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CHAPTER ONE
“Welcome to my crypt. I’ve been waiting for you.”
I’ve been waiting to say those words for nearly twelve years.
I stepped aside to let a two hundred plus pound, pissed off, offensive, hostile, suspicious, homicide detective into the room I’d been keeping a secret for the better part of a decade.
The brick-lined room, which once hosted an underground speakeasy during Prohibition, was the sole reason why I’d bought the six-story warehouse in the Chelsea district of Manhattan.
The entrance to the sewer, where patrons had snuck in to drink, dance, and meet in absolute secrecy, had long ago been bricked off, and the only access to the thousand square foot room was via a metal spiral staircase accessible from the warehouse office—now my sitting room—upstairs.
The ceilings reached a lofty twelve feet—an unusual feature for the era, according to the realtor—but the height made no difference to me.
This room is the closet where I keep my skeletons. My secrets hide down here, away from the light and prying eyes.
Eyes like those of Detective Graham and his partner. They don’t understand me.
Or my paintings.
How could they understand when I didn’t understand it myself? Three of the four walls were covered in sketches and paintings I had no memory of painting.
I mean, I know I painted them.
I sat down at my easel with the intent to begin a new project, only to blink, and hours later realize I completed something entirely different.
An extraordinary set of circumstances had to occur for me to create, what I called, a POD. A Portrait of Death.
I had to pick up an object recently touched by someone who would soon die.
The first time it happened, the object was a lock of hair from the tail of a stallion I’d been commissioned to paint. 
His owner, Mrs. Linfield, paid my parents an ungodly sum for me—a child prodigy becoming well known in the art world—to paint her beloved horse.
Red Moon Rising was one of the most gorgeous animals I’d ever seen. He was a thoroughbred legend, a Triple Crown winner, and I was excited to get to work on the project. 
I spent the whole day at Mrs. Linfield’s farm grooming Red, taking hundreds of pictures, and learning about what it meant to be a Triple Crown winner.
His coat had been described to me as sorrel, but to my artistic eye, it shined crimson with fascinating hints of shimmering gold and copper, and I asked if I could take a lock of hair home to make sure I got the paint color just right.
Mrs. Linfield braided a piece of his tail and cut a section for me.
When I got home, I clipped the hair to my sketchpad and set pencil to paper. I don’t remember anything after that. Only that hours had gone by until I blinked and came out of my fugue state, horrified and scared at what stood in front of me.
Instead of a beautiful horse, standing majestically beneath an ancient oak tree, I’d drawn a gorgeous horse impaled on a broken piece of fencing. Dead.
In tears, I tried again and again to draw Red—his face, one of his wild eyes, a hoof—but over and over, for three days straight, my hand refused to cooperate.
I painted his death fifteen times before I stopped and frantically hid the macabre sketches and paintings beneath my bed.
Or rather, before my mother knocked on my locked studio door and told me to stop working so hard. Red had passed away, and Mrs. Linfield was too distraught to accept delivery of the painting.
The blood in my veins froze as my mom gently explained how Red died. He hadn’t been adequately secured in his stall the night before and had gotten loose. 
He tried to leap the fence into the broodmare paddock, but didn’t make it, and impaled himself on a broken piece of fencing.
As time went on, and no more macabre incidents happened, I began to think the case of my possessed hand was just some random fluke. A strange, unexplainable event that came and went.
Until two years later, when I accidentally picked up my baby brother’s washcloth, which had made its way into the rag bin. 
I wiped the paint off my fingers with the yellow duck-print cloth and came out of a trance hours later to see what I’d done.
The beautiful painting of a Koi pond I’d started working on had transformed into another scene of death. 
Only this time it wasn’t a horse majestically standing in a meadow, but my one-year-old brother, floating face down in a pool of water.
That time, I told someone…I told everyone who would listen to me.
I showed my parents the painting and explained about the one I’d done two years previously of Red and how that turned out. 
I implored them to protect Elliot because he was in danger and couldn’t be let anywhere near water.
Instead of believing me, they took me to a psychiatrist upstate.
Feeling helpless, ignored, and invisible, I listened to Dr. Banes explain my condition to my parents. According to him, I suffered from visual hallucinations brought on by stress, coupled with sibling displacement syndrome.
He explained it was common for older siblings to feel a sense of abandonment for having been replaced by a new baby in the house and convinced my parents to leave me in his care for no less than three months.
Concerned I was a threat to Elliot’s safety, my parents agreed. They acted like they were dropping me off at a sleepaway camp, when until that night, I hadn’t even had a sleepover at a friend’s house. 
The loneliness and isolation I felt in the asylum was indescribable. I couldn’t believe my parents would just leave me or for one second entertain the idea that I would ever hurt Elliot.
I quickly learned to tell the nurses what they wanted to hear and hide what I knew was the truth in order to avoid painful treatments meant to ground me in reality and banish my hallucinations.
Three days into the treatment with Dr. Banes, and he came into my room to deliver the grave details. 
Elliot had somehow gotten out of the house and found his way into the fountain in front of our home.
Dr. Banes wouldn’t confirm or deny it to my face, but I overheard him speaking to someone in the hall about how eerie it was that I’d managed to paint—down to the last detail—how my brother died.
Doctors, priests, and scientists tested me, and no one could explain what I’d done. I couldn’t explain it either. 
It was like being able to do a long division math problem in my head, but being unable to write down, step by step, how to solve the problem on paper.
Once released from the asylum two years later, I struggled to acclimate, or find the sense of safety in what had once been my childhood home, but everywhere I looked, I saw a reminder of my brother. 
A reminder of my failure to save him, and my parent’s refusal to believe me.
After Elliot’s death, I thought the curse had ended. I went six years without painting another portrait of someone’s death, and moved to Manhattan the year I turned seventeen. 
I hadn’t been there for six months before I tore a stub of paper off a flyer advertising puppies for sale and came to hours later with a brand new, gruesome painting drying on my easel.
I still didn’t know how or why, but several times a year, I’d carelessly pick up something without even thinking about it, and a few days later, there would be a new painting down here in my crypt.
It was my secret.
One I hadn’t ever intended to share with the world, but thanks to a backstabbing, money-grubbing, coke-snorting, no good son of a bitch ex-boyfriend, my crypt and my paintings were the hottest tabloid story to hit the stands since Lord Cheeto made office.
In the last week, everyone I considered a friend abandoned me like rats fleeing from a sinking ship. 
Only Nigel, my very well paid assistant and agent, stuck by me. He told me all press was good press, no matter how bad it seemed. 
He’s just trying to keep me from running off to a deserted island in the Caymans.
Did I forget to mention the POD paintings are all murder victims?
Yeah. That’s a treat, huh?
Once the initial panic and feelings of betrayal faded, and after I changed the locks and updated my security system, I knew someone would come to investigate. 
I had a room full of dead people, murdered people, framed on canvases in my basement.
I just didn’t expect the person to be the older brother of a murdered woman whose Portrait of Death hung on the wall in my crypt.
I waited at the foot of the staircase as Detective Callum Graham prowled around my crypt. With his broad shoulders and muscled thighs, he looked like a man who could have gotten into college on a football scholarship. Or rugby, since he seemed the type to be above such trivial things as padding and helmets.
His simmering rage made my secret room feel like a closet, thus lending to the illusion of his enormity. He had thick, dark brown hair cut for business, but it must have been some time since his last haircut as a few stubborn curls had formed and were creeping across his forehead.
His deep-set eyes were a luscious whiskey color, filled with a wildness that reminded me of Red. They were currently narrowed between his pinched eyebrows as he looked from one row of paintings to the next, scrutinizing them in furiously fascinated detail.
I ached to paint him, alive, and with much less clothing.
“What’s this?” he half snarled at me, pointing to the small case beneath each painting that held whatever object I’d picked up. 
Along with it, a piece of notebook paper with all the details I could remember about where I’d been that day and where I might have picked up the object pinned beside it.
A death diary for each painting, as a way to keep myself sane.
Cursed with the most terrible psychic ability in history, I knew someday I’d be in this exact situation and have to prove I was innocent of involvement in the crimes themselves.
“It’s hard to explain.” I bit my lip to stifle a wince when Detective Graham sharply turned his head and glared at me with enough force to make me shiver.
“Try!” he ordered harshly.
I nodded and anxiously came toward him, stopping just out of reach, and looked at the painting he was pointing to. It was an older POD of a businessman slumped over his desk with blood pooling beneath his cheek as he stared sightlessly out the window of his high-rise office.
Folded up in the case beside the index card with the description of that unintentional meeting, was the handkerchief he’d used to wipe the coffee off his face before angrily throwing it at me.
“My curse doesn’t work unless I’ve touched something the person about to be murdered has touched. I try not to pick things up that aren’t mine, but in this man’s case, I didn’t have a choice. We collided in a coffee shop on a busy morning, and after calling me a dumb slut, he threw his hankie at me.
“I thought I threw it away with my broken to-go-cup, but when I got home and changed, I realized it was in my pocket. Several hours later, I came to, and this painting was sitting on my easel.”
“Some people might call this entire crypt of yours a trophy room,” Detective Graham’s partner drawled from the other side of the room.
He was about five-four to his partner’s six-five, lean as a whip, with a wild shock of red hair he’d tried and failed to slick back with pomade. He reminded me of Ron Weasley’s skeevy older brother.
He had thin lips, a broad face, a nose that would one day be bulbous with age, and lines around his blue eyes, from what I hoped, was laughter.
Though, Detective Moran wasn’t laughing right now.
“I know, but the only people who’d consider me a serial killer are the family members of the spiders I’ve killed down here.”
Why is he making that face? Too soon with the serial killer joke? Oops.
Detective Moran grunted, turning on his heels with his hands shoved deep in his pockets to give me a profoundly thoughtful look.
“So, let me see if I’ve got this right: you’re an internationally known artist, a child prodigy who became a millionaire by age eight, and have a psychic ability that allows you to predict how a person will die just by touching their stuff?”
Detective Graham’s gaze bored into the side of my face as I scrunched my nose and absently rubbed at my chest, struggling to find a way to answer Detective Moran’s question.
No doubt he read into my body language as all kinds of fucked up, but I was feeling cornered, threatened, embarrassed… I hadn’t even had my coffee yet, and neither of the detectives would allow Nigel to come down here.
I was alone and a suspect in nearly two hundred murders.
“No,” I said and up went Moran’s flaming red eyebrows. “I mean, yes to the internationally known artist thing, and the prodigy, and millionaire part, but I’ve never considered what pseudo-psychic thing I have to be a gift.”
“Pseudo-psychic thing? Is that a technical term among your people? And when you get together with other psychics, is it in person, or do you view each other remotely?”
I sent a withering glare Moran’s way, choosing to ignore the sarcasm. He was making fun of me, and it was on the tip of my tongue to make a comment about gingers…but I admirably restrained myself. 
“I couldn’t take your car keys right now and tell you the date of your death or how it will happen, unless— somewhere in the grand scheme of fate, destiny, God’s plan, or whatever the hell you want to call it— you’ll someday be murdered.”
“Is that a threat, Miss Beauchene?” Moran scoffed.
Not unless you suddenly sprout a crap ton of that greasy minge you’ve got going there, six more legs, and start blowing webbing out your ass, Detective.
No, don’t engage, Jo. He’s trying to throw you off balance. Don’t fall for it!
“Shut it, Moran. Let her explain,” Detective Graham snapped, his patience clearly wearing thin as he waved at the painting again expectantly.
I took a long, patient breath and struggled to ensure my tone remained informative and blank of the anger swelling inside me.
“I’ve never painted an old man dying of natural causes in his bed surrounded by loved ones—not one time.
“I don’t know any of these people personally, other than to have passed them on the street, the subway, the library, or just happened to pick up the penny that fell out of their pocket three days ago when they gave the bum on the corner some change on their way to work.
“I can’t explain how I do this because I truly have no idea. It literally just happens, and I keep the things I’ve picked up, I write down what happened to me the day of, and where I went, so I have a record for myself that I’m not completely crazy.”
“Right. You uh, ever consider telling anyone about this?”
Moran gave me a dubious bounce of those brows and waved a finger around at the many paintings.
I snorted sarcastically and stuck out my thumb and pinkie to pretend I was making a call.
“Hi, 911? Yeah, some asshole ran into me in the coffee shop today and spilled my latte all over both of us … He called me a dumb slut and threw his hankie at me like I was the garbage bin. When I got home, I painted a picture of him. He’s dead, or he’s going to be dead very soon,”
I told the imaginary dispatch confidently, my brows shooting up in mock-surprise as I glanced from man to man.
“What’s that? How do I know? Well, I’m a psychic, but not the typical kind of psychic. See, I touch shit and see the person dead on whatever surface they’ve been murdered on.”
With huge sigh of relief and an excited flap of my free hand, I rolled my eyes upward as though having heard exactly what I was hoping to hear. I should have been an actor. “Oh yes, a padded cell sounds lovely. I haven’t been on vacation in ages!”
I hung up my imaginary phone to give Moran a droll look and got the tiniest smirk from him.
Detective Graham was less than amused. “How did you ‘run into’ my sister?”
I looked across the room to her painting and sighed. It was three years old and on the wall with my newest paintings. The index card with our encounter aside, it wasn’t difficult for me to remember that day.
“It was the middle of August, lunchtime. I was so damn hot and having trouble hailing a taxi. Your sister appeared out of nowhere and nearly broke my eardrum with her whistle.”
Drawn across the room, I approached the beautiful blonde woman’s portrait and reached out to take the tattered pink toe shoe from its shelf beneath the painting.
I held it in my hands as I studied her face, forever frozen in her last moments. If not for the bluish-white pallor of her eyes and lips and the dark red stain on the white ribbon tied around her throat, a passerby might initially think the woman in the white nightgown, who was lying in a beautiful sprawl on the white bedsheets among the white pillows in a sterile white room, was merely asleep.
Her hair curled in a golden halo around her face, her hand lying on the pillow beside her cheek. A single sprig of jasmine nestled in her palm.
Other than the fact she was dead, my painting of her was beautiful. She was beautiful. 
In a room with no windows or doors, she was the fairytale princess on the virginal bed, her throat cut and the gash concealed by a wide ribbon.
I wanted to tell Detective Graham I’d spoken to his sister and asked her where she’d learned to whistle like that.
“My brother,” she’d told me, with a smile that said he was the most important person in her life.
It didn’t seem like a good idea to impart such a personal detail when he was already harboring feelings of hostility toward me.
“Two taxis pulled up to the curb, I thanked her, she hopped in hers, and dropped this. I shouted after her to wait, but she was gone. It didn’t seem right to throw it away.”
I turned around and came up short to find Detective Graham right behind me. I hadn’t even heard him move, and for such a big man, he was like a ghost.
Shaken, I offered him the toe shoe and watched the grief spread across his expression before he was able to hide it.
The ballet slipper looked tiny in his large hands, but he held it like a priceless treasure, his jaw working while he tried to work through the emotions bombarding him.
“I don’t believe in psychics.” Before I could even open my mouth to respond, he interrupted me, looking over my shoulder at the painting. 
“She’s been missing for three years. We’ve never found her body, but her killer sent my family a picture of her very similar to your painting.”
The idea of receiving a photograph of a murdered loved one in the mail from their killer was horrifying enough, but I didn’t like where this was going.
He can’t possibly think I would do something like that, can he?
As if to punctuate my uncertainty, Detective Graham pointed to my painting with his sister’s silk slipper, his gaze returning with laser precision to focus on every nuance of my expression.
Shit. He does!
“Almost exactly like your painting, actually, and we never released the photo to the public. So, there’s no way in hell you could paint this in such vivid detail without someone giving you one of the photos, or you were involved in her murder.”
You forgot to add, ‘or if you really are psychic,’ dick.
As though he’d heard my sarcastic thought, he pinned me in place with his rage-filled eyes, searching my face for signs of guilt or deception. 
He was so intently focused on me I felt ripples of dread surge from my toes to my throat.
“I don’t make assumptions without facts, so I’m going to ask you once for the truth. Did someone on the police force or someone from the crime lab give you photos of the crime scene?”
I took a deep breath and shook my head. “No.”
“Were you in any way involved in my sister’s murder?”
I get why this man would suspect me of being involved with his sister’s death. If I had one toe shoe, it stood to reason I could have had the second one.
I supposed it could be argued I was the Prince Charming in this scenario, having picked up the accidentally discarded shoe of the fleeing maiden fair, but my spider serial killer joke had already fallen flat. Probably best not to.
“No. I’ll give you whatever you’d like to prove it. DNA, fingerprints, hair sample— whatever you need. Nigel is the keeper of my calendar if you need an alibi.”
I hoped Detective Graham would find my transparency helpful, but if anything, it made him more suspicious.
“If I compare your DNA to what was found on Mia’s other shoe and it matches, I don’t care how much money you have, Miss Beauchene, you will spend the rest of your life in prison.”
The ruthless finality of his threat made my body quiver in response.
Was this what a mouse, facing the cat about to devour him, felt like?
Frozen in place, I dared not breathe lest he pounced. Yet even as I stood there, trembling even though I knew there wouldn’t be any of my DNA on Mia’s other shoe, I couldn’t help but admire how his aggressive stance made his muscles bulge beneath the fabric of his suit.
“I understand,” I answered, my voice embarrassingly breathless. I hoped he thought it was from fear and not the completely inappropriate rush of desire I felt.
This is so wrong. I can’t be turned on by a man who’s sold on me being a killer. 
“You claim you saw her death in some psychic vision. Does that mean you saw her killer?”
My heart broke for him because I understood the helplessness of losing a sibling. The helpless frustration of knowing something was coming and being unable to do anything productive to stop it or help after the fact.
I never see the killer, only the horror and sadness left behind. I tried to tell him gently, but there was no comfort in my answer.
“No. I’m so sorry. I’m sure you think this proves I’m a quack, and I wish I were. You’ve no idea how badly I wish this was all a lie.”




CHAPTER TWO
“This is bullshit, Jo. You should have waited for me to call your lawyer. Let me call her for you, okay?”  Nigel was in a tizzy.
He unbuttoned his silk blend suit jacket to plant one hand on his hip and raked his fingers through his perfectly coiffed hair. 
His handmade loafers slap, slap, slapped back and forth on the wood floor as he paced.
I stood by the window and watched the detectives get in the car. My toothbrush, in an evidence baggie, tucked in Detective Moran’s pocket, and Detective Graham had his sister’s toe shoe. I didn’t need to be psychic to know I’d be seeing him again soon.
I leaned toward the window with a hot cup of coffee in my hands. My stomach did a funny flip when Graham looked up and unerringly found me. He didn’t smile, but I still felt his gaze like a physical touch.
It was so wrong to feel attracted to the man who thought I’d slit his sister’s throat—or at the very least stood by and watched—but the fact remained: I found Detective Graham insanely attractive.
“I’m already going into debt paying Allison to handle the lawsuit against Jared and the tabloid who paid him for the pictures of my crypt, Nigel.
“Since I didn’t kill Mia Graham or send her family a memento of her death, I don’t need Allison’s help this time. The police can have whatever they need from me if it helps find Mia’s killer.”
“Of course you didn’t kill her or send the family a memento! That’s not the point, Jo. You never give the cops your DNA unless they have a warrant. Don’t you watch Law & Order? Criminal Minds?”
At my blank look, Nigel continued to list off names of what I assumed were television shows, but I didn’t watch TV. 
I was more of a movie buff but rarely went out for fear of touching the damn popcorn bucket and coming home to paint the pimply faced kid behind the counter, dead.
Nigel’s bottle-green eyes got wider and wider, his cafe-au-lait skin flushing with agitation. 
“Jee-sus! Okay, my little Goth Barbie, new rule! Repeat after Nigel,” my agent slash assistant said, as though he were speaking to a small child.
“I will never again put my dick in crazy or give the police my DNA without a warrant.”
I laughed and raised my right hand to swear obedience to Nigel’s rule, shaking my head as I looked back out onto the swiftly darkening day. 
Black clouds were rolling in, and soon, thunder and lightning would split across the sky.
A perfect day to stay inside.
Though, these days, every day seemed like a perfect day to stay inside. I hadn’t left the warehouse for two weeks, terrified a mob would appear with torches and pitchforks, pointing my way and screaming, ‘There she is! Burn the witch!’
I don’t practice magic or worship the devil or anything, but in my nightmares, the mob always screamed ‘witch’ at me. My fears were irrational.
The worst that could happen would be more reporters and paparazzi would pop up and follow me, taking photographs of mundane things, which would be blown out of proportion and wreck my life and my reputation further.
But it was enough to keep me inside. Hiding.
Nigel said I’d already gotten calls from people offering ludicrous sums of money to know the manner in which they would die as soon as possible. 
Thankfully, Nigel was my dragon at the gate and pled the fifth on my behalf to questions regarding my supernatural abilities, stating I had no openings for any commissions at this time, psychic or otherwise.
The dollar signs had gone up as my would-be-clients thought I was even more in demand. They didn’t want to miss out on an opportunity to avoid their deaths.
Unfortunately, that’s not how it worked.
Not only was my psychic radio station tuned firmly to ‘murders only,’ it, but I knew of no way to change death or stop it from happening.
I have no idea if what I saw was just a possible future and putting it on paper somehow made it an inevitable fate to be suffered, or if I was just reporting the incident in a really strange, macabre way.
I never had the opportunity to test my curse on a willing subject, but with experience, I knew the murder happened within seven days of touching the item.
Today, I’d had the opportunity to tell Callum Graham about the sketchbook tucked into the shelves in the crypt.
Sometimes I got the urge to sketch them several days after their death. Usually, no more than ten days, and I liked to think the impulse came when the soul of the deceased was at peace.
In my book, I sketched Mia Graham en pointe, her body gracefully arched in a grand battement with an ankle length tulle skirt fanned out like the tail of a peacock between her feet.
I sketched her again a few weeks later, reclining in a ratty armchair with an old dog in her lap, laughing. Then again, I depicted her wearing a crown of flowers in her hair.
There were at least thirty pictures in my sketchbook of her living a happy, beautiful life.
The newest sketch of Mia had come only three days before Jared broke into the crypt and took the pictures he sold to the tabloids.
Mia was smiling in all the sketches, but thinking about it now, thirty pictures weren’t congruent with a soul at peace.
I think Detective Graham would have looked at the sketchbook and assumed all the pictures of his sister I’d done were an admission of guilt.




