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      The full moon illuminated the darkness of the late October night, the celestial orb framed perfectly in the Palladian window the woman was painstakingly cleaning. Fall had always been her favorite time of year and Halloween her favorite holiday. At least it had been until her son had gotten too old to trick-or-treat and carve pumpkins with her. She remembered nights like this from years ago: the crisp autumn air, the earthy smell of fallen leaves, the clear skies for stargazing. She’d be content to sit for hours in her backyard enjoying a crackling bonfire, which also provided her a clever way to make the hot dogs she often had to serve for the third or fourth time in a week seem like party food.

      The final task on her list was vacuuming, which she loathed. Her shoulders were always sore—they probably needed some sort of surgery, or even replacement—from years of repetitive labor, and vacuuming hurt them the most. She plugged in the vacuum and sighed. Her entire home could fit inside the waiting room of the doctor’s office she’d been assigned to clean tonight. Taking out her phone to play some music, she stopped a moment to admire the new leather case her boyfriend had given her last week for her birthday. She put in her earbuds, hoping immersing herself in her favorite heavy metal bands would transport her back to her youth and take her mind off the inevitable pain that would grow until she could barely lift her arms.

      She managed to get into a zone and largely ignore the physical work, but her incessant anxiety wouldn’t let her block out her worries. She needed to pick up some extra hours. Two different collection agencies were breathing down her neck, and she was hopelessly behind in payments on her son’s staggering medical bills. He’d been a minor when most of them were incurred, so even if he had a job and could help her pay them down, it was still her ass on the hook for the balance. Her boyfriend would loan her the money she needed for this month, even if it strapped him. He’d do anything for her and her son, but it wasn’t his responsibility.

      She was working up to asking her son’s dad for help, but it would take some finesse to convince him to step up and be an actual father. She’d have to make him want to do it. If she played her cards right, she might even be able to convince him that he wanted to be her husband again, too. She’d done it before, but she’d been younger and thinner and hadn’t been sacrificing her own self-care to tend to her son’s needs. A state of constant fatigue was her new normal, and it showed on her face. The little sleep she got was haunted by nightmares in which she ran and ran and ran, and every time they ended with her being caught and dragged down into oblivion by the darkness that loomed over her even while she was awake.

      The vacuuming was finally finished. Her shoulders were screaming, so she turned her music up even louder, her new goal to blot out her whole world. She gathered her supplies, set the alarm, and locked the door behind her. A blast of that chilly October air she used to love so much hit her, blowing some sort of debris straight into her eyes.

      She dropped the heavy vacuum and caddy of cleaning products she was carrying and turned her back to the wind. Her eyes streaming from the blinding irritation, she gingerly rubbed and wiped at them until the offending particles were gone. The loud music was beginning to make her ears ache, so she got out her phone to turn it down.

      A sudden powerful force crashed into her from behind, rocketing her up onto an expanse of hard metal. Disoriented and unable to feel her legs, it took a moment for her to realize she was on the hood of a car. A split second later, she began sliding fast and out of control toward the ground. As her body hit the concrete, it stayed in motion, skidding across the parking lot. Her clothing ripped and tore, leaving her body unprotected as the concrete surface scraped off the top layer of every inch of skin it touched.

      As she lay there on the brink of unconsciousness, she saw the car retreating and wearily closed her eyes. She snapped awake to her arm being crushed under the weight of a tire. Her cries died on her lips as her lungs failed, the unbelievable pressure on her chest so overwhelming that the darkness of her nightmares began closing in on her faster than it ever had.

      For the first time in her life, she didn’t try to escape the darkness. She welcomed it.
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      “The final blood spatter pattern we’re going to discuss today is the drip trail, which as the name suggests is a discernable path formed by blood dripping from an object or an injured person. It can show movement of a suspect or victim. You can determine the speed and direction the person was moving based on the distance between stains and the shape of the stains.”

      The rear door to my classroom opened. Detective Nick Baxter strolled in and leaned against the back wall, grinning at me. My heart fluttered at the sight of him with his gun belt strapped to his waist and his badge hanging around his neck. I hadn’t expected him to show up today, considering it was his first day back on active duty. He’d been shot six months ago while saving his brother and me from a madman, but after a lot of recovery work he was good as new. He’d been bored to tears during his recovery period and the lengthy month he’d been forced to spend on desk duty, so he’d made a daily habit of meeting me for lunch. Today, he should have had enough to do that he wouldn’t have time to see me.

      I felt a brief rush of anxiety that he might have come here in an official capacity, which would have meant there was a crime scene for me to help investigate. But now that Baxter was cleared for field work, a case for us to work together wouldn’t be the worst news. I’d turned down plenty of consulting jobs for the department since he’d been hurt, my priority being to spend time with him and help him heal. Now that all that was behind us, I felt ready to jump back into field investigation.

      I smiled, deciding to wrap up a few minutes early since I was having trouble concentrating on what I was saying with my handsome boyfriend staring at me.

      “You can read all about it in your textbook. That said, it’s always more fun to show someone something than to tell them about it, which is why we’ll devote our lab practicum this week to blood spatter. I have some lovely cow’s blood we can throw around to study how it lands. It’s⁠—”

      The moment I uttered “cow’s blood,” one student’s hand shot in the air. When I didn’t stop immediately to take her question, she interrupted me. “Professor Matthews?”

      I knew what was coming and figured I’d go ahead and address it. “Yes?”

      “I’m vegan.”

      When she didn’t expound on her declaration, I said, “Um . . . good for you?”

      That got a few snickers from her fellow students, but she didn’t think it was funny. “You don’t understand. I can’t be around animal products.”

      I dealt with this every semester when the blood spatter lab rolled around. I gave my standard reply. “You choose not to be around animal products. And you’re an adult, so you can also choose whether or not to attend the lab. Standard policy for missing a lab applies—a three-page paper over the subject for full credit, or take the zero. Your choice.” As she huffed about the fairness of her having to do extra work, I went on. “It’s unlikely you’ll get something on your clothing, but wear something you don’t care about in case there’s an accident. A couple of years ago, a full container of blood got knocked off a table, and we had a whole Carrie situation going on. See you tomorrow in the lab.”

