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MATTHEW

Friday, May 15

“You can’t possibly be the only driver who works this early, Jorge.” Matthew Grant opened the door to the car and slid his duffel bag onto the seat. “I’m starting to think you have an alert set up to tell you when I’m requesting an Uber.”

The driver of the compact sedan turned back to look at him as he slid into the almost too small for his frame backseat. “You know me, Matty, I’m obsessed with the true crime. And you, my friend, are always a source to feed my addiction.”

Matthew laughed, shaking his head. “And I always tell you I can’t discuss my case.”

Jorge turned back around and put the car in drive. Traffic wasn’t heavy in Matthew’s neighborhood this early in the morning, so he had no problem pulling away from the curb and into the right lane. 

“I know, but you always end up giving me a little kernel to tide me over until you get home. So, what is it this time?”

“Serial killer.” He shifted so his long legs didn’t feel so cramped behind the passenger seat. He really needed to remember to remind Jorge to pull the seat as far forward as possible next time. “Three victims so far.”

“Local? I haven’t heard anything on the news, but I’ve been keeping strange hours.”

“No, not local, hence the four thirty drive to the Bureau. Midwest somewhere, I think. I wasn’t fully away when my director made the wake-up call.”

Jorge let out a low whistle. “Midwest is not exactly the place that comes to mind when I think serial killer. My brain immediately goes somewhere big, like here in DC, or like New York, or something.”

“BTK was in Kansas. John Wayne Gacy, Illinois. Jeffrey Dahmer, Wisconsin. The people who commit these crimes can be anywhere, and with the right triggers, will act on their nascent desires.”

“Here I am claiming to be a true crime fan and forgot where those notorious serial killers hunted.”

“Sometimes, it’s easy to superimpose your beliefs into the narrative. You think serial killers only really exist in large coastal cities, so you’ve placed the narratives of these notorious killers in those locations.”

Jorge chuckled. “You’re doing your profiler thing on me.”

“I’m sorry,” Matthew apologized.

“No, man, I love it. I welcome it. Makes me feel part of the whole thing, you know?”

Matthew laughed. “I’ll remember that for next time.”

They pulled up in front of the FBI Academy building, the twelve minute drive from his home in Garrisonville having gone quickly, as it always does when he was in the car with Jorge.

“Thanks for the ride, as always.”

Jorge reached into his cup holder and stretched back. Matthew took the card from his hands. 

“That’s my personal number. When you get back in town, call me and I’ll give you a ride home. I won’t have to stalk the app that way.”

Matthew pocketed the card. “Thanks, I’ll call you. I don’t know what time or when—”

“Just call me. Don’t matter the time or whatever. This is my side hustle, but I work from home, and it’s very flexible. I want to hear whatever you can tell me about this new Midwest serial killer.”

Matthew opened the door, grabbed his duffel, and threw the strap over his shoulder. “I will tell you everything I can. I promise.”

“Hope you catch the asshole.”

“I hope we do too.”

*** 
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MATTHEW WALKED THROUGH the glass doors of the small meeting room, completely bypassing a stop at his desk. If he stopped, he would get dragged into something else he was working on and be late for the debrief. He prided himself on being one of the first of his Behavioral Analysis Unit team to arrive at the debrief. It probably stemmed from being one of the youngest on the team. The need to always prove himself. Even after nearly a decade of him being on the team, he still couldn’t let it go.

Sure enough, looking around the room, the only other person present was Thomas Flemming, the director and team leader, sitting at the head of the single table, watching the door for his team. He was in his early sixties, but nowhere near ready to retire. And of course, even with all the stresses of the job, his face didn’t give a clue as to how old he was, the Black skin of his face as smooth as Matthew’s.

“Matty, first, as always. I don’t know how you do it.”

“I could say the same to you. Do you live here?”

Thomas gave him a wry smile. “Well, honestly, Carla and I are not in the best place right now, so I’ve been spending a lot of time here. It’s why I could get the call so quickly.”

“I’m sorry, man, want to talk about it?” Matthew cringed. He didn’t know why he asked that. Silently, he hoped Thomas would turn him down.

Thomas cocked his head to the side, looking at Matthew strangely. “You want to talk to me about my marriage problems?”

