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      The woman discovered in the alley is the third victim in a string of murders that have left the small town of Stillwater on edge. But there's one disturbing difference—her injuries don't match those of the previous victims.

      

      As Levi hunts for answers, he's forced into close quarters with his stubborn neighbor, Serena Winslow. They couldn't be more different, and their constant clashes have made them unlikely enemies. But when Serena begins receiving threatening messages, Levi finds himself drawn into her world—and unable to ignore the growing attraction between them.

      

      Then Serena vanishes.

      

      With every lead ending in a dead end and the body count rising, Levi races to uncover the truth before the woman he's fallen for becomes the killer's next victim.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel Seymour turned into her driveway, her home a welcome sight after a long day of being on her feet. She pressed the button on the remote, watching as the garage door lifted smoothly, the motor’s hum blending with the muted buzz of insects outside.

      She pulled into the garage and cut the engine, the gentle purr fading into silence. Wearily, she climbed from the driver seat, then moved to the trunk of the car and gathered a handful of grocery bags. Balancing the bags in one hand, she moved toward the entry door to the house and used her elbow to hit the switch to lower the garage door. The mechanism groaned as the door began its descent, the sound echoing in the confined space.

      Rachel headed inside, kicking the door closed behind her before striding into the kitchen. As she began to put the groceries away, she mentally checked her list, ensuring she hadn’t forgotten anything essential—milk, bread, a bottle of her favorite red wine. Satisfied she hadn’t missed anything, she headed back out to retrieve her purse and cell phone from the car.

      As she stepped into the garage a cool draft washed over her, sending goosebumps sprouting over the backs of her arms. She frowned, her attention drawn to the large bay door. It stood wide open, the cool night air drifting through the space.

      She swore she’d closed it. Rachel shook her head. She must be more exhausted than she thought.

      Shrugging off the unsettling feeling, she tapped the button again and remained frozen in place, watching as the door descended fully this time, sealing her safely inside. A sense of relief rushed through her at the sight, and she let out a soft, self-deprecating laugh as she hopped off the step and crossed the narrow space.

      Just as her fingers landed on the door handle, a faint whisper of movement reached her ears. Her heart skipped a beat, her senses suddenly on high alert. Before she could react, a large hand clamped over her mouth and nose, and a damp cloth covered her face.

      Instinctively she sucked in a breath, and she drew in a lungful of the noxious fume that emanated from the fabric. The acrid smell was sharp and overpowering, and it caused her eyes to water. Her throat felt as if it were on fire, and she choked reflexively, trying to expel it from her system.

      Panic surged through her, and she thrashed wildly, fighting against the attacker. The arm banded around her waist held firm, the hand holding the cloth immovable. Her vision blurred, the edges going dark as the drug sank into her system and took root. She struggled to stay conscious, her thoughts becoming a jumbled mess of fear and confusion, even as her limbs grew heavy and unresponsive.

      Her breaths came in ragged, desperate gasps, each one drawing more of the chemical into her system. The world tilted, and her balance slipped away as everything faded to black.
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      Rachel’s eyes fluttered open, slowly adjusting to the dim light that cast eerie shadows across the room. Her head pounded, a dull, relentless ache that matched the cold, damp chill seeping from the concrete walls. Her body felt heavy, sluggish, and she licked her cracked, dry lips.

      She blinked hard, taking in the dingy basement, the block walls stained with age and moisture. Confusion settled over her. Where was she?

      With startling clarity the events of the evening came back to her, and a wave of panic surged through her.

      Oh, God.

      Rachel’s pulse kicked up, her heart thudding painfully in her chest. Her breaths came in rapid pants, throat aching, mind still reeling from the effects of the drug. Shoving through the foggy delirium that clung to her, she forced her muscles to move. Her hands refused to cooperate, and something cut into the flesh of her wrists.

      A sickening sense of dread descended as she realized they were bound with coarse rope and suspended high over her head.

      No. No, no, no.

      She yanked on them to no avail, her heart slamming against her ribs, lungs hyperventilating with fear. She had to get out of here. But how?

      She glanced frantically around the small room once more, and every cell of her body froze.

      A man hovered on the periphery of the shadows, only his silhouette visible in the faint glow of the single, naked bulb that hung from the ceiling.

      “Please.” Her throat, cracked and dry, struggled to form words. “Let… let me go.”

      The man shifted, moving more fully into the circle of light, and she studied his features. Something about him was familiar… Did she know him?

      He smiled, a gesture that should have been reassuring but only served to amplify her fear. She recoiled as he moved closer.

      “Don’t worry,” he said with a small shake of his head. “Everything is just fine.”

