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      Lynn Rivers was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen, and he’d loved her since the day he first laid eyes on her. She was maybe five years old then. He was older. Maybe he didn’t even know it at the time, but later, when he thought back, he did know it was love at first sight. She never knew.

      Because she left before he could tell her.

      So many times he’d tried to tell her, tried to show the depth of his feelings for her, tried to let her know just how perfect they were for each other.

      But he always fell short. Always failed.

      Until she’d chosen someone else and his world, no, his very soul, shattered. The pieces of that devastation still lay somewhere deep in the darkness of his mind, in ruin, discarded but not forgotten. His soul would never be whole again. Unless he could make her his.

      She was misled in choosing another. Led down a path of debauchery and darkness by her best friend. It was a choice made for her. Not by her. He just had to make her see that and all would be well again.

      He had to tell himself that to mend the shattered pieces of his heart. Had to believe it. Could believe it, because it was true.

      So, he showed her. But she didn’t see. So, he took everyone she loved away from her. And still, she didn’t see.

      Then she left him. Disappeared off the face of the earth for almost two decades. Two decades of pain and anguish. Of losing himself in helping others. In yearning to see her face again.

      Until one sleepless night he did. There she was, on TV, hailed as a savior of children just like he was too. They might’ve been apart, but their hearts and their souls were together all this time, united in the quest to make the world a better place.

      Winter was coming to town. Just like it had back then, in the year he lost her.

      But this winter would bring her back to him.

      And he would not make the mistake of letting her go again.
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      Lynn had spent the last three weeks prepping for the return to her hometown. Mentally, physically, and emotionally. But now that she was almost at her destination, she was holding the steering wheel so hard her hands were cramping up painfully and her vision blurred. Unless she focused very hard on the road and her driving. Which now that she was only ten miles out from her hometown of Green Haven in Upstate New York was nearly impossible to do.

      Good thing the winding blacktop road, bordered by nearly leafless trees amid tall, lush green pine trees, was empty, else she might cause an accident. Or simply veer off into the trees. That didn’t seem as bad an idea as it should have.

      This was the same forest where her best friend Alicia Simpson’s body had been found on a cold, frost-laden dawn morning twenty years ago.

      Now FBI Special Agent Lynn Rivers was back to find out who had killed her.

      She would solve the case. No matter what. Even if it killed her too.

      Those kinds of dramatic thoughts kept intruding as she drove, making her eyesight blurrier, her palms sweatier and her heart race as though she’d just run ten miles with no breather.

      She’d left her hometown not long after Alicia’s death and hadn’t been back since. Her best friend’s death wasn’t the only reason for this. But that other reason was even harder to remember. So she turned the radio on full blast, rolled down the window and sang along to the upbeat song even though she only knew about one-fifth of the words.

      Anything to keep her mind off her destination.

      Lynn was a seasoned FBI Agent and a seasoned undercover operative, but every time she tried to wrap her mind around the case she was undertaking now, she reverted back to the nervous, anxiety-ridden young woman she’d been on her first assignment over a decade ago.

      This would also be her final undercover assignment. Going home. As herself. To do the thing she’d promised herself she’d one day do. Find her BFFs killer. And make sure everyone knew Ryan Connor was innocent of the crime.

      Hopefully.

      He’d be there. He’d also be the only one in the entire town who knew that Lynn wasn’t just returning to make peace with the place she was from after all these years. As part of her cover for this investigation, she’d very publicly been booted from the FBI. For the past week, newspapers state-wide were full of the story of how a star FBI Agent, the hero in many captures and arrests of very dangerous individuals, had let her personal feelings for Ryan Connor, a suspect in a double murder, interfere with her investigation.

      Her cover story was that she was coming back to investigate her friend’s death on her own, without a badge, so she could clear Ryan of suspicion and clear her own name in the process. That much could be gotten from the news too. But if anyone had missed it, Lynn would tell them.

      It was a good cover. The FBI hackers and techs went all out to make it believable. Heart-breaking. Undoubtable.

      From the outside it seemed that Lynn Rivers’ life was once again completely destroyed. Just as it had been when she left her hometown the first time.

      Truth was, Lynn Rivers’ life had never been whole.

      She had spent her fifteen-year career with the FBI pretending to be someone else. Going on undercover mission after undercover mission, never taking a long enough break between them to really find out who she’d become.

      Now she was embarking on an undercover mission as herself. But she doubted she’d get out of it with any more clarity about who she was. Most of the time, she wasn’t sure she even wanted to know.

      She’d reached the top of a rise and the trees suddenly parted. There, sitting in its own little valley, was Green Haven, a quaint town nestled amid miles and miles of forest, looking like something out of a fairytale. At first glance. A closer inspection would reveal all the gaping, dark cracks.

      Seeing it made Lynn’s breath catch in her throat and she very nearly hit the brakes and made a U-turn back to the safe anonymity of New York City, which had been her home these last twenty years, such as it was.

      But that was just a passing thought.

      There was no running away this time. There never had been.

      The town of Green Haven had grown since she was here last. The neat, clean, well-kept houses had successfully eaten away a good chunk of the forest surrounding them. As before, a white-walled church stood tall in the town center, and the grass in the park next to it seemed to glow neon bright even in the gloomy late fall light. As if in opposition to the pure whiteness of the church, a tall building seemingly made entirely of opaque black glass stood next to the church. It wasn’t the only new building in the town center, just the most striking. The streets seemed full of people and cars.