Matthew shrugged, forcing a smile on his face he was certain looked more like a grimace. “Yes?”

Thomas shook his head, eyebrow still raised. raised. “Advice from my co-worker, who is perpetually single and two decades younger than me? No, thank you.”

Matthew held his hand over his heart, letting out the breath he was holding. “Ouch.”

“What in that sentence wasn’t true?”

“It was all true, but as they say, truth hurts.”

“If I’m going to get advice from anyone, I’m going to get it from Logan. The only one of us in a stable, happy relationship.”

“Great idea. Logan would give much better than advice than I ever could.”

As if summoned by the mention of his name, Logan Hayes came waltzing in through the door to the conference room. The next senior member of the team didn’t look as put together as he normally did, his sandy blond hair hadn’t been shellacked into place yet. He must have spent much longer saying goodbye to his husband.

“What will I be better at than you?” 

“Giving relationship advice.”

Logan grinned widely, causing the crow’s feet on either side of his blue eyes to deepen. “Hell, yes. Who needs advice? Thomas? Everything okay with you and Carla?”

Thomas opened his mouth to answer, but was saved when the door opened again, letting in Millie Driscoll and Trevor Ford, the last two members of the team.

Millie and Trevor had joined the team around the same time, shortly before Matthew had. It was a running joke that they came as a pair.

Millie, with her black curly hair and fair complexion, looked every bit the part of someone who had a goth phase growing up, was one of the nicest people Matthew had ever met, but don’t let her being the only female on the team lure you into false presumptions. She was definitely the toughest member of the team. Willing to take steps others weren’t.

They were lucky to have managed to snap Trevor up when they did. He was the best hacker around. His caramel skin and dark brown eyes were a definite contrast to Millie’s paler complexion. The two were best friends, and always together.

“Alright, we’re all here. Let’s go over what we know,” Thomas said.

Trevor moved to the front of the room and connected his laptop to the HDMI cable. Once he opened the screen, a map projected onto the TV screen behind him.

Everyone took their seats, Matthew settling in between Millie and Logan, Thomas taking his place next to Trevor in the front of the room.

“Here’s what we know,” Thomas began. “Cove Creek, Iowa is a city with a population of about twelve thousand. In the last three months, there have been three murders.”

Trevor pressed a button, and three crime scene photos came up on the screen. He touched the first one, enlarging it.

“Victim number one, killed three months ago, on February 20th. His name was Mark Lovett, age thirty-five. Blunt force trauma to the head and strangled.”

He changed the picture.

“Victim number two, killed two weeks ago. His name was John Davies, age thirty-five. Same MO as Lovett.”

He queued the next image.

“Victim number three, killed yesterday. His name was David Crandall, age thirty-five. Same MO as the other two.”

“He’s escalating,” Matthew spoke up. “His cool-down period was approximately a quarter of the time between vics two and three as it was between one and two.”

“Which is why we were called in,” Thomas explained. “The local authorities are concerned with how little time has passed between the last two victims. Cove Creek is not a large town, and the fact that someone is killing their men is becoming very concerning.”

“Any connection between our victims?” Millie asked.

“Other than age, there doesn’t seem to be anything obvious. Mark and John were married with young children but didn’t really run in the same social circles. David was single, and again at the surface level didn’t seem to hang out with either Mark or David. But these are things I’m planning to dig into further as we get fully into the case. I haven’t had time yet,” Trevor said.

“Are you staying at the office, or coming with us?” Matthew asked.

“Coming. I don’t know what the cell phone coverage is like in small town Iowa, and I want to make sure I’m close so we can communicate.”

“The more feet on the ground in Cove Creek, the better. We want to make sure there aren’t any more victims than there are already. Take care of what you need to in order to be ready for a long-term stay. Wheels up in thirty.” Thomas dismissed them, and they all stood to leave the room.

***
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MATTHEW STRETCHED AS the plane landed. Three hours of sitting in one spot took a toll on his back. He wasn’t as young as he used to be. He stood and gathered his things.

“Matthew and Logan will head out to take a look at the crime scene. Trevor, Millie, and I will head to the precinct and talk to the chief and get Trevor set up in a room there.”