      My students filed out of the classroom, nearly all of them greeting Baxter as they walked past him. Since he’d had a lot of time on his hands at the beginning of the semester, he’d been a guest speaker in many of my classes. There was nothing my students loved better than hearing stories of our many adventures firsthand, and Baxter was a way better storyteller than I was.

      As he approached my podium, I closed my notes and joked, “Slacking on your first day back, Detective? After you said, and I quote, ‘I won’t have time for you today,’ I wasn’t expecting the pleasure of your company.”

      Baxter gave me a mock frown. “I don’t believe I’ve ever said those words to you, Ellie.”

      I shrugged, needling him a little more. “The sentiment was implied.”

      “Also untrue. You know there’s a penalty for lying to an officer of the law, don’t you?”

      I held out my wrists and wiggled my eyebrows. “Does it involve handcuffs?”

      He blushed. I’d thought he might be able to handle discussing anything remotely sex-related with me at some point, but that day had yet to come.

      I dropped my hands. “Don’t let my razor wit fool you. I’m thrilled to see you. What’s up?”

      His cheeks returning to their normal color, he said, “I was in the neighborhood.”

      “Ooh. Is that a bad thing?” I asked, a mix of apprehension and excitement coursing through me. Maybe he was in fact here to whisk me away to a crime scene.

      “Nah, my first case back is boring as hell and not the least bit dangerous. Porch pirates struck a fancy subdivision a couple streets over and the residents are up in arms. They’ve all got doorbell cameras, so it shouldn’t be hard to get a good image of the culprits.”

      I smiled. “The hard part is going to be having to listen to all the bitching and moaning from the Real Housewives of Hamilton County.”

      “Exactly. I needed to see a friendly face first.”

      “I’m glad you chose my face.”

      “Me, too.” He leaned down and kissed me.

      “Get a room, you two,” a voice said.

      I turned to face my closest friend, Dr. Samantha Jordan, who was grinning at us from the doorway. “We’re in a room. You’re the one who barged in unannounced.”

      Sam laughed. “Not the kind of room I meant.”

      My friend Sam could throw around innuendo with the best of them, so I rerouted the conversation before Baxter could get embarrassed. “Did you come in here to shame me or meet me for lunch?” Since I’d thought Baxter was going to be otherwise occupied, I’d made plans with Sam.

      “Can’t I do both?” she asked.

      Baxter chuckled. “I guess that’s my cue to leave.”

      I turned to him. “No time for lunch?”

      “Not today. But we’re still on for a late dinner tonight, though, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “It’s a date.” He reached out and gave my hand a squeeze, then left my classroom.

      Sam let out an overly dramatic sigh. “What I wouldn’t give for a hunky cop boyfriend who’d take a bullet for me.”

      I frowned, the flash of a bad memory causing a chill to run through me. “It’s not so great when it actually happens,” I muttered.

      The idea of Baxter being back in harm’s way suddenly wasn’t settling well with me. I’d been so busy being euphorically happy with him that I hadn’t given his return to work any conscious thought. The two of us had finally become free of any obstacles preventing us from having a full-fledged public relationship. The trial we had anxiously awaited—with me having to take the stand as a witness and victim and him having to take the stand as the investigator who broke the case—was behind us. I’d never been this happy and blissful in my life, and to feel that starting to crumble was horrifying.

      Suddenly contrite, Sam threw her arms around me. “Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie. I didn’t mean it like that.” She let me go and made a face. “You know I blurt stuff out.”

      I pasted on a smile. “It’s fine. He’s fine. Everything’s fine.”

      “Everything is fine. Nick is one of the smartest people I’ve ever met, and I know a shit ton of nerds. He’s great at his job, and you’ve actually complained to me on multiple occasions that he’s too cautious. Don’t worry about him. If anyone around here is going to get into trouble, it’s going to be you.”

      Shaking my head, I said, “Oh, hell no. Not me. I’ve been a model citizen for six whole months, and I plan on keeping it that way. I’m done with trouble.”

      Sam laughed. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”
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        * * *

      

      At the end of my third time through the lesson on blood spatter, I was more than a little tired of the subject. And I’d managed to make myself ill thinking about all that blood, which never happened to me. Normally, I could deal with bodily fluids and gore like it was nothing. I could and often did eat while perusing crime scene photos. Today was a different story.

      Keeping my eyes firmly fixed on my notes as I gestured to the slide on the Promethean board to my right, I said, “The final blood spatter pattern for discussion today is the drip trail, which is called a drip trail because, as you can see in this slide, it is a notable path of blood that has dripped from an object or an injured person. The trail can tell us everything we need to know about the movements of a suspect or victim. We can determine the speed and direction a person was moving by looking at the shape of the stains and the distance between them.”

      I paused for what was probably the tenth time during this lesson. I was still in shock that it hadn’t occurred to me until my conversation with Sam that I had been repressing my reservations about Baxter’s return to active duty. And talking about blood all day hadn’t helped my state of mind. My brain kept flashing back to me struggling to keep pressure on Baxter’s gunshot wounds so he wouldn’t bleed out, which was something I hadn’t thought about for months.

      I began gathering up my things, needing to go home and decompress. I cleared my throat and curtly wrapped up my lecture. “Please read the section in your textbooks about drip trails. We will do some hands-on work with blood spatter in our lab practicum this week with cow’s blood. Wear clothes you don’t particularly care about, just in case. Class dismissed.”

      As my students packed up and left the classroom, my teaching assistant, Talia Scott, approached me and said, “Professor Matthews, are you feeling okay? You look pale.”

      I nodded. “I’m a little more nervous than I realized about Baxter’s first day back.”

      Her face fell. She knew Baxter well, having picked his brain multiple times this semester for term papers she’d had to write for her grad school criminal justice courses. “Oh, right. I don’t blame you. But he’s a pro. And kind of a badass, if I’m to believe all of the stories he’s told me.”

      Smiling, I said, “They’re all true. I⁠—”

      “Ellie?”

      Upon hearing a familiar gravelly voice, I froze.

