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      It wasn’t Addie Franklin’s choice to meet with a killer. The coffee shop had more than enough open seats. She chose the one beside the table occupied by a serial murderer because she’d been ordered to.

      Before she even sat, the barista called out her dry cappuccino. She left her phone on the table and strode to retrieve it. As she did so, the voice of a coworker on the FBI task force sounded in her ear.

      “You caught his attention.”

      Addie winced as though the cup holding the hot beverage were the cause. Sure, she was here tonight for precisely that purpose—to get noticed. She’d even worn a business-appropriate dress of all things.

      But drawing attention to herself hadn’t sat right since…

      She could still feel the bugs crawl over her skin. A remnant of that day years ago, the night she’d been homecoming queen.

      That had been another life.

      The FBI profiler she was now, a Special Agent with the FBI, settled into her seat. She smoothed down the dress in the process and caught the eye of a rapist and murderer. Not exactly idea of a fun Friday night, but considering her lack of social life, she couldn’t say much about that.

      Addie lifted the mug. The napkin it sat on came with it, then fluttered to the floor.

      William Benning retrieved it out of the air before it could hit the tile and handed it back to her.

      “Thank you.” She opted for a polite expression. There was no way she would show interest. Though, with a guy like this, what set him off was precisely the reason she was here.

      The team needed him to admit enough of what he’d done that they had cause to bring him in and question him further. And they needed to know where he buried his victims.

      Anything she learned would add to the profile already complied on him. “Can you believe how long it’s been raining?” Addie held her smile and waited for his response.

      The color in his eyes was so dark it bled into his pupils. His gaze seemed to track her like a laser targeting system as questions resonated in her.

      What caused him to flip the switch and decide on destruction?

      When he finished, where did he hide the bodies?

      Lines ringed his mouth on both sides. Prominent cheekbones. The images they had of him didn’t do justice to the impact of his presence. Life moved around him, the world that hummed with the energy of existence—those electrical impulses and the forces of physics that acted on every human being. This guy was a void. Existence ground to a halt when it encountered him.

      Inside there seemed to be nothing. Stillness.

      A black hole.

      She’d seen it before, and yet every time Addie felt the impact as though it were the first time.

      His expression shifted, a slight flex of his nose. “I like the rain. It washes away transgressions.”

      She lifted her brows and nodded as though considering that interesting statement. Internally she added “religious bent” to the profile she’d complied of him and his proclivities so far.

      Addie had grown up in church, going to summer Bible camps. How she felt about her faith, the past fifteen years was… She pretty much tried not to think about God and how He felt about her—which was nothing good.

      She took a few sips of the cappuccino and pretended to be engrossed in her phone.

      Benning just sat there without even a newspaper or electronic device.

      The task force had been hunting this guy for nearly two years. They’d finally managed to identify him, although it was pending confirmation.

      They needed evidence that would remove any shadow of a doubt he was responsible for the disappearance of twelve women and the murder of at least seven of them. Five were still unaccounted for, but the task force had connected them to the case. To this man. When they were found, it would be twelve counts of first-degree murder.

      This guy wouldn’t see freedom.

      Addie could use religion as an angle. Hyper-religiosity was something she’d studied as part of her psychology degree. It could be a way to connect with him. Possibly worth a try.

      Her phone buzzed with a notification.

      Addie frowned. Hadn’t she turned off the app alerts for that TV channel? The notification was for a new show set to air in a few days titled Where Are They Now?

      Her chest tightened until she had to take a long inhale and push it out slowly. That story began in high school when she’d fallen into the popularity track that led to being crowned prom queen and a TV special that aired around Halloween every year…and ended with this career as an FBI profiler.

      “Everything okay?”

      She glanced at Benning.

      “Seems like maybe that wasn’t good news.”

      Addie shook her head. “I don’t like good news. It predisposes you to look for hope, and there isn’t any. Better to face reality instead.”

      Her job held plenty of cold, ugly truth based on facts and what could be proven. Evidence. Convictions. People like William Benning were a puzzle she’d been trying to solve since homecoming, senior year. Three days later, she’d been taken to the hospital. She’d never gone back to school but instead finished with a private tutor her uncle had hired. As soon as she could, Addie left town. She’d barely been back since.

      Just the idea of going there made her want to run out the door and not look back.

      Benning said, “I find myself firmly rooted in reality also, though sometimes life can be sweet.”