      Everything looked picture-perfect down there. Like a scene from some romantic small town Christmas movie. Or one of those snow globes they sell at souvenir shops. Or a postcard.

      But Lynn knew it wasn’t.

      She was certain a killer had walked those picture-perfect streets undetected for the past twenty years. A cold-blooded monster who had killed not just her best friend, but many others in the last two decades.

      That’s who she had come here to catch. And she would. Her own demons be damned.
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        * * *

      

      The lump in Lynn’s throat that’s been there since she decided to take on this assignment—and which she became painfully aware of a week ago—seemed to only get larger as she rolled into the empty parking lot of the cabin rental place where she’d be staying. Serene Getaways was the name, and it was printed in a blue, cursive font across the entrance to the light blue mobile home that housed the reception office.

      Back in the day, when she used to live in this town, her and Alicia would kill for something as modern and hip as this place, which would attract all sorts of cool city folk to their out-of-the-way little town. The log cabins she browsed on their website were all identical wooden squares with spacious porches, even more spacious living rooms, kitchens and bedrooms. They also had every convenience that someone from the city could want, including electric heating, dishwashers and washer/dryer set ups.

      They didn’t come cheap either. But the FBI was picking up the tab.

      “Hi, I have a reservation under Rivers,” she said loudly as she entered, because the chime over the door did nothing to alert the girl behind the desk that a customer has arrived.

      The receptionist was still in high school, Lynn was sure, or else she should be. She looked up at her from her phone, her eyes unfocused from staring at the phone screen.

      “I booked one of the lovely cabins surrounded by the trees,” Lynn said and smiled, not sure how sounding like a ditzy city dweller helped maintain her cover, but it just came out that way.

      “They’re all surrounded by trees,” the girl said. “What did you say your name was?”

      At first, Lynn was relieved that her last name hadn’t raised any eyebrows yet, but as soon as she repeated it, the girl’s eyes went very wide and were suddenly hyper focused.

      “You’re her.” The girl gasped then cleared her throat. “I mean… welcome… my mom went to school with you… Melanie Rutger. Do you remember her?”

      The girl blushed as Lynn just gawked at her, unsure what she was feeling, but pretty sure only pure shock was on her face.

      “Sure, I remember your mom,” she said. “How is she?”

      “Good, she’s good, I’m Frances, by the way.”

      Lynn nodded and Frances turned and took down one of the keys hanging off a cork board on the wall behind her.

      “I’ll just sign you in,” she said. “I’ll need your ID card or driver license.”

      Lynn handed her the former.

      “You’ll like it out here,” Frances said as she started typing Lynn’s details into the computer. “It’s nice and quiet and off the beaten track.”

      “Great. That’s exactly what I’m looking for.”

      Lynn didn’t quite know what her welcome home would be like, mostly because she didn’t want to get too far into thinking about it. She knew people would whisper behind her back. It’s what people in small towns did. And in Lynn’s case, there was a lot to whisper about.

      “Are you here to solve the murder of your best friend?” Frances asked in a hushed tone as she handed Lynn back her ID card along with the key to the cabin. “It’s what my mom thinks.”

      Lynn smiled even though she didn’t feel like doing that at all.

      “Your mom’s right,” she said, winking at her.

      Frances’ big blue eyes went even wider than they’d already been. And in that moment, she looked almost exactly like Alicia.

      “Which cabin is mine and how do I get to it?” Lynn managed to ask.

      “Number 17,” Frances said. “Just drive along the main camp road and it’s the last one on the left, can’t miss it. So you think we have a murderer in this town?”

      “You have nothing to worry about.”

      The rumor mill had clearly already started and Lynn wasn’t sure if she liked it that way or not. A part of her would like nothing more than to be a nobody here, a total stranger with no past, someone who could be anyone she wanted to be. Just like it had been on all her other undercover assignments. But she could never do that here.

      If the word around town was that she was back to look into the unsolved murder of her best friend she should roll with it. And fan it. Because the faster Alicia’s killer crawled out of the woodwork, the sooner she could leave again.

      She was already opening the door, the chime echoing in the silent room, when Frances asked in a shrill voice. “How do you know I have nothing to worry about?”

      She sounded like a little girl.

      Lynn looked over her shoulder and smiled at her. “Because I’m here to find him and make sure he never hurts anyone ever again.”

      Frances gasped and gulped and Lynn left.

      That should get the Green Haven rumor mill spinning even faster. Melanie, the girl’s mother, was head cheerleader and a horrible gossip back in high school. Hopefully she hadn’t changed much.
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        * * *

      

      Only the first two of the twenty cabins seemed occupied and both were at the very start of the narrow, paved road leading past them all. Lynn felt very alone as she carried her stuff in from the car. She’d brought three suitcases, only one of which was filled with clothes. The other two contained the evidence from Alicia’s and the other murders.

      Once it was done, the silence of the forest all around her became deafening, oppressive. Funny how that worked. She grew up in a house surrounded by the forest and loved everything about it. But out here, the silence seemed to whisper to her, saying things just beyond hearing, but she knew, in her heart, it was nothing good.

      She’d chosen to stay at this cabin and make it her base while she got reacquainted with her hometown for two reasons. The first was that it was at the edge of town, away from all the gossips, gawkers and other busybodies. The second reason was also tied to its secluded location.

