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For my husband, PJ—my very favorite partner in crime.







A Note to Readers

This book contains some violence, at least one car chase, non-gory murder, assault, kidnapping, stalking, and references to sexual assault. This book also features a kick-butt heroine who gives the bad guys exactly what they deserve. For those suffering trauma from any form of abuse, please love and heal yourselves every day, and proceed with caution.







Prologue

I never set out to date a serial killer. But, let’s face it, it’s really just a matter of time before you stumble upon a murderous psychopath. No hate, but the dating pool needs work.

Pardon my die-single energy. I’m just questioning my life choices, as one does when zip-tied, wrists and ankles bound, my left cheek pressed into the soft, neutral gray carpet in a nicely finished basement, complete with foosball table, built-in bar with granite countertops, and tasteful dark leather love seat.

My fingers feel a little numb, I’ve got a raging headache from the roofie used to knock me out, and I’m facing what can only be described as my fragile mortality. I’m staring at a shelf of board games inches from my face. If you asked me what I’d see before I died, I never would’ve guessed the worn corners of Twister and Operation.

The air smells faintly of vanilla scones, thanks to the oversized white candle in the tasteful brass holder in the shape of a jack-o’-lantern, a festive fall addition to the middle of the expensive square mahogany coffee table. I wonder if the candle is for ambiance or if it’s just to cover up the odor of the bodies my captor has hidden in the crawl space.

I should be scared. I should be terrified. Honestly, though? I’m just disappointed in myself.

I let down my guard for one second, and bam! How did I miss this? Granted, I’ve been distracted. That’s what dating three men will do to you. A love square, if you will.

Can you blame me for not having my head fully in the game? I’d been flattered by the attention. I can imagine the clickbait headline now:

Woman Dies in Basement Because She Thought She Had Swagger, but She Was Just Another Warm Body for a Psychopath

I sigh and wriggle against my constraints. The plastic bites into my wrists in front of me. Zip ties? Really? I expected something more creative from the Canceled Killer. The plastic cuts into the delicate skin, definitely leaving a mark. I dig my cheek farther into the carpet for leverage, basically begging for a rug burn. On my face.

Honestly, though, the worst part, and I hate to admit this, isn’t waiting for my imminent demise. It’s the fact the man had said he was falling in love with me.

I’m thinking that was a lie.

And now I’m probably going to die. Betrayed and alone without even a pint of Gordon’s Frozen Custard to drown my sorrows in.

It all began when I moved back home to Lake Sanguis, Wisconsin, this quaint resort town where the wealthiest tourists from Chicago bought summer homes. That’s when I thought I’d hit my lowest point, when I thought things couldn’t get worse.

Boy, was I wrong.







One


The Canceled Killer murders began in Chicago last summer after Heather Johnston called the police on a kindergartener running a lemonade stand next door and made the kindergartener cry when she kicked over the table, spilling the lemonade.

Johnston was found two weeks later at her home drowned in a bathtub filled with lemonade.

—Crime Hive podcast



I used to be the person who always guessed the murderer’s identity well before the end of the movie.

The husband did it.

The butler.

It was the neighbor. Also, she’s actually a ghost.

I loved mysteries. I devoured them. I had an unhealthy obsession with trying to figure out who the bad guys were. Shouldn’t we all pay closer attention just in case we’re living next door to a serial killer? I mean, how often have you heard about mass murderers burying bodies in the backyard garden and when they interview the neighbors on Dateline, they all seem shocked and say, “He was so quiet and kept to himself”?

Yeah, well, not on my watch.

Plus, I knew from personal experience that you can’t just sit back and wait around for karma to punish the bad guys. Sometimes, karma takes a vacation. Because I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we don’t actually live in a neat and tidy episode of your favorite crime drama. Bad guys get away with it all the time.

Like the Canceled Killer.

He was still running loose somewhere, being quiet and no doubt keeping to himself, while steadily adding to his body count every month.

And because I pointed the finger at the wrong guy, I was back home, sitting on an unmade bed at four in the afternoon in the Airstream trailer in the backyard of my parents’ inn. The Airstream, as well as most of the rooms in the main house, was usually rented to tourists during the summer high season, but my parents were graciously letting me stay in it while I tried—and failed—to avoid scrolling through social media.

Oh, look! A new meme. A photo of me, headphones on, talking into my oversized podcaster microphone, my eyes half-closed so I looked as foolish as possible. Beneath me in big blocky letters: ALL AMATEUR. NO DETECTIVE.

“At least this one’s clever.” I held up the phone to show my younger sister, Olivia, as she pulled my comforter out from under my butt and swiped a fringe of pink bangs from her eyes. I rolled to the side and reluctantly got to my feet, my purple plaid flannel pajama bottom hems dragging on the floor, as she tried to tidy up the mess I’d made of the trailer in the less than twenty-four hours I’d been home.

“Normally, people just repost the ‘You tried to cancel the Canceled Killer, but now you’re canceled!’ as if that’s original. I get that one a million times a day.”

“Stop looking at those!” Olivia chided as she whipped my blanket into a tightly folded perfect square. She, with her meticulous cat-eye, high pink ponytail, and matching deconstructed pink-and-green argyle sweater, went about my cluttered Airstream with intense efficiency.

