

  [image: ]




  Psychic Visions Books 1-3




  




  




  




  Dale Mayer




  




  Valley Publishing




  




  Copyright © 2012




  




  ISBN-13: 978-1-927461-36-5




  





  E-Book Distribution: XinXii


  http://www.xinxii.com


  [image: logo_xinxii]





  




  




  




  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidences either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  




  




  




  License Notes




  




  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.




  




  




  Tuesday's Child




  




  Book #1 of Psychic Visions




  




  




  




  Dale Mayer




  




  Valley Publishing




  




  Copyright © 2010




  




  ISBN-13: 978-1-927461-31-0




  




  




  




  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidences either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  




  




  




  License Notes




  




  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.




  




  




  CHAPTER ONE




  

     

  




  2:35 am, March 15th




  

     

  




  Samantha Blair struggled against phantom restraints. No, not again.




  

     

  




  This wasn't her room or her bed, and it sure as hell wasn't her body. Tears welled and trickled slowly from eyes not her own. Then the pain started. Still, she couldn't move. She could only endure. Terror clawed at her soul while dying nerves screamed.




  

     

  




  The attack became a frenzy of stabs and slices, snatching all thought away. Her body jerked and arched in a macabre dance. Black spots blurred her vision, and still the slaughter continued.




  

     

  




  Sam screamed. The terror was hers, but the cracked, broken voice was not.




  

     

  




  Confusion reigned as her mind grappled with reality. What was going on?




  

     

  




  Understanding crashed in on her. With it came despair and horror.




  

     

  




  She'd become a visitor in someone else's nightmare. Locked inside a horrifying energy warp, she'd linked to this poor woman whose life dripped away from multiple gashes.




  

     

  




  Another psychic vision.




  

     

  




  The knife slashed down, impaling the woman's abdomen, splitting her wide from ribcage to pelvis. Her agonized scream echoed on forever in Sam's mind. She cringed.




  

     

  




  The other woman slipped into unconsciousness. Sam wasn't offered the same gift. Now, the pain was Sam's alone. The stab wounds and broken bones became Sam's to experience even though they weren't hers.




  

     

  




  The woman's head cocked to one side, her cheek resting on the blood-soaked bedding. From the new vantage point, Sam's horrified gaze locked on a bloody knife held high by a man dressed in black from the top of his head down. Only his eyes showed, glowing with feverish delight. She shuddered. Please, dear God, let it end soon.




  

     

  




  The attacker's fury died suddenly. A fine tremor shook his arm as fatigue set in. "Shit." He removed his glove and scratched beneath the fabric.




  

     

  




  In the waning moonlight, from the corner of her eye, Sam caught the metallic glint of a ring on his hand. It mattered. She knew it did. She struggled to imprint the image before the opportunity was lost. Her eyes drifted closed. In the darkness of her mind, the wait was endless.




  

     

  




  Sam's soul wept. Oh, God, she hated this. Why? Why was she here? She couldn't help the woman. She couldn't even help herself.




  

     

  




  She welcomed the next blow – so light only a minor flinch undulated through the dreadfully damaged woman. Her tortured spirit stirred deep within the rolling waves of blackness, struggling for freedom from this nightmare. With one last surge of energy, the woman opened her eyes, and locked onto the white rings of the mask staring back. In ever-slowing heartbeats, her circle of vision narrowed until the two soulless orbs blended into one small band before it blinked out altogether. The silence, when it came, was absolute.




  

     

  




  Gratefully, Sam relaxed into death.




  

     

  




  Twenty minutes later, she bolted upright in her own bed. Survival instincts screamed at her to run. White agony dropped her in place.




  

     

  




  "Ohh," she cried out. Fearing more pain, she slid her hands over her belly. Her fingers slipped along the raw edges of a deep slash. Searing pain made her gasp and twist away. Hot tears poured. Warm, sticky liquid coated her fingers. "Oh. God. Oh God, oh God," she chanted.




  

     

  




  Staring in confusion around her, fear, panic, and finally, recognition seeped into her dazed mind. Early morning rays highlighted the water stains shining through the slap-dash coat of whitewash on the ceiling and the banged up suitcases, open on the floor. An empty room – an empty life. A remnant of a foster-care childhood.




  

     

  




  She was home.




  

     

  




  Memories swamped her, flooding her senses with yet more hurt. Sam broke down. Like an animal, she tried to curl into a tiny ball only to scream again as pain jackknifed through her. Torn edges of muscle tissue and flesh rubbed against each other, and broken ribs creaked with her slightest movement. Blood slipped over her torn breasts to soak the sheets below.




  

     

  




  The smell. Wet wool fought with the unique and unforgettable smell of fresh blood.




  

     

  




  Sam caught her breath and froze, her face hot, tight with agony. "Shit, shit, and shit!" She swore under her breath like a mantra.




  

     

  




  Tremors wracked her tiny frame, keeping the pain alive as she morphed through realities. Transition time. What a joke. That always brought images of new age mumbo jumbo to mind. Nothing light and airy could describe this. Each blow leveled at the victim had manifested in her own body. This was hard-core healing – time when bones knitted, sliced ligaments and muscle tissue grew back together, and time for skin to stitch itself closed.




  

     

  




  Sam understood her injuries had something to do with her imperfect control, paired with her inability to accept her gifts. Apparently, if she could surmount the latter the first would diminish. She didn't quite understand how or why. Or what to do about it. Her body somehow always healed, the physical and mental scars always remained. She was a mess.




  

     

  




  The physical process usually took anywhere from ten to twenty minutes – depending on the injuries. The mental confusion, disconnectedness, sense of isolation took longer to disappear. She paid a high price for moving too soon. Shuddering, Sam reached for the frayed edges of her control. It wouldn't be much longer. She hoped.




  

     

  




  Nothing could stop the hot tears leaking from her closed eyelids.




  

     

  




  This session had been bad. Apart from the broken ribs, there were so many stab wounds. She'd never experienced one so physically damaging. Nervously, she wondered at the extent of her blood loss. If she didn't learn how to disconnect, these visions could be the end of her – literally.




  

     

  




  Just like that poor woman.




  

     

  




  Sam hated that these episodes were changing, growing, developing. So powerful and so ugly, they made her sick to her soul.




  

     

  




  Several minutes later, Sam raised her head to survey the bed. The pain was manageable, although she wouldn't be able to move her limbs yet. Blood had soaked the top of the many Thrift Store blankets piled high on the bed. Her hollowed belly had become a vessel for the cooling puddle of blood. Shit. The stuff was everywhere.




  

     

  




  The metallic taste clung to her lips and teeth. She rolled the disgusting spit around the inside of her mouth, waiting. She wanted to run away – from the memories, the visions, her life. But knowing that pain simmered beneath the surface, waiting to rip her apart, stopped her. Weary, ageless patience added to the bleakness in her heart.




  

     

  




  Ten more minutes passed. Now, she should be good to go. Lifting her head, she spat the bloody gob onto the waiting wad of tissue and noted the time.




  

     

  




  Transition had taken fifteen minutes this morning.




  

     

  




  She was improving.




  

     

  




  Oh God. Sam broke into sobs again. When would this end? Other psychics found things or heard things. Many of them saw events before they happened. She saw violence – not only saw, but experienced it too.




  

     

  




  Occasional shudders wracked her frame from the coldness that seemed destined to live in her veins. The odd straggling sniffle escaped. She couldn't remember when she'd last been warm. Dropping the top blood-soaked blanket to the floor, Sam tugged the motley collection of covers tighter around her skinny frame. Warmth was a comfort that belonged to others.




  

     

  




  She wasn't so lucky. She walked with one foot on the dark side – whether she liked it or not. And that was the problem. She'd been running for a long time. Then she'd landed at this cabin and had been hiding ever since. That was no answer either.




  

     

  




  Her resolve firmed. Enough was enough. It was time to gain control. Time to do something. This monster had to be stopped. Now.




  

     

  




  Christ, she was tired of waking up dead.




  

     

  




  




  CHAPTER TWO




  

     

  




  10:23 am, 16th May




  

     

  




  The police station, a huge stonework building, towered above Sam, blending into the gray skies above. Or maybe she just felt small. Insignificant. She couldn't imagine choosing to spend time in this depressing place. It only needed gargoyles hanging from the dormers to complete the picture of doom.




  

     

  




  The entire idea of what these people did defeated her. She understood the necessity, yet given her insider knowledge, this whole human viciousness thing was too much. She wouldn't be here now except another woman had been murdered.




  

     

  




  Given her past interactions with the police, even that wouldn't have been enough to make her sign up for more. The last cop she'd dealt with had been one bad-assed bastard.




  

     

  




  No. The ring had brought her here.




  

     

  




  This morning's killer had worn a similar ring to the one Sam had seen several months ago in another vision. She'd caught only a brief glimpse of it then, with the memory surviving transition to burn an indelible mark on her heart. Even the mask and gloves had looked similar. The biggest nail in this guy's coffin had been the energy. Like DNA, energy was unique, a personalized signature so to speak. Both killers had the same energy, the same variations in wavelengths and ripples. Even the same type of vibration. But that was hardly police evidence.




  

     

  




  Knowing that some asshole had killed again, filled her heart with sorrow and slowed her steps. Several fat raindrops splattered her face – the joys of living along coastal Oregon.




  

     

  




  The weather didn't bother her; the crowds and noise did. And the smell. Exhaust, sweat, and perfumes mixed to become something only a city dweller could love. No, the outlying community of Parksville suited her perfectly. The trip into Portland was only twenty minutes on a good day.




  

     

  




  Strangers with umbrellas shouldered past her. Would any of them believe her if she told them about the murders she'd witnessed, experienced? She'd faced distrust and skepticism with every foster family. As a precocious six-year-old, she'd told her foster mother's coworker to look after her son better. She'd been punished at the time. But when the boy had drowned in his backyard pool, Sam had really suffered. She'd been dumped back into the system and the label 'odd' had been added to her file. Her gift scared people.




  

     

  




  Today, she had no choice. She had to come here. She couldn't stand by and let this guy kill again. Still, it was a long shot to ask the police to believe her when she couldn't supply a time frame, a name, or even the location of victim or killer. She just didn't know.




  

     

  




  She squared her shoulders. Hitched up her faded jeans. No more. Disbelief or not, she had to do this. She ran up the last few steps.




  

     

  




  The interior of the station felt no less imposing. Twenty-foot ceilings lined with dark wood created a doomsday atmosphere. Great. She lined up and waited. When her turn arrived, she stepped to the counter.




  

     

  




  The officer glanced at her. "Can I help you, miss?"




  

     

  




  Wiping her damp palms on the front of her jeans, she took a deep breath and muttered, "Yes." She paused, eyeing him carefully. How could she tell the good cops from the bad ones?




  

     

  




  The older-looking officer, his expression encouraging and steadfast, helped calm her nerves. Except her ability to judge people had never been good. Sam hesitated a moment longer before the words blurted out on their own accord. "I need to talk to someone about a murder."




  

     

  




  He raised his eyebrows.




  

     

  




  "Two murders." Even she recognized the apology in her voice.




  

     

  




  His eyes widened.




  

     

  




  Okay, she sounded like she had one screw loose. Still there wasn't any delicate way to approach this. She dropped her gaze to her tattered sneakers, almost hidden beneath her overly long pants.




  

     

  




  "What murders, miss?" His voice, so kind and gentle, contrasted with the sharpness of his gaze.




  

     

  




  Shifting, she glanced around. She didn't want to talk about this out in the open. The line of people started several feet behind her. Still... She leaned closer. "Please, I need to speak with someone in private."




  

     

  




  She twisted the ribbing of her forest green sweater around her fingers – a response to the intensity of his gaze. Catching herself, she stilled, as if locked in space and time. Not so her stomach, which roiled in defiance. This had to happen now, or she'd never be able to force herself back again.




  

     

  




  When he nodded, she breathed a deep sigh of relief. "Thank you," she whispered.




  

     

  




  "Go take a seat. I'll contact someone."




  

     

  




  Sam spun away and stumbled into the next person in the line behind her. Flushing with embarrassment, she apologized and retreated to a chair against the far wall. She closed her eyes and rubbed her face as she tried to calm her breathing. She'd made it this far. The rest...well...she could only hope it would be just as easy.




  

     

  




  It wasn't.




  

     

  




  "Okay. Let's go over this one more time." The no-nonsense officer sat across from her in the small office. His crew cut had just enough silver at the tips to make him distinguished-looking, accenting what she suspected would be a black and white attitude.




  

     

  




  He scratched on the paper pad for a moment and frowned. He tossed his pen and opened a drawer to search for another one. "Two women have been murdered? You just don't know who?" He glanced from his notes to her, in inquiry.




  

     

  




  She shook her head. "No, I don't."




  

     

  




  "Right," he continued, staring at her. "You don't know by whom? You say one man killed both women, but you don't know that for sure? And you don't know where these women could be. Is that correct?"




  

     

  




  Sam nodded again. Her fingers clenched together on her lap.




  

     

  




  "Therefore these women, if they existed and if they were murdered, could have lived anywhere in the world – right?" He quirked an eyebrow at her.




  

     

  




  "Right, but..."




  

     

  




  "Just answer the question. Could these women and their supposed killer be, for example, in England?"




  

     

  




  Her shoulders sagged. Why couldn't anything be easy? "Theoretically, yes. But I'm not––"




  

     

  




  "I have enough dead women right here in Portland to go after. Why would I waste time working on a 'possible two more' that could have happened anywhere? Not only that...you're saying that one woman was strangled and then stabbed and the other one was just stabbed. That's not normal. Killers tend to stick to the same method for all their kills." His annoyance pinned her in place. "Prove that a crime has happened."




  

     

  




  The detective tilted his head back, his arms gestured widely. "Show me a body, either here or somewhere else, and I'll be happy to contact law enforcement for that area. Until then...if you don't have anything else, why don't we call it a day?" He waved in the direction of the door.




  

     

  




  Sam stared at the irate officer, her initial optimism long gone. The problem was, everything he'd said was true. She didn't have anything concrete to tell him. She'd hoped the description of the ring would help validate her story. Frustration fueled her irritation. Both boiled over.




  

     

  




  "It's because of my abilities that I know these murders occurred close-by." Sam poked her finger toward the floor. "I'm not strong enough to pick up images from so far away. These are your cases – you just need to identify them."




  

     

  




  "How?" he snarled. "You've given me no physical descriptions, no names, and no location markers. How can I identify them?"




  

     

  




  All the fight slipped down her back and drained out her toes. She studied him for a long moment. How could she get through to him? "The first woman will be in your case files and for this morning's victim...chances are it hasn't been called in yet. I'd hoped that knowing there was more than one victim would make you take notice." She paused. "Can't you use the ring to track the killer down?" She leaned closer. "He will kill again, you know. You will remember this conversation later."




  

     

  




  He shrugged, his eyes darting to the open doorway. He was obviously wishing she'd disappear, preferably forever.




  

     

  




  Sam assessed his face and found only disbelief. Her shoulders sagged. It wasn't his fault. He'd reacted as she'd expected. Skeptical and derisive. Sam flipped her braid over her back and rose. She'd tried. There'd be no help here.




  

     

  




  "Fine. I don't have any proof, and I didn't think you'd believe me, but...well, I had to try."




  

     

  




  She straightened her back, thanked the glowering officer, and escaped into the hallway. Ahead, the front glass wall glinted with bouncing sunlight. Freedom beckoned. Her pace quickened. By the time she'd rounded the corner and caught sight of the front entrance, she'd broken into a half run.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  11:10 am




  

     

  




  Detective Brandt Sutherland smiled at the young rookie. "Thanks, Jennie, I appreciate this."




  

     

  




  Pink bloomed across her features, accenting her age, as did the ponytail high on the back of her head. Did they still wear those in school? As a new recruit, her arrival last week had caused quite a stir, her fresh innocence a joy to the department full of jaded detectives.




  

     

  




  "Sure, any time." She gave him a shy tilt of her lips at first, which then turned into a real grin before she hurried back to her desk. Still in the hallway, Brandt opened the file and glanced at the photos. His stomach dropped. His mood plummeted further as he checked out the other pictures in the stack. Another one. Damn it.




  

     

  




  A commotion down the hall caught his attention. Glancing up, he frowned. What was that? A small bundle of moving clothing and flying hair bolted toward him. Brandt jumped out of the way. His open file smashed against his chest, only to end up in her path anyway as the tiny woman dodged sideways in a last-ditch attempt to miss him.




  

     

  




  "Easy does it. Watch where you're going." He reached out to steady her as she stumbled. His hand never quite connected as she slipped away like thin air.




  

     

  




  Huge chocolate eyes, framed by long velvet lashes, flashed. "Excuse me," muttered the waif before she continued her sprint to the front door, her long braid streaming behind her.




  

     

  




  "Wait," he shouted, but she'd gone, leaving Brandt with an impression of soft doe eyes – evocatively large, yet filled with unfathomable pain. Brandt felt like he'd just been kicked in the stomach – or lower. Mixed impressions from those eyes, flooded his mind. Frustration. Defeat. Pleading for help, but no longer expecting to receive any. Yet, he could have sworn he sensed steel running through her spine. Somewhere along the line, life had knocked her down, but not out. Never out.




  

     

  




  He took several steps after her, only to watch her bolt out the front door.




  

     

  




  Who the hell was she? He shook his head in bemusement. Two seconds and he'd felt enough for a psychological profile. Yeah, right. Still, how could anyone have that much torment going on and still function? Staring after her, he wished she hadn't escaped quite so fast. He didn't know what she needed or why, but surely he could have helped somehow.




