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To the villains:

I hope you die screaming.






THESE CASES CONTAIN

Animal cruelty (implied, not on the page)

Child abuse

Child sexual assault

Death

Domestic abuse

Dismemberment

Emetophobia triggers

Gore

Human trafficking

Murder

Mutilation

Physical abuse

Psychological abuse

Rape/sexual assault

Religious abuse

Spousal abuse

Stalking

Substance abuse

Torture

If there are any updates or changes to the list, you can check out chandraarthur.com for the most up-to-date version.






DISCLAIMER

This book is not intended as an instruction manual. The activities described in this novel are solely intended for narrative purposes.

While I am an IT professional, some of the actions described in this book are purely theoretical on my part. This is partly because they are not the focus of my career, but primarily because they are not necessary for me to perform my job. And I’m not committing crimes.

While there are legitimate uses for some real methods described within these pages, they should not be used lightly. Please do not attempt the actions in this book on your own. There are real-world cybersecurity risks and other dangerous things that you can expose yourself to if you don’t know what you’re doing.

Additionally, do not follow my protagonist’s actions as a road map. I am not advocating anyone take up a life of crime.

If you are also an IT professional, thank you for reading this. There is a chance that what I’m referencing to is within your wheelhouse. I love that for you, and hope you enjoy my story and the creative license I’ve taken.






Mark Eric Ballinger, aged 31, passed away unexpectedly on June 5, 1987, at his home in Rapidan, Virginia. He was born on April 5, 1956, to Mr. and Mrs. Jefferson Ballinger.

A private service will be held at the family estate.

-Obituary, published June 9, 1987







    
    BETH





PROLOGUE

Pink brain matter speckled the harvest gold refrigerator. Darker spots of blood splatter fill in the macabre canvas. The house was quiet. Finally.

Poppy limped into the kitchen, still favoring her paw.

Beth scooped her up before she walked into the mess. The beagle licked her cheek, then blew puppy breath into her face.

The tears came all at once. Not sad tears, but the kind that mixed shock and relief. She’d thought it might come to this, but Beth hadn’t expected it to be so soon.

She pushed down the rolling waves of emotion that were fizzing inside her. She didn’t have time to deal with them now. She cleared her throat, then carried Poppy down the hall to the bathroom, where the dog would be safe, and closed the door.

There wasn’t time to clean everything up. The blood was already starting to seep into the grout between the tiles.

People would know who had done it, anyway. There was no way she could bury two hundred and fifty pounds of a dead man by herself.

It would have taken her a week just to dig the hole. All the while, his body would be blocking access to the kitchen.

A woman could hardly be expected to do that kind of backbreaking labor on an empty stomach.

She could feel the hysterical laughter tickling the back of her throat.

No, there wasn’t time.

Everyone had seen the bruises, and no one had tried—bothered—to do anything. It had been a family matter until she pulled the trigger.

Now, there was a thin margin between self-defense and homicide.

Sure, she could wait around and plead her case, but she knew how that would go around here. His cousins were the commonwealth’s attorney and the chief of police, and his uncle was the only judge in the county. There wasn’t a fair shake to be had in this town. Not for love or money. And she had neither. Well, not love. She had a little money and a pamphlet with the name of a place for women like her.

The clock on the nightstand read 10:30.

If Mark wasn’t at the diner by noon, they’d start calling the house. Once they called, if someone didn’t answer, she’d have ten—maybe fifteen—minutes.

The door of what had been their bedroom stood open at the end of the hall. The bed was still unmade.

She pulled her suitcase down from the top shelf in the small closet and dumped the rolled sweaters onto the floor to make space for the things she would need.

Down the hall, Poppy whined from within the bathroom, scratching at the closed door. Beth ignored her. She couldn’t have her baby tainted by his blood. Besides, now that it was just the two of them, no one would be angry anymore if the puppy peed on the floor.

Beth rolled seven pairs of underwear, socks, two pairs of jeans, and two simple dresses. She placed them into the empty suitcase. Then she pulled a winter coat, raincoat, and sweater from the closet on their hangers and stuffed them into her garment bag. She didn’t have much that she wanted to take with her, but there still wasn’t a lot of space.

