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Prologue

A hawk circled overhead. Something dead down below in the field. He watched its lazy circles and figured it was one of Avery Boonster’s dead sheep. Shadows were creeping over the fields as he forged his way through the waving hay, trespassing without a qualm, at home in wide spaces.

Not a sheep, a large raccoon. No visible signs of struggle but he guessed the rodent was old enough to be at the end of its life. Probably just up and died. That’s how things went, sometimes.

But sometimes you had to help them along.

. . . in fields where they lay . . .

He’d chosen fields as his staging arena. He’d read of others with his same affliction . . . same deviant sexual needs . . . same dangerous, aberrant behavior . . . same need to dispose of used-up bodies when they were finished with them. He’d molded himself accordingly and likewise had chosen fields where they would lie.

Closing his eyes, he tried to put himself into his other skin. His outer layer. The one the public saw. Beneath the skin lay a beast that answered to a hungry, sexual beat, a living thing within his skull and body. It was always there, lying in wait, especially when he thought about her. He tried very, very hard not to think about her, the one he’d believed in once, but she could not be denied. It had started long ago. He’d reached out to her, but she’d pulled back, repulsed. He’d been embarrassed and he could still hear them all laughing and laughing.

He’d managed to forget about her for a while . . . until he’d followed her . . . believed that she was laughing again . . . and the bad thing happened. He’d been scared, afterward. And when he’d been sent away he was certain they knew.

But they didn’t.

He never stopped thinking of her. All those years in between . . . it had always been his unformed plan to have her. And then she started playing a game with him! He learned she’d joined the Laurelton Police Department as a homicide detective and he knew it was because of him. He could feel it inside, like a vibrating nerve. And suddenly he wanted to take her. Take her right now. But the time wasn’t right. There was much to do before the final moment. And she was too clever, too sensitive by far. Like a skittish sea creature, an anemone, with little fibers always testing the surroundings. Upon the slightest whiff of danger they collapsed in on themselves, scurried away, disappeared. Gone.

His mind flooded with images and he awoke to the fact that he was on his knees, his blind-eyed face turned up to the circling hawk. He wanted to pleasure himself, but the time for that had passed. He was changing . . . morphing . . . becoming someone else over this long summer. His need could ultimately only be satisfied by her, but in the meantime he would take the surrogates. He’d taken three of them already. Ones who knew too much. He’d taken them while he thought of her.

He hated her.

He loved her.

They called her Nine but he’d known her as September.

“September,” he whispered to the dead raccoon and the soaring bird of prey. He would bring her to this field and let her feel his power. No more laughing at him. No more turning away . . . no more playing games.

They would be together. That was the way of it. Soon he would be tight within her sea anemone grip. Blood red, bright orange, and sunflower yellow. A kaleidoscope of heated sexual colors.

But not yet. Not yet . . . not till the right moment.

In the meantime he would find the surrogates.

“Do Unto Others As She Did To Me,” he whispered into the shimmering heat of the day, staring up to the sky, into God’s face.





Chapter 1

Her cell phone rang at four minutes after midnight. September Rafferty, asleep on her living room couch, half rose and thrashed around for the switch to the floor lamp, squinting across the room to her cable box, which showed the time in glowing white numerals: 12:03.

She smiled as she turned the switch and flooded the room with illumination. She knew who it was and why they’d called now. Blinking, she punched the cell’s green ON button and said, “You couldn’t wait till morning?”

“Twelve-oh-three,” her twin brother said. “That’s when you came into this world. That’s when I’m gonna call. Happy Birthday.”

“I should’ve called you six minutes ago instead of earlier in the day. Happy Birthday to you, too.”

“But I called you at the exact time of your birth,” he said with a touch of pride. “That was all me.”

“You just like the idea of waking me out of a sound sleep.”

“Well . . . yeah.”

Her brother, August “Auggie” Rafferty, was her twin but they’d been born on either side of midnight on August 31, making it different days and even different months. His birthday was August 31 and hers was September 1, hence their parents had named them August and September respectively—a strange decision that went along with how they’d named their three older children: March, May, and July. Which said a lot about their parents, September thought, specifically their father, as their mother had died years earlier and had once alluded to the fact that she was sorry for manacling them with names after the months of the year.

“Did you field any other birthday wishes from the family?” September asked him, fighting a yawn.

“March called. And July.”

“July’s good about that stuff. I’m generally horrible about remembering birthdays.”

“Yours and mine are the only two I’m really certain about,” Auggie admitted.

“Yeah . . . well . . .” September thought briefly about her older sister, May, who’d died in a botched robbery at a fast-food restaurant when she was in high school, but that only brought on more melancholia than she was already feeling this birthday. “No word from Dad, huh,” she said.

“Like there would be,” he said.

Braden Rafferty had disowned his two youngest children when they both chose law enforcement as a career. He had firm ideas about family, though he’d been an unfaithful husband and an absent parent, and this naming of his children undoubtedly stemmed from his own desire for control and order. At least that’s how September saw it. Had she and Auggie both been born in August, she wouldn’t put it past him to have named them August and Augusta. That’s just who he was, and was indicative of why she generally steered clear of him and most of the other Raffertys as well, except her twin. Luckily, the whims of fate had stepped in, delivering her and her brother on different days and different months, so he was August and she was September.

Or, maybe that was less about luck and more about Braden being able to bend the universe to his will. She wouldn’t put it past him.

“So . . . have you done anything about your artwork?” he asked.

He meant her second grade artwork, if you could really call it that: the artwork with the phrase Do Unto Others As She Did To Me scrawled across its face in what looked like blood that had come to September at the station about a week earlier. She and her partner were the detectives on the Do Unto Others case where a killer was strangling victims, carving words and markings into their flesh, then discarding the bodies in fields around the city of Laurelton and in Winslow County. At least that was the prevailing theory at work, though they hadn’t made that connection public yet.

“Still working on it,” she told Auggie.

“Work faster.”

“Hey,” she protested.

“I’m just sayin’. I don’t like you in harm’s way.”

When the “bloody” artwork had first arrived at the station, she’d told her brother about it, and Auggie had nearly come unglued. Not a big surprise, as he was known for his penchant of saving damsels in distress, and having a killer threaten his sister had sent him into overprotective mode, toute suite. He’d gone straight to their superior, Lieutenant Aubry D’Annibal, and insisted that he be put on the case. Hell no, September had told him flatly. It was her case, and she was bound and determined to hang on to it, especially now that it had become personal. She and her partner, Detective Gretchen Sandler, had been assigned the case and her interfering brother wasn’t going to take it from her, no way, no how.