      “Ellie, I know it’s been a long time, but . . . I need your help. Someone’s after me.”

      “You,” was all I could manage to choke out as I turned and instinctively shrank away from the man standing in my classroom. Old feelings of pure terror flooded me and turned my insides to ice. I fought against them, struggling to lock down my emotions by focusing on replacing my fear with anger.

      “I know we didn’t leave things good . . .” Pausing for a moment to stare at me, he shook his head. “Damn, you look like your mama.”

      My voice a little steadier and mind a little clearer, I snapped, “Talia, call security. Now.” As she got out her phone and found the number, I added, keeping my eyes trained on her and not him, “Tell them there’s an intruder, and he’s dangerous. Possibly⁠—”

      He cut in. “Ellie, I don’t mean you no harm.”

      Anger coursing through my veins, I exploded, “All you ever did was harm me, you sadistic asshole!”

      Incensed, I took a step toward him, wanting nothing more than to claw his eyes out. But then the scared little voice inside my head reminded me how much bigger and stronger and meaner than me he always was. How I could never seem to get away from his viselike grip when he got it in his head he wanted to do some damage to me. I shrank back again.

      He held out his hands. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “Oh, I’ve heard that one before,” I breathed, circling around him until my podium was between us.

      “Security is on the way,” Talia said as she ended her call, eyes wide as she backed toward the rear door of the classroom.

      I instructed her, “Now call 911 and tell them I have eyes on Marcus Copland, a wanted murder suspect.”

      Talia let out a cry and started dialing with shaking hands.

      I added, “Tell them I have him in my classroom and security is on the way.”

      Marcus, my former stepfather, let out an anguished groan and said in a rush, “I didn’t come here to fight—I need your help, and I can’t get arrested right now. You have to call off security.”

      I barked out a laugh, finding some bravado. “Same old Marcus.” I mimicked his hick accent, “‘Don’t tell no one what I done to you; I can’t get arrested right now.’ Well, you’re getting arrested right now if it’s the last thing I do, you sick son of a bitch.”

      As he made a move toward me, my bravado vanished. I didn’t actually mean I was okay with this being the last thing I did. Damn him and his influence over my childhood I was clearly still holding on to.

      He said, “I knew you wouldn’t want to hear me out, so I wrote you a letter. Rachel, too.” Instead of coming after me, he reached out and tossed two folded pieces of paper on the podium. His eyes darted toward the door. “Please read them. I need you to know I didn’t⁠—”

      A scrawny security guard burst through the back door. “Ashmore College Security! I got a call about an intruder.”

      Marcus bolted for the other classroom door nearest me. The guard didn’t make a move to follow him.

      “That’s the intruder!” I yelled. “Go after him!”

      The guard shrugged. “Well, he left, so . . . problem solved?”

      I gaped at him. “Are you shitting me? He’s wanted in connection with a murder. Go after him!”

      “That’s not part of my job, ma’am.”

      I’d never be able to live with myself if I let Marcus get away. I guessed that meant it was up to me to figure out a way to at least slow him down until real law enforcement got here. Campus security was, as usual, going to be useless.

      I ran to the door and shoved it open.
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      As Marcus fled the room, I’d seen him turn left, I assumed toward the nearest exit. I burst into the hallway in time to see him go through the exterior door. I dodged students, getting to the door in time to see him disappear down a walkway between the science building and the union building at a run. Getting out my phone, I took off after him, calling Talia to tell her to let security and the police know that Marcus was headed north on campus. My guess for his destination was the large parking lot on the far side of the library, the length of a city block away.

      I ended the call and accelerated my pace. I began gaining on Marcus, who had considerably less spring in his step than he had when I was a teen.

      I called, “Marcus! Security refused to come after you. I just want to talk.”

      Evidently he didn’t believe my lies, because he only glanced over his shoulder to see me chasing him and turned up his own pace as well.

      I didn’t want to lose him. I sprinted as fast as I could, gaining ground again as I sped past dumbfounded students. It was approaching dinnertime, so there weren’t tons of students wandering around, which was good considering a murderer was loose on campus and I, like a fool, was chasing him to . . . well, I didn’t know exactly what my endgame was. Marcus wasn’t slowing down. I supposed learning the make, model, and license number of his vehicle as I helplessly watched him drive away would be all I could hope to accomplish. That was, unless by some miracle security got off their collective asses and actually were of help in stopping and detaining him.

      As we got to the courtyard between the library and Fenton Residence Hall, Marcus bellowed over his shoulder, “I’ll find you later! Let me go!” This act slowed him enough I gained even more ground on him.

      His words hit me, something about them triggering a reel in my mind of myself as an eleven-year-old child begging for him to let me go as he held me down on the dirty floor of our trailer with his weight. I saw him grin down evilly at me as he took a drag of his cigarette and then yanked up the front of my T-shirt. I screamed as the red-hot end of his cigarette made contact with the tender skin of my midriff, burning and searing as he held it against me and laughed as I cried.

      Incensed by the memory, a flame of anger overtook me, far hotter than that cigarette. I found a burst of energy, my only urge in the moment being to stop him once and for all from hurting me or my sister ever again. Only feet behind him now, I jumped onto a low concrete bench for extra height and launched myself at him. My torso made direct contact with his back and knocked him forward, taking us both to the ground. He broke my fall, but barely, the wind whooshing out of my lungs. My palms, elbow, and knees took the brunt of me sliding off him and skidding to a stop across the concrete. Gasping for air, I looked over at him as we both lay there. I was happy to see he looked worse than I felt. Wheezing from having the wind knocked out of him as well, he grimaced, showing a gaping, bloody hole where his front tooth had been. The left side of his face was a mess of road rash.

      I knew I needed to drag myself up and make sure he didn’t get away, but I couldn’t manage to do it. To my surprise, the unhelpful security guard came charging toward us, yelling into his walkie-talkie, “Intruder suspect and professor down in the library courtyard. Mayes responding.” To me, he asked, “Are you all right, Professor?”

      “I’m good,” I choked out, hearing the sweet sound of sirens nearing us. “I need you to . . . cuff him . . . so he doesn’t get away . . . Cops almost . . . here.”

