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      THE TALE OF TWO WOLVES

      
        
        One evening, an elderly Cherokee brave told his grandson about a battle that goes on inside people.

      

        

      
        “My dear one, the battle between two ‘wolves’ is inside us all. One is evil. It is anger, envy, jealousy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego. The other is good. It is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith.”

      

        

      
        The grandson thought about it for a moment and then asked his grandfather: “Which wolf wins?”

      

        

      
        The old Cherokee replied, “The one you feed.”

      

        

      
        —Cherokee Legend
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        “She slept with wolves without fear,

        for the wolves knew a lion was among them.”

      

        

      
        ― R.M. Drake
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      RADNOR LAKE, NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE

      “Carson? Carson! Hold up.”

      Carson Conway halted on the trail, using the moment as an excuse to catch her breath. They’d been hiking straight uphill for thirty minutes now, and she was feeling every ounce of the dreaded freshman fifteen she’d put on since arriving at school. At home it was so much easier to stay balanced, to get the prescribed amount of exercise, especially with her doctor mother’s gimlet eye on her at all times. At school, with the massive course load she was taking and the stress of being away from home and the infinite choices in the dining hall and the sudden influx of excess calories in the form of alcoholic and cannabidiol treats, she was struggling.

      She’d joined the Lat & Long Club precisely to start getting this under control. She set herself a number of rules. More fresh air, more exercise, salads during the week, beer/gummy enhancement on weekends only. She was already feeling better, though at this particular moment, she felt like crawling the rest of the way to the location the club’s random latitude-and-longitude generator had assigned them.

      Randomness. Arbitrary, unplanned, unpredictable outcomes. That’s what the Lat & Long Club promised. Set an intention, plug in your location, and boom, a random sequence of latitudinal and longitudinal numbers would appear. The idea was to head immediately to those coordinates, and if all worked according to plan, you’d find something directly related to your intention.

      It was all the rage on campus right now. The club had blown up after a sophomore Tri-Delt filmed herself saying she needed to find the meaning of life and had been led to a box of books in the free bins in front of McKay’s Used Books. On top of the stack was a book titled The Meaning of Life with a green frog on the cover.

      After that, everyone wanted a piece of Lat & Long.

      It didn’t hurt that the guy who’d started the club and built the app, a senior applied physics major from Cambridge, England, called Simeon Chase, was a blond god hottie of epic proportion. With a British accent, to boot.

      If she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life in Spanx, Carson needed to get back to fighting weight. Maybe then, Simeon Chase would look at her twice. And her mom wouldn’t look down her nose with that disapproving glare when they FaceTimed, as if she somehow knew Carson was now living in high-waisted yoga pants…

      “Carson, my God, you’re marching up this damn hill.”

      Carson’s roommate, Isabel Heathcote—Izz to everyone—caught up and bent over, hands on her knees, puffing air in and out so heavily Carson could smell the remnants of the brown-sugared oatmeal Izz had enjoyed for breakfast.

      “What is the rush? We’re supposed to be finding enlightenment, not giving ourselves a heart attack.”

      “Just trying to burn some calories. Are you okay? You look green.”

      Izz stood up, adjusted the bun on top of her head, the tendrils floating around her face. “I’m fine. I shouldn’t have had so much to drink last night. How close are we?”

      Carson checked the app. “Actually, we’re nearly there. We’re supposed to go another hundred feet, then turn right.”

      “I still think we should have said we wanted to see a bear.”

      “Oh yeah, I want to get caught up here on the side of a mountain with a bear.”

      “You know this isn’t a mountain, right? Only a tall hill. It’s basically a geographic speed bump. We could roll down the side into the lake if we take the wrong step and not get hurt.”

      Carson laughed. She couldn’t help herself. Izz was still red-faced and panting and looked so cross even while she made her amusing comments. She’d gotten lucky to be assigned a fun roommate. Izz was fearless and adventurous, and cute enough to draw the attention of all the right people, as shallow as that was. Carson brought the brains and a desire to fit in. They were a solid match.

      “Come on. It’ll be worth it. I know it will.”

      They set off again, albeit slower this time. The brush started to obscure the trail. The birds stopped singing. There was a distinct rustling to Carson’s right.

      “Careful. I think I just saw a snake.”

      Izz screamed and practically hopped on Carson’s back.

      “Get off, you goof. We’re in the woods. What did you expect?”

       Izz’s voice was shaky. “I don’t want to die out here, Carson. Maybe we should go back.”

      “Because of a snake? This from the girl who wanted to see a bear. Where’s your sense of adventure gone?”

      “Apparently into a slithery, nasty hole.” Izz reached down gingerly and plucked a branch from the path. She started off again, this time swishing the stick in front of her. “Go away, snakey snakes. Go away.”

      Carson followed, still laughing to herself. She’d caught her breath now, and the app was showing that they were very close to their target.

      What were they going to find? Enlightenment was a rather broad concept, yes. But the Lat & Long Club hadn’t failed anyone yet. Members had been coming back from their adventures starry-eyed for weeks now. Carson could do with some mystical starry-eyed shit, that was for sure. College was hard. Harder than she’d anticipated. It felt too close to the real world, to being an adult. Her mom hadn’t coddled her, not at all, but since her dad died, she and her brothers had been more sheltered than their friends, for sure. She missed New Haven. Nashville was cool, but it was different. She missed her bed. She missed muffins from the bakery. She missed⁠—

      “Oof.”

