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      “I can’t take the case. I’m sorry.”

      The lines on Detective Morris’s face deepened, particularly around his mouth as the lower lip sagged into a disappointed frown. “Look, son, I wouldn’t ask it of you if I didn’t think you could be useful.”

      “You’re the cold case detective. It’s your file now. I haven’t touched it in years. You’ve got my notes. I don’t know what more you think I could say or even add to the investigation.”

      “I don’t know what they taught you up there at Quantico, but detective work is more than just good notes, and I think you know that. It requires a certain gut instinct…an intuition about things.” Morris tapped the dark brown folder on the table between them. He lowered his voice even though the restaurant was half empty; the lunch crowd had died down a half an hour ago. “I can tell from your report that this case meant something to you — still does is my guess.”

      Special Agent Enrico “Rico” Tonoeli attempted to keep himself from involuntarily shifting in his firm, wooden seat. Morris was a seasoned detective; if Rico gave one inch, Morris would know exactly what to say to deflate his resistance. Morris had hit the nail on the head: the case had been important — and still was. The memories, though, were ones Rico wished remained in the past, locked away and hopefully never to resurface, like the killer who struck the first year Rico became a detective with the Richmond Police Department. Two dead girls and then nothing. His first and only unsolved case.

      “Anyway,” Morris continued between sips of his diet soda, “it’s not a cold case anymore. In fact, it’s startin’ to heat up real quick.”

      Rico leaned forward in his seat. The words practically dissipated in the space between them. “What did you say?” He caught his tie before it hit the leftover barbecue sauce on the side of his plate from his beef brisket. He pressed the tie to his chest and held his breath.

      Morris looked him straight in the eye. “It ain’t a cold case. And the suspect has been upgraded to serial status.”

      Rico collapsed into the hard back of his chair. “Serial…” He let the word slip from his lips while his mind attempted to wrap itself around the implication.

      “That’s right. There’s been another one.”

      Rico desperately worked his mouth to form the word. “When?”

      “Late yesterday afternoon. Looks like she’s been dead for a couple of days, though. The full ME report isn’t back yet, but you can just tell by the bruises to her neck that she likely died of strangulation, just like the others. The ME will confirm. Toxicology is still out, but we all doubt it will be of any significance.”

      No, it wouldn’t. He couldn’t speak. Rico eyed his glass and took a long sip of the soda. The carbonation roughly scraped his throat and caused him to cough. “Fingertips?” he asked while he cleared his throat.

      “Cut clean off.”

      “Clothes?”

      “You know the answer to that.” Morris’s look turned bored. “None. Look, Agent⁠—”

      “Rico. You can call me Rico.”

      “Look, Rico, the first time this guy was active, he killed two girls in a matter of days. We’re running out of time on this before he kills again. I’m not looking for you to run the thing. I know you’ve got your own work at the Bureau, but I am asking for a bit of your expertise. You’ve got the most knowledge.”

      Rico ran a hand through the mass of waves on his head. “There’s a guy in my office who used to work for the Bureau’s behavioral unit. I can ask him to consult…maybe give a bit of insight into this guy. He’s got a former supervisor who’s supposed to be really good at getting into the minds of these freaks. I could call in a favor.”

      “Before this guy gets the next one?” Morris said with a clipped voice.

      Morris was clearly upset with Rico’s plan and Rico couldn’t blame him. If there was ever a case where he needed another’s expertise, he’d want it. The greatest — and only — stain on his career was that he hadn’t solved the cases of two beautiful women who’d been sexually assaulted and left nude, in the open, with their fingertips cut clean off. “Come on, now, it was my first case. I was a rookie detective.”

      “With a few years on the force and according to your record⁠—”

      “You pulled my record?”

      “Yeah, I pulled it. You were a good cop. Your sergeant said you had great instincts. Did you lose them when you went federal?”

      Rico rolled his eyes. He didn’t know which part to be more annoyed at: Morris’s patronizing tone when he said he was a good cop, or the dig about joining the FBI.

      “Don’t you want to stop this guy?”

