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CHAPTER ONE

The musty scent of out-of-season clothes pressed close; surrounded him with barely enough room to breathe, let alone move. He'd been inside the dark closet for hours while the party raged, venturing out once to grab a plate of food and a beer. Now he pressed his ear to the cool paneled door to hear what they were saying.

He smirked.

One tall, voluptuous brunette had come on to him at the food table. Smiling, he'd raised his left hand flashing the gold wedding band he used at times. "Married, baby," he'd said with a thick Cajun accent. It amused him to mingle with the unsuspecting. Still, his legs were cramping. Changes in the observation stage would have to be made next time to avoid the discomfort.

Calculated. Precise. That's how his plans were laid out. It had taken time to learn, a lot of trial and error.

"I know it's been rough lately and I've been working a lot, but you know I'm doing it for us. Twenty-four is a good age for new beginnings," he heard his target's boyfriend say.

That's what he thinks.

"I'll see you in the morning."

"Okay."

Moments ago, the music had ceased. Laughter and birthday platitudes in a jumble of voices faded as partiers left. The door closing and silence indicated—he hoped—the last of the guests were gone. As the dead bolt slid home and the foyer light switched off, he blew a deep, anticipatory breath. It was almost time. She mounted the stairs above his head; the sound of running water assured he could safely leave his hiding place. Upstairs he watched her prepare for bed. She brushed her teeth, rinsed with mouthwash, and wandered into the absurdly feminine bedroom, brushing her long hair. The curves of her body beckoned him.

He moved quickly, a silent shadow. Grasping the young woman around the waist he slipped a hand over her mouth. He tumbled them onto the bed stretching across her prone body as she struggled. She was stronger than her slight build led him to believe. Her elbow slammed into his chest, and it hurt. "Bitch!" He slapped her hard.

He wrapped his fingers around her slender neck and squeezed. He wouldn't let her suffer long. Frantically, her fingers attempted to gain a hold, nails sliding over the backs of his hands, but to no avail. Bit by bit, he applied more pressure, until the fight drained out of her along with the oxygen. Her thrashing lost vigor, her body lost strength. Her fingers trailed from around his wrists. A familiar adrenaline rush crashed through him at the end when the prey gave up to the darkness.

"Twenty-four won't be a good age after all," he whispered.

Pressing his lips to hers he inhaled the final gasp and stayed there a moment longer.

The kiss of death.

He stood and moved slowly down her body, his hands caressing her breasts and flat stomach, luxuriating in the softness. He straightened her legs and tugged the flowery nightshirt lower to cover the tops of her tanned thighs. The glowing red numbers on the bedside clock read 2:10 a.m.

He slipped out of his leather jacket, and folded it neatly over the vanity chair, brushed a non-existent speck from his clean white t-shirt, then headed back to the bed where she waited. Carefully, he pulled the shiny straight razor freshly sharpened for this occasion from his jean pocket and opened it with a click.

He slit the garment down the center. Now that her bronzed skin was exposed, he paused, studying her, and moved the auburn hair out of her face. God, she was beautiful, probably as beautiful on the inside.

The razor sliced easily through the skin and underlying tissue, but thick muscle took a moment to carve through. The flaps of skin formed a jagged 'x' across her abdomen and, when peeled back, made it easy for the organs to be removed. Coddling each piece protectively like a newborn infant, he laid them gently on her chest, pausing every time to inhale the sweet smell of blood coating his hands.

He stood back to admire his work, a grin twitched at the corner of his mouth. So many times, he'd read the stories about Jack the Ripper and how the cunning devil cut open harlots in White Chapel. It pleased him to repeat the procedure of such a famous mastermind.

Red Rover, Red Rover, send Jakey right over.

He suppressed the laughter and dipped a forefinger into the pool of dark red blood settling in her abdominal cavity. On the bare wall above the headboard, he meticulously spelled out his message—To FBI Agent Jake Austin. One for the money.

