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  PROLOGUE




  Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for You are with me…




  But He wasn’t with her.




  She leaned against the cold steel door, her eyes closed in prayer. “Father, why have you forsaken me? What sins have I committed that you would punish me this way?”




  When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide my eyes from you; even if you offer many prayers, I will not listen. Your hands are full of blood.




  “Fiank-o!”i she screamed.




  Her eyes flew open, and she spread her hands in front of her. Blood rimmed her manicured nails. Out of the corner of her vision, she saw the blood-soaked blouse plastered to her chest. So much blood for such a tiny body.




  Ripping at her blouse, she mewed like a wounded animal. “Then take my eyes, so I no longer see the blood of my child on my hands. Take my ears, so I no longer hear the shrieks from below, the clanging of the chains.”




  Silence met her cry. God was no longer listening. She sank to her knees and ripped at her hair, bordering on madness. How could they do this to her? Had she not served them well for more than ten years?




  “You know what you must do, Aggie. I have seen the feux-folet.ii She is the child of Diabloiii, and she has cursed you.”




  For a moment, rage blocked the pain squeezing her heart. “You!” Her eyes filled with hatred, fists clenched at her side. “You brought this upon us with your superstitions and your curses.”




  “Mwen pòv zanj pèdiiv—you know I speak the truth. I was here when she was born without life, her body blue, her soul already beyond this world. Five years have come and gone. As she grows, so does the evil. They warned you this day would come.”




  The old woman’s words washed over her like a river of ice, extinguishing the fire of her rage, leaving only a cold, still emptiness.




  “I begged them, Mother. Begged for her life as her blood seeped through my fingers. I have served God, and I have served the spirits. But they have forsaken me.” She raised tortured eyes to beseech the old woman, her efforts met with stony silence and beady eyes filled with accusation. “I begged them!” Her voice tapered to a whimper. “She is only five. I have lost Catherine. Must I lose Mary also?”




  The old woman knelt beside her. Taking her right hand, she pried open the fingers and closed them around the cold steel of the knife. “You can’t cure a mad dog, Aggie; you can only put it down. You disobeyed. You have been punished. Now pick up your cross, and carry it.”




  The silence in the room was broken only by her whimpers; the old woman had left as quietly as she’d come. The knife lay heavy in her hand, just as the task before her lay heavy on her heart.




  She rose and opened the door to the basement, ignoring the shrieks and clang of the chains. Her feet descended the steps slowly, the old woman’s words echoing inside her head: You can’t cure a mad dog, Aggie; you can only put it down.




  CHAPTER ONE




  



  Please don’t leave me here.




  Catherine Mans heard the whisper over the rustle of the leaves. He was here. She knew it, but her time to find him was running out. A heavy mist had begun to develop over the river, drifting up the ravine into the creek where she knelt beside the water. Her search for twenty-one-year-old Timothy Bond had led her to many ravines in the past two weeks. Her visions were confusing, pieces of jigsaw puzzles that seemed to fit—and not fit—every creek area surrounding the Kentucky River.




  Letting the cool water flow over her hand, Catherine closed her eyes. She paid attention to the gentle force as it pressed against the barrier, allowing herself to connect with the emotions it contained. He’d been here. Walked this bank. Trudged through this water. And he’d never left.




  “Catherine?”




  She heard Cody’s unasked question and rose. “He’s here, Cody. I can feel it.”




  “The fog is rising fast. I’m going to call off the search and bring everyone in.”




  His voice held an edge of defeat bordering on disappointment. He’d followed her over snake-ridden banks, through shallow pools, and even into the river twice. She knew he ignored the ridicule of his fellow officers, but he couldn’t ignore the rising wind, misty rain, and fog swirling into ghostly clouds. Failure to call off the search would put everyone in danger.




  Catherine turned back to the pool of water and stared into its murky depths. A vision of Mr. and Mrs. Bond appeared, arms wound around each other, eyes swollen and red, beseeching her. We know he’s dead, Ms. Mans, but we can’t sleep at night. Not until our boy comes home.




  The not knowing was what aged you overnight, placing dark shadows beneath your eyes, deep-etched lines upon your face. The sorrow emanating from Mrs. Bond’s eyes had touched her in a way she hadn’t expected, opened the door to memories of things she’d worked hard to forget. Catherine touched the scar just above her right breast and wondered if her own mother had looked that way when Catherine had run away.