      Rachel trembled violently as he leaned over her, his hands moving with practiced precision as he checked the restraints. She winced, expecting pain, but his touch was gentle, almost tender. He adjusted the bindings, ensuring they were secure but not tight enough to cut into her skin.

      “There now,” he murmured. “We don’t want you hurting yourself.”

      Her eyes darted around the room, searching for any avenue of escape. As she turned her head, her chin grazed something on her left bicep, and her attention was drawn downward to a thick, white bandage that stood out in stark relief against her pale skin. Fear mingled with confusion.

      “What happened?” She hated that her voice shook.

      The man’s expression softened as he stroked his hand over her hair. The gesture felt disturbingly intimate, and her stomach revolted.

      “You don’t need to worry about anything now. We’re going to be happy…” His eyes lit up with a strange, fervent excitement as his gaze dropped to her midsection. “The three of us.”

      Rachel’s breath caught in her throat as he placed a hand on her belly. Her stomach swooped violently, and her blood turned to ice as her gaze moved once more to her upper arm. Horror dawned as the cold realization of truth washed over her.

      “You… you took out my implant?” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the rush of her own frenzied heartbeat.

      The man nodded, his smile widening. “Yes,” he said, his voice filled with twisted pride. “Now we can be a real family.”

      Tears welled up in Rachel’s eyes as she struggled against the restraints, the reality of her situation crashing down on her. She was trapped, helpless, at the mercy of a man who had taken everything from her. Desperation clawed at her throat, but she forced herself to stay calm, to think.

      “Please,” she said again, her voice breaking. “You don’t have to do this. Just let me go.”

      But the man shook his head, his expression firm. “We’re meant to be together. You’ll see.”

      As he turned away, the dim light casting his shadow across the room, Rachel’s mind raced. She had to find a way out, a way to survive. She had to fight, not just for herself, but for the life she had never imagined carrying within her. Determination hardened her resolve. She would find a way to escape. She had to.
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      Detective Levi Briggs’s phone rang, jolting him from a deep, dreamless sleep. He groaned, reaching blindly for the phone on his nightstand. The harsh glow of the screen blinded him for a moment, and he blinked rapidly to clear his vision. When he finally opened his eyes again, Sheriff Rhett McAllister’s name swam into view.

      Levi tapped the button and held the phone to his ear. “ Briggs.”

      “We’ve got a murder downtown.” Rhett’s voice was tight with anxiety. “Meet me in the alley next to the Italian restaurant. Looks like it might be Tamara Reding.”

      Levi bolted upright, the last remnants of sleep vanishing. “On my way.”

      He ended the call and swung his legs over the side of the bed, mind already focusing on the night—or morning, as the case might be—ahead. He dressed in record time, and forgoing coffee for the time being, grabbed his badge, gun, and keys, then dashed out the door.

      The cool night air slapped his face as he stepped outside, but he welcomed the jolt to his senses. The streets were empty, a small blessing of small-town life—no traffic to slow him down. He navigated the familiar roads quickly, the only sound the purr of his car’s engine and the faint hum of the tires as they spun along beneath him.

      As he approached the scene, the red and blue lights of patrol cars bounced off nearby buildings, casting eerie shadows in the dark. He parked behind Rhett’s familiar SUV and hurried toward the alley, his pulse quickening. The air was thick with the scent of dirt and refuse, mingling with the more tantalizing aromas garlic and basil that floated from the open doorway of the restaurant.

      Wes Calloway was on the sidewalk, questioning a visibly shaken restaurant employee. The young man’s face was pale, his entire body trembling where he sat on the curb in front of the restaurant.

      Wes tossed a quick look at Levi before turning his attention back to the man in front of him. “Sam, this is Detective Levi Briggs. Could you please tell him what you just told me?”

      The man—Sam—glanced up at Levi. “I—I found her when I took the trash out for the night. I wasn’t really paying attention, and I… tripped over her.”

      His face took on a green tinge as he swallowed hard. “I didn’t mean to. I was tired and it’d been a long day, and...”

      He trailed off, and Wes offered a kind smile. “I understand. Do you happen to remember what time this was?”

      “A little after one. I—I called the cops right away.”

      Levi studied the man. “Is that normally when you take the trash out?”

      Sam nodded. “We close around twelve on Fridays, but it takes awhile to get everything cleaned up—especially the kitchen. I usually drop the trash right before I leave.”

      “Where do you park?”

      The man gestured in the direction of the alley. “Behind the building.”

      At the end of the alley, it opened into a small gravel parking area beyond. “Is that where all the employees park?”

      Sam nodded. “Yeah. The side door locks behind you when you leave, so I usually just head out and go straight to my car.”