  

     

  




  His curiosity aroused, he walked into the office at the end of the hall, and studied the lone occupant. "Kevin, were you just talking to that young lady?"




  

     

  




  "What young lady?" Detective Kevin Bresson looked up from his keyboard, his gray eyes confused and disoriented. Reaching up, he jerked on the knot of his tie.




  

     

  




  "The tiny one that's all eyes."




  

     

  




  Kevin's brows beetled together and then comprehension hit. "Oh, the skinny one." He shook his head and grimaced. "Jesus, I'd stay away from her, if I were you."




  

     

  




  Brandt stared toward the front entrance, unable to forget her haunting image. Or his inclination to follow her. A compulsion he had trouble explaining even to himself. "Why?"




  

     

  




  "The moon must be full or close to it – the wackos are coming out of the woodwork."




  

     

  




  "She's nuts?" Brandt pulled back slightly, jarred by Kevin's comment. "No way."




  

     

  




  "Yup, crazy as a bedbug." Kevin checked his desk calendar, pointed on today's date. "Look at that. I'm right. It is a full moon tonight."




  

     

  




  Brandt readily admitted he didn't know much about the cosmos, still he'd have bet his last dollar there'd been sanity in those eyes. There'd also been a hint of desperation, as if she'd hit the end of her rope maybe, but at least she'd known it.




  

     

  




  "So what did she want?" Brandt worked to keep the interest out of his voice.




  

     

  




  Kevin tossed his pen down on the desk and leaned back. "She tried to tell me this crazy-ass story about waking up inside another woman while she was being murdered." Kevin snorted. "I've heard a lot of stories over the years, but that one topped my list."




  

     

  




  Brandt straightened, stepped closer. "She's a psychic?" He didn't quite know how he felt about that.




  

     

  




  Kevin shot him a disgusted frown. "If she is, she's not a very good one."




  

     

  




  Brandt frowned. "Why? What did she have to say?"




  

     

  




  "Something about a killer murdering two women. Both times, she says she witnessed the murders as they happened, from inside the dead women's bodies." Kevin shrugged as if to say People, what can you do? "Even odder, she says this killer used a different MO each time."




  

     

  




  That was unusual, yet not unheard of. He only had to think of the animal he was hunting. If he was right about him, this guy constantly changed his methods.




  

     

  




  "Did she offer any proof? Some way to identify the killer? Did she know who the women were?" At Kevin's shaking head, Brandt felt pity for the woman. He hadn't been here at this station for long and he didn’t hold a position that invited confidences – only, detectives were the same across the country. Some were good cops with limited imagination, some had too much imagination and had a hard time playing by the rules. Kevin appeared to be squarely on the side of the disbelievers and rule makers.




  

     

  




  Brandt, well, he'd admittedly done more rule breaking than was probably good for him. Old-fashioned detective work did the job most times, but not always. And he didn't give a damn where the help came from, as long as it came. He couldn't resist asking, "Anything concrete?"




  

     

  




  "Nope," Kevin answered with a superior half-smile. "I told you – lots of nothing."




  

     

  




  Brandt stared out the hallway teeming with people. It had to be lunchtime. "Damn." Just before walking through the doorway, he turned back one last time. "Nothing useful?"




  

     

  




  "Nope, nada."




  

     

  




  Disgusted, Brandt walked away. At least that partly explained the panic in her eyes.




  

     

  




  "Except the ring," Kevin called out, snickering.




  

     

  




  Brandt spun around. "Ring? What ring?" He walked over and put his palms on the desk. "You didn't mention a ring."




  

     

  




  Kevin leaned back in surprise, his hand stalled in midair. "Hey, easy. I didn't think anything she said mattered."




  

     

  




  "Fair enough." Grappling for patience, Brandt threw himself down in the chair. "What did she say?"




  

     

  




  "Fine." Kevin shifted to the side and reached for his notebook. He flipped through the pages until he found what he wanted. "She didn't say much," he said, frowning at his notes. "She woke up twice 'inside' different women while they were being murdered. She sees what the women see and when they die, she snaps back into her own body."




  

     

  




  Brandt frowned, puzzled. "Odd ability to have. Where does the ring fit in?"




  

     

  




  "She said that when staring out of the women's eyes..." Kevin rolled his eyes at that. "She couldn't see much of the attacker because he wore a full ski mask, like a balaclava. You know the ones with only eye holes and a mouth hole. She remembers his eyes being black and dead looking. And..." he paused for effect.




  

     

  




  Brandt glared at him in annoyance. "Come on…come on. Stop the melodrama."




  

     

  




  "Jeez, you're a pain in the ass today. What gives?"




  

     

  




  Brandt rolled his eyes. Camaraderie was slowly developing with Kevin. Brandt had joined the East Precinct four weeks ago, but on a temporary basis. His boss had arranged for Brandt to have an office and access to all files, current and cold, as he searched for information on a potential serial killer, before heading up a task force if his findings warranted one.




  

     

  




  He'd come into contact with this killer years ago and had run him to ground in Portland a year ago. Then nothing. A year. He couldn't believe they still didn't have a lead. This killer had become his nemesis. His Waterloo.




  

     

  




  Most of the guys here had accepted him. It would take time to develop more than that. Time he didn't have.




  

     

  




  "Fine then." Quirking one eyebrow, Kevin continued to read. "She mentioned seeing a ring during the one murder, and then she thought she recognized it again during the second one," he said in an exaggerated voice.




  

     

  




  "Did she describe it?"




  

     

  




  Kevin nodded and glanced down at his notes. "Some sort of four-leaf-clover pattern with a diamond in each of the leaves. A snake, or something similar, coils between them. According to her, one of the stones was missing."




  

     

  




  Brandt sharpened his gaze. "Color? Size? Gold? Silver?"




  

     

  




  Kevin searched again through his notes and shook his head. Casting an eye at Brandt, he said, "She didn't say and...honestly, I didn't ask. I thought she was off her rocker." He scrunched his shoulder. "Jesus, her cases aren't even related, yet she says it 'feels' like the same killer. Something about having the same energy signature. Whatever the hell that means." He dropped his gaze, a frown furrowing his brow as he doodled on the corner of his notepad. "I gather you're not dismissing her story?"




  

     

  




  Brandt considered that. He'd used psychics before. In fact, he'd been friends with Stefan Kronos for a long time. The reclusive psychic was a difficult person to get close to. And even more difficult to be close with. The man was painfully honest. Brandt knew what valuable information they could give, but also knew using them could be a crapshoot.




  

     

  




  "I don't know what to think. The changing MO thing is unusual, but it happens. That's why I'm here, after all. Still, if she had concrete information, it would have been easy enough to check out against our cases. But she didn't though, did she?"




  

     

  




  Kevin shook his head. "Not really. The last murder happened this morning, which could mean that we haven't found the victim yet, or it happened in a different country and we'll never hear anything about her. Oh yeah, this morning's victim had a tiled ceiling with deep crown moldings and frilly pink bedding. That is, if any of this can be counted on." He waited a heartbeat. "Here. Go for it. I'll log it in, but you can have this." He ripped off several pages from his notebook. "Personally, I think it's all bullshit."




  

     

  




  Brandt half nodded and walked back to his office. Bullshit or not, he'd still check it out.




  

     

  




  An hour later, Brandt slumped back in his computer chair, stumped. Killers were normally predictable in their methods. They stayed with what worked and few killers changed that. Those that did had been in business for a long time. They'd evolved. This made them incredibly difficult to hunt – as he well knew.




  

     

  




  He checked Kevin's notes again. With only a comment or two on the women's hair and the way they'd died – it would be hard to identify the victims. He had too many possibles to sort through. In a busy metropolis like Portland, murder was an everyday affair.




  

     

  




  Speaking into empty air, he said, "This is ridiculous. I need details, damn it."




  

     

  




  He needed a time frame or details of the victims themselves. How could Kevin not have asked for more? Not that he could blame Kevin. The city was overrun with nutcases. Who could tell them from the normal people these days?




  

     

  




  He scratched down a couple more questions before returning to his screen. This particular nut had a name – Samantha Blair. He tried to fit the name to the image of the skinny, panicked woman from the hallway.




  

     

  




  Back at his screen, he brought up all the information the database had to offer, which was scant at best. She was twenty-eight years old with no priors, no outstanding warrants, and no tickets or parking violations.




  

     

  




  The phone rang, interrupting his search.




  

     

  




  "Hello."




  

     

  




  "Hi, sweetie. How are you today?"




  

     

  




  Brandt leaned back with a grimace. "Mom, I'm fine. I told you yesterday, the headache was gone when I got home. Nothing to worry about."




  

     

  




  "Yes, dear. I just wanted to call and make sure you're feeling better."




  

     

  




  "I am. How are you? Are you ready to leave that place yet?" Brandt pivoted in his chair to stare out the window. The sun had managed to streak through a few of the gray rain clouds, lighting the sky with colored swaths.




  

     

  




  His mom should be sitting out on her little deck in the assisted living center a few miles out of town. She'd been happy there – too happy. This was supposed to be a temporary situation. Somehow, every time he mentioned her leaving, her lung condition or diabetes acted up or she came up with some other excuse to stay a little longer. The center didn't mind. They were in the process of adding a new wing to accommodate more seniors. His mom had money and paid her way. It was to be closer to her that he'd requested the switch in location to this particular station.




  

     

  




  "I'm not that good. My hip has mostly healed, but it still feels weak." She sniffled slightly.




  

     

  




  Brandt grinned. What her hip had to do with a fake cold was anyone's guess, still she pulled out a sniffle every time.




  

     

  




  Her voice almost back to normal, she asked, "Do you have time for lunch today?"




  

     

  




  "No. Today's not good."




  

     

  




  "Oh dear. Well, how about tomorrow then?"




  

     

  




  "Mom, I'd love to if it's just the two of us. No more prospective girlfriends, okay?"




  

     

  




  "Now honey, I wouldn't do that. You explained how you felt about my 'interfering,' as you called it. But, still," the raspy voice dropped to a sad whisper, "I do want to see you settled before I die."




  

     

  




  "Oh, hell," Brandt muttered. The sweet long-suffering tones somehow managed to convey lost hopes and dire endings soon to come. "Mom, you aren't dying. And I am in the hands of a good woman. Many good women in fact." Her shocked gasp made him grin.




  

     

  




  "Don't say that. You need a wife, not those...those," she spluttered.




  

     

  




  He couldn't help but chuckle at her outrage. She deserved it for her constant interfering in his private life. Her persistence came closer to smothering than loving.




  

     

  




  Brandt groaned under his breath. He straightened, stretching his back. "Enough about my girlfriends. Mom is there anything else you need, because I've got work to do."




  

     

  




  "No, I'll save it for lunch tomorrow at the Rock Cafe. Be there at one o'clock like you promised."




  

     

  




  Brandt's chair snapped forward, his feet hitting the floor hard. "What? What's this?" She'd hung up on him. "Damn it."




  

     

  




  Irritated, he stared at the phone in his hand. His mother's machinations were legendary, and though he hated being outmaneuvered, it was his fault. He'd been letting her get away with this for thirty-four years, so there'd be no changing the status quo now.




  

     

  




  Good humor restored, he turned back to his computer screen. According to Kevin, Samantha lived in the nearby community of Parksville where she worked at a local vet's office part-time. The sparse facts didn't begin to explain the haunted weariness that had so touched him. He'd seen a similar look in the families of victims and those at the bottom of their world.




  

     

  




  He forced his attention back to Kevin's notes. It appeared Samantha had said something about both women having long hair. The one from several months ago had been a blonde who'd been strangled. So, how many unsolved cases could he find with long-haired murdered victims?




  

     

  




  His fingers flew across the keyboard. Three cases listed for the last year. One of them flagged as possible prey of the Bastard, the serial killer he'd followed to Portland. A killer that had been active for decades, possibly all over the States, with no one connecting the dots – until Brandt.




  

     

  




  This killer's victims were always young, beautiful women that were either happily married or in strong, committed relationships. All had been raped. And that's where the similarities ended. Some women were strangled in their beds, some stabbed in their living rooms, others tortured for hours. Portland was the geographical center of the most recent attacks.




  

     

  




  The police had an old DNA sample that had degraded over the years and a couple of hairs from very early cases – and no one to check them against. This asshole had started his career before the labs became so sophisticated. He'd adapted and learned well. To date, they had no fingerprints and no hits on any databases.




  

     

  




  That's why Brandt had trouble convincing his boss that they had a serial killer. Hence his job, pulling together everything he could find to get the backing for the task force to hunt down this asshole.




  

     

  




  A knock sounded on the door. "Move it, Brandt. We've got another one."




  

     

  




  




  CHAPTER THREE




  

     

  




  11:27 am




  

     

  




  Sam sat in her dilapidated Nissan truck at the stop light. Who was that man she'd mowed down in the hallway? It might have been a fleeting contact, but he'd left a hell of an impression. Strong, determined, surprised and even concerned. Sam wrapped her arms around her chest. Not likely.




  

     

  




  A honk from behind catapulted her forward. She drove down Main Street before pulling into the almost empty parking lot at the vet's office, her insides finally unfurling and relaxing after the tough morning. The animals always helped. It's not that she didn't like people, because she did. But the foster home mill hadn't given her much opportunity to understand close relationships.




  

     

  




  Whenever she'd tried to get close to another child, either they or she'd ended up shipped out within a few months. Sam had grown up watching the various dynamics around her in bewilderment. From loving kindness, to sibling fighting, to lovers breaking up and making up, everyone appeared to understand some secret rules to making relationships work.




  

     

  




  Everyone but her.




  

     

  




  She'd tried several relationships, even had several short-lived affairs. In the last few years, they'd been nonexistent.




  

     

  




  Sam locked her car and walked through the rear door of the vet hospital – her kind of place. She had a kinship with animals. They'd become her saving grace in an increasingly dismal and lonely world. She stashed her purse in the furthest back cupboard, peeled off her sweater, and tossed it on top. Then she tucked in her t-shirt and got to work.




  

     

  




  Moving through the cages, Sam grinned at Casper, a tabby cat who'd lost his leg in a car accident. "Hey buddy, how're you doing?" She opened the door and reached inside. Instantly, the cat's heavy guttural engine kicked in. She pulled the big softy out of the cage, careful for his new stump. The bandage had stayed dry at least. That had to be a good sign. She gave him a quick cuddle. "Okay, Casper, back you go. I'll get you fresh water. And how about a clean blanket?"




  

     

  




  Sam bustled about taking comfort in the mundane and in the service of others – animal others. She hummed along until she came to the last cage. Inside, a heavily bandaged German shepherd glared at her. She halted at the hideous warning growl.




  

     

  




  She stretched out a hand to snag the chart hanging from the front of the cage.




  

     

  




  The growls increased in volume.




  

     

  




  Sam stepped back to give the injured animal more space. She'd intruded in his comfort zone, something she could respect. Bending to his level, she spoke in a soft voice. Without his trust, taking care of him wouldn't be pleasant for either of them. And this guy looked like he'd seen the worst humanity had to offer.




  

     

  




  The growl deepened, but stayed low key – a warning without heat.




  

     

  




  Sam could respect that, too. She sat cross-legged at the edge of his space and continued to talk to him until he calmed down.




  

     

  




  "Hey, Sam. I didn't hear you come in." Lucy, the gregarious vet assistant's voice boomed throughout the furthest corners of the room, giving Sam no opportunity to ignore it. She hunched her shoulders at the intrusion, keeping her eyes locked on the dog.




  

     

  




  "I came in the back," she called out in a low voice.




  

     

  




  The dog stared at her.




  

     

  




  Sam shifted slightly and narrowed her gaze. The shepherd's gaze followed every movement. She grimaced. Strange, but she could almost sense his interest.




  

     

  




  "There you are. What are you doing sitting on the bare floor like that? You're going to catch a cold." Lucy's voice sounded behind Sam's shoulder.




  

     

  




  Sam jerked then twisted around to greet the large older woman, and for a startling moment saw another Lucy instead – Sam's murdered best friend Lucy, from a decade ago. The long familiar brown hair appeared braided off to one side, with her sweet smile spread across her face. The image was old and faded and yet still heart wrenchingly clear.




  

     

  




  Pangs of guilt wiggled in Sam's belly. The dog's low growl tore through the image. Sam shook herself, concentrating on the office manager and not her old friend. "Hi, Lucy."




  

     

  




  The older woman fisted her hands on ample hips. "Come on out front and have a warm cup of tea."




  

     

  




  Sam glanced at the dog. His black gaze locked on the two women.




  

     

  




  Lucy reached down a beefy hand to help Sam get to her feet. Sam winced. This morning's vision had left her stiff and sore. Her police disaster had left her aching.




  

     

  




  With slow careful movements, Sam brushed off her clothes and hung the chart back on the dog's crate.




  

     

  




  "Jesus girl, you're freezing. Lord, this child can't even take care of herself, let alone no animals."




  

     

  




  Sam shook her head at Lucy's habit of directing comments to the almighty above. Still, she had a point. Cold, Sam's constant companion, had settled deeper in her bones. She found herself propelled to the front offices and the small cozy lunchroom. There, a hearty nudge pushed her to the closest chair. Within minutes, a hot cup of strong tea with a gentle serving of cream arrived before her.




  

     

  




  Lucy, with a second cup of tea, took the chair opposite Sam.




  

     

  




  Unable – and unwilling – to stop them, Sam confronted memories of the other Lucy. That Lucy had loved her tea too. The two of them had shared many cups. During one such moment, Sam had broken her own rule and had trusted her enough to tell her about her 'gift.' Poor Lucy. She'd thought it had been so cool. Then one night after drinking too many B52s, she'd told everyone, once again making Sam an oddity – an outsider. And reminding Sam of a sad truth – even friends couldn't be trusted. A lesson she hadn't forgotten since. Her friend had died an ugly death. And Sam hadn't been able to help her. More guilt.




