountain of evidence that says otherwise.” 

			“I was there that night. I was shot too if you remember correctly,” Spenser explained. “And I’m telling you, the man who shot Trevor and I was not Derrick Ricci.” 

			Harris frowned and shook his head and McTavish looked at Spenser with a flabbergasted expression on his face.

			“The evidence would suggest otherwise, Sheriff,” McTavish said with a shrug.

			“If your case is so bulletproof, what do you even need me for?” 

			“Because no case is truly bulletproof. I know you know that,” McTavish said. “And we feel it would be beneficial to have you, as the widow and wounded party, there to testify.” 

			Spenser shook her head. “I’m not going to be a party, wounded or anything, to putting a man innocent of the charges you’ve brought away for the rest of his life.”

			“Sheriff Song, how can you know for sure it wasn’t Ricci?” Harris interjected. “In your initial statement, you said yourself that the shooter was wearing a mask.” 

			“Because I know Derrick Ricci. I know the way my partner moved. I know the way he held his gun. And the shooter didn’t move like Ricci, nor did he hold his gun the same way,” she said. “Look, I’m not saying Ricci wasn’t involved. He was. I’m sure of it. I’m just saying he wasn’t the shooter. And by prosecuting him, you’re letting the man who actually murdered my husband get away scot-free. He’s still out there, but nobody’s looking for him.” 

			McTavish sighed. “Unfortunately, we cannot build a case on your interpretation of the way somebody moves or holds a gun. We have to follow the evidence we do have.” 

			“Then I’m sorry you wasted a trip, but we have nothing more to talk about,” Spenser said. 

			“Sheriff Song, let’s be reasonable here,” McTavish said. 

			“I’ve been reasonable. I’m done with that. I’m done with the entire Bureau. It’s why I quit and moved out here,” she said.

			“Yes, you’re making quite a life for yourself out here,” Harris said, not even trying to hide the disdain in his voice. 

			“It suits me just fine. Mostly, I enjoy not having to answer to people higher up the food chain who are more interested in optics and playing politics than they are in finding the truth of a situation,” Spenser said.

			Before Harris could reply, there was a sharp rap at her office door. It opened and Young stuck her head in.

			“Sorry to interrupt, Sheriff. But we need you,” she said. 

			Spenser looked back at her guests. “Have a nice flight home, gentlemen.” 
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			“And the hits just keep on coming this morning,” Spenser muttered. 

			“Right?” Young replied.

			Spenser walked around the bedroom, being careful to avoid the piles of clothing, the gaming system, and the other clutter that littered the floor. And on the bed lay the body of eighteen-year-old Drake Wright. He wore nothing but a pair of boxers, leaving Spenser to see that his skin was unnaturally pale with an almost blue tint to it. His eyes were wide open and staring at the ceiling, and a dried, crusted foam was stuck to the corners of his mouth.  

			“His pupils are pinpoints,” Young noted. “Likely an opioid overdose.”

			“Looks like it,” Spenser said.

			She walked over to the nightstand that sat beside his bed and looked down at the small square mirror that held a pair of white powder lines along with what looked like the remnants of a third. Sitting beside the mirror was a razor blade, a small spoon, and a straw. And next to that was a small blue baggie with a cartoonish shark with a wide, toothy smile on its face printed on the plastic. Spenser pulled a pair of black nitrile gloves out of her pocket and snapped them on then carefully picked up the baggie. As expected, Spenser saw more of the white powder inside. 

			“What’s with the goofy-looking shark?” Young asked. 

			“Product markings,” Spenser replied. “Dealers stamp their bags of product with their… logo. It’s distinctive and lets users know who the stuff came from if they want to buy again.” 

			“So, marketing and advertising.”

			“Yep. Basically.” 

			“That’s… horrible.” 

			“Well, they can’t exactly take out ad space in the newspaper,” Spenser said.

			“No, probably not,” Young replied. 

			Spenser poked around Drake’s room for a few minutes, trying to get a sense of the kid. On the surface, he seemed like any other kid his age. Aside from all the things on the floor, posters of his favorite athletes and bands covered the walls—along with a few pictures of busty bikini models, of course. A shelf above his bed was lined with baseball trophies and other awards. He had a large TV hung on the wall across from his bed that was hooked up to a gaming console that, like so many other things, was spread out on the floor. An array of school textbooks and notebooks cluttered up the top of his desk along with a laptop and Bluetooth speaker bar. 

			Drake’s room was cluttered and messy, but otherwise it looked completely normal to Spenser. And yet, something was stuck in her craw. Something just didn’t feel right to her. She couldn’t put her finger on what exactly was troubling her. But it was insistent and made her skin crawl. It was like an itch in a spot she couldn’t quite reach.

			“What is it?” Young asked.

			Spenser shook her head. “I’m not sure yet. Something just… feels off. I just can’t figure out what it is. I’m sure it’ll reveal itself as we look into this.”

			“Look into it?” Young asked. “Isn’t this just an overdose? What is there to investigate?” 

			“There’s always something to investigate. If nothing else, I want to find out who’s selling this poison and put him in a deep hole,” Spenser said. “But I want to look into the kid’s death as well. Due diligence. You just never know what might turn up. Take nothing for granted, Undersheriff Young, and always keep your ear to the ground.”

			“Fair enough. Good advice. Thank you,” she replied. 

			“Do me a favor and help the deputies tag and bag the room. And tell them to be very careful with that baggie. We don’t know what’s in it yet, so proceed with extreme caution,” Spenser said. “I want to have a chat with the parents.” 

			“You got it.” 

			Spenser walked out of the room and headed downstairs to where Deputy Lane Summers was sitting, speaking quietly with the parents. Summers got to her feet and gave Spenser a nod before heading upstairs to help Young. Spenser took the spot on the loveseat Summers had just vacated and looked at the Wrights, who were sitting on the sofa, clinging to each other as if they feared the other might simply vanish. Understandable under the circumstances.

			“Mr. and Mrs. Wright, I can’t tell you how sorry I am,” Spenser said. 

			“Please, call me Lonnie,” he said. “This is my wife, Marie.” 

			“You can just call me Spenser,” she replied. 

			Marie Wright was a slight woman, no more than five-four, with a petite build. Silver strands were woven through her dark hair and her dark eyes were red and puffy, her normally pale complexion red and splotchy. Lonnie was six-one or so and had a lean frame. His hair was a dark gray, the same as his bushy mustache. And even at that hour of the morning, with everything going on around him, his hair was perfectly brushed and parted down the right side. The frames of his glasses were thick and black, and the eyes behind them were the color of fresh grass. In khakis and a sweater vest, he had the look of an academic about him. 

			“I’m sorry to have to do this. I know this is a difficult time, but if it’s all right, I’d like to ask you a few questions,” Spenser said. 

			“Fine. It’s fine,” Lonnie said. 

			“Thank you. And I promise to do my best to keep this brief,” Spenser replied softly. “First, can you walk me through what happened this morning?”

			Marie sniffed loudly and wiped at her eyes with a tissue. “I, uh… Drake was late coming down for breakfast this morning. That’s not unusual. He’s always on that silly game system all night. Anyway, I went upstairs to wake him because he was going to be late for school and… and that’s when I found him… like that.” 

			She buried her face in her hands and her entire body shook as she sobbed wildly. Lonnie put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer to him. She pressed her face into his chest and kept crying as he gently stroked her hair and kept telling her it would be all right, no doubt knowing he was lying to her and to himself. Their lives would never be all right again.

			Spenser frowned. “I don’t mean to sound indelicate, but did Drake have a history of drug abuse? Has he ever had a stint in rehab or—” 

			“Our son didn’t use drugs, Sheriff Song,” Lonnie said. 

			“Again, I apologize and don’t mean to be indelicate, but we found a baggie of what I assume is cocaine on his nightstand and the accompanying paraphernalia,” Spenser said. “I assume you saw it when you went into his room this morning.” 

			“I—I wasn’t really paying attention to anything but Drake,” she said quietly. 

			The shock of seeing her son dead on his bed might have blinded her to anything else in the room, but Spenser got the feeling it was more a case of denial than anything. She didn’t see the coke because she didn’t want to see it. And again, given the circumstances, Spenser understood. She was getting the feeling she wasn’t going to get anywhere with the folks, but she still needed to try. 

			“So, you never suspected that Drake—”

			“We didn’t, Sheriff,” Lonnie answered. “We never suspected that Drake was using drugs. As far as we know, he never even smoked marijuana. He’s an athlete. Has a scholarship to UCLA to play baseball out there.” 

			“I understand that, but kids—” 

			“He never displayed the behavior of a substance abuser,” Lonnie insisted.  

			“May I ask what you do for a living, Lonnie?” 

			A wry grin touched his lips. “I’m a substance abuse counselor.”

			Spenser nodded. “I suppose if anybody knows the warning signs to look for, it would be you,” she said. “He may not have been a hardcore abuser, but that doesn’t mean Drake didn’t use recreationally from time to time. I don’t know how else to explain the drugs in his room and, I suspect, the drugs we’ll find in his system once the autopsy—”

			Marie let out a choked gasp. “Please. Please tell me an autopsy isn’t necessary. I don’t want my baby being cut up like that.”

			“I’m so sorry, Marie. It’s unfortunately necessary and required in a case like… this.” 

			She buried her face in her husband’s chest again and he resumed stroking her hair as she cried. Spenser’s heart went out to them, and she felt like an ass for pressing them like this, but that feeling that something was off was not only persisting but growing thicker. 

			“Okay, let me go at it another way,” Spenser said. “Had either of you observed any sort of change in his mood or behavior recently?” 

			Lonnie shook his head. “He’s been the same fun-loving, happy-go-lucky kid he’s always been. There hasn’t been any change in his behavior I’ve seen.” 

			“What about new friends?” Spenser pressed. “Has anybody new come into his life recently? Anybody he’s mentioned that you haven’t heard of before?” 

			He shook his head again. “No. Nothing like that,” he said. “He’s been pretty tight with his friend group all his life and they’re a pretty private group. As far as I know, they aren’t—and haven’t—taken in new members recently.” 

			Spenser’s mind swirled with a thousand different thoughts, all of which led to a thousand different questions. She believed the Wrights had no idea Drake was using drugs… if, in fact, he was. There were things not adding up in Spenser’s mind just yet. That didn’t mean she wasn’t going to find out Drake was using on the sly. She just thought it merited a closer look. 

			“Okay, thank you both for speaking with me today,” Spenser said. “I may have some follow-up questions for you, but that’s enough for now.”

			“What’s going to happen to Drake?” Marie asked. 

			“Well, Dr. Swift is going to come to remove Drake. He’ll perform the autopsy and put all his findings into a report,” Spenser told them. “I’ll make sure we forward you a copy once we get it.” 

			“Thank you, Sheriff,” Lonnie said. “If I can ask you for a favor?”

			“Of course.” 

			“I can tell by the look on your face that you’ve got more questions—questions we can’t answer for you,” he said. “I just hoped that you’d be able to share your findings with us. No matter what you find, please don’t try to protect us. I would appreciate transparency and the truth, Sheriff. No matter what.”

			Some people asked for the truth but resented it when you gave it to them. Spenser didn’t get the feeling that was the case with Lonnie Wright. She thought it more likely he wanted a clear, accurate, and most importantly, truthful picture of his son—no matter how ugly the truth might be. And she also understood just how important that was. 

			“You have my word, Lonnie,” Spenser said. “Truth and transparency. I promise.” 
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			“You were Drake’s best friend?” Spenser asked. 

			The boy, eighteen-year-old Ethan Howe nodded. Ethan was tall, lean, and athletic looking. And with his sandy blonde hair and blue eyes, he could have passed as Drake’s brother, not just his best friend. Ethan too was a star on the Taft High School baseball team. He was staring down at his hands which were folded on top of the desk. Ethan’s body was there but it was clear his mind was somewhere else, far, far away. 

			“Yeah. We’ve been best friends since kindergarten,” he replied, his voice deep and resonant. 

			They sat in an empty classroom Principal Hopkins had set aside for them. Spenser and Young wanted to interview half a dozen students and a few teachers but wanted to be unobtrusive about it. News of Drake’s death was already spreading through the school. You could see the grief on the faces of the students and a dark, heavy pall of mourning hung over the campus.

			“Ethan, we need to ask you some questions,” Young said gently. “And it’s really important that you’re completely honest with us.

			“Shouldn’t my parents be here?” he asked. 

			“You can certainly call them if you’d like, but you’re not under suspicion of anything. We just need some information,” Young said.

			“You’re also eighteen. An adult. So, we’re not required to inform your folks that we’re talking to you,” Spenser added pointedly. 

			“Well… then… do I need a lawyer?” 

			“Do you think you need a lawyer, Ethan?” Spenser pressed. 

			Young glanced at her, no doubt wondering why she was being so aggressive. But Spenser had found it was important—especially with younger subjects—to establish a tone early. Subjects needed to know the matter being discussed was being taken seriously. They needed to know their words carried important ramifications. And consequences. 

			“No. I didn’t do anything,” he said. 

			“Then you probably don’t need a lawyer,” Spenser said more evenly. “Listen, we just need to ask you some questions about Drake. We’re not accusing you of anything. We just need your help to figure out what happened. That’s all. You want us to find out what happened to your best friend, don’t you?” 

			“Yeah. I do.”

			“Okay, good.” 

			Spenser studied him for a moment and noted the fact that he wouldn’t look her in the eye. She’d been doing her job long enough to know when somebody was being evasive, or in this case, wasn’t going to tell them the absolute truth of things. 

			“Now, we found evidence that suggests Drake was using drugs. Cocaine specifically,” Spenser said. “Did you know anything about that? 

			Ethan shook his head. “Nah. D didn’t do drugs. Never.” 

			“Ethan, we found paraphernalia—”

			“I don’t care what you found in his room,” he snapped. “I’m telling you, D didn’t use. He wanted to play pro ball, so he was strict about what he put in his body. Real careful.” 

			Spenser exchanged a look with Young who merely shrugged. Ethan’s defense of Drake was somewhat expected, given how tight they were. But there was something in his voice, a ring of sincerity, that Spenser didn’t miss. Ethan truly believed what he was saying. He seemed to truly believe that Drake wasn’t using cocaine or any other drug. Spenser believed him. It wasn’t a recreational or party-time hobby or Ethan would know. If Drake was using drugs, his parents and his closest friend didn’t know about it. 

			She knew that drug abusers were clever. Crafty. They were able to carry on with their habit in complete secrecy. At least, for a little while. Eventually, though, they ended up giving themselves away. Their personalities shifted or something happened that pulled back the curtain and let those closest to the user see what was really going on behind the scenes. It was entirely feasible that Drake was using cocaine but hadn’t reached that point yet. 

			Even as that thought passed through Spenser’s mind, she felt the first stirrings of doubt. Something about the theory that Drake was secretly using, as logical and rational as it was, just wasn’t sitting right with her. Trying to make herself buy into it was like trying to jam a square peg into the proverbial round hole. 

			“You don’t have to believe me,” Ethan said. “We had to take a piss test to get cleared to play like two days ago. Coach should have all the results in his office.”  

			“Is that standard? Taking a drug screening?” Spenser asked. 

			He nodded. “We get hit with random tests all season long. They want to make sure nobody’s using drugs. Or PEDs. So, yeah, it’s pretty standard.” 

			“Great. That’s helpful. We’ll get those results from your coach. Thank you,” Spenser replied. “Was there anybody new in Drake’s life? Any new friends he’s mentioned? Anybody you don’t know that he’s been hanging out with lately? Anything like that?” 

			He shook his head. “No. He pretty much stuck to our friends’ group. We all grew up together and are pretty tight. We’re just kind of our own clique.” 

			“So, none of you make friends outside your clique?” Young asked.

			“I mean, we do. We’re not like a cult or anything like that. We just all tend to spend the majority of our time with each other. I think it’s just because we’ve all known each other so long, we’re most comfortable with our group,” he said. 

			Spenser saw a flicker of something—fear maybe—flash through Ethan’s eyes. His body grew tense, and he studiously avoided eye contact with her. She watched as he blotted his palms on the legs of his jeans. After a few beats, he finally raised his gaze to hers.

			“That’s fair. I understand that,” Young said. “I was kind of the same way back in high school. You just run with those people you’re familiar with and don’t even think about it much.”

			“Right. Yeah. Something like that,” he said. “I mean, over the last couple of years, we’ve all started kind of doing our own things. We’ve all gotten busy with life—getting ready for college and stuff, you know. So, we haven’t like, been together twenty-four-seven like we used to. But we’re all still super tight. So… yeah.” 

			Spenser found the way he changed and qualified his answer interesting. She studied him for a moment and watched as he squirmed in his seat, looking distinctly uncomfortable. It was understandable that as they grew and changed, discovered new interests and people, that even the tightest of friend groups might drift. It certainly didn’t seem like something worth being as nervous as he seemed to be. 

			“So, you and all your friends are still close?” Spenser asked.

			He nodded. “Totally. We’ve all just got our own things.” 

			“Sure. I understand,” she said. “Ethan, did you notice any changes in Drake’s personality lately? Did he seem different from how he usually was?” 

			He shook his head. “No. Not really. I mean, he was pretty much the same guy he’s always been. A little moodier maybe, but he’s got a lot on his plate.” 

			When she was with the Bureau, they’d trained Spenser in interrogation tactics. They’d trained her well and looking for tics, microexpressions, or other subtle tells had become second nature to her. And when Ethan had replied to Young, Spenser saw the subtle flinch and tightness around his eyes. It told her there was something Ethan wasn’t saying. Something he was holding back. But she was almost positive it had nothing to do with Drake’s apparent drug use. She didn’t know if it had any bearing on the current case, but it piqued Spenser’s interest. 

			“It sounds like Drake had secrets. Dark secrets,” Spenser said.

			“No more than any of the rest of us do, I guess,” Ethan replied. 

			“It’s hard to keep secrets. It weighs on you over time and can really wreak havoc on you,” she said, pointedly staring at him.

			Ethan shifted in his seat and looked away, refusing to meet her eyes again. While not definitive, his behavior only cemented the idea in Spenser’s mind that Ethan knew something he was withholding from them. 

			“Okay, Ethan. You’re free to go,” Spenser said. “We appreciate your help and if we have any more questions, we’ll get in touch with you.”

			“Yeah, okay,” he said. 

			The kid grabbed his backpack and stood up, slinging it over his shoulder as he headed for the door. When it closed behind him, Young turned to her. 

			“You smell something,” Young said. 

			“I do.” 

			“What is it?” 

			“I’m not sure just yet. All I know is Ethan isn’t telling us everything he knows.” 

			“Do you think he was mixed up in drugs with Drake?” 

			“I don’t think so. I get the gut feeling it’s about something else. What I’m not getting a gut feeling about is what that something else is.”

			“So, you think this wasn’t an accidental OD and that somebody overdosed him intentionally?” Young asked. 

			“Maybe. I’m not sure about anything just yet,” Spenser replied.

			“Why would somebody do that? He was a kid,” Young said. “Who could he have pissed off so much that they’d kill him?” 

			“It’s not like people need actual reasons these days,” Spenser said dryly. 

			“That’s unfortunately fair,” Young replied. “So, what’s our next move then?” 

			“We go and get the results of the team’s drug tests,” Spenser said. “Once we confirm that’s real and on the up-and-up, we’ll have a direction to run in. Or, we’ll have to start from square one. Not that we aren’t sitting there right now already.” 

			“Hopefully, it’ll shed some light on things for us.” 

			“Hopefully,” Spenser said. “But I’d be careful about holding your breath.”

			“Noted,” she said with a laugh. 

			Spenser and Young spent most of the rest of the afternoon speaking with some of Drake’s other friends as well as a few teachers. All of them had repeated the same story about Drake not being a user. Nor did any of them have any insights into how a baggie of cocaine ended up in his room and each one denied knowing of any new people who might have drifted into his orbit. 

			Once they’d completed the interviews and had gotten Marcus Little, the baseball team’s coach, to promise he’d send the drug test results as soon as possible, they decided to call it a day. They walked back through the school, dodging the clusters of students milling about, and out to the parking lot where Spenser’s Bronco was parked. 

			“Can I ask you something?” 

			Spenser turned to Young. “Of course.” 

			“What makes you think this is just something other than a dumb kid who made an even dumber mistake?” 

			“I don’t know for sure,” Spenser replied. 

			“The way you leaned on some of those kids sure made it seem like you think there’s something more to all of this,” she said. 

			“I’m pretty convinced that Ethan Howe and a couple of the others weren’t entirely forthcoming with us.” 

			“You think they knew Drake was using? Because I didn’t pick up on that.” 

			Spenser shook her head. “No, not about him using. It just felt like a few of them had secrets they were keeping from us. It sets off the bells in my head and my gut is telling me we’re going to need to figure out what they’re hiding.”

			They made it to the Bronco and climbed in. Young was silent and had a thoughtful expression on her face. 

			“You’re not convinced there’s something more here,” Spenser said. 

			“I’m not. Not one hundred percent.” 

			“And you very well may be right. This may just be a tragic accident. Or, like you said, a dumb kid doing a dumber thing,” Spenser said. “But the fact that every single person we’ve spoken to was so adamant that Drake never took drugs—that they’d never seen him take anything and had never seen him high—that’s not sitting right with me.” 

			“I hear you, but that doesn’t prove he didn’t. You know addicts can hide it when they’re using. Especially kids who’ve got a lot to lose like Drake,” Young replied. 

			“You’re absolutely right. But something about the scene has been bothering me and it wasn’t until a little while ago that I figured out what it was,” Spenser said. “It’s just too clean. Too perfect.” 

			“What do you mean? That room was a pig sty.” 

			“Not the room itself. I mean that for a guy who is supposedly so secretive about his alleged drug use, having all his paraphernalia laying out for everybody to see just seems a little too convenient,” Spenser said. “I’m going to need to study the photos of the scene, but something about it all made me think it was possibly staged. Like I said though, it’s just a thought in my head and a strange feeling in my gut. I trust my gut, but I want actual evidence.” 

			“And if we don’t find any evidence?” 

			“Then we declare it a tragic accidental overdose and move on,” Spenser said. “If nothing else, we’ve got to find the dirtbag selling the baggies with the stupid shark on them. Also, if the parents have questions, I’d like to be able to answer them with facts.

			“That’s fair,” Young replied with a nod. “I’m down with that.” 

			As Spenser started the Bronco and pulled out of the lot, her mind was already working. Spenser knew her theory was less than half-formed and needed a lot more work before it could be considered remotely viable. The idea that somebody snuck into the Wright house for the sole purpose of overdosing Drake and killing him did seem farfetched. Spenser admitted that. No matter how many times she tried to dismiss it, however, she couldn’t.

			Spenser knew Young wasn’t entirely on board and that they’d have to find evidence to convince her. She could respect that. But Spenser didn’t like crime scenes that gave them the answers they needed all tied up with a pretty bow. She didn’t trust scenes like that. They made her feel like the distraction a magician would offer to get you looking the other way while they pulled off their trick. Clean scenes tended to offer her a thousand questions but gave her zero answers. 

			But she was going to get them. 
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			“Good morning, Dr. Swift,” Spenser said. 

			“It’s morning. I’ll give you that,” he replied crustily.  

			Dr. Gerard Swift was a man of many talents. He was a former pediatrician turned general practitioner turned town funeral home director turned coroner. He was also an avid golfer and was notoriously prickly and cranky. All in all, Spenser thought he was a decent guy who was good at what he did. She just didn’t always enjoy having to deal with him. But given that she was the town sheriff, and he was the town coroner, there wasn’t any real way of avoiding it. 

			At five-ten, he was only an inch taller than Spenser and he had a lean frame. He was in his mid-fifties and despite a full head of iron-gray hair, he was in such good shape, he could have easily passed as somebody ten years younger. Physically, at least. His usual grumpy and cantankerous demeanor screamed middle-aged man. 

			“So, what do you have for me, Doc?” Spenser asked. 

			“A dumb, dead kid,” he said, drawing a shocked look from Spenser. 

			“Wow,” she said. “That was… insensitive.” 

			“But it’s the truth.”

			“It is… I just didn’t expect you to be so blunt.” 

			He waved Spenser off. “You know I’ve never been one who minces words.” 

			“Especially not when you’ve got a tee time pending.”

			“Damn straight,” he grumbled. 

			Spenser shook her head. It was the truth, but his blunt assessment was surprising. Swift was a little grumpier than usual. On the stainless steel table in front of us, Drake Wright lay stretched out, his lower half covered by a sheet, his upper half bare and marred by the sutured Y-incision Dr. Swift had left after his autopsy. Drake’s face was slack, his eyes were closed, and he looked almost peaceful. If not for the sutured wound on his chest or the blueish tint to his skin, Spenser might have thought he was asleep. 

			“Okay, so, what can you tell me about Drake’s death then?” Spenser said. 

			“Well, he died of a drug overdose and based on body temperature and lividity, I’d say he died sometime around midnight last night. I can tell you that much,” he replied. “And too damn many kids are dying of overdoses these days, I can tell you that much, too.”

			“You’ll get no argument from me on that. But can you tell me what he overdosed on specifically?” Spenser asked. 

			“I can’t give you the exact chemical breakdown, no. I had to send the powder you recovered up to the labs in Seattle. We should have the results back in a few days,” he said.

			“If you were to take a guess...?”

			“I don’t like guessing, Sheriff Song. You should know that by now.”

			Spenser shifted on her feet, trying to stifle the rising tide of frustration inside of her. Swift was usually difficult to deal with on his best days. But when he was in a mood, it was ten times worse. And he seemed to be in a real mood. Dragging information out of him on days he was in a mood was like pulling teeth. From a Tyrannosaurus Rex. 

			“Humor me,” Spenser said. 

			He let out a dramatic sigh. “If I had a gun to my head, I’d say it was cocaine—” 

			“Did he seem to be a habitual user?”

			“No, the nasal septum was intact and didn’t appear that he’d been a habitual user for any length of time,” he said. “I suspect this was one of his first times and he just overdid it. Or more likely, the cocaine was cut with fentanyl.” 

			“What makes you say that?” 

			He pressed his lips into a tight line and looked down at the body. She looked at the coroner closely and saw a tightness around his eyes and a firm set to his jaw. Something was troubling him. She knew Swift well enough to know that, as he said, he didn’t like speculating. He preferred having all the facts before he brought them to her.

			“Doctor Swift?” Spenser pressed. 

			“I found cocaine particulates in the nasal canal, but it didn’t seem to be the amount you’d see in somebody who just snorted a line or two,” he said. “Then, it appears to me that he died of respiratory distress, rather than a cardiac event, which of course, is suggestive of—”

			“An opioid overdose.”

			“Right,” he said. “I’ve swabbed the nasal cavity and have sent that out for analysis with the baggie found at the scene as well, just to conclusively prove they’re a match.”

			“So, somebody is potentially cutting cocaine with fentanyl and putting it on the streets.” 

			“That would be my guess,” he replied. “Although, you know how much I abhor guessing.” 

			“Noted.”

			Spenser looked down at the body of the boy again then cocked her head and looked a little more closely at his face. She leaned down and narrowed her eyes, turning her head this way and that, watching the light from the fluorescent overhead glinting off his skin. 

			“Doctor, what is this?” she asked. 

			Swift put his glasses on then leaned down and looked at what she was pointing to. He grabbed a magnifying glass from the wheeled tray beside the autopsy table and hovered it over the spot on the boy’s cheek, shaking his head. 

			“I don’t know. I… I’m ashamed to admit that I didn’t notice it until you pointed it out,” he said. “That’s a very good catch, Sheriff.” 

			Spenser watched as Swift walked over and grabbed a collection swab kit. He returned to the table and leaned down then swabbed the dead boy’s cheek and sealed the first swab into the collection tube, then repeated the process with a second kit. Once he finished collecting the samples, he sealed and labeled them. 

			“What do you think it is?” Spenser asked. 

			“I’m not sure. It could be dried saliva or sputum—perhaps expelled as he was fighting for breath,” Swift said. “I’ll have it sent to the lab and analyzed along with everything else.” 

			“Good. You’re probably right, but it’s better to be safe and rule something out than ignore it,” Spenser said.

			“Finally. On something, we agree.” 

			Spenser gave him a wry grin. “It happens now and then.” 

			Swift shuffled his feet and looked down at the floor for a moment, seeming to be gathering his thoughts. He finally raised his gaze, his lips pursed and an inscrutable expression on his face.

			“Listen, I’m sorry I’ve been a little short with you today. It just upsets me to see such wasted potential. And that kid had a world of potential,” Swift said. 

			“Believe me, I know where you’re coming from. I’m tired of seeing people killing themselves with this poison. Especially kids,” Spenser agreed. 

			“Do you know who’s putting this out on the streets, Sheriff?” 

			“Not yet. But we’re working on it,” Spenser replied. “Have you already started writing up your report on this?” 

			“I was going to do that tonight, actually.” 

			“And what’s your ruling going to be?” 

			“I see no other mitigating factors that would prevent me from ruling this is anything but an accidental overdose,” he replied. “Unless you had something else in mind? Or there’s something you know that you’re not telling me?”

			Spenser gnawed on her bottom lip and looked into the dead boy’s face once more. She had no real reason to ask him to delay his ruling. By any objective measure, Drake’s death looked like an accidental overdose and the evidence they’d found to that point supported that conclusion. But the red flags were still waving in the back of Spenser’s mind. That voice in her head kept whispering, kept telling her to take a closer look. That something was off. Spenser’s gut had long guided her and seldom led her astray. 

			But there was another part of her mind, the more logical part, that was also talking. And it was telling her that she was thinking about it all too hard. Telling her that Spenser’s natural suspicious nature and all the years she’d spent in law enforcement combined to make her see patterns that didn’t exist. That made her see criminal activity where there was none. That made her see murder in what was nothing more than an accidental overdose. 

			“Doctor Swift, do you think you can delay issuing your final report for a few days?” 

			He looked at her with an eyebrow raised. “Do you suspect this is something other than an accidental overdose, Sheriff?” 

			“Honestly, I’m not sure yet, to be honest. It might very well be nothing more than a tragic self-inflicted wound. But I’d like to take a few days to get all the reports back… just to get all my Is dotted and Ts crossed,” Spenser said. “I just want to be sure that everything here is above board and all. I think I owe it to the parents to be as thorough as I can be.” 

			He nodded. “Yeah, sure. I can slow walk all the paperwork. That won’t be a problem,” he said. “Just keep me in the loop since I can’t hold it forever.” 

			“Not a problem. I’ll keep you updated,” Spenser said. “Thank you.” 

			“You’re welcome. And I do hope you can find the person responsible for putting this poison on the streets and put them away forever,” he replied. 

			“Yeah,” she said. “Me too.”

			With one final look at the dead boy, Spenser left the coroner’s office with her mind spinning and the sense of the clock ticking pressing down on her. She knew this could all end up being nothing more than an overactive imagination and a wild goose chase. It wouldn’t be the first time she had a hinky feeling about something that turned out to be nothing. It didn’t happen often, but it did happen now and then. 

			But if it wasn’t nothing and there was something there, Spenser knew she needed to start piecing it all together. And quickly. Before somebody else got hurt. Or worse. 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			“Who found her?” Spenser asked. 

			“Her little brother,” Young replied. “He and her parents had just gotten home from a trip and found her in her bedroom. She’s been in here a few days.”

			“Yeah, I can tell,” she replied. “Can somebody open a window, please?” 

			Spenser ran a hand over her face and tried to quell the raging torrent of emotion swirling around inside of her. The stench of decomp was thick in the air around them and the girl on the floor at their feet had already started to show signs of bloating. Nobody seemed to have heard her request, so Spenser walked over and opened the window as wide as it would go then leaned out and sucked in a little bit of the fresh air. After a couple of moments, Spenser turned around to face the horror that lay within.

			Seventeen-year-old Wren Hall lay on the bedroom floor, her long, dark hair fanned out around her head and her dark doe eyes wide open and fixed on the ceiling. The expression on her face was one of stark terror. It was like she saw death approaching and had tried to scream out. Like Drake Wright, her skin had a blueish hue and there was a dried, crusty foam at the corners of her mouth along with a small puddle of vomit on the floor beside her head. 

			“Jesus,” Spenser muttered. “She’s just a baby.” 

			Spenser turned away from the body and looked around the girl’s room. Like Drake’s, it was just a typical teenager’s room. Wren seemed to be a bit of a bookworm as books covered almost every available surface. She even had piles of books stacked up beneath her window. Her bedding was soft and feminine, as were the decorations around the room. Spenser took a look at all the pictures that filled a corkboard hanging on the wall beside her desk. There were photos of Wren and all her friends. They all looked so young, their smiles so wide and filled with a sense of hope and optimism that only the young seem to have. 

			“Look at this,” Spenser said as she lowered her gaze to the desktop. 

			Young stepped up beside Spenser and looked down. “You’re kidding me.” 

			“Quite a coincidence, isn’t it?” 

			“Yeah. Maybe,” Young said and pointed to one of the pictures on the corkboard. 

			The photo showed Wren with about a dozen other people, one of whom Spenser recognized as Drake. Turning back to the top of Wren’s desk she spied a mirror with a couple lines of coke cut on top, a spoon and straw sitting beside it. Everything was set up in the exact same fashion it had been at Drake’s place, right down to the small blue baggie with the smiling shark printed on it. She and Young exchanged a glance before Spenser set the baggie down. Together, they turned away and stepped over to the girl’s body. 

			“If she was friends with Drake,” Young began, “it’s possible he got her into this or vice versa. You know how teenagers are. Monkey see, monkey do.” 

			“Maybe. I don’t like coincidences though,” Spenser said.

			“I’m not a fan of them either,” Young replied. “But it’s not uncommon for friend groups to all get hooked on the same drugs at the same time. Habits spread like a common cold.” 

			“Fair enough,” Spenser said. “Okay, so walk me through what we do know.”  

			“The parents were gone for a long weekend—family down in California,” she reported. “Wren had begged off, telling them she had a paper to write. The family spent a few days down in Southern California and Wren stayed here.” 

			“And she apparently died shortly after they left.”

			“Apparently.” 

			A couple of her deputies stood in the hall outside the bedroom whispering quietly to each other as they waited for Spenser to give them the green light to collect all the evidence. The scene was so similar to the one at Drake’s house that the voice in the back of Spenser’s mind was telling her it was too coincidental to be real. She knew Young was right. Friend groups often did mimic each other’s behavior and it wouldn’t be the first time she’d heard of multiple fatalities within one. But something in Spenser’s gut was telling her this one was different. That there was more at play than she was seeing yet. 

			“Okay, let’s let them bag and tag the room while we go speak with the parents,” Spenser said. “Although, I have a feeling I already know what we’re going to hear.” 

			Young followed Spenser downstairs and into the living room to find a scene that looked like a carbon copy of the scene at the Wright’s place just a couple of days ago. Mr. and Mrs. Hall—Jerry and Donna—sat on the sofa, clinging to each other the same way the Wrights had done. Spenser didn’t see their son, Tyler, who’d found his sister dead in her bedroom, and assumed they’d sent him to stay with somebody while they all hashed out what was going on. Spenser’s heart went out to them. Tyler was likely too young to truly understand it all and she felt awful as she thought about them trying to explain it to him. 

			Spenser and Young sat down on the loveseat that was across from the sofa, separated by a long, oval-shaped coffee table made of glass. Donna Hall had rich, amber hair that fell to her shoulders and green eyes. Her pale complexion was flawless and at five-ten with an incredible figure, she could have been a runway model rather than the pediatrician she was. Similarly, but with blonde hair and blue eyes, her husband Jerry stood six-two and the former pro baseball player was lean, athletic, and still in what looked like peak physical shape. 

			They were a beautiful couple and looked like the poster children of the American dream. Although, that dream had swiftly turned into a nightmare. Jerry had his arm around his wife, holding her close, doing his best to be her rock although he looked nearly on the verge of breaking himself. He sniffed and tried to blink away his tears. 

			“Mr. and Mrs. Hall, we are so very sorry for your loss,” Spenser said. 

			“Thank you,” Jerry replied softly. 

			“Mr. Hall, we can’t imagine the pain you must be in right now, but we need to ask you a few questions if that’s all right,” Spenser said. 

			“It’s fine,” he replied. 

			“We’ll be as brief as we can be, sir,” Spenser said. “First, I’m sorry, but I have to ask. Did you know or suspect that Wren was abusing cocaine?” 

			A choked gasp burst from Donna’s mouth, as she looked away and covered her mouth. Jerry merely shook his head. 

			“No, our daughter didn’t abuse drugs of any kind, Sheriff,” he said, and before Spenser could say anything more, he added, “She was on the cross-country team at Burkett and is drug tested regularly. You can check with the school. I’ll make sure they release the results of her most recent tests to you.” 

			“Thank you, Mr. Hall,” Spenser said.

			Hall nodded. “Of course.” 

			“Can you tell me how she knew Drake Wright?” Spenser asked. “She went to Burkett and he went to Taft—”

			“She grew up with Drake—and all the others. She only transferred to Burkett a couple of years ago,” he replied. 

			“Why is that?” 

			He shrugged. “The academic program at Burkett is better than at Taft. Wren wants to go to an Ivy League school and thought challenging herself to perform at a higher level academically might look better on a college application.” 

			As she looked into his eyes, Spenser thought she saw the flicker of something—a deception perhaps. But it was gone as soon as it had come on and she lost it. She didn’t get the sense that he was telling her the absolute truth. But she tried to shake it off. She’d thought the same thing about all the students they interviewed which made her wonder if she was getting more cynical than she’d even thought. 

			“Did anybody new come into Wren’s life? Had she mentioned any new friends or any new additions to their friend group?” 

			He shook his head. “No. Not that I recall. She pretty much just stuck to her friends at school and also her friends over at Taft. Between her friends, her academics, and her extracurriculars, she didn’t have time for anything else. Especially not drugs. Besides, we would have noticed. Wren has—had—a terrible poker face.”

			Jerry’s face grew red at the use of his daughter’s name in the past tense and though he tried to control it, a tear spilled from the corner of his eye and raced down his stubbled cheek. 

			“Mr. Hall, did you hear any rumors of the kids dabbling in drugs? Not just Wren, but anybody around school or anything like that?” Young asked.

			“No. I mean, they’re kids. I knew some of them smoked a little weed. They drank at parties like most of us did, I’m sure,” he said. “But never Wren. She never touched a drug or a drop of booze in her life.” 

			“Kids are good at hiding things,” Young said. 

			“Wren told us everything. We were very open about everything from alcohol to sex,” Jerry said. “I know my little girl would have told me if she were experimenting with drugs. Believe me.”

			“We found cocaine in Wren’s room and by all appearances, she passed away after an overdose,” Young said. 

			“That couldn’t have been hers,” Jerry growled. 

			“The baggie of cocaine we found in Wren’s room was the same as the one we found in Drake Wright’s,” Spenser said. “Do you have any explanation for how they might have ingested the same drugs?” 

			“I have no idea, Sheriff,” he said testily. “Isn’t it your job to figure that out?” 

			“We’re just trying to gather as much information as we can,” Spenser said. “I’m sorry if our questions seem intrusive or insensitive.”

			Young opened her mouth to fire off another question, but Spenser subtly shook her head, telling her to end the interrogation. The younger woman nodded and fell silent then got to her feet when Spenser did. 

			“Mr. and Mrs. Hall, we’ll circle back if we have any more questions for you. But thank you for your time and again, we are so sorry for your loss,” Spenser said.

			Together, they walked out of the Halls’ house and out to the Bronco. Spenser started the engine then pulled away from the curb and pointed the vehicle toward the office.

			“We need to find out who’s selling those blue baggies,” Young said. “And we need to figure it out quick.”  

			“I agree with you one hundred and ten percent.”

			“Where are we going to start?” 

			“Close to home,” Spenser replied. 
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			“Hector, we need to have a little chat,” Spenser said when she stepped into the room. “You’ve been a very bad boy.”

