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KILLER ON THE LOOSE

“Is there any connection to your department?” Pauline asked. “Some kind of grievance against the police that may have instigated this attack?”

“The similarities between this case and the one last February would make that unlikely,” September answered.

“Are you saying the two crimes are definitely connected, Detective?”

“The MO would suggest that.”

“Not a copycat?”

“There are pieces of information that we purposely with-held that we believe only the same person would know. Our working theory is that it’s one killer.”

“And a woman.”

“Yes.”

“It’s surprising that the killer is a woman,” Pauline said in a voice that implied September was giving her a load of bull. “How is she attacking these men, and why?”

“As soon as we have some answers, we’ll let the public know.”

“Do we have some deranged serial killer in our midst once again? Should we be locking our doors against this woman?”

She was digging away. Trying to worm any information from September that she could. But there wasn’t much more to say. Unfortunately, September was running more on feeling than fact, and how this woman targeted her victims was still a mystery....
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Prologue

The ground was hard, cold, and damp beneath him. He came to slowly, hearing the rustle of leaves around him and feeling a chill breeze against his arms that made his breath shake and his body quiver. He focused straight ahead, staring down the length of his own bare legs to his toes, now bluish in tone. As he registered his nakedness he watched orange and russet and gold leaves eddying away, a small tornado rushing up against the chain-link fence that separated the school yard from the street.

He was inside, looking out, and his surroundings came into full focus with a rush of recognition.

Twin Oaks Elementary School.

“Shit . . .” he whispered, cold panic flooding through his veins.

He tried to leap to his feet and smacked his head against the metal pole behind him. Yowling in pain, he momentarily saw stars and squinched his eyes closed. He heard something fluttering overhead and opened one eye to see a woven basketball hoop dancing in the stiff breeze. He was sitting on the concrete basketball court, he realized, and the ache in his arms was because they were bound behind him, around the pole. His wrists throbbed from the pressure, his flesh pinched from the hard bindings.

Gulping in fear, he could feel his heart galloping inside his chest. He was inside the playground, tied to a pole . . . at the school where he was employed.


Blinking, jerking his body around, his eyes frantically searched his surroundings for an answer. He realized belatedly that he did have some clothing on. His boxer shorts. Nothing else.

That bitch. That bitch who’d zapped him with the stun gun! She’d done this. Tied him here on purpose. What had she said when he’d asked her who the hell she was? What had she said?


“I’m Lucky.”

Christ. Oh, my God. Jesus Christ. Oh, God! If the kids saw him like this . . . the staff? How would he explain it? What could he do?

My God . . . my God . . .

He strained against the bindings and slowly got his feet under him with an effort, tiny bits of dirt and gravel digging into his soles. Straining, he slid his arms up the pole until he was at his full height. But that put his upper body above the hedge outside the chain-link fence and made him more visible to the street. Did he want to be seen? In the hope that someone would help him?

Hell, no.

He sank back down to the ground with a thud, jarring his tailbone. His teeth chattered spasmodically. He couldn’t stop them. He was freezing and shuddering with fear.

There was a placard around his neck. With dread he looked down, knowing what it said, strangely hoping he had it wrong though he’d written it himself because she’d forced him to! Dipping his chin, he could make out the bottom words—I CAN’T HAVE—and it wrung a tortured cry from his soul.

That fucking bitch! She’d done this to him! She’d made him drink the drug that had knocked him out, and now he cringed inside, recalling the way he’d begged her to let him go, pleaded with her for mercy. She’d strapped him into the passenger seat of his own van when he’d been disabled by the shock, tying him down, and when he’d feebly fought her, she’d zapped him again. But he’d refused to drink her concoction. Wasn’t going to let her take her damn abduction to another level. Wouldn’t do it!

So she’d held up the gun and pressed the button and he’d heard the crackle, smelled the scent of dangerous electricity, seen the determination in her eyes. He’d babbled on and on, promising her things he could never deliver on, anything to be set free. He told her she had the wrong man. Whatever her deal was, he wasn’t the right guy. There was some error here. She must realize that, right?

Her answer had been a hard, “No mistake, Stefan,” and he’d gone slack-jawed at the sound of his own name. She knew him? She’d specifically targeted him?

She’d waited then, the drink in one hand, the stun gun in the other. He’d tried to reason with her once more and had screamed when she’d lost patience and hit him with the stun gun a third time. Everything he’d said to her fell on deaf ears. She wouldn’t listen to him. She just didn’t care.


So, he’d drunk the small cup of fluid she’d held to his mouth. All of it, because he believed her when she added coolly, “Spit it out and you’re a dead man.”

The bitch was capable of anything.

And now he’d woken up at the school—his school!—hours later. Who the hell was she? Well, fuck that, he didn’t have time to care. He had to get out of this predicament. Before classes started. Before the sky grew any lighter.

Moving his hands, he realized the binding was plastic zip-ties. Like the kind his stepsister and brother—the goddamned cops—used as handcuffs if they didn’t have the real thing, or they just needed another pair. Handcuffed . . . How the hell was he going to get free?

And then he thought of the young girls, coming to school in their little dresses and shoes, their hair shining, their faces soft and pink. He’d only wanted one . . . just for a little while . . . just to love her.

They couldn’t see him like this!

He struggled once more, aware that the bitch knew of his secret desires. How? He’d been so careful. She was getting some kind of payback here, but he hadn’t done anything. He hadn’t. Yes, he’d taken those pictures of his stepniece in the bath, but he’d never touched her! Never.

Only because you didn’t get the chance . . .

Cold tears collected in his eyes and he tried to blink them away. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair.

The bitch had assured him the drink wouldn’t kill him, so he’d complied. What else could he do? But now . . . now he almost wished it had killed him. He couldn’t have people know.

He started crying in earnest, sick with fear. And then he heard the footsteps. Someone jogging, nearing him, just on the other side of the hedge. He looked up urgently and saw a man in a stocking hat running by. As if feeling Stefan’s gaze, he glanced over and nearly stumbled, his mouth dropping open in surprise, his breath exhaling in a plume.

“Hey!” the man called. “You okay?”

No . . . no . . . He was never going to be okay.

With every ounce of fortitude he possessed, Stefan put a smile on his trembling lips. “Stupid prank . . . Can’t . . . get free. Can you . . . help?”

Immediately, the man turned back around and circumvented the wall of greenery that barricaded the school from the street. Stefan’s back was to him as he approached, but he imagined him jogging up the sidewalk, crossing the grass at the front of the building, then looping toward the playground. He could hear his pounding steps as he hit the concrete and then he was in front of Stefan, breathing hard, his hands on his knees. “Holy God, man,” he said. “Whoever did this is no friend. You could freeze to death!” He stood up and dug a cell phone from a zippered pocket, his eyes drifting to the sign around Stefan’s neck.

“Who . . . rrrrr . . . ya callin’?” Stefan chattered.

“Nine-one-one. Jesus . . .”

No. No!


