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				About the Book

				Lisa Gardner’s next thriller following her runaway New York Times bestseller Find Her takes her wildly popular brand of suspense to new heights.

				Thirteen-year-old Sharlah Nash knows that the first time her brother killed eight years ago, he did it to save their lives.

				Now retired FBI profiler Pierce Quincy and his wife Rainie Conner have offered Sharlah a new life of safety. She desperately wants to believe this is her shot at happily ever after.

				Then two people are murdered in their local convenience store and Sharlah’s brother is identified as the killer.

				Telly Ray Nash is on the hunt for Sharlah and as the death count rises it becomes clear that nothing and no one, including Pierce and Rainie, will stop him getting to her.

				Now, Sharlah has one chance to take control.

				She can run for her life . . . or turn and face the danger right behind her.
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				Praise

				Praise for Find Her:

				‘Original, chilling and so gripping I had to remind myself to take a breath. Lisa Gardner’s Find Her is a sure-fire bestseller’ Clare Mackintosh

				‘Fast-paced with edge-of-the-seat writing that you won’t be able to put it down’ Daily Express

				‘An absolute master of the psychological suspense novel. This story proceeds at a breathless pace, springing surprises at every turn and building up the tension to an almost unbearable level’ Sharon Bolton

				Praise for Crash & Burn:

				‘Astonishingly gripping, heartbreaking, and as vivid as if you’re living the heroine’s nightmare yourself’ Sophie Hannah

				‘Expertly crafted’ Publishers Weekly

				‘Lisa Gardner never disappoints’ Suspense Magazine

				Praise for Fear Nothing:

				‘Her most intriguing and complex novel to date . . . Only an author as talented as Gardner could make the book so immensely satisfying’ Huffington Post

				‘Gardner continues to show why she is on the short list of top thriller writers today’ Associated Press

				Praise for Touch & Go:

				‘Gardner keeps the suspense high and the unforeseen twists coming right until the last page’ Sunday Mirror

				‘Even readers who figure out the ringleader long before Tessa and Wyatt will get behind on their sleep turning pages to make sure they’re right’ Kirkus Reviews

				Praise for Catch Me:

				‘Well-wrought suspense . . . Gardner skillfully tacks back and forth . . . Fans should enjoy the numerous cameos by characters from other Gardner novels’ Publishers Weekly

				‘Gardner brings the ingredients to a rolling boil . . . Irresistible high-wire melodrama’ Kirkus Reviews

				Praise for Love You More:

				‘Lisa Gardner’s books come with a built-in set of hands. They reach up out of the pages, grab you by the lapels, and hold you until you’ve read to the final, suspense-filled sentence. And Love You More is no exception’ Linwood Barclay

				‘Lisa Gardner is an amazing writer. Her characters are multi-dimensional and believable, and they tell the kinds of stories that grip you right from the first page’ Karin Slaughter

				‘This book had me at the author’s name. Lisa Gardner . . . No one owns this corner of the genre the way she does’ Lee Child

				Praise for Live To Tell:

				‘Gardner has another hit on her hands’ Kirkus Reviews

				‘An utterly gripping if profoundly uncomfortable story that could cause sleepless nights’ Irish Independent

				Praise for The Neighbour:

				‘Full of inventive twists, this highly entertaining novel delivers a shocking solution as well as a perfectly realized sense of justice’ Publishers Weekly

				‘Suspenseful and stylish . . . This is certainly Gardner’s most complex novel, and it will be a definite treat for her fans’ Booklist

				Praise for Say Goodbye:

				‘Suspense of the highest order’ Daily Mirror

				‘Some of this novel gave me shivers up my spine. It is definitely not one for arachnophobes, but everyone else should love it’ Independent on Sunday

				‘A ripped-from-the-headlines authenticity’ Entertainment Weekly

				Praise for Hide:

				‘A brilliant book, not to be missed under any circumstances’ Independent on Sunday

				‘Gripping, the protagonists earn quick sympathy, and the pages turn with speed’ The Wall Street Journal

				Praise for Gone:

				‘Good news: There are no damsels in distress here – the wife, their daughter and a female sheriff all kick butt. It’s a whodunit until the very end’ Glamour

				‘With each new novel, Lisa Gardner performs the seemingly impossible task of surpassing her prior efforts. This is an unforgettable tale’ Bookreporter.com

				Praise for Alone:

				‘There is an impressive air of gathering menace . . . This is not a book you’d want to read alone in a dimly lit place’ Guardian

				‘Fast-moving . . . Makes [Gardner] a match for many of her best-selling compatriots’ Sunday Telegraph

				Praise for The Killing Hour:

				‘With tight plotting, an ear for forensic detail and a dash of romance, this is a truly satisfying sizzler in the tradition of Tess Gerritsen and Tami Hoag’ Publishers Weekly

				‘Gardner keeps us guessing . . . She also keeps us on edge’ LA Times

				‘Genuinely creepy’ Booklist

				Praise for The Survivors Club:

				‘A high-octane, nerve-jangling tale of suspense’ Harlan Coben

				‘Starts fast and never stops moving. The plot is clever, complex and original’ Phillip Margolin

				‘When it comes to suspense, nobody does it better’ Jayne Ann Krentz

				Praise for The Next Accident:

				‘A fiendishly well choreographed dance of death’ Booklist

				‘Accomplished’ Kirkus Reviews

				Praise for The Third Victim:

				‘Riveting, hold-your-breath suspense’ Iris Johansen

				‘A suspenseful, curl-up winter read, this thriller teems with crisp, realistic dialogue and engaging characters’ Publishers Weekly

				Praise for The Other Daughter:

				‘Sheer terror . . . A great read’ Booklist

				‘Once again, Gardner serves up suspense at a furious pace’ Publishers Weekly

				Praise for The Perfect Husband:

				‘A dark, powerful tale of nerve-shattering suspense’ Tami Hoag

				‘A chilling story of revenge and betrayal, with one of the creepiest villains I’ve ever read’ Iris Johansen

				‘An unforgettably evil villain and a throat-gripping climax make The Perfect Husband a real page-turner!’ Tess Gerritsen
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				Prologue

				Had a family once.

				Father. Mother. Sister. Lived in our very own double-wide. Brown shag carpet. Dirty gold countertops. Peeling linoleum floors. Used to race my Hot Wheels down those food-splattered counter-tops, double-loop through ramps of curling linoleum, then land in gritty piles of shag. Place was definitely a shit hole. But being a kid, I called it home.

				Mornings, wolfing down Cheerios, watching Scooby-Doo without any volume so I wouldn’t wake the ’rents. Getting my baby sister up, ready for school. Both of us staggering out the front door, backpacks nearly busting with books.

				Important to read. Someone told me that. Mom, Dad, grandparent, teacher? Don’t remember now, but somewhere I got the message. Book a day. Like an apple. So after school I headed off to the library, sister still in tow. Read some books, ’cause God knows we didn’t have any fruit.

				I liked Choose Your Own Adventures. Each scene had a cliffhanger ending, where you had to decide what would happen next. Turn left in the forbidden temple or turn right? Pick up the cursed treasure or walk on by? In the Choose Your Own Adventure books, you were always the one in control.

