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Chapter One
 
    
 
   “And when did you discover that the alarm wires had been cut?”
 
   She didn’t yell, she didn’t crowd, she didn’t use any of the tactics they taught on interrogation, but Detective Michelle Park’s low key methods worked for her.  Primly dressed in a dove gray pantsuit, she sat with perfect posture, black hair pulled back into a severe bun.  Park looked more like an investment banker or an assistant principal than a detective.  
 
   While it wasn’t Nick’s personal style, he could appreciate her strategy, especially when it garnered results.  Feeling no immediate threat, the subject tripped himself up with his own story and that’s when she went in for the kill.  
 
   Detective Kip Brady stood by Nick’s side, watching the proceedings on the monitor with admiration.  “She’s pretty good at this.  I feel like confessing and I ain’t even in the room.”  The other half of Nick’s support team was nattily dressed in a tailored suit, his shoes buffed to a high shine.  With close cropped dark hair and blue eyes, he easily fit the bill of everyone’s buddy, a trait that had served him well in his years on the force.  
 
   By contrast, Sergeant Nick Gibson’s pin striped suit might’ve been off the rack, but it was no less pleasing to the eye on his ruggedly handsome, six foot one and a half frame.  His mood was light as he watched his protégé grill the scumbag they had in the interrogation room at the Central Precinct.   “I feel like a proud papa,” he said, his grin stretching when the perp’s eyes bugged wider, starting to sweat.  
 
   Brady suddenly jumped, the buzz from his pocket startling him into an all thumbs scramble to retrieve his phone.  “Yeah…”  He listened, his smile growing wider as he gave Nick a knowing nod.  “Thanks, man.  Bring her up, we’ll take it from there.”  Hanging up the call, he turned to Gibson with a grin.  “They picked up Delilah at the airport, just like you said.”
 
   A little vindication wasn’t a bad way to start the day.  “Did she have the cash on her?”
 
   “Could you go for a donut right now?” Brady raised a single brow.  Nick took his meaning, but suddenly all he could think about were crullers.  
 
   “I really could,” he murmured, that cup of oatmeal paste he’d picked up at the coffee shop having long ago disappeared from his stomach.  But first things first.  “It’s time to reel him in.  Would you like to do the honors?”
 
   “It’d be my genuine pleasure,” Brady beamed.
 
   His phone chirped and Nick recognized the precinct number on the line.  
 
   “Hey, there’s a pretty lady here to see ya,” the desk officer reported, the smile in his voice leading Nick to think said pretty lady was right within earshot.  
 
   “Thanks, I’ll be right down.”  Confident that Brady and Park had things well in hand, he flashed them a thumbs up and headed for the elevators.  Looking forward to seeing Annaliese, Gibson wondered what he’d done to merit a mid-morning visit.  He was pretty sure she had to work at her store today; Argent Flame had enjoyed a brisk business since the publicity brought on by the unpleasantness the year before.  Hopefully it wasn’t to cancel their dinner plans, he had a whole abbondanza of delights planned.  
 
   Running a quick hand through his sandy brown hair as he studied his reflection on the inside of the elevator doors, Nick’s brown eyes crinkled into familiar laugh lines over what he saw.  “Now there’s a handsome devil.”  He saluted himself, dropping his hand surreptitiously when the doors slid open.  
 
   Annaliese stood facing the street, her back to him.  She was dressed more conservatively than normal, the tailored pantsuit a change from her usual flowing skirts and breathable fabrics, especially with the weather gearing up for summer.  Maybe she’d had a business meeting and decided to stop in and say hi on her way?  
 
   Nick popped up right behind her, his voice at her ear.  “Hey there, darlin’, it’s good to see you,” he purred.
 
   Her shoulders tensed, but the smooth voice was unruffled as she turned around.  “It’s good to be seen, Detective Gibson.”
 
   It wasn’t Annaliese at all.  Nick was so surprised, he forgot to correct her that it was Sergeant now.  
 
   Special Agent Natalie Fox.  Of all the women to be waiting for him in the police station, it would’ve taken him a thousand guesses to come up with her name.  Of course up close he could see that her hair was darker than Annaliese’s.  It was more of a deep sable than Anna’s mahogany tresses, but almost as long, pulled back into a thick braid that coiled over her shoulder.  Her eyes were dark too, snapping with intelligence, just the way he liked his women.  
 
   Seeing his befuddlement, her generous mouth smoothed into an amused smile.  He’d tasted those lips before and been left wanting more.  She was paler than Anna, her skin smooth and creamy – alabaster, they used to call it – with a single beauty mark by her collarbone that drove him absolutely wild.  How many times had he daydreamed about discovering any other secrets she might have hidden under those conservative suits?  But those mysteries were locked away under a tailored blue blazer and a creamy silk shirt, open at the throat for a tantalizing peek.  
 
   Nick swallowed, recovering his wits slower than he’d have liked.  “Special Agent Fox.  To what do I owe this pleasure?”
 
   “Is there somewhere comfortable we can talk privately?”
 
   “Private I can do, comfortable not so much, unless you feel like taking a drive.”
 
   “I’m entirely at your disposal.”
 
   “Are you now…?”  Nick tamped down the thoughts that had absolutely no business running through his head and extended his arm toward the elevators.  It was a good thing Annaliese hadn’t come to see him, he didn’t relish the idea of being turned into a toad by the pretty witch.  Not that he spent his time mooning over attractive women, but this one was special, it was right in her name – Special Agent Fox.  Back in the day he’d called her Agent Foxy, at least out of earshot, and once after too many shared beers when he’d first gotten a glimpse of that beauty mark.  
 
   What was she doing up in Oregon of all places?  Her expression gave no clues as they rode up the elevator together and he directed her into an empty interview room.
 
   “It’s been a long time,” he ventured once they were both seated and she hit him with those dark eyes.  
 
   “Five years I make it.”
 
   “That sounds about right.”  She still hadn’t come out to say why she was there, but her face was a mask of professionalism that lent him to believe it was less to do with him specifically.  “Are you here in town on a case?” 
 
   “Yes, I am,” she admitted, leaning forward to clasp her hands on the table.  “And the first thing I thought about once I got here was contacting you.”
 
   “You did?” he blinked in surprise.  Was he wrong about her motivation for seeking him out?  They hadn’t spoken once in those past five years since they’d worked together on the Roeper case.  He’d assumed the sophisticated and sexy FBI agent had put him out of her mind when she moved on to the next case.  “How did you even know I’d moved to Portland from Los Angeles?”
 
   “I’ve kept loose tabs on you over the years.”
 
   “And here I thought you would’ve forgotten all about little old me,” he quipped, and she met that with a sultry curve of the lips.
 
   “Some things stick with a girl.”
 
   He was in so much trouble.  “What can I, ah… do for you, Agent Fox?”  Nick shifted in his chair.  
 
   “I think it’s safe for you to call me Natalie, I’m not here on an official capacity.”
 
   “You’re not?”  Interesting, but her next words popped his overinflated ego. 
 
   “Not entirely.  It’s more of a professional courtesy.  I’m on the tail of a perp and he’s from this area.  No crimes have been committed on Oregon soil yet, so you won’t have an official investigation opened in your precinct, but it’s only a matter of time before he makes another move.”
 
   Nick forgot to be disappointed as the mention of a possible case pricked at his curiosity.  “What flavor?” he asked.  For the FBI to be involved it had to be fairly weighty.
 
   “Multiple homicide.”
 
   He let out a low whistle.  “What do you need my help for?  Don’t you have a local branch out by the airport?”  Not that he’d ever been there, the Feds pretty much kept to themselves unless it was to make a grab for jurisdiction.  
 
   “We do,” she nodded.  “But like I said, he hasn’t made a move up here yet, so that leaves me all by my lonesome for the moment.”
 
   “Lucky me,” slipped out and Nick cleared his throat, trying to get back on track.  “What can I do to help?”
 
   “I thought you might be able to give me the local perspective.  Or are you still a Cali boy at heart?”
 
   “Born and bred, but the locals have made their mark on me.”  And a very pretty local would make a permanent one on him if he didn’t stop flirting with Natalie soon.  “Let’s hear it, what have you got?”
 
   Special Agent Fox produced a thick file and laid it all out for him, pictures of the victims, transcripts of all the interviews, the forensics reports, everything.  All three women were in their early twenties, blonde hair, no criminal records to speak of, no signs of a struggle.  All three victims had checked into no-tell motels under their own names and paid in cash.  The cause of death was a slash to the wrists, the weapon a common double-edged razor blade, found at any number of stores.  
 
   Gibson pursed his lips, waiting for her to get to the a-ha moment.  When it didn’t come, he ventured, “So… it sounds like you have a rash of suicides.”  
 
   “That’s what the locals found at first, until the lab turned up traces of GHB.  Then there’s the fact that the cuts are always found on the left wrist – even for the left handed victim,” she said, handing him one of the reports.  “And there have been no prints found on the blades themselves.  In fact, there’s a distinct lack of any forensic evidence in this case.  The killer has to have been wearing gloves as no prints or fibers have been found at any of the scenes.”
 
   “GHB… you mean the date rape drug?”
 
   “Yes, exactly.  Only there’s no sign of forced or consensual sexual activity in any of the victims.”
 
   Curiouser and curiouser.  Scanning the sheaf of paper, his eyes landed upon one detail.  “What’s this about a shared tattoo?”
 
   “Good eye, I was getting to that,” Natalie smiled in approval.  “All of the victims were marked with the same tattoo.  This one on the hip, this one on the abdomen, and this one on the thigh.”  
 
   Nick accepted the pictures, studying them with interest.  “Huh,” he grunted, laying them out side by side.  The tattoo was of a circle, bisected by two horizontal double headed arrows and another arrow pointing downward at a perpendicular angle.  “That’s something you don’t see every day.  Any idea if it means something?”
 
   “Oh yeah.”  Natalie slapped down another picture, this time with more vehemence so that it made Nick jump.  “Which leads us to our main suspect, Jackson May.”
 
   Sliding the picture closer, his brows drew together as something nudged his memory.  The suspect was good looking, even a man like Nick could admit that without jealousy.  Tall and lean with a rangy, athletic body and an overall air of bad boy that drove women wild.  
 
   He was the kind of guy Nick had tried to emulate in high school – laid back and cool, didn’t give two fucks about anything or anyone, but his gregarious personality had pretty much squashed his ability to play aloof.   That and the touch of lingering childhood asthma had crushed his ability to pull off the rebel without a cause smoking pout.  Jackson May had that in spades though, the picture caught him mid-exhale, the miasma of smoke giving him an almost otherworldly cast.  There was something about him…
 
   “Why does this guy look familiar to me?” he muttered.
 
   Natalie’s lips turned down into a frown of disapproval.  “You’ve probably seen his face on TV or in stores.  Jax May is one half of the band Forsaken, the other is his twin sister, Ruby.”  She sifted through the pictures until she came up with one of the pair of them on stage.  Dressed in leather with his dirty blonde hair spiked and more eyeliner than his sister had on, Jax hit every note of the don’t-let-your-daughter-date-this-guy instincts he felt as the father of a teenaged daughter.  
 
   “Oh, right sure, I know them,” Nick realized, that nagging piece of memory snapping into place.  “Veronica listens to them all the time.  Kinda dark, heavy metal sound and lyrics that make it sound like the end of the world is coming.”  The kind of music that sounded more like noise than anything else to him.  
 
   “That’s them,” she nodded.  “How is your daughter?  She must be what… fifteen now?”
 
   “Try seventeen going on thirty-five.”
 
   “Wow, it has been a long time.”  They were both silent for a few moments as Nick sorted through the remaining pictures.  
 
   “What does this tattoo have to do with… oh.”  He landed on the last one, a shot of the band’s album cover.  It featured the exact same symbol carved into a side of beef, the title above written in a dripping blood font – Forsaken: Invoke Me.  “Eewh.  Not the first thing I’d think of getting for a tattoo.”
 
   “Well, these three girls did.  Which ties them all to the band and Jax May in particular.”  She tapped his photo with an index finger whose nail had been bitten down to the quick.  “The investigation turned up that all three of them had recently attended concerts or functions that the band had recently played at, and May admitted to having a sexual liaison with the last victim, Julie Wilson.”
 
   It sounded thin to him, but she seemed convinced.  “Does he alibi out?”
 
   “No, he couldn’t account for his whereabouts beyond hanging out in his apartment alone.”  
 
   Another piece to snap into place.  “Did you pick him up?”  If so, he must’ve lawyered up without squawking or she wouldn’t still be working the case.  
 
   “For questioning, but we didn’t have enough evidence to hold him,” Natalie admitted with a long sigh, and Nick sat back, surveying the mass of paper she’d presented.  
 
   “I’ve gotta say, it’s pretty slim.  Just because they’re fans and he played hide the salami with one of them doesn’t make him a killer.  What else have you got?”
 
   Natalie fixed him with a hard stare, her lips pressed together in a grim line before they softened, her dark eyes flashing with a plea for… understanding?  Nick couldn’t be sure.  “You ever look at a perp and you just know?” she said, her hands clenching and unclenching on the table.  “This guy’s dirty, I feel it in my bones.  Talk to him and you’ll feel it too.  I’m not the only one.  Detective Ruiz down in L.A. had my back one hundred percent.  I just need to build a case that sticks.”
 
   “Why are you up here then?  We haven’t had any murders like this.”  
 
   “Because Jax and his sister Ruby are from this neck of the woods.  Things got too hot down in L.A. and their manager pulled them up here for a few concert dates to let it settle down.  I’m here to keep the pressure on.”
 
   “Is that a fact?” said Nick, wondering if he knew anyone who could possibly give him an in to either of the pair, in a six degrees of Kevin Bacon sort of way.  He couldn’t imagine either Park or Brady running with that set, though they both seemed closer in age to the pair than he was.  “So you’re here to lay a case out against him?”
 
   “And hopefully catch the bastard before he kills again,” she nodded. 
 
   That would certainly cement things one way or another.  Either she was way off base when another dead body popped up in L.A. or she’d be completely vindicated when one turned up in Portland.  But both methods led to another dead body and Nick was with her, he’d rather catch the killer before he struck again.  
 
   “Alright, you’ve sold me.  What can I do to help?”
 
   A brief smile of triumph flashed across her features.  “I’ve got a list of places they’ll be performing at and the hotel they’re staying in.  What I’m looking for is any extra background you can dig up on the guy with the locals.  He and his sister grew up around here.  I’ve seen articles about him in past issues of the Oregonian, the whole local kid made good thing, but nothing with a lot of meat on it.  I tried talking to his mother but the bitch shut me out.”  
 
   “Maybe she’ll be more amenable to my brand of charm,” Nick said with a rakish tilt of the head, drawing a smile from Natalie.  
 
   “That’s what I was hoping to hear.  I’m looking for any past acquaintances, anything that leads to a history of violent behavior.”
 
   “Do we have a reason to suspect a violent past?  Did anyone hint as much down in L.A.?  Does he have a sheet?”
 
   “No, he had a couple of drug possession charges in his sealed juvie file, but nothing since he became an adult.”  
 
   “That’s all you’ve got?”  Gibson didn’t bother to hide the skepticism in his voice.  There was no way he’d be able to finagle any time away from his workload with the case she’d laid out before him.  “I’ll do my best, but without an open investigation I’m afraid you’ve only got me on my off hours.”
 
   “I’ll take what I can get,” she smiled, holding his gaze long enough for the silence in the room to grow noticeable and Nick cleared his throat.  
 
   “Where are you staying?”
 
   “I’m over at the Comfort Suites by the airport.”
 
   “Oh, way out there?”  He made a face.  “You’ll never get a good night’s sleep by the airport.”
 
   “Your tax dollars at work.  I go where I’m sent.”  Standing, she gathered the papers together, slipping them into the file folder.  “Listen, I’ll have my people send over a copy of the file and I’ll be in touch soon.  I understand you have your own caseload to work, but any extra time you can spare…”
 
   “Don’t worry, Special Agent, I remember the drill.  I scratch your back, you scratch mine.”
 
   “I seem to recall you were especially good at that scratching,” she said, her eyes traveling over him in an almost palpable stroke.  “I’ll be in touch, Nick.  It’s good to see you again.”
 
   “Take care, Nat,” he replied, escorting her down to the elevator.  Brady appeared at his side almost the instant the doors slid shut.  
 
   “Anything we should know about?” he asked, cop instincts already shifting into overdrive.
 
   “Just an old friend from L.A. with an interesting perp she’s tailing.  I probably shouldn’t say more, we don’t have an official investigation going.  But do me a favor.  Get Gail down at the coroner’s office to flag me with any deaths involving a razor blade, even if it’s ruled a suicide.”
 
   Brady stood staring at the closed elevator doors as Nick walked away.  “You sure there’s nothing we should know about?”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The inside job on the big warehouse robbery all sewn up by Park and Brady, Sergeant Gibson had plenty of time to get home for Italian night with Veronica and Annaliese.  The modest three bedroom house in Tigard already smelled of garlic and spices when he stepped through the door, thanks to the sauce bubbling away in the crock pot.  Nick took a few moments to put That’s Amore into the CD player before he went up to change out of his work clothes.  
 
   Emerging after a quick wash of the face, he poked his head into the kitchen to find his daughter slathering a loaf of bread with butter.  Nick casually leaned against the counter, waiting for her to look in his direction like it was the most normal thing in the world for him to be wearing a silly fake moustache and a chef’s hat with his jeans and t-shirt, his contribution to Italian night.  
 
   Veronica simply rolled her eyes in true teenaged fashion and went back to chopping garlic.  “It was funny when I was a little girl, you know.  Not so much now.”
 
   “You’ll always be my little girl.”  Nick dropped a noisy kiss to her forehead as he slipped by to give the sauce a stir.  Though with each passing day, Veronica looked less like the girl he remembered buying plastic ponies for and more adult than he liked.  No longer a bright red, her hair was dyed nearly black, the tips bleached to show a different hue each week (currently an electric blue).  Her eyes, the same shade of brown as his own, were nearly hidden under a thick fringe of bangs.  
 
   It seemed like the older she grew, the shorter her skirts got.  In fact, the pink skirt she had on now probably would’ve fit an eight year old better.  Still, her legs were covered with black lacy tights so she didn’t show too much.  At seventeen, Veronica tested her boundaries on a daily basis, but nothing to get his blood pressure up.  All things considered, he was glad hemlines were one of the few things they argued over.  
 
   “Is Annaliese still coming over tonight?” she asked.
 
   “Yep, unless you’ve heard anything differently?  Why, have you?”  For some reason, a ribbon of guilt sliced its way through his midsection when he thought of his visit with Natalie that morning, even though he hadn’t actually done anything wrong.  
 
   “Nope, just making sure before I make this bread vampire proof.”
 
   The coil of worry in his stomach eased at her nonchalant reply.  “Go ahead, Annaliese likes garlic as much as we do.”
 
   “If you say so.  I was only trying to save your private adult time together after you go watch TV upstairs.”  She made exaggerated air quotes with her fingers.  
 
   “Your kind foresight is appreciated, but entirely unnecessary,” he said loftily, reaching high into the tall cupboard to retrieve the basket set aside for their Italian traditions.  While Veronica fussed around with the bread, he set the table with a red checkered tablecloth and brightly colored plates purported to come from Tuscany, according to the snooty sales guy at Williams Sonoma.  As usual, Nick went the extra mile to make Italian night special with everything from Italian dressing to sparkling Limonata and a tiramisu in the fridge.  There was even a candle stuck in a chianti bottle for that extra ambiance.
 
   At the knock on the door, Nick set Deano back to the beginning of the CD and straightened his moustache before opening the door for Annaliese.  Her nod to Italian night found her wearing an open necked, white cotton blouse, colorfully embroidered at the collar with flowers and a long peasant skirt, one edge tucked up into her waist band to reveal a bright green petticoat beneath.  With long hair floating free she looked more gypsy than Italian peasant, but Nick wasn’t about to complain.  It wasn’t like his own Chef Boyardee costume was exactly authentic.  
 
   Her mossy green eyes sparkled as soon as she saw him in his silly moustache and hat, nose crinkling above a wide smile.  “That’s quite a soup catcher you’ve got there.”
 
   “Good thing we’re not having soup,” Nick grinned, leaning in to kiss her, and she giggled and pulled away, clutching the wooden salad bowl between them like a shield.
 
   “Hey, that thing tickles.  Has it had its shots yet, or are we going to have to put it down after dinner?”
 
   Nick pretended to be offended, giving the fake hair on his upper lip a stroke.  “I’ll have you know this style of mustache is considered a sign of refinement.”
 
   “I see you started in on the wine without me, did you?  I hope you saved me some.”  Breezing past him, Annaliese swept into the kitchen to greet Veronica, who loved her skirt, asking if she could borrow it sometime.  Nick stood back to watch them chat easily together, Anna’s graceful movements catching his eye.  Pretty in an understated, natural way, he never would’ve guessed she ran a metaphysical gift shop to look at her.  She was the exact opposite of what you’d think a witch should look like, though Nick had learned the hard way that things weren’t always as they appeared.  
 
   The three of them fell into a natural rhythm, Annaliese mixing up the Italian dressing while Nick finished the garlic bread and Veronica watched over the pasta.  They moved through the kitchen with practiced care, and the odd bump of elbows was nothing a giggle or a kiss couldn’t fix.  
 
   Distracted by the peek of Annaliese’s sun kissed shoulders when her peasant top slipped, Nick didn’t even realize something was up with his meal until he sat at the table.  “What’s this?”
 
   “Spaghetti squash,” Veronica replied, all of a sudden crazy interested in folding her napkin across her lap just right.  
 
   “Squash?”  Nick poked at it with his fork.  “Eewh.  Where’s the pasta?”
 
   “This is better for you, Dad.  Eat it.”
 
   She still wouldn’t look at him and Nick sent a look of betrayal in Annaliese’s direction.  “Is this your influence?”
 
   “Try it before you knock it, you big baby,” she laughed, dusting her plate with shredded parmesan.  
 
   “Yeah, but my mouth was all set for spaghetti.”
 
   “This will taste just as good.  The flavor’s all in the sauce, which you made yourself.”  Anna reached over and loaded up his fork with a big bite, like one would do for a five year old.  
 
   Nick plucked the fork out of her fingers, not quite ready to be fed.  It did smell good, but something about the idea of squash didn’t sit right with him.  He took a tentative bite from the edge of the fork, chewing carefully.  
 
   “It’s good, right?” Veronica asked, watching him like a hawk.
 
   It wasn’t bad, but something in him had trouble acknowledging it out loud.  “It’s not pasta,” he grumbled and Anna laughed, digging into her own food.  
 
   “You don’t have to eat pasta every time.”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s Italian night,” he protested.  Did they not get that?  Annaliese he expected it from, but usually Veronica was his partner in carbohydrate crime.  Instead she sat there, happily munching away on veggie spaghetti.  Vegetables.  It was like he didn’t know his own daughter anymore.  
 
   “Next time we’ll do pasta,” Anna promised.  “But it won’t kill you to lay off the carbs.”  She poked him in the middle, prompting a pucker of concern to his brow.  Was she calling him puffy?  Was he getting puffy?  Anna seemed to read his mind, suppressing a smile.  “You can relax, you’re fine.  We’re looking out for you is all.  You can’t fault us for that.”  
 
   “Right, think of all the calories you saved by not doubling up on the starches,” Veronica chimed in.
 
   “Are you kidding?  This means I get twice as much garlic bread.”  Nick punctuated his response with an enormous bite of bread, munching happily while they traded long, suffering sighs.  
 
   Despite his fuss over the lack of pasta, dinner was a success with much laughter, even after he took off the silly mustache, and more than one balled-up napkin tossed across the table in mock outrage.  Nick had to admit, the pretty witch had inserted herself almost seamlessly into his life.  It felt like the most natural thing in the world to wrap an arm around her waist and lead her to the family room to watch the news over coffee and tiramisu.  
 
   The dishes left to soak, Veronica parked at the table to work on an art project while Nick and Anna adjourned to the couch.  At least until the KATU Newscast did a piece on the chaos surrounding the Hotel Verona over the arrival of Forsaken, due to perform at the Crystal Ballroom.  That news had her out of her chair like a rocket, blocking their view as she absorbed every iota of data concerning the band.
 
   “Hey, you make a better door than a window,” Nick called out, waving her aside to get a look at the footage of the duo arriving at the luxury hotel.  The sister stopped and posed for all the cameras, eating the attention up, but Jax May grabbed her by the elbow, all but dragging her inside, his lip curled in a perpetual scowl.  What he wouldn’t do to get in to see them himself… but security looked pretty tight and without an official reason, his badge wouldn’t get him very far.  
 
   “Sorry, but they’re really here!  Could you die?”  Veronica gave an excited hop.  “You said Kristen and I could go to a concert on my own this year, right?  If I saved my money and kept my grades up and I totally have.”  Turning away from the screen, her brows pinched together with worry at seeing the expression on Nick’s face.  “You’re not going to change your mind, are you?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Nick hedged, not wanting to crush her joy by revealing that her idol was a suspect in a multiple homicide.  “Those things run awful late…”
 
   “Please!” Veronica begged.  “This is so important to me.  Think of it like… like if Perry Como came to town.”
 
   “Perry… how old do you think I am?” Nick scowled, swatting at her with the TV Guide but she easily dodged his reach.  
 
   “Just kidding,” she teased, the grin fading in favor of puppy dog eyes as she clasped her hands under her chin.
 
   “Oh, come on, Nick,” Annaliese said, nudging him with her elbow.  “I think it’ll be fine.  She’s not a little girl anymore.”
 
   “That’s what worries me,” he muttered, thinking about the dead girls, all in their early twenties, but Annaliese wasn’t deterred.
 
   “It’s not like you’re sending her off to a show in New York City, this is right over on Burnside.  And besides, these guys are pretty cool as bands go.”  She dropped a wink at Veronica so quickly that Nick wasn’t sure if he’d imagined it or not.
 
   “See, even Annaliese thinks they’re awesome!”  Veronica took on that tone that he was particularly susceptible to and he seized upon any distraction to be had, turning to Anna.  
 
   “You don’t strike me as a fan of Forsaken.”
 
   “Their music is kind of dark for me, but I know them.”  
 
   “Wait, you mean like know them, know them?”  He had to have misunderstood her, it was too good to be true.  
 
   “Yes, we grew up together.”  
 
   “Holy shit!  Sorry…” Veronica hastily amended before Nick had a chance to say anything about the language.  “But you really and truly grew up with Jax and Ruby May?  Like they actually know who you are and everything?”
 
   Annaliese let out a low chuckle.  “It’s been a while since I’ve seen them, but yes, we knew each other pretty well.  In fact, I might be able to introduce you to them, depending on how tight their security is.”
 
   “Can you?”  It came out as little more than a squeak, and Nick didn’t know if he should make Veronica sit down and take deep breaths or something.
 
   “Sure, it’s worth a try at any rate.  We were good friends back in the day.”
 
   “How good?” Nick frowned, a picture beginning to form in the back of his mind.  One he didn’t like the looks of one bit.
 
   “Good,” she answered simply, firmly cementing what he started to suspect.  
 
   “Shut the front door… seriously?” Veronica gaped.  “You and Jax May?  Oh my God, did you date him?”
 
   “I did,” Anna admitted with an uncharacteristically gossipy smile.  “He was my first real boyfriend, actually.  Remind me sometime and I’ll show you pictures of us at my junior prom.”  
 
   The girls chattered away about it while Nick listened with a sinking feeling.  He never would’ve taken Annaliese as the groupie type, but the more he heard, the more he became convinced it was nothing more than puppy love.  Besides, what did he have to be jealous for?  Things were going well between them, really well.  So why then did the gleam in her eye whenever she said Jax’s name bother him so much?
 
   “Could we go now?” Veronica demanded suddenly, drawing him out of his reverie.  
 
   “I don’t know, it’s getting kind of late.”
 
   “Not for rock stars.  It’s barely eight o’clock!  Please, I promise I’ll be your total lackey for a week.”
 
   “You’re already my lackey.”
 
   “Yes, but I’ll actually do stuff I’m supposed to without you having to yell or remind me or anything.”
 
   “I’ll believe it when I see it,” he snorted, and Veronica fell to her knees, hands clasped together dramatically.  
 
   “Please, Daddy.  Please, please, please…”
 
   Nick let out a long sigh, trading looks with an amused Annaliese.  “Don’t ask me, ask Anna, they’re her friends.”  Nearly bowled over by the rush of thanks, Nick wondered if he was getting soft in his old age.  Letting his daughter within fifty feet of a suspected felon was grounds for mushy brains for sure, but he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to meet Jax May up close and personal.  Natalie was going to turn green with envy.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Three
 
    
 
    “Twenty-eight dollars for valet parking?”  Nick clutched the ticket in his fist, tempted to go back and circle the city block a few times instead of paying what amounted to highway robbery in his book.  Only then he might miss the first sighting of Jax May and that was worth the price of admission.  Maybe he could even get Natalie to expense it?
 
   “I’ll pay you back if it bothers you that much,” Annaliese murmured, her tone making it clear she was tired of hearing him rant about the subject.
 
   “No, it’s fine,” he sighed, tucking the stub away.  “It’s the principle of the thing that gets me is all.”
 
   “I still wish you would’ve let me change before we left,” Veronica grumbled as they stepped into the grand elevator, patting at her hair self consciously.
 
   “You’re the one who wanted to go tonight,” Nick pointed out.  There was no way he would’ve wanted to wait around for another hour and a half while she fussed over her appearance.  
 
   “I look like a stupid teenager.”
 
   “You are a…”  Nick pressed his lips together before he dug himself a hole he couldn’t climb out of.  “You look like a lovely teenager, which is exactly what you are,” he amended, patting her awkwardly on the shoulder.
 
   “Annaliese?”  Veronica turned to her as if she couldn’t trust Nick’s opinion.
 
   “I think you look great,” she agreed.  “I’ll bet your pics with him on Facebook will be the envy of everyone you know.”
 
   “If we can get in to see him.”
 
   “I feel pretty confident we’ll get in,” Annaliese replied with a smug smile.  
 
   Nick didn’t know whether to be happy or sad when the pair of bouncers in the hallway barred them from getting closer than fifteen feet to the suite doors.  There were three or four fans camped out in the hallway on the floor, hoping for a glimpse of the duo coming or going.  Annaliese strode right past them, coming face to face with the bulge of muscle at her eye height.  
 
   “I’m here to see Jackson,” she said briskly, as if she had every right to be there.
 
   “Nobody gets in to see Mr. May,” the hulk of a man said in a surprisingly high voice.   
 
   “He’ll want to see me, we’re old friends.”
 
   “That’s what they all say.”  A roll of the eyes was given but Annaliese maintained her composure.  
 
   “Do I look like a groupie to you?”
 
   “You look like a reporter.  No reporters.” 
 
   “Well, we tried,” Nick said, touching her elbow.  Annaliese shook him off, leaning up on her tip toes to get closer to the guy.  
 
   “Tell him…”  The last few words were lost in a whisper even though Nick found himself leaning forward too, straining to hear.  The bouncer’s brows both came up in doubt.
 
   “You want me to say what?”
 
   “Just tell him, he’ll want to see me.  I guarantee it.”
 
   The burly man let out a long breath and trundled back to the door, knocking respectfully before disappearing inside.  
 
   “What did you say to him?” Veronica hissed as soon as he was gone, but Annaliese would only wink in reply.  Nick was starting to think they were out of luck when the door opened again, but instead of the brawny guard, the man himself emerged, his face split with a wide smile.  
 
   “Anna, is that really you?” he grinned, ignoring the clamor of fans that hopped to their feet at his appearance.  Jax May only had eyes for one woman, whose face lit up with a delighted smile in return.  Annaliese bounced on the balls of her feet as he started toward her and enveloped her in a huge bear hug, their laughter mingling as the pair of security guards kept the rest of the rabble at bay.  Unfortunately, that included both Nick and Veronica.    
 
   “And here I thought you wouldn’t remember me,” she grinned when he finally let go of her long enough to get a good look at her.
 
   “No chance of that,” he beamed.  “Come on inside, let’s catch up.”  May was already tugging her toward his room when Annaliese turned back.  
 
   “Oh… wait.  I’d like to introduce Nick and Veronica.”  She held her ground, gesturing to the pair who were allowed to pass through.  Promptly, she drew Veronica to her side, wrapping an arm around her shoulders to bring her closer.
 
   Jax stared at Nick in dismay.  “Holy shit, husband and…”  His face crinkled when he got a closer look at Veronica before turning back to Anna.  “There’s no way you’re old enough to be her mom.”
 
   “No, Nick’s just a friend.”  Annaliese shook her head.
 
   Just a friend?  Nick bristled, disgruntled over the designation.  Maybe boyfriend was a juvenile term, but they were definitely closer than friends.  “And Veronica is my daughter,” he supplied.
 
   “Oh, that I can believe,” Jax replied with a touch of asshattery to Nick’s way of thinking.  “Nice to meet you,” he smiled at Veronica, who blushed three shades of red.
 
   “Nice to meet me too, I mean you. I mean…” she stumbled over her words, but Jax was already looking back at Annaliese again.  
 
   “Come in, come in…”  He herded them inside the room as he noticed the fans in the hallway snapping away on their phones.  “You know you’re going to end up on the front page of the Oregonian tomorrow as my secret lover, right?” he quipped after the door was firmly shut.  
 
   “I’ve been called worse things before,” Annaliese smiled, leading them deeper into the room.  
 
   The hotel suite was easily the nicest Nick had ever been in before.  On a cop’s salary, his hotel stays usually involved a lumpy bed and a clunky old TV bolted to the dresser.  This place was bigger than his first apartment, with a swanky living room set gathered before a gas fireplace and high end dining for six at the adjoining table.  Industrial track lighting highlighted the works of art on the wall, which were bizarre enough to probably be very expensive.  An enormous bowl of bright green apples sat on the coffee table and Nick picked one up, polishing it on his sleeve.  After all, his dinner had been mostly vegetables and they’d never gotten to the tiramisu.
 
   “Why are you dressed like the lady on a box of oranges?”
 
   Nick could see she’d forgotten she was dressed like a gypsy.  “It was a… never mind, it’s not important,” Annaliese waved it away.  “You… look fantastic.”
 
   Dressed casually in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt that said I’m not dead yet, Jax May looked less like a rock star and more like a regular guy – albeit not the kind of guy that Nick would normally hang out with.  There was something about him… he could see why it joggled the creep-meter for Natalie too.  But was he a killer?  
 
   “God, I can’t get over the fact that you’re here,” Jax said, plopping down on the couch and patting the seat beside him.  Annaliese took it, with Veronica on her other side, leaving Nick the odd man out on the neighboring chair.  
 
   “I know, it’s been a long time since you came back to town.  Or… maybe you did and I missed it.”  There was a hint of censure to her voice, as if Annaliese was disappointed he didn’t call.  
 
   “No, I’ve been holed up in L.A. most of the time.”
 
   “We used to live in L.A.,” Veronica piped up, though Jax didn’t take his eyes off of Anna.
 
   “What brings you back up to Portland?” Nick asked, unable to keep from questioning him.  “Isn’t the music scene bigger down in California?”
 
   “It is, but we tour all over.”
 
   “Funny, this trip seems like more of a last minute decision to me.  Veronica, didn’t you say the tickets go on sale tomorrow?  Aren’t they usually sold out weeks before the event?”  Veronica gave him a blank look, not quite sure where he was going with the question, but Jax took it in stride.
 
   “Ah, it was sort of a last minute decision.  Ruby and I wanted a change of pace.”
 
   “I’ll bet your L.A. fans were disappointed,” Nick continued with a genial smile.  “I heard you had to cancel your show down at the Greek.”  One of the things his Google searches had turned up during his slow afternoon at work.
 
   “It’s the nature of the business, change happens.  Everyone who bought a ticket will get a refund and I’m sure we’ll be back down there before too long.”
 
   “After your business up here is finished?”
 
   “Maybe.  We’re sort of playing things by ear right now while Gideon’s cooking up some new deals.”
 
   “That’s Gideon Strong, your manager?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So he’s the one who decides your itinerary, is that correct?”
 
   “That’s right.”  Jax’s brows twitched closer together and he looked to Annaliese.  “What’s with the third degree?”
 
   “You’ll have to excuse Nick, he’s never quite gotten the hang of polite conversation,” Annaliese said with a pointed smile.  
 
   “He should remember what happened to the cat,” Jax muttered, shifting in his seat to turn more completely toward Annaliese, shutting Nick out of the conversation.  Nick bristled at the almost threat, but kept his tongue trapped firmly inside his mouth, switching to observatory mode before he popped the guy.  
 
   “What have you been up to lately?” Jax continued as if he and Anna were alone.  “Did you end up getting your degree in psychology?  Are you Dr. Apples now?” 
 
   “Apples?” Nick prompted, and maybe it was the lighting, but he could’ve sworn a blush crept into Anna’s cheeks.
 
   “That’s what he used to call me.”
 
   “Because she always has apples in her cheeks and she’s sweet to boot,” Jax grinned.
 
   “Cute.”  Nick tossed the green fruit back in the bowl, suddenly losing his appetite.   
 
   Annaliese returned his smile.  “I did, but no doctorate.  Actually, I have my own business.  It’s a metaphysical gift shop.  You know, charms and spell components, books on magic and spiritual growth.”
 
   “No shit, really?”
 
   Nick could see she wasn’t sure how to take Jax’s remark.  “Yes, really.  There’s a fairly active pagan community here, and I’m happy to have found my niche.”
 
   “No, that’s good, I’m glad you found something that makes you happy,” Jax backpedalled quickly.  “I just never expected you to be into that stuff.”
 
   “It’s super cool,” Veronica agreed, no less adoring of her rock idol even though he’d barely looked at her twice.  “They have all the best jewelry and the people are super nice.”
 
   “My customers are pretty nice too,” Annaliese smiled, giving her shoulder a friendly pat.  
 
   “What have you been up to lately?” Nick pressed, turning the conversation back to May.  “Besides performing?”
 
   “There hasn’t been that much for me lately besides the music.  I mean you think that crowd out there is bad, we get twice that at the property gates every day down in Los Angeles.  That’s part of why we wanted to come up here, to relax a while, away from the game.  I’m hoping we’re here long enough for us to fall out of the local newscast.”
 
   Fat chance of that if the murders followed them, Nick considered.  “Then you intend to be here for a while?”
 
   “Like I said, it’s up in the air right now.  What are you a reporter or something?” Jax shot Anna an uneasy look.  “’Cause that wouldn’t be too cool.”
 
   “No, he’s not a reporter, Jax.  Nick’s a…”
 
   “I’m just nosy is all,” Nick cut her off, not wanting her to spill the beans about him being a cop yet.  “Sorry about that.”  He made a motion of zipping his lips closed and locking them shut.  
 
   Jax stared at him long and hard before turning back to Anna again.  “We should definitely spend some time together while we’re here,” he pressed.  “We can go out for drinks, dancing… you name it, Apples.”
 
   “Actually, I thought I’d invite you guys over for a home cooked meal if you’re not too busy,” Annaliese suggested and Nick wondered if that invitation included him.
 
   Jax’s eyes widened.  “Lasagna?”  
 
   “You got it.”  
 
   “Then I’ll definitely be there.  How about tomorrow night?”
 
   “I’m free,” Veronica muttered, not that anyone noticed, and Nick traded a commiserating smile with her.
 
   “Oh, but Ruby stopped eating meat,” Jax added with a roll of the eyes.  
 
   “I’ll make a special pan for her and Veronica then.”
 
   So they were invited.  “Sounds like a plan,” Nick smiled, even more so when the guy stood.  The night couldn’t be over too quickly in his estimation.  
 
   Instead, Jax went to the door to the adjoining suite.  “I’ll see if Ruby’s free.  Half the time I can’t even get her to eat more than a smoothie, she says regular food goes right to her ass.  But I’m betting she’ll want to see you.”  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   After a brief rap on the door he opened it, giving Nick a straight view of Ruby in the middle of a transaction with a short man dressed in jeans and a leather jacket. 
 
    The guy was reed thin with patchy hair on his head, as though he’d lost a bet with a pair of clippers, and a wispy beard.  Transaction immediately came to mind as Nick saw an exchange of money, though he couldn’t see for what.  One look at the guy and his instincts screamed drugs, he would’ve bet money on it.  
 
   Jax gave a couple of low commands and the guy split, leaving him in a hushed conversation with his sister that she looked none too pleased to be involved in.  
 
   Ruby May looked nothing like her twin brother in Nick’s opinion.  Hair, dyed a shiny blue-black, fell without a single wave or curl to frame the sides of her face, bangs cut high on her forehead in a Bettie Page style.  Dark eyes flicked in their direction and Nick thought he saw her lip curl in distaste, but it was gone a second later.  
 
   While Jax was dressed casual for hanging around the hotel room, Ruby looked like she was ready to hop up on stage.  Legs mostly bare under a short leather mini-skirt and torn fishnets, her boots boasted several inches of heel.  Her top a red plaid corset with a row of buckles down the middle and thin spaghetti straps.  Her makeup wasn’t too outlandish, but her pouting lips were stained a vibrant red.
 
   Whatever Jax said to her seemed to do the trick and she followed him into the room, but not before stopping out of sight for a few moments.  Hiding her stash?  
 
   “Here she is,” Jax announced with cheer that sounded slightly forced.  Taking his seat beside Annaliese again, he left Ruby searching for somewhere to sit.  
 
   “Here, you can have my seat,” Nick offered immediately, rising from his chair only to have her wave him off.  
 
   “Aren’t you a charmer?” she said with a bleary grin.  “But I’m good.”  She was definitely high on something.  Her eyes were glassy and vacant as she insinuated herself between Jax and Annaliese on the couch.  Was it to annoy her brother?  It sure as hell wasn’t to be close to Annaliese, who she turned her back on almost immediately.  “Make me some chamomile tea for my voice,” she demanded of Jax with a petulant whine.  
 
   “Why didn’t you make it before you came over?”
 
   “Because I ran out in my room.”
 
   “There’s some on the counter right over there,” Jax said with a wave of his thumb, more interested in trying to catch Anna’s eye over Ruby’s shoulder.
 
   “I’ll make it,” Veronica volunteered, happy to draw the attention of the singer who gave her a dazzling smile.
 
   “Thanks, cupcake.”  Ruby wiggled her behind, settling deeper into the couch, forcing Annaliese to scoot farther away into the space Veronica vacated.  “So… who all do we have here?”  She looked to Nick with mild curiosity.
 
   “Annaliese was kind enough to bring my daughter Veronica up to meet you, she’s a huge fan.”
 
   “And you are?”
 
   “Nick… Gibson, Annie’s my girl.”  Did you really call a twenty-eight year old woman your girl?  He looked to see if he’d overstepped his bounds, but Anna’s face didn’t give anything away.  Not so for Jax, who suddenly looked at Nick as if for the first time, assessing the competition.  
 
   “Oh, the two of you are sweeties?  How… sweet,” she smiled, unable to come up with a better word.  Ruby’s head hit the back of the couch as if it was too heavy to keep upright a moment longer.  It lolled in Anna’s direction.  “I don’t suppose you’ve got Rose’s number.  I sort of lost track of it over the years, but now that I’m in town it might be fun to get the old group together, don’t you think?”
 
   “Actually, I do.”  Annaliese dug around in her purse looking for a pen and paper until Nick tore a sheet off from the notebook he always carried with him and handed it over with a stub of pencil.  He probably could’ve written the number out for her, but he was too interested in watching the interplay between siblings.  Ruby seemed to have relaxed, her body sliding back to rest against her brother’s.  His arm wrapped around her almost protectively along the back of the couch, though his attention still seemed largely focused on Anna, who handed over the scrap of paper.
 
   “I think she’ll be glad to hear from you.”    
 
   “So, you know Rose too?  Nick hadn’t realized their friendships had all gone that far back.  
 
   “We were real close once,” Ruby said thoughtfully, folding the note and tapping it against her lips, which stained the paper red.  “But that was a long time ago.  What about the two of you?  How long have you been going steady?”
 
   “I wouldn’t call it…” Anna started to say even as Nick replied.
 
   “For almost a year.”
 
   Ruby’s eyes widened.  “A year.  That sounds serious.  How long did the two of you date back in the day?”  She craned her head back to look at her brother.
 
   “I don’t remember exactly.”
 
   “About nine months,” Anna volunteered.
 
   Both Jax and Ruby replied at the same time with the exact same words.  “It felt like longer.”
 
   “Creepy…” Nick breathed.  One of those twin things, he supposed.  “Were you both in a band back then?”
 
   An awkward silence stretched between them as they both seemed too preoccupied with other thoughts to reply.  But then Ruby snapped out of it.  “Nothing serious, we were just fucking around back then, finding our sound.”
 
   “They performed at the school’s talent show though, they were great,” said Annaliese.  “Endless Love, wasn’t it?”
 
   Ruby dissolved into giggles.  “That’s right, Endless Love.  Principle Givens about shit his pants when we sang it to each other, remember?  We started getting looks from our teachers after that performance.  Whispers of twincest and all that.”  
 
   “That’s right,” Jax snapped his fingers at the sudden memory.  “It’s okay to love your sister, just don’t love your sister,” he chuckled.
 
   Nick traded a wide eyed look with Veronica from across the room.  He could guess what that meant even though he’d never heard the term before.  The pair certainly were comfortable with each other, but were they truly too close for comfort?  Annaliese didn’t seem to think it was anything other than amusing though, and that set his mind at ease more than anything else.  
 
   “How long have you been performing?” he asked, clearing his throat to get their attention as they reminisced about something he couldn’t follow between all the inside references.
 
   This time it was Jax who replied.  “All my life.”
 
   “I meant professionally.”
 
   “That depends on which critics you ask,” he smirked.  
 
   “Here you go, chamomile tea,” Veronica declared brightly, carefully carrying the mug over.  “Do you like anything else in it?  Sugar or honey?”
 
   “No thanks, cupcake, I’m sweet enough as it is,” she winked, taking the cup slowly, keeping Veronica in the awkward position for an extra beat.  Was it just him, or was Ruby looking down his baby girl’s top as she bent to hand it over?
 
   “Here, why don’t you take my seat,” Nick said, patting his chair as he rose.  “If you don’t mind I’d like to use your bathroom?”  Jax gave him a disinterested wave, already leading Annaliese into another round of remember when.  Taking the opportunity to slip away, Nick shut himself into the bathroom to step up his sleuthing.  
 
   All he’d gotten from his conversation with the guy was that he was borderline creepy at best and definitely still into Annaliese, which made him want to nail the guy in the worst way.  That meant dredging up some kind of hard evidence before he wore out his welcome.  Because from the way Jax was making eyes at his girl, it was a sure bet that Nick wouldn’t be invited to the next reunion.  
 
   The spacious bathroom was messy, the counter littered with more beauty products than Veronica’s, which was saying something.  Hair putty, exfoliating scrub, under eye gel… in a business where how you looked was at least as important as how you sounded, he could see the need for it.  
 
   Counting on the noise of the fan to cover the sounds of his search, he looked through the entire contents of May’s beauty regimen.  There were also two prescription bottles – one for a sleeping aid to counter insomnia and one for anxiety.  Nick took pictures of both labels with his phone in case it became important later.  Nothing leapt out at him as incriminating until he pawed through his shaving kit and hit the jackpot.  
 
   There, beside an old fashioned, silver safety razor sat a whole box of double edged razor blades.  Nick took a picture of that as well.  Not that it was damning evidence to own a box of razors, but what were the odds that their chief suspect had a whole box of the murder weapons in a society of disposable razors?
 
   Flushing to maintain the charade, Nick ran the water while he packed everything back up the way he’d found it in the first place.  The chatter continued as he exited the bathroom and he wondered if he could risk a deeper look into the bedroom itself.  The bed was still made, a navy blue duffel bag tossed on top, the zipper open but the contents out of sight.  
 
   Cautiously, he stepped closer to the bed, his eyes on the line of sight to the doorway leading to the living room space.  Annaliese slid into view before he got a yard away from the bed, and Jax’s knee was visible, dangerously close to hers in the next foot.  Ruby crossed the room, pulling Veronica with her to take a picture in front of the fireplace, attention focused on her phone, but still within sight.  Inching forward, Nick decided it wasn’t worth the risk.  If anyone happened to turn in his direction they’d see what he was up to.  
 
   Conjuring a placid smile, he stepped back out into the living room as Veronica took another picture, Ruby’s theatrical kiss leaving a bright red lipstick smear on her cheek.  The pair giggled over the result once it was taken and then Ruby tottered over to the couch on her ridiculous heels and slumped in the corner.  Annaliese and Jax sat with their heads together on the couch, taking a photo of their own.
 
   “Looks like I missed picture time,” Nick commented, taking his seat again and Veronica hurried over to perch on the arm of the chair.
 
   “Look at all the pics I got, Dad,” she chattered excitedly.  There was one taken with Jax, with her gazing up at him adoringly, him grinning at the camera.  Three others were of her and Ruby, two normal ones with the girls flashing a rock on symbol and one with the singer’s arm wrapped around V’s neck, a crazy look on her face. 
 
   “That’s nice, honey,” he said, patting her leg as she grinned over them.  
 
   Ruby burst into song without warning, her voice throbbingly rich and full of soul.  Eyes closed, her head lolled back, chest heaving as she belted out a mournful rendition of A Natural Woman.  Nick never would’ve guessed she could sound like that from some of the techno crap they played.  Annaliese and Veronica stopped and stared at her impromptu performance, but Jax seemed largely unimpressed, maybe even annoyed that his conversation with Anna had been interrupted.   
 
   “Wow, that was fantastic,” Veronica breathed when Ruby stopped singing mid sentence and didn’t continue.  
 
   “It was bullshit, it’s all bullshit,” Ruby slurred her way through the words, eyes still shut.  
 
   Jax leaned forward, elbows on his knees.  “Maybe you should switch to coffee instead of tea?” he growled, even as Ruby’s lip curled in scorn.
 
   “Maybe you should mind your own fucking business.” 
 
   “You are my fucking business.”
 
   “Maybe we should go?” Veronica squeaked, and Nick laid a comforting hand on her back.  
 
   “It is getting kind of late.”  Hauling himself up to his feet, he wrapped an arm around his daughter’s shoulder, drawing her close.  
 
   “Oh come on, you don’t have to go yet, do you?” Jax looked to Annaliese, who’d risen as well.  
 
   “Nick’s right, it is late for us working stiffs.”  
 
   “Aren’t you the boss?”  Jax offered a pleading smile, catching up one of her hands as if he might keep her there.  Ruby remained on the couch; maybe she was asleep, she hadn’t moved a hair since her last outburst.
 
   “Yes, I am.”  Anna gave a half hearted attempt to pull her hand free.  “Which is why I need to be there to open the store tomorrow morning.  But we’ll see each other tomorrow night for dinner, right?”
 
   “Okay, but I don’t know how I’m going to get to sleep at night without something to tide me over until then.”  Jax tugged her closer and Nick popped his head between them, not about to stand around while the guy tried to make time with his lady.
 
   “How about you try that Ambien in your bathroom?” he offered in a chipper tone.  
 
   Jax fixed him with an unfriendly stare.  “He’s not going to be there for dinner tomorrow night, is he?”
 
   “Ah… that’s something we can talk about later.”  Now Annaliese pulled her hand free, stepping around the couch to the door.  “It was really nice seeing you, I’ll be in touch about tomorrow and you know my address.”
 
   “I do,” Jax nodded.  “I hope you’ll wear something pink for me.”  Annaliese blushed and his smile widened.  “There’s those apples,” he grinned.  
 
   “Truly nice to meet you,” Nick said with forced jocularity, offering his hand, which Jax reluctantly took.  “One more thing before we go.  I couldn’t help but notice that fancy old razor you’ve got in there.”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Nothing, I guess.  You just look like the kind of guy who uses one of those electric trimmer things that leaves you an eight o’clock shadow on purpose.  You know, anything to maintain the illusion of cool.”
 
   May’s eyes narrowed.  “I hate to break it to you, pal, but this is me not shaving for a couple of days.  And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t go through my shit.”  His grip tightened, but Nick gave no sign that it stung.  “If you took anything, now’s the time to come clean.  If my razor or my hairbrush turns up on Ebay, I’ll sue the fuck out of you.”
 
   Nick’s smile was easy.  “No, I’m not the criminal type.  I leave that to others,” he said, matching the pressure of his handshake.  “Thanks for your time, Mr. May.  It was very illuminating getting a peek into how you live.”  The men let go of each other at the same time, Jax’s hand curling into a tight fist.  “Shall we go home now, Annie?  I could sure use that cup of coffee now.”
 
   “Yes, I think we’ve definitely stayed past our welcome,” she replied, giving him the oddest look.  “I’ll call you tomorrow,” Anna promised, leaning up to kiss Jax’s cheek.  “Come on, Veronica, I think we’d better put the old man to bed.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Veronica didn’t say one word to him the entire ride home and Annaliese only gave one syllable responses to his efforts at conversation as well.  He could guess why, neither of them looked too happy over his parting words with Jackson May.  Nick let it go, well used to the silences of women, instead turning the radio up when Don Henley came on to sing along for the rest of the ride home.  
 
   “Thanks for tonight, Anna,” Veronica said, proving she wasn’t mute after all.  She embraced her with a quick hug before scooping up her bag, and went up to her room without another word.  
 
   “You’re welcome, V,” she called back, already digging in her pockets for her keys as he slid the garage door shut.  
 
   “Hey, you’re not going to leave me to eat this tiramisu all by my lonesome, are you?  ’Cause I’ll do it,” Nick threatened, waiting for her smile which didn’t put in an appearance.
 
   “I’m not exactly in a dessert kind of mood.”
 
   Nick laid a hand to her forehead, pretending to take her temperature.  “Wait… you don’t feel sick.  Do you have any other symptoms?  Dizziness?  Nausea?  An uncontrollable urge to eat chalk instead?”
 
   Without wanting to, her lips turned up into a smile before she chased it away.  “I’m serious, Nick.  I think I should head for home.  It’s been a long night.”
 
   “That’s true.  It’s not every day a girl meets her childhood sweetheart again.”
 
   “He wasn’t my childhood sweetheart, we just dated in high school.”
 
   “For nine months, though it felt like longer,” he recalled aloud.  “How come it never came up before that your ex is a famous rock star?”
 
   “I haven’t heard you talking about your high school girlfriends either.”  
 
   “Touché, but none of my exes are on TV.”
 
   “Except that one girl in the movie about the piranha-snake thing.”  
 
   “Oh right, Piranhaconda.  I almost forgot about Tanya.  It happens when you live in L.A.,” he shrugged.  “Hey, is it just me or are you not Ruby’s favorite person?”
 
   “Oh, so now you’re going to question me?”
 
   The level of indignation didn’t seem to jibe with what he’d asked and Nick stared at her blankly.  “Ah… is that a trick question?  I did ask one.”
 
   “You’ve been asking more than your share all night.”
 
   “I wasn’t aware there was a quota.”
 
   “It almost sounded like you were interrogating him.”
 
   It was closer to the truth than he wanted to admit to, but to him he’d let Jax off easy.  “I can’t help it, I’m a cop.”
 
   “You don’t have to be all the time.”  There was disappointment there, and Nick felt a stab of guilt for crapping on her reunion.  
 
   “I’m not all the time.”  He leaned in for a kiss, relieved when she flowed into his arms.  Even though she hadn’t required him to grovel for forgiveness, or maybe because of it, he offered an apology.  “I’m sorry, I’ll try to go easier on the next old friend of yours who may or may not be the first guy you slept with, I promise.”
 
   She pulled back to get a better look at him.  “Is that what this is about?  You’re jealous of Jackson?”
 
   He considered telling her it was more than petty jealousy behind all those questions, but decided to let the green eyed monster take all the credit.   “What can I say?  No guy likes to see his girl smiling in the arms of a blast from the past when that blast pulls in a cool mil for a night’s work as a sexy rock god.”
 
   “I happen to think you’re sexy,” she smiled, leaning up to buss her lips against his.  
 
   “Yeah?  ’Cause I could pick up some eyeliner…”
 
   Her smile dimpled wider.  “Only if you want me to keel over with laughter.”  
 
   “Whatever gets you to stay the night.”  Capturing her lips with his, he deepened the kiss, loving the way she opened to him.  Lost in the feel of her in his arms, her silky hair brushing against the tops of his hands at her waist, he forgot about murders and suspects, his thoughts turning to other important matters.  
 
   Not for the first time he wondered where they were headed, if she felt the same way about him that he felt about her.  They’d never felt the need to define it before, but with this guy in town wanting to pick up where they left off…  Nick decided to do a little probing.  
 
   Without letting her go, he brought the kiss to a close, resting his cheek against hers.  “You know, if you want to see Jax again, I mean without me, I would understand.”  
 
   “Who said I wanted to see him again without you?”
 
   “It’s pretty obvious he’s no fan of mine.”
 
   “Whose fault is that?”
 
   He probably deserved that.  “Granted, I did go a tad overboard on the questions, but it’s clear he wants to rekindle something with you.”
 
   “Well, it doesn’t matter what he wants.  I never said I wanted to rekindle anything.  It was just fun to catch up on old times and let Veronica meet them.”  
 
   Nick wished he could see her face, but he kept her close.  “I’m just saying I’d understand is all.  We’ve never really talked about being exclusive before.  If you wanted to see other guys…”
 
   “Are you saying you want to see other women?”
 
   “No…”  His arms tightened around her reflexively.  “I’m saying we’ve never actually talked about what this is, you and me.”
 
   “I dislike labels, you know that.”
 
   How was he supposed to take that?  What if he said the L-word and she squeezed his hand and said that was nice?  What if she didn’t want to define it because she wasn’t sure how she felt about him?  What if he ended up pushing her away by holding on so tightly?  As the last thought popped into his mind, he loosened his hold on her, finally pulling back to look into her eyes.  
 
   “Seriously though, do you think I should get some leather pants?” he quipped, and Annaliese took pity on his fragile ego.
 
   “Would it make you feel better if I screamed your name and threw my panties at you?”
 
   “I’m thinking the screaming my name would be after the panties come off, but you do what feels natural.”  Nick edged her away from the door in the direction of the stairs.  “Wanna sleep over?  You can bunk in my room.”
 
   “What about Veronica?”
 
   “I don’t think she’ll fit.  Besides, father daughter snuggles are not what I had in mind for tonight.”
 
   “What did you have in mind, Detective?” she asked archly, stepping up on the stair which brought her chest to his eye level.
 
   Nick’s eyes dipped before returning to her luscious mouth, the curve of her lips beckoning to him sweetly.  “That’s Sergeant to you, missy, and don’t you forget it.”
 
   “Whatever,” she breathed, before his mouth closed over hers again.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Nick strolled into Peet’s Coffee with a spring in his step and a song in his heart.  Whatever lingering resentments there had been between Annaliese and him had vanished by the time they fell asleep in each other’s arms.  Even Veronica seemed to have forgiven him his treatment of Jax May after the flurry of comments she had on the somewhat blurry pictures she’d posted on Facebook.  
 
   “You look like the cat that ate the canary,” Natalie commented once he joined her, mocha in hand.  
 
   “You’d be smiling too if you had a night like I did,” he bragged.  She looked like she’d slept far less comfortably than he had.  Though the pretty agent was still put together with polished style, there was no disguising the dark circles under her eyes and the tightness around her mouth that spoke of too much stress.  
 
   “Yeah?”  She arched a single brow.  “Care to share?  I can use a bit of a thrill even if it’s vicariously done.  I can’t remember the last good night I had.”
 
   “What a crime,” he murmured before returning to his opportunity to gloat.  “You’ll never guess who I ran into last night.”
 
   “Someone with double D’s and a low I.Q. from the grin on your face.”
 
   “No on both counts, although that could be fun,” he quipped, unable to help himself.  “No, instead I found myself rubbing elbows with none other than Jackson May himself.”
 
   “Funny.”  
 
   “I’m completely serious.”
 
   “What did you do, flash your badge on a pretext?  That only works once.”
 
   “Nope, he doesn’t even know I’m a cop.  It turns out my girlfriend used to be his girlfriend back in high school.  How’s that for a crazy coincidence?”
 
   “You have a girlfriend?” she blinked.
 
   “I think you’re missing the bigger picture here,” Nick frowned, disappointed in her lack of praise for his ta-da moment.  
 
   “Um, no, I…” she paused, flustered.  “You seriously got in to see Jax last night?”
 
   “I did.  I even got a peek into his private bathroom.  You’ll never guess what I found there.”  Only when he was sure he had Natalie’s undivided attention did he launch into an account of the visit, including Ruby’s drugged out behavior and the pictures of his finds from the bathroom.  She was paging through the pics on his phone as he finished talking, his blood starting to simmer again as he remembered his parting exchange with May.
 
   “Do you know what this means?” Natalie’s grin was a mile wide as she slid his phone back across the table.  
 
   “It means I’d better keep a tight hold on my girl or she’ll end up as band candy,” he frowned.
 
   “I’m serious, Nick.  This means we finally have an in.  After all these weeks I finally caught a break!  I knew contacting you was the right thing to do.”  She reached for his hand, giving it a fervent squeeze.  
 
   “Whoa, I wouldn’t get so excited,” Nick hedged, his hand going still in hers.  “We didn’t exactly hit it off.  I don’t know how much of an in I can provide.  I’m pretty sure the guy hates my guts.”
 
   “You’re closer than I am right now.  And maybe we can use the jealous boyfriend bit to our advantage at the big party tomorrow night.”
 
   “What big party?”  Annaliese hadn’t said anything about a party that morning before they’d parted ways.  
 
   “Some local friend of theirs is throwing a big bash at her estate down by the waterside.  If your girl’s in as tight as you say she is, maybe you could tag along?”
 
   “What friend?”
 
   “Ah… Rose something, I think it starts with an S.”
 
   “Rose Spencer?”
 
   “Yes, why?  Do you know her?”
 
   There went their chances of rubbing elbows with the band anytime soon.  “She’s not my biggest fan, but we do know each other.  She’s my girlfriend’s bestie.”  Rose had thawed toward him somewhat since he’d saved their lives, but they’d never be BFFs.  
 
   Natalie took it as another bout of good news.  “I totally hit the jackpot when I came to see you, didn’t I?  Do you think you could get me into the party?”
 
   “Ah… maybe.  Rose doesn’t always include me in her social circle.”  Or ever unless it was Annaliese doing the planning.  “I should probably see if I’m invited first.  How do you even know about this shindig?”  The last he’d heard, Ruby had to ask for Rose’s number and now Rose was planning a big bash for them?  
 
   “Give me some credit, will you?” she said with a sour smile.  “I didn’t get where I am today because of my hot rack.”  
 
   His eyes dropped to her chest reflexively, but Nick liked to think he recovered swiftly enough.  “Right, I forgot.  The Bureau knows everything.”
 
   “You’d better believe it,” she grinned.  “So get it set up and I’ll meet you at your place and we can go over together.”  Without waiting for a response, Natalie rose and tossed her empty coffee cup into the nearest trash can.  
 
   “I’ll try,” Nick hedged, picking up his own nearly full cup to take to the office with him.  “I’ll give Annie a call and see what I can do.  I’ll text you later with the address and all the details.”
 
   Natalie’s smile stretched wider.  “It’s a date.”
 
   Annaliese was going to kill him on so many levels.    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Pressed with his regular work load, Nick wasn’t able to call Annaliese until well after lunchtime, only then sitting down for a few minutes to wolf down a sandwich and catch his breath.  Half a sub still lodged in his throat, he dialed her cell, prepared to leave a message if she didn’t pick up.  Instead, she answered after the second ring.
 
   “Hey, Nick, I’m glad you called.  Listen, about tonight…” she started to say but Nick butted in, swallowing hard.
 
   “Oh, you know, I think I’m going to give it a pass.”  He tried hard to make his voice sound light, not in the mood to get into another argument.  “You’ll have a better time catching up with him without me there anyway, and I’m not sure I want V exposed to those two.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “They’re weird.  That whole brother-sister-love-your-sister thing.”  Nick made a noise halfway between a gag and a shudder, and Annaliese laughed.
 
   “Oh, come on, that’s just their sense of humor.  They’re twins, they’re close, but they’re not that close.”
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
   “Trust me.”
 
   “I do.  But I still think you’ll have a better time with out an old man like me hanging around.”  He waited for her to contradict him on the old man part, but instead she let him off the hook.
 
   “Actually, I was about to say that Jax had to cancel anyway.  Something suddenly came up that he couldn’t miss and I had to take a rain check.”
 
   “Aw, that’s too bad.”
 
   “I can tell you’re all broken up about it,” Anna snorted, and Nick seized the opportunity to make the cancellation work in his favor.
 
   “How about you come by our place tonight as a consolation prize?”  He stood a much better chance at wangling an invitation to Rose’s party in person.
 
   “That sounds like an offer I can’t refuse.  But no silly costumes this time.”
 
   “And here I’ve been dying to try out my babushka,” he quipped, flashing Captain Quinn a hand signal that he’d be off the phone in two minutes.  “We’ll do something simple, I promise.”
 
   “How about I pick up a pizza on the way over tonight?”
 
   “Flying Pie?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “You’ve got a deal.  I won’t even play Dean Martin.  Listen, I’ve gotta run.  I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   “Okay, love you, bye.”
 
   “Yep, bye.”  Nick stared at the phone for long seconds after he’d hung up.  Had she said she loved him?  It hadn’t registered in time before he put the handset down, already thinking about getting into the Captain’s office for a briefing.  How could he have hung up on her after something like that!  Should he call her back?  Should he apologize?  Should he say he loved her too?  Would she remember to leave the onions off the pizza?  
 
   His thoughts all a jumble, he sat in stunned silence until Quinn stuck his head out of his office, stern features schooled into a mask of disapproval.  
 
   “Gibson, while we’re young?”
 
   “Right, coming,” Nick called out.  Tossing the remains of his lunch into the trash, he hurried into the boss-man’s crowded office, but his mind wasn’t on the spiel about the new requisition procedure for ammunition.  Instead, he replayed Annaliese’s inflection of those two little words over and over again.  They’d been hurried and off the cuff, like she’d said them a hundred times before, hadn’t they?  It wasn’t the romantic gesture he’d been working himself up to or any kind of declaration at all, really.  What if it’d slipped out by mistake?  What if he made a big deal about it and it turned out it was a slip of the tongue?  
 
   “You’ll take care of that, won’t you, Gibson?” Captain Quinn’s use of his name drew a comically slow double take from Nick.
 
   “Wha… yeah, of course.  I’m on it, Cap’n,” Nick agreed, collaring Park and Brady the instant they left the office.  “What am I doing?”
 
   Brady came to his rescue.  “Calling your buddy Troyer at the East precinct and asking him for a copy of their ammo recs so we can modify them and use them here.”
 
   “Oh, I can do that, no problem.”  For a moment there he’d been afraid he’d volunteered for a presentation on stranger danger for the local Wilderness Girls again.  
 
   So many cookies.  
 
   “I’ll take care of it for you, sir,” Park offered.  “I’ll ask Nelson to email it over.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Nick flashed her a grin before her words caught up with him.  “Why would you be talking to Nelson exactly?”  The younger detective’s head ducked down, lips twitching as she struggled for a quick response.  “No…. you and Nelson?”  Nick’s mouth fell open in shock.  “That guy’s a total assclown.”
 
   “He’s not an ass… clown, sir,” she objected, her cheeks coloring, chewing out the words with distaste.  “Travis is something of an acquired taste, I’ll grant you.”
 
   “Yeah, like Rocky Mountain oysters,” Brady snickered. 
 
   “Some people call those a delicacy.”
 
   “I’m still not putting any kind of balls in my mouth, but we’re talking about Park’s social life, not mine.”
 
   “So, how long have you been playing circus games with the assclown, Shellybelly?” Nick asked, drawing her attention back to him before Brady said anything else that earned him a belt to the Adam’s apple.
 
   “If the two of you are finished, I’ll have him get us the information.”  Park stalked away without another word.
 
   “She seriously hates it when you call her Shellybelly,” Brady pointed out and Nick clapped him on the back.
 
   “Better she hate me for that than hate you for that crack about his balls in her mouth.  You’re the one who has to hit the pavement with her on those composite sketches down by the river, which is where you’re headed right now.”
 
   “What about you?  Aren’t you coming too?”
 
   “Nope.  I’ve got to get down to the printers about getting those flyers made up with the reward info and make some calls about getting it on all the news channels.”
 
   “That won’t take you that long.  How about I go run those errands and you hit the streets with Park?”
 
   “No dice, kid.  I’ve already sacrificed my shoe leather for the cause.  My seniority says you’re the one who’ll end up with flat feet tonight.  I’ve got a date with my two favorite girls,” Nick winked, grinning when Brady grumbled.  
 
   “That’s illegal in most states.”
 
   “Only if you marry them.”  
 
   Marry them.  Her.  Marry her.  Marry Annaliese.  Was that where this was headed?  Did she want to get married or would a proposal scare her off?  Nick knew she’d been married before and wasn’t a fan of the convention.  But was it time to take the next step?
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Despite his best efforts to leave work early, Nick kept getting roped into one more signature, reviewing one more report, taking one more call, until he excused himself to go to the restroom and snuck out the fire escape stairwell.  “Really not what I wanted to be doing tonight,” he grumbled, shoes echoing on the metal stairs.  
 
   It wasn’t that he minded the late hours on most nights, but he wanted Annaliese in a receptive mood for his request, and making her and Veronica sit around while the pizza grew cold wasn’t the best way to go about that.  
 
   It turned out he didn’t have to worry on that score.  By the time he made it into the house, the pizza was half gone, both girls staring up at him with innocent (and well fed) smiles when he pointed at the half empty box.  
 
   “We couldn’t wait for you any longer,” Annaliese explained, already loading up a plate for him to reheat in the microwave.  “V’s got a date tonight.”
 
   The pizza forgotten, Nick’s brows twitched together at the aforementioned date.  “I don’t remember anything about a date tonight.”
 
   “That’s because I’m telling you about it now,” Veronica pointed out, tossing away the garbage.
 
   “That’s not our arrangement.  You know I’m supposed to meet all gentleman callers before any night time dates.  You’re to bring them before me with plenty of notice for me to get out my gun collection.  Has this one submitted to a DNA sample yet?”  
 
   “Very funny,” Veronica smirked.  “You’ve met Dave before, you already ran a background check on him and he came through with flying colors.”
 
   “I did?”
 
   “You did.  Now can I go get ready for my date?  He’s taking me out to Azteca for dinner.”
 
   “Why are you eating my delicious pizza if he’s taking you out to eat?”
 
   Veronica fixed him with a withering stare.  “I can’t let him watch me eat, this is only our fifth date.”  
 
   “Ah…” Nick gave up on trying to follow the logic of that and waved her off.  “Okay then, have fun.”  
 
   Annaliese’s words of love returned to his thoughts as she moved around his kitchen, getting him a beer and his reheated pizza with crushed red pepper flakes, the way he liked it.  Should he say something or ignore it?
 
   “Rough day today?” she asked, setting the food down at the table for him.
 
   “Not too bad.  Nobody died, that’s always a success.”
 
   “Redefining my definition of success,” she chuckled.  “I’ll have to remember that when I’m complaining about taking inventory.”
 
   She gave no sign that she was upset over his lack of response to the L word.  Maybe she hadn’t even realized she’d said it?  “How was your day?” he prompted, getting her talking while he munched his way through three wide slices of pizza.  Relaxing under her lighthearted chatter, they sank into a companionable silence when the meal was over, his fingers lightly brushing over hers on the table.  
 
   “Hey, here’s a kooky coincidence.  A friend of mine mentioned a party Rose is throwing for the Mays tomorrow night.  Did you hear anything about that?”
 
   “Yes, she called me about it earlier today.  I didn’t think you’d be interested or I would’ve mentioned it before.  I figured it combines two of the things you hate the most, a room full of phonies and Jackson, so you’d give it a pass.”
 
   “Are you kidding?  A chance to people watch with a crowd like that?  I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”  He offered a broad smile, feeling like the biggest phony of them all for masking his true intent.  But what else could he say?  If he told her it was to get his FBI buddy in to take a crack at May, she’d tell him to take a hike.  
 
   “Really?  You want to come?”
 
   “Sure, if you can get Rose to allow it.”
 
   “I think I can probably manage that.  You know she doesn’t hate you nearly as much as she used to.”
 
   “Another ringing endorsement for my indefinable charm,” he sighed, bringing her fingertips to his lips for a kiss.  “What about a plus one?”
 
   The corners of her mouth turned down over that.  “Don’t you think Veronica’s a tad young for a party like that?”
 
   “That’s not who I had in mind.”  Nick leaned forward in his chair, talking faster.  “See, I have this old friend from L.A. who’s in town.”
 
   “Oh?  Another cop?”
 
   “FBI actually.”
 
   “And they’re a big fan of Forsaken?”  Annaliese didn’t bother to hide the skepticism in her voice.
 
   “Not especially, but they’re a fan of big swanky parties.”
 