      Carson went down, painfully scraping her shin on a rock. She landed hard, her breath leaving in a whoosh. Her glasses flew off, and she scrabbled in the leafy undergrowth to find them.

      Jamming them back on her face, she took stock of her injuries. Her shin was scraped but not bleeding, though it would have a bruise. Her rump hurt. So did her wrist. Topical problems; her pride was more injured than anything. She looked up, expecting to see Izz doubled over with laughter at her accidental pratfall, but her roommate was standing stock-still five yards up the path as if she hadn’t seen a thing.

      “What the hell, Izz?”

      Izz hurried back to Carson. “Shh!”

      “Why? What⁠—”

      Izz knelt and slapped a hand over Carson’s mouth.

      “I hear someone,” Izz said quietly.

      “Where? Up here? It’s probably just someone from the club. There’s probably some sort of celebration when you find your intention.”

      “I don’t think it’s a party for us, Carson.”

      Carson heard it now, too. Voices. A man and a woman. Raised in an argument. And getting louder.

      “How could you do this to me? How could you ask this of me?” The woman’s voice was met by one rougher, deeper.

      “Please, Georgia. Everything depends on you.”

      “Don’t give me that. I don’t have a choice here. I don’t care if it ends things between us. I’m tired of all of it.”

      A snarled reply, no more pleading, no more cajoling. “You will regret you ever said that to me.”

      “We should go,” Carson whispered to Izz, who nodded and helped Carson to her feet.

      The gunshot was loud, echoing through the trees, bracketed by the panicked flight of birds, rising into the air like a dark cloud. Carson thought it was a firework at first, an M-80 like her brothers used to set off in their neighbors’ trashcans. Her ears rang with sparkling echoes of the resonant boom. Her mind caught up, and her heart rate spiked. It wasn’t a firework.

      A second shot, and a choked male scream followed. They heard shuffling, and branches breaking. Was he covering the body? No, it sounded like he was running away.

      They had to get out of here, too.

      “Go,” Carson whispered.

      Izz, frozen again, shook her head, but Carson yanked at her arm. “Now. Go, now!”

      She pushed her roommate, who stumbled before righting herself and running away down the path, bushes and branches crashing apart in her panicked wake. So noisy. Damn it, Izz, he can hear you.

      Carson glanced back once before following, shocked to see a stranger pushing aside the branches of the oak tree at the apex of the hill. He was big, burly, and looking for something. Or someone. Them.

      Heart stuttering, she burst into motion, following Izz down the mountain.

      She’d seen his eyes, wild, searching. The glint of metal in his hand—a gun?

      God, he’d just shot someone with that thing.

      The question was, had he seen her?
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        * * *

      

      They plummeted down the path, tripping and falling in their hurry, Carson looking over her shoulder, knowing, just knowing he was behind them, about to grab her ponytail and throw her to the ground... But he wasn’t there when she looked.

      At the end of the trail, they hauled ass to the car and back to campus, not stopping until they were inside their room in Crawford House, inside the perceived safety of the school’s persistently watchful eyes. Still panting, eyes wild, Carson had bolted the door and heaved out a breath. Safe. For now.

      Izz paced their room, hands on her slim hips, still catching her breath. A trickle of blood ran down her cheek; she’d caught a branch to the face toward the base of the hill.

      “Should we call the police?” she asked.

      “We just witnessed a murder. Maybe a murder. A shooting, for sure. Of course we call the police,” Carson said. She was trying to be calm, to be an adult, when in actuality, she wanted to scream and cry and call her mother to come get her, right now, no questions asked, like the contract she’d signed in high school about drinking and driving proclaimed. Her mother swore it up and down: “You will never get into trouble calling me for a ride if you’ve been drinking, though there will be repercussions.”

      Her mother, the doctor. Repercussions were often day trips to the morgue or a shadow shift at the emergency room. Her mother wanted her to be a doctor—you’re so studious, darling, you’re so smart. Carson knew in her soul she would never, ever commit to that life. It wasn’t her. She had no idea what was her, what her life held, but she knew what she didn’t want. She didn’t want to be tied down. She didn’t want to have to report for duty. She didn’t want a uniform. She didn’t want to witness the pain and the loss on a daily basis. She wanted life on her terms.

      Still. Mom’s arms and clucking sounded pretty damn good about now.

      “My mom’s going to kill me,” Izz said.

      “I hardly think that’s the case. Do you want to talk to her first? Before we call?”

      “I think we should stay out of it.” There. Now having spoken the verboten words aloud, Izz halted, arms down at her sides, her stance pugilistic. The idea floated in the air between them.

      So easy. Such an easy path. Ignore. Pretend. Stay out of it. Don’t take a chance.

      It’s how so many lived these days anyway, afraid to put a head above the crowd for fear of it being shot off. They all lived in the trenches of an unseen, highly consequential psychological war, children and adults alike.

      But having an opinion that wasn’t compatible with the on-campus au courant was entirely different than witnessing someone lose their life.

      At least, Carson thought the woman was dead.

      “Izz. No. We can’t pretend it didn’t happen. We should have gone back to check, and instead, we ran. That woman was probably killed. We have to say something. I’m calling now.”

       Izz put her hand over Carson’s. “Wait. We need to plan. We need to talk this out. I think it would be dangerous for us to get involved.”

      “We have to call. We have to tell someone.” A pause. “I think he saw me.”

      “He saw you?” The edge of hysteria in her roommate’s voice made Carson grit her teeth.

      There was a knock on their door, and Izz screamed. Carson rolled her eyes.

      “Come on, he couldn’t have followed us to our room. He doesn’t have a keycard to the front door.”