				Then I’d read Clifford the Big Red Dog to my little sis. Not old enough to read yet, she’d point and laugh at the pictures.

				Sometimes, the librarian would sneak us snacks. She’d say stuff like, Someone left behind their bag of chips. Would you like them? I’d say, Nah. She’d say, Go on, better you than me. Potato chips aren’t good for my girlish figure.

				Eventually my sister would grab the chips, eyes greedy. She was always hungry back then. We both were.

				After library, home.

				Sooner or later, always had to go home.

				My mom had this smile. When she was in the right mood, having a ‘good day’, oh, that smile. She’d ruffle my hair. Call me her little man. Say how proud she was of me. And hug me. Big, strong hugs, envelopes of cigarette smoke and cheap perfume. I loved that smell. I loved the days my mother smiled.

				Sometimes, if things were going really well, she’d fix dinner. Spaghetti noodles with ketchup – that’ll leave a stain, she’d cry gaily, slurping up noodles. Ramen noodles with scrambled eggs – dinner for fifteen cents, now we’re living the dream, she’d declare. Or my favorite, Kraft macaroni and cheese – it’s the nuclear orange color that makes it special, she’d whisper.

				My little sister would giggle. She liked my mother in this mood. Who wouldn’t?

				Dad was usually at work. Bringing home the bacon. When he had a job. Gas station attendant. Night clerk. Warehouse stocker.

				Stay in school, he’d tell me, afternoons when we came home in time to watch him button up yet another grimy uniform. Fucking real world, he’d tell me. Fucking bosses.

				Then off he’d go. And my mom would appear from the hazy cloud of their bedroom to start dinner. Or the door would never open, and I’d get out a can opener instead. Chef Boyardee. Campbell’s soup. Baked beans.

				My sister and I didn’t talk those nights. We ate in silence. Then I’d read her more Clifford, or maybe we’d play Go Fish. Quiet games for quiet kids. My sister would fall asleep on the sofa. Then I’d pick her up, carry her off to bed.

				‘Sorry,’ she’d say sleepily, though neither of us knew what she was apologizing for.

				Had a family once.

				Father. Mother. Sister.

				But then the father worked less and less and drank more and more. And the mother . . . Dunno. Drugs, booze, her own foggy mind? Parental units appeared less and less to cook, clean, work. More and more to fight, scream, yell. Mom, hurling plastic plates across the kitchen. Dad, punching a hole through the cheap drywall. Then both would guzzle more vodka and do the whole thing all over again.

				Sister took to sleeping in my room, while I sat by the door. ’Cause sometimes, the parents had guests over. Other boozers, druggies, losers. Then all bets were off. Three, four, five in the morning. Locked doorknob rattling, strange voices crooning, ‘Hey, little kids, come out and play with us . . .’

				My sister didn’t giggle anymore. She slept with the light on, ragged copy of Clifford clutched in her hands.

				While I kept watch with a baseball bat balanced across my knees.

				Then, morning. House finally quiet. Strangers passed out on the floor. As we crept around them, stealing into the kitchen for the Cheerios box, then grabbing our backpacks and tiptoeing out the door.

				Rinse, spin, repeat.

				Repeat. Repeat. Repeat.

				Had a family once.

				But then the father drank or shot up or snorted too much. And the mom – envelopes of cigarette smoke and cheap perfume – started to scream and scream and scream. While my sister and I watched wide-eyed from the sofa.

				‘Shut up, shut up, shut up,’ the father yelled.

				Scream. Scream. Scream.

				‘Fucking bitch! What’s wrong with you?’

				Scream. Scream. Scream.

				‘I said, SHUT UP!’

				Kitchen knife. Big one. Butcher knife, like from a slasher film. Did she grab it? Did he? Don’t remember who had it first. Can only tell you who had it last.

				My father. Raising the knife up. Bringing the knife down. Then my mother wasn’t screaming anymore.

				‘Shit!’

				My father, turning to my sister and me. Bloody knife, drip, drip, drip. And I knew then, what he’d do next.

				‘Run,’ I told my little sister as I dragged her off the sofa, shoved her toward the hall.

				The shag carpet slowed him down. But the peeling linoleum tripped us up. As we raced through the double-wide, silent in our terror, I passed my sister, scooped her up, little legs still churning through the air.

				I could hear him, right behind me. I could feel his breath on my neck, already picture the blade slicing between my bony shoulder blades. I threw my sister into my bedroom.

				‘Lock the door!’

				Then sprinting down the hall, my father and his bloody knife close behind.

				I bolted into my parents’ bedroom. Leapt onto the bed.

				‘Fucking kid. Stay still, stay still, stay still.’

				Knife going up, knife going down. Shredding the bedding. Tearing into the mattress.

				I jumped down the other side. Grabbed anything I could find from the top of the bureau. Empty wine bottles, beer cans, perfume. Hurled them into my father’s beet-red face.

				‘Shit shit shit.’

				Then, as he staggered, I jumped back over the bed, whirling around him. I heard the slash of the knife. Felt the burning pain in my shoulder. But then I was clear, hammering down the hall. If I could make it out the front door, into the yard, cry for the neighbors . . .

				And leave my little sister behind?

				Then she was there. Standing in my bedroom doorway. Holding out the baseball bat.

				I didn’t hesitate. I grabbed the wooden bat. I raced into the family room, turning at the last second, assuming the proper stance.

				My father. Wild eyes. Flushed face. Lights on, I thought, but no one home.

				He raised the bloody knife.

				I swung with all my might. Felt the connection, a solid, wet smack, as I knocked it out of the park. My father, falling down, down, down, knife dropping into the carpet.

				And still I swung the bat. Bam. Bam. Bam.

				Repeat. Repeat. Repeat.

				My little sister, suddenly appearing beside me.

				‘Telly, Telly, Telly.’

				Myself, looking up. Wild eyes. Flushed face. Lights on but no one home.

				‘Telly!’ my baby sister cried one last time. As I lifted the bat.

				Had a family.

				Once.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				Sheriff Shelly Atkins wasn’t supposed to be in the law enforcement business anymore. Ten years after a fire had left her torso and upper shoulder a ropey mess of scars, not to mention ruined her hip, she’d hung up her hat, so to speak. Taking up an anonymous benefactor’s offer of a once-in-a-lifetime trip to Paris (retired FBI agent Pierce Quincy, she remained certain), she’d initially salved her wounds with French crepes, French wine, and French museums.

				Then she came home. Set herself up with a steady schedule of walking the beach, hiking the woods, keeping herself busy. Her replaced hip did best when in motion, the soreness of an active day far better than the knifing ache of idleness. And roaming the great outdoors, she was less likely to remember. A woman with her number of scars was definitely best off not remembering.

				Then two years ago, the sitting county sheriff, an outsider whom the locals had never quite taken to, had resigned abruptly. Some whispers of impropriety, but nothing the DA could prove. Either way, the county found itself sheriff-less. And Shelly . . .

				She wasn’t a beautiful woman. Not even pretty, and that was before the fire had turned half her body into a Picasso painting. She had the solid build of a plow horse and the kind of no-nonsense face that invited men to talk to her at bars while still eyeing the prettier girl three seats down.