  Catherine shook off the thoughts. Now wasn’t the time to think about her mother. Or the past. Nor was it the time to allow the frustration in Cody’s voice to discourage her. She knew he respected her abilities and believed in her. A smile played around her lips. A lot had changed in the six years since he’d knocked on her door and asked for her help in finding three-year-old Danny Wells. Cody had worked hard to become the head of the homicide division, and through his efforts, a special fund had been established to pay for Catherine’s consulting fees. She also knew his efforts were the reason that other departments had begun to call upon her for help. But the non-believers, the ridiculers, would always persist. Her ninety-eight percent success rate didn’t matter. The two percent failure was what everyone remembered.




  A steady rain began to fall as the whisper reached her ears again. Please don’t leave me here.




  “I won’t, Timmy,” she murmured, kneeling by the creek and closing her eyes again. Reaching out with her mind, she searched for the small thread of energy she knew was there somewhere.




  “Catherine, we’ve got to go.”




  “Go ahead and call off the search, Cody,” she answered in a matter-of-fact tone. “I’m staying.”




  A strange throbbing started deep inside her head, drowning out the words she knew Cody was saying. The scar on her chest burned, as if someone had suddenly poured gasoline on it and set her on fire. She stood up slowly, catching her breath against the fiery pain as her feet moved involuntarily, trudging into the cool water that swirled around her ankles. The pool deepened, reaching her waist. The swift current pushed her downstream on unsteady feet that no longer seemed to belong to her. A thick layer of fog surrounded her, until she could no longer see the opposite bank.




  “Catherine, where the hell are you going?”




  Cody’s voice sounded distant. She heard his radio crackle as he called out to the search team and his muffled oath as he splashed through the water, following her across the creek.




  The throbbing subsided to a dull ache in the center of her forehead, but the scar continued to burn with fiery insistence, and her feet still moved against her will. The water became shallower, and her feet sank into mushy sand as she climbed the bank of the creek into an open field that led to a cliff overlooking the river.




  The fog had dissipated here, and Catherine could see the edge of the cliff. A single oak tree stood outlined against the black clouds rolling across the sky. The jigsaw puzzle came together. The pieces started to fit. The pain subsided, but her feet continued to move, carrying her closer to the edge. She wanted to stop, but an unseen force kept her going until strong arms closed around her, jerking her backwards just as her feet slipped over the edge.




  “Jesus, Catherine. What the hell are you doing?” Cody gasped between labored breaths.




  “I don’t know. I was… I didn’t…” Catherine tried to clear the fog from her mind, grasping to explain what she didn’t understand herself. “Cody, the tree. It’s the same tree in my vision. He’s here. I know he’s here.”




  “Okay. Okay. Give me a second.” Some of her excitement registered in his voice. The tree had been the one clue missing from all the other ravines.




  The two crept slowly toward the edge of the cliff. A blanket of fog covered the earth thirty feet below, but they didn’t need to see through the fog. Less than five feet down, on a jutted outcropping, lay the remains of Timothy Bond.




  Catherine stood near the edge, listening as Cody gave directions to the search team. A feeling of peace settled over her. She’d found him. “It’s time to go home, Timmy,” she whispered.




  “Don’t get too close to the edge, Catherine.”




  She didn’t bother to answer, as the wind chose that moment to switch direction and force her back from the edge. Catherine shivered as icy fingers raced down her spine. The sound of laughter echoed on the wind, followed by a whispered challenge: Find me.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Cody Allen studied the Timothy Bond witness list as he listened to the sounds of celebration around him. Finding the body had been a major coup. Hopefully, forensics would now be able to give them some clue as to the killer’s identity. Yet, he couldn’t help but feel they’d missed something in the early interviews. Something important.




  He glanced up as Jeremy Scalf stopped in front of his desk, a dark scowl clouding his features.




  “Something I can do for you, Jeremy?”




  “Yeah. I want my case back. That is, unless you plan to let your psycho-psychic pull out a name from her mumbo-jumbo bag.”




  The sound of laughter died. Every eye in the room turned toward them. Cody knew most of them supported his work with Catherine. They might be skeptical at times, but that skepticism was healthy and kept them alert. He chose his words carefully.




  “Catherine Mans has proven her value to this department more than once, Jeremy. If you’ve got a problem with that, then maybe you need to look into a transfer.”




  “We could have found the body without her,” Scalf muttered.




