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Had there ever been a more perfect night? No clouds hid those brilliant stars. A slight breeze cooled the sweat off my body. The symphony of nature played its tune, with crickets chirping in harmony with the trickle of the river and her tiny whimpering sobs. Music worthy of Mozart.

The romantics had it correct: God was nature, and I could feel Him all around me. His power became mine. I pitied those in the cities surrounded not by God, but by artificiality slowly draining the life from them. But not me. In that moment, I was more alive than ever. I was God. Well, at least to the beauty behind me.

Her whimpers grew louder. Her strength must have returned since our last session. I turned from the black river to my new beauty. Her face glistened from the tears trickling from her eyes before rolling off her cheeks and finally falling to the dirt below. Her mouth moved, but no sounds escaped. I walked over to my naked, barely conscious beauty, staring down at her. Her blue eyes looked through me. She’d had a full psychotic break. I hated when that happened. It ruined a great deal of the fun.

“Justine…” I said, caressing her. I pinched her so hard her whole body contorted. “Come back to me, beauty.”

Her eyes met mine, and I knew I’d drawn her from her safe place. I released her nipple to smooth her damp hair. Her mouth moved the same way it did before, but her eyes told me what she desired. Salvation. I wiped away a falling tear, putting it in my mouth. Justine’s eyes changed from pleading to sheer terror. Time for our final session, and she knew it. My grin grew.

It was good to be God.


Chapter 1

“Put the past behind you! Who doesn’t deserve a second chance?”

“Oh shut the fuck up,” I said as I changed the channel.

Jesus Christ, I hated, hated, hated insomnia. Some people found uses for it. They got second jobs, or worked on their hobbies without interruption. Not me. I could have been grading finals, since they were due the next day. I could have read Crime and Punishment like I’d been promising myself since college. God knew I was never in the mood for a story about redemption, but it would still be better than that damn infomercial.

I managed only three hours of sleep that night before jolting awake as my dead husband drowned me in a river. Fucking nightmares. As if the waking hours didn’t provide enough torture. Three hours wasn’t great, but it was better than some nights. The problem was that once I was up, no way would I go back to sleep, especially after a fucking nightmare. Not even the pills could put me down again after one of those.

I took too many pills that night. Prozac, guaranteed to turn you into a moodless zombie or your money back, then Valium to tackle anxiety. I hated the Valium, it made me shaky and dizzy, but I couldn’t be having panic attacks in the middle of class. Been there, done that. Finally, Xanax for good luck. Those still hadn’t worn off. I knew I shouldn’t take the Valium and Xanax together. I knew better, I did, but my self-destructive nature got the better of me. Again. At least there wasn’t a vodka chaser. Gold star for me.

As I channel-surfed for something to watch, my vicious guard dog lay on the couch next to me, legs up and head hanging off the side with his tongue lolling out. My screams in the night brought Gus out of his food-induced coma. The nightmare must have been a bad one. It took a lot to get him off his butt. I bought the large German shepherd as an attack dog from one of the trainers at the FBI when I moved to Grafton, North Carolina from northern Virginia. Of course I ended up with the one who hid from squirrels and ate like a wrestling team. If he could look past my flaws, I could look past his. At least his weren’t legion.

I kept flipping and flipping, circling through twice before a story on BNN made me stop dead. Of course the story was about “the Woodsman.” As if there were nothing else happening in America at the time. Everyone loved their serial killers, especially reporters. I’d been following the case—shit, story—since the beginning. This guy killed three women in three months. The story was on victim number four.

“In Shenandoah National Park, located in western Virginia,” the good-looking newsman read from the teleprompter, “the body of a woman was discovered yesterday by local fishermen. The victim has now been identified as Dr. Justine Romy, an emergency medicine doctor at Washington’s Our Lady of Mercy Hospital…”

My mouth dropped open. They hadn’t released the victim’s name before.

I knew her.

“Dr. Romy was reported missing two days ago, and though there is no confirmation by officials, she is believed to be a victim of the ‘Woodsman’ killer, who has been plaguing the East Coast since March, according to reports.”

An old man came onto the screen beside a beautiful blonde reporter. He must have been one of the fishermen who found her, judging from the hat with furry lures on it. Behind him was a flurry of police activity: flashing red and blue lights, the local coroner’s black van parked off to the side, and yellow tape being put up by local officers.

“Me and Bob, that’s my cousin,” the fisherman began, “we was just goin’ down the river lookin’ for a place to fish when we saw her.”

“What did you see?” a female reporter asked off-screen.

“We saw somethin’ white over by the edge of the river. We thought it was a dog or somethin’ but we went over there anyways. Then we saw it wasn’t no dog. She was…” He began to choke up at the memory. “She was naked as the day she was born, under the water, with a rope tied around her neck. I—I can’t.”

They cut away before he cried. Poor guy, he just wanted to fish. The blond reporter with the big lips came back on, alone in the dark in front of the police tape. The hustle and bustle of the forensic team went on behind her. “Authorities are keeping silent as to whether this latest murder is in any way connected to the three previous murders accredited to the ‘Woodsman,’ but the FBI have been called in to investigate.”

The next image made my heart stop in my chest.

I wasn’t surprised he was on the team trying to catch the sick twist, but to see him in front of me after two years…fuck. He hadn’t changed. Not a ginger hair out of place. He was always the ultimate poster boy for the FBI: tall, built, handsome, well pressed, and serious. Always so damn serious.

“As of right now,” he spoke into the microphone with authority, “we are treating this as a single homicide. We have no conclusive proof this is the work of the same man. But I can tell you we are investigating this case to the best of our abilities.”

He stepped away from the reporters toward the river, presumably to the murder scene. I couldn’t watch anymore. I turned the channel, but my heart wouldn’t stop pounding. “No. No,” I said to myself as I shut off the television altogether. It had become the enemy. Betrayed me by showing me him.

I got up off the couch, away from that box, and like a robot went upstairs to my office. That was the past. He was the past. The future. I had to concentrate on the future. The house. Grafton. Teaching. I was barely aware of it, but I began grading the term papers. After another Valium. This. This was my here and now. My second chance at life.

I’d killed for it, after all.

—

At daybreak, I pulled my tired bones upstairs to change into my sweats. I didn’t feel much like running, but I knew I’d be sitting at a desk all day and if I didn’t move around then I wouldn’t be able to sit still long enough to finish the papers, the one responsibility I had in the world. I started by running down the stairs, grabbing Gus’s leash at the front door. The second he heard the leash clink against the wall, he bolted from the living room, jumping on my chest. “Down,” I commanded. He settled enough for me to hook him up. We were off after I set the alarm and locked the two deadbolts. Most people in Grafton didn’t lock their doors. They’d never had a serial killer break in, though.

I lived on the outskirts of town, deep in the woods, with my nearest neighbor a quarter of a mile away, just the way I liked it. Just the way the majority of other residents liked it, too. I’d installed a ten-foot steel fence with lights and motion sensors laced around it. I would have preferred a moat with alligators, but my budget wouldn’t allow it.

My husband, Hayden, and I were in the process of moving to North Carolina from Virginia when he was murdered. The house itself was two stories with a basement, but it looked bigger than it was. The second story was supported by Roman columns littered around the enclosed wraparound wooden porch. It needed work, but I could barely afford the taxes on it.

As always, the stray cats that lived in the woods sprung from their hiding spots meowing for food the moment the damn door shut. I had all the varieties: calico, tuxedo, tabby, even a Siamese. At first I ignored them, as I did most things in life, hoping they’d just go away. Then I thought about calling animal control, but judging from their mangy coats and wild behavior I knew not a one would be adopted. I couldn’t condemn them to certain death. So I just left some food out for them every night, and in return the rat population diminished. We all won.

I opened the gate with the remote clipped to my belt and ran up the fifty feet of my unpaved gravel driveway before closing the gate behind me. Gus and I ran the same path every time. We started by jogging down the driveway, and then turned toward the South Fork New River a half-mile from the house. When the sun came up, the water twinkled. I tried never to miss it. That morning my music, Bonnie Tyler still holding out for a hero, was turned down just enough so I could hear the river trickling toward the Atlantic. On my right was the sparkling river. On the left, a row of redwood trees fully rejuvenated from the winter. Sometimes I needed to be reminded there was beauty in the world.

I really did love Grafton. I grew up in a small, dying town in Pennsylvania. Grey Mills was a lot colder and more industrialized than Grafton, North Carolina. And by colder I don’t mean just the weather. I sadly carried that attitude with me when I moved to Grafton. I didn’t participate in events. The previous Thanksgiving, my friend Carol dragged me to the elementary school pageant where her son Patrick was playing a Native American. He had been practicing his three lines for weeks, and I promised him I’d be there to cheer him on. When we walked into the auditorium, all heads turned. It was very strange having hundreds of eyes staring at me and knowing their thoughts.

“There she is.”

“She doesn’t look so bad.”

“I think I can see the scar.”

“That’s what a killer looks like.”

“Poor Hayden.”

I literally turned tail and ran. That was when I stopped trying. I was friendly to Myra at the grocery store, I chatted with Bart at the Texaco, but that was it. I would have been a hermit if not for Carol.

After tying the exhausted Gus to a tree after a mile, I started running again. I didn’t know if it was the breeze against my damp skin or the endorphins pumping into my system, but I felt Zen. It was the only time I ever did. But as usual when I was on the threshold of contentment, I had to ruin it.

I found myself thinking about Justine Romy as I jogged. I was shocked I’d had the willpower to hold off that long. I didn’t know her well, but Hayden was fond of her. I spoke to her on the few occasions when I visited him at the hospital—not anything of consequence, just current events, what case I was working on, and…a horrible realization stopped me dead in my tracks.

She had a son.

It all came back to me. He was two when I left. She even showed me his picture once. Cute kid with big brown eyes and a wide smile. She was in the middle of a divorce and was worried that her husband would sue for full custody because of her hours at the hospital. That was the last time I saw her. I heard she attended Hayden’s funeral. That made one of us.

I started running again, but my mind wouldn’t leave Justine Romy. She seemed like a very smart woman; how had she fallen prey to a killer? I just couldn’t see it. The guy must have been pretty slick. Probably late thirties, early forties. White male, professional with a steady job that lets him travel. Charming on the outside…

“Stop,” I said to myself. “Just stop.” I did not care who the man was or what he was like. I would keep the bad men out of my mind, out of my life. The cost was too great otherwise. Not that I had anything else to lose. My husband, my future, my sanity…I’d lost it all two years before. So I did what I always did. I collected my dog and ran home for yet another Valium. It’s what a person does when she can’t escape the fact her now is a living hell with no exit.

Or so I thought.


Chapter 2

Instead of sitting in my cramped office to grade as usual, I sat at my desk in the lecture hall where I held my classes. It was half the size of a normal college auditorium like the kind I’d had at the University of Pennsylvania, with a maximum capacity of a hundred, but it was the newest addition to the school and the biggest. Grafton College wasn’t rich by any means, and was small even by liberal arts college standards. Since all my spring semester classes were over, the room was empty. It was so quiet in there, I almost screamed once or twice just to break the deafening silence. I didn’t, though. People thought I was odd enough already.

I’d arrived at nine and had been grading for two hours. I was almost done. Well, two-thirds done. I deserved a massive pat on the back, but instead I broke the school rules and had a cigarette. Okay, so it was my sixth in two hours, but I’d just been so happy with my progress. Four classes a week, fifty students in each, was a lot. Nobody else handled that amount, but I was the most popular teacher in school. The celebrity aspect and all. Come see the FBI serial killer profiler, and if you wait long enough, you may be lucky and see her lose her fucking mind right in the middle of a lecture. It’s happened before; might happen again. Hell, you might actually learn something about psychology, too. Most days I felt like a sideshow freak as they stared at me, waiting for me to burst. You have one panic attack in class and nobody ever lets you forget it. Oh well, it paid the bills. Barely.

“I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

I was so deep in thought I didn’t notice one of my students enter. She cleared her throat, and I immediately looked up and hid the cigarette under the desk, stubbing it out. I recognized her from my forensic psychology class. She stood out because she always sat in the front and gazed at me in awe, as if I were a rare bird finally captured for her amusement. It was creepy.

I put my pen on top of the finished pile. “It’s okay. What can I do for you?” I asked with a half-smile.

“I was just wondering if you finished my final,” she said as she walked down the aisle. She was tall, at least five eleven, with natural blond hair. She reminded me of a woman from Norway I’d met during one of my investigations. She hired a hit man over the Internet to kill her husband when she found out he was cheating on her. The girl noticed me examining her and smiled uncomfortably. I did that a lot, making people uncomfortable.

I turned my chair back to the tests and started looking. “Name?” I asked.

Her flawless mouth quickly turned to a frown. She was upset that I couldn’t remember her name. “Madison Lass.” She smiled when I pulled out her exam and she saw the big “A” on it.

I decided to throw her a bone. “I was really impressed by the depth you put into the question about what causes deviant behavior. You covered all the bases, and I really have no idea where you got your examples. You put in examples I’ve never even heard of.”

“Really?” she asked, almost breathless from the compliment.

“Yes. You did a really good job.”

“Thank you!” I’d just made her month. She began to walk toward the door and I went back to my grading. I heard her flip-flops clap against the hardwood floor. Then she stopped and scurried back toward my desk. “I just have to say, I think you’re so brilliant! You are totally my hero! You are so brave, and I can’t believe I have you as my teacher.”

“Well, thank you.”

“Okay, I didn’t really come to get my test,” she giggled. “I so just wanted to tell you how much I admire you. I have like millions of questions I want to ask you!”

I half-smiled back. “Ask away.”

“Okay, I was thinking of joining the FBI and being a profiler like you were.” Her expression became serious. “Though I’ll never be as good as you,” she added quickly.

I saw all I needed to see about her in that instant. She was either the oldest or only child of parents who were never pleased. When she got a “B,” they asked why it wasn’t an “A.” She tried to keep everyone happy all the time; otherwise she thought she’d be rejected, probably because her parents did that time and again. Her entire self-image was based on what others thought. Shitty way to live.

“And you want my opinion?”

“I would so love your opinion!” she said with a squeal.

“Don’t.” Her expression morphed from elation into confusion. “You don’t want to be an FBI agent, let alone a profiler. It is hard, thankless work with no end. And I’m sorry, but I can tell by looking at you that you don’t have it in you. You have to get down in the gutter with the scum of the earth, and their slime rubs off on you. You see a side of human nature that no person should be exposed to. I’ve met a father who poured battery acid on his four-year-old daughter’s vagina for punishment. I’ve met men who have had sex with dead bodies. And those aren’t even the worst. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in years. The images creep into my dreams and terrorize me every night. I barely survived that job; I very much doubt you could. So my advice to you is to forget about the FBI. The losses far outweigh the gains. I have the literal scars to prove it.”

Madison stared at me for a few moments in utter shock. I knew she wanted to cry but refused to do so in front of me. I’d crushed her dreams and spit on them. I didn’t know what came over me, but I instantly regretted it.

“I’m sorry. I—”

“I have to go now,” she said in a small voice before running out of the room. As the door opened, I heard her let out a sob. Wonderful, I made the sweet girl cry.

I felt pressure building behind my left eye. The beginnings of a migraine. Soon it would be full-fledged, with nausea. Just what I needed. I had to get out of there. I couldn’t stand that room a second longer. I reached into my bag, pulled out my cache of pills, and popped a Vicodin as a preemptive strike.

After I gathered my papers, I stepped outside into the sunlight. It had been turned up a few notches. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, so no relief there. I walked quickly through the courtyard toward my office. The landscaping was minimal: a few limp trees placed in the middle of grass badly needing water. I was probably the only one who noticed it. I noticed almost everything.

In record time I reached the administrative building where all 150 professors had offices. What I needed was a black room with no noise. My eye throbbed as if it had its own heartbeat. Climbing the four flights of stairs to the Social Sciences department didn’t help. The stairwell was brightly lit with fluorescent lights that buzzed more loudly than a hive of bees. I tried to phase the noise out to no avail. When I finally reached my floor, I felt on the verge of lunacy. Even more so than usual.

I quickly moved down the narrow hallway of closed doors. One was open. I happened to glance in as I walked by. Roger, the dean of my department, sat on his desk, listening as Madison told her story through her sobs. I prayed Roger didn’t notice as I passed.

I’d seen jail cells bigger than my office, which barely had room for a desk and bookcase. The other professors had bigger ones with views. I had one tiny window that overlooked the dumpsters on the side of the building. Roger didn’t want to show favoritism. Rivalry between professors was as bad as rivalry between FBI agents. Although in my opinion, I shouldn’t have been penalized because I was once famous. Sorry, infamous.

I shut the door and pulled down the shade on my glass partition. If he didn’t know I was there, I could delay the inevitable. I was good at that. I went over to my window, throwing it open. I could barely breathe, which won my attention over the ever-growing migraine. That child couldn’t handle the truth, and I was going to get in trouble for it. I lit a cigarette and took the toxins in greedily. The noxious smoke filled my lungs, and boy, was I grateful for it. I exhaled out the window, watching the smoke billow into the fresh air, polluting it. For some reason this made me feel a little better. I took a few more puffs and felt myself relaxing. The Vicodin was kicking in. Not that I had time to enjoy it.

My door swung open a minute later, almost making me drop dead from fright. I quickly placed the cigarette on the ledge as Roger stormed into the office, his face beet red. He was an inch shorter than me, which he tried to correct with lifts. The height thing wouldn’t be that big a problem if it weren’t for the fact that his entire body was round, from his feet to his head. He reminded me of Santa Claus without the white beard and cheery disposition. His cheeks were always rosy, though, and right then they had never been rosier. The rest of his face had followed suit.

“Give me one reason I shouldn’t fire your ass right now.”

I smiled unevenly. “My sparkling personality?” He stared at me, not finding this funny in the least. I dropped the smile.

“You just verbally abused a student,” he said, failing to contain his anger.

“No, I simply gave an honest opinion when asked. It’s not my fault she just didn’t like the answer.”

“That girl is the daughter of a state senator.”

“That explains a lot,” I said under my breath.

“And that senator is a huge contributor to the college.”

“So I should lie to that girl? Send her down the wrong path simply because her daddy has some money? Please!” I turned my back to him and stared out the window. I couldn’t believe I was being chastised for helping a student.

“Iris, this isn’t the first complaint I’ve had about you. It’s actually the third. This month.”

I turned to face him again. “What?”

“I knew it was a gamble taking you on. You had no experience teaching, and unfortunately the students can tell.”

Even I could admit three complaints in a month was bad. “What exactly have they said?”

“It’s not important.”

I straightened my spine, my rage growing. “Yes, it is. If I’ve been accused of something then I have a right to defend myself.”

Roger looked away from my steely gaze. He never could maintain eye contact, a symptom of low self-esteem. Served him right. “They say you don’t care. You don’t engage them in discussion, and when they have questions, you don’t really answer them. You not caring makes them not care.” He paused for a second, deciding what to say next. “And let’s not forget the, um, personal problems you bring into the classroom.”

“My personal problems?”

“You freaked out in the middle of a class!”

“I had a panic attack. Once! It’s a medical condition, which I have no control over. You can’t fault me for that. Legally.” I was practically screaming at him.

“I know, which is why I didn’t mention it before. But it’s things like that and today’s latest outburst that make me think that…” He couldn’t finish the sentence. My eyes shot daggers at him. I wished looks could kill. There was a moment of silence, letting that unfinished sentence fester in the air.

Finally, I said, “Go on, say it. Finish your sentence. Fire me.”

“I don’t want to fire you. I just want you to take some time, pull yourself together. Take a vacation. Then come back in the fall rejuvenated and eager to teach.”

I breathed in deeply, trying to maintain my composure. “I can’t teach this summer?”

“I don’t think it would be wise.” He stepped over to me but stopped about four feet away. He was a little frightened of me, and he should have been. I was seriously considering wrapping my hands around his bulbous neck and squeezing. “Take a vacation, Iris. And if you need more time, through the fall, I’d completely understand. Your job will be here when you get back. Get better, Iris. I mean it.” With that he smiled and strode out of my office, not even bothering to close the door.

I didn’t know what I felt. Anger was predominant. I wanted to punch a wall so bad. Fear, because my bank account was almost empty. But there was something else, something surprising. Sadness. But why? It wasn’t as if I even liked the job, so what was bothering me? Then it hit me. Without teaching, all that was left was an empty house and sleepless nights. I had nothing. I was nothing.

I picked up my cigarette from the perch. It was burnt down close to the filter. I threw it down on the brown carpet and stubbed it out. I was sure it was burning a hole in the carpet, but what did I care? Something for the next occupant to worry about. I grabbed the pack and lit another. No calming effect that time. I turned and looked out the window again, up at the brilliant blue sky, feeling a little groggy, probably from the Vicodin. At least the migraine was gone. The highlight of my fucking day. I felt tears forming in my eyes. I tried to hold them back, but I knew I couldn’t stop them.

“You will not do this. You will not let him get you to cry,” I whispered to myself. A tear fell down my face anyway, and I quickly wiped the offender away. I hated crying. I’d always thought it was a sign of weakness, but now I seemed to do it at the drop of a hat. Before, I could break my leg and not shed a tear, but since the attack I’d burn a TV dinner and sob for an hour. I took another drag of my cigarette, blowing the smoke out the open window, then watching it fade into the open air. Another tear fell down my cheek, but I let it fall. I was nothing.

A minute later there was a soft knock on the door. This small, trivial thing snapped me out of my misery. I didn’t want to turn around and face Roger again. I might rip his face off. “Go away,” I commanded with little bravado. I had no more fight left in me.

“Iris,” a deep, familiar voice said.

My entire body stopped functioning with that one word. My heart seized. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. I’d shut down.

“Iris?” he asked again.

I don’t know how I managed to turn around, but I did. At first I thought I was imagining him. That I’d finally had a full psychotic break. It was a long time coming. Regardless, he was there. He was in my doorway, dressed in a dark blue three-piece suit that fit his large, muscular body perfectly. He was strikingly handsome, with broad shoulders ripe for resting your head on and a strong, square jaw, yet an almost feminine, youthful face. As always, he was the model of perfection with his pressed suit, immaculately groomed wavy red hair, and straight posture. He stood with his left foot behind so his right was leading. He did this because his gun was on his left side in the black holster I’d bought him for Christmas four years prior. His blue eyes, the color of the Caribbean, threw the whole tough-guy effect off, though. They looked nervous, jumping all over the place. That’s how I knew he was real. I couldn’t ever recall seeing him nervous.

It was bad enough watching him on the television, but having him standing less than ten feet away, looking exactly the same as the last time I saw him, was too much. Just too damn much. He gazed at me, not in the eyes, thank God, but at my mouth. I expected he wanted me to say something, but I couldn’t. If the devil himself walked into that office, I wouldn’t have been half as surprised or frightened as I was then. He couldn’t be there. He couldn’t be seeing me as I was then. A train wreck. Weak. Not him. Anyone but him.

“Hello,” he said with a small smile.

“Hi,” a strange person using my voice box said.

He half-smiled again, happy I’d come out of my petrified wood state. He glanced around my cluttered office. Why hadn’t I cleaned it? “Looks like you’ve been keeping busy. Enjoying teaching?”

“Nobody shoots at me, and I don’t hang around dead bodies. So, yeah, I guess so. You should try it.” The wit section of my brain seemed to have booted up. It never did let me down.

“You know me, too much of an adrenaline junkie. Thrill of the chase and all.”

“Problem is, after a while you’re not sure who’s chasing who.”

His face fell, followed by an uncomfortable silence. Not a good start.

“How have you been? You look…” he trailed off.

“I look…?”

“You look like hell.”

The clouds in my head dissolved from the firestorm that ripped through. As always, when I couldn’t think, I immediately went for the jugular. It made people leave. I wanted him to leave more than anything in the world. “Go fuck yourself!” I said through gritted teeth.

“I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head at his stupidity. “I didn’t mean to say that.”

I scoffed. “You waited two years and came all this way to give me beauty tips?” My head suddenly became very light, and my hands began shaking so violently the cigarette dropped to the floor. I put my hand to my forehead just to see if it was still there. A blur washed over me, and I knew I was going to pass out. He knew it too and strode toward me, his hero reflex kicking in.

“Are you okay?” He reached out to touch me, but I swatted his hand away. The last thing in the world I wanted was him touching me. No one touched me. Instead, he grabbed the chair from the desk and put it behind me. I fell into it, putting my head between my legs. “Do you need a paper bag?”

“I’m fine. Just give me a second.” I breathed in and out rhythmically. I had to force air in with a few deep breaths. I did the breathing technique I learned from Dr….I couldn’t keep them all straight. I think at last count I’d seen five. What did number two say? Focus on breathing in and out. In and out. I did this for thirty seconds and felt a little better. Finally, I could bring in air without thinking about it. Vast improvement. I lifted my head from between my legs. A minute later I realized he was staring at me. “Luke, you can stop staring at me now. I’m not gonna keel over, okay?”

“Do you want some water?”

I smoothed my hair with both hands. “No, I’m fine.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“What did you expect?” I asked.

“Not this.”

I looked up and met his eyes. I knew that look. I saw it almost every day. “Stop looking at me like that. I don’t need pity, especially from you.” I grabbed my Marlboros and lit one, my hands still trembling.

“I don’t pity you,” he said.

I scoffed again. I stood up, though I was surprised my legs supported me. “Liar.”

“I don’t pity you because you’re doing this to yourself. I don’t pity weakness. It just disgusts me.”

“When did you get so honest?” I chuckled.

“Right after I lied to save your life.”

I turned to him, puffing the cigarette. “You didn’t save much.”

“Obviously.”

“Did I ever thank you for what you did?”

“No.”

“Good.”

I grinned wryly. His thin lips pursed. I took another puff of the cigarette, letting the smoke billow out of my nostrils. His eyes followed the smoke for a second, then turned their attention back to me. “It was a mistake coming here,” he said, shaking his head.

“Yeah, it was. I’m not doing it.”

He looked a little unnerved. “You’re not doing what?”

“I’m not coming back. I’m not helping you.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, fuck you. Don’t play dumb. I know you’re on the Woodsman case, and the only reason you would ever show your face around me again is if you needed something.”

“Ever think maybe I just wanted to see you?”

I raised an eyebrow and chuckled wryly. “Yeah. Right.” I paused to sneer. “What did you think? You would show up here and I’d immediately drop everything to go help you catch a serial killer? You always were presumptuous.”

“Am I?” he asked with a similar sneer.

“I would rather shove needles under my fingernails.”

“From what I see, I wouldn’t be surprised if you did that in your spare time.”

That was it. “Get out of my office.”

“From what I hear, it won’t be your office much longer.”

Without thinking, I picked up the ashtray from my desk and hurled it at him. It missed, hitting the wall, and breaking into a million tiny splinters of glass. He had to leave. He had to. “Get out!”

He didn’t even flinch. He just calmly walked out of my office as if nothing had happened. Coward. When he was out of sight, I began breathing deeply again to calm myself. It didn’t work. I slumped in my chair with my head hung until I found the strength to get the hell out of there in case he came back. My best friend. My partner.

Luke Fucking Hudson. Dear God, how I had missed him.


Chapter 3

I spent the rest of the afternoon nursing a vodka bottle and chomping down candy bars in front of my television, watching old home movies. Surefire cure for the blues. I didn’t really eat. I lived on cigarettes, vodka, candy bars, and the occasional TV dinner. I attributed my lack of appetite to the fact that I had a foot of my colon removed after the attack. The ragged red line across my lower stomach disgusted me, a constant reminder of what happened permanently etched into my flesh until I died. At least the psychological scars had let me wear low-cut jeans.

The video was of my wedding day. I watched it on partially bad days, and today qualified. If I closed my eyes and just listened, I could almost convince myself what was happening on the screen was going on then and there. Pathetic, I know, but that was the least of my worries.

It was a simple ceremony performed by a judge in his office that lasted all of six minutes. My mother, my future stepfather Khairo, my brother Billy, and my grandparents had all taken the train down from Grey Mills the day before. Hayden’s parents, sister, and brother were there too, looking none too comfortable. Sneers galore. They never liked me. Billy filmed the ceremony with much commentary about how nauseatingly happy we looked. He was right, though—we did. I’d never looked so radiant. I wore an off-the-shoulder ankle-length white silk dress, with my hair loose around my shoulders. The groom was no slouch either. Hayden was so handsome, with his spiky black hair shining blue in the light. As always, when I watched the tape, my body ached for him. Until the camera cut to my “maid of honor” and shame punched longing in its face.

Luke seemed uncomfortable at the whole event. He kept glancing around as if he needed an escape route. Everyone questioned my choice of maid of honor, even the man himself. We knew each other from the Academy and had become unofficial partners a month earlier, after breaking a big case together, a kidnapping. I knew I couldn’t have asked for a better man watching my back, but he was still unsure. I figured it would bring us closer. I was right. For a time.

On the screen, Hayden’s best man, Chuck, handed my groom the ring, which he slipped on my finger with a huge grin. I realized then that I’d been twirling my ring around on my finger so long my thumb was red and raw. Nervous habit. I did that whenever I thought about him. Round and round it went, a simple gold band with a tiny solitaire diamond in the middle with the inscription “To my Iris, Forever and Always.” I couldn’t part with it, even for a day. It was all I had left of him. That’s why I hadn’t gotten it resized, even though it was loose because of all the weight I’d lost. Twenty pounds and change, and I was no Marilyn Monroe to begin with.

When the judge said, “May I present Dr. and Dr. Hayden Sage,” I threw my arms around my husband, kissing him for a very good fifteen seconds and making my grandmother turn bright red. Everyone on the screen clapped as we kissed. My mom began weeping and pushed the camera out of her face.

The camera cut to our wedding party in Hayden’s tiny Georgetown apartment, which had just become our apartment. I’d been living just outside Baltimore, where I worked at the field office there, but we’d see each other whenever we could. We’d been unofficially engaged since our third date, but I didn’t want to get married until I made Violent Crimes, the first step toward Behavioral Analysis. When I finally asked him, he seemed relieved.

As if I would have gone anywhere.

As Hayden wrapped his arm around my waist, everyone held up his or her mismatched glass for the toast. “To my beautiful wife, and…I can’t believe I finally get to say that, Iris,” he chuckled. “I remember the first time I saw you. I’d been at the hospital for thirty-six hours and could think of nothing but sleep. Until I saw you. I’d been looking for you all my life and there you were, sitting at the counter at Caroline’s Diner, immersed in John Douglas’s Mindhunter. I couldn’t take my eyes off of you. Lightning flashed through me, and I knew in that instant you were the one. Now look at us. I couldn’t take my eyes off you then, and I still can’t now. I love you.” He nuzzled my cheek with his straight, sharp nose. I remembered thinking, I am never going to be this happy again. I was right.

Hayden turned back to our guests. “Okay, now everybody get out of my house! My wife and I have some business to attend to.” He pulled me in closer, kissing me long and deep. The screen went black. End of tape.

Sadness filled me as it always did when the tape ended. I took a swig of the vodka, but the bottle was empty. Shit, I needed another. I climbed out of the worn recliner my husband loved so much in search of booze. After a long day at the hospital Hayden would come home, kick off his bloodstained sneakers, and curl up in this chair with the paper. Some days I’d join him, sitting on his lap and running my fingers through his hair. Yeah, that chair brought back memories that would shame my mother.

I walked into the kitchen and tossed the empty bottle into the trash. It clattered against the others. It had been a bad week. But like all former Girl Scouts, I was always prepared. I grabbed the last bottle from the freezer, not that it would do much good. I couldn’t get drunk anymore. I hadn’t been able to for six months. The fact was rather disconcerting. One stiff drink used to send me to the moon, but nowadays I needed to take Valium with the vodka to get a buzz. I didn’t do it often, but that night was an exception. Or maybe I would take ten. There was always that, but I didn’t think I deserved a quick death. Though I was consciously doing everything in my power to speed things along.

I returned to the living room and fell back into the recliner, wrapping the knitted blanket my grandma made me years ago tighter around myself. I’d watched all of my home movies already.

“…don’t we all deserve a second chance?”

God, this again, I thought to myself. This infomercial was always, always on. There was something about the speaker I just never liked. He held himself with command, knowing everyone in the vast audience was in his thrall. For some reason he reminded me of my father, which made me immediately distrust him.

“We all have things in our past we wish we could correct, yes?” he asked the audience. They all nodded, almost in unison, which was creepy in and of itself. “Some job we wish we had gone out for. Somebody we wronged and now we would give anything to take our action back, make it up to them. Or maybe we have had someone wrong us, and it still hurts today.” He paused to scan the crowd. Their eyes stayed on him. “Well, you know what I say to regrets like that? I say, ‘Be gone! I have more important things to think about. I have a life to live…in the now! This is my second chance, and I am taking it!’

“Time moves one way…forward. By wasting the precious gift God gave you, dwelling on the things that have already happened, the now passes you by. Opportunities fly out the window, then add to the pile of regrets. It is a never-ending cycle of pain! Well, I say no more! The past has no bearing on the future!

“In my book, Live in the Now: Seven Easy Steps into the Present, I outline my program to leading a successful, happy life and embracing your second chance. Now, some of my fellow psychiatrists”—This guy was a psychiatrist?—“believe in dredging up the past week after week in sessions costing hundreds of dollars an hour. But for only twenty-six dollars, this book can change your whole outlook on life.”

“What an asshole.”

I hate that I watched far longer than I normally did. At least the asshat made me feel superior. He may have been a beloved millionaire, while I could barely pay my bills, but at least I wasn’t setting psychology back a century. I contained my destructiveness to me and me alone. Go, me.

Halfway through the travesty, there was a knock on the door. Gus and I immediately sat up at this strange occurrence. Gus seemed confused, as if he’d never heard a knock before. I’d sheltered him from things like that. Shit, I had forgotten to close the gate. Again. Damn booze. I got out of the chair and cautiously walked to the door. Gus stayed in the living room, his ears perked up for more strange noises. It was probably Carol checking up on me. I was sure the whole of Grafton had heard about my getting fired. I really didn’t want to deal with anything right then, but my car was in the driveway, so she knew I was home. I was going to have to play nice.

Or maybe not. My guard immediately went up again. Time for Round Two.

Luke stood on my porch, peeling moss off the screen. He looked up at me. “You have a big rust problem.”

“What I have is a massive asshole problem. And apparently it’s recurring.”

He shook his head. “Can we please not get into a verbal pissing contest right off the bat?” Our mutual silence meant we agreed. “May I come in?” I considered the request for a second. I knew the man; he’d just keep coming back and coming back if I didn’t let him in. We had that in common. With a long sigh, I opened the screen door separating us. His visit would be amusing at the very least. He scanned the inside of the house, surveying everything as he walked in. I stood behind with my hand on my hip. “I like it. It’s cozy, yet very Spartan.” Meaning I had no furniture.

“How did you get on my property?”

“You forgot to close the gate.” I knew it. “It’s dark in here.”

“I get migraines.”

Happy to have the pleasure of someone else’s company, Gus scurried out of the living room, tail wagging furiously. He bounded over to our visitor and slid his nose into Luke’s crotch. Luke chuckled uneasily and pushed Gus away. “Friendly.” I pulled Gus away from Luke and held him by the collar. “Is that one of Neil’s dogs?”

“Yeah.”

Luke looked down. “Kind of fat for an attack dog.”

I scoffed. “He just likes to eat. He could rip your throat out if he wanted to,” I said, sounding childish, as if I were defending my naughty behavior to my father. “I’ll take him upstairs. You stay here.”

I pulled a reluctant Gus upstairs to my room. He looked almost betrayed as I closed the door. Playmates were few and far between at Ballard Manor. He whined as I shut the door. I ran downstairs and found that Luke wasn’t where I’d told him to stay, the son of a bitch. I didn’t want that man snooping around my home, making judgments about me.

“Luke?”

He didn’t answer. I walked into the living room to find him examining my tapes. Thankfully most didn’t have labels. “What are these?” he asked.

I snatched the tape away from him. “None of your damn business.”

Ignoring me, he walked over to the bookcase. This gave me a chance to put the rest of the tapes under the television stand. When I was done, I looked over and saw him flipping through one of Hayden’s books. “The History of Modern Microbiology? Heavy reading.”

I snatched that away from him too. “Stop looking through my things.” Luke flashed me a smile, but I just glared at him. “What are you doing here?”

His smile faded as his expression became serious. “I was worried about you. You scared me today.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a scary person. I’m a murderer.” I flopped into the recliner. “You were there. Remember?”

He turned to me, hands on his hips. “Will you please drop the attitude? I’m serious.”

“Well, that’s your problem. You’re always too serious. Should be careful about that. You’ll give yourself an ulcer.” The vodka bottle was still beside the chair. I picked it up and took a gulp.

Luke frowned. “Is that your dinner?”

“And breakfast, and lunch. It’s better than lobster. Want some?”

He scoffed. “I’m fine.”

“Your loss,” I said, taking another swig. He just shook his head, silently judging me. His favorite pastime. “Will you please stop staring at me like that?”

“How am I staring at you?”

“Like you’re better than me. You’re not. If you were,” I leaned in, whispering, “you wouldn’t be here.” I fell back in my seat with a triumphant grin. “You’re very brave to show up here, I’ll give you that. Stupid, but brave.”

“Not going to make this easy for me, are you?”

“No way in hell. You come, disrupt my life, make judgments about me, insult me, and you expect me to just welcome you with open arms? You’re lucky I don’t toss your ass out.”

He scanned me up and down. “From the looks of you, you couldn’t lift a cat.”

“Just let me run upstairs and grab Old Faithful. She’ll get you out of here right quick.”

He shook his head. “You act so tough, but I can see right through you. Always could.”

That was why I wanted him the hell out of my house. “Suck my dick.” I picked up the bottle, looking into his crystal-blue eyes, daring him to stop me. As I was about to take another swig, he took a step forward and smacked the bottle out of my hand. My mouth dropped open in shock. “You son of a bitch!”

“What the hell happened to you? What the fuck happened to Iris Ballard?”

The tears welled up in my eyes from those words. I’d been asking myself the same question every day for two years. “She died,” I said in a small voice. God, please don’t let me cry in front of him. Anyone but him.

Luke gazed down at me, sadness and pity filling his eyes. He bent down, his face so close to mine I could count his freckles.

“No, she didn’t. You may wish she did, and you may be doing everything in your power to change that fact, but she is still alive. You are still alive. He died, you didn’t. And I know that if Hayden were alive today, and he saw you like this, it would break his heart like…like it’s breaking mine. Is this how you honor his memory? By living in a crumbling fortress, slowly killing yourself? You used to be fearless. You are the strongest person I know. But you’ve given up, and that isn’t like you. You’re a fighter. So fight. Fight with every damn thing you’ve got to find your way back to yourself. Fight.”

Luke backed off then, giving me room to breathe. My breath escaped in short bursts. I couldn’t tell if I was incredibly angry or incredibly sad. I went with angry. I stood up, hands shaking, blood running red hot. “How dare you come into my house after two years and judge me? How dare you tell me how my husband would feel! And how dare you tell me how to cope. You can lecture me when your wife’s head is blown off in front of you. When you’ve been terrorized and stabbed in the gut. Until then, don’t you dare fucking presume to tell me what to do or how to behave.”

He was silent for a minute, his face revealing nothing. Was he even listening to me? I glared at him, willing him to speak. I’d said my peace. I was done. Then, all of a sudden, he left the room. Not the reaction I’d anticipated. I didn’t expect to win so easily. I waited to hear the front door slam. It didn’t. Instead, he returned with his briefcase, slamming it on the coffee table. Opening it, he tossed files as thick as books with the FBI seal on them onto the table before closing the briefcase.

Luke looked me square in the eye. No emotion, only business. “You’re right. I can’t know what you feel or how I’d react if I were in the same situation. I can’t. But I do know you. You were my best friend for years. No, more than that. We have been through war together. I know you, and I know this: You are a fighter. You are stronger than you think. You just need to be reminded of that. So I’m here to give you a chance to be you. The real you.” He picked up the files, holding them to my face before smacking them down again. “The best of the best are on this, but I know we’re missing something. I know it. There are women in danger who need your help. They will die unless you step up. You’re the best, something I have never doubted for a second, even now. This psycho is out there, and he won’t stop until we stop him. Help me.” He pulled out a business card from his pocket, tossing it on the files. “My cell number’s on there. I have to leave tomorrow morning. I hope to hear from you. If not, goodbye, Iris. I wish only good things for you.” With that, he picked up the briefcase and walked out without the files. I didn’t follow. The front door slammed seconds later. He was gone.

I looked down at the fucking files taking over my coffee table with Luke’s white business card standing out against the brown folders. Just their presence in my home turned my stomach. I knew what was in there. Evidence of the brutality of man. Women, raped and tortured. Women whose last minutes on this planet were filled with terror and pain, their bodies torn apart simply for one man’s sick gratification. I didn’t need to see that. I’d seen it hundreds of times. Hell, I’d lived it.

With one sweep of my arm, the files crashed to the floor. Pictures flew out like a fan unfolding. I quickly glanced away. I could not, would not look at them.

No.

I flopped back down in my chair and turned toward the television. It was a news report about the Woodsman. Of course. I reached for the remote, but it wasn’t on the armrest where I normally put it. Which meant…I bent down and spotted it next to one of the loose pictures. With that, my fate was sealed. I’d done it.

I looked at her fucking picture.

Justine Romy was barely recognizable after floating in the Rappahannock River for days. Her skin was the color of snow, with bluish veins scattered over her face like the roots of a tree. Her eyes and chunks of her skin were torn out. Food for very lucky fish. Her auburn hair was a tangled mess of leaves, twigs, and mud, and her mouth was open, as if trying to speak. I wished she could; it would have made our jobs a hell of a lot easier.

“Jesus,” I whispered. I’d barely known her, but I felt rage spreading through my body as I gazed at her battered face. I could see her as she had been: a beautiful, smart woman with her whole life ahead of her. She’d never see her son graduate or get married. She’d never get to play with her grandchildren. She’d never make love again. She’d never heal another body. There would be no more trips to the movies, no more Christmases sitting around the tree. And he was out there walking the streets, having dinner with friends while she was lying on a cold metal slab in some morgue. It was just so unfair. And I was an expert on unfair.

Fuck. I couldn’t help myself. I never could. I picked up the file and began what I promised myself I would never do again. I set out to catch a monster.


Chapter 4

It was a little past one in the morning when I knocked on the door of room twelve at the Half Moon Inn. I heard shuffling inside, the thump as his feet hit the ground, and finally footsteps. The door opened and Luke stood in an undershirt and NYU sweatpants, his eyes half closed and blinded by the light in the hallway, and his orange hair wild from sleep. I resisted the urge to smooth his cowlick. I wasn’t ready for any type of physical contact with him. I didn’t even want to be three feet from him.

“Sorry I woke you,” I said, not at all sorry I woke him. He’d intruded in my life, so it was only right that I intruded on his sleep. Fair was fair.

“No, it’s okay. Come in.” He stepped aside, and I entered his room. “There’s a light over—”

I flicked on the light before he could finish. “I’ve been here before,” I said with a quick smile.

The corners of his mouth twitched. “I forgot.”

It was the motel that Hayden took me to on our third date. I wouldn’t forget it. “Are you surprised to see me?” I asked, clutching the files he gave me to my chest.

“No, I’m not. Surprised it took you this long.” He walked into the bathroom and turned on the tap.

“You gave me four separate files, each with dozens of pages of evidence,” I called out at him. “I went as fast as I could.”

He walked out of the bathroom and shut off the light. “So, what do you think?”

“I think you’re fucked.”

A small smile crept across his face. “Why do you think that?”

I smiled back at him, pulling the chair from the table. It was time to dazzle him. “It’s an incredibly high-profile case,” I began. “Four young, smart, beautiful, gainfully employed white single mothers were kidnapped in plain sight with no witnesses. They were subsequently drugged, raped, tortured, and strangled. Then their bodies were dumped in water and used as a fast-food joint for any lucky animal that came across it. And this is just what the public knows.

“My guess is your boss is riding your ass to solve this and solve it now. But that isn’t easy, considering you have no suspects and no physical evidence thanks to the marvel of H2O. Your current profile and team are leading you nowhere, so you decide, ‘Hey, I’m only a couple hundred miles from North Carolina—might as well look up Iris and get her take on it, even though she’s batshit crazy now. I’m desperate. If I can’t close this case I’ll never get to be director or even executive assistant director like dear old Dad, and then my whole life would have been a waste.’ Am I on the right track?”

“You got all of that from those files?”

“No, hon’, I got all of that from you showing up at my office. I haven’t even begun with what I got from those files.”

We looked at each other for a moment. I could tell he was impressed. The sides of his mouth twitched trying to suppress a smile. “Okay, let’s begin at the beginning,” he suggested. He pulled out the chair opposite me to sit before opening the file on Sarah Illes, the first victim.


Sarah Celine Illes, age 35 at time of death. Height: 5’4”. Weight: 121 lbs. Hair: Brown. Eyes: Green. Divorced from Kyle Illes. Occupation: Tax attorney at Lemmings, Tarlatan, and Sullivan in New York City. Children: Peter, age 4. Home address: 11389 Willow Rd, Stamford, CT. Believed abducted from Amtrak parking lot March 9 between 9:30–10 P.M. Reported missing by Enid Banks, housekeeper, at 8:10 A.M. Date of Discovery: March 11 in Bear Mountain State Park in New York State by George Hammer while hiking. Estimated Time of Death: March 10, between 1:30–3:30 A.M. Body identified by Kyle Illes. Cause of Death: Manual strangulation. Ligature marks around neck pre and postmortem. Removal of left atrium and ventricle postmortem, removed from aorta to apex. Blood positive for Zoloft, thiopental sodium.


I moved on to the next three files.


Amanda Suzanne Denker, age 34. Height: 5’1”. Weight: 108 lbs. Hair: Brown. Eyes: Blue. Husband: Harry Denker, deceased. Children: David, age 8; Harry, age 3. Occupation: VP Marketing at Consolidated Inc in New York City. Home address: 146 W 27th Street, Apt 3A, NYC. Believed abducted from underground parking lot in Wilson Building on April 20 between 12–1 A.M. Reported missing April 21 by Charles Denker, father-in-law. Date of Discovery: April 27 in Storm King State Park in Cornwall, NY by Mary and Stewart Gibbs. Estimated Time of Death: 3-4 A.M. Body identified by Charles Denker. Cause of Death: Manual strangulation. Ligature marks pre/postmortem. Removal of left atrium and ventricle postmortem. Blood positive for thiopental sodium, ibuprofen.

Patricia Lucy Curtis, age 32. Height: 5’4”. Weight: 110 lbs. Hair: Brown. Eyes: Blue. Divorced from Carl Curtis, restaurant owner. Children: Martin, age 10; Carl, age 5. Occupation: Director of Public Relations at Simon and Lewis in Baltimore, MD. Home address: 36752 Parliament Ct, Baltimore, MD. Believed abducted from O’Mally’s bar parking lot on May 18 between 11:35–11:40 P.M. Reported missing by Frances Gardner, sister. Date of Discovery: May 23 in Patapsco Valley State Park near Oakland, MD by Laurence and Craig Shipley. Estimated Time of Death: May 19 between 3–4 A.M. Cause of Death: Manual strangulation. Ligature marks pre/postmortem. Removal of left atrium and ventricle postmortem. Blood positive for Prozac, lithium, and thiopental sodium.

Justine Sally Romy, age 36. Height: 5’3”. Weight: 100 lbs. Hair: Red-Brown. Eyes: Blue. Divorced from Laurence Mount. Children: Gabriel, age 5. Occupation: Emergency Medicine doctor, Our Lady of Mercy Hospital in Washington, D.C. Home address: 6724 Lincoln Dr, Arlington, VA. Believed abducted from home address on June 6 between 4–5:30 A.M. Reported missing by Charles Winkler, boyfriend, on June 6. Date of Discovery: June 10 in Shenandoah National Park in Luray, VA by Gary and Robert Jarvis. Estimated Time of Death: 7–9 A.M. Cause of Death: Manual strangulation. Ligature marks pre/postmortem. Removal of left atrium and ventricle postmortem. Blood positive for thiopental sodium.


I closed Justine’s file. Luke gazed up at me, waiting for me to say something. He grabbed a pad of paper to take down my thoughts. “What do you think?”

I took off my reading glasses to pinch between my eyes. “This guy’s an asshole.”

“I know that. But what do you think?”

“I think this is a very smart, very savvy guy. He abducts them in a public place and always manages to do it without a single witness present. Which means he has to know their schedules, when they leave the office, and when they’re an easy target. He stalks them, and he does it without anybody noticing, right?”

“Yes; when we did the interviews, nobody noticed anything out of the ordinary. In the hours before their abductions, the victims didn’t mention anything to anyone of that nature either.”

“So he finds the opportunity and takes it. He comes up from behind and grabs them, most likely putting his hand over their mouths so they can’t scream. With his left hand, he injects thiopental sodium into their left jugular vein. The drug takes effect anywhere from before it’s fully injected to a minute after. It only works for about half an hour, but from the multiple needle wounds on their bodies I’d say he injected them several times. It’s a painkiller, but when the drug wears off the person has something called emergence delirium. Basically they wake up disoriented, restless, and emotional.”

“How do you know so much about it?”

“I looked it up in Hayden’s medical books. It’s an ultra-short-acting barbiturate used primarily in surgeries but also in hypnosis. It’s not something you can get without a prescription. He’d have to have ready access to it. He uses it instead of just hitting them over the head because with the drug, he knows how long it lasts and can time accordingly. All the dump sites were within two hours of where they were abducted.”

I waited for Luke to finish writing. “Okay,” he said.

“So after they’re incapacitated, he drives them to a wooded area near a river. This is part of his ritual. He may feel most at home in the woods.” I picked up Sarah Illes’s file and glanced at it. “He carries the vic to the ideal spot, which he most likely scouted beforehand, and puts her down. He doesn’t drive up because he doesn’t want to leave tire tracks. His hiking boots are untraceable, as they’re found in almost every sporting goods store in America. As is the nylon rope he uses to tie their hands and neck.”

“He knows forensics.”

“Yep. He knows not to leave tire tracks, to wear popular shoes, probably wears a condom, and he knows that water will wash away most trace evidence. I’ll bet he doesn’t use gloves. We can’t lift prints off a body that’s been in the water that long.”

“Let’s go back to the rapes.”

“What a wonderful suggestion,” I said with a note of sarcasm. “It’s obviously to get him off, and not just sexually. He hates women but is also threatened by them. He ties them up before they’re awake so they can’t fight him, hence no defensive wounds on any of them. He seems almost afraid of them.”

“So he’s a loser with the ladies. Should narrow it down.”

“Actually,” I said, “he’s probably quite good with the ladies. The weaker ones, at least. He needs to feel power over women, and there are plenty of them willing to play the part of a doormat.”

“So he rapes them and strangles them to death with his bare hands, not the rope.”

“He’s an anger-excitation rapist, but with heavy leanings toward anger-retaliatory. The medical examiner’s report said there was extensive tearing and bruising to the vaginal wall and cervix, meaning they were raped more than once. There were also several sets of thumb indentations on their throats made by the same hands. First time he rapes her while strangling, then takes time to recharge his battery. Then he does it again and again until she’s dead. She dies while he’s raping her, thus enhancing his high and her pain. He’s probably into bondage and has an extensive hard-core porn collection. He’s also a thrill junkie.”

“A thrill junkie?” Luke asked.

“He’s most likely into extreme sports, car racing, bungee jumping, etcetera.”

Luke wrote this all down quickly, nodding at my assessment. “So, then they’re dead. Why cut out their hearts?”

“Half of their heart,” I corrected him. “The left half of the heart. Details, Agent Hudson. Details.”

His eyes narrowed. He was not amused. “Why the left?”

“The left half gives oxygenated blood to the whole body. It’s the half of the heart that gives. By cutting it out he not only gets a trophy, but he makes a statement. These women don’t give.”

“Give what?”

“Love, support, whatever. He chose the heart for its symbolism. It also, obviously, means they have half a heart. The heart is the trophy, since their jewelry was found with their clothes and purses. It’s fetishistic. It’s his way to always possess these women.”

“But why the heart? Why not a finger or nose? Something easier to get to?”

“He felt they rejected him. They wouldn’t give him what he wanted, at least not in his mind. He takes what they won’t give.”

“And why tie them up to a riverbank? Why not just dump them?”

“He wants them to be found. He wants us to see how smart he is. Dare us to catch him. Even more of a thrill.”

Luke wrote this down furiously. “Why these women?”

I looked down at a recent picture of Justine with her son. The boy had her smile and bright eyes. His mother held him in her lap, her arms around his waist like a seatbelt. I turned the picture to Luke and pointed at Gabriel. Luke looked down at the picture, then back up at me. He didn’t understand what I was getting at.

“That’s why.”

“I don’t get it.”

I sighed as I put the picture down. It was hard being the smartest one in the room. “All the women fit the same profile, correct? Mid-thirties, brown hair, light eyes; all hold time-consuming jobs, which causes them to work overly long hours. Those jobs take them away from their sons. The fathers, for the most part, are out of the picture, which leaves the mother as the sole caregiver, but they don’t have time for the kids because of their careers.”

“He kills them because they’re professional single mothers.”

“Bingo.”

“Still doesn’t tell me why these women.”

“His mother.”

“His mother?” he asked.

“I told you. He has heavy leanings toward the anger-retaliatory classification. The rape is to get him off. The murder…that’s revenge. We both know the majority of rapists don’t end up murdering their victims. The rape and murder are separate entities, at least in this case. He hates his mother. She hurt him, and this is his retaliation. These women are his proxy.”

“Why does he hate her?” Luke asked.

“Most likely she was a demanding, cruel, distant woman who probably sexually abused him from an early age.”

“Between four and seven.”

“Correct. The UNSUB’s father was out of the picture, either dead or too weak to stand up to his wife. Our guy had no real strong male role model and latched onto Mom. She was a professional woman, ran her own business or had a job that kept her away from her son. He resented this. He wanted her all to himself.”

“Oedipal complex,” Luke added.

“Big time. It was engrained into him at the early stages of development. His mother probably told him all good boys love Mommy and respect her. They never talk back and do whatever she says. And in return for this she’ll pay attention to him whenever she can. She was his whole universe.”

“How long did the abuse last?”

“If she’s not dead, it could still be going on. But I think she died a long time ago. Most likely of something natural or an accident, before he realized what was happening was wrong. He didn’t have time to retaliate against her, so this is his way of doing it. The women resemble her, have some of her personality traits, and have a young son. That’s all he needs. Mommie Dearest was too busy for our UNSUB, so his bad behavior went unchecked. He learned he could do anything and get away with it. So he did. He’s gregarious, very personable, and charming, but unable to have a standard sexual relationship.”

“So, what are we looking for?”

“White male. Thirty-five to fifty-five, judging from his level of restraint and preparedness. He’s well above average intelligence and holds a high-paying job that lets him travel. That’s when he meets the women, or sees them with their sons. It’s those boys that really draw him to the women. He sees himself in them.”

“He’s power-oriented?” Luke asked. “He wants power over the women?”

“He more aptly fits the thrill-seeking orientation. He gets an intense thrill from what he’s doing, that plus the mutilation. He has power through his job. These killings are about getting his jollies. He may not even consciously know these women resemble his mother—he’s just drawn to them.”

“What else?”

“He lives with someone, but she doesn’t know or doesn’t care about what he’s doing. She’s submissive, most definitely a blonde—all brunettes mean Mom—and gives in to his every kinky whim.”

“Like bondage and asphyxiation?”

“Yeah. He objectifies women. They’re nothing more than sexual objects.” I looked down at my pad for what I was going to say next. The booze hadn’t worn off yet. “Now, his job gives him latitude to travel and disappear for days. Stalking them takes time.”

“Maybe he’s out of a job,” he suggested. “That’s why he started now.”

“His job is his gateway to a normal life, something he feels he needs. He’s probably well respected in his field. It’s probably technical and something in the medical field.”

“Why the medical field?”

“He knew how, where, and the right amount of thiopental sodium to administer for the best effect. That, and the heart was cut with a doctor’s precision.”

“He used a hacksaw,” he pointed out. “The women were a mess.”

“Bone saws run on batteries. He wouldn’t chance not having it when he needed it.” I shook my head. “No, he knew where and when to inject a non-common drug. That points to a doctor.”

“Couldn’t he be in the law enforcement community, and just looked up the right dose?”

I smiled at him. I’d stepped on his toes on this point. “Is that what my old buddies at Behavioral Analysis said?”

“As a matter of fact, yes. He knows our forensics, what we’re capable of finding and not. He even knows to put the body in water to wash away all the evidence.”

“The man is meticulous. He planned this for a long time. He could have researched forensics, or hell, even watched television. We live in a crime-obsessed country where every other show has something to do with crime and how we solve it. But the cutting of the heart itself was flawless. The man went to med school.”

“Policemen have basic knowledge of physiology so they can administer CPR and first aid. They know how to get to the heart.”

“Forgetting the hacksaw, the incisions were precise. He knew the perfect drug for his purpose. He used a scalpel and saw to get through the rib cage. The man cut a perfect hole in the chest and ribs to get to the heart. The medical examiner said so.”

“Maybe he used it to throw us off track.”

I threw Justine’s file at him. “You know, if you already had a profile perfected, then what the hell do you need me for?”

“I just wanted another perspective, one I can trust.”

“Then trust me on this.”

He leaned back in his seat, not saying anything for a moment. “Fine, I’m open to the possibility he’s a doctor, or at least trained as one. But you should be open to the possibility that he’s law enforcement.”

“He isn’t,” I stated matter-of-factly. “If he were, there would have been more violence involved.”

“He ripped their hearts out. He strangled them with his bare hands and raped them repeatedly. That’s pretty damn violent.”

“The heart was surgically excised postmortem; he didn’t rip it out. The rape was all about dominance and pain, and the strangulation was for his own sexual gratification. He used minimal force. He didn’t beat them, he didn’t cut them up into pieces when they were alive, and he had control the entire time. Most people in law enforcement are very volatile and ruled by emotions, as we both can attest to. Almost all crimes committed by a member of law enforcement have some level of frenzy, which is not the case here. But doctors have to be meticulous and plan or people die. You’re wrong. Get over it.”

He scoffed and shook his head. “I forgot how cocky you can be.”

“Well, it’s fun to be right.” I smiled, but Luke didn’t smile back. I changed the subject. “He might have some sort of handicap, maybe a speech impediment. The blitz attack and dominance angle both point to this being a way to overcome a handicap. It wouldn’t be something obvious because he would have been noticed. I also think his mother ridiculed him on the subject.”