CHAPTER THREE
For the fifth time in the last two minutes, the buzzer broke through my quiet concentration.
I wasn't expecting food. I don't think I had a supply delivery scheduled, and Nigel had keys to let himself in, so whoever was downstairs was damned determined to get my attention.
The clock flashed 11:11. A cosmic sign telling me to pay attention to a message the universe had for me.
“It better not be a message from Jared,” I muttered sarcastically and headed to the front door to check the video screen.
I was surprised to see a woman in her fifties, dressed in a yellow linen dress with a chunky string of turquoise around her slender neck. 
She was carrying a clutch purse too small to conceal weapons or court documents, she didn’t look like Jared’s mommy, or one of his groupies who’d called and threatened me on Jared’s behalf, and it appeared she wasn't going to let up on my buzzer.
Tired of the noise and more than a little perplexed, I took a chance and answered, “Can I help you?”
The top of the line security camera perfectly captured her look of relief and determination.
“Yes. My name is Marcy Graham. I'm here to speak to Josephine Beauchene about my daughter.”
If Mrs. Graham had whipped a pair of pistols out from under her dress and asked me if I felt lucky, I'd have been less surprised.
Three Grahams in a few days. Maybe the universe is trying to tell me something. Something good, I hope.
There was a chance Mrs. Graham was here to rake me over the coals for painting a portrait of her dead daughter, which through some negligence on my part, had ended up front page on a trashy tabloid.
Even though I was overcome with nerves and uncertainty, I couldn’t turn her away.
“Uh, yes. Of course. Come all the way up to the third floor.”
I buzzed her in and quickly ran to the hall bathroom to make sure I didn't have paint streaked across my face or through my hair, washed my hands, and made it back just in time to hear Mia's mother knock briskly.
With a nervous breath I opened the door and noticed the powerful resemblance between mother and daughter.
They had the same delicate bone structure, and though neither woman was taller than five-seven, they both had long, elegant legs perfect for ballet. 
It baffled me that such a petite woman could birth a behemoth like Callum.
He must take after his father. Wonder if Mr. Graham is a dick too. “Mrs. Graham, I'm Josephine, please, come in.”
My unexpected guest bustled in, vibrating with tension. She nervously smiled at me, and I didn't know if offering my hand in welcome would be accepted or if she would recoil, so I kept it to myself. 
“I apologize for just showing up like this. I'm not supposed to be here, and if either my husband or son find out, they'll be furious.”
Oh, yay! More reasons for Detective Dick to bust my balls!
“I confess I pulled some strings at the department with my husband's former secretary— John is NYPD retired now— to get your home address, and I apologize, but after overhearing what I overheard today … I couldn't stay away.”
Not knowing what else to do, I resorted to being polite and offered the mother of the dead woman I'd painted a cup of tea.
She accepted and followed me into the kitchen, where she took a seat at the bar to watch me boil the water and open a can of my favorite honeybush tea.
We lapsed into a tense silence until I set a clean cup and saucer in front of Mrs. Graham and poured a fragrant stream of golden liquid into the cup.
“I imagine your son told his father some, um, shocking things about me,” I ventured carefully.
The lady in sunny yellow looked at me with her chin up at a determined angle. “He did. We're a family of blue bloods, Miss Beauchene—”
“Jo, please.”
Mrs. Graham gave a quick smile of thanks and sipped her tea to wet her lips. “Jo, there've been cops on both sides of the family since our great, great grandparents came through Ellis Island.
“After our Mia went missing, my husband had to retire from the force because his heart literally couldn't take the job anymore.
“Cal couldn't join the investigation formally, but every waking moment he isn't clocked in, he's working his sister's case.
“Every lead for the last three years, no matter how small or how far-fetched, my boys have gone after it.
“We even set up a reward for any information on what happened the day Mia went missing, but it caused more problems and muddied the waters further.
“Psychic is a dirty word in my house, but the things Cal said…what you painted, my baby's missing toe shoe…”
The teacup Mrs. Graham held rattled in the saucer as she set it down, her breath hitching as she struggled to compose herself.
“I have to know if you're for real. If there was anything else. Was there anything you saw that you didn't tell him? Anything that might help us find her.”
I refrained from smiling the smile that tingled across my lips. Mrs. Graham had come, hoping against hope, there was more to my story.
Psychic might be a dirty word to the Grahams, but a mother's intuition was the most powerful psychic gift I could think of.
“My curse is definitely for real, but what I do doesn't work the same way as a normal psychic's ability. If there is such a thing as normal psychic abilities.”
Marcy Graham’s face fell and tears spilled over her pale cheeks in response to my gentle admission, and I felt her grief like a kick in the stomach.
“I know what you’re feeling now. How frustrated and disappointed you are. If I'm really psychic, shouldn't I be able to just tell you where she is? You've no idea how much I wish I could.”
“So how does it work?” Mrs. Graham put on a brave face, flicking the tears from her cheeks before twisting her fingers together in her lap.
I sighed softly and tilted my head thoughtfully, taking a sip of my tea as I debated exactly how much to share. 
As soon as I opened my mouth, I found myself confessing things I hadn't told anyone in a long time.
“When I was ten, I painted a portrait of my baby brother. He was only one at the time, and I couldn't tell where or when it would happen, only that his death was coming.
“I painted Elliot in his footie pajamas with cartoon cats on them. He had his pacifier still clipped to his wrist, and one of the buttons on his footies was buttoned wrong.
“Like he’d kicked his feet while he was being changed, and his nanny couldn’t get all the little snaps done up the right way.” 
My chest constricted as the memory invaded my mind. “I hadn't quite figured out exactly how my curse worked yet, so I couldn't explain how I knew my brother was going to die. All I could show them was the horrible portrait I’d painted and tell them Elliot had to be kept away from water.”
Guilt weighed on my conscience, and my voice grew heavier as I continued, “They were skeptical, understandably so, and took me to see a fancy psychiatrist. I spent the next three days trying to put into words what I saw, trying to make someone believe me before it was too late. But nothing worked, and to this day, I still don't know who murdered my baby brother.”
“His killer was never caught?” Mrs. Graham asked softly. The compassion in her voice filled me with relief because she understood the agony of the unknown, of not having closure.
I shook my head and ran my finger along the edge of my teacup. “I overheard the doctor, who treated me for hallucinations and sibling-jealousy, discussing my cases with a nurse. Even he found my situation strange and my prediction uncanny. Right down to the skipped snap.”
Mrs. Graham eyed her purse. “Do you always see things in such detail?”
She asked it carefully, like an idea had just sprouted in her mind, but I was confident it was one I’d had many times. Any answers I had would only serve to frustrate her further.
God knows, I’m sure as hell frustrated.
“I know what you’re thinking: If I could see every detail of what Elliot was wearing and where he was found, why couldn't I see the killer and when it would happen? Believe me, I ask myself the question every time I have a vision of someone's death.”
Mrs. Graham’s eyes glistened, tears shimmering in the corners of her eyes. “It does seem illogical to see some but not all.”
“Extremely illogical. It’s like snapshot of one final moment—maybe a crime scene photo would be more accurate—and like I said before, I don't always see details depicting where the person took their last breath.
“I don't see the killer, and I don't know why or when. All I know is their death is imminent, and no one will believe me. No doubt you've seen the tabloids, the photos of my gallery?”
Mrs. Graham nodded, her hands fisted together on the countertop as she silently cried. I wanted to cry too, because she believed me.
Ever since Callum Graham showed up on my doorstep, I had been dying to tell the whole truth to someone who would understand.
“I believe you, Jo, but I need to understand.”
A sigh of relief escaped me, and I was ready, eager even to lay it all out for Mrs. Graham.
“What do you need to know?”
“How do you know for sure these people are murdered?”
“Sometimes I turn on the news and see the face of someone I've painted. I write down when their body was discovered—if it was discovered—just as a way for me to prove to myself that I'm not as crazy as my childhood psychologist told me I was.”
“So you keep it a secret?”
Hell yes, I keep it a secret! I wanted to shout. Instead, I took a breath to keep my voice moderate and stable.
“Yes. I’m too scared to go back to a mental hospital and be poked, prodded, ridiculed… The tabloids have photos of my work, so I'll probably be going back anyway.”
“Have there been many visions?”
I shrugged. “I keep a record. A sort of morbid diary, so at least I know no one is forgotten.”
Hope that her baby was somewhere out there—still alive, still waiting for her brother to find her and bring her home after being gone for three years—vanished.
I witnessed the moment hope truly died in Mrs. Graham's eyes. The grief of acceptance made the older woman slump in her seat, but she wanted to see what I had. She wanted to know what it was I’d held back from her son.
I looked into the shallow depths of my teacup for the best way to explain without adding to her grief, but the truth was all there was left. Nothing could hurt worse than not knowing.
“Will you wait here for just a moment?”
Mrs. Graham nodded, accepting the cloth napkin I passed her to dab at her eyes. I hurried to my secret staircase.
Down in the crypt, I took my sketchbook off the shelf and jogged back. I stopped beside Mrs. Graham and laid my hand on the smooth leather cover, tracing the pretty dragonfly embossed in gold.
I flipped the leather-bound book open, slowly moving through the first few pages of smiling faces.
“When a person destined to be murdered crosses my path and I touch something belonging to them, I can't paint anything but their death.”
It was a source of unending confusion on my part, that like Red, I physically could not paint the victim in any pose or setting other than that of their death scene until after they died.
“But when they die, all I can paint is their life. I get a random compulsion anywhere from five to ten days after death to sketch their smiling faces or doing something that made them happy when they were alive. I like to imagine it means their soul is at peace. That they've moved on.”
I kept turning the pages, hoping I was making at least a modicum of sense to my guest.
“Without these pages and the paintings of their death, I'd forget altogether, and that's more disturbing to me than picking up some random piece of paper on the subway and coming home to paint a dead man's face.”
“I can't even imagine,” Mrs. Graham choked out, wiping away another fresh flood of tears.
I finally came to a stop on the first sketch of Mia. Mrs. Graham made a sound between a sob of relief and one of abject sorrow, her hand trembling as she stroked the charcoal lines of her daughter's hair. I let her study it as long as she needed.
When her fingers touched the date at the bottom of the page, she said, “This… this was last year. You said after ten days… was she alive all this time?”
There was no holding back the wince at Mrs. Graham's horrified question. “I don't know. But more and more lately, I've been sketching Mia, and I don't know why. The compulsion just comes on out of nowhere, and I feel… really…” I struggled to find the right word to explain the feelings that came when I sketched Mia.
“I feel uncharacteristically frustrated when I start to draw her face. Angry. Like I haven't gotten something right or missed a detail in drawing her smile. I don't know how to explain it other than that. I'm so sorry.”
Mrs. Graham turned the page to see the next sketch. Then the next, slowly moving through the sketches with a sad smile on her face. It wasn't until the fourth sketch that she sat up straighter, like I'd shoved a poker down the back of her dress.
Concerned by the alarm chasing across her face, I said her name softly in question. The distraught mother tore her eyes from the pencil sketch of Mia lounging on a lawn chair in a string bikini, her hair tucked into a baseball cap with the letters ABC stamped on the front, and stared at me with wide eyes.
“This moment…I took Mia to a cabin in the Catskills as a girl’s weekend when she didn’t get a part in an upcoming production. It was just the two of us…there's no way you could have drawn this specific image just from memory. She and I were completely alone.”
Mrs. Graham could have knocked me over with a feather. She quickly turned the pages, identifying my sketches as actual events in Mia's life up to one year prior to her disappearance.
With her fingers rubbing along the edges of the sketch of Mia in her daisy chain crown, Marcy told me,
“This was six weeks before her disappearance, at a wedding in the Hamptons. The last time she was with us.” 
“Please don't mistake me, Jo, I'm not accusing you of anything—you're a rather unique looking woman, and there's no way I would have missed your face at my nephew's wedding—but this is just…just…I can’t believe it.”
As she exclaimed her skepticism for what I'd done, I was glad I hadn't shown Callum the sketches. I would have been in a jail cell charged with stalking or worse.
“Trust me, I know. This has been happening to me since I was eight years old, and I still don't have a good explanation for how I see what I see.”
We were silent together for a while longer, and then Mrs. Graham looked at me in a way no one had ever done before.
This woman—who lived in a world of black and white, in whose home 'psychic' was a dirty word—believed I had captured moments of Mia's life from the ether.
“I came here to ask you a favor, Miss Beauchene,” she finally said, and my stomach lurched in reaction to the many things she might ask. “Cal said you had to touch something that belonged to the victim before you could see anything.
“I know what you see is only a specific moment, but these sketches tell me you can also see other things…good things to balance the bad.
“I brought something of Mia's. If nothing happens, nothing happens. But would you please try? Just once.
“I have no right to ask, especially since my son came here without a warrant and barged in, treating you like a suspect—”
I held out my hand immediately. Like she said, the worst that could happen was absolutely nothing, and at this point, neither Mrs. Graham nor I had anything to lose.
I'd held the objects that showed me Elliot’s death for hours when I'd finally come home from Dr. Banes facility, trying to see more. To see something new.
I'd snuck into Elliot’s room and gathered up his favorite blankie and his teddy, hugging them so hard it hurt. I hadn't seen anything then, and I didn't expect to see anything now.
But what else could I say? “Of course I'll try, Mrs. Graham.”
I waited while she carefully extracted a velvet bag from her purse and spilled a ring into her palm.
“This is your daughter's?” I asked gently, feeling almost afraid to touch the simple but expensive looking gold band with a pink gem perched on top.
Marcy nodded, sniffling as she offered it to me. “It was tied to one of the ribbons on the shoe the killer sent back to us. After the crime analysis team ran every test they could, John pulled some strings so I could have it.”
It physically was light as a feather, but emotionally, it felt like I'd been handed a boulder.
I did some slow breathing techniques they teach in yoga in an effort to calm my mind, trying to focus on opening whatever it was inside me that allowed me to see such terrible things, but minutes ticked by and nothing happened.
Instead of giving up right away, I stood there and studied the ring. How clean it was. 
I counted the six prongs of metal holding the gem to the band, certain there was something not quite right about it, but I'm not sure if it was my imagination or actual fact.
“Anything?” Marcy asked, the hopefulness sounding strangled in her dry throat.
I opened my mouth to apologize and say no, but I suddenly smelled… jasmine. “Are you wearing perfume, Mrs. Graham?”
“No. I'm allergic to most synthetic fragrances.”
I didn't have jasmine anywhere in my loft, so if Mrs. Graham wasn't wearing flowery perfume, there was no explanation as to where the smell was coming from.
“Do you smell perfume?” she asked as I glanced around the room.
“You don't?” I countered, and after a few investigative breaths of her own, Marcy shook her head. “Weird. It’s not strong, like someone opened a window and let in the smell from a bush outside. I don't have jasmine anywhere on the property, so I can only assume it's…”
I trailed off as a sensation like the prick of acupuncture needles being tapped into my skin happened in a gentle roll up my left arm. 
It wasn't painful, but I looked at my arms and noticed the hairs on my left standing on end, while the hair on my right lay flat and still.
“Is something happening?” Marcy half whispered, and I gave another disjointed nod.
“I think so.” I no sooner said the words than a rush of extreme cold filled me, like my body was slowly being dipped in ice water. 
I exhaled on a shudder, and knew by the wild rounding of Marcy's eyes, she definitely saw the stream of white breath that left my lips. 
I'd done my research about psychic and paranormal phenomena over the years. Extreme cold spots and being able to see the breath in front of your face in ambient temperatures can indicate paranormal activity, usually related to ghosts, but not once in twenty-nine years had I ever seen a ghost, been touched by a ghost, or considered anything I experienced to be ghostly in nature.
I wouldn't say I was afraid, but I was definitely on edge. The cold and prickly feeling overwhelmed me, and then was gone. For several minutes after, nothing unusual happened.
I opened my mouth to tell my guest I'd failed to see any details about Mia only to give a startled half-shriek when the buzzer sounded.
“Shit, I'm sorry.” I managed to laugh as I clutched my hands over my heart, hoping to catch the racing organ that had nearly jumped out of my chest.
Marcy gave a shaky wave. “No need. I nearly wet myself. Go ahead and answer it, honey.”
I cleared my throat and made my way over to the door just as the buzzer sounded again. When I turned the monitor on, I was shocked to see Callum Graham's pissed off face staring right at me.
Again, it struck me as decidedly strange how attracted I was to this man. His scowl was sexy, just shy of smoldering. Clearly, I had some wires crossed.
Flustered by the persistent ripples of arousal, I cleared my throat in hopes of sounding…not so turned on by his angry face.
“Uh, hello?”
He didn't waste time with pleasantries. “Is my mother up there with you?”
I looked over my shoulder at Mrs. Graham with a questioning lift of my brows.
She huffed under her breath, flushing guiltily as she nodded her permission to give her up.
“Yes, she is.” I buzzed him in and left the front door open, more than a little nervous by the angry sounding bangs of his feet on the metal stairs.
From the speed in which he came striding through the door, he must have taken them three at a time. He took one look at me, then at his mother, and I half expected steam to start rolling out of his ears.
“Whatever my mother paid you to feed her some line of bullshit, give it back. Now.”
Did he just accuse me of trying to con his mother? Great. Now I’m a murderer and a con artist. If I keep thinking about how sexy he is when he’s mad, perhaps we should add masochist to the list of my crimes.
Thankfully, Mrs. Graham wasn't so hung up. “Callum Ansel Graham, how dare you!”
The pissed off cop's face twisted in affront, and he barged into my loft to tower over his petite mother.
“How dare I? Mom, what the hell do you think you're doing here—with a murder suspect—giving her money to lie and do some mumbo-jumbo to tell you where Mia's body might be?”
I was impressed with Mrs. Graham's chutzpah. Her son towered over her by a good foot and a half, and she stood her ground without flinching.
“Lucy called me twenty minutes ago to tell me you'd called and asked for this woman's address, and she was worried she'd done the wrong thing by giving it to you. If she'd called anyone but me, do you have any idea what would be happening right now?”
“Jo, I apologize on my son's behalf—”
“Jo? You're on a first name basis with my suspect now?” Said son snarled, and he and his mom engaged in one hell of a staring contest.
“—someone clearly pissed in his Wheaties this morning,”
In my mind, I heard a voice which sounded suspiciously like Allan Rickman agree. Clearly.
Marcy went on as though Callum hadn't spoken. “If you don't mind, Jo, we'll step into the hall to have a little chat.”
Marcy wasn't exactly asking for permission, but I said, “No problem.” I bit my lip to keep from smiling at the way Marcy grabbed her enormous son by his tie and towed him out into the hall.
I could hear Marcy lay into him, and without meeting John Graham, I couldn't say for sure, but it sounded like Callum had gotten his ferocious temper from his mother.
“Ma, what the hell is wrong with you?”
“Don't you use that tone of voice with me, young man! I am your mother.”
“Mom, you can't pay some woman—”
“I didn't pay her a dime, and she didn't ask me to. I showed up unannounced, and Josephine Beauchene has been nothing but kind and accommodating of a mother's grief.”
“Ma, come on. Don’t—”
“I don't care who I have to speak to or how badly it might embarrass you! Mia was my baby. My daughter. I will pull whatever strings available to bring her home, and if I want to speak to a goddamn psychic, I will!”
I looked down at the ring in my hand, rubbing my thumb back and forth over the cool metal.
“Your mom is a badass, Mia. I wish I'd had someone like her to fight for my brother the way she's fighting for you.”




CHAPTER FOUR
The sweet, spicy smell of ash and a cool breeze roused me. I looked up to find Callum seated across from me in one of my living room chairs, staring at me as if I had become a bug under a microscope.
He was sprawled out in the leather chair, which belonged across the room, sitting there framed by the open window, smoking a clove cigarette.
His booted foot was propped up on his opposite knee, his suit coat folded up over the back of the chair.
The sky was turning blue and purple with twilight, which explained why my eyes ached and why my hands shook with cramps. All around me on the surface of my drawing table were stubs of pencils and charcoal.
Shit.
Mia's ring was on my left index finger—fingers that were black from smudging the lines of what I'd drawn.
Fantastic. I'd had one of my episodes. “Why are you smoking in my house?”
In response to my question, Callum took a final drag of his cigarette before getting up to rake the butt against the bricks outside the window, sending it flying with a practiced flick of his fingers.
“I was testing to see if you were faking the trance you've been in for the last six hours.” The hostile skepticism formerly ripe in Detective Graham's voice was replaced by a healthier doubt. 
“When my mom and I came back in after our little chat, you were sitting here, seemingly engrossed in what you were doing.”
I looked down at my work, my brow furrowing in confusion. Not what I expected.
“I thought you were putting on some show for her benefit when you didn't answer me. I stood right in front of you, said your name, waved my hands in front of your face, clapped, shouted at you… You didn't flinch.
“You didn't stop, pause, glance my way, or give any indication I was in the room at all. You didn't stop to eat, get up to pee…
“Mom even put a glass of water in your way and you knocked it over a few minutes later and just kept on going like the water wasn't spilling onto your lap.”
I looked down and realized my pants were indeed wet. Well, at least I hadn't peed on myself. It happened once during a sixteen-hour session. Thank God it didn't happen today.
I slowly pushed myself up from the table, feeling like I was a ninety-year-old woman. I winced as my muscles screamed at me and bit my lip to hold back the moan of pain when I put my hands to my low back and tried to stretch my spine.
Callum came around like he was going to help me, but I waved him off with an impatient hand.
“I'm fine. Where is your mom?”
He searched my face, ever so slightly concerned. “Getting stuff for dinner. She said cooking you a meal was the least she could do after … all this.” Callum waved his hand at the mess on my workspace, accompanied with a perplexed tone. “You good?” 
“I will be. She look familiar?” I lifted my chin at the smiling woman with an oval shaped face and three beauty marks beside her full lips.
Callum studied my sketch with a critical eye. After a pregnant pause, he finally spoke.
“Mom told me you smelled jasmine and blew out a white breath of cold air when she gave you Mia's ring. How could you see this woman's face if you were holding something of my sister's?”
I shrugged and looked at the ring on my finger. My fingers were slightly swollen and trembling with fatigue.
“Is it possible this isn’t Mia's ring?”
Callum’s look of absolute astonishment and disbelief said he hadn't ever considered the piece of jewelry might belong to someone else.
The sound of his five o'clock shadow rasping against his palm was loud as he rubbed his jaw in frustration.
He struggled with a decision to tell me something, so I waited patiently for a few minutes in absolute silence. Callum took his time deciding whether or not I was full of shit.
“I'm going to jump in the shower and change. The ring is a little stuck, I’ll get it off with soap and bring it back.”
“Are you seriously telling me the ring the killer sent my parents belonged to a different victim?” The incredulity of his question apparent with every enunciated syllable.
I shrugged in response, wishing he’d just go away and leave me in peace for a little while. 
“No. I'm telling you the ring isn't Mia's. That's all. Continue to make yourself right at home, detective.”
Detective Graham gave a feral grimace, but his gaze once again fell to the sketch amid the debris of my psychic episode. His eyes positively glowed in the low light, his jaw was rigidly set, quivering with tension.
A chill of a completely different kind tripped up and down my spine as he decided to tell me why he was so pissed off. 
“Her name is Hannah Henderson. She was a call girl in a case I worked last year. An unlucky schmuck bought a storage unit at an auction in hopes of getting a huge payoff with whatever valuable stuff was inside.
“Instead, he found a bunch of old newspapers stacked front to back, and a freezer, where he found Hannah frozen solid and staring up at him. She was missing her left arm.”


*****


I had long since given up being afraid of my curse.
There wasn't anything I could do to stop it from happening, other than becoming a hermit who never touched anything that came in contact with another human being. 
Problem is, nowadays, there's very few things that haven't been handled by hundreds of different people.
I stood in the shower, under the spray of the nearly scalding hot water, staring at the white marble wall trying to understand what had just happened.
I'd drawn another dead person, but that’s not what irked me. For the first time ever, I felt something outside of a trance.
The scent of jasmine and my cold breath, the tingling of my arm…Hannah was found frozen…with no left arm.
I didn't sense her presence, but there was no denying I'd felt an echo of her death, her experience, and it made perfect sense when Callum told me where and how her body had been found.
Could it have always been this way?
Could I have seen more after a murder victim's death if I'd tried to hold something of theirs? More, like perhaps, the killer?
On auto-pilot, I stepped out of the shower and got dressed, stopping to stare at myself in the mirror. A pale woman with hollows beneath her too bright indigo eyes looked back at me.
Her bluntly cut bangs disguised her widow's peak, and her high cheekbones and lips seemed too big for her face. A wet sheet of glossy black hair framed her and contrasted against her snow-white skin that never tanned.
My eyes trailed down the reflection, noting medium-sized breasts, a narrow waist, big hips, and thighs thicker than would ever be fashionable.
I glanced at the clothes in the hamper. This woman always wore black, not because she was Goth as hell, or emo, or a typically tortured artist, but because it was easier not to worry about her clothes matching.
If everything were black, the woman I saw never had to worry about separating her laundry or fretting over whether or not her outfit matched.
It had taken me a long time to love this woman in the mirror. To accept her, curse and all. The world judged me harshly, seeing me as a monochromatic, moody artist with a gimmick, but I was the only person who could love and accept myself unconditionally.
So, I did. Or I worked hard every day to try.
I smiled at my reflection as I clumsily wiggled into a pair of clean panties and my favorite long sleeved maxi dress. My arms felt like they were made of brick.
The stiffness made it impossible for me to wring the water from my hip-length hair. I gave up and threw the towel over my shoulder, resigning myself to mopping up the drips later.
Exhausted, I shuffled out, barely noticing the two people deep in hushed conversation in my kitchen. 
They stopped whispering at one another when I approached and watched as I awkwardly pulled my post-POD kit out from under the kitchen island.
Inside the huge metal mixing bowl was everything I needed to recover after spending hours hunched over my drawing table or standing in the same spot on the hard floor.
The contents—aspirin, cleaning wipes, little bath bombs, oils, salves, etc.—spilled out as I tipped the bowl over, awkwardly holding it against my belly with one arm and using my opposite elbow to work the ice machine.
“Jo, do you need help?” Marcy Graham hovered with a concerned smile on her face that seemed incredibly genuine.
I did need help. My hands hurt so badly I couldn't make a fist or even crook a finger, and I wouldn't be able to pick anything up for a few hours.
Hannah Henderson’s ring was still on my finger, because it was too puffy to slide off with soap, and I hadn’t wanted to stick my finger in my mouth to use my teeth.
With Callum very carefully watching me for signs of… something, I declined. “No, thank you. I've got a system down.”
“What's wrong with your hands?” Callum demanded, with all the gentleness of a bull going full savage in a china shop.
“Nothing.” One of his manly eyebrows shot up in challenge. I'd have accused him of tweezing them to make the sharply winged slashes frame his face so perfectly, but there were just enough errant hairs to say he was born with naturally sexy eyebrows.
Why the hell do I find his eyebrows sexy? For that matter, why do I even find him sexy at all? So he looks a little bit like Superman? He’s still a dick. We don’t need his help, Precious!
“There's nothing wrong with my hands.”
Clearly, he didn't believe me. He rounded the counter and took the bowl from me, and I didn't have the strength to try and stop him.
“Water?”
I nodded warily, noticing Marcy was now smiling in a satisfied manner while she pulled paper plates from the tote bag on my counter and plated ooey-gooey slices of margarita pizza from Ramon's. 
My mouth watered as the scent of the garlic butter crust wafted out to tease my nostrils.
I wanted to cry, because there was no way I would be able to eat a fresh slice. I'd have to wait until my fingers quit cramping, and I was starving.
“What else?” Callum's terse bark pulled me out of my thoughts.
He set my bowl of ice water down in front of one of the barstools, his whiskey gaze roaming over the items I'd previously dumped out of the bowl.
I wanted to tell him I was fine. I could do it. Fumbling to grip the items with my forearms or my wrists, like I normally did, and having these two perfect strangers witness the aftermath of an episode was better than asking for help.
My cheeks flared with a mix of indignation and embarrassment. I wiggled a useless hand at the mess.
“One of the purple cubes, two pumps from the green bottle.”
Callum followed directions well, and in a few seconds, the smell of lavender and mint warred with the delicious scent of pizza.
I sat and did my best not to whimper when I put my hands in the freezing water. Pins and needles pricked my skin as the blood raced to my fingertips, trying to keep them warm. Marcy set a plate down in front of me, and I smiled gratefully. 
“You didn't have to wait around for me to come out of my funk or go battle the masses to get dinner, Mrs. Graham, but I really appreciate it.”
Marcy waved a paper napkin at me. “Nonsense. After everything I've put you through today, this was the least I could do.”
I ignored the way Callum loomed beside me, his trim hips braced on the waterfall edge of my butcher’s block counter top. His scent, warm and spicy with the slightest hint of smokiness, reached out even over the powerful smells of my soak and the pizza. Even from a few feet away he resonated warmth…
My heart quickened, warming my insides and flooding my mind with—
Nope. We are not going down that very inappropriate road, I order myself, forcibly looking away and silently listing the reasons why allowing myself to entertain thoughts of Callum Graham’s scent mingling with mine, or how it would feel to be wrapped up in his big arms, was a terrible idea.
He thinks I’m a killer or an accessory to murder at the very least.
He accused me of trying to steal his mother's money.
Two weeks ago, we swore off men! Remember our tiny little fiasco with Jared? And we promised Nigel! We will not give DNA to law enforcement without a warrant. Tonsil Hockey counts as a DNA swap!
Reasoning lost out. My eyes flickered over in his direction again, my body tingling with awareness and desire.
He’s so damn sexy…Focus! Callum Graham was bad news. A cop. A brother of one of the murder victims I'd painted. Someone to steer as clear of as often as possible.
Not someone to fantasize about or imagine what it would feel like to be tucked beneath all two hundred plus pounds of his gorgeous, sexy, muscled body.
Ugh! Stop it! Come on, Jo! Focus!
The feeling was slowly starting to come back to my fingers. Maybe the Grahams would leave, and I could eat my pizza in peace like a dog.
“Is it always like that for you?”
I looked up and tilted my head curiously, not sure what Marcy was referring to, unable to help the sarcastic commercial playing in my head.
I don’t always eat like a dog, but when I do, it’s because I had the most interesting episode in the world.
I noticed for the first time she had a neat French manicure and wondered what she thought of my black polish. I shouldn’t have cared what she thought about my stupid nail polish, and yet, I did.
I have mommy issues. Sue me.
“Watching you draw, you were completely engrossed. It was like the world and people around you didn't exist.”
Ah. That. “I'm not sure. There isn't usually anyone around when I have an episode to tell me what happens. The mess is usually the same when I come to, so I assume so. When I'm working on non-normal stuff, the world just disappears. I disappear.”
Marcy shook her head like she couldn't quite compute my answer, so I made to explain further, but what she said next frankly shocked me shitless.
“You don't have anyone here to take care of you?”
“Well, uh, I um…I have Nigel,” I stuttered lamely. “He's my assistant and does a really good job of making sure I have groceries and makes me set aside one whole day a month to do adult stuff like pay bills and—”
“No, honey,” Marcy crooned tenderly, “I mean, family? Loved ones? Your parents?”
I squirmed with the mortification and unresolved anger of my childhood. My parents left me at Dr. Banes’ asylum for troubled children for two years after Elliot's death while they'd grieved together in Paris, Madrid, Greece, and wound up buying a villa in Cyprus with my money. I'd only been allowed to come home because they ran low on funds after their spree and needed more of my art to sell.
With the help of an understanding housekeeper, I'd filed paperwork for emancipation at fifteen and won the right to have control of my own estate.
Once finalized, I sued my parents for theft, fraud, embezzlement—anything I could to ensure they no longer had access to any of the money that came from my hard work.
My art had supported a lavish lifestyle for all of us, but now, I was the sole owner of the mansion in the Catskills, a cottage in the Hamptons, a winery in Texas, the villa in Cyprus, and the apartment in Paris. 
I'd bought this warehouse to fix up at age seventeen when I couldn't take living in the mansion for another minute.
I had my art gallery on the street level to showcase my art and host events for other artists. The entire warehouse was the size of half a city block. Fifty thousand square feet of brick, steel, and wood.
The second floor was still a mess in need of complete renovation, and this third floor, about twenty thousand square feet, was all mine.
On one end of the third floor, I had an office, a guest bedroom, and two more rooms that currently housed all of my art supplies that weren't in my studio. In the center was the living room, kitchen, guest bath, and dining space.
The end farthest from the street held my enormous master bedroom, with a spa-worthy master bath, and a walk-in closet so big I’d never fill it up.
The top three floors were vacant but the electrical and pluming was roughed in for me to someday build no less than fifteen apartments if I wanted to. For now, I wasn’t interested in sharing the building with anyone.
As far as I know, my parents live in a one-bedroom, eight-hundred-square-foot apartment in Florida and were working menial jobs to pay the bills.
“After what happened with my brother, my parents and I aren’t on speaking terms,” I answered calmly, struggling not to put any of the anger I felt into my voice.
When I was young, I used to think maybe I was like Andromeda, cursed by the gods to die because of her mother's hubris.
After all the interviews my mother insisted I do to show off my work, her constant bragging and proclaiming my talent was so divine it made the angels jealous, must have righteously pissed God off, so he cursed me.
The day Dr. Banes came to tell me Elliot was dead, I decided if God was the one responsible for giving me my so-called abilities, for cursing me to see the moment of someone's death but give me no way to stop it, he and I would never again be friends.
“I don't have any other siblings, and the last attempt I made to let a man into my life… Well, the whole world knows how that turned out. Sad fact is, I'm cursed!” I tried and failed to pass that last part off as a lighthearted joke.
I didn't really have any friends other than Nigel. But then, I paid Nigel. I paid him extremely well to be loyal and do his job. 
He did my marketing, booked my events, and handled most of the day to day details I didn't want to deal with, and he made sure every now and then I came down out of the clouds.
He shopped for most of my clothes. After eight years of denying his influence, my exasperated assistant claimed my Gothic look was part of my artistic identity, so he had to live with it.
Nigel stocked my fridge, let in the cleaning lady, and did one million and three other things for me to ensure all I had to do in life was paint.
We had dinner together once a week, we went to the movies together, had spa days together, and until Jared had come a long, Nigel had been my date to every art function he RSVP'd to on my behalf.
From day one, Nigel thought Jared was a complete ass, but he respected my decision and continued to support me in whatever way I needed. 
After what I now referred to as ‘the incident,’ Nigel arranged to have my locks changed, all of Jared's things taken to the closest Goodwill, and held my hand under the table as I sat down with my lawyer.
Nigel hadn't ever seen my crypt, but he was the one to bring me the first tabloid with my dirty secrets aired out loud and in living color. No questions asked, only tissues offered.
I was jaded enough to question whether it was because I signed his checks or because he actually cared about me. 
Given all the things he did for me that weren’t in his job description, there were no bones about it.
Nigel was my best friend, and I hadn't trusted him enough to tell him I was cursed. He'd found out second hand and was still around.
“Your ability is unusual to say the least, but I don't know about it being a curse.” Marcy came around to sit on the barstool beside me, sorting through the items in my post-POD kit until she found the salve I used to rub into my hands.
“Do you make this?” Marcy unscrewed the lid on the salve to give it a sniff, taking the tea towel Callum silently handed her.
“No, I buy it from a place in SoHo.”
She gave a hum and reached over to gently pull one of my hands from the ice bath, carefully patting the water from my skin with the towel. 
Baffled, all I could do was sit and watch, wondering what she was doing.
“Her whole life, my Mia wanted to be a ballet dancer. She came out of the womb dancing, and we were all so proud when she was accepted into Julliard. She was one step closer to her goal of joining the American Ballet Company.
“John was still working then, and I spent a lot of nights alone once my babies moved out to start their own lives.” Marcy shot her son a look I’d have given every dollar I ever made to see on my own mother's face.
It was absolute, unwavering love and adoration. Pride in the man Callum had become.
The detective didn't smile back, but the ice melted from his gaze long enough to be seen by my quick glance.
Then he was back to watching me like a hawk as his mother scooped out a blob of salve and rubbed it into my hand.
Her touch was sure and strong, just the right amount of pressure to ease my soreness and gently ease Hannah’s ring from my stiff finger.
I was nearly brought to tears by her kindness.
“Sometimes, Mia came home to have dinner with me while the boys were away. We'd talk about her day, she would ransack my kitchen for every roll of saran-wrap I had and tell me how many hours a day she had to spend practicing just to be seen by the choreographers.” 
Marcy rested her palm on my hand.
“Like a painter’s hand, a dancer's feet are her most valuable assets, and my girl spent every extra penny she had on shoes and padding to keep them properly supported.
“She couldn't afford to sit in a chair and pay someone to rub her feet, and I hated to see the bruises and blisters filled with blood on Mia's dainty little toes, so I went to beauty school to learn how to do professional pedicures. Just for me and her.
“It was somewhat selfish of me because it meant I'd have my baby girl home at least three times a week for a foot rub.”
If Mia's feet had hurt the way my hands did, there was no way in hell she was walking from Julliard to the train station, and then to her parents’ house just for a foot rub.
I hesitated with what I wanted to say, but with this woman rubbing salve into my hands and giving me a glimpse of what it might have been like to have a mother who truly loved and cared for me, I wasn't cruel enough to withhold it.
“Mia didn't come home just for saran-wrap and foot rubs, Mrs. Graham. She came home to be with the person who loved her more than anything in the whole world.”
For a moment I was terrified I'd opened my big mouth and really put my foot in it. Marcy looked on the verge of an absolute breakdown, and just when I thought she was about to crack, she released my hand and leaned forward to put her arms around me.
Marcy Graham hugged me, and for the first few seconds, all I could think about was the depressing fact no one had really hugged me and meant it in a pathetically long time.
In all my memories of my own mother, her hugs had been brief and weak. More of a token expression, expected of her during interviews or family photo shoots.
My father had been too busy fishing or golfing with his buddies at the country club to bother with such trivial things as physical affection.
In my own head, I made it sound like my childhood had been the most terrible thing ever, when in truth—up until Elliot's death—I'd led a charmed life. Somewhere down the line, I'd become more of a cash cow to my parents and less of a daughter.
My passion was art, and I'd been homeschooled. My studies didn't include anything that didn't fuel my artistic pursuits.
I had never taken a math test or struggled to learn algebra. I didn't know the history of the battles of America, other than to say there'd been some cool movies made about it.
My whole life, all I'd ever done was paint and draw, and my parents gave me anything I needed.
Neither of them were artistic in any way; they had no explanation for where my talent had come from. 
As a little girl, I remember my mother being very supportive of me pursuing any sort of art I found of interest.
I didn't realize until about age five that having a prodigy for a daughter, one who drew the attention of famous people far and wide, meant I was also a status symbol. 
With every new painting, I rose in talent and notoriety, and my parents had come right along with me.
Mia had been murdered three years ago, and every member of her family was still fighting for her. 
Every day, they were fighting to bring Mia home. Their love for the vibrant, beautiful young woman with dreams of becoming a prima ballerina, hadn't faded one bit.
Unlike my parents, who took the death of their youngest child and incarceration of their eldest as an opportunity to get out and see the world!
An irrational spurt of envy and guilt for having so totally failed my own baby brother overwhelmed me. I hadn’t fought hard enough for him.
Marcy continued to hug me until my heart didn't hurt so much, then she kissed my forehead and didn't say anything else, going right back to work on my hands.
“I'm sorry I couldn't give you what you were hoping for.” I told Marcy hoarsely, nearly in tears for having failed to give her closure. Answers. She'd come to me for help, and I'd drawn the face of some other woman, not Mia.
Her smile wobbled around the edges, but she gracefully lifted a shoulder and started rubbing salve into my other hand.
“I know a little bit more today than I did yesterday. Have you ever tried wild yam salve? Mia and the other dancers swore by it.”
“No. I'll get some next time I'm out.”
She rubbed enough life back into my hands for me to be able to weakly hold onto my slice of pizza, and after consuming four huge slices under her watchful, motherly eye, Marcy declared she and Callum had disrupted my life enough for one day.
I walked them to the door, soaked up another soul-warming hug from Mia's mother, and gave her disgruntled, suspicious brother a cool smile.
Just as I was about to shut the door in his face, Callum put a big, work-roughened hand out to stop it from closing and gave me what I can only describe as a penetrating look.
A cop look.
Like he could still smell something fishy.
I didn't like that look, or how it felt like he could see straight down into my soul.
“What happened to your brother?”
“He was murdered.”