Satisfied, he walked into the bathroom to wash the blood from his skin. He smiled at his reflection. Picking up the razor from the side of the sink, he ran the blade under the sparkling flow several times, then dried it and his gloved hands on a fluffy pink towel before sliding it into his pocket. He noticed a red splotch on his jeans. "Dammit." Ruining his jeans hadn't been in the plan. He punched the mirror shattering it, leaving his reflection fractured. Leashing the rage, he exited the room. He'd have to burn the clothes.

In the big, airy kitchen, he snagged a piece of birthday cake from the box she'd left on the bar. "Yum. Chocolate, my favorite."

He paused at the French doors to zip his jacket over the blood-stained t-shirt and left, humming as he moved across the lawn within the comforting shadows.

In that instant, the fine hairs on the nape of his neck stood on end. He sensed a womanly presence, sweet and… familiar. He stopped at the gate and inhaled, trying to draw her closer, but she was gone. He looked at the house once more and opened the gate. Without a doubt, his next destination would bring new, exciting developments.


 

CHAPTER TWO

Allison Brody couldn't stop smiling. Her latest window masterpiece for R&N's department store displayed old school days, which was relevant since school would be starting again soon. Complete joy filled her the day she'd found the antique desk in the storage room. That had immediately sent her on the quest for school supplies and new school clothes to feature in the display. Borrowing a blackboard from the custodian at Fuller Elementary School was the piece-dé-résistance.

She stretched and groaned. Her limbs ached and a huge knot had settled between her shoulder blades. It was perfect; nothing more could be done. She stashed the tools, turned off the lights, and headed for the door.

The night wind briskly whipped around the buildings and slapped at her, bringing shivers and a runny nose. Fall would soon be making its presence known in the North Shore fishing village of Gloucester, Massachusetts. Taking one last look in the store's window she noticed two things reflected in the glass: how the streetlights glittered in the night sky like diamonds on black velvet, and how her hair had escaped the misshaped bun and spiked in several places.

"Warm cocoa and soft bed here I come," she mumbled and headed for the car.

Normally Allison loved the night, but something seemed off. A tickling unease crawled along her skin.

The car's engine rumbled to life, and she flipped on the heater waiting for the air to turn warm. As she reached for a tissue to blow her nose, a sudden stab of pain pierced her skull then eased, leaving a dull throb at the base. You're just tired.

Trying to ignore the unusual headache and what it might mean, Allison searched the sky for a glimpse of the moon, but moving clouds hid it. Her brother would laugh and tease her about being lunar motivated, then make smarmy comments about her new hairdo. Nick wouldn't see any of it though because he'd been away on some geological exploration for a while.

 

Allison pulled up in front of the quaint Colonial two-story house. Home, sweet, home.

She hung her coat and scarf then headed for the kitchen where she booted up her laptop, put a kettle of water on to boil, and grabbed a mug from the cupboard. When the kettle tooted, she filled the cup with instant cocoa and hot water and threw some tiny marshmallows in for good measure. No email messages from Nick. She sighed with disappointment.

She took her cocoa and dragged her body up the staircase. Peeling off her clothes, she pulled her favorite gown over her head and climbed into the soft bed, her eyes closing the minute her head hit the pillow in spite of the persistent throb.

Cuddled on her side, Allison dreamed of white sandy beaches, palm trees swaying in the wind, and Alex.

Alex.

He strolled toward her with a big smile. His deliciously toned body tanned from head to toe and she could see every inch of that body…almost. His fingers caressed her cheek and the scene changed to a different place altogether. A young woman came into a room brushing her hair. The images flashed forward in a blur and Allison found herself standing over the mutilated body of the same woman, writing something on the wall in the victim's blood.

Allison's eyes flew open, scanned, searched settling on familiar furniture. Wincing, she looked at the clock where bright red numbers shone 2:10 a.m. The pounding in her head had escalated.

It was a dream. She squeezed her eyes closed, ignoring how it upped the pressure of the headache, and whispered, "Please."

As she drifted back to sleep the two dreams converged. Alex's smiling face turned ugly and the woman's silent scream echoed in her head. "Alex, what's happening?"

"I miss you."