She lifted the platform bed mattress and stored the extra blanket beneath in the empty cubby and then began tucking in the sheets so tightly they’d probably pass any drill sergeant’s test. I moved to the bench seating near the table, even as I wondered how our family’s neat gene had skipped me.

Dad kept the garage so clean you could eat off the concrete floor. Mom collected different-sized toothbrushes to scrub grout. Olivia and our older brother, Oscar, made beds tight enough to bounce quarters off of. Me? I never met a fitted sheet I could fold. Laundry was something I did only when every article of clothing I owned happened to be dirty.

Olivia stopped fluffing pillows long enough to contemplate me slouched on the bench.

“Let me see.” She offered her hand, and I put my phone in it. She turned slightly, her pink ponytail swishing to the side and offering me a view of her many ear and cartilage piercings that glimmered in gold. She peered at the screen.

“‘The real crime isn’t her bad detective work, it’s that she covers up her amazing tits in those baggy tops. I’d do her anyway, I guess’?” Olivia read aloud, glancing at me with shock, even though on the scale of one to horrible, that was only about a two.

I saw my own dark brown eyes staring back at me, as we shared our Chinese Filipino American mother’s eyes and our Japanese Scottish American dad’s wavy almost black hair.

Our family was the living embodiment of Asian fusion. We were also ground zero for the ongoing debate between Mom and Dad about which Asian culture—and cuisine—happened to be superior. The debate was hotly disputed and still unresolved.

“I mean, of course, you can’t criticize a woman’s professional performance without bringing her appearance into it,” I quipped. “Ah, misogyny. My old friend.”

“Do they talk about Jeremy this way?” Olivia’s eyes narrowed.

My old boss at Crime Radio, the podcast studio in Chicago where I used to record Crime Hive. “No, of course not. Also, he got promoted.”

I talked to Bette, and there’s simply no way to keep you on, Jeremy had said when I’d turned in my building badge, the very morning they’d announced he’d be VP of development. The public has spoken.

“Someone had to get credit for tripling the downloads of the podcast, and it couldn’t have been me.” It had taken Jeremy a hot second to find a replacement host, too.

Olivia kept scrolling. “‘Asian Barbie, go back to your Dreamhouse’?” She whistled low. “Oh, they did not diss Barbie. Let me respond to this one…” She readied her thumbs.

“Nope, you can’t,” I said and swiped my phone back. “Online trolls are like ground hornets. Step on the nest, and then they’ll just swarm you.”

“You’re just supposed to take this silently?” Olivia looked insulted, her strong sense of fairness challenged.

“I could… just not read the comments,” I offered.

Olivia and I both burst out laughing. We both knew I wouldn’t ignore them. Call it a quirk of being a middle child, but I wasn’t about to not tune in when people were talking about me.

“Why do they let people say these things?” Olivia asked.

“Why would they want civil discourse when social media makes billions of dollars on outrage porn?” I said. “Getting us to hate each other is profitable. Because we’d all rather have an enemy to hate than a hero to admire.”

“You’re not the enemy. You were the one who told the Chicago police they had a serial killer on their hands. You named him for goodness’ sake.” Olivia looked so indignant, I just wanted to give her a big hug. I loved my little sister more than life.

I’d been extra protective of her since fourth grade, when she’d first tried to dye her hair pink (it had been an obsession even then), but it had come out an odd shade of orange instead, and her classmates called her jack-o’-lantern. They teased her until I put the biggest bully in a headlock and threatened to break his arm. Nobody said a word after that.

“No one cares about that.” I waved my EW, PEOPLE mug around until the milky coffee splashed down the front of the Chicago police badge on my hoodie, staining the black-and-white-checkered hat band design running below the two blue stripes and four six-pointed red stars of the Chicago flag. I looked down at the beige stains seeping into the fabric.

“You’re a hot mess,” Olivia chastened me, dropping the folded blankets and grabbing a hand towel from a small hook on the kitchenette cabinet. “That’s going to stain.”

“It’s not even my sweatshirt,” I told her, frowning, as I grabbed the towel and swiped at my shirtfront. “It’s Aaron Russo’s.”

“The hot detective?” Olivia asked, suddenly very interested. He was the lead Chicago homicide investigator on the case, and his short sandy-blond hair and piercing blue eyes were impossible to forget. The man and his every-day-at-the-gym physique, tight-fitting pants, and bare ankles looked like he walked off the set of Law and Order.

Olivia stared at me. “Ophelia Ella Takeda.” My sister enunciated every syllable of my given name. “Did you have intimate relations with the hot detective?”

“One, none of your business, but also, two, sadly, no.” It was one of my greatest regrets.

“But how did you get his sweatshirt?” Olivia asked.

“Because he’s a damn gentleman.” I sighed. “He gave it to me when I visited him Sunday.”

We’d been standing on the rainy sidewalk outside his precinct, and he’d scolded me for not being properly dressed for the weather because I’d blithely headed out without checking the forecast.

He was the adult who watched the weather and always carried an umbrella. He’d peeled off his own sweatshirt—a rare casual, non-blazer Sunday for Russo—and given it to me rather than have me walk back to the El platform wearing just a spandex halter top and leggings in the cold autumn rain.

The sweatshirt was comically too large on me, the arms swinging well below my fingertips, the waistband hanging mid-thigh. When I’d put it on, Russo just shook his head. That’s a dress on you, he’d said and chuckled.

