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            Chapter 1

         

         The Brampton Kill Seekers meet every other Wednesday in the after-school program room of the local library. The walls are bright yellow and plastered with corkboards covered in colorful children’s artwork, notices for book sales, and volunteer opportunities. A giant rainbow arcs over a chalkboard with READING IS FUN written in perfect cursive.

         The dozen members—“kill seekers”—sit in a circle, a mixed group of men and women, young and old, a variety of ethnicities. I get the impression I’m the only new person, and perhaps the first new person they’ve had since they formed a year earlier, because everyone keeps darting surreptitious looks my way. Even though they invited me, it feels like they’re waiting for me to stand and introduce myself. Hello, everyone. I’m Carrie Lawrence. My sister is missing and presumed dead and I survived a serial killer. Thanks for having me!

         The whispering reaches an almost feverish height, and it becomes painfully obvious that the circle of chairs has fifteen seats and the only two that aren’t occupied are the ones on either side of me, making me the painfully conspicuous guest of honor. I’m doing my best to appear immersed in the contents of my phone, waiting for the meeting to begin and not making eye contact, but that’s entirely unsuccessful, and it’s a mercy when someone decides to break the tension by announcing, “You’re Carrie Lawrence.”

         The room falls deathly silent, and I slowly raise my eyes, searching for the speaker. He wears a plaid shirt and a knitted cap and stares at me with something uncomfortably akin to awe. For some reason, he’s also the only person wearing a name tag: EMMETT.

         “Yes,” I say, when the silence has gone on uncomfortably long. “I am.”

         There’s more astonished murmuring, as though they hadn’t just been discussing me.

         “I received your invitation,” I add tentatively. “And I read about your investigations. I share your questions, and I…seek the same answers.”

         This is not exactly true, but the group is nodding sagely, so I think I’ve struck the right somber tone. Now that I’m making eye contact, I see that, like me, they all seem to have come straight from work for this seven o’clock meeting. There’s a woman in purple scrubs, a man in a business suit, and two teens in fast-food uniforms. What they all have in common is that they’re staring at me with an equal mix of fear and curiosity. They don’t want to be through what I’ve been through, but they want to know all about it. But that’s not what I’m here for. The Kill Seekers invited me because they want to know what really happened to my sister, Becca. I already know what happened; I just need to confirm it. I need to find the body.

         “My sister is missing,” I say, knowing they’ll eat it up. It’s been five months since Becca’s disappearance and the man who took her died, but I’ve refused to give any interviews or answer questions. Until now. Sort of. “I don’t know…I don’t know if it was Footloose”—I do know; he sent me a picture—“but I, um, want to know. There are too many missing people in this city—”

         Someone actually says, “Amen.”

         “—and I want to help find them.”

         Last fall, police found thirteen bodies buried in our local park, each missing a foot, and the press dubbed the killer “Footloose.” It was definitely him that took Becca, but I can’t tell anyone how I know this. I just need confirmation that she’s really, truly, forever gone.

         The words earn me a round of applause that makes me flush with embarrassment. And perhaps shame, too, because I know that Becca was not an innocent victim. As far-fetched and impossible as it sounds, Brampton has been home to two serial killers. My sister was one of them, though her deadly deeds have never been discovered. And because she blackmailed me into helping her bury bodies for a decade, I know where too many of those missing people are. The only body I need to find, however, is Becca’s. I need proof she’s dead. Proof that horrible phase of my life is really over.

         “Sorry I’m late.”

         The Kill Seekers and I turn as a unit to see a man standing in the doorway, framed by a wall of paper flowers and streamers, a handmade sign reading WELCOME SPRING! dangling above. He’s tall and astonishingly handsome, with shaggy movie-star chestnut hair and cheekbones to match. It could be that he’s the only man I’ve ever seen who could successfully pull off a fake tan, his perfectly bronzed skin contrasting with his starched white button-up shirt.

         Unlike everyone who’s in their work attire, it looks like he changed into what he thought “kill seekers” might wear: designer jeans, a camouflage jacket, and black work boots that I’d bet my life savings have never actually seen a day of work. A gold watch with diamonds glints on his wrist, and I know instinctively that he bought it from Becca. It takes a second to place him because I only saw him once before, when my sister introduced him as Nikk with two k’s. He manages an overpriced gourmet grocery store and was one of Becca’s best clients at the jewelry store, shelling out thousands of dollars on jewelry to apologize to his abused wife.

         The Kill Seekers must have been expecting him, or at least hoping he’d show up, because his arrival changes the energy of the room. Emmett looks delighted and hustles over to greet him.

         “You must be Emmett,” Nikk says, shaking his hand. “Thanks for the invite.”

         I frown, wondering why both Nikk and I would have scored an invitation to this strange gathering. Surely he’s not that invested in the disappearance of his favorite jewelry salesperson.

         “Of course, man. Anytime. Anytime.” Emmett pauses. “I mean, not…Like, not…”

         But for an alleged wife beater, Nikk is gracious. “It’s cool; I get it.”

         “Hey, everyone,” Emmett announces, like we’re not all watching. “As you know, this is Nikk Boulter. His wife, Lilly Fiennes, went missing three weeks ago.”

         People start murmuring excitedly, but I try not to look shocked. Becca told me Nikk hurt his wife but not that he might kill her. To be fair, Becca was a psychopath, so she may not have thought that detail mattered.