  “I don’t doubt that.” Cody raised his voice slightly as he stood up. He wanted the whole department to hear what he had to say. “Ninety-nine percent of all cases are solved by good, solid police work. And yes, we would have found the body eventually. Perhaps three months from now. Six months. Maybe even a year. But by the time we found it, any usable evidence would have been long gone. The fact we found it in three weeks gives us one leg up on the killer, and if we get lucky, some form of DNA will remain to help us close the case. We can thank Catherine Mans for that. And I don’t want anyone in this room to forget it.”




  Cody allowed his gaze to drift around the room, noting those who met his eyes and those who turned away. Knowing who had your back and who didn’t was always a good thing.




  Cody sat, picked up the file, and handed it to Scalf. “I want every witness on that list re-interviewed. Someone knows something, so let’s find out who it is.”




  He watched Scalf walk away, noting the stiff back and heavy feet. Scalf harbored a deep anger. It flowed out from him with every step. Anger that strong, that deep, could only be borne from hatred. The problem was, hatred of what? Him? Catherine? Or psychics in general?




  The ringing of the phone kept him from dwelling on the issue.




  “Homicide.”




  “I need to see you in my office, Cody.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  Allowing his gaze to drift around the room one more time, Cody headed for the door. The celebratory mood had been dampened by his spat with Scalf. He hated that. For the most part, they were a great group—a cohesive, hard-working, and dedicated team.




  “Shut it down for the night, guys. Stop by Pepper’s and have a drink.”




  A cheer went up, and faces creased in smiles.




  Wayne Thompson grinned as he pulled out his pockets and shook loose the lint. “You buying, Sarge?”




  Cody returned his grin. “Yeah, I’ll meet you there. First drink’s on me.”




  # # #




  Catherine drove aimlessly down the country road, focusing on the horse farms, the beautiful barns, the mansion-like houses. Anything and everything to keep her mind from replaying the scene at the creek. She didn’t believe in possession, but possession was the only explanation she could think of. She’d been wide-awake, her mental facilities fully engaged. Someone or something had taken control of her body. And if they did it once, what was to keep them from doing it again?




  Taking her eyes from the road, she glanced at the vibrating cell phone before picking it up.




  “Hi, Rosetta.”




  “I hear congratulations are in order. Why didn’t you call me?”




  Rosetta’s cheerful voice, even when tinged with the slightest of reprimands, was a balm to Catherine’s nerves. Rosetta was a sturdy ship in every storm.




  “I’m sorry, Rosetta. Time got away from me. Why don’t you close up shop and go on home? We’ll talk about it in the morning.”




  The silence on the phone became almost tangible.




  “Rosetta?”




  “We’ll talk about it in the morning, then.”




  Catherine closed the phone feeling exactly what Rosetta had wanted her to feel—guilt. She didn’t have to be psychic to hear the disappointment in Rosetta’s voice. Disappointing the people she loved seemed to be a talent she’d developed over the years. First her parents, then Cody, and now Rosetta. Everyone needed something from her she just couldn’t give.




  Catherine sighed, turned the car around, and headed home. It would be dark soon. In her present mood, with her lack of focus, she was more dangerous behind the wheel than a text-messaging teenager.




  CHAPTER THREE




  “Come in.”




  Cody opened the door and immediately sensed the tension in the room. Chief Raines wore a serious look. So did a well-dressed man at his side. A stack of files lay on the desk.




  “You wanted to see me, Chief?”




  The chief wasted no time. “Cody, this is Special Agent Brian Wilkes from the FBI. Sergeant Cody Allen, head of our homicide department.”




  Cody shook the proffered hand. “Nice to meet you.”




  “Let’s all have a seat. Anyone want some coffee before we get started?”




  Cody shook his head, as did Wilkes.




  “Then, let’s get started.” The chief waited until the three of them were seated around the conference table, the stack of files between them. Cody had worked with the FBI before and knew they normally jumped in and took charge without any consideration for the local authority. Wilkes seemed content to let the chief run the show. Cody’s respect for Wilkes rose a notch.




  “We’ve got a situation, Cody, one we need to keep as quiet as possible until we find out what we’re dealing with.”




  Cody nodded.




  The chief’s hands played with the contents of the first file. “Until this matter is concluded, you’ll be working with Agent Wilkes. You’ll follow his orders and report directly to him. Officially, you’re on vacation.”




  “Officially?”