      The way he said it made Addie’s skin crawl.

      “But the taste of anticipation…” He let that question hang.

      “What is it like?”

      “Lemons in summer. Sharpness and sweet in one touch of the tongue.”

      She was about to jump out of the chair. Only the mutter in her ear of the agent listening kept her grounded. She was here to do her job. No way would she say the code phrase that would send the entire team swarming in the door. Even if going solo was the last thing she wanted. They could decide to do it anyway, but she needed him to talk more before that happened.

      “You know that taste, don’t you, Addie?”

      Noise erupted in her ear, but all she heard was a buzzing as everything melted around her. All she could hear and see was William Benning.

      “You know what fear smells like.”

      I know what your victims feel.

      She’d been there. In that place where there was nothing but terror. Even though she hadn’t been alone, it still enveloped her. Sank into her skin. The fear had become part of every inch of who she was. It had crawled into her soul and left a stain she’d never been able to get rid of.

      “Yes.” Addie fought the urge to shift in her seat. “I’ll admit I do.”

      “It’s probably why you do this job.”

      He knew who she was. Maybe he knew this entire encounter was an FBI attempt at tugging information from him. A long shot but deemed worth it. Now? Given the yelling in her earpiece, it seemed they’d decided to call it quits. Addie wasn’t going to get up and walk out. Not now that Benning seemed willing to reveal information.

      “You’ve done your homework.” On the people chasing you.

      Benning probably wanted to know who he was up against. That had to mean he considered them formidable enemies. Or he needed the information so he could continue to work on the assumption he was so far superior to them there was no contest.

      Then there was the regard he had for other killers like him. Did he consider himself unique in the world or part of a brotherhood of sorts?

      His gaze remained steady on her. “I know all about you.”

      Everything in Addie wanted her to look away. Break their stare down. But she couldn’t. He considered her of no more value than any of his victims—something she shared with them. They were nothing but an amusement to be used and then tossed aside when the fascination wore off. No one should ever feel like that. Which was the only reason she’d agreed to do this.

      “You don’t believe me.” He paused. “But you’ll see.”

      “You know my team?” She tried to brush it off. “I could say the same about you, for all you know.”

      “Not your team. You.”

      She lifted her coffee cup and took a sip, giving him a side view of her so he had a moment to seethe over her dismissal. Inside, she was the one seething. The FBI task force was a team. Why would he single her out? It made no sense.

      The dance of this conversation had to be nothing but a curiosity to her. Though, she would never admit as much to her coworkers. They already thought she was a freak.

      None of them knew why she didn’t want to do this.

      “You cannot comprehend what I am.”

      “No?” She glanced over her shoulder, but kept her body turned toward the counter.

      If he wanted to make this about her, she would give him only what she wanted him to take.

      Addie set her cup down. “You think I haven’t seen exactly what you are? That I haven’t lived it until I vomited up the taste of the foul thing that you are.”

      His jaw flexed. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.

      “That is why I do this job. So people like you can be caged where you belong.”

      “All in reciprocity for the fact you were caged.”

      “In a cabin, with a friend of mine. A very long time ago.” Words didn’t have power of their own; they were just sounds. Syllables, vowels, and consonants. Speaking them aloud was a kind of exorcism—the release of not holding back anymore.

      That lifetime ago event had altered the entire course of her life. She didn’t even know who that girl was, the Adelyn Franklin she had one been, the girl who’d been so excited for the homecoming dance. The moment the clock struck midnight everything had changed.

      He saw through it. “One day, you will not be so brave.”

      “Because you’re going to hurt me like you hurt all the others?” She held the mug in both hands. Anything to warm her from the chill coming off him. “Bury me in some unmarked grave where no one will ever find me.”

      He stared.

      “You don’t want anyone to find me.” Or the others.

      After a moment of silence, he spoke. “Everything hidden will one day be revealed, and the lost will finally be found.”

      She leaned a fraction toward him, not feeling any of the bravado she tried to show. “We’re going to bring them all home.”

      He shifted then. Her earpiece exploded, but she raised two fingers for them to hold. William Benning lifted a folded paper from the inside of his jacket. He reached over and laid it on her table.

      Addie stared at the paper, then unfolded it and stared at the girl in the photo. Not one of his victims.

      Her.

      He knew exactly who she was.