Olivia’s eyes grew misty. “Aw, that is so sweet! Wasn’t he the one who also said you were so good at tracking down clues that you should’ve been a cop yourself?”

“He’s not saying that now.” This kind of work isn’t for everyone, he’d told me.

She frowned at me as I wiped at the coffee. “Dab! Don’t smear!” she chastised. She knew more about fabric cleaning than I did, probably because she took a class on fabric care, since she’s majoring in hospitality at Lake Sanguis Community College.

I released the towel and let her gently pat the front of the shirt. Then she glanced at the tabletop under my elbow. “I’ve got an answer in our secret compartment,” Olivia told me as she whipped up the counter of the small breakfast nook table, revealing the hidden cubby inside.

When we were kids, we used to hide our Halloween candy stash there, away from Dad. Now I was sad to see the secret compartment filled with a couple of cleaning bottles and a roll of paper towels. She pulled out a small spray bottle of stain remover and spritzed me with it. It was a sad commentary on the fact we were both baby adults now.

DMs popped up in my feed.


Sucks to suck!

Who’s canceled now?

We’ve been trying to reach you. Please call us back.



Ack. That one was from Jared Gatta’s attorney, Peter Neufeld.

“I’m going to be sued,” I announced to Olivia as I showed her the message.

She peered at it. “By Jared? He can’t do that. You didn’t arrest him.”

“No, I only implied he was the main suspect, that’s all. He’s suing the Chicago Police Department. It’s only a matter of time…” Which was why I was currently avoiding all contact with his attorney. I deleted the DM. I should just deactivate my account. My finger hovered over the button when a new DM appeared.

One lemon.

[image: ]
Huh. Odd.

At the Canceled Killer’s first crime scene, near the bathtub, he’d left a single lemon on the green bathroom tiles, and then he continued to leave a single lemon with a green leaf attached at every other murder scene.

Nobody knew what they meant, especially not Detective Russo, who’d let that detail slip to me and then made me promise never to include it in any broadcast. No one but the killer, the detectives, and me knew about the single lemon.

I clicked on the message. It belonged to CanceledKill. No profile picture. No public posts. Just a bot with a blank picture, I guessed, probably based in Russia and designed to drain bank accounts.

I remembered how the Canceled Killer used various accounts to taunt his victims. Authorities could never quite pin the user down, as each account was set up through a variety of dummy email accounts and untraceable VPNs.

A hard knock at the Airstream made me jump. Mom didn’t wait two seconds before she swung open the door.

“There are my little babies!” she said, even though I was twenty-seven and Olivia was twenty-four.

Mom never seemed to age, and she looked every bit the regal model she used to be when people knew her as Jenny Leong, when she graced the pages of fashion magazines and perfume ads in the 1990s, before ageism retired her at age thirty. She was born in Hawaii but moved around a lot—California, Arizona, Wisconsin. She had a nowhere/everywhere accent. Today she wore a red cashmere sweater and her signature matte red lipstick that offset her jet-black hair, which cascaded down her back in thick waves. She never went anywhere without a full lip and heels, and she almost always wore red.

“I made muffins!” Mom declared, and both Olivia and I stared at the tray of mostly burnt black balls of banana nut horrible. Mom was fantastic at modeling. Not so good at baking. Though she kept on trying, mostly because she had a supreme kind of confidence that only came from walking the runway at Fashion Week.

I often envied that confidence. Mom never second-guessed herself.

“Oh, uh. Thanks?” Olivia eyed the tray.

Mom set down the black lumps of banana coal near the small sink. “I can’t have my daughters going hungry!”

Given the strong smell of burnt bananas, we definitely were going to go hungry. Olivia, who was too sweet to ever hurt anyone’s feelings even with the truth, reached for a charred hockey puck and gently nibbled the edge.

“Mmmm—good,” she said, lying straight to Mom’s face.

Mom offered me one. “Go on, then!” she demanded.

“They’re burnt,” I told Mom, because I wasn’t going to lie to save her feelings. I never did. It was why, more often than not, I was the problem child.

“They’re well done,” Mom clarified. When I didn’t take one, she shrugged and put the muffin tray down again on the tabletop. She flashed me a smile. “I’m just so glad you’re home.”

Mom hated every second I lived away. When I’d first left to go to college, she’d burst into tears at Northwestern’s iron gate and hugged me for a good ten minutes straight, loudly imploring me to avoid muggers and dealers of the sex trade. She was convinced Chicago was 100 percent criminals, human traffickers, and graffiti.

I glanced out the Airstream’s window and could see just over the waist-high bamboo fencing that lined the Zen garden with sandy patches and pebbled walkways Dad had created in the backyard for the family’s Koi Inn, so named for the heated koi pond at the center of the Japanese garden Mom designed and helped Dad install. A small wooden footbridge spanned the kidney-shaped pond in the middle.

They’d used the last of Mom’s modeling money to buy the inn and lived here happily hosting tourists for the last thirty years. From this window, I could see Lake Sanguis’s Main Street, which was pretty empty now that the tourist season was over.

“I forgot how quiet it is here,” I said.

“Isn’t it wonderful?” Mom gushed.