      The guard’s eyes grew wide. I bet he’d never subdued anyone in his life. He stammered, “I, uh, I—I’m not allowed to carry cuffs yet. I’m⁠—”

      I cut him off. “Then call . . . a real security guard . . . out here . . . to help!”

      As he began speaking into his walkie-talkie, Marcus roused beside me and started getting up.

      I began boosting myself up, crying, “Stop him!”

      Marcus must have had a burst of adrenaline, because he scrambled to his feet and took off at a run. My useless security guard trailed after him, even in full health unable to keep up with Marcus’s long strides.

      I got out my phone and called 911. My breathing was beginning to return to normal, but it still felt like someone was sitting on my chest. When the operator answered, I said, “This is Ellie Matthews . . . criminalist for Hamilton County. Please let the deputies going to . . . Ashmore College know that Marcus Copland is . . . headed into the west end of the library parking lot on foot. He’s six-two and wiry. . . blue shirt and jeans with blood on his face.”

      The dispatcher replied, “Deputies are already en route to that location. I’ll let them know. Ms. Matthews, do you need assistance?”

      I grunted. “No, I’m good.”

      “Do you need me to stay on the line with you?”

      “No, thanks.”

      We ended the call, and I had just laid myself back down on the ground to rest when a couple of students rushed over and insisted on helping me. I allowed them to hoist me up and get me to the nearest bench. I sat for a minute or two, catching my breath again. The students made a good argument to transport me to the campus infirmary, but I managed to shake them off when I got a phone call from my friend Vic Manetti.

      I had my breathing under control, finally. “Hello?”

      “What the hell’s going on?” Vic demanded, an edge of panic in his voice.

      Confused, I asked, “How do you know something’s going on?”

      After a slight hesitation, he said, “Because I have an alert set up for the name Marcus Copland, and I just got a notification that he’s at large somewhere on the Ashmore campus with law enforcement en route.” Vic was an FBI agent and had access to pretty much any information he wanted. “Are you in a safe location?”

      “Yes.” Technically true.

      “How about Rachel?”

      “She’s not on campus.” I frowned. “You put out an alert on Marcus?” I’d been relieved when Marcus had disappeared years ago. I’d never made any attempt to find him, not wanting him to have any reason to come after me or my family.

      “I know you never wanted me to openly track him down, but this is different. I did it so if he ever got himself on law enforcement radar anywhere near you, I’d know about it. I called Nick to give him a heads-up. He’s heading there now. Do you need me to come, too?”

      My irritation vanished. After a rocky start, my two favorite men had actually become friends. “No, I’m good. Thanks, though.”

      “Did Copland try to contact you?”

      I didn’t have the energy to unpack my story right now, because Special Agent Vic Manetti would demand to know every detail while he berated me for my actions. Truth be told, I was more worried about telling him than I was about telling Baxter.

      In the distance, I saw a young deputy I didn’t know hurrying my way. “We’ll have to talk later—I’m going to have to give my statement.”

      His tone grew dark. “You have a statement to give? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I’ll call you later. Promise.”

      “You better.”

      I hung up with Vic as the deputy approached me. He said, “Ellie Matthews?”

      “That’s me,” I replied.

      “I’m Deputy Jalen Walters. I wanted to let you know Marcus Copland was apprehended trying to leave the parking lot.”

      I sighed in utter relief. “Thank you. That’s wonderful news.”

      Deputy Walters got out a notebook and pen from his pocket. “Can you tell me what happened, starting in your classroom?”

      I launched into the whole sad story. As I did so, I noticed a couple of campus security guards heading our way, including my useless little friend. They stopped several yards from us and made an exaggerated display of their visual perimeter sweep of the courtyard. I briefly wondered if miming and improv acting were part of their training program.

      When I got to the part about my triumphant, if poorly thought-out, takedown, Deputy Walters frowned. “You just admitted to assaulting Mr. Copland.”

      I couldn’t help but start laughing. “Mr. Copland assaulted me on a regular basis throughout my childhood. If he cries assault at me for what happened just now, that’s straight bullshit.”

      “You ran after him and jumped on top of him, causing quite a bit of injury. The man’s missing a tooth.”

      Was he seriously going there with me? I replied, “You know he’s a suspect in a murder, right? He’s been evading the police for years. I didn’t want him getting away when I had the chance to stop him.”

      Deputy Walters shook his head. “You’d placed a call to security and to dispatch. Why did you feel the need to take it upon yourself to chase after him?”

      I rolled my eyes and stabbed a finger in the security guards’ direction. “Because bitch-ass Paul Blart over there refused to do jack shit about an intruder in a campus classroom.” I raised my voice to address said bitch-ass Paul Blart. “Isn’t that literally your job? To protect the students and faculty from unauthorized people coming onto campus to hurt them?”

      Deputy Walters’s frown deepened. “Stick to the events, Ms. Matthews.”

      I wrinkled my brow. “You know we’re on the same side, right?”

      “I think it would be best if you came with me to the station⁠—”

      I cut him off. “Can I just talk to the sheriff?” I hated to pull the I want to speak to your manager card, but Sheriff Jayne Walsh was like a mother to me and the person who knew the most about my past with Marcus. I couldn’t imagine her being mad about my takedown—other than the fact that I’d put myself in danger to do it.

      “Ellie!” called a strained voice from across the courtyard.

      I felt a mixture of relief and apprehension as Baxter came running toward us, his face contorted with worry. He hurried over and kneeled down in front of me, his gaze roving over me, pausing briefly at my knees, elbows, hands, and finally my face.

      Cradling my cheek in his hand, he asked, “Are you okay? What hurts?”

      I hadn’t taken the time to pay much attention to my wounds, but now that I gave them some thought, I noticed my knees, elbows, and palms were throbbing and burning. My new dress pants were completely ruined, shredded at the knees. But now that Baxter was here, I felt like there was nothing I couldn’t handle.

      I smiled. “You should see the other guy.”

