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On the other side of the spotlight, anyone could be watching.

How can anyone protect themselves from a serial killer who can make someone forget they ever saw him? In a world where superpowers are very real, that’s where the Investigators of the Bureau of Special Investigations come in.

When songwriter and manager Katie Ballard first began getting letters, she thought they were just another example of the fan mail that has been pouring in ever since her sister Aggi first became the Princess of Pop. With a global concert tour to run and a sharp eye out for those who seek to take advantage of Aggi’s wealth and celebrity, Katie dismisses her secretive admirer until Investigators from Special Investigations arrive on her doorstep.

Investigator Ben Morgan’s life is all about his work, protecting both those who have powers and ordinary citizens from one another. But from the moment he takes this case, he finds himself distracted by the cool, competent manager being targeted by one of the most infamous serial killers of the last decade. He’ll need all of his renowned expertise and ability to think outside the box if he hopes to keep her alive.

For Katie, Ben might be one of the most attractive men she’s ever met but having her life turned upside down is hardly the way she wanted to begin a romance. She might be used to handling everything on her own, but she will have to trust Ben as a protector and with her heart.

Together they’ll fight to keep Katie alive and out of the hands of a man who thinks the best way to get a happily ever after is to make sure there’s no tomorrow.
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To Chris, Sarah, and Erin. The first ones to believe in my stories and convince me to take them out of my head and onto the page.

​Miss Katie Ballard,


There is no need to be afraid of me. I only want to help you. There is so much more to you than writing songs and assisting your stepsister. You are the one who deserves to be a star. I’m the only one who sees your true talent.

I understand if you feel a sense of obligation to your stepsister. After all, you are the driving force behind her career. You are kind to her, but kindness can only hold you back. It is time to claim the stage as your own rather than sleeping in the ashes from her flames.

I’ve taken the liberty of providing a small gift. A beautiful woman like you should be adorned properly. This is only the beginning of what I can do to help you. I look forward to seeing you wear it.

Your faithful admirer and servant, Walter.

​​
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Chapter One
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“What was the ‘small gift’?” Investigator Ben Morgan asked his boss as he and his partner read through the case file. He sometimes missed the simplicity of his life before joining Special Investigations. Back then, he could assume anyone who talked to voices in their head needed a psych eval. Once the world found out superpowers were real, it changed everything in law enforcement. If an individual could transform into an animal or bend metal with their bare hands, then anything could be possible. 

“A blue silk evening dress, hand-sewn and fitted to the target.” Director Henry Delacroix closed the door. As he returned to his desk, he rolled up the sleeves of white dress shirt to reveal forearms covered in wiry black hair. “The unsub left it backstage in Miss Ballard’s dressing room at their concert in Tucson, along with the handwritten note.”

“How very brash.” Investigator Ray Corwin shook his head in mock dismay. “He’s in complete violation of stalker etiquette. A gift like that should be saved for after the second restraining order.” 

Ben hid a smile, keeping his gaze focused on the old-fashioned rows of file cabinets lining the walls of Delacroix’s office. His partner might be new to Special Investigations, but he did not lack confidence to share his opinions. There were lots of rumors about the man ruffling high-ranking feathers back in the FBI. Something we have in common. He had learned to respect Ray’s keen insight. 

Delacroix’s mouth twitched, the tiny smile appearing and disappearing almost too quickly to register. 

Ben checked the file again, reading the first two letters. Both were short, only a few sentences. They seemed like ordinary fan mail. “How were these two sent?”

“Social media accounts. Each set up right before the messages were sent and shut down immediately after the reply. No way to trace them.” Delacroix tapped the folder resting on his battered metal desk. “The FBI thinks it might be the Director.”

Shit. He remembered the serial killer’s name from his own days at the Bureau. Eight women stalked and killed in the last ten years. Ben hated using lurid names, preferring the generic term unsub, an abbreviation for unknown subject. This unsub sent his target letters and gifts before kidnapping and killing them. He then posed their bodies in elaborate settings and costumes. Even Ray stilled at the dropped name. The Director held the honor of being one of the most terrifying serial killers currently operating in the United States.

“There’s a concern the unsub may be an occulata hominum.” Delacroix rattled off the Latin term smoothly. He came down hard on any Investigator who used the slang insult loocy to describe those with supernatural powers. “We’ve been asked to consult and determine how the unsub has been able to evade capture despite some very slick operations. This is our chance to show why Special Investigations should be allowed to continue our work.” 

At its creation three years ago, the Bureau of Special Investigations had attracted a large number of bigots and bullies. They used the badge to boost their own egos and stoke their own hatred. The agency was still trying to purge the bad apples from their ranks while also struggling to cope with every hint of paranormal activity and every weirdo with delusions of comic-book grandeur.

Ben had joined Special Investigations immediately after the Jackson Square incident, determined to make certain these newly revealed powers didn’t allow their users to escape the law. He’d heard rumors that Delacroix had been one of the FBI’s Little Green Men and Tinfoil Hat file chasers. People dismissed Delacroix as a conspiracy nut, but they were absolutely wrong. His boss treated every investigation with meticulous care and an unwavering focus on the evidence. Ben followed the same track. “What about the target?”

Delacroix handed them a glossy magazine to add to the file. “Katherine Ballard.” 

A pretty, scantily-clad blonde stared regally from the cover. Ben didn’t recognize her, despite the name AGGI helpfully spelled out in big letters along with a promise to share her trade secrets for staying fit and keeping grounded. 