   “I don’t know, Nick…”
 
   “Oh, come on, Rose will never even notice.  It’s not like she can’t afford an extra body there, and I kind of think it’d be cool to show my buddy how the other half lives.”
 
   “Alright, I can ask her.”
 
   “Could you maybe ask her now?  I sort of promised I’d have an answer tonight.”  Nick gave his best pretty please smile, mimicking Veronica’s clasped hands under the chin routine and drawing her laughter.  
 
   “Fine, I’ll call her now.  You owe me big for this, buster,” she warned, poking him in the shoulder.  
 
   “Which I am more than happy to pay off with either chocolate or the art of sensual massage.”
 
   Annaliese got up and walked away from the table as she made her call, but not before giving him a sly wink.  A wink that told him that whether she’d meant to say the L-thing before or not, she wasn’t holding any grudges over the way he’d handled it.  Relaxing, he gathered up the rest of the garbage from dinner and put away the leftovers while she talked to Rose.  
 
   “It’s all set, you can bring your friend to the party too, no big deal,” she reported.  
 
   “What party?” Veronica asked, coming downstairs in a pair of leggings and an oversized sweater that hung from her frame like a rag.  That was her date outfit?  Nick forgot to be worried, glad she’d ditched the miniskirts and strappy tops for once.  
 
   “Rose is throwing a big welcome home party for Ruby and Jax tomorrow night.”
 
   “Sweet, can I come?” she asked, eyes dancing with avarice, and Nick shut her down before she worked up too much steam behind the idea.
 
   “No, it’s an adult party.  And besides, it’s on a school night.”  
 
   “So?  Who cares about school when there’s a party with Jax May?”  Ignoring Nick’s dismissal, Veronica appealed to Annaliese.  “Please say I can come.  You know I’ll behave myself at an adult party.  I won’t even drink.”
 
   Nick caught Anna’s eye over her shoulder, silently pleading with her to have his back on this one.  “I don’t think so, sweetie.  Maybe next time.  Your dad’s right, this isn’t a kind of party you should go to.”
 
   “Which is exactly why I want to go,” Veronica pouted until a brief honk of the horn sounded.  “Oh, Dave’s here, I gotta jet.”
 
   “He’s not even coming to the house?” Nick frowned, immediately going to the front window.  He couldn’t see the boy from his vantage point, but the silver Jetta blocking the driveway didn’t scream sinwagon to him.  
 
   Without even bothering to answer that, Veronica skipped out of the house.  “Bye you guys, don’t wait up!”  
 
   “Have fun, but not too much fun,” Nick called after her.  “Make good choices!”
 
   “You’d think it’d get easier for you,” Annaliese smiled when he shut the door, leaning against it, lost to his own thoughts.
 
   “Ha, wait until you have a teenaged daughter, we’ll see how paranoid you get.”  
 
   “You know I love Veronica, but I trust her.  She’s got a good head on her shoulders.  You raised her right.”
 
   There it was, that love word again.  But it was easier to say you loved a kid, who didn’t love kids?  “You’re right, she does have a good head on her shoulders,” he agreed, treading carefully.  “And she loves you too, in case you didn’t know.”
 
   “That’s good.”  She waited, but he didn’t say anything else, chickening out at the last moment.  Maybe he imagined it, but Nick fancied he saw a tiny droop of her shoulders.  “Right, well, I should probably get going.”
 
   “Wait, you don’t have to rush off right away, do you?  We’ve got the house to ourselves.”
 
   “Actually, I do.  I’m meeting with my circle as soon as the sun goes down.”
 
   “Ah, is it a waxing or a waning thing?”
 
   “Neither, it’s a more of an impromptu mixer.  Feather’s bringing over a couple of friends to meet the coven and see if our energies are in sync.”  
 
   The circle was still greatly diminished after the rash of murders nearly a year ago, and Nick knew how important it was to her to build it back up again.  “Alrighty then.  Thanks for dinner, I’m sorry I was late and missed half of it.”  
 
   Annaliese gathered a thin, gauzy scarf around her neck, the only nod to an outer garment in the mild evening weather.  Nick saw regret in her eyes as she paused by the open door.  “About what I said before…”
 
   Maybe it made him a chicken, but Nick couldn’t let her finish.  If she said it was a mistake he didn’t think he could take it.  “You’d better get going, it looks like you’ll barely make it home before nightfall,” he interrupted, pulling the door open wider.
 
   “Right,” she blinked, her face twisting with emotion before it smoothed back into a neutral smile. 
 
   “What time should we pick you up tomorrow?”
 
   “I’ll meet you there.  I’m going over early to help Rose put things together.  I’ll make sure your name is on the list to get in.  Plus one,” she added before he could remind her.  
 
   It was on the tip of his tongue.  Annie, I love you.  But somehow the moment felt wrong.  Instead, he brushed the back of his fingers against her cheek, savoring the exquisite softness of her skin and the way her eyes shone against the dying light.  “Take care of yourself, Annie.  You know where to find me if you need me.”
 
   “Goodnight, Nick. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   Nick watched her walk to her car, hanging on the door until she’d disappeared from view.  Only then did he lock up and dial Natalie.  It went straight to voicemail, but instead of leaving a message he sent a text instead.  We’re in for tomorrow night.  Only don’t dress like a Fed, okay?  
 
   Less than ten minutes later she answered.  I’ve got it covered.  
 
   Nick’s stomach clenched in anticipation.  He had a feeling his world was about to change one way or another.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   What did one wear to a too-rich-for-their-own-good-witchy-rock-star soiree?  This was the question Nick concerned himself with the next night after a quick shower.  In the end he went with one of his old standbys – a blue button-up shirt over a pair of comfortable jeans and a brown leather motorcycle jacket.  Not that he owned a motorcycle (or even knew how to ride them) but it made him feel cool and marginally handsome.
 
   The bigger question seemed to be should he carry his gun or not.  Nick opted for not, since he wasn’t officially on duty, but he was willing to bet Natalie would be armed and ready if something went down.
 
   Veronica was still grumbly about being left out of the party, but she eventually emerged from her room in search of pizza rolls and V8 Splash.  “You still look like a cop,” she said, catching him looking in the mirror.  
 
   “I do not,” he frowned.  “I look like a suave man about town.”  Did he look like a cop?  He supposed maybe he did, it was the only real job he’d had outside of the paper route all the way from elementary through high school.  “I fooled Jax and his sister the other night.  They didn’t know I was a cop.”
 
   Veronica didn’t even bother to try and hide the obligatory eye roll.  “Oh please, you so sounded like a cop!  I kept waiting for you to shine a lamp in their eyes and demand where they were on the night of the eighteenth or something.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll lead with that tonight,” he smiled to himself, going to the bay window at the flash of headlights outside.  About to turn and grab his keys, Nick stopped stock still at the sight of Natalie’s fishnet clad legs swinging out of her sensible sedan.  
 
   There wasn’t a single thing that screamed cop about Special Agent Natalie Fox from the tight band of leather she called a skirt to the shimmery, silver, halter top that left her shoulders and back bare to the muggy night.  Her hair fell long and lush over one shoulder, pinned back from her ear with a network of sparkly pins shaped like spiders.  A large silver pentacle hung nestled between the ample cleavage over her heart, drawing the eye like a lodestone.  
 
   She stalked down the path to the door on four inch stiletto heels, and Nick let out a low whistle of appreciation at the extra sway she put in her step.  Materializing by his side, Veronica’s brow puckered in confusion.
 
   “Are you bringing a date to Rose’s party?”
 
   “No, she’s an old friend of mine from out of town.”
 
   “How come you didn’t mention her before?”
 
   “Maybe I did and you didn’t notice, considering you tune out what I say half the time,” he grinned, tapping her on the nose.  
 
   “Annaliese isn’t going to like this,” she muttered, features settling into a frown of disapproval.
 
   “Relax.  Grownups understand they can have friends of the opposite sex.  It’s not a big deal.”
 
   “I forget you’re a man sometimes.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”  Nick looked away from the window to stare at his daughter.  
 
   “That you can seem perfectly competent as a cop and a father, and then you go ahead and do something boneheaded, and I remember that you’re a guy after all.”
 
   Not quite sure how to take that, he was saved by the bell, pulling the door open to invite Natalie inside.  Up close she looked even better, lips slick and inviting with gloss and a dramatic sweep of eyeliner that gave her dark eyes an exotic cast.  
 
   “Told you I could blend in,” Natalie smirked when she saw his face and Nick tried not to stare too hard at the beauty mark that drove him so nuts.    
 
   “Come in, come in.  Veronica, this is my friend Natalie Fox.  Nat, you might remember V,” he said by way of introduction.
 
   “Wow, you really have grown up,” Natalie smiled, even as Veronica held on tight to her frown.
 
   “I’m sorry, have we met before?”
 
   Natalie’s smile stayed put even at Veronica’s frosty tone.  “The last time I saw you, you were in pig tails and purple fuzzy slippers.”
 
   “The only thing that’s changed there is the size of the fuzzy slippers,” Nick joked, clapping his hands onto Veronica’s shoulders.  
 
   “Oh, come on, Nick.  It’s plain to see your daughter’s grown into a young woman,” Natalie chided him lightly, but Veronica didn’t seem impressed by the vote of confidence.  Instead, her eyes lit upon the heavy pentacle around the woman’s neck.
 
   “That’s a pretty necklace.  Are you into witchcraft?”
 
   “Me?  Hell no,” Natalie waved her off.  “But like I said before, it’s all about blending in.  When in Rome, do as the Romans do and all that.”
 
   Nick made a show of checking himself in the mirror again.  “Maybe I should go up and put on some eyeliner after all.”
 
   “No-ooo… I don’t think you could carry that off.  The button-up shirt is a fail though.  We’d better go up and find you something else.”  She tugged at the end of his jacket, leading him toward the stairs.
 
   “I think I’ll be fine.”
 
   “You look like a cop.”
 
   Nick tried to avoid the I told you so look from Veronica as he followed Natalie up the stairs, desperately trying not to stare at the sway of her derrière right at eye level.  Without fail she led him straight to his bedroom, disappearing into his small walk-in closet while he kicked a few loose clothes under the bed.   
 
   “What’s the game plan for tonight?” he called out, not about to follow her in there.  “Are we just there to scope him out again, or are we looking for something in particular?”
 
   “Take off your shirt,” she ordered, ignoring his question while she rummaged around in there.   
 
   “Ah… okay.”  Tossing his jacket on the bed, he unbuttoned the shirt and stripped it off as she emerged from the closet, an appraising smile on her face.
 
   “Not bad, not bad at all.”
 
   The moment stretched on and Natalie gave no sign of handing over the small bundle of fabric in her hands.  “Are you going to give me a shirt or should I go like this?”  He struck a pose, and she tossed over the bundle.  Nick unfolded it to reveal an old faded Superman t-shirt she must’ve dug out of the bottom of his shirt drawer.  “I can’t wear this to a heavy metal rocker party, I’ll get my ass kicked.”
 
   “That’s the whole point.  It says I believe in my convictions, don’t fuck with me.”  When he didn’t immediately put it on she stepped closer, hands sliding over his chest as if smoothing out imaginary wrinkles.  “You trust me, don’t you, Nick?” she smiled, head canting to one side.
 
   Nick swallowed, not quite sure how to take the challenging look in her eye.  Was she teasing him?  Was she into him?  One thing for sure, he had no business standing half naked in his bedroom with a woman who wasn’t Annaliese.  Tugging on the shirt, he used the motion as an excuse to put some distance between them.  
 
   “So, about tonight…” he prompted.  “The game plan?”
 
   Natalie backed off without pressing for anything, her voice betraying no sense of disappointment at his withdrawal.  “This night is strictly about recon.  I need to see him in his natural element.  Who he surrounds himself with, how he interacts with others.  If I’m right, he’ll identify our next vic.”
 
   “You honestly think he’ll make a move at a party full of people?”
 
   “It’s what he does,” she said with a grim cast to her features, the flirtatious moves gone.  “He picks his target, then separates them from the herd and goes in for the kill.  Probably not tonight, but mark my words, another death is coming soon.  I can feel it.”  
 
   Nick suppressed a shiver at the prophecy, her utter conviction chilling him to the bone.  “Let’s hope not, but I’ll keep my eye on the sparrow.”  Tugging the leather jacket back on he made a slow circle with his hands stretched out.  “Better?”
 
   “Better,” she agreed.  “Alright, let’s get in there.  Any last questions?”
 
   “Just one.”
 
   She paused by the door.  “What’s that?”
 
   “Where are you hiding your gun?”
 
   “Wouldn’t you like to know?”  Arching a single brow, Natalie left the room, a secret smile on her lips.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The Spencer house was large enough to be considered a mansion by modern standards.  Overlooking the river, its warm yellow stones gave the place a welcoming feel with its well manicured hedges and large circular driveway all ablaze with golden light.    Rose came from serious money.  A piece of prime real estate right on the water would set her back three or four mil at least by his estimation, even in today’s market.  
 
   In addition to the uplights lining the driveway, there were brightly colored paper lanterns strewn across the balconies, surrounding the whole house with a festive punch of celebration.  A uniformed valet attendant handed over a claim check, free of charge, when Nick surrendered his keys.  
 
   Taking Natalie’s elbow, he guided her through the sea of people swarming by the front entrance, holding his breath until they passed the cloud of smoke permeating the area.  The tinge of marijuana in the air pricked at his inner sense of duty, but Nick let it slide.  They had bigger fish to fry.  
 
   Once past the initial crush of people, the crowd thinned out and he spotted their quarry standing by the open bar, chatting up a pretty blonde.  “There he is, by the French doors,” he said with a reverse nod.  
 
   “I see him,” she acknowledged quietly.  “I think maybe I’ll go get a drink.”
 
   “Hold up a sec, I see someone I’d like you to meet first.”  Hand at the small of her back, he steered her toward Annaliese, who’d emerged from the kitchen with an enormous platter of cheese cubes in various flavors.  
 
   Despite the tray in her hands she looked nothing like the help.  Dressed in a long black skirt made of yards and yards of sheer chiffon that floated when she moved, a bright blue scarf covered in silver coins like a belly dancer might wear knotted over one hip.  Her long sleeved top, dyed the same blue as the hip scarf, crisscrossed over her chest, the ends tying over her navel, revealing an expanse of tanned midriff.  
 
   It was probably the most made up he’d ever seen her.  Annaliese tended to keep a minimal regimen when it came to cosmetics, but her eyes were heavily lined with kohl, a sparkle of iridescent blue on her eyelids.  Silver bracelets jingled at her wrists, one of them extending in a net of silver mesh to a ring around her middle finger.  Matching earrings winked against the dark curtain of her hair which fell free over her shoulders, curling slightly at the ends.  
 
   The overall effect was stunning, and Nick wanted nothing more than to drag her away from the party for a more private greeting, only the woman to his side reminded him he was there with a job to do.  Still, he promised himself at least one slow dance with her if only for the excuse to hold her close.
 
   Annaliese took one look at him and suppressed a laugh.  “Are you here to save the day?” she quipped, and Nick struck a pose, hands on his hips.  
 
   “Ready to eat small hors d’oeuvres in a single bite,” he grinned, snatching a cheese cube off the tray and popping it in his mouth.  “Annie, I’d like you to meet Natalie Fox, she’s the one I was telling you about.  Nat, this is Annaliese Cross.”  
 
   Annaliese noticed Natalie for the first time, her expressive face unable to mask her surprise.  “This is your old friend?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “The one in the FBI?”  
 
   Natalie reached out and touched Anna’s arm.  “Ooh, let’s keep that on the down low for tonight.  People tend to get jumpy when they hear what I do for a living.”
 
   “So you decided to go with high class call girl instead?”
 
   Meow.  Nick wasn’t sure if he should intervene or let the two of them scratch it out, but Natalie smiled at the dig.  
 
   “Thanks, that’s exactly the look I was going for.  Sexy, sophisticated, maybe slightly dangerous.  What do you think, Nick?”  She draped her arm over his shoulder.  “Can I catch a man’s attention tonight?  I do always get my man.”  
 
   He shifted uncomfortably at her touch, wondering if he could get away with stuffing a piece of cheese in Nat’s mouth. 
 
   “Catching it and holding it aren’t the same thing.”  Annaliese’s gaze hardened, her voice cold.  
 
   “Spoken like a woman who’s lost more than one man to a more expensive model.  Come on, Nick.  I think it’s time to mingle.”  
 
   Nick extricated himself from under her arm, joining Anna’s side before he found himself sleeping in the doghouse.  “You go ahead, Nat, I’m good here.  Eye on the sparrow, remember?”
 
   “Suit yourself.  But don’t go too far in case I need you.”  Natalie stalked away without another word. 
 
   About to try and smooth things over with a compliment, Nick lost his chance when Anna whirled on him, her features twisted in annoyance.  
 
   “That’s your friend?”
 
   “An old one,” he nodded, ducking away from the thunderous bunch of her brows.  “Old, old… as in I don’t even know her any more.”
 
   “And how well did you used to know her?”
 
   “How well do we truly know anyone?” Nick dodged, heartened by the jealous display.  “For instance I’ve never heard you call anyone a hooker to her face before.  Especially someone who carries a gun.”
 
   “Usually I surround myself with much better company,” she said loftily.  
 
   Nick chuckled at that.  “Come on, let’s go get you a saucer of milk before you’re tempted to scratch her eyes out.”  Anna let him lead her toward the buffet table so she could set down the tray of cheese, his hands on her shoulders in a lightly massaging caress to smooth away the tension there.  
 
   “We have people for that, Anna.”  Rose materialized by their side.  Her shoulder length, dark, wavy, hair was pulled back into a chic knot, a few silky tendrils framing her face.  The usual ruddy cheeks were gone, expensive cosmetics giving her a pale, almost listless complexion, though her bright blue eyes shone with plenty of life.  Sheathed in a black cocktail dress covered in jet beads that captured the light, she looked every inch the wealthy benefactress – except for the pentacle dangling from the wide velvet choker at her throat.  
 
   Annaliese set the tray on the table with an almost guilty swiftness.  “I know, but they’re all so busy, and I know where you keep the cheese.”
 
   “Hello, Rose, good to see you again.  You look very nice,” Nick said by way of greeting, which she chose to ignore, smiling at her guests instead.  “You look incredible by the way,” he added in a lower voice, leaning in to kiss Anna’s shoulder.
 
   “Save it, Sergeant, you’ve already got the girl,” Rose muttered, her lips frozen in a public smile.
 
   “Catching her and keeping her are two different things,” he replied, gratified to see the answering smile on Annaliese’s face.  “And she’s definitely a keeper.”
 
   Rose’s eyes darted to the couple who only had eyes for each other before returning to sweep over the crowd.  “Who’s the power-slut you came in with?”
 
   “Wha…?” Nick blinked, following the direction of her gaze, he noticed her watching Natalie out on the dance floor with a guy in a shiny sharkskin suit who clearly thought he was at least ten years younger than his actual age from his dance moves.  “Hey, she happens to be a nice lady.”
 
   “I’m not sure I agree with either of those terms,” Annaliese muttered, her eyes on the pair as well, and Nick felt compelled to defend Natalie in spite of her earlier cattiness.    
 
   “She’s just not used to playing well with others.  It happens in her line of work.”  
 
   “Whatever,” Rose replied, sounding bored with the topic already.  “Just keep in mind I’m holding you responsible for anything she does, so keep an eye on her.  If she can’t play nice she’ll have to go home.  I’ll catch you later, Anna, gotta go greet the Mayor.  Try to relax and have a good time.  Who cares if these freeloaders run out of food?”  
 
   “I’ll try and keep that in mind,” Anna promised.  
 
   “Do you want to dance?” Nick offered, his arm snaking around her trim waist to pull her close, but Anna remained rooted to the spot, looking into the crowd.  
 
   “There’s something wrong with that woman,” she declared.
 
   Nick watched Rose’s retreating form, offering a half shrug.  “I’ve thought so before too, but hey, she’s your friend.” 
 
   “Not Rose, your friend.”  
 
   “What do you mean?”  His brows drew together into a single dark line.  “She’s one of the good guys.”
 
   “Maybe so, but there’s definitely a bad energy around her.”
 
   “You’re just saying that because she keeps hitting on me.”
 
   Annaliese turned to look at him.  “She keeps hitting on you?”
 
   Oops.  “What kind of a bad energy?” he asked, trying to deflect the question and it worked, her gaze once more returning to Agent Fox.
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s like a dark feeling of foreboding… it crackles in the air around her.  Whatever it is, it’s not good.”
 
   “You have to admit, your radar’s not always a hundred percent though.  Remember what happened with Ellie and the murders,” Nick reminded gently.  “You couldn’t tell the bad from the good.”
 
   “I know, I’m not saying she’s bad, only that there’s a bad energy around her.  It could be coming from her or something external.  All I know is, I wish you’d stay away from her.”  
 
   Nick felt her shiver in his arms and pulled her closer.  “She’ll only be in town for a few days, I’m pretty sure I’m safe from her bad vibes.  Tell me though, do you feel any other kind of bad juju from anyone else in the room?”
 
   Her eyes scanned over the room and he felt her deep breaths as she concentrated.  “Nope, not a one, just her.”
 
   His eyes riveted to where Jax May still flirted with the blonde at the bar, he challenged her to take another look.  “Not your friends, no one?”
 
   “No, Nick,” she said with a long suffering sigh.  “I don’t get any bad feelings from either Ruby or Jackson.  I keep telling you, they’re good people.”
 
   A hairy guy in a cowboy hat and nothing else went streaking through the room with a whooping cry before he cannonballed into the Jacuzzi, and people barely seemed to notice.  “This is the weirdest party,” Nick muttered.  “Isn’t it odd that Rose decided to throw it on such a spur of the moment?  I got the feeling they’d fallen completely out of touch.” 
 
   “Rose and Ruby used to sort of date back in the day.  Not that they actually went out on dates or anything, it was more of a discreet hook up.  Now nobody cares,” she said with a shrug.  “But they were very close.”
 
   “No kidding?”  So maybe he hadn’t imagined that look from Ruby down Veronica’s shirt.  “Good to know,” he murmured.  “How come they’re not hanging out together tonight?”  The two women were across the room from each other.  Rose still chatting with the mayor while Ruby attempted to set fire to a potted palm next to the chair she sprawled in with a golden lighter.  
 
   “I’m not sure.  I know Rose was happy to see her again, but earlier she said there was something off about Ruby tonight.”  
 
   “It’s probably the drugs,” he nodded sagely.
 
   “You don’t know for sure if she’s on drugs or not.”
 
   “I’m a cop, remember?  She’s definitely using something regularly.”  Almost as if on cue, Ruby struggled out of her chair, tottering over to her brother’s side where she jostled into him, making him spill his drink all over the girl he was still chatting up.  “This is getting good,” Nick grinned, drifting closer to the bar with Annaliese in tow.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The girl gave a squeal over the spill, but then turned to Jax with a sultry smile.  “How about you come upstairs and help me get cleaned up?”  Jax looked like he might not object to that plan, but Ruby gave the girl a bleary eyed scowl.  
 
   “It’d take bleach and a blowtorch to clean up your kind of skeeze.  Why don’t you take a hike?”     
 
   “Are you going to let her talk to me like that?” The girl’s voice rose an octave, cutting through the party din and turning more than a few heads.  
 
   “Everybody chill the fuck out,” he said, his voice low and urgent.  “Why don’t you go get cleaned up, honey.  Here, take this.”  Jax was smooth, Nick had to give him that.  He almost missed the flash of cash Jax included with the napkins from the bar to shut the girl up.  The groupie clicked away on her chunky heels, dabbing dramatically at her cleavage, but there was a smile of satisfaction behind the drama.  Jax must’ve tipped her good.  
 
   “Where do you find these skanks?” Ruby said loudly, weaving slightly, and Jax held onto her arm, tight enough to draw a wince.  He whispered something in her ear that Nick couldn’t make out, but whatever it was, she didn’t seem to like it much.    
 
   “Hey, everything okay here?” Nick asked as they approached, and the brother and sister looked up with varying degrees of receptiveness.
 
   “Oh good, you’re here.  Now the party can really get started,” Jax deadpanned, motioning to the bartender for another drink.  
 
   “Aw, you two make such a cute couple!” Ruby gushed, all smiles, greeting Nick with a sloppy kiss on the cheek and one for Annaliese as well.  “Don’t you think so, Jax?  Have you ever seen such a cute couple in your life?”
 
   “They’re super cute,” he muttered, draining half his glass in one gulp.  
 
   “Hey, you’d better slow it down, you don’t want to make a scene,” Ruby said, and Nick got the feeling she was tossing his own words back in his face.  
 
   Jax snorted at that.  “Yeah, that’s rich.”
 
   “I’m glad you guys could make it.  You wouldn’t believe some of the losers Rose invited to this party,” Ruby grinned, her voice still inappropriately loud, but she didn’t seem to care.  Jax, however, looked like he’d reached the end of his patience.  
 
   “If you’ll excuse me, I need to see a man about a horse.  I’ll catch up with you later, Anna.”
 
   “I’ll be around,” Annaliese promised, accepting his kiss on the cheek before he turned to his sister.  
 
   “Try and stay out of trouble for once, okay?”
 
   “Don’t you love me anymore?” she pouted, wrapping her arms around his shoulders so that he was forced to unwind them before he could get away.
 
   “You know I do, Ruby.  But be a good girl or I’ll have to spank you.”  Jax dropped a quick kiss to her cheek, following it up with a swat to her behind.  
 
   “Promise?” Ruby called after him, sticking her tongue in his direction when he didn’t stop.  “So, where’s that sweet daughter of yours?”
 
   “You mean my underage daughter?”  Nick gave her a pointed look, still not sure what to make of the exchange between siblings, and Ruby laughed.  
 
   “Relax, I wasn’t going to do anything to her she didn’t want me to.  I saw the pictures she posted of us online.  So adorable.”
 
   Nick’s head canted to one side.  “How did you end up seeing those?” 
 
   “She posted one to our page and I friended her.  She’s a pretty good poet, you know?  I keep forgetting to talk to Jax about it, we could use some of her stuff in a song.”
 
   Nick wasn’t sure which part of that statement bothered him more, the fact that Veronica was Facebook friends with the train wreck standing before him or that he had no idea she even wrote poetry.  “I’m sure she’ll be glad to hear that,” he smiled blandly.  
 
   “Veronica really is talented,” Annaliese chimed in with an approving nod.  “She’s an old soul.”
 
   “I used to be talented,” Ruby mumbled, her eyes at half mast.  “All used up now.”
 
   “Nick?” Anna turned to him in worry when Ruby swayed again, nearly losing her balance.  “Maybe we should get her to a place where she can lay down for a while.”
 
   “Good idea,” he agreed, insinuating himself on her other side, wrapping a strong arm around Ruby’s waist.  “There we go, easy does it,” he murmured encouragingly.  
 
   “You smell nice,” Ruby declared, her head lolling on his shoulder.  “I forgot how good guys can smell sometimes.”
 
   “That’s me, good old nice smelling Nick at your service.”
 
   “I know your secret,” she whispered, lips curving into a smile.
 
   “I hope you’re good at keeping secrets then,” he returned, propelling gently her across the room with Anna at his side.  
 
   “I’m the best at keeping secrets,” she boasted.  “Good ones.  Or bad ones, depending on how you look at it.  Never, never tell…”  Ruby fell silent until they reached the edge of the room, then she cried out suddenly.  “Rosie!” 
 
   Rose caught her up in a hug when Ruby lurched forward, out of Nick’s arms.  “Hey there, sweetie.  Looks like you’re having way too much fun for this party.  How about we take a break and catch up, just you and me?”
 
   “A private party?”  Ruby’s lips turned up a dreamy smile.  “I’d like that.  I’d like it a lot.”  Her eyes suddenly shiny with tears, Ruby nestled herself under Rose’s arm, holding tight to her.
 
   “That’s my good girl.  I know just the place for us, nice and quiet.”  Rose looked up at Nick and Annaliese.  “I’ve got her from here.  Thanks though.”  They weaved their way through the foyer, disappearing into a room on the other side.  
 
   “Poor thing,” Annaliese sighed, watching their unsteady progress, but Nick was less forgiving.  
 
   “Hey, she did that to herself.  If you want to feel pity for someone, feel it for the brother who has to try and keep her act together.”
 
   “Oh, so now you’re on Jackson’s side?”  Her eyes went wide with surprise.
 
   “About that I am.  It must be a nightmare to keep her sober long enough to perform. I’m surprised he hasn’t considered a solo career before now.”
 
   “Oh no, he’d never leave Ruby.  The two of them are like this.”  She held up two crossed fingers.
 
   “Yep, I have a picture in my head, it’s very vivid.”  The pair were both weird in their own ways, no matter how much she kept insisting they were good guys.  But now Ruby was safely in Rose’s hands, and Natalie was off doing whatever it was Natalie was doing.  It seemed like a perfect chance to cut loose and enjoy the party.  “Hey, how about we…?”
 
   “I’ve told you before, stay the fuck away from me!”  Jax May’s voice rang out loud and clear from the direction of the grand stairway, drawing the attention of most of the room despite the music.  
 
   “Uh oh… I think the shit’s about to hit the fan,” Nick murmured.  
 
   “It sounds like it already has.  Come on.”  Before he could stop her, Annaliese threaded her way through the throng.  He did his best to keep up, pushing his way to the forefront of the crowd gathered around Jax, the blonde he’d spilled on earlier, and Natalie, who looked mad enough to spit nails.  
 
   “What’s she talking about, Jax?” the blonde demanded, but it was Natalie who spoke next.  
 
   “Why don’t you tell her, Jax?  Tell her about the dead girls you left behind in L.A., I’m sure she’ll want to hear about that.”
 
   “What’s she going on about?” Annaliese whispered to Nick, but he just shook his head, eyes intent on the altercation in case he needed to intervene.
 
   “What the hell is your problem?” Jax demanded, getting right up in her face.  
 
   Natalie refused to back down from her stance, her spiked heels putting her nearly at his eye level.  “I thought the girl should know what kind of a psycho she’s dealing with.”
 
   “You’re the only psycho I see here, lady.  What are you even doing here?  This is a private party.”
 
   “That doesn’t give you the right to use this girl like you did the others.  She’s a human being, not a puppet for your sick fantasies.”
 
   “Sick fantasies?” the girl blinked.  “Hey, all I said was let’s go get to know each other better, I didn’t agree to be part of any freak show.”
 
   Jax ignored her, his rage focused on Agent Fox.  “How many times do I have to tell you, I didn’t kill anybody.  If I had, why haven’t you arrested me yet?”
 
   “Just because I don’t have the evidence yet doesn’t mean I won’t nail you to the wall, you sick fuck.”  Her eyes narrowed to dangerous slits, voice throbbing with malice.  “I’m going to make you pay for what you did to her if it’s the last thing I do.”
 
   “Is there a problem here?”  One of the guys in black polo shirts with SECURITY printed across the back stepped forward, his hands outstretched.  
 
   “Yeah, there is,” Jax replied, backing away from Natalie and pointing at the front door.  “This chick is crazy and I want her out of here.”
 
   “I’m a federal officer,” she said coolly.
 
   “I don’t give a flying fuck who you are, you’re trespassing as far as I’m concerned.”
 
   “I happen to have been invited, wasn’t I, Nick?”
 
   Nick felt all eyes swivel toward him and he tried for an even smile.  “Hey, why don’t we all take this down a notch and go somewhere more private to discuss this.”
 
   “She came with you?” Jax threw his head back and laughed like it was the funniest thing he’d heard all day.  “I’ll be goddamned, I should’ve known.  Well, consider yourself uninvited now, sweetheart.  Get her out of here.”
 
   “Touch me and you’ll be guarding a manure pile by lunchtime tomorrow,” she growled at the security guard closest to her.  The guard hesitated, unsure how to proceed, and the blonde girl took the opportunity to scuttle away and watch from a safer distance.  
 
   “Nick, what’s this all about?” Annaliese asked, a deep furrow appearing between her brows.  
 
   “It’s about this crazy bitch following me all over the country insisting I’m a fucking murderer, and your boyfriend doing her dirty work for her,” Jax announced, raking his hand through his hair.  
 
   “Did you know about this, Nick?” she whirled on him, and he tried to think of how he could make it sound less awful.  
 
   “Annie, I…” he started to say, but she shook her head, backing away from him.  
 
   “I can’t believe it.  You used me to get to Jackson because you think he’s a killer?”
 
   “I can explain…”
 
   “You don’t have to apologize to her, we’re the ones in the right here,” Natalie bit out. “He’s the scum-sucking criminal.”
 
   “I swear to God, if you say one more fucking word…” Jax took a threatening step toward the agent, and Nick was forced to abandon his fumbling apology to get between them.  
 
   “Hey, there’s no call for that.  Everybody just take a breath.”
 
   “You see, he’s the violent one,” Natalie piped up, utterly destroying any kind of calm that Nick tried to foster.    
 
   “Get the fuck out now or I’ll show you violence.”  Jax stepped up, getting right in Nick’s face, and that got his hackles up even though he knew it was a bad idea to engage him.  
 
   “Go ahead, threaten me again.  I’m not afraid of you,” Nick countered.  “Or is threatening women more your style?”  His hands clenched into tight fists, itching to take a swing at the guy if he so much as twitched another muscle in his direction.  
 
   “Nick, that’s enough!” Annaliese demanded, shoving at his arm.  His fists unclenched as she cut through the wave of tension rising to epic proportions.   
 
   “But he…”
 
   “No, I don’t want to hear it.  Not here.”  Her eyes darted to the crowd and he realized they were all spoiling for a fight as well, any number of phones already recording the incident.  If he wasn’t careful, he’d end up on the late night news and his ass in a sling with the Captain.  
 
   “Sorry,” he mumbled, taking a step backwards.  
 
   “Don’t you dare say you’re sorry to him.  He, he…” Natalie sputtered, her rage still in full force, and Annaliese gave Nick’s shoulder another shake.
 
   “I think you should get her out of here.”
 
   “Fine.  We’ll go wait in the car while you wrap up and...”  
 
   “Just go, Nick.”  Anna’s eyes were dark with regret, backing away from him to take a stand beside Jax.  “I’ll talk to you later.”  
 
   She wasn’t coming with him.  “Right, sure, I’ll catch you later then,” he said, trying not to let it show how much it hurt that she’d chosen Jax over him.  
 
   So much for that dance. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Nick didn’t speak, not until he pulled into Bannings Restaurant and Pie House, and then it was only to tell the hostess they wanted a table away from the kitchen.  Natalie had descended into a sullen silence as well, nibbling furiously on a stub of her thumb nail.  
 
   He ordered them each a coffee, for once not even tempted to sample their pie of the day as he stared at the woman across the table from him.  At first glance, not a thing was out of place.  Her hair was still neatly pinned up over her ear, make-up expertly applied, but her toe tapped a frenetic beat against the base of the table and there was no mistaking the burning rage behind her eyes.  
 
   Waiting until the waitress filled their mugs and dropped off a tiny bowl of creamers, Nick studied her oddly restless behavior, turning the confrontation over in his mind.  There was definitely more to this story than she’d let on in her first briefing, no doubt about it.  
 
   “Are you going to stare at me all night or pass the sugar?” she asked finally, snapping out of her reverie to lean forward and reach for the cream.
 
   Nick slid the sugar bowl across the table, taking none for himself.  “What happened to this night being strictly about recon?” he asked mildly.
 
   “I know, I know!  I’m sorry, he got the best of me.”  Her hands shook as she emptied the packet of sweetener into her cup.  “It’s just when I saw him putting the moves on that groupie like she was just another piece of meat… I couldn’t let him get his hooks into her.  Not another one.  Not again.  Not when I could save her.”  
 
   It was the most impassioned he’d ever seen her, even more than when she’d been trading insults with May.  Eyes shiny with unshed tears, the light of anguish burning bright behind them, it was as if she clung to her composure by a single thread and that thread was stretched to its limit.  Nick found her somehow more beautiful in her vulnerability than all of her sophisticated flirtation before.
 
   “Hey, take a breath,” he said, covering her hand with his, feeling it flutter under his palm like the wings of a hummingbird.  “I’ve never seen you like this before.  What’s going on with you?”
 
   Slowly, she responded to his touch, her hand curling in his.  “I haven’t been sleeping well.  Nightmares…”
 
   “Come on, it’s more than that and you know it.  It’s almost like you have a personal stake in this case.”  The sudden shift in her shoulders told him everything he needed to know.  “That’s it, isn’t it?  What did he do to you?”
 
   Emotion twisted her face as she pulled her hand from his, reaching into her top to pull out her cell.  “It’s not what he did to me, it’s what he did to her.”  Scrolling through the prompts on the phone, she turned it around to show him a picture of her and a pretty blonde, arms around each other, mugging it up for the camera.  Something about the girl nudged at the corners of his memory until it came to him in a snap.
 
   “Isn’t that…?”
 
   “Julie Wilson, vic number three,” Natalie confirmed, her fingers brushing across the image.  “She was my cousin.”
 
   “Aw, Nat, I’m so sorry.”  Nick reached for her hand again as understanding clicked into place.  No wonder she was so hot to put May behind bars.  But the knowledge only led to more questions.  “She’s your cousin and they still let you on the case?”
 
   Natalie winced, and he knew what she was going to say before she said it.  “I didn’t let on that I knew her.  Don’t judge me, Nick,” she started to say, but he patted her hand.  
 
   “No, I get it, I might do the same thing if I was in your shoes.”  He couldn’t imagine not being part of an investigation into the death of someone he loved.  But at the same time, he could understand why there were rules in place against that sort of thing.  How objective was Natalie being in her investigation?  Were her emotions getting in the way?  “Nat,” he said carefully.  “Do you think there’s a chance that maybe it’s time you took a step back from the case?”
 
   Her eyes immediately blazed with anger.  “Don’t you even think about trying to shut me out of this one.  I’ve put in more hours and…”
 
   “I know,” he said, cutting off the flow of frustration coming off of her in waves.  “But in this instance, are you sure you aren’t seeing shadows where they don’t belong?  You know what you have on May is thin at best.  It’s not a crime to toy with a woman’s affections, even if he went out of his way to seduce them.  And let’s face it, most groupies are definitely willing.”
 
   “See that’s the thing.”  Natalie leaned forward, tapping on the table with her index finger.  “Julie wasn’t a groupie.  She’d never even heard of Forsaken before she hooked up with Jax.  She for damn sure didn’t get a tattoo of their stupid logo on her hip.”
 
   “Obviously she did, we’ve both seen the pictures,” he said as gently as he could.  “Natalie, people don’t always tell us when they do things they think you won’t approve of.  Even close friends, especially if they’re ashamed of it.  Maybe she had a wild, drunken fling with Jax and then regretted it?  Would you fess up to something like that to your straight-laced Fed of a cousin?”
 
   “She wasn’t like that though,” Natalie insisted.  “She was a good kid.”
 
   “I’m sure she was.  It’s not her fault she was murdered, even if she was a party girl.   You get that, don’t you?  I’m not placing the blame at her door.”  
 
   “I was supposed to be looking out for her in the big bad city, you know?”
 
   “You can’t blame yourself, Nat.  She was an adult, she didn’t need you to hold her hand crossing the street.”
 
   “Yes, but…”
 
   “More importantly, you can’t let your feelings compromise the quality of your investigation, it’s as simple as that.  Otherwise you might as well let Jax walk, because a smart lawyer is going to parade your obsession with him all over the court.  You’ve got to allow for the possibility that he’s not your perp.”
 
   “I know he is,” she insisted stubbornly.
 
   “Fine, you know it.”  He wasn’t about to argue in circles over it.  “But for now focus on the police work and not the guy.  If it’s him, great, but if it’s not, you might be missing valuable evidence by fixating on one guy.”
 
   Natalie let out a long, sigh, slumping lower in her seat.  “I guess you’re right.”  
 
   “Atta girl.”
 
   “But I’m not sorry I chased that girl out of there tonight.  I might’ve saved her life.”
 
   “Let’s hope your superior sees it that way too.”  If it showed up splashed all over the news, she was likely to get an earful if her boss was anything like his.  
 
   “From your lips.”  She raised her mug high, draining the tepid coffee in one long gulp. 
 
   Satisfied that he’d done all he could to get her to chill out and back off, Nick turned to his own coffee, grimacing over the temperature before waving over the waitress to top them off.  “Now how about a slice of pie?  Their lemon meringue is to die for.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Nick tried calling Annaliese as soon as he waved goodbye to Natalie and locked the front door, but it didn’t surprise him when she didn’t pick up.  It didn’t surprise him when she didn’t return his messages or texts for the next hour either.  He could understand why she was upset; the feeling of unease in the pit of his stomach had less to do with the sour coffee and pie and more to do with guilt over how he’d kept her in the dark about his motivations for meeting Jax and bringing Nat to the party.  As the night stretched on, he resigned himself to the fact that she was either not near her phone, ignoring him on purpose, or it was too loud.  
 
   So it was quite a shock to find her pulling into the driveway.
 
   There was just enough time for a quick check in the mirror (not too shabby), of his breath (not that great thanks to the coffee) and straighten his t-shirt before she let herself in without knocking.  
 
   “Hey, I was hoping I’d get to talk to you tonight,” he smiled, but Anna wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries, getting right to the heart of the matter.  
 
   “You knew about this murder investigation, didn’t you?  You’ve been looking at Jax as a suspect this whole time and you never said a thing.”
 
   “He’s not my suspect, but…”
 
   “How could you not tell me?  I thought we were closer than that, Nick.”  There was real pain behind her voice, not just anger, and it hit him like a boot to the gut.
 
   “We are.  It’s… like I said, it’s not my case.  I wasn’t formally investigating him, just keeping my eyes and ears open for a friend.”
 
   “Some friend,” she snorted.  “You didn’t think it was important to tell me that the old buddy you wanted to invite to the party has been stalking Jax for weeks?”
 
   “I wouldn’t call it stalking.  Investigating maybe.”
 
   “Don’t try and defend her to me, Jax told me all about it.  Did you know that she’s been reprimanded for trespassing on his property?  Did you know that the police issued him a formal apology for insinuating he was a suspect in order to avoid being sued after they completely cleared him of any charges?  But that wasn’t enough for her.  This has hurt him, Nick.  Do you have any idea what it’s like to be investigated for murder?  To have your friends ignore your calls?  To be vilified by the press?”  
 
   “Hey, they say there’s no such thing as bad press, right?”  She was right though, Natalie’s actions had been way over the line.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t know she was going to flip out like that.  She’s just really, really invested in the case.  You have no idea the kind of pressure there is to catch a killer, especially when new bodies keep turning up.”
 
   “You met him, does Jax strike you as a killer?”
 
   Nick struggled with the right response, torn between saying something soothing to smooth her ruffled feathers and admit what he felt in his gut.  Honesty won out, he’d already gambled and lost big time in trying to keep things from her.  “I don’t know, but there’s something off about that guy, I can feel it.”
 
   Anna let out a snort of disgust.  “I happen to think you’re wrong, and I can prove it.”  With that dramatic pronouncement, she strode deeper into the house, long skirt frothing about her legs.  Plopping her purse onto the kitchen counter, she pawed through it, muttering until she came up with a small brass pendulum.  “Do you have a piece of paper?”
 
   “Annie, I don’t see what you’re hoping to prove here.”
 
   “Do you have a piece of paper?”
 
   Nick stared at her for a long moment before retrieving a single sheet of printer paper from the closet.  Patiently, he waited while she drew a set of perpendicular lines on it, the horizontal one marked no and the vertical one marked yes, as he’d seen her do before.  “What about your magic herbs?” he mentioned, when she began to dangle the pendulum over the paper in a slow circle.   
 
   “This’ll have to do in a pinch,” she replied, her heavy eye makeup making her look more like a fortune teller than usual.  “Is Jax May the killer?” Annaliese asked in a ringing voice.  The pendulum switched direction, swinging from side to side.  “Ha, see!  I told you so.”
 
   “We both know that doesn’t work, remember what happened before?”  When seeking the identity of whoever was killing off her coven members, the pendulum hadn’t indicated who the killer was because they hadn’t known her true name.  
 
   “Fine,” she scowled.  “Is the person known to us as Jackson May the killer?”
 
   The pendulum continued to swing back and forth in a horizontal line.  
 
   “That doesn’t prove anything,” Nick insisted and she let the pendulum fall to the counter with a clatter.  
 
   “It proves you’re backsliding into a closed minded…”  Her hand clenched around the pendant, lips pressed tightly together as she tried to rein in her temper.  
 
   “Maybe we’re going to have to agree to disagree on this one, Annie.  That’s not a problem though, isn’t it?  There’s no law that says we have to agree on everything.”
 
   “It’s a problem when I feel like I can’t trust you to be honest with me.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  You’re right, I should’ve come clean when I first found out you knew the guy, but I wanted to meet him with as little bias as possible.  Can you honestly say you would’ve brought me to the hotel to meet him if I told you I wanted to investigate him?”
 
   “You’re the one with the bias, you had him pegged as guilty right from the start.”  
 
   “I’m a cop, I can’t help it if that colors my judgment of people.”
 
   “Maybe you should try not judging people at all,” she snapped, lowering her eyes when he didn’t say anything in response.  “I’d better be going,” she said softly, gathering her purse up.    
 
   “It’s late, you can stay…”
 
   “No, I don’t think I can.”
 
   There didn’t seem to be much to say after that, and Nick escorted her to the front door with an air of glumness.  Wishing her a safe drive home, he watched as she climbed into her car and drove away.  Still standing in the doorway, he pulled out his cell and dialed Natalie’s number.  
 
   “Hey, long time no hear,” she answered with a smile in her voice.  “Did you decide you want to go out for a nightcap?”
 
   “I can’t help you with the case anymore,” Nick said shortly, not bothering to pussyfoot around it.  
 
   “Come again?”
 
   “I’ve got my own workload to deal with and it’s getting too complicated for my personal life.”
 
   “This is because of the witch, isn’t it?”
 
   So, she’d bothered to check Annaliese out.  While Anna was, in fact, a witch, he didn’t like the way Natalie said the word, as if there was something dirty about it.  “Unless there’s a solid lead to follow up on, or a crime is committed in my jurisdiction, you’re on your own,” he said coldly.
 
   There was silence on the line for a few moments before she let out a short breath.  “That’s a shame, but I understand.  I hope things smooth out for you.”
 
   “Goodbye, Natalie.  I hope you find the answers you’re looking for.”
 
   “If I’m right, I’ll be talking to you again sooner than later.”  With that, she hung up, and Nick wearily made the rounds, making sure all the doors and windows were locked.  
 
   “Hey, Dad.”  Veronica perched on the bottom steps, folding her arms around her knees as she watched him.  
 
   “I’m sorry, kiddo.  Did I wake you?”
 
   “Nah, I was still up reading.  Party didn’t go so great, huh?”
 
   “You know that scene in the Poseidon Adventure where the ship turns over and everyone in the grand ballroom scrambles as things go topsy turvy?”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “It was worse than that.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Nick sat beside her and she scooted over to give him more room.  “I was stupid and kept something from Annaliese that I shouldn’t have.”
 
   “That is stupid.”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “Your word, not mine,” she exclaimed, hands held up in a supplicating gesture.  “What kind of stuff did you keep from her?  Stuff to do with your FBI friend?”
 
   “My friend and her friend… it’s sort of complicated.”
 
   “I’m smarter than I look.”
 
   “You look plenty smart, muffin.”  He pulled her in for a one armed hug.  “But I don’t want to get anyone into trouble by throwing accusations around.”
 
   “So… the FBI chick thinks that one of Annaliese’s friends is guilty of something,” Veronica ventured aloud.  “Who, Ruby?  Is it about the drugs?”
 
   “You are smart,” Nick grinned, impressed with her deductive reasoning.  “No, it’s not about the drugs, it’s much more serious.  Speaking of drugs though, what do you think of your idols now that you’ve seen them up close?”  
 
   “It was definitely an eye opener,” she said after a moment’s thought.  “I mean, I didn’t expect Jax to look at me twice, so it wasn’t a big surprise when he totally ignored me.  I’m a nobody after all.”
 
   “You’re not a nobody to me.”
 
   “That’s sweet, papabear, but it’d be nice to hear that from someone who didn’t have a genetic link to me.  And I can’t say I got to know Ruby much either, she was so zonked out on whatever she was high on.  I don’t even know if she knew what she was talking about.”
 
   Nick smiled at that, but couldn’t resist asking her about Anna’s ex.  “But Jax, he struck you as a straight shooter?”
 
   “I guess so, I didn’t have a chance to talk to him all that much.  What is it you think he’s done?”
 
   “Who says I think he did anything at all?”
 
   “I told you, I’m smarter than I look.”
 
   “You are at that,” he agreed.  Maybe he could use a fresh pair of eyes on the case from someone who wasn’t a cop, even if he had told Natalie he’d have to let it go.  “Okay, full disclosure here, but you have to promise you won’t breathe a word of it to anyone and that includes twittering or anything online.  Pinky swear.”  Nick held up his pinky and she clasped it with hers.  
 
   “Wild horses couldn’t drag it from me,” she grinned.  
 
   Nick went over the basics of the case, the three dead girls and their ties to Jax, glossing over the more gory details.  Veronica listened in silence, her lips pressed together until she offered her opinion.  
 
   “It seems like you should be tracking down the tattoo artists, not Jax.  That’s the biggie they all have in common, right?”
 
   Could it be that simple?  The thought had never once occurred to him, but surely Natalie had already investigated that angle.  “Ah, I’ll have to see if that’s been done.  I can’t imagine she would’ve narrowed down the investigation to Jax unless he was the only viable option.”  Or had she skipped over that possibility in her desire to railroad the rock star?
 
   “I don’t know, it doesn’t sound like you have much on Jax at all.  I mean they all like his music?  So what?  And he’d have to be stupid to kill a girl he’d slept with.  Wouldn’t that lead the cops right to his door?”
 
   “People don’t always plot everything out when they kill.”
 
   “But this killer does.  You said the razor blades didn’t have any prints on them, that means the killer either wore gloves or wiped them clean.  If it was an act of passion, it’d be less likely he’d even bring a razor blade with him, right?  He’d just kill them with whatever was available or strangle them or something.”
 
   “That’s possible.  Or maybe he’s starting to lose control.  The first two victims didn’t have any real ties to Jax other than being fans of his.  Maybe by the time he got to the third killing he lashed out at the girl he’d slept with because she was available.  The wrong place at the wrong time kind of thing.”  
 
   “That’s a lot of maybes, Dad.”
 
   “You’re right, it is.  Besides, I decided to leave the whole thing in the hands of the Feds for now anyway.”
 
   “Do you think that’ll satisfy Annaliese?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it’s a step in the right direction.”  
 
   “What happens if there’s another murder up here?”
 
   That would change things.  “Then Jax May moves to the top of the suspect list.”  Annaliese couldn’t blame him for investigating then.  “In the meantime, Jax May is definitely on the short list of people I want you to avoid like the plague.  Maybe he’s a nice fella who’s good to his mama and is sweet on kittens, but on the off chance he’s a psycho killer, you stay away from him.  Do you hear me?”
 
   “Loud and clear.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   It wasn’t like Veronica was anywhere near Jax May, not exactly.  Unless you counted being part of a sold out crowd of fifteen hundred screaming fans close to a guy.  Even from the VIP section, she was still farther away than she’d been in his hotel room.  Her dad couldn’t object to that, could he?  He already knew she was going to the concert thanks to free tickets from Annaliese and he hadn’t gone too ballistic over that.  Mostly she thought that was because he was trying to act all cool, like he didn’t have a problem with Jax in front of Annaliese.  Hey, whatever got her into the concert was fine with Veronica.  
 
   But as she edged closer to the backstage area, Veronica was pretty sure she was violating the spirit of her father’s warning, if not the letter of it.  Ruby had said she’d leave backstage passes for her at the box office, not that she’d actually expected her to do it.  More than half the stuff Ruby had said to her over Facebook hadn’t made much sense.  
 
   The idea that a famous rocker might be interested in her poetry as lyrics for an actual song was thrilling, but she didn’t seriously expect anything to come of it.  Still, Veronica had promised her friend Kristen she’d get to meet the siblings in exchange for a ride to the concert, in the hopes that Ruby came through.  Sure enough, there were two backstage passes left under her name, and she and Kristen were admitted almost an hour before the rest of the rabble.  
 
   The Crystal Ballroom was as grand as its name, with giant crystal chandeliers, delicately carved beams and moldings, and floor to ceiling, arched windows letting in lots of natural light during the day.  The stage was tucked away in the corner.  A smallish stage as venues go, nothing like the big amphitheater concerts, but it was big enough for the kind of bands that didn’t travel with their own pyrotechnic shows.  The VIP area was marked off to the right of the stage, bordering the entrance to the lower level that housed all the dressing rooms and such.  
 
   “I can’t believe you got us backstage passes!” Kristen squealed, holding tight to her hand so as not to be separated in the crush of people.  
 
   “I know, right?”
 
   “And we’re really going to meet Jax May?”
 
   “It’s a distinct possibility,” Veronica smiled, still waffling back and forth over whether or not she should be doing this.  
 
   She’d tried her best to fit into the groupie stereotype in the hopes of catching Jax’s eye this time, since that’s what he seemed to like.  Hair wound up in a spiky twist that showcased her electric blue highlights, ample amount of skin showing from her nearly bare shoulders to her ultra sheer stockings lightly patterned with tiny black skulls, and a swath of pale midriff in between.  
 
   They’d spent nearly an hour getting the makeup just right – a deep, smoky eye that gave them an almost cat-like cast, her full lips stained a soft pink that matched her nails for a touch of innocence.  Not that her father would’ve ever let her leave the house like that in a zillion years, that’s why they’d gotten ready at Kristen’s house.  They could go out dressed in pasties and a g-string and her alkie mother would never notice.  
 
   Veronica had even painstakingly drawn a tattoo above the curve of her bodice – the symbol of the band, just like the murdered girls.  Maybe she was playing with fire, but Veronica needed to see if Jax had any reaction to it.  She was fairly sure he wouldn’t recognize her in her current getup, she wasn’t sure she recognized herself.  
 
   “Ooh, they’re starting!” Kristen yelled as the band took the stage.  “I think I’m going to faint…”  
 
   “You’re not going to faint,” Veronica muttered, well used to her friend’s brand of exaggeration.  Kristen was the polar opposite of Veronica when it came to looks.  Blonde hair teased within an inch of its life, wide blue eyes that appeared never to blink.  Pointy chin and long, gangly limbs.  Veronica was jealous over how tall and thin she was and Kristen envied Veronica her lush curves – it was a perfectly symbiotic friendship except that the only attire they could trade were shoes.  When it came to the opposite sex, Kristen was all swoons and giggles, but Veronica admired how she never played the games so many of her peers did with boys.  
 
   “If you faint you’ll miss it,” Veronica reminded her, and Kristen instantly perked up, her gaze riveted to the stage.  Half expecting Ruby to be zonked out again, it was a pleasant surprise to see her strut out on stage bright eyed and full of energy as she greeted the crowd.  Of course, that could mean she was just high on something else to keep her sharp, but the music didn’t suffer for it.  Dressed in purple and black patent leather, her hair loose and wild with long purple extensions in it, Ruby May looked every inch the rock goddess she was.  
 
   Without much in the way of preamble, they struck up one of their biggest hits, Send Me Your Love, featuring Ruby on vocals and Jax on lead guitar.   The crowd went nuts, jumping up and down to the distinctive beat.  The energy in the room was electric, the hair standing up on Veronica’s arms as she found herself a part of it.  This was why she loved Forsaken, the way their music grabbed you on a visceral level and made you sit up and take notice.   That Jax was sex on a stick didn’t hurt matters either.  
 
   Dressed in tight, low slung, leather pants and a black button-up shirt with the arms ripped off, hanging loose and open to reveal lean, chiseled abs, he looked good enough to eat.  With his hair tousled and spiky and a touch of liner at the eyes to give him a dark, sexy stare, he looked every inch the predator her father imagined him to be.  Hastily shoving that idea away before it wigged her out, Veronica let the music wash over her, dancing along with those beside her.  
 
   Amid the enthusiastic applause that followed, the first few notes of the second song filtered through, deep and throbbing, and Veronica held her breath, knowing what was coming next.  The crowd heard it too, the cheers falling to a pregnant hush as Jax took center stage.  Invoke Me, the song that made Forsaken a household name swelled louder, Jax commanding all eyes in the room as he stepped up to the mic.  His voice slid out like a caress and the crowd fell unusually quiet for such a size as they became caught up in his spell.
 
    
 
   Invoke me
 
   Let me inside you
 
   Let me provide you
 
   With all that you need
 
    
 
   His gaze raked over the crowd and stopped in her direction.  Even though she knew it was stupid, and he probably couldn’t see her at all with the stage lights, Veronica felt like he was singing just for her.  
 
    
 
   Invoke me
 
   Let me inside you
 
   I know how to guide you
 
   I know what you need
 
    
 
   “Oh my God, he’s looking right at you!” Kristen squealed, grabbing at her elbow so violently, Veronica almost lost her balance.  
 
   “No… he’s not.  He’s…”  It really did look like he was, but in the next instant Jax shifted focus, stalking to the other side of the stage to deliver the next verse.  Veronica felt a soft puff of disappointment leave her lungs, but it was easier to breathe now, and she settled in to enjoy the rest of the show.  
 
   Next up after Invoke Me was I Feel it Coming, followed by Ruby’s lazy rendition of Summer Breeze.  The audience was less in awe by the fourth number, singing along with Ruby’s hauntingly beautiful vocals.  The band was killing it, every bit as good as their recordings, only better, because they were right there, up close and personal.  
 
   Veronica hardly even felt the passage of time, and before they knew it, Jax announced the final song of the night.  Too exhilarated to be tired from all the jumping up and down, she caught up Kristen’s hand, dragging her to the backstage entrance.  “Come on, let’s beat the rush and see if we can get backstage now!” she yelled.
 
   “But I don’t want to miss this, I love this song!”
 
   “This will be better, trust me!”  
 
   It was easy enough to be admitted past the velvet ropes with the backstage passes hanging from their necks.  The girls stopped for a few moments to watch the end of the performance from the wings, Jax still in view, but somehow more intimate in profile.  From there they could see the back of his shirt was drenched with sweat, tiny beads of perspiration trailing down the sides of his neck.  
 
   The last few notes of the song hung heavy in the air amid thunderous applause, and they clapped furiously as well before they had to duck out of the way to make room for the technical crew.  “Let’s go,” said Veronica, pulling Kristen along to the stairwell that led to the “backstage” area below.  
 
   The stairs opened up into a large open room set up with couches and chairs to lounge in.  There were several doors along the interior wall leading to dressing rooms and the management offices for the place.  Framed posters hung on the walls, most of them signed by famous bands who’d played the venue.  A buffet table was set up on the far end with ice cold drinks and snacks, though nobody seemed to be munching.  
 
   If they’d thought to beat the rush, they were mistaken.  There was already a gaggle of fans in the backstage area below (most of them women), along with various crew members hurrying from place to place.  Veronica and Kristen took up a spot in the far corner of the room, their eyes on the stairs as the band started to descend.
 
   She’d thought maybe Jax and Ruby would stop and sign autographs, at the very least say hello to the crowd, but the entertainers made a beeline for their respective dressing rooms, without so much as a glance in the direction of the fans that clamored in their wake.   
 
   A guy in a dark suit with a band t-shirt under the jacket held his hands up, forcing the gaggle of girls back.  “Let him catch his breath, ladies.  He’ll be out for a celebratory drink in just a few,” he said with authority.  He was young, early to mid-twenties, younger than Jax and Ruby, at least.  His brown curls bobbed as he nodded and smiled gregariously, trying to draw one of the girls into conversation, but she didn’t seem very interested.  
 
   Kristen flashed a nervous look at her phone.  “We’re supposed to be home by midnight.”
 
   “We can’t leave now, you heard that skinny guy, they’re going to come out any minute.  Your mom won’t even notice.”
 
   “Yes, she will.  She’s working the nightshift tonight and she needs to be there by one.  She’ll kill me if I stay out past curfew.”
 
   Veronica understood curfew better than most with a cop for a father.  But she also understood this was a once in a lifetime chance.  “It’ll be worth it, I promise.  We’ll still get back in time for your mom to get to work, we just might be a teensy bit late.  Better to be grounded and live a little than to miss out on this opportunity.”
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   The door opened then and Jax strode out.  The sweaty shirt was gone, leaving him in the pair of leather pants and a smile.  “I’ll stay,” Kristen murmured, transfixed by the dark trail of hair that started from his navel and disappeared under the leather pants.  
 
   Veronica stifled a grin as she caught sight of her friend’s dazed smile, looping her elbow through hers.  “Come on, he’s super cool, I want you to meet him.”
 
   “He’s not going to remember you.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  Don’t you want to be close enough to him to smell his sweat?”
 
   Kristen’s loopy grin resurfaced.  “Okay, let’s go.”  
 
   Only it was impossible to get close to him with the other girls swarming like locusts.  There was no sign of Ruby yet.  After trying to skirt their way into the throng from multiple angles, Veronica was willing to admit defeat.  “Come on, let’s get something cool to drink.  Maybe they’ll back off after a few minutes.”  Leading her friend to the refreshment table, she looked it over before picking up a small cluster of red seedless grapes. 
 
   “Do you think we’re allowed to drink these beers?” Kristen whispered at her side.  “Nobody carded us to get in or anything.”
 
   Drinking hadn’t been Veronica’s plan.  In fact, for what she had in mind she’d rather keep her wits straight, but she could hardly deny her friend if that’s what she wanted, especially after talking up how easily she’d get introduced to Jax.  “Ah, go ahead if you want to, I don’t think anybody cares.  I can drive us back to your place later.”
 
   “You’re not going to have one?”
 
   “No, I think I’ll stick to water.”  Her throat was sore from all the yelling and screaming during the concert.
 
   “I’d better not,” Kristen chickened out then, reaching for a diet soda instead.  
 
   “Hey… I know you, don’t I?”  
 
   Veronica didn’t have to turn around to recognize the voice, and Kristen’s death grip on her arm provided the confirmation she needed.  Fighting the urge to squeal, she turned around slowly, a faint smile on her lips as she regarded Jax May.  
 
   “Maybe,” she said in a voice she didn’t recognize, husky, almost sultry.  His eyes narrowed as he tried to come up with it, and Veronica hoped like crazy that nothing about her cop of a father jumped in there.  “Don’t strain yourself.”  Her smile widened slightly as she popped a grape between her lips.  
 
   Predictably, his eyes fell to her mouth as she chewed and swallowed.  “Those are my grapes,” he protested lightly, and she brought another one to her lips.
 
   “They’re good.”  They’re good?  What kind of an answer was that?  It was like someone else was speaking for her, but it seemed to do the trick, the corner of his mouth twitched into a half smile.  
 
   “Yeah, I know.  I have them after every show.”
 
   Kristen practically vibrated by her side, but Veronica couldn’t look away from Jax’s dark gaze, her head tilting to one side as she flirted like she had an idea what the hell she was talking about.  “Really?  They’re so plump and juicy, I can see why.”
 
   He held out his hand for the grapes but she deliberately pretended to misunderstand, slipping her hand into his instead.  “Nice to see you again,” she smiled, leaning up on her toes to kiss his raspy cheek, lingering long enough to catch his scent mingled with the tang of leather.  When she pulled back, her heart skipped a beat over the hungry look he gave her, and she could tell it had nothing to do with the fruit.  There… now’s he’s looking at me, she thought to herself with a touch of amazement.
 
   Veronica was sure he could feel the way her heart pounded from his grasp on her hand.  Instead of objecting to his hold on her, she jerked her head to one side, remembering her promise.  “This is my friend, Kristen.”
 
   “Hey, cutie,” Jax said with a practiced grin but his eyes almost immediately swung back to Veronica, narrowing slightly.  “Where do I know you from again?”
 
   “If you can’t remember, it must not have been all that memorable,” she considered aloud, tugging her hand free as the guy in the suit came to talk to Jax, exchanging a few low words.
 
   “V, we have to get going,” Kristen whispered, tugging at her elbow, but she was able to shake off the hold fairly easily.  Veronica had no intention of leaving before she got what she came for.
 
   “We can’t leave now, I need to talk to him,” she insisted, eyes on Jax, who gave the other guy the brush off, turning back to them with a slight frown.
 
   “You’re not leaving already, are you?”  
 
   “No, of course not,” Veronica said with a forced smile.  How would it look if she had to get home by midnight?  
 
   “But the car…” Kristen hissed, clinging to her arm again and Veronica gave her a tiny push.
 
   “Go ahead, I’ll catch up with you later.”
 
   Kristen stared at her, mouth gaping open like a fish.  “How will you get home?”
 
   God, he was going to think she was a kid, unable to stay out after dark.  “Don’t worry about it, I’ll make it home on my own.”  Worst case scenario she could catch the late bus and walk part of the way.  Of course that was definitely against the ground rules her father had set, but what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.  
 
   “I’ll take care of your friend,” Jax smiled, placing a proprietary hand on the small of Veronica’s back, his palm hot against her bare skin.  “Come on, let’s go get to know each other better.”
 
   Before she could stammer an appropriate response, the guy in the suit intervened, blocking their way.  “Hey, hey, hey, where are you going?” he said, his smile stretched tight though his tone was clearly upset.  “I need you to stay and press the flesh.  There’s a reporter here from the Willamette Weekly.” 
 
   “So?  It’s not like it’s from Spin Magazine or anything,” Jax balked, guiding Veronica around the man.  “Just let them write up how the show went.  I need a cold drink, I’ll be out in a while.”
 
   “You’re killing me, Jax.”  
 
   “I could say the same,” the rocker scowled.  “Now would you get lost, Gideon?  I need to unwind.”  
 
   Veronica flashed Kristen her crossed fingers and hoped for the best as he steered her to his dressing room.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Veronica preceded him into the room, which had a lit makeup table in one corner with a scatter of cosmetics all over it.  A rolling garment rack up against the wall held a row of clothes on hangers, with a bunch of duffel bags thrown beneath in a jumbled heap.  A buffet cabinet tucked against the other wall with a coffee pot at one end and a mini-fridge on the other.  A red velvet loveseat dominated the rest of the space with a low oval coffee table before it.  
 
   It was cozy, and she could see herself getting very comfortable on that loveseat. 
 
   Unsure if she should sit or not, Veronica stepped deeper into the room, pretending to look over the contents of the makeup table. 
 
   “We’ve got ourselves a problem, V… is it?” Jax said, leaning against the inside of the dressing room door.  For half a moment her heart pounded as she wondered if he’d lock it, but his hands settled upon his hips as he regarded her with the hint of a smile behind his solemn tone.
 
   He’d heard Kristen mention her name, had he?  She had to be more careful she didn’t let something else slip.  “What’s that?”  
 
   “You’ve got something I want, and I always get what I want.”
 
   Her mouth went dry before she remembered the cluster of grapes still in her hand.  “Do you?” she swallowed, deliberately popping another into her mouth, relishing the burst of juice across her tongue as she bit into it.  
 
   “What are we going to do about this?”  He pushed away from the door, stalking closer.      
 
   “That does sound like quite a problem,” she said with mock severity, her eyes blinking with feigned interest.  Where she was going with this game, she wasn’t quite sure, but the playful give and take between them, so different from the way the boys at school talked to her, was almost addicting.  It let her become someone else, someone who didn’t have to worry about what he would think of her the next day at school, or whether she should play hard to get or not.  This was a man who knew what he wanted and wasn’t afraid to take it.  It was a heady sensation tangling with him.  
 
   “You don’t ever feel like trying something new?”  
 
   His lips curved into a predatory grin.  “I’m a creature of habit, honey.  When something works for me, I stick with it.”
 
   Without realizing it, she’d started to back up as he advanced, and the sudden appearance of the wall at her back caught Veronica by surprise.  It rattled her enough to drop the femme fatale act, her voice quavering as she offered up the pitiful few grapes left.  “Here, maybe you’d better take them.  I wouldn’t want to deprive you of something so tasty.”  
 
   Only he didn’t take the offered fruit.  “Actually, why don’t you keep them,” he said, his hands brushing over the tops of her shoulders in the lightest caress.  “I’ve got another idea how to satisfy my need for something sweet.”  
 
   Her hand came to rest against his chest as he pressed close, warning bells pealing like mad in the back of her mind, but Veronica didn’t care.  Maybe it was kind of skeezy for him to scam on younger girls, but she didn’t think he knew how young she was.  The errant thought slipped in that Dave probably wouldn’t like it a whole lot, but was it really cheating on Dave if it was with a famous guy?  Didn’t she get a pass?  She’d give him a pass if Scarlett Johansson came to town.  Besides, they’d only gone on five dates.  Jax May was about to kiss her and there wasn’t one tiny piece of her that objected.  
 
   So slowly it made her insides quake with anticipation, he leaned forward, his hot breath washing over her moments before his mouth claimed hers.  He tasted of nicotine gum but Veronica didn’t care, all she could think was – this is really happening, I’m kissing Jax May!  
 
   And what a kiss it was.  
 
   No clumsy fumbling or trying to jam his tongue down the back of her throat.  Jax coaxed his way into her mouth with deliberate care, drawing her out, making her crave more.  When his hands slid down her arms to rest at her hips the cluster of grapes fell forgotten to the floor.  As they rose back up to tease against the edges of her top, all she wanted to do was find out what came next, but instead he broke the kiss, his forehead resting against hers.  
 
   “Damn, I wish I could remember where I knew you from.”
 
   Still wrapped up in his spell, it took her a few seconds longer to catch her breath, blood pounding furiously in her ears.  “Does it matter?” she breathed.  She could only think he’d never kiss her like that again he ever figured it out.  
 
    “No, I guess not.” A lazy grin spread across his face as he leaned in to kiss her again and Veronica ducked her head to one side, not quite sure she’d be able to resist him if he pushed her farther than she wanted to go.  
 
   “How about something cool to drink?”  Thank God it came out as less of a plea and more of a request.  To her great relief, Jax backed off right away, as though the distraction was perfectly legit.
 
   “I could definitely go for a beer, you want one?”
 
   “Sure,  okay,” she agreed, wishing she’d asked for a water the instant his back was turned and she could think straight again.  Instead of returning to where she waited by the wall, he sprawled on one corner of the loveseat, setting her beer on the coffee table.  Veronica joined him there, angling her body toward him but pressing against the farthest corner the tiny couch would allow.  Even so, their knees touched as she crossed her legs and sat back with the beer.  
 
   Jax took a healthy swig of his drink, rolling the mouth of the bottle across his bottom lip as he studied her carefully.  The close scrutiny made her intensely uncomfortable and she took a small sip of her own, pretending to like the taste.  
 
   “It’s bugging me where I know you from,” he said finally.  “Where do you work?”
 
   “I’m a student.”  Not a lie…
 
   “Yeah?  What’s your major?” 
 
   “Criminology.”  Not entirely a lie… it would be one day.  It was either that or psychology.  
 
   His brows rose as he took another drink.  “Criminology?  A bitty thing like you?”
 
   “What can I say?  I have a thing for bad boys.  I like to figure out what makes them tick.”  She liked to think she got that from her father, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to go into law enforcement exactly.
 
   “We’re not all that complicated, you know.”  Jax shifted closer, his arm reaching around the back of the loveseat.  
 
   “Is that so?”
 
   “Nah, find out what a bad boy wants the most and he’ll purr like a kitten for you.”  His fingers brushed against the bare skin from one shoulder to the other leaving tingles all across her back.  
 
   Holy shit, she was so in over her head!  More than anything she wanted to ask what he wanted the most, but she wasn’t there to play walk on the wild side, not really.  No matter how much she wanted to find out where else he could make her tingle, she had a job to do and it was that determination that made her throw up the smallest of barriers between them.  
 
   “And what does your girlfriend think about you purring like a kitten for anyone else?”
 
   His head canted to one side, brows pinching closer together.  “What girlfriend?”
 
   “I saw a picture of the two of you online.  She was really pretty, long hair…”  It was a calculated risk, making him think about Annaliese and possibly her by extension, but one Veronica was willing to take.  
 
   Jax let out a snort.  “You can’t believe everything you read.”
 
   “You two seemed cozy enough.”
 
   “She’s got a boyfriend.”
 
   “Ah, that’s a bummer.”
 
   “You win some, you lose some,” he shrugged.  “Her, I lost a long time ago.  What about you?  A smoking hot chick like you has got to have a boyfriend.”
 
   Veronica tilted her hand back and forth.  “I’m not sure I’d call him a boyfriend as much as an interested party.”
 
   “I like that, an interested party.”  His lips curved in amusement, fingers lightly stroking the back of her neck.  “Well, you’ve got me real interested in a party.”
 
   “I’ll bet that happens a lot.”
 
   “I do meet a lot of girls,” he admitted.
 
   “And they’re all more than happy to party with you, aren’t they?”
 
   “I haven’t had any complaints so far.”
 
   “How do you know you’re not hooking up with a total stalker?”
 