“Sounds good.” Matthew preferred heading out to the crime scene over talking to the other officers. He wanted a clear head when he took everything in, without the influence of other people. Millie always joked the crime scene could speak to him, but he didn’t think that was wrong. He didn’t fully understand why his brain worked the way it did, but whenever he surveilled a crime scene, it was as if it were really talking to him. He could see things no one else could. Which is why nine times out of ten, Thomas would send him to the crime scene first.

He stepped onto the concrete ground in the hangar and spotted the Bureau vehicles parked about twelve feet away. He and Logan fell into step, heading toward the nearest of the black SUVs. Logan stepped into the driver’s seat while Matthew climbed into the passenger seat. As soon as he had the belt clipped around him, Logan pulled out of the hangar.

As they drove, Matthew opened the folder he had been reading on the plane.

“What can we expect?” Logan asked.

“Well, we’re heading to Murphy’s Woods, a popular hiking and biking trail here. It’s where all three bodies were found.”

“Dumping ground or murder location?”

“From what I can tell, dumping ground.”

Logan sighed. “I hate when they move the bodies.”

“Well, maybe we’ll luck out and he didn’t move them very far.”

It didn’t take long to get to Murphy’s Woods. The town was on the smaller side. Logan pulled the SUV into a parking lot that butted up against a wooded area. The local police officer was already there, waiting.

“You know, when I think woods, I like to think of them being a little bit more remote than this.” Logan gestured toward the sidewalk where there was a bike fixing station, a water fountain, and a bathroom, all leading toward the paved trail that led into the copse of trees.

“Yeah, not exactly what I was picturing in my head when I read the name or saw the pictures of where the bodies were found,” Matthew replied.

“Not remote. Seems like it could possibly be very populated. How did this guy get the bodies here without anyone seeing anything?”

“Good question.”

The two men pushed open their doors and stepped out. It was mid-May, the sun was at its highest point, and the temperature was rising. At the cusp of summer in Iowa, it was warm. Too warm for all the layers Matthew wore to look professional. He should have forgone the suit jacket once he learned he was going to the scene.

“Agents,” the officer on scene greeted them. “I’m officer Smith.” She reached out and offered her hand.

“I’m Special Agent Grant, and this is Special Agent Hayes,” Matthew said, taking her hand, followed by Logan. “Are there any cameras or anything in this park?”

Officer Smith shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. If there were, our jobs would be a lot easier.”

“Can you take us to where they found the bodies?”

“Right this way.”

They started down the trail. As they entered the woods, the trees grew denser, causing everything to fall into shadows. On either side of the trail, native grasses grew uncontrolled, and Matthew was pretty sure he spotted some poison ivy in the mix. It was early in the season, but the grass was already about six inches high.

“Who found the bodies?” Matthew asked.

“A bicyclist found the first one. Since it was February, he was easy to spot. It was an unusually warm day, otherwise he wouldn’t have been found as quickly. These trails are almost abandoned in the winter except for the rare dog walker or bicyclist. Joggers found the second one. Again, everything was still dormant, so it was easy to spot. A family out doing our county’s annual geocache challenge found the most recent victim. Their five-year-old son tripped over the body. With the grasses so high, he was not as noticeable as the last two.”

Matthew grimaced. That poor kid. He would be in therapy for a long time, processing the sort of trauma that comes with finding a dead body.

As they walked, Matthew glanced around at their surroundings. The trail, while it was in the “woods” wasn’t really in an isolated area. In fact, he could see the backs of houses peeking through the trees.

“Do any of these houses have cameras pointed toward the trail? Or wildlife cameras?” Matthew asked.

“No,” Officer Smith replied. “Unfortunately, if they have cameras on the backs of their houses, they are pointed at their own property. And since the only wildlife we tend to get are the white-tail deer, which are here in an abundance, there are no wildlife cameras.”

“That’s unfortunate, because this isn’t exactly an isolated area,” Logan said.

“It is not,” Matthew agreed. “With these houses barely concealed by the trees? The traffic on this trail? Our UNSUB is bold. There’s no privacy here.”

“Narcissistic,” Logan added.

“Yeah, definitely dealing with a narcissist.”

“We’re here,” Officer Smith said, coming to a stop in front of a large copse of trees.