But it was too late, the man had connected and Stefan wildly racked his brain for a possible explanation. He couldn’t stick with the prank idea. He would have to come up with names if he did, some reason he felt it had all been done in “fun.” That wasn’t going to work. He had to come up with a Plan B.

Minutes later a Laurelton Police Department Jeep, light bar flashing in the gray light of morning, wheeled to a sharp stop in front of the school. Stefan was sweating. Fine. Good. Get here and get him the hell free because soon, soon, the kids would be arriving. Hurry, he thought, his new story in place, ready to tell. Hurry.


The jogger waved the cop over just as an ambulance came screaming up the road. An ambulance—shit. He didn’t want to go to the hospital. Too much attention. Oh, God . . .

The uniform bent down and looked him in the face. He was young. Dressed in dark blue, his expression stern. “Don’t worry. We’ll get you out of here.” He pulled out a knife to cut the zip-ties. “What happened?”

The jogger looked about to speak up.

“I was robbed,” Stefan cut in, a very real quaver to his voice. “He knocked me out and took my clothes and my wallet and left me here.”

The jogger’s head jerked around. “Man, I thought you said it was a prank.”

“A very dangerous one,” the cop said repressively as he cut through the ties. Stefan’s arms flopped down to his sides, damn near impossible to lift.

The uniform helped Stefan to his feet, as two EMTs wheeled a gurney his way. Behind the ambulance Stefan saw a first car arrive at the school, its headlights washing the hedge and the ambulance and the cop car, still with its lights flashing. The EMTs helped Stefan onto the gurney. Fine. Cover me up, he silently begged, pulling the placard from around his neck with rubbery arms. Better for them to think he was ill.

“Not a prank, eh?” the uniform asked, taking the placard in his gloved hand.

The van? Where was his van? That fucking bitch took his van!

Sensing the cop’s hard eyes on him, Stefan muttered, “He jumped me and took everything I had,” as the EMTs pushed him toward the waiting ambulance. A flutter of worry arose in his chest as he thought of his cell phone. She had it. But at least the pictures he’d taken weren’t on it any longer. He’d made prints, removed the images, and even the prints were gone now, too.

I WANT WHAT I CAN’T HAVE, the uniform read as the gurney rattled away from the playground, the words filling Stefan with dread, following after him like a bad smell.

How the hell was he going to explain the placard?

He had a momentary vision of being hauled down to the Laurelton Police Department and being grilled by September, or even worse, her twin brother, August—both cops.

A groan of pure misery erupted from his throat as the doors to the ambulance slammed shut behind him.

It just wasn’t fair!





Chapter One

Someone other than Guy was manning the desk as September passed through the front doors of the Laurelton Police Department. Someone new who gazed at September a bit anxiously, as if knowing there was a tiny war going on between Guy Urlacher, the usual gatekeeper, and all of the department detectives as Guy was such a goddamn stickler for protocol that everyone wanted to throttle him. September’s partner, Gretchen Sandler, who was currently on administrative leave for shooting the man who’d been in the process of stabbing September ten days earlier, was fierce enough that whenever she gave Guy the evil eye, he would back down and let her pass without showing her ID. Not so September, who was fairly new to the department and, well, a nicer person than Gretchen. Guy demanded her ID even if she’d just gone out for lunch. He truly was a pain in the ass.

“Where’s Guy?” September asked the new woman, whose name tag read GAYLE.

“Sick with the flu, I guess,” she answered. “It’s my first day,” she added unnecessarily.

Without being asked, September pulled out her ID and Gayle looked relieved that someone was going to be cooperative. But then September said, “Memorize my face,” as she turned toward the hallway that led to the inner workings of the Laurelton PD. “Urlacher tries to make us show our ID every time we go by the front desk and it ticks everyone off.”

“Detective Pelligree said it’s department policy.”

September paused before pushing through the door. “Wes is screwing with you. Trust me. Urlacher bugs him more than anyone.”

“Oh.”

Gayle looked like she didn’t believe her and September let it go. She’d given the woman good advice. It was her decision whether to take it or not.

September went directly to the break room, found her locker, set down her messenger bag, which she carried like a briefcase these days because of her injury, and eased out of her jacket. The wound at her shoulder was healing fine but it still hurt like fire sometimes. She’d been told to take more time off, but after the past week of being a semi-invalid at her boyfriend’s house, she’d thought she might go out of her mind. Jake knew better than to be too solicitous; she might just bite his head off. Still, she’d been relieved every time he left for work and she had the place to herself—which didn’t bode well for their long-term living situation. Was she just too used to being by herself? Or, was it being under someone’s care that she couldn’t stomach?

She hoped it was the latter.

“Tell me you’re coming back to work,” Detective George Thompkins expelled in relief as he saw her enter the squad room, his chair protesting as he swiveled his bulk around.

“I’m coming back to work.”

“My prayers have been answered,” he said, watching a bit worriedly at the careful way she moved into her desk chair.

September sent him a reassuring smile. “You look like you haven’t slept in days,” she said, to which he gave a loud snort.

“I haven’t.”

No need to ask why. The detective squad was down in numbers, and though Wes “Weasel” Pelligree, who’d been seriously injured on a job the previous summer, had just returned to work on a part-time basis, September had been out for the last ten days, and her partner, Gretchen Sandler, was going to be off for a while. Auggie, September’s brother and another detective with the Laurelton PD, was currently on semipermanent loan to the Portland police. All of which left George doing pretty much all the detective work. Since he preferred sitting on his butt in front of his computer to any sort of fieldwork, September could just imagine how the days had been for him.

“Where’s Wes?” she asked.

“Around. He got a call about some guy tied to a pole.”

September had been looking at the jumble of papers on her desk, notes left by Candy in admin along with messages and papers that George had dumped there as well. There was even a memo from Lieutenant D’Annibal, asking her to check with him as soon as she got in, which looked like it might have been left yesterday. But her head snapped up at George’s last comment. “Tied to a pole?”

“Yeah, I know. You were working on that other case.”

“The postman who was stripped down and tied to a flagpole. Died of exposure.”

George nodded. “Same thing with this guy but he was left at an elementary school.”

She sucked in a breath. “What school?”

“Check with Weasel. He left about an hour ago to go talk to the vic.”

September had already snatched up her desk phone and was punching in the numbers for Wes’s cell. The line rang about four times before he answered, “Pelligree.”

“Wes, it’s September. You got a guy tied to a pole? At an elementary school?”

“Twin Oaks, but he’s at Laurelton General being checked out now. Hey, September. How ya doing?”

“I’m back at work.” Twin Oaks, she thought with a frown. She’d recently been at the elementary school herself, on a different case.

“How’s the neck?”

“More shoulder than neck,” she said. “Coming along. How’s about you?”

“Coming along. Trying to put a full week in, this week. Y’know.”

“Yeah, I do.” It was annoying and a little scary how tired she felt. All part of the body’s way of working itself back to health.

“You were working on that case earlier this year?” Wes said. “The guy tied to the flagpole outside the post office?”