No, it wasn’t. I missed the hustle and bustle of Chicago. The traffic. The profanity. Hell, even the rats. It felt unfair that I was missing autumn there, my favorite time of year. A few tourists would return to Lake Sanguis for hayrides in nearby apple orchards and then, of course, ice fishing in January, but most would stay gone until Memorial Day.

The only shop with any customers now was Gordon’s Frozen Custard, which, despite the cool temperatures outside, boasted several customers waiting patiently for their turn to eat a double chocolate custard waffle cone. Or, more likely, a famous mudpack: the blended chocolate, vanilla, fudge, and walnut delight too thick to be sucked through a straw.

“Lake Sanguis is right out of a Hallmark movie, minus the hot owner of a Christmas tree farm,” Mom quipped.

“That’s why I hate it so much, then,” I retorted. “I don’t believe in meeting dates at tree farms. That’s why I use my Spark app,” I said.

“No!” Mom cried, looking horrified. “You can’t use Spark.”

I used Spark all the time. It was the dating hookup—emphasis on hookup—app. Since I ran from anything looking remotely like a commitment beyond a coffee date, it was perfect for me.

“Why can’t I?”

“Because there are strangers on there,” Mom said.

“That’s kind of the idea, Mom. I wouldn’t want to sleep with relatives.”

“Ophelia!” Mom scolded. “The Spark app is how women get kidnapped and murdered. I know for a fact that Spark is filled with degenerates and serial killers.”

“Mom, you’ve got to stop watching Dateline,” Olivia said.

“I just saw an episode last week where a woman met someone on Spark, and he drugged her and zip-tied her in the back seat…” Mom paused. “And, well, it was very bad.”

And you wonder why I was a tad bit obsessed with true crime. At least I came by it honestly.

“And I can’t believe you’d even think about using Spark in Chicago.” Mom shuddered. “Who knows what kind of monster you’d meet.”

“Mostly just cannibals,” I said dryly.

Mom gawked at me.

“I’m kidding, Mom!”

“No more Spark,” Mom said firmly.

“I like Spark,” I said. “Also, you can’t actually tell me what to do.”

“You don’t mean that,” Mom said, as she always did when I disagreed with her. She’d been doing it since I was five. It felt like gaslighting. “Olivia’s not on Spark.”

“I am on there, but I never get any matches,” Olivia pointed out. “Everyone is either straight or deep in the closet.”

Poor Olivia. Her dating pool was even smaller than mine in Lake Sanguis.

“If you’re really dying to date someone,” Mom told me, “I’ll set you up.”

I barked a laugh. “With who?”

Mom thought for a minute. Then she glanced out the window, and her face lit up. “How about Jude?”

I glanced out the window and saw the man himself, known legally as Percy Julian, but Jude to his friends, gingerly backing his white Volvo SUV into a parking spot outside Koi.

“The cheese scientist?” I sputtered a laugh. He spent his afternoons peering at cheese curds under a microscope to ensure customer quality, and if you ever had the misfortune of standing next to him at a party, he’d bore you to death with talk about the dangers of listeria. Since he and Oscar had been besties since kindergarten, I was already obligated to see good old Jude at holidays and also, randomly, in Chicago when he went for his annual cheese symposium.

“Jude finished his PhD. He’s a doctor now,” Mom said.

“In cheese?” I snorted as I watched him manage the tight parallel spot on the first try. “What was his thesis on? Mozzarella sticks?”

“Be nice!” Mom chided. “You know that my psychic said you two would get together.” I watched as Jude slipped out of the car, the autumn sunlight making his poreless and bronzed umber skin look flawless.

I rolled my eyes. “By psychic, you mean Octavia?”

Octavia was one of her regular makeup artists during her modeling days. She famously told Mom she’d get her biggest modeling contract ever in her mid-sixties, and also told her that her children would only be successful if she gave them names starting with the letter O. I’m sure Octavia’s own name had nothing to do with her advice.

“Yes, and she’s right most of the time.”

“Except for the time she predicted you’d be on the cover of Vogue.”

“I haven’t been on the cover of Vogue—yet,” Mom said. “There’s still time.”

Jude flipped a button on his remote to secure his car and then made sure it was locked by pulling the handle because that’s the kind of worrywart he was. Jude looked surprisingly put together in his half-zip gray sweater and pristine white sneakers.

He looked buffer than I remembered. Leaner. He exuded a level of sexy nerd energy I’d failed to notice before. Also, was he headed this way? “Why is he coming toward us?” I asked.

“Because he’s going to help me with my Calc 101 homework,” said Olivia, who was finally finishing the few credits she needed for her degree. Olivia leaned over and waved at Jude through the window of my Airstream. Jude never met a science or math class he couldn’t ace with his eyes closed. “He does that every Wednesday.”

“Because the man is a saint,” Mom declared. She studied me. “You know he almost married the custard queen.”

“Kenzie Gordon?” I couldn’t fathom it. She was the blond statuesque winner of Miss Wisconsin a few years ago, my high school class’s homecoming queen, and heir to the Gordon’s Frozen Custard fortune.

“And he was the one who broke up with her,” Olivia said.

My brain felt temporarily overloaded. Dr. Cheese had… game? Since when?

“Good thing, too, or he’d have the world’s worst father-in-law.” Mom made the sign of the cross to emphasize her point.