“Blame the parents,” Luke muttered.

“Got to blame someone.”

Luke nodded in agreement. “Why the woods?”

“Isolation. She can scream as loud as she wants, which gets him off. It’s also harder to collect physical evidence. And there’s a river nearby to wash away all his sins. He probably also feels a certain kinship to nature. It takes life at a whim, just like he does. He might live in the woods, or have spent summers with the mother there. He most likely enjoys hunting, too.”

“So we can book him for killing Bambi’s mother as well. Good to know.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve grown a sense of humor in the past two years.”

“Shut up.”

“Maybe not,” I said under my breath.

“So, he’s a white middle-aged man, likes the woods, is well employed, lives with or dates a submissive woman, is into kinky sex, has mother issues, and has killed four women so far. That it?” he asked impatiently.

“I never said he only killed four women.”

“Fine, enlighten me.” He was getting pissy now. I had that way with men.

“You want to look for women between twenty-five and thirty-five who have died from strangulation across the eastern seaboard in the past ten years.”

“We already did that. We looked at rapes, too. Nothing came up in NCIC, ViCAP, or Europol. Nothing even remotely similar.”

“Did you look at accidental strangulations? Apparent suicides? I’d look for women, especially prostitutes, who were found strangled, ruled a suicide or not. Also, anyone dumped in the water. I’ll bet he’s been killing for years. No way is this his first. Too sophisticated.”

“I’ll widen the search.”

“Concentrate on the New York area. Most first victims—”

“Are known to the killer, and he would want to stay in his comfort zone.” He cleared his throat. “How does he pick them?”

I threw my pen down to rub my weary eyes. “That is the $64,000 question. Besides general similarities, there is nothing to link them. They lived in different states, never met as far as you’ve found, and had entirely different jobs. I don’t see any connection. But when we find it, we find him. And we’d better do it fast because he’s speeding up. He’s got a real taste for it now. He won’t stop until we stop him.”

And on that ominous note, I shut the folder.

—

“Oh, shit.”

The neon light above the mirror in the small bathroom stung my eyes, and the buzzing lights were piercing my brain like an ice pick, which meant only one thing. I was becoming sober. I suppose the fact that I’d been up for close to twenty-four hours also could have explained it. It wasn’t a personal record by any means, but I still felt the weight. The longest I’d been without sleep was four days right after I moved to Grafton. Every sound unnerved me, and living in the woods was very noisy. The hoot of an owl once caused me to drop an entire box of books on my foot. I limped for days.

In the small hotel bathroom I couldn’t help but look in the mirror, something I tried to avoid as much as possible. People told me all my life I was beautiful. I’d then tell them they were nuts. My skin was a pasty white found only on corpses. I’d been avoiding the sun for years and it showed. My light brown hair was tied into a tight French twist. Some days I pulled it so tight I could feel the edges of my face move as if I’d had a face-lift. My hair would have been considered mousy if not for the natural blond highlights that streaked through. I let my hair fall and shook it out. It needed a cut. It fell a few inches past my shoulders, the longest I’d ever had it. I used to have a straight nose, but an accident in high school corrected that. My eyes were bloodshot—not sleeping for two years does that to a person—but the dark circles under them really brought out the green. My cheeks were sunken in and my not-so-high cheekbones poked out like two mounds. The phrase “crack whore” often sprung to mind.

I splashed cold water on my face, hoping it would wake me up, and wiped my face on a damp towel. It smelled of Ivory soap and some perfumed shampoo I couldn’t remember the name of. It smelled like Luke. I hung the towel back up and turned my attention to his toiletry bag on the back of the john. I couldn’t help myself. I had to snoop. You could tell a lot about people by what they bring with them while traveling.

He had everything packed inside the small gray bag he’d carried since the Academy. Inside were the basics: toothbrush, razor, shaving cream, and mouthwash. Nothing out of the ordinary except the condom. One condom at the bottom, ribbed for her pleasure. It was nice to know he still practiced safe sex. I felt a tinge of embarrassment having found this. The idea of Luke having…I stopped myself right there. Not going there. I put everything back quickly and rejoined Luke in the main room.

He was studying Sarah Illes’s file for most likely the hundredth time. I didn’t know what he hoped to find then that he hadn’t found before. Maybe he was considering the medical aspect I presented. It was great to know he was taking me seriously. I walked over and sat across from him on the bed. “You should get a new toiletry bag. You can barely fit all your stuff in there. They do provide soap in hotels, you know.”

“You know it dries my skin out,” he replied, not taking his eyes off the file.

“Well, if you got rid of the soap container, you’d probably have room for more condoms.”

I expected a rise out of him, but he didn’t comply. He just stared at the file. “Thank you for the suggestion. I’ll take it under consideration.”

I lay down on the bed facing him. Even though I was staring at him, he didn’t register my presence. “So, are you married? Have a couple of little Lukes running around?”

“Not yet.”

“Doesn’t surprise me. You aren’t exactly the matrimonial type.”

“I’m not even going to ask what you mean by that.”

I turned onto my back and looked up at the off-white ceiling. It felt nice to lie down. Sleep began creeping up behind my eyes. They desperately wanted to close. I let out a big yawn that wracked my whole body.

“You going to fall asleep on my bed?” Luke asked.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” I immediately sat up, a little too quickly. The room spun like a top, round and round and round. Residual effect of the booze. I groaned and put my head between my legs.

“Are you okay?” Luke asked. He was quickly beside me on the bed. “Are you having another panic attack?” His strong hands began kneading the tension out of my shoulders as he did in the good old days, and for a second everything but how great that felt fell away. Luke was always better at this than Hayden. Hayden. His smiling face flashed across my mind. Remembering myself, I shrugged Luke’s hands off.

“I’m fine,” I assured him. “Just sat up too fast.”

“When was the last time you got a good night’s sleep?”

“When I was in the hospital, what? Two years ago? I really should get some of what they gave me there.”

“Jesus,” he said under his breath.

“You’re surprised? We both know that insomnia is a symptom of post-traumatic stress. As are panic attacks, loss of appetite, nightmares, and depression. Lucky me—I hit the mother lode.”

“Are you seeing anyone?”

“Why, you asking me out?” I asked cattily. He didn’t smile. “I stopped going. It was useless.”

“Always have to do things on your own,” he said, shaking his head. “You should have called me.”

“We haven’t exactly been close for two years, Luke.”

“Whose fault is that?” he asked.

“You could have picked up the phone.”

“So could you.”

“Yeah, because this is going so well. We’re at each other’s throats already, and it’s been what? A total of twenty minutes?”

“You just bring out the bastard in me, Iris.”

“It’s a gift.” We both smiled. Just like old times. “So, what’s next? What’s our next move?”

He stood but stayed beside me. “My next move is to take these updated notes back to the team, see if it’s any help. I don’t know what your next move is, but I hope it involves getting help.”

I stood up quick as a flash. “No way you’re cutting me out of this now!”

“You’ve done all you can. Leave the rest to the professionals.” He sidestepped me, walking to the table. He began clearing the files off the table to ignore the look of death I was giving him.

I walked over and jerked the files out of his hands. “In case you forgot, I got the same training you did. I am a professional.”

He snatched the files out of my hand. “You were a professional. You quit.”

I fought the urge to smack him across the face, crossing my arms over my chest and balling my hands into fists. “What? Afraid I’ll steal your thunder? Solve it before you do?”

He jammed the files into his briefcase. I could tell I’d hit a sore spot. “Please. Even at your best you were never better than me.”

“If memory serves, it was me who talked down Bob Wallace from shooting that boy. It was me who figured out Meriwether was the Rosetta Ripper. If you were working alone on that one, that psycho fuck would still be tearing up little girls.”

“I never said you weren’t a good agent.”

“No, that I was just riding your coattails all those years. But if that were true, then what the hell are you doing here begging for my help?” He didn’t say a word. “I’m an asset, and you know that. I can help you catch him. I know how you do fieldwork. I won’t be some tourist trampling on evidence.” I took a step toward him to meet his eyes. “Let me help you.” I bit my lip because I didn’t want to say those words. “I need to help you.”

His clear blue eyes looked into mine, gauging me. They were colder than I remembered. The past two years had changed him. Made him harder. And he wasn’t that soft to begin with. But he still wasn’t a fool and he always did have a soft spot for damsels in distress. Especially this damsel in distress.

“I’ll call Reggie tomorrow morning. I have to run it by him first.”

“But you’re willing to let me come?”

“As long as you can keep it together for the duration. That means no alcohol, no pills, and at the first hint of a panic attack, you walk away.”

“I can live with that.” I held out my hand, which he shook. His flesh was cool and clammy against mine. He was nervous. The handshake lingered a little longer than it should have. When I looked up, his gaze was distant, as if deep in thought. I pulled my hand away, breaking him out of his trance.

“Sorry,” he said, his pale cheeks quickly turning bright red.

“You okay?”

“I’m tired,” he said, turning his back to me.

“Yeah. It’s really late. I should get going. We have a long day ahead of us.” I picked up my bag from the table and slung it on my shoulder. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

“Okay,” he said with his back still to me. I was about to walk out the door when Luke called to me. “Iris?” I turned to face him. “What changed your mind?”

I thought for a moment. “I guess my humanity isn’t completely dead. Don’t tell anyone, okay?”

I finally got a smile. “I won’t.”

“See you tomorrow.”

I stepped into the hallway and shut the door before a smile crossed my face. Just like old times. I didn’t know until that moment how much I missed them.


Chapter 5

“I am going to kick his ass.”

Two hours. I sat in my living room with a packed suitcase next to me for two hours. I was being stood up. The bastard stood me up. I was ready at seven thirty, fully packed, showered, and dressed to kill. I’d even put on my favorite suit to look the part of an agent again, a three-piece black suit with a black silk shirt under the jacket, which fell mid-thigh. I was getting pissed. I set down my knitting, picked up the phone, and dialed Luke for the fourth time. Once again, it rang and nobody picked up. I slammed it down. Patience was never my strong suit. I’d give it another fifteen minutes before I lost my cool and went to the hotel. Then when I found him, even if I had to drive to D.C., I’d kick his ass.

For the third time that morning, I checked to make sure I had everything I needed. I had a hefty supply of candy bars, lipstick, and my recorder. Ah, my recorder. I used it back before everyone had a recorder on their phones. Used it every day I was on the job. It felt weird rooting around my old boxes filled with notes and the old case files I was able to take. I found it next to a box of Hayden’s things I couldn’t bear to part with.

The basement always creeped me out, just four red brick walls with rusty pipes running along them. I had to go through four boxes before I found the small recorder wrapped in an old shirt I first mistook for a rag. When I unwrapped the cloth, my heart gave way. My “Virginia Is for Lovers” shirt. I thought I’d lost it.

Hayden bought it for me on our fateful third date. I was still attending the Academy at Quantico but had a three-day weekend. He met me in front of the gates in a rented convertible. We drove almost eight hours, and no matter how many times I asked, he wouldn’t tell me where we were going. Not that I minded. We spent the time singing along to the radio and talking about nothing and everything. Right before the state line, we had to stop for gas. When he came back out from paying, he had that shirt with him. It was the first thing he ever gave me. Eventually he stole it from me, wearing it to the gym or to work. When I saw it that morning, my breath stopped. I held it up to my nose for a minute. It still smelled like him—coffee and that deodorant he always wore. When I finally regained my composure, I tossed the shirt back in the box, whispering, “I’m sorry, babe.” I grabbed the recorder and ran back upstairs to begin my vigil.

My security system buzzed, bringing me out of the bad thoughts. I got up to push the button to open the gate. “Finally.” I grabbed the suitcases by the door and tossed them onto the porch. I set the alarm, then shut the door before the screeching started. The car pulled up, but instead of Luke’s rental, it was Carol’s Corolla. I couldn’t hide my disappointment as she climbed out. She was dressed for the early heat wave in a yellow sundress, with a matching headband in her curly brown hair. She looked so comfortable, my temperature in the all-black suit went up another 10 degrees. I’d planned to call her after I left to ask her to take care of Gus.

“Hey,” she called from the car with her Southern accent. “What ya doing all gussied up? You look like you’re going to a funeral.” She walked around to the other side of the car to pull her son, Patrick, out of his car seat. He was an adorable kid with blond hair and chubby cheeks who spent most of his time chewing on a Batman action figure you couldn’t pry out of his hand even with the Jaws of Life. Patrick was the only good thing that came out of what was apparently a train wreck of a marriage. The father, who I knew only as “that no-good son of a bitch,” had had nothing to do with them for years. Carol refused to talk about him except when he was late with his child support payments. Then I never heard the end of him. The little I knew I found out from Hayden, who was Carol’s first cousin. That fact made her the only person in town I got along with. She was instrumental in getting me my job after my months of recovery. Carol introduced me to Roger, whom she worked for as an assistant, and helped get me acclimated in Grafton. She showed me around and tried to get me involved in things like book clubs and committees. I usually went only once.

“He gets bigger every time I see him,” I called to her. The jacket came off as sweat ran down my back. It had to be 90 degrees out.

Carol walked the four steps onto the porch with Patrick holding her hand. The second he reached the top, he ran over to me, wrapping his tiny arms around my leg. It was funny: all the adults I knew fled the other way when they were around me, but this kid ran to me. Just me. With everyone else he hid behind his mother’s legs. He looked up at me with those big brown eyes and got the biggest smile on his face. I tousled his hair and smiled back.

“Don’t change the subject,” she said. “Why are you wearing a suit? You must be dying out here.” She looked down at the suitcases and her mouth dropped. “Oh, God. Did someone really die?”

“No, nobody died. I just have to go up to Washington for a few days.”

“Why on earth do you have to go back there? Did something happen?”

“I’m just going to help out with something up there for a while.”

“With what?”

I sighed. I hated twenty questions. I picked up Patrick, figuring she wouldn’t yell at me with him in the crossfire. Plus he smelled like graham crackers. “The Woodsman.”

Her face fell. “You’re going back to the FBI?”

“No. God no. I’m being hired as a consultant. I’m just going to nose around the scenes, look at the evidence. Give them my two cents’ worth. I’m not rejoining.”

“Well, good. It’s the last thing in the world you should do.”

My eyes narrowed. “Why would you say that?”

“It’s just…you said so yourself. That job nearly got you killed. And if you go back to chasing psychos, who’s to say it won’t happen again?”

“What happened to me was a fluke. It isn’t something that normally happens to agents. I was just lucky.” I could feel my face getting hot. I didn’t want to yell at Carol, so I took a deep breath to get control. It worked. “I’m grateful you’re worried about me, but there’s no reason to be. I’ll be in the background. Hell, I’ll be lucky to see the outside of the office. I’ll probably just be looking at the personal objects of the victims, talking to people close to them, and muddling through scientific evidence. This guy won’t even know I’m there. I won’t be in any danger.”

“Does this have anything to do with the guy Roger saw leaving your office? Was it who I think it was?” she asked, more pissed than worried.

I looked away from Carol, unable to stand her gaze. “He asked for my help, yes. But me going is my idea, not his.”

“Why? Is it because Roger won’t let you teach this summer? Do you need the money? Because if that’s it, I can always lend ya—”

“It’s not the money,” I said. Not completely.

“Then why the hell would you do this to yourself?”

I paused to find the right words and set Patrick down. “I don’t know. I was just looking at those women, what was left of them, and I knew I had to do something. I knew I could do something. I felt like the old me, before…everything. I can’t not go. Can you understand?”

Carol nodded slowly. “I guess. If you feel you have to do this, then you have my full support.”

I pulled her petite body into a hug. Her body felt cool against mine. She was stiff, as if unsure what to do. I don’t think I’d ever hugged her before. “Thank you.”

She lifted up her arms and hugged me back. “No problem,” she chuckled uneasily.

I heard the car drive up before I saw it. Both Carol and I turned toward the driveway. Luke’s green sedan parked behind Carol’s car and shut off. I quickly grabbed my jacket and put it on. I hadn’t been wearing the damn thing for two hours just to have the effect ruined then. I quickly smoothed my hair—the humidity had wreaked havoc on it in the short time I was outside. Luke stepped out of the car in a dark gray suit minus the jacket, with a white dress shirt on. He looked over at me, puzzled. “Why are you dressed for a funeral?”

I shot him a quick glare before picking up my suitcases. A small smile crept across Carol’s face. He did look damn fine in a suit. I would forgive her, but Luke was getting the cold shoulder the entire trip. “What the hell took you so long?” I asked as I walked toward him with my suitcases. “I’ve been calling you for over an hour!”

He unlocked the trunk and opened it. “I’ve spent the past two hours convincing Reggie you’d be less trouble than you’re worth. It was a hard sell.”

I noticed Luke looking behind me. “Sorry,” I said. “Special Agent Luke Hudson, this is Carol March. Carol, Luke.”

“We’ve met,” Luke said.

I looked at Carol for confirmation. “Hayden’s funeral.”

“Oh. I didn’t know.”

Of course I didn’t, because I missed my own husband’s funeral. I was still attached to every machine in the hospital after having surgery to repair my colon and remove my ovary. His family just couldn’t wait until I got out over two weeks later. I missed saying goodbye to my husband because his family was impatient. That was just one of the many reasons I never spoke to any of them save for Carol. She’d had no hand in the decision.

“I wish I could say it was nice to see you again, but my mama always said lies make God weep,” Carol spit out, losing all her Southern charm. Luke’s eyes averted to the ground, and I was shocked into silence. I’d never heard Carol say a harsh word to or about anyone except that no-good-son-of-a-bitch ex of hers. She was a bit frightening. Luke must have thought so too, because when she took a step toward him, he took one back. “If my best friend gets hurt again, I’m holding you personally responsible.” She held up a finger. “One hair and I will track you down and put you in the ground, I swear to God. You get me, FBI man?”

“I’ll guard her with my life.”

A bright smile crossed Carol’s face, transforming her back into the woman I knew. “Good,” she chirped. “Then y’all have a safe trip. Hope ya catch him.” She turned back to me. “You call me every day.”

“Will do.”

“We’d better get going,” Luke said. “Our plane leaves in two hours.”

“Okay.” I smiled at Carol, who smiled back. “Take care of Gus and the cats for me?”

“I’m sure Patrick and I will spoil them rotten.”

I tousled the kid’s hair again. “Be good for your mom.”

I kissed Carol’s cheek before climbing into the cool car. My muscles knotted up when the door slammed shut. I forced myself to take deep breaths as Luke got in. What the hell was the matter with me? I hadn’t been this nervous since the first class I taught. I was as jittery as a June bug. I had wanted this. Why…? It hit me.

“Wait,” I said just as Luke was about to start the car.

“You forget something?” he asked.

“I think maybe this is a bad idea.”

Luke lowered his hand from the keys and fell back in his seat. He looked over at me, surprisingly sympathetic. “Was it the funeral remark?”

This made me smile. “No, it wasn’t the funeral remark.”

“Then what? You practically begged me last night to come. What changed?”

I gazed out the window, watching Carol help Patrick into the backseat of her car. As she walked to the driver’s-side door, Patrick turned around and looked out the window at me. His eyes met mine for a fleeting second. My stomach clenched. The faces of those little boys who had their mothers taken away flashed in my mind.

“Because I don’t think I can do this,” I said, turning back to Luke. “I’m not the same person I was. I’m not as sharp as I was. What if I fail? What if this guy gets away? How could I face myself every day?”

He gazed at me, searching for something in my face before he chuckled. “You really don’t remember, do you?”

“What?”

“Iris, we’ve had this conversation half a dozen times before. At the Academy, on the Staub case, even in Rosetta. Every agent has the same doubts.”

“That was then. Maybe now I’m too…damaged. I could just make things worse.”

“You seemed pretty on top of things last night. You threw some pretty good ideas out there.”

“Or I could be leading you in a completely wrong direction. When you’re off looking at doctors, the law enforcement perp might be out stalking another woman.”

“Or,” Luke said, “we find this guy because of your profile.” He paused. “I’ve worked with a lot of agents in the past two years, and none could hold a candle to you, even on a bad day. If I didn’t think you were up to this I wouldn’t have fought for you. You and me, we’re…” He gripped the steering wheel so hard it creaked. “You’re still Iris Ballard. My partner. I knew it the second you showed up at my motel room with that same excited look in your eyes you’ve had every time we began a case. I trust you. Trust me.”

I broke away from his gaze. “You really think I can do this?”

“I know you can. And so do you.”

I bit my lower lip and closed my eyes. “Thank you. You can start the car now.” The car sprung to life, and I opened my eyes.

It was time to rejoin the land of the living.


Chapter 6

After an uneventful plane ride, Luke and I landed at Reagan National and made our way to FBI headquarters in the heart of D.C. After I was cleared at reception and got my visitor’s badge, we went up to the fourth floor, where a task force was set up after the third murder, headed by the supervisory special agent. Reginald Lamb, God help me. As senior special agent, Luke was the lead investigator on this major case, a large stepping-stone on the path to becoming director, which was why I was still surprised he asked for my help. Wild cards didn’t always play out. I hoped for his sake I was an ace in the hole instead of a joker. Only time would tell.

Police from all four of the counties the women were found in were there, along with representatives from the state police in the three states. The FBI usually allowed them to come and pitch in just in case the county screamed about jurisdiction. That way they could go home and claim they had a hand in capturing the killer, maybe even become a hometown hero. Mostly all they did was answer the tip line. The FBI didn’t usually get involved unless asked by the county or state police, but sometimes they just took over. The moment the Woodsman crossed out of New York it became the FBI’s case, not that this stopped the infighting. I hoped all the ruffled feathers had been smoothed as I joined the team.

This was a relatively small task force compared to the ones assembled for the Unabomber or even the D.C. Sniper. Only about ten agents sat in the windowless room surrounded by square cubicles tracking this madman, plus the seven interlopers at the phone bank. A murder board with pictures of the women both alive and dead sat in the back of the room, watching over the dedicated group. Beautiful maids all in a row.

Luke and I walked through the room relatively unnoticed. He nodded to a few agents, those not shouting to the forensic techs over the phone, and they nodded back. I looked across the room and noticed one of the rookies gawking at me. He put down the Starbucks he was delivering and started toward me. “Special Agent Ballard,” he called from across the room. The man, or should I say boy, quickly walked over. His eyes were wide, as if he had just seen the President. Had I ever been that young and eager? I doubted it. The boy agent smiled. “Special Agent Ballard, this…”

“It isn’t Special Agent Ballard anymore,” I corrected.

“Right. Of course.”

“Honest mistake.”

“I just wanted to say that I took your seminar on profiling when I was at the Academy. The last one you gave.”

“Really?” I was just being polite now, hoping Luke would save me from this brownnoser, but he appeared to be going through some message slips.

“It was so insightful.”

“Do you hope to join Behavioral Analysis?”

“If I can. That’s why I volunteered to work the phones, so I can say I worked on the Woodsman.”

“The FBI respects a hustler. That’s how you do it. I hope it works out for you.” I tugged at Luke’s sleeve, and he looked up at me. “Isn’t SSA Lamb waiting for us?”

“Yes, he is,” Luke said.

I turned back to the kid. “Nice speaking with you. Good luck.” I took a step toward the office with Luke beside me.

“Eager beaver that one,” Luke said as we walked.

When we reached the door, Luke knocked on it. “Come in,” a deep, booming voice shouted through the door.

Supervisory Special Agent Reginald Lamb sat behind his cluttered desk, sipping Mylanta from the bottle for his ever-multiplying ulcers. You always knew you were important in D.C. when you had holes in your stomach. The pain must have been intolerable, because his ebony skin was covered with a thin sweat, especially along his brow. His bloodshot eyes were on the verge of expelling tears. Ulcers were a bitch. I looked at the small spare tire encircling his waist. He had put on weight since the last time I saw him. Too much deskwork, not enough field. He glanced up at me and the corners of his eyes creased, revealing pronounced crow’s-feet. The man flinched at the sight of me. We had never gotten along since I showed him up on an investigation six years before, when he was my supervisor at Violent Crimes out of Falls Church. I never did play well with others.

“Nice to see you, Agent Lamb,” I said as I stepped in.

“Sit down,” he commanded as he put the Mylanta on his desk.

“Ulcers still acting up?” I asked.

His eyes narrowed with contempt. “So, Hudson, tell me why this,” I assumed he meant me, “is a good idea again?”

Luke cleared his throat. “As I said over the phone this morning, she knows the case, knew one of the victims, and has presented avenues we never explored before.”

“Such as?”

“The fact that the UNSUB is most likely a doctor or someone in the medical field, and also that he is unconsciously killing his mother.”

“You believe these are avenues to investigate further?”

“Yes, I do,” Luke said. “I wouldn’t have brought her here if I didn’t think we could use her expertise, which, as you know, is extensive with this type of crime.”

“All right, more important question: is she up for it?”

I scoffed. “Excuse me,” I interrupted, “I am in the room.”

“Yes, sir,” Luke answered, ignoring me. “I have no doubt of Dr. Ballard’s professionalism.”

Reggie leaned back in his chair. “I trust your judgment, Hudson. That’s why I brought you on.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Am I allowed to acknowledge my own presence yet?” I asked.

Reggie swiveled in his chair to face me. “Did you sign the nondisclosure agreement? The other contracts?”

“On the plane. Don’t worry, I know the drill,” I said. “I also know I’m getting paid next to nothing for my hard work and expertise, so I’d appreciate it if you dropped the condescending tone. You need my help a lot more than I need yours.”

“Still think you’re God’s gift to law enforcement, I see.”

“No, just better than some.” I glared at him for a moment, and he glared back.

Luke took this as his cue. “Sir, if we’re done here…” He rose from the chair, as did I.

I followed Luke back to his cubicle, which had files five deep and a dozen boxes of files underneath and around his desk. An agent with a paisley tie walked over carrying two more boxes, setting them on top of the others as Luke sifted through more messages. The agent looked me up and down. Apparently, I’d been approved, because he smiled broadly at me. I did not smile back. “More of the files you requested,” the agent said, keeping his eyes on me.

Luke set down the messages before eyeing the boxes. “Is that all of them?”

“No, we should get the rest by five.”

“Excellent. Why don’t you move these into the conference room with the others. I want at least three more agents sifting through them.”

“Yes, sir.” The agent walked away to set things up.

I looked down at the mountain of boxes. “What are these?”

“Files. All the murders, attempted murders, attempted rapes, and apparent suicides caused by strangulation, manual or otherwise, from New York. We’re expecting ten more boxes.”

“Goody gumdrops.” I paused to glance down at the boxes. “We need more agents. Three poring through these won’t be enough.”

“We’ve requested more, but they can’t be spared. We have close to fifteen people working on this already.”

“Not enough.”

“There are other things going on in this country besides the Woodsman, in case you forgot.”

“But the Woodsman is getting most of the press attention,” I pointed out.

“We’ll just have to make do with what we have.”

“Well, you’ve got one more now. Put me to work. What do you need me to do? I was thinking we could start with the geographical profile. Do you think…” I stopped talking. Luke hadn’t heard a word I’d said. His eyes were focused behind me, on something he wasn’t happy to see judging from his downturned mouth. I turned to see what had him spooked.

A tall, blond woman stared at Luke and me with shock and disbelief, almost as if she’d just seen us making out on her desk. The pain in her eyes jarred me. She was crushed, and I had no idea why. She turned away before scurrying into the hallway. Lord, even FBI agents felt the need to flee from me.

“Stay here,” Luke ordered. He hurried out of the room, presumably after the woman. The few agents around me smiled to themselves before looking over at me to gauge my reaction. Each one felt the full force of my glare. They quickly averted their eyes and went back to work. “Oh, fuck,” I muttered under my breath. There was only one explanation for their reactions.

Everyone knew.

I couldn’t say I was surprised. A hot piece of gossip like that must have made the rounds like wildfire. Two hotshot, high-profile agents hooking up, one married no less, was the stuff gossips dreamed of. It wouldn’t have surprised me if the whole of Washington knew.

It happened once, just once, and I immediately regretted it. I was going through a rough patch in my marriage. A real rough patch. It was no excuse, but it was the truth. For years I’d barely seen my husband. Toward the end we spent three hours a week together, and then it was just being in the same room zoning out in front of the TV. When I wasn’t flying all over the country chasing the bad guys, I was in the bowels of Quantico or sleeping. Hayden worked a lot too, almost as much as I did. Our paths rarely crossed, and of course it put a strain on the marriage. I was just too damn busy to realize it. He reached the conclusion first. When his old family home in Grafton went up for sale, he put an offer on it. Without asking me. He gave me an ultimatum: transfer to the Charlotte field office and move with him or he’d file for divorce. I said no, he filed, and I received the papers right before I left on my last case.

It was a bad one: little girls raped, chopped into little pieces, and left by the side of the interstate in Rosetta, Texas. It was the worst of my career, hands-down. I had to talk to the families, these moms and dads who’d just had their babies, girls of five and six, torn away from them in the most heinous way. I fell asleep haunted by those lifeless eyes begging me to get justice for their little girls.

I was vulnerable. Luke was too. Even the strong have their breaking point. Ours was finding Arlene Percy’s mangled body after twenty-six hours of searching. It all came to a head: the futility of the job, failing my husband, the unfairness of life, everything. I broke down and Luke picked up the pieces. When I woke in his arms, I grew ill, physically ill. No matter our problems, Hayden didn’t deserve that. I gathered my clothes and slipped out without a word. We caught the psycho and I went home and put in for a transfer to Charlotte, North Carolina. A month later I was attacked, and my husband was dead. Because of me.

“We don’t have time for this now,” I muttered to myself. I spun around and walked into the hallway, where I found them arguing near the elevators. I couldn’t hear what they said, but the woman was on the verge of tears. She must have been from White-Collar Crimes. Nobody who cried that easily could possibly have been from Violent Crimes.

Luke threw his hands up in exasperation and turned from the blonde. A sense of déjà vu came over me. I’d witnessed a similar scene many times before, always starring Luke and a beautiful woman. The man left a swath of broken hearts all along the Beltway. Blondie was the newest recruit. He was angry, and his face had turned the color of red apples. That was out of the ordinary. Normally he maintained his calm in this pantomime, but not that day. He noticed me and squared his shoulders. The blonde looked at me in horror before fleeing down the crossing corridor out of sight. Luke watched her go but didn’t follow. Instead, he walked toward me. He opened his mouth to say something, but I held my hand up. “You don’t have to say anything. It isn’t my business.”

“She just—”

“I don’t care,” I said again, “it isn’t my business. Your personal life is yours—it has nothing to do with me.”

Relief washed over his face. “Fine.”

“Good. Now, if you’re done with your little soap opera, can we please get to work? Every second we lose is a second he gains.”

He nodded. “What do you need? Where do you want to start?”

“I want to talk to Justine Romy’s family. See her house. Maybe I can gauge a little more as to why she was chosen.”

“Fine, let’s go.”

—

Uncomfortable silence filled the car the entire drive to Arlington. I’d never needed a cigarette more in my life. The terrible traffic jam we were in wasn’t helping. Out of everything I hated about Washington, the traffic topped the list. It was two in the afternoon and we hadn’t moved an inch in three minutes. Luke kept drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, driving me nuts. Probably on purpose.

“It’s going to take an hour to get twenty miles,” I said with a sigh.

“We’ll get there.”

Then we didn’t move again or say another word for another three minutes. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I opened the window, pushed in the cigarette lighter, and rummaged around my bag for the pack.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“I need a cigarette.” I pulled it out, but Luke grabbed the pack, throwing it out of the window. “Asshole!”

“Don’t smoke around me.”

“Well, excuse the hell out of me.” I raised my window. “You didn’t have to toss out the whole pack. Now we have to stop at a gas station so you can buy me another pack.”

“Yeah. Like that’s going to happen.” We moved a little more, then stopped again. Fucking traffic.

“Why are you so pissed at me?” I asked. “I’m the one who should be pissed.”

“Why is that?”

“Oh, I don’t know. How about the fact that you apparently told the whole fucking world about our one-night stand?”

“What makes you think it was me?”

“Gee, how about the fact that there are only two people who knew we slept together, and they’re both in this car? I know I didn’t say shit. So, what did you do? Take out an ad in the Post?”

He paused. “No, it was BNN.”

“Not funny.”

He let out a long sigh. “I would have taken it to my grave, you know that. But—”

“But what? You had a few too many beers one night?”

“But they asked me directly during the investigation if we had ever slept together. I knew people were suspicious of us, and I thought that if I lied they might not believe the rest of my testimony, and you’d end up either in prison or the psych ward.”

“Great, so I’m the whore of the FBI. Perfect.”

“You think I wanted everyone to know? Do you know how much shit I’ve gotten in the past two years over that?”

“Oh gee, poor you,” I said sarcastically. “You had to survive a little ribbing in the locker room.”

“It was more than ‘a little ribbing.’ I have a reprimand in my file.”

“I’ll cry you a river.”

His hands clenched the steering wheel so hard his knuckles cracked. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

“Good, neither do I.”

I looked out of the window. The traffic picked up, and we were finally out of Washington. I reached over to turn on the radio and the new Taylor Swift song came on. I looked at the passing buildings along I-395. Not a lot had changed in two years. Tall office buildings towered over endless strip malls and gas stations. When we finally reached Justine Romy’s town house in Arlington, I was downright homesick for Spanish moss, wraparound porches, and sprawling landscapes of lush green. Who knew I would have turned into such a country girl?

A tricycle lay on its side on the small patch of grass that served as a front lawn for the two conjoined houses. Luke walked ahead of me, climbing the steps to the door and knocking before I was even on the first step. The door opened as I reached the top step. An exhausted man with disheveled hair and clothes, somewhere between ages sixty and a hundred, stood in the doorway. I could only assume that this shell of a man was Justine’s father. She had his upturned nose and blue eyes.

Luke pulled out his shield, flashing it at the man. “Mr. Romy, I’m Special Agent Luke Hudson, and this is Dr. Iris Ballard. We’re here to ask you a few more questions about your daughter. May we come in?”

The dazed man waved us in. The house was cozy, a real home. Pictures filled the walls, most of a little boy, the spitting image of his mother. I didn’t stop to look. Mr. Romy led us into the living room, where a wide assortment of toy cars littered the carpet. The secret lair of some comic book people I couldn’t remember was in the middle of the floor with the tiny people arranged for a meeting inside. Patrick loved the Avengers too. He was a Hulk fan.

Mr. Romy motioned to the couch across from him. “Sit down.”

“I actually knew your daughter many years ago,” I said as I sat.

“Really?”

“Yes, my husband worked at her hospital. She was so full of life. It’s a tragedy what happened to her.”

“Yes.”

“We just have a few questions for you,” Luke said.

“Fine.”

I knew what Luke was going to ask. He’d ask about her routine, her friends, her job, and all the things her file already had. I stood up. “Actually, while you two do that, would you mind if I have a look around?”

“Why?” Mr. Romy asked.

“It would help me get a better sense of Justine. What she was like, anything to tell why she was chosen. It’s a part of the process of profiling called victimology.”

Mr. Romy sneered at me as if I had just spit in his face. “My daughter was not a victim! She didn’t have a weak bone in her body! Don’t you ever call her a victim!”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it.”

He scoffed. “Go do what you have to do.”

With a half-smile I left the room. I opened my purse and took out the recorder in case I had any insights. I started at the pictures on the wall, which told me the story of Dr. Justine Romy. A beautiful little girl sitting on a horse, smiling. A teenager in a poufy pink dress, dancing with her father at her sweet sixteen party. The same smiling girl holding her high school diploma along with her friends. A woman touching her pregnant belly. A doctor examining a child. A mother pushing her son on the swing, both laughing uproariously. He saw what I did. He was drawn to her inner light, like a moth to a flame, only in this case the moth literally snuffed out the flame.

Quietly, I crept upstairs as Luke continued his questions in the living room. The door to the master bedroom was open. I stepped in and found the room almost bare. The mattress was stripped, and there were no knickknacks or cosmetics on any surface. Inside the closet all Justine’s clothes were gone; not a shoe remained. The room had been sanitized.

A floorboard creaked behind me. I spun around quickly, startled by the intrusion. I recognized the boy sloped like an old man in the doorway instantly. Gabriel, though he wasn’t the happy boy from the photos. He had the dark circles under his blue eyes common only to overworked adults and traumatized children. He probably hadn’t slept since his mother disappeared. His clothes were mismatched as well, stripes with polka dots, and dirty. Worse, he had that haunted look of someone who had been to hell and back. In other words, he looked like a miniature me.

“Hi. You must be Gabriel.” I didn’t get a response. He was probably shy. Although I wouldn’t have spoken to a strange woman wandering around my dead mother’s room either. “My name’s Iris. I knew your mom.”

“She died,” he said matter-of-factly.

“I know. I’m very sorry.” His expression didn’t change. He’d probably heard it a thousand times before. I knew from personal experience that the sentiment lost all meaning after the tenth time you’d heard it.

“The policemen took all of Mommy’s things.”

“I can see that. I’m sure you’ll get them back soon.”

“Are you a policeman?”

I took a step toward him, but still skeptical about me, he took a step back. “I was. I’m here to help them find who killed your mom.”

“The bad man?”

I smiled. “Yeah, the bad man.”

Gabriel gazed down at the floor, frowning. I could only imagine the face this little boy had given “the bad man.” Probably Voldemort and Loki rolled into one. And he was right. The man was the stuff of nightmares come alive.

“Do you want to play cars with me?” he asked solemnly.

“Okay.”

Gabriel led me down the hall past the photos on the wall into his room. The walls were painted sky blue, but most of the space was covered with posters of race-car drivers and comic-book heroes. The room was a mess, with dirt-stained clothes and toys covering almost every inch of the carpet. A small race-car-shaped bed sat near the window looking out onto the front lawn where Justine was taken. The UNSUB, if he had been watching Justine, could have seen her tuck Gabriel in. A tiny light bulb went off as I gazed down at the street. That was why he picked her front lawn to take her. Bigger thrill. The man enjoyed danger, lived on the edge. Hopefully it would be his downfall.

Gabriel sat down on the carpet in one of the few uncluttered spots in front of a large, intricate track for small cars. He pressed a button and a car went zooming around the track, through loops and zigzags that rivaled the biggest roller coasters. “Watch this,” he said. He picked up a small red car and placed it across the track. The first car completed its second loop and hit the second, sending them both flying to the ground.

“Neat,” I said. Boys did love destruction.

As I sat beside him, Gabriel placed the cars back on the track, and they went on their merry way. Gabriel was enthralled by the cars moving round and round, almost hypnotized. Everything but the cars faded away. I wondered how many hours he’d spent in that very spot since his mother disappeared. Too many, I decided. I glanced around, looking for something to draw him out. It was hard to start a conversation with a five-year-old even under the best circumstances. A poster of Luke Skywalker brandishing a lightsaber hung above his bed. Perfect.

“You like Star Wars?” I asked.

“Yep,” he answered, not looking away from the track.

“Who’s your favorite character? Mine’s Princess Leia.”

“That’s because you’re a girl. All girls like Princess Leia best. And Rey. I like Luke Skywalker. He can fight good.”

“Yes, he can. He beat that mean old Emperor all by himself.”

“No, he didn’t,” he corrected. “His Daddy, Darth Vader, beat the Emperor. He could fight good too.”

“Where’s your daddy?”

“My daddy’s in California with his new family. But I’m gonna find the bad man and kill him just like Luke killed the Emperor.” He said this so matter-of-factly it unnerved me. To be so full of rage at such a young age, it was heartbreaking.

“That’s my job,” I said, “to find the bad man and punish him for what he did to your mom. It’s your job to stay here and be strong for your grandparents. That’s all you have to do. I’ll do the rest.”

He turned to me. His wide blue eyes stared at me in disbelief. “You’ll find him? You promise?” he asked.

If I had a quarter for every time I was asked that question during an investigation, I would have owned a private island. We were taught at the Academy to say, “I’ll do everything I can,” which was a total cop-out. I was tempted to say it then as well, but the words didn’t come. Looking into those blue eyes, so full of pain and rage at the world, the same damn look I saw every day in the fucking mirror, I knew I would find that man. I would hunt him down even if was the last thing I ever did. “I swear on my life, I will find this man, and I will make him pay for what he’s done to you and your mom. I swear to God above, I will.”

Then the strangest thing happened. The little boy made of stone stood up, wrapped his tiny arms around my neck, and hugged me with all his strength. I was seriously taken aback for a moment as the beautiful little boy burrowed his weary face into my neck like an ostrich hiding from its enemy. It was unprofessional, but…fuck it. I hugged him back, smoothing his brown hair that smelled of hot dogs and blueberry shampoo.

Someone clearing his throat behind us suddenly interrupted this wonderful moment. Both Gabriel and I glanced toward the door to find Luke and Mr. Romy standing in the hallway, staring at us. I immediately released the boy.

“Gabriel, go downstairs and play,” the old man commanded. Without a word, the boy rose and walked out of the room with his head hung. I stood as well and smoothed my pants to regain some professionalism. “I think it’s time for you both to leave.”

We walked down the stairs and out of the house without a word, but I could feel Romy’s glare on the back of my neck like a sharpshooter’s. When we stepped outside of the house, Romy slammed the door shut and locked it, leaving us on the steps. That could have gone better.

Luke scowled at me and was about to open his mouth, but I held up my hand to stop him. “Don’t.” I started down the steps in case he decided to disobey.

I made it halfway to the car before Luke grabbed my arm and spun me around. “What the hell were you thinking promising that to him? What if we don’t, Iris? He’s killed four women. He’s left no clues. You never give false hope to people, especially emotionally damaged little children!”

I was about to call him some choice four-letter words when the front door of the house swung open. Gabriel came running toward us as fast as his short legs could carry him. He was almost out of breath when he reached us. He looked up at me, holding out his hand. “Here,” he panted. His fingers unfurled to reveal a small action figure of Luke Skywalker, lightsaber ready. “To protect you from the bad man.”

I was speechless, utterly speechless. My trembling hand took the gift from the wide-eyed little boy. Looking down at that little piece of plastic, my protector, I bit my lip to choke back the tears. It would look bad if the fearless monster hunter cried like a little girl over a toy. “Thank you,” I said, sounding neutral.

Gabriel nodded and ran back toward the house. Luke looked at me, concern brimming from his eyes. I didn’t care; let him worry. I tucked my protector away safely in my purse and met Luke’s eyes.

“I’ll get him.”


Chapter 7

I ran along the river in Grafton, the summer sun hot against my sweat-soaked skin, with nothing but emptiness and the trickling river to keep me company. I’d been running for an eternity. The lactic acid in my muscles made my legs feel like they’d been run over by a steamroller. I feared one more step would break my legs, snapping them like twigs. Despite my deep breaths, no air filled my lungs. But I couldn’t stop. I heard him screaming, his pleas for me so loud in my head I thought I’d go mad. He called, “Help me! Please help me!” over and over again like a record forever spinning. I picked up the pace, fighting back the pain and exhaustion with all my might.

Just as my body could take no more, I saw him. The monster. His tall frame was colossal against the setting sun, with a large shadow black as midnight reaching out to me like the hand of death. I stopped running, and the pain was swept away. Terror locked my body in place.

“I have the boy,” a booming voice called to me.

“I want him!” I shouted back.

“You…for him.”

Without missing a beat I said, “I accept.”

I took a step toward the figure, then another as my heart pounded. I pressed my left breast to stop my heart from popping out. I continued walking, but was still unable to make out features, only the monster’s black outline against the blinding sun. I stopped thirty feet away from him but still could not see his face. “I want to see the boy,” I ordered. The figure said and did nothing. “Show me Gabriel or I walk.”

The figure began moving slowly toward me, but I still couldn’t see his features or any details beyond the murky outline. It was as if he was enveloped by shadows, as if he were darkness. As he came closer, I saw the boy with his brown hair tangled and a urine stain covering half of his pants. I would have pissed myself too with a large hunting knife against my throat. I knew from experience. The metal purposely blinded me for a moment. I shielded my eyes, the figure lost to me.

“Now you see him…” the monster said. He moved the knife so it wasn’t blinding me anymore. Instantly, he drew the knife across the boy’s throat. “Now you don’t.”

“No!” I screamed as the blood poured out of Gabriel’s throat onto the pavement below, his tiny body dropping along with it. I lunged at the man before the body finished its descent. But the darkness was too fast, reaching me before I’d even taken a second step.

The knife slid inside me, shredding my insides like so much meat. Warm blood trickled from my mouth onto my chin. The monster’s slimy tongue licked it off me as I shuddered. The figure pulled away from me as all his darkness lifted. Meriwether smiled at me with a bullet hole in the middle of his forehead where I’d put it. He leaned into me, jamming the knife in deeper. “I’ll be seeing you in hell…soon,” he whispered like an old lover.

I let out a bloodcurdling scream.

“Iris.”

I jerked awake, sending papers flying onto the floor below. I turned to see Luke staring at me, his eyes urgent, before looking away to try to figure out where I was. A large conference table covered with papers and files lay in front of me. The FBI seal was to my left. Okay, I remembered now. I was in Washington.

“Iris, are you—”

I rushed out of the room and down the hallway toward a water fountain. The cool water assuaged my burning throat. It almost washed the phantom taste of blood and bile out of my mouth. Most people didn’t feel things in their dreams, but I did. A sharp pain where my scar cut across my abdomen was not abnormal after I’d been stabbed in my dreams. I got to relive the pain night after night. Wasn’t I a lucky girl?

I heard footsteps behind me and pulled away from the fountain. Luke stood nearby, eyes wide. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Just one of the many joys of post-traumatic stress disorder.” Shaking my head, I walked back toward the conference room, pinning back stray strands of my hair still plastered to my sweat-soaked forehead.

I heard Luke follow behind me. “I think you should go to the hotel. Get some sleep.”

“No point. I won’t be able to sleep again tonight.”

“You barely got two hours.”

“I’ll be fine—I’m used to it.”

We both entered the conference room, and I started collecting the papers and photos I’d dropped on the floor. Luke gazed down at me, but instead of helping he stood in a defensive pose with his hand on his hip. “How often do you have the nightmares?”

“Depends. Some weeks it’s every night. Others only once or twice.”

“Are they always that bad?”

“No,” I said, getting increasingly annoyed, “sometimes they’re worse.”

“I’m amazed you haven’t gone crazy.”

I stood up with the papers in my arms, meeting his eyes. “Who says I haven’t?” I smiled wickedly and plopped down in my chair. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him shaking his head slowly. He did that to buy time when he was trying to figure out how to talk to me without pissing me off even more. He never did it long enough.

After a few seconds he sat down in the chair next to mine, moving closer to me. “You aren’t crazy,” he said, his voice firm yet sympathetic. “You’re trying to drive yourself crazy as some sort of punishment.”

“Will you please stop trying to psychoanalyze me? It’s getting really old.” I turned away from him and began to organize the papers I’d dropped.

Luke didn’t take his eyes off me. I tried to ignore him, concentrating on the papers, but he wouldn’t look away. I continued to put the witness sheets back in order for another minute, then just couldn’t stand it anymore. I spun toward him. “Will you please stop that?”

“Not until you talk to me.”

I fell back in my chair, crossing my arms. “Fine. What do you want to talk about? The weather? The Redskins?”

“We used to be really good friends. We could tell each other anything.”

“Emphasis on ‘used to.’ ”

“Why do you have to make everything so damn difficult?” he asked, leaning toward me. “I’m trying to help you!”

“I…don’t…need…your…help,” I said, drawing out every word. “And unless you want me on the next plane out of here, you’ll stop trying.”

“No,” he stated plainly.

“What?”

“No, I won’t let this go. You need to talk to me.”

“We have nothing to say to each other. I am not your partner or your friend anymore. My life is none of your business.”

“I brought you in on this case. I need to know you can keep it together.”

“I am keeping it together.”

He pointed behind us. “I heard you screaming four rooms away. When I woke you up you were gawking around like a crazy person. You barely recognized me.”

“You shouldn’t have woken me up!” I said. “Don’t you know not to wake up someone when they’re in the middle of a nightmare?”

“I know nightmares. What you were having goes beyond a normal nightmare.” He paused. “Please talk to me,” he whispered. His eyes implored me to speak, almost as if he were the one who needed saving.

“You don’t know what it’s like to…go through what I did. You can imagine, but you don’t really know.” I bit my lip. “One minute I was closing up boxes and waiting for my husband to come home with champagne. And the next thing I knew I had a knife sticking out of my abdomen and my husband’s brains in my hair. How the hell do you recover from that?”

“Not a clue,” he said quietly.

“He was supposed to be locked up. The man went through two federal marshals to get to me. Those men had families. Children lost their fathers because of me. My…husband was shot in the head because of me.”

“No,” he said. “Meriwether was to blame. He killed them.”

“Because of me. He killed those marshals to get to me. He killed…” I said, my voice breaking, “he killed Hayden to punish me. Tell me how it isn’t my fault.”

“You had no way of knowing he’d get free and do what he did.”

“I should have. Wasn’t it my job to know what these guys were going to do next, how they were going to react?”

“It isn’t like peering into a crystal ball. We don’t have all the answers. And you caught him. You stopped him from raping and ripping up more little girls. You’re not to blame. You’re a victim just like Hayden.”

I turned to him, my eyes made of steel. “I am not a victim,” I said through clenched teeth. “I’m alive, and he’s rotting in the ground. I blew him away. He’s the victim. My victim.”

Luke turned away from my gaze as if my icy eyes burned him. “You don’t feel any remorse, do you?”

“Would you?”

“Yeah, I would.”

“Then you’re a better man than I.” I stood from the table and got my purse from the floor. “You can’t help me Luke, so don’t waste your time or your breath. There are more important things to worry about. I’m a lost cause.” I put on my coat. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I walked out of that conference room without even a glance back. I half expected him to follow, but he didn’t. Maybe he’d finally wised up. I hoped so. For his sake.


Chapter 8

My run hit the spot. At first light, I turned off my television, laced up my sneakers, and took off, not stopping for five miles. I managed to run out all my tension from the previous night and was ready to face the fresh hell the day would no doubt throw at me.

I’d felt like a caged animal in my hotel room the night before, all but climbing the walls with my fingernails. I couldn’t read; I couldn’t sleep; even the television drove me nuts. And there was only one person to blame: Luke Stanton Hudson. Our conversation festered in my brain, and every time I replayed it I just grew angrier and angrier. He was so damn judgmental. Everything was black or white, no room for gray. When you’re staring at the man who mutilated you and murdered your husband seconds before and you have a gun in your hand, the world is as gray as it could possibly be. Meriwether deserved a lot more than what I did to him. I was far more merciful than he had been.

But what really got under my skin, what pissed me off to the point I wanted to shoot someone again, was the fact that I cared what Luke thought about me. I cared that he thought I was a cold-hearted bitch. I’d gotten used to the fact that people thought I was unhinged. I was used to the look of apprehension and fear I always found, but I’d never thought I’d see it on Luke’s face. Never. It hurt me a lot more than I ever thought possible. So I ran. I ran from the rotunda of the Capitol all the way to the Washington Monument. I ran until my legs cramped and my lungs felt like balloons about to burst inside my chest. I didn’t think, I just listened to the Allman Brothers and went.

Sweat covered every inch of my body as I walked into the hotel lobby. Immediately, I spotted Luke standing in the corner talking on his cellphone. My stomach did a somersault. I chalked it up to overextending myself and not because he looked so damn good in that light gray suit and blue shirt that matched his eyes perfectly. That was my story, and I was sticking to it. Though I did wipe my brow and smooth my hair on reflex. I walked over to him, and he just pointed to the coffee on the ground next to his feet. Milk and sugar, just the way I liked it.

“Well, we appreciate it a great deal. We’ll be there in about half an hour. Thank you, doctor.” Luke shut his cellphone.

“Who was that?” I asked.

“You need to get dressed.” Not waiting for me, he walked toward the elevator. I scoffed and followed. Somebody forgot his manners leaving the house that morning.

I leapt into the elevator just in time. “Good morning to you, too.”

“Sorry. Morning,” he said, watching the numbers on the elevator go up. The door opened and we stepped into the hallway. He walked quickly down the hall to my door. I followed a few paces behind, not sharing his enthusiasm. He stopped in front of the door, waiting for me to unlock it. “You need to shower and change.”

“First tell me who was on the phone,” I said, hand on my hip. He didn’t answer. “What? Is it a secret or something?”

Luke sighed as if he wanted to delay the inevitable. “Justine Romy’s boyfriend, Chuck Winkler.”

“Oh,” I said in a disembodied voice.

Dr. Chuck Winkler, best man at my wedding. My husband’s best friend.

Shit.

I hadn’t seen him since he dropped off a bouquet of daisies in my hospital room days after the attack. I was still very weak—losing almost three pints of blood and vital organs does that to you—and I had a revolving door of guests come and visit me, mainly other agents and the odd overzealous reporter. Chuck came the fourth day, looking exactly like a man who’d just lost his best friend. That air of easygoingness and goodwill had evaporated, or I guess more accurately was stolen from him. We didn’t say anything to each other. He just took the seat next to my bed and began to weep. And what did I do? Nothing. I turned away from him and didn’t look back until he left ten minutes later. If anyone felt the loss of Hayden as much as I did, it was Chuck, and I couldn’t stand the fucking sight of him.

“He wants us to meet him at the hospital in half an hour,” Luke said.

“Does he know I’ll be there?”

Luke nodded. “He asked to speak to both of us. Is that okay?” I hesitated for a second, deciding if I could handle another reunion with a person I wronged. Luke picked up on my reluctance. “If you’re uncomfortable…”

“No,” I finally said, “it’s fine. It’s why I’m here, right? I’ll just go get ready.”

I moved over to my open suitcase and pull out a royal-blue blouse, and gray pants with a matching jacket. I rushed into the bathroom and jumped in the shower. I was moderately hesitant to take a shower with Luke in the next room not twenty feet away. I knew he would never come in, but still. I was naked, with only a door separating us. Who knew what thoughts were going through his head? He was a man, and it wouldn’t require much imagination. He had seen me naked before. I stopped myself from continuing this train of thought. It was just avoidance thinking so I didn’t dwell on the fact that in half an hour I’d be face-to-face with my dead husband’s best friend. Then, on second thought, I decided I’d rather dwell on Luke thinking of me naked than what was about to happen. Defense mechanisms did have their uses. I was out of the bathroom in record time. My wet hair was in its twist and my lipstick was on. I was ready.

At least I hoped so.

—

Our Lady of Mercy was a ten-story, white concrete building that could never be mistaken for anything but a hospital. A never-ending stream of ambulances entered and dropped off their cargo, only to reemerge seconds later, sirens blaring. That’s what you got for living in a city with one of the highest murder rates in America. Never a dull moment. Doctors and nurses toiled endlessly over broken bodies for a pittance. It was a thankless job most of the time, which was one of the reasons Hayden and I got along so well. We both knew what humans were capable of doing to each other, and we did our best to stop and repair the damage. We could tell each other about our days and not worry the other would be shocked or disturbed. We had our noses in the grit but knew that when we came home, we could wash it off simply by being together.

I never liked hospitals, even before my stay after the attack, but returning that day took about everything I had. Going back to where I often visited my husband, seeing familiar faces, was unnerving. Especially seeing Chuck. What was he going to do when he saw me? Slap me? Hug me? Did he know about Luke and me? What was seeing us together going to do to him? He’d just lost a girlfriend. Why on earth would he want to see the woman responsible for killing his best friend?

“This is a bad idea,” I said minutes from the hospital.

“What?” Luke asked.

“Us. Being there together. I mean, should we both be talking to him?”

“You’re just a consultant; you can’t interview him alone.”

“You can deputize me,” I suggested. Federal agents had the power to deputize a citizen under dire circumstances. That qualified in my book.

Luke gave me a sideways glance. “I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

He glanced again with a sigh. “I am under strict orders not to give you any more power than you already have.”

“Why?”

“I think you know.”

Yeah, I knew. Reggie, the asshole.

We pulled up to the hospital and parked in the visitors’ lot. Luke stopped the car and turned to me. “This is about the case, nothing more. As long as we play it professional, so will he. That’s all we can do. You’re okay to do this,” he said, not as a question but a statement of fact. I nodded. I could do this. I got out of the car.

When we asked for Chuck at reception, the woman pointed to the doctors’ lounge. I knew where it was. Luke and I maneuvered our way through the gurneys and orderlies and stopped in front of the lounge. I took a deep, calming breath and stepped in.

Chuck sat at a small table in the middle of the room, sipping coffee. He hadn’t changed much. His brown hair was cut about an inch from his head and his hazel eyes were heavy with sleep. He’d lost a little weight. When I last saw him a beer belly was in the works. The change was probably Justine’s influence.

He didn’t smile when he saw us. I couldn’t remember him when he didn’t have a smile on his face. He was always so gregarious and fun-loving; though having the person you loved taken from you so violently wiped all remnants of a smile from your face. I could attest.

He appraised me, but the conclusion he drew didn’t show in his eyes. He slowly stood up from the table and walked over to me, completely ignoring Luke to my left. When he stood a foot away from me, he stopped. Then he did something I didn’t expect. He wrapped his arms around me, squeezing tight. I was shocked enough to stop breathing. Without realizing it, I hugged him back. We hugged for what felt like hours, but was really only a few seconds.

He broke away first. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I just…had to hug you.”

“It’s okay,” I chuckled. “I don’t mind.”

He half-smiled. “You look…” he began but trailed off.

“I know. I look like hell. Everyone keeps telling me.” I glanced at an uncomfortable Luke, then told Chuck, “You don’t look so hot yourself.”

“Well…” He shrugged his shoulders. We left it at that.

Luke, deciding it was time to end the love fest, took a step toward us. “Dr. Winkler, we just have a few follow-up questions for you.”

“Right.” Chuck gestured at the table for us to sit. I took the chair across from him, with Luke taking the seat next to him; he moved the chair closer to me. The few dinner parties I’d managed to put together with the four of us were always this awkward. Luke and Chuck never seemed to get on, which always puzzled me because Chuck liked everyone, but he never warmed up to Luke. They tried at the beginning, but later on Chuck just seemed to get colder and colder toward him. I never thought to ask why, and in the later years I just gave up. That air of frostiness filled the doctors’ lounge.

“How long were you and Dr. Romy dating?” Luke began.

“Six months,” Chuck said. “She actually asked me out.”

“I believe it,” I said with a smile. “You were always shy.”

Luke cleared his throat. We both glanced back to him. “In the past month or two did you notice anything out of the ordinary? Any strange men following you or her?”

“No, nothing. She would have told me if something was off.”

“Did she attend any medical conferences lately?” I asked.

“Not for about a year.”

“Did she go out of town at all?” Luke asked.

“No,” he answered, shaking his head.

“Have you ever heard the names Sarah Illes, Amanda Denker, or Patricia Curtis?”