      Rico’s fist hit the table before he realized it. The action startled Morris, who leaned away from the table. “Of course I want this guy caught. If you saw my record, then you know that not only was I a good cop, but my record would’ve been perfect if not for this case — which I unfortunately inherited at the beginning instead of the end, when I knew more.”

      “And I gather you know enough now to do something about it.”

      His lips shut tightly. I dug myself into that one. Morris’s gaze remained steady on Rico and the battle of wills wouldn’t end unless someone folded. Rico looked out the ceiling-high window to the right of their table. A seagull landed on the fence that surrounded the outside patio area. He watched as the gull swooped down to pick a discarded fry from the hands of a toddler in a nearby booster seat.

      “This guy is a predator. He’s out there watching these girls, and you know he’ll strike again.”

      “I know,” Rico whispered. Another gull had arrived and nipped at the hanging piece of potato from the other gull’s beak. The birds battled over the food, and the toddler had since dropped another piece to the ground.

      “Then you know how important it is to catch him. No woman is safe out there, and he’s picking them off. You know how these killers can continue for years and the body count just adds up.”

      “I know,” Rico said with more force.

      “Her name was Betsy Coggins.”

      Rico shut his eyes to Morris’s solemn voice. Everything Morris had said was true and he’d get no argument from him. I gotta tell him. He won’t quit unless I do. Rico released a long breath. “There’s something you don’t know.”

      Morris’s brows bushed. “About the case?”

      Rico shook his head slowly. He rubbed his unusually wet hands on his slacks. “Not exactly.”

      “What is it?”

      “If I tell you, you gotta lay off me coming back.”

      Morris’s lips twisted and his gaze dropped. Rico could see he was weighing the option. “Fine.”

      Rico’s head dipped and remained low until his heart rate slowed. The only person who knew about his indiscretion was his sergeant, who’d since left the department to take a chief position in a county in the northern part of the state. Even with the gross lack in judgment, his sergeant had given him a good review and a positive reference when the FBI called during Rico’s suitability background investigation. When Rico raised his head, Morris’s eyes held concern.

      “It’s bad, ain’t it?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “There’s no way around it, Jones, I have to go.” Daniella Fairbanks bit her lip as she gazed apprehensively into the eyes of her friend and assistant. He stood over her, eyes wide and jaw dropped. His shock wasn’t completely unexpected. The night before, she pondered her decision until her head ached and her eyes blurred with tears from the pain behind them. Nothing about her choice was easy; in fact, nothing had been easy for her in quite some time. She wouldn’t let her confidant dissuade her now. She had no other choice. “Tell me I’m wrong, Jones!”

      Jones threw up his arms in dramatic fashion. “Uh, you’re wrong?” He jammed his slender hands into his waist, daring to wrinkle his professionally pressed Armani suit jacket. “Do you have any idea what you’re saying? Perhaps you need a doctor. Do you need a doctor? You did say you woke up with a headache. Have you taken any medicine for it?”

      Dani rolled her eyes. Jones was always a bit over the top. “How am I supposed to refuse…again?”

      “Simple! It’s a one-syllable word. You’ve used it a lot lately, in fact. How many jobs have you turned down? Jobs that would pay ten, twenty, thirty…wait a minute.” Jones wrinkled his nose, a sign he was deep in thought. “Are you even getting paid for this job?”

      “I’m on the board, Jones. Heck, I created the pageant. What am I supposed to do? Never show up?” Except, that’s exactly what she wanted to do. She agreed wholeheartedly with Jones’s opinion, just not for the reasons he expressed. I’m a fraud. How could she stand in front of young girls eager to start a career as a model, looking to her for advice? Dani placed a hand over her closed eyes and let out a long sigh. Regardless, she straightened her back and held her friend’s gaze. “I’ve always asked someone else to host every year for the past four years — since the beginning.” In fact, I should probably find another guest host. I wonder whether Ariella would be interested. She’s always talking about visiting DC…

      Jones shook his head and frowned. “You’ll know what they’ll say, don’t you?”