			“Damn, woman. You fine,” he said. 

			“Uh-huh. That’s great.” 

			“Why don’t you take this cuff off and I’ll show you how much of a bad boy I can be, baby. Give you the time of your life,” he said. 

			Hector Orozco sat in the interview room, his right hand cuffed to the steel loop welded into the center of the table. He favored her with a smarmy smile as she sat down. All of about five-eight or five-nine with a wiry build, Orozco puffed himself up, trying to make himself look bigger. His dark hair was shaved down to the scalp and his dark eyes probed her, seeming to be searching for any sort of weakness he could exploit. He reminded Spenser of a Chihuahua… small in stature, but constantly yapping and acting tougher than it really was.

			She’d had him brought in from the holding cell where he and his buddies had been kept since the raid on the cabin, having been charged with a litany of offenses. She just needed to get with the DA to start nailing things down. Unfortunately, the King County DA hadn’t been able to carve out a hole in his schedule to come down to Sweetwater Falls just yet. He had more pressing matters in Seattle and didn’t think her bust on the meth house warranted any sort of urgency in putting a case together. 

			This time though, having to house the criminals they busted until the DA got off his backside and came to their unimportant little town worked in Spenser’s favor. She smirked at Orozco as she sat down, dropping the file in her hand down in front of her. Orozco licked his lips suggestively and gave her a wink.

			“That’s really not as appealing an offer as you seem to think it is,” she said.  

			“Come on, baby. You just need a real man.” 

			“The problem is that even if I took you up on your offer, I’d still need the same thing.” 

			His face darkened and he yanked hard on his cuff as he let out a string of curses and suggestions about what he’d like to be doing with her right now, but the steel held him firmly in place. Spenser sat back in her seat and drummed her fingers on the file sitting in front of her, never taking her eyes off Orozco. 

			“Are you done?” Spenser asked. 

			“Come on, chica. Why you gotta be like that?” he said, regaining that greasy smile. “You and me, we can have some good times together.” 

			Spenser rolled her eyes and sat forward again then opened the file sitting in front of her, taking a couple of beats to flip through the pages. It was just theater. She already knew everything in the file, backward and forward. She just wanted to get Orozco to shut up, as well as to pique his interest. It didn’t take long.

			“What’s all that?” he asked. 

			“This? Oh, this is everything we’re going to use to nail your ass to the wall,” she replied. 

			“Think so, huh?” 

			“We’ve got you on a host of charges ranging from the manufacture and distribution of schedule one and schedule two narcotics, the attempted murder of police officers, not to mention a plethora of weapons charges,” Spenser said. “You’re looking at federal time, Hector. Hard federal time. Two or three decades. Maybe more, depending on how many more charges we can tack on.” 

			“Hey, I didn’t shoot nobody. I didn’t fire a gun that night,” he argued.

			“You were part of the ring we busted up. Their crimes are your crimes and you’ll all be charged equally,” Spenser replied smoothly. 

			“You’re full of shi—”

			“Think so?” Spenser asked. 

			“You’re tryin’ to scare me is all. Tryin’ to trick me into doin’ what you want.” 

			“We raided your cabin. We found guns, drugs, a meth lab, and you tried to shoot my officers—you did shoot me. Those are all indisputable, well-documented facts. How exactly is it I’m trying to trick or scare you?” Spenser said.

			“Nah. If you had all that, you wouldn’t be sittin’ here talkin’ to me. You’d already be bustin’ out the nails and hammer to nail my ass to the wall. Like you said.” 

			A faint smile touched Spenser’s lips. “Do you really want to roll those dice, Hector?” 

			His eyes fixed on hers, Hector sat back and frowned. She didn’t think he was a stupid man. He was filled to the brim with a toxic stew of machismo, testosterone, and arrogance, but he wasn’t a stupid man. Spenser knew that she’d put him back on his heels. She could see in Hector’s eyes that he knew what she was telling him was true. Knew that she had him over a barrel. 

			“All right, I’ll bite. What is it you want from me then, chica?” he asked, trying to reclaim some bit of his swagger.

			“See? Now that’s the first intelligent question you’ve asked me,” she said. 

			Spenser pulled one of the pictures out of the folder and turned it around and slid it across to Hector. He looked down at the photo, but his eyes betrayed nothing. He shrugged and returned his gaze to hers, a defiant gleam in his eyes. 

			“You know what that is,” Spenser said. “Or more specifically, you know whose that is. You know who sells that crap, don’t you?” 

			“Could be.” 

			“So? Who’s behind the smiley face bags?” 

			His grin was smug. “What’s in it for me?”

			“I’m sure the DA will be open to making some concessions—”

			“I walk,” he cut her off.

			“You’re a funny guy, Hector.” 

			“I walk,” he repeated. “As in, all the charges you’ve got on me right now go away. I tell you what you want to know, you let me walk.” 

			“Total immunity. Is that what you’re asking for?” 

			“If that’s what you call it, then yeah. Total immunity.”

			Spenser burst into laughter, clapping her hands together as Hector’s expression darkened. He yanked at his cuff again, a low growl passing his lips as Spenser’s laughter slowly subsided. 

			“Screw you, lady. You’re the one who wanted my help.” 

			“Your assistance would be helpful, yes. But I can guarantee you it’s not going to be so vital that you’re going to get a pass on that laundry list of charges,” Spenser said. “My people will find the source. I was just trying to save us a little time.” 

			He ran his free hand over his scalp and blew out a frustrated breath. “Fine. Whatever. So, what are you offerin’ for my help?”

			“If you can help us, I’m offering to speak with the DA on your behalf. Let him know that you’ve been very cooperative. And I’ll recommend that any federal charges be dropped and that you not be turned over to federal prosecutors,” Spenser said. 

			“That’s it? That’s all you’re gonna offer me?” 

			“That’s it. And it’s a better offer than you’ll get from the feds,” Spenser replied. “I’m offering you a chance to only face state charges. And as I’m sure you’re aware, Washington’s penalties are far kinder than federal penalties. You might get out of prison while you’re still a relatively young man.” 

			He scoffed. “A relatively young man. Yeah, that sounds appealing.” 

			“It sounds better than dying all alone in your cramped, cold cell many, many, many years from now, doesn’t it?”

			Hector grunted and looked away, muttering to himself under his breath. He seemed to be realizing just how far over the barrel he actually was, and it wasn’t sitting well with him. But he finally turned back to her, his expression stony. And as Spenser watched him closely, she saw the realization settle in his eyes that working with her was the only way he had a chance to see the outside world again in his lifetime.  

			“What do you want to know?” he grumbled.

			“The blue baggies with the smiling shark marking,” Spenser said. “Whose brand is that? Who’s putting that poison on the streets?”

			Hector opened his mouth to reply but then closed it again, snorting in disgust as he shook his head instead. Spenser sat back and chose to wait him out. 

			“Man, I ain’t no snitch,” he finally said. 

			“Then you’re going to die in prison. Those are your only two choices.” 

			“Man, this is a load of crap.” 

			Spenser shrugged. “That’s what happens when you choose to commit the crimes we busted you and your boys for.” 

			He ran a hand over his face and looked at himself in the mirror behind Spenser. She would have liked to say he was contemplating his life’s choices, but Hector didn’t seem to be that self-reflective. It was also a little too late for that. Hector was going down and he knew it. The only question he had left to answer was how hard he was going to hit bottom.

			“Fine. Whatever,” he said. “I don’t know who’s making the crap you’re looking for. But I know who’s handling the distro around here. Or, at least, I know one of the mid-level guys who runs some of the street dealers. If I give you that guy, you should be able to flip him and get yourselves higher up the food chain.”

			“Okay, and what is that guy’s name?” 

			“His name is Tiburon,” he said. 

			“What’s his real name, Hector?” Spenser said. “His street name does nothing for me.” 

			“That’s all I got, chica,” he replied with a shrug. “I held up my end of the bargain. So, now you need to hold up your end and talk to the DA.” 

			It wasn’t much to go on, but it was better than nothing. She’d ask around. Somebody had to know who this guy Tiburon was. And once they had him, they’d use him to climb the next rung up the ladder, then they’d repeat the process until she had the person who was making that crap. And once she had that person, Spenser was going to figure out who sold the crap that killed two teenagers in her town. She felt like the noose was slowly starting to tighten. The creep she was hunting just didn’t know it yet. 

			“You have my word, Hector,” Spenser said. “So long as your information checks out, I will go to bat for you with the DA.” 
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			“Both kids were clean,” Spenser said and handed the papers she was holding to Young. “Both had drug tests less than a week before they died of a drug overdose. Odd, isn’t it?” 

			“Odd, but not conclusive and not necessarily proof of anything,” Young said as she scanned the pages that showed the urinalysis results.  

			“It wasn’t all that long ago when you used to agree with almost anything I said. You weren’t always so skeptical. I miss those days,” Spenser mused.

			“With a new job and new responsibilities comes a new mindset,” Young said, flashing her that girlish grin of hers. 

			“With great power comes great responsibility,” Jacob said. 

			“You did not just quote Spiderman at me.” 

			“I did,” he replied. “What are you going to do about it?” 

			“Children. Don’t make me have to separate you two again.” 

			“He started it,” Young said with a grin. 

			“Do I need to finish it?” Spenser asked. 

			“No, Mother,” Jacob said. 

			“All right then. Drake Wright and Wren Hall,” Spenser said. “What do we know about them and what did they have in common?” 

			Spenser paced back and forth in Jacob’s office, her arms folded over her chest, trying to see what seemed to be invisible at the moment—a connection between the two dead teenagers. Jacob and Young both pounded away at their keyboards, scrolling and searching for answers to the questions Spenser had been posing to them for the last fifteen minutes. 

			“I’m looking at Wren’s socials,” Young said. “And I’m not seeing much of Drake in any of the posts or photos she’s put up.” 

			“Well, they went to different schools, so that would make sense, no?” Spenser asked.

			“Not really. Before Wren changed schools and started going to Burkett, she and Drake—and the others in their friend group—were constantly tagging each other in posts, putting up pictures of them all. They were all very much a part of each other’s social media identities,” Young explained. “But two years ago, when Wren started at Burkett, that all stopped. I haven’t seen a mention of Drake or that friend group once in that time.” 

			“Ditto that with Drake’s socials,” Jacob said. “Before she switched schools, Wren was all over his social media pages. But once she left Taft, she wasn’t anywhere to be found. Not on his page or on the pages of the others in their friend group. I mean, it just seems like they all cut Wren right out of the picture. Like, literally, judging by all the snaps they posted.”

			Spenser frowned and continued to pace as she let it all swirl through her mind. She knew kids could be fickle and that Wren disappearing from their social media pages, coinciding with her disappearing from their school, might just be the way it went. 

			“Kids can be fickle when it comes to friendships,” Spenser said. “Maybe it’s just a case of out of sight, out of mind.”

			“I don’t know, Sheriff,” Young said. “There’s a difference between kids being fickle and kids practically erasing one of their own.”  

			“It galls me to admit, but she’s right,” Jacob added. “I’ve been perusing all the socials of these kids in their friend group and they all just erased Wren. It’s like she never existed. After she started at Burkett, there wasn’t one message or post that included her. Nor did any of her posts include them. That seems like a complete erasure to me.”

			“Okay, so what are we thinking then? Her dad told us she switched schools for academic reasons. Are we suggesting that maybe there’s more to the story than that?” Spenser asked. “That maybe the friend group had some sort of big falling out?” 

			“It sure seems that way to me,” Young said. “Kids as tight as these don’t just abandon one of their own like that without some kind of a reason.” 

			“Believe her, Sheriff,” Jacob added. “She’s still tight with all her girls from high school.” 

			“It’s true. And I think that’s also true for a lot of people in town,” Young said. “People who are born here, for the most part, tend to stay here—”

			“Stay here and hang out with all the same people,” Jacob added. “Sweetwater Falls has always been kind of an insular and incestuous little community. Everybody’s always up in everybody else’s business.”

			“Yeah, I’ve gotten that vibe. But still, there’s something appealing about having that sort of close-knit community. You don’t get that in the city. I think that’s part of why people are moving here in droves,” Spenser mused. “But all that is neither here nor there. If we’re thinking there was some sort of falling out between Drake, Wren, and the rest of the friend group, we need to find out what that might have been.” 

			Jacob spun around in his seat, a frown on his face. “But what would a falling out have to do with their deaths?” 

			“I have no idea at this point. Maybe nothing. I just want to gather as much information as we possibly can, sort through it all, and see what we have,” Spenser said. “I just find it strange that two kids from different schools wind up dead after overdosing on the same drug setup in crime scenes that look exactly the same.” 

			“Especially when those two kids were one-time friends who haven’t spoken, as far as we can tell, in the last couple of years,” Young added, though it sounded grudging. 

			A quizzical look flashed across Jacob’s face. “So, wait. Are you guys thinking that somebody is dosing these kids then staging the scene to look like an overdose?” 

			“I’m still on the fence about it all,” Young said quickly. 

			“It’s an odd theory, I admit,” Spenser said. “But some things just aren’t adding up for me about all of this. Things I can’t square in my own mind just yet.”

			“But isn’t it just as likely that a couple of good kids with no drug history just decided to experiment? I mean, it’s not unheard of for drugs to be passed around at some of these parties these kids are having these days,” Jacob said. “They try it, decide they like the high, then decide to chase it again and the next thing you know, they OD. It’s not a unique story.” 

			“It’s possible. I’m not saying it isn’t. And maybe that’s what we’ll find at the end of this road,” Spenser said. “But right now, there are too many coincidences and discrepancies for my liking and I’d like to have all those questions answered before we put this all to bed.”  

			Jacob nodded thoughtfully. “That’s fair. So, what’s our next step?” 

			“I want to know if something happened that prompted Wren’s transfer to Burkett,” Spenser said. “And if something did happen, I want to know what it is. Jacob, do some digging and see if you can find anything on that. Talk to the schools and see what they’re willing to divulge.” 

			“I’m on it,” he replied. 

			“What about us?” Young asked.

			“We need to find this Tiburon character,” Spenser replied. 

			“If you’ve got a way to find this guy, I’m all ears,” Young said. 

			“Pounding the bricks and doing a little good old-fashioned police work,” she replied. 

			“Yeah? Have any idea which bricks to start pounding first?” 

			A wry grin tugged at a corner of Spenser’s mouth. “As a matter of fact, I do. I know exactly which brick we’re going to pound first,” she said. “Gear up. We’re going to take a little field trip.” 
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			Spenser pulled to a stop in the lot that fronted the skate park and shut off the engine. She and Young sat in the Bronco and watched as the kids performed tricks on their skateboards that Spenser couldn’t imagine attempting, let alone landing. Probably not without suffering some catastrophic injury anyway.

			“Those kids are fearless,” Young said admiringly. “I kind of miss being their age and thinking I was invincible. Or at least, not fearing every little thing out here in the real world.” 

			“With age comes wisdom,” Spenser said. “You’re afraid of what’s out here because you know there’s a lot to be scared of.” 

			“Sad, but true.”

			They sat in silence for a couple of minutes, watching the kids skating. Spenser surveyed the park, looking for who they’d come for, and frowned when she didn’t see him right off. Young was getting fidgety in her seat. The woman was so full of energy she couldn’t often sit still for long. She’d be terrible on a stakeout. 

			“So… not that I mind getting out of the office for a bit, but what are we doing down here, Sheriff?” Young asked. 

			Spenser didn’t answer straight away, continuing to look over the knots of people in the park. She was just about to give up when she spotted him, and a predatory smile crossed her lips as she unbuckled her seat belt.

			“We’re here to see an old friend,” Spenser said as she got out of the Bronco. “Come on.” 

			Young followed Spenser around the skating area and over to the softball field on the far side of the park. They came around one of the small buildings that housed the restrooms and found him sitting on a park bench surrounded by a few of his boys. They were all laughing and talking over each other. But when one of them noticed Spenser and Young approaching, he stopped laughing and a worried look crossed his face. That led to the rest of them turning around and they all fell silent. All except for Kendrick Latham.

			“Oh man, what the hell? I didn’t do nothin’,” he complained.

			“We need to have a talk, Kenny,” Spenser said. 

			He sighed dramatically then nodded to his boys, sending them all over to another picnic table a little way off. Kenny was a couple of inches taller than Spenser’s five-nine frame. He was lean with sandy-blonde hair and blue eyes. He had the look of a prep school brat but talked like some wannabe street thug. Kenny had a rap sheet longer than Spenser’s arm—or at least, he would have if his father hadn’t been one of the most prominent defense attorneys in the Pacific Northwest. His father had gotten Kenny out of trouble time and time again. 

			Spenser first met Kenny when they were investigating the disappearance of a local girl named Talia Webb. It was a case that ended up tied to an international sex trafficking network that Spenser had first worked on years ago when she was still with the Bureau. That case had led her back into her former colleague Blake Wilder’s orbit and they had been able to mend some fences that had been broken all those years ago. Kenny’s role in the case was tangential—he’d sold drugs to Talia but had nothing to do with her disappearance. But it put him on Spenser’s radar. 

			“We got nothin’ to talk about because I didn’t do nothin’, man,” he whined. 

			“Man? We talked about how you would address us the last time we spoke, Kenny.” 

			He sighed, his expression pained. “Sorry. We got nothin’ to talk about because I didn’t do nothin’, Sheriff. Happy now?”

			“Yeah. That’s better but we still need to work on that a bit,” Spenser said. 

			“Come on, why are you guys here? I ain’t done anything.”

			“Well, we both know that’s not true,” Spenser said. “Just because we didn’t see you do something doesn’t mean you didn’t do anything.” 

			“Man, why are you two hasslin’ me?” 

			“We just wanted to have a chat with you,” Young said. 

			“Yeah, well, chattin’ with you two hurts my cred.” 

			“Your cred is the last thing I’m worried about right now,” Spenser said. 

			“Whoever you’re lookin’ for this time, I didn’t take her neither,” he snapped.

			“What makes you think we’re looking for somebody?” Young asked. 

			“Isn’t that what you always do? You’re like the lost and found or somethin’.”

			“Oh, we do a little more than that,” Spenser said with a soft chuckle. “Like, for instance, trying to keep drugs off the streets.”

			Kenny looked away and grumbled under his breath. “Me and my boys are just hangin’ at the park. I ain’t got nothin’ on me. You can check me if you don’t believe me.” 

			“What about your boys? They going to be clean if we check them?” Young asked. “See, we think you’re smart enough that you’re not going to get caught holding again so you hand your stash off to one of your boys to hold for you.” 

			“Which seems kind of like a pointless thing to do,” Spenser said. “I mean, do you really think any one of those clowns isn’t going to roll on you to keep themselves out of jail, Kenny?” 

			He grimaced and shook his head. “Why are you bustin’ on me, Sheriff?” 

			“Because we need some information,” Spenser replied. 

			“Ain’t that what Google’s for?” 

			“Google isn’t going to have what I’m looking for,” Spenser said. 

			“You do realize, the sooner you answer our questions, the sooner we’ll get out of your hair and the sooner we’ll stop damaging your cred,” Young noted. 

			He looked over at his boys who were all snickering with each other, obviously telling jokes at Kenny’s expense, which made his expression darken. 

			“Y’all better shut the hell up over there,” Kenny barked then turned to Spenser. “See what you’re doin’? You’re makin’ a joke out of me.” 

			“Nah. You’re doing that all on your own,” Spenser replied glibly. “But Undersheriff Young is right… the sooner you tell us what we need to know, the sooner we’re gone, and you can go back to posturing in front of your boys again.” 

			“And what makes you even think I know what you’re after?” 

			“Because you strike me as a man who knows things. From what I understand, you’re pretty well plugged in around here,” Spenser said. 

			“Yeah, that’s true. I know stuff,” he said, puffing up his chest a bit. 

			“Great. Then tell me about Tiburon,” Spenser said. “Who is he?” 

			At the mention of the name Tiburon, Kenny’s face drained of color and his mouth fell open. Gone was Kenny’s swagger and bravado and in its place came a wave of fear that Spenser could see in his eyes. He cleared his throat and tried to recover and put on an expression of neutrality. Tried to look disinterested. It didn’t work. 

			“So, you know him,” Spenser said. 

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“You didn’t have to. Your face spoke volumes.” 

			“Fine. I know him. I mean, I don’t know him, know him. But I know his reputation,” Kenny said. “I more know of him than actually know him. Know what I mean?” 

			“Fair enough. Tell me about him.” 

			“Wh—what do you want to know about Tiburon for?” he asked. 

			“We need to ask him a few questions.”

			“Yeah, whatever this is, you might want to pass on this one, man—Sheriff,” Kenny corrected himself. “Tiburon is a bad, bad dude.” 

			“As much as I’d like to, I can’t. I need to talk to him,” Spenser replied. “What is his name?” 

			“I don’t know his name. I don’t know if anybody does. He just goes by Tiburon. Always has,” Kenny stammered. 

			“Okay, so where can we find Tiburon?” Spenser asked. 

			“He operates out of Pineville,” he replied, referring to the next town over. “Out at a bar called Six Shots. At least, he did the last I knew. I don’t run around tryin’ to step on Tiburon’s toes or nothin’. And you’d be wise to avoid that, too.” 

			“We’ll be delicate,” Spenser said. “But what has you so freaked out about this guy? I can practically smell the fear on you, Kenny.”

			He shook his head. “Like I said, he’s a bad dude. I heard he’s killed somethin’ like fifty guys. And not just killed ‘em but tortured ‘em. Dismembered ‘em. Sent their body parts to their families and gnarly stuff like that.” 

			“I somehow doubt Tiburon has killed fifty men and hasn’t landed on the FBI’s radar. You don’t rack up a body count that big without drawing attention.” 

			“Well, whatever. I know he’s killed people. I seen a couple of bodies with my own two eyes, Sheriff,” Kenny commented, his voice as tight as his face. “One of ‘em was a friend of mine—Gage Warner. His body was… it was bad, man. Really bad.” 

			“And how do you know Tiburon killed your friend?” 

			“Because he showed me the body himself,” Kenny said. “Told me that was going to happen to me if I ever set foot on his turf again.”

			Spenser could hear the fear and tension in Kenny’s voice and believed he was telling the truth about what he saw. She exchanged a look with Young, who frowned. Spenser had no idea if what Kenny was telling them was true, but she didn’t doubt that something happened. That he saw something. The fear she saw in his eyes was simply too genuine for his story to not have some grain of truth in it all. 

			“Okay, Kenny,” Spenser finally said. “Is there anything else you can tell us about Tiburon?” 

			“Yeah. Steer clear of the dude or you might find yourself in little bitty pieces tossed into a steel drum,” he said. 

			“Thanks for the advice,” Young said. 

			Spenser was silent for a long moment, simply studying his features. He was doing his best to put up that usual swaggering bravado of his, but she could see through him. Could see just how scared he was of this guy, and it piqued her interest… which, as Spenser thought about it, might be one of her many quirks, or perhaps her character flaws. 

			“I’ve seen your high school transcripts and SAT scores, you know. I know you’re a pretty smart guy,” Spenser said. “Why aren’t you using that intellect for something better? For a life where you don’t have to see your friends chopped up and stuffed into a barrel? With your dad’s resources, I know he could help put you on the right path. And I’m pretty sure he’d be thrilled to see you doing something constructive with your life.” 

			“My dad don’t care what I do, Sheriff. He’s busy livin’ his life. He don’t give a damn what I do with mine.” 

			“I find that hard to believe.”

			“Because you don’t know him.” 

			“Fine. Then what about you? Why don’t you want better for yourself?” Spenser pressed. “Why don’t you want a life that doesn’t include the possibility of being murdered in a brutal way, not to mention a life that doesn’t see you putting poison out onto the streets? You’re twenty-one and can have the world on a platter if you wanted.” 

			Kenny looked off, seeming to be thinking about her questions for a minute, but then turned back to her and shrugged. 

			“I guess I like the life I got right now. I got money and women. I get to hang out with my boys and do what I want, when I want. I don’t got to answer to nobody. And as long as I stay out of Pineville, I don’t got to worry about getting hacked into pieces.” 

			“At least, not until Tiburon decides to expand his turf,” Spenser said. 

			“Yeah. I guess not until then,” he replied. “Maybe if he does that, I’ll reconsider things. But if he don’t, I guess I don’t got to worry.” 

			“Kenny—”

			“I answered your questions,” he cut her off. “We done here—Sheriff?” 

			Spenser looked at him for a moment then nodded. “Yeah. We’re done here.” 

			She and Young walked back to the Bronco in silence. Spenser’s mind was spinning with everything Kenny had told them—as well as the things he didn’t say. 

			“You all right?” Young asked. 

			“I feel sorry for him,” Spenser finally said. 

			“Why’s that? He’s a drug-slinging punk,” Young replied. 

			“I think this life and persona he’s created are just a façade. I think everything he’s doing is simply a cry for help. He wants his father’s attention so badly, he’s willing to risk serious jail time—or worse—to get it,” Spenser said. 

			“Wow. And I thought I was supposed to be the ooey-gooey, emotionally crippled, ‘give everybody the benefit of the doubt’ one in this relationship,” Young said. 

			Spenser laughed. “You are.”

			“I must be rubbing off on you then because you sure sound like I would normally sound.” 

			“You must be. It was probably bound to happen,” Spenser said with a laugh. 

			They climbed into the Bronco and Spenser started it up. 

			“Off to Pineville?” she asked. “I have a feeling that handsome Sheriff Wallach will be very happy to see you again, Sheriff Song.”

			“Stop that,” she replied but couldn’t keep her cheeks from flushing with heat. “No, we’re not going to Pineville. Not yet anyway.” 

			“So, where are we going?” 

			“Back to the office,” Spenser said. “We need to do a little homework first.” 

			Spenser put the Bronco into gear and pulled out of the lot, casting one last look back at the area where Kenny and his boys were sitting. She shook her head, musing on the opportunities he was throwing away as well as the life he was wasting. And all because his father didn’t give him the attention Kenny needed. The attention that, as a child, he deserved. 
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			“Well, it looks like there was a Gage Warner murdered in Pineville two years ago,” Jacob said, reading off his computer screen. “It went down just like Kenny told you it had. A pile of cut up body parts was found inside a steel barrel left in the middle of a field. He was nineteen at the time he was murdered.” 

			“Jesus,” Spenser muttered. “What’s the disposition of the case?”

			“Still classified as open-unsolved,” Jacob reported. 

			“I spoke with Sheriff Wallach,” Young said. “He told me that he’s very familiar with Tiburon and that he suspected him of Warner’s murder—as well as several others. But he was never able to make a case. He also said he’d very much look forward to working with you again.” 

			Young grinned slyly, her suggestion more than clear, which made Spenser roll her eyes. A quizzical expression crossed Jacob’s face. He wasn’t in on the inside joke and Spenser found herself wishing she was on the outside as well. She picked up her mug of coffee and took a sip, as she let the information soak into her brain, and tried to decide what to do with it. 

			“What can you tell me about Tiburon?” Spenser asked. 

			“Tiburon, aka Gilberto Galindos, age forty-three, was born in El Paso, Texas,” Jacob read. “According to public records, Galindos moved to Washington about fourteen years ago and graduated from the University of Washington with a degree in Psychology with Honors, if you can believe it. But after that, it seems rather than becoming a productive member of society, he founded a street gang called the EP Boyz in Seattle and has been living that life ever since. Oh, and it’s believed that the EP Boyz has a loose tie-in with the Sinaloa Cartel.” 

			“Well, that’s lovely,” Spenser said. 

			“But wait, there’s more,” Jacob said. “Galindos’ gang has been busted for running guns, drugs, and girls. But somehow Galindos always keeps his hands clean. He’s been suspected of a laundry list of crimes but has never even been charged. Somebody else always takes the fall.” 

			“He’s smart. And breeds the kind of loyalty in his organization that leads others to jump on grenades for him. That’s a dangerous combination,” Young said.

			“It is. And he sounds very smart. But I think he probably breeds that loyalty through fear and violence… something he might have learned from the Sinaloas,” Spenser replied. “I just want to know why he went from getting his degree at UW to running a criminal enterprise. It seems like a pretty radical turn and I’m curious to know what sparked it.” 

			Spenser looked at Galindos’ photo on Jacob’s computer screen, trying to see the Honors student beneath the hard-eyed, tattooed thug staring back at her. There was a lot she wanted to know about him. About what happened to him that was so traumatic, he walked away from the life he was building and settled into the life he was living now. 

			“Whatever it was that turned him into this, I’d say it was probably something bad. Like really bad,” Young said. “And I don’t mean to speak out of turn or anything, but do you think that has any bearing on our case, Sheriff?” 

			Spenser looked down at the floor and ran a hand over her face. She was allowing herself to get sidetracked. Spenser sometimes did that when she was flailing. She had no cohesive narrative for what was going on in town and because of that, she was allowing herself to spiral away on a tangent. 

			“No, you’re right. You’re right. His story is ultimately irrelevant,” Spenser said.

			“Okay, well, given the fact that they found Gage Warner cut into bitty little pieces, it looks like Kenny’s story checks out,” Young said. “And either way, it seems likely Galindos was involved somehow.” 

			“That’s true,” Spenser said. “That’s very true. But we’ll need some leverage.” 

			“Maybe Sheriff Wallach will have something,” Young offered.

			“Hey, I might have something you can use,” Jacob said.

			“What is it?” Spenser asked. 

			“He’s got an open warrant down in Los Angeles,” Jacob said. “Weapons charge. You might be able to leverage him against the threat of extradition to face those charges.” 

			Spenser folded her arms over her chest and nodded as she thought about it. “That’s good. That’s really good. You’re right, we might be able to use that.” 

			“Good,” Young said as she got to her feet. “Then let’s get to it.” 

			Spenser shook her head. “You just sit back down. You’re not going out there.”

			“What are you talking about? Of course, I’m going with you,” Young said. “You need backup out there.”

			“Amanda, if Tiburon is even half as dangerous as Kenny says he is, there is no way I’m taking you out there,” Spenser replied. 

			“If he’s half as dangerous as Kenny says, you shouldn’t be going out there with less than an army at your back,” Amanda countered. 

			“Sheriff Song has a lot more experience dealing with dirtbags like this than you do. If anybody is going to be able to handle Tiburon, it’s her,” Jacob added. “And not to sound like the cowardly weasel here, but Sis, the last thing I want is for something bad to happen to you.”

			“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Jacob. I appreciate you having my back, bro.” Young’s tone was filled with as much scorn as her expression. 

			“He’s not wrong. And it’s not something you should be taking personally,” Spenser said. “Besides, with me out in the field, we can’t leave the office without leadership. You’re the undersheriff and you need to step up in case something happens to me.” 

			“That’s the same reason the President and Vice President aren’t ever together.” 

			“They’re both at the State of the Union every year,” Amanda countered. 

			“Except for that,” Jacob said. 

			Spenser laughed. “Bad example but same premise. The department can’t be without leadership if I’m taken out. And like it or not, that’s you.” 

			A knock on the door drew their attention and Spenser turned to find Dr. Swift standing in the doorway. In all the months she’d been there, she’d never seen him set foot inside her office. The fact that he was there, along with the stern look on his face, made her wonder what was up.

			“What’s going on, Dr. Swift?” she asked. “Everything all right?” 

			His face tight, Swift stepped into Jacob’s office and closed the door behind him. 

			“The Wrights are asking me to release their son’s body,” he said. “And the Halls are asking me to release Wren’s body as well. Before I can do that, I need to make an official determination as to the nature of their deaths… as we discussed.”

			“Yes, I remember,” Spenser said. “But we’re still investigating. And now with the death of Wren Hall, it seems that we have a pattern—”

			“Potentially,” he interrupted. “Do you have evidence to support the theory?” 

			“We have a couple of leads we’re following. In fact, I’m about to head out to Pineville to talk to the person we think may have some connection to these cases.” 

			“Again, do you have anything to support this theory you’re developing, Sheriff?” 

			Spenser’s lips were a tight slash across her face. “No. Not yet.”

			“Then there’s nothing keeping me from releasing the bodies and ruling these as accidental overdoses,” Swift said. “Let these families give their kids a proper burial and help them begin to move on and heal. If that’s even possible.”

			“I understand, but there are avenues we haven’t been able to investigate yet. We’re just getting started with everything. We just need a little more time,” Spenser said. 

			“I don’t see anything other than tragic accidents here. Stupid mistakes made by dumb kids,” Swift replied. 

			“Doctor, there’s something more going on here. I just need some time to prove it.” 

			Swift frowned and groaned softly, seeming to be taking a moment to think. Spenser was fighting as hard as she was to keep the cases open and active because if she let Swift close them with a ruling of accidental overdose, it might impact any potential prosecutions down the line. Any criminal defense attorney worth his salt could potentially cast doubt on his client’s guilt by pointing to official reports.

			They had all the bloodwork and fluid testing from the bodies. She technically didn’t need the bodies. She didn’t have any real objection to releasing them to the families. But she didn’t want an official ruling made that would have a detrimental effect on any potential prosecutions. And that’s when the light bulb went off. 

			“Can you give them both a CUPPI designation?” Spenser asked. 

			“CUPPI?” Young piped up. 

			She and Jacob had been sitting at their stations so quietly and Spenser was so intent in her conversation with Swift, she had almost forgotten they were there. 

			“Cause undetermined pending police investigation,” Spenser answered. “It’s not making an official ruling one way or the other, which should help protect the integrity of any criminal prosecutions we’re able to bring while also allowing Dr. Swift to release the bodies to the families.” 

			“So, it’s just punting the ball to give us a little more time,” Young said.

			“Yeah. Exactly,” Spenser replied then turned to Swift. “What do you say?”

			“Yeah. I can do that,” he said with a nod. “I should have thought of that sooner.”

			“Okay, good. Then let’s do that,” Spenser said. “Thank you, Dr. Swift.” 

			“Of course,” he replied.

			“Any word back on any of the tests you ordered yet?”

			“Not yet,” Swift said. “But I’ll put a call in when I get back to my office and rattle their cages. See if I can help expedite the process.” 

			“Thanks… again.” 

			He gave Spenser a nod then turned and walked out of Jacob’s office. She turned back to Young and her brother feeling relieved to have knocked that off her worry list. But she wanted those test results back. Especially the test of the residue they found on Drake and Wren’s faces. 

			“Okay, so now that we have that cleared up, let’s get to finding you some appropriate backup for your little excursion to Pineville,” Young said. 

			“No need to worry about that,” Spenser said with a grin. “I’ve already got that covered.” 
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			This is not how I expected to be spending my afternoon,” Ryker said. 

			“Sorry to take you away from digging that big ol’ hole,” Spenser replied sardonically. “I can run you back home if you’d prefer.” 

			Ryker laughed. “No way. I don’t get the chance to beat the snot out of anybody very often these days,” he said. “The dog park can wait a bit.” 

			Spenser and Ryker sat in her personal car across the street from Six Shots, the seedy little bar where Gilberto Galindos, aka Tiburon, ran his criminal empire out of. After leaving the office, Spenser had run home, changed into her civvies, then recruited Ryker to come watch her back while she dealt with Galindos. She didn’t go in uniform because her authority didn’t extend to Pineville and also because she didn’t want to go in too heavy-handed by bringing in Sheriff Wallach and his deputies. She was hoping for a conversation with the man.

			It wasn’t exactly by the book, but Spenser didn’t feel comfortable with any of her deputies at her back in this situation. Not that she didn’t think there were good people in her department, but they were all green. Raw. She was doing her best to get them trained and ready to face up to the growing dangers in town, but they weren’t quite there yet. Besides, for this op, Spenser needed something different. Somebody scary. And somebody who, if push came to shove, would be able to whip some ass. And with his background as a SEAL, Spenser knew Ryker fit that bill perfectly. 

			“Right. Well, if this all goes according to plan, there won’t be snot being beat out of anybody,” Spenser said. “So, let’s kind of put a pin in that mindset right now. I just need you to be my silent muscle.” 

			“So, should I leave all my guns in the car?” 

			Spenser whipped her head around, gaping at him with wide eyes. “Please tell me you’re kidding. You’re a civilian—”

			“A civilian with a concealed carry permit.”

			“Ryker!” 

			A smile broke through his stony expression and then a deep, rumbling laugh burst from his throat. Spenser let out a breath of relief and shook her head.

			“You are such an ass,” she said. 

			“Thought you might need a little levity today.” 

			“I suppose it doesn’t hurt.”

			They’d been watching the bar from across the street for the last forty minutes or so and had seen a number of young, Hispanic men coming and going through the front doors. Most of them were tatted up and tough looking. Spenser didn’t want to profile anybody, but she thought they looked like bangers. It made her glad she’d brought Ryker along with her.

			“So, what exactly are we doing here anyway?” Ryker asked. “I mean, what is it you’re hoping to learn from this idiot?” 

			“I want to know who’s putting this poison on the streets in Sweetwater. I want to know which of his minions sold to Drake Wright and Wren Hall,” Spenser replied. “And I just wanted you here just in case they started to get a little frisky.”

			“And you think he’s just going to give you that piece of information?” 

			“I can be very charming and persuasive when I need to be.” 

			“You can? Why haven’t I ever seen that side of you before?” 

			Spenser flashed him a grin. “You are being such a brat today.” 

			“Today? It’s like you don’t know me or something.” 

			“You certainly seem to be feeling chipper today,” Spenser noted. 

			He shrugged. “Getting out of the house for a bit is a nice change of pace.”

			“Confronting a dangerous banger is a nice change of pace?” 

			“Keeps things interesting. Fun,” he said with a shrug.  

			“We need to talk about your definition of interesting and fun,” she replied. “But I do give you kudos for being willing to get out of the house. It’s harder to get you out of there than it is to scrape a barnacle off a ship’s hull.” 

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. What can I say? You’re opening me up to a whole new world,” he exclaimed, gesturing over to the seedy bar they’d been reconning.  

			“I’m doing my best anyway.” 

			“You’re helping me a lot,” he said. “Honestly.” 

			Their eyes lingered on each other for a moment and Spenser felt a quiver in her belly. She looked at the way the corners of his mouth curled upward in a small smile and the depth and sparkle in his warm, brown eyes. Spenser blew out a breath then turned away, breaking the spell that seemed like it had been cast. 

			“I guess we should get in there and get this over with,” she said. 

			“Let’s go,” he replied. “I’ve got your back.” 

			They climbed out of Spenser’s Santa Fe and headed across the street. A pair of hard, twenty-something bangers stood to the right of the door, their eyes narrowed, their faces etched with annoyance that bordered on anger. 

			“You got business here, lady?” one of them said. 

			“Public bar, isn’t it?” Spenser replied. “Thought we’d have a drink.” 

			“Yeah, you should probably go somewhere else to have that drink,” he growled. 

			He took a step toward her, squinting his dark eyes, and tried to puff himself up to look bigger than his five-seven, wiry frame. Both his arms were sleeved with tattoos and his entire neck was encircled with them. He had a black widow tattooed on the right side of his shaven scalp and E-P-B—obviously for El Paso Boyz—in Old English script adorned the left side. 

			“Nah,” Spenser said. “I think we’re good here.” 

			The guy’s eyes flickered over to Ryker who was standing a step behind and to Spenser’s right. She didn’t know what the man saw in his eyes, but it clearly made him uneasy. 

			“Yeah, whatever,” he said as he took a step back. “You better just get your drink and go then. You just mind your business in there.” 

			Spenser pulled the door open and stepped through, Ryker right on her heels. The place was dim, bordering on dark, and a thick odor of cigarettes and weed saturated the air around them. The tables and chairs were all nicked and scarred, and the vinyl coverings were torn in half on the booths that lined the wall to their right. The bar ran along the left wall and looked just as beat up as the other furniture in the place. The Six Shots had seen better days.  

