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      "There are really just 2 types of readers—those who are fans of AJ Scudiere, and those who will be."

      -Bill Salina, Reviewer, Amazon

      

      For The Shadow Constant:

      

      "The Shadow Constant by A.J. Scudiere was one of those novels I got wrapped up in quickly and had a hard time putting down."

      -Thomas Duff, Reviewer, Amazon

      

      For Phoenix:
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      -Jo Ann Hakola, The Book Faerie

    

  


  
    
      This one is for an amazing group of women.

      These remarkable ladies are my beta-readers and the best friends a girl could ask for.

      Eli—who has been there in so many different capacities throughout my life. She is my sister and partner in these endeavors, there for every step, the ones that drive us to drink and the ones that lead us to celebrate.

      Andrea—who is always on top of everything. She makes sure that we all “Do,” that we walk the walk.

      Victoria—who makes sure that we do it with style and warmth. She always has an open home, open kitchen and open heart.

      Andrea and Victoria were my friends in college and both welcomed me right back into their lives when I showed up in their town years later. Thank you.

      Julie—whom I was lucky enough to sit down next to last year. As we introduced ourselves, I had one of those moments of insight that this person was going to be a great friend. Every week she proves that insight to be right.

      I am so amazingly grateful for each of you, every day.

      

      Thank you so much to everyone who helped with this book . . .

      From my beta-readers, who are always willing to point out what’s good in a draft and what needs work. I particularly love when you contradict each other!

      To my mom, who happily emailed me small-town Texas details.

      To Dr. Jennifer Scudiere, who helped with fun pathology things and what Donovan might be able to smell. You are a good cousin!

      To my Daddy and to Guy, both of whom are always there, always have my back. Their unending support is just that—unending. Thank you both so much.

      Finally, to Wade, for being a great friend and for letting me borrow your likeness for this book. I didn’t make you any more badass than you already are. It’s physics, bitch!

    

  


  
    
      “For we are the granddaughters of the witches you could not burn.”

      --author unknown

      

      “We stopped checking for monsters under the bed when we realized they are inside us.”

      --author unknown

    

  


  
    
      Locard’s Exchange Principle (1910)

      

      Dr. Edmond Locard, a medical doctor and early forensic scientist, is credited with the idea that “every contact leaves a trace.”

      Though he had no solid evidence of it at the time, Locard believed every time two objects came in contact each left evidence of the touch on the other. He also believed that, one day, we would be able to scientifically prove this.

    

  


  
    
      Forensics:

      The study of evidence to discover how past events occurred.

      

      Many divisions of forensics exist, from standard crime scene investigation to forensic archeology and even to forensic accounting.

      All inquiry into scientific fact to re-create a crime scene is, thus, forensic investigation.

    

  


  
    
      The Science of Myth

      

      Witches:

      Ergot

      It is now believed that the Salem Witch Trials were not so much an issue of witchcraft as the result of town-wide ergot poisoning. The weather conditions in 1692 were perfect for the growth of this rye mold. The effects of ergot poisoning are surprisingly specific: hallucinations of people taking flight and the feeling of being pinched or pecked at.

      

      Zombies:

      Rabies

      Rabies infection is one plausible—though not proven—probability for the origin of the Zombie myth. Rabies infection in humans dulls brain function, reduces sensitivity to pain and creates the overwhelming urge to bite others. Biting is necessary for disease transferal through the saliva.

      Tetrodotoxin

      Unlike the rabies theory, tetrodotoxin use is well recorded. This poison puts the victim in a death-like state, creating paralysis to the point of complete lack of response. It also reduces the heartbeat to a rate so low it cannot usually be detected by non-mechanical methods. Victims are often buried, exhumed, and then told they are the reanimated dead.

      

      Vampires:

      Porphyria

      This is actually a blanket term for several diseases that alter heme—the oxygen carrying molecule in human blood. Porphyria eats away at the skin and gums, making the affected appear both corpse-like and fanged. The disease also gives the victim a strong aversion to foods high in sulfur content, such as garlic.

      

      Werewolves:

      ?
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      Eleri Eames stepped off the grounds of Lakewood Hospital and into her own recognizance for the first time in three months.

      Quite certain she wasn’t ready for release, she stood on the curb with her plastic bag in hand, her clothing and wallet clear to all who drove by while she waited for her friend Wade to show up. Unbeknownst to her, Agent Westerfield—her new boss at the FBI—called the hospital yesterday and demanded her early release. So today she stood on the curb, no longer being treated.

      Intent on her healing, Eleri avoided most contact with the outside world for the past three months, but she’d spent the entire previous afternoon calling old partners and friends still in the Bureau. Only one had even heard of Agent Westerfield. All her friend offered was a vague recollection from more than ten years ago.

      In a startling move, Westerfield called her yesterday in her room to inform her that he was her new boss. No sooner had she sputtered at the announcement, than she was catching her breath again to find out that she was on a case—starting immediately. The man gave very little information about the assignment.

      At first Eleri tried to put her foot down, being very clear that she belonged in the hospital to finish her healing. When that didn’t work, she argued that she couldn’t continue doing the work she’d been doing before. It had landed her a hospital stint that lasted three months and should have been four. While Westerfield had agreed the work would be different, he stayed fuzzy about everything else.

      So she stood on the curb, waiting for Wade. She held a clear baggie of her worldly goods and no more information than she’d had yesterday.

