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CHAPTER ONE







TREVON Aronsen had a thing for Hawk Marner.

Oh, not that kind of thing. Nah, it wasn’t an attraction thing. Trevon had never really been attracted to men in that way, although he liked to think that he was open enough to new experiences that he wouldn’t discount it out of hand if an opportunity presented itself.

Which it wouldn’t.

Trevon’s sexual encounters tended to be a bit controlled.

He suspected that Hawk was the same way, though. It came with the territory when a person found, you know, murdering people sexually gratifying.

Which Trevon did, of course.

Hands down, best sex of his life was crawling into bed with Maliah Wright, fresh from a kill, fucking her and knowing she had no idea that he was a serial killer.

He figured Hawk had enjoyed that, too, right? With Wren Delacroix?

Trevon admired Hawk.

Trevon, uh, okay, he idolized him. Everything Hawk had done had been inspired. How he’d planned everything out so well that he’d had even had Major Hill lined up to take the fall for his murders? With evidence, even?

Sure, Wren Delacroix and Caius Reilly knew that Major Hill hadn’t been the actual perpetrator of the crimes, but they hadn’t been able to prove this, and Hawk had never been charged with any of his actual serial killings.

Hawk had also infiltrated the investigation, tying himself deeply into the detectives’ process, even getting in the bed of one of the investigators.

All of it was pretty great.

Trevon liked to think he’d done a better job than Hawk Marner, though.

This wasn’t simply because Trevon had a pretty high opinion of himself and his accomplishments, either. Trevon thought it was objectively obvious that he was the better serial killer.

Well.

He hadn’t killed as many people, true, so that was a mark against him, but he’d been forced to cut his murder spree short when everything started to come to a head. He would have definitely liked to get another dead, naked coed out in the woods, someone for Wren to look over and tilt her head this way and that in interest and then deliver her to Trevon’s lab.

There was nothing like the feeling of getting his own victims in his lab.

With Everly Green, he’d been so certain he was going to get her, he hadn’t even bothered to clean her body. 

Oh, is that my DNA? Guess I’ll just clean that here, then.

Seriously, Trevon didn’t know of any other serial killer who had managed to make himself the lab guy for the serial killer investigators.

That was badass and intelligent and pretty awesome if he did say so himself.

Like Hawk before him, he’d also arranged for someone to take the fall for his murders as well. Kayden Rush.

Trevon never really liked Kayden, but it wouldn’t have mattered if he had. He didn’t frame him (and subsequently kill him) for personal reasons. Trevon liked to think that his motivations for murder were purer than that. He wasn’t killing because of petty things like dislike or revenge or anything so common.

No, he was trying to achieve something here.

Something significant.

But he didn’t like Kayden, mostly because Kayden had stolen Mischa from him. 

Mischa Peters had been his roommate. Never his girlfriend, of course. He wouldn’t let her use that term, because it would have made her feel like she had power over him, and his kink back then had been to see how quickly and utterly he could turn a woman into a, well, a slave, he guessed.

But the real key to slavery was in your head. If you wanted a human being to do your bidding, to be yours, you had to break her down mentally and emotionally and turn her to mush on the inside.

Kayden had gotten in the way of that process and taken Mischa out of Trevon’s house, and this was annoying not least because Trevon could no longer fuck Mischa but also because his slavery experiment had been completely destroyed.

Killing and framing Kayden wasn’t revenge, though.

Really, it wasn’t.

It had just been, well, he’d kind of made it up on the fly. The idea of casting Kayden as abusive and Mischa as under Kayden’s influence had been delightfully ironic to him, Trevon had to admit.

And it had been helpful in manipulating Maliah Wright, also. It made him appear helpless, altruistic, and likable. Trevon sometimes had trouble with appearing likable.

If there was a thing that Hawk Marner did better than Trevon, it was the charm thing.

Hawk was good with people.

Trevon was… well, he wasn’t as good, not in conversation, not in the one-on-one kind of thing. Especially not with women. Especially not with seducing women.

It would have been perfect if Trevon could have seduced Wren Delacroix, but he’d seen pretty quickly that wasn’t going to work. She was gung-ho for Reilly and she was a little too shrewd. No way did that woman go to bed with two serial killers. No way was she going to make that mistake again.

