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CHAPTER ONE







WREN pushed open the door to her office, clutching her cell phone to her ear. “Wait, hold on a second.”

“All right,” said Jeremy Rowland, her real estate agent. 

Wren poked her head inside her partner Caius Reilly’s office, which was right next door to hers. 

He looked up from his desk, eyebrows raised.

She took the phone away from her ear and put it on speaker as she stepped inside. “Okay, Jeremy, say that again.”

“I’ve got a buyer for the land that formerly belonged to the Fellowship of the Children of the Lord,” said Timothy. 

“Whoa, seriously?” Reilly got up from his desk, coming over to stand next to Wren.

“Am I on speaker phone?” said Jeremy.

“Yeah,” said Wren. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s no problem,” said Jeremy, chuckling. “I wasn’t expecting another voice, that’s all.”

“This buyer seems serious?” said Wren.

“I wouldn’t have called you otherwise,” said Jeremy. “We’ve got an offer on the table.”

“Wow,” said Wren.

“So, who is it?” said Reilly. “Some developer who wants to build a subdivision out there?”

“I don’t think so,” said Jeremy, “but I don’t know. This buyer is a little mysterious. They want to work through a representative, and they don’t want to reveal their name. Everything is going through some LLC or something. It’s called Sunrise Ventures.”

“Huh,” said Wren. “Is that concerning?”

“I don’t think so,” said Jeremy. “They’re financially solvent, and that’s all been verified. The money is there.”

“Why the secrecy, then?” said Reilly.

“Who knows? Some millionaire recluse?” said Jeremy.

“It’s probably a sick fan of either David Song’s or Hawk’s,” said Wren. “Some weird, twisted rich guy who wants to own the murder compound for shits and giggles.”

“Yeah, the thought did cross my mind,” said Jeremy. “Is that a problem for you?”

“Honestly? I want rid of that place,” said Wren. “But how fast is this going to move, because we’re currently living on the land.”

“It can go pretty fast,” said Jeremy. “They want it. They have the money. It can be a pretty quick thing.”

“Okay,” said Wren, blowing out air, her mind racing. 

“Well, then, I’ll email you what I have, and if it’s amenable to you, shoot me back an email or text, and we’ll start moving forward,” said Jeremy.

“Thanks,” said Wren. “I really appreciate the work you’ve done on this.”

“Absolutely,” said Jeremy. “You take care.”

“You too.”

Wren and Reilly both said their goodbyes and then she and Jeremy hung up the phone.

Wren put her phone into her pocket. “Oh, my God, this is happening.”

Reilly chuckled.

She walked over to the window of Reilly’s office and looked out. They’d been in these new offices for nearly two months now. Their old offices had been a converted trailer in Cardinal Falls. Now, they were part of a satellite office that was associated with the FBI’s Washington, D.C., field office. It housed them and also a wing for rehabilitation and training for the FBI. It was significantly nicer than the crappy trailer, though it wasn’t quite as close to home as the trailer had been. That had been a five-minute commute. This was more like twenty. Even still, it was a big step up, and even the view from the windows was nicer. She peered out at a landscaped lawn, dotted with early summer flowers, flashes of bright color here and there. “This is happening,” she said again.

“It’s a good thing,” said Reilly.

She turned to face him. “It’s definitely a good thing.”

“But it means we have to move.”

“Right,” she said. She and Reilly lived in adjacent cabins on the old FCL compound. In the winter, trying to keep them winterized and heated had been a nightmare, but now, in the summer, it was quite comfortable. Out there in the woods, under the canopy of green leaves, it was usually nice and cool. Rarely did she need to use air conditioning, and she had enough money to put window units in every room now, considering she had a decent salary and she hadn’t been paying any rent for months now.

“And moving is always stressful,” he said.

“I know,” she said.

He spread his hands. “But maybe this is the push we need.”

“Need for what?”

“To take the next step, to move in together,” said Reilly. “It’s silly, because we basically live together now. We never spend a night apart. We eat every meal together. It’s honestly a pain having to divide our clothes between two houses at this point.”

