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This cruel predator must be brought to justice.


Forensic genealogist Rowan Healy made a name for herself helping investigators trace the family trees of violent criminals who have eluded justice for years. But she shifted focus when the pressure of police cases left her burned out.


Jack Bruner has spent his detective career successfully tracking down vicious criminals – with the notable exception of the West Campus Rapist, a meticulous offender in Texas who has never been identified. Jack needs Rowan’s specialist skill to stand a chance of cracking this case.


Moved by Jack’s dedication and the brutal details of the attacks he lays out, Rowan agrees to help. When her ground-breaking DNA research sheds new light on the criminal’s background, Rowan and Jack must race against the clock to find a ruthless killer who’s growing bolder the longer he evades the law . . .
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EVIE WAITED UNTIL the third ring to pick up.


“Are you bailing?” Hannah asked.


“Sorry.”


“Evie, you promised.”


“I’m not up for it tonight.” She stripped off the sexy black tank top that she’d ridiculously put on earlier—because Drew liked it—and grabbed her terry cloth robe off the chair.


“What happened?” Hannah asked over the din of conversation, and Evie pictured her sister in the crowded sports bar where they had planned to meet.


“Nothing.”


“Not nothing. Spill it.”


Evie tied the belt and sighed. “I saw him tonight.”


“Who?”


“Drew. He came by to get Bella after work.”


Or at least, he’d claimed he had come from work. Given the beer on his breath, he had probably been to a happy hour with “the team” first.


“Oh, Eves. I’m sorry.”


She padded barefoot across the hardwood floors that she and Drew had happily picked out together. After checking the lock on the patio door, she peered out at the dim yard. Her daughter’s swing swayed in the breeze, and her Big Wheel sat abandoned on a carpet of crunchy brown leaves.


“I know that sucks,” Hannah said. “Why don’t you come out with us? You’ll feel better.”


“I’m already in bed.”


“You are not. It’s barely nine o’clock.”


Evie returned to the bottle of merlot by the fridge and topped off her glass.


“Come on,” Hannah persisted. “We’re playing darts. Blake says he’ll even let you win.”


Evie smiled. Her sister’s boyfriend was a gem, a genuine nice guy. But she didn’t want to be a third wheel again.


“Really, I’m not up for it.”


“Well.” She heard the resignation in Hannah’s voice. “You’re still coming Thursday, right?”


“Absolutely.” She took a hearty swig at the thought of her sister’s Thanksgiving potluck, which was sure to be an awkward mix of friends and coworkers. Evie had offered to bring a pie, but Hannah had assigned her mashed potatoes in a transparent attempt to make sure she didn’t cancel.


“What time are we eating again?” Evie asked.


“Um . . . I don’t know. Four, probably?”


So eight, then. Which was fine. Evie would be there all evening, which would cut into the ice cream binge that would inevitably accompany her first holiday in six years without Drew.


And Bella’s first holiday ever without her mother.


Tears burned Evie’s eyes, and she took another gulp.


“So get this,” she told Hannah. “He took my silver locket.” Fury tightened her chest as soon as the words were out. “You know the one he gave me for Mother’s Day? He stole it right out of my jewelry box.”


“Oh, come on,” Hannah said. “You probably misplaced it.”


“No. I did not.”


“Evie, the man drives a Porsche. What would he want with a silver locket?”


“He knew it would needle me.” She headed down the hall and paused at Bella’s room to switch off the light, ignoring the lingering scent of baby shampoo as she closed the door.


“Do you want me to come over?”


“No, I’m fine. I’m just being, I don’t know, emotional.”


“Hey, you’re allowed to be emotional. Your ex is a prick. How about we walk the lake tomorrow? We can catch up.”


Evie stepped into the bathroom and confronted her reflection in the mirror above the sink. Messy hair, sallow skin, dingy bathrobe. She opened the medicine cabinet and eyed the contents. The prescription sleeping pills called out to her. But she had more willpower than that. She closed the cabinet.


“What time?” she asked Hannah.


“Let’s do nine. I’ll meet you at the bridge.”


“Are you sure? Nine sounds early.”


Evie was fine with it, but Hannah’s body clock didn’t work that way. She hadn’t had kids.


“All right, let’s make it ten,” Hannah said.


“Ten at the bridge.”


“It’s a date. Love you, Eves.”


“You, too.”


She set the phone down and stared at her reflection as she took another sip. A four-mile loop around the lake would do her good. Maybe she’d stop at the grocery afterward and get some fresh produce. She could make soup. Or maybe a pie for next week. She stepped into the bedroom.


A man in a ski mask stood in the doorway.


Her wineglass crashed to the floor as she registered everything at once—the wide shoulders, the black clothes, the heavy boots.


His hands were empty, but the latex gloves he wore turned her throat to dust.


“Don’t scream, Evelyn.”


Her heart seized. He knew her name.


She thought of her cell phone in the bathroom only a few feet away. She could lock herself inside and then—


He stepped into the bedroom and pulled the door shut with a terrifying click.


Evie’s mind raced, even as time slowed to a crawl. She had to survive this. Whatever happened, she had to survive for Bella.