      Apparently it didn’t matter if a person’s rehab was done, when the FBI called, the hospital signed the release papers and nearly shoved her out the door. She would head home, and though she didn’t need it, she would immediately shower in her own bathroom, with her own shampoo and slide into her jeans. She would pull her suits out of the closet and check her wardrobe to see what needed dry-cleaning. She didn’t know what the case was, but Westerfield assured her she’d be on it very soon. She had to be ready to travel.

      Eleri wasn’t quite sure why she’d agreed to become part of his unit. She honestly wasn’t sure that she had agreed to it, but somewhere along the line it became official. She would be getting a new partner, though Westerfield had been vague about that, too.

      For the next two days she contemplated the one piece of information she was given—the name of the unit that she wasn’t allowed to ask around about. So she asked everyone. She asked everything she could. But she never said the name.

      NightShade.
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      Donovan Heath could tell from the start that his first assignment was not going to go as planned. Senior Agent in Charge Westerfield was not what he expected. Donovan had talked to the man on the phone a handful of times and they’d exchanged more email than could be counted. The medium, stocky-but-strong build was as expected, though Donovan really would have thought the man would have that comic-book city commissioner look with the gray being smart enough to stick to the temples. Westerfield’s was everywhere. Still the pictures Donovan looked up online didn’t show the unbelievably blue eyes that looked at Donovan as though he were a piece of meat that had not yet passed inspection. The photos also failed to show just how shockingly white and overly perfect Westerfield’s teeth were. Donovan didn’t trust men with perfect teeth. There was also that quarter the lead agent walked back and forth across his knuckles, as though the meeting was not interesting enough and he had to fidget.

      Donovan might have overlooked the see-through-you eyes and the too-white teeth, but he couldn’t get past the scent that Westerfield wasn’t right. Something about his smell . . .

      His new partner sat beside him—also a shock, if Donovan was admitting things—sagely nodding at the list of dos and don’ts that Westerfield was reviewing with them. It was a formality, this first meeting, a chance for either of them to back out and he was considering doing just that.

      Eleri Eames, his new senior partner, seemed to have no such desires. She didn’t seem to sense anything was off about Agent Westerfield. Donovan managed to avoid outwardly flinching. As a child, he learned quickly that his sense of smell was stronger than everyone else’s. He learned not to show when things smelled “off,” not unless the stench was overpowering and everyone else around him was reacting.

      So Donovan Heath, newly minted FBI Agent, sat quietly, nodding each time Agent Eames did and contemplating the wisdom of his decisions.

      He was ambivalent about so many things. Sitting here, wearing non-sneaker shoes and a suit when he felt he should shed it all and go running free, was a decision he wasn’t sure was in his own best interest. He would not have anywhere near the opportunities to run that he was used to and he wasn’t sure how that would affect him—if at all. Aside from a stint in junior high when he’d been going through puberty, which was its own personal hell, he’d never tried to not run.

      He wasn’t sure about his partner. Her bio included only a headshot, so he knew she had pale green eyes, rounded cheeks, full lips, and a smattering of freckles that sweetened an already friendly face. But it didn’t show that she barely passed five-foot-four and he could see she was wearing heels. She probably stood five-two if she stretched, making her an odd accompaniment to his six-foot-three.

      Her emails had been all no-nonsense. Even the personal details—where she grew up, what led her to the FBI—didn’t give him a clue at all to the fact that she spoke every word with a crisp accent. It was almost Southern. When he listened closely, he heard faint traces of something he couldn’t place. What was easy to see and place now that he met her in person was money. Old money.

      Eleri Eames probably did not need this job. Maybe she had been vacationing for the past three months. She sure hadn’t been working for the FBI during that time. Donovan had been in training, working his ass off. Living in the new clime of Virginia, in and around all the FBI recruits, the vast majority of whom were years younger than him.

      Yes, he was of two minds about his ability to run. He’d have new places to go and more opportunities to get caught. He was of two minds about this job. The old one had gotten monotonous and he needed something new, but Donovan was no longer so sure this was it. And he was of two minds about his new partner. She was his senior partner, but looked like she was fresh out of high school. She was younger, higher ranked, and oozed the scent of real wealth.

      Donovan, always a loner, was wondering what the hell he’d gotten himself into.
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      Eleri hung back until SAC Westerfield noticed. Agent Heath clearly wasn’t interested in heading out for a beer and some get-to-know-you conversation even though they were in his hometown. She’d had that before; her last partner had met her, grinned, stuck out his hand and given her his best good-ole-boy impression while suggesting a beer. This time she was the senior agent, and admittedly at a loss.

      “Eames?” Westerfield finally acknowledged her over his shoulder.

      “Sir, if you have a moment, please.” Her shorter legs left her perpetually feeling like a small child struggling to catch up. From the back she could see that his gait was as perfect as his smile and she wondered if he’d been crafted as a fully formed adult from a kit of some kind.

      He nodded as he walked, letting her introduce the topic. It showed he trusted her here in the hallway, where people could listen, where other agents could hear, not to discuss the case they’d been assigned as their first. Luckily, she’d gotten all her questions about that answered back in the room. Well, at least the ones she could think to ask. No, this was a different topic. “How much has Heath been told about my history?”

      There was a clear shift as he realized what she was referring to. “Only what was in the docket. Anything else?”

      “No, sir. Thank you.” She always said thank you. Even when she didn’t mean it. It was bred into her bones like so many other things she’d inherited. She was beginning to wonder what her genetics would say if someone could really read them.