      She sounded much braver than she felt.

      She flung open the door to see Simeon Chase, app developer extraordinaire, in the flesh, looking down at her with concern in his whisky-brown eyes. Up close he was even more impressive than witnessed across the dining hall or wandering the quad. Six feet two inches of swimmer’s physique, broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist, a straight nose, plush, kissable lips… Carson flushed, speechless.

      Izz draped herself over her roomie’s shoulder, though, suddenly all good with the scenario. Carson dropped her right shoulder so Izz couldn’t use her as a coatrack.

      “Hey, Simeon,” Izz drawled, as if she knew this glorious creature intimately.

      “Um, hullo. I wanted to check on you two. I saw on the app that you set off on an adventure earlier, but you never checked in after you hit your coordinates. I was worried. But since I see you’re okay...” He turned slightly as if to walk away, and Izz stamped on Carson’s toe, gesturing at the god’s departing back.

      “Tell him,” she stage-whispered.

      Simeon whipped around. “Tell me what?”

      Carson stared at Izz for a moment, then shrugged. “Not out here. Come in.”

      Simeon smelled like pine needles and blue sky, and Carson had a moment’s disequilibrium, standing so near him. Her practical mind said aloud, “Can I get you a soda or something?” while her animal mind darted longingly toward the bed. She’d once seen a meme online that made her giggle, of a totally hot guy standing shirtless in a kitchen with a frying pan, smiling charmingly, overlaid with the headline “How do you like your eggs?” and the woman in the frame below with a shit-eating grin on her face—“Fertilized!”

      That’s how she felt in the presence of Simeon Chase.

      Simeon, not realizing the effect he was having on her hormones, plopped down on their little couch and tossed a leg onto the arm.

      Oh, to be so in command of yourself that you don’t think about the space you take up in the world.

      “Uh, no. I’m fine. What did you see out there? You two seem a little…spooked.”

      Carson sat gingerly on her desk chair, Izz on the opposite sofa arm. She’d gone all colt when Simeon showed up, legs and arms akimbo, giggling and flipping her hair. If Carson didn’t take charge, Izz was going to topple over into his lap.

      “We were almost to the coordinates when we heard a couple arguing. There was a gunshot. No, two. We think the man may have shot the woman. Her name was Georgia. He called her Georgia, at least. I suppose it could have been a nickname.”

      “He shot her? With a gun? At my coordinates?”

      Horror crossing his face, Simeon pulled out his phone and tapped a few times on the screen.

      “Are you calling the police?”

      “I’m locking the coordinates first. I don’t want anyone else going there. Why didn’t you call the police immediately?”

      “We’re going to. We just got back here. We were scared. The man seemed really pissed off. I think he saw me,” Carson finished, annoyed at how small her voice sounded. “We were about to call the police when you knocked.”

      Simeon gnawed a thumbnail for a moment. This gesture made Carson’s heart swell. It was the response of a child, not a man. So vulnerable, was Simeon Chase. Who knew?

      “We should go back up there,” Carson said finally. “Just to make sure. If there’s not a body, and we waste everyone’s time…we could get into trouble.”

      “No, no way. Bad idea,” Izz said. “What if he’s still there?”

      “You say her name was Georgia?” Simeon was tapping away again.

      “Now what?”

      “I’m looking to see if there are any missing people named Georgia in the area.”

      “That’s a waste of time.”

      “What if he shot her but she isn’t dead?”

      “Why would he have started to bury her, then?”

      “He buried her?” Simeon asked.

      Did he? It seemed like he was moving brush around, but maybe he was just walking across the top of the hill. Or running through the trees. “Maybe? It sounded like he was covering things up.”

      “All right. No one by that name in the news.”

      Carson tried once more. “Not to be argumentative, but this happened less than an hour ago. I don’t think someone would be identified as missing that quickly. Look, let’s just call the police, tell them what we saw, and let them deal with it.”

      Simeon looked briefly pained but nodded. He had the campus police on speed dial. Vanderbilt had its own force that handled most of what happened on campus. He watched Carson as the call connected.

      “Hello? I need to report a possible crime.”
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      Carson found herself on the trail up the mountain again an hour later, leading a group to the crime scene. Simeon was behind her, and the cops, too. Campus police had called Nashville Metro immediately, and there were four of them, two patrol officers, a crime scene tech, and a smoking hot homicide detective who’d tagged along at the last minute. The officers in uniform and the crime scene tech were huffing and puffing, their equipment clanking away. It was only a matter of time until one of them went into cardiac arrest and she was forced to perform CPR until the Life Flight helicopter could meet them at the top of the mountain.

      “We there yet?” the older of the two cops called. “Hotter than Georgia asphalt up here.”

      “Nearly,” Carson said, cringing inside. Georgia was the woman’s name, at least that’s what she’d been called by the furious man. Though Carson hadn’t heard the euphemism before, she’d bumped into a few strange southern sayings since she’d moved to Nashville, and brushed it off. It was hot for a fall afternoon, and tiny gnats were buzzing around their head, delighting in the salty treat that came from landing on necks and arms.

      Simeon backed her up. “We’re getting close to the coordinates, sir.”

      Carson’s legs were screaming. She hadn’t planned to climb this hill twice in a single day. The hill seemed more like a mountain the second time. Geographic speed bump my ass. She was puffing as hard as the cops.

      “It’s here,” Simeon said finally, his face lit by the phone in his hand. They all stopped, and Carson looked around, catching her breath, getting her bearings.