         A couple of people look at me to gauge my reaction, so I furrow my brow in consternation. Brampton, Maine, has one of the highest missing persons rates in the country, and yet I haven’t heard anything about a recent disappearance. I whip out my phone and search Lilly’s name. All that comes up are two posts on Nikk’s infrequently updated Facebook page, nothing more.

         Eventually, the chatter dies down, and Emmett remains standing as Nikk takes one of the empty seats next to me, shooting me a warm smile as though we’re friends. I flinch.

         “We’ve met, right?” he whispers. “You’re Carrie? Becca’s sister?”

         I nod. I can’t imagine he knows that Becca told me about his jewelry-buying motivations, but I also can’t imagine bonding with him over our missing loved ones, since I’m sure he killed his wife and knows exactly where she is.

         “I remember Becca introducing us,” he adds. “When Emmett told me you might be here, I decided to come. I was hoping to talk to you.”

         I don’t want to talk to him at all, so it’s a blessing when the lights abruptly dim and the meeting begins. Emmett takes his place at the front of the room, beneath the rainbow on the chalkboard. He’s turned the lights so low that all the light in the room is now provided by a Himalayan salt rock lamp that does very little to actually illuminate things, making him mostly just a vague shape and not the eerily lit leader he seems to aspire to. No one laughs so I don’t either, though I want to. I think he’s attempting to make eye contact with each person in the room, which is impossible because it’s too dark, and he appears to come to the same conclusion because, after a moment, he reaches for the dimmer switch and turns up the brightness of the ceiling lights. Next to me, Nikk smothers a laugh.

         “Death,” Emmett says in a deep, resonant voice. “Disappearance. Yearning.”

         He says these words with the cadence and conviction of a cult leader, and now I want to laugh, too, biting my lip and scrutinizing my feet so I don’t embarrass myself.

         “Brampton!” he shouts, making me jump. “Population: two hundred thousand. Missing? One hundred twenty-three. Unsolved deaths? Seventy-two. People who truly care?” He makes a show of pointing at each of us in turn, which takes an uncomfortably long time and breaks up his rhythm. “Fourteen.”

         Nikk scuffs his fancy boots, and I know he’s trying to sit still and not guffaw, even though theoretically we should be grateful that a dozen people besides us truly care.

         Emmett’s just warming up. “We all have something in common,” he continues. “Nikk’s wife is missing. Carrie’s sister has disappeared. Kellie-Ann’s brother was murdered in a gas station robbery. Ravjinder’s sister went to the grocery store and was never seen again.”

         I try not to stare at Ravjinder, a pretty twentysomething woman with shiny black hair tied back in a loose bun and wearing a red suit jacket. A necklace with a silver pendant flashes in the V of her white button-up shirt.

         “The rest of us yearn!” Emmett bellows. This time I’m not the only one who jumps. Ravjinder clutches her chest like her heart’s about to give out. “We yearn for answers. We yearn for justice. We yearn to feel safe.”

         Heads are nodding, as though these wishes are somehow uncommon and shared only by the people in this room.

         “Tonight,” Emmett says solemnly, “we are blessed. We have with us Carrie Lawrence, who not only saw Footloose—who slew Footloose—”

         That same person says, “Amen,” again, and now Emmett holds up a tablet with a slideshow of newspaper articles about Footloose, like we may have forgotten him in the past few months.

         “—but who knew and loved Becca Lawrence.”

         He taps the screen, and the article switches to an unflattering picture of Becca he must have grabbed from my Instagram before I deleted the account. She would have killed him for selecting this photo, if she were still alive.

         “And…” Emmett drums his fingers on the back of the tablet before tapping the screen to reveal a familiar face. “Fiona McBride.”

         I gasp. After Footloose had beaten Becca at her own deadly game, he’d turned his attentions to me. While leaving him to burn in his murder cabin, I’d heard screams from under the floorboards and discovered another kidnapped woman in the cellar, Fiona McBride. I’d saved her, and together we’d run for safety. Now she’s missing a second time, and I’m the only person who knows why.

         Several faces turn to look at me, my gasp validating the dramatic reveal.

         “Um…” I say, wondering if that gasp sounded to them like an admission of guilt, the way it did to me.

         “You’re here,” someone whispers.

         I close my eyes, waiting for the police to sweep in and triumphantly arrest me.

         “The one,” another person says reverently. “The signal.”

         I open my eyes and peer around.

         “Yes,” Emmett says solemnly. “The signal.” He taps the tablet again, and a Venn diagram appears. In one circle is Becca’s name; in another, Fiona; in the third, Footloose. At the center of the diagram, the circles overlap with one common, unfortunate theme: me. A twenty-eight-year-old stationery designer with the unenviable ability to attract psychopaths.

         The room bursts into applause. Nikk glances at me strangely, but eventually he claps, too. I don’t clap. I don’t know what’s happening, and I’m still convinced I’m about to be arrested.

         “Good news, Carrie.” Emmett shoots me a warm smile that’s probably supposed to be reassuring but is not. “We’re here to help you.”

         I try not to appear as alarmed as I feel. “Oh,” I say, because they’re waiting for something. “Fantastic.”

         They’re all still staring at me. I peek at Ravjinder like she might offer a clue, but she just smiles.

         I clear my throat. “With, uh, what?”