“I inherited it from Chubb,” she said, referencing the off icer who had caught the case before September’s time at Laurelton PD. Detective Carson Chubb had since moved on to northern California. “That vic’s name was Christopher Ballonni. He worked for the postal service and was tied to the flagpole in front of his station. Happened last February. He died of exposure.”

“ Ahhh . . . yeah.”

“He had a wife and kid. Teenaged boy named . . . I’ll have to look it up. Chubb’s report said they both sang Ballonni’s praises in the initial interview. Until now, there’s been nothing.”

“Sounds like the same doer’s at it again,” Wes said. “Only this time the guy survived.”

“So you’re at the ER?”

“Yep. Better get down here. The vic’s trying to leave.”

She’d always liked Wes Pelligree, who had a lean, lanky build and a quick mind. He was unofficially known as the “black cowboy” around the department because of his slow-talking ways and penchant for cowboy boots. Until September had reunited with her high school crush, Jake Westerly, she’d harbored a secret interest in Wes, even though he lived with his longtime girlfriend, Kayleen. She’d since gotten over that, but she was glad to be unofficially partnering with him since Sandler wasn’t available.

“Be right there. He was found at Twin Oaks?” September asked.

“Tied to a basketball pole. Lucky to be discovered before all the kids got to school.”

“You said it. What time was he found?”

“Six-thirty, seven, maybe.”

“Okay. I’m on my way,” she said, slamming down the receiver as she slid from her chair.

“I’ll hold down the fort,” George told her.

“You do that,” she said dryly as she headed toward her locker for her messenger bag and jacket.

 



 




Jake Westerly was emptying one of the drawers of his desk when the call came through. It was early and he’d been the first to make the coffee, the office’s latest intern, Andrea, having not shown up for work yet. Not that either he or Carl Weisz were sticklers for anyone getting to work on time. Though they worked on the same floor and used the same general office space, they were separate, and rival, companies who shared an employee, the hallway that was their break room, and an abiding dislike for the conglomerate that swallowed up all the other rooms on the eleventh floor of their building: Capital Group Inc., or CGI.

Picking up his coffee cup, he took a swallow, his eyes on the scattering of pencils, pens, paper clips, notepads, extra staples, and other detritus that filled his top drawer. He was facing a job crisis of his own making as he’d decided to quit the investment business and find something else to do with his life. What the hell that was remained to be seen, and his clients were making the change difficult while Carl was standing back, rubbing his hands, ready to pounce on them.

Jake was gratified that his clients trusted him and wanted him to stay in charge of their financial futures, but he’d become somewhat disenchanted with working with money in recent years. Yet . . . yet . . . on the other hand, he wasn’t particularly gifted at doing anything else that he could see. Apart from his new relationship with September “Nine” Rafferty—or maybe he should say “renewed relationship” as they’d recently reconnected—he wasn’t jazzed about much of anything.

So, he was cleaning out his desk. Slowly. Deciding whether this truly was what he wanted career-wise. His brother, Colin, ran the winery that they’d both inherited from their father, Westerly Vale Vineyards, but Jake didn’t think he was really cut out for working there, either. The rustic somnolence of the winery was wonderful for a weekend away, but the idea of working there full time was enough to make him half crazy.

Maybe he did want to stay. He sure as hell didn’t want Carl poaching his clients, or even worse, CGI.

His thoughts touched on his brother, Colin, who’d recently been released from the hospital. The psycho who’d targeted and attacked Nine had caught both his brother and his wife, Neela, in the crossfire, the two of them sustaining injuries, as well. Colin had been knifed in the chest and suffered a collapsed lung and nicked artery. Neela’s injuries hadn’t been as severe, and she’d been seen in the ER and released. Jake had tried to help at Westerly Vale while Colin was down, but Neela assured him everything was under control there even while she drove back and forth between the hospital and the vineyard. Colin had been home about a week now and under Neela’s loving care, he was getting stronger daily, definitely on the road to a full recovery.

But it had been an awakening of sorts, or so Colin had said when he’d called Jake this morning, catching him just as he was pulling into his parking spot in the building’s underground structure.

“Still going to the office, huh,” Colin had said, when Jake switched off the engine.

“I told Neela I would help her,” Jake had responded immediately. “She said—”

“Whoa,” Colin cut him off. “That was just an observation. You’re the one who said you were going to quit. Neela and I are fine. You know that.”

“Okay.”

“I just wanted you to know, we’re on the baby train,” Colin said, a smile in his voice.

“You’re having a baby?” Jake responded, surprised.

“We’re working on it. Life’s short, y’know?”

“Yeah . . . but you just got out of the hospital.”

“Last week. Some parts were injured, others are working just fine,” he added dryly.

“Glad to hear it. Wow. That’s great.”

“You sound a little unsure.”

“No. No, I mean it. It’s great. I’m just thinking about you . . . a father.”

“Well, it hasn’t happened yet, but then, we’ve just begun.”

“How is that, trying for a pregnancy?” Jake asked. “Seriously. I’ve always wondered.”

“Pretty damn good,” Colin drawled, again with a smile in his voice, and both of them had started laughing.

Jake had also felt a twinge of envy. His brother and Neela had fallen in love years earlier and they were eagerly heading down a life path together that was almost scripted: First comes love, then comes marriage, then along comes a baby carriage.


“Well, let me know when something happens,” Jake said as they were about to hang up.

“You’ll be the first,” his brother had assured him.

Jake had shoved the drawer closed and leaned back in his swivel chair. He’d had an awakening of sorts, too. He wanted things to move faster with Nine. He didn’t want to wait, and yet they’d barely reconnected. She wanted to go slower and it made him chafe with frustration, even though he’d been doing that same “commitment avoidance” dance for years with his ex-girlfriend, Loni. They’d been that couple that couldn’t live with each other, couldn’t live without, until Jake had finally ended it nearly a year earlier, once and for all. He’d been happily single since, until he and Nine ran into each other again this past September.

Meeting September in September.

Only he’d always known her as Nine, the month of her birth. She and her twin brother, August, were born on the opposite sides of midnight on August 31, and they’d each been named for the month in which they were born. But August was Auggie to those who knew him, and September was Nine. Nine Rafferty. She’d agreed to move in with him, but she was dragging her feet, and though he understood, or tried to understand, or at least made noise that he understood, he wanted their relationship to get going already. Carpe diem. Seize the day. He might not be ready for the baby train quite yet, but he sure wanted her.

That’s when his cell phone rang, shattering his thoughts. It was lying atop his desk and when he glanced down at the screen, caller ID read: LONI CHEEVER.

“Jesus,” he muttered, automatically straightening in his chair.

Was she a mind reader? His thoughts out there, available for her to see? She was calling him now, though they scarcely spoke any longer?

His hand hovered over the phone. Loni, his high school, college, and most-of-the-years-of-his-life girlfriend. The one he’d broken up with after years of relationship dysfunction. The one he’d gotten back with—foolishly—after that spring night his high school senior year when he and September had drunk wine coolers and made love in her family’s vineyard. The one whose bipolar disease had worsened over the years.

He did not want to talk to her.