  

     

  




  Sam sighed.




  

     

  




  "Heavy thoughts," said Lucy gently. "Care to share?"




  

     

  




  Sam's mouth kicked up at the corners. "Nothing worth sharing," she murmured.




  

     

  




  Lucy leaned back with an unsurprised nod. "Just so you know I'm always here if you ever want to talk." After a moment, she continued in a bright cheerful voice. "Here, try one." A plate of cookies appeared beside the hot mug.




  

     

  




  "Thanks." And Sam meant it. Choosing a peanut butter cookie, she bit into it. She closed her eyes, a tiny moan escaping. In the darkness, the rich, buttery peanut taste filled her mouth. Delicate yet robust and sooo good.




  

     

  




  "Not bad, huh?"




  

     

  




  Sam nodded, wasting no time in popping the rest of the morsel into her mouth. Lucy nudged the plate closer. Sam grinned, and snatched up a second cookie. Lucy gave her a fat smile of pleasure.




  

     

  




  Her mouth full, Sam considered the woman beside her. This Lucy gave from the heart, freely offering acceptance and reserving judgment. Sam understood the value of the gift. At the same time, all that emotion made her nervous




  

     

  




  "Thanks for the tea and cookies." She took her cup to the sink.




  

     

  




  "What do you think of our new patient?"




  

     

  




  "The German shepherd." Sam spun around. "What happened to him?"




  

     

  




  Lucy rose and brought her cup to the sink. "Sarah found him." Lucy turned around, "You remember my daughter, Sarah? She works at the seniors' facility..." Without waiting for a response, she continued talking. "She called in to say a resident had found the dog injured in the parking lot. Dr. Walcott drove over and picked him up."




  

     

  




  Sam watched as Lucy turned on the hot water and dribbled a little dish soap over the cup in her hand. Sarah, she vaguely remembered was activity coordinator at a home between here and Portland.




  

     

  




  Lucy gazed at Sam. "He was in tough shape. And since he woke up after surgery, well..." She placed the clean cup upside down on the drying rack. "He won't let any of us near him unless he's sedated."




  

     

  




  Sam chewed on her bottom lip. "Is he eating? Drinking?"




  

     

  




  "Through his IV," Lucy said with a small grim smile. "We'll see what he's like when it comes time to check his wounds. Don't get too attached. His prognosis isn't good."




  

     

  




  Already halfway through the doorway leading to the back of the hospital, Sam stilled and glanced back, seeing only concern in the other woman's eyes. Resolutely, Sam headed back her charges.




  

     

  




  The shepherd's low growl warned her halfway.




  

     

  




  "It's okay, boy. It's just me. I'll be taking care of you. Give you food, fresh water, and friendship. The things that help us get along in life." Although she kept her voice quiet, warm, and even toned, the growl remained the same.




  

     

  




  She couldn't blame him.




  

     

  




  He might be able to get along without friendships, but she wanted them. Except for her friendship with Lucy, she'd never had that elusive relationship that others took for granted.




  

     

  




  Sam approached the dog's cage with care. According to his chart, he'd had surgery to repair internal bleeding and to set a shattered leg. On top of that, he'd suffered several broken ribs, a dislocated collarbone and was missing a huge patch of skin on both hindquarters. Written in red and circled were the words: aggressive and dangerous. The growling stopped.




  

     

  




  Sam squatted down to stare into his eyes. The dog should have a name. He didn't give a damn. But a name gave the dog a presence, an existence...an identity.




  

     

  




  "How about..." she thought for a long moment. "I know, how about we call you Major?"




  

     

  




  The dog exploded into snarls and hideous barking, his ears flattened, and absolute hate filled his eyes.




  

     

  




  "Jesus!" Sam skittered to the far corner of the room – her hand to her chest – sure her heart would break free of its rib cage.




  

     

  




  "Is everything okay back here?"




  

     

  




  Sam turned in surprise to see one of the vets standing behind her, frowning. "Sorry," she yelled over the din of the other animals that had picked up the shepherd's fear. She waited for the animals to calm down before continuing. "I'd thought of a brilliant name for the shepherd, but from his reaction, I think he hates it."




  

     

  




  The vet walked over and bent down to assess his patient. "It could have been your tone of voice or the inflection in the way you said the name. He'd been abused, even before this accident." After a thoughtful pause, he added, "I'm not sure, but it might have been kinder to have put him down."




  

     

  




  "No." Sam stared at him in horror. "Don't say that. He'll come around." At his doubtful look, she continued, "I know he will. Give him a chance."




  

     

  




  That she seemed to be asking the vet to give her a chance hung heavy in the room, yet she didn't think he understood that.




  

     

  




  He stared at her, shrewdness, and wisdom in his eyes.




  

     

  




  Then again, maybe she'd misjudged him. She shifted, uneasy under the intense gaze.




  

     

  




  "We'll see. We'll have lots of opportunity to assess his progress as he recuperates."




  

     

  




  Sam had to be satisfied with that. She knew the dog was worth saving and so, damn it, was she. Her salvation and that of the dog's were tied together in some unfathomable way. She could sense it. She'd fight tooth and nail to keep him safe.




  

     

  




  In so doing, maybe she could save herself.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  11:45 am




  

     

  




  The Bastard had been busy.




  

     

  




  Brandt grimly surveyed the room. The woman lay sprawled across the bed, killed by multiple stab wounds if the massive blood loss was anything to go by. Any number of perps could have done this, but Brandt knew the scene would be clean. Squeaky clean, just like every other one he blamed on this asshole.




  

     

  




  And the woman would have drugs in her bloodstream, just enough so she wouldn't have been able to struggle – at least not much. A signature obvious from the more recent cases. Brandt frowned. This case would move to the head of Brandt's list. Ammunition for a task force to put this asshole behind bars.




  

     

  




  His fists clenched and unclenched. Christ, he wanted to kill the Bastard himself.




  

     

  




  Blood spattered the walls, carpet, the trashed bedding…a few drops even going so far as to hit the ceiling. A large pool of black blood had congealed on the floor beside the night table. This woman hadn't been murdered – she'd been butchered. She had to have been in a drugged sleep at the time of the attack. The only signs of struggle were on the bed, and not many of them, at that.




  

     

  




  She also had long brown hair with a hint of a curl in it at the ends. Or would have had if the stands weren't flattened by the weight of the dried blood. The bedding was some kind of ruffled rose paisley thing. Two points to Samantha Blair. Deep crown moldings on the ceiling gave her a third.




  

     

  




  "Brandt, the young man who called this in is waiting out back."




  

     

  




  Adam was the youngest member of the team, with only six months’ experience behind him. Always pale, today his red hair and freckles stood out more than ever, giving his face a clownish appearance. He tried to look anywhere but at the body on the bed. "Kevin said you can take the lead. He'll be here soon."




  

     

  




  Another test. Fine with him.




  

     

  




  "Then, let's go have a talk with the guy out back." Brandt headed outside of the brick house to question the waiting man. Tall, slim, and overwrought, the mid-twenties man sat on the brick step, his hair was brush-cut and his head cradled by his folded arms. His blue shirt was soaked with tears and his shoulders heaved and shuddered even as Brandt watched.




  

     

  




  Brandt waited to give the young man a moment. "Jason Dean?"




  

     

  




  The younger man snapped to his feet, nodding in between the tears. "Yes, that's me. Is...is she being taken away now?" He wiped his eyes with his sleeve, like a young child.




  

     

  




  Brandt glanced back inside the small dwelling swollen with law enforcement and CSI. "Soon. The coroner isn't quite done yet."




  

     

  




  The man's face paled even further, and his bottom lip trembled. He took several deep, bracing breaths and nodded.




  

     

  




  With gentle coaxing, Brandt managed to get the whole story out of him.




  

     

  




  They both worked for the same company and had been going out for close to a year now. They'd gone out for dinner and drinks last night before returning to her place. He'd stayed for several hours, leaving around one-thirty in the morning. When she hadn't shown up at work, he'd called numerous times and then had slipped over to check on her.




  

     

  




  After finishing with Jason, Brandt walked back inside to wait. Within minutes, Kevin arrived with the other two homicide detectives on the team, Daniel and Seth. Brandt paced back and forth in the hallway, chewing on the information in his mind while he filled them in on what he knew.




  

     

  




  "It's him, isn't it? The one you're always talking about?" Daniel, the second youngest member on the team asked, a frown wrapped around his forehead. He tucked his thumb into his pant pockets. Daniel’s paunch matched his wife's five-months-pregnant belly – a fact the team teased him about mercilessly.




  

     

  




  Each team member in the East Precinct pulled long hours. Brandt respected that. He wasn't here to rock the boat. But any cases that could be the Bastard's, he wanted in on. Simple. And so far, nothing. Except more bodies.




  

     

  




  Grimly, Brandt watched as the gurney was wheeled into the bedroom.




  

     

  




  "Chances are good it's him. Toxicology should confirm it." Brandt leaned against the bedroom wall and tried to assess the scene – a difficult task with his emotions still unsettled. He'd have to wait for the tests to come back to know for sure.




  

     

  




  She'd been deliberately arranged with her legs splayed wide apart, her arms above her head. Open display, mocking and degrading her for maximum humiliation. Another similarity between the killer's victims, posed…yet not always in the same way.




  

     

  




  Irrational rage from a rational mind.




  

     

  




  "Okay, we're ready to move the body." One of the CSI team spoke to them.




  

     

  




  Brandt nodded. "Thanks. How's the scene? Are you going to be able to get much?"




  

     

  




  The investigator shook his head. "Not much. The scene is clean. We might find something when we run our tests, but I'm not counting on it."




  

     

  




  "Her name was Mandy Saxon," said Brandt abruptly. Her purse sat on the kitchen table, unopened and undisturbed, along with a briefcase of work she'd brought home. She'd been an accountant, a thirty-year-old junior member of a successful firm here in Portland, with her whole life ahead of her.




  

     

  




  Now it was all behind her.




  

     

  




  Stone-faced, the detectives watched two men bag and load the body onto the gurney before wheeling it out the door. Brandt would catch up with her at the morgue tomorrow.




  

     

  




  Turning back, he caught sight of the coroner leaving.




  

     

  




  "James, have you got a time of death?"




  

     

  




  The grizzled coroner answered, "The best I can do at the moment, is between two and five." James shook his head. "I'll have more after the autopsy." The coroner walked out after smacking Adam's shoulder.




  

     

  




  Turning back to the crime scene, Brandt watched as one of the CSI officers picked a tiny object off the carpet with tweezers. He waited until the item had been bagged and tagged.




  

     

  




  "Stanley, what did you find?"




  

     

  




  The man stood, holding the bag aloft for Brandt to see. "It appears to be a diamond or a zirconium. Have to wait until I get it back to the lab to know for sure."




  

     

  




  Brandt stared at the tiny twinkling object. "Earring?" It could be the right size. He turned toward the open doorway. The stretcher had long gone. He'd have to wait to check what jewelry the victim wore.




  

     

  




  He walked over to the open jewelry box on the dresser to rummage through the few quality items inside. All the settings appeared intact. None matched the stone.




  

     

  




  Stanley, who'd worked alongside Kevin and his team for over a decade, joined him. "I'll run it through some tests. It's pretty small, probably part of a design."




  

     

  




  Like a four leaf-clover design? Brandt couldn't remember the exact details of Ms. Blair's statement. Had the ring always been missing one jewel or only the last time she'd seen it? Had she even mentioned that detail? He'd have to wait until he got back to the office to be sure – but it felt right.




  

     

  




  That waif's story sounded beyond wild, but that look in her eye had been real. Whatever demon drove her, she believed in it. Staring down at the tiny jewel, Brandt realized he couldn't discount it either.




  

     

  




  "Okay, keep me posted."




  

     

  




  Stanley nodded and headed back to his kit with the evidence bag.




  

     

  




  It took another hour before the room emptied, leaving only the brutal evidence of death behind. Bloodstains perpetuated the smell of death. Vestiges of violence remained behind. Brandt swore he could almost see and hear the play-by-play of her death from the scene laid out before him.




  

     

  




  He didn't have psychic abilities in the normal sense, still, like many of his coworkers, he had a strong intuition. Whether it had developed through his years of police work or through his long friendship with Stefan, didn't matter. He'd learned a long time ago to listen to it.




  

     

  




  And right now, it was screaming at him.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  2:20 pm




  

     

  




  Kevin Bresson pulled into the station parking lot. Lunch was over and the place was packed as usual. Around the back of the building, he found a spot and parked. "Home sweet home," he said to Adam, who was sitting in the passenger seat beside him.




  

     

  




  "If you say so."




  

     

  




  Kevin glanced over at him. "Can't be cynical at your age. Come on, you haven't been on the force long enough for that. Give it a decade or two like me – then you've earned the right to be sour."




  

     

  




  Adam got out and closed the door of the black SUV. He waited while Kevin grabbed his bag before walking to the rear entrance.




  

     

  




  "I'm not being cynical, exactly. But it's a little hard to stay positive when you come from scenes like that one."




  

     

  




  Kevin's normally stern face darkened. "I know what you mean."




  

     

  




  Adam held the door open for him. "Do you think Brandt is right? That there's a serial killer working here?"




  

     

  




  Kevin's pace never slowed as he headed for the elevator that would take them to their third floor offices. "I don't know. I've only seen some of the evidence. It would take more to convince me fully. Still, he has got a couple of valid arguments. Too many to discount his theory."




  

     

  




  "He thinks this is another one."




  

     

  




  "And that's possible. We'll work on it the same as every other case, and either he'll pull it for his list or he won't. We have enough work to do without keeping tabs on what he's up to."




  

     

  




  "Right."




  

     

  




  Kevin entered the waiting elevator with Adam on his heels. He was tired and fed up. The last thing he wanted was for Brandt to be correct and that a serial killer had been operating under their noses for decades. Just as the door was about to shut, a yell went up.




  

     

  




  Kevin stopped the doors from closing long enough for Dillon Hathaway to get on.




  

     

  




  "Thanks Kevin."




  

     

  




  Dillon grinned that affable smile that always pissed Kevin right off.




  

     

  




  "I hear you caught another bad one this morning. Let me know if you need any of my expertise to close this for you."




  

     

  




  Kevin stiffened. Just because the 'kid' had a couple of college degrees didn't make him better than the veterans on the force. Now if Dillon had some experience to go with that piece of paper then people might be more inclined to listen. As it was, Dillon, in his late twenties, had only about six months of experience. Kevin wondered why he hadn't gone into business. He had that wheeling dealing kind of attitude and dressed the part too. He'd have done well.




  

     

  




  Covertly, he studied Dillon's designer suit and lavender shirt. No wonder the guys in the department laughed at him. Although, it was his insufferable know-it-all attitude that made everyone want to kick his ass.




  

     

  




  Adam wouldn't stay quiet. Kevin shot him a warning look, but it was too late.




  

     

  




  "I think we can handle it. Other people, beside you, know how to do their jobs, you know."




  

     

  




  Grinning, Dillon put his hands out in front of him in exaggerated supplication. "Hey, no problem, Adam. Just wanted to let you know that you can call on me any time. But I understand pride. So just trundle along in your usual way."




  

     

  




  Kevin clenched his jaw and rolled his eyes. He did take pride in the number of cases he'd closed over the years. But no matter how many he solved or how many assholes he put behind bars, there were always a dozen more ready to take their place. If Brandt was right, they were in trouble. A serial killer with the skills to stay undetected for decades was just bad news – for everyone.




  

     

  




  But working with Brandt was a different story than asking this young upstart for help. Brandt might be new to the department, but Kevin respected the man – unlike Dillon. Brandt was a straight up kind of guy who you could count on in a tight spot. What made working with him hard was his special assignment status. Not that he played the maverick card, but he worked with his own agenda.




  

     

  




  Kevin wasn't sure what Brandt did all day exactly, only that he showed up for their meetings and any crime scenes that fit the parameters he was searching for. Cushy job if you could get it. As long as he stayed out of Kevin's way then he could work on all the task force preparations he wanted to – no harm done.




  

     

  




  The elevator opened. Kevin, already focused on his job at hand, pushed all worries of Detective Brandt Sutherland from his mind.




  

     

  




  




  CHAPTER FOUR




  

     

  




  3:45 pm




  

     

  




  Sam hit the next rut hard, bouncing across it before she had a chance to maneuver her truck to the left. Her driveway had more potholes and grooves than drivable surface – a free bonus with the cheap rent. Her little pickup shook hard with the next hit and never had a chance to stop trembling before it bounced again.




  

     

  




  Sam grimaced. She'd soon be black and blue just from the trip home. Great, more bruises. As if she needed more pain. Turning the last corner, she leaned forward to see her favorite view.




  

     

  




  The tree line opened to the full valley and lake. Glittering water glistened for miles. She lived for this moment. The hills and mountains in the horizon bled into wonderful shades of blue and the trees...the greens and yellows, an oil canvas of joy. She smiled. This vista sustained her soul as food never could.




  

     

  




  Parking the truck, Sam hopped out. Off to the left she could see her small cabin nestled just far enough back from the shore to give a front yard. She realized once again how blessed she was to have been given a chance to live there. A perfect place to stop running.




  

     

  




  When she'd found it, the owners – an older couple – hadn't wanted to rent it out. She'd been in dire straits and once they'd sensed that, their attitude had changed.