      Levi glanced around. “Did you hear or see anything unusual tonight? Anyone hanging around the alley?”

      The young man shook his head vehemently. “No, nothing. I just came out to take the trash and... she was there.”

      “Thanks, Sam.” Wes dipped his chin. “We’ll let you know if we have any more questions. Do you need a ride home?”

      Sam stood, looking slightly less shaken than before. “N-no, I think I’ll be all right.”

      He cast a quick look down the alley, then with a small shudder turned away and headed around the back of the building to retrieve his car.

      Levi turned to Wes. “We’re sure it’s Tamara Reding?”

      Wes straightened, his expression grim. “Victim is female, early- to mid-twenties. No ID on her, but the description matches. Also…” He hesitated for a second. “Her fingers have been severed at the first knuckle, so we don’t have fingerprints to verify.”

      Levi felt a cold knot form in his stomach. “Any other witnesses?”

      Wes shook his head. “Not so far. We’re checking into the other businesses in the plaza, but most close down early. Sam was the last employee to leave.”

      Levi and Wes ducked under the crime scene tape and joined Rhett where he stood just a few feet away from the woman sprawled facedown next to the dumpster.

      Levi’s gaze swept over her pale form, completely nude from head to toe, her skin filthy and mottled with grime and blood. “Jesus.”

      The sheriff glanced over at him and nodded. “Someone did a number on her.”

      Dark streaks of blood stood out in the harsh light of the fluorescent work lamp that had been set up at the mouth of the alley. Bruises and lacerations covered her body, evidence of a prolonged and vicious assault.

      Rhett crouched down and, using a gloved hand, gently brushed the woman’s hair away from her face. The extent of her injuries became more apparent. Her face was swollen and bruised, almost unrecognizable.

      Levi’s heart sank as he got his first glimpse of the woman. It took a moment for the pieces to click into place—her disheveled hair, so encrusted with blood and dirt that it looked brown, the once delicate features now marred by violence.

      Rhett lowered the thick curtain of hair back into place. “It’s definitely her.”

      Levi swallowed hard as a wave of anger and sadness washed over him. Tamara Reding’s recent abduction from her home had captivated the small town of Stillwater. The beautiful blue-eyed blonde had worked as a nurse at a nearby hospital, her bubbly personality enriching the lives of everyone she met. For weeks the community had held onto the hope that she would be found alive. But now, all those hopes had been dashed in the most horrifying way.

      Over the past month, two other women had been found dead. But their deaths were nothing compared to the brutality Tamara had suffered. Levi shoved down the turmoil swirling in his stomach and focused on Tamara’s body.

      “She was definitely killed elsewhere,” he said unnecessarily.

      Rhett exhaled a deep breath through his nose. “Let’s see what we can collect. I’ll hold off on letting anyone else back here until you’re done.”

      Levi tipped his head in acknowledgment, then moved back to his car to retrieve his kit. Wes began to set up evidence markers throughout the alley, and Levi moved back toward the dumpster.

      While the other victims had been painstakingly posed and cared for, Tamara’s murder appeared to lack the same methodical precision. From his place near her feet, he studied her. It was almost as if she’d tripped and landed facedown. One arm seemed to be trapped underneath her torso, the other extended slightly away from her body. Her legs were sprawled slightly apart, and blood marred the inside of her thighs.

      A shudder of revulsion started low, and Levi clenched his molars, pushing it down.

      “We need to notify her family,” Wes said quietly, pausing in his task of photographing the scene. “They need to know.”

      Levi agreed, but first they had to ensure every piece of evidence was collected. “I’ll take care of it. Make sure we get everything—we can’t miss a single detail.”

      As they continued to work, Levi’s mind raced. The brutality of the crime, the methodical removal of fingerprints—it all pointed to a killer who was both ruthless and calculated. Someone who had done this before, or at least thought about it long enough to know how to cover their tracks.

      Levi was momentarily distracted as Medical Examiner Tom Ambrose arrived at the scene, his expression grim. He ducked under the crime scene tape, pausing to speak with Rhett before moving toward Levi. “Detective.”

      “Morning, Doc.” Levi and Wes watched as he knelt beside Tamara’s lifeless form, his assessing gaze carefully inspecting her injuries.

      “Blunt force trauma,” Dr. Ambrose murmured, his eyes scanning the extensive bruising and lacerations. “She was beaten severely. But I won’t be able to determine the official cause of death until I can conduct a full examination.”

      Levi nodded, stepping back to give Dr. Ambrose space to work. “Understood. We’ll need every piece of information you can get us.”