  Chief Raines ignored the question, picked up the file on top, and pushed it across the table. “You need to look at this.”




  Cody had a thousand questions, but he’d known the chief long enough to know asking them at this point would be useless. He opened the file and stared at the photos of what was clearly a horrific crime scene. Agent Wilkes spoke as he flipped through the glossy eight-by-tens.




  “Mr. and Mrs. George Olivier. Mrs. Olivier was a retired schoolteacher living in Oxnard, California. Mr. Olivier, her husband of forty-five years, was a retired insurance agent. Both had their throats cut, but the woman was stabbed twenty-one times.”




  Cody looked up, meeting the agent’s gaze. Wilkes’ emphasis on “twenty-one” made Cody think the number of wounds held some significance. He waited, but when nothing was forthcoming, took a closer look at the top photograph. “I don’t see any defensive wounds.”




  “There weren’t any,” Wilkes said.




  “So you’re telling me these people just allowed someone to cut their throats and stab them twenty-one times?”




  “It appears that way. We ran tox screens—our first thought being that maybe they’d been drugged—but nothing was in their systems.”




  Wilkes took the file and handed Cody another. “Keep going.”




  Cody opened the file to a similar scene, but this time only one body was involved.




  “Mr. Thomas Rossette, Radford, Connecticut. A retired schoolteacher. Throat cut, stabbed twenty-one times. No defensive wounds, no drugs in his system.”




  “Is there a connection between the teachers?” Cody asked, studying the scene.




  “Both taught school at the Elmswood Elementary School in Sweetport, Indiana.”




  Cody waved a hand at the remaining files. “Am I going to find the same thing in those?”




  Wilkes nodded and picked up the third file. “Martha and Maria Voyer, Hillsboro, Florida. Both retired schoolteachers from Sweetport, Indiana. Both had their throats cut. Both stabbed twenty-one times. No defensive wounds, no drugs in their system.”




  Wilkes tapped the fourth file. “And this is Jimmy Dupuis and his wife, Suzanne. Clydesdale, Tennessee. Both former residents of Sweetport, Indiana. Both with their throats cut, and both stabbed twenty-one times. No defensive wounds, no drugs in their system.”




  Cody examined the files, noting the similarities of body placement and wounds. “Sounds as if you’ve got a serial killer on your hands. I’d rerun the toxicology reports and look for something unusual. There has to be something. Seven people don’t just let themselves be slaughtered.”




  He handed the files back to Wilkes. “But what’s this got to do with us? Seems to me you should be in Sweetport, Indiana, not Kentucky.”




  Wilkes picked up the last file and held it for a moment before pushing it across the table. “The murders happened somewhere else, but our prime suspect is here.”




  Cody picked up the file, suddenly and obviously uneasy. The tension in the room had increased to the level of a live current. He opened the file and picked up the first photograph. He felt the deep thud of his heart as it skipped a beat, and a myriad of emotions surged through him. Disbelief topped the list on a personal level, but the cop in him couldn’t deny the evidence. He studied the four eight-by-tens, knowing Wilkes was studying him, analyzing his emotional reaction, waiting for a response. He closed the file and handed it back. His rage simmered just below the surface. Wilkes had to have known how the photographs would affect him.




  “Why all this?” Cody waved his hand to the files on the desk. “Why didn’t you just show me those to start with? And why haven’t you arrested her?”




  Wilkes took the file and laid the photos out side-by-side. “The first question is easy. I needed to see if your personal feelings were going to get in the way of my investigation. As to your second question, I’m not sure she’s guilty. Look at the pictures. Someone went to a great deal of trouble to make it look real. Someone wants us to believe she killed these people.”




  Cody looked at the pictures again, now side-by-side, noting what he’d already seen, but not recognized—the figure in the photos was exactly the same in every shot. The same pale blue blouse, same glowing green eyes, and same look of innocence on the face surrounded by midnight black curls. The pose in front of the mirror reflecting the bodies behind her bothered him the most. She looked like a model posing in front of her trophies. Wilkes was right. He’d let his personal feelings blind him to the evidence.




  Wilkes went on to explain. “By the time the separate departments connected these killings and realized they had a serial killer on their hands, the crime scenes were pretty much useless to us. Each department received one of these photos last week. Lucky for us, one of the officers in Tennessee remembered her from a case they worked together last year.”




  Cody vaguely remembered a request coming in from Tennessee. Catherine had agreed to see what she could find.