What did he want? Her heart thundered as her eyes returned to those gloved hands.


God help me.


She inched toward the bathroom, stalling for time.


“How”—she cleared her throat—“how did you get in here?”


The hole in the mask shifted—a flash of white teeth as his mouth formed a smile.


“I’ve been here.”
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Eight weeks later


THE LUCKY DUCK was half empty, which was just how Rowan liked it.


Johnny Cash drifted from the speakers. A young couple occupied a high-top table in the corner, and several regulars sat at the bar, chatting up Lila as she pulled a pint.


Rowan’s favorite booth was taken, so she grabbed one near the window beneath a neon SHINER BOCK sign. Lila darted her a questioning glance, and Rowan gave her a nod as she slid into the torn vinyl seat.


She grabbed the plastic menu behind the condiment bottles and looked for something decadent. She was starving, she suddenly realized. For the past five days, she had subsisted on cereal and microwave popcorn.


As she skimmed the choices, Rowan tugged the scrunchie from her hair and combed her hand through it. She probably should have showered or at least put on a clean sweatshirt before coming here. Oh well. Too late now.


“You finally came up for air.”


She looked up as Lila slid a Tanqueray and tonic in front of her.


“Thank you,” Rowan said. “You read my mind.”


Lila sipped a ginger ale—her hydration beverage of choice when she was working.


“Busy night?” Rowan asked.


“Not really.” She shrugged. “Good tips, though.”


“Has Dara been by?”


“Yes.” Lila’s eyes sparkled, and she tossed a springy brown curl over her shoulder. “She was here earlier. With a date.”


“Oh yeah?”


“They left after an hour, so you’ll have to get the scoop. Are you eating?”


“Yes, but I can’t decide.”


“Try the nachos,” Lila said. “We’ve got fresh guac today.”


“That sounds good.”


A couple walked into the bar and claimed a pair of stools on the corner. Lila eyed them as she nursed her drink. “I have to get back. I’ll give Sasha your order.”


“Thanks.”


Lila returned to her post, and Rowan scanned the faces around the room, trying to guess people’s stories. It was a game she played whenever she came here alone. All the singles tonight were regulars. Ditto the two guys shooting pool in the back. Her attention settled on the couple at the high-top. Based on their age, they might be students at the University of Texas, maybe seeking a night away from the crowds on Sixth Street. But they had a seasoned look about them. The woman’s makeup was perfect. And they both exuded the stiff body language that screamed first date.


Rowan watched them subtly from her booth. Head tilts. Intense eye contact. The woman arched her brows as she sipped her margarita through a straw, displaying just the right amount of interest in whatever the guy was saying. He rested a hand on his knee and looked confident—but slightly nervous—as he expounded on whichever first-date topic he’d selected for the evening.


A chime emanated from Rowan’s purse. She pulled out her phone and read a text from the Austin lawyer whose client Rowan had been working for all week.




Got your email. Omg TY!!





The words were followed by three halo emojis, and Rowan felt a swell of pride.


Anytime, she texted back. So glad I could help.


This attorney had sent her three referrals over the past six months, and now there would likely be more on the way. Rowan’s anemic bank account was finally getting a boost. It couldn’t come soon enough. Her December credit card bill had just come in, and she hadn’t even wanted to look at it.


“Rowan Healy?”


She jerked her head up as a man stepped over. Tall, broad-shouldered, dark hair. He wore a black leather jacket with droplets of rain clinging to it. Rowan darted a glance at Lila. Her friend didn’t look up, but she lifted an eyebrow in a way that told Rowan she’d sent this guy over here.


“Who’s asking?” Rowan responded, even though she had a sneaking suspicion she knew, based on his deep voice. Not to mention the super-direct look in his brown eyes.


“Jack Bruner, Austin PD.” He smiled slightly. “Mind if I sit?”


She sighed and nodded at the empty seat across from her.


He slid into the booth and rested his elbows on the table. He looked her over, and she managed not to squirm.


“You’re a hard woman to reach.”


Ha. He had no idea how true that was.


“How’d you know to find me here?” she asked.


“Ric Santos told me you hang out here.”


She couldn’t hide her surprise at the mention of Ric. She hadn’t known they were friends. But she probably should have guessed. Law enforcement was a tight-knit group.


She gave him what she hoped was a confident smile. “Look, Detective, I appreciate you coming all the way out here, but I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time.”


“Just listen.”


Two words.


A command, but not. When combined with that slight smile, it was more like a statement. Something she was going to do, even if she didn’t realize it yet.


Rowan felt a surge of annoyance. But again, she gave him a nod.


Sasha appeared at the table and rested her cocktail tray on her hip. “Can I get you something to drink?” she asked the detective.


“A Coke, please.”


She nodded. “Rowan?”


“I’m good, thanks.”


She walked off, her cascade of blond hair swinging behind her.


Rowan settled her attention on the detective.


“I’m with APD’s violent crimes unit, as I mentioned on the phone,” he said.


With every call, he’d politely identified himself and given a callback number. Rowan had called the number once and—equally politely—left a message with her response. But he’d stubbornly ignored it.