In fact, Wren was the one that worried him. Sometimes, the way she looked at him, it made him nervous. She had some… sense about her. She saw things, things that other people didn’t see. But that only make Trevon’s triumph all the sweeter, because he had her convinced now.

And Maliah, she was almost begging for it. Aging chick in her thirties, divorced and needy… it had been too easy. She’d bought his act about being aromantic and emotionally stunted and practically on the autism spectrum (but too high-functioning to ever be diagnosed) and she was practically peeling off her pants for him by the time he was ready for her.

Now, they had a relationship.

They spent at least three nights together each week. They ate lunch together every day. They went on dates.

The great thing was that he’d concocted such a great cover story that he didn’t really have to put on an act with her. She tended to dismiss all of his antisocial personality disorder traits as actually being from some other source. She thought he was harmless.

She had no idea that he’d killed Asha Forrester and Everly Green.

Well, Everly Green…

That had been such a screw-up.

She’d gotten away the first time. She’d given him a black eye and taken off running.

He’d been discouraged when that happened. Here he was, in Cardinal Falls, driving down the same roads that Hawk Marner had driven down, trying so hard to both pay homage to Hawk’s deeds and to top them, and he’d… failed.

But then it had turned out well, because Trevon had blamed Kayden for the injury, and it had gotten Maliah on his side right away.

Maliah had felt sorry for him, thinking that Kayden had hurt Trevon, and that Kayden was hurting Mischa, and that Trevon had come here to protect Mischa.

It was crazy how she’d believed that, really.

Maliah was actually kind of stupid to swallow that.

Clearly, Trevon didn’t pack up and move all the way out to the middle of nowhere to protect some girl because he was such a devoted friend. Clearly, if he followed her out here, it was indicative of his psychotic and violent and obsessive tendencies.

But.

Well.

Either Maliah was stupid or Trevon was brilliant, and he liked to believe the latter, even though he sometimes—in his worse moments—suspected the former. But then, sometimes, people disappointed him in general, because they really were all so stupid.

And the other thing was that it was sort of boring now.

He’d done it, right?

He’d come to Cardinal Falls, killed three women, framed a man for the murder, (killed him too), and gotten away with it all scot-free. He’d infiltrated the investigative offices where these crimes were studied, had use of the lab, and was sticking his cock in the wet pussy of one of the workers there on a regular basis. It was quite an accomplishment.

But…

No one knew except him.

Sure, it was great or whatever, but he needed…

This was why Hawk Marner had failed, right?

Because after Hawk Marner had it all nicely tied up, his patsy behind bars, he hadn’t stopped killing. He’d done it again. Then he’d gone out into the woods and captured twin girls and drugged them and prepared to do whatever it was he did with his victims.

That was why Hawk was caught.

It was only Trevon understood why now.

Because he was antsy.

He needed something. He needed a new challenge. Or he needed recognition. Or, he needed…

Well, he couldn’t sit around just having a regular normal life like everyone else.

Stimulation, that was what he needed.

Something else.

Something.




















CHAPTER TWO







“NO!” Timmy Reilly cried, horrified. “Don’t touch it!”

Wren Delacroix straightened—a Herculean effort with her belly—and nudged the toy train back to the position it had been in. “It’s fine, Timmy. Look. I put it back.”

“You touched my trains,” said Timmy, shaking his head. “That wasn’t very nice.”

“I’m very sorry, Timmy,” said Wren. Timmy was twelve years old, and he was a particular sort of child, given to massive meltdowns, which were more frequent lately. Timmy’s dad Caius Reilly was also the father of the wriggling spine-stamper in Wren’s belly. He and Wren had moved into this place last summer, but Timmy still didn’t seem quite settled, and the prospect of another new baby brother or sister (his mother’d had a baby over a year ago with her new husband) was not settling well with Timmy at all.

The astounding thing, however, was how well he was talking.

Those were some fully formed sentences there. Spontaneous sentences, not ones that Timmy had taken wholecloth from some television show or other person. Well. ‘That wasn’t very nice’ could easily be a repeat, and it wasn’t entirely appropriate for the conversation, but Wren thought that Timmy found it true to his own emotions.