   Jax shrugged again.  “How do you?  How do any of us really know anyone?  Shit, you could be a total stalker for all I know, but you’re cute as hell, that’s good enough for me.”  Leaning closer, he kissed her bare shoulder, working his way up toward her neck.  
 
   Desperate to keep her train of thought from derailing, Veronica blurted out, “Has anyone ever turned you down before?”
 
   That got his attention.  Pulling back, Jax gave her a penetrating stare.  “What kind of a question is that?  Hey, I’m not here to make anyone do anything they don’t want to do.  You want to go, be my guest, I’m not forcing anything.”
 
   “I didn’t say you were,” she retracted, talking fast.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply anything.”
 
   “You ask a lot of questions, you know that?”
 
   Uh oh.  “Sorry, it’s a habit, I guess.  And you are the Jax May, after all.  Who doesn’t want to know all about the rock legend?”  Veronica could see the instant she said it, it was the wrong thing to say, as he leaned back against the couch, taking another deep, almost angry drink.  
 
   “That’s what they tell me,” he sighed morosely.   
 
   “You don’t like it?  Being famous?”
 
   For a long moment he stared straight ahead and she wasn’t sure he’d heard her at all, but then he tipped up the bottle, draining the last of his beer.  “Sure I do, what’s not to like,” he said, setting it down and turning to face her again.  The look he gave her was hungry again, and this time without the grapes there could be no doubt what he wanted.  
 
   “This is cute, but it’s not real, is it?”  His fingers brushed across the design she’d drawn over the top of her breast, tracing along the edge of the fabric in a deliberate caress.  
 
   As soon as her lungs started working again, Veronica thought of a suitable reply.  “No, the only tattoo I have is more… intimate.”  That was lie number one.  “I like it though, it’s a cool symbol.  How did you guys pick it?”
 
   “It’s sweet, huh?”  His fingers continued to stroke, growing bolder as he scooted closer.  “I don’t know, Ruby and I chose it out of a bunch of them.  We wanted something to go with the title of the album and this one came out of a book with some freaky shit in it.  
 
   Her heart pounded, but not just from his touch.  This was the kind of thing she’d hoped to find out.  “What kind of freaky shit?”
 
   “You know, dark satanic stuff.  It seemed to fit what we were looking for.”
 
   “The way you sing about it, you must know a lot about those kinds of things.  Have you ever done it before?  You know… like invoke a spirit or a demon or something?”  Breath held captive in her lungs as she waited for him to reply, Veronica wasn’t expecting him to burst out laughing.  
 
   “Invoke a real demon?”  He shook his head, still chuckling.  “Come on, you don’t believe in that crap, do you?  It’s all a bunch of bull to sell tickets.  Aw shit, you’re not one of those goth chicks that’s into drinking blood, are you?” he said, recoiling with distaste.  
 
   “Eewh, no,” she replied immediately, relieved beyond measure over his reaction to the idea.  More and more she was starting to believe in his innocence.  There just didn’t seem to be a motivation for it.  He obviously had girls throwing themselves at his feet, and he didn’t seem into the whole satanic crap as he put it.  Why would he need to kill anyone?
 
   “Good,” he eased, shifting closer to her again.  “Now, how about you show me your intimate tattoo and I’ll show you mine.”  
 
   “You have a…”  The words fell out of her head as his fingers ghosted over the drawn tattoo on her chest, torn between imagining where he might have an intimate tattoo and imagining what would happen once she got close enough to see it.  Jax didn’t give her a chance to try and salvage the question though, as his lips descended over hers again.
 
   It was a bad idea on so many levels.  On the one hand, she knew he didn’t care about her as more than a piece of ass and he’d never remember her name afterwards – hell, he didn’t know her full name now.  And he was a lot older than her, old enough that there was a squee factor involved, but all she could think about was how that had to translate into experience.  Plus, there was the fact that her father would absolutely kill her if he ever found out.  But there were worse things than to lose her virginity to a total hottie like Jax May, rockstar or not.  As long as they were safe. 
 
   She’d more than halfway talked herself into letting it happen, when he pulled back to look into her eyes.  
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   Shit.  A lie on the tip of her tongue, Veronica changed her mind at the last minute, going for honesty since he seemed to value it.  “A very mature seventeen.”
 
   Jax slouched back with a groan, hands covering his face.  “I think maybe you’d better head on home.  The cops are already trying to throw me in jail, I don’t need to give them another reason to come after me.”
 
   “We don’t have to do anything illegal,” she said, but his gaze swept over her with open hunger. 
 
   “Honey, the things I could do to you…”  The look in his eyes sent a flush of heat through her, leaving tingles in its wake.  Veronica desperately wanted to know what those things were, to experience them, but in the next instant he shook his head with regret.  Jax let out a long breath, leaning against the back of the loveseat, his face pointed at the ceiling.  “It’s definitely time for you to go home before I forget the kind of hot water I could get in.”
 
   Hot disappointment lanced through her, but she nodded, feeling stupid and childish for playing with him like she knew what she was doing.  And now he knew she was just a kid.  It was humiliating.  “Sorry,” she mumbled scooting to get her feet under her and leave.  
 
   Jax’s hand shot out and caught her wrist before she could go.  “But ah, the next time I come through town, you should definitely look me up.”  His smile retained a trace of that wolfish quality, tempered with a wistfulness that made her smile back.  He still wanted her, he was just too good of a guy to take advantage of her.  If only she could tell her dad about this without his head exploding, then he could see that Jax May was an okay guy after all.    
 
   The door opened, and Jax dropped her arm like a hot potato, a scowl descending over his features when he saw it was his sister barging in to raid his mini-fridge.  “Jesus, Ruby, don’t you ever knock?”
 
   “Sorry, bro, the cooler in my room doesn’t work for shit.  Hey, Veronica,” she said with a smirk on her way to the fridge.  “Did Daddy let you out for a little playtime?”  
 
   “Veronica…” Veronica tensed beside Jax as his eyes flew wide with sudden understanding.  “You’re Nick’s kid, aren’t you?”
 
   “Surprise,” she murmured with a weak smile.  “See, we have met before.”
 
   He didn’t seem to find anything amusing about it.  “What are you doing here?” Jax demanded, grabbing hold of her wrist hard this time, fingers like a vice. 
 
   “Nothing, I just wanted to see you play.”
 
   “And what are you doing back here?”
 
   He looked so angry, a ribbon of fear curled its way around her stomach and pulled tight.  “You invited me.”  She winced, heart beating fast at his touch for entirely different reasons now.  
 
   “Only because I didn’t know you were you.  What the hell is your game?”  Lurching to his feet, he pulled her with him, giving her a shake.  “Did he send you in here to trip me up or something?  Are you wearing a fucking wire?”
 
   “No, I swear… he has no idea I’m here.”  Shit, she probably shouldn’t have admitted that to a guy who looked like he wanted to strangle her with his bare hands.  “You’re hurting me.”  Veronica blinked rapidly, shame and fear warring for the chance to spill tears.  
 
   “Jax, let her go, you’re scaring her.”  Ruby stepped between them, her face a mask of worry as she tried to pull them apart, but his grip didn’t budge, his face dark and deadly.  “Jax!”
 
   All at once his anger broke, realization of the fact that he was actually hurting her dawning.  “Shit, I’m sorry.”  Jax dropped her arm and backed away, a different kind of fear descending over his features.  “I didn’t mean to…”  He took a deep breath, hands over his nose and mouth.  Veronica rubbed the red welt on her wrist, and Ruby put a protective arm around her shoulders.
 
   “It’s okay,” she whispered.  
 
   “Fuck, no, it’s not,” he said, his voice growing more gentle.  “I’m sorry, V.  I’ve been under a lot of pressure lately, you know?  And that bitch is stalking me and the cops won’t do a thing about it ’cause she’s one of them too.  And then you turn up and you almost got me to… I just saw red.  I’m sorry.  That’s no excuse, but I’m sorry.”
 
   “No, I know.”  Veronica nodded, the sting already fading, it might not even bruise.  She wasn’t sure what to make of the whole incident, but she knew the smart thing was not to antagonize him any further until she could get out of there.  “I probably should’ve said something, but I figured it wouldn’t matter, you probably wouldn’t remember me anyway even if I explained who I was.”  
 
   “Aw, honey, don’t say that.”  His face softened.  “If you hadn’t been under eighteen I would’ve… shit…”  Jax rubbed his hands through his hair, a self-reproaching chuckle rumbling from his chest.  “I think it’s time you got on home.”  
 
   “Do you need a ride, cupcake?” Ruby asked, giving her shoulders a squeeze.
 
   “Like you can drive,” Jax scowled.  Going to the rack of clothes hanging by the wall, he dug around until he came up with a fat money clip, peeling off a single bill.  “Here, take this.  You can call yourself a cab, there’s a phone book right over there.”
 
   Veronica looked down at the crisp one hundred dollar bill in his hand.  “Oh, no, I can’t take that.”
 
   “Go ahead and take it,” he said, waving it in front of her.  “I said I’d take care of you tonight, I’m taking care of you.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Veronica took the bill and folded it, tucking it away in her pocket.  
 
   “Are you okay here, sweetcheeks?” Ruby asked, her worry already fading.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine, thanks.” Veronica nodded and the singer continued on her way to the fridge, retrieving a bottled water.  
 
   “Behave…”  She waggled a finger at her brother before deciding it was safe to leave them alone.  Veronica could’ve left at the same time, but she hung around to exchange a few last words with Jax.  
 
   “Look, I’m sorry about misleading you.  I honestly didn’t think it’d go on for as long as it did.  I just wanted to get to know you better.”
 
   “You certainly did that,” he admitted with a half smile.  “Not many girls can say they witnessed something like this tonight.  I’d take it as a personal kindness if you didn’t go spreading this around.”
 
   Veronica shook her head.  “Some memories are personal.  This one’s just for me.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re only seventeen?”  His eyes narrowed at her in speculation and a smile curved her lips.  
 
   “Would it matter if I wasn’t, knowing who my father is now?”
 
   “Ordinarily I’d say what your father doesn’t know… but your old man’s kind of intense when he’s got his protective streak going.”  
 
   Veronica let out a long drawn-out sigh.  “The daughter of a cop, I’m doomed to die a virgin.”
 
   “Shit, you’re a virgin?”  His eyes goggled wider as he reached for the door.  “It’s definitely time for you to be going home.”  
 
   She could smile now, the tension between them dissipated.  “I don’t suppose I can see your tattoo before I go?” she asked with a touch of wistfulness.
 
   Jax shook his head, finding his smile as well.  “Come and see me next year, okay?”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    “He didn’t do it.”
 
   Nick switched the handset to his other ear so he could keep writing.  “I’m not on the case anymore, I told you the other night.”
 
   “That’s good because he’s totally not your guy,” Veronica insisted.  “I just thought you’d feel better about Annaliese being friends with him.” 
 
   “Took a look into your crystal ball, did you?” he smirked.  “You barely talked to him.”
 
   “I’m telling you he’s not like that, I can tell.”
 
   “Okay, okay, so he’s not like that.  Is that the only reason you called?”
 
   “No, I also wanted to know if you’re going to be home for dinner or if I can go out.”
 
   “Again?  You just went out last night.  Didn’t you already hit your fun quota for the week?”
 
   “That was a special occasion, this would be with Kristen and Beth to talk about the concert and stuff.  So can I?  We’re going over to Beth’s to hang out, it’s not a big deal.”
 
   “Ah… I should be home on time, but it’s fine with me if you go to Beth’s for a while.  Maybe I can talk Annaliese into dinner.”
 
   “You haven’t talked it out with her yet?”
 
   His cell rang, Brady’s face flashing across the screen.  The top third of his face anyway, from the candid shot Nick took of him.  “One second, sweetie, my plans might be changing.”  Nick juggled the calls.  “What’s up?”
 
   “Uniforms just called in from Lucky’s Motel on Division.  Do you know it?”
 
   “Yes, why?”
 
   “The cleaning staff found a body.”
 
   Switching back to the other phone, Nick spoke to Veronica.  “Gotta go do cop stuff now.  It looks like I’ll be late for dinner after all, so go have fun with your friends.  Can you take care of the dishes before you go though?”
 
   “Sure.  What’s going on?”  
 
   “One sec, V.”   Brady was talking on the other line and he’d missed it.  “What was that?”
 
   “You said to let you know if they turn up a suicide with slashed wrists.   That’s what we’ve got here.”
 
   Nick swore under his breath.  “I’ll be right there.  If I’m right, we’ll need CSU rolling ASAP.  Don’t let anyone else in but the medical examiner and Park.  Get the uniforms started knocking on doors.  I know it’s a long shot, but maybe somebody saw someone coming or going.”
 
   “You got it, boss-man.”
 
   “What’s going on?” Veronica repeated when Nick came on the line again.
 
   “It doesn’t look good for your idol.  I think there’s been another murder.”  A crashing sound immediately followed his statement.  “Hey, what was that?”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m on my way to the crime scene now.  I’ll catch up with you later, I’ve gotta go.  And remember, Jax May is off limits, right?”
 
   “Of course,” she said with an odd little laugh.  “How could I forget?”  
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Lucky’s Motel didn’t rent rooms by the hour, but rates were so cheap, it didn’t hurt much to get a room for the whole night even if your plans were just to spend an hour or two.  One of the few in the city that didn’t require a credit card for deposit, it catered to anyone with something to hide and cash to burn. 
 
   The units faced a dirty parking lot, twelve rooms on each of the two floors, the manager’s office in the back away from the streetlights.  No other facilities, no amenities, the only complimentary thing you were likely to pick up was a rash.  It was about as no-tell motel as you could get.  
 
   Cops on the scene had room number three marked off with yellow tape, and after locking his car up, that’s where Nick headed.  Ducking under the tape, the first thing that struck him was the quality of the air.  Even with the door open, the air felt heavy and oppressive, the stench almost like burning hair, though he could find no sign of any obvious burns on the threadbare carpet or furniture.  
 
   The bed was still made, the bedspread faded and stained but undisturbed.  There was no TV, an empty bracket attached to the dresser the only sign there had ever been one.  The walls were grayed out drywall, with no attempt at artwork or decoration.  Even thinking about taking off a single item of clothing in the sad little room was enough to make him itch.  
 
   Park and Brady crowded close to the bathroom door, watching the proceedings inside with interest, only stepping away to make room for the crime scene photographer.  
 
   “Hey, Owens,” Nick nodded to him in passing.  “You done in there?”
 
   “Yep, Fielding’s still in there with the body but I’ve shot everything I can.”
 
   “Gotcha.  Don’t go anywhere yet in case something comes up when we move the body.”
 
   Owens shot him a dirty look.  “Fuck you, Gibson.  What am I, an intern?  I’ll be outside.”
 
   Nick couldn’t blame him, the place was already starting to give him a headache.  Park and Brady peeled away from the door to approach him after that.  “Where’s the body?” Nick asked, breathing through his mouth.
 
   Park jerked her head toward the bathroom.  “In the bathtub.”
 
   “Bathtub, huh?” Nick commented, trading a look with Brady.  “Naked?”
 
   “As the day she was born,” he confirmed.  
 
   “Let me take a peek.”  Nick brushed past them to stick his head into the bathroom.  Dr. Libby Fielding crouched beside the body, a plastic bag in one hand, a pair of long tweezers in the other.  “How’s my favorite M.E.?” he called out.
 
   “Too busy to shoot the breeze right now, Gibson,” she replied, hazel eyes flicking with the briefest of annoyed glances in his direction before she returned to her task.
 
   “Understood.”  Everybody was so crabby.  Beyond the fact that the girl matched the general physical type of the other three murders and the similar cuts on her wrist, he couldn’t see any sign of the band’s symbol marked on the body anywhere.  Stepping closer, he craned his neck to get a better view, earning a look of flat out disgust from Libby.  
 
   “Can I help you?” the medical examiner demanded, clearly thinking he was getting a cheap thrill out of looking at the naked body.
 
   Nick’s hands came up in defense.  “I’m looking for tattoos.  Which I see right there on her thigh.  Relax.”  Despite his very valid reason for sticking his head in there, her attitude didn’t thaw.  “Why don’t I see myself out, huh?”
 
   “Yes, you do that, or I’ll consider a word with Captain Quinn over your level of professionalism.”
 
   “Jeez, what’s bothering her today?”  Nick grumbled as he met his team in the outer room again.
 
   “Maybe she doesn’t like having someone staring over her shoulder while she works?” Park pointed out with a hint of censure, and Nick decided to ignore it.  Fielding hadn’t objected when both of them watched her work from the doorway.  Still, it wasn’t the first time he’d had to work with frazzled nerves on the job, so he pushed on.  
 
   “Do we have an ID on the body?”
 
   Brady pulled his notebook out.  “Yes, her name is Hayley Lambert.  We found her purse with money and debit card still intact.”
 
   That ruled out a mugging or drug deal gone bad.  Chances were her purse would be the first thing to be rifled through.  “What do we know about her?”
 
   “Just the basics so far.  Caucasian female, twenty years old.  Never been arrested, no record of any kind, so there’s not a lot to go on.  She’s a student at Clackamas Community College and lives at home with her parents and younger sister in Milwaukie.”
 
   “Any witnesses?”
 
   “In a place like this?” Brady snorted.  “No.”
 
   “We still have to try,” Nick pointed out.  “We’ll have to canvas the area, see if we can dredge up any kind of video surveillance or anyone who saw the vic coming or going.”
 
   “It’s already being done, sir,” Park replied.  If Nick didn’t know better, he might’ve thought for a moment that she resented the question.  
 
   “Good work,” he said, hoping to smooth over any ruffled feathers.  “What about the manager?”
 
   “He vaguely remembers her,” said Brady.  “The vic checked in on her own, paid cash, and he didn’t see anyone else with her.  He does remember she paid with a hundred dollar bill, but that’s about it.”
 
   “Around what time was that?”
 
   “He wasn’t entirely sure, maybe two or three a.m.  He’s not the best at keeping records,” Brady smirked.  
 
   Nick gave a slow turn, but there wasn’t all that much to see in there.  “No signs of a struggle,” he murmured.  “Anything else?”
 
   “One thing I noticed, sir,” Park spoke up.  “All of the towels are missing.”
 
   “Huh,” Nick said, chewing on the inside of his bottom lip for a moment.  “Let’s find out if there were any in here to start with, or if they don’t provide them as a rule.  Christ, it stinks in here,” he grimaced, heading for the front door.  “Let’s see if they all reek like this or if it’s particular to this room.”  
 
   He was two steps away from the door when Brady caught him by the arm, the usually affable detective bristling with anger.  “That’s all we get?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Brady didn’t let go, his fingers digging into Nick’s arm.  “That’s all you have to say?  What’s the deal here, Gibson?  First you tell us to be on the look out for suicides involving slit wrists, and now you’re looking for tattoos.  What do you know that we don’t?” he demanded.  
 
   Nick pinched the bridge of his nose until the urge to blister Brady’s ass for open insubordination passed.  God, his head was seriously starting to pound.  “Guys, it looks like we’ve got that latest in a string of murders.”
 
   “I knew something was up,” Brady scowled, letting go of him with a shove.  Park looked no less upset over the news.
 
   “And this is the first we’re hearing of it, sir?”
 
   Seriously, what the hell was up with everyone’s attitude?  Deciding he didn’t owe them shit, he stalked outside and busted through the crime scene tape, not giving a flying fuck if they followed him or not.  Nick continued across the parking lot, nostrils flaring as he took in his first deep breath since arriving on the scene.  Leaning against the trunk of his car, he waited for them to approach him like civil human beings.  
 
   Park and Brady emerged seconds later, but stopped to have a word with the CSU unit that just arrived on the scene.  They stood talking outside for a few minutes before approaching, Brady’s face schooled into a mask of contrition and Park’s composed as usual.  
 
   “I’m sorry, sir,” he began.  “I got no call to question you.  Do either one of you have any aspirin?  My head is pounding like a mother.”
 
   “I’ve got something,” Park replied, digging in her purse and coming up with a pair of Advil, taking two herself.  Nick was about to ask for some as well when he realized his headache was already starting to clear.  
 
   “It’s fine, we’ve all been there.  And for the record, I didn’t inform you of the situation because we had no hard evidence to suspect we’d have another murder up here.  The others took place down in Los Angeles.”
 
   “But there was something, right?  That looker who came to see you the other day.”
 
   “That’d be Special Agent Natalie Fox.”
 
   “She’s with the Bureau, sir?” Park asked in surprise.  
 
   “That’s right.  We’re sitting on murder number four, and you’re right, you do deserve to hear all about it.  But first I want to catch Libby, if I can talk to her without her biting my head off.”  Loping across the parking lot, he caught up to the petite brunette peeling off her gloves and shoving them irritably into her pocket.  
 
   “Hey, doc,” he said carefully.   “What’s the good word?”
 
   Libby didn’t bother with pleasantries, not even when Brady and Park joined them. “Time of death looks like roughly between two and six a.m.,” she reported.  “I should be able to narrow it down once I get her on the slab.  Is there some reason we’re looking at this as a murder?  Because it looks like she slashed her own wrists.  I’m not seeing any defensive wounds and I’m thinking this has been a huge waste of my time.”
 
   Ignoring her complaints, Nick pressed for what he needed.  “Is the razor in there with her?”
 
   “It is.  I’ve already got it tagged and bagged.”
 
   Nick spoke loud enough for Park and Brady to hear him easily.  “I’m willing to bet we’ll find the prints wiped clean on the razor and GHB in her system.  Run a full tox screen on her, okay?  And also, maybe check that tattoo out.  All three other victims had the same tattoo, different locations, but the same general size and thickness.  Try and see if there’s anything special about the ink or if there’s any way for us to try and track down where she got it.”
 
   She seemed doubtful, but he could tell he’d pricked her curiosity.  “Fine.  Anything else you want to tell me how to do my job on?”
 
   “I’m sure I’ll think of something.” Nick offered a cheesy grin until the corner of her mouth twitched, just barely.  
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” she promised, some of the tension easing from her shoulders.
 
   “Thanks, Libby.”  Nick’s grin stretched wider as she thawed.  “You come through for me on this one and I’ll love you long time.”
 
   A roll of the eyes was given as she climbed into her car.  “Promises, promises…”   
 
   Satisfied that she wasn’t about to lob a scalpel between his shoulder blades anytime in the immediate future, Nick turned back to his team.  
 
   “Why do I feel like this case is already spiraling out of control?” Brady frowned, and Nick clapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “I know, there’s a lot for you guys to catch up on, and we’ll go over it all, but first I have to make a call and bring Special Agent Fox up to speed.  In the meantime, have a black and white go and pick up Jax May at the Hotel Verona for questioning.  Be polite, but make it clear this is not a request.”
 
   “The singer?” Park gasped.
 
   “Yep, he just moved up to the top of the suspect pile.”  
 
   Annaliese was going to kill him. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I told you it was him, didn’t I tell you?”  Special Agent Natalie Fox spilled out of her car in the shabby motel parking lot, her face lit with anticipation.  She seemed almost gleeful about the new murder to Nick’s eyes.  Maybe it was because she hadn’t seen the body, the loss of another human life wasn’t real to her beyond the next link in the case.
 
   “What happened to your head?” Nick asked, noting the Steri-strip affixed to a cut above her left eyebrow.
 
   “I got into a minor wreck last night, it’s nothing.”  She waved his concern away, but Nick wasn’t convinced, reaching out to hold her still long enough to get a better look.  
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?  You don’t have a concussion, do you?”
 
   Natalie slapped his hand away.  “I said I’m fine.  In fact, I’m better than fine because my shitty luck is finally turning around.”  There was that grin again.  “What have we got?”
 
   “Oh, sorry,” Nick jumped in with the introductions.  “This is my team, Detective Kip Brady and Detective Michelle Park.  Guys, this is Special Agent Natalie Fox who I was telling you about.”  Handshakes were exchanged all around, but Fox seemed to barely see them, intent on the newly replaced crime scene tape across the door up ahead.
 
   “Yes, but what have we got?” she insisted.  
 
   Brady kept a running commentary as they walked back to the motel room, bringing her up to speed with the scant information they’d turned up so far.  All three of them paused outside the room without crossing the threshold after her.
 
   Natalie noticed after she was halfway into the room.  “You coming inside?” 
 
   “I’ve already seen it,” Nick smiled, not wanting to go back into the stink any more than his team did.  
 
   “Whatever.”  Fox disappeared from view as she stepped into the bathroom.  Instead of the gravity Nick expected to see after viewing the body, she came out a few minutes later, all smiles.  “It’s him alright,” she beamed, stepping out into the fresh air.  “Okay, I want a canvas of the area.  I want to know if anyone saw, heard, or smelled anything last night.  I want to know everything there is to know about our vic, including who she’s slept with for the past year.  Have your boys at the lab put a rush on the toxicology report, we need to know if there’s anything new to the cocktail in her system.”
 
   “We’re already doing all that,” Nick said gently.  In fact, he Park and Brady had already knocked on the doors of all twenty-four units in the time it’d taken for her to arrive on scene.  If anyone had seen anything, they weren’t talking.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “But you can give us a hand with the lab work.  Your labs should be able to get the stuff much faster than ours.”
 
   Natalie dismissed the idea after a moment’s thought.  “We’ve got a backlog too, and I have less juice up here than you’d think, me not being a local.  We might as well use your lab.  I’ll have my SAIC give your boss a call to square it.  I already talked to her about making this a joint task force, but I’m the lead on this case.”
 
   “Good.”  Nick nodded, pleased they wouldn’t be shut out entirely by the Bureau.  “That means I need to start with bringing my team up to speed on the other murders.”
 
   “You can do that afterwards.  First let’s go roust the son of a bitch.”  Fox was already striding with purpose to her rental car when Nick caught up to her.  
 
   “Whoa, hold up.  We’re already bringing him in for questioning.”
 
   “Not good enough.  I want to be the one to lead him out of the hotel in cuffs.  I want to see that fucker’s face.”
 
   “We don’t have enough to charge him.”
 
   “The hell we don’t.”
 
   “Nat, we don’t have any physical evidence to tie him to the scene.  Let’s wait and see what the CSU turns up before we press him too hard.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”  Natalie whirled, ticking off the points on her fingers.  “All of the girls have his mark on them, he’s got spares of the murder weapon in his possession, and the murders are following him from town to town.  Do I have to paint a picture for you?  There’s no doubt in my mind now, he’s our dirtbag.”
 
   “Be that as it may, we need to do this right or he’ll lawyer up and walk.”  He could tell she didn’t want to hear it.  She wanted to charge in guns drawn and hope May gave her a reason to pull the trigger, but common sense prevailed.  
 
   “Fine, we won’t charge him then, but I sure as hell am going to bring him in for questioning and find out where he was last night.”
 
   “It’s already being done,” Nick said gently.  “They’re picking him up and bringing him to the station as we speak.  I suggest we all head down there and get up to speed before we talk to him.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll meet you down there,” she agreed, and Nick kept her a moment longer, remembering the point Veronica had brought to his attention.   
 
   “I meant to ask you before.  Did you look into where the vics got their tattoos at?”
 
   A furrow appeared on Natalie’s brow, bunching the Steri-strip enough that he could see a deep gash beneath it.  “Ah… I remember a mention of it.  Two of them we weren’t able to track down, Julie included.  The second one, Dawn, she had a usual parlor she frequented, but they didn’t recall either of the other two coming down there and their records confirmed that.”
 
   “Did you talk to the guy or was the interview done by the locals?”  
 
   “I didn’t bother with it, why?”
 
   “Because it could’ve been possible that the guy was lying.  The tattoos are the only link they all share in common outside of the murders.  He could’ve done the tattoos off the books.  It’s worth checking out, don’t you think?”
 
   Natalie fixed him with a sour smirk.  “And what, you think the guy followed the band up here?  Get real, Gibson.  This new murder nails it.  May is our guy, not some tattoo artist.  I’ll see you guys down at the station.”
 
   “She’s a real basket of sunshine, ain’t she, boss?” Brady said at his elbow as they watched her drive away.  
 
   “She’s been under a lot of strain lately.  You know what it’s like when you’re sure someone’s your perp and you don’t have enough for a conviction.  She’s been living with that for weeks, and now she’s convinced she’s got her break.”
 
   “What about you, sir?  Is this our break?” Park asked.  “Nick?” she prompted when he didn’t answer right away.
 
   Nick’s gaze went back to the dingy room, watching the body being rolled away on a gurney.  “I just wish I could be sure.”  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    “Gibson.”  
 
   There were few people who could use his name like a weapon.  His father had been one of them, Captain Quinn was another.  As Nick strolled into the bullpen, he caught sight of his boss’ steely gaze, crooking a finger at him.
 
   “Uh oh.”  Nick didn’t bother with the who me wave, instead he made a beeline for the Captain’s office, closing the door behind him.
 
   “You want to tell me why I’ve got a Special Agent In Charge Beverly Watkins on my ass, demanding full cooperation from my department on a multiple homicide case I know nothing about?”
 
   “I just came from the murder scene now, sir.  I was going to brief you once I got back to the precinct.”
 
   Quinn leaned back, arms crossing.  “By all means, brief me now.”  
 
   “Ah, one second, sir.”  Nick cracked the door open a few inches, waving his team over once he caught Park’s eye.
 
   The silver haired man cracked what might’ve been a smile.  “You need someone to hold your hand, Gibson?”
 
   “As much as I enjoy a good cuddle, I’d actually prefer not to have to repeat myself.  My team needs a briefing as much as you do.”
 
   “Let’s take it out there then, show me what you’ve got.”
 
   “Ah, okay.”  Nick shot Brady an exaggerated grimace as he strode toward them with the Captain at his back.  There was no sign of Natalie yet, even though she’d left the scene before they did.  Self conscious with the Captain looking over his shoulder, Nick got to the nitty gritty of the case, setting up the pictures of the first three victims on the white board tucked behind his desk.  
 
   “Our first victim is Bethany Morrow.”  Nick pointed to the first glossy pic.  “She was a waitress slash actress, though she hadn’t had a paying acting job in over a year.  The body turned up in a crap motel, much like our vic today.  Nude, in a bathtub, her left wrist slashed.  No signs of a struggle, her ID intact, cash in the wallet.  Her roommate confirmed she’d gone to a Forsaken concert the night before and didn’t think anything of it when she stayed out all night.”
 
   “And that’s why you’re bringing in Jax May?” Park asked.   
 
   “That’s part of it, yes,” Nick nodded.  Natalie came in then and he waved her over.  Introductions between her and the Captain completed, he forged on.  “Our second victim is Dawn Johnson,” he said, tapping the pic and shooting Brady a sharp look when he snickered, but covered it with a cough.  Any other day he would’ve cracked a joke of his own, but not with the Captain front and center.  
 
   “Dawn was a student at UCLA, majoring in economics.  Same deal, crap motel, found nude, this time on the bed.  Purse there, but no cash on hand this time.  The locals thought the cleaning lady that found her might’ve had something to do with that, but couldn’t make it stick.  The initial investigation didn’t turn up much, but later it was found that she frequented a bar known to be a favorite watering hole for, you guessed it, Jax May.”  He tapped the picture again.  
 
   “Did they pick up May for questioning?” Quinn asked and Nick shook his head.  
 
   “No, not yet.  The first two deaths were ruled a suicide.  The locals didn’t start to see a pattern until the third death of Julie Wilson.”  He saw Natalie stiffen slightly, but plunged on.  “They found GHB in her system and this was the turning point for the case.  The Bureau became involved then.  Would you like to take over, Natalie?”
 
   “No, you’re doing fine,” she replied, her voice sounding almost hoarse, and Nick could imagine it was still difficult to talk about her cousin’s death.  
 
   He gave a brief rundown on Julie, her background, where she was found.  “The investigation expanded and the first two victims were identified as possible homicides.  Lab tests confirmed that the first two had also been dosed with GHB and the connection with the tattoos was noted.  It was also later confirmed by her mother that Dawn was left handed, and the cuts were also on the left wrist, which substantially increased the doubt that they were self inflicted.”
 
   “How did they miss that in the first place?” Park asked.
 
   Nick shrugged.  “People don’t like to talk too much about suicide.  It was a closed casket, the mother had no idea which wrist had been slashed.”  
 
   “Sexual assault?”  Captain Quinn’s gaze was fixed on the board, as if he could learn something just by looking at the victims’ faces.  
 
   “Negative.  No signs of an assault or signs of recent consensual sexual activity.  No prints were found on the razor blades, not even the victims’, and forensics didn’t turn up anything significant.  Subsequent interviews determined that all three victims were the ones to rent the rooms and paid in cash.”  
 
   “Did they all pay with a hundred dollar bill?” Brady wondered aloud, and Nick looked to Natalie.
 
   “Ah… I don’t know.  Nat?”
 
   “I’d have to check into it, my files just say paid in cash.”
 
   Quinn’s brows drew together.  “Is that significant?” 
 
   “It is if we find out they all paid the same way,” Brady replied.  “We pulled the bill from the manager as evidence, but besides the vic’s and the manager’s prints, the best we got were partials.  Banks keep records of serial numbers though, maybe we can find out where it originated from?”
 
   “It’s doubtful.”  Quinn shook his head.  “Banks can be stingy sons of bitches when it comes to releasing info, but check it out.”  
 
   Natalie cleared her throat.  “I may be able to help with that.  I have contacts in the banking industry.”
 
   Quinn nodded his approval, his gaze returning to the white board.  “What’s the third vic’s link to May?”
 
   “I was just getting to that,” Nick moistened his lips and forged on, refusing to look at Natalie.  “From what they were able to piece together from her roommate and social media, victim number three worked part time at The Songbird, which regularly hosted an open mic night.  The night before she was killed, Forsaken showed up unannounced and played an impromptu show there.  There were multiple accounts of her getting very cozy with Jax May, including some pictures of the two of them that turned up on her Instagram account that same night.  The bartender said that May had been in there before and the two of them had been very friendly with each other in the past.”
 
   “So she may or may not have been doing the horizontal mambo with him before the night she was killed,” Brady observed.  “Did anyone see them leave together?”
 
   “No, but she did text her roommate not to wait up for her because she was going to attend her own private show that night.”
 
   “What did May say about it?” Quinn asked.  
 
   “When braced, May admitted to hooking up with her in the past, but that she didn’t show to the after party.  He figured she’d decided to skip it and go home instead and he’d see her later.”
 
   “Did he have an alibi for the time of death?”
 
   “Negative, not for any of them, unless we count his sleeping sister as an alibi.”
 
   “What else have you got?”
 
   “All three are fans of Forsaken, enough to get permanent tattoos of the band’s symbol.  All three were cut with razor blades, which I personally confirmed that May has in his possession.  And there is the fact that we’ve got an identical murder the same week he comes to town.”
 
   Captain Quinn nodded slowly, processing.  “It’s thin.  Not enough to charge him yet.”  Leaning close, he lowered his voice for Nick’s ears only.  “Keep on it and keep me updated.  Remember, you still report to me, not the Feds.”  
 
   “You got it, Cap’n,” he agreed with a half salute before turning to Natalie.  “Did I leave anything out?”
 
   “No, you covered the basics.  Everything else will be in the reports.”
 
   They’d all have to study them at length now.  “So, any questions?   Concerns?  Brilliant bouts of insight?  Park?”
 
   “Not without reviewing the case files, sir.”  She shook her head, and Brady put up his hands.  
 
   “I’m not saying it was aliens, but…” he quipped, and Nick returned his silly grin.  His cell phone chirped and Brady fished it out of his pocket.  “Looks like May is here.”
 
   Natalie immediately started to get up, but Nick laid a hand on her arm.  “Let him sit.  It’ll do him some good to sweat it out for a while before we get to him.  We need to come up with our game plan.”  To his great relief, she didn’t fight him on it, and Nick turned to the board to sketch out a brief floor plan of the motel room.  
 
   “Okay, let’s step through this,” he said as he finished.  “The killer gets the vic to rent a room.  They go inside, can’t watch TV, but they don’t care, ’cause that’s not what they’re there for.”
 
   “He spikes her drink with GHB,” Natalie added, only to be interrupted by Brady. 
 
   “If we find it in her bloodstream.”
 
   “I’m almost a hundred percent sure we will,” Nick said, giving Natalie a supportive wink.  “So, he micks her.  This leaves her pliable, up for anything.  There’s a bit of slap and tickle on the bed, nothing too vigorous, but the clothes come off.”  
 
   “Why wouldn’t he nail her?” Brady asked and Natalie took up the narrative.  
 
   “Because that’s not his M.O.  For whatever reason he gets his jollies off of the kill, not the nudie parts.  Or maybe they’re all wrapped up together.  Maybe he gets her naked and willing but can’t get it up and ends up killing her in a rage?”  
 
   “There’s not much in the way of rage here,” Park observed, paging through the other crime scene photos.  “There’s no arc of blood to indicate extreme violence.  There’s no sign that he lashed out in any way beyond the cuts.  The cuts themselves are precisely done.  Look here… they’re all in almost the exact same location on the wrist.  The M.E.’s report here says the cuts are deep, rather than slashing, severing not only the arteries but the tendons as well.”  
 
   “That sounds like violence to me,” Natalie snorted.
 
   “Violence yes, and strength, but not rage,” Park insisted.  “In fact, the entire method of killing screams of pre-meditation.  He would’ve had to bring the razor blades with him, in something he could transport them safely in.  Most murders involving sudden rage or extreme violence involve a sudden blow with the nearest available object or strangulation.  Instead, three of our victims were calmly carried to the bathtub, the cuts made with an economy of movement.  No prints have been found, that means he’s either brought gloves with him or has meticulously wiped down every single surface he’s touched.  That suggests a tightly wound personality, able to stay calm under pressure and see to the most minute of details.”  
 
   “Spare me the psychobabble, detective,” Natalie sniffed.  “I’ve forgotten more on profiling than you’ve ever read.”  
 
   “Hey, we’re talking all possibilities at this stage of the game,” Nick interceded before it turned ugly.  He’d never seen Natalie this antagonistic before, but tempers seemed to be running high today.  Or were they?  He hadn’t seen any sign of the grumblies from either of his team since they’d left the crime scene.  The Advil must’ve done its duty.  His own oppressive headache had long since faded.    
 
   “Whatever the motivation, he kills her,” Brady added, on edge with Fox’s criticism as well.  “Maybe he notices there’s some of the vic’s blood on his clothes and he cleans up with one of the stolen towels.”
 
   “Right,” Nick agreed, glad to be back on task.  “So, he cleans up, picks up the glass he drugged her with, and wraps it in one of the towels to take with.  Then he leaves with the bundle tucked under his arm and dumps it anywhere he chooses, easy as pie.  What do you think?  It listens, right?”
 
   “Sure, that could be what happened,” Brady agreed.  “Or, they could’ve messed around a bit, she goes into the bathroom solo and does the deed, the guy opens up the door and finds her there, straightens the room and bails.  We won’t know for sure until we find out if there’s GHB in her system.”  
 
   “No, he killed her,” Natalie insisted.  “I know it.”
 
   Nick caught Park and Brady exchanging looks and could only guess what they were thinking.  “Alright, we probably won’t have anything more from Libby for a few hours at least.  Here’s what I want from you guys while we’re waiting on that.  Park, you’re on next of kin, unless you want the honors?”  He looked to Natalie and she shook her head, hands coming up with a grimace.  
 
   “No, I’m good, I hate making that call.”
 
   “Lucky me,” Park breathed, but she didn’t complain beyond that.  
 
   “See if she was at the concert last night.  While you’re at it, find out if she has a boyfriend, and where he was last night too.  Brady, check out her online footprint, let’s see if there’s anything that ties her to May beyond the tattoo.  Check her phone records, bank records, all the fun stuff.”
 
   “You got it, boss-man.  What are you going to do?”  He looked to Nick, but it was Natalie who replied.
 
   “We’re going to lean on Jax until he caves.  He’s not getting away from me this time.”  Unable to wait any longer, Natalie pushed away from the desk she was leaning on, in search of the interview rooms.  
 
   Nick let out a long breath, answering his team before he followed after her.  “I’m going to go make sure my old friend doesn’t blow this case up in our faces.”  
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Nick caught up with Special Agent Fox outside the interview room, his hand closing over hers on the doorknob.  “Why don’t you let me take a crack at him first?  We’ve got a rapport going.”  More than she did, at any rate. 
 
   “Relax, Gibson, I’ve got this,” she winked, pulling the door open wide, but Nick slid in ahead of her.  
 
   Jax May looked haggard, more than likely hung over.  His eyes were red and bloodshot, hair sticking out at odd angles that didn’t look intentional.  He took one look at Nick and his face twisted as though he’d tasted something sour.  “Hey, I didn’t touch her.  As soon as I found out she was seventeen I kicked her ass outta there.  I don’t need that aggravation.”
 
   Was there another incident he wasn’t aware of?  Nick made a mental note to ask around if there were any rumors about May and underage girls.  “You’ve got way bigger problems than groping minors, pal,” he said, holding tight to the folder in his hands, even though it was mostly for show.  They didn’t have any of the hardcopies from the crime scene yet and once again, Nick questioned Natalie’s objectivity for rushing in there without due preparation.  
 
   Natalie, on the other hand, looked calm and in control, a faint smile on her face as she closed the door with a click.  Jax’s face changed once he saw Agent Fox, the sour look morphing into downright distaste.  “You look like shit,” she taunted him.  “Rough night?”
 
   “I was asleep when the Gestapo came to get me,” he sneered, leaning back in his chair as they both took a seat. 
 
   “At three p.m.?”
 
   “Yeah, I had a late night last night and I had to get up early this morning for an interview on Good Day Oregon.  So, I crashed as soon as I got back to the room afterwards.”  
 
   “I understand, killing a girl can take a lot out of you,” Natalie smirked and May’s hands slid over his face in frustration.  
 
   “Shit, are we back to that again?  I told you I didn’t kill those girls in Los Angeles.”
 
   “Oh, we’re way past that now, Jax.  We’re talking about the murder that happened last night.  Right here, in your home town.”  She tapped on the table with her index finger.
 
   Jax froze.  “Another girl died last night?”  
 
   Natalie leaned back, arms crossing over her chest.  “You tell me.” 
 
   Nick jumped into the conversation, taking advantage of May’s apparent shock.  “Where were you last night between the hours of two and six a.m.?”
 
   “I… was in my hotel room for most of that.”
 
   “And the rest of it?  What time did you leave the venue last night?”
 
   “Ah… I think around one or two, I’m not sure.”
 
   “Which is it, one or two?” she pressed.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Jax’s mouth turned down into a frown.  “I wasn’t exactly looking at the time.” 
 
   “Did you leave alone?”  Nick kept the questions coming rapid fire, not giving him a chance to catch his breath.
 
   “No, my manager was with me, and the girl he was with, but we dropped them off at some diner.  I went back to the hotel after that.”  
 
   “Alone?”
 
   “Yes, alone.”  
 
   Natalie’s lips curved into a skeptical pout.  “You didn’t bring back a souvenir from the concert?”
 
   Jax clearly understood what she meant.  “I told you, I had to get up early this morning.”  
 
   “You had groupies throwing themselves at you and you didn’t take any of them up on it?” she scoffed.
 
   “I didn’t say that, I just didn’t bring them back to the hotel with me.”
 
   “Then you did engage in sexual relations last night,” Nick remarked, making a note of it inside his folder.  
 
   “No, it didn’t get that far.”
 
   “How far did it get with that underage girl?” he asked casually, scribbling faster in the folder, but it was mostly for show, to throw him off balance as if he’d made a big discovery.  It worked, and Jax lost his casual posture, leaning forward on the table.
 
   “I told you I sent her packing, you can ask her yourself.  The girl I hooked up with was twenty, I checked.”  
 
   “But you didn’t sleep with her?”
 
   “No, we just had a few drinks and fooled around some.  She probably would’ve come back to the hotel with me, but I was too partied out.”  
 
   “A big strapping buck like you, too tired to party?” Natalie teased, her eyes traveling over him like she’d judged him and found him wanting.  “What would Entertainment Tonight say?”
 
   “Say anything to them about it and I’ll sue your ass so fast it’ll make your badge spin,” he growled, and Nick jumped in again.    
 
   “Who was she?  This girl you hooked up with, but didn’t close the deal.”
 
   “Her name was Hayley something, or Hannah.  Fuck, I don’t remember her last name.  It started with a G, I think.  Shit… that’s not the dead girl, is it?”  The color drained from his face as the pair of detectives exchanged meaningful looks, and Nick changed tacks, hoping to keep him off balance.  
 
     “I saw a pack of razors in your hotel room.”
 
   Jax blinked, not tracking the new line of questioning.  “Didn’t we already talk about this?  I do shave from time to time.”
 
   “Seems like an old fashioned habit.  Most people use a disposable blade, or maybe an electric one.”
 
   “It was my father’s razor.  One of the few things I have to remember him by.”
 
   “Why, did you kill him too?” Natalie muttered, and all hell broke loose.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Jax was out of his chair like a shot, rage twisting his features.  “What did you say to me?  What the fuck is your problem?”
 
   “You are, as long as you’re still breathing free air.”
 
   So much for being calm and in control.  If it wasn’t for the table, Nick was sure they would’ve been at each other’s throats.  Natalie didn’t help matters by getting right up in his face from the dubious safety across the table.  His hands clenched into fists and for a terrible moment Nick thought he might actually throw a punch.  Prepared to jump between them, he breathed an inward sigh of relief when Jax pushed away from the table.  
 
   “I don’t have to sit here for this bullshit.  I’m done,” May declared hotly, but Natalie wasn’t so quick to let him off the hook.  
 
   “You’re done when I say you’re done,” she growled.    
 
   “You are fucked in the head, lady,” Jax spat out.  “You can’t hold me here, I know my rights.”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa… everybody take a breath,” Nick intervened before the guy walked, because he was right.  They couldn’t hold him there without further evidence and Jax didn’t look remotely inclined to confess.  Legally he couldn’t touch May, but he did lay a light hand on Natalie’s arm.  “Special Agent Fox, why don’t you take a few minutes and check on those lab results.”  
 
   “Fuck that, Nick,” she scowled, throwing his hand off.  “You know they’re not ready yet.”
 
   “I think you should take a stroll.”  Using every inch of authority he possessed, Nick calmly stared her down until she met his gaze.  
 
   “Fine,” she finally relented.  “But this isn’t over, Jax.”
 
   May fixed her with a dirty look, pacing back and forth in his corner until she left the room.  “Jesus Christ, that chick is seriously mental.  How can you not see that?  Why is she still on the case?”  
 
   “Hey, I’m sorry about that,” Nick said, continuing to use his calmest, most soothing voice.  “She had no excuse to talk to you that way.”  As much as it chapped his hide, he had to seize the opportunity and play good cop.  That meant buddying up to him, preying on their joint connection with Annaliese.  
 
   “Damn right she didn’t.  I’m not going to sit here and take this.”
 
   “Why don’t you have a seat and we can just relax for a minute, get our heads on straight.  If you’d like a lawyer, you’re certainly entitled to one and I couldn’t blame you.”
 
   “I don’t need a lawyer, I didn’t do anything wrong,” Jax insisted.  “I didn’t even know there’d been another murder.  Jesus, that poor girl.”  
 
   Nick sat down, spreading his hands out on the table for a visual cue that he was being open and honest.  “Look, I want to help you, but you’re going to have to give me something to work with.  I’m not your enemy, Jax.  All I want is the truth.  Be straight with me and I’ll be straight with you.”
 
   Jax stared at him for a long moment before he sat back down again, running a hand through his spiky hair.  “Fine, yeah, okay.  What’s with that shit about the razor blades then?”
 
   “Didn’t you know?” Nick blinked in surprise.  “All four of the victims were killed by razor blades, just like the kind in your shaving kit.”
 
   “And you think I…?  It’s not a crime to own razor blades.  Shit, you can pick them up all over the place.”
 
   “I know, I know.  But you can see how it looks.  Especially with these murders following you up here from L.A. and you having a personal, um… connection with two of the victims.  What do you say, can we talk?”
 
   “Alright.  What do you want to know?”
 
   “Let’s walk through what happened last night after the show again.  You were hanging out with the band and some girls in the backstage area, right?”
 
   “Right.  It’s on the level beneath the stage, but yeah.  Most of the band was there and some of the crew.  Gideon, my manager.  I had a few drinks with some fans, including the Hayley chick, is that her name?”
 
   “Hayley Lambert, yes.”
 
   Jax looked down at his hands, picking at a callus on the side of his thumb.  “And she’s really the dead girl?  You’re not screwing around with me?”
 
   “Trust me, with a murder on my hands the last thing I have time for is to screw around with you or anybody else.  Had you ever met her before?”
 
   “No, she was hanging around the backstage area with the others after the concert.  We got to talking and hit it off okay.”
 
   “Out where others could see you or in private?”
 
   “Out with the others at first, but then we moved into my dressing room.”  His head came up to meet Nick’s gaze, desperation there.  “But she was walking on her own two feet when she left, I swear.  Plenty of people had to have seen that.”
 
   Nick nodded soothingly, his voice the calming best friend.  “We’ll do some checking around to confirm that.  What happened then?”  
 
   “The party was still going with some of the other guys, but like I said, I had an interview the next morning, so I left and went to bed early.  Well, early for me.”
 
   “Alone?  As in no alibi?  What about your sister, can she corroborate any of this?”
 
   “The parts where we were still at the venue, probably.  She took off at some point, I’m not sure when, but she wasn’t around when Gideon and I left.”  
 
   “And you’re sure she didn’t hear you come back to your hotel room?”  
 
   “No, she was sleeping with a little chemical assistance last night.  It happens sometimes after a gig.  She’s too wound up to sleep and we had that interview coming up,” he shrugged and Nick didn’t push.  Ruby’s drug use had no bearing on the case.
 
   “Then you have nothing to corroborate your movements last night after you were dropped off at the hotel?  No one you ran into in the hallway, no staff you interacted with, nothing?”
 
   Jax gave him a helpless shrug.  “What can I say, man?  Do you have an alibi for last night?  No, because you didn’t do anything wrong.  Well, neither did I.”
 
   Nick leaned back in his seat with a shake of the head.  “I’m going to be honest with you, Jax, it doesn’t look good.  You’ve got no alibi for any of the murders.  You have the same kind of murder weapon in your possession.  You’ve admitted contact with two of the victims, and the biggie – the fact that these murders have followed you here from Los Angeles narrows our pool of suspects down considerably.”
 
   “Hey, I’m not the only guy that came from L.A. to Portland,” Jax insisted, catching on to the idea with enthusiasm.  “If you’re so set on pinning this on me, then consider I have a whole slew of people who follow Forsaken around from gig to gig.  Roadies, light and sound technicians, pyrotechnics guys, hair, makeup… we take up three whole busses.”  
 
   He had a point and Nick wasn’t sure how much time Natalie had spent vetting the rest his crew.  “Can you give me a list of names and contact information for them?”
 
   “Sure, I’ll have my manager put that together for you, no problem.”
 
   “Today, okay, Jax?  The sooner we sift through all of this raw data, the sooner we’ll have a clear picture of exactly what happened in that motel room last night,” Nick said gravely, and Jax nodded.
 
   “I’ll give him a call as soon as I’m done here.  Can I go now?”
 
   Reluctant to let him go without checking in to see if any key intel had come in yet, Nick put him off for the moment.  “Hang tight for a sec, let me see what I can do to get you out of here.  I’ll be right back.  Feel free to go ahead and make that call to your manager.”  To his great relief, Jax didn’t challenge him on being asked to stay longer, and dutifully pulled out his cell phone and started dialing.  
 
   Natalie stood watching on the other side of the two way mirror, her gaze intent on the man inside talking on his phone.  “The guy is dirty, I can feel it,” she muttered as Nick joined her side.
 
   “We need more than that to go on, we have to let him go for now.”
 
   “You don’t believe that bullshit story he was spinning for you, do you?”  She turned, eyes narrowing in accusation.  “I saw the buddy/buddy routine you had going in there.  Is he getting to you?”
 
   Nick bristled at her tone, but didn’t call her out on it.  “It’s called doing my job.  I’d expect you to know that.”  
 
   “Shit, I know, I’m sorry,” she winced, rubbing at her head above the Steri-strip.  “What happens if we release him and he bolts?”
 
   “It’s not like he can easily slip away, half the nation’s teens have his poster up on their walls.”  He rested his hand on her shoulder, massaging lightly.  “Hey, are you okay?  Maybe you need to see a doctor about that head?  We can hold the fort down here.”
 
   “No, I’m fine,” she insisted, offering him a faint smile.  “I just need to nail this son of a bitch and then I’ll sleep like a baby.”  
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, Nick spotted Annaliese being brought through the bullpen by Brady, and he snatched his hand off of Natalie’s shoulder as if he’d been burned.  “Hey,” he said, meeting them halfway instead of letting her get a good look at Jax in the interrogation room.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Are you kidding me?  It’s all over the news that you have Jax in here for questioning in that girl’s death.”  
 
   “Shit, already?” Nick frowned.  That was fast, even for the modern media.  
 
   “You don’t actually think he did this, do you?” she asked, green eyes fixed on him with more than a hint of worry crinkling the edges.  It was a safe bet she wouldn’t like his answer, but Nick did his best not to make it any worse by telling her exactly what he thought about Jax May.
 
   “I’ll tell you the same thing I told him.  It doesn’t look good.  I can’t get into too many specifics with you, but he’s already admitted to being with the dead girl last night and he has no alibi.”
 
   “But that doesn’t mean he’s the killer.”
 
   “It doesn’t mean I can dismiss him as a suspect either.  Try not to worry too much about it yet, Annie.  We’re at the beginning of the investigation, it’s too early to speculate.”  That was for his team to do.  All they had was speculation at this point.      
 
   Her gaze flicked to the white board, a pucker of sadness appearing on her brow as she took in the pictures affixed to it.  Either Brady or Park had put up close-ups of the wounds at the wrist, as well as the tattoos on each of the victims.  “All these girls,” she murmured.  “It makes you want to cry.”
 
   Nick knew what she meant, but he didn’t have that luxury.  He couldn’t look beyond the evidence to the people behind them, not really.  Sure, he had to dig into their pasts, learn what made them tick, their personalities, but only as much as it related to the case.  He couldn’t stop to think about their lost humanity or he wouldn’t be able to focus on the job at hand.  “Yeah well, I don’t have time to stop and cry over it.  I intend to make sure this is the last blood that’s spilled by our killer, whoever it is.”
 
   It was hard to interpret the look she gave him after such a declaration, but eventually she nodded absently.  “Can I see him?  I can only imagine how badly he must be freaking out over all of this.”
 
   Trust his tenderhearted Annie to be worried about how the poor suspect was faring.  “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” he hedged.  The less contact between them the better, as far as he was concerned.  
 
   “I’m betting he can use a friend right now.  Come on, Nick.  If he does know anything, who do you think he’ll tell, you or me?”
 
   “He’s actually been very forthcoming so far, I’ll give that to him.”
 
   “See, he’s not the enemy.”
 
   His hands came up in a supplicating gesture.  “I’m not saying he is.  But you can see why he’s under investigation now, can’t you?”  Truth be told, they had to cut him loose anyway.  It couldn’t hurt to let her talk to him and see what she could dig up.  “Fine, you have ten minutes, but I want to be in the room the whole time.”
 
   “Is that really necessary?”
 
   “Is there any reason why you don’t want me in the room?”
 
   “Only that you aren’t the closest of friends.  The last time I saw the two of you together, you both looked like you wanted to take each other’s heads off.”
 
   “I’ll have you know I’ve been the very soul of courtesy since he got here,” Nick protested.  “You can ask him yourself.”
 
   “I will.”  Annaliese didn’t say anything else as he led her to the interrogation room, barely sparing a nod to Natalie, who still stood outside the window, watching Jax like a predator about to pounce.  
 
   “Anna,” Jax jumped up as soon as he saw her, relief written all over his face, and Nick tried not to let it show how much it bothered him when they embraced.  
 
   “Hey, how are you holding up?” she asked, taking a seat at the table.  
 
   “Other than being right in the middle of another murder investigation, I’m peachy keen.  How about you?” he quipped, a wry grin twisting his face as he slumped beside her.  Nick remained standing by the door, his arms crossed over his chest.
 
   “Try not to worry, the truth will come out in the end,” she said with a soft pat on his arm.  “As long as you’re innocent, you’ll be cleared in no time.”  
 
   “That’s what I thought before, but they’re really not letting this go.”
 
   Annaliese darted a quick look in Nick’s direction.  “Nick won’t try to railroad you, he’s better than that, I promise.  Tell him, Nick.  You want justice, not just another conviction to your belt.”
 
   “Like I said before, all I want is the truth,” Nick agreed, his face neutral, but he couldn’t resist getting in a subtle dig.  “I’m going to catch the killer, no matter who he is.”  As much as he knew it might crush Anna, he wouldn’t hesitate to pursue May if he turned out to be the killer.
 
   Annaliese nodded in approval.  “That’s what we all want.”  She exchanged smiles with Jax, her hand smoothing over the back of his hand in a comforting touch.  It made Nick want to smash something, but all he did was smile along, especially when Jax spoke.
 
   “I talked to Gideon, he’s going to put together that list of employees for you as soon as possible.”
 
   “Thanks, I appreciate that.”
 
   “So can I go now, or did you need anything else?”   
 
   “You can go for now, but you know the drill.  Please don’t leave town without talking to us first.”  Nick handed over one of his business cards.  “And if you think of anything else, anything at all, don’t hesitate to give me a call.  
 
   Jax accepted the card, glancing at it briefly before tucking it into his jeans and extending a hand.  “Hey, thanks for being straight with me, man.  It means a lot.”
 
   There was the briefest hesitation before Nick clasped his hand, a twinge of guilt marring his returning smile.  “I’m just doing my job.”
 
   Annaliese rose too and they all filed out of the interrogation room.  “Let me give you a ride to the hotel,” she offered, and he instantly objected.  The last thing he wanted was for this murder to bring the old friends closer together.
 
   “That’s not necessary, we can drop him back off.  It’s the least we can do for your cooperation,” Nick said politely.
 
   “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather catch a ride with Anna than in a cop car,” Jax smirked.  “That’s all I need, a shot of being dropped off in front of the hotel, the tabloids will go nuts.”   
 
   Anna’s face twisted with dismay.  “I hate to break it to you but…”
 
   “Already?”  Jax’s shoulders slumped.  “Fuck, it’s gonna be a zoo at the hotel.  You know what, you don’t have to give me a ride.  No sense in dragging you into all of this.  I’ll take a cab.”  
 
   “I said I’d give you a ride and I meant it.  I don’t care about the press.”
 
   “Maybe he’s right,” Nick said.  “Remember what happened the last time you ended up in the news.”  
 
   “And it faded just as quickly when the next news story came along.  Come on, Jax, better to get a ride from me than a cab driver who ends up selling some made up story to the Inquisitor the moment he drops you off.”
 
   Natalie approached, staying well behind Nick, her voice calm and composed despite the twin looks of resentment she got from the other two.  “Let her go, Nick, we’ve got work to do,” she said softly.
 
   Unwilling to make a federal case out of it, Nick simply offered Annaliese a hopeful smile.  “I’ll call you later?”
 
   “I’d like that.  You know where to find me.”
 
   It was on the tip of his tongue.  I love you.  But it wasn’t the time and it certainly wasn’t the place.  In the end, he settled for a tight smile as his suspect left with his girl, and allowed himself to be pulled back to the bullpen.  
 
   Natalie was right, he had work to do.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   After Park got back to the office, they started off the briefing by watching the tape of May’s interrogation.  Nick snapped off the monitor, leaning against the desk.  “So now we’ve got a link between the latest victim and May.  What else have we turned up since we last talked?”
 
   “I just got back from harassing your forensics department,” Natalie reported.  “It turns out the partials we got on the hundred dollar bill are too smudged to be of any use, so that’s a dead end there.  I still haven’t heard back from my contact on the L.A.P.D., so no word on whether or not hundreds were used at the other motels.  I figure I’ll hold off on bugging my banking guy until we know for sure if there’s an angle worth pursuing there.”
 
   Nick nodded his agreement on that score.  Knowing when to use an asset was as much of an art as a skill, and it wasn’t smart to push too often unless it was worth it.  “Fine.  Don’t forget to press the locals down there for info on their investigation into the tattoo parlors as well.  Park, how’d you make out at the Lambert residence?”
 
   “I couldn’t get much out of the family,” Park admitted with a rueful sigh.  “They were pretty broken up when they got the news.  I left my card and promised to be in touch soon for a follow up interview.  Her sister did give me the boyfriend’s name and number though.”
 
   “Good save,” Nick approved.  “Anything else you pick up on while you were there?”
 
   “Only that I got the sense the parents weren’t particularly familiar with any of their daughter’s friends or what she was up to.  They didn’t even know she was at the concert last night, they thought she was studying at a friend’s house.  Only the sister seemed to have a clue.”
 
   “Be sure to follow up with her after you hit up the boyfriend,” Natalie said.  “There’s a chance he didn’t like his girl crushing on May and liked it even less that she disappeared into the guy’s dressing room with him.  Not that I think it’s likely, but it’s still worth pursuing.”
 
   Nick was glad to see her embracing other options instead of focusing all of her attention on Jax.  Maybe there was something of the investigator he remembered to her after all.  His phone buzzed in his pocket and he fumbled for it, a grin spreading across his face as he read the message.  
 
   “What is it, boss?” Brady asked.  
 
   Waving him off for a sec, he sent Libby back a quick message of thanks, adding a winky face and a heart at the end.  “Libby came through for us with a few more facts.  She was able to whittle down the time of death to between two and four a.m., so that helps us narrow our focus.  She also confirmed that there definitely is GHB in the girl’s system.”
 
   “So much for the boyfriend angle,” Park said with a low whistle.  “This pretty much establishes it as the exact same M.O. as the other deaths.”
 
   “Work it anyway,” Natalie insisted.  “I don’t want to miss anything on this case.”
 
   “Right,” Nick backed her up.  “We want to explore all options.  Let’s start tracking down the security working at the Crystal Ballroom.  Management should have a list of who was there last night.   May is also working on getting us a list of crew and musicians from their manager.”
 
   “Is that information we can trust, sir?” Park asked with a frown and Nick could understand her trepidation.  
 
   He wasn’t sure he could trust anything that came out of May’s mouth either.  “We’ll take it like all information we get, Park, with a grain of salt.  It’s a place to start, not end.”  
 
   “Let’s see if we can get a list of who all had backstage passes as well,” Natalie added.  “Find out if the venue has a list of whose names were left at the door, or if the stage manager had a list, or what.  We’ll want to see if anyone remembers the backstage scene as any different from the picture May painted.”
 
   “Right, let’s see if she had any friends with her at the concert too,” Nick agreed.  “Brady, how far did you get on the social media angle?”
 
   “I actually dug up quite a lot,” he reported, turning to his desk to bring up the window with a few keystrokes.  “Here’s Hayley’s personal page on Facebook.  Prior to the show she made multiple posts about going to the concert.  There’s no mention of the boyfriend going with her, but beyond the comments from most of her friends about how they’re so jelly, there is a comment from a Shannon Messinger that states she’ll meet her out front a half hour before the show starts.”
 
   “Shannon Messinger,” Nick said, making a note of the name.  “Have you been able to find her?”
 
   “Yep,” Brady nodded, pulling up another tab.  “I’ve got her profile here too.  She’s a student at Clackamas Community College as well, and I’ve got her home address and phone number.  But you’re going to want to see this first.”
 
   There was a quality of intensity to Brady’s voice that made Nick sit up and take notice.  The detective had obviously found something to hold his interest – why hadn’t he pushed to the front of the line to spill when the briefing started?  “Color me intrigued.  What’ve you got?”
 
   Brady returned to Hayley’s profile, pulling up a series of selfies taken at the Crystal Ballroom.  “We’ve got a status update around ten p.m.  With Forsaken.  Backstage bitches!”  
 
   “Cute, but we already know she was there.”  Natalie pointed out.  
 
   “Here’s another one at eleven fifteen.  It shows her backstage in front of his dressing room, saying – Jax May!  Squee!  Ima stalk him!”  
 
   “Again, something we already know,” Nick prompted and this time after Brady clicked on the new picture, he turned to give him a look like he’d just ripped off a Band-aid and was too chicken to see how bad it was underneath.  
 
   “Boss, you’re not gonna like this.”
 
   The picture showed Hayley with her best duckface, waiting outside the dressing room.  The door was partly open, Jax turned away from the camera, his attention on the petite girl he was steering into the room, his hand all over her ass.  The caption read – Boo, you whore!  That’s my man!  
 
   At first he didn’t get what it was he wasn’t supposed to like.  It confirmed May’s report that he’d gone into his dressing room with a young girl who turned out to be underage.  Underage… with electric blue highlights and dark eyes that so closely resembled his own.  
 
   “Son of a bitch.”
 
   Nick did a slow blink, hoping to clear the image into something that made more sense, but Veronica stared back at him when he opened his eyes all the same.  “Ah guys, I’m going to have to take a break.  I’ll catch up with you later.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Nick stared straight ahead as he pulled in front of Beth’s house, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get the rage any lower than a simmer.  That made him entirely too close to boiling over the moment he started interrogating Veronica – because it was going to be a hostile interrogation, there was no doubt in his mind about that.  Still, he drew from years of experience walking into volatile situations, approaching the door with a grim mask.  
 
   Beth took one look out the sidelight window and yelled, “V, your dad’s here!”  Instead of opening it, there was the sound of thudding feet and it was his daughter who greeted him.  
 
   “Hey, Dad, what are you doing here?  I thought you had to work over dinner.”
 
   It was hard to reconcile the girl in front of him in cutoff sweats and an oversized Mountain Dew t-shirt with the scantily clad image on Brady’s monitor.  Part of him wanted to believe it was someone else in the picture, but deep down he knew.  That sure knowledge put an edge into his voice as he spoke.  “Get your stuff together and get in the car, now.”
 
   Her brow crumpled in confusion.  “What?  But why?”
 
   “In the car.  Now.”  It was all he could say without blowing up.  Without uttering another word, he turned and strode back to the car to wait for her, hating how her eyes had widened in fear.  But maybe that was all for the good?  Maybe what she needed was some sense scared into her.  
 
   She was back outside with her shoulder bag in less than five minutes, and Nick was silent for the entire drive home, letting her stew while he tried to work out exactly what he was going to say to her.  Veronica crept along behind him once they pulled into the garage and he held the door open, waving her in with impatience.   Nick took a seat at the kitchen table, craving that barrier between them the way he did downtown, waiting for her to sit before he spoke.  
 
   “What do you think you were doing?  And don’t insult me by trying to deny it, you know exactly what you did.”  Nick’s voice was surprisingly calm, but Veronica still winced, moistening her lips before she spoke.
 
   “Let me start out by saying that I didn’t think I’d get to talk to him at all.  I didn’t think he’d look at me twice.”
 
   “I saw the way you were dressed, you knew he was going to look,” Nick snorted.
 
   “Okay, but I had no idea it’d go as far as it did.”
 
   “Just how far did it go?”
 
   Veronica’s eyes widened in alarm in direct proportion to the thundercloud that appeared over Nick’s face.  “I didn’t mean like that!  I’m just saying I didn’t think I’d really get his attention.  But then when he invited me into his dressing room…”
 
   “You thought that’d be a swell idea?  Go someplace even more private with the accused killer?”
 
   “I thought maybe I could find something to help you out with your case if I could talk to him, really see how he is with girls, not just what he tells the cops.  I figured I could get him talking and I did!  It’s not like he pounced on me the instant I came through the door.  We even talked about the tattoos,” she announced with a touch of triumph, but Nick remained unswayed.  
 
   “I hate to break it to you, but you’re not, in fact, a cop.  You’re just a kid.”
 
   “I’m not just a kid, I’m almost an adult,” she scowled, instantly offended.  
 
   Nick didn’t care.  He cut her off before she launched into an ageist rant.  “But you’re not yet.  And from the way things are going, I don’t have all that much faith you’ll ever be one.”
 
   “Do you seriously think a year is going to make all that much difference in how I’m able to handle myself in a situation like that?”
 
   “No, I don’t.  Because a dangerous situation is always going to be a dangerous situation, no matter how old you are.”
 
   “Dad, I’m fine.  He didn’t do anything to me.”
 
   “Nothing happened in there?”
 
   “Nothing, I swear.  Why… what did he say?”
 
   Something about the worry in her eyes made him think she was all too quick to swear to the contrary.  He suddenly recalled the way May’s face had looked when he first stepped into the interrogation room, when he’d insisted he hadn’t known she was underage.  That didn’t sound like nothing.  It sounded like a guy desperately trying not to get pounded by an irate father.  If he’d known it was Veronica Jax had been talking about, he might’ve done just that.  
 
   “He conveniently forgot to tell me he had my teenaged daughter in his dressing room last night when I questioned him today.  I wonder how it slipped his mind?”
 
   “He probably had more important things to worry about with you interrogating him and all.  Look, I told you this afternoon, he didn’t do it.  I didn’t get a creepy stalker vibe at all.  He was actually very sweet and kind of gentlemanly when he found out how old I was.”
 
   Sweet and gentlemanly.  Not the words he’d use to describe a man who invited teenage girls into his room.  “Why did he need to know how old you were, V?  Even if you were eighteen, you had to both know he was still way too old for you.  He’s Annaliese’s age for chrissakes.  What the hell were you thinking?”
 
   “I was thinking I could help you, and I was thinking it was Jax May.  Tons of girls would’ve done the same thing, only they might’ve lied about their age to…”
 
   “Stop!”  Nick put his hand up to interrupt her.  “I don’t need any more pictures crowding their way into my head.  My imagination is vivid enough, thank you very much.”  This was starting to turn into a conversation about something else and he needed to get back on target and make sure she understood how inappropriate her actions were, regardless of whether or not tons of teens would’ve done the same.  
 
   He took a deep, cleansing breath.  “Maybe this is my mistake, my talking to you about the case the other night.  But get this through your head – YOU ARE NOT A COP.”
 
   “I know, but he’s not…”
 
   “Veronica, it doesn’t matter if it’s him or not.  There is a killer out there somewhere.  Four girls are dead, one of them stood not three feet away from you that night.  Does that not make any difference to you at all?”
 
   “She was probably in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
 
   “Says the pot calling the kettle black,” he snorted.
 
   “I was only trying to help.”
 
   “Look, I get that you wanted to help, but this is police business, baby.  It’s not your responsibility, it’s mine.”  
 
   “I’m just saying, you don’t have to worry.  Nothing bad happened to me.”
 
   “But I do worry, that’s the whole point.  In fact… get your bag, I think you need to see what it is I’m so worried about.”  
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “I’ve been to the station like a zillion times,” Veronica objected when they pulled into the precinct parking lot.
 
   “Not like this you haven’t.  You want to play cop?  Come with me.”  Instead of taking the elevator up to the bullpen area he shared with other detectives, he took her down to the lower levels.  To the morgue.  
 
   “Hey, what is this?” she frowned when they stepped off the elevator, her pace slowing.  
 
   “I want you to see the reality of what you came close to last night.”  Nick didn’t pause, leading her to Fielding’s door.  “Hey, Libby,” he said casually, leaning against the open door until Veronica followed him in.    
 
   Fielding looked up, the magnifying glasses she wore making her pupils look huge before she pushed them onto her forehead.  “What is this, bring your daughter to work day?”
 
   “Something like that,” he said with a thin lipped smile.  “You remember my daughter Veronica then?  V, this is Dr. Libby Fielding, she’s our medical examiner.”
 
   Veronica nodded, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the girl on the table.  Nude, every mark and flaw were highlighted under the harsh lights, the wounds at her wrist raw and gaping.  There was nothing peaceful about the girl in her final repose, the dark eyes blank and staring.  
 
   The long Y cut had been made to give the doctor access to her internal organs, but the body cavity wasn’t splayed open, to Nick’s relief.  That was never a fun thing to walk into, no matter what kind of a message he was trying to send to Veronica about the consequences of murder.  Instead, Libby appeared to have been focusing on the tattoo on the victim’s thigh.  
 
   “When my dad took me to work I ended up with sugar poisoning.  He was a baker for Fred Meyers,” Libby smiled, unaffected by the display.  “Are you interested in a career as a medical examiner?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Veronica smiled weakly, uncharacteristically subdued.  “This is more like one of those don’t let this happen to you moments.”
 
   “Ah, bummer,” Libby nodded in understanding.  “We can always use another smart woman in this field of expertise.”
 
   “Dad seems to think I fall into the not-so-smart category.”
 
   “I didn’t say that,” Nick interjected before Libby started giving him dirty looks again.  “I just think you need to acquaint yourself with some consequences for once.”  Steering the conversation back to his purpose, he turned to the M.E. again.  “What do you have for me?”
 
   If it bothered Libby to have Veronica present for her report, she gave no sign of it.  “A few things.  I’ve got some preliminary results for you.  Her stomach contents turned up a few swallows of whiskey, but her blood alcohol content was only .02% and there were no other drugs present in her system, recreational or otherwise.  The whiskey is most likely the way she ended up with GHB in her system.”  
 