Everyone in town hated billionaire Allen Gordon, owner of Gordon’s Frozen Custard, the dessert chain with the annoying jingle: “Yum. Yum. Give me some!” He was also known for emptying out all the “leave-a-penny” trays and dumping the change in his pocket, despite being the richest citizen of Lake Sanguis.

His literal penny-pinching entitlement rankled everyone.

A hard knock came on the Airstream door, and Mom rushed to answer it. “There’s my favorite adopted son!” Mom cried, pulling Jude into a massive hug.

“Hi, Mama Jenny!” Jude said sweetly, as he’d done since he was a little boy. Mom released him so Olivia could hug him. Suddenly, with Jude’s massive shoulders, there were too many people in my little trailer.

“Oh, hey, El,” he said.

“Jude,” I returned formally as I stood awkwardly in the small space and gave him a cardboard hug, thin and stiff, like I did every Thanksgiving and Christmas, and six months ago outside McCormick Place when he was in Chicago for the cheese symposium. When I touched the middle of his back, I definitely felt the hardness of new muscles I didn’t remember being there before. I inhaled the sweet and spicy scent that was Jude, a signature deliciousness that should be bottled and sold. I forgot how good the man smelled.

“You staying long?” Jude asked me.

“Hopefully forever, so she never has to go back to that nasty old Chicago,” Mom groused because her steady diet of twenty-four-hour news meant she thought every American city was simply the movie set of The Purge.

“Chicago is amazing,” I said. “The restaurants are awesome, there’s always something to do, and there are tons of shows and movies filmed there. They’re filming the new Spider-Man movie there right now!”

I wasn’t going to mention that I recently hooked up several times with a Spider-Man stuntman I’d met on the Spark app. I called him Spider-Man Mateo, because, to be honest, I couldn’t 100 percent recall if we’d actually exchanged last names or not.

To his credit, he did bring some fairly acrobatic moves into the bedroom, and without his mask, he was gorgeous. He had an accent to die for, as well as a stack of for-real washboard abs. I liked him because he never asked for commitment and didn’t pester me with awkward exclusivity talks. In fact, he didn’t pester me with much talk at all, which was my idea of the perfect date.

Just thinking about Spider-Man Mateo seemed to summon a small spindly little spider, which crawled onto the counter near the sink. Mom screeched, “Spider!” and raised her tray of muffins, ready to squash the bug.

“No!” I shouted, grabbing her arm. “Don’t kill it.” I grabbed an empty mug from a hook over the sink and gingerly edged the spider into the cup, pushed open the door of the Airstream, and gently released it outside. It scurried into the grass and disappeared.

“Can you believe she saves those things?” Mom muttered in disgust. “She reads one book as a kid, and spiders are her friends forever.”

“Charlotte’s Web is a classic,” I argued.

“Remember when a spider made a web outside our bedroom window?” Olivia said, wistful. We shared a small room with white bunk beds for most of our childhood.

“Of course I remember!” It was a big web that took up half the window. We watched it nightly. I kept expecting it to spell out messages to us.

“I remember that when it died, you made us bury it in a matchbox in the yard,” Mom groaned, rolling her eyes. “We had to have a whole funeral.”

“Oh, I remember,” Jude said. “She asked me to play violin.”

I’d forgotten about the scratchy notes of Mozart floating through the yard as I dug a hole under the elm tree behind the Airstream with a garden spade.

“You made us all say a few words,” Olivia recounted.

“Right, and I believe I said, ‘Why are we here, again?’” Mom quipped.

“Spiders get a bad rap, but they’re good to have around,” I pointed out.

“You don’t mean that,” Mom said, trying to gaslight me again. “Jude! Tell my daughter spiders should be killed on sight.”

Jude just laughed a little. “Mama Jenny, I would never tell any woman what to do.” He put up both hands in surrender, making both Mom and Olivia laugh. “Especially not one with a black belt.” He eyed me. “And who won the Junior Krav Maga Championship.”

Sophomore year, I nabbed the title by beating another fifteen-year-old girl who was built like a Teamster.

“That’s just because you’re too nice,” Mom said. The only person Mom adored more than Jude was Oscar, her clear favorite of the family. “That’s the kind of good men you find here in Lake Sanguis.”

Mom was as subtle as a freight train.

“Lake Sanguis is boring,” I declared.

“It’s safer than Chicago,” Mom pointed out. “We don’t have serial killers running loose.”

“Low blow,” I told her, even though she was right. Lake Sanguis’s biggest crime last year was the theft of a tandem bike from Margaret Morton, and we were pretty sure her husband disposed of it himself to avoid summer rides with his wife down the lakeside trail.

“Jude, will you tell Ella that she needs to get off the Spark app? It’s dangerous,” Mom pleaded.

Oh, Lord. Why did she tell him I was on the Spark app? Jude might be a cheese scientist, but I’m sure he didn’t live under a rock. He had to know that the Spark app was best known for casual meet-ups. Jude looked decidedly uncomfortable. “Er…” He rubbed the back of his neck.

“Mom, Jude does not need to know this,” I said, but that just fueled her more.

“You know Ella used to have such the crush on you,” Mom continued, because there wasn’t any situation she couldn’t make more embarrassing if she tried hard enough.

I felt my face flame hot as I remembered a starry-eyed, fifth-grade me writing his name and circling it with pink puffy heart stickers. Why’d she have to expose me like that?