Timmy had very little control over his little life, and he despised change, and one thing he could control were the toy trains.

He had set up this massive setup of tracks and Thomas trains (something that he’d seemingly grown out of and then gone back to, possibly as some kind of regressive security thing, no one was sure) and he wanted it to be exactly the way he had set it up. Anything out of place was tantamount to the end of the world.

When Wren had first started living with the kid, she had been a little miffed about it. It seemed to her that Timmy should learn to deal with someone moving his train and that she shouldn’t be apologizing to him for accidentally moving it.

But the more that she interacted with the kid and witnessed the meltdowns, the more she didn’t have the energy for it. 

Like, sure, she and Reilly could make it into a federal case, and tell Timmy not to get so upset, because it was an accident. This would, of course, mean that Timmy started sobbing and rolling on the floor and was inconsolable for forty-five minutes.

Or, Wren could just move the train back and reassure him.

Battles.

It was all about picking them, and she didn’t want to pick any battles at all, not when she was this pregnant.

“It’s okay,” said Timmy. “It was an accident. Was it an accident?”

“It was,” said Wren.

“Like…” Timmy scrunched up his face, thinking of the words. “Like-like when I make accidents.”

Wren beamed, proud of this both complex linguistic and mental association that Timmy had just managed. “Exactly like when you have accidents.”

“Everyone has accidents,” Timmy informed her. “No one is perfect.”

“No one is,” she agreed.

He smiled at her.

The doorbell rang.

Wren grimaced. She waddled across the room, thinking that she’d been on her feet for too long and that she needed to sit down soon, and then looked up the steps to the upper level. It was far.

“Cai?” she yelled.

“Yeah, I’m there,” he yelled back.

She started to laboriously pull herself up the steps. “You’re getting the door?”

“Yes, Wren!”

She groaned, resting for a minute. Being eight months pregnant was the worst. The absolute worst. Then she started up the steps again.

When she got to the top, she could see the front door, and Jim McNamara of the Cardinal Falls Police Department was there.

McNamara used to have a crush on her. He’d gone to high school with her, and he hadn’t been interested then, but when she came back and started working cases with Reilly, suddenly, McNamara was into her.

She liked to think they’d put it all behind them now, but McNamara’s eyes widened at the sight of her belly. He looked at Reilly and then back at her, seemingly wounded by the idea that she’d allowed some other man to impregnate her.

“Please tell me we have a body,” she said.

“Uh… well…” McNamara looked back to Reilly. “I hadn’t seen her in a while. She’s really pregnant.”

Reilly raised his eyebrows at the man and then shot Wren a what-do-I-say-to-that look?

“It’s kind of ridiculous to think…” McNamara turned back to her, pondering her stomach.

“McNamara, is this the year of our Lord 2022, or are we still stuck in the Dark Ages? Women routinely do all sorts of things while pregnant,” said Wren, making her way—slowly, waddlingly—to the two men. “I’m perfectly capable of looking at a dead body this way, let me tell you.”

“They’re not going to let you see the body,” said McNamara.

“What?” said Wren. “Why not?”

“There is a body,” said Reilly.

“No easy way to tell you guys this,” said McNamara. “It’s Hawk Marner.”

“He killed someone?” said Wren. “But how do you know? And if it’s him, we definitely need to see the body, because—well, no maybe not, maybe it’s too much of a liability, considering everything.” Hawk Marner was out of jail pending a new trial for the murder of Karen Nielson, due to claiming his sexual relationship with Wren had somehow biased the police against him. He’d yet to be charged with the murder of five young girls even though he was definitely guilty of the crimes. If he’d killed again, it was exactly what they needed to lock him back up.

“No, the body is Hawk Marner,” said McNamara.

Wren didn’t get this. 

“The body is…?” Reilly stiffened.

“Hawk Marner is dead,” said McNamara.

Wren went stiff too. She wavered on her feet. Luckily, she was close enough to Reilly that she managed to waver into him, and he caught her. She swayed into him.

He peered down at her, his lips twisting into a disbelieving smile. “Dead?”

“Oh, yeah,” said McNamara. “Gunshot bullet to the head.”