“None of those are familiar, except from the news,” he said.

“Do you know of anybody who would want to hurt her? Old boyfriends? Disgruntled patients?”

“No.”

Luke let out an exasperated sigh and clicked the pen he was using to take notes shut. “You said you had new information for us,” Luke said, not veiling his annoyance.

“No,” Chuck countered, sounding equally annoyed, “I said I had something new for you. Do you want it or not?”

Both men glared at each other in a duel to see who was the more pissed off of the two. I jumped in before the fisticuffs began. “What do you have for us?”

They broke off the stare. Luke peered down at the floor, embarrassed he’d shown any emotion, let alone anger. Chuck chuckled uneasily. “I have some things she left over at my place in my car.”

“Why don’t I walk you to your car to get them,” I suggested. “Luke, I’ll meet you at our car.”

Luke glanced at me, then at Chuck. “All right.” He stood from the table. “Don’t be long.” Luke left the room, and all the tension went with him. Chuck’s shoulders relaxed when the door finally shut.

“Okay, you want to tell me what that was all about?” I asked.

“Nothing. I just don’t like that guy. Never have. I couldn’t believe it when I saw him the day she disappeared. He brought me in for questioning and treated me like a criminal.”

“That’s his job,” I said, “and he’s very good at it. If anyone can find the man who killed Justine, it’s him. I never knew a better agent.”

“I’ll just have to trust you on that one.” He sighed. “The stuff’s actually in my locker. I just wanted him gone.” He stood up and unlocked the locker, pulling out a small box. “It’s just some clothes, some books she was reading, and some of Gabe’s toys. Nothing that interesting.”

“You never know. Thank you,” I said, taking the box.

He frowned as I took it. “I was going to ask her to marry me, you know. Bought the ring and everything.” He was quiet for a moment, his normally joyful face contorted with sadness. “I wish it was me, you know? I’d give my life to have her standing here. Just the thought of not having her laugh at one of my stupid jokes is too much. I feel like I’m in hell.” He paused. “Does it ever go away? The pain?”

“No. It just…becomes more bearable. Or maybe you just get used to it; I don’t know. But it never leaves you. Not even for a day.”

He nodded slowly. “He loved you, you know? From the moment he saw you. He came to me the next day and said, ‘Chuck, I met the woman I’m gonna spend the rest of my life with last night. And she is…brilliant.’ You made him so proud. So happy. He never stopped loving you. Not for a second. Even though…” He couldn’t say it. He couldn’t even look at me. “I thought something was going on between you and Luke,” Chuck confessed. “I saw how comfortable you were together. How he looked at you. Hayden just wouldn’t believe it.”

“It only happened once,” I said, “and I regretted it the second it did.”

“I know; I heard everything. I was surprised it was only the once. From the way he looked at you all those years, I thought for sure it had been going on longer. I just thank God Hayden never found out.” He sighed. “It took me a while to forgive you, but he would have wanted me to.”

“You have no idea what that means to me.”

He just nodded. “I miss him. He was my best friend for twelve years. First him, and now…” He wiped the tears away again. “When you catch this prick I want you to give him a message from me.”

“What?”

“Tell him he’d better pray he never gets out. Because if he does, I’ll be there. Waiting.”

A nurse walked in, breaking the tense mood. “Dr. Winkler, you’re needed in Trauma Two.”

“I’ll be there in a second.”

The nurse closed the door, leaving us alone again. “I have to go,” I said. I stood from the table and took the box. “Thank you. I promise I’ll keep you posted on our progress.”

“Thank you.” He paused to give me a sad smile. “You have a good life, Iris.” Then he walked out of the room.

I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly before leaving myself. That went better than I ever could have hoped for.

Luke was already in the car when I got in. His usually unreadable face was scrunched up with impatience. I shut the door and just sat there, waiting for him to say something. He didn’t. Guess it was up to me. “Care to tell me—”

“It’s nothing,” he said. “He’s still upset about the fact that I had to question him. Two of my men had to subdue him when he tried to attack me in the interrogation room. It was…I was surprised when he called me this morning.”

“Yeah, well, it was a tough situation. For all of us.”

“Are you okay? I mean, he didn’t…He wasn’t…What’d he say?”

“He forgives me.”

Luke nodded. “I’m glad. For your sake.” He cleared his throat. “So, anything interesting in the box?”

I opened it. Inside was a pair of blue jeans, five shirts of various colors, a few action figures, two books, and a pair of sneakers. I pulled out one of the books, Live in the Now, and flipped through it. The receipt fell out, and I put it back where it was. “I never pegged Justine for a self-help type of person,” I said, reading about “Step Six: Acceptance of Your Second Chance.”

Luke glanced at the book. “That one’s actually not that bad.”

My mouth gaped open. “You’ve read it?” I asked, totally dumbfounded that stable, sane Luke would even give a book like this a second look.

“Parts. Basically it teaches you that the past can’t be changed, and you should just move on with life.”

“Whatever,” I muttered while closing the book.

“Half of America’s read it. It’s been on the bestseller list for months.”

I scoffed. “So was Twilight.” I put the book back in the box. “You really believe that shit? About living in the now?”

“I believe we shouldn’t dwell too much on what we can’t change,” he said pointedly.

“You mean I shouldn’t?”

“You can kill yourself with all your ‘what ifs.’ What if you hadn’t joined the FBI? What if you never met Hayden? Would he still be alive?”

“Your point?” I snapped.

“The point is that you did all those things. They can’t be taken back. So why think about them?”

“Because all those things made me who I am today. My mistakes shaped me, and they teach me, even now. They’re a part of my life, a huge part, and to totally discount them is idiotic.”

“We’ll just have to agree to disagree.”

“Whatever.” He started the car and pulled out. I folded my arms across my chest. “And second chances are few and far between. If we’re ever lucky enough to get one, we always manage to screw it up.”

He was silent, then said, “I hope for both our sakes you’re wrong on that.”

So did I.


It was the waiting I couldn’t bear. Not when they hurt me as they attempted to fight back, not even when it was all over and I knew it could be weeks before I would feel that bliss again. No, it was the hours before, when she was so close and I could not go to her. I couldn’t touch her, feel her under me, and yet there she was, walking out of her office building, chatting on her cellphone to the nanny about the children. It took all my considerable willpower not to climb out of the car and take her that instant. But that would not be wise, and I was nothing if not wise. Willpower and an astute mind were what separated the greats from the plebeians. She unlocked her car door and got in. Off to lunch and away from me. I hope she enjoyed it. It would be her last.

I took the respite to check my supplies. In the case resting on the passenger seat were six syringes filled with thiopental sodium. On the floor in a black duffel bag were leather gloves, twelve feet of rope, four metal stakes, a surgical saw, a scalpel, and water. I got parched after each session, as one does with vigorous activity.

As I stowed the bag, her car pulled back into the lot a few spaces down from mine. She must have forgotten something, sadly not unusual. My beauty was scatterbrained on occasion. I pulled down my cap as she walked past, oblivious to everything but her phone conversation. Her brown hair swung in perfect unison with her small hips. I could just imagine them naked and writhing under me as I rode her like a mustang. I grew hard just thinking about it. My hand touched the door handle, but I forced it away. Now was not the time…

Soon.


Chapter 9

The rest of my day was spent in a windowless, gray box with low lighting, going through close to a thousand files consisting of suicides, rapes, assaults, and murders from New York State, Pittsburgh, and Philadelphia. These were women from all walks of life who were strangled, drugged, found in the woods, or dumped in water. Nothing really struck me as our guy. At four, after close to nine hours in my box, I decided to take a break. I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Luke since we arrived back at HQ, so I left a note on his desk telling him I returned to the hotel.

The moment I stepped into my room, I peeled off my clothes to take a luxurious bath. The water was close to scalding, just the way I liked it. As I soaked, my thoughts fell to Hayden and his suspicions. I never knew he had any, though I couldn’t say that I was surprised. Whenever Luke would come over, Hayden did get distant. They’d never had more than a two-minute conversation in all those years. I knew others believed the rumors. I heard the whispered tones as I walked down the hall, and saw the sideways glances as we sat with our heads together huddled over crime scene reports. It was only natural to assume a man and a woman who worked so closely together might be interested in something other than cases, especially since it was more by choice. We were never officially partners, but Luke and I always seemed to gravitate toward each other, even at the Academy. I just wished Hayden had been spared such thoughts. It must have been hell for him those nights I worked late with Luke. I knew he was resentful that at least ten of my hours were spent with another man and the rest were spent sleeping—how could he not be? But I knew he understood. I knew he trusted me. And I made a fool of him.

I climbed out of the bath and cooled off by lying naked on my bed. The breeze from the air conditioner wafted over my naked flesh, giving me goose bumps. Heavenly. My eyes seemed to close on their own. This triggered my whole body to relax one muscle at a time. I couldn’t remember being so tired in my life. I didn’t even get under the covers; I just curled into a ball and fell asleep.

The next thing I knew, a pounding pulled me out of my blissful state. “Iris, open up,” Luke said on the other side of the door. I leapt up from the bed, still a little groggy. I looked down at my naked body and grabbed the sheet off the bed, wrapping it around me as I opened the door. Luke stood in the hall, his mouth a straight line. Without a word, he pushed past me into the room. “Get dressed,” he said without looking at me.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“Three.”

“In the morning?” I’d been asleep since seven, over eight hours. I hadn’t slept that long in two years. No nightmares, either. Wow.

Luke turned toward me. “Get dressed,” he repeated.

“Why?”

“There’s a woman missing in Richmond,” he said.

Oh, shit. “Fit his type?”

“To a T.”

“How long has she been missing?”

“Reported to police about three hours ago. She failed to come home at nine to relieve the nanny. FBI in Richmond knew she fit our victim typology and called.”

“Shit,” I said under my breath.

“We’re on the first train out of Union in twenty minutes.”

“I’ll get dressed.” I picked up my clothes from the floor and went into the bathroom to change. I was dressed in a flash and threw all my things into my toiletry bag, checking the bathroom to make sure I got everything. I came out of the bathroom and tossed the bag into my suitcase. I reached under my pillow and pulled out my gun, sticking it in my purse.

I expected a lecture about permits and safety, but Luke was too busy on his cellphone. “Has a bulletin been sent out to all the state and national parks yet?” he asked. “Good, for once the state police are on the ball. Have them report anything out of the ordinary directly to us; I don’t care if it’s two teenagers making out. I want to know everything, got it?” He shut the phone angrily, muttering to himself. I was folding up my pants as he turned to me. “Are you ready yet?”

I zipped up the suitcase. “Ready.”

He grabbed my suitcase before walking quickly out of the room with me five paces behind. He pushed the elevator button three times in frustration. “Come on,” he muttered.

“That isn’t helping.” The elevator doors opened and we stepped in. He pressed the button before I could. “You need to calm down.”

“I just didn’t expect him to strike so soon,” he said.

“Neither did I. I thought we had at least another week.”

“At least Richmond was on the ball and caught it in time for us to actually be able to save this one.”

The doors opened and we stepped out. Without a word, an awaiting agent took my suitcase and gestured to the main door. We hurried out to a waiting black SUV at the curb. Before I could close my door, it was on the move. We were at Union Station in a matter of minutes, racking up a dozen moving violations along the way. As we stepped into the station, another agent ran over to us and handed two tickets to Luke. “Gate D,” he said.

Luke nodded, and we both ran through the empty station, barely making the train. A car must have been reserved for the FBI because we had it entirely to ourselves, and we had taken full advantage of the fact. Maps of the Richmond area on tack boards covered the main wall. A conference table stood in the center of the car cluttered with suit jackets and papers. Inside were five agents, none female. Typical.

I’d met most of the task force the previous two days, but two were new to me. Liu, Martinez, and Roth, the ones I’d met, nodded at me. The two I didn’t know glared at me, sizing me up. I stared back, appraising them as well. One man looked like a life-size GI Joe with his blond crew cut and perfectly square jaw. His muscles rippled through his long-sleeved dress shirt. Not really my type, but handsome nonetheless. The other I decided was the type of man who got beat up in high school and joined the FBI just to show he could. Round glasses covered half his plump face. The rest of him was not well built but not fat, either. You would pass him on the street and never give him a second look.

“Special Agents Clarkson, Jones, this is Dr. Iris Ballard,” Luke said. “She’s our consulting forensic psychologist.”

I shook hands. Both were firm but polite.

“I’ve heard about you, Dr. Ballard,” Clarkson, the nerd, said. “I even attended your lecture on geography and deviant behavior.”

“Hope I didn’t bore you.”

“Not at all.”

“Thank you.” I had fans coming out of the woodwork. Clarkson excused himself to go speak to Jones, leaving me the only one without a task.

Luke was back on the phone, speaking to Richmond. “Very good.” He listened for a second. “Well, if the timetable’s correct, he should have her in the woods now.” He paused. “No, that’s not acceptable! We need our people searching as well.” He breathed raggedly as he listened, his face constricting with tension with each second. “We have the technology and the experience. We have to.” He stopped dead. “Well, fix it.” He hung up the phone, muttering under his breath. I knew from experience it was best to just let him be. I walked over to Clarkson and Jones, who stood by the map.

“Are they still treating it as a missing persons?” I asked Clarkson.

“Yeah, till further notice.”

“They find her car?”

“Yeah, with the keys and one of her shoes on the ground next to it,” Clarkson answered. “That’s why they decided to forgo the forty-eight-hour waiting period.”

“What about the ex-husband, assuming she had one. Has he been ruled out?”

“His girlfriend alibied him. She was with him when the nanny called. He went to the site, found the keys, and called the police.”

“And that’s all the information we have,” Jones said. “We don’t really know much.”

“Then let’s concentrate on what we do know,” I suggested. “It takes him about an hour to get to the park, then he spends approximately two to four hours with her. And she was supposed to be home when?”

“Nine,” Clarkson answered. “She supposedly left work at eight thirty.”

“So the clock starts at eight thirty.” I turned to the clock on the wall. “It’s about three thirty now. That’s seven hours, two past the deadline.” I sighed. “I hate to say it, but we need to start thinking of this as a homicide. Clarkson, get on the horn to the parks service. Have them—”

Out of nowhere, Luke’s voice jolted us with its ferocity. “I give the orders!” he snapped from across the room. “Not you. We don’t treat this as a homicide until I say so!” The room had fallen silent with our collective shock. Luke scanned the room, daring the men to say something. “Get back to work!”

Clarkson, Jones, and I all exchanged glances, then averted our eyes to the spotted carpet and returned to our jobs. Luke shook his head before stalking out of our car. I started to chase after him but stopped myself. Best to let him cool off first.

“He’s been on this thing since the second victim,” Clarkson informed me. “There’s a lot of pressure on him right now.”

“I know,” I said. “I don’t take it personally.”

Liu, who towered a foot above me, gave me the evil eye for irritating the boss. “You should read this,” he said, shoving a file into my hands. “It’s all we have so far.”

“Thanks,” I said with a smile. After a scowl he retreated to the other end of the car. I turned to Clarkson. “Okay, what the hell was that about?”

Clarkson glanced around the room to make sure nobody was watching us. They weren’t, so he leaned into my ear. “Some of the guys don’t like the fact you were brought in.” I was about to open my mouth to protest, but Clarkson cut me off. “No matter what you were before, you’re a civvie now, but you get first crack at evidence and interviews. They resent it.”

“For fuck’s sake,” I said under my breath. “Thanks for telling me.”

Clarkson nodded and stepped toward the map. I opened the file.


Audrey Gloria Burke, age 35. Hair: Brown. Eyes: Green. Height: 5’3”. Weight: 105 lbs. Occupation: Orthodontist. Marital Status: Divorced from Kevin Burke, dentist. Children: Tiffany, age 7; Andrew, age 5. Home address: 2654 Goldfine Ct, Richmond VA. Reported missing by Tammy Collins, babysitter. Believed abducted from Virginia Medical Center parking lot between 8:30 and 8:45 P.M.


It was definitely our guy.

“Has anyone checked hotel reservations in Richmond yet?” I asked nobody in particular.

The men all looked at each other. “I think so,” Jones replied.

“You’d better call and make sure,” I said. “If he stayed at one he would have checked in between the seventh and the eleventh, and probably checked out earlier this afternoon.” Clarkson grabbed the nearest phone. I was sure Richmond was already looking into it, but you couldn’t be too careful. “Tell them to focus on the upscale ones,” I continued. “No way this guy stays at the Motel 6. Then cross-check names with van and SUV rentals from D.C. two weeks before. He probably drove down from D.C. if he drove, but check the rentals in Richmond as well.”

“Why?” Roth, a man who looked like a cross between a weasel and a lizard with a disposition to boot, asked snidely. “Is it going to help you profile this guy? That is why you’re here, isn’t it?”

“I’m sorry, do you have a problem?” I asked. “Because if you do, either speak up or shut up.” He looked around the room for support, but none came. “That’s what I thought.” I turned to the men. “Look, I know I’m not an agent anymore, so you don’t have to listen to me. But this isn’t my first time at the rodeo. I have more hours working this type of case than all of you combined. We need to work together, so save your resentments and focus on the task at hand. Got it?”

I walked over to one of the maps of Richmond on the wall. Tacks with little pieces of paper sticking out marked key places. One tack had Abducted written on it. Green tacks stuck out where all the state parks and forests are. There must have been at least a dozen. “Have agents been dispatched to these parks?”

“No, but all rangers have been put on alert. They’re patrolling now,” Clarkson answered.

“They’re gonna need help. Those parks are thousands of acres large.”

“They’re state parks—we have no jurisdiction until the body is found,” Jones pointed out. “There is no physical proof that this is our UNSUB.”

“The state police are already chafing at our involvement,” Clarkson said.

“Jesus,” I said under my breath. I hated this jurisdictional crap. While we were fighting over a bone, the rabbit was getting away. “Is Roy Campbell still superintendent?”

“Yes,” Clarkson answered.

I pushed past him, walking toward the nearest phone to call the head of the Virginia State Police. The superintendent’s direct phone number was on the wall. I dialed. Time to use the old Ballard charm.

“What?” Roy Campbell shouted into the phone. I could hear the ringing of a bank of phones and a gaggle of people conversing in harsh tones in the background. I could just imagine the pandemonium inside that office. Glad I wasn’t there.

“Roy, it’s Iris Ballard.”

“Iris Ballard? Well, hell, girl. Never thought I’d hear your voice again,” he said with a chuckle.

“Yeah. I’m up here on the Woodsman case.”

“I thought you quit.”

I scoffed. “Yeah, me too. But what can you do?”

“Tell me about it.” He paused. “So, I doubt you called just to shoot the shit. What can I do for you?”

“Do you have your men helping the park rangers searching the parks?”

He thought the answer over carefully. “They have been dispatched. Why?”

“Will you let one of our agents be there with your guys at each park? Ones with experience in this type of crime?”

“Why?”

“I don’t want some rookie trampling over my evidence or puking on the body.”

Silence. Then, “You Febes have no respect for us.”

“I have the utmost respect for you and your boys—you know that,” I assured him.

“The answer’s no.”

I sighed. “Look, we both know this is going to be our case as soon as she’s located. Not to mention the fact that kidnapping is a federal offense. This is our case.”

“There’s no proof she’s been kidnapped,” he countered. “She’s just a missing person right now.”

“Bullshit! If you thought that, then why did you pull jurisdiction over the local police?” I asked.

“We’re certain she’s crossed county lines, and her body’s probably going to be found on state property.”

“We don’t know that yet.”

“Of course we do. Shenandoah’s too far away.”

“So you admit you suspect the Woodsman,” I said.

He was silent on the other end. Got him. “We’re not ruling it out as a possibility, no. But until then it’s ours.”

“We’re all on the same side, Roy. I know you want the publicity on this, and maybe, if you’re nice now, we’ll let you in on the investigation when we find her.”

“You have no authority to make deals, Iris.”

“But I do have the ear of the man who does,” I said. “And you know how persuasive I can be.”

He mulled this over for a moment. “Just one agent per park?”

“Yes. And when she’s found, let our people examine the scene. No bullshit.”

“Fine, but we get credit for finding her no matter who does. And if he’s apprehended in state, we’re in on the bust.”

“You got it. We’ll dispatch the men right away. Have you told your boys to concentrate only on the shores of the lakes and rivers?”

“Yes, Iris. We all don’t have our heads up our asses here.”

“I didn’t think you did.”

“You’ll owe me for this one.”

“And I’ll make good, I promise. Thanks again.”

“Well, I’ve always had a soft spot for you—you know that.”

“We do turn into marshmallows around each other, no?” We both chuckled. “ ’Bye.” I hung up the phone with a smile, then turned back to the table where all the men were situated. They stared at me wide eyed in what I thought was awe. “What?”

“Nothing,” Jones muttered, turning back to his file.

Whatever. “Call Richmond—tell them to send out a dozen of their best agents to each of the twelve parks in the area. Instruct them that they are just there to assist, not to boss the state police around. This isn’t our case until we prove this is the Woodsman. Don’t step on their toes.”

“We’re going to need Agent Hudson’s approval before we implement anything,” rat-faced Agent Roth said.

“You want to waste time on a live kidnapping? He’ll agree. Just do it.”

Roth glared, and I glared back. Asshole. I raised my eyebrow in a dare, but he didn’t take the bait. He just turned back to the map. I rolled my eyes and walked out of the car to find our wayward boss.

I found Luke in the empty dining car, sitting in a small booth with his head hung and hands on top of his head. If I didn’t know any better I would have said he was praying, but Luke wasn’t religious. “Luke,” I said from the door. Startled by my voice, his head jerked up. I walked over to the booth and took the seat opposite him. “Are you okay?”

“Odd question, coming from you.”

“Well, you know there can only be one crazy person on this team, and I’m afraid the position is filled.”

This got a smile. “I’m okay. Just need a minute. I’m sorry I yelled.”

“I’ll forgive you if you tell me what’s the matter,” I said with a grin.

“I’m just…” He trailed off. He shook his head and scoffed. “I can’t believe I actually ever enjoyed this. I loved the chase, the strategizing, the…making a difference. I don’t anymore. I can’t stand it. I didn’t even want this case. I tried to get out of it, but ‘best man for the job,’ they called me. I refused, and they gave it to me anyway.” He scoffed again. “Next thing I know I’m in charge of the whole thing. I’ve barely slept since it began.”

“You seem to be doing a great job.”

“Tell that to Audrey Burke.”

“Why didn’t you want it? You were always chasing after the big cases.”

“No, you were always chasing after them. I just came along for the ride.”

“Shut up. We both were,” I said. “Me for glory and you for promotions. And you’ve made it. You’re in charge of the biggest case in America. Next thing you know, you’ll have Reggie’s job.”

“I don’t want Reggie’s job. I don’t even want to work Violent Crimes anymore. I was quite happy in Art Theft.”

“You transferred to Art Theft?” I asked, absolutely stunned. “Why?”

He shook his head. “I told myself it was because it meant a promotion, but really I’d seen enough dead bodies to last four lifetimes. After seeing you…” He closed his eyes, trying to push the image out of his mind. “After failing you, I just couldn’t do it anymore.”

My mouth dropped open from shock. “Luke, you didn’t fail me.”

“When you needed me I was…with some woman whose name I never knew,” he said, voice hollow, “and didn’t bother to answer my phone. If I had, who knows what would have happened? I would have gotten there in time.” He looked away from me and out into the black night. “You said I failed you, and you were right.”

“When I said that I was angry. I was hurt. I lashed out at everyone, especially you. I was drowning in guilt. It wasn’t your fault we slept together, and it certainly wasn’t your fault Hayden died.”

“It wasn’t yours, either.”

It was my turn to look out into the night. “I could have been stronger. I should have killed him before he had a chance to get to Hayden. Instead I ran away like a coward.”

“The man had just stabbed you in the gut. What else were you supposed to do?”

“I should have looked for my gun, or pulled the knife out and stabbed him then and there. It was my job to protect innocent people, and instead of doing that, I decided to save my own hide. He didn’t want Hayden; he wanted me.”

“There was no way you could have known Hayden would come home that moment.”

“I should have—”

“Iris, bad things happen,” Luke said. “It’s nobody’s fault; it’s just life. There’s no rhyme or reason to it; it just is. Nothing you could have done differently that night would have changed the outcome. Nothing you could have done weeks before would have changed it. He didn’t die because we slept together. He didn’t die because you failed at your job. It was his time to go, and you just need to accept that. And once you do, maybe you can begin to live again, like he would have wanted you to.”

“Is that why you wanted me on this case? To get me to accept life?”

“No. I’m not that selfless. I did it because the idea of taking on this case without you was unthinkable. Every time I’m about to bust someone, I look to my left for you. And each time I find some stranger in your spot, it just feels wrong. You’re my partner. No one else will do.”

I had no idea what to say except, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He squeezed my hand again. “And you’re the only person I wouldn’t shoot for throwing an ashtray at me. Anyone else…” He waved his hand. “Dust.”

“Sorry about that,” I said.

“I’m sure I deserved it.”

“Not even a little.”

His smile faded. “I really missed you. So much. More than I ever thought I would.”

I reached across the table, taking his hand. “I missed you too.”

He smiled again, this time with the full force of his heart. I met his eyes. They shone with so much warmth and love I felt myself blush. His grin changed as my cheeks did, with a mix of mischief and longing. My cheeks felt like they were on fire. I hadn’t been looked at like that in years. The butterflies had come out of their cocoons after a two-year hibernation and fluttered at full force. I felt like a gawky teenager being flirted with by the Prom King. I should have felt uneasy, but I didn’t.

I liked it.

The door between the trains swished open, and Luke broke our gaze to look up. He quickly released my hand, which I pulled back. His back straightened and the smile vanished. All business. I turned around to see who the interloper was. A beet-red Clarkson stood in front of the door, unsure whether to leave the room or not.

“Yes, Clarkson?” Luke asked, his voice full of authority.

“Um, the Richmond office is on the phone. They need your final go-ahead to send out our people to the parks.”

Luke’s eyes narrowed. “Agents in the parks? When did that directive occur? I thought—” Clarkson and I exchanged a glance. Luke saw it and his eyes narrowed in confusion. “What happened?”

I cleared my throat. “I called Superintendent Campbell and negotiated. He’s allowing one of our agents in on the search in each of the state parks so we can start preserving evidence right away. In exchange they get credit for the find, and if we catch him in Virginia, they get to be there when we do.”

“And he agreed?”

“Almost immediately,” Clarkson said.

Luke did a double take. “Thank you.”

I shrugged. “It’s what I’m here for.”

A quick smile crossed his face and mine. God, he was handsome when he smiled. I’d forgotten that. My stomach did another somersault. At that rate it could have won a medal in the next Olympics.

“Sir?” Clarkson asked. Luke and I turned. “Um, Richmond’s still waiting for your orders.”

Luke cleared his throat. “Right.” He scooted out of the booth. “Are you coming?” he asked me.

I shook my head. “I’ll meet you in there.”

Luke nodded and walked out behind Clarkson, leaving me to gain control of myself again. It took a full minute for the flopping to stop, and that was accomplished only by thinking of Roger when he was changing his pants in the office and I walked in on him. Ugh. I really needed to rein in my hormones before I started drooling. That would have done a great deal for my respectability. I shook my head and let out a long sigh. I really felt like banging my head against the table to reset my damn brain. It was just a stupid smile and a little friendly handholding. I’d never felt that around him before. Okay, not that much anyway, except for the night we…no. I threw a tree across that train of thought. I’d just been away from the opposite sex for too long. Under the right circumstances even Roth would have looked good to me. Especially if he gazed at me like…I pushed the image out of my mind. It was just an emotional moment, nothing more. It wouldn’t happen again.

Yeah, even I didn’t believe that.


Chapter 10

Audrey Burke was abducted in the parking lot of her three-story redbrick office building. The only indication that she was ever there was her locked Xterra, which sat among a flurry of police cruisers and black CSI vans. Two dozen people behind yellow crime-scene tape had already begun examining the pavement, the trees, anything they thought could be a clue.

The Virginia Medical Center sat on Route 250, a busy street even at five in the morning. Easy access in and out, good for a quick getaway. He took a chance abducting her here. Any passing motorist could have seen him grab her, but none had come forward yet. As we rolled by the building, I glanced up at the second-floor windows and saw men in Crime Scene Investigation windbreakers examining Audrey’s office. It was really a waste of manpower since she was grabbed outside, but as always, better safe than sorry.

Uniformed police officers stood at various spots around the police tape, trying to keep the lookie-loos out. People’s desire to see dead bodies had always bothered me. Did they really need to see a man missing the top of his head lying dead on the pavement? Did they want that image to follow them everywhere for the rest of their life? Of course, I chose to do just that as my profession, so who was I to throw stones? My grandfather always said, “Where there’s shit, there’s flies.” I thought of this phrase whenever I saw the press. They fed off torture and degradation, and the Woodsman provided both that night. I counted five news vans, all with their antennas pointing to the sky. Newscasters stood in front of their cameras, speaking into their microphones and occasionally gesturing behind them. The newspapers were here as well. Flashbulbs popped, lighting up the night sky with splotches of white. This was huge. A prominent citizen kidnapped in front of her office with no witnesses—by a serial killer, no less. The FBI brought in. It was a reporter’s wet dream.

We all shuffled out of the car and walked to the tape where a uniformed officer waited. The men all pulled out their badges to show the officer. He nodded and lifted the tape for us to pass. We walked over as a tight group to the blue Xterra, where a swarm of CSI techs were hard at work. Some dusted for prints on the handles and doors while others inspected the interior and exterior of the car. There were only two evidence markers next to the car, so precious little physical evidence had been found yet.

An eerie purple light illuminated the whole car as a tech swept the floor with a black light to see if there were any fluids present. I stepped toward it and poked my head through the open door. “Have you found anything?” I asked the CSI tech.

He sat up, taking off his protective glasses. “Nothing. No prints, no fibers, and no evidence of foul play.”

“Nothing?”

“Judging from what I’ve seen, or really what I haven’t seen, I’d have to say she walked out of here all by herself.”

“It is a possibility,” Clarkson said.

“Possible, not probable,” I said. “This reeks of the Woodsman.”

“I agree,” Luke said.

“Well, you’re going to have a hard time proving it,” the tech said. “We’ve been here for two hours and haven’t found a thing. Nothing in the office, in the bushes, nowhere. This guy’s good.”

“There’s nothing here,” Roth said with a sigh.

I spun around to face him. “There’s a lot here,” I said. “He’s here. What happened is here. Don’t be so quick to dismiss.” I turned around so I didn’t have to see his sneering face, but I could feel the daggers nonetheless. “I think we should do a recreation. Maybe something will dawn on us.”

“Good idea,” the tech said, jumping out of the car and shutting the door.

The men followed me the fifty feet between the car and the building until we reached two glass doors with wire mesh inside that served as the main entrance to the building. I positioned myself in front of the doors where Audrey would have been. Luke stood off to the side for a better vantage point. I turned around and looked at the tech. “We’re positive she wasn’t abducted inside?” I asked.

“The door was locked when the first officer arrived,” the tech said. “Each person with an office has a key, and there was nobody but Dr. Burke here past eight. Most left around seven.”

“And we’re sure she left at eight thirty?”

“She called the nanny saying she was leaving the office right then. That was eight thirty,” Luke answered.

“Okay, so about five minutes from the time she called to when she actually steps outside the building. Gives her time to pack up her stuff and turn everything off. So she’s outside the building approximately eight thirty-five.”

“I’ll go with that,” the tech said.

“He could have grabbed her right here after she locked the door,” Luke said.

I looked to the left and right. The doors were right in the middle of the building, with about fifty feet of building going either way. There were no bushes or dark corners to hide in, just a line of red brick and open space.

“No place to hide,” I said.

“He could have run at her,” Jones suggested.

“No, he couldn’t control her actions if he did that. She could have run or signaled for help. He prefers a blitz attack. He would have grabbed her somewhere between the door and car.”

I began walking toward the car at the pace Audrey would have walked. I was Audrey Burke. I’d just finished a long day tightening braces, and I was tired but anxious to get home. I walked quickly but not furiously. All I could think about was getting home, tucking my kids in for the night, immersing myself in a warm bath with a glass of wine, and falling asleep. Though, like all women alone at night, I was aware of my surroundings, scanning the empty parking lot for anything strange. I reached the car and stopped at the driver’s door, relieved to be there.

I turned to the men who had followed a few feet behind me. “All the doors were locked?” I asked the tech.

“Yes.”

“Okay, if I was him, this is where I’d grab her. She’s boxed in pretty well. The side mirror is in front of her, the car to the right. He’d come up behind her so there’s only one way to run. But he’s quick. He has the needle out in his right hand and most likely puts his left hand over her mouth to stifle her screams.” I turned to Luke. “Luke. You’re him; I’m her. Realistic as possible. We’ll assume the drug takes thirty seconds to take effect.”

I could tell by his furrowed brow that Luke wasn’t sold on the idea. “Are you sure you want to do this? I don’t think—”

“Luke,” I said, “it’s okay. It has to be done, so let’s just get it over with.”

After a pause, he gave a reluctant nod. “Everyone clear out!” he shouted. The agents and police milling around walked away as ordered. I didn’t want an audience, especially for something so hard to watch. One of the men might have pulled Luke off me and ruined everything. Happened before. And speaking of an audience…as the men left, I took a quick glance around the lot for reporters, but I could see only the lights from their vans. I couldn’t see them, so they couldn’t see me. It would look very odd if a member of the FBI attacked a defenseless woman for no reason. Lord knew what the headlines would say. When the majority of the people were safely away, I turned to Luke and nodded. It was time for the fun to begin.

I turned around and pretended to put a key into the car’s lock. Out of nowhere, a hand came behind me from the right, covering my nose and mouth. Even though I was expecting it, it was still a big enough shock. I started screaming as loud as possible, but his hand muffled most of the sound. My screams came out no louder than a whisper. Using his grip on my jaw, he pulled me tight to his body, making it easier to control me and leaving me nowhere to run. Almost immediately, I felt his finger press against my neck, imitating the needle entering. This caused me to panic more. Who knew what he’d just put into my body?

A second after he injected me, his right arm was around my right arm and upper chest, then finally my left arm. I couldn’t move my arms above the elbow. I tried to pull his arms off me, but his grip was too tight and I had no leverage. He had total control of me. The only thing I could do was scream and buck my lower body. I kicked and kicked, but his grip was so tight my legs just lingered in the air. I moved my body back and forth, left and right, trying to wiggle out of his grasp. His grip on me tightened. Then he pressed my body against the car; I was wedged between my strong attacker and a ton of metal. I wasn’t going anywhere. I tried to turn my head to see my attacker, but his hold on my jaw didn’t allow it. I stood there, screaming and fighting to no avail. At the end of the thirty seconds, I was out.

Luke released me, and it felt as if I’d just been taken out of a vice. I managed a few deep breaths, allowing a little oxygen finally in.

“You okay?” Luke asked.

“Yeah,” I panted. “Let me get some air.” It took a few more seconds until my lungs no longer felt like two deflated balloons. Footsteps on the pavement came from behind me. I looked up and noticed the agents had returned to the car. They all looked down at me with awe, even Roth. I smiled to reassure them. “I’m fine, guys.” My breathing returned to normal a second later. “That was horrible! She must have been terrified. I was and I knew my attacker. I could barely breathe.”

“You put up a good fight,” the tech said. “You kicked Agent Hudson’s shins a few times.”

I turned to Luke. “You okay?”

“I’ll live,” he replied with a wry smile. “If she fought as hard as you did, he should have some pretty bad bruises on his shins. Could help with an ID.”

“Could she have bitten or scratched him?” the tech asked.

“He probably wore heavy gloves,” I said. “If she bites or scratches, all she’ll get is glove.”

“Less physical evidence, too,” Luke said.

“That and if they hurt him, a little of the fantasy dies,” I explained. “He’s set this all up so there’s as little risk to him but maximum pleasure. Her hurting him is not an option. A few knocks to the shins are nothing; drawing blood is.”

“So where does he come from?” Luke asked. “Where does he hide?”

“That is a good question,” I said. “She’s parked right in the middle, with empty space all around. If she took the route I did, directly across the lot, she wouldn’t go near any bushes or trees. The only possible hideaways are about thirty feet from the car, so he couldn’t hide there. A woman alone in a parking lot at night is alert. She’d hear someone running up to her and have more time to scream or prepare.”

“He could have waited in her car,” Clarkson offered.

“The doors were locked,” the tech said.

“I can’t see him taking the time to lock the car doors with her unconscious,” Luke said.

“So that leaves?” the tech asked.

“He was in his car waiting for her,” Luke said.

I nodded. “That’d be my guess.” I took a few steps away from the car to survey the lot. There had to have been about fifty parking spots. That was a lot of empty space. “He’d wait until the lot was nearly empty so he could have his choice of spots and park either directly behind her or a few rows away so the car was close. He’d get out of the car when he saw her office light go off and go over to his passenger side to avoid being seen. She’d come out, walk to the car, he’d quickly leave his hiding spot and pounce. After she’s out, he picks up her body, walking the few feet to his car. He’d get in his car and drive away. Easy as pie.”

“Makes sense,” the tech said.

“Whatever fibers and hair he shed outside got blown away by the wind.”

“We’ll keep looking just in case,” the tech said.

“Okay, the moment we find her, I want you to abandon this place,” Luke said.

“Okay.” The tech nodded at Luke, smiled at me, and walked back toward the building to do his thing. Waste of time, in my opinion.

“I think we should talk to the family,” I said to Luke.

“We have people over there already,” Luke said. “CSI’s going through all her personal items now.”

“I need to go over there,” I insisted.

“So you can make more promises to grieving families?”

“To know why she was chosen, wise-ass. To see her kids, especially the boy.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said a little too forcefully.

“Of course it is. We have to do this, and we might as well get it over with. You’re a tough guy; you can handle a few crying women and children.”

Luke, like most agents, loathed talking to the family of a victim. A root canal was more pleasurable. These were people who had just found out their daughter, son, or wife was never coming back to them. They could never tell them they loved them ever again. They could never make up for the harsh words said over the years. They could never hold them again or feel their warmth. Their tears and pleas to God could rock you to the core. These were broken people, living through hell, and you had to interrogate them about their loved one’s sexual habits. Drug habits. Even accuse them of having involvement in the crime. I’d been spit on, screamed at, even slapped, but it had to be done.

It was time to make someone’s worst day even worse.


Chapter 11

I counted three police cars, two black sedans, and a gray van with State Police imprinted on it in front of Audrey Burke’s upper-class, perfectly manicured white split-level house. Uniformed policemen walked in and out of the house carrying boxes containing the life of Audrey Burke to the State Police HQ in Richmond. Later, when we got our federal warrant to take over the case, they’d be moved to the Richmond field office where our experts, including yours truly, would sift through them, looking for anything that might help us understand why this happened to this woman.

It was a nice neighborhood, one of the better ones in the Richmond area. It was a quiet community where none of the slime from the inner city ever got past the BMWs and Mercedes that sat in every driveway. Neighbors awoken by all the commotion stood outside the house in their designer robes and slippers, trying to get a peek of the circus. This was going to keep them talking for ages.

We parked down the street. I was the first out, followed by Luke and Clarkson. We’d left the rest of the men at the office building to help the techs. The fewer of us there, the less intimidating we’d be to Audrey’s already shaken family. Clarkson, I found out, was the only one on the team with kids, so he was allowed to come, his elfish face lighting up when Luke chose him over the other men.

We walked down the street past all the neighbors, who eyed us and murmured among themselves. “I’m surprised the press isn’t here yet,” I said to Luke.

“They’re on their way. We just released her name and picture fifteen minutes ago. Enjoy the calm while it lasts.”

Inside the house, uniformed state police seemed out of place in this tranquil setting. I first noticed the light smell of lavender, sweet and stringent. I used to light lavender candles after a hard day at the office. I wasn’t surprised that that’s what Audrey’s house smelled like. Raising two kids and having a thriving orthodontic practice could stress anyone out. The nanny must have lit the candles right after the call from Audrey, because they were burnt to the wick. They didn’t even have the heart to blow them out. Probably were still hoping she’d walk back in that door. Hope springs eternal.

We pushed past a few county police officers walking down the small staircase with more boxes. I had hoped I could get to the bedroom before it was entirely stripped. I liked to see how the clothes were organized and if the bed was made or if everything was just tossed about higgledy-piggledy, as Grandma always said. In my experience interviewing serial murders, the woman who had to have everything in her life in order usually broke faster. Those were the women who kept everything organized to avoid stress and not overly complicate their lives. Everything had a place, a function, and a reason to be. When the structure collapsed, they didn’t know how to act, so they broke down. A new, horrific element introducing himself into their lives broke the structure they had built for themselves. The messier people liked chaos—they went with the flow. Not to say they wouldn’t break under enormous stress, but it happened a lot slower. They could adapt more easily to new situations. I belonged to the latter category, as the state of my closet could attest. It had driven my neat-freak husband nuts. I hoped Audrey fit into my category but judging from this immaculate house, I was guessing not.

Luke sent Clarkson off to oversee the collecting, then we walked to the living room. The top of the stairs looked onto this room, where Audrey’s family had gathered. Kevin Burke, DDS, was sandwiched between his two children on the blue-and-white striped couch. He looked about fifty, with graying black hair and fine lines all over his face. The girl, Tiffany, had her head on her father’s shoulder and was crying softly. She had her father’s black hair, cut just below her ears, making her face appear round as a ball. Her ebony eyes seemed distant, almost dead. Her father stroked her hair as he whispered into her ear that everything would be all right and other believable lies. The boy, Andrew, was asleep, with his father’s chest serving as a pillow. The boy had his mother’s light brown hair and sharp nose. His thumb moved in and out of his mouth in sleep. I was sure Audrey, as an orthodontist, discouraged this behavior, but he needed to indulge in it now.

Sitting in the chair next to the couch was a young woman, early twenties, with a nose ring and hay-colored hair cropped short. She clung to her leather jacket like it was the last safe haven. She looked across the room at the massive bookcase in a daze. She must have been the nanny, the last one to talk to Audrey.

The plainclothes officer sitting on the glass coffee table asked Kevin Burke a question that I couldn’t hear. As Luke and I walked closer, I could see the officer’s badge. State Police. Kevin and Tiffany both glanced up as Luke and I approached, which caused the officer to turn and look at us too. As he stood up, Luke pulled out his badge. We met each other halfway.

“Special Agent Luke Hudson, FBI. This is Dr. Iris Ballard, our consulting forensic psychologist.”

“GID Special Agent Robert Mortimer, Virginia State Police. I wasn’t expecting y’all so soon.”

“No time to waste,” Luke said. “Have you got anything from them?”

“Nobody saw anything, nobody remembers anything.”

“Mind if I give it a go?” I asked.

“Be my guest,” Mortimer said.

Kevin and Tiffany watched me bridge the gap to the couch. I gave a little reassuring smile as I sat on the coffee table facing them. I turned to the nanny as well and smiled. She weakly smiled back.

“My name’s Dr. Iris Ballard. I’m a psychologist with the FBI.”

“FBI?” a horrified Burke asked. “The FBI is involved?”

“I’d rather not discuss it here,” I said, eyeing a frightened Tiffany.

She looked up at her father, eyes as wide as his. “Daddy?”

Almost as fast as the fear came, it went away. “It’s nothing, sweetie,” he reassured her. She seemed to take his word for it and lay back down. “I don’t really know anything that can help you. I haven’t spoken to Audrey in over a week. I got a call from Tammy,” he said, turning to the nanny, “around midnight, saying Audrey hadn’t come home or called. I just told her to call the police and came right over.”

“You two are divorced?” I asked.

His face squished up like he’d just tasted something bitter. Must not be over it. “For about a year now. We just grew apart.”

“How often do you see the children?”

“What does that have to do with anything?” he asked, annoyed.

“Please,” I insisted. “It’s not a comment on your parenting skills. I just need to know.”

He sat back in the sofa, taking the children with him. “Not as much as I’d like. I get every other weekend.”

I turned to Tammy. “You called 911?” I asked her.

“Yeah. Well, first I called Audrey’s cell a few times, but it went straight to voicemail.”

“Is that normal?”

“No, she always has it turned on. That’s why I got worried.”

“What time did she call?”

Tammy pulled her jacket in closer like a blanket. Poor kid. “Eight thirty. My show had just ended; that’s how I know. She asked if the kids were asleep, and said she’d be home in twenty minutes.”

“That’s all?”

“Yeah. At first I thought she had car trouble, so I called her and got voicemail. Then I thought maybe she went for a drive, or stopped by the grocery store and lost track of time. But then it was midnight, so I called Dr. Burke.”

“Does she normally work so late?”

“Sometimes. She and her partner alternate late days. It was her turn.”

“In the past three days, how many times did she stay late?”

“Counting tonight, two.”

I decided to switch gears. “How many hours a week do you work?”

“Between twenty-one and twenty-four. I go to college full time. The nights she comes home early she gets home about six. I pick up Tiffany at school and Andy at preschool at three, after my Lit class.”

“What do you do after you pick them up?”

“We come home, I fix them a snack, we do homework, I make dinner, and I put them to bed. That’s it.”

“Do you ever take them to the park or anything?”

“Sometimes, but it’s been too hot lately.”

“Do you know if Audrey did?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. On Mondays I ask the kids what they did over the weekend; they haven’t mentioned the park in a month.”

“Is Audrey seeing anyone that you know of?” I asked.

“No, nobody. She just goes to work and comes home. She told me she spends most of her weekend reading.”

“Have you seen anything out of the ordinary, especially in the past three or four days? People, cars, packages, anything?”

“No, nothing,” she replied.

“No strange cars parked across the street? Maybe an SUV or van?”

“This is a residential area—cars are parked on the street all the time.”

I sighed. She didn’t know anything. Tammy had had enough for the night. I turned back to Burke, who had been listening intently to our every word. “I’m terribly sorry, but could you wake up your son?” I asked.

“Why?” Burke asked.

“Well, the man who may have your ex-wife,” I said delicately, “may have approached your son.”

Burke instinctively wrapped his free arm around his son, pulling the boy close to his chest. “Oh, my God!” he said breathlessly. “He wants my son too?”

“No,” I assured him. “I just need to ask.”

Burke shook his head and said, “Okay.” He removed his arm from around his daughter and gently nudged his son out of his slumber. “Andy, wake up.”

The boy slowly opened his eyes, still half asleep. He took the thumb out of his mouth. “Mommy?” he asked in a small voice.

“No, slugger, Mommy’s not here,” Burke answered.

Andy sat up and rubbed his eyes. He scanned the room, and then stopped when he saw the uniformed policemen carrying boxes. “Are we moving again?” he asked, frightened at the prospect.

“No, they’re just taking some of Mommy’s things away to help find her,” Burke explained. He looked up at me and pointed. “This is Dr. Ballard. She wants to ask you a couple questions, okay?”

“Okay.”

I smiled as sweetly as I could. “Hi, Andy. Just a couple, then you can go back to sleep.” I paused, figuring out how to phrase it so a five-year-old could understand. “I know you’re not supposed to talk to strangers, right?”

He shook his head no vigorously.

“I need you to tell me the truth. Nobody’s going to get mad at you unless you lie, okay?”

“Okay,” he answered, eyes filled with worry.

“Has a man, about your daddy’s age, come up to you and tried to talk to you or give you something? Maybe at school or in a store?”

I tried to meet the boy’s eyes, but they bounced all over the room to avoid my gaze.

Burke looked down at his son. “Answer her, Andy.”

His gaze stopped on the carpet. “I’m not ’apposed to tell,” he whined. “I promised.”

My heart caught in my chest, and from the looks on Luke and Mortimer’s faces when I turned around, I was not alone. Luke and I exchanged a knowing look as a small smile crossed his face. Our man had made a fatal mistake. He left a living witness, one who could ID him in a lineup. I turned back to Burke, whose jaw had tightened, almost as if he’d read our minds.

I looked back down at the little boy. “Andy, it’s really important that you tell us. It’s okay to break a promise if that promise hurts someone else.” Andy kept his tiny mouth shut.

“Andy, tell her!” his father demanded.

The boy’s thumb went back inside his mouth. Crap. I scooted closer to the frightened boy, to the very edge of the table. I lowered my torso so I could meet his eyes. “Nobody is mad at you,” I told him in a whisper. “It’s good you keep promises. You’d make your mommy very proud. But it is so important you tell me about this man. Could you please do that for me? Huh?” When his pruned thumb popped out, I smiled at him. “Where did he come up to you? At school?”

“I was on the playground at school.”

“Jesus Christ,” Burke said under his breath. “That fucking school! I should have—”

“Dr. Burke,” Luke cut in, “please let him finish.”

I met Andy’s scared eyes again. “When did he come up to you, Andy?”

“Yesterday.”

“What were you doing?”

“I was in the sandbox, digging a moat.”

“Where was he?”

“Other side of the fence. He knew my name!”

Of course he did; he was stalking your mother. “Did he have an accent?”

“I don’t know.”

“Okay, did he sound like Harry Potter or…Foghorn Leghorn?” Andy shook his head no. “So, you were in the sandbox playing, and then what happened?”

“He said ‘Andy’ and I saw him. I went to the fence and he said he knew Mommy.”

“What else did he say?”

The boy thought for a second. “He asked me if I liked school. I said I didn’t. Joey teases me.”

I smiled. “Did he say anything else?”

“He said if I study hard I can do anything and that school was important.”

“Was that it?”

“No. He said I was a good boy, and I make Mommy proud. Then Miss Lilly rang the bell to go in, and I said I had to go back in. He said not to say I talked to him or Mommy would be mad. He made me promise.” He looked up at his father. “Is Mommy gonna be mad?”

“No,” he whispered as he kissed his son’s head. The man was on the verge of tears, no doubt scared shitless.

“Did you see his car?” I asked.

He shook his head and his shaggy brown hair swished around.

“What did the man look like?” Mortimer asked.

“I don’t know,” the boy responded in a small voice.

“Think!” Mortimer commanded forcefully.

Andy shrunk back into the crook of his father’s arm, away from the mean man.

I spun around so fast I almost gave myself whiplash. I shot the overzealous man a look that could kill before spinning around, all smiles. “Andy, it’s okay,” I reassured him. “Nobody’s mad at you. You are being so, so helpful. It’s just really important that we know. So think really, really hard, buddy. Was he white?” The boy nodded an affirmation. “Good,” I said with a smile. “Okay, was he really tall or really short?”

“No,” he answered.

“What color were his eyes? Blue, green, or brown?”

“He had sunglasses on,” the boy replied.

“What about his hair?”

“He wore a hat.”

Of course he did. “Okay, what did the hat look like?”

“It was blue. With a drawing.”

I reached into my bag beside my foot and pulled out a pad and pen. I ripped out a page and handed Andy the pen and paper. “Can you draw it for me?”

The boy nodded and began sketching. It took him about five seconds to finish. He handed the paper to me. I should have known.

The symbol for the New York Yankees. I handed the drawing to Luke, who frowned.

It was the Woodsman. No question.

“Dr. Burke,” Mortimer said, “I’m going to need your son to talk to our sketch artist to see if we can get a composite from him. We’ll need to go to our station.”

“Okay,” Burke said. He collected his son in his arms and stood up. Andy clung to his father’s neck, burying his face against it. “Tammy, can you stay with Tiff until we get back?”

“No problem,” she replied. Tiffany went over to her nanny, crawling into her lap. Tammy wrapped her arms around the girl’s chest.

“I’ll walk you to the car,” Mortimer said, gesturing to the stairs.

I stood up and took a step toward Andy. He turned and looked at me. I rubbed his back soothingly. “You did so well.”

The little boy grinned.

Burke followed Mortimer out of the room and down the stairs. The little boy watched me as he went. He waved goodbye, and I reciprocated. When he was out of sight I turned to Luke.

“That went well,” Luke said.

“It’s a start,” I said with a shrug. “At least now we have something to release to the press and someone to ID him.”

“We have to catch him first.” He looked over at Tammy and Tiffany, and gestured to the stairs. We walked to the top of the stairs, out of the girls’ hearing. “It’s him.”

“I know.”

Mortimer stepped through the open front door and climbed the stairs. “We should have a sketch in a few hours.”

“Good,” Luke said. “When you get it, send a copy to our office and to the press. I want it out ASAP.”

“Yeah,” Mortimer said. He looked over at me. “Good catch. How’d you know he talked to the kid?”

“I didn’t,” I said. “It was just a guess.”

“Damn good guess,” Mortimer said. “What made you think of it?”

“This guy’s into the thrill,” I explained. “He abducts his vics in plain sight and takes them to a public park. The last victim was abducted in front of her son’s window. Everything pointed to him escalating. This time he showed himself, although he was smart enough to conceal his eyes and hair so he doesn’t make it too easy for us. He meant to have a witness to dare us to catch him. The game is part of the thrill.”

“Have you photographed the spectators in front of the house and down at the office building?” Luke inquired.

“Of course.”

“When you get the pictures back, have Andy look at them,” Luke said. “See if the perp is watching us.”

“We should also ask the witnesses to the previous murders if they’ve seen a man in sunglasses and a Yankees cap,” I advised.

“Good idea,” Luke said.

“I’ll show the sketch to the neighbors and co-workers,” Mortimer said. “If we find anything, we’ll let you know.” He nodded at me and walked back into the living room.

“I think you impressed him,” Luke said with a smirk.

“Of course I did,” I said smugly. “I’m impressive.”

He smiled at my quip. “Are we done here or do you still want to take a look around?”

I thought for a moment. “Not right now. Too many cooks in the kitchen. I need quiet. Besides, they’ve taken all of her things; I can’t tell much from an empty room. Clarkson can handle the rest.” I shook my head. “I hate to say it, but there isn’t much we can do until we find her.”

“I know.” Luke yawned.

“Tired?”

“What gave it away?” he asked ruefully.

“Let’s go check into a hotel, catch a few winks. It’ll make you feel better.”

“You and I both know the first twenty-four hours are critical.”

“The state police are handling the search. Our men have the scene buttoned down. They’ll call with anything crucial. You’re dead on your feet. You’ll be no good to anyone if you’re a zombie. You want to do a half-assed job just because you’re stubborn, or take a couple hours to get your head back in the game?”

“Wise words,” he said with a chuckle.

“Well, you said them to me a thousand times through the years. They always worked on me.”

“Fine. Hotel it is,” he said. He started down the stairs, but then stopped and looked back at me. “You’re back.” With a smile, he shook his head and continued on.

I followed with a big smirk on my face. Yes, I was. And it felt damn good.

—

We didn’t make it to the hotel. My big blabbermouth of a stomach rumbled just seconds after we got into the car. The noise grew louder, and a few blocks from Audrey’s, it began to call to all the other bears within a ten-mile radius. Luke glanced at me. “Are you hungry?”

“Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I’ve got it covered.”

I started rummaging around in my purse for one of the seven candy bars I had left. I never left home without one for just such emergencies. I saw the blue wrapper of a Nestlé Crunch bar and pulled it out. The sweet chocolate melted in my mouth. Absolute heaven. I gobbled the whole thing down in five bites.

“Is that what you’re having for breakfast?” Luke asked. “I can stop.”

“You need sleep more than I need food. I’m fine.”

Luke’s stomach growled loudly. He grimaced and turned away from me in embarrassment.

“Would you like a candy bar?” I asked with a laugh.

“You and those damn candy bars,” he said, shaking his head. “All that sugar will kill you.”

“You mean if the pills, booze, and cigarettes don’t get me first?”

A smile crossed his face. “I guess you’re right.”

I squinted my eyes and pursed my lips as if I was expecting a kiss. “I love how you say that. ‘You’re right, Iris,’ and ‘I agree, Iris.’ It’s music to my ears.”

He paused. “You haven’t been drinking or anything else, have you?”

“You asking as my friend or my boss?” I asked, eyebrow raised.

“Both. I’ve noticed you’ve been…clearer. Better.”

“I’ve just been too busy. Or hiding it really, really well,” I said.

“It’s too early for wisecracks.”

“You used to love my wisecracks. I think being away from me has killed what little sense of humor you ever possessed. What, they don’t make jokes in Art Theft?”

“No,” he answered in a deadpan voice

I frowned. “That’s no fun. No wonder you’re so unhappy.”

“I’m not unhappy,” he fired back a little too forcefully.

“Could have fooled me,” I said under my breath.

“The woman who I found sucking down vodka like it was water is telling me that I’m unhappy?”

“I recognize the symptoms, that’s all. Lack of sleep, withdrawn, irritable—any of this describe someone we both know?”

“I’m overstressed,” he said. “When this case is over I’ll take a vacation, go back to Theft, and everything will be fine.”

“If you say so.”

He paused. “I am proud of you, though. For refraining from your…vices.”

“Thank you. I’m kind of proud of me too.”

I turned toward the side window to watch the cars go by. The sky was no longer an abysmal black, but instead had become a midnight blue. A new dawn, a new day. At least for some of us.

“I wonder where he is right now,” I said.

“Who?”

“The Woodsman. Is he sitting in some restaurant having a huge breakfast to celebrate another victory? Is he driving along 95, singing along to some song on the radio?”

“If there’s any justice in the world, he’s gotten into a car accident and is slowly bleeding out.”

“Where’s the fun in that for us?” I asked with a smile. My stomach growled again. Traitor.

Luke maneuvered the car into the brimming parking lot of a Waffle House. When we got inside, we had to wait five minutes to get a seat. Almost every seat at the counter was filled with truckers getting their early morning coffee-and-sugar fix. Most stared blankly up at the television hanging above the counter. The hostess walked us to our booth and set down the menus. Luke and I sat across from each other and began studying the selections. Just the pictures made my mouth water.

“Remember that waitress in Great Falls?” I asked after our waitress left with our coffee order. “The one who got everything wrong? I ordered coffee and got tea. You ordered pancakes and got eggs. That was so funny,” I chuckled.

“Funny?” he asked. “We’d been up for forty-eight hours and hadn’t eaten in twenty-four. I wanted to shoot her.”

We both smiled and shook our heads. Then I looked across at him as I had a million times before and a flurry of moments paraded through my brain. The time our car got a flat tire on I-95 and I had to change the tire because native New Yorker Luke didn’t know a jack from a Jill. The time I sprained my ankle while searching in the woods for a body, and he carried me a mile to the ambulance. The time, without even asking, he handed me the exact file I needed the second I needed it. From the Mona Lisa smile on his face, I could tell he was thinking the same thoughts I was.

I met his eyes. “We had some good times, huh?”

“Yeah,” he said, “the best.”

We broke our gaze when the waitress returned with our coffee. “Thank you,” I said before adding lots of cream and sugar. We drank it down in gulps. “I love their coffee.”