      Westerfield was already down the hall, leaving her in the dust the moment she paused. Agent Heath was far ahead; she caught sight of just his pants leg as he turned the corner. He was wearing Doc Martens—not unheard of, but not the usual dress shoes associated with a suit and tie. He was clearly uncomfortable in the clothing as well as the building.

      Without her trying, her brain turned to what she did so well: she analyzed. He was mid-thirties, she knew that from the paperwork she’d been given. She knew he’d been a medical examiner until about six months ago when he left that position and began agent training. He was pretty ripe to hit the Academy, but he wasn’t the only one. Each class had a small handful of older, more experienced trainees. But even then, ninety-eight percent of them were ambitious go-getters. Heath was not.

      She automatically began pulling on threads. His emails had little to no tone in them; he likely wasn’t one to place much stock in opinion or gut instinct. He had an MD in pathology. Another score in the science column. Eleri would bet her trust fund that the FBI had approached him, not the other way around. She would bet that he was growing bored doing autopsies—even though he was reportedly very good at finding even the most odd and obscure causes of death—and that he’d considered the FBI’s offer as a new opportunity. He appeared undecided about his choices, even though he already invested more than six months in testing and training.

      And she was standing in the hallway when she should be chasing after him. She should be extending a drink invitation as the senior agent. She should be making certain that their partnership worked well, but he was already a good distance ahead of her. So Eleri did what she always did when her legs weren’t fast enough, she pulled out her phone and called.

      He was frowning when he answered. “Doctor Heath.”

      She laughed. “I believe it’s ‘Agent Heath’ now.” No, he had not reached out to the FBI. “Look, I was curious if you were available later tonight or for lunch tomorrow, to go over the facts of the case. It sounds like we’re going to ship out in the next few days to start the legwork.”

      There was a pause. He was quiet, this one. No good-ole-boy aw-shucks here. She was going to have to be the talker in this partnership. “Lunch tomorrow. I admit I’m not familiar with the area. Do you know a place nearby?”

      When he declined, she looked up a burger joint she knew and picked a time when it would be emptier. They would want space to spread out files without people seeing and without dripping ketchup on them. Clearly he would want a place where he didn’t have to wear his suit.

      She wondered how many he even had.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” The words sounded almost forced out of his mouth, as though pleasantries had not been part of his upbringing, and then the line went dead.

      Eleri mentally added that she would also have to be the social one, but she was anxious to see what he brought to the unit. She’d worked with agents with law degrees and psychology degrees but never a medical degree.

      So she hitched her bag over her shoulder and headed home after the short meeting. She had paper, photos, and e-file backups of all of it. She’d come of age just prior to the e-revolution and still believed in laying things on a table top and looking at all of it. Her psychology classes had taught her that hand writing something stored it in the memory much better than typing it did. And her colleagues always laughed at her the first time she took notes by hand. But only the first time.

      She and Heath had two days to get up to speed enough to start work. They had notes and phone numbers from agents and police departments who’d worked parts of the case or related crimes. It made for heavy reading.

      Being behind the wheel of her own car was still an unusual feeling. She’d driven herself everywhere since she turned sixteen. But for the last three months she hadn’t driven at all.

      So the ability to pull over and get her favorite pizza had her stopping in and waiting while a small pie baked. She hadn’t had good, greasy pizza in forever, and her mouth watered as she tried to sit patiently on the hard take-out bench and do nothing.

      There was no one to call while she waited; she didn’t really have friends. Like many agents, her work consumed her, much to her parents’ dismay. They kept her busy with events, so she went out plenty, but she didn’t meet anyone like-minded at these things. So she didn’t rack up lovers or friends with ease. Plus, she was unusual looking, a byproduct of a heritage she wasn’t supposed to mention.

      She sniffed at the pizza as the oven was opened time and again and mentally reviewed the case.

      Probable cult.

      Possible guns. Likely militia of some kind. But it was currently unclear if they were protecting their legal or religious rights. Well, “rights”—Eleri mentally added the quotes—freedom of speech and all that, but you couldn’t just declare yourself a sovereign nation in the middle of Texas, though many had tried.

      There was no real case, just a watch, until one week ago when a woman named Ruth came forward from Joseph Hayden Baxter’s City of God and said that she recognized one of the children there from an old missing child photo. An undercover agent, a telephoto lens, and a big risk had produced a picture that Eleri agreed was likely the missing Ashlyn Fisk, although Ruth said she knew the girl as Charity.

      That was when the FBI had been called in.

      Though they had a slim amount of medical information, the woman who had gotten out of City of God would give no last name. She refused to reveal any other identifying information. Then, of course, Ruth disappeared, leaving no last name, no social security number, no fingerprints.

      There would have been nothing to do for it—you couldn’t follow evidence that didn’t exist to a city that no one knew where it was. There was the additional problem that “city” was a generous term by any standards. But Ruth was not the only one.

      Before her, a woman was found on the side of the road, beaten within an inch of her life. She’d died having uttered only one phrase repeatedly: “City of God.”

      There had been rumors after that. The FBI had found an old online presence for City of God. Though it was long since taken down, and only a reference to an idea, several names were linked—most notably, Isaac Hamry and Joseph Hayden Baxter. Baxter was the worst; he got all three names, like any good suspect did. His writings were radical. He believed in the sparest interpretation of all laws. He believed that he was exempt from a handful of said laws, each for a different—but obviously logical—reason. He quoted the Constitution and the Founding Fathers, usually improperly.