She’d pointed this all out to D’Annibal, adding that Auggie was still deeply involved in the Zuma Software case, where a masked intruder had stormed into the front offices of the software company and opened fire on the employees. That case was just wrapping up but there was still a helluva lot of work to do. Plus, she’d reminded him that he’d already yanked her off that case to put her on this one, and she really didn’t want to be pulled again. Yes, her artwork had been sent to her. This killer knew her; there was something there. And that was exactly why she wanted to stay on the case.

So far the lieutenant had kept her on, with the caveat that September might be reassigned if things got too hot. She had then told her brother to leave it alone and get back on Zuma. He could damn well finish with that.

“But the two cases have overlapped,” Auggie had argued at the time.

“And when we figure out how, maybe you can jump on this one, too,” September stated firmly, holding her ground. As long as she and Sandler were the lead detectives, September didn’t want her brother mucking things up.

But, all that said, she knew Auggie wasn’t wrong. The third suspected victim of Do Unto Others, Glenda Tripp, had turned out to be related to one of the prime suspects in the Zuma case, so there had to be some connection between the two. It was too improbable, impossible really, that it was mere coincidence. Was Do Unto Others some kind of copycat of the Zuma killer? Maybe following that case and grabbing victims peripherally involved for the notoriety . . . or something? That had yet to be determined. It was early days still, and until they had more evidence connecting the three homicides to the Zuma killings and even to each other, they were treading lightly.

“Now,” she said to her brother, “I’ve decided to go to Dad’s house and dig through the attic or basement or both, looking for more of my grade school stuff. I want to see if I can find the rest of it. Wanna join?”

“You’re kidding.”

“You keep saying you want in on this case.”

“I’m not going anywhere near dear old Dad.” He and Braden didn’t talk, didn’t get along, didn’t much like each other.

“Thought I’d ask,” September said.

“But keep me in the loop,” he ordered her.

“Yeah, yeah.”

Auggie hadn’t exactly acquiesced to having September and Gretchen handle Do Unto Others, but he was too busy to really protest much, and though, in reality, September wouldn’t have minded working with him, regardless of what she said to him, Gretchen Sandler was her partner and they were in this together, for better or worse.

“I’m off till after Labor Day . . . kind of a forced vacation,” she admitted now. “D’Annibal wanted me to think about things and decide whether I really wanted to stay on the case.”

“You thinking of quitting?”

“Don’t sound so eager. No. But when I get back to work I’ll give you a call. Maybe we can talk over some stuff.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“I don’t know. About grade school . . . I’ll let you know after I find the rest of my work,” she said, then added, “If I find it.”

“You know I’m always here for you.”

“Oh, bullshit. You just want the case for yourself.”

“I don’t want my little sister involved with a psycho.”

“Six minutes younger does not make me your little sister.”

“Yes it does. Look it up.”

“Bullshit again. Goodnight, Auggie,” she said, switching off the light.

“Goodnight, Nine,” he responded, calling her by her nickname. She was Nine, for the month she was born, a name that had stuck all through her school years and into her adult life.

 


 



The following Thursday she hurried past Guy Urlacher at the Laurelton Police Department’s front desk, flashing him a look at her ID. He couldn’t stop himself from asking everyone for identification no matter how many times they passed his desk. It was protocol, and Guy was all about it.

“Hey!” he called after her, wanting her to stop, but she was having none of it today.

In the squad room, she dropped her purse on her desk

and walked over to stand in front of the bulletin board that held her piece of artwork. Beside it were pictures of Do Unto Others’s suspected three victims: Sheila Dempsey, Emmy Decatur, and Glenda Tripp. They’d been reluctant to confirm they had a serial killer on their hands as they didn’t want the FBI swarming on them until they were sure.

Detective George Thompkins, heavyset and squeaking his swivel chair, and her partner, Gretchen Sandler, who was seated at a desk, a phone at her ear, in the act of making a call, both stopped what they were doing as September plucked the artwork from the board and carried it to her desk. It was something she’d made in her second grade homeroom class. Now, she said to the room at large, “I don’t care if it’s ketchup or red paint or salsa or pomegranate juice, when I first saw it, I thought it was blood.” She held it up for Thompkins and Sandler to see again. It had been tested for prints when it arrived but all they found were smudges, and she felt now, since it was hers, it didn’t have to be tacked on the board. “This message came to me. The killer sent it to me.”

“It’s ketchup and something else,” Thompkins responded.

Sandler skewered him with a scorching look. “We know, George. Jesus. Stay on point. It was meant to look like blood. It was meant to scare the shit out of her.” To September, she said, “I still can’t believe you can remember what grade you were in when you did that.”

Sandler was slim and dark-skinned, half-Brazilian, with curly dark hair and slanted blue eyes. She was attractive in a cat-like, predatory way, and she was known by all and sundry as a bitch on wheels. No one wanted to partner with her, but September, being the newest detective at the Laurelton PD, didn’t really have a choice. So far, it had been fine. Gretchen was a good detective, no matter what others thought of her. September had been watching and learning her style over the last four to five months.

Now September gazed down at the artwork, memorizing it yet again. It was made of light blue construction paper with glued-on, cut-out pictures of brown-, orange-, and mustard-colored leaves falling from the sky into a pile that was drawn in at the bottom of the page. An ink-stamped happy face and several gold stars ran across the top of the piece, with a teacher’s handwritten note: Your birthday cupcakes were terrific! Way to start the school year!

But underneath the teacher’s words, new ones had been added in a bloody scrawl: DO UNTO OTHERS AS SHE DID TO ME.

“Mrs. Walsh was my teacher, and I really liked her,” September said aloud. “The falling leaves were the first art project of the year, and my mom hung it up on the wall in our kitchen next to the refrigerator for a long time.”

“So, the killer got it from your house,” Gretchen said. Again. They’d been over this territory so many times since the envelope had arrived at the station it was like they were rehearsing for a play.

“Possibly . . .” September murmured.

“You’re scared shitless someone in your family sent it to you.”

This was a new wrinkle. To date, Gretchen had left the Raffertys out of it. “No,” she denied.

“Oh, c’mon,” Gretchen said, but September turned away from her. She wasn’t about to trash her family to her partner even though she had entertained some of those very same thoughts.

It had now been two weeks since she’d received the message at the station. Two weeks since it had arrived addressed to her and wrapped inside a birthday card that read, “Way to go 3-year-old,” where someone had handwritten in a zero beside the 3, making it 30. Two weeks since September had begun delving through the notes, files, and photos associated with the Do Unto Others killer and dealing with the fact that he’d sent this disturbing message specifically to her.