      Dani’s eyes found her hands trembling in her lap. Yes; she’d be running. But what other option did she have? A girl was dead, and there wasn’t anything she could do about it now. In fact, it would likely be easier on herself and the girl’s family if she left Italy altogether. The country was too small for her to get lost in, and her name and picture had appeared in every single paper and gossip rag every day for what was now a week after the incident. People whispered when they saw her in public; she rarely left the shelter of her villa. The reminder was torturous; the end of her penance nowhere in sight.

      Jones let out a long sigh. “How long will you be in Richmond?”

      Dani’s lips twisted as she thought about the length of the pageant. Although it was a month away, the competition would only last a few days; however, she wasn’t sure returning to work right away was the best solution to an ever looming problem. I need some time. “I’m not sure, Jones. I might want to spend a few more weeks at the house.”

      “So how long is that? A couple of months?” came his incredulous questions. “You do plan on participating in the Molani Fashion Week, don’t you?”

      “Ugh…”

      “You forgot about it? I knew you’d forget. That’s why I took the liberty of ordering a few new pieces for your interviews. They should be arriving tomorrow morning. I think you’ll be pleased with the designs. I even called Ariella, who also agrees⁠—”

      “Jones, I’m sure the pieces are fabulous, but I’m leaving tonight. I’m catching the red-eye to DC and then a private jet to Richmond.” Jones had gasped at the word “tonight,” and Dani was sure he didn’t hear anything afterward. It was hard enough choosing the coward’s way out, but having to explain to Jones became increasingly difficult. Thank goodness for the pageant. What other excuse could I use? Missing Molani for anything but a prior work engagement would be too suspect.

      “Daniella, are you sure you’ve thought this through? To choose that pageant over Molani… You’ve never really shown an interest in judging. That’s for models who are…old.” Jones paused and met her eyes with disapproval. “And not working, which isn’t you! You’re still in demand and will be for a few more years — at the very least. Why should you give all that up for a few girls who at most will only make it into a department store catalog?”

      Dani ignored the presupposition that her value — and career — was on the decline and she’d face worthlessness in the coming years. “Jones, that’s harsh.”

      “You know I’m right,” he said with a huff. “Every year, thousands of girls try to become models. How many actually make it into the top tier? You can count on one hand the number of new girls who’ve received top billing this year, or will be featured at Molani, and one of them bought her way into the show because of her family name.” Jones sat beside her on the cream-colored couch. He took her hand in his. “I would bet a year’s salary that none of those country, backwoods hicks you’ll be judging will make it past their city’s fashion show.”

      Dani refused to snicker at the very real possibility that she’d have to pay Jones if she took his bet. Instead, she focused on how he pictured the girls from the very city she was born and raised. “Do you think I’m a country, backwoods hick?”

      “Dani—”

      She snatched her hand away. “Answer me, Jones! Or do I have to remind you that I was Miss Richmond, and Miss Virginia?”

      “And that proves my point. You were one in how many?”

      Dani stood from the plush sofa in her villa’s living area and walked outside onto the veranda. Conceding defeat was not in her nature — at least not until recently. A gentle wind swished her loose curls around her shoulders, cooling her from the heat of the noon-day sun. In the distance, the blue-green waters of the ocean softly kissed the rocky shore of the cliffs. Her gaze rose to the top of the mountainside to eye a familiar winding road. A woman’s scream pierced the air and Dani thrust the palms of her hands to her ears. Even with the pressure of her hands against her ears, the sound grew louder…louder…

      “Dani! Dani!” Jones was beside her. He pulled her hands down and forced her to look at him. “Dani, what’s wrong? You’re not thinking…”

      “That’s just it, Jones!” Dani yanked her arms out of his hands and stalked back into the living room. “That’s all I think about! I don’t dream of anything else, and her scream…” Dani shuddered as the faint sound rang in her ears. “I can’t get that sound out of my head, Jones. Do you understand?”

      Jones frowned, his eyes downcast.

      “I don’t care what anybody says. The papers can print whatever they want. Last night, I made my decision, called the pageant, and I’m not taking it back. I have to get out of Italy. Richmond will afford me the privacy I need.”

