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[image: ]


MAY 20, 2016 

Friday 

Ottawa, Ontario 

Sometimes the dead couldn’t get any peace. Across the street, yellow crime scene tape that cordoned off the alley overflowed with eager reporters and camera flashes. Alyssa sighed in the front seat of the car, hands draped over the steering wheel while in park, and turned off the ignition with the fading notes of an R&B song. 

It was eight a.m. The speed with which reporters were willing to hop out of bed to attend a crime scene for that firsthand glimpse of the white sheet draped over a body never failed to surprise Alyssa. She shook her head as she pulled a compact mirror from the center console and fixed a lipstick smudge after drinking from her reusable steel coffee mug on the drive over. After touching up her mascara, she set the compact back into the center console, threw her chestnut-brown hair over her shoulder beneath her grey newsboy cap, and got out of the car. 

As she approached, stone-faced and unreadable, the eyes of the crowd fell upon her with scrutiny and curiosity. She bit her tongue when multiple microphones were shoved toward her, questions hurled as she crossed the tape. 

“Agent! Agent Rawkesby!” shouted one of the female reporters. “What can the International Crime Bureau tell us so far about Julia Langdon’s murder?” 

Alyssa rolled her eyes behind her black cat-eye glasses without turning around. “Seeing as I just got here, nothing. You all need to settle down. It’s a murder, not a spectacle.” 

A few reporters glared. She paused as the two detectives stood, raising an eyebrow at their questioning glances. 

“That was a lie. They don’t know I consulted on this case previously. Another poisoning?” 

Detective Hooper, the older of the pair, nodded as he ran a hand through his greying hair. “Julia Langdon was a twenty-five-year-old singer, local, though she’s prominent across the country.” 

Alyssa put on a pair of gloves and crouched down to peek beneath the sheet. She remained unmarred by the harrowing sight of an eloquent woman who carried death with the poise and grace of royalty. A spotless white sundress billowed around the slender body; her blond waves sprawled around her head. Despite being cold and stiff, the victim could have been sleeping with her hands folded on her chest. 

“The prior victims weren’t as well known as she was,” his partner, Detective Shearstone, said. 

Hooper shook his head. “The last three were actresses and models. Julia was a musician.” 

“And the cooldown period shortened from four months to two. Pursuing higher-risk victims. This is becoming less about stalking and more about craving attention,” Alyssa said. “What else did you find out about Candy Flores since her murder?” 

She glanced up expectantly when they paused. Hooper and Shearstone exchanged saddened looks. 

“We got swamped with a mob war right as your assistant director shut down the Organized Crime Unit,” Hooper said. “We didn’t get a chance to return to this case.” 

Alyssa stood before she let go of the sheet and let it fall gently. 

“Does that mean there’s been no progress? Flores was murdered back in February.”

Hooper looked down. “I know. We’ve been helping our own organized crime task force. It’s been all-hands-on-deck. The Flores case had no suspects, no leads. Look, this killer isn’t going to stop, and we don’t have time to chase her—if you still believe it’s a woman.” 

“I do. Women are more likely to kill using poison. The staging of the bodies indicates remorse, even relatability. To keep them in this condition and stage them modestly says this unsub isn’t seeking sexual gratification. There’s no trace of sadism. These victims were killed quietly. Julia was set here, posed and left. This is a ritual. The unsub has and will do this every time,” Alyssa said, her eyes softening as she gazed down at the covered body. 

“The queen of diamonds card is present again,” Shearstone said. “As I’m sure you saw. The coroner is on the way.” 

“I did,” Alyssa said. “Her nails and makeup are still immaculate. Either that was fixed afterward, or there was no struggle. She didn’t know this was coming. The unsub is someone familiar to them. They worked or were friends with her. She won’t be unordinary to that world. She’ll fit in and be overlooked. Nothing will be suspicious until you dig deeper.” 

Hooper sighed. “That doesn’t narrow down much of a suspect pool.” 

“Not yet, but I haven’t done a complete profile. Any other evidence found?” Alyssa asked. 

“Nothing. As you figure, this was a dump site. There aren’t even any cameras,” Hooper said. 

Alyssa glanced between the two buildings adjacent to the alley—one a popular nightclub and the other full of empty offices. 