If this is the same unsub, a one name pop star isn’t his typical target. A picture inside the magazine caught his attention. The same blond woman from the cover, laughing with her arms around a young woman with dark red hair caught up in a practical ponytail that did nothing to hide her heart-shaped face or big eyes. She caught Ben’s eye more than the practiced glamor of the blonde. The redhead wasn’t looking at the camera, but her brilliant smile shone through the lens. Ben frowned. “The caption says they’re sisters.”

“Technically, they’re stepsisters,” Ray said. “Aggi’s mother married Katie’s father when they were both young. They call each other sisters. Referring to them as stepsisters really pisses them off.”

Delacroix and Ben both stared at him in surprise.

Ray clucked his tongue to express disbelief. “Aggi has been the hottest musical act in town for the last five years. How have the two of you missed her?”

“Katherine is Aggi’s manager and business partner,” Delacroix explained.

“And she writes songs for a lot of top-forty artists, including Aggi.” Ray turned his focus back to the magazine photo. “It’s hard not to sympathize with the Director. Aggi is wearing her own brand of workout gear, while Katie chooses an oversized T-shirt and leggings? The girl practically cries out for a proper stylist.”

​His partner’s comment hit Ben like a spark hitting an unexpected pocket of gasoline fumes, threatening an unprofessional eruption. Luckily his boss wasn’t about to let the commentary stand.

Delacroix glared at his latest recruit. “Keep your opinions on her personal choices to yourself.”

Ben sucked in a deep breath. It wasn’t like him to be so unsettled this early in a case. He’d been up late finishing a report for Denver PD about an arsonist with suspected paranormal abilities. Maybe I need more sleep.

“The FBI suspects the unsub could be an occulata,” Delacroix continued. “He’s not a criminal mastermind. He leaves trace evidence and DNA. But no one has been able to get close to him.”

​“Any clues on what powers this guy might have?” Ben realized he was running a fascinated finger along the edge of the next picture featuring the unsub’s target. Even in a simple T-shirt and leggings, she carried herself with an air of competence and confidence. A woman who probably bulldozed through most obstacles. She’d ignored the first two messages, but alerted the authorities immediately when the sender crossed a boundary. She wasn’t easily frightened or intimidated. Making her even more vulnerable to someone like this unsub. The realization hit him like a stab to the gut. They had less than a week to find and stop the unsub before the body count went up another notch.

“No idea on powers. Which is why I’m putting the two of you on the case.” Delacroix’s dark eyes fixed on him. “Ben, you know the most about the different types of powers. Ray, you have a talent for getting information no one else can. Together, two of you are the best I have at getting to the right conclusions on the slimmest data, aside from Investigator Adler.”

“And she won’t leave with a class in progress,” Ben finished.

“Her loss is our celebrity gain. When do we leave?” Ray asked brightly.

“Your plane leaves in two hours. Good luck, gentlemen.”

Ben stood up at Delcroix’s dismissal. The familiar surge of anticipation loosened his muscles and sharpened his mind. This assignment held more of a challenge than going around to local precincts to deliver be-tolerant-but-careful lectures about what could be lurking on their streets. The prospect of a real hunt against an adversary who’d already made a fool of top-level law enforcement promised a satisfying challenge.

They left Delacroix’s office and jogged down two flights of stairs. Ray hesitated at the bottom landing. “I suppose there’s hardly time to stop at home and pick up my albums for Aggi to sign.”

​“Just tell me your go-bag is ready this time.” Ben walked rapidly through the utilitarian lobby and shoved open the glass doors, eager to begin the case. They’d need at least an hour to reach the airport, and while federal officers might get to speed through security, no one would be holding the plane for them.

“One trip being forced to wear off-the-rack was deterrent enough.” Ray gave an elaborate shudder as they crossed the parking lot. “My luggage is waiting in the car.”

​Ben couldn’t decide if his partner actually had money, or only liked to pretend he did. Distinguishing between the high-end designers and Walmart wasn’t one of his skills. His own go-bag held two changes of clothing, an extra sweater, decent hiking boots and his assigned weapons. Everything fit in a moderately sized gym bag with room to spare.

“Come on, partner, aren’t you the least bit excited?” Ray’s smile held more than a hint of mischief as he lifted two large suitcases out of the trunk of his sleek black luxury car. “We’re going behind the scenes into the glamorous world of rock and roll. Or at least pop and party. It could be a chance to break out of your enforced hermitage and meet some pretty young thing. I’ve heard the dancers with Aggi’s tour are impressively athletic.”

​“Have you even heard of the term sexual harassment?” Ben gritted his teeth as his partner transferred the bags to the trunk of Ben’s battered sedan.

“Have I ever been less than professional in person?” Ray slid into the passenger seat, completely unruffled by his partner’s irritation.

Ben pulled the car into traffic. “Don’t I count as a person?”

“In the eyes of the law.” Ray grinned. “Trust me, I have a lot of experience in navigating boundaries. I would never push.”

He’s right. While his partner’s behavior sounded outrageous, he did seem to have a knack for setting people at ease. Peter could do that, too. His mind shied away from the memory.

“I’m a shameless flirt. It’s how I navigate the world and this job. I’m playing to my strengths,” Ray continued. “For you, the whole prematurely grumpy, crusty cynic thing works even if you aren’t much over thirty. The day-old stubble and shadows under your eyes are a method actor’s dream.”

Ben’s hands tightened around the leather-clad steering wheel. “This conversation has officially reached the uncomfortable and awkward silence stage.”

​“It wouldn’t destroy your reputation to loosen up the teensiest bit. But I’m not about to judge.” Ray waved his hand in cheerful dismissal. “Your grumpiness won’t affect my ability to enjoy all of the beautiful men and women that are sure to be hanging around Aggi.”