      “It’s in the woods, isn’t it? Dirty and full of insects and…dirt.”

      Dani chuckled softly. The lacking description of her childhood hometown caused the corners of her lips to rise slightly. Then the sound of tires screeching and metal ripping brought burning tears to the corners of her eyes. How could she laugh and enjoy life when she cruelly denied someone else their right to laugh? It wasn’t funny; in fact, nothing would be funny anymore.

      Jones followed Dani inside. He gripped the gilded top of an ornate high-back chair. “That’s the first time I’ve heard you laugh since…the incident.”

      Dani sat down once more. “Jones, I haven’t had a reason to laugh.”

      Jones sighed. “I know, Dani. I know.”

      “I feel guilty…I’m here living my life in this beautiful villa.” She flipped her arm up and allowed it to land haphazardly on the armrest beside her. “What’s it all for?”

      “I’m not sure I follow…”

      “Why, Jones? Why was I allowed to live?” She cried out the question that had plagued her since she’d awoken in the hospital and been told the horrible news.

      “I’m not sure, Dani.” Jones bit his lip. His uncertain gaze met hers hesitantly. “But you’re alive. I suggest you keep living.”

      Hands in her hair, Dani furiously rubbed her scalp. Home would be a place to find solace, not here in a country where the love of its people for her had turned into hatred overnight. Perhaps I’ll find the answers in Richmond. It’s home and my brother Doug is there. He can help me.
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      “So, uh, about your sister. What’s Dani-boy doing back in town? Has she said?” Rico wet his lips in anticipation of the answer, which his best friend and partner Douglas Fairbanks had avoided giving him for two weeks straight. What’s with the secrecy? He thought it might have something to do with Sara Deckker leaving town — right after the arrests of the Manicott family — and not saying goodbye. Doug had been moody ever since, which left Rico with a slew of unsuccessful attempts at dragging information out of his best friend. Protecting Sara’s late father had left little time for Rico to interact with Dani, and now he was surprisingly antsy.

      Doug tossed his pen on his desk, leaned back in his chair with his arms crossed over his chest, and gave him a wry smile. “You’re not going to give up, are you?”

      Rico — sitting at the desk across from Doug — assumed the same position as his friend, adding his jet-black boots to his desk, ankles crisscrossed. And now the staring match. Even with phones ringing and the movement of agents all around them, their boss yelling for the latest update on an investigative activity, and the constant sound of grinding metal as safes holding case material were opened and shut, nothing would distract Rico from knowing the truth — or Doug from keeping it, apparently.

      “Why do you care?”

      Doug’s tone had bite. Okay, so asking your best friend about his sister was kind of wrong, but what did Doug expect? It’d been years since Rico had seen Dani-boy — Daniella — and the years had been oh, so kind. The shy, awkward, lanky teenage girl who hung on him in middle and high school had suddenly blossomed into quite possibly one of the most gorgeous women he’d ever laid eyes on. Doug couldn’t blame him for asking. “You know I haven’t seen her since graduation and out of the blue she shows up during our protection assignment? You said it yourself: it’s not like her not to call before coming home.”

      “You’ve never asked about her before.”

      “She’d never been hot before.” And if Doug had been a true friend and told him she was a model, he’d have asked about her a whole lot sooner.

      Doug groaned. His hands went to his grimaced face before he rubbed them over his tightly coiled hair — a maneuver he did when stressed. Rico smothered a grin with his own hand. He took a chance in offering that suggestive bit of information. Doug might have just stood up and invited Rico to join him before punching him in the gut. Instead, he appeared…worried? “Rico,” he exaggerated the name with tried patience, “this is my sister you’re talking about.”

      “Come on, Doug. She didn’t give you any reason?”

      A shake of his head was all Doug offered.

      “Have you spoken to her since we wrapped the Manicott case?”

      Doug sighed. “She keeps avoiding the subject.”

      “Subject? What subject?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to get out of her,” Doug said with insistence. “Something is wrong, but she won’t talk about it. We’re twins, though, so I’ll figure it out. She can’t keep it hidden forever.”