				She had no family, no children, not even a pet goldfish, because she was never entirely certain she wouldn’t take off again.

				Basically, eight years after the fire had nearly killed her, Shelly had managed to add nothing and no one to her life. Mostly, she missed her job like hell. Not to mention the people she’d once worked with.

				So she’d run for sheriff. And given that she was still remembered as something of a hometown hero for saving a federal agent from that fire, the locals had enthusiastically voted her back into office, bum hip, scarred torso, and all.

				Which meant, Shelly reminded herself now as she drove, lights flashing, that she had only herself to blame. A report of shots fired this time of year? Not good for the local sheriff, nor the business leaders who counted on the quaint coastal town’s sleepy reputation to remain, well, sleepy.

				Hour was still early, just after eight, which argued for either cranky good old boys who were still half-skunked from their excesses the night before, or disillusioned tourists who’d finally figured out that camping in a heat wave wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Normally, August in these parts wasn’t so bad, especially with the ocean breeze helping keep temperatures reasonable. But the mercury had been topping a hundred for the past five days and bringing tempers with it.

				In a rural community of five thousand, where the number of guns probably did outnumber the total population, maybe a report of shots fired had been only a matter of time. Dispatch had provided the address, a gas station/convenience store at the edge of town, and Shelly had personally taken charge. Both her deputies had already logged overtime working the normal summertime nuisance calls, so she felt it was the least she could do. And while she wasn’t happy about gunshots in her town, she wasn’t terribly concerned. Overall, Bakersville, Oregon, was most famous for its cheese, trees, and ocean breeze. Sure, it also had a growing meth problem, but policing in these parts was hardly big-city stress.

				Headed north, having already made it through the blink-or-you’ll-miss-it downtown, Shelly was approaching the county’s biggest claim to fame: the cheese factory. Even with lights flashing, she had to blare her horn to weave her way through the thick line of RVs and campers already stacked up, waiting to turn into the parking lot. Given the already hotter-than-hell morning, most of the tourists were probably planning on ice cream for breakfast. When she completed this call, Shelly might join them. Community policing. Eat ice cream, mingle with locals. Sounded like a plan to her.

				North of the factory, traffic died down and Shelly picked up speed. Road was narrower here, winding through sharp bends as it twisted its way along the rocky coast. Then, five miles after a turn-in for yet another campground, Shelly arrived at her location: the EZ Gas.

				Shelly swung in, killing the lights while appraising the scene. She saw one truck parked in front of the twin gas pumps, a battered Ford that had seen better days. Otherwise the place appeared quiet. Shelly got on her radio, alerted dispatch that she’d arrived. Then, picking up her broad-brimmed hat from the seat beside her, she placed it on her head and climbed out of her white sheriff’s SUV.

				First thing that struck her: the absence of sound. That, much as anything, set her nerves on edge. In a hot hazy August, when the local businesses were as busy as they were gonna get, the quiet here . . . It wasn’t a good kind of quiet. Shelly’s hand went to her holster. She automatically shifted her stance sideways, making herself less of a target, as she approached the front of the worn-looking convenience store.

				Smell hit her next. Coppery, thick. An odor even a small-town sheriff knew better than she would’ve liked.

				The faded red pickup, midnineties, was to her left, the open glass door to the small convenience store to her right. Shelly paused, considering. Vehicle appeared unoccupied, which left the store as the main area of concern. She moved closer to the exterior wall, bottom half blocked by giant coolers of ice, upper windows plastered with various posters advertising cheap beer. Hand still on her holster, she tucked herself beside the ice coolers and peered through the open door.

				Nothing to see. And again, nothing to hear. Not the ring of the cash register. Not the murmur of voices as the clerk rang up the sale from the truck owner. Just that smell. Thick and pungent in sweltering August heat.

				Then, a sound did reach her ears: soft, steady.

				The drone of flies. Lots and lots of flies.

				Shelly knew then what she’d be finding inside.

				A brief pause while she did the smart thing and radioed dispatch for backup. Then, shoulders squared, she unsnapped her holster, removed her Glock 22.

				Entered the store.

				First victim had gone down ten feet inside the entrance. Body was on its back, spreadeagle, a bag of chips just beyond the twenty-something male’s out-flung hand. Local, was Shelly’s first guess, as she eyed the worn jeans, unlaced boots, grime-smeared T-shirt. Probably a farm boy, she thought, then caught an extra whiff of something rotten and quickly changed her mind. Fishing. Definitely a boat hand or a particularly pungent job like that. Maybe he’d just gotten in from an early morning haul and had come dashing in for a snack. Now he bore a single shot to the forehead, more bloody holes in the chest. Given the slack features, chances were the kid had never even seen it coming.

				Next body was behind the counter. Female this time. Eighteen, nineteen? Second victim. Or certainly shot after the salt-jonesing customer, because the female had seen it coming. Body had fallen in a twisted hump, as if she’d turned, tried to run, only to remember she was boxed in, imprisoned by the counter in front and a wall of tobacco products to the back. She’d gotten a hand up. Shelly could see the bullet hole straight through the palm.

				She didn’t need to see the rest of the damage to know it’d been fatal.

				Inside, the sound was louder. The damn flies, drawn by the smell of blood, and now concentrated on twin targets.

				It’s funny, the things that can get to a woman. Shelly had seen terrible auto accidents, hunting tragedies, even a few combine incidents. She knew gore and dismemberment. Small towns were hardly the idyllic sanctuaries portrayed on TV. And yet the flies.

				The damn flies . . .

				She focused on breathing through her mouth. Slow, deep breaths. Procedure. Now, more than ever, protocol mattered. She needed to alert her detectives unit, plus the county DA and ME’s office. Calls to make, work to do.

				A movement to her left.

				Shelly whirled, hands together, arms straight, already raising her Glock. End of the candy aisle, right before the wall of cold drinks, she spotted some kind of wire rack, quivering. She dropped into a crouch, making herself less of a target. Deep breath in, deep breath out. Time for business.

				She headed down the outer aisle, where she could come at her target from the side. She was sweating profusely, the beads of moisture stinging her eyes. Flies. The drone of flies, interrupted only by the shuffling of her heavy-soled boots against the linoleum floor. Despite her best intentions, her breathing was too loud, ragged in the unnaturally still air.

				She wasn’t wearing a vest. Too hot, too uncomfortable. And even responding to a call of shots fired . . . Bakersville wasn’t that kind of town. Not that kind of community.

				She of all people should’ve known better.

				End of aisle, she slowed. Rack wasn’t moving anymore. She strained for the sound of movement, say, an unknown shooter creeping down the other side of the aisle or sneaking up behind her.

				Nothing.

				Deep breath in. Release slowly.

				One, two, three.

				Sheriff Shelly Atkins pivoted sharply, Glock straight ahead, homing in on the target.

				But the aisle was empty, the wire rack of snack bags still. No movement from anywhere in front of the wall of refrigerators housing cold drinks.

				Shelly straightened slowly. Aisle by aisle now, step by step.