“They know my age,” September had said when the missive first appeared, brought to her at her desk by Candy from administration.

“Jesus, Nine,” Gretchen, had responded on an intake of breath. “It really does have to do with you!”

She’d meant the Do Unto Others investigation because over the last several months, almost from the moment September had started as a detective with the Laurelton Police Department, this killer, or killers, had begun their rampage, leaving two of the victims’ bodies in fields around the city of Laurelton and Winslow County and one inside her own apartment. The bodies were discovered in varying states of undress, but each of them had marks across their torso, maybe the beginnings of words, maybe something else, but Emmy Decatur’s torso contained the full DO UNTO OTHERS AS SHE DID TO ME message that had later been sent to the station on September’s artwork.

Two weeks ago . . .

At the time, September’s thirtieth birthday had still been looming, so the card’s timing was clear. But who knew the date of her birthday apart from her family? Not many people. And who knew it was her thirtieth? Even fewer. The thought that one of the Rafferty clan had sent it made for a very subdued birthday, and though her sister, July, had made noise about getting together when she called to offer best wishes, September had fobbed her off. She’d fielded calls from her father and her brother, too, though they’d merely said happy birthday and left it at that. Not exactly warm and welcoming were the Raffertys. Not since Kathryn, September’s mother, had died, and then a few years later, her sister, May.

Now she looked up from the artwork and across the room to the board that still held Do Unto Others’s suspected three victims’ pictures. Tripp was the only one found inside her apartment. The prevailing theory was the killer had followed her home and attacked her, but had been scared away before he could fully carve his message into her skin. Since Dempsey and Decatur had been moved to fields, it was assumed he’d been thwarted in getting the body to its eventual “final resting place.” Dempsey and Tripp’s torsos had been carved with markings, but Decatur was the only one with the killer’s Do Unto Others message.

So far . . .

After receiving her own warning, September had gone over every scrap of evidence and report on the case with renewed vigor, but still nothing stood out. They’d gotten back the lab evidence on Tripp, the last victim, but it hadn’t given them anything new, either. There was no trace of DNA at the crime scenes; it was believed the killer had used condoms. He’d raped his victims and strangled them with a thin cord of some kind, but he was careful to take the cord away and it hadn’t left any fibers. So far, they’d been unable to connect the victims apart from the fact that they all had darker hair and similar builds; he was probably going after a type—September’s type, as her own hair was dark auburn and she had a lean, dancer’s build. The killer had been quiet the last few weeks, which, though a good thing, didn’t mean he’d stopped. Maybe he’d set his sights on September as the next victim? Maybe he just wanted to scare her, or play with her?

Whatever the case, she thought, bring it on. This waiting was making her edgy and snappish. And D’Annibal, though he was allowing her to stay on for now, was watching. She didn’t want the feds involved until she knew more about how someone had gotten her artwork, but it wasn’t her call, and the clock was ticking. She was lucky that Lieutenant D’Annibal loathed interference from outside agencies, so for the moment, the investigation rested with the Laurelton PD. She hoped to solve this thing before it became a joint task force investigation with the feds, but she was of the firm belief that the killer was one man and all three women were his victims.

How had he gotten her artwork from the second grade? Was it from her family home? She didn’t want to think about what that meant. Just couldn’t do it. Though she had more than a few issues with her family, she did not believe any of them capable of terrorizing her, let alone the terrible things he’d done to the three victims.

She glanced at the clock. Five P.M. She decided that tomorrow she would take it from the top again, start with reinterviewing the friends and families of the victims, see if there was anything else that connected them that they’d overlooked. She headed down the hall from the squad room to her locker to retrieve her purse and she realized Gretchen was hurrying after her. September stopped and half-turned, wondering what was up.

“I’m thinking about stopping by Xavier’s for a drink. Wanna join?”

“Umm . . . I don’t know,” September said. She got along with Sandler okay at work, but the idea of socializing with her was a path she wasn’t sure she wanted to take.

Still, returning to her empty apartment was even less appealing. And going to visit her father at the family home to dig into her own past and see if there was anything there—what she’d told Auggie she was going to do, what she should do, what she’d put off for two weeks—was the least appealing choice of the three.

“Well, it is Thursday, almost the weekend . . .” she finally said.

“Meet you there,” Gretchen answered.
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An hour later September was twisting a bottle of beer on the tan-and-black zebrawood bar at Xavier’s, watching water condensation slide around beneath the bottom of it. The top of the bar was polished to such a high gloss it reflected like glass and the beaded water shone like diamonds under the lights. Lifting the bottle to her lips, September tried to shut her mind down, but if there was a way to stop the buzz in her head, she had yet to master the trick of it.

Sandler was making chitchat with one of the bartenders who was liking the idea that she was a cop. Idly, September wondered if Gretchen was thinking about going home with him. That would be fine with her. She really just wanted to crawl in bed and pull the covers over her head for a while.

She said as much to her, but Gretchen was zeroed in on the guy—Dominic, call him Dom—and didn’t seem to hear her. Deciding it was time to vamoose, September headed outside into a sultry evening with a hot wind blowing the first leaves around, sending them skittering over her boots as she walked back to her silver Honda Pilot. She really shouldn’t have come to the Laurelton steak house and bar wearing utilitarian black slacks and the button-up, short-sleeve shirt she’d worn to work. Even though it was popular with commuters Xavier’s screamed for plunging necklines and chandelier earrings and CFM shoes with four-inch-heels.

Like that was ever going to happen.

She should go to her father’s like she’d said she would and root through the attic and basement and garage and outbuildings in search of all the old flotsam and jetsam of her days at Sunset Elementary School. But like Auggie she didn’t like going “home.” Ever. She hadn’t been comfortable there after her mother’s car accident when September was in the fifth grade, and the thought of dealing with her autocratic father, who’d basically disowned her and Auggie when they went into law enforcement, wasn’t a pleasant one, either. And then to have to explain about a killer who was targeting her . . . Braden Rafferty would have an apoplectic fit and the “I told you sos” would come raining down in a torrent.

And don’t even get her started on Rosamund, the latest stepmother, whose age was closer to September’s than her father’s. The stepmom before Rosamund, Verna, lay somewhere in between; Braden’s taste had apparently grown younger as he grew older.

Peachy.