      Dr. Ambrose continued his preliminary assessment, his brow furrowed in concentration. After a few minutes, he stood up and signaled to the team to prepare Tamara’s body for transport. As the medical examiner’s team took over, Levi and Wes moved aside, watching in silence as Tamara was placed into the van, the door closing with a heavy finality.

      “We’ll come back in the light of day to reassess,” Wes said. “We might find something we missed in the dark.”

      Levi nodded, his gaze still fixed on the departing van. “Let’s collect what we can for now. I don’t want to lose anything overnight.”

      The alley was scoured for anything that could provide a clue—a piece of fabric, a stray hair, a discarded weapon. Every detail mattered.

      As they worked, the first gray light of dawn began to lighten the sky, casting long shadows over the ground. The weight of the case pressed heavily on Levi’s shoulders, but he refused to let it slow him down. This was his job, his duty, and he wouldn’t rest until the killer was caught.

      Around five o’clock Levi and Wes finally paused, their initial sweep of the scene complete.

      “We’ll regroup later,” Levi said, his voice tinged with exhaustion. “I’m going to visit the Redings.”

      “Want me to come?”

      Wes shot him a sideways glance, but Levi shook his head. “I’ll handle it. Why don’t you get some rest, then get started sorting through this stuff.” He gestured toward the collection of evidence. “Maybe we’ll find something in there.”

      Wes clapped a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll get this bastard.”

      He hoped so. They both knew the clock was ticking. The longer the killer remained free, the greater the danger to the community. And for Levi, it was personal. He had to find justice for Tamara Reding. He wouldn’t rest until they had answers—and until the monster responsible for this horror was brought to justice.
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      Levi sat in his car, the engine idling quietly as he gathered the strength to face the task ahead. The exhaustion from the long night weighed heavily on him, both physically and emotionally. His mind replayed the gruesome scene from the alley, the brutalized body of Tamara Reding haunting his thoughts. Now, he had to do the hardest part of his job: notify Tamara’s parents of her death.

      Levi drew in a deep breath before stepping out of the car and making his way up the walkway. The morning sun had just broken over the horizon, casting a warm glow over the neighborhood that felt completely at odds with the grim news he was about to deliver.

      He climbed the steps of the small front porch, his heart pounding in his chest. He paused for a moment, steeling himself, then knocked, the sound seeming to echo in the stillness of the morning.

      A few moments later, the door opened to reveal Tamara’s mother, Mary Reding, her face etched with worry. “Detective Briggs. Have you found Tamara?”

      Levi swallowed hard, his throat tight. “Mrs. Reding, may I come in?”

      Mary’s face paled but she stepped aside, allowing him to enter. The house was filled with pictures of Tamara—smiling, vibrant, full of life. The sight of them made the task even more heart-wrenching.

      Tamara’s father, John, appeared in the doorway of the kitchen, his expression a mixture of hope and fear. “Detective, any news?”

      Levi took a deep breath, struggling to find the right words. “Mr. and Mrs. Reding, I’m very sorry to have to tell you this, but we found Tamara last night. She... she didn’t make it.”

      Mary’s knees buckled, and she sank into the nearest chair, a strangled sob escaping her lips. John’s face crumpled, and he reached out to steady himself against the wall, his eyes filling with tears. “Are—are you sure?”

      Levi gave a small nod. “I’m sorry.”

      “No... No, not our Tamara,” Mary cried, her voice breaking. “She can’t be gone.”

      Levi felt a lump rise in his throat as he watched their world shatter. He wished he could do more, offer some comfort, but he knew that nothing he said could ease their pain. “I’m so sorry for your loss. We’re doing everything we can to find the person responsible.”

      John clenched his fists, his knuckles white. “She was our baby girl. How could this happen?”

      Levi shook his head, his heart heavy. “We’re going to find out—I promise you that. Tamara deserves justice, and we’re not going to stop until we get it.”

      Mary sobbed uncontrollably, and John moved to her side, holding her tightly. They clung to each other, their grief palpable. Levi stood there, feeling utterly helpless.

      “Is there anything we can do?” John asked after a long moment, his voice hoarse with sorrow.

      Levi glanced at Mary, then tipped his head at Mr. Reding. “Could I speak with you for a moment?”

      John patted Mary on the shoulder, and with a few reassuring words, moved toward Levi, a question in his eyes.

      “Mr. Reding, we’ll need someone to identify her. If you’re not feeling up to it⁠—”

      “No.” John’s voice was hard when he spoke. “I want to see her.”

      Levi dipped his chin. “Of course. I can take you to the Medical Examiner’s office.”

      John’s face fell, but he nodded resolutely. “Let me get my coat.”