      Deputy Walters cleared his throat and said gruffly, “Ms. Matthews, if you don’t mind, we need to get back to our conversation. I want to take you to the station⁠—”

      Baxter cut him off. “Thanks for taking care of Ms. Matthews, Deputy Walters. I’ll get her to the station for an official statement.”

      Walters nodded to Baxter and stalked away, scowling.

      Once he was out of earshot, I murmured, “Thanks for getting him off my back. He was treating me like a common criminal.”

      Baxter grinned. “He’s new. He doesn’t know about the Ellie Matthews get-out-of-jail-free card.”

      “Seriously, Nick? You, too, with the assault thing?”

      “I saw what you did to Marcus Copland. I got to the parking lot as they were loading him up and driving off.”

      “He had it coming.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not saying he didn’t. I’m saying what you did was monumentally stupid and could have gotten you killed. And that’s not to mention the panic attack I had when I got a call from Manetti about Copland being on campus. Of course I assumed you were involved and headed straight over. Luckily I was still in the area.”

      Frowning, I said, “So I get a lecture from you instead of a high-five for my efforts.”

      He leaned in and laid a soft kiss on my lips. “You get a trip to the station with me, where we’ll have the staff medic get you bandaged up first. Then you’ll have to answer to the sheriff for your crimes.”

      “She knows Marcus. She’ll high-five me.”

      “I wouldn’t hold my breath.” His expression grew dark. “What was he even doing here?”

      I shrugged. “He said he needed my help because someone’s after him. He’s stupid, but surely he’s not so stupid to think I’d lift a finger to help him.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “I don’t like it that he’s back in town, and I really don’t like it that he tracked you down. Come on, let’s get to the station.”
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        * * *

      

      My TA, Talia, found me in the parking lot as Baxter was helping me to his vehicle. Word of my incident had blazed around campus fast, so she’d gathered my things, including the two letters Marcus had tossed onto my podium, and brought them to me so I wouldn’t have to trek back to my office. Still, the walk to Baxter’s vehicle and then the twenty-minute drive from Ashmore College in Carmel to the sheriff’s station in Noblesville was excruciating.

      As my adrenaline waned, the pain from my injuries became all I could think about, even though Baxter tried valiantly to keep my mind off it. He kept up a steady stream of conversation, recounting every interview he’d had with the victims of his porch piracy case. When I barely laughed at his imitation of one woman’s tearful monologue about her stolen twelve-pack of flavored seltzer with adaptogens that she was certain she could not live another day without, I saw his forehead crease with worry. I felt bad—he hadn’t had to worry about me, even for a moment, in a very long time.

      We finally got to the station. After we handed over the letters from Marcus as evidence, Baxter whisked me straight to the medic’s office. Luckily, my favorite EMT, Aaron Richter, was on duty. He wouldn’t care if I cursed at him while he was attending to my wounds.

      Aaron looked up from his desk and whistled. “You look like you lost a fight with some concrete.”

      I replied proudly, “I helped apprehend a murder suspect.”

      Baxter added, “Which she’s not trained or allowed to do.”

      Aaron burst out laughing. “Wait, the guy they just brought in? The one with the matching road rash and no front tooth? Nice.” He held up a hand out of my reach. “Air-five for now ’til we get those hands of yours fixed up.”

      I air-fived Aaron and turned to Baxter. “See? He gets it.”

      Baxter rolled his eyes at Aaron. “Can you just patch her up and maybe not stroke her ego?”

      “As you wish,” Aaron said to him, giving me an exaggerated wink as he ushered me back to an exam table. He then disappeared into the nearby supply closet.

      Baxter followed me, but I said, “You don’t need to stay. I know you have work to do.”

      He frowned. “I’m not leaving you.”

      I’d counted seven tiny little gravel pieces lodged in the scrapes on my left palm and had been too afraid to study any of my other injuries. I wasn’t sure I could hold it together while Aaron removed the debris. “Really not necessary,” I said as Baxter helped me get up onto the table.

      “I’m staying,” he replied, pulling up a chair at the foot of the table.

      Damn it. “You know what would be even more helpful to me? If you’d go find out what’s going on with Marcus.”

      “I know what’s going on with him. They’re icing him so the chief has time to go over a years-old case file and decide what questions to ask. You’ll be done here in plenty of time to watch the interrogation.”

      I sighed. “Look, if you must know, I’m planning to verbally assault Aaron every time he hurts me, so I’d rather not have any witnesses. He’ll probably cry, and I don’t want you to have to see that.”

      Aaron returned with an armful of medical supplies. “She’s not wrong. I have a thin skin, what with the bulk of my job being to attend to the thugs in county who get into fistfights on the daily. They’re so sweet and understanding when I have to yank their dislocated shoulders and broken fingers back into place. I’m a stranger to difficult patients with foul mouths.”

      Baxter laughed. “Okay, message received. I’ll be at my desk. Find me when you’re done.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, relieved.

      I laid back and closed my eyes as Aaron started working on me. He kept up a steady and hilarious monologue of stories about attending to the guests of the Hamilton County jail and their myriad injuries, which I punctuated with grunts, groans, and every last cuss word I knew. Once he was finally finished with me, I was beyond exhausted. I dragged myself through the building and dropped into the chair beside Baxter’s desk.

      Baxter spun around in his chair and zeroed in on my bandages. “All better?”

      I sighed. “Everything hurts.”

      “That’s what you get for going rogue.”

      “Agree to disagree,” I grumbled.

      He smiled. It was hard to be even a little miffed with him when he smiled at me. “That’s probably our only option.”

      Sheriff Jayne Walsh approached the cubicle and stopped, eyeing my bandages. “Well, I bet you’re pleased with yourself.”

      I flicked my eyes at Baxter and replied, “Deservedly so.”

      Both of them chuckled.

      Jayne said, “I’d feel remiss if I didn’t impress on you that physically taking down a suspect is something you should never do.” The corner of her mouth pulled up. “But given that said suspect is a supreme piece of shit, I don’t blame you. I know what you went through with him. That had to feel good.”

      I nodded. “It did.”

      Her expression became concerned. “If you want help breaking the news to Rachel that Marcus is back in town, I’m free this evening.”