			At the rear of the room, Spenser spotted a man that had to be Gilberto Galindos—Tiburon. He had dark hair that was cut short and parted on the right, and he sported a matching dark mustache and goatee. His skin was a warm, tawny color, and unlike his counterparts who were clustered around the table wearing jeans or chinos with wife-beaters or flannel, Galindos wore a pair of dark slacks, wingtips, and a dark vest over a blue button-down shirt and blood-red tie. He was clean and well-pressed and had the look of an accountant rather than a banger. 

			“You two lost?” one of Galindos’ guys asked. 

			Other than Galindos and his three men, the bar was empty, save for the disgruntled, perhaps even distraught-looking bartender who was huddled at the end of the bar reading a newspaper. Galindos’ takeover of his bar hadn’t been welcome… or voluntary. With Ryker at her back, Spenser took a few steps toward him. His guys reacted by pulling their pieces. Though they held the guns down at their sides, the threat was more than clear.

			Ryker stepped up beside Spenser, his face hard, the set of his body saying he was ready for action. He was like a spring, tightly coiled and ready to pop. Galindos’ men exchanged glances and Spenser could see how nervous they were. They weren’t used to somebody showing no fear—especially somebody who looked like they knew how to handle themselves, as Ryker clearly did. 

			“Gilberto Galindos,” Spenser said.

			The man sitting in the booth leaned back and spread his arms across the back of the seat. His sleeves were rolled up, allowing Spenser to see the artwork that sleeved both arms. Unlike the others though, he didn’t have visible tattoos. Nothing on his neck, cheeks, face, or head. He lifted his chin, gesturing to his men who stood aside, clearing out the space in front of the booth. They took a few steps back and Spenser didn’t miss the look of relief on their faces. 

			“You’re that lady sheriff from the next town over,” Galindos said thoughtfully. “Song, isn’t it? Spenser Song?” 

			“I’m flattered.”

			“Don’t be,” he said. “I’m just a man in the business of knowing things.” 

			“Is that so?” Spenser asked. 

			“Information is the true currency of the realm, Sheriff,” he said smoothly. “But then, based on your reputation, I suspect you know that already. From what I hear, you trade in the same currency as well.” 

			Spenser eyed him closely. Galindos was smooth and well-spoken. His degree from UW was obviously more than just for show. He seemed like an articulate, educated man. Mentally speaking, he seemed to be leaps and bounds ahead of the clowns who surrounded him. It was smart. He insulated himself behind layers of guys who were loyal, didn’t ask questions, and didn’t think for themselves too well. Every great field general needed trigger pullers who weren’t overly ambitious and did what they were told.

			“So, what is it I can do for you, Sheriff?” Galindos asked. 

			Spenser reached into her bag and pulled out a photo of the baggies with the cartoon shark on it and set it down on the table in front of him. Galindos’ eyes flicked down to the picture then back up to Spenser again. The corners of his mouth curled upward.

			“What’s this?” he asked. 

			“You were right, you know,” Spenser said. “I do put a high value on information and learning everything I can.”

			“That’s good,” he said. “I respect that.” 

			“Glad to hear it. But because I too am a woman who knows things, I happen to know these are the baggies you sell your product in,” she said. “The shark—Tiburon. That’s your street name, isn’t it, Mr. Galindos?”

			“You already know that’s true, Sheriff,” he replied with a shrug.” Why bother asking me that which you already know?”

			“All right, then let’s cut to the chase. I want to know who’s selling in my town.” 

			“Just because my nickname is Tiburon doesn’t mean those baggies belong to me.” 

			“Let’s not play games,” Spenser said. “I have two dead teenagers in my town and by all appearances, it’s because of your product.” 

			He cut a glance at one of his men who gave him a subtle shrug. Spenser could see by the expression on his face that he had no idea what she was talking about. That it was news to him. He quickly smoothed out his features and put on a neutral face.

			“I couldn’t help but notice that you’re well outside of your jurisdiction, Sheriff,” he said.

			“You’re an observant man.” 

			“That means that without the cooperation of Sheriff Wallach—and a warrant—nothing said here can be used in any sort of criminal proceeding.”

			“You would be correct again. We’re not working with Sheriff Wallach,” Spenser said. “We are here on our own and neither of us have any recording devices on us. This, for now, is all off the record. Like I told you, I just wanted to have a chat.” 

			“All right. What is it I can tell you?”

			“What are you cutting your product with? Fentanyl? Oxy? Baby powder?” Spenser asked. “My dead teenagers appear to have overdosed on cocaine. But we also saw evidence of an opioid overdose, which has confused the issue. So, I need to know what you cut your coke with.”

			He frowned. “Hypothetically speaking and admitting to nothing, of course, if I were to be in the business of selling narcotics, the last thing I would do is cut it with something that would kill my customer base. That would make me an incredibly poor businessman. And if there is one thing I am not, it’s a poor businessman.” 

			Spenser exchanged a look with Ryker as she thought about what Galindos just told her. She was stunned that he was talking to her at all until the realization hit her that he was talking because he had a lot to lose with what was going on. Not only would it increase the heat on him, if word started to get around that he was putting out hot shots, nobody would buy his product. It was an angle Spenser felt stupid for not considering before. That led to another angle for her to consider.

			“Okay, so maybe one of your corner boys is stepping on your product with something and keeping a piece of the action for himself,” Spenser offered. 

			“That’s unlikely. None of my men would dare steal from me. They know that would be a very bad move for them,” he said. “Also, hypothetically speaking.” 

			“Of course,” Spenser said. “But I have to tell you that we’re having everything tested and will know exactly what was in their systems. We’ll know if your product has been stepped on. I’m telling you though, I’m already ninety-nine percent sure it has. So, let me ask you again. Who do you have in my town selling your drugs.”

			He frowned then poured himself a shot of tequila from the bottle sitting on the table in front of him. He swallowed the shot then set the glass down. His expression was dark, and he looked angry. The idea that somebody in his organization broke ranks and was stealing his product for their own gain wasn’t sitting well with him.  

			“I’ll tell you what, Sheriff,” he finally said. “Let me speak with my employees. If I find there is cause for concern, I will touch base with you.”

			“Will you though?” 

			“You’re basing this line of questioning on the assumption that I’ve expanded my hypothetical business into your town,” he said. “Let me just say I haven’t. Not yet anyway.” 

			“Is that so?” 

			“That’s so,” he replied. “And as I said, I will speak to my employees and get to the bottom of things. If there’s fire underneath all this smoke, you’ll be the first to know.”

			“Mr. Galindos, your—employee—will do me no good cut up into little pieces and stuffed into a steel drum,” Spenser said.

			The corner of his mouth quirked upward, and a light of amusement glittered in his eyes. She wasn’t sure if he was amused by the memory of having committed that sort of atrocity, or the fact that she knew he’d done it and couldn’t do anything about it. 

			“I give you my word, Sheriff Song, if there is anything to this story, you will get your chance to speak with my wayward employee,” he said smoothly. “Believe me, I would like answers about this situation as much as you do.” 

			It wasn’t everything Spenser had wanted when she set foot in the Six Shots, but it was far more than she’d expected to get. And best of all, Ryker hadn’t been forced into a position where he was trading blows with any of Galindos’ thugs. It was a win-win. Or as close as she was going to get to a win-win anyway. 

			“Okay. I’ll take you at your word, Mr. Galindos.”

			“My word is my bond, Sheriff,” he replied. “But I do not work for free, so there is one thing you must do for me in return.”

			“And what is that?” 

			“I need you to share what you find,” he said. “I need to know if there is rot within my organization so I can… address it.” 

			Spenser glanced at Ryker who gave her a subtle shake of the head. It was a deal with the Devil. But sometimes, you had to make those deals to get what you wanted. What you needed. Sometimes, it was the only way you were going to make a case. And given that they had little to nothing in the way of evidence or even a solid lead, Spenser knew she was going to have to color outside the lines a bit to get what she needed. 

			“Deal,” she said. “I will share everything I’m able to share.” 

			Galindos eyed her for a moment. “I want everything you find out, Sheriff.” 

			“There are certain things I will not be able to share with you, Mr. Galindos. More than anything, I have to protect the integrity of my case,” she replied. “But I will share everything I can. I give you my word. And like you, my word is my bond.” 

			Galindos continued to stare at her for a long, tense moment before he finally nodded, seeming to realize that was the best he was going to get out of her. Like her, he seemed to realize he was going to need to compromise to get something, rather than rebuff her and get nothing. If there were problems within his organization that extended beyond one of his corner boys, Galindos was going to have to root it out to fully clean house. And to do that, he was savvy enough to know he needed her help. 

			“All right. We have a deal,” he said. “You will hear from me soon.” 

			“Good,” Spenser said as she set one of her cards down on the table. “I’ll look forward to it.” 

			“One thing more, Sheriff,” he said. “It wouldn’t be wise for you to try to double-cross me. You should know I don’t take betrayal very well.” 

			“Neither do I,” she replied coldly. “Neither do I, Mr. Galindos.” 
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			“Keep everybody back, guys,” Spenser said. “Push the perimeter back as far as you can.”

			“Sure thing, Sheriff.”

			A couple of her deputies headed over to push the gathering crowd back to the other side of the street. The neighbors were all clustered together on the sidewalk watching what they were doing. Whether it was Manhattan or Sweetwater Falls, there was never a shortage of rubberneckers whenever tragedy struck. It seemed to be a universal law.   

			When the perimeter had been established and the tape lines set up and all the looky-loos had been pushed back beyond them, Spenser turned back to the car.

			“How long has he been in there?” Spenser asked. 

			“It looks like he’s in rigor, so I’d say probably less than twelve hours,” Young replied.  

			“My God. What in the hell is going on here?” 

			It had been almost a week since Spenser’s conversation with Galindos and so far, she hadn’t heard a peep from him. She did get a call this morning, bright and early, that another body had dropped. Seventeen-year-old Heath Stokes sat behind the wheel of his car, eyes wide, mouth slack and hanging open, and his skin an unnatural shade of blue. His head was slumped to the side and he had the same dried crust spilling from the corner of his mouth Drake and Wren had. 

			“Go ahead and pull him out,” Spenser said. 

			“You got it, Sheriff.” 

			She stood by and watched as a pair of her deputies managed to haul the kid’s stiff body out of the car and laid it down as best as they could on the gurney the EMTs had rolled out for them. They quickly threw a sheet over the body then pushed it toward the ambulance. Spenser snapped on a pair of black nitrile gloves and stepped over to the car with Young following close behind. 

			“You take the passenger side, I’ll take the driver’s side,” Spenser said. 

			“You got it.” 

			Spenser leaned in through the driver’s side door and started to look around. A grim line crossed her lips, along with a sigh. It didn’t take her long to find what she was looking for. 

			“Bingo,” she said. 

			“What do you have?” Young asked.

			Spenser pulled out what she knew she was going to find before she’d even started to look—a small blue baggie with a cartoon shark printed on it. A small amount of it had spilled out onto the floorboard and laying beside it was a small spoon—the kind you’d snort your coke off of—and the silver face of it was covered with residue. Spenser bagged it all up then laid it on the hood of the car, then went back and continued the search. The rest of her search, however, yielded nothing. 

			“I’ve got nothing on this side,” Young said. “Clean as a whistle. The whole car is sparkling in fact. It’s almost obsessively clean.” 

			“Nothing else on this side either,” Spenser reported. “In fact, the only things out of place are the items in those baggies on the hood of the car.” 

			She stood up with her hands on her hips and looked around, her mind swirling. She had three deaths on her hands now. And the only thing linking them all together definitively was the blue shark baggies. That wasn’t enough to make the case. But that’s when a thought struck her. She turned and darted over to the ambulance.

			“Wait, wait,” she called just before they closed the back doors. “Hang on a second.” 

			Brian Mueller, the EMT she’d dealt with most often turned to her. He was a tall man—six-three or so—with startling blue eyes and not a strand of hair on his head. Mueller was a gruff-looking man but had an incredibly sweet, kind demeanor. He was a teddy bear of a man.  

			“What is it, Sheriff?” he asked.

			“You don’t happen to have a sample collection swab in there, do you?”

			“Yeah, we do,” he replied. 

			“Good. Okay,” she said. 

			Spenser stepped up and into the back of the rig. Mueller moved aside to give her some space as Spenser stepped up beside the gurney. She gently pulled the sheet back and looked down into Heath Stokes’ wide, unseeing eyes, fixed on some point beyond this world. She leaned down and looked close, a frown on her lips. 

			“You have a penlight?” she asked.

			“Yeah, sure,” he said and handed her one. “Mind telling me what you’re looking for, Sheriff? Maybe I can help.” 

			“I’m looking for a connection,” she said.

			Spenser clicked on the penlight and started to move it around Heath’s face. She looked closely, not seeing anything at first, but as she gave it another sweep, she saw the glistening on his face she’d seen on Drake’s. It was as if something had dried on his face. Spenser recalled Dr. Swift saying it might be dried saliva or sputum, but she wasn’t so sure about that. She’d seen plenty of junkies who’d taken a hot shot in her time with the Bureau and there were big differences between those bodies and the bodies of these three kids. 

			“There you are,” she said. She took the sample swab from him and ran it over Heath’s face. Once she was sure she’d taken a good swab, she sealed it up and tossed it into a baggie. 

			“Make sure you get this to Dr. Swift,” Spenser said as she handed the baggie to Mueller. “Tell him I asked to have it sent to the lab in Seattle and to put a rush on it.” 

			“No problem, Sheriff. I’ll take it over when I drop the body off,” he said. 

			“Great. Thank you, Brian.” 

			Spenser backed out of the ambulance and shut the back doors then watched it drive away. She took a beat then turned back to the scene. Her deputies were swarming around the car, searching for any bit of trace evidence they could find. From her vantage point, they seemed to be doing a good job. They were being thorough. The two-week-long training seminar she’d arranged with a forensics team from the Seattle FBI field office—courtesy of Blake Wilder—looked to have been time well spent.

			Not that Spenser thought they were going to find much. Like Young had said when they were searching it, Heath kept his car obsessively clean. Spenser hadn’t seen many teenage boys who kept their cars that tidy. Not that cleanliness did anything to prove or disprove anything about Heath’s death, let alone the deaths of Drake and Wren. 

			“What are you thinking?” Young asked as she stepped up beside Spenser.

			“I’m not sure what to think right now,” Spenser replied. “But I’d bet my pension that we’re going to find that Heath Stokes was a good kid who didn’t have a history with cocaine either.”

			“That’s not a bet I’m willing to take,” Young said. “Not at this point.” 

			“You know something I don’t?” 

			“I know the Stokes family. A little bit anyway,” she said. “I was good friends with Heath’s older sister, Daria, back in school. So, I didn’t know him, know him. But I knew him just from spending so much time with Daria. We’re still tight. This is going to devastate her entire family.”

			“And what was your impression of Heath?” 

			“Good kid. A bit of a nerd, to be honest. He was very serious about his schoolwork,” Young said. “He’s supposed to be going to Princeton after graduation… or he was, anyway.” 

			Spenser looked at Young closely. “Are you going to be able to work this case objectively and with a clear head?” 

			Young swallowed hard then nodded. “Yeah. I’m fine, Sheriff.” 

			“It’s okay if you need to take a step back, Amanda. I understand.”

			“I promise you, Sheriff, I’m fine,” she said. “My head is clear and I’m good to go.” 

			Spenser studied her, pondering the dilemma. Young’s connection to the family, even if her connection to the victim was merely more proximity-related than personal, could make her a liability. Emotions run high and can cloud a person’s judgment. Spenser knew that from personal experience. But looking at things from a different perspective, Young’s connection to the family could also be a benefit. It might give Spenser insights she wouldn’t have otherwise. And at the moment, she needed every single edge she could get.

			“Promise me that if anything gets too difficult that you’ll step aside,” Spenser said.

			“You have my word.”

			“You also need to know that if I believe your judgment is compromised or your thinking isn’t clear, I’ll pull you off the case.”

			“I understand and accept that.”

			“Good.”

			“What’s our next move, Sheriff?” 

			“We’ll need to speak with Heath’s parents,” Spenser said. 

			“They’re in Europe right now. But Daria’s still in town,” Young told her. “I’ll bring her down to the office to speak with you.” 

			“Good. Do that. She might know more about her brother than their parents did,” Spenser replied. “In my experience, siblings tend to be closer to each other than their folks and are usually more honest with them as well. If there’s anything to know, I’m betting Daria will know it.”

			“I think that’s probably a pretty good and accurate assessment. Jacob and I practically had our own language when we were hiding things from our folks,” Young said. 

			“From what I’ve personally observed, you guys still have that secret language when you’re trying to hide things from me,” Spenser said with a grim side-smirk. “Anyway, get his sister down to the office as soon as it’s convenient for her.”

			“Yes, ma’am. I’m on it.” 

			Spenser watched Young walk to her cruiser then drive off to retrieve Heath’s sister, and she let out a long sigh. She hated having to deliver news like this, but time was of the essence. She had three dead teenagers, poison on the streets, and absolutely no clue what was happening.  

			“It’s going to be a long damn day,” she muttered as she walked toward her Bronco. 
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			“Ms. Stokes, thank you for coming in,” Spenser said. “I’m terribly sorry to have to do this right now. Or at all.” 

			“Please, call me Daria,” she said. “I spoke with my parents before I came in. They’re stuck in Europe at the moment, and it might be a few days before they can get back, so they’ve asked me to answer any questions you have. They said they’ll follow up with you when they get home.” 

			“Great. Thank you, Daria.” 

			She sniffed and dabbed at her red, swollen eyes with a crumpled tissue that was balled up in her fist. Daria Stokes was a pretty, though somewhat plain woman. But there was no mistaking her for anybody other than Heath’s sister. She had the same sandy-blonde hair and green eyes her brother had along with the same small, petite stature, and bookish look that he had. Despite the seven-year age gap between them, Daria and Heath could have passed as fraternal twins. 

			Spenser took a seat across from Daria at the conference table. The whiteboard had been flipped over so that all the photographs and notes Spenser had been putting up weren’t visible. She wanted to avoid upsetting Daria more than she already was. Young walked into the conference room, quietly shutting the door behind her, then took a seat next to her friend. She set a box of tissues down in front of Daria then gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

			“Daria, we’re very sorry for your loss,” Spenser started.

			“Thank you.”

			“Can you tell me if your brother ever used drugs recreationally or otherwise?”

			She shook her head. “No. He never used drugs.”

			“You’re sure about that?” Spenser pushed gently. “I mean, are you sure he would have told you if he were using drugs?” 

			“I’m sure he would have told me,” Daria replied. “But even if he didn’t tell me, I know my brother well enough to know if he was using. There would have been outward signs that I know I wouldn’t have missed.” 

			Daria wiped away the fresh tears that flowed down her face with her wadded-up tissue. She blew her nose with it then dropped it into the trash can that Young held up for her. Daria gave her a watery smile before grabbing another tissue. The look of agony on her face tore at Spenser’s heartstrings. 

			“Heath was all about school. He was set to go to Princeton in the fall and he was planning on going to Johns Hopkins after that,” Daria said. “He wanted to be a doctor. He would have been such a good one. Heath only ever wanted to help people.”

			“Daria, we found evidence of drug use in Heath’s car,” Young said gently. “Do you have any way of explaining that?” 

			“Somebody had to have planted it in his car. There is no way in hell Heath was using cocaine, Mandy. You know him. You’ve known him for years and you know there’s no way he would have been using,” Daria argued.

			“I do know him. And I don’t believe it,” Young said. “But I also don’t have an explanation for what we found at the scene.”

			“I don’t either. I just know it couldn’t have been his,” she said quietly. 

			“Okay, let’s switch tracks,” Spenser said. “We found your brother in his car. Do you happen to know what your brother was doing last night? Where he was?” 

			“Knowing him, he was probably at the library studying, or with a study group,” she replied. “He’s the smartest person I know. I mean, he’s naturally smart. But he’s obsessed with studying and maintaining his grades.”

			“He’s already at the top of his class. A valedictorian for sure,” Young said. 

			“And obsessed with staying there,” Daria offered. “But I don’t live at home anymore, so I don’t know where he was exactly. But you can always check his online calendar. He logs everything in there. He couldn’t function without that calendar.” 

			“Great. We’ll check that out,” Spenser said. “With your permission, of course.” 

			“Take anything you need if it will help you figure out who did this to him.” 

			“What makes you believe somebody did this to him?” Spenser asked gently. 

			“The fact that he didn’t do drugs in the first place. That can only mean somebody intentionally overdosed him,” Daria argued. 

			“All right, let’s talk about that for a minute,” Spenser said. “Did Heath have any enemies? Can you think of anybody who might have wanted to hurt him?” 

			Daria sniffed and wiped her eyes again. Spenser could see the emotional toll this was all taking on the girl. She looked exhausted. Wrung out. But she shook her head.

			“No, I can’t think of anybody who wanted to hurt him. Heath was a bit of a nerd, but he was popular around school. Everybody loved him,” Daria said. 

			Spenser thought back to one of the pictures she’d taken from Drake Wright’s room and put it up on the whiteboard. The photo was of Drake, Wren, and the rest of their friend group. A friend group that included Heath Stokes. That made three people in that photo who were now dead, having supposedly overdosed on the same drug from the same supplier. The coincidences were piling up so high and so thick Spenser felt like she was starting to choke on them.

			“So, he never mentioned anybody who might have an issue with him, or—” 

			“No, Sheriff,” Daria cut her off testily. “Like I told you, my brother was well thought of at school and didn’t have any enemies.”

			“I’m sorry to keep pressing about that, but it’s just that three people now from your brother’s friend group have died, as I’m sure you’ve heard,” Spenser said. “Drake Wright and Wren Hall both overdosed on the same drug.”

			There was no way Daria couldn’t have heard the news about the other overdoses before that moment. But the look of horror dawning on her face made Spenser think Daria hadn’t connected the three deaths in that way until right then. 

			“What does that mean, Sheriff? Is there somebody running around purposely overdosing the kids in town? Why would somebody do that?” 

			“I’m not saying that just yet,” Spenser said. “But I am finding it a little curious that three members of your brother’s friend group have now mysteriously overdosed when none of them have a history of drug abuse. Drake and Wren were both tested just a week before they died, and they were clean. It’s one of the many things I find odd about these cases.”

			“My God,” Daria whispered. 

			“So, you’re positive you don’t know of anybody who might want to hurt your brother or his friend group?” Spenser asked.

			She shook her head. “No. I don’t. Not specifically,” she replied. “But back in the day, they were the popular clique in school, so I don’t doubt they might have rubbed somebody the wrong way. I just can’t think of anybody who’d do something like this.” 

			Spenser cocked her head. “What do you mean by back in the day?” 

			“Oh, well, Heath didn’t really hang out with those kids anymore,” she said. “In fact, so far as I know, most of that friend group—I think there were like ten of them—don’t hang out with each other anymore at all, to be honest.”

			“I was under the impression they were still thick as thieves,” Spenser said.

			“I mean, I can’t say for sure, but it’s been ages since I’ve seen any of them at my folks’ house and they all practically used to live at each other’s houses,” she said. “It used to be that you’d never see one without at least a few of the others. But I can’t tell you the last time I saw Heath with any of the other kids.” 

			Spenser exchanged a glance with Young, recalling what she’d said about how tight friend groups tended to remain in a town like Sweetwater. 

			“When did they all stop hanging out, Daria?” Spenser asked.

			“Oh, I don’t know. I guess this had to be a couple of years ago now.” 

			“Did you ever ask your brother why?” 

			“I did. He always told me everything,” she said. “But I seem to remember that he just kind of blew off my question and didn’t really give me an answer.”

			“Did you think that was odd?” 

			She nodded. “I did. But I also know how emotional teenagers can be—I wasn’t that far removed from being their age at the time,” she said with a rueful smile. “I guess I just sort of figured there was some sort of drama going on and that they’d eventually work it out. I never really thought about it much after that. Why do you ask? Is that important? Are you thinking their falling out had something to do with—”

			Spenser held her hand up to stop Daria from spinning down that rabbit hole. “I’m not sure yet. I’m just trying to collect all the facts right now. It may ultimately be irrelevant, but nothing is unimportant at this stage. We’re just casting a wide net. It’s important you don’t overthink this or let yourself spiral. Like I said, it may ultimately prove to be nothing.” 

			“Especially since it’s been a couple of years,” Young offered.

			“Daria, one more question,” Spenser said. “Do you think that your brother is the type who’d experiment with drugs? Or maybe let himself be pressured into trying something he normally wouldn’t? Maybe trying to reconnect with his friend group or perhaps have one last hurrah with them before heading off to Princeton?” 

			Daria seemed to think about it for a moment but then shook her head. “No. Definitely not Heath. Even if he missed his old friend group, which I never got the sense he did since he seemed pretty happy with the kids he was spending time with, he would never try something like cocaine just to appease them. He wasn’t like that. He was a bit of a nerd, but he was never that desperate for anybody’s friendship. Like I keep saying, people loved him, and he had friends all over.” 

			“All right. Fair enough,” Spenser said. “That’s all I have for now. I appreciate you coming in and I’m so sorry for your loss.”

			“Thank you, Sheriff,” she said as fresh tears spilled from her eyes. “Please find the person responsible for this. Please.” 

			Spenser gave Daria a tight-lipped smile as Young helped her friend to her feet. She watched them leave the conference room then sat back in her chair and rubbed her eyes, feeling utterly wrung out. It wasn’t even noon yet and it already felt like she’d been there all day. Spenser’s mind continued to spin, and it kept circling back to the fact that Heath Stokes had stopped hanging out with his friend group a couple of years ago. Her thoughts wouldn’t move off that spot. Two years ago. 

			She knew it might ultimately be nothing. But she thought perhaps it might be everything.
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			“I don’t know,” Ryker said. “It kind of sounds like a case of pareidolia to me.” 

			Spenser gave him a mischievous grin. “Look at you breaking out the five-dollar words. Sounds like somebody’s been reading their dictionary.” 

			Ryker laughed. “Hey, I know things. I’m not just a pretty face, lady.” 

			“Yeah, I guess that’s true,” she said. “But you do have such a pretty face.”

			Spenser slammed her jaw shut so quickly, her teeth made an audible clack. As her cheeks warmed and turned a shade of red not normally found in nature, an awkward tension crackled in the air around them. She quickly took a drink of her wine—which was a bad idea given that’s what had probably loosened her tongue enough that she made such a stupid remark in the first place. For about the ten thousandth time, Spenser silently swore to herself that she’d never have another drink, let alone how many she’d had tonight, around Ryker again. 

			They were sitting on Ryker’s back deck sipping a glass of wine and watching the sun go down after an incredible shrimp and steak meal that he’d put together. She felt bad that he was always cooking for her, but he genuinely seemed to enjoy doing it. Annabelle and Mocha lay side by side on the deck, worn out after romping and wrestling together most of the afternoon. The world around them was quiet. Peaceful. And with the sky cast in brilliant shades of red, orange, and gold, it was an idyllic evening—her mortification notwithstanding. 

			“Anyway, like I was saying, I think maybe you’re getting hung up on this thing when there may not be anything there,” Ryker said. 

			She was so grateful that he didn’t take the opportunity to tease her and just moved on instead, she could have kissed him. As she sipped from her glass, she thought about what he’d said. Was she simply seeing pictures in the clouds? Was she trying to make some order out of the chaos that was this case? It was no secret that Spenser didn’t function very well amidst the chaos and that she needed to understand what was happening and needed things to be organized and tidy. In that way, she was a lot like Heath Stokes. 

			Ryker took a sip of his wine and set the glass down carefully, the corners of his mouth curled down in a slight frown. She could tell he was thinking. Ryker was always very thoughtful in the things he said, but he wasn’t a rubber stamp for her. He didn’t always agree with her. In fact, he often challenged her thinking about any number of things. It was something she appreciated about him. Spenser didn’t need any more yes men in her life.  

			“All I mean is that you’re trying to see a pattern in these tragedies when it’s probably nothing more than a senseless and terrible accident,” Ryker said. “These kids probably just got involved with something they didn’t fully understand, and it cost them their lives. It happens all over the world every single day.” 

			“Yeah, I know,” Spenser replied. “I just can’t get past the idea that two years ago, Wren Hall transferred to Burkett and cut out her friend group from Taft. Also, two years ago, Heath Stokes cut off his friend group entirely. And, according to Daria Stokes, that entire friend group imploded around that same time and none of those kids who’d grown up together hang out with each other anymore. I find that odd.” 

			Ryker shrugged. “You know how kids are. The smallest things turn into the end of the world events. Friends outgrow each other all the time.” 

			“Sure. Some do. No question,” Spenser replied. “But some don’t. Amanda is still tight with her high school friend group.”

			“And I’m not,” he replied. “Are you?”

			Spenser frowned and looked down into her wine glass. “No. I’m not.”

			“Not all friend groups are built to last,” he said gently. 

			Spenser knew he wasn’t wrong about that. But she also knew interpersonal dynamics in small towns tended to be different from those in bigger cities. In big cities, people tended to be more… disposable. Friendships were more superficial. But in small towns, where the community was tighter and the people lived most, if not all their lives alongside each other, bonds tended to be strong. Something closer to permanent. Or so she’d believed anyway. 

			“No, I guess you’re not wrong,” she said. 

			“Not that you asked for it, but my two cents is that Tiburon lied to you and actually is stepping on his drugs. Cutting it with fentanyl, most likely,” Ryker went on. “He’s responsible for the poison on the streets. I mean, has he been in touch with you like he promised?” 

			“No. Not yet,” she replied. 

			“And he probably won’t be,” Ryker said. “I suspect he’s probably cleaning house and trying to clean up his product.”

			“It’s possible,” Spenser said. “But then, Drake and Wren were athletes. How do you explain their clean drug tests a week before they died?”

			“They wouldn’t be the first kids to OD their first time using. Especially if Tiburon is stepping on his supply like you suspected,” Ryker said with a shrug. “And something else that should be noted is that you’re basing your belief that friend group was done with each other on what Daria said. She doesn’t live in that house with him; she’s long out of high school, and doesn’t have an idea of what’s happening around there. You know what I mean?” 

			Spenser drained the last of her wine, her frown growing deeper. “Everything you’re saying makes perfect sense. It’s perfectly logical and puts order to some of the chaos.” 

			“But?”

			“But something just doesn’t feel right about it to me,” Spenser said. “I’m almost positive whatever happened that drove these kids apart happened about two years ago. I can’t prove it right now, but I’m sure of it.”

			The more she spoke and the more she thought about it, the more certain Spenser became that she was right. That she was onto something. But it was like she was trying to see through an opaque window. She could see the general shape and outline of whatever it was, but she couldn’t see any of the details. Couldn’t see the picture clearly. 

			“I don’t know, Spenser. It feels like you’re building your theory on sand,” he said. 

			“It does. And I know my thinking is shaky right now, but I just feel that I’m right. Down deep in my gut I feel it,” she said. 

			He nodded as if thinking to himself. “Okay, well, let’s game this out then,” he said. “You’re thinking that something bad happened two years ago that blew this friend group apart. Any idea what that thing might be?” 

			“No clue,” Spenser replied. “But it had to be bad enough to drive lifelong friends apart.”

			“Murder? Rape? An unwanted pregnancy and a subsequent abortion?”

			“Maybe. Possibly. It could be any of those things for all I know right now,” Spenser replied. “Whatever it was, I’d have to guess it was covered up since there’s no police record of it. Not even Amanda or Daria is aware of anything that happened between them.”

			“Okay, so we can probably cross anything that would require a police report off the list.”

			“Not necessarily. Not if the kids all conspired to cover up whatever it was.”

			He chuckled softly. “So, you think they killed somebody then covered it all up? Sounds like a movie I saw once.” 

			“It would explain why their friend group blew up. None of them could stand to be around each other knowing what they did. Guilt is a relationship killer,” she said. “It also wouldn’t be the first time I’d seen something like that happen. I worked a similar case when I was with the Bureau. But it also doesn’t have to be murder. It could be a sexual assault. It could be anything.”

			Ryker looked off and seemed to be considering her words. She couldn’t help but see that glimmer of skepticism in his eyes still, but he didn’t seem to be dismissing what she said outright. 

			“I have to believe in a town like this, with all the gossip and sewing circles we have here, word of a murder would get out,” Ryker said. 

			“Unless the person who was murdered wasn’t from town.” 

			He pursed his lips. “I just don’t see it. Not murder anyway.” 

			“Okay, that’s fair. Murder is something I can put on the shelf for now,” Spenser said.

			She sat back knowing full well she was going to be reviewing all open-unsolved murders for the last few years anyway. If she was lucky, she might stumble onto something if she perused the police records for the last couple of years. 

			“Okay, so, let’s assume you’re right—the kids did something bad and then they all make a pact to cover it up,” Ryker said. “So, what, a couple of years pass, and the guilt is suddenly so much, they’re murdering their co-conspirators?” 

			“That’s kind of what I’m thinking, yeah,” Spenser said. “Except that I don’t think it’s something that’s come on suddenly. I think it’s something that’s been building for these last couple of years now and something set it off. The UNSUB hit critical mass.” 

			“Okay, let’s assume you’re right. That one of the friend group hit critical mass and their guilt has overwhelmed them,” Ryker said. “How is this person intentionally overdosing the others? You said there are no signs of restraints or sedatives being used. So, how are they doing it?”

			“Yeah, I admit, that’s a big hole in my theory and I haven’t quite figured that out just yet,” she replied as her frown deepened. “The UNSUB has been able to introduce a lethal dose of drugs into their system. I just need to figure out how.” 

			“Mind if I float another theory?” 

			“Please.” 

			“You sure?” 

			Spenser nodded. “Of course. You might see something I don’t.” 

			“Okay. So, what if the friend group got back together? At least, relations between them all cooled to the point they’re hanging out every now and then,” he began. “And maybe, these kids are all at a party or something and somebody’s passing out Tiburon’s nose candy. They try it. They like it. And then later on, they catch a hot dose, and boom, three bodies.”

			“I’ve considered that,” she replied. “But that’s not what my gut is telling me.” 

			“As good as our guts are, they’re not foolproof,” he said. 

			 “True,” she agreed. “That’s why I’m keeping an open mind and not settling on any one track just yet. We’ll just see where the evidence takes us.” 

			“That’s fair,” he replied. 

			“But? I can see the but in your eyes.”

			He laughed softly. “I know I don’t like to interact with people in town all that often anymore, but from what I understand, these were all good kids,” Ryker said. “And they come from good families. I just can’t see them doing something so horrible, that one of them would be so consumed by guilt they’d start murdering all their friends.” 

			“You might be right,” Spenser replied. “But you’d be wise to remember that even good kids can do very bad things.” 

			“That’s true,” Ryker said softly. “That’s very true.” 

			They sat together watching as the light of the day bled away, awash in the dark blue and purple hues of the oncoming night. Spenser didn’t know how this case was going to turn out or which theory would prove to be the right one. All she knew for sure was that no matter which way it broke, it wasn’t going to be good and there was no happy ending to be had.  
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			Spenser pulled her Bronco to a stop at the curb and shut her engine off. The house was already swarming with deputies and EMTs. Clusters of looky-loos crowded the sidewalk across the street, everybody gawking, trying to get a view of the action going on inside. She was glad to see her team had already established a perimeter and was keeping the crowd well at bay. Apparently, all the training she had been putting them through was starting to have an effect. 

			“Sheriff, good morning,” Young said as she walked over to her. 

			“I’d argue there’s anything good about this morning given the fact that we’re catching another body,” Spenser said. “Yeah. You’re not wrong.” 

			“Fill me in.” 

			“Clara Jonas. Thirty-six years old, a teacher over at Burkett High. Single. No kids,” Young explained. “Her sister, Evie, stopped by this morning to check on Clara. Found her on the couch in the living room, dead of an apparent overdose.” 

			“Jesus,” Spenser muttered. “All right. Let’s go have a look.” 

			Spenser stepped into the small Craftsman-style house. It was blue with white trim and very neatly kept. Planter boxes with colorful flowers hung below the windows in the front of the house, and the front door, a darker shade of blue than the house itself, had a heart-shaped wreath with a white banner that read, “Welcome,” hanging on it. It seemed like the all-American, Leave it to Beaver-style home to Spenser. The only thing missing was the white picket fence and the herd of children filling up the home. 

			The interior of the house was as well kept as the exterior. There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere that Spenser could see. The hardwood floors were all polished to a glossy shine and the few pieces of art that hung on the walls were tasteful and modern. Most of the wall space though, was taken up by framed personal photos—pictures of Clara with her family, her students, and with her friends in various places. She looked like an incredibly happy woman and not somebody who was a habitual drug user. 

			Spenser passed the kitchen and saw a distraught-looking woman being comforted by one of her female deputies. She continued into the living room to find the lifeless body of Clara Jonas sprawled out on a cream-colored sofa. She was on her back, one arm over her head, her green eyes dull and open, staring at the ceiling above her. Spenser noticed a line of the same crust she’d seen on the faces of the others had spilled from the corner of her mouth and dried. 

			With hair the color of a penny that fell to her shoulders and a fair complexion—although it currently had a cold, blue tinge to it—Clara was a pretty woman. She was small, no more than five-four, and had a small, petite frame. She was wearing a sleeveless, black dress with a floral design that fell to her ankles and strappy sandals. It was a nice but fairly conservative style of dress, which matched the rest of the house that Spenser could see. She had a really hard time seeing a woman like Clara Jonas as a wild, cokehead, party girl.

			“Any sign of forced entry?” Spenser asked.

			“None.”

			Young picked up an evidence bag that had been sitting on the coffee table and handed it to Spenser. It had the same blue baggie with the cartoon shark on it. Still sitting on the table was another evidence bag holding a spoon like the one they’d found in Heath Stokes’ car.

			“Tiburon’s product,” Young said.

			“Yep. Looks that way,” Spenser said. “And this blows a big hole in my theory. I can’t see how a teacher from Burkett fits in with a group of teenagers.” 

			“Sorry, Sheriff. For what it’s worth, I am having a hard time seeing our four victims now as cokeheads. It just doesn’t fit,” Young said. 

			“Neither can I. But it looks like maybe you and Ryker might be right. It might be that these people got caught up dabbling and ended up dead for it,” Spenser said. 

			Even though everything seemed to be pointing in one direction, Spenser’s gut was still trying to force her to look in the other. Clara Jonas didn’t fit in with the friend group angle she’d been developing, but she thought maybe there was an angle she just hadn’t seen yet. Spenser stepped closer to the body and leaned down, looking closely. The sunlight flooding in through the windows behind the sofa glistened off the dried substance that was on Clara’s face.

			That was the one thread that flowed through each of these four deaths, but Spenser couldn’t see how they were connected to each other. Not now. Not with the death of a teacher. 

			Spenser straightened up. “Amanda, make sure we get a clean sample swab of her face. Specifically, around the nostrils and mouth. And make sure it gets to Dr. Swift.”

			“Do we have any idea what it is, Sheriff?” 

			Spenser shook her head. “No. Not yet. We’re still waiting on test results from the labs in Seattle,” she said. “They’re backlogged and behind on everything. As usual.”

			“That figures.”

			“Right?” she said. “Come on, let’s go talk to the sister.” 

			Spenser was starting to turn away when the sunlight coming in through the windows glinted off the coffee table. She turned back and squatted down, looking at it closely.

			“What do you have?” Young asked. 

			“Rings,” Spenser said, running her gloved finger over the two moisture rings on the wood. A third sat to the right of them, larger than the first two. 

			“Somebody was here,” Spenser said.

			“How can you tell?” 

			“These moisture rings on the wood… they were made by glasses. Wine glasses if I had to guess. And that third looks like it was made by the base of a wine bottle,” she replied. “It looks to me like Clara was entertaining last night.”

			“How do we know those rings are from last night?” 

			“Look around. Do you see anything else out of place or anything not clean?” Spenser asked. “This place is immaculate. It’s cleaner than one of those clean rooms in a bio lab. There’s no way in hell Clara lets these rings sit here longer than thirty seconds.” 

			Young looked around and shrugged. “Yeah, I suppose so. But what does that mean?”