Switching on the ignition and the Bluetooth, September dug out her cell and hit Auggie’s number. That stuff she’d told him she wanted to talk about when he called on her birthday was bothering her and now she didn’t want to wait until she’d found her grade school papers and such to discuss it. The phone rang three times before he answered, “Hey, there, Nine.”

“Hey, yourself. I’m thinking of heading to Dad’s now, finally, and looking around for my grade-school memorabilia,” she said, negotiating into traffic.

“Took a while to work up the courage, huh. I feel your pain.”

“I just wanted to talk about . . . growing up Rafferty, a bit.”

He groaned. “Do we have to?”

“No one would have thrown our stuff out, would they? Dad? Verna, or Rosamund? I can’t think they’d bother. I’m guessing my stuff—all of our stuff—just got shoved into the attic or basement and forgotten.”

“Probably,” he allowed.

“If Dad’s there, I’ll ask him.”

“When was the last time you talked to him?” Auggie asked.

“He called me on my birthday, at a more civilized hour than you did.”

“When before that?” he challenged.

“We talked on the phone on March’s birthday,” September told him. “And, of course, I saw him at July’s birthday party at The Willows,” she added, referring to her father’s winery.

“Pretty good. Now tell me how long, every time, it took him before he suggested you seek other employment?”

“He’s been better lately about keeping it to himself.”

Auggie sniffed his disbelief. “Maybe going to the house will be okay, then,” he said, but his voice said something else.

“The killer got my artwork from somewhere. Dad’s house is the most likely place.”

“If it even was the killer who sent it to you.”

“Of course it was the killer,” she stated.

“Not necessarily. Pauline Kirby let the world know. Could be somebody trying to shake you up.”

Kirby was Channel Seven’s best-known reporter and she was fast becoming the nemesis of everyone in the police department, September included. She’d blindsided September in a recent television interview.

“One of our family members?” she asked him. “That’s what you’re suggesting, right?”

“Maybe. I’m just saying the message could be from someone other than the killer.”

“You just don’t want to think he’s targeted me. I get it. But yeah, it is a warning. And though I’ve got issues with some of our family members, I don’t think any of them could be involved in any way with this killer. Maybe . . . the message was from someone who knows who the killer is and knows I’m on the case, but it’s not our family. That I won’t believe.” Something in her own words tickled her brain, but when she tried to place what it was, it escaped her.

“You gotta keep your mind open, Nine.”

“Well, whoever sent it to me got it from somewhere. That’s all I’m saying. And the most likely place is the house.”

“If you see dear old Dad when you’re there, don’t mention my name.”

“Yeah, like he won’t ask about you. ‘How’s your twin, September? Have you seen August lately?’ That’s pretty standard.”

“He disowned us,” Auggie said. “Not the other way around.”

“You’re preaching to the choir. But I gotta go see him.”

She negotiated around a tight corner and back to her apartment complex with its matching sets of upper and lower units that gave it a faux townhouse look, each set separated from the others by different facades, colors, and design elements. September and her lower neighbor’s unit sported tan shingles with black shutters. “I’m not crazy about going out there tonight, but I need to do something.”

“Be careful, Nine.”

“Oh, don’t start that whole big brother crap with me.”

“As soon as I can, I’m going to help you catch this bastard,” he said for about the fiftieth time.

“D’Annibal took me off Zuma, and put me on Do Unto Others even before I got the message from the killer or whoever. Give Sandler and me a chance, for God’s sake. We’re capable. Okay? Capable.”

“If it was the killer who sent you that artwork, then he’s zeroed in on you.”

“You’re deaf, I swear. Let me do this! If you—” September stopped herself from saying something she would regret. She knew the main reason he was acting this way was because he was afraid for her.

“If I . . . ?” he prompted.

“Just don’t do anything yet. I’ll go to Dad’s and see if I can find anything at the house. Gretchen and I are digging into the backgrounds of all the vics. Revisiting stuff we’ve already visited. Doing the work. Trust me, there’s nothing for you to do, so just . . . wait.”

After a long pause he finally said, “Okay.”

“Go be with Liv and forget about me for a while. I can take care of myself. Even with Dad. I’m going to ask him about the kitchen wall where Mom hung up our elementary school stuff. He might remember something about it. Mom put the artwork that was sent to me at the station on the wall, the falling leaves. I remember that. She had it up for a long time.”

“Your memory’s faulty. She had mine up there, not yours,” Auggie said.

“Uh-uh.” September pulled into her designated spot in the carport, cut the engine, but stayed in the car.

“It was mine,” Auggie insisted.

“She had your leaf artwork up there, too?”

“I don’t know about yours, but mine was there. We both did a bunch of the same projects all through elementary school. I didn’t remember it was from second grade, but if you say so I’ll believe it. Mom was always tagging up some stupid thing we’d done and declaring it art.”

“Mrs. Walsh was my second grade teacher. The artwork that came to the station was from when I was in her homeroom.”

“Well, there you go. But I know it was my artwork on the kitchen wall. Maybe yours was there, too.”

“What teacher did you have?”

“Mrs. McBride.”

“Ugh. She was no fun,” September remembered. “And the third homeroom teacher was Ms. Osborne. She was younger.”

“Uh huh.” He sounded like he was losing interest in the conversation.

“You’re sure it was your artwork?” September squinted, thinking hard as she got out of the car.

“I know it was.”

“God, Auggie, maybe you’re right. I left a lot of my stuff at school, I remember. You were always better about bringing everything home. It used to piss me off.”

“Ah, yes. I was an approval-seeker in those days.”

“So, what does that mean? That my project never made it home, and then . . . it fell into the hands of the killer . . . or whoever?”

“All I know is somebody sent you a message meant to scare you. If you find more elementary schoolwork at the house, it doesn’t necessarily mean anybody at the house sent it to you. Maybe that project was found by someone else, someone with a twisted purpose.”

“Someone who knew it was my second grade work and that I’m a cop, so they could send it to the station?”

“You were just on the news, weren’t you?”

“Yes, but—”

“I gotta go, Nine. Take it easy with dear old Dad. Don’t let him get to you. And call me later and let me know if you find some more artwork. We made so many beautiful pieces back then.”

“I’ve always wondered if maybe we should have chosen a fine arts school instead of the police academy.”

His snort of laughter was his sign-off, and she was smiling as she walked past the door to the unit below hers. She headed up the private flight of steps that led to each upper unit, then pulled out her keys, unlocked her door, and quickly let herself inside, closing the door behind her and throwing the deadbolt. She wasn’t nearly as cavalier as she would like Auggie to believe.