  

     

  




  Sam appreciated their change of heart. Life had dished out a couple of bad months. She winced. Who could talk in terms of months? Her life had been a cesspool for years.




  

     

  




  The sun twinkled overhead. She smiled at the sky. Opening the driver's door, she started to hop back in when pain lashed through her. Black tentacles reached inside her skull and clutched her brain, dropping her to her knees.




  

     

  




  She cried out, her hands cradling her temple. She doubled over, rocking back and forth, as darkness filled her mind. Her chest constricted. She struggled to breathe. Then she started to panic.




  

     

  




  Just before she lost control, the curtain of blackness ripped aside. Sam breathed hard, struggling with the new images. They weren't of her truck or of the woods around her.




  

     

  




  She stood outside a coffee shop in an area she didn't recognize. The only familiar thing came from behind her. A feeling, a gaze, an energy. Comprehension hit her slowly. "No," she cried, her hands covering her eyes. Pain seared her heart as her mind finally understood. Nothing could stop the tears from welling up and tumbling down her cheeks.




  

     

  




  The killer had just found another victim.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  3:55 pm




  

     

  




  Brandt preferred to gain information in a less formal way, yet his badge did loosen tongues. Or it had until Parksville. The rotund postal clerk hadn't recognized Sam's name until Brandt gave her a description. She'd clammed up immediately, to stare at him suspiciously. When he brought out his badge, she became even more belligerent – if possible.




  

     

  




  "You can ask your questions over at the vet hospital as she works there part-time." She turned away to speak with another customer.




  

     

  




  Dismissed, Brandt left – his curiosity aroused. He walked across the street to the Parksville Veterinarian Hospital and asked his questions there.




  

     

  




  "Sorry, we don't give out personal information on our staff." The older woman was striking in her own way, except for the waves of protectiveness rolling off her. Odd, she too saw him as the enemy. Not an unusual reaction from the drug runners and hookers on the streets, but from someone who looked more at home dishing out apple pie and lemonade – very strange.




  

     

  




  Brandt turned his badge her way.




  

     

  




  She raised one eyebrow, yet didn't relax. Instead, she held out her hand. Brandt passed over his badge and watched as she wrote down the information before passing it back.




  

     

  




  "Now, can you provide me with her address, please?" he said in his most official voice.




  

     

  




  She appeared to consider his words. What required consideration he couldn't begin to understand. "Excuse me," he snapped. "Does she work here or not?"




  

     

  




  "Yes, that's true. She does." The dragon smiled as if happy to be able to answer him.




  

     

  




  "Good. I need her address and her phone number." Using his well-honed eagle eye, he stared her down.




  

     

  




  To no effect.




  

     

  




  "I don't think she has a phone." She assessed him again, with that same calculating look of his grandmother. "Why the interest?"




  

     

  




  "It's personal, ma'am." Brandt had been thinking to save Samantha unnecessary questions about the police looking for her. Then he saw her knowing glance and groaned. Heat flooded his face.




  

     

  




  The older woman smiled.




  

     

  




  Brandt shuffled his feet as if still in high school himself.




  

     

  




  Her smile widened.




  

     

  




  Shit. Brandt couldn't believe it. He shook his head to clear his thoughts and tried to regain control of the wayward conversation.




  

     

  




  "Police business," he clarified, hoping to get this conversation back on the right direction.




  

     

  




  After another long look, the dragon, as if realizing he couldn't be put off, walked toward the desk, wrote something on a small scratch pad, and held it out to him. "Here you go – her address. Now, if you'll excuse us, we have to take care of our customers." She motioned to several people waiting behind him. "Hello Mrs. Caruthers. What's the problem with Prissy?"




  

     

  




  Brandt snatched up the paper and strode through the front glass doors. Once outside, he glanced down at the address.




  

     

  




  "Shit." She'd given him the same PO Box address he already had. Technically, she'd done what he'd asked, while avoiding giving him what he needed.




  

     

  




  "Is there a problem, sir?" A competent-looking older man approached him. "I'm Dr. Wascott. This is my office. Maybe I can help you?"




  

     

  




  Brandt smiled, happy to find someone normal in the town. "I'm Detective Sutherland." Brandt once again reached into his pocket and pulled out his badge. "I'm looking for directions to Samantha Blair's place."




  

     

  




  "Oh." The older man smiled, his bushy brows giving him a Rip Van Winkle look. "That's easy. She's at the old Coulson homestead." He turned and pointed out the direction. "Head up the highway to the large gingerbread-looking house. Turn right onto the dirt road past the house and follow it all the way down to the lake. She's pretty isolated down there, but seems to enjoy it." He opened the front door of his office. "There's no problem, I hope?" He paused and looked back at Brandt, one eyebrow raised.




  

     

  




  Brandt shook his head, tucking the slip of paper into his shirt pocket. "Not at all, I'm just checking on some information she gave us."




  

     

  




  "Didn't think so. She's not the type." Smiling, the vet walked inside, the glass door shutting behind him.




  

     

  




  Brant stared up the road. A gingerbread house – that should be easy.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  4:09 pm




  

     

  




  Sam dragged her sorry ass out of the truck and up the wooden stairs. The vision had left her feeling as if she'd gained a hundred pounds. Every shuffling step had become an effort. That insight into a killer's mind had been downright unpleasant. Knowing he'd found another woman, hurt her. That she'd had the vision at all terrified her. It was yet another sign her 'talent' was changing. And she didn't like it one bit. Her head throbbed from the remnants of sensory overload.




  

     

  




  Moses barked excitedly, his madcap tail waving in the wind. He shoved his wet nose into her hand.




  

     

  




  "Hey boy. Sorry to be so long today." She scratched the big dog's head. The golden haired Heinz 57 mix easily came to her mid-thigh. She smiled at the oversized black paws. Moses had been the main man in her life for a long time.




  

     

  




  Shifting her library books, picked up over her lunch break, she strode up the front steps. On psychic phenomena, these books might hold the answers to her perpetual problem. At one time, she'd asked experts for help. Unfortunately, she'd chosen the wrong kind of expert.




  

     

  




  Images of padded walls and needles slammed into her mind. Ruthless, and with more experience than she'd like to admit, she slammed them right back out again.




  

     

  




  Moses slumped to the deck in his usual jumble of muscle and sinew, thumped his tail once, and fell back asleep.




  

     

  




  "Good companion you are, Moses."




  

     

  




  His tail thumped again, but he couldn't be bothered raising his head. Sam bent down to stroke his back. Her fingers slipped in and out of the thick golden pelt, enjoying the silky contact. A great sigh erupted from him, and he relaxed even further.




  

     

  




  Sam laughed at his total exit from the world. He had the right idea. She needed sleep, too.




  

     

  




  Exhaustion from her vision had caught up to her. Even running a hand over her forehead brought a tremor to her spine. After putting on the teakettle, she walked into the bathroom, dampened a washcloth, and wiped her face. The cool wetness helped refresh her.




  

     

  




  Catching sight of her face, she winced. Her porcelain skin – always translucent – now seemed paper thin, transparent even. She looked friggin' awful. She closed her eyes, shocked at how far her health had sunk. If she didn't find answers soon, her 'gifts' would kill her.




  

     

  




  She was halfway there now.




  

     

  




  While she walked through the tiny cabin, loneliness crept in. She stared at the plain walls, her hip propped against the counter and a hot cup of tea warming her hands. The support walls were old logs and the floorboards had been cut from hewn wood. They'd worn down in places and would have some incredible stories to tell if they could talk. Unfortunately, in her case, they could. Depending on the day and the strength of her energy as to what signals she picked up, the stories went from unsettling to downright nervy.




  

     

  




  Moses raised his bushy head and growled. Sam glanced around, puzzled. "What's the matter, Moses?"




  

     

  




  He growled again, staring at the place where the driveway drove out of the evergreens at the top of the ridge.




  

     

  




  Sam gazed out the living room window, but couldn't see anything. Living out here, wildlife often shared her space. She loved watching the deer make their way to the river for a drink. Thus far she'd also seen raccoons, coyotes, and once, in the evening, a bear. If the animals left her in peace then she'd be happy to return the courtesy.




  

     

  




  A faint rumbling told her what she needed to know. A vehicle. She retreated into the house, a leery eye on the driveway. It didn't take long before a black pickup bounced into view and rolled to a stop at the porch stairs.




  

     

  




  A tall, rugged man got out, removed his sunglasses, and tossed them on the dash. He appeared vaguely familiar, yet she couldn't place him. Using the one gift that she'd come to accept, Sam assessed the waves of determination pouring from his shoulders. This man was nobody's fool. And he wanted something from her.




  

     

  




  Moses growled again.




  

     

  




  That face. The lock of brown hair falling down on one side, piercing eyes and a 'take no prisoner' attitude, dressed in denim. He was a cop. Recognition flickered. He was the man she'd almost run into at the police station. Curiosity and fear mingled. What could he want? Her stomach acid bubbled as tension knotted her spine. She chewed her fingernail as his six-foot frame climbed the stairs.




  

     

  




  The heavy pounding on the other side of her head startled her. She cursed silently, but with full force, letting it bounce around inside her mind. She wiped her moist palms on her jeans, and opened the door.




  

     

  




  "Yes?"




  

     

  




  His brow furrowed. "Samantha Blair?




  

     

  




  She frowned. "Maybe. Who's asking?"




  

     

  




  An odd light shone deep in his Lake Tahoe blue eyes. "Detective Brandt Sutherland, at your service, ma'am."




  

     

  




  "Your badge, please," she said.




  

     

  




  His eyebrow quirked, still he didn't say anything. He reached into a back pocket and withdrew it for her.




  

     

  




  Sam plucked it from his fingers. She read the number on it several times, committing it to memory.




  

     

  




  He reached for the badge. "Satisfied?"




  

     

  




  Sam handed it back to him. "Maybe. What can I do for you?"




  

     

  




  Tucking his badge away, he stared at her, an odd glint in his eye. "You spoke with Detective Kevin Bresson at the station this morning, correct?"




  

     

  




  Nerves knotted her stomach tighter, pulling down the corner of her mouth. Sam frowned at him. What was he up to? "Yes. You saw me there." Her stomach heaved. "What's this about?"




  

     

  




  He shifted his weight. Why? He didn't seem the type to feel discomfort about much in life.




  

     

  




  "May I come in?"




  

     

  




  She considered his request for a long moment before opening the door wide.




  

     

  




  Moses followed, staying close to her side, and nudged her leg. She dropped her hand to his head, reassured by his warm presence. "Good boy, Moses."




  

     

  




  Big brown eyes laughed up at her, his tongue lolling to one side.




  

     

  




  "Moses, is that his name?"




  

     

  




  Sam nodded slowly, studying this lean muscular male, hands fisted on his hips, as he watched her. Raw sex appeal oozed naturally from his very presence. She frowned. He was too damn appealing. She didn't like that. Cops were not her favorite people. Sexy ones definitely didn't make her list.




  

     

  




  Glancing around the small living space, she realized she didn't know what to do. She'd never had any company here before. Did a police visit count as company? Did she sit down with him? Offer him a cup of tea or what? Awkward – and hating the uncertainty – she repeated abruptly, "What do you want?"




  

     

  




  He surveyed the simple living room, walked over to an old sofa, and stopped. "May I sit down?"




  

     

  




  With a new perspective, Sam saw the threadbare furniture for what it was – shabby signs of dire poverty. It wouldn't have mattered any other time – after all, she lived it. She didn't understand why it mattered now. "Sure."




  

     

  




  She sat on the couch opposite, trying to understand why he intrigued her. He glowed – with life, with health. He had so much vitality that everything around him paled by comparison. His energy was a beacon she couldn't help but find attractive – the lure of warmth and strength, something she'd experienced little in life. He dwarfed everything in the small open room. Sam felt tiny, insignificant against his more dynamic presence.




  

     

  




  He reached across and placed his huge hand over hers.




  

     

  




  Sam froze. His touch burned into her icy hands. Heat flared. So did confusion. Attraction. Hatred. Pain. Heat. Everything rolled together. Her gaze flew up to meet his.




  

     

  




  He squeezed her fingers. Only then did she notice she'd been twisting her fingers around and around in a nervous pattern. A habit she'd tried to break for years. She yanked both hands back and tucked them under her thighs, leaning back. Heat still pulsed inside her veins. Heat she wanted to nestle closer to, yet couldn't explain why. Or didn't dare try. Nervous energy bubbled up. She clamped down hard and forced her errant muscles into stillness. Sam waited for him to speak.




  

     

  




  "Are you okay?"




  

     

  




  She jerked her head up and down.




  

     

  




  "Good. Then let's go over the statement you gave Detective Bresson."




  

     

  




  "Why? He didn't believe me."




  

     

  




  "But maybe I will," he countered. "So, please, from the beginning."




  

     

  




  The beginning. She cast a careful eye over him.




  

     

  




  He prompted. "You said you woke up inside a woman's body as she was being murdered?"




  

     

  




  Oh, that beginning. Relief blossomed, and she settled back into the couch. Slowly, succinctly, she explained her story again.




  

     

  




  "Any idea if his ring had real diamonds in it?"




  

     

  




  She glanced at him in surprise. "No. I wouldn't know the difference."




  

     

  




  "Could you see the woman's hair?"




  

     

  




  "This one had long brown hair. I think it had a slight curl to it."




  

     

  




  He raised an eyebrow at her and pursed his lips. "Curly?"




  

     

  




  Sam swallowed hard several times, overwhelmed with the memory. Soft and feathery, the dead woman's beautiful curls had stroked against her neck with every twist and turn of her head as she fought for her life.




  

     

  




  Locking down her grief and stiffening her spine, Sam explained. "I could feel it curling around my neck."




  

     

  




  The look on his face eased.




  

     

  




  Sam had no idea if he believed her or not.




  

     

  




  "Can you tell me anything about his height, the clothes he wore, the type of mask he had on...anything?"




  

     

  




  His mask. Shivers raced down her spine. The madness in those eyes – those glowing orbs still made her nightmares hell. Green neon had shone with joy at the pain he had inflicted.




  

     

  




  Sam could hardly speak. Her voice hoarse from unshed tears, she explained what little she'd seen, and the impression the killer had left on her. She hunched her shoulders against the lingering horror, hating the power the memories held over her.




  

     

  




  He asked a few more questions. She slid into monosyllabic answers, wishing he'd finish and leave.




  

     

  




  Finally, he snapped his notebook closed and tucked it into his shirt pocket. "Thanks." He stood and walked to the door, and turned back to face her, pulling out a business card.




  

     

  




  "I don't know if I believe you or if what you've given us even helps, but I appreciate you having come in to share your information. If you think of anything else, please let me know." He nodded politely and walked out.




  

     

  




  Now that he appeared ready to leave, Sam's emotions scattered. She didn't know what to make of him. His presence confused her. Interested her. Intrigued her. Memories dictated that she should be angry, scared even. But she was none of those.




  

     

  




  Sam trailed him onto the porch. The detective hopped into his truck and drove off. He never looked back.




  

     

  




  Sam stayed, bemused, until his truck bounced and shuddered out of sight. For the first time in years, a faint hope came into being. Maybe something could be done after all.




  

     

  




  "And just what the hell was that all about, Moses?"




  

     

  




  His heavy tail brushed over the wooden planks. Not much of an answer, still it was the only one she was going to get. She headed back inside, Moses at her heels. A chill settled into the room – or maybe it was into her soul.




  

     

  




  She wandered around the now seemingly overlarge, empty space...lonely space. The ancient floors creaked under every step in a rhythm that was almost comforting.




  

     

  




  The detective probably considered her a suspect by now and if not he would soon. That's how they worked. The police were suspicious of anyone odd. She knew that. She'd come under their scrutiny more than once. But especially from one detective.




  

     

  




  Her thoughts blackened at the reminder. That man had been out to get her, and she'd only been trying to help. Damn him.




  

     

  




  Even if this detective did put her on his suspect list, she had no one to blame but herself. She'd known it was likely to happen. Still, she'd had to do something. Those women had no one else.




  

     

  




  A shiver of apprehension raised goose bumps on her arms. The last thing Sam wanted was to have her life examined under a microscope. She avoided people because she couldn't stand their questions. And sooner or later, everyone asked questions.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  5:19 pm




  

     

  




  Brandt grinned at his mother's antics. He'd stopped in at her self-contained unit in the seniors' complex, for coffee and to apologize for canceling out on lunch tomorrow. It didn't take more than a few minutes to realize that some things never change.




  

     

  




  A beautiful young woman, Lisa, knocked on the door not five minutes after he arrived. Maisy wasted no time inviting her in to meet Brandt.




  

     

  




  An obvious setup, yet no different from what his mother put him through on a regular basis in her quest to see him married. Not that old age had crept into her bones, nor had her health deteriorated. Still, she sought grandkids in the worst way. And she had no compunction about using underhanded methods in achieving these goals.




  

     

  




  Studying Lisa more closely, he could see the classical beauty his mother would think appropriate. Baby blue eyes with a guileless innocence, long straight blond hair and a slim, but curvy shape. And none of it mattered to him.




  

     

  




  All he could see were Sam's haunting eyes. He had no idea if Sam's body curved or bumped. He knew she had a slight build and that she didn't eat enough. With her oversized sweater on, not much else showed. He didn't quite know how he felt about this interest, but was willing to see where it went.




  

     

  




  He understood that his 'type' was fluid and fluctuated on impulse. He considered that normal. That didn't mean he chose to go out with all of the women who appeared on his radar.




  

     

  




  "Brandt. Brandt?"