      She was vaguely aware of him moving closer to her until he whispered in her ear, “This one will come home to me.”

      Addie stood. The chair she’d been sitting on fell back. Coffee spilled across the table. She backed away from his smug smile, breathing hard.

      The front door of the coffee shop burst open, and a swarm of agents rushed in. Guns raised. Her ears rang with the shouts.

      Benning raised both hands and set them on the top of his head. An agent she knew well spun him, then slammed his torso against a tabletop. Benning was cuffed in time for her boss to see it when he walked in.

      SAC Matt Zimmerman had been her boyfriend for three months before he’d quit attempting to get her to open up to him and take things to a “deeper” level. Whatever that meant.

      They’d had bigger problems.

      He strode right up to her while the others pretended they weren’t listening to all of it. “What was that?”

      Addie motioned to photo taken of her after being checked into the hospital. Fifteen years ago, but it may as well have been yesterday even if she wanted to forget all about it. One look, and she was right back there.

      “Benning knew exactly what button to push.” Zimmerman’s jaw flexed.

      Addie nodded. “Zimmerman⁠—”

      He cut her off with a shake of his head. “The next words out of your mouth had better be that you need some time off.”

      “I told you I didn’t want to do this.”

      “So you sabotaged the whole thing just to prove me right?”

      She pressed her lips together. That was what he thought? There was no reason for him to be mad at her over this. What was going on?

      “Take the weekend. Go home.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t need⁠—”

      “We all need a break after this one.” Zimmerman shot her a pointed look. “Once the details are wrapped up, everyone is taking a long weekend. But you’re spinning out.”

      “The team has this handled.” She wasn’t going to let them fail.

      “Good. They can handle it while you take a break.”

      Addie opened her mouth to argue.

      His jaw hardened. “I don’t wanna see you tomorrow.”

      Addie’s eyes burned. I don’t need you right now, Ads. Her mother’s voice echoed in her head. I have Greg, and you don’t fit with that. Russ will take care of you.
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      Grandpa’s truck rolled into the parking spot with all the grace of a coughing rhino. It was still Grandpa’s truck even though Jacob Wilson had been the sole driver the past ten years since the older man passed away. Jacob owned a BMW SUV as well but rarely drove it downtown. Just over to the beach on the West Coast when he needed to get away from Benson.

      Snow from the six inches that had fallen last week had been piled at the edges of the parking lot for Grassy Knoll Retirement Home. Situated beside a YMCA, the retirement home was brand-new and had been open for six months. Given the price tag, it seemed to be where the wealthy who lived in Seattle proper, an hour west, dumped their nearest and dearest. Close by, but not so near they’d have to visit much.

      Jacob left the truck keys in the cup holder, grabbed his camera bag and backpack, and headed for the front doors. His boots crunched the salt on the asphalt.

      He pushed inside and pulled off the beanie that kept his ears from going numb. His hair fell to the left. It was necessary to grow it out to cover the scar just behind the hairline on the left side of his forehead.

      He ran his hand through it and headed for the receptionist.

      He got a good look at the gray strands on the top of her head before he rapped his knuckles on the counter.

      She flinched and looked up. “Oh, Jacob. Hey.”

      Naomi was older than him by a few years. He remembered her from youth group summer camps a couple of years in a row. The ones where he and Addie had snuck out during free time and hidden behind the tennis courts. When they got lost in the trees—and each other.

      Probably not the most righteous thought to have.

      The town had easily doubled since he was little and was almost a small city now. He could see the sky between the downtown office buildings from his apartment windows. Hopefully, Benson didn’t get too big it obscured his view of Mt. Rainier.

      Naomi was an RN now and on staff here. Though usually she didn’t wear a nervous look on her face. She shoved the book she’d been reading under the lip of the counter where he was supposed to not be able to see it. Too late.

      Jacob swallowed. “I’m here to see⁠—”

      “Mr. Harris, that’s right.” She handed him the clipboard so he could check in. “He’s expecting you.”

      He signed his name on the entry log. Tried not to let on that this was the most conversation he’d had in four days. Talking to Mr. Harris was going to have him right back at his apartment with only the ambient noise of city traffic for company. His two cats were the only living creatures he spent time with until he was ready to venture downstairs.

      He’d given up expecting people to understand why he was the way he was or how he managed it, especially when people insisted on reading that book.