Reilly let out a laugh. “Dead. Shot in the head. You’re…” He tightened his grip on Wren and turned back to McNamara. “Well, it’s a little late for Christmas, but I’ll take it. This is the best news I’ve gotten since we found out we’re having a girl, am I right, Wren?”

She was still struggling to find her her equilibrium. “Someone shot Hawk?”

Reilly’s laugh went booming and loud, and it filled the space. “Fuck yes.”

McNamara shoved his hands into his pockets and looked down at the floor.

Reilly stopped laughing. “Wait, why can’t we see the body?”

McNamara squared his shoulders. “Uh, listen, we want to get some statements from you. It doesn’t have to be right at this instant, but if you wouldn’t mind coming down to the station at some point, we’d be much obliged.”

Now, Wren laughed, but a different sort of laugh. She was putting it together now.

“Coming to the station to see the body?” said Reilly. “So, we can see it, then? I just want to see it, because I’m not going to believe it’s true until—”

“No, Cai,” said Wren, shaking her head up at him.

“What?” he said, giving her a little grin.

“Cai, we’re suspects.”

Reilly stiffened again.

Slowly, he and Wren turned back to McNamara.

He cleared his throat, looking embarrassed. “It’s just covering bases is all. It’s not like that. I’m sure you two, you’ve got alibis, anyway.”

“Alibis for when?” said Reilly. “When’s the time of death?”

“Come on, I can’t tell you that,” said McNamara, not meeting Reilly’s eyes. “Just come on down, we’ll do the interviews, and, you know, we’ll get it squared away.”

“We can’t right now. My son’s here,” said Reilly.

“Sure,” said McNamara. “Sure thing. Whenever it’s convenient for you.”










“WELL,” said Reilly, clearing his throat. “Chief Thomas, it’s you interviewing me.” Nothing like getting the attention of the chief of police, after all. No way to convince himself this case wasn’t a priority for the department.

“Oh, don’t read into it,” said Chief Andrew Thomas, who was sitting down across from Reilly in an interrogation room, arranging a recorder and a folder full of notes along with two styrofoam coffee cups. He pushed one across to Reilly. “I’m the only one here right now, that’s all. And I know you and McNamara have worked together in the field. I thought he’d be better interviewing Delacroix.”

“Oh?” said Reilly, remembering that previous exchanges between Wren and the chief had been a bit heated on occasion. Reilly suspected it was less about McNamara being better and more about Thomas knowing that he and Wren didn’t get along. “And you’re interviewing us separately.”

“Yeah,” said Thomas, and now there was something sharp in his tone. “Because that’s the proper procedure, Reilly. Would you interrogate suspects together if you thought they worked together?”

“So, you think that we—”

“No.” Thomas waved this away. “No, of course not. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to do anything even remotely less than perfect on this. This man, he had beef with this department. He managed to get a new trial by somehow indicating that we favored your opinion and Delacroix’s opinion, and he did a smear campaign on us all. So, this is all on the up-and-up, and I won’t have it any other way.” He sighed. He turned on the recorder. “All right, this is the interview with Caius Reilly on January seventeenth, and we are beginning now. Interviewing officer is me, Chief Andrew Thomas. Detective Reilly is here of his own free will, and this is just a chat to establish whereabouts.” He nodded at Caius. “So, let’s get started?”

“Sure,” said Reilly, drawing in a breath. He still hadn’t processed this news. Last night, he and Wren had lay in bed next to each other, not touching—but then it was hard to touch her in bed when she slept in a massive nest of pillows these days—and not really talking much about it either. 

The thing was, they’d had a conversation about this once.

A serious sort of conversation, in which Wren had said something to him like, “If I kill him, you’ll take care of our baby,” and he’d said, “Fuck that, I’m killing him,” and…

She hadn’t brought that up in bed last night, but then neither had he. 

“All right,” said Thomas. “Where were you last Thursday night between the hours of 6:00 p.m. and 2:00 a.m.?”

“Uh, that whole time?” said Reilly.

“Yeah,” said Thomas.

“Home,” said Reilly. “With Wren.” 