She looked around the small space: U-shaped kitchen, living room with television and DVR. Along the back of the overstuffed couch was the quilt her maternal grandmother had given her. September had called her grandmother Meemaw when she was learning to talk and it stuck. Meemaw had died the same year her daughter Kathryn, September’s mother, had been killed in an automobile accident. Meemaw had had health issues, or so her father had told her, but to this day September believed Meemaw’s death was from a broken heart at the loss of her only child.

Before she could change her mind, September traded her work clothes for jeans, a black tank, and sandals, and headed to the Rafferty estate on the southern edge of Laurelton. The Raffertys, already wealthy, had been made wealthier by September’s father, a businessman. After Kathryn’s death, Braden had become even more single-sighted and hard driving, and he’d added to the Rafferty fortune, often on the backs of others, which had earned him more than a few enemies along the way . . . and lost him relationships with his youngest children, September and Auggie.

Braden Rafferty was known for his money, his influence, his business acumen, and his winery, The Willows, but he was not known for being a family man despite having five children. He was also not known for his fidelity and stick-to-itiveness. Though September still ached for the loss of her mother, and though she knew her father had loved Kathryn as much as he was capable of, she also knew Braden had made her mother’s life a living hell. She liked to think Kathryn Rafferty had found peace in the hereafter. It made the “here” so much more bearable.

Now, driving through the pillared gates, September drew a fortifying breath. She pulled up to the sprawling Rafferty home and parked on the wide concrete apron, edged in travertine, that Braden had put in for his guests, which really, when you thought about it, was all September was to him anymore.

She climbed from her silver Pilot into a dense, black night, studded by stars, pushed the remote to lock the vehicle, then turned toward the house.

Showtime, she thought a bit grimly.





Chapter 2

The Rafferty house itself was a monstrosity. Built to resemble a Bavarian castle complete with front turret, gables, and pinnacles, its interior had been remodeled twice, once each by the two successive wives her father had married after her mother’s death, both times to the serious detriment of the home. The last time September had visited she hadn’t recognized one item of furniture, one dish, one picture from her growing up years. Everything had been changed. Everything had become something that either Verna, her father’s second wife, or Rosamund, his current one, had added to the house, although Verna’s contributions were slowly being eradicated: the crystal chandelier had been replaced with a modern one sporting polished nickel spikes that ended in bulbs; the heavy damask brown drapes had been replaced with even heavier damask black drapes; the kitchen cabinets, natural cherry once, had been painted burgundy during Verna’s regime, and now were a malignant lime green.

September wondered briefly, as she had before, what had happened to Verna’s sly, glance-at-you-out-of-the-sides-of-his-eyes son, Stefan Harmak, who was two years younger than September and Auggie. Verna had been married to Braden for about ten years before he met Rosamund, during September’s tween and teen years. September’s memory of that period was of just trying to keep her head down to stay out of the way of Verna’s mercurial wrath. To this day Verna complained loudly and bitterly to anyone who would listen that Rosamund Bitch Reece was a money-grubbing slut (which actually had been said about Verna as well, though September wisely kept that to herself) and that the much younger Rosamund had seduced Braden with her sexual ways, otherwise she, Verna, would still be with Braden.

Which was, of course, utterly false.

September knocked on the front door, but, finding it unlocked, let herself in before anyone could answer. She headed down the thick Moroccan carpet that ran from the foyer to the living room and called, “Hello? Rosamund? It’s September.”

At the edge of the living room September halted, listening. Her eyes fell on the picture on the opposite wall. When Verna was queen of the castle, she’d put a photo of Stefan in pride of place on the mantel above the black, marble-faced fireplace, but now September saw that Stefan’s picture had been replaced by a larger one of the beautiful Rosamund. She glanced away from the picture, then jerked back.

Was that a baby bump in the picture?

A moment later she heard footsteps padding toward her, and then Rosamund appeared in bare feet and a light tan linen sleeveless top and capri pants. To her disbelief the baby bump was now a full-fledged hill.

“My God, September! I thought some stranger had just walked in! Suma must have forgotten to lock the door after she left. Doesn’t matter how many times I tell her, she always forgets.”

“I didn’t know you were pregnant,” September said in a wooden voice.

Rosamund’s eyes were a tawny brown, and her hair was a long, straight, lustrous, dark brown sheath. She lifted one brow and said obliquely, “If you and your brother would call Braden more often, you might learn things.”

Sideways accusations. Her way. “If memory serves, he basically disowned Auggie and me over our career choices.”

“He said he called you on your birthday.”

“He gets points for that,” she said without inflection.

“You carry such a grudge,” she said with a tsk-tsk.

“A Rafferty trait. So, when is this blessed event due to occur?”

Rosamund placed a hand atop her belly. “January.”

“I hope it’s a girl,” September said, “if you and Dad are sticking with the month-naming thing.”

“It is a girl,” she said. “I plan on naming her Gilda.”

“Gilda. Good luck with that.”

Her lips compressed and she said, “If you’re looking for your father, he’s at The Willows.”

The Willows was about forty minutes away, in the Oregon wine country of Yamhill County. September took it as a good sign that her father wasn’t in a closed-door conference with her older brother, March, heads bent together planning some sort of new business coup that would garner them a boatload of bucks while putting good people out of work, their usual modus operandi.

“I actually came to look in the attic for some of my grade school work,” September told her, seeking to ease around Rosamund who was firmly planted between September and the back stairs to the attic.

“Grade school? What for?”

“I’m thinking of framing some of my artwork and selling it for some extra cash.”

“Ha, ha. So funny. I don’t really want you to go into the attic right now, if you don’t mind. I’ll tell Braden, and you guys can figure it out later.”

“Are you serious?” September stared at her.

“As a heart attack,” she answered coolly.

For the first time it occurred to September that the awful Verna might have been a better choice for a partner than Rosamund. And she might even have been right about that Rosamund-bitch thing.

She was debating on telling Rosamund the true reason she wanted to search the attic, when March strode through the front door as if he owned the place. He stopped short upon seeing September and Rosamund together. “Nine, what the hell are you doing here?”

“Visiting,” she said. “Dad’s at The Willows.”

“I know. I’m heading there next. Since when did you start ‘visiting’?”

“Oh, you know. Just missed my family.”

He peered closely at her, trying to discern if she was putting him on. He looked like Auggie: dark hair, the Rafferty blue eyes, strong jaw, lean build. But where Auggie always had the light of amusement in his eyes, March was stern and cold, like their father. September’s older sister, July, favored both her brothers’ looks, whereas May, the sister closest in age to September—whose death when September was just fifteen shattered them all anew a few short years after Kathryn’s death—also looked the closest to September: the same athletic build, high cheekbones, auburn hair, and, of course, the Rafferty blue eyes.