“I’m working on a case,” he said, “and I could use your help.”


Rowan nodded. “Like I told you before—”


He held up his hand and gave her a sharp look. Listen.


“It’s a serial offender,” he continued. “Eight sexual assaults.” His dark brows furrowed. “This guy’s careful. We’ve only recovered one DNA profile, the second attack in the series.”


“If you’ve only got one profile, how do you know it’s the same guy?”


“Because—”


Sasha was back already with a flirty smile. She placed the detective’s soft drink in front of him, and he nodded his thanks.


“Because we know,” he said after she left.


Rowan looked the man over. He had an athletic build, but not the steroid-infused look she was used to seeing with young cops. Then again, he wasn’t that young. The touch of gray at his temples told her he was maybe ten years older than she was, probably late thirties. Or maybe it was the wise look in his eyes that told her that.


She sipped her drink and waited for more.


“A while ago we had the sample analyzed by a genetic genealogist,” he said. “Spent a lot of money and time on that. They ran into some kind of wall, and the results were inconclusive, they said.”


“What’s ‘a while’?”


“Come again?”


“How long ago did you have it analyzed?”


He hesitated a beat.


“Four years.”


Rowan’s breath caught. In terms of DNA technology, four years was like four decades. A lot had changed in that time—new techniques, new tools, new profiles in the databases.


But she tried to keep her face impassive as she folded her hands in front of her.


“I appreciate your effort to track me down,” she said. It told her a lot about what kind of detective he was—precisely the kind that had prompted her to shift careers. “But unfortunately, I don’t do police work anymore. You could say I’m retired.”


“That’s not what Ric told me.”


She gritted her teeth. Damn it, she’d known doing him a favor would come back to bite her.


“Ric said you’re selective, not retired.” He paused, watching her. “He told me you gave him an assist recently and that your help was invaluable.”


“I know what you’re doing,” Rowan said. She was immune to flattery, even from smooth-talking detectives who liked to play head games. “And I can appreciate the pressure you guys must be under with a serial case. But I’m not in that line of work anymore.”


He leaned forward, and she eased back slightly.


“Let me be straight, Rowan.” His eyes bored into hers. “I need your help right now. Not next month or next year. Not whenever you get bored with what you’re doing and decide to come out of retirement. I don’t care if I sound desperate. I’m on a ticking clock here.”


Her stomach tightened at his words. And his prediction that she would backtrack on her career change irked her.


But he held her gaze across the table, and she felt that inexorable pull that had turned her life upside down too many times to count.


She took in the detective’s sharp eyes and the determined set to his jaw. She admired that determination—she had it, too—but she had to resist this time.


At this very moment, she had an inbox full of requests from prospective clients who were willing to pay top dollar for her work. Positive work. Rewarding work. The kind of work that made her get out of bed in the morning with a sense of purpose. She’d spent three years building her reputation as one of the best in her field, and the last thing she needed to do was put all those clients on hold and get sucked back into the vortex of police work.


A buzz emanated from beneath the table, and Jack Bruner took out his phone. His expression remained blank, but she caught the slight tensing of his shoulders.


A callout. Someone was dead or bleeding or in some emergency room somewhere.


He pulled out his wallet and tucked a twenty under his untouched Coke. Then he took out a business card and slid it across the table.


“My cell’s on the back. Call me if you change your mind.”


He scooted from the booth, and she felt small as he towered over her. He held out his hand.


Against her better judgment she shook it.


THE WIPER BLADES swish-swished as Jack made his way down the crowded street. Emergency vehicles lined the curbs, and even his narrow Jeep barely fit through. A cop in a yellow poncho stepped in front of him and lifted his hand. Jack held his badge up to the windshield, and the guy moved between a pair of parked cars and waved him through.


Jack scanned the street as he rolled forward. He spotted a gap between two patrol units and quickly maneuvered into the tight space. His twelve-year-old Jeep had way too many miles on it, but you couldn’t beat the turning radius.


Cutting the engine, he looked around. He had never been here, but the place was familiar. One-story houses, tidy lawns, short driveways. Jack had grown up in a neighborhood much like this one, only the streets had been named after trees instead of birds. According to the map on Jack’s phone, this particular subdivision was adjacent to a greenbelt. Mockingbird Lane was on the edge of the neighborhood, and all the homes to the west of him backed up to the woods.


Jack grabbed the police hangtag from the console and hooked it on his mirror before getting out. Cold rain pelted him, and he hunched into his jacket as he walked toward the barricade. Another yellow poncho moved to intercept him.


“This is a restricted area.”


The kid was short and stocky, midtwenties. His cheeks were flushed, and Jack could see the collar of his uniform was soaked through, despite the poncho and hat. He gave Jack a hard stare and clenched his teeth, probably to keep them from chattering.


Jack flashed his badge and then tucked it away. “Lieutenant Hood around?”


The kid leaned closer. “Lieutenant Hood? Don’t know.”


“How about Detective Rollins?”


The kid’s eyes remained guarded. “I saw Detective Hansen inside.”


Jack nodded. “What about Rollins?”


“I don’t know.”


“Go find out.”