      Eleri usually disliked her subjects just because. If they hadn’t done something wrong, they wouldn’t be in her crosshairs in the first place. Maybe they only made the mistake of joining up or befriending the wrong person; she’d seen that plenty before. But still, good people who stayed out of trouble never got called by that middle name, except maybe by their mothers. But she disliked Joe Baxter for his misuse of her precious Constitution. His clear disregard for the actual facts he was citing got her hackles up. Using twisted logic ranked in Eleri’s book up there with kicking puppies.

      Everyone was accountable under the law.

      You didn’t like it, then be thankful you had a government that allowed you to say so, to petition, to write bills, and run for congress, and change your laws.

      She knew people got away with all kinds of crap. And she hated it.

      Just in case there wasn’t enough pressure on her, the case itself was a minefield. The FBI responded, fast and with force, to all missing children claims, but this was more tangled. The missing Ashlyn Fisk was tied to several other missing children, all linked by an unknown set of fingerprints associated with their abductions. All the cases were over ten years old. One of the cases was that of Jennifer Leigh Cohn—daughter of FBI Special Agent John Cohn, missing eleven years, body never recovered, all leads gone cold. Also Cohn was an old partner of Westerfield’s, which was how he’d caught the case in the first place.

      No pressure there, Eleri thought to herself on a sigh. Find Ashlyn, find Jennifer? It was a longshot and Agent Cohn would not be happy if it didn’t pan out. She was grateful she didn’t know Agent Cohn personally, that the case wasn’t more disturbing than it already was.

      Now, Joseph Hayden Baxter was in her sights.

      And Donovan Heath was her new partner to help take him down, find missing children, account for the dead girl, and handle the various other crap they would run into along the way. Heath was so newly minted that he was still shiny, even if his demeanor didn’t match. Unfortunately, Eleri doubted her ability to be the partner to bring him into the fold. She didn’t think she had enough in her these days to prop herself up, let alone someone else.

      So she drove home, ate her pizza, and stared at the papers spread across her desk. Looking at the photos lined up on the small monitor and the documents in overlapping shots on her big monitor, she realized that she was not ready for this.

      When she’d first joined, there had been a note in her file: “No Children.” It wasn’t hard and fast, clearly it would come up. Eleri had been pissed off when she learned it was there. But then she understood. Some agents just had things they shouldn’t do. Hers was any case with children. But as she looked at the City of God file she realized she was really close. Some of the missing girls were young—not kids, really, but young.

      While she stared she realized something else, she should never have been released this early.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The run had done Donovan good. Bare feet, long strides, no one to answer to. The loamy smells of the forest told a story. His sensitive nose said there were deer by the dozens back among the trees. Coyote by the hundreds. And a lone bear. Out of territory recently, but now gone.

      The sunlight filtered down, warming him, and Donovan savored the smells of his home turf. It would be a while before he could run like this again. His property backed up onto the woods so he could head out, undisturbed, at any time. Three thousand acres of national park land. He would miss it.

      Today he started with the sunrise and stayed as late as he could, judging the time by the angle of the late morning sun. The distance he covered had been paltry, but he had a meeting. If he was lucky, he’d get in an overnight before he had to fly out, but that was a mere two days away. The timing would be tight.

      Showering was one of those activities that almost bothered him. The results were worth it, but he wasn’t keen on getting wet. Still, he used scent-free soaps to wash away what he picked up on his run. The smell of sweat didn’t bother him, but it bothered others so he scrubbed it away. He scrubbed a little harder, always wary that someone with as good a sense of smell as him would detect the forest on him.

      Columbia, South Carolina, should have been his stomping grounds. He worked in Providence Hospital before Westerfield had pulled him out and offered him this. But Donovan didn’t stomp. It seemed Agent Eames, with her rich traveler vibe, could easily find more about where to go and what to do around his hometown than he knew.

      Familiar as the drive was, he let his motor memory do it for him while he worried what he’d gotten himself into. He wondered if one could just back out of the FBI at the last minute. After all, they had invested nine months testing then training him just for this position. How angry would they be if he dropped out two days into the assignment?

      Sad when the only thing keeping him on the job was that he had no idea what he would do if he didn’t do this. So in the end it was his lack of other ideas that kept him from copping out. Besides, he liked a good burger, and investigative work at least sounded interesting.

      Large sun umbrellas dotted the front of the burger joint, and he found a parking spot nearby. He was two minutes early when he walked through the door, but he wasn’t surprised to find Eames had already staked a table but hadn’t ordered. He could almost feel the grease in the air from the burgers and the fries and suddenly he was ravenous.

      Ignoring his stomach for a moment, he checked her out as she waved him over, clearly having been watching for him. She was in some odd kind of shiny pants that looked like a hybrid between work slacks and yoga pants. She had on a skinny T-shirt with something going on in the sleeves. Not in jeans like him but definitely dressed down. Today Donovan had conceded only to a shirt with buttons; he’d gone to work in sweatpants before. Then again, he worked in a morgue, in a basement with dead people who couldn’t give a shit what he looked like. His lab assistants might have, but he was standoffish enough to make sure they didn’t say so. He interacted as little as possible with police officers and physicians who worked on the living, always making sure he gave enough quality information that his lack of formal work attire would be ignored.

      Eleri smiled as she held up a credit card and a paper menu with her order marked on it. “If you don’t mind ordering for me, I’ll expense the whole thing.”