Now, it appeared they were about to have a new member of the family.

As if reading her mind, March glanced at Rosamund’s rounded figure and frowned. He’d married a woman while in his twenties, but the union hadn’t made it five years; Jenny, his ex, had liked the money and lifestyle, but had liked her Pilates instructor more.

March and Jenny had one child together: ten-year-old Evie, who lived with him half the time, Jenny the other half. Evie was downright beautiful with long, dark hair and eyes so blue they looked violet, but she was as unsmiling and uncompromising as her father. At least that’s how September remembered her, and that’s certainly how Evie had appeared two months earlier at July’s birthday party at The Willows. But then Evie had been the only child at the outdoor picnic, so maybe that accounted for her attitude. September hated to think that, like March, who was as demanding, inflexible, and humorless as Braden, Evie had inherited those same Rafferty traits.

“Have you seen July?” he asked September and Rosamund both.

“She’s not at The Willows?” September responded, as her sister ran the winery for her father.

“I just called there and they said she hadn’t shown up today.” He sounded irked.

Rosamund shrugged and said, “I’m not her keeper.”

“I haven’t seen her since her . . . birthday,” September admitted, acutely aware that, though she’d gone to the picnic for July, she had merely called March on his birthday and had ignored her father’s altogether.

If March noticed, he gave no sign of it, saying impatiently to Rosamund, “When you see her, tell her I need to talk to her.”

“Text her. You’ll probably talk to her first anyway,” Rosamund replied, running a hand through her hair, looking bored.

“How’s Evie?” September asked.

“Fine,” he said brusquely. He mumbled something about papers in Braden’s den, then strode on past them.

Rosamund watched him go and said to September, “He works with Braden. They’re always bringing papers and folders and briefcases into the den.”

“I didn’t think March had much to do with July and the winery. Does he see her that often?”

“Oh, sure . . . we all do now.”

“What do you mean?”

Rosamund gave an unladylike snort. “She’s been living here the past month. Just moved in without even asking me! I told Braden she has to leave before the baby’s born, but no one seems to want to listen to me.”

September couldn’t credit it. Though she hadn’t kept up with most of her family, she was surprised her older sister had moved back in with their father. March had his own place, and he and her father practically lived in each other’s skin. July had always, as long as September was aware, kept her own apartment or condo.

Rosamund was looking at her, waiting, and September thought about storming past her to the attic, then decided it just wasn’t worth it. Even if she found her grade school treasures, she doubted there was anything earth-shattering amongst them that would give her a new lead in the investigation.

“Tell Dad I’ll be by tomorrow,” she said, then headed back outside into the still warm evening.

She felt depressed. Without Auggie, she had no one to relate to within the Rafferty clan. Her mother and May, the women she’d been closest to, had been taken from her before she was an adult. July had always been on her own path and September had been too young to ever really relate to her. Maybe it was time to bridge that gap; it was worth a try. She just wished she had someone else who was close enough to confide in; Auggie was there but he’d been undercover off and on, and therefore had been unavailable a lot of the time.

No wonder she’d fallen for Jake Westerly when she’d been a senior in high school. No wonder she’d made a fool of herself that year, dreaming about him like a lovesick fool, making love with him only to learn from his vile friend T.J. that Jake had merely been trying to score with a virgin. Was it true? To this day, she didn’t know, and it didn’t matter anyway in the larger scheme of things. September had wanted to be with him and she’d gotten that chance. He’d actually been nice to her during that time—or she’d thought he was being nice, hard to say with T.J.’s reveal—which had been wonderful after all the years of teasing she’d endured from Jake throughout elementary school. Jake’s father had worked for September’s and there was a bit of the rich kid/poor kid thing that he’d needled her about. It was like a backward way of flirting she recognized now, but it had hurt when she was young, especially because she secretly liked him. And then everything changed in high school when Jake came into his own and money was no longer any factor in his social status, and for a brief moment he split with his longtime girlfriend, Loni Cheever, and he and September spent a night together.

When he learned about it, T.J. had had a lot of unkind things to say about that. Embarrassing things. September had pretended to be immune as a means to get him to stop, but when Jake went back to Loni, she started wondering if some of what T.J. had said might actually be true. Did guys really want to score with virgins just to get that notch on their belts? Guys like Jake Westerly?

It just was so damn lame.

Shaking off the thought, September drove back the way she’d come, arriving at her apartment around seven-thirty. She’d barely parked when she thought of the empty contents of her refrigerator, so she started the ignition again and turned the Pilot toward the nearest fast-food restaurant, Subway Sandwiches.

Twenty minutes later, pastrami sandwich in hand, she returned to her apartment, stripped off her clothes, ran through the shower, then placed her sandwich on a plate and went to eat at the sofa, in front of the TV Ever since she’d been interviewed about the Do Unto Others case a few weeks earlier, she’d set her DVR to record the Channel Seven nightly news at five-thirty and ten. Now she grabbed the remote and scrolled through the list of programs, punching up the recording of the five-thirty news as she took her first bite.

She was staring at the screen when the thought she hadn’t been able to catch earlier came back to her: he’d seen her on the news. He had to have. The killer had seen her on the news and that’s how he knew she was a detective.

And that very same night Glenda Tripp was murdered.

And shortly thereafter September had received the “bloody” message.

She set the sandwich down, and put the recording on PAUSE, catching Channel Seven’s newswoman and resident muckraker Pauline Kirby’s feral face in a really unbecoming moment where her eyes were half-shut and her mouth was opened in a snarl.

Was she making connections that weren’t there?

No. It was too coincidental. He’d sent her that message and it was personal.

With a feeling of dread—she hated seeing herself on video—she switched from today’s news to the interview she’d done with Pauline Kirby. She’d watched it once, horrified at how she looked. She didn’t know how actors and people like Pauline Kirby did it. Whenever she saw herself on camera all she wanted to do was close her eyes and groan at the flaws.

Now, she exited the news program and scrolled through the lists on her DVR until she found the recorded interview again. It had been taken at the crime scene where Emmy Decatur’s body had been discovered.

Setting her teeth, September pushed the button and the program started. She fast-forwarded to the clip with Pauline Kirby and the two hikers who had found the body, an interview that had occurred before September had arrived at the scene. Sitting on the edge of the couch, she braced for what was to come, determined this time to pay strict attention to the words and not get distracted by her own shortcomings, real or imagined.