				But whatever had caused the disturbance was long gone. Maybe just an errant breeze or Shelly’s own nerves.

				Either way, she stood alone in the store. Two bodies. The endless drone of flies. The stench of fresh blood.

				Shelly unclipped her radio from her shoulder, preparing to get on with the business of next steps. Just as her gaze came up, she spotted the third victim.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				‘Strawberries or kiwi?’

				‘Apple?’

				‘That’s not a strawberry or a kiwi.’

				‘Strawberries and kiwi get too soft. By snack time, nothing but goo.’

				‘Apple it is.’

				Rainie gives me a wink, then turns to raid the fridge. In response, I push the last of my scrambled eggs around on my plate. This is one of those mornings when I’m supposed to eat a healthy breakfast, get my energy up. I don’t feel like it and Rainie knows it.

				Beneath the table, Luka thrusts his wet nose against the palm of my hand. In his own way, my dog’s trying to cheer me up.

				While Rainie’s back is to me, I scoop some of the cold, pebbly eggs into my palm, then return my hand to my lap. This time when Luka noses me, I open my fingers and deliver the treat. Now at least one of us is happy.

				I’m not supposed to feed Luka human food. He’s a former police officer, Quincy likes to remind me. A trained member of law enforcement. He had to retire at five, having torn his ACL twice in one year. Basically, Luka has a bum knee. Not bad enough to hinder him in civilian life, but not strong enough for active duty.

				Now Luka is my partner. Quincy got him from a cop friend, a year after I arrived at Rainie and Quincy’s house. It’s my responsibility to take care of Luka. I feed him, exercise him, and give him his daily joint supplements. I also learned Dutch. I never knew this, but the German shepherds used in police and military training mostly come from Europe, where the bloodlines are purer. Luka came from the Netherlands, so his initial training was in Dutch. His canine officer continued giving his commands in Dutch and now it’s my turn.

				Do I sound good in Dutch?

				I have no idea. But Luka doesn’t seem to mind. He listens to me very intently. I like that about Luka. He’s a very good listener.

				And I sleep better at night when Luka is stretched out beside me. Another no-no, of course. Police canines should be confined to their kennels when off duty. Then, when you let them out, they know it’s time to work. Dogs like their kennels, Quincy has explained to me. Many times. Just because Luka is retired is no reason to ignore five years of training. Something, something, something. Blah, blah, blah.

				Quincy is very good at lecturing. And I’m a very good foster daughter. I nod obediently at all the right places.

				While continuing to take Luka out of his kennel to sleep with me at night.

				Rainie cast the deciding vote. I overheard her telling Quincy to let it go. Luka seemed fine and I was sleeping better. Why mess with it?

				But I understood what she meant, because some nights, Luka leaves me to search out Rainie instead.

				By now, I understand how much Quincy likes his logic and routine. For Rainie and me, however . . . life is a bit more complicated for us.

				I don’t call my foster parents – maybe soon-to-be adoptive parents – Mom and Dad. Some fosters, they insist on these things. But I was ten by the time I arrived in this house and had already been placed in too many homes to buy into the instant-family bit. Quincy’s full name is Pierce Quincy, but everyone calls him Quincy, even Rainie, so I do, too. He’s older than most foster dads. In his sixties. But he carries it well. He and Rainie are out running each morning. Plus Quincy still works. Once upon a time he was an FBI profiler. That’s how he met Rainie – she was a deputy right here in Bakersville when there was a school shooting. Quincy helped with the case and they’ve been together ever since.

				Now Quincy is retired from the FBI and Rainie has retired from policing. Instead, they work together, consulting on cold cases or weird murders outside a police department’s normal ‘purview’. Basically, they’re experts in monsters.

				Which is maybe how they ended up with me?

				Rainie doesn’t like it when I say such things. I’m just a kid, she likes to remind me. My job isn’t to be perfect, but to learn from my mistakes. Some days, that’s harder than you’d think.

				My parents are dead. I don’t have any surviving aunts, uncles, grandparents. Just a brother, four years older than me. I remember him. Kind of. The night my parents died, he went away. No one talks about him, and me being me, I’m not the kind to ask. That would be opening up.

				As Quincy would say with his droll smile, Let’s not go nuts.

				In the foster world, being family-less isn’t terrible. It means I’m free to be adopted. Which, when I was five and arriving at the first home with nothing but a black trash bag of clothes and threadbare stuffies, made me highly placeable. It wasn’t a bad house, either. I mean, the fosters seemed nice enough.

				I have trauma. Wait, post-traumatic stress. In the beginning, at least, I was assigned therapy twice a week. My fosters had to take me, all part of the ‘plan’ developed by the family counselor.

				But I’m not good at therapy. I don’t like to talk. I color. When I was five, the lady counselor encouraged drawing. Especially pictures of my family. Except I never drew a family of four. I always sketched two people. A bigger kid and a little kid. My older brother and me. Where are your parents? the lady counselor would ask me.

				But I never had an answer.

				I don’t sleep well. The trauma again. And sometimes, even when I know better, I do bad things. I just do. Impulse control. Apparently, I don’t have much. And those first fosters . . . The nicer they were, the less I could stand them.

				I don’t think that’s the trauma. I think that’s just me. I’m a little bit broken inside. There are reasons, I’m sure, but having spent the past thirteen years being me, I’m not as convinced as the therapists that the reasons really matter. I mean, if the handle snaps off your coffee mug, do you ask it why it broke? Or do you just glue it back together?

				This is Rainie’s philosophy, as well, and I like it. We are all a little bit broken, she tells me (the reason she doesn’t sleep at night?), but we all work on fixing ourselves.

				I like Rainie and Quincy. I’ve been in this house three years now. Long enough for them to decide to keep me, warts and all. I have Luka and my own room and somewhere in Georgia, a soon-to-be adoptive big sister, Kimberly, with her husband and two kids. In November, if all goes as planned, her daughters will be my nieces. Which is kind of funny, given that they’re my age. But I like them. At least as much as I like anyone.

				I’m lucky. I know that. And I’m working really hard on gluing and improving and impulse-controlling.

				But some days, it’s still hard to be me.

				I haven’t seen Quincy yet this morning. Lately, he’s been holed up in his office, working on his ‘project’. He won’t talk about it, but Rainie and I suspect he’s writing a book. His memoirs? Techniques for profiling? At dinner, Rainie and I have been amusing ourselves (and maybe him) by suggesting titles for this unknown great work. Rainie’s favorite: Fibs from a Feebie. My favorite: Old Man with Boring Stories to Tell.

				He hasn’t confessed yet. Quincy is definitely one of those guys who’s mastered the art of silence.

				Now, Rainie . . . If Quincy’s the quiet one, then Rainie is the emotional one. At least, her face is easier to read. And she’s pretty. Long, thick red-brown hair. Blue-gray eyes. She dresses casually, jeans and sweater in the winter, capris and tank top in the summer. But somehow, she always looks put together. At ease.

				At summer camp, she would be the girl everyone would want to get to know.