The guy frowned. “You want me to—”


“See if Rollins is in there. I need a word.”


The cop’s expression went from guarded to flustered. Clearly, he’d been planning to man the barricade all night, not mingle with a bunch of older detectives who probably scared the shit out of him.


His Adam’s apple bobbed as he looked Jack over. “And . . . your name again?”


Jack handed him a business card, then turned away as the cop walked off.


Through the pattering rain, Jack surveyed the houses. The one directly in front of him had an abandoned skateboard in the grass and a Christmas wreath still on the door. His attention settled on the neighboring home, where the front porch was cordoned off with yellow tape. A poncho-less officer was stationed at the door, and Jack watched as his messenger stopped to inquire about Detective Rollins.


Jack turned his attention to the other side of the street. Lights were on in most of the homes, and more than a few people stood outside watching the action from the shelter of their dry front porches. Others stood in their windows, observing everything through rain-slicked glass that put an imaginary layer of protection between them and whatever Bad Thing had happened to someone else.


Jack did a slow 360 and stopped facing west, the direction of the greenbelt. A dense thicket of oaks and junipers sloped down to a swollen creek, and the feeling of dread that had been eating away at him since before Thanksgiving was back again.


Crime scenes were fragile, especially ones like this. Evidence got trampled, run over, washed away. And tonight’s weather wasn’t helping. Any shoe impressions would be long gone, and people coming and going—even the careful ones—would track in debris, some of it microscopic. Investigators had a narrow window to gather observations and evidence, and the smallest detail could make or break a case.


Jack glanced at the greenbelt again and noticed the flicker of flashlights in the trees. At least they were looking, but Jack doubted there was anything left to find.


Although, who knew? Even the most careful criminals could make mistakes.


“Jack?”


He turned around to see Heidi Rollins stalking across the lawn in her rubber boots.


“This better be good. I’m freezing my ass off.”


Heidi wore an oversize barn jacket and had her dark hair pulled back in a bun. She stepped into the street and glared up at him.


He smiled. “Long time no see.”


She crossed her arms.


“Congratulations on the promotion.”


She laughed. “That was three years ago.”


“Still.”


He took her point, though. He should have reached out to her long before now. They’d gotten their start together with Austin PD and even dated for a while. But the romance had fizzled, and a year later she moved to San Antonio, where she’d climbed swiftly up the ranks with SAPD. Heidi was ambitious and smart, and Jack hadn’t been surprised when he heard she’d been promoted to homicide.


She sighed heavily, and he noticed the faint wrinkles around her eyes that hadn’t been there the last time he saw her. He knew he had some, too.


“What gives, Jack?” She checked her watch. “I’ve got CSIs all over my crime scene, and I’d like to at least get a glimpse of what they’re scooping up before it gets shipped off to the lab.”


“Tell me about your victim,” he said.


“Why?”


“I heard she was strangled.”


Her gaze narrowed. “Where the hell did you get that?”


“Grapevine.”


She muttered a curse and looked over her shoulder. Then she turned back to him. “Cause of death is undetermined, obviously.”


“Sexual assault?”


Her lip twitched. “Undetermined.”


“Was she home alone?”


She sighed again. “Cut the crap, Jack. Why did you drive all the way down here in this rain?”


He’d always liked how she didn’t waste time.


“I’m investigating a string of sexual assaults,” he said. “There’s a choking element, and I’m wondering if it’s related.”


She frowned. “I hate to tell you, but we get sadistic assholes down here, same as y’all do up in Austin.”


“This one’s different.”


“And what makes you think they’re connected?”


“I’m hoping they’re not.”


Her attention shifted to something behind him, and her expression changed. “My lieutenant’s here. I need to go.” She looked at him. “Call me tomorrow. I’ll share what I can.”


Which might be nothing. Or she might ignore his call.


She moved to leave.


“Wait. Just tell me one thing.”


“I need to go, Jack.”


“Anything odd with the lamp?”


“The lamp?” She frowned. “What do you mean?”


“Maybe a towel or a blanket thrown over it?”


She stared at him, and the feeling of dread was back again.


“No lamp,” she said. “But there’s a T-shirt draped over the television.”


A chill settled over him as her words sank in.


He had put that detail out there like bait, mainly to make sure she didn’t blow off his call later. He hadn’t really considered how he’d feel if he found out his hunch was right. He hadn’t counted on the sharp jab of frustration from knowing that the predator who had eluded him for years was back at work again, and that he’d escalated.


Jack clenched his teeth and looked at the crime scene behind her swarming with cops and CSIs.


Heidi’s phone chimed. She pulled it from her pocket and muttered a curse.


“I’ll let you get back.”


She glanced up. “The thing with the T-shirt. How did you know that?”


“It was a guess.”


Her look turned skeptical as her phone chimed again. “I have to go, but call me tomorrow and we’ll talk.”


“Count on it.”
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THE POLICE STATION was buzzing with activity, which Rowan figured was typical for the downtown headquarters. Uniformed officers streamed back and forth through the lobby, mixing with plainclothes detectives and civilians who looked lost. A middle-aged man in a tracksuit approached the reception desk, where a frizzy-haired woman sat at a computer. She made a phone call and then directed him to a bank of chairs near a fake-looking ficus tree before returning her attention to her screen.