Marriage license, birth certificate, social security card, driver’s license, and the title to the car. The family photo album, minus the picture of her and Mark in front of the diner.

She wasn’t sure why, but she felt weird leaving it behind.

After slinging her purse over her shoulder, she felt around inside for the keys. Nothing.

Shit.

They had to be in his pocket.

At least the car was unlocked.

Carefully stepping over the spreading pool of blood that was coming from the kitchen, she carried the suitcase to the car first. Then the garment bag.

Back in the bedroom, she pulled open the top drawer of her dresser just enough so she could run her hand along the underside of the top, feeling for the tab of tape she had put there months ago.

This was her safe haven. The one place she would be able to start over. She slipped the card into her purse, then moved her nightstand away from the wall and shifted the loose baseboard so she could fit her hand into the gap between the studs.

The cash was stashed in four cardboard toilet-paper rolls. She wasn’t sure how much, but it would have to be enough. She stuffed them into her purse.

She pushed everything back out of the way and tried to decide what to do next. Move his body to get the keys or get her toiletries and Poppy from the bathroom?

She decided on the keys.

If she got blood on her, she’d have to shower, and it was too hot for Poppy to sit in the car while she got cleaned up.

Shit.

She’d forgotten to pack Poppy’s stuff. Her baby’s bed, toys, food, and bowls all needed to go into the car.

Then she’d have to get the keys.

Beth hadn’t really looked at him since she shot him. Granted, there wasn’t much to see. The top of his head was just gone, and the rest of his brain leaked out when his heart stopped.

He was slumped forward, his back propped against the fridge, keeping him from sliding to the floor. Her keys were in his front pocket, where he’d stashed them right after he pushed her into the wall, choked her, and punched her in the face.

She played it again in her head.

Going limp, sliding down to the floor, waiting for the kick in the ribs. She took in the silence, listening for the sound, the seal on the fridge giving way, him searching for his pre-lunch beer.

His eyes went wide when he turned.

She pulled the trigger.

The keys were sealed safely in his pocket, pinned in the hip crease. There was no way she could unfold him to reach them. She’d never tried to move a body before, and he was already starting to go stiff. Or maybe it was the dead weight.

She reached for the kitchen scissors, clipped through the thick denim of his pants with the boning shears, and pulled the keys free. Then she checked her clothes for blood. Not too bad.

Beth glanced at the clock on the stove again. 11:00.

Poppy had peed on the bathroom’s pink rug. She wagged her tail and yapped happily at her owner.

Stepping around Poppy’s mess, Beth grabbed her makeup, toiletry case, and the drugstore bag with detergent in it. She opened the empty washing soda box and checked that the three packages of hair dye were still inside, then scooped Poppy up to take her to the car.

Beth tossed her stuff onto the back floorboard, got in, and started the car. The speakers blasted a new radio hit that was way too loud and cheerful. Beth turned it down to a background murmur.

Poppy snuffled at her face as she leaned across to roll the passenger window down. She left the driver’s side rolled down, too, then ran back inside for one more thing.

She wadded up some paper towels and stuffed them into the toaster. Next, she made a trail of paper and tablecloth and pinned it in place with the wooden cutting board. She grabbed the mower gas can from the back porch, which she used to douse the living room, hall, and lastly—Mark on the linoleum floor.

She walked around the kitchen island and leaned across the counter to press start on the toaster, and waited just long enough to see the paper begin to smoke. She threw the can to the ground to be eaten by the growing flames, then stepped out onto the porch again and closed the door behind her for the last time.

Back in the car, the dash clock read 11:30.

Beth put the vehicle in gear, then backed out of the driveway and turned the vehicle away from town. She waited on the edge of the curb for a few more minutes ‘til she could see the glow of fire inside the house, then she shifted into drive and pulled away.