      Yes, there was the mossy rock formation she’d tripped over. She pointed ahead of them. “He was on the other side of these trees.”

      “You kids stay here,” the detective said, setting off with the two patrol officers. Carson thought his name was Marcus something; she’d been in the bathroom freaking the hell out when he’d shown up to join their outing. He had a hand on the holster at his waist, and so did the two uniformed cops. She glanced at Simeon to see if he’d noticed, suddenly feeling very, very unsafe. She was alone in the woods with four men, three of whom were armed, and a possible dead body. She heard her mother’s horrified voice say, “What the hell were you thinking, Carson?”

      An excellent question.

      Simeon was quiet and watchful beside her. If this weren’t such a horrid situation, she’d be in heaven being near him. As it was, she simply took one step closer and was surprised when he put an arm around her shoulders.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he said, and she thought he was reassuring himself as much as her.

      “Got something here,” one of the patrol officers called, and without thinking, Carson moved toward his voice. She wanted to see, and that was horrible. But Simeon walked with her, clearly just as curious.

      The detective stood over a mound of branches and leaves tucked haphazardly around the body of a woman. Carson could see her face through the screen of branches. The impressions flew through her mind. Open eyes, slitted and swollen. A huge hole in the side of her head, lopsided in the leaves. Brain and blood and matted hair. She looked surprised to be dead.

      Granted, no one thinks they’re going to die on the top of a mountain after an argument.

      “Hey, hey, hey, you two, back it up. This is a crime scene.” Hot Marcus what’s-his-name shooed them away. Simeon took Carson’s hand and pulled her back ten yards. He was pale, the light in his beautiful eyes dimmed by distress.

      The police started talking on their respective phones, calling for backup.

      She realized Simeon was shaking, ran her hand up his arm. “Hey, you’re okay. It’s okay.”

      “You could have been killed,” he said, eyes closed. “If something had happened to you, while you were using my app? It would be the end of everything.”

      “Good to know you’re more worried about the integrity of the app than my safety,” she snapped.

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” he fired back.

      “You two want to put the lovers’ spat on hold?” The detective stood with his arms crossed. “I need all of you to come down to the station. Make your statements—and Carson, I’d like you to sit down with a sketch artist. Will you do that for me?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said. What was she going to say? No, thanks, I’ve got to study for my midterms? And a lovers’ spat? With Simeon Chase? Izz would laugh her out of the dorm.

      Still, her heart sparked for a moment, and she groaned inside. Stow your crush, Carson. What a damn wreck of a day this was.

      They marched away dutifully, and Carson took a moment to look around. So much for the path to enlightenment.

      “Hey, look at this,” Simeon called quietly, and she looked over to see a mossy green circle of stacked gray rocks, what she now knew was Tennessee limestone because it built every fence in every park all around the city. Inside were several fallen slabs of what looked like ancient concrete.

      “Are those…gravestones?” she asked, a little breathless.

      “Yeah,” Simeon said, jumping into the circle and moving the heavy, collapsed stones around.

      “You’re standing on their graves,” she scolded, and he looked up with a raised brow.

      “Hate to break it to you, but there was a lot of Civil War fighting in this area. Plus, this land originally belonged to the Indians. You’ve heard the history of Fort Nashborough, surely. It’s all graveyards around here, whether you can see them or not.”

      Carson looked at her feet, imagining bodies stacked like cordwood underneath her, and scrambled closer to the stone circle.

      Simeon was running his hand across the carved lettering of the headstone. “Wow, look at this. Born 17… Damn, I can’t make that out. Is that a three?”

      “I don’t know. But look at his death date. December 5, 1776. Not Civil War era. Revolutionary.”

      “Tennessee didn’t have any official regiments in the Revolution.” She raised a brow. “My minor is in history,” he said.

      “Gotcha. Well, you’re assuming he died in battle. This is a family graveyard. Look, there are three other stones. Smaller ones.”

      “Wife and kids, maybe?”

      “Maybe.” The names and dates on the three smaller headstones were unreadable, but Carson took photos anyway. It was a lovely, eerie spot.

      “I’m curious,” Simeon said a few moments later. “What did you ask to find when you set out on your adventure today, Carson?”

      She smiled ruefully. “Enlightenment. Not quite sure this was what I had in mind.”
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        * * *

      

      They were on the mountain until dark, retrieving the body. The crime scene tech found the bullet casings, so now they’d have a way to match the gun, which the detective was thrilled about. “Every gun has a signature, just like your fingerprint. Find the gun, we can match it ballistically, and that goes a long way toward making a court case.”

      He was ridiculously chatty on the trip down the mountain. He asked her repeatedly about what she’d seen and heard, then Simeon engaged him with a thousand questions, and Carson wished they would both stop talking. By the end of the afternoon, she’d added one more thing to her don’t want to be when I grow up list—law enforcement. God, what a bore, all the details, all the time they took with every little thing, crawling around in the dusty leaves searching for blood spatter, taking hundreds of photos. She didn’t have the kind of patience it would take; the attention to detail she observed was off the charts. Her mother would appreciate the thoroughness. And, Carson supposed, if she were being morbid, she’d be glad they spent so much time making sure things were right if she’d been the one lying under the branches instead of a girl who went by the moniker Georgia.

      When they got to the station to make their statements, the police split up the two of them, Simeon walking off like a man condemned, stealing glances back at her. In a generic, chilly room, Carson provided as much detail as she could to the artist who came in to do the sketch of the suspect. The cops must have been satisfied with both of them, because as soon as she finished, a patrol officer was assigned to drive them back to campus.