  

     

  




  Brandt focused on his mother and smiled sheepishly. Her knowing smirk immediately put him on his guard. With a sinking feeling, he realized he'd been staring at Lisa too long. He groaned softly. Maisy's smirk widened.




  

     

  




  "Now Brandt, I know she's adorable. Do try to concentrate, dear."




  

     

  




  He rolled his eyes and stood up. "I'm sorry, ladies. You'll have to excuse me. It's time for me to head out."




  

     

  




  "Oh, no," Maisy cried out. "You never stay for a real visit. Won't you stay for dinner at least?"




  

     

  




  Trust her to ignore the fact that he'd been here for dinner just a couple days ago. Today, he'd come straight from Samantha's hideaway, needing a touch of normalcy after seeing her. Only to realize that he preferred Sam to the Lisas of the world. How contrary could he be?




  

     

  




  He excused himself from dinner and said his good-byes. The sky had clouded over giving an unusual darkness to the horizon. Once in his truck, his mind immediately returned to the tiny woman with a huge impact. Sam and that overgrown mutt, Moses, had chosen a singular existence out in the middle of nowhere. The dog had been protective when Brandt first arrived. After a once-over he'd gone and lain down. A guard dog would never have done that.




  

     

  




  Pulling off to the side of the road, he called into the office for updates. Then he tried calling Stefan, his difficult, contrary, and incredibly gifted psychic friend. And left another message.




  

     

  




  Given the lateness of the hour, he decided to go home and mull over the contrariness of human attraction.




  

     

  




  




  CHAPTER FIVE




  

     

  




  11:05 pm




  

     

  




  Lying in bed that night, Sam couldn't sleep. Her overwrought mind refused to let up. The tantalizing possibility that she was meant to do something with this gift worried at the frayed edges of her mind. Depressed and unsettled, she fell into a fitful sleep, her dreams dark and disjointed pieces of past visions.




  

     

  




  Screams jarred her from a deep sleep. Confusion turned to fear when Sam realized the horrific sounds were coming from her own mouth. Even worse, she had no idea where she was.




  

     

  




  Terror overwhelmed her. Her fingers spasmed in a death grip around a strange steering wheel as the car she drove careened further out of control. Still trying to toss off the remnants of sleep, Sam yanked hard on the wheel in a futile attempt to turn it. The mid-sized car plowed through a steel barricade to hang suspended in midair before plummeting to the rocks below. Screams ripped from her throat and she reefed again on the useless steering wheel, helpless to stop the deadly impact. Her foot pounded on worthless brakes. The front grill of the car crumpled and metal buckled upward. The car slammed into the first of the rocks below, snapping her forward into the windshield.




  

     

  




  Agonizing pain radiated off her shattered spine. Grinding metal, exploding glass, and continuous crunching sounds filled the air as first the bumper flew off, then the rear window shattered outward. The car tumbled, smashed on a huge rock, careened to the left and flipped end over end before coming to a hard landing on its wheels, right side up at the bottom of the cliff.




  

     

  




  Then utter silence.




  

     

  




  Sam trembled. Shock and pain pulsed through her veins even as her blood dripped out one beat at a time onto the shredded seat beside her. God, she didn't want to die.




  

     

  




  She wanted to live. Please, dear God.




  

     

  




  Someone help!




  

     

  




  Blood streamed over her face, her spine...where a shearing heat set off continuous stabbing pain. The steering wheel jammed into her ribs. The front dash had crumpled into a mess of twisted steel and plastic. The famous Mercedes emblem now hung drunk in midair over the remains of the once beautiful cream leather seats.




  

     

  




  Sam couldn't feel her right arm. And wished she couldn't feel her left. She closed her eyes, willing away the image of bone shards that had sliced through her sweater, a few loose strands of wool clinging to the ends. Heart wrenching sobs poured from her throat, tears coated her cheeks. She was alone. And dying.




  

     

  




  A brilliant flash of light engulfed the car as the fuel from the pierced gas line flashed into flames. Heat seared her lungs and scorched her hair, the strands melting against the inside of her car window. Panicked, she screamed as flames licked at her feet, burning, and cooking the flesh right off her bones.




  

     

  




  Agony. Pain. Terror.




  

     

  




  A voice whispered through the blackness of her mind, so odd, so different it caught her attention. She strained to hear the words.




  

     

  




  "Let go. It's time to let go."




  

     

  




  Sam stared through the flames, stunned. Let go of what? She couldn't hear over the roaring fire and could barely see, but knowing that someone was there stirred her survival instinct and she started fighting against the seatbelt jammed at her side. She was saved. Just another minute and they'd open the door to pull her free. She'd be fine.




  

     

  




  "Please hurry," she cried out.




  

     

  




  "Let go. You don't need to be in there. Let it all go, and come with me."




  

     

  




  She peered through the golden orange windshield to see a strange male face peering at her through the flames.




  

     

  




  He smiled.




  

     

  




  "Come with me."




  

     

  




  "I want to, damn it. Can't you see I'm trapped?" she screamed, her vocals crisping in the heat.




  

     

  




  "Release yourself. Come with me. Say yes."




  

     

  




  The pain hit a crescendo. She twisted against it, hearing her spine splinter. The car seat melted into her skin. So much pain, she couldn't breathe. Blackness crowded into her mind, blessed quiet, soothing darkness. She reached for it.




  

     

  




  "Let go. You don't need to go through this. Hurry."




  

     

  




  She started. Why wasn't he opening the door or getting others to help? He should be trying to save her. Shouldn't he? Sam, so confused and so tired she could barely feel the pain overtaking her body. Where had he gone? She tried to concentrate. His face was now only a vague outline that rippled with the heat waves. A soft smile played at the corner of his mouth. The flames burned around him, weird as they centered him in the warm glow. She wanted to be with him. To live.




  

     

  




  "Here, take my hand."




  

     

  




  Dazed and on the brink of death, Sam focused on the hand reaching for her. She struggled to raise the charred piece of flesh that had been her arm and reached out to grasp his.




  

     

  




  She was free.




  

     

  




  Overwhelmed, cries of relief escaped. She turned to hug her savior, her head just reaching his shoulder. He stood beside her, the same radiant beaming look on his face. His blond hair glowed, and he had the brightest teeth.




  

     

  




  She sighed. This beautiful man pointed to her right arm. Confused, Sam glanced down at her burned arm, realizing she could feel none of her injuries. Just like her other one, her broken arm had miraculously healed – whole, smooth, and soft. Her skin hadn't looked this good in ten years.




  

     

  




  Realization hit.




  

     

  




  She spun around to find a massive fireball below. What the hell? She had to be dead. But instead of the horror or shock, she expected to feel, she felt good. In fact, she felt great. She turned to the ever-smiling stranger.




  

     

  




  "Let's go, sweetheart."




  

     

  




  Sam didn't know why he'd called her that, but she bloomed under his loving gaze. Honestly, she was so damned grateful to be out of the car, she let him get away with it.




  

     

  




  Holding hands, they floated higher into the cloudless blue sky. Then when the crash site below had become a tiny speck, Sam felt a hard flick on her arm and the words, "Thanks. I can take it from here."




  

     

  




  And she woke up.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  6:05 am, June 16th




  

     

  




  Stunned and disoriented, Sam lay rigid in bed. The sense of loss overwhelmed her. He was gone. She needed his gentle warmth. He made her feel loved and cared for. Bereft, hot tears welled at the corners of her eyes. She didn't want to be back here in her own body. She wanted to be that other woman. That lucky woman.




  

     

  




  Sam stopped in shock. That woman was dead! How lucky could that woman be? She'd be fine now, happy and at peace...with that man at her side. Lucky to be so loved.




  

     

  




  And who the hell was he?




  

     

  




  Sam couldn't believe her vision. Even now, instead of being overwhelmed with shock and pain, she felt uplifted.




  

     

  




  Mystified, she questioned the difference this time. Not the death itself, that part unfortunately, had been normal, right down to the excruciating pain. But afterwards...? She didn't know who the man had been or what he might have been to the victim, but he'd cared about her. She wished she'd had her wits about her to talk to him at the time. Now it was too late.




  

     

  




  There'd been one other major difference in this vision.




  

     

  




  Always before, Sam had been forced to endure the horror of what one human being could inflict on another. This had been her first accident. Or was it?




  

     

  




  What's the chance someone killed the woman to make it appear like an accident?




  

     

  




  Sam narrowed her eyes, thinking. Given her relationship to violence – and there's no doubt the woman had died a violent death, had foul play been involved? Sam replayed the video locked into her psyche. The brakes hadn't responded, neither had her steering wheel – then they weren't built for flying. Suspicion remained. Intuitively, she felt more was involved. But could she prove it? No. She did know the woman had not been sleeping at the wheel or drunk. Living her last moments had given Sam clarity into the woman's mental state. There hadn't been any drugged or hallucination type of sensation.




  

     

  




  Her car had to have been sabotaged. Sam snorted and threw back the blankets. So what? Just because she 'thought' foul play had been involved didn't mean it had been. Or that she could convince the police of it.




  

     

  




  Grabbing up her journal, she wrote down as many details from this vision as she could. A process she went through every time. The impressions about the man were so clear, so poignant she had to write them down. Finally, she was done. Closing the book, she put it beside her bed, ready for the next time. She stared at it for a long moment. If anyone found her journals...she glanced over at the box beside her suitcase...they'd be used as evidence against her.




  

     

  




  She had to question what her role was this time. She hadn't been able to help the poor woman. If she had a 'gift' then she wanted – no needed – to use it to make a difference. And had yet to do so. The idea, the concept...to help the victim find justice tantalized her. And then again, attempting to help these women meant working with the police. Bile immediately bubbled up in her stomach.




  

     

  




  Sam leaned over, reaching for clean jeans and a t-shirt – dressing while deep in thought. Making a quick decision, she reached for the card and punched the number on her cell phone before she had a chance to change her mind.




  

     

  




  "Hello?"




  

     

  




  Fear caught her sideways. Words refused to come out.




  

     

  




  "Hello. Who is this?"




  

     

  




  The sharp demanding tone made her wince. She glanced at the clock on the stove and grimaced. He'd been asleep.




  

     

  




  "God damn it, answer me." Anger reached through the phone to squeeze her vocal cords.




  

     

  




  Samantha rushed into speech. "It's me. Huh, hmmm, Samantha Blair."




  

     

  




  "Samantha," he said, enunciating the words slow and clear as if trying to place her.




  

     

  




  "You came out to my place at the lake to ask me some questions yesterday," Sam started to explain.




  

     

  




  "Oh. That Samantha." The anger shifted down to a growl.




  

     

  




  She could almost see him shift into gear.




  

     

  




  "What can I do for you?"




  

     

  




  "Umm." Now that she had him on the phone, she didn't quite know what to say. "I know that some of the stuff that I told you might have been a little difficult to believe." She paused, not quite knowing where to go from here.




  

     

  




  "Maybe," he answered, huskiness clouding his voice as if he was still groggy from sleep. It did funny things to her stomach.




  

     

  




  She focused on his answer, his wariness. Determinedly, she forged ahead. "I saw an accident happen this morning. I thought if you could verify these details, you might have more faith in the other information I gave you."




  

     

  




  Dead silence.




  

     

  




  Oh God, why had she called him? She chewed on her bottom lip. What madness possessed her to call? She glanced out the window. It was just starting to get light outside.




  

     

  




  "What kind of car accident?" His voice sounded brisker, more alert.




  

     

  




  "A woman drove over the cliff and crashed onto the rocks below." She hesitated for a moment then rushed into speech. "The thing is...this time I recognized the spot. She drove off at Emerson Point."




  

     

  




  "Emerson Point?" Now she had his attention. He was all business.




  

     

  




  Feeling reassured, she continued. "Yes. She went through the guardrail. The car landed on its wheels before exploding."




  

     

  




  "Hmmm. Time frame?" He cleared his throat.




  

     

  




  That husky sound made her stomach do a slow tumble. Sam struggled to consider his question. But images of him leaning against the head of his bed, running a hand through his ruffled hair, the blankets resting low on his hips made her swallow and close her eyes. What had he asked? Oh yeah, it had been something about time frame. Had the accident been in real time? She cleared her throat. "About thirty, maybe forty minutes ago.."




  

     

  




  "You think?"




  

     

  




  She hated the apologetic tone in her voice. "I woke as it happened. All I can say is that I think it played out in real time."




  

     

  




  More digestive silence.




  

     

  




  "Right. Make of car, color, and license plate? Anything specific that you can tell me."




  

     

  




  "I experienced her death the same as always. So, I couldn't see the license plate because I was, in effect, driving the car. She drove a dark colored Mercedes. I don't know the model."




  

     

  




  "How did you know the type of car then?"




  

     

  




  "Because I could see the logo inside the car."




  

     

  




  Sam could hear the scratching of pen on paper. She waited.




  

     

  




  "Right. Anything else?"




  

     

  




  "Her name was Louise." Sam's voice hitched and stopped, surprised. Where had that come from? The name danced through her head. It felt right.




  

     

  




  She took a deep breath, knowing this could be the point where he suspended belief. "And I think she was murdered."




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  6:30 am




  

     

  




  Brandt rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Jesus, what a way to wake up. Every time he spoke with this woman, he couldn't get a grip on her. Was she for real?




  

     

  




  He threw back his duvet and headed for a shower. At least this time, she'd given him something concrete. If it checked out.




  

     

  




  Two hours later, at the station, he stood frowning down at an accident report in his hands. Incomplete as yet, just chicken scratch as the cop on the scene hadn't had a chance to finish the paperwork.




  

     

  




  "Jackson, any sign of foul play?" Brandt glanced up from the paper, his piercing gaze nailing the young traffic cop.




  

     

  




  "No, sir," Jackson said shifting his large weight from one foot to the other. "Not that I could see."




  

     

  




  The younger man rubbed his face, fatigue pulling on his skin, giving him a much older appearance. The job did that to everyone after a while. "There isn't much left. The fire burned everything to ash."




  

     

  




  "There weren't any secondary vehicle marks on the highway indicating she might have been forced off the road?"




  

     

  




  "No, nothing like that. Her car headed straight for the guard rail, went through and over."




  

     

  




  Brandt shot him a hard look. "Suicide?"




  

     

  




  Jackson shrugged. "No idea."




  

     

  




  He looked like he didn't give a damn. It must have been a long night. Brandt nodded and handed back the report. "We'd better find out." He turned away, heading down the hallway.




  

     

  




  "Uh, Brandt, sir?"




  

     

  




  Brandt stopped before slowly turning around. "What?"




  

     

  




  "Do you know something about this woman? Something that pertains to the case? Because this seems straightforward. Open and shut type of thing."




  

     

  




  You mean, ‘you don't want to be bothered’ type of a thing, Brandt thought, his cynicism rising to the surface. Too often, it was more a case of working in the areas where progress could be made and leaving the time-wasting for others. Still, his placement here put him in an awkward position.




  

     

  




  "Maybe," Brandt answered. "Then again, maybe not." He turned and walked away. He needed to talk to Samantha again.




  

     

  




  The hot July sun shimmered between the leaves to bounce off the hood of his truck as he drove past the gingerbread house. The place was a remarkable landmark. Further down, fir growth grew thick on the left and several poplar groves dotted the fields on the right. Signs of improvement done over the years blended into the natural habitats. Drainage ditches ran along the side of the well-maintained road. Generations had put their heart and soul into developing this place.




  

     

  




  Brandt could only wish he had something as nice to pass on to his kids.




  

     

  




  Kids. He grimaced. He didn't dare go there. It led to his mother and all her machinations. The truth was, at thirty-five he'd given it a whole lot more thought than he wanted to admit. Especially to his mother. He saw the worst that people could do to each other, and at other times, events were so poignant they made his heart hurt. It was at those times, he gave serious thought to his future. Thankfully, these lapses were short-lived. The divorce rate in his profession was out of this world. He'd be willing to try, but honestly, he'd never met anyone he couldn't live without.




  

     

  




  Besides, it would take a unique woman to accept his work.




  

     

  




  He rounded the last corner. The old homestead sprawled off to one side, lazy and serene. Except for the dog barking on the porch, the cabin appeared deserted.




  

     

  




  Braking, Brandt brought the truck to a gentle stop beside her red one. Was that rust or paint that gave the vehicle its color? He studied it closer as he opened his door and hopped out. It didn't look road safe. He frowned. She needed a better set of wheels.




  

     

  




  The screen door banged shut.




  

     

  




  Brandt turned quickly. Sam stood, arms akimbo, apparently surprised to see him.




  

     

  




  "Louise Enderby drove her Mercedes off the highway between 5:45 and 6:15 this morning," he said as way of greeting. Alarmed, he watched the color drain from her face. Brandt reached out to steady her, except she pulled back before he had a chance to make contact. His left hand still in midair, Brandt blinked at the speed she'd moved to avoid him.




  

     

  




  In general, women liked him. He couldn't remember a time when one had avoided his touch. He didn't know if he should be amused or insulted. Instead, he felt oddly hurt.




  

     

  




  "Why did you come?" she asked.




  

     

  




  He glanced at her in surprise. "I thought you'd like to know."




  

     

  




  She frowned. "You could have called me."




  

     

  




  "But then I wouldn't be able to see you in person. By the way, was this morning's call an emergency?" He raised his eyebrows.




  

     

  




  Samantha frowned. "I couldn't leave her alone in the car."




  

     

  




  Interesting wording. Alone. He had to know. "Why?"




  

     

  




  Her solemn gaze studied him for a long moment. She sidestepped the answer. "The bastard needs to be caught."




  

     

  




  Brandt's heart stalled before starting again – double time. "The bastard?" Did she know about the serial killer he'd been chasing this last year? How could she know anything? Unless she was for real? God, could she help? Hope flared deep within.