By the time she made it to the county road, wisps of black smoke were already curling up to the sky. She pulled onto the shoulder, making way for a fire truck, and looked at the clock. Back at the house, she was sure the phone was ringing.

Noon.






ABBY






ONE

There are seven parts to a job:


	Getting the target: Percilla sends a dossier with the details.

	Setup and surveillance: I scope out the area.

	Confirmation and planning: Witness the crime and determine the appropriate punishment.

	The kill.

	The escape.

	Lying low: my least favorite part of any job.

	And reset to do it all again.



Right now, I’m at dreaded number six, especially because the last job was pretty messy and I’m ‘supposed to be doing nothing’ until the story dies down.

But this new piece of information in my head is eating at me.

Yesterday, after she’s refused to give me a new case for weeks, I told Percilla that I knew where Mom was buried. When I was home weeks ago, I found the newspaper clipping she had been hiding.

The only problem is, Mom’s not buried there anymore.

I scrub my hands over my face, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. I need a shower.

The drive from Dallas hasn’t been bad, but I’m tired of going nowhere. I would give almost anything to be on another assignment. Instead of killing time in Louisiana, I’d rather be helping someone. It takes time to set up a job correctly, and when I’m hiding out, just sitting on my hands—I know there’s a cost.

I don’t try to find a truck stop with good showers. Instead, I look for a small gym. The kind of place that is less likely to have cameras. I get a day pass and bathe there. When I’m done getting dressed, I head back to the van, grab a granola bar, and open my laptop.

I navigate to the most recent file. A copy of a newspaper clipping with a story about my mother’s death. Not all identifying information has been removed.

I clench my jaw and squeeze my eyes shut. I didn’t say half of what I was thinking when we last talked about it. I still hadn’t told her how much I remembered. When she came to get me, Percilla was wearing a floral dress with buttons down the front. She took me out of the house–had dragged me because I hadn’t wanted to leave Mom, her mousy brown hair stuck to the floor with blood. Too much blood. I had tried to cover the hole in her head.

I open my eyes and force myself to focus.

I roll the storage chest out from under my bed, one of the three that form the bulk of my storage. My carefully organized life, all stowed neatly away. I store most of my tech in here so I can access it easily without getting out of the van. I grab a new burner phone and slide the clean computer into the empty slot in the Faraday cage, where I keep all my laptops. I slide the bin closed.

The phone number for the shelter is ingrained in my memory. I dial, listening to it ring.

“You have reached Mother Mercy Ministries. If you know your party’s extension, please enter it now. If this is an emergency, press zero. Otherwise, please wait on the line for assistance.”

I enter the extension for Percilla’s office. After it rings five times, she answers.

“Abby.” She’s still upset I let things get so messy in Arkansas. I can tell from her dry tone, even though she doesn’t say it.

Maybe for the first time, Amity has made national news. That is never great, but the authorities haven’t been able to associate me with any of it. Apparently, there are a lot of people who wanted Andrew Clark dead.

“I read the article you hid from me, the one about Mom. There are some details missing.”

She’s quiet for a long time, but I wait.

“I don’t think you understand what you’re asking me to do. I’m sorry I couldn’t save your mother, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to send you to your death to make you feel better. I’m not saying I’ll never tell you. I’m saying ‘not now.’ You’re not ready.”

“I deserve to know the truth!”

“You know more than enough already.”

“Yes, I know what happened that day. I was there, Percilla. I remember. The house where mom and I lived was put on the market a few months ago. But what I don’t know is where the rest of my family is. The courthouse that had Mom’s marriage certificate burned down with everything inside it.”

I’ve done a lot of research in my downtime. But with the public records being destroyed, there’s not a lot I can find.

After Arkansas, I drove to the closest border, which happened to be Texas, then headed back east through Louisiana and Alabama. I could just go to where my mom was buried, look at the empty hole in the ground. If I stay on I20 all the way to Atlanta, convince myself I’m going to head north and spend some time camping in the Nantahala National Forest.

But I don’t have to decide about Virginia ‘til I reach Georgia.

That will take at least two days given how fast I’m driving.