      Alicia’s body had been found about a half mile from where she currently sat on a modern, teal green sofa in the cold living room of the cabin.

      Back then, this entire area had been forest too, and the road she drove down to get here was just a dirt road, one of many leading into the forest. As most of the land in and around town, this part of the forest as well at The Serene Getaways cabin rental place was owned by the Ellingtons—the rich family that founded the town of Green Haven a long time ago and still presided over it.

      The nagging whispering in the silence was there because of the proximity to Alicia’s final resting place. Her best friend was urging her to get on with it, find her killer, give her rest.

      Lynn’s hand shook as she rolled one of the suitcases closer and opened it. Inside it were copies of all the evidence in Alicia’s case, including the crime scene photos. She wasn’t sure she wanted to see them. But she had to start her investigation somewhere and the crime scene was the most logical place. It had haunted her nightmares long enough. Time to face it.

      But before she could, her phone started ringing.

      “You settling in OK?” FBI Special Agent TJ Leigh, her partner asked. They’d been working together for fifteen years and could read each other’s minds by now. He knew exactly how hard it was for her to be back in Green Haven. So why the stupid question?

      “I just got here,” she snapped.

      “It’s going that well, huh?” he said and laughed. “I’ll be there in about half an hour. I’m meeting Millhouse to go over the ten murders.”

      Those murders came to light during their last investigation and TJ was officially working on that case alone, assisting the local authorities in the capture of a serial killer that had gone undetected for decades.

      “I think you should be there as well,” TJ added when she took too long to say anything.

      Lynn sighed and placed Alicia’s crime scene photos back into the open suitcase. “You sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Yeah, I do,” TJ said in his signature self-assured way of speaking, and doing everything else for that matter.

      Like Lynn, he’d thrown himself into undercover work to escape his real life and like her he also missed the days when they could still do that. But about two years ago, a reporter eager to make a name for himself revealed their identities on national television following a particularly nasty case of child abduction that Lynn and TJ had successfully solved. They were hailed as heroes nationwide and across the globe, their faces adorning the front pages of newspapers, magazines and TV news highlights for almost a week.

      There was no going back to undercover work after their faces and names were plastered all over the media. Or after the attention they’d gotten on the case they’d just wrapped up. On the back of that case, Lynn had found this last wormhole that would allow her to go on one last undercover mission before she’d have to think long and hard about what kind of career she wanted going forward. TJ was along for the ride. Enjoying undercover work by proxy, as he put it, since they were actually working together. Millhouse, The Harrington Chief of Police was the only other person who knew she was in the area in a professional capacity.

      “Fine,” she said. “I’ll meet you there.”

      “And be prepared for his skepticism,” TJ said. “He’s still not sold on the idea that he missed a serial killer working right under his nose.”

      The second of the two suitcases contained the evidence in those other ten murders they believed were committed by the same person who killed Alicia. She’d only just gotten full access to it a few days ago, so she hadn’t had time to go over it all.

      But she already knew everything she needed to know.

      The bodies of ten young women had been found over the years, buried or posed in the forest, dressed in pretty summer dresses, their bodies adorned with marigolds. They had been raped, strangled and stabbed through the heart. That was also exactly how Alicia had been found. She was this killer’s first victim.

      How the police had failed to connect the dots was a mystery to Lynn.

      They also believed there had been more than ten murders and that not all had been discovered yet. This was based on skeletal evidence and missing persons reports going back twenty years. In some of those cases, the summer dresses the victims wore had still been intact even though their bodies were not.

      The discovery of Tonya Rancor’s body led them to the assumption that a serial killer was on the loose and that Alicia had been his first victim. Tonya was his latest victim and had been posed by the side of the road where she was sure to be found rather than deep in the forest like the rest. Ryan Connor was supposed to get the blame for her death. Lynn had no doubt whatsoever that this had been the killer’s intention.

      He was the one she was accused of protecting in all those articles written to destroy her reputation and career.

      He had been the prime suspect in Alicia’s murder all those years ago. Cleared, but not in the eyes of the town. He was also the only man Lynn ever loved. That much the news articles got right.

      Ryan was another reason she would prefer to conduct her investigation without the chief of police knowing about it. Because the chief suspected Ryan. And he suspected her of covering for him. He was still officially a person of interest in Tonya’s murder, if not a full-blown suspect. That and the death of Tonya’s father Nate, Ryan’s friend from his Army days.

      But there was nothing for it. Her work stepped in on Harrison’s jurisdiction and she needed his full cooperation. She’d make him see she worked only in the name of justice. Always. No matter what the press, the locals and even her former employers now claimed.

      She would track down the killer and she would bring him to justice. No matter who he turned out to be.
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      The drive to Harrington took less than thirty minutes along the empty forest road connecting the two towns. Less than a month ago, Lynn was here investigating the brutal murder of her friend's daughter. As opposed to then, the trees lining the road were now completely leafless and it felt like a whole different world. But in all the world she would always remember that murder. Just as she always remembered Alicia’s. The bad ones stayed with her forever. At least she was out here again, doing what she did best—undercover work. At least she was getting one last chance to put things right.

      The receptionist at the police station looked at her over her winged glasses and actually rolled her eyes, as if to say, not you again. More than once, while investigating the last case, Lynn had barged into this police station with no regard for the fact that this place was actually the receptionist’s castle and she was in charge of it.