Rowan took a deep breath and made her approach.


“Good afternoon,” she said with a smile. “I’m here to see Detective Bruner.”


The woman didn’t look up. “Do you have an appointment?”


“No.”


“Detective Bruner isn’t in right now.”


Rowan rested her elbow on the counter. Still no eye contact. So, was he really not here, or was she getting the brush-off? Rowan knew she should have called ahead, but this stop had been impulsive. One minute she’d been eating a sandwich on a bench in front of the vital records office, and the next minute she was in her car rushing to police headquarters. Until five seconds ago, she hadn’t even been sure Jack Bruner worked here and not at some substation. But she’d figured he did because he was in violent crimes.


Rowan put another smile on her face, even though the receptionist wasn’t looking. “So . . . do you know if he’ll be back later today or—”


“I don’t.” She glanced up, clearly annoyed. “I only know that he’s out. You’re free to wait.” She nodded toward the chairs.


“Could I leave him a message?”


“Rowan?”


She turned around. Relief flooded her as Jack approached from the glass double doors. No rain-dampened leather jacket this time. He wore a blue dress shirt and a tie, and with his badge and gun on prominent display, he looked like a real detective now.


He stopped in front of her, his gaze intent, and she felt her leverage slipping as he obviously knew why she was here.


“What’s up?” he asked.


“Do you have a minute to talk? I’ve got a question for you.”


“Sure.” He glanced at the receptionist, who was watching with interest now that it was clear she and Jack were on a first-name basis. “Is Bryan back yet?”


“Haven’t seen him.”


Jack looked at Rowan, his gaze a mixture of interest and skepticism. “Come on back.”


He led her to a closed gray door and paused beside a keypad to enter a passcode. Then they stepped into a sea of gray cubicles where people talked on the phone and sat in front of computers. Except for the squelch of police radios and the occasional uniform walking around, it could have been a regular office.


She followed Jack down a row of cubicles, suddenly second-guessing her decision to come here. She was in her typical research attire—jeans and a sweatshirt—and once again, her hair was pulled up in a scrunchie. She tugged the band loose and ran a hand through her hair. At least she’d showered this morning.


Jack stopped at an empty cubicle and reached over the wall to grab a brown accordion file off the desk. Then he led her to a closed door with a placard beside it. INTERVIEW 3, it read. He tapped his knuckles on the door before pushing it open.


The room was dark. Jack switched on the light and set the accordion file on a small Formica table. He gestured to one of two gray plastic chairs.


“Have a seat,” he said. “You want anything? Water? Soft drink?”


She stepped into the room and looked over her shoulder. “No, thanks.”


What she needed was coffee. She’d been up half the night working, and she was running on fumes today.


“You sure?” he asked. “I’m grabbing a water.”


“I’m okay.”


“One sec.”


He disappeared, leaving the door ajar.


Rowan glanced around before taking a seat on the far side of the table. The room was small and windowless. Nothing on the walls. She glanced up and noted the camera mounted in the corner near the ceiling. Her gaze dropped to the fat brown accordion file he’d left on the table. Just looking at it made her heart rate speed up.


Rowan set her purse at her feet and smoothed her hair as she waited. What the hell was she doing here? She was in the middle of a project. She didn’t have time for this detour, and she definitely didn’t have time for the logistical nightmare that likely would result from it.


But here she was. Once again, she hadn’t been able to stay away.


Jack stepped back into the room, leaving the door slightly open again. Was that intentional? Probably. In her experience, men like him did most everything intentionally.


He set a bottle of water on the table and eyed her curiously as he took the chair across from her.


“Did you try calling?” he asked. “I had my phone off all morning.”


“Why?”


He smiled. “Why did I have it off?”


“Aren’t detectives supposed to keep their phones on twenty-four seven?”


He lifted an eyebrow. “Not if they’re in Judge Ferguson’s court room. I had to testify in a trial.”


He twisted the top off his bottle of water. “So, what brings you by?” he asked, as though he didn’t already know.


Rowan pulled her phone from her purse and tapped open the article she’d come across on her lunch break.


“Is this it?” She turned the screen to face him.


His brow furrowed as he read the headline: NEW ASSAULT ECHOES COLD CASES. He glanced up.


“Is that what?”


She rolled her eyes. “The thing you want my help with.”


He watched her for a long moment. “Why do you ask?”


“Because.” She sighed. “I need to know.”


“Need?”


“I want to know.” She flipped her phone over, watching his eyes now, even though she was pretty sure she already knew the answer to her question. “You didn’t tell me you were investigating the West Campus Rapist.”


His jaw tightened as he watched her.


She folded her arms. “Well? Is it him or not?”


He didn’t respond. Of course not. Even if he knew for sure, he certainly wasn’t going to tell her.


“Do you think it might be him?” she asked.


“I think . . .” He studied her face, and she could tell he was deciding whether he could trust her. “I think it’s possible.”


“So, he’s been, what, dormant all this time? I mean, I haven’t read anything about WCR in the news in five years. You’re saying he’s back?”