      Do it. Just do it. No, wait; I can’t. I’d be breaking the most important rule. If Doug couldn’t get his sister to talk, then maybe he could? The idea sounded preposterous in his head and nearly all courage to voice it died with the rationale that asking Doug whether he could date his sister was a line brothers didn’t cross. And Doug was about as close to him as any brother could be. Being an only child had its perks, but Rico never wished for a sibling more than when he first met Doug. They were near opposites, which made life more interesting. And Dani was every bit a sister to him…until recently. The more Rico fought the thoughts of Doug’s beautiful twin, the faster and harder his mind attacked him with image after image of her slender form and small curves, her lush curly hair, and blue eyes so striking, they forced him to stare and be hypnotized. Okay, that’s it; I can’t take it anymore. Rico bit his lip before he asked the most important question. Hearing his own timid voice made the situation a million times more awkward and the butterflies in his stomach more frenzied. “You mind if I call her?”

      “What?” Doug yelled. The vein in his forehead popped; the wheels in his chair shrilled as he edged forward with fists on his desk.

      The exclamation nearly knocked Rico back and out of his chair. It wasn’t wholly unexpected and yet, why wouldn’t Doug want a good man like him to call his sister? Was there really anyone he knew better?

      “Tonoeli! The locals on line two.”

      Rico shot up a hand in acknowledgment, grateful for the interruption. He swung his legs from his desk and reached for the receiver of his black office phone. “Agent Tonoeli.”

      “Rico? It’s Morris. You got a minute?”

      Rico gritted his teeth. “You’re not calling about what I think you’re calling about.”

      “I know I gave you my word⁠—”

      “And it doesn’t look like it’s any good.”

      “Noted. Ah, look, we got us a situation here and I think you’re just going to have to get over that girl.”

      Rico’s left hand went to the bridge of his nose and he pinched…hard. “What’s the situation?”

      “We just got our fourth body.”

      “Fourth?” That was two in just a few days? Like before… Rico groaned. It was the same guy, no doubt. He’d spent the last sixteen hours agonizing over his decision to refuse Morris’s request to assist with the investigation. “I haven’t thought of anything else since our meeting.” Except Dani. Dead girls…and a live one. I wonder what that means?

      “I think you oughta reconsider recusing yourself.”

      “Have you identified Jane Doe?” he asked tentatively. A part of him hoped for a reason to return to the past.

      Jane Doe. Early twenties, five foot six, thin build, pretty, found lying facedown near the edge of the Rappahannock in Maymont Park. Fingers missing. Signs of extreme sexual assault. The coroner estimated she’d been dead for at least a week, with her fingertips missing and finger impressions around her throat. Although Rico had scoured the database for missing persons, he couldn’t make a positive match. Even the dental records yielded no results. His best guess was the woman had been from out of town, or a drifter, and had unfortunately met her end in a violent manner.

      “No, no. That victim remains unidentified. You should see the last one, though. Fingers are still attached, thank God, so we’ve identified her as Peggy Myers.”

      Shoulders sagged, Rico closed his eyes and released a breath in relief. Richmond PD had a healthy number of cold cases, and one more was too many. With fingers came the hope of trace evidence or DNA and a possible discovery of the perpetrator. “He’s slipping, Morris.”

      “That’s what it looks like. But that’s not all.”

      “What else?”

      “We’d like you to be present when we talk to the witness.”

      Rico nearly dropped the phone. His pulse pounded in anticipation. “Witness? What witness?” Rico racked his brain for any possibility that he might’ve missed a witness in one of the most haunting cases of his career. A witness could mean a break in the case and the fulfillment of a promise he’d made to a poor, unidentified dead woman — to capture her killer. The only witness was a young woman to the second attack — on her sister. Rico suspected the killer was getting greedy, taking on two women at once.

      Rebecca.

      The younger sister of the second victim saw her sister be dragged away by a mysterious man, and her grief kept her captive…until Rico.

      “A young woman. A friend of the vic. We’ve got her here at the station, if you wouldn’t mind coming down. I can catch you up on the details of the case.”