      She decided she better start this case on a better foot with the lady.

      “Hi, I have a meeting with Chief Millhouse,” she said sweetly. “Is he in?”

      “Just go through to his office,” the receptionist said. “They’re expecting you.”

      TJ was already there, she knew that from seeing his SUV outside. She just smiled at the receptionist again and walked through the sliding doors to the back.

      She was wearing jeans and her long black winter parka, and had brushed her long, light brown hair under her black cap, but if she was hoping that the people working at the station wouldn’t recognize her in an instant, she was dead wrong. Conversations stopped as she walked down the narrow carpet lined hallway to the Chief’s office, and everywhere she looked a curious face was staring at her.

      Of everyone working here, she’d only really dealt with Millhouse’s daughter on the last case, but they all seemed to know who she was regardless. The heat rising in her cheeks and the rest of her body was definitely due to more than just being overdressed in this over-heated police station.

      She knocked on the chief’s door but entered before he had the chance to invite her in.

      “Hello Ms. Rivers,” Millhouse said as she closed the door behind her.

      Millhouse was one of the most put together officers of the law Lynn had ever met. His hair was always meticulously combed, his uniform always properly pressed with not a wrinkle in sight and his words were always the correct ones. A suspicious mind would see him as a man hiding dark secrets underneath that perfect exterior, but his eyes were warm and caring.

      She took the hand he offered her and greeted him back.

      “I didn’t expect you to actually come to the police station,” he said as he walked back to the small table in the corner of his office. “Given the undercover nature of your assignment, that is.”

      TJ was sitting at the table, and apart from nodding at her as she entered, he seemed completely engrossed by whatever was in the file he was poring over. Lynn took a seat next to him.

      “I thought a lot about how best to handle this assignment, and the bottom line is that completely denying I’m back home to find Alicia’s killer wouldn’t have washed,” she explained. “That’s the first thing I was asked by the first person I met there.”

      “If you’re sure that’s the best way to handle it,” Millhouse said and took the seat across from her.

      TJ gave her an encouraging nod over the report he was reading.

      Lynn sat down next to TJ, facing Millhouse over his desk. Just like everything else about him, his desk was meticulously neat.

      “Something about the last case we worked on brought the killer out into the open,” Lynn said. “I think it was most likely my presence here. So I’m here to draw him all the way out. That’s why there’s no use hiding my true purpose for the visit.”

      “You seem sure that whoever killed Tonya Rancor also killed your friend twenty years ago,” Millhouse said. Something in his tone made Lynn look at him sharply.

      “You don’t?” she asked.

      Millhouse shrugged. “I think it’s far too early to jump to any kind of conclusions. But the fact that all of the other victims were members of the at-risk part of the population and your friend was a high school senior from a good family with no history of delinquent behavior or drug use it does beg the question of whether these cases are in fact connected.”

      “Members of the at-risk part of the population?” TJ asked, cocking an eyebrow at Millhouse. “What a quaint way of calling them prostitutes and drug addicts. Yet their files don’t suggest they were very far down the path at all.”

      Millhouse shrugged again. “That’s a matter of interpretation.”

      “Clearly. I interpret that you’ve let the murders go on under your nose for all these years exactly because drug addicts and prostitutes don’t receive the same level of attention as upstanding members of good families around here.”

      Millhouse flinched then glared at TJ, seemingly struck speechless by the attack. She didn’t know what TJ’s angle was, coming down on Millhouse so hard. But she did know that this topic of dead prostitutes slipping through the cracks because law enforcement saw them as less than, was something of a pet peeve for TJ, to put it mildly.

      “To be fair, Alicia had started experimenting with drugs and running with the bad crowd in the months leading up to her death,” Lynn said. “To an uninformed observer, she seemed to be a part of the at-risk population.”

      But Lynn didn’t believe for a second that whoever killed her was an uninformed observer. She thought he had planned her murder very carefully.

      “I’ve only been the Harrington Chief of Police for about six years,” Millhouse said. “But I can assure you that under my watch, everyone gets equal treatment before the law.”

      Lynn picked up one of the tan folders laying on the table before them. Each was filled with all the evidence they had on the missing or dead victims of the serial killer they were supposed to be investigating.

      “I suggest we get started on this,” she said, looking at both, but fixing TJ with a look that she hoped plainly said he should play nice with Millhouse.

      He nodded and went back to studying his file.

      “Can you give me a rundown of where you are in the case?” Lynn asked Millhouse. “I don’t want to stay here too long.”

      She had copies of all these files, but had been out of the loop from this investigation since getting “fired” by the FBI a week ago.

      “Leads are thin on the ground,” Millhouse said. “We’re still waiting for forensics in Tonya’s case to come in.”

      “And what about her father, Nate Rancor’s death?” Lynn asked and for the first time Millhouse let the prim and proper expression on his face lapse. It almost looked like he rolled her eyes at her.

      “We still think Ryan Connor is responsible for that,” he said. “The death was only made to look like a suicide, and there is no evidence that anyone other than Connor was in the house.”

      There’s the photo that was planted in Ryan’s room, Lynn almost blurted out, but stopped herself in time. Only TJ knew about the photo. It had been left among Ryan’s things while he was still staying at Nate’s. It depicted Ryan, Lynn and Alicia while they were still in high school. Alicia’s face was scratched out to the point of ripping the paper and Lynn’s was circled using the same amount of force. The photo was the one piece of evidence that made her certain Ryan was innocent. But if she handed that in to the police or the crime lab, all they’d find would be Ryan’s fingerprints and a piece of pretty damning evidence against him.