      And a good day to you, too, he thought.

      Maybe she would be okay. Or maybe she was just a good investigator and had already realized that platitudes and common niceties rolled off him unnoticed. “If it’s expensed, what does it matter?”

      Her head cocked a little to the side. “Fill out one expense form and you’ll see it’s a generous offer.”

      Color him convinced. Her order and notations were made in precise handwriting that fit neatly with the coddled upbringing and private school education obvious in her posture and speech. As he approached the counter, Donovan saw that the credit card was from a bank in Virginia that whispered of History. It was a color his own credit rating didn’t even have hopes of aspiring to and likely something the little burger joint hadn’t seen before.

      The girl behind the counter didn’t even look at him as he spoke. She was intent on punching in his order on the screen in front of her, a screen Donovan thought she should have already memorized as the way she slouched behind the counter reeked of long days doing exactly this. She didn’t check the card—perhaps because the total was nothing that required a signature—and handed it back.

      Thinking he could have easily robbed the place and no one would have an adequate description of him, he sighed and checked the card. He sure as hell hoped he couldn’t be mistaken for Eleri Grace Eames.

      Returning to the table, he balanced large slippery cups of soda, straws, napkins and umpteen packets of god-knew-what sauces. Eleri stood to take the drinks and clearly had a plan for where they were to go on the already subdivided table.

      Eleri Grace Eames was the living, breathing opposite of the girl behind the counter. Eleri buzzed with energy reined; the burger girl had exerted just less than enough to get the job done. Eleri was laser focused, alert, and clearly hyper-aware of everything around her—which Donovan found odd. Given the pampered existence she must have lived, how had she not ended up the lazy one? Why was she not married and getting facials and wondering what dress to wear to another charity event tonight?

      “What?” Her voice startled him.

      Crap. Now he was the one not paying attention.

      “Just thinking that the order will likely be a surprise.” He ad-libbed, even though it was the truth. At Eames’s raised eyebrows he elaborated. “Girl at the counter was paying zero attention. Couldn’t pick me out of a line-up of midgets.”

      The smile was a shock. The laugh heartier than he expected. “It’s a good thing I’ll eat just about anything, then. So you’ve now gotten away with credit-card fraud. Great way to start your career with the FBI.”

      “Career” was stretching it, but he didn’t correct her. Instead, they dove into the file, Donovan pulling out his matching copies of documents, but with his own added notes. “Baxter was raised in a small town in a small church that kept its followers close—Zion’s Gate. Sounds like he was raised cult-style.”

      He didn’t need to look at the notes.

      Eames frowned. “That’s not in the record.”

      “I found his parents and called them.” He didn’t like small talk, but he could do it. Found it meant something if he had a purpose for it.

      She nodded to him as if awarding a silent point. “I figured our job was to start on that tomorrow.”

      “I called yesterday afternoon, since there wasn’t much in the file about his upbringing. Anyway, both parents have colorful arrest records. Lots of protests, mounting the Ten Commandments in front of the courthouse in a major city that considered it vandalism. That kind of thing.”

      “So he started from a strict religious upbringing. That’s another point in favor of his leading some fanatical cult.” She shuffled the papers looking for something, maybe.

      Donovan kept going. “So I called the church, said I was moving my family there.” That had been fun actually. Playing the strict husband for no one but the lady on the phone. “I was rude to my ‘wife’ in the background. I was rude to the lady on the phone. I asked if the church kept their women in line.” As he spoke, Eames’s auburn brows climbed higher and higher. “I asked if I would be turned in for abusing my children, but not in those words. I suggested that all medicine is a sin and asked if the church had property that a working man and his family could reside on if they joined.”

      He watched as she waited in anticipation of his answer. He counted the moments until she caved and asked, “And?”

      “Never a twitch. In the end the only thing that surprised me is that she answered the phone and talked to a stranger. I’m new at this, but I’m pretty sure I got seriously shut down. They do not believe in child abuse, though they do believe the man is head-of-household by nature of his genitalia.”

      Eleri stifled a giggle as their burgers arrived. Well, the counter girl came out, scanned the room and called out the order, because she had no idea who Eleri Grace Eames was nor that a six-foot man had stood at the counter. She did not recognize his long angled face, short dark hair, dark skin, curt, non-localized accent. All in stark contrast to the owner of the card.

      He stuck to Eames’s established segregation of the table, keeping his tray on his left. A quick look and an inhale and he was shocked the burger order was actually correct. The girl was so slow she hadn’t even yet made it back behind the counter.

      Eames proved some of his earlier assumptions as she refused to speak with food in her mouth. Her dainty hand coming forward, covering her full lips, should she be forced to say something before she finished chewing. But she shattered others. She dug into the burger with the gusto of someone long denied good food. And while she was petite, she wasn’t all that tiny. She was athletic rather than starving, and she wasn’t hurting for food. She swallowed and smiled. “That’s a good burger. My senior agent called a lunch here the one other time I’ve been in this town.”

      He watched as she dug back in, then made short work of his own food. For someone who looked like she was going to town on that sandwich, she sure didn’t make any real progress on it. Stopping again, she set the burger down, wiping her hands on a paper napkin before leaning forward just a little. “I have to confess, I’ve never been the senior agent before. This is new to me.”

      Donovan shrugged. “I’ve never been an agent at all before. So you can screw it up seven ways to hell and I won’t notice.”