She nodded. “You’re right.” She had thought this before, on numerous occasions, but she hadn’t mentioned it to Reilly, because the last time they’d talked about moving in together, it had sparked a weird conversation—not really an argument, but still something deeply uncomfortable. She remembered he’d said things to her about Hawk, and she liked to avoid the subject of Hawk as much as possible.

Which wasn’t easy when the specter of his appeal on his murder charge hung heavy over them both. Hawk was a serial killer who had killed five young girls. He should never be let out of jail. But due to a lack of evidence, that very thing could happen. He’d never been charged for the murders of the girls, and he was only in jail due to a completely different murder charge. Even though Wren and Reilly had witnessed him shooting Karen Freeman before their eyes, Hawk sought to discredit their testimony.

Because she and Hawk had been lovers, he might have a case.

The date of his appeal loomed on the horizon, every day bringing it closer.

Anyway, the subject of Hawk could be a sore one between her and Reilly. She didn’t like to bring it up, even obliquely.

“I am?” Reilly gave her a tentative smile. “You want to move in together?”

“Yes,” she said. “Are you sure you want to?”

“Positive,” he said. “I’ve been positive for ages now.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t like to poke, you know? We’re good, and I feel like the only time I doubt that is when I poke.”

She nodded. “I get that.”

“It makes better sense to buy than rent,” he said. “If we pool our salaries and our resources, we can get something nice. Nicer than we can do on our own. Honestly, I’m not going to buy a house without you anyway, because I assume eventually, we’re going to buy a house together.”

“Me too,” she said.

“So, why put it off?” he said. “We’ve been together for over a year now. We’ve been working together longer than that. If we want proof of concept, I think we’ve got that already, so…”

“So, let’s buy a house together,” she said.

He grinned. “Excellent.”

She grinned too.

He crossed the room to her and pulled her into his arms. He kissed her.

She ran her fingers over his neck and up over the back of his hair, which he always kept closely cut to his head. 

He kissed the tip of her nose, looking triumphant. “I’m really excited about this.”

She laughed. “Me too. This is good.”

Suddenly, he pulled completely out of her arms. “I should… we’ve never…” He ran a hand over his mouth, furrowing his brow.

“Cai?” she said. “You okay?”

“I don’t think I want to get married ever again? Are you, like, thinking that maybe if we move in together that—”

“Oh,” she said, widening her eyes. “Right. Normal people get married before they buy houses together.”

He laughed. “We’re normal.”

“Maybe you are,” she said. “I’m not normal.”

He wound a hand around her waist and pulled her against him. “You are very normal.”

She ran her thumb over his bottom lip, shaking her head. “I’m a freak of nature, and you know it.”

“Well, however you’re freaky, I like it,” he said, his voice dropping in pitch.

“We’re at work,” she said.

He smirked.

It was true that the first time they’d had sex, it had been in the workplace.

He cupped her face with one large, brown hand. “I’m only saying that it’s unnecessary. We know how we feel about each other, and I don’t want to get everything legally tangled up and all of that. I’ve been through one divorce, and I never want to do that again.”

She shrugged. “Okay.”

“You sure?” he said, concerned.

“Positive.” She kissed him quickly. “You keep thinking that I want things that normal people want, Cai, but I’m not normal. I don’t care about getting married.”

He searched her expression, and she could tell he didn’t quite believe her.

“Oh, Lord, Cai, this is the last thing to be talking about right now. We have to pack up all of our stuff, you realize that? We have to find a house. We have to put in an offer. We have to get approved for loans. We are going to be way too busy to think about anything else.”

His shoulders slumped. “You’re right.”

She patted him on the shoulder. “Okay, well, I better get on all that.” She started across the room toward the door.

“We got to meet the new lab guy at 2:00,” he called after her.

“I didn’t forget,” she called back. She went through the door and ducked back into her own office.










TREVON Aronsen looked like he was about sixteen years old. He was dressed in a pair of very tight skinny red pants and an AC/DC shirt. He bounced on the balls of his feet as Wren walked across the room toward him.