“If this is where I’m leaving a body, I know when it’s busy. I’ve been here before. This means I’m a local. I stick to areas I know, where I’ll return to relive the crime, to find some part of myself I leave in these murders. This isn’t about the victim. It’s personal and sentimental to the unsub. This is about her.” 

Hooper and Shearstone watched her contemplatively as she took a few steps, delved into her thoughts, disconnected from the media chaos. She imagined the street dark in the early morning hours after the club closed and roads were vacant. Streetlamps and neon signs lit up the stark silence. It would have been easy to park a car in the alley, pull the body out—from the back seat, probably—and pose her before driving off. 

“She doesn’t spend much time with the body. She’s already fulfilled by the stalking and killing. This is over in minutes. The rest is where she takes her time. Poisoning takes time.” 

With a sigh, Hooper rolled his shirtsleeves up to his elbows and put his hands in his pockets. Alyssa looked over at the weary eyes of an older detective she’d known and respected since she moved to Ottawa. The poor guy would have a heart attack if he became any more overwhelmed. 

“Let me take this one off your plate, if you want,” she said. “I already have clearance from my unit chief.”

“This is why I called you,” Hooper said. “I can’t solve this case with the ongoing mob war. Besides, female killers are your specialty.” 

The three of them looked up as the coroner’s van arrived, the media spectacle far from dying down. The coroner hopped out of the van and rushed over. 

“I’ll take it from here,” Alyssa replied. “Catching these women is what I do best.” 

***
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WITH NEAT HANDWRITING and rushed thoughts, Alyssa ran a blue pen over the lined paper of an open notebook on her desk. While waiting on the case evidence to arrive, she listed the questions that were circling her mind. 

How is the poison being given? And where is the unsub getting it? 

Are beauty, envy, jealousy factors? 

Why these women? Why pose them?

What is the significance of the queen of diamonds card?

She paused upon writing the last question. It was the only one she might be able to answer, she figured, as she logged in to her computer. After pulling up a search engine, she typed in “queen of diamonds card symbolism.” She scrolled through the results then clicked on a site, sitting back to sip from her coffee mug while reading. 

“This is a card that foreshadows the presence of a light-haired malevolent woman who slanders and gossips. From a wealthy background, she is powerful, domineering, jealous, and frustrated. She may try to harm you with actions that could severely impact your life. This is a warning of the danger she brings. Stay away from her. The queen of diamonds card is a bad omen of toxic relationships. In accompanying bad omens, this card can also represent quick material gain through controversial and greedy behavior.”

The mug touched her lips, but she didn’t take another sip. She froze in her chair, breath paused. Her eyes dimmed staring at the screen, soaking in the first sentence until she finally exhaled. 

Alyssa shook her head and took a sip of coffee before setting the mug down. She picked up her pen and scribbled down notes from the website. Lost in her train of thought, she didn’t look up when the Criminal Behaviour Unit doors opened. Her head was propped up on one hand, fingers in her hair. 

She set the pen down when she’d finished documenting her initial thoughts. As she took another drink of coffee, she spotted the agent who approached her supervisor, Special-Agent-in-Charge, Sam Daviot’s office. The men shook hands. The agent folded his hands politely and gave his full attention to Sam. 

Alyssa’s phone rang to interrupt her distraction. She picked it up, her focus returning to the case. 

“Agent Rawkesby. Oh, perfect. Yes, send it up, please.” 

She hung up, stood, and closed her notebook. A few minutes later, the elevator doors opened. She greeted Detectives Hooper and Shearstone, each pushing a cart carrying evidence boxes. 

“At least you’re already somewhat familiar with this. It’s not too much catching up,” Hooper said. 

Alyssa opened the CBU doors. “Thank goodness for that.” 

She led them into a conference room and helped unload the boxes onto the table where she rearranged them chronologically. 

Hooper sighed. “I appreciate this, Agent Rawkesby. I know you’ll give this case the attention it deserves.” 

“It’s not a problem. I’m glad I can help,” Alyssa said. 

“The digital files have all been sent to you as well.”

“Great. Thank you.” 

Hooper gave her a nod before he and Shearstone took the empty carts with them as they returned to the elevator. She retrieved her notebook and coffee to bring to the conference room. Alone with yet another case, Alyssa pulled toward her the evidence box dated June 2015. The lid wasn’t even off when Sam spoke from the doorway. 