“LAST Thursday?” said Wren. “Uh, you know, I had some last minute work at the office, and I actually fell asleep at my desk.” She let out a little laugh. “I can’t tell you how exhausted I get with this little monster growing in me.” She patted her belly. 

“At the office? Until 2:00 a.m.? And Reilly didn’t wonder where you were?”

“Um…” She bit down on her bottom lip. “You know, we’re not like that with each other. He, um, had something else that night.”

“Something else?” said McNamara. “What did he have?”

“I-I couldn’t say,” she said. “You’d have to ask him. Which is, of course, what you’re doing.” She cringed. Honestly, that night, she’d been worried, but when she got home, he hadn’t been there. It had been late, but…

Shit.

She shook her head. “You know what? This is Thursday? Last Thursday? I don’t think that was the night I was at the office.”

“No?” said McNamara.

“No, I, uh, I think Cai and I were at home together,” she said. “All night. The two of us, just together.”

McNamara drew in a breath slowly, his nostrils flaring. “And you’re sure of that?”

 “Well… well, to be honest, the pregnancy brain thing.” She laughed.

“I don’t have to tell you how serious this is, Wren,” said McNamara.

“Right,” she whispered. “But even if we were home alone together, you’d probably question…”

“If you’d been at the office, we might be able to track that.”

“No,” she said. “No, don’t worry about that. Um, no, definitely, I wasn’t there on Thursday.” She sighed heavily.




















CHAPTER THREE







“THEY fucking did it,” said Thomas, tossing his pencil across his desk.

“No,” said McNamara. He was standing over the chief’s desk in his office. They’d finished up their interrogations and had both compared recordings and notes. “If they’d done it, they’d be better prepared than this. Changing her story like that? It’s the rookiest of mistakes. She’s interviewed enough people to know better. There’s no way.”

“Well, then he did it, and she’s covering for him,” said Thomas.

McNamara sighed. “Maybe he didn’t tell her.”

“Maybe he didn’t, and she’s realizing she doesn’t know where he was that night,” said Thomas.

“And then she changes her story to protect him,” said McNamara.

Thomas groaned. “How could he be so stupid?” 

“We got the ballistics back on the bullet,” said McNamara.

“Yeah? It could be from a police-issued gun?”

“Sure could. But that doesn’t mean anything in and of itself.”

“Except it doesn’t rule him out.” Thomas swore under his breath. 

“Guess not,” said McNamara.

“And your gut on her?”

“You mean did she do it? She’s pregnant.”

Thomas shrugged. “Last I checked, a pregnant woman is still pretty capable of pulling a trigger.”

“She didn’t move that body by herself,” said McNamara. “She would have had to call Reilly. And then they would have prepared a better story.”

“So, if she did it, she had help from someone besides Reilly,” said Thomas, sighing.

“Look, do we care?” said McNamara.

“We, as in you and me?” Thomas pointed back and forth between them. “No, Hawk Marner was a waste of air. He got off easy with that bullet in his skull. Way too fast. I wanted that bastard to suffer. I broke the news on three of those little girls to their parents. I watched those mamas crumble, those daddies fall apart. I wouldn’t have minded killing him myself.”

“Right,” said McNamara.

“But with everything with this man, we can’t afford to cover this up for these two.” Thomas threw up his hands. “I might be glad Marner is dead, but I’m not losing my job over bungling his murder investigation.”

McNamara nodded. “No, I get it.”

“Fuck,” said Thomas, shaking his head. 

McNamara winced.










WREN shifted on her feet. “I think I messed up, Cai.”

“Not here.” He put his hand on her back and guided her toward the car. “Not here, baby, not here.”

“Cai, why didn’t you just tell me?” she breathed.

“Not here,” he hissed.

They walked across the parking lot to Reilly’s car. He opened the door for her. She got into the passenger’s side and looked up at him.

He went around to the other side and got in. He slammed the door shut. He fumbled with the keys in the ignition, dropping them. “Damn,” he muttered, bending over to fish them off the floor.

“Cai,” she breathed.

He glanced at her. “Let’s just get on the road.”

She buckled herself in.

Reilly started the car and the radio came on, too loud, and she reached over and turned it down and thought about that conversation they’d had last summer.

“No, because you could get caught,” he said. 