Chicken, he berated himself.

The cell phone sang away on his desktop. If he didn’t answer she would call back. Or, her mother would. Loni had accepted their final breakup far more than Marilyn Cheever ever had. It was Marilyn who generally called Jake—and those calls came most often whenever Loni was hospitalized again.

At least it wasn’t Marilyn this time. Unless she was using Loni’s phone, which had happened before when she needed to reach him to let him know Loni was in the hospital from an overdose of pills.

“Hello?” he answered carefully, picking up the phone just before it switched over to voice mail.

“Hello, Jake,” Loni said, sounding world-weary. “I just wanted to call and hear your voice. You’re always so up.”

Not a good sign. He knew better than to get sucked in to another drama, but he also understood how fragile she was at times. Until he was sure which Loni he was talking to, he had to be careful.

“Hey, Loni. How are you?”

“Well, I’m not in a hospital,” she said on a short laugh.

“That’s always good,” he answered lightly. It hadn’t been that many weeks since she had been in a hospital. He’d gone to see her when Marilyn had called him.

“I know . . . Umm . . . you’re involved with Nine Rafferty. That’s not why I’m calling. I just . . .” She sighed. “It’s hard to lose a boyfriend and a friend at the same time. That’s all.”

Jake thought that over. They’d never really been friends, and since their last and final breakup they’d pretty much left each other alone, not counting that last bout with the downside of her condition and the pills that had sent her to Providence Hospital.

Before he could formulate a response, she asked, “How is Nine? I heard she was stabbed? Is that right? Is she okay?”

He tried not to let it bother him that Loni called September by her nickname. They’d all been in high school together. Everyone called September Nine. He did, so why couldn’t Loni? “She’s doing all right. I’ve been taking care of her.”

“She’s got a helluva scary job.”

“Sometimes, yeah.”

“But she’s going to be okay?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“She staying with you?” she asked casually. “You said you’re taking care of her.”

He kept his plan to have Nine move in permanently to himself and asked instead, “How are you? The last time I saw you, you weren’t doing so well.”

“I’ve been taking my medication, and it’s evened me out, but you know the deal. Makes me feel dull. But it’s given me a lot of time to think about how I’ve acted and I’m just sorry. For years and years of everything. I’m sorry, Jake.”

“It’s okay,” he dismissed it.

“No. It’s not okay. You always say that. But it’s not okay, and I want you to know that I know it’s not okay. But I really am better. I’ve gotten back into real estate, and things are turning around some in the market. I was showing this newlywed couple property before I . . . took that last trip to Providence. And they actually bought a two-bedroom house last week. Such a cute place.”

“That’s great,” he said, aware that she’d skipped over saying “before I overdosed.”

“It was hard, seeing them, y’know? The newlyweds. Thinking it could have been us. But that’s not why I called. Well, maybe it is.” She laughed again. “I just wanted to touch base, that’s all. I’m not asking for anything. Really. I just wanted to talk to a friend.”

“You can always call me.”

“Yeah . . .” There was a sadness to her voice. “I’ll try not to, okay? I don’t want to be a bother.”

“You’re not a bother, Loni. It’s good to hear you’re doing well.”

“Is it? Good to hear? Sorry. I sound so desperate. I just want everything to be cool between us.”

“It’s cool.”

“I know it can’t be like it was. Of course it can’t. I was just thinking yesterday, y’know, while I was watching the newlyweds, that you and I used to have something really special. I know practically everybody says that about someone they loved, but we really did. I just started thinking about all the good times we had, and I forgot about the bad.”

Jake realized his hand was clenching the phone and he slowly released the pressure. He never forgot about the bad, but he said, “I hear you.”

“I’m going to be embarrassed about this phone call later. I can already tell.” She huffed out a half laugh. “But it’s worth it, just to talk to you. I know you don’t want to hear this, but you’re my touchstone, Jake. You always have been and you always will be.”

“I don’t know what to say to that.”

There was a long hesitation, then she finished with false cheer, “Well, I’d better get going. We’ve got the home inspection today. Their house is over by Laurelton High. Every time I drive by I think about high school and that makes me think about you. Guess that’s why I called.” Before he could respond, she said, “Take care, Jake,” and then she was gone.

Jake’s gaze was on the contents of his top desk drawer but he didn’t see any of it. He remembered Loni as she’d been: blond, beautiful, smart, spoiled. They’d been the couple mostly likely to break up, again and again and again, and they’d batted a thousand on that prediction. Her disease hadn’t really grabbed hold of her until college or maybe sometime after, but now it was in full play, and though he’d tried, he couldn’t save her.

With a feeling of desperation of his own, he placed a call to Nine’s cell. He might be Loni’s touchstone, but September was his.

 



 




The Emergency Room at Laurelton General was fairly quiet this Tuesday morning. September saw Wes as she entered through the sliding glass doors. He was wearing a black shirt and blue jeans and the ever-present cowboy boots. “Where’s the vic?” she asked, looking toward the closed hydraulic doors behind which she knew were curtained, exam-room cubicles.

His gaze followed hers. “Through there. He called somebody to bring him some clothes, but they haven’t gotten here yet. He didn’t even want to come, but the uniform who found him and the EMT got him into the ambulance. He didn’t have a car at the site. Name’s Stefan Harmak, and—”

“What?”

Wes had been moving toward the hydraulic doors but now he stopped short, his dark eyes sweeping back to her. “You know him?”

“Yeah, I know him,” September shot back. “Stefan Harmak was my stepbrother. Unless there are two in the area, which I strongly doubt, that’s who our vic is.”

“Wow.” He shook his head.

“Stefan.” She couldn’t credit it. “What the hell was he doing?” From somewhere in her memory she recalled her ex-stepbrother had started working as a teaching assistant in the hopes of landing a full-time job.

“He told the guy who found him—a jogger—that it was a prank, someone tying him to the basketball pole. But he told Lennon, the uniform on the scene, that a guy had robbed him.”

“Which do you think it is?”

“The second. He’s got stun gun burn marks that he didn’t mention. A number of them. When I asked him about them, he clammed up.”

“I want to talk to him.”

“Seeing as it’s family and you should stay the hell away, I’ll go with you.”

“He’s not family,” September said succinctly.

“Tell that to the courts.”

Wes pressed a button on the wall that allowed the hydraulic doors to slowly swing inward. No one stopped them, and they walked into a large rectangular room lined with a row of curtained cubicles, only one of which was being used—Stefan’s, apparently. A nurses’ hub occupied an adjacent wall and there were double doors that led to other hallways on the wall opposite the cubicles.

September walked to the curtained off area and said, “Stefan? You there?”

The curtain was pulled back by a nurse who stood on the other side. Beyond her, still in the bed, his hands folded over his chest and a look of angry determination on his face, lay her stepbrother. When he spied September color swept up his neck and suffused his face.

“What happened?” she asked him as the nurse replaced the curtain now that they were inside, collected a few items from the tray next to Stefan, then left them.

“Did Mom call you?” he demanded.

She shook her head. “I haven’t talked to Verna.”