				Me, on the other hand, one look and you know I’m a foster kid. I definitely don’t have Rainie’s reddish hair or Quincy’s bright blue eyes. Nope. I’ve got dirt-brown hair that flips in directions I can’t even predict. Jug-handle ears. Dull hazel eyes. Not to mention bony knees and elbows and a too-thin face.

				Rainie tells me I will grow into myself. Give it time.

				You want to know a secret? I love Rainie and Quincy. I really, really want them to become my real-life forever-and-ever parents. I want to stay in this house. I want to spend every day with Luka by my side.

				But I never say these words out loud. Not even the day Rainie and Quincy sat me down and told me they had started adoption procedures.

				Not a talker, remember?

				I like to think they already know how I feel. Being experts in monsters and all.

				Rainie has returned to the kitchen island. She places an apple in the blue insulated lunch bag, then folds over the top, sealing it shut. Done. I can’t help myself. I sigh heavily. I don’t want to go today. I don’t want to do what they’ve decided I should do. Quincy is a big believer in tough love. Rainie, on the other hand, she’s not gonna relent, but at least she feels bad about it.

				‘It might be fun,’ she tries now.

				I roll my eyes at her. Eggs are gone. I push my fork through little puddles of maple syrup, drawing elaborate designs around random pancake crumbs.

				‘You like to swim.’

				I don’t dignify this with an eye roll.

				Rainie returns to the table, sits down beside me. ‘If you could do anything you wanted today, what would it be?’

				‘Stay home. Play with Luka.’

				‘Sharlah, you’ve done that every day this summer.’

				‘You and Quincy have run most mornings this summer. You still got up and ran today.’

				‘It’s swim camp. Four hours at the local Y. You can do this.’

				I give Rainie a look. I want it to be tough, or sarcastic, or something. But for just one moment . . .

				I can’t do this. I suck at this. Which is why they’re making me go. Not to improve my swimming – who cares about that? – but to work on that whole playing-well-with-others thing. Another one of my broken bits. I don’t want to socialize with other kids. I don’t trust ’em, I don’t like ’em, and best I can tell, the feeling’s mutual.

				So there. Leave me with Luka. I love Luka. Who’s once again licking my hand and whining sympathetically under the table.

				‘Sharlah . . .’

				‘If you let me stay home, I’ll do chores,’ I whisper. ‘I’ll clean my room, the entire house. I’ll work on learning responsibility. Quincy loves responsibility.’

				‘One week. Four hours each morning. Who knows, you might even make a friend.’

				Wrong thing to say. Now I am miserable and self-conscious.

				Rainie seems to get it. She sighs, squeezes my hand.

				‘Give it two days, honey. If you still hate it by Wednesday . . .’ Rainie pushes back her chair. ‘Come on. Grab your swim bag. Time to get this show on the road.’

				I rise to standing, dead girl walking.

				Luka falls in step beside me.

				‘Where’s Quincy?’ I ask as we head for the front door.

				‘Phone.’

				‘New case?’ I ask, already more excited for a potential homicide than swim camp.

				‘Nah. Local call. Nothing that exciting around here.’ Rainie opens the front door. ‘Try smiling,’ she advises me. ‘It’s as good a start as any.’

				I plaster a grimace on my face, then trudge out in the scorching heat. Luka takes up position on the front porch, where he will wait till I return.

				Except for a second, Luka isn’t watching Rainie and me head to the car. His attention has gone left; he’s staring off at something in the woods. A squirrel, deer, prized stick?

				I follow his gaze.

				And feel the fine hairs prickle at the back of my neck.

				‘Come on,’ Rainie tells me. ‘Load up.’

				But I’m still staring at nothing in the woods, shivering for reasons I can’t explain.

				‘Let’s go,’ Rainie prods again.

				Reluctantly, I get into the car. Leaving my dog, still on watch behind me.
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				Shelly’s lead homicide sergeant, Roy Peterson, arrived on the scene first, followed shortly by his team, then Deputy Dan Mitchell. Roy put his detectives to work, then paused long enough to confer with Shelly and Dan outside the EZ Gas. The sweltering August heat had already darkened their uniforms with sweat but was still easier to take than the rapidly increasing stench of blood and gore inside the tiny convenience store.

				No sign of media yet, which just went to show there were some advantages to being a backwoods town. Given that Bakersville was nestled equidistant between the bustling metropolis of Portland, Oregon, and political fuss of the state’s capital, Salem, Shelly didn’t expect that situation to last for long. Ninety minutes was an easy enough drive for a rabid reporter hell-bent on the latest tale of violence. Though sadly, a convenience store shooting was hardly newsworthy in this day and age. Only the location of the murders – the proverbial small town – would make it a story of note.

				‘Call came into dispatch eight oh four A.M.,’ Shelly related to her sergeant, tone clipped. ‘Report of shots fired. I arrived on scene at approximately eight sixteen A.M., discovering two bodies inside. One a young male, approximately mid-twenties. Second a young female, eighteen, nineteen years of age. Both appear to have been shot multiple times.’

				‘Owner of the store?’ Roy quizzed.

				‘Don Juarez,’ Shelly answered, having already asked dispatch the same question. ‘I spoke to him briefly by phone. He was headed to Salem but is returning now. He tentatively identified the cashier as Erin Hill – at least that’s who was scheduled to work this morning, and the body matches her description. She’s from a local family. I already contacted Officer Estevan, asked her to pay the parents a visit.’

				‘And the DOA male?’ Roy asked.

				‘No ID, no wallet. Maybe shooter grabbed it on his way out. Truck outside is registered to a fishing charter company. We’ll need to fax the vehicle registration over to our counterparts in Nehalem. Maybe one of them can get us a name.’

				‘Got Rebecca and Hal photographing the scene, bagging and tagging evidence,’ Roy reported. ‘ME should be here shortly. So far, we’ve recovered nine shell casings, one slug.’

				‘Nine shots for two victims?’ Shelly shook her head. ‘Seems a bit much.’

				‘Male customer was shot three times to the chest, once to the head. Female clerk the same: single shot to the head, three to the torso, including one slug through the palm of her hand.’

				‘Weapon?’ Shelly asked.

				‘Recovered slug appears to be nine millimeter.’

				Shelly sighed. Nine-millimeter handguns were common enough, especially around here. Certainly wouldn’t narrow their search any.

				Dan spoke up. ‘That’s eight bullets.’

				Roy and Shelly glanced at him.

				‘Four shots for each victim,’ Dan supplied. ‘Eight bullets. But you mentioned nine casings. So where’s the last shot?’

				‘Oh. Haven’t gotten to that part yet.’ Shelly smiled grimly. ‘Turns out, we got a third victim: store security camera. Which, with any luck at all, might be our lone witness.’

				Here was the issue: Security cameras fell under the umbrella of technology. Being a rural county department, Bakersville didn’t have a technology expert or forensic computer tech. Meaning, their safest bet was to wait for assistance from the state police. Except, Shelly didn’t feel like waiting.

				She had a double homicide in a town that saw only a handful of murders each year. Community leaders would be demanding answers sooner rather than later. Hell, Shelly wanted answers sooner rather than later.

				On the other hand, botch recovery of the video, and they’d be ruining one of the only leads they had.