      Sure, it’d been a bestseller. The library next door to the elementary school a block from his building had sixteen copies, and most of them were usually checked out. He’d heard lately they were thinking about putting it on the high school English curriculum.

      Someone had made a ton of money writing about the worst two days of his life. Whoever it was never got any information about what’d happened aside from compiling hearsay. Then again, he’d refused an interview and heard from his lawyer that everyone else involved did the same. None of them wanted to relive any of it.

      People thought what they wanted to. Jacob just went home to his solitude.

      He left Naomi to her bestseller and headed for Mr. Harris. He was eighty-seven next month and had some dementia but had agreed to talk. Jacob could take all the photos he needed.

      When he reached the room and saw Mr. Harris in his high-backed chair looking out the window, the light caught Jacob’s attention.

      He dug out his camera and slipped the bags off his shoulder.

      Jacob lifted the Nikon to his eye and looked at the man through the lens Grandpa had given him. A way for him to see the beauty in the world, the way Grandpa always did. The truth people tried to hide or walk away from—the good below the surface.

      So he could experience it for himself, at least from a distance.

      He’d needed it after all those hours at the whim of a man whose intention was to torture them until they broke. And that had only been the beginning of his plan.

      Jacob had spent every day since—a span of more than fifteen years—purposely not thinking about it. Trying to find peace and see the good in what God had made. After all, he’d seen the bad. There was nothing worse left.

      The click of the shutter reassured him. Like waking up to the relentless mew of hungry felines, waiting for him to dish out breakfast.

      After getting a handful of good shots, he lowered the camera and took his things in. A pat on the shoulder jolted Mr. Harris out of his musing. The old guy roused as though he’d been sleeping, smacked his lips, and blinked.

      Jacob pulled over a stool that might not bear his weight for long and sat opposite him. Mr. Harris wore brown slacks, wool slippers with tan rubber soles, and a threadbare blue shirt. Bumps ran up the older man’s arms.

      Jacob grabbed a blanket from the end of the twin bed. “Here.” He waited for a second just in case the older man wanted to object, then settled it over his legs.

      Mr. Harris clenched the edge of the blanket with knuckly hands. “Ah, yes. Our chat.”

      “If that’s okay with you,” Jacob said. “It doesn’t have to be today.”

      Mr. Harris lifted his hand and waved away Jacob’s comment. “I should tell someone.”

      The comment was plenty loaded, but Jacob wasn’t about to ask questions on the man’s situation. Mrs. Harris had passed away in the ’90s—so coming up on thirty years nearly. Three children, seven grandchildren. They all lived in Seattle, and none had visited recently.

      Whether that was due to them, or Mr. Harris, Jacob wasn’t about to get into it. He was more interested in Mr. Harris’s life as a young man. The stories were forgotten as the years passed, which he then compiled into a book. It was Jacob’s way of giving a voice to too many who were overlooked. Silenced or simply neglected.

      “Was there a specific time you wanted to tell me about?”

      Jacob preferred to leave the interviewee to decide what to reveal. He wasn’t worried about prejudice or corroborating stories to get to the truth. He wasn’t a reporter. He simply wanted people to talk in their own words. He’d developed a radar for stories that were genuine and held back what he thought might be fabricated or embellished. Out of the thousands of hours of interviews he did for a book, only a fraction would be printed about the person.

      And still, people insisted on reading the drivel published about him.

      Jacob let Mr. Harris think about his question. He needed a subject for his new book and hadn’t found the right person yet. The process had gone on so long it had set his schedule back.

      God, is it Mr. Harris…or someone else?

      A nurse came in. She spotted them talking and motioned that she would come back.

      “There was a tree in the back yard. An oak, I think,” Mr. Harris began. “We used to climb to the top before supper, and my sister would pull us down so she could be first.”

      Jacob recorded the conversation with a handheld voice recorder.

      “She pushed my brother once. He fell and broke his arm. She told mother it was me, and I had to sleep the night in the shed.” He swallowed. “I couldn’t sit for a week.”

      Jacob wanted to smile, but that wasn’t the kind of parenting he’d been raised with, and neither was it amusing or “just a fact of life.” He didn’t frame the stories he was told with his own experiences, just presented the words of the storyteller.

      His upbringing hadn’t exactly been full of peace and love. His parents had argued more than they got along—with him in the middle. Passed between them like a chess piece when they were “off” and ignored when they were “on again.”