“I also had a crush on the red Power Ranger,” I quipped, trying desperately to recover. “Don’t take it personally.”

“So, your crush on me, is that why you were always trying to bash my head in?” He was referring to the fact I’d often hide under the staircase, or in hallways, and launch myself at Oscar or Jude to try out a new roundhouse or uppercut.

“I was just trying to show off my moves,” I said. “When I was ten, that’s how I thought you impressed boys—by showing off my best spin kicks. I was an awkward kid.”

“Oh, I remember. I was there,” Jude teased, his brown eyes bright. “Case in point: the spider eulogy.”

I had to laugh at that. I couldn’t help it. The spider funeral might’ve occurred the same year I cut my own bangs the day before school pictures.

My phone dinged again. CanceledKill sent another message.


You’ve been a bad girl, Ella. Time to be punished.

Ready or not—here I come.









Two


The Canceled Killer’s sixth victim went viral after he yelled at a fast food employee for not letting him bring two Great Danes into the restaurant. It later came to light that he owned a dog training business and faced at least three claims of animal cruelty. The Canceled Killer strangled him with a dog leash.

—Crime Hive podcast



Something about the threatening message didn’t sit right with me. It felt real, somehow. Menacing. Less a threat, and more a promise.

Maybe I was completely off base and it really was just another troll trolling, but I wasn’t going to take any chances. I wasn’t easily rattled, but I also wasn’t stupid.

“This is why you should never mess around with serial killers,” said Oscar, my brother, the town sheriff, as he studied the message on my phone the next morning. He wore his tan sheriff’s uniform and shiny golden badge, glinting under the kitchen lights at Koi, as he carefully tucked his thumb into his gun belt, near the Glock in its holster. “Their fans are always bananas.”

Oscar was the tallest in the family at five-eleven, and carried an air of seriousness about him that hardly anybody questioned.

“So you think it’s just a fan?” I asked, hopeful.

“A misguided one. Probably. I warned you not to do Crime Hive,” Oscar said in his most annoying older brother I-told-you-so tone, which he used on the regular. Almost anything Oscar ever said made me want to scream, “You’re not the boss of me!” and run to my room and slam the door.

“I’m a grown-ass adult,” I said instead.

“So you keep telling me,” Oscar said, doubt in his tone. “Just like you told me you didn’t need babysitting, even though you were the one who fell through the ice.”

“I was seven,” I protested, not that Oscar—or even the whole town—ever would let me forget. Many around town still called me Thin Ice, all these years later. Not so much because I was the miracle child who survived, but more because I was a magnet for trouble.

“Right.” Oscar seemed unconvinced.

“Crime Hive was the break of a lifetime,” I said, even more so because I’d just graduated Northwestern and lucked into an internship at a podcasting production studio, where I pitched my idea about following this little-known string of murders in Chicagoland that I believed were connected. The producers jumped on it, and we’d broken the news that the Midwest had a new serial killer on the loose.

“Not so much a break now, is it?” Oscar was the worst when he gloated. I really wish I had a bedroom door to slam.

“Can you actually be helpful for once? What are the chances it’s the killer?” I couldn’t shake a gut feeling that told me this was a real threat. I took a sip of the coffee Dad had made. Dad ran on strong black coffee every morning and wouldn’t let Mom near his coffee machine. Given how she murdered banana muffins, I didn’t blame him.

“I think it’s probably some jerk who’s targeting you just for fun.” He took a screenshot of the messages and then texted them to himself before he handed my phone back to me. “But I can ask one of my old Marine buddies at the FBI what they make of these messages. Don’t do anything foolish, and block that account, okay?” Oscar warned me.

“So, I shouldn’t text back and tell him I’m a woman not a girl? It is disrespectful.” I glanced at the message again. “Also, it sounds like he might be into BDSM. Should I tell him I’m a dom, not a sub? Maybe he’s the bad boy who needs to be punished.”

“Please never say those words to me again,” Oscar said, deadpan, as he finished his coffee and set the empty mug in Mom’s sink. He grabbed his sheriff’s baseball cap off the counter and set it on his head as I followed him out of the kitchen to Koi’s wraparound porch.

His black SUV, with LAKE SANGUIS SHERIFF emblazoned in gold letters across the doors, was parked near the mailbox in the small semicircular driveway. I shoved my hands deep into the front pocket of my hoodie, shivering in the October morning chill. I could smell someone burning wood in the distance, and the gathering clouds above our heads threatened snow. Or rain. Hard to tell this time of year.

“Don’t go posting your location anywhere—just in case,” Oscar warned me over his shoulder as he hesitated, hand on the door handle.

“I’m not a fool,” I said. “I never post my location, and I scrub all the geotags from my photos.”

“Good,” he said as a clatter in the driveway made us both turn to see that Dad, wearing a vintage Van Halen tee, had dropped his wrench. He bent down to pick it up, met my eye, and then gave me a playful wink. Dad rarely said much, probably because Mom never let him get a word in edgewise. He returned to his work inside the hood of his vintage Mustang, a car he’d been working on restoring since I was a little kid.

“Does he need help?” I asked Oscar, who put his thumbs in his belt loops.

“Best to leave him be when he’s wrestling with the Beast,” Oscar said. That was our family’s nickname for his cherry-red convertible 1977 Mustang Cobra that currently had only two wheels and no working engine.