				‘Business of this size, location,’ Roy was saying now, ‘how complicated can the security system be? Odds are, it was picked up at an office superstore. Nothing so sophisticated three well-trained members of law enforcement couldn’t figure it out.’

				Both Roy and Shelly turned to Dan. He was their resident tech expert. Which was to say, he was the youngest member on the force and the one who managed their online community outreach.

				‘You saw the camera?’ he asked Shelly.

				‘Mounted behind the cash register, up near the ceiling.’

				‘Big, little, old, new?’

				‘Small. Well, what remained of it. Black plastic,’ she added helpfully.

				‘So an electronic eye.’ Dan nodded. ‘In that case, actual footage is most likely recorded to a DVR. This place got a back office?’

				‘Yeah, straight through there.’

				Shelly pointed to the open door of the EZ Gas, where a flash of light indicated the detectives were still snapping photos. The other downside of attempting to retrieve the security video now: they risked further contamination of the crime scene.

				‘What do you want to do?’ Roy asked her.

				‘I don’t want to wait an hour for state assist,’ Shelly said.

				Roy grimaced. ‘An hour? I’m guessing more like half a day.’

				‘True. All right. Dan, you’re with me. If the security system seems too complicated, we can always call the owner for assistance. But somewhere out there is a double murderer. I want to see his face.’

				The flies were everywhere. Shelly grimaced as they buzzed thickly over the holes in the male victim’s chest, forehead. Her first instinct was to shoo them away, but she knew from experience there wouldn’t be any point.

				Hal looked up from his camera, greeting her and Dan with a small nod of acknowledgment. They nodded back, none of them speaking. Air was hotter in here, the stench of blood and death forcing them to breathe through their mouths.

				Shelly kept as far right as possible, Dan following in her footsteps, so they would disturb the area the least amount possible. They sidled past the body, then tiptoed down the outer aisle to arrive at the wall of cold drinks. In front of the refrigeration units, the air felt marginally cooler, and Shelly exhaled softly. From this vantage point, she could look back toward the front door and take in nearly all of the small, six-aisle store. The front counter, to the right of the door, was partially obscured by bags of chips. But looking up, Shelly could see the camera in question. A small black eye, now dangling haphazardly, the lens shattered by a bullet.

				‘Good shot,’ she murmured.

				Dan shrugged. ‘For all we know, he was standing right beneath it at the time.’

				‘All the better to see you with,’ Shelly agreed, leading the way past the refrigeration units to a plain wooden door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY.

				The office door was locked. Dan grimaced, probably already wondering which of them would have to search the dead cashier for the key. Shelly, however, had a better idea. Pulling on gloves, she raised one hand, ran it along the top of the door frame, and sure enough . . .

				She smiled. Dan chuckled softly. Then, as if realizing how out of place such a thing sounded, both fell back to silence.

				Shelly inserted the plain brass key into the lock, eased the door open.

				If the small convenience store was hot, the windowless back office was stifling. In a coastal town known for mild temperatures, plenty of places didn’t have air-conditioning, and this store was no exception. When Shelly snapped on the overhead light, she discovered a tiny fan perched on a top shelf, someone’s idea of heat relief. Otherwise, the standing-room-only space contained a plank of wood topping two dinged-up metal filing cabinets, a battered-looking laptop, and sure enough, a DVR, matte black, clearly new, stuck in a back corner with an attached monitor.

				‘Looks like a recent purchase,’ Dan said from behind Shelly’s shoulder. The small space forced them to stand close, which only made the heat that much more uncomfortable.

				‘Recent thefts, suspicions?’ Shelly murmured. The security system was a lucky break. Even basic models were over a hundred bucks, which, for a business that looked as worn and tired as this one, couldn’t have been an easy expense.

				She shifted to the side, sucking in her gut as Dan squeezed past, eyeing the DVR.

				‘Most systems offer immediate playback,’ Dan said, already punching buttons on the DVR.

				He worked his tech magic, then an icon for SuperSecurity appeared on the monitor. A few seconds later, the screen filled with the top-back view of a woman’s head.

				The cashier, Shelly thought, Erin Hill, who’d started work at four A.M. and dutifully activated the security system.

				Dan fiddled again, moving them forward in time: Five A.M. Six. Seven. Seven thirty, then . . .

				Not a bad image. Fixed, which was a little disorienting. Black and white. Customers appeared and disappeared from the side of the screen, while the back of Erin’s head remained dead center. From time to time, she also disappeared, maybe sitting down to read a book, or, more likely, play on her phone, during the lulls.

				Seven fifty-three A.M. The male victim appeared. Shelly made out the side of his face as he briefly walked into the store, then disappeared down the aisle in search of chips. Thirty seconds. Forty. Fifty. The man reappeared, full face shot now as he stood at the counter and dug around in his pocket for a wad of cash.

				No audio. They could see but not hear. Given that the guy’s mouth was moving, he was saying something to Erin. She must’ve replied because he appeared to laugh in response. Then he pocketed his change. Grabbed his bag of chips. Turned toward the entrance.

				Suddenly, his arms flew into the air. His body seemed to jerk, then stumble back, then jerk again.

				He went down, his head disappearing offscreen till they were left with only the image of his sprawled legs.

				Erin turned, her dark hair, their single focal point, suddenly whipping around. She gazed up at the camera, eyes wide, terrified.

				Shelly couldn’t see her mouth. Only the top half of her face. Was she screaming, was she trying to tell them something? At the side of the screen, a bare forearm came into view. Holding a gun. Pop, pop, pop.

				And Erin disappeared from sight.

				A life ended. Just like that.

				Shelly found herself leaning over Dan’s shoulder, staring at the video intently, as the shooter’s arm came down, vanished off the screen. No, no, the shooter had to appear. He still had to take out the camera. A lull. Maybe the shooter pausing to check around outside, see if the sound of shots aroused any nearby suspicions. Or maybe he did rifle through the male victim’s truck.

				But eventually, three, four, five minutes later . . .

				A lone figure walked into view. Not a man. A kid. Younger than even his first victim, maybe even younger than Erin Hill. Wearing a bulky black hoodie, sleeves balled up to his elbows but still totally inappropriate for a ninety-degree August morning. The boy approached the counter. He didn’t look back at his first victim, nor down at his second. Instead, he peered directly up at the camera. Stared straight at it.

				Wearing the flattest expression Shelly had ever seen. No remorse, no glee, not a drop of sweat on his brow.

				The dark-eyed boy stared at Shelly through the lens.

				Then he raised his arm and fired.

				Shelly had to take a moment to get her breath back. Leaning over the monitor, Dan wasn’t doing much better.

				‘Recognize him at all?’ Shelly asked her deputy.

				‘No.’

				‘Me neither.’ She doubted it mattered. An image this good, a description this solid, they should have a name within hours.

				‘He didn’t take money,’ Dan murmured.

				‘No.’

				‘Didn’t even talk to them. Just . . . Walked in. Murdered two people.’

				‘I know.’

				‘Did you see his eyes?’

				Shelly nodded. She understood what her deputy was trying to say.

				‘What happened here?’ Dan asked, his voice more plaintive now.