He watched her, his expression unreadable. She felt self-conscious as she pictured herself through this detective’s eyes. When he’d come to her for help, she’d basically told him to take a hike. Now three days later, she’d shown up at his office demanding to know more about the case.


But like most detectives she had worked with, he was stingy with information and unwilling to comment on an ongoing investigation, especially one as high-profile as this one. Now that the media had made the link between the November rape and a string of unsolved cold cases, Jack and his team wouldn’t be able to escape the spotlight.


He took a deep breath. “I guess I should have figured you keep up with current events.”


“I do, yeah.”


She folded her arms. He’d just given her confirmation without really giving it. Very smooth.


And now she was in a quandary—a quandary she’d created for herself by coming over here and asking for info about his case, the same case she’d refused to be roped into helping with only days before.


“I’ll do it.”


His eyebrows shot up. “You will?”


“You know I will. You knew it the second you saw me here.”


He didn’t bother denying that.


“Thank you,” he said, trying to sound humble. But she doubted that would last long. He wasn’t the humble type.


“I have a condition, though.”


His eyebrows shot up again, and this time his surprise looked genuine. “What is it?”


“I want the original profile.”


“How do you mean?”


“From the DNA lab. I want the raw genetic data.”


He frowned. “As opposed to what?”


“As opposed to some other genetic genealogist’s report that you want me to build on or extrapolate from. Or some other half-baked research that you think is going to give me a head start.”


“Okay.” He sounded wary, as though he didn’t see the point of her condition.


“I do my own research,” she told him. “And I do it from scratch.”


The corner of his mouth ticked up. “You don’t trust other people?”


“No.” She waited a beat. “Do you?”


“Not really, no.”


She nodded. “I have certain methods I’ve developed, and I don’t want to be tripped up by someone else’s mistakes. So I start each case from zero. Just give me the data and I’m good to go.”


“What about payment? Are you planning to work pro bono?”


She tipped her head to the side. “Nice try.”


He smiled.


“I charge by the hour. Some jobs are fast, some aren’t, but I work as efficiently as I can.”


Damn, she was really doing this. She’d thought she’d gotten away from police work, yet here she was about to take on his case. She picked up her purse and set it on the table. The detective watched her as she unzipped her bag and pulled out a business card.


“Send me an email, and I’ll get you my rates and bio,” she said, handing him the card.


“I don’t need all that.”


“No?”


“I already know I want to hire you.” He glanced at the card, then slid it aside. “Ric tells me you’re a wizard when it comes to genealogy.”


“I don’t know about ‘wizard,’ but . . . I have a strong track record. How long until you can get me that info?”


He pulled the fat brown accordion file toward him and unhooked the rubber band holding it closed. She watched with interest as he thumbed through the file and tugged out a slim manila folder.


He pushed it across the table toward her, and she was surprised to see R. Healy scrawled across the tab.


She looked up at him accusingly. “You assumed I’d say yes.”


He smiled, laying on the charm again.


“I didn’t assume—I hoped.”


BRYAN WATCHED JACK return to his desk.


“Who was that?” he asked as Jack sat down.


For a moment his partner didn’t respond. He seemed deep in thought as he jotted something on a notepad. Then he looked up.


“Rowan Healy.”


Bryan frowned.


“The genealogist I told you about.”


“That was her? I was picturing an old lady.”


Jack scooted in his chair and tapped open his email, clearly not wanting to acknowledge the fact that the pretty young genealogist had come to visit him at work.


“Well, what’s the deal? Is she going to help us?” Bryan asked.


“Maybe.”


“Why ‘maybe’?”


“She agreed to try.”


“Which is huge, right? Ric said she’s amazing. If she agreed to give it a look—”


“Don’t,” Jack said.


“Don’t what?”


“Get too excited. We’ve been down this road before.”


Well, not “we” exactly. Bryan hadn’t been down this road at all. His work on the case had started with a callout to Evelyn Wood’s house back in November. The seven other rape cases—all of them stone cold, at this point—had happened before Bryan even got his detective’s shield.


But Jack was a different story. He’d been working this thing for years. Of course Bryan was aware of the cases—everyone knew about the West Campus Rapist. Austin was a college town, and the guy’s rampage had struck fear in the heart of every woman in the city for two long years. But then the attacks had stopped, and the story faded from the news and drifted from people’s minds.


But not Jack’s. He was still hung up on the case, to the point that some people said he was obsessed with it.


Bryan hadn’t agreed with that take—at least not until recently. His partner seemed so relaxed and laid back, Bryan had a hard time imagining him being obsessed with anything.


But that was before November. From the moment Bryan and Jack set foot inside Evelyn Wood’s bedroom two months ago, it was like a switch flipped. Jack’s whole demeanor changed as he surveyed the room. He told Bryan later that he’d walked in and experienced a sick sense of déjà vu.


Jack had been fixated on the investigation, to the exclusion of almost everything else, ever since.


Bryan watched Jack now as he scrolled through a police report on his computer. It was the San Antonio homicide from three days ago. Jack believed that case was connected, too, although Bryan wasn’t convinced.