“Your mother was your family. You came from her. You are everything good she ever was and more. You get to live and make the world a better place.”

“So, that’s it, then? You’re not going to tell me?”

She huffs out a slow breath, but doesn’t say anything.

“I can’t sit around like this anymore. I need to work. If you won’t be honest with me, at least let me help other people.”

“Fine. I’ll get something for you. Check back this afternoon.”

“I love you,” I say through clenched teeth.

She laughs, but I can hear the tears in her voice when she says it back to me.

Then the line goes dead.






TWO

Getting the job is the easy part, but what takes the most skill is the setup and planning. While it would be fun—maybe even easy—to run in guns blazing, it would definitely get me caught. And maybe get other people killed. That’s why I have my process.

I have to be sure who the abuser is. I have to see it. It’s the only way that I can be the judge, jury, and executioner. I will not shed innocent blood. It’s bad enough that there are people who have done nothing wrong already locked in cells. Not to mention those who’ve received the death penalty, only to be posthumously exonerated.

And I have to know what the abuser is capable of so I don’t end up being another one of their victims.

I can’t help anyone if I’m dead.

I have to make sure the victim is out of the house. I’m not equipped to deal with a hostage situation. And I don’t want to force them into a position where they have to lie on the witness stand.

I also don’t want the victim to be a suspect. They must have an alibi for when their abuser meets their end.

I have ten laptops. Five different colors, each with their own purpose, so nothing gets mixed up. And each color has two laptops. One primary and one backup.

Silver is personal.

On the occasions when I watch movies or shop for anything, I use that. While I try to stay off the internet, it’s good to have a laptop where I don’t do anything related to my work. I also try to keep these a little longer. Sometimes, I even put a few stickers on them for fun. It’s one of the only ways I express myself. Every other outlet tends to stand out too much. Sometimes I’ll order items and have them delivered to a shelter. No one would think twice about that, but I’m really particular about my shampoo. The one I use doesn’t have a lot of fragrance, plus the conditioner leaves my hair soft and easy to detangle. But I’m not risking going into a major store with all the cameras corporate money can buy just so I can get more of it.

Black is for Tor, the only browser I use. It doesn’t have the same tracking features other browsers have, and it allows me to use some other dark web tools that just aren’t compatible with your average search engine. And it’s the only one that works with SecureDrop, which is what Percilla uses to send me files.


Dear Mother,

I know you get a lot of these. I can’t imagine I’m very high on your list, but if you could find it in your heart to help me, I would be forever grateful. I have no one else to turn to, and I’m afraid. I can’t live like this anymore. I’m not safe here. but I have no place to go. He’s hurting me.

The last time, I ended up in the hospital, and I’m afraid next time, it will be worse.

Corrin



I don’t know exactly how Percilla gets the letters, but when she does, she uploads them with a dossier of all the details she can get for me and all the information I need to track down my target.

After downloading the folder, I move it to my thumb drive, log out, and shut the black computer down.

Then I switch to a white laptop.

I move the folder from the flash drive to my desktop, then disconnect the USB before I plug in a second thumb drive that carries the decryption key. Once the file is decrypted, I put both thumb drives back in the small lockbox I keep them in.

White is clean, offline, and boring. This is where I transfer, decrypt, and read the files I download from SecureDrop. White laptops never go on any network. Before I start using one, I also open up the back and remove the wireless card, just to be sure. When the job is done, I remove all the files from the device. If I needed to destroy one completely for any reason, it wouldn’t be the worst thing.

I open the couple’s details.

The first item in the file is their photo. Aiden Lancaster the third next to his wife Corrin. Of course he’s a Third. It immediately marks him as an endearing figure in a punchable-face sort of way.

Some of the photos look like they came from happier times. In one, the couple stands in front of a flashy new-construction house, the classic Alabama suburb style of new money that’s rich but not rich enough to afford one of the old money houses.

Maybe I’m imagining it, but I can see a hollow expression already forming behind her eyes. I skim through the pictures, looking for floor plans and schedules. She is a housewife, but there are no kids. Thank goodness for that. Jobs with children are a thousand times harder.