      “That was the tree we buried Timmy under.”

      Jacob held the question on his tongue.

      “Two summers later, after the harvest failed. Pa took him to the shed. Two days later, the sickness took him to Jesus. Ma broke after that. Jennie took up with the preacher’s son, and Pa kicked her out.” He fell into a period of silence.

      “What happened to your parents after that?” Jacob asked. Eventually he’d get to the old man’s adult life, but that might take several conversations.

      “Pa spent all day drinkin’ at the creek.” Mr. Harris blinked, the only movement aside from the rise and fall of shallow breaths. “Mama saw the preacher’s wife at the house. I thought she had the same sickness as Timmy.”

      An orderly pushed another resident down the hall in a wheelchair. Only after the sounds of their conversation faded did Mr. Harris speak again.

      “All day, muttering and carrying on. I was sick of it.” His expression flexed like a tick in his cheek muscle. “She wasn’t right. Yelling at me about peelin’ potatoes. Holdin’ that knife out, wavin’ it in my face. That’s why I grabbed the poker. Told Pa she fell over, hit her head. The blood had stained the floor, and she was cold by the time he got there. The water in the pot boiled until there was nothin’ left. The gas ran out. He slapped me for letting the gas run out. Told me I was useless. That I couldn’t even stop her from killing herself.” Mr. Harris blinked. “He never even thought I could’ve done it.”

      Jacob held himself still. He’d learned not to show a reaction, or people generally shut down. When he could speak without inflection, he said quietly, “Did he ever find out the truth?”

      “I told him,” Mr. Harris said. “The night he had that heart attack. Told him he’d be going to hell, where I put her.”

      Harris blinked. It lasted two seconds. He said nothing and blinked again.

      Jacob watched him succumb to a nap, thinking about what Mr. Harris had just said. Before he proceeded with the story, he’d investigate the man’s background. See if he could find anything to provide insight into what Mr. Harris said. Jacob had met people who’d done bad things before, but there was something off about the unemotional way he’d told this story.

      The sister he had mentioned might still be alive. Any of her children might’ve been told stories about the family.

      Jacob looked at the framed wedding picture on the mantel. A bride and groom smiled, but it hardly told the whole story. He needed the words, which meant coming back and talking to Mr. Harris some more.

      Not just to find out if he’d ever killed anyone else.

      Jacob found himself in the hall with both his bags. He wondered how he got out there without realizing and looked back at the door for a second. No part of him wanted to associate with someone who could turn out to be at all like the man who’d captured him after homecoming, his senior year. A deranged madman who’d been given back-to-back life sentences for what he’d done to not just Jacob but others.

      “Everything went okay?” Nurse Naomi stopped in front of him. “You look a little spooked.”

      She probably wanted him to talk about what she’d read.

      “Everything’s good.” He could find out what he wanted to know on the internet before asking the administrator to reveal personal information for Mr. Harris’s next of kin.

      Jacob went to the lobby, where the administrator stood behind the desk with Naomi’s relief. The administrator straightened her suit jacket. It didn’t help the straining buttons. She shook her head. “I don’t know what’s wrong with that girl lately.”

      “Celia’s been like this since she got a boyfriend.” The receptionist pushed her glasses up her nose. “She said she’d be seeing him this weekend. Maybe they went out of town?”

      Jacob frowned. Celia hadn’t felt good about the boyfriend last week when she stopped him in the parking lot to talk. She’d said she wanted advice from someone older. It wasn’t like he knew her well enough. They’d barely spoken before that, but she’d been upset. The whole thing seemed off to him, but he still tried to encourage her.

      Until the boyfriend showed up to pick her up, Jacob had just about managed to keep from getting a fat lip and a black eye, but it had been close.

      Celia had simply hopped in the guy’s car without a look back.

      Jacob didn’t think anything good had happened between them.

      “Celia knew she had a shift.” The administrator shrugged. “When she gets here, let me know. I want a word with her about her responsibilities.” She glanced at Jacob, winced, and walked away.

      The receptionist looked under the counter, then at him, then under the counter again. Guess the book is still there.

      Jacob knew Celia. He could swing by her mom’s house where she lived and check if she was all right. The girl probably just forgot to call in sick. Or the receptionist was right, and she had spent the weekend with her boyfriend out of town.

      He didn’t need to get in the middle of a young woman’s poor choices, though. It was none of his business, even if she was nice and that conversation hadn’t had an ulterior motive.