      Levi knew that look; there was still a small part of the man that held out hope the police were wrong, that Tamara was still alive and well. He understood the need to see her with his own two eyes.

      The ride to the Medical Examiner’s office was quiet, the silence thick and heavy with dread. John stared out the window, his hands clenched in his lap. Levi could feel the man’s anxiety, and his stomach twisted violently. He hated this part of the job.

      When they arrived, Dr. Tom Ambrose met them at the entrance. He spoke gently to John, his voice soft and soothing. “Mr. Reding, I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      John nodded a little distractedly. “Can I see her?”

      “Of course.” The doctor gave a slow nod. “Before we go back, I should warn you—due to her injuries, Tamara might look a bit different.”

      John’s brow furrowed in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      Levi stepped in, his tone respectful but direct. “She was badly beaten, Mr. Reding. We can do a physical viewing of the body, or if it’s too difficult, we can use a recording. It’s your choice.”

      John’s eyes filled with tears, but he shook his head. “No, I need to see her. I need to be sure it’s her.”

      Levi and Dr. Ambrose led John to the back room. The cold, clinical atmosphere seemed to amplify the tension. Dr. Ambrose pulled back the sheet, revealing Tamara’s battered body. Levi stood close by, ready to support John if he needed it.

      John sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, God... Tamara...”

      Levi’s heart ached as he watched John break down, his shoulders shaking with sobs. Tamara’s face was almost unrecognizable, her features distorted by the violence she’d endured.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Reding,” Levi said softly. “I wish we could have found her sooner.”

      John nodded, unable to speak. After a moment, he took a deep breath and turned to Levi. “Thank you for letting me see her.”

      Levi and Dr. Ambrose gently led John out of the room and back to the car. When they reached John’s house, the older man looked at Levi, his eyes red and filled with pain. “Promise me you’ll find the person who did this, Detective. Promise me.”

      Levi met his gaze and held. “I promise, Mr. Reding. I’ll do my best to bring them to justice.”

      John nodded, his expression resolute despite his grief. “Thank you.”

      “Mr. Reding, if I may…” Levi passed him a card. “Dr. Nadine Turow is a grief counselor. You might want to give her a call.”

      John studied the card as he extracted it from Levi’s fingers. With a small smile of thanks that didn’t reach his eyes, the older man slipped from the car and was gone.

      Levi watched as John walked back into his house, the weight of the promise he had just made pressing heavily on his shoulders. The faces of Mary and John Reding, broken by grief, lingered in his mind.

      He would do everything in his power to catch Tamara’s killer. She deserved that much. And so did her family.
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      The sound of yelling pierced the early morning stillness, and Serena Winslow jerked from sleep. Dread curdled in her stomach as she launched from the bed and raced toward the front of the house, her heart pounding.

      Throwing open the front door, Serena winced at the sight that greeted her. Next door, her neighbor, Levi Briggs, was waving his arms wildly, shouting at her cat, who had once again made himself at home on the roof of Levi’s meticulously maintained car.

      “Scooter, no!” Serena called for the cat as she raced outside barefoot, her feet slipping on the dewy grass. “Get off there!”

      The cool morning air sent goosebumps sprouting over her arms and legs. She reached the car and snatched Scooter off the roof, cuddling him close despite his protests, his claws digging into her arm.

      Levi turned to her, his face a mask of fury. “Seriously, Serena? This is the third time this week! As if I don’t have enough to deal with right now. Keep your cat off my car!”

      “I’m so sorry, Levi.” She could see the paw prints on the car’s roof, evidence of Scooter’s repeated escapades. “I’ve been trying to keep an eye on him, but he keeps slipping out the animal door.”

      “Maybe try a little harder,” Levi snapped, his eyes flashing with irritation.

      Dark circles ringed his eyes as he glared at her. His neatly pressed suit and polished shoes contrasted sharply with the oversized tee shirt and shorts Serena had slept in, and she shifted slightly, clutching Scooter close to her chest.

      Next to him, she felt like a little girl. He was always clean cut and professional, and he stared down his nose at her like she never quite measured up. She knew how he saw her: she was just some airhead hippie who worked in a salon. Not that she cared, but he put her on edge, and she didn’t like it.

      She gritted her teeth together and forced herself to meet his gaze. “I promise it won’t happen again.”

      His lips pressed into a firm line as he regarded her for a moment. Then, as if deciding she wasn’t worth the time or aggravation, he climbed into his car and slammed the door. The engine roared to life, and Serena fought the urge to stick her tongue out at him as he pulled away and disappeared down the street.

      “Grumpy prick,” she murmured as she turned to go back inside.