  Tearing his gaze away from the photographs, Cody met the chief’s eyes across the table. “I want to talk to Catherine.”




  Wilkes shuffled the files together and stood up. “We both will, but not in an official capacity. Until we find out exactly what Ms. Mans’ connection is to these cases, I’m your cousin from New Jersey.”




  Cody’s simmer turned to a slow boil. He stood up. “Chief?”




  The chief shook his head. “I’m sorry, Cody. It’s his case, and he’s calling the shots.”




  We’ll see about that. Cody kept the thought to himself and followed Wilkes from the room.




  Cody led the way to the parking garage and tossed his jacket in the back seat. He waited until their seat belts were buckled before speaking. “I promised my crew a drink at Pepper’s. They’re smart guys, and they’re never going to believe you’re my cousin.”




  Wilkes met his gaze. “I read your profile, Allen. You’re a good cop. So let’s just put all our cards on the table. There are two options here. Either Catherine Mans is a serial killer, or she’s a target. In the one case, I’ve got to take her down. If it’s the other, I need to protect her. Either way, I’m going to do my job.” Wilkes paused for a moment to let his words sink in. “And if you’ll take a moment to analyze your emotions, and you’re honest, you’ll admit you’d do the exact same thing. In fact, if you’re as smart as I think you are, you’ll do everything you can to help me.” Wilkes lowered his voice for impact. “But don’t have any doubt, Allen. You get in my way, and I won’t hesitate to take you out of the picture.”




  Cody pulled the car into gear, avoiding the urge to slam down on the gas pedal. His anger had taken on a whole new direction. He felt like a traitor because, deep down inside, he knew Wilkes was right.




  # # #




  Catherine rearranged the pillows, listening to the sounds of the wind and rain. The storm that had threatened all day had finally arrived, and sheets of rain pelted the sides of the old house in what most Kentuckians called a “real gully washer.” She needed to sleep, but knew from past experience the dreams would come. And they would be worse tonight. She had let the past intrude. Even awake, she could almost feel the old woman watching her through beady black eyes, her crippled hands clutching the cane in front of her. Almost hear the sounds of chains clanging in the distance as a key slowly turned in a lock. And then the horrible, scratchy voice at the end. You can’t cure a mad dog, Aggie; you can only put it down.




  The dream was always the same, ending with Catherine jerking awake, heart racing as she clutched her chest in an effort to stop the flow of blood that seemed so real in her dreams.




  Catherine traced the scar just above her right breast with her fingertips. Why couldn’t she remember? She’d asked her mother about the scar only once. The eyes she’d gazed into had clouded with fear, a fear so strong it had filled the air around them, taking Catherine’s breath away. She’d been seven then, but the memory was fresh, as if it had happened yesterday. First came the fear, then the anger, followed by punishment—a beating with her father’s belt and banishment to her room. She wasn’t allowed to speak to anyone, and no one spoke to her. She never asked about the scar again.




  Thinking about her mother brought her thoughts back to Mr. and Mrs. Bond. She’d gone with Cody to break the news that Timothy had been found. They were heartbroken, but relieved. The not knowing was harder than the knowing, the truth less painful than the imagination. They knew now he wasn’t suffering; he wasn’t cold or hungry. Perhaps they could find some peace in that.




  Unfortunately, thinking about Timothy brought her back full circle to the scene earlier today at the creek. Everything she’d found on being possessed was so far-fetched, she’d found herself shaking her head and laughing. Not to say it couldn’t happen, but the descriptions of the symptoms fit about fifty percent of the human population.




  Sighing heavily, Catherine rolled over and punched the pillow. She wanted things to be simple again. No memories of the past. No dreams. No tension between herself and Cody. No secrets between herself and Rosetta. Was that too much to ask?




  She squeezed her eyes shut and willed herself to go to sleep. A sleep without dreams. She was just dozing off when the phone rang.




  CHAPTER FOUR




  Cody wasn’t surprised to find Wilkes’ luggage just inside his apartment door.




  “I see you’ve made yourself at home.” He flipped on the hall light.




  Wilkes at least had the decency to look a little sheepish. “Sorry about that. It was just easier this way.”