CHAPTER FIVE
“GB, I've got a whole bag full of good news for you!”
Nigel's tone of triumph and glory caused me to involuntarily smile. I loved how he always entered my home with a song in his voice and a smile on his face, but today it didn't brighten up my day like it usually did.
I hadn't slept last night, consumed with thoughts of my parents and of Elliot, Mia and Callum, and family. 
Growing up with a mother like Marcy, would that have changed things?
Would my brother's murder be solved had my parents been even a third as passionate about getting justice for Elliot?
Wondering why—with all my money and resources—I hadn't hired someone to find the answers I needed.
I'd been so wrapped up in my emancipation, getting control of my own life, and forgetting the days spent at the asylum, I hadn't demanded the truth from my parents at the time.
Elliot's things were still at the Catskills’ mansion. All I had taken with me when I moved to the city was his POD.
“Girl, get your pert, mopey little ass outta your ugly chair and come listen to Nigel.”
The cushion of my faded, orange antique Victorian chaise dipped as Nigel sat and ducked his head to catch my eye.
The bold color of his three-piece Persian green suit with its subtle damask striping, chocolate dotted tie, and matching pocket silk, accentuated the crisp white of his shirt, really brought out the vibrancy of his bottle-green eyes and the richness of his dark skin.
“GB, honey, did you hear me?”
“Yes, bag full of good news. Sorry, I'm a little off this morning. Long night.”
Nigel accepted my weak explanation with a nod, twisting slightly to look at Elliot's portrait.
“Who's this?”
“My brother, Elliot.” His sweet baby face smiled up at me from the frame in my lap, his two front teeth so big he looked like a little beaver.
As I'd matured and noted the differences in us, I wondered if part of the reason why my parents were rarely in the house at the same time after Elliot was born, was because my father knew Elliot wasn't his son.
I had my father's black hair and blue eyes with my mom's paler-than-milk Irish skin and her big hips. A cap of cherubic white-blonde curls had adorned Elliot's head, and he had the deepest, darkest, softest hazel eyes in the whole world.
When he laughed, a dimple winked in his cheek, and neither I nor my parents had dimples, which meant Elliot must have gotten the indent big enough to make Mario Lopez jealous, from his biological father.
“I didn't know you had a brother, GB.” Nigel's abbreviated nickname for me made me smile. Goth Barbie.
“I do. Elliot died a long time ago.” I stroked the glass protecting his picture once more and carefully set the frame in the windowsill before turning to face Nigel.
“I realized yesterday I've not been a good friend to you. You've been at my beck and call for going on eight years—”
“Ten,” Nigel corrected matter-of-factly, with an uplifted finger.
“Ten. See? I can't even keep that straight without you, and I've taken advantage of you, kept secrets, and not told you things that I should have.” I gestured toward the example on the windowsill.
“Like I have a brother, or that my parents live in a one-bedroom efficiency apartment after I cut them off from my income stream.”
Nigel’s brows shot up as far as his Botox would allow, and I realized I hadn’t told him about why I didn’t have any contact with my parents either.
“Even when I brought Jared home and you hated his guts, you told me you'd still be there for me no matter what, and shocker, you were absolutely right about him.
“All that, and you had to find out about my room full of psychic-induced murder art from a tabloid. I'm so sorry, Nigel.
“I think of you as my best friend, and I held back that part of myself because I was scared you'd run for the hills and leave me to fend for myself if you knew what a freak I was.”
Nigel's expression went from understanding and compassionate to stern and angry in a flash. He even snapped his fingers at me.
“Josephine Calla Beauchene, I don't ever want to hear you call yourself a freak again. You hear me?”
He was dead serious because he only ever used my full name when he was pissed.
“I hear you.”
“Good, now, apology not accepted. You don't have shit to apologize for. I know full well what it's like to have a secret you're afraid to share with the world.”
Nigel playfully sniffed as he smoothed his hand down the front of his silk jacket in a haughty manner.
“Granted, being gay isn't exactly on the same level as having psychic powers that make you paint dead people, but still. In the closet is in the closet.”
I nodded agreeably, tears of relief spilling down my cheeks. I struggled not to steal his dramatic thunder with an outburst of laughter.
“You and I are best friends, and the only time I've ever felt taken advantage of was that time you made me wear jeans and a T-shirt like some basic bitch to Louise Markel’s stupid 80's costume party instead of letting me go as Elton John.”
I didn't remind him it was a last minute change, seeing as how the costume shop had given him an Elvis costume instead of Elton John.
Nigel had gone in jeans I'd acid washed by hand, a white tee with red block numbers that read 1982, and a pair of silver loafers.
Very tenderly, Nigel wiped the tears from my cheeks and took my chin in his hand,
“Yesterday, the entire state of New York thought you were either a murderous psychopath or in league with the devil.
“Today Prince William is allegedly cheating on the duchess, and that's way more scandalous than your room of death. Tomorrow, it will be something else.
“It's New York, and the people who don't matter will forget all about you. In the art world, you're only adding to your image of Gothic Barbie.
“To the people who do matter, like me, you're just Jo. A strange, way-too-pretty-to-always-be-wearing-black, kind-hearted, funny woman who creates beauty and magic in every brush stroke.
“Never in a million years would I believe you to be a serial killer. Or a serial killer's apprentice. We'll get through this. Okay?”
“Okay,” I whispered.
“When you're ready to tell me about your ability, I'll pop that bottle of wine we've been saving and listen.”
The bottle of 1945 chardonnay from a province in France I'd never heard of had been a gift from a client. 
A nineteen-thousand-dollar gift that I'm told was an extremely rare vintage from the client's family orchard.
“Deal.”
“Deal. Now, for the bag chock full of most excellent news. You ready?”
I braced myself when Nigel, wearing a grin the Cheshire cat would envy, set both hands on my shoulders.
“Ready,” I declared.
“Your insanely sexy, ball.busting lawyer has been so far up Jared's ass, he went running to Daddy.”
I wasn't sure how Jared running to his father—Virginia Supreme Court Judge, Aaron Markus—was good news. Thankfully, Nigel didn't keep me guessing.
“The Judge is starting the preliminary run to join the senate and is apparently so mortified by his son's behavior and fearful rumors of said son's ravenous drug habit will get out, he's willing to settle the slander and libel lawsuit out of court. Off the record and to the tune of 2.5 million dollars. Eheh!”
My attempt at cutting in was quickly dismissed by Nigel’s stern, upheld finger. “Don't interrupt, I know it's not about the money,” Nigel told me with a firm squeeze. 
“After everything that little bastard put you through, that's not enough. Allison didn't think so either.
“Part of the settlement will be a public statement from Jared on the five o'clock news, stating he violated a new, secret exhibition of artwork you've been collecting because he was upset you ended your relationship.
“He's very sorry, by the way, it was juvenile behavior unbecoming the son of a prominent member of society, blah blah blah.
“We can't un-ring the bell, but we can make it seem like Jared and the tabloids blew everything way out of proportion, and get away with… well,” Nigel took a beat and glanced upward, giving his plump lips a quirk. 
“I was going to say murder, but that seems a bit on the nose.”
“It does,” I agreed, but my answer seemed unnecessary as Nigel continued quickly.
“You already have a spooky, gothic image. No one in the community will bat an eyelash over what I plan to label 'Modern Artistic Daguerreotyping.'”
In that moment, I knew Nigel truly was my friend. No one but a friend would come up with a plan to compare my Portraits of Death to the first commercial use of photography and make it sound like I’d come up with some new depressing art movement.
“We host a small event with a few of the paintings of your choice—no photography, make it seem like no big deal—and before you know it, this will all blow over.
“You can get back to your regularly scheduled program 2.5 million dollars richer and with the knowledge that the whole city will see Jared for the weak little bitch he is.”
Nigel's plan was brilliant, but the coppery taste of fear in my mouth was overpowering my good sense.
A gallery showing of my POD paintings?
“I'm assuming my other option is to take Jared all the way to court? The press will assume there's truth to everything he said about me.
“I'll get heat from a US Senator, blackballed, and potentially not win the lawsuit, right?” I ventured hoarsely, my insides twisting so roughly I felt more than a little nauseous.
“In a nutshell? Yes.” Nigel didn't sugar coat it for me, and I was grateful. On the verge of hurling, but grateful.
“Define 'small event.'”
“No more than three hundred people,” Nigel answered flippantly, and to me, that wasn't a small event. Fifty people or less was a small event.
“Gee, no more than that? You sure?” I drawled sarcastically.
My flamboyant assistant gave an exaggerated roll of his eyes. “GB, your reputation is in the trash right now because some fuckboy got his panties in a wad because you weren't willing to let him snort coke off your bathroom counter or support his drug habit. Showing your…”
“Portraits of Death,” I muttered sulkily.
Nigel's eyes went far away as his wheels started turning on how best to spin that as a show title. 
“I can work with that,” he told me confidently, and I didn't doubt it.
Nigel could make a society page gala out of garbage. Literally.
I had seen him do it, which is why I had hired him.
I attributed most of my success as an adult to his guidance and genius with gallery showings.
“We will make it seem as though you were working on some new style of macabre art, shooting down the rumors one by one with carefully crafted answers, making the fuckboy seem even more stupid.
“Let's get ahead of this thing and be transparent, and before you know it, this whole scandal will become a thing of the past.”
I knew he was right. Everything he was saying made absolute sense. There was only one small problem:
“Detective Graham still thinks I'm a murderer.”
Nigel looked me right in the eye and asked me point blank. “Are you?”
“No!” I shouted.
“Then you have nothing to worry about.”
Oh, but I do. Callum had seen me fall right into an episode. His mother had been with me for my first physical psychic moment…there was no world in which the Grahams were going to forget about me. Maybe that wasn't as bad a thing as I thought.
“Before you get all excited about a gallery showing, maybe you should see the paintings,” I hedged, stalling for more time to wrap my head around letting the public see what my curse had wrought.
“Should I crack the wine?”
“Nigel, it's not even ten in the morning.”
Up went one of Nigel's expertly groomed eyebrows. “I didn't ask you what time it was. I said, ‘should I crack the wine?’”
Well, when you put it that way. “Yes.”


*****


The French chardonnay was wonderful—crisp, tart, pleasantly fragrant—but I wasn't enough of a wine snob to identify what it was that made this bottle worth nineteen thousand dollars.
It was white wine. It tasted like white wine. Give me a bottle of two-buck chuck to compare, and I'm not sure I could have told the difference.
I was working on my second glass, my ass parked on the second to last stair on the spiral while I sipped and watched Nigel slowly moving from one painting to the next, studying them with the eye of an art critic.
The numbers on my Apple watch said we'd been in the crypt for over two hours now, and so far, Nigel hadn't said a word. I was sweating bullets waiting for him to retract his earlier statement about us being besties.
He made a full circuit around the room and finally came back to the very first row, pointing to the sketch of Red Moon Rising and the lock of tail hair preserved behind the plastic sleeve beneath.
“You've got one hundred and twenty-seven-people portraits and only this one animal. How come?”
I choked on a sip of wine, startled by the sudden break in silence, and coughed to clear my throat.
“It's um, the very first time I ever touched something and saw a murder.”
Nigel's chin shot back, his fingertips pressed to his chest in horrified shock. “Someone stabbed this poor pony with a fence post?”
“Uh, no. If I remember right, the stallion was a serious winner, but found to be infertile, which meant no baby horses to make money off of. 
“A groom was paid by one of the owner's business partners to inject the horse with some kind of drug that was supposed to give him a heart attack, so the partner could collect the insurance after he sued the horse owner for negligent care of their asset and get twice the money.
“Instead, it made Red go crazy and bust out of his stall. He tried to jump the fence and it broke, impaling him on one of the rails.”
“That's so sad. People who hurt animals should burn in hell.” 
The fact that Nigel was more disturbed by the intentional death of an animal than the hundred and twenty-seven human murders was oddly reassuring.
Silence lapsed again between us, while Nigel studied Elliot's POD. 
His shoulders slumped forward and he crossed one arm over his chest, covering his mouth with his other hand. Sadness practically rolled off of him.
“You said you only paint murdered people.”
“Yes.”
“So your baby brother was…” Nigel trailed off, unable to say the word.
I got up and went to stand beside him, staring at the painting of Elliot's little body face down in the water. 
I’d wracked my brain to identify every body of water near the house large enough for Elliot to drown in.
There was the creek meandering through the woods behind the mansion, a pool down the street in the neighbor’s backyard…it hadn’t ever occurred to me Elliot would die in the fountain in front of the house.
To my ten-year-old mind, a fountain with a prancing unicorn perched atop it couldn’t possibly have been sinister enough for consideration. But those six inches of water had been enough.
“Yes. He was murdered.”
Nigel took my hand, and I leaned my head on his shoulder. “Did they ever catch the person responsible?”
Both our voices had dropped to a soft murmur—the sort of reverent inside voice people instinctively use in places of worship, or at funerals.
“No. I don’t have any proof other than a gut feeling and the consistency of experience, but I know in my bones, just like all these other people, my brother was murdered.
“I don’t even know if there was an investigation, or if there was, what it turned up. I was too afraid to ask. All I ever see is this moment of death. Nothing before, nothing after, no details of why.”
“Why do you keep them?” Nigel queried, and it was a neutral enough question. One I knew others would ask if we went forward with a showing.
“I've painted these pictures over the course of the last nineteen years. That's a long time for a murder to go unsolved. People forget.
“The headlines disappear, the cases grow cold, and these faces vanish from everyone's memory, except for the memories of the family they leave behind. I keep them because it seems wrong not to.”
“Hmm…” Nigel took a sip of wine and rolled it around in his mouth. “So as far as you know, the majority of these murders are unsolved?”
“Mm hm. It's kind of hard to start asking questions without explaining how I came by my information.
“After I painted Elliot's POD and told my parents about it and what it meant, they stuck me in an asylum.
“They were more willing to accept that I might be insane, rather than entertain the possibility that I was telling the truth.
“I spent two years under the supervision of a doctor who believed intense medication and electroshock therapy cured delusions.
“The fear of going back to that life overcame any curiosity I might have had about offering my very limited psychic vision to the police. I once spoke to a future victim, this woman here.” I pointed to the portrait of a woman handcuffed to the headboard of a bed, her belly a ruin of stab wounds.
At the time, I assumed from the sexy black lingerie, she was having a romantic encounter, and her murderer was someone close to her.
“When I first moved to the city, I was lonely and considering getting a puppy. So I went to the nearest pet store and found one of those flyers with tear-off contact info stubs on it.
“I read the ad, tore off a strip, got home, and almost immediately started drawing. When I was done, I thought about it for a long time.
“I got the balls to call and tell her I'd had a vision of her demise. I recommended she not wear her black lingerie for her lover or let him tie her to the bed unless she wanted to die.
“I practiced exactly how I was going to say it, but I still scared the shit out of her, and she threatened to call the police if I ever called her again.
“I saw her face on the news a few days later. Her ex-husband was pissed because she'd gotten their dog in the divorce and decided to sell the puppies without cutting him in.
“According to the report on TV, the ex pretended like he wanted to get back with her and make amends. He lured her to bed and killed her.
“I'd warned her, told her about the handcuffs, the detail of her underwear, the bedding, and it still happened exactly this way.
“Dear God.” Nigel gasped dramatically, shaking his head as he set his fingertips to his chest.
“If so much as their fingerprint is on it and they're destined to be murdered, it’s enough to trigger an episode. And no, I haven't ever touched anything of yours and seen your murder.”
“Did you just read my mind?” Nigel asked in astonishment.
“No, I made an educated guess about your next question.”
“Oh.” My best friend had the gall to sound disappointed, but it passed. A few minutes later, he put his party planner hat on and got back to business. 
“You know, not to be insensitive or anything, but spinning the show as a collection of unsolved murders would really sell.”
I wasn't sure exactly what he had in mind, but I wasn't selling tickets to this 'save Jo's career' event.
“Exclusive invites.” I insisted, knowing if Nigel had his way, three hundred guests would magically turn into six hundred. 
“All guests must RSVP for themselves and give the name of their plus one. IDs checked at the door, no entry fee, paintings are not for sale. Non-negotiable.”
Nigel shot me a sideways look that said I was being silly, but he didn't argue. 
“Alright. What if we pick ten to fifteen paintings to showcase, let everyone show up and mill around for a while and make assumptions?
“After about an hour, we’ll get you up there to talk about the headlines disappearing, the cases going cold, and people forgetting about these victims.
“Definitely make a mention about the fuckboy getting butt hurt about the end of your relationship, and how he ruined the show you'd been working on for years.
“You can truthfully say some of your inspiration has come from not wanting the unsolved murder of your brother to be forgotten.
“If we word it just right, GB, you could completely kill any rumors about your psychic ability and create some plausible deniability for anyone thinking you were capable of murder.”
Nigel must have seen my deer in the headlights expression because he jumped to assure me I didn't have to make any decisions today.
“Just think about it, GB. We have a chance to spin this in your favor.”
All I did for the next week was think about it.




CHAPTER SIX
Spin it in my favor.
Phrased like that, it sounded so … mercenary.
I'd told Allison to accept the Senator's offer to settle out of court, and yesterday, Jared had been on the news apologizing, in a clearly insincere fashion, about how badly he had violated my trust.
He acknowledged his reaction to the dissolution of our relationship had been unbecoming of a gentleman and regretted his actions.
What a tool.
Reading from his prepared script, he confessed to having intentionally ruined years of hard work for a confidential art show by discussing my work with the wrong person, who had then put the photos into tabloid circulation.
The news anchor speculated whether or not I would be bringing a libel lawsuit against the tabloid or whether I wanted to 'let sleeping dogs lie.'
Allison voted in favor of going for the jugular. She'd gleefully go to battle on my behalf and get another settlement for emotional and fiscal damage if I only said the word.
But I didn't need more money or more vindication. I needed this whole 'Famous artist, or Death Psychic' bullshit to be over.
In the meantime, Nigel prepped me with all the details for a show I hadn't agreed to yet. He explained his vision, how he would showcase my artwork, the guest list—with two reporters I'd worked with before and knew how to deal with—and as usual, Nigel's vision was perfect. 
Simple, elegant, tasteful, and respectful to my art and the message he was trying to create.
He wanted to call the show, 'Unsolved, But Not Forgotten.'
The focal point of the show would be letting the world in on my tragic past, explaining how Elliot's death was where my collection of unsolved murders began.
It wasn't exactly a lie, and it wasn't totally the truth, but a gray area open to interpretation by the viewer, just like any other type of art.
Today Nigel was down in the crypt trying to decide which paintings were visually striking without being too … grotesque.
He said one or two that were shocking and explicit would be acceptable, but any more than that would be too much, and in conjunction, all of the paintings had to have been in the news and still unsolved, or the plan wouldn't work.
I knew how to streamline the process, just like I knew there was one painting that had to be in the show no matter what.
Mia Graham's.
It wasn't so much a psychic intuition or anything woo woo, so much as knowing people would ask about it if it wasn't there.
Mia's painting had been on the front page of several of the tabloids, and the people Nigel planned on inviting, especially the reporters, would connect the dots to identify Mia if they hadn't already.
Which is why I'd called Detective Graham and asked him to stop by at his convenience.
He was going to be a dick and make me out to be a villain, but the thought of asking Marcy if I could put her daughter's painting in my show terrified me even more.
From my office window, I watched him pull up in his unmarked squad car, slide out, peel his Aviators off, and toss them on the dash before he slammed the door shut.
I wasn't looking forward to this, but if it were easy, it wouldn't be the right thing to do.
I buzzed him up and opened the front door, pacing back and forth while I chewed on my cuticles and waited for the sound of his footsteps on the metal stairs.
He must have gone three at a time again because I only had to wait a few seconds for him to come striding through the door. 
Those pesky butterflies in my belly went wild at the sight of him.
Without question, something about Callum Graham flipped my switch. Hard.
“Hi. Thank you for coming.”
In response to my nearly breathless, fan-girl style greeting, he scowled at me and blurted,
“Do you ever wear anything other than black? Or is dressing like Morticia Adams's less creepy sister your thing?”
Flustered by his challenging tone, I glanced down at my black skinny jeans and my comfortable hi-low sweater crop top, then back up at him.
“My thing is not having to wake up every day and spend extra time matching this shirt and that pair of jeans in hopes of looking super fashionable,” I clarified, still uncertain if he disapproved of my wardrobe, or if he was trying to keep me off balance by making me feel two feet tall.
“Plus, Morticia Adam's is hot shit, so thanks for the backhanded compliment.” The 'dick' at the end of my sentence was implied.
I might have been delusional, but it seemed like Callum's eyes warmed up just a bit. Then he went right back to being an asshole.
“What am I doing here, Miss Beauchene? Got more messages from the Great Beyond?”
I shot him the withering look his comment deserved and barely refrained from flipping him the bird. 
“No, I don't. Am I still a murder suspect?”
Callum's tongue moved under his lip, drawing attention to the thin bow of his top lip, and the thicker curve of his bottom lip.
Suddenly, I wondered what kind of kisser he was and questioned my sanity at the same time.
How can I be attracted to someone who so clearly despises me?
“Your alibis have so far checked out. Did I drive all the way down here for that? You could have just asked over the phone.”
“And you could have told me to fuck off if coming all the way down here was such an imposition!” I snapped back, growling in frustration when I realized he was pissing me off on purpose.
I raised and lowered my hands to help move the air through my body as I took a cleansing breath, wanting to be as calm as possible as I explained my idea to him.
“Look, I get you don't like me. I even get why, and no doubt in a few minutes you're gonna like me even less—”
“You a mind reader now? I thought that was outside your wheelhouse.”
He was definitely antagonizing me on purpose. Dick! “No. I know you're going to be pissed because if you asked me what I'm going to ask you, I'd consider kicking you in the balls. I still might, so stop being a dick and listen, please.”
Called out, Callum mimed zipping his lips before he tucked his hands under his armpits and braced his feet shoulder width apart, giving me an impatient look.
“As you know, after our less than amicable break-up, my ex-boyfriend retaliated by exposing my POD paintings.
“For the last month, I haven't been able to sneeze without seeing some tabloid or viral Facebook video exposé about my heretofore very private life.”
Callum rolled his eyes as though I were suffering some ridiculous first world problem he couldn’t care less about. I gritted my teeth and pushed on,
“Between his daddy and my lawyer, we’ve reached a settlement. The ex confessed on live TV that he'd wrecked years of hard work, outing a special kind of art show with a collection of portraits and paintings that without context might be misconstrued. Now, I’m forced to do damage control.”
As I outlined the basic gist of the show, emphasizing I hadn't finalized details or sent out invites, the air around Callum got colder and colder. I expected to see my breath fog in front of me again.
“To be clear: I'm not going to sell the paintings, no tickets, I won't profit from the show in any way. I'm going to get up there with my dead brother's portrait behind me and explain the show is meant to ensure the victims of unsolved murders aren't forgotten, while the NYPD's finest are still working hard to bring killers to justice. No psychic shit at all and—”
“And you want to put Mia's painting in your little show, right?” Callum sneered, shaking his head as he rubbed his hand over his jaw and looked up at the ceiling. I couldn’t tell if he was searching for patience or an appropriate response.
“I understand how you feel—”
That was the wrong thing to say because red washed up Callum's face, and he closed the distance between us, using his impressive bulk and height to intimidate the shit out of me.
God, he smells so good. Why do the nasty assholes always smell so good? Never mind. Answered my own question. They smell good to cover up the distinctive scent of Eau de Asshole.
“You've got balls, lady. I'll give you that. But you truly are certifiable if you think you have any idea how I feel.”
Somewhere in the back of my head I knew it was a bad idea.
I tried to stop the enraged bitch who welled up in response to Callum's arrogance. 
No one else I knew could piss me off so hard, or so fast, and I just couldn’t do it—I couldn't keep my mouth shut.
“You think not knowing how Mia died is bad? Try knowing for days it was going to happen, Mr. Homicide Detective, but having no one believe you!
“No way to protect her in the nut house your parents stuck you in, no way to identify the killer before they got anywhere near your sister, with nothing to do but sit there with your thumb up your ass and wait for the news she was dead!
“Try having a mother and father who couldn't be bothered to come tell you themselves, and instead of fighting tooth and nail every day until her killer was brought to justice, they took off to Europe to spend your money on lavish spas, villas in Italy, and apartments in Paris.
“You try being abandoned in a place where you were so sedated, you couldn't do anything but lie there and drool on your pillow all day, except for the few hours they took you down the hall to shoot a million volts of electricity through your brain in an effort to fry the alleged psychosis right out of you.
“Try that for two goddamn years and then tell me I don't know how hard it is to wake up every day and ask yourself why that beautiful, special person, who was innocent and kind and everything good in your fucked up life isn't there anymore.
“I am asking you to let me make sure the rest of the world sees your sister as that beautiful, innocent person, instead of remembering her as a murder victim on the cover of a tabloid, because some fuckboy got pissed off that he no longer had a space to snort his coke in peace.
“I am asking you to help me pick the least offensive paintings I have to let the public view, so I can try to correct their asinine assumptions and maybe get some renewed airtime for victims who've fallen between the cracks.
“Whose cases have gone cold through no fault of the investigating team, who don't have parents like yours, or a dickhead brother who spends every waking moment looking for the bastard who murdered their loved ones.
“I don't want to cause you more pain, I just want to do what I can to make this right. If you can't help me do that, I understand, but I would really fucking appreciate it if you would stop treating me like I asked for all this. I didn't. I just want to do some goddamn damage control and go back to being invisible. Okay?”
I stood so close to Callum I could feel the rasp of my sweater against the front of his shirt with every one of my heaving breaths.
My blood pumped so hard through my veins, my skin felt on fire. I was shaking, on the verge of tears, and he just stood there with his hands on his hips, looking down at me like he was studying me.
Not even Nigel's timely interruption made me look away from Callum's hardened expression.
“Jo? Do you need me?”
“No. Detective Graham and I are almost finished. He's about to say he'll consider my request and discuss it with his parents or tell me to go fuck myself.”
My Nigel wasn't a confrontational man. He didn't puff up and make threats like some douche bag nor did he yell and beat his chest, but when shit got real and he had to be the man, his voice was a powerful weapon.
“If he opts for the latter, the next time he comes here, he won't make it past the door without a warrant or a battering ram.”
Callum spent the next several heartbeats giving me his soul-deep stare. A muscle ticked in his jaw before he turned on his heel, slamming the front door behind him as he went.
I flinched hard, my hands coming up to protectively cover my bleeding heart and closed my eyes as the angry tension bled out of me, leaving me deflated and trembling.
“Shit,” I muttered under my breath. Flinching again when Nigel slid his arm around my waist and tucked me against his side. “Was that a maybe? Or a fuck you?”
He kissed my hair and sighed. “Honestly? I have no idea. That dude is intense. He likes you.”
I guffawed incredulously. “You clearly missed the first half of our little…confrontation.”
“Nope. Heard it all. I started up when he rang the buzzer. The detective doesn't appreciate it, but the chemistry between you is so hot I could see the sparks flying.”
Whatever. There must not have been enough oxygen down in the crypt or something. Nigel was suffering hypoxia related delusions.
“Sparks of rage, maybe. That really felt like a fuck you.”
“I know, but I'll bet you five dollars you'll get permission from him or the family by the end of the day.”
“Five bucks?”
“Mmhm.”
“You're on, Nigel.”