It began with Pauline introducing the two hikers to the camera: “The body of Emmy Decatur was found by Brian Legusky and Dina Wendt, hikers familiar with this area near the foothills of the Coast Range. They called 911 and turned the case over to the Laurelton Police Department, but they agreed to come back to the site for us and give us a recap of just what happened.” She pointed the mic toward Legusky and said, “Tell us what happened.”

“Well . . . me and Dina had been on some trails and we were coming back and our truck was over there . . .” He motioned toward the gravel road that September had parked on when she’d joined the interview. “It was a nice day. We thought we’d maybe put our packs down in the field, have somethin’ to eat . . . I dunno. And then, there she was . . .” He glanced over at Wendt, who was staring wide-eyed, looking sick with the memory.

Pauline then tried to engage Wendt, who could barely squeak out a word or two. Then back to Pauline, who said she was about to interview one of the investigators on the case, Detective September Rafferty of the Laurelton PD.

Enter September, wearing black pants, a black V-necked T-shirt, and her light gray, linen jacket. It had been hot that day, too, but she’d worried about sweat stains so she’d put on the jacket for her television appearance. Her auburn hair was normally clipped back, but she’d let it down for the interview and when the handheld camera brought her up, she looked too young to have any experience at all.

“Dammit.” Lieutenant D’Annibal had asked her to be the face of the investigation and she’d been sent as a missionary of department goodwill. Never fear, good citizens of Laurelton, the police are here to serve and protect and we’ve sent out our finest—youngest—detective to put you at ease.

Pauline began by asking September about the circumstances that had brought Decatur’s body to their attention, which was the 911 call, and then brought up Sheila Dempsey, the first victim discovered strangled and left in a field in the area, though Dempsey had been across the county line and not in the Laurelton PD’s jurisdiction until D’Annibal wrested the case away after the discovery of Decatur’s body. Then when the third victim, Glenda Tripp, was found within Laurelton city limits, it was understood the case had been given to Laurelton generally, and to September and Gretchen Sandler specifically.

But at the time of the interview with Pauline, Tripp’s body hadn’t been found yet, so the thrust concerned Sheila Dempsey and Emmy Decatur, a surprise to September as she’d hoped to keep the crimes separated, at least as far as the public knew. She’d had to go with the flow, however, and said, “. . . we’re still checking the evidence to see if the two crimes are truly related,” hoping to put an end to the speculation.

Pauline was nodding and regarding her with an intense, “I get you” look, but then she uttered her pièce d’ résistance: “We understand there were markings on the bodies. Words.”

September watched herself glance toward the hikers. They’d been asked not to reveal anything about the words carved into Emmy Decatur’s body, but Pauline had apparently gotten to them. She then turned from them, faced Pauline squarely, and said, “Cause of death was strangulation in both cases.”

“But there were markings . . .” Pauline also looked over to Legusky and Wendt. “There were words, cut into Emmy Decatur’s torso. ‘Do Unto Others As She Did To Me,’ right?” The camera pulled back to include Legusky, who nodded several times. Pauline then focused on September again, asking, “Can you confirm, Detective Rafferty?”

“Not at this time.”

“You’re afraid of a panic? That people will freak out when they learn there’s a serial killer whose signature is cutting a phrase into his victims’ skin? Well, I think this is information we all need to know.” Pauline looked directly into the camera. “Young women are being murdered and their bodies used as a crude message.” She turned back to September. “What are you doing to protect us, besides keeping the truth to yourselves?”

September could see herself straighten with the affront and she fought a groan. Her onscreen self stated firmly, “There’s an ongoing, full-scale investigation in progress.”

“Really? Excuse me, Detective, but how can that be, given the other still-unsolved major case, the Zuma Software Massacre? Is that an ongoing, full-scale investigation, too?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have the manpower for both? We all know there have been major slashes to government budgets and that includes law enforcement as well. Can you guarantee our safety? I mean, seriously?”

Watching, September almost wanted to cover her face and look between her fingers. She glanced away and heard herself say officiously, “Laurelton PD, in conjunction with Winslow County Sheriff’s Department and the Portland PD, has qualified personnel working hard on both cases. We—”

“But has progress been made anywhere?”

“Yes, of course.”

“On Zuma, or the Do Unto Others killer?”

“Both,” she said. “I’m sure you understand we can’t reveal details that would jeopardize—”

“What about Dr. Frank Navarone?” Pauline suddenly asked, and now September glanced back to the TV. Seeing herself blink in surprise at the unexpected question, she narrowed her eyes on Pauline’s image, but her mind started traveling down avenues that had seemed like dead ends once, but now opened up to new possibilities. Pauline had brought up Frank Navarone who was Glenda Tripp’s uncle and shortly thereafter Glenda Tripp was murdered by, it certainly looked like, the Do Unto Others killer.

The killer had seen September in this interview.

Pauline looked impatient, but finally September said, “Dr. Navarone is a person of interest.”

“In which case?” Pauline pounced.

“The Zuma Software shootings,” September was forced to admit.

And that was it for September. Pauline turned back to the camera for a close-up where she finished, “It may be just as Detective Rafferty suggests, that the police are doing everything they can”—her tone suggested otherwise—“but can we trust our lives to an undermanned, overworked local police force? There’s a killer out there. Likely more than one. Take care and lock your doors. . . .”

September fast-forwarded to the end of the recording, but she didn’t erase it just yet.

She’d been with the Laurelton PD for almost five months now. Sheila Dempsey had been killed around the time September was hired, but in Winslow County. Emmy Decatur’s body was found in the Laurelton city limits, and then September had given the interview to Channel Seven. The next morning Glenda Tripp’s body was discovered in her apartment.

And then the Do Unto Others message on her second grade artwork had arrived.

September stood up and stared across the room, out the window of her living room toward the backside of the building and the street. But she wasn’t seeing anything, her mind was picking at possibilities.

What was it about her that interested the killer? Was he someone from her past, maybe seeking to even some old score she was unaware of? Or, was he someone who’d seen her on the news, and then found her artwork somehow? That didn’t make any sense. Or, was it that he knew where her artwork was, and then when he saw her on the news, he was suddenly driven to send her the message? That maybe she happened to cross his path after he’d started his deadly mission? But then he still would have had to know the artwork was hers.

“He knows me,” she decided. “He has to.”

I need to find my stuff.

Tomorrow. Whether her father was home or not, she was going to attack the attic and basement.