         Ravjinder’s smile widens, confirming I’ve somehow asked the right question. And, indeed, I have because Emmett taps the tablet again and a picture of a piece of notebook paper with gold writing wrapped in a large squiggle appears. I squint because the text kind of blends into the background and it’s really hard to read.

         “Just…” Ravjinder murmurs, leaning in to see the screen.

         “Justice?” one of the teenagers guesses.

         “Justin?” Nikk offers. “I see an N. Who’s Justin?”

         “No,” Emmett snaps. He swipes at the screen to enlarge the image but just knocks it to the side so all we can see is JU. “It says…Dammit…It says…For crying out…” He gives up fiddling with the picture. “It says ‘Just in case.’ Guys, I showed this to you before. You’ve seen it online. It’s the same three words.”

         “Whatever,” mutters a bald man in blue mechanic’s overalls, the name TODD embroidered on the chest.

         I raise a cautious hand. “What is it? What’s that from? Just in case. Just in case what?”

         “Fiona,” Ravjinder answers, as Todd and Emmett glower at each other. “She left a secret note.”

         My stomach leaps into my throat. I aim for nonchalant but sound like I’m choking on guilt. “And what, uh, what does it mean?”

         She shrugs. “No idea. Her mom found it under her pillow the morning after she disappeared, but no one’s figured it out.”

         Emmett has abandoned the stare down with Todd and adjusted the picture on the tablet, coming closer to me and Nikk so we can see it better. It’s a piece of paper torn from a spiral notebook, the edges frayed. Gold marker spells out the message in capital letters, a little star decorating the I. There’s one word per line, filling the center of the page. Starting at the J and looping up and over, a gold line wiggles down the edge of the paper and ends in an arrow pointing back up at the little x that ends the message in lieu of a period. JUST IN CASEX

         “Obviously Fiona knew she was in danger,” Todd says, arms crossed over his belly. “So she left a clue.”

         I’m sweating. “Why do, um…why do you…we…think she was in danger? Didn’t she just run away again?”

         “Who runs away and leaves a mysterious note?” Todd challenges me to my very own stare down, a challenge I do not accept, opting instead to appear absorbed by the minimal contents of the note. “Who leaves their car at the base of an abandoned hiking trail in the middle of a snowstorm? If she was taking off for greener pastures, she would have taken the car.”

         “Plus, the window was smashed in,” teenager number two pipes up. “So that’s not good.”

         “No,” I agree. “It’s not.”

         As though sensing my discomfort, but definitely not knowing the reasons for it, Nikk intervenes. “They didn’t find any blood in the car,” he says. “No signs of a struggle. Maybe Fiona left the car there and caught a ride with a friend.”

         “We got nine inches of snow that night,” Todd argues, now glaring at Nikk. “Any ‘signs of a struggle’ would have been buried. Tracker dogs couldn’t even find the trail.”

         A fortuitous turn of events, since that trail would have led straight to me.

         “And X marks the spot,” Ravjinder says. “So—”

         “She hid something,” Emmett interjects hastily, realizing he’s lost control of the group and his audience. “And we have to find it. That’s the mission of the Brampton Kill Seekers.”

         “Except you don’t know she was killed,” Nikk adds. A muscle twitches in his neck, like he’s trying not to laugh.

         “We know Footloose murdered thirteen people and hid their bodies in Kilduff Park,” Emmett returns coolly, not knowing that’s technically incorrect. Footloose hid twelve bodies in the park. Becca and I added the thirteenth. Which is how Footloose found out about us. “And all of them were considered ‘missing’ by a police department that had neither the enthusiasm nor the resources to properly investigate. Just because we didn’t know they were killed doesn’t mean they weren’t.”

         Todd nods his reluctant agreement.

         Nikk’s nostrils flare as he drags in a breath. Technically his wife is also just “missing.” Same as my sister. I feel Todd watching me so I blink rapidly, like I’m trying to stave off tears, not that I’m panicked because I came here hoping to put one mystery to bed and instead discovered another far worse scenario that puts my whole future in jeopardy.

         “It’s okay,” Ravjinder whispers, leaning over to pat my knee. “It will all be okay. We can do this.”

         “We’ll get answers,” Emmett says, walking back to the front of the room. “We’ll get closure. We’ll get them. Us. The Brampton Kill Seekers.”

         More heads bob.

         “But first,” he continues, tapping the tablet for emphasis but only succeeding in enlarging the image so we can see just the A, scowling as he hunts around for the x, eventually making it front and center. “First, we find X.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         So my first meeting of the Brampton Kill Seekers was not successful. Not only did I get exactly zero insight into where my serial killer sister may be buried, but now there’s a group of amateur sleuths trying to solve a puzzle I didn’t even know existed and almost certainly implicates me in the one murder I have committed.

         JUST IN CASEX, Fiona wrote.

         What did Fiona know? Emmett had harped on the question for the rest of the meeting, writing the words on the board with a nubbin of chalk that screeched painfully with every down stroke. What did Fiona know?

         She knew too much. But I didn’t tell them how Footloose had recorded an audio file where Becca and I discussed her many murders or that Fiona had found the flash drive and taken it with her when we fled the cabin. I also couldn’t tell them how she’d blackmailed me for cash in exchange for the flash drive, and in turn, I’d taken the flash drive, pushed her off a mountain in a panic, and destroyed the evidence. But apparently, she’d made a backup and hidden it. Just in case.