*****


At seven p.m. on the dot, Marcy called to tell me Callum had come home for dinner, explained the intention of my show, and both Marcy and her husband were very grateful that I was willing to try and change the public’s perception of their daughter. To hopefully make people see Mia as a person, not tabloid trash.
To renew the injustice of her death in the eyes of the guests who would attend and that of all the other victims still waiting to be avenged.
At first, I tried to talk Marcy out of coming to the show, not wanting her to see the painting of her daughter, but Marcy told me she'd already seen the tabloid photos. 
Nothing could be worse than not knowing where her daughter was, and she wanted to be there to support me.
I owe Nigel five dollars.




CHAPTER SEVEN
I had already thrown up in the bathroom twice and was thinking about going for round three.
Every single person Nigel had sent an invitation to had RSVP'd to my show.
Callum hadn't come back to the warehouse to help me pick the right paintings, but a courier had come over with an envelope filled with obituaries a few days after our confrontation.
The twelve victims of unsolved murders Graham thought were most deserving including his sister's, were in the spotlight tonight. 
Some of the obits didn't have pictures, some of the people didn't have families, so when Nigel started talking about how he would arrange the paintings, I insisted on putting sketches or photos of the person when they were alive and smiling along with their obituaries, side by side. The finished result was beautiful.
Or at least, half of it was.
The other half was sad, ugly, and gruesome.
So far, the attendees were eating it up. Or that's what Nigel said before leaving me alone to start getting everyone ready for my speech.
In ten minutes, I was supposed to get up on the small platform, stand behind the gorgeous antique gold podium shaped like a calla lily, and deliver a very carefully prepared speech.
Elliot's POD and the sketch I'd done of his laughing, happy face had been enlarged and would flank me on either side. The spotlights were set to the most flattering hue to make me look like a Hollywood diva, so sayeth Nigel. 
Every face I looked at seemed to hold both curiosity and morbid fascination. For all intents and purposes, it was just another controversial art show.
I remained out of sight, wringing the faux fur stole Nigel insisted I carry in my sweaty hands, as though he knew I'd need something to hang onto for dear life when he wasn't there to give me his arm.
“Jo?”
I stifled the urge to give a girly eep, pasting a smile on my face as I turned around to find Marcy on the arm of a man who looked like an older version of her son. 
I was honestly surprised to see Callum here and less than thrilled to see him looking me up and down with an infuriating smirk on his too damn handsome face.
“Mrs. Graham, hi. You look beautiful,” I said.
She wore a glittering rose gold sheath dress with a modest neckline and a simple pair of diamond studs in her ears. The warm pink brought out the highlights in her blonde hair and the rosiness of her cheeks.
Her husband and son both wore suits, and neither seemed pleased about it.
“Not as lovely as you, dear. That dress is amazing.”
I ran my hand down my hip with a much stronger smile, shooting Callum one last look before answering his mother,
“Thank you. I was going for Morticia Adams’s slightly less creepy sister.”
Callum snorted his beer, waving Marcy's concern aside when she turned to ask him if he was alright.
My dress was very much in Morticia's style, with a plunging neckline, made completely of black velvet that hugged my figure from shoulders to knees before giving way to a modest puddle of fabric. 
The slender straps had flat bows, and other than the faux fur stole to accessorize, I wore no jewelry save for a pair of obsidian drop earrings.
The stylist Nigel brought in had given me one victory roll, leaving my long hair down to curl in sensual waves.
I’d gone with subtle smoky eye makeup and a crimson stain on my lips, half hoping to see Callum while wearing it to show him the difference between my every day wear and my actual Goth Princess costume.
“Nonsense,” Marcy insisted. “It's vintage high glam and suits you perfectly. This is my husband, John.”
I offered the handsome man a polite smile. “Thank you very much for being here, Mr. Graham. I'd offer to shake your hand, but my palm is incredibly clammy.”
To my surprise, Mr. Graham stuck his hand out anyway, and I didn't hesitate to meet it.
His palm was warm and dry, and the squeeze he gave me was firm. Not break-your-hand firm, but a good, solid shake.
With his hair gone gray at the temples and lines of both grief and whiskey colored eyes, John Graham cut a striking figure in his black suit. Like his son, John’s stare was intense and direct, and he didn't mince words.
“My wife and son have told me a great deal about you, Miss Beauchene. I was told I'm not allowed to say the P word this evening, but my wife got me into this damn monkey suit, and I'd be lying if I said I wasn't curious to hear what you have to say tonight.”
Geeze. No pressure or anything. I licked my dry lips, tasting the remnants of the mouthwash, and wondered if I had time to make one more escape. 
From the corner of my eye, I could see Nigel making his way toward me and assumed not.
“Truth be told, Mr. Graham, I'm terrified of public speaking, but I'm going to do my best not to disappoint you.”
After a moment of scrutiny, John Graham gave me a nod of what I hoped was approval.
Nigel appeared at my side, his hand settling on my waist supportively, and after I introduced him to Mr. and Mrs. Graham, he looked down at me with a lift of his brows. “You ready to do this thing, GB?”
“No, but let's do it.”
He led me to the front, and I took my place behind the podium.
Three hundred and twenty-four pairs of eyes were unerringly focused on me.
Standing under the gently muted spotlight, my hands clutched the side of the podium so hard I could feel the metal imprinting on my flesh.
I was glad I'd worn flats with my gown, otherwise my trembling knees would have thrown me off balance and sent my ankles crumpling in a pair of pumps.
I glanced at Nigel, who gave me a covert thumbs up, and at Marcy beside him who kindly smiled at me. I didn't dare look at Callum or his dad, lest I see their scowling faces and totally lose it.
Now or never, Jo. Don’t screw this up. 
I took a deep breath and completely forgot I'd written a speech.
“Good evening, everyone. I, um … I admit, I feel a little bit like I'm at a meeting for Artists Anonymous.”
I got a few wry chuckles from those who understood exactly what I meant. 
I was surrounded by a sea of black clad artists, critics, bloggers, photographers, the two reporters, and a handful of family members of victims I'd been able to contact.
I think Mrs. Graham and Nigel were the only ones wearing something other than black.
“Most of you here know who I am, but for those of you whom I have not had the privilege of meeting before, my name is Josephine Beauchene, and I am an artist.
“I've been an artist my entire life, and until a few weeks ago, I was most well-known for my landscapes and portraits.
“Now, if you hear my name, you'll probably be more familiar with the nicknames the tabloids have given me…Dame Death and Mistress Macabre are my personal favorites.”
Another round of laughter rippled around the room, and my churning stomach began to settle.
“I confess the paintings—my former romantic partner spitefully sold photos of to the press after our uh… less than amicable split—were never intended to be so widely or so crudely spread across the media.
“I want to thank you all for coming tonight and giving me the opportunity to share the truth of my prematurely released collection and to explain the inspiration behind them.”
For some masochistic reason, my eyes strayed to Callum's imposing figure, and to my surprise, he seemed every bit as engrossed as the rest of my audience.
Our eyes met, and the tiny jerk of his chin helped me find the guts to keep going. Per the plan, I didn't speak about my psychic ability or give a time reference as to the paintings.
“When I was ten years old, my brother, Elliot, was murdered. The portrait here to my left is the way his body was discovered.”
I heard soft gasps rise from the audience, and my throat tightened as people, who had thus far remained stiff and unmoved, softened.
“His killer was never brought to justice, and to this day, I don't have closure. I don't have answers as to why he was killed. Understandably, many of you will look at the painting of his death and wonder what kind of woman, what kind of sister, would not only keep such an image, but paint it with her own hands. It is macabre, it's ugly, horrifying.
“But murder is all those things. It’s unnatural and people are plucked from families far too early. Moving on is a burden forced upon loved ones. Some remember them often…” I trail off and glance at Mrs. Graham
“Others refuse to remember them. My parents don't speak of Elliot, and those closest to me who didn't know me as a child, never knew of his existence because sharing his loss was too hard.
“Speaking his name was too hard. But in keeping Elliot to myself, I allowed my beautiful little brother to be forgotten.”
I waved my hand, gesturing to the collection of paintings situated around the gallery.
“Some of the portraits and faces on the walls tonight belong to people forgotten by the world, because they have no family.
“They have no one to speak their names or share their lives, no one to fight for their murderers to be brought to justice. Because of headlines like 'Dame Death,' announcements of scandals in other countries, and homegrown scandals, these victims fade from sight while their killers are allowed to spend another day free to live their own lives.”
I glanced over my shoulder at Elliot’s portrait—at his smiling, happy face—and felt my eyes burn with unshed tears.
“I keep this portrait of Elliot's death close to remind myself that his murderer goes unpunished, and I keep his smiling face to remind me of how beautiful his short life was.
“Over the years, I encountered others whose murders were never solved, at no fault of the dedicated men and women of the police and investigative departments, but because their killers were simply clever and got away with murder.
“When I began to paint and sketch these morbid works, it was never my intention to share them with the world.
“It was my own outlet for an unresolved injustice, and in understanding the depth of grief, anger, and helplessness the families of the victims experienced, I couldn't imagine being so cruel as to add to their pain.
“Unfortunately, someone was that cruel. I hope by coming here tonight, you've taken the time to look at both the lives and deaths of the victims.
“I hope in seeing the ugliness of their deaths and the injustice of their murders unsolved, you might commit the lives of these people—these sisters, brothers, fathers, mothers, friends, and perhaps even colleagues—to memory. Keep them alive in your thoughts until their killers can be brought to justice. Thank you.”
On cue, Nigel stepped up on the raised podium to take his place by my side and handed me a glass of water.
“We have some time for questions.”
A man in the front row raised his finger in the air, and at Nigel’s nod, the reporter raised his voice loud enough to be heard. 
“Jared Markus claims you told him these murder scenes came to you via psychic visions. Are you a psychic, Jo?”
It was all I could do to sip my water and not throw it in Jessie Cortez's ratfink little face. 
Up until now, the reporter for the art section of the Times and I had been on good terms.
Jessie was polite and asked thoughtful, deep questions about the meaning behind my previous works of art.
Tonight, the stocky, cocky bastard was showing his true colors and focusing on juicy gossip instead of the truth. Or what I was trying to make the truth.
Per Nigel's advice, I took my time in answering, staring silently down at Jessie Cortez with as cool a look as I could manage.
“If I were a psychic, these murders wouldn't be unsolved, and you wouldn't be here tonight to ask me such a preposterous, and frankly, inappropriate question, Mr. Cortez.”
My icy response caused a titter of whispered remarks about what vultures reporters could be.
Nigel cleared his throat to take back control of the crowd. “Are there any questions for Miss Beauchene that do not involve tabloid gossip?” He waited a moment, but the other female reporter kept her lips tightly shut. 
“Very well, please enjoy the evening.”
As soon as I stepped off the podium, one of my most loyal clients, a statuesque woman with stunning silver hair, a former runway model in the 70s appeared at my side and stared down the length of her surgically enhanced nose at me.
“What an absolute boor that reporter is, Josephine.”
“If not him, someone else worse would have taken his place. Thank you very much for coming tonight, Eliza. You don't know how much it means to have you here.”
Eliza Gilden, a powerful woman in her circle, absolutely detested gossip. 
Her support meant she would quash any rumors that even hinted at being contrary to whatever she'd heard from me.
She was a stern, intimidating woman with cool blue eyes sharp enough to slice clear to the bone. 
Those eyes were soft with compassion, as she cupped my cheek in her wrinkled hand and stroked the apple of my cheek with her thumb.
“I have admired your work from the very first, sweetheart. I recognized the vibrancy of your passion in the flat images in the gossip rags and had to see them for myself.
“I'm so very sorry for your loss, but what you've done—disturbing though they are—is beautiful. I understand how hard it must have been to get up there and bare your soul after that little bastard betrayed you, and I didn't for one second believe he was sorry for it, but I'm very glad you did. I knew you had balls of steel, Jo, and now the world knows it too. I'm very proud of you … Ah, Nigel! There you are, darling!”
And just like that, the moment was gone.
I shook my head over the way Nigel cranked up his gay for Eliza while he took his place at my side and introduced Eliza to the Grahams.
“You must be Mia's family.”
I could see the physical blow it was for both John and Callum to be addressed that way, but Mrs. Graham seemed to be made of sterner stuff, and though her eyes filled with unshed tears, she smiled and shook Eliza's hand.
“We are, yes.”
I'm not sure who was more shocked by what Eliza did next, me or the Grahams. 
“I absolutely love the ballet, and once upon a time, my paramour was the photographer for the ABC.
“Jean-Pierre often indulged this old lady's passion for photography and allowed me to tag along during his photo shoots.
“I confess I often took over—I used to be a model myself about a hundred years ago— and upon one such occasion, I had the privilege of meeting Mia during her first year at Julliard.
“When I was invited tonight, I dug through some of the film Jean-Pierre left behind, and just as I hoped, I came across these and brought them in case I had the opportunity to speak to you.”
From her enormous clutch, Eliza produced two black and white photos of Mia. The first was a close up of her smiling, laughing face, and the second was a nearly identical image of one in my sketch book.
The very first sketch I'd ever done of Mia as a living person. The grand battement, where her long skirt arched between her feet in a gauzy fan.
Marcy took the photos with trembling hands and leaned into the arm John clamped around her waist, both parents gazing at the photos with a mix of grief and love. I had to blink several times and curl my toes in my shoes to keep from letting myself cry.
“Thank you so very much, Mrs. Gilden,” Marcy managed to say, gently clutching the photos to her chest.
Eliza gave a suspicious sniffle and a curt nod. “Her laugh was absolutely infectious… a beautiful girl. I have a specialist printing a new set of photos from the entire roll of negatives.
“If there are any more of Mia, I'll have them sent to you at once. It was such an honor to be here tonight and meet you, and I hope someday the monster who ended Mia's life is fried to a crispy little bug.”
I wanted to die a little at Eliza's indelicate condolences, but she didn't give me the opportunity. She pointed a long red claw at me, then at Nigel.
“You and you. Lunch. Call me!” Eliza ordered, and off she sailed like the diva she was.
“I don't care if you are some crackpot P word, Miss Beauchene,” John Graham told me gruffly, his tone and expression suggesting he was mad as hell, but the glisten in his eyes said he was anything but.
“Thank you for making this possible.”
I had no idea what 'this' was. The pictures of Mia? Tonight's event and my weak ass speech? But I supposed it didn't really matter.
I hadn't disappointed Mia's father, and Callum wasn't looking at me like I was a manipulative liar out to hurt his family.
“You're very welcome, Mr. Graham.”




CHAPTER EIGHT
A week after the art show, and except for the reports on the exhibit, I hadn't seen my name or my paintings in any news. Nigel had framed the piece written by Emily Shane, the other reporter we'd invited to the show, wherein Emily declared the event, ‘one to be remembered for a lifetime.’
I was staring at it from my seat in the kitchen when my cell rang, and the face of my watch identified the caller as Detective Dickhead.
I slid my finger across the screen and didn't bother with pleasantries, but I owed him a thank you for coming to my show.
“You at home?” he asked tersely, not even acknowledging I was trying to tell him something.
“Yeah.”
“I'm on my way. Don't go anywhere.” The audible click of him hanging up left me blinking owlishly, wondering if that was just his normal tone of voice.
A resting bitch voice instead of a resting bitch face.
“The mysteries of a homicide cop,” I muttered to myself and sat there, not going anywhere. 
Twenty minutes later the buzzer sounded, and my apartment was invaded by both Detective Graham and Detective Moran. 
Neither one of them smiled. I wasn't sure if I was about to be arrested or not.
“Uh, do I need a lawyer?”
Callum made a face, but Moran very neutrally asked, “Do you feel like you need one?”
“Well, you two look about as happy as alligators with hemorrhoids, and the last time you were both here, I got the third degree.”
The ginger cop grinned, but Callum was all business. Sort of.
“What the fuck is all this?” Callum waved the manila folder in his hand at the pile of cards and flowers on my kitchen counter.
I shrugged. “Art show aftermath. I'm trying to sort through the ass-kissing thank you cards and the folks with guilty consciences who want to soothe said guilt by throwing money at a charity but don't know which one.
“Flowers from sycophants who didn't have a clue what the show was about but want to tell me how much they adored the event itself, and invitations to bring the show to different galleries.
“Standard stuff with a few genuine thank yous hidden amongst the chaff that require me to respond." 
With one push of his arm, Callum shoved hours’ worth of hard work aside, messing it all up to slap his folder down in front of me.
“Hey! That took me forever to organize!”
He flung it open. “You see anything strange? No sass, just look.”
I swallowed the sassy comments and took the two glossy photos to examine side by side. 
The one on the left was a picture of Mia's POD, the one on the right was a crime scene photo of a different woman.
“My painting and a crime scene photo?” I answered with a droll shrug.
“Look close, Morticia.”
This time, I didn't hold back the sass. “Call me that again Callum Ansel Graham, and I'm telling your mother.”
Moran thought my reply was hilarious.
Callum? Not so much. Shocker. I wondered if he even had a sense of humor, but given the fact I was holding photos of two dead women, I decided to cut him a break.
I huffed and got up to take the photos over to my easel, pinning them side by side so I could examine them in a familiar setting. It didn't take me long to see what strange things Callum wanted me to see.
In my painting, Mia had a spray of jewels clipped in her hair.
In the crime scene photo, the unfamiliar woman with her head turned away from the camera, her sightless eyes staring off into nothingness, also had a spray of crystals in her black hair.
If my eyes weren't playing tricks on me, it was the same clip Mia was wearing in my painting.
I looked at his furious face and swallowed the strange lump in my throat. “Who is she?”
“Rachel Lourdes, found in an ice bin at a flea-bag motel on the Lower East Side. That clip in her hair? The clip in your painting?” Callum stabbed at clip in both photos with his finger. “I gave that to Mia for her eighteenth birthday.”
“Okay, so why are you here yelling at me—”
“Crime Scene found a piece of Mia's hair stuck in it and called me this morning when her DNA was flagged in their system. Rachel's body was found the day after your show. Your show, Josephine!”
His bellow was impressive. So loud, I involuntarily took a step back from him and let the implications of what that meant sink in. 
The reason why he and his partner were both in my house, once again, staring at me like I was a suspect, was because…
My heart stopped beating for a minute, and I shook my head slowly in furious disbelief. I was so mad, so hurt, I could barely force the two words I needed to say past my clenched teeth. Undeterred, Callum repeated his question.
“Get. Out.”
“Why is my sister's clip in this woman's hair the day after your show, Josephine?”
“I didn't kill your sister, and I didn't kill this woman. I didn't have anything to do with their deaths or any other death. So take these, and go fuck yourself!” I howled at him, ripping the photos off the easel to throw in his face.
“I cooperated the first time. I gave you DNA, my hair, my fingerprints, my alibi, and after everything I told you—everything I showed you—you're still doing your best to paint me as some kind of psycho serial killer's assistant without any evidence to even suggest my involvement.”
Neither detective bothered to deny it, and my entire arm shook as I pointed at the door.
“Get out! Get out, and don't you fucking dare come back here unless you can prove I had something to do with Mia's murder. Or Rachel's. You want to speak to me again, you cock sucker, call my lawyer.”
After a brief moment of furious silence, Moran grabbed Callum's arm and urged him to go. Callum and I were locked in a bitter staring contest, and after ripping his arm free of his partner's hold, for the second time, I watched Mia's brother storm out of my apartment.
Moran tried to smooth things over, to apologize on Callum's behalf, but I was so over it.
“Just get out and keep him away from me.”
Moran gave a tight nod and kindly didn't slam the door on his way out. Once it clicked shut and locked behind them, the fight went out of me, and I sank to the ground in a heap.
I wept and wondered why it felt like my heart was breaking.




CHAPTER NINE
“If I die before … they get here … I need you… to tell Detective Callum… Graham, 'I told you so.'”
The tinny voice of the operator on the other end of the line assured me help was on the way, and I wasn't going to die, but the power of my fear was too strong to allow me to believe it.
I couldn't see the knife wound that slashed across my back, but I could feel the sticky hot slide of my blood soaking the back of my white jersey and lace nightgown, slowly pooling beneath me.
The operator was calmly telling me I needed to give her my password so she could let the paramedics and police into my home, but right now there was also a serial killer out there. 
A serial killer who had somehow snuck into my loft, bypassed my incredibly sophisticated security system, and climbed into bed with me.
I sleep on my stomach, and had woken up to the feeling of someone's hand fisting painfully in my hair, pulling my head back at a painful angle, and exposing my throat to the cold edge of a knife.
He'd been so heavy, straddling my back, making it impossible for me to get up or to fight back. 
Over and over again while threatening to slit my throat wide open, he kept asking me how I knew about Mia.
How did you know to paint her like that? Where's the painting? I recalled his words.
He wanted the painting. After a nonsensical tirade of questions, the last one seemed suddenly most important to him.
He had hauled me out of bed, wrapped his arm around my throat, and held me tight against his body while insisting I show him where I had put Mia's painting.
He made a mistake.
Nigel was getting a raise for talking me into paying for the extra features on the security system that allowed me to trigger the alarm with a simple phrase. 
A safeword, is what the company called it, and I will never forget how saying 'Liam Neeson' saved my life.
The alarm was so loud I could still hear it even locked behind the secret door to my crypt.
It had startled my would-be-killer so badly he'd let go of me and half spun around like someone was about to bust in on us.
With him off balance, I'd thrown my elbow up and back as hard as I could, feeling something crunch when I connected.
His howl of pain had been nearly inhuman, but I'd gotten free, and though he hadn't been fast enough to come after me immediately, his reach was long enough to stab and slash at my back from right shoulder to what felt like my left hip.
“He's still… out there.” I slurred, so dizzy I had to close my eyes in an effort to not see how the room around me spun so wildly.
Calm and composed, the operator ignored me. “Josephine, the police and paramedics are on-scene. They need to get inside to help you, please tell me your password so I can let them in.”
“Elliot. I'm in the crypt. Safe room. Walker, Gabladon, King, Tolkein.”
“I'm turning off the alarm and I'm going to stay on the line with you until they can get inside.”
The last thing I heard the woman say to me before I passed out was, “You're going to be alright, Josephine.”


