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A Maya Cross Mystery

Chapter 1

The envelope arrived on a Tuesday. No return address. No postmark. No identifying marks of any kind. It had been hand-delivered, slipped under my office door sometime in the night, while I was sleeping, while the city was dark, while someone out there was watching. Inside was a single sheet of paper. Cream colored. Embossed with a balance scale. And a list of twelve names.

I knew some of them. Margaret Delgado the nurse from Book One, the woman who had sold Celeste Ashworth-Hughes's baby. Teresa Ochoa—the social worker from Book Five, the woman who had handled Sarah Foster's adoption. Jonathan Vale the lawyer from Book Three, the man who owed The Ledger $2.4 million. Patricia Whitmore the PTA president from Book Seven, the woman who had laundered money through a fake scholarship fund. Catherine Vance the cleaner from Book Six, the woman who had blackmailed Margot LeBlanc. Frank Morales the janitor from Book Seven, the man I had exonerated. Garrett Walsh the true crime author from Book Eight. Elena Cross my sister. Maya Cross me.

And four others I didn't recognize.

Below the list, a single line:

All debts must be paid.

I stared at the paper for a long time. The rain tapped against the window. The city was gray. Someone was killing people. Someone was crossing names off a list. And my name and my sister's were on it. I called Katherine Webb. "Did you send me a list of names?"

"What names?" "Twelve names. Margaret Delgado. Teresa Ochoa. Jonathan Vale. Patricia Whitmore. Catherine Vance. Frank Morales. Garrett Walsh. Elena Cross. Maya Cross. And four others I don't recognize." Katherine was silent for a long time.

"That's the kill list. The one Marcus Webb has been talking about for years. The list of people who helped build The Barn. The list of people who covered it up. The list of people who need to die."

"Marcus Webb is killing them?" "Marcus Webb is dying. He has six months, maybe less. He's trying to balance the scales before he goes." "By murdering people?" "By executing justice. There's a difference."

"Katherine, I need you to be honest with me. Is Marcus Webb killing these people?" "I don't know. But I know someone who might." "Who?"

"The foreman of the jury. The one who acquitted the CEO. The one whose daughter died because of the pollution. He's been hunting the people who let the CEO go free. He's been hunting them for years."

"Who is he?" Katherine was silent again. Then: "His name is David Chen. He was Elena's fiancé." The world stopped. "Before she disappeared. Before The Ledger. Before everything. She was engaged to David. He was a juror in the CEO's trial. He voted to acquit. He's never forgiven himself." "Where is he now?" "I don't know. But he's in Portland. He's been watching you. Waiting for you to find the list."

"Why me?"

"Because you're the only person who can stop him. Or help him. He doesn't know which yet." I hung up. I looked at the list again. Twelve names. Twelve debts. Twelve people who needed to die. And at the bottom, my name. And Elena's. Someone was coming for us. Someone who had loved my sister. Someone who had lost everything. I picked up my phone and started digging.

Chapter 2

The CEO's name was Harrison Cross. The same Harrison Cross from Book Five. The same Harrison Cross who was Elaine Worthington's father. The same Harrison Cross who was a founder of The Ledger. He had been tried for fraud in 2005 the same year The Barn was shut down, the same year Renee Delacroix faked her death, the same year Marcus Webb went underground. The charges were massive: securities fraud, money laundering, environmental crimes. His company, Cross Industries, had been dumping toxic waste into a river in rural Louisiana, poisoning the water, killing the fish, giving children cancer.

One of those children was Lily Chen. She was seven years old. She died in 2006, six months after the trial ended. Her father was David Chen. He was the foreman of the jury. He had voted to acquit. The trial was a sham. The evidence was suppressed. The witnesses were bribed. The judge was compromised. The Ledger had made sure of it. Harrison Cross walked free. Lily Chen died. And David Chen spent the next twenty years planning his revenge. I pulled the trial records, the news articles, the obituaries. Lily Chen was beautiful dark hair, dark eyes, her father's smile. She had died in a hospital bed, surrounded by stuffed animals and balloons, her mother weeping beside her.

Her mother was dead now too. Cancer. Same as Lily. Same as the poison in the water. David Chen was alone. And he was killing the people who had let Harrison Cross go free. I called Ray Navarro. "David Chen. He was the foreman of the jury in the Harrison Cross trial. His daughter died because of the pollution. Now he's killing the people who helped Cross escape justice." Ray was silent for a moment. "How do you know?" "Because I have a list. Twelve names. People who are connected to the trial. People who are dying." "The list. Where did you get it?"