				‘I don’t know,’ she told him honestly. ‘But I know who to ask: Pierce Quincy. If this video is anything to go by, we’re gonna need a profiler’s insights. But the shooter’s motivation isn’t our biggest question yet.’

				‘What’s our biggest question?’

				‘A kid who kills this easily – is he done yet?’
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				Retired FBI profiler Pierce Quincy was getting a second shot at life. He wasn’t the type to dwell on such things. Maybe, fifteen years ago, not even the type to believe in such things. Raised by a single father after his mother’s sudden death, he’d joined the Chicago PD before being recruited by the FBI.

				Then, as a young up-and-coming agent, he’d been honored to join the pioneers of profiling, some of the Bureau’s most legendary agents. If the work pulled him away from his wife Bethie, then their two daughters, Mandy and Kimberly, well, hunting serial killers was like that. One could hardly chase down the monsters of the human world and still be home in time for dinner.

				The work was a calling. And Quincy . . . he’d lost himself in it.

				As his wife left him.

				As his two daughters grew up without him.

				Until one day, one phone call . . . Mandy had been in an accident. Except, it turned out it wasn’t an accident. Quincy had brought something home from work after all: a man intent on vengeance. And both Quincy’s older daughter and his ex-wife paid the price before Quincy stopped him.

				With Rainie, Quincy had found a better balance. And even if he still wasn’t a man known for his gift of gab, at least with a former member of law enforcement, he had enough to say. Rainie understood his silence in the same way he understood her demons. She accepted that just because he didn’t share his emotions didn’t mean he didn’t care. And he accepted that she would probably never sleep at night, and every day, all day, she would forever be making the courageous choice not to drink again.

				Now here they were. A little older, a little wiser, and heaven help them, with a soon-to-be adopted teenage daughter. They were nervous, they were excited. They were terrified, they were hopeful.

				They were parents.

				Quincy had spent much of the morning listening to Rainie’s low murmur down the hall. Most likely soothing the rabid beast that sometimes posed as their foster daughter, before carting her off to swim camp. Sharlah had come to them with a case history of antisocial tendencies. The paperwork hadn’t lied.

				With a foster child, bonding was always an issue. Quincy and Rainie had qualified as foster parents, despite his advanced years and her struggles with alcohol, in part because Quincy was considered an expert in bonding. Certainly, interruptions in the bonding process were budding serial killer 101. Combine the antisocial tendencies with the trauma Sharlah had experienced at a young age, and her caseworker had some concerns.

				The first six months, Sharlah had certainly put them through their paces.

				But perhaps Quincy was getting soft in his old age, because he looked at his soon-to-be daughter and he didn’t see a future predator: He saw a lost little girl. One who’d been subjected to much and had built the corresponding protective layers. Sharlah didn’t trust. Didn’t reach out. Didn’t have faith.

				But she could bond.

				Just look at her and Luka.

				Quincy had taken the German shepherd on a whim. Some articles on adopting children encouraged adopting pets as well, to give the foster child a companion. Plus, family pets encouraged responsibility, and yes, Quincy was old-school on that subject. But also . . . as long as he and Rainie were getting a child, why not a dog, too? If you’re going to be domestic, might as well do it right.

				Sharlah loved that dog. And Luka loved her right back. Two peas in a pod. Maybe not the socialization he and Rainie had been hoping for, but at least it was a start. Certainly, he and Rainie liked to hope that one day, if they were really lucky, Sharlah would love them at least as much as she loved her dog.

				Again, welcome to parenting.

				Now Quincy returned his attention to the phone in his hand. Shelly Atkins, the county sheriff, was on the other end.

				‘Two dead,’ she was saying now, ‘both shot multiple times.’

				‘Robbery?’ he asked.

				‘The cash register’s cleaned out. But get this: He took the money after he shot them, not before. According to the security video we watched, he didn’t walk in and make demands. He walked in and opened fire. Given that, money feels more like an afterthought. If all he wanted was instant cash, waving around the handgun would’ve gotten the job done. No need to take out two people who weren’t offering any resistance.’

				‘You have a video of the incident?’

				‘Yeah, which is the real reason I’m calling. Quincy . . . Hell, I don’t know how to explain it. But I’d like you to come down, take a look. This kid, the expression on his face as he pulls the trigger. He gunned down those two people because he could. And a boy that cold . . .’

				‘You’re worried he’s going to kill again.’

				‘Exactly.’

				Quincy glanced at his watch. Rainie had already left to drop off Sharlah at the Y.

				‘Give us forty minutes,’ he told Sheriff Atkins. ‘Rainie and I will meet you at your office.’

				‘Park in the back. Media’s already caught wind.’

				‘Press conference?’

				‘Might as well. They’re gonna trample all over our crime scene otherwise. Besides, I got work for them.’

				‘You’re going to use the media?’ Quincy arched a brow. ‘Tricky proposition.’

				‘I’m a brave soul. Better yet, I’m a brave soul with a still-frame photo of a double murderer. Media broadcasts the image, and with any luck, we’ll have our shooter’s name by end of day.’

				Quincy had a thought: ‘You said the UNSUB shot out the camera.’

				‘That’s right.’

				‘After he killed the two people?’

				‘Correct.’

				‘Huh.’

				‘What does huh mean?’

				‘Give me forty minutes, and we’ll both find out.’

				Quincy contacted Rainie on her cell and arranged to meet her at the sheriff’s office. He could hear Sharlah in the passenger seat, already asking excited questions. In the beginning, he and Rainie had made a conscientious effort to keep their work from their foster daughter. No need to add to Sharlah’s trauma. But over time . . . Sharlah was genuinely interested. And bright and passionate. In the end, her own caseworker had green-lighted dinnertime conversations about basic criminology. After all, Sharlah was the kind of kid who already knew bad people existed in the world. For her, policing techniques, the psychology behind how to identify and apprehend criminals, were much more soothing than the traditional parenting placebos of ‘Don’t worry about it’ or ‘We’ll take care of you’. Sharlah wanted to be able to take care of herself. Which made her a big fan of Rainie and Quincy’s job. And maybe also made her exactly the right child for them.

				He closed the binder on his desk – the one Rainie and Sharlah had so many questions about – and returned it to its locked drawer.

				Then one last item of business, from years of being on the job.

				He moved to the wall, to a framed black and white photograph of an adorable little girl with a gap-toothed smile peering out from behind a shower curtain. His oldest daughter, Mandy, in the years before life, drinking, and a psychopath had all caught up with her.

				He set the photo aside, revealing the gun safe. He’d recently upgraded to a biometrics model. Now he placed his fingertip in the appropriate spot. A whir, a click, and the door swung open.

				He selected the twenty-two, a backup piece, because technically speaking, law enforcement consultants weren’t required to carry a sidearm. And yet, a man who knew the things he knew . . .

				Quincy tucked the gun in his ankle holster.

				Then prepared himself to head out into a heat wave.

				The county sheriff’s department looked the part. Two stories, with squat lines and a beige exterior, it showed off the kind of architecture only budget-conscious local governments could love.

				Heeding Shelly’s advice, Quincy headed for the rear of the building, his black Lexus slipping past a growing throng of news vans. Ten A.M. Apparently, no one wanted to be late for the press conference at half past the hour.