The ground was overgrown and the grass was pressed down to create a makeshift path from the trail to the tree just wide enough for a person to walk through. Lots of people walked off trail here, probably because of the county geocache. The tree was probably where it was hidden.

“The bodies...” Matthew started.

“Were found about five feet from the trail.” Officer Smith gestured in the direction of the tree.

“All of them? In this specific area?” Logan asked.

“All of them. Right here. Same spot.”

“So, this is the dumping ground.” Matthew clarified.

“Yes.”

Matthew looked at the long grass. It looked like it would come about mid-calf. “How much poison ivy will I get if I wade in there?”

“You’re wearing long pants, so I wouldn’t worry,” Officer Smith said.

Matthew nodded as he looked down, his forehead wrinkling. He took a deep breath and let it out. He would trust the local that this wouldn’t end with him getting an unbearable rash. He stepped into the grass and cringed as the thorns on one of the plants caught on his slacks.

“Remind me to dress in my jeans the next time we come out here,” he called to Logan.

“Noted.”

Matthew carefully moved toward the spot Officer Smith had pointed out. As he got closer, it became fairly obvious. There was a depression in the grass about the size of a body.

“Found the spot,” he called out.

Matthew squatted down to get a better look. The spot didn’t look any different from the rest of the area. He glanced back toward the trail. They weren’t far apart. He looked beyond the trail, and it seemed the trees were thicker here, the houses were more concealed. Matthew turned his head. Same on this side. If there was any spot in the woods he would call isolated, this would be it.

“Officer Smith, are there any houses beyond these trees?” he gestured in both directions.

“One or two, but mostly farmland on either side,” she answered. “The neighborhood to the left ends in a cul-de-sac, the other side hasn’t sold out to the developers yet.”

“Our UNSUB has to be really familiar with the trail to know exactly where the houses stop and the farmland begins,” Logan said.

“Yeah, but he also dragged a body incredibly far down this trail in order to dump it somewhere without any homes. Any of the owners of the other houses could have seen him. Especially in February when the trees would be bare.” Matthew made his way back to the trail. “We’re looking at someone who can carry a grown man quite a distance.”

“UNSUB? You have said that word twice now, and I have to admit, I’m not familiar with it,” Officer Smith said.

“Unknown Subject,” Logan explained.

“We should head to the hotel and catch up with the others.” Matthew smacked a mosquito that had landed on his neck. “And we can come back out here when we’re more prepared for the elements.”

*** 
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MATTHEW PULLED THE SUV to a stop in front of a red brick building. He checked the address on the GPS against the address on the property.

“You sure we have the right place?” Logan asked. “This doesn’t look like any hotel we normally stay in.

The structure looked like it had been built in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century and had once been a large house originally before being taken over as a hotel. Two stories tall, and completely made of brick, it had white trim, and a beautiful flower garden out front, surrounding a covered porch. It was very quaint, as if it had been taken out of time.

“It’s the right address. And it says Noble Hill Hotel on the sign, so I’m guessing, yes. We’re in the right place,” Matthew answered.

“Looks nicer than the roach motels we’re usually put up in when we come to these small towns,” Logan observed.

“It does. I don’t think I’ll need to worry about bed bugs here.”

“Or our room looking like someone could have been murdered there.”

“Or they use it to film porn.”

“Or it’s haunted.”

Matthew laughed. “I wouldn’t rule haunting out here. This place definitely looks like it could be haunted.”

They laughed before opening the doors to the SUV, reaching behind their seats to grab their duffels.

Matthew clicked the key lock as they headed up the brick pathway to the front door. The covered porch had several cushioned chairs and tables spread out across it, creating an inviting space to spend a morning drinking coffee or an evening drinking wine.

He pushed the wooden door open and stepped into the inviting entry way. The hardwood floors glistened under the various throw rugs. The room was decorated period appropriately with antiques scattered around; the couches looking both inviting but also like you probably shouldn’t sit on them.

The desk sat empty, with a sign telling them to ring the bell for service. Instead of a period appropriate brass push bell, it was a wireless doorbell. Matthew pushed it and waited.

A door opened from the back of the building and shut. The creaking floorboards indicating that someone was coming.