      I closed my eyes. In all the frenzy, I hadn’t given a thought to how my younger half-sister would react to finding out her father was back in town and that he’d sought me out for help.

      I replied, “Thanks, Jayne. I’ll let you know.”

      She nodded. “Well, what I really came by to say was that we’re ready to interrogate our suspect if you’re up to listening in from next door.”

      I broke into a smile. “Oh, yeah. This will make it all worth it.”
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      I followed along with Jayne and Baxter to the interrogation rooms. They led me into a viewing room with a two-way mirror. In the next room, Marcus Copland, the bane of my existence, sat handcuffed to a metal table, working his tongue around the hole where his front tooth used to be. He looked sad and old. Not at all the rough and rode-hard monster I’d had to live with for several years of my life. But as the door opened and Deputy Chief Rick Esparza walked in, I saw that old persona suddenly click back into place.

      A chill ran up my spine, and I sucked in a breath. Baxter rested his hand on my shoulder.

      Chief Esparza slapped a file down on the table and took the seat across from Marcus. “Marcus Copland. Didn’t think we’d ever see your face again.”

      Marcus shrugged and said nothing.

      The chief went on. “Do you know why we brought you in today, Mr. Copland?”

      Marcus shrugged again.

      The chief leaned back in his chair, settling in for what I worried could be a long and frustratingly one-sided conversation. “You’re a person of interest in the murder of Patty Copland. A suspect, really. You remember your ex-wife, Patty, right? Murdered, dismembered, stuffed in several garbage bags, and left strewn around this county to rot a few summers ago?”

      I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath, but when the chief went into detail about my mother, I let it all out in a whoosh. Baxter gave my shoulder a squeeze and Jayne gave me a pat on the back. My mother and I had never been particularly close, so it wasn’t grief that had me off balance about her remains. It was that I was the lead criminalist on the case and had processed bag after bag of some poor Jane Doe for over a month with no success at finding a clue to her identity or even a scrap of usable evidence in the sickening carnage. The case had driven me crazy and had me questioning why I put myself through that kind of hell on a daily basis. The nail in the coffin was the realization that it was my own mother I’d been studying all that time, and I hadn’t had a clue.

      Marcus said evenly, “I didn’t kill Patty.”

      I huffed. “Not this bullshit again.”

      Marcus continued, a little edge creeping into his voice. “And since I didn’t kill Patty, you have no reason to hold me. You’re going to need to let me go.”

      Chief Esparza barked out a laugh. “You’ve been on the wrong side of the law enough times to know that’s not how it works. Now tell me, why did you feel the need to kill your ex-wife? You had a new wife. Why not move on?”

      “I didn’t kill Patty.”

      “Okay, so it’s just a coincidence that you’d been hooking up with her again right before she died and that you two had a big fight? You gave her a black eye, according to a witness.”

      “Whoever it is, they’re lying.”

      I muttered, “Classic Marcus. Everyone’s telling lies about him.”

      The chief looked through his notes. “A man named Jeff Morrow went on record that you barged into his home uninvited, grabbed Patty Copland by the arm, verbally assaulted her, and then hit her with a closed fist not once, but twice, in the face.”

      Marcus shook his head. “Doesn’t sound like me.”

      My right hand—which had luckily survived my tumble with only a small scratch—reached out and hit the glass. “I’ve seen you do that to her dozens of times, you asshole!”

      Jayne and Baxter both grabbed me and pulled me back as Marcus’s head shot up. He wouldn’t have been able to make out my words exactly, but I was sure the sentiment had come through.

      Jayne said, “Ellie, I know you’re angry, but you cannot do that. Come on, you know better. No more outbursts.”

      I nodded. Baxter had that worried look on his face again. I willed myself to rein it in.

      His eyes fixed on the two-way glass, Marcus said in a kinder tone, “Ellie, I figured you’d be listening. Like I said, I didn’t kill your mama.”

      The chief said sternly, “Mr. Copland, do not address anyone except me. If you insist you didn’t kill Patty Copland, then who do you think did it?”

      Marcus’s expression went blank. “I don’t know.”

      I recognized that look. I’d watched him lie to my mother more times than I could count. He was a decent liar, so my mother usually bought his bullshit, but I noticed he had a tell. His nose and mouth went uncharacteristically slack and his eyes seemed to defocus.

      “He’s lying,” I said. “And I’m not saying that because I hate him. He’s making his lying face. He knows something.”

      Jayne left the room, appearing a moment later in the doorway of the interrogation room. She called Chief Esparza outside.

      After a moment, both of them returned to their respective rooms. The chief said to Marcus, “I think you do know.”

      Marcus shook his head, offering nothing else.

      Chief Esparza took out the note Marcus had written to me. I’d glanced at both of the notes on the ride to the station and immediately passed them off to Baxter. The last thing I wanted was a keepsake from today.

      Marcus’s posture stiffened. “Why do you have that?”

      “Ms. Matthews turned it over as evidence.”

      Marcus looked up at the glass again. “Ellie, I told you⁠—”

      The chief slammed his hand down on the table. “You will not address anyone except me, Mr. Copland. Are we clear?”

      Marcus grunted, slipping back into his angry thug persona.

      The chief said, “In your letter to Ms. Matthews, you insist you didn’t kill her mother, but you do mention there’s someone out there threatening to pin it on you if you don’t leave town for good and stay gone this time. Who’s that someone? Give us a name, and we’ll look into it.”

      “I don’t know,” Marcus replied. Strangely, this time he didn’t make his lying face.

      “Where did the threat come from?”

      He only shrugged in response.

      The chief got out the letter for Rachel.

      That really pissed Marcus off. He roared, “That is not for you. That is for my daughter.”

      The chief said evenly, “You should have mailed it. Now, in this letter you state that you’ve been getting anonymous threats to leave town since you came back. You’re telling me you really don’t know who would want to murder your ex-wife and pin it on you? Surely you know who your enemies are.”

      Again, a shrug was Marcus’s only reply.

      The chief came at it in a different way. “If you have some credible ideas on people who might have had a reason to kill your ex-wife, we’ll run them all down. We want to be able to close this case and give Patty Copland the justice she deserves. Wouldn’t you like for her to have that as well?”