Allison bolted upright, again gasping for breath. It was 5:58 a.m. and the sun crested the horizon. She staggered into the bathroom, bent over the sink, and splashed cold water on her face. Several deep breaths later, Allison raised her head. A man's reflection stared back at her in the shattered mirror. She screamed and spun away. When she ventured a second look, she saw only her disheveled image.

Not again.

She couldn't rid herself of the chills or the memory of those black, soulless eyes.

Downstairs she made her morning tea, hoping that would take care of the cold sensation hovering beneath her skin. She flipped on the television for some noise. "This breaking story in from…."

Allison barely heard the anchorwoman on the news. Her hands lay flat against the countertop, her eyes open but seeing nothing around her. A strange tunnel-vision had her in its spell. It pulled her in at a frightening pace. Suddenly, she found herself in a car speeding down a highway. Rock-n-roll blasted on the radio and the hands that felt like hers, but weren't, tapped the beat on the steering wheel. The white lines on the road rushed past.

A shrill sound like the whine of an engine brought Allison back to her kitchen. The news had ended, and another show played. Bile rose and burned her throat. Shaken, she ran to the roll-top desk in the office and tore through some papers until she found a business card for Paul Kincaid, M.D., Psychiatrist. She turned it over to where he'd written his cell number.

Her fingers trembled as she punched in the numbers. "Paul, it's Allison Brody."

"Allison? This is an early surprise."

"Um, I know it's early and I'm sorry, but I need to make an appointment."

"My door is always open. What's happened?"

She tucked the phone against her shoulder and rubbed her hands together in an attempt to stop the shaking. "The visions have started again."


 

CHAPTER THREE

Jake Austin stood with hands flat against the shower wall, head hung forward while the hot water pounded his neck and back. The sun just touched the horizon, but he'd already been awake for four hours. Gruesome images flashing through his mind assured him of many more sleepless nights. The shower spray tapped on the vinyl curtain until the flow turned cold. Sighing, he twisted the knobs to turn off the water.

He flung the curtain open, grabbed a towel to buff his hair and wrapped it around his waist. He swiped a hand across the mirror to get rid of the moisture.

Grave. Yeah, that was the perfect word for his reflection. Hard eyes stared back; the pupils dilated so big the irises disappeared. Some freakish side effect of his ability to seep into depraved minds, unsure of what he'd find and not always confident he'd come out again as himself. Things he'd seen changed people—changed him.

His team had just come off a month-long investigation in Louisiana. The bayou was not the best place to find a killer who tortured victims then left the remains for the gators. Tired in no way covered how he felt.

He stretched experimentally. Every inch of him ached as though he'd been trampled by an elephant. Okay, a herd of elephants. He needed more sleep, but the nightmares deprived him of that privilege.

Throwing on blue jeans and a polo shirt, Jake headed downstairs to get coffee. Even before he'd taken the first sip his cell phone rang.

"Austin."

"Jake, you need to get in here. We're wheels up in two hours."

"Where to?"

"New York."

 

Jake strolled into the boardroom where the team discussed cases, and examined evidence and clues, trying to catch the human filth that crawled out of the woodwork every minute of every day. His colleagues had already arrived. They stopped talking when he walked in.

As usual, Peter Carmichael, the special agent in charge stood at the head of the table. His blond hair ruffled as if he'd run fingers through it, tugged on it, or hadn't bothered to comb it before leaving his apartment.

"What's the sitch?" Jake finally said.

Peter waved to a vacant chair at the table. "Have a seat, Jake."

Jake had a feeling the floor was about to drop out.

Peter glanced around the room. "We received a call about four this morning from a homicide detective in Schenectady, New York. A woman's body was found by her boyfriend when he came home from a late shift at work."

"Is she another in a string of homicides in the area?" Margo Sullivan asked, as she pushed her glasses up.

"Not that we know of."

Genevieve Tobias said, "Did something come up on NCIC that links this murder to others in another state?"

"No, Tobias."

 From his slouched position in the chair to Jake's right Dr. Zach Quincy, the forensic pathologist, chimed in. "So why did you get me out of a nice warm bed to drag my ass to New York when we just got home?"