			“It suggests to me that Clara may have had a glass of wine with the person who murdered her,” Spenser said. 

			“I’m not sure I’m seeing that here… not even with the water rings.” 

			“We agree that Clara wouldn’t have left the rings there without cleaning them up, right?” 

			“Sure. I agree with that,” Young said.

			“Then where are the glasses? And where is the bottle?” Spenser asked. “I don’t think I’m buying the idea that Clara cleaned up the glasses and threw away the bottle, then decided to take a few snorts before cleaning the water rings off her table.” 

			Young grimaced. “I think we’re making a lot of assumptions here, Sheriff.”

			“You know we always make assumptions when we’re developing theories about a case.” 

			“We do. I just… I think we’re getting pretty far afield here,” Young said. “You said yourself this doesn’t fit your theory, and this isn’t some revenge plot being carried out. I think that can only mean that as bizarre as these deaths may seem to us, they’re very likely unconnected and can only be accidental overdoses.” 

			“Let’s go talk to the sister,” Spenser said. 

			She led Young into the kitchen. The deputy who’d been keeping an eye on the sister gave Spenser a nod and departed, leaving her and Young alone with her. Evie Jonas was the spitting image of her older sister. She had the same coppery red hair and green eyes, the same pale complexion, and the same smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. The only differences that Spenser could see were that Evie was about an inch shorter than Clara and maybe a few pounds lighter. Other than that, they were nearly identical. 

			Evie stood with her back pressed against a cupboard and her arms crossed protectively over her chest, drawn in on herself. Her eyes were red and puffy, her cheeks were flushed damp from the flow of tears. She wore dark blue spandex running pants and a light blue long-sleeved T-shirt. Her hair had been pulled into a ponytail and threaded through the back of her ballcap and she wore bright white running shoes. She was bouncing from one foot to the other and chewing on her thumbnail, looking like she was doing her best to hold herself together. 

			“Ms. Jonas,” Spenser said. “We’re very sorry for your loss, but we need to ask you a few questions if you’re up for it.”

			She nodded and wiped away her tears. “Yes, that’s fine. I just want to find out who did this to my sister, Sheriff.” 

			“Great, thank you. We’ll do our best to keep this brief,” Spenser said. “Can you tell us how you came to find your sister this morning?”

			“Clara was supposed to meet me for a run this morning. We get together three mornings a week to run, and she never misses a date. Like never,” Evie said. “When she didn’t show up at the trailhead this morning and I couldn’t get her on the phone, I got worried. So, I drove over and let myself in with the key my sister gave me and found her like that…”

			Evie’s voice trailed off and she looked down at the ground, her eyes welling with tears, the expression on her face one of pure agony. But she seemed to swallow it down and raised her gaze to Spenser again. She clenched her jaw and seemed ready to continue.

			“When was the last time you spoke with your sister?” Spenser asked. 

			“Briefly yesterday afternoon,” she replied. “I just wanted to confirm that we were running together this morning.” 

			“I see. All right. Ms. Jonas, I’m sorry to have to ask, but to the best of your knowledge, did your sister have a history of substance abuse?” Spenser asked gently. 

			“No. Absolutely not,” Evie replied without hesitation. “She abhorred drugs. And abhorred users even more.” 

			“She sounds very stridently anti-drug,” Spenser said.

			“Sheriff, you have to understand something. We grew up watching our parents abuse drugs daily. We grew up very fast and very rough because of their drug habit,” Evie said. “And because of that, we both have very strong feelings about the issue. And because of the way we were brought up, neither of us has come within a hundred yards of a drug.

			“So, I can tell you without equivocation that the scene out there in the living room was staged. It was fake and the drug paraphernalia I saw on the coffee table was planted. I know my sister. And my sister has never touched a drug in her life. Nor would she. Never.”

			“Okay. Understood,” Spenser said. “Can you tell me if your sister was seeing anybody? Did she have a boyfriend?”

			“Oh, not for some time. She was dating a man named Kyle Hooper for a while—they were together for a few years. But that relationship ended about a year ago,” Evie said. 

			“And she’s not seeing anybody else?” 

			Evie shook her head. “No. She would have told me if she was seeing somebody.”

			“And you’re one hundred percent positive of that?”

			“One hundred percent.” 

			“Okay, now when you got here today, did you happen to remove anything from the living room?” Spenser asked. 

			Evie startled for a second. “Remove anything?”

			“Wine glasses and a wine bottle, perhaps?”

			She shook her head. “No. I didn’t remove anything. Why?” 

			“There are some water rings on your sister’s coffee table that suggest she had a glass of wine with somebody,” Spenser said. “We don’t know for sure that it’s related, but we noticed two rings from wine glasses and one from what looks like the base of a bottle. When you spoke to your sister yesterday, did she happen to mention having somebody over for a drink?”

			She shook her head. “No. She didn’t. And I’m sure she would have mentioned it if she were having somebody over. That’s just how our relationship was. We told each other just about everything going on in our lives.” 

			“Is it possible that somebody just dropped by unannounced?” Young chimed in.

			Evie shrugged. “I guess it’s possible. But you need to understand that my sister didn’t have many friends. She used to, but she fell into a severe depression a couple of years ago and had just withdrawn from almost everybody,” she said. “She turned her entire world upside down—”

			“A couple of years ago?” Spenser asked.

			Evie nodded. “Yeah. About two years ago, she fell into a really dark place. She quit her teaching job over at Taft and didn’t do anything for almost a year,” she told them. “She only started teaching at Burkett about six months ago and I thought the change of scenery was doing her some good because she was starting to act more like my sister again.” 

			Spenser exchanged a quick glance with Young who looked mildly surprised as yet another coincidence got thrown onto the ever-growing pile. 

			“Ms. Jonas, I don’t mean to be insensitive, but do you know why your sister fell into a depression? Do you know what might have spurred that?” Spenser asked. 

			“No. I have no idea. When it first started, I tried to talk to her about it, but it just seemed to push her deeper into that dark place, so I backed off. I kept hoping she’d talk to me about what was going on, but she never did. But like I said, once she started teaching at Burkett and getting her feet under her there, she seemed to be coming out of it.”

			Hearing Evie speak sent a lightning bolt straight through Spenser’s veins and breathed new life into her theory, which seemed as dead as Clara Jonas and the others just a few minutes ago. The timing lined up and made her think the former Taft teacher was somehow involved in whatever was going on with Drake, Wren, and Heath after all. She just didn’t know how. 

			But as she finished up with the questions for Clara’s sister, Spenser silently vowed that she was done second-guessing herself. There was something bigger in play. She couldn’t quite see it yet, but she knew something was going on. There were lives at stake and she was going to start getting some answers.  
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			“Okay, so what do two jocks, a nerd, and a teacher all have in common?” Spenser asked as she paced back and forth at the front of the conference room.

			“Taft High School is the common thread between them all,” Young replied. “They were all there a couple of years ago when whatever this is supposedly started.” 

			Spenser could still hear the skepticism in Young’s voice, but even she was having a hard time discounting all the “coincidences” that were piling up. She stepped over to the whiteboard and studied the picture of the kids who made up the friend group that was being picked off one by one. 

			“What happened?” she whispered to the photo. “What did you all do?” 

			“So, if we all get on board with the idea that somebody is killing these people with intentional overdoses, what makes us think this isn’t random?” Young asked. 

			“Drake Wright, Wren Hall, and Heath Stokes,” Spenser replied. “One is nothing, two is a coincidence, but three is a pattern.” 

			“But then you have Clara Jonas, which breaks that pattern,” Young said. 

			“Possibly,” Spenser said. “Or she could be part of it in a way that we can’t see yet.” 

			“I hate to say it, Sis, but I think the Sheriff may be on to something here,” Jacob said. “I mean how many more coincidences have to beat you over the head before you start paying attention to what’s right in front of you.” 

			Spenser could have thrown her arms around Jacob and hugged him right then and there. He was the first person to voice support for her theory. It made her feel less crazy for hanging on and trying to run with the theory in the face of Young and Ryker’s skepticism. 

			“It’s not that I’m not paying attention to what’s happening. It’s just that kids overdosing in a small town isn’t exactly something new,” Young said. “Look up the statistics on that, fact boy, and see the per capita overdose rates among teenagers in small, rural towns versus big cities. There are fewer entertainment options for them, so they drink and they do drugs. We haven’t seen it here as often simply because drugs haven’t been prevalent here. Not until recently. And maybe now, Sweetwater is just starting to catch up with the curve.”

			Spenser had to admit that Young’s argument was a compelling one. But it still didn’t take away from the scant few facts they did have in their possession. 

			“Four victims. None of whom had a known history of drug abuse, two who tested clean just a week prior, suddenly drop dead of a drug overdose,” Spenser said. “That strains the bounds of believability for me.” 

			“This would be a lot easier to figure out if we had the test results back from the labs. We might have something to go on,” Young groused. 

			“That would be nice. For now, I want to bring in the rest of the friend group for a sit down,” Spenser said. “I keep coming back to our interview with Ethan Howe—Drake’s supposed best friend.”

			“What about him?” Young asked. 

			“It was obvious to me that he was holding something back. That he wasn’t being truthful with us,” Spenser said. “He was just sketchy during that interview.”

			“Yeah, I noticed that, too. But I chalked it up to him having just lost his best friend.” 

			“Maybe. But I tend to think there’s something more there,” Spenser said. “I think he was hiding something.”

			“Like what?” Jacob asked.

			“I’m not sure exactly. But putting that together with what Daria Stokes said, I’m thinking he was hiding the fact that maybe the friend group was fractured.” 

			“But why would he hide that?” Young asked. “It happens. People change and drift apart all the time. It’s certainly not something that you’d need to hide.” 

			“You say that as an adult though,” Spenser said. “Think about how you thought about things when you were their age.”

			“Which wasn’t all that long ago,” Jacob added. “And some might say she still thinks like a teenage girl.” 

			“I have a gun, bozo,” Young said.

			“I’ve seen you shoot. I’m not all that scared,” Jacob replied.

			“At least I can remember my designation out in the field,” she fired back.

			“That’s… shut up,” Jacob said. 

			Spenser smiled softly, enjoying the sibling banter, but tapped on the picture taped to her whiteboard to get them focused and back on track. The task at hand was too important. They both turned back to her, some of the tension that had been creeping into the air having dissipated. 

			“Okay, so, Maisey O’Connell, Marcus Bell, Aiden Russell, Bailey Jenkins, Oscar Spalding, D.J. Reese, Melanie Harris, CiCi Gates, and Ethan Howe. That’s the rest of the friend group. I think we need to bring them all in together and have a conversation,” Spenser said. 

			“But not all of them are eighteen. We’ll need to have their parents there,” Young said. “If you’re right and these kids did something that put targets on their backs, having their folks there might make them clam up a little tighter.” 

			Spenser frowned and started to pace again. Young was right. There was no way they were going to talk if their folks were in the room. It would likely make them band together even tighter and uphold this pact of silence she believed they’d all taken. 

			“We’ll do it at the school and invite Principal Hopkins to sit in,” Spenser said. “It’s not going to be a formal interview. We’ll just have a conversation with them.”

			“What about their parents?” 

			“We’ll deal with that when it comes up.” 

			“You’re going to tap dance right on that line, huh?” Jacob asked with a grin.

			“Sometimes you have to do a little tap dancing to get what you need,” Spenser replied.

			The door to the conference room opened and Maggie Dent stepped in. She gave a nod of greeting to them all then turned to Spenser, a grim expression on her face. 

			“What is it?” Spenser asked. 

			“Four dead bodies in town tends to make me look like this,” Dent replied. “Tell me where we are with this case, Spenser.” 

			“Do you want the truth, or the answer that’s going to make you feel better?” 

			“I hate that you can make that distinction,” Dent replied. 

			Dent walked to the conference table and sat down, her eyes fixed on the whiteboard. Jacob and Young exchanged a brief glance, silently communicating with each other in that secret language of theirs. Their bodies tensed and they looked uncomfortable—more so than they usually did around Mayor Dent. Spenser understood. Maggie could come off as very gruff and stern—and she could be. She didn’t take anybody’s BS. But Maggie had a lot of different facets to her, and Spenser knew she was a key ally. She was the one who could help Spenser get the things done in town she wanted to get done. 

			“Okay, so lay it on me,” Dent said. 

			Spenser took a little time to walk her through her theory as Dent listened. When she was done talking, she couldn’t help but notice the older woman looked about as skeptical as Young had just a little while ago. 

			“It’s not a perfect theory, I know,” Spenser said.

			“Hell with perfect. I don’t know that it’s a believable theory.” 

			“It’s the only thing that makes sense to me right now. It’s a hell of a lot more believable than four people randomly overdosing.”

			“It happens every single day in his country.” 

			“Yes, but I’m telling you, Maggie, there is something else going on here. I can feel it down in my bones.”  

			“What about shutting down this supplier, this… Galindos?” Dent countered.

			“That’s in the works as well,” Spenser said. “But we have to plan for the possibility that our UNSUB already has what he needs in terms of Galindos’ supply to stage the scenes—” 

			“We don’t even know that we have an UNSUB, Sheriff,” Dent interrupted. “We’ve got no witnesses. No evidence that directly points to anybody other than these fools who snorted up a bunch of tainted coke—” 

			“I’m curious about something,” Spenser cut her off. “How many crime scenes have you walked and processed?” 

			Dent frowned but said nothing. She leaned back in her chair and folded her arms over her chest, a look of morose surrender dominating her face.

			“I’ve been doing this job long enough to know what a staged scene looks like,” Spenser said. “And I’m telling you that every scene we’ve seen so far has had elements of staging. Our UNSUB wants us to think these people accidentally overdosed so he can continue operating with impunity.” 

			Dent stared at the whiteboard as she seemed to weigh Spenser’s words. She had never pressed Spenser so hard about a case in all her time in Sweetwater. That told Spenser that Dent was getting some pushback from the City Council. It was no wonder. Four bodies dropping in town from what appeared to be a drug overdose was a bad look. Especially for a town council that was as aggressively trying to lure more new residents as the Sweetwater Council was. It was no wonder why Dent was so grumpy. Spenser could relate. 

			“I think our UNSUB—”

			“If there really is an UNSUB,” Dent supplied. 

			“I think our UNSUB has a plan. I believe he’s what we would have referred to in the Bureau as a mission-oriented killer,” Spenser said. “I believe that our UNSUB has a list of names, and he will continue to cross those names off until he’s completed his mission. We’ve got four bodies right now, but there is the potential for many more.”

			Dent’s face blanched at the thought of more bodies dropping. Spenser couldn’t blame her. It was a really grim thought and one they’d never had to contemplate in Sweetwater before. Dent ran a hand across her face and cleared her throat as she sat up in her chair then turned to Young.

			“What about you, Undersheriff Young?” Dent asked. “Do you agree with Spenser and think we’ve got a mission-oriented killer in town?” 

			Spenser’s eyes flicked to Young who seemed to fold in on herself a bit. This was the first time there had been any lingering disagreement between them about the direction of the case and Spenser was curious to see how her second in command was going to handle a little heat. Young was intelligent and had been studying hard to improve herself as a cop. She had already learned a lot about the job and had grown into her role by leaps and bounds. She had good instincts and was turning out to be a great cop, just as Spenser had hoped she would—believed she would. The one thing she didn’t have though, was years of experience dealing with things like this. 

			“Undersheriff Young?” Dent pressed. 

			“I think there a lot of things that point to that possibility, yes—”

			“But you’re not convinced?” Dent asked. 

			Spenser stood at the head of the room, doing her best to keep her face completely neutral, not wanting to influence Young’s words one way or the other. She wanted her second in command to feel free to voice her thoughts and opinions without fear of retribution. Young cleared her throat and sat up straight, then turned and looked Dent in the eye.

			“I think there is room to argue either way. The evidence we have can be interpreted in different ways. It could suggest these are just random, unconnected, self-inflicted tragedies. It could also suggest the work of an outside influence,” Young said. 

			“Don’t equivocate, Amanda,” Dent said. “I want to know what you think.” 

			“I’m personally not sold that this is something more than tainted product on the street and people making stupid mistakes that are costing them their lives. But I’m also at a loss to explain how people with no history of drug abuse are suddenly deciding to take that plunge,” Young said. “I also don’t have the experience with this sort of thing that Sheriff Song does. We’ve never seen anything like this in Sweetwater before, Mayor. You know that. So, my feeling is that if Sheriff Song believes there’s something there, we should take it seriously.” 

			Dent remained silent and considered Young’s words for a moment before finally nodding to herself. She turned back to Spenser. 

			“She’s got to learn to be a little more assertive still, but I can see why you chose her to be your number two,” Dent said. 

			“I tried to tell you,” Spenser said, holding up her hands. 

			“Okay, we operate under the assumption we’ve got somebody running with a list of targets until proven otherwise,” Dent began. “What do you need from me to help move this along? How can I help you get in front of this?”

			“It’s a bad time to bring it up, I know, but this case is a perfect example of why we need funding for a lab of our own,” Spenser said. “We’re still waiting for test results from Seattle. If we were able to analyze these things on our own, we might be in a more definitive place right now and have some idea of what’s really going on here. We could probably run it out of Magnolia. That would help minimize costs and would solve a lot of problems.” 

			“That’s something I will press the council for because you’re right,” Dent said. “But that’s going to take some time. What can I do to help now?” 

			“Make some calls for us,” Spenser said. “Call in any chits and use any connections you have to get those test results expedited for us. That information is critical, Maggie.” 

			“I’ll start knocking heads together. I’ll get you those results back soon if I have to kill somebody myself to do it,” she said. “Until then, do your best to get in front of this. I don’t have to tell you there are even bigger considerations in place and this has council nervous as hell.”

			“We’ll keep doing our best,” Spenser said.

			“I know you will,” Dent said. 

			As Dent left the conference room, Spenser gnawed on her lower lip, doing her best to combat the negative thoughts that were buzzing through her mind like flies over a decomposing carcass. Assuming her still-developing theory about a mission-oriented killer was correct, she had no idea how many names were on that list. He could complete his mission then go dormant and Spenser might never find him. 

			She wasn’t one who indulged in self-pity, and she was usually able to brush off the self-doubt and second-guessing, but this case was sticking to her. For one of the first times in her life and in her career, she found herself wondering if her best was going to be good enough. 
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			“Say what you will about Margaret Dent, but that woman gets results,” Dr. Swift said. “I’ve been hounding that lab for weeks now and haven’t gotten anywhere with them. But Maggie… she places one phone call and here we are.” 

			“That’s why she’s the mayor,” Spenser said. “She gets stuff done.” 

			“That she does,” he said distractedly as he read.  

			Spenser and Young sat in the chairs in front of Dr. Swift’s desk as he sat behind it, looking over all the paperwork the lab in Seattle had sent over. As she waited, Spenser took a look around Swift’s office. The furniture was all high-end and modern in design. Black and white photos of landscapes hung on the walls and his office exuded an air of calm that seemed at odds with the gruff demeanor of the man himself. His desk was a large piece of irregularly shaped glass set upon four burnished steel legs. On the wall behind him, his diplomas, certificates, and a few personal photos hung between a pair of light oak bookcases that flanked a matching credenza. 

			The bookcase on the left was filled with medical journals and books, while the one on the right was filled with manuals and regulation books for the funeral industry. A third bookcase sat against the wall to Spenser’s left and its shelves held more manuals and regulation books for his job as the town coroner. Dr. Swift, in addition to being Sweetwater’s coroner, also ran his family funeral home, which had been in business for time out of mind, and also saw patients in his own medical practice. The man had so many jobs, it made Spenser wonder how he managed to be so devoted to his golf game. She only had one job and usually felt wrung out at the end of the day. 

			“Well, my initial supposition appears to be correct,” Swift said, looking up at them. “It was respiratory distress and not a cardiac event that killed Drake Wright, Wren Hall, Ethan Stokes, and now, Clara Jonas.” 

			“That would rule out a cocaine overdose as the cause of death,” Spenser said.

			“Not absolutely, no. But it makes it far likelier that it was an opioid that killed our four victims,” Swift said as he continued to read the reports from the lab. “Also, it appears the swabs I took from the nasal cavities do not show the amount of cocaine particulates you would expect to find from somebody who snorted enough to overdose.” 

			Spenser bit back her next question, letting him continue to read through the mountain of information he’d received from Seattle that morning. At her request, he’d called her immediately after receiving the reports. 

			“The substance you found in the baggies with those stupid sharks on them was cocaine,” he said. “It appears to have been cut with a laxative.”

			“That’s lovely,” Young said.

			“It’s cheap and not particularly dangerous,” Spenser explained with a shrug. “They can stretch their supply and maximize their profits. The important thing is the coke wasn’t cut with an opioid. Nothing so far that would account for the respiratory distress that killed them.” 

			Spenser felt her pulse quicken as she looked over the pages that Swift handed to her as he finished reading them. Once she finished with the pages, she passed them to Young for her to review. There was a lot that Spenser couldn’t make sense of—a lot of medical jargon and numbers she didn’t have the expertise to interpret. But with every word she was able to read, the more it seemed to be proving her theory right. These weren’t accidental overdoses. This was murder.  

			“There were no useable prints on any of those baggies, by the way,” Swift said. “None. Not even the victim’s prints were on them.” 

			“Yeah, that’s not suspicious or anything,” Spenser said.

			“No. Not at all,” Young replied. 

			“Ah. Here it is,” Swift muttered to himself. 

			Spenser watched his eyes moving back and forth across the page as he read the information it contained. She felt her stomach churning and her skin crawling as she waited. 

			“As you first suspected, Sheriff, it appears that each of the four victims died of a massive fentanyl overdose,” he said. 

			Spenser resisted the urge to pump her fist knowing how inappropriate that would have been. She did feel a wave of validation wash over her though. She was right. She’d been right from the start when she judged Drake Wright’s scene to have been staged and questioned everything she was seeing thereafter. Far from taking a victory lap, it helped focus Spenser’s thinking. It provided the clarity she sought and narrowed her vision for the case.

			They now knew for sure they had a killer among them. Her job now was to figure out the who and why of it. Were these random chance killings? Or was there a greater purpose behind them? Did the killer have a mission? When she’d first said that to Dent in the conference room, she was out on a limb and guessing. She had nothing to base that addition to her theory on. All she had was her gut which, once again, seemed to have steered her down the right path. 

			Swift set down the page he was reading and looked at Spenser. “However, here’s the rub. When I did a physical examination of the bodies, I saw no evidence of restraint and there were no injection sites,” he said. “So, how did the fentanyl get into their systems?” 

			Spenser sat back in her chair and blew air out, letting her mind work. It was a good question and unfortunately, she had no answers at the ready. She was about to suggest they move on from the question and circle back to it later when a thought occurred to her. 

			“Dr. Swift, did you get the test results back on the residue we found on the faces of the victims?” she asked.

			“Oh. I’d nearly forgotten that,” he said. 

			They waited as he shuffled through the stack of pages the lab had sent over. The relevant information could have been sent over to them on half a dozen pages. Tops. The sheer number of pages Swift was digging through seemed like the lab’s middle finger to them for being pushed to get it to them so quickly. Spenser was annoyed but Swift didn’t seem to care one way or the other. He finally grunted and pulled a sheet of paper out of the stack in front of him.

			“Here we go,” he said as he scanned the page. “It says the residue we swabbed contained a high concentration of fentanyl.” 

			He frowned and his eyes moved back and forth as he re-read the information again. His eyebrows knitted together, and his forehead creased deeply as the look of consternation on his face grew thicker. Spenser could see what he was reading wasn’t quite tracking for him. 

			“What is it?” she asked. 

			“I just don’t see how the fentanyl got onto their faces in such a high concentration,” he said. “My assumption was that the residue was going to trace back to saliva or sputum. Or perhaps even vomit. But none of those things would account for the fentanyl. Not in this sort of concentration.” 

			“So, it’s almost like somebody threw a glass of fentanyl juice in their faces?” Young asked. 

			“It doesn’t quite work that way,” Swift said. “But I suppose for the sake of argument, yes, it is kind of like that. In a sense anyway.”

			As she listened to Swift and Young talk, something tickled the back of her mind, but Spenser couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Something about it seemed familiar and the fact that she couldn’t figure out what it was bothered her.  

			“Okay, so, we’ve got our confirmation. We’re not looking at accidental ODs,” Spenser said. “We’ve now got four homicides to deal with.” 

			“Looks that way,” Young replied. 

			“I’ll keep analyzing these reports and if there’s anything else that’s relevant, I’ll be sure to give you a call,” Dr. Swift said. 

			“I appreciate that, Doctor,” Spenser said. 

			“I’m not sure which is worse… the idea of these people accidentally killing themselves or knowing there’s somebody out there killing them on purpose,” Swift opined.

			“I think they’re equally awful,” Young said.

			Swift nodded. “You might be right about that.” 

			Spenser’s cell phone rang so she pulled it out of her pocket and looked at the display. She got to her feet as she connected the call. 

			“It’s Alice,” she told them, referring to the department receptionist, then pressed the phone to her ear. “This is Sheriff Song. What’s up, Alice?” 

			Spenser listened for a minute then thanked Alice and disconnected the call. She turned to Young, a grim expression on her face.

			“We’ve got another victim,” Spenser said. “Let’s go.” 
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			Spenser broke land speed records getting to Magnolia General. She careened into the parking lot and slammed on the brakes, stopping the Bronco in a cloud of smoke and loud tire squeals. She jumped out of the vehicle and looked at the way she’d parked—cockeyed and taking up two of the marked slots. Young came around and looked at it as well, arching her eyebrow at Spenser with an amused curl to her lips.  

			“Close enough,” Spenser said. “We’re on official business.” 

			“Works for me.” 

			They turned and headed into the emergency room which was bustling with activity. Spenser spotted Marley standing at the nurse’s station and made a beeline for her with Young right behind. 

			“Mar,” Spenser said. 

			Marley put down the tablet she was holding and smiled. “Well, isn’t it nice to see my best friend in my hospital without any life-threatening injuries for a change,” she said. “I have to say, it’s a real nice change of pace, Spense.” 

			“Har har. You’re hilarious.”

			“It’s not exactly untrue,” Marley said with a smile. “How are you doing, Amanda? Nice to see you, too. This one behaving herself?” 

			“I’m great, thank you. And it’s good to see you, too,” Young replied. “As far as behaving herself? Depends on the day.”

			“Don’t make me fire you,” Spenser said. 

			Marley laughed. “You’re wearing your nifty little hat, so I’m guessing you’re here in an official capacity?”

			“You would be correct, my friend.” 

			“I assume that means you’re here to see Marcus Bell?”

			“Is he the overdose victim?”

			Marley nodded. “He is. The kid’s damn lucky,” she said. “If his mom hadn’t come home early and found him, he’d be as dead as the others. I mean, he’s not officially out of the woods yet, but he seems to be trending upward. Just don’t quote me on that yet.”

			“That’s an incredible stroke of luck,” Young said. 

			“That’s five ODs and four dead,” Marley said. “What in the hell is going on, Spense?” 

			“We’re working on that,” Spenser said. “What else can you tell me about Marcus Bell?” 

			Marley picked up her tablet again and tapped on it. “Okay, Marcus Bell, age eighteen. He’s a senior at Taft and has no history of drug abuse noted in his records. Because he’s an athlete at Taft, I was able to access those records and saw he had a drug test about three weeks ago. He tested clean. In fact, he’s never tested dirty once in all the drug tests the school has administered.” 

			“Same as Drake Wright and Wren Hall,” Spenser said. “Mar, this is going to be a longshot, but did you happen to see any residue on his face when he was brought in?” 

			She shook her head. “I wasn’t even looking for any. Why?” 

			“Can you do me a favor and swab around his nose and mouth?” 

			“Sure. Of course,” she said. “But he’s been worked on. He’s had an oxygen mask on and any number of other things. If you’re looking for trace evidence, I can’t promise we’re going to find anything there. Or even if we do, that it isn’t going to be tainted.”

			“Yeah, I know. But can you do it anyway?” 

			“No problem,” Marley replied. “But can you tell me what you’re looking for?” 

			“A high concentration of fentanyl residue,” Spenser told her. “It was on the other four victims, and I just want to be sure that link is here as well.” 

			“Fentanyl? I thought they were cocaine overdoses?” Marley asked. 

			“Window dressing for something worse going on,” Spenser told her then turned to Young. “Do me a favor and get some deputies over to the Bell house. We need that scene processed and everything bagged up.” 

			“You got it,” she said.

			Young stepped away to make the call as Spenser turned back to Marley who was eyeing her with a curious gleam in her eyes.

			“What’s going on? I mean, what’s really going on?” 

			Spenser looked around to make sure nobody was close enough to overhear. Even though nobody seemed to be within earshot, she leaned forward and pitched her voice low anyway.

			“Somebody is running around overdosing these kids—and that teacher. They’re staging the scene with the cocaine to make it look like a drug overdose but they’re dosing everybody with a highly concentrated, lethal blast of fentanyl,” Spenser said. “I just don’t know how they’re doing it yet. To OD everybody, they’d run the risk of exposing themselves to the fentanyl as well. But the trace residue around the nose and mouth reminds me of something. I just can’t put my finger on what it is just yet.” 

			Marley looked at her with wide eyes and an expression of shock on her face. 

			“You’re kidding me,” she said. 

			“I wish I was. But you have to keep this under your hat. Please.”

			“You know I can keep a secret.” 

			Her call done, Young stepped over to them and held up her phone for Spenser to see. On the screen was a picture of the baggie with the same cartoon shark on it that had been found at all the other scenes. It was sitting on a mirror with a couple of cut lines on it. 

			“It was sitting on his desk,” Young said. 

			Spenser rolled her eyes. “Of course, it was. He had to make sure we found it.” 

			“At least he’s consistent,” Young said.

			“Not a criminal mastermind though,” Spenser replied. “Leaving them all out in the open for everybody to see like that just screams staging. Real users would hide their stash. Those baggies wouldn’t just be sitting on a mirror with lines on their desk.”

			As Spenser thought about it further, she realized the staging did tell her a bit about her UNSUB. He wasn’t a criminal mastermind. In fact, she would guess the closest he came to criminality himself was watching reruns of Law & Order. Staging the scenes the way he was suggested to her that he’d seen somebody doing it on TV or in a movie and adopted the practice. If he’d really wanted to throw them off, he wouldn’t have left the baggies out in plain sight. And he shouldn’t have left them at every single scene. It provided a link between every murder she could then use to tie him to the crimes. Thinking he was throwing them off his trail, what he’d done was provide Spenser with the nails to hammer his coffin shut. So, hooray for idiot criminals. 

			“Is Marcus Bell conscious? Is he talking?” Spenser asked. 

			“He’s conscious for the most part. He’s been in and out and is in rough shape,” she replied. “I don’t know if he’s going to remember what happened, let alone be able to talk to you.” 

			“Would you mind if we try?” Spenser pressed. “He’s the only one to survive the attack and I just need to pick his brain. See if he remembers anything.” 

			Marley frowned and seemed to be thinking it over. Spenser knew her best friend would always help her with anything she was able to help with, but when it came to the care of her patients, that always came first. And putting Marcus Bell through an interrogation might not be in his best interest right now. 

			“I’m only going to give you five minutes,” she said. “Not a second more. Do you understand? This kid was right at death’s door and needs some rest.” 

			“Five minutes. You have my word.” 

			“And don’t press him too hard,” Marley added. “He’s traumatized, still under the effects of the drugs, and he may not remember much.”

			“I’ll treat him like he was a Faberge egg. Promise.”

			Marley led them through the warren of corridors until they found themselves standing before a solid glass wall. On the bed inside the room lay Marcus Bell. Spenser immediately recognized him from the picture on her whiteboard. Six-three at least, with layers of muscle that rivaled Ryker’s, Marcus looked every bit the star linebacker he was on Taft’s football team. His skin was a rich, dark ebony color and his head was covered in a fine stubble. Marcus had the body of a man but a boyish face and, as Spenser recalled the photo back in her conference room, a warm smile that could light up a room.

			“Five minutes,” Marley reminded them.

			“Yes, Mother,” Spenser replied while Young just bowed her head and followed. 

			Marley opened the sliding glass door and closed it behind them, leaving Spenser and Young alone with Marcus. He was connected to an array of machines and the sound of soft beeps and clicks filled the air around them. His eyes fluttered open and focused on them. Spenser gave him a moment to focus and come back to himself. 

			“Who are you?” he asked, his voice hoarse and scratchy.

			Spenser walked over and poured a glass of cold water from the plastic pitcher that sat on a rolling table beside his bed. She dropped the straw into the cup then helped him take a drink. Marcus slumped back against his pillows as if the act of taking a drink had sapped all the energy he had left in his body. His breath was quickened and judging by the pace of the beeping coming from the EKG machine, so was his pulse. 

			“Marcus, I’m Sheriff Song and this is Undersheriff Young,” Spenser introduced them. “It sounds like you had quite the ordeal today. We’re sorry for that.” 

			“Wh—what do you want?” he asked. 

			“We need to ask you a few questions while your attack is still fresh in your mind if that’s all right,” Young said.

			“I don’t remember much. I don’t think I’m going to be much help to you,” he croaked. 

			“You might remember more than you think,” Spenser said. 

			“Doubt it,” he said, his voice raspy. “The guy jumped me when I got out of the shower. I thought he spit in my face or somethin’. But then everything got hazy and I remember fallin’. That’s pretty much it, Sheriff.”

			“Can you describe the man who attacked you?” Spenser asked. 

			He shook his head weakly. “Never saw his face. He had on a hood and a mask.”

			“What kind of mask?” Young asked. “Like, a ski mask? A scary Halloween mask?” 

			“Nah,” he rasped. “Like a fireman kind of mask. Like, the sort of mask that lets them breathe through all the smoke and stuff.” 

			“A respirator mask,” Spenser said to him. “That makes sense. That’s how our UNSUB is getting away with dosing the victims and not breathing in the fentanyl himself.” 

			“Clever,” Young said. 

			“Marcus, can you tell me what he was wearing?” Spenser asked.

			“Something black. It felt like rubber or somethin’,” he said. 

			“Rubber? Like… like a wetsuit?” Spenser asked.

			He shook his head. “Nah. Like a space suit or somethin’.” 

			Spenser gnawed on her bottom lip, mulling his words in her head. She could see that he was already fatigued and starting to drift off. 

			“Marcus, do you mean a hazmat suit?” she asked as the idea struck her. “Was your attacker wearing a hazmat suit?” 

			He nodded weakly and seemed to be fading quickly. “Guess so.” 

			“And you’re sure it was a man?” Young asked.

			His nod was even weaker than the last and his eyes started to droop as he slid further down into sleep. 

			“Marcus,” Spenser called. “Marcus, please. We have more questions.” 

			“Well, you’re not going to get the answers to them. Not right now anyway,” Marley said as she stepped into the room. “Mr. Bell needs to rest. Obviously.” 

			Spenser turned to Young. “A fireman?” 

			Young shook her head. “I don’t know, Sheriff. He seemed to be pretty out of it. I don’t know that he even knows what he was saying.”

			“Fentanyl overdoses tend to do that to you,” Marley said.

			“Is there any way you can revive him a bit?” Spenser asked.

			Marley arched an eyebrow at her. “Your five minutes are up.” 

			“Come on, Mar.”

			Young sidled in. “Come on, Sheriff. We’ll circle back when he’s up and around again and see if his memory isn’t a bit clearer then.” 

			Spenser looked down at the sleeping form of the man-child in the bed and let out a low growl of frustration. She felt like they were on the verge of something big. That they were so close to learning something that would break this case wide open. But it remained on the other side of a locked door and Marcus Bell held the only key. 

			“Come on, Sheriff,” Young urged. 

			“Yeah. Okay. We’ll circle back,” she said. “Mar, promise me that you’ll call me as soon as he’s up and clearheaded.” 

			“You have my word.” 

			Spenser squeezed Marley’s hand as she and Young filed out of the kid’s room and headed for the parking lot. She was frustrated but also elated at the same time. She felt like they were getting close to those answers they had been hunting for since the day Drake Wright died. But to get them, they needed Marcus Bell to wake up and remember what happened.

			And whether they really were looking for a fireman or somebody dressed as one.
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			Spenser had just pulled into the parking lot of the main firehouse in town and found a spot when her phone rang. She parked and shut off the engine then looked at the display. It was an unknown number calling in, though that was hardly unique. She didn’t know how half the people who called it had gotten the number, but some days it seemed like everybody in town had it and early on in her tenure as sheriff, she’d tried to take all the calls and help in whatever way she could. She’d thought of it as her job, after all. But people felt free to call her at all times of the day, oftentimes for ridiculous things. 

			She’d learned very quickly that taking all the calls that came in was an impossible task and an exercise in frustration, so, she’d set clear boundaries for herself. She only answered the department cell during business hours for one thing. She also didn’t stress about sending a call to voicemail since she was often busy. Later on, when she had time, Spenser would triage the calls and handle what she could while delegating the things she didn’t want to deal with. After business hours, the phone was shut off though. Her deputies all had her personal cell, so if anything big popped off, they knew to call that number instead. 

			She was just about to send the call to voicemail when something in the back of her mind told her to pick it up. Since instinct had been guiding her so well lately, she connected the call and pressed the phone to her ear. 

			“Sheriff Song,” she said. 

			“You’re very good at your job, Sheriff Song. You’re very efficient.” 

			“Thank you. I do try my best,” she said. “It’s what I was hired to do, after all.” 

			A cold chill ran from the base of her spine all the way up to the back of her skull, giving her a nasty case of brain freeze without the benefit of having had any ice cream. Whoever was on the other end of the line was using a voice modulator, producing a robotic-sounding voice that was eerie as hell to listen to. It also told Spenser she knew exactly who she was speaking with. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly and quietly, giving herself just a beat to pull it together.

			Once she felt in control of herself, she put her department phone on mute then used her personal cell to call Young. She picked up on the first ring.

			“Sheriff, what’s going on?” Young asked, her voice filled with worry.

			“I’ve got the killer on the other line. Try to trace his call,” Spenser said.

			“Some might say you’re too efficient, Sheriff,” the voice said. 

			“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” Spenser replied after unmuting. “If that were the case, I’d already have you in bracelets and on your way to prison. But we’re getting there. I promise you that.” 

			The tinny, robotic laugh that drifted over the line sent a wave of goosebumps marching across Spenser’s skin and she shuddered. But she gritted her teeth and pushed away the feelings of unease that were gripping her. But she needed to keep him on the line and buy herself some time.

			“So, what should I call you?” Spenser asked.

			“Since this is the only time we will be speaking, names are not important.” 

			“You seem fairly certain of that.” 

			“I am.”

			“Okay, then how about I call you Bob? It’s fairly generic and since I have a feeling we’ll be speaking again, I can’t just call you nothing.” 

			“Fine. Call me whatever you want. I don’t care.”  

			Spenser could hear the frustration and anger in his voice. He had no patience or tolerance for her and clearly wasn’t in the mood to spar with her. Bob was silent a moment, seeming to be giving himself a moment to calm down. 

			“Listen to me, Sheriff,” he said, his voice smoother and calmer. “I need you to stop looking into this case. You don’t want to be involved.” 

			“And why would I do that?” Spenser asked. “Last I checked, murder is illegal, and enforcing the law is within my purview.” 

			“Because you are not in possession of all the facts. These monsters deserve the punishment I am meting out.” 

			“That’s not for you to decide. We have a system of justice—”

			“Your system of justice is broken. It is a joke, Sheriff,” he snapped. “I put my faith in it once and it yielded nothing but misery. Your broken system of justice cost me everything.” 

			Spenser frowned, trying to interpret his words. “Were you incarcerated?” 

			“My story is irrelevant. I am irrelevant,” he said. “Once I am done with my list, you will never hear from me again and the killings will stop. I give you my word.” 

			“Call it a character flaw but I don’t usually trust murderers or take them at their word.” 