      Rico’s blood ran cold. It was happening all over again. A young woman, terrified by events no one should ever experience, would reach out to him for help, and he’d cross the line of professionalism and decency. Out of the corner of his eye, Rico caught Doug mouthing a question. He mouthed back “cold case.” Doug nodded in understanding. “Has she given you anything on the perp?”

      The detective sighed into the phone. “It’s not much to go on, but it has to do with modeling.”

      Modeling? The first victim was unquestionably beautiful, but a model? No one in and around the area had recognized her composite, based on the artist rendering of the badly decomposed features. Rebecca was also good-looking — just slightly less endowed than her younger sister. “Uh, sure. Just give me an hour to move some things around here and I’ll be right there.”

      “Hey, thanks. I’ll let the front desk know you’re coming. I think you’re going to want to hear what she’s got to say.”

      No kidding. The case was more than five years old, but without the victim’s identity and trace evidence, there was little hope in solving the murder of Jane Doe or Rebecca. The cases tormented Rico. Working assault cases was especially difficult for him; all the female victims were Jane.

      Rico stood and slung on his leather jacket. “I’m heading over to Richmond PD.”

      Doug stared at him curiously. “The cold case? Is this the same one you met the detective for lunch about?”

      Wordlessly, Rico nodded.

      “Wow. A new lead?”

      “Yeah. Morris says they have an eyewitness and it might be linked to the original case. He wants me there for the interview.”

      “You need any help?”

      Rico shrugged. “Maybe some top cover for my cases? I’ll clear it with the boss. I might call in a favor ’cause I think we’ll need some behavioral analysis.”

      “Yeah, sure. Anything you want.” Doug nodded. “I’ll cover your cases. If I have any questions, or if something interesting comes up, I’ll give you a call.”

      “Thanks, Doug.” Rico started to walk away and then he paused. He about-faced to Doug’s concerned stare. “Um, forget what I said earlier.”

      Doug’s brows meshed. “What did you say earlier?”

      Rico cleared his throat of the gunk that formed and tried his best to ignore the sweat beading around his hairline. “About your sister? Forget I asked. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      Doug’s stare turned cold and his lips twisted. “Rico?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Get out of here.”
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      “We’re so happy you’ll be joining us this year! Tell me, what made you change your mind?”

      Dani bit her lip. She averted her eyes from the pageant director’s gleeful smile and focused on her spotless Manolos. The overjoyed expression on Silvia Menendez’s face was a bit much to take in, although the slight sarcasm that laced the question kept Dani from being completely embarrassed by not showing her face at her own pageant before today. She gripped the curled wooden edges of her armrests of her chair as she sat across from Silvia’s desk. “Um, I had a project cancellation.” She mumbled the lie. “I’m really happy to be here. I hope I haven’t seemed neglectful in the past⁠—”

      “Oh, no, no,” Silvia rushed to say. “We understand. You’re a supermodel. Your schedule must be completely insane. No one expects you to show up to our little pageant.”

      Dani smarted at Silvia’s humble description of the pageant. I guess not being here really hasn’t made this event legitimate. There was noted media buzz the first year she announced the pageant, and significantly less the next year when she hadn’t appeared during its inaugural run. This year, Dani had kept her involvement a secret, hoping her last-minute appearance wouldn’t give the photographers and media hounds enough time to cover the event. The surprise showing might help next year’s visibility efforts. So far, so good. “Well, I’m really hoping to keep a low profile here. This isn’t about me. I want the focus on the girls.”

      Silvia nodded. “I completely agree. For the last four years, we’ve proudly judged more than one hundred young ladies and many of them have launched respectable careers because of their participation in this contest.”

      Dani opened her mouth to express her pleasure at the success of the pageant, but found the words difficult to say. In fact, she really had no idea what to say. Each year, she was given a report about the outcome of the competition and even participated in some of the pre-competition decisions. However, her notice of the pageant ranked far lower than the photo shoots and runway shows she was being paid to do. A pang of guilt wrestled for a space amid the condemnation she’d already heaped upon herself for what had happened in Italy. After she cleared the lump in her throat, she found her voice. “Ah, that’s wonderful! I’m glad to hear the competition boosts the viability of these girls. Modeling, as you know, is so tough and the rivalries are fierce. Every bit helps to get you ahead.”