“I won’t,” she said. “But if I do, you have to pretend we never talked about it, and you can’t help me, because I’ll need you to be there for the baby.”

“If we were going to kill him, Wren, you’d have to let me do it.”

“I can’t believe you let me go in there blind,” she whispered.

“Blind?” he said.

“Thursday,” she said. “Thursday. And then I screwed it up. I had to change it, but I don’t think I changed it in a good way, and I don’t think they’re going to believe me, and—”

“Wait, what?” he said. “What did you say you were doing on Thursday?”

“Well, first I said I fell asleep at the office,” she said.

“But…” 

“I mean, I didn’t bother to tell you,” she said. “But when you got home on Thursday, I had just gotten home too.”

“What?” he said, giving her a look. “Where were you?”

“I fell asleep at the office.”

“Wren.” He gave her a look. “Did you kill him?”

“What? You did it.”

“I did not.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, you can tell me, Cai.” She put her hand on her belly. “Don’t lie to me. Are you keeping it from me because I’m pregnant? I can handle it.”

He let out a disbelieving noise. “Wren, I didn’t kill Hawk.”

She stared at him, scrutinizing him. “Cai, seriously, it’s better if I know.”

“I’m not lying to you.” He was pulling the car out of the parking lot, and he was looking at the road now, not at her. “You swear to me you didn’t kill him either? Because I don’t know if I buy that you fell asleep at the office, not when you need that big body pillow and five other smaller pillows all around every aspect of your body in order to sleep in a bed.”

She sighed.

He glanced at her. “So?”

“I didn’t kill him,” she said.

He looked back at the road.

“What did you say you were doing on Thursday?” she said.

“I said I was at home alone with you.”

“Well, good. That’s the same thing,” she said.

“Except we’re both lying,” he said.

“Well, where were you?”

“Don’t worry about where I was,” he muttered. “Especially when you’re not telling me where you were.”

“I was at the office.”

“But not asleep?”

She sighed. “I don’t want to talk about it, okay?”

“I didn’t get home that night until after three in the morning,” he said. “So, how late were you at the office?”

“Cai.” She groaned. “If I’d killed Hawk, I would have told you. I would have called you to help me hide the body. And I definitely would have hidden it better. No one would have found it a few days after he died, that’s for sure. Give me some credit.”

“You’d think I’d just leave it out to be found?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I really don’t. I can’t see you dragging a body around. You don’t like bodies.”

“Oh, but you do, so I guess you arranged him and what? Sat down and pretended to have tea with him?”

“Stop it.” She hunched up, looking out the window. 

“I didn’t mean that,” he sighed.

“You’re grouchy because you’re lying to me about killing Hawk,” she said. “You did it and now you’re not telling me, because you figure it’ll be better if I don’t know. But you should have told me so that I could have lied more effectively for you, for fuck’s sake, Cai!”

“Wren, please, I did not do this.” He gripped the steering wheel. “And you’re getting yourself worked up.”

“Shut up.” She wiped at tears that were leaking out of her eyes. She did get crazily emotional these days, and she hated it. “They are going to think that I lied, and it’s not going to work. They’re not going to believe we were home.”

He sighed. “You’ll just say it was pregnancy brain.”

“I did,” she sniffled.

“See? It’s fine.”

“It’s not. They’re going to dig, and they’ll find out I’m lying for you, and they’ll find out where you were, and then you’ll go to jail. I need you. I’m having a baby, and you’re going to be in jail. How could you do this?”

“I didn’t,” he snapped.

“I wanted him dead too, but this isn’t worth it.” Tears were coming faster and faster now. She swiped at them. “Oh, Cai, if you were going to kill him, you should have called me. I could have helped you not fuck this up.”

“I didn’t kill him!” He pounded the steering wheel.

She flinched.

He let out a breath. “Wren, baby, I don’t know why I’m yelling.”

She let out a noisy sob.

“I’m sorry, okay?”

She shook her head.

“You… if this is your way of making it so I don’t think you did it, then you deserve a fucking Oscar.”

She let out a high-pitched sound of horror. “You can’t really think that.”

He gripped the steering wheel.

She wiped her nose, rubbing at her eyes.

They were quiet.
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