“It’s great,” he said with a yawn that wracked his entire body.

I put my cup down. “You’re not going to get any sleep, are you?”

He finished the yawn. “Well, by the time we finish here, we’ll either be called to the Richmond office with some new crisis or they’ll have found her.”

“Will you be functional?”

“You’re not the only one who can survive on a few hours of sleep.” He picked up his cup and downed the remaining coffee.

“Well, I got about nine hours last night, so I feel great.”

“Any nightmares?”

“No, slept like the dead.”

“That’s great.”

I knew what he was thinking. That he’d cured me or something. I balked at his enthusiasm. “It was bound to happen sometime,” I said. “Don’t go reading too much into it, okay?”

Our waitress returned a few minutes later with our breakfast and the second the smell hit my nose, my mouth began to water, literally water. Before she could set the plate down, I stuffed the sausage into my mouth, and it burst with spicy flavor. It tasted so good I almost pulled a When Harry Met Sally. I shoveled the eggs and hash browns into my mouth.

“This is so good,” I said with my mouth full. “I am so hungry.” Luke half-smiled and began picking at his breakfast. “Eat up, Hudson. Who knows when we’ll have a chance again.”

He nodded and began loading his fork with food. I took a bite of my eggs and turned my attention to the television. On the screen a reporter, a young Asian woman, stood in front of Audrey’s office building, speaking into the camera as a sea of red and blue lights danced behind her. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but she gestured to the building behind her. I tapped Luke’s arm and pointed to the television behind him. He turned.

A picture of Audrey blowing out birthday candles came on. I stood and walked over to the counter, my female presence startling the men around me. I smiled graciously and wedged myself between two businessmen. “Could you please turn that up?” I asked the waitress behind the counter.

She walked over to the television and adjusted the volume.

“…an orthodontist, was believed to have been abducted at approximately nine P.M. A statewide manhunt for the abductor is underway. Local, state, and federal law enforcement are working together in the search. There has been no official statement, but sources tell us that Audrey Burke is believed to have been abducted by ‘the Woodsman,’ a serial killer who has killed four women in three different states.”

Luke came up behind me. “What are they saying?”

I shushed him.

Mortimer came on the screen. “As of now we are treating this as a simple abduction; there has been no conclusive proof that this is the work of the same man. But our best officers and local law enforcement are on it. We will find her.”

It returned to the reporter. “Included in this task force is Dr. Iris Ballard,”—oh, shit—“a renowned forensic psychologist and former agent of the FBI.” My old ID photo from my FBI days appeared. My lips were pursed and my eyes cold. I looked like an ice maiden with a stick up her butt. I always did hate that picture. The men at the counter turned to stare at me. “Dr. Ballard, as you may remember, was instrumental in capturing Sheriff Stephen Meriwether, also known as the Rosetta Ripper.” Meriwether, in full khaki brown sheriff’s uniform, filled the screen. My heart stopped beating, the way it always did when I saw his face. It was always the same picture. I had the damn thing memorized. His shaggy, curly blond hair fell two inches down his forehead. Those chocolate-brown eyes smiled and played in the light. His toothy grin revealed two dimples in either cheek. A cherub madman.

“After a daring daylight escape in which two federal marshals were slain,” the reporter continued off screen, “Meriwether then went to Dr. Ballard’s home in Alexandria and viciously attacked the then agent with a knife, later shooting her husband, Dr. Hayden Sage, an emergency room physician at Our Lady of Mercy Hospital, in Washington, D.C.”

Archived footage of me being wheeled out of my house on a gurney on the verge of death came on. Luke walked beside me, holding my limp hand with his bloody one. He didn’t have a shirt on, and his undershirt was covered in blood. I didn’t remember any of it. I was out cold.

“Dr. Ballard, seen here on her way to the hospital, somehow got the upper hand and killed the Ripper.” The reporter returned. “The FBI would not comment on the extent of Dr. Ballard’s involvement, or if they believe that the Woodsman has struck again. Whether or not this is the work of the Woodsman, the search for Audrey Burke and her abductor continues. This is Lisa Kim, reporting from the Virginia Medical Center in Richmond.”

I turned away from the television and walked back to the table in a daze. They had to bring me into their story. I couldn’t just stay in the background. Shit! This was not good.

Luke cautiously sat down across from me. “I’m sorry. I told you your name wouldn’t be dragged into it.”

“It’s not like you pushed me in front of the cameras.” I picked up my fork and started moving my food around. Then I tossed the fork down onto the plate. “I’m not hungry anymore.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“I saw your face when his picture came on. You looked as if you’d just been punched in the gut.”

“I was just shocked, that’s all.” He didn’t look convinced. “That’s all,” I repeated. People in the restaurant were staring at me now and quietly murmuring among themselves. I was under the microscope again. “Can we please get the hell out of here?”

“You read my mind.” Luke gestured to the waitress, who came over. “Can we get the check, please?”

She eyed our full plates. “Was there a problem with your orders?”

“No, we’re just in a hurry. Can you wrap them up to go?” he asked, pulling out his wallet.

The waitress half-smiled and all the creases on her face disappeared. She looked almost pretty. “It’s on the house.” She looked at me and picked up our plates. “You deserve it, doll.” Before I opened my mouth to protest, she said, “You just catch that som’bitch, you hear?”

“I’ll do my damnedest.” She nodded with a smile before walking away. I turned to Luke. “Guess being infamous is good for something.”

He smiled and dropped a twenty on the table anyway. A minute later she returned with our boxes. “Let’s go.”

We stood from the table, and as we walked out of the restaurant, all heads followed us. Both businessmen and truckers alike gave me a reverent smile and nodded as I passed. I nodded back. A few even removed their caps. When my back was to them, I smiled and strutted out of that restaurant head held high. All hail the conquering hero. I hoped I wouldn’t let them down.


It was good to be home. I had to drive through the night and would have gotten home sooner, but I had to follow the speed limit. Even the smallest details couldn’t be overlooked. Everything was just as I’d left it. Even the pillows seemed untouched. The idiot got that right at least, though I would have to punish her for not ordering the correct shirt. Stupid bitch couldn’t tell the difference between bone and eggshell. She must have known it was coming, since she was not home to greet me. Not that I minded an empty apartment. Her face and voice caused too much aggravation, especially when I was on such a high.

I stepped out of the shower and into my Ralph Lauren robe. It was such a shame I had to wash up. Audrey’s smell lingered on me the whole trip, better than the finest cologne Paris has to offer. All that was left now was the memory…and of course my little memento. That fucking rent-a-cop almost ruined the entire experience with his intrusion. I only wished I’d had time to make him suffer.

As I walked into my bedroom, the news played on my TV. I, of course, had made headlines again. Human beings were so morbid. They never got enough of other people’s misery. The police knew nothing, as usual. A little planning went a long way. There was that famous red-haired gentleman again. Seemed the reporters couldn’t get enough of him either. He looked exactly like the pictures I saw two years ago when—

Oh, my.

It couldn’t be.

No, she was teaching or something. But…it was her. They said it was her. The authorities must have been desperate. She looked terrible, far too thin and pale. A walking corpse resurrected to catch me. My, my, my, the plot thickened.

A wide smile crossed my face. “This…should be interesting.”


Chapter 12

I volunteered to drive to the hotel, and Luke didn’t fight me on it. He was fast asleep by the time we made it down the street. The nearest Hampton Inn was ten minutes from the restaurant and fifteen from the Richmond field office. We checked in and went our separate ways. As the hours passed, all the agents on our team filed in at different times, looking dead on their feet. The parking lot downstairs looked like a used car lot that specialized in late-model Crown Victorias and SUVs. It was the safest hotel in Virginia.

The first thing I did upon checking in was change into a pair of comfy black slacks two sizes too big and a gauzy red and white peasant shirt. Then I let my hair free from its severe captivity. I felt infinitely better. Since I wasn’t tired, I watched a delightfully stupid movie about aliens taking over the world, then read for a while. I soon lost interest, so I pulled out my remaining finals to grade. Surprisingly, they took only an hour, with another hour for tabulating final grades. When I was done, it was past ten. I’d managed to kill four hours without even trying. Carol should have been up by then. I hadn’t called her since I’d left. She was not going to be pleased. I picked up the phone and dialed her at home. It rang three times before she picked up.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Carol. It’s Iris.”

“Hello,” she said cheerfully, her voice going up an octave. “I was beginning to worry!”

“I know. I’m sorry I haven’t called. It’s just been really crazy.”

“Are you still in Richmond?”

“How’d you know where I was?”

“I saw you on the news! You’re all over it. I’ve gotten a hundred calls this morning from everyone asking about you.”

Great. “The local news picked it up already?”

“Yeah! Roger just about had a hissy fit over the phone. He said, ‘How can she go off like that without any warning?’ ”

“He’s not my father. I’m not even sure he’s my boss anymore.”

“That’s what I said, but he’s pissed you haven’t turned in your grades yet.”

I scoffed. “You’d think he’d give me a break. I am trying to catch a man who’s killed four, maybe five, women.”

“Not Roger. ‘She has a commitment to this university,’ he said. I wanted to pop him one.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that thought. He wouldn’t stand a chance. “I’m all done. I’ve already entered the grades in the system. How’s Gus?”

“Great. We go over twice a day and feed him and the cats. You have a whole army of them over there!”

“So you have uncovered my secret world domination plan,” I said in a bad James Bond villain impression. “You must be destroyed.”

She chuckled. “How’s the redhead? Did you smack him for bringing you on the news?”

“It wasn’t his fault.”

“You’re defending him?” She was irritated now. “Now that wacko knows you’re there. He knows what ya look like.”

“Carol, he’s blown town by now, and even if he hasn’t, I’m surrounded by big, beefy men carrying guns. Nothing is gonna happen to me.”

“It better not.” We left it at that. “Oh, by the way, I cleaned up your house a little. I was afraid of ants getting in.”

“Excuse me. I like living in squalor.”

“You still do, don’t worry,” she assured me in that sweet Southern voice. “There’s just a lot less empty bottles and dirty clothes now.”

“You’re the best, Carol.”

“Well, I love ya, darlin’,” she said with a scoff. “That’s what family does. We help each other out.”

“Thank you.”

“Well, you are surely welcome. Listen, I gotta go—we’re late for Pat’s doctor’s appointment. He has to get S-H-O-T-S.”

“Oh, lord. Have fun,” I said with a chuckle.

“ ’Bye.”

I’d used the last of the coffee in my room, so I went downstairs to ask for more. It was gonna be a nine-cup kind of day. I could tell already. “Hi. Can I have another packet of coffee grounds, please?”

The front-desk attendant reached under the counter and pulled out the coffee and piece of paper. “This came for your friend,” he told me as he handed me both. It was the sketch. “That looks like my cousin,” he said.

“Really? Has he taken any trips to Baltimore or Washington lately?”

“He’s in prison for tax fraud.”

“Hell of an alibi. Thanks.”

I didn’t even look at the fax. I just ran to the elevator and back into my room. I sat down on the bed and took a deep breath. The face of the enemy. I turned the piece of paper over and looked at the black-and-white sketch. The Yankees cap covered most of his forehead and hair. Half of his face was covered with aviator sunglasses, so everything above the nose was hidden. His nose was straight but not too long, and there were no bumps or scars. His cheekbones were high and started right below the sunglasses. His lips were thin, but the lower one was a little fuller. His jaw was almost feminine; there were no right angles, just gentle slopes toward a gentle chin.

So, this was him. He looked like my mailman.

Luke was two rooms down, and I hated to wake him up from his much-needed sleep, but this couldn’t wait. I knocked on the door. Nobody responded. I knocked again. That time he answered, still half asleep.

And half naked.

My jaw actually dropped. He was wearing only green silk boxers that hung loose around his hips. I wanted to turn away, but it was like a train wreck. It may scar you for life, but you just had to look. So I admired the view. His arms were well muscled and the definition of masculine. His chest was the same, with large pectoral muscles. It was smooth, too, with only a tiny trail of orange that started at his flat stomach and went down into no-man’s-land. His long legs, the color of freshly cut marble, didn’t have a trace of fat on them, only toned muscles. He looked like Michelangelo had carved him.

My stomach fluttered and a warm sensation prickled through me, giving me goose bumps. I felt like I’d just stepped into a hot tub. Every inch of me was warm and tingling, including…oh. It took all my self-control—every speck of it—not to take the two steps toward him and mash my lips against his. I was blushing. I was actually surprised I wasn’t panting like a dog.

Luke must have read my mind because he turned as red as his hair. He quickly moved behind the open door so only one arm and his head peeked out.

“I’m sor-sor-sorry to wake you,” I stammered, finally able to turn away. “The sketch came in.” Still looking down the long hallway, I handed it to him. He snatched it out of my hand.

“Thank you,” he said quickly. The phone began to ring in the room behind him.

“I’m gonna…” I pointed to my own room.

He nodded and shut the door. I fell against the wall, unsure if my legs would hold me. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. I did this a few more times, breathing in the air and breathing out the lust. My body began to ease up a little, and the butterflies flew away. I opened my eyes and let out the final breath. Okay, that was very strange. I’d always had a relatively normal sex drive, but I’d never felt anything like that. Not even when I saw him naked two years before. I chalked it up to not getting any, not even a kiss, for two years. Yeah, that’s what it was.

Luke’s door swung open again, bringing me out of my head. He’d put on a white undershirt, thank God, and looked surprised to see me. “Why are you still out here?”

“I, uh, wanted to see who was on the phone,” I lied through my teeth.

He seemed to accept it. “It was Agent Dell over at Cumberland State Forest. They think they’ve found where he took her. The chopper’s waiting for us.”

That news was a jolt of adrenaline. “Okay,” I said, “I’ll get ready.” I ran to my room. Before my door even closed, I stripped off my peasant shirt and stuffed it into the suitcase. I rooted around the bag and found my emerald-green cotton top and black slacks, complete with dress jacket. I was out the door a minute later.

Clarkson was waiting in the lobby, trying to adjust his tie. I walked over to him and swatted his hands away without a word. I straightened it with a smile. “There,” I said, patting the knot. “Now you look professional.”

“I had the clothes sitting by the bed,” he said. “I knew this would happen.”

Luke, Jones, Roth sporting a scowl for me, Liu, and Martinez filed down the stairs and into the lobby within a second, all wearing the same rumpled suits from the night before. Be prepared, motto for Girl Scouts and FBI alike. Without a word or glance, Luke led the pack past Clarkson and me out the double doors into the parking lot. Clarkson and I followed a few steps behind. Each of the men jumped into his requisitioned SUV and peeled out of the parking lot, lights flashing and sirens shrieking.

I sat next to Luke on the passenger’s side, slipping and sliding as he turned corners with breakneck speed. I gripped the armrest, but it still didn’t stop me from bumping my head on the glass a few times.

“Do they have a time of death yet?” I asked.

“All I know is that a body was found in Cumberland. A male.”

“Our UNSUB?” I asked.

“No, a park ranger. He was shot.”

Luke maneuvered the car around a Porsche, but this time my shoulder stopped my head from getting bashed. God was punishing me for my impure thoughts, I just knew it. “Then why are they calling us?”

“They also found a pile of women’s clothes and a purse with Audrey’s ID.”

“Shit,” I murmured. “She wasn’t tied to the shore?”

“No,” he answered, speeding through a red light. “So he could still have her. Hostage Rescue is on standby.”

“Are they dragging the river? She could have gotten loose.”

“State police just got there twenty minutes ago,” he said. “Everything’s on its way.”

We pulled into the underground parking garage of the Richmond field office right in front of the elevator doors. Our entourage arrived a second later, jumping out of the cars before the engines even turned off. The elevator door opened without us even having to press a button.

The small space was filled with the musk of men. They all had a good six inches on me, so I felt like the Lilliputians from Gulliver’s Travels must have when Gulliver washed up onto their island. If Carol were there she would have said I was the luckiest gal on the East Coast having six tall, handsome, if not staunch men around me all day. All the men, except Clarkson and Roth, looked good enough to work the runways. Liu with his jet-black hair, wide slanted brown eyes, and creamy light brown skin. Martinez with his chocolate eyes and Latin vibe. Jones with his hay-blond hair, high cheekbones, and cerulean eyes. And then there was Luke…I peered over at him and the fluttering returned for a second. His soft orange hair was still untamed by mousse; not enough time to apply it, I guess. I wanted to…shit. Stop, I ordered myself. Two years and I hadn’t even looked at a man in that way, and the second I saw one in silk boxers I suddenly became a nympho.

Mercifully, the elevator doors opened, and I was immediately pushed back by the force of the wind pressing against me. We rushed to the waiting helicopter as best we could, lowering our heads the entire way so as not to be decapitated by the metal blades. Luke jumped into the front seat next to the pilot, picking up a file on the seat before sitting down. The rest of us clambered into the back. I put on my heavy headphones with a microphone attached to the front. It did little to drown out the noise, but it was better than nothing. The helicopter took off into the sky.

We ascended, and within a minute the Richmond office was totally out of sight. I gazed out the window down to the houses below. They were no bigger than dimes, with cars the size of ants parked along the streets.

“We should be there in about ten minutes,” Luke reported through the microphone.

He turned around and handed Liu, who sat next to me, a piece of paper. I looked over and saw it was the sketch. Liu glanced at it and then handed it to Clarkson, who passed it again.

“He looks like my mailman,” Clarkson commented.

“Mine too,” I chuckled.

“Enough jokes, people,” Luke snapped. “We have a dead park ranger and a missing woman—the time for jokes is over.”

“We were just pointing out that this man looks like half the men in America,” I explained.

“Well, one of those men is responsible for these deaths,” Roth said snidely.

“You’re right,” I said. “I apologize.”

I was in a helicopter filled with men without a sense of humor among them.

Luke turned back to us. “We have our warrant. It’s on the way to the scene now.”

Good; the case was officially ours now. No more sucking up to the state police.

Within minutes the residential areas and interstates were replaced with bright blooms of green as far as the eye could see, one overlapping the other. Cumberland State Forest was over sixteen thousand acres big, the largest in Virginia. Inside those acres were thirty miles of multi-use trails, and what made it perfect for our guy, four lakes and one river, the Willis. From up there, the river looked like a black string with an occasional patch of white cutting through the trees. I paid close attention to the river, hoping I could spot Audrey, but I didn’t. Soon there would be half a dozen helicopters flying the length of the river with Search and Rescue workers gazing down with binoculars. It would be a minor miracle if we found her.

We began our descent into Cumberland just as I was beginning to enjoy the ride. In the distance, I saw red and blue lights encompassing a lone slab of black concrete surrounded by tall trees. The people, the size of Gabriel’s action figures, walked in and out of the thick woods down a brown dirt path. The helicopter set down in the middle of the black lot. We climbed out and ran toward the path, where a man with pale blond hair wearing an official FBI windbreaker waited. A former Marine, by the look of his crew cut and permanently downturned mouth. When the last passenger was clear, the helicopter took off.

“Special Agent Hudson, I’m Agent Dell. Right this way sir,” he said, gesturing down the path. He turned and led us into the woods, past a sign that read Willis River Trail.

If that was a set trail, owned and operated by the state with taxes, I would have wanted my money back. I could barely see the dirt underneath all the dead roots, wood, and large, jagged rocks. High heels were not a good choice for a walk in the woods. The entire place was surrounded by heavy foliage. It felt very claustrophobic, as if the trees were inching toward you, ready to devour you completely. I hated the woods. We twisted and turned for almost half a mile, ducking branches and pushing leaves out of our way. It dawned on me that not twelve hours ago the killer was touching the very things I was now, walking those very steps. Creepy thought.

“Has CSI dusted these branches yet?” I asked.

“Both CSI and the medical examiner should be here any minute,” Dell said.

“When they get here they should check for prints and hair,” I suggested. “Maybe some of his hair got caught in the brush.”

“Good idea,” Luke said.

As we walked closer and closer to our destination, I began to hear the faint trickling of water, which grew louder as I continued down the path. No matter where you are, all rivers make the same lyrical sound. Just when I thought my ankles were about to give way—fucking heels—we came to a large clearing with grass and patches of dirt. The Willis River stood about seventy feet away. The sun shone down on the river, making the flowing water look like there were diamonds twinkling on the surface, just like the river at home. The tranquility was disrupted as a helicopter flew overhead in search of the body. I didn’t think a single one of us expected to find her alive anymore. Not a one.

To my right was a dark green Jeep with the driver’s-side door open and the headlights still on. I could see two small holes dead center in the plastic sheet that served as a window. A man remained prostrate on the grass next to the car. Our dead park ranger lay on his back with his left arm resting above his head. Two red blossoms of blood stained his jacket, right on the upper chest. His jaw was opened slightly, almost as if he were trying to speak. At the time of his death, he probably was. Something along the lines of “Don’t kill me,” or “Help.”

A woman about forty with shoulder-length auburn hair wearing a dark blue windbreaker with State Police written in yellow letters straddled the body, getting a picture of the dead man’s surprised face. When we reached her, she turned and stood up.

Luke whipped out his badge. “Special Agent Luke Hudson, FBI. Is this the victim?”

“Ranger Bruce McIntyre, ten-year veteran of the park service,” the officer said.

The dead man was about my age, with light brown hair that fell straight down his forehead and skin that was like worn leather from all the hours he’d spent in the sun. My eyes jumped to the gold wedding band wrapped around his left ring finger. Great. His brown eyes stared blankly at the sky above. His pupils had contracted, leaving only two tiny pinpoints of black in the gold and brown pools, which meant he’d been there at least seven hours. Put time of death around four thirty A.M.

“He drove in on them,” I said to nobody in particular. “Wrong place at the wrong time.”

The woman, whose badge read S.A. Linda Gaines, gestured toward the clearing to our left. “You guys should see this.”

We followed her toward the other side of the clearing, roughly thirty feet from the car. Two men, wearing the same windbreakers as hers and sporting cameras, were taking pictures of the ground. At first, I couldn’t see what was so fascinating, but as I got closer I realized what I was looking at. Grass, about an inch long, was bent in the shape of a human body. I could make out a rounded head, a torso, and two thin lines that must have been where her legs were. To the left of the outline of the torso was a large brown stain.

A photographer lay on his stomach with his camera deep in the grass, clicking away next to the dried blood. He stood up to take more pictures from a different angle. The other man was walking around the outline, clickity-clicking away as well.

“Are there three holes?” I asked the second photographer.

“Yes,” he said. “The first one is approximately seven feet from the top of the outline.” He walked over to the yellow marker showing the position of the hole, then to the bottom of the outline with the other two evidence markers. “The lower ones are three feet away from each other.”

“She was spread-eagled,” I said. “Hands tied up above her head, legs spread to allow for easy access.”

What must it have been like for her? The terror. Her mind still in a fog from the drugs, and then she woke up and realized what was happening to her. He was probably naked by then, looming over her. She would have begun to scream and cry. I bet he loved that. He hadn’t laid a hand on her and already she was in pain. And that’s what it was all about for him: her pain, his gratification.

“Where are her clothes?” I asked.

The man pointed to the large pine tree to his right. Yet another photographer was taking pictures, this one also on his stomach. I walked over to him and saw the pile of black and lavender clothes.

The man looked up as I approached. “He dumped them in the river,” the photographer reported, “but they were caught up in some twigs. We got them all.”

“Can I move them?” I asked.

He took one more picture and stood, before pulling out a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and handing them to me. “Be my guest.”

I took the gloves, slapping them on. The smell of rubber and talcum powder sure took me back. I picked up the piece of clothing, which was actually in two pieces, on the top of the pile. The long-sleeved lavender silk dress shirt had been cut perfectly in half. The front buttons, a row of tiny pearls, were completely undone. He’d unbuttoned them slowly one by one, probably telling her what was about to come. The back of the shirt had a straight, near perfect cut from the collar all the way down to the bottom. He must have turned her over for that. I noticed there were no stray strands sticking out of the edges of the cut, no tears, either. It had to have been the scalpel. He cut the shirt like he would open someone in surgery. A fine cut.

I set down the half shirt on the ground for the photographer. With the other half of the shirt, I took note of the sleeve. It was cut as finely as the back, from the cuff to the tiny buttonholes. He could just slip the shirt off without untying her, but by using the scalpel and not scissors he could threaten her with it, ratchet up the fear. A scalpel was a hell of a lot scarier than a pair of scissors any day of the week. It was designed to cut flesh, and everyone knew it. Maximum fear achieved.

I set down the shirt with its other half. The next item was her black skirt, which was now just a long piece of black rayon fabric. I held it up to me, and it hung about mid-thigh. I was three inches taller than she was, so it would just reach her knees, being a respectable length for business. Like the shirt, the skirt had a precise cut right down the middle. The man should have been a tailor.

The bra was next. White cotton with the front between the two underwires cut from top to bottom. The straps as well. The bra went right beside the skirt. Finally, I picked up the underwear, the same white cotton as the bra. This had to have been the most terrifying part for Audrey. The thin swatch of cotton was the only thing separating her from what was inevitably going to happen. The last barrier between the illusion of safety and the harsh reality of life. The cuts were at the seams, one on the right and one on the left. All he had to do was yank, and bye-bye undies. I set the panties down next to the bra.

Her purse remained. It was about the size of a paperback book, barely big enough to hold a wallet and keys. I unzipped it and found the wallet and keys. I took out the wallet, black leather to match the purse, and unbuttoned it. She had about thirty dollars in cash and two credit cards. I pulled out the license and sure enough, it read Audrey Fiona Burke. Her brown hair was shorter here, an inch shy of her shoulders. If her hair had been that short now would he still have chosen her? Probably not. He liked their hair long. Funny how something so simple could mean the difference between life and death.

I returned to Luke, who was alone with the two photographers, hunched over, examining the outline of the body and telling the photographers where to shoot. He glanced up at me as I approached. Clarkson came up behind me at the same time.

“We found some footprints in the grass,” Clarkson reported. “They have the same indentations as before.”

Luke stood up from his uncomfortable position. “Make sure we get plaster casts.”

“The clothes were cut like before,” I said. “He cut the shirt three times, the skirt once, bra three times, and underwear twice, most likely with a scalpel. He left the shoes and purse intact; nothing was missing.”

“I have a question,” Clarkson said to me. “Why didn’t he take the clothes off before he tied her up? It would have been a lot easier.”

“To show her he has the power,” I explained. “By slowly cutting off her clothes with a sharp instrument, it prolongs the fear. She’s powerless to stop him, which fuels her fear, thus fueling his excitement. He feeds off her pain like a vampire, and what could be more frightening than a psychopath cutting off your panties while you’re tied up?”

“God, this guy is sick,” Clarkson muttered.

“That’s why we have to get him off the streets,” Luke said. “Clarkson, go up and wait for the ME. Bring him down here the second he gets here.”

“Yes, sir.” Clarkson hopped to, walking quickly up the path into the woods.

Luke looked at me. “Do you think he still has her?” he asked, voice low.

“I seriously doubt it. She’s somewhere downriver.”

“How does the ranger fit in?”

I walked over to the stained red ground and kneeled down. “Judging from the blood, he did get around to cutting out her heart. The ranger either came in when he was doing it or a little after when he was cleaning up. My guess is right after, and that’s why she isn’t tied up to the shore. He knew the ranger would be missed and couldn’t take the chance.”

“The unexpected intrusion could have unnerved him enough to make mistakes,” Luke said.

I stood up, wanting to get away from the bloodstain. “Possible.”

Luke turned back toward the ranger’s Jeep. “He’s a good shot,” Luke said. “He hit him from thirty feet away center mast both times. He has weapons training.”

“I told you he’s probably a hunter,” I reminded him. “They can hit a deer from fifty feet away if they’re experienced enough.”

“This guy is really impressive, I have to admit,” Luke said, shaking his head. “I’m getting less and less optimistic here. I have the worst feeling we’re never going to catch him.”

“Bite your tongue!” I snapped. “Of course we’ll catch him. He’s only human. We all make mistakes, even him. We’ll get him—I know it.”

“When did you become such an optimist?” he asked with a touch of warmth.

“I’m not optimistic,” I corrected, “I’m stubborn. I’ll catch this freak or die trying.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Yeah,” I scoffed.

Jones, who’d just materialized out of thin air, tapped Luke on the shoulder.

“They found her, sir.”


Chapter 13

I was not really a nature person. Concrete, that’s where it was at. So standing at the bank of a river, being eaten alive by all manner of insects, surrounded three ways by trees with large branches and a million little leaves, was not really how I would normally choose to spend my day. But there I was, watching two men in black wet suits swim the limp body of Audrey Burke toward the shore. As if the woods weren’t bad enough.

In the hours since her death, Audrey managed to travel a half mile down the Willis River until a fallen tree halted her journey. The majority of her body was underwater as they brought her closer, so only her light brown hair and waxen arms showed. The divers dragged her to the shore by the forearms, facedown. Her body was literally white as snow, except for the faintest dark blue and purple color covering her back. Postmortem lividity. Half an hour to three hours after death the blood in the body drained to the lowest point, congealing in the capillaries. If the lividity was visible on the back, then they died on their backs. If it pooled in the face or chest, they died facing down. You didn’t attend as many autopsies as I had without picking up a few things.

Audrey now lay motionless, face down on the light sand. I had seen so many bodies…too many to count, and it never got any easier. In the end, we were all reduced to slabs of meat. Made me wonder what the point was. Luke walked beside me, staring down at Audrey’s flaccid naked body, his face contorted into a scowl. I expected him to start growling and growing fangs at any minute.

“She was dead. You were right,” he said, his voice hard.

“For the first time in my life, I wanted to be wrong.”

A photographer took pictures. We heard branches breaking behind us and turned toward the noise. Agent Martinez came walking up to us from the dirt path. “The ME’s here,” he told Luke. “He’s with the ranger now.”

“The second he’s done, get him over here,” Luke said.

“Yes, sir,” Martinez said. He spun around and strode up the path toward our cars.

“We should start without him,” I said.

Luke nodded. “Turn her over.”

One of the divers grabbed Audrey’s bruised right wrist and turned her over so she was looking up at us, her one green eye staring vacantly up at the trees, glassy like a doll’s. You could always tell just by the eyes that they were gone, even if it happened just seconds before. The white of her eye had turned red from the capillaries bursting as he strangled her. Petechial hemorrhaging. The other eye was missing, probably in some lucky fish’s stomach. Red tender flesh filled the hole. Her hair was matted with twigs and leaves, and a few small bits of flesh, no bigger than a penny, were missing from around her body. Fish got their fill.

There were four half-moon crescents on the palms of her hands from where her fingernails had dug in. Her wrists, ankles, and throat were covered—totally covered, every centimeter—with blue and purple bruises. They wrapped around her wrists and ankles like bracelets, with red diagonal indentations where the rope rubbed her raw as she struggled to get free. The ME would be able to match the rope used to tie up the other women to this one. Her neck had no such indentations, just six deep purple bruises right in the center of her throat, one on top of the other. That was where his thumbs were, pressing against her windpipe so air couldn’t enter. He’d broken her hyoid bone, a little free-floating bone in the middle of her throat. When that broke, every breath taken felt like a dagger going into the throat. About eight inches on each side were more purple bruises where the rest of his fingers were. He’d squeezed the life out of her with his bare hands.

The pictures I’d viewed of the other victims didn’t give the pulpy hole in their chests justice. In real life, it was beyond horrific. “It looks like he just punched a hole straight through her with his fist,” I commented to Luke. He nodded.

Jagged white ribs stuck out of the chest like ivory sticks, the skin around the hole raw like steak. Inside the hole was darkness surrounded by red and purple meat. It was almost a perfect square, like a window to her insides.

“He cuts a square hole and removes the thin layer of skin, fat, and pericardium until he can see the breastplate and ribs,” I explained. “He’d have the hacksaw ready, lying by his side, and he uses it to get through the ribs like you’d cut a branch. From the state of the ribs, I’d have to say he yanks the spare bone and meat out with his bare hands until he can see her still heart. Finally he cuts the half he wants with the scalpel and leaves the rest, dumping it and the rest of her in the river.”

“That sounds accurate,” Luke said.

I bent down on the shore next to her. With my newly gloved hand, I picked up her wrist to examine her fingers. Her arm was stiff from the rigor mortis, but I managed to lift it. Not full rigor yet, so she’d been dead less than twelve hours. The tips of her fingers were blue around the fingernails from the lack of oxygen. Another sign of strangulation. I gently put down her wrist and moved up toward her face. Her lips were blue too, another sign. Her mouth was open slightly, so her perfect white teeth showed a little. In the darkness of her mouth I saw the shadow of something move inside. Just a faint flicker of black, becoming blacker.

“I see something.”

I placed my middle and index fingers on her lower lip and pressed down. The jaw moved only a centimeter. Rigor started in the jaw and head at five hours, then everything else followed after that. I was lucky I could move it at all; the old cliché about the dead being as stiff as a board was true. I tried to open the mouth farther, but it wouldn’t budge. There was that flicker again. I moved my face in closer, trying to get a peek.

Out of nowhere a black snake sprung out at me, mouth wide and hissing like a broken radiator. I leapt back in time, falling on all fours into the frigid river. “Jesus fucking Christ!” I shrieked.

The brave men managed to leap a few feet back as well. What babies. We watched as the small—it looked three times its size when it pounced at me—black snake slithered out of Audrey’s mouth like a slick black tongue. I felt bile rise in my throat, and I had to swallow it back down. The snake made its way down her prostrate body, black scales moving in perfect rhythm, toward me. I leapt up from my crab position in the river onto my feet. It might have been coming to finish what it started, for all I knew. The snake glided like ribbon into the water, ignoring me completely. I breathed a sigh of relief when it disappeared under the water.

Luke took a few steps toward me when the snake had vanished. “You okay?”

“I fucking hate the woods!” I shouted so loud the birds flew from their perches above. “God!” I shuddered, shaking the willies away.

I padded out of the river and looked down at myself. I was entirely drenched from head to toe and covered with tan river sand. Goose bumps covered my whole body, but not the good, lusty ones I’d had before. I started shivering before I even reached the shore. It was over 70 degrees, but the water had to be in the 50s.

Luke removed his jacket, wrapping it around my wet shoulders when I reached the bank. The warmth from his body felt welcoming against my chilled one. Lord, even his coat smelled like Ivory soap. He took my shaky hands and pressed them together, rubbing them up and down in an attempt to warm them. He looked into my eyes and smiled. “That better?” he asked, still rubbing.

I nodded. “I fucking hate snakes.”

“They seem to love you.” He smiled that good-natured, drop-dead gorgeous smile of his, and I immediately felt the goose bumps turn back to the good ones. I was such a sucker for a smile. My cheeks turned warm despite the chills. Damn it, I was blushing again. I pulled my hands out of his too quickly and the confusion and embarrassment showed on his face.

“Thanks,” I said.

He cleared his throat. “Go back to the scene,” Luke instructed. “Someone’s bound to have a spare set of clothes.”

“Okay.”

I walked past the smirking men, my ruined shoes squishing with every step. I pulled the heavy wool jacket off my shoulders and put it on. I could still feel Luke’s warmth inside it. I pulled the jacket closed around me. The chills all but disappeared. The lower half of me was another story. Too bad he couldn’t have given me his pants, too…Okay, I knew how that sounded. My legs felt like frozen fish sticks, and I couldn’t feel my toes—that was all.

By the time I got back to the original scene, the number of cars parked in the lot had tripled in just a half hour. Federal sedans, a criminalistics van, cop cars, a coroner’s van, and an ambulance filled the large lot. I saw people in white plastic space suits sans fishbowl helmets hunched over like old men walking the perimeter of the lot, picking up every piece of litter along the way. By the afternoon we’d have the most extensive cigarette butt collection in the state. Each one would have to be dusted for prints just in case our guy decided to light up before he was due for surgery. Such a waste of manpower, but cases had been cracked that way. You just never knew.

The only female I noticed—those space suits left everything to the imagination—was the female photographer, who was in the process of changing film in her camera by her sedan. I worked my way through the crowd toward her car. She heard the squishing and turned around. Her eyes narrowed in intrigue. God knew what I looked like.

“Do you have any spare clothes I can borrow?” I asked, trying to keep the chattering to a minimum. “I fell in the river.”

She assessed my soaked body and shook her head at my stupidity. “Sure.” The trunk popped open and she pulled out a white tank top and pale blue jeans. “No shoes, though. Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Thank you.” I scuttled away to find somewhere private to change. Since there were about twenty-five people scattered around, I didn’t think I’d be able to find one. I scanned the lot and noticed a bit of forest nobody was picking through. I walked into the bushes and prayed there wasn’t any poison ivy around. I seemed to attract it as much as I did mosquitoes. When trees and leaves safely camouflaged me, I took off Luke’s jacket and hung it on a branch. It could be saved if he could get the river smell out of it. I hoped he could; the jacket was worth more than I made in a month, though that wasn’t saying much. I peeled off my wet clothes, dropping them on the ground. One of my best outfits ruined. Stupid snake.

The jeans were a tad baggy on me, but I didn’t think they’d fall down. That would be just what I needed. The tank top fit perfectly, showing off my flat stomach, adequate bosom, and nonexistent curves. I needed to gain some weight. The whole crack-whore look was so nineties. I gathered up my clothes and Luke’s jacket. As I grabbed it from the branch, his black leather wallet fell out open. I bent down to pick it up, but not before I noticed something in the plastic slits. It was a picture, a little worn and torn from age and handling, but very familiar. I pulled it out.

It was from the night we were awarded the Bronze Cluster for Distinguished Service after we tracked and talked down Bob Wallace by ourselves. I remembered the Wallace case very well. He kidnapped a small boy that he had been sexually molesting and brought him from Newark to Baltimore, where I was assigned at the time. Luke was working in the Newark office and was one of several agents involved in the case. We had suffered through the Academy together and the powers that be decided to team us up, one of the FBI’s better decisions. As two of the junior-most agents on the team we were just supposed to cruise the area and look for the perp’s car, but through some deductive logic and a lot of luck we tracked good old Bob down to an Amtrak station just outside BWI airport.

We spotted him on the platform and called it in. Unfortunately, the approaching sirens spooked Bob, and he pulled his gun, pointing it at the five-year-old boy’s head. I talked to Bob, using every psychological trick I could think of, while Luke flanked around the back and managed to tackle him just before he pulled the trigger. The press ate us up thanks to a tourist’s video of the takedown, and we got into Violent Crimes in Washington. It was the beginning of a beautiful partnership.

In the photo Luke and I are standing together, holding up our medals and grinning like idiots in front of the FBI seal. I looked so much younger there, even though it was only six years before. No dark circles or premature wrinkles, just a kid, full of promise and hope. This was the girl who died that night; I was just her carcass. I shut the wallet and stuck it back in his jacket pocket.

I walked out of my hiding spot through the parking lot and back down the path toward the riverbank where all the action was. I noticed a few space suits turning their heads to eye me up and down, stopping at my chest as I hurried across the lot. I dropped my eyes to the ground like the shy girl I was. I was not used to being looked at by the opposite sex. The only looks I got lately were ones like that of a zoologist examining a tiger to gauge if it was dangerous. I ignored the men as I walked to the clearing. When I reached it, I noticed someone new hunched over the ranger. The medical examiner, an old man with a ring of white hair from temple to temple and a face like a prune, was putting bags on the corpse’s hands to preserve fibers, gunpowder, or anything McIntyre might have scratched off. I knelt next to the ME, whose eyes immediately went to my cleavage. “Any idea what time he died yet?”

“Judging from lividity, rigor, and body temp, I’d say between midnight and two this morning,” he said with a slow Southern drawl.

“Did he die instantly?” I asked, praying the answer was yes.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. Some prayers did get answered. “From the placement of the bullets, I’d say the aorta was hit with the first round. He lived for maybe five seconds.”

“What caliber?”

“Best guess is a nine-millimeter, but from the tearing around the wounds I’d say the bullets were dug out.” He pointed to the holes, which to me looked like perfect circles inside the ranger’s broad chest. I didn’t see any tearing, but then I was not an ME.

“If you’re done here, there’s another body about half a mile downriver,” I said as we both stood.

“I’ll get down there,” he said with a nod. He picked up his black plastic suitcase with a groan and started up the path. I turned back to the body. Ranger Bruce lay there in the dirt, staring up at me. Poor guy—just doing his job and look where it got him. He must have been doing the rounds, keeping horny teenagers from necking in the woods and overzealous fishermen from sneaking in to get a head start.

The Woodsman must have heard the Jeep coming right after he finished his open-heart surgery. The crackling of the gravel underneath the tires could have been heard from a quarter mile away. It would have given the Woodsman plenty of time to prepare for the impending invasion, grabbing the gun he brought for just such contingencies. Ranger Bruce was just driving along, listening to the owls hoot and the crickets chirp, when he caught sight of a naked man covered in blood in his headlights. Bruce jumped from the Jeep ready to draw the gun he’d probably only used on a firing range, but the Woodsman was too fast for him. Plugged him twice in the chest. Such a shame.

Some days it paid to just stay in bed.


Chapter 14

My day in the sun gave my pasty skin a nice bronze hue, so I no longer resembled Casper the Not-So-Friendly Ghost. The sun decided to come out in full force around noon, shining down like a great, big hot orange spotlight. The temperature went up from 72 to 90 in under two hours. I’d run out of things to do an hour and a half earlier, besides swatting mosquitoes every other second, so I sat in the backseat of a police cruiser with the door open and my body half in and half out, chomping on a disgusting bean burrito I bought from the food van that miraculously showed up around one o’clock. I felt like a displaced child watching my older siblings getting ready for a night out while I had to stay home and watch cartoons. They got to have all the fun while I sat around, one of my least favorite things to do.

I hadn’t seen Luke since the river incident, and the rest of the team disappeared around one, with the massive horde of techs and other law enforcement members thinning out considerably around two. We went from close to twenty down to only five. I was the last of my group there. Forgotten and abandoned. The only familiar face was that of Linda, my good clothes fairy, loading up her car with equipment. I tossed the burrito on the ground, grabbed my semi-dry clothes and Luke’s jacket, and climbed out of the car. I had always depended on the kindness of strangers. She drove me back to Richmond.

When I got inside the hotel lobby an hour later, a carbon copy of the attendant from earlier called to me. “Are you Iris Ballard?” he asked.

I walked over to the desk. “Yes, I am.”

He pulled out a few “While You Were Out” slips with various names written on them. One was from Carol, another from my mother marked urgent, and the rest from various reporters. The bloodhounds had tracked down my scent. Bastards.

“Another guy called,” the man told me. “He wouldn’t leave a message, but said he’d call back tonight.”

I thanked him with a smile and went up to my room. I kicked off my heels and wiggled my feet in an attempt to work the aches out. Heels, like wool suits, were never a good idea when one was traipsing around the woods. The rest of my borrowed clothes came off, replaced by pink pajama bottoms and a faded gray University of Pennsylvania t-shirt. I gathered up the dirty clothes and limped to the laundry room down the hall. Even when tracking a killer, certain household duties couldn’t be overlooked. I read the new Barbara Kingsolver book while the woods and river were washed off my clothes.

It was nice to have alone time for a few hours, just lounging back with a good book. I used to be a voracious reader, reading on all my plane trips and during the few hours I was actually at home. Time was when I wasn’t so drugged or drunk I couldn’t concentrate. One of Hayden and my favorite things to do on days off was to just lie together on our couch, reading and listening to jazz. His arm would be around my back with his hand resting on my waist, tracing circles in my flesh with his finger. I’d rest my head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat in time to the music. Heaven.

When I returned to my hotel room, I vegged in front of the television for an hour watching the news. We’d made every station. “Bodies found…no known suspect…Woodsman, blah, blah, blah.” At least my name wasn’t mentioned again. It even made nationwide news. Since my mother called, I knew it had gotten to Grey Mills. I really should have called her back since she went to all the trouble of tracking me down—thank you, Carol—but I didn’t. I wasn’t in the mood to hear about how dangerous, how bizarre, how crazy my being there was. I knew she was my mom and it was her job to worry, but it would just end with her crying and babbling on about my safety. I just didn’t want to make my mommy cry.

The telephone interrupted my train of thought. I climbed out of bed and went over to the desk to answer, limping the whole way. “Hello?”

“Good, you got back okay,” Luke said on the other end.

I pulled out the chair and took a seat. “No thanks to you. You abandoned me in the woods.”

“We left you a trail of bread crumbs.”

I scowled into the telephone. “Not funny. Where did you go?”

“The ME’s. We’re here now.”

“And?”

“And the time of death was between one thirty and two thirty last night,” he reported. “There were no fingerprints, no fibers, no hairs, and no fluids on either victim. Audrey was manually strangled by a right-handed man with her heart cut out postmortem. He dug the bullets out of the ranger with the scalpel. They found two blood types in his wounds, one matching Audrey’s. Her tox screen came back positive for the barbiturate thiopental sodium and there was evidence of repeated sexual trauma. Extensive tearing and bruising to the vagina.”

“You can stop there,” I interjected quickly. “I get the idea. So when are you coming back?”

“We’re waiting on the final report, but it shouldn’t be too long. At the most, two hours.”

“Well, I’ll leave the home lights a-burnin’,” I said in a mock Southern accent.

“Cute,” he said. “ ’Bye.” The line went dead.

Cute? He thought I was cute? I may have been many things, but cute was not one of them.

Before I hung up, a yawn began and soon wracked my whole body. I figured I had better get into the shower before I passed out in the chair. The cool water soothed my hot skin and at the same time stung it. That happened when a person was sunburnt and covered in mosquito bites. I quickly washed the sweat and grime of Mother Nature off my body and stepped out. The sun really must have really taken it out of me, because I was asleep in bed ten minutes later.

I woke what felt like five minutes later to the sound of bells ringing across the room. The ringing happened twice before I fully comprehended that it was the phone making the noise. I checked the digital clock next to me. It read nine forty-three P.M. The phone rang for the fourth time as I threw back the covers and climbed out of bed. I stumbled through the pitch-black room toward the ringing near the desk. I switched on the desk lamp and picked up the phone. “Hello?” I asked, still half asleep.

“Oh, did I wake you? I’m sorry,” a deep, unfamiliar voice said, sounding truly sorry.

“It’s okay,” I yawned. “Who is this?”

“It depends on whom you speak to. I have many names,” he replied.

“Well, give me one of them,” I insisted, growing angry.

“I suppose you know me best as the Woodsman,” he said. “It’s such a ridiculous moniker, don’t you agree?”

Great, a crank. Just what I needed. “Look, why don’t you go order a dozen pizzas and send them to your ex-girlfriend’s house or something?”

“You think I’m a crank caller,” he said, sounding amused. “How interesting.”

“Look, buddy, go check your medication levels,” I snapped, “and leave me alone.”

I was about to pull the phone away from my ear when he said, “Do you want to know what I do with the hearts after I cut them out?” He asked the question with no emotion.

“What did you say?” I asked, my body tensing up.

“That tidbit was never released to the press, correct? For just this situation, I assume. I suppose if it was,” he chuckled, “I’d be called the Heartbreaker or something equally idiotic. Have your attention now?”

Hell yes. “You could have easily found that out,” I said. “Leaks happen.”

“Then ask me something.”

I thought for a second. “Tell me the drug used.”

“It’s called thiopental sodium,” he answered immediately. “It’s an ultra-short-acting barbiturate used in brief surgeries, narcoanalysis, and narcosynthesis in psychiatric disorders. Care to know how many times I had to inject Audrey Burke and where? I can tell you.”

I pulled out the chair under the desk and sat down, unsure my legs could hold out. “How did you get this number?” I asked, trying to remain calm.

“I have my ways. I can be quite resourceful and tenacious when I put my mind to it.”

“What do you want?”

“To talk, of course. Why else do people call each other, Iris?” He chuckled again. “You would like to talk to me, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“I thought so. The feeling is obviously mutual. But first some ground rules,” he said. “One: If I hear anything but your voice, I hang up. So no signaling to the boys in blue through the walls, and no tape recorder. I hear a click, I hang up.”

Shit! “Fine.”

“Good. Two: No insults. We’re both intellectuals. There’s absolutely no need for name-calling. I can refrain if you can.”

“Anything else?” I asked through gritted teeth. I hated being spoken to like I was a kindergartner.

“Yes. Honesty. I intend to be honest with you, and I expect the same in return. Agreed?”

“You sure like control, don’t you?” I snapped.

“Was that an insult, Iris?” he asked me like you would a child.

“Simply a question,” I assured him, regaining my composure.

“Then we’re agreed. Good.” He paused for a moment. “I was surprised to hear you were involved in my case. As a matter of fact, I’m flattered you’d come out of retirement for me. It’s quite an honor.”

“Glad you’re happy,” I said, my words dripping with poison.

“Why did you, Iris? College students in North Carolina not thrilling enough?”

“You’re killing people, and I want to stop you.”

“People are killed every day. What makes me so special?”

“You like that, don’t you? Thinking you’re special? Well, you’re not. You’re nothing but a psycho—”

“Insults, Iris,” he interjected quickly. “That’s twice I’ve had to warn you. There will not be a third time. Answer my question. Why me?”

I bit my lower lip. “You killed someone I knew. Justine Romy.”

The other end was silent for a second. “Oh yes, the doctor. She put up a fight, that one. I’m still bruised. Quite a spitfire. But she broke, just like the rest of them. Cried out for her father, and her God.” He chuckled at his own private joke. “Neither came.”

Sick fucking bastard. “Have you called just to gloat?” I asked, my voice even.

“I told you why I’ve called. But you’re right; it’s not polite to speak about one’s conquests. I apologize. Was she a friend of yours?”

“She worked with my husband.”

“The late Dr. Hayden Sage, last victim of the Rosetta Ripper. Gunned down in his prime while his helpless FBI agent wife stood not five feet away and watched. If we were living in Ancient Greece, Euripides would pen a tragedy about it. It must have been absolutely devastating for you, Iris. I am truly sorry for your loss.”

“No, you aren’t,” I said. “You have antisocial personality disorder. You feel nothing for anybody but yourself.”

“You’re probably right, Iris,” he said sarcastically. “What a fantastic psychologist you are, telling all of that from just two minutes of conversation.”

“You’d have to be to do what you do,” I said, my voice hard.

“I’m not in disagreement with you, Iris,” he said, his voice going up an octave. “I have been diagnosed a sociopath on multiple occasions. They just never pick up on it so quickly. Tell me some more about myself. I’d love to hear what you think about me.”

“I’m afraid that would break the ‘no insults’ rule. If you want me to, I’d be more than happy to tell you what I really think about you.”

“I can guess. No need to vocalize it. So, tell me why I’m doing this.”

“You enjoy hurting women.”

“Well, that is blatantly obvious,” he said. “No, I mean your profile on me. I want to see if you’re as good as we both believe you to be.”

I pressed my temple to stop the throbbing. My blood pumped so fast the rest of my body couldn’t take it. “You’re white, age thirty-five to fifty. You have an apartment and may or may not live alone, but you have a girlfriend or wife. She’s submissive and does whatever you want, including being tied up and feigning rape while you strangle her. Oh, and she’s blond. Am I on the right track?”

“Frighteningly so. Please continue.”

“You live in or around New York City, where you have a job that either allows you to travel or lets you go away for extended periods of time. You trained in medicine, but you don’t practice much anymore.”

“You’re wrong there,” he cuts in. “I’m always practicing, just not in the way you think. Please continue.”

“You were raised rich but alone. Your father was gone and your mother worked all the time. She lived for her job. You didn’t like that. You wanted her all to yourself even though she abused you. She was a cold woman.”

“My mother is off limits,” he snapped.

“Why? Sore subject?”

“Not important,” he countered.

“Isn’t she? She’s the reason at least six people are dead.”

“Get off the subject, Iris,” he commanded. “The past is in the past; we’re in the here and now.”

Could he possibly be that deluded? “You do know these women are substitutes for your mother, don’t you?” I asked incredulously.

“I took Psych 101 as well, Iris. I know what you’re getting at. But I killed these women because they were beautiful, and when I looked at them…I wanted them. So I took them.”

“So the fact that they all had brown hair, light eyes, were all professionals, and had sons under seven is just some bizarre coincidence?”

“Time to move on, Iris. I’m not going to bring up your father,” he scoffed, “if he can even be called that. Doesn’t even acknowledge you’re his own child. That must sting.”

“It’s your dime,” I said. “Just mull over what I said. The path to enlightenment is inside yourself.”

“Thank you, Deepak Chopra,” he said sarcastically before pausing. “Why do I tie them to the riverbank?”

“So we’ll find them. So you can dazzle us with your prowess and intellect. There’s no thrill if we don’t know about you.”

“And why do I take their hearts?”

“Half their heart,” I corrected. “A very, very personal souvenir you can take out and look at so you know how great and powerful you are. You like the left half because it pumps the blood everywhere, giving the body life and getting nothing in return. You take what they give you, something Mommy never did.”

“You’re skating dangerously close, Iris,” he cautioned me. “I won’t warn you again.”

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, I won’t mention the ‘M’ word again. But did I pass your little test?”

“With flying colors. I can tell they selected the right woman for the job, not that I ever had any doubts.”

“Want to know how I’m going to catch you?”

“Do tell.”

“You think you’re the great and powerful Oz, that nothing can touch you. That’s your weakness: pride. It’s the same reason you called me, to show how smart you are. You’re getting too cocky, and that’s not a bright thing to do.”

“I haven’t made a single mistake.”

“We have your picture plastered from coast to coast on every news station. Someone’s bound to put two and two together and call us.”

“Yes, I saw the sketch,” he said with a slight edge in his voice. “It wasn’t very flattering, but neither was the footage of you being wheeled out mangled and torn on a gurney. Do you have nightmares, Iris? Does the not-so-good Sheriff of Rosetta creep into your bedroom night after night and stick that knife in again, and again, and again?”

“Fuck you,” I said through clenched teeth.

“I’ll let that one go,” he said graciously. “So how does it feel to be back amongst old friends and lovers? Have you fallen back into bed with our favorite ginger stud yet?”

“Are you trying to provoke me?”

“No, simply asking about your love life. We already discussed mine. It’s only fair. So, do old habits die hard or have you been able to resist temptation like a good little widow?”

“It’s none of your fucking business.”

“Sore subject, I suppose. You did sleep with the man just a month before your husband’s brains were splattered on your nice, freshly painted white walls.”

My radar went off. “What?”

He ignored me. “Do you suppose he knew? He must have. A husband knows these things. It’s like a sixth sense. Now, was it just the once or was Agent Hudson sneaking into your hotel room on a regular basis?”

“How did you know my walls were white?” I asked.

“I saw the crime scene photos. As you may have guessed, I have quite an interest in forensics and law enforcement. And I have friends in high places to feed my obsession.”

“Why did you look at those photos? My photos?”

“I was following the achievements of the intriguing Sheriff Meriwether and your paths simply crossed. I was interested to see what fresh new carnage he had wreaked. The hole in your husband’s head was impressive, I must say, as large as a baseball, according to the reports. He died instantly—no pain, if it’s any consolation. You weren’t so lucky, were you? I saw the wound. Lost your colon. Lost one of your ovaries. A shame. Did you scar badly?”

I touched the rough red skin under my shirt. “Could have been worse.”

“I suppose so. Look at poor Sheriff Meriwether. You stabbed him, piercing his lung with his own knife, then you shot him square in the forehead for good measure. How did you feel, squeezing that trigger? Taking his life?”

“I did what I had to.”

“I thought we agreed to honesty. I told you I saw the photos. You’re going to sit there and tell me you didn’t stand over that man and execute him?”

“According to the inquest it was self-defense.”

“Of course it was,” he whispered. “I know your lover lied for you, as did most of the people in the investigation. But better to deport the offender to a life of tedium and insanity in the South than admit one of their own is a cold-blooded killer.” He paused and then said in a low voice, “Tell me how we’re different, Iris.”

“You’re crazy, and I’m not.”

“Insult?”

“Statement of fact.”

“You are entitled to your professional opinion. But if I may, you’re deluded if you think you don’t have a touch of insanity in you. Panic attacks in the middle of a lecture? Blockading yourself in your fortress? Living on pills and alcohol like a common redneck? Tell me that’s not insane.”

“Compared to a man who goes around stalking, raping, and eviscerating women he doesn’t even know, I’m very comfortable with my state of mental health, thank you.”

“You took the gun that had just blown away your husband and shot a helpless man in the head as you stood above him like a god. Don’t get me wrong—I have no problem whatsoever with what you did. As a matter of fact, I applaud you. It showed you were strong and unlabored with conscience, as we all should be. Bravo.”

“I have a conscience.”

“You simply don’t listen to it.”

“I listen to it every hour of every day. I may have killed a man, but by God he deserved it. Did Justine deserve it? Did Audrey?”

“Perhaps they wanted it. They’re free from the pain and misery of life. Can we say the same?”

“There’s always suicide. Go. Have at it. Unless you’re a coward.”

“I am not the coward, Iris. I am not the one who failed to answer my initial question to my satisfaction. I know diversion tactics when I come across them.”

“I don’t think anything is ever done to your satisfaction. That’s why you’ll keep killing. Hoping that the next time it will be perfect, that the pain will go away. Well, it won’t.”

“You’re evading again, Iris. Why? Afraid to answer?” He paused. “Why are you chasing me, Iris? It’s not for a woman who was an acquaintance at best, and it wasn’t to get another crack at the red-haired Adonis. So why?”

“You tell me.”

“It’s because I’m your redemption, Iris. I am your chance to crawl out of the hole you’ve dug yourself into. I’ll bet you haven’t had a single pill, cigarette, or drop of alcohol in days. Have the nightmares stopped? Have the ghosts stopped chasing you?”

“No, I’ve got fresh ones. Audrey Burke and Ranger Bruce McIntyre.”

“They don’t blame you,” he assured me. “I chose her even before you knew I existed. Her death is not on your head. But have you begun your recovery? Are you more like your real self, strong and unlabored by conscience? If I were right in front of you, would you shoot me?”

“No, I’d just kick you in the balls and slap the cuffs on you. That’s a fate worse than death, right? Having your life controlled day after day. Having people tell you when to eat, to sleep, to piss, when to shower? Oh, those fun showers. Best not drop the soap.”

“Strong and unlabored by conscience, just as I thought. You are definitely a worthy adversary. I thank you for this conversation, Iris. I’ve thoroughly enjoyed it.”

“If you want to thank me, tell me how you choose them.”

“A magician never reveals all his secrets,” he chuckled. “I’ve given you enough as it is. I do wish we had met under different circumstances. Perhaps one day we will. I bet we’d be fast friends. Maybe I’ll approach you one day and just strike up a conversation. It’s not as if you’d know who I am. Maybe we could even become lovers if you can toss out your widow weeds. You’re not really my type, truth be told, but I’d love to feel inside you.”