  “Sure, it was. Guest room is down the hall on the right. I’m going to make a pot of coffee.” Cody left him to carry his own luggage and settle in. So far, the night had gone pretty well, and he doubted that anyone suspected that Wilkes was anything other than a visiting cousin from New Jersey. Anyone except Wayne, that is. He’d caught the raised eyebrow and questioning stare. So had Wilkes, which ended any of Cody’s plans to get a message to Catherine. It would have been useless anyway. Wilkes had told him Catherine was under twenty-four-hour surveillance by a group of his agents in the area. A lot of attention for someone they didn’t suspect of murder. Of course, on the other hand, someone had gone to a lot of trouble to make Catherine look guilty. She could be in danger, and if she was, the surveillance would keep her safe. He just wished he had one of his own guys doing it.




  “I guess you’ve got a few questions.” Wilkes came into the kitchen, pulled out a chair, and flopped down at the table.




  Reaching for a couple of cups, Cody laughed. “That’s an understatement.”




  “Fire away.”




  “Poor choice of words, considering the situation.” Cody handed him a cup. “Cream’s in the fridge, sugar’s in the top cabinet.”




  “Black’s fine.”




  Cody sat across from him, took a sip of coffee, and struggled to pull his thoughts into some semblance of order. “I’ve worked with the FBI before, but nothing you’re doing in this case seems to be normal procedure. What are you not telling me?”




  Wilkes studied him over the rim of his cup. “How much do you really know about Catherine Mans?”




  Cody leaned forward and curled his fingers around the cup. “Now you sound like the FBI. I suppose my apartment is bugged?”




  Wilkes ignored the obvious invasion of his space, letting his gaze fall on Cody’s tightly wound fingers. “And your phones and your car. So let’s try it again. What do you really know about Catherine Mans?”




  Cody bit back a reply. “Catherine’s a private person. As far as I know, that’s not a crime.”




  Wilkes got up and paced the kitchen floor. “Until six years ago, Catherine Mans didn’t exist. No birth certificate, no Social Security number, no driver’s license. No family, no friends.”




  “That’s impossible,” Cody said. “Somebody’s made a mistake.”




  Wilkes shook his head. “No mistake. We ran everything we could find, including fingerprints. We came up empty. Until six years ago, she simply didn’t exist.”




  Cody wanted to lash out, to defend her, but something in Wilkes’ tone said he was telling the truth. At least, the truth as he knew it.




  “I thought you said she wasn’t a serious suspect?”




  Wilkes reached for the coffee pot and refilled both cups. “She’s not. But the evidence all points to the fact she’s involved somehow. Possibly something in her past. We figure if we watch her, eventually she’ll lead us to the killer.”




  “What the…” Cody felt his throat seize up. “You’re using her as bait?”




  “Calm down, Allen. She’ll be safe.”




  Cody struggled to control his anger. He could do little until he talked to Catherine. He was stuck with Wilkes, whether he liked it or not. The best thing to do was back off and regroup. Tomorrow he’d find a way to put his own people on Catherine and make sure she really was safe.




  Cody rose and dropped the coffee cup into the sink. “I’d tell you to make yourself at home, but you already have. I’m going to bed.”




  # # #




  Catherine reached for the ringing phone, but stopped as soon as her hand touched the receiver. Her psychic senses were buzzing. She wasn’t normally this open, but the events of the day had left her physically and emotionally drained, which left her mentally vulnerable. Her phone was tapped, and someone was watching her.




  Rain pelted against the window, the night dark and moonless. She got out of bed and made her way to the window, staying within the shadows. A bolt of lightning lit up the sky, illuminating the lawn and the street beyond. She knew every car on this street, and the black sedan wasn’t a regular. But she had seen it before.




  Catherine retraced the day in her mind. Finding Timothy’s body. The trip to the Bonds. Driving through the country. The car had been there. Outside the Bonds’ house, and then again as she drove through the country. She’d caught a glimpse of it twice in her rearview mirror. If she hadn’t been so upset about what happened at the creek, she would have noticed it sooner.




  Retracing her steps to the bed, she pondered her options. She could call Cody, but if the phone was tapped, they’d know she knew they were there. At the moment, whoever was monitoring her seemed content just to watch. If they knew she knew, it might make matters worse.




  Back in bed, she waited for the tiredness of her body to seep into her mind. The night passed slowly. The rain dissipated, leaving an eerie silence in its wake. Catherine closed her eyes just as the first light of dawn drifted through the window.