         “Hey.” Nikk startles me as I hunt for my car keys in the parking lot, desperate to go home and be alone with my careening thoughts.

         I whirl around, pointing a key at him defensively, and he holds up his hands.

         “Whoa,” he says, laughing. “Sorry, I thought you heard me coming. Intense meeting, huh?”

         “That’s a word for it.”

         The spring night feels too cold suddenly, the descent of the sun having taken all traces of warmth and life with it. It’s just us and the library, half a dozen empty cars, and a single streetlight casting ominous shadows on Nikk’s face. Emmett would be jealous.

         “They’re, like, obsessed with this Fiona thing,” Nikk adds, “and hardly even talked about our stuff.”

         Finally, I remember my purported reason for being in attendance. “Right,” I say. “Yeah. I noticed that, too. I guess because they have that ‘clue,’ they think that’s the thing to focus on.”

         “Yeah.”

         “Obviously, I disagree,” I lie. “I think the search for Becca and Lilly should take precedence.”

         The truth is, I want nothing to do with Nikk or the Kill Seekers. I’d come here with the far-flung hope that they might be able to help me locate Becca’s body so I could put her to rest forever—literally and figuratively—and now I have to deal with a much more pressing issue: Fiona’s note. And I really don’t need an audience while I figure out how I’m going to do that.

         “Of course.” Nikk combs his fingers through his perfectly tousled hair. Growing up, Becca was always the pretty one. She was the one who knew how to deal with men like Nikk, who looked like Nikk. She felt like their equal and enjoyed the game. I didn’t. I always knew that if they were talking to me, it was because they wanted to know about my sister. Which is just one of the many reasons I sigh inwardly when he asks, “What are you up to now?”

         “Now now?” I clarify, as though it’s the middle of the night and not 8:30 p.m. on a Wednesday.

         He smiles. “Yeah. Now now.”

         “I was just, um…” I can’t tell him I was going to go home and brainstorm until I deduced what the hell “just in case” meant so I could find the evidence of my crimes and destroy it, too.

         “Why don’t we grab a drink? A coffee,” he amends quickly, when my expression makes it clear that us visiting a bar together is not an option. “We can talk more. I feel like those guys don’t get me. Don’t get us. They haven’t been through what we’ve been through.”

         “Maybe Ravjinder,” I say, thinking of her missing sister. Most of the times, when we buried a body, it was wrapped in Becca’s murder carpet and dumped unceremoniously into a shallow grave. I did my utmost not to look at the faces and, for the most part, have no idea who she killed, but something about Ravjinder felt vaguely familiar.

         “I guess we could ask her to come, too.”

         My mind is racing, torn between wanting to investigate this new information about the existence of Fiona’s clue and my obligation to continue to play the grieving sister for anyone watching. I’d rather not keep up the charade any longer than necessary, and Ravjinder is just one more witness. Plus, I might have helped bury her sister, which makes things awkward.

         “Let’s make it only the two of us this time,” I say.

         Nikk’s smile widens. “Great. You know the diner at the corner of Hastings and Pine? With the neon-pink sign?”

         “I’ll meet you there.”

         I spend the five-minute trip to the diner debating whether or not I should try to lose Nikk in traffic, but he sits on my tail the whole way, so I stay the course. All too soon we’re seated in a booth next to the window, the pink vinyl seats creaking every time we move.

         “So,” he says, when we each have a mug of steaming, too-strong coffee in front of us, “what did you think?”

         I sip my drink. “That was your first meeting, right?”

         “Yeah. I’d spoken with Emmett before—he invited me as soon as I made the posts about Lilly—but that was the first time we met in person.”

         “They really care,” I say, because it’s true. “That’s rare these days.”

         Nikk studies his left hand, his wedding band glinting in the overhead light. “What are you going to do now?”

         Across the aisle, a table of middle-aged women ogles us, not bothering to be subtle about their ruminations on how movie-star handsome Nikk and average, curly-haired Carrie came to be here together. What they don’t know, will never know, is that this is not a date, nor is it two grieving people finding comfort in each other. I’ve learned the hard way, repeatedly, that Becca’s friends are not my friends. They’re her minions. And I can’t imagine what Nikk thinks he’s doing “befriending” me after her death, but there’s no real-world scenario in which “grieving” is on the list.

         “I mean, I guess I’ll have to keep searching on my own,” I say. I’d come up with the story on the drive over. When you’ve buried a dozen people, you learn to come up with cover stories on the fly. “If the police aren’t looking and the Kill Seekers”—it’s hard to say the name with a straight face—“are investigating something completely unrelated, then I guess it’s up to me.”

         Nikk shakes his head, a strand of hair flopping onto his forehead. “You’re remarkable,” he says, confirming that we’re both lying, though perhaps only one of us knows it. “Becca always said you were the best sister in the world.”

         “Well, I’m her only sister.”

         “Modest too. She told me that as well. That you never knew how great you were.”

         I need to interrupt before he can spew more propaganda because I knew my sister, and she definitely never told him any of those things. “You said you came to the meeting because you wanted to talk to me?”

         He falters, like he’d forgotten that line. “Oh. I, um, I guess I mostly just wanted to know how you…do it.”

         “Do what?”

         “Cope. Wake up each day and just move on.”