“She was supposed to bring me my clothes.” Anger flashed in his eyes.

Stefan Harmak had been a gangly teenager, and it had followed him into adulthood. His hands always looked too big for his arms. When his mother, Verna, had been married to September’s father, Braden Rafferty, she’d placed a large picture of her son over the mantel in the living room of the sprawling Rafferty home—dubbed Castle Rafferty by Jake a name she’d adopted as well. But Stefan then, as now, had never been what you’d call portrait worthy. He wasn’t actually all that bad looking really, but his attitude, which permeated everything about him, was petulant and secretive, and it came in flashes of meanness.

Stefan’s portrait had been removed upon Braden’s marriage to his third and current wife, Rosamund, who’d replaced it with one of herself when she was in her early stages of pregnancy. Rosamund’s baby girl was due in January. While Rosamund insisted the child’s name would be Gilda, all of the other Rafferty children were named after the month in which they were born, so September and her brothers, March and Auggie, and her sister, July, expected she would be named January, no matter what Rosamund wanted.

“Someone tied you to a basketball pole at Twin Oaks?” September asked Stefan when he subsided into silence. She felt rather than saw Wes come up beside her.

Stefan’s beard stubble was just coming through. He was younger than September by two years but he seemed even younger now. He’d always been socially inept, kind of sneaky and hovering, and she’d stayed away from him as much as possible.

“Bastard drugged me so I couldn’t fight him and stole my wallet and phone. Left me there damn near naked,” he bit out, his face a dark glower.

“He drugged you in order to take your wallet and phone?”

His gaze flew to hers defiantly, apparently taking objection to her careful tone. “That’s what I said. He drugged me and then robbed me.”

“After he used a stun gun on you.” September, too, could see the small marks. Several of them. Wes was right. Whoever had zapped Stefan had done it more than once.

“Jesus.” Stefan’s face was dark red. “Yes! Used a fucking stun gun, drugged me, and tied me up!”

In the Ballonni case, the man had been drugged as well, but there had been no stun gun marks. And though Ballonni’s clothes and wallet were nowhere to be found, it hadn’t really felt like a robbery, especially because the body had been staged with a placard around his neck that read: I MUST PAY FOR WHAT I’VE DONE. This didn’t feel quite like a robbery, either.

“This thief left a placard around your neck?” September asked.

Wes said, “Crime techs have it now.”

“Fucker thought he was funny,” Stefan muttered.

“So, it wasn’t a prank. It was a robbery,” September said.

“It was both. Clearly!” Stefan snapped.

“Did he make you write it out himself ?” September asked.

The color that had turned his face red now seemed to leach right out of his face. “What did it say?” she prodded when he didn’t answer.

“I WANT WHAT I CAN’T HAVE,” Wes told her when Stefan’s silence continued.

“It doesn’t mean anything!” Stefan’s nostrils flared. “God! It’s all just so fucked up!”

“What were you doing when he attacked you?” September asked.

“What do you mean?” Stefan folded his arms over his chest and glowered down at them, refusing to meet her gaze.

“Was it at the school? It must have been fairly early this morning that the robber found you,” September prompted.

“Yeah, it was.”

“What were you doing there so early?” she asked.

“What the fuck, Nine.” He glared at her. “I was . . . I like to get to work early, and I was going to jog around the track.”

“And he Tased you while you were . . . jogging?” Wes asked.

“Well, I stopped for a moment.”

“So, he came up to you on the track, Tased you, then dragged you to the pole and tied you up,” September said.

“Yes.”

“Did he say anything to you?” she pressed.

“No.”

“Do you jog often?” she asked. “So that he might know your routine?”

“No. I don’t. . . . Jesus. You people—”

“Stefan?” a high-pitched voice called from beyond the curtain.

Stefan cut himself off short. Wes looked at September, then pushed back the curtain. Standing just beyond, her face taut with concern, was Verna Rafferty, Stefan’s mother and September’s one-time stepmother. Her blond hair was swept into a French roll and she wore a brown pantsuit with a white shirt, the collar of which was unbuttoned as if it had been hastily donned. She carried a gray duffel bag in one hand and when she saw Stefan in the bed, she dropped the bag as if her fingers had given way.

“Oh, darling . . .” She moved in quickly, arms outstretched, brushing past September without really seeing her, and then stopped short before giving Stefan the bear hug September had expected. Her arms dropped to her sides and it looked like she might cry. “What happened?”

“The clothes,” he said through his teeth.

“What happened to yours?” she asked, half turning to the abandoned duffel that Wes had picked up and was holding out to her.

“They were taken by the bastard who drugged me and tied me up and stole my wallet,” Stefan answered.

“Oh, baby.” Ignoring Wes, she threw her arms around her son, who accepted the embrace in silence, his body language screaming his discomfort at the display of affection. “I’ve got your things right here.” Now she accepted the duffel from Wes and placed it on Stefan’s chest. It was at that point she noticed September and her mouth began quivering.

Drawing herself up straight and looking down her nose in that haughty way that was pure Verna, she demanded, “What are you doing here?”





Chapter Two

“I was called to the case,” September told her ex-stepmother tightly. She’d recently learned that Verna and Braden’s affair had begun while her mother was still alive, and that Kathryn Rafferty had intercepted a note from Verna that had subsequently led to the auto accident that caused her death. Was Verna responsible? No. Not really. But had circumstances been different September might still have her mother. And the truth was she’d never liked Verna all that much anyway.

“Leave me alone. All of you,” Stefan said, ignoring the tension between the two women. “I want to get dressed.”

September and Wes acquiesced by stepping outside the curtain, but Verna got barked at by her son when she apparently thought she would stay. By the time she flung the curtain aside, her cheeks were flushed with repressed anger—which she immediately took out on September.

“Who did this to him?” she demanded. “What kind of a sick person would leave my son out nearly naked in this weather?”

“This weather” was midforties, and though it wasn’t exactly red hot, Stefan wouldn’t have died from the elements like Christopher Ballonni had. “We don’t know yet,” September told her.

“I thought you were a detective, or something. Going after real crime.”

“This is a real crime, ma’am,” Wes pointed out.

Verna shot him a scorching look, then eyed him from head to toe. There was something inherently sexy about Wes that must have registered, because Verna turned back to September a little more distracted than before but still rattling down her own path. “Don’t try to tell me you came here to help Stefan. I know how all of you think. You’ve never accepted Stefan like you should.”

This was the song Verna had sung from the moment she’d married Braden. And though there was some truth to it, it was more that Stefan was just someone none of them wanted to know. It wasn’t because he wasn’t a Rafferty. It was because he was odd and remote and sullen.

Briefly, September thought about bringing up the Christopher Ballonni case; the story had been all over the news when it occurred and Stefan’s placard suggested the crimes were by the same doer, as the MO was the same. But, as Wes had pointed out, Stefan was “family” in the loosest sense of the word, and as soon as her lieutenant learned of her connection to him, September might be yanked off the case.

Until that happened, she wanted to garner as much information as possible.