*****


The smell of cleaning solvents and the soft, steady beeping brought me back. I rubbed my tongue around inside my dry mouth, disgusted by the coppery taste of blood mixed with musty morning breath.
My body didn't respond when I tried to lift my hand up to push at whatever the uncomfortable thing up my nose was.
I was lying on my side, propped up by what felt like pillows on both sides of me, and I couldn't even move my feet to untangle the rough, scratchy sheets from my legs.
Someone snorted softly from beside me. I struggled to make my lashes rise as the feeling of numbness and disorientation started to freak me out. 
The sound of a familiar voice made my growing panic come to a screeching halt.
Callum.
What was Callum doing here when I felt like I'd been roofied or something?
“Mom, Pop, what the hell are you doing here?” he sounded exasperated but relieved, and I almost smiled at the tart answer his mother gave.
“Your father was in his man cave listening to his contraband police scanner and heard the call go out. You didn't have anything to do with getting your father a police scanner, did you, Callum?”
Deadpan, Callum answered, “I have no idea what you're talking about, Mom. You didn't have to come down here.”
Marcy's gasp of outrage was sharp, and the thud of something hitting flesh followed.
“Bite your tongue! Of course we did. How is she?”
She? She who?
“Alive. Almost a hundred stitches in her back where he got her. Fucker nearly flayed her open to the bone, but otherwise it's just a few bruises. The doc finished with her about an hour ago.
“The blood loss made her pass out, and she hasn’t woken up yet. She’ll be fine, but the doc says she has to stay at least two days to make sure there's no infection or muscle problems. Her assistant is with her.”
Callum was talking about me. Stitches? Blood loss? What the hell was going on?
Despite feeling like I was wrapped up in a cocoon of spider webs, I fought the fatigue to open my eyes, wincing when the bright lights hit my sensitive corneas.
The first thing I saw was Nigel, looking nothing like his usually groomed and gorgeous self, sitting in a chair with a haggard scowl on his face and staring at the space behind me.
I think I said his name, or I tried to, and he heard me croak. His furrowed brows smoothed at once and relief filled his eyes as he leaned in close to take my hand in both of his.
“There you are, GB,” he whispered hoarsely.
“Where… what?” I clumsily forced out from behind my thick, rubbery feeling lips.
Nigel shushed me and kissed my fingers, his smile strained around the edges as he reassured me I was alright.
“You're in the hospital, honey. You were attacked, but you're gonna be okay. You need to rest. You're safe now.”
Attacked? Oh. I sighed and closed my eyes, doing something with my head that should have been a nod.
“Okay. You're getting a raise.” Just the few words and the handful of minutes I'd spent listening to the deep rumble of Callum's voice had exhausted me.
Nigel laughed under his breath and squeezed my hand. 
“Am I? How come?”
“Liam Neeson.”


*****


Nigel told me it was another eight hours before I woke up feeling semi-normal. Like someone had taken a baseball bat to my entire back, but otherwise normal. 
He also told me though Callum had gone back and forth to the crime scene that was my home, Marcy and John had spent those long eight hours in the waiting room.
After the nurse came in to give me a shot of unbelievably awesome pain meds, Callum appeared with a duffel bag slung over his shoulder.
I took one look at his unshaven, way too handsome face, and asked Nigel to call my lawyer. It was somewhat gratifying to see the tips of Callum's ears turn pink.
“No prob. Why do you need a lawyer?” Nigel asked me, his thumbs flying as he texted who I assumed was Allison.
I was still glaring at Callum, perversely relieved by his presence, and pissed off at the same time.
“Because the last time Detective Graham and I spoke he was accusing me of murdering another woman. Speaking to the police without a lawyer present is clearly a bad idea.”
Nigel paused in his rapid-fire texting to give me a non-verbal, Are you shitting me?
A silent reprimand for having forgotten to mention I'd been the suspect of murder, again. I shrugged the shoulder I could lift, and Nigel stood up with one final huff, turning his hardening glare on Callum.
“Thank you for getting Miss Beauchene some things from home, but I'll have to ask you to step outside until her lawyer arrives.”
Callum had gotten me things from home? That was… nice. Wasn’t it? Or had it been an opportunity to search my things for a murder weapon without needing a warrant?
Knowing how keen Detective Stick-Up-His-Ass was to prove me guilty, I was betting on the latter. Callum looked at me like he thought I was joking.
“Seriously?” he asked, dropping the duffel bag on the table beside my bed and rolled his eyes. 
“My mom's been waiting for the past eight hours to come see you. Can she come in? Or should I tell her she needs to wait for your lawyer too?”
I snorted but winced. Even that action somehow pulled my stitches. “Your mom hasn't shown up to my home—twice—acting like a complete dick, accusing me of being a murderer. So yeah, she gets a free pass.”
Callum muttered what sounded like a curse under his breath, pulling his hand down his face in exasperation.
“You can go on back to my place and continue digging through my underwear until you find something to convince you I'm a serial killer.”
“Surely my son wouldn't dare dig through your underwear without a warrant or probable cause, or take the opportunity to do so simply because your home is currently an active crime scene, due to the fact you were attacked.”
Ah, Marcy. That woman has the most impeccable timing on the planet, and it was a real treat to see an actual flash of panic to cross Callum's face.
It was almost painfully funny to see the son war with the detective, both sides of Callum's personality at odds with one another as he turned to look at his petite little bad ass of a mom.
“Ma, I wasn't planning on interrogating her, but I do need to ask—”
Marcy Graham was taking zero shit today, planting her fist on her hip and pointed out the door with a stern, pink tipped fingernail.
“Out. We'll have a little chat later, Detective.”
Looking extremely aggrieved, Callum heaved a sigh, and kissed his mother's hair. 
I watched his tight ass flex beneath his dark gray slacks as he left the room without another word.
Nigel cleared his throat and offered Mrs. Graham a smile. “I'm going to step outside to make a call and wait for Allison. You need anything, GB, shout.”
After he was gone, Marcy scooted the chair closer to my bed and sat down, visibly struggling to compose herself.
“I'm very sorry my son keeps giving you a hard time, especially after what happened to you.” Her voice broke a little, but she was quick to take my hand when I offered it.
“It's alright, Mrs. Graham. I know he's doing his job, he's just a … well …” I struggled not to call this woman's son all the names I wanted to call him. “He can be … intense.”
Marcy laughed, her eyes full of unshed tears. “Callum is like one of the K9 officers sometimes. His nickname at the station is, Bull. As in, pitbull. He sinks his teeth into something and doesn't let go until he's given no other option.
“It's his greatest strength as a homicide detective, and his biggest weakness. Sometimes he forgets to look at the big picture and can't see the forest for the trees. But that's hardly an excuse for his behavior.”
Not keen on continuing to talk about Callum's behavior, I opted to change the subject as quickly as possible.
“Nigel told me you've been here for eight hours, waiting for me to wake up. You didn't have to do that, Mrs. Graham.”
“I needed to make sure you would be alright,” she said bluntly, and though she didn't explain why she needed to, I think I understood. Looking at her, I suddenly thought she was the strongest woman in the world.
“John went to get us some coffee. He'll be back soon, and we'll get out of your hair so you can rest.”
I started to tell her she wasn't bothering me, but her handsome husband with his distinguished wings of silver in his dark hair strolled in.
“John is back with the coffee,” Mr. Graham announced. “How ya’ feeling, Dame Death?”
Marcy gasped in horror at her husband, while I lay there in agony as I cracked up laughing.
“Johnathan Harold Graham! What is the matter with you?”
John shrugged unapologetically and shot me a sly wink. “That's a loaded question I'm not about to answer. Here's your half-caff mocha frappa-whatever. It cost seven dollars, woman. I could buy you a whole bag of beans from Nicaragua for that.”
Undeterred by her husband's complaint of designer coffee prices, Marcy let go of my hand to take her half-caff mocha frappa-whatever and shook her other fist menacingly at Mr. Graham.
“If I ever hear you call Josephine ‘Dame Death’ again, you're sleeping on the couch for a month.”
The absolute adoration in John's twinkling, mischievous gaze made my heart melt a little. 
It was obvious their bond was stronger than ever, despite the terrible tragedy that had taken their daughter from them.
“What? She liked it,” he defended.
“She did not!”
“She's laughin’, ain't she?”
Marcy growled with exasperation. “John!”
“Alright, alright. Settle down, woman. You offended?” Mr. Graham asked me, and I could both see and hear the gruff bluster he put off, but I could also see the very real concern in his whiskey colored eyes.
Callum’s eyes.
Mia’s eyes.
“No, sir. It hurts a little to laugh, but the pain means I'm still breathing, and I've got some good pain meds on board. I'll live.”
There was no humor in the way he ducked his chin and gave me what I was going to coin as the Graham Guy Glare.
“I'm glad to hear that. You were very lucky.”
“I was indeed. If my ex-boyfriend hadn't sold photos of my artwork to the tabloids, I wouldn't have changed my security system and put cameras all over my warehouse, and the man who killed your daughter wouldn't have gotten spooked enough to come after her painting.”
Marcy's gasp and the way John Graham's hand clenched so hard around his coffee cup the top popped off and ejected hot liquid all over, clued me in—no one knew the man who'd attacked me was the same person who'd killed Mia.
I felt like an absolute heel for stupidly blurting it out like that, but there was no taking it back.
“I never saw his face, but I think I nailed him in the nose with my elbow when I activated the alarm. So there's either his blood at the scene or footage from the security cameras to identify him.”
The silence that drug on made me increasingly nervous. Neither of Mia's parents said a word or did anything other than look at one another, then back at me.
I would have said something else but was too scared I'd put my foot in it even farther. 
Finally, just when I was about to call for Nigel to come back me up, Mr. Graham spoke.
Each word was clipped, tight, and ringing with fury. “I'll get a nurse in here to clean that up. Excuse me.”
When he was gone, I noticed Marcy had set her coffee aside to fist her hands in her lap. Her nostrils flared as she took deep breaths and valiantly tried to smile at me. 
When her lips wobbled a little, I was certain I couldn't possibly feel worse about what I'd said.
“I just blurted that out there like an idiot. I'm so sorry. I didn't—” I shut my mouth as soon as Marcy shook her head and held her hand up.
I really thought she was going to burst into tears when she covered her trembling lips, but then she gave herself a shake, rolled the tears back, reached out to enfold my hands in hers, and held on for dear life. 
“You have nothing to apologize for, sweetheart. It's just… it's a shock after all this time, and I'm so… so very glad you're still with us.”
A nurse came in before I could say I was glad too. Nigel popped his head in to check on me, and after the coffee got cleaned up, the nurse checked my stitches and asked, “Feel like getting up to use the bathroom?”
Lying on my left side was getting uncomfortable, but getting up was probably going to hurt more. 
I looked at Marcy's encouraging smile and knew I couldn't whine and say no.
Mia would never get up again. I had a boo boo and some bruises. If I could physically stand up, there was no reason not to.
Except it hurt like a bitch, and by the time I was able to shuffle back into bed, I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open.
“Sorry, Mrs. G. I think I'm gonna pass out again.”
My eyes were already closing, my body feeling light as a feather, but I felt the tender way Marcy tucked me in and gently stroked my hair back behind my ear. 
“That's alright. You sleep, sweetheart. I'll wait right here until you wake up.”
I wanted to tell her that was silly, and she should go home and rest. Instead, out popped something I couldn't take back, 
“I wish you were my mother.”
It might have been my drug fueled exhaustion, but I think she said, 
“I am today.”


*****


“Don't you dare wake her up!”
I'd been dozing, slowly rising back up from the deep oblivion of sleep. The hospital blanket wasn't heavy enough or thick enough for me to keep warm, and the sheets were uncomfortably scratchy on the skin my paper-thin hospital gown didn't cover, but still, I wasn't ready to wake up.
It felt like I'd finally found the right position to keep my stitches from pulling at my aching skin and could deal with the chill so long as I could keep sleeping. 
The hushed, angry whispers in my room were making the sleep process somewhat difficult to maintain.
“Mom, I need to get her statement before the details get fuzzy and she forgets—”
“Callum. She was attacked in her own bed. She isn't going to forget the details, and you're in the dog house, mister.
“Back off unless you want Allison Reed to read you the riot act after I get finished with you!”
I couldn't have kept the grin off my face for anything. 
“You tell'em, Mrs. G.”
Whack!
“Now see what you did?” Marcy snapped at her son, and I opened my eyes in time to see her hustling in from the hallway. 
She was still wearing the same white blouse and bright pink capris I remembered from earlier, so I must not have been asleep for that long. Long enough that I had to pee again.
They’re giving me so much saline I'm surprised I’m not swimming in it.
“Hey, sweetie. Did you sleep okay?”
I wanted to tell Marcy that no, I hadn't slept okay. The bed was narrow and cold and extremely uncomfortable. The blankets were shit, it was too bright in here, and I felt disgustingly dirty.
Being in the hospital was the closest thing to being back in Dr. Banes asylum as I'd ever been, and now that I was more alert and aware, every drug they administered reminded me of the sedatives I'd been pumped full of as a kid.
Instead, I forced a smile and said, “Yes.”
“Bullshit. No one sleeps well in a hospital except coma patients,” Callum stated rudely, those muscles in his anvil-hard jaw ticking again as he clenched his teeth together.
I stared at him in bland disbelief and sarcastically announced, “You are the most charming man I've ever met.”
“Thank you,” he answered, as though I'd been serious. “You need to pee?”
“Cal!” Marcy snapped. The whacking sound I'd heard earlier was her smacking his huge bicep with a rolled-up magazine like a dog who'd just piddled on the carpet.
I really liked Marcy Graham, but if she truly wanted to get her point across, a stun gun would have probably worked better.
“What? She's been asleep for four hours. I have to pee after four hours when I'm not getting pumped full of fluids.” 
Callum moved toward me like he was going to help me out of bed, but I stopped him with a scowl.
He rolled his eyes, just like his father had earlier today. “Damnit, woman, quit being so stubborn! The nurse is down the hall dealing with another patient, and I'm bigger than her anyway. I'll help you up.”
He called me ‘woman.’ Seriously?
“No, you won't. I need to figure out how to do this by myself, and I'm gross. Don't touch me.”
Callum frowned in confusion, staring at me with his hands planted on his trim hips while his all-seeing eyes roamed over my prone body.
“What are you talking about? You're not gross.”
Now he was being kind of… sort of charming? No, he was just mad that I wasn't jumping to obey orders. That had to be it.
“Dude, I haven't had a shower in three days—a sponge bath doesn’t count—and I was covered in my own blood. I'm gross.”
“Don't call me, dude.”
“Don't call me, woman!”
“Callum, back off. Jo, be careful not to hurt yourself, okay?” Marcy said in her most motherly voice.
I continued our stare down until he backed off. “I’ll go get a nurse.” He left, muttering under his breath, 
“Three days without a shower. Just unsanitary. What kind of hospital is this?”
Once he was gone, I relaxed and threw the blankets back, smiling thankfully when all Marcy did was stand by and be ready if I needed help.
“He means well, Jo.”
The gentle chiding made me scrunch my nose up as I carefully slid off the edge of the bed and used my IV stand to balance.
“I know. He's just so damn…aggravating! And bossy. And rude when he doesn't get his way.”
Marcy laughed while I was in the bathroom, and when I came back out, she was wiping tears of mirth from her cheeks. 
“Sweetheart, didn't you ever get pushed around by little boys on the playground?”
Getting back into bed took longer than getting out of it, and when I settled back, I realized it wasn't too bad to sit up with the pillows propped behind me.
“No, I was home schooled.”
“Oh, I see.”
“Why?”
Marcy tilted her head back and forth, gave her hand a wave, and helped settle the thin blankets back over my legs. 
“Well, sometimes boys show affection in silly ways. Like pushing little girls on the playground and running away or being rude and aggravating when they don't get their way. Or when they're scared someone they care about is hurt and can't do anything to fix it.”
This wasn't new information to me. I'd heard of such things before, but if Marcy was suggesting Callum being a complete dick when we exchanged more than light pleasantries meant he was into me, she was crazy.
I didn't have time to tell her so, because Callum was back with a harassed looking nurse, who took one look at me, and rolled her eyes after I reported I was fine.
It was certainly not my imagination when she checked my stitches and muttered, “Lord, save me from over-reactive boyfriends.”
As she left, I looked at Callum askance and wondered if maybe there was something to this whole… little boy behavior of his.
No. Surely not.




CHAPTER TEN
I was reeling with shock and not sure how to process the last two hours of my life.
My ball busting lawyer had arrived in an extremely feminine yet powerfully professional skirt suit.
'Suit' was probably the wrong word, as I didn't think a white pencil skirt with large pink gardenia's and blue/green leaves on it, paired with a matching pink blouse and jacket, qualified as a suit.
Her gold jewelry was tasteful, her blonde hair twisted up into a fancy twist, her shoes were the same shade of pink as the flowers. Hell, even her nail polish matched her outfit.
She probably got up two hours before she needed to leave for work to get ready and spent days after buying the skirt, searching for the correct shade of pink shoes and shirt to make everything match.
Way too much work to look that beautiful every day.
Allison's feminine outfit aside and how I often felt like a monochromatic giant at 5'10 to her 5'5, she was a man-eater in and out of court. 
Detective Graham and his partner stood at the end of my hospital bed and collected my statement of what had happened in my apartment two nights ago.
It wasn't shocking to recount the entire attack or to answer the very pointed, thorough questions both men asked me, or to learn that my attacker had avoided being caught on my video cameras or leaving blood at the scene by wearing a ski mask.
It was a shock, that not one time did Callum Graham act like a dick.
As I carefully got dressed in the bathroom, I couldn't help but wonder if it had been Allison's presence or his father's that had kept Callum on his best behavior. John had hung back in the open doorway to silently listen in,
“GB? You okay in there?” Nigel called worriedly from the other side, giving the door a sharp knock.
I was so engrossed in my thoughts, I jumped and then groaned as a flash of agony exploded across my back.
The nurses had quit giving me the good drugs this morning, and every time my lungs expanded, my sore skin pulled around my stitches.
“Jo?”
“I'm okay, be right out,” I called back, leaving my hospital Johnny in the sink. Callum had brought me the clothes I was wearing and toiletries from home, clearly having hunted through my underwear drawer like I'd accused him of doing in order to find the silky pair of lavender bikinis I had on.
Bikinis that matched the enormous pale purple button down shirt I was wearing. The yoga pants I had on were low rise, so the waist band didn't touch the knife score that ended at my left hip.
It was almost like he'd been knifed in the back before and knew what would be most comfortable for me to wear, and so I let it go that he'd picked through my panties.
Of course when I came out and saw the smug, self-satisfied expression on Callum’s face to see me in something other than solid black, I got pissed again.
“Is this your shirt?” There was no disguising the bitchy accusation, and I gathered it was on the extreme end of bitchy because Nigel's brows popped up into his now well-groomed hairline.
“Yup. I couldn't find anything in your closet that wasn't skin tight, stretchy, heavy, or anything resembling an actual shirt you might be comfortable in.
“I was surprised where I did actually find some color in your wardrobe. I thought wearing solid black was your thing.”
“It. Is,” I bit from between clenched teeth. God! He got under my skin so easy! “Are your people done sniffing around my apartment? I want to go home.”
“Yeah, my people are done with their investigation. I can have them call your people if you want.”
The amusement in his expression deepened while he gave me a very obvious once-over, and if I'd had something on hand to throw at his smug face, I would have. Stitches be damned.
Nigel must have recognized the extremely uncharacteristic change in my behavior and intervened,
“Your people have already been called, GB. Thanks to Lucinda and her crew, you'd never know a herd of policemen had been traipsing in and out of there for two days. You ready to go? I ordered an Uber.”
“There is no way you two are taking an Uber home," Callum declared arrogantly. “I'll drive you.”
I'll never know what Nigel intended to say because I didn't let him say it. “The only way I'm getting in your squad car is if I'm in handcuffs.”
With a wordless smirk, Callum reached behind him and held up a pair of shiny silver cuffs.
“I'd be happy to accommodate you, Miss Beauchene. Are you always so prickly when people offer to help you or is it just me?”
“I am an extremely nice person!” I shouted, so frustrated I was on the verge of an embarrassing round of tears.
“So, it is just me.”
“You know, I was dealing with the fallout of having been emotionally violated and betrayed by someone who was supposed to care about me, just fine.
“I was dealing with having my private life splashed across every news stand in New York, moderately well.
“I was dealing with being terrified some angry mob of people were going to show up at my door and accuse me of being the spawn of Satan or something, and dealing with the fact I might never again sell another painting and have to move back to the Hamptons to avoid people for the rest of my life.
“And then you come a long… From day one, you’ve gone out of your way to be a complete asshole, accusing me of murder—twice—because that's easier for you to swallow than entertaining the idea that yes! I am a goddamn psychic with a very limited view of some really morbid shit!
“Shit which inadvertently landed my ass in a hospital that brings up every childhood trauma I have. For some ungodly reason just being in your presence and watching you stand there judging me, making fun of my wardrobe choices, sneering down your way too symmetrical nose at me, ordering me around like you have the right to because I'm wearing your shirt, turns me into this heinous bitch I've never been in my life!”
“So yes! It is one hundred percent, hands down, no questions asked, YOU! I want to go home, pretend a killer didn't just invade my home and that he's not still out there waiting to break back in and finish the job, and not see you again for about ten years. Okay? Can I—”
Callum closed the distance between us and tagged me by the back of my neck to pull me into his chest, his other arm settling carefully around my hips to surround me with his heat and strength.
I didn't realize how hard I was shaking until Callum's arms held me still, or how terrified I was until his lips were right by my ear, his breath washing over the sensitive skin at my hairline, and whispered,
“Shh, it's gonna be alright. You don't have to be scared, baby. I won't let that fucker hurt you ever again.”
I may or may not have cried the entire contents of the fluids I'd been packed full of over the last two days all over Callum Ansel Graham's stupidly rock-hard chest and his dove gray shirt, that smelled like fresh laundry detergent, and his ludicrously, naturally sexy scent.
"We heard shouting. Everything okay, son?" John asked from somewhere behind me. I was mortified by my behavior, but I hadn't been able to stop myself.
Callum's arms didn't loosen around me, he didn't lift his head from where he'd tucked it in close to my ear, and it didn't escape me how well we fit together.
Or how good it felt to be held by the man who brought out my inner bitch in the worst ways possible.
“We good?” Callum murmured as my crying jag tapered off into painful hiccups. I nodded, thinking he'd let me go. He didn't. “Yeah, Pop. I just put my foot in it and pissed her off again.”
“You keep pissing off pretty women, son, you're gonna be an old man sittin’ naked in his Lay-Z-Boy all by himself.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN
I sat in the front seat of Callum's squad car while Nigel enjoyed the experience of his first time in the back seat like a criminal.
The drive was uneventful aside from the typical city traffic, but by the time Callum turned onto Highline, I was once again feeling anxious and pissy. 
It took me a minute of introspection to admit I would rather be angry than frightened.
I loved my home. I loved the neighborhood I lived in. Until recently, I'd felt safe in my home. It was my sanctuary.
When the car turned into the second reason I'd bought the warehouse—the small private parking lot—I couldn't keep from shivering and reaching up to hug myself.
“GB?” Nigel leaned forward to touch my shoulder. Callum had parked the car and was looking sideways at me.
“How did he get in?” I asked.
Nigel said, “What?”
Callum's afternoon beard growth rasped against his palm as he rubbed his jaw. He knew exactly what I meant and hadn't been planning on saying anything. 
Anger built to combat the fear and insecurity I was feeling, and I demanded the truth.
“Callum, how did the killer get into my warehouse?”
The detective beside me heaved a sigh and lifted his chin at the side door. The one that had no keyhole and was only able to be accessed by a code or by buzzing someone up from the inside.
I certainly hadn't buzzed the bastard up, and Nigel would never give anyone the code to the security panel without speaking to me first.
“You ordered Indian food four days ago. In reviewing your security camera footage, Moran caught the delivery guy stopping on his way out.
“He bent down to pick something off the bottom of his shoe and kept his hand braced on the doorjamb for balance. Or at least it was supposed to look that way. He stuck a wad of gum in the strike plate box to prevent the bolt from engaging.”
Seriously? That couldn’t possibly work, but when I said so, Callum assured me such a trick did in fact work.
“When I arrested him yesterday, he said a man paid him two hundred dollars to make sure he could get into his ex-girlfriend's apartment to get his stuff back. 
“And before you fly off the handle, it wasn't Jared Markus who paid the delivery guy. I showed fuckboy's picture to the delivery guy, and he said he'd never seen Jared, who unfortunately had a solid alibi.”
“Which was?” Nigel growled from the back seat.
“He's in rehab, and the orderly on shift puts Jared in the bathroom at the time of your attack, puking his guts up all over the floor.
“Your security system is top of the line, but because the door is so heavy, it sits flush against the jamb and activates the top and bottom sensors even if the bolt isn't engaged in the strike plate.
“When the system is armed, the sensors don't set off the alarm so long as the door shuts again within fifteen seconds.
“The killer approached the delivery man on his way out of the restaurant, gave the guy your address, and said the next time he went to your place, he'd get an extra two hundred for putting a yellow smiley face sticker, which the restaurant puts on their receipts, on the side of the newspaper stand to indicate he'd stuck the gum in the door.”
Betrayed by the delivery guy.
What had I done so wrong that put so many hostile men in my life? 
Jared's addiction to cocaine had made him hate me enough to try and ruin my life and my livelihood.
A seriously hot cop would rather I be his sister's murderer than a psychic.
A delivery guy, who I tipped well and regularly when he came with my late-night food orders, had taken money from a murderer to sabotage my security door.
And the pièce de résistance? An actual serial killer had not only broken in to attack me, he'd stalked me enough to know where and when I got my Indian food, hung out around the area to watch for the sticker on the newspaper bin to say he had an all clear, and waited for me to go to sleep.
Had he been in my apartment the whole time? Watching me move around, waiting for me to turn the lights off and lie down in a prone, vulnerable position?
All because of my choice to let Jared into my home without knowing everything there was to know about him.
“I can get you a room at the Waldorf in three seconds flat, GB. Say the word. Better yet, let me hire five super-hot bodyguards to come man the fort.”
The note of false optimism in Nigel's offer made me smile a little bit, but both options were only temporary solutions.
I reached back to place my hand over his, where it still lay on my shoulder, and I met Callum's gaze head on.
“Am I safe in my home?”
He shrugged, took the keys out of the ignition, and unbuckled his seatbelt. 
“Safe as you can be with an armed homicide detective sleeping on your couch.”
“I don't recall inviting such a person to sleep on my couch, Detective.”
“Just doing my civic duty ma'am.”
Civic duty my left butt cheek, I thought nastily as both men opened their doors and vacated the vehicle.
I sat there contemplating the many ways in which having Callum Graham sleeping on my couch could go wrong, but then again…if all it took to get past my high-tech security system was a piece of gum, having a jerk on the couch might not be such a bad thing.
“Need me to carry you upstairs?” Callum’s tone let me confused as to whether or not he was antagonizing me.
I swung my legs out of the car slowly, refusing to wince or whimper when I grabbed the door to pull myself up.
“Save that white knight routine for some other damsel and go make sure there aren’t any monsters under my bed.”
The grin he shot me was wicked, “Yes, ma’am.”
I didn’t try very hard to keep my eyes off his tight butt as he walked away, taking the arm Nigel offered. 
My assistant hissed in appreciation as we followed Callum at a much slower pace, and leaned close to whisper in my ear,
“Denial isn’t just a river in Egypt, GB.”
I pinched his arm in reprimand, but was too busy trying to lift one foot in front of the other to snap at him.  
“I was going to offer to stay with you, but a gay man in bunny slippers is trumped by a man with a gun who actually knows what to do with it.”
Callum had gone ahead with his duffel and mine to 'clear the apartment,' leaving my best friend and I to have this hushed conversation in private.
A man with a gun was most definitely preferable than a gay man in bunny slippers, but somehow, I was shocked to know Nigel had bunny slippers. As fashion forward as he was, it struck me as odd.
“I'd rather he be here than you, Nigel. I wouldn't be as upset if the killer got him first.”
Nigel chuckled and pecked my cheek as I labored to make it up the third and final flight.
“I knew you cared.”
“I do, Nigel. I wouldn't have anyone if I didn't have you.”
Nigel made a sweet sound and gave me a gentle squeeze. 
“I love you, too, Josephine. If you make that man sleep on the couch, I'll be very disappointed in you.”
“If you say that again, you can forget your raise Nigel Winthrop.”
He laughed all the way up to my loft and held my hand the whole time. 
I got reacquainted with my own home. Lucinda—my cleaning lady of five years—had gotten every speck of fingerprint dust off my flat surfaces and not a single drop of blood was left behind to say I'd ever been hurt.
“Will you please send Lucinda some flowers and get gift cards to the Synergy spa for her and all the girls who helped her?”
“First thing in the morning,” Nigel promised, leading me into my bedroom with Callum trailing close behind.
My blood pressure sky-rocketed, expecting to relive the fear and trauma of my attack, but instead, I was surprised to see the room was not at all how I remembered it.
The smell of fresh paint lingered faintly in the air my once stark white walls now a dusky gray-blue.
I'd been talking about re-painting for a while now, even went and got the paint, but had put it off in favor of other things.
My queen size sleigh bed was gone, replaced by a huge king size mattress accented by the gorgeous antique headboard made of wood the color of aged leather.
My bedding was snow-white with velvet accent pillows the same color as the walls, a few pillows with prints in a kaleidoscope of blue.
The bench at the end of my bed was blue tufted velvet; the rugs on my wood floor were a soft, creamy white and gray.
Even my paintings, hanging on the walls, had been changed out to better match the new color scheme, there were new plants, a different dresser…
I must have been crying again because Nigel kissed my hair and carefully hugged me while I kept staring at the space completely erased of all my terrifying memories.
“Thank you, Nigel. I love it.”
“I'm glad, Jo,” he murmured sincerely. “I wanted you to come back to a sanctuary unspoiled by coked out fuckboys or murderers.”
It hurt to laugh, but I did.
Not long later, I crawled into my new bed, wearing Callum's shirt and feeling not so scared of my own room.