He has his own office building. It’s for day trading or crypto—whatever that means—but it looks more like a college frat boy’s post-dropout investment. Only this one actually succeeded. Maybe. It’s too soon to tell if mommy and daddy’s money is keeping it afloat.

His schedule is precise.

I expected him to be sloppy like most of the frat boys I’ve seen, but he is fastidious. His company seems to be profitable, and he’s well connected in the area. The Gulf in Alabama is known for engineering. Big homes, finance, and expensive hobbies. It seems that his investments fall in that space and the businesses he is connected with are built around his aesthetic.

They have a big boat. Not as big as some of their friends, but it’s still a statement piece. Her ring cost almost as much as the house, though it looks like her car was where he saved some cash. The SUV, the truck (because it’s Alabama, obviously), and a sporty car seem to be mostly for show. That doesn’t even count the utility vehicles for hunting, or the land leases, and out-of-state hunting trips. Because they own a speedboat, they also appear to regularly schedule deep-sea fishing trips.

The key here is picking a time when they can’t travel far—and with their money, they have a lot of options for quick trips. All of those vacation options would make it impossible for me to follow them. If he takes her out of state, I’ll have to start again. From scratch.

Next will be getting familiar with where they go and when.

Percilla is good.

She has included a list of their regular commutes and average drive times.

But I still need more information.

Gray laptops are for research. There’s no reason behind that color other than most cheap laptops are gray, and I go through them quickly. I don’t usually have any questions ‘til I’m finished reading through the information Percilla sends me, but I keep my research laptop on hand while I go through the dossier so I can map things out as I go.

I do not sign into any accounts or connect to any network for work that I have ever connected to on a personal laptop. Paranoid? Yes. Overkill? Maybe. But I’ve found that being a little over the top about security is never a bad thing. There’s always someone smarter who can figure out a pattern, even the ones I don’t intentionally create. So, I try my best to make sure there isn’t much crossover. I can’t have my cases connected.

Before I start on anything else, I need to ensure I can get out quickly if something goes sideways. Even if I’m just feeling jumpy. I can always come back once the coast is clear.

Then I research the places they go, those locations’ busy hours, and which spots are under surveillance. Ideally, the victim should be at one of those venues while I’m taking care of the abuser.

For this case, I have the most questions about travel times and which routes are the busiest. I check for traffic cameras and build an escape plan.

Of course, I’ll set up my own surveillance. If I have to connect to someone’s internet network to access any of their accounts, it’s going on a red laptop. Because it’s hot, in other words, it’s as close to legal danger as I’m comfortable getting.

I always dump them after a job.

I review my research one more time. It’s enough. Now, it’s time to make a plan.






CORRIN






THREE

Aiden and Corrin’s neighborhood isn’t gated, which isn’t unusual around here, even for houses this size. The community has a faux gate with the neighborhood name on it, but it’s more of a city beautification project than a source of security.

I find a place to park near a utility access area, place some cones, and settle in to work.

It’s odd that, given all the news around security, some people still feel the need to run security cameras in their homes directed at their living space, connected to an unsecured network named The Lancasters, often with the distinctive password: Password.

There’s no two-factor authentication in place, and the firmware hasn’t been updated in so long that the vulnerabilities are well-documented and easy to exploit. I’m half-tempted to update their devices when I’m done, but it would only be for my amusement if I did.

I spend some time getting familiar with the house and how they operate. I’d love to see their calendars, but I’m not about to clone a phone. When they eventually pull his cell cite data to piece together what led up to what’s about to happen, I don’t want his location traceable anywhere near me.

It doesn’t take me long to get comfortable with the house and the camera setup. He’s been thorough with the surveillance coverage of the floor plan. It’s nice for me, but kinda stupid of him, considering he’s taken so few precautions with digital security.

I got in. And I’m not even that good.

Once I’m familiar with the layout, I’ll shadow them to see what’s been going on and if it’s as bad as she said it is. I like to believe women, but I’ve learned two rules from experience. “Trust, but verify,” and “Measure twice, cut once.” Both sayings apply in my line of work.