      Every time they took one step forward, they seemed to take two steps back. Levi was meticulous—almost obsessively so. He washed his car several times a week, and she truly did feel bad about the cat ruining his hard work.

      She had tried everything to keep Scooter inside, even fixing the animal door multiple times, but the clever cat always found a way out. The scratches on the inside of the door and the tiny footprints all over Levi’s car were a testament to her routine battles with the feline escape artist.

      Ironically, Scooter always bolted straight for Levi’s car, and never her own. She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.

      “Bad kitty,” she murmured, rubbing his head as she carried him back inside. “You better behave from now on.”

      She set him down gently, giving him a stern look that he completely ignored, his tail flicking dismissively. With a sigh, she headed to the bathroom to get ready for work.

      Standing in front of the mirror, she brushed her hair and applied a touch of makeup, frustration from this morning’s confrontation lingering in her mind. The man was going to be the death of her.

      She could admit that she would be mildly annoyed if he had a cat that continually came over to her place and made a nuisance of himself, too. But Serena tried not to get too worked up over little things like that. Levi was far too rigid. It seemed like Serena could never do anything quite right in his book. No matter what she said or did, his gaze constantly followed her, silent judging her and finding her lacking.

      Shaking her head, she dismissed the thought and focused on the day ahead. Saturdays at the salon were always hectic, and she couldn’t afford to be distracted. She checked her hair and makeup once more to make sure she looked okay, then dressed and grabbed her purse. She paused next to the door, giving Scooter one last admonishing look. “Stay inside today, okay?”

      The cat blinked at her, unimpressed, before turning to groom himself. Serena rolled her eyes with a smile despite herself and locked the door behind her.

      As she walked to her car, the morning air cool against her skin, she couldn’t help but glance over at Levi’s empty driveway with a sigh. Maybe one day they could find some common ground. This constant friction was terrible for her mood. She would definitely need to meditate and take some time to rebalance herself once she got home.

      The drive to the salon was uneventful, the familiar route offering her a chance to clear her mind. She parked in her usual spot at the back of the lot, leaving the best spots for the customers, then headed for the front door. Unlocking the door, she pushed it open, the bell overhead chiming softly as she entered. The familiar, welcoming scent of lavender mixed with hair products greeted her, and she smiled.

      Walking in here—into this place she’d created—never failed to lift her spirits. She’d opened Blissful Beauty just over a year ago and so far things were going exceedingly well. For several years Serena had worked as a massage therapist for a spa in the next town over. When the spa closed, leaving Serena without a job, she’d begun to advertise around town and worked out of her home.

      Soon, she seemed to have enough interest to open her own place. It was a stroke of luck that her friend, Michelle, was a certified stylist. Serena had run the idea of opening a small salon and spa by her friend, and Michelle had immediately jumped on board. At first it was just the two of them, but business had grown steadily over the past year, and Serena had hired an additional four stylists to round out their staff.

      Serena moved to her office and set her bag down, then checked her schedule, a small smile forming when she saw a few familiar names.

      In desperate need of coffee, she made her way to the small employee break room next door and brewed herself a cup of coffee. Just as she lifted the rim of the mug to her lips, the jingle of the front door echoed through the salon.

      Suddenly alert, she popped her head out to see who had come in. A smile curled her lips when her gaze landed on her friend and employee, Michelle.

      “Hey, Mel!” Serena greeted. “How’s it going?”

      Michelle smothered a yawn as she cut across the salon. “Tired. Didn’t get nearly enough sleep last night. How about you?”

      “Same old.” Serena rolled her eyes as she turned back toward the break room. “Had another run in with Levi this morning.”

      Michelle’s face clouded over. “Oh, that reminds me—did you hear about the murder?”

      Serena stopped mid-step, glancing over at Michelle with wide eyes. “No, I didn’t. What happened?”

      Michelle bit her lip and made a face. “They think it was Tamara Reding. Poor thing. They found her body this morning—or late last night, technically.”

      Serena’s heart sank. She had held out hope that Tamara would come home safely, that she was just missing and not... gone. “That’s awful,” she murmured, her voice heavy with sorrow. “I was really hoping she’d be found alive.”

      Michelle nodded, her eyes glistening. “Me too. It’s just so tragic.”

      Serena’s thoughts drifted back to Levi. He’d looked exhausted this morning, dark circles under his eyes and a severe frown etched on his face. He was extra grumpy—even for him. He must have been up all night working on the case, trying to find answers.

      A pang of guilt assailed her, and she made a mental note to make sure Scooter couldn’t get out from now on. The last thing Levi needed was more stress, especially with a case like this weighing on him.