      “Hmm, too true. I’m sure contacting the media this year will provide much-needed visibility⁠—”

      “No!” Dani rushed to say. “I mean, I’m really trying not to bring too much attention to myself.”

      Silvia smirked. “In an age of technology, do you really believe you’ll remain hidden after the first contestant spots you? You’ll be the next topic trending on Twitter.”

      Dani groaned at the prospect. “I’m hoping to avoid that. Maybe we can ban cell phones?”

      “My dear, be serious…”

      Dani’s eyes closed. “I haven’t been home in years. I really needed a break from…my schedule.” She opened her eyes and leaned forward. Her hands gripped the edge of Silvia’s desk. “Please. A little anonymity is all I ask.”

      Silvia sighed and shook her head. “I can’t promise you’ll go wholly unnoticed, but we’ll ask the contestants and their families and friends to respect your privacy and to keep the focus of the event on the girls. We’ll refuse any press interviews and photos. Unless you’re judging, I’d keep to the private lounge area we’ll have set up.”

      A slight weight lifted from Dani’s tired shoulders and for the first time in weeks, she actually believed she could experience a small amount of peace here at home. She smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Perhaps you could take the opportunity to speak to the girls about the stresses of a modeling schedule? We can fit that into the program as a special lecture.”

      “Sure. Anything you want.”

      “Good!” Silvia’s hands clasped together, her lips broadened into a grin and her eyes sparkled in anticipation. “Well, since you’re here, would you like to assist us in wardrobe? You have a noticeable eye for fashion and we’d like your opinion on the outfits.”

      Choosing outfits for the competition was the first idea in a long time that lifted Dani’s spirits. She adored fashion, often dreamed of starting a magazine or a line of clothing for women. Deciding whether or not she wanted to edit articles or choose fabrics had handicapped her ability to progress toward her goal. The possibilities of either post-modeling careers sometimes kept her awake at night. With retirement from modeling several years away, a decision didn’t have to be made immediately. I can always decide later, she had told herself. Later suddenly felt like now and being here at home, she had the luxury to consider her options. “That would be fantastic. I’d love to help in any way that I can.”

      “Excellent. The competition is only a few days away and we’ll have to make a final decision sooner rather than later.”

      “I understand.”

      Silvia sat back in her chair, a pleased look on her face. Then she abruptly stood. “I don’t want to keep you. I’m sure you have other plans while you’re here. I’ll show you out.”

      “Oh, um…thank you.” Dani nearly offered to stay, eager to assist, but put a smile on her face instead and followed Silvia out of her office. I’ve never shown my face before today. They probably don’t want me around anyway. Her lips fought the frown and lost the second the door to the suite was shut behind her. A gust of a fading cool spring wind caused Dani to shiver and she crossed her arms over her chest and walked around the corner of the building to her awaiting Jeep.

      On the long ride back to her lakeside estate, she pondered the possibility of the “final decision” regarding the outfits being already made and how Silvia might’ve mentioned needing her help to appease her. Dani appreciated the effort to include her, and whether or not it was genuine, she’d give her best effort. These girls would be counting on her. She’d already let one down — permanently. Judging this competition was her penance.
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      “You’re saying this man approached your friend, posing as a photographer for a modeling agency?”

      The young woman nodded her answer to Rico’s question. She reached for the cup of hot chocolate on the table in front of her and took another long sip. Her trembling hands once again tipped the cup; the liquid splashed in small droplets on the metal table. Rico offered her a napkin, which she accepted.

      Detective Morris had walked Rico into the “best interview room in the house,” — which was literally like any other interview room he’d been in with a table and three chairs — to meet Janice, a young woman whose friend Peggy Myers had gone missing two days prior. The girl wasn’t considered a suspect, and they were yet unsure whether she, too, had been victimized. Her concern for her friend’s safety appeared genuine, the fear in her eyes unmistakable. Janice shivered, and tightened the bright yellow cardigan around her waist. She shifted a bit in her chair, a plain desk chair on wheels with a high back. It looked more comfortable than the ones Rico was used to seeing in these rooms — a low-back metal chair that matched the color of the table.