      The one good thing was Simeon. He was an inquisitive man by nature, and on the ride back, he asked her a hundred questions and offered to swing by tomorrow so they could have lunch together. She’d agreed.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through this, Carson. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      For a brief second, he looked at her, really looked at her, and she thought he might kiss her, but he just nodded and loped off.

      Don’t be a dope, Carson. Simeon Chase is not interested in you. He’s just making sure there’s no blowback on him because of this.

      Izz was all over her the second the door closed. “Oh my God, what took so long? The cops were so weird, they wouldn’t tell me anything, just made me repeat what I saw like a hundred times then dropped me off back here. What happened?”

      “They found her,” Carson said, feeling her stomach turn at the memory. “Her body was under some branches. Whoever the guy was, he didn’t do a good job of hiding her. It took a while to secure the scene.”

      “You sound like a true crime podcaster. We must have scared him off. Car, I’m so freaked out. What if he saw us, for real? What if⁠—”

      “Stop. You’re getting worked up. We’re safe here on campus. I promise.”

      “The news was talking about it. They’ve identified her. Georgia Wray. She’s a singer here in town. She’s, like, semi-famous or something. She’s working on an album. The reporter said there were no suspects.”

      “Except for the creeper we saw. They’re going to be looking pretty hard for him. I gave them as good a description as I could.”

      “What was he like?”

      “Dark hair, stocky, light eyes. Brownish shirt?”

      “Silly. I meant Simeon.”

      Carson smiled. Naturally, Izz was already onto the possibilities of being friends—or more—with Simeon Chase.

      “He’s nice. More thoughtful than I expected. He said he’d come check on me tomorrow. I think we’re having lunch. But we’ll see if that happens.”

      “Wow,” Izzy said, totally dazzled. “Carson and Simeon. Who would have thought?”

      “Izz, come on. We’re not going on a date. We bonded over something tragic. I’m sure he’ll forget about me by next week. I have to go to bed. Let’s talk in the morning, okay?” Carson was already shutting down. She was exhausted, the combination of adrenaline and two massive hikes taking her down. Her legs were sore, her feet were tired, and her soul was crushed. She’d witnessed a murder. A murder.

      “Fine. But you have to promise to give me every single detail in the morning.”

      Carson thought she’d have trouble getting to sleep, but was out ten minutes later, the man’s face haunting her dreams.
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      METROPOLITAN JUSTICE CENTER, NASHVILLE

      Taylor Jackson hated her new office.

      She hated not having a view of her beloved Nashville downtown. She hated not having a view into her Murder Squad bullpen. And she sure as hell hated the always-open-to-anyone door in her current line of sight, labeled with the word that now preceded her name.

      Captain.

      Better pay, better hours, better benefits.

      Desk. Desk. Desk.

      She had fought this promotion, begged and pleaded and threatened to quit, and yet here she was, sitting in the shiny new headquarters building, surrounded by stacks of paperwork and trying not to grit her teeth every time her new admin knocked gently on the door frame to remind her of her next meeting. She spent her life in meetings now. Half of them virtual, half of them in person, at an appropriate distance. Such a perfect metaphor for her feelings toward her new gig—she was distanced from everything she used to love about her job.

      “Captain?” Knock, knock.

      Speak of the devil.

      “Commander Huston wants to talk to you. I told her you’d be right up.”

      “Thanks, Delila. If you want to leave at lunch, go for it. They’re saying there might be severe weather this afternoon, and schools are closing early. You might as well get home ahead of the kids.”

      Delila’s look of gratitude made Taylor feel bad for her earlier uncharitable thoughts toward her admin. “I appreciate it, Captain. I hate this weird tornado weather. You be safe, you hear? Don’t hang out in the sky in your condo watching this one come at you, all right?”

      “I’ll be fine,” Taylor said, grabbing her notebook and stretching, little pops breaking out along her spine. “And tomorrow, do me a favor and find me another chair? This one hurts my back.”

      “Will do. Thanks, Captain. See you tomorrow.”

      Taylor opened her phone to the Nashville Severe Weather Twitter feed to see what was in store for the afternoon. With luck, she could have her chat with Huston and then head out herself. She supposed that was one perk of the new job: she could work from home on the ridiculous mounds of paperwork and do many of her meetings on the computer just as easily as here. And she’d have a view of the incoming weather, as Delila warned against. The condo she and her fiancé, John Baldwin, had bought during the first summer of the pandemic was on the forty-fourth floor. She dug that she could watch the storms blow in, but tornados weren’t her favorite. Their building had been only blocks away from the monster that tore through Nashville just a few days before the earliest lockdowns began.

      According to the local meteorology gurus, the line of severe weather would be passing through between 2:00 and 3:00 p.m. It was 11:00 now. She had time.

      Taylor rose with a small groan from the wildly uncomfortable fancy modern chair and headed down the hall to Huston’s office.

      Commander Joan Huston was busy umm-hmming someone on the phone and gestured for Taylor to hold on a moment. Happy to wait, she rested a shoulder against the jamb and crossed her feet at the ankles. Huston had the better view: the city at a distance. Nashville’s copious new skyscrapers rose like beanstalks into the sky, and the edges of the Batman Building were blue in the gray haze.

      “Hey hey, if it ain’t the Cap.” Taylor looked down the hall to see Detective Marcus Wade and newly minted Lieutenant Lincoln Ross hurrying down the hall toward her. Her mood lightened immediately.