      “I’m satisfied that Ryan had nothing to do with it,” she added. “We need to start looking harder elsewhere for Nate’s killer.”

      Millhouse shook his head. “I understand the Connor guy means something to you, but circumventing police procedure and due process⁠—”

      “If anyone’s doing that it’s you and your lot,” Lynn snapped, talking loud enough to be heard through the thin walls of the office. “You want Ryan to be guilty because it’s easy. Just like it was easy to assume Tonya just took off on a drug binge. You messed up not following up on her disappearance and now you want to wrap it all up quickly.”

      What she was saying was only partly an act. On paper, Millhouse seemed like the most trustworthy official for miles around, but she suddenly had the worst premonition that he was the wrong person to trust with her secrets.

      And not just because he suspected Ryan.

      She stood up. “I should go now. Please consider our theory more closely. We’ve hunted down many serial killers.”

      “So maybe that makes you see them everywhere?” Millhouse said. He phrased it as a question, but it was actually a statement.

      “When it comes to serial killers, it’s probably better to see them more often than not, don’t you think?” Lynn said and turned to TJ. “Will you walk out with me?”

      He followed her outside, no questions asked.

      She’d kept her down jacket and hat on while inside the office and overheated, so now neither were doing much to protect her from the cold outside. Frost was in the air along with a faint scent of snow. Soon everything around here would be white and pretty and calm. She used to love wintertime growing up. Now she only saw all the ways snowfall would make her investigation here more difficult.

      “You sure flew off at Millhouse back there,” TJ said and grinned. “But I don’t blame you. He’s too fixated on the idea that we’re barking up the wrong tree with this serial killer theory. I haven’t been able to budge him either. But he’s got a point about Connor.”

      She shook her head. “I know what I know about Ryan. And that’s beside the point right now. I don’t want to get too friendly with Millhouse. I have a feeling it’s better if I just conduct my side of things on my own from here on out.”

      “Like a feeling?” TJ asked. “An itching?”

      She knew exactly what he meant by itching. The word was their code for that nagging little knowing, which couldn’t be explained with words or proof, but was usually right and came from years and years of experience hunting the worst of the worst. Intuition at its highest, in other words.

      “Yeah, that.”

      Intuition was the undercover agent’s best weapon, and both TJ and Lynn had honed theirs to a fine and sharp point. They trusted it over any intel and any piece of evidence that seemed to contradict it.

      “But I doubt Millhouse had anything to do with any of these crimes,” TJ added.

      “Maybe he’s covering for someone,” Lynn said. “Though you’re right, I don’t see it either. I just think I should use more stealth in my work here from now on.”

      “Right, gotcha,” TJ said. “Only clandestine meetings from now on.”

      “Tomorrow night to give me some time to study the evidence?” she asked. “At some seedy trucker diner off the beaten path?”

      TJ groaned. “Or just some dinner at a nice place somewhere off the beaten path?”

      “Fine,” she said and he told her he’d be in touch then went back into the police station.

      She got behind the wheel of her car, and drove off, heading to Nate’s house. She’d not visited that crime scene yet and it was time she did so. According to Ryan, the house would be extremely easy to break into and leave undetected, but she had to see it for herself.
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        * * *

      

      At Nate’s house, the wind was making the long, leafless branches of the two scrawny maple trees in the front yard groan as she approached the dark house. She shivered just from the mental image of the cold that must be inside the run-down house. She imagined it to be colder than outside. Police tape still covered the front door, but had already been cut. She didn’t enter the house though. Instead, she walked around it checking the windows.

      It didn’t take a master detective to see that any one of them could’ve been a point of entrance for the intruder. The latches were all loose to the point of only needing a firmer push and they’d give way and the windows also all creaked as she lifted them.

      From what Ryan told her, Nate was an alcoholic and spent most of his days passed out in his wheelchair, mostly in the living room. Ryan and he served together in the Army, and Nate had been a veteran of almost twenty years. He lost both his legs in an explosion about two years ago and never truly recovered from it. Then someone shot him. Presumably just to frame Ryan. A sad end. Tragic, really.

      It was doubtful he’d hear the creaking as the windows were opened, since more often than not, he’d apparently also fall asleep with the huge flatscreen TV on full blast.

      But the window in the back bedroom, the one Ryan was sleeping in while he lived here trying to help Nate get his life back on track made no noise. As though someone had oiled it. And the latch gave way with the ease of something that was sabotaged and not just loose from age and disrepair.

      Lynn had gone over all the evidence in the case and she was sure none of it had mentioned this.

      In the dark and messy bedroom on the other side of the window, someone had planted the photograph of Alicia, Lynn and Ryan with the aim of implicating Ryan in Alicia’s death all over again. And perhaps her own, since her face was circled in that photo?

      This thought had occurred to her on and off since she saw the photo. But she didn’t quite know what to make of it.

      She knew Ryan wasn’t out to kill her and she was as sure as she could be that he was not the one that killed Alicia.

      The one thing that the photo did prove was that both she and Ryan were on the killer’s radar. But she thought that the photo was simply a part of the larger ploy to get Ryan arrested.

      Just as Alicia’s murder had been?