The urge to vomit rose. I swallowed it back down. “Name a date, time, and place,” I said in my strongest voice. “Me and about a hundred of my closest gun-toting buddies will be there. We’ll have a party.”

He chuckled, a hearty laugh that sent chills down my spine. “I hope we can talk again soon. I’d wish you good luck, but…you know. Good night, Iris. And pleasant dreams.”

The line went dead. I listened to that low-level hum for a few seconds, willing myself to breathe. I managed a few raspy breaths, put the receiver down, jumped out of my chair, and ran to the bathroom.

Bye, bye, burritos.

—

I stood in the hallway, pounding on Luke’s door so hard the Do Not Disturb sign fell off. After the fifth succession of pounds, the door opened. Before Luke could say a word, I pushed my way into his room and turned on the light by the side of the bed with my trembling hands. Luke stared at me as if I were the wild woman of Borneo. I suppose that’s the way I looked, with my hair going five different directions and my pupils still dilated from the adrenaline rush I was coming off of.

“Are you okay?” Luke asked as he stepped toward me.

“My hands won’t stop shaking.” I balled them into fists, which helped a little but didn’t totally stop them.

“What happened?”

“You need to call Richmond and tell them to back-trace a call to my hotel room that ended about two minutes ago,” I instructed, my words flowing like water. “He probably used a prepaid cell, but we should still check.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Please! Now! You have to do it now!” I shouted.

“Not until you tell me what happened. You’re trembling. Did you have another nightmare?”

I scoffed. “Will you please stop talking to me like I’m some hysteric?” Which was exactly how I sounded. I took a deep breath. “I didn’t have a nightmare.”

“Then what is going on?”

“He called me,” I said. “He called me.”

Luke’s eyes narrowed. “Who called you?”

“I-I-I,” I stammered, “I was asleep, and the phone rang. I picked it up, and a man whose voice I didn’t recognize came on. He said he was…the Woodsman.”

Luke’s expression of concern didn’t change. “A man claiming to be the Woodsman called you?”

“No,” I said, “the Woodsman called me.”

Relief washed over Luke’s face. “God…I thought something bad happened.”

My jaw dropped. “A serial killer just called my hotel room. That’s not a good thing, Luke!”

“Iris, it was a crank,” he assured me. “I can’t tell you how many—”

“It was him! I didn’t believe him at first either, but it was him!” His voice came back into my head, “I’d love to feel inside you,” and my body began to tremble almost as if I were having a seizure. “I’m—I’m—I—”

Luke grabbed my shoulders. “You need to calm down.” He sat me down on the edge of my bed and strode into the bathroom. A second later, he returned with a glass of water. “Drink this.”

I grabbed the glass and took a tiny sip. “There, now I’ve drunk your stupid water, so will you please get on the trace?” I asked, my voice hard.

Deciding it was better to just do what I asked instead of having to sit through another of my hissy fits, he picked up the phone and told the Richmond field office to trace the call. “Happy now?” he asked as he hung up the phone.

“I’m not crazy,” I insisted. “It was him—I’d bet my life on it.”

Luke pulled out the chair from behind the desk and moved it toward the bed so he could sit across from me. “Iris…”

“It was him,” I said again. “I know it.”

“Tell me what he said.”

I rehashed the entire conversation in a spew of verbal diarrhea. I told him about the hearts, the pompousness, and the profile. I decided to leave out the part about how much he knew about our tryst. No need to worry Luke about things he couldn’t control.

“Give me your impressions,” Luke said after I’d finished.

“Intelligent, no accent, sounded older, like he was in his forties or fifties. He was very polite, or as polite as a psychopath can be. He kept calling me ‘Iris.’ He seemed to end every sentence with it.”

“Did he threaten you?”

“No,” I said, “not really. Just idle taunts.”

“I still think it was a crank,” Luke admitted. “I mean, why call you? What could he possibly gain from it?”

“He wanted to see if I was as good as he thought, if I would make a ‘worthy adversary,’ to quote,” I said with disdain. “I passed.”

Luke scoffed. “I’m sorry. I said you’d be kept out of sight,” he said, shaking his head. “This shouldn’t have happened.”

“It’s okay; it was bound to sometime. I’ve never exactly been a low-profile person.”

“Do you think he’ll call again?”

“I doubt it. He’s had his fun.”

“You’re still moving to another hotel,” he told me. “If it is him, he knows where you are now. I don’t want to risk his coming after you.”

“He won’t. He’s probably a thousand miles from here right now. At least here you’re across the hall,” I said. Luke glanced away from me, turning a little red in the cheeks. “I—I mean you all are across the hall,” I added quickly. “The whole team. All of you, not…um…”

Mercifully, the telephone rang, saving me from myself. Luke pushed himself up to get it. He didn’t say anything, just shook his head and listened. After thirty seconds, he hung up with a defeated sigh. He stood by the phone, eyes moving like he was reading a report.

“Luke?” I asked after a second

“Prepaid cell. Totally untraceable.”

“Shit,” I said.

Luke ran his fingers through his hair, eyes bugging out of his head. “Okay…that settles it. You’re not to go anywhere alone, I don’t care if it’s to the fucking bathroom, do you hear me?” He must have been upset to use the “F” word.

“He won’t come after me,” I insisted. “He wants to prove he’s smarter than me, and he can’t do that if I’m dead.”

“You’re still getting a guard. And I’ll get you a permit to carry. Legally.”

“Sure, fine,” I said. “A bodyguard’s a waste of manpower, though.”

Luke glanced at me before quickly looking away. He looked like a kid who’d just got caught looking at his father’s porno. “I’ll risk it.”

My cheeks grew hot again. “You’re the boss.” I cleared my throat to fill the silence and stood up from the bed on now sturdy legs. “I’m kind of tired, I’m gonna…” I gestured to the door.

The corners of his mouth fell down. “Will you be okay alone?” Luke asked. “If you want, you can…” I arched my eyebrows and tilted my head to the side. “Yeah, probably a bad idea,” he chuckled nervously. “Enough gossip swirling around as it is.”

I smiled to reassure him. “I appreciate the offer, but I’ll be fine. Old Faithful’s under my pillow. She’ll keep me safe.”

“Okay,” he said with a half-smile. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he looked a little disappointed. Guess my hormones were catching.

“ ’Night,” I said as I left. When I got back to my room, I sighed. Alone with my gun once again. That used to be enough.

—

I sat in someone’s impersonal gray cubicle as my eyes grew strained from the glow of the monitor. I’d been typing up my notes on the Woodsman for over an hour, adding information about last night’s little call. They could choose to believe me or not, but by God they were going to read about it. There were three schools of thought on the previous night’s occurrence. About half the people believed the call was from him; those were the smart ones. Most of the rest believed it was some sort of joke, a crank with a vivid imagination. Those people could kiss my ass. The third—consisting of mainly Agent Roth—thought I’d made the whole thing up for attention. That little shit weasel was really getting on my nerves.

Agent Jones, who from his pained expression and constant sneer was part of the second half, kept glancing over at me from across the room just to make sure I was not being throttled by some phantom attacker. Luke gave him guard duty, a job that chafed both of us. When I got up for my run after a fitful sleep, I opened my door to find Agent Jones standing in the hall like a statue. I tried to convince him I didn’t need an escort, but orders were orders. I ended up waiting fifteen minutes for the man to change into his sweats, and then he trailed behind me the entire two miles. Out of the corner of my eye I could see his stony face scanning the street for potential attackers. Every time a man came along from the opposite direction, Jones would run alongside me, keeping my pace, and glaring at the passersby like Stalin reborn. So much for a relaxing run. Even when Clarkson walked out of the conference room and over to my cubicle, I could see Jones watching him. Clarkson, for God’s sake! I could take him.

“This is the autopsy report on Audrey Burke,” Clarkson said, handing me the file.

“Anything of interest?” I asked as I leafed through it.

He shook his head. “No fiber or fluids; everything else is the same, too.”

With a sigh, I handed the file back. “Any clue when we go back to Washington?”

“This afternoon,” he answered. “All her belongings are on a train right now. They’ll be waiting for you when we get there.”

I turned back to the screen. “Good.” Clarkson stood there, shifting from foot to foot, looking down at me. “Anything else?”

“What did he sound like?”

I looked up from the screen. “Like a man. He sounded like a normal guy, like someone’s father or brother.”

“Are you scared he’ll come after you?”

“Not with Captain America watching my back,” I said, glancing at Jones, who watched us intently. I waved and smiled, which was returned with a scowl. Great, I had Oscar the Grouch as a bodyguard. Where was Kevin Costner when you needed him?

“I’d be shitting myself,” Clarkson said. “Especially after…you know. What happened before,” he finished delicately.

“If I get scared or distracted, I won’t be at my best, and he wins. And I hate to lose,” I said with a mischievous smile.

Clarkson smiled back. “I’ll see if I can find you an inventory list so you can get started.”

“Thank you.”

Clarkson sauntered off in pursuit of my list as I continued to type up my notes. I had a whole two minutes before someone else interrupted my work. It was hard being so popular. “Dr. Ballard?” Jones asked.

I looked up to find the man holding a gigantic bouquet of blood-red roses in his arms. “For me? You shouldn’t have.”

“These just arrived for you,” he said as he set them down. “They’re clean.”

There were two dozen of the finest American Beauty roses on the eastern seaboard in the bouquet. Each rose was in full bloom, with the petals spread out like welcoming hands. Sitting in the middle of the arrangement was a white card with Iris written in a woman’s flowery hand. Normally if I were sent a bouquet worth over two hundred dollars I would have been positively giddy, but looking at those flowers I just felt nauseated. “Find Agent Hudson,” I ordered. Jones nodded and stalked off. I gazed at the flowers again, feeling his icy presence radiating from them. Red roses were forever ruined for me.

Luke and Jones returned in a matter of seconds along with Clarkson, Liu, and Martinez. They surrounded my cubicle in a protective semicircle of masculinity, as if the Woodsman were hiding in the flowers, waiting to leap out at me. I’d always wanted a big brother; now I had five.

“Jesus,” Liu murmured. “Those have to be worth a fortune.”

“Two hundred and twenty-five,” Clarkson said. The men all looked at him. He shrugged. “Anniversary present.”

Luke took out a pair of latex gloves and handed them to me. “Here.”

After snapping them on, I took the envelope out of the flowers. “Gee, I wonder who these are from,” I said in my usual sarcastic tone. In my hand, I held a simple white card with the same flowery handwriting as on the envelope. “ ‘Dearest Iris,’ ” I read. “ ‘So enjoyed our talk last night. Hope to do it again sometime. Love, Dr. W.’ ”

“Love?” Martinez asked.

“Yep,” I said, holding the card up for all to read. “Cute, huh?”

Luke snatched the card from my hand. “Liu, Martinez, you go down to the flower shop with our sketch. The deliveryman had to sign them in here, so get the name from downstairs. I doubt it, but he could have come in himself to order them. If he didn’t, then get the order form; it should have the credit card number he used. We’ll run the LUDs from the shop and see if we can trace the call.”

Martinez and Liu nodded in unison and scampered off.

Luke turned to Clarkson and Jones. “You two, follow up on anything they find. I want to know whose credit card he used. This could be his mistake; let’s make him choke on it.” They were about to leave when Luke grabbed the flowers and handed them to Jones. “Have forensics give these a quick pass-over, then burn them.”

Jones nodded and dashed off as well.

“First time in two years someone sent me flowers,” I said. “Why couldn’t it have been George Clooney?”

Luke didn’t smile. “Why did he send them?”

“Well, I am what all the mass murderers dream about at night. I’m sure they all have a poster of me hanging from their walls,” I said with a shit-eating grin.

Luke didn’t smile back this time either. My best material wasted. “Why did he send them to you?” he asked again.

With a sigh, I fell back into my seat. “To prove to me he can get to me anywhere, even inside a secure federal facility.”

“You send red roses to a girlfriend or wife,” Luke pointed out. “Is that how he feels about you?”

“Maybe. He’s intrigued by me,” I said, picking up a fallen petal. “Red roses symbolize passion.”

“Passion?”

“Yes. He sees us as having a passionate tête-à-tête, but it has little to do with sex. More hunter and prey than lovers. What gets the old fires going more than taking a life? Having that power?”

“So it’s a threat?”

“Or it could be him just showing off, proving he’s better than me. He has money to burn on expensive roses, he can reach me here and in my hotel, I’m no match for him.”

“You still think he won’t come after you?”

I nodded. “Yes. Despite the posturing, deep down he’s scared of me, hence using a telephone and flower service; both have little to no risk directly to him. He can menace me from a distance, but until I become a real threat, he’ll stay away.”

“And when you become a real threat?”

“Then I’ll have you to protect me,” I said with a sweet smile.

Luke finally smiled back. He really should do it more often. “Well, in case I’m not around, you’ll have this.” He pulled out a piece of yellow paper and handed it to me. “Permit. You can now carry your gun.”

As if I hadn’t been carrying it already. “Thank you.”

“We leave for Washington at eleven.”

Luke returned to the conference room, and I to the computer screen. The little words looked blurry and nonsensical on the screen. Okay, to be totally honest, my heart was drumming a mile a minute. That psycho went to a lot of trouble to send me those damn flowers. He was threatened, and for a man who was all about control, that was not a good thing. Men like that tended to do whatever they felt was necessary to regain that control. I would just have to be ready for him when he did.


Chapter 15

Why couldn’t anything ever be easy? Why was it so hard for people to just do their jobs properly so others didn’t have to suffer? Was it so hard to catalogue a few personal items of a murder victim and then put said items in the place they were supposed to be? Apparently.

I’d been searching for Justine’s items that Chuck gave us for over an hour in the basement of HQ in D.C. They were supposed to have been catalogued and put with the rest of the evidence. Yeah. Right. There were dozens of rows of boxes, not only from this case. Everything anyone in the history of mankind had ever lost ended up in those boxes. I was sure Jimmy Hoffa was around somewhere. There were stacks and stacks of brown and white boxes one on top of the other just waiting for the second I touched them to come crashing down on my head. The rickety ladder I was on kept jerking as I examined a box filled with leather bondage items and dildos. I’d found the most interesting things in those boxes. Knitted sweaters with puppies on them in the same box as a wide variety of adult video titles like Spank Me All Night and Batlick and Ballin’. To each his own.

When I was brained by a vibrator, I decided it was time to give up. My hay fever was acting up from all the dust coating the boxes anyway. If I hadn’t found it by now, then it was lost forever. I even had Methuselah, as I called the attendant down here, look, with no result. There had to have been ten thousand boxes, all from cold cases or pending ones. I was screwed before I started.

I heard steps coming toward me and turned in their direction. Luke maneuvered through the narrow aisle toward me. “It’s eight o’clock,” he told me. “You’ve been down here for five hours.”

“I can’t find the fucking box Chuck gave us. It isn’t with the others.” I started down the precarious ladder, which shook with every step, and Luke, ever the gentleman, rushed over to steady it for me.

“It must have been consolidated with the rest,” he said.

I took the final step down and jumped to the floor. “I looked. It isn’t there. It wasn’t catalogued, either.”

“Look for it tomorrow,” he said. “Richmond called. The flowers were called in from the same cell that you were called from.”

“So, another dead end. What about the credit card?”

“It belonged to Audrey Burke.”

I shook my head. “Her cards were accounted for. They were in her purse—I saw them.”

“He could have copied down the number.”

“Maybe.”

“Dinner?”

“I could eat,” I admitted. “As long as you pay.”

“Of course.”

My purse was under the table, which was surrounded by opened boxes consisting of the personal effects of the deceased women all in a row. I would deal with them the next day. I was starving. Just as I was about to sign out at the desk, Methuselah shuffled out of the rows behind us, carrying a box. “I found it!” he hollered, his voice echoing through the warehouse.

“Just put it with the others,” I shouted. “I’ll be back early tomorrow, so leave everything out.”

Methuselah muttered something to himself and changed his course. I finished signing out, and Luke and I walked to the waiting elevator. “What are you in the mood for?” Luke asked as the doors closed. “Thai?”

“How about Italian?” I suggested. “Is Dante’s still open?”

“No, it closed about a year ago.” He paused. “How about Caroline’s Diner? It’s just around the corner.” Luke looked over at me, his mouth gaping open. “I’m so sorry. I forgot that’s where you and Hayden…”

I cleared my throat. “No, um, Caroline’s is good. I could really go for some chili.”

“Are you sure?” Luke asked with an air of skepticism. “I don’t want—”

“Luke, Caroline’s is fine,” I insisted.

“Okay.”

We walked the two blocks in silence. When we entered Caroline’s, I was sent back in time. I wasn’t even around in the fifties, but being in the diner made me nostalgic for it. The floor was black and white checkers and the waitresses wore red-and-white checkerboard shirts and white paper hats. All that was missing was a pair of roller skates and popping bubble gum. Posters for movies like The Wild One and Rebel Without a Cause hung on the walls, along with old license plates and advertisements for drag racing. A turquoise jukebox sat in the back corner playing “Duke of Earl.” The place was nearly deserted, with only two couples sitting in the red vinyl booths. I took a seat at the counter, the same one I had that day. A pain gripped my heart when I looked toward the glass door. I half expected him to walk in like he did that first day, wearing a dark brown long-sleeved shirt and lime-green scrubs.

I’d been in town to do the final paperwork with the FBI. It was my first time in D.C. and I’d just stopped at the first restaurant I came across. I sat at the counter, pulled out my favorite book, and started to chow down on chili. Little did I know that at the same time, the future love of my life had fallen asleep on the Metro and had overshot his stop. He’d been up for thirty-six hours, and all he wanted to do was climb into bed. A man coughing next to him jarred him awake. Thinking it was his stop, Hayden jumped off the train. But when he found himself not in Georgetown but miles away, my Hayden simply shook his head and chuckled. He decided to cross the street to grab a cup of coffee. He called it fate; I called it luck.

Back then I was used to men looking at me, but this one was staring at me like I had a monkey on my head, eyes wide in awe. When I couldn’t stand it anymore, I turned to glare and he quickly looked away, turning bright red at being caught. He was cute, though a little on the skinny side, and his raven-black hair had that tousled look like he had just gotten out of bed. He had a straight nose and chin, and the most expressive chocolate eyes I’d ever had the courage to look into. I returned to my book, and he went back to staring at me. Occasionally our glances would catch, making us both blush.

The glances couldn’t last, though. I had to catch a train back to Philadelphia, so I paid my bill and walked past my future with a smile. Hayden followed me out of the diner and onto the Metro. Normally a strange man trailing me would unnerve me, but not this time. I heard his footsteps behind me, and the biggest smile crossed my face. On the Metro he positioned himself directly across from me, and our coy glances continued all the way to Union Station. By then he was feeling foolish. His shyness kicked in, and he was going to just leave it at those glances. I was more than a little disappointed when he didn’t stand to get off the train like me, but I got off anyway. I was halfway up the escalator when I heard a man shouting behind me. He pushed past people up the escalator with my book in hand—it had fallen out of my bag on the train. I thanked him, and then we just stood there smiling at each other. The rest was history.

Our waitress jolted me off Memory Lane. “Welcome to Caroline’s,” she said, handing me a menu. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“Two coffees,” Luke said.

The waitress walked away, scribbling in her pad.

I glanced at the door again. “It feels so weird being here,” I said. “I can’t explain it, but…I can feel him here. I got the same feeling in Grafton, too, especially by the river. When I sit on one of those old wooden benches and watch the sun set on the water…” I shook my head. “I can still feel his hand on mine.”

Luke looked down at his coffee uncomfortably, then back up at me. “You were very lucky to have found each other,” he said softly. “You should be thankful for the time you had together.”

“I guess I’m just greedy,” I said. “I want more.”

The waitress returned with two coffee cups. “Decided yet?”

“Two chilis, please,” I told her.

She scribbled it down and left us alone again.

I looked down at my coffee with a sigh. I paused, then said, “Do you think he’d be upset I came back?”

“No,” Luke answered. “He was so proud of you. Always. Anyone could see it.”

“I didn’t deserve him,” I said. “I was a horrible wife, Luke.”

“No, you weren’t.”

“Marriage is supposed to be a partnership,” I said. “You’re supposed to take into consideration your partner’s feelings and fears. I know he was the butt of a lot of jokes at the hospital. It took a strong man to be married to a woman who could kill someone with her bare hands.” I shook my head. “All those jokes at parties about him being a Bureau wife. All the late nights with you. Putting off children when he was dying to have them. Why did he put up with it?”

“Because he loved you.”

“What good did it ever do him? All his support, and understanding, and love, and what’d I do? I betrayed him. I cheated on him! I got him killed! I—”

Suddenly Luke grabbed my shoulders hard and squeezed so it was painful. “Listen to me once and for all,” he said, his voice as hard as his eyes. “Things happen, good and bad. You can’t control them, you can’t explain them, and you are not always responsible for them. What happened was a tragedy, but you can’t go back in time. It’s done. All you can do is learn from it and move on. The past is in the past; we’re in the here and now.”

A spark of recognition ignited in my head. “What did you say?”

“Move on,” Luke repeated. “Live for today.”

I shook my head. “No, what did you say about the past? The exact quote.”

He thought for a second. “I said, ‘The past is in the past; we’re in the here and now.’ Why?”

My breath caught in my throat. “Where did you hear that phrase?”

“I read it. It was in—”

I leapt off my stool in excitement. “We have to go back! Now!”

“Why?”

“I KNOW WHO HE IS!”

Everyone in the diner turned to look at the crazy lady. Ignoring them, I strode out of the restaurant into the warm night, running the two blocks and practically jumping through the metal detectors. Just as the elevator door opened, Luke entered the building, running to catch up with me. He jumped in just in time.

Methuselah sat behind his desk reading a magazine when we stepped off the elevator. “Back so soon?”

“Luke, sign us in,” I instructed as I ran over to my boxes.

On the top of the pile of boxes was the one I’d been looking for earlier. I threw the lid off hard enough for it to go sliding across the floor. My adrenaline pumped so hard I probably could have thrown the lid across the Potomac if I’d wanted. I found the item of interest right on the top where I’d left it. I took it out, tossing it onto the table above me. If I remembered correctly, two boxes below had the same item in it, and as I tore through the box, I found out I was correct. I tore through Amanda’s and Patricia’s things, and tossed the same item on the table from each box. Both Luke and Methuselah stood to the side, watching me rifle through boxes like a woman possessed, which was exactly what I was. When the final item was found, I tossed it on the table with its companions.

“Open them,” I commanded Luke.

“You can’t open the evidence bags until the trial,” Methuselah chimed in.

“Fine, I’ll open them.” I grabbed the first one and pulled off the seal, then did the same with the other three.

“Iris, what…” Luke said as I opened the final one.

I lined them up one by one in a row so they ran the length of the table. “Look,” I said.

Four books, telling people to live in the here and now. Bestseller for over a year, on the bookshelves of over a quarter of America, including four brutally murdered women.

And each one was inscribed with the handwritten words, “Best wishes on a bright here and now, Dr. Jeremy Shepherd.”

Gotcha.


Chapter 16

“You are out of your mind,” Luke said.

“The hell I am.”

“Everyone has that book,” Luke said.

I grabbed the nearest copy, shoving it in his face. “Each book was signed, which means he met every one of them.”

“I met him too,” Luke said. “He came for a book signing at Barnes & Noble. I was there, but so were a hundred other people.”

I tossed the book I held and picked up the one inscribed to Justine. The receipt still stuck out. “The one on E Street, right?” I handed him the receipt. “Justine was there too. She bought four picture books for Gabriel. What do you want to bet she was holding those books when she met him? It doesn’t take much to put two and two together. Books for a little boy equals has a little boy. He probably even asked her about them.”

“He didn’t say anything to me when I met him.”

“You’re not an attractive petite brunette without a wedding ring.”

“That signing was three months ago. You really think he waited that long?”

“Yeah, I do. He had to find out who she is and where she lives. That takes time.”

“He only had a first name to go by. There are a lot of women named Justine or Audrey in the world.”

“Maybe he asked them what they did for a living. It would narrow the field down considerably.”

“It’d still take a lot of work to find them.”

“The man I spoke to will do anything to get what he wants. He wanted them, and he did everything in his power to get them.”

“There isn’t a book for Sarah Illes,” he pointed out. “We can’t prove he met her.”

“She worked in New York, the same city I’d bet dollars to doughnuts Shepherd lives in. They could have met at a party or restaurant, I don’t know. Even though she didn’t have a—Wait!”

I couldn’t believe I didn’t realize it sooner. I bent down and began digging through one of Audrey’s boxes. I remembered something else about The Now in there. There it was: a DVD with Dr. Shepherd’s catlike grin on the cover. I stood and handed it to Luke.

“You said before that Audrey’s card was used at the flower shop, but the card was in her purse.”

“That’s right.”

“I saw one of his infomercials the other night. They were selling that DVD.”

“So?”

“The only way to get it is by ordering it through his company. You have to give them your credit card number. What do you want to bet the card that was used to buy this was the same one used to buy the roses?”

“It’d be just another coincidence,” Luke said.

“Yeah, but they’re adding up, aren’t they?”

“Maybe,” Luke said. “But why use that card? If he does have access to thousands of numbers, why use hers?”

“It’s another dare. He has to know we’d look at her bills for that card and mark the easiest ways to steal the number, namely Internet and telephone orders. Nothing this man does isn’t carefully planned out. He has contingencies to his contingencies, hence the gun he used to kill the ranger.”

“Iris, this is just a lot of conjecture, barely even circumstantial. We can’t prove any of it.”

“We can prove he met them at least. He was in all of their cities at some point in the past three months where he had direct contact with them. Hell, he even fits the profile to a T.”

“No, he doesn’t.”

“He lives in New York, where the first two worked. He’s successful, fits the age bracket, is incredibly intelligent, has a job that allows him to move around, and he’s a fucking doctor!”

“He’s a psychiatrist,” Luke said.

“Exactly! They have to go through four years of medical school and a one-year internship at a hospital. And as a psychiatrist he has access to thiopental sodium.”

“How? I thought it was an anesthesia.”

“It’s also used in hypnosis. The man on the phone even told me that. He could easily acquire some and say it was for a legitimate reason.”

“He doesn’t practice anymore,” Luke said. “I read it in People.”

“Then we’ll find out how he got it.”

Luke shook his head. “I don’t know, Iris.”

I scoffed. “What more do you need?”

“Something a little more solid than credit cards and guesswork.”

“If this were anyone but the great guru Dr. Jeremy Shepherd, we would be on the first plane to New York.”

“But it is him, and we can’t just pull in such a high-profile man and accuse him of killing six people. The man went to college with the governor of New York, for God’s sake!”

“I don’t care if he’s Hillary fucking Clinton! It’s him! I feel it in my bones, Luke. And if you let me, I can prove it.”

“And how exactly do you propose we go about doing that?”

“I have no idea,” I admitted. “If you let me talk to him, maybe…”

“No way. If the press finds out, he’ll sue us for libel and retreat into his lawyer. Besides, if he sees you, he could disappear or destroy evidence.”

I thought for a moment. “Okay, we need to go through the archives and pull every article on him. We need to see his birth certificate, arrest record, articles of incorporation for his businesses, LUDs, credit card bills, everything. We should show his picture to Audrey’s son, see if he’s the man who approached him.”

“The word of a five-year-old won’t hold up in court,” Luke said.

“Worst it can do is prove me wrong. When we have enough evidence, circumstantial or not, we go in for the kill.”

“We have to be a hundred percent sure before we interview him.”

“I know. And even then…” I sighed. “We have a lot of work to do. You need to call in everyone so we can sift through his life.”

“When I tell everyone who we’re looking into they’re gonna laugh. Reggie might not even go for it.”

“When we present him with the evidence,” I said, gesturing to the books, “he’ll have no choice. Besides, Shepherd is just a person of interest. We’re not arresting him. Yet. Shepherd won’t even know.”

“Let’s keep it that way.” Luke looked down at the open books laid out. He closed the covers one by one. “You go through these boxes again and pull out anything connected. I’ll call everyone in and begin the search.”

“You should send his picture to Richmond and have them go around to all the hotels to see if he stayed there in the past week.”

“Until we have something more substantial, I don’t want even a chance for the press to get wind of this. We can’t take the chance someone will call them.”

“Okay, but it’s bound to happen sometime.”

“I know, but let’s delay the inevitable as long as we can.” He sighed. “If you’re wrong, we could be in some pretty serious shit.”

“You said it yourself: I’m never wrong.”


Chapter 17

For a day and a half I ate, slept, and drank Jeremy Arthur Shepherd, M.D. I even knew his shoe size—a size twelve, just like the footprints at all the murder scenes. Damn, was I good.

The good doctor was born at Mt. Sinai Hospital in New York City forty-six years prior, to Laurence and Louisa Crowe-Shepherd. Louisa was heiress to Crowe Hardware Stores, the sixth-biggest chain in America. A working woman before it was fashionable, Louisa was the chairwoman and CEO of Crowe Inc. Laurence’s job, it seemed, was to sit on the board of directors and do what his wife instructed him to do, earning a generous monthly allowance for this honor. When Jeremy was just a boy of three, poor Laurence was killed in a drowning accident at the family’s summerhouse in the Hamptons. Nobody even reported him missing. A local found his body washed up two days later. It was after his father’s death that the boy began to stutter, but with thousands of dollars and a lot of patience, that problem went away a few years later.

Jeremy’s youth was fortunate, only the best. He attended Westmont, one of the best private schools in New York, receiving high marks in every subject. He was even crowned New York’s top speller after winning the state spelling bee at age seven. In the summers Jeremy would accompany his cousins and uncle on his father’s side to the family cabin in the Catskills, the same one he owns today. His mother never went with her son, instead staying behind to work.

As Shepherd grew into a man, he became more and more hostile. At age eleven, Shepherd was expelled from Westmont for attacking a fellow student with a pencil, blinding the boy in one eye. No charges were filed, but Louisa put the boy into therapy, which must have ignited his love of the human mind. For seven years Shepherd saw Dr. Carl Waverly, and the doctor was instrumental in getting him into the Yale School of Medicine after Princeton. He was also the only one who helped him through the worst time of the young boy’s life.

One April day when Shepherd was twelve, Louisa neglected to look both ways while crossing Madison Avenue and was hit by an oncoming ambulance. The now orphaned Jeremy was sent to live with his uncle, aunt, and four cousins a few blocks away. After his mother’s death, Shepherd became a model student and man with no known problems or crimes, though several pets in and around his building were reported missing during his period of residence. The police never questioned him. In high school, he was the president of his class, the lead in several school plays, and captain of the tennis team. Almost every page in his yearbook had a smiling Jeremy Shepherd on it. After graduating as the class valedictorian, Shepherd went on to Princeton as a Pre-Med student. Having no interest in the family business, at age eighteen he sold Crowe Inc. for $50 million.

Princeton apparently suited the attractive young millionaire. Besides winning three state tennis championships, Shepherd was the president of Phi Kappa Psi, the prestigious fraternity. The only bump in Shepherd’s road came during his third year, when Shepherd was accused of raping a freshman—a brunette freshman—at a frat party. Melissa Joy contacted the police and campus security the day after the attack. Shepherd denied the accusation. The campus rallied around their golden boy and the day after Shepherd was interviewed, Melissa dropped the charges. She returned a week later to Des Moines, and six months later she committed suicide. After her death, it was found that her bank account contained upwards of $50,000. Shepherd graduated Princeton a year later and went on to Yale, where he became a doctor of psychiatry.

After Yale, Shepherd returned to New York to join Dr. Waverly’s practice, occasionally donating his services pro bono to Bellevue and other psychiatric hospitals. At age thirty-seven Shepherd broke out on his own, opening the Shepherd Clinic, which offered mental health care to indigent families. There were eighteen such clinics across New York State, with more expected. Then at age forty, Shepherd wrote a moderately successful book entitled The Staircase of the Mind. Dealing with the five stages of grief, it instructed a person how to move on after the death of a loved one. My mother actually gave me that book after Hayden died. I tossed it in the trash with the rest of the self-help books.

Dr. Shepherd devoted his life to those clinics, often working six days a week. He did find the time for a social life, though. Considered one of New York’s most eligible bachelors for over ten years in a row, Dr. Shepherd dated socialites, models, and actresses, all of whom were leggy, blond Amazons. He was currently living with former aerobics instructor Diana Hall, age twenty-six. The couple met at a party thrown by Donald Trump two years before. She came with rocker Lenny Kravitz and left with Dr. Jeremy Shepherd. A month later, she was living in his Park Ave penthouse.

Live in the Now came out around the same time Shepherd met Diana. For the first six months it did poorly, selling only ten thousand copies. But after he hit a few national shows, and threw millions of dollars into advertising, the sales skyrocketed into the millions. At last count, over ten million copies had been sold in America alone. Shepherd began to travel around the world, giving seminars on how to “live in the now” at fifty bucks a pop. The companion book on embracing second chances and the journal to monitor the readers’ progress came out later. Shepherd Inc, which sold the books, cassette tapes, and DVDs, was estimated to be worth upwards of $20 million, all of which went to support the Shepherd clinics and various other charities.

When he wasn’t doing infomercials and seminars or popping into his various clinics, Jeremy enjoyed spending time at his cabin in the Catskills. His hobbies included hang gliding, white-water rafting, hunting, bungee jumping, and rock climbing. The only run-ins with the law since college had involved speeding: he’d racked up $10,000 in speeding tickets for driving his Porsche over a hundred miles per hour on the interstate numerous times. Besides the need for speed, Dr. Jeremy Shepherd was a man among men. He should have been canonized a saint for all his good works.

The more I found out about the acclaimed Dr. Shepherd, the less confident I grew about being able to convict him for littering, let alone six murders. Who in their right mind would have thought the man could be responsible for raping, killing, and cutting up women?

Me, that’s who. I was in a very tiny minority, though.

After Luke called everyone in that night and laid out my theory about our suspect, I could see a few snickering faces in the back, mainly Roth and Liu. The rest seemed a little bewildered, as if we were accusing the President of these crimes. Whether or not they believed, though, their superior had assigned them a job, and they went to it. By the next day we had copies of Shepherd’s birth certificate, school records, arrest records, tax returns, insurance papers, articles of incorporation, and every press clipping from his birth announcement to the charity event he attended the night we began looking. The credit card bills we subpoenaed were disconcerting. His card was used in Samsonville in the Catskills at Percy’s Market three times during the time he was supposed to be stalking the women in D.C. and Richmond. Without interviewing the owner of the market—Lamb strictly forbade any interviews—there was no way to know if Shepherd was the one to use the card. But Andrew Burke picked Shepherd out of a photo array without hesitation. And the cherry on top was the Browning nine-millimeter registered to Shepherd, the same type used to kill Bruce McIntyre. Still, it wasn’t good enough for Lamb.

“I personally think we have enough to bring him in for questioning, what with the books, the gun, and the ID,” I told Reggie Lamb as he sat behind his desk chugging Mylanta.

“A Browning nine-millimeter is one of the most common guns used in America,” Lamb countered, wiping the milky mustache off his ebony skin, “and children’s testimony has been proven unreliable. It’s not enough.”

“How can we gather evidence if we can’t talk to people?” We’d been having the same discussion for a day and a half. It was getting damn old.

“Not happening,” he said, voice hard.

“Sir,” Luke said, “we don’t have any other suspects. Shepherd is the only link between all five.”

“You have a link between four,” he pointed out, “and a weak one at that.”

“But there is a link,” I countered. “The first victim, Sarah Illes, worked for the firm that represents Shepherd’s clinic and she had one of his DVDs.”

“It’s not enough.”

I paused to take a relaxing breath. My patience had hit empty. “Sir, he has a history of aggression. He was brought in on rape.”

“That charge was dismissed,” Lamb said. “She dropped the complaint.”

“She was paid to!”

“No proof. We have to be able to get in front of a judge and jury and prove guilt. Nothing I see here even warrants an interview.”

“We can get proof if we start the interviews. We can’t collect anything staying in Washington looking at press clippings that tell us how fabulous he is.”

“Sir, chances are he’s already been tipped off,” Luke advised.

“He has,” Lamb said. “I got a call this morning from Cyrus Beaton, Dr. Shepherd’s attorney, asking me why we’re investigating his client.”

Not good. “What did you tell him?”

“I said Dr. Shepherd’s name came up in one of our investigations, but I didn’t say which one.”

“And Beaton no doubt told his client,” Luke muttered. “He’s had a chance to destroy all the evidence, all the hearts.”

“Not the hearts,” I said. “He can’t part with them, but everything else is gone.”

“So, now whatever chance we had to get his murder kit is gone, and we still don’t have enough—in your opinion—to go talk to the man,” Luke snapped. Lamb’s eyes narrowed at Luke’s impudence. “Are we just going to let our only suspect go because we’re afraid of looking like fools in the press?”

“Jeremy Shepherd is still a person of interest,” Lamb assured us. “I don’t care how famous he is, he did have contact with the victims.” Lamb ran his hand through his hair and sighed. Poor Reggie. He was stuck between two really bad choices. Either way he was gonna catch flack, either by harassing a beloved public figure or not catching a serial killer. I felt bad for him. Almost.

“Sir?” Luke asked.

“Fine,” Lamb eventually said, “go up to New York and talk to the man. Just a friendly chat. Get his alibi and whatnot. He knows we’re looking into him, so he’ll be expecting it. But only speak to him and his inner circle. And for God’s sake be discreet. Depending on what you find out, I may authorize other interviews.”

“Thank you,” I said with a smile.

“You’re not going.”

My mouth dropped open. “What?”

“You have too big a hard-on for this guy. You’ll be overly aggressive, probably insult him, and then Cyrus Beaton will have all our asses.”

“I’m not going to spit on the man the second I see him,” I said. “I do have a modicum of professionalism.”

“Sir,” Luke interjected, “if he is the man, and everything Iri—I mean, Dr. Ballard says is true, her being there could open him up. He’d think of it as a game, and maybe drop his guard in an attempt to one-up her. That, and she’s the only one who’s ever spoken to him. There are things she can pick up on, sayings or phrases that he used before.”

“If it even was the Woodsman who called her,” Lamb countered.

“I still want her there, and quite frankly she deserves to be there. We wouldn’t even have a suspect if it weren’t for her.”

“I promise to be on my best behavior. I would never do anything to jeopardize this case, and you know it.”

Lamb leaned back in his chair and sighed again. “Fine. But if I get one call claiming harassment, I’ll have you on the—”

“First plane back to Hicksville,” I said. “I know.”

Big Apple, look out.


Chapter 18

“The element of surprise is paramount,” I said as I walked up the stairs into the Emerson Auditorium with Luke. “He knows we’re investigating him, but we still have a chance to throw him off guard.”

As we entered, the roar of five thousand people echoed through the nearly empty lobby, where a few employees sat behind fold-out tables counting yellow tickets. We walked toward the employees, passing a life-size cutout of the esteemed Dr. Shepherd holding up his book like a priceless artifact mere mortals couldn’t touch. I stopped to look at the enemy.

His artificial smile revealed a row of unnatural pearly white teeth. Caps, all caps. That smile cost tens of thousands of dollars and was worth every penny. His bright blue eyes, the color of a clear day, sparkled from the lights used in the photo session. For some reason I always expected sociopaths to have eyes like a shark: black, and without a trace of humanity. Not light and friendly like those of the man before me. His wavy sandy-blond hair was parted in the middle, without a strand out of place. He’d never seen the inside of a Supercuts before. The blue pinstriped suit looked tailored to perfection. I would have bet I could have bought a good used car for the price of just one of his suits. All in all, I couldn’t help but be impressed. He reminded me of one of those cover models in GQ, who all men want to be and all women want to be with.

Luke sidled up beside me and stared at the cutout. “Why would a man with everything in life do something like this?”

“Because he can.”

I turned away from the enemy and walked toward the tables. The employees were so busy with their counting, they didn’t see us approach. I stood in front of the nearest table to the door, where an overweight girl with glasses and frizzy hair sat. Luke cleared his throat and the girl finally looked up. “It’s almost over,” she told us. “There are no refunds if you missed it.”

Luke pulled out his wallet and flashed his shield. “Special Agent Luke Hudson, FBI. I’m here to speak to Dr. Shepherd.”

The girl’s face fell and her mouth opened into a large O. “Um, hold on a minute,” she said before running down the hallway and into a side door. All the other ticket takers glanced up from their stacks, eyes wide with wonder. On the other side of the door the crowd went wild, but this time the roar was followed by gregarious applause. He was doing something right in there.

A minute later, the girl returned, followed by a man with a scowl on his face. As the man walked toward us, his dark blue suit shifted, showing the handle of a gun sticking out of his belt. I could tell Luke saw it too, because his jaw tightened. The gunslinger was in his early forties with a solid build, like he’d spent many an hour in front of a punching bag. His dark brown hair was parted to the side with whiffs of gray all over. His jaw was square, with sharp right angles. His piercing brown eyes didn’t move their gaze off Luke and me. This was not a man I would ever wish to meet alone in an alley.

“I’m Henry Mooney,” the man said in a deep baritone, “head of Dr. Shepherd’s security detail.”

Luke flashed his badge again. “Special Agent Hudson, FBI. This is Dr. Iris Ballard. We wish to speak to Dr. Shepherd.”

“What is this regarding?”

“Just a few routine questions,” Luke said. “His name came up in one of our investigations.”

“Dr. Shepherd is a very busy man. You can contact his office and make an appointment.”

“We just came up from Washington and have to leave tonight,” I lied. “It’ll only take a few minutes, I promise.”

Mooney’s eyes moved to me, studying me up and down and not in a normal man way. His eyes narrowed. He was appraising me to gauge my threat level. I squared my shoulders and jutted my left foot out in a defensive pose to prove my toughness.

He quickly looked back to Luke. “Fine. Please follow me,” he said, spinning on his heels. Luke and I followed.

We entered a dark staircase and walked down two flights of narrow wood steps, our footfalls echoing around us. I could almost hear the Phantom of the Opera playing melancholy music in the walls. Maybe there were two monsters in the building, one onstage and another under it. You never knew.

Mooney opened a metal door, and we stepped into a dimly lit hallway. In the distance, I heard a man’s voice but couldn’t make out the words. The only thing I understood was the word chance. After that word, the audience cheered again, but this time it was much louder. The man’s hearty laughter resounded down the hallway, louder than that of the audience. Someone was having fun.

As Mooney led us toward the man’s voice, I noticed the pictures of famous speakers who had graced the auditorium lining the walls. Shepherd was right next to Nelson Mandela. Between the pictures were closed doors, probably dressing rooms or offices. I passed the only open door and stopped dead.

Diana Hall, Shepherd’s live-in girlfriend, sat in front of a long vanity mirror with a halo of lights above it, fluffing her blond hair. Light blue bruises wrapped around her wrists like bracelets. A familiar sight. The tight red dress she barely wore had a U neckline that cut way too low, almost to the center of her chest. I lingered in the hall a moment, watching her adjust her breasts to appear fuller. Hooker Barbie. When she was satisfied with her breasts, she gazed into the mirror again. It took a second, but when she saw my reflection, her mouth gaped open as a small gasp escaped. She knew me. She was scared of me. Useful. I gave her a smile and nod before catching up to Luke and Mooney, who had reached the short flight of stairs that led up to the stage.

Backstage was filled with stagehands spread out around the dark stage, waiting for their cue. Most looked bored out of their minds and a few yawned in unison. The only reason they weren’t in the land of nod was because the light from the stage was so blinding it was as if we were outdoors. A singular man, the king of the auditorium, stood under the lights wearing the same blue suit and sky-blue silk tie he wore in the cutout, beads of sweat glimmering in the light. His hair was far from perfect now, with wisps plastered to his face. His attention was turned to the audience, a sea of heads at various heights. I couldn’t see an empty seat, just person after person crammed side-by-side, all captivated by the man onstage.

“Say it with me now!” Shepherd commanded his minions. He could probably have told them all to go knock off a 7-11 and they’d do it.

“The past is in the past!” everyone said in unison. “I live in the here and now!”

Everyone, including the stagehands and Mooney, began to applaud. The audience rose to its feet, giving their guru a standing ovation. Shepherd smiled and nodded graciously at his audience as they cheered even louder. I even saw a woman in the first row wiping a tear from her cheek. I was gonna be sick.

“Thank you, thank you! You’ve been a wonderful audience! Good night!” Shepherd waved goodbye as a heavy red curtain closed. End of circus. Instantly the backstage lights came on above, startling me. A stocky stagehand ran out from the opposite wing and handed Shepherd a towel and a bottle of water.

Mooney took this as his cue to approach Shepherd. I took a few steps forward, but I stopped in the middle of the stage to get the perfect vantage of my quarry and him of me. Shepherd spoke to Mooney as he walked, but I couldn’t hear over the banter of the stagehands. Mooney nodded in agreement, then leaned in to say something to Shepherd in private, his square jaw moving furiously as he whispered. He stepped away from Shepherd, who looked at his bodyguard and grinned. The bastard grinned like the Cheshire cat. That was all I needed. Any doubt in my mind flew away with that smile. Any normal man when told the FBI was there to talk to him would shit his pants, but that prick smiled.

Shepherd sauntered toward us with his lapdog in tow. Luke and I met him halfway. Up close, I could see fine lines beside his eyes and mouth, and his graying temples. “Special Agent Hudson, was it?” Shepherd asked, holding out his sweaty hand to Luke. “I’m Dr. Jeremy Shepherd.”

Luke actually shook his hand. “Yes, I know.”

“Of course,” he said gracefully. He turned to me, eyes lighting up. “And you’re Dr. Ballard. I recognized you from your photo on the news.” He held out his hand for me, and I fought the urge to swat it away. That hand squeezed the life out of five women. I didn’t want it anywhere near me. But I promised to be a professional, and a pro would smile and shake his hand. Which is exactly what I did.

“Nice to meet you.” I tried to pull my hand away from his grip, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he puts the other hand on top of mine and squeezed. I looked into his eyes in the hope they’d tell me what he was up to. His eyes revealed nothing but comfort and understanding.

“It’s really an honor to meet you,” he said. “I’ve heard a lot about you. They say you’re the top in your field.”

Let the games begin. “Thank you. Coming from such a distinguished man as yourself, you have no idea what that means to me.”

Shepherd smiled once again and released my hand. When I got back to the hotel, I was running scalding hot water over it. Even then, I wondered if it would ever feel clean again.

Shepherd, having finished with me, turned to Luke. “So, what can I do for you?”

“Your name came up in one of our investigations,” Luke advised him.

“The Woodsman?” Shepherd asked.

“How did you know that?” I asked.

Shepherd turned to me. “I do watch the news, Dr. Ballard. Your name is now synonymous with his.”

“Of course.”

“How exactly did my name come up?” Shepherd asked Luke.

“Each of the victims attended one of your book signings.”

I reached into my purse and pulled out the women’s pictures, handing them to Shepherd. “Do any of these women look familiar to you?”

He gazed down at the pictures. I watched his expression as he flipped through. He seemed inquisitive but nothing more. He handed them back to me. “I’m afraid not. Hundreds of people attend the signings; all the people just meld into one.”

“Do you attend all of Dr. Shepherd’s signings, Mr. Mooney?” Luke asked.

“Yes.” I handed Mooney the pictures and he went through them. “I don’t recognize them either.”

“Dr. Shepherd, can you account for your whereabouts the night of May eighteenth?” I asked.

“I have no idea. I’d have to check my calendar.”

“What about from June third to June fourteenth?”

“I was at my retreat in the Catskills. We came back June fifteenth for a benefit.”

“Can anyone verify this?” Luke asked.

“I can,” Mooney said. “I was there with him.”

“As was Diana Hall,” Shepherd said.

“Did anyone else see you?” I asked.

“No, I’m afraid not. The only times I left the cabin were to go hiking or hunting. I never went into town.”

“Some groceries were charged to your credit card,” Luke said.

“Diana went shopping,” Shepherd said.

“We’re going to need to speak to Ms. Hall to verify all of this,” Luke said.

“I’m afraid tonight’s going to be impossible,” Shepherd said. “She and I are expected at Donald’s penthouse, and we’re already going to be late. Why don’t you call my office and make an appointment? I’ll make her available to you.”

“All right,” Luke said. He took out a business card. “Have her call me.”

“Of course,” Shepherd said. He turned back to me. “Dr. Ballard, I hope to meet you again under more pleasant circumstances. I’d love to pick your brain. Your area of expertise has always fascinated me.” I smiled and nodded. Yeah, that’d happen. “Good night to you both.”

Shepherd brushed past us, followed by Mooney. Luke and I watched as they disappeared down the stairs. When they were out of sight, I began to wipe the hand he shook on my pant leg, getting rid of the cooties. “That guy makes my skin crawl,” I said.

“A little full of himself, no?” Luke asked.

“Did you hear the way he talked about his girlfriend? ‘I’ll make her available to you’? What an ass.”

“An ass with an alibi.”

“Yeah, his loyal bodyguard and faithful, airhead girlfriend,” I pointed out. “I bet neither would give a second thought to lying for him.”

“Think either will crack?”

I sighed. “Maybe the girlfriend. She’s a fellow woman, might get us a little sympathy. Depends on how dependent she is on him, though.”

“We still don’t have enough for a search warrant.” Luke sighed. “Was anything he said familiar to you?”

“No. He chose his words very carefully.” I groaned in frustration. “If this were anyone else we’d have a search warrant and an arrest. I hate all this ‘don’t step on his toes’ crap.”

“With Cyrus Beaton as his lawyer, we need him standing over a dead body with a bloody scalpel in his hand.”

“We need the hearts, and we can’t get them without a search warrant, and they won’t give us a search warrant without the fucking hearts!”

All the stagehands milling around stared at me. I quickly looked away.

“Calm down,” Luke said firmly. “We’ll figure something out.”

“Well, we’d better, because there’s no way in hell I’m letting this guy go. It’s him—I know it.”

Now I just had to prove it.


Chapter 19

Dr. Shepherd’s office was bigger than my entire first apartment and far more elegant. A large mahogany desk with tiny roses carved in the wood sat by a window that looked out onto Central Park and the entire skyline of New York. Various magazines including Time and People hung in gold frames on the maroon walls, each with a smiling Shepherd on the cover. Above those hung the heads of various wild animals I’d only ever seen on Animal Planet. I never understood why men felt the need to decorate with the things they’d killed. It was too Texas Chainsaw Massacre for my taste. And that was how I felt for the ten minutes we’d been waiting. Creeped out. And fed up. We’d been waiting in that morgue for ten minutes. Evil bastard. My foot kept twitching spastically.

“Will you please stop that?” Luke finally asked.

My foot stopped, but my annoyance didn’t. “I’ll give him two minutes, then I’m going through this place room by room and dragging him in here by his ear.”

“That’ll go over well.”

I looked up at the zebra head directly above me. “Those heads are really weirding me out.”

“Then stop looking at them.”

The double doors opened behind us. Shepherd strode in, a smile plastered on his golden-boy face. “I’m so sorry to make you wait,” he said, passing us on the way to his desk. “Crisis at one of the clinics in Queens. A patient attacked a nurse with a needle. She’ll be okay, though.”

“We understand,” Luke assured him.

Shepherd took the seat directly across from us behind his $5,000 desk. “Diana had a hair appointment, but she’s on her way. Can I get either of you some coffee?”

“We’re fine,” I replied.

“So, I gather you have more questions for me.”

“Just a couple,” Luke said, pulling out paper and pen. I did the same. “The night of March ninth between nine thirty P.M. and one o’clock, where were you?”

Shepherd turned to the computer on his desk and typed. “Let’s see…Diana and I were supposed to go to dinner at Le Cirque,” he turned back to us, “but if memory serves, we had to stay home because she had a headache. Henry Mooney can verify that.”

“What about April twentieth between midnight and four A.M.?” I asked.

“I was home, sleeping most likely.” He began typing again. “Yes, I had just finished the book tour three days prior. I kept my schedule clear for a week to recuperate.”

“And Diana can vouch for you?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“What about May eighteenth between eleven thirty and four A.M.?” Luke asked.

Shepherd typed it in. “Diana, Henry, and I went up to the cabin for a week. I needed a quiet place to begin my new book.”

“You certainly take a lot of time off for someone with so many responsibilities,” I said.

“When I work, I work very hard. I try to take at least one week off a month to collect my thoughts. Just as I did last week.”

“And only Ms. Hall and Mr. Mooney were with you?” Luke asked.

“Yes. Is that all?”

“Why haven’t you asked us what all these questions are about?” I asked.

Shepherd turned his ice-blue eyes to me. “Well, I can only assume you consider me a suspect because all the victims attended my signings.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Does that worry you?”

“Seeing as I had nothing to do with their deaths, of course not. I’m happy to cooperate.”

“Do you own a Browning nine-millimeter?” Luke asked.

“Yes. Usually it’s kept at the apartment, but sometimes I take it down to the cabin. I’m fairly sure I left it up there this time.”

“What if I told you we have a witness who identified you as being in Richmond on June thirteenth?” I asked.

Not missing a beat, he answered, “I’d say I was in my cabin a thousand miles away and couldn’t possibly have been in Richmond then.”

“He picked you out of a photo array,” I said. “He was absolutely sure it was you.”

“He’s wrong. I don’t know what else to say,” he said with a shrug.

“Will you show us your shins?” I asked.

“Why?”

“To check for bruising.”

He chuckled at this. “I always insist on dinner at least before I show skin, Dr. Ballard.”

“Is that a no?”

“I’m afraid I draw the line at nudity, even partial.” His mouth twitched into a smile. “Of course if you’d agree to that dinner, I might be persuaded—”

The door swung open before he could finish his indecent proposal. Diana Hall strode into the office like a model on the runway, blond hair swishing in unison with her tiny hips. The black leather skirt with matching coat and boots hugged her perfectly toned body like a lover. Shepherd rose from his desk and went over to her, giving her a chaste peck on the cheek. His hand rested protectively on her back. She looked at us with almost black eyes. Luke nodded and smiled at this gorgeous creature, but my eyes jumped down to her wrists. All remnants of the bruises had vanished overnight. She must have bought concealer by the bulk.

“Diana, this is Special Agent Hudson with the FBI,” Shepherd said. “And his colleague Dr. Iris Ballard.”

“Hello,” Diana said in a small, unsure voice.

“We have a few questions for you, Ms. Hall,” Luke explained in his official FBI voice.

Diana quickly glanced at Shepherd, then down to the floor. “Okay.”

“The night of March ninth, where were you?” Luke asked.

“Home,” she confirmed almost immediately. “I had a headache.”

“How can you remember that far back?” I asked suspiciously. “I can barely remember where I was three nights ago, let alone three months.”

“My birthday was the next day. Jeremy was going to take to me to Le Cirque for a celebration, but I was sick.”

Luke seemed satisfied with this answer. “What about April twentieth?”

“I don’t know. Jeremy?”

“It was three days after the book tour,” he told her as he rubbed her back up and down. It reminded me of a ventriloquist and his dummy, which was exactly what they were. He might as well have been speaking for her.

“Then we were home. Jeremy was exhausted. We didn’t leave the apartment for days.”

Luke jotted that down. “May eighteenth?”

“I think we were at the cabin, but I can’t be sure.” She turned her head to glance back at Shepherd, who just smiled reassuringly.

“June sixth through thirteenth?”

“The cabin. That I know.”

Luke wrote this final bit of information down before closing his pad. He stood up, and I followed suit. “Thank you for your time,” Luke said to them both.

“Whatever we can do to help,” Shepherd said. “Hope you catch the guy.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” I said, meeting his eyes, “we will.”

His self-assured smile faltered for a moment but jumped right back on. “Well, good luck.”

I just nodded. Luke and I left the room and stepped out into the lobby of Shepherd Inc. It wasn’t until the doors closed on the empty elevator that I sighed with relief. “My skin won’t stop crawling. Did you believe a word out of her mouth?” I asked Luke.

“Nope,” he answered. “He coached her.”

“She had bruises on her wrists last night,” I told him. “They’re gone now. He probably told her to wear concealer to hide them.” I paused. “When she saw me last night, she looked absolutely petrified. She has to know. I mean, how can she not?”

“Maybe she’s in denial.”

“Well, as a psychologist it is my moral duty to shake her out of it.” Luke raised an eyebrow. “What? I’m a giver.”

—

“Miss Hall?” I called to the familiar blonde stepping out of a taxi.

Diana’s wide eyes looked up at me as she exited the cab. Her mouth dropped open as she gulped air into her lungs, letting out a little gasp.

I pretended not to notice and walked up to the curb next to the taxi. I could see her body tense up as I approached. “I’m sorry, did I startle you?”

“No,” she answered too quickly.

“We just have a few more questions for you.”

She glanced over at Luke, who waited by the entrance of the apartment building. “I thought I answered all your questions,” she said. “He was with me those nights.”

“We just have a few follow-up questions,” I said as sweet as molasses. “May we come up?”

“Jeremy wouldn’t like that. He doesn’t like people in the apartment,” she said in a childish voice.

“We can always go to our office and ask you there.”

“Um…” she gulped. Her eyes grew even wider, as if a car were barreling toward her and she couldn’t jump out of the way. Indecision gripped her. Independent thought must have been a new concept to her. “Come up, I-I guess.”

We followed her into the building, through the art deco lobby, and into a tiny elevator surrounded by mirrors that barely held the three of us comfortably. Diana pressed herself against the mirrored wall to get as far away from us as possible. Her nervousness bounced all around the walls, practically hitting me in waves. In the mirrored door in front of me, I could see her glancing at me with apprehension all the way up to the penthouse.

We stepped into a small, bland reception area, which led into the oddest apartment I had ever set foot in. The walls, furniture, ceiling, and even the carpet were the brightest shade of white I had ever seen. There wasn’t a splash of color anywhere. Everything felt so sanitary it put hospitals to shame. I couldn’t tell where the floor ended and the furniture began. Even the coffee table was white. This was a blank room. Antarctica was warmer.

“Can I get you something to drink?” Diana asked.

“We’re fine,” Luke said.

The corners of Diana’s mouth fell. “Okay, um, I’ll be right back.”

Diana made an immediate right down the equally white hallway and disappeared out of sight. When she was out of earshot, I turned to Luke. “This place is unreal.”

“Not the homiest place. What do you make of it?”

“Well, white symbolizes purity. He wants to make this place pure, away from the filth and pain of the real world.” I scanned the room again. “Or he could just like the color white.” Diana came back down the hall sans boots and leather jacket. The woman must have been a masochist to wear black leather in June. “You have a lovely place here,” I said. “Very…clean.”

“Thank you,” she said in barely a whisper.