      “Y’all are a sight for sore eyes. What’s up?”

      Marcus gave her a high five; Lincoln, a fist bump.

      “Murder and chaos, as always. What’s up with you? You look like you’ve been tearing out your hair.”

      Taylor whipped her hair out of its ponytail and smoothed it before piling the whole mess on her head and anchoring it with a rubber band, noticing ruefully that it was an actual rubber band, snatched from her desk drawer in an earlier moment of duress. “You spend the morning digging through requisitions and see how slick you look. Though you’re getting a taste of that now, aren’t you, Linc?”

      “Yeah, but I always look slick.” Lincoln gave her a gap-toothed grin. She’d long thought he was a dead ringer for the singer Lenny Kravitz. All he needed was a nose ring and some cool tattoos. He was dressed casually today in a black half-zip sweater over a white button-down, sleeves pushed up, and a pair of black jeans. Marcus, too, looked well-put-together though casual—dark jeans, blue button-down, cowboy boots, his thick brown hair flopping over his forehead.

      Taylor, in her uniform, expected of all the brass, felt a pang of jealousy. “How’s Flynn?”

      Lincoln’s smile got even bigger. Lincoln had adopted Flynn last year after the boy’s mother, the wife of a fallen officer, was killed. “Getting bigger every day. That kid’s eating me out of house and home. He’s getting good grades, too. He’s smart, like his momma was. Marcus saw him last weekend. You and Baldwin should come over soon, we can grill and you can see for yourself.”

      The sense of isolation widened around her. They used to be a tight-knit unit, in each other’s business and lives constantly. Now, she had to catch up with them in hallways.

      “He’s a cute kid,” Marcus agreed. “Oh, speaking of, have you talked to Renn this week?”

      Renn McKenzie was the fourth of their former team. She’d been reluctantly paired with him and ended up welcoming him into their circle. He was a fine detective and a good man.

      “I haven’t,” she said. “What’s up?”

      Marcus blushed immediately. “Oh, you gotta call. I’ll let him tell you.”

      A light sparked in Taylor. “Tell me the baby is happening.”

      “I am sworn to secrecy. Call him.” Though while he spoke, he grinned and nodded.

      “That’s a bright bit of news. I love babies.”

      “So long as they aren’t your own,” both men said in unison.

      “So long as they aren’t my own.”

      Lincoln cocked his head. “You know, you really should rethink that. You and Baldwin would make really pretty babies.”

      “A—sexist. B—why does everyone keep telling me that? C—we aren’t even married yet, and you’ve already got me knocked up. One step at a time, boys. One step at a time. And when we do get married, it’s going to be quiet, and we aren’t going to tell anyone. Elope Central. And then maybe—and I say maaaybe—” She let it drag on a moment for effect, enjoying how their eyes lit up. “A hamster.”

      While they guffawed, she shuddered at the memory of her own interrupted nuptials. Taylor had come inches from marrying John Baldwin in a traditional, elaborate, tons-of-guests church affair, but was kidnapped by a psycho on the way to the altar.

      But that was years in the past, and now, she was actually ready again, if one can ever be ready to make such a life-altering change, especially when you’ve been alone for so long. They’d do it on a beach somewhere. Someplace no one knew about but her best friend, Samantha Owens, and Sam’s fiancé, Xander Whitfield, the two people she would not marry without. Vows in private, a huge party back home once the deed was done.

      Her friend from New Scotland Yard, Memphis Highsmith, had offered his castle estate in Scotland, with him and his wife, Evan, as witnesses, but Taylor had demurred. As glorious as the home seat of the Viscount Dulsie was, she still had too many bad memories of her time there.

      “Y’all quit jawing and get in here,” Huston yelled.

      They shuffled in, the guys letting Taylor go first.

      Huston looked entirely harassed, a view Taylor saw more and more these days. Being in the leadership of Metro was for the birds. Law enforcement in general was having a rough go of it, with the cultural shifts happening throughout the world. A lot of their own cops had quit, or been forced out after the mandates, but many had doubled down on their commitment to keeping people safe, focusing tremendous amounts of energy on finding a new path forward that worked for all involved. Huston was in the latter camp and had made serious strides in making sure body cameras were on at all times, instituting new sensitivity training at the academy, doing high-level outreach to the community at large, and shutting down even the tiniest whisper of complaint from the troops. As a result, though Nashville still had problems, community relations were improving, and Taylor was grateful for the steady hand at the helm.

      Still. A hard job had been made harder, and Taylor felt utterly neutered. As much as she enjoyed outreach to the community and sit-downs with younger cops, teaching them how to do it right, how to show respect to people who rarely experienced it, how to get to the root of the issue with a young repeat offender instead of just tossing someone into the back of a car, she longed for the streets. A teacher she was not.

      “Georgia Wray,” Huston said, pulling Taylor from her reverie.

      “The country singer?” Lincoln said. “What about her?”

      “That’s the ID on the body Detective Wade pulled off the mountain last night.”

      “Oh, what a shame. She’s been hitting it pretty big lately.” Taylor said. She was more inclined to listen to the New Wave romantics and punk rockers of her youth, but even she knew about Georgia Wray. Nashville born and bred, a gorgeous blonde, wrote her own songs, and had a voice that didn’t need a whopping dose of auto-tune. A real star in the making. They were saying she was the next Taylor Swift.

      “Her family and label are up my six, as you can imagine,” Huston said, gesturing toward the phone. “We need a quick close on this. There’s a witness, I understand?”