      But how did the other victims who died a similar death as Alicia figure into this theory? Why kill all those other women if Lynn and Ryan were the main targets? Neither of them were anywhere near here when the murders occurred.

      She had no answers for those questions either. But she knew she wouldn’t find them standing outside Nate Rancor’s sad little house.

      No. The answers lay in Green Haven. The place she’d successfully managed to avoid like the plague for the last twenty years. Returning would make it easier to find the answers. She hoped.
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      To say that Ryan wanted to stay as far as possible from the town of Green Haven and the people in it, was a total understatement. Just about twenty years ago, he had been the prime suspect in his classmate’s murder and, cleared or not, many in town still believed he was guilty. He left town soon after the murder to join the Army. He was sure that made him look even more guilty in the eyes of some, but he gave it hardly any thought during the years he stayed in the Army. He didn’t expect to ever come back home. But then his mother got sick.

      And now his dad’s managed to finally get him to oversee his mechanic shop and this time there was no saying no. George and Stella Connor left for Florida yesterday morning, going on their second honeymoon, as they called it, even though they never went on the first one, given that Stella was already pregnant with Ryan when they got married. He was also staying at their house at the edge of town, to keep his mom’s pets—an old shaggy dog, a midget donkey and several cats—company.

      His mom’s cancer was finally in remission and George didn’t want to close down the shop while he was away. He also claimed Ryan was the only one who could keep it open. Which was total bullshit and just another way to lure Ryan into taking over the shop, which he’d been unsuccessfully doing since Ryan was a teenager. His father loved working on cars, Ryan did not.

      Ryan wasn’t needed at the shop. He’d been coming in for the past two days, and the father and son team of mechanics his dad employed—Viktor and Nino Kovac—had not needed him to do a single thing. Except hand them a wrench or a rag, occasionally, in case he happened to be walking by. So he was free to tinker with his motorcycle in the back, getting it ready for winter storage because winter was definitely on the doorstep.

      He was looking forward to the snow. Having spent so many years in one desert or another over the years, he hadn’t seen many winters.

      He was also looking forward to Lynn arriving. She’d said she’d be here later today. She also said she’d find Alicia’s killer and once and for all get Ryan off the hook for it. She made that promise to him about two weeks ago, and again on the few times they had spoken since.

      He would’ve liked to have spoken to her more than a few times in the last three weeks. And he was looking forward to a chance to do that too. He was starting to believe the old saying that you never get over your first love. But she’d been back in his life for almost a month now and he still wasn’t sure if she felt the same way. Sometimes she seemed to. Other times she was as cool as a frozen lake.

      The reception desk bell pinged, but neither Viktor nor Nino, who’d been dealing with customers all day, seemed to have noticed. So Ryan reluctantly, and rather stiffly, got off the floor and walked to see who it was. Maybe it was Lynn. That would’ve been a nice surprise.

      Nate’s golden retriever Lady, who’d been lying regally on an old blanket in the corner of the shop watching him work all day, got up much more gracefully than he did and trotted by his side across the garage floor.

      Ryan scratched her behind the ears. “You bored yet?”

      She seemed to nod as she looked up at him. Crazy as that was.

      “We’ll get out of here soon,” he told her. “And go for a long walk.”

      Lady’d been trained as a service dog and had belonged to his Army buddy Nate Rancor. When he was killed, Ryan took her in. Given that she was still a young dog, and a very intelligent one at that, she could still probably be retrained to help some other disabled vet. But she was doing lots of good for Ryan too.

      A thin blonde was standing by the counter and she was just about to ring the bell again as Ryan stepped into the office.

      She smiled widely when she noticed him, revealing two rows of perfectly white teeth.

      “You don’t remember me, do you, Ryan?” she said in a breathy voice. “It’s Melanie. Melanie Rutger.”

      A very old memory of a girl in a cheerleading outfit swam to the surface of Ryan’s mind, fuzzy at best. Her hair hadn’t been quite this blonde back then.

      “I remember you,” he said. “How have you been?”

      “Oh, you know,” she said and flipped her hair off her face where it got caught of the Velcro closure of her parka. “Nothing too exciting. Stayed in town. Got married. Had a couple of kids. Then got divorced. Nothing glamorous.”

      But she beamed like she thought it was.

      “Great,” Ryan said, not sure what else to say. “So, what brings you in today? Want us to look at your car?”

      She smiled widely again then looked down at the floor flirtatiously. “Nothing wrong with my car. I just thought I’d stop by and say hi. I heard you were working here now.”

      They’d had about fifty customers in the last two days and even though the shop was doing well, Ryan still figured it wasn’t doing that well. Besides, most of them had just come in to buy oil or anti-freeze for the windows or some other such whatnot they could get elsewhere too. Ryan was sure they’d come just to look at him. He didn’t give them the satisfaction and right now, he wished he’d waited for one of the others to deal with Melanie.

      “I’m only here because my dad’s away,” he told her.

      “And then you’re leaving us again?” she asked, practically cooing the words.

      Ryan didn’t know how to answer so he just shrugged.

      “You’re closing up soon,” she said. “How about we go for a drink? You know, to catch up.”

      They were never close enough to have any sort of catching up to do. But he couldn’t very well say that.

      “I have to walk my dog,” he said, only realizing how awkward that sounded after it was out of his mouth.

      “We can do it later,” she says. “Say eight thirty?”