         Despite my resistance, the therapist I’d been cajoled into visiting after my escape from Footloose really did provide a lot of good insight and advice, though I’ve mostly been using it to make sure I play my part right, not because it’s helping me deal with my pain. Becca’s death was jarring, and her absence left a gaping hole in my life, but it’s the hole that’s left behind after a festering abscess is removed: a reminder of the infection, but a relief, too.

         “Every day gets a little easier,” I say, staring in what I hope is a pensive way at my coffee. “At least, that’s the idea. That’s what I tell myself.”

         “It’s hard.” Nikk picks at a hangnail, possibly the only piece of him that isn’t perfect. “I mean, when I first heard about Becca’s death…She was my friend. I don’t know if you know that. I knew her from the jewelry store, and then we became friends.”

         Misery loves company.

         “I miss her,” he continues. “She was smart and funny and beautiful. I really liked her.”

         There’s a pause, and I realize he’s waiting for me to fill it.

         “Me too,” I say, because I have to. “I loved her, of course. She was my sister. And life will never be the same.”

         “But you’re moving on.”

         “It’s a work in progress.”

         “She used to say—”

         “Your wife’s been missing for three weeks?” I interrupt. I have no idea if Nikk really just wants someone to grieve with, but Becca had a predictable pattern: She’d approach you with a problem or a sob story, make you sympathize with her, and then, when your guard was down, she’d pounce. A lifetime of honing my instincts tells me Nikk wants more than company, though what, I can’t guess.

         “Yeah,” he says, sniffling.

         “You’ve told the police?”

         “Of course. They have no leads.” He laughs roughly and twists his hands together. “Sounds familiar, right? Do you know Brampton has the highest missing persons rate in the country?”

         “I do.”

         “It’s like, if someone goes missing in this town, that’s it—they’re gone. End of story.”

         I know that all too well.

         “Speaking of endings,” I reply, “I’m exhausted. It’s been a long day. The lighting in that room—”

         “I wasn’t the only one with a headache, right?” Nikk rubs his temples and winces. “Oh man. The salt light? What on earth? I was trying to be respectful, but…”

         In spite of myself, I laugh. The light was ridiculous.

         “So what do you think you’ll do first?” Nikk asks.

         “What?”

         “Searching for Becca. What’s your next move?”

         “I’ve been searching all along,” I say, which isn’t entirely true. I did search, at the start, but then Footloose gave me a picture of her dead body and I found her jacket in his cellar with Fiona. “I put up posters. I’ve checked everywhere. I don’t know what’s next. I just know I’ll never give up.”

         Like a true minion, Nikk beams at me for spouting the party line.

         “What about you?” I ask. “How will you look for Lilly?”

         His smile falters, and again he scrutinizes his wedding ring, twisting it on his finger. The thick band has at least a dozen diamonds that catch the light and wink at me, like we’re all in on the same joke.

         “I was kind of hoping to follow your lead,” he admits. “Like, maybe we could work together?”

         “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

         Nikk flinches like he’s never been turned down before, which is probably true. “Why not?”

         “Because my sister is missing and so is Fiona McBride and now your wife. You being seen with someone with connections to several missing women isn’t going to help your case. Or mine.”

         “What case?”

         “Figure of speech.”

         He looks crestfallen. “Oh.”

         “Anyway”—I push away my coffee cup and reach for my bag—“I need to get going. It’s been a crazy day.”

         Nikk touches my hand to stop me from opening my purse. “I’ll get this. I appreciate your time, Carrie. You’ve been through a lot, and you didn’t have to talk to me at all.” He blinks, his eyes shiny. “So, thanks. Becca was right about you.”

         That’s a terrible thing to hear, since Becca thought no more of me than she thought of any of the other people occupying the world she believed was rightfully hers. I was her lackey, her fall guy, her favorite punching bag. And for twenty-eight years, she was right. But she’s dead and none of that’s true anymore, and it will never be true again.

         I stand up. “Goodbye, Nikk. And good luck.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         I think I’m dying,” I whisper Saturday afternoon. “Or do I just wish I were dead?”

         “Shh.” My boyfriend, Graham, makes a point of peering around the mostly empty theater as though I might prevent someone else from being bored to death by the film.

         “I’m going to get more popcorn.” I stand and grab my half-full bag. “Want anything?”

         Graham shakes his head, gaze never leaving the screen. With a small smile, I slip down the aisle and out into the quiet concession area. I take my time looking at movie posters, arcade games, and even just the street outside, in no rush to get back to my seat. I’m studying the assortment of snacks in the vending machine when I feel someone at my back.

         “Sorry,” I say, stepping aside. “I was just looking. You can go.”

         “That’s fine,” a familiar voice replies. “I was just looking, too.”

         I turn slowly to see Detective Marlon Greaves, a full bag of popcorn in his hand. He’s tall and broad with dark skin and tired eyes, the kind of man who attracts attention and whose calm, reserved demeanor instills confidence in the people he’s helping. Except me. To me, he’s the detective who tried and failed to find a serial killer and tried and failed to find Becca after she disappeared. That’s his forte. Trying and failing.

         And following me around town. We have an unspoken understanding that he doesn’t believe my version of events of the showdown with Footloose last fall and that I’d swear on my sister’s empty grave that they’re true. I see him at the grocery store, parked outside my work, sometimes walking his dog on my block. And now here.

         “Are you seeing the same movie?” I ask.