"There was a message printed on the wall in the victim's blood." Peter's gaze passed to each member and landed on Jake. "It said, To FBI Agent Jake Austin. One for the money."

Jake's stomach did a flip-flop. "What?"

With her big blue eyes, Margo looked at Jake. "Are you okay?"

Jake picked up a pencil from the table and began spinning it through his fingers. "I need to see the scene."

Peter nodded. "My thoughts exactly. Let's grab our gear. The plane should be fueled and waiting."

During the flight, Jake studied information on the victim. Digital images of the body, the message, and the scene flooded the computer screen. He had no ties to the woman or her family. The message gave no indication why he had been named or what his role was. Of course, he'd wait until he walked the house to make any judgments.

Quincy plopped into the seat next to him. The nevo glasses framed intelligent eyes that saw things others missed. He possessed quick wit and was career-minded, although to look at him most of the time you'd never know it.

The doc looked as shitty as Jake felt. "Anything?"

"Nothing that stands out."

Ticking in the back of his mind something about the body bothered him, but he couldn't put a finger on it.

"Curious."

Jake stared at the girl in the pictures. She looked like she was sleeping, but as his gaze scanned the rest of the body, the picture exploded with gore and the macabre.

****

Emergency and police vehicles blocked Rochester Drive when they arrived. Jake could tell the detective greeting them wasn't pleased to see federal agents, but they were used to that sentiment.

"Hello, Detective Johnson," Peter said as he held his ID up with one hand and extended the other. "I'm Special Agent Peter Carmichael. This is my team."

Johnson nodded their direction. "Is one of you Austin?"

Jake moved forward. "That would be me, detective."

"What's this about, Austin?" Johnson's manner projected authority.

"I'm not really sure yet, but I'd like to take a look at the crime scene."

The detective gave Jake the once over. "Come on."

The forensic guys were finishing up. Jake stopped for shoe covers to prevent contamination of the scene. He took a pair of surgical gloves and snapped them on. Peter did the same. Tobias and Quincy went to chat with the forensic crew.

Jake and Peter followed the detective through the front door, up the stairs, down the hall to the bedroom.

"Any prints?"

"Several. She'd had a birthday party from the looks of it."

Jake walked to the foot of the bed and stared at the wall above the headboard. There, written in the young woman's blood, was his name. An odd sensation dashed across his shoulders and down his spine. At the same time he heard an unusual humming in his head.

As the humming faded, he caught something Johnson was telling Peter.

"… an arrow on the wall in the victim's blood pointing to the dvd player. There was a dvd in the machine."

This drew Jake's attention. "What dvd?"

"The Perfect Storm."

He frowned in concentration, all the cylinders kicking in. He'd heard the title before. Hadn't there been a movie out a few years ago? What did it have to do with this victim?

Jake scanned the scene until it became etched in his memory. Inch by inch, he walked the path the killer had taken, the bedroom, the bathroom, the kitchen. He stared at the chocolate birthday cake. A vague sense of déjá vu stole over him but vanished quickly. As he stared outside at the yard, he saw a dusky form casually stroll through the gate and disappear like a wisp of smoke. A memory trace.

"It looks like the perp hid in the downstairs closet, and believe it or not, came out to get food and beer. We found the plate with crumbs and an empty beer bottle in the closet. Ballsy," Johnson commented.

Jake said, "Let me guess. No prints."

"Right, but they are checking for DNA from the lip of the bottle. Maybe we'll get something."

"What about the party guests?" Peter asked.

"The boyfriend gave us names of everyone he could remember being there. We already have people contacting them for questioning. We have the preliminary details loaded in NCIC. We're waiting to see if it flags anything."

The computerized index of criminal justice information available to all agencies worked twenty-four/seven, three hundred sixty-five days a year. If there were any unsolved cases floating around with similarities, it would find them.

Peter shook Johnson's hand. "Thanks for calling us, detective. We'd appreciate being kept in the loop on this one."

"Sure thing."