      Marcus nodded, and for Taylor’s sake, said, “Two Vandy students were on a GPS hunt yesterday and heard arguing and a gunshot. They hightailed it down the trail and called us. I hiked up there with one of the witnesses, the app’s founder, a tech, and a couple of patrols to find the body. Poorly buried, recently deceased. I’ve already started on it,” he said to Huston, who shook her head.

      “It’s a high-profile murder, the record label wants a high-profile cop. No offense, Marcus. But Taylor, this one’s yours.”

      Taylor’s heart lit up in macabre reaction to the news of a dead girl. Finally, something to do.

      “No problem. I’m happy to help.” She hoped she sounded serious and not gleeful. She hated like hell that the girl was dead but was already seized with the frisson of a new case, even without knowing much about it.

      “I assume you’re both okay working with the captain, Lieutenant Ross, Detective Wade?”

      Lincoln nodded. “Always.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Marcus chimed in.

      “Good. Get to it. There’s a presser scheduled for this afternoon, and Dan is expecting you to brief him on where you stand.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Taylor said. “We’ll figure this out.”

      Huston already had a hand on her phone. “You better. That label has clout. It’s all of our asses on the line.”
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      Taylor stopped in her office long enough to grab her keys before following Lincoln and Marcus to the Violent Crimes offices. Clean, sterile almost, brisk. Their new building was modern, all glass and wood, steel beams—a beautiful, functional, aesthetically pleasing box, surrounded by a black metal fence. It didn’t have the sordid, sloppy personality of their old office downtown—the rabbit warren of desks crushed in cheek to jowl, the dirty windows and ashtrays outside the door, sliding stacks of printer paper atop coffee-soaked carpeting, random tourists wandering into the courtyard. Of course, the old Criminal Justice Center had been demolished; that squalid room in the CJC lived on in her memories only. Change. She was becoming a dinosaur, resisting the benefits of the new space. Metro now had their own lab, a successful decentralization to the precincts, better coverage across the city. All positives for them.

      Maybe it was her.

      Taylor fingered the tiny, puckered scar on her temple, a souvenir from a madman. He’d taken her voice, her autonomy, nearly her life. A year removed, so much had changed. She was back…but was she? When she returned from her medical leave in Scotland and was cleared by Dr. Willig, the department shrink, for active duty, she’d been summarily promoted, ostensibly taken out of harm’s way. But was the city trying to keep her safe, or keep themselves safe from her? Sometimes she wondered.

      Lincoln’s office was on the far side of the room. He hesitated a moment, sending a glance her way, before sliding behind the desk. Taylor didn’t mind. This was his domain. He’d worked hard to get the promotion to sergeant, and with her recommendation, the step up to lieutenant. Her old position.

      If Marcus felt any qualms about Lincoln’s new leadership role changing their dynamic, he didn’t show it. He flopped in the chair to the left. Taylor more sedately took the one to the right. Even the chairs were nicer. They were all going to get soft, riding a wave of high-end interior design glory.

      “Linc, for the presser, what do you want to say? Do I need to write you up some talking points?”

      Lincoln shook his head. “Marcus, tell us what you know, and we’ll go from there.”

      Marcus opened the folder he’d been carrying. “Well, my gut is, we should wait. We have a solid description of the suspect. Our witness said she thought it was a personal thing between them, so before we blast this all over the airwaves, I’d like to see if someone in her immediate family or her label knows who this is. If we could get a couple of hours…”

      “I’ll take care of that,” Taylor said. “There’s no reason to have a presser if we need to be chasing down a lead.” She already had her phone in her hand, sending a text to Franklin. “There. He’ll get it rescheduled.”

      Lincoln grinned at her. “Huston won’t like it.”

      “Let me handle Huston. What else? Tell me about this witness.”

      Marcus consulted his notes. “Witnesses, plural. Carson Conway, and her roommate, Isabel Heathcote. Vandy freshmen. Carson is the one who physically saw the shooter. She’s scared, as you can imagine. The campus police are keeping an eye on her dorm, just in case the shooter identifies her and decides to look her up. The sooner we can get with Georgia Wray’s people and find a suspect, the easier the kid will rest.”

      “I’ll want to talk to her. Do you have any contact info for Wray’s people?”

      “Two steps ahead of you. I’ve already talked to her manager, he flew in from LA. Caught the red-eye last night. That’s who tuned up the chief, I think. Her folks are on vacation, in New Zealand, of all places. Arrangements are being made to get them back here, but it’s going to be another day at least before we can sit down with them. But her manager is expecting me—us? If you want to join me—as soon as we can get to Music Row.”

      Taylor nodded. “Yeah, I’ll tag along. Your show, though. I’m just observing.”

      “No need, Cap. You step in whenever you want. I’m not picky about who gets the solve.”

      “God, stop calling me that. I hate it.”

      Both men laughed, knowing full well her opinions of her new job. They liked to poke at her, though. It was part of how they’d all operated for years.

      “Taylor,” Marcus said. “Better?”

      “Yes. What do we know about Georgia Wray outside of the public persona?”

      “Not a lot yet, actually. We’ve pored over her socials and searched her house—her purse and cell were on the counter, her car in the drive. She was wearing workout clothes and an Apple watch, had a house key tied on her shoelace, so I’m assuming she went for a walk or a run and was taken. I’m still waiting on data from the cameras around her neighborhood to see if there’s any credence to that theory.”

      “How far is her place from Radnor? Could she get there easily on foot?”

      “No, not easily. She’s in East Nashville. Nice place. She could have met up with a friend who drove her to the lake, for sure, but I can’t imagine planning to be gone for a couple of hours and not having your cell with you.”