   “She was dosed with GHB?” Veronica gasped. 
 
   “Yep,” Nick said gently.  “That means even if she made the decision not to drink or get high, someone else decided for her.  Do you see what I mean now?  No matter how in control she thought she was, someone else was manipulating her.”
 
   “There’s something else that’s funny,” Libby continued.
 
   “Funny ha-ha or funny strange?”
 
   “Definitely in the realm of strange,” Libby replied.  “You asked me to take a close look at the tattoo.”
 
   “Right, were you able to figure out where it came from?”
 
   “No, I wasn’t able to identify the ink at all so I sent a sample of it to the lab.  But that’s not all that’s puzzling.  There’s a razor cut underneath the tattoo.”  
 
   “What do you mean?  The killer traced the tattoo with the razor blade?”
 
   “No… I don’t know,” Libby replied, flustered.  “I mean there’s a cut under the tattoo, but not on the surface.  The cuts are completely healed over so they couldn’t have been inflicted at the time of death.  Take a look at this.”  She swung a magnifying light over the victim’s thigh to illuminate the tattoo.  Lightly, she passed a blunt probe over the surface of the mark as Nick and Veronica crowded close to watch under the magnifying glass.  
 
   “As you can see, the surface is smooth and undamaged.  But here… where I cut to take a sample of the ink, I tapped into an existing cut under the skin.”  With a pair of slender prongs she pried the wound apart. “There is a cut, consistent with the blade used at the wrist.  It travels along the length of the design.  You can see it continues here, and here…”  She switched to other tiny incisions she’d made to reveal the wound underneath the skin.
 
   “Nick… I’ve never seen anything like this before.  I can’t figure out how the skin was healed from the top down instead of from the bottom up.  The surface is completely smooth as if the cuts never happened, that’s not how the body heals.  I checked the other autopsy reports and there’s no mention of anything like this, but none of the tattoos were studied in detail either.”
 
   “That is strange,” Nick agreed, staring down at the mark.  There was a stain of dried blood surrounding the tattoo, but he’d assumed it was from the wound at her wrist, which was on the same side of the body.  “Do you think she’d been cutting herself on the tattoo design prior to the concert?”
 
   “There’s no sign of scar tissue, just the appearance of a fresh cut below.”  
 
   “I thought you said it wasn’t a fresh cut.”
 
   “Honestly, I have no idea what this is, Nick.  It’s like someone cut her and then waved a magic wand, healing the top of the wound only, leaving the damage beneath the skin.”
 
   Magic.  It might’ve been a glib comment on her part, but it set him to thinking.  “Well, keep at it, Libby, I know you’ll crack it.”
 
   Veronica cleared her throat, her voice softer than usual.  “Dad, do you think we could leave?  The smell…”
 
   He didn’t even notice it anymore.  It was far worse when the corpse was riper or when the doc first cut into the body cavity.  “Sure, baby.  Thanks, Libby.  We’ll get out of your hair now.”  
 
   The M.E.’s eyes flicked to Veronica, who looked a little green around the gills.  “I hope you got what you needed.”
 
   “I hope so too,” Nick replied with a quick wink.  “Let me know what the lab turns up about that ink.”  Guiding a somewhat shell shocked Veronica back to the elevator, he took her upstairs, setting her down at his desk while he got her a soda from the vending machine.  
 
   Veronica sipped dutifully, finally looking up from her stupor to fix Nick with a haunted gaze.  “That poor girl,” she murmured.  
 
   “Let me show you that poor girl less than twenty-four hours ago.”  Leaning over his desk, he pulled up the pictures from Hayley Lambert’s Facebook page.  “Here she is excited to be at the concert.  And here… see anyone you’re familiar with?”
 
   Comprehension dawned as she recognized herself caught on camera.  “So that’s how you knew.”  
 
   “Do you understand now?” Nick said, turning the chair until she faced him straight on.  “Do you see why I went out of my mind with worry when I found out you went in there with him all alone?” 
 
   “Yeah.  I’m sorry, Daddy.”  She launched herself out of the chair and into his arms, which he gladly caught into a big hug.
 
   “Am I going to have to worry about you?”
 
   “Probably,” she said with a soft laugh.  “But not about this.  I’m done.”
 
   “Good girl.”  Nick hugged her tight, about to offer to take her home, when she pulled back and he saw the light of curiosity come back into her eyes.  So much for being done.
 
   “What was all that stuff about the cuts under the tattoo?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he shrugged.  “We get all kinds of freaky details like that when we’re working a case.  Sometimes we figure out what it’s about, and sometimes we don’t.”
 
   “What if it really was something to do with magic?”  A year ago he would’ve laughed, but now…  “You should talk to Annaliese about it.  Maybe she could help?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She’s not the best person to talk about this with considering who our main suspect is.”
 
   “But she’ll want to help clear him at the very least.  Either way I’m sure she’d answer your questions.”
 
   “I don’t even know what to ask at this point.”  He shook his head.  They rested there in silence for a few moments, each lost to their private thoughts.  
 
   “Do you really think he did it, Dad?” she asked at length.
 
   “I don’t know, honey.  But I promise you, I’ll find out if he did.”
 
   There was something she was struggling with, Nick didn’t have to be a detective to see it written all over her face before she finally spoke.  “He has a temper.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Jax.  When he found out who I was, he got so mad… it scared me.”
 
   “Then what was with all the he didn’t do it stuff?” Nick demanded.  “Why didn’t you say something before?”
 
   “Because he got over it, he didn’t hurt me or anything.  Like I said, he ended up being kind of sweet and gentlemanly about the whole thing.  But for a few seconds, he scared the crap out of me.”
 
   Nick digested that for a few moments, patting her on the shoulder as he pushed away from the desk.  “Thanks for telling me about it.  The more information I have the better.  Is there anything else you want to tell me about what happened last night?”
 
   “Nothing that won’t end up with lecture number nine on the dangers of older men.”
 
   “Oh, you’re getting that one no matter what, make no mistake of that.  Come on, I’ll run you home.”
 
   Veronica shouldered her bag but took a step away from him.  “No, you stay, I’ll take the bus home.  You have more important things to do here.”
 
   “There’s nothing more important than you, muffin.”  Nick meant it.  There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for his daughter, important job or no.
 
   “That’s sweet, but it’s broad daylight, I think I can make it home on my own.”
 
   “Alright, but text me when you get there.”
 
   “I know the drill, Sergeant,” she smiled, giving him a brief salute.  “I hope you catch him, whoever the killer is.”
 
   “I always do, sweetie.  I always do.”   
 
  
 
  



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   It was late when he finally got home, and even then, Nick couldn’t sleep.  Instead, he made up his own version of the murder board on a smaller scale on the white board tacked up on his study wall.  He kept coming back to the tattoos, there had to be an important clue there.  Even if all four victims were fans of Forsaken, it was too much of a coincidence for all of them to be marked with the exact same tattoo in the exact same size.  The business about the cuts underneath the tattoo was just another indicator that there was something hinky going on.  
 
   His fingers itched to call Annaliese and talk to her about it, but he didn’t.  Their conversations more often than not degraded into arguments whenever the case came up, and he couldn’t let himself be distracted by worrying over how to make it right between them any more than he already was.  
 
   Instead, he settled down to go over the reports from the first three deaths again, in painstakingly slow detail.  Hopefully Natalie would come through with some of the answers to their pressing questions from her contacts back in Los Angeles.  Briefly, he considered calling her.  It was a cinch she’d be awake, poring over the case the same as he was, but something kept him from making the call.  Even if he couldn’t make things better with Annaliese right now, he could try and keep them from getting worse and something told him that a late night brainstorming session with the sexy special agent was a bad idea.  
 
      A few hours rest and he was up again, headed to the office before Veronica even woke up for school.  He met Natalie in the parking lot, Starbucks cup in hand.  
 
   “You’re here bright and early,” he said by way of greeting.  “Couldn’t sleep?”
 
   “Nope.  I think I might switch hotels.”  Natalie shifted the hold on her coffee cup to scratch at her shoulder.  “I think I’m allergic to their laundry detergent or something.”
 
   Nick peeled the collar of her blouse aside to see the angry rash all over her collarbone.  “Gah… what are they washing them with, hydrochloric acid?  Maybe you should see a doctor?”
 
   “Nah, I can tough it out.  Did you get anything out of your daughter?”
 
   “No, she claims May was a total gentleman once he realized she was underage.”  For some reason, he didn’t bring up her mention of his temper.  It wasn’t like Natalie needed any more fuel to fan her distrust of the singer.  
 
   “More likely he realized she had a cop for a father and was on his best behavior in case it got back to you.”
 
   Nick accepted that as a distinct possibility, offering no argument as they made their way up to the bullpen.  “So, what did you get up to after I left last night?”  He assumed no Earth shattering breakthroughs had been made or he would’ve heard about it by now.  
 
   “I spent most of my evening interviewing the staff at the Hotel Verona.  The night clerk remembers Jax coming in alone and footage from the lobby camera shows he arrived around one thirty a.m. all by his lonesome.  Of course that doesn’t mean squat.  He could’ve easily gone right back out again through one of the other exits.  The front entrance is the only one with video cameras.”  
 
   “Nothing in the hallways or elevators, huh?”
 
   “No such luck.  Oh good, your team’s already here.  Now I won’t have to repeat myself too much for the rest of it,” Natalie smiled.  Despite the rash and the lack of sleep, she seemed calmer than she’d been the last time he’d seen her.  Maybe it was having something to actively investigate.  Whatever it was, he was glad to see her back at the top of her game; they were going to need all of her sharp intellect to nail this one, he could feel it.  
 
   Not only had Brady and Park shown up early, they’d also stopped by Heavenly Donuts.  Park handed Nick a tall container of coffee and Brady held the box open for them as they approached.  “Who’s your pal?” he grinned, and Nick favored him with a heartfelt smile.  
 
   “I have taught you well, my young Padawans.  Just what the doctor ordered to start the day right, caffeine and sugar.”  But then he paused with the donut halfway to his mouth.   “Please tell me this isn’t a bribe for all the stuff you didn’t find out last night.”
 
   The pair exchanged guilty glances and Park spoke up.  “It’s not that we didn’t find anything out, it’s just a whole lot of negative confirmations.”
 
   “So let’s hear them,” Natalie said with an encouraging nod, selecting a maple bar from the box.  
 
   “It turns out the boyfriend was at a sports game up in Seattle that night,” Brady began.  “He knew she was going to the concert, but wasn’t a fan.  He was pretty broken up by the news, I had no reason to suspect his reaction was false.  His story was corroborated by two other guys who drove to the game with him.  They all crashed at a cheap motel afterwards and swear up and down he couldn’t have left without them knowing it.”
 
   Park took over next.  “And I tracked down the stage manager for the venue.  He provided me with a short list of names on the backstage pass list.  We’re still working our way through them.  They contract out to a security company called First Alarm.  I was able to reach the men on duty that night.  None of them were aware of anything out of the ordinary.  Of the two guards who were stationed in the backstage area, neither one of them remembers anything in particular about our vic.  Neither of them were even aware that she was the one who went into May’s dressing room with him.”  
 
   “One of them had to have seen something,” Natalie frowned.  
 
   “If they did, they’re clammed up tight,” Park said with a half shrug.  “We also went to see the vic’s friend, the one who went to the concert with her that night.  She wasn’t all that much help.  She wasn’t picked to go backstage at all.”
 
   That struck Nick as odd.  “So Hayley ditched her friend?”
 
   “Apparently the vic flashed a roadie and that’s how she got in,” Brady added.  “The friend wouldn’t do it and got stuck on the wrong side of the velvet rope.  Some sour grapes there, if you ask me.”
 
   “What about May’s own private security?  Has anyone talked to them yet?”  
 
   “I did,” Natalie volunteered, digging out pictures for the two burly guys Nick had seen out in the hotel hallway.  “May employs these two guys for public appearances back in L.A. and whenever he travels.  Both agree they saw Miss Lambert go into the dressing room with him, but also saw her leave about a half hour before May left with his manager at around one in the morning.  Neither one of them paid any particular attention to where she went after she left him.”
 
   Something about this rubbed Nick the wrong way.  “If he had his own private security guys there, how come they didn’t accompany him back to the hotel?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I wondered,” Natalie smiled.  “I asked them that, and they both said he let them go for the night when he left the venue.”  
 
   “Is that unusual?”
 
   “Maybe, but they didn’t question it at the time.”
 
   “Okay, is everybody ready for another slice of weirdness to add to the puzzle?”  Nick repeated the oddity of the cuts under the tattoo that Libby had shared.  
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?” Natalie frowned.  “If it didn’t happen at the time of death, then it’s not our concern.”
 
   Nick was inclined to disagree, but let it go for now.  “Alright, so it looks like you two still have some witnesses to track down from the after party.  Nat, how about you and I go press that manager for the complete list of employees May promised?”
 
   “Don’t you think it’s a little early?” Park observed, arching a single brow, but Natalie caught onto the spirit of things.  
 
   “That’s the whole point,” she said with a dazzling smile.  Gideon Strong didn’t stand a chance.  
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Even at the early hour, the sidewalk outside the hotel was littered with photographers who swarmed at their approach, not at all put off by the stern glare Nick sent in their direction.  He considered flashing a badge to get them to break it up, but decided that would only fan the flame.  Besides, they were on a public sidewalk, they could loiter all they wanted to.  After a few shots they lost interest though, deciding Nick and Natalie were nobodies.  
 
   The desk clerk readily gave up the room number for Gideon Strong, even without stating why they needed it, and Nick made a mental note never to stay there if he was looking for discretion.  Of course that thought led to another involving an elevator ride with Special Agent Foxy, and he lost track of his thoughts until the door slid open with a ding.  Nat shot him a quick wink, making him wonder if she hadn’t been thinking the same thing.  
 
   Prepared to pound on the door if necessary, Nick was surprised when the band’s manager answered right away.  Dressed in slim fitting yoga pants and a baggy black t-shirt, his curly brown hair shaggy and long, Gideon looked ready to greet the day with a sunrise stretch.  
 
   This guy was their manager?  Nick had been expecting some slick character in a shiny suit, this guy looked like he belonged at a startup company in Silicon Valley.  But he recovered swiftly enough, producing his badge and a polite nod.  “Good morning, Mr. Strong.  I’m Sergeant Gibson and this is…”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah, Special Agent Fox, we’ve met,” he nodded, ignoring the badge.  
 
   Of course they had.  Only Strong didn’t seem to object to her presence the same way his client did.  He looked mildly intrigued, not at all upset to be disturbed so early in the morning.  Then again, it looked like he’d already been up for some time.  Still, Nick went through his usual spiel.  “Sorry to bother you so early, but we have a few questions for you.”
 
   “Right, right, right.  Come on in.  Can I get either of you a chai latte?  No?  Are you sure?  I get this stuff from this dinky village near Kathmandu and it’ll change your life, I swear.  No?  No one?  Ah well, more for me.”
 
   The quirky man led them deeper into the hotel suite.  It wasn’t as fancy as May’s room, but it was definitely an upgrade over the standard hotel offering.  The bedroom was its own separate room, and the living area was smaller but with a larger desk, littered with papers.  Flyers mostly, from the look of it, trying out different layouts for future gigs.  
 
   Strong bypassed the desk, heading for the small kitchenette area to pour himself a cup of fragrant brew, fussing over getting the right combination of tea and soy milk, which he heated separately in the microwave.  “What is it I can do for you?  You’re not here to tell me you’ve arrested Jax, are you?”
 
   “No, we haven’t made any arrests at this time,” Natalie replied, her tone making it sound like it wasn’t entirely out of the question.
 
   “Ah, that’s too bad.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Nick asked, sure he’d heard him wrong.  “Is there some reason why we should be arresting Mr. May?”
 
   “No, no, no, probably not, I mean, I don’t know,” he hedged, stirring his chai concoction before looking up at them with a loopy grin.  “But can you imagine the headlines?  Superstar Singer Charged in Gruesome Groupie Slaughter.  You can’t buy publicity like that, baby.”
 
   Nick traded a look with Natalie before she spoke.  “Then I take it you’re not afraid of bad press?”
 
   Gideon perched on the edge of an armchair, hiking up his pants leg as he rested the hot mug on his knee.  “You know, kitten, I’ve found there truly is no such thing as bad press.  Ticket sales are up, I’ve got no complaints,” he grinned, completely unfazed by the way she bristled over being called kitten.  
 
   Nick redirected the line of questioning before she blew a fuse.  “Where were you between the hours of two and four a.m. the night before last?”
 
   “Why, am I a person of interest?”
 
   “Does the idea excite you?” Natalie asked, watching him closely, and he returned her scrutiny with a brassy wink.
 
   “Lots of things excite me.”
 
   “Could you answer the question please, Mr. Strong?” Nick prompted, and this time he answered without hesitation.
 
   “Here in the hotel.  And no, no one was with me, but I was awake until almost four trying to put through this monster deal on a multi-city British invasion type of tour.”  
 
   “Oh, so you were on the phone then?  Who were you talking to?”  Nick pulled out his pen and notepad to take down the name.
 
   “No, no, no, I…” Gideon hesitated, sloshing the chai onto the rug as he stood to pace behind the desk.  “You misunderstood me.  I wasn’t actually in the middle of negotiation, I’m still in the initial stages of putting it together.  I was working on my pitch right here.”  He patted the top of the laptop sitting on the desk.  
 
   “There’s no one you corresponded to or chatted with that places you here during that time frame?”
 
   “Nope, sorry,” he shrugged, far less bothered than he should be by Nick’s way of thinking.  “Oh, I did have a pay per view movie on while I worked.  That’d be on my room charges, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “What was the movie?” Natalie asked.  
 
   Gideon’s lips curved into a creepy smile.  “Psycho.”
 
   “Of course,” she said tightly.  “Listen, May promised us you’d have a list of all of the employees and contractors associated with the band.  Have you had time to put that together?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I’ve got it right here,” he nodded, tapping a few keys on the laptop.  “Do you need two copies?  I’d better give you two copies.”
 
   Nick was about to say that wasn’t necessary, but the compact printer was already churning away so he dropped it.  “Say, you know Ruby mentioned you were the one to suggest the gimmick that put the band on the map.  How did you come up with the demonic angle?”
 
   Gideon looked pleased with the praise.  “It’s not really demonic per se, more of a dark metal theme.  It’s generic enough that it doesn’t piss off the Satanists and angsty enough that it appeals to all the rejects out there who like to feel like they’ve tapped into something dark and mysterious.”  His contempt for the listeners who paid for his livelihood ticked Nick off, but he kept his voice neutral.   
 
   “You’re not into all that stuff then?  The imagery, any of the symbolism behind it?”
 
   “Hey, I’m into whatever makes a buck.  I mean look at me.  I’m more Fountains of Wayne than Forsaken.  But I listen to what the kids are talking about these days, I know what’s hot, and Forsaken is hot.”
 
   He couldn’t argue with that.  “Alright, I think we’ve got what we need, don’t you?” Nick looked to Natalie, who was busy poring over the printed list.  
 
   “We do,” she agreed.  “Thank you for your cooperation.”
 
   Gideon followed them to the door, dancing attendance like a little dog chasing after its master.  “Have I graduated to a person of interest?”
 
   “Let’s just say you shouldn’t leave town without checking with us first,” Nick said, figuring it was harmless to feed the guy’s ego.  
 
   “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be than right here in the middle of things,” Gideon beamed, pleased as punch.  “I wouldn’t leave if my mother was on her deathbed.”
 
   “Aw, whatever happened to a boy’s best friend is his mother?”
 
   Gideon’s eyes narrowed at Nick strangely, clearly not following the segue.  “Yeah well, I haven’t been a mama’s boy in a long time.”  That last line was delivered to Natalie, but she was less concerned with his fragile ego than Nick was.  She left the hotel room without another backwards glance.  
 
   Nick followed after a polite nod, falling into step beside her.  He kept his feelings to himself until the elevator doors closed, affording them some privacy.  “He didn’t know the quote,” he pointed out.
 
   “What quote?”
 
   “You know, the boy’s best friend is his mother quote from Psycho.  He said he watched the movie that night, but he didn’t recognize the quote.”
 
   “Oh.”  She seemed less impressed by the revelation.  “Maybe he didn’t watch the whole thing.  He was working at the time.”
 
   “I don’t know, there’s something off about that guy,” Nick insisted as they stepped into the lobby.  
 
   “He’s an asshole in a world of assholes.  It doesn’t make him a killer.”
 
   “True.”  He didn’t have any solid reason to suspect the guy, except that he’d come up from L.A. to Portland with the band, and they’d been able to place him at the last known location of their victim.  That and the fact that the guy seemed a little too eager for the press stirred up by the murders.  Was he capable of actually killing these girls to drum up interest in the band?  That sort of dementia was few and far between.  
 
   Most murders boiled down to something much more personal.  Love, hate, greed… those were the biggies.  Greed fit, but seemed extreme.  Besides, Nick couldn’t picture the twitchy guy actually getting his hands dirty with something like murder.  
 
   “Where to now?” he asked as they reached the sidewalk, ignoring the cameras there.  
 
   Natalie was already striding toward the car parked several blocks down.  “Let’s get back to the precinct and divvy up this list of employees.  The sooner we can get through them, the sooner we can focus on May.”
 
   “You still completely think it’s him, huh?”
 
   “You don’t?”  She gave him a sidelong look, and Nick shrugged.
 
   “I don’t like the guy, but the world is full of assholes, like you said.  It doesn’t make him a killer.”
 
   Natalie didn’t say anything to that, itching at her shoulder until they reached the car and she pulled back her blouse to see the blotchy mess underneath.  “You know what, I think I am going to try to get into an urgent care.  Maybe they can recommend a cream or something.  This thing is driving me fucking insane.”
 
   “Hmm, it does look a lot worse,” he agreed, making a face.  “How about I drop you off at Good Samaritan and you can give me a call later when you’re done?”  
 
   “I don’t think I need a hospital,” she scoffed.
 
   “I think you can’t be too careful.   You’ll end up waiting just as long at an urgent care, and if they can’t do anything for you they’ll end up sending you to the hospital anyway.”
 
   “Fine, but I’ll take a cab back later.  Just keep me posted.  I want to stay in the loop as much as possible.”
 
   “Yes, I remember that about you,” he smiled to himself.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Hours later, Natalie looked just as tired as Nick felt.  The difference was, she’d spent the time sitting around on her ass waiting to be seen at the hospital and Nick had run all over town tracking down his share of the list of band employees.  At first he’d thought it would be simple to round them all up, but it wasn’t like they were all holed up in the same hotel together.  Only Gideon, Ruby and Jax were staying at the Hotel Verona, the others were scattered at various motels and apartments across the tri-county area.  And since most of them weren’t on duty until the next gig, they weren’t all that easy to track down.
 
   By the time she caught a cab to the station, Nick had only about a third of his interviews completed to show for the day and he was ready for a change of pace.  Despite her apparent exhaustion, Natalie was as good as any other distraction he could think of.
 
   “Hey, what’s the good word?  Is it the plague or what?” he grinned when she slumped into the chair across from his desk.
 
   “Ha, that’d make more sense than what they came up with.  Hours of my life I’ll never get back.  Tests, tests, and more tests, and they think it’s stress related.”
 
   “Do you think?”
 
   “If I broke out in a rash every time I was on the job I’d look like strawberry Jello.”
 
   “All cases aren’t like this one though, are they?” he reminded gently.
 
   “No, no they’re not,” she admitted, taking a long, cleansing breath.  “At least the cortisone did the trick.  So, what’ve we got?”  
 
   Nick filled her in on his day, which amounted to a whole lot of nothing.  Reports from Brady and Park had netted the same results, but they all knew that negative confirmations were still progress.  Agonizingly slow progress.  
 
   “Sounds like you guys have been busy,” she said, sympathetic as only another cop could be.  “I know I just got here, but it sounds like you need a break.  You want to go grab a burger or something?”  
 
   “Thanks for the offer, but I think I need a different kind of a break,” Nick said, her invitation sparking a different idea.  “Excuse me for a minute.”  Ordinarily he would’ve made the call from his desk, but for some reason he felt self-conscious doing it in front of Natalie.  Instead, he ducked into one of the empty interview rooms for some privacy as he dialed Annaliese’s number.  
 
   For a brief moment he worried she wouldn’t take his call, but she came on the line after three rings, sounding glad to hear from him.  “Hey, stranger.  How are things in the land of justice?”
 
   Nick smiled in relief on his end.  “Not as just as I’d like them to be, but I’m working on it.  How are you?”
 
   “Good.  Keeping busy, trying to avoid sitting down with my end of the month numbers.”
 
   “I have just the distraction in mind then.  How about we grab some dinner together?  I could come to you.  I think I need to step away from this case at least for a couple of hours.”
 
   “Ah… well, sure.”  Her hesitation clued him in that something wasn’t quite copacetic from the start.  “That would be nice, but I should tell you that Jax will be here.  You’re more than welcome to join us though.”
 
   That explained the hesitation.  Still, as much as he didn’t like the guy, he couldn’t blame her for wanting to visit with her old friends.  “Thanks, but that sort of defeats the purpose.  How about afterwards?  I could come over for a nightcap and let you have your wicked way with me.”
 
   Silence.  
 
   “Or not.  But I would like to at least get together for a cup of coffee later.  It feels like forever since we’ve had a chance to talk.”
 
   “The thing is…”  
 
   Nick knew before the words were even out of her mouth that he wasn’t going to like what she said.  But he never in a million years would’ve guessed what she was about to say.
 
   “… I’ve invited Jax to come and stay here with me for a few days, until things blow over.”
 
   “I’m sorry, what?” Nick blinked, shaking his head as if to clear it.  “Did you say you invited him to live with you?”
 
   “The press has been driving him nuts and the hotel is a complete zoo.  He’s already caught someone trying to bug his room disguised as the maid, and he can’t order room service without people trying to jam cameras in through the door to get a couple of candid shots.   He can’t go anywhere without cameras in his face and people accusing him of murder and worse.”
 
   There was something worse than murder to be accused of?  “And you don’t think they’ll show up at your doorstep and do the same once they find out he’s staying there?”
 
   “He’s going to lay low for a while, they probably won’t even know he’s here.  Besides, this is private property, I can keep them out.”
 
   “Private property that is open to the public.  Do I even need to remind you that you live over a store?  What’s to keep reporters from bugging your house or trying to sneak upstairs to put a camera in your shower?”
 
   “I told you, they won’t even know he’s here.  We’ve got it all planned out.  I’m going to close the store early today and he’ll sneak in after he’s sure he’s not being followed.”
 
   “Okay, number one, I think this plan is going to blow up in your faces.  The press isn’t going to let go of him so easily.  And two, your picture has already turned up in the paper with him.  What makes you think they won’t come looking for him there when he disappears?  But most importantly, number three – you’re not even acknowledging how ridiculously dangerous this is.”
 
   “What do you mean, dangerous?”
 
   Nick couldn’t hold back the cynical laugh that escaped his lips.  “The fact that you can’t even see the danger is probably the most frightening thing I’ve dealt with all week, and considering the week I’ve had, that’s saying something.”  
 
   “Nick, I honestly think you’re overreacting.  See, I knew you’d be like this.  That’s why I didn’t want to tell you.”
 
   “No, you didn’t want to tell me because you know I’m right.  This is a stupid idea on all levels.”
 
   “What happened to him not being the enemy?  I thought you were willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.”
 
   “That all changes the moment you start talking crazy talk about inviting a suspected murderer into your home.”
 
   “He didn’t do it.” 
 
   Boy, he was getting tired of the women in his life insisting on that.  “You don’t know that.”
 
   “I do in my heart.  I know him better than that.”
 
   “Just like you knew Ellie?”  Nick couldn’t resist the taunt, though he instantly regretted it from the soft hiss of breath between her teeth, well imagining the hurt that would’ve lit into her pretty green eyes.  
 
   “That was a low blow, Nick.  And yes, I know him much more intimately than I ever knew Ellie.”
 
   Damn her for choosing those words deliberately to dig at him.  His temper boiled over, his words taking on a sharp edge.  “Annie, I forbid you to do this.  Jax May is not going to stay with you.  Not now, not ever.”
 
   “You what?”  Anna’s voice started out stunned but quickly heated into outrage.  “Now who’s talking crazy?  In what world do you imagine you’re able to dictate what I can or can’t do?”
 
   Nick tried a strategic retreat, but he sensed he’d made a critical error.  “I’m not trying to dictate, I’m trying to save your life.”
 
   “I don’t need saving, I can take care of myself.”
 
   “Which is what each and every one of those girls thought to themselves before they were murdered, I guarantee it,” he couldn’t help but point out.  “Don’t do this, you’re in way over your head.  You’re risking your neck for a guy you barely know anymore.”
 
   “It’s my neck to risk, and I happen to think he’s worth it.”
 
   Nick shook his head to clear it, it was all spiraling out of control so quickly, he didn’t know how to make it stop.  “I can’t believe you’re choosing him over me.”
 
   “When all that comes out of your mouth is this kind of garbage, then yes, I am.  He needs my help, Nick.  I don’t know why you can’t get it through your thick skull.  Why don’t you let me worry about my own life and do your job?  The sooner you catch the real killer, the sooner you can apologize for being such an ass.”
 
   The dismissal rang clear in her voice.  She’d already made up her mind and he had no chance of swaying her.  In that instant, he realized he’d never had a chance of changing it from the start, all his argument had done was turn her against him.  “I guess there’s nothing left to say on the matter.”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   But his stomach curdled with dread at the thought of Annaliese putting herself at risk.  He threw one more impassioned plea at her, his heart in his words.  “Please, Annie… please don’t do this.”
 
   “Goodbye, Nick.”  The line clicked before he had a chance to say anything else and Nick stared straight ahead, shell shocked over how quickly everything had blown up in his face.  Long minutes later, he hadn’t found any enlightenment on how to salvage the situation and left the interview room to throw himself back into the job.  
 
   Natalie waited in the hallway, sympathy etched all over her face.  “How about that burger?”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   By the time they got to the parking lot, the sappy sympathy was gone and Natalie was back to her usual, sarcastic self.  It was exactly what he needed.  Nick didn’t want to sit around and mope, rehashing his conversation with Annaliese over and over again – he needed distraction and Natalie delivered, big time.  
 
   Over a Black Molly and fries at Killer Burger, they had a chance to catch up, steering clear of the case for once to reminisce about the good ol’ days working down in Los Angeles.  By the time he’d decimated the burger and a pile of napkins, Nick’s spirits were lifted, and he was ready to get back to it.  Glad of the company, they decided to hit the rest of the names on his list together, and he didn’t once think of Annaliese until it was too late to knock on doors.  
 
   Only then did the crushing doubts return.  The irresistible urge to drive by her place and check on how she was doing had him standing with keys in hand, unsure where to go.
 
   Natalie took that decision away from him, grabbing his keys in the process.  “How about we go for a drink?  I think we put in a full day’s work.  Or at least you did, I spent most of mine playing invisible patient.”  Without waiting for him to respond, she slid into the driver’s seat and revved up the engine, rolling down the window when he didn’t move.  “Let’s go, Gibson!”
 
   Nick got into the car, buckling his seatbelt on autopilot, lost to his own thoughts. 
 
   “Where to?” she asked, pulling out of the parking lot and waiting for traffic to clear.  “Nick.  Where are we going?” she prodded when he didn’t answer.  
 
   That was a loaded question and Nick did his best to deflect it.  “Are you hungry too or do you just want a quiet drink?”
 
   “I could eat.”
 
   “How about the Thirsty Lion?”  
 
   “Sounds good to me.  Lead the way.”
 
   He gave directions to get to the pub in Tigard, not all that far from his house.  The bar had a deep, rich mahogany tone that he loved, the high tables and stools giving it more of an upscale feel than he usually went to, but he thought it might appeal to Natalie.    
 
   “They have Guinness on tap, this is my new favorite place!” she gushed as soon as they got within sight of the bar.  Tucked away in a corner table, they ordered beer fondue with soft pretzels and Ultimate Nachos to munch on with two pints of Guinness, of course.  
 
   For the first half hour his gaze kept sliding to his phone, debating over whether or not he should send Anna a text.  But after finishing a couple of pints and more molten cheese than was healthy, the urge faded.  His eyes strayed less and less, concentrating on Natalie’s lively stories involving some of the more lurid cases she’d worked on in the past.  
 
   Was she a little too loud, too animated, her stories getting more unbelievable by the moment?  Maybe.  Was she trying too hard?  Undoubtedly.  But like their shared lunch, it was just what he needed.  He’d missed being able to talk shop, not just the blood and guts but the thrill of the hunt and the satisfaction of putting a criminal behind bars.  Gradually, he forgot to be worried, he forgot to regret not being with the woman he loved, and just enjoyed the company he was with.
 
   “It’s your turn to buy the next round,” she pointed out, draining the last of her glass.
 
   “This is starting to get expensive,” he frowned.  “I can buy a whole six pack for what one pint costs here.”  
 
   “How about we go back to your place then?”
 
   He’d walked right into that one.  The question hung in the air between him as he tried to decide if there was more to that suggestion than met the eye.  Veronica would be home, but that might not be the worst plan ever.  Having a seventeen year old chaperone might keep him from doing anything stupid.  
 
   “Sure, we can do that.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Natalie wavered as she stood, clutching the high table to steady herself.  
 
   “You alright?” he asked, catching hold of her elbow.  
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got it.  I just stood up too fast.”
 
   “I’m driving home,” he decided, plucking the keys off the table.
 
   “Nick, I’m fine.”
 
   “Good, you can be fine in the passenger’s seat, because I’m driving.”  Though he was feeling pleasantly mellow, it took a lot more than two pints over a few hours to put him under the table.  She didn’t argue, nor did she when he settled up their bill.  In fact, she was distinctly mellow herself as they strolled back to the car, riding along in silence until they reached his neighborhood.  
 
   “Are you happy up here?  With all these trees?”
 
   “Is there some reason why the trees should make me unhappy?” he smiled.  
 
   “No, but… don’t you miss it sometimes?  Being in the middle of the city.  The action, the excitement?”
 
   “I’m hardly out in the sticks.  I’ve got plenty of excitement downtown anytime I want to go find it.”  
 
   “So, you’re happy then?”
 
   His thoughts immediately turned back to Annaliese.  The times they’d spent together out at the movies, hiking up by the falls, taking turns cooking for each other, or just doing nothing, being together.  “Yes, I guess I am.  For the most part.”  Except when he said brainless things to her and ended up driving her away, but Nick was confident they’d get past it.  He’d grovel, ply her with chocolate, and she’d take him back.  It was their thing.  
 
   “Huh.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing.”  Natalie didn’t offer any other commentary on his life or hers for the rest of the drive, her attention focused out the window into the night sky.       
 
   The house was silent and dark, no sign of Veronica when he snapped on the lights.  Shrugging off his jacket, he sent her a quick text before he put the phone back in his pocket.  Where are you?
 
   Natalie took off her blazer too, setting her shoulder holster beside his on the kitchen table.  “What kind of hooch you got in this joint?” she grinned.
 
   “That all depends, do you want something hard or soft?”  
 
   Her dark eyes met his, snapping with amusement.  “Hard.”
 
   “I aim to please.”  Nick heard himself flirting with her and tried to knock it off.  He went to the cupboard that served as a liquor cabinet and pulled out a bottle of Jack Daniels, setting it on the counter when she nodded her approval.  Mixing them both drinks, he went lighter on his, more Coke than Jack, the better to keep a clear head.  Not that he was trying to get Natalie drunk, but he gave her a healthy jot of whiskey, knowing from personal experience that she liked her drinks strong.  
 
   Bringing his phone with him, he settled them on the couch in the family room, the lights low to better appreciate the view from the sliding glass door to the houses below.  Still no reply from Veronica.
 
   Natalie took a deep drink, kicking off her sensible shoes and tucking her feet under herself on the couch.  “This trip has turned out a lot differently than I thought it would.”
 
   “Oh?  What makes you say that?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I just thought things would be different.”
 
   “You thought you’d nail May and be out of this backwater town inside of a weekend?” he quipped, and this time a faint smile curved her lips.
 
   “No, well… maybe my fantasies did skew that way, but not all of them.”
 
   “No?  You have other fantasies involving Portland?  Do tell.”  He tucked his fist under his chin and leaned against the back of the couch giving her his rapt attention.
 
   Instead of answering right away, she grew thoughtful again, sipping at her drink.  “Do you ever think back to that night?”
 
   “What night?”
 
   She met his gaze.  “You know what night.”
 
   He knew.  The night they’d spent seven minutes in heaven (or in an elevator in their case) and almost changed their working relationship permanently.  
 
   “Do you ever think about what might’ve happened if you’d followed me up into my apartment?”
 
   “I used to think about it way too much,” he admitted, taking a deeper drink.
 
   “I’ve always wondered why you didn’t.”
 
   “I was married.”  Even though he’d been separated at the time, he hadn’t made that final mental break with his ex yet.  It might’ve been delusional, but he hadn’t been ready to say goodbye to something that wasn’t working, even if it meant a shot at something that could.
 
   “You’re not now though.”
 
   Uh oh.  “No, I’m not,” he admitted.  “But I’ve got a serious thing going with Annaliese.”  
 
   “Oh?  And where is she tonight?”  Natalie arched a single brow and Nick took another drink, not wanting to get into it.  Arguments aside, he knew things weren’t over with Anna.
 
   Nick was still trying to come up with an answer to that question when his phone lit up with Veronica’s picture.  Saved by the buzz.  
 
   Hey Dad, can I spend the night at Beth’s?  
 
   He could not catch a break.  
 
   “Problem?” Natalie asked, trying to get a look at the screen but he angled it closer as he typed back.  
 
   “No, no problem.”  No, I think you should come on home.  The sooner the better.
 
   “Is it an update on the case?”
 
   “No.”
 
   This time she texted back right away.  Why am I in trouble?
 
   No, but I might be.  Do you need me to come and get you?
 
   “Is Veronica alright?”
 
   No, I can get a ride with Beth’s mom.  Be home soon.
 
   Thank God… echoed in his head.  “Hmm?  No, she’s fine.  Just telling her she ought to get on home before it gets too late.”
 
   “You’re a good father.”
 
   “Would you mind telling her that when she gets here?” he joked.  “I think she forgets sometimes.”
 
   “She knows you’re a good father, I can see it in her eyes when she looks at you.  She knows a good thing when she sees it.”
 
   He wasn’t sure how to take that.  “Thanks.  I try, but it’s been hard raising a teenaged girl alone.  Besides the change in ladyparts and the hormones, there’s a whole relationship to shoes I don’t get at all.”
 
   She smiled at that.  “Your girlfriend doesn’t help you with that stuff?”
 
   “Oh, no sure, of course she does.  She’s right there to give me a crack on the back of the head when I make a complete mess of things.  Actually, Veronica does that too, so I guess I’m doubly lucky that way.”
 
   “Too bad she never learned you can get a lot farther with a kiss than by kicking ass.”
 
   “Says the lady who knows how to kick more ass than any woman I’d ever met,” he chuckled.    
 
   Natalie scooted a closer, slender fingers sifting through the hair on the back of his neck.  “There’s time to kick ass and there’s time for a more intimate tussle.  What do you say, Nick?  Are you up for a little sparring?”
 
   “Ah…”  His head slanted to one side, half enjoying and half uncomfortable with the touch.  “Hey, I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression when I invited you over here for drinks,” he started to say, losing track of his thoughts, when she edged closer still, practically in his lap, her breath hot on his neck.  He set the drink down, prepared to talk her out of whatever it was she had in mind, but she took the move as an unspoken agreement, reaching for his hand and laying it on her thigh in encouragement.
 
   “I’m not, ah… I mean you’re… you’re very…” he swallowed, parts of him very interested in the bold move.  “But I can’t…”  Finding his gumption, Nick grabbed for her wandering hands, holding her loosely by the wrists.  “I can’t.  Do you understand?”
 
   “I do and I don’t.”  Her eyes narrowed, studying him like a puzzle with all the pieces painted the same color.  “I get what you’re saying, I just don’t understand why.  She chose him over you, Nick.  It’s no wonder you’re having problems.”
 
   “Problems or not, it would be wrong for the two of us to hook up, even if it’s just for the night.”  
 
   “Who says that’s all it has to be?  Didn’t you ever think about how good it could be between us?  Did it ever occur to you that it keeps on not working out with you because you’re too different?”
 
   Any fleeting thoughts Nick might’ve had about how it could be between them immediately fled with her last question.  “Who says it’s not working out?”
 
   “Nick, please, I heard your half of that conversation.  Even if you’re not ready to accept it yet, trust me, it’s not working out.”
 
   Was it that obvious to her?  Annaliese had chosen to take Jax’s side in this argument, but had she really chosen him for good?  
 
   “I don’t just mean with this one though, your ex-wife too,” Natalie explained, taking his silence for tacit agreement.  “She never understood what being a cop meant to you.”  
 
   “Heidi didn’t understand a lot of things, my job was just one of them.”
 
   Natalie reached for her glass, downing the rest of the contents.  “Nobody understands what it’s like to be with a cop better than another cop.”
 
   “And nobody has a crazier schedule to try and mesh together except for maybe a doctor.  Or a fighter pilot.”  Or a fireman… anyone in the rescue services, actually, but his mind was wandering too far from the topic at hand.  “Nat, the point is, even if I was free, how exactly do you think this would work?  Are you offering to move up here to Oregon?  Because most long distance relationships are doomed to fail.”
 
   “Who says you couldn’t move back to L.A.?”
 
   Wow, she didn’t waste any time.  “Because I’m moving forward with my life, not backward.”
 
   “It wouldn’t have to be backward.  I could put in a good word for you with the Bureau.  That would definitely be a step forward, don’t you think?”
 
   A job with the FBI.  Nick would be lying if he said he hadn’t thought about it before.  But he wasn’t ready to give up what he’d found in Portland.  “It’s an interesting proposition, but that’s not what my life is about right now.  This is the better choice for Veronica, the better choice for me.  I like it here.  I’ve got a good job, a nice, safe neighborhood, good friends.  And whether you think so or not, a lady that I happen to love a lot.”
 
   “So that’s it then?  You’re sure there’s nothing I can do to change your mind?”  A secretive smile curved her lips.  
 
   “As much as part of me is interested to find out what that might be, I have to say no.  I’m a one woman man, and I’m going to prove that to her as soon as she’ll let me.”
 
   Natalie sank back against the other side of the couch.  “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed, but I’m not going to beg.”  With that, she lurched to her feet, more than a little unsteady this time.  “I think I’d better call a cab,” she realized with a frown.
 
   “It’s late.  Why don’t you crash here for the night?  You can have my room, I’ll take the couch in my office.”
 
   For a moment she looked like she might object, but then a sad smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.  “At least I ended up in your bed.”
 
   Nick wasn’t about to touch that one.  Instead, he guided her to the stairs, watching her go up unassisted with determination.  He didn’t allow himself a long breath of relief until he heard the bedroom door close.  Almost immediately after, the front door opened and Veronica came hurrying in.  
 
   “Hey, I came home as soon as I could.  What’s going on?”    
 
   Nick caught his daughter up into a big bear hug, relieved beyond measure to have her there as an extra shield, in case Agent Fox got any more ideas.  “Nothing, just glad you’re here.”
 
   Veronica accepted the answer, hugging him back before a loud thump upstairs drew her attention.  “Did you patch up things with Annaliese?”
 
   “Ah…” Nick’s eyes flicked to the ceiling when another thump sounded, even louder than the last one.  What the heck was she doing up there?  “Nope, things are definitely still on the rocky side, at the moment.  That’s Natalie up there.”
 
   “You slept with Natalie!?”  Veronica’s eyes stretched wide as dinner plates.
 
   “What?  No…” he started to explain when she cut him off with a harsh whisper.
 
   “Then what’s she doing in your bedroom?”
 
   “Nothing.  Sleeping off too much Jack and Coke, that’s it, I swear.”  Why did women always have to assume the worst?
 
   Veronica’s lips turned down into a pinched frown of disapproval.  “Annaliese isn’t going to like this.”
 
   “I’m not too keen on who’s sharing her house right now either,” he grumbled.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Dinner started off a bit strained, but once Annaliese stopped rehashing the argument over and over in her mind, she was able to relax and enjoy the meal.  Still, the trouble between her and Nick hovered in the back of her mind all evening, making her more subdued than usual.  
 
   Jax must have noticed, but he didn’t acknowledge the elephant in the room until she took him upstairs to drop his things off in her spare bedroom where he’d be staying.  It was almost like stepping back in time, bringing Jax into her old bedroom, only this time there was no sneaking involved – she was an adult, able to do what she wanted.  
 
   “Hey, if it’s a problem I can go stay at a different hotel,” he offered, bag and guitar case in hand.  
 
   “No, it’s fine.”  She waved him off.  Nothing would be salvaged by his moving to a hotel, the damage with Nick had already been done.  “Unless you don’t like sleeping under Johnny Depp.”  Annaliese lounged on the bed under an enormous 21 Jump Street poster.    
 
   “It never bothered me before,” he grinned, dropping his bags on the floor to stretch out beside her.  “Just like old times, Apples.”
 
   “Almost,” she allowed, scooting into the corner and tossing the pillow at him so he could be more comfortable.  Jax caught it mid-air and tucked it behind his head, looking completely at home in his t-shirt and faded jeans.  It didn’t feel weird at all, even though he was essentially a stranger to her these days.  Especially when he smiled at her like that, like he had something devious in mind.  “Before you go getting any ideas in that head of yours, I’m not interested in playing a game of Truth or Dare.”    
 
   “Too bad.  Ah well, the way I remember it you always sucked at the dare part anyway,” he teased. 
 
   “No, that I’d leave to Ruby.  She always was fearless,” she recalled with a touch of envy.
 
   “She still is, just about different things.”  His face clouded, growing pensive.  “I worry about her sometimes.”  
 
   “About what?”
 
   “She gets so caught up in it all, the lifestyle, the drugs, all the bullshit.  She’s never been able to step back from it, you know?  I think a part of her is actually enjoying the spotlight over all this murder stuff.  When I told her about your offer to put us up for a while she laughed in my face.”  
 
   “Have you tried getting her some help?” Anna asked gently.  “The drugs can’t be helping her decision making skills any.”  
 
   “You know Ruby, you can’t tell her what to do.  You can yell until you’re blue in the face, but she always does as she pleases.” Jax let out a long sigh, slapping his thigh as he sat up.  “I can use a drink, how about you?”  Digging into his bag, he came up with a bottle of whiskey, Johnnie Walker Red.  “Join me?”
 
   “Sure, I’ll go get us some glasses.”  
 
   “Nah, I’m good,” he waved her back down, taking a swig directly from the bottle before passing it over.  “Don’t worry, you won’t catch anything.”
 
   Anna took the bottle and tipped it back, the harsh liquor burning the back of her throat.  She usually preferred something more mellow, but the taste of the alcohol touched another core of memories.  The last time he’d offered her a bottle of Johnnie Walker had been the night he’d taken her virginity.  Did he have the same association?  If so, Jax made no mention of it as he accepted the bottle back, taking another deep drink.  
 
   “So… Argent Flame, huh?” he smiled, reaching out to brush his fingers across the silver pendant hanging around her throat.  A friend had designed it for her, a stylized silver flame over a delicate pentacle.  It was her favorite necklace.  “Look at you, into all of this stuff.  It’s like we’re two different sides of the same coin.  You got the light and I got the dark.”
 
   Something about the way he said it struck a chord of curiosity within her.  “You’re not actually into all that Satanist stuff, are you?”  There was such a hodgepodge of symbolism surrounding his tour, it couldn’t possibly be authentic.  Of course, most of the teen fans they had wouldn’t know any better, but it was considered gauche in the pagan community to mix some of the different symbols used on their promotional stuff.
 
   “Nah, it’s all a racket.  Gideon says it’s our calling card and he knows his shit.”  Jax shrugged, gesturing as if it was all above his comprehension.  “I have to say it looks good on me though, don’t it?”  He fixed her with a heated look, mimicking the pose he’d struck on the back of their album cover.
 
   “No argument there,” she agreed.  Even without the stage makeup and spiky hair, he looked dark and dangerous, and very, very sexy.  Just what a girl looked for in a rock star.  Noticing his pendant for the first time, she leaned forward, studying it more carefully.  He too wore a pentacle, worked in yellow gold, with flames radiating out from it on all sides.  “You’re wearing a demon protection amulet?  That’s an odd choice for a band whose biggest hit is Invoke Me.”
 
   Jax leaned closer with an easy smile, inviting her to get a better look at it and she could smell the whiskey on his breath.  “Ruby gave it to me.  She said on the off chance any of this crap is real, she decided to try and save my immortal soul.”  He twisted his head to look down at it, his fingers brushing against hers.  “I kinda like it though.  It’s pretty, don’t you think?”
 
   The heat of his fingers blazed like a furnace and Annaliese pulled her hand away.  “It’s beautiful workmanship,” she agreed.  “Nicer than most of the stock we carry.  But I thought you didn’t believe in this stuff.”
 
   “A little protection never hurt anyone,” he said, his potent smile doing far too good a job at charming her, and she slipped off the bed.
 
   “In that case…”  Anna went to the old fashioned jewelry box on top of her dresser.  “Maybe I can find you something for a little added protection.”
 
   “Do you still have the ring I gave you?”
 
   Annaliese didn’t turn around, her fingers smoothing over the worn cardboard box that held the ring in question.  “I do.”
 
   “You don’t wear it anymore.”
 
   “Not for a long time.”
 
   “But you did keep it?”
 
   “Yes, I did.”
 
   “It’s a start.”
 
   A pucker of worry appeared on her brow and she turned to face him.  “We’re not really starting anything, are we, Jackson?”
 
   Disappointment flickered over his features but was quickly replaced by a ready smile.  “I love it when you call me Jackson.”
 
   “Then why do you go by Jax?”
 
   He gave a half shrug.  “Because it’s more marketable.”
 
   “Do you do anything that isn’t in some way geared toward marketing yourself these days?”
 
   “Not nearly as much as I’d like,” he admitted with a self deprecating chuckle.  “Ruby’s the one that took it to the next level though.  She’s got the band’s logo tattooed on her ass.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Hand to God.  She said it was her way of telling Gideon to kiss her ass.”
 
   “You didn’t get one too, did you?”  Her eyes swept over him.  There was the hint of a tattoo peeking out from his shirtsleeves, but she’d seen it on the cover of a magazine before; it was the symbol of a lion for Leo, his astrological sign, according to the article inside.  He also had a Roman numeral visible on the side of his neck, though she wasn’t sure what that one stood for, and a tiny bass clef on the inside of his left wrist.
 
   “No, but I do have one that says Mom.”
 
   “Really?” she laughed.  It seemed like an odd choice given his relationship with his mother, but maybe they’d patched things up.
 
   “Yep, I’m a walking cliché,” he admitted with a wry twist of the lips.  “Do you want to see it?”  Reaching for his t-shirt, he tugged it up to expose his lean abs.  
 
   “Oh, I don’t think…”
 
   “Relax, it’s on my side,” he chuckled, lifting the hem high to reveal the three little letters in cursive script about halfway up his torso.  “I don’t remember you being this much of a prude.”
 
   It wasn’t that she was a prude at all, but she had a feeling that sitting around in her old bedroom with him half naked could only lead to trouble.  “I don’t remember you being this much of an exhibitionist.”
 
   “No?  You don’t remember that time I stripped down and jumped into Lacamas Lake on a dare?  Or how about the time we hopped the fence at the Candlelight Inn and snuck into the hot tub?   You were feeling mighty free that night as well, as I recall.”
 
   “I take it back,” she laughed.  “You always were an exhibitionist, maybe I just didn’t mind at the time.”
 
   “And you do now?”  Jax raised a single brow, and Annaliese felt her cheeks grow warm.  
 
   “I should.”
 
   “But do you?” he pressed, dark eyes snapping with playful energy.  
 
   Unwilling to answer that question, Anna changed the subject.  “Have you been to see your mom since you got back to town?”
 
   The playful mood vanished and he tugged his shirt back down again.  “No, not yet.”
 
   “I saw her a few months ago, she looks like she’s gotten her act together.”
 
   Jax gave an inelegant snort.  “I’ve heard that one before.”
 
   “Jackson… she’s your mother.”
 
   “When’s the last time you talked to yours?” he tossed right back at her.  
 
   “That’s different.  She moved to Utah to get away from me.”
 
   “That can’t be why she left,” he scoffed.  “There must be something else.”
 
   “You’re sweet.  It’s alright, I’ve made my peace with it.  I can’t control anyone but myself, and I choose not to be bitter about it.”
 
   “That’s great, but I’m not as evolved as you are.  There are some things I can’t forget.”  Just like that his good mood was soured, and a sullen pout drew his lips forward.  Annaliese joined him on the bed again, trying to get him to look at her. 
 
   “Just try and forgive then.  She was young, really young, to have not just one but two babies all alone.  Of course she made some mistakes.  Cut her some slack.”
 
   Jax brooded for a few more moments before sitting up.  “New topic,” he announced, pulling his guitar out of the case and perching it on his knee.  “Sing with me.”  A few notes fell from his fingers, but she shook her head.  
 
   “No… I don’t really do that anymore.”  That wasn’t strictly true.  She sang all the time with friends and at gatherings, but not like this.  Not with him.
 
   “Why not?  You were great,” he encouraged her, strumming a few chords.  
 
   Anna shook her head again.  “It’s not my thing.”
 
   “Maybe it could be.”  The chord progressions became more familiar and he started singing a lazy rendition of She Will Be Loved by Maroon 5.  Annaliese couldn’t help but smile over the tune, remembering the last time he’d sung it to her.  It did things to her insides when he sang to her so intimately, even if she knew he was purposefully trying to evoke something from her.  
 
   Jax stopped singing several bars before the end, fingers slowing on the strings.  “Why did we break up?” he asked after the last note reverberated and died away.
 
   The question caught her off guard, but the truth easily came to her rescue.  “You wanted to move to L.A. and be a rock star, and you did.  You left, not me.”  There was a touch of bitterness to that last part, much to her surprise.  
 
   “I remember it a bit differently,” he frowned.  “I asked you to come with me, I know I did.”
 
   Anna shook her head.  “That’s not the lifestyle for me.  I didn’t want to be a groupie.”
 
   “I didn’t want you there as a groupie.  I wanted you there by my side, as my girl.”  
 
   “I guess I wanted to be more than someone’s girl at the time.”
 
   “What about now?  You’ve made your own way in the world.  You wouldn’t have to be my groupie.  Hell, I got enough of those.”
 
   If she’d even considered it for a moment, the idea soured at the mention of his many dalliances.  “I’ve noticed.  You know, you wouldn’t even be a suspect in this murder case if you didn’t have a reputation for hooking up with young girls.  You don’t want to be that much of a cliché, do you?”
 
   Jax’s brows drew together into a dark scowl.  “You make it sound like I’m cruising high schools for dates.  They throw themselves at me.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you have to take them up on it.”
 
   “Sounds like you’re jealous.”
 
   Was she?  Annaliese didn’t want to look too closely at that notion.  “No, it’s your life,” she said, denying the emotion.  “I just think you should be more careful of who you give your love to.”
 
   “Love hasn’t entered into it for a long time,” he admitted with a drawn out sigh.
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” she apologized softly.  “Do you ever think that maybe if you stopped trying to fill the empty space in your bed you might fill the space in your heart?”
 
   “Hey, that’s not bad,” he brightened.  “Do you mind if I use it?”  Jax dug around in his bag, pulling out a worn notebook to scribble down the words.  
 
   “No, I don’t mind,” she said, more than a little amused by the request.  “It sounds kind of sentimental for Forsaken though, doesn’t it?”
 
   He gave a half shrug.  “Every once in a while I experiment with something else.”  Seating the guitar in his arms again, he played a few chords and sang.  
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to fill the empty space in your bed, 
 
   I want to fill the empty space in your heart.  
 
   But you won’t let me in and it’s tearing me apart.”  
 
    
 
   Looking up when he was finished, he gave her a lopsided grin.  “What do you think?”
 
   “Not bad.  Not bad at all.”  It was pretty good, actually.  Not his usual style, but it suited his voice.  
 
   “Think I could make a go of it?”
 
   Her brows drew together in confusion.  “Aren’t you already?”
 
   “I mean if I tried ditching the metal sound and went acoustic for a while.”
 
   Was he serious?  “I don’t know.  I like it, but I’m not exactly your target fan base.  It’d be sort of like starting over.  Is that something you think you’ll eventually try?”
 
   For a moment he looked like he might do just that, but then the fire went out of his eyes and he slumped against the wall, cradling the guitar close.  “Nah, it’s just a thought.  I could never leave Ruby like that.”
 
   Annaliese was so used to seeing the pair of them together, she never thought about what it might cost Jax to stay with his sister.  “Maybe sometime she’ll be ready for a change and you can mix things up a bit?”
 
   “Not likely,” he snorted.  “She loves this image.  I think she has a serious leather fetish.”  
 
   “And you don’t?” she teased. 
 
   “Have you ever tried wearing leather pants under stage lights?  You wouldn’t find them so sexy if you knew how bad they stink afterwards.  And then I have to put them back on again for the next show.”  He made a face and Anna couldn’t help but laugh.  
 
   “It sounds like maybe you need a leather wrangler to take care of that stuff.”
 
   His hand closed over hers, thumb brushing along her skin.  “What I really need is someone to take care of me.”
 
   Anna looked down at their hands, not quite sure what to say.  It was there, a tugging at her heart, past feelings crowding into the present, but it wasn’t enough.  It hadn’t been enough then and it wasn’t now.  “Jackson…”
 
   “Naw, it’s cool.”  Jax let go of her, brows twitching closer together before they smoothed out again.  “I didn’t honestly expect you to ditch your life here and join my fucked up world on the road.”  He picked up the bottle of whiskey and took another drink, offering her a sip, but she waved it away.  “You’re totally into the cop, huh?  I didn’t think you had a thing for authority figures.”  
 
   “I’m not sure I ever think of him as an authority figure.”  That wasn’t fair though.  Nick was a good cop, she knew it and respected his ability to do his job.  But almost from the start, she’d seen past the job to the man inside and he’d never been the least bit intimidating to her.  “He’s a good guy.”
 
   “So why are you here with me instead of with him?” Jax pointed out, taking another smaller sip.
 
   Why indeed?  “Because you needed me and he can take care of himself.  And I’m not here with you like that and you know it.”
 
   “Pity, this conversation was starting to get interesting.”  Jax let out a dramatic sigh, but the playfulness had returned to his voice.  
 
   Still reflecting on her last conversation with Nick, a touch of bitterness crept into her tone.  “And he’s only looking out for me in his own narrow minded, obnoxious suffocating way.”
 
   “Ah, true love.”  Jax picked out a few notes on the guitar, just playing around, and Anna fell silent, thinking of the truth behind those words.  She did love him and most of the time, she thought he loved her too.  Even this stupid argument about Jax was because he cared about her.  If he felt anything less he wouldn’t have minded that she invited Jax to stay half as much.  
 
   “Does he make you happy, Anna?” he asked at length and she smiled, a happy, uncomplicated smile.  
 
   “Yes, he does.  He really does.” 
 
   “I guess I won’t have my bodyguards break his legs then.  But if anything changes…”  
 
   “I’ll let you know.”  They laughed together, the earlier tension gone.  Without even seeming to pay attention, his fingers picked out a melody, expanding on the earlier bars he’d sung to her impromptu lyrics.  Annaliese listened quietly, not interrupting whenever he stopped to scribble down a few more notes.  
 
   “You know what I need, Apples?”
 
   “Besides a leather wrangler?”  
 
   “Besides a leather wrangler,” he agreed.  “I need someone to stand by me the way you do for ol’ Nick, through thick and thin.  Someone who won’t run away when I do something assholic, which is often.”
 
   “Someone who won’t mind when you turn up in the paper accused of murder?”  She arched a single brow.
 
   “That too,” he acknowledged with a nod of the guitar head.  “Do you think there is such a girl out there for me?”
 
   It was hard to tell if he was being serious or fishing for compliments.  Annaliese decided to go with the most honest answer she could manage.  “I think you have to take a hard look at your life and think about the influences you’re attracting.”   
 
   “Maybe you’re right.  Maybe if I had someone to keep me in line…”  
 
   “Maybe if you looked at someone old enough to rent a car,” she tossed back at him. 
 
   “I tried that.  Turns out she had a boyfriend.  A mean one, a cop.”
 
   “He’s not mean,” she replied, stifling a smile.
 
   “No, you’re right, he’s a good guy.  He was pretty decent to me, all things considered.”
 
   And that summed it up in a nutshell.  No matter what personal qualms Nick might have with the guy, he was still decent to Jax, even when he didn’t have to be.  “It’s getting late.  We should get to bed.”
 
   “Now you’re talking.”  His face split into a wide grin, and Anna laughed softly.
 
   “Goodnight, Jackson.”  
 
   “Goodnight, Apples.  We’ll always have prom.”
 
   “Yes, we always will,” she agreed, getting to her feet and heading for her own bed.
 
   “No kiss?” he called after her as she reached the doorway to her bedroom.  
 
   “Goodnight!” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   The idea started in the back of her mind as she climbed into bed.  Maybe she should call Nick in the morning and try to straighten things out with him?  As nice as it was to reminisce with Jax, and as good as it felt to be wanted by a sexy rock star, it was Nick who she loved.  Maybe it was time to come out and say so?  Besides, if she knew anything about Nick, he was probably ready to grovel for the boneheaded things he’d said and beg her forgiveness.  Shouldn’t she be willing to meet him half way?  
 
   It was too late to send him a text though, especially since she knew he would be up before dawn already thinking about the case.  But as she lay in bed, her imagination spun a series of amusing make-up scenarios that grew increasingly steamy the closer she got to oblivion.  
 
   It was hours later when Anna shifted in her sleep, eyes cracking in the darkness as she turned over.  The figure standing by the end of the bed slid into view and her tired brain had enough power even in sleep mode to jolt her awake.  Jerking back against the pillow, her heart slammed in her chest as she realized he wasn’t a figment of her dreams at all.  She might’ve screamed if not for the shaft of light hitting the floor beside him, highlighting Jackson’s scruffy features.
 
   “Sweet Goddess, you scared me,” she gasped, hand pressing to her chest where her heart pounded into overdrive.  He didn’t move or react to her outburst, simply stared down at her, unmoving, unblinking.  It was unnerving as hell, and she clutched the blankets closer.  “Jax?”  
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Jackson?”  A note of hysteria crept into her voice and Anna was prepared to scramble to the other side of the bed to get away from him, but in the next instant he blinked, appearing to realize where he was.  “Did you need something?” she asked, hating the quaver in her voice.  
 
   “Ah… no,” he mumbled, shuffling back a step and then another.  “Thanks for dinner, it was great.”
 
   Thanks for dinner?  “Yep.  You bet.  Have a good night,” she said, doing her best to put the ring of dismissal into her tone.  Prepared to make a run for it, she kept her eyes glued to his retreating form as Jax left without another word.  
 
   As soon as she heard his door close down the hall she crept out of bed, bare feet padding lightly across the floor as she went to her door and locked it.  For long minutes she crouched by the door, unable to lose the crawly feeling of waking to find him invading her privacy like that.  Not quite sure what to think, she climbed back into bed, but it took a long time to find sleep again.  
 
   One thing she was sure of.  It might not be a bad idea to stop by Nick’s place in the morning and offer him an apology.  For all his bad boy charm and sultry smiles, she didn’t know Jackson all that well anymore – or what he was capable of next.  
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The next morning, Annaliese was up early after a fitful night’s sleep.  A quick check showed Jax still snoring away, and she took the opportunity to slip out rather than deal with seeing him right away.  Maybe she was overreacting, but the whole incident with finding him in her room completely unsettled her.  Even in the light of day, she felt off, her energy scattered.
 
   The Japanese Gardens didn’t open until nine a.m., and neither did The Grotto.  It was too early to call Rose and see if she wanted to join her for a meditative stroll along the river.  But she’d always found Keller Fountain Park to be a calming influence, and at that time of day, she nearly had it to herself apart from some early morning joggers.  
 
   Taking a rolled up yoga mat, she set herself up on the ground, the concrete cool but not uncomfortable as she sank into a relaxed virasana position.  For long minutes, she focused on her breathing, letting the soothing roar of the water carry away her fears.  Once she felt her worries ebb away, she closed her eyes and imagined clean, vibrant energy flowing through her body.  
 
   Twenty minutes later, she rose with a deep stretch, feeling alive and tingly and much more centered.  Annaliese raised her face to the sky and offered brief words of thanks to the Goddess for sharing the gift of life with her, and then went about her day with a smile on her lips.  
 
   It was still early, and Anna thought she could catch Nick at home before he left for the precinct.  As a last minute thought she stopped by New Seasons and picked up a bunch of fresh fennel.  While he’d probably appreciate a hot coffee more than a bunch of herbs, she had a specific purpose in mind.  There was a dark cloud hanging around lately, that FBI friend of his in particular, and fennel was useful in driving away negative energy or even evil spirits if hung at the windows and doors of a home.  She meant to show up with it as a peace offering.  Then hopefully they could go grab a cup of coffee together to hash things out before she had to get back in time to open the store for business.   
 
   Spying his car still in the garage through the window, she knocked gently on the front door, not wanting to wake Veronica in case she was still asleep.  
 
   You could’ve knocked Anna over with a feather when Special Agent Natalie Fox answered the door, wearing one of Nick’s button-up shirts and not much else.  Her hair was damp and the smell of Nick’s body wash clung to her like perfume.  Clutching a coffee mug that read #1 Dad, she offered a self-satisfied smile.  “Look who it is.  You’re up early.  I’m afraid Nick is, ah… in the shower,” she leaned forward to confide.  
 
   Not even able to form words, she caught sight of Veronica at the top of the stairs, the worry and disappointment she saw in the girl’s face confirming her worst fears.  Annaliese thrust the bundle of herbs at the woman.  “I have to go,” she mumbled, spinning on her heel.
 
   “Wait…” Veronica called out, but Anna was already halfway down the walk.  Maybe that made her a big fat chicken, but Anna desperately needed to seek her calm again.  
 
   Not feeling like going home and dealing with Jackson being there, she drove to the Cup and Saucer Café for a bite to eat and to regain some clarity.  At that hour it wasn’t too crowded and she was seated right away.  
 
   It was entirely possible she’d completely misunderstood why Little Miss FBI had answered the door practically naked.  She wasn’t in the shower with Nick, after all.  Maybe there was a good reason why she’d spent the night?  Veronica had been there at least, how far could things have gone?  
 
   A basil pesto scramble on the way, she pulled out her deck of tarot cards, shuffling them in her hands while she waited for her coffee to cool.  It’d been a while since she’d done a reading, preferring to use fire for divination, but somehow she didn’t think the staff would appreciate it too much if she set fire to the table.  There wasn’t room to do a full Celtic Cross so she settled for a simple five card spread.  One for the past, the present, future, a card to symbolize the question at hand and the outcome.  
 
   True to her usual form, she laid them out all at once without particularly studying them until she was done.  Only once she had the faces all looking up at her did she take a deeper look.  The past came up as the judgment card.  That was fitting.  It signified a spiritual awakening, and she’d definitely gone through that over the years.  The present card made her smile – the five of cups.  Righteous anger, strong emotions… that was definitely on the right track to describe her current state.  Future came up as the ace of wands – a new idea or way of looking at things, something she might not have considered before.  What could that mean?  Of course the future usually brought new things, but was the something she hadn’t considered before a life with or without Nick?  
 
   The question card displayed the ten of pentacles – a happy, healthy home and stability.  That was the question alright, and it told her the cards were right in line with her thoughts.  If only she’d come up with that card for the outcome, that might’ve set her mind at ease.  As it was, it only confirmed that she was seeking those things with Nick and worried like hell it was all about to fall apart.  
 
   The final card – the outcome – stole her breath, the sweetness of coffee turning sour against her tongue.  Death.  Not that death was to be taken literally, neither she nor Nick was about to die, but that wasn’t what frightened her.  Death meant change in tarot, possibly a new beginning, but definitely a significant alteration in her path.  What could that possibly mean?  Was Nick about to break things off with her?  Was she destined to start something new with Jax or someone else?  
 
   Three more times she dealt the cards, hoping for more insight.  The first four cards varied, expanding on the same general theme but the last card came up the same each time.  
 
   Death.
 
   Change was definitely on the horizon.  
 
   Her food arrived then and she scooped up the cards to put them away, picking at the meal while she contemplated the unknown.  Instead of settling her doubts and worries about the state of affairs with Nick, it had only served to highlight her worries and fears.  
 
   But then she had a realization.  There was an answer in the question itself.  Before she’d done the reading, she hadn’t admitted to herself what she wanted out of her relationship with Nick before. Yes, she loved him, but she’d always prided herself on her independence and maintaining a cushion of space around her heart since her first disastrous marriage and divorce.  But now she could admit she craved some of those traditional values.  She wanted a stable, happy home with Nick and Veronica.  She wanted to make a family with him.  The fact that the outcome card displayed change sent a ribbon of worry through her that hadn’t been there before.  Did it mean she was about to lose her chance at this happy future with them?
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   By the time Nick came downstairs, dressed and ready for the day, Veronica was in the shower and Natalie was nowhere to be found.  She’d left a note on the breakfast bar next to a pile of weeds, thanking him for last night and she’d see him at the office.  Nick picked up the weird bulb with the frothy spray of greenery.  It had a scent he couldn’t quite place that made him think it might be a bunch of herbs instead of weeds.  What the hell was he supposed to do with this?  Not quite sure what to think of it, he dropped the thick bulb into a glass of water in case it was something that needed preserving and fixed himself a bagel to eat in the car.  
 
   On the drive over, he thought about calling Annaliese but decided it was too early to bother her and resolved to try and catch her later in the day.  Besides, he needed to get into the office for their next briefing, especially if Natalie was running late.  Not that they had a whole lot of intel to share with the team, he hoped the others had been luckier with their interviews.  
 
   “I had a chance to meet with Hayley Lambert’s family last night,” Park reported, and Nick sat up to pay attention.  “Unfortunately, they didn’t have a whole lot to contribute.  They can’t think of anyone who might’ve meant her any harm, she hadn’t been displaying any unusual behavior lately.  She’d never been to Los Angeles before and this was her first Forsaken concert.  They had no idea she even had any tattoos, let alone the band one.  To hear them tell it, she was a sweet, smart girl who never gave them a moment’s worry.”
 
   “Yeah right,” Brady scoffed.  “Show me a twenty year old girl who doesn’t give her parents anything to worry about and I’ll show you a couple of parents with their heads buried in the sand.”
 
   “Or a nun,” Nick quipped.  “What about the sister?  Was she able to expand on your impression of Hayley at all?”
 
   “Yes, she was more forthcoming when I got her alone,” Park nodded, a light of satisfaction coming into her eyes.  “She painted her sister as more of a typical college girl.  Smart, and good in school, but definitely not a candidate for the novitiate.”  
 
   Brady’s brow puckered in confusion.  “What’s the novitiate?”
 
   “Nun school,” Nick replied.  “Did she have any information on the tattoo at all?”
 
   “Not specifically about the band symbol, but she said she knew her sister went to a place on McLoughlin called Star Tattoo.  I’m headed there next with her picture to see if they can tell me anything about it.”
 
   “Good girl.” Nick smiled his approval.  “My interviews were basically a bust yesterday, how about you guys?”
 
   “Nada for me,” Brady reported.  “But we did get an updated file from Fielding.  There were no other drugs in the vic’s system besides the GHB and hormones that were consistent with her birth control pills.  And the analysis of the stomach contents showed the remains of Oberto teriyaki beef jerky and Johnnie Walker Red Label Whiskey.”    
 
   Nick couldn’t be sure, but he thought he’d seen a bottle of Johnnie Walker in the hotel room when he’d gone to visit Jax.  Not that it was a crime to drink whiskey and there had been other bottles of booze present, but he filed it away for later.  “Where are we on usable DNA from the crime scene?”  They should’ve had something by now.  
 
   “It’s not that there isn’t any, there’s too much in a shitty place like that.  You don’t want to know what kind of specimens the CSU team picked up.”  Brady made a face.
 
   “Skip it, I can fill in the blanks myself.  Did we get anything to tie May to the scene?  Actually, do we even have a DNA sample from May?”  He couldn’t remember seeing a mention of it in the reports.  
 
   “Ah, not officially, but one has been obtained,” Park said, trading a nervous look with Brady.  
 
   “Sneaky, I like it,” Nick winked.  “But I take it his sample isn’t hitting any buzzers?”
 
   “No, sir.  There’s nothing to link him to the scene.”
 
   That was a blow.  Even the faintest trace of his DNA would’ve blown the case wide open, but they’d have to rely on more than luck.  “Anything else?”
 
   “I did pick up on something,” Brady said, his voice hesitant.  “It might not mean anything at all, but I sent out a discreet inquiry to this guy I went to college with.  He does financial planning in L.A. for a bunch of the bigwigs in the music business down there and I asked him about the band.”
 