  

     

  




  "The killer."




  

     

  




  Oh, that bastard. Damn. His heart rate returned to normal. "I'd like to ask you a few more questions. May I come in?"




  

     

  




  She took a step back, paused, then stepped off to the side giving him room to pass.




  

     

  




  Brandt walked inside. It seemed as bleak as he remembered. The threadbare furniture, plank floors – everything clean yet old. Bare kitchen counters…only one mug stood by the sink full of water.




  

     

  




  He stopped in the middle of the room and turned to stare at her.




  

     

  




  She hadn't moved.




  

     

  




  What was wrong? He opened his mouth to ask, when she walked to the stove and put on a teakettle. As usual, she had on a sweater several sizes too big that hung almost to her knees, only this one was a brown cable type of thing. Threadbare jeans and white cotton socks completed the picture. And the perpetual braid down her back. He eyed her outfit. She barely made five feet and her clothes accented her thin frame, but there were hints of curves in all the right places.




  

     

  




  "Do you want a cup of tea?"




  

     

  




  He'd rather have a coffee, yet with no coffeemaker in sight, there didn't appear to be much choice. And her offer could be deemed a definite step forward in the social game. Even for a prickly female like her.




  

     

  




  "Thank you. I'd appreciate that."




  

     

  




  He watched as she pulled out a teapot and teabags from the cupboard. She never made idle chitchat or unnecessary movements. Economical all the way. She fascinated him. He couldn't think of another person like her. He walked over and sat on the same sofa as last time. "This is a nice place."




  

     

  




  "I like it."




  

     

  




  "Have you been here long?"




  

     

  




  She shot him a suspicious look. "You mean you don't know already?"




  

     

  




  His lips quirked. "I'd like you to tell me."




  

     

  




  Samantha shrugged. "I've been here close to six months now."




  

     

  




  "And before that."




  

     

  




  She rolled her eyes. "Before that, I was somewhere else."




  

     

  




  "Of course you were," he murmured. Her full history had been on his desk half an hour after he'd learned the details of the car accident she'd 'seen.' It hadn't taken long as there'd been little to add to what he already knew. Today's accident had opened doors for him. He wanted to learn the extent she was willing to fill in the missing details.




  

     

  




  "Did you sabotage her car?"




  

     

  




  She froze in the act of pouring water into the teapot. Her back went rigid. Fury visibly radiated through her bunched shoulders, rage-like waves he could almost touch. Ever so slowly, she finished filling the pot and replaced the kettle on the stove. Just as slowly, she turned around.




  

     

  




  Brandt prepared to be blasted and found himself stunned at the pain evident in her eyes. Anger, yes, but he'd also hurt her. He grimaced. Damn, he'd judged that badly. He couldn't figure her out and had automatically tried to shock her out of her silence. Instead, it appeared he'd locked her deeper inside.




  

     

  




  "I'm sorry. I had to ask."




  

     

  




  She stared down at the kitchen floor, the muscles in her jaw twitching. She walked to the small fridge and pulled out a carton of milk. After a long moment, she shuddered once before answering, "When I have these visions, I'm not on the outside looking in. I'm inside these people staring out." She shot him a look. "Believe me, it would be much easier if it were the other way around."




  

     

  




  That was understandable. If what she said were true, she must experience what they experience. He didn't think that included the pain – no one could stand that. Still, being inside must forge a personal connection. And how hard would that be given the eventual outcome?




  

     

  




  He waited until she'd brought his tea. "Can you do this at will?"




  

     

  




  "No."




  

     

  




  Did that make it better or worse? Brandt stayed silent. She didn't offer any more information. "What about controlling it?"




  

     

  




  "I wish."




  

     

  




  "So, what can you do?"




  

     

  




  "Endure." She bit her lip afterward, but it was too late. The word had slipped out.




  

     

  




  God. Brandt paused, cup midway to the table. So softly spoken, the word said so much. He stared at her. She didn't like her gift. She hadn't learned to live with it yet. Or to control it. It controlled her. A rush of sympathy washed through him. Gifts like these, if real, were very unforgiving.




  

     

  




  Few people had strong psychic abilities. Of those, some went insane. Some survived – barely, and a select few learned to control them and lived quite well. From what he'd seen, she could be one of the stronger ones. Except without the control, she was dangerous. Very dangerous.




  

     

  




  Stefan had often extolled the dangers of psychic power without training. Brandt narrowed his eyes. Maybe Stefan could help her. If she'd accept any help. He stared at her in consideration.




  

     

  




  Uncontrollable power was a disaster waiting to happen.




  

     

  




  He should get the hell out and not come back. Even as he thought it, he knew he wouldn't. He couldn't. He needed to learn more about her. To understand her. After confirming the details of this morning's accident, he was willing to buy into her story as a psychic. But his personal interest bothered him. Especially when his better judgment told him to leave her alone.




  

     

  




  She sipped her tea, apparently comfortable under the intensity of his gaze. She didn't fidget, move around, or make artificial conversation.




  

     

  




  "Well," she asked. "Did you make up your mind?"




  

     

  




  He lowered his cup. "About what?"




  

     

  




  "Whether to believe me or not."




  

     

  




  "I'm willing to believe up to this point. Your information checked out on the car accident and until I find out otherwise, I'll give you the benefit of the doubt."




  

     

  




  "Gee, thanks." She peered over the rim of her teacup, derision in her voice .




  

     

  




  Exasperated, he said, "You can't expect me to jump for joy over all of this. I'm a cop. I like things to be cut, dried, and clear. I also know that it rarely happens. So if there is information that can help, then I will listen and say thank you."




  

     

  




  She stared at him, a frown between her brows.




  

     

  




  He had no idea what she was thinking. Samantha had the odd distinction of being the only person to throw him off balance every time he saw her.




  

     

  




  She shrugged. "What questions did you come to ask me?"




  

     

  




  Damned if he could remember.




  

     

  




  He took another drink of tea while he racked his brain. Oh yeah. "I'm hunting a particular killer. I wondered..." He leaned forward. "Can you find people?"




  

     

  




  She cocked her head to one side and narrowed her gaze. "I don't know. I've never tried." Almost apologetically, she added, "I don't have any formal training in this."




  

     

  




  He nodded. Stefan would have a heyday with her. He thought about it for a half second, then grabbed his notebook from his pocket and wrote down Stefan's phone number. He continued to ask several general questions about her abilities and the things she'd seen.




  

     

  




  Ripping the note off, he placed it on the coffee table between them. She could contact Stefan on her own if she wanted to. He asked one last question. "Is there any particular trigger for the visions?"




  

     

  




  That caught her off guard. She stared at him, her eyes flat. "Yes."




  

     

  




  "And that is?" he asked.




  

     

  




  "Violence."




  

     

  




  




  CHAPTER SIX




  

     

  




  10:19 am




  

     

  




  "You can't put him to sleep. He's been doing great. I don't understand." Samantha blocked the cage containing Soldier, the name she'd settled on for the injured German shepherd. The rest of the staff faced her as one group.




  

     

  




  "Samantha, we warned you about his lack of progress. He isn't adapting to people. No one will be able to handle him. The shelter won't take him now."




  

     

  




  "Then why did you save his life?" Damn, she hated to beg, but someone needed to stick up for the dog. "If he was worth saving then, he's worth saving now."




  

     

  




  Lucy stepped forward, placing a comforting arm around Sam's shoulder. "Honey, we tried to warn you. We hoped he'd get better, but he hasn't."




  

     

  




  "He just needs a little more time." Samantha didn't know what tactic to try next. Her hand clenched again, fingernails sliding into half-moon impressions already there. She knew she had to keep trying. She hated the compassionate looks from her co-workers, hated their detachment. No one had taken the time to get close to Soldier like she had. It wasn't fair.




  

     

  




  Just this once, she'd broken her own cardinal rule and gotten close. Too close. Her heart ached. She couldn't stand the thought of something happening to him.




  

     

  




  That made it an easy decision.




  

     

  




  "I'll take him," she said abruptly.




  

     

  




  The room exploded.




  

     

  




  "No Samantha, you can't do that. He could be dangerous."




  

     

  




  "Sam, that's a bad idea."




  

     

  




  "I wouldn't recommend that."




  

     

  




  Sam refused to listen. They didn't understand. She had to give Soldier a chance.




  

     

  




  "I have to try. He's not comfortable here. If I take him home, he'll have an easier time of it. He needs to learn to trust again. He can't do that here."




  

     

  




  "And then what?" Casey, the only female veterinarian on staff, spoke the collective voice of reason. "What if he attacks you?"




  

     

  




  "He won't." Sam answered with more confidence than she felt. Stubbornly, she repeated, "I have to try."




  

     

  




  Dr. Wascott walked over and squatted down before the German shepherd's cage. Dangerous growls filled the room.




  

     

  




  "Sam, I can't let you do that." He sighed. "He's dangerous. I can't have that on my conscience."




  

     

  




  "Well, I don't think he is. But, if you give us a chance and it turns out he doesn't improve or gets worse then...then you can put him down."




  

     

  




  Standing up, the vet snorted, his hands on his hips, staring at her in concern. "At that point, no one will be able to get close enough and we'll have to shoot him."




  

     

  




  Some truth existed in his words, but Sam wouldn't be swayed. Not now that she'd sensed a sign of weakening. "I'll need to borrow a cage to transport him." She double-checked the size of the dog. "And a hand to load him."




  

     

  




  "The only way I'll agree is if you keep him in his cage for at least another week." He reached out, placing a hand on her shoulder. "I'll come and see him then and re-evaluate. He's too dangerous to be free right now. He could hurt himself and anyone in the vicinity."




  

     

  




  Sam interrupted him. "Which is why my place works. There's no one around for miles." Tossing him a smile of thanks, Sam headed out to her pickup to make room in the box.




  

     

  




  Moving Soldier went well, with everyone's help. Once Sam made it on the road, she kept checking the rearview mirror to make sure the cage hadn't shifted.




  

     

  




  Driving gave her time to think. Like about the name and phone number Detective Sutherland had left behind, with a casual comment. "He's a strong psychic whom I've worked with in the past. Call him if you need someone to talk to."




  

     

  




  Then he'd left, seemingly not realizing what a bombshell he'd left behind. Sam had snatched up the paper, read the name Stefan, then tucked the information away in her purse. She'd wanted to grab the cell phone and call right away, but hadn't a clue what to say. Now, excitement bubbled in the back of her mind. Terrifying her with the possibilities. She hadn't been able to call yet. In truth, she'd rather have Brandt with her when she made contact. Less awkward that way.




  

     

  




  Sad to say, but this had gone a long way to improving her opinion of this particular detective. She wrinkled up her face at another truth. To have the handsome detective believe her would be great. To earn his respect, now that would be a bonus. There was just something about that look in his eyes. As if he cared. As if he cared about her.




  

     

  




  How sexy was that? To actually know that someone was listening, paying attention. Just his focus on her with such intensity made shivers go up her spine. His dynamic features, so alive and always shifting, intrigued her. But then so did his lean muscles cording his neck and forearms.




  

     

  




  Goose bumps raised on her arms, even though she drove in the heat of the melting sun. For the first time that she could remember, she'd found a man that intrigued her. She grimaced. That a cop had been the one to bring her dormant sexuality back to life was beyond ironic. Women had been attracted to men in uniform since time began. Just not her. Too many bad memories.




  

     

  




  The trip had to be hurting the dog in the back, yet she hadn't heard him complain once. The cabin came into view, surprising her at the speed of today's trip. Once home, she backed the truck up to the porch.




  

     

  




  Moses waited, wagging his golden plume of a tail. She hopped out, gave him a swift hug, and went to open the tailgate. It stuck, as usual. She pounded it a couple times before it finally dropped. Moses bounded into the truck box, eager to check out the new arrival.




  

     

  




  He loved other dogs. Most of the time, they loved him. Soldier curled a lip, but other than that showed no reaction. Sam watched their interaction carefully. Except for a low warning, Soldier ignored the other dog.




  

     

  




  Sam, hands on her hips, spoke to the dogs. "Now would be a good time for the detective to show up. We could use his help – or rather his muscles." The cage rested on an old blanket. She'd had plenty of help loading him, now she'd have to tug on the blanket to drag him off.




  

     

  




  Despite working alone, the blanket system worked well. Although, by the time Soldier had been safely moved to the porch and under the overhanging roof, Sam's limbs were shaking from the effort. Soldier never made a sound.




  

     

  




  Even now, he lay there and regarded her with his huge eyes blackened with pain. They locked on her as if he understood. Her heart melted a little more.




  

     

  




  Sam collapsed beside his cage, her breathing ragged. "There you go, boy. Life will be much nicer here." Using the bottom of her t-shirt, she wiped the rivers of moisture from her forehead.




  

     

  




  Moses and Soldier sniffed each other through the steel mesh as Sam rested and watched. The patient needed fresh water, clean blankets, medicine, and food. Lord, she needed food. And a shower.




  

     

  




  With full bowls of food and water, Sam returned to see Moses stretched out against the side of the cage, staring at her reproachfully.




  

     

  




  "Don't look at me like that. I can't let him free. He might take off." Placing the bowl down, she unclipped the front door.




  

     

  




  "Hi, Soldier." Soldier's dark pain-filled gaze locked on hers. He slumped lower.




  

     

  




  "Shit. Are you hurt? Damn it. I knew we shouldn't have moved you. I'm so sorry, Soldier. I had to. They were determined to put you down."




  

     

  




  He closed his eyes, his mouth growing slack.




  

     

  




  Fear clutched her heart. She struggled to open the tight clasp on the cage door. The closure snapped open and she stretched a hand toward him.




  

     

  




  He didn't growl and only opened one eye. Pain clouded his gaze, but a much less heated warning remained.




  

     

  




  "What's the matter, no more fight left inside? Or are you prepared to give me the benefit of the doubt after rescuing you from there?" She stroked the thick, lush fur. Dried blood decorated his dark coat. As her fingers worked deeper and deeper, she found sand and grime worked in to skin level. "Poor guy. It's been a long time since anyone cared about you, hasn't it?"




  

     

  




  Sam's knees and back ached from the cramped position. She scrubbed his back and neck for another moment. While she worked, she told him about his new life, using a quiet calm voice. She didn't know if it helped or not, yet knew it was what she'd like done if she were in the similar situation.




  

     

  




  Stupid. It's not as if she'd ever be huddling in a cage. She stopped, her fingers deep in his thick fur, stunned by the correlation. She might not have been in a cage, yet she'd been living as if she were an injured animal anyway. Wary, hiding from the next blow that life would deal her.




  

     

  




  She laughed. "Enough for both of us, huh?"




  

     

  




  The cage door clipped her as she backed out, making her curse. Moses whined. Soldier even lifted his head. With both dogs' gazes on her, Sam managed to extricate herself from the wire. She stayed on her knees for a long moment, considering the door. If she disliked it, imagine how the dog liked it?




  

     

  




  But if she left it open, would he run away? Or worse, get hurt? The cage offered safety for him. But what kind of life did he have without freedom? As he'd still be in the cage, she wouldn't be going against her word to her boss. Not that he'd see it that way.




  

     

  




  Moses stuck his nose on her neck, reminding her she'd been motionless for too long.




  

     

  




  Wrapping her arms around his neck, she gave him a warm hug, burying her face in the thick ruff. "Oh, Moses. Tell me this is going to work out for the best."




  

     

  




  She reached down to shut the cage door, and stopped. Both dogs stared at her, ears up. Soldier couldn't go anywhere right now. His injuries would stop him from running away. But what about her agreement with the vet? She made a gut decision.




  

     

  




  "Fine. We'll try it your way."




  

     

  




  Sam walked into the cabin, the cage door wide open behind her.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  7:22 pm




  

     

  




  Whistling cheerfully, the tall, heavily built man tugged on the lead he awkwardly held in his left hand along with one of the two dog crates. He should have made two trips, but he'd had enough for today. It was time to head home. Past time.




  

     

  




  He'd held his temper all he could this day. He was quite proud of himself. It took inner strength to remain calm when inside he despised being here, despised the people, and particularly despised the women.




  

     

  




  He should get an Oscar for that alone.




  

     

  




  No one appreciated how hard it was for him here. No one. He was capable of so much more. Still, it was their loss and his gain. He knew he could do more. In fact, he was doing more – they just didn't know about it. A malicious joy seeped through him.




  

     

  




  "Hey, Bill."




  

     

  




  Jack, one of the organizers, had chased after him and almost reached him. He sighed, took the last few steps to his van, and put down the crates. Damn, these dogs were getting heavier every time he had to take them anywhere.




  

     

  




  "Good class today. Thanks, buddy. Did Dolly Seymour ask you about fitting in a new session next week? This would be another private session."




  

     

  




  Bill opened the back door to the van. "She mentioned something about it. I haven't confirmed availability yet. I'll have to call her in the morning."




  

     

  




  "No problem. This is the same group from last week. They want to work on individual training, so maybe you can see your way into accepting this one."




  

     

  




  Bill had a grin plastered on his face. On the inside, though, he was tired of smiling. He was tired of being nice all day, and he was fucking tired of the whole mess. Surely, his luck would change soon and he could split. "No problem. If I can, I will."




  

     

  




  "Good enough. We'll see you later then."




  

     

  




  Jack headed back into the clubhouse. As he opened the door, a slinky brunette in tight-ass capri pants and a shorty midriff top walked toward him, a tiny white Lhasa Apso sporting a big pink bow, in her arms.




  

     

  




  Bill grinned at the beautiful woman walking toward him and stopped loading his stuff into the back of the van to talk with her. "Hi, Caroline."