      They catalogued what they could about the mysterious Ruth. Then she surprised Donovan by asking his assessment of the medical records of the woman who disappeared. “I really work best on dead people.” The look on her face said she figured as much, but she didn’t look like that was necessarily a bad thing. Eleri Eames smiled and waited. She knew the trick: first one to speak loses. But she smiled and acted as though her waiting was the most natural thing, as though she wanted to hear what he had to say about the medical records. So he caved and spoke.

      He’d been thinking on this but wondered what she’d say. “Ruth apparently escaped the compound, afraid for her life. Sought out medical treatment at a hospital—not with a physician—and then returned to the compound. According to the nurses who treated her, all one of them the locals managed to get on record, she regretted her decision and went back to the City of God to beg forgiveness.”

      Eleri nodded. That was a matter of record. “You know it doesn’t mean the local police bungled it.”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      “Of course not.”

      He looked at her in a new light. She was already a contradictory mass: driven but not as ambitious as he originally thought. Sheltered but open-minded. Privileged in a way only the American upper class could be. He was almost stunned to find she was nice. She seemed to veer to the best case scenario—not something he saw much of in the agents from the Academy. His teachers had thought the worst of everyone around them. One even stated he didn’t care if your spouse died during the training, he would simply assume you were lying. But here was Eames, telling him the botched record was fine.

      “The woman was clearly an adult. There were no signs of abuse. She wasn’t carrying a contagious disease—the diagnosis was shingles, of all things. She didn’t even dress oddly, not that anyone reported. She simply wanted to remain anonymous. There was nothing to suspect, except that she kept referring to a city they’d never heard of. As busy as local stations often are, it’s surprising there’s even a record.” She leaned back and looked through him a little, and he felt the moment her inner senior agent reared its head. “I don’t go into things assuming errors are the result of poor work or that they even are errors. Don’t worry, I’ll call bullshit if I see it, but the locals often hate us on principle. The problem is we need them and they need us.”

      He was getting the “play nice” lecture. Donovan wondered if he remembered what “nice” was. Instead of playing nice, he played his card. “I don’t think the diagnosis was right.”

      “What?”

      He wasn’t certain and he said so, but she asked him to go on. “Shingles used to be rare in someone that young. But it’s currently moving into a younger population as the varicella virus evolves.” She didn’t seem to need the explanation of the chicken pox virus, so he continued. “But it presents along the dermatomes.” He gestured oddly at his sides and arms, there was no good way to explain it. “It makes specific patterns on the skin and rarely shows up on both sides of the body at once.”

      Eames was nodding, her eyes looking into the middle distance as she absorbed that. “Which doesn’t match her record.”

      “Right. I think she might have had measles. Misdiagnosed.” He leaned forward. “If the hospital maintained a blood sample, we can check it.”

      “Okay, but what does it mean if she had measles instead?”

      “Measles is a universally vaccinated disease. Well, for anyone who attended public school, that is.”

      Once again, he could see the gears turn in Eames’s head. “So she wouldn’t have been vaccinated, no public school records. Thus looking in the missing persons records might be pointless if she was City of God born and bred.”

      “Right. And if we can identify the remains of the dead woman—” no one had yet tried, but now she was FBI property, “we might be able to find Baxter and his followers.”

      He had tonight to run, to sleep under the stars. Then Donovan Heath, lover of woods and foliage, was off to the middle of nowhere Texas, to find human remains and a cult leader. He had, at the same time, a bone-deep dread of what he was about to do and a gut-deep certainty that he would be good at it.
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      Planes were always a bitch. While many people didn’t fit in them, Eleri did—and she still thought flying was a bitch.

      She would have driven, but Columbia to Dallas was just too far to make it worthwhile in a rental car. There was the added problem that a case could take you anywhere and often speed was of the essence. So she was driving a different airport rental car through the backwaters of Texas with her new partner by her side, thinking that he finally fit into the seat allotted to him. He’d been practically folded into the airplane. Thank goodness he was fresh from the Academy, which meant he was in good shape. Anyone of his height carrying spare weight wouldn’t have fit into the plane seat at all, and it wasn’t that small.

      She had worked during the flight, refusing to sleep in the company of strangers. Clearly not everyone had been taught this gem of etiquette, as many of her fellow passengers fluffed pillows and dropped off into oblivion. It had been ingrained into her, embedded during childhood, like not wetting your pants or always using a fork. To Eleri, the act of actually sleeping with someone was far more intimate even than sex.

      Pulling the car into the lot the GPS led her to, Eleri sighed to her partner. “Tell me you brought jeans.”

      They stuck out like sore thumbs—or rather like FBI agents—here in Brownwood. They needed to blend into the crowd so they could do their job, so they could go as long as possible before the locals started wondering why the Feds had shown up in their little town. They now needed to get checked in and change clothes before they headed out, and they needed lunch first, too.

      Finally, after they slogged through registration, they silently filed up the elevator. The hallway looked long, and Eleri worried that she was already tired of it. If not the case, then the trip.

      Brownwood was nothing to shake a stick at. This hotel, all two stars of it, was the nicest guest spot in town. It was on the other side of town from the hospital, but that was a whopping eight-minute drive according to her map program. Hopefully it was enough distance that small-town word wouldn’t travel faster than they did and beat them to their interview.

      Her phone buzzed five minutes later. Donovan’s text read “ready.”