      Steering the conversation to lighter topics, Serena and Mel chatted for a bit as they readied the salon for the day. The morning sun streamed through the large windows of Blissful Beauty, casting a warm glow over the gleaming floors as Serena flipped the sign to “Open.”

      The scent of fresh coffee filled the air, mingling with the subtle fragrance of hair products and essential oils. The stylists were all in place, bustling around their stations and preparing for their first clients—all except for Jessica.

      Serena frowned as she glanced at the clock. Jessica’s first appointment was due any minute, and there was no sign of her. Just then, Jessica’s client, a regular named Mrs. Hughes, walked in. She chatted warmly with Serena as she checked in, then took a seat in the waiting area. Serena’s stomach tightened with anxiety as the minutes ticked by, each one making Jessica’s absence more conspicuous.

      After five minutes, Serena made an executive decision. Jessica never hesitated to step up when needed, and Serena sidled up beside her. “Jessica, could you do me a favor? Would you mind taking Mrs. Hughes for Jessica? She’s not here yet, and I don’t want to keep her waiting.”

      Jessica grinned and nodded without hesitation. “Absolutely. I’ll take care of it.”

      Relief washed over Serena as she watched Jessica escort Mrs. Hughes to her station. Serena was at the reception desk when Jessica sauntered in, twenty minutes late, an iced coffee in one hand and her cell phone glued to her ear. She didn’t seem to notice—or care about—the disapproving look Serena shot her way.

      Serena caught up with Jessica halfway across the salon. “Jessica, I need you to end your call and come with me to the office, please.”

      Jessica rolled her eyes but ended the call and followed Serena to the small office at the back of the salon. Serena shut the door behind them, drawing in a deep breath before turning to face her wayward employee.

      “Jessica, this is unacceptable,” Serena began, striving to keep her tone calm and professional despite her frustration. “You were twenty minutes late for your appointment, and this isn’t the first time. Your attitude and work ethic have been a problem for a while now. I’ve given you multiple warnings, but nothing has changed.”

      Jessica had been with her since the beginning, one of the first stylists Serena had hired. At first, she was enthusiastic and dedicated. But over the past few months her attitude had changed. She talked back, made snide comments, and acted catty with both Serena and the other employees. Serena had corrected her behavior numerous times, but it only seemed to get worse.

      She knew what she had to do, and the thought made her stomach churn. Firing Jessica was a risk. Several of her friends worked here, and Serena worried they might leave in solidarity. But she couldn’t let one person’s toxicity ruin what she had built.

      Jessica crossed her arms, her expression defiant. “You’re overreacting. It’s just a few minutes. What’s the big deal?”

      “The big deal is that your clients depend on you, and so do your colleagues,” Serena said, her frustration bubbling to the surface. “This isn’t just about today. It’s about the pattern of behavior you’ve established. I can’t keep covering for you. I have to think about what’s best for the salon and our clients. I’m sorry, Jessica, but I have to let you go.”

      Jessica’s face flushed with anger. “You can’t do this to me! I’m the best stylist you have!”

      Serena fought to remain calm. “Unfortunately, your lack of dedication outweighs your talent.”

      Jessica gaped at her for a moment, her eyes darkening with fury. “My lack of dedication? Are you kidding me? My clients love me.”

      “When you show up on time,” Serena agreed. “But this isn’t the first time I’ve had to have another stylist cover for you, and if I allow to you stay here, it won’t be the last. Your behavior is affecting everyone here, and I won’t allow it to continue.”

      “You’ll regret this, you’ll see. You think you’re so high and mighty, but you’re nothing without me.” She stormed out of the office, her voice rising several octaves. “I don’t need this place anyway!”

      Heads turned as Jessica made her way through the salon, her tirade drawing everyone’s attention. Serena followed, feeling the weight of her decision but knowing it was the right one.

      Jessica paused in the middle of the room, her gaze sweeping over the dozen pairs of eyes that watched on. “Guess what, everyone? Serena just fired me!” she said loudly, her voice dripping with venom. “If you want a real stylist, I’ll be working out of my house for now.”

      “Jessica—” Serena warned.

      But that was all she got out before Jessica whirled her way. “Screw you, Serena!”

      The iced coffee in the woman’s hand suddenly launched across the room, soaking Serena from head to toe and splattering the wall behind her. For a moment Serena was too shocked to move—then anger, hot and fierce, swept through her. She sucked in a breath, ready to unleash several months’ worth of fury on the woman. At the last moment, she swallowed down the words, biting back the urge to snap at the woman.

      Jessica was only making things worse for herself. Serena needed to remain professional; she didn’t want to say or do anything she would later regret. It took every ounce of restraint to stall the flow of angry words. “Please leave.”