			“You can take me at mine, Sheriff.”

			“Why these people in particular?” Spenser asked. “What have four high school kids and one teacher done to deserve this justice you say you’re meting out?” 

			“They know what they did and that is all that matters,” he replied. “When I look into their eyes as they’re dying and see the recognition, see they know that they deserve the punishment they are receiving, that is what matters.” 

			“Bob, it’s not for you to judge. It’s not for you to punish anybody. That’s not how things work in a civilized society,” Spenser said.

			His laughter was low and menacing. “Civilized society. Is that what we are, Sheriff?” 

			“It is. And we have laws in place to ensure we remain civilized,” Spenser said. 

			“Though I appreciate your idealism, we have a fundamental disagreement about the state of our society. It is far from civilized,” he said. 

			Spenser muted him again as he continued to rail against society. “Amanda, how are we doing with the trace? Has Jacob pinpointed the location yet?” 

			“Not yet. Keep him talking,” Young replied. “He just needs a little more time.”

			“I’ll tell you what,” Spenser said after unmuting his line. “Why don’t you and I meet somewhere? We can talk this out. I’d like to know what your specific problem is and maybe I can help you with it. Nobody else has to die, Bob.”

			“I’m afraid that isn’t true. The actions of certain people—as well as the inactions of others—necessitate the actions I’m taking,” Bob said. “I tried to have faith in your system. I really did. But rather than punish the evildoers who took everything from me, your system covered it up. There was no punishment meted out. There were no consequences for the actions of the privileged. They were allowed to go on as if nothing happened because of who they are. Well, I’m here to set the scales to balance, Sheriff. I’m here to show them there are consequences for their actions regardless of who they are. They took everything from me, so I will take everything from them. As your system should have done.” 

			“Bob, listen—”

			“Sheriff, I think you’re a good person. I respect you. I do,” he cut her off. “And I just want to tell you to stop looking into this and let me do what I must. Please don’t get involved because I have no desire to hurt you. I do not want your death on my conscience, but make no mistake, I will suffer that burden if I must. I will bear it if it means completing the task I’ve set for myself. You do not need to be counted among the dead. Stay out of my way, Sheriff.” 

			“Bob—” 

			Spenser heard the click on the line as Bob ended the call. She quickly set the phone aside and picked up her personal line.

			“Tell me we got it.”

			“We didn’t have him on the line long enough. I’m sorry, Sheriff,” she replied. 

			“Dammit,” she muttered. 

			A long silence followed as Spenser digested the unexpected conversation she’d just had. It confirmed everything for her. But for all the doors it opened, Bob had left many more closed and locked. Spenser knew she was still a long way from knowing exactly who Bob was and why he was doing what he was doing. 

			“One step at a time,” Spenser muttered to herself.

			“What was that, Sheriff?” 

			Spenser looked at her phone and frowned. She’d been so caught up in her head, she’d forgotten Young was still on the line.

			“Nothing,” Spenser said.

			“Are you all right?” 

			“Yeah. I’m good,” she said. “I’m at the fire station and am about to go in and speak with Chief Cobb. I’ll fill you in on everything when I get back to the office.” 

			“Okay. Well… stay safe out there,” Young said. 

			“Thanks, Amanda. We’ll talk soon.” 

			Spenser disconnected the call then climbed out of the Bronco and headed into the town’s main fire station. There were two substations in town, but this served as the fire department’s main headquarters. It was a large, three-story building made of red brick trimmed in white. Dark, smoked glass windows lined every floor, giving it a sleek, modern look. The dark glass doors emblazoned with the department’s crest silently slid open and Spenser walked into an air-conditioned lobby. The floor was made of dark stones, the walls were red brick. The wall to Spenser’s left was lined with photographs of past fire chiefs and the wall to the right held a large case with the badges of those firefighters who’d fallen in the line of duty.

			“Good afternoon, can I help you?” 

			Spenser turned to see a twenty-something, perky brunette approaching her with a wide smile on her face. She wore a fire department dress uniform—dark blue slacks with a white blouse underneath a double-breasted dark blue blazer. Her left breast was adorned with a number of ribbons and medals. She had round, gold badges on her lapels bearing the bugle insignia, marking her as a lieutenant with the FD. 

			“Lieutenant Balke, ma’am. Adjutant to Chief Cobb,” she said, extending her hand. 

			Spenser shook her hand. “Spenser Song,” she replied. “Sheriff Spenser Song.”

			“It’s nice to meet you.”

			“You as well, Lieutenant,” she said. “I was hoping I could have a word with Chief Cobb.” 

			“Sure, let’s see if he’s off his conference call. Why don’t you follow me?” 

			“Lead the way.” 

			Spenser followed the lieutenant through the winding, brick corridors. They were all lined with pictures of the town as well as the fire department in action over the years, some black and white, others in color. They arrived at a frosted glass door at the end of one long corridor that bore Chief Cobb’s name in bold, black letters trimmed in red. Spenser stopped and waited as Balke opened the door and stuck her head in. 

			“Sheriff Song here to see you?” 

			“Yes, yes. Please. Let her in.” 

			Balke held the door open and stepped aside. Spenser gave her a nod and offered her thanks as she stepped in, letting Balke close the door behind her. Chief Cobb was already coming around his desk with his hand out and a wide smile on his face. He wasn’t a massive man—just six feet tall and lean, though he was trim and fit. But his boisterous and affable personality made him seem larger than that. Cobb was in his early fifties but still had a head full of lush, dark hair, and he had dark, penetrating eyes behind a pair of round, silver-rimmed glasses.

			They’d met a handful of times at various city social events and Spenser had always found him to be a charming man. He was nice, clever, had a good sense of humor and, like her, didn’t enjoy the political nature of his position. But he tolerated it because he believed in serving the people of Sweetwater Falls. 

			“Sheriff Song—”

			“Spenser,” she reminded him. 

			“Right. Spenser,” he said and gestured to the table and chairs set in the corner of his office. “Please, have a seat.” 

			Cobb’s office was neat and organized. The wall behind his desk was made of glass and looked over a lush little park with a small lake outside. The wall to the right of his desk had built-in shelves that were covered with awards, models of antique fire engines, and other fire department-related memorabilia. The wall to the left of his desk was covered in pictures of the chief with friends, family, and other dignitaries, as well as framed awards and certificates. 

			His desk and the chairs before it sat atop a plush carpet as did the small sitting area he ushered her to. Spenser sat down at the round table and Cobb took a seat to her left. 

			“It’s nice to see you again, Sher—Spenser,” he said. 

			“You as well, Randy.” 

			“So, what can I do for you?”

			“I actually had a few questions for you.” 

			“Shoot.” 

			“We’re working a case right now—”

			“The cocaine overdoses?” 

			“Right. What I’m about to tell you though, is confidential. I need to know it will stay between you and me, Chief.” 

			“What we say will not leave this office. I give you my word.” 

			“Good. Okay. Well, what’s being reported isn’t accurate. These overdoses are a series of attacks and our UNSUB is using fentanyl to overdose the victims,” Spenser said. “We have a survivor who reported seeing a man in a black rubber suit wearing what he described as a firefighter-type mask covering his face.” 

			“And you think one of my firefighters is responsible?” he asked, squinting a bit.

			“I’m not saying that. But I wanted to see what sort of masks your department uses so I can confirm it with the victim,” Spenser said. 

			“Ah. Easy enough.”

			Cobb stood up and walked to the closet and opened the door. He stepped inside and came out a moment later with a mask that had two air filters at the bottom of a long, clear, cone-shaped face shield. A hood with adjustable straps at the back slipped over the head, giving it a snug fit. There was a piece on the side of the mask that jutted out allowing it to be connected to the tank the firefighters wore on their backs via an air hose. 

			“This is our standard SCBA mask,” he said. “All three stations use these.” 

			Spenser took the mask and looked at it closely. Setting it down on the table, Spenser took out her phone and snapped a few pictures. 

			“I’m going to show this to our vic,” Spenser said. “See if this is what his attacker wore.” 

			“That’s a good idea.” 

			“Do you happen to wear black rubber suits?” 

			Cobb shook his head. “No. Not us. We wear standard turnout gear,” he said. “And our hazmat team wears blue rubber. Not black.”

			“I didn’t think so.” 

			“That’s what your vic described seeing?”

			Spenser nodded. “To be fair though, he was just coming off a fentanyl OD and the subsequent treatment. He might not have any idea what he was saying. His memories are probably pretty scrambled, too,” she said. “I just wanted to show him these pictures and see if it helps to clarify his memory any.” 

			“That’s smart. Very proactive.” 

			“Better to be proactive than find yourself behind the eight-ball.” 

			“Yes it is,” Cobb agreed with a deep laugh. 

			Spenser chatted with Chief Cobb for a little while longer. She enjoyed talking with him and felt like they had a lot in common, and their battles with the City Council were along similar lines. She thought of him as an ally. One of the few she had among the town’s leadership. It made her feel good to know she wasn’t fighting her battles alone.  

			As they spoke though, Spenser’s mind kept drifting back to her conversation with Bob. Specifically, she kept thinking about the threats he’d leveled against her if she didn’t back off her investigation. He had to know that was a request she would ignore. She would never let herself be intimidated by an UNSUB. The more she thought about it though, the more she started to wonder if she could use that against him somehow. Wondered if she could use his hubris to set a trap. 

			It was something worth thinking about. 
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			“Okay, so we’re going to assign a deputy to watch over you, right?” Young asked.

			Spenser stood at the front of the room, looking at the whiteboard, trying to find something in the photos and notes she’d jotted down that she hadn’t seen before. She grumbled under her breath, the frustration boiling inside of her. Spenser felt like she might as well be trying to decipher the Zodiac Killer ciphers for all the good staring at the board was doing her. 

			“Sheriff? You need a protection detail.” 

			She turned around and faced Young. “No. We’re not going to do that.” 

			“Sheriff, the man threatened your life.” 

			“I’m a cop. Every cop’s life is threatened every single day,” Spenser replied. “If I ran and hid behind a protection detail every time some idiot threatened me, I’d never get any work done. I’d probably never even leave my house. So, no. I don’t need a protection detail.”

			“But, Sheriff—” 

			“I appreciate your concern, Amanda. I do. But I’m fully capable of taking care of myself. I’m not afraid of this creep,” she said. 

			“Why would you be?” Jacob asked. “I mean, he has killed four people and very nearly killed a fifth. Why worry, right? I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

			Spenser laughed. “I appreciate your concern, guys. But there isn’t anything to worry about. This guy is not going to come after me. It’s all just bluster.”

			“What makes you so sure?” Young asked.

			“One, I think the man is a coward. All his attacks were blitzes on unsuspecting victims. He ambushed them rather than take them head-on,” Spenser explained. “That also suggests to me that he’s not a fighter, nor is he a physically imposing man. That he may not have the strength to come out on top of a physical confrontation. That’s why I’m not afraid of this guy.”

			“And how do we know these were blitz attacks?” Jacob asked.

			“Drake Wright was asleep. Wren Hall was alone and unsuspecting. We assume he did Clara Jonas after she’d had a few glasses of wine,” Spenser said. “And let’s not forget he blitzed Marcus Bell as he was stepping out of the shower.”

			“That’s still making a lot of assumptions,” Young pressed. 

			“It’s educated guesses based on years of doing this job,” Spenser corrected. 

			“Fine,” Young said, sounding frustrated. “But who’s to say he can’t get the drop on you the same way?” Jacob asked.

			“Because I’ve always got my head on a swivel,” she said. “And I have the knowledge that he’s out there hunting, unlike his victims. They didn’t expect it and never saw it coming. Being alert and staying vigilant makes a big difference. I want you both to remember that.” 

			“Yeah, well, we’re not the ones with a psycho freak hunting us,” Jacob said.

			“I’d still feel better about all this if you let somebody watch you. Like me,” Young added. “I’d be more than happy to—”

			“I appreciate it, but I’m fine. I’m not going to devote resources to myself when we can use them to catch the guy.”

			They clearly weren’t happy with Spenser’s decision, but they didn’t argue any further. 

			“Okay, so after talking to Chief Cobb down at the fire station, Mar called and said Marcus was a bit more coherent, so I ran by the hospital where I was able to talk with him a little bit,” Spenser said. “His story is still essentially the same. He came out of the shower and found a man in his room. He said things are still hazy, but he remembers feeling like the man spit on him. Right in his face. He said he remembers feeling that moisture hit his skin, but after that is when everything goes black for him.” 

			“Spit on him?” Jacob asked. “That’s odd and disgusting.” 

			“It’s both of those things but it’s also helpful,” Spenser said as she picked up a folder bearing the FBI seal that had been sitting on the table in front of her and slid it down to Young. The undersheriff picked it up and thumbed through the pages.

			“It took me a little while to figure it out, but years ago, I worked a case where our UNSUB was raping women after spraying them in the face with a GHB cocktail using an asthma inhaler,” she said. “It took us a while to figure out how he was delivering the drug to his victims. But when I recalled the case, I looked it up and the women all had the same sort of dried residue pattern on their faces that we’re seeing on our victims. I’d bet my life that our UNSUB is doing something very similar here in town.”

			“That’s clever,” Young said. “Foul and disgusting, but clever.” 

			“Bad guys always seem to be so creative when doing the evil things they do,” Jacob added.

			“Right?” Young asked. “It seems like that. Imagine what they could do if they put that creativity to good use?”  

			“They wouldn’t get the thrill out of doing bad things with their creative superpower,” Spenser said. “Jacob, I don’t suppose you could take a look through pharmacy records and see who might be using an inhaler in town?”

			“That’s probably going to be a long list, Sheriff,” he said.

			“I know. But we can start figuring out exclusion criteria once we have a master list.”

			“Copy that,” Jacob said. “I’ll get on that.” 

			“And while you’re doing that, I need you to run another search for me.”

			“Sure. What do you have for me?” 

			“I want to get a list of students who attended Taft in 2020. And then I want you to run a list of students who attended Taft in 2021,” Spenser said. “Then I want you to cross-reference the lists against each other and see which students didn’t return for the 2021 school year.”

			“What are you thinking, Sheriff?” Young asked.

			“Mystery caller Bob said that these kids took everything from him. I don’t know if he means that in a figurative or literal sense,” Spenser said. “But I figure that whatever started this happened two years ago. Everything seems like it’s coming back to two years ago. So, since most people tend to stay here like you said, Amanda, I thought we’d take a look at who isn’t here and find out why. Once we have the names of the people no longer in Sweetwater, we can ask them some questions and rule them out of the suspect pool.”

			“Or into it,” Young said. 

			“Right,” Spenser said. “Or that.” 

			“It’s an interesting thought,” Jacob said. “It’s a good thought.” 

			“Thank you, Jacob. At least somebody appreciates my outside-the-box thinking.” 

			Young rolled her eyes and laughed. “I had no idea you were so sensitive.” 

			“Crunchy on the outside,” Jacob said. “Ooey and gooey on the inside.” 

			“Yeah, I was kidding. It doesn’t really go all that deep, kids,” Spenser said with a laugh.

			“So, where is this theory of yours going, Sheriff?” Young asked.

			“It’s still developing,” she replied. “But primarily, I’d say this friend group did something to another student. Something so horrible, they felt like, as Bob had said to me, they felt like they lost everything. They perhaps left Taft. Maybe they dropped out of school and abandoned all the plans they were making for their future—they lost everything. And now, seeing these kids who took Bob’s future from him getting ready to graduate and head out into the lives and futures they’ve been planning, it triggered him. And now he’s acting to inflict the sort of pain on them that they inflicted on him.” 

			“It’s a good theory. Pretty solid,” Young said. “But where does Clara Jonas fit in? She was just a teacher there, not a student.” 

			“That’s the outlier I’m trying to figure out,” Spenser said.

			“Maybe she saw or knew something and covered it up,” Jacob offered. 

			“That’s a really good insight,” Spenser said. “That might have some legs to it. We’ll have to look into that.” 

			“Maybe you should have made me undersheriff,” he joked.

			Young rolled her eyes. “You’re the guy who can’t even remember his designation out in the field, wonder boy. Yeah, you’d be great at the job.” 

			“I’m working on it.”

			“So, what is our next move, Sheriff?” Young asked, ignoring her brother.

			“We need to find out why Clara Jonas quit working at Taft for starters,” Spenser said. “I also think it’s time we have a chat with all these kids. I just can’t get past the feeling they know something and I want to know what it is. I want to know what happened two years ago.”

			“Most of these kids come from money,” Jacob said. “If their parents aren’t sharks themselves, they can afford to hire pricey mouthpieces to shut us down.”

			“And then we tip our hand and let them know we’re on to them about what happened. It might make them circle the wagons even tighter,” Young said. 

			“It might. But it’s a risk we have to take,” Spenser said. “If nothing else, these kids need to know this threat is potentially out there and to take precautions.”

			“Okay. I’ll have them all come in.”

			“No. Let’s do it on neutral ground. Make it less threatening if we can,” Spenser said. “Have it so we can meet them all down at the school.” 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			“Shouldn’t our parents be here if you’re going to interrogate us?”

			Spenser turned to Aiden Russell. His soft baby-face seemed out of place on his burly, six-one frame. Aiden’s hair was black as a raven’s wing and his eyes were crystalline blue and narrowed as he glared at Spenser. They all sat in an empty classroom Principal Hopkins had set aside for their use. Spenser and Young stood at the front of the room while the remaining members of the friend group—Aiden, Maisey O’Connell, Bailey Jenkins, Oscar Spalding, D.J. Reese, Melanie Harris, CiCi Gates, and Ethan Howe—sat in the desks before them.

			Spenser noticed they all kept a desk between them—a buffer zone of sorts. She thought they seemed less like a friend group than they did mere acquaintances. People who barely knew—or at least, barely tolerated one another. Spenser exchanged a glance with Young and she could tell the younger woman felt the chill in the air around them. Although they seemed to be trying to keep up appearances, Spenser could see that whatever relationship had existed between these eight kids was long gone. 

			“Well, this isn’t an interrogation, Aiden. We just want to have a conversation with you guys,” Spenser said. “But if any of you would feel more comfortable having this chat with your folks present, you’re free to give them a call and have them come down.”

			“What about a lawyer?”

			“Do you think you need a lawyer, Oscar?” Young asked.

			He seemed to shrink back in his seat and looked away instead of answering Young’s question. 

			“Any of you are welcome to have a parent or a lawyer here if it will make you feel more comfortable,” Spenser said. “But I do mean it when I say we’re here just to have a conversation. This isn’t an interrogation. I’m not going to be putting bracelets on anybody. You have my word.”

			“What are we talking about here, Sheriff?” CiCi asked.

			“Well, you all undoubtedly know about the deaths of your friends, correct?” Spenser asked.

			The kids all exchanged glances and it seemed to Spenser like some silent bit of communication passed between them all. Young looked over at her and Spenser saw it hadn’t been lost on her. The look that had passed between all the kids suggested to Spenser that they were reminding each other of something—perhaps a story they’d already worked out with each other. Slowly though, they all nodded, though their faces remained blank. Expressionless. 

			“Forgive me for saying so, but none of you seem particularly distraught about it,” Spenser said. “My understanding is these people have been your friends all your lives.” 

			“Not everybody is comfortable expressing their grief publicly, Sheriff,” D.J. said. 

			D.J. Reese had a lean, angular frame with sharp cheekbones, a long chin, and a prominent Adam’s Apple. His hair was so blonde it was almost white, and his eyes were the color of jade. He also had a smarmy expression on his face that Spenser found entirely off-putting from the jump. She did her best to keep from pre-judging people, but Spenser thought if there were, in fact, some organized plan then D.J. Reese was probably the ringleader. He just looked like the type who seemed to enjoy instigating things. 

			“I understand that, D.J.,” Spenser said. “I’m just saying, I find it odd that for friends who’ve been so close for so long that I don’t see a single tear. I’m not making a judgment. Just an observation. That’s all.” 

			“So, is that what you gathered us all together for? To tell us our friends are dead? Because we know that already,” snapped Bailey Jenkins. “But maybe none of us are too broken up about it because they did it to themselves? None of us do drugs. We never have. So, it’s a little hard to feel sorry for somebody who overdosed themselves. It’s like asking us to pity somebody who played Russian Roulette and lost.”

			Bailey Jenkins was a beautiful girl with hair that was a rich, deep auburn, dazzling, cornflower blue eyes, and a flawless complexion. She also looked like the stereotypical mean girl. The fact that she was the captain of the cheer team didn’t help soften that image any. Nor did her icy demeanor. 

			“How do you feel about that, Sheriff?” Young asked.

			Spenser shrugged. “That’s one way to feel about it, I suppose.”

			“How do you suggest we feel about it, Sheriff?” Bailey spat.

			“It’s not for me to say,” Spenser replied. “Like I said, I’m just making an observation here.”

			“Can we get to the point of this little meeting? I got practice.”

			That was Oscar Spalding, the youngest male of the group. At six-six, he towered over everybody in the room and had an intimidating sneer on his face. He had a trim, athletic figure and was one of the stars on Taft’s basketball team. Oscar’s skin was a warm, tawny color, his eyes were the color of espresso, and his head was shaved close to the scalp. Spenser thought he had the look of somebody who wanted others to think he was hard and unyielding, but actually felt things profoundly on a much deeper level. It was something in his eyes.  

			“The reason we wanted to speak to you all in person was because we believe that somebody is intentionally targeting your friend group,” Spenser said.

			“Why would somebody do that? Target us?” 

			That was seventeen-year-old Maisey O’Connell, bound for Stanford in the fall. At just five-three, she was a slip of a girl. Tiny and petite with mousy brown hair and hazel eyes behind her silver-rimmed glasses, Maisy had a bookish look about her.

			“Well, that kind of brings us to what we wanted to talk to you all about,” Spenser said. “We believe that your friends didn’t accidentally overdose. We believe they were murdered.” 

			“Murdered?” Maisey gasped. 

			She watched them closely as she delivered the line and though she saw a lot of different emotions scrolling across their faces, surprise wasn’t one of them—surprisingly enough. Or perhaps Spenser shouldn’t have been surprised given the theory she was operating under in the first place. 

			“Not to be insensitive or anything,” D.J. spoke up. “But even if that’s true, what does that have to do with the rest of us?”

			“So much for not sounding insensitive.”

			“Man, shut the hell up, Mel,” he snapped back.

			If Bailey Jenkins was a mean girl, Melanie Harris was a mean girl on steroids. Blonde, blue-eyed, five-eight with a tan, toned, athletic body, Melanie was the captain of Taft’s tennis team, and she ruled her team with an iron fist. She was bound for UCLA on a full athletic scholarship. That was unless she skipped NCAA play altogether and went pro instead. 

			“Why don’t you shut up, D.J.? Nobody wants to hear you run your mouth,” she shot back. “It’s not like you’ve ever got anything intelligent or even mildly interesting to say.” 

			“I do what I want. And I ain’t going to let a bit—”

			“Yeah, you always do what you want, don’t you?” Melanie said. “Then you drag everybody else into your bullcrap. It’s been that way since we were kids.”

			“And what about you, Melanie?” Oscar snapped. “You’re always so worried about how things are going to affect you, or what people are going to think of you—”

			“Are you trying to tell me you’re any different?” Melanie cut him off. “Are you trying to tell me anybody in this room is any different?” 

			“You’re speaking for yourself again, as usual,” Bailey said.

			The entire group started in on each other like a pack of hyenas with voices raised, yelling over one another as they hurled insults, accusations, and a wide variety of four-letter words at each other—some of them, not even Spenser had heard before. Young stepped forward to put a stop to their bickering, but Spenser held her hand up and shook her head. Spenser was fascinated by watching these kids eating each other. She thought this was the first time they’d felt even the slightest bit of heat since they’d done whatever they did two years ago--and their alliance of mutual protection or whatever it was that passed as the remnants of their friendship was already crumbling. It was like watching Lord of the Flies playing out in front of her. 

			“All right, enough!” Spenser finally called out as she slammed her fist down on the desk. 

			The kids fell silent and turned to her with wide eyes and stricken expressions on all their faces. They all exchanged glances again and sat up in their seats. The bickering immediately stopped, and they all looked back at Spenser with the same stone-faced looks again. When she felt she had control of the room and the attention of everybody in it, Spenser nodded.

			“Two years ago, something happened. Something that has put us on the course we’re on right now,” she said. “Two years ago, something happened that signed the death warrants of Drake Wright, Wren Hall, Heath Stokes, and Clara Jonas. Marcus Bell was lucky. He should have died with them all as well. More to the point though, some of you may also be on the shortlist, marked for death by the man running around murdering your friends.”

			“Again, why are you asking us? We’re not the ones—”

			“I’m asking because I believe you all were involved with something. Because two years ago, I believe that you all did something that started our killer on his path,” Spenser said honestly. “I want to know what it was. I want to know what happened that put us here.”

			The kids again all shared that look, that silent bit of communication passing between them. And just like that, Spenser watched as the curtain descended, the bickering and division forgotten as they banded together once more. 

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bailey said.

			“Not a clue,” D.J. added. 

			“Kids, you need to understand, we are going to find out. And when we do, once we stop this killer, we will rain hell down on anybody involved with whatever started this. I promise you that,” Spenser said. “So, if there is anything you need to get out in front of, now is the time.” 

			“Believe her, kids. Or if not that, then believe me,” Young added. “Unlike Howard Hinton, Sheriff Song does not let anything go. She will find out what happened here. She will find out what started this, and she will arrest anybody and everybody involved.” 

			“I’m tellin’ you, I didn’t do anything. There’s nothin’ you could arrest me for,” Oscar said.

			“Are we under arrest?” Maisey asked. 

			“No, you’re not under arrest,” Spenser replied. 

			“Good. Then I know enough about the law to know that if we’re not under arrest, then you can’t force us to stay,” Maisey said as she stood and grabbed her bag. “I’m leaving. And if the rest of you are as smart as you like to think you are, you’d leave, too.” 

			As the door slammed behind Maisey, the others looked at one another then followed her lead and got to their feet then headed out one by one until Spenser and Young were the only ones left in the room.

			“Well, that didn’t go well,” Young said.

			“Actually, I think it went very, very well.”

			“How can you say that? We got nothing from them, and we tipped our hand,” Young said.

			“Did you notice who didn’t say a word the whole time?” 

			Young pursed her lips then shook her head. “No. I didn’t notice.”

			“Ethan Howe and Cici Gates,” Spenser said. “Neither of them engaged with the others and neither one of them said a word.” 

			“I still don’t know how that’s a good thing, Sheriff.”

			“Because I think we just found our weak links,” she opined. “One of those two is going to give us what we need to help figure this whole thing out. You could see the guilt on their faces.”

			Spenser made her way for the exit. “Now, let’s go figure out how we can break these kids and find out what in the hell is going on around here.”
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			“Dammit,” Spenser muttered.

			The body of Wendy White lay on the floor of her garage, her brown eyes wide and staring into nothing, her face frozen in a rictus of agony. Like the others, her skin was an unnatural shade of pale blue and her brown hair, flecked with white, was fanned out around her head. 

			“At least Bob did away with the window dressing,” Young said.

			“He knows the jig is up,” Spenser replied. “He’s in his endgame. And I’d suspect knowing that we’re onto him, he’s going to speed up his timeline. He’s going to want to make sure he gets through everybody on his list.”

			“Wonderful,” Young groaned.

			“What can you tell me about Wendy White?”

			“Honestly, not much,” Young said. “She was a guidance counselor at Taft until—”

			“About two years ago,” Spenser finished for her.

			“Right.”

			“This is getting deeper by the minute,” Spenser said. “Three students, a teacher, and a former guidance counselor are all dead. A fourth student was almost killed and eight students are potentially in danger. We can infer they were all involved with something life-altering a couple of years ago, but we have no idea what that something might be.”

			“Yeah. That seems to sum it all up pretty nicely,” Young said.

			Spenser and Young turned to see Mayor Dent walking over to them, a stern look on her face. She stopped beside them and looked down at the body, shaking her head. 

			“Wendy was a decent woman,” she said. “Demons caught up with her a couple of years ago but she sure as hell didn’t deserve to go out like this.” 

			“Nobody does,” Spenser said.

			“How close are we to making an arrest?” Dent asked.

			“Do you want the truth, or do you want me to tell you what I think you want to hear?” 

			Dent gave her the “don’t screw with me” expression Spenser had gotten to know so well in such a short amount of time in Sweetwater. She wanted the truth. She always wanted the truth and never wanted anything sugarcoated. It was something Spenser respected about her. Only at that moment, she knew it was going to bite her square in the backside. 

			“The truth is, we’re no closer now than when the first body dropped,” Spenser admitted. “We’ve got some leads we’re running down, but at the moment, we have nothing conclusive.” 

			Dent looked around at the deputies gathered in the garage waiting for Spenser to hand out their orders. She knew what Dent wanted. 

			“Folks, can we have the room, please?” Spenser called out.

			When the deputies had all filed out, Spenser turned back to the mayor. Dent looked down at the ground for a moment and slipped her hands into her pockets, seeming to be searching for the right words to say. That told Spenser that whatever she had to say wasn’t going to be good. 

			“This is painful. Just spit it out already, Maggie,” Spenser said. 

			“The council is contemplating declaring a state of emergency,” she said. “They’re planning on holding a press conference to talk about what’s going on.”

			“That would be a terrible idea,” Spenser said. “The council doesn’t have the intel we have. What are they planning on offering in this press conference?”  

			“We’ve had five deaths now and one near death now,” Dent said. “They want to reassure the people that we do not have an epidemic on our hands.”

			“Going on without any solid information is only going to throw people into more of a panic than they’re already in,” Spenser said. 

			“I understand that. But we have parents down at City Hall all day, every day,” Dent replied. “They’re up in arms, trying to get answers, and they can’t get any from your department since you’ve instituted that gag order on your deputies.”

			“The council knows why I did that. It’s to protect the integrity of our cases. We’ve had—”

			“More leaks than the Titanic post-iceberg. I get it and I’m not knocking you for it,” Dent said. “But we’re going to need to find a workaround. The council is going to need to be able to get information when they need it—like now when they’re trying to prevent a town on the verge of panic from blowing up.” 

			“We’ll figure that out. I promise you we’ll find a way to get the council the information they need without putting our cases in jeopardy. But that’s for another day,” Spenser said. “For now, we need to keep the council from making a mistake.”

			“Fine. Then give me something I can give them,” Dent said. “We need to appease them and somehow reassure them that we’re not about to have hundreds of bodies of teenagers filling the streets in town.”

			“I can promise you that’s not going to happen,” Spenser said. “This is a very focused attack. This is, like I told you before, a mission-oriented killer.”

			“Catch me up with the investigation,” Dent said. 

			Spenser and Young took turns telling Dent everything they’d found to that point. They told her about the conversation with the kids and where that was leading them. Spenser also told Dent about mystery caller Bob’s phone call to her and the threat he leveled. The more Spenser talked, the more Dent’s eyebrows crawled up her forehead. And when she was done, the mayor ran a hand through her hair and shook her head, an expression of disbelief on her face.

			“And why do you not have your deputies watching your back, Spenser?” Dent asked.

			“Yeah, I’m not having that conversation again. I spent far too long debating it with Amanda,” Spenser said.

			“Your undersheriff was right to insist,” Dent said. “You were wrong to decline.”

			“Maggie, my resources are thin enough without spreading it even thinner by assigning myself an entirely unnecessary protection detail.” 

			Dent frowned, obviously not happy with the answer, but knowing she wasn’t going to win the debate, wisely decided to move on.

			“All right, so do you have a plan?” Dent said.

			“We’re going to follow the leads we’ve developed,” Spenser said. “We believe we can get either Ethan Howe or Cici Gates to crack and give us the story.”

			“So, you believe these kids all know who the killer is.”

			“I think they have an idea.” 

			Dent let out a disgusted snort. “If they have an idea who is killing their friends, why on God’s green earth would they not say something?”

			“Because we believe that to say something incriminates them in something else,” Spenser said. “We’re pretty sure they’re all involved in whatever this is—to a degree anyway—but they’ve made a pact of mutually assured destruction. So, most of the main players aren’t going to talk.”

			“Then what makes you think you can get the story out of Ethan or Cici?” Dent pressed.

			“Because they’re the weak links,” Spenser replied. “We’re relatively sure their involvement in this incident, whatever it may be, was tangential. Maybe even unwilling and they’re going along simply to protect their friends.”

			“Jesus,” Dent groaned. “How certain are you about this theory?”

			“Pretty certain.”

			“And this couldn’t be this Tiburon character you were talking about putting bad product on the streets like you’d thought originally?” Dent asked. 

			“I thought there was still a slim possibility until I got the phone call from Bob,” Spenser said. “Tiburon is a businessman. He’s not going to kill his customer base and then call to taunt and threaten me about it. He’s going to find out who’s stepping on his product and keeping the cut, then give them the steel barrel treatment.”

			“The what?” 

			“It’s not important,” Spenser said. “All that is important is that the phone call eliminates Tiburon as a suspect in my mind. No. This is somebody else. Somebody with a grudge against these kids in particular, and we’ve done our due diligence… there’s no credible link between them.”

			“You’re certain.”

			“Don’t get me wrong. Tiburon is putting product on the streets of this town, and we are going to get him. I promise you that,” Spenser said. “He’s just not good for this.”

			“Damn.”

			“Sorry, Maggie. But this is where we’re headed.” 

			“The council is going to crap their collective pants.”

			“Which makes them doing a presser an even worse idea,” Spenser said. “They should never address the public from a place of fear. People are smart. They’ll pick up on that and it will do nothing but throw them over the edge.” 

			“I know you’re right but they’re insisting on giving the public some information,” Dent said. “They want to give them something.”

			“Any way you can talk them out of it?”

			Maggie pursed her lips. “I may not be able to talk them out of it, but I may be able to offer them a solid substitute. If accurate information and reassurance are what they want to give the people of this town, I think I know how we can do it.” 

			“How’s that?” 

			Dent laughed. “Let’s get you ready for your close up, Sheriff Song.”
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			“It wasn’t the worst thing I’ve ever seen on TV,” Young said. 

			“Are you kidding? It was fantastic,” Jacob added. “It looked almost exactly like those proof of life and confession videos terrorists make their prisoners give. I was totally waiting for masked dudes holding AKs, machetes, and Al Qaeda flags to line up behind you to force you to read the script they gave you. It was amazing.” 

			“Thanks, guys. That’s a real morale-building review there,” Spenser said. 

			Young laughed. “You just looked nervous. That’s all.”

			“Nervous? Yeah, that’s a kind way to put it, I suppose,” Spenser said.

			“Unnatural and wooden as hell might be a couple of others. I will say, you look good on camera. Some might say super-hot,” Jacob said with a wink. “I have no doubt we’re going to have an influx of horny teenage boys coming down to fill out applications.” 

			“Jacob,” Young admonished. 

			“What? She asked for honest opinions.”

			“That was my mistake,” Spenser said with a rueful grin. “But it does clarify my thinking on one point, so thank you for that.” 

			“What point is that?” Young asked.

			“I’m going to force the council to pay for a liaison officer. Somebody comfortable in front of a camera,” Spenser said. “They want updates on our cases and people to give the pressers, they can pay for a new deputy who can work as the go-between.”

			“That’s a really good idea,” Young said. 

			“Any chance of getting Kate Upton or Emma Stone in that job?” Jacob asked.

			Young cuffed her brother upside the head, drawing a pained yelp from him that made Spenser smile. She was feeling a bit sadistic after having to endure the press conference Dent made her do last night. She’d never done one before and had never felt more exposed in her life. But aside from the nervousness and feeling like she looked like a cigar store carved Indian on TV, Spenser thought she balanced appropriate information, reassurance, and protecting the case she was building. She satisfied herself and the council, so she was taking it as a rare win-win.

			“Please forgive my piggish brother, Sheriff,” Young said. “What’s on our agenda for today?”

			“First, Jacob… how are we coming with those lists I asked for?” Spenser asked.

			“Still compiling. But I’ll have something for you soon. Pinky swear,” he said.

			“Okay, good,” Spenser said. “I want to take a run at Cici Gates. With enough pressure, I think we can crack her.” 

			“You want me to call Principal Hopkins and set something up at the school?”

			Spenser shook her head. “Nah. Bring her down here. Let’s give her the full-court press,” she said. “Cici is eighteen, so she has no legal right to parental presence.”

			“She could always invoke,” Young said.

			“She could. And that’s her right,” Spenser replied. “But there’s some small piece of me that thinks she wants to confess. That she wants to tell us what this is all about. I think she just needs a little… encouragement. So, let’s give her that.”

			“Sounds like a plan to me,” Young said.

			“Good. While you’re rounding her up then, I’m going to take a ride over to Magnolia,” Spenser said. “I’m going to try to have a chat with Marcus. Marley called and said he was back on his feet. More or less.”

			“Great. I’ll have Cici here waiting for you when you get back.”
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			“Be gentle with him, Spense. He’s still not quite fully recovered yet,” Marley said. 

			“Come on, Mar. You know me.”

			“I do know you,” she replied. “That’s why I’m telling you all this right now.” 

			Spenser laughed as Marley peeled off and left her standing in front of the door for Marcus Bell’s room. She tapped on it gently then went inside to find the man-child lying under a sheet on the bed. His dark, ebony skin was ashy, and his face was slack, pale. His eyes were closed, and his face turned up to the ceiling as his chest rose and fell rhythmically. He somehow looked smaller and diminished from the last time she’d seen him. 

			“Marcus,” she said softly. 

			He opened his eyes and turned his head to her and almost instantly, Spenser saw fear flash through his eyes. He licked his lips, gritted his teeth, and quickly tried to dial it back. 

			“Sheriff,” he said, his voice hoarse and weak. “Did you catch the guy who did this to me?” 

			“Not yet. But we’re trying our very best. I promise you,” she said. “But to get this guy, I’m going to need your help.”

			He shook his head weakly. “Don’t know how I can help you. I told you I didn’t see the guy since he was wearin’ a mask and all.” 

			“Right. I know you said that,” Spenser said. “You said he looked like a fireman?” 

			He nodded. “Yeah. Somethin’ like that. But I’m not sure. It all happened fast.”

			“No, I get it. I just need you to look at a couple of pictures for me.”

			Spenser pulled her phone out and quickly called up the pictures of their standard-issue masks she’d taken at the firehouse. She held it up for Marcus to see. 

			“Does this look like the mask the man was wearing when he attacked you?” she asked.

			He looked at it and shook his head. “Nah. His had like two of those filters… one on each side of it. And the plastic visor was dark. I couldn’t see his face.”

			Spenser remembered that he’d told her that, so she had done a little research on her own and had come up with a few alternatives. She held her phone up again and slowly scrolled through all the pictures she’d downloaded, one at a time.

			“Wait. Stop,” he said. “That one. That looks a lot like it.” 

			Spenser looked at the photo she’d landed on and found that it was a painter’s mask with a custom visor attached to it that was popular with outdoor house painters. The problem was it was an incredibly common item and Spenser doubted they were going to be able to track down who purchased it. She thought the best they were going to be able to hope for was finding it in possession of their suspect—and if they were really lucky, they’d find fentanyl residue on it. But that was a bridge for them to cross later. 

			“That’s great, Marcus. That’s helpful,” she said. “I was hoping you might be able to answer a few more questions for me. Are you feeling up to it?” 

			“Sure. I guess,” he said. 

			“Great. Thank you,” Spenser replied. “First, I was hoping you could tell me why you and your friend group split up. I know you were tight with Drake, D.J., Melanie, and the rest. I understand you all grew up together. So, what happened that fractured that group?” 

			Spenser saw the curtain going down in his eyes and his expression shifting to one that looked a lot like the kids when she’d gathered them all together to talk about it. Marcus was obviously part of this pact of mutually assured destruction.

			“I—I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sheriff,” he said.

			“I think you do, Marcus.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t.”