      “No, me either. Not someone her age. She was pretty active online, too,” Lincoln added, handing Taylor his tablet with Georgia Wray’s feed pulled up. “Couple of posts a day, at least. Nothing since Tuesday morning.”

      Georgia was pretty, delicate, with a pouty mouth and rosebud cheeks against a spill of wheat hair. If her dark eyebrows were any indication, the hair was chemically lightened, and the smile looked like she’d had a run at some decent orthodontia. She was lithe and strong, built like an athlete. There were photos from earlier in the year of her finishing a 5K with some friends in the East Nasty Running Club, so Marcus’s assessment made total sense. These personal shots were interspersed with show pictures and professional photo shoots, shots from her tour bus, reels of her singing. It was an altogether adorable feed, and Taylor felt bad for all involved. A budding, talented life cut short.

      “Does she post herself, or does her team do it for her? You know how it is with celebrities—it’s not always them behind the curtain.”

      “We can ask the label, they’ll know.” Marcus flipped a page in his notebook. “The witness heard Georgia arguing with the killer before the shot was fired. She thought it was a lovers’ spat, though the kid’s in shock, so no idea how accurate that observation is. She can’t remember it word for word, but she did say it was heated. That’s all we’ve got so far.”

      “That’s a good start. All right, puppy, you’re with me. Lincoln, you keep running interference with Franklin while we go track down who might be responsible for the girl’s death.”

      “You got it. Be in touch, though. If Huston comes down here and yells at me, I want to be able to give her updates.”

      Taylor had a moment of sheer pride at his command. She’d trained him well. A lieutenant, a father, a leader. He fit his new roles perfectly.

      She saluted. “Yes, Lieutenant. I will make sure your ass is not in a sling for the rest of the day. Permission to take your detective on a joyride?”

      Lincoln’s eyes sparkled with merriment. “Take him off my hands. He’s worthless.”

      Marcus flipped Lincoln the bird. “Hey! I resemble that remark.”

      Giggling, Taylor bumped knuckles with Linc, then jingled her keys. “Come on, Marcus. Let’s get out of the big man’s hair.”

      “That’s Lieutenant Big Man to you. Captain.”
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      Outside, the western sky was purpling, and a breeze had kicked up. Taylor checked the radar on her phone again. “Yuck. Nasty storms. Looks like we’re gonna get wet.” She dangled the keys. “You want to drive?”

      “Naw. Riding shotgun will be like old times.”

      They piled into her new service vehicle, a black Tahoe with Metro Nashville Police stenciled on the side, headed toward downtown and the impending storm.

      Marcus caught her up on the rest of the case, all the steps he’d taken to this point, the evidence procured, all the finer details, finishing with “Whoever did this shot Georgia in the face. Knocked off half her head. That smacks of someone who’s pretty pissed off, if you ask me.”

      “I agree. That’s never good. Does it feel weird to you that he’d march her up a hill to shoot her? I mean, she could have made a break for it, or he could have stumbled and sprained an ankle. If you want to murder someone, this is an odd setting for it. Plenty of other deep woods spots that don’t take a fitness buff to pull off easily.”

      “Maybe he was just trying to get her someplace that he could buy some time before her body was found? This spot is isolated. It’s off the main path and straight up a hill. Honestly, it feels like a total fluke that there were witnesses. Bad luck for the killer, but good luck for us. It could have been weeks before we found her.”

      “Which is what’s bugging me. What are the odds? After we do this possible ID, I want to speak to the kid who designed the GPS program. I’d like to know how he picked this particular spot.”

      Rain began splattering on the windshield, and she turned on the wipers.

      “Linc seems happy,” she ventured.

      “Bossing us all around? Hell yeah. But he’s good at this, you know? Not just the investigative side, you know how great his instincts are. But with all his computer geek background, he’s going to streamline the entire system for how we manage our paperwork. He just put in for all of us to have tablets on scene so we can upload the photos and make our notes on-site into a program he’s written that automatically feeds into CODIS and iAFIS, all the other databases. We can take fingerprints on it, too. It’s an all-in-one solution, and it works fast. Pretty slick.”

      “I know. I approved the requisition,” she said, smiling. “Anything to cut down on our paperwork is a bonus for me. You’re right, he’s a genius. Violent Crimes will run much smoother with him at the helm.”

      “Maybe. We miss you, though. Miss having your brain on a case. Hell, we even miss Baldwin sticking his nose in all the time.”

      She smiled, ridiculously pleased to hear this. Her team had welcomed the FBI’s brilliant profiler into their lives with open arms, and into their cases, with deep respect. It made her proud, of both the team and her man.

      They got to the record label’s offices just as the rain started to come down heavily. The front was pushing through early and fast, which was good. She hoped there wouldn’t be enough storm fuel to make tornadoes. Nashville didn’t need any more natural disasters.

      Georgia’s record label was housed in a renovated Craftsman with navy blue siding and black-framed windows, the tapered columns a fresh cheery white. The foyer was bright and airy, opening into a sitting area with a white-painted brick fireplace. There was a black metal staircase to the second floor, and Taylor could smell freshly-baked cookies. Her stomach growled in response.

      There was a rustling from the hallway, and a woman with unnaturally red hair and a sleeve of intricate multicolored tattoos stepped into view. Her face was blotchy, and she held a tissue in her right hand. She beckoned to them from the foyer into a conference room, calling into the room in a thick voice, “Cops are here.”
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      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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