CHAPTER TWELVE
I woke up out of a sound sleep, drowning in the smell of jasmine.
Panic flooded me from one breath to the next, and when I tried to move, I realized I couldn't. I was face down in my bed, and I couldn't move.
It was dark. The smell of jasmine was overpowering, heavy in my lungs, making it difficult to breathe without choking. 
I think I tried to scream but screaming required breath I didn't have…
“I took that as a present to give my next girl. How did you know, Josephine? Where are my pictures?”
“Jo, Jo! Wake up. Wake up, baby. I'm here, there's no one here but me. Come on, that's it. You're alright, you're safe.”
The paralysis disappeared at the sound of Callum's voice. It hurt to kick off the heavy blankets holding me down. 
Coming to my knees, I sucked in deep breaths to try and dispel the fear choking the life out of me.
Callum continued to try and calm me down, the lights were on. He and I were alone, but the smell of jasmine lingered and so did my hysteria.
“Do you smell it?” I demanded.
My uninvited house guest shook his head incomprehensibly. “Smell what? The paint?”
“No! The flowers. The jasmine. Did someone bring me more jasmine? Oh, my God! You can't smell it?” 
I sounded manic, but the lingering remnants of my dream still had me by the throat. “I can't breathe… open the window, I can't breathe!”
Callum reached across the bed to hook his arm around my waist, drawing me into his lap to wrap his arms around me.
“Josephine, there's no jasmine, and I can't open the window without setting off the alarm.”
Screw that! I struggled to lean over and grab my watch from the new bedside table, nearly hyperventilating as I pressed my trembling thumb to the screen and loudly said,
“Bedroom window, disarm!”
A loud beep sounded from the box on my wall and a cultured voice announced the window was now disarmed.
“I can't breathe, okay? Open the fucking window, Callum!”
“Okay, okay. Come with me, come on.” He helped me stand on my trembling legs and half carried me to the window, where I practically threw myself half out and sucked in as much of the fresh air as I could possibly hold.
When I was on the verge of passing out, Callum pulled me away and made me sit down, crouching between my spread knees to grab my face in his big, incredibly warm hands.
“Jo, focus on my face. Eyes on me, eyes on me, baby.”
With my shaking hands curled around his wrists, staring into his eyes from only a few inches away, there was no way to see anyone else.
His hair was a wild mess, but I liked it. His evening beard growth was a dark shadow on his jaw, framing his utterly kissable lips.
“That's good. Good girl, it was just a bad dream. Mia used to have night terrors when she was little. She used to wake me up screaming; it scared the shit out of everyone in the house.
“My old man always came in and sat with her, and told her to tell him everything she could remember. It got all the bad stuff out so she could go back to sleep.
“Once I got a little older and wiser about women, I realized my pops was a genius. Girls love to talk about their feelings.”
Callum’s father was a hoot, and the image of him holding Mia close after a nightmare, inviting her to talk about her feelings, not only had the intended effect of calming me down, it brought a smile to my lips.
Callum’s eyes flickered to my mouth and lingered. “I might not be the pro my old man is, but I figure I can give it a shot, huh? Let's close the window. You can come sit in my lap and tell me all about it, okay?”
“You just want me to sit on your lap,” I accused hoarsely, trying to make light of a situation that was both mortifying and terrifying.
His grin was roguish. “You scared the shit out of me, baby. I need a little reassurance myself.”
I should have taken the opportunity to tell him to stop calling me baby in that sexy rumble of his. 
Never mind the fact it made me feel giddy to know he could talk so sweetly to me. It was inappropriate. And…and wrong.
So wrong… but I like it.
“You really don't smell the jasmine?” I whispered desperately, unable to let it go.
Callum shook his head. “I don't smell it.”
Uninterested in going back to sleep or sitting in Callum's lap, I went into the kitchen. Callum had made coffee, and I sat at my kitchen counter with my cold hands curled around the warm mug, watching the cream undulate and swirl as it mixed with the coffee.
Callum leaned forward from the opposite side, his weight braced on his elbows. 
He stared at me, and when he said my name, I took a deep breath to purge the darkness of my nightmare, but I didn't look away from the coffee I hadn't had so much as a sip of.
“He said something to me when he pinned me to the bed...” I trailed off, expecting Callum to demand more, but he surprised me.
“It's not unusual for a victim to relive an exaggerated experience days after their attack. It's a form of post-traumatic stress—”
I managed a weak smile and shook my head. “It’s not PTSD. He actually said something to me during the attack, and I'd forgotten. The nightmare was my subconscious making sure I remembered. You're gonna be pissed.”
“Jo, you nearly died on my watch, and now you're reliving the event. I'm already pissed.”
I glanced up and imagined Callum's skin turning green, like the Hulk. But he was just there, all gorgeous and shirtless, wearing nothing but a pair of gray lounge pants and showing off the impressive play of muscles under his olive skin.
He had a sparse, manly mat of hair across his Henry Cavill worthy pectorals, a hard, rigid six pack split down the center by a neat trail of dark hair.
Callum Graham didn't just work out to look fit, he was fit.
Rather than relying only on his weapon, he had the muscle strength to take down a potential suspect. 
Truth be told, feeling all that strength wrapped around me made me feel incredibly safe.
I must have been staring for a little bit too long because he cleared his throat to remind me we were having a serious conversation, and I'd obviously gotten sidetracked.
My face heated, but I didn't make any excuses. For how we'd been going at it like cats and dogs, this was a pretty intimate setting. 
All alone, just the two of us… He wasn't wearing a shirt; I didn't have pants on over my underwear.
Focus, Jo. Brain out of the gutter! Back on track. He's a dick, and you just got stabbed, remember? Don't be fooled by this nice guy routine, I scolded myself harshly.
“He asked me how I could have known about the clip in Mia's hair. He said he'd taken it as a gift for his next girl and there was no way I could have known or seen him.
“He wanted Mia's pictures, and he smelled like jasmine. There's something about the flower that must have special meaning to him.”
Callum's gaze narrowed thoughtfully and rubbed his jaw in what I realized was a physical manifestation of him tempering his words.
Holding his mouth shut to try and find a better way to say whatever he had to say. 
I waited patiently for him to throw shade my way and ask if that last part was some psychic intuition or an observation.
Truthfully, it felt a little bit like both.
“You asked me earlier if someone had brought you more jasmine. Why did you ask me that?”
I waved my hand at the collection of empty vases Lucinda left on the far end of the counter.
“After the art show people sent me flowers. I remember one of the arrangements had jasmine in it.”
“Which vase? Do you remember?”
“Not vividly. Um… Nigel brought it up and said someone had very poor taste because it looked like a cremation urn.” I gnawed on my lip and stared at the now empty vases, trying to picture them full of flowers.
Callum immediately went to search through the collection, turning around a few minutes later with a vase,
“Was it this one?”
The one he had in his hands was white with a silver rim around the mouth and a large base, also painted silver. Looking at it without the flowers, it actually did seem like a cremation urn.
“Yes!”
I saw triumph paint Callum's entire expression, backlit by fury and determination. 
He turned the vase over to look at the bottom, his triumph turning to anger with a ripe curse.
“Fuck! He scratched half the damn label off. And your housekeeper washed it already, so no prints. Damnit! There's got to be a thousand flower shops in the city that sell this vase.”
He seemed to be speaking aloud to himself more than anything else, but his frustration was plainly understandable.
He held a solid lead in his hands, and it led nowhere. As soon as the world outside woke up, Callum would be on the phone calling each one of those thousand shops to ask if they'd sent flowers to my address, and if they had, who it was from.
I was more disturbed by the fact that the killer, my attacker, had sent me flowers after my art show—the day he supposedly had gone out and killed Rachel Lourdes.
“May I see it, please?” I held my hands out for the vase.
Callum turned his scowl on me. “You gonna try and psychic something out of it?”
His sneer made the bottom of my stomach drop out but reaffirmed my earlier mental slap to get over this physical attraction to him.
Hot he certainly was, but I had to remember—no matter how he’d sweet talked me earlier—he was only doing his job and soothing his own guilt for having 'allowed me' to get hurt on his watch.
What a dick.
My expression must have said the words for me because he took a deep breath, actually apologized, and brought me the vase.
“That was a dick move, I'm sorry.”
The sincerity, evident in his velvety brown eyes and in the black magic rumble of his still groggy, rough voice, made my resolve to stand fast against his sexiness waver.
A shiver—that had nothing to do with the cold and more to do with his physical proximity…his smell… that seriously sexy smattering of hair across his mounds of drool worthy muscle—
No! No go, Jo! Stay strong!
“It's fine. And no, I'm not going to ‘psychic something out of it.' I told you, it doesn't work that way.”
I took the vase and turned it upside down, looking at the killer's attempt to peel away the label with the product barcode written on it.
He'd gotten most of it off, but a few numbers and the very top half of what looked like some letters remained. The shop's name, maybe.
I can work with this.
There was a handy sketch pad not far from me. I always left at least one on every flat surface just in case the mood struck me.
“I'm sure it may come as a shock,” I told Callum, turning my head this way and that as I tried to fill in the blank spaces with what I thought should be there, artistically. 
“I do upon occasion paint other things besides dead people.”
“Not shocked at all. Your bio in Forbes had some really cool shit in it.”
“I have a bio in Forbes?” I paused my sketching to look absently at the shirtless man beside me, who had the weirdest grin on his face.
Man, he is such a moody prick. Angry one second, grinning like a cat who got the canary the next. Sheesh!
Callum's look turned to astonished disbelief. “Uh… yeah. Richest women under 30? They interviewed you in 2012.”
It took me a moment to roll back through the memory banks, came up blank. “Huh. I don't remember it. You hunted down an edition of Forbes from 2012? Or was that part of your investigation into me?”
His eyes twinkled with amusement, and I wished I could have been in a position to capture that expression forever. 
Callum was insanely hot when his smile was genuine and not flavored with sarcasm or mocking derision.
“No. Mom used to have a subscription and had a copy in her pile of craft supplies. She dragged it out during dinner the night I came over…when she told old man about your show.”
Well, color me shocked. Do moms normally do stuff like that? I wouldn’t know, as my mother only saved magazines to make me sign them and give out as gifts.
“My favorite painting in the article was a winter landscape. The nearly setting sun was framed by an open pair of wrought iron gate panels set in stone columns, and this flock of birds was taking off.”
My heart lurched painfully in my chest, and I turned back to look at the bottom of the vase with tears blurring my vision.
“It was sunrise, actually. Figures you'd like that one.”
“How come?”
I licked my lips, feeling how dry and cracked they were, as though every molecule of moisture had fled and left behind nothing but rough, sandpapery skin.
“That was the view I had from my room at the nut house. Second floor, right over the entrance. Dr. Banes said he left the gate open because he didn't want incoming patients to think his asylum was a prison.
“He also thought it was an incentive for us, his patients, to get well so we could leave. A flock of birds, ravens I think, nested in the trees on the grounds.
“Every morning they'd take off and go somewhere. I used to wish I'd been born a bird, so I could go with them.”
“That place still in business?”
I paused again with my pencil poised on the page, honestly surprised by the anger I once again heard bubbling in Callum's voice.
“No. Part of the legal process when a minor applies for emancipation is a mental health evaluation. I went into it thinking I'd have to go through another round of ECT to prove my sanity, but I figured I'd already survived it, and if that was the price I had to pay, so be it.
“The psychiatrist I saw, Dr. Nolan, was shocked when I explained—without ever mentioning the P word—why I'd gone into the asylum in the first place and why I was petitioning for emancipation.
“A few months later, the news reported Dr. Banes was facing legal charges for cruel and unusual treatment of his patients. The asylum was shut down, and as far as I know, he's in prison.”
I gave my sketch a few more tweaks, tilting my head this way, then that, until I was satisfied.
“There. Manolito's, and it's only the last four bar code numbers to work with, but I bet given the date I know the flowers were delivered on, they should have record of who sent the arrangement.”
After tearing the page from my sketchbook, I swiveled the bar stool around to hand the sketch to Callum, only to find him staring at me the same way he had the night our eyes had caught at the art show.
“What?” 
His hand came up to gently touch the one physical reminder I had of my time at Dr. Banes’ house of horrors: the hyper-pigmentation I'd spent thousands of dollars trying to have completely erased forever from my left temple.
Most people thought it was just freckles by now, and it wasn't very large—no more than a pea size amount of pale brown spots on my otherwise unblemished face.
“Ten years old.” he murmured. “You were just a baby.”
It disturbed me more than I care to admit. Callum was so observant; he recognized the spot on my temple for what it was, and he sounded so… so…devastated to learn of my torture.
I needed him to not look at me like he was, with so much compassion in his expression that I, for a second, reconsidered my attraction.
He was an asshole, and I didn't need any more assholes in my life.
“Haven't you heard, detective? I'm crazy. Crazy people get ECT.”
“I don't believe in psychics.” Callum leaned in and touched his kissable lips to my forehead. Then softly and sincerely told me,
“You're not crazy, baby.”
He dropped the bomb on me and left me sitting there with my mouth open while he went to get his phone to look up the flower shop. He left a voicemail in his strong, no bullshit voice.
“This is Detective Graham with Homicide, 81st precinct. I need to ask about a flower arrangement sent to a woman in Highline on May 17th. Call me back as soon as you open.”
He disconnected, jerked his chin at me, and ordered me back to bed.
"I'm not tired."
“Don't care. There's some blood on the back of my shirt. I need to check your stitches. Let's go.”
I stammered and spluttered as he caught me by the hand and towed me back to my bedroom, despite me protesting the whole way. 
He stopped right by my bed and pinched my chin in his fingers, tipping my head back like he was going to kiss me.
He didn't.
It shouldn't have disappointed me.
But it did. It really fucking did.
“You're almost as bad a patient as my father. You had a bad nightmare, thrashed around all over the place, and there's blood on my shirt.
“Turn it around so the buttons are down your back, get on the bed, and let me make sure you didn't pop your goddamn stitches, Josephine.”
It should be a crime to be so sexy while being so bossy.
Callum's mouth curved into one of those ultra-masculine, ultra-you-stroked-my-ego-good grins, and I wasn't sure why until he said,
“I'm sexy all the time. Get on the bed.”
Absolutely mortified to realize I'd spoken aloud, I pulled my arms through the sleeves of his lavender shirt, turned it around, pushed my arms back out, and got on the bed without another word, lest I make it worse.
I tucked my hands up under my cheek, turning my head to watch Callum go collect stuff from the kit of supplies the doctor sent home for just this instance. 
For the first time, I noticed an enormous, sinister black gun sat on my bedside table.
Callum looked at me, then followed my gaze. He reached out and placed his gun in the top drawer out of sight.
“Don't worry about it. You hurting?”
The dull pain of my healing body throbbed, aggravated by all my movement this morning.
“I'll take my pills when you're done.”
Callum climbed on the bed and threw a heavy thigh over my hips, causing me to forget all about how much I hurt.
Instead, I focused on the way his body touched mine, with only a few layers of cloth separating our bare skin.
I focused on the deft, careful way he unbuttoned my borrowed shirt and spread the halves wide, goosebumps prickled across my skin when he stroked his fingertips down the entire length of my back, following the wound my attacker had made.
Callum's voice was dull with rage. “One of my buddies got the call from dispatch while he was out on patrol. He knew I was looking into you and called to give me a heads up.
“I got here just after EMS had been cleared to come inside. Wes and his guys were trying to figure out what the hell Tolkien, Gabladon, King, and Walker had to do with anything.”
Clearly, the NYPD aren’t big fans of reading bookss… 
Under normal circumstances, that would have been a good thing. It wouldn’t have been a very good lock if just anyone could figure it out.
“None of them had ever experienced an actual secret bookcase, and if I hadn't gone with you into the crypt the first day I came over and watched you pull those damn books to open the door, it would have taken so much longer to get to you.
“Seen a lot of bad shit, baby. Too much. Seeing you, lying there in a puddle of blood… it fucked me up, thinking how much worse it could have been.”
Not sure what to say or if I should say anything, I lay there while he talked and soaked up the fact that for a moment, he’d been worried about me enough to not be a dick.
Then, as if realizing how much of his heart he'd just bared to me, Callum cleared his throat and gently pressed at an area near my shoulder blade.
“This hurt?”
It did, but not enough to make me howl in agony. 
“Just a little.”
His fingers glided over my skin, the pain increasing as he did. 
“Here?”
I shook my head. The area around us diminished as he examined me. It was just me, him, and the air between us. 
The roughness of his touch against my delicate skin muted the hurt or at least attempted to. Once he reached the deeper area of the wound, I winced.
“Sore there, sharper when…there. Ow. Did I break the stitches?”
“No, just tore a tiny bit of skin. You're at the healing stage where the edges have started to scab over, and if you don't keep it moist, it gets like beef jerky. All dehydrated and shit.”
I scrunched my nose up in disgust at his comparison, not having been brave enough to check the damage in the mirror. 
Ugly
scars. A really vain thought, when I could be dead instead of just wounded.
“Speaking from experience?”
“Never had this many stitches, but yeah. Perp shot at me my first year as a rookie. Bullet grazed my arm and took enough meat to need stitches, which wound up hurting worse than actually getting shot.
“Couldn't make a muscle or move my arm in a certain way without busting the stitches open. Popped the damn things three times. When I was a kid, I cut my leg open on a tree branch pretty bad.
“Pop took me and some buddies camping, told me not to climb this tree I wanted to monkey all over, but I did it anyway, and it practically broke in half. Thought we were gonna have to peel Mom off the ceiling when we got home from the ER.”
I relaxed as Callum cleaned me up and talked to me in his gruff, rumbling tenor. For some reason, my mouth opened and stupid shit came out.
“She really did have a beautiful laugh.”
“Who?”
“Mia. I honestly thought my eardrum was busted when she whistled for a cab. We laughed because I winced and asked her who the hell could have taught her to make a sound like that.
“She smiled and said, 'Best guy in the whole world, my big brother! We used to try and whistle loud enough to break my mom's dishes.'”
Callum's hands paused on my back, and I tucked my chin down tighter to my shoulder, so I could glance back at him.
He looked floored, grief-stricken for a minute, staring blindly at my headboard. He swallowed, and his Adam's apple bobbed. Tears shimmered in his eyes before he blinked them away and gave a rueful shake of his head.
“Forgot about that. There was a show on TV or something about a diva who could hit the high notes just right and break glass.
“Mia wanted to try it, but neither of us could sing. So we took Mom's good wineglasses and put them on the fence outside to see if we could whistle sharp enough to make them shatter.”
My lips curved in an unavoidable smile, watching Callum relive that obviously happy memory.
“Did they?”
“Yeah. Because all our whistling drove the next-door neighbor's dog nuts. He tried to leap the fence to answer our call, rattled the boards, and the glasses shattered on the patio.”
Callum huffed a laugh and gave me a lopsided grin. 
“I had to mow the lawn for three weeks in order to earn enough money to buy Mom new wineglasses.
“Or I would have, if Mia hadn't opened up her piggy bank and snuck me a twenty she'd gotten from our grandma.”
“You took the blame?”
“Of course I did,” he answered hoarsely, without hesitation. “It was my job to protect her.”
He didn't say it out loud, but the unspoken, and I failed, came across loud and clear. I could feel the weight of his guilt like a stone in my belly.
I knew that same guilt too. I let the silence stretch on, quiet as he did up the buttons on the shirt, but when he started to scoot back to get off of me, I froze.
He felt it. “What? Did I hurt you?”
“No. Just…”
“Just what, Jo?”
“Would it help you to know how tall the guy is?”
“How tall…” Callum trailed off as he understood the meaning behind my question. “Yes, it would help, but you said you didn't see him clearly.”
“I didn't, but he was over me the way you are now. He had to balance and get leverage to grab my hair and hang onto me with the knife at my throat. Put your knees right up by my ribs.”
“Baby, you don't have to—”
His voice went gentle as he reached up to plant his hand by my ear, leaning over and to the side, so I could see it was him, Callum, and not the man who'd tried to kill me.
“Yes, I do. I'm alright. I can tell you how tall he is. Put your knees by my ribs and stop calling me, baby.”
His white teeth flashed in the shadows above me. He even went so far as to cup my throat in his hand and rub his thumb across my lips.
“You like it,” he told me arrogantly.
“I'll bite you, fucker,” I snapped testily, though it came out incredibly weak and lacking enough heat to be a threat.
His smile widened, and something that felt suspiciously like a penis grazed my butt. A hard, hot, intimidatingly large…
“I might like it,” he told me huskily, giving my mouth one more brush with his thumb before scooting back to put his knees where I told him to. 
“Here?”
My mouth ran dry with fear as the feeling of being trapped by a serial killer washed over me.
Callum said my name and ran his hand over my unhurt shoulder, rubbing soothingly to remind me that was over now and I was safe.
I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, trying to remember the way it had felt and where the killer's body and legs had been in comparison to Callum's.
“He's much smaller than you. His knees were there, but the toes of his boots were only at the middle of my thigh, and his butt was on mine.”
Callum's feet almost touched my calves, with his ass hovering above my knees. The killer was much, much shorter than Callum.
“When he made me get up to take him to where Mia's painting was, he really had to pull back on my hair to keep hold of me.
“I'm five-ten, and he couldn't have been any taller than me. There's a formula to measure a person's height based on the length of their femur, right? So if we measure the length of where his knee was to my hips, and where his butt was…”
“I know what you mean,” Callum told me seriously. “The coroner loves math and centimeters. After nearly twelve years, I've learned a thing or two. Without an exact measurement though, I'd say he's no more than… five-eight, tops.”
The uncontrollable fear was back, making me shudder and break out in a cold sweat. Callum shifted off of me and came to lay next to me, lifting his arm to pull me in close to his chest.
“That's good, Jo. It helps. No one saw Mia's abduction, no one remembered anyone bothering her or making her uncomfortable.
“We didn't have anywhere to start, other than to follow her credit card purchases and her cell phone’s GPS, but even that was a dead end.
“Because of the direction of your wound, we deduced he's left handed. You'd be surprised how fast that can narrow down a suspect pool and knowing how tall he is helps even more.”
Mindful of my stitches, Callum wrapped me up in his arms and threw his heavy leg over mine, completely enveloping my shivering body against his warmer one.
So close to the memory of being attacked, having Callum all over me like this should scare me. Perversely, all I felt was safe.
Even with his huge cock snuggled against my belly, throbbing like a second heartbeat.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
It was dark and storming outside the pair of tall, contemporary gothic windows. Inside, the light gleamed off the white walls of the studio, made even brighter by the reflection of the entire wall of mirrors.
Soft music pumped through the speakers; the elegant sound of a piano accompanied by the mournful wail of a violin.
Watching Mia warm up for her performance was breathtaking.
The pink satin on her toe shoes seemed to sparkle as she swept her foot around in slow circles on the wood floor. The soft, rhythmic hiss kept time with the music.
Her left hand lay on the wooden ballet barre, ever so slightly touching it. Mia stretched her other arm up in the air, so elegantly. 
She wore pale pink tights, a black leotard, and a long black chiffon skirt that danced along with her.
There was absolute peace in her expression; her lips curled in a gentle smile, and in the warm lights, her golden hair shimmered around her shoulders in a froth of curls.
But that wasn't right. It was supposed to be up for the photo shoot today.
Mia caught me staring in the mirror and smiled at me, her body moving sinuously as she came up en pointe, her right knee coming up to her chest, her leg extending perfectly all the way up until her pink toe shoe was above her head.
“Nigel's right, you know?” Mia told me happily.
I was drawn to her like a moth to a flame, coming around to watch her stretch. “About what?”
“The sparks flying between you and my brother. Cal likes you.”
A violent crack of thunder split the air, but Mia didn't so much as flinch. She moved away from the barre, and twirled onto the floor.
“Uh, sure. Right. I've never spoken to a ghost before,” I rasped hoarsely, coming to the realization I was dreaming. “Isn't that what's happening right now? I'm talking to your ghost?”
Mia hummed thoughtfully, watching herself in the mirror as she prepared for a pirouette. 
“I suppose so. But just because you haven't before, doesn't mean you can't.”
My mouth worked to form words, and lamely I managed to say, 
“I… it doesn't?”
Mia went on, continuing to dance and spin, making her long skirt billow out around her in wide circles.
“Well, you're talking to me right now, silly. Your gift is just a muscle like any other. You've got to use it to make it stronger.”
“Ruh-right." I should be looking around for clues or something, but I didn't seem to be physically able to look away from Mia, other than to notice it kept getting darker and darker as the storm got closer.
Mia landed in a dramatic pose, taking a moment to pause and critique the placement of her limbs before moving on. 
“I'm trying to decide which pose to try. An important photographer is coming today, and we're supposed to pick something beautiful. But every pose is beautiful.
“If the photographer gets just the right shot, I've heard it could be a big deal. Like, getting a spot in the chorus for the next big production. Or even a lead role! Wouldn't that be amazing?”
Mia's excitement was infectious, but another peal of thunder trembled through the room, making the music skip and the mirrors shake, distorting Mia's image for a minute.
She stopped dancing, she stopped smiling, and it was as though the darkness of the storm was coming inside. The shadows filled the room ominously.
Mia touched her throat with trembling fingertips. I hadn't noticed the white ribbon she wore. A white ribbon that began to turn red as I watched.
“He saw me for the first time today.”
My heart surged with hope. Finally, after so many helpless years, I would get some kind of information to help catch one of the murderers. 
After all this time, just once, my curse might become a gift.
“Who is he, Mia?”
Lost in her own reflection while the music and the thunder rolled around us, Mia didn’t answer.
“Everyone else said he was so nice. That I should be nice to him, because who knows what it might mean for my career, but I didn't like the way I saw him looking at me in the mirror.”
“Mia, who is he?” The music got louder, the thunder closer, and I couldn't hear what she said. I saw her lips moving as she kept talking, but I couldn't hear her anymore.
Then, out of nowhere, everything went quiet. Mia smiled, the lights brightened, and I heard her laugh clear as day.
“It's true, you know… You'll tell my brother you like him, won't you? He's so lonely, Jo.”