  

     

  




  A bright smile broke across her face. "Thanks for today's class, Bill. I'm just sorry Jared couldn't be here today. He'd have really enjoyed it."




  

     

  




  Bill smiled as expected. In truth, if he heard one more thing about her husband, Jared, he was liable to scream. If there was one thing he couldn't stand – it was gushing females, particularly when they were gushing about their males.




  

     

  




  Still, he managed to keep an eye on her nicely rounded ass as she walked past to her black Porsche several vehicles down.




  

     

  




  He just might have to do something about that...and her.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  2:30 am, June 17th




  

     

  




  Screams echoed in the darkness. Sam twisted and pulled, struggling to get away from whatever held her fast. She couldn't get free. In a blind panic, she realized her body no longer answered to her commands. Her eyes opened. She shuddered. Shearing pain melded with terror as she took in the blood dripping to the floor. It ran down the folds of the floral bedspread to soak into the cream carpet waiting below.




  

     

  




  "Please don't...no more." A voice not her own spoke the words in her head. A blow shattered her breastbone. Her screams poured into the small room. Sam barely flinched. Her attacker laughed.




  

     

  




  "Like I'm going to listen to you, bitch. You like this. You must. You let that useless husband of yours beat you all the time." His hideous laughter added to her horror. God, how could he laugh at her? He was an animal. She died a little more at his unexpected pleasure. Monster.




  

     

  




  Maybe it had something to do with his unseemly pleasure, or maybe it came from her absolute fury at yet another murder, but somewhere deep inside, Sam's consciousness attempted to reassert itself. In a weird way, she became aware of both worlds at once. Her awareness built, a small step at a time, allowing her to put a slight distance between her and the dying woman's. Fog grew between the two realities, buffering her from the poor woman's pain and fear.




  

     

  




  Groggy and disoriented, Sam tried to snap out of the psychic episode fully, only to slam back inside the injured woman. Her body lurched uncontrollably. Sam tried to ward off the oncoming blow, but couldn't make the right arm move.




  

     

  




  "Stupid woman. What good are those looks of yours now? It's far too late to run away." The fists lashed out, once, twice and then yet again. Muscles tore and internal organs bled under cracked bones. The poor woman arched her back, lifting high off the bed. Both women screamed. Cries echoed inside and outside of Sam's mind, building, and blending into a crescendo of terror.




  

     

  




  "Why are you doing this?" Blood trickled down the corner of her mouth. Sam didn't know who spoke – her or the victim. It didn't matter, the words were the same.




  

     

  




  "Because I can, bitch." Mocking laughter echoed through the small room.




  

     

  




  "But...?" She gasped, fighting the vomit in the back of her throat. "Why me?"




  

     

  




  "You're weak. You deserve killing. Staying with an asshole like that. Besides, I hate him. Maybe the cops will think he's good for this one."




  

     

  




  "No," she gasped. "Please, don't."




  

     

  




  "Too late."




  

     

  




  He raised his fist and landed a blow below her eye socket. Bone shattered, making little scrunching noises. There'd be no white knight coming to the rescue. Ever. There was only Sam and she didn't know how to help.




  

     

  




  Through the bloody haze, Sam, desperate to take something useful back with her, struggled to open her good eye. Swollen and bloody and not her own, made the job damn near impossible. Light slid painfully under her sore eyelids. She struggled to bring the scene in focus. The bastard was getting off her bed. Blood splatter covered his shirt and jeans. He wore unrelenting black with the blood standing out in dark wet spots. He wore gloves and a ski mask. Same height and same build.




  

     

  




  Same energy pattern. Damn, him again. At least she thought it was him.




  

     

  




  Only one eye could see. Sam couldn't even tell if this man wore a ring or not. The light in the room started to fade, as if the sun were setting at rapid speed. Except the curtains were closed and it was the middle of the night.




  

     

  




  Her vision narrowed, locked on her killer's face. The circle grew smaller and smaller. Sam knew her time was almost over. She could only watch with painful understanding as the circle of light reduced to a pinpoint before finally, thankfully, blinking out. Forever.




  

     

  




  It was over.




  

     

  




  Sam woke in her own room, minutes later. For the first time, grief didn't overwhelm her. She was angry. She hurt for the victim and her family. But even more, a deep pulsing fury permeated her soul. That asshole had way too much fun doing what he was doing. He had to be stopped.




  

     

  




  When she could, she shifted upright. Pain still coursed through her body, but the anger provided a dense barrier, letting her cut through the pain. Inner excitement grabbed hold. This time she'd had some kind of conscious awareness. She'd kept a part of herself intact while living what that poor woman had experienced.




  

     

  




  Poor soul. Sam sniffled. Why was this guy doing this? Surely, he had a reason – more than just for entertainment.




  

     

  




  Lying back down, she thought about the details from the vision. Once again, the killer had been fully hidden, so no face or ring showed. There'd been light-colored walls, a plain white ceiling, and a cheap floral bedspread. Again, nothing helpful.




  

     

  




  It was six in the morning now. Surely, someone would find the woman today? Depression set in.




  

     

  




  Tucking the blankets around her, she reached for the phone. There was no answer at Detective Brandt's number. She hung up. Then changing her mind, she redialed and this time left a message. Afterward, she sat, undecided, before dialing the station.




  

     

  




  Five minutes later, she was sorely regretting that action.




  

     

  




  "I'm sorry, ma'am, could you repeat that?"




  

     

  




  "Could you please have Detective Sutherland call me? I know this sounds bizarre, but I can't give you any more information. A woman has been murdered." Samantha tried to keep her voice from showing her frustration. Just going over the details hurt. Damn it, why wouldn't anyone listen to her?




  

     

  




  She cleared her throat from the confused emotions clogging it. "Excuse me, could you just pass the message on, please?" She shifted the phone to the other ear.




  

     

  




  "I'll see that he gets your message," replied the cold voice on the other end of the phone.




  

     

  




  "Thank you," she answered, and hung up. There was nothing else to do.




  

     

  




  It took twenty-five minutes to hear from him.




  

     

  




  "Samantha?"




  

     

  




  "Yes," she answered, relief rushing through her. "It's me."




  

     

  




  "And?" he asked, concern in his voice.




  

     

  




  Sam took a deep breath, snuffling back tears. "He's killed again," she whispered.




  

     

  




  Dead silence.




  

     

  




  She scowled into the phone. She could almost hear the gears in his mind churning at lightning speed.




  

     

  




  "Did you see him?"




  

     

  




  "I saw him, not the ring. He kept his gloves on the whole time." She shivered at the memory, still fresh in her mind. "He wore all black, including the ski mask."




  

     

  




  "Can you identity him in any way?"




  

     

  




  Sam shook her head then realized he couldn't see her. "No. Not really. I might recognize him by size, carriage, maybe his way of moving. His gaze..." Sam closed her eyes and swallowed hard, hating the fear clinging to her skin. Some belonged to the various victims and to a certain extent – some of it was hers. The killer breathed evil. She got a grip again. "It won't stand up in court, but I would recognize his energy if I ever saw him again – at least I think so."




  

     

  




  "What does that mean?" His sharp voice cut through the lines.




  

     

  




  She stiffened. "When he kills he lets himself enjoy it. Energy has its own individual pattern and changes with moods, etc." She paused for a moment. "I think I might recognize it again, but I can't say for sure."




  

     

  




  "Hmm."




  

     

  




  Sam waited in edgy silence.




  

     

  




  "Is there anything you can tell me about the victim?"




  

     

  




  "Like what?" She relaxed slightly. With it, fatigue set in. She was so tired.




  

     

  




  "Like where she lives, a house, an apartment...something to help us find her faster."




  

     

  




  Samantha sighed. "When you're being attacked, you don't think, 'I'm so and so and live at 146 Pine Street.' Women think about being rescued, and why them, and toward the end..." Sam caught back a hiccup of a sob. "Toward the end," she continued, her voice a hint above a whisper, "they only think of those they're leaving behind – their loved ones." Sam could barely hear him through the chaos of her emotions, yet, she could sense his sympathy. She could hear him scratching down notes. "He beat her to death."




  

     

  




  "He beat her? No knives?"




  

     

  




  "No. He hated her husband. The husband beat her so he took her away from him. If that makes any sense."




  

     

  




  "Nothing a killer does, makes any sense."




  

     

  




  Sam hesitated. "Another thing. Her eyes were damaged. It was hard to see clearly." Sam stared bitterly out the large bedroom window, where raindrops started to ping against the panes of glass. She would see another sunny day, but the poor women wouldn't.




  

     

  




  "Can you tell me anything else? Her name? You got the name of the car victim."




  

     

  




  "That was different." Violent imagery coursed through her mind. Was there gold to be mined in there somewhere? "Just a minute." Sam closed her eyes, trying to let the images she'd been forcing back, flood her mind. Maybe, there was something useful there. Fists. Blows. Blood. Screams. Red. Pain. Grief. Sam doubled over, gasping at the emotional onslaught. She fought to stay conscious, scared all over again as the pain and images took her back into the horror. There. What was that?




  

     

  




  A name. Sam fought to leash the demons in her mind, scrambling for the safety of her physical reality, desperately wanting to return to her small cabin by the lake. She shuddered and opened her eyes.




  

     

  




  A whitewashed ceiling stared back at her.




  

     

  




  She shivered. How could anything so bizarre happen in such a calm and normal setting?




  

     

  




  "Sam, damn it, answer me." Brandt's voice screamed through her phone, dragging her attention back to the task at hand. "Are you there? God damn it!"




  

     

  




  "Brandt." Sam's vocal cords sounded wrong to her own ears, hoarse and rough. She tried again. "It's okay. I'm here."




  

     

  




  "What the hell happened? Jesus, you said just a minute. I thought you'd gone to get something."




  

     

  




  Sam frowned. "How long was I gone?"




  

     

  




  "At least two or three fucking minutes." His voice calmer now. "I almost hopped into my truck to drive out to your place. Jesus, don't scare me like that again."




  

     

  




  Sam shook her head. That long? No, surely not. She stared uncertainly at the small plastic clock on the milk crate that passed for a nightstand.




  

     

  




  "So what the hell was that all about?" Brandt blasted her, obviously pissed now that she'd returned.




  

     

  




  "Sorry, I didn't mean to worry you. Her husband's name was Alex."




  

     

  




  "Husband? Was he the killer?"




  

     

  




  "No." She rushed to explain. "That's what the killer wants you to believe."




  

     

  




  "So, the husband was a wife beater?"




  

     

  




  "I think so."




  

     

  




  Silence through the phone as he digested that information. When he spoke again, he was all business. "I've got to take another call. I'll need you to come to the station and give a statement. How about eleven? I'll see you then."




  

     

  




  Sam stared down at the dead phone. "Shit. That was so not what I wanted to happen."




  

     

  




  




  CHAPTER SEVEN




  

     

  




  8:55 am




  

     

  




  Approaching the same imposing building for a second time was no easier. She glanced at her cheap watch. Right on time. The station had called just over an hour ago asking her to come in for nine instead. Two hours earlier meant two hours she didn't have to wait and worry. Taking a deep breath, she straightened her shoulders and walked in.




  

     

  




  Her reception, this time, was quite different. After letting the front desk know she was there for her appointment, she was taken to a small room and left alone. Sam shivered as she took in the square table and two chairs. No windows, no couch, nothing to indicate comfort. This appeared more like an interrogation room. Silently, she walked to the far side of the table and sat down. Sam didn't need any other cues to understand she could be in serious trouble.




  

     

  




  She just didn't know why.




  

     

  




  The door opened, admitting an older grizzled cop. "Miss Blair, thanks for coming in. I'm Detective Stan Robertson."




  

     

  




  Sam grimaced. Warily, she watched as the man pulled out the other chair and sat down, dropping a file folder on the table.




  

     

  




  "So you're a psychic, are you?"




  

     

  




  She replied, "Somewhat."




  

     

  




  He glanced over at her, his bristly eyebrows slightly raised. "Explain."




  

     

  




  "Sometimes I get visions, but I can't read tarot cards or anything like that."




  

     

  




  He opened his folder and started writing notes on his pad of paper. She tried to read his chicken scratch. It proved impossible. She waited until he'd finished writing before asking a question of her own.




  

     

  




  "Why did you call me in?"




  

     

  




  "You reported a murder." Calm, quiet, he gave no inkling of his reaction to her report. He could be writing out a grocery list for all the emotion he showed. Sourly, she realized he'd probably been on the force so long nothing fazed him.




  

     

  




  "Where's Detective Sutherland?"




  

     

  




  "He's off duty right now. He'll be in soon."




  

     

  




  "I'd prefer to speak with him." Actually, she wanted to speak with only him, suddenly realizing she might not have the chance. What the hell was going on?




  

     

  




  "We'll have him call you to follow up." His demeanor suddenly changed. "So where were you when this murder happened?"




  

     

  




  "In bed, sleeping."




  

     

  




  His disbelief should have been an early warning. It wasn't.




  

     

  




  "The same bed as this woman?"




  

     

  




  Blindsided, she slumped in her chair. So, that was it. She was a suspect. Wait a minute. She sat straight up. "Did you find her?" she asked.




  

     

  




  "Why don't you tell me?" He smirked at her and returned to note-taking.




  

     

  




  Sam didn't know what to think. Every time she stepped forward to help, she became a suspect. But stupid her, she kept coming back for more. When would she ever learn?




  

     

  




  "So where were you at..." the officer stopped to look at his notes, "between midnight and four this morning?"




  

     

  




  "At home," Sam answered, her shoulders slumping. "And yes, I was alone."




  

     

  




  "So you have no alibi." He jotted something down.




  

     

  




  "If I'd known ahead of time that I'd need one, then I'd have made an effort to be with someone. But I didn't." Sam glared at the man sitting opposite her. She didn't want to be here. She should have told Brandt that she couldn't come.




  

     

  




  "I'd like to talk to Detective Sutherland," she repeated.




  

     

  




  "Yeah, we'll get on that right away."




  

     

  




  He never moved.




  

     

  




  Sam snorted before subsiding into silence. She was past helping him.




  

     

  




  "Let's get back to exactly what you were doing the evening leading up to the death of your friend."




  

     

  




  "She wasn't my friend. I didn't know her. I don't even know where she lives." It took effort to keep the wobble from her voice. She didn't think she'd ever get used to the accusations or the mockery that often accompanied the disbelief. She eyed the officer writing extensive notes. What the hell could he write to fill two full pages?




  

     

  




  Without a word or a glance her way, he got up and left the room.




  

     

  




  Sam waited with mounting frustration, and when an hour later, she was still sitting there, the frustration morphed into an insidious fear. She couldn't stop trembling. She interlocked her fingers and sat on them. Focus, you idiot. Don't let them get to you. You can do this. There's no reason for them to hold you here much longer. Using a mantra that had helped her in the past, she mentally repeated: All will be well. Everything happens for a reason. All will be well.




  

     

  




  Shit happens. That was the other mantra of her life. And it sure as hell had.




  

     

  




  All will be well. All will be well. All will be well.




  

     

  




  The door opened suddenly.




  

     

  




  She forgot to breathe.




  

     

  




  The same detective she'd seen at the very first meeting walked in.




  

     

  




  She sighed in disgust.




  

     

  




  "I'm Detective Bresson. I need to ask you some questions."




  

     

  




  "Why? You didn't believe me when I walked in here the first time. What's changed?"




  

     

  




  He ignored her.




  

     

  




  Sam listened in disbelief as the questioning started all over.




  

     

  




  An hour and a half later, Sam was shown the front door, the officer's words echoing in her head. Don't leave town.




  

     

  




  Go where? Bitterness overwhelmed her. She had nowhere to go.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  10:50 am




  

     

  




  Brandt checked his watch as he pulled the pickup into the side parking lot and hopped out. With any luck, he'd have time to grab a mug of coffee before Sam arrived. He'd tried contacting the police artist last night without success. He'd left a message. Hopefully, she'd gotten it and had shown up, too.




  

     

  




  Sam had too much valuable information locked inside her head not to take advantage of it. Their police artist had an eerie interpretation of people and events as well. Maybe together, the two of them could produce a little bit of useable magic.




  

     

  




  He pushed open the side door and nodded at Jensen, just leaving. Walking straight to the lunchroom, he snagged a mug, filled it with coffee, added cream, and headed to his desk. So focused on his time frame, it took him a minute to notice the unusual silence in the station.




  

     

  




  Glancing around, he frowned. People weren't smiling at him. No one said hello or good morning. What the hell?




  

     

  




  "Hey Adam, what's up?" The younger man was hunched over his keyboard, staring at his monitor as if it held the answer to life on it. He started; red flushed over his face and neck. He mumbled and refused to face Brandt.




  

     

  




  "What?" Brandt walked over until he stood directly in front. "Adam, talk to me."




  

     

  




  Adam's shoulders slumped. "I think you'd better talk to the captain."




  

     

  




  Brandt stiffened. "The captain? Okay, how about a heads-up first?"




  

     

  




  Adam finally glanced around the office and then met his gaze. "Personally, I think she might be on the up and up, but there's some that think she's in this neck deep."




  

     

  




  "She?" The caffeine had yet to kick in or his brain hadn't woken up yet. Either way, nothing about this was making any sense.




  

     

  




  "Your little psychic friend."




  

     

  




  His stomach soured. "Sam? What does she have to do with this?" Brandt checked his watch. She should be out front waiting for him by now. "Has she arrived already?"




  

     

  




  Adam looked at him, puzzled. "She just left."