"Someone slipped it under my door. I think it was David Chen. I think he wants me to find him."

"Why you?"

"Because I was engaged to his sister. No. Because his fiancée was my sister. Elena. She was engaged to David. Before she disappeared." "Maya" "I know. It's complicated." "It's dangerous. If David Chen is killing people, he's a murderer. You need to stay away from him." "I can't. He has my sister's diary. He's been holding onto it for years. He wants to give it to me." "Then let him give it to you. In a public place. With witnesses." "He won't. He's too smart. He's been hiding for twenty years. He's not going to come out now." "Then let me bring him in. Let me arrest him."

"On what charges? You don't have any evidence. You don't have any proof. You just have a list."

"The list is evidence." "The list is a piece of paper. Anyone could have written it." Ray sighed. "What do you want from me?" "I want you to stay out of my way. I want you to let me find David on my own. I want you to trust me." "I trust you. I don't trust him."

"Neither do I. That's why I need to find him." I hung up. I looked at the list again. Twelve names. Twelve debts. The first name was Margaret Delgado. The nurse from Book One. The woman who had sold Celeste Ashworth-Hughes's baby. She was still alive. Still in the nursing home in Salem. Still waiting to die. I called the nursing home.

"Margaret Delgado passed away last night. Heart attack. Very sudden." My blood went cold. "Thank you," I said. "I'll notify her family." I hung up. One name crossed off the list. David Chen had started.

Chapter 3

The second name was Teresa Ochoa. The social worker from Book Five. The woman who had handled Sarah Foster's adoption. The woman who had Alzheimer's. The woman who had been visited by Dale Ramsey every month. I drove to her nursing home in Gresham. "She died this morning," the receptionist said. "Stroke. Very sudden." "Was anyone with her?" "A man. He came to visit her last night. He stayed for an hour. When he left, she was fine. This morning, she was gone." "Did you get his name?" "He signed in as David Chen." My heart pounded. "Thank you."

I walked out. The rain was falling. The sky was gray.

Two names crossed off the list. Two people dead. Ten to go. I called Katherine Webb. "David Chen killed Margaret Delgado and Teresa Ochoa. He's working his way down the list." "I know. I tried to warn you." "Warn me about what?" "About David. About what he's become. He's not the man Elena loved. He's a killer. A monster. He's been hollowed out by grief." "Then why did he send me the list?"

"Because he wants you to understand. He wants you to see why he's doing this. He wants you to know that he's not evil. He's just broken."

"Broken people don't kill other people." "Broken people do whatever they need to do to feel whole again." I hung up. I looked at the list. The third name was Jonathan Vale. Jonathan Vale. The lawyer from Book Three. The man who owed The Ledger $2.4 million. The man who had helped Patricia Whitmore launder money. The man who had represented Harrison Cross in the fraud trial. I drove to his office.

Chapter 4

Jonathan Vale was alive. For now. He was sitting in his office, the same glass desk, the same hourglass cufflinks, the same view of the Willamette River. But his face was pale. His hands were shaking. He looked like a man who had seen his own ghost. "You know why I'm here," I said. "The list. The kill list. David Chen is coming for me." "Then why haven't you run?" "Because there's nowhere to run. He's been hunting me for twenty years. He knows my routines. My habits. My weaknesses. He'all find me wherever I go."

"Then let me help you. Let me protect you." "How? You're one person. He's a ghost. He's been preparing for this his whole life." "Then help me find him before he finds you." Jonathan shook his head. "I can't. I don't know where he is. No one does." "Then give me something. Anything. A lead. A connection. A name." Jonathan was silent for a long time. "David Chen was a juror in the Harrison Cross trial. He voted to acquit. He's never forgiven himself. He's been trying to atone ever since." "By killing the people who made the acquittal possible."

"By killing the people who knew the truth and stayed silent. The people who could have saved his daughter and didn't." "Were you one of those people?" Jonathan's face crumpled. "I was Harrison Cross's lawyer. I knew about the pollution. I knew about the cancer. I helped him hide the evidence. I helped him walk free." "Then you're responsible for Lily Chen's death." "I'm responsible for a lot of deaths. That's why I'm not running. That's why I'm not hiding. If David Chen wants to kill me, he
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