			“Two years ago, something happened,” she said. “Something so bad that it put you all at odds and also put a killer on the hunt for you. Now is not the time to feed me a load of bullcrap. Tell me what happened so I can stop this.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Marcus, the man who attacked you—the man who so far, has murdered five people—is still out there. And if you really think he’s just going to forget about you and not circle back to finish the job, you are mistaken. Very, very mistaken,” Spenser said. 

			“Sheriff, I—”

			“Don’t know what I’m talking about. Yeah, I’ve heard it from you all,” she growled. “The problem is I know you’re all lying to me. And the bigger problem is that if you all keep lying to me, you’re all going to end up dead. Is that what you want? Do you want to die?” 

			“Sheriff Song!”

			Spenser turned to see a tall, stately woman standing in the doorway. Arlene Bell’s dark hair was in a bun atop her head and her dark eyes burned with anger as she glared at Spenser. She was tall, nearly six feet on her own without heels, and had skin just a couple of shades lighter than her son’s. She had high cheekbones and a strong jawline to go along with a strong, athletic physique. And in her dark blue and deep red power pantsuit, she looked like the legal shark everybody said she was. 

			“Mrs. Bell,” Spenser said. 

			“What is the meaning of this, Sheriff? Why are you threatening my son?” 

			“I’m not threatening anybody,” Spenser said. “I’m sharing some facts with him.” 

			“How is asking him if he wants to die sharing facts?” she spat in disgust. 

			“I believe your son and his friends—or his former friends anyway—know a little something about my case. I believe they know who is killing their friend group and why.” 

			“Do you have any facts to back up this allegation?” 

			“I do not. Not at present,” Spenser admitted. “Your son and his friends are all stonewalling me at the moment—”

			“Tread very carefully, Sheriff,” Bell said. “I don’t take accusations made against my son without a single shred of evidence lightly.”

			“And I don’t take getting the runaround when kids are being murdered any more lightly than you do. This is a serious situation and I believe your son—”

			“You believe. But you don’t know. You can’t prosecute a case on ‘I believe,’ Sheriff. You should know that,” Bell said in a haughty tone. “Just as you know you shouldn’t be interrogating my son without a parent or lawyer present.”

			“I wasn’t interrogating your son. Also, your son is eighteen and not legally entitled to have a parent present during a conversation. As I’m sure you know,” Spenser spat back. “And even though this is not an interrogation but a conversation, if your son, as an adult, had invoked, we would have gotten him his lawyer. I don’t run a dirty shop, Mrs. Bell.” 

			“Are you planning on formally charging him then?” 

			“Not at the present time, no,” Spenser replied. “But I would like to—”

			“Then we’re done here, and you can go.” 

			“Mrs. Bell, people are dying and—”

			“And you are only speculating that my son knows something. That’s not good enough, and I will not let you tarnish my son’s name with baseless allegations,” Bell said. “He has a bright future ahead of him and these sorts of unfounded allegations could have a detrimental impact on that future. So, no. I will not allow you to damage those prospects.” 

			“Mrs. Bell, please—”

			“We are done here, Sheriff.”

			“I’m asking you to allow me five—”

			“If you don’t leave, and leave now, I will report you to the City Council, the District Attorney, and anybody else who will listen.”

			“Respectfully, you can talk to anybody you like. You don’t have a case to make against me as I’ve done nothing wrong.”

			“Maybe not. But you don’t know me,” she said. “And I can make your life an absolute living hell if you cross me.”

			Spenser stared at her for a long moment. “I have no doubt about that,” she said. “Okay. Good day, Mrs. Bell.” 

			“Sheriff.” 

			Spenser hesitated for a moment, her gaze locked on Mrs. Bell’s then she nodded to herself and left the room, her belief only further reinforced. The answers seemed right there for the taking but they were being kept frustratingly out of her reach. 
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			Spenser watched Cici Gates sitting at the table in the interview room through the observation window. Five-eight with a pale complexion and blue eyes, and long hair that was black on the right side, white on the left, she had the lean, waifish look of the indie musician she was. She looked like the sort of girl who’d be most comfortable on open mic night down at Ryker’s coffee house, but she was bound for Julliard in the fall.

			“What do you think? How should we go at her?” Young asked. 

			“Not sure yet,” Spenser replied. “I’m giving it some thought.”

			In the room, Cici picked at her thumbnail, a pensive look on her face. Her entire body was rigid, and Spenser could see the toll whatever secret she was holding onto was taking on her. The strain in her features and the set of her body couldn’t have been clearer. That and the fact that she obviously didn’t want to be there. 

			Coaxing anything out of her was going to be difficult. Interrogation was like a dance. It could be slow and seductive—intimate at certain points. Or it could be energetic and damn near violent at other moments. The trick was finding the right music to fit your partner that allowed you both to hit all the right steps.

			It was hard to say what the right music was for a girl like Cici Gates though. If Spenser pushed too hard, she might clam up even tighter. If she wasn’t firm enough, Cici might never open up. It was a fine line to tread, but Spenser thought she might have the right sheet music to get Cici to start singing in tune.  

			“I’ll just play this one by ear, I think,” Spenser said.

			“Sounds good. Let me know if you need a hand.” 

			“I will.” 

			Spenser walked into the interview room and closed the door behind her. As she took a seat across from her, she watched Cici grow even more tense. She dropped the folder in her hand on the table with a hard slapping sound that made the girl flinch. Spenser sat there for a few minutes and paged through the file, letting the tension and drama of the moment build and press down on Cici. She looked away, refusing to meet Spenser’s eyes. 

			“I downloaded a few of your songs and listened to them,” Spenser said.

			Cici finally raised her eyes. “Y—you did?”

			Spenser nodded. “I did. And you’ve got some incredible talent, Cici,” she said. “It’s no wonder you’re going to Julliard this fall.”

			“Th—thank you,” she said quietly. 

			“You know what I noticed most in some of the songs I listened to?” 

			“What’s that?” 

			“There are some powerful emotions in your lyrics,” Spenser said. “It’s subtle but I can hear the references to the secrets you’re keeping and your hidden pain.” 

			A wry grin twisted her lips. “Not many people pay that close attention to the lyrics.”

			“I do,” Spenser replied. “I like to understand the meaning behind the words. I always have.” 

			Cici looked down at the table, her lips compressing into a tight line. She swallowed hard as if trying to choke down her next words. She took a beat then raised her eyes again and Spenser watched as that curtain descended behind them. 

			“Lyrics are all meant to be interpretive,” she said. “People see and hear what they want or need to see and hear in them.”

			“Maybe. But it’s impossible to not hear the pain in your lyrics, Cici.” 

			She shrugged. “Like I said, it’s art. Art’s meant to be subjective.” 

			“I get that. But you know, sometimes, when we hold onto a secret for a long time, it takes a real toll on us,” Spenser said. “It wears us down and bleeds into every aspect of our lives without us even thinking about it much. It’s like poison in our veins, Cici. And most of the time, great artists use their art to purge that poison from their bodies.” 

			Cici bit her bottom lip and looked away. Her eyes shimmered and welled with tears that she quickly wiped away while continuing to refuse to look at Spenser. It wasn’t until she seemed to get herself back under control that she finally turned. 

			“Cici, you and your friends are in real danger. There is somebody out there hunting you and I know it’s because of whatever it was that happened two years ago,” Spenser said. “I’m trying to protect all of you, but I can’t do that without your help. I need to know what happened. If I know what happened and who was involved, I can put a stop to all of this. I’ll be able to stop these killings and protect you all.” 

			The girl opened her mouth but bit back her words and closed it again without saying anything. 

			“Why are you singling me out?” she finally asked. “Why am I the only one sitting in here talking to you?” 

			“Come on, Cici. You were there in that classroom the other day. You know what I’m up against here,” Spenser said. “Your friends are more interested in protecting themselves. You were one of the only ones who seemed troubled by what happened. The only one who seemed like you were perhaps thinking of answering my questions. That tells me that maybe you weren’t involved in whatever happened but…” 

			She hesitated for a moment then shook her head. “I can’t, Sheriff.” 

			“Why are you protecting them?” Spenser asked. “It didn’t seem like any of you were exactly friends anymore.” 

			“You wouldn’t understand.” 

			“So, you’re willing to just take your chances with somebody running around out there who’s already killed several of your friends—” 

			“I don’t have a choice,” she said as tears welled in her eyes. “I wish I did but I don’t. Not if I want to have a future, Sheriff Song.”

			“I can help you, Cici. Let me help you,” Spenser implored her. “Let me help all of you.”

			She shook her head. “It’s not that easy. Like I said, you don’t get it. You’re never going to get it.”

			“If you don’t let me help you now, I may not be able to help you later on.” 

			“Am I under arrest?” 

			Spenser frowned. “No. You’re not.” 

			Cici got to her feet and started for the door. She paused with her hand on the knob and turned back. Spenser could see the torment and conflict on the girl’s face.

			“I’m sorry, Sheriff. I really am,” she said.  

			Spenser frowned. “Good luck, Cici.”

			She opened the door and left the room without another word and Spenser waited a beat before walking out herself. She stepped into the bullpen and watched as Cici disappeared through the front doors and out into the sunlight of the afternoon beyond. Her gut churned and her skin prickled with her frustration. Spenser felt like she’d been so close to getting Cici to crack but just hadn’t been able to seal the deal. 

			“Sheriff.”

			She turned to see Young approaching her. “What is it?”

			“Jacob needs to see you,” she said. “He thinks he may have figured out who the killer is.” 
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			“He doesn’t exactly look like the psycho-killer type, does he?” Young asked. 

			“A lot of them don’t. The most successful ones don’t,” Spenser replied. “Ted Bundy was an amiable, articulate, good-looking guy. Back in the day, nobody would have thought he’d have more than thirty bodies on him.”

			“That’s got to be one of the oddest metrics of success I’ve heard of.”

			A grim line appeared across Spenser’s lips. “You’re not wrong.”

			They sat in an unmarked cruiser at the far end of the Minute Market parking lot. Spenser watched as Nathan Krause walked out of the store and crossed to the row of gas pumps. He looked to be the polar opposite of the clean-cut, mild-mannered kid she saw in his school photo. He was about five-eight and rail-thin with a thick mop of dark hair on top of his head, a long, gaunt face, and dark, deep set eyes. Nathan’s shoulders were slumped, and he had a sour expression on his face. Spenser could practically feel the anger radiating off him even from where she was. 

			She watched him slam the trash bag down into his wheeled cart, seeming to be mumbling to himself. After replacing the liner in the trash can between the pumps, he turned and wheeled the cart toward the rear of the store.

			“So, who is this guy and what’s his story?” Spenser asked.

			“This is Nathan Krause,” Young said as she consulted the tablet in her hand. “Nineteen years old. He was a whiz with chemistry and electronics and seemed like he was on track to attend MIT. But he dropped out after his sophomore year at Taft. No reason that I could find for his quitting. He eventually got his GED, but this is where he’s working now.”

			“Do we know anything else about him?” Spenser asked. 

			“He’s had a couple of arrests over the last few years. Mostly drug-related misdemeanors. He’s got a liking for the weed, apparently,” Young said. “There was one vandalism charge though—he threw a rock through a window when he was high one night.” 

			Spenser sat back in her seat and frowned. “How does a guy go from promising college student with a bright future to dropout to convenience store clerk with a handful of petty arrests?” she mused. “But more than that, how does he make a turn from getting busted for weed to committing multiple murders? Something about this is just not tracking for me.” 

			“What’s not tracking for you?”

			“Most of the time, there’s going to be a progression in crimes. People usually don’t just jump straight into the deep end of serial murder,” Spenser said. “There’s usually some documented history of violence in their past before they take a life. Most people usually have to work up to murder.”

			“But not everybody. Maybe he’s the exception to the rule,” Young said with a shrug.

			“Yeah, maybe. What else do we know about him?” 

			“Other than the fact that he’s working at a convenience store and living in a shabby apartment a few blocks from here off Gibson Street, not much that I could find,” Young said. “He’s lived a pretty low-profile life since leaving Taft. He doesn’t appear to have many friends—or any friends at all, really. Based on what we’ve dug up, he seems to be kind of a loner.”

			“Do we know of any ties between Krause and the kids from Taft?” Spenser asked. “Any public beefs, rumors, or any other sort of chatter?” 

			“Not that I’ve been able to find,” Young replied. “He doesn’t have a big social media footprint and the little I’ve found seems geared more toward conspiracy theories and some techy stuff, but nothing connecting him to any of the friend group that’s being targeted.” 

			Spenser watched him through the large plate glass windows that fronted the store. There was something about him that didn’t track. Something that bothered her. But she couldn’t quite put a finger on it. He certainly seemed to have the anger required to murder and the timelines all seemed to match up. Something continued to nag at her though.

			“What do you think?” Young asked. 

			“I think we’re not going to get what we need sitting out here watching him from afar,” Spenser said. “So, let’s go have a chat with him.”

			They got out of the cruiser and Young followed her across the parking lot. An electronic bell chimed as they stepped through the front doors, but the sound was nearly swallowed whole by the aggressive rock music filling the air. Nathan Krause was behind the counter, his head bobbing with the music, so consumed by the magazine sitting open in front of him that he didn’t even bother looking up when they walked in.  

			Spenser walked over and turned off the stereo. The sudden silence that followed was jarring and Nathan jumped up, startled. He turned to Spenser with a look of fear that was quickly replaced by irritation splashed across his face. 

			“What the hell, man?” he snapped. 

			“Nathan Krause. I’m Sheriff Song.” 

			“Yeah, so?” 

			He glared at her with eyes that brimmed with hostility. Dressed in dingy-looking blue jeans, black Converse hi-tops, and a black shirt that bore the name of what Spenser assumed was some obscure metal band judging by the dark and disturbing images associated with it, and a white long-sleeved t-shirt beneath that. Nathan seemed to be working hard to cultivate the image of the disaffected loner. The outsider. The kid who just didn’t care about anything or anybody. 

			As Spenser studied him though, she saw a few subtle signs that he was more style than substance. His hair, though a wild mop atop his head, looked to be clean and well cared for. Same with his clothing. The shabbiness of his jeans was purposeful rather than from a lack of cleanliness. Spenser didn’t see a speck of dirt beneath his neatly trimmed fingernails, and he didn’t have the rank and cloying body odor of people she’d dealt with in the past who truly had given up on everything. The same could be said of the store around her—everything was spotless and in its place. 

			Nathan hadn’t let himself go the way those others had. That suggested to her that he did care. At least a little bit. He just didn’t want anybody to know it. He was hiding the fact that he still cared and hadn’t given up. Not completely. It further suggested to her that Nathan Krause was simply lost. He’d strayed from his path, but there was still some small part of him that was trying to find his way back. She thought he maybe just didn’t know how to get there.

			“I didn’t do anything,” he said. 

			“I never said you did.” 

			“Then why are you hassling me?” 

			“That’s not our intention,” Spenser replied. “We just wanted to talk to you for a few minutes. Ask you a couple of questions. Would that be all right?” 

			He shrugged. “Fine. Whatever. If it’ll get you to leave me alone, ask what you want, and then get out of here.” 

			“From what I understand, you were at the top of your class at Taft. MIT-bound. Destined to do some really great and special things in life,” Spenser said. 

			“Things change.” 

			“Working at the Minute Market seems like a pretty big step down from where you were headed, Nathan. What happened?”

			“Who said anything happened?” he shot back. “I like it here. It’s quiet and people don’t usually bother me. There’s no pressure and nobody expects anything from me. I can just be me and do what I want.” 

			“So, you like working menial jobs and getting high instead of fulfilling your potential?” 

			“Yeah. I guess so.” 

			“What happened, Nathan? Why did you leave Taft?” 

			“I just didn’t want to be there anymore. I was tired of the school, and I was tired of the people. I just hated everything about it,” he said. 

			As he spoke, Spenser couldn’t help but see the pain tinged with rage that flashed through his eyes. She’d seen that sort of look before. Nathan quickly controlled himself, but his entire expression tightened and darkened. It was more than obvious to her that Nathan had been scarred by whatever happened back at Taft. Worse, he remained haunted by whatever happened to him and whatever abuses he’d suffered. 

			She knew that his leaving Taft had nothing to do with him being tired of the school and everything to do with something that happened to him while he was there. He’d been traumatized. Spenser knew that kids who suffered the sort of trauma she suspected Nathan had often lashed out like he clearly was. Some suffered in silence and tried to move past it. But that rage still burned deeply in others—a rage that sometimes led them to pick up a gun and try to even the scales with those who’d hurt them.

			“You were bullied at Taft, weren’t you?” Spenser asked. 

			He looked away, refusing to meet her eyes, and didn’t say anything. But he didn’t have to answer her question. Spenser could see in the tightness of his features and that air of remembered pain and trauma about him that she was right. He finally turned to her with a glimmer of defiance in his eyes, but Spenser could see it was a façade and behind it was the look of a scared, hurt boy. 

			“Was it Drake Wright and his friends who bullied you, Nathan?” Spenser asked gently. “Did they drive you out of Taft?” 

			He turned to Spenser with his head cocked and a look of confusion on his face. “Drake Wright? What are you talking about?” he asked. “I mean, Drake Wright and his friends are all total douchebags, but I never had anything to do with them. They didn’t bully me.”

			Spenser exchanged a surprised glance with Young. 

			“So, you didn’t have any dealings with Drake Wright or his friends?” Young asked.

			“Isn’t that what I just said?” he snapped. “I learned a long time ago that if I saw them coming toward me in the hall to turn around and go the other way. I’d seen them push around too many kids like me and didn’t want to deal with all that mess. I had enough on my plate as it was.” 

			“But if you weren’t bullied, why did you leave school?” Spenser asked. 

			“I didn’t say I wasn’t bullied,” he corrected. “At least, not by anybody at Taft.”

			“Nathan—”

			“Look, you’ll never understand the sort of pressure I was under. Nothing I did was ever good enough. My parents were always on my ass about being perfect. When I got an A on an assignment, they asked me why it wasn’t an A-plus,” he growled. “They had my entire future planned out for me. I had no input into my life whatsoever. It finally got to be too much and I snapped. I dropped out of school, left my parents’ house, and bounced from couch to couch for a while until I got this job and my own little place. It’s not much and maybe this isn’t the life I could have had, but I’m a lot happier now than I ever was living with my parents.” 

			It wasn’t what Spenser expected to hear when she stepped through the door. Not by a long shot. Spenser had always been able to read people well. She had a natural BS detector that she had always considered to be very finely tuned. And as she studied him closely, looking for the slightest tell or hint of deception, Spenser saw none. She saw nothing but the pain of the truth he was telling her in his eyes. It was his family, not the kids, who broke this boy. It was those who were supposed to love him unconditionally who’d pushed him over that edge, resulting in a fall he might never be able to recover from. 

			He returned her gaze, and she could see him working it out in his mind. A wry smile twisted his lips and he nodded to himself. 

			“You think I had something to do with those idiots being murdered,” he said. “Is that it?” 

			“Your story made it something I wanted to look into, yes,” Spenser admitted. 

			“Listen, I’m not going to lose a wink of sleep or shed a single tear because somebody’s running around murdering those pretentious, entitled idiots,” he said firmly. “But I’m not the one doing it. I’ve got enough of my own problems to sort through and not a single one of those jerks meant enough to me that I’d jeopardize my life. They’re simply not worth it to me.” 

			“That’s fair,” she said. “But we had to ask the question.”

			“So? Are you satisfied? Did you get the answers you were looking for?” he growled. 

			“I think I did, yeah.” 

			“Great. Then can I get back to work?” 

			“Sure. I’m sorry to have bothered you, Nathan.” 

			“No problem,” he said, though his tone said otherwise. 

			“You know, you’re still young. You’re obviously very bright. You could still have the future you wanted,” Spenser said. 

			He held his arms out wide. “And what makes you think this isn’t the future I want?” 

			He held Spenser’s gaze a moment longer and she could see the false bravado in his expression. If she looked close enough, she could see the scared little boy behind those eyes. She could see a kid struggling with the world around him as well as his place in it. She thought he wanted to get out of his current situation and move on to something better, but she didn’t think he knew how to start finding his way out. Or if he was even ready.

			She slipped a card out of the case in her pocket and set it down on the counter. “If you ever need help with anything or you just want to talk—just call me.” 

			“Yeah. Whatever,” he muttered. “But I don’t need anybody.” 

			“I know,” Spenser said. “But… keep my card just in case. You never know.” 

			“Whatever.” 

			As she and Young turned and headed out of the market, the driving guitars and heavy drumbeats of his music cranked on again. Spenser felt an enormous wave of pity for the kid. The expectations and demands of his family had left him entirely shattered and resentful of everybody. But she was sure he wasn’t their killer. She just hoped that he would eventually come around and want to get back to building the future he wanted for himself. 

			As she took one last look back, she saw Nathan looking at her card, an almost longing look on his face before he slipped it into his pocket. 
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			“Principal Hopkins can see you now.”

			“Terrific. Thank you, Sandra,” Spenser said as she stood up. 

			She followed Sandra Keller, Principal Hopkins’ assistant, through the administrative offices and down a long hallway to his door. The frosted glass set into the top half was emblazoned with his name and title in black block lettering outlined in gold. Sandra opened the door and stepped aside with a smile, allowing Spenser to enter, then softly closed it behind her.

			“Sheriff Song,” said Principal Gary Hopkins. “It’s lovely to see you again.” 

			He stood up and shook her hand. Hopkins was about the same height as Spenser but had a stocky frame that somehow made him seem larger. He had a horseshow fringe of salt-and-pepper-colored hair, a thick mustache that seemed like an obvious case of overcompensation, and blue eyes. Hopkins was an affable man and Spenser had always found him pleasant and helpful in the few dealings she’d had with him. And although he was a nice guy, good with his students, and she thought his intentions usually seemed virtuous, he’d never struck her as the sharpest tool in the shed. 

			“It’s nice to see you, too, Principal Hopkins,” she replied. 

			He ushered her over to the small sitting area in the corner of his office and they sat down across from each other at the round table. The furniture in his office was all done in imitation redwood like cherry. The pieces were all ornate and formal with built-in bookshelves lined with books and scholarly and silly knick-knacks—he had quite the collection of bobbleheads prominently displayed—as well as his diplomas, framed certificates, and other awards. It was all supposed to lend the place a certain gravitas, but Spenser thought it missed the mark.  

			The office was clean and tidy; it looked to her like everything had a place and was in that place. There wasn’t a speck of dust to be seen anywhere and he didn’t have a bit of clutter. Spenser preferred things to be tidy, but when they were too tidy like Hopkins’ office, she always suspected there was a lot of show happening and not a lot of actual work going on. This didn’t strike her as a working office, but more of a showpiece. But then, she had to remind herself that being a principal at Taft High School in small town Sweetwater Falls wasn’t the same as being a principal in a bigger city like Seattle. 

			“So, what can I do for you, Sheriff?” he asked, his tone grave. “Have you found anything out about the deaths of our students?”

			“It’s not just students, Principal Hopkins,” Spenser replied. “There are two former Taft employees—Clara Jonas and Wendy White who have died as well.” 

			His frown pulled his mustache down, an expression of grief on his face. “Of course,” he said. “I didn’t mean to be insensitive. Ms. Jonas and Ms. White were beloved members of our faculty, and we mourn their deaths equally. 

			“It’s shocking, Sheriff. Shocking and horribly tragic to learn that our students as well as our faculty are using these drugs,” he continued. “Does your department have any solid leads yet on who is flooding our community with this poison? And is there anything I can do to help you? If you need to search the lockers on campus to root out this problem, I’ll have them all opened up for you.” 

			Spenser crossed her legs and folded her hands atop her knee as she sat back and gnawed on her bottom lip as she tried to find the right words. She knew getting anything of value from Hopkins might be a longshot, but she didn’t have anywhere else to turn at the moment. None of her other leads were panning out. This was one of the most frustrating cases of her career because everywhere she turned, she felt like she was hitting a brick wall. 

			“Gary,” Spenser said. “I haven’t been honest about the facts of the case. I’ve had to keep them suppressed to protect the integrity of our investigation. There is a lot of information I’ve held back from the public.” 

			“All right,” he said, drawing out his words, confusion and suspicion on his face. “What is it you’re telling me here?” 

			“Before I tell you, I need your assurance that what I’m going to share with you stays in this office,” she said, her voice solemn. “I need you to swear to me that you will not breathe a word of this to anybody.” 

			“You have my word,” he replied as concern flickered in his eyes. 

			“All right. The truth of the matter is these deaths were not accidental overdoses. Somebody intentionally overdosed each of these victims,” Spenser started.

			His eyes widened as a look of shock crossed his face. “But in that press conference you did, you said that—”

			“I never said anything specific. I never said they were accidental, nor intentional. It was by design. I left it vague on purpose because we didn’t know what we were dealing with. And honestly, we still don’t. That’s why I’m here.”

			“I don’t understand. What is it you think I can do?” 

			“Our working theory is that whatever set this all in motion happened a couple of years ago, here at Taft. Something involving these kids and the two teachers who’ve died. And unless we can figure out what ignited this fire, I truly fear more of those kids are going to die,” Spenser said with all the gravity she could muster. 

			His face paled as Hopkins gasped and seemed to be trying to keep himself from hyperventilating. Spenser hadn’t realized the man was so skittish. Her problem though, was he was also very attentive to what happened in and around his school. He knew the secrets and rumors that traveled the halls, so she had no choice but to deal with him directly. 

			“Gary, I know you’re plugged into what’s going on around Taft,” she said. “I have a feeling you know what happened that precipitated both Clara Jonas and Wendy White leaving Taft and the friend group that’s being targeted splitting up. I believe that whatever that event was, it’s the trigger for these deaths.”

			“You can’t be serious.”

			“I’m afraid I am,” she replied. “I need to know what happened here two years ago. What made White and Jonas quit? What broke up that friend group?” 

			He looked away and seemed to be trying to see into the past. But after a few moments, he turned back to Spenser and shook his head. 

			“I’m sorry, I don’t recall anything happening,” he said. “Nothing was ever brought to my attention that required—” 

			“Come on,” Spenser pressed. “I know you make it your business to know what’s going on in these halls and with your students. It’s part of what makes you an effective principal. I need you to think. Two years ago. Something major happened at this school.”

			“I’m trying to recall, but I can’t think of what it could be, Sheriff.”

			“Maybe you weren’t directly apprised of it, but you surely had to have heard the rumors after Ms. Jonas and Ms. White both resigned,” Spenser said. 

			Hopkins screwed up his face and seemed to be trying to think. He ran a hand over his naked scalp, his bushy mustache pulled down into a frown as he racked his brain. But then Spenser saw a glimmer of recognition flash across his face. He raised his eyes, an inscrutable look on his face.

			“I—I don’t know if this is anything or not, but I remember something happening around that time frame. I wasn’t in the loop about it, but I recall hearing that somebody had gone to Ms. Jonas with a problem. I believe it was a female student, but like I said, I wasn’t in the loop,” he said. “My understanding was that Ms. Jonas had spoken with Ms. White about it but neither of them came to me with the problem. I guess because I was a man and I thought this might be a woman’s issue, I didn’t press or inject myself where I don’t belong. I don’t ever want my female students to feel uncomfortable. It’s why I insist on having two female counselors on staff at all times.”

			Spenser had to keep from rolling her eyes. She needed to keep him talking but she didn’t need to hear him patting himself on the back about his forward thinking or hiring practices. Still, she felt her stomach lurch as she listened to him speak. 

			“What happened after Ms. White was made aware of this problem?” Spenser pressed.

			“I really couldn’t say. Like I said, I wasn’t directly involved—”

			“I get that. But as the principal, I’d expect that you would at least be curious enough to follow up on a troubling rumor like that?” Spenser said, annoyed that he seemed to be more interested in passing the buck than solving these crimes. 

			“Of course, I was curious. I’m always curious,” he said testily. “But if it’s not something I’m directly involved in, or it’s clear that my input is not wanted or required, I tend to stand apart and not involve myself. As I said, I assumed this was a woman’s issue and—”

			“Okay, fine. I get it,” Spenser said, her tone sharper than she’d intended. “But hypothetically speaking, if Ms. White felt the need to get somebody else, somebody higher up than her involved and didn’t feel comfortable coming to you with it, who would she speak with?” 

			He pursed his lips and seemed to think about it for a moment. “I suppose it’s possible she could have gone to Melody Newton.” 

			“And who is Melody Newton?” 

			“She’s the district superintendent,” he said. “She was also a guidance counselor here for a long while. And now that I think about it, she and Wendy—sorry, Ms. White—were pretty close. They’d been friends for a long time. Yes, if there was a problem Ms. White didn’t feel comfortable bringing to me, I bet she’d speak with Ms. Newton.” 

			“Melody Newton,” Spenser repeated as she jotted down the name in her notebook. “That’s great, Gary. That’s really helpful.” 

			“I hope so. And I hope it gets you to the root of all this,” he said. “This whole thing is just so upsetting. So tragic.” 

			“I agree,” Spenser said as she got to her feet. “And I just need to reiterate that this is an ongoing investigation so it’s vital you don’t tell anybody what we talked about.” 

			“You have my word, Sheriff.” 

			“Thank you. I appreciate all your help,” she said. “And I apologize if I came across a bit snappish. We’re really under the gun here.”

			“Think nothing of it. I understand,” he replied surprisingly graciously. “Frankly, I can’t imagine what it would be like to have to do your job.”

			“Some days, neither can I.” 

			As Spenser walked out of his office, she knew his word was a crapshoot at that point. But she’d had no choice. And as she stepped out of the school and into the light of the afternoon, she had to tell herself it had all been worth it because she had a name she hadn’t had before. Her theory had a bit of life left in it.

			It wasn’t much, but it was something. And she would take something over nothing any day of the week and twice on Sundays.  
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			After leaving Taft, Spenser drove straight over to the district’s administrative offices. The sun was slipping toward the horizon and the parking lot was half empty, so Spenser wasn’t sure if Melody Newton was even still going to be in. She knew she should probably back off and retreat to the office to plan and coordinate with Young and her team. At the same time though, she didn’t think Newton was their killer and didn’t believe she was in danger. What she hoped to get from Newton was information.

			Spenser got out of the Bronco and headed across the parking lot to the front doors. They slid aside as she approached, and she crossed into a hushed, cool lobby. The floor was done in light-colored, faux marble tile and her boots echoed dully as she stepped toward the reception desk. The air had the faint aroma of bleach and other cleaning products, and everything sparkled like it had just been polished. Spenser looked at the photographs on the walls to her left. They showed the schools and students within the district, which encompassed not just Sweetwater but Pineworth and several other small towns that surrounded the town.

			On the wall to her right hung framed photographs of the current school district administrators. Spenser’s eyes locked onto the face in the photo at the top of the district pyramid—Melody Newton—and the first thing that stood out to Spenser was the cool detachment and a sense of smug arrogance on the woman’s face. Her hair was blonde and neatly styled in a way that reminded Spenser of Hillary Clinton’s hairdo. Newton’s eyes were a flat green, she had high cheekbones and a sharp jawline. 

			“May I help you, Sheriff?” 

			An attractive, dark-haired, thirty-something woman sat behind a reception desk and smiled at her. She wore a crème-colored blouse with a black skirt and had a buttoned-up, professional, efficient demeanor about her. Spenser took off her Stetson then glanced at the nameplate and returned her smile. 

			“Good afternoon, Mrs. Malone,” Spenser replied. “I know it’s getting late, but does Superintendent Newton happen to still be in?” 

			“She is, actually. Superintendent Newton is often the last one to leave the building,” she said. “And please, no need for formalities. Just call me Jenna. Everybody else does.”  

			“Good to know, Jenna. Nice to meet you,” Spenser said. “Since she’s still here, do you happen to think I could sneak in for a few minutes with her?” 

			“I’ll certainly find out,” Malone replied with a wide smile. 

			Spenser stepped away from the woman’s desk to let her make a phone call. Malone murmured into the phone for a few moments then hung up and turned back to Spenser.

			“Superintendent Newton can see you now,” Malone said. “But only for a few minutes. She, unfortunately, has a dinner meeting to attend.” 

			“I understand. Thank you for sneaking me in.” 

			“She’s happy to do anything for this town’s fine law enforcement department.” 

			Malone stood up and Spenser followed her through the warren of corridors until they arrived at a door that sat at the end of a hallway. It was a solid, dark wood and bore a brass nameplate that had Superintendent Newton’s name etched into it. Malone knocked then opened the door and pushed it inward. She motioned for Spenser to go inside then closed the door behind her. Newton was already standing in front of her desk with a smile on her face that looked well-practiced and didn’t quite reach her eyes. She stepped forward, her hand extended. 

			“Sheriff Song,” she said. “It’s lovely to finally meet you.” 

			“You as well, Superintendent Newton,” Spenser replied as she shook her hand. 

			“Please, call me Melody. Or just Mel.”

			“Only if you call me Spenser.” 

			“Deal.” 

			Newton’s warmth was a façade, about as real as the smile on her face. Six feet tall with cool, porcelain skin, Newton cut a very stately, regal figure. Spenser’s initial hit though, was that she was a consummate politician and would look out for her own best interests first. She didn’t get the sense there was anything about the woman she could trust and felt pretty sure Newton would stab anybody in the back if it meant getting ahead. 

			Newton showed Spenser over to the sitting area in the corner of her office and together they sat down at the small, round table. Unlike Principal Hopkins’ office, Newton’s exuded elegance and professionalism. Her furniture all looked to be custom high-end pieces, her walls were adorned with tasteful artwork, and she didn’t seem to feel the need to display her diplomas, certificates of her personal achievements, or silly knick-knacks. Her office, truth be told, was a little sterile but ruthlessly efficient, which Spenser thought reflected the woman sitting before her. 

			“May I offer you a drink, Spenser?” Newton started. “I’m sure Jenna can get us some coffee or a soft drink—”

			“No, that’s all right. But thank you,” Spenser said. “I just wanted to have a quick word with you. I know you’ve got a meeting to get to, so I won’t take up much of your time.” 

			“I appreciate that,” she replied. “So, what is it I can do for you?” 

			“Well, I understand you were close to Wendy White.” 

			Newton’s face immediately clouded over, and her smile disappeared. Spenser could see the pain in the woman’s eyes and knew that much at least wasn’t an act. She was obviously taking White’s death hard but was doing her best to keep the tears welling in her eyes from falling. She sniffed and let out a long, quaking breath.

			“Wen and I had been friends since we were kids. She was as close to me as my own sisters. Always had been,” Newton said. 

			“I’m very sorry for your loss.”

			“Thank you,” she said, quickly composing herself. “Can I ask what this is about? And what does Wen have to do with you being here?” 

			“I’m sure you’ve heard of the overdose deaths going on around town,” Spenser started. 

			“Yes, of course. It’s so tragic.” 

			“It is. And before I continue, I need to ask that you keep what is said here in the strictest of confidence,” Spenser said. “Much of what I have to tell you has not yet been released to the public.” 

			“Of course. You can count on my discretion.” 

			“I’m glad to hear it because we are operating under the theory that these are not accidental overdoses. We believe these are murders staged to appear to be overdoses,” Spenser said. “In fact, it’s more of a fact than a theory at this point. I’m simply searching for the thread that’s going to pull this picture into place for me.” 

			Newton looked aghast but Spenser could see the woman calculating the reasons she was there talking to her as well as the potential fallout in her head. 

			“That—that’s unbelievable, Spenser. That just sounds unreal.” 

			“Unfortunately, it’s as real as it gets.”

			“All right, so what is it you think I can do for you then? And what does Wen have to do with this?” Newton asked. 

			“Well, it’s come to my attention that a couple of years ago, something happened involving a dozen or more students at Taft,” Spenser said. “Further, it seems to have involved a former teacher named Clara Jonas and, of course, Wendy White. That’s three dead students and one who was almost killed, along with two faculty members. Murdered.”  

			Newton shook her head and although she had a look of confusion tinged with disbelief on her face, Spenser watched as the same curtain descended behind her eyes she’d seen from the kids when she’d questioned them. 

			“As horrible as that is—and it is horrible—I’m still not sure what it is you think I can help you with. As you know, I wasn’t at Taft two years ago,” Newton said.

			“I understand, but I’ve gotten some credible information that says after speaking with a student about something that happened to her, Ms. Jonas consulted with Ms. White in her capacity as a guidance counselor at Taft,” Spenser said. “It was further suggested that rather than involve Principal Hopkins, perhaps because it was a delicate issue, Ms. White came to you with the story of what happened and sought advice about how to proceed.” 

			Spenser was making some assumptions and filling in the narrative gaps with her own ideas and thoughts, but she felt she was on the right track. And when she saw Newton’s face darken, her eyes narrow, and her lips become a tight slash across her face, Spenser felt like that belief had been validated. 

			“I—I don’t recall what specific incident you’re referring to. I’m sorry, Sheriff. I don’t think I’m going to be much help,” she stammered. 

			“Melody, let’s not play it that way—”

			She shook her head. “I’m not trying to play it any one way or the other. I’m just telling you that I can’t recall something that may or may not have happened two years ago,” she said. “My job keeps me very busy, and I field more situations and complaints than most people can even comprehend. I’m afraid there’s no reasonable way I can remember one single incident.”

			Newton was tap dancing as hard as any perp Spenser had ever collared as she tried to explain herself—and explain away her culpability in what happened. 

			“I understand you deal with a lot,” Spenser said. “But I have a feeling that whatever happened at Taft was such a seismic shift for people, it would tend to stand out.” 

			Newton gritted her teeth and glared at Spenser with an open hostility and the haughtiness of somebody who wasn’t accustomed to not being exalted in some fashion, let alone questioned. 

			“What exactly are you accusing me of here, Sheriff Song?” she grumbled, quickly going on the offensive.

			“I’m not accusing you of anything, Superintendent. I’m merely trying to get at the truth of what happened here so I can hopefully prevent any more needless tragedies.”

			Newton got to her feet and began to pace, her body betraying her nervousness. She put her hands on her hips and crossed to the window, staring out at the greenspace beyond her window for a few long beats. By the time she turned around, she’d managed to compose herself. Newton had once again slipped that polished, carefully crafted mask of neutrality she seemed so comfortable wearing back on. Her demeanor was icy, only reinforcing Spenser’s notions about her. 

			“Honestly, even if there was this seismic event as you called it, I don’t see how it correlates to somebody running around murdering other people,” Newton growled. “They seem unrelated to me. Especially given the time frame you cited—two years ago, was it?” 

			“It would probably help to have an understanding of the criminal mind. I deal with these sorts of things daily and have for some time. Whatever it was that triggered this person to commit these murders has been building since then… until something finally set them off,” Spenser calmly explained. 

			Newton turned away, taking a moment as she seemed to digest what Spenser had just told her. She could tell the superintendent had no experience with criminals or criminal psychology. This was obviously all new to her. 

			“It’s not that difficult to understand, Melody,” Spenser said. “It’s as simple as actions have consequences. And those chickens from two years ago, whatever they might be, are finally coming home to roost.” 

			“I don’t know. That seems like an awfully long time,” she said. 

			“That’s because it often takes time for those seeds to germinate,” she said. “Listen, I would love to take the time to explain this all to you, but there are lives on the line and we’re running out of time. I just need to know what happened at Taft two years ago. I need to know what Wendy White came to you about.” 

			“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about. I have no recollection of anything that major happening at Taft two years ago,” she said, her voice flat and monotone. 

			“Are you sure you want to play it this way, Superintendent?” 

			“There’s no other way to play it, Sheriff. I genuinely have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

			Spenser clenched her jaw. “I will find out what’s going on, Superintendent. And believe me when I say after I’ve caught this killer, I’m going to look into what happened at Taft because I know something did,” she stated. “And I promise you that if there is any criminal wrongdoing, I am going to bring charges against anybody and everybody I can. You have my word on that.” 

			Newton gave her that plastic politician’s smile. 

			“I wish I could help you, Sheriff. I really do,” she said. 