Before she’d quite reached him, he called out, “Wren Delacroix!” He gave her a grin, and it was so infectious that she couldn’t help but grin back. 

She heard the door open and saw that Reilly had entered the room too.

“Caius Reilly!” said Trevon, continuing to bounce.

Wren closed the distance between them, holding out her hand to shake.

He gripped it firmly. “So good to meet you.”

“Welcome to the team,” said Wren.

“It’s about time you guys had some new blood,” said Trevon. “How long has it been that it’s just been the two of you? You guys must be getting bored with all your old drama. You need someone else, someone young and stupid like me to inject some new drama into your lives.”

Wren laughed. “Okay, well, I guess maybe you’re right.”

Reilly was there now. He shook Trevon’s hand too. “I thought you were here to be our crime scene lab expert, to run all the DNA that we never find.”

“Well, that too,” said Trevon, shrugging. “I’m equal opportunity. And, you know, now that I’m around, I think your luck with DNA is going to change. We’re going to find so much stuff that will need running through a lab that you’ll wonder how you ever got on without me. I mean, what else is the point of me?”

“Honestly,” said Wren, “when we took this job, we were promised a team.”

“Yes, as in multiple people,” said Reilly. “And that was over a year ago, and we are just now getting you. One person.”

“Right, and I had to beg them to reassign me to work with you,” said Trevon. “You guys are legends!”

The door opened again, and Maliah Wright came into the room. She was clutching a cup of coffee. “Sorry I’m late, guys.

Wren and Reilly both cocked their heads sideways.

“How come you have coffee, and you didn’t ask us if we wanted any?” said Reilly.

“Yeah, where’d you get that?” said Wren. It was no longer an easy task to leave midday and go to the Daily Bean, a local coffee shop, so they had to make do with going there in the morning and then drinking Starbucks later in the afternoon. They’d drink anything coffee, of course, but it wasn’t the same.

“I got it in the lobby,” said Maliah.

“Oh, it’s the drip coffee from the lobby,” said Wren, sighing.

“Still,” said Reilly, “we should hit that up after this.”

“Definitely,” said Wren.

“Is that coffee good?” said Trevon. “I saw it on my way back here, but I wasn’t sure if it was, you know, drinkable.”

“Oh, you know, bad coffee is like bad sex,” said Wren. “Even when it’s bad, you still drink it.” Then she cringed. “Is that not a workplace-appropriate thing to say?” Honestly, she could get used to Trevon, both for his youthfulness and his manner of dress, since she herself usually wore a leather jacket and torn jeans to work every day.

Reilly and Maliah were always professional, both in suits. Wren always felt like she stuck out like a sore thumb. In the beginning of their working relationship, she’d been a consultant, and it hadn’t mattered what she wore. Now, she was gainfully employed and even had a title, Special Agent Wren Delacroix. 

She had tried wearing a suit to work once, but she didn’t think they made suits out of fabric that didn’t itch. And all professional-looking shoes pinched, even the ones that weren’t high heels.

“Well, it’s true,” said Trevon. “Appropriate or not.”

“You like coffee?” said Reilly.

“Of course,” said Trevon.

“You’ll fit right in here,” said Reilly. “Have you been shown around yet?”

“No, I just got here,” said Trevon. “I’m actually still looking for an apartment. It’s probably a doable commute from D.C. I know lots of people go the other way, and I’d never be fighting the traffic, so it would be even quicker. But I don’t want to spend hours on the road every day, so I’m going to move. But, yeah, I just arrived in the parking lot, probably ten minutes ago.”

“You want to see your lab?” said Wren.

“Definitely,” said Trevon.

“They just put this in,” said Reilly. “It was built especially for our little unit, so we’re lucky to have it, especially since, in the other cases we’ve worked on, we’ve used the local labs. They thought it would benefit us to have some independent analysis here, however.”

Trevon rubbed his hands together. “I kind of can’t believe I’m so lucky to land this.”

“I thought you begged for it,” said Wren.

“Which is why I’m so lucky,” he said. He turned his gaze on Maliah. “I’m sorry, did we get introduced? Are you Maliah Wright?”