“I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” a female voice said before appearing around the corner. “I wasn’t expecting anyone so early.”

Matthew did a double take. He was expecting an elderly woman. Wasn’t that who usually ran places like this? Instead, he was greeted by a woman in her thirties. She was wearing baggy olive overalls over a black t-shirt, her long dark hair was pulled up in a messy ponytail, and she was trying to flatten flyaway hair with her hands as she walked toward them.

“When you called to book the place, you implied you wouldn’t be in until much later, so I laid down to take a quick nap. I’m so sorry.”

Matthew shook his head, telling himself not to stare.

“We’re in early,” Logan spoke up. “Turns out we were not prepared to traipse around in the woods.”

The woman looked them up and down as she took her place behind the desk. “I’ll say. At least you’re wearing long pants. Poison ivy is terrible this year.” She opened the laptop on her desk and typed in the password. “Alright, which two are you?”

“Hayes and Grant,” Logan answered.

Matthew couldn’t seem to find his voice. And he couldn’t stop staring at the woman. There was something wrong with him.

“Right. You two are neighbors. Rooms five and seven. Upstairs. Here are your keys,” she pulled two keys off the cork board behind her. “Breakfast is in the dining room starting from seven, but you can have access to the kitchen for other meals if you would like. Let’s see what else. I keep the door unlocked until around ten, but if you’re staying out later, please let me know and I’ll keep it unlocked a little longer. I live here on the premises, I’ll be here through the weekend, but on weekdays I’m at my other job. I feel like I’m forgetting something...”

“Your name?” Matthew cringed at how loud he sounded. “You haven’t told us your name.”

She laughed, and Matthew was certain he had never heard a more beautiful sound. “Rebecca. My name is Rebecca.”

She met his gaze and smiled widely at him. And he swore his heart skipped a beat when his brown eyes met her hazel eyes.

“We’ll get out of your hair and let you get back to your nap.” Logan swiped both keys off the counter and handed one to Matthew. “The others won’t be here for a while. They aren’t in the outdoors.”

Rebecca laughed again. “Noted. Have a pleasant stay.”

“Thanks,” Matthew said, turning around, his cheeks burning.

He and Logan headed toward the stairs, but not before he looked over his shoulder at Rebecca again. Their eyes met, and he turned away quickly.

“Dude,” Logan said as they walked up the stairs. “You’re acting like you’ve never seen an attractive woman before.”

“Pretty sure I haven’t until now.”
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Chapter Two
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REBECCA

Friday, May 15

Rebecca stared at the backs of the two men as they made their way to the stairs and their rooms. Her gaze focused on the one who asked her name. There was something about him...Shaking her head, she was about to turn around and head back to her apartment, when the door to the hotel opened again.

Three more people walked in, led by a tall Black man.

“Welcome to the Noble Hill,” Rebecca greeted, plastering a smile on her face.

“Hello,” the Black man greeted. “I’m Thomas Fleming. I’m the Unit Chief of the Behavioral Analysis Unit. I think you’re expecting us?”

Rebecca nodded. “I am. Two of your agents just finished checking in.”

“Matty and Logan,” the other man in the group said. He had caramel skin and dark hair. She didn’t want to make any assumptions, but he looked Latino.

“They must have finished up at the crime scene quickly,” the lone woman answered.

“Yes,” Thomas answered “Can we check in? I’ll text Matty and Logan and tell them we need to meet up and talk.”

“Meet up where? The police station is obviously out,” The woman said.

“Is there a problem?” Rebecca cringed. She was caught out listening in on their conversation.

“Typically, we set ourselves up to work at the local police station, however, your local station is being less than welcoming to us,” Thomas replied.

“Well, your group has booked all of our rooms, so we aren’t expecting anyone else. You could set up in our dining room. We serve breakfast there every morning, otherwise it sits unused.”

“Do you have a decent internet connection?” the man who wasn’t Thomas asked.

“We do. We have fiber.”

“Trevor,” the man reached out in introduction. “I’m the tech guru, and you’ve just made my job a lot easier. You never know what you’re going to get in small towns like this as far as internet goes.”

“Rebecca.” She took his hand giving it a firm shake.