      Damn him. She hated being the girl. But dammit, she was going to brush her hair. It was going into a ponytail given the heat she should have expected. She was still wearing her lightweight slacks even though the temperature was pushing eighty. These trips always required a super-size suitcase. There was no way to predict when she might get home. They might get sent to the next place from here, and the third place from there. It was also impossible to know what she would need when she got to a new location—case in point: Brownwood, Texas.

      Looking the town up online was not enough. Maybe it was because she had compared Brownwood to the smaller nearby towns of Brookesmith and Zephyr. But she’d overshot on the clothing. They were nowhere near the point in a case when she would need to make anyone nervous, and the nurse they were looking for wasn’t under investigation at all, so casual was the way to go. She texted Heath back and stepped into the hall, already feeling the push of the air on her skin again.

      Her stomach growled in greeting as he stepped through the door. Relief that his attire was in the right range warred with embarrassment that her GI tract had decided to alert everyone in hearing distance that it had not been properly fed. She could feel the blood creeping up her cheeks. Luckily her skin didn’t show it too much and the lighting in here wasn’t the best.

      Heath still grinned at her. “Tex Mex?”

      She nodded. Two could play the minimalist word game, but it would only work for a little while, only for logistics. They had a cult leader to track and several missing kids to find. Her stomach turned; she wasn’t supposed to be on cases like this.

      Following their Internet search, they followed small streets to the restaurant, which Donovan rejected on some vague principle. He got out of the car, gracefully unfolding himself from the passenger’s side, but before he was fully upright, he made a face. Looking as though he had already tasted bad food, he shook his head. “Let’s try the next one.”

      She didn’t question him. Eleri believed in gut instincts, she believed in the brain doing things the conscious user wasn’t aware of. It didn’t mean they weren’t valid. She just hoped that Agent Heath’s instincts extended beyond Tex-Mex and maybe into more valid investigative fields.

      He grinned as he got back into the car and gave her the address of the second option. “Hey, nothing derails an investigation faster than bad Mexican food.”

      She shrugged. “Bad Chinese food.”

      “Bad sushi.”

      She shuddered, but he was right. At the second stop he gave his seal of approval and while they ate she asked him about Ruth’s hospitalization. “I was wondering last night, wouldn’t the hospital see that the treatment for shingles wasn’t working and realize they misdiagnosed her?”

      “Not necessarily. Shingles is viral and it’s embedded in the nervous system. There’s not much to fix; mostly they treat for the pain. So if she had measles, whatever they treated her with would have made her feel better while it passed.” He shrugged.

      So it could have been a missed diagnosis. Eleri understood shingles but apparently not the finer details. She was finding it interesting working with an MD. Normally, she was the agent with the biology background. Of course she also had psych and forensic science, but far more agents came up through the ranks with some kind of criminal justice degree: criminology, legal ethics or an actual J.D. It was odd to have someone pull out the biological minutia she missed. And it was probably good for her.

      They found the nurse who spoke to the local police about Ruth. It had been two weeks since the mystery woman left the hospital against medical advice, but RN Elaine Coates’s recall proved solid. When she was asked about other patients, she recalled details there, too. They’d struck gold finding someone with a sharp memory and a reason to pay attention to this particular patient. The nurses all simply found Ruth “odd.” It wasn’t normal for a conscious person to have no identification other than a first name. With Ms. Coates’s help, they expanded the file to include that she had been taking Ruth’s vitals one night and heard the young woman muttering to “take her north.”

      The nurse also reported hearing secondhand statements about Ruth having hitched a ride to the hospital, though Eleri and Agent Heath weren’t able to find anyone who claimed to have heard that directly from Ruth. If they put those unconfirmed pieces of information together, Ruth could have come from the open area between Brookesmith, Zephyr, and Mullin. Satellite activity indicated that something was there; whether it was the City of God remained to be seen.

      After setting the nurse up with a cup of coffee and a video link to a sketch artist, they checked out the security system. Not shockingly, that turned up a big goose egg. A place like this, small town, there was no such thing as three-week-old footage when nothing wrong had happened. Of course they didn’t still have it. So there was no image of the mysterious Ruth, not even a grainy profile shot.

      Hours later, they gave up in favor of a steak dinner. They were in Texas after all. In fact, if you looked at a picture of the state, they were practically under the X. As though Baxter had chosen a spot so obvious he could hide his cult in plain sight—already marked on the map.

      Sitting in the back of the restaurant, under a chandelier made of antlers, on a seat upholstered in cowhide, Eleri wondered if the seat cushion was going to shed on her. Maybe they offered complimentary lint rollers after dinner with the hot towels? But she listened to what her partner hadn’t said before.

      “There’s no blood sample. Small place, you know? They focus on those that are there, not those that left.”

      “Which means no diagnosis of measles and we could be chasing our own tails.” Brilliant. Westerfield had warned them this case was going to be a bitch.

      “But from what Nurse Ratched said when I interviewed her, the diagnosis was definitely not shingles and could have been measles.”

      Frowning, Eleri took another bite of her tiny steak surrounded by mounds of buttery mashed potatoes and tried not to feel her arteries hardening. Her brain turned. Confirmation bias could always be a problem; had he asked leading or limited questions? She should have been there. Though he was stamped with the Academy’s seal of approval, it was her ass on the line. Not only was she the senior partner, she had a full-on newbie sitting beside her. Oh, and he was apparently recruited—as evidenced by his lackadaisical regard for regulations. He followed them but without the hyper-aggressiveness of those who fought to be there. She should have been given an eager new agent, one with a clipboard and heartfelt desire to help the American people, not a cynical cadaver cutter looking for a change. So she questioned Donovan closely. What did he see that made him think it was measles? What other diseases or symptoms did he ask the nurse about? Did the nurse believe the diagnosis?