“You are one of the few people Detective Hooper will give cases to, no matter how swamped he is.” 

Alyssa smirked, setting the lid on the table. “I have a good professional relationship with him. Always have. If he were an ICB agent, I’d request him as a partner.” 

“You both share an intense dislike for everyone else,” Sam said. 

“Exactly. We could be grumpy old agents together. Common ground,” Alyssa replied. She glanced up when the other agent snickered. 

“But I see you’ve sent me a kid instead.” 

Sam sighed. “This is Agent Thayer Volikov. Your new partner.” 

She rolled her eyes. Thayer smirked and ran a hand through his black hair, styled into an undercut with longer locks on top of his head. He set his coffee down on a nearby bookshelf, away from the evidence boxes, and stepped forward, extending his hand. “It is a pleasure, ma’am.” 

She circled the table to shake his hand, raising an eyebrow at his Russian accent. “We’ll see about that.” 

Sam left the room, and Thayer grinned. 

“Fair enough,” he said, clasping his hands together. “SAC Daviot didn’t fill me in, so I am clueless as to the case.” 

“Have you ever dealt with a serial killer case?” Alyssa asked. 

“No, ma’am. I was on the Organized Crime Unit before it was shut down. I got sent back to the tech analyst office. But I at least know my way around a crime scene. I have also done a fair bit of reading on criminal psychology.” 

Thayer’s green eyes had a contemplative depth and a mischievous glimmer to accompany the tattoos exposed when he took off his jacket and hung it on the back of a chair. As he leaned on it, Alyssa glimpsed his right forearm, which had the inked image of a pink and purple night sky, framed with motorcycle handlebars. Across the sky was a quote in Russian. Tattoos of red dahlias and a highway curved up his left forearm under the rolled-up sleeves of his blue knit sweater, which he wore over a black dress shirt. 

The contradiction made her pause, the edge of cockiness subtle beneath the respect in his tone. A young white man, who couldn’t be any older than thirty, likely a rookie. His entire appearance made her wonder what a hell-raiser he’d been before this career. 

“Tech analyst and a biker. Interesting combination, kid,” she remarked in an unimpressed tone. 

Thayer frowned, then looked down and let out a small laugh. “I guess it is.” 

“I’m not terribly impressed with a rookie for a case that already lacked the attention to detail it required, so I hope you can keep up,” she said sternly. 

“I’ve waited my whole life for this, ma’am. Turn me loose,” Thayer said, sitting in a chair. He pulled a notebook and pen from his bag. 

Rolling her eyes again, she turned to the boxes of evidence. 

“The media named this unsub the ‘Belladonna Killer.’ She has been killing women in the local entertainment industry since last summer. Someone found the fourth victim this morning. Lucky for you, I’m about to catch up from where I last consulted and continue assembling a profile.” 

“Oh, I heard about this on the news. The killer uses poison from the belladonna plant. Bizarre and intriguing,” Thayer said. 

“Correct.” Alyssa began emptying the box. Once the plastic evidence bags were set out on the table, she unlocked her tablet and pulled the digital photos and documents up on the main monitor. She pushed the next box toward Thayer. 

He took his own tablet from his bag and opened it to the digital evidence management system to swipe through photos on the big screen. “With the body disposal sites being outdoors, I’m guessing there isn’t much for physical evidence.” 

“Nothing. There weren’t even cameras in that alley. We call that an organized killer. The body disposal was quick. She pulled the victim from the car, set her down, posed her, and left. She’s aware of what might leave forensic evidence,” Alyssa said, picking up a plastic bag containing a white dress. 

Thayer paused his swiping as a photo of the victim, Christine Louth, came up. The shot was focused on her hands folded over her chest and the queen of diamonds card in between her fingers. 

“The card is interesting. That’s something I didn’t see in the news. It has a few meanings, depending on context. It could be the common idea of the evil, toxic woman out to destroy you—” 

“Yes. I know,” Alyssa said, peering over her glasses at him. 

He looked down and chuckled. “Sorry. I read a lot.” 

“How lovely for you.” 

Thayer kept swiping through the photos. “For example, I got curious when I first heard about this case. I read about the belladonna plant. In the sixteenth century, Italian women consumed the berry juice to enlarge the pupils of their eyes. They believed it made them more attractive.” 