“As long as we’re doing introductions, I feel like I should introduce myself. “I’m Millie.”

Rebecca shook her hand as well. “Nice to meet all of you. I’ll tell you what I told the other agents. I’m the night manager here. I live in the apartment in the back. If I am not at the desk, there is a doorbell here that you can push, and it will notify me and I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

She handed them each a key. “Here are the keys to your rooms. And as I said, feel free to set yourself up in the dining room.”

“Thank you so much,” Thomas said.

“Enjoy your stay!”

Rebecca watched as the agents left and sighed with relief. She was so happy they all checked in early so she could potentially have an early night. She checked to make sure the doorbell was visible and headed to her apartment. She shut the door behind her, leaning against it, letting out a long sigh.

“You okay, mom?”

She turned her head toward the living area. Her eight-year-old son, Benji, was sitting on the couch holding his book, looking at her with concern in his eyes.

“I’m fine, exhausted, but fine.”

“I can make us dinner, if you want.”

Rebecca smiled. Ever since her husband died a little over a year ago, Benji had stepped up, trying to fill in the gaps where she needed help. While it was very sweet, it killed her that he had had to grow up so quickly.

“It’s Friday. Since our usual Friday Fun Night plans are canceled, let’s do our own thing! How about we order in a pizza and watch something on Netflix instead?”

Benji perked up. “Can I choose what we watch?”

“Absolutely.”

He set aside his book and picked up the TV remote. “I’m going to look for something to watch. Where are you going to get pizza from?”

“I don’t know. Casey’s?”

“Yes! Casey’s pizza is the best.”

Rebecca smiled to herself as she picked up her phone and opened the Casey’s app. It was rare these days for Benji to be excited about anything.

After his dad died, he became withdrawn, and even more serious than he already was. She and Jaime had always joked they were raising a miniature adult ever since Benji was old enough to express opinions, but over the last year, things had gotten worse.

She wanted to blame it on all the changes in their lives since Jaime’s passing, but she knew it was simply because he lost his dad, and he felt he needed to step into his shoes and become the man of the family. No matter how many times she told him she needed him to be a kid.

She finished the pizza order and looked at the clock. “Benji, I’m going to walk to the Casey’s. Want to come with me?”

“Sure!” he set the remote down and stood up from the couch. He walked over to the entryway of their suite to the little cubbies they stored their shoes.

As he put his shoes on, Rebecca reflected on all the differences in their lives in the last year.

A year ago, they had a house of their own in a little cul-de-sac neighborhood. A yard for Benji to play in, a basketball hoop in the driveway. After Jaime passed away, she couldn’t pay the mortgage on her own with her teacher's salary. Her parents were very generous to offer her the live in manager suite in their bed-and-breakfast hotel. The catch was she had to be the nights and weekend manager. It was a win-win for her parents. Their daughter and grandson didn’t have to be on the streets or move away, and they saved money on staff.

Rebecca grabbed her purse from the hook by the door and slipped on her own sandals. She took a deep breath. She double-checked she had everything she needed and then they opened the door and walked into the hallway.

The manager’s suite was behind the kitchen, down the hall from the check-in desk. She had installed a ring doorbell on the front desk so she wouldn’t have to spend all her time sitting there. After spending all day teaching, she didn’t want to spend more time sitting at the desk waiting for people to show up. That time was better spent with her son. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, he needed her.

They made their way down the hall toward the front door. The hotel was quiet for being completely full. She peeked inside the dining room as they passed. There was no one there, but she wouldn’t describe it as empty. The FBI agents had brought in a whiteboard on wheels, and there were stacks of papers sitting on one of the tables.

She tried to repress the shudder that went down her spine. Cove Creek was traditionally a safe place to live. Nothing ever happened here. Until now. Three men murdered off the bike trail she and Benji frequented. She hadn’t taken Benji to the trail since they discovered the last body.

Poor David. They taught together at the elementary school, she fifth grade, him PE.

He had asked her out a couple of days before they found him in the woods. Rebecca told him she would have to think about it. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to date again, yet, even though she did like him. Now, because of some asshole, she would never know.