      He had work to do trying to figure out if he’d been interviewing a murderer today. Then he would dismiss Mr. Harris as a candidate and meet with someone else.

      Jacob needed a story to tell.
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      Addie leaned back in her chair. She tapped her pen on the desktop and compiled her thoughts. Except that there weren’t any. Her brain didn’t want to think of anything. It was blank.

      Sure, Zimmerman had told her not to come in. Technically it wasn’t tomorrow. She had a report to write and figured maybe he might've forgotten that order by the time she finished.

      Meanwhile, the entire team sat around the office writing up their reports from the café operation. The suspect was being interviewed. She hadn’t done anything since she sat down.

      Now she had to wonder what was wrong with her.

      Not that she’d let anyone else know there was a problem. Zimmerman may or may not let her in there to talk to Benning as part of the interview. It wouldn’t have anything to do with whatever issues she did or didn’t have. Addie still wasn’t going to hold her breath that he’d ask her. Not after that conversation they’d had at the scene.

      She tuned out the buzz of people moving. The general office chatter. Her profile for William Benning indicated it was unlikely she could persuade him to give up the location of the bodies he’d buried. Might not be impossible, though.

      The seven they had discovered were in locations that held no connecting pattern, no way to predict where another would be.

      The phone on her desk rang.

      She picked up the handset. “Special Agent Franklin.”

      Dead air greeted her.

      Someone had her extension and felt the need to call her whenever they wanted to disrupt her train of thought and interrupt her work. Always a blocked number. Even the tech guys couldn’t figure out where the calls had originated. Someone spoofing the IP, calling over the internet.

      She sighed. It hardly helped to dissipate the weight of exhaustion and frustration. She replaced the phone.

      Addie had to contend with the frustration over unanswered questions with every case. Usually, she went for a run to bleed off the tension. Knowing there were possibly five young women out there who might never be found. Or, if they were, it was because of happenstance and no other reason.

      Addie shoved her chair back and headed to get a drink. She should get water, but the truth was she would pour a cup of old coffee, and she knew it. The profile she had on herself was the skinniest she’d ever done, but there were some key details on it. The rest she didn’t want to know.

      One of her colleagues, Bill from Albuquerque, left the kitchen with his own cup. He lifted it in salute.

      “Hey.” She passed him and headed inside. They’d learned early on she had a hard time with small talk. Addie tended to answer only the question she was asked and didn’t volunteer much else in terms of information. She wanted to do her job—solve the puzzle. She wasn’t here to make lifelong friends. She wasn’t wired that way.

      Being relational meant attention. It meant people realized she wasn’t worth sticking around for.

      Sometimes attention led to…

      She shook off the rush of memory laced with the tang of fear that not even coffee could get rid of when everyone knew coffee was magical.

      Addie poured a mug anyway. She drank it black to have the most coffee in the mug possible. It burned going down but in a good way.

      Considering she could muse about coffee for hours on end, she headed back to her desk. The murder board on the wall had been covered with victim photos, crime scene information, and an entire section on the suspect list they’d compiled.

      It all pointed to one person: William Benning.

      She should be satisfied he was in custody. Instead, Addie blew on her coffee and studied the other suspects. Benning could have a co-collaborator. A protégé, or mentor. She dismissed several possibilities as she’d done throughout this case. Each one still went on a list because occasionally, her assumptions were proven wrong.

      “I need to show you something, Addie.”

      She spun around, careful not to spill her drink. Special Agent Mills, the newest member of the task force, had paled. “Everything okay?”

      “Come on. I’ll show you.” Mills headed back to her desk and sat.

      Addie looked over her shoulder.

      “Carova Beach Fire and Rescue in North Carolina pulled a body out of the surf this morning. A young woman washed up just after five.” Mills pulled up a photo.

      The woman had been a blonde, but the body was marred and bloated. Given the markings, Addie motioned to it. “Same M.O?”

      “Preliminary indications are that this is one of Benning’s victims.”

      Addie wasn’t sure that connection could be made at this juncture. She drew the line at giving killers fun nicknames that sold more newspapers or got more hits on social media. Publicity killed their ability to investigate when everyone had a bias over what they’d seen or heard or what a friend heard from another friend.

      They’d succeeded in keeping this case out of the media. For the most part.