“We’re there for the sister. Katherine.” Even as he spoke, Ben regretted snapping at his partner. Something about this case had triggered an aggressive protective instinct. He ignored the vivid image of the target’s face lingering in the back of his mind.

“Actually, we’re there as consultants,” Ray corrected. “To be wise and experienced teachers to the ignorant, not action heroes. Which is a shame, because I would look stunning walking away from an explosion in slow motion.”

​Ben cracked a grin. “Are you ever serious?”

​“I don’t expect you to break character on my account. You go on perfecting your bad cop, and I’ll enjoy performing all the other emotional roles.” Ray closed his eyes, effectively ending the conversation.

A small smile still clung stubbornly to Ben’s lips despite his best efforts to remain stern. 

When he’d first met Ray Morgan, Ben had accepted the flippant surface for the truth. During their first assignment, he’d expected Ray to storm off in a huff when protesters identified them as Special Investigations, and began pelting them with garbage and insults. Ben had been prepared to restrain his partner, but to his surprise, Ray had simply wiped away the smelly remnants, apologized to the protesters on behalf of the agency, and left the scene. When Ben caught up to him, Ray explained his reasoning.

“They’re absolutely right. Special Investigations has done some horrible things. We’ve taken people out of their homes. We held them in that terrible camp up North without any chance of release. And we did it all because we were scared of people who were different.”

Ben hesitated. “Given how you feel, I’m surprised you joined the agency.”

“There’s still an important job to be done. The public needs a sense of safety, or else you’re likely to have riots and lynch mobs. If good people refuse to join Special Investigations because of its past, then it’s going to be filled with the wrong type of people to do the job.”

All in all, flamboyance and irreverence were a small price to pay for the reassurance of knowing he could trust his partner to make the right choice in a tough situation. 

Ben grudgingly apologized. “I’ll do my best not to be a buzz-kill.”

​“I’ll keep my stash of gold stars handy,” Ray replied, his eyes still closed, and his voice dry with sardonic amusement. “You’re not going to ruin my cheer today, no matter how much doom and gloom you insist on packing. We’re going to catch a serial killer who has eluded justice for a decade, hang out with music royalty, and enjoy some West Coast sun. You’ll see, it will all work out splendidly.”

Ben wished it could be so easy. Good guys win, bad guys lose, everyone goes home happy. But he’d already learned the hard-taught lesson of reality, nothing was guaranteed. Sometimes bad guys won, and good guys didn’t get to go home at all. 

​
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Chapter Two
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“I’m going to sue that son-of-a-bitch!”

Grimacing, Katie opened the door to Aggi’s hotel suite, dodging a thrown tabloid. Discarded newsprint covered the cream and tan leather sofa as well as the white carpeting. I’ve told her not to read the gossip rags. Her sister paced up and down in front of the floor to ceiling windows, ignoring the spectacular view of San Diego’s harbor glinting in the noon sunlight.

​One of the self-proclaimed Princesses of Pop, Aggi looked the part even when in a full-blown tantrum mode. Long, thick blond curls, natural in both fullness and color, tall and slender, with big green eyes, she’d been gracing the covers of magazines since her teenage years. Unfortunately, the photo under yesterday’s headline was considerably less flattering. Katie silently held out a bright pink travel mug to her sister.

“Thank God you’re here. You need to do your magic, and make this go away.” Aggi grabbed the mug before anxiously peering inside. “You made certain the place uses all organic ingredients, right?”

​Mentally crossing her fingers, Katie nodded. Aggi adored strawberry smoothies, but was very particular about the taste and ingredients. Rather than searching to find acceptable smoothie options in every city, Katie had begun making them herself. She picked up organic strawberries, yogurt, milk, vanilla, and a few other items to blend in her own hotel room. One more road-smoothing task taken care of without Aggi ever being the wiser. 

Aggi kicked the discarded tabloid. “I want you to call Patrick, and start the lawsuit.” 

“You can’t get upset at everything they print.” Katie picked up the scattered pages. It was a rare day when Aggi’s name didn’t appear in the gossip media. Being a pop culture phenomenon extracted a price in personal privacy.

“He said we had a threesome.” Aggi hissed.

AGGI GETS KINKI! TREVOR STANISLOV SHARES ALL THE SEXY DETAILS! Katie recognized the name with a sinking feeling. Ten years ago, Trevor had been one of the non-threatening poster boys on a popular tween series. Since then, he’d failed to transition into adult stardom. He and Aggi had broken up last week after dating for six months.

“I catch him boning one of his little superfans, and suddenly I’m the one who’s a deviant?” Aggi dropped the travel mug, and flung herself onto the couch, arms thrown dramatically over her eyes.

“There’s nothing wrong with a threesome.” Katie picked up the still-sealed mug, and tossed the newspaper into the recycling bin. “It’s not even pushing the envelope these days.”

“The problem starts when a good chunk of my fan base is thirteen to eighteen year old girls.” Aggi dropped her arm to glare. “I don’t need their mothers deciding I’m a bad role model.”

“I’ll drop a few words in the right ears about how Trevor used you to jump-start his stalled acting career. Trust me, it’ll be more effective than a lawsuit. Sue him, and people will wonder if he’s telling the truth.” Katie ran down her mental list of local reporters. Exclusive interviews and VIP passes should generate a sympathetic spin. She pulled out her phone, and fired off a quick email to the top prospect. ​

“Do you really think he was just using me?” The question didn’t come from Aggi the brand, it was from Agatha, her sister.