*****


“Jo. Jo?”
Callum's voice snapped me out of my dream, and I awoke with a sharp inhalation to find him propped up on his elbow beside me.
I pushed my bangs off my forehead and looked around, looking for… Mia's ghost, I guess. 
The hair on my arms prickled at the sound of thunder rolling in the distance, but I was warm; there were no ghosts of dead ballerinas in my room, and a gorgeous man frowned at me with concern.
“Josephine, you with me?”
“Huh? Yeah. I'm good.”
A smile flirted around his mouth, his gaze searching my face for something.
“What are you looking at?”
He gave a half-hearted shrug. “Nothing. You're cute when you wake up. Why does Nigel call you, GB?”
Thrown by the fact that Callum Graham thought I was cute, I rubbed the heel of my hand against my eye and pushed myself up out of the blankets.
“Huh?”
“Nigel calls you GB all the time. How come?”
“Oh, uh, the first time we met at a gallery show, he told me I looked like a gorgeous Gothic Barbie. I guess it was too much of a mouthful to say all the time, so… GB.”
Callum's laughter overpowered the next rumble of thunder. Still shaken by the dream I'd just had of his sister, who told me my curse was a muscle that needed to be strengthened, I sat there and stared in awe as he rose from the bed. All sexy and half naked.
“Your sidekick texted to say he's about to show up with breakfast. My parents are coming over at around nine, so you won't be alone while I'm at work today. You mind if I use your shower?”
Still flirting with stupefaction, I shook my head and monotonously told him, 
“Clean towels are on the rack. Don’t use the washcloths to dry your balls.” I tacked on a ‘please’ eventually.
He laughed all the way to the bathroom, while I sat there and listened to the water going on and off. 
Then sat there some more while he sauntered back out wearing nothing but one of my white towels. 
He headed out to the living room, where his duffel of clothes was, and back.
“I don't have any black ones, so you'll have to settle for blue today. I noticed you have a sweet little pair of panties to match.”
Callum shot me a wink as he placed his clean shirt on the end of my bed and found his way back to the bathroom.
My mouth was still open when he came out dressed in boot cut jeans with his belt undone and hanging around his groin, smelling of my frankincense soap and mint from his toothpaste.
He stopped after pulling a tight army green tee down over his rippling abs, tilting his head to look at me. The skin around his eyes crinkled from his wry grin.
“You're not much of a morning person, are you, baby?”
Mutely, I shook my head, saliva pooling in my mouth as Callum put a knee on the bed and leaned in to plant a smooth, sweet, closed mouth kiss on my lips.
“I take it back. You're adorable when you wake up.”
He was almost halfway to my kitchen when my brain caught up to the fact that I'd just been kissed good morning by Callum Ansel Graham, and not only had it felt natural as breathing, but I'd loved every too brief second of it.
“What the hell was that?” I shouted, attempting to sound indignant and offended while my lips tingled from a mix of mint and lust.
“If you don't know, that fuckboy of yours did you wrong in more ways than one!” he shouted back. “Take your pills! They're by the bed.”
I looked, and sure enough, there was a glass of water and the correct dose of pills sitting on top of their prescription bottles all ready to go.
“By the way, what did you do with the paintings from the show?” Callum continued to shout with enough volume the neighbors a block away might have heard him.
Something strange was going on, and I couldn't say I didn't like it.
I think someone must have broken in and stolen Asshole Callum and replaced him with Boyfriend-Material Callum.
I thought we agreed last night, Jo. No way, no how, are we getting involved with Callum. No matter how sexy he looks in your bath towels. 
Or how much you want to count his muscles with your tongue. Or how sweet that kiss was.
Asshole alert! Asshole alert, Josephine! Back away! Any man with a tight ass could make that towel look good. Stay away from—
“You hear me, Beauchene?”
“All of Manhattan heard you, Graham!” I shouted back, slamming my fist into the pillow, silently berating myself for even entertaining the ideas his soft, sweet kiss had put in my head.
I pictured a Kathy Bates with red hair in my head, telling me that Callum was the devil, but the little slut on my shoulder gave a lusty purr and sent me a flash of how low that towel had been riding on Callum’s hips. 
Half an inch more, and I’d have seen the top of his tight butt cheeks.
The DEVIL! Kathy shouted again, and I snapped out of it.
“There's a safe in the gallery downstairs. The paintings are in there behind eight inches of solid steel.”
I swear I heard Callum mutter to himself, 'What a coincidence, I've got eight inches of solid steel today too.'
But I pretended like he hadn't and that I wasn't envisioning him back here in bed, encouraging me to measure his assets for accurate advertising.
I groaned and carefully rolled on my back. I stared up at the ceiling, trying to think of anything other than Callum's dick.
Or how suddenly I was so turned on I could barely think straight.
“Sometimes I host other artists and their work, and they don't pick their shit up for a few days after, so I have to make sure it's safe.
“Nigel and I were too tired to haul everything back up three flights of stairs, then haul it down another staircase to the crypt, so it went into the gallery safe.”
“Why are you shouting at me?”
I half shrieked when Callum appeared in the bedroom door, leaning his shoulders against the wall with a cup of steaming coffee in his hand.
“Don't do that!! I nearly died in this room once already!”
The amusement fled his face in a rush, and he glared at me so intensely I felt singed. 
“Don't remind me.” He crossed the room, set the coffee down on the bedside table with a click, ordered me to take my pills, and stormed back out.
I lay in contemplation for a few minutes longer, thoughts of death completely absent from my mind. Visions of Callum's tight ass in those jeans replaced them.
That ass is the DEVIL!
When had I developed such a thing for butts? I was usually more of an abs girl, but one flex of those buns and suddenly I was fixated.
Widening my eyes in self-recrimination, I pulled a pillow over my face and groaned in misery, just in time to hear the familiar one, two-two, threeeeeeee, of the buzzer before Nigel let himself in. 
My one minute warning to put pants on if I needed to.
“Good morning!” Nigel sang cheerfully as he entered. “I have unicorn bagels and schmear, GB!”
I moved as fast as humanly possible to get out of bed, grab the coffee, and planted my ass at the kitchen counter for the most delicious breakfast in the whole wide world.
Unicorn bagels were much more important than a firm set of glutes. Unicorn bagels fixed everything, and the cheesecake frosting was the cure for all emotional woes.
Callum watched me tear into the bright pink, purple, and blue pastry over the rim of his coffee cup, shrugging when I licked the heavenly schmear off my fingers.
“What?”
“Nothin’. Never seen a bagel that color disappear that fast before. You take your pills?”
I paused with my thumb in my mouth, frowning because I wasn't sure if he was calling me a pig or just impressed with my ability to enjoy my food.
If he thinks this is fast, he should see what happens when Nigel brings me salted caramel doughnuts from the Doughnut Pub.
“No. Canna take annabioicks on a empy ssomach,”
“Don't talk with your mouth full,” Callum admonished, obviously laughing at me.
I swallowed my food and clearly stated, “That's what she said.”
He had to change his shirt after spitting coffee on himself.
Nigel tried to play it like he was exasperated and embarrassed by my behavior, so I stuck my schmear coated tongue out at him. 
With a fresh shirt on, Callum came back and slapped the four tablets I had to take onto the counter next to me.
“Take your damn pills, woman.”
The door shut behind him with a dull bang as he left for work, and for a while, Nigel just stood there and stared at me expectantly.
“What?”
He gave an elegant shrug and wiggled his fingers at me. 
“You heard the man.”
I took my damn pills.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
I'd just gotten out of the shower when Mia’s parents arrived and felt extremely awkward to walk out wearing Callum’s blue shirt, which had been specifically pulled it out of his closet because I did in fact have matching panties.
I don't know why, but I was wearing those baby blue panties under my favorite pair of waffle knit palazzo pants, and one look from Callum’s father made me feel like John Graham knew my secret.
After our initial greetings were made, Marcy insisted on checking my incision. 
When I’d pulled my wet hair over my shoulder to braid the tangled mess, she asked in a soft, tremulous voice if she could brush my hair.
I didn’t need to be a psychic to know she missed brushing her daughter’s hair, and if she wanted to brush mine to remember the feeling, I was only too happy to oblige.
Nigel was on the phone in my office, denying another client a private commission of their death portrait.
I could hear him trying to be polite.
He struggled to maintain a professional attitude when the client obviously started to be rude.
“There, feel better?” Marcy laid the neatly braided tail of my hair over my shoulder for me to see, and I turned my head to smile gratefully at her. 
I caught a glimpse of her husband from the corner of my eye, his head tilting from side to side as he studied one of my abstracts.
“Yes, so much. Thank you, Mrs. Graham.”
Her smile filled her eyes as she came around to cup my cheek in a very motherly fashion,
“Honey, I think we're past you calling me Mrs. Graham.”
I absolutely adored this woman and wished I'd been lucky enough to have someone like her in my life from day one.
“Thank you, Marcy.”
“You're very welcome.”
“Mrs. Vogel, I'm very sorry, but I don't know what else to tell you.”
I winced at hearing Nigel using his extreme customer service voice and wrinkled my nose at Marcy.
“I have to go rescue my assistant. He's my favorite, and I can't function without him.”
Marcy's laugh reminded me so much of Mia's, and I was glad for an excuse to escape to compose myself. 
Nigel saw me coming and rolled his eyes back into his skull, flopping back in the office chair like he'd been shot.
I held my hand out for the phone, which made him frown at me in confusion, but I non-verbally insisted. 
After a second, he warily asked Mrs. Vogel to hold. Nigel pressed the hold button, and I took the phone.
“Is Mrs. Vogel anyone important?” I asked.
“Important?” Nigel echoed in confusion.
I wiggled the phone at him. “Like the wife of a judge or something. Someone I shouldn’t piss off.”
After a beat of wary silence, Nigel answered. “Mr. Vogel is a day trader at some firm downtown, and she’s a fan of anything dark and macabre. She wants you, Dame Death, to paint her dead for some Supernatural-themed murder mystery party she's hosting. She’s offering 300k for a portrait ready in two weeks.”
The guffaw exploded out of me before I could stop myself, and to Nigel's shock I picked up the call. He was shocked, because it was a cardinal rule that the artist never answers the phone herself.
“Mrs. Vogel, this is Josephine Beauchene.”
“Oh, thank God! If I had to spend one more minute talking to that fruit bat—” She went on for a minute about what a deplorable person Nigel was and how hard it was to find good help these days. 
She just
knew if she talked to me, I'd change my mind about doing a painting for her.
I hadn't been on the phone three seconds before I wanted to throw it across the room, and with her still going, I put the phone to my shoulder, whisper-shouting at my assistant.
“How often do you deal with calls like this?”
“Once or twice a month, but this is extreme. She's called three times this week!”
I put the phone back to my ear and loudly interrupted my prospective client mid-word.
“Mrs. Vogel! Look, I don't care if you're offering me three hundred thousand dollars, or three million, or how prominent a member of society you say you are.
“I just got out of the hospital after being attacked, and even if I was willing—which I'm not—there is no way I could finish a painting in two weeks.”
I opted to ignore Mrs. Vogel’s indignant huff. “I paint landscapes. I paint abstract art. I paint nude men lounging around with fruit strategically placed over their junk. Sometimes I paint nude women with no fruit covering their junk.
“What I do not paint, are bored housewives who want to have some scandalous macabre piece of art for their fan-girl murder party.
“Not only will I not do a murder portrait for you, I'm putting you on my very short list of people I will never paint a picture of any kind, for any amount of money, ever.
“Nigel has done his job and politely told you, no. If you call and harass my wonderful, extremely professional, extremely patient assistant again, we're going to have a problem. Are we clear?”
Mrs. Vogel spluttered, guffawed, and threatened to ensure I'd never sell another painting in this town again. I laughed her off the phone.
“You paint nude men with fruit covering their junk?”
I whirled around to find John Graham standing in the doorway of my office, grinning at me… dare I say, like a proud father.
“Glad I didn't see that today.”
Nigel chuckled and plucked the phone out of my hand, pausing to drop a kiss on my cheek.
“Her nudes are extremely tasteful, Mr. Graham. And sometimes abstract.”
Mr. Graham followed the finger Nigel pointed out the door to the abstract painting Mr. Graham had spent so much time staring at.
The former detective's eyes went wide with shock, and he exclaimed, “No way!” Then went right back to the painting to try and find the bowl of fruit, which wasn't there, covering the model's junk. 
“Well, shit. I can't unsee that now. I can't believe I spent ten minutes staring at a dick!”
“JOHN!” Marcy spluttered, and while the couple argued over whether or not there was a penis on the canvas—which there was—Nigel and I giggled ourselves silly.
When I finally wiped the tears from my eyes and found the air to take a full breath, I caught a glimpse of a manila folder in the mail stand.
I picked it up, and after reading the name and date on the envelope, I felt the pictures inside shift. My earlier mirth completely faded as I took the envelope and headed for the living room.
“Honey, I think it's great. Some people have no appreciation for art,” Marcy told me seriously, glaring at her husband like he was a Philistine. I loved the way they were together. I loved the way they loved one another so honestly.
I did not love having to offer them these photos and see the sadness come back, and for a moment, I hesitated to hand them over. 
Marcy must have seen my indecision and asked me if everything was okay.
I forced a smile even as my stomach churned and bubbled. “I need to apologize to both of you.”
“For what, sweetie?” Marcy cooed, her brow furrowed in confusion.
I looked back and forth between Mia's parents, feeling two feet tall under John Graham's unwavering stare.
It was like I was holding a bucket full of rocks instead of an 8x11 yellow envelope full of photos.
“Eliza Gilden sent these over the day after the art show. Lucinda must have collected the mail for me and put it in my office. I didn't see the envelope until just now. I'm very sorry. I've had them for almost two weeks.”
Marcy's hands fluttered like little birds as I offered her the envelope. She would have said something to absolve me, but her husband beat her to it.
“We would never have known about the photos if you hadn't hosted that art show, Dame Death,” John told me gravely, getting whacked in the stomach by his teary-eyed wife.
I wondered if John purposefully pissed Marcy off to distract her from her grief. If so, he could call me Dame Death all day long.
Like the truly awesome assistant he was, Nigel refreshed everyone's coffee, got some tissues, and moved my many sketch pads off the coffee table so John and Marcy could sit on the couch and spread the photos of their beautiful daughter out before he retreated back to the office to finish doing whatever he was doing today.
I loved that Nigel was so awesome and willing to do all the business stuff for me, so I could just do my art.
Though I hadn't picked up a paintbrush in almost a month.
“Honey, come join us.”
Feeling awkward and uncertain, I made my way to the living room, watching while the grieving parents slowly flipped through one photo at a time.
“I think this one is my favorite.”
I sat on the floor by Marcy's feet, my chin in my hand as I braced my arm on the coffee table and touched the corner of a photo where Mia stood with two other girls in the doorway, located somewhere on the grounds at Julliard.
They all wore white leotards with calf-length white tutus, en pointe with one leg extended gracefully behind them, their arms held in a gentle arch, gazing at the camera over their left shoulders.
In spite of the pain it caused them to see their baby girl's face, both Marcy and John were smiling.
He had his arm around Marcy's shoulders, and she held her coffee cup in both hands, curling up against John’s side as she stared at the photos.
“I remember Mia telling me about this photo shoot. She kept asking me what pose I thought was her best because she wanted to make a good impression on the photographer.”
My smile turned brittle as the events of my dream came back to haunt me.
“You're a little pale, hon. Something wrong?”
“No, no. Not at all.” Nothing, except I'd had a dream about Mia this morning, and her words were almost the exact same as what Marcy had just finished telling me.
“Good thing you're not a murder suspect, kiddo,” John informed me dryly. “You're a shit liar. You do another sketch? See something?”
Trying not to buckle under the weight of John's stare, I struggled to find the best way to explain. 
Clearly, Callum learned the same stare from a master, but John had about thirty years of practice on his son, and I crumbled like stale bread.
“It's hard for me to talk about stuff I see or paint. I've kept it a secret for so long because no one believed me the last time I tried to explain, and then the whole thing with Jared—”
“I'm a trained interrogator, so you might as well just tell us if you saw something and let us decide what to believe.” John put a note of humor into his warning, but because he had his wife tucked close, Marcy couldn't see the same hard glitter in his eyes that I did.
“Well,” I huffed nervously, “Putting it that way… um… I did have a dream this morning.”
“About Mia?” Marcy asked softly.
I nodded and looked down at the photos, moving them aside one by one until I found the one I'd seen earlier.
Mia was alone at the barre, the cameo shot captured her mid-motion during her warm up.
“In the dream I had, we were alone in this studio, and there was a storm happening outside. Maybe that last part was just my conscious mind aware of the storm happening today.
“I don't know, but in the dream, Mia said the other dancers told her a good picture could mean a spot in the chorus or—”
“A lead role in an upcoming production?” I looked up from the photos to see Marcy had put her hand to her chest.
“Yeah.”
Marcy took the tissue her husband handed her and dabbed at her eyes. 
“Mia told me that, too, on the day we talked on the phone about the photo shoot. She was alone in her dorm room, and I was at home.”
Which meant there was no way I could have known about the conversation between mother and daughter otherwise.
“Was there more to it?” John asked me tightly, doing the manly thing and refusing to show any emotion other than anger.
“There was. Do you want me to…” I hesitated, not sure if I should keep going.
“Yes. Please.” It wasn't the trained interrogator telling me to go on; it was the grieving father without answers.
I kept Mia's suggestion about strengthening my curse muscle to myself and her observations about alleged sparks between me and Callum.
I also didn't tell them about the white ribbon turning red with blood while I watched.
“It was like she was telling me the story of her day, the day it happened, and then present tense became past tense, and she said, 'He saw me for the first time today.'”
I looked up to make sure Mia’s parents were following.
“I asked her who he was, assuming she meant her killer, but she didn't seem to hear me. She told me she was supposed to be nice to him because it could mean something for her career, but she didn't like the way he looked at her in the mirror. 
“I asked her again who he was, and I don't know if she told me or not because the music kept getting louder and the thunder went off at the same time. I couldn't hear.
“Then everything went silent, and she was smiling again, laughing, asking me if I thought the grand battement was pretty enough. This.” 
I pulled the photo I'd sketched from the pile, the first post-Portrait of Death sketch I'd done of Mia. 
“And that was it.”
Marcy murmured softly and John kissed her forehead, looking away from the photos to compose himself while I waited for either of them to say something.
John finally gave a macho sniff and hugged his wife harder before looking back down at where I sat.
“You tell Cal any of this?”
“No. He woke me up, and I was too busy trying to figure out whether or not I'd had a psychic moment or just a trip into Crazytown.
“Nigel scheduled lunch with Eliza the day before my attack, I can reschedule and see if she remembers anything else about that day. Anyone who maybe made the dancers uncomfortable?
“I know Jean-Pierre passed away some time ago from cancer, but if Eliza says she was there that day ordering the girls around. She was there. It's kind of her thing: reliving her glory days.”
Marcy nodded and excused herself. I felt like shit as I watched her practically run for the bathroom. 
John was hunched forward with his elbows braced on his knees, staring at me with a haunted expression.
I tried to tell him how sorry I was, but he held up his hand, and I zipped my lips, waiting for him to speak. 
Nigel hovered over his shoulder, looking at me with concern and compassion, not sure what he could do. Seems we were both adrift.
It took John what felt like an hour to blink. To say something.
“I worked homicide for ten years before Mia came along. I didn't hide the truth of what terrible things one human being can do to another from my children.
“We talked about what to do if someone ever tried to take them, and Mia might have looked fragile, but that girl was strong.
“Watching her dance the way she did, smiling all the damn time, you'd never know she had her mother's steel spine.”
John gave a rueful huff, his eyes wandering off to look back into his memories of his daughter’s smile. 
He rubbed his jaw the same way Callum did when he was struggling to articulate what he was feeling.
“After Mia disappeared, I prayed every sleepless night that she was just being held hostage somewhere by some maniac. Maybe hurt or suffering but alive. 
“Every day I got in the car to head to work, I looked for her, seeing her face in every tiny blonde nineteen-year-old girl who walked by me on the street.
“Cal had just made detective, and he nearly drove his brand-new career into the ground searching for Mia. Out of the blue, on a Tuesday, six months after Mia's disappearance, a box came addressed to my wife.
“She called me at work, hysterical when she found one of Mia's ballet shoes and the ring we thought was hers inside.
“There was a generic sympathy card you can get at any drugstore. Inside, was a photo of Mia and typed on it were the words: 'my condolences on your loss.'” John gave a rough shake of his head, reaching up to rub the heel of his hand against his sternum.
“I had a heart attack right there in the station and didn’t get to see what that fucker sent my wife for another two weeks.
“Marcy and Cal both think they made me retire, but the truth is I couldn't stand the thought of the guy who killed my daughter, coming to my house and hurting my wife while I wasn't there to protect her.”
I reached out to lay my hand over John's, tears streaming unchecked down my cheeks.
He relaxed his fingers from the fist he'd made and took my hand, reaching out with his others to brush the tears from my cheeks and chuck me under the chin.
“Did you know, we've gotten more information about what happened to my daughter in the three weeks since the photos of your murder paintings hit the stands, than we have in the last three years?”
I shook my head at the harsh, tormented, furious rasp of Mr. Graham's question.
“It's true. God knows I don't know what the hell to make of this whole psychic thing of yours. It chaps my ass this same punk fucker has gone free for three damn years to go on killing innocent women and that he broke in here and nearly killed you!
“But for the first time in too damn long, I know we're going to get him. The only way he's gonna make it all the way to jail is if someone other than my son gets to him first. Because of you. So don't you dare be sorry, Jo. Don't you dare.”
My chest felt as though it was being squeezed to pulp. Drawing a full breath was hard, but I wanted to say something that would express how thankful I was for Mr. Graham telling me all that.
How thankful I was that he thought I was the one responsible for helping get justice for Mia even though it wasn’t true, but the buzzer started to make its annoyingly insistent sound, and I didn't get a chance to find my voice.
Mr. Graham leaned forward and pressed a kiss to my forehead, squeezed my hand, and got up to tell Nigel to stay away from the door. John got to the security screen and hit the button to give a threatening,
“Yeah?”
My shoulders slumped upon hearing Callum's voice, releasing the tension I hadn’t realized exploded through me at the sound of the buzzer.
“Pops, it's me. Buzz me in.”
John smirked, glanced over at me, and winked. “Always wanted to do this,” he told me with a chortle, then pushed the button. “What's the password?”
“Fuck me, Pop! Not now!” the belligerent roar made John straighten up in alarm and hit the button.
His hand was on his weapon when he opened the door and waited for Callum to come thundering up the stairs. 
Callum looked around wildly until he found me, practically leaping over the couch to pull me to my feet,
“Are you okay?”
“Y-yeah, what happened? You smell like smoke.”
Callum didn't answer me. Instead, he turned to urgently ask John, 
“Where is Mom?”
“In the can. Marcy! Come out here, baby!” John shouted, still frowning at Callum. “Where's the fire, son?”
Callum looked down at me grimly, his hands moving up and down my arms as he started to relax, and said one word.
“Manolito's.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
By the time Callum had made it into the station this morning, the flower shop still hadn't called him back about the arrangement sent to me by Mia's killer. 
So, he'd tagged his partner and driven down there in person.
Only to arrive and find the entire shop engulfed in flames.
He said it was too much of a coincidence that when he finally had a lead on how to possibly identify the man who'd attacked me and killed God knows how many women, including his sister, the shop was set on fire before he could get a hold of their books.
Which explained the three police officers moving around my house, waving wands to find metal objects, over every inch of the entire loft.
Callum paced back and forth in the kitchen. Nigel sat in a chair close to me, his knee bouncing up and down while he gnawed on his fingernails—something I knew would horrify him later when he saw the state of his cuticles. I was tucked under Mr. Graham's right arm while he held onto Marcy with his left.
Every time one of the wands started to beep, Callum would let loose a string of nasty curses.
The beeping meant they'd found another listening device. The count so far was four.
One in the kitchen under the vent hood above the stove.
One in the living room, nestled in the mulch around my potted fichus.
One tucked up high in the books on the shelf in my reading nook.
One in my office in the shade of the desk lamp.
And they'd just found two more. One in each bathroom. Six listening devices in total.
The killer had been listening to me this whole time. To Callum and I this morning as we'd talked about the flower arrangement. To me telling Mia's parents about my dream…Oh, shit!
“Oh, my God. Oh, my God!”
Hysterical with the thought that my stupidity might have made a target out of Eliza, I tore out of John's hold and shoved past the officer waving his wand around in my office to throw myself at the computer, smacking the keyboard to wake it up.
“ComeoncomeoncomeON!” It all came out in one rushed word as my panic escalated.
“Baby, what are you doing?” Callum asked me gently, like I was in the middle of a breakdown.
“Getting Eliza Gilden's address! You need to send someone over to her penthouse right now! I made it sound like she would know who the killer might be!”
“What?”
My shrill screech of frustration had more to do with the fact that I struggled to find Eliza’s address, but there was added pitch for the patronizing tone of Callum’s question.
“She was there! She was there when he saw Mia for the first time, and I said Eliza would know who he was! Shit! Where is it?”
Nigel saved the computer from an untimely death and gently bumped me aside to pull up the file and read the address aloud for Callum to write down.
Callum tore off the paper and thrust it at the nearest uniform, ordering him to get over to Eliza's and call in a possible break in at her home address. 
I anxiously paced the floor, shaking my hands uselessly like I could fling the blood off them. If I was responsible for Eliza's murder… 
“Jo, it’s Wednesday morning. Eliza always has her beauty treatments on Wednesdays. I'm sure she's fine.”
Nigel tried to soothe me with logic, and I did know Eliza liked to go to the spa on Wednesday mornings, but until I knew she was alive, in one piece, and on her way somewhere far from New York until Mia's killer could be caught, there was no way for me to settle.
“You're right. But I want to know for sure. I want to hear her tell me she's fine, herself. I want her to be mad at me for interrupting her spa day and tell me I'm crazy and flounce off in a huff, so I know I'm not responsible for sending a serial killer over to her house to whack her because I said something stupid! Okay?”
Nigel looked alarmed by that fact that I'd yelled at him.
I nearly burst into tears to know I'd hurt him. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to shout at you, Nigel.”
“It’s okay, GB. It's been a nasty few days, and you're under a lot of stress. Which is why you're talking crazy talk about how you could possibly be responsible for Eliza's death, which we don't know happened.”
I wanted to stomp my foot and tear at my hair in frustration but settled for shaking a trembling finger at him.
“Don't you Spock logic me right now!”
Nigel tried—and failed—to keep a straight face. “I'm going to try calling Eliza while I get you something to drink. Something stiff.”
Once he left, Callum stepped in to catch me on my next round around the desk. 
He hunched over me with his hands buried in my hair, his thumbs brushing back and forth over the drying tear tracks on my cheeks.
“Jo, what are you talking about? Why would Eliza Gilden know who Mia's killer is?”
In a quick, hushed rush I told Callum about my dream. About what Mia had told me and the pictures I'd forgotten to give him the day he'd come to ask me how Mia's clip got in Rachel Lourdes's hair.
Once I finished, he gave a gusty sigh and drew me in to cuddle against his chest, not reacting with the urgency I thought he might.
“It was just a dream, Jo. You fell asleep thinking about a killer, and we talked about my sister—”
“Oh. My. God! You think I'm losing it, don't you!”
The obvious expression on Callum's face when I yanked out of his arms made me so… so… mad!
“How do you do this? How do you piss me off this fast, this easily? I never used to get this angry before I met you!
“Then you show up, and all it takes is one tone, one 'baby, you're crazy' tone, and I blow my stack like a lunatic! Do not smile at me right now!”
Callum tried to roll his lips together to hide his smile, rubbing the side of his nose with his finger, but he couldn't keep it out of his eyes.
“Are you about to start your period, honey?”
I knew the gasp I made was drawn out and dramatic, but I was so offended I could barely stand it.
“Aw, shit. He's done it now,” John muttered darkly.
I went full-fledged crazy woman. “Callum Ansel Graham! How dare you! NO! I am not about to start my period, you knuckle dragging, rude, gun-toting, narrow-minded son of a bitch! Sorry, Marcy.”
One of the uniformed officers still at the loft poked his head bravely into my office and cleared his throat.
“Uh, detective?”
“Yeah, Randall?” Callum drawled, lips still twitching as he stared at me.
“Uh, Mrs. Gilden wasn't at her apartment, but the front door was ajar, so officers entered the premises and found a mess.
“Someone broke in and trashed the place pretty good, and it seems they were looking for something, sir.”
Vindicated that something had gone terribly wrong at Eliza's, I flung my hand at the officers retreating back.
“See? Not. Crazy! There is a reason the very first picture I sketched after Mia's POD was of her doing the grand damn battement!
“There is a reason I sketched several more pictures of her, that your mom says are eerily like photos she has in her album at home!
“There is a reason why that mother fucker broke into my house and tried to kill me over a painting!
“There is a reason why he bugged my loft and set a flower shop on fire so you couldn't get the sale receipts or look at the security footage to see his face!
“I just don't know what it is yet, and I don't care what she says, there are zero sparks other than the sparks of rage coming from me to you, asshole! Get out of my house, and go find Eliza, instead of standing there looking at me like I'm insane.”
“No need for that, GB. I've got her on the phone. She'd like to speak to you.” Nigel had his cell phone in his hand and was holding it out for me.
I practically took his hand off, and as soon as I heard Eliza asking me what was so damn important that she was missing her anti-aging body soufflé treatment, I sank to the floor and burst into tears.
Eliza was fine, and I was a basket case.
After my volatile outburst, Callum took the phone from me and explained my reaction to Eliza. He informed her of my concern about her well-being, the last few chaotic hours, and how what she may know could put her in danger. He also broke the news about my attack and her penthouse.
Even as I sobbed uncontrollably into Marcy's shoulder, I heard Eliza lay into Callum about her apartment.
I didn't even feel sorry for him. When I could think straight, I was mortified that so many people had witnessed my…whatever had just happened…so I retreated down into the crypt where I knew the killer hadn't planted any listening devices, because he didn’t know it was there.
Lucinda must have come in to clean though, because all traces of where I had lay on the floor bleeding were gone.
I made my way down the spiral staircase, took the sketchbook off the shelf with my post-POD drawings, and flipped to the start of Mia's section. 
I was careful as I ripped the pages out and spread them out on the floor around me.
I put the sketch of her grand battement down to my left. The first day her killer had seen her. 
I tried to look at the rest of the sketches to get some kind of intuition about what order they should be in.
There was something here. A clue. A reason. Mia said my curse was a muscle… it was time to flex that fucker until I figured out why.
“You know, now I get why your ex-boyfriend dubbed you Dame Death. This is creepy. Like a serial killer's trophy room.”
I looked up to find John leaning on the railing at the top of the spiral staircase, looking down at the crypt with the same look Callum and his partner had given it and me, the first time they'd come down here.
“So I've been told. You gonna ask me how many of these people I killed?” Sarcasm dripped from my every word, and I heard John's footfalls coming around the steps, watching him from the corner of my eye as he prowled around to study the paintings he hadn't seen before.
“Nope. We already covered the fact that you're a shit liar. What do you call these again? Death Drawings?”
“Portraits of Death. PODs.”
“Right. Mia's POD isn't here.”
I moved a few more sketches around and sat back a little to feel out if they were in the right place, but it still wasn't right.
“No,” I answered, distractedly explaining why I sometimes put paintings in the safe in the gallery after a show.
“You do that every time after you have a shindig?” John seemed bent on asking me questions, which meant I couldn't concentrate on what I was doing, so I shifted to sit on my butt with a frustrated sigh and stared at him.
“Not always. I'd say eight out of ten times, especially if the paintings aren't mine or are insanely expensive. Or insanely controversial. Nigel and I will usually bring them back upstairs a few days after we've had a chance to rest.”
The former detective made a sound of interest, pausing in front of a painting that tormented me.
A mother and child drowned in their vehicle. I'd painted them completely submerged, the mother's hair floated mostly across her face, obscuring it from view.
Sunlight illuminated the dark paint job of the late model station wagon and trash surrounding them on the riverbed.
Barely visible in the space between the seats, was a small, child-sized hand that had just let go of the teddy bear gently floating away on the current.
I hated that painting with a passion because I had no way of knowing where the car was, what river hid the mother and her baby, or who was responsible for such a tragic death.
They were all tragic, and I couldn't do a damn thing about it.
“So, when you get a vision, what does it feel like?”
“What?”
John waved his hand at the painting in front of him and repeated the question. 
“What's it feel like? I mean, are you standing in one spot at the murder scene? Wandering around? Are you seeing it through your own eyes or someone else's?”
No one had ever asked me that before.
Not even Dr. Banes when he'd practically interrogated me as a child.
I sat there and thought about it for a minute. Looking down at Mia's sketches in front of me, I thought about the day I'd last seen her on the street.
“Honestly, I don't know. It's like a fugue state. So I guess if I feel anything, it's being out of control. Your wife and that person who says he's your son saw it happen when I touched Rachel Lourdes' ring and sketched her face.”
John nodded and moved on to the next painting in the row, his hands shoved in his pockets.
“Yup. Marcy told me about it. How you blew out a stream of icy cold air and said you smelled jasmine. You know, it looks like you're the perp and you've just stepped back the moment after committing the murder to admire your work.”
“I…I beg your pardon?” I spluttered in shock, thinking we'd already covered the fact that I wasn't a killer, and then he goes and says something like that?
“I mean, the point of view. You know? Not that you did the killing, but you, figuratively, are admiring your work because of this painting.”
John stabbed his finger at the scene of the businessman lying face down on his desk with two holes in his head.
I got up to stand next to him, wondering what was special about that painting to make John Graham think my visions were from the perspective of the killer.
“See, this view is from behind. Like we're seeing what the shooter saw, the second after Frank William's face hit the desk.”
“You know who this is?” I asked in astonishment.
John made an affirmative noise, rocking back on his heels while he scrutinized the canvas.
“It was my case in 2013. Williams was a broker on Wall Street, or at least that's what he told clients in order to bilk them out of their life savings and play his own game of Monopoly. He lost about one hundred and fifty million dollars of his clients' money in one day when stocks plummeted.
“His secretary found him exactly like this, and by the time my partner got on scene, nothing had changed.
“Now, I don't have a photographic memory, but I do recall the secretary said there was only one thing missing from her boss's office. Well, three things. A trio of first edition books by Ernest Hemingway. These books, right here.”
John tapped the canvas, and I looked to see a trio of pale brown books between the pair of round marble bookends.
“I remember the bookends because who has bookends but no books?”
“Did you ever find out who shot Mr. Williams?”
“Sure did. The son of one of the old ladies the bastard cheated out of her retirement. Took the poor gal for her entire life savings, nearly fifty thousand dollars.
“She couldn't afford the nice retirement home Williams promised she would spend the rest of her days in and died in some rat-infested care facility… 
“I wonder how many of these paintings have little details like that weren't noted during the initial crime scene investigation.”
“Well, if there's someone out there willing to look at all these paintings without making a huge deal out of my whole psychic thing, who won’t sell more stories about me to the tabloids or accuse me of murdering the victim I painted, they're welcome to it once I get my shit together and stop falling apart every five seconds.”
John sighed and surprised the hell out of me when he reached over and took my hand. 
Tugging me around to face him, he glared at me with a stern, fatherly expression.
“After all you’ve been through the past couple weeks, you’re entitled to your breakdowns. It won't be like this forever, Jo. It's going to be over very soon.”
I searched his face, desperately clinging to his hand, wanting to believe him with every fiber of my being.
“How do you know?”
“Because even though he can’t seem to stop pushing your hot buttons, my son won't stand for any other option.”
“It's a terrible thing to say, but he makes me want to strangle him in his sleep.”
John threw his head back and roared with laughter, and I had no idea why until he tucked me up under his arm and walked me toward the stairs.
“Chip off the ole block, my boy. Marcy says that to me all the time. 'You don't behave John Graham, I'll strangle you in your sleep!'” 
John Graham did a marvelous impression of his wife's much higher pitched voice. 
“But, seeing as how we've been married going on thirty-five years, I figure there's something about me she likes enough to keep me around.
“Now, come on. Marcy's got chicken Marsala happening for dinner, and I don't care how mad you are, no one misses my woman's chicken Marsala.”
“Dinner? It's not dinner time.”
“Honey, you've been down here for almost five hours.”