Diana sat across from us on an immense sofa the color of milk. I tried to meet her eyes, but they stayed on the floor, purposely avoiding my gaze. Her back was as straight as a stick but her shoulders were hunched like an old lady’s. She sat with her thin hands in her lap like a good little girl. She looked like a five-year-old at her parents’ boring party whose job it was to show what good parents she had.

I opened my bag and pulled out my tape recorder. “Do you mind the recorder?” She shook her head no. I clicked it on.

“Miss Hall, how long have you and Dr. Shepherd lived together?” Luke asked.

“Two years,” she answered, eyes still to the ground.

“What kind of man is he?” I asked.

“He’s the most brilliant, kind, considerate, wonderful man on the planet,” she said with little conviction.

“How’s that?” I asked.

She looked up from the floor but refused to meet my eyes. “Well, all the money he makes on the books goes to his clinics and various other charities,” she began, giving the stock speech. “He’s revolutionized the field of self-help single-handedly and helped millions of people in the process. Almost every hour of every day is spent in his pursuit to help others.”

“All those good deeds, do they leave any time for you?” I asked.

“We have a wonderful relationship,” she insisted.

“He’s almost twenty years older than you,” I pointed out.

“He has more energy than a man of twenty.”

“Has this energy waned at all in the past three months?”

“No,” she answered snidely.

“Has he become increasingly aggressive or violent?” Luke asked.

“Of course not. He’s never raised a hand to me.”

“What about those bruises on your wrists?” I pressed. “How’d you get those?”

She covered her right wrist with her left hand. “I don’t have bruises.”

“You did last night. I saw them, and you know I did.”

Her mouth gaped open to protest, but she thought better of it. She looked back down at the carpet, turning bright red from the embarrassment of the memory. “It’s none of your business.”

I glanced over at Luke, who cleared his throat. He rose from the chair. “I’m sorry, may I use your bathroom?”

“Down the hall, third door on the right.”

Luke walked past the couch and out of the living room, leaving me alone with the frightened woman. It was time to work my magic. I rose from the chair and moved over to the couch. Diana glanced up at me, her eyes stretched to the brink as if the Devil himself were approaching her. She scooted down the couch, but I could still hear her ragged breathing.

“I know what he makes you do,” I said, lowering my voice. “I see it not only on your wrists but in your eyes, your face, your whole body. I’ve seen women like you a hundred times before. I know he ties you up and tells you to struggle like you’re being raped. Or sometimes pretending isn’t enough. Do you know why he makes you do that? Because he only gets turned on by pain and violence, Diana. There is no love in him, not for you and not for anyone but himself. He’s using you.”

“No, he’s not! He loves me.”

“Diana, there are people in this world who are incapable of love. It’s nobody’s fault. There’s just something wrong with their minds. They can only think about their own desires, and they use people to fulfill them. Jeremy has this problem.”

“He loves me! He doesn’t use me! I do it because I want to. You’re wrong about him—I know you are.”

I leaned back into the couch. “Diana, I’m trying to help you here.”

“No, you’re not! I know all about you! You’re crazy; Jeremy said so. You killed someone and now you’re coming after Jeremy because he’s better than you.”

God, he had her completely brainwashed. “He’s sick, Diana. He hurts people—not just you, but total strangers. And by lying to us, and covering for him, you’re letting innocent people die. Is that what you want?”

“He didn’t do it! He couldn’t!”

Time to get off the river Denial. I opened my bag and pulled out five file folders, slapping them down on the white table as hard as I could. Diana leapt off the couch, her breathing becoming even more ragged. I flipped open the top file, revealing a photo of Sarah Illes caked in mud with bits of her cheek torn away. Diana gasped.

“This was Sarah Illes, or what was left of her after your boyfriend was done with her. She was a lawyer right here in New York, only thirty-five when she died. She was drugged, kidnapped, then dragged into the woods. You know what he did next? He cut her clothes off with a scalpel.” I took out a close-up photo of Sarah’s purple wrists. “Look familiar? They should. You have a matching set. Hers came from struggling while he was raping her. Three times. Her vagina was torn to shreds. If he hadn’t strangled her to death with his bare hands she probably would have died from the internal bleeding.”

“Please stop,” Diana whispered.

I pulled out a picture of her chest with the red hole. “After he basically fucked her to death, he pulled out a scalpel and hacksaw. Cut a square in her chest, cutting away fatty tissue and red meat, just tossing it aside for animals to eat. Then he pulled out the hacksaw, slicing through her ribs and sternum He yanked her ribs out with his bare hands. Then he cut out half her heart, which I believe is somewhere in this ice castle with the other four. There’s no way he’d get rid of them, right? Not after all that trouble.”

“Please stop,” she pleaded, tears falling down her cheeks.

I ignored her. “Finally, he dragged her dead body to the edge of the river and tossed her in, where she wasn’t found for almost two days. By the time we did find her she was so bloated we almost didn’t recognize her. When her ex-husband had to identify her at the morgue, he puked all over her body. Nice, huh?”

“I’m going to be sick,” she said, choking back vomit. She stood to leave.

“SIT DOWN, DIANA!” I roared, frightening both of us with my tone. “We’re not done here!”

She fell back to the sofa, her whole body shaking. I yanked out pictures of each of the women and the ranger, slapping them down next to each other, one more gruesome than the last.

“Amanda Denker, age thirty-four. Patricia Curtis, thirty-two. Dr. Justine Romy, thirty-six. Dr. Audrey Burke, thirty-five. Park Ranger Bruce McIntyre, forty. And these are just the ones we know about. Six people dead, eight children under the age of ten without a parent. Your boyfriend did this, and you let him. You knew what was going on, didn’t you? Those days he was missing and told you to cover for him—the days he was stalking them—you knew. Guess what, Diana? That makes you an accessory to six homicides. On top of the fact you lied to a federal investigator already. That’s life in federal prison. You will die there. Is Jeremy Shepherd really worth your life?”

She was sobbing hysterically, each sob wracking her body harder than the last. A groan like that of a wild animal escaped her mouth. She sprung off the couch and ran to the other room, hand covering her mouth. A second later I heard vomit hitting the sink in the kitchen. I counted to five and stood from the couch, grabbing my recorder, and walked to the kitchen.

I found Diana sitting on the white tile floor clutching her legs to her chest, green vomit staining the corner of her mouth, and her red eyes still emitting tears in a steady stream. I walked into the kitchen and stopped by the roll of paper towels. I pulled off a sheet and crouched down to her level. I handed her the paper towel, which she took.

She looked at me, fear and shame written all over. “I love him,” she said, her voice breaking.

“He. Doesn’t. Deserve it,” I said, drawing out every word. “If you don’t help us stop him, he will kill another woman. Another child will be motherless. Do you really want that?” She weakly shook her head no. “Then talk to me.”

“He scares me sometimes,” she said. “He was so sweet when we first met. He sent me flowers every day with little love poems in them. He listened to me. No man had ever done that before. But when I moved in, he…changed. He made me give up my friends, my job. I mean if I even tried to see a movie with my cousin he’d go crazy and say I didn’t love him. What could I do?” She wiped a tear from her face. “I haven’t spoken to my mother in over a year. He said he was all I needed, and I believed him.”

“Has he ever hurt you or made you do anything you didn’t want to do?”

“I don’t know,” she answered in a distant voice. “Sometimes we’d go to these clubs—bondage clubs—and he’d arrange it so I’d…have sex with a strange man while he watched. I told him I really didn’t want to, but he’d insist and say if I really loved him I’d do it.” Her eyes grew wide. “I didn’t want to, I really didn’t,” she said desperately, “but I wanted to make him happy.”

“Has he ever raped you?” I asked delicately.

“He…” She bit her lip, but then the tears returned. “He likes to tie me up and strangle me,” she sobbed. “Oh, God.”

She hung her head and sobbed into her hands. She almost looked like she’d gone into some sort of fit. I just watched as the years of torture poured out. Poor girl, all the potential in the world and that was what she’d been reduced to. A sex toy for a psychopath. After a minute, the sobs lessened enough that she could breathe again. “Am I going to jail?” she asked through the sobs.

“If you tell us everything you know and agree to testify against him in court, I’m sure the prosecutor will be very lenient on you. You’re as much his victim as they are.”

She mulled this over for a moment. “Those nights…he wasn’t home with me. I didn’t know where he was, but he said if anyone asked, I was supposed to say he was at home with me or at the cabin.”

“The two weeks you said you were at the cabin, was he there?”

“No. It was just Henry and me. Jeremy said he wanted me to go up with Henry so I could relax while he worked on a secret project, and if anyone asked he was there with us.”

“Have you seen a scalpel, ropes, or a gun anywhere?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head.

“The hearts?”

“God no.”

I sighed. “You’re going to need to come to our office and make an official statement.”

“He’ll be home any minute now,” she whispered. “If he knows I said anything…”

“Then you need to go into your bedroom, grab a suitcase, and come with us. We can put you up in a hotel room with a guard. He won’t be able to touch you.”

“This is my home,” she said.

“This is your prison,” I said. “Please come with us. You shouldn’t stay another minute in this place.”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Okay,” she finally whispered. I clasped her hand, helping her to her feet. She scurried out of the kitchen and I headed back to the living room, turning off my tape recorder. A taped confession. I was the master.

As I was collecting the photos from the table, Luke walked back in. I was sure he’d spent the last few minutes looking around for evidence in plain sight since the occupant had invited us in. “I heard her packing. Guess it worked.”

“Yeah, she cracked on the alibi. He wasn’t with her—surprise, surprise.”

“Will she testify?”

“I don’t know. He has her totally under his control, almost to the point of brainwashing. At least now, we have enough for search warrants. I just hope—”

Without warning, the front door swung open and a confused Shepherd stood at the doorway with Mooney behind him, both looking mad as hell. “What is going on here?” Shepherd shouted. “What are you doing in my home?”

“Do you have a warrant?” Mooney asked.

“We were just questioning Ms. Hall, Dr. Shepherd,” Luke said.

“In my home?”

“We offered to take her to our office, but she declined,” I said with a wide grin.

His mouth turned down into a frown. “I want you out of here. I have been more than cooperative with you, but I will not stand by as you harass us anymore. I’m calling my lawyer.” He stepped into the apartment and over to the phone.

“You call him,” Luke said, “and tell him to meet you at our office. We have quite a few questions for you. And you, too, Mr. Mooney.”

Mooney didn’t say a word. He stared at us with utter hatred.

“Your girlfriend turned on you,” I said with satisfaction. “She told us what a perverted freak you are. Oh, and she recants your alibis. All of them.”

Shepherd’s eyes grew wide from the news. “Diana!” he shouted. Immediately, Diana ran down the hall, stopping a few feet away from him, petrified to get any closer. “Diana, what did you tell them?” he asked in a calm tone.

She began to shake all over. “I…I…” she stuttered.

Luke stepped between them, obscuring Shepherd from Diana’s view. “Ms. Hall is coming with us,” Luke said firmly.

Shepherd moved to the left so he could see Diana again. “Diana, is this true?” he asked, each word getting firmer than the one before. His menacing eyes burned into hers. I tried to think of something to do to stop this but drew a blank, since shooting him was sadly out of the question. Diana gulped and looked around the room for salvation. I was about to open my mouth, but Shepherd beat me to it. “Diana?” Shepherd demanded again.

“I’m…I’m going to stay here,” she whispered, her voice hollow.

“What?” I shouted. “Diana, you aren’t his slave! You don’t have to stay here. We can protect you.”

Shepherd walked past an enraged Luke to Diana, placing his hand on her back. She almost jumped out of her skin at his touch. “We want you out of our home. Leave before I call the police.”

Luke stepped toward the unhappy couple. “Ms. Hall, are you sure about this?”

“She’s sure,” Shepherd answered.

“She can talk!” I snapped. “Diana, please…”

She looked down at the carpet. “I’m staying here.”

“Dr. Shepherd, we’re still going to need you to come to our office to answer more questions,” Luke told him. “All of you.”

“Tomorrow. We have dinner plans tonight,” he said. “I’m receiving the Humanitarian of the Year award tonight. My lawyer and I can be there at ten tomorrow morning. Is that sufficient?”

“No,” I croaked.

His gaze snapped over to me. “Then arrest me,” he countered. “Otherwise I’ll be there at ten.”

“All of you,” Luke said.

“We’ll be there,” Mooney said.

Luke sighed. There wasn’t a lot we could do, which really pissed me off. Luke walked to the door and opened it, stepping out into the reception area. I glared at Shepherd once more before turning to Diana. “If you need anything, you call me,” I said, handing her a slip of paper with my number on it.

Shepherd snatched it from my hand. “That’s very kind of you, Dr. Ballard, but she’ll be fine,” Shepherd assured me. Prick. I slowly walked toward the door, making a point not to look at Mooney, who continued to glare as I passed. The feeling was more than mutual.

“See you tomorrow,” Shepherd called to me, “Iris.” I spun around and stared at him with utter contempt. He grinned at me with that all-knowing gleam in his eye. It felt like someone had poured ice water down my spine. “Pleasant dreams.”

Rolling my eyes, I quickly turned and walked out of that apartment, shutting the door quietly behind myself. “Did you hear that?” I asked Luke. “Did you hear what that ass said to me?”

“He’s just trying to get to you.”

“That motherfucker,” I said under my breath, pushing the elevator button over and over again. “I should have told her to forget the packing and just got her out of there right then. She’s going to come in tomorrow and recant. Shit!”

The elevator door opened. “We have everything on tape,” Luke pointed out.

“Cyrus Beaton will have it thrown out in a New York minute.”

“You got her to crack once; you can do it again.”

“We’re not going to get anywhere near her from now on. He’ll have her locked up in that prison, doing God knows what to her, until the trial. If it even gets to trial!”

“We still have enough for search warrants and for Agent Lamb to let us question other people. We’re bound to uncover something.”

“I hope so,” I said with a sigh, “because if she’s all we’ve got, we’re fucked.”


I shut the door, listening until I heard the ding of the elevator. They were gone.

“Jeremy, I—”

She couldn’t finish. I punched her hard in the stomach, causing her to collapse onto the floor. The bitch’s face turned red and contorted in pain. She gasped for air as I grabbed her hair and began dragging her kicking toward the bedroom. Henry stood there like a good boy, guarding the front door. Nobody ever came when she was hysterical like this, but it was good to be cautious. Especially with Iris so close. The stupid cunt knocked against my end table and the crystal vase atop it fell to the ground and smashed into pieces. Oh, she was going to suffer.

We reached the bedroom, and I kicked the door shut. I could see the panic in her eyes underneath the tears. I lifted her by the hair, flinging her on the bed. She didn’t even try to run as I stripped off my coat and unbuttoned my shirt.

“You let them into my home…” I tossed the shirt to the floor. “You told them about me…” I unbuckled my alligator belt. “You were going to leave with them…” I unzipped my pants. “And you say you love me.”

“I do love you,” she whimpered.

“Prove it.” I dropped my pants. “Scream for me.”


Chapter 20

Henry Mooney was going to be a very tough nut to crack. I didn’t think he’d give up Shepherd even under torture. A tempting thought, though. Shepherd had brought him back from the brink of hell, and Mooney would probably follow him there if asked. Not good, not good at all.

Just from looking at the man—his straight posture and stony face—I could tell he was a cop. We could sniff each other out. It was the eyes. We all had that shell-shocked, weary look from having seen it all.

His career with the NYPD was mediocre at best. No commendations or citations, just a lot of complaints and reprimands for racial profiling and excessive force. He’d tried and failed four times to make detective, and then there was the problem of an arrest for domestic abuse. The former Mrs. Mooney phoned 911 after her husband broke her nose and knocked out her teeth. He was kicked off the force a month later and received probation. The wife took the kids and moved away. Smart woman.

After he was fired, Mooney opened a P.I. firm. In the three months it operated he didn’t solve a single case and overcharged his clients, resulting in one of them taking him to court. With no job and no wife, Mooney sunk deep into depression and cocaine addiction. Four years ago he was busted for trying to buy coke from an undercover officer. The judge ordered Mooney to go to rehab at one of Dr. Shepherd’s clinics.

At the time Shepherd was more hands-on at his clinics, actually meeting with patients for sessions. Mooney was one said patient, and within three months he was apparently a different man, according to a friend of Mooney’s we interviewed. It seems that Shepherd was so impressed with Mooney’s progress that he gave him a job as head of security at the clinic in Queens, where Mooney worked for a year and a half. During that time Mooney married one of the nurses at the clinic. When Live in the Now hit it big, Shepherd chose Mooney to be his personal head of security, paying him close to $200,000 a year. He was with Shepherd six days a week, which explained his divorce a year ago. Mooney owed Shepherd his life, and would probably gladly give it for Shepherd. So what was a little lying about an alibi?

There had to be some way to trip him up, catch him in a lie. He was a former cop; he’d know our tricks and techniques for interrogation. I’d need to find some other tactic.

The telephone rang across the room as I contemplated that. I turned to the clock next to my head. One twenty-seven A.M. “About damn time,” I muttered. I picked it up on the third ring, tape recorder in hand. Too bad he didn’t call my cell. We had a wiretap set up, but the recorder would have to do. “Hello?”

“Did you like the flowers?” a familiar voice asked on the other end.

“Hello, Jeremy.”

“Did you like them?” he asked again.

“I burnt them.”

“They cost me a lot of money, you know. Almost two hundred and fifty dollars.”

“What a waste. Though it’s probably nothing but pocket change to you.”

“I’ve been blessed, what can I say?”

I rolled my eyes. “What do you want? Some of us are trying to sleep.”

“I called to congratulate you. You found me, and sooner than I thought. I am impressed.”

“I can’t tell you what that means to me.”

“I should also congratulate you on making Diana betray me.”

“She didn’t betray you,” I corrected, “you betrayed her. She loves you—God knows why—and you took advantage of that.”

“She told you about me. She betrayed me, any way you look at it. It won’t happen again,” he assured me with a hint of anger under the surface.

“If I find out that you’ve hurt her in any way…” I said through gritted teeth.

“There are ways I can hurt her that leave no visible scars,” he said. I swear I could hear him smiling on the other end.

“This conversation’s over,” I said. “Whatever you have to say to me can be said right before we arrest your ass for murder.”

“Don’t hang up, Iris,” he commanded. “If you do, Diana will pay, and this time I won’t be as gentle.”

“Then talk.”

“Were you surprised to find out who I was?”

“Not really. I saw one of your infomercials about a week ago. You seemed like a pompous ass then and you do now.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I saw that you didn’t give a damn about helping people. You just want them to worship you.”

“You’re wrong, Iris,” he said. “I want to help others lead happy, productive lives.”

“Tell that to the six people you killed.”

He was silent. “I don’t want to talk about them. I want to talk about you and me.”

“There is no ‘you and me,’ ” I said. “We are not in any way, shape, or form together. You are just a psychopath I’m putting in prison, nothing more.”

“We both know that’s not true,” he said. “I’m more than just another criminal for you to catch. I’m your salvation, your redemption.”

“You are my nothing,” I hissed.

“Without me, Iris, you’d still be wandering around your empty house praying for death to come. I saved you.”

“You’re nuts.”

He ignored me. “How does that make you feel? It must be a mix of relief and guilt. Relief that everyone, most likely your father included, whose approval was the crux of you joining the FBI, respects you again. But also guilt that five women had to die for you to be reborn. Am I right?”

I groaned. “Will you please can the Hannibal Lecter shit? It’s old, tired, and clichéd. You have not silenced my lambs, asshole.”

“Haven’t I? You look better than you have in years. You have color in your cheeks again, Iris. You haven’t touched a drop of alcohol since you started, right? You’re yourself again, all because of me.”

“After that lovely speech, can you really not think you’re a pompous ass?” I asked with a scoff.

“If you need to insult me so you don’t have to face the truth, go right ahead. It doesn’t hurt my feelings.”

“Really? How about this? You’re a sadistic fuck with serious mother issues who can only get a woman by bullying or force. And it will be my great pleasure to watch as they stick a needle in your arm at the execution.”

“Harsh, very harsh. And what was the point of that little outburst? To rile me up? Get me to rush over with a scalpel and ropes? I could come now if that’s what you want. You might actually enjoy me if you give yourself a chance.”

“Putin has a better chance with me than you do.”

He chuckled. “I admire your spirit. I bet it would take hours for you to break.”

I sighed. “Look, stop the sex talk. You don’t want to rape me, and you don’t have the balls to try.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Because I scare the shit out of you.”

“I could tie you up.”

I scoffed. “You could try, but I’m not like they were. I trained in hand-to-hand combat. I could kill you with my bare hands. So stop the idle threats.”

“They’re not idle,” he said.

“Then bring it on, Jerry.”

Silence, then, “No, you’re right. If I really wanted to hurt you, I wouldn’t lay a finger on you. No, I’d come slowly behind Agent Hudson, or perhaps your friend Carol, and just blow them away. She still works at Grafton College, no?”

“I swear to fucking God if you touch either one of them, what your mother did to you will be a field day compared to what I’ll do.”

“I am just making a point. I know where you’re vulnerable, and you know where I am. It evens the odds.”

“You don’t scare me.”

“Of course I do, as I should. You know I have the means and resources to get to them or you. Working with the indigent and criminal element has given me many connections. I could do it, and it would never be traced back to me. But we’d both know, wouldn’t we?”

The anger I felt, the tension, and the heat all came out. Boiling point. “You are nothing but a weak, simpering coward. You come here and threaten me. I may be afraid of you, but you are petrified by me. You wouldn’t be threatening me otherwise. You know I’m going to get you, and it scares the shit out of you. And it should. They’re going to love you in prison. You’ll be the belle of the fucking ball.”

“All you have now are four books, a child witness, and the word of an unstable woman, and tomorrow you won’t even have that. My lawyer will tear you to shreds.”

“Hiding behind your lawyer.” I clucked my tongue. “Yeah, you’re a big, brave man.”

“There is a difference between being scared and being stupid, Iris.”

“Oh, I know you’re not stupid, Jerry. But scared is another story.”

“I’m not scared of you,” he insisted again.

“Then prove it.”

He didn’t speak for a minute. I listened as he breathed into the phone like an obscene caller. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Iris.”

“Can’t wait.” I slammed down the receiver.

I quickly picked up the phone again to call the New York field office. They back-traced the call, and to no one’s surprise it was from a prepaid cellphone. At least I had the recording. The very least.

I was getting to him. That thrilled me to no end. He was nervous. Scared enough to threaten me, to try to scare me off the case. He wouldn’t actually do it, though. No way in hell. Just in case, I’d call the Grafton Sheriff’s Department and have them keep an eye on Patrick and Carol. Better safe than sorry.

I clicked off the light on the desk and climbed back into bed, pulling the covers in close to my chin. I could finally get some rest. Took him long enough to call. I was starting to get worried there for a minute. Oh me of little faith.

The next day would be very interesting—I could feel it. A little breakfast, conversation with a mass murderer, maybe go see a Broadway show. I could hardly wait.


Chapter 21

Interrogation rooms are designed to be uncomfortable. A nine-by-nine concrete square room with no windows, one door, a mirror taking up the length of one of the walls, and a table with two chairs damn well loosened the lips. Even the air in ours was miserable, in the low 60s to keep the suspects awake. Interrogations often lasted hours, but they all started out the same. The interrogator brought a suspect in, had him sit down, and then offered him something to drink. This made it seem like the suspect had been brought in for just a friendly chat. After a few minutes the interrogator returned, taking the seat directly across from the perp. It began gently with questions that the person expected, like his whereabouts at such and such time. Personal questions were thrown in too about school, kids, whatever. All this time the interrogator is looking to catch the suspect in a lie. Just one little bitty lie could topple the whole house of cards. Sometimes suspects didn’t even have to open their mouths. A trained interrogator, like me, could spot a lie just by looking.

Head position, eyebrows, anything could tell a story. Hands especially. If their hand touched their chin it usually meant they were telling the truth, but if it went anywhere near their nose, they were lying through their teeth. We could thank Pinocchio for that one. Legs were important, too. If a man’s legs were crossed, it meant he was lying, but laid out under the table he was telling the truth. Dr. Iris Ballard, human lie detector.

Diana’s body was telling me she wouldn’t know the truth if it bit her on the ass. Her chin was on her chest as she gazed down at our beige tile floor, her eyelids flapping like a hummingbird’s wings. Her hands stayed on her lap, balled into tight fists. I was surprised she hadn’t drawn blood. Under the chair, her feet were tapping away in a dance for one. She hit the trifecta.

I was the woman behind the mirror, watching Shepherd’s cronies tell more lies than a three-year-old. The low-lighted room I was in sat between the two interrogation rooms, a one-way mirror on either side. To my left, behind door number one, was a terrified Diana, with super-lawyer Cyrus Beaton by her side. To my right was a surly Henry Mooney, who’d revoked his right to a lawyer mainly because he decided to invoke his right to remain silent. Luke hadn’t been able to get a word out of him, just crossed arms and glares. Clarkson wasn’t doing much better with Diana. With every question Beaton told her not to answer, and she obeyed.

It had been an hour and a half already, and I’d spent that time looking closely at one of the ugliest men I’d ever seen. Age had not been kind to Cyrus Beaton. He was in his late fifties, with jowls that moved like sacks of jelly each time he talked. His face was a road map of lines crisscrossing every which way. Roger was a stick compared to that man. Beaton’s stomach pooched out and not even the $2,000 suit could hide that fact. And all that was left of his silver hair was a half ring from ear to ear, like Larry of the Three Stooges. I was sure his ugly exterior was punishment for keeping murderers on the streets.

“So he was with you the night of June third?” Clarkson asked, getting more than a little fed up with his witness.

Her eyes remained glued to the floor. “Yes,” Diana answered in her small voice.

“Then why did you tell Dr. Ballard he wasn’t?”

“You don’t have to answer that. Whatever you told her,” Beaton said with disdain, “is inadmissible.”

Cyrus Beaton didn’t like me much. When the foursome walked into the office, Beaton beelined toward me like a fat bulldozer. He spent five minutes berating my tactics for getting Diana’s confession. I was apparently unethical, cruel, and unlawful. According to him I’d blatantly coerced the statement out of her, and he was planning to lodge a formal complaint with the FBI if I ever spoke to her alone again. Then he went into a three-minute tirade about the taped confession, saying it was inadmissible. Apparently, Diana never consented to being recorded in the kitchen and since Luke wasn’t in the room at the time, it would be my word against hers. For eight minutes I just calmly stood there, watching his jowls bounce up and down and nodding occasionally. I wasn’t going to fight with him. That was our lawyer’s job.

U.S. Attorney Abe Shaw, the lawyer assigned to the Woodsman case, had come up from D.C. that morning to observe the interviews and push through the search warrants. As we gave the bad doctor the third degree, the FBI was going through Shepherd’s office, apartment, cabin, and the clinics he frequented the most. I’d never met Shaw before but his record was impeccable, as he had only lost 15 percent of the cases he’d tried. He reminded me very much of a young Sidney Poitier, with the same regal presence and calm demeanor. Throughout the interviews he’d stood silently watching with his hand on his chin, deep in thought. Cyrus Beaton was going to earn his money on this one.

“Beaton won’t let her get a word in,” I said to Shaw.

“That’s why he’s there.”

Clarkson sighed. “So he was with you the entire time between June sixth through thirteenth?”

“Yes,” she answered.

“He never left you for a day or so?”

“She said no,” Beaton said.

“I’m asking her,” Clarkson said, not veiling his frustration.

I grabbed the microphone set up in front of each mirror that transmitted to an earpiece each of the men wore. That way they could be coached through the interrogation, like Clarkson needed at the moment. “Calm down, Clarkson,” I said. “He’s trying to frustrate you so you’ll end the interview. Take a deep breath and count to three.” On the other side of the mirror, I saw Clarkson close his eyes, draw a breath in, and count silently to three before he let it out. He opened his eyes again. “She wants to tell,” I said, “but she’s scared. Remind her why she told the truth.”

“Miss Hall,” Clarkson said in his usual calm tone, “you’re one of the only people who can account for Dr. Shepherd’s whereabouts the nights these women were killed. I know you love him, but if he did commit these crimes, he needs to be in prison. You’re protecting a rapist and a murderer. And if we find out you’re lying to us you can be sent to prison as well. Lying to a federal official is a crime. I know you told Dr. Ballard the truth yesterday, and I know the reason,” he said, eyeing Beaton, “you’ve decided to come in and lie for him. You were strong enough to tell the truth before; do it again today. We can protect you. We want to protect you. Please let us.”

Diana’s expression didn’t change; she just stared down at the floor, wringing her hands. “I’m telling the truth,” she said. “He was with me those days like I said. I only told Dr. Ballard what she wanted to hear so she’d put those pictures away and leave me alone. He was with me. He didn’t kill those women.”

Beaton patted his client’s hand. “She’s told you all she knows. Now either charge her or this interview is over.” Beaton pushed his chair back from the table and touched Diana’s arm, signaling for her to rise. He picked up his briefcase from the floor before leading Diana out of the room.

Clarkson closed his eyes and sighed. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. I didn’t expect her to jump up and say, ‘He did it.’ I don’t think anyone could have gotten her to tell the truth now.” I bit my lower lip. “Go grab some coffee, then bring Shepherd in. Agent Hudson will join you when he’s done.”

“Okay.” Clarkson removed his earpiece and set it on the table. I switched off the microphone and recording machine before rejoining Shaw on the other side of the room, looking into Interrogation Two. On the other side of the mirror, Luke leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head and long legs out, one ankle on top of the other. Mooney sat like a statue across the table glaring and scowling at Luke, arms folded in front of him on the table, looking anything but relaxed.

“I think they’re in the middle of a staring contest,” Shaw said. “Neither has blinked for two minutes.”

Time to end the most boring pissing contest in history. I grabbed the microphone on the wall, switching it on. “Clarkson just finished with Diana. She recanted. If you need help, clear your throat.” Luke cleared his throat but didn’t move or take his eyes off Mooney. It was prisoner’s dilemma time. “Chances are he thinks Diana is a pea-brained airhead,” I told him. “He doesn’t like her and probably thinks the worst of her. I’ll send someone in to whisper in your ear. Pretend they just told you Diana gave Shepherd up.” I clicked off the microphone before walking to the door. I poked my head into the hallway as a young woman in a pale blue suit walked by.

“Hey,” I said. She stopped. “I need you to go into Interrogation Two and whisper something to the agent in there. Just play along with him, okay?”

The woman nodded before entering the room. I shut the door and scurried back to the mirror. The woman stood next to Luke, whispering into his ear. He nodded dutifully. “Thank you,” Luke said to the woman.

She left as quickly as she came. Luke sat up straight again in his chair, pulling it back under the table, all with a small smile on his face. He folded his arms on the table, mimicking Mooney. Mooney’s expression hadn’t changed. “Henry,” Luke said in a friendly tone, “I’m going to offer you a one-time, last-chance deal. Tell us what you know or go to jail.” Luke’s feet began to tap under his chair. Shit.

“Luke, stop moving your feet,” I instructed.

Luke’s feet stopped twitching. “No?” he asked Mooney. “That’s okay. We really don’t need it. Diana spilled her guts again. Shepherd’s being arrested as I speak,” he said with a smile. “In about five minutes, when we get the okay from the U.S. attorney, you’ll be arrested and charged as an accomplice. Now we both know what happens to ex-cops in prison. It isn’t pretty. But if you talk to me now, we can probably work out a deal. What do you say?”

Mooney leaned forward. “Charge me or I’m leaving.”

Bluff called. Luke sat back in his chair, literally swallowing his pride. “You’re free to go,” he choked out.

Mooney pushed his chair out and walked out of the room without a word or glance. Luke closed his eyes and shook his head. Neither of us took defeat well. After a few seconds to calm himself, he stood from the table and walked out. A second later he stepped into our room, looking more than a little disappointed.

“Good try,” I said.

“Have they found anything in the apartment?” Luke asked.

“We haven’t heard back from the teams yet,” I said. “But we both know he wouldn’t leave anything incriminating just lying around.”

“Maybe he asked Mooney to hold on to some things,” Luke said. “Can we get a search warrant for his place?”

“Based on what?” Shaw asked. “A hunch?”

“What about Richmond? Have we heard anything from them?”

“Nobody at the hotels remembers seeing him. A few maybes, but nothing conclusive. And there is no way in hell Beaton is going to let him say so much as ‘boo’ to us today.”

“Abe, how bad is it?” Luke asked.

“A pillar of the community, no physical evidence, and people who will swear he was with them. I had to fight to get the search warrants.”

“We have the books,” I countered, “we have an ID, we have Diana’s taped confession, the gun used to kill the ranger is the same model registered to Shepherd, he has access to thiopental sodium, and we have the phone calls to me. I know it’s circumstantial, but…”

“All of that can be easily explained away,” Shaw said. “Thousands of people have a book signed by him, one of our own agents included.” Luke looked away. “A five-year-old made the ID. We haven’t found the gun, and even if we did, there are no bullets for a ballistics test since he dug them out of McIntyre. Cyrus Beaton will never let Diana’s statement be heard in open court. And as to the alleged calls made to you…”

“Alleged? You think I made it up? I have a tape.”

“The voice print didn’t match, and you couldn’t even hear him half the time. The fact of the matter is you can’t prove it was Shepherd; you can’t even prove it was the Woodsman.”

“But I recognized his voice!”

“And when you get up on the stand Beaton will tear you to shreds. He’ll invent some story about a vendetta, and it’ll come down to your word against Shepherd’s.”

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered under my breath. “But you believe me?”

“Yes,” Shaw answered. “But it’s not what we know, it’s what we can prove.”

Luke rubbed his eyes. “I need some coffee.”

“I’ll come with you,” I said.

“Well, I’m thoroughly depressed now,” I said halfway down the hall. “We have less than before we started. How the hell does that happen?”

“Money and slick lawyers.”

We rounded the corner into the waiting area. Four gray-cushioned chairs arranged two-by-two sat in the middle of the room with BNN playing above. Diana, in her usual pose, sat in the chair facing us, so deep into herself it would have taken a backhoe to dig her out. God knew what happened after we left, but I was sure it wasn’t pretty. Despite myself, I felt sorry for her. And guilty. Very, very guilty. So much so I couldn’t look at her a moment more.

Mooney sat diagonal to her with his back to us. Luke and I continued past the dastardly duo to the vending machines, which stood directly across from the chairs. We turned our backs to the chairs, making sure not to look at them. I could still feel Mooney’s burning gaze on the back of my head.

“They had to put the vending machines here,” I said quietly.

Luke put some change into the coffee machine. “Just ignore them.”

He wasn’t the one with laser beams aimed at his head. “I’m going to use the ladies’,” I whispered. “Be right back.”

I walked down the hallway, turning another corner, then stopped dead. Shepherd stood twenty feet away, in front of the men’s room, beside a smiling brunette, signing a piece of paper with that stupid grin on his face. Jesus, he was a suspect in six killings and this airhead asked for his autograph. I quickened my pace down the hall. When I was close enough, they both gazed over at me. Shepherd grinned again. “Hello, Dr. Ballard,” he said in an amused tone.

I glared at the woman. “Don’t you have work to do?”

“I…I…” she stammered.

Shepherd handed her back the pen and paper. “It was nice to meet you, Debra.”

Debra glanced at me, then back at Shepherd. “Thank you,” she said to him before scurrying away.

“You were quite rude to her,” Shepherd chided.

I snorted. “Excuse me,” I said, pushing past him.

I managed a few steps toward the ladies’ room when he called to me. “Couldn’t get them to talk, I hear,” he said. “You really think you could have?”

Fuck him. I spun around. “Listen to me, you conceited, cowardly asshole—”

At that moment, Cyrus Beaton stepped out of the men’s room. A smug smile crossed Shepherd’s face. “Dr. Ballard, are you attempting to talk to my client outside the presence of his lawyer?”

“No.”

“Is this true, Jeremy?”

“Dr. Ballard was just expressing an opinion,” he said. “She didn’t ask me a thing.”

Beaton glared at me again. “You don’t say one word to my client outside of my presence, you hear me?”

“Loud and clear. But there is another option.” I looked directly at Shepherd. “Only a coward hides. At least I get the satisfaction of knowing I’m right about you. Boo!” He cringed with that last word. It was fun to be right.

With a smug smirk, I spun around and stepped into the ladies’ room. The second the door shut, I rushed over to the sink. Three minutes of splashing cold water on my face and taking deep breaths managed to calm me down enough to walk out of the bathroom without punching the wall. I needed to be focused and alert, not blinded by rage. So I fixed my hair, tossed my shoulders back, and exited the bathroom.

When I walked into the observation room, Shaw was peering into Interrogation One. On the other side of the mirror Clarkson and Luke sat with their backs to us, with Shepherd and Beaton facing us. Shepherd seemed relaxed, with a hint of amusement on his face. His legs were stretched out under the table and his feet flat on the ground. Beaton did not share his nonchalant attitude in the slightest.

“Are you sure?” Beaton asked Shepherd. “Because I strongly, strongly recommend you rethink this.”

“I know what I’m doing, Cyrus,” he said. “Anyway I’m sure these fine agents will let you stand on the other side of the mirror with them. You can always come in and rescue me if I need it.”

“What the hell are they talking about?” I asked Shaw.

“We’ll see if we can find her,” Luke said as he stood from the table.

“I saw her entering the ladies’ room,” Shepherd told him. “You might start there.”

What the hell was going on?

Both Beaton and Clarkson also stood. All three men shuffled out of the room, leaving a pleased Shepherd all alone. A second later Beaton and Luke stepped into the observation room, looking far less upbeat. Clarkson must have been on his way to the ladies’ room.

“What was that all about?” I asked.

“My client insists you be the one to question him,” Beaton answered, his eyes narrowing with each word. As if it were my fault. Okay, so it was.

“He’ll answer your questions without a lawyer in the room,” Luke added.

I couldn’t help it. A smug smile crossed my face. He’d taken the bait again. Iris Ballard, master manipulator.

“Is there something about you and my client I should know about?” Beaton asked.

“Just the fact that he calls me in the middle of the night and sends me flowers charged to a dead woman’s credit card.”

“You can’t prove any of that,” Beaton snapped. “Where’s the proof that these conversations ever took place?”

Luke and I exchanged a knowing glance.

“Let’s try our cases in court, counselor,” Shaw said.

“We’re wasting time here,” I said, tucking an earpiece into my right ear.

Luke leaned into the microphone on the wall, and I pressed my hand up to my ear. “Check one, check two,” Luke said.

“I can hear you,” I said.

I took a step toward the door, but Beaton grabbed my upper arm to stop me. “The second you step out of line I end this, got it?”

I looked down at his chubby hand around my arm. “Take your hand off me or I’ll have you arrested for battery.”

He dropped my arm. I raised an eyebrow and walked into the hallway, stopping in front of the interrogation room door. I took a moment to focus. Two years. It had been two years since I sat across from a monster and engaged in a game of mental chess, and Shepherd was a master. Except in this game the stakes were life or death. One wrong word or look and the game was over. “You can do this,” I whispered to myself. I could. I smoothed my hair, stuck my chin out, and opened the door.

Welcome to Thunderdome.

I took my seat in the cold room without looking at Shepherd. He watched me intently, almost as if he were studying me. His eyes scanned me up and down, stopping on my chest. He was trying to make me uncomfortable. It worked. The temperature change gave my body a jolt, and my nipples stuck out like two pencil erasers under my white cotton shirt, something Shepherd seemed to relish. I folded my arms across my chest.

He gazed into my eyes. “I just realized what an attractive woman you are,” he said with a grin. “You have a kind of natural beauty rare in women.”

“You called me in here to hit on me?”

“Just paying you a compliment.”

“Save the flattery for someone who can’t see right through you,” I said. “This is Dr. Iris Ballard, consulting forensic psychologist with the FBI. I am interviewing Dr. Jeremy Arthur Shepherd at the FBI field office in New York City. The date is June the nineteenth, the time is twelve twenty-one P.M. Have you been read your rights?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Do you wish to have your attorney present at this questioning?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Very well then. Dr. Shepherd, where were you the night of June thirteenth of this year?”

“At my cabin in the Catskills, with Miss Diana Hall and my chief of security, Henry Mooney.”

“Have you ever heard the names Audrey Burke or Justine Romy before?”

“No, not until the news reports of their deaths.”

A stack of files sat to my left, and I opened the top two, taking out pictures of Audrey and Justine just before their deaths. I handed them to Shepherd. “Are either of these women familiar to you?”

He glanced at the pictures. “As I said, I recognize them from the news.”

“So you never met them before?”

“Not that I recall.”

I reached under the table for the box placed next to my chair. I pulled out two of the books and tossed them across the table. I threw one so hard it went sliding to Shepherd, who caught it.

“Two books, each signed by you. One belonged to Audrey Burke and the other to Justine Romy. I also have two more books, each signed by you, that were in the possession of Amanda Denker and Patricia Curtis, both killed by the Woodsman.”

“My book is very popular, and I do many book signings around the world. I don’t doubt these women attended one of them, but I don’t remember any of them. Sorry.”

“You have to admit it’s a pretty big coincidence.”

“Am I going to be a suspect every time someone dies in the possession of one of my books?”

“These women lived in separate states. They never met, and had pretty much nothing in common. The only thing in common they had was you.”

“They must have something else in common,” he said, “because I had nothing whatsoever to do with their deaths.”

I leaned back in my chair and sighed. “You have a history of abuse toward women. You were arrested for raping a woman in college.”

“She dropped the charges.”

“After you paid her fifty thousand dollars to go away.”

“You can’t prove that,” he said. “She had a boyfriend back home and felt guilty after our tryst. That was her way of shifting responsibility off herself for cheating.”

“She killed herself six months later,” I told him. “Did you know that?”

“No, I didn’t. How terrible. She was a nice girl,” he said pleasantly.

“And you ruined her.”

He scoffed. “I told you what happened.” He opened his mouth and yawned.

“Tired?” I asked with a half smile.

“Yes, actually. I’m a very busy man. Sleep is a luxury I’m not often afforded.”

“I’m tired too. Last night someone called me after one o’clock in the morning. It was the same man who phoned me a couple of nights ago.”

With a glint in his eye, he asked, “Who was it?”

“He sounded a hell of a lot like you.”

Shepherd scoffed. “I didn’t even know you until two days ago, and even still, I did not call you.”

“Do I have to play the tape?”

His eyes widened a little. “Tape?”

“You didn’t hear that little ‘click’ in the background last night? Your hearing must be going in your old age.” I reached into the box and pulled out my recorder.

“I want to help others live good and happy lives,” Shepherd said on the recorder.

“Tell that to the six people you killed.”

“I don’t want to talk about them. I want to talk about you and me.”

“There is no ‘you and me.’ We are not in any way, shape, or form together. You are just a psychopath I’m putting in prison, nothing more.”

“We both know that’s not true. I’m more than just another criminal for you to catch. I’m your salvation, your redemption.”

I shut off the recorder. All amusement drained from his face. His mouth was razor straight, and his eyes were focused intently on me. “You’re going to deny that was you?”

“It wasn’t.”

I shrugged. “Sounded like you.”

“It sounded like a lot of men,” he said. “Besides, I know a little about the law. Taping conversations without a warrant or consent from the other party is illegal. Even if it was me, you wouldn’t be able to use it in court.”

“Then why deny it?”

“Because it wasn’t me,” he said with a shrug.

“He’s not going for it, Iris,” Luke said into my earpiece.

Tell me something I didn’t know. I placed the recorder back in the box and suppressed a sigh. He had an answer for everything. I missed the days when only stupid people committed crimes. Time for a calculated gamble. The last one got us alone in this room. I sat up again, folding my arms on the table. “Let’s just cut through the bullshit, okay?”

“If you wish,” he replied with a smile.

“I know you did this, and you know you did this. And I know you will never in a million years admit it, no matter what I say in here. You’re a very smart man; I’m sure you’ve taken every precaution. But we have this time together, mano a mano, live in the flesh for the first time. So let’s use it. Know thine enemy, right? So let’s get to know each other. Nothing is taboo, total honesty. What do you say?”

“Iris, what the hell are you doing?” Luke asked into my earpiece. I pulled the tiny receiver out and set it on the table.

Shepherd smiled. “I think your partner is against the idea.”

“Are you?”

Shepherd fell back in his chair. “No. But just for the record, I had nothing to do with the deaths of those five women or that man.”

“If you say so.”

“You want to start or should I?” he asked.

“Be my guest,” I insisted.

“Okay.” He put his hands behind his head, fingers laced. “What was your husband like?”

He went straight for the jugular the first chance he got. Me and my bright ideas. I tightened my jaw. “The first word that comes to mind when I think of him is…nice. He was the kindest, gentlest soul I ever met. He was calm almost all of the time. Nothing frazzled him. The world could be ending and he’d just sit back in his favorite chair listening to jazz. His idea of heaven was driving for hours down to North Carolina in a convertible with the top down, singing along to the radio at the top of his lungs.” I chuckled to myself. “Lord, he liked to have fun. He’d actually request Halloween off so he could stay home and dress like Dracula to hand out candy to kids. We always had to carve pumpkins. I don’t know, I…” I shook my head.

“He sounds wonderful,” Shepherd said. “Why do you blame yourself for his death?”

“I wasn’t smart, quick, or brave enough to save him. When he needed me I was locked in a bathroom, thinking of ways to save my own skin. It was my job to protect the citizens of America from men like his attacker, and I failed the one person I should have put above all. That’s unforgivable.”

“Is that why you quit the FBI?”

I looked at the dark blue circle hanging on the wall above the mirror. The seal of the top law enforcement agency in the world. “See that seal? Written on it are three words, which tell the characteristics of a good agent. Fidelity, bravery, and integrity. I wasn’t faithful to my husband, but I don’t mean just the affair. I put my career ahead of my husband more times than I can count. I chose my job over him. I could only be faithful to one of them, and I chose my needs and myself. My ambition over his love. As to bravery…” I looked down at my hands and noticed I was twisting my wedding ring again. I stopped. “I was locked in my bathroom when Meriwether ambushed my husband.”

“You were stabbed, Iris.”

“True, but I wasn’t in pain because I was in shock. I was thinking clearly. He gave me two warnings to get out, and I ignored them both. When I finally did…step out there, I didn’t charge at him. I had a knife hidden in my robe; I could have done it. If I had, he would have just fired at me, and Hayden might have gotten away. But I just stood at that door and watched as he shot my husband in the head with my gun. I didn’t do a damn thing to stop him. I had a split second to decide between my life and his, and I chose me over him yet again because I didn’t want to die. And that intense feeling of guilt from failing the person you love robs you of any integrity you have left.”

“Yet you came back,” he pointed out.

“Yes.”

“Do you feel that by catching this killer, you can atone for your past sins?”

“Maybe I can begin to.”

“I heard you had a breakdown. You look well now, though. Better than well. Has this pursuit brought you out of your self-imposed hell?”

“I haven’t had a single drink or pill since I started this case. Hell, I’m even on the patch for the cigarettes. Do I feel like throwing myself in the Hudson River? No, not today. But who knows what’s going to happen when we put you away, and I go home. I might slip back into old vices.”

“This case has given you a sense of purpose,” he said. “You won’t lose that when you catch this man. I have faith. You’re a remarkable woman, Iris.”

I leaned forward. “Anything else you want to know?”

He thought for a second. “Not right now.”

“Then it’s my turn.” I paused to meet his eyes. They glimmered with amusement. “Tell me about your mother.”

He flinched and quickly looked away. “What do you want to know?”

“What kind of woman was she? Your…mother?” I asked, arching my eyebrows.

He crossed his legs the second the word escaped my mouth, a reflex to the image she conjured in his mind. He didn’t want to be emasculated by her again. “She was a remarkable woman. I loved her dearly.”

“It was just you and her, right? After your father’s suicide?”

“My father didn’t commit suicide,” Shepherd insisted. “He wasn’t a strong swimmer.”

“He wasn’t a strong anything from what I hear. He worked under your mother, for her really. His only real accomplishment was you. He gave your mother a son and heir to the family empire. His job was done the second you popped out. He knew it and decided to bow out gracefully. Do you blame him for leaving you alone with her?”

He leaned in, matching my pose. “Let’s talk about your father, Iris,” he said, “if he can even be called that. Won’t even acknowledge you’re his own flesh and blood.”

“We already did me,” I said, “it’s your turn now. Do you blame him for leaving you alone and unprotected?”

“Unprotected? What did I need protection from?”

I scoffed and leaned back in my chair. “Fine. You want to do this the hard way, we will.” I paused, trying to figure out how to phrase the next one. “It was just you and your mother when you were growing up, right? Your grandparents were dead, and your uncle had his own family. Correct?”

“Yes.”

“But your mother was a very busy woman. She had a multimillion-dollar business to run. So your time with her was limited.”

“She always made time for me.”

“What did you do in this time?”

“Little boy things. We’d go to the park, a ball game sometimes. Things like that.”

“Anything else?”

“She’d read to me,” he answered hurriedly. “What is the point of these questions?”

“I’m trying to understand your relationship with your mother. So, in your opinion, she was a perfect mother?”

He rubbed his nose. “As perfect as anyone can be.”

“What would she do when you misbehaved?” I asked, meeting his eyes.

He avoided my eyes, glancing up at the ceiling. “She’d sit me down and explain to me why that behavior was unacceptable.”

“She never lost her temper with you? She never hit you or belittled you in public or private?”

“No,” he stated emphatically.

I tsked. “Thought you were going to say that.” I bent down and began rooting around in my box of tricks. I found the folder and set it on the table. Shepherd’s face remained neutral. I pulled out my reading glasses. “Do you remember a woman named Shirley Parker?”

“No.”

I opened the folder. “Her husband, Scott, was vice president of Marketing at Crowe Inc. for twenty years. He worked directly for your mother.”

“I don’t remember him.”

“Well, his wife remembers you. One event in particular stuck out in her mind. It occurred when you were seven years old at a Christmas party your mother threw. Shirley remembers you creeping down the stairs and hiding under the buffet table. Remember yet?”

“No.”

“Apparently you got thirsty and decided to sneak some eggnog. You peeked your little eyes out to make sure the coast was clear and served yourself. Unfortunately, one of the waiters wasn’t watching where he was going and bumped into you. Champagne and eggnog went flying right onto your mother’s white carpet. Your mother was, and I quote Mrs. Parker here, ‘as red as a beet. I’ve never seen a woman in a dress and heels move as fast as Louisa did that night. She grabbed that little boy’s arm and tugged him into the kitchen. The entire party could hear that boy’s screams as his mother paddled him. I heard plates crashing, too. Louisa was shouting like a wild woman, saying words that I couldn’t repeat. It must have gone on for five whole minutes.

“ ‘Then she came out of that kitchen as if nothing happened. Didn’t have a hair out of place. When she had her back to me I slipped into the kitchen. What a mess! White shards from the plates covered the whole floor. Poor Jeremy was huddled in a corner, rocking back and forth. Most of the plates had been shattered around him. His legs were welted and bleeding. He had a cut on his head, too. A big gash. I was pretty sure she had thrown the plates at him, poor thing. I tried to comfort him, but he just pulled away, whimpering like an animal. My husband finally came in and told me to leave him alone. There wasn’t anything I could do for him, so I left. That was the worst, but I saw her strike him quite a few times, especially when he’d stutter. That drove her crazy. That poor, poor boy.’ ”

His poker face had resurfaced. I lowered the file and removed my glasses. “While Agent Hudson and I were interviewing you yesterday, we sent out some of our people to talk to your and your mother’s acquaintances. Care to hear some more horror stories? We’ve got quite a few. Your mother made a lasting impression on several people. Her temper and ruthlessness are legendary. She still Mother Fucking Teresa?”

Shepherd glared at me with his jaw clenched so tight he probably chipped a tooth. Violent anger swam around the room, and from the look on his face, he was probably contemplating all the ways he could kill me before the men could get in here.

“Dr. Shepherd?” I asked after a minute. “It wasn’t your fault what happened to you. She shouldn’t have taken her frustrations out on you.”

“That woman is lying,” he croaked through clenched teeth.

“Shepherd, come on. Why would she lie?”

“I don’t know.”

“We promised each other the truth. I was truthful with you; I should get the same in return.”

“I am telling you the truth. I loved my mother.”

“I know you did. I know. You were all she had and vice versa. But you also hated her, with cause. You were never good enough for her. She was always at work when she should have been home playing with you. I’ll bet you didn’t even mind the beatings—at least she was paying attention to you.”

“This is all terribly fascinating,” he said, “but I still don’t see what my mother has to do with what you’ve accused me of.”

I arched my eyebrows with a sigh. I took out a black-and-white picture from a newspaper of Louisa Shepherd at age thirty-five. It was taken at a charity event, so she was dressed in a white ball gown with her light brown hair down. Close up, Louisa resembled her son, with the same nose and mouth. I stood from the table and leaned across, setting the picture next to the photos of the dead women. The resemblance was uncanny juxtaposed with a picture of Sarah Illes. Uncanny. They could have been sisters.

“See it now?”

He wouldn’t look down at the photos, not that I expected him to. Might put a crack in his wall of denial. Instead, he gazed up at me, his lip quivering with anger. He clenched his fists so tight I could hear the knuckles crack. I sat back down.

“When you take these women, they belong to you. You have their undivided attention, just like you wanted from…your mother. Didn’t you think it was odd they all had bright-eyed little boys, all a certain age? Didn’t it occur to you why these women had to have sons that age?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about!” he said.

“It was you and Mom all alone in that apartment for years,” I continued. “We couldn’t find a single clipping of her with a man after your father. Nobody could remember her ever having a boyfriend.”

“She didn’t need anyone. She had…”

“You. She had you,” I said. “She didn’t need anyone but you.”

“What are you ta-ta-talking about?” he struggled to get the words out.

“I think you know,” I said quietly. “How did it start? Do you even remember? Did she climb into your bed, telling you that you were her big, strong boy? The man of the house?”

“Sh-sh-shut up!”

“Did you make her happy, Jeremy? I’ll bet you made her so happy. You—”

Out of nowhere, he leapt from chair, sending it crashing against the wall behind him. Before I could even blink, he was beside me, pulling me and my chair out from behind the table. He towered above me, staring down at me with the fires of hell burning in his eyes. I couldn’t help but gasp as he leaned in, supporting himself on my armrests, giving me no means of escape. I leaned back in my seat as far from him as I could get. His face was crimson from suppressed rage and had become feral with narrowed eyes, his mouth forming a snarl.

“YOU SHUT UP, YOU FUCKING CUNT!” he screamed into my face. “I’m going to fucking—”

“And you want to know the really insane thing…”

“SHUT UP!”

I bridged the gap between our bodies, leaning in so our noses touched. “You liked it.”

Both of our bodies quivered spastically from the tension between us. I’d recognize the look in his eyes anywhere. I saw it that night two years before. Rage, all-consuming rage. It was the look that said, “You or me. Only one of us is making it out of this alive.” I just shot it back at him. Our breaths were ragged but in unison. I stared into his eyes, daring him to wrap his hands around my throat. Come on.

The door swung open, causing us both to break the gaze. Luke and Beaton stood in the doorway, both wild-eyed. “Get away from her,” Luke’s voice boomed around the room.

Shepherd loomed a second more before pushing himself away. Beaton brushed past Luke and walked over to his client. “We’re leaving now, Jeremy,” he whispered, tugging on his client’s jacket. Without taking his eyes off me, Shepherd defiantly yanked his arm away. Nobody told him what to do. He shrugged his shoulders and straightened his coat to regain a little dignity before smoothing his hair off his forehead with one hand. Back to his old controlled self again.

Shepherd jutted his chin up and stalked out of the room, Beaton in tow. The moment he was out of sight, I let my breath out in ragged intervals. I lifted my shaky hand to stop the gasps. Luke hurried over and knelt in front of me. “Are you okay?” he asked in a whisper.

I nodded. “Yeah.”

Luke hung his head. “That was really, really fucking stupid, Iris. He could have…” He shook his head for a few seconds. Then, out of nowhere, he began to chuckle. “Oh, God. The look on his face…” He shook his head again. “You’ve got some balls, woman.”

“Yeah, and I just added his to my collection.”


My thousand-dollar-an-hour, good-for-fuck-all lawyer trailed behind me, having the nerve to scold me as he did. He should have stopped it sooner, the fat bastard. What the fuck was I paying him for? His job was to save me from myself and from cunts like that. I had the strongest urge to pull out a hunting knife and watch his fat guts spill out. Maybe later. More important people to deal with first.

“I warned you that talking to her was—”

“Shut the fuck up if you want to keep your job.”

We reached the waiting area, where my closest friends sat in silence on opposite ends of the room. The sight of them turned my stomach. Henry stared at me with his dead eyes. I knew he wouldn’t talk. One rarely betrays a father figure. It was such a shame what I’d have to do next. It would be impossible to find someone so dedicated again. As for her…

“It’s time to go.”

Both stood and walked toward me. I grabbed Diana’s arm and her body tensed, as it always did under my touch. “I said what you told me to,” she whispered.

I squeezed her arm until she whimpered. “Let’s go home.”

Bitch was going to pay. Both of them.


Chapter 22

Surprise, surprise: the searches of his office, home, and cabin came up clean. No boots, no scalpel, no hearts, not even dust bunnies. He didn’t even rip the tags off his pillows like a normal human being. So we were right back where we started. No corroborating witnesses, no murder weapon, and no way in hell we could convict him. Worse, I’d run out of ideas. I pulled out every trick I could think of, and it had gotten me bubkes. All I successfully did was piss off a serial killer. It was a gift of mine.

Feeling both mentally and physically drained, I agreed to return to my hotel for a short siesta. I managed to nap for about an hour and a half, waking up more tired than before. The run around the Central Park reservoir was no help either. This time I had two bodyguards, one on either side of me. I felt claustrophobic sandwiched between two walls of man, so we only got a mile in before I gave up. Running was one of the few things I truly enjoyed in life, and Shepherd had managed to ruin that, too. After a shower, I changed into my pajamas to watch a mind-numbing romantic comedy about an uptight lawyer and an eccentric billionaire who secretly love each other but just can’t get it together. I hoped it would kill enough of my brain cells so I could pass out. No such luck.

Just as the movie ended, someone knocked on my door. Luke, still in his suit, stood in the hall, holding two white bags in his hands. “I brought you dinner.”

The man always could read my mind. “You are a God among men, Luke Hudson. A God among men.” Smiling, he walked over to the desk to start unloading the boxes. The smell circulated around the room and into my nostrils. My empty stomach rumbled.

“You like beef and broccoli, if memory serves,” he said.

“I can’t believe you remember that,” I said, grabbing a plastic fork and my carton.

“I ordered it enough times for you in the past,” he said. “I bet you remember what I always order.”

I thought for a second. “Sweet and sour pork.”

He reached into the bag and pulled out another carton. “Give the lady a prize.”