Yes. Katie had no doubts. She remembered how often Trevor had casually suggested leaking date plans to the paparazzi. Or pestered her to give him the contact information for entertainment industry professionals. But she couldn’t be the one to tell Aggi. Not when her optimistically-blinded sister had been deeply infatuated with the handsome actor. Luckily, Katie was pragmatic and cynical enough for both of them. She kept her relationships casual, ensuring both parties knew what they were getting into. Falling in love is too exhausting. Unwilling to hurt her sister’s feelings, Katie chose her reply carefully. “He got kicked off the set last month because he failed his drug test. He’s probably trying to distract the media.”

“He said he went to those anonymous meetings.” Aggi sighed, and took the travel mug from Katie again. This time, she opened the lid and drank, rather than using it as a prop. “Do you think that’s why he cheated on me? Because he was high?”

“It probably didn’t help his judgment,” Katie hedged, not wanting her sister to hope for a reconciliation. “But talking to the tabloids isn’t a sign of maturity.”

“You’re right. You always are. Your boyfriends never give you trouble. I should make you pick out the next guy I date.” Aggi straightened up. “Mmm, this is delicious. Okay, we’re moving on from depressing topics. You have to talk to Annabelle about the catsuit for Watch the Claws, it feels like it’s going to tear during the high kicks.”

Katie sent an email to the costume designer. “Done. The new lights arrived yesterday. I’ll do a walk-through to make sure the stage is set up properly for tonight.”

“Have Nadia and her team do a full rehearsal of act three once it’s up. I don’t want anyone flipping off the end of the walkway.” Aggi took another long drink. “Jezzy nearly gave me a heart attack in Tucson.”

I remember. She’d already spoken with the dancers about being more careful, and arranged for an extra rehearsal. Her phone buzzed. “Razel Cummings says she’d be interested in covering backstage to demonstrate what you’re really like.” 

“Which one is Razel again?”

“She’s highly acclaimed for her work on feminist matters, making her perfect for the Hear Me Roar tour.” Katie admired Razel’s documentaries and essays. Add in her position as a regular talking head on a number of networks along with a prominent social media personality, and it all seemed perfect. “She wants exclusive access for the next week.”

“Can’t I set something up with the cute reporter from New York? He was so sweet when we talked, and I’m single now.” Aggi leaned in to examine her make-up free face in the mirror over the dressing table. “We’d look adorable together.”

Katie bit back an indulgent smile. “No.”

“I wouldn’t sleep with him or anything. I just think it would be a nice ego boost to have a handsome man paying attention to me.” Aggi pulled her blond curls into a ponytail. 

​​“Hear Me Roar’s point was to hire as many women as possible to bring attention to the sexist practices in the entertainment industry.” The two of them had gone over the arguments for months before deciding.

“I wish it didn’t have to be this way.” Aggi stubbornly clung to the idea that merit should be enough. 

“If it helps, remember we’re showcasing a lot of talented women, which gives their careers a boost.” Katie picked up another batch of discarded papers. “Or do I have to start reciting the names of our friends who have dropped out of this industry?”

“No, I get it,” Aggi said sadly. Her fingers twisted around the travel mug, squeaking softly against the plastic. They both personally knew women who had faced intimidation and harassment. They’d heard the whispered warnings, and watched promising careers suddenly disappear.

Katie dropped her load of smudged newsprint. Once she’d convinced Aggi to throw her celebrity weight behind the cause of equality, there hadn’t been any doubt of her sister’s commitment.

​​​​“Okay. If you think it’s the right move, give her exclusive access.” Aggi leaned her head against Katie’s shoulder. Ever since they were children, Aggi needed physical contact while she worked through her emotions. “I promise not to do anything dramatic about Trevor even if it’s really, really tempting.” 

“I’ll take care of everything. Two weeks from now, no one will even remember. We’ve been through worse.” Katie gave her sister a big squeeze. They’d both given up a lot for Aggi’s career. Sometimes a reminder of how far they’d come helped keep them both going.

​“Okay.” Aggi stood up to begin her stretching routine. “Oh, what happened with the package yesterday? Did you figure out where it came from?”

​Katie’s contentment vanished like the sun disappearing behind clouds. Finding that box in her dressing room still sparked a prickly twinge in her gut. No one should have been able to enter her private space, even in a temporary location. They paid a great deal for private security on top of the usual venue arrangements.

​“The dress is gorgeous. Is it a new designer?” Aggi asked. 

Katie hadn’t wanted to worry her sister, but they needed to take the incident seriously. “I called the police.”

​“What? Why?” Her sister stopped in mid-stretch. 

“I received some inappropriate messages through social media. At first. I thought they were from a fan with a boundary issue, and I did the usual pass off to our press liaison. The dress came from the same fan. And not through a delivery service. He must have dropped it off himself.” Despite her efforts to stay calm, Katie couldn’t help shivering.

Aggi’s eyes were round and wide. “How could he get inside? Or figure out which room was yours?”

“I don’t know. But I’ve made sure it won’t happen again.” She’d spent hours talking with their security team. On their recommendation, she’d bought a set of expensive locks and monitors online. Reminding herself of the new precautions calmed the fluttering sense of vulnerability. “The prep area will only be accessible through a scanned keycard. Extra security has been assigned to monitor exits and entries. I’ve confirmed the hotel only allows access to this floor with a room key. You and I are the only ones staying here. Everyone else is on the two levels below. All secure.”

“What about when Mom arrives later? She’s always losing hotel keys.”

“The concierge will escort her to the floor. Every time.” Katie watched carefully for a reaction. If Aggi agreed, the two of them could appeal to Bernice’s ego and VIP vanity to ensure she accepted the new measures.

Aggi’s lips thinned. “And you think that’s enough?”