  CHAPTER FIVE




  A minor throb had escalated into a pounding headache by the time Catherine showered and dressed for work. Pulling back the drapes she scanned the street in front of the house. The black sedan had moved, but just a space or two. Picking up her purse, she locked the front door and decided she would walk to work. She didn’t know who they were, and she couldn’t do anything about them yet, but she wasn’t about to make it easy on them.




  The air outside hung hot and heavy, an oppressive cloud of moisture which soaked her hair and clothing. Even worse, she continued to be wide open this morning. She felt assaulted from all sides by anger and frustration. Normally she could have closed herself off, but the pounding headache hampered her abilities.




  Catherine glanced behind her. Her pursuers were having problems with the vehicles behind them. If they drove fast, they would have to pass her, but the slow speed they were trying to maintain was irritating the early morning commuters, and horns blared, bringing attention to them. Catherine smiled. Her head hurt, and it would have been easier to drive, but seeing the frustration on their faces was worth it.




  Her tension eased as she neared the office. The neon sign, “Psychic Consultant,” was more than just an advertisement; it was a symbol of freedom from oppression and fear. Here she was free to be exactly who and what she was. Here she was accepted, not as something to be feared, but as someone with a gift—a gift that, thanks to Cody, was now earning her a fairly decent living.




  Catherine caught a glimpse of the sedan in a store-front window, and smiled as she watched her pursuers trying to find a place to park. Good luck with that one.




  A sigh of relief escaped her lips as the sound of tinkling bells filled her ears. She closed the door behind her, taking comfort in the dimness of the outer office. Rosetta had insisted on the bells. They were a tradition; every psychic had them.




  Catherine smiled again as she remembered her first meeting with Rosetta. The woman had breezed into the office amidst the chaotic three-ring circus of crossed-legged, om-chanting applicants. She’d taken one brief glance around the room and, puffing herself up to her full five-foot-one-inch height, ordered everyone out. Catherine’s mouth had fallen open as Rosetta plopped the oversized satchel on the desk and announced in the voice of an angel, “I’m Rosetta Tosallina, twenty-four years old. I have a degree in business management, and we can discuss salary as soon as I’ve assessed your potential to afford me.” Not waiting for Catherine to speak, the green-eyed, redheaded spitfire had continued, “No reading my mind, and no comments about my weight. Hop to it, girl; we can’t make money if you sit around staring at me all day.” Rosetta had smiled then, her plump face devoid of makeup, yet beautiful. Her eyes twinkled with humor that Catherine had since learned to appreciate and love. “Oh, and close your mouth. You’re going to start catching flies.”




  “Mornin’, boss.”




  The sound of Rosetta’s cheerful voice plucked Catherine from her memories and back to the present.




  “Good morning, Rosetta.” A strong scent of incense wafted through the room as the haunting sounds of Enya drifted from the stereo—another tradition Rosetta followed. Catherine expected any day that Rosetta would bring in a black cat as a tradition they had to follow.




  “Bad morning?” Rosetta’s eyes searched her face.




  “Bad night.” She took the stack of mail from the corner of the desk and flipped through it. “Anything interesting?”




  “Not much. Just the usual lost dog, lost ring, and lost husband. Two new insurance files from Commerce.”




  Catherine put the mail down and poured a cup of strong Colombian coffee. “The lost husband sounds interesting.”




  With a toss of her long red hair, Rosetta snorted. “It didn’t take a psychic to find him. I simply called the area motels. He was shacked up on North Lime with one of the locals. I think he’ll be sleeping alone for a long time, once his wife is finished with him.”




  Catherine’s laugh sounded weak and hollow, even to her own ears. Her sympathy was with the wife. She was about to ask for the insurance files, when the phone rang.




  “Psychic Consultant, how can we help you?” Rosetta chimed into the receiver. Her smile was replaced by a frown, and she rolled her eyes heavenward.




  “No, ma’am, we can’t come out and talk your cat out of the tree. You need to call the fire department.”




  Catherine laughed.




  “Ma’am, we don’t have power over animals. No, we don’t do séances. Please call the fire department.”




  The pounding in her head increased as Catherine crossed the short distance to her office and opened the door. She knew without checking that her phones here were tapped, too, and that the office was probably being monitored. She didn’t plan on staying long. The headache made it impossible for her to do any real work. She would take the insurance files home with her. Quickly jotting down a note, she walked out, handed it to Rosetta, and returned to her office. It took only a moment before Rosetta knocked on the door.