         “If you’re referring to the one that’s so boring I needed a second bag of popcorn, then yes.”

         “Popcorn was Becca’s favorite food.”

         Greaves wipes butter off his hand. “How are you coping?”

         “Not knowing what really happened to her is difficult”—this is a lie, of course—“but it gets easier each day. You?”

         He considers that for a moment. “Still searching.”

         “Hey,” Graham says, materializing at my side, “you’re missing the movie.”

         I keep my eye on Greaves. “Detective Greaves agrees the movie is boring.”

         I don’t know if Graham’s stricken expression is due to his movie choice being given a thumbs-down or if it’s just his reaction to seeing me speaking with Greaves, though he knows I bump into the detective all the time. He thinks it’s bad for my recovery to continue seeing a man so closely tied to my trauma, but the only threat Greaves truly poses is to my freedom. I don’t know what he thinks I know, but whatever he suspects has been enough to convince him to keep following me around. Now, with the discovery of Fiona’s cryptic clue, his presence is more alarming than annoying. Does he know what Fiona left behind, just in case? Is he close?

         I don’t let the thoughts show on my face.

         Graham’s cheeks are pink. “It got good reviews.”

         “Well,” I say, “if you can’t trust the critics, who can you trust?”

         “No one,” Greaves says promptly.

         “We’ll let you get back to the movie, Detective. Enjoy the show.”

         His smile, like mine, doesn’t reach his eyes. “Always.”

         He strides away, and Graham notices my half-full popcorn bag. “You didn’t get a refill?”

         “I got distracted. Can we go? I really don’t need to know how that movie ends.”

         “I think it’s a safe bet that everybody dies and the moral of the story is that life has no meaning.”

         “You’re right. I looked it up online.”

         He peers over his shoulder. “It’s weird that he’s here.”

         “He’s everywhere.” I toss my bag in the trash as we head for the door.

         “It just seems like he should have more to do.”

         “Maybe it’s good that he doesn’t. It means Brampton’s a safe place to live.”

         “Is it, though?”

         We step out into the sunshine. “What do you mean? Apart from Footloose, our local serial killer, of course.”

         “Brampton has one of the highest missing persons rates in the country,” Graham points out, nodding at a newspaper abandoned on top of a garbage can outside the theater. The gruesome statistics have been making headlines for weeks. “We have one of the highest murder rates, too.”

         “Thanks to Footloose.” And Becca.

         “Maybe.” Graham sounds stiff and awkward, like he always does when Footloose comes up. Like I’m a layer of ice covering a frozen pond, and he’s not confident enough to put his full weight on it, certain there are still weak spots that will crack if he presses too hard. Plus, he’s one of the few people under the age of sixty with a newspaper subscription, so sometimes he just sounds that way, no matter the subject.

         I’m about to suggest we head to one of the nearby chain restaurants for an early dinner when the cover of the newspaper catches my eye: SECOND HIT-AND-RUN DEATH IN APRIL! My mouth opens and closes wordlessly as I read it again. And again. I’d seen something online about an elderly man killed in a hit-and-run accident a couple of weeks ago and brushed it off. Two deaths might be a coincidence. But considering vehicular homicide was Becca’s go-to stress reliever, it might be more.

         “Carrie?” Graham touches my arm.

         I jerk away and shake my head. “S-sorry,” I say, when he looks hurt. “I, um…I have a headache.”

         “Do you want to go home?”

         I can’t pull my eyes away from the headline. I know Becca is dead. Footloose sent me a picture. Plus, I know she’s dead because she doesn’t have the self-control to remain missing for five months. She lives for the spotlight. She has to be dead.

         “You have today’s paper, right?” I nod at the trash can. “That one?” I’m desperate to snag it and scour the article for details but can’t stop the paranoid feeling that Graham will think it’s weird, the way you fear casually mentioning your crush’s name in conversation will convince everyone you’re obsessed with him.

         “You’re still here,” Greaves says over my shoulder.

         I jolt and whirl around. The detective eats his popcorn and watches me like I’m the main attraction.

         “What about the movie?” I demand, my voice sharper than intended, like he’s caught me midcrime.

         “It didn’t get better.” His gaze travels to the newspaper and lingers for a moment. Absolutely no one knows about Becca’s deadly hobby, and while there are plenty of people who would have described her as unlikeable and manipulative and vain and wretched, she’s never once been accused of murder. At least, not openly accused. But still, I can’t help but feel that this headline and Greaves are two points of a triangle, Becca’s the third, and I’m the unfortunate thing that connects them all.

         Graham laughs uncomfortably. “You can’t trust the critics, right?”

         Greaves picks up the paper, studying the front page as though he couldn’t see it from where he was standing. “We’ve got a wayward driver out there.”

         “And yet here you are,” I reply. “At the movies.”

         Graham gives a start. “Carrie.”

         But Greaves just laughs and holds up a hand, his fingertips shiny with butter, reminding me of the night Becca had come to my home after I’d found Footloose lying in wait in my closet. She’d had movie popcorn in her hand, butter making her lips shine.

         “No, no,” Greaves says. “That’s fair. I’d better get to work. There’s always someone out there to find.”

         “Lots of someones,” I correct. “We have one of the highest missing persons rates in the country.”

         For the first time today, Greaves looks like I’ve hit a nerve. “That’s what they say.”

         “Don’t let us stop you.”