They don’t always make it this easy, but the bird’s-eye view has given me the option to try something new, my own version of on-the-job training. It’s important to keep things fresh, not just to ensure I don’t develop a clear signature, but also because it’s good to have range. Since, situations are straightforward and simple, I can practice then. So when things get complicated, you have somewhere to take it.

I start by measuring his height using the camera angle, the picture frame on the wall, and an average room with vaulted ceilings. New construction is prone to settling. Given that the building schematic says the hallway is fifteen feet long, it’s fairly easy to refine that number and figure out where his neck will be.

As a woman, there are some things that go against my personal inclination. For example, I’d much rather use poison. But it is, by nature, unreliable. Put in too much, and maybe they purge all the contents from their stomachs. Too little, and they are able to survive with medical intervention.

And you never know when someone will change their usual routine, skip breakfast or share a sip of coffee with a friend. Maybe they give the cup to someone. They could toss the liquid, spill it, or leave it on top of their car.

No, toxins aren’t reliable.

It’s far better to stick with what you can control. Most of the time, that means doing the work yourself.

But I don’t mind taking a hands-on approach. And when you’re small and have to worry about being overpowered, you get ideas. What had always been my biggest concern became a strength. And one thing I’ve realized is that abusers aren’t that smart. Yes, they are often charming, but since I don’t give a shit about that, it’s a lot easier for me to see through them.

I think about that. Part of what made 2020 so bad was that there was no one to witness who people really were behind closed doors. Victims were stuck at home with their abusers.

And I hadn’t started working yet.

Understanding how horrible people hide how evil they are has made me better at my job.

When Percilla doesn’t have me benched.

Given all of that, I like to use things that are consistent.

Airway. Breathing. Circulation.

I fight the urge to reread the newspaper clipping I found.

No wonder she was happy to give me a job now.

She knows I can’t leave someone defenseless.






FOUR

Corrin is tough as nails. Only a week into watching her complete her grueling daily routine, and I am already exhausted.

She and Aiden have already been married for three years, although I can’t say for sure how long they have been living like this. With their lifestyle, my guess is that vacations don’t do her much good, since she’s so busy choreographing every aspect of his routine.

The light in the primary bathroom flips on at exactly five in the morning. She doesn’t spend long in there.

When she comes down, she is already dressed for the day, wearing a pink and white floral pin tuck shirt with light-wash jean shorts and a pair of wedges laced with fabric that matches her top.

5 AM - Wake up, shower, makeup

She flips the light on in the kitchen and pulls a food scale out of the drawer, then takes down two mugs. She dons an apron, then measures the coffee beans out, and pours them into the grinder.

I reach for the volume and turn it down as she starts the machine and wait for her to finish before I turn the sound back up. Through the van window, I watch her come outside to get the paper. When she goes back inside the house, I return my attention to the screen.

She checks her watch, then sets a timer, before opening the fridge and reaching for the eggs and bacon.

My stomach starts rumbling just from looking at the ingredients.

She places a cast iron pan on the gas burner, but doesn’t turn it on. Next, she presses the start button on the electric kettle and pours in purified water from the pitcher on the counter. She folds the paper coffee filter and fits it into the glass carafe.

I glance back at the stove, willing her to not forget it. Don’t forget to turn on the stove.

She puts the newspaper at the head of the table before adding two full place settings.

While waiting for the water to boil, she pulls a lined notepad from the drawer by the fridge and starts making a list. She periodically glances at the coffee pot.

The kettle chimes, alerting her that the water is boiling. She pours a little over the filter, letting it rinse out the paper taste before dumping the water out, adding the coffee, and more fresh water. This time, letting it saturate the grounds.

She finally turns the stove on, letting it start to heat the pan as she adds three strips of cold bacon. After washing her hands, she finishes adding the hot water to the grounds, moving the kettle in a circle as she tips the contents out.

My stomach growls just imagining the scent of the bacon that is starting to bubble now.
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