   “Are they in financial trouble?” Nick frowned.  That didn’t seem possible, their star was definitely still on the rise, despite any negative press surrounding the murders.  Or maybe because of it, if Gideon could be believed.  
 
   “No, but he was able to find out that Gideon Strong’s finances are tied completely to the band.  He sunk everything he had into promoting them, which wasn’t much when they all started out.  Today he’s rolling in it, but he’s living the rock star life alongside them and he doesn’t represent anyone else.  Without them generating more income…”
 
   “Then his cash camel dries up,” Nick finished for him.  Could Gideon Strong be capable of murdering innocent girls to keep his star clients in the forefront of the media?  “Let’s dig deeper into Mr. Strong, see what you can come up with.”
 
   “You got it, boss-man.”
 
   “Alright, before we head off, let’s compare notes on who we have left to interview and divvy them up.”  He still had a few on his list and Park still had a half dozen.  Natalie’s list had several more she hadn’t gotten to the day before because they’d teamed up for most of the day.  Only Brady had none left and he didn’t look too happy about having to take on more, but those were the breaks.  Instead of waiting around for Natalie to show up, Nick emailed her with her share of the list.   
 
   “Let’s move like we got a purpose, people.  I’d like to get these knocked out as soon as possible.”  
 
   Park hustled off to attempt one of them before the tattoo parlor opened, while Brady fussed over the computer, plotting out the order of his allocated list.
 
   “Hey, what are you monkeying around with?  Hit the porn sites up on your down time, we’ve got a lot to do today,” Nick razzed him.  
 
   “Scoff all you want, this is how I got to all of mine yesterday.  Organization,” he bragged.  “Where’s your sidekick today?  She coming in or what?”
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   “No wait, she’s the Fed,” Brady amended.  “I guess that makes you the sidekick.”
 
   Nick’s lips twitched, but he didn’t give him the satisfaction of letting him know the dig sank in.  “I’m sure she’s out there making the rounds, I sent her an update.”
 
   “You hitting that?”
 
   “Wha… huh?”  That startled any witty quip right out of him.  
 
   “I’m just saying, the two of you seemed pretty cozy yesterday.  And there’s history between the two of you, am I wrong?”
 
   “Yes and no.  Yes, there is history and no, I’m not partaking of the lovely Agent Fox’s charms.  You know I’m a one woman man.  Unless you count Veronica, that’d be two women, but not the same way.  You know what I mean.”
 
   “Methinks he doth protest too much,” Brady snickered.
 
   “Methinks you’d better get out on the job before I give you something to protest,” Nick muttered, picking up his keys and heading out before Brady got on his last nerve.  Ducking out before he ran into Natalie and had to rehash the awkwardness from the night before, he sent Annaliese a brief text, half in joke, half serious.  You still alive?
 
   Her reply came only a couple of minutes later.  Don’t be ridiculous, of course I am.
 
   No smiley face, no indication as to whether or not she was still mad at him.  We should really talk.
 
   The wait was longer this time, nearly five minutes before she sent, I can’t get into it right now, Nick.  I’m busy with the store. 
 
   Still mad.  Letting out a long sigh, he tried again.  Later then?
 
   Maybe.  Ask again later.
 
   Ask again later.  It reminded him of one of those old Magic 8 Balls.  He was half tempted to dig through Veronica’s room to try and find hers and give it a shake.  Will Annaliese forgive me?  Then again, maybe he wasn’t ready for the answer.  
 
   Pushing it aside for later, he drove to the nearest address on his list, for one Mickey Friel, one of the extra bouncers hired to work security the night of the concert.  Mr. Friel was none too happy to be woken up on the wrong side of noon, by a cop no less, and refused to invite him into the room.  
 
   “Where did you go after you were dismissed?” Nick asked, deciding to conduct the interview in the motel hallway.
 
   “Out for a drink.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I don’t know, some bar.  I didn’t write it down.”
 
   “Do you have any receipts that might have the name of the establishment?”
 
   “What kind of stupid question is that?  It’s not like beer is tax deductible or nothing,” Friel sneered.  
 
   “Fair enough,” Nick replied mildly.  “Can you tell me where you were on the nights of the three previous murders?”
 
   “I don’t fucking know, that was weeks ago.”
 
   That’s how it went, making it officially Asshole-Wednesday.  Nobody wanted to talk to him and when they did, they were frequently openly hostile and suspicious when he questioned their movements.  Nick wanted to take them by the shoulders and shake some sense into them.  Did they not get that he was trying to catch a killer?  Who cared about their petty secrets and vices?
 
   By the time lunch rolled around, he thought he’d try Annaliese again, but she sent him another dismissive text.
 
   I really am busy this time.
 
   Did that mean she wasn’t busy before?  Brought low by the notion that she was ducking his calls, he tried the one other person in the world who could lift his spirits.  
 
   It wasn’t hard to get Veronica out of school for some much needed father/daughter time.  The brief mention of a doctor’s appointment and the lady in the administrative office had been all kinds of helpful.  Less than ten minutes later she’d located and retrieved his daughter, no muss, no fuss.  Veronica, for her part, played it off beautifully, not even questioning why he’d turned up out of the blue until they made it to the car.  
 
   “What’s up, Dad?  Are we making a run for the border, Thelma and Louise style?  If so, can I be Thelma?”
 
   “I was thinking more like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.”
 
   “How about you can be Butch and I’ll be Thelma, and you can go rob a train while I pick up a sexy hitchhiker?”
 
   “I worry about you sometimes, kid.”
 
   “You’re the one who got me out of school under false pretenses.  Who’s the bad influence?”
 
   “Fair enough,” he chuckled, bringing them into the parking lot of Cold Stone Creamery, the home of the best ice cream in all the land.  
 
   “I’m not five, you know,” she pointed out as they gave their orders, Mud Pie Mojo for him and Our Strawberry Blonde for her.  “Ice cream doesn’t make everything better.”
 
   “Bite your tongue, woman,” he said in mock offense.  “Ice cream makes everything better, and don’t you forget it.  I’m not a kid anymore either, that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy ice cream for lunch.”
 
   “I think that’s the first time you’ve called me woman before,” she remarked, taking a seat by the window.  
 
   “I take it back, I meant girlie.  You’re still five to me and you always will be.”  He tapped her on the nose with the end of his finger before he dug into his rapidly melting heaven.  
 
   “Is everything okay?” she asked, when he didn’t start talking.
 
   “Sure, of course.  Well, as okay as it can be in the middle of a murder case.  We’re making progress though.”
 
   “What’s up then?” Veronica pressed.  “What’s this afterschool moment about?  The dangers of older boys?  Premarital sex?”  She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a stage whisper.  “Do you need any pointers?”
 
   “Ha-ha, you’re a hoot,” he smirked.  “And you’d better be kidding, young lady.”  Nick wagged his spoon at her before taking another bite, working himself up to the question at hand.  “What do you think of Annaliese?”
 
   Veronica’s brows drew closer together.  “Isn’t it kind of late for you to be asking me that?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, you’ve been in her pocket for the past year, right?  Why ask me now?”
 
   He wasn’t sure if he liked that term, but he could agree it was somewhat true.  “Because I’ve been thinking about making some changes.”
 
   “You’re not going to break up with her, are you?”
 
   “No, why would I do that?”
 
   “I don’t know, because you’re a guy, which makes you genetically predisposed to fear commitment in any form,” she pointed out, stopping to take a huge bite of ice cream before continuing.  “You have to admit, you’ve totally been pushing her away lately.”
 
   “I have not, she’s the one who’s been…” Nick forced a breath, not wanting to be drawn into an argument.  “This is not the point of why I wanted to talk to you.  And this disagreement we’ve been having is not a big deal, I promise.”  
 
   “I don’t know about that, Dad.  I think you might lose her.”
 
   “Over this?” he scoffed.  “This is nothing.”
 
   Veronica’s brows rose.  “You spending the night with FBI chick?  I wouldn’t call that nothing.”
 
   “I didn’t spend the night with her, she slept in my bed is all.  You know that, we talked about it last night.  Besides, how would she even know Nat was there?”
 
   “She already knows.  Annaliese showed up this morning with a bunch of fennel.”
 
   So that’s what that was.  No wonder Anna was dodging his calls that morning.  “Did she say why she came over?”
 
   “I didn’t get to talk to her.  She took one look at Special Agent Bitch and beat feet.”
 
   “Hey, watch it.  She’s not a bitch.”
 
   “That’s a matter of opinion,” Veronica said around a spoon full of ice cream.  “She’s obviously trying to sink her claws into you.”
 
   “Can we get back to the original topic at hand, please?” Nick frowned, wondering if things were really as bad off as Veronica seemed to think they were.  
 
   “I like Anna just fine, we get along great.  You know that.”
 
   So far, so good.  “How would you feel if Annaliese was around a lot more?  As in… every day.”
 
   Her eyes widened.  “Like her moving in with us?”  
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Veronica’s head canted to one side as she worked her way through the ramifications of that single word.  “Are you sure she wants that?  She loves her house.”
 
   “It’s something we’d have to discuss.”
 
   “Would we move into her house above the store instead?  Does that mean I’d have to change schools?”
 
   “I… don’t know, we haven’t gotten that far.”  He shook his head, trying to gain control of the conversation again before they spun off into the land of what-ifs.  “The point is, before I did anything drastic, I wanted to sound it out with my best girl first.”
 
   “Then what are you doing talking to me?” she deadpanned.
 
   “Very funny,” he grimaced, throwing a balled up napkin at her.  “I mean it, kiddo, it’s been just the two of us for a while.  I don’t want to do anything to upset you.”
 
   She stared at him long and hard before answering.  “You know I like her, and she’s at our house all the time, so not a lot would change.  What is this actually about?”  
 
   In for a penny, in for a pound… Nick pulled out a small velvet box and set it on the table, cracking it open to reveal a ring set in white gold, the round moonstone flanked by Celtic knotwork on both sides.  
 
   “Is that what I think it is?” Her eyes goggled wide.
 
   “Do you think she’ll like it?  I know it’s not the usual type of engagement ring…”  
 
   “Oh, Daddy,” she gasped, growing all misty eyed.  “She’ll love it,” she said with absolute sincerity.
 
   “What about you?  How do you feel about adding another person to our family?”
 
   Veronica smiled, ice cream forgotten as she blinked past the emotion.  “I think as long as you’re happy, I’m happy.”
 
   Did that mean she was only happy because he was happy, or did the thought make her happy on its own?  Woman speak – it had him going around in circles.  “Wait… but I want you to be happy too.  I can hold off if you have any reservations at all.  You’re almost eighteen and you’ll be going off to college soon enough.  If you think it’s too soon…”
 
   “No, I don’t think it’s too soon, if it’s what you really want.  But if you’re only doing it because you feel guilty about how things are going between you two…” she sobered and Nick put up a hand.
 
   “No, I bought this ring way before.  This whole mess just helped me see what I’ve wanted for a while now.”
 
   “Then I think you should do it.  You deserve to be happy and Annaliese is pretty great.”
 
   “She is, isn’t she?” he smiled, looking down at the ring before he snapped the box closed and put it back into his pocket.  
 
   “Wow, you’re really going to propose.  I take back what I said about your fear of commitment, you’re a tribute to your gender.”
 
   “Alright, finish up, you,” he smiled, attacking what was left of his chocolate concoction with gusto.  “I have to get you back to class.”
 
   “Aw, I was hoping you were still feeling outlaw enough to drop me off at the mall.  Especially now that I have to look for something to wear to your engagement party.  And the wedding.  Do you think she’ll ask me to be a bridesmaid?  Or a flower girl?” Veronica made a face.  “I hope not.  Contrary to popular belief, I’m not actually five,” she teased.
 
   Already feeling overwhelmed with the dizzying turn the female mind took over all things wedding, Nick wisely kept his mouth shut.  There would be time enough to sort out all the details.  First he had to get Annaliese to say yes without an embarrassing level of groveling.  Ah, who was he kidding?  He’d grovel on his hands and knees if that’s what it took win her.    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   She’d asked him to try her again later, but Nick decided to go down to Argent Flame and talk to Annaliese in person instead of trading texts.  Rather than going in the front door, he parked behind her car and went to the kitchen door in the back.  Finding the key under the mat, he used it to let himself in and contemplated not replacing it.  How many times had he warned her about leaving a key outside for anyone to find?  
 
   He was still debating it when he found Jax May sitting at her kitchen table, working his way through a monster sized sandwich.  
 
   “Hey,” Jax greeted him with an easy grin, and Nick did his best to return it.  It had to be a good sign that the guy could face him with a smile.  Surely if he’d tried to put the moves on Annaliese the night before, he’d have the common decency to avoid his gaze, wouldn’t he?  Or was it a smile of triumph?  
 
   Deciding he was reading too much into it, Nick pushed those doubts away, using the opportunity to ask Jax a few follow up questions.  “Hey.  I’m glad you’re here.  Listen, I was wondering, why did you dismiss the security guys that night instead of them accompanying you to back to the hotel?”
 
   “I didn’t.”  The denial sprang quickly to his lips and Nick couldn’t help but wonder why he’d bother.  
 
   “They both said you did.”
 
   Jax fixed him with a stony stare.  “Maybe I did,” he allowed at last.  “I don’t remember.  I was headed straight for the hotel, it wasn’t that big of a deal.”
 
   “Still, that’s what you hire them for, to protect you, right?  It seems strange you’d let them go before you were tucked in for the night.”
 
   “They don’t always stick around all night and it was getting late.  Anyway I’m not supposed to answer any other questions without my lawyer present.” 
 
   That was an interesting development.  “No?  What happened to not needing a lawyer because you didn’t do anything wrong?”
 
   “Gideon insisted,” he shrugged.  “So yeah, any more questions should probably go through him.  Gideon has his number and stuff if you need it.”
 
   Nick found it strange that the man hadn’t even bothered to get the contact information for his own lawyer, but promptly forgot to care when Annaliese wandered into the room, stopping short once she caught sight of him.  “Hey,” he said with a tentative smile.
 
   “Hey,” she replied, an awkward silence stretching between them.  
 
   “I’d better get back upstairs before anyone sees me,” Jax said, picking up his sandwich plate and heading for the stairs.  “This sandwich rocks, Apples,” he added, stopping to wink at Annaliese.  “Nice to see you again, Nick.”
 
   “Likewise.”
 
   The silence descended again, with nothing but the shop’s sound system playing a movie soundtrack he couldn’t place.  
 
   “Listen, about last night,” he started to say, but she cut him off.  
 
   “It’s alright, Nick.  You don’t owe me anything.”
 
   “But I wanted to…”
 
   “Look, it’s fine,” she insisted somewhat louder, and Nick zipped his lip.  “I did want to talk to you though.  I was talking to Jax last night and…”
 
   Now it was his turn to protest.  He didn’t want any details about their reunion part two.  “You don’t have to tell me about it.”
 
   “I want to.  Did you know that Ruby has a tattoo just like those dead girls?”
 
   That got his attention.  “She does? I wonder why she never mentioned it before?”
 
   “Have you asked her about it?  It’s not something you guys publicized.  Maybe she doesn’t know.”
 
   Could it be that simple, or was she deliberately keeping something from them?  “I… don’t know, I came into this investigation half way in,” he had to admit.  “I’ll have to check the files.  Thanks for bringing it to my attention.”
 
   Annaliese edged closer, lowering her voice.  “Listen, Nick, there’s something else about this tattoo.  I did some checking today and I found it in one of my books.  It’s not just a pretty design, it’s used in black magic.”
 
   “What do you mean black magic?  I thought witches only practiced the light stuff these days.”  The days of the pointy black hats and warts were all behind them, weren’t they?
 
   “Unfortunately, that’s not true.  There are far more of us who honor the Goddess in her many forms, but there are also those who are only interested in power and what magic can get them.  I’m talking the crazy dark stuff, the kind where nasty entities are invoked and all manner of ickiness ensues.”
 
   Nick’s brows rose.  “Invoked… like the band’s number one hit song?”
 
   “Sort of.”  Anna waved her hand back and forth.  “Only with less sexual overtones and more of a demonic presence.”
 
   “And this tattoo is a mark of that?”
 
   “An obscure one, but yes.  I think we’re dealing with something a lot more dangerous here.”
 
   “You think Ruby and Jax are summoning demons?”  Witchcraft he could believe, he’d seen its power, but demons?  Nick wasn’t quite ready to embrace that level of weird.  
 
   “No, of course not.  You already know I don’t think Jax is capable of something like that and I think Ruby doesn’t have the concentration to conjure two puffs of magic.  I think they needed something cool and gimmicky for their logo and this is something that turned up in an online search, a total coincidence.  But that doesn’t mean someone else isn’t sacrificing girls for a darker purpose.  Someone who might take particular offense to their band using the symbol as little more than a commercial ploy.” 
 
   Now that was a theory he could buy, demons didn’t have to be real for the crazies to worship them.  “We’ll look into that angle, thanks for bringing it to our attention.  Do you think you could make me a copy of that section of your book?”
 
   “Sure, I can scan it and email you a copy.”  Annaliese laid a hand on his arm.  “Do you have that amulet I gave you?”
 
   Distracted by the light touch, it took him a moment to remember what she was talking about.  “The one with the eyeball on it?”
 
   “The Eye of Horus, yes.  Are you wearing it?”
 
   “No, it’s at home, why?”
 
   “Go get it.  I have the strongest feeling you’re going to need it.”
 
   “Then you do still care.”  The corner of his mouth tugged up into a goofy grin and she leaned up to kiss him long and hard, leaving no doubt to that question.  Nick kissed her back with everything he had, showing her without words what she meant to him.
 
   “For a detective, sometimes you really do say the dumbest things,” she said when they came up for breath.  
 
   “That’s Sergeant.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Feeling buoyed by that much needed show of affection, Nick was light on his feet on the walk back to the car.  He put a call through to Brady to check in and set a few things in motion.  “Hey, how are you doing on your interviews?” he asked when the detective answered.
 
   “Only got two left, but I came up with nada, zip, and zilch again.  How about you?”
 
   “Nothing but a lot of grief, but I might be onto a new angle.  Listen, can you check the prior case records and see if you find out if Ruby’s ever been interviewed about her tattoo?”
 
   “Sure thing, boss,” he answered readily.  “What’s your angle?”
 
   “It’s too early to say.”  Nick didn’t want to make any waves until he had more information.  “Do you know if Park found out anything from the tattoo place?”
 
   “Yep, she said they remember seeing her for her other tattoo, but not for this one.”
 
   “Ah well, if it was easy they wouldn’t need us to put it all together,” Nick sighed.  “Thanks, I’ll see you back at the precinct later for an update.”
 
   “Where are you headed?”
 
   “I thought I’d do a little digging into the past.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Stephanie May was on the wrong side of forty, but not too much past it.  From the file, Nick knew she’d had Jax and Ruby when she was young, barely sixteen at the time, but she’d long ago lost that bloom of youth, years of hard living taking their toll.  Still, there was something about her that remained striking; the long hair more golden than silver, though that could’ve come from a bottle.  Her voice was low and sexy, roughened by years of smoking and mellowed by whiskey to a throaty purr.  
 
   “Sure, come on in,” she agreed easily after Nick identified himself.  He hadn’t even had to flash a badge.  
 
   “Thank you for letting me in, ma’am.”  Nick was polite, taking a seat on the low couch while she folded herself up in a basket chair that swung from the ceiling, suspended by a massive chain.  He’d never seen one of them outside of a movie, but it seemed to suit her, long bare legs dangling from the edge as she swung lazily.  Dressed in cut off denim shorts and a Guns N’ Roses t-shirt that hung off one shoulder, she didn’t look like she was in a hurry to get to work or anything else.  
 
   “I just have a few questions and then I’ll be on my way.”
 
   “Take your time, Detective.  All you’re keeping me from is a date with Antonio Banderas here.”  She arched a toe in the direction of a small TV tucked away in the corner.
 
   “It’s Sergeant,” he corrected automatically, but waved it off at her puzzled look.  “Never mind.  Have you lived here long?”  The tiny bungalow would’ve been a tight fit for her and two kids growing up, it couldn’t be more than six hundred square feet at the most unless she was hiding a renovated basement.  Something about the general state of repair the house was in made him doubt that.  It wasn’t trashed or dirty, but there were signs of long term neglect – window casings cracked and in need of caulk, a slow but steady drip from the kitchen faucet – things a big strapping son could’ve easily taken care of if he’d spent the time.    
 
   “Only about the last eight years or so.  It’s small, but it’s all mine except for what the fuckers down at the state take from me in taxes.  Jax bought it for me.”
 
   “Just Jax or was it from Ruby too?”
 
   “Same difference.  It was his name on the papers but they don’t spit without the other one knowing about it.  You mind if I smoke?”  Before Nick could even reply she slipped a hand rolled joint between her lips and blazed it up.  “It’s medicinal,” she croaked, holding it in before a long plume of smoke escaped her lips.  
 
   “No doubt,” he said shortly, surprised at the ballsy move.
 
   “You’re not gonna bust me for one little old joint, are you?” she smiled, leaning back in the swinging chair again, pushing off lightly with her big toe.  “I’m willing to share.”
 
   “No thanks, I’m on duty.”
 
   “What about later?”
 
   Nick gave her a tight smile.  “I’m always on duty.”  
 
   “Too bad.  You look like you could be a lot of fun if you loosened up, lost that tie and that ugly shirt.”
 
   Looking down at his pale green shirt, Nick suppressed a frown over the dig.  Trying not to let it get to him, he ignored it and moved on.  “Do you see much of Ruby or Jax these days?”
 
   “Nah, they moved on to bigger and better things.  Ruby invited me to come down and see them in L.A. but I don’t like to fly.”
 
   “What about now?  You know they’re in town, right?”
 
   “Of course, Ruby sent me tickets.  I didn’t go though.”  
 
   Again the overture was made by Ruby and not Jax, and Nick wondered if there was something to that.  “Why not?”
 
   “It’s not my scene.”  She took another deep hit, spinning in a slow, lazy circle.  
 
   “But don’t you want to see your kids again?” he pressed.
 
   Stephanie waited to answer until she’d made a full circuit around again.  “We’ve never been what you call close.  Ever since they were kids, they didn’t seem to need me all that much and I guess I got used to it.  Jax was the protector and Ruby was the little homemaker.  Half the time they ended up taking care of each other before I had time to.  I could’ve helped if they’d asked for it.  But they never asked.”
 
   “Aren’t parents supposed to offer help without being asked?  You know, as the primary caregiver?”  Nick couldn’t imagine small children taking independent care of themselves without a pressing need to.  Teenagers maybe, but he got the impression she meant long before that.  
 
   Her lips thinned, eyes hardening.  “I admit, I had some problems I was working through when they were young, and I wasn’t always there to do every single thing for them.  But by the time I got clean they didn’t want me to.  There, I said it, I’m a terrible parent.  Even Dr. Phil said so.  Do you know what kind of a shit parent you have to be for Dr. Phil to call you out on national television?”
 
   “I must’ve missed that episode,” Nick said, wondering if she meant that literally or if a show on ex-junkie moms hit home for her.  “So you’ve been estranged from them for a while then?”
 
   “I love that word, estranged…” Stephanie smiled, inhaling deep.  “It sounds so fancy for not being able to sit in the same room together.”  Giggles spilled out of her, though what she had to laugh about he couldn’t for the life of him figure out.  “They were always shutting me out, even when they were babies.  It’s the twin thing.  Two peas in a pod, they never did anything apart.  I used to think it was kind of sick, you know?  A brother and sister shouldn’t be that close.”
 
   Nick’s brows rose a fraction.  “How close?”
 
   “They weren’t screwing if that’s what you mean,” she said with a sour look.  “But closer than I think is healthy.  Then again, what do I know?  I’m not exactly the poster child for mental health.  Like I said, they took care of each other.  Little Ruby would do anything for him and vice versa.  She learned to cook all his favorite meals, and only listened to the kind of music he listened to.  When she got a summer job, the first thing she ever bought with her first paycheck was a guitar for her brother.”
 
   She stubbed out the joint, carefully pinching the end closed.  “It was the same the other way around, Jackson would do anything for Ruby.  He’s the one who made her go to school when I was too far gone to notice.  And he’s the one who got her into singing instead of wasting her time with those loser friends after school.  And God help you if Jackson thought you did anything against his sister.  He got into so many fights on the count of her mouth,” she giggled again.
 
   That made Nick sit up and take notice.  “He had a tendency toward violence you say?”
 
   “I know where you’re going with that, but you’re way off,” she said, waving away the idea.  “Jackson would never have killed those girls, there’s no reason for him to.  Now if there were a bunch of dead guys who’d slept with Ruby and never called her back again, I could understand it.”
 
   Nick wasn’t so ready to dismiss it.  It certainly sounded like Jax was capable of murder on his sister’s behalf, they just had to decipher the motive behind it.  Maybe those girls had slighted Ruby in some way?  After all, she wasn’t known for being into men anymore.
 
   “Besides, I think I might know who the killer is.”
 
   “I’m sorry, what?”  Nick almost missed the declaration, he was so wrapped up in spinning his own ideas. 
 
   “The killer, I have a clue.  A whole box of clues, actually.”  Go ahead and have yourself a look in that box there on the counter.”  Stephanie pointed with her toes.  A little worried what he might find in there, Nick was surprised to find a series of letters, all addressed to Ruby May at her mother’s address.  There was no return address, and a quick poke with the tip of a pen showed there were at least a dozen of them.  The dates went back for several months and they were all post marked from Los Angeles, California.  
 
   Whipping out a pair of blue surgical gloves so as not to mar any prints, Nick carefully pried open the top one, scanning the letter quickly before returning for a second read.  They were fan letters at first glance, raving about Ruby and her talent.  But grew creepily more obsessive as the letters went on.  Nick read aloud from the letter.  “I saw you on the TV today, you sure were pretty.  Pretty, but you wear too much makeup.  It makes you look like a whore.  I wonder if you taste like one too?”  Yuck.
 
   Another one read, “I heard you on the radio last night and I knew you were singing just to me.  Like the Angel of Death, your voice touches me in places I can’t reach.  I feel like you want me to come and be with you.  Don’t worry, it’s almost time.”  Nick carefully replaced them back in their envelopes and put the lid back on the box.  
 
   “Do Jax and Ruby know about these?”
 
   She shook her head.  “No, I didn’t want to worry them.  They seemed harmless at first, but now with these girls dying, it got me to thinking.”
 
   “Why didn’t you turn these over to the police then?”
 
   “I wasn’t sure you’d care.  They’re not threatening exactly, just, you know, creepy as shit.”  
 
   “I’ll take them with me to be examined, and hopefully we can track the sender down.  But I have to ask, what makes you think the person doing the killing is the same person sending her all this weird mail?”
 
   She looked at him like his brains were leaking out of his ears.  “Because the girls look just like her.”
 
   So much for that theory.  Nick felt a hot rush of disappointment that this new and interesting development seemed to be largely in the imagination of a pothead.  “No, ma’am, the victims have all had blonde hair,” he said gently.
 
   “Don’t you ma’am me like I don’t know what I’m talking about.  They look like they could be her long lost sisters,” she insisted stubbornly, hauling herself out of the swinging chair to pull a cheap plastic photo album off of an overflowing bookshelf, sending a stack of greeting cards tumbling to the ground.  “Take a look for yourself.”
 
   The photo album showed pictures of the twins from about the sixth grade until high school graduation.  There would be a rash of pictures all at the same age and then a huge span of time would go by and then another cluster of pictures.  Nick paged through them with mild interest until he came to Ruby’s senior picture.  Without the black gunk in her hair and the dark stage makeup, he could see she was naturally a blonde, her general coloring and features eerily close to the murder victims.  It made sense, Jax’s hair was a dirty blonde, but he hadn’t put two and two together.   
 
   “See, she’s the spitting image of those girls.”  Stephanie’s voice rang with triumph.  “Someone’s after Ruby, mark my word, only they’re still working their way up to it.  But like he said, it’s almost time.”
 
   Nick had to agree that could very well be the motivation behind the killings, and it provided another link between the band and the girls at the very least.  “Do you mind if I take one of these pictures with me?” he asked, flipping to the next page to find one that looked more natural.  
 
   “Sure, go ahead if you think that might help.  They’re copies, I have all the negatives around here.  Somewhere.”  She turned around to look and that’s when he came face to face with Jax’s prom picture, featuring a very fresh faced Annaliese, her hair cut and styled in a fairly accurate homage to the Rachel.  Her slinky black dress made him feel things he probably shouldn’t for a picture of a teenaged girl, but he couldn’t help but think – how come she never dressed like that anymore?  
 
   Stephanie noticed him looking and came over to gaze down at the photo fondly.  “Oh, that there was Jackson’s one true love.  It just about broke my heart when the two of them decided to call it quits.  I thought for sure they were going to get married and have kids.”  
 
   “They certainly do look happy,” he managed to say.
 
   “Yeah, that girl was so sweet I could eat her up.  Ah, what the hell, I’m not ready to be a grandmother anyway,” she snorted.  “You don’t need that one too, do you?  I don’t have too many pictures of Anna.”
 
   “No, I’m good.”  He flipped back to the previous shot of Ruby and slipped it out from under the plastic, dropping it into the cardboard box that he tucked under his arm.  “I should get going with these.  Thank you for your cooperation, it’s greatly appreciated.”
 
   Stephanie sank back into the hanging chair, tanned legs swinging back and forth hypnotically as she reached for her lighter.  “You feel free to stop on by if you decide to unwind.  I’ll be here all night.”
 
   “Thank you ma’am, but I’ve already got a girl who’s as sweet as apples.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    “Why do you smell like a Phish concert?”  Natalie leaned close, sniffing delicately at his suit.  
 
   Even with driving back to the precinct with his windows rolled down, the pervasive odor still clung to his suit.  More than likely, he was going to have to go home and change.  “It’s medicinal,” he declared, stealing a line from Stephanie May.  Natalie gave him an odd look, but he didn’t elaborate as Park and Brady joined them at the white board where Nick tacked up Ruby’s high school picture.
 
   “Who’s that?” Park asked, studying the picture with interest.  
 
   “This is Miss Ruby May circa 2003,” Nick declared proudly.  “Notice anything in particular?”
 
   “Yeah, she fits our killer’s type to a T,” Brady observed, stepping closer.  “What does this mean?”
 
   “It means that Jax May is a sick sonofabitch,” Natalie said grimly, eyes focused on the picture.  
 
   “Not necessarily,” Nick objected.  “That’s not all I found at Ms. May’s house.  She was kind enough to share some interesting letters Ruby’s been receiving for some weeks now without her knowledge.”  Producing the box, he tugged on a pair of gloves and spread the letters out onto his desk.  “Take a look at these.  You want to see a sicko, read a couple of these babies.”
 
   Park and Brady accepted a pair of gloves from Nick’s desk drawer and studied them with interest.  Natalie pulled out her own pair of disposable surgical gloves from her pocket and reached for the envelope on top, brows bunched together as she scanned over the letter.  “Jax still could’ve sent these,” she insisted.  “They were all post marked from L.A. while he was down there.”
 
   “Why would he send freako letters like this to his mom’s address and not to Ruby’s place or the manager’s?” Brady posed the question and Natalie had a quick answer.
 
   “To throw us off the trail.  Only he’d counted on his mother sharing the information with the authorities before to get us looking in the wrong direction.  He didn’t know she was going to hang onto them as souvenirs.”  
 
   “It’s a possibility, but I’m not so sure,” Nick said, taking Jax’s side oddly enough.  “According to his mother, Jax loved his sister, so much that he’d risk his own neck to stick up for her.  That doesn’t sound like a guy who’s trying to kill women who resemble her.  It sounds more like the kind of guy who’d go after someone sending his sister obsessive fan mail instead of sending it.”
 
   “Yes, and I’m sure the Son of Sam’s mama thought he was a regular boy scout too,” Natalie smirked.  “We can’t rely on anything that woman told us.  Of course she’d cover for her own son.  Maybe he’s killing girls that remind him of his sister because he can’t bring himself to off her directly?  You have to admit, Ruby can be pretty caustic sometimes.”
 
   Sure, anything was possible, but Nick was no armchair psychologist.  What he needed to focus on was finding more cold, hard, facts and less smoke and mirrors.  “What else did we turn up?” he asked, trying to steer them back to something productive instead of going around and around this circle.  
 
   “I did some further checking into Gideon Strong,” Brady said, stepping up to the board.  “My friend in the biz was right, Gideon Strong’s financials are completely tied to the band.  Not only that, the guy is spending almost faster than he’s making it.”  
 
   “On what?”
 
   “Lavish parties, cars, hip bachelor pad, women.  The guy is living the rock and roll lifestyle and unless Forsaken’s meteor continues to rise, he’s gonna crash and burn.”
 
   “Greed, I like it, it’s simple and direct.  Do some digging into his alibis for the other murders and see where we stand,” Nick approved.  “But again, we’re talking pure conjecture.  Did anyone come up with something more concrete?”
 
   “Not concrete, but…” Park said softly, and Nick waved her on.  “One of the interviews I conducted raised a few red flags for me.”
 
   Though he’d said he was looking for something firm, Nick trusted Park’s instincts.  “Great.  Which guy and what kind of flags?”  
 
   “Ed Dwiggins, he’s one of the roadies.  He’s only been with the band for about six months, starting about six weeks before the first murder.  He’s got a sheet – picked up twice for aggravated assault, a narcotics charge, and once for indecent exposure to an extreme minor, though that charge was later dropped.  
 
   “There’s our sicko for you,” Brady snorted.  “Anyone who exposes himself to kiddies ain’t playing by the usual rules.” 
 
   “Alibi?” Natalie asked.  
 
   “He can’t account for himself on any of the nights of the murders,” Park replied.  “He said he likes to spend his evenings in quiet reflection, his words.  But if you’d seen the guy, you’d know he isn’t exactly the type to stay in with a good book.”  
 
   Nick picked up a dry erase marker, prepared to write the guy’s name up on the board.  “Alright, it means he’s no stranger to violent crime, he knows how to get drugs and he shouldn’t be around little kids.  What was the clincher for you, Michelle?”
 
   Park blinked at the use of her given name with no silly nickname attached.  “Well, sir,” she cleared her throat.  “I know you said you wanted something concrete, but there was just something about this guy.  I did like you always told us and got a look into his room, to study him in his environment, even though he’s staying at one of the cheaper motels.  He’s got a lot of Ruby May memorabilia in there.”  
 
   “He travels with the band, what’s wrong with that?” Natalie asked.
 
   “How can I explain this?” Park’s brow furrowed.  “Not Forsaken merchandise – there wasn’t a single image of Jax May in sight.  We’re talking posters of Ruby put up on the walls, the dresser littered with signed pictures, buttons and dolls.  Bits of her costumes… I think he even had one of her hair ties sealed in a plastic box.  This guy is way more than a casual fan.  It would take a while to set up a display like that in such a temporary space.”
 
   Nick tapped his lip with the end of the pen, stepping his way through the scenario playing through his mind.  “If he’s truly this obsessed with Ruby, it wouldn’t be too hard for him to find out what she looked like before they got famous.  I think he warrants a deeper look,” he agreed, writing the guy’s name down on the white board.
 
   “You think he’s a crazed fan killing lookalikes?”  Brady asked.  
 
   “Could be,” Nick shrugged.  “At this point I’m still taking all plausible suggestions.  Good job, Park, you run with it.  Dig deeper, find out everything you can about him.”
 
     “Thank you, sir,” she replied serenely, but there was a glow of pride over Nick’s words of praise.  “We’re a little crippled on the intel we have on him from the prior investigation,” she added, looking to Special Agent Fox, who gave a half shrug.  
 
   “We didn’t deem him a serious suspect, but he was interviewed.  You should have a copy of it in your file.  I’m more interested in these letters they’ve been getting.  I can send them to the lab to be analyzed.  If they turn up Jax’s prints we may have something concrete for once.”  
 
   All too happy to get her on board with examining the letters, Nick handed them over.  “Oh, hey, did you find any mention of Ruby’s tattoo?” he asked Brady as an afterthought.  
 
   The younger detective shook his head.  “Nope, I scanned through all the files looking for tattoo, symbol, or glyph and nothing came up.”
 
   Natalie looked up in interest.  “What’s this about a tattoo?”
 
   “Apparently she shares the same mark as our victims but never bothered to mention it before.”
 
   A speculative smile stretched across her face.  “I think we ought to go pay Miss Ruby May a visit.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “About last night,” Natalie started to say as they got to the parking lot and Nick waved her off.
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” she insisted, coming to a stop by his car.  “I don’t want things to be weird between us.”
 
   “We’re fine, I promise.  Let’s forget it happened.”  Especially since Annaliese didn’t appear to be holding any grudges.  “Only, ah… what did you say to Anna this morning?”
 
   There was something in her eyes that years of experience as a cop told him she wasn’t about to tell the whole truth.  “Not a thing.  She showed up and shoved some herbs at me and left.  I hope she doesn’t think…”
 
   Like hell she didn’t.  Was that what this apology was about?  Testing out the waters to see if Nick was on the rebound?  “No, it’s fine.  We already kissed and made up.”
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   Nick took the opportunity to climb into the car.  He wasn’t interested in talking about it any longer.  As long as she kept things professional he was willing to drop it, but if she kept pressing, he’d cut short any more of these joint interviews.
 
   Natalie was all business though as they knocked on Ruby’s hotel room door at the Hotel Verona.  The bouncer watched them warily, even though they’d identified themselves and shown ID.
 
   “Can you ask them to send up another bottle?  We’re out.”  Ruby’s voice came through the door, but it was Rose who pulled it open, her bright blue eyes widening in surprise.  
 
   “You’re not room service,” she said with a smirk.
 
   “I get that a lot,” Nick smiled back.  “Can we come in anyway?  We have something important to talk to Ruby about.”
 
   Rose pulled the door open wider, standing out of the way to let Ruby make the call.  “They say they need to talk to you.”
 
   Ruby sprawled on the couch wearing an oversized black sweater and a pair of pink panties, bare legs tucked up under her.  “He can come in, the bitch has to wait out in the hall.” 
 
   “I can vouch for Special Agent Fox, Miss May, she’ll be on her best behavior,” Nick tried with his best smile, but Ruby wasn’t having any.  
 
   “I don’t care if you superglue her lips shut, she ain’t coming in here,” she growled.  
 
   Nick flashed Natalie a helpless shrug and stepped deeper into the room.  Rose immediately closed the door with a flourish and led the way to the couch.  “Can I pour you a cup of tea, Sergeant?” she asked politely.
 
   “Ah, sure, thanks,” Nick nodded, taking a seat on the nearby chair.  The hotel room was laid out like Jax’s had been, only this one was decorated in vibrant reds and oranges.  He had no idea how she could relax in a room like that, it felt like being on the inside of a lava lamp.
 
   Rose poured him out a cup of fragrant tea, tilting her head to indicate the empty liquor bottle lying on its side.  “I’d offer you a jot, but we’re fresh out.”  
 
   “This is fine, thanks, Rose,” he smiled, accepting the delicate cup, the scent of chamomile and cinnamon wafting toward him.  “And you know you can call me Nick, like always.”
 
   “I thought this was an official visit.”  Rose lounged back, her hand landing on Ruby’s bare thigh.  Staking her claim?  
 
   “It is,” Nick agreed.  “I came to ask you about your tattoo, Ruby.  The one that matches the band’s logo.”
 
   “What about it?”  Ruby sounded bored, more interested in searching for split ends in a hank of hair than talking about her tattoo.  
 
   “Then you do have a tattoo matching that description?”
 
   Ruby let out a long sigh, turning on her side to pull up her sweater, revealing the same circle bisected with the arrows he’d seen on the murdered girls.  It was more on her hip than her ass, right above the panty line.  “There’s no law against tattoos, is there?” she asked, rolling back into her original position.
 
   “No, not at all.  Do you mind if I ask what made you choose that symbol in particular for your album cover?”
 
   “I don’t know, Gideon showed us like a zillion designs and Jax and I both liked this one.”  
 
   “Gideon gave it to you to choose from?”
 
   “Yeah, I think that’s what Jax said.  He had a whole bunch of ‘em printed out in a big book like a photo album for us to look over.”
 
   Interesting.  “How long ago did you get the tattoo?”
 
   “Ahh, shit, I don’t know exactly.  Maybe about five years ago?  When we were still playing in dumps.  I wanted to get a tattoo and Jax thought it would be cool to get the logo of our band.”
 
   “Does he have one too?”
 
   Ruby shook her head, chewing on the side of her thumbnail.  “No, he pussed out at the last minute, said he didn’t want to be that guy.  Whatever the fuck that means.  What does any of this have to do with the investigation?”
 
   “It can’t have escaped your attention that each of the victims shared the same tattoo.”
 
   “So?”  Ruby didn’t seem the least bit worried.  “Lots of our fans get tattooed with our symbol.  I see websites with temporary tattoos of it all over the place.”
 
   Nick reached into his coat pocket, bringing out a small set of pictures, laying them down on the table.  There were the faces of all four victims, not the crime scene photos, but smiling for the camera, full of life.  “Ruby, do these girls look familiar to you at all?”
 
   “No, not particularly.”  The singer barely glanced at them, but Rose leaned forward, studying the pictures with interest.
 
   “I see the resemblance,” she said.  
 
   Ruby laughed.  “Yep, they all look like each other, duh.”
 
   “No, sweetie, they look like you,” Rose said gently.  “Like the real you, not all this stage stuff.”  She brushed the jet black hair back from Ruby’s shoulder.  
 
   “Do they?”  Ruby took another look, no more interested after studying them for a few more seconds.  “I don’t see it.”
 
   “Be that as it may, I think it’d be a smart move for you to beef up security around here.”  Nick thought it sounded like a reasonable suggestion, but all Ruby did was give a snort of derision.  
 
   “More security?  It’s already tight as a frog’s ass.  You want me to take someone with me when I take a piss too?”
 
   “I’m afraid the situation might be more dangerous to you personally than you thought,” Nick said carefully, not wanting to scare her, but needing to impress the seriousness of the situation on the cavalier woman before him.  “Are you aware of the fact that your mother has been receiving letters from an obsessive fan on your behalf?”
 
   That caught her attention.  “My mom’s getting nasty letters?  How long has this been going on for?”
 
   “For several months.  Not too long before the murders started.  Now there’s a chance they’re not related, but we’re exploring all options right now.”
 
   “What kind of letters are these?” asked Rose, a pucker of worry appearing on her brow.  
 
   “Like I said, they’re obsessively interested in Ruby, some of the usual stuff like he feels as though they have a connection, like she’s singing just for him.  But of more concern is how critical some of the language is, as if Ruby needs disciplining and he’s just the guy to give it to her.”
 
   Rose’s frown deepened.  “And you don’t have any clue who they’re from?”
 
   “We just became aware of them today, but we’re giving it very serious attention.  So as you can see, there might very well be a link to these letters and the murderer, given that the victims all resemble you, Ruby.”
 
   Ruby was already shaking her head.  “Those deaths had nothing to do with me or my brother, I don’t know how many more times I need to say it.  So I have a couple of stalkers out there, it’s par for the course.  It’s all part of the package when you sell your soul to the devil.”
 
   Did she mean that literally?  Most people would take it as a figure of speech, but Nick wasn’t so sure she was being glib.  “You sold your soul to the devil?”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    “Do you get this guy?” Ruby laughed like it was the funniest thing she’d heard all year and a flush of color stole up the side of Nick’s neck.  
 
   “It’s Annaliese’s influence,” Rose smiled.  “She’s been trying to stretch his mind.  He can’t help it if he doesn’t know how to separate fact from fiction yet.”
 
   “Ah, Anna,” Ruby nodded.  “I forgot the two of you are a thing.  You are still a thing, right?”
 
   “Very much so,” Nick nodded, glad to be on a new topic.
 
   “Good,” said Ruby in approval.  “I know she and Jax were hot and heavy when we were kids, but she’s not right for him.  No offense, I mean I love her to pieces, but my brother needs someone…  Well, not her.”  
 
   “At last we have something we can agree on,” Nick agreed wholeheartedly, and Ruby smiled at him, her entire face lighting up.  
 
   “I like you.  You’ll make sure this whole trip down memory lane with Jax doesn’t take a permanent detour, won’t you?”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” he promised.  “How come you didn’t want to go stay with her then?  That would’ve been the best way to make sure things stayed in the past with them.”
 
   “And leave all this?”  Her eyes swept over the room and it became clear to Nick how important creature comforts were to Ruby.    
 
   “You could always come and stay with me,” Rose offered.  “My place is much more comfortable and just as opulent.”  
 
   Ruby touched her cheek fondly.  “That’s sweet, but the label owes me these accommodations and I intend to use them.”
 
   “You could always keep the room and come and stay with me at the same time.”
 
   “Ha, that’d be funny as hell.  Maybe,” Ruby considered, her face scrunching up as she pondered the move.  “It’s hard to give up the concierge though.  What if I want Chinese food at three in the morning?”
 
   “Then I’ll get it for you.  I’ll get you anything your little heart desires.”  Rose’s voice dropped to a sultry purr, tracing a finger down the side of Ruby’s neck, over her heart, and to the swell of her breast before capturing her lips in a soft kiss.  
 
   Nick cleared his throat, uncomfortable with the display (or more comfortable than he should be in his official capacity).  “I should probably get going.”  
 
   “I’ll walk you out.”  Rose left Ruby on the couch, smiling lazily up at the ceiling, her face soft and dreamy.  Natalie was nowhere to be seen when they opened the door, and Nick assumed she was waiting for him downstairs.  There were a couple of fans down the hall, the bouncer keeping them far away from Ruby’s door, affording the two of them a few moments of privacy.  
 
   “Rose, I know it’s none of my business, but be careful what you’re getting caught up in with Ruby, okay?  I know the two of you go way back, but you don’t want to get mixed up in the drugs and that lifestyle.”
 
   “You’re right, it’s none of your business,” Rose retorted, her lips pressing tightly together.  “Besides, men in glass houses shouldn’t cast stones.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It means you should clean up your own mess before you start picking apart someone else’s,” she hissed.  “I know things aren’t as hunky dory between you and Annaliese as you made it seem.  Take my advice, Nick, fix things with her before you lose her for good.”
 
   “I did,” he insisted, getting a little hot under the collar.  “Annie and I are fine.”
 
   It was the look of pity on Rose’s face that made Nick’s stomach curdle.  “Don’t underestimate Jax’s power over her.  He was her first, you know what I mean?  A girl doesn’t forget her first.”  
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I think we’re wasting time on this angle, I have to say it,” Natalie declared after Nick gave her a brief rundown on his conversation with Rose and Ruby.  “I still say Jax May is our dirtbag.”
 
   “Why would the guy be killing girls who look like his sister?”
 
   “Who the hell knows what goes through the head of these sick fucks?  Maybe she’s driving him up the wall and he can’t kill her cause she’s his meal ticket, so he does the next best thing?”  She was scratching again, and Nick caught sight of the bumpy rash creeping up the side of her neck.  “All I know is I’ll be parked outside that house tonight.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s such a good idea?  Maybe you should go back to the doctor?”
 
   “What?  Oh, shit.”  Natalie seemed to notice what she was doing for the first time.  “No, I just need to put more cortisone cream on, that’s all.”
 
   He wasn’t going to argue with her, but it sure looked nasty.  “I think you’re on the right track for keeping eyes on both of the siblings,” Nick agreed.  “If you’re set on sitting watch, I’ll have Brady take some of the shift tonight outside Anna’s place.  And Park can take the hotel after security is dismissed for the night and keep an eye on Ruby.”  
 
   Her head tilted to one side with a speculative smile.  “I was sort of hoping you’d keep me company tonight.”
 
   “We both know that’s not a good idea.”  He was willing to forget the advances she made the night before, but not if she kept on making them.  For the rest of the ride back to the precinct, he spent half the time on the phone coordinating surveillance shifts with Brady and Park, and the other half talking to Veronica about her art project (due next Monday).  By the time they got there, Natalie had fallen silent about any plans she had for Nick to join her on a stakeout and he sure hoped she’d gotten the message.  
 
   To his great surprise, they found Annaliese sitting up in the bullpen, chatting with Park at her desk.  
 
   “Hey, I didn’t expect to see you,” Nick smiled, leaning down to kiss her cheek.  “But I’m glad you’re here.  Is anything wrong?”  Natalie immediately veered off in search of the break room for a cup of coffee without another word.  Park got up and joined Natalie after giving Nick a wink that was so quick, he thought he might’ve imagined it.  
 
   Anna’s eyes flicked to Natalie, but she didn’t give any indication she was upset, except for the way her hands tightened on her skirt, bunching in the fabric.  Nick was one of the few people who recognized that she only did that when her nerves were tightly strung.  “Rose said you think the killer might be after Ruby next.  She called me in a panic, wondering if that was true or if you were trying to scare her.  I said I’d talk to you and try to find out what I could.”
 
   “Oh, that.”  Rose must’ve been on the phone the instant they’d left the hotel.  “Yes, we do think that’s a possibility.  Take a look at these and tell me what you see.”  He laid out the pictures of the victims for her, the same ones he’d shown Ruby and Rose.  
 
   “Sweet Goddess… that does look a lot like Ruby.  But the killer couldn’t know that, not unless he knew her ten years ago.”
 
   “You’d be surprised what people can turn up on the internet these days.  Your high school reunion is in a couple of months, isn’t it?  How much do you want to bet I can find pictures of Ruby looking like this inside of fifteen minutes?”  
 
   “Yes, but… I don’t understand, why wouldn’t the killer be fixating on what she looks like now?”
 
   “We don’t know, we’ve only scratched the surface of this angle.  Maybe it’s someone who she used to know back in the day?  Maybe I should be following Rose around,” he quipped, only to receive a dark look from Anna.  
 
   “That’s not funny, Nick.  You know she wouldn’t do anything like that.  And besides, she’s been up here in Portland the whole time.”  
 
   Had she?  A flight to Los Angeles only took about two and a half hours, but he wasn’t dumb enough to say that out loud.  “Anyway, we’re still checking into the idea that Ruby’s a possible target, but try and tell Rose not to worry.  She’s got her own security for protection and there’s no indication that she’s in any immediate danger.”  Nick wasn’t ready to tell her about his order to keep the twins under surveillance, he didn’t want to tip Jax off.  
 
   “But the killer could be working his way up to her, like you said, couldn’t he?”
 
   “It’s definitely possible, which is why I’d rather you stayed away from the both of them.”
 
   Anna gave him a penetrating stare, assuming that remark stemmed from jealousy and he had to admit, there was a part of him that had taken Rose’s warning to heart.  Though he knew there was something solid between him and Annaliese, he didn’t want to underestimate the sway Jax held over her.  
 
   “Thanks for the talk.  I should probably get out of your hair and let you get back to it,” she said, rising with supple grace.
 
   “Wait…”  Nick leaned closer, his voice dropping.  “Maybe you should come and stay with me for a while?  Just to be on the safe side.”
 
   “I don’t know, Nick.”
 
   “If you want to help Jax out he can stay at your place, but there’s nothing that says you have to stay there too, is there?”
 
   “That seems kind of rude, don’t you think?  Inviting him to stay and then abandoning him?”
 
   Nick couldn’t suppress a roll of the eyes.  “It’s not like you’re locking him in the basement, he can watch TV and veg out.  Besides, don’t those artistic types like to be left alone to create?  Maybe he’ll pen a good song or two out of this.”
 
   Anna hesitated, considering the offer.  “You don’t think things will be weird if I come and stay with you, even temporarily?  What about Veronica?”
 
   “No, not at all,” he said quickly.  “You know Veronica would love to have you.  That way you two can gang up on me all you want.  Besides, I seriously do want to get you to myself for a few minutes so we can have that talk.”  The last place he wanted to tell her that he loved her was at the police station.  
 
   “What talk?  Aren’t we talking now?”  Her brows drew closer together, the fists holding tight to her skirts again.  What was she so nervous about?
 
   “Well, sort of.”  His gaze swept the room, there were plenty of people around, most of them too focused on their own tasks to pay them much mind, but it was far less private than he’d hoped for.  “But I think this is the wrong kind of place to talk about where this relationship is going, don’t you?”
 
   Her eyes widened in surprise and perhaps a touch of fear.  “Why do we have to talk about that?  You know I don’t like labels.  You have your space, I have mine.  It’s worked for us just fine in the past.”
 
   “Things change, Annie.  Don’t you want to talk about what that means for us?”
 
   “What will be, will be, there’s no point in talking it to death,” she shrugged.
 
   That wasn’t very encouraging.  Nick was still trying to figure out how to answer that one when she hiked her bag up higher on her shoulder.  
 
   “Look, I’ll think about your offer, but I have to get back to the store.  I’ll talk to you later.”  
 
   “I’ll walk you out.”  Nick escorted her to the elevator, at a loss for what to say given the turn of the conversation.  He couldn’t keep from adding a final warning though.  “Whatever you decide, be careful.  And you call me if anything weird happens.  Whoever is doing these killings could be fixating on this demonic symbol that keeps cropping up.  They might not take too kindly to a witch being in the mix.”
 
   “Thanks, but I can take care of myself,” she smiled, stepping into the elevator.  
 
   “But you don’t have to,” Nick sighed as the doors slid shut.  He was starting to get a bad feeling.  Like maybe things were about to take a turn for the worse.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Change.  Nick wanted to change things between them and all Annaliese could think about was that death card looming over their relationship.  That, more than anything, had kept her from pursuing the conversation with him on where their relationship was headed.  If there was major change coming between them, she wasn’t ready to face it yet, not with everything else going on.  
 
   She drove home deep in thought, remembering as an afterthought to call Rose and fill her in on what Nick had told her.  Anna tried to downplay the danger, but the truth of it was, she was afraid for Rose being so close to Ruby.  All it seemed to do was reinforce Rose’s desire to stick by her side though.  
 
   The driveway was blocked by a racy BMW when she got to the store, and Annaliese cursed under her breath as she was forced to find street parking almost three blocks away.  Before she could make an announcement asking whoever it was who’d taken her space, angry voices filtered through the store, coming from the direction of the kitchen.  
 
   Feather’s eyes were wide and round as she listened in, the girl’s mouth dropping open as the argument kicked up a notch into profanities.  “He just stormed right through, I couldn’t stop him,” she whispered when Anna reached the back of the store.  
 
   “Who is it?” 
 
   “I don’t know, but he sure is mad.”
 
   Annaliese nodded, patting the sensitive girl on the arm.  “It’ll be fine, I’ll take care of it.”  Squaring her shoulders, she strode through the arch and into her kitchen to find Jax sitting at the table, a deep scowl etched over his features.  She recognized Gideon Strong, dressed as he was for their press tours in a suit over a casual t-shirt.  The manager paced the length of the spacious kitchen, his face red with anger.  
 
   “If you could keep your shit together for like five minutes!  Can’t you see I’m trying to put together a major fucking deal here?  Can you grasp the concept of that?  Or is your mind too fucking soaked in whiskey to hear the words coming out of my mouth?  Am I talking Korean right now?  Hello, I’m fucking talking to you!” he screamed when he saw Jax wasn’t even looking at him anymore.  
 
   “Excuse me, this is a place of business,” Anna said calmly, without a trace of nerves in her voice.  “If you can’t keep it down, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” 
 
   “Business?”  Gideon gave a short bark of laughter.  “Right, right, right, that’s all I’m trying to discuss here, but your loverboy doesn’t seem to be getting it.”
 
   “Lay off, Gideon, I’m warning you.”  Jax’s gaze was fixed on the table, his voice low and threatening.
 
   “You’re warning me?” Gideon scoffed.  “I’m warning you.  If you don’t start listening to me, we’re all going to be out on our asses.  So why don’t you tell your piece to get me a cool drink so we can finish our discussion.”
 
   Jax was up like a shot, upsetting the chair as he lunged for Gideon.  “Watch your mouth when you talk about her,” he growled, grabbing his manager by the lapels.  
 
   “You want to go?  Let’s go.”  Gideon’s jaw thrust forward pugnaciously.  “I’m not afraid of you.”   
 
   Annaliese didn’t know whether to try and pull them apart or throw a bucket of water over them to try and cool them off.  “Okay, that’s it.  This business meeting is over.”  Neither one of the men backed down.  “Option number two it is,” she grumbled, grabbing for the sink sprayer and hosing them down.  
 
   Gideon shrieked like a girl, hopping backwards.  “What the fuck is wrong with you, you crazy bitch?  These shoes cost more than your car.”
 
   Jax wiped the water from his eyes, a sassy smirk on his face as he added insult to injury, tossing the dregs of his coffee over his manager’s feet.  “And now they’re vintage.”
 
   “Don’t, don’t… don’t think I won’t make you pay for these,” Gideon sputtered, too shocked to get the words out for long seconds.  
 
   “You can bill me.  Now get the fuck out.”  Jax took a threatening step forward and this time Gideon shrank back before turning on his dripping heel and stomping out of there.    
 
   Annaliese caught up a pair of dishtowels from the hanger under the sink, tossing one to Jax and the other on the floor to start sopping up the mess.  “That was kind of intense.  Is everything okay?”
 
   “Nah, it’s fine.”  Jax dabbed at his face and neck before crouching beside her to help clean up.  “He’s an asshole, but he’s good at his job.”
 
   “What happened to laying low?”
 
   “I know, but I had to tell Gideon where I was, he’s my manager.”
 
   “Maybe you should think about getting a new one?”
 
   “I would, but we’re locked into a contract with him for another three years.  Besides, he’s not always such an asshole.”
 
   “What’s got him so riled up?”
 
   “He’s feeling the pressure.  There’s this big deal he’s trying to put through and he wanted me and Ruby to get on this conference call at like four in the morning.  But Ruby being Ruby, she told him to fuck off.  I already told him I’d talk to her, I don’t know why he was being such a dick about it.”
 
   “People get crazy when there’s a lot of money behind something, I guess,” Annaliese murmured.  There were so many volatile personalities involved, she wasn’t sure what to make of them.  On the surface, Gideon’s outburst was the most alarming, but Jackson’s response was no less violent.  The gleam in his eye as he’d advanced on Gideon, almost eager… she’d never seen him look like that before.  What might’ve happened if she hadn’t been there to cool things off?  
 
   Right then and there she made up her mind to trust in Nick, even if she didn’t share all of his opinions on the matter.  “Listen, I need to go take care of some stuff, I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   Annaliese went straight to her room, trusting Feather to hold down the fort in the store now that the fighting was over.  Pulling a bag out from under her bed, she started packing up enough clothes to stay away for a few days.  Nick was right, better safe than sorry.  
 
   “You’re leaving?”
 
   The question sent a jolt of adrenaline through her, and Anna whirled to find Jax standing in her doorway with a cross between accusation and hurt on his face.  “Just for a few days.  It’ll make Nick feel better about things.”
 
   “You think I did it?”  Definitely hurt, and Annaliese swallowed, not sure if she should voice her doubts or not.  
 
   “No.”
 
   “You hesitated.”  He shook his head in disgust.  “You honestly think I could do something like that?  Jesus Christ, Anna, I keep telling you, these murders don’t have anything to do with me or Ruby.”
 
   “Then why do the murdered girls look just like Ruby used to, before she changed her look?”
 
   That shook him.  “They…  What do you mean they look like Ruby?”
 
   “You know they do.”
 
   “Do you know how long it’s been since Ruby started playing rock star?  Her hair’s been every color of the rainbow.  I never made that connection, all I knew is they were blondes, that’s it.”
 
   “What about the one you dated?”
 
   “I didn’t date her exactly, it was more of a hook up.  And I sure as hell never thought she looked like…”  His face twisted in disgust and he sprawled on the couch in her sitting room, stunned at the implication.  “Jesus, do you know how many blondes there are in L.A.?”  
 
   “You can see why it looks a little weird though, right?” she said gently.  
 
   “It’s sick, is what it is.  I don’t just go for chicks who look like my sister used to, you know.  You look nothing like her.”
 
   “We dated a long time ago.”
 
   “Okay, what about Veronica?” he said with a triumphant snap of the fingers.  
“She’s not a blonde.” 
 
   “Veronica… like Nick’s Veronica?”  Annaliese’s brow crumpled in confusion.  “What does she have to do with this?”
 
   “She… nothing.”  He shook his head.  “I still don’t get why you’re leaving.  What changed?”
 
   “Nothing,” she answered quickly.  Too quickly.  She had to say something.  “But after that stunt you pulled last night, I admit I’m a little uneasy.”
 
   “What stunt?  I didn’t touch you last night.”
 
   “No, but waking up to you looming over my bed in the middle of the night was a tad disconcerting.”
 
   He stared at her in shock.  “I was in your room?  Last night?”
 
   “Don’t you remember?”  Was he sleepwalking at the time?  She wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or more disturbed by his denial, but Jax looked distraught enough for the both of them.  
 
   “Fuck.”  He pushed himself to his feet, unable to meet her gaze.  “You’re right, I should probably be the one to go.  You shouldn’t have to leave your own house.”
 
   “Wait, Jackson…”  There was something, she could tell, something he didn’t want to tell her.  “What’s going on?”
 
   “There is… this is messed up, you’re going to think I’m nuts.”
 
   “What do you mean?  What is it?”
 
   “I don’t even know how to say this.”  He sank back down on the couch again, holding his head in his hands.  “I haven’t told anyone, not even Ruby.”
 
   Anna approached him warily, sitting on the edge of the coffee table.  “You know you can trust me with anything.”
 
   “That’s just it, I trust you, but I don’t know how to tell you.  I’m, I’ve been… I’ve been blacking out, missing time.” 
 
   “What do you mean, blacking out?  Like passing out from too much to drink?”
 
   “It used to be just from having too much to drink, but lately I’ve been trying hard to lay off the stuff.  You saw me last night, I didn’t tie one on, just a few sips of whiskey to be sociable.”
 
   It was true, he hadn’t been bent on getting drunk, though she had no idea how much he’d had after she went to bed.  
 
   “All I had that night was a single shot of whiskey to help me sleep, but… I don’t remember getting into bed.  I don’t remember anything after sitting on the couch in the hotel.  The next thing I knew it was morning, and I was in bed, naked, and Gideon was pounding on the door for me to get up for the interview.” 
 
   “You blacked out on the night of the murder?”  A tingling started at the base of her spine, going all the way up to the top of her head.  He couldn’t be saying what she thought he was saying.  
 
   Jax got a good look at her face and his hands came out in a supplicating gesture.  “I swear to God, I didn’t kill those girls.  It makes me sick just to think about it.  You have to believe me.  Jesus, don’t look at me like that, Anna.  This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell anyone.  If it was me, wouldn’t I leave behind some kind of clue?”  
 
   The sheer panic in his voice helped cut through some of the fear.  “No, it’s just… it’s a lot to take in all at once.  That’s all that happens though – you go to sleep and wake up in bed?”
 
   “Mostly.  Though once I woke up in my car.  It was in the garage and I don’t think I actually drove anywhere, but it still scared the hell out of me.”  
 
   “Does it only happen on nights when a murder occurs?”
 
   “No, like last night, nothing else happened as far as I know.  Neither did the night with the car.  I wish to God I could remember what happens, but it’s this big black pit of nothingness.  I swear though, I could never kill anyone, Anna.”
 
   The look on his face – he was so earnest, so tortured, it tore at her heart despite the disturbing things coming out of his mouth.  “I believe you,” she said at last, and he sank back against the couch, chest heaving in relief.  “There might be a way I can help you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “We can try and recover what you’re missing during those blackouts.”
 
   “How?  With some kind of hypnosis?  It’s not a bad idea, but can you do that?  I don’t want to go see anyone else.  The last thing I need is for something like this to leak to the press.”
 
   “No, more like a guided meditation.  The answers are locked away inside of you, we just have to try and tap into them.”
 
   “What if we find out something bad?  What if I go into that state again and I…  What if I try to hurt you?”
 
   His concern made her sure she was making the right decision.  “It’s alright, I can take care of myself.”  With a comforting pat to his arm, Annaliese rose and gathered the things she’d need for the meditation.  Nothing too involved, but she wanted to bring in as many positive influences as she could.  
 
   The small cauldron and a charcoal disc, a bracelet of amber she’d bought at an estate sale years ago.  Orris root and celery seed to burn as incense.  Damiana was right out, though it could be useful.  After what had happened with Nick the first time they’d tried the pendulum to find Mei’s killer, she was extra careful about what other properties an herb might have before she used it.  The last thing she needed was to end up making out with Jax in the middle of his meditation.  
 
   “I think we have everything we need.  Why don’t you come and join me on the floor?” she invited, setting her supplies beside her.  Jax folded himself to the floor, bare feet touching hers, an uneasy smile on his face as she wrapped the amber bracelet around his wrist.  It barely fit.
 
   “It’s kind of girly, but thanks,” he said with a lopsided grin.
 
   “Amber can aid in spells to recover lost memories, curbing eccentric behavior and anxiety.  I’d say this qualifies as a good reason to keep it close at hand.”
 
   “You’re going to work a spell?”  His brows came up in surprise.  “I thought we were going to meditate.”
 
   Anna recognized the skepticism, well used to it.  “I’m going to align things as best I can, sort of set the stage to help you access those memories.”
 
   “I don’t believe in any of that stuff, you know.”
 
   “It’s okay.  You don’t have to,” she smiled, cupping her hand over the cauldron.  After a moment’s concentration, the charcoal disc inside began to smolder and burn.
 
   “Holy shit!  Did you just…”
 
   “I told you I can take care of myself.”  Anna gave him a few minutes to recover from the display of power, letting the disc burn long enough to be covered in a coat of white ash before she added a pinch of incense.  The acrid tang spiced the air, but not uncomfortably so, the large room easily accommodating the smoke.
 
   There were unspoken questions between them.  Most people had them when they found out about her affinity for fire, but she left them for another time, wanting to focus on the meditation and nothing else.  Picking up both of his hands, she took a deep breath.  “I want you to close your eyes and clear your mind, forget all the questions, all the worries, all the fears.  You’re in a safe space where nothing can harm you.”
 
   “You want me to find my happy place?” he smirked.
 
   “Yes, that’s it exactly.  Whatever that means to you, it should be a place of peace and love.  Fix that image in your mind.  Do you have it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “It’s in the woods, up by a remote lake.”  
 
   “Your uncle’s cabin,” she said, surprised by the memory, and his lips curved in response to her tone.
 
   “You remember it.”
 
   “I do.  That’s very good, Jackson.  I want you to picture yourself by the lake.  The sun is warm on your skin, not unpleasantly so.  You take in a deep cleansing breath and you feel alive and revitalized.”  She took a deep, audible breath, pleased to see his chest rise and fall with her.  “And another.  Good.  Breathe in light and love, exhale all negativity.  You are open and at peace.”
 
   He breathed with her, his features relaxing, shoulders losing some of their tension.  
 
   “Do you feel at peace?” she asked in a soft voice.
 
   “Yes, very peaceful.”
 
   “Good.  Now, I want you to hold on to that feeling of peace, but you notice the sky is growing darker.  There is nothing to be alarmed about, the darkness is a natural state and the light will always return.  Breathe in and out, and in your happy place, you will close your eyes.  You can still feel the warmth the sun left behind, but you are enveloped by the darkness.  Sink deeper and deeper into it, knowing you are not lost.  I am there with you, keeping you safe from harm.  Can you feel my hands in yours?”  
 
   Jax gave her hands the tiniest squeeze.  “I feel them.  I don’t want to go into the dark.”  He sounded like a lost little boy, and Annaliese did her best to reassure him.  
 
   “The darkness can’t harm you.  Even though it surrounds you, it is not a part of you.  Even as you let the darkness seep into your mind’s eye, your heart is protected by light and love.  Can you feel that love?”  This time she squeezed his hands.  
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “I want you to think back to the last time you were aware of losing time, let yourself drift deeper into the darkness, knowing you are safe and I can always pull you back to me in a heartbeat.  Are you drifting?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good, very good, Jackson, you’re safe with me.  Now open your eyes and tell me what you see.”  
 
   Even though she’d only expected him to open his eyes within the construct of the meditation, Jax’s eyes popped open, staring straight ahead and sightless.  “I see a room, it’s dark and dirty.  I don’t like it here, I want to leave.”
 
   “The room can’t hurt you,” she assured him, keeping her voice soft and soothing even as she felt a rush of success.  “Just watch a while longer.  Is it your room?”
 
   “No, it’s nothing but a bed and a cheap dresser.  The curtains at the window are closed up tight, I don’t know where it is.”
 
   “Are you alone?”
 
   “No, there’s a girl on the bed.  She’s asleep.”
 
   “What does she look like? Do you recognize her?”
 
   “She’s blonde, and young, I don’t know who she is.  She’s in nothing but a pair of pink panties, I shouldn’t look at her.  No… no, don’t touch her,” he hissed, as though he could affect what he was seeing.
 
   “Who’s touching her?”
 
   “I am.  I don’t mean to, but my hands are turning her over.  I can’t feel her, but I can’t stop myself.”  His breathing became more erratic and Annaliese squeezed his hands gently.  
 
   “It’s okay, take a deep breath with me, in and out.”  He did as she asked and his breathing got easier, the pucker of worry fading from his brow.  “What do you mean you can’t feel her?”
 
   “I don’t want to be here,” he protested, ignoring the question.  “Let me come home, I want to go to my happy place.”
 
   “Jackson, it’s alright, breathe with me.”
 
   “No, it’s not alright.  There’s a… no… no, no, no, don’t, I can’t… Jesus, don’t make me!”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
    “What do you see?  What’s happening?”  The panic in his voice sent her heart racing into overdrive.  
 
   “I’m cutting into her, with a razor blade.  I can’t make it stop, she… she’s bleeding.”  His face twisted with anguish, the terror in his voice chilling her even beyond the horror of the words themselves.
 
   “It’s okay, Jackson, calm down and breathe with me.”  Anna tried her best to soothe him.  “Why are you cutting her?”
 
   His voice was calmer now, more detached and she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.  “I don’t know.  I don’t want to, but I can’t make my hands obey me.  I feel wrong, everything is wrong.”
 
   “How do you feel wrong?”  It all felt wrong to her too.  This wasn’t what she’d been expecting at all, and it sickened her to keep her hands in his.  
 
   “I don’t feel like me.  I don’t… No… stop it!  Shit, she’ll die!”  Jax gripped her hands so tightly her fingers crushed together in pain, but she forced herself to ignore the sting and pull him out of it.  
 
   “Come to me, Jackson.  Come back to the light.  Come to the sound of my voice, I’ll keep you safe from harm.”  Instead of leading him back to the light, she felt herself pulled into the darkness.  In a sudden flash, she saw what he saw – the dingy motel room, the nearly naked girl stretched out on the bed, bleeding from the wrist and the mark carved into her hip.  Her hands trembled, covered in cheap disposable gloves, a razor blade falling from her limp fingers as she stared down at the blood flowing in rivulets onto the grimy bedspread.    
 
   All at once Jax let go of her hands and Annaliese slammed back into the present, fingers numb and tingling as she dragged in a labored breath.  
 
   “What the fuck was that?” Jax demanded. 
 
   “It was a vision,” Anna replied, her voice hoarse and dry.  “It’s happened to me before, but I’ve never shared one with another person like that.”
 
   “You saw it too?”  His face crumpled in shame.
 
   “I saw something.  Not all of it, I only got a flash of it at the end.”
 
   Jax’s head fell forward into his hands, shoulders shaking as the horror of what’d he’d seen sank in.  “Jesus Christ, what have I done?” he wailed, the broken sound muffled by the press of his fingers.  
 
   Despite what she’d seen and heard, Annaliese still couldn’t quite bring herself to believe he was the killer.  There had to be some other explanation for what was going on.  No one could experience the vision with such abject revulsion and be responsible for it at the same time.  “No wait… what exactly did you see?  Take me through it again.”
 
   He still wouldn’t look at her.  “I don’t want to.  I don’t ever want to think about what I saw ever again.”
 
   “Jackson, please.  We need to understand what’s happening to you.”  
 
   “I killed those girls, that’s what’s happening.”  Finally, he looked up, his eyes red rimmed and glassy with tears.  “I saw the girl lying on the bed.  I saw myself… I had the razor blade in my hand.”  Jax looked down at his trembling fingers, as if he expected to see them stained with blood.  
 
   Studying his hands, Annaliese had a sudden flash of insight.  “No, it wasn’t you.”  Her heart sped up again, hope replacing the dread.  “It wasn’t you, don’t you see?  Didn’t you notice what was missing?”  She turned his hand over, revealing the bass clef tattoo on the inside of his wrist.  “This wasn’t there.  The flash of the killer’s hands I saw didn’t have your tattoo.  In fact… they didn’t look like your hands at all.”  They’d been covered in latex gloves, but she could’ve sworn they were smaller, the forearms less muscular.
 