​“The police are looking into the package. Our people know to watch out for anyone suspicious. In a few weeks, this will be a thrilling story to share with our friends.” If she said the words often enough, maybe they would come true. “Which reminds me, we need to get downstairs for the afternoon workout with Stinging Butterfly.”

​​Their personal trainer did not tolerate tardiness. Katie had already quietly talked to her about brushing up on some self-defense training. Mom always insisted on training me how to defend myself, no matter what. If this Walter planned to bully his way past her, he was sorely mistaken. 

A costume and a folded piece of paper weren’t obvious threats, but Katie wasn’t naïve enough to assume this man was harmless, or that he would stop at unwanted gifts. Once the cops found him, she would press charges, and it would all be over. But even while she reassured herself, the skin on the back of her neck crawled as if she were trapped in someone’s cross-hairs. 

​
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​“Investigators Morgan and Corwin? I’m Special Agent Tarek Orlund.” 

Ben shook the hand of the tall man in a standard charcoal government suit. “I’m Ben Corwin. My partner is picking up the rental car.”

Orlund adjusted his glasses, and self-consciously touched the gray-brown fringe of hair ringing his head. “I see.”

Leaning over the counter to sign the paperwork, Ray flashed his charming grin at the rental clerk. She showed every sign of enjoying his efforts; blushing, giggling, and constantly touching her hair and her neck. Ben suppressed a sigh. His partner’s constant flirting had gotten them the bulkhead seats on the flight, free candy bars from the airport shop, and a twenty minute delay at security while he chatted up the NTSB agent.

Orlund glared at Ben. “Let me be clear. I’m not a supporter of Special Investigations. After what you people did at Woodpine, all of you should be in jail.”

The government evaluation camp would rightfully remain a stain on their agency for the foreseeable future. Ben met the FBI agent’s eyes coolly, and replied without flinching, “There is still a need for us.”

“Not here. I’ve been working on the Director’s profile for the last three years. I know the case, and I’ll take care of it.”

“We want to help.” Ben kept his voice neutral. Sometimes other agencies were easy to work with. Sometimes they weren’t. This isn’t going to be a stellar example of inter-agency cooperation.

“All set.” Ray arrived, flipping a key fob between his fingers. “Janelle gave me her number in case we run into any trouble.”

“I’m sure she did,” Orlund muttered.

Ray’s generous smile locked into place. “Is there a problem?”

“Special Agent Orlund doesn’t feel this is a case for Special Investigations,” Ben said quietly, preparing to enjoy the next few minutes.

​Orlund shrugged one shoulder. “The Director is methodical, a highly organized killer. His skills let him evade capture. This isn’t one for the freak squad.” 

“A highly organized killer who leaves DNA and fingerprints behind?” Ray lifted a sardonic eyebrow, apparently unfazed by the other man’s unfriendliness. “Come on, what’s the harm in an extra set of eyes?”

“It might be helpful if those eyes were focused on the case instead of a pretty girl’s chest.” Orlund snapped the reprimand like the sharp crack of a whip.

“Treating people like cogs in a machine is rude. Janelle is not a robot created solely to serve our needs.” Ray picked up his two suitcases. “Besides, she’s getting over a bad break-up, and could use the ego boost.”

“She told you that?” Orlund frowned, glancing back at the clerk.

​“No, she wouldn’t have. But her eyes are red, and she is wearing a brand new blouse on a Wednesday.” Ben kept his voice level, as if he were teaching in a classroom.

​“Someone hurt her feelings and confidence,” Ray added.

“You’re lying.” From the way his back stiffened, Orlund thought they were mocking him.

“It’s observation.” Ben followed Ray to an unremarkable silver sedan, leaving the FBI agent behind. 

“There’s a seminar. Maybe we can find you a spot in the next one.” Ray’s smile hovered on the paper-thin edge between sarcasm and threat.

“Special Agent Orlund, if you’d like to join us, we’ll be at the target’s hotel, conducting an interview.” Ben hoped reminding him of the case might soften the agent’s attitude. “I’d appreciate a chance to go over your notes. I’m sure they’re comprehensive after three years.”

“All part of a thorough investigation, you know.” Ray slid his suitcases into the sedan’s trunk, leaving no room for Ben’s gym bag.

Ben shot his partner a warning glare. ​

“My notes are at the hotel. I’m staying in the same one as the tour.” Orlund stalked off.

In other words, not the same one as us. The FBI must have a bigger travel budget than Special Investigations.

“I suppose we won’t be earning a gold star in playing well with others today.” Ray snapped open a pair of sunglasses. “It would make him look bad if we solved this in a few days if he hasn’t in the last three years.”

Orlund climbed into a black SUV. He left without waiting for them to follow. 

Ben eased their rental onto the main road. “There’s more here than a jurisdictional pissing contest. He doesn’t want us anywhere near this case.”

“Which only makes this more interesting.” Ray chuckled. “Do you think his appalling attitude is all romantic jealousy, or could some of it be professional?”

“Let’s keep the bickering to a minimum.” Most of Ben’s attention stayed on navigating traffic between the airport and the hotel. “We can’t afford to miss a crucial clue because he’s focused on being pissed instead of on the case.”

“Don’t worry. I can behave.” Ray pursed his lips thoughtfully. “After all, I’m sure he enjoys the stick up his ass. Who am I to take that away from him?”

Thankfully, the drive passed without further incident. When they arrived, Orlund stood impatiently at the lobby entrance, his arms crossed. “I don’t like being kept waiting.”