“Irrelevant, but not surprising. Women become rather stupid when it comes to men and beauty,” Alyssa said, only half-listening. 

She set out the dress, a black clutch purse, and jewelry from Louth, still in bags, out on the table before opening the next box. Thayer flipped his notebook open to a blank page to start taking notes. 

“We can rule out robbery as a motive. Obviously, you don’t poison someone if all you want is stuff or money.” 

“You’d be surprised,” Alyssa said. “Many women have spent months dosing disposable husbands with arsenic or antifreeze to get life insurance and estates.” 

Thayer paused and glanced over at her, tilting his head. “Seriously?” 

“Female killers can be far more patient than their male counterparts. Stealthy. Conniving. Cruel. His suffering is collateral damage. Murder is a means of removing an obstacle. That’s just one type of female killer,” Alyssa said. Her nonchalant tone could have been discussing the weather.  

“That’s... terrifying.” 

“We aren’t looking at that type, though. This unsub isn’t using poison for material gain,” Alyssa said, opening the box. “Josie Hughes was the second victim. They found her body on September fifth, 2015, in an alley a few blocks from where Louth was left.” 

“Were all the women wearing white dresses at the time of death?” Thayer asked, browsing through the photos of Josie’s case. Her pale skin against the dress was a stark contrast to the dark-grey pavement. He looked up when Alyssa pulled out a lace sundress that matched the one in the photos, along with some jewelry and a small white purse. 

“Yes. Our unsub is a fan of symbolism. White is associated with purity, innocence, virginity, or weddings. Perhaps that’s what she sees in their personalities, what draws her to them.” 

“It contradicts the card’s symbolism, though.”

“The card could represent how she views herself compared to the victims,” Alyssa replied, moving on to the third box. “Candy Flores was found on February twelfth of this year. A model, only twenty-four.” 

“That brings us to today’s victim,” Thayer said, scribbling down notes. 

“Julia Langdon was a twenty-five-year-old singer. We don’t have a toxicology result yet, but based on the card being present, it’s safe to say it will show a fatal dosage of atropine.”

Her gaze settled on her new partner’s contemplative and curious expression. He stood to circle the table to inspect the evidence. She crossed her arms, deciding it wasn’t too early to test his supposed knowledge. 

“What do you pick up from all this?” 

She watched Thayer soak it in, taking his time to think out his answer. 

“If poison is merely a weapon to most female killers, perhaps that’s all it is to this unsub. She might not be as bizarre as we think. If she wanted to stand out, she would have made that happen by now, yes? Belladonna is a bizarre poison, but also a clever one. Since the plant can be grown, it is impossible to trace its origins.” 

“A simple forensic countermeasure.”

“You did say she knows how to avoid leaving evidence. The method of obtaining poison falls into that category. It’s not illegal to buy the plant; therefore it’s not regulated. A few cuttings from one plant can provide you with more, and soon you have plenty.” 

He paused when her stern gaze landed on him. Maybe there were brains behind the tattoos, after all. Only time would tell. 

“Police already gave Julia’s parents the notification of death. But we need to retrace her final hours. They will be the best place to begin.” 
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PINK AND YELLOW TULIPS lined the front of a white house before an immaculate lawn stretched to the sidewalk. Alyssa took out her compact mirror and checked her makeup after Thayer got out. Upon ensuring she had her notepad and pen, she stepped out. This was the part she dreaded. 

“Are you experienced with this?” 

“A little, but I don’t claim to be good at it,” Thayer replied, his voice low as they walked to the front porch. 

“Keep your own emotions out of it. Don’t make promises we can’t keep. Maintain a sympathetic front. These people lost a child. Remember that before anything,” Alyssa said. 

Nodding, Thayer took off his sunglasses. She rang the doorbell, then folded her hands in front of her. Footsteps approached from within before the door opened a crack. Alyssa’s expression remained serious yet softened at the man who answered. 

“Mr. Langdon? Agent Rawkesby from the ICB. This is my partner, Agent Volikov. May we speak for a few minutes?” 

Mr. Langdon turned away, wiped his eyes with his sleeve, then nodded and let them in. He stood there, hands fallen to his side as Thayer quietly closed the door. His face was pale, his eyes red. His mouth opened, but he lost the words. 