   “I don’t…” he blinked, as if trying to reconcile the memory with what he saw when he looked down.  “I felt wrong… but I was there, I felt myself doing these things.  If I’m not the killer, then why would I see this?  Why would I be having these blackouts in the first place?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I’ve experienced a vision from the perspective of a killer before, it didn’t make me guilty.”  Now, more than ever, Annaliese was convinced she was right.  He wasn’t the killer at all, just tapped into the events.  “For whatever reason, you have a connection to these deaths.  If we can find that connection, maybe we can find the killer.”
 
   “But… I felt her dying in my hands.  The blood...”  He looked like he was going to be sick and she took hold of his hands, unafraid.  “This is crazy.  I feel like I’ve gone completely crazy,” Jax muttered, looking down at their joined hands.  “How can you support me like this?  Why haven’t you called the cops?”  
 
   “It wasn’t you, but you’re linked to it somehow.  You’re experiencing the murders from the killer’s point of view.”  She took another deep breath.  “Now let’s go through it again, piece by piece.  Maybe there’s something in what you saw that can lead us to the killer.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “This isn’t working.”  Jax slumped back against the couch, arms thrown down in frustration.  “It’s not like in the movies where I get a glimpse of a distinctive watch and everything clicks into place.  The only thing I could see was my own hands.”  
 
   “And your arms.  They weren’t all veiny like your forearms, were they?”  His arms were well defined and lean, the ones she’d seen were pale and smooth.
 
   “No, I guess not.  And they were pale.”
 
   “See, that’s something.”
 
   “Great, let’s just round up everyone in town with pale arms.  That should only be a couple mil in the Portland Metro Area, right?” he said with a sour grimace. 
 
   It was true, people tended to be pale in the land where it rained nine months of the year, but Anna tried not to let it get her down.  “Let’s keep our focus, I know we can figure this out.  You said before the cutting wasn’t only on the wrist, was it?  There was cutting on the hip, in the shape of the tattoo.”
 
   “Yes, but there wasn’t a tattoo there at all, nothing but smooth skin as I… as the hands started to cut.”  He swallowed uncomfortably.
 
   “And the girl, she was asleep for all of this?  She never moved or spoke or anything?”
 
   “No, she was completely out.  She…”
 
   “What?  What is it?”
 
   “I didn’t recognize her.”  
 
   “You said she was blonde, like the other victims.”
 
   “Yeah, but she’s not one of them.  She was someone else.”  
 
   “What do you mean she’s not one of them.  You saw her die.”
 
   “Right, but she’s not one of the victims we know about.  I’ve seen their pictures, that was someone else.”
 
   “Are you sure?  She looked familiar.”  Of course, they all shared the same general characteristics.  But if she truly wasn’t one of the four the cops were investigating…  “Oh no, what if there are more victims out there that we don’t know about?  Or what if this was a premonition of a future killing?”
 
   “I don’t…”  He let out a short laugh.  “I was going to say I don’t believe in that stuff, but now… Jesus, anything is possible.”  
 
   “I think we’d better go talk to Nick,” she said gently.  If there were other victims out there, that could change the investigation for him.  Maybe if Jax sat with a sketch artist they could figure out who the girl was?  On the chance it was a premonition they had to try, it could save the girl’s life.  
 
   Jax wasn’t convinced in the brilliance of the idea.  “I’ll pass.  If I go telling him I had visions of killing girls, he’ll lock me up.  Hell, I’d lock me up too.”
 
   “No, he’s not like that.”
 
   “He’s a cop, he can’t be trusted.”
 
   Anna picked up his hand.  “You have to trust me then. Nick will listen to us.  He’s very open minded.”
 
   “You don’t get it,” Jax shook his head.  “I can’t go to the cops with this, that FBI chick is psycho, man.  She totally has it in for me.”  
 
   It was true, Natalie wasn’t her favorite person, but Anna struggled to find a way to describe the woman in a positive light.  “She’s very zealous, yes…”
 
   “Zealous, my ass,” he scoffed, pushing himself up off the couch to pace the length of her sitting room.  “Do you know how I met her?  She totally picked me up in a bar, never said word one about investigating me.  Instead, she said she was a fan, came on pretty strong, so yeah, I took her home with me.  I woke up in the middle of the night and she’s going through my stuff.  I tossed her out of there, figured she was one of those stalker fans looking for a souvenir and didn’t think any more of it.  And then she turns out to be with the FBI investigating me for murder?  That there is fucked up.”
 
   Anna’s mouth hung open as he told the story, her opinion of the woman taking a turn for the worse, if that was possible.  “Are you serious?  Couldn’t you complain to her superiors or something?  That can’t be a sanctioned tactic on their part.”  
 
   “I tried to get her removed from the case, and I thought I’d succeeded, but here she is in my face again.”
 
   “Now we really need to talk to Nick,” Anna insisted.  “He needs to know about this and he definitely needs to know about this other victim.  Please, Jackson, it can never hurt to tell the truth.”
 
   “Fine, but only because I trust you, Apples.”  There was a smile on his lips that didn’t quite reach his eyes, and Anna hated to see the fear and doubt gathering there.  
 
   “It’ll be okay, I promise.  Nick will understand.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “He’s missing time and getting visions of killing girls?” Nick’s jaw fell for a full thirty seconds.  “That’s it, you can’t stay there with him any more.”
 
   “I’ve already got my bag packed and in the car,” Anna said, trying her best to smooth over the shock of Jax’s unusual, off the record, statement.  That brought him up short, he’d clearly expected more of a fight from her.  
 
   “Good… I’m glad you understand how dangerous he is.”
 
   “No, Nick, that’s not it,” she tried again.  “I still don’t think he’s the killer, but I do feel like there’s an evil surrounding both him and Ruby.  For some reason, he’s tapped into the killer’s consciousness and I think we’d be crazy not to explore that.”
 
   “You know my captain will think I’m crazy if I go to him with any kind of Voodoo that you do,” Nick muttered, staring at the monitor that showed Jax May sitting in the interrogation room by himself, toes tapping anxiously against the table leg.  “Alright, if you don’t think it’s your boy, who do you think the killer is?”
 
   “Whoever it is, the flash of the hands and arms I saw definitely wasn’t Jax’s.  It was fast, but the biggest difference was the killer didn’t have his tattoo on his wrist.  That’s a pretty big clue, isn’t it?”
 
   “I’m listening,” Nick said, his eyes never leaving the monitor.  
 
   “And the cuts on the girl’s hip, that was definitely different.  You never mentioned anything about the killer cutting the girls anywhere but on the wrists, right?”
 
   Nick stiffened.  “There have been cuts like that, underneath the tattoo, we just haven’t released that information.”  He got very quiet, lips pressed into a grim line as he studied Jax’s image.  “This is it, Anna… he’s our guy.”
 
   She’d made it worse.  That gleam of certainty hadn’t been in Nick’s eyes before, but she saw it there now.  “No, wait.  I didn’t see a tattoo on the girl’s hip.  The cuts I saw were on bare flesh.”  
 
   “I can’t trust what you saw.  It could be some kind of a dream state where not everything is as it seems.”
 
   “Then you can’t trust what he saw either.”
 
   “I can trust that his having intimate knowledge of the murders makes him our top suspect right now.”  
 
   “Not if it’s because he’s seeing them, not doing them.  What about that time I tapped into a vision of Ellie’s past?  I saw how she killed those girls, it didn’t make me a killer.”
 
   “Annie…”
 
   “No, you have to listen to me.  The girl we saw wasn’t one of the existing victims.  That means you could have other killings out there somewhere that got ruled as a suicide.  Or… you might have another victim coming up soon.  Maybe if you got Jax to sit with a sketch artist you could find her?”
 
   “And tell her what?  That a murder suspect had a dream about killing her?  I’m sure that’d go over well.”    
 
   “Oh, you’re not even listening anymore, are you?”  Anna’s temper flared at the smirk on his lips.  “Here I am, desperately trying to give you new information on the case and you’re not doing a damn thing about it.  And after I told Jax he could trust you.”
 
   “What do you want me to say?  The only rock solid information you’re giving me is that he knows more about the deaths than he should.  Do you seriously expect me to ignore that?”
 
   “No, of course not, I’m just asking you to broaden your mind to accept everything I’m telling you, not that narrow piece of information.  You know I wouldn’t make this up, Nick.  I know what I saw, just like I did with the other visions I’ve gotten in the past.  I saw that girl on the bed and he’s right, she’s not one of the girls you have on the board here.  And that’s not all.”  Annaliese went on to tell him about Natalie’s tactics for approaching Jax, her voice low as she expected the FBI agent to pop up at any moment.  “That’s got to be illegal, isn’t it?  At the very least it’s unethical.  Or is that standard practice for cops these days?”
 
   “No, no it’s not.”  Nick looked stunned, and she added in her own two cents.    
 
   “So, that gets me to thinking.  If she’s willing to do something like that, how can you be sure you can trust anything she says or does with regard to this case?  What if there’s other evidence she’s suppressing in order to stay on her quest to implicate Jackson?”
 
   “Natalie has definitely taken a personal interest to this case, but I find it hard to believe she’d go that far.  I’ll ask her about it,” he added quickly when Anna opened her mouth to ask if he was calling her a liar.
 
   Annaliese pressed him for more.  “And what about finding out who the girl is that he saw?”
 
   “I’ll have Jax sit with a sketch artist.  Will that make you happy?”
 
   “Yes, thank you, it will,” she smiled, mollified.  “If there’s any chance we can keep another girl from getting killed…”
 
   “We’ll take it,” he agreed.  “Why don’t you sit in with the sketch artist as well, maybe you can help keep him on track.  You got a look at her too, right?”
 
   “Right, I’ll do what I can to help.  Thanks, Nick, I knew I could count on you.”
 
   “Don’t thank me yet.  I told you I’d get to the bottom of this case.  That includes the possibility that Jax is the one doing the killings.  Friend of yours or not, I’ll take him down if I need to.”
 
   “I know.  That’s all I want, to catch the killer.”  
 
   “Thank you for exercising your common sense, even if you don’t think he’s the one.   I’ll feel a lot better with you at my place.”  
 
   “Actually, I’m going to go stay with Rose until this all blows over.”  It felt simpler that way, especially with the awkwardness that’d sprung up between them lately.
 
   “Oh, okay.  If that’s what you want.”  Nick seemed to accept it on the surface, but she could tell he’d been hurt by her decision.  
 
   “It’s not… I just think it’s for the best right now with everything going on.”  
 
   “Sure, I understand.”  
 
   He didn’t though, and she couldn’t blame him, she hardly knew if she understood it herself.  Leaning up on her tiptoes, Annaliese kissed him deeply, not caring who saw them or whether it was appropriate.  Nick didn’t hesitate either, pulling her into his strong arms.  
 
   There for that instant, in the safety of his solid embrace, she felt like everything would be alright, one way or another.  Anna clung to that sense of peace, desperate to make it a reality.  She knew she was giving him mixed messages, but she couldn’t help it.  That’s exactly how she felt on the inside, all mixed up.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Sitting with a sketch artist had gone a lot better than she’d thought it would.  It was amazing the way he could shape a face based on the broadest of descriptions, knowing the right questions to draw them out with more detail.  After no more than a half hour, the woman’s face emerged, startlingly close to the girl she’s seen in the brief vision.
 
   “Yeah, that’s her alright,” Jax agreed, a pucker of worry permanently etched on his brow since she’d dragged him down to the precinct.  
 
   “Great, I’ll get this to Nick.  Thanks for your cooperation,” the artist said with a brisk smile, tucking the sketchbook under his arm.  
 
   Park escorted them out of the building, and Anna was grateful for her polite detachment.  Nothing in her face or manner treated Jax like he was anything more than a witness and not a suspect.  
 
   “Thanks, I wasn’t sure I’d be walking out of there,” Jax admitted when they reached the street.  “My lawyer’s gonna shit a brick when he finds out about this.”
 
   “It was the right thing to do, though.”  
 
   “I wish I could be sure of that.  I’m pretty sure Nick thinks I’m guilty now,” he said with a rueful grin.
 
   “He’s keeping an open mind,” she assured him.  Maybe Jax believed her, maybe he didn’t.
 
   “Are you really going to stay over at Rose’s?”
 
   “Yes, I am, at least for tonight.”
 
   “It’s probably for the best, just in case.  The last thing I want is you endangering yourself, especially if that danger is me.”
 
   “I keep telling you, that’s not what’s going on here.  So stop feeling sorry for yourself and go on back and get some rest.”  
 
   The corner of his mouth twitched higher.  “Yes, ma’am.  Boy, when did you get to be so bossy?”
 
   “People change.”  
 
   “They sure do,” he sighed, pulling on a pair of sunglasses even though the worst of the sun was long gone.  “I can make it back to the house on my own.  Thanks again, Anna.  I couldn’t have done it without you.”
 
   “Hang in there, Jackson.  We’ll figure this thing out.”
 
   Only she didn’t feel any closer to finding any real answers.  Knowing that Jax wasn’t the killer didn’t put them any closer to finding out who it was.  There were plenty of people out there with pale, slender arms, both male and female, and she wished she’d gotten a better look than that single flash.  
 
   Maybe there was a way she could.  
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Rose was on her way out as Annaliese arrived, but stopped to give her a key and the new alarm codes.  “Got to change them up every once in a while, keep people on their toes,” she said, her voice light.
 
   Despite the airy tone, Anna got the feeling Rose wasn’t in as much of a happy-go-lucky mood as she displayed.  “Hey, sit down and talk to me for a minute,” she said, pulling her into the parlor.  “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Sure, they’re just swell,” Rose tried, blinking fast as a rush of emotion came over her.  “And by swell, I mean everything’s all swirling around like a cyclone of crazy and we’re caught in the middle.”
 
   “You mean with you and Ruby?  I noticed you’ve been spending a lot of time with her lately.  Are things…?”
 
   Rose shook her head.  “It’s not serious.  She’s kind of messed up right now.”
 
   “How do you mean messed up?”
 
   “Sometimes I’ll find her sitting there staring off at nothing.  At first I thought it was the fact that we hadn’t seen each other for so long, like we didn’t have anything to talk about anymore, but that’s not it.  She does it whether I’m there or not.  I’ll say her name, even wave a hand in front of her face and she won’t snap out of it until she’s good and ready.  It scared the hell out of me the first time it happened.  I was about to call an ambulance.  But then she blinked and sort of came to, and it was my Ruby smiling back at me.”
 
   “Do you think it’s the drugs?”
 
   Rose let out a long breath.  “I think that’s part of it.  But I haven’t seen her take any of the hard stuff.  She’s not keeping any syringes around and no pills she doesn’t have a prescription for.  Just booze and a little grass, but I can tell she’s zonked out at least half the time, which means she’s hiding it, which is bad.”  
 
   “Hey, booze and pot can screw up your life just as bad as the harder drugs if you let them take over your life,” Annaliese pointed out.  “And just because she’s on a prescription doesn’t mean she’s not abusing it.  Have you tried talking to her about it?  Let her know you’re worried?”
 
   “You know Ruby, you can’t tell her what to do.  The first time she called me a self-righteous prig, I decided to drop it.  She’s an adult, right?  Ruby has the right to screw up her own life like anyone else,” Rose smirked.  
 
   “Maybe you should give her some space then?  Don’t let yourself get too close too fast?”
 
   “Is that what you told yourself with Jax?”
 
   Anna shifted uncomfortably.  Why did everyone always try to insinuate that there was still a thing between her and Jax?  “Jax isn’t an addict.  And I’m not the one looking to resurrect something from the past.  What we had is ancient history.  We’ve both moved on.  Maybe you should too?  I don’t like the idea of you letting yourself be hurt.  What’ll happen when they move back to L.A. and she leaves without a second thought?  Would you go with her?”
 
   “I could, for a while anyway,” Rose considered aloud.  “Maybe we can make it work when all of this murder stuff is behind us.  I can tell it’s upsetting her far more than she lets on.”
 
   “I can’t imagine being in her shoes right about now.  She must’ve been shocked to find out the girls resemble her, even a past version of her.”  
 
   Rose’s chin came up in determination.  “That’s why I can’t abandon her now in her time of need.  I don’t want her to be alone.  I feel… something’s coming, Anna, something bad.”
 
   Anna nodded, taking hold of Rose’s hand.  “I feel the same way.”  In the briefest way possible, she took her through the highlights of Jax’s vision, knowing Rose was one of the few people who would accept it without automatically reading Jax’s guilt into it.  “What do you think it means?”
 
   “I think another death is coming, soon,” she said after a long moment’s thought, her blue eyes wide.    
 
   “You don’t think he did it, do you?”
 
   “No, not from what you said.  Besides, for all Jax’s temper, he loves women.  I don’t see him as an abuser.”
 
   “This is more than abuse, this is death.  What if we’re wrong?  We didn’t see things coming with Ellie at all.”
 
   “I know, and I have that same jittery feeling again.  That’s why I’m going to go stay with Ruby tonight.  Maybe I can keep her safe.”
 
   “Or put yourself in danger,” Anna pointed out, but Rose just shook her head.  
 
   “Not gonna happen, sweetheart.  I’m a brunette, I’m not on the menu.  Feel free to join us if you want.  It’d be like a slumber party.”
 
   Annaliese smiled over the invitation, but she had something else in mind.  “No, thanks.  I’ll rough it here, if it’s still alright.  I promised Nick I’d stay away from the both of them.”
 
   “Good ol’ Nick and his ever controlling ways,” Rose sighed.  
 
   “He’s just looking out for me, same as you’re doing for Ruby.”
 
   “So why aren’t you spending the night at his place tonight?”  Rose fixed her with a penetrating stare.  “Uh huh, that’s what I thought,” she added when Annaliese didn’t answer.  Picking up her keys, she shouldered her bag and offered Anna a brief hug.  “I’ll catch you later, sweetie.  You know where I’ll be if you need me.”
 
   “Same here,” Annaliese replied, returning the hug.  “Take care.”  
 
   Accompanying Rose to the front door, she locked it up tight and set the perimeter alarm before going up to seek the spare bedroom she usually stayed in when she spent the night.  It was lavishly furnished with a huge king sized bed, decorated in creamy brocade with a punch of burgundy velvet for contrast.  At least a dozen candles perfumed the room with the soothing scent of vanilla and caramel.  
 
   Once she was sure Rose was gone, Anna moved quickly, assembling the items she’d need for another attempt at scrying.  This time she’d focus on expanding that flash of the vision she’d shared with Jackson, and hopefully she’d find a way to identify the killer.  
 
   Rose had all of the components available in her ritual room, especially because Annaliese wanted to keep it simple.  She already had the pretty amber bracelet on, and decided to include a protective ring of salt to keep any bad energies from following her back.  
 
   Only it didn’t work.  None of it did.  
 
   At first she tried reaching a meditative state like she had with Jax, but she never reached that level of trance.  Thinking it might be her own fear holding her back from becoming a part of the darkness again, she switched to fire, her element of choice, focusing on a single candle flame.  It was easy enough to slip her mind into the flame, becoming a part of it, but it didn’t take her to the murder scene.  Instead, it showed her sitting in a booth at her favorite Chinese restaurant with Nick, laughing and having a good time.  Until she opened her fortune and he snatched it out of her hand, his face darkened by a deep scowl.  
 
   The connection was broken and Anna returned to her body, surprised to see the slender taper burning low in the holder.  More time had passed than she’d thought, but still she hadn’t been shown anything interesting.  Frowning to herself as she rose to stretch and bring some life back into her cramped muscles, Anna abandoned her search for enlightenment and went downstairs to fix herself a simple meal of soup and crackers.  
 
   The failure bothered her for the rest of the evening, and even a soothing bath didn’t do much to heal the sense of disappointment that clung to her.  Not wanting to be a nag, nevertheless Anna felt like she had to do something and sent Nick a quick text.  Any response on that sketch yet?
 
   His text came back within a minute.  Nope, but it’s early.
 
   Did you talk to Natalie yet?
 
   This one took longer to receive.  No, there wasn’t time.
 
   Nick!
 
   It’s not something I want to blurt out in the bullpen, okay?  I’ll talk to her, I promise.  Gotta go, Park has something for me.
 
   She wasn’t satisfied, but what else could she say?  Settling in with a movie, she tried not to think about it.  Inevitably though, her thoughts went back to that glimpse of the motel room, thinking about the faded pattern on the bedspread, the dingy color of the walls, every detail she could recall until she nodded off on the couch.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Nick sent the email with a flourish, cc’ing everybody and their mother on it, desperate to pick up a new lead.  It was late, most likely no one would even see them until morning, but he couldn’t help but hit the send/receive button on his email every few minutes to see if there was any response.  
 
   Maybe it would’ve been faster and easier to go through Natalie, but he didn’t want to start the conversation with how he’d obtained the sketch of the unknown victim.  And despite the way he’d stuck up for the FBI agent earlier with Annaliese, he had to admit her suspicions had started to get to him.  Natalie had been behaving different on this case, acting rashly and unprofessionally on occasion.  Was it possible that he couldn’t trust her to give him all relevant intel, not just the parts she deemed important?    
 
   His phone chirped and a message came through from Anna.  Any response on that sketch yet?
 
   Boy, she sounded even more impatient than he was.  He sent back, Nope, but it’s early.
 
   Did you talk to Natalie yet?
 
   Nick squirmed in his seat, glancing up at the clock.  In the back of his mind he knew he probably should’ve brought it up before Natalie took off to get a few hours of rest for her shift on Jax’s surveillance detail, but it was a delicate situation.  Even if he did have his doubts, one didn’t just go accusing an FBI agent of that kind of misconduct, especially not an old friend.  No, there wasn’t time.
 
   Nick!
 
   It’s not something I want to blurt out in the bullpen, okay? I’ll talk to her, I promise.  Before he could hit send, his phone rang, Park’s picture coming up on the screen.  Gotta go, Park has something for me.
 
   “Please tell me you have good news,” he said, crossing his fingers superstitiously.
 
   “That all depends.  Does catching a suspect red handed count as good news?”  She said it so nonchalantly, Nick almost missed the magnitude of her words.
 
   “Shut the front door,” he gasped.  “You have someone in custody?  Who is it?  That nutbar stalker roadie?”
 
   “That’s right.  I’m bringing Mr. Dwiggins in for processing as we speak.”
 
   “What did he do?”
 
   “I don’t want to spoil it for you, I’ll be there in about ten minutes.”
 
   “Why you sly minx, you’re holding out on me on purpose, aren’t you?  I love it!” he crowed, delighted beyond belief with not only her news, but the almost playful banter between them.  His little Shellybelly was indeed coming out of her shell. 
 
   “I’ll be there in a few minutes, sir.  Oh, and tell Brady he owes me twenty.”
 
   “You got it.  I’ll see you in a few.”  
 
   A quick call to Brady and Natalie to bring them in, and Nick could hardly contain himself waiting for Park to show.  He considered calling Annaliese to tell her the good news, but decided to wait and see exactly what they had to work with.  It was almost too good to be true to think it might actually all be over, but he trusted Park’s instincts.  If she said she’d caught him red handed, he knew it must be enough to charge him.  
 
   Finally, she stepped off the elevator, leading Edward Dwiggins by the arm, his hands cuffed behind his back.  The guy was tall, at least six foot two, maybe three, and skinny, his arms and legs gangly.  His blonde hair was the color of straw, natural, since his eyebrows and lashes matched, giving his pale eyes a washed out quality.  Dressed in a simple black t-shirt and jeans, he didn’t give off that overt bad boy vibe, but there was definitely something off about the guy.  
 
   Nick followed her while she took him to their most secure interview room, punching in a code to open the door and shoving him inside. 
 
   “Wait here,” she barked, pulling the door shut before he could say single word.  “Brady here yet?” Park asked casually, as if she hadn’t singlehandedly brought in the bad guy.  
 
   “No, he has farther to come in, but he’s on his way.”
 
   “I don’t know, sir.  Maybe we should wait until the rest of the team arrives, so we don’t have to repeat things.”
 
   “Now you’re just getting ornery,” Nick replied, narrowing his eyes at her.  “Spill or I’ll throw you in the next room and beat it out of you with a wet noodle.”
 
   Park cracked a rare smile.  “I was standing my post around the corner from the main hallway outside Miss May’s hotel room.  I could still see the door easily, but I wasn’t within view of the elevator.  I figured that was the best way to keep an eye on the place but stay out of sight.”
 
   “Smart, and then what?”
 
   “About an hour after the security detachment was dismissed I observed Mr. Dwiggins arrive and prepare to knock on the door.  I approached him and identified myself, asking him to state his business.  He mumbled something about a date with Miss May and when I remarked upon the time, he suddenly got all twitchy and bolted.”  
 
   Interesting.  “What did you do then?  That guy’s at least a half a foot taller than you.  Please tell me you dropped him, flying tackle style,” he grinned.
 
   “That’s when I tasered him, sir.”
 
   “Nice,” he approved.  “But how is that catching him red handed?”
 
   “In the fall, an object I deemed suspicious fell out of Mr. Dwiggins’ pocket.”
 
   “What kind of suspicious?”
 
   “A small plastic baggie of white powder I determined to be GHB.”
 
   “How do you know it was GHB?”
 
   “He admitted to it when I asked him.”  
 
   “No way, he can’t be that stupid.”  Nick looked to the monitor which showed Ed Dwiggins doing his best to pull out a chair with his hands still cuffed behind his back.  
 
   “Oh, he most definitely can, sir.  He kept insisting he’d done nothing wrong and I was interrupting his date.”
 
   It was all interesting and certainly seemed to point things heavily in the roadie’s direction, but it wasn’t enough for the smug confidence in Park’s eye.  “There’s obviously something else you’re not telling me,” he prompted.
 
   “That would be what I found when I searched the rest of his pockets.”  She hesitated and he shook his knuckles at her until she caved and gave him the smoking gun, so to speak.  “I found several tie wraps and a single razor blade wrapped in cardboard.”
 
   Nick let out a low whistle.  “I’d say Brady definitely owes you that twenty.  Did he say what his plans were for the evening?”
 
   “He claimed he was on the way to see Ruby for a special evening of swapping bodily fluids.”  She made a face.  “His words, not mine.”
 
   “Is Ruby alright?”
 
   “Yes, he never breached the suite.  Neither she nor Ms. Spencer had any idea what Dwiggins was going on about, she barely knew who he was.  Dwiggins pitched a fit when she couldn’t come up with his name, started spouting about her denying their love.  That’s when I had to zap him again.”  The tiniest smile hovered over her lips.
 
   “Great job, Michelle,” Nick beamed, clapping her on the shoulder like a proud father and her smile spread to an almost grin.
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   His eyes returned to the monitor, where Dwiggins was scratching his nose against his shoulder to little effect.  “I can’t wait to get in there and break him.  You want first crack at him?”
 
   “As much as I appreciate the opportunity, he and I have already had words.  It might be better if you spoke to him next, or perhaps Brady.  I think he has a problem with women as authority figures.”
 
   “Oh, he does, does he?  I’d better get in there then before Fox gets in here and eats him alive.”  Armed with only the pictures of the victims in a plain manila folder, Nick strolled into the interview room.  The roadie’s eyes lit up as soon as Nick came into the room and Park seemed to be right.  Relief crossed the dirtbag’s face at seeing it was a man.  “Good evening, Mr. Dwiggins,” he said pleasantly, starting to remove the cuffs.  “Or can I call you Ed?”
 
   “It don’t matter to me as long as you take these things off, my nuts are itching something fierce.  I didn’t do nothing wrong.  That crazy bitch don’t got nothing on me.”
 
   Nick ignored the way he dug at his crotch with a smile of satisfaction, opening the file as if he were reading from a report.  “Let’s see here.  Detective Park stopped you outside Miss May’s hotel room, where you freely admitted you intended to seek her out.  You had not only a pocket full of zip ties, but a razor blade and, ah yes, here it is, enough GHB to knock out a rhino.  That doesn’t exactly sound like nothing to me.”
 
   Dwiggins shifted uncomfortably in his chair, face twisted with distress.  “Okay… you’re looking at this the wrong way.”
 
   “Is there a right way to look at it?” Nick asked mildly.
 
   “Yeah, I was going to see Ruby, cause she asked me to.  I wasn’t gonna attack her or nothing, sheesh.”
 
   “Do you have a prior relationship with Ruby?”
 
   His smile spread like an infection, taking over his entire face.  “Ruby and I are like this.”  He put two fingers together, rubbing them against each other in a gesture that made Nick feel crawly.  
 
   “Which means what exactly?”
 
   “She wants me, I know she does.”  He oozed sleaze-covered confidence.
 
   “Did she come right out and tell you that or did you infer it psychically?”
 
   “Huh?”  Nick guessed it took him a few seconds to figure out what infer meant.  “No, see, I’ve loved her from afar for a long time and I could tell she wanted me too, on the count of the way she looks at me.  She looks at me like she sees me, man.  Really sees me, you know?”
 
   Nick nodded, resting his head against his hand, propping himself up against the table.  “Uh huh.  So she saw you and then what?”
 
   “And I knew we were on this collision path where one day we’d just bam, come together.”  His hands smacked against each other, his smile wide and goofy.  “And tonight was supposed to be it, until you guys pinched me for nothing.”  The smile fell away, replaced by a deep scowl.  His emotions were definitely erratic, and Nick suspected he was already on something.  
 
   “So, in this cosmically fated path you were on,” Nick began in a reasonable tone.  “You decided you wanted to be with the woman you love by drugging her and tying her up?  And then what?  You’d decide to carve her into pieces with that blade?”
 
   “No, man, it wasn’t like that.”  His hands came up in a supplicating gesture.  “I’m a lover, not a fighter.  The restraints were for her, yeah, but I wasn’t gonna cut on her.”
 
   “Why tie her up then?”
 
   “She likes it,” he said with a smarmy grin.  “That girl has a dirty, filthy mouth and I can’t wait to be inside it.”
 
   Nick ignored the queasy feeling that statement provoked, forging on.  “What’s the razor blade for?”
 
   “Aw man, you’re gonna make me say it, aren’t you?”
 
   “That is kind of the point of this conversation, yes,” he nodded.
 
   Dwiggins slumped lower in the chair, shaking his head before he blurted out.  “It’s for the coke.”
 
   “What coke?”
 
   “See, first we party with the coke and then we slow things down with some cool jams and drop a little easy lay, and get all crazy-like.”
 
   “Well, you’ve definitely got the crazy part down, so you got that going for you,” Nick quipped, straightening in his chair.  “Where’s the coke?”
 
   “It’s someplace safe, if you catch my drift,” he grinned.
 
   He caught the drift alright, suddenly losing interest in finding it. “Why go through the trouble to keep the coke in a safe place and the GHB in your pocket?” Nick wondered aloud.  
 
   “I thought she might have fun finding it,” Dwiggins sniggered.  “Sorta like a treasure hunt, you dig?”
 
   “Gross.”  
 
   “Look, if you’re going to bust me for the drugs, go ahead and bust me so I can pay my dime and get out.  I’d like to get back to the party before my girl gets cold, if you know what I mean.”
 
   Did the guy seriously not understand what kind of trouble he was in?  “Oh, I think we’ve got a few more questions before we’re done here, Ed.  Tell me, do you always go through this much effort with the girls you woo?”
 
   “Nah, Ruby’s special.  Well, some.  A guy’s gotta get his rocks off while he’s waiting for the main event, you know?”
 
   “And the fact that Miss May was in her room with her girlfriend… how did that factor into your plan?”
 
   “I figured she’d kick that bitch to the curb.  She was only with her because it got her name in the tabloids.  But trust me, she’s into riding hog as much as any other chick.”
 
   “There’s just one problem with the whole seduction scene you’ve laid out.”
 
   “That bitch with the Taser?  Man, my nuts are still aching something fierce.”  Dwiggins pulled at his pants, adjusting himself as Nick blinked at him.
 
   “She tasered you in the balls?”
 
   “No, she tasered me in the chest, but she kneed me in the balls when I wouldn’t go down.”
 
   She really had dropped him.  “That’s what you get for resisting arrest.  Only the problem I was thinking of has less to do with your privates and more to do with your delusions.”  Nick pulled out the smiling picture of Hayley Lambert, sliding it across the table to him.  “What can you tell me about this girl?”
 
   “Smoking hot piece.”
 
   “Is that all?”
 
   His head tilted to one side as he studied her.  “I don’t know, I’d have to see her naked.”
 
   “Oh, but you did see her naked, didn’t you?” Nick pressed.  “The night you killed her.”
 
   “Whoa, hey, I didn’t kill nobody.”
 
   “No?  You just like to drug them and tie them up.”
 
   “It’s all consensual…” he whined, scooting his chair farther away as Nick loomed closer, standing over the table.  
 
   “What about this girl?”  He plunked down another photo.  “Did you party with her?  Did it get out of hand?  At what point did you decide to cut on the girls instead of the drugs?”
 
   “I didn’t do that.  I don’t even know those girls.”
 
   Nick’s voice took on a cajoling tone, trying to coax a response out of him.  “But you wanted to, didn’t you?  Those smoking hot pieces, like you said.  Strutting around in those tight leather clothes, just like Ruby.  Practically asking for it, weren’t they?  Did they want to party too?  And their tattoos, just… like… Ruby.”  He stabbed at the picture with his fingertip to emphasize the words and Dwiggins recoiled, the back of his chair coming up against the wall.
 
   “No, I didn’t want those girls, all I want is Ruby.  It’s always been Ruby.”
 
   “But Ruby doesn’t exactly know you, does she?  She didn’t know any thing about your date tonight or what you had carved out in your twisted mind.  Were you going to kill her too?”
 
   “No, that’s not what happened.  I just needed her to see me.  See that I could be what she needs.  I’m the only one who knows what she needs.”
 
   “And what does Ruby need?”
 
   “She needs a real man to put her in her place.”  He licked his lips, eyes shining as fervor replaced the fear.  “All that talk… I knew we were the same.  I was gonna give it to her good and hard until she screamed for more.  I like it when they scream.”
 
   “Did she scream?”  Nick thrust another picture of Hayley in his face.  One of the crime scene photos that showed plenty of blood.  
 
   “What?  I don’t…”  His eyes swept over the picture and Nick’s gut twisted as he realized the guy was getting off on the sight of the nude girl and all the blood.  
 
   Snatching the picture back, he tucked it away, moving as far away from Dwiggins as he could without looking like he was retreating.  More than anything, Nick wanted some fresh air.  The idea that he was sharing breaths with the scumbag across from him was enough to churn his stomach.  
 
   “Let’s take it from the top,” Nick said, trying to find his calm and get the job done.  “Tell me exactly why you thought Ruby wanted to see you tonight.”  
 
   Dwiggins began his colorful narrative again, a few of the details changing, but the story was essentially the same.  He thoroughly believed that Ruby wanted him to come up and see her for a private party, heavily featuring sex, drugs, and rock and roll.  He seemed almost happy to share the story with Nick and continued to deny any contact with the other girls, but the more he talked, the more vivid and disturbing his feelings for Ruby were revealed.  
 
   “Can I go now?” he asked politely once Nick stood, initial questions exhausted.    
 
   “Better sit tight for now, Eddie.  It’s gonna be a long night.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Park and Brady were excitedly chattering away as Nick stepped out of the interview room, taking a deep breath of semi-clean air.  
 
   “Did you catch the part about Ruby seeing him?  Sounds like shades of stalker mail.  I think this is our guy,” Brady beamed.  “It’s only a matter of time before we break him and he cops to the rest of it.”
 
   “And the part where he said he…”
 
   Nick hustled past them to where Natalie stood staring at the monitor, watching Dwiggins pick his nose.  “So… what do you think?  Does this guy fit the pattern of our psycho or what?”
 
   She didn’t say anything at first, just chewed at her fingernail, lost in thought.  “I don’t know,” Natalie said finally, her head shaking slowly.  “It doesn’t feel right to me.  I don’t like him as our guy.”
 
   “What’s not to like?  We caught him with the drugs and the razor on his way to see Ruby May.  The guy is clearly unstable.  You heard some of the shit he said about liking to hear women scream, didn’t you?”
 
   “Just because the guy is a sexual deviant doesn’t make him a killer.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Natalie…”  He stared at her as the reason behind her objection sank in.  “Don’t tell me you still want to pin this thing on Jax.” 
 
   “I don’t care what you say, I’m going to stick close to May’s side tonight,” she insisted, striding away from the monitor to the desk she’d taken over for the duration of her stay.
 
   Annaliese was right, Natalie couldn’t think clearly when it came to the rocker.  Nick followed her, not ready to let it drop.  “I gotta say, you’re way off the reservation with this one, Nat.”  
 
   “I know what I know, that’s all I can say,” she shrugged.
 
   “And did you pick up that piece of insight when you slept with him and went through his stuff?”
 
   “What?”    
 
   He’d managed to shock her, that much was evident.  Only was she shocked because of the suggestion or because he’d found her out?  His voice dropped to a whisper as he shared the accusation.  “Jax told Anna all about it.  How you seduced him in order to get an up close and personal look at the man.”
 
   “He’s lying,” she hissed, focusing on the monitor before her.  Nick knew her well enough to recognize the evasive technique.  But he didn’t know for sure she was the one lying about her connection to May until she spoke, her voice rich and throbbing, definitely trying too hard as she turned her dark eyes to him.  “I know I came on a little strong with you the other night, but I wouldn’t sleep with a perp to get close to him, that’s crossing the line.”  
 
   “It’s not just crossing the line, it’s obliterating it.”  He shook his head in disgust.  “What the hell happened to you?  You used to be such a good cop, but you’ve lost all sense of objectivity now.  All that can do is hurt the case in the end, and if you’re not careful, your career.”  
 
   All at once she dropped the emotional appeal, her eyes hard as polished stones.  “I don’t need to sit here and be insulted like this.  As far as I’m concerned, you can play pin the crime on the psycho all you want, I’m after the real killer.  You know where to find me if you need me.”
 
   “Nat…”
 
   “Don’t fucking call me unless it’s to apologize.”
 
   There wasn’t much he could say to that, she was the one who’d abandoned her principles in the pursuit of a vendetta.  
 
   It was late when he left the precinct, Dwiggins brought up on charges relating to his dashed attempt on Ruby with the hopes that they’d get the murder rap to stick with more prodding.  
 
   As he drove home, anticipating a cold, lonely bed, Nick thought about calling Annaliese.  Chances were she’d be fast asleep, but this was news worth waking her for in the hopes that it put her mind at ease once and for all.  And maybe he owed her an apology for coming down so hard on Jax.  The more he learned about the guy, the more he’d started to feel sorry for him.  
 
   Thank God for Bluetooth, or he would’ve crashed for sure on his way through the curves on I-5 as he called her.  “Hey, did I wake you?” he asked after her mumbled hello.
 
   “Mmmhmm.  What time is it?”
 
   “It’s late, I know.  I’m sorry, I just thought you’d want to know we’re pretty sure we caught the killer.”
 
   “What?  When… who is it?”
 
   Nick suppressed a laugh at her tone, feeling almost giddy as he filled her in on Ed Dwiggins’ arrest and some of the more prominent highlights of the interrogation.  “So that’s all she wrote.  It’s only a matter of time now before the rest of it comes out, but I think he’s the one.”
 
   “Really?  That’s it?”  There was a long pause.  “Just like that?”
 
   “You sound almost disappointed.”
 
   “No, not at all.  I’m just surprised.  I had this feeling something was coming, I just didn’t think it’d happen without further bloodshed.”
 
   “Well, you can chalk this one up as a win for the good guys.”  It felt good, and despite the late hour, Nick’s mood was upbeat.  They’d solved the case without further bloodshed, and that was huge in the world of multiple homicides.  The fact that it was his team to crack it instead of the Feds was another thing his Captain would be happy about come the morning.  Maybe he could even stand to get away for a few days, just him and Annaliese to catch up and take the next step.  He was already trying to decide what sounded more romantic, Gig Harbor or Astoria, when Anna’s question caught him off guard.  
 
   “Does he have slender arms?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The roadie.  Are his arms slender and pale?”
 
   “Ah… they’re pale, and he is on the skinny side.”  Nick wouldn’t necessarily call him slender, but gangly definitely sounded about right.
 
   She let out a sigh of relief.  “That fits then.”
 
   “I’m glad I have your seal of approval,” he chuckled.  
 
   “So, it’s over.  It’s definitely over?”
 
   “It’s all up to the D.A. now, but I think we’ve got him pretty solid on the attempt against Ruby.  The guy’s not too stable, it’s only a matter of time until he breaks and confesses to the murders.  You’d be surprised what a night in holding can do to a guy’s mental state.”  
 
   The exit for Tigard was fast approaching, and Nick had a sudden idea.  “Listen, I know it’s late, but how about we have that talk now?”
 
   “Now?”  She didn’t sound too keen on the idea.
 
   “We’re both up.  Is there any reason why we shouldn’t?  I feel like we’ve had too much left unsaid between us, and I’d like to clear the air.”
 
   “Sure, I guess that’d be fine.”
 
   Not exactly ringing enthusiasm, but he’d take it.  “Do you think Rose will let me in?  Or will she come after me with a shotgun for trespassing?”
 
   “She’s not here, she’s staying over with Ruby.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right.  Even better, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
 
   Only he didn’t get a chance to talk things out with her.  Almost from the moment he stepped into the house, Annaliese surprised him with a heated kiss and he forgot all the carefully crafted phrases he’d chosen on the drive over.  All that mattered was the feel of her, warm and willing in his arms.  There would be time later for apologies and maybe even proposals, but in that moment, Nick needed to show her how much he loved her with more than words.  
 
   Somehow, they made it upstairs before the clothes started coming off.  It was all Nick could do to keep up with her as she tore at his shirt, nearly strangling himself in his hurry to remove his tie.  He couldn’t get enough of her smooth, silky skin; every taste of her made him crave another.  Everywhere he touched only made him want more, to know every secret her body possessed.  To make her his in every way that mattered.  
 
   Some part of his cop’s brain catalogued that the room was fancy, beautiful even, but all he had eyes for was Anna as they tumbled onto the bed, nothing between them but the briefest ribbon of air as their mouths crashed together hungrily.  This was his reward, for all the years of service, the sacrifices both personal and professional in order to do the right thing.  Annaliese was everything he’d ever wanted, and Nick was humbled by the gift she gave him as she settled him between her thighs.  
 
   The sight of her leaning back, dark hair strewn across the pillow, her eyes smoky with desire, it was the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen.  She reached for him, and his breath caught between his teeth in a sharp hiss as he resisted the urge to buck against her.  He needed to say something first.  
 
   “Wait…”
 
   “What’s wrong?” she whispered, her face clouding with doubt.
 
   “Nothing is wrong.  It’s just…”  He braced himself up on his elbows, fingers exploring the soft contours of her face.  “I love you, Annie.  I should’ve said it before when you did, but I wasn’t sure if you meant to, or it was a mistake and…” 
 
   “I love you too,” she breathed in wonder, her growing smile radiant.  
 
   “I’m sorry about before, I…”
 
   Her finger lay across his lips, silencing him with a single touch.  “Shhh, it doesn’t matter.  Whatever came before, it’s all in the past.  This is all that matters now, you and me and the future we make together.”
 
   “Is that what we’re making?  I sort of thought we were making love.”
 
   “It’s the same thing,” she dimpled.  
 
   “As long as we get to the lovin’ part, I’m in,” he grinned, growling as he attacked her neck, and Anna’s head fell back with laughter, fingers teasing his sides in retribution.  The giggles and squeals gradually gave way to sharper breaths and moans as the touches grew more intimate, a sense of urgency leading their movements until he sank into her and found his future.    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The scent of long dead things assailed her senses, but Annaliese couldn’t cover her nose.  She couldn’t make her body move at all, merely a passenger with no control and no voice.
 
   A nude girl lay on the bed, her head thrown back, blonde hair obscuring her face.  Her body was ripe and rosy, at the peak of perfection.  The gash on her wrist, wide and gaping, seemed almost obscene in the face of such youthful beauty, the blood too dark, the corruption pooling onto the floor.  These things Anna saw in the space between one heartbeat and the next, her attention diverted by the movement of her own hands as she peeled off a disposable glove to reveal slender fingers, nails bitten to the quick.  
 
   No, this was different, this was wrong.  In a sudden shocking revelation, Anna realized this was not the same scene she’d glimpsed in Jackson’s vision. The girl on the bed was stripped completely naked, the design etched into her flesh on her abdomen, not her hip.  This was another victim, another death.
 
   A voice spoke, words of power in a harsh, guttural whisper.  “Vos obsecro, domine mi profanum.  Hanc oblationem, et potestas tua me saties tuas carnem et sanguinem petere.” 
 
   Her uncovered hand stretched out over the outline cut into the girl’s belly and Annaliese felt the power flowing through her.  The smell of charring flesh intensified, the sigil darkening under her hand, a blackened mark appearing on the flesh until a tattoo formed where the cut once sat.  
 
   “Sanguinem enim, et caro in phantasia.  Veni ad me, et salvum me fac.  Venit Mael…”
 
   Annaliese knew enough Latin to get the gist of every third word, not enough to gauge the intent more than in a general sense, but she could tell it wasn’t good.  The final two words were clear enough to understand though, and they filled her with dread.
 
   Mael comes.  
 
   And then it hit her, a sinister force thrumming through every fiber of her body, filling her to the limit with dark energy until she felt like she wanted to peel off her own skin to let it out.  Mute and helpless, Anna screamed in the confines of her mind as the body she inhabited reveled in the power, drinking it in and craving more.  The stain of evil grew and grew until she thought she might drown in it, and Anna tried to make herself as small as possible, safeguarding her soul from corruption.
 
   All at once she slammed back into her body, sucking in a long, gasping breath as the candles in the room all flared to life at once.  If she wasn’t freaked out before, the spontaneous use of her power certainly kicked her heart rate up another notch, and Anna reached for Nick.  She had to warn him, she had to stop it from happening again.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Nick came awake with a start, automatically reaching for the gun on his nightstand that wasn’t there.  Neither was his nightstand, and it took him half a second to figure out where he was that would have so many candles.  He was pretty sure they hadn’t gone to sleep with them lit, that was a surefire recipe for a horrible, smoky, death.  
 
   “Who… what?” he blinked blearily, reaching up to wipe the sleep from his eyes.  “Why are all the candles lit?  Was that you?”
 
   “Nick, I just…” Anna’s sobs reached him as she buried her face in his chest and he came fully awake instantly.  
 
   “What’s wrong?” he frowned, looking for some sign of what might have upset her, but coming up with nothing.  
 
   “Everything,” she sniffed, her voice muffled.  “I saw… God, it was awful.  So much blood.”
 
   “Are you hurt?  What happened?”  There was no sign of blood that he could see.
 
   “No, I’m not hurt, it’s… it was so real.”  
 
   All at once he began to understand.  “Did you have a nightmare?”
 
   “I think… I’m not sure.”  She pushed herself up to look at him, her eyes red and teary.  “I think it was another vision.  I tried it again before, hoping I’d be able to see more about the killer, but it didn’t work.”  
 
   “Hey, it’s okay,” he said, rubbing her back in little circles.  “We caught the guy, there’s no reason for you to be so upset.  It’s all over.”
 
   “No, you don’t understand.”  Anna sat up, hugging the sheet to her body.  “This wasn’t what I saw with Jax, this was new.  It was a different murder.  She was nude, and the mark wasn’t on her hip, it was on her abdomen.”  She clutched her own middle, as if she felt the mark there.  “We have to stop it before it happens again.”  
 
   “Annie, try and calm down.  Maybe you saw one of the other prior deaths?  What makes you think it was a new death?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, her brows drawing together into a single dark line.  “It’s just a feeling I have, that it was new.”  
 
   “Is there a possibility you had a bad dream?  Don’t get me wrong, I know you have that sight thing like you had when you dreamed about Mei and Seraphine.  But isn’t it possible this was a dream and nothing more?”  
 
   “But everything was so vivid and that room had the worst smell, like burning flesh.”  Her face twisted in disgust.  
 
   “I know that smell,” he said, laying a hand on her knee.  The possibility that she’d tapped into something so awful freaked him out, and Nick used his training to keep them both from jumping to conclusions without examining all of the facts first.  “Calm down and take a breath,” he said, sitting up in bed.  “Tell me exactly what happened.”
 
   Annaliese launched into a description of the dream and Nick was shocked by the level of vivid detail she was able to provide.  He might’ve very easily believed in the possibility of upcoming danger if not for one thing.  “Only I already told you we caught the guy.  There’s nothing to worry about anymore.”
 
   “Did you?  Or did you just pick up a guy with a sick fetish?  The body I was in, I’m almost positive it was a woman’s body.  The hand I saw without the glove, it looked like a woman’s hand, not a man’s.  And the thing with the tattoo…”
 
   “Right.  The part where he branded her with a tattoo without even touching her?  That’s the part that makes me think it was more of a dream than a premonition.  Is such a thing even possible?”
 
   “How can you ask me that, Nick?  You know what Ellie did to my sisters.”  She got up, tugging on his shirt with short, angry movements.
 
   “Hey, hey calm down a sec.  I’m sorry, but you can understand why I have my doubts, can’t you?”
 
   “Mael comes, that’s what she said,” Anna muttered distractedly, as if she hadn’t even heard him.
 
   “Who’s Mael?”
 
   Annaliese paced around the room, shaking her hands as if flinging off something sticky clinging to her skin.  “A dark entity, a demon or a spirit, no one knows for certain.  But he’s not good, that’s for sure.  Whoever’s doing this, they’re doing it to please Mael.  It’s an offering.”
 
   “Okay then, why pick band groupies?  Aren’t you supposed to sacrifice a virgin?”
 
   She shot him a dark look.  “That’s not funny.  I don’t know why she’s doing it, but there was definitely a lot of dark energy flying around in that room.”  
 
   Nick scooted to the edge of the bed, capturing her hand when she passed by.  “Or… it was just a dream.”
 
   “Okay, but…”
 
   “I’m willing to keep an open mind about the possibility that there’s a crazed wicked witch looking to summon a demon for unknown reasons, but you need to acknowledge the fact that it’s possible this was only a dream.”
 
   She looked at him mutely for long moments before she took a breath.  “Fine, I admit, it’s possible.”
 
   “And you didn’t see the girl’s face, so there’s no way to identify her.”  
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “And the only part of the killer you saw was one hand.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “Then come back to bed and we can talk about this in the morning.”  He tugged lightly on her hand.  
 
   “Nick…”
 
   “I promise you, everything will look brighter in the morning with a good night’s sleep.”
 
   Anna’s face was still set in mutinous lines.  “Somehow I don’t think I’ll be able to skip off to dreamland after what I saw tonight, but you go ahead.”
 
   “Nuh uh, nope.  You’re not getting off so easily.”  Giving her a sharp tug, he tumbled her in beside him, immediately swallowing her up with the warm covers.  “Get in here and I’ll help you fall asleep.”
 
   “Oh, you will, will you?” she smirked, even as she wrapped her cool limbs around him.  
 
   Nick prepared himself for the shock of cold feet against his.  He didn’t even flinch when it came.  “Right.  Now when Veronica has a bad dream, the first thing I do, besides look under the bed and in the closet, is to tell her a bedtime story.”
 
   “You’re going to tell me a bedtime story?”  Her lips curved in amusement as she snuggled closer.  “I can’t wait to hear this.”
 
   “We listen with our ears, not our mouths,” he cautioned, enjoying the feel of her in his arms.  
 
   “I’ll show you what I can do with my mouth,” she breathed.
 
   “You can, but then this will turn into an entirely different kind of story,” he pointed out.  “On second thought…”
 
   “No, you go ahead, I want to hear my bedtime story.  I’ll be good, I promise.”
 
   Nick hesitated, distracted by the soft rush of her breath on his neck before he began.  “This is the story of Annielocks and the Three Bears.  Once upon a time, there was a pretty little girl named Annielocks who lived out in the woods with her friend Rosehilda.”
 
   “Oh, brother…”
 
   “Annielocks loved to sing and frolic in the woods, but her friend Rosehilda always warned her never to venture into the thick of the forest, because it was full of elves.”
 
   “I think it’d be cool to meet elves.”
 
   “Not these elves, because they’d steal your shoes and sell them to the cobbler who lived down the lane.”
 
   “Elves are supposed to make shoes, not steal them.”
 
   “Not the lazy ones.  Shh, this is the best part.”  He tapped a finger across her lips.  “One day, when she was out gathering flowers, she happened upon a wolf.  Not a big, bad, wolf, but a dashingly handsome wolf.”
 
   “Wait, what happened to the bears?”
 
   “Do you want to hear this story or not?” 
 
   “That all depends, are you the wolf?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Does the story end with the wolf eating Annielocks?”  She lifted her head, fixing him with a pointed look, and Nick waggled his eyebrows.  
 
   “Maybe.  But only after they get to know each other better.  A lot better,” he growled, going for her neck again.  Annaliese giggled, the sound music to his ears, dark dreams banished for now.  He didn’t let up until the wolf had huffed and puffed his way past Annielocks’ defenses and they both lay in a sweaty tangle of limbs.  
 
   “So, what do you think?” he asked, falling back against the sheets.  “Is it a happy ending?”
 
   “I’ll say,” she agreed, doing her share of huffing and puffing until her body calmed.  “Of course now I’m spoiled, I’ll want a bedtime story every night.”
 
   Talk about a perfect opening for that talk about the future.  “Now that you mention it…”  Nick’s phone buzzed, still tucked into his pants and he covered his eyes with a groan.  He couldn’t catch a break.  “Maybe if we’re quiet it’ll stop ringing.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, what if it’s something about the case?” Anna said, wriggling to the edge of the bed to scoop up his pants and hand the phone over.  “It’s Brady.”
 
   “At this hour?  That can’t be good,” Nick frowned, answering the call.  “You’d better not be hitting me up for a loan to pay Park that twenty,” he growled.  
 
   “Actually, she had to give me that twenty back.”
 
   Uh oh.  “What’s going on?”
 
   “We’ve got another one.  Uniforms called in a stiff at the Sleepaway Motel over by Stark.  Park and I are on the scene now.  Same M.O. and same physical type.”
 
   “Shit.  Alright, I’ll be right down.”
 
   “Hey, Nick?”
 
   “Yeah, Brady?”
 
   “This one’s fresh, she’s still warm.”
 
   “Alright, go ahead and wake up Captain Quinn then, see if you can get authorization to mobilize some black and whites to sweep the area.  Maybe we’ll get lucky this time.”
 
   “You got it, boss-man.”
 
   “Someone else died?” Annaliese asked as soon as he got off the phone.   He was already up and hunting around for his discarded clothes.   
 
   “Yep, I’m afraid so.  Brady says the body’s still warm, so it couldn’t have been that long ago.  Listen, I’m sorry, but I have to go.”  A lot of women couldn’t handle it when he had to leave to go do cop stuff at all hours of the night, and she definitely didn’t look happy.  But Anna surprised him by leaning over the side of the bed to find her jeans and pull them on.  
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked, and she looked up as she zipped them up.
 
   “I’m coming with you.”
 
   “No you’re not.  It’s a crime scene, not a date.”
 
   “That’s never stopped you before,” Anna snorted, and Nick had to concede, she had a point.  He’d never been shy about involving her on cases in the past – but only when strictly necessary.  She seemed to think this qualified.  “Nick, if there’s something otherworldly going on, I might be able to recognize something you won’t.  Don’t you see?  If this just happened, that means it could’ve been while I was dreaming.  I might’ve seen the murder happen in my vision.  I have to go with you and see for myself.”
 
   Nick hesitated, protocol warring with the logical argument she presented about very illogical circumstances.  “Fine, but I’m going to need my shirt back.”  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   By the time they got there, the place was crawling with CSU people, practically tripping over each other in the confined space.  Nick and Annaliese hung back, trying to stay out of the way while Park and Brady brought him up to speed on what they knew so far.  
 
   Lucky’s Motel was the Taj Majal compared to the Sleepaway.  Dinky rooms with just a toilet and a sink in the closet, not even a shower.  Blood had seeped outside the door, leading to the 911 call, and the uniforms had done a good job keeping people away from the mess.  
 
   Park recited the victim’s stats from memory.  “Her name was Angela Parker, twenty-two years old, an Environmental Studies student at Marylhurst College in West Linn.”  
 
   “Environmental Studies major?  How’d you find that out?” Nick asked.  
 
   She jerked her head toward the open door.  “Her book bag is over there in the corner, the biology text is for an advanced degree course in Environmental Studies.  My cousin goes there,” she shrugged.
 
   “Anyway, she doesn’t fit the typical profile of rock groupie at all,” Brady chimed in.  “No wild make-up, her clothes were more functional than funky, and the only things she wore made of leather were her boots.”  
 
   “That’s odd,” Nick frowned.  “What about a tattoo?”
 
   “That’s where we made the leap that this is no suicide,” Park said.  “The tattoo is on her abdomen, same as the others.”
 
   Nick traded a look with Annaliese.  “Then she must be a fan.”
 
   “Not necessarily,” Anna hissed, squeezing his arm.  “In my dream she didn’t have the tattoo until the killer put it there.” 
 
   “What’s this about a dream?” Brady perked up, but Nick waved him off.
 
   “Nothing.  Who paid for the room?”
 
   Brady’s smile was a mile wide.  “She did, with – get this – a hundred dollar bill.”
 
   It definitely fit the pattern.  “Did we ever get anywhere with tracing the last bill?”
 
   “Beats me, Fox was in charge of that.  She hasn’t said so one way or the other, so I’m assuming no.”
 
   “What else do we know about her?  Does she live around here?”
 
   “No, sir,” Park replied.  “The address on her driver’s license puts her in Beaverton, out past Murray Hill.”
 
   Craning his head to get a look inside, Nick couldn’t see much, the girl’s head turned away from the door, mostly covered by her hair.  “Huh, I wonder what she was doing in this neighborhood?” he wondered aloud.  “What about searching the surrounding area?  Did Quinn give the go ahead?”
 
   “Yes, he gave us six black and whites to canvas the area,” Brady nodded.  “They’re shining a light into all the dark corners, but chances are our killer is long gone.  We’ll keep at it though.  Come morning, we’ll start knocking on doors and see if anyone saw anything.”
 
   Two CSU techs came out, tugging off their masks to gulp fresh breaths of the night air.  One of them pinched the bridge of his nose like he had a headache, the other pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes as if they stung.
 
   “Is it bad?” Nick asked, approaching the room with dread.
 
   “No, it’s fucking Candyland in there,” the one with the headache bit back.  “What kind of a question is that?”
 
   “One that comes from the Sergeant in charge,” Nick bristled, not appreciating the guy’s attitude.  
 
   The tech looked startled and sidestepped away, heading to the van with his gear.  “It’s a real bloodbath,” he muttered.
 
   There was one tech left in the room, working by the small window, with Dr. Libby Fielding standing on the other side of the bed, and Nick decided to go take a closer look.  Anna moved to follow him, but Park laid a hand on her arm.  
 
   “You’re not going to want to go in there, Annaliese, it’s not pretty.”
 
   Nick took one step into the room and was inclined to agree.  “Maybe she’s right.  Why don’t you wait outside and we’ll get you to look at some of the pictures?”
 
   “I want to take a quick look, I promise I won’t interfere or touch anything,” Annaliese pleaded.  “Besides, I’ve seen so much death by now, I think I’m getting kind of used to it.”
 
   “That’s the sort of thing I’d rather you not get used to,” he frowned.
 
   “Nick, it’s the whole reason I came down here.  It’ll be fine.”
 
   “Alright, just a quick peek.”
 
   Park hung back, Brady sticking to her side like glue.  “We’ll wait out here, sir.  There’s not much room in there.”
 
   Nick nodded, but he understood the real reason for their reluctance to enter.  The air was oppressive inside the crappy little room, stagnant, the metallic scent of blood mixing unfavorably with that burning hair stink from the last crime scene, and he wished he had one of those paper masks the CSU guys had.  Immediately, he began to sweat under his suit coat, but didn’t want to take it off and expose himself to more of the room.  
 
   The girl lay hanging half off the bed, the cut arm dangling almost to the floor.  The bedspread was liberally spattered with blood, but the majority of it had drained to the cheap carpet below, the uneven floor spreading the stain.  That was the only reason why she’d been found so quickly, the blood had seeped out under the gap in the doorframe to the concrete outside.  
 
   They had to watch their step to avoid the numbered markers on the floor delineating the trail of the blood and the scuttle of roaches eager to join in the feast.  Libby and the tech ignored the squalor, faces intent on their duties.  Annaliese clung to him, up on the balls of her feet, as though she didn’t want to step in the filth more than she had to.  Briefly, he thought about marching her right back out of there, but decided the best way to handle it would be to ask her to do what she came for.  
 
   “Is this what you saw?” he asked gently.
 
   “Yes, this is exactly it,” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper in the eerie stillness of the room.  “Everything from the hair over her face, to the pattern on the bedspread to the…” she swallowed uncomfortably, “…smell.”  Her eyes closed, breathing in rapid, shallow breaths.  “Can you feel it?”
 
   “Feel what?”
 
   “The oppressive energy in the room.”
 
   It certainly was horrible in there, but despite the nasty stink, it wasn’t the worst murder he’d even walked up on.  But her experiences were much more limited, of course she’d find it oppressive.  “It is a crime scene,” he pointed out.  
 
   “No, it’s more than that.  It’s like a cloud of evil clinging to everything,” she insisted, turning her wide green eyes up to him.  “I’m telling you, something powerful was summoned here.  Something pretty evil to leave behind this kind of residue.  I feel sick breathing it in.  Ugh, can we prop the door open maybe?”
 
   “Soon, the guys are almost done.”
 
   “Do you mind if I wait outside then?”
 
   Nick choked back the urge to say something in the vein of I told you so, offering her a tight smile.  “Sure, of course.  I’ll be out as soon as I’m done in here.”  The brief burst of fresh air was almost instantly defeated by the room, and Nick wished he was going with her before turning his attention back to the body.  “How long has she been dead?”
 
   “Not long at all,” Libby replied without looking up.  “This is kind of a new low even for you, isn’t it, Gibson?  Bringing your girlfriend to an active crime scene like this.”
 
   Nick started to reply with a stinging retort but caught himself in time.  Maybe Anna was right.  Maybe there was an evil residue clinging to the murder scene?  Was that why everyone was in such a shitty mood, not only at this crime scene, but the last one as well?  
 
   “I’ll wait for you outside and we can talk more,” he said in as mild a tone as he could manage.  
 
   “Don’t do me any favors.”
 
   Nick hesitated at the door, allowing for a greater influx of clean air, careful to avoid the blood on the way out.  “Libby, don’t stay in here too long, okay?  It’s not good for you.”
 
   She flipped him the middle finger without looking up, continuing on with her job.  
 
   Taking a last look into the room, his gaze settled on a pair of numbered markers on the floor.  “Hello, is this what I think it is?” he asked, squatting down on his haunches.  The two others in the room ignored him as he examined the marks on the threadbare carpet more closely.  
 
   There was a distinct set of two footprints, most likely feminine due to the size and general shape of the shoe.  Even though it was a sure bet the entire room had already been amply photographed, Nick took a couple of shots on his phone before stepping outside.  
 
   Annaliese stood with Park, her hands wrapped around a paper cup of coffee.  “Feeling better?” he asked, glad to see her nod and weak smile.  “Hey guys, did you take a look at those footprints by the door?”
 
   “What footprints?” Brady asked, loping over from where he’d been talking to one of the uniformed cops.  “Shit, how did I miss that?”
 
   Park frowned over the image, unconvinced.  “Are you sure these are footprints, sir?  They don’t look right to me.”
 
   “No, it does,” Annaliese agreed, leaning close to pinch the image wider on his phone.  “See, this is the ball of the foot and this dot here is the heel.  You almost miss it as spatter unless you’re really looking for it.”
 
   “It’s a woman’s footprint?” Park’s face registered shock.  Nick realized he hadn’t said a thing about the possibility of the killer being a woman based on the visions, no wonder why they’d missed it.  
 
   “I’ll go get the exact measurements from the CSU guys,” Brady volunteered, even as Park scrolled furiously through the screens on her phone.  By the time he came back with the numbers, she was ready for him.  Seconds later they had the answer they needed.
 
   “Based on the stride we can estimate a rough height of between five foot seven or eight,” she reported.
 
   “This clears Jax then, right?” Annaliese said with barely controlled excitement.  “He’s over six feet, easy.”
 
   “Not necessarily,” Nick felt obligated to point out.  “The footprints might not belong to the killer.”  
 
   “Oh, come on, Nick.  I saw a woman and now you’ve got female footprints at the scene.  How much more confirmation do you need?”
 
   Park and Brady were being awfully loud in their silence, and Nick could tell by looking at them that they were dying to know more about these visions Annaliese kept talking about.  But before he could begin that awkward conversation, Anna said something else that got him to thinking.  
 
   “Jax is probably at home asleep with no alibi again, thanks to my spending the night at Rose’s.  If I’d been there, we could’ve put this to rest once and for all.”
 
   “Shit, I almost forgot.  I’d better give Natalie a call, let her know there’s a new body.”  If she reported that Jax had been buttoned up inside sleeping the sleep of the innocent all night, then Nick was willing to admit there was no possibility that he was their guy.  Only Natalie didn’t answer her phone.  Nick left a brief message, asking for an immediate callback, and was about to send her a text message when Libby came out of the motel room.
 
   She looked just as exhausted as the CSU techs, sagging against the side of the building as she took in a few quick gulps of air.  Instead of flooding her with questions, Nick took Anna’s full cup of coffee and pressed it into the M.E.’s hands.  
 
   “Hey, why don’t you come and sit for a few minutes, take the edge off,” he said gently, half expecting her to bite his head off.  Instead, she went with him, clutching the cup of coffee like a lifeline.  After he could see some of the effects of the room begin to fade, he offered her a tentative smile.  “How’re you feeling, champ?”
 
   “Like I’ve lost a few rounds too many,” she admitted with a grimace.  “Maybe I’m getting too old for this job.  These middle of the night calls are taking more out of me than they used to.”
 
   “Naw, don’t say that.  If you’re getting old then I must be ancient.”  
 
   “Well, you are,” she admitted, taking another sip of coffee, more of the tension fading.  “Hey, listen, that crack before about Annaliese…”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, it’s water under the bridge.  The pressure gets to us all sometimes.”
 
   “Still, I didn’t have to be such a bitch,” she said, draining the rest of the cup and crunching it in her tiny fist.  “Alright, back to work.  It’s going to be a long day for all of us,” she sighed, leading him back to where Park and Brady kept Annaliese company.  “So, here’s what I’ve got.  Based on body temperature and lividity, I’d say she died between one to one and a half hours before I got here, which was… about half an hour ago.  Rigor hasn’t set in yet, she’s definitely a fresh one.”
 
   “That lines up with when I had that dream,” Annaliese said, drawing all eyes to her.  “I saw the murder happen, but I can’t be much help as to what she looks like, only that it was a woman, and she didn’t have any tattoos or scars on her arms.”
 
   Nick bit the inside of his cheek, waiting for the taunts or snickering jokes, but they never came.  Instead, his team absorbed the information and moved on.    
 
   Fielding went on with her report.  “This time we have a contusion on the back of the head, not enough to kill her, but hard enough to knock her out.”  
 
   “That’s new,” Nick frowned.  That made two things out of the ordinary in this latest killing.  Did that mean the killer was losing control or just shifting their M.O.?  Or was this death somehow different from the others?  “Either she didn’t have sufficient GHB in her system to make her pliable enough, or the killer got too impatient for it to do its thing.  Any idea what was used to conk her on the head?”
 
   “My guess is it’s her own shoe.”  Libby held up a purple leather boot sealed in a plastic bag, thick soled and sturdy.  “I found trace elements of blood on the heel, I’m betting it’s the victim’s.”
 
   “So, the killer micks her, but she’s not as out of it as she needs her to be, or maybe she didn’t drink enough of it.  She conks her on the head and then strips her and does her thing, not noticing that she’s stepped in the blood on the way out.  She’s been so careful up until now, why the sudden changes?
 
   “Maybe she was in a hurry?” Brady suggested.  “Maybe the girl started to squawk before she knocked her out?”
 
   “That could be,” Nick allowed, stepping away as they all swapped possible theories.  Trying Natalie’s cell, he frowned when it went to voicemail again.  Something wasn’t right.  Flagging down one of the uniforms, he asked him to go check on her at Annaliese’s house, where she was parked, watching Jax.  While the evidence had started to point away from the rocker, the fact that he couldn’t reach Natalie didn’t sit well with him.  Maybe she’d fallen asleep in the car and hadn’t heard the call, but at the very least the officer could get her attention and let her know there’d been another murder.     
 
   There was a lot to coordinate as reports started coming in from the cars out in the field.  Unfortunately, no one spotted any suspicious looking individuals, either male or female, but Brady came over with a sack full of videotapes from neighboring surveillance cameras, so that gave them something to go on at least.  
 
   “Hey, Sergeant Gibson?” One of the beat cops approached, his face a mask of tightly controlled excitement.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “I just got a call on the radio.  You sent Hentz over to check up on Special Agent Fox?  Well, she’s not there.”
 
   “That’s fine.  She probably gave up and went home for the night.  Tell him thanks for me.”
 
   “No, her car is still there, but there’s no sign of her anywhere.  Should I tell him to approach the house?”
 
   “No, tell him to do a slow patrol through the neighboring streets and see if he can spot her.  I’m on my way down there.”
 
   “What’s going on?  Where is Natalie supposed to be tonight?” Annaliese asked, snapping out of the semi-doze she’d been in from his car.
 
   “Okay, don’t freak out, but she’s been keeping an eye on Jax.”  He said it fast, bracing himself for a smackdown, but she seemed more surprised than anything as he started the car and sped away.
 
   “Outside my house?  But didn’t you think you had the killer in custody with that Dwight guy?”
 
   “Ed Dwiggins, and yes, we did, but Natalie was pretty stubborn about thinking Jax is still the killer.  I can’t say too much about it since it turns out she was right about Dwiggins not being our guy.”
 
   “You don’t still think it’s Jax, do you?”
 
   Nick was silent for a moment, blaming it on taking a curve at high speeds, but mostly he was trying to find the right words.  “I think we definitely need to talk to him to see if he experienced another blackout.”
 
   “But we know it’s a woman.”
 
   “We don’t know anything, and we won’t know until we catch the killer.  Now hold on to your hat, this is gonna be rough.”  
 
   Conversation was suspended for the rest of the drive as he focused on getting them there in one piece.  He spotted her car right away on the street and double parked beside it, leaping out of the car when he spotted the figure inside, half sure he’d find her unconscious or worse.  
 
   Instead, Natalie jumped a mile high at the sudden interruption, swearing in two languages after spilling her cup of coffee.  “Goddamn it, Nick.  What’s wrong with you?” she growled, climbing out of the car to shake the mess out.
 
   “Where the hell have you been?” Nick demanded, ignoring her deadly stare.  
 
   “Sitting right here, what do you think?”
 
   “No, you definitely weren’t here when I had the black and white come check on you not fifteen minutes ago.”
 
   “Oh, well sure, not fifteen minutes ago,” she agreed.  “I went up the street to get a cup of coffee.  My ass was starting to go to sleep, I needed to get up and walk for a while.  What’s the big deal?”
 
   “Why didn’t you answer your phone?”
 
   She looked in the car to the passenger’s seat.  “Oh shit, I left it in here while I was out and then I didn’t notice I had a missed call.  You’re starting to freak me out, Nick.  What’s going on?”
 
   “There’s been another murder, that’s what’s going on,” Annaliese replied, already digging out her keys.  “I’m going to go check on Jax and see if he’s alright.”
 
   “No, wait, I’d better go with you,” said Nick, snatching the keys out of her hands.  
 
   “Wait, wait, wait…” Natalie interrupted, grabbing hold of his arm.  “You can’t just say murder and take off.  I need details.”
 
   Nick wasn’t in the mood for her bullshit, especially after he’d been worried sick for nothing.  “Then maybe you should’ve made yourself available to receive them.  Come with if you want to, but we’re going inside.”
 
   “What’s the rush, for chrissakes?” she blinked, following them up the walk.  “He’s buttoned up tight for the night.  May hasn’t made a move all night.”  
 
   “How do you know?  How long were you gone for?”
 
   “I don’t know, not that long.  How long ago was the murder?”
 
   “If the two of you don’t mind, I’d like to go inside,” Annaliese muttered, plucking the keys from Nick’s hand and letting herself in.  “That’s odd, the alarm isn’t set,” she frowned, snapping on the lights.  
 
   “Annie, stay behind me,” Nick growled, darting inside to catch up with her.  
 
   “Shhh, I’m sure it’s fine.  I’d rather not wake him up if he’s sleeping.  I’ll poke my head in and then we can continue this discussion quietly,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument.  Nick allowed her to take the lead, but once they were upstairs, he gently pushed her aside to look into the spare bedroom first.  
 
   Only Jax wasn’t in there.  “Annie, go outside and sit in the car.”
 
   “Why?”  
 
   “Because I have a bad feeling about this.  Nat, fan out, let’s check out all the rooms and see if there’s any sign of him.  There’s also an attic.”  The special agent nodded, easing her gun out of her holster and Anna refused to budge.  
 
   “No way.  I’m not leaving you guys to search my house with Jax inside and her with an itchy trigger finger.”
 