      No response from Marcus.

      The chief blew out a breath. “Do you have anything more to say to me?”

      Marcus stared at the chief, defiance written all over his face.

      Chief Esparza got up and walked out of the room. He entered our room and looked at me with anguish in his eyes. “That went even worse than I’d expected. We don’t have anything concrete on him aside from the altercation with Patty Copland roughly a week before she died. We don’t know what day she died, so we can’t get him with the alibi route. We never found any evidence on the body or the bags as to who handled them. We don’t know where she was killed or where she was dismembered. The only way we can hold him is if he confesses, and it’s clear he’s not going to do that. I’m so sorry, Ellie. I’m afraid we’re going to have to cut him loose.”

      I cast my eyes down. It was my fault that no one had realized my mother had gone missing and died. I’d left home the night of my high school graduation and had no more contact with her until the day I’d stormed in and taken seventeen-year-old pregnant Rachel away from her. I’d told her she’d never see us again or meet her future grandchild, and I kept that promise. It was on me that she’d been left alone with no one to care that she’d disappeared.

      A tear slipped from my eye. I nodded and choked out, “Okay.”

      As the chief left, Jayne caught me in a hug. “I’m sorry, Ellie. It was such a long shot . . . finding him after all this time, plus all the roadblocks that had tanked the case already. If we can get our hands on any more information, I promise we’ll do everything in our power to run it down.”

      I pulled back from her. “Thanks. I know you will.”

      She gave me a sad smile. “We’ll get you those letters back. Give me a minute, okay?”

      When she left the room, I allowed another tear to escape my eye. Baxter put his arms around me and held me. “I’m sorry, too. I know how much you wanted that monster locked up.”

      “It’s not just that. This is going to make Rachel come unglued. Now that he’s back, we’ll both be looking over our shoulders. We’re not safe at school. And if he can track me down there, he can track me home. I don’t know what⁠—”

      He pulled away to look me in the eye. “I can keep you two safe in your home. We can have deputies watch out for both of you while you’re on campus. I won’t let him get to you again.”

      That setup had been the norm way too many times in the past year. Rachel and I tired easily of being trailed and driven around. And while I’d have loved nothing better than to have Baxter live in our home for the foreseeable future, I didn’t want it on those terms.

      I rubbed my aching forehead. “I need to talk to Rachel and find out what she wants. I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to ditch our dinner plans.”

      Something flashed in his eyes, but he quickly put on a smile. “We’ll try again tomorrow night.”
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      As Baxter drove me home, I called Vic, bracing for a major lecture. Lucky for me, Baxter had already texted him the highlights, so he’d had a chance to cool off over my questionable choices. Vic ordered me to leave the dangerous stuff to the professionals and made me promise to call him if I felt the least bit unsafe for any reason. I agreed, relieved I’d dodged a bullet with him. Although he was a much more chill person after his brush with death last winter, Vic still got worked up when someone he cared about was in danger.

      Baxter parked in my driveway and followed me inside my home, much to my four-year-old nephew Nate’s delight. Those two were best buddies and had been for a while. Nate was over the moon when he heard that his favorite guy, Detective Nick, was Auntie Ellie’s new boyfriend. Anytime Baxter came over to hang out with me, Nate commandeered most of his time. Not that I minded—I loved watching the two of them interact with each other.

      The fact that Nate glommed onto Baxter the moment he entered the house made it easy for me to pull Rachel aside, safely away from little ears. I beckoned her to her bedroom and closed the door.

      As her eyes landed on my bandages and torn pants, she gasped. “What the hell happened to you?”

      I sat down on her bed. “I’m okay, just scraped up. I take it you weren’t on campus late this afternoon.”

      “No, Nate had a soccer game.”

      Talia had said the news of my takedown of Marcus had traveled around campus, thanks to a highlight reel of the event posted on the campus newspaper’s vlog. I was kind of surprised none of Rachel’s friends had texted her the dirty details.

      I said as nonchalantly as I could manage, “So, no one said anything to you about what happened there?”

      She looked at me quizzically and walked over to her dresser. “My phone died. I haven’t checked it in a while.” She picked up her phone from the charger and blanched. “You tackled some guy? What the actual hell?” She jabbed her finger at the screen a couple of times, then her eyes grew wide. “There’s a video?” Her jaw dropped as she stared at the phone, horrified. “Is that . . .?” She drew in a ragged breath. “Is that⁠—?”

      I got up and enveloped her in a hug. “Marcus showed up in my classroom to talk to me. When I called security, he ran. There’s still a warrant out for his arrest, so I wanted to make sure he got . . . detained.”

      She struggled away from me. “So you took it upon yourself to capture him? How dumb are you?”

      I closed my eyes. “I know it wasn’t the best idea. But he seemed a little more feeble than he used to be, so I went for it.”

      “Why do you even care anymore?”

      I didn’t know if I’d heard her right. “Why do I care who killed our mother?”

      “Yeah. It doesn’t make her any less dead, and he was leaving us alone. Why poke a bear?”

      I was shocked to hear my sister say this. I’d always thought our mother’s death haunted her way more than it did me. The two of them had been closer than I’d ever been with our mother.

      “I mean, caring about who killed anyone is kind of what I do . . .”

      She ran her hands through her hair, clearly frustrated. “Look, things were fine when we just left well enough alone and didn’t pursue Marcus. I feel like you’ve put targets on our backs with your little stunt.”

      “He sought me out for help.”

      “And then when he was running away, possibly out of our lives forever, you decided it would be better if he stuck around?”

      I shook my head. “He got brought into the station and questioned because of what I did. My little tackle move bought enough time for the deputies to arrive and stop him.” Shrugging, I added, “And as a bonus, I skinned up his face and knocked out one of his front teeth. I won’t lie—it felt good.”

      “But at what cost? Now you’ve pissed him off, and he’s going to want revenge. He’s going to find you and hurt you.” Her voice broke. “Maybe me, too.”

      Taking her hands, I said, “I’ve already thought about that. Baxter’s going to stay here for a while, and he’s going to get a deputy to watch out for us while we’re at school.”