“We’re so sorry for your loss,” Alyssa said, forcing sympathy into her voice, inwardly cringing at how flat it sounded amid the awkwardness. 

Mr. Langdon looked around as a blond woman came around the corner, taking a tissue to her eyes, openly crying.

“Dear, go sit. We’ll talk to the agents in the living room,” she said, setting a hand on her husband’s shoulder. 

He sighed, then sauntered away. Mrs. Langdon forced a smile. 

“I’m sorry. He isn’t a man of many words to begin with and now...” A sob escaped her and her shoulders slouched, hands fallen at her sides.  

“It’s okay. Everyone grieves in their own way,” Alyssa said with a small, reassuring smile. 

“Please, come in,” Mrs. Langdon said, leading them into the living room, where she joined her husband on the love seat. 

Alyssa and Thayer sat on the couch across from them. Mr. Langdon leaned forward with his hands in his lap, staring at a blank space on the wall. His wife fingered a cross necklace she wore, her face tear-stained and eyes puffy. Framed photos of Julia and her siblings adorned the walls, surrounding a large Langdon family photo—both parents and four kids with wide smiles. Along one wall, a bookcase held trophies Julia had won for her music, copies of her CDs, and more photos from her shows and tour postcards. Her brother’s sports trophies took up another few shelves, displayed with school photos of the younger sisters and their dance and sports trophies. Family photo albums dated by the years took up the bottom three shelves. 

“Detective Hooper handed this case over to me as female serial killers are my specialty. I want you both to know we will do everything we can to catch who did this,” Alyssa said while she opened her notepad, pen poised and ready to write.

“A serial killer,” Mrs. Langdon said, shaking her head. “You never think it’ll be your child. Julia was always so careful about being out at bars and who her friends were. They weren’t all clean-cut, but she was smart and not easily influenced.” 

“Julia was close with her siblings, by the looks of it,” Alyssa replied. 

Warmth and love insulated the home. It was the type of place for the kids to walk into and collapse on the couch with their favorite snack and book to shut out the daunting adult world. It was safe. Everything Alyssa assumed a family home must feel like. 

“The best of friends, all four of them. They don’t always get along. There are arguments and drama. But they always figure it out. We couldn’t ask for better kids. The others are devastated,” Mrs. Langdon said, hanging her head. 

The mother’s grief made Alyssa pause, with hands fallen in her lap. She struggled for words in an attempt to be in any way comforting. 

Thayer leaned forward. “I’d be devastated if that was my sister. I can’t imagine what your family is going through.” 

Mrs. Langdon gave him a grateful look, tears streaming down her face. “We built a backyard rink in winter for the kids and their friends when they were young. Julia and her brother used to go out and play hockey. Julia would be a goalie. She was good at it, for her age. I will never forget one night when they were out there. Our son had a slap shot for the ages. He took one at the net and accidentally hit Julia in the mouth. She was bawling when she came inside, having lost a tooth. Her brother spent an hour scouring the rink for her tooth, then brought it in so the tooth fairy could come. They’ve always done things like that for each other. He’ll be so destroyed that he couldn’t be there for her again.” 

Thayer chuckled. “Got to keep the baby sister happy, or no one is happy, yes? I remember those days.” 

Alyssa shifted where she sat, listening to the empathy flood his gentle voice. Mrs. Langdon smiled, her eyes glittering with tears. 

“Did you know Julia’s friends? Be it from high school or her current circles?” Alyssa asked, maintaining her professional tone, void of emotion despite a small pang of annoyance at Thayer. 

“Lisa,” Mr. Langdon said. “Lisa Terry. Another musician. She’s Julia’s roommate and best friend.” 

“Julia didn’t stay friends with anyone from high school. She was always a free spirit. Didn’t enjoy being bound by an institution. Never wanted to go to college or university. She wanted to be on a different stage every night, travel and make music,” Mrs. Langdon said. 

“Do you know where Julia was last night?” Alyssa said. 

Mr. Langdon stared off again, trying to keep himself composed. His wife sat up, sniffling. 

“She was with Lisa at the Red Front Pub for open mic night. That’s their favorite place. They don’t drink a lot. The girls go there to play music and socialize. I don’t know what time she was there until. Lisa would know.”  

“Do you know how we can get ahold of Lisa?”

“I have her phone number,” Mrs. Langdon said, picking up her phone from the table to pull up the contact screen. 