Maliah smiled. “Yes, that is me.”

Trevon offered her his hand. “Good to meet you. You’re a legend too.”

“Really?”

“Computer genius, right?” said Trevon. “Being part of this team with you guys, it’s… well, it’s my dream job.”

“Things have been quiet for the last few months,” said Maliah. “We’ve done some consulting work, but mostly day trips, nothing like earlier in the year.”

“Oh, right, with the Phineas Slater thing,” said Trevon. “And then he escaped prison.”

“And they found him again,” said Wren.

“Did you go back out to help with the manhunt?” said Trevon.

“Nah,” said Wren. “The local boys were fine to handle that on their own.” She didn’t say that the captain of the Cape Christopher Police Department had indicated that the bad press that Wren and Reilly were getting in the wake of the stuff with Hawk was a factor in his not wanting to work with them. Wren couldn’t be sure that the fact that things had been quiet wasn’t related to that as well. 

“Still, it’s really phenomenal how many killers you’ve interacted with. Warren Brock, Edward Trask, Louis Bitner… Any one of those guys is a once-in-a-lifetime case, and you’ve had them all.”

Wren and Reilly exchanged a glance and shrugged.

“It’s because we’re cursed in this part of the country,” said Maliah. 

“Right, the serial killer capital of the world,” said Trevon. “But there hasn’t been anything happening here lately.”

“We’ve had a brief respite,” said Reilly.

He eyed them all, grinning. “You guys don’t really believe in that kind of stuff, right? Curses? Serial killers being drawn here because of the energy of that weird antler-god thing that the FCL worshiped? Mystical, evil energy?”

“Of course not,” said Wren.

“Yeah, it’s all a coincidence,” said Reilly.

“And killers are drawn here all right, but there’s nothing mystical about it,” said Wren. “It’s just the typical competitive spirit of a serial killer. All of them want to top whatever has come before.”










WREN melded herself back into the passenger seat of Reilly’s car. “I think that one was my favorite.”

“That one? Not the one with the finished basement?” Reilly was fitting the key into the ignition. They had just come from a marathon session of looking at available houses, four in one afternoon. Wren knew they needed to move quickly, but she was definitely feeling overwhelmed by it all. 

“Oh, yeah,” she said. “You want that for your weights or whatever.”

“It would be perfect,” he said. “Plus then we have another area with a TV, and Timmy can be down there watching guys build Lego cities while we’re upstairs watching something else.”

“Timmy watches that stuff on his tablet, though, right? It’s on YouTube.”

“I put it on the TV for him all the time.”

She shrugged. “Okay, fine, but this one has the deck.”

He nodded. “Yeah. That deck is awesome.” He started the car and backed it up. “Maybe we could build a deck onto the house with the finished basement. It’s closer to work.”

“But it means that we’ll be too far to go in to the Daily Bean before work, and Angela will miss us.”

“We can’t buy a house based on its proximity to a coffee shop,” said Reilly.

“Can’t we?” she said.

He considered, pulling the car forward. “Okay, well, if we buy this one, where do my weights go?”

“In the attic room?” she said. “Isn’t the attic room perfect for that?”

“Maybe,” he said. “But there’s no space for another TV room.”

“Could be,” she said. “Do we really need a guest room?”

“What if your dad comes to stay?” said Reilly.

“We get one of those convertible couch things that becomes a guest bed,” she said.

He nodded slowly. “That could work, actually. You’re talking me into the deck, Wren.”

She leaned her head back against the headrest, shutting her eyes. “I like that one.”

“Well, we’ll keep looking,” said Reilly. “And maybe something even more perfect will show up. But I do like how close this one is to Janessa, because that’ll be easier for Timmy.”

“And don’t you think he’d like that room?” she said.

“Yeah, he’d love it. It’s huge, and there’s all kinds of space for him,” said Reilly. He yawned, stifling it with a fist. “You, um, you cool with me not wanting to marry you because you don’t think this is going to last?”

She sat up straight. “What?”

“Just wondering,” he said. He stretched his neck to one side, grunting a little.

“How do just pop out with that casually? Like it’s not a loaded question?”