      Rachel walked away and flopped down onto her bed. “Because that was so much fun the last couple of times.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry.” There wasn’t much else I could say on the matter. This was what we had to live with. I took Rachel’s letter out of my pocket. “Um . . . Marcus gave me a letter to give to you. You don’t have to read it if you don’t want to.”

      She held out her hand. “Whatever. I’ll read it.” She took the paper from me and scanned it, then tossed it on the floor. “Old news.”

      Recalling what he’d written in her letter, I stared at her. “What do you mean, ‘old news’? It says the reason he came back to town was to see Jack. You knew about that?”

      Her response was a one-shoulder shrug.

      Incensed, I raised my voice. “You knew he was in town and said nothing to me? What the hell, Rach?”

      Rachel had another half-sibling besides me, Jack Copland. They’d gotten to know each other as kids when Marcus would occasionally try to be a father and do something with his two children. Jack was having health issues and wasn’t doing well, which, according to the note, was the reason Marcus had come back to town.

      Rachel wiped a hand down her face. “You know I keep in touch with Jack. He told me.”

      “And you didn’t feel the need to give me a heads-up?”

      Glaring at me, she spat back, “I didn’t want to think about it, okay?”

      I fought back an eyeroll. “Not thinking about something doesn’t make it go away!”

      “Look, I don’t know what you want me to say here.”

      “I want you not to keep things from me.”

      Rachel had been doing really well with her mental health lately. She’d had a rough year, having been kidnapped and held by a serial killer, and had been working so hard at dealing with her issues. Add that to the constant fear we’d lived in for years that Marcus might come back and try to hurt us as well (Rachel had even changed her last name to better hide from him), she’d had an especially hard go.

      Her expression softened. “I’m sorry, sis. Life has been so much better lately—for both of us—I didn’t want to bring any negativity back into our lives. Jack knows not to tell Marcus that I live in town, so I figured even though he was around, he probably wouldn’t bother trying to look me up. According to Jack, he doesn’t plan to stay long, so I didn’t want to worry you over nothing. I never imagined he’d want to contact you.”

      I shook my head. “I get it, I guess. But from now on, it’s safer for me to know everything. You don’t need to try to protect me. It’s my job to protect you, although I’m completely shit at it.”

      She smiled. “Not completely. Just mostly.”

      I smiled back, or at least tried to. “So you’re good with this whole situation?”

      “I’m good.”

      “Then full disclosure, Marcus swears up and down he didn’t kill our mother.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “Exactly what I said. I’m not sure what he’s playing at. In the letters to us he insists there’s an anonymous person out there who’s threatening to set him up for her murder if he doesn’t leave town for good. Why that’s their one stipulation for not sticking him with a murder charge, I don’t know. All I know is that he wants my help for some reason. I’m not clear whether he wants me to back him up on his alleged innocence or find out who’s trying to frame him. I admit I didn’t give him much time to talk, but when the chief questioned him, he clammed up. He wouldn’t even comment on the threats he’d been supposedly receiving, even though the chief had our letters in front of him where Marcus had spelled it out. It was super weird.”

      She spread her hands. “My father is an idiot, so there you go.”

      “I know, but he’s also not going to back off when he wants something. When I was chasing him and asked him to stop and talk to me, he said he’d find me later. They wouldn’t let him talk to me at the station, so . . . I’m pretty sure he’s going to try to get to me again.”

      “You owe him nothing. Don’t agree to talk to him.”

      Something Jayne had said struck a chord with me: If we can get our hands on any more information, I promise we’ll do everything in our power to run it down. I wondered if she intended to try to track down Marcus and badger some information out of him. Along that line, there could be some merit to me agreeing to hear Marcus out about his alleged innocence if he did in fact come back around to speak to me. Even if he planned to lie through his teeth, he was stupid enough that I might have a chance at getting him to blurt out something we could use to nail his dumb ass to the wall. It was dangerous for me to engage with him, but if Baxter and/or a deputy would be around to step in, what was the hurt? It would be kind of like an undercover op, only I wouldn’t have to pretend to be someone I wasn’t. I’d still have to pretend—this time, I’d have to cover up the fact that I wanted nothing more than to kill Marcus with my bare hands.

      I smiled at my sister. “I know I don’t owe him anything. He might not want to talk to me anymore once he gets a good look at what I did to his face.”

      Rachel smiled. “I bet it felt amazing to dish back some of what he always did to Mom. Let’s get dinner. I’m starving.”
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      We ordered pizza and sat outside on the back patio to eat so Nate could run around with our golden retriever, Trixie. I didn’t think it was possible after the day we’d had to feel any sense of normalcy, but I was able to relax and enjoy the evening.

      After we’d finished, Baxter left to make a quick run to his house to pack a bag. Or at least I thought he’d left—less than a minute after I’d locked the door behind him, there was a knock.

      Assuming it was him, I opened the door, saying, “Did you forget something?” only to suck in a gasp as I found not Baxter, but Marcus, on my front porch.
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      Even through my shock, I knew I had to do whatever I could to alert Rachel so she wouldn’t pop into the living room and run into her father—or worse, let Nate come bounding in. I said loudly, “Marcus, what the hell are you doing here?”

      Marcus held out his hands. “I know I scare you, but I’m not here to hurt you, I swear.”

      Oddly enough, I believed him. However, I didn’t trust he wouldn’t change his mind, so I closed the door a bit and wedged my foot behind it, lest he try to barge inside.

      “Then why are you here?” I demanded.

      He sighed. I smelled liquor on his breath, not that it was any surprise to me. “You’re the only one I trust to help me.”

      “Why in the hell would you trust me? You know I hate you, right? Hell, I jacked up your face a couple of hours ago. The only thing you can trust about me is that I wouldn’t hesitate to do it again.”

      He grimaced. “It’s because I know how much you hate me that I trust you . . . and because you was always the type of person who’d do the right thing, even if it meant breaking the rules. Like when you’d go steal formula for your sister because me and your mama were too screwed up to take care of our own kid.”

      I stared at him. “It’s really
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