Ben glared at Ray before his partner could make a colorful comment to further antagonize the man. Clearing his throat, Ben addressed the real complaint. “Let’s be clear, Special Agent Orlund. We’re here strictly to consult. This is your investigation, and we have no intention of interfering. That said, we are on a limited timeline with this unsub. We cannot afford to waste it arguing.”

Orlund’s aggressive stance softened slightly. “I nearly caught him six months ago. I’ve been waiting for him to poke his nose out again. The Director always sends at least seven letters before kidnapping his victim, and we’ve received three. We can set up a trap to catch him.”

“Once we’ve talked with Ms. Ballard, we can go through the files to see if we can determine whether or not this unsub has supernatural abilities.” Ben’s jaw tensed at the word victim despite his efforts to maintain a poker face. Delacroix had drilled all investigators to use target instead. If you call them victims, you forget the job is to save them.

“He’s not a loocy. He’s a garden-variety psychopath.” Orlund clearly wasn’t in the mood for diplomacy. “But if you want to talk to the victim, be my guest. She’s not here. She’s at the rehearsal venue.”

“Not much for compassion, is he?” Ray held the door as they stepped inside the hotel lobby.

Which doesn’t bode well for Katherine Ballard.
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“All right, Aggi, starting position for Lose My Number.” Stinging Butterfly’s instructions echoed off the rows of empty seats. Her long electric blue braid swayed from side to side with each emphatic stride across the stage. “You’re still coming in half a measure early on the second chorus.”

“I’m right on time.” Aggi moved into place, shaking her head.

Standing on the sidelines, Katie smothered a smile behind her hand. Butterfly had been their first professional choreographer. She still critiqued every performance.

“Cue music.” Butterfly jabbed her finger at the sound booth.

Hard drums pounded in a syncopated rhythm. This song was a fan favorite from Aggi’s second album, and had become a staple on her concert tours. Despite the success, Katie still felt it was missing something. Maybe if I added a second guitar?

​Butterfly interrupted her pondering. “Ready for some defense practice?”

“Absolutely.”

“The most attack common scenario is a grab from behind. So what can you do?” Butterfly moved behind Katie, and grabbed her shoulders.

“Drop into a crouch, poke to the inner thigh, and roll away.” Katie demonstrated, though she only lightly tapped Butterfly rather than striking the nerve point.

Hands gripped her shoulders again. “Good. What else?” 

“Throw myself backward and to the side—”

Razel’s hard voice interrupted, “This doesn’t look like choreography.” 

Katie lifted her head to stare directly into a camera lens. Dressed in a neat suit and designer shoes, Razel’s polish and arrogant stance made her acutely aware of her sweat-stained T-shirt, disheveled hair, and faded leggings. Not wanting to allow her discomfort to be captured on film, she made herself smile graciously. “We weren’t expecting you so quickly.”

​“That’s why I’m here.” Razel’s answering smile was perfectly poisonous. “For my exclusive access.”

Aggi came closer. “Access doesn’t usually include my private rehearsals.” 

“But you don’t seem to be rehearsing.” Razel’s finger circled. She aimed the lens squarely at Katie to capture every flinch and stutter.

Razel continued, “Tell me, is this self-defense training in response to a particular threat, or is it something you regularly feel the need to do?”

The insinuation of paranoia stiffened Katie’s spine. “All women should know how to defend themselves. It’s a way to push back against imposed fear.”

“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. After all, Aggi’s brand is all about quick-fix self-empowerment.” Razel fluttered her hand in an eloquent gesture of dismissal. “Of course, most of her fans don’t have bodyguards to protect them from the consequences of their choices.”

​​The sudden onslaught was baffling. Razel’s choice to be antagonistic within the first few minutes didn’t bode well for the relationship. I should have done more research. She’d made an assumption based on her admiration of the woman’s work and now they were stuck with her. Katie wiped at her forehead. Only one option remained, brazen through.

Aggi lifted her head regally, matching the reporter’s contempt. “We can discuss this at another time. Our trainer has a tight schedule. We shouldn’t delay her.”

“That’s right.” Butterfly’s crossed arms and angry glare made her opinion obvious. “And I don’t allow cameras in private rehearsal. Turn it off.”

“Of course. I’m so sorry to have interrupted.” The taut curve of Razel’s lips made it clear she wasn’t sorry at all. The red light above the camera winked out.

“May we speak privately?” Katie asked quietly, moving offstage.

Razel sauntered after her. 

Katie’s jaw twitched with the effort of maintaining a calm exterior. “I’m not sure what conditions you’re used to, but we’re not interested in participating in ambush journalism. You were invited as a courtesy—”

“I was invited because you need good press to offset Trevor’s accusations,” Razel said bluntly.

​Don’t look at Aggi. Razel would be hoping to provoke a reaction. Katie held the woman’s gaze.

Razel smirked. “You’re wondering if you can get rid of me without making the situation worse. And the answer is, you can’t. I’ve already announced that I’m here. If I have to leave, speculation will run wild. So, you and Aggi are going to answer my questions, and let me film all of the gritty details. If not, I’m going to make Trevor’s accusations seem like the tip of the iceberg.”

​This was worse than expected, but Katie had been raised in front of the press. “We don’t have anything to hide.”

“How refreshing.” Razel’s arrogant smile widened. “I’m sure the law enforcement agents waiting at your hotel will be relieved. Well, dear, don’t worry about us. I’ll see you later at the scheduled interview.”

Katie watched the woman walk away, passing Aggi’s security team. Razel’s ability to walk into the private rehearsal didn’t give Katie an encouraging feeling about the new security measures. I’ll have to talk to them later. She bent to grab her phone, already planning the calls to mitigate this disaster. A text message waited from Colleen, their press liaison. An FBI agent and two investigators from Special Investigations are at the hotel.