Climbing into the rental car with the rest of the team, Jake grabbed the phone on his belt and punched in the number of the biggest information-seeking geek he knew, who also happened to be a federal agent that worked with the team. "Linc, I need you to find out all you can about the movie, The Perfect Storm." The man on the other end of the line grumbled.

"Okay, get some coffee and call me back."

"It looks as though forensics did an efficient job," Tobias offered. "I didn't see anything at the scene that I hadn't seen in the photographs." With her keen eye and cameras, Tobias picked up images at crime scenes which gave new meaning to still photography.

"Tobias is right," Jake said. "The only new information we've gotten is the dvd in the machine. Good police work by the detectives not putting that information out there."

From his place in the backseat, Quincy said, "I need to examine the body."

Peter nodded. "We're headed to the morgue. I'll talk to the coroner to make arrangements for you to sit in on the autopsy when we get there."

"Wake me when we get there," Quincy mumbled, as he slouched in the seat and closed his eyes.

"I'd like your preliminary profile by the time we board the plane again, Jake."

Jake's cell phone shrilled. "Talk to me, Linc."

"The Perfect Storm is a book and movie based on a true story of the Andrea Gale, a fishing vessel lost in a freak storm in 1991."

"Where?"

"Gloucester, Massachusetts."

"Thanks." Jake glanced at Peter.

"So, what do we have?"

He relayed the information. "I need some time to analyze everything we've learned this morning."

"I'll drop you off at the airport. While we talk to the doctor about the autopsy, you can do your thing."

Jake nodded.

A few hours ago, Jake had been begging for sleep. Now, he was too amped. He stared out the window seeing the landscape as nothing but a blur. Like a virtual tour, the crime scene replayed in his mind as he tried to figure out what bothered him about the victim's body.


 

CHAPTER FOUR

"Allison, it's a pleasure to see you again," Paul said, moving toward her.

"I wish it were under different circumstances."

It felt strange being here and not seeing the warm smile and kind eyes of Dr. Lomax. She was nineteen years old and unsure of her sanity the first time she'd come to this office. Dr. Lomax helped her realize only she could take control of her life and move past the tragedy. A few years ago her old friend from college, Paul Kincaid, took over Dr. Lomax's practice.

He smiled. "Come, sit down. If I weren't a professional, I'd say I'm crushed." He sat down. "Now, tell me what has upset you."

Allison sat stiff-backed in the soft leather chair; her hands clasped in her lap to keep them from shaking. What could she tell him?

She looked around the office, taking a moment to calm down. Paul had painted the room, filling it with beautiful fall tones, and replaced the worn desk with a rich, cherry-colored one. The bookcase was only a quarter full, where Dr. Lomax had kept it overflowing.

Allison gathered her nerve. "I've been having strange visions—I mean dreams." She licked her lips. "Violent nightmares."

Paul nodded and made notes. "How long have you been having these dreams?"

"Not long. They started a couple of days ago." This time.

"The anniversary of your parents' death is coming up." Paul's powerful brown eyes filled with compassion, making Allison want to cry. "Have you been thinking about that day and what happened?"

"They aren't dreams about my parents, Paul—I mean, doctor. It's more like I'm in someone else's head."

"You're outside yourself." Paul leaned forward, elbows on the desk and fingers steepled in front of him. "What is that telling you?"

Allison shook her head. "I don't know." That she'd lost her mind—again.

"It's been a long time, Allison. Ten years. Perhaps issues that were left unresolved are surfacing."

She knew she shouldn't feel uneasy speaking of her parents' death and these visions to Paul. "I'm not broken, doctor." She gritted her teeth and examined her nails. "I have a nice home, a good job. My life is fine."

"Now you're getting defensive." His smile patronized her. "I'm offering you a possibility. You have obviously tried to move on from the tragedy."

Allison sighed. "I know. I'm sorry. I haven't slept well since these vi—dreams started."

"I'm glad you decided to come in and talk. Has anything happened recently out of the ordinary besides the dreams?"

"No, nothing."

"I assume you are still working at R&N's department store, doing the window designs."

"Yes."

"I read in the newspaper the other day that a fatal accident occurred close to the store, at a nearby intersection."