Jack glanced up. “What?”


Bryan leaned back in his chair. “So, what’s her timeline?” he asked, getting back to the genealogist.


“I gave her the file. She’s on it.”


“Did you tell her we’re in a hurry? This isn’t just some cold case?”


“She understands.”


Bryan studied his partner’s expression. “I’m surprised you’re not more excited. You’ve been trying to pin her down for weeks.”


“If she delivers? Then I’ll get excited.”


“Ric said she’s the best.”


“Yeah, well. Let’s see what she does.”
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JACK TAPPED THE brakes as he approached the low-water bridge.


“I just talked to Heidi,” Liz said over the phone. “The labs are in on that homicide.”


“Already?”


“Yeah, and everything’s negative for DNA.”


“Nothing at all?”


“Zip.”


Jack cursed.


“Tell me about it,” Liz said.


Liz Lasco specialized in sex crimes and had interviewed WCR’s victims after the attacks, collecting an amazing number of key details. Coaxing information from traumatized rape victims was difficult but necessary. Liz’s interview skills were unparalleled, and Jack knew his investigation would be nowhere without her.


“So, no DNA, but same lubricant,” Liz continued. “Which means we know he used a condom. That’s what we expected though, right? I mean, no prints, either, so we already knew he wore gloves. This guy’s meticulous.”


A “meticulous” rapist. Given the violence of the crimes, Jack had a hard time accepting it. But the surviving victims all had said he used a condom.


The most recent attack represented a turning point, a critical break in the pattern. Jack had been hoping for a break in his “meticulous” pattern, too, but now the samples collected at the autopsy were telling a different story.


“What else did Heidi say?” Jack asked.


“Not a lot. Seemed like she was in a hurry. She wants you to call her later.”


The road curved again, and again Jack tapped the brakes. This place was way the hell out here, and he checked his phone again to make sure he had the directions right. It seemed like he should have been there by now.


“Jack?”


“Yeah, I’ll call her and see what else she knows.”


“I have to tell you, she sounded skeptical.”


“She is.”


“Why?”


“Not sure,” Jack said, although he could guess.


Heidi, like most detectives, probably didn’t want to believe the unidentified subject she was looking for was a transplant from a different location where he’d struck multiple times before. That would make him a serial offender, one who had eluded police for years. Another factor was the jurisdictional headache such a development would create. It would be one thing if police in the other jurisdiction could offer a suspect list, or a giant case file filled with tantalizing clues. But despite years of effort, Jack had nothing close to that.


“So, you’ll talk to her?” Liz asked.


“Yeah.”


“Good, because it would be nice to get her on board.”


“Yeah.”


“Adding her case to the mix would get the L-T’s attention.”


“I know.”


Their lieutenant was another skeptic, probably for many of the same reasons as Heidi. If their string of unsolved rape cases turned out to be linked to a recent murder in San Antonio, the result would be a shitstorm—for both departments, but especially for Austin, which had been sitting on the cases for years.


A brown blur dashed across the road, and Jack slammed on the brakes.


“Shit!”


“You okay?”


“Almost hit a deer.” He looked at the scrub brush where the buck had disappeared.


“Where the hell are you?”


“West of town. Listen, I’ll circle back with Heidi and let you know tomorrow.”


“See you then.”


Jack clicked off and checked his rearview mirror for headlights, but he seemed to have this windy old road to himself. He pulled onto the shoulder and read Rowan’s cryptic message again.




Left on Juniper Rd, go a mile past the bridge until the big cactus on left. U cant miss it





Well, evidently you could miss it, because it had been over a mile since he’d passed the bridge, and he hadn’t seen a cactus anywhere. He checked for traffic and started to pull a U-turn.


And then he spotted it. A giant brown cactus on the side of the road. It was a saguaro, well over ten feet tall, made of rusted iron. The sculpture was spotlit from the base, and Rowan was right—he should have noticed it. He probably would have if he hadn’t been distracted on the phone.


Jack made the U-turn and hooked a right onto the private driveway beside the sculpture. He passed through an open gate and followed a narrow gravel road. Jack checked Rowan’s text again as he bumped over the ruts.




Green house on the left after wall.





Jack curved around, and his headlights swept over a tall limestone wall. He spied a clump of oak trees beside a red barn. Tucked beneath one of the oaks was a small green structure that looked more like a shed than a house. A silver Corolla that Jack recognized from the Lucky Duck was parked right out front.


He pulled in next to the Corolla and cut the engine as he looked around.


This place wasn’t what he’d pictured. But then, nothing about Rowan Healy was what he’d expected after talking to Ric. His friend had described her as brainy and introverted. Not exactly the type to show up at police headquarters and dictate her conditions for taking Jack’s project.


Ric had warned him he was going to have to do some convincing to get her to work for him. That part had been right on.


She’s best in her field, and laser-focused—but only if you can get her attention. She’s not taking many new cases.


Jack shoved open his door, letting in a waft of cold air. He grabbed his file and got out, and his boots sank into the sodden grass. It had been drizzling all afternoon, finally letting up during his drive over here.