      “It just felt strange,” Janice continued. Her brows bunched as she recalled details of that night. “I know I felt strange, but Peggy…you couldn’t tell her anything.” Her eyes rolled to the ceiling and she released a loud sigh. “I thought the guy was kinda creepy just coming out of nowhere and offering her his card, but Peggy was like, ‘that’s how people get discovered,’ you know? Her number-one goal was to become a model.”

      “What makes you think this guy had anything to do with her disappearance?” Detective Morris asked.

      “The creep factor, what else? I mean, I dunno.”

      “Tell us about how you met this guy,” Rico advised.

      Janice nodded while she leaned forward in her chair. “Okay, all Peggy talks about is modeling. She even starves herself, though she like, weighs way less than me. There’s this modeling competition that happens every year, and she got us tickets to go see it. We had just come from the venue where they’re selling tickets and he like, came from right out of the shadows. He had, like, a camera slung around his arm. It was like, really late and kinda dark outside. What pictures was he taking at night? It wasn’t, like, the best view of the town or anything.”

      “He just approached you and offered his card?”

      Janice nodded again. “Yeah. He said something, like, ‘I was just coming out of some restaurant and I noticed the two of you standing on the sidewalk. I’m a scout for a modeling agency in DC and I’d like to give you my card.’ Something like that.”

      “And Peggy took the card?”

      “Oh my goodness, Peggy would’ve pried it out of his dead, cold fingers if she knew what it was. This is, like, her dream. She talked about maybe going to New York or even LA after graduation, but to be noticed on the street? How often does that happen? She quoted some percentage, that I think she made up, but her point was that it was, like, next to impossible so the guy had to be legit.” Janice’s eyes darkened and her mouth tipped downward. “But he didn’t give me his card. What am I, fat? Ugly?”

      Rico shook his head the second her eyes pinned him with the questions.

      “Right? I’m not fat, and I’m not ugly either, so he should’ve given me a card too, right? Don’t you think that’s rude that he didn’t?”

      Rico cleared his throat. “Like, totally.”

      “So, I guess I was pissed about that, which made Peggy all mad and she didn’t want to listen to me when I said the guy was a total perv. She said I was just jealous that I didn’t get noticed. I mean, I was kinda jealous, but that doesn’t mean I’m wrong about the guy being pervy, does it? But his agency could’ve had, like, two new models.” She flicked her wavy chestnut hair over her right shoulder and indignantly crossed her arms.

      Detective Morris’s impatient voice steered the conversation back on track. “Can you describe what he looked like?”

      “Yeah, sure. He was tall, like you,” she pointed to Rico, “and I really couldn’t see much else ’cause it was so dark.”

      “Facial hair?” The tip of Detective Morris’s pen glided over the notepad in his hand.

      “Nope.”

      “Any other distinguishing characteristics?”

      A confused look crossed Janice’s features. “Like what?”

      “Like a tattoo, or a scar,” Rico offered.

      Janice shook her head. “No. It was kinda dark, so I’m not too sure. I mean, there was a little light from the sign outside the venue, and a street lamp was nearby, but still, it wasn’t light enough to notice a scar or anything. He was wearing a black leather coat and jeans, so I couldn’t see any tattoos.”

      “What about his voice?” Morris asked. “Hard, soft… Did it crack or was it high-pitched?”

      Janice’s shoulders rose and sank. “It was kinda normal. Deep, but not too deep, and it didn’t crack.”

      Rico exchanged a glance with Morris. “Any chance you can remember enough detail to talk to our sketch artist?”

      “I guess so,” she said with a nod.

      “Good. Now, did Peggy say she was going to meet this guy?”

      “Yeah. I saw her at school the next day and she told me she was going to call him after our last class. I don’t know if she did because that was the last time I spoke to her.” Her voice softened and her eyes watered. “I should’ve told her not to call him. I
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