We both sat on the bed and dug in. I finished my beef and broccoli in about two minutes and started on the egg drop soup. “We didn’t find anything?” I asked.

“Not a thing. All the thiopental sodium was present and accounted for at each of his clinics. All we took were a few scarves, some knives, and three pornos.”

“The gun wasn’t at the cabin?”

“No. A few rifles, but no nine-millimeter.”

“He has to have them somewhere.”

“If he’s keeping anything, it’s well hidden.”

I sighed. “He’s gonna get away with it.”

“No, he won’t. He has a compulsion. He can’t stop himself. I don’t care how in control he thinks he is.”

“So the only way to stop him is for another woman to die. That isn’t right.”

“No it’s not,” he said. “But we’re watching him now. If he even jaywalks, we’ll pick him up. Don’t forget, we got Al Capone on tax evasion. One little slip and that’s it.”

“My, aren’t we optimistic all of a sudden.”

Luke stood from the bed and tossed out his empty container. “Well, I was reminded today of something I had almost forgotten.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And what would that be?”

He tossed a fortune cookie at me. “Just how good you are.”

Damn. My cheeks flared again. I looked to the ground with a small smile on my face. This was getting ridiculous. If I wasn’t careful my cheeks would stay red forever. I quickly regained my composure and looked back up at a smirking Luke. “Flattery will get you nowhere, Agent Hudson,” I said in a mock seductive tone.

He smiled and reached into the white bag again. “Will chocolate chocolate-chip ice cream?” He returned to the bed and sat next to me, handing me a spoon.

“You’re not playing fair,” I said with my mouth full. “You know chocolate is my one weakness. Are you trying to soften me up or something?”

“Or something.” He put his ice-cream-filled spoon in his mouth and leaned back on the bed. “Still have your tattoos, I see.”

I craned my head to look at my shoulder blades, where the words Diabolus and Angelus were written in Gothic script. Drunken spring break idea. “Devil on the left, angel on the right.” I patted the left. “So…” I said, taking another spoonful, “are you still waking up at the butt crack of dawn to go swimming or does Art Theft take up too much of your time now?”

“Not every morning.”

I nodded. Oh, just ask, Iris. “And that woman…” He glanced up at me. “The blonde, is she part of your unit, or…”

He stuck the spoon into the ice cream and cleared his throat. “Yeah, um,” he cleared his throat again, “she is.”

“Oh,” I murmured. “And are you two…serious?”

“Have you ever known me to be serious about anyone?”

“Hell no,” I answered truthfully. In all the years I knew him, the longest relationship he had lasted eight weeks. At every barbeque or official dinner he brought a new variety of the same woman: tall, usually blond, and runway-model gorgeous. The old married men—whose envy was written all over their faces—dubbed him “Don Juan Hudson.”

“I don’t know,” I continued, “I just thought maybe you’d grown up in the past two years.”

A hard glare formed on his face. “I don’t have to explain myself to you, Iris.”

“I just want you to be happy, Luke. That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you.” I paused. “So, are you? Happy?”

He met my eyes. “Getting there. You?”

“Getting there.”

We stared at one another, our grins growing almost in unison. A memory I’d been trying to suppress since I laid eyes on him again could no longer be contained. Those blue eyes broke the wall. The sensations rocketed back through me. His lips on mine, tender but hungry. The taste of him. His fingers caressing my naked body. Him inside me. It was good. Damn good. Very intense. I—

His cellphone began chirping in his pocket, breaking whatever was passing between us. Thank God. Luke sighed and answered it. “Hudson…Wait, slow down…What?” he shouted. “How the hell is that possible? I told you to watch all of them…He was? Well, is he okay?…No, put out an APB on the car. When did all of this happen?…That was hours ago! They could be anywhere by now…No, we’re on our way to the hospital right now. Keep him there until we arrive.” He snapped the phone shut and looked over at me. “Shepherd’s in the hospital with a concussion.”

My mouth dropped to the floor. “What? What happened?”

“Apparently Mooney smashed him over the head with a lamp. He and Diana are missing.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. Why would he—”

“We’ll find out. But we need to get to the hospital. Right now.”

—

After battling the ten blocks to Lenox Hill Hospital in New York traffic, we located Shepherd in the ER, engaged in a heated discussion with Clarkson and Liu. Not even a concussion could suppress the man’s temper. He begrudgingly sat on a gurney, a large white bandage covering the right half of his forehead. I could see a few drops of blood on his powder-blue shirt, which was not tucked in for once. Shepherd jumped off the gurney, outrage written all over his face. Clarkson and Liu held out their arms to stop him.

“Dr. Shepherd,” Liu pleaded to the incensed man.

“You cannot keep me here! This is harassment. I am leaving right now!” Shepherd glanced at Luke and me as we approached, letting out an aggravated sigh. “Great.”

“Dr. Shepherd, you suffered a serious head injury—you need to calm down,” Luke instructed in a calm voice. “We are doing everything possible to find Mr. Mooney and Ms. Hall.”

Shepherd threw his hands up in exasperation. “I feel so much better now.” He turned his fiery gaze at me, eyes as wild as his hair. “This is all your fault,” he said, pointing at me. “He wouldn’t have taken her if you hadn’t pressed so hard. I am holding you personally responsible.”

“Why do you think he took her?” Luke asked.

“He’s afraid she’ll talk,” he answered.

“What about?” Luke asked.

“I don’t think I should say anything until my lawyer arrives,” Shepherd said. “Look what happened last time.”

“Sir,” Luke said, taking a step toward Shepherd, “Mr. Mooney has just assaulted you and abducted your girlfriend. My guess is that his intentions toward her are not good. You need to tell us everything right now.”

Shepherd mulled this over before sighing. “I may or may not have…gotten my dates wrong in regards to the nights you questioned me about.”

“What?” I asked.

“I am fairly sure Henry wasn’t with me and Diana the night that first woman was killed, or when we went to the cabin.” He looked down at the linoleum floor. “All those other dates you mentioned correlate to times he asked for time off.” He shook his head. “I did recognize those women. After each signing, they hung around, and I remember Henry speaking to them. Honestly, I didn’t connect the dots until you did.”

“Why didn’t you tell us any of this sooner?” Luke asked.

“The man is my best friend. Best friends lie for best friends,” he said, glancing at me. “I never thought he actually did it until he hit me.”

“Why did he take Diana?”

“You told Henry she told you everything. She knows what I do about him.” He paused. “Look, Henry is a very troubled man. Ever since his wife left he’s been in a downward spiral. He’s on two types of antidepressants that I know of, and I believe is abusing cocaine again. He’s not himself, especially after today’s nightmare. You have to find them before he hurts her.”

“All right,” Luke said. “We’re going to need you to come down to our office—”

“No way. I am leaving this hospital and finding them. You can’t stop me!” He pushed past Clarkson and Liu, muttering to himself.

Luke followed behind him. “Dr. Shepherd, we need your help finding them.”

Shepherd spun back around. “I’m not helping you do a damn thing. I can find them myself.”

“Dr. Shepherd, we are on the same team right now,” Luke said. “We have an APB out on his car, and every officer in the state is looking for it. We’ve even released the make and model to the press. Agents are at his apartment as we speak. He can’t get far, but if there’s any place he might go that you know of, you must tell us.”

He smoothed his wild sandy hair again and shook his head. “I can’t think of anywhere. He sticks close to the city.”

“Is there any place private he could go?”

“No,” he answered. “I don’t…wait. He has keys to my cabin. It’s isolated. He might take her there.”

“All right.” Luke stepped away from the group, taking out his cellphone at the same time. He walked over to the other side of the room and began talking.

I turned to Shepherd. “You set this up, didn’t you?”

He scoffed. “I got hit over the head,” he snapped. “I was unconscious for hours. If he had killed me, then would you have believed I had nothing to do with this?”

“No. I’d think Mooney figured out you weren’t worth a life sentence and decided to do America a great service.”

“Dr. Ballard…” Clarkson said.

Shepherd gave me that scathing look I’d gotten to know so well.

Luke returned. “We’re going to notify Samsonville police, and they’ll send someone out right away.”

“We can’t just wait around here—” Shepherd said.

“We aren’t,” Luke assured him. “There’s a chopper waiting at the office.”

“Then let’s go!” Shepherd commanded.

“You’re not going,” Luke said. “This is a live kidnapping and possible hostage situation. It’s too dangerous.”

“Nobody knows Henry like I do. If he’ll listen to anyone, it’ll be me.” He looked me square in the eye. “I can call him off. You know I can. I am the only one who can.”

Bastard. I didn’t have a single doubt Mooney would kill her if Shepherd wasn’t there to call off the whole pantomime. It was a gamble, but we’d all be watching him, so the damage would be limited. Also, I just didn’t want him out of my sight. “He’s right. He should come.”

Luke mulled this over. “Fine.”

The car Clarkson and Liu arrived in sat outside waiting for us. When everyone had piled into the car, Clarkson pushed a button and immediately white lights started flashing in front of and behind us, complete with siren. We pulled away from the curb and began speeding down Lexington Avenue, maneuvering through confused motorists who looked put out by having to make room for us.

We arrived at the office in five minutes. On the elevator ride to the roof, the men all took the time to check their guns, pulling back the chambers with a swish and having it fall back with a click. Shepherd’s eyes grew when the guns came out. For the rest of the ride he kept running his hand through his hair, making it stick up more and more. I couldn’t tell if he was actually nervous or just doing a good impression of it. My guess was the latter.

When we reached the roof, the wind from the helicopter blades pushed into us before the doors fully opened. Shepherd instantly covered his ears to block out the loud thumping. He removed them only when he put on the headset inside the helicopter. I sat between Liu and Clarkson, with Luke directly across from me. Shepherd moved next to Luke by the door, as far from me as he could possibly get. We made it a point not to look at each other the half hour it took to fly to Samsonville. He gazed out his window, deep in thought, and I looked out mine for most of the trip, trying to work out every possible scenario and contingency. The city of New York quickly disappeared under us, giving way to the tract houses and shopping malls of the suburbs. Luke talked constantly into his microphone the entire ride, but I couldn’t hear him over the thumping blades. He was patched directly to the New York Field Office. He wrote several things down on the pad he took from my purse. I thought that should warrant me being in the loop.

I pushed my communications button. “Luke, what’s up?”

Everyone, including Shepherd, turned toward me. I guess they all heard me.

“The police arrived on the scene,” he said. “Mooney’s car was parked in the driveway. They’ve set up a perimeter around the cabin.”

“Are they there?” Shepherd asked urgently.

“Confirmation on Mooney, but none on Ms. Hall,” Luke answered. “They’ve established contact with Mooney, but he won’t let Diana speak.”

“Have Hostage Rescue been deployed?” I asked.

“They’re mobilizing now, but the ETA’s half an hour after we arrive.”

“Has he hurt her?” Shepherd asked.

“We don’t know. He says he’ll only talk to Dr. Shepherd.”

Shepherd turned back to his window. I thought I saw a tear fall down his cheek. He quickly wiped it away. “Jesus, laying it on a little thick, don’t you think?” I muttered. Thankfully nobody could hear me.

“This is all my fault,” Shepherd said. “If I had just told you the truth…”

“She’s going to be fine,” Clarkson assured him. “We handle these things all the time.”

Shepherd turned toward Clarkson, cheeks glistening in the setting sun, and nodded. “Thank you.”

I turned back to my window, trying to hide my disgust. He played the victim very well. All those years with Mom made him an expert. I shook my head. I felt like I had a rock in my stomach weighing me down. Been a while since I felt it. Not that I missed it. Dread. Pure dread. This was not going to end well; I felt it. I knew it.

Someone was going to die tonight.


Chapter 23

The Samsonville PD certainly had their act together. In thirty minutes they managed to secure a half-mile radius around the two-story log cabin, not an easy feat. A dozen local officers were placed at strategic points all around the cabin and in the surrounding woods, giving them the perfect vantage point of every angle of the cabin. Some sat in trees with sniper rifles pointed at the black windows, others sat low to the ground with automatic weapons. Gotta love rural police forces; they could supply a small country with guns.

Police cruisers blocked the driveway and road, giving Mooney no means of escape by car. A command post equipped with rifles, tear gas, bullhorns, and stun guns sat fifty yards from the front door. Lieutenant Stuart Blanchard, the man in charge of this siege, was short with eyes that bugged out of their sockets. When he barked orders at his men, he reminded me of a psychotic drill sergeant ordering them to jump off a cliff. It was effective, though.

After our grand entrance—it was impossible to be subtle in a helicopter—we approached the small, red-faced man. Everyone but Shepherd and me flashed badges at him. Blanchard was not impressed.

“We have it under control,” Blanchard snapped. “I’m tired of you Febes bossing us around, giving us your scut work. It’s the second time today. We’ll have no problem talking this wacko down.”

“We know him,” Luke said. “The man is a suspect in one of our cases.”

“You’re probably the reason he’s pulled a Patty Hearst,” Blanchard said. “Lord knows what’ll happen if you take over. I watched the Waco thing; I know your policies. I’ll be damned if I let something like that happen in my jurisdiction. So why don’t you all get back into your fancy cars and let the real police work?”

That was it. “Listen very closely to me, you pathetic little shithead!” I shouted, pushing past Luke to get in Blanchard’s face. “There’s a woman in there held at gunpoint. She’s probably hurt and scared out of her mind, and you’re standing there trying to prove you’re the big dick around here? Get the fuck over yourself and let us get her out of there!”

I turned from a stunned Blanchard and grabbed the nearest bullhorn, smacking it against Shepherd’s chest. I took a step toward him and leaned into his ear. “I know you’re responsible for this,” I whispered through gritted teeth. “I know Mooney’s going to come out of that house and say he killed all those women. I do. But right now, I really don’t give a shit. I just want Diana out of there. Safe. That woman in there loves you, despite the fact that you’re a fucking psycho. And I swear to you on my husband’s grave, if she doesn’t come out of that house alive, you will not live to see your next birthday. I have no qualms about shooting you dead, and you know it. So do whatever you have to do to get her out of there. Do you understand me?”

He pulled his head away to meet my eyes and a fleeting smile crossed his face. He leaned into my ear and whispered, “It’ll be such bliss watching you break. I’m hard from the mere thought.” He stepped away and turned to Luke as if nothing had happened. “How effective is Kevlar?”

Before arriving on the scene, we were all given flak jackets, Shepherd included. You never knew when or where the bullets would fly in a situation like this.

“Very,” Luke answered. “I’d bet my life on it anytime.”

Shepherd nodded. “Okay.” With bullhorn in hand, he took a deep breath before walking toward the edge of the perimeter.

Luke stepped beside me. “What did you say to him?” he asked.

“Nothing.” I moved away from Luke and over to the table filled with assault rifles. It gave me the perfect view of Shepherd, who stood at the edge of the perimeter, holding the bullhorn up to his mouth. The rock in my stomach doubled in weight when Shepherd opened his mouth.

“Henry, it’s Jeremy,” he said into the bullhorn. “I’m here like you asked.”

I stared at the dark cabin illuminated from every direction by spotlights. All the lights inside were off, and all but one of the windows were covered with curtains. A dark figure passed behind them. “Jeremy?” Mooney shouted from inside the house.

The officers holding their guns turned their aim toward the open window with the white lace curtains billowing out. At least a dozen rifles and guns cocked around me. Blanchard probably told them to shoot on sight.

“I’m here,” Shepherd answered. “Henry, is Diana all right? May I speak with her?”

Mooney began to sob faintly in the distance. “I’m so sorry,” he cried like a hurt child. “I didn’t mean to hurt them.”

“Hurt who? Is Diana hurt?” Shepherd asked.

I scoffed at his false concern. They probably had this whole exchange scripted. I would have bet money Mooney had a piece of paper with each response in front of him.

“I didn’t want to kill them,” Mooney sobbed, “but they would have told. She did! Oh, Jeremy, they were so beautiful. I couldn’t help myself.” He began to wail, “Lord, forgive me.”

I looked over at Luke to get his reaction. He just stared blankly at Shepherd with his jaw set. I turned back to Shepherd.

“I know you didn’t mean it,” Shepherd said. “I’ll get you the best lawyer in Manhattan, I swear this to you. Just let Diana go.”

Silence filled the woods for an unbearable minute. The only sound was the static of the police scanner behind me. Everyone was holding his or her breath in anticipation. I knew I was.

“Henry?” Shepherd asked. “Please. Let her go.”

“I’m sorry, Jeremy,” Mooney finally wailed. “I never wanted you dragged into this. You were always good to me. I’m sorry I let you down. I just want you to know that. Goodbye.”

The boom of a single gunshot echoed through the woods in waves, causing the birds perched in the trees above to go flapping into the sky. Everyone around the house—myself included—crouched instinctively to the ground. For a second everyone stayed low, waiting for a second shot that didn’t come. After that second, we all got our wits about us and rose. The dozen officers stationed around the house began barreling toward it, rifles and shotguns pointed at the window. The curtains continued to billow in the breeze, but now little red stains marred the white lace. “Dear God,” I muttered.

I stood there, unable to move as the officers kicked down the wood door, sending it crashing inward. Five officers in full tactical gear disappeared into the house, checking corners with their guns as they moved. A few seconds later, one came out and stood in the demolished doorway. “All clear!” he shouted. Two paramedics pushed past me with Luke, Clarkson, and Liu following them close toward the house. I decided to bring up the rear. I really, really, really didn’t want to go into that house.

But I had to.

As we ran to the house, we passed Shepherd sitting on the ground, staring into space, and rocking back and forth. One of the paramedics knelt down and pulled out a blood pressure cuff. Shepherd didn’t seem to notice. Catatonia, a symptom of shock. He was doing a fair impression of it, though it wasn’t exactly hard to fake. I looked away from him in disgust.

The cabin was a zoo. We pushed our way into the living room, where all the activity was. Officers and paramedics went about their jobs, checking around the bodies and already bagging evidence.

I learned in college that the best way to trigger memories was through smell. A whiff of baking cookies could instantly take some people back into their grandmother’s kitchen. The smell inside the cabin brought another memory back to me as the acrid odor of burnt flesh, cordite, and human waste assailed my nostrils. This was what my house smelled like after Hayden was shot. My brain recognized it and shot me a snapshot of Hayden lying on his back with a large, bloody hole where his right ear used to be with a thin stream of smoke billowing out of it. I swallowed down the bile. Keep it together, Iris.

A paramedic knelt beside Henry Mooney’s body, checking his neck for a pulse. He wouldn’t find one. The left side of Mooney’s head was nothing but a pulpy mixture of red blood and brain matter. To his left was the remainder of his brain, which resembled raw hamburger meat flung against the brown wood wall. His dark brown eyes stared blankly up at the ceiling as he lay on his back, a gun gripped tightly in his right hand. Blood trickled down the wall and pooled on the floor. This was way too fucking familiar.

Across the room, a second paramedic knelt beside Diana. Luke stood on the other side of the body, staring at her face. I stopped beside him and gazed down. Diana Hall was as beautiful in death as she was in life. The only difference between then and now was the small red-and-purple hole in her forehead, with a thin stream of blood dripping to the side. The blond hair beneath her head was now red, saturated with blood. Her head was tilted to the left, and her mouth was open an inch. Her vacant black eyes gazed at the red floor. She lay on her back, palms up. A loud gasp escaped my mouth when the realization hit me.

Oh, fuck me. Oh, God. He…

I turned from Diana’s body and bulldozed my way through the countless officers bringing equipment in. Without thinking, I sprinted toward the now standing Shepherd so fast it was like I’d grown wings. Shepherd was about to open his mouth when I reached him.

“You motherfucking son of a bitch!”

Before I realized it, my right fist made contact with his jaw, his limp body falling to the ground as he held his jaw as if he were afraid it would fall off. The paramedic just stood there, stunned. I may have been thin, but I was strong, 105 pounds of pure hatred. But my fire-hot rage was not assuaged by one punch. I took a step toward him, raising my right leg back at the knee, getting ready to kick the crap out of him. He held up his arms, pleading softly for me to stop. No way in hell. Just as I was about to bring my foot forward, I felt a vice tighten around my waist, pulling me away.

“Iris, stop it!” Luke ordered, tightening his grip on me.

“Let me go!” I howled, kicking and scratching his hands with my fingernails until I drew blood.

His grip only tightened more. “Calm down!” Luke yelled. I kicked and I hit his sides with my fists for lack of something better to do. Nothing worked; he still held onto me for dear life. “Iris, stop it or I’ll arrest you.”

I let my body go limp, holding up my hands in defeat. “Okay, I’ll stop,” I said. “I’ll stop.”

“Can you control yourself?” Luke asked, almost breathless.

“I can. I’ll be good.”

He released me. A strong ache in my hand rocketed up my arm, painful enough that I groaned. Fuck. I tried to move my fingers but the pain worsened. Great.

Shepherd had gotten to his feet during my tantrum and was being examined by a paramedic. Though tears filled his eyes, he moved his jaw around. Luke stepped toward the duo. “Is it broken?” Luke asked.

“No,” the paramedic answered. “I didn’t hear a crack.”

Great, I probably had a broken hand and Shepherd walked away with a bruise. If there were any justice in the world, I would have knocked off his entire jaw. Shepherd looked over at me through the tears. “You’re out of your fucking mind!” he shouted at me. “You’re going to jail, Ballard. I’m pressing charges!”

I stepped toward him, ready for round two, but Luke moved in front of me. “Iris, just walk away. Just walk away, okay?” he pleaded through gritted teeth.

I glanced at Shepherd, who just stood there clutching his wounded jaw. So not worth it. I turned back to Luke and nodded. His tense body seemed to relax a fraction at least. I jutted my chin out and walked past Shepherd with my head held high. I maintained this facade until I got into the command post. If at all possible, never let them see you sweat.

Officers walking to and fro eyed me as I passed. I tried to ignore them by looking straight ahead at the flashing lights, but I could still feel their gazes on me. There was an open police car off to the side, away from the havoc. The perfect place to hide. I climbed into the passenger’s side and sat facing the trees. If I couldn’t see behind me, I could ignore everything and maybe it would all go away. If I just sat there staring at the calm trees long enough everyone would just vanish, and I would have peace. Seemed logical at the time.

Of course it was hard to find peace with a throbbing hand. My fingers were already swelling, with my index finger turning a light shade of purple. I was going to need X-rays and a splint at the very least. Fuck, I used to pull my punches better. Guess I was out of practice.

I slowly wiggled each finger up and down at the knuckle. They moved, though not without a painful protest. I was working the thumb when Luke came up to me with an ice pack in his bandaged hand. “Is your hand broken?”

“I don’t know.”

He gently took my hand and began moving my index finger around in a circle. I winced in pain. He shook his head before placing the ice pack on my hand. I winced again. “I don’t think it’s broken,” he said. “We’ll take you to the hospital just to be sure.”

I nodded and sighed. I hated hospitals. After my last stay, I swore I’d never set foot in another one again as a patient. I just couldn’t seem to keep my promises lately. “Are you okay?” I asked, eyeing his bandaged hands.

“Not too bad. I’m just glad you keep your nails short.”

“I am so sorry. I just saw red.”

“It was horrible in there. I wanted to punch somebody too.”

“You always did have better impulse control than me.” He didn’t contradict me. “I really screwed up, didn’t I? But after what he did, I…” I shook my head. “He did a good job, didn’t he? Got me to do exactly what he wanted me to.”

“Iris, what the hell are you talking about?”

I quickly looked up. “You know.”

Luke’s brow furrowed. “Know what?”

“You didn’t see it?” I asked in disbelief.

“See what?”

“In there…It didn’t remind you of anything?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re—”

“Diana was shot as she was lying face up on the floor. Mooney stood over her and shot her dead center in the forehead.”

“So?”

“Mooney shot himself on the right side of the head just above the ear. It was uncanny.” No sparks of recognition went off. “Do I have to spell it out for you?”

He looked as if I were speaking in another language. Then his expression changed from confusion to enlightenment. “Iris, you don’t think—”

“This was my punishment,” I stated as a plain fact. “I got the upper hand, and he had to punish me for it.”

“It’s a coincidence. There are only so many kill shots a person has.”

“He could have shot her in the chest and eaten the gun, but he didn’t. He shot her exactly as I shot Meriwether, and then he shot himself the way Hayden went. When I walked into that house, I felt like I was transported back two years. How could you not see it?”

“I was a little distracted, Iris. I barely had time to assess the scene before you went nuts. You know he can have you arrested, don’t you?”

“He deserved it.”

“You’re probably right, but—”

“Probably? Of course I’m right! His death toll has just risen to eight, and the fucker’s still not behind bars!”

“Mooney shot Diana,” he said, “and then killed himself.”

“Under Shepherd’s orders!”

“You think Shepherd told Mooney to shoot himself and Mooney just blindly acquiesced?” Luke asked incredulously. “Mooney didn’t strike me as the type of guy who’d agree to something like that.”

“He agreed to lie.”

“Lying and killing yourself are two very different things, Iris.”

“He was his bodyguard, Luke. He was willing to take a bullet for Shepherd, and that’s exactly what he did.”

“Or maybe you’re just missing the obvious. Maybe Shepherd’s telling the truth.”

My jaw dropped. “What? You can’t honestly believe that! Not after—”

“Iris, the man confessed! He just shot a woman to death!”

“Under Shepherd’s orders!”

“Iris, look at the facts. Mooney has no alibi, he has access to the drugs, he met all the women, and he’s a former cop.”

“The Woodsman is a doctor.”

“According to you.”

“Fuck you!”

Luke grabbed me by the shoulders. “Iris, maybe you wanted so much to be right, you focused all your energy on someone who fit what you thought this guy was.”

“You did too.”

“Because you did,” he admitted.

“What about Diana’s confession?” I asked. “What about what happened in the interrogation room? You saw him!”

“I saw you push and push and use every psychological trick in the book. You hounded them. You showed Diana disgusting pictures and threatened to arrest her. You accused Shepherd of incest. I would have flown into a rage too.”

“I don’t believe this,” I said with a wry chuckle. I shrugged his hands off my shoulders. “And what about the phone calls? Let me guess, I just imagined those?”

“No, but maybe someone was just having fun with you.”

“Fuck you.” I jumped out of the car and started up the gravel driveway, shaking my head and hugging myself. I couldn’t believe this.

I heard his running footsteps coming behind me. “Iris, wait…”

I spun around. “Are you so desperate to close this case you’d let a guilty man go free?”

“I’m not saying he’s innocent. I’m just saying we have another suspect to investigate. I want justice for those women just as much as you do.”

“You are playing right into his hands! Don’t you see that?”

“It is my job to look at the facts, all the evidence, and right now they’re pointing to Henry Mooney. That can change in an instant. I’m just playing devil’s advocate here. It’s certainly possible—”

“Agent Hudson!” Clarkson called out from the command post, holding up a phone. “Agents found something in Mooney’s apartment.”

Luke took off at a brisk jog, and I followed behind at a leisurely pace. I really had no desire to hear this. I knew it was the final nail in the coffin. Clarkson eyed me as I approached. He was probably afraid I’d go off again, and he’d be the one bleeding this time.

Luke listened. “That’s great,” he said. “Now just make sure you bag it…Keep looking…Well, I don’t think that’s fair…She…Fine, I’ll tell her.” He hung up.

“Well?” Clarkson asked.

Luke glanced at me. “They found the hearts.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Son of a bitch. “Of course they did.”

“Where?” Clarkson asked.

“Mooney’s bedside table,” Luke said. “Apparently he dried them. The forensics guys almost mistook them for prunes.”

“They find anything else?” Clarkson asked.

“Ropes, boots, and a scalpel in a bag in the back of his closet.”

“So it’s him,” Clarkson declared with a laugh. “It’s really him. We did it! We caught him!”

“Congratulations,” I said snidely.

Both Clarkson and Luke eyed me warily.

“Reggie’s on his way down,” Luke said. “He, um…” Luke cleared his throat. “He wants you off the scene immediately.”

“What?”

“Shepherd called Beaton the second you left, and he called Reggie,” Luke said. “Beaton’s on his way now too. It’s just better if you’re not here.”

I scoffed. “Fine, I’m leaving.”

“We’ll have someone take you to the hospital,” Luke said. “Get your hand examined.”

“Whatever.”

I walked back the way I came, away from all the death. I was halfway to the car when I noticed that the gravel under my feet crackled like hot coals on a fire. With each step the noise grew louder and louder until it was all-consuming. My chest suddenly tightened like someone was sitting on it. I knew what was coming, which made the panic even worse. I tried to draw breath in but my airway wouldn’t open. I couldn’t breathe. I gasped for air but none entered. The world spun like a record only much faster, the trees passing me over and over again. If I didn’t stop spinning, I thought I’d throw up. My head just wanted to float away to the clouds like a balloon. I let it.

Sweet oblivion, take me away.


Chapter 24

“Hayden?” I called through the empty house.

I got no answer from the living room. I was sure I heard something in there, a door opening or something. Probably just pre-moving jitters. I finished wrapping up the last vase in bubble wrap and set it in the box. That was the end of it. We were now officially done packing. The moving van was coming at eight tomorrow morning for everything. Grafton, North Carolina, look out. The doctors Sage are coming for ya.

We were doing it. We were actually doing it. We’d talked about it for so long, but we were finally doing it. Who cared if I was leaving Behavioral Analysis, which I’d been working my whole life toward, to go back to interviewing farmers who’d bought too much fertilizer? He was worth it. No doubts on that front. Not anymore. I just hoped I fit in. Playing the role of small-town doctor’s wife, baking cookies and going to garden parties, was not in my wheelhouse. But I’d learn. And hell, it’d be nice to go to a party where everyone wasn’t packing heat. I would be the perfect wife, I would. And then the perfect mother. I’d already chucked my birth control out a week before. For all I knew, I was pregnant already. That thought brought a smile to my face. I—

The creak of the floorboards brought me out of my daydream. It couldn’t be Luke. He wouldn’t come in without knocking, if he was coming at all. That left…A sweet smile crossed my face. “That didn’t take long at all,” I said, my back still to the door. “I hope you didn’t spend too much. We can barely afford water now…”

I spun around expecting to find my handsome husband with champagne in hand, but instead found a six-foot monster with that sly grin that cost seven little girls their lives filling the doorway. But that wasn’t what stopped my breath. The huge hunting knife in his hand did.

I stood paralyzed for a second, just staring at him in shock. He was not supposed to be here. He’d escaped to Mexico—I was sure of it. A million thoughts shot through my brain in a second. The knife. My training. My gun. Grafton. Hayden. Luke. Fight. Flight. Fight! My Glock was in the box nearest the bed, and I lunged for it. I didn’t reach it in time. He charged at me like lightning, on one side of the room one second and the next, grabbing my hair and tossing me to the hardwood floor. I was stunned for a moment as my head hit, all my training lost in the depths of my shocked brain. He used this moment to pounce.

The knife plunged into my abdomen with such force I was sure it came out on the other side. The pain was unimaginable, all-consuming, like a red-hot poker being shoved inside me. I cried out, but my attacker laughed at my pain. He’d been waiting for this moment. He’d been planning this since I slapped the cuffs on him. The month he’d spent in jail awaiting trial gave him plenty of time to perfect his plan, and now that the moment was here, he reveled in it. His cold blue eyes danced and sang with triumph. His shrill, maniacal laugh rang out in my ears. He thought he’d won.

Rage filled me with each laugh, pushing away all remnants of pain. All sound faded away, leaving nothing but the pounding of my still beating heart. Something snapped inside me like nothing I’d ever felt before. I chose to live.

The Rosetta Ripper knelt beside me, leaving his most sensitive area exposed. I kicked with all my might, sending his balls up into his throat. With a gasp, he fell to the floor beside me, hitting his head on the edge of the bench in front of my bed. His eyes didn’t open. Pushing myself up on weak arms, I managed to get to my feet. I staggered and swayed to the bathroom a few feet away, clicking the lock in place.

I fell against the door and slid down it, feeling a sharp pain when I hit the floor. The knife was still in me. Looking down at it, my blood seeping down my leg and pooling on the black and white tile floor I’d spent an entire afternoon scrubbing, I couldn’t help but laugh. I looked like an idiot in a horror movie and was acting like one, too. I laughed hysterically for so long tears started, and suddenly I was crying. The shock was wearing off. Knowing enough not to pull the knife out, I grabbed a hanging towel and pressed it against my wound. The blood wasn’t black, so I knew he’d missed my liver. Relief washed over me, then darkness. How much time passed, I don’t know. Minutes, I found out later. Then all I knew was that a gunshot pulled me out of the abyss. My eyes flew open to find a bullet hole in the door.

“Ballard,” the monster called to me from the other side of the door in his Texas twang. “You alive in there, girl? Hope so. You have five seconds to get your sweet ass out here, girl. We ain’t done yet.”

“Go away,” I whispered unevenly. “Go away.”

“There’s someone out here that wants to see you,” he said in a singsong voice. “I’ll give you a hint. He’s got black hair, and he’s holding some cheap-ass champagne.”

No. No.

“Hayden?” I shouted.

“Iris,” Hayden said, his voice breaking. “He has a gun. Please—”

I didn’t check him for other weapons. I should have checked him for other weapons. Oh, God.

“Ten seconds, girl, or say bye-bye hubby,” Meriwether said.

I couldn’t stand; I couldn’t move. He had my Hayden out there, I had to move. But if I went out there, he’d kill me. I didn’t want to die; I wasn’t ready yet. I wanted to move to North Carolina and have babies. I was too young to die. I couldn’t go out there.

“Ballard, you know I’ll shoot him. Get out here now!”

Hayden. I had to save Hayden. But…I had to. With what little strength I had, I grabbed the wooden hilt of the knife, pulling the metal out of me as fast as I could. It hurt more coming out than going in. How I didn’t scream I don’t know. Maybe I did. “I’m coming out.”

With what little strength I had, I moved my legs, but I slipped in my own blood and fell again. I grabbed hold of the door handle and pulled myself up. My hands shook so badly I could barely unlock the door. But I did.

I stepped into hell.

They stood ten feet away in the doorway, my husband in front of the monster with a gun I recognized as mine held right above the ear that I’d nibbled many a time. The monster stood behind him, an odd grin on his face. I met my husband’s eyes, and for a fleeting moment, we were the only two people in the world. He gazed at me like the first time he saw me, like I was the most beautiful creature to ever grace this world. Our terror faded away, and the trembling stopped. The world slowed to a standstill and all I could see were his beautiful eyes saying, “I love—”

A deafening bang and flash of white light jolted me back to reality. The left side of my husband’s head exploded in a tapestry of red and white against our freshly painted white wall. As he fell to the floor, his eyes never moved from mine. That look of love never left them, not even in death.

I didn’t cry. I didn’t scream. I stood there gazing at my husband’s body on our floor, his eyes still upon me. I didn’t even see the monster approach. I didn’t register his presence until his sour breath was on my face. A once tan face was now covered with red war paint. My husband’s blood dripped down his chin onto the floor. The bastard didn’t seem to notice. He didn’t care. All that mattered now was us.

He pressed the gun to my forehead. It was still hot from the last firing and burnt my skin. I didn’t flinch. I was beyond pain. I was beyond everything. He smiled again, eyes still dancing with victory. I wiped that smile right off his face. The knife came out of its hiding spot in my robe, and I just slid it into his chest as if the hole were already there, waiting to be filled. Fucker. The look of surprise on his face almost made me laugh. He howled in pain so loud the dogs next door joined in. I pushed the knife to the hilt.

The gun dropped to the floor beneath us.

Warm blood spurted out of the hole onto my hands as he shrieked. As I let go of the slick handle, he fell to the floor. I stood over him, watching the life trickle out of him. The shrieks gave way to coughs. Each one brought out more blood than the last. His lungs were filling with blood. Good.

I bent down to get closer to him, and he met my eyes. Gone was the cockiness of victory; only pain and intense terror remained. I picked up the discarded gun, examining it. Government-issue Glock 22 in .40 S&W caliber. The gun that killed my husband. Mine. My gun. My protection from the monsters that wreaked havoc on the world. Only fitting that it rid the world of another. The monster’s expression changed as I drew the gun to his forehead. Little bubbles of blood popped on the sides of his mouth as he silently pleaded. I cocked the hammer. Just then, the cavalry arrived.

We both heard the front door breaking down and shouts from the other room. The monster broke eye contact first, his head twisting toward the door. I turned my head after him and saw my partner standing over my husband’s body, pointing his gun at me. His lips moved but no sound came out. Blue and red lights flashed outside my window on the street. I slowly turned back to the monster. He was smiling. He thought salvation had arrived. He turned back from the doorway and looked up at me, triumphant. His smile faded when he looked into my eyes.

I pulled the trigger.

The gunshot echoed as I jerked awake, the smell of the gunpowder and vanilla candles I had burning lingering. After I could breathe again, I noticed the ache in my abdomen. Panic stricken, I reached down to make sure my wound hadn’t reopened. I felt the rough skin where my scar was. The moisture on my abdomen was just sweat, not blood. Thank God. It was only a dream.

I glanced around the room, which really wasn’t a room, just a gurney with a white curtain around it. To my right was a machine with wavy lines on a monitor. A wire trailed back to my finger, which had a piece of white plastic on it. A blood pressure machine. That took me back. Okay, I was in a hospital. Talk about déjà vu.

I closed my eyes to calm myself down, but a minute later the curtain swished open and Luke stepped in, closing the curtain behind him.

“What happened?” I asked.

He came beside my bed and peered down at me. “You had a panic attack.”

“Oh, shit. How long was I out?”

“Two hours.”

I groaned in embarrassment. “Did everyone see?”

“It was hard to miss. One minute you were walking and the next you fell to the ground. At first, we thought you had just fainted, but Dr. Shepherd—”

“What did Shepherd do to me?” I asked urgently.

“Nothing. He saw you stumbling, gasping for air, and then falling over. He was the first over to you. He checked for—”

“You let him touch me?”

“He took your pulse.”

“Why the hell didn’t you push him away?”

“Iris, for God’s sake, the man’s a doctor. He just touched your wrist and your eyelids to check your pupils. Calm down.”

I turned my head away from Luke toward the machine. My BP had gone up considerably. Revulsion and shame did that. “Did you arrest him?”

“For what? Taking your pulse?”

“For killing those women.”

The coward peered at the floor to avoid my eyes. He took another step toward me, pulling the chair next to the bed closer. The last time someone did that very same thing, it was my mother when I awoke from major surgery and was asking for my husband. She gazed at the ground, pulled up a chair, and told me he was dead. This was not going to be good news. “Iris…” he began, “a scalpel was found in Mooney’s apartment. It had two types of blood on it, and they matched Audrey’s and McIntyre’s. The only set of prints on it belonged to Mooney.”

“So?”

“We also found thiopental sodium and pictures of the women taken without their knowledge in front of their homes and offices. Mooney’s fingerprints were on those, too.”

“Luke it was a setup. That psycho wants you to think—”

“Iris,” he said with a hard edge, “listen to me. Henry Mooney killed those women, not Jeremy Shepherd. It’s all but official. We’re just waiting for Shaw to review everything before we close the case. I’m sorry.”

Damn it. My tears began to fall again, and I turned away from him. I wiped the tears away. “You used to have faith in me,” I said, my voice breaking. “Why can’t you now?”

“Iris, we wouldn’t have caught him if it weren’t for you. You found him. He’ll never kill again. That’s your doing. You did good.”

The curtain swished open again. “Sir?” Clarkson asked. “They need you back down at the scene. Agent Lamb’s arrived.”

“Be right there.”

“You’d better go,” I told him.

“I’ll come back to check on you later,” he said. “Okay?”

“Fine,” I whispered.

Silence filled the tiny space. Finally, Luke said, “I’m sorry.”

His footsteps moved away, and I heard the curtain close. Good riddance. Judas. A few seconds later, I turned to see if he’d really gone and sat up. The dizziness that whacked my vision wasn’t enough to stop me. I had to get out of there before he returned. My purse was under the bed, and I rooted around for my cellphone. I found candy bars, lipstick, my tape recorder, my wallet, my gun, a little man…I stopped. I’d forgotten all about him.

I pulled out the Luke Skywalker action figure. This man, no bigger than my palm, held up his green sword ready to do battle with the forces of the dark side. Just looking at him, so tough and fearless, a choking gasp escaped my mouth. More tears fell and I didn’t try to stop them. I was supposed to be strong for the women—to be their avenger—but…I’d failed.

“Oh, Gabriel,” I whispered, “I’m so sorry.” Luke Skywalker went back into my bag, and the cell came out. Information gave me the number of United Airlines at LaGuardia. “Yes, hello,” I said, trying to remain calm. “I need your first flight to Charlotte, North Carolina.” I was put on hold.

“Leaving the party so soon?”

I didn’t even bother to turn. “Get out,” I said through clenched teeth.

“I just came to check on you,” Shepherd said, amusement in his voice. “You gave us quite the scare.”

This time I spun around. “Get out or I’ll scream.”

“Your scream and whimpers didn’t bring anyone before; I doubt they will now.”

“What?”

“I’ve been sitting outside for the past two hours. You were crying and groaning in your sleep. Must have been some nightmare. Care to share? I am a trained professional.”

“Fuck you.”

“I’ve offered quite a few times—you finally ready to take me up on it? I am single now.”

“You’re a sick fucking monster is what you are.”

“Sticks and stones,” he said. “Are you trying to hurt my feelings?”

“You have no feelings.”

“On the contrary, I feel things quite deeply.”

“Please,” I scoffed, “you’re about as deep as a puddle. She loved you, you know? She would have done anything for you.”

“If that cunt had really loved me she would have kept her damn mouth shut.”

“Unlike you, she had a soul.”

“Not anymore,” he said with a smirk. “Now she’s just a slab of meat, courtesy of one Dr. Iris Ballard.”

“Are you trying to get a rise out of me?” I asked. “Want the other side of your face to match?”

He touched his tender jaw. “You are a lot stronger than you look. It’s a good thing I don’t bruise easily. Well, not that easily. You should see the job the last bitch did to my shins.”

“Are you done gloating yet?”

He sat on the other side of my gurney, tilting his head to give the impression of understanding and compassion. “I’m not gloating, Iris,” he said seriously. “I didn’t win anything. You found me, and I must say you put up a hell of a fight. You cost me the two people closest to me. I’ll never forgive you for that.”

“I didn’t make you do anything. You chose to sacrifice them to save your own pathetic ass. How did you do it, anyway? Just walk up to Mooney and say ‘Hey, kill yourself for me?’ ”

“The day he left the treatment center he said he’d gladly give his life for mine. I asked him to prove it.”

“They loved you, and you act like they’re disposable. Garbage.”

“We always hurt the ones we love. You know that better than anyone.”

“You really are out of your fucking mind.”

“Another thing we have in common.” He jumped off the bed. “Did you enjoy my little work of art in the cabin? It was inspired. Did Henry get all the little details right? We only had the crime scene photos to go off of. Judging from your reaction, I’d say that it was right on point. I thought it was fitting, seeing as you’re the reason they had to die.”

“Motherfucker…” I reached into my bag on the bed as quick as a flash and pulled out my gun, aiming it dead center at Shepherd’s chest. He didn’t even flinch, only grinned. “Get the fuck out of here before I blow you out.”

The gun trembled in my outstretched hands; even with the teacup grip it wouldn’t stay still. Shepherd didn’t glance at the gun. He peered into my eyes, cool as ice, as if I were holding a water pistol.

“Here’s your chance, Iris,” he said in a steady voice. “You won’t get a second. Go ahead. We both know you’ve been dying to for weeks, so pull the trigger.” He took another casual step toward me. “Would it be better if I lie down? I know that is your position of choice.” He bridged the gap so only my quivering, outstretched arms separated us. My breath came out in ragged gasps. “Maybe you need a little help,” he said softly. He enveloped my quaking hands into his own smooth ones, moving the muzzle over his heart. “You have me right where you want me,” he said in the soothing voice a lover uses. “I got away with it, Iris. I won’t be punished, not for this, not for anything. And you’re right; I will do it again. This is the only way to stop me. So do it. Do it!”

My finger found the trigger, lightly touching it. God, I wanted to do it. Every inch of me wanted to. But I couldn’t. Shepherd’s cold eyes danced with the dare. He wanted me to shoot him. The gun dropped down to my side. “You may be going to hell, but you aren’t dragging me down there with you.”

His eyes turned arctic, with the left one twitching. “You just made a very big mistake,” he said. “You missed your only chance to get rid of me. I won’t be giving you another.” He moved away, opening the curtain. “It’s been thrilling, Iris.” He spun back around and winked. “I can’t wait to do it again.” He swished the curtain closed, disappearing behind the thin white cloth.

“I’ll be waiting.”

—

When I got back to the hotel, I tossed the few items I’d unpacked in my suitcase and zipped up my toiletry bag. Time to make a quick getaway. Only the agent who drove me from the hospital knew I was leaving. My flight was scheduled to leave in two hours, so I had to haul ass to LaGuardia before anyone could stop me. As I finished packing, I listened to the news.

The story had hit the airwaves: Tragedy in the Catskills. Pictures of Diana and Shepherd together at some function kept coming on, followed by a shot of Mooney in his police blues ten years prior. My picture had been flashed a few times, followed by an explanation that I was working on the case and had to be rushed to the hospital for unknown reasons. At least my fifteen minutes were almost up. Small consolation.

When I snuck out of the hospital, Shepherd was in front of the cameras doing an impressive impression of a human being, crying for Diana and the other poor souls Mooney killed. They ate it up. America loved a tragic hero. If only they knew.

Shepherd came back on the screen, eyes filled with unshed tears. “I had no idea. None,” he insisted. “If I had, I would have turned him in to the authorities without a second thought. I wish I had known. Then maybe,” he started to choke up, “Diana would still be alive.”

Cue the violins.

I shut off the TV, zipped up my suitcase, and left the room. Past time to go home. I’d done enough damage. As I walked through the lobby, I spotted the second-to-last person I wanted to see coming through the doors. Shit. I stopped dead as he slowly came over. “Thought I’d find you here.”

“How’d you know?”

“I work for the FBI—it’s my job to track people down,” he answered. “You snuck out of the hospital and didn’t even sign out. I was worried.”

“I knew they wouldn’t let me go.”

“There is a reason for that. You were unconscious for hours. There were still some more tests to run.”

“You here to drag me back?”

“I know you better than that,” Luke said. “You were going to leave without saying goodbye?”

“That was the general plan.”

He cleared his throat. “I thought I would at least warrant a note.”

“I thought it would be for the best,” I said. “No teary goodbyes and false promises to keep in touch. You fucked up my plan.”

“Why do you always have to be so…cruel?”

I scoffed. “I’m not cruel, I’m honest. There’s a difference.”

“I thought we’d…”

“What?” I snapped. “What did you think would happen? I’d realize my life is empty without you, and I’d fall back into your arms professing eternal love?”

“I thought we were friends again,” he said. “I thought I’d be worth a second fucking thought.”

I met his desperate eyes with my cold ones. “If you were my friend, you’d believe me about Shepherd. You’d believe in me. You don’t, so we have nothing left to say to one another.” I started walking to the exit, making it outside to the curb before he reached me.

“Iris…”

I twisted around. “In all the years you’ve known me have I ever been so off course? I mean…could a man like Henry Mooney really have pulled all of this off? You saw his psych profile from when he joined the NYPD. He had average intelligence and poor impulse control. No way in hell he could have waited months to kill them. And what the hell does he know about surgery?”

“He did it, Iris.”

“No, he didn’t. Luke, it’s all too convenient. All that was missing was a bow. And I think somewhere deep inside of you knows it. And when it does finally dawn on you, then, maybe then we’ll start swapping Christmas cards again. Until then, I have nothing more to say to you.”

I was about to take a step when Luke’s voice stopped me. “You’re asking me to believe in something so outrageous…” He shook his head.

“No,” I said sadly, “I’m asking you to believe in me. I’ve always believed in you. I’ve trusted you more than I ever have anyone else. Ever. And I thought you felt the same way about me.” A cab pulled up to the curb, and I moved to get in.

“Iris, don’t—”

I bit my lower lip to fight back more fucking tears. I could still feel his gaze on my back, burrowing a hole inside me. As the car was about to move, I glanced over my shoulder at him one last time. Luke stood there, looking as if someone had torn his heart out. The only other time I’d seen that look—so wounded—was when he was holding me that night, rocking me back and forth in his lap as I almost bled to death. I opened my mouth to say something, anything to wipe that look off his face, but I didn’t. There was nothing left to say. I simply turned back around as the car drove away.

It wasn’t until we were around the corner that I began to weep.


Soon.


Chapter 25

Home sweet home.

BOOM!

My Glock kicked back in my sore hand as a nice, round hole instantly appeared in the left-hand side of the black paper silhouette fifteen feet away, joining the countless others.

BOOM!

Another hole blossomed below the first. If this paper man were real, he’d be dead in less than three seconds. Might as well finish him off.

BOOM!

He was a goner. Well, that’s what he got for hanging himself on one of my trees, looking all silhouettey. Someone came into the wrong damn backyard.

I pulled off my mufflers with a sigh. Gus barked furiously in the house behind me as usual. This was part of my new routine, target practice. I woke up, took Gus for our run, then some did house repair, followed by shredding paper targets. A full life. The house repair was fun. For all my worthless hard work, the week and a half I was fucking everything up for the FBI, I made two grand. The check arrived by messenger the morning after I got back. It was more than I made in a month teaching, and my bank account was happy to see it. Half the money went into savings, and the other half went to fixing up the house. One empty room had become a guest bedroom with twin beds and a dresser I found at a thrift shop, and the other was now my office. Some of the knickknacks and pictures that I kept down in the basement came upstairs as well, turning the place into something that resembled a home. It was a start.

I asked Carol to assist with the shopping. We went to Charlotte, Winston-Salem, even as far as Durham looking for bargains. It didn’t take her long to figure out I was dragging her all over the state looking for throw pillows just so I could keep her in my sights. Like everyone else in the world, she thought I was just being paranoid. The day after I returned, I spent two hours pleading for her and Patrick to move in with me, first claiming it was for my benefit, that I was frightened to be alone, but of course she saw right through me. She finally agreed to phone calls every four hours just so I’d know she was okay. Hadn’t missed one yet, thank God, mainly because I threatened her with bodily harm if she did.

Another of my new hobbies was watching the news. BNN, MSNDC, local stations, whichever was covering the Woodsman. In part, it was to see what they were saying about me. The local stations and a few affiliates were camped in front of my house when I got home and didn’t leave until three days later when they finally figured out I wasn’t going to comment.

Shepherd wasn’t so camera shy. The majority of the broadcasts had been of him weeping silently for the lost love of his life, playing up the sympathy of America for all it was worth, and it was worth a lot. His book sales quadrupled that week, and he even received an offer for his own talk show. The broadcasts turned my stomach, but I had to watch them. It was the only way I could think of to protect Carol and myself, because nobody else seemed to give a damn. The Grafton Sheriff’s Department sure as shit wouldn’t help. They refused to do drive-bys of Carol’s house. As far as they were concerned, the Woodsman wasn’t a threat anymore. That, and I was insane. Hell, maybe I was. I took my gun everywhere, even to the bathroom. I was skittish as all hell, too. At the smallest noise, I went diving for the phone to call 911.

The first time I called the police was when I awoke in the middle of the night to a loud boom outside my bedroom window. I leapt out of bed, cellphone and gun in my hands, before locking myself in the bathroom until the police arrived minutes later. They searched the house and found a large tree branch on the front steps.

The second time I didn’t have to call them. The house alarm went off when I was making dinner, giving me a heart attack along with a headache. When the police came again, they found a broken windowpane and one of the cats in the basement. My reputation as “Crazy Iris Ballard” grew even larger.

I should have known better because I knew Shepherd was in New York, as most interviews were done in front of his apartment building. I especially liked the broadcast of Diana’s funeral that morning. I watched with revulsion as Shepherd eulogized her, saying that when they met it was love at first sight, and he’d never been as happy with anyone as he was with her, and on and on. I switched off the television for the first time in a week.

Thunder boomed above me in the thick gray clouds that quickly engulfed the bright blue. A gust of wind followed, practically ripping the target off the tree. The first big summer storm looked like it was going to be a doozy. A few raindrops fell as I walked to the house. The alarm screeched like a wounded bird when I unlocked the door but stopped when I put in the code. Yes, I was so paranoid that I set my alarm even when I was right outside the house. I’d been diligent with the alarm and gate to the point of compulsion. I figured I’d bought them for a reason, and I had better put them to use.

Another boom of thunder cracked, sending an already nervous Gus bolting out of the living room and up the stairs into my bedroom. Thunder terrified him more than gunshots—go figure. Thinking of…I filled the clip with the last of the bullets and cocked one into the chamber.

The buzzer for the gate rang, which meant my nosey neighbor down the street called the sheriff again. Besides the two times I’d called the police, my neighbor Mrs. Fine had them pop by three other times for reports of gunshots. She needed to get a better hobby. I set the gun next to my purse and walked through the living room over to the intercom.

“Hello?” I asked.

“Iris, it’s Roger.”

Ugh. I pushed the button to open the gate. He drove up and parked behind my Cherokee. Thunder boomed again, louder than before. Yep, it was going to be a bad one. Roger jumped out of his car, a newspaper shielding his head from the torrential rain. “It’s supposed to be like this till tonight,” he reported, shaking off the rain.

“Thank you for the weather report. What do you want?”

“You haven’t returned my phone calls.”

Since my return, Roger had left five messages asking to meet me to discuss my classes. He was almost as tenacious as Luke, who called four times a day begging me to pick up the phone. I just picked up the receiver and hung up. I would have thrown the fucking phone out if it weren’t for Carol’s calls.

“I’ve been busy,” I said with disdain. “Well, you’re here. Might as well say what you have to. Let me guess, you want me back in the fall?”

“Yes. I’m here to offer you a new contract.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Gee, really? I’m completely shocked.”

He tightened his jaw. “If you come back, we’re willing to offer you a substantial raise.”

“Why? I’ll still be the same crappy teacher as before.”

“You know why.”

“The almighty dollar wins over the future of America again.” I chuckled. “I’ll have to think about it. Leave the contract, and I’ll look it over. No promises, though.”

All the tension in Roger’s body disappeared as relief crossed his face. He was probably expecting a big fight and a lot of groveling. I just didn’t have it in me anymore. Besides, I needed the job. I doubted the FBI would be calling for my assistance anytime soon.

Roger reached under his raincoat and handed me the contract. “Get back to me as soon as you can. We have to start planning your classes.”

“No problem.” Roger smiled and stepped toward the door, happy to be leaving my presence. “Say hi to Carol for me,” I said as an afterthought.

“She left a few hours ago.”

“Why? Is there something wrong with Patrick?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. She got a phone call and said there was a family emergency. Didn’t even ask if she could go, just left.”

“Did she say anything else?”

“No. She just ran out of the office.”

“Oh, shit,” I muttered.

I spun around and ran into the house, leaving a perplexed Roger on the porch. I was dialing Carol’s home number in a matter of seconds. With each unanswered ring, my blood pressure rose. “Come on. Shit!” I gave up on the seventh ring. She didn’t pick up her cellphone either. The only other place she could be was the nanny’s house. Someone there picked up on the third ring.

“Hello?” Mrs. Nelson asked.

“Mrs. Nelson, it’s Iris Ballard,” I said in as calm a tone as I could muster. “By any chance has Carol come by your house?”

“No. I haven’t seen her since she dropped Patrick off this morning.”

“Is he okay?”

“He’s fine. I’m looking at him right now. Is everything all right?”

No, it fucking was not. “Yes. I was just looking for her, that’s all. Could you do me a favor? If she calls or stops by could you tell her to call me?”

“Of course. Are you sure everything’s all right?”

“I’m sure everything’s fine. Goodbye.” I slammed down the receiver. This couldn’t be happening. He was in New York—I saw him on TV there this morning. I looked at the digital clock on the oven. It was three past five. Shit, he’s had plenty of time to fly here.

I tore out of the kitchen and down the hall into the living room. My purse and gun sat on the couch right where I’d left them. I tossed the gun into my purse along with my cellphone, wallet, keys, and Mace. I remembered to grab a clear plastic raincoat with a hood from the closet before I rushed out the door and into my car.

The rain was so heavy the wipers couldn’t keep up. Only idiots and crazy people were out driving in this, so luckily I didn’t have to dodge cars I’d be able to see only at the last second. Soon, Apple Street became Dutch and then Country Road. The Sheriff’s Department was only seven minutes from my house. I knew because I timed it when I first moved here. I missed the days I was paranoid for no reason.

I made it there in five, parking in the handicapped spot right out front. The Sheriff’s Department was a one-story gray brick building with three jail cells in the back, a desk for each of the ten deputies, and an office for the sheriff. Perfect for a small town with little drama. That was until I moved there.

Deputy John French, the youngest of the bunch, sat behind his desk methodically typing one key at a time. He glanced up as I entered and walked past the desk, water dripping around me, and into the office pool.

French stood from his desk like a good Southern gentleman and nodded at me. “Dr. Ballard,” he said, “what can I do for you?”

“I need to see the sheriff. Now.”

“He’s busy at the moment. If you could just wait—”

I strode past him toward the back of the station. French kept protesting but I just ignored him. I swung open the door that read Sheriff Barry Wade without knocking. Sheriff Wade, a man almost fifty pounds overweight with a thick handlebar mustache and beady brown eyes, sat behind his desk with his feet kicked up, talking to his wife on the phone. A largemouth bass the size of a cat hung on a plaque above his head. This was my backup. I was fucked.

When Wade saw me, his feet dropped to the floor. “Jesus!” he wailed with a thick Southern drawl. “I told you not to interrupt me.”

“She wouldn’t wait,” French said.

“I need to talk to you, now,” I said. “It’s important.”

Wade rolled his eyes. “Bernice, hon’,” he said into the phone, “I gotta call you back later.” He hung up the phone and sighed. “What now?”

“Carol’s missing,” I said. “Roger said she got a phone call and bolted. That was hours ago, and nobody’s seen her since.”

“And?”

“And I want you to look for her! I want you to do your fucking job.”

“Dr. Ballard, she’s a grown woman. She can play hooky from school and not tell you,” Wade said. “She’s probably out shopping or something.”

“She hasn’t checked in with me. Something is wrong, so get off your ass and start looking for her!”

“Nobody speaks to me in that tone, missy,” Wade fired back. “I am getting more than a little tired of you. We’re over to your house almost every day for some reason or another. I am about yea close to throwing your bony butt in jail just so I can get a moment’s peace. Now, if Carol doesn’t turn up by tonight, then maybe we’ll—”

“She’ll be dead by tonight! He has her right now! Who knows what he’s doing to her!”