         He folds the top of his popcorn bag, neat and methodical, and tucks the newspaper under his arm. Then he meets my eye and nods. “Never,” he promises, before walking away.

         “Carrie,” Graham mutters under his breath, “you shouldn’t goad him.”

         “I wasn’t.”

         “You were.”

         “Well, why shouldn’t I? He didn’t notice a serial killer in our town—one who nearly killed me—and he hasn’t found my sister or, like, a dozen other people. If he’s not at work, he shouldn’t be rubbing it in my face.”

         “He wasn’t—”

         “You know what?” I interrupt. “My headache’s getting worse. I need some time to myself.”

         Graham nods reluctantly. He’s got a book on his nightstand about loving someone coping with post-traumatic stress disorder, and I skimmed it one day and saw that he’d underlined a passage that said, “Sufferers need time and space, and only they can decide when they’re ready for you.” He’d underlined “only they” twice.

         “Do you still want to look at houses tomorrow?” he asks. “Or should we reschedule? I can call Misha—”

         “I still want to look,” I assure him, resisting the urge to wrinkle my nose at the mention of our wholly incompetent real estate agent, a friend of a friend of a coworker of Graham’s, which apparently means we can’t fire her. “But maybe we can go next week instead?”

         When Graham had broached the subject of us moving in together last month, I’d been surprised by how ready I was for the move. I bought my house three years ago, expecting to make wonderful, lasting memories. But then two serial killers made themselves comfortable in my home, and those dreams were dashed. With Becca and Footloose finally out of the picture, I’m ready to move on. Graham’s been dropping hints about proposing, and home ownership is a step in the right direction. Some people have skeletons in their closets, but mine are buried all over town, and after the madness of the last five months, the only thing I want now is a safe, quiet, boring life with Graham.

         “Okay,” he says. “Get some rest. Let me know if you need anything.”

         I wave and hurry away, squinting against the afternoon sunshine. It’s a beautiful day in April, the worst is behind me, and if not for that newspaper headline, I’d almost believe it.

         But I have too much terrible experience to chalk things up to coincidence, to dismiss strange happenings, to just ignore the warning signs. The alarm bells in the back of my brain aren’t panic; they’re instinct. And if someone’s truly running down people in Brampton, then that someone is Becca.

         And she’s back.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Okay, Becca’s not back. That’s ridiculous—I know. I’ve been home thirty minutes and have read both articles about the hit-and-run deaths on the Brampton Chronicle website half a dozen times. I tried searching online for more information, but perhaps because of our city’s rocketing crime rate, the deaths appear not to have warranted any other mentions.

         Plus, there’s one major difference between these deaths and the ones Becca committed: The bodies were left behind. After each of her hit-and-run murders, Becca would call me, normally in the middle of the night, to “move furniture”—i.e., meet her at a remote location where she’d be waiting with a body wrapped in her murder carpet. We’d lug it and two shovels to a random spot, dig a grave, and hide the evidence. Rinse and repeat. Thirteen times. The lack of bodies is precisely how she went unnoticed for a decade. And because she said she planted something on each body that tied the death directly to me, I’ve never had the courage to turn her in.

         According to the Chronicle, the first victim this time around was a man in his seventies named Darwin Harrow. The second, and most recent, victim was a woman in her twenties named Bindi Carmichael. I search online for Darwin but find no social media pages. Bindi has a Facebook account with three photos and a handful of brief posts, most accompanying pictures of either breakfast food or sunsets.

         The two news articles are sparse, the stories downplayed, likely trying not to stir up more fear in a town that learned six months ago it was home to a serial killer who had buried more than a dozen bodies in our local park. I make a list of the few details they provide: Darwin was crossing a quiet street when a car sped through a stop sign and hit him dead-on. It was early afternoon on a drizzly spring day when someone heard the thud and went outside to find a man’s crumpled body in the middle of the street. No one saw the car.

         Bindi was killed in the parking lot of the local mall after hours. She was found with a shopping bag containing a new pair of jeans, her body ten yards from her car. There were no skid marks to suggest the driver had attempted to stop, which indicates that whoever hit her fully intended to do so.

         The older man doesn’t exactly fit Becca’s typical victim profile. Approximately once a year her “feelings” would build, and she’d encounter someone who pissed her off enough that she decided to kill them. I don’t know what an elderly man might have done to get on her bad side, but Bindi is a different story. Becca had worked in the jewelry store at the mall since high school and killed at least two people in that same lot.

         My palms are sweaty, and the pen slips in my fingers, skidding across the page and digging a hole in the paper. If Becca were here, she’d mock me for being someone who even owns a notepad, but Becca was always able to find something about me worth ridiculing. Murder and getting under my skin were her best and only skills.

         I let out a slow breath and count backward from ten. The therapist said I needed to find a way to seek closure without finding a body, because if Becca is indeed another of Footloose’s victims, it could be years, if ever, before she’s found. I’d spent countless hours searching the city with no luck. I agree I need closure, but not for the reasons everyone believes. They think I need to accept the fact that she’s not coming back, when what I really need is a guarantee. Without a body, I’ll never be able to stop looking over my shoulder. These hit-and-run deaths are proof of that. And what’s worse? Becca’s alive and back to her old ways, mowing down innocent people when she gets the urge? Or that there’s someone new out there with the same violent tendencies?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Life as Novelty Concept Manager at a small stationery design company is not as exciting as the title might lead you to believe. It comes with an interior office and a cheap metal nameplate for my desk, but the respect of my peers has less to do with admiration for my accomplishments and more to do with the lingering fear that I had something to do with the death of our coworker Angelica, despite being cleared in the crime. I mean, Becca killed her, and I helped hide the body, but I had no idea it was going to happen. What’s not attributed to fear that they might be next on my hit list is resentment that my newfound notoriety has brought in a ton of new contracts.