And, really, she didn’t feel like offering any information to Verna anyway.

Stefan stepped from behind the curtain, dressed in dark slacks and a white dress shirt. “God, Mom,” he muttered. “Couldn’t you have found me a T-shirt?”

Verna turned her attention on him, her rigidity melting a little. “I brought your work clothes.”

“You think I’m going to work after this?” he demanded.

“I didn’t think.... You look so nice dressed up.”

September assessed Stefan’s white pallor and the flat line of his mouth and decided Verna must see something that clearly wasn’t there.

“Jesus, Mom,” he muttered, attempting to brush by September.

Verna said, “We’ll just go home, then.”

“Are the two of you living together?” September asked. The last she’d heard Stefan had his own apartment.

He turned bitter eyes on her. “Just for a while.”

“Stefan’s going back to school,” Verna volunteered stiffly.

“You work at Twin Oaks as a teaching assistant,” September said.

“You know I do,” he retorted.

Verna added quickly, “He wants to be a teacher. He’s good with children, aren’t you, Stefan?”

Stefan just gazed at his mother with burning eyes.

“You were on your way to work early, and then this robber came upon you while you were jogging,” September pressed on.

“That’s what I said.”

“Jogging?” Verna stared hard at her son.

“Yeah, jogging, Mom. I know you don’t think I do anything right, but I’m working on my body.”

Verna frowned, opened her mouth, then clamped it shut again without speaking.

“I’d . . . walked to the school. We don’t live that far. And he jumped me. Held a gun on me and made me drink that vile drink.”

“A stun gun,” September corrected him. Stefan looked as if he was going to deny it, then must have seen something in her expression that changed his mind, because he subsided into silence. “We can see the burn marks,” she told him.

“Okay, fine. He zapped me. Hurt like hell!”

“While you were on the track, he ordered you to drink the drug and when you refused, he hit you with the stun gun, several times,” she added, just in case he felt like lying some more. “Then he robbed you.”

“Do I have to talk to you?” Stefan demanded. “I don’t think so. You want to make a federal case out of it, go ahead. I drank the stuff because he was going to keep on zapping me, and the next thing I knew I was tied to the pole and it was damn cold!”

“I’m just trying to get the sequence of events straight,” September explained.

“Well, now you know.”

“You were going to say something?” September turned to Verna.

“I just don’t see why you have to interrogate Stefan. He’s the victim here,” she reminded her.

Wes’s gaze was on Stefan. “What did he look like?”

“He was, umm, wiry. Wore a baseball cap. Jeans and a jacket.”

“Was he black, white?” Wes asked.

Stefan looked into Wes’s dark eyes and then he glanced away, as if he were thinking hard. “White . . .”

“You don’t sound too sure,” Wes pointed out.

“It was dark. I couldn’t really see. But shh . . . No, I’m certain he was white.” He jerked away from them as if he couldn’t stand in such close proximity to the police.

“Did you notice anything unusual about this guy? Some identifying mark?” Wes asked.

“No.”

“Did he come from the parking lot?” Wes asked.

“No. I don’t think so.”

“Were there any cars in the lot?” September put in.

“I don’t know! How many times do I have to say it? I don’t know.”

“Was he carrying the drink in a cup, or a glass, or what?” Wes asked, ignoring the outburst.

“I don’t think you should be harassing him like this,” Verna said tightly.

“It was like a small thermos,” Stefan said. “He just said, ‘Drink it,’ and he was the one with the weapon, so I did.”


That’s about the first thing he’s said that really rang true, September thought.

“Are we done now?” Stefan demanded when both September and Wes went silent.

“Almost,” she said. “It’s just unusual, the way this went down. Most robberies at gunpoint are simply that: the doer points a gun at you and says something like, ‘Give me all your money,’ and faced with serious injury or death, most people comply. Using a stun gun on you, then forcing you to drink something and write out this message—all of that takes a lot of extra time and says something else about the crime.”

“Maybe he’s just screwed up and likes to drug people,” Stefan muttered, his jaw working.

“Or, maybe he wanted you unconscious for some reason. To make sure you were found after school started?” September posed, figuring Christopher Ballonni must have suffered a similar fate at the hands of whoever had tied him to the flagpole. A complete autopsy had been performed and there were traces of Rohypnol in the man’s system. She’d bet Stefan Harmak had been drugged with roofies, too.

“He just wanted to keep me down,” Stefan said. “He didn’t want me overpowering him, so he took care of that first.”

“It looks like he wanted to humiliate you,” September suggested.

September might have bought Stefan’s theory more if her stepbrother was the kind of man who could physically scare someone, but he just didn’t come off that way. He undoubtedly had some strength, but there was something so Jack Sprat about him that she doubted any adult male armed with a stun gun would consider him such a threat as to drug him.

There was definitely something else at play, and she also suspected Stefan was deliberately keeping whatever it was from her. Maybe he was embarrassed, or maybe he was just being his usual asshole self, but he knew something.

She wanted to get a good look at the placard that had hung around Stefan’s neck when the crime techs were through with it. Since Ballonni’s placard read I MUST PAY FOR WHAT I’VE DONE, initially she and Gretchen had believed Ballonni must have been involved in a crime. They hadn’t discovered anything in the man’s past, however; Ballonni was a man who’d apparently been loved by his family and friends. The idea of suicide had been bandied about—an assisted suicide, given the zip-ties—but no one could believe Ballonni had been suicidal. He had a good job, a loving wife, a teenaged son who went hunting and fishing with him, a nice house with a low mortgage, credit card debt that was under control, and a social group with some good buddies.

September realized she knew next to nothing about her stepbrother’s social life. “This attack seems personal.”

“Bastard singled me out,” Stefan muttered.

“He waited for you.” She thought that over. “I’d like to talk to someone you work with.”

“No!” Stefan practically gasped. “They can’t know. It’s too embarrassing.”

“It’s going to hit the news,” September pointed out.

“Oh, God.” Stefan raked his fingers through his hair and Verna looked stricken.

“Who do you hang out with at the school? Maybe I can start with them,” September suggested.

“Nobody. They’re all married, old women.” Stefan glared at her as if it were her fault. “It’s just a job.”

“I’ll give Amy Lazenby a call,” September said. She’d met the principal of Twin Oaks earlier in the fall.

“You know her?” Stefan burst out, as if he couldn’t bear the thought. “Don’t talk to her. She’s a bitch.”

September pointed out, “She’s going to hear about this, so I can give her a heads-up before it hits the news.”

“The news . . .” Stefan closed his eyes.

“It happened on school grounds,” September said patiently. Stefan acted like the whole incident could just be swept under the rug, but that wasn’t how these things worked.

Wes asked him, “Who should we talk to?”

“I don’t know. No one.” His chin dropped to his chest as if he were collapsing.

“Aren’t you people the ones who figure that out?” Verna demanded, looking Wes over.

There wasn’t much more they were going to get out of him now, September determined, so she said, “All right, Stefan. I’ll give you a call later.”