“Tonight,” he said. “If she isn’t home by nine then we’ll start looking. Okay?”

“I don’t believe this. I’ll find her myself.”

I pushed past French and made it to the middle of the desks before Wade called to me. “Dr. Ballard, please don’t do anything crazy.”

I spun around. “What’s crazy is the fact that one of your citizens has disappeared under odd circumstances, and you won’t lift a finger to find her. There is a homicidal maniac on the streets who goes for exactly her type, one who also happens to have a vendetta against me. He’s threatened her on several occasions and now she’s missing! So if you’re too busy to find her, then I will.”

I turned back around and stalked out of the station, ignoring Wade’s pleas to wait until nine. Deaf ears. I had no plan. Terror clouded everything. I drove aimlessly around Grafton for ten minutes, so mad I hit the steering wheel whenever I pictured Wade’s red face. There was a reason the FBI was the elite; we never sat around on our asses when citizens were in trouble.

The FBI.

Luke.

I grabbed my purse and found my cellphone. I’d memorized his cell number when we were on the case, so I punched it in. It went directly to voicemail. “What is the point of having a fucking cellphone if you don’t turn the fucking thing on?” I screamed.

Next, I called the office and someone picked up after five rings. “Special Agent Hudson’s phone,” a man I recognized as Clarkson said.

“Clarkson?”

“Dr. Ballard? Is that you?”

“Yeah. Is Luke there?”

“No, he took a few personal days. Said he was going on vacation.”

“Do you have any idea how I can reach him? He isn’t answering his cell.”

“No, I’m sorry, I don’t. Is everything all right?”

“My friend Carol’s missing,” I said, choking back some unexpected tears. “The police here won’t do anything.”

“Let me transfer you to Agent Lamb.”

After a few seconds, Reggie picked up. “Ballard, what is going on?” he asked, more than a little aggravated. “Your friend is missing?”

“Shepherd has her.”

“You leave Jeremy Shepherd alone, Iris,” he said. “We’re damn lucky he hasn’t sued us for your little outburst!”

“Goddamn it, Reggie! Will you please—”

“What?” he cut in. “It’s a local matter; we have no jurisdiction.”

“The Woodsman is a federal case.”

“The Woodsman is dead. He doesn’t have your friend because he was buried two days ago. Move on and stop wasting my time.” The line went dead. The fucker hung up on me. Jesus Christ, has the whole world gone insane?

I punched in Luke’s cell again, this time leaving a message. “Luke, it’s Iris. Where the hell are you? The office said you were on vacation and couldn’t give me a number. I’m…I’m in real trouble here. Carol’s vanished and I’m really…I’m freaking out. Nobody believes me. Please just call me when you get this. Please help me. Please.” I hung up and tossed the phone on the passenger’s seat.

Okay, think, Iris. Where would he take her? Pisgah National Forest was less than two hours away; maybe there? Of course, there were lots of rivers and lakes around Grafton. It would take me days to search them all.

The cellphone chirped. Thank God. “Luke?”

“I thought you and Agent Hudson weren’t on speaking terms,” Shepherd said on the other end. “He looked rather dour the last time I saw him. Lover’s quarrel?”

“Where is she?” I asked through teeth clenched so tight my jaw hurt.

“Whoever do you mean?”

“If you’ve hurt her…”

“To quote a very wise woman, ‘Your threats are meaningless.’ I gave you the chance to back them up at the hospital, but you abstained. Why should I take them seriously this time?”

“Because you’re fucking with my family now, asshole, and the last person who made that mistake ended up with a bullet in the forehead.”

“Idle threat. Thought we were beyond that.”

“Let me speak to her.”

“I’m afraid all she’s capable of now is whimpering and grunting. I forget my own strength sometimes.”

“Oh, God,” I cried, unable to stop myself. “Shepherd, please, you don’t want her, you want me. Tell me where, and you’ve got me. You can do whatever you want, I don’t care—just don’t hurt Carol.” I started choking up at the image of Carol naked and tied up. “I’m begging you, please let her go. Please.”

“Iris, begging is beneath you,” he chided. “You know it falls on deaf ears.”

“Goddamn it,” I choked out, “leave her alone. Please, just leave her alone.”

“Stop sniveling, Iris,” he commanded. “I’m not letting your friend go no matter how much you cry.” He was silent for a moment. “I am willing to give you a fighting chance, though. A clue, nothing more.”

“Okay,” I wept. I’d take whatever I could get.

“There’s no place like home.”

The line went dead.

There’s no place like home? Carol’s home? My home? His home? He had Carol tied up somewhere, doing…I didn’t want to think about that. There was nothing I could do about it at that moment. I had to concentrate on getting her back alive and deal with the rest later. Just think. Where would he go?

Home, so probably somewhere in Grafton. It would have to be near water; he always dumped the bodies in water. So, near the river. These guys never changed their rituals. They couldn’t; it was pathological. The river, they had to be near the river.

I twisted the wheel around, doing a 180 so fast the right half of the car was momentarily airborne. The South Fork New River ran the length of Grafton for almost twenty miles. I had at most three hours before he killed her. I could do it. A road to the riverbank came up on my right. I turned and drove down the rocky road, bumping up and down like a moon bounce. Four-wheel drive, worth every penny.

The road ended a half mile later at the gray riverbank. I tossed the cellphone back into my purse with the gun and Mace. My hood went up, and I climbed out of the car into the monsoon. Inside the trunk I kept a flashlight and first-aid kit. It was still light enough to see without the flashlight despite the thick gray clouds, but that would change soon. With those thick clouds, seven P.M. was going to seem like midnight. I took out the gun and clutched it close to my chest. That baby wasn’t leaving my hand for anything. The high heels I wore came off. The sand was soft enough to go without shoes, and I could run better without them. I took a deep breath and sighed. I’d never run twenty miles in my life, let alone on sand in a rainstorm, and the prospect of doing it in one hour was beyond bleak, but I had to at least try.

I shut the trunk and turned toward the brown water of the river. I made it five steps before I had to stop. What if I was wrong? What if he wasn’t even in Grafton? I could be wasting precious time on a wild goose chase while he was…I pushed the thought out of my mind. There was only one thing to do. I fell to my knees and prepared myself to do something I hadn’t done since that night I locked myself in the bathroom two years before. My legs folded beneath me, and still holding the gun, I pressed my hands together in prayer. “Dear God,” I whispered, “I know I’ve done some bad things in my life, but I’ve also done a lot of good, and my bad has been paid for in kind. I rarely ask you for anything, but I am asking you now, please keep Carol safe and help me find her. Don’t let him kill her. You’ve already taken so much from me; don’t take her too. I beg you…keep her safe. Please.”

I made the sign of the cross, something my grandma always said worked like a stamp to God. As I stood, a blinding bolt of lightning zigzagged down from the dark sky onto the river like the finger of God. It didn’t instantly disappear but lingered for a second, something I’d never seen lightning do. Then it disappeared into the air. Now, I’d never been particularly religious, but the moment that brilliant light vanished, I swear I could feel something. The air buzzed all around me. As I looked at the location where the lightning had appeared, I felt a warm calm wash over me. He heard me.

“Thank you.”


Chapter 26

I couldn’t breathe. Every time I tried to draw breath, my lungs clamped tighter than a virgin’s legs. I’d nearly passed out twice in the hour and a half I was in the pouring rain. I managed to jog seven miles, stopping only to spin around and point my gun at crackling branches in the surrounding woods, finding nothing but squirrels and frogs. My clothes were soaked through to my underwear within three minutes, even the ones protected by the raincoat, which I abandoned after a mile. After mile seven, my legs gave out on me and wouldn’t cooperate until I gave them a five-minute rest. I was still too fucking slow after the break. The soles of my feet were bloody and bruised, which didn’t help matters either. I forgot teenagers hung out down there drinking, leaving broken beer bottles in their wake. I was going to need a damn tetanus shot.

As I’d predicted, it was pitch black within twenty minutes of the starting line and even the lightning had passed. The flashlight I clutched in my hand allowed me to see all of two feet ahead of me. The dark woods to my right stayed that way, black and full of crackling branches and the tiny patter of my footfalls. I’d been relying on my hearing, hoping to hear Carol, but the rain was so heavy. I prayed I hadn’t passed her.

Just as I was about to hit another wall at mile seven, I saw the bench where Hayden and I sat on our third date to watch the sunset. Home was just a half mile away. I couldn’t take it anymore; my cuts stung too much. I’d worn my feet raw, my legs could barely hold me, and I was feeling faint from dehydration. Even if I did find them, I was in no shape to fight off even a spider, let alone a 180-pound man with a gun.

Another boom of thunder drummed overhead. New storm on the horizon. When the rumbles ended, I heard the faint sound of a siren, growing louder with each second. I trudged up to the bench and stopped. Through the darkness of the storm I saw red and blue lights flashing down the road, coming closer and closer until they stopped right in front of me. If I had breath left it would have ceased then. He’d found Carol.

Sheriff Wade jumped out of the squad car, staring at me with a mix of horror and relief. My clothes were plastered to my body, along with my hair. So much for looking like a sane person. “I have been looking for you everywhere,” he said as he unfolded his umbrella. “We got five reports of a wild woman running down the river, screaming at the top of her lungs. What the hell are you doing, Dr. Ballard?”

“Looking for Carol.” My jaw chattered as I talked—not from cold, it was a warm night, but from the adrenaline.

Wade stepped from behind his car door, walking over to me. “Oh, hell, girl,” he sighed. “Carol’s at home. Been there for over half an hour.”

“Wh-What?”

“Yeah. She called asking me to start looking for you. She was in Charlotte all day, something about her ex-husband. Have you been out in this weather all this time?”

“That’s impossible! He called me! He said he had her!”

“Nobody had her, Dr. Ballard. She’s fine.”

I stood silent. The whole world evaporated around me, and there was nothing and nobody. For a second everything was just black. I felt my body collapse onto something solid yet warm. The black disappeared as fast as it came, and I glanced up at Wade, whom I’d fallen against. His left arm was around my torso, holding me up. “Whoa. Okay. You’re okay,” he said softly. “It’s all okay.”

Relief washed over me, warmer than even the rain. The tears started instantly, flowing like the river behind me. I sobbed hysterically in the arms of a man I held in contempt, a man who thought I was a nutcase, for two minutes until I got control of myself. Carol was fine. She was fine. God had listened to me.

“Let’s get you home,” Wade said after I’d calmed down a little. He supported me all the way to the squad car, and even had to open the door and pick up my legs to get me in. I’d become an infant again, unable to do anything for myself. “I’ll tell you something, girl. You sure do make life interesting ’round here.”

He didn’t say anything the half mile back to my house, which was a good thing because I couldn’t move my jaw even if I tried. Speech was beyond me now. We drove through the opened gate up to the house. Crap, I had forgotten to close the gate in my haste. Again.

“Are you going to be okay?” he asked as I opened the car door. I managed a little nod and climbed out. The hard gravel dug into my already tender feet. I winced. I wouldn’t be able to walk right for weeks. Wade’s squad car pulled away when I stepped inside my silent house. Shit, I’d left the door unlocked and the alarm off. So much for diligence. I locked and armed them both before I dropped my purse on the couch and limped up the stairs into my bedroom. It was good to be home.

I peeled off my soaked clothes, and after a thorough drying, I slipped into a black tank top and hot-pink pajama pants. I gulped down two glasses of water and examined my feet, which didn’t look as bad as I’d expected. A few cuts but no gashes. I was lucky. I cleaned the cuts and bandaged them. This efficiency calmed me down a lot, at least enough to breathe without gasping.

After I’d put on the final Band-Aid, the phone rang downstairs. I didn’t have a phone in my bedroom, so I had to haul ass down the stairs before the machine picked up. I got into the kitchen just as Carol said, “Pick up the phone, girl!” on the answering machine.

“Carol? Sorry, I was upstairs in the bathroom,” I said, out of breath.

“Where the hell have you been?” she asked harshly. “I was worried sick!”

“You were worried sick? I just spent the last two hours running the length of Grafton screaming your name, trying to find you. Where the hell were you?”

“Lord, calm down! You’ll have a heart attack!”

“I’ve already had several tonight! Where the hell were you? Why didn’t you call me?”

“I did!”

“I left my cell in the car. I was so freaked out about you I stupidly left it in my purse.”

“Well that was dumb, dummy.”

“Shepherd told me he had you. I lost my mind. What the hell happened?”

“I got this call at the office from Charlotte Memorial Hospital saying my no-good-son-of-a-bitch ex-husband just got into a car accident, and they couldn’t get hold of his parents, so he was asking for me. They said he was at death’s door and you know, despite everything he is Patrick’s father, so I rushed over there. But when I finally got there, they said Keith March wasn’t admitted. So I asked to speak to the doctor who called, and they said he never worked there. Well, I was as mad as a hornet. I went to Keith’s apartment and beat him with my purse when he opened the door for playing such a rotten joke on me. He said I was crazy and threatened to call the cops. On me! Can you believe it? After what that no-good son-of-a-bitch just pulled? I wanted to kill him!”

“Understandable.”

“So anyway, I drove home and Mrs. Nelson said you were looking for me, and when I couldn’t find ya I called Barry and he told me everything. I was so worried. Don’t scare me like that again!”

“Ditto. My feet are ground chuck, and my legs feel like they’ve been hit by a sledgehammer because of you.”

“Don’t blame me,” she said, “blame that no-good-son-of-a-bitch ex of mine.”

“Carol, I’m pretty sure he’s off the hook for this one.”

“Why?”

“What was the name of the doctor who called you?”

“Um…Woodrow, I think. Yeah, it was Wood…Oh.” It finally dawned on her. “That psycho called me, didn’t he?”

“About ten minutes after I found out you were missing, he called and said he had you.”

“Why would he do that?”

“To torture me. To get me to panic and worry and run all over Grafton in my bare feet in a thunderstorm.”

“That’s sick.”

“Yes, and this is exactly why you need to pack up you and Patrick and go stay with family or at a motel for a few days.”

“No way! I am not letting this creep uproot me or my baby from our lives! He can—”

“Carol, he could have grabbed you at any time today.”

“But he didn’t.”

“But he can! Do you really want to risk it?”

“Hon’, he can get me just as easy at Mama’s or at some motel or your home—you said so yourself. I’m staying here, and that’s the end of it.” She sighed. “I don’t think he wants me anyway. If he does, why didn’t he do it today? We’ll be more on guard now, we won’t make any more stupid mistakes, and the cops will be paying closer attention, too. You should have seen old Barry Wade when he came to my door a few minutes ago. He was so rattled when he told me how he found you. He’s gonna have your back from now on, I just know it.”

“Hope so. Because eventually Shepherd’s gonna strike for real, and I can’t go through a repeat of tonight.” Thunder boomed as loud as a gunshot, making all my windows rattle. “Holy shit.”

“It’s a bad one,” Carol said. “I don’t like the idea of you staying all alone in that house tonight. I want you to come over and sleep here.”

“I’ll be okay,” I assured her. “I have an alarm that can wake the dead and a fierce guard dog to protect me. Gus’ll—”

Gus. Where was Gus? He wasn’t in my bedroom or in the living room, his usual hiding spots. All the other doors were closed, so he couldn’t be hiding from the storm in any of them. I knew he was inside when I left, so he couldn’t be running around outside. Then where—

“Iris?” Carol asked. “You still there?”

“Gus is missing.”

“He’s probably hiding,” she said. “He’s just a big old ’fraidy cat.”

“He wasn’t under the bed, because he would have come out to greet me despite the storm,” I said to myself. “He’s definitely not outside…”

“Iris? You sound strange. Are you—”

The phone line went dead as another window-rattling boom shook the house. There was no dial tone. “Shit.” A second boom jolted the house with the same ferocity, and this time the lights flickered several times, finally shutting off.

I hung up the dead phone slowly. Thunder rolled again, followed by lightning, which lit up the black kitchen for a moment. There were no sounds but the rain pattering on the windows and my ragged breath. I quickly turned to the alarm panel by the door. All the little green lights were still on, which meant the house was still armed. Glad I’d sprung for underground electricity for the alarm.

Another thunder-and-lightning combo rang out, though not as violently this time. I couldn’t see shit, but I heard something over the rain. Worse, I felt it. The door behind me slowly, quietly opening, and breathing. My heart stopped, and all other noise disappeared except for my pounding heart and those breaths.

“Thought you’d never get here.”

I spun around as another bolt of lightning flashed, revealing his white teeth with lips drawn back into a pleased grin. Before I could form a reaction, his manicured hand rose, a shining silver object in it that thwacked my head with a painful crack.

The last thing I thought before drifting into unconsciousness was I should have closed the stupid gate.


Chapter 27

Being hit by a truck was the only explanation for that much pain. My entire head throbbed, and every muscle ached with such ferocity I was afraid to move. My arms were the worst, limp like all the bones had disappeared. They were stretched above my head, held up by something tight and cold wrapped around my wrists. I willed my arms to move, but I’d lost control of them.

After a second fruitless attempt, my brain finally rebooted and started functioning past the instinctive level. The smell hit me first: stale air and musky mildew. Touch: besides the general hit-by-a-truck feeling, I also felt a trail of something sticky starting at my throbbing forehead and running down to my cheek. My head was leaking, never a good thing. My hair was still damp, a fact that pleased me to no end. That meant I’d been out for only a few hours, not days.

Sound came next: thumping footsteps above my head, followed by the creaking of wood. Finally, I opened my eyes, blinking a few times for them to adjust. The boxes stacked up, the redbrick walls, the dirty concrete floor that I seemed to be sitting on, the lone light bulb hanging above, and the steep wooden staircase that led up to the kitchen. My basement. Okay.

Back to the problem at hand, my arms. I tilted my head up to see what was so tight around my wrists. Big mistake. A wave of nausea hit like a baseball bat. I choked the foul bile back. I was now positive I had a concussion; it was something that could never be mistaken for anything else. After the nausea passed, I bent my head back slowly this time, keeping the second onslaught to a minimum. My arms were handcuffed to a rusty pipe above my head, attached like two white vines. No wonder they were numb. I balled my hands into fists several times to get the blood flowing. My arms started coming to as the pins and needles under my skin started. Improvement, but not much. I was, after all, handcuffed to a pipe in my basement while a psychopath was upstairs planning God knew what.

When my arms no longer felt dead, I started pulling on the pipe with all my might. The handcuffs dug into my wrists, rubbing them raw. I grunted and groaned, using all of my 105 pounds to pull. The pipe didn’t move an inch and neither did I.

“Good, you’re awake.”

I gazed up at the staircase and saw Shepherd, nonchalantly resting against the doorframe. The light from the kitchen behind him gave him an almost supernatural look, as if he were standing at the doorway of heaven looking down into hell.

“You know,” he said, pushing away from the doorframe, “you have no real food here. I found about five different kinds of candy bars but nothing of substance. I have no idea how you manage to keep your figure.” He began to limp down the stairs one at a time. The right pant leg was torn, with white gauze wrapped around it.

“What happened to your leg?” I asked with satisfaction.

“Your dog bit me.”

“I’ll have to remember to get him a steak next time I go shopping.”

“I wouldn’t bother.” He stopped at the bottom of the stairs and pulled out a silver, snub-nosed .38 from his pants. “I shot him.”

I jerked forward but the cuffs stop me. “You son of a bitch!” I screamed. “I’ll fucking kill you!”

“I don’t think so. You don’t get to make the threats now, I do. Bet you’re wishing you’d killed me when you had the chance.”

“Fuck you!”

He crossed the room at a superhuman speed. Before I registered it, his fist made contact with my cheek, sending my head flying back into the wall with a thump, fazing me. “Nobody talks to me that way, Iris,” he hissed. “Nobody.”

Now my cheek felt like the rest of me, broken and throbbing. “Oh, God,” I whispered.

“I never thought I’d ever see you looking so pathetic. It almost takes the fun out of this. Almost.”

I looked up at his hard face. “What are you going to do to me?”

He knelt down to my level. “I haven’t really decided yet. There are so many possibilities, I almost can’t choose. Looking at you like this, so helpless,” he began to trace my naked arms with his fingertips, “I feel like a kid in a candy store.” He trailed them down my cheek, the one he’d hit, but I yanked my head away. He caressed it anyway. “I’ve waited for this moment for weeks. You can’t imagine the things I’ve done to you in my mind.” He traced the outline of my jaw. “And now to finally have you in front of me…” His thumb gently rubbed my dry lips. “I’m rock hard.”

I spit on his cheek. He winced on contact. “Get your fucking hands off of me.”

He scoffed and wiped the spit off. “Classy.” With one quick movement, he raised the .38 toward my head and fired.

BOOM!

My eyes closed instinctively as I moved as far left as I could. Not far enough. Bits of brick hit my face, ripping my skin away in their wake. The pain was the only way I knew I was still alive. I opened my eyes and turned to the right to find a smoking hole in the wall three inches from my head. Short gasps escaped my mouth, close to the point of hyperventilating.

“I’m surprised it didn’t ricochet,” Shepherd said nonchalantly. “Good gun. Got it black market. Untraceable.”

“This is insane,” I said to myself, my whole body quivering from shock and fright. “You got away with it. What can you possibly gain from this? Everyone’s going to know it’s you. Why are you doing this?”

With his whole body, he leaned forward into me. For a moment I thought he was going to kiss me, but his face stopped two inches from mine. “I can’t stop thinking about you,” he said. “Your hair, your lips, your…breasts.” He touched the curve of my breast with a faraway look in his eyes. “You haunt my dreams, Iris.” He looked up at my eyes. “You’re driving me crazy.”

“You were crazy to begin with,” I said breathlessly. “I’m not responsible for that mess.”

He snarled like a wolf. “I hate you. I hate you more than anyone else I’ve ever come across.”

“Well, at least we’re on the same page there.”

He pulled away from me and stood, gazing down at me, eyes laughing with victory. “I just figured out what to do with you. I think I’ll go find your friend Carol and her little boy. She still lives on Hazel Lane, no? I’m going to fuck her while you watch and slice open her chest when she’s alive. Then I’ll do the same to her little boy. He’s not really my type, but tonight I’ll make an exception. Then finally, I’ll do you. Every which way possible…repeatedly until the sun comes up, then I’ll rip out your beating heart. How would you like that?”

“Your mother really did a number on you,” I said with as much confidence as I still possessed, which wasn’t much. “Or maybe it was you who initiated first contact. Maybe you snuck into Mommy’s room, and she was there, looking so beautiful…Did you get an erection, Jerry? Do you still beat off to her picture?”

“If you’re trying to get me to shoot you, save your breath. I’m not going to kill you in some fit of rage. I can only kill you once.”

“And then what? You think the pain will go away when I’m dead?”

He knelt down right beside me again. “No,” he whispered as he leaned in so close to my face I could smell the Scope on his breath, “but it’ll make me feel so much better.”

He lunged at my face, smashing his lips against mine so hard my lips hit my teeth. As if that wasn’t revolting enough, his free hand moved into my tank top, finding my bare breast and kneading it roughly, twisting the nipple like a screw so hard I would have screamed if I could. Panic hit. This was really happening. He was going to rape and kill me in my own basement. I was momentarily paralyzed with fear, unable to do anything even if I’d been free. But when his slimy tongue slipped into my mouth like a slug, it snapped me out of shock and into rage.

I bit it. Hard.

My mouth filled with metallic blood and the nausea resurfaced. Shepherd pulled away, hands and all, and touched his bleeding tongue. I’d only nicked it, but he got the point. I spit out his blood onto the concrete.

He spit out his blood too, only he did it on my face. “You fucking bit me!” he shouted, absolutely shocked.

“Didn’t think I was going to make it easy for you, did you, you fucking psycho!” The back of his hand smacked the left side of my face, sending my head flying back again. My poor head—good thing I was so thick skulled. I turned back to Shepherd and smiled. “That all you got? My grandmother hits harder than you.”

He was right back in my face. “I am going to teach you what real pain is,” he whispered through clenched teeth.

I leaned in so our noses touched. “Then do it, motherfucker.”

A screeching from above caused us both to glance up at the ceiling. The alarm. Dear Lord, I would never complain about that sound again. A perplexed Shepherd jumped to his feet. I could practically see the wheels of his mind turning, running through all the possibilities and contingencies. After five seconds, he looked back down at me, holding the gun up to my forehead. “Give me the code and password.”

“Fuck you.”

A pounding upstairs made him turn back to the open door at the top of the stairs. There was rhythmic pounding, then silence. Two gunshots boomed above us, followed by the sound of wood breaking.

“Help me!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. “I’m down here!”

Shepherd pulled out a set of handcuff keys, and keeping the gun turned on me, unlocked my cuffs. He yanked me to my feet, pressing the gun against my temple. He held my left arm, fingers digging into my flesh so hard I winced. Iris Ballard, the human shield.

“Keep your hands to the side,” he said into my ear as the running footsteps got closer, “and don’t make any sudden moves or I’ll fire.”

“Iris?”

The sound of his voice was such a relief, I was sure I would have fallen if Shepherd weren’t holding me so tight. “Luke?” I called.

“Iris?” he shouted again, desperation in his voice.

“Luke! Run!” I shrieked. “He has a—”

Luke stepped into the doorway, his own gun out. No man had ever looked so good to me before. His eyes doubled in size when he saw me, a mix of terror and relief on his face. As trained, the moment he saw the gun, he moved behind the door for cover. Shepherd pressed the gun even harder into my head.

“Take out the clip and bullet in the chamber and throw it all down here,” Shepherd commanded.

“No way, Shepherd,” Luke said.

“I will shoot her dead if you don’t.”

“Luke, don’t you fucking dare!” I shouted.

“Let her go, Shepherd!”

“Throw the gun down first, and then we’ll talk.”

Luke peeked out of his hiding spot, glancing down at me. I pleaded silently with my eyes for him to just turn around and run. Our eyes met. For a fleeting moment I saw his indecision. Training said you kept cover, tried to talk the perp down, and waited for backup to arrive. And you never, ever gave up your weapon. Luke’s indecision vanished. He always was a chivalrous fucking idiot. I gasped as he pushed the clip release button. It fell into his hand. He tossed it down the stairs. It landed in the far corner. He yanked back the chamber, expelling the sole bullet. The rest of the gun landed on top of some boxes in front of me. Luke raised his hands and laced his fingers behind his head, surrendering. He slowly walked down the creaky stairs. “Now let her go.”

Shepherd’s chuckle sliced through the air. “Iris, you have quite a man here. He’s got balls of steel. Probably a dick to match. You’re a lucky girl.”

“Damn lucky.”

“How sweet,” Shepherd said. “So, Agent Hudson, how did you find us?”

“You were under unofficial surveillance in New York,” he said to Shepherd.

“I thought so,” Shepherd said. “Wasn’t sure, though. So you traced me here. Bravo. Didn’t catch me in time, though.” He pressed the gun harder.

“Let her go, Shepherd. The police are on their way. You’ll never get out of here if you don’t leave now.”

“I will if I have a hostage.”

“Then take me,” Luke said. “You’ll be able to negotiate better if you have an officer of the law.”

“True, but I can have a lot more fun with your Iris here.” He licked my cheek, leaving a bloody slime trail in his wake. “She really is a beautiful creature. It must be torture knowing she’ll never reciprocate your feelings. That the grief and guilt of that one night will always cloud her affections. That she’ll always look at you filled with self-loathing, when all you want is for her to gaze at you like she did him. She never will. She isn’t worth dying for, Luke.”

Luke’s clear blue eyes met mine. All fear and doubt vanished in an instant. The whole world fell away as a small grin crossed his face. “Yes…she is.”

Shepherd shrugged. “If you say so.”

With one quick movement Shepherd’s arm leveled, gun pointed out. Three shots, one after another, rang out, drowning my screams. The bullets hit Luke’s chest, three holes blooming on his white shirt. He flew backward from the force, spinning and landing on his bullet-riddled chest.

He didn’t move. No.

Everything became red. Every muscle in my body tensed with pure hate. My blood boiled inside me so hot I wanted to jump out of my skin. Not again. With the strength of six men, I clenched my hands together and elbowed Shepherd’s taut solar plexus. All the air rushed out of his lungs with a large gasp. He bent at a 90-degree angle, clutching his stomach with both hands, releasing me. I spun around and kicked up my right leg, hitting his lower jaw with a crack. Still holding the gun, he fell on his back, stunned for only a millisecond before sweeping my feet out from under me. I fell on top of him.

I grabbed both his hands, raising them above our heads so the gun pointed to the wall. He tried to move the gun toward my head, but I was too strong. Of course, so was he. Shepherd wouldn’t release it no matter how deep I scratched. As we struggled, the jostling and clawing made the gun go off. Once. Twice until the gun clicked empty. With that first click, I jammed my knee as hard as I could into his groin, sending everything but the stove flying back. He groaned like a punk as I jumped off his body and flew up the stairs two at a time.

The alarm still screeched as I entered the bright kitchen. Gun. Had to get my gun. I sprinted into the hallway and then the living room. The front door was broken down, with splinters of wood everywhere. My purse lay on the sofa where I’d left it. Just as I grabbed it, something heavy smashed into my back. A body. I fell stomach first onto the hardwood floor, getting winded as I hit the ground. The contents of my purse scattered onto the floor next to me. Fingers jerked my arm up, spinning me onto my back. A bleeding, enraged-to-the-point-of-madness Shepherd straddled me. He wrapped his hands around my throat, squeezing like a boa constrictor. “You. Fucking. Bitch!”

I tried hitting him with my fists but could muster little more than a tap. It was like throwing pebbles at a tank. I reached to the right for the gun, but it had skidded too far out of my reach. Time passed, only seconds, but they felt like hours. Shepherd’s eyes began to tear up from the force of his grip, his whole body shaking with tension. A maniacal laugh escaped his throat. Spots began to cloud my eyes and all sound faded away.

I was dying.

Suddenly, Shepherd’s body jerked forward like he’d been thrashed by a piece of plywood. His fingers left my throat and I gasped and coughed for breath, gulping it in large quantities. A shocked Shepherd fell to my left, giving me a chance to roll to the right, grabbing the gun on the way. Sound returned. I heard Shepherd groaning and screaming in agony. He looked toward the front door, eyes filled with disbelief. After a few more gasps for air, I propped myself up and managed to find my feet. I turned toward the door slowly and almost fell back down at the sight.

Luke stood six feet away, his hair a wild mess, body trembling, breathing raggedly, with his smoking gun trained on Shepherd. Luke glanced over at me and we both turned back to Shepherd, who was struggling for breath himself. A pool of blood rested under him, staining his white shirt.

I took an uneasy step toward him, then another, the gun dangling in my hand. He looked away from Luke to the gun, and his anger rose with each of my steps toward him. Meriwether had that same defiant look on his face before I blew him away. A small smile crept across Shepherd’s face as I reached his prostrate body.

“Go ahead…kill me.”

A slide show of horrible images clicked through my mind. Diana with her blond hair saturated with blood. Audrey Burke’s naked body lying on the riverbed. Chuck and Gabriel’s eyes both so lost and hurt. Then Luke as the bullets hit his chest. With my shaking arms, I raised the gun.

“Iris…” Luke said behind me. “Please. Don’t.”

I didn’t take my eyes off Shepherd. “You’re a killer, Iris,” he whispered. “Do it.” That grin of his grew. “DO IT!”

“Fuck you.” With one quick move, I brought the gun down on his forehead, knocking him into unconsciousness. “You’re not even close to worth it.” I did kick him just for good measure. He was out. I won.

I spun around and dashed straight into Luke’s solid arms. I threw mine around his neck, holding tight. He squeezed me back so hard I could barely breathe. I didn’t care. He could have crushed me until I burst as long as he didn’t let me go. Safe. I was finally safe. I sobbed hysterically into his neck as he kissed the top of my head. I breathed in his smell, stroked his hair. I wanted to touch his face to make sure this was real.

“Oh, thank God,” he whispered through the kisses. “Thank you, God.”

I lifted my head up from his shoulder. “I thought you were dead,” I managed to whisper, though my throat felt like it had been cut by glass.

He wiped the tears off my right cheek with his finger. “Can’t get rid of me that easily,” he said with a smile. He released me and opened his shirt, revealing a blue Kevlar vest with three gold slugs still in it. “I’d never enter your house without one.”

I touched the vest, and he winced. “Are you okay?”

“Just a few broken ribs. I’ll live.”

“Oh.” I threw my arms around him again, getting another wince. I quickly let go. “Sorry. Sorry.” I made a mental note to thank the people at Kevlar.

“You and me both.” He grimaced. “I think I need to sit down,” he admitted. I grabbed his right arm, throwing it over my shoulders. He put his gun back in the holster. We walked past the broken door onto the porch, opening the screen door so we could sit on the steps. With a groan on both our parts, I managed to get him down, taking a seat right next to him. We stared at one another for a few seconds as the alarm screeched. I tried to smile, but when I did pain shot through my cheek.

Luke reached over and lifted my chin. “Did he break anything?”

I shook my head. “Could have been a lot worse. You got here just in time.”

He pushed back a strand of my bloody hair plastered to my forehead. “Not quite.”

“How did you know he was coming after me?”

“I had him under unofficial surveillance. I had people following him.”

“Why? I thought—”

“After you left, I got to thinking about all the other cases we worked together, and I tried to remember a single time you were wrong.” He scoffed. “I couldn’t. I trusted you then, and despite everything, my gut told me to trust you now. So I called my father. He gave me the names of some retired agents to tail him. They followed him to bondage clubs, to hotels he went to with escorts, and…I knew you were right. So when I got your message today, they entered his apartment. He must have snuck out the back.” Luke shook his head. “I caught the first flight here. I was going crazy. I couldn’t reach you or the police. Reggie, he…I wanted to kill him when he wouldn’t send anyone over. I just…I…” He touched the gash on my forehead and looked toward the driveway. “I’m sorry. I should have trusted you sooner.”

“You were willing to give your life for mine,” I said softly.

He turned back and smiled, tracing my eyebrow with his thumb as his tender eyes stared into mine. “Of course. Only person I’d do it for.”

“Ditto.” The butterflies returned with a vengeance. “He was wrong, you know.”

“About what?”

I cupped his hand against my face, nuzzling it. As he always had, he read my mind. His thumb moved down to my lips, caressing them and making my whole body tingle. He began to lean in, and I closed my eyes.

Fuck!

A loud siren and crackling gravel ruined the moment. We jumped apart like jackrabbits. I felt like a teenager who had been caught by her father making out with her boyfriend. Luke must have felt the same, since his face was as red as mine probably was. A sheriff’s patrol car barreled up the drive, sirens blaring and lights flashing. Sheriff Wade and Deputy French jumped out of the car, guns at the ready. “Dear Lord in heaven,” Wade said as he looked at us. “You Agent Hudson? The one who called? What in the hell happened to the two of you?”

I helped Luke stand. “You need to radio for an ambulance right away,” Luke instructed. “We have a white male, age forty-six unconscious with a GSW to the back. He needs immediate assistance.”

French jumped back into the car and grabbed the radio. Wade holstered his gun and walked up to us. “Looks like you both could use one too.”

“We’ll live,” I assured him.

Sheriff Wade walked into my house, but Luke and I waited at the entrance to the living room. I had no desire to go anywhere near that man ever again. Wade bent down next to Shepherd, feeling his neck for a pulse. He pulled his hand away and stared at Shepherd’s face. “Is that really who I think it is?”

“Dr. Jeremy Shepherd, in the flesh,” Luke said.

“Damn,” Wade said, shaking his head in disbelief. He turned back to us. “I guess you were right.”

“She’s always—”

Suddenly, Shepherd’s eyes flew open as his hand shot up out of nowhere, grabbing Wade’s gun out of the holster. The world moved in slow motion. The shocked sheriff fell onto his butt, scrambling away from the maniac with a gun. Shepherd lifted into the sitting position, his lips stretched so thin his bloody teeth showed. The gun in his hand pointed straight at me. No hesitation this time.

Six gunshots filled the room, only three originating from me. Shepherd’s body jerked with each burst of blood on his chest. His disbelieving eyes never left us, not even as he fell to the ground. He didn’t get back up. Ever. Luke and I lowered our guns in unison.

Some people just didn’t deserve a second chance.


For Emily Kimelman, a true friend
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Chapter 1

I am going to throw up.

The doughnuts I ate in the green room five minutes ago were churning like a washing machine in my stomach, and were making their way up to my throat, wishing to return from where they originally came from. I knew it was a bad idea to eat four of them, but what could I do? They were sitting there calling to me like the sirens in The Odyssey. I couldn’t resist them anymore than Odysseus could. It wasn’t like there was anything else to do in that room. I’d read all the magazines and was left entirely alone with no distractions except a full buffet of my favorite foods: eclairs, doughnuts, and candy bars. My willpower was only so strong.

I blamed it all on Miranda Snow, my agent. If she hadn’t been so good at her job and hadn’t sent in a request for my favorite foods to be available, I wouldn’t have been willing the doughnuts to stay down in my stomach where they belonged. If they were there, of course I was going to eat them. I ate when I was nervous, she knew that. I should have begun requesting a fruit basket when I realized I’d gained almost ten pounds in less than a month. But no matter how many talk shows or interviews I did, I’d get nervous just before going on and pigged out. I should have been over the pre-show jitters after three weeks of doing practically nothing else but no. I’d been on everything from BNN, The Piers Anthony Show, Today, but it never got any easier. But the show that day, the show, was the one I’d been dreading/eagerly awaiting since Miranda first told me they’d contacted her. This was Shelly Monroe, the biggest of the bigs.

Shelly Monroe, who’d interviewed royalty, presidents, dictators. She was the grandmother of the modern talk show. She started them all forty years before and had been a constant friend in millions of homes for decades, including mine. I’d watched her since I was seven years old when I had chickenpox. Her guests fascinated me. One day she had on a sex worker and the next a movie star, anyone with a story to tell. It was the hour she did on Ted Bundy that got me interested in the profiling of serial killers, which ultimately led me to the FBI. And if I hadn’t been with the FBI, I never would have crossed paths with Jeremy Shepherd, which landed me on The Shelly Monroe Show. I’d come full circle.

My stomach gurgled again, that time loud enough for the PAs on the other side of room to hear. My babysitter, a twentysomething PA with a hood down over her eyebrow had pretty much ignored me, but after the rumble she glanced over, that hooded eye cocked. I smiled unevenly.

“You nervous?” she asked.

“A little,” I admitted.

“Shit, after everything you went through, this should be nothing,” she said.

“One would think,” I said under my breath.

Chatter from her headset made the girl turn away from me. “Yeah, gotcha,” she said into her microphone. She turned back to me. “It’s almost time. Come on.”

Oh, fuck, I thought. Here we go.

I swallowed down the doughnuts and sighed. She was right. I’d gone to-to-toe with some of the evilest people imaginable but it was a stupid talk show that was finally going to give me a heart attack. The PA led me behind a curtain backstage, which hid me from the audience and vice versa. I wanted to peek out from behind the curtain to see them all, especially after they began applauding, but I refrained. It was on the list of no-nos reiterated to me by the assistant producer. The clapping went up a notch—okay, it was bordering on frenzy—a second later. Shelly had strolled onstage, wearing her signature Anne Klein pant suit. I couldn’t help myself. I peeked out and saw two middle-aged housewives dressed in floral skirts on their feet, hooting and hollering like they were at a football game. Everyone loved Shelly.

After what felt like ten minutes, the applause died down and both front and backstage were as quiet as a church during Mardi Gras.

Then she began to speak.

“Thank you, thank you for that wonderful greeting,” Shelly said in her Texas twang. “I hope y’all are as excited as I am to meet today’s guest. She is something special, without a doubt. Most of us have never encountered the darker side of life. Murder, violence, evil are just things we watch on television. And thank the good Lord for that, no?”

There was a collective chuckle through the audience.

“But our guest today has come face to face with pure evil more than once. In fact, she sought these things out, often to her own detriment. As an agent in the FBI’s elite Behavioral Analysis Unit, Dr. Ballard managed to find Sheriff Stephen Merriweather, also known as the Rosetta Ripper, who later escaped and attacked her and her husband, unfortunately killing him. Yet even after this personal tragedy, Dr. Ballard returned to the FBI to help them track the man known as the Woodsman, who was responsible for the deaths of five women along the Eastern seaboard, who was later identified as bestselling author Dr. Jeremy Shepherd, a former guest of this very show. Once again, Dr. Ballard put her very life on the line to bring Dr. Shepherd to justice. So please help me welcome an incredibly brave woman to the show, Dr. Iris Ballard.”

My cue. I took a deep breath and stepped out from behind the curtain onto the stage. The audience applause was as loud as it was for Shelly. It was humbling. I waved to my adoring fans as I walked toward the standing host. She was smaller in person. Shorter than me by a few inches, with her frosted blonde hair falling into a pageboy cut framing her pointed face. When I reached the famous cream-colored couch I’d seen almost every week for twenty-six years, I was almost giddy. I didn’t know if it was the wild cheering, the lights, or the fact that Shelly Fucking Monroe was hugging me like an old friend, I giggled like a little girl.

Somehow when she let me go I stopped my near hysteria. She took her seat in the matching armchair and I on the couch, smoothing my blue and white plaid skirt out. My agent, Miranda the cruel, insisted I wore a skirt on every interview. Something to do with playing up my femininity and toning down my image as a killer with two notches on my belt. I ceded to her expertise. She had just gotten a publisher to agree to pay me more than a million dollars for my autobiography. For that kind of money I’d have done interviews as Ronald McDonald if she told me to.

“Thank you for being on the show,” Shelly said, as she always did.

The customary response was: “Thank you for having me.”

“So, let me just start by asking how you’re doing,” she said as if we were old friends. “It’s only been three weeks since Jeremy Shepherd held you captive in your own home and you were forced to…defend yourself. I can’t imagine something that horrific, let alone having to live through it.”

“Well, I almost didn’t,” I pointed out. This got a laugh. Who didn’t love gallows humor? “But, I’m okay. I’m fine. It was hell to live through, without question, but I’ve gotten so much support not only from my friends and family but from everyone. I can’t thank everyone whose sent emails or messages with their support.”

Keeping busy almost 24/7 with interviews, meetings, and flying across America helped too. For three weeks there hadn’t been a day I’d had more than a moment to myself.

“As I mentioned before,” Shelly continued, “I met Jeremy Shepherd. He sat on that very couch, and let me tell you, just from my impression of him during our interviews, from our dinners together…I would have let him babysit my grandbabies,” she said, voice going up an octave. “He seemed so…nice. Together. It’s still hard for me to think of him as a rapist and serial murderer.”

“He had everyone fooled,” I assured her. “Most serial killers appear nice, charming even. That’s how they get close to their victims. Shepherd was especially skilled at this. A handsome, rich, famous sociopath? It was almost too easy for him to blend in. But like all serial killers, he had several masks he wore. The pleasant, intelligent psychiatrist was one, the philanthropist another, but his real face he hid from everyone but those six women.”

“And you.”

“Yes, and me.”

Shelly sat back in her seat, and I knew it was coming. The hard balls. I was ready. “In other interviews, you were quite candid about your own personal demons: depression, alcoholism, pills, which all stemmed from a prior attack in which your husband was murdered in your own home. I have to ask because some of Dr. Shepherd’s supporters often bring it up: Do you still struggle with those?”

“You never stop struggling with them, Shelly,” I admitted, “but strangely, what happened with Shepherd forced me to finally take control of them. I haven’t touched a pill harder than aspirin or had a single alcoholic beverage since I was released from the hospital. Shepherd attacking me was a wake-up call. You never know how much you want to live until you’re about to die, I guess.”

“So something positive came from all your experiences?”

“Actually a lot of good came from it, and not just for me. The families of the victims called me right after the news broke, and thanked me for bringing their daughters justice. They gained some sense of closure. Everything I went through was worth just that.”

“And I’m sure the money pouring in isn’t a terrible thing either. I heard before coming out you just signed a seven figure deal for a book and an Oscar-winning actress wants to produce a movie about you.”

My cheeks turned red from the blushing. “I’m not going to lie, those aspects do not suck.” The audience chuckled again.

Shelly turned to the camera with the red light on. “When we come back, Dr. Ballard will take us through her harrowing encounter with the Woodsman, Jeremy Shepherd. Stay tuned.”

Cue applause.

—

Sitting by the window overlooking Central Park in my complimentary Egyptian-cotton robe, dipping my filet mignon into the best Béarnaise sauce on the east coast, I was happy. Yes, me, Iris Ballard, the eternal pessimist was happy. Didn’t think it was possible myself. Two months earlier I was finding new ways to slowly kill myself, popping pills like Mentos and drinking half a bottle of vodka a day, and there I was, sitting in a five-star hotel having just signed a million-dollar book deal, eating a fifty-dollar steak and loving every second of it. It was like I was a different person. No more crazy Iris Ballard. She died in my basement, killed by a madman with a grudge, which was funny because that was actually how she was born two years earlier. Crazy Iris emerged the moment her husband was shot in the head in front of her. The old Iris Ballard died right along with her husband and somebody new took over her life. But that woman died as well, so who sat in that hotel room with a smile on her face? A national hero who movie stars gush over at lunches, who Shelly Freaking Monroe hugged. A vast improvement, no?

The press descended on Grafton, North Carolina, my adopted town before I’d even checked out of the hospital. Every major network, newspaper, and blogger swarmed my house, the college I worked at, even my students’ dorms. I could understand why. I was the infamous, disgraced former FBI profiler who’d caught the Woodsman. Add to that the serial killer was a famous self-help guru? Nobody believed he was, even the FBI, until he broke into my home and tried to kill me. It was kind of hard for people not to believe he had homicidal tendencies after that. So I killed him. Dead. Callous, I know, but he deserved it. Not just for raping, torturing, and strangling five innocent women but he also knocked me out, chained me up in my basement, and proceeded to torture me as well. I had to get over a dozen stitches.

He would have killed me too if not for my best friend and ex-partner Luke. Special Agent Luke Hudson, who once again rode in and saved my sorry ass, getting shot in the process, something I hadn’t heard the end of. When we talked on the phone, which was about every other day, and I said something catty, he just countered with, “Well, you wouldn’t even have options if I hadn’t come when I did. I got shot for you, so I’m right. The end.”

Okay, he didn’t really say that, but I knew he was thinking it.

I dipped the last of my steak into the sauce and swallowed it down. Melted just like butter on a hot griddle. I had to say the best part of being a media sensation in demand by every network, publisher, Hollywood producer, and newspaper had to be the expendable income. Along with the movie and book deal, BNN had offered me a position as an on-call expert when crime stories cropped up. If I could work out of their Charlotte, NC, affiliate I had every intention of taking the job. I had no intention of returning to teaching at Grafton College. I had no illusions about my teaching skills. I’d never liked it and with the money raking in, and if I was smart about investing, I could live for years off of what I had. My house would be paid off, with a new roof to boot, and I could probably even take a cruise. Growing up dirt poor, I’d learned you couldn’t always get what you needed, let alone what you wanted. I was lucky to get a new pair of shoes once a year. I was looking forward to not worrying about money every other week. And all I had to do was almost die a horrible, painful death to get there.

As I pushed the room service cart into the hallway, my new iPhone rang. I groaned and shut the door. Only four people had the new number and Miranda was the only one to use it. I was sure she was calling to tell me all the things I did wrong today. I told too many jokes, I shouldn’t have shaken the publisher’s hand so hard, on and on and on she would go. When I actually accepted the call, I was already tense and ready to fight.

“Hello, Miranda,” I said.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” a familiar male voice said, “but it’s not Miranda.”

A wide smile crossed my face at the sound of his voice, as I’m told it always did. To quote Marilyn Monroe, “I got goosepimply all over” whenever I heard his voice. It wasn’t a sexual thing—or at least that’s what I told myself—it was more about excitement. It’d been almost three days since our last call, and I had so much to tell him.

“Oh, it’s you,” I said, feigning annoyance. There was just something about Luke’s voice that brought out the teenager in me. “What do you want? I am very busy and too important now for those who knew me when.”

His warm chuckle on the other end made my smile grow wider, if possible. “Oh, so sorry to bother you, your highness, but I just wanted to see how Shelly Monroe and the meeting with the publisher went.”

I fell back into my chair and threw my legs over the armrest. “Shelly went great. She did mention she was upset you declined her request for an interview. I told her the FBI is a harsh mistress who doesn’t like it when active agents splash themselves across the television.”

“And I assume I came up in the interview. Again,” he said with a tinge of annoyance.

I’d never known him to be annoyed by anyone but me. I did give him a plethora of reasons so I never blamed him. “Of course, but I only said good things.”

“Well, I’m sure I’ll hear about it many, many times in the next few days. Every time you go on one of those shows, I get a play-by-play of everything you say about me. I’m getting sick of my own face on TV. People stop me on the street and start interrogating me about you, about things that are nobody’s business.”

“Come on, you must enjoy being the top cop in America a little? You’re the most famous, heroic FBI agent since Eliot Ness. You told me the last time we spoke Reggie was making noises about promoting you.”

“Well, the fact that reporters are camped out in front of the building and flooding the phones with questions about me can’t be helping my chances. I’m trapped at a desk for the foreseeable future and the guys are getting resentful. You know what someone emailed to everyone? A picture of you and me in wedding clothes, except I’m the one in the dress.”

“Cute,” I said. “Did the dress show off your legs?”

“Not funny.”

“Yes, it is,” I insisted. “It’s a joke, you’re supposed to laugh. If you don’t then they’ll know they’re getting to you and it’ll never stop. Didn’t you learn any of this in high school?”

“I went to a military academy,” he said, “if someone did something like this, they had to run five miles and face a tribunal. It didn’t happen often.”

“Poor baby. You want me to come down and shoot them for you?”

Finally, he chuckled. “Tempting, very tempting.”

“Seriously, though, things should die down now. Shelly was the last interview I’ve agreed to. I have to lock myself in my house and write a book now. Some new scandal will grip the nation and we’ll be yesterday’s news.”

“I hope so.” He paused for a second. “I am proud of you, though. I want you to know that.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. You’re not hiding away like last time. You’ve turned hell into something positive. You’ve come a long way in such a short time. I see you on TV and I’m amazed. You look so beaut—” He stopped himself—“Healthy, you look healthy.”

Okay, yes, my heart skipped a beat when he almost said I was beautiful. Coming from a man who my friend Carol swore was designed by a committee of gay men and straight women, it was something. I was by no means ugly, with long light brown hair with flecks of blonde in the right places, green eyes, enough cleavage to look good in a halter top, and no longer underweight, I got my fair share of compliments. But Luke Hudson fell into a whole other weight class. I’d actually seen waitresses fight to be the one to serve him. Muscular body in perfect proportion, perfectly coiffed red hair, Aquamarine eyes, killer smile when he used it. And if possible he looked even better naked. The man was just…yummy. I often had to stop myself from thinking about him in those terms. Friends, just friends. I couldn’t handle anything else at that point. I’d just gotten him back. A flash of him lying on the floor of my basement after being shot three times crossed my mind. I said a silent prayer for the inventor of the Kevlar vest, hoping God had graced him with trillions of dollars and supermodels falling all over him.

“Thank you,” I said, not knowing what else to say. “I’ve, uh, been trying yoga.”

“It, um, shows.” He cleared his throat. He did that when he was uncomfortable. “Sorry. So, uh, you’re leaving the circus, huh? Going back to Grafton?”

“Yeah. I think I’m going to rent a car,” I found myself saying. It’d been nothing but a thought until then. “If I never see the inside of an airport again it’ll be too soon.”

“So, you’ll be driving through DC then?” he asked hopefully.

“I…yes. Yes, I will be.” My subconscious was a tricky bitch.

“Then we should, uh, have dinner or something.” He cleared his throat again. “Or, you know, we can…the symphony’s doing Handel at the Kennedy Center. I can get us tickets or…whatever.”

I drew my knees up to my chest, forming a ball. “I-I’d like that.”

“Good. Great. Excellent.” He cleared his throat yet again. “I, uh, can’t wait.”

“Me neither. It’ll be, um, good seeing you again. If it weren’t for the publicity stills I’m pretty sure I’d forget what you looked like.” Yeah, that’d ever happen.

“I, uh, I…okay then. Just let me know when you’ll be in town.”

“Okay. I’ll, um, let you know. I have a meeting with BNN tomorrow morning, so I’ll probably be there by four?”

“Okay. I’ll uh, get the tickets. Clear my schedule. I, uh, I can’t wait.”

“Me neither.”

“Okay then.”

“Okay.” The uncomfortable silence filled the air on both our ends. “I’m gonna go now.”

“Yeah. Right. I’ll uh…see you tomorrow. Bye.” He hung up.

It would be good to see Luke again. The last time we were in the same room was two weeks earlier when he was awarded the FBI Medal of Valor. We went out for a drink afterward—Ginger Ale for me—with some of his buddies, and I got phased out of the conversation quickly. I snuck out without even saying goodbye, which I heard no end of the next day. At least tomorrow it’d be just us. Alone. After that realization, the panic hit.

Oh, fuck, I thought. I’d just agreed to dinner and a show. It’d been awhile—okay, two years, three months, and five days—but if memory served, dinner and a show was a date. Did I just agree to a date with Luke Hudson?

“Oh, God,” I muttered as I picked up my phone and called Carol. She was my best friend and my advisor on all things romantic. Or at least she was the only person I trusted not to gossip about me or sell stories. Even my students had cashed in on the celebrity gravy train. I didn’t fault them too much since I did as well. All but Carol. A true friend who always helped me get my head on straight. Damned if I didn’t need her again.

She picked up on the third ring. “Hello?” Carol asked in her milk and honey Southern accent. I was instantly homesick. It’d been over three weeks since I’d been home. I’d been living on planes and in hotels since I signed with Miranda and she began my press tour. I missed my home, friends, and especially my German Shepherd Gus more and more as the days went on. I would have started traveling earlier but wanted to stay and make sure Gus was okay after his surgery. Within days he was running around on his three legs like nothing happened. I couldn’t wait to hug him rotten.

“Hey, Carol, it’s Iris.”

She squealed like a little girl on the other end. “Oh, I’d hoped it was you,” she shrieked in excitement. “How’d it go? Is Shelly short in real life? I read somewhere she’s barely five feet. Is it true? Did you get me an autograph?”

“It went fine. She is short. And yes, I got you an autograph.”

She squealed again, that time so loud I had to pull the phone away from my ear. “I can’t believe you got to meet Shelly Monroe. I am so jealous.”

“Well, next time I go, I’ll get you backstage so you can meet her.”

“Well, I am going to hold you to that.”

I smiled to myself. “How’s Gus?”

Yeah, I missed the big lug. I got him after the first attack for protection, but spent most of the time protecting him from the various creatures who inhabited the woods behind my house. When Shepherd broke into my house, Gus stepped up, biting that maniac’s leg, getting shot in the process and losing his left hind leg. But my Gus wouldn’t let a little thing like losing a leg stop him. He ran around, galloping like a small pony, or that’s what the videos Carol sent me showed. She did tell me he milked his wounds for everything they were worth. When she’d skimp on the dog food he’d begin whining and licking his stump until she acquiesced. So I now owned a 120-pound, three legged dog with no shame. It wasn’t exactly what the breeder advertised on the brochure.

“Hungry.”

“Glad to know he misses me,” I chuckled.

“Of course he misses you. We all miss you. When you comin’ home?”

“Soon. Probably the day after tomorrow. I’m gonna rent a car, drive back down. Spend the night in DC.”

“Spend the night in DC, huh?” she asked with an air of mischief. “Are you plannin’ on seein’ a certain hunky federal agent while you’re there?”

A month ago if I even mentioned the name Luke Hudson to Carol she’d sneer and roll her eyes, but now she practically has a hot flash. I was sure it had something to do with the fact that he almost died trying to save my life. That would have certainly done it. Okay, I was blushing again. Just the thought of going on a date made me flush. If I was right in front of him he’d think I had a sunburn.

“Actually, that’s why I’m calling,” I admitted. “I just got off the phone with him and…” I couldn’t say it.

“And what?” she asked impatiently. “Did you two get into another fight?”

“No! Nothing like that. In fact, he…” I just couldn’t say it.

“Girl, spit it out!”

“He asked me out to dinner and the symphony and I said yes,” I blurted out.

There was that squeal again. “Y’all are going on a date!”

“It’s not a date,” I clarified. “It’s a…it’s a date?”

“Isn’t it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, do you want it to be?” she asked.

That was the question. Did I want Luke? Just the question made my stomach lurch. “I don’t know,” I replied in a hollow voice. “I mean, he’s one of my best friends. We have such…history. I…” I sighed. “I don’t know if I’m ready to be in a relationship with anyone, let alone Luke Hudson.”

“Hon,” she said sympathetically, “it’s been over two years since Hayden died. That’s long enough. He’d want you to move on. Be happy.”

“With the man I cheated on him with? Even Hayden had his limits.” I looked down and noticed I’d been playing with my wedding ring, spinning the gold band round and round on my finger with my thumb. “I still miss him, you know.”

“I know. He’d be so proud of you, you know.”

“I hope so.” I stopped playing with the ring.

“As for the date thing, just…go with the flow. If it’s right, it’s right. You’ll know.”

“I guess.”

“Oh, and I forgot to tell you. Your mother called.”

“My mother?”

“Yeah. Not ten minutes ago. She was looking for ya. Said it was real important and that she didn’t have your new number.”

That couldn’t be good. My mother never called me, except on holidays and my birthday, and even then the conversations never lasted more than a few minutes. “Okay, thanks Carol.”

“Hope everything’s alright. She sounded mighty upset.”

“I’m sure everything’s fine. I’ll see you in a couple days, okay?”

“Yeah. Or longer. Just go with the flow.”

“Not funny,” I said sternly. “Hug Patrick and Gus for me. Bye.”

I hung up the phone, and after a sigh, I called my mother. She picked up on the first ring. “Hello?” Mom asked.

“Hi, Mom, it’s Iris.”

“Oh, my good Lord, Iris!” she said breathlessly, sounding utterly relieved like I’d just told her the cancer was benign. “Thank you, God! I’ve been trying to reach you all day! Nobody had your number!”

“Yeah, I had to get a new phone. I forgot to send you the new number. So, what’s up?”

“Oh, Iris, I…” She began to weep softly. “I’m so glad you called. I can’t, I—” She started really sobbing. I sat straight up like someone had just stuck a rod in my back. She hadn’t cried like that since she sat by my bedside and told me my husband was dead. “Mom, what is it?” I practically shouted. “What is the matter?” She couldn’t stop crying long enough to form words. My anxiety grew with each sob. “Mommy, what is it?” I asked desperately. “What’s the matter?”

“It-It’s your brother. Billy,” she finally managed to say after a few deep breaths. “You need to come home. Right now.”
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