				Quincy shook his head as he made the turn into the parking lot. There were definitely parts of the job he did not miss, and dealing with the press topped the list.

				He spotted Rainie’s car a moment later. She sat inside, no doubt taking advantage of its air-conditioning for as long as possible. Given the temps outside he didn’t blame her.

				He pulled in beside her. She opened her door as he unfastened his seat belt, then they both stood in the heat.

				‘Wow,’ she said, which pretty much summed up the hot-as-an-oven feel.

				Having had drop-off duty for Sharlah, Rainie was dressed casually, black capris and a light green T-shirt with a dark green swirling pattern up one side. She could’ve been a hot mom on her way to yoga. All these years later, Quincy was still humbled that she was his wife.

				In his case, old habits died hard. He wore what Rainie teasingly referred to as FBI casual. Tan slacks and a dark blue polo shirt. Once upon a time, his shirt would’ve been emblazoned with FBI. Today, he’d gone with one advertising the SIG Sauer Academy, where he taught firearms classes from time to time. Law enforcement related, without being false advertising.

				‘How’d drop-off go?’ he asked now, closing his door, then coming around to greet her.

				Rainie shrugged. ‘She’s doing her best.’

				‘Which means we have probably an hour before we’re called to pick her up?’

				‘If that.’ Rainie fell in step beside him as they headed toward the building. ‘Do you ever think it’s ironic that we, of all people, are trying to teach a child social skills?’

				‘All the time,’ he assured her. Reaching the door first, he held it open for her, then followed into the relative cool of the building. He already knew from experience the sensation wouldn’t last. Temperatures this hot weren’t common along the coast, meaning most air-conditioning units couldn’t keep up – assuming the building was fortunate enough to have air-conditioning at all.

				Having visited before, Quincy and Rainie walked straight to the desk duty officer, flashed their IDs, and were buzzed through the heavy metal door into the heart of the unit. Like most county sheriff’s buildings, it housed everything from local lockup, to a dispatch center, to several different departments, including the second-floor detectives’ unit, which is where Quincy figured they’d find Shelly now. They headed up, and sure enough . . .

				Shelly stood in a moderately sized space meant to house four detectives, but not necessarily at the same time. Bone-colored walls, commercial-grade blue carpet, stock fake-wood desks – it looked like any detectives’ bull pen Quincy had ever visited, which made it on par with the rest of the building.

				Someone had had the foresight to push two of the desks to the side, clearing space in the middle of the room. Shelly, her sergeant Roy Peterson, and a deputy, Dan Mitchell, stood there now, studying an image on the flat-screen mounted on the far wall. Given Rainie and Quincy knew everyone present, hellos were quick, then they were down to business.

				‘Call came in shortly after eight A.M.,’ Shelly explained to Rainie and Quincy now. She pointed to the flat-screen. On it appeared a frozen head shot of a white adolescent male, wearing a black hoodie and staring straight back at them. His face was devoid of emotion.

				‘I personally responded to the call – other deputies having already logged too much overtime,’ she added upon seeing their questioning looks. The sheriff was rocking lightly on her feet. Tired but wired. Quincy remembered that feeling well.

				‘But it was all over and done by the time I got there,’ Shelly said now. ‘Two dead, perpetrator gone. Given the situation, I made the decision to access the security system on-site, rather than wait for the staties, as it seemed our best option for identifying the shooter.’

				‘Which is this person here?’ Quincy gestured to the monitor.

				‘Yep.’

				He studied the photo again, feeling a niggling sense of recognition, as if he’d both met this kid once and never seen him before in his life. He glanced over at Rainie, who was also frowning at the image.

				‘Can we see it from the beginning?’ Rainie asked.

				‘Whatever you think will help.’

				Shelly picked up the remote. The flat-faced young male disappeared. Then a fresh image appeared, the back of a woman’s head. Shelly hit play and the video began.

				The resolution was higher quality than Quincy would’ve expected from a gas station security cam. The video was also short. Gun appeared and within a matter of seconds, much less than a minute, two people were dead. A pause, probably at least a couple minutes in length, then the UNSUB stepped fully into view. Peered directly at them. And raised his gun for one final shot.

				‘Weapon?’ Quincy asked now, the angle of the video making it hard to tell.

				‘Nine millimeter, at least according to the slug recovered. We’ll know more once state’s ballistics has had a chance to analyze.’

				Quincy nodded. Given the shocking nature of this crime – not to mention its soon-to-be-high press profile – the state would no doubt make evidence processing a priority.

				Rainie had another question: ‘How did the shooter arrive on scene? Drive? Walk?’ She looked at Shelly.

				‘Good question. EZ Gas sits off on its own. No neighbors to serve as witnesses. But given its location five miles north on the highway . . . would be a long hot walk on foot.’

				‘Meaning most likely the shooter drove,’ Rainie said.

				‘Only vehicle at the scene is a red pickup, belonging to the male victim.’

				‘So we don’t know if the suspect acted on his own or had an accomplice, say a getaway driver?’ Rainie pressed.

				‘Anything’s possible.’ Shelly clicked back to the still frame of the shooter. ‘At this moment, this is what we got. Identify this man—’

				‘And you have your shooter,’ Quincy filled in for her.

				‘That’s the plan. Hence the press conference. Which, shit, I should be preparing for.’ Shelly stared at Quincy and Rainie. ‘Think he’s dangerous?’

				‘Yes,’ they both answered without hesitation.

				‘So I go with the standard lines. Anyone who has any information should contact us directly, do not try to approach this individual on their own.’

				‘Why’d he do this?’ Quincy spoke up. ‘Why did this kid shoot and kill these two people?’

				‘He ambushed them,’ Rainie stated. ‘Which is very heavy-handed if robbery was his sole motivation.’ She turned to Quincy. ‘No hesitation,’ she said.

				Shelly caught the implication. ‘You think he’s done this before.’

				‘Highly possible,’ Quincy murmured. ‘We need backgrounds on both victims. Particularly the female.’

				Again, Shelly was no dumb bunny. ‘She was the real target? She’s close enough in age to the shooter. Maybe they had a lover’s quarrel, making the chip customer just the poor slob who was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

				‘I think that scenario would make your life easier,’ Quincy said. ‘If this was some kind of breakup gone wrong, the killer’s objective has been fulfilled. He did what he set out to do.’

				‘And now?’

				Quincy didn’t hesitate. ‘If you’re very lucky, he’ll go home and shoot himself.’

				‘And if I’m not that lucky?’ Shelly asked.

				‘You’re right, his adventures are just beginning. Show the photo to the press,’ Quincy advised. ‘Get an ID. But definitely tag him as armed and dangerous. Locals should not approach.’

				‘What do you think the boy will do next?’ Shelly asked. ‘Off the record. Just between us local yokels, who fortunately don’t spend a lot of time dealing with these kinds of crimes.’

				Quincy frowned. He studied the picture. Frowned again.

				‘I think this boy gunned down two people in less than one minute,’ he said, ‘then made sure to show us his face. I would say at this point, with this suspect, we don’t know nearly enough.’
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