      She was definitely asking him out. And she wasn’t an unattractive woman.

      “I’m busy tonight,” he said. “Maybe another time.”

      The smile faded from her face, her lips now slanting downward.

      “I heard Lynn was back in town too,” she said. “I guess that’s why you’re busy.”

      Man, word still travelled lightning fast in this town. Lynn only texted him this morning and here was Melanie already aware of it.

      “Yeah, have you seen her?” Ryan asked, glad to be changing the subject.

      “My daughter works at the cabin rental place where she’s staying,” Melanie said and then closed her mouth, looking affronted. As though Ryan was responsible for making her say more than she wanted to say. As in, admitting what a gossip she was.

      Lady whined loudly and even went so far as to nudge his hand, clearly signaling that she wanted to go for a walk. He needed an excuse to end this conversation and she gave it to him. She really was the smartest dog Ryan ever knew.

      “I really should take my dog for that walk now,” he said, taking the out Lady offered. “I’ll see you around, Melanie.”

      She didn’t like being dismissed, her pursed lips told him that clearly, but at least she didn’t try to fight it. She even smiled before leaving the shop.

      “Thanks for that,” Ryan told Lady as he scratched behind her ears. “I have a feeling you’ll have to rescue me like that a bunch more times.”

      Before coming to work at the shop he’d avoided the town, staying either at his parents’ house or his grandfather’s cabin in the woods. He should’ve stuck to that. Because he was sure that the busybodies would just keep on coming here to see how the town’s favorite murder suspect turned out. Even twenty years on there still wasn’t much else to do for fun in this town.
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      Twilight was coloring the sky a shade of dusty, greyish purple, diffused by the mists created by the cold of approaching winter. Along the blacktop road dusk had already fallen, but the purplish light still lingered above the tall, mostly leafless trees and the majestic pines as Lynn drove back to Green Haven.

      Dusk dominated by the time she parked in front of the cabin she had rented. She didn’t go inside. Instead, she took a flashlight from the trunk of her SUV and headed into the trees. She tried not to think too hard about the gathering darkness or where she was headed.

      To the place that upended her entire world twenty years ago. To the scene where she stumbled on her best friend’s dead body in the early hours of an icy cold morning. It was dark then too. The moon had already set, but the sun hadn’t started coming up yet. In fact, it hadn’t come out from behind the clouds at all that day.

      But the clearing where Alicia’s body had been found was all lit up by battery-powered floodlights back then. The Sheriff’s Deputy on scene had tried to keep her away from the site, keep her from seeing her dead friend. But he had failed.

      If she closed her eyes and concentrated, she could still see it clearly.

      Alicia was dressed in a white summer dress, complete with a lace collar and hem. A little girl’s dress. Something Alicia might’ve worn to church when they were very young, but definitely not at the time she was murdered. At least not for the last year of high school or so, during which Alicia went a little wild. She had started dating bad boys, going to biker bars, and experimented with everything and anything. She’d dragged Lynn along in the beginning until Lynn just flat refused to keep doing it. Alicia had started going alone after that.

      Ryan had come with them some of those times. To keep them safe. Lynn, mostly. Alicia didn’t want to be kept safe. And then she lost her life.

      Lynn was standing in the clearing where the body had been found and she didn’t remember much of the way here. Somehow, her legs just knew how to find it.

      The place was serene. Peaceful. A bubbling brook flowed over dark grey rocks at one end and the grass looked soft enough to sleep on even now, in winter.

      Nothing at all indicated that a body once lay here.

      Alicia had been strangled and stabbed through the heart. Her body had been cleaned of blood before she was dressed in the white dress, because there were no blood stains on it. The shoes she was wearing were black patent leather Mary Janes—a type of shoes Alicia detested. The strap that goes over the arch was done up too tightly.

      Yellow flowers—Marigolds—were placed in her hands and around her body. Lynn could see them even now, shining gold under the flood lights.

      Purity, divinity, and the connection between life and death are just some of the meanings associated with marigolds. But they’re also used to symbolize good luck, for marriage rituals and to worship Buddha. Lynn had pored over every meaning, hoping it would give her a clue to the killer’s thinking and mind frame in choosing them, but the meanings were just too all over the place to come to any kind of conclusion. Likely, he’d just chosen them at random. Picked them up at some gas station around here.

      Too bad her father, Sheriff Rivers, had zeroed in on Ryan as the main suspect from pretty much day one and hadn’t bothered tracing the source of the flowers right away.

      The actual evidence collection was haphazard at best too. And some of it had deteriorated to the point of being useless by the time they accepted that Ryan hadn’t done it, because he’d been with Lynn all night. Right up to about twenty minutes before she stumbled on the crime scene on her way home.

      Except for the hour she spent awake in the dark, cold bedroom of his grandfather’s cabin without him.

      That little nugget of doubt was still firmly planted in her mind no matter how many times she’d decided it wasn’t important, that he was innocent, that he couldn’t kill anyone in cold blood like that, especially not a girl he’d gone to school with all his life. Especially not Lynn’s best friend. He had told her he loved her that night. He wouldn’t kill the best friend of the girl he loved. Would he?

      He’d said he was gone from the cabin because he was collecting fire wood so they could keep the fire in the cabin going. And he did come back with a bunch of wood. But it was normal firewood, not twigs and fallen branches from the forest.