“Is it?” He glanced at her. “I’m just trying to make sure we’re on the same page.”

“No, you’re being passive aggressive,” she said, glaring at him.

He sucked in an audible breath through his nose. “Okay. How do you figure that? Because I’m not, by the way.”

“This is just like the us-having-a-baby thing. You say something, and I’m cool with it, and then you get weird because women are not ‘supposed’ to be cool with it, and you assume something must be wrong. I’m not Janessa, Cai, okay? I’m not your ex-wife. I don’t care if we get married. I don’t need to make babies with you. I am very happy to buy a house with you and grow old with you and chase serial killers even when we’re lumbering after them in walkers, okay? I like us. I don’t want to change us.”

He was quiet.

She huffed, leaning her forehead against the window and glaring out into the dusk. It was late, nearly 9:00, but it was only now getting dark. “I think maybe you’re in denial about what you actually want.”

“Oh, come on, don’t do that,” he muttered.

“Seriously,” she said. “I think deep down, you have this desire to have some traditional, normal existence with your little wife at home in the kitchen, making you dinner with her swollen, pregnant belly and your ring on her finger—”

“Stop it.” His voice was sharp.

She groaned.

“Where the hell is that coming from?” he demanded. “Do I treat you that way? Have I ever demanded you be anything other than what you are? I think you have repressed issues after growing up in a sexist cult.”

She groaned again. “Maybe,” she admitted. “I think I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep well last night, trying to think of all the shit that needs to get done, and then we worked all day, and looked at houses all evening, and now it’s basically time to crawl into bed, and I’m exhausted. It’s making me grouchy. I’m sorry.”

He sighed. “Maybe I’m grouchy too.” He reached over to rest a hand on her knee. He squeezed it comfortingly. “Sorry. I think I get insecure sometimes. I think about my life without you, and it scares the fuck out of me.”

She put her hand on his. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Okay,” he said.

“But… I mean… do you think arguing like this is a sign?”

“What?”

“Are we not as ready as we think we are to buy a house together?”

“We’re ready,” he said.

“Are we, though?”

“Why are you questioning it?”

“I’m just… I don’t want us to get in over our heads with this. We have issues, and what if they get bigger if we’re, you know, really and totally committed?”

“Now, you’re making me question it.” He was rueful.

“Sorry,” she said. “We should talk about this when we’re not tired and stressed.”

“Yes,” he said. He let out a laugh. “Which will be when, exactly?”

She laughed too. “Oh, good point. But it is stress. We’re good together. We both know that.”

“Yeah,” he said.

They drove in silence for a while.

“Like, um, what do you mean by issues?” Reilly spoke up.

“Oh, you know, what I was saying? About babies and marriage and stuff.”

He didn’t respond.

“And… and Hawk,” she said in a quiet voice.

“He’s an issue, huh?” His voice was half-strangled.

“You wouldn’t be reacting like that to his name if he wasn’t,” she said. “I wouldn’t feel like I can never discuss him if—”

“Let’s definitely not talk about Hawk when we’re grouchy,” he said curtly.

She didn’t respond for a minute, and then she nodded. “Okay.”

So, they didn’t speak at all for the rest of the drive home, and when they got back to their respective cabins, they both started for their own houses, even though they usually spent the night together.

That night, they didn’t even discuss it.

They simply went to bed alone.










CHAPTER TWO



“WREN, how are you?” said Arnold Davis, who worked for the Cardinal Falls district attorney’s office. “Haven’t heard from you in a while.”

“I’m good,” said Wren. “How are you?” It was morning, and she was sitting in her office at work, sipping at her coffee—a pistachio cortado, a new concoction Angela, the barista at the Daily Bean, had given her to try.

“Fine,” said Davis. “Is there something going on with you guys? Do you have a new case? Are you needing assistance?”

“No, no, nothing like that.” Wren ran her finger around the lid on the coffee cup. “I was, uh, just calling to, uh, to check in.”

“Check in about what?”

“Oh, everything, I guess,” she said. Then she took a deep breath and forced herself to say it. “About Hawk Marner’s appeal, specifically.”