   Nick was inclined to agree with her.  “Put your piece away, Nat.  I’m not signing off on any accidents.”  He stared her down until she complied, and only then did Annaliese agree to go down the stairs.  
 
   The master bedroom turned up empty, so did the office and bathroom.  Nick was about to search the attic when he heard a shocked squeal from downstairs that he just knew came from Annaliese.  Damn it, why wasn’t she out in the car?  Taking the stairs two at a time, Nick careened into the kitchen, his heart about to burst from his chest until he saw Annaliese pulling Jax into the light.  
 
   May’s face was waxy and blank, and he gave no sign that he knew where he was.  A dark smear marred the front of his t-shirt, and his eye was bruised and bloody.  
 
   “Annie, back away from him,” Nick instructed, not liking what he saw one bit.
 
   “No, he’s hurt,” Annaliese refused, bringing him into the kitchen.  “Oh, sweet Goddess, look at your hands.”  She picked one bruised and bloody knuckle up to inspect it closer.  May’s hand came up like a puppet, but his face registered nothing.  “Jackson, what happened?”  
 
   “Annie, back away from him right… now.”  Nick circled around the room, watching May like a hawk.  
 
   “But…”
 
   Nick approached slowly, grabbing hold of Anna’s wrist and tugging her to him with a fast yank, making her head wobble as she was pulled off balance.  As gently as possible, he pushed her behind him as Natalie came around the corner, her eyes widening and then crinkling with glee.
 
   Jax May gave a sudden start, blinking rapidly under the glare of the kitchen light.  It took him a few seconds to take in his surroundings before his shoulders slumped in dismay.  “It happened again, didn’t it?” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
    “Again?” Natalie asked, with a pointed look to Nick.  “What’s happened again?”
 
   Annaliese ignored the question, shrugging herself free from Nick’s hold to dart forward to Jax’s side.  “Jackson, are you alright?”
 
   “I don’t know, I think so, I…  Ow, my eye hurts like hell,” he winced.
 
   “Don’t touch it, you’ve got quite a shiner and your hands are all beat up.  Let me get you a wet towel.”
 
   Nick moved to block her path.  “Annie, I can’t let you do that.  We need to get him down to the station and the less you contaminate the evidence, the better.”
 
   “Evidence, what do you mean evidence?” she scoffed.  “He’s been beat up, that’s all.”    
 
   “There’s been another murder, hasn’t there?” Jax asked, worry and a touch of fear puckering his brow.
 
   “You think?” Natalie smirked.  “Isn’t that the vic’s blood all over your shirt?”
 
   He looked down.  “What?  No… Shit, is that blood?”
 
   “His eye is cut and so are his knuckles, it’s probably his own blood,” Annaliese said patiently, and Nick took up the questioning, trying for a mild, conversational tone.  
 
   “Where have you been, Jax?” 
 
   “I… I’m not sure.  Out for a walk, I guess.”
 
   He didn’t sound too certain of that.  “At this time of night?  Where did you go?”
 
   “I couldn’t say.”
 
   “You’d better say,” Natalie growled and Nick shot her a quelling look.
 
   “You’re not helping,” he admonished her.  “Jax, do you remember when you left the house tonight?”
 
   “No, I’m sorry, I don’t.”
 
   “Do you remember seeing or talking to anyone along the way who could vouch for where you were?”
 
   Jax gave a helpless shrug, and Nick felt for the guy, but he didn’t leave him a whole hell of a lot of choice.  
 
   Annaliese took advantage of the tiny lull in the questioning to put her two cents in.  “If you’re not going to let me clean him up, then I insist you get him some medical attention.” 
 
   “She’s right, we do need to get you looked at,” Nick agreed.  “Jax, you’re going to have to come with us.”
 
   Natalie’s eyes lit up in anticipation.  “I’ll drive him in.”
 
   “No,” both Nick and Jax objected at the same time with the same level of alarm.  
 
   “He can come with us,” Annaliese volunteered.  “Don’t worry, Jackson, I’ll make sure you get the treatment you need.”  She moved to take his hand again, but Nick stepped in instead.  
 
   “Actually, I’m afraid I’m going to have to cuff you, at least for the transport.”
 
   “But Nick…”
 
   “It’s fine, Anna.  I don’t mind.”  Jax held his hands up, defeated.  “He’s right to be afraid of me, you should be too.”
 
   “That sounded like a threat to me,” Natalie said, and Jax gave her a dirty glare.
 
   “I’ll give you a threat.”
 
   “That makes two,” she crowed.  “You all heard him.”  
 
   “Come on, we’d better get going.”  Nick suddenly felt tired.  Jax allowed himself to be handcuffed, and they all walked out to his car in civilized silence.  At least Nick hoped it was civilized; from some of the looks Annaliese gave him, he wasn’t so sure.  “I’ll meet you down at the precinct,” he said to Natalie after settling Jax in the back seat.  “You don’t have to come down with us, Anna.  I can call you later with an update.”
 
   “Are you kidding?  I’m coming with,” she insisted, opening the other rear passenger’s side door.  “And I’m not afraid to ride in back with him.”
 
   “Let her come along, it won’t do him any good,” Natalie said, practically giddy over the turn of events.  “We’ve got the sonofabitch now.”
 
   “You’re only saying that because you’re completely behind on all the facts,” Anna retorted.  “Tell her, Nick.  Tell her we know the killer is a woman.”
 
   Nick knew she wasn’t going to like it, but there were certain facts they had to face.  “We have to investigate all possibilities.  Yes, the footprints at the scene support your theory that there was a woman present, but like I said, the footprints might not belong to the killer.”
 
   “That’s garbage and you know it.  You know what I saw.”
 
   “Anna, he just happens to come home all bloody with a great big gap in his memory the same time there’s another murder?  Yes, I believe you, but we have to check it out no matter what you saw.  The sooner we get there and get him processed, the sooner we’ll know for sure what’s going on.”  There wasn’t anything left to say on the matter, especially with Jax cooperating.  He hadn’t asked for his lawyer once.  
 
   Nick almost felt sorry for the guy, who allowed himself to be swabbed and prodded, surrendering his t-shirt and shoes to be tested.  After his cuts and abrasions were treated, Brady took him through another series of questions, but it didn’t shed any further light on the situation.  The past couple of hours proved to be nothing but a black hole in his memory.    
 
   Natalie was convinced she finally had what she needed to charge May, but as the preliminary lab results came in, the blood turned out to be all his.  There were no traces of blood on his shoes either, and nothing to place him at the scene of the crime.  
 
   “You can let him go now, right?” Anna asked in relief, but Nick wanted to be thorough.
 
   “I’d like to hold him a while longer until we get the rest of the results from forensics.  They collected a virtual soup of DNA samples from the motel room and I want to see if any of it is a match.”
 
   “But you’re not charging him with murder?”
 
   “Not at this time, no.”  
 
   “Alright, then I’d like to try something with him.  Can you give us some privacy?”
 
   Why did he not like the sound of that?  “What do you have in mind?”
 
   “I’d like to try another guided meditation with him to see if I can learn anything more about the killer.  If I can access the memory earlier, I might be able to see something we can use.”
 
   That didn’t sound so bad.  “Fine, but not completely private.  You can use one of the interview rooms, and I’ll be watching you on the monitor.”  
 
   “I don’t care, as long as nobody else is in the room to distract us, it should be fine.”
 
   Relieved that she’d given in so easily, he led her to the room and had Jax brought up from holding.  To keep things on the safe side, he kept the cuffs on him, but left them fastened in front so he could be more comfortable.  After that he slipped out to give them the illusion of privacy, watching them closely on the monitor as promised.
 
   Only there wasn’t much for him to look at.  After a few minutes of chatting and establishing what he already knew – that Jax had zero memory of waking up and leaving the house – they held hands and Anna started talking about him finding his happy place.  Apart from the suspicion that Jax’s happy place more than likely had something to do with her, based on the sappy looks they exchanged, Nick found the whole thing pretty boring.  
 
   Anna too, must have figured it wasn’t going as it was supposed to, but to her credit, she didn’t let it rattle her.  Instead, she asked him to breathe deeply with her and try again.  Nick breathed along with them, thinking about what his happy place might be.  Anywhere with her, he realized with a lazy grin.
 
   Jax suddenly dropped her hands in frustration.  “It’s not working.  I don’t get anything but blackness.”
 
   “You’re distracted.  It’s not your fault given these surroundings, but we have to keep trying.”
 
   “It’s not going to work.  What happened to the incense and the amber and all that jazz?”
 
   Annaliese reached out and took his hands again.  “The conditions aren’t ideal, but we have to keep trying, it’s important.”
 
   “Maybe I did it?” he said, his voice hushed, almost as if he was afraid to say it out loud.  
 
   “Don’t say that.  You heard about the lab results, that was all your blood.  I know what I saw and you’re not the killer.  So close your eyes and let’s try again, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” Jax relented, eyes slipping closed again.  
 
   Ruby sidled up to Nick, escorted by Park, her eyes going to the monitor that showed Jax and Annaliese holding hands.  “It’s just like old times,” she smirked.  “You didn’t strike me as the sharing type, Sergeant.”
 
   “I’m not, but I trust her,” Nick replied with more confidence now that they’d traded I love you’s.  Not wanting to let Ruby rattle him, he looked to Park for an explanation for her presence.  
 
   “His lawyer is arranging for his release and she asked to see May.  We don’t have enough to hold him.”
 
   “Damn right you don’t,” Ruby muttered, eyes narrowing as she studied the pair on the monitor.  “Can I go see my brother now before she ends up in his lap?”     
 
   Nick had been hoping they’d have a more definitive answer from forensics before he had to let Jax walk, but he nodded, admitting defeat.  Leading her to the interview room, he interrupted their hand holding session, releasing Jax’s cuffs.  “You’re free to go for now, but please don’t leave town without talking to us.”  He couldn’t tell who looked more surprised, Jax or Annaliese.
 
   “Really?  I can take him home?” Anna clapped her hands together with joy.  “That’s fantastic!”
 
   Jax flashed a worried glance to Nick over the offer.  “If it’s all the same, I think I’ll go back to the hotel.  I think that’d be for the best.”
 
   “Yeah, who needs all this bullshit,” said Ruby.  “I say we hire a pack of dogs to keep the hallway outside the hotel room clear of scumsuckers looking for a story.”
 
   “You’re not coming with me?” Anna sounded more disappointed than Nick liked.  
 
   “No, I think I’ve overstayed my welcome, don’t you?”
 
   “Don’t be silly.  In fact, as far as I’m concerned, everything that’s turned up in the last twenty-four hours only proves you didn’t do anything.  Please come and stay with me.  I’d like to help you figure things out.”
 
   “Alright, I’d like that very much,” Jax smiled, sending a blade of jealousy through Nick, but he kept his tight smile.
 
   “Fine, I’m gonna split,” Ruby said, slipping on a pair of dark sunglasses.  “I’m not supposed to be up this early or I’ll turn to dust.  Call me later, bro.  We should talk about the set list for the next show.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll catch you later, sis.  Sorry to make you leave the coffin during daylight hours,” he quipped, kissing her cheek.  Annaliese looked to Nick, challengingly as if she expected him to object, but he knew better this time.
 
   “Just be careful,” Nick said, smiling for her alone.
 
   “Thanks, I’ll call you after I take a hot shower and a nap.  I love you.”
 
   “And I love you.”  To prove it, he pulled her into his arms for a deep kiss, staking his claim so it left no doubt.  Annaliese had a slightly dazed look on her face when he let her go, her lips swollen and pink.  
 
   “I’ll keep her safe for you,” said Jax, extending a hand, which Nick took without hesitation.  Maybe, just maybe, they were starting to understand each other.    
 
   “What the fuck, you’re letting him go?”  Natalie strode in with steam coming out of her ears.  
 
   “We don’t have enough to charge him and you know it.”
 
   “This is bullshit,” she hissed.  “You saw him.  He was out there wandering like a psycho all bloody…”
 
   “With his own blood,” Annaliese pointed out and Natalie’s eyes narrowed, squaring off to blast her when Brady bounded up, his face bright with barely contained excitement.
 
   “Guys, you’re gonna want to take a look at this.  Remember all that video footage we had to look through?  We hit the jackpot.  I’ve got footage from the mini-mart across the street that catches the Southeast corner of the Sleepaway’s parking lot.”
 
   A flare of excitement caught hold of Nick.  “Hold tight a sec, I’ll be right there.”  This was it, the make it or break it moment in the case and part of him wanted Jax to stick around for a few more minutes, just in case.  He turned to Anna, lowering his voice with the most reasonable tone he could manage, given his level of anticipation.  “Why don’t you guys go get a cup of coffee?  Or snacks, there’s a vending machine right through there.”  She nodded, leading Jax toward the break room and he went along without argument, though the singer did toss a worried look back over his shoulder before they disappeared inside.  
 
   Brady already had the video cued up on the monitor.  “Take a look at this.”  The footage was grainy at best, but clearly showed the victim shambling through the parking lot with another woman.  Unfortunately, the suspect’s face was blocked by the victim’s head, but they could see her general height and form.  The mystery woman had her arm around the vic’s waist, as if taking some of her weight.
 
   “She’s already zonked, isn’t she?” Nick murmured, moving closer to the monitor.  “Do we have the results on blood alcohol yet?”
 
   “Not yet,” Park replied.  “But I can check in on Libby.”
 
   “Hold on, go back a bit, I want to see her again.”
 
   The suspect had on dark jeans or slim fitting pants, and a large, shapeless coat that made it hard to determine her weight.  Nick couldn’t tell if she wore heels or not, but the shoes definitely weren’t chunky.  What was visible of her head was covered by a knit cap, completely obscuring her hair color.  “Is this the best we can do?  We can’t see what she looks like at all.  What about when she leaves the motel?”
 
   Brady shook his head.  “Nope, I fast forwarded for that before I came to get you.  This is the only shot we get of her.  She must’ve left in a different direction.”     
 
   Natalie had remained silent during the viewing, but now backed up, a mulish cast to her face.  “This doesn’t prove anything.  That woman could’ve just been helping her to the room.  Jax could’ve been waiting in the parking lot to jump her.”
 
   Nick sidled up to the monitor, tapping the glass with the tip of his pen.  “This, is a woman.  We found tracks in the blood belonging to a woman.  I’m betting my money on the fact that it’s a woman we’re after, not May.  So that begs the question – how many women are there associated with Forsaken, and have we interviewed any of them?”
 
   “There are several that travel with them, costuming, make-up, one of the sound technicians,” Brady said, picking up a folder from his desk and flipping through until he found the page he wanted.  “We focused our interviews on the men on the list.  It looks like we have… six subjects to choose from.”
 
   “This is ridiculous.  You know most serial killers prove to be men.  What motive could a woman possibly have to kill off these girls?”  Natalie shook her head, eyes squinting shut as she covered her ear with one hand, pressing tightly.
 
   “Are you okay?” Nick asked, ignoring her question as she looked like she’d absorbed a stabbing blow to the head. 
 
   “Yeah, I’ve just got this damn ringing in my ears.”  Giving it a last press, she let go, eyes opening, but there was a pinched look of discomfort about her.  
 
   Park addressed the topic of a female killer with her usual reserve.  “It’s likely a female subject might have formed an attachment to May and is striking out at women she perceives as a threat.  Particularly since May has been associated with two of them intimately.”
 
   “That makes sense,” Brady agreed.  “Especially if May has flirted with her in the past.  She thinks she’s got a shot at the guy, but then some new blonde bimbo horns in on her territory and she strikes out.  Given the use of GHB, a woman could easily manage the killings.  It listens.”
 
   Nick’s mind was spinning, trying to figure out what role the demonic symbol could play in the killings.  Was it possible the band’s use of the symbol had led an unstable fan to believe in a kinship where none existed?”
 
   “You guys are grasping at straws,” Natalie muttered in disgust.  “I don’t…”  She froze mid-sentence, a look of fear or maybe even panic flashing over her features before she unstuck and blinked.  Before Nick could ask her about it, she picked up her purse.  “I’m going home, it’s been a long fucking night.”  
 
   Nick looked around, but couldn’t see a cause for her distress.  Maybe her getting some rest wouldn’t be the worst thing ever.  “Fine, we’ll divvy up the list of women and give you a call if we find anything.”
 
   She left without another word, prompting a snort from Brady.  “Unbelievable.  That chick is a Fed?  No offense, Nick, but her professionalism stinks.”
 
   There was no use denying it, but Nick couldn’t help sticking up for her, for old time’s sake.  “She’s been under a lot of pressure.  It can make anybody snap after a while.  Listen, I’m going to go cut Annaliese and Jax loose, start putting together the list for us to tackle, I’ll be right back.”
 
   Halfway to the break room, Nick was intercepted by a man and woman cloaked in authority that could only mean government employees.  Even though it was only barely past dawn, they were dressed with precise care, creases sharp, not a hair out of place.  The man’s receding hairline didn’t diminish the air of power he emanated, though that probably had more to do with the grim expression on his face.  
 
   The woman was no less severe in her stance.  Her dark hair fell in a blunt cut just past the jaw, her blue eyes intense and piercing, making Nick nervous, despite the fact that he was on the right side of the law.      
 
   “Sergeant Gibson.”  The man spoke; it wasn’t a question, merely a confirmation of what he already knew to be true.
 
   “That’s me, what can I do for you?”
 
   The pair pulled out their identification wallets in a perfect synchrony of movement, flashing their FBI credentials.  “I’m Special Agent Pettijohn and this is Special Agent Perry.  We’re here to ask you a few questions about your interest in an ongoing investigation of ours.”  
 
   “Huh, we’re getting a lot of federal cases our way lately,” Nick commented.  “Sure, I can spare you a few minutes.”  He caught sight of Annaliese’s questioning face in the doorway of the break room and gave her the briefest of shrugs.  
 
   Special Agent Perry took the lead now, her voice sharp and nasal.  “You recently requested a copy of some case files from Sergeant Hickford down in Los Angeles.  May I ask why you didn’t contact the Bureau directly?”
 
   Was that what this was about?  Had he stepped on someone’s toes by going behind Natalie’s back?  “Oh, well, I know your files are fairly thorough, but I thought if we had a copy of all of the original investigating officer’s notes, it might give us a broader picture.  You know, some detail from the first officer on the scene seems inconsequential at the time and gets left out of the detective’s report, it happens all the time.  I figured the more raw data we had, the better.”
 
   “And why exactly would you try to circumvent our investigation?”  Her head tilted to one side just as Nick’s tilted to the other.  
 
   There had to be a miscommunication somewhere.  “I know you guys are technically in charge on this investigation, but we’re all working diligently to find the killer.  We’re on the same side.”
 
   “We’re more than technically in charge, Sergeant Gibson,” Pettijohn declared.  “This is our pond, and we don’t take kindly to people muddying the waters.”  
 
   His attitude started to wear on Nick’s already strung out nerves and he stood his ground, refusing to be cowed.  “Look, you’re the ones who agreed to a joint taskforce on this one.  I don’t understand why you’re jumping up my butt about it all of a sudden.”
 
   “A joint taskforce?”  Perry interrupted the two men, her hand coming up.  “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The part where my office cooperated with your office to investigate the murders here and in California?”
 
   It was Pettijohn’s turn to frown in confusion.  “We’re not aware of any cooperation between your precinct and ours.  We first became aware of your investigation last night.”
 
   “What do you mean you aren’t familiar with our investigation?  We’ve been working with you from even before the killings spread to Portland.”
 
   “I’m sorry, you’ve been what now?”  The older man blinked rapidly, as if he couldn’t have heard him correctly.
 
   “Working this case, with the Feds.  Special Agent Fox came up from L.A. and contacted me about the case once the Mays made their way up to Portland,” Nick began to say, and Perry cut him off.  
 
   “Special Agent Fox is no longer associated with this investigation.”
 
   Nick stared at her in a shocked stupor.  “Come again?” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
    “Special Agent Fox is no longer associated with this case,” Perry repeated.  “She’s on personal leave.”
 
   “No, that’s impossible.  I…  We were…  She…”
 
   Pettijohn held out a hand to quell his babbling.  “Maybe we’d better start this at the beginning.”
 
   “The beginning, right,” Nick nodded, his mind going completely blank in the face of Natalie’s deception.  Somehow he dug deep and clung to the facts, or what he’d perceived to be the facts at the time.  “I, ah… well, Fox came to see me to solicit my help with a case she said she was working on.”  Launching into a succinct narrative, he outlined the steps they’d taken since Natalie came to town.  
 
   By the time he’d gotten to the local murders, both Park and Brady had joined them, curious as to what the stir was about.  Nick didn’t bother with introductions until he’d brought them up to speed on the investigation to so far, including the new evidence that the killer was a female.  Some part of him was glad to see a degree of thawing on the part of the Feds once they realized Nick and his team hadn’t been deliberately obstructing justice, but mostly he was still reeling from the shock of Natalie’s betrayal.  
 
   “We’re going to need to see this video footage you have,” Perry commented as soon as he was finished, and Brady was quick to accommodate them.  
 
   “Sure, right this way.”  
 
   Nick hung back from joining them at the monitor, instead pulling out his cell to call Natalie.  It rang and rang before going to voicemail and he left her a clipped message, asking for a call back.  Not that he expected to get one.  The way she’d left in such a hurry… she must’ve seen them and made a run for it.  He still couldn’t believe she’d done it.  Subverted an investigation all to grind her personal axe against May.    
 
   Speaking of whom, Nick suddenly remembered he’d left Annaliese and Jax in the break room.  He darted in there, surprised to find Anna alone.
 
   “Hey, where did Jax go?  He’s not supposed to wander around on this floor unescorted.”
 
   “He left when he saw you talking to those federal officers.  You can hardly blame him for feeling nervous with them around after what he’s been through.  What’s going on?”
 
   “Oh nothing, I’m just having a complete mental breakdown,” Nick groaned, leaning his head on her shoulder for long moments before he looked up, desperate for a soothing word.  “It turns out Natalie wasn’t actually on the job.  In fact, she’s been on leave this entire time.  The Feds had no idea we were even working the same case.  This is so, so fucked up.”
 
   Her face registered the expected shock and anger before confusion and sympathy set in.  Nick had expected her to rail on about Natalie and her twisted behavior, but instead she laid a soothing hand on his shoulder.  “That is pretty screwed up.  Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   God, he loved her in that moment.  Part of her had to be feeling rage with Natalie’s behavior toward Jax, the deception only compounding it, but her only concern was for him.  “No, I’ll be fine as soon as I can wipe the egg off my face and get back to work,” he smiled.  “Oh, actually, there is something you can do for me.  Would you mind dropping around the house to make sure V gets off to school?  I don’t know when I’ll get home and I can’t remember if she has enough money for the bus.”
 
   “Of course,” she agreed readily.
 
   Nick pressed his keys into her hand.  “Take my car, I’ll catch a ride home later.”  
 
   Annaliese closed her hand around his as she accepted the keys.  “Don’t worry about Veronica, I’ll take care of her.  You just take care of yourself, this is a lot to take in.  If Natalie lied to you about this, think of what else she might’ve lied about.”
 
   Nick wasn’t sure he was ready to think about all of the ramifications, not yet.  He needed to get his feet firmly back under him first.  
 
   “Gibson, my office, now,” Captain Quinn barked, his voice cutting through the office, turning all heads in his direction.  
 
   “I’d better go, it’s never a good thing when the Cap’s in this early.”
 
   The look on the Captain’s face supported that theory, and the terse order to shut the door behind him didn’t help matters either.  “Do you want to explain to me why I’m getting my ass reamed by the Feds for interfering with their investigation?”
 
   “I’m still playing catch up, sir.  I thought we were working with them,” Nick said quickly, ignoring the painful clench of his stomach at Quinn’s tone.  But he wasn’t the only one who’d been fooled.  “Didn’t you say you got a call from the SAIC down in California?  A Beverly somebody…”
 
   “No such animal.  Special Agent In Charge George Barrow is the lead on this one, and Pettijohn is his right hand man.”  
 
   “Holy shit.  She must’ve made that call to make herself sound legit.  And we didn’t see it.  No wonder she didn’t want to use their labs to get any of the analysis done.”  
 
   Quinn leaned back in his chair, the anger fading to a look of bewildered chagrin.  “We’re in deep shit, Gibson.  I suggest we stop digging a deeper hole for ourselves and give them immediate access to everything we’ve got.”  
 
   “Already doing it, sir.  They’re reviewing the video footage now.  It’s looking like our perp is a woman.”
 
   “A woman,” Quinn said, growing thoughtful.  “Did we ever pin down where Special Agent Fox was at the time of the murder?  I recall hearing a report of her missing at the time.”
 
   The color drained from Nick’s face.  “You don’t think she had anything to do with the murder, do you?  I mean, sure, she lied to us to stay in the loop with her crusade against May, but…”
 
   Quinn waved his objections away.  “I don’t know what to believe, Gibson.  But it’s time to stop swallowing the information she spoon fed us and figure out what’s really going on.  I expect you to investigate all avenues of possibility.  Even the painful ones.”  
 
   “Understood, sir.”  Nick rose to his feet, contrite as he approached the door.  “I won’t let you down.”
 
   “Nick.”  The captain called him back with a commiserating smile.  “I bought it too, hook, line, and sinker.  Just don’t let it happen again.”  
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Pettijohn and Perry took over a small section of the bullpen, commandeering desks for themselves, but luckily, they seemed inclined to work with Nick’s team instead of against them.  Over the next few hours a stack of file boxes arrived, with copies of every document they had on the case available for review.  They were content to allow Libby to continue her autopsy, but confiscated every scrap of forensic evidence collected over the past two murders and hustled it down to their lab, promising results within two hours.  
 
   The list of female employees associated with Forsaken was distributed to a handful of uniforms to be brought in, instead of running all over the county to try and interview them.  Nick had to admit, it was more efficient, but he did miss seeing a potential suspect in their own environment.  He wasn’t the one calling the shots anymore though, and Nick was just grateful to be included on the investigation.
 
   A patrol car was dispatched to Natalie’s hotel room, but she wasn’t there, and no one held much hope that she’d be back.  She’d obviously been spooked.  Nick got the idea that Natalie’s obfuscation was something of an embarrassment to the Bureau, and they were eager to get past it and close the case once and for all.  
 
   Park and Perry left to go speak to the latest victim’s family as Pettijohn, Brady and Nick stepped through the case piece by piece, turning over every piece of evidence with a new set of eyes, given that the murders might’ve been committed by a female.
 
   “A woman.”  Pettijohn shook his head, reviewing the tape again.  “How the hell did I miss that?”
 
   “Who’s been your top pick as the bad guy this whole time?” Nick asked, looking up from his stack of files.  “Was it Jax May, or was that just Natalie’s obsession?”
 
   Pettijohn waved that away.  “No, we discounted May as a serious suspect weeks ago.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Yes, he alibied out for the second murder.  We had a witness who placed him in another part of town at the time.  Got a picture with him and everything.”
 
   What the actual fuck?  It was too much for Nick to grasp on top of everything else.  Was nothing about this case what it seemed?  “Did Fox know about this?  
 
   “Ah…” It took Pettijohn a few moments to pull up the information he was looking for.  “Yes, she did.  It was her refusal to accept this evidence that led to her being removed from the case.”
 
   “I thought you said she was on leave?”
 
   “She is.  She took a personal leave after being removed from the case.”
 
   “God, this is all so surreal,” Nick muttered, rubbing his hands across his eyes to clear them.  
 
   “Tell me about it,” Pettijohn smirked.  “For a while we thought it was the manager, but we never got anything on him.  I think it turned out he was just an asshole.”
 
   The men gave the obligatory laugh, and Nick was glad the Fed showed signs of having a sense of humor.  “Well, we’re back to square one now.  Hopefully we’ll know more by the end of the day.”
 
   “What do we think about Ruby May as a likely suspect?”  Pettijohn asked, slipping on a pair of reading glasses as he picked up her file.  
 
   Nick hadn’t actually considered it before, but it was worth visiting.  “She does share a basic physical type with all of the victims – before all the stage makeup,” he explained, digging out a picture of Ruby au naturel.  “Personally, I think it’s highly unlikely she’s our guy.  The lady is barely keeping it together, I don’t think she could manage to pull off a single killing, let alone a string of them.  By all accounts she was extremely intoxicated at the time of our first murder here and she wasn’t alone last night, Rose Spencer was with her.  We can bring her in though, it couldn’t hurt to talk to her.”  
 
   Pettijohn thought it over for a few.  “I’ve talked to her before, and I’m inclined to agree, she’s pretty flakey.  Get somebody to check on that alibi though, I’m not discounting anything this time.”
 
   “Brady?”
 
   “I’m on it, boss.”
 
   The agent’s phone beeped, and he scrolled through the contents.  “It looks like the stomach contents turned up coffee this time, not whiskey, but the GHB is a constant,” he reported.  “No signs of a struggle, no sexual assault, yada, yada, yada… though the head trauma is new.”  He looked up at the board, studying Angela Parker’s picture.  “I don’t like this.  She doesn’t fit the profile of the other victims at all.”
 
   “Maybe the killer was desperate this time and had to hunt outside of her normal comfort zone?”  Nick couldn’t help but wonder if it had something to do with the demon demanding a sacrifice that had freaked Annaliese out so badly, but he didn’t dare mention anything like that now.  The Feds would bounce him off the case so fast it’d give him road rash.  
 
   They worked diligently through the morning, regrouping over a box of sandwiches after everyone returned to the precinct from their various errands.  There was still no sign of Natalie.  Four out of the six interviews with female employees had turned up zilch and Brady was able to confirm that Rose had been with Ruby all night, apart from Ruby’s brief trip to the precinct after calling their lawyer to get Jackson released.  
 
   Perry took the lead in the briefing, reciting what they’d learned with only a brief glance at her phone from time to time.  “Angela Parker definitely doesn’t fit the role of Forsaken groupie.  Not only did she attend the religious college, she played the cello, and we found no evidence that she owned a single one of the band’s songs.  Her parents swore up and down she didn’t have a Forsaken tattoo, they saw her last weekend and the mom took her clothes shopping.  The pair of them argued over whether or not she should get a two piece bathing suit, and there was no sign of a tattoo.”
 
   That fit in with Anna’s vision of the killer manifesting the tattoo as part of a ritual, but Nick held his tongue on the matter.  “Do they know what she was doing downtown that night?”
 
   Park took over the narrative.  “She has a regular study group that meets at a nearby café.  We were able to speak to several of the members.  They all remember seeing her that night, she stayed behind to work on a term paper.  It wasn’t that unusual of an occurrence for her to pull an all nighter, so they didn’t question it.”
 
   “What about the employees at the café?”
 
   “The waitress remembers her,” said Perry.  “The vic was a regular, she didn’t pay all that much attention to her except to occasionally refill the coffee.  At one point she said she saw her talking to another woman, but couldn’t give me much of a description.  She only saw her from behind, but when the woman didn’t sit and order, she ignored her.  We pressed her and she told us the mystery woman was around five seven to five nine, dressed like another college student, in jeans and big shapeless jacket, like in our video.  The hair was hidden under a knit cap, so she couldn’t guess at color.  The only thing new she gave us was that she did remember this woman had on heels, because she remembered thinking she could never last more than an hour in those stilettos.  The next time she looked over, they were both gone and there was a twenty on the table.”
 
   “Let’s see if we can pull any surveillance video on the path between the café and the Sleepaway,” Pettijohn ordered.  “There’s got to be an angle that shows her face.”
 
   Nick wasn’t so sure.  Most stores in the area had surveillance on the inside of their business only, and some of those only had cameras up for show.  Still, it was a good idea and he set Brady on it.  Before they all broke, he felt obligated to mention something that’d been weighing on him since Quinn put the seed of doubt into his head.  It might not end up going anywhere, but he’d feel like crap if he didn’t at least bring it up.
 
   “Guys,” he said, balling up his garbage and standing up.  “I think we have to review the possibility that Fox could be involved in these killings.”  He spoke about her irrational behavior, signs of stress, lack of sleep.  The fact that she’d seduced May to get close to him.  Those things, along with her blatant misdirection in the case, had to be addressed.  
 
   “She could be the one we’re looking for,” Park agreed.  “For all we know, she’s had a thing for May for a long time.  Every time a woman gets too close, she strikes out, and then deals with the guilt by creating this whole fantasy of searching for the killer.”
 
   Nick shook his head.  “That’s the part that trips me up, the motivation.  Even if she did have an unhealthy fixation on May, would she kill her own cousin?”
 
   “It’s hard to say, she’s not in the most rational of mindsets right now.”  Park shrugged.
 
   Perry’s brows drew together in confusion.  “What’s this about a cousin?”
 
   “When she first came to me about the murders, she admitted that the third victim, Julie Wilson, was her cousin.  At the time I thought it explained her obsession with the case, but now…”
 
   The female agent looked to Pettijohn, who gave her a slow nod.  “Excuse me for a minute,” she said, stepping away with her phone.
 
   “What was that about?” Nick asked.
 
   “We screen for this sort of thing,” Pettijohn explained.  “There’s too much at stake for an agent to become personally involved with any case.  Before anyone is added to the team, they’re vetted for any connection.”
 
   It took almost ten minutes for Perry to return, but when she did, her face was grim.  “There is no record of Natalie Fox being related to Julie Wilson by any stretch of the word.”  
 
   “But I saw a picture of them together,” Nick started to protest, and Perry held her hand up.  
 
   “I did, however, discover that they both attended the same university.”
 
   “Then she did know her.”
 
   “But we have absolutely no idea of what context they knew each other in.  For all we know, they were frenemies and this whole thing is designed to mask the fact that she wanted to kill her off.”
 
   “Let’s review the tape again,” Pettijohn suggested, and they all huddled around the monitor.  
 
   “It could be her,” Brady allowed.  “She’s about the right height.”
 
   “And she does own a pair of stiletto heels,” Nick frowned, remembering her outfit from the night of Rose’s party.  
 
   “You didn’t send a uniform to check up on her until well after the body was found,” Brady pointed out.  “She would’ve had time to get back to Argent Flame easy.”
 
   “Without her car?”  Nick objected, not quite sure why he was sticking up for Natalie when he was the one who’d first brought up the idea that she might be a suspect.  “The cop found her car on the site, she’s the only thing that was missing.”  
 
   “Maybe she took a cab?  I’ll check the local trip sheets and see if anything pops,” Park offered.
 
   “The body wasn’t found for at least an hour, that gave her plenty of time to get back to her stakeout before she was discovered missing,” said Pettijohn, studying the timeline closely.  “She could’ve been in the process of disposing evidence when the black and white first drove by.  Why else would she leave her post if she truly was obsessed with May?”
 
   “Why would she kill an environmental science student though?” Brady wondered aloud.  “That doesn’t fit the pattern at all.”
 
   “Let’s reason this out,” said Perry, leading them through it.  “She usually kills women that May associates with.  But he’s been laying low, staying with an old friend.  She knows she can’t kill the ex-girlfriend, or she’ll risk alienating Gibson, who she’s clearly fixated on as well.  Or maybe she ultimately plans on killing Miss Cross, but since she’s staying at a friend’s house that night, it’s not an option.”  
 
   Nick wanted to object to the point about Natalie being fixated on him, but after reviewing her behavior, he realized Perry was probably right.  
 
   “She’s distraught,” the female agent continued.  “Jax is buttoned up tight, she goes for a coffee and runs into the vic.  Here’s a pretty blonde girl hitting the books who reminds her of her old college buddy.  They strike up a conversation, maybe she has some other shared interest that ticks one of her boxes for crazy.  The next thing you know, she micks the girl’s coffee and hustles her out of there.”  
 
   “Only this girl isn’t up for the usual shenanigans and Fox has to kosh her on the head before she can get to carving,” Pettijohn continued, his excitement growing.  “Then it’s back to her stakeout, a quick trip to find an obscure garbage can to hide any incriminating evidence and she’s back on the job.”
 
   “It listens,” Brady agreed, looking to Park who nodded her support as well.  
 
   It was good enough for Pettijohn, who started barking orders left and right.  “I think we have enough probable cause to pop her hotel room.  Perry, go on down there and see what you can find in there, take Park with you and try to obtain a DNA sample.  I want to see if we can match her to any of the samples that came out of those motel rooms.  Also, canvas her hotel, see if there are any other witnesses that might shed some light on Fox’s movements.  Let’s get a picture of Fox and take it to the waitress at the café and see if she can ID her as the mystery woman.”  He rubbed his hands together with pleasure.  “I’m getting that old tingle.  I think we’re finally on to something.”
 
   “I’ll take the café,” Brady volunteered.  “I could use a good strong cup of joe.”
 
   “Great, I’ll email you her picture from personnel.”
 
     It didn’t escape Nick that he’d been given no specific task, and he wondered if that was intentional or not.  After all, Pettijohn hadn’t given himself any assignment either.  “I guess I’ll focus on conducting the last two interviews we need for the female employees of Forsaken,” he volunteered.
 
   “Oh right, good idea,” Pettijohn agreed easily.  “Also, what ever happened to those threatening fan letters you mentioned earlier?”
 
   “Ah… I gave Natalie that whole box of letters,” Nick realized, his face glum.  They’d probably never see them again.  
 
   “Oh shit, the letters.  I forgot all about them.” Brady shook his head.  “Yep, I’d say those are long gone now.”
 
   Pettijohn let out a sigh.  “We’ve got enough to focus on without drawing another crazy into it.  I’d better get on the horn to Barrow and bring him up to speed.  We’ll need the rest of the team here.”
 
   Swell, that meant they’d be overrun with Feds before nightfall.  For the moment, Nick tried not to let it bother him as he pondered the new direction the case had taken.  Not completely convinced of Natalie’s guilt, he couldn’t help but wonder where Annaliese’s visions fit into everything.  What about the tattoo, the incantation, and the stench of evil that clung to the room?  If Natalie was the killer, did she know more about the occult than she let on?  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Annaliese drove to Nick’s house with the window open, half worried she might fall asleep at the wheel.  Still, she managed to get Veronica up and going, making them both some breakfast while the teen spent an hour in the bathroom getting ready.  It was awfully early, but she tried calling Rose, figuring she might be awake since Ruby had already been up and around.  All she got was her voicemail.  
 
   It looked like a girl bomb had gone off in the upstairs bathroom as she dropped off Veronica’s bagel.  Cosmetics and hair accessories covered every free inch of space, but Anna had to admit, she admired the results.  Veronica’s bright blue highlights had been meticulously curled, framing her face with soft waves that caught the light when she moved.  
 
   “School’s almost out, are you excited about summer vacation?”
 
   Veronica met her gaze in the mirror, adding a final touch of lipstick.  “That all depends.  Did you ask Dad yet?”
 
   “No, I haven’t, not with everything going on.”
 
   “Yeah, I know, but school will be out after next week.  If there’s one thing I’ve learned with him, you can’t wait until there’s a good time, because a cop’s life is seriously made of crazy.”  
 
   “Good advice,” Anna agreed after a moment’s thought.  “I’ll talk to him about it the next time I see him, craziness or none.  Listen, here’s your bus fare, what time does it leave?”  
 
   Veronica pocketed the cash, checking the time on her phone before she slipped it away as well.  “Gah, in like two minutes, I’d better go.”  Tucking the bagel between her teeth, she grabbed her messenger bag and scooted out of the bathroom.  “Oh, the curling iron…”
 
   “I’ve got it, you’d better hurry.  Have a great day!” Annaliese called out after her, smiling as she reached over to unplug the thing.  For a moment she considered tidying up the space, but then thought back to when she was a teen.  Her sister had hated it when she touched her things, and she didn’t want to overstep.  Instead, she locked up the house, jaw cracking as she yawned her way back up the stairs to climb into Nick’s bed, asleep almost from the moment her head hit the pillow.     
 
   It was Nick’s call that woke her just after lunchtime, and Anna answered the phone with a sleepy, “H’lo?”
 
   “Crap, did I wake you?”
 
   “Mmhmm, but that’s okay.  I got in a pretty good nap.  How are you?  You must be exhausted.”
 
   “Nah, thanks to the coffee I’ve been mainlining, I’ve got my second wind,” he joked.  “Listen, I wanted to ask you more about this demon sacrifice thing.”
 
   Annaliese scooted higher in the bed.  “It’s not as much a sacrifice as an offering.  Think of it like… you want to succeed in something, like solving this case.  Well, a Christian might pray to God for guidance, a Pagan to the Goddess Athena for wisdom, et cetera.  This is sort of like that.  The killer is praying to the demon or entity or whatever it is in order to receive some benefit.”
 
   “What kind of benefit?”
 
   “It depends on what they’re praying for.  It could be something very specific, or as simple as wanting Mael to manifest so she can share in the feeling of power.  But it never lasts, that’s why she has to keep invoking him again and again.”     
 
   “Okay, so it’s not like the killer is possessed by the demon and then kills the victims.  It’s not controlling her?”
 
   “No, the murder is not the act of the demon.  It’s the death that helps to invoke it, not the other way around, if that makes sense.”     
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “You sound disappointed,” she said, smiling over his dejected tone.  “Would you rather have a demon running around your streets killing at will?  I can guarantee you, that’s a much messier scenario.”
 
   “I didn’t think of it like that.  No, it’s just that things are looking like Natalie might be our killer and I thought…”
 
   “You thought maybe it wasn’t her fault if she was being possessed by the demon?”  She couldn’t blame him, but she wasn’t about to lie to soothe his feelings.  Better he knew what he was up against.  “I’m sorry, that’s not the feeling I got at all from the vision.  It was a deliberate act by the killer before Mael responded.”  
 
   “Ah well.  Not that it would’ve made a lick of difference in catching her, she’s got to pay for her crimes.  I just can’t figure out how she could be into this stuff and I never knew it.”
 
   “I did tell you I sensed negative energy around her, only I never thought…”
 
   “No, it’s okay.  It’s not your fault,” he interrupted.  “She had us all fooled.  So listen, I’ll let you get back to sleep.  Mostly I wanted to hear your voice and give you a heads up about Natalie in case she showed up.  Whatever you do, don’t let her in and don’t engage her in any way.  She’s clearly unstable and we don’t know what she’ll do.  If you see her, give me a call and I’ll be right there.”
 
   “Can I tell Jax?”
 
   “Absolutely, and Rose too.  In fact, the more we can spread the word that we’re looking to find Natalie, the better.  Oh, Jax has been completely cleared, by the way.  Apparently the real FBI hasn’t considered him a suspect for weeks.  Whether he remembers it or not, a fan came forward and gave him an alibi for one of the murders, had a picture and everything.”
 
   Her jaw dropped and it took several moments for that to sink in.  “You’re kidding.  He kept insisting he was cleared back in Los Angeles.  Jax is going to be furious for everything she put him through!”  
 
   “Maybe don’t tell him that part.”  
 
   “That might be for the best,” she agreed with a soft laugh.  If she spun it right, he’d just be relieved he was exonerated for good.  “I’ll be sure to tell Veronica about Natalie when she gets home from school.”
 
   “Are you still at my place?”
 
   “Yep, still in your bed as a matter of fact.  Is that alright?”  She hadn’t considered asking at the time.
 
   His voice dropped to a more intimate tone.  “I kind of like the idea of you in my bed.  I don’t suppose you’ll still be there when I get home?”
 
   “Do you know when you’ll be home?”
 
   “Ah, no, not exactly.”
 
   “Then I can’t guarantee I will be.  But give me a call later.  Maybe we can try and meet up.  At the very least I can give you back your car.”  
 
   “Alright, I’ll see you later then.  Love you.”
 
   “Love you too.”  Annaliese smiled to herself at how easy it had become to say how much they cared about each other.  What had she been so worried about before?  She should’ve trusted how Nick felt about her and told him months ago.  Then again, love was always a risk, and not everyone liked to take that leap.  
 
   Feeling more awake, she dialed Rose’s number, taken aback when her friend answered with a single, annoyed word.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Hey, you don’t have to bite my head off, we can always talk later,” Anna frowned.
 
   “What time is it?”  Rose’s voice was raspy with disuse, and she could practically picture the bleary look on her face.
 
   “It’s a few after noon.  Are you just waking up?”  After staying up more than half the night, Annaliese understood the reason why she’d crashed all morning, but she hadn’t expected Rose to do the same.  
 
   “Apparently,” came the cracked response.  There was a fumbling sound and then the gulp of water or some other drink.  “God, my head is killing me.”
 
   “Maybe you should’ve taken it easy last night.”
 
   “Don’t judge me,” Rose sighed.  “We were celebrating after the cops arrested that creep outside Ruby’s room.  Remind me never to mix schnapps and champagne.”
 
   Annaliese grimaced over that thought.  “Hey, so listen, I have some interesting news.  You’ll never, ever, ever guess who they think the killer is now.”
 
   “Yeah, that cop guy stopped by earlier to ask me some questions.  I was so out of it, I’m not even sure what I told him.  Shit, they don’t think it’s me, do they?” she gave a weak laugh.
 
   “No, they think it’s that friend of Nick’s from the FBI.  Natalie Fox.”
 
   “No way.”
 
   “Yep.  Apparently she was lying this whole time about working on the case, and they definitely think the killer is a woman now.”
 
   “Wow.  I knew she was a psycho bitch, you know?  I just didn’t know she was a psycho bitch.”  
 
   “I know.”  It still bothered Annaliese that she hadn’t done more to find out about the FBI agent once she’d first sensed that cloud of negative energy swirling around her.  If she had taken a deeper look, could she have prevented any of the crimes?  “Anyway, I wanted to let you guys know not to talk to her or let her in if she should stop by claiming to be working on the case.  And tell Ruby she doesn’t have to worry about Jax anymore, he’s a hundred percent cleared of any suspicion.”
 
   “Oh good, she’ll be glad to hear about that.”  Rose yawned and the sound made Anna stifle one of her own.  
 
   “I should let you go.  Let me know if you want to stop over later for some of my special tea to help with that hangover.”  
 
   “I think I’m just going back to bed with a bottle of Advil.  Ruby’s still passed out asleep.” 
 
   “Way to embrace that rock star lifestyle.  Party all night, sleep all day,” Anna teased.
 
   “Hey, I have to spend all the time with her while I can.  I imagine with Jax cleared they’ll be moving on to another city soon.”  
 
   Annaliese hadn’t thought of that.  “Are you going to go with them?”
 
   “The jury’s still out on that one.  I think before I make that decision we’ll have to have a serious talk about some things.  And I’m way too hung-over to even think about that right now.”  
 
   That was her cue to go.  “Okay, I’ll talk to you later.”  
 
   “Bye.” 
 
   There might not have been anything she could’ve done to prevent the last two murders, but there was something she could do to protect the man she loved until Natalie was apprehended.  
 
   By the time she’d checked in on the store, showered, eaten a light lunch and assembled all of the components needed for the spell she had in mind, Veronica arrived home from school, watching her with undisguised interest.
 
   “What are you doing?  Can I watch?” she asked with keen attention.   
 
   “Of course you can, it’s no mystery,” Annaliese smiled in invitation.  There was nothing secret about her preparations.  “I thought I’d put together a protection spell for your father.” 
 
   “Protection from what?”
 
   “Oh, negative energies.”  Even though she kept her voice light, Veronica’s brow still puckered with worry.  
 
   “Is he in danger?”
 
   “No, not specifically.  But you know he’s after this killer, and I’d like to keep him safe.”
 
   “Can I help?”
 
   “I don’t see why not,” Anna agreed with a faint smile.  What she wouldn’t have given to have someone guide her through such things when she was Veronica’s age.  Then again, she hadn’t known anything about witchcraft at the time; it wasn’t until college that she’d expanded her horizons and learned about spellwork and her own abilities with fire.
 
   Together they finished assembling the necessary components for the spell.  Without access to her store, Anna kept things simple, choosing ingredients that could be found in any home.  Rosemary, bay leaves, cloves, some anise and the petals of one red rose.  Veronica helped her find an old white shirt of Nick’s that could be cut up to provide a small square of cloth and a length of purple yarn to bind it all up with.  
 
   “If you’d like, I can show you how to do the spell and you can try it yourself,” Annaliese suggested.
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” the girl hedged.  “I’m not sure I’m ready for that.  Maybe you should be the one to do it?”
 
   “I’ll do it if you’re uncomfortable with it, but I thought you wanted to learn.”
 
   “I do, but… What if I mess it up or say the wrong words or something?”
 
   Annaliese gave her a reassuring smile.  “Don’t worry about that.  In fact, one of the most important things to learn about witchcraft is that the words don’t mean anything without the will.  You have to believe in yourself and put a part of yourself into it, otherwise it’s worthless mumbo jumbo.”
 
   “How am I supposed to believe in myself if I’ve never done it before?”
 
   “If it helps, I believe in you.  I know you can do it, if you put your mind into it.”
 
   “But you have so much more power than I do.”
 
   “There’s nothing more powerful than the love you feel for your father.  Draw from that and you’ll keep him safe.”
 
   “Do you love him too?”
 
   Surprised by the question, nevertheless, Annaliese had a ready answer.  “I do.”
 
   “He loves you too.”
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
   “You do?”  Veronica’s shoulders sagged in relief.  “Thank God.  I was afraid he’d screwed it up.” 
 
   Anna couldn’t help but laugh at that.  “There have been a lot of high tempers lately, but we’re good.  Hey, listen, I almost forgot to tell you something important.  The police are searching for your dad’s friend, Natalie Fox in connection to this murder case.”
 
   “No shit.  Sorry,” she winced over the swearing.  “Do they think she’s the killer?”
 
   “Maybe.”  Annaliese didn’t want to go throwing accusations around since technically Fox was innocent until proven guilty, but she did want to impress upon her the possible danger the woman might pose.  “But he asked us not to talk to her or let her in.  If you see her anywhere, call him right away, okay?”
 
   “I knew she was bad news.”  Veronica’s eyes narrowed to angry slits.
 
   Anna tried not to feed into that other than saying, “See, you’re more sensitive than you thought.”    
 
   “You know they never um… did it, right?”  
 
   She’d hoped not, but it was still nice to have it confirmed.  “Yes, I know.”
 
   “Good.  ’Cause I’m really glad he found you.”  
 
   A swell of emotion filled Annaliese over the acceptance she found in Veronica’s eyes and she pulled the girl into a hug.  “I’m glad I found the two of you too.”  Veronica seemed to need the hug as much as she did, and they laughed over the shine of sentiment in each other’s eyes when they pulled apart.  “How about we do the spell together?”
 
   “I think that’s a great idea,” Veronica agreed with a smile.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
    “Okay, so we’ve got it all put together.  Is that it?”  The herb filled sachet rested on the kitchen counter between them, tied up with the purple cord.  
 
   “No, that’s just the mechanics of it,” Annaliese explained.  “The herbs themselves won’t do much until we charge them.”
 
   “Charge them?”
 
   “Yes, that’s what it means when you put your personal energy into an object.  For this part, why don’t we go out into the backyard?”
 
   “Outside?”  The idea clearly surprised her.
 
   “Yes, I prefer to do my spellwork outside whenever possible.  It helps me feel closer to the Goddess.  I think this should do nicely,” Annaliese approved as they stepped out the sliding door to the back yard.  The buzz of insects wasn’t too annoying as they sat on the deck, the sun warm and inviting on their shoulders.     
 
   Once they were situated with the sachet on the deck between them, Annaliese closed her eyes and took care of erecting a protective barrier by projecting her energy in a clockwise circle around them.  Placing the sachet in Veronica’s outstretched hands and covering them with her own, she closed her eyes, instructing her to do the same.  
 
   “Now imagine yourself feeling safe and protected, blanketed in a soft, warm light.”
 
   “Like the sun?”
 
   “Yes, you can take the energy from the sun and channel it for this purpose.  See yourself sitting surrounded by this protective, white light.  Can you feel it?”
 
   “I feel it,” Veronica murmured.
 
   “Good, and now I want you to push that light from every part of your body into your hands.  Feel it charging the sachet, holding the power there.  Once the light flows into your hands, it is immediately replaced by more light from everything around you, until it’s a constant flow, replenishing your energy as you focus it.”   
 
   They sat in silence for a few minutes, until Veronica spoke.  “I can feel it, my hands are all tingly and warm.”
 
   Even with her eyes closed, Anna could hear the excitement in Veronica’s voice and gave her a few words of subdued praise to keep her from losing focus.  “You’re doing wonderfully.  Now, holding that safe, warm light in your hands, I want you to picture your father.  Picture him safe and loved, free from harm.  Picture a protective white glow around his body until it shines so brightly, all you can see is the light.  Can you see it?”  Annaliese held the image in her mind even as she guided her through it.
 
   “Yes.”  
 
   “Good, now repeat after me – I surround you with light and love, protecting you from all harm.  As I will it, so mote it be.”  
 
   Veronica repeated the words in a breathy voice, and Annaliese felt the surge of energy pass between them as the spell was completed.  
 
   “Right, now it’s time to ground yourself from all the excess energy flying around.  Let the extra light drain from your body and into the Earth, all the while feeling the warmth of the sun on top of your head.  Let it flow through you from top to bottom in a gentle cycle until you feel pleasantly warmed, but not overly charged.  When you’re ready, open your eyes.”  
 
   Annaliese practiced what she preached, sending the extra energy into the ground until she felt the throb of power fade to a light hum.  The air around them felt tingly and alive, and Veronica’s face held a look of wonder as she opened her eyes.
 
   “Is that it?”
 
   “Yes, did you feel it?”
 
   “I felt something…” Veronica let out a long breath, looking all around them as though expecting to see something different than her own back yard.  “That was amazing.  I’ve never felt so connected to everything before.”  
 
   “That’s the gift you get when tapping into an energy greater than your own.  You become a part of it and it becomes a part of you.  You just have to be careful how you manifest that energy.  Remember, you reap what you sow.  What you put out there comes back to you in the end.  Some even say it comes back to you threefold, but I believe in balance.”
 
   Her gaze dropped to the sachet in her hands.  “And this will keep my dad safe?”
 
   “It’ll help.  That’s all we can ask for.”  
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   By the time she got back to the store it was late afternoon.  Annaliese came in through the front, bringing in a huge package sitting on the porch with her feet.  Forsaken blared from the speakers, one of their earlier hits, Jackson’s vocals rough and scratchy as though he’d been gargling with glass.  
 
   To her surprise, Feather wasn’t at all eager to take off, promising to help her get the new inventory into the system.  Anna didn’t question the gift, going upstairs to change into fresh clothes.  
 
   The reason for Feather’s offer became evident when Annaliese walked in on Jax carrying the box behind the counter, muscles bulging as he held it steady for the girl while she unpacked it.  Apparently, he wasn’t laying quite so low anymore.  
 
   “You don’t have to hold that there, I can make some space on the counter,” Annaliese offered, but he shook his head, shooting her an easy grin.  
 
   “It’s fine, it’s not all that heavy.  Besides, I figured I should earn my keep.”
 
   “Oh, you did, did you?”  Anna gave a pointed look to Feather, who had the good grace to blush.
 
   “He’s been helping out around the store today.  We finally got the stacks rearranged by pantheon.”
 
   “Well then, I thank you, but you’re both relieved of duty.”  Annaliese took the heavy box from his hands and set it on the glass counter.  “I can take over here.”
 
   “I don’t mind helping out,” Jax insisted, but she waved him away.
 
   “It’s fine.  Go take a load off, have a beer, enjoy the rest of the day.”
 
   Feather gave him a hopeful look, but Jax didn’t extend any invitations.  Finally, the girl seemed to realize she was the only one about to leave.  “I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”   
 
   Jax gave her a brief wave.  “Thanks for the tea.”
 
   “Since when do you drink tea?” Annaliese snorted after she was gone.  Was he picking up her employee?  
 
   “Since it’s offered to me by a nice girl who went through the trouble of making it for me.  And don’t look at me like that.  I was just helping her out, I wasn’t helping myself to her.”
 
   “Good.  That girl is barely legal.”
 
   “But she is legal…  Kidding!  I’m kidding,” he chuckled when she smacked him across the abs.  “What happened at the police station after I left?  I got the feeling there was some serious shit about to go down.”
 
   “You’re not wrong there.”  Anna filled him in on all the happenings while she finished unpacking the box, updating her inventory as she went.  Jax was even more relieved than Rose to hear he was no longer under suspicion for once and for all.  
 
   “I think I’ll have that beer now,” he said with a long sigh.  “How about you?”
 
   “No, I’d better not.  I’ll be working until closing tonight.”
 
   Jax returned a few minutes later with a beer for himself and an iced tea for her.  “I can’t believe they think that bitch is the killer, after all the bullshit she threw at me,” he muttered, taking a long pull on the bottle.  “I should sue.”
 
   “You could,” Annaliese allowed.  “But it’s not really the Bureau’s fault she misled everybody up here.  They did remove her from the case after you complained about her.”
 
   “Yeah, still.  I bet my lawyer could sue the crap out of her personally.  Not that I need the money, but it’s nice to think about making her suffer for what she put me through.”
 
   “I’d settle for putting her behind bars and making her pay for what she did to those girls,” Annaliese replied.  “Hopefully, it’s only a matter of time before they catch her.”
 
   “I’d be glad to personally send her picture to all of my media contacts.  Give me twenty-four hours and I’ll make it so she can’t cross the street without being recognized.  The tabloids will eat this shit up.”
 
   “Hmm, you’d better hold off before you do anything like that.  You don’t want to do anything that could interfere with the investigation.  We don’t even know if it’s her for sure, we just know they’re trying to put a case together.  It’d suck if they found her your way but her lawyer got her off because we didn’t approach it right.”
 
   “I guess.”  Jax picked at the label on the bottle, lost in thought while she continued to work on the shipment.  “I’m betting Gideon’s going to want me to talk about it to the media fairly soon though.  He said something about being approached for a book dealing with the murders too.”      
 
   Her brows came up at that.  It seemed like a crass exploitation of their deaths, but it wasn’t for her to tell him what projects to accept.  “Well, maybe talk to your attorney about what is or isn’t safe to say.  If it turns out she’s not the killer, you don’t want her to end up suing you.”
 
   Jax wagged his finger at her.  “See, you’re a good person to talk to about things, Anna.  I know you’ve got my back, no matter what.”
 
   “No matter what,” she agreed, giving him a brief smile as he settled into one of the reading chairs with his beer.  
 
   He flipped through the pages of a worn copy of Scott Cunningham’s The Complete Book of Incense, Oils and Brews from the small table there, setting it down without much interest.  Instead, he went back for another beer.  “I guess the gig is back on for tomorrow night,” he called out from the kitchen.  
 
   “What gig?”
 
   “We’re playing at The Pelican.”
 
   She followed him into the kitchen, setting her empty glass in the sink.  “Really?  Wow, I haven’t been to that bar in years.”  It was one of the first places the band had played professionally and Anna had been to a few shows there, even though she’d been underage at the time.  So had most of the band.
 
   “You should definitely come.  It’ll be a lot more intimate.”
 
   All of a sudden he stood behind her, and Anna could feel the heat of his body reaching out to hers.  “I’m not looking for that kind of intimacy anymore, Jackson.”
 
   His hands grazed over her bare arms in the lightest of touches.  “Are you sure?”
 
   Annaliese turned around to face him, needing him to see the resolve in her eyes.  “Jackson, I’m glad we got to spend this time together, and I’m glad we were able to reconnect, but my heart is spoken for.”
 
   “By the cop?”  
 
   “He’s more than a cop, he…”  In the next instant his mouth was on hers, and Anna tasted beer, the faint hint of tobacco, and that undeniable essence of him that brought back a nostalgic thrill she hadn’t felt in years.  It was wrong, but her body responded, her brain taking long moments to catch up enough to protest.  In that moment she wasn’t Annaliese Cross, businesswoman, practicing witch, and responsible adult – she was the teenage girl who’d fallen in love with a boy who’d made her heart skip a beat just by looking at her.  It was as wild and thrilling as she remembered, and every bit as doomed.
 
   It was Jax who broke the kiss first.  “Can he do that?” he whispered, his breath feathering across her lips.  
 
   Annaliese drew in a shaky gulp of air, almost glad for his arms around her to keep her trembling limbs upright.  “Nobody does that quite like you do,” she admitted, tongue darting out to moisten her lips which felt tingly.  Not that Nick’s kisses didn’t make her tingle too, it was just different.  “But I need more than lust.  I’m in a different place in my life now.”
 
   “And if I said it was more than that for me?  That it was always more than that with you?”  The back of his callused fingers brushed against her cheek and she caught hold of his hand, squeezing it tightly as she brought it away from her face.  
 
   There was a time when she would’ve given anything to hear him say those words, but that time was long past.  “Then I’d say I’m sorry, but I’ve moved on.”  She gave him a tremulous smile, blinking back a surge of emotion.  “I love him, Jackson.  It’s as simple as that.”  
 
   Jax nodded, looking everywhere but at her as the disappointment set in.  But then he managed a faint smile.  “Then I hope you’ll be happy.”  Leaning down, he kissed her on the forehead.  “And I still hope you’ll come tomorrow night.”  
 
   “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
    “What’s this?” Nick asked, bringing the bundle of fragrant herbs to his nose.  He started to reach for the purple yarn to untie it and Veronica clapped her hands over his.
 
   “No!  You’re not supposed to open it, you’re supposed to carry it with you, in your pocket.”
 
   “Okay,” Nick agreed, trying to identify the scent.  Rosemary for sure, and roses, but beyond that he was lost.  “But ah, what’s it for?”
 
   “It’s to keep you safe,” she said, as if that in and of itself was all the explanation needed.  When he continued to give her stare number five, Veronica relented and offered a bit more.  “It’s charged with positive energy to keep away the negative stuff.  Annaliese showed me how to do it.”
 
   “Oh, that’s nice, sweetie,” he said, shoving it into his pocket.  On the one hand, he wasn’t so sure he liked the idea of Anna showing her how to do magic, but if Veronica was interested, she couldn’t ask for a better teacher.  “What makes you think I need protecting?”
 
   “She told me about how your friend Natalie turned out to be a big, fat, lying, sack of…”
 
   “Hey...”
 
   “…lies,” Veronica amended at the last moment.  “She said you guys think she’s the killer.  I’d say that sounds like you need protecting to me.”
 
   “That’s sweet, but I don’t think I’m in any personal danger.  I seriously doubt Natalie would come after me.”
 
   “You’re saying one of those boneheaded things again, Dad.”  Veronica patted him on the shoulder, her tone condescending.  “Remember what they say about a woman scorned?  I remember you doing the scorning, and I’m betting she does too.  Anyways, I’m worried about you, so I decided to do something to give you an extra spot of protection.  If nothing else, maybe it’ll remind you that I love you and I’m thinking of you.”
 
   “Aw, now that is reason enough to carry it with me always, muffin,” Nick beamed, pulling her into a big bear hug.  “How did I get so lucky to end up with such a great daughter?”
 
   “I have no idea,” she giggled into his shoulder.  “Hey, while we’re in the midst of all this familial affection...  Can I stay overnight at Dave’s this weekend?”
 
   She had to be messing with him.  “You seriously think now is the best time to ask that?  When I’ve got you in my clutches?”  His fingers waggled, drawing a squeal of anticipation of the tickles that might follow.  
 
   “Hey, you’re the one with a crazed killer mad at you.  I might not get another chance to ask if you die,” she teased.
 
   “Alright.”
 
   “Alright, I can go?” she gaped, pulling back to look at him.
 
   “Alright, if I die, you can go,” he smiled, letting go of her to get himself a cold drink.  “Otherwise, hell no.”  
 
   Veronica followed him into the kitchen.  “He’s harmless.”
 
   “Teenage boys are the least harmless things to a teenage girl.”
 
   “Oh, come on, it’s Dave.  He’s basically like a big puppy.”
 
   “Even puppies bite,” he pointed out.  “No overnights with boys, I don’t care if his parents will be in the same bed with you.”
 
   “Eewh, now you’re just being gross.”  She recoiled as if he’d suggested she sleep with dead fish in the bed.  “Fine, but next year I’ll be eighteen and…”
 
   “And I’ll be one step closer to a heart attack,” Nick muttered, chugging most of a can of root beer in one go. 
 
   “You’re going to have to learn how to trust me sometime, Dad.”
 
   “I trust you fine, it’s the guys I don’t trust.”  He belched three times, following each one with a murmured excuse me before the next one escaped.  
 
   “Classy.”  She flashed him a tight lipped smile.
 
   “Perfectly normal bodily function,” he protested, tossing the can into the recycling bin.
 
   “So is sex.”
 
   “And on that note, I think I’ll go try and wash that vivid mental picture away and catch some shuteye.  It’s been a hell of a day.” 
 
   “G’nite, Dad.  I’ll try and be quiet.”
 
   Despite the desire to crash and sleep for fifteen hours, Nick couldn’t help but stop off in his study.  None of the notes on his white board seemed relevant anymore, he realized.  Grabbing the eraser, he removed Jax May’s column and all the notes pertaining to his line of the investigation.  All that time wasted…  What else had Natalie lied about?  
 
   Because it was clear she’d been lying about far more than the fact that she’d been removed from the case.  
 
   The search of Natalie’s hotel room had found her personal belongings cleared out in a hurry, but what she’d left behind had convinced Special Agents Pettijohn and Perry that she was their top suspect.  The room had been plastered with pictures of Jax, his movements, some of his personal items.  She’d clearly been stalking him for some time.  In addition to the pictures and notes, they’d found sketches of the symbol tattooed onto the victims.  
 
   The kicker though, was a single razor blade found in the bathroom trashcan, tinged with blood.  The lab’s analysis had found it to match her blood type and was now comparing it to the DNA found at each of the crime scenes, hoping to get lucky.  If only there hadn’t been such a mish-mash of evidence found in each of the crappy motels, they might’ve found something sooner.  
 
   It just went to show, you never truly knew someone.  
 
   There was no reason to keep the murder board set up, there was little investigation left to be done.  It was all up to the manhunt now.  Natalie’s picture had been circulated to the media as being wanted for questioning in relation to the murders and it was only a matter of time before she was brought in.  
 
   But something kept him from erasing it completely.  It wasn’t that Natalie had been his friend, or that he didn’t believe she was capable of murder, but why would she show up and tip him to the murders if she was the killer?  Wouldn’t it be far easier to continue her killing spree out of the spotlight?  Then again, maybe subconsciously she wanted to be caught?  Maybe she’d reached out to him like those killers who sent letters to the police or the press daring all to find them.  Maybe on some level she wanted to be stopped and thought Nick would be the one to put an end to it all?
 
   Even his tired brain could recognize that was way too many maybes to take seriously.  Nick shuffled off to bed.  Only as tired as he was, sleep wouldn’t come.  Fancying he could still smell Annaliese’s scent – lilac and something spicy – on his pillow, he missed her something fierce.  
 
   It wasn’t too late, barely dinnertime, and Nick could smell Veronica’s pizza rolls from downstairs.  He called Annaliese, hoping the sound of her voice might lull him to sleep.
 
   “Hey, I thought you’d be sawing logs by now,” she greeted him.
 
   “Yeah, I couldn’t sleep.  I missed you here and I thought I’d try for the next best thing.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I’ve got to be here until closing, otherwise I’d come over.”
 
   “You could come over afterwards.”
 
   “I hope you’ll be asleep by then, you wouldn’t even know I’m there.”
 
   “Sure I would.”  Nick was convinced that even his unconscious body would know she was there and have a more restful sleep.  “Besides, I’m not sure I’ll be falling asleep anytime soon.  I just… this has been a bitch of a day.  I can’t believe we’re hunting for Natalie now.” 
 
   “I’m sorry.  I know this isn’t the way you wanted things to go.”
 
   “I know the evidence keeps piling up, but I can’t believe she’s the killer.”
 
   “I know the feeling.”
 
   “This is different.”
 
   “I fail to see how.  Just a few days ago, I was in the same position with Jackson.”
 
   She didn’t get it.  “Natalie’s a cop.”
 
   “And he’s a musician.  So what?  Cops are exposed to far more violence than musicians are.  Why is it so hard to believe she might snap?”
 
   He didn’t want to fight, and in the end she was probably right.  His gut instincts about Jax had all proven false.  “You’re right, I’m sorry.”  
 
   “No, I’m sorry, I don’t want to argue,” she insisted, meeting him halfway.  “Do you still want me to come over later?”
 
   “Yes, but only if you want to.  I’ll understand if you want to crash there.”  It’d been a long day for her too and he couldn’t really object to her staying under the same roof with Jax without coming off like a jealous jerk.  “Ah, how long will Jax be staying at your place, do you think?”
 
   “Hmm, we haven’t talked about it, but I’m assuming they’ll be moving on before too long, from what Rose said earlier.”  
 
   That was music to his ears.
 
   “Listen, Jax invited me to go to a show they’re playing at the Pelican tomorrow night.”
 
   “They’re playing another concert?”  Nick wondered if the Feds were aware of that.
 
   “Not a big one, it’s this dive bar they used to play at before they got famous.  I’m not even sure they’re going to promote it, it’s sort of a locals only thing.”
 
   “Still, the last time they played our killer struck.”  If Natalie was truly obsessed, he was willing to bet money she’d find out about the show, promoted or not.
 
   “Do you honestly think she’ll try something?  She has to know you’re looking for her now.  It’d be stupid to risk showing her face.”
 
   “In my experience, the crazies can’t help themselves.  If this is her last shot at getting to Ruby or Jax, she might make a move tomorrow tonight.  Either way, you’re not thinking of going, are you?”
 
   “Yes, I was.  Why?”
 
   It was almost cute how naïve she was, except her safety was on the line.  “Are you sure that’s such a good idea?”
 
   “Yes, I am.  Because you’re going to be there to keep me safe, aren’t you?”  
 
   Nick could hear the smile in her voice when she said it, laying down the challenge.  Now how could he argue when she placed so much faith in him?  “Maybe I should have you wear this herby thingy Veronica gave me?”
 
   “No way, that’s made for you.  Besides, I have my own charms to keep me safe.  You’re not upset that I showed her some of the craft, are you?  It was a harmless protection spell.”
 
   “No, I was surprised is all.  I didn’t realize she was into that sort of thing, beyond the natural curiosity, of course.”
 
   “Actually, that’s something I wanted to talk to you about.  Veronica asked me to see how you’d feel about her working for me at the store this summer?”
 
   “Veronica, at Argent Flame?  Doing what?”
 
   “You know, running the register, unpacking merchandise, helping customers find thing, making cappuccinos, the usual.”
 
   “Oh, that doesn’t seem so bad.”  It all sounded so normal.
 
   “Were you thinking I’d have her in the basement mixing up love potions?” she chuckled.  “Trust me, it won’t be different from any other summer job she could get in a retail store.  Only I have fringe benefits.”
 
   “Her very own Voodoo doll?”
 
   “Very funny.  I meant all the mochas she can drink and an employee discount on jewelry.”
 
   “Uh oh, I might end up having to pay you for employing her.”
 
   “Oh, hey, I’ve got to go help a customer, I’ll see you later tonight.  Love you, bye.”
 
   “I love you too.”  Now he could rest.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   The Pelican wasn’t much to look at from the street.  A free standing building with a red and black checkerboard of tiles on the front façade, cracked and faded with age.  The pattern repeated inside, with alternating scuffed black and dingy white tiles on the floor, a few missing in places that had never been replaced.  The bar itself was nothing special, pitted Formica instead of polished wood, the barstools hard and uncomfortable.  But it had a solid core of locals who enjoyed the casual atmosphere and the wide array of beers offered.  They served the typical burgers and bar food, with pool tables and darts in the back and live music on weekends.  
 
   There wasn’t a single pelican in any of the décor.
 
   When Nick and Annaliese arrived, the stage area (though there wasn’t actually a raised stage) had been decorated with Forsaken’s banner and band posters were plastered on all of the walls.  Either the owner was a fan, or they were looking at Gideon Strong’s influence.  Nick was inclined to believe the latter, as the little man stood arguing with a balding guy in a leather vest about a cut of the house.  
 
   It wasn’t too busy in the bar yet, but it was early, the impromptu show not slated to start for more than an hour.  With the confirmation of finding Natalie’s DNA at crime scene number four, the manhunt was in high gear.  Nick clocked three federal agents in the bar, all in plain clothes with the telltale earpiece to keep in contact with each other, none of them touching the drinks in front of them.  He refrained from giving them any greeting, instead squiring Annaliese up to the bar.
 
   “Don’t dick me on this, Larry,” Gideon was saying.  “You know my band is bringing in the bacon tonight, I just want my slice of the pie.”
 
   “Mmm, bacon pie, now that sounds yummy,” Nick quipped.  “You should put that on the menu.”  Neither men looked too pleased by the interruption, but he didn’t let it bother him.  “Any chance we can go back and talk to the band for a few minutes?”  Half expecting a denial, Nick was surprised when Gideon jerked his thumb toward a door marked Employees Only.
 
   “I thought you wanted to coordinate with the FBI,” Annaliese whispered as they approached the door.
 
   “I will in a minute, I don’t want to leave you out here all alone.”
 
   “I’d hardly be alone, there are plenty of people in the bar.  Plus, didn’t you say there would be agents present?  Or aren’t they here yet?”
 