Dad’s small portable speaker sitting beside the right front tire began blaring Whitesnake, and we both laughed a little. He loved hairbands from the eighties, Wisconsin’s enduring and favorite decade. It’s why he’d named the fish in Mom’s koi pond after his idols: Bon Jovi, Whitesnake, Van Halen, Joan Jett, and David Lee Roth, aka Diamond Dave.

“Now that Dad’s busy working on his car, Mom’s got free time, and that’s bad news,” I said. “She’s trying to get me off the Spark app. Tells me she can find me dates.”

Oscar studied me. “If she tries to set you up with any of my friends, don’t let her. Especially not Jude.” He crossed his arms across his uniform.

“Ew, I’d never think of dating Jude.” I wasn’t eleven anymore. Then I hesitated. “Also, why can’t I date Jude?”

“He just got out of a long-term relationship.”

“With Kenzie Gordon?”

Oscar glanced at me sharply. “So you heard.”

“Mom told me.”

“Well, he’s vulnerable right now.” Oscar seemed unusually protective of Jude. But then again, Oscar was always territorial. He had a rule that neither Olivia nor I could even set foot in his room when we were little. Probably because I had a habit of stealing his Swiss Army pocketknife.

“I thought he did the breaking up.”

“He did, but still. Stay away from him.” Oscar planted both hands on his hips, in his typical lecture-stance. “Unlike you, Jude doesn’t do casual.”

“Did I fall into a Jane Austen novel all of a sudden? Are we playing Bridgerton? Do you, as the elder brother, get to pick my suitors now? Ooh, what’s my dowry? I’m dying to know.”

“Funny. Real funny.” Oscar turned and grabbed the door handle of his SUV and swung it open. He climbed into the driver’s seat, signaling the end of the conversation.

“Hey, Sheriff!” called Tammy Anderson, interrupting his exit as she scurried up our driveway. Tammy was our neighbor and the town’s busiest busybody, who jumped at any chance to collect gossip from the block.

She wore her signature bright orange puffer vest, and her dyed platinum-blond hair was styled in a 1980s Farrah Fawcett feathered do, the most popular haircut of Tammy’s middle school years. Say what you want about Tammy, but she’d never get lost in a blizzard.

“Hey, Tammy,” Oscar said, managing not to sound annoyed. It was amazing how he did that for everyone in town but me. He kept the SUV door open, booted foot resting against the interior panel.

“And, oh, hi dere, Thin Ice!” Tammy said, glancing at me brightly.

I cringed at the nickname. Oscar kept an immaculate poker face, though I could see the hint of a smug smile at the corner of his mouth.

“Oh, no, yeah, I heard you were back in town? So glad I caught you. I got your mail again, oh, you betcha!” She spoke in the high nasal-forward accent so prevalent throughout the Midwest, as she offered two thin postcards.

“Really?” I took them, noting the top one was a patio furniture advertisement addressed to “Resident” and the other was a public service announcement from the city reminding everyone to keep lids on their trash cans to deter the ever-bolder raccoons. Neither of these merited hand delivery, and any other neighbor would’ve probably just pitched them without noting the single-digit difference in the address.

Tammy was just poking around for gossip. Some things never changed. Like Tammy’s brown lipstick, one of the few nineties trends not coming back.

Tammy eyed my tight spandex leggings and cropped white top with distaste. “Wearing white after Labor Day?” she tsked. “And those leggings are a little tight, dontcha think?”

“They’re comfortable.”

“Comfortable? Is that what we’re calling it these days?” she said, shade in her voice. “Oh! I almost forgot, your mom and I were talking about you at knitting club last night.”

Oh, Lord. The knitting club. Might as well call it the Busybodies Matchmaking Club. If your name came up at knitting club, there was an awkward date with somebody’s sweaty, acne-prone nephew in your future.

“Your mom, she goes, ‘Thin Ice is on the Spark app’ and I go, ‘Oh, no, isn’t that dangerous?’ and she goes, ‘Oh, yeah, dangerous for sure, ’cause you saw that Dateline,’ and I go, ‘Of course! Everyone saw that Dateline! That’s how women get murdered!’ And she goes, ‘And I don’t think that’s the app where you find husband material’ and I said, ‘No, yeah, it’s not at all, ’cause I heard it’s a site for”—she dropped her voice low—“easy women with a certain reputation.’ ”

Tammy paused and blinked at me, as if I was going to defend myself.

“Spark is fun,” I said evenly. Oscar looked like he desperately wanted to leave but wasn’t sure how.

“Yes, but you’re not going to find your husband on there. I found my Ted back when we were both in the Air Force.”

I also forgot until right at that moment that Tammy had served in the military for several years after high school. That was well before women were allowed combat roles, so I’m pretty sure she just answered phones and filed paperwork.

“Ah, I remember those days!” Tammy sighed, nostalgic. “Ted always looked so handsome in his uniform. That was before law school, you know.”

Ted and Tammy moved here about ten years ago since their children were grown and Ted semi-retired from his Chicago law practice. When Tammy moved in, she’d taken one look at our Asian faces and talked loudly and slowly to Mom and me, worried neither one of us spoke English. Mom forgot that. I hadn’t.