Rebecca shook those thoughts from her head, swallowing the lump that had formed in her throat, trying to bring herself back to the present as she and Benji stepped outside. The sun was still bright in the sky, summer creeping ever closer. With only two weeks left of school, the warm weather had definitely made the kids at school squirrely.

“Can we eat outside at the park instead of Netflix?” Benji asked.

“Sure, it’s too nice a day to stay inside.”

Benji cheered and took her hand as they walked down the sidewalk.

Her heart constricted as she gripped her son’s hand. Right before Jaime died, he was becoming more independent. Since his father’s death, he had regressed a little, wanting to hold her hand, panicking if she’s ever out of his sight for long. As if he was making sure she, too, wouldn’t be taken away from him.

*** 
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IT WAS LATE BY THE time Rebecca and Benji let themselves back into the hotel. She knew she wasn’t supposed to leave the desk unattended for so long, but she had checked in all the guests, and she knew their rooms were stocked.

She told her parents when she took the deal that she was going to make Benji a priority. Hard stop. Her mom understood. Her dad? He was another story.

As she shut the door behind her, voices talking carried over from the dining room. The deep baritone leading the conversation made her heart rate increase and Benji grip her hand tighter.

As they approached the dining room, they relaxed. The deep voice wasn’t her dad. It was the man who had identified himself as the leader of the FBI team, whose name had already left her brain.

The floorboard creaked, betraying their presence, causing everyone to turn and look at them.

Rebecca’s cheeks warmed at the attention.

“I’m sorry. Please don’t let us interrupt.”

The tall Black man at the front of the room gave them a wide smile. She was pretty sure his name started with a T? “Don’t be sorry. Please, come in. I don’t think we’ve met your small companion there.”

“Um, okay,” Rebecca stepped further into the room, Benji moving with her as if they were one being. With as tightly as he was gripping her right now, she would believe they were one person. “This is my son Benji.”

“It’s really nice to meet you, Benji. I’m Thomas, the head of our team. And this is Trevor, Millie, Logan, and Matthew.” He pointed to everyone around the room, one at a time, clockwise from his position. This time, Rebecca tried her hardest to commit their names to her memory.

Everyone gave her a little wave, but her eyes lingered on the man he introduced as Matthew.

He was part of the pair that had checked in first. His light brown hair was longer, curling up slightly around his collarbone and around his face, framing it. It was his eyes, though, that caused her heart to skip a beat, and butterflies to flutter in her belly. Deep brown, they shone with a kindness and curiosity she was not used to but longed for.

And at this moment, he had them trained on her, full of interest. Interest she found herself not opposed to.

She tore her gaze off Matthew and turned her attention back to Thomas. “I will try my best to remember everyone’s names, but please give me grace if I have to ask again.”

Lies. There would be one name she wouldn’t be forgetting. Her gaze slipped back toward Matthew, whose own gaze was still locked on her.

“How old are you, Benji?” Millie asked, her kind eyes trained on Benji, drawing his attention to the room.

Rebecca looked over at the boards behind Thomas. They had put up pictures of the men, alive and dead. She shifted herself, placing her body between him and the boards. She didn’t need him worried about people getting killed in town. He already had anxiety. He didn’t need anything else to push him over the edge.

“I’m eight,” Benji answered, his voice barely louder than a whisper.

“That’s a great age,” Millie replied, giving him a smile. “If you have any questions about what we do, please feel free to be curious.”

Benji gave her a tentative smile. “Okay.”

Rebecca put her hand on Benji’s shoulder. “We should get back to our room. Leave you to your work.”

“Have a good night, and let us know if we’re disturbing you, we will probably work late,” Thomas said.

“Don’t worry about us. We’re far enough back that you shouldn’t disturb us. Stay up as late as you need.” Rebecca gave them a small wave and maneuvered her and Benji out of the room so he couldn’t see the crime board.

She turned her head to get one more look at the people in the room, and while everyone else had turned their attention back to Thomas and the front of the room, Matthew’s gaze was still on her. She turned around, heat climbing up her face.

They got back to their room and took their shoes off, Benji running to the couch to turn on the TV and pull up the movie they were going to watch. And as she walked to join him, she tried not to think of the handsome man who couldn’t keep his eyes off of her.
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Chapter Three
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MATTHEW

Saturday, May 16

Matthew jerked awake, sweat covering his body. He held his hand up to his heart, trying to calm the erratic rhythm.