      She struggled to formulate a question but managed it. “Has an ID been made?” Addie studied the photo.

      Mills flicked the window to the police report. “The ME has the body, and I requested the DNA be run to see if it’s a match to any of our missing women. But this one has been dead only hours.”

      “So it could be someone we didn’t yet know is missing. Someone Benning took in the last few days.”

      “Before we started to follow him.”

      Addie nodded. Had it been days?

      Mills worked her mouth back and forth. She glanced up and frowned. “You okay?”

      “Just tired,” Addie said. “But no more than anyone else here.”

      “We’ve all been working pretty well around the clock the last few weeks.”

      Addie nodded. “He’s in custody now. We can get this case sewn up, we’re all good to take that long weekend.”

      Zimmerman wanted everyone to have a few days off instead of ordering Addie to take a couple of weeks.

      Like that would solve her problem.

      “I’m looking forward to a break.”

      Addie didn’t even know what that might feel like. Who cared about rest? “Send me what you have. I’d like to look at it.”

      Mills nodded. “Will do. You wanna drive down if it’s one of his?”

      She shrugged off the question—or tried to. Mills wanted to be, what? Friends? “I’ll be here until Benning isn’t, at least. I want to finish up with him.” If Zimmerman let her.

      Someone else could do the leg work if there was another victim. Tonight was the first time she’d gone out with the team on an operation in a couple of months. They compiled the evidence, and she formulated a picture of their UNSUB—an unknown subject, the label for an offender they hadn’t identified yet.

      If she needed to speak personally with a witness to get a better picture, she’d do it. But it wasn’t often necessary when the people doing the interviews were highly trained FBI agents. They produced quality work. This team was the best.

      She headed back to her desk, rolling her shoulders as she walked, shrugging off the idea that she wasn’t the kind of FBI agent she wanted to be when she’d joined the FBI. The coffee hadn’t done anything to perk her up, which was her fault since it would never be coffee’s fault.

      Zimmerman strode out the mouth of the hallway and spotted her. “You didn’t go home yet?” He glanced at the clock on the wall.

      Addie glanced around. “No one else did either.”

      He nearly said something else, caught himself, and motioned with a head tip to his office. “Sorry. That was unprofessional.”

      He only said it for everyone else’s benefit. The entire office stared at the two of them like they didn’t know what was going on under the surface. Like they didn’t know she and Zimmerman had been a thing a few months ago.

      “Thank you.” Addie had to acknowledge his apology. “I’m sure everyone would like to know how your conversation with Benning went.”

      Zimmerman motioned again with his head. “Tomorrow.”

      Addie followed him to his office and shut the door behind her.

      He took of his jacket and hung it on the hook. “I thought you’d have gone home.”

      “No one else did.” She didn’t fold her arms. Everyone watching through the glass would see her get defensive in response to his words. “Why am I repeating myself?”

      “Because you’re burned out, and your mind can’t think of a better response.”

      Addie frowned.

      “I was serious about you taking time off.”

      He had something else on his mind. She could tell. “When the case is almost done?” Addie asked. “It can wait. This team pulls together.”

      “The team is no good if you’re off your game.”

      Addie didn’t know what to say to that.

      Zimmerman sat behind his desk. “Besides, the case will never be over. Not when another will begin before it’s wrapped. Then six years go by, and you realize you didn’t take a single day off. I’ve seen it before. And I won’t let it happen to you.”

      “I’m doing my job. Isn’t that why the FBI pays me? Why they gave me this shiny badge?”

      “You’re a hair from losing it. You yelled at Stevens yesterday.”

      Addie winced. “They told him I’d sign that ridiculous book.” The rookie had been pranked good, but he hadn’t deserved her reaction. “I’ll apologize.”

      “Yes, you will.” Zimmerman sat back in the chair. “I thought I could help you, but I don’t know now.”

      “Maybe you can.” Addie braced herself. “My apartment building is being fumigated, starting tomorrow. I need somewhere to stay.”

      Zimmerman winced. “Ellie and I…we’re trying again to see if we can make it work.”

      “I’ll get a hotel room, then. It’s fine.”

      “Everything on your desk is being handed to Clarenson upstairs.”

      She started to argue, but he interrupted before she even got started.

      “This isn’t coming from me.”

      As if that was all they were to each other. Or had been. Their thing was past tense. “You can’t force me to go on vacation.”