“If you join up, I bet you could find a husband, too,” Tammy offers, unhelpfully.

“I’m not looking for a husband,” I said.

“You’re not getting any younger,” Tammy rudely pointed out. “I’m sure you want to be fruitful and multiply like the good Lord wants.” She stared at me a beat. Oscar sighed and hung his head.

“Why would I want to have kids?” I challenged her. “So I can do more than twice the amount of childcare and housework than my husband, but get thirty-one percent less pay at my job year after year and passed over for promotions for the motherhood penalty?”

Oscar glanced from me to Tammy. Tammy blinked at me, unsure how to respond, because she hadn’t minored in women’s studies like I had, and I’d short-circuited her tradwife brain. Then she laughed uneasily.

“You always were a stitch,” Tammy said, dismissing my very real argument as a joke. “But we both know a career won’t be a problem. Not right now, will it?”

Her verbal dart hit its mark. I clutched my fists at my sides.

“Really have to get going, Tammy,” Oscar said, interrupting my fantasy of a roundhouse kick to Tammy’s chin. He started to tug on the door. She scooted back as he pulled his SUV door shut with a sound click.

She lingered on the driveway as he turned the ignition on the SUV and it grumbled to life. He rolled down his window with a warning glance to me, even though Tammy was the one blocking his exit down the driveway, not me.

“But it’s hard, I know,” Tammy continued, “especially after that unfortunate accident at prom.” She clucked her tongue in mock pity.

Oscar warily glanced from Tammy to me and back again.

“It wasn’t an accident,” I ground out, referring to that not-so-magical night, when the class president, Alec Stokes—a year older than me—thought it would be a good idea to try to stick his hand up my skirt during a slow dance without my permission.

I broke his nose with a good palm shove to his face right there in the gym under the glittering disco ball. Considering how much blood gushed onto my silver satin dress, I’m surprised people didn’t nickname me Carrie. Somehow, though, Thin Ice was impossible to shake.

She snapped her fingers. “You know what? Alec is the mayor now. Maybe you two could kiss and make up.”

Stokes—the serial groper and predator known by his signature red hair—should burn. Instead, he went on to inherit his father’s lavish golf course and adjacent resort, and then, despite being accused of assaulting an intern two years ago, he went on to be elected mayor.

Just like his father before him, and grandfather before that.

“I’d rather die,” I said and groaned. I glanced at Oscar. “And you wonder why I hate this town.”

Tammy blanched as if I’d slapped her across the face. “Hate Lake Sanguis?” she gasped, appalled. “How? We’re a delight. We were named the number one tourist destination in Wisconsin behind the Dells!”

“Right. Blood Lake. Exactly where I want to vacation.”

Oscar not so gently cleared his throat to try to get Tammy’s attention. “Tammy, I really need to go—”

“Sanguis means sanguine,” Tammy huffed. “Peaceful and the like.”

I sighed. No telling Tammy that sanguis was actually Latin for “blood.” Lake Sanguis’s founders either were terrible at Latin or meant something else entirely when they’d named this place.

“Lake Sanguis is a sanctuary—folks look after each other here, unlike those awful big cities.” Tammy shuddered.

“That awful big city is the reason Lake Sanguis has an economy,” I felt the need to point out. This small lake town would fall apart without the revenue from Chicago tourists.

Tammy seemed unfazed by this fact.

“Tammy, is that your dog I hear barking?” Oscar said, cupping his ear as he set his elbow on the open window of his SUV and pretended to listen.

“Is it Barry?” Tammy paused to listen for the cries of Barry, a black-and-white Chihuahua and one of the nastiest little dogs ever to walk the earth. If you ever tried to pet him, he’d bite your finger with the viciousness of a piranha. “Oh my goodness. It’s his mealtime.”

“You probably better go feed him,” Oscar said.

“Best be off, then. Barry isn’t going to feed himself!” Tammy hurried away from us, finally clearing the driveway.

“You should’ve let me kick her,” I said.

Oscar sighed next to me. “She isn’t worth it,” he told me.

“Agree to disagree.”

Oscar studied my profile. “She’s older. She’s got outdated ideas.”

“No kidding. It’s still not an excuse.”

“Want to talk about—”

“No,” I said through gritted teeth. I didn’t want to talk about how Stokes told everyone after prom that I’d come on to him, that I’d been grinding on him in the slow dance, the same excuse he’d used for the other girls he sent crying to the bathroom at the homecoming dance, and then later at the frat parties at the University of Wisconsin.

I didn’t want to talk about how it was always the women lying, especially the intern who accused him of assault last year. She was just after notoriety and money. I didn’t want to talk about the Stokes family’s expensive defense lawyer and their connections to the judge in town, and judges seemingly everywhere else, and how all charges against Stokes—every time—were dismissed with prejudice.

Or how most people in Lake Sanguis loved piling on himpathy: Poor Alec Stokes! What will it do to that poor guy’s prospects! Real criminals didn’t come from pillars of the community, and they certainly didn’t wear designer polos and expensive platinum watches, no matter how often they were accused of the same crimes over and over again.

We women were just space trash, all gold diggers, floating along in the universe, lucky to get pulled into Stokes’s gravity.

“Oscar! Wait!” Olivia shouted, jogging out of Koi in a hoodie, with her backpack slung over one shoulder. “Drop
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