      While he answered everything calmly, she could feel tiny spots of resentment welling up on him like blood from pinpricks. So she threw in a last question. “Why did you call her Nurse Ratched?”

      “Because I’m older than you. Because I wanted to see if you got the reference.” He sighed. “Because I wanted to see if you have a sense of humor.”

      She’d sat straight-faced until then, but at that last one, Eleri lost it. Her head went back and she laughed loud enough to turn other patrons her way. She laughed loud enough that her mother could probably hear and disapprove from all the way in Virginia or Kentucky, whichever home she was holding court in this month. “Heath, I have a psychobiology degree with so much abnormal psych your head would spin. Of course I’ve seen One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.”

      “You’re not old enough to have seen it.”

      “Shut up.” He almost looked surprised. Good. “Neither are you. It’s a damn classic, Heath.”

      “Donovan. Please.” His plate was empty. Moreover it was bone dry. The bread basket had been reduced to a pile of crumbs, which might explain the missing pool of butter on his plate. But she had to pay attention to what he was saying. “I was Dr. Heath until now. I was just ‘Heath!’ all through med school. I was Heath in high school and undergrad on the track team. I could stand to be Donovan for a while.”

      “You’re still Agent Heath in public.” She sat back, dinner no longer appealing. “I’m not surprised you were a runner.”

      “Good sport for poor kids. You only need shoes. No equipment, no court, no animal.”

      “Animal?” She envisioned hawking, dog training, or snake charming. Something of his look whispered of the Far East. Maybe the long straight nose, the dark chocolate of his hair, or the ink of his eyes.

      “Are you going to eat that?” He distracted her from her odd thoughts with his request.

      She pushed the plate his way, wondering how much he ran and trying not to calculate the calories.

      His smile was amused. “I was talking about horses. Tell me you didn’t have horses growing up.”

      “I did.” She had a USDF medal, a wall full of fluffy colored ribbons and more than one shiny gold sculpture from winning her level.

      He nodded like he understood. He couldn’t.

      Little girls loved ponies. So her parents bought Eleri and her sister ponies. Then, later, she couldn’t quit.

      “English?”

      “Of course.” Out here, they rode western. They’d passed a man on a horse—just out on the side of the street—as they headed toward the hospital. It had been all she could do not to tell him to sit up straighter, use both hands on the reins, and for God’s sake, get his horse’s feet off the pavement! She’d held her tongue. Clearly, the animal was not being tortured. That was just her. “I swam in college.”

      “Still requires a pool. Pools are expensive.”

      “Your college didn’t let you into the pool? Did they charge a fee?”

      Her plate came back to her, clean as his was.  He’d better run far.

      “No. No fee. But by then, I hadn’t learned to swim. Still can’t do much in the water.” He shrugged as though it was no big deal that he had no access to a pool. She’d had one in her backyard. She’d always been a fish.

      He cut off her thoughts with a wry grin. “Thankfully, there’s no swimming requirement for the Academy. It would have gotten me cut.”

      Suddenly the gulf between them yawed and she was ready to be alone. “We started our day early and now it’s late. Let’s head back to the hotel. Tomorrow we have a dead girl to identify.”

      No segue. Eleri lacked the energy for one. Heath—Donovan—didn’t seem to require them. She told herself at least he talked during dinner and hadn’t reverted to his usual two-syllable maximum. But with the way the conversation went, she wasn’t so sure she was happy with the outcome.

      They were almost back at the hotel when he broke the silence. “We call them simply ‘bodies’, or ‘the deceased’.”

      She looked at him sideways, not understanding.

      “You’re not the first agent I’ve heard use the term ‘dead girls’ like it was a thing.”

      Oh. That. “Sadly, it is a thing. There aren’t necessarily the greatest number of dead girls; there are definitely more dead men. But there’s a gender bias, and ‘dead girls’ is definitely a bad thing. A ‘dead girl’ is always considered part of a bigger problem.” Eleri thought for a moment. “It’s a sad statement on society. Dead men are often dead for a particular reason—something they did or didn’t do. Dead boys are often considered the same—well, once they are old enough to not be kids. But dead girls? Well, they’re often dead because they’re girls. Or at least we think of them that way. Ducklings at the shooting range. Easy prey. So a dead man? You figure out what his problem was, why he got himself dead. But a dead girl? You look for a predator.”

      On that depressing note, she parked the car and they headed up to their rooms, quiet once again.

      Eleri didn’t speak a word, utter a sound, listen to anything but ambient noise before climbing into bed and sacking out. Maybe that was why she dreamed of dead girls. Then she dreamed of Ruth. Dreamed of the woman in a plain red T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers, hitching a ride in a rig painted orange with big blue flames. The driver was white-haired, rheumy-eyed, and nearly fused into his seat. He looked at dream-Ruth oddly but reached out to help her into the cab. She needed it, sick as she was.

      Then the image changed around her and she was still Ruth, but there were people all around. Plain T-shirts, jeans with dirt on the knees, a room full of smoke, singing, and voices lifted in anger. She feared for her life.

      Then she was Eleri again. On her horse at the practice ring. She was ten years old and she was alone.

      That’s why she woke up already stifling the scream that tried to come.

      She shouldn’t have been released from the hospital. She wasn’t ready.
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