 


 



The killer sat on the concrete floor, cross-legged and naked, his arms straight in front of him, his eyes closed. The blinds were drawn so if the bitch next door came snooping around she wouldn’t be able to see in. New blinds, because the old ones had been bent and saggy and offered holes—windows—into his world.

New blinds because that was his outer self’s current job: installer for Mel’s Window Coverings and he ordered some for himself and haggled with Mel about the discount.

New blinds because the cords used to manipulate the slats had been lying there when he first needed them . . . with Sheila.

He inhaled and held his breath. For years . . . half his life . . . he’d kept the beast hidden inside himself and had managed to evade capture over his first human kills. He’d lived in pure fear, expecting the authorities to find him, but they never did. He’d fed the beast’s need with an ample supply of pornography and sudden spurts of nighttime hunting for small, stray animals. And it had worked. He’d burned to prove them all wrong . . . the doctors . . . the medical staff . . . all the fuckers who’d passed judgment on him and labeled him a deviant. He’d been determined to fight the beast that was his inner self and he’d succeeded for years.

But the beast never slept, always wanted to prowl.

And then he’d read the article. . . .

Nine . . . the beast will have you. Soon . . . soon.

Outside he heard a noise. The bitch was coming toward his home!

But then he heard other sounds, the slamming of a car door, an engine roaring to life. He heard the crunch of gravel beneath the tires and wondered if she was backing all the way down the long drive. He hoped to hell there was nothing behind her because the bitch was half-blind.

All this land around him—all this isolation except for her.

He wished her dead, but not yet . . . he couldn’t afford anyone sniffing around the area, asking too many questions. He needed nothing to give him away, now that the hunt was on.

Opening his eyes, he got to his feet and walked to the DVR, reversing to September’s interview. He’d been recording the news since Sheila’s death, combing the programs for anything about either of the women he’d left for Nine to find. And then suddenly there she was! Talking on camera with that woman reporter. Talking about Navarone!

It had sent him into a frenzy, seeing her so clearly. September . . . Nine . . . the beast had sprung loose and he’d driven frantically to the Laurelton station. He couldn’t wait!

But then he’d gotten a leash on the beast and managed to pull the curtain down over his inner self. His brain cooled a bit and he knew he would be foolish to take September then. More planning was needed . . . more surrogates. . . but that mention of Navarone . . .

He hadn’t intended to take Glenda, but the beast needed to be fed and knew exactly where Glenda would be, her favorite bar, The Lariat; the slut just couldn’t resist dancing. But when he got there, too many people were hanging around the parking lot. He couldn’t chance anyone seeing him with her. So, he waited till she left the bar and then he followed her home. Easy for him to catch up to her by her car, easy for him to invite himself in, even though she’d been slightly skittish, but a little drunk, too. The beast knew her. Glenda Navarone Tripp. And she knew him. They’d screwed back in the day, screwed everywhere they could think of. She’d been particularly hot and nasty on her uncle’s examining table, saying what a sick psycho he was and how she was only pretending to like him. He didn’t care. He was just fuckin’ horny and she had the right body, the dark hair. She’d been into it, too. Couldn’t get enough. But in the end she’d dismissed him. Had even had the balls to tell him that she was worried about him. He was too obsessive, too intense. He wanted to show her the beast then, but he’d restrained himself. She drifted away, but he never forgot. Never forgot . . .

And she had a body like Nine’s.

Now, rewatching September in the interview he grabbed his cock and brought himself to a climax before he could stop himself. As soon as he realized what he’d done he shoved his hands in his hair and pulled hard, threw back his head and howled in rage. No. No! Had to save it. For the surrogates . . . for the whores, if necessary. . . and for September . . .

The last time he’d allowed himself the pleasure was with Glenda. He’d taken his hunting knife, the cord, and a plastic baggie. As soon as he was inside her apartment, he’d backed her against the wall. With a pulse beating in his head and September’s blue eyes imprinted on his retinas, he’d slammed into Glenda while she fought the hand covering her mouth. They wrestled a bit; she tried to bite and scratch, but he knew her game. He flung her down and she lay on her back, spent. Just like the others. Then he’d wrapped the cord around her neck and watched her try to beg for her life, but each time she spoke he cut off her words until finally there was utter silence.

He didn’t like to kill them with the cord. He wanted the knife. The knife was the instrument that sang when he cut them.

It would be different with September, but for Glenda it had been what needed to be done to service the beast. He watched her eyes dim and grow glassy. He had to fight the urge to take her one more time but he’d purposely only brought one condom. He had to be careful. When he was finished he put the used condom in the baggie and yanked up her red blouse, exposed her black bra, and started to cut. But then the neighbors came back to their apartment, shouting and screaming. Through the thin walls he heard a huge, brawling fight break out, loud enough to be heard outside.

He couldn’t stay. Couldn’t finish. Couldn’t risk it. In a cold fury he had to sneak away quickly.

Unsatisfactory.

Now, he watched September’s interview in its entirety again. He reset the recording and watched it again. And again. Played it nine times, watching September Rafferty talk about the killer, acting like she knew him.

But she didn’t know him . . . not like she thought she did.

His gaze lifted reverently from the television to the picture on the wall above it. An underwater seascape collage of sea anemones, some clinging to rocks. Some floating, one with its center opening to him . . . beautiful. . . vibrant . . .

In his mind’s eye he saw her lying down in the field, opening to him.

She wouldn’t be able to dismiss him again.

Nine . . .

Getting up, he walked to the locked door at the back of the room, which led to a stairway and his special room. He took a key from around his neck and unsnapped the hasp, pulling open the door. There was a cot inside and a shelf above it with a box. Ignoring the cot, he pulled down the box and reverently lifted the lid, which was only locked when he brought his prey back from the hunt and tied them to the cot. He hadn’t been able to do that with Glenda, hadn’t been able to later take her outside to the fields, and he could feel the pulse of the beast starting to thrum with need inside him.

Inside the box, the red-brown tress of hair was delicate within its tiny plastic bag. He touched it gently. The other items nestled in the box he would only touch with gloves, but his eye ran over them. Her things . . . drawings and chewed Crayolas and the All About Me book. Pictures of her childhood. A bounty that he’d discovered after much searching.

He’d waited so long . . . had fretted during long nights that it might never happen . . . had sometimes managed to forget for a while.

But now he knew they would be together. He knew where she worked and he knew where she lived.

Soon, very soon. She would be his last . . . and they would spend eternity together. But not yet. The hunt was on. The beast was in his prime.

There was much more to do before he allowed her to catch him.

Nine . . .
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