“Well, I gave you the date,” said Davis.

“Yeah,” she said. “That’s still the date, then?”

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s going to be presented as written briefs. Near as I can tell, there isn’t even going to be oral arguments. All the evidence is going to be presented that way.”

“Right, that’s what you said before,” she said. “So, nothing’s changed?”

“Nothing’s changed,” said Davis.

“Right,” she said quietly.

“I know the waiting can be the worst part,” he said. “It drives you crazy, not knowing. But you have to put it from your mind.”

“What about charging Hawk with the murder of the girls?” she said.

“I’ve been told that’s on indefinite hold,” he said, and now there was a note of annoyance in his tone.

“Oh,” she said, unable to keep from sounding disappointed. 

“I hear you,” he said. “I wanted to just go for it, because I figure, if he somehow manages to get this appeal going, we want to have some other reason to keep him behind bars.”

“Exactly,” she murmured.

“But it’s all a numbers game sometimes,” said Davis. “We have to make sure we successfully convict a certain percentage of the time, right? Or else it looks bad when it comes time for elections. So, if something’s even a little risky, well…” He sighed.

“It is risky, though,” she said. “I can’t help but think that the case against him for the murders is tenuous, even with the new evidence. It would be too easy to explain it away.” The new evidence consisted of DNA that had been found on trophies in the case. However, the trophies had not been found on Hawk’s property, and it would be easy for his team to argue the DNA was down to transference.

“Sorry I don’t have better news,” he said.

“It’s fine. I’m the one who’s pestering you,” she said. “I know you said to leave it alone.”

“You’ve been great,” he said. “You didn’t respond to any of the stuff in the press that Marner’s lawyer was laying down, just as I advised you. And wasn’t I right that it died down?”

“You were,” she said.

“And you’re not going to go visit him, right?”

“Of course not!”

“Good,” he said. “I know it’s nerve-wracking, but doing nothing is your best play right now. If I know anything, I will call you. Okay?”

“Okay,” she said. She took a drink of coffee. “Okay,” she repeated in a quieter voice. “I guess I should  hang up now.”

“All right,” he said. “It’s fine to reach out if you need to.”

“I will,” she said.

“Oh, actually, there is something,” said Davis. “Uh… Marner has a girlfriend, and her name is Nielson. Deborah Nielson. Is she any relation to Jimmy Nielson, who we indicted for the murder of Eli Brown and for sexually abusing his daughter last year?”

“His daughter,” said Wren. “But not the one he abused. Apparently, her older sister protected Deborah. What do you mean he has a girlfriend? How does he have a girlfriend in jail?”

“She visits him and they write letters and exchange email and he calls her collect. We monitor transcripts of the calls, but they only talk about what they’re going to do when he gets out and express their undying love.”

Wren drew away from the phone. Her body felt strange—almost too tight, as if something had wrapped around her rib cage and was squeezing her uncomfortably. She was experiencing some kind of emotion, but she didn’t know what it was.

“Delacroix?” said Davis.

“Yeah, I’m here,” she said. Deborah Nielson was the sister of Anna Marie Haim, who they had pinned as the main suspect in a set of serial murders in a nearby hospital. It had turned out that she wasn’t guilty, but she had been hiding secrets about her past. Her father Jimmy had raped her and she’d had a child she’d given up for adoption before she’d changed her name and cut off all ties with her family. Anna Marie had been some years older than Wren, but Deborah had been about her age. She had grown up on the compound, same as Wren. She supposed that Deborah knew Hawk, and that he knew her, but she’d never really seen them together.

Oh, Lord, she wasn’t jealous, was she?

No. Her body reacted violently to that. She wasn’t jealous. That wasn’t the emotion she was feeling. The emotion was… fear.

Hawk was dangerous, but she’d been able to predict certain things about him based on his obsession with her. He had ideas about them, that they were connected, that they were destined to be together by the Crimson Ram, that they were both full of some violent darkness and meant to commit murder together. He didn’t love her. He wasn’t capable of that. But he had been focused on her for a long time
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