			Spenser held her gaze for a long moment, trying to make the woman feel the fury that coursed through her veins. To her credit though, Newton seemed completely unmoved. 

			“We’ll talk again, Superintendent,” Spenser said, her voice shaking with barely controlled rage. “I promise you that.” 
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			Frustrated by Newton’s intransigence, Spenser went home after checking in at the office. She’d filled Young in on her conversation with Newton then handled the roll call for the night shift before bugging out for the night. Once she’d gotten home, she’d been restless, her frustration threatening to boil over. 

			“You ready, girl?” 

			Annabelle turned in an excited circle, her nails tapping against the hardwood floor and her big tongue hanging out the side of her mouth. She let out a soft woof as if telling Spenser to hurry up. Laughing softly, she laced her shoes tight then got to her feet. After strapping on her fanny pack then clipping the holster holding her Glock to the small of her back, Spenser opened the door and let the big Dane step out onto the porch.

			Spenser took a moment to stretch a bit before she stepped onto the dirt driveway then walked over to the trailhead. With Annabelle loping along just ahead of her, Spenser started off at a light jog along the trail that cut through the woods. The sun was just about to the horizon, casting the sky in fiery shades of red and orange that made the streaks of clouds above look like bloody slash marks, and the air was thick with the aroma of earth and pine.

			In the distance, Spenser heard the throaty, rumbling engine of the backhoe Ryker was using to build his dog park and smiled to herself. No matter how stressful or crazy things got, he was always there to help put her at ease and take her mind off whatever was troubling her. He was a spot of calm in her world. There were very few people in the world who could do that, but Ryker was one of them. 

			Her heart racing and her feet pounding the dirt trail, Spenser took a winding route through the woods, wanting to burn off some of the frustration that flowed through her veins. Beads of sweat rolled down her face and back, making her shirt stick to her skin. Annabelle loped along the trail just ahead of her, turning back as if to make sure Spenser was still behind her every now and then. Spenser could see the big dog was itching to run. 

			“Go on, girl. Run your heart out,” Spenser said. 

			Annabelle let out a bark and then dashed off down the trail, leaving Spenser behind in a literal cloud of dust, undoubtedly sprinting off to catch up with Ryker, or more likely, with Mocha. She smiled to herself. Spenser was glad that Annabelle had found a friend as important to her as Ryker had become to her. Despite the frustrations of the job and the darkness that always seemed to gather around her, Spenser had to admit that she was building a pretty good life for herself. And that the physical exertion had her muscles aching and her lungs burning, but it was having the effect she’d intended. It was helping to clear her mind. At least a little bit.

			Spenser rounded a bend and found herself in a thick part of the forest that surrounded her cabin. It was a path she’d run countless times but as she ran between the wide, dark trunks of the trees that pressed close on either side, her skin prickled as a wave of goosebumps rushed up her body. She stopped running and tried to slow her breathing as she looked around, peering between the trees that surrounded her. 

			She wiped away the sheen of sweat on her brow as her stomach churned and her pulse raced. The hair on the back of Spenser’s neck stood on end and a heaviness suddenly saturated the air around her. She wasn’t paranoid by nature, but Spenser knew what it felt like to be watched. Somebody was out there among the trees.

			Spenser took a step backward, moving closer to the wide, thick tree trunk behind her as she reached for the Glock at the small of her back. The sound of a branch snapping to her right sent a charge of adrenaline shooting through her veins. She pulled the Glock and raised it as she spun toward the sound. But a flash in the foliage to her left made her spin back, that heavy sense of something threatening in the air around her getting more oppressive by the moment. 

			“Come out of the bushes!” Spenser called out. “Show yourself!” 

			She narrowed her eyes and peered between the branches even harder, searching for the source of the flash. Her stomach fluttered and her heart raced.

			“Last chance! Show yourself!” Spenser called again. 

			Her body was as taut as a bowstring as the silence around her grew increasingly strained. The flash went off again and Spenser pulled the trigger, firing off two quick shots that were swallowed up by the bushes. And when she felt the presence emerging from the bushes behind her, sending a white-hot bolt of fear shooting through her body, Spenser realized her mistake. She’d bought into the distraction that had been set up for her. Somebody had gotten her looking one way–the wrong way. 

			She spun around in surprise as the figure in a black rubber suit stepped out from behind the wide tree trunk. It was tall and lanky, and though it was completely androgynous, Spenser got the sense it was a man. He wore a hood that kept her from seeing his hair color and one of the dual respirator masks with a tinted visor that Marcus Bell had described. The figure looked like an alien and was an eerie sight that chilled Spenser to her very core. 

			Before she could move further, the man in the black suit was already swinging a baseball bat. Spenser threw herself backward, managing to keep herself from taking the full brunt of the blow. She wasn’t quite quick enough, however, and she cried out when the heavy weight of the wood slammed into her hand. As the shock of the blow reverberated through her arm and all the way up to her shoulder, her gun went spinning off into the bushes. 

			Knowing her life was on the line, her survival instinct kicked in and Spenser scrabbled backward, trying to get out of the way as her assailant took another murderous cut with the bat. This one missed the mark, barely whistling by her ribs. Her hand still throbbing from the blow with the bat, Spenser darted in for the counterattack. But the man was ready and raised his left hand. He was holding what looked like an asthma inhaler and when she saw it, Spenser’s heart nearly stopped dead in her chest. 

			As he depressed the plunger and she watched that deadly mist spitting from the mouth of the device, Spenser threw herself to the side, trying to avoid what she knew would be certain death. She hit the ground with a bone-jarring thud, and she felt the wet droplets hit her skin and Spenser knew she was inhaling the fentanyl. Panic gripped her body, sending her heart racing as her vision immediately started to waver and narrow, her body growing intolerably hot. Spenser clawed at her throat as she felt it start to close and she struggled to draw a breath. 

			Spenser saw her wide eyes and rapidly paling face in the visor of the man’s mask as he leaned over her. She couldn’t see his face but somehow knew he was smiling. 

			“In my defense, I did warn you. I did ask you to stop looking into this and let me do what I needed to do,” he said, his voice tinny and muffled from behind his mask. 

			As the man started to raise his hand to deliver the killing blow with his modified inhaler, Spenser heard a vicious snarl and growl. The man turned his head and let out a scream as a large, gray form slammed into his body. He grunted as Annabelle bowled him over, knocking his weight off her body. The big dog bellowed with what sounded like rage and the man screamed in agony. Spenser was able to see Annabelle, her jaw locked on the man’s arm, whipping her big head back and forth, shaking him like he was a ragdoll. 

			Somehow, the man was able to pull free from Annabelle. He jumped to his feet and sprinted off, the right arm of his black suit shredded, the arm beneath it bloody. Instead of giving chase, Annabelle stood beside Spenser, sniffing her, soft, worried whimpers coming from her mouth. Spenser gasped and she felt her body spasming as Annabelle paced, her whimpering and barking getting louder. 

			Spenser was growing lightheaded and dizzy, and the lack of oxygen was making her feel numb. Her vision began to narrow to a pinpoint, everything in her body felt like it was on fire, and she was having trouble staying coherent. And as she twitched and spasmed on the ground, the only thought she seemed able to grasp was that this was it. This was how she was going to die. 
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			As her eyes slowly opened, the first thing she became aware of was how badly everything inside of her hurt. She was still barely coherent, but Spenser was aware enough to know she was in a bed at Magnolia General. She worked her mouth open and closed. It was dry and gummy and filled with a sour taste. Spenser’s eyes burned like she had sand in them, and her head throbbed so hard, she was half-afraid her skull was going to split open.

			The second thing she became aware of as she emerged from the darkness and back into consciousness was the large, unyielding lump of a dog lying on the bed beside her. She laughed softly as she stroked the big head lying on Spenser’s midsection. Annabelle whined softly and licked her hand. The harsh fluorescent lights overhead made her wince, so Spenser closed her eyes again and groaned as she continued to stroke the dog’s big head, needing the comfort the touch of the familiar brought her. 

			“Sorry about that. Let me get the lights.” 

			She hadn’t even known Ryker was there as his voice cut through the pain and the darkness in her head, drawing a soft smile to her lips. Spenser heard a soft click then his footsteps as he crossed to the side of her bed. Spenser slowly opened her eyes and found him stroking Annabelle’s back as he looked down at her, his expression relieved but still concerned. He turned and quickly poured a glass of water then helped her sit up and take a drink of it. Spenser sucked down half the glass through the straw he was holding then slumped back against the pillows, feeling worn out. Ryker took her hand and held it, giving it a gentle squeeze. 

			“Welcome back,” he said. 

			“How long have I been here?” 

			“About twelve hours,” he said. 

			“How—how’d I get here?” she asked, her voice a harsh croak. 

			“I heard the gunshots. And when I saw Annabelle take off the way she did, I knew something was wrong,” he said. “After I found you, I called an ambulance then grabbed the Narcan out of your Bronco.”

			“Sounds like you saved my life,” she said. “Again.” 

			“Nah. The doctors here deserve all the credit,” he said. “They said you were lucky though. You didn’t catch the full blast of fentanyl to the face. Honestly, that’s probably what saved your life more than anything.” 

			She squeezed his hand weakly. “Don’t downplay your role, Ryker. I would have been dead if you hadn’t given me the Narcan. So, thank you.” 

			A gentle smile touched his lips. “You’re welcome.” 

			Annabelle raised her head and whined again. Spenser smiled and scratched the big dog behind her floppy ears. 

			“And how in the world did you get them to let her in here with me?” she asked. 

			“After what you went through, nobody was going to say no to her,” he replied. “Frankly, I think they were all too afraid of her. She was pretty fierce about keeping watch over you.” 

			“That’s my girl.”

			“How are you feeling?” 

			“Like somebody beat me with a crowbar,” she said. “But, all things considered, I guess I’m pretty lucky to be alive.”

			“Yes. You are. Do you remember anything about the guy who attacked you?”

			Spenser shook her head. “He was in a black rubber suit and a respirator mask with a blacked-out visor. Just like Marcus Bell described to us.” 

			Ryker nodded. “I spoke to Amanda already. She said other than the scraps of his suit Annabelle had torn off, they found no physical evidence at the scene.”

			“I figured they wouldn’t.” 

			“How are you going to find this guy?”

			“I’m not sure yet,” she said. “But I sure as hell am not going to find him in this bed.” 

			Spenser started to sit up, but Ryker gently pushed her back down again. Annabelle laid her head down on Spenser’s chest as if trying to help keep her down on the bed.

			“You’re not going anywhere tonight,” Ryker said. 

			“I’ve got work to do.” 

			“Work you won’t do very well until all the effects of your near OD have dissipated,” Ryker said. “Just… take it easy tonight. Let the doctors get you fixed up. There’s nothing you can do tonight that you can’t do tomorrow with a clear head.” 

			Spenser grumbled under her breath but didn’t fight him on it. She felt like hell. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right.”

			“Of course, I am,” he said. 

			Spenser’s smile turned to a grimace as a bolt of pain gripped her. 

			“By the way, Amanda was afraid he might come back and try to finish the job, so she put a pair of deputies on the door,” he said. “I’m also going to be staying here with you tonight.”

			“Thank you, Ryker. But you’ve already done enough. You don’t—” 

			“I know I don’t. But I’m going to, so don’t argue,” he said. “Between me and Annabelle, I don’t think anybody’s getting through that door. 

			Spenser’s smile was soft. She honestly had worried about her assailant coming back to finish her off, so it set her mind at ease knowing Ryker and Annabelle would be there to watch over her as she slept. And she felt like she needed sleep. She was bone weary. 

			“Thank you,” she said, her voice a hoarse whisper. “For everything.” 

			His return smile was fond, and he reached up, tucking a lock of her thick, black hair behind her ear. 

			“Get some sleep. You can save the world tomorrow.”  

			Spenser closed her eyes and her body immediately relaxed and it wasn’t long before she drifted down into the dark, warm embrace of sleep once more. 
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			“You are without a doubt, the worst patient I’ve ever encountered in my entire career,” Marley said. “And bear in mind, I deal with a lot of children.” 

			Spenser gave her a wry smile. “I wasn’t that bad.”

			“No. You were worse.” 

			“Well? You kept me in here an extra day. I’ve got things to do,” she argued. “Besides, you know how much I hate hospitals to begin with.” 

			“I do know that,” Marley replied smoothly. “Which is why I find it curious you keep putting yourself in positions that land you here so often.” 

			“Ha ha. You’re a funny girl,” Spenser said, drawing a genuine laugh from Marley. 

			Spenser sat on the side of her bed, her feet on the ground, waiting for Marley to give her the official discharge papers that would set her free. She understood why Marley had kept her another day. The symptoms of her overdose had lingered and though she’d tried to hide them, Marley had seen right through her. So, she’d ordered what felt like ten thousand more tests to give her a reason to keep Spenser in her hospital bed. 

			Spending an extra day in the hospital made Spenser feel like she was out of rhythm. Young had stopped by, but Marley had expressly forbidden her from updating Spenser on the investigation, which had frustrated her beyond all measure. They had a killer out there—a killer who’d taken a shot at her. Spenser took all her cases personally, but having gotten dosed and nearly killed by this clown added another layer to it for her. She wanted—no, she needed—to get back out there and catch this guy before he hurt anybody else.

			“Seriously, how are you feeling today?” Marley asked. 

			“Fine. Same as yesterday.” 

			“Well, I know that’s a lie,” Marley replied. “You’ve got more color in your face and you’re crabbier than you were yesterday. That tells me you were less than one hundred percent when I asked you yesterday.”

			“You’re just full of good humor today,” Spenser said. 

			“Have to get my shots in when I can.” 

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “I’m telling you that I’m one hundred percent right now though. Promise.”

			“I know. Your numbers all look good. I’m comfortable releasing you today,” Marley said. “But I am going to give you a couple of prescriptions that I want you to fill.” 

			“For what?”

			“An inhaler just in case you have any respiratory issues and also a pain reliever in case your headaches come back,” she said. “It’s nothing major. But I mean it, Spense. Fill these scripts.” 

			“I will.”

			Marley arched an eyebrow at her as she folded her arms over her chest, a skeptical expression painted upon her face.

			“I promise. I’ll get my scripts filled. Especially if it’ll help get me out of here sooner,” Spenser said. “You know I love you, Mar. I just don’t want to be here anymore. There’s somebody out there looking to drop more bodies, so I’ve got work to do.”

			“All right. I’ll take you at your word and discharge you,” she said.

			“Thank you. And I do appreciate you taking care of me. I really do.” 

			“Somebody has to,” Marley said.  

			“She’s not wrong about that.” 

			Spenser turned to see Young standing in the doorway with a smile holding her uniform wrapped in dry-cleaning plastic.

			“Look at this,” Marley said. “I wish somebody would bring my dry cleaning to me.” 

			Young shrugged. “Being the undersheriff is a full-service job,” she said with a smile. “How are you feeling, Sheriff?” 

			“Ready to get out of here and get to work,” Spenser replied. 

			Young laid Spenser’s uniform down on the bed, carefully placing the white Stetson on top of the plastic. Spenser looked at the hat and fingered the brim for a moment. As silly as the tradition of the white Stetson had seemed to her when she first got to town and started working, Spenser realized how much the hat had come to mean to her. The hat symbolized the new life she was building. It reminded her of how much she was coming to love this new life and this new home. And to think about how close she’d come to dying and losing it all out there on that forest trail sent a cold chill sweeping through her body. 

			“We’ll give you a minute to get dressed and then I’ll take you to the pharmacy and then the office,” Young said. “Then we get to work.” 
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			 “I appreciate you coming down to the hospital to get me,” Spenser said. “And for you bringing my uniform down.”

			“I was happy to,” she replied. “To be honest, I’m glad we’re getting you back. The place just isn’t the same without you.”

			Spenser smirked. “What? Are you telling me you didn’t like your stint in the big chair?”

			Young pulled into the lot and parked her cruiser next to Spenser’s Bronco and shut off the engine, turning to Spenser.

			“It was… different,” Young said with a nervous laugh.

			“Different bad? Or different good?” 

			“Different in the… I’m glad you’re here because I don’t think I’m ready to do your job just yet,” Young admitted. “The last day and a half showed me I still have a lot to learn.”

			“We all do. We all learn every single day, Amanda. Or rather, we should be. I don’t want you ever thinking you’ve got it all figured out because you don’t, and you never will. And that’s a good thing,” Spenser said. “It keeps you from taking things for granted or letting biases creep in. It keeps you looking at things with fresh eyes. And as a cop, you should always want and be willing to look at things with fresh eyes.”

			“I just felt like a fraud,” she said. “I felt like a kid playing grownup.” 

			“If I didn’t think you could do this job, that you didn’t have what it took to take over for me if something ever happened, I never would have elevated you. I believe in you and couldn’t hope to have a better second,” Spenser said. “But if you’re having second thoughts about this whole gig, tell me now so I can—”

			“No. No, I’m not having any second thoughts,” she cut Spenser off. “I just felt a little unprepared and had a brief crisis of confidence. That’s all. I just… it just showed me in no uncertain terms that I’ve got more to learn. And I’ll learn it.” 

			“I know you will,” Spenser said. “Now, let’s get inside. We’ve got a killer to catch.” 

			They climbed out of the cruiser and headed into the office. As they stepped through the doors, Alice Jarrett, the department receptionist, pulled Spenser into a warm embrace. 

			“I’m so glad you’re okay, Sheriff,” Alice said.

			“Thank you, Alice,” Spenser replied. “I appreciate that.” 

			Spenser gave Alice’s shoulder a gentle squeeze then turned and walked through the bullpen, headed for her office. Halfway through, the deputies on duty all stood up and turned to Spenser as one, applauding and whistling with an enthusiasm that caught her completely off guard. They approached her individually to shake her hand, welcome her back, and tell her they were glad she was all right. 

			Never one who enjoyed being the center of attention on her best day, this felt even more awkward. Spenser glanced at Young, who seemed as surprised by the seemingly spontaneous outpouring of emotion as she was. After thanking her deputies and sharing a few moments with them, she finally made it to the conference room and dropped her hat on the table. Young closed the door behind them.  

			“That was unexpected,” Spenser said. “Did you put them—”

			“That wasn’t me. Honest.” 

			“I didn’t think most of them even liked me.” 

			“Clearly, you’re having more of an effect on everybody here than you thought,” Young said. 

			Spenser turned away and faced the whiteboard, ostensibly looking at her notes and reacquainting herself with the case but in truth, she didn’t want Young to see the color flaring in her cheeks. She felt silly to be having such a powerful emotional reaction to what happened out in the bullpen, but it overwhelmed her. Spenser cleared her throat and patted down her hair.

			“Okay, so did we get anything new while I was… indisposed?” Spenser asked. “Any new leads? Any old leads suddenly pop?” 

			“We got one thing. Tiburon reached out,” Young said. “He said he found the corner boy you were looking for. But that’s all he’d say to me. He said he’d only talk to you.” 

			Spenser nodded. “I’m shocked he called back. But that’s good. We’ll need to follow up and see who bought the cocaine from him,” she said.

			Jacob opened the door and stepped into the conference room. He stood near the door with a pensive look on his face. He bounced on the balls of his feet and fidgeted with the hem of his shirt. There was something he wanted to say. 

			“Welcome back, Sheriff,” he finally said. “I’m really glad that you’re still among the living.” 

			“Thanks, Jacob. Me too,” she replied with a chuckle. “What’s going on? Why do you look like you’re about to burst?” 

			“Because I think I’ve got something for you,” he said. 

			“Did you find the killer?” 

			“Yeah. I think we may have him this time,” he said. 
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			“Why don’t we just scoop him up?” Young asked. 

			“Because we’ve got nothing but a pile of coincidences and the suggestion of a coverup,” Spenser said. “Hardly compelling evidence.” 

			“No, but we can put him in the box and lean on him a bit.” 

			“We could. But since we have nothing to hold him on, we don’t want to tip our hand,” Spenser replied. “If he knows we’re looking at him for these murders, he might just speed up and start killing everybody on his list. We need to play this right.”

			Wearing civilian clothes and driving her personal car, Spenser and Young had tailed Jackson Odell around for a good portion of the day. Their “undercover” assignment had taken them from his house that morning, up to Reedmont College where he worked as a professor of Chemical Engineering, back into town. Sitting in Spenser’s car across the street from where he’d parked, they watched him stop off for dinner at one of the local restaurants after work.

			With degrees in Chemistry and Mechanical Engineering, Jackson Odell would know how to create the fentanyl cocktail being used in the murders as well as how to design the device being used to deliver it. Spenser had been studying him closely all day. Six-three and gangly as hell, she couldn’t help but see the similarities between Odell and the lanky, almost alien-like figure in the black suit that had attacked her in the woods. 

			She pulled up his records on the tablet she was holding and although she’d already committed them to memory, she read them over again just to give her something to do other than obsess and let the anger about the attack and her brush with death fill her all over again. She studied his DMV photo and ground her teeth. His face was long and gaunt, his cheeks sunken, his eyes deep set. And although he had the air of an academic about him, there was a marked sadness blended with a barely controlled rage in his eyes that Spenser couldn’t help but notice. And given what he’d endured, Spenser couldn’t blame him for that. 

			It had taken him some time, but Jacob had finally been able to track down the students who went to Taft in 2020 and weren’t there in 2021 and confirm their whereabouts. There had been twelve in all. Of those, seven moved back east with their families. Two were in Southern California and one was in Seattle. They’d met Nathan Krause who had dropped out but was still in town. That left one more—Shelby Odell. She was still in Sweetwater Falls… in a manner of speaking. 

			The story was spotty and full of holes but Young and Jacob had done some digging and asked around while she was in the hospital. What they’d presented to her was a story about a sexual assault so horrific, a young girl ended up taking her own life. That had started the downward spiral of Jackson Odell’s life. 

			“Do you remember the case?” Spenser asked. 

			“Vaguely. I was still pretty new to the department. And back then, Howard kept me on the sidelines doing menial stuff,” Young said. “After we started digging all this up, I gave it some thought and remember Jackson Odell coming into the office a few times. Things between him and Howard got heated. It makes sense now. I just can’t believe I forgot about it until now.” 

			“What was there to remember?” Spenser asked. “There’s not one official statement recorded or official file. There’s no footprint of this at all.” 

			“Howard was a jerk and wasn’t much of a lawman, but I can’t believe he’d willingly turn a blind eye to a sexual assault like that,” Young said. “Not even he was that horrible.” 

			“Maybe he didn’t. If there was a coverup, he might have looked into it and didn’t find anything credible to bank an investigation on,” Spenser offered. 

			“Yeah, maybe.” 

			“Do you believe the rumors?” Spenser asked. “Do you think those kids assaulted Shelby?” 

			Young shook her head. “I really don’t know. I mean, they wouldn’t be the first group of spoiled, entitled little brats in history who did something horrible and had their parents cover it up for them,” Young said. “On the other hand, they also wouldn’t be the first group of kids to be accused of something that horrific who didn’t actually do it. I just have a hard time finding a reason for Shelby Odell to make up a story like that.”

			“Guilt. Shame. She wouldn’t be the first girl to have a wild night out who had some regrets the next day and who made up a story when it was discovered,” Spenser said. “That being said though, I tend to believe the girls who report their assaults. I believe it and work the case from that perspective until I’m proven wrong. It takes a lot for a woman to come forward and report her assault. The last thing I’m going to do is tear her down by calling her a liar. I follow the evidence no matter where it leads.” 

			“That’s the problem, we don’t have any evidence to follow,” Young groused.

			“No. We don’t. And we don’t even have enough to get a warrant to search for some,” Spenser grumbled. “I would love to poke through his garage. I’d bet cash money it’s a treasure trove of evidence in there.” 

			They sat in silence for a few beats as Spenser let her mind work the problem. The more she thought about it, the more certain she became that Odell was their guy. He was a physical match for the man who attacked her. He also had the right motivation. His daughter taking her own life after being brutally assaulted by a group of boys then losing his wife in the aftermath had to be devastating. The cherry on top for her was that Drake Wright’s death coincided with the two-year anniversary of Shelby Odell’s. She needed to find the connection between Shelby and the friend group, but she didn’t think that sort of symmetry was accidental. 

			Despite the evil, monstrous things she believed he was doing, it was hard not to feel some bit of sympathy for Jackson Odell. Spenser felt that if his daughter’s assault had indeed gone unpunished and had been swept under the rug as he believed, it was every bit as monstrous as what he was doing. Spenser couldn’t imagine the sort of pain he lived with day in and day out. Losing a child was a pain no parent should ever have to endure and was a pain no non-parent could ever understand. 

			“All of this makes what he said when he called me make more sense,” Spenser said softly. “It puts it all in a very different context.” 

			“What do you mean?” Young asked.

			“When he said they took everything from him, he wasn’t being figurative. It was literal,” Spenser said. “This assault cost him his daughter, his wife—his entire life as he’d constructed it. This one event turned his entire world upside down.” 

			“That’s assuming this assault really took place,” Young countered. “We may have no way of proving or disproving that it did. Especially if it was covered up.” 

			Across the street, Odell walked out of the restaurant with a small bag, presumably of leftovers. Spenser watched him walk to his car and open the passenger side door, leaning down and setting the bag inside. Odell stood up and closed the door then turned and looked Spenser square in the eye, sending nervous energy crackling across her skin. 

			“Dammit,” she mumbled. 

			“What’s he doing?” Young asked. 

			“Coming over to say hello, I assume. Clearly, my surveillance techniques are a little rusty,” Spenser muttered irritably.  

			As he approached, Spenser and Young both got out of her car. Spenser closed the door and leaned against it, her arms folded over her chest as Young stepped up beside her. Odell stopped a few feet from her and met Spenser’s gaze, his expression cool and detached. Spenser gave him a quick up and down but didn’t see any obvious weapons on him, specifically looking for the telltale bulge of the inhaler in one of his pockets and didn’t see it—although she knew that didn’t mean he didn’t have it on him.

			She tried to play it casual but kept her hand near the holster on her hip just in case this all went sideways. Well, more sideways than it had already gone. 

			“Good evening, Sheriff. I am glad to see you up and about again,” he said.

			“Evening, Mr. Odell.”

			Spenser held her hand out and he stared at it for a moment, looking at it like it was a snake that was coiled and about to strike. But perhaps against his better judgment, his social graces intervened and made him shake her hand anyway. Spenser shook his hand then with her other hand, patted him on the arm as if in greeting. But when he flinched and pain flashed across his features as she patted the spot on his arm right about where Annabelle had torn through his suit, Spenser’s eyes locked onto his and he quickly let go of her hand. 

			“What happened to your arm, Mr. Odell?” Spenser asked. 

			“Accident at home.” 

			“That so?” she said. “I’ve had training as an EMT. Mind if I take a look?” 

			“Actually, I would.” 

			“Why is that?” 

			He flashed her a grin that looked forced. “I trust you’ve had an entertaining day?” he said, as taut as his body. “I’m sorry I didn’t lead you anywhere interesting, but I don’t lead a very interesting life. There are so few things I live for anymore.”

			“I understand you’ve had some tragedies in your life. And I’m sorry for that. Truly.” 

			“Thank you,” he said. 

			They stood in silence, staring at one another for a long moment. Spenser could hear the sound of the cars passing them by on the street as well as the people on the sidewalk, but her field of vision narrowed so all she seemed able to see was Odell’s long, gaunt face. She studied his features carefully, absorbing every tic and nuance in his expressions. The ghost of a smirk flickered across his lips and Odell finally broke the silence. 

			“May I ask what has you so interested in me that you’d feel compelled to follow me around all day?” he asked. 

			Spenser exchanged a glance with Young. She was usually pretty quick on her feet but she’d been caught red-handed, and even though she’d originally wanted to play this discreetly, she felt like there was no point in doing the whole song and dance. Odell was a highly intelligent man and wasn’t likely going to buy it anyway. 

			“I think you know why we’re interested in you, Mr. Odell,” Spenser said. 

			“Huh. I don’t, actually,” he replied. “But I sure would have appreciated the sheriff’s department being this interested in me and mine a couple of years ago.” 

			“I understand that some mistakes were made—” 

			“No, Sheriff. Decisions were made. Choices,” he said, his voice dripping with disdain. “The choices we make are the choices we have to live with. All of us. And as you know, those choices carry consequences.” 

			“I agree with you,” Spenser said. “And I don’t doubt that bad decisions were made a couple of years ago. But just give me some time to correct those mistakes—to make better decisions. Let me look into Shelby’s death and—” 

			“Don’t you dare use her name,” he said through gritted teeth.

			He glared at Spenser with pure hatred in his eyes. Though she thought it was misplaced, she couldn’t blame him for his anger. Spenser felt Young growing tense next to her and from the corner of her eye, saw the woman’s hand drifting down to her weapon. She gave Young a subtle shake of the head and held her hands up to placate Odell. 

			“I apologize, Mr. Odell,” she said. “Just give me a little time to sort through everything. Let me find the answers you deserve. I promise you that I will hold anybody who was involved with your daughter’s… situation… accountable.”

			“Situation. She was gang raped, Sheriff,” he spat with disgust. “Christ, if you can’t even say it, how are you going to hold anybody accountable? No, I’m sure you’re going to be about as effective as Howard Hinton and the rest of them. I’m sure you’re going to sweep it under the rug just like they did.”

			“I give you my word that I won’t.”

			“Your word. And what in the hell does that mean to me?” he snapped. 

			Odell was a lot more aggressive than Spenser had figured him to be. For a man who relied on the shadows and attacked from behind, when his victim least expected it, he was unusually overtly hostile and confrontational. By all accounts she’d heard, Odell was a mild-mannered man who typically kept to himself. To see him act so belligerently made him seem like an animal she had trapped in a corner. Which, of course, was the most dangerous kind of animal. 

			“We both know what you’re doing,” Spenser said. “Why don’t you come down to the office and let’s talk about it? Let’s talk about next steps—” 

			“And what is it you think I’m doing?” 

			“Let’s not play it like this. Taking the law into your own hands is wrong no matter which way you slice it,” Spenser said. “It doesn’t make up for what happened to your daughter. And I doubt she would want to see you doing what you’re doing.” 

			“You don’t know the first damn thing about Shelby, so just shut your mouth. You don’t have the right to talk about her,” he hissed.  

			“You’re right. I’m sorry. But I just can’t imagine she—” 

			“You think I’m taking the law into my hands?” he spat. 

			“I do.” 

			“I’m just a grieving father, Sheriff. Nothing more and nothing less.”

			“I think we both know better than that.”

			“Prove it then,” he said with a malicious grin. “See, I’m pretty sure you don’t even have enough probable cause to get a warrant to search my place and that’s why you’ve been tailing me all day just hoping I’d give you something. So, if you think I’m your killer, prove it.” 

			“Mr. Odell—” 

			“Good luck to you, Sheriff. I’m sure we’ll see each other again before this is all over.” 

			Spenser had to watch as Odell turned and walked away without another word. He was their guy. There was absolutely no question in her mind anymore. But he was smart. Cagey. And he was right—she had to prove it. Spenser feared the only way she was going to stop him was to elicit a confession from him.

			And that’s when the idea hit her.

			“We need a confession.” 

			Young nodded. “Probably so.”

			“I have an idea how we’re going to get it,” she said. “Let’s go.” 
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			Spenser stared at Cici Gates and Ethan Howe sitting side by side at the table in the interview room. They’d moved their chairs as far apart as they could, but judging by the expressions on their faces, they were still closer than either of them would have liked. They weren’t looking at one another, weren’t talking, and seemed to be pretending the other didn’t exist. They couldn’t have looked more uncomfortable if they’d tried. Seeing that, Spenser had turned up the heat a bit in the room just to amplify the discomfort. 

			After their impromptu meeting with Odell out on the street, Spenser knew they were on the clock and had to act quickly. So, she’d put Young on him. Spenser had told her to tail him and be obvious about it, hoping that it would deter him from trying to carry out his plan. But she also knew Odell was determined to complete his mission and would prove clever and slippery. Which meant to stop him, she had to get what she needed from Ethan and Cici. 

			After making sure the audio and visual equipment was recording, Spenser blew out a breath then walked into the interview room and slammed the door behind her. She glared at both of them balefully as she took a seat across from them. Spenser stared at them silently for a moment, watching as they shifted in their seats uncomfortably. It was Ethan who sat up and with a quick sideways glance at Cici, broke the silence in the room. 

			“What are we doing here, Sheriff?” he asked. “We’ve already told you all we know.” 

			“Except that you haven’t,” she replied. “Have you?” 

			“I don’t have anything to add to what I’ve already said,” Cici said. 

			“Listen, I’m done playing games. We have a man running around murdering people,” Spenser growled. “Of the lot of your friends, you were the only two who seemed to have some modicum of guilt about what happened to Shelby Odell.” 

			As she spoke, Spenser watched them both closely, looking for the slightest tic or tell on their faces. And she was rewarded. For the first time, Ethan and Cici looked each other in the eye and Spenser saw the silent communication passing between them as well as the fear that flashed across both of their faces. They hadn’t expected her to know that name and she could see them both wondering what else she knew. 

			“Ethan, Cici… I know what happened. But I also get the sense that not everybody was directly involved. I get the sense that maybe both of you just got pulled into covering for your friends and ultimately, that’s why your group split apart. Secrets like that are toxic and tend to kill everything they touch. Believe me,” Spenser said. “After I stop the man murdering your friends, I’m going to arrest everybody involved with the sexual assault of Shelby Odell. If you want to help yourself, now is the time.” 

			The tension in the room grew thick and oppressive. She had come into the room on a fishing expedition but the look in their eyes told her that she was hitting dangerously close to home for them. Even knowing she was right, and her theory had been validated, didn’t make her feel good about it. What these kids did to that girl was unspeakably evil. But taking a vow of silence and pretending it never happened was perhaps even worse. 

			“If you think this man who is murdering your friends is going to make a distinction between who actually assaulted his daughter and who simply helped cover it up, that is a grave miscalculation,” Spenser pressed. “He’s not going to care who did the deed and who stood by and let it happen. He’s going to kill you all.”

			Though she saw the fear flickering in their eyes, Spenser knew she didn’t quite have them where she needed them. They weren’t quite afraid to give it up just yet. Or perhaps the threat was real enough for them because they hadn’t actually participated in the assault. Spenser racked her brain, trying to find a way to make this real for them, but was coming up empty.

			But then, she thought maybe fear and threats weren’t the way to go. Maybe the truth was. Maybe she just needed to appeal to the sense of humanity she knew was still inside of them. Again, interrogation was an intricate and delicate dance. The song she was playing—the song she’d been playing for a while now—wasn’t working. So perhaps it was time to switch up the tune and try something different. 

			“Listen, maybe you guys think you’re leaving in the fall so you can just stay quiet, hang on, and run out the clock, hoping he doesn’t get around to you. And maybe you’re right. Maybe you get lucky and he doesn’t come after you,” Spenser said. “But like I said, secrets like these are toxic. Look at what they’ve done to you and your friends. You guys all used to be tight from what I understand. And now look at you. You two can barely stand being in the same room together.”

			They briefly glanced at one another then quickly turned away, inscrutable expressions crossing both their faces. There was something else in their eyes though. Something different. The awkward tension in the room ramped up, but Spenser thought maybe, just maybe, she was starting to get through to them.

			That guilt is something you’ll never outrun no matter how far you go. I can see the toll it’s taking on you two,” Spenser said quietly. “Aren’t you tired of carrying that around with you? Aren’t you tired of being made to pay for somebody else’s sins?” 

			Tears welled in Cici’s eyes as her face grew flushed and Spenser knew she was on the verge of cracking. She looked down at her hands, which were folded on top of the table, and wrung them together. Ethan continued sitting still as a statue, staring at a point just over Spenser’s shoulder, neither speaking, nor making eye contact with her, no doubt counting the moments until he walked out the door. It surprised her he hadn’t exercised that right just yet and it gave her a moment’s pause, wondering if he too was considering her words. 

			“Can you protect us?” Cici finally asked. “Can you keep us out of prison?” 

			“Cici, shut up,” Ethan hissed. 

			“You shut up,” she fired back. “I’m tired of feeling like this and I don’t want to spend the rest of my life with this damn guilt hanging around my neck. It’s choking me to death. And I know for a fact you feel the same way.” 

			“You don’t know a thing,” he replied, though without much fight in his voice.

			“Neither of us did this, Ethan,” Cici pressed. “And we shouldn’t have to go to prison for something we didn’t do. We got pulled into this after the fact.” 

			Spenser watched them closely. Ethan looked down at his hands in his lap and frowned to himself. It looked to Spenser as if Cici’s words were hitting home and were battering his already weakening resolve. 

			“I’m not going to lie to you. I can’t make any promises to either of you right now,” she said. “But if you talk to me, if you tell me what happened, I will personally speak with the DA and tell him you were a cooperating witness. And if you two didn’t have any direct involvement, I think there’s a good chance of you getting out of this without prison time.” 

			“I just want to get out of this town and live my life,” Cici said, her voice dripping with misery. “I want to go to Julliard and never think about Sweetwater Falls again.” 

			“Then let me help you do that,” Spenser urged. 

			Cici looked over at Ethan whose gaze remained fixed on his hands. Spenser could see the wheels turning in his mind and knew he was caught somewhere between loyalty to his lifelong friends and doing the right thing, both for himself and for Shelby Odell. She’d believed these two were the best of the entire friend group when she and Young had met with them all and carried the most guilt for what happened. But their silent complicity made them as culpable as the others and she would seek to hold them accountable.

			Cici closed her eyes as tears spilled down her cheeks. “Two years ago, after some big baseball game, there was a party,” she started, her voice soft and quavering. “There was a lot of alcohol and pot going around and people were just… stupid. Shelby Odell showed up, which everybody thought was strange since she didn’t hang out in the same circles—” 

			“She didn’t just show up,” Ethan interrupted. “Bailey Jenkins and Melanie Harris lured her there because they wanted to humiliate her. From what I heard, Shelby had talked to Bailey’s boyfriend in class, and she didn’t handle that well. So, she was going to teach her a lesson.” 

			“And what was that lesson?” Spenser asked. 

			“I don’t know the specifics. All I know for sure is they were going to make her pay for talking to Bailey’s boyfriend. They were going to embarrass her and make her a laughingstock around school,” he replied.

			“They were going to get her drunk and film her doing and saying embarrassing things about herself then post them all over socials,” Cici jumped in. “That was all. Melanie told me they weren’t actually going to hurt her or anything like that.”

			“So how did the plan go from that to what happened?” Spenser asked. 

			Ethan shook his head. “I don’t know for sure. All I know is that everybody was drunk at that party and when I went to look for the guys, I couldn’t find them at first,” he said. “It was only later… after… that I found them out in the pool house.”

			“Who was in the pool house?” Spenser pressed. 

			“When I walked in, I found D.J., Oscar, Aiden, Drake, Marcus, and Heath… they were all drunk and high out of their minds,” he said. “Shelby was on the couch naked and crying. Her clothes had been torn off and thrown around the pool house and it looked like they’d all… they’d all taken turns on her and roughed her up…”

			Ethan’s voice trailed off and he looked away, his face paling and looking as if he might be sick as he recounted the story. 

			“Wren, Bailey, and Melanie told me they’d come in after the fact and found them all like that,” Cici picked up. “By the time I got to the pool house, they’d already cleaned Shelby up, dressed her, and kicked her out. They threw her out like a piece of trash while the boys were high-fiving each other and laughing about it. The girls seemed to find it funny, too.”

			“Jesus,” Spenser muttered. 

			“They tried to bully Shelby into keeping quiet about it. But she had already gone to Ms. Jonas and told her what happened. Ms. Jonas took that to Ms. White who spoke to her friend, Ms. Newton, who then spoke with us,” Ethan said. “She told us to get our story straight. To be each other’s alibi and support system and to stick with it. She said she would do everything in her power to bury what she said was a non-story, but if it ever came to light, to never deviate from our statement that Shelby lied and that it never happened. After that, we couldn’t say anything to anybody without incriminating ourselves.” 