“Thank you. Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt Julia? Any enemies or someone overly jealous of her?” Alyssa asked, writing down Lisa’s number. 

“I can’t. She was the type to build others up, even as she became successful,” Mrs. Langdon said. “She enjoyed helping up-and-coming musicians. It was a way of giving back to a community that supported her when she was starting out.” 

Thayer opened his mouth to speak again, though Alyssa interjected without looking up from her notepad. 

“Was she romantically involved with anyone? Any boyfriends or casual flings?” 

Mrs. Langdon shook her head. “She hasn’t dated since high school. She went on dates over the years, but she wasn’t interested.” 

“Okay. We’ll go talk to Lisa. If you think of or need anything, please call me,” Alyssa said, handing Mrs. Langdon her contact card.

“I will. Thank you,” Mrs. Langdon said as she walked them to the entryway. 

Alyssa paused when weeping echoed from the living room, the broken cries of a devastated father. Mrs. Langdon put a hand over her mouth and blinked back her tears once more. Alyssa gave a nod before Mrs. Langdon returned to her husband’s side. After motioning for Thayer to follow, Alyssa closed the door behind them, relieved to have that over with. Grief wasn’t an emotion she liked to share space with. 

***
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A WOMAN WITH HAIR DYED electric blue was waiting outside the apartment building when Alyssa and Thayer arrived. Tears soaked Lisa’s face, her eyes hidden behind sunglasses and her arms crossed in an oversized hoodie that covered her small frame and was paired with blue jeans. She let out a deep breath as the agents approached. 

“Hi, Lisa,” Alyssa said. “Thanks for talking to us. How are you holding up?” 

“I... I can’t believe this. Julia. How could she be... how could she be gone?” Lisa covered her mouth to suppress a sob. 

“We’re sorry for your loss. Are you able to answer some questions?” 

Lisa clutched a few locks of hair in her fingers and nodded. 

“Mrs. Langdon said Julia was with you at the Red Front Pub last night. Is that accurate?” 

“Yeah. We’re regulars for open mic night. We were there until closing. It was close to three when we left, as we stuck around to visit.” 

“Did you two go straight home?”

Lisa’s hand rested on the side of her neck while she hesitated. The few seconds of silence spoke volumes to Alyssa. 

“I... I did. She wanted to go get food with the others. I wanted to go to bed. We’ve been roommates for about six months. When she didn’t come home, I knew something was wrong. She always calls if something comes up.”

“Do you know who she was with?” Thayer asked, pen poised over his notepad. 

Lisa shrugged. “The usual characters. Jeremy Greggs and Brody Douglas. Julia and Jeremy were close. And Natalie Daly. Julia left with them. The restaurant was only up the road, so they walked.” 

Thayer and Alyssa wrote the names down. 

“Was anyone fixated on Julia? Even from before last night. It could be from your circle or a casual acquaintance,” Alyssa said. 

“There are a lot of weirdos in this industry,” Lisa said with a frown. “It’s hard to pinpoint suspicious ones. There are hardcore fans, copycats, desperate ones, creepy men. You name it, Julia and I have probably encountered it. But there was something.” 

“What’s that?”

“Last week, when we were out, Julia came outside with me so I could have a cigarette. She didn’t smoke but liked to visit with those of us who do. She and I got out there first. I looked up, and across the street there was this person, wearing all black and a hood. I couldn’t see a face or anything or even tell their gender. It was unnerving. They were watching Julia,” Lisa said, her eyes distant. 

“Did you see them last night?” Thayer said. 

“No. Julia saw them last week, though. When she spotted them, the person turned and walked away like it was no big deal. It scared Julia. But we brushed it off as another weirdo and came home together after. Nothing happened since, so we didn’t make a fuss about it.” Lisa hung her head and choked back tears. “That was the killer, wasn’t it?” 

“We don’t know, but it’s possible,” Alyssa said. “If you see that person again, anywhere, please call me. It could be a random creep, but I am not taking chances.” 

“I’ll keep an eye out for them,” Lisa said. 

“I know this is difficult, but do you mind if we look through her room?” Alyssa asked, keeping her tone gentle. 

Lisa inhaled sharply, a flicker of fear flaring in her eyes. She froze. “Um. No... no, I don’t mind. Come on in.” 