  “So, you want to tell me what happened yesterday, and why all our phones are tapped, and why there are two guys parked outside watching our office?”




  # # #




  Cody wasn’t surprised to find Wilkes already awake, dressed, and on the phone. He’d heard that those guys never really slept, and Wilkes was proving that.




  “All right, so we change our plans just a little. Back off and give her some room.”




  “Problems?” Cody poured a cup of coffee.




  “Just how good is this psychic of yours?”




  Cody kept his back to Wilkes, but couldn’t quite suppress his pride and satisfaction. “Good enough to know you tapped her phones and pick up on the guys you’ve got watching her.”




  He turned around, a smile playing around his lips, his gaze steady. “Am I right?”




  Wilkes nodded. “Complicates things.”




  “It doesn’t have to. Let me talk to Catherine. Show her the pictures. Get her involved. You want to catch this guy quickly. Catherine Mans is your best bet.”




  Wilkes looked as if he were contemplating the idea, but then shook his head. “Not until we know more about who she is and why her past was erased.”




  Cody continued to assume that was a mistake, but he understood Wilkes’ hesitance. “Okay, I say we start with the connection, head up to Sweetport, and see if anyone up there recognizes Catherine or knows why someone would be framing her for murders.”




  Wilkes shook his head again. “I got a call this morning. We’ve had agents up there for the last two days showing her photograph to anyone and everyone. Nobody ever saw her before. Whatever the connection is, it isn’t Sweetport.”




  Wilkes refilled his cup and took a seat at the kitchen table. “Figured we’d go over the files, get your perspective on the murders. Maybe you could make a list of anyone local who has a beef with her. Somebody who might know things about her, like where she’s from and what she did before she came here.”




  Cody joined him at the table. “Catherine really is a private person. Rosetta, her secretary, is about the only friend she has. As to enemies, well, she’s probably made a few. She does consulting work for insurance companies on arson cases.”




  Wilkes made some notes. “Okay, that opens up a new avenue, especially if the killer was someone with a lot to lose. My guess is whoever committed these murders has training in forensics. We haven’t found so much as one fiber or hair at any of the crime scenes.”




  Cody remembered the hate in Jeremy Scalf’s eyes. Scalf had joined his group about six months ago. Transferred in from Wyoming. “One of my officers, Jeremy Scalf, made some comments about Catherine. He doesn’t like her, but I don’t think—”




  Wilkes cut him off. “Good, that gives me something to start on.” He wrote the name down. “I’ve got some phone calls to make. Why don’t you review the case files, and we’ll get back together around noon?”




  Cody took the files. He had two hours before Wilkes would return. He could do a lot in two hours.




  Wilkes got up, but stopped just inside the kitchen door. “And, Allen, I know you didn’t ask for this, and you’d rather not be involved. But you are. Don’t do anything I’ll have to make you regret later.”




  CHAPTER SIX




  “So, where are you taking me?” Catherine had to jog to keep up with Rosetta.




  “Somewhere we can talk without those guys listening.”




  Catherine followed her along at a fast clip until they came to the old YMCA building.




  “You live here?”




  Rosetta smiled. “You don’t pay me enough to stay at the Carlton, so this is it.”




  She punched in several numbers and opened the outer door. “And it’s female only, so our guys will have a hard time convincing anyone to let them in.”




  Catherine laughed uneasily, casting a glance behind her. The sedan was there, about a block back, watching.




  “Hope you don’t mind stairs. There’s no elevator.”




  “Stairs are fine.”




  Rosetta stopped in front of room 202 and opened the door. “Welcome to my humble abode.”




  Catherine thought nothing could really shock her anymore, but she was wrong. Rosetta’s apartment was a collage of deep purples, bright oranges, and vivid greens mixed with gray, tastefully arranged and designed for comfort. Strings of brightly colored crystals served as window coverings. “It’s beautiful, Rosetta.”




  Rosetta laughed. “It’s me. Mom and dad hated color, so ‘the more the merrier’ has always been my motto. Grab a seat, and I’ll make some tea. Then we’ll talk.”




  Catherine moved three overstuffed orange pillows and took a seat on the plush couch. Rosetta was back in minutes with two cups of steaming tea and a plate of chocolate chip cookies.




  “No conversation is complete without chocolate chip cookies. Besides, I didn’t eat lunch, and I think I lost a pound walking here.”




  Catherine took a sip of tea and bit into a cookie. “What’s in these? They’re delicious.”
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