Trusting Colleen to manage, Katie called the company’s lawyer. “Patrick, can you tell me what’s going on?”

“I was about to call you.” Patrick’s rich bass voice instantly soothed her building uncertainty.

​“Is this some kind of public lewdness-slash-morality crackdown? Because if it is, this is bad timing. The reporter I called is out for blood.” Katie’s brain clicked through contingency plans. “Or is this about the package? Did they make an arrest?”

“What do you mean?” Patrick asked.

“You weren’t calling about the FBI agents at the hotel?” Katie’s heart sank.

“I haven’t heard anything about the FBI or threats to public decency.” Patrick coughed once. “I was actually calling about Bernice. Is Agatha with you?”

“Yes. Should I get her?”

Her sister had returned to practice with Butterfly. Patrick’s calls about Aggi’s mom were never good news.

“I’ll speak to her after I’ve told you. There’s no easy way to say this. Bernice tried to withdraw forty thousand dollars from Aggi’s business accounts this morning.” ​

Oh no. Katie’s mouth dried. “Do you think she’s using again?”

“She’s refusing to take a drug test. And the bank manager described her behavior as erratic,” Patrick answered. “Now why the questions about public decency?”

Katie told him about the package, Razel, and the waiting officers.

“Do you need me to fly out? I don’t want you facing all of this alone.”

The offer touched Katie. Even before her father died, Patrick had offered parental support wherever possible to her and Aggi. He’d represented them in court, and protected Aggi’s investments from Bernice’s money-making schemes. All of it done with quiet dignity and grace. She couldn’t do her job without him.

“Thanks for the offer, but I’ve got this. I’ll keep you posted.” She hung up.

I’ve got this. Repeating the thought to bolster her courage, Katie took a deep breath, and hurried to get changed. She didn’t want to speak to federal agents in workout gear. Whether their visit was for the package, Bernice’s antics, the concert, or some new crisis she didn’t know about yet, she intended to face it with every advantage she could muster.

​
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Chapter Four
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​“How much longer will she be?” Orlund’s hard-soled shoes clacked against the granite tile. Every hard tap brought Ben new doubts about working with this particular FBI agent. This case had crossed a line, and become personal for the man. I don’t have a problem with dedication, but without a semblance of professionality, we won’t catch this unsub.

“Ms. Ballard will arrive shortly.” Colleen Graham’s smile narrowed. The press liaison for High Notes Music had met them in the hotel lobby. “I’m sure you can understand the tremendous demands on her time with the tour.”

More important than saving her life? Or has she not realized what’s at stake? Ben ground the toe of his shoe against the floor. Civilians assumed bad things couldn’t happen to them. If they would pay more attention to the world, there would be fewer tragedies.

​The hotel doors slid open to reveal a young woman. Ben didn’t immediately recognize Katherine Ballard from her photo. The loose T-shirt and leggings were gone, instead she wore a fitted suit jacket outlining her spectacular figure, and long, lean trousers showcasing legs which took at least a week to reach the ground. Her rich red-brown hair was knotted into a bun, and her stern expression hardened her features. The windblown waif was gone. Ben could easily believe this woman ran an entertainment empire.​

“Ah, Katie,” Colleen said gratefully. “These gentlemen are from Special Investigations, and this is Special Agent Tarek Orlund from the FBI.” ​

Katie nodded a greeting. “Let’s go someplace private to speak. Colleen, is there a conference room available?”

“Already taken care of.” Colleen handed over a keycard embossed with the hotel’s logo. “Room 2-B.”

“Follow me.” Katie led them up the wide branching staircase to the hotel’s second floor. 

To Ben’s surprise, Orlund didn’t make a comment about her assertiveness. Instead the agent wore a sour but thoughtful expression as he studied her. The sight left Ben unsettled, and fighting an inexplicable protective impulse.

Don’t get emotional. Personal involvement didn’t solve cases or increase accurate analysis. Sentiment distorted perception, and overlooked evidence. If Peter had paid attention instead of acting the hero—Ben cut off the train of thought before it traveled into painful territory. His hand gripped the worn leather of the jacket which had once been his brother’s.

Katie opened the door to a small hotel conference room, typically anonymous with pale yellow walls and a few generic art prints. Black stretchy fabric concealed the tables, but the chairs were high end wood and upholstery. She took a seat, and gestured for them to join her. “What brings you gentlemen here today?”

“Your unexpected delivery yesterday.” Ray claimed an end seat.

Her shoulders dropped, revealing relief. What else did she think we were here for? Ben sat where he could observe her unnoticed.

“Before the package arrived, did you see anyone around your dressing room?” Orlund’s question held undertones of suspicion more suited to an interrogation than talking to a criminal’s target.

Katie seemed unfazed by his aggression. “No. We reviewed the surveillance footage. There were no unidentified personnel. No sign of anyone carrying a package. Copies of the recordings were sent to the Tucson police. I would be happy to provide copies to you as well.”

No sign on surveillance. If the unsub is an occulata, he could manipulate electromagnetic signals, making it impossible to record him on film. From Ray’s slow nod, his partner was thinking along similar lines. Ben would send a copy to Investigator Adler and her computer genius partner, Lucy, for analysis. Lucy would be able to detect any tampering, including esoteric interference.

“Have you received more letters, ones you haven’t shared with the police?” Orlund asked.

“High Notes Music receives hundreds of communications daily, and Aggi’s personal social media gets thousands of interactions. All of it is logged and archived.” Katie’s cool reply suggested plenty of self-confidence. A woman familiar with being in control. “We searched for further messages from Walter and the addresses he used, but didn’t find anything. Again, we would be happy to provide those records to you. Now, I would like to know why federal agents are speaking to me about a fan with boundary issues?”