She and Wes left the hospital together and as they walked to the parking lot outside Emergency, she asked him, “So, how do you like my stepfamily?”

“Love ’em. Lucky you.”

September smiled faintly. “You haven’t met Rosamund yet.”

“Do I want to know Rosamund?” Wes asked.

“Doubtful. She took Verna’s place as my current stepmother. She’s younger than I am, and she’s pregnant, due in January. You know the whole deal with my family and the names.”

“You’re all months.”

“My father’s idea,” September said. “My oldest brother’s March, then my sister, July, then May, then Auggie and me. We do have a half brother who escaped the craziness, and although Rosamund thinks she’s going to name her little girl Gilda, we’re all betting on January.”

“I thought my family had its issues,” he observed, “but you Raffertys beat us all to hell.”

“We beat everybody,” September said on a sigh as she reached her silver Honda Pilot. “You know the fire at my father’s house—the one that was done with gasoline and a match?”

“Have you got a suspect?” he asked with sudden interest.

“No, no. Not really. My father and half brother saw someone running away but they couldn’t see who it was. My sister July wants to believe it was Stefan.”

Wes had been peeling off toward his Range Rover, but now he stopped short. “Why?”

“Why does she think that? Because she doesn’t like him. Or, why would he do it?”

“Why would he do it?”

September shook her head. “Why did someone make him write I WANT WHAT I CAN’T HAVE under the threat of being Tased by a stun gun, drug him, and tie him half naked to a pole outside the school where he worked?”

Wes shook his head slowly, then mused, “What does he want that he can’t have?”

“What did Christopher Ballonni, professed all around great guy, do that someone made him write I MUST PAY FOR WHAT I’VE DONE?”

“I was waiting for you to tell Harmak about Ballonni,” Wes said.

“Not until I talk to D’Annibal. There’s a connection. Stefan’s story parallels Ballonni’s too closely, but I didn’t feel like letting that out yet.”

“It’ll be on the news. There are leaks everywhere, and the Ballonni story was big.”

“I’m going to talk to D’Annibal today,” September assured him.

Wes nodded and headed toward his car while September climbed carefully into her SUV. She didn’t relish talking to her lieutenant; she knew he would probably take her off the case and she was trying to come up with some excuse to stay on it.

Her cell phone rang and she pulled it out of her messenger bag and read the caller ID. Sandler, her partner. Ex-partner, actually, until she was reinstated.

Smiling, September answered with, “How’s that forced vacation going?”

“Like shit.” Gretchen had never been known for holding back her thoughts. “Where are you?”

“Started back this morning and there’s already been an interesting development in the Ballonni case.”

“What?”

“Am I supposed to talk to you?”

Gretchen swore under her breath for nearly half a minute, and September grinned. It was so easy to rile her up.

“Meet me at Bean There, Done That, and you’d better be ready to talk,” she growled.

“I can only stay a minute,” September said, putting the vehicle into gear.

Bean There, Done That wasn’t the closest coffee shop to the station, but it was the one used most often by September and her partner. It took her a while to find a parking spot and by the time she pushed through the door she found that Gretchen had snagged one of the prime booths.

“I had to jump on this or lose it,” she said, “so you’ll have to stand in line for a drink.”

“No problem.”

September walked to the back of the order line, standing behind a man in a business suit with a hurried manner, and a girl tuned into her smartphone so deeply that September practically had to push her forward when it was her turn.

She ordered a skinny latte and then waited to one side along with the other milling customers for it to be prepared. She glanced over at Gretchen, who was also studying her phone. September had been paired with the brash detective when she’d first joined the department and had been leery of Gretchen’s reputation as a bitch on wheels. There was a reason she’d gotten that label, but September had learned early on that Gretchen knew her stuff.

Her name was called and she picked up her latte and slid across the booth from her partner. Gretchen had dark, curly hair and dark skin, a gift from her Brazilian mother, and slanted blue eyes, a gift from her father, who was, according to Gretchen, “as white bread as they come.”

“So, what’s with the Ballonni case?” Gretchen wanted to know.

“D’Annibal wouldn’t like it if I talked about a case with you,” September pointed out.

“You’re going to anyway, so stop with the ‘oh, I don’t know if I should’ shit. I’m only on administrative leave because I killed the fucker who was stabbing you.”

“Eloquently put,” September said. “And thank you.”

“You’re welcome. So, tell me,” she urged her.

September relented, never really intending to keep anything from Gretchen anyway. They’d been on the Ballonni case together and were likely to be on it again as soon as Gretchen was cleared for duty. She told her about finding Stefan at Twin Oaks Elementary without mentioning his relationship to her at first, but she finished with, “. . . and here’s the weird part—the victim, Stefan Harmak, is my ex-stepbrother.”

“What?”

“His mother was my father’s second wife.”

“He’s your stepbrother?”

“Was,” September stressed.

“Is every case about you? Jesus, Nine.” She frowned at her. “What the hell kind of thing is this?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who is this vigilante?” Gretchen said, gazing past September to the middle distance. “Making them write those signs? Who would do that? But your stepbrother survived.”

“Maybe the guy didn’t really mean to kill Ballonni. Gotta be the same guy, though, don’t you think?”

“What did he look like?”

September related Stefan’s description, finishing with, “. . . not much to go on. Stefan just wants to sweep it all under the rug.”

“God, I gotta get back to the job,” Gretchen chafed. “How long does it take?”

“It’s pretty cut and dried. You killed him before he could kill me. It’s not like there’s any question about it.”

She nodded. September wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t already know. “So, how’s your love life?” she asked next.

“I told Jake I’d move in with him.”

She picked up on September’s careful tone. “Big step. How long have you known Westerly?”

“Years. You know.”

“But, I mean, really known him. Like a month?”

“What about you and that bartender?” September shot back.

She made a face. “I didn’t move in with him.”

September glanced at the time on her cell phone. “D’Anni-bal’s probably heard I’m semirelated to Stefan and wants me off the case.”

“The Ballonni case is ours,” Gretchen reminded her.

“Yeah, well, I’ve got to convince the lieutenant of that.”

“God, I wish I was back.”

“Me, too,” September said, surprised that she felt so strongly about it. She liked working with Wes, but she missed Gretchen’s abrasiveness. It was like being thrown into ice water and sometimes that’s what it felt like she needed to sharpen her senses.

“When you talk to D’Annibal,” Gretchen said as they were leaving, “tell him to get his head out of his ass and let you stay on the case.”

“Yeah, I’ll do that. Then we’ll both be out of the department.”

“So, what are you gonna do?”

“Pull up the Ballonni file and go over it again.”

“I called the wife twice, but she wasn’t interested in reviewing the case. She didn’t like Chubb much,” Gretchen said.

September nodded. And she hadn’t liked Gretchen much, she would bet. Her partner’s bullish style definitely took some getting used to. “But now there’s been another attack. I’ll meet with her, if D’Annibal lets me stay on the case.”

“Keep me informed.”

“I’ll try,” September said.