      Lynn had believed him and she still did. And she would until she was proven wrong.

      A twig snapped behind her, followed by more. She spun around, her heart hammering in her chest, a reaction totally unlike her. She’d worked dozens of cases undercover, alone for a lot of them, trailing cold-blooded killers, facing them down once she caught them, getting close enough so they’d reveal their crimes. She didn’t spook easily.

      But here she was, totally spooked.

      Until her flashlight illuminated Ryan and his golden retriever Lady walking calmly, cautiously even, by his side.

      He raised his hands to block the bright light Lynn kept pointed at his eyes. She almost asked him if he followed her, but stopped herself.

      “I figured you’d be here,” he said.

      “I went by your cabin, and your car was there, but you weren’t,” he added. “So I figured this is where you were. Pretty morbid, but OK.”

      She lowered the beam and pointed it back at where Alicia’s body had lain all those years ago. Ryan came to stand by her side, the dog following.

      Her heart stopped beating quite so fast and the world didn’t seem quite so dark and scary anymore. He always had that kind of calming effect on her. She was glad it hadn’t changed.

      They hadn’t spoken much in the last couple of weeks. She had wanted to. Wished to rekindle their friendship, and maybe more, but thought she better not. Not until the business she had here was done. But right now, with him standing next to her, she just knew that keeping their relationship professional would be hard.

      “You’re right, it’s morbid,” she said. “But it’s also where it all began.”

      “Nothing much to see here, though,” Ryan said, sweeping the clearing with his gaze. “There isn’t even a bad feeling hanging in the air. It’s just peaceful.”

      She glanced at him from the corner of her eyes. “I was thinking the same thing. But that’s how it sometimes is with crime scenes. And graveyards. There’s a sort of peace hanging over them. Like it doesn’t really matter that bad things happened there. Like the world is still a beautiful place despite it.”

      When she turned to look at him, he had a bemused half-smile on his face.

      “You turning into a poet in your retirement?” he asked.

      She smiled and shook her head. “No. I just never really dealt with any of what happened here. So maybe I’m still trying to see it through rose-colored glasses or something.”

      Alicia’s murder had been followed by the deaths of Lynn’s mother and father at the hand of her brother, Drew. He’d shot them one evening when Lynn was out and her sister Kate was visiting her future husband in Albany. Lynn had stumbled into that crime scene too, saw her mother lying in a pool of blood in the kitchen and her father dead in his study before anyone thought to shoo her away.

      Ryan lowered his gaze to the ground and Lady whined softly as she nudged Lynn’s hand with her soft wet nose, as though she could understand the painful turmoil in Lynn’s chest and wanted to fix it.

      Ryan cleared his throat. “It’s a lot to deal with.”

      “Might as well get started on that too,” Lynn said and laughed. “Let’s go.”

      She started walking, heading into the trees surrounding the clearing. She was riding on the kind of jolt of tense energy she sometimes got to get things done, especially unpleasant things that needed doing.

      “You mean go visit your house?” Ryan asked as he caught up to her.

      “Yup,” she said. It was all she could say, the rest was choked by the rising heaviness in her chest.

      Her home—a white wood house with a steepled roof and a wrap-around porch tucked into the forest—was just over the next ridge. The house had haunted her dreams ever since she decided to come back here. It would only get worse if she fought going to see it. But with Ryan by her side, it might be easier. That was her entire thought process as she trudged through the undergrowth, going so fast she was breathing hard before long and beads of sweat started forming on her forehead and the back of her neck despite the near freezing temperature.

      Ryan didn’t feel the need to ask her any more questions. He just walked beside her in silence and darkness. Only the light of her torch chased away the night now, but she didn’t even need that. This forest, these mossy ridges and sneaky roots had been her playground growing up. She could find her way home anytime and from anywhere. Even in the dead of night.

      And suddenly there it was. Her home.

      The light of her flashlight attached itself to the whiteness of the walls making them glow.

      Her father had painted the wood religiously every year. Lynn and her siblings always helped.

      The new owner had kept that up. And the porch was swept clean, just like her mother always kept it. The only thing off was the darkness in all the windows, otherwise Lynn could clearly imagine her family inside, gathered around the dinner table, just waiting for her to arrive so they could start eating.

      The matching lacy, translucent curtains that her mother washed every spring and every fall probably still hung in all the windows.

      Lynn just stood there for a couple of minutes, observing her childhood home. Trying to feel anything other than dread and a dire need to be somewhere far from here, ignoring the fact that this too was a part of her life.

      Fallen leaves and twigs crushed under Ryan’s feet as he shifted position beside her. His dog nudged her hand again.

      “It looks better than I thought it might after twenty years,” Ryan said. “The roof seems to be holding fine and the porch too. Do you have someone airing it out and such?”

      “I don’t own the house anymore,” Lynn said. “I have no idea who does. My sister handled the sale. I actually thought there’d be someone living here.”

      “No one’s lived here since you left,” Ryan said, making her turn to him sharply.

      He chuckled. “My mom told me when she heard you were coming back.”

      Once again, he answered her unasked question. The only other person who could do that was TJ.

      “Some people buy houses where crimes had occurred,” she said. “Sort of like collection pieces. Maybe the person who owns is one of those.”

      “Gruesome,” Ryan said and actually shivered, then he looked at her with very wide eyes. “I mean… I’m sorry…”

      She shook her head. “Don’t
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