Orlund rested his fists on the table. “This is more than a stalker—” 

“With respect, Special Agent Orlund, your presence makes that clear.” Katie fixed her clear green eyes on Ben. “Why is Special Investigations involved?”

“We’re here to assist the FBI,” Ben said quietly. He couldn’t guess why Orlund would insist on playing his cards close to the vest, but professional courtesy required Ben and Ray to follow his lead. Even if it seemed like a counter-productive way to manage an investigation.

Real interest sparked behind her professional mask. “So you have special abilities to help apprehend Walter more easily?”

Ben coughed to give himself a moment before answering. Plenty of people assumed those in Special Investigations must be occulata themselves. It normally irritated him. This time he wished he could do something to keep the gleam of admiration in her eyes.

“I’m afraid our only superpowers are our sparkling wit and brilliant skills.” Ray’s flirtatious reply came with a wink. “It should be enough to let us start wearing capes to work, but management insists on staying with the more conservative suit and tie option.”

When she laughed at his partner’s quip, Ben found himself caught between jealousy and admiration. Laughter transformed her from beautiful to transcendently gorgeous. He wished he could have been the one to inspire it. The mental struggle added gruffness to his reply. “We’re investigating the possibility that the man who left you the box is an occulata hominem.”

Her smile disappeared. Ben hated being the one to make it go. Her gaze fastened on him as if she could see deep into the darkness of his soul. After a long pause, she spoke, “There’s more to this than a few notes and a dress, isn’t there?”

​“We think this man has targeted other women besides yourself. However, you don’t fit the typical profile of his victims.” Orlund drummed his fingers. “He usually contacts women trying to break into acting or modeling. You aren’t exactly struggling.”

Katie’s chin lifted, suggesting she wasn’t as calm as she appeared. “I’m not naïve enough to be taken in by someone wanting to exploit my career.” 

Ben shifted in his chair, irritated at Orlund’s approach. Ray held a finger over his twitching lips, a warning sign of losing patience.

A knock on the door interrupted the tension. An older woman with short blond hair and a tablet entered. “Sorry to interrupt, Miss Ballard.”

“That’s fine, Sonya. Excuse me, gentlemen.” 

“We’ve got an M&M issue,” Sonya said grimly. “I need to inspect all of the stage arrangements, but I can’t guarantee everything will be checked before the start time.”

Katie’s lower lip briefly disappeared between her teeth. “Give me an update in two hours. If we still have doubts about safety, we’ll invoke the cancellation clause.”

“Got it.” Sonya closed the door behind her.

Orlund barely waited for the lock to click. “It seems you’re not taking this very seriously.”

“Sonya Petrova is our production manager. She coordinates our crew and the local venue crews,” Katie explained, her voice thin from anger.

“Maybe you could tell us what an M&M issue means?” Ray asked. 

The FBI agent scowled at the interruption, but Ben exhaled in relief. His partner was trying to set Katie at ease by appealing to her as an expert. A more mature option than Ben’s impulse to punch the FBI agent.

Katie took a deep breath. “It started with Van Halen, back in the eighties. Their contract demanded a number of snacks backstage, including a bowl of M&Ms with all of the brown ones removed. If there were brown M&Ms, Van Halen reserved the right to cancel the concert at the venue’s expense. For years, people made fun of them. They mocked the rock star divas and their weird requests.”​

Orlund scowled. “That hardly—” ​

​“It wasn’t about the M&Ms.” Katie didn’t back down. “Their tour stage had a complicated set up with hundreds of detailed instructions. Missing any one of them could potentially cause serious harm to the performers or damage to the stage. Brown M&Ms meant the venue hadn’t read the contract carefully, and Van Halen couldn’t trust the set up. We use several clauses as safety checks. The order of the costumes on their rack, the color of tape marking the backstage routes, all small details to verify they’ve paid attention. When Sonya Petrova has a concern, I take it seriously. She is one of the most brilliant production managers in the business. The safety of nearly a hundred people, both on and off stage, depends on getting everything right.”

“Sounds like a lot to coordinate,” Ray said sympathetically.

“It is. And I need to get back to it. If we can help further with your investigation, please let us know.” A professional dismissal, delivered with confidence and assertiveness. 

Given Orlund’s insinuations, it was better than they deserved. But Ben couldn’t let Katie walk away without understanding what she faced.

​“The man stalking you is dangerous.”

She stopped at his words, her hand paused in mid-reach for the door. “How?”

She’s not afraid. Ben couldn’t speak, torn between his desires. He needed to inform her, but avoid eroding her confidence.

“Has he hurt the other women he stalked?” Katie asked.

“There’s no need for panic.” Orlund glared at Ben.

“We have new resources to apply to the investigation,” Ray offered in an unusual moment of sincerity.

“What happened to the other women?” Her sharp tone demanded an answer.

Tense silence stretched as they all stared at one another. Orlund’s glare didn’t need a psychic to interpret the meaning. Ben refused to budge. Either you tell her or I will.

Orlund finally spoke. “Nothing you want to know about. You don’t have to worry because he won’t get away from me again.”

“How many times has he already gotten away?” When no one answered her question, Katie grimaced, and grabbed the door handle.

Ben lifted his head. “He’s been targeting women for ten years. And he’s never been caught.”

“Ten years ... ” Katie swallowed. “And what does he do?”

As she met his gaze, everything else fell away. Then he dropped the truth that would shatter her world. “He kidnaps and kills them.”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Five
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