Alyssa narrowed her eyes, though she said nothing. Lisa led them to the elevator and hit the button for the fifth floor. She bit her lip while rubbing her hands together. Alyssa tilted her head. As though sensing the questioning gaze, Lisa kept shifting on her feet until the elevator dinged and opened. She rushed off and down the hall, where she unlocked her apartment to let them in. She paused when she closed the door. 

“Her bedroom is the second on the right. I... I can’t go in there. Not yet.” 

Alyssa gave her a nod. “Understandable.” 

She and Thayer put gloves on and went into the bedroom. Despite the bland beige walls, Julia had decorated with fake flowers in jars, pink string lights hanging from the ceiling, pink lace curtains, and her vanity neatly organized with makeup, nail polish, and hair products. A jewelry box sat atop an old dresser repainted pale pink. An acoustic guitar with a Tom Petty sticker on it rested on a stand in the corner, scratched and beat up. 

Thayer went to the nightstand and opened the only drawer while Alyssa searched the vanity. Makeup wipes, cotton swabs, hairbrushes, nail clippers, and files were kept in divided containers. Beside the vanity, a hanger on the wall displayed a collection of bright scarves with floral patterns and butterflies. 

Seeing nothing notable there, Alyssa opened the mirrored closet doors. Julia’s clothes hung in a neat row: retro dresses, lace tops, tulle skirts, and maxi dresses. An old three-shelf bookcase painted to match the dresser displayed her high heels and other shoes. 

Thayer wandered over to the dresser and searched each drawer one by one. “There’s not much to show she had anything going on other than her career.” 

“I see that,” Alyssa said, picking up a floral-patterned notebook from the stack on the table beside the bed. She flipped through pages of song lyrics and notes about music and gigs. The others were the same. 

Thayer got down on his knees to check under the bed. 

“Nothing here either.” 

“She lived a simple life with few secrets. We’ll check her phone and track down the people she was with this morning.” 

Thayer nodded, stood, and pulled the gloves off. “Everyone keeps their secrets in their phone.” 

Lisa was waiting by the door when they came out, gazing with a lost expression at crevices of the apartment that likely held the ghosts of her best friend. 

“Thanks for your help,” Alyssa said as she handed Lisa a card. “Please call if anything comes up.” 

Lisa accepted the card with a forced smile. “I will. Thank you.” 

Once they were on the elevator, Alyssa leaned against the wall. 

“She’s anxious about something.” 

“I noticed,” Thayer said. “She was fine until you asked to search the bedroom.” 

“That’s why I thought we were going to find something. We’ll check Julia’s phone when we get back. We also need to contact people who knew the prior victims to see if anyone else encountered the stalker.” 

“It wasn’t in any of the statements.”

Alyssa sighed. “We got basic reports. The initial investigation wasn’t as thorough as it should have been. The original detective told me as much. Victims deserve better than a half-assed investigation. So let’s give them better.” 
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Chapter 3 
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“YOU DON’T GET OUT MUCH, do you?” Alyssa said, raising an eyebrow. 

She watched Thayer gaze at the restored, bright-red spiral staircase that stood out against the faded brick of a former fire hall turned pub. Big red letters on a white sign read: Red Front Pub. The same hue of red adorned two arched garage doors. One opened up to an outdoor patio, and the other opened for a stage. Around them, downtown bustled a few streets away from Parliament Hill, people in and out of banks, restaurants, offices, and Tim Hortons. 

“I didn’t know about this place.” 

“It’s a decent spot. I’ve been here for a few Canada Day celebrations,” Alyssa replied. 

“Good to know,” Thayer said, opening the front door for her. 

Inside, the bar curved along the back with shelves holding bottles of various alcohols. Old fire hall memorabilia and framed pictures hung along the walls. Classic rock played on the stereo system. With a tablet in hand, Alyssa approached to be greeted with a smile from the dirty-blond older woman behind the bar. 

“What can I get you?” 

Alyssa showed her badge. “Some answers would be helpful. Agents Rawkesby and Volikov, ICB.” 

Thayer also showed his badge before pulling out his notepad and pen. The bartender tossed a towel to the counter and folded her hands atop the bar. 

“Whatever you need, ma’am. The name’s Jill.” 

On the tablet, Alyssa pulled up photos of Julia and her friends. 

“Were
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