Chapter Three

Lieutenant Aubrey D’Annibal signaled for September to come inside his office, a cubicle of glass tucked into one corner of the squad room, almost the moment she returned from her locker. She’d intended to check the Ballonni file, but now that was going to have to wait.

“Close the door,” he said as she stepped inside, and she did as he requested, then took a seat across his desk from him.

D’Annibal was lean, gray-haired, and his suits were sharp and neatly pressed. Everything about him was neat, in fact, and he’d intimidated September her first few months on the job before she learned that, though he strictly stuck to protocol, he was fair and listened more than a lot of men in his position did.

Now he gazed at her directly and asked, “How are you doing?”

“Fine.”

“You could have taken more time off.”

“I know.”

“You’re moving a little slowly. Maybe you should be part-time, like Pelligree, until you’re at full speed.”

“I’m okay. Really. I’ll dial it back if it gets too hard.”

He thought about that, then nodded. “All right. We’re shorthanded around here and with the hiring freeze . . .”

She wanted to ask him when her brother would be back full-time from his gig with the Portland PD, but decided to keep her thoughts to herself. Auggie liked working undercover more than straight detective work, no matter what he might say differently. There was an even chance that he would be moving into a position with the larger police force full-time, and she didn’t feel like facing that yet.

“What about this stun gun/robbery/kidnapping this morning?” the lieutenant asked her. He’d been standing, but now he seated himself across from her.

“The victim, Stefan Harmak, is my ex-stepbrother,” she said. “I didn’t know it until I was on scene, but I probably would have gone anyway. The MO is almost identical to the Christopher Ballonni case: victim drugged, tied up, left with a placard in his own hand. Ballonni’s was I MUST PAY FOR WHAT I’VE DONE, and Harmak’s is I WANT WHAT I CAN’T HAVE. We’ve never known for certain if it was a homicide, or possibly an assisted suicide, but Harmak says that the doer forced him to write the message, so I’d say Ballonni’s death is a homicide.”

D’Annibal steepled his fingers and said, “I agree. He died of exposure after being tied to a pole.”

“Whoever did it let Stefan live.”

“What does he have to say about it?”

September recounted her hospital conversation with Stefan and added what Wes had told her about the crime, too. “This man, this avenger, takes an awful lot of extra time just to make his point.”

“Did you ask him if he knew why the doer wanted him to write on the placard?”

“Not exactly. He was reluctant to talk to me.”

The lieutenant drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “I know you and Sandler were working the Ballonni case, but now that it involves your stepbrother, I think I’m going to hand it over to Pelligree or Thompkins.”

“Let me stay on the Ballonni case, sir. I’ve been working on it since I got here. If Wes works the Harmak angle, I can stay off that part of it, but I don’t want to stop on Ballonni, especially now that there’s some traction on the case.”

“But you have a personal connection to it now.”

“Stefan Harmak’s my ex-stepbrother,” September said firmly. “He’s really not a part of my family any longer.”

“I saw how you walked in here. Like everything hurts. I’m only agreeing to have you stay because we’re so short staffed.”

“I’m just a little sore. I can spend most of my time at my desk making phone calls. I want to re-interview Mrs. Ballonni. See if anything’s different since Gretchen called her last summer.”

D’Annibal looked past her and through the glass surrounding his office. September turned to see what he was looking at. What was visible were the empty desks lining the squad room with George in the corner, tapping his computer keyboard, and Wes on the other side of the room, leaning back in his chair, deep into a phone conversation.

“Okay,” he capitulated. “You can work the Ballonni angle, but stay out of the Harmak case. And send Pelligree in here next.”

September was already to the door. When she crossed the squad room toward Wes, he looked up at her, still on the phone. She signaled for him to go in and see the lieutenant, and he nodded his understanding. Then she went to the file drawers that held current cases, searched through until she found the murder book on Christopher Ballonni, then returned to her desk.

A call came in and she glanced up to see who was answering. George was reaching for the phone and she was glad to let him be the point man. She wanted to review the Ballonni file while her meeting with Stefan was fresh in her mind.

George answered, listened briefly, and then said, “Rafferty, it’s yours.”

September glanced up from the file, then picked up her desk phone. “Detective Rafferty,” she answered.

“Just checking in on you,” Jake drawled. “How’re you doing?”

September straightened as if caught in a nefarious act. “Fine. Why didn’t you call my cell?”

“I did. Half a dozen times. Decided to come home from lunch and called you again and that’s when I heard it singing away. It’s here on the kitchen counter.”

September swore silently. Despite what she’d told D’Annibal, she wasn’t herself. She hadn’t even thought about her cell phone once since she’d come to work, though normally she brought it with her to her desk.

“I’ll come back and pick it up. Time to grab some lunch anyway.”

“I’ll pick us up some sandwiches at Wanda’s. What do you want?”

“I don’t know. Surprise me.”

“How about a Reuben?”

“How about a turkey club?”

“See. I know better than to surprise you,” he said.

She found herself grinning, amazed how glad she was to hear his voice. She’d just seen him this morning and yes, she’d been having a helluva time being his patient, but now that she was back at work she was missing him more than she would have believed. She shouldn’t be this dependent on him, this fast. It didn’t bode well for the future.

“I’ll be there in twenty,” she told him.

By the time September was pulling up to the rambler that was Jake’s house, after battling some unexpected road construction, she’d actually chewed into thirty minutes of her lunch hour. Not that the department was a stickler for a punch card on its detectives, but it had been less than a year since September had been promoted to detective and taken a job with the Laurelton PD and she didn’t feel comfortable abusing the unwritten rules too much. She’d already used up her weekly allowance by meeting with Gretchen and that didn’t even count the information she’d revealed that she probably shouldn’t have.

Jake opened the door, completely naked. He had her cell phone to his ear and was carrying on a bogus conversation. “. . . yes, she’s here now. No, sorry, she’s going to be busy for a while.” A pause. “She’s looking for the Johnson file,” he said as September cried, “Jake!” and reached forward, ripping the phone from his hand, just to make sure he really wasn’t talking to someone.

He was laughing as she said dryly, “I think I see the Johnson file.” She checked the phone, then clicked off, relieved he was just joking around.

“Really? Where?” he asked innocently.

She pushed him through the door, shutting it behind them. “Good thing we don’t have close neighbors.”

“You’re late. You gave me time to get the sandwiches and think up something fun for us to do.”

“Uh-huh. And me being an invalid.”

“Okay, we can just have lunch.” He was grinning like a fool and she let her gaze slide over his muscled chest and lean torso.

“How fast are you?”

He’d been turning toward the kitchen, but now he glanced back, giving her a penetrating look. “Fast,” he said.

“I only have about ten minutes and I’ll have to take the sandwich to go.”

“You sure?”

She tested her shoulder, feeling the pain but sick of being a slave to it. “Yessirree.”

“Giddyup,” he said, and with that he hurried her along to the bedroom as fast as he could, helped her out of her clothes, and then made good on his boast about speed.

 



 




“What are you smiling at?” Wes drawled as he stared across the squad room at September. He was leaning back in his chair, a grin playing on his lips also.
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