He looked at the big red barn again, noting the foggy glass doors with a white glow behind them. Glass doors on a barn. That was a new one. A high-pitched buzz, like maybe a Skil saw, emanated from inside the building.


Jack turned his attention to the little green cottage. Blinds covered the windows, and thin strips of light seeped through the slats. He crossed the weedy lawn, checking out Rowan’s car. Her inspection sticker was three months overdue.


The porch light was out, but he could still make out a brass door knocker in the shape of a disembodied fist. He stared at the fist for a moment before rapping his knuckles on the door.


Jack waited in the wet chill, eyeing the sagging gutters and chipping green paint. The place clearly needed work, but the welcome mat looked new, and the steps were lined with pots of purple and yellow pansies.


The door swung open, and Rowan looked him over. She wore jeans again, along with a gray tank top that left her arms bare. Her hair was damp, as though she’d just gotten out of the shower.


“You made it,” she said.


“Yep.”


“Damn, it’s cold.” She stepped back. “Come in, come in.”


Jack wiped his boots on the mat before entering. Tonight he wore jeans and an APD golf shirt, and Rowan’s gaze went to his holster as she ushered him inside.


Her warm living room smelled like pepperoni. A gray cat was curled up on a red velvet sofa that looked like it belonged to someone’s grandmother.


“Who’s in your barn?” he asked, nodding over his shoulder.


“You mean the studio? That’s Skyler. She’s the artist in residence.”


“Oh yeah?”


“Well, sculptor, to be precise. That’s what she’s known for. She did the iron cactus you saw by the gate. This ranch belongs to her stepdad.”


Rowan turned and locked the door. “Any trouble finding it?”


“Nope.”


He gazed down at her, marveling again at her deep blue eyes. It was the first thing he’d noticed at the bar the other night. That and the fact that she was clearly pissed off that he’d tracked her down after she’d spent days dodging his phone calls.


She turned away. “I’m just finishing dinner. You hungry?”


“No,” he lied, following her into a tiny kitchen with checkered linoleum flooring. There was a drop-leaf table in the middle and mismatched chairs.


“You sure? I’ve got extra.” She nodded at the old white stove where a pepperoni pizza sat on a baking sheet.


“I’m good,” he said.


“How about a drink? I have Coke, Snapple, water.”


She leaned back against the counter and crossed her feet at the ankles. She wore brown leather slippers with a fuzzy white lining. He looked up and tried not to get distracted by her breasts in that shirt.


“There’s some beer in there, too, I think.”


“I’m fine, thanks,” he said, even though he would have liked to have a beer with her. But he was here on business.


“I was surprised by your message,” he told her.


“Why?”


“I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon.”


She lifted her shoulder. “Actually, I would have been done sooner but I smacked into that wall you mentioned.”


Jack’s pulse quickened. He hadn’t wanted to get his hopes up, but there was no mistaking the flare of excitement in her eyes.


“And?” he asked.


“And come take a look.”


She turned and led him into a glassed-in sunporch that seemed to be an add-on to the little house. On the far wall was a table with two computers—a notebook and a desktop with an oversize monitor. Mounted on the wall above the monitor was a pair of copper angel wings. Created by the sculptor in residence maybe? Beside the desk was a green armchair piled with files and paperwork.


Rowan leaned over the keyboard and turned to smile at him. “I managed to break through.”


Jack moved closer to look over her shoulder, catching the scent of her shampoo. She tapped the mouse and brought the screen to life, and Jack leaned in to study the columns filled with numbers. He glanced at her.


“Let’s back up, though,” she said, probably sensing that the information on her screen was Greek to him. “How much do you know about genetic genealogy? In terms of new developments in the field?”


“Not nearly as much as you.”


“So, a lot of this goes back to the fallout from the Golden State Killer investigation. Law enforcement uploaded the killer’s DNA profile to a public site, and after he was arrested, there was a backlash from privacy advocates—which I get, actually. The site’s users hadn’t given permission for police to comb through their DNA data. So, anyway, now this site specifically tells people that they permit law enforcement usage—which is good news for cold case detectives.”


“It’s the best tool we have now,” Jack said. “A bunch of cases are seeing the light of day again.”


“And despite the initial backlash, plenty of people have no problem with cops using their genetic data to catch rapists and murderers, so the database keeps growing by leaps and bounds.” She turned to her computer. “So, these genealogy sites are great, but it’s not like they do all the work for you. Basically, they can provide you with a list of ‘matches’ ”—she did air quotes with her hands—“and I hate that term, because it isn’t really a match but more of an overlap. You get a list of individuals that share your sample’s DNA. Of course, it’s not a list of names. That would be too easy. People on these sites often use aliases or anonymous email addresses. So part of my work is sorting out who’s who. You follow?”


He nodded.


“And there are a lot of clues to work with that aren’t about the DNA. We can narrow down possibilities with geography—who lived near the crime? And age—who was alive and physically capable when the crime was committed? And sex—we know the crime was committed by a male. So, all those factors helped me focus my search.” She turned to her screen. “I don’t know what kind of results you got back the first time, but I got two promising matches. The closer match—or the one with more overlap—was on the mother’s side so—”
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