			Spenser shook her head and felt a tremor of nausea wash through her. She’d suspected all of this already, but to hear the confirmation of it all took her to a level of disgust she’d rarely been to.

			“Why would Newton do that?” Spenser asked. 

			“She said we all came from good families and had bright futures to look forward to and that she’d hate to see our reputations tarnished by somebody who likely wasn’t ever going anywhere in life. Newton kept her word to us and did what she said she was going to do. She made it all go away. It was like it never happened,” Cici answered. 

			“The girls kept bullying Shelby after that. It got really bad, Sheriff,” Ethan said. “From what I heard, it went on for weeks and Shelby started using drugs, skipping school, and just spiraled.”

			“Then she killed herself,” Cici said. “She overdosed. Some people say it was accidental, but I’m pretty sure she did it on purpose. Because of what happened—”

			“Because of what we did,” Ethan said. “All of us.” 

			Spenser had read the reports on Shelby’s death and knew she’d overdosed on meth laced with fentanyl. And after hearing the harrowing story Ethan and Cici had just laid out for her, she understood why Shelby might have felt like she had no other way out. They’d put her in a corner and had kept her there. They had tortured that poor girl. Abused her and wore her down until there was nothing left of her.

			“I have video,” Ethan said, unprompted.

			Spenser looked up at him, her heart skipping a beat. Knowing the story was one thing. But proving it was something else. All she had was the word of two, for lack of a better word, co-conspirators. So, to hear that Ethan had evidence that might prove everything they had told her lit a fire in Spenser’s belly and breathed life into her flagging hope that anything would ever come of this. 

			“You have video,” she said. “Of what exactly?” 

			“After… what happened. In the pool house,” Ethan said. “I secretly took video when everybody was talking about what happened. When they were… laughing. They had… the pair of panties she was wearing. They were passing it around and laughing it up. It made me want to puke.” 

			“You’ve had video this whole time?” Cici said with a gasp. “And you didn’t bring it forward until right now?” 

			“Please. You didn’t speak up either,” Ethan argued. “I don’t know why I took the video. I just… I thought I might need it one day.”

			“I didn’t have actual proof—” 

			“You still could have said something about—” 

			“Listen, none of that matters right now,” Spenser said. “But I’m going to need that video. I’m going to need anything you might have collected that night. Do you know if they took her clothes home?”

			Ethan faltered. 

			“Please, Ethan,” Spenser pushed. “This is the only chance we’re going to get. I need you to be absolutely honest with me. Who took Shelby’s panties?”

			“D.J.,” he finally broke. “He said it was a trophy.”

			Spenser pushed down the revulsion creeping down her spine. “And you’re absolutely sure?” 

			They both looked down at the table again and nodded in unison. The air around them crackled with tension and silent recriminations. But perhaps the thickest emotion in the air that Spenser could feel wafting off them was guilt. Regret. 

			“I know we don’t deserve it. I know what we did was horrific. But can you help us, Sheriff?” Cici asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

			“We’ve told you everything. We held up our end of the bargain,” Ethan said.

			Spenser looked at them with an unrelenting wave of disgust washing through her. They had helped cover up a gang rape. By not speaking out or doing anything to help Shelby Odell, they had indirectly participated in her ongoing bullying and eventual suicide. That girl’s blood was on their hands as much as it was on anybody else’s. And Spenser wanted to make them all pay for what happened. For what they’d participated in. But she was also a woman of her word. She’d got what she needed from them and would be able to move forward with arresting the rest of the group. 

			She hoped that seeing the kids in custody, charged with their crimes, and facing punishment for them would be enough to persuade Odell to stop what he was doing. She hoped it would be enough to convince him that justice was being done and that it was time for him to confess to what he’d done. At the very least, she hoped that with what she’d been able to dig up on him—and would continue to dig up on him—she could make a case against him. One way or the other, these killings were going to stop. 

			“I’ll do what I can with the DA,” she said. “I’ll keep up my end of the bargain.” 

			When Spenser got to her feet, her cell phone rang and when she checked the readout, she saw it was Young. She quickly connected the call and pressed the phone to her ear. 

			“Song,” she said. 

			“Sheriff, Odell is on the move, and we’ve got a problem,” Young said. “I need you out here right away.”

			“I’m on my way.” 
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			“I’m sorry, Sheriff,” Young said. “I didn’t want to let him go, but I had no cause to stop him. Not legally anyway.” 

			After securing Ethan and Cici in holding cells and getting his phone to Jacob, Spenser had rallied Woods and his team to provide tactical support as they set up around the Reese home. Spenser and Young stood behind the Bronco watching the house where Odell had barricaded himself. Although he’d sent Andrew and Bonnie Reese out, he’d kept D.J. inside with him and as of yet, had refused all contact.

			They had unintentionally provoked Odell. By following and alerting him that they were looking at him for the murders, they’d forced his hand. They’d altered his timeline and made him speed up. Just as she’d feared would happen. On her orders, a pair of deputies had taken the parents down to the office and were keeping them there because Spenser didn’t have a good feeling about how this was going to end. Spenser had seen situations like this play out before and knew there were rarely happy endings.

			“There’s no reason for you to apologize. You didn’t do anything wrong. You’re right, you had no call to stop him,” Spenser said. “If you had, it very likely would have been deemed a bad search and anything you found in his car would have been inadmissible at trial.” 

			The blue and red lights from the cruisers parked in the street flashed against the white siding of the two-story Colonial-style home. Dark had fallen and most of the lights were on in the house, but Odell had already drawn the curtains, keeping them from seeing where he was or what was happening inside. Concerned and curious neighbors stood in clusters behind the tape line Spenser’s deputies had established, watching the events unfolding in their neighborhood.

			“Is this our fault, Sheriff?” Young asked. “Did we put him in that house with the kid?” 

			Spenser shook her head. “We didn’t. This isn’t on anybody but Jackson Odell,” she said. “This was always inevitable.”

			“It doesn’t feel that way.” 

			“He was always going to kill these kids. You know that,” Spenser said. “The only thing we forced was his timing. My guess is he was saving D.J. for the end since he was the ringleader in all this. So, if nothing else, by forcing his hand and making him skip to the end, we saved the lives of everybody else on his list.” 

			“Yeah. I suppose that’s one way to look at it.” 

			“Keep your cool, Amanda,” Spenser said. “There will be plenty of time for reflection and blaming ourselves later. Right now, we need to figure out how to get into that house and stop what’s going to happen.”

			“Why is he waiting?” she asked. “Why hasn’t he just done it already?” 

			“I don’t know. But my guess is he wants an audience.” 

			Woods, her tactical team commander, stepped over to her, his face strained and a light of concern in his eyes. 

			“Without line of sight, we can’t determine where he is exactly,” he said. “If we breach, we run the risk of Odell executing his hostage.”

			“Just keep your men in position for now,” Spenser said. “I’m trying to come up with—” 

			Spenser was cut off by the chirp of her cell phone. When she looked at the caller ID display, she saw the call was coming from an unknown number. She had a feeling she knew who was going to be on the other end of the line and it sent a chill racing up her spine. Spenser connected the call and pressed the phone to her ear as she looked at the house. She noticed one of the curtains had been pulled aside just enough for Odell to look out at the street. 

			“Mr. Odell,” Spenser said. 

			“Sheriff,” he replied coolly. “This is not how I wanted or expected this to end, but you didn’t leave me much of a choice.” 

			“You still have plenty of choices, Mr. Odell,” Spenser said. “Why don’t you come on out of there and let’s discuss them.” 

			“I’m going to have to pass on your invitation. But I would like to talk to you, so, here is what I propose,” he said. “I want you to come in alone, unarmed, and together, we can talk about how we got here and the next steps.” 

			“Now, I don’t think that’s a good idea either—” 

			“Then let me simplify this for you,” he cut her off. “Either you come in alone and unarmed as I ask, or I will paint the walls with D.J. Reese’s brains. I’m asking nicely right now. You do not want to test me.” 

			“May I speak with D.J.? I’d like to ensure that he’s still—” 

			“Look to the front windows.” 

			Spenser did as he said and watched as the curtain was jerked aside and the kid was pressed face-first against the window with the barrel of a pistol jammed to the side of his head. His hands were bound in front of him, his eyes were wide, and his expression was, understandably, one of stark terror. D.J. was suddenly yanked backward and the curtains were closed again. 

			“There is your confirmation that he is still alive,” Odell said.

			“All right. Let’s just keep our cool. There’s no need for that,” Spenser said. 

			“I’m perfectly calm,” he replied.

			“It doesn’t have to be this way, Mr. Odell. We believe there’s evidence—physical evidence—in that house. Evidence that will finally put him away. If you can just—”

			“You believe?” he asked incredulously.

			“If I can just explain—”

			“I’ve heard enough explaining. Just do as I ask, please.” 

			“Okay. You win. I’ll be in,” she said. “Just don’t do anything rash until I get there.” 

			Odell disconnected the call and Spenser dropped her phone on the hood of the Bronco, her mind spinning a thousand miles a minute. The man was calm and rational, which deepened the chill in her bones. He’d already thought this ending through and was ready for it. 

			“You can’t really be thinking about going in there,” Woods said.

			“I don’t see that there’s any other choice,” Spenser said. “Not if we have any hope of getting D.J. Reese out of there alive.” 

			“Sheriff, if you go in, you’ll have no cover,” Woods argued. “We’ve got no sight lines—”

			“I understand, but there’s no choice.”

			“Sheriff, you can’t do this,” Young said. “You’re going to get yourself killed.” 

			Spenser shook her head. “I’m not on his list. We profiled that he’s a mission-oriented killer and since I’m not part of that mission—” 

			“But we’ve altered his mission,” Young insisted. “We’ve forced him into his endgame before he was ready to play it out. And not to mention, but he already tried to kill you once.”

			Spenser gnawed on her bottom lip for a moment as she looked at the house. Young made a compelling point. 

			“He’s not going to hurt me. He wants me to witness this. He wants me to watch him end this all,” Spenser said.  

			“He wants you to watch him kill D.J.?” Young asked.

			Spenser nodded. “Exactly. He wants me to see him dish out the justice we didn’t get for his daughter. This is about punishing everybody.” 

			“Then if you go in there, you’re giving him what he wants,” Woods offered.

			“If I don’t, he’s going to kill the kid anyway. But his preference is to do it in front of me,” Spenser said. “Which means, the only way to stop this is to engage with him.” 

			She pulled her Glock out of her holster and set it on the hood of the Bronco along with her backup piece. She hesitated for a moment but opted to leave her bulletproof vest on since Odell was a specific man and hadn’t mentioned her taking it off. After that, she picked up her phone.

			“Sheriff, I have to tell you how much I disagree with this decision,” Woods said. “We have no tactical control of the situation.” 

			“Noted. And I appreciate your concern,” Spenser said. “But I’m going in.”

			She quickly dialed a number and a moment later, Young’s phone rang. She looked at Spenser with a questioning look on her face. 

			“Keep the line open,” Spenser said as she slipped the phone into her back pocket. “And make sure you record everything. I want a documented record of it all.” 

			Young and Woods tried to argue further but Spenser shook her head and started for the house. She could see Odell peeking through the edge of the curtain again, watching her approach so she held her hands up and turned in a circle so he could see she wasn’t armed. A moment later, the front door opened a crack. Swallowing the bundle of nerves that popped up in her throat, Spenser stepped inside the house.  

			“Close the door,” Odell ordered. 

			Spenser did so, then walked through the archway and into the large living room to the right. D.J. was seated in a chair in front of the oversized red brick fireplace, his bound hands in his lap, a gag in his mouth. His face was pale and sweat slicked his forehead and cheeks. Odell stood behind him, the barrel of his gun—a Sig Sauer P365, one of the more popular concealed carry pistols in the country—pressed to the side of D.J.’s head. 

			“Thank you for speaking with me privately, Sheriff,” Odell said. 

			“You didn’t give me much of a choice, did you?”

			“No, I suppose not,” he said. 

			His demeanor and mannerisms were all calm. Controlled. She watched his body language, and he seemed like a man in full control of himself. There was no nervousness she could see and the hand holding the Sig to D.J.’s head didn’t waver a fraction of an inch. He was rock steady. It reinforced Spenser’s belief that she was there to witness D.J.’s execution. Odell was going to show her what justice for his daughter looked like. Or should have looked like. 

			“Mr. Odell, we have them. We have all of them,” Spenser started. “We got a confession from Ethan Howe and Cici Gates. Ethan already signed a sworn confession. If you can let us in to find the evidence we need, they’re going to go away for a long time. We’re going to arrest them all and charge them.” 

			“The phrase ‘too little, too late’ immediately comes to mind,” he said.

			“It’s never too late. You’re in control here,” Spenser said. “You have the gun, so you have the power to say how this ends. And if I may be so bold, it should end with the kids who assaulted your daughter sitting in prison.” 

			“And me sitting in prison alongside them,” he said. 

			“This whole mission of yours has been about accountability, right?” Spenser asked. “About holding those people who contributed to the death of your daughter responsible for their actions? Right?” 

			“Of course.” 

			“We have the chance to do that now. We have video evidence we can use against them all. And if you just let us search this house, we’ll have physical evidence, too. They are all going down. I promise you,” Spenser said. 

			D.J.’s eyes widened in surprise and a new thread of fear blended with the terror in his eyes. He knew that if he were fortunate enough to get out of this mess, he was going to be facing very serious charges. Out of the frying pan and into the fire. But the first step was getting him out of there safely, which Spenser knew, was no sure thing. 

			“Kids like these—privileged and entitled—they never face consequences for the things they do,” he said, his voice cold and hard. “That’s how this whole mess began—because somebody didn’t think they should suffer the consequences of their actions.” 

			“That’s not how I operate. I don’t care who anybody is or what their last name might be. If they commit a crime, they’re going to be arrested,” Spenser countered. “That’s how I approach law enforcement—equally and without bias.” 

			He scoffed. “Yeah, that sounds pretty. But we all know it’s not true.” 

			His eyes narrowed and he pressed the barrel of the gun harder into the side of D.J.’s head, making the kid wince and let out a string of muffled cries from behind the gag. Spenser’s heart dropped into her stomach, fearing Odell was nearing the end of the line. His face, though etched with anger, had a calm and grim finality about it that sent a chill colder than the Arctic rushing through her veins. She knew she was running out of time to stop this. 

			“It is true. Let me prove it to you,” Spenser said. “Let me take D.J. out of here and put him in a cell. Once I have him in my custody, I will draw up charging documents for what he did to Shelby. I swear to you that I will not let him—any of them—get away with it.” 

			“The police had their chance, Sheriff,” he said. “They did nothing.” 

			“They didn’t have the information I have. They didn’t have the evidence I have,” Spenser stammered.

			“That you don’t have yet,” he corrected.

			“That I could have, if we do it the right way. You were right that there was a coverup, but it wasn’t by the police. They never knew what I know now. And I swear to God, I will punish them. I will punish everybody involved in this travesty.” 

			For the first time since she walked in, Spenser saw a tremor in Odell’s hand and a strange, almost regretful look on his face. She could see he didn’t want to be doing this. She could see that he hadn’t wanted to kill these people but like his daughter, felt backed into a corner with only one way out. He’d wanted justice for Shelby and got it the only way he could. It didn’t make what he did right, but Spenser could empathize with him. Her heart hammered so hard against her breast, she thought it was going to leave bruises. She swallowed hard and looked at the man. 

			“Mr. Odell, believe me when I tell you that I understand your pain and your frustration. Somebody important was taken from me—my husband. He was murdered right in front of me. And ever since then, it has been a fight to bring his killer to justice,” Spenser told him. “There isn’t a day that goes by that I wouldn’t like to put a bullet into the man who took Trevor away from me. But I know he wouldn’t want that. I know he wouldn’t want me to do something that would torment me for the rest of my life. And he certainly wouldn’t want me to do something that would result in my death in my pursuit of justice. That’s how I know your daughter wouldn’t want this for you. Everything I’ve heard about her is that she was a sweet, gentle soul.”

			“She was,” Odell said, his voice thick with emotion. “At least, she was until these monsters ruined her. Until these monsters destroyed her soul.” 

			“They can never destroy the memory of her,” Spenser said. “Please. Put the gun down and walk over to me. Let’s end this the right way. Let’s end this in a way that would make Shelby proud of you. No matter what else, I know she would want you to live.” 

			Odell’s hand trembled harder as his cheeks flushed. Spenser watched as tears welled up in his dark eyes then spilled freely down his cheeks. He wiped them away with the back of his hand and sniffed loudly as he stared down at the ground, seeming to consider Spenser’s words. She felt like she was seeing the cracks forming in that shell of rage he had formed around himself and his determination to see his mission through begin to ebb. 

			“Let’s end this, Mr. Odell. Let’s end this together,” Spenser said gently. “The right way. The way Shelby would want you to.” 

			He nodded to himself as he sniffled again and wiped away his tears. “Shelby’s not here though, is she?” 

			Before Spenser could react, Odell raised the barrel of the Sig and put it against D.J.’s head. She saw the boy’s eyes widen a split second before the muffled crack of the shot sent a red, chunky spray across the room. Spenser flinched and she stared at him in shock as the kid’s body slumped in the chair, his eyes wide and sightless, his face covered in gore. Odell quickly raised the gun and put the barrel beneath his chin, his eyes fixed on Spenser’s.

			“No!” she screamed. 

			“I hope you find peace, Sheriff,” he said. “I sure as hell couldn’t.” 

			The sound of the shot was swallowed up by the sound of the front door shattering as Woods and his team made entry. Spenser slumped to her knees, her eyes fixed on the body of Jackson Odell lying in the pool of dark, thick blood on the floor in front of her. Half of his head was gone but his eyes were open, glaring, and fixed on hers. Even in death, he seemed to be accusing her. Seemed to be telling her she’d failed everybody involved. And she thought he was right. 

			Spenser knew the way his eyes were boring into hers was a sight she wasn’t going to be able to shake. It was something she knew was going to haunt her forever. 
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			“You’ve heard the recordings for yourself,” Spenser said. “I did everything I could to talk him down but…” 

			Spenser’s voice trailed off and she looked down as a wave of emotion swept over her, making her feel like she was drowning. She stood at the lectern in front of the long, curved desk that held Mayor Dent in the center with three members of the council to her left and two to her right, having been summoned to give them a personal debrief.

			“Are you all right, Sheriff?” Dent asked.

			The desk before her stood on a dais, putting the council above the people, thereby implying power and authority. The rest of the chamber was done in soft earth tones and dark, polished woods that evoked the image of a courtroom. That fit well with Spenser’s feeling that she was standing there on trial, being judged by people who’d never picked up a weapon, let alone been in the sort of position she’d found herself in at the Reese house.

			She looked around the otherwise empty City Council chamber and swallowed hard, trying to banish the images flashing through her mind. It had been a week since the events out at the Reese house and she was still plagued by feelings of regret, guilt, and anger. She hadn’t slept much since that night. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Jackson Odell’s eyes staring back at her and those feelings all washed over her again. 

			It hadn’t been much comfort that they’d found the pair of Shelby’s panties after all, hidden away in a drawer in D.J.’s bedroom. In fact, it hadn’t been a comfort at all. But, armed with that evidence and the video, they’d been able to confront and extract confessions from everyone else on Odell’s list. But none of it erased the horror of what had happened.

			She’d been in law enforcement for a long time, and this wasn’t the first time she’d dealt with death close up. As terrible as it was to think about, that wasn’t even the worst thing she’d seen in her career. But it hit her harder than anything ever had before, and she was still reeling from it all because she’d identified with Odell. She’d seen herself in him. It wasn’t the same flavor, but Spenser knew the bitter taste of his pain. That all-consuming black grief. She knew how easy it could be to allow yourself to cross the line like Odell had. 

			“Sheriff. Are you with us?” 

			Spenser gave herself a small shake and raised her eyes to find Mayor Dent looking back at her, an expression of concern on her face. A concern Spenser didn’t see on the faces of the council members. The others looked imperiously down at her like she was a field mouse and they were hungry owls as they seemed to be trying to figure out how to spin this to their best political advantage. 

			“Yeah, I’m here,” Spenser said. “Sorry.” 

			“Are you all right to continue?” asked Helen Drury. 

			“Yes, I’m fine. Go ahead with your cross-examination,” Spenser replied harshly. 

			The council members all exchanged glances and expressions of discomfort with each other, only adding to the awkward tension that filled the chamber. 

			“Spenser, this isn’t a cross-examination, and you aren’t on trial,” Dent said. “We’re just trying to gather all the facts. You may not be aware, but the Reeses are filing a wrongful death lawsuit, so it’s vital we get a clear view of what transpired at their home so we can brief the city attorney and prepare a defense.” 

			Spenser shook her head, feeling the torrent of disgust coursing through her veins. “Wrongful death? Are you even kidding me?” 

			“I wish I was,” Dent said. “That’s why we need a full accounting. We need to know the facts of the case that led you there.”

			“The facts of the case are that D.J. Reese was one of a group of boys who gang-raped Shelby Odell.”

			“And you’re sure of this?”

			“In our sweep of the scene, we uncovered physical evidence in addition to having video evidence of the co-conspirators, from whom we’ve received confessions. That assault was subsequently covered up by Superintendent Melody Newton,” Spenser told them. “That coverup led to Shelby taking her own life which then led her father, Jackson Odell, to doing… what he did. We also confirmed through Tiburon, aka Gilberto Galindos, that it was Jackson Odell who’d purchased the cocaine used to stage the initial crime scenes.” 

			“Sheriff, I don’t mean to be indelicate, but you referenced the tapes and yes, we have heard them,” Zachary Tavares started. “But do you believe that your personal history and the possibility that you identified with Jackson Odell may have compromised your judgment?” 

			“With all due respect, Councilman, my judgment was never compromised—” 

			“You walked into that house unarmed and alone, Sheriff,” Tavares countered. “Is that standard protocol? Because some might construe that as reckless or perhaps an escalation that cost D.J. Reese his life.” 

			“Councilman, in situations like that, there is no protocol. There is no playbook,” Spenser stated. “We make the best decisions we can in the moment. I believed that if I hadn’t gone in there, he was going to kill D.J. Reese—” 

			“Which he subsequently did anyway,” Tavares said. 

			Although she expected the rebuttal, hearing those words coming out of his mouth felt like a kick to the gut. It drove the wind from her lungs and left her shaken. Spenser drew in a deep breath and quietly let it out again, taking a beat to gather herself. 

			“Yes. He did. Despite my best efforts to talk him down,” Spenser said slowly. “But I believed I had to try to talk him down. In my view, it was the only possible way to save the boy’s life. It didn’t work out. Obviously.”

			“And why did you believe you had to put yourself in that situation?” 

			That was Brian Peck who, in Spenser’s estimation, was the smarmiest and most annoying of the council. He was always quick to second guess. He was also the sort who would climb over the body of the person he just stabbed in the back to take credit for himself while, just as quickly, shifting blame onto somebody else. 

			“We had no line of sight so a tactical breach was out of the question, or my deputies may have accidentally killed D.J. Reese themselves in the ensuing action,” she said. “Or it may have led Odell to kill Reese sooner. It was an impossible situation, Councilman Peck. I made the best judgment I could given the circumstances. The outcome was tragic and not what we’d hoped for, but it was probably inevitable. Jackson Odell was determined to kill D.J. Reese, whom he believed orchestrated the assault on his daughter which led to her taking her own life.”

			Spenser spent the next hour standing at the lectern, going over her statement and account of the actions taken at the Reese house several more times. Though she did her best to keep it from showing on her face, it was a frustrating process. She felt like she was being put on the defensive, like her decisions were all being second-guessed, and like her leadership was being questioned. Spenser felt like these people, who’d never been in the kind of position she’d been in, were sitting in judgment of her. It infuriated her. 

			And despite her best efforts, doubts began creeping into her own mind. Did she handle the situation the best way she could have? Could she have done anything differently that would have produced a different outcome? Were the deaths of D.J. Reese and Jackson Odell truly inevitable? She wasn’t one who second-guessed herself. She’d made a decision and stood by it. But they were making her rethink everything about that night. They were making her question herself. And she hated them for that. 

			“Although this investigation did not end how we wanted, we did uncover a previously unknown crime. A heinous and brutal crime that directly caused the death of a young girl. And as a result, we have arrested and charged everybody connected with the sexual assault and death of Shelby Odell,” Spenser said. “The outcome was tragic. But so was the underlying crime that drove this situation forward to begin with. My team performed to the best of our abilities, and we were able to save the lives of the others on Odell’s list. It may not be much, but it’s something.” 

			With nothing more and nothing left to say, Spenser fell silent. The entire chamber was hushed and the only sound she could hear was the ticking of the clock off to her right as well as the gentle hum of the audio and visual recording equipment that was running. The council members looked back and forth amongst one another, but it seemed they were out of questions as well.

			“Thank you for taking the time to speak with us today, Sheriff Song,” Councilwoman Drury said. “I know this hasn’t been easy for you and we appreciate your candor.” 

			Councilman Pace, who’d spoken up in support of increased funding for her department, leaned forward and opened his mic. He was positioning himself as an ally to her, which worried Spenser. She thought perhaps she was just being paranoid or maybe overly cynical, but she’d always learned to err on the side of caution when dealing with politicians since their largesse was usually accompanied by hidden strings.  

			“I’d also like to take a moment to personally thank you for your dedication to this city and for the job you do, Sheriff,” Pace said. “None of us sitting here could even begin to fathom what it is you deal with on a daily basis nor make the sort of instantaneous decisions your job requires and be right as often as you are. So, thank you.” 

			“Hear, hear,” echoed the other council members.

			“Thank you, Councilman Pace. I truly appreciate your support,” Spenser said. 

			With a final nod to the council, Spenser turned and walked out of the chamber to let them do what they needed to do behind closed doors. No doubt they were going to have a lot to talk about as they planned their defense against the pending litigation from the Reese family—something Spenser was still having trouble wrapping her mind around.

			What Jackson Odell did was wrong, and it was evil. But Spenser understood his mindset and even had some small bit of empathy for him. What those kids did to his daughter though—there was no understanding of what they’d done. It was pure evil. And that evil was only compounded by the actions of Melody Newton who, Spenser had learned, was not going to face charges for anything in connection with the case since there was no proof. Ethan hadn’t gotten her on video like he had the others, which meant, all they had were the accusations made by the kids who’d brutalized Shelby and that was a non-starter in a court of law.  

			The accusations and groundswell of anger that surfaced in the wake of it all forced Newton to resign. But that was hardly justice in Spenser’s eyes. Newton deserved to face the same punishments the kids she’d protected were looking at. Sadly, that wasn’t going to happen. She was going to get away with what she’d done. At the very least, Spenser hoped Newton would live a life filled with unrelenting shame, burdened by the guilt over what she’d done; she knew too many people like the superintendent to get her hopes up. People like Melody Newton didn’t feel guilt. They did what they wanted regardless of the consequences to others. 

			Spenser stepped through the doors and into the fading light of an afternoon that was rapidly giving way to the night and a smile crossed her face.

			“What are you doing here?” she asked. 

			“We all figured you were being put through the wringer in there,” Ryker replied. “We all thought you could use a little company and a nice meal.” 

			“You all did, huh?” 

			“We all sure did,” he said.

			Spenser knelt down and gave both Annabelle and Mocha some scratches behind the ears and with their entire bodies wagging and wiggling, they licked her face. It was the best sort of therapy she could have asked for. 

			“How are you holding up?” he asked. 

			“About as well as can be expected, I suppose,” she replied. “I mean, overall, I’m fine. Really. I’m good.” 

			“Listen, you’ve been holed up in your cabin by yourself most of the last week,” Ryker said. “A wise woman once told me it’s not healthy to sit there stewing in your juices alone for so long. And so, we’ve decided that time is up and tonight you’re going to get out of your own head and be social. Or, social-ish, anyway. Annabelle insisted on it, actually.” 

			“Oh, did she now?” Spenser asked with a laugh. 

			Ryker nodded. “She did. She also insisted on getting some incredible-looking steaks, some shrimp, and a nice little bottle of wine.” 

			Despite the maelstrom of emotions swirling around inside of her and that nagging, pervasive feeling of guilt that had been her constant companion this past week, Spenser had to admit that a nice meal in the fresh air out on the deck sounded nice. Better than nice, actually. She thought it might be a good idea to try getting back to normal and acting like a human being again. 

			“Thank you, Ryker,” she said. “Really. Thank you.” 

			His smile was soft and sent that familiar flutter through her heart. “You’re welcome.” 

			Ryker handed her Annabelle’s leash and together, through some silent bit of communication they shared, they turned and headed down the sidewalk, opting to take a little walk around town before heading home. Neither of them spoke as they strolled, but she felt comforted by his presence. He was that spot of calm in the storming seas around her, and for Spenser, it was enough to know he was there. By her side. Just as he always was. 

			And for the first time since that night out at the Reese house, Spenser felt almost normal again. She felt almost content. And that was enough for her. For now, anyway. 
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			Things had slowly started to settle down around Sweetwater in the days and weeks that followed the shockwave Spenser sent through town with the arrests of the kids being charged with Shelby Odell’s assault. It made for more than a little salacious small-town gossip and had garnered the attention of the national press. After instructing her deputies to keep a tight lid on any and all information pertinent to the case, the spotlight from the national media began to cool. 

			The ramifications of the case though, were far from over. The Reeses were still following through with their multimillion-dollar wrongful death lawsuit, which still seemed ridiculous to her given the crimes of their child. No, he hadn’t deserved to die that way and she wished he’d faced true justice, and maybe it was cold and callous for her to say, but Spenser thought he’d brought it all upon himself. With help, of course. But D.J. Reese’s actions and those who’d abetted him had directly brought about his own demise. 

			From everything Spenser had heard to that point, the case was likely going to get tossed out of court. The Reeses, it was believed, had no merit to their case. She was still keeping her fingers crossed since nothing was over until it was truly over, but the town’s leadership seemed to be breathing a sigh of relief. Other than some lingering tension, life seemed to be getting back to some semblance of normal again. 

			For her part, she was still plagued by those feelings of guilt and the stinging sensation of failure. She counted not being able to talk Odell down and keep him from doing what he’d done as one of the biggest swings and misses of her life. To watch him execute that boy and then turn the gun on himself—to feel so powerless and helpless to stop what happened—it hadn’t ever fully left her. She didn’t know that it would. She still thought about it and felt that swell of emotions in the quiet moments.

			With the help of the people in her life though—Ryker, Marley, and Young—that stain on her heart was beginning to lighten. The pain wasn’t as sharp and the guilt not quite as stinging. She was healing. Like everything else in life, it was just going to take some time. 

			“All right, let’s go inside,” Spenser gasped. 

			She opened the door to her cabin and let Annabelle in first. The big dog headed straight for the water bowl and drank deeply. Spenser followed her in and closed the door behind her then took off her fanny pack and holstered Glock, setting them both down on the center island in the kitchen. She leaned against the counter for a moment, trying to catch her breath after a long run. She’d pushed herself a little harder than normal, perhaps trying to burn off some of her lingering emotions as well as clear her head. 

			Finished drinking, Annabelle loped over to the oversized pillow in the corner and flopped down with a heavy sigh.

			“Worn out, huh?” Spenser commented with a laugh. 

			She walked to the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of water. Spenser twisted the cap off and took a long swallow, relishing the feeling of the cool water soothing her dry throat. She’d powered down half the bottle when her cell phone rang. Setting it down, she fished the phone out of her pack and quickly connected the call. 

			“Spenser Song,” she said, still trying to catch her breath. 

			“You have a collect call from the New York Corrections Department,” came the tinny, automated voice. “Will you accept the charges? Just say yes or press one on your phone’s keypad.”

			The message sent a torrent of ice water rushing through Spenser’s veins and she froze in place, feeling suddenly rooted to her spot in the kitchen. There was only one person she knew in prison back in New York. Spenser’s stomach churned wildly as indecision gripped her. Should she accept the call or not? She had nothing to say to him so there really was no reason for her to take the call. 

			But some nagging doubt flickered at the back of her mind. Some hit of intuition maybe. Spenser had been begging for answers—for the truth—for so long that she desperately clung to anything that might give her that. Which, of course, was her blind spot. She knew her desperation for the truth might lead her down a blind alley and make her put her faith in the wrong things. It had happened before. 

			“You have a collect call from the New York Corrections Department,” the robotic voice repeated. “Will you accept the charges? Just say yes or press one on your phone’s keypad.”

			“Y—yes.”

			Spenser grimaced as the words left her mouth and she silently kicked herself for not declining the charges and hanging up instead. Deep down she knew expecting anything resembling the truth on this call was a fool’s errand. But hope and a dash of morbid curiosity conspired to keep her on the line. There was a sharp click and then she heard the hiss of an open line. 

			“Spense,” he said. 

			She closed her eyes and swallowed hard as she tried to quell the churning in her belly. “What do you want, Derrick?” 

			“We need to talk.” 

			“Are you ready to tell me who shot me and murdered my husband?” 

			There was a pause on the other end of the line and in the background, Spenser could hear the voices of the other inmates laughing, talking, and yelling behind him. She also heard the hard clanging of the steel doors in the facility he was being held in. It was loud, chaotic, and reminded her of the sounds she’d heard in the primate facility at the zoo. It must be hell to live there.

			Spenser instantly pushed the thought out of her mind the moment it popped in, ruthlessly quashing any hint of sympathy for him. It wasn’t easy. She’d been his partner and friend for a long time. She knew him well and at one point in time had considered him to be family. Those days were long over. She knew he’d had something to do with Trevor’s murder, but he continued to refuse to tell her what role he played. 

			“Spenser, please,” he said. 

			“I’ve told you a thousand times. Until you’re ready to tell me what happened and what your part in my husband’s murder was, we have nothing to talk about,” she said, her voice ice cold and dripping with disdain. 

			“I heard that ASAC Harris and USA McTavish both came to see you,” he said. 

			“They did,” Spenser confirmed. 

			“They want you to testify against me, right?” he pressed. “Are you going to?” 

			Spenser bit her bottom lip and looked at the deepening gloom outside her window as night descended. She didn’t know why she was talking to Derrick. Nothing good could come of this conversation. Not unless he decided to finally cut the crap and be straight with her. 

			“I know you, Spense. And I know you’re not going to testify against me because you know I didn’t pull the trigger that night,” he said. 

			“What do you want then?” 

			“I want you to testify for me. I want you to tell them you know it wasn’t me who killed Trevor and shot you. Please, Spenser. It might be the only thing—” 

			“Why would I do that?” 

			“Because it’s the truth and you know it,” he said. “You know it wasn’t me. And I know you well enough to know that you won’t get on the stand and lie.” 

			“Time and grief change a person,” she said. 

			“No. Not like that. I know you too well to ever believe you’d tell a lie just to sink me when you know I’m innocent,” he countered.   

			Spenser paused and tried to quell the emotions bubbling up within her. As she leaned against the counter, Spenser’s eyes drifted over to the wedding photograph of her and Trevor that sat on the bookcase. Her vision blurred as her eyes welled with tears. 

			“Maybe I wouldn’t lie, but that doesn’t mean I have to help you either,” she finally said. 

			“Please. I’m innocent. You know I’m innocent—” 

			“You’re a lot of things, but you’re not innocent. You had a hand in this. I know you did,” Spenser angrily cut him off. “So, unless you’re willing to tell me who pulled the trigger, we have nothing left to talk about. You’ll just have to take your chances with a jury.” 

			“Spenser, come on—”

			“Who murdered my husband and left me for dead?”

			“I… I can’t. I just need—” 

			“Goodbye, Derrick. And good luck.” 

			“Spenser, wait—” 

			She disconnected the call, cutting him off, and dropped the phone onto the counter. Spenser scrubbed her face with her hands, wiping away her tears, and blew out a long, shaky breath. Her heart thundered in her breast as hard as it had on her run and her legs were shaking so hard, she feared they would give out beneath her. Spenser sank down onto her butt and leaned back against the island. She closed her eyes and focused on her breath as she tried to calm herself down.

			The soft tick-tick-tick of Annabelle’s nails on the hardwood floor filled her ears a moment before a rough, wet tongue slid up her cheek. Spenser laughed softly as she opened her eyes and kissed the big dog’s muzzle. 

			“You’re the best girl ever,” Spenser said. 

			Annabelle sat down next to her, leaning her big body against her, allowing Spenser to slip her arm around the dog as she laid her head down against the soft fur. Together, they sat there for a long while and as her heart slowed, Spenser’s mind began to race. She went over every word Derrick had said to her, hearing again the fear and reluctance in his voice as he’d spoken to her. As he’d refused to tell her who’d murdered her husband.

			For a long time, Spenser had thought he feared giving up the triggerman for the potential blowback he’d face if he did. She didn’t know who or how, but she knew Derrick had somehow gotten involved with some very bad people. And when you moved in those kinds of circles, snitches didn’t usually get stitches, as the old saying went. Snitches actually got killed in the most brutal and violent way most of the time. Even in prison. His reluctance to tell her though, this time, sounded different in her ears.

			Spenser replayed and broke down what he’d said and how he’d said it over and over again, listening to the nuance and inflection in his voice again and again in her mind. And it was then that the idea hit her. He wasn’t telling her who pulled the trigger because he was afraid for himself. He was afraid for somebody else. By refusing to cooperate by telling her who’d murdered her husband, she thought Derrick was protecting somebody else. And there was only one person in Derrick’s life she could think of that he’d protect. 

			Kicking herself for not thinking of this sooner, Spenser grabbed her phone and called up the number in her contacts list. She hit the button and pressed the phone to her ear, her mind still racing. There was a click on the line as the call was connected.

			“Wilder,” she answered.

			“Hey, Blake. It’s Spenser,” she said. “Listen, sorry to call out of the blue like this, but I need to ask you for a favor.” 
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			Thank you for joining Spenser Song on another exciting adventure in Sweetwater Falls! I was absolutely thrilled to see your adoration for Blake Wilder's appearance in the previous book. But hey, I heard you loud and clear through the comments! You've been missing Ryker, Annabelle, and Mocha. In response, I made sure to give them a more significant presence in this book.

			Your feedback is invaluable to me, and let me just say that I am all ears. I want to know what you loved and where I can improve so that I can continue to craft the best reading experience for you. As an independent writer, I rely on your support to keep writing and delivering pulse-pounding and entertaining reading experiences like this one. Please let me know what you thought of this book by leaving it a review, and I would be thrilled for you to reunite with Spenser and Ryker in the charming world of Sweetwater Falls in the next installment!

			Now, I know Blake only made a brief appearance in this book but I encourage you to explore the Blake Wilder Mystery Thriller series if your curiosity is itching to know more about her adventures. In the upcoming book titled, A Code to Kill, we join Blake after having collaborated with Spenser Song on a major case. Blake finds herself being stalked and hunted by an unknown assailant, all the while facing off against an arms dealer on a bloodthirsty path. With dirty bombs, advanced weaponry, and a trail of silent victims, it promises to be another thrilling case for Blake!

			Thank you again for your continued support. It is because of YOU that I have the motivation to keep going and keep delivering the stories you love.

			By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

			Yours truly,
Elle Gray
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			Loved the book? Don't miss out on future reads! Join my newsletter and receive updates on my latest releases, insider content, and exclusive promos. Plus, as a thank you for joining, you'll get a FREE copy of my book Deadly Pursuit!

			Deadly Pursuit follows the story of Paxton Arrington, a police officer in Seattle who uncovers corruption within his own precinct. With his career and reputation on the line, he enlists the help of his FBI friend Blake Wilder to bring down the corrupt Strike Team. But the stakes are high, and Paxton must decide whether he's willing to risk everything to do the right thing.

			Claiming your freebie is easy! Click HERE and sign up with your email!

			Want more ways to stay connected? Follow me on Facebook and Instagram or sign up for text notifications by texting "blake" to 844-552-1368. Thanks for your support and happy reading!
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