Allison stared out the window. "I saw them loading a body into the ambulance that night as I passed on my way to work."

Again, Paul's warm eyes met hers. "Don't you think it could have stirred something in you? A memory perhaps that in turn started these nightmares."

"I don't know. Maybe." She fidgeted with the purse strap, not wanting to look at him. Let him believe what he liked.

"Allison, I believe it is very likely. I can tell you're apprehensive and hesitant. Why don't you think about what I said? We'll make another appointment for you to come back in a couple of days." Paul pulled out a scrip pad. "I'm going to write you a prescription for a sleep aid to get you through the night."

Gathering her purse, she rose.

"We'll talk a little more about your dreams."

Allison tried to smile. "Thank you." She clutched the scrip he gave her.

Paul followed her to the door and opened it. "Laura, please make a new appointment for Ms. Brody," he called to his secretary.

"Yes, doctor."

Paul grabbed her hand before she could move away. "Good-bye, Allison."

The contact was brief. Warm fuzzies tap-danced along her arm, up her shoulders and across before fading. A picture of Paul flashed in her mind. His perfect white teeth gleamed from a full-lipped smile, and his eyes were smoky and amorous.

She quickly opened the door and rushed away. In the background she heard the secretary calling her name, but she didn't slow down.

Seeing Paul had been a mistake. I need fresh air to clear my head. Allison unlocked the car, clicked the seat belt, and started the car.

"That is not all you need."

Allison screamed and slammed her foot on the brake. A car honked as it passed. The voice behind her went on.

"I see your driving has not improved so much."

Allison cringed. Her great-grandmother was in the back seat.

"Hello, Yanni." This wasn't good. Allison had first seen her great-grandmother when she'd turned thirteen. It had been ten years since she saw her last.

"I have always been here, little one. You chose not to see me."

"You're dead, Yanni, a ghost. Choosing to block you out of my life was part of my healing process."

Allison pulled into traffic and drove home as quickly as the speed limit allowed.

"So many things have changed. Everything goes so fast."

Not everything changes, Allison thought as she passed the fisherman's statue and the quiet waters of the inlet. She glanced at the small woman peering through the window, her dark curls partially hidden under a colorful kerchief and a bright yellow, silk blouse brightening her bronzed skin. "It's been a long time."

"Longer for you than me. Something bad is coming. Waffedi."

Waffedi meant bad in the Romani language. Allison wondered what her grandmother knew, but when she turned to ask, Yanni was gone. Puzzled and a little frightened, Allison hurried home to her sanctuary and solitude.

That evening, Paul called.

"Allison, I needed to talk to you."

"It couldn't have waited until…." She'd forgotten to make another appointment. Oh, who was she kidding? She hadn't planned to go back.

"No. After we spoke today, after seeing you again, I realized that I couldn't be your psychiatrist."

"What? Why?"

"We were friends—are friends—and when we dated in college, certainly you knew I had deep feelings for you."

"Paul, I—"

"I know your parents died and there were so many reasons after that. We drifted apart. But seeing you today made me realize that I still have feelings for you. It wouldn't be the best for either of us if you were my patient."

She had come to the same conclusion. "I don't know what to say."

"I spoke with Dr. Tim Stone today and briefed him on your situation. He would be happy to talk with you. If you're willing that is." He paused. "Have dinner with me."

Dinner? With Paul Kincaid? She had fond memories of their time together during the college days. His wit, his charm, his fabulous kissing ability. But, public places, lots of people, not really her thing anymore.

"It will do you good to get out. You work late hours, spend too much time alone, and now you're not sleeping well. You need to be around people, even if it's only for a little while."

She'd known Paul had wanted to be more than friends back then. It certainly wouldn't hurt to have dinner with him. Or would it? Would he analyze every word, every movement? Would he read something into her slightest hesitation?

"I'll leave my shrink cap at home," he said, almost as if he'd read her thoughts. "I promise."

"Okay, dinner." Allison sighed.

"I'll pick you up tomorrow around eight."