      “Whatever.” Jessica spun on a heel and flounced out the door, slamming it behind her.

      The salon was silent for a moment, the tension palpable. Serena could feel the eyes of her other employees on her, the uncertainty swirling in the air. She knew she had taken a gamble, but she also knew it was the right thing to do.

      She drew in a deep breath before turning toward her audience and forced a small smile to her face. “I’m sorry you all had to see that. I assure you that everything will be taken care of.”

      She looked around, meeting the eyes of every staff member and client. “We’re here to provide the best service possible, and I promise that’s exactly what we’ll do.”

      Jessica shifted closer and tipped her head next to Serena. “I have a spare shirt in my locker.”

      Serena shot her a grateful smile and nodded, then inched her chin up as she glanced around the salon. As she turned to leave, Mrs. Hughes broke the silence.

      “Serena dear, would you mind getting me a cup of coffee?”

      She smiled at the older woman, grateful for her easy acceptance. “Absolutely.”

      Just like that, the salon gradually buzzed back to life. As Serena headed toward the break room, a mixture of relief and lingering unease roiled in her stomach, but she knew she’d made the right choice.
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      Levi leaned back in his chair and scrubbed a hand over his face. Nothing about Tamara’s death made sense.

      Rhett leaned against the battered filing cabinet and hooked the heel of his boot on the drawer’s handle. “Is there any connection to the other murders?”

      Levi took a deep breath and shook his head. “There’s not—not yet, anyway.”

      The recent murders had shaken the once-quiet town of Stillwater to its core. Last month, Jaycee Reynolds had been found dead, her body posed on a park bench in the center of Stillwater. Official cause of death was asphyxiation.

      A few weeks later, Natalie Perry’s remains had been found on a popular hiking trail, her body posed, just like Jaycee’s. However, instead of asphyxiation, the medical examiner concluded that Natalie had died of severe blood loss as the result of what he suspected was a miscarriage.

      Tamara Reding had been abducted from her home in Stillwater shortly after Jaycee Reynolds had been found. From the state of her home, it appeared as though she was getting ready to leave for work when she was distracted by the arrival of a visitor. Now, she was also dead, apparently due to blunt force trauma.

      The pieces of the puzzle didn’t fit. Aside from the fact that all of the women had blonde hair and blue eyes, there were no common threads, no overlap in their lives aside from their looks. In the case of both Jaycee and Natalie, the killer had scrubbed down every inch of the women’s bodies, using bleach to remove any trace of DNA. Tamara’s fingers had been removed, most likely for the same reason.

      But Tamara’s manner of death was completely different. While she’d been placed where she would be found quickly, her death lacked the care taken with the other two women. Why?

      “Tamara Reding appears to have been brutally raped and beaten,” Levi said as he glanced at the crime scene photos. “Jaycee and Natalie were both posed, as if the killer had cared for them. But Tamara…” He shook his head. “He literally threw her away like trash.”

      Calloway leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “What are you thinking? A copycat?”

      Levi ran a hand over his hair. “It’s possible. The level of brutality is higher, more chaotic.”

      Rhett rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “So we’re looking at a different killer. Someone trying to emulate the original but lacking the same level of control and planning.”

      “That’s my theory,” Levi said. “Both Reynolds and Perry were kept for nearly a year before they were killed. Tamara Reding was only missing for a couple of weeks. I think we need to treat this as a separate case for now. The killers’ methods are different, and the timeline doesn’t fit. We could be dealing with someone who’s aware of the previous murders and is trying to replicate them, but with their own twisted variations.”

      Rhett sighed and rubbed his temples. “We already have the public in a panic over the Reynolds and Perry cases. If word gets out that there’s a second killer on the loose...”

      Yeah. It was going to be a nightmare. Levi glanced at Wes. “Why don’t you see what you can find out here? I’m going to head back to the alley, make sure we didn’t miss anything, then get the footage from the restaurant.”

      Wes nodded. “I’ll keep you posted if I find anything.”
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      Levi’s eyes burned with fatigue, and his entire body felt weighed down by the emotional toll of the past twenty-four hours. The gruesome images of Tamara Reding’s brutalized body were seared into his mind, and the memory of her parents’ devastated faces when he delivered the news gnawed at his heart.

      He had been a detective for years, but it never got easier. Telling a family that their loved one was gone forever was the worst part of the job. It was moments like those that made him question why he chose this line of work. But deep down, he knew the answer. It was the need for justice, the desire to bring closure to families torn apart by violence and loss.

      He sighed deeply and ran a hand through his disheveled hair. He had barely slept, managing only a quick nap before heading back to the station. The morning’s confrontation with Serena was still fresh in his
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