   “No, they’re here.  But their first priority is in taking Natalie down, not in keeping you safe.  I’d rather you be with someone who’ll keep an eye out for you if things go down.” 
 
   “Aw, you mean Jackson, don’t you?”  She smiled, pushing the door open.  Inside was a short hallway with a small office on the left, a storeroom on the right and an open area in the back with a small lounge area set up.  “That’s so sweet.  I’m glad you boys decided to make up and be friends.”
 
   “I wouldn’t go that far,” he muttered.  “But I know he’d protect you if it came down to it.”
 
   “You’re right, I would,” Jax smiled broadly, looking up from buckling on a metal studded belt, slung low on his hips.  “Thanks for coming and thanks for the vote of confidence.”  He held out a hand and Nick accepted it, shaking without reservation.  He might still have a twinge of jealousy over the man, but with Annaliese by his side, he felt confident where her heart lay.    
 
   “Where’s Ruby?” Annaliese asked, looking around.  There was no one else in the room.  
 
   “She’s in the bathroom with Rose.  Minor costume malfunction,” Jax added quickly at seeing Nick’s raised eyebrow.  
 
   “And the rest of the band?”
 
   “We’re going unplugged tonight, just Ruby and me and my six string.”  
 
   “Old school, I like it,” Anna grinned in approval.
 
   “Now that I might be able to appreciate,” Nick remarked.  “No offense, but all that noise in the background isn’t my thing.”
 
   “None taken.”  Jax waved it off.  “Everybody’s got their own taste in music.  And actually, I’m half inclined to agree with you.  A guitar, a drum kit, add in a little bass, that’s really all you need.  The rest is gravy.”
 
   “I like the keyboards,” Annaliese disagreed.  “I think they’re at least as important as the bass.”
 
   Before he could get drawn into a discussion about music that started to sound half interesting, Nick excused himself.  Leaving Anna behind with Jax, he went in search of Pettijohn, finding him outside in an unmarked van across the street.  
 
   “You know she’s going to spot this van a mile away,” he pointed out once they’d let him inside.  
 
   “That’s why we’re going to park two blocks over once the show starts and we have all of our men in place.”
 
   “People,” Perry corrected him mildly, and Nick got the feeling she did that a lot from the way Pettijohn ignored her.  
 
   “What if she’s already here casing the joint?”
 
   “It’s possible, but unlikely,” Pettijohn replied.  “All of the previous crimes have occurred later in the night.  There’s never been any sign of violence before a show.”
 
   “How many people do we have on the scene?”
 
   They spent the next ten minutes outlining the team’s deployment.  In addition to the three men in the bar, there was another in the alley behind it, and two more out front across the street.  There would also be additional men in vehicles in two block intervals in case she was spotted and tried to make a run for it.  If Natalie Fox showed her face, there was no way she’d escape them this time.  Park and Brady were not among those attending, but Nick hadn’t objected to giving them the night off; the FBI seemed to have the situation well in hand.  
 
   “Alright, sounds like a plan.  I think I’ll get back in there.”  Despite his words about Jax keeping her safe, it made Nick nervous to leave Annaliese in there for very long.  He cruised through the bar, whistling along to Can’t Get Enough by Bad Company on the jukebox.  Rose and Ruby sat at the end of the bar sharing a drink and he gave them a jaunty wink as he passed by.
 
   Spotting Anna in the back room, he flashed his eyes at her playfully, but she wasn’t looking in his direction.  Her eyes were trained on the opposite corner of the room at something out of his sight.  Another two steps brought Jax into his field of vision, his attention riveted to the same spot.  
 
   Something was wrong.  
 
   The whistle died on his lips as Nick inched forward, loosening the gun in his holster.    
 
   “It’s okay, Nick, I can hear you out there,” a woman’s voice called to him.  “Come on and join the party, you’re here just in time.”
 
   Heart in his throat, Nick bit back a curse, wishing like hell he’d asked for one of those earpieces.  Instead, he did as he was told, advancing into the room to find Natalie standing in the corner, gun drawn but not raised.  
 
   She was dressed to blend in, wearing a short leather jacket and skirt, with stiletto heels.  Not as flashy as she’d been made up for Rose’s party, but fitting for the venue.  Her long locks were gone, cut into a short bob with razor cut ends that made her look younger, definitely not the polished professional he’d come to expect.  Below her collarbone, just above the beauty mark he’d always admired, was the band’s symbol, the mark to invoke Mael.  Whether it was drawn or actually tattooed, he couldn’t tell from that distance.
 
   “Whatever you’re thinking about doing, it’s a bad idea,” Nick said gently, stepping deeper into the room to put himself between her and Annaliese.  
 
   A flash of pain twisted Natalie’s features and she stepped to the side, not liking anything getting between her and her quarry.  “No… see, this is the only way,” she explained, the gun coming up.  
 
   In an instant Nick’s gun was drawn, leveled at her chest.  “Put the gun down, Nat,” he ordered, a note of steel entering his voice even as his stomach clenched from the small mewl of fear that escaped Annaliese’s lips.  
 
   “I can’t do that.”  Natalie kept shifting her stance, moving to the left to get a better shot.  “I won’t let him go.”
 
   “You’ve got it all wrong,” Jax started to say, but she shook the gun at him, her eyes wide and shiny.
 
   “Shut up!  Everything that comes out of your mouth is lies!”
 
   Nick shifted with Natalie, trying to keep himself between her and Annaliese, but she wasn’t helping, sticking close to the rocker.  “Whoa, calm down.  Natalie, this isn’t the way to do this.  Why don’t you put down the gun and we’ll talk about it.  Tell me about the lies, I want to hear all about it.”
 
   “Don’t patronize me, Nick.” She itched at her throat and he could see the red blotchy hives peeking out from under her jacket.  “I’m not crazy, but I can’t let it go on any longer.  One way or another, this ends tonight.”
 
   “Natalie, it’s over,” Nick tried again.  “You know Jax was cleared weeks ago, a witness came forward.”
 
   “That was all bullshit.  You don’t think he could get some groupie to lie for him and say they were together?”
 
   “She had a picture.”
 
   “Oh please, a twelve year old with a computer could fake that.”
 
   They weren’t getting anywhere.  Nick changed tactics, taking a slow step toward her as he switched to the offensive.  “Natalie, you’re the one who’s been lying this whole time.  You’re the one who isn’t what she seems.”
 
   Her dark eyes shifted away from May and settled on Nick, pain shining in their depths.  “No, not you too,” she cried, the gun shaking in her hands.  “Nick, I’ve always been honest with you.”
 
   “No, you lied to me same as everyone else.  You weren’t on the case.”
 
   “But I was!” Natalie insisted.  “Just because they kicked me off doesn’t mean I wasn’t still on the case.”
 
   “And Julie, she wasn’t your cousin.”
 
   Her forehead crumpled at the dig.  “No, she was like my sister.  We were in the same sorority together and I keep those vows sacred.  He needs to pay for what he did to her.”  The gun came up again, no steadier in its aim.  “He defiled her.  She was a good girl until she met him,” she bit out.
 
   “Is that why you killed her?” Nick asked gently, taking another step closer to her.
 
   “No… she…”  Her eyes darted to Nick and then back again to her target.  “She deserved better, don’t you see?”  
 
   “What about the others?  Did they deserve better?” Nick pressed.  “Did you try to save them from a path of degradation?”
 
   “It was too late for them,” she said miserably, the gun wavering in her hands.  “I couldn’t make things right.  I had to…”  The gun steadied as she found her resolve.  “I have to act now before this gets any worse.”
 
   “You need to put the gun down before it gets any worse.”  
 
   The music from the bar got louder as Ruby and Rose stepped into the hallway.  Ruby took one look at Natalie, gun drawn and aimed at her brother and shrieked, launching at her with a flying tackle.  
 
   “Ruby, no wait, don’t!” Nick called out, but it was too late.  The events played out before him as if in slow motion.  Natalie’s surprise, half turning to meet the danger behind her, and Ruby’s face twisted with rage as they collided.  He started to dive in their direction, bent on getting the gun out of play, but it went off instead, the bullet whistling dangerously close to his ear to find its mark behind him.  
 
   In a gut-wrenching moment, Nick couldn’t get himself turned around fast enough to see where it had hit, scared to death the bullet had found Annaliese.  Fearing the worst, he forced himself to secure the situation before he let himself take a look, worried he wouldn’t be able to act if Anna lay bleeding or worse.  Nick shouldered Ruby aside and pushed his knee into Natalie’s back, forcing her down until he got the cuffs on her.  
 
   Ruby fought him harder than Natalie, who had slumped on the ground, weeping.  He had to grab her by the wrists to keep her from trying to gouge Natalie’s eyes out.  “Damn it, Ruby, knock it off, it’s over,” he barked at her, his face inches from hers and she dissolved into hiccupping tears.  Rose rushed to their side to gather Ruby into her arms, and only then did Nick dare to look at the damage Natalie’s bullet had caused.  
 
   To his great relief, Annaliese clutched a wad of bloody fabric against May’s bicep, no worse for wear.  Just as Nick reached her side, the employee door burst open and two agents spilled in, drawn by the sound of gunfire.  Taking in the scene, one dropped to the ground to secure Natalie as the other one called it in, requesting an ambulance.  In a few moments, agents swarmed the room, and a shout from the back door turned up another agent knocked unconscious in the alley. 
 
   Pettijohn came in, his stern features lit with satisfaction.  “Natalie Fox, you are under arrest for the murders of Bethany Morrow, Dawn Johnson, Julie Wilson, Hayley Lambert and Angela Parker,” he said with dramatic flair.  “You already know the drill, but let’s do this by the book.  Perry, you do the honors.”
 
   “Gladly,” Perry said with a tight grin.  “You have the right to remain silent….”
 
   Natalie’s head hung as she was led away, her eyes dead and vacant, as though she was unaware of her surroundings.  
 
   Nick gave Pettijohn a brief statement of what went down while Annaliese fussed over Jax’s arm.  It didn’t look too bad, but the wound needed stitching up.  Ruby huddled in a corner, crying into Rose’s shoulder, murmuring about how Jax could’ve been killed, while Rose stroked her hair and assured her it was all over.    
 
   “Good job, Gibson.  I’ll be sure to make a mention of your quick thinking in my report,” Pettijohn declared, clapping him on the shoulder.  Nick murmured his thanks but his heart wasn’t in it.  All he could think about was the look in Natalie’s eyes as they’d taken her away – it was as if she wasn’t in there anymore.  
 
   The EMTs came in to look at Jax’s arm and declared he needed to go to the hospital for stitches.  They bundled him off, and Annaliese promised to follow with Ruby, while Nick stood around finishing his extended statement with the Feds.  
 
   “Where’s Jax?” Ruby demanded in a panic, coming out of her crying jag long enough to realize he was gone, and Annaliese hurried over to help soothe her.  A few moments later, Anna approached him, waiting patiently for him to give her his full attention.
 
   “Hey, I’m taking Ruby to the hospital, okay?”
 
   “Right, of course, you go ahead,” Nick agreed.  “I’m going to be here for a while.  I’ll catch up with you later.”    
 
   “Are you alright?” Anna hesitated, her brow pinched with worry.
 
   “Sure, I’ll be fine.  It’s just, you know, aftermath.”
 
   “Try not to worry,” she smiled.  “At least it’s over, really over now.”  
 
   So why then did Nick feel like he’d lost instead of won?
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Stephanie May burst into the bar, blonde hair wild as though she’d ridden over on a motorcycle without a helmet.  “Is he alright?  Where is he?” she demanded, heading straight for Sergeant Gibson as soon as she laid eyes on him.  
 
   “It’s okay, he’s going to be fine,” Nick soothed, leading her to one of the bar stools.  “He was shot in the arm, but it’s a superficial wound.”
 
   “Oh, thank God,” she breathed, slumping onto the stool.  “When I heard it on the news that he’d been shot, I just…”  Her hand clutched at her chest, earrings jangling as she shook her head.  “I thought the worst, you know?”  Dumping her purse on the bar, she dug through it until she fished out a lighter and a pack of Virginia Slims.  
 
   “Ah, there’s no smoking in here.”
 
   “What are you going to do, arrest me for smoking?” she asked with an arch smile.
 
   Nick wasn’t going to touch that one.  “Jax was taken to Providence Hospital if you want to check up on him.”
 
   “I don’t think I could drive like this.”  A long plume of smoke escaped her lips as she let out a sigh.  “Bartender, can you give me a Michelob Light, please?”
 
   Sure, because a drink should make the drive better, Nick couldn’t help but think.  
 
   “Did you catch the son of a bitch who shot him?”
 
   “Yes, we did.  But ah, if you’ll excuse me, I have some things to attend to.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever,” she waved him away.  “God, I hate all this stuff, I always have.”  She made a sweeping gesture toward the stage area.  
 
   “What, the publicity?” Nick asked, glancing at the banner.   
 
   “No, all that Satanic crap.  I can’t tell you how many times I argued with Ruby over plastering her walls with it as a teenager.  I finally just started ripping it down and she stopped putting it up.  It’s asking for trouble if you ask me.  No good can come of worshipping any of that shit.”
 
   Nick’s brows drew together in confusion.  “I thought it was all an act.”
 
   “No, she’s always been into this junk.  It used to scare the hell out of Jax, but he went along with it to keep her happy.”  Stephanie shook her head, taking a long drag off her cigarette.  “Ruby always had him wrapped around her little finger, he never could say no to her.”
 
   All of a sudden it clicked.  Sold her soul to the devil…  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
    “Thanks for stopping off, the smell of blood made me feel like ralphing,” Ruby smiled weakly as Annaliese let them into the back of the store.  
 
   “It’s no problem,” Anna smiled, setting her purse down on the kitchen counter.  “We probably won’t get in to see Jax for a while anyway, and I can fix you up faster and for a lot less coin than the hospital will charge you for a minor gash like that.”  
 
   “Can’t you just…” Ruby waggled her fingers dramatically.  “Rose tells me you have a real talent for healing.”
 
   “I can help it mend faster,” Annaliese admitted.  “But first I think we should clean it up.  You never know what kind of germs you can pick up from the floor of a place like that,” she grimaced.  The cut on Ruby’s knee wasn’t deep, and the blood had already slowed to a trickle, but Anna knew it was always better to be safe than sorry.  “Let me got get my first aid stuff from upstairs.  I’ll be right back.”  Trading a long look with Rose, Anna was confident her friend would be able to keep Ruby’s fragile state in check while she was gone.  
 
   The first aid kit was in the hall bathroom, in a small Tupperware bin.  After a quick check to see if she’d have everything she needed, Annaliese washed her hands thoroughly with anti-bacterial soap.  As an afterthought, she stopped off in Jax’s room to pick him up a new shirt to wear home from the hospital.  The one he’d had on was all bloodstained and torn up from the EMTs’ eagerness to get to the wound.  
 
   She’d given him two drawers to unpack into, and she found his shirts on the second try, smiling over the neat stacks.  Jax was such a contradiction.  Who would’ve thought he was a closet neat freak?    
 
   Picking up the top shirt, a tiny wooden figure tumbled out of the folds and onto the floor, rolling under the bed.  Anna bent over with a huff, stretching to retrieve the ugly thing, studying it closely in the light once she found it.  It was only about two inches tall, carved in dark wood, the face leering and hideous with a sadistic grin on its grossly stretched lips.  From the moment her fingers touched it, she recognized the dark energy emanating from it.  It was a totem, a symbol of the evil entity, Mael.  
 
   Annaliese dropped it back into the drawer with a gasp, shaking her fingers off as if they’d been burned.  What was Jax doing with a totem like that?  He’d said he wasn’t into any of that stuff.
 
   “I wish you hadn’t seen that,” Ruby commented from the doorway, her face unreadable.  
 
   “I don’t… it couldn’t be Jax this whole time, could it?” Anna whispered, reeling over the implications.  What about the reports that it’d been a woman?  
 
   “That’s all it takes to make you doubt him, huh?  I knew you didn’t deserve him.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Jax.  None of you deserve him, you’re not worthy.”  There was nothing but cold disgust in Ruby’s eyes, and her pronouncement sent a chill through Anna as everything became clear.  The totem didn’t belong to Jax, it was Ruby’s.
 
   “You killed those girls.  Here and in Los Angeles.”
 
   “And in other places,” Ruby freely admitted.  “It took me a while to figure out the best way to do it.  Mael requires blood, and it can get messy.  At first I didn’t understand what he wanted, but now I do.”
 
   “But why?  Why would you do it?  You’re not a killer.”  It was absurd.  She’d known Ruby since junior high.  Ruby, who cried at the drop of a hat, who needed Jax to fight her battles for her.  This was a person she didn’t recognize at all.
 
   “Anyone can be a killer given the right set of circumstances,” Ruby said with a half shrug.  “It was only one offering to start with.  It was just the push we needed to break into the big time.  But it doesn’t end, there’s always one more deal, one more gig, one more pinnacle to reach for.  It never ends.”  Her shoulders slumped as though weary, and Annaliese tried desperately to appeal to her.  
 
   “It can end now, Ruby.  You can stop it.  We can get you help.  You don’t have to do what Mael wants anymore.”  
 
   A disturbing smile curved the corners of her mouth.  “It’s not about what Mael wants now.  In the end, you get to like it.”
 
   Anna recoiled from the implications of that smile, of what that might mean for her and for… “Rose!” she shouted, suddenly remembering her friend.
 
   “She can’t hear you right now, she’s taking a little nap.”
 
   “You slipped her some GHB, like the others?  Why didn’t you try to drug me too?”
 
   “Silly rabbit, that’s no fun,” Ruby grinned, stepping deeper into the room.  She produced a razor blade from the cuff around her wrist, turning it thoughtfully in her fingers.  “You were always going to have to die, this just moves up my timetable.  You’re not good enough for him, you never were.  None of them are.”
 
   Anna retreated, her back coming up against the dresser as she searched around for a weapon to use, anything.  “Where is this coming from, Ruby?  I thought we were friends,” she said, stalling as she desperately scrambled for inspiration.  If only she hadn’t left her phone in her purse downstairs!
 
   “Because everyone likes sweet Annaliese, right?  Don’t make me gag.  I thought for half a minute that you’d changed, but you’re all over him just like you used to be, distracting him from the music.  From me.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I’m not with Jax like that anymore, I love Nick.”
 
   “Then why did you kiss him?”
 
   Anna’s mouth fell open in shock.  “You saw that?  Ruby, I didn’t… he kissed me, not the other way around.”
 
   “You didn’t exactly slap him for it though, did you?” she smirked.
 
   Annoyance and a smidge of guilt pricked at Annaliese’s temper.  “Look, even if I was with Jax, what business is it of yours?  He’s an adult, and since when does he have to check in with you on who he sees anyway?  You’re acting like he’s your boyfriend, not your brother.”  Her hand closed around a pen.  It was pathetic as weapons went, but it was all she had.  
 
   “Oh, you did not just say that to me.”  Ruby’s eyes went flat and deadly as she began to chant something low and guttural that Annaliese couldn’t quite make out.  There was no mistaking the swirl of dark power in the room and the evil intent in her eye as she stalked toward her, razor blade in hand.  Annaliese felt a tickle gather in the back of her throat, but when she went to cough, she couldn’t breathe.  Terror set in as all she could do was cough out, her lungs refusing to draw in any air.  The chant tripping from Ruby’s lips let her know what was responsible, and Anna fought to keep the panic at bay long enough to concentrate and defend herself the only way she could.
 
   Tiny pinpricks of light swirled behind her vision as Annaliese ignored the pain in her lungs to focus her power, relieved beyond belief when Ruby’s skirt caught fire and she was startled enough to drop the incantation.  Anna sucked in a greedy breath, hissing in pain when Ruby lashed out, the razor slicing the back of her forearm.  It didn’t hurt much, but hot blood ran freely from the cut, enough to be alarming.  
 
     “You’re stronger than I thought,” Ruby said, holding the razor tightly.  “Let’s see if you’re strong enough for this.”  
 
   Annaliese braced herself for another slashing attack, but it was her own arm that Ruby cut into, tracing the well practiced sigil into her flesh.  “Vos obsecro, domine mi profanum,” she began to intone. 
 
   Not wanting to stick around to see what happened next, Anna pushed past her, taking the stairs at a fast clip.  The sight of Rose’s unconscious body on the kitchen floor derailed all thoughts of flight, and she fell to her knees beside her, desperately feeling for a pulse.  It was there, shallow but steady, and Anna tried to decide if she could make it to the car in time dragging Rose’s body with her.  
 
   Instead, she grabbed her phone, speed dialing Nick even as she noticed she had three missed calls from him.  “Nick!” she yelled once he picked up.
 
   “Annie, where are you?” he demanded. “No one at the hospital knows where you are…”
 
   “I’m at home.  You’d better get here.  It’s not Natalie, it’s…”
 
   “Ruby, I know.  I’ll be right there.”
 
   “It won’t do you any good.”  Ruby’s voice came from the top of the stairs, but it sounded different… almost alien.  “I’m no longer content with scraps, my time has come.” 
 
   Like a moth to the flame, Anna was drawn to the bottom of the stairs, afraid of what she’d see above.  “Mael?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
 
   “I could live for a year on the light inside of you, child,” Ruby smiled, stepping into view.  There was no physical change, no demonic glow to her eyes, nor had she sprouted horns, but energy crackled in the air around her, shimmering like a nimbus of heat.  “Come to me, I hunger,” she beckoned.  
 
   Instead, Annaliese focused her power to set Ruby on fire, hoping to shock the demon into leaving her altogether, but the fire danced over her skin and she gave a shudder of delight.  “More, please,” she gave a mirthless laugh, blocking the rear exit.  “I long for the fires of my world.”
 
   “Shit.”  Defenseless, Anna backed away, the counter digging sharply into her side.  No, not defenseless, she realized suddenly.  Making a grab for the shaker on the table, Annaliese ducked past her, running deeper into the store, her fingers scrabbling over the stopper on the bottom.  “You’ll have to catch me first,” she taunted, heart thudding loudly in her ears as she played her dangerous game.  
 
   The demon either wouldn’t pursue her and she could make a run for the front door, or he would, and she might be able to trap him.  The clop of Ruby’s boots from behind told Anna that her plan was working, and she turned into what would’ve been the dining room if the store had been left as a traditional house.  The room had two entrances, and if she could run fast enough, she stood a chance of trapping the demon in there.
 
   Skidding to a stop at the archway on the opposite side of the room, she bent to pour a white line of salt, murmuring words of protection as she went.  It would only work if she could move fast enough for the demon not to catch on to her plan, and she barely finished the line as Ruby came into view.  Throwing a last panicked look over her shoulder, she ran like mad in a circuit of the house until she reached the first doorway again, just in time to see the demon slam into the invisible barrier on the opposite side, trapping him in the dining room.  
 
   Anna crouched to draw the other line of salt, praying to the Goddess and all the stars above that she had enough in the shaker to complete the line before Ruby turned around and came after her.  The last words of the spell hovered on her tongue as the final grains of salt were laid across the floor, and the demon gave a howl of frustration as he came upon the barricade that kept him from his prey.    
 
   Chest heaving as she rolled onto her back, Annaliese couldn’t help but stare across the line of salt as the demon wailed and ranted, pulling down item after item to hurl against the barrier.  Books, statues, and curios sailed across the archway to smash against the floor, and Anna scooted back to avoid being hit.  He could destroy her entire inventory for all she cared, as long as he stayed trapped in there.  
 
   There was a slam of a car door from outside and Nick’s heavy steps on the stairs before he tried the door and she hustled to unlock it before he put his shoulder to it.  No need for words between them, Nick caught her up in a tight hug and she lost herself in the comfort of his embrace until she could breathe again without the burn of panic beneath her breast.  
 
   “What’s going on?  Where’s Ruby?”
 
   “She’s trapped in there.”  Anna pointed to where Ruby watched them with baleful eyes, stalking back and forth across the archway like a caged lioness.  
 
   “Trapped?”  He spared a few moments to study the doorway, but gave up when he couldn’t figure it out.  “Jesus, your arm is bleeding,” Nick realized with a sudden grimace of worry laced with fear.  
 
   “It’s not that bad,” she replied, far more worried about the danger Ruby posed than the cut on her arm.  The blood had slowed to a sluggish trickle, and she grabbed a thin, gauzy scarf to bind the wound.  “It’ll be fine, see?”
 
   “I still think we should get you an ambulance.  I’m calling for back up.”
 
   “No, you can’t take her, not like this.  She’s too strong.”  Anna pulled his hands away from his pocket where he reached for the phone.  “They won’t be able to deal with this.”
 
   Ruby let out an earsplitting shriek, smiling when Nick startled visibly.
 
   “And we can?” he blinked.
 
   “Yes, we can.  We just have to get the demon out of her first.”  She’d never done it before, but the principles were sound, and Annaliese had all the tools right at her fingertips to pull an exorcism off.  “Rose is out like a light, I need you to help me.”
 
   “There’s a demon…” Nick muttered, eyes glued to Ruby.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Inside of her.”
 
   “Yes,” Anna repeated patiently, searching the shelf behind the register for the book she had in mind.  
 
   “Right now.”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “How does it fit?  She’s a bitty little thing.”
 
   “Nick, this is serious!”  She whirled in exasperation.  “Are you going to help me or not?”
 
   “I don’t know how to do this.”  Nick gave her a helpless shrug and she came over to take his hands.  
 
   “Just be strong for me.  Can you do that?”  
 
   Nick met her gaze, some of the wildness going out of his eyes as they breathed together.  “I can.”  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   “I need to assemble a few things before we can do this,” Annaliese said, going back to the book.  Black tourmaline to deflect negativity and keep her safe.  Angelica and basil to drive the demon out, with a little Dragon’s blood to give it extra power.  A protection amulet like Jackson’s to keep the demon from entering her body without permission.  A decorative mirror framed in silver to trap him.  Anna assembled them all along the counter along with a fat onion, cut in half.  
 
   “Are you going to make her cry?”
 
   “Something like that,” she allowed, mixing the herbs together with a mortar and pestle.  
 
   “Wait, you’re not going to go in there with her, are you?”  
 
   “It’s the only way to get the demon out.”
 
   “What if I shoot her, would that get it out?”
 
   Anna looked up, frowning over the speculative look on his face as he studied Ruby.  She’d fallen silent, watching them warily.  “It might, but then it’d be free to harm others.  This way I can trap it once and for all.”
 
   “Can you do that?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Probably?”  His brows came up.  “I think I’d rather take my chances with shooting her.” 
 
   “No, Nick, we’ve got it trapped in there, we can’t waste this chance.  Now, it’d be better if we had a whole coven of witches here to do this, but at the same time, you’re only as strong as your weakest link, so maybe it’s for the best this way.  I can control the situation better.”  In fact, maybe having Rose passed out wasn’t such a bad thing at all.  There was a chance she’d be distracted by Ruby and not be able to do what needed doing.  
 
   “Wait, but that makes me your weakest link,” Nick frowned.  “What if I do something stupid in there?”
 
   “You won’t have to go in there at all.”  She said it lightly, waiting for him to object as she added enough vinegar to the mixture to turn it into more of a tincture than a paste.  The objection didn’t come, but as she looked up, she found him watching her movements, an odd look on his face.  “What’s the matter?”
 
   “Nothing.  Well, I mean, apart from the whole craziness of what you’re contemplating doing here.  You do know what you’re doing, right?”
 
   “Yes, I do,” she replied with more confidence than she felt.  “I might not have ever done this before, but I’m completely familiar with the idea behind it and how it works.  If everything goes well, I’ll force the demon out of her and trap it in this mirror here.  Then you can go in and arrest her and it’ll be over.”
 
   “And if it doesn’t go well?”
 
   “Then you can shoot her,” she quipped, pretty sure he knew she was joking.  When she was sure the mixture was ready, she transferred it to a plastic bottle with a nozzle at the end, snipping off the tip to be sure it wouldn’t clog.  Nick’s pacing was driving her to distraction, but she tried to block out his movements, studying the text carefully to make sure she wasn’t leaving anything out. 
 
   The language gave her pause.  Ordinarily she was pretty informal in her rituals, focusing more on intent than creating spells that rhymed or used fancy languages, but all the books she’d ever read on exorcism agreed on one thing – Latin was the way to go.  She repeated the passages in her head over and over until they were fixed, not just the words but the meaning behind them.  
 
   Finally, she was ready to begin and motioned Nick over.  “This is the part where you come in.  What I’ll be doing is borrowing some of your energy to help me charge this tincture, making it more effective.”
 
   “Ahhhokay,” Nick said, eyes riveted to the plastic bottle and the black candle beside it.  “How would I go about loaning it to you?”
 
   “All you have to do is give me your hands and relax, I’ll do the rest.”
 
   “Relax, right.  I can relax,” he muttered, tilting his head first one way and then the other until it cracked on both sides.  “Here’s me relaxing.”
 
   “Nick,” said Anna sharply.  “It’s okay.  You don’t have to do anything, just close your eyes.”  She took his hands in hers, concentrating on sending him calming, soothing vibes before she began, and was gratified to see some of his jitteriness subside.  
 
   It took just a glance to light the candle with her ability, and then Anna cast the protective circle around them, needing that extra peace of mind to help her focus when Ruby began banging her head on the wall, softly at first, but with growing vehemence.  
 
   Focus, she had to focus.  
 
   Drawing from Nick’s energy, she allowed herself to bathe in his quiet strength, taking comfort in it before she sent it with her own into the mixture.  These words she crafted to rhyme, only because it made it easier to chant.  “I give you strength and potency.  As I will it, so mote it be.”  Over and over she repeated the phrase, feeling the power gathering in her hands like a tangible thing.    
 
   To her great surprise, Nick began to chant with her, his baritone sliding under her voice, matching her rhythm and inflection perfectly.  His giving made it easier to take, and Annaliese focused her attention on infusing the potion with their joined intent, squeezing his hands when she delivered the final words.  
 
   Nick let out an explosive breath as the energy left them, blinking at her in wonder.  “Whoa… that was…” His eyes closed for an overlong blink and she could tell he was a bit woozy.
 
   “Take it easy,” she cautioned, leading him to one of the easy chairs.  “I hadn’t meant for you to get so caught up in it like that.  Have a seat.”  
 
   “Don’t worry about me.  Are you okay?”
 
   “Sure, I do it all the time.” If anything, she felt more powerful and alive, ready to do battle.  
 
   “That’s it?” he said, taking a deep breath.  
 
   “That’s step two.  Now comes the biggie.”  Ruby had ceased banging her head and watched them suspiciously, eyes narrowed to dangerous slits.  “We’ll need to leave the candle burning, but here, I want you to take this.”  She handed over an antique fireplace poker covered in flecks of rust, the gargoyle shaped handle gaping grotesquely.  “If she gets past me somehow, hit her with this.  Demons can be hurt by iron.”  
 
   “Shouldn’t you take it with you then?”
 
   “No, I’m going to have my hands full with the exorcism.”  Sticking the halves of the onion in her pockets, she gathered up the plastic bottle in one hand and the mirror in the other.  
 
   “I don’t like this,” Nick scowled.  “I’m coming in with you.”
 
   “I can’t risk you like that,” she shook her head, not considering it for a moment.
 
   “Well, I can’t risk you going in there alone.”
 
   “I won’t be alone, you already gave me your strength,” Annaliese smiled, laying a gentle kiss to his lips.  “I’ll be fine, I promise.”
 
   Nick looked like he might argue for a long moment, but instead he reached into his pocket and drew out the protection sachet, tucking it into her waistband.  “For luck,” he said with a tight smile.  
 
   Anna nodded, not trusting herself to speak.  Slowly, she approached the salt barrier, gathering her power around her like a cloak.  From behind the safety of that protection, she began the incantation, flinging a stream of the mixture at Ruby.  “Immundus spiritus, audite et scire timor...”  The girl instantly shrank away from the offending liquid, pulling a display shelf between her and Annaliese to huddle behind it.  Anna was forced to cross the line to reach her, but she’d always known she’d have to do it to finish the exorcism.  
 
   The air felt different on the other side of the barrier, the scent of charred flesh making her gag, but Annaliese continued the words, sending another squirt over the display case where it hit Ruby with a shriek of agony.  A thrill of success went through her.  In that same instant, Ruby began a chant of her own.  Blue flames raced along the perimeters of the room, splitting her concentration, but the words continued to tumble from Anna’s lips.
 
   Annaliese was confident she’d only need to divert a small amount of power to douse the fire, but these blue flames resisted her control. Instead, they spread, licking hungrily at the bookshelves and wood trim.  It wasn’t the stock she cared about, but some of the items in her store were irreplaceable, things she’d found over the years.  A flicker of panic made her stumble, and she had to fight to find her place again, the words harder and harder to say, the longer she went on.  
 
   The case Ruby had been hiding behind suddenly shoved aside and she stepped out, arms and face pocked with scorch marks from wherever the potion had touched her.  Her arm shot out, catching Annaliese by the throat, bringing the incantation to a screeching halt.  “Not so powerful now, are you?” she cackled, eyes glowing with hatred.
 
   Annaliese dropped the bottle, scrabbling at the hand at her throat, nails digging, but Ruby was too strong for her.  The mirror grew heavier in her other hand, any moment now and her hold would slip, sending it to shatter along with their hopes of trapping the demon.  
 
   Nick charged into the room, cracking Ruby upside the head with the iron poker hard enough to snap a normal person’s neck.  Ruby absorbed the blow, but it was enough to make her let Annaliese go, turning her attention to Nick.  
 
   “No, Nick, get out of here!” Anna cried as the demon advanced on him, but Nick hit her again and repositioned the poker to stake her through the heart like a vampire.  Ruby’s hand came up to deflect the blow and the poker sank right through the sigil tattooed on her arm.  Ruby collapsed, head thrown back in a silent scream of pain. 
 
   “Do it now!” Nick coughed, ripping a Celtic cross tapestry down to beat at the flames.  
 
   Stunned by the rapid turn of events, Annaliese found the discarded bottle among the rubble.  With a final squeeze, she emptied the last of the tincture onto Ruby’s body, croaking out the words, eyes streaming from the smoke.  “Hostis humani generis, vitae raptor, tu malorum radix vitiorum seductor hominum, proditor innocentes auctor invidia, avaritia, causa discordiae. Exorcizo te de cortice eius.  Alligo te in umbras ubi tu sollicitent non spiritum liberum sempitérna sæcula. Ubi constringo vos, ut non nocent.”
 
   A black haze appeared, oozing out of Ruby’s pores.  It curled like smoke, but darker than anything the fire produced, drawn to the mirror that Annaliese held aloft.  The moment the smoke touched the glass, a keening wail pierced the air and the silver frame grew hot to the touch.  The final lines were hard to get out, the syllables fighting her tongue to the very last.  And then it was done, her ears ringing in the wake of the inhuman shriek that was cut off mid-wail.  Anna fumbled with her pocket, drawing out the half onion, which she smeared across the surface of the mirror, sealing the demon in with another layer of protection.  
 
   “Is that it?  Did we get it?” Nick asked, followed by a racking cough.      
 
   Once more aware of her surroundings, Annaliese quickly doused the fire, which had become nothing more than ordinary flames without the demon’s power to back it.  The smoke was still thick and cloying though, and she struggled to open the windows and air the place out.  
 
   Ruby moaned on the ground.  Eyes tightly shut, she curled into a fetal position around her arm.  The burned pockmarks from the tincture were nearly all healed, but her arm bled profusely when Anna pulled out the iron poker.  
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
 
   “She can’t hurt us now,” Anna coughed, wrapping a tablecloth around Ruby’s wound.
 
   “Alright then,” Nick nodded, stumbling away to throw open the front door, gulping in the fresh night air before he returned to her side.  “You got that on her good and tight?”  
 
   “Yes, I think so.”  She should get to a doctor to have it stitched up, but it would hold for now.
 
   “Good.”  Nick pulled out his cuffs.  “Ruby May, you’re under arrest for murder, attempted murder, arson, obstruction of justice, and generally being a pain in my ass.”  
 
   Ruby’s only reply was to cough long and hard, and he hauled her over to the door, reciting her rights as Annaliese went to check on Rose.  Lying on the kitchen floor, Rose was largely unaffected by the smoke, but Anna opened the kitchen door to help air the place out anyway.  
 
   When she came back out to the front, Nick was on the phone ordering an ambulance and the fire department in between hacking coughs.  There would be a ton of questions.  They’d have to get their story straight and come up with a version that was palatable to the authorities.  But for the moment, they rested on the porch together holding hands while Ruby silently wept onto the front walk.   
 
   “You did it,” Nick said with a squeeze of the hand.
 
   “We did it,” she corrected him, overwhelmingly tired but content, all things considered.  
 
   “We make a pretty good team.”
 
   She nodded, her head coming to rest against his shoulder.  “That we do.”  
 
   “You know… there’s something to be said for that.  Making a good team.  It makes you wonder how well we’d do on other things that require teamwork, you know, in day to day life.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk you about.  To ask you, really.  Maybe now isn’t the best time with everything going on, but if there’s anything I learned tonight it’s that life is short.”
 
   Life wasn’t short, it was eternal, there were just different lives to be led.  She thought about challenging his statement but she was too tired and his voice was soothing as he yammered on about life and partners and missed chances.  He might’ve said more, but Annaliese drifted off to sleep.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   Nick let himself into the store, not bothering to knock even though it was technically closed since the night of the fire.  Dressed in a charcoal gray suit, he picked his way across the tools strewn all over the floor, following the sanding sounds that came from where Jax worked on refinishing the newly repaired display case. 
 
   “Hey, she’s still got you working at this hour?  That’s a real slave driver for you.  You should ask for overtime,” Nick grinned extending his hand.  Jax caught up his t-shirt that had been haphazardly tossed aside, wiping off his hand before he shook Nick’s.  Was that how he always worked?  Half naked and sweaty?  No wonder Veronica was always clamoring to come over and help out.
 
   “Nah, I’m happy to do it, you know?  I feel like it’s the least I can do after everything I put Anna through.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault, you’re not your sister’s keeper.”
 
   “Maybe not, but I can’t help but feel like I should’ve known.  I guess the signs were there, but I swear to you, I never thought any of that shit was real.”  
 
   The words echoed Nick’s own feelings on the matter, but nothing would be gained by making Jax feel worse than he already did about it.  “Hey, me neither.  That was my first exorcism and hopefully my last.  The place looks great.  You can hardly tell there was ever a fire here at all.”  The walls had been repainted, the floor sanded down and refinished.  Most of the bookcases had been replaced, built in Nick’s garage over a busy weekend when he’d had time to pitch in.  But the lion’s share of the work had been done by Jax and he’d insisted on paying for all of the materials himself.  
 
   “I wanted to finish up a few things before I push off tomorrow.”
 
   “Oh, you’re leaving?”  A sliver of guilt snuck in that he felt a smidge of glee over the news.  Not that he distrusted Jax anymore, but that didn’t mean he liked the guy hanging around all sweaty and shirtless half the time.  
 
   “Yeah, it’s time.”  Jax tugged the shirt on over his head, stopping to wipe his forehead on the neck before he smoothed it down the rest of the way.  “I rented a shack on the beach down in Coos Bay.  I’m gonna hole up for a while and try to get my head on straight.”
 
   “That’s a good idea, take a breather.  Any idea what you’re going to do about the band?”
 
   “Forsaken?”  A grimace twisted his features.  “That’s pretty much over as soon as my lawyer can get me out of the contract.  I’m done with that shit.”  
 
   “Really?  It seems like I can’t turn on the radio without hearing you guys.”  The tabloids had gone nuts with the story of Ruby’s arrest, especially when some of the more lurid details had escaped.  
 
   “Oh yeah, sales are through the roof, but I can’t keep playing those songs without Ruby.  It wouldn’t be right.”  There was an almost wistful quality to his voice, and Nick hesitated in asking what he really wanted to know.  
 
   “How is she, have you been to see her?”  
 
   “She’s alright, I guess.  I don’t know.”  Jax went to the fridge, helping himself to a beer and offering Nick one, which he declined.  “You heard about the suicide attempt?”  Nick nodded, and Jax continued.  “They’ve got her on a pretty strict watch now, but she has her good days and her bad days.  She knows what she did, but in her head she’s worked out all these reasons why it’s justified.  I gave up trying to understand her twisted logic about targeting the girls I showed an interest in, and her vision for our future together.  It’s crazy, man.  And speaking of crazy, how seriously fucked up is it that I hooked up with a bunch of chicks that looked like my sister used to without even realizing it?”  
 
   Nick didn’t particularly want to go there, that was better left to his therapist.  There was something else he wanted to bring up though.  It had been eating away at him in trying to understand Ruby’s motives and make sense of it all.  “I’ve got to know, did she ever say why she killed that last girl, Angela Parker?  You’d never even met her before and she hardly seemed the type.”
 
   Jax nodded, staring down at the bottle in his hands.  “Gideon was leaning on us pretty hardcore to cut the shit and help him put this major deal through.  That’s all it was.  It didn’t have anything to do with me, that girl was just convenient in the short window of time Ruby had after she drugged Rose and snuck out of the hotel.  The sick thing is, the offering or whatever you want to call it worked.  Gideon told me the next morning that we were a go.  That’s part of why I had to quit.  All this success, it wasn’t me.  How could I keep taking part in it after so much blood was spilt to get us there?”  He shook his head.    
 
   “On the plus side, no more blackouts for me since they put her in the loony bin, so here’s to small favors, right?”  Jax held up the beer in a salute before he drank deeply.  
 
   “Hopefully she’ll get the help she needs to sort it all out,” Nick said gently.  Of course, it was up to the judge as to whether she remained in the institution after her trial, but he felt fairly sure they’d find her insane given some of the stories she’d told.  
 
   “Speaking of nutjobs, what even happened to your friend?  Anna said she was suspended or something.”
 
   Nick bristled at the word nutjob, even though he could understand the man’s point of view.  Natalie had completely lost it in the end.  “Yes, it’s looking like she’ll beat the attempted murder rap, thanks to your testimony.  For what it’s worth, I think you had the right of it.  She didn’t plan on actually shooting you, she’d just been driven to the brink by Ruby’s tactics and wanted to bring you in at all costs.”  
 
   “It’s kinda funny, isn’t it?” Jax shook his head, thumbnail digging at the label on the bottle.  “Ruby hexed her up for coming after me and that’s what made her so bent on nailing me in the end.  Poor chick.  I mean, she’s still a bitch on wheels, but I feel bad for her.”  
 
   “Her troubles are far from over.  Natalie’s still facing charges of obstruction of justice and it’s a given she’ll never go back to the Bureau again.”  
 
   “Maybe she’ll discover a new career?  She could parlay this celebrity thing into a TV gig easy,” Jax smirked. 
 
   “Speaking of celebrity, you’re really done with music now?  Ever consider a career in carpentry?  You do good work.”  Nick’s hand smoothed across the new archway casings, the millwork identical to the original ones.  
 
   “I don’t know,” Jax admitted freely.  “I’ve been working on some songs, stuff that’s way different from my usual sound.  We’ll see, you never can tell.  I could decide to hop up on that crazy merry-go-round again, or I might decide to chuck it all and sell insurance.”  They shared a chuckle.  
 
   “Well, if you ever need a reference, you can always put me down.”
 
   “Thanks, man.  I appreciate it.”  His eyes rose to the ceiling in the direction of Anna’s room.  “Boy, she’s really keeping you waiting, huh?”
 
   “Don’t tell her this, but it’s totally worth it,” Nick grinned.  Still, he leaned into the stairwell to bellow, “I’m getting hungry, woman!”
 
   “Coming!” she called back, sounding frazzled.  Less than a minute later, she clicked down the stairs in her heels, cheeks high with color as she emerged into the kitchen.  Her hair had been swept up in a braid that started at one side of the head and wrapped around the back, spilling over the opposite shoulder in a mass of mahogany curls.  Her usual flowing style was missing for the evening, the clingy red dress hugging her curves in all the right places.
 
   “See, totally worth it,” Nick muttered, catching Jax’s appreciative eye.  
 
   Oblivious to the male approval, Annaliese plopped her purse on the counter and started opening cupboards.  
 
   “I know I said I was getting hungry, but I can hold on until we get to the restaurant,” Nick quipped.  
 
   “I’m looking for something,” she murmured, not even looking at him.
 
   “Is it bigger than a breadbox?”
 
   Jax got into the game too.  “Is it animal, vegetable, or mineral?”
 
   “It’s bigger and it’s, ah… mineral, I guess.  I can’t find that mirror,” she said, facing Nick with a worried look. 
 
   “It’s already gone,” Jax volunteered, taking another pull on his beer like it was no big deal.
 
   “Already gone?  What do you mean it’s already gone?” Annaliese demanded, her voice rising with a screech.  
 
   “I gave it to the guy who came by this afternoon, like you wanted me to.”
 
   “Why would you do that and what makes you think I wanted you to?”
 
   Jax’s hands came up in defense at her stance.  “Because he knew all about it.  How else would he have known you’re keeping a demon in a mirror?  I figured you’d told him everything.  He said he was here to dispose of it properly.”
 
   The color drained from her face.  “I didn’t tell a soul, did you?”  
 
   Both men shook their heads, stunned.  
 
   “Did he give a name or any way to contact him?” Nick asked.  
 
   “No, he said his name… I think it started with an R or maybe a P… shit, I can’t remember it.  He was a big guy, lots of tattoos.”  
 
   “And you just handed it over?”  Big guy with lots of tattoos didn’t sound too trustworthy in Nick’s books.
 
   Jax took a step back.  “How was I supposed to know he wasn’t legit?  Look, I’m sorry, but for what it’s worth, I trusted him.”
 
   Annaliese nodded, well on her way to forgiving Jax, but Nick wasn’t so sure the whole thing wasn’t going to come back and bite them in the ass someday.  “We should probably mosey,” he said gently, and Annaliese picked up her purse, patting at her hair distractedly and looking around for her keys.  
 
   “Now don’t wait up for me, I probably won’t be home tonight,” she said to Jax. 
 
   “Oh… well then, I should say my goodbyes.  I’m leaving early tomorrow morning.”  He gave a half shrug at the surprise on her face.    
 
   “So soon?”
 
   “Yeah, listen, thanks for everything.  I can’t even say… every time I try to come up with the words, they desert me,” he said helplessly.  
 
   Anna was already shaking her head.  “You don’t have to thank me.  That’s what friends are for, especially old ones.”  
 
   “Friends,” he sighed, disappointment warring with resignation.  “How about a goodbye kiss to tide me over until we see each other again?”  Jax looked for permission to Nick, who pretended to misunderstand him.
 
   “I don’t know, you’re not really my type.”  
 
   “I think it’s okay, don’t you, Nick?” Anna said in a reasonable tone.  “Just one goodbye kiss, for old time’s sake?”
 
   “Fine, sure,” Nick said, sounding much more evolved than he felt.  Part of him wanted to go wait in the car, but the controlling parts of his body kept him rooted to the spot.  
 
   Jax approached her slowly, reaching up to frame her face with his hands as he kissed her gently.  “Goodbye, Apples.  Let’s not go another ten years without seeing each other again, okay?”
 
   “Good idea,” she nodded.  “Take care of yourself, Jackson.  And keep in touch.”
 
   Nick was settling into the feeling that he had nothing to worry about, when Jax tossed him a final grin.  “Your daughter’s turning eighteen next spring, right?”
 
   “Dude, I have a gun and a license to use it.”
 
   “It might be worth it, that’s quite a girl you have.  Take care of them for me.”  Before Nick could decide if he was serious or just trying to rile him up, Jax disappeared up the stairs, his smile a mile wide. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Ever since the botched attempt at proposing, when he’d waited with bated breath for her answer only to find her fast asleep, Nick had been trying to pick his perfect moment.  As they were shown to their favorite booth in their favorite Chinese restaurant, he thought he finally had the ideal scenario.  A quick trip to the “bathroom” and his plans were in motion, Li agreeing to deliver the special fortune cookie at the end of the meal.  
 
   That task attended to, he could sit and relax and enjoy the evening.  They both ordered hot and sour soup with kung pao chicken (no celery) and steamed rice, with plenty of tea.  So much tea, he had to actually excuse himself to go to the restroom for real.  
 
   When he came back to the table, Annaliese was scrolling through her phone, but she set it aside as soon as she saw him.  
 
   “Everything alright?  You’re not thinking about delaying the reopening of the store, are you?”
 
   “No, it’s fine.  The repairs are all made and Veronica promised to show up bright and early to help me restock the shelves tomorrow.  That’s not what I’m worried about.”
 
   “But something is bothering you?” he pressed.  Though so much had been resolved in the past weeks, he knew there were still things that kept her from sleeping well, despite his best efforts to wear her out at night.
 
   “I’m worried about Rose, this hit her crazy hard.” 
 
   He could imagine.  The love gods had not been kind to her.  First an unrequited love and then in love with a crazed killer.  No wonder she’d taken off for distant lands.  “Any word on if she’s coming back anytime soon?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I got an email from her that she’s still up in Scotland.  She didn’t mention anything about coming home.  All she said was she had no idea what anybody’s saying, but she’s having a hell of a time trying to figure it out.  I think a change of scenery is just what she needs.”
 
   “Speaking of a change of scenery,” he said, smoothly steering the conversation in a different direction.  “It’s been nice having you around the house these past couple of weeks while the repairs were being done to the store.”
 
   “But you’re ready to ship me back out again?” she laughed.  “Don’t worry, I promise I won’t keep that many things on your bathroom counter once I move back home again.”
 
   “No, that’s not what I meant,” he frowned, not sure quite how to correct that misapprehension.  “I really meant it, we’ve loved having you around.  Did you, ah, start to feel more comfortable with us?”
 
   “Yes and no,” she said after a moment’s thought.  “I love spending more time with you, but it’s strange having people around all the time.  I’ve been used to living alone for so long, every time Veronica gets up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom or downstairs for a drink, it makes me jumpy.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll just bar her door at night, problem solved.”  Nick snapped his fingers, half serious if that’s what it took to help settle her in.  “But other than that, we’re not driving you crazy yet?”
 
   Annaliese waved her hand back and forth.  “Not yet, but it’s only been a couple of weeks.”  
 
   Not the most auspicious beginning to their lives together.  Maybe he was rushing things?  Nick began to have second thoughts on proposing that night, and excused himself to go find the hostess.  Only he barely got three steps away from the table when the check was delivered, the fortune cookies on top, and he darted back to the booth and slid in.
 
   “I thought you had to go to the bathroom.”
 
   “It can wait for later.  We should, um…”  He was about to reach for the check and snag booth cookies, but she beat him to it, tearing into the cellophane wrapper.  “No wait, maybe… no you go ahead, open it.”  It was too late now, and Nick waited, transfixed as she read the fortune aloud. 
 
   “Any day above ground is a good day.”
 
   The moment she read it, he felt a rush of disappointment and slid the other cookie in front of her.  “That’s… here… I think that one’s for me.  You try this one,” he prompted.  
 
   “Okay,” she agreed readily enough, cracking open the other cookie.  “Give to the world the best you have, and the best will come back to you,” she read. “Very true.  I was telling something like that to Veronica the other day.”
 
   “No, that’s wrong,” Nick scowled, picking up both scraps of paper as if somehow the proposal would be written on the back instead of lucky numbers.  Desperately, he tried signaling the hostess.  What the hell had happened to their agreement?  Was a twenty no longer sacred in this world?  
 
   An inhuman shriek came from the table behind him.  “Oh my God, Paul!  Yes, I will marry you!” 
 
   Nick’s mouth dropped open, and so did Paul’s utterly terrified jaw, even as Annaliese’s expression grew soft and dreamy.
 
   “Aw, that’s so romantic.”
 
   “No, that’s my romantic.  I mean it’s me, I’m the romantic.  That was my proposal.  You were supposed to get that fortune cookie,” Nick insisted loud enough to reach the next table, but Paul was beyond hearing, his head utterly smothered by his new fiancée’s ample bosom.  
 
   “You did not,” Anna stared at him, her head cocked to one side, and despite the years of training, Nick couldn’t for the life of him figure out if she was happy about it or baffled.  But his cards were on the table now, it was time to go all in.  
 
   “Yes, I did,” he said, withdrawing the ring box from his pocket and popping it open.  “Annaliese, will you marry me?”
 
   Anna’s eyes opened wider the closer the box got to her.  
 
   “I know it’s not a traditional engagement ring,” he started to say, but she cut him off.
 
   “Actually, it is.  Moonstones were popularly used for engagement rings over a hundred years ago.”  She reached out to caress the smooth cabochon stone, a smile curving her lips as she traced the path of the knotwork on the sides.  “It’s beautiful.  Vintage isn’t it?”
 
   “That’s what the guy said.  Hopefully it’s not cursed or anything.”
 
   “No, I have a very good feeling about this ring,” Anna declared, plucking it out of the box and slipping it on.  
 
   Nick felt his chest swell at the sight of it on her finger.  “I do too.”  
 
   “We’re getting married,” she breathed, as if she couldn’t quite wrap her head around it.
 
   “Only if you say yes.”
 
   “I didn’t?” she blinked.  “Sorry, I was so overwhelmed.”  Annaliese leaned across the top of the table, drawing him close for a tender kiss.  “Yes, I will marry you, Nick Gibson,” she smiled.  
 
   Reluctantly, he let her go, only because their positions were so awkward.  But later, he’d hold her the way he wanted to, for as long as he wanted to.  She was his.  Now able to chuckle over the ruckus happening in the booth behind him as Paul tried to weasel his way out of the proposal, he picked up the teapot, refilling both of their cups.  
 
   “May I offer you some more tea, Mrs. Gibson?” he asked politely.
 
   Annaliese arched a single brow.  “What makes you think I’m taking your last name?” 
 
   His face fell.  “I… didn’t really think about it.”  
 
   “Hmm, Annaliese Cross-Gibson.  It’s sort of a mouthful, isn’t it?”
 
   Was she playing with him?  “How about Annaliese Gibson-Cross?” he proposed, with a twinkle in his eye, and her lips curled with mischief.  
 
   “Or Mrs. Detective Gibson.”
 
   “That’d be Mrs. Sergeant Gibson.”
 
   “Whatever.”  
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Preview - The Touch
 
    
 
   Despite popular belief, Lexi wasn’t a psychic.  She couldn’t tell the future or produce the winning lotto numbers (or she wouldn’t be driving a beat up VW bug a year older than she was).  Nor was she a medium who talked to the dead or saw ghosts.  Her talents were a tad ambiguous for most people to understand.  What they did recognize was that Lexi Morgan was a little unusual.  She preferred quirky to bat-shit crazy, but people weren’t always that kind.
 
   Peculiar, weird, strange, none of these were new to her ears.  Even for such a laid back place like Santa Cruz California, Lexi was considered odd in most social circles.  Eccentric was her favorite one, it made it seem like a deliberate choice to be that way, instead of being born to a set of circumstances completely out of her control.   Distracted, crazy, spooky even – those usually came from spending more than a few minutes in her company – but usually only after she opened her mouth.  Even after years of practice, it was hard to keep track of what she saw and what people revealed voluntarily.  While it sounded easy enough to keep a muzzle on her outbursts, time and again things she had no right to know accidentally slipped out in normal conversation.  
 
   That very same quality kept people calling Lexi when things hit the fan, though.  When something went missing, did you call the president of the PTA?  Nope, you called the weird girl with a knack for finding things.   So, when the call came from her sister, Allison, it didn’t take much in the way of deductive reasoning to figure out she wanted something.  
 
   The nice thing to do would’ve been to call her back and find out what she wanted right away.  Hell, the nice thing to do would’ve been to answer the call in the first place.  But Lexi had just mixed the perfect shade of blue for a piece she was working on in her home studio (a fancy name for the converted garage, but it suited her purposes nicely) when the call came in, and she wasn’t in the mood for whatever gossip Allie wanted to talk about, even on speakerphone.  
 
   But at the third text with 911 need u 2 come ovr fst, Lexi broke down and sent b there soon before setting her brushes to soak, muttering to herself the whole time washing up.  People had been begging her to help them find things all the way back to elementary school when it was actually considered cool to be special, as her Gran called it.  Growing up she’d always been the odd duck, unlike Allison, the very epitome of the perfect older sister.  Despite their differences, and Lexi’s sometimes embarrassing peculiarities, the sisters were reasonably close growing up, especially after their mother’s sudden departure and the move to Gran’s place.        
 
   Her relationship with Allie cooled somewhat since her older sister’s marriage to Neil Travers, even though they still lived in the same town.  Neil, (‘the tool’, as Lexi called him behind his back) was never easy to get along with.  Lexi made an effort to keep her opinions to herself though, or she’d never get to see her niece Chloe. 
 
   It was worry for Chloe that lent a touch of urgency to Lexi’s response, pushing the little yellow car though the busy streets until she reached Branciforte Drive.  There the traffic thinned out, trees casting the winding road into perpetual shadow no matter the time of day.  The sun struggled to filter through the canopy of trees on the property, lending the house a darker cast than the faded white paint would normally allow, giving it a slightly foreboding appearance.  Or was that just her mood?  She never felt comfortable in the big house; Lexi attributed that to not getting along with Neil.  But now her imagination supplied an eerie pall to the house, as though the peeling paint was somehow something more sinister than neglect.  
 
   An unfamiliar dark blue Lincoln Towncar sat in the long circular driveway, drawing a pucker of worry to her forehead as she noticed the government plates.  Whoever it belonged to, they were more than likely there in an official capacity since Neil worked for a software company and Allie hadn’t worked since Chloe was born.  A stab of guilt clenched her stomach into a hard little ball as Lexi hopped out of the car, each step that brought her closer to the front door filling her with a sense of dread.  Had something happened to Chloe and she’d been too selfish to stop her painting to come when Allison first called?  
 
   With a quick knock of warning, Lexi let herself in to the old house, immediately uncomfortable as she stepped across the threshold, as though she was in enemy territory.  “Allie?” she called out, hoping like hell Neil wasn’t home.  
 
   “In here Lexi,” came the response from the front living room, where her sister sat with a man who wasn’t her husband at all.  The stranger held a mug of coffee in his hand, his attention focused on Lexi from the moment she appeared in the archway, dark eyes scrutinizing her from head to toe and back again.  
 
   Lexi knew exactly what people thought of her on first sight.  Not that her appearance stood out all that much in a city like Santa Cruz, where people came from all over the world to share in its unique atmosphere.  A liberal town, it wasn’t unusual to see people running around barefoot, dressed in hippy chic or the latest in clothing made from hemp.  The Hare Krishna population could walk the main thoroughfares, tambourines and all, without even raising a brow.  
 
   Her personal style was hardly outlandish by these standards.  Lexi preferred to dress for comfort in soft, breathable fabrics.  She didn’t own a pair of skinny jeans or high heels.  Her long hair had been through just about every hue imaginable to man over the years.  Currently a respectable medium brown (her natural color) save a few blue streaks (not so much on the respectable side), Lexi preferred to leave it loose to spill over her shoulders, or pulled back into a simple pony tail when she was working, as it was now.  
 
   There were plenty of artist types in town who liked to get creative with their own style.  Enough so that her gloved hands often went without comment, even on the hottest summer days, but the man’s gaze lingered there before returning to her face, and Lexi could practically see the wheels turning in his head.  
 
   “Lexi, thank God you’re here, the police won’t do anything at all.”  Allie’s face pinched with worry.  While she looked polished as usual in khaki slacks and a pale pink sweater set, as though she’d stepped out of the pages of a Macy’s catalogue, no amount of makeup could hide the dark circles visible under her eyes.  
 
   “Now, that’s not what I said, Allie…”  The man set down the mug of coffee, returning his attention to Allison.
 
   Surprised by the familiarity between them, Lexi tried to decide what was more unsettling – the fact that the cop knew her sister well enough to call her Allie, or the fact that the police were there at all.  “What’s going on?  Did something happen to Chloe?”
 
   “No, she’s at gymnastics.  I thought it would be better to report this when she’s not here.  It’s Neil, he never came home last night.”
 
   Lexi barely caught herself in time before she blurted out oh, is that all, mashing her lips together before recovering.  “Well, how long has he been gone?  When’s the last time you saw him?”
 
   “Do you mind if I finish my questions first?” the policeman interrupted with a pained look that made her suppress a smile.
 
   “Sorry, go right ahead, Detective…”
 
   “Ryan.  Thank you,” he replied, and the name clicked in Lexi’s memory.  Gabriel Ryan.  Allison dated him back in high school for about a month.  
 
   What an odd coincidence that he happened to be the one to respond to the call about Neil’s disappearance.  If that’s what it was.  Frankly, Lexi didn’t think her sister would get off that lucky.  The guy was probably just sleeping it off somewhere after a boys’ night out.  Her interruption seemed to throw the detective off of his game, and he flipped back through his notebook with a purse of the lips before continuing his questions.  
 
   “Let’s see, where were we…  Oh right, did you notice if any of his clothes are missing?”
 
   Allison paused to consider the question for a long moment.  “I don’t think so, but I should probably check a little closer.”  She started to rise from the couch.
 
   “Hold on, you can do that in just a little bit, let’s finish with the first round of questions, shall we?” Ryan offered her a genial smile.  “Do the two of you have a joint bank account?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Allie nodded.
 
   “Have you checked to see if any of the money is missing?”
 
   “No, do you think I should?”
 
   “It’s probably a good indicator as to whether he left on his own,” Ryan said carefully.
 
   “If he did take their money, is there anything you can do to get it back?” Lexi asked, not putting it past Neil to take off with their savings if the situation warranted it.  
 
   “Neil would never do anything like that,” Allison interrupted, her eyes narrowing with annoyance.  
 
   “No, of course not,” Lexi muttered, sinking into a chair.  This looked like it was going to turn into a much longer visit than she first intended, and now she regretted not stopping for a snack before heading over.  
 
   Ryan watched the sisters with interest before returning to his line of questioning.  “What kind of car does he drive?”
 
   “It’s an Audi A6 that he leases, it’s ah… black and I think it’s just a few months old.”
 
   “Do you have the license number?”
 
   Her brows knit together as Allison thought it over.  “I think it starts with 2LAN… but I don’t remember what comes after that, to be honest.”
 
   “That’s okay, Allie, most people don’t remember their spouse’s license plate number by heart,” Gabriel reassured her gently.  “But the car is definitely missing too?”
 
   “I talked to his friend Larry at work.  He said the lot was empty this morning when he got there.  You don’t think he…?” Allison left off the rest of the sentence, unable to bring herself to form the words.
 
   Lexi immediately saw the path her sister’s mind started to wander and cut her off.  “Don’t worry, sweetie, if he wrapped his car around a tree the hospital would’ve called you by now.”  The detective gave her a look for that, but Lexi wasn’t sure how to interpret it, so she ignored it.  
 
   “I think I have enough to get started here, Allie.  Why don’t you go up and look through his things and check on that bank information while I talk to your sister, okay?”
 
   “Just look through his things.”  Lexi shot her a pointed stare, not wanting to spell it out in front of the cop, and Allie seemed to catch her meaning, with a short nod.  When Lexi turned back around, Gabriel was watching her intently and she gave him a self-conscious smile, tucking an errant blue lock of hair behind her ear.  
 
   Flipping open his notebook to a new page, Detective Ryan set pen to paper.  “It’s Lexi Morgan, right?  Is that short for something?”
 
   “Alexandra,” she replied, watching him write.  He’d been a big deal back in the day, Captain of the swim team and the track team.  The years had been kind to the former jock, his build still slim and muscular under the sports coat, and his jeans were tight enough that she could see he was still in pretty good shape.  Straight brown hair threatened to spill over his forehead, nearly touching his eyebrow as he looked down, giving him a slightly tousled look, as though he’d gotten ready in a hurry.  But as soon as he looked up again the hair fell back into its regularly schooled style.  Lexi couldn’t tell if the stubble around his chin and upper lip was from forgetting to shave for a couple of days or if it was meant to be a short mustache and goatee.  Either way, she had to admire the overall effect, on him it looked good.  
 
   “Your date of birth, please?”
 
   “You don’t remember me, do you?” Lexi countered, head canting to one side as she studied him.  It made perfect sense that he wouldn’t, he hadn’t spoken more than five words to her back in high school.  In addition to being four or five years younger than him, they hadn’t run with the same crowd.  
 
   Gabriel’s head came up in surprise, “Ah… no, I can’t say that I do, sorry,” his lips twisted into a rueful grin.
 
   There was that smile again, coupled with the slightly baffled expression on his face, he was adorable.  Much cuter than the bozo Allie ended up marrying.  “That’s okay.  To be fair, you only dated my sister for what, five minutes?” she grinned back.  Her sister was an idiot…
 
   “It was longer than five minutes…” he started to protest.
 
   “Yeah, but I get it, I was the pesky younger sister, easily forgotten.  It’s no biggie,” she fanned her gloved hand through the air.  “I’ve completely forgiven you.”
 
   “Thanks, I think,” he chuckled softly.  “So, Miss Morgan, when was the last time you saw your brother in law?”
 
   “It’s Lexi,” she corrected him automatically, chewing on her bottom lip as she thought it over.  “I want to say Easter, but I can’t remember if he was here.  I spent most of my time with Chloe, outside.  He might’ve been in the house watching sports or something.  You knew him, right?”  Neil had been part of that jock circle of meatheads at Harbor High.  He had to have known him.
 
   “Yes, I did, but we lost touch in college.”  Ryan seemed to realize that he’d answered a personal question, and attempted to reroute the conversation.  “How would you categorize your relationship with him?”
 
   “Wow, that’s a loaded question,” Lexi snorted, propping her worn boots up on the edge of the coffee table and wrapping her arms around her knees.  “I’m sure Allie told you, Neil and I don’t exactly get along.”  She left off the part where he was a jerk and she couldn’t stand the sight of him, best to stick to the questions asked without embellishing.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “‘Cause he’s an asshat.”
 
   Ryan’s pen froze above the paper, the bangs hanging in his eyes again as he looked up in surprise.  “I’m sorry, he’s what?”
 
   “Ass-hat, just like it sounds,” Lexi supplied cheerily, he’d asked after all.  “I told you, we didn’t get along,” she smiled sweetly.
 
   His lips quirked, as if suppressing the urge to smile, and Gabriel let out a long breath before regaining his train of thought.  “Was there a particular incident that caused this rift between you, or is it a general dislike?”
 
   “I’d have to go with the second one.  Unless you count the first time I met him as a particular incident.  He’s just…” she made a face, “Allie could’ve done so much better.  Like you, she should have stuck with you and then I’d be able to see my niece whenever I want.”
 
   This time he did smile.  “Neil doesn’t let you see her whenever you want?”
 
   “He thinks I’m a bad influence.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “I guess that depends on your definition of a bad influence,” Lexi grinned wickedly.  “You know, this conversation isn’t turning out so well.  If you end up finding him in a ditch with his brains bashed, in you’re going to think I bumped him off,” she added, only partly teasing.  
 
   “Is that what you think happened to him?”
 
   “Nah, there’s no way I’m that lucky,” she quipped.  “Seriously though, he’s only been gone since yesterday?  He’s probably holed up somewhere sleeping it off.”
 
   “Alone?”
 
   “Interesting question.”  Lexi regarded him with a new respect, he was looking at it from all angles.  There were things she knew about Neil, things she’d never told Allie because it would crush her, but there wasn’t anything she could tell him that was based in cold hard facts other than what her gift told her.  “I’ll just say it’s entirely possible that he’s not alone, and leave it at that.”
 
   “So their marriage isn’t quite as rosy as she’d have me believe?”
 
   “You’d think Allie was the artist in the family from the pictures she likes to paint, wouldn’t you?”  Lexi gave a tight smile.  “It’s not that she’s delusional or even clueless.  I think on some level she knows her marriage isn’t all its cracked up to be, but it’s easier for her to think of it as perfect, if that makes sense.”  
 
   Gabriel nodded slowly, but she didn’t think he really understood from the look on his face.  It was hard enough for Lexi to swallow and she’d had a lot more practice accepting Allie’s perspective.   
 
   “And they’ve been married for how long?”
 
   “Let’s see, Chloe’s ten, so going on eleven years now.  Why, are you thinking you might have a shot with her now that Neil’s out of the picture?”  Again, she was only half kidding.  Lexi fully expected Neil to come back when he was good and ready, but the thought crossed her mind – was the detective single and looking?  There was no ring on his hand, but that didn’t mean much these days.
 
   “That wouldn’t be my first instinct, no,” Gabriel muttered.
 
   “Why did you guys break up, if you don’t mind me asking?”
 
   “Actually, I do mind,” he replied with a slightly bewildered smile.  “Miss Morgan, I’m doing my best to take a missing person’s report and I think you’ve asked almost as many questions as I have.  Did you want to take over?”  Gabriel thrust the notebook in her direction.
 
   “No, you’re doing a bang up job so far.”  Lexi kept her hands neatly folded in her lap, though she was a smidge curious as to what he’d scribbled down in that little book about her family.  “I noticed you called it a report though and not an investigation.  Do we have to wait forty-eight hours or something until it’s considered an investigation?”  
 
   She could see in his face that he wasn’t used to getting such direct questions in his line of work, but she couldn’t help it.  “I’m sorry, I know this is old hat to you but this is my first missing person.  Even if it is a tool like Neil, Allie wants him back, so…”
 
   This time his smile was a little easier and he tucked away the notebook with a sigh.  “No, you can report someone missing at any time, it doesn’t have to be forty-eight hours from the time he’s missed.  The thing is, it’s not a crime for a guy to stay away for a while or even decide not to come home ever again.  Without any signs of foul play, there’s not a whole lot I can do.  Normally, a call like this would get a uniform out here to ask a few questions, we’d file a report and that’s pretty much the end of it, there’s not even a follow up with a detective.  The only reason I responded was because I recognized Neil’s name when the call came through and I was in the area, so I thought I’d check it out.  I didn’t even remember that Allie married him.”  He spread his hands.  “I tried explaining that to your sister but…”
 
   “Yep, that doesn’t sound like news she wanted to hear.”  Lexi considered alous, eyes shifting when Allison returned to the living room.  
 
   “I don’t think any of his clothes are missing, I was careful going through everything though, just in case.”  Allie addressed Lexi directly before turning to the detective.  “I don’t know how to check about the bank account though, I can’t remember the online password.”
 
   “Oh, Allie…” Lexi groaned, how could anyone be so clueless?
 
   “What?  Neil handles all of the finances.  I can’t remember the last time I had to get into any of that stuff.”
 
   “If you call the bank they should be able to assist you with that,” Gabriel supplied helpfully.
 
   “But I don’t know the account numbers…”
 
   Lexi resisted the urge to facepalm, forcing a neutral smile to her face.  “We’ll figure it out, Allie.  I’ll help you, okay?”  There had to be a paper trail around the house somewhere to dig into that stuff, and if not, calling the bank should do the trick like Detective Ryan recommended.  
 
   Allison gave her a grateful smile. “Thanks Lexi, you’re so good at those kinds of things.”
 
   Lexi bit back the sarcastic retort that leapt to her lips, leaving the bland smile there while the detective got to his feet.  Now that he stood she could see just how tall he was, easily over six feet which meant he’d tower over her five foot four frame, but he was well matched to Allie’s five seven height.  Once again she wondered what things would’ve been like if her sister had married someone she could get along with reasonably well.  But then again, it was probably for the best that her brother in law wasn’t someone she could drool over.
 
   Detective Ryan was all business now that Allison rejoined them, no sign of that laid back quality in the set of his impressive shoulders.  “I’ll tell you what I’ll do.  I’ve got the list of Neil’s friends and associates.  I’ll make a few calls and see if I can come up with anything.”
 
   “And you’ll call me?  Either way, whether you find anything or not?” Allie pressed.
 
   “I will,” he nodded, edging towards the door and Lexi took pity on him.  
 
   “Okay, thanks, we’ve got it from here.  I’ll see the detective out and I’ll be right back, Allie,” she smiled, scooting past him to the front door before she spoke again.  “Thanks again for the help, Detective.  It’s really nice of you to offer to call around, but I can do that too if you’re busy.”
 
   “It’s no trouble, a few calls won’t take up much of my day,” he shrugged it off.  “I have to say I’m surprised to see you pitching in so eagerly to track him down though.”  Ryan paused on the front porch.  
 
   “Yeah well, she’s my sister.  Sure he’s an asshat, but he’s her asshat,” she said with a lopsided grin.  “Besides, if he skipped out on her I want to know before he cleans out the bank account.”
 
   Gabriel’s smile was back as she followed him out onto the porch.  Turning to lean a little closer to her, he dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper.  “You know, off the record, I always thought Neil was kind of a tool too, but I think I like asshat better.  Let’s hope for your sister’s sake he comes back in one piece though.”
 
   Lexi stared after him for a moment, at a loss for words.  “Are you sure about that?  That would leave Allie off the market,” she called after him.
 
   “She’s not my type,” he replied with a wink so fast she thought she might have imagined it.  The question remained – who was his type?
 
    
 
   If you’re interested in reading more, download
 
   The Touch here!
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
Everyone has a secret...

BESTSELLING PARANORMAL AUTHOR

LISA\OLSEN