It was just a dream.

A dream, he had to admit, he hadn’t had in a long while. One he thought he had finally moved past.

He closed his eyes, and he was drawn back into that car, hanging upside down, trapped in place by his seatbelt, helpless as he saw his mom on the street feet from the car...

He shook his head, snapping his eyes open. Dwelling on it didn’t help. It never did. It couldn’t change anything.

He threw off the covers and turned so he was sitting on the edge of the bed. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs, holding his head in his hands, his long hair creating a curtain.

Seeing Benji tonight must have triggered something inside of him, causing the nightmares to resurface in full force. Benji was about the same age as he was when the accident happened. And he was the child of a single mom, like he was. Matthew’s subconscious must have latched on to those similarities and ran.

Matthew lifted his head and looked at the clock.

Four in the morning.

At least the nightmare was kind and let him sleep most of the night before guaranteeing he wouldn’t sleep anymore.

He stood and stretched, lifting his arms above his head and bending backward. If he wasn’t going to be sleeping anymore, he might as well get some work done.

Matthew walked over to his bag and pulled out a pair of lounge pants and his house shoes. He always packed light, but he always brought casual clothes for when he was sitting around in whatever hotel they were staying in. He pulled on the pants and slipped on the shoes before grabbing an old Rolling Stones shirt and slipping it over his head.

Making sure he had the key to his room, he quietly slipped into the hallway, carefully shutting the door behind him.

The house was quiet, and almost too dark, the only light filtering in from the moon and streetlights outside through the high windows. Luckily, it was enough light he could see his way down the stairs with no issues.

He flinched when the floorboard creaked as he stepped off the stairs and turned toward the dining room. He paused, looking around. When everything remained still, he continued on his trek to the makeshift conference room. It was fortunate the layout of the house was pretty easy to navigate. It was even darker on the main level since the curtains were drawn.

Once in the dining room cum conference room, Matthew flipped on the light and made his way to the board. They had covered it with a blanket while they slept. It was an easy consensus once they learned of Benji’s existence. No kid needed to see dead people.

He pulled the blanket off the board and stood in front of it, focusing on each victim in turn.

Three men. All in their mid-thirties. And that was where the similarities stopped. Different hair colors. Different builds. Different careers. Nothing tied them together except for the fact they were men of similar ages.

Was it as simple as that? The killer was targeting men in their mid-thirties? Matthew knew that serial killers often targeted their victims based on their age and sex, but it was unusual for all the victims to be all in the same town. Even more uncommon for them to be well-to-do men and not transients.

And the cooling down period between kills indicated this was definitely a serial killer and not a spree killer, so it didn’t feel like the victims were completely random. They were targeted. But why?

They were missing something. Matthew pulled out the case files and looked at the information on the crime scene again.

Everything pointed to an organized offender. The crime scene was too neat. Too meticulous. It had been picked out specifically to dump the bodies of his victims. But why? Why this spot? What they needed was the original location. The place the victims were killed before they were transported to the bike trail.

“Oh!”

“Fuck!” His hand flew to his heart urging it to slow down. Matthew spun around to see who interrupted him and drew back in surprise.

Rebecca stood there, looking as if she had just rolled out of bed. Her dark hair, which had been worn up previously, was down in soft waves around her shoulders. She had traded her overalls for a well-worn men’s shirt and plaid pajama bottoms. Her feet were bare.

“I’m sorry.” Her voice was soft. “I didn’t mean to scare you! I woke up to use the bathroom, and I saw a light filtering under my door, and I thought maybe someone had left it on by accident. I came out here to turn it off. My dad hates it when electricity is wasted. I didn’t know anyone would be up.”

“No, no, don’t apologize. I wasn’t expecting anyone else to be up, either. I hope I didn’t wake you.”

She shook her head. “Not at all. I am up nearly every night at this time for a bathroom visit. What they don’t tell you when you have kids is how you’ll never sleep through the night again, even after the kids aren’t waking up anymore. Your bladder is never the same.” She let out a nervous laugh before looking down, but not before he caught her eyes widening, and her cheeks coloring a deep red.
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