  

     

  




  "Left?" Brandt searched the large open room, hoping to catch a sign of her. "Why? I asked her to come in at eleven. I wanted her to meet with the sketch artist."




  

     

  




  Adam lowered his voice and leaned closer. "She arrived hours ago. They just let her go."




  

     

  




  Black, blinding anger coiled deep inside, stirring in anticipation of freedom. "They?" Brandt's voice was cold and thick. Who the hell had gone after Sam without talking to him first? Who the hell dared? Because that asshole had a surprise coming. Sam was his source and no one else's.




  

     

  




  Adam ducked and peered from side to side, checking to see if anyone was watching them. The two of them always talked. They were on the same team for Christ's sake. Brandt leaned closer. "Talk to me," he ordered the younger man. "I want it all, and I want it all now."




  

     

  




  Adam flushed even redder. "I don't know the details. Ask Kevin."




  

     

  




  Kevin. Brandt thought about it for half a heartbeat. Yeah that made sense. Kevin's black-and-white view of the world matched his black attitude. Kevin didn't appear to trust anyone. Damn it. It was time to have a talk with Kevin. Brandt hated feeling like he'd been targeted.




  

     

  




  Just then, Dillon joined them. Both men half-turned away from Dillon who belonged to one of the other teams. He wasn't privy to their work.




  

     

  




  "What secrets are we discussing now?"




  

     

  




  Both men gave him a baleful look. Adam walked away without saying a word.




  

     

  




  Brandt studied him. Why would he even begin to step in where he wasn't wanted? Brandt had little to do with him, thankfully. He'd always appeared a little too slick. That had nothing to do with his fancy suits. Today, he wore another pinstripe suit and what appeared to be a damask shirt. This kid was looking the part. Brandt just didn't know what that part was.




  

     

  




  "No secrets here." Every department had a misfit or two. This station was no different. The captain here was quite tolerant – as long as everyone did their job.




  

     

  




  Brandt didn't know Captain Johansen well. Big, beefy, and built, his physique gave rise to the nickname of B-cubed. He kept a military-style haircut that showed more white than gray and had a huge squared off jaw. Buzz Lightyear anyone? Yet, he had a reputation of being a straight shooter with his men, and fair on most issues. But on the question of psychics, well Brandt had no idea where he stood.




  

     

  




  It was hard being an outsider. He was here to do a job, allowed to join the team in order to complete a job, yet not quite a member of the team. Obviously some of them thought differently about him. But going behind Brandt's back was never acceptable.




  

     

  




  Dillon half-laughed and shifted his position, his hands sliding into his pants pockets. "Are you sure? It sounded juicy when I went to walk past. Couldn't help but stop and ask."




  

     

  




  He grinned in a way that pissed Brandt off. He needed to talk with the captain now. He needed to find out what the hell was going on. Brandt spun on his heels, slopping coffee on the floor and headed for the captain's office.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  11:00 am




  

     

  




  The door to the captain's office was closed when he arrived. He knocked hard.




  

     

  




  "Come in."




  

     

  




  Brandt strode in and stopped short. Kevin was seated on the left. The captain sat behind his huge mahogany desk. There was a sense of expectation. They'd been waiting for him.




  

     

  




  His defenses went up.




  

     

  




  "Come in, Brandt. Take a seat."




  

     

  




  "I'd rather stand." He struggled with it, but his voice actually sounded normal. Tight but calm.




  

     

  




  "Fine. Whatever you're comfortable with. But you also need to be comfortable with the fact that Kevin is entitled to speak with any witnesses he sees fit. That includes this Samantha Blair." The captain's beetled brow met in the middle as he peered over his glasses at Brandt. "That is why you're here. Isn't it?"




  

     

  




  Brandt choked back the words clogging his throat. He had to remember he was a guest here. "Correct. And it's possible that detectives at this station work differently than they would in most other stations – but that would surprise me."




  

     

  




  Normally detectives built a rapport with their witnesses. They might ask another detective to go and talk to someone, to see what shook loose. Most detectives, as a basic courtesy, would mention to the other detective that they needed to talk to one of his connections before they interviewed someone involved in his case.




  

     

  




  Captain Johansen cleared his throat. "Yes, we do things a little differently here."




  

     

  




  Brandt's gaze cut to the captain. "That different?"




  

     

  




  Once again, Captain Johansen exchanged glances with Kevin.




  

     

  




  "We deal in good old-fashioned police work here. Not black magic." Kevin couldn't stay quiet any longer.




  

     

  




  "That's what this is all about? Because she's a psychic?" At Kevin's nod, Brandt snorted. "Then you could have had the decency to talk to me, couldn't you? I've worked with Stefan Kronos for over a decade."




  

     

  




  "I'm not sure that I believe his work either. However, many of my friends do, given his success record. This woman is a flake, pure and simple. I don't want her involved in my cases." Kevin's sarcasm underscored his point of view.




  

     

  




  Interesting that Kevin had heard of Stefan. "You haven't given her a chance, have you?" Brandt turned to confront him. "I believe in her. She's given valuable information and I think she can help."




  

     

  




  "I interviewed her. She doesn't have anything to offer." Kevin stood up. "I don't have time for this. As long as you have something reasonable to offer to my cases, feel free. But if you're going to bring in a psychic, use her for your cases, not mine. She can hang you, not us. You're only visiting here. And you won't destroy our reputation with your fucked up ideas."




  

     

  




  Kevin strode out, leaving an uncomfortable silence behind.




  

     

  




  Brandt looked back at Captain Johansen, who stared back. "Is that the official stand?"




  

     

  




  He pursed his lips, thinking. "For the moment. I'm certainly not a fan of using psychics. But I do know Stefan's work. So I can't discount them either. Let me know if she comes up with anything we can use. Other than that, don't confuse the issue between hard work and easy answers."




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  11:20 am




  

     

  




  Kevin walked through the commons, staring straight ahead. Most of the office knew what had just happened. The interior walls were very thin.




  

     

  




  He didn't give a shit. Let them talk. As long as they didn't bring it to him, he could care less. He had work to do, and gossip wasn't one of his job duties.




  

     

  




  Neither was dealing with flakes. Even harmless ones. But he'd had to check it out further. Now he'd done so, and now he could wash his hands of her. Good riddance.




  

     

  




  If only Brandt would see things his way. He'd expected more of this 'visiting detective.' Brandt seemed to be a straightforward kind of guy. He'd always dug in and helped where needed and he sure as hell knew how to get the job done. But this psychic stuff was just plain weird. That he'd trumped Brandt's witness, wasn't something he was prepared to get into. Not on a murder case.




  

     

  




  Besides, like religion, there was just no telling where individual beliefs lay.




  

     

  




  That was fine with Kevin. He didn't push his beliefs down anyone's throat and expected the same courtesy – especially at work. Kevin shook his head. Christ, a psychic!




  

     

  




  Even his wife had laughed at him.




  

     

  




  ***




  

     

  




  12:30 pm




  

     

  




  Brandt pulled the truck up to the cabin in a spew of dust and dirt. Moses stood on the porch barking at him. At least the dog showed some sign of guarding the place. He cut the engine and hopped out, slamming the door behind him.




  

     

  




  "Hey Moses, how are you doing, big guy?" Brandt eyed him warily, certain that Moses posed no threat. Still, one never knew. He climbed the steps, hand outstretched toward him.




  

     

  




  Moses walked a step closer. Just as Brandt was about to touch him, a deadly growl erupted from the far side of the porch before rising into a hideous howl. Moses backed up and took up his fierce barking again.




  

     

  




  Brandt started. "Jesus. What the hell is that?" He could just make out the oversized cage further down the porch, half covered in old gray army blankets. He took a hesitant step closer, only to stop as the growl grew to crescendo.




  

     

  




  "Easy, take it easy." He didn't know what Samantha had inside that damn cage, but if it were relative in size, it had to be huge.




  

     

  




  He glanced at the closed front door, sure he was being watched. Samantha had to be hiding behind the curtains. Ignoring the cage for the moment, he rapped on the door. Samantha opened it promptly, confirming his suspicions.




  

     

  




  "Hi."




  

     

  




  The door shut in his face, leaving him staring at worn, peeling wood.




  

     

  




  He closed his eyes and groaned. Shit. After what the team had put her through, he couldn't blame her. Then neither could he blame the team. He might have done the same thing under different circumstances.




  

     

  




  "Samantha, I had nothing to do with this morning's appointment. The detectives called you in because they had questions. I'm sorry for the way it went down. Still, it's our job to ask."




  

     

  




  Silence.




  

     

  




  "Crap." It would take a bomb to get her out of there now.




  

     

  




  "Would it help if I said I didn't know about this morning's meeting until after you'd left? I had nothing to do with it. Honest."




  

     

  




  More silence.




  

     

  




  "That was the rest of the team. They don't have much faith in psychics and wanted to check you out for themselves."




  

     

  




  Dead silence.




  

     

  




  Shit. He so didn't have time for this. He searched for ideas. Moses had slumped to his usual position of full-relaxed mode on the porch. The cage was quiet, but Brandt sensed the awareness emanating from the wire structure.




  

     

  




  "Nice pet you've got there. Sounds dangerous. I may have to put him down as a danger to society."




  

     

  




  The front door crashed open. "Don't you touch him," she snarled as she raced toward the cage.




  

     

  




  He grinned. Like taking candy from a baby.




  

     

  




  As she caught sight of his grin, she stopped her headlong rush and changed direction to charge him instead. He laughed even as he deflected her blows.




  

     

  




  "You bastard. You did that on purpose." She took another swing at him, her knuckles grazing the top of his nose.




  

     

  




  Still laughing, he snagged her wrists.




  

     

  




  "You're right. That was low, but I had to get you out of the house."




  

     

  




  He was loath to let go of her wrists. Not wanting to get clipped was only one reason. The ire in those velvet eyes spoke volumes about her temper. No, it had more to do with the shape and fit of her against him. He switch to holding both her wrists with one hand. The fingers of his other hand sank deep into the always-present sweater – this time a deep forest green one – before finding her warm flesh below. Her frame – surprisingly solid. The purple fire shooting from her eyes made him grin. Even as he watched, she ran her tongue over her lips.




  

     

  




  His stomach clenched. He reached and tugged her long braid.




  

     

  




  He stared at her hands gripped in his. Blue veins wound from her fingers up and under her sleeve. He frowned and loosened his hold.




  

     

  




  "Sorry." He grimaced as pink rushed through to her pale fingertips. "I didn't mean to hurt you."




  

     

  




  Samantha tugged her hands free and stepped away from him. "I'm not hurt."




  

     

  




  He glanced from her hands to her face, frowning. Somehow, he didn't think she'd tell him if she were. She wasn't going to change on his say so.




  

     

  




  "May I come in?"




  

     

  




  She shuffled her feet, but refused to look at him. More evasiveness. Not a surprise, coming from her. He waited for a moment before adding, "Please."




  

     

  




  




  CHAPTER EIGHT




  

     

  




  1:15 pm




  

     

  




  Sam didn't want to let him into her space. She didn't know how her ire had died so suddenly. But she didn't want to let it go just yet.




  

     

  




  "Are you okay?"




  

     

  




  She twisted around, brushing her hair from her eyes. "What the hell do you care?" The words burst out with more punch than she intended. Better to appear calm and rational than let him know how hurt and betrayed she really felt.




  

     

  




  "We need to talk." he responded.




  

     

  




  "What could there possibly be left to talk about?" She turned and walked into the cabin.




  

     

  




  Brandt came in behind her.




  

     

  




  She strode to the fridge and pulled out a jug of cold water. "Why won't you leave me alone?" she asked, without turning around.




  

     

  




  A large muscled arm reached into the glass cupboard above her head, pulling out two tall glasses. He set them down on the counter and tugged the jug free from her fingers.




  

     

  




  He appeared so in control, she wanted to scream at him. Her life was in turmoil. She watched as he poured two glasses.




  

     

  




  Pissed at her reaction, she snatched one up and walked outside. Her nerves were rubbed raw. She could only take so much.




  

     

  




  "I can't."




  

     

  




  His answer hurt. She escaped toward Soldier. Her stocking feet whispered along the porch. Soldier still heard her. She couldn't see him, but she sensed his attention. "It's okay, boy. It's just me." The sensation of wariness coming from the cage never relaxed. She couldn't blame him, hers hadn't disappeared either.




  

     

  




  A low growl erupted in the far corner.




  

     

  




  "What's in there?" Brandt asked from behind her.




  

     

  




  Sharper, higher pitched growls had the two of them backing up a few paces.




  

     

  




  "That's some huge cage," Brandt said, his voice carefully moderated.




  

     

  




  "He's a good-sized dog. And he obviously likes his space."




  

     

  




  Brandt snorted and walked to the stairs and sat down. "You think?" He took a big drink, still staring at the cage. "Is he dangerous?"




  

     

  




  "No." She amended her answer after a quick thought. "At least, I don't believe so."




  

     

  




  He arched his eyebrow. "You mean you don't know?"




  

     

  




  "I just got him," she muttered. She didn't think Soldier would really hurt anyone – unless they got too close.




  

     

  




  She could feel Brandt's gaze burning her face. A hot flush washed over her cheeks. "So why are you here?" she asked.




  

     

  




  Silence. She heard his heavy sigh on the air. From the corner of her eye, she saw his head turn, his focus on the view before them.




  

     

  




  "I came to explain. I went to meet you for our eleven o'clock appointment. That's when I heard they'd called you for a visit earlier."




  

     

  




  "Visit." Disbelief made her shake. "Did you say visit?" Her voice rose alarmingly high. "How could anyone call that a visit? How about calling it a Gestapo session, or maybe an interrogation?" She glared at him. "But a visit, it was not."




  

     

  




  With Moses at her side, she headed down to the end of the dock. The water glistened in the late sunlight. Her knee buckled sideways as Moses leaned against her, whining.




  

     

  




  "It's okay, boy. I'm fine." She laid a gentle hand on his bushy fur, enjoying the comfort of his touch.




  

     

  




  "Are you?" Brandt faced the lake. "That's actually why I came – to check up on you."




  

     

  




  She stiffened.




  

     

  




  He hesitated. "I'm sorry I wasn't there, I might have been able to ease it slightly. But don't get me wrong, they would have brought you in regardless. They needed to check you out after you reported the third victim."




  

     

  




  Sorry? She threw him a stunned glance. He wished he could have been there? Well, so did she. Overwhelmed and unaccountably relieved, Sam dropped to sit down on the dock, her suddenly weak legs dangling over the edge. Somehow, the day didn't seem so bad after all. Moses slumped down to the ground at her feet.




  

     

  




  Brandt stood beside her, looking as if he wanted to say something. Sam didn't care. She had enough to deal with keeping the bubbling lightness inside from making its way outward. The last thing she wanted was for him to see her relief.




  

     

  




  The silence grew uncomfortable. "What?" She didn't like the indecision on his face.




  

     

  




  He shrugged.




  

     

  




  "Come on, fess up. What?"




  

     

  




  He sat down a little apart from her. "Do you have other skills? You know like telekinesis or telepathy – anything?"




  

     

  




  His tone came across light and amused, yet Sam sensed a serious thread through it all.




  

     

  




  "You mean like mind reading? She sharpened her gaze, trying to figure out what he meant. No, he was too sensible for that. Wasn't he? Searching his face, she had to ask, "You don't really think I can read your mind – do you?"




  

     

  




  He shifted his weight and stared out across the lake.




  

     

  




  She grinned, her first real one in a long time. As the realization swept through her, a giggle escaped. She slapped her hand over her mouth, astonished at the sound. Moses raised his head and whined. She giggled again. Then she couldn't help it; she laughed aloud. When he cocked his head to one side and stared at her, she laughed harder, threw her arms around the dog, and hugged him close.




  

     

  




  She watched Brandt shake his head, as if he only just realized he'd crouched down beside her, his puzzled look clearing.




  

     

  




  "What's so funny?" he asked, aggrieved.




  

     

  




  Another giggle escaped even as she fought to control herself.




  

     

  




  She wiped her eyes. "Sorry. God that felt good. I haven't laughed that hard in years." It took another couple of minutes before finally, she heaved a big sigh and relaxed. Peace settled upon her, ill fitting at first, but she slowly grew more comfortable with it. Another sigh escaped, and she stretched out on the dock. The sun had lost most of its heat, leaving a slightly cooler air to wash over her heated skin.




  

     

  




  "Well?"




  

     

  




  "Well what?" Then she remembered – mind reading. Another giggle escaped. He shot her a dirty look, and she tried hard to stifle the rest. There was no way to stop the grin that split her face. "I'm not telepathic. I can't read minds. Okay?"




  

     

  




  He peered at her intently. She stared back, still grinning, but serious.




  

     

  




  He nodded once and lay down on the warm dock beside her.




  

     

  




  Sam smiled, the wooden boards warm beneath her shoulders. It was a gorgeous day.




  

     

  




  She was dimly aware of Brandt stretching out on the other side of Moses. She could feel his gaze. She smiled slightly and closed her eyes. Content.




  

     

  




  Her thoughts free floated in the newly created space in her mind. Stress had fled in the face of her laughter, leaving room for peace and contentment.




  

     

  




  Images, both colored and not, danced, enjoying the freedom to roam. Faces, images, names, and places. Nothing followed a pattern as free association flowed. In an uncharacteristic move, she let them. Amazed at the clarity, Sam could only watch in awe. Where did these come from? She recognized some of them – and some she didn't.




  

     

  




  "What are you thinking?"




  

     

  




  "Hmm?"




  

     

  




  "I asked what you were thinking."




  

     

  




  "Not thinking – seeing. Pictures, images, events." She smiled lazily, never opening her eyes.
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