      Zimmerman lifted one brow. “You’d rather I suspend you? Or get the doc to sign off on mandatory leave?”

      Addie pressed her lips together.

      “You need a vacation.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “He got under your skin.” Zimmerman leaned forward. “You think any of us wanted to see that?”

      She was the one supposed to be able to read the suspect. Put together the signs. Compile a profile that would lead to a conviction and the location of the missing women. If she dropped the ball and that didn’t happen because she was too tired to see the connections in the pattern?

      Addie sank into a chair. He was probably going to fire her anyway, kick her off the team and give her some trash assignment where it didn’t matter that she wasn’t a good agent and didn’t have what it took.

      “You’ve been going with this non-stop for months.”

      “So has everyone else.”

      “They don’t know what you know.” Zimmerman spoke quietly. “They don’t feel what every victim feels. Not the way you do.”

      “I can do this job.” She had to try, didn’t she? She owed it to Russ to see if she could make him proud. After all, he was the only one who’d ever believed in her and stuck around.

      “Yes, you can. But the question remains if you should.”

      “And the answer is to shut me out? Leave me without the ability to give myself closure over this case?” She needed to know how bad this was.

      He kept his mouth closed.

      “What’s going on?”

      Finally, Zimmerman got down to it. “You’re being reassigned.”

      He’d decided to make a go of it with his wife. She was being reassigned. “What did you do?”

      “This isn’t about us. Though we both have to admit the Office of Professional Responsibility would have a field day with the two of us.” Zimmerman winced. “Are you planning to rat me out?”

      “Why am I being reassigned?”

      “It isn’t a punishment.”

      She folded her arms.

      “I promise. That’s not the intention.” Zimmerman sighed. “I told them not to do this.” He shook his head. “Someone upstairs has their eye on you, but they want a clean slate first. I didn’t know how to tell you.”

      Addie didn’t like the sound of that. “Where am I being sent?”

      “The FBI recently opened a field office outside of Seattle.”

      The only place she knew of outside Seattle was…. “No. I won’t⁠—”

      “There’s nothing you can do. They need someone to run the branch, and yours was the name pushed to the top of the stack. You’ve got a new assignment in Benson, Washington.”

      She stood. “I’m being exiled.”

      “They want to see what you can do solo when you’re given a chance.”

      Addie shook her head. “That’s the worst idea I’ve ever heard.” She was being set up so that everyone could see her fail.

      Zimmerman frowned. “There’s been a series of strange cases over the last few years. The office in Seattle is stretched thin, and the bureau wants someone in Benson full time.” He lifted both hands. “It’s not forever.”

      Home was the last place she ever wanted to be again. Facing the place that had destroyed the girl she’d been could fix what was broken in her. If it could be fixed. She didn’t know if it was even possible, but she wanted to be brave enough to try.

      And yet, what was the point when it would only go up in flames?

      “Someone is setting me up so I can fail, so I’ll be kicked out of the FBI.” She grabbed handfuls of hair on the sides of her head. “I should never have become a fed.”

      Ivan Damen had taken everything from her. Addie had built the woman she was now out of that ash. But what good was it to try when she never succeeded? There was too much wrong with her.

      “Addie—”

      She gripped the door. “I’m being forced out and you know it.”
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      The two women were seated at the table when Jacob walked in. The younger in a chair while the older lady had her wheelchair pushed up to the table. Even a cursory glance gave him the impression that these two were related to Mr. Harris, though neither shared his last name.

      “Is that them?”

      Jacob glanced over his shoulder and spotted the familiar face of his old friend, now police detective Hank Maxwell, in the doorway behind him. A fraction taller, which Hank had never let him forget. The guy had a scar on the underside of his jaw, was freshly shaven with his hair cut, wearing jeans and a button-down shirt—police badge on his belt. Brown Carhartt jacket. He was the only cop in Benson who dressed like he did construction instead of protect and serve.

      Jacob looked back at the two women. “They seem like they’ll be nice enough.”

      “Yeah, well. I’m planning on sticking around to find out either way.”

      “That’s not why I told you this.”

      Jacob figured that was just Hank being Hank. Overprotective, and good at his job. Jacob had called last night to chew over everything. Apparently, Hank wanted to take the baton.





OEBPS/images/side-profile-black.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-1_pointofimpact-copy.jpg
BOOK ONE OF THE LAST CHANCE DOWNRANGE SERIES