 

In front of the full-length mirror, Allison studied the dress she'd chosen to wear for dinner the next night, holding it up to her body. It had been years since she'd been out to dinner, much less on a date.

"He cannot help you, tarno luludi."

Allison jumped, startled by the voice, and tripped when she turned around. It had been a long time since she'd been called tarno luludi, little flower. Yanni stood in the doorway. Her flowing multi-colored skirt went all the way to the floor. When she moved, the bracelets jangled. At the moment, her arms were folded, and she frowned.

"I suppose you already know what's going on."

"I know that your powers have suddenly burst free after years of confinement and neglect."

"You helped me confine them, as I recall." The night her parents died. The night she'd sworn never again to use her gifts.

Yanni sat on the corner of the bed. "Kincaid does not understand your abilities."

"He's a friend, someone to talk to."

"He is a head doctor." Yanni pursed her lips. "You can talk to me."

"Sure, that would help. Then everyone would know I'd lost my mind." Allison sighed. "I need conversation with a living, breathing body. A person I can see, and others can see too."

"Humph. 'Tis not so important for those like us."

"Says you," Allison mumbled. "I still don't want this. I've been doing great without it."

"Bah! You have no life." Yanni spread her arms wide and turned in a circle. "You close yourself away; work late at night and avoid people."

"I'm stronger alone." Allison murmured.

Yanni's eyes softened. "You have no idea how strong you can be. Your visions are only the beginning."

"I don't like these visions. This man frightens me."

"You are linked with him," Yanni said matter-of-factly.

Allison fiddled with the sugilite pendant she wore. "But why now? Why someone like him?"

"Questions, questions. Can you not just accept that you are blessed and embrace it?"

"Cursed!" Allison fumed. "I saw my parents die. That's no blessing."

"It was meant to be."

Allison winked back the hot sting of tears.

"You have gypsy blood flowing through your veins. Although Christina loved my son very much, your mother's choice not to embrace his heritage played a role in their deaths. She would not believe."

Yanni moved to Allison's side. "It was not your fault."

"I should have told her I had a vision that night."

"It would have made no difference."

"I should have talked to Daddy or told Nick to pretend to be sick or something, anything. I let them drive off."

Yes, they drove away. In her mind’s eye Allison saw her mother laughing and the twinkle in her father’s eyes. He had a quick wit. Allison’s smile withered.

A light drizzle, slick roads.

Keith went around the curve into a head-on collision. The car flew over the edge and down the embankment. They died instantly.

Allison threw up her hands. "I can't do this, Yanni." She left the room, but Yanni followed.

"The time is coming when you will have no choice," Yanni whispered, and then disappeared.

Allison only relaxed after she sat on her favorite comfy chair with legs curled under her, holding a nice warm cup of tea. But soon the pressure built, shooting pains behind her left eye. She set her cup down and massaged her temples. It didn't help. Sluggishly, she padded to the kitchen for migraine pills.

As she filled a glass with water, sharp, jabbing pangs speared her brain. She became disoriented. Places she recognized flashed like a slideshow—Gloucester High School, St. Joseph's Chapel and R&N's department store. The glass fell from nerveless fingers and burst into tiny fragments.

Ferocious tremors.

A young woman's face appeared behind Allison’s closed eyes. A jagged piece of paper with notes scribbled on it flashed by.

"Oh, God no!" The killer's next victim.


 

CHAPTER FIVE

Jake arrived in the town of Gloucester in the early evening after sitting through what seemed like hours of debate amongst the team. Margo used her magic fingers and her laptop to confirm that no recent murders had been reported in Gloucester. Despite any sensible argument given, Jake had pushed Peter to let him travel to the small inlet town. He offered no reasonable logic as to why he should go other than his gut told him he needed to be there. Peter relinquished with the stipulation that Jake check in regularly. With some bizarre glee Margo accepted the laborious chore of going through Jake's case files to find any similarities to the present case. 

His suit looked as though he'd slept in it. There had been no time to change. He’d made flight arrangements and gone from the jet to a commercial airliner for the immediate trip to Gloucester.