         That Thursday, I’m working on my current project: a ruler in the shape of a foot, with bloody saw marks for the inches, painted toes at one end, and a jagged edge at the other. Ever since my name was leaked as Footloose’s last surviving victim, Weston Stationery has been inundated with design orders, which would be flattering if not for the fact that all the new orders feature some type of unpleasant foot fetish. It’s tacky but it pays well, and I’ll soon have a down payment to make, so I’m not turning away the work.

         I keep my door open so I don’t feel completely excluded from the office, but it does little to help me feel included. When I step out to refill my coffee that afternoon, the murmur of office gossip immediately ceases, making my short trip to the break room feel like a walk of shame. I let out a breath when I enter the small room, out of sight of suspicious eyes, and prepare to rinse out my cup, freezing when I spot the newspaper abandoned on the counter. It’s open to page 7, a single color photo on the otherwise black-and-white page. THIRD HIT-AND-RUN VICTIM DIES IN HOSPITAL.

         The coffee cup slips through my fingers and shatters on the floor, the remaining half inch of brown liquid spilling across the tiles. The cheap fluorescent lights reflect eerily on the surface of the puddle, turning it black and red, congealed blood in my bathroom, in a carpet, in my freezer.

         The fettuccini alfredo I’d had for lunch threatens to come back up, and I grip the counter, dragging in desperate breaths through my mouth. Blinking rapidly, I order myself to calm down. This has been happening since Christmas, since I’d glanced out the window of my car and seen a familiar blond head bobbing by on the street, high ponytail, bright-yellow puffer jacket. Becca. There was an intense stabbing pain in my chest, horror at her return, guilt at having the audacity to have just bought a new sweater for Graham, wrapped neatly in gold and green, something for which I’d paid extra at the mall. For living. Moving on.

         How could you? I heard her say, the words echoing in my skull like a death knell. How dare you?

         And then a car horn had honked angrily, and the blond woman turned her head and it wasn’t Becca, it wasn’t anybody special, and I’d hit the gas so hard I flooded the engine and the car stalled in the middle of the intersection.

         “Carrie?”

         I blink black spots out of my vision until my boss, Troy, comes into focus, hovering uncertainly at the entrance, half an egg salad sandwich in his hand.

         “You okay?”

         I get the impression it’s not the first—or second—time he’s asked.

         “Just fine.” The edges of the room sharpen, the blood on the floor becoming coffee once again. “I dropped my mug—that’s all.”

         I snag a piece of paper towel from the roll on the counter and crouch to blot at the mess, keeping my head ducked to hide my flaming cheeks.

         “What’s going on?”

         I hear murmuring outside the room, and then the question repeats, like a chain reaction. Like they’re all hovering out there, whispering about me, because no matter how many days and months I put between Angelica and Footloose and Becca, it’s just not enough.

         “Have you heard about this?” Troy taps his finger on the newspaper. He asks the question too loudly, like he’s trying to drown out the gossip.

         I stand and toss the paper towel in the compost. “Um, no.”

         “Three people dead from one drunk driver.” He tsks disapprovingly.

         “They know it was a drunk driver?” I cling to the word drunk almost desperately, hoping he doesn’t notice.

         “Well, no. But what else could it be? Three different people running folks over in the same month? One person doing it on purpose? C’mon. This town already had a serial killer. It’s not going to have two. Lightning doesn’t strike twice. I even asked Detective Greaves about it.” He adds that last line with just a bit too much bravado.

         Slowly, I look at him, and the bravado dissipates. “When did you talk to Detective Greaves?”

         “Um, earlier today. He came by looking for you.”

         “I didn’t know that.”

         “You’d stepped out. I thought I emailed you.”

         Heart pounding, I turn my back and grab a broom to sweep up the shattered ceramic.

         “Watch your feet,” I mutter. From the corner of my eye, I see Laverne from Promotions in the doorway, gripping her water bottle like she’s here for the hydration, not as the office spy.

         “Hi, Carrie,” she says, when I return her stare.

         “Hey, Laverne. Careful in here. It’s dangerous.”

         She clutches the red string of beads that dangle from her glasses and fails to stifle a dramatic gasp. I sweep the broom over the toe of her shoe harder than necessary, catching a piece of broken ceramic handle, and she jumps back like she’s been burned.

         “Told ya.”

         “You, uh, you got this under control, Carrie?” Troy gestures to the small pile of mug pieces I’ve gathered.

         “All good, Troy.”

         “Cool, cool. Then I guess I’ll, uh, get back to work.”

         I shoot him a smile, and he backs out of the kitchen, shooing the interlopers away. Tossing the broken mug in the trash, I snatch up the paper and take it to my office, closing the door to read and panic in private. The third victim is an unnamed forty-year-old man, run down while jogging one evening. He was unconscious but still breathing when a dog walker found him and called an ambulance to the intersection of Laurel Street and Boone Road.
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