He parked the plain black rental car in front of a local restaurant on Main Street, secured his gun in its holster, and grabbed his jacket to walk the block to the police station. The lobby was nondescript. Jake picked up the black phone on the wall and buzzed the desk officer asking to speak with the lead detective.

A haggard-looking man, slightly graying and a little overweight, appeared several minutes later. "Hello," he said sticking out his hand. "I'm Detective Bill Lancaster. How can I help you?"

"Jake Austin, FBI." He shook Lancaster's hand and showed his identification. "If we can speak in private, I'll explain why I'm here," Jake offered.

"Follow me."

Jake followed the older man to a conference room, and Lancaster motioned for him to sit.

"My team was called to Schenectady this morning, to the scene of a murder."

"Okay." Lancaster dropped into the chair opposite him, eyebrows raised expectantly.

"There was little evidence, but one thing we found was a movie in the dvd player, The Perfect Storm. Do you know it?"

"Sure. My wife read the book when it came out. The guy who wrote it spent months here doing research."

"It may be nothing. We wanted to let you know this guy might be planning something that involves your town."

Lancaster put his forearms on the table and leaned forward. "Can I do anything to help?"

"Here's my cell number. I'll be in town for a couple of days. I'd appreciate a call if anything suspicious happens."

Lancaster took the card and slid it into his shirt pocket. "The last murder we had here was a year and a half ago. I hope your guy takes a different route."

"Me too."

 Lancaster opened the conference room door.

"No need to show me out, detective. I'll find the way." Jake inclined his head and left.

Driving around town, he saw a sign for the Stern Trawler, which boasted both food and lodging.

He parked and strode to the brick building's brightly painted front door and went inside. A few people sat at the bar, while a fair-haired woman with a pleasant smile wiped the counter. He took a seat on one of the open bar stools.

"What can I get ya?" she said.

"Samuel Adams."

The wet rag slapped against the bar as she grabbed a bottle and flipped the cap to set it in front of him.

Jake took a swig of the brew, letting an appreciative moan escape. "I saw on your sign that you offer lodging."

"We do," she replied, adding a nice smile.

Looking over the bottle he said, "Do you have anything available?"

"Actually, sweetie, one room recently opened up. Normally, during prime fishing season, we're full."

"I'd like to grab it."

She threw him a suggestive grin. "Is the room all you're looking for?"

Jake winked. "I'm afraid so."

"Pity," she sighed.

"What do I owe you?"

"How long you figure on stayin'?"

"A couple of days."

He watched as the woman moved efficiently, arranging glasses, and calling out orders. She'd most likely be a wealth of information about people in this area—someone who knows everyone. It would be worth looking into, tomorrow.

A few minutes passed when the woman brought him a bowl of chowder and told him the room would be ready in a short while.

"Can I ask you a couple of questions?"

"Are you a cop?"

"Worse. I'm a federal agent."

"Do you want another beer?"

"No thanks."

She frowned. "Go ahead with your questions."

"Have you seen anything or anyone unusual in the last day or so? Someone who looks like he doesn't belong?"

"Describe unusual. This time of year, we get guys showing up trying to get spots on the fishing boats. A lot of them have been coming here for years, but others are new."

"Nothing strange or out of place then?"

"Not that I could tell."

"Okay. Thanks for giving me your time."

"My pleasure," she said and hurried off to help new arrivals.

Jake settled into a room with two double beds. He dropped his knapsack on one and his body on the other. Sheer exhaustion took over and begged him for sleep. Sleep. He didn't sleep much. The borders between dreams and the real world got lost sometimes.


 

CHAPTER SIX

Jake woke to the noise of fishermen getting ready for another long day. The hustle and bustle on the docks outside created a sort of tempo. He dragged his still-clothed body off the bed and flipped open his suitcase to pull out some fresh, albeit wrinkled, clothes.

He had the water running while he shaved but could hear the television outside the bathroom door. He'd switched it on for the latest local news. As the anchorwoman presented details of a murder, Jake nicked himself with the razor and swore under his breath. He wiped the trickle of blood with a towel and threw it in the sink as he left the room to hear the rest of the broadcast.
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