   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
I stared up at the exposed beams above me and wondered if the temp Lucinda had brought in to help her clean my place after the incident might have put a camera up there.
The serial killer who now wanted me dead had apparently paid the woman a thousand dollars to bug my apartment with those little listening devices.
If the bastard hadn't burnt down Manolito's this morning, Callum wouldn't have brought over the herd of rookies to sweep for listening devices, and then checked the hidden security cameras to see whether or not the killer had left the bugs before attacking me.
Lo and behold, Judy Boston had bugged my place as she'd pretended to clean up. Lucinda was horrified and had called five times already to apologize.
I'd had just enough energy after the fifth call to assure Lucinda still had a job with me. Mostly because when reviewing the tapes, Lucinda had caught Judy in my sitting room, about to go into the crypt, and chased Judy out to go in and clean the stairwell herself.
Lucinda hadn't breeched my privacy by going down into the crypt itself, cleaning only the stairwell where'd I'd gotten blood everywhere, so for that alone she got to keep her job.
It wasn't her fault the temp she hired had been a plant.
Judy was in custody now. I didn't know what charges were being brought against her, but I was pressing them regardless.
Eliza was fine, pissed about her spa interruption and the complete destruction of her penthouse and having to stay at a hotel, but she was alive.
Callum had left for those five hours I'd been down in the crypt trying to flex my stupid psychic muscle, interviewing Eliza about the day she had gone to Julliard with her lover to take pictures of Mia's freshman class. He had a few more leads, but nothing seemed promising.
Tomorrow he was interviewing a bunch of ballerinas to see if they remembered a man who might fit my weak ass description of the killer, or what they might know that Callum hadn't thought to ask about three years ago.
Nigel was staying with his on again off again boyfriend in SoHo at my insistence that he not go anywhere alone or back to his apartment until it could be checked for bugs.
It was now almost ten p.m., I was lying in my bed with a belly full of the best chicken Marsala I'd ever had, about four glasses of wine floating around in there too. Ice packs tucked underneath me, so I could try and calm the inflammation and swelling around my stitches, and there was a naked man in my shower.
What a day.
“You still mad at me?”
I didn't turn my head toward the sound of Callum's voice. I could smell the water and the soap lingering on his skin, and just knew he was standing there in nothing but a towel again. I was mad, but if I looked at him now, I'd forget why.
“How could I possibly be mad at you? You just treated me like a crazy person and asked me if I was starting my period in front of a bunch of strangers while I legitimately freaked out over the fact that a friend of mine might have been, at that exact moment, getting murdered because of me.”
Callum cleared his throat as though trying not to laugh, but he took a deep breath and came to lean over me, blocking my view of the ceiling with his face, bringing the scent of his shower fresh skin with him.
“I'm sorry, Josephine.”
Struggling to not give in and melt with that heartfelt apology, I forced myself to scowl and grumbled,
“You should be sorry.”
“I am, and I'm going to spend the night on the couch thinking about how very wrong I was. But I have to know one thing.”
I looked up at him with extreme suspicion, my arms crossed tight over my chest. I wasn't wearing a bra under his light-colored shirt, and I was so turned on my nipples rasping against the fabric hurt.
I wanted to reach up and put my arms around him so badly, I had to physically restrain myself. There was a wicked light in his eyes that set me on fire with want, and I wasn't ready to buckle under the sensuality coming off of him like heat waves.
He sat beside me on the bed, still wearing only my towel, and lifted his hand to trace circles around the button just below my tightly folded arms.
I could feel the energy of the light strokes spreading wider and wider, trickling down like an electrical current straight to my clit, across my thighs. One continuous circular motion around a damn shirt button above my sternum, and I was on fire.
“Well?” I prompted sharply.
Callum tilted his head, pulling his bottom lip through his teeth slowly.
“I've been wondering all day, if you happened to be wearing those lacy blue panties that match this shirt."
There was a husky note of hope in his voice that made me shiver.
I forced myself to narrow my eyes at him, instead of breathlessly telling him the truth. “I've been wondering how long you spent going through my panty drawer.”
He lifted his shoulder and moved to the next button down, a little bit beneath my ribcage.
“Five, ten minutes, tops. I was surprised to find such a rainbow of silk and lace when you said all you wear is black.”
“It’s much easier to match your bra and panties than it is an entire outfit, and I like pretty underwear.”
“Oh, I noticed,” Callum assured me with a grin. “So? Are you wearing the panties with the silk up the front and back, with the soft blue lace on the sides?”
I was impressed he could describe my French cut bikinis with the ultra-soft lace from memory, and I was devilishly delighted to tell him, “No.”
He pouted slightly, heaved a sigh, and shook his head in exaggerated disappointment.
“That's a shame. I really liked those. And the pink thong that looks like one big ruffle. And the sheer black ones with the red satin edges…”
I couldn't help but laugh at the way he trailed off and gave a waggle of his thick brows.
“I think you're really obsessed with my panties, and I'm not sure if I'm disturbed or not.”
I like the panties well enough, but I confess, I like imagining you wearing them more.”
“Who are you, and what have you done with Detective Graham? The Detective Graham who thinks I'm a whacko or a murderer's assistant.”
Callum shrugged, causing me to stifle a groan when he started circling the button over my belly.
“I told him to fuck off. He wasn't doing anything but making this woman I'm into really unhappy with me. I'm Cal.”
He was smooth as silk, and I loved silk. I loved the way he was touching me without really touching me, neither pressuring me or rushing me with this new side of his, but making it very clear he was sexually interested in me.
“It's nice to meet you, Cal. I have to be honest, I like you a hell of a lot better than Detective Graham.”
“Most people feel the same. That guy's an asshole. You've been on those ice packs for a while, are you hurting?”
“Just a little sore.” I admitted softly, biting into my cheek when he circled the next button down—right below my belly button.
“Take your pills?”
“Mmhm.”
“Good. Do you need anything before bed?” His question was innocent enough, but I felt it deep in my belly nevertheless.
I was going to give in and take the next step in wherever this was going despite my reservations, so I nodded, and Callum's brows lifted slowly. “I live to serve, Jo.”
It felt like a declaration. Like I was a goddess Callum promised to kneel before and obey.
Okay, maybe that last part was a little over the top. I searched his face as I nodded, watching his whiskey eyes turn to burnished copper in the gentle light of the lamp beside us.
“Well, I have a confession to make. So maybe you ought to bring Detective Graham back in here.”
“Oh yeah? How about you tell me first, then we'll decide together if I should involve that jerk.”
Lust. It looked damn good on his face, and so did the playfulness of his smirk. “That sounds like a smart plan. I don't want to get in trouble. Will you help me up?”
I reached up and Callum leaned forward immediately to let me wrap my arms around his neck. He helped me to my knees and turned his face to kiss the bare skin of my forearm as I released him and started working on the buttons of my borrowed shirt.
“See, I don't just have an addiction to colorful, pretty panties. I like a particular type of underwear, and it's really hard to find unless you live in Paris, and even harder if you have small boobs, a little waist, big hips, and some junk in the trunk.”
“Baby, if you had one ounce less of that junk in the trunk, we'd have a problem. Your body is beautiful. Perfect.”
Callum's immediate response, the total lack of teasing or amusement, hit me right in the feels.
“Thank you, I think so too.”
“Good, about these particular types of… oh. Wow… ” His voice trailed off to draw out the w in his wow.
He fought to keep from drooling as his gaze ate me up. He even scooted back about a foot to get a better look.
My skin flushed as he took it all in. The playsuit was made of the finest ice-blue silk. The high cut boy shorts had matching blue lace along the hemline, the silk like a whisper over my hips and cinched in above my navel with a drawstring I'd tied in a neat little bow to accentuate my waist.
The cups were unlined and without an underwire but tailored to perfectly cup my breasts to their best advantage.
The shoulder strings were no thicker than the spaghetti we'd had with dinner, and because the playsuit was backless, I'd been able to wear it all day without it irritating my wound beneath Callum's shirt.
“There's a woman with this amazing shop in the Meatpacking district who makes custom lingerie, and as you no doubt saw, I'm a devoted customer of Under There Lingerie.”
“I understand why.”
“Do I need to speak to the detective about my confession?”
Callum snorted, hungrily licking his lips as he reached out to slide his palms over my silk clad hips.
“Leave that dickhead out of this, I think I can handle it from here. You were wearing this all day under my shirt?”
“Yes. The last few weeks of all this ugliness has made me feel like doing something to make myself feel beautiful. A secret no one else would know, until I chose to share it.”
Callum stopped stroking my hips, his palms going still around my waist, looking up from his study of my silk and lace covered breasts to search my face. His expression went from lusty to positively molten.
It wasn't just lust now, there was a softness that tugged at my heartstrings and made the breath in my lungs feel thinner, harder to catch.
I slipped off his shirt and lay it aside, not breaking eye contact and wishing I was the kind of psychic that could read another person's mind. Shadows and emotions flowed through his expression, and I would give anything to know what he was thinking.
The skin of his shoulders was smooth and warm under my hands, almost too warm, like he was running a fever. The longer he stared at me, the more nervous I got, but I waited him out and wasn't disappointed.
“After the tiny taste I stole this morning, I found myself wanting to kiss the shit out of you at the most inappropriate moments.”
I glowed in the dark with how much that lit me up inside. “You did? When?”
“When you were licking the cream cheese off your fingers this morning. When I got to work and Moran told me I smelled like a girl, not knowing I'd stayed at your place and used your shower.
“When I came back, like I was the one on fire, to make sure you were here and safe, I saw you sitting on the floor looking so sad and shocked. You yelled at me for being a dick and freaking out in your office.”
Callum clicked his tongue and gave a short shake of his head. “I got it bad, baby. But you know when it was the worst? When I wanted to kiss you so bad it was all I could do to not snatch you up and lay one on you that neither of us would forget?”
I shook my head, walking forward on my knees until I could wrap my arms around his wide, strong shoulders and feel the heat of his chest through the thin silk of my romper.
The calluses on his palms caught against the lace as he stroked his hands up and down my backside, his fingers flirting at the crease where my thighs met my butt.
“When I walked into the gallery the night of the show and saw you standing all by yourself, looking like you were going to throw up. You were all alone, hugging the shadows, strangling that fur thing you were carrying and gnawing on your red lips. Whatever that stuff was, it didn't budge an inch.”
“Twenty-four-hour lip stain,” I informed him with a smirk. “I could put some on right now if it would encourage you to kiss me faster.”
His grin was magic, and so was the way he chuckled, giving my butt a healthy squeeze.
“Another time. I'm going to spend a few hours kissing you tonight, but first, I’m gonna put pants on.”
“You are?”
“Don't sound so disappointed. Trust me, if this keeps going where I hope it's going, there will be plenty of nights where neither of us have pants on. You're still healing, baby. The pants stay on to remind me I gotta take care with you, okay?”
Dumbly, I nodded and let him go, watching the play of muscles in his back and shoulders as he walked away, and how low his dark gray sleep pants sat on his hips when he came back.
The bulge tenting the front of his pants was impressive, quite a bit larger than eight inches, and had I not felt like he'd set a bomb off in my chest, I might have spent more time admiring that bulge.
And the sharp V of muscles strapped over his hips.
And the utterly lickable ridges of his abdomen.
“Jo? Why do you look like I just smacked you across the face?”
Did I look that way? I felt that way. Like he'd smacked me and woke me up out of a nightmare.
One in which I'd spent my whole life settling for guys who fed me bullshit lines and took advantage of me and my body for their own selfish pleasure.
One in which I'd allowed that to happen.
My love life hadn't been great. I had a hard time trusting people, opening up to them and letting them in, worried they'd see my freak flag and run for the hills.
Or worse, that I'd touch something of theirs and see them dead somewhere and be compelled to paint their picture.
Callum knew my deep dark secrets. He'd seen me with my freak flag flying high, and though we weren't at the absolute trust stage, for him to know all that about me and still want to take care with me seemed like a huge deal. The biggest deal of my entire life. Whether or not it was a big deal to Callum, was the problem.
Maybe he was like this with all his injured would-be lovers.
Maybe I'd wake up tomorrow and this sweet, tender Callum would be gone, and Detective Dickhead would be back.
If that happened, I would feel like absolute shit. Like I'd been taken advantage of, tricked into spending the night kissing…
“Jo?”
I shook my head, tossing the ice packs off the bed and making room for him to climb in next to me. 
“I'm fine. You just never fail to surprise me.”
Trained observer that he was, Callum wasn't buying it. He reached out to cup my chin in his hand, rubbing his thumb over my lips with a suspicious frown.
“You don't look surprised, baby. You look upset.”
“I'm not upset, Callum. I just really want you to kiss me.”
Up went the corner of his sexy mouth, and he climbed up onto the bed and reclined against the pillows, drawing me toward him and helping me balance so I could throw a leg over his hips.
I sat on his lap, the hard ridge of his cock pressed between my legs. He made a sound of torment when I wiggled. I really liked that sound… and I really liked the feeling of him between my legs.
Callum scooped one arm under my butt, holding me where I was, and preventing me from rocking back and forth or going anywhere other than where he wanted. I slid my arms around his shoulders, leaned my face into the palm of his hand, watching him as I turned my head, scraping my teeth over the pad of his thumb. His eyes got sleepy with lust, and his shaft jumped between us.
He didn't rush me. He didn't grab my hair and drag me down to him, he coaxed me gently. Our first kiss no more than a slow slide of skin.
A there and gone caress that became two, then three, which melted into a slow exploration of just how well our lips fit together. His hair was warm and thick in my hands.
The sound of rain lashing at the windows was our background music, the beating of our hearts the tempo in our sensual dance.
Without the urgency of sex, I enjoyed the moment. My body swallowed the caress of his hands, drowning in the masculine groans he fed me, until I was practically drunk on the feeling of pleasure. It spread from cell to cell, rising up from my toes to my ankles, my calves, and bubbling around my thighs.
It was going so well until I tried to hug him harder and wiggle closer. Until the moment of rising pleasure was ruined with a lash of fiery pain.
I gasped sharply and Callum immediately stopped his truly delicious exploration of my mouth, asking- “What happened?”
“My stitches pulled a little, I'm fine. I'm good. I'm so good.”
He grunted softly, grinning while I scraped my teeth over his strong jaw and licked my way over to nibble on his ear.
“Good. Lie down for me.”
I felt boneless as I obeyed, groaning in amazement when he lay over me and planted his elbows on the bed beside my ears to brace his weight.
I spread my legs to cradle his hips between them, feeling the fine sheen of sweat gathering on his back as I swept my hands up the length of his spine, my feet the perfect size to rub back and forth on his calves while he ducked his head and continued to kiss me stupid.
We kissed until the pressure got to be too intense. I didn't care if Callum turned into Detective Dickhead in the morning. I wanted more. So what if it ripped open every single one of my stitches? It'd be worth it.
“Cal, please, this isn't enough.” I panted, turning my head. My eyes rolled when his teeth scraped down the side of my neck. Shudders rippled through me, his hot breath and gentle nips causing my body to twitch and my hips to writhe in an effort to build the friction.
I needed an orgasm so badly I could taste it.
“I told you, baby, only kisses tonight. You're healing—”
I took two fistfuls of his gorgeous hair and tugged hard, getting his attention.
He lifted up just far enough to look down at me, his lips swollen from so many kisses, glistening wet… 
“Callum, keep your pants on if you want, but I want an orgasm.”
I could see the rage of desire flare in his eyes, and there was that cocky, lopsided grin again.
“Your wish is my command. Stay right there. Just like that.”
I gave a mock salute and said, “Sir, yes sir!”
He popped me on the hip gently, then got on his knees between my legs and stared down at me like a starving man presented with a buffet.
I took a long, leisurely look at him myself, pleased as punch to see the wet spot on the front of his pants from where the thick head of his cock wept behind the thin material.
My tongue curled in my mouth as my curiosity peaked. I wonder what he tastes like?
Callum's fingers lightly pulled the tiny strings of my romper off my shoulders and down my arms, baring my breasts to the room one scant inch at a time.
“I won't complain one bit if you wear little things like this under my shirts from now on,” he told me roughly.
I could have mentioned I wouldn't be wearing his shirts for too much longer, but I was distracted by the flattened palm between my breasts. It pulled slowly down, taking the silk with him.
“I can't decide what's softer, baby. Your skin or this silky little thing.”
The drawstring at my waist hissed softly as Callum untied it, and unlike every other time I'd gotten naked with a man for the first time, I didn't feel one lick of shyness or uncertainty. Callum liked what he saw.
A borderline raunchy sound escaped him while he stared down at me, blindly reaching over to lay my romper on top of his shirt, like he felt they belonged together.
He stroked me from knee to hip and back, outside and in, his next sound thoughtful. “Still can't tell. You're gonna have to lie there, perfectly still, while I investigate further. Don't want you rubbing on your stitches and aggravating them.”
Just lie here while Callum did all the work? Gee. Darn. What terrible news.
I expected him to dive right in, but he took his time. His lips and tongue on mine, demonstrating his oral skills. I groaned when the dusting of hair on his chest rasped across my nipples. He couldn't lay fully over me because of my wounds, but I longed for the day when he would.
There was no way for me to keep from touching him. I ran my fingertips up his sides, slid my palms over his taut shoulders and biceps, then up into his hair and down to trace each vertebra.
With my eyes closed, I learned the shape of his back, committing it to memory until I could transfer it to a piece of art that was just for me.
Callum took his time working his way across my jaw, down my throat, and my chest. His tongue was wet and warm on the slope of my breast; his lips and the scrape of his teeth across my nipple sent a zing straight down the center of my body.
I'd always considered my breasts just sort of sensitive, but in Callum's hands, in his mouth, the sensation I felt as he suckled one, then the other, was off the charts. I was halfway to an orgasm just from his mouth on my breasts, and he'd just pressed a kiss to my belly.
Callum turned his cheek to my skin and rubbed like a cat at the crease of my hip. Laughter shrieked out of me, and it took all the power I had not to writhe out from under him.
Callum chuckled, his hand flat on my belly to keep me from wiggling too much.
“Are you ticklish, Josephine?”
I gasped for a full breath, rubbing my knees back and forth along his sides as I settled. “I guess so. No one's ever done that before.”
He grunted, going back to his thorough investigation of my body, swirling his tongue around my navel.
“No good morning kisses, no kissing every inch of your body… you been dating a bunch of lazy assholes, baby?”
My eyes rolled at the stroke of his tongue right across the top of my pubic bone. “Up until the last one, I wouldn't call it dating so much as… Oh God… necessary biological stress relief, but given the current state of what I'm feeling, yes, lazy assholes.”
“Your current state, being?” Callum mumbled against my inner thigh.
“Frankly, I'm kind of stunned.”
His laughter vibrated against the slope of my knee as he continued to kiss and lick his way down my right leg, having completely avoided the area I thought he was aiming for.
“I haven't even started to stun you, baby.”
“That's why I'm stunned. I didn't expect this level of… thorough investigation… or how sensitive I am. I never thought…ohmmmigod…that my ankles would be an erogenous zone.”
I put my hands over my eyes half in mortification, half in disbelief when Callum actually touched a kiss to the arch of my foot. Fireworks shot off behind my eyes with the way he nibbled on the pad of my big toe.
“See, that's just a shame, but I don't mind getting to boldly go where no man has gone before. Nope. Don't mind at all.”
He smiled against my skin while he kissed his way up my left leg. By the time he got to my hip, I was trembling like a leaf and so turned on I could barely think of anything other than where he was going to put his mouth next.
I peeked through my fingers when Callum settled in between my thighs and watched him visually inspect my vagina. The light of hunger never faded from his gaze or flickered to say he didn't like what he saw.
He licked his lips before scooting up farther, his shoulders wedging my thighs apart as wide as they were capable of stretching, and then licking my outer lips—one side first, then the other—before nuzzling them apart to lick in between. There was no universe in which I could have kept the deep moan from welling out of me.
It became very clear, very quickly, there was a difference between oral sex and oral worship. Callum made love to my pussy with his mouth, and I was reeling, drowning in pleasure.
He wasn't in a rush to make me orgasm. He wasn't in a hurry at all to do anything other than lavish me with kisses, licks, and deep thrusts of his tongue inside me.
I tried to lie as still as possible, but my hips had a will of their own, rising and falling in little pulses, undulating to meet Callum's expert caresses. I came so close more than a few times, but he always backed off right when the pressure started to build just right.
I was about to grab hold of his hair and force him to hold still, but to my absolute shock, he gave me one last lick and lifted his head, a smug grin curving his lips and chin shining with my juices.
The exclamation of disbelief I made of his name became a cry of bliss at the unrelenting push of his finger inside me.
Callum gave a hungry, happy hum, thrusting a few times before adding another finger, stretching me open, curling firmly at the front of my pussy and rubbing the spot, no bigger than a quarter, until I seized.
“So tight around my fingers, Jo. Am I hurting you?” I shook my head wildly, trying to lift my hips to push tighter against his hand, but he kissed his way up my body to lay most of his weight on me, pinning me down so he could fuck me with his hand and not worry I'd tear my stitches.
I tasted myself on his tongue. The gentleness gone as our mouths clashed and twisted together. Noises of ecstasy burst from me as he relentlessly pushed me higher.
His thumb came into play around my clit. The first ripple of my impending release surged through me and Callum's name was a warning on my shattered voice.
“There it is,” he rumbled, his hand working harder, fingers pushing deeper, and his thumb circling faster. “I heard it. Feel it… give it to me, Jo. Say my name again and come all over my hand.”
Gasping, panting, unsuccessfully trying to writhe to get the contact I needed, I was suddenly right there—in the eye of the orgasmic storm—and loving every unbelievable ripple. Callum shot it out of the park.
I whimpered when he took his hand away because I wanted it to last just a little longer. Then he thrust back inside me with three fingers and my vision went white—fuzzy around the edges—as I experienced what it felt like to die the little death.
Callum finished petting and stroking my pussy, and though I was reeling, I didn’t miss watching him bring his thick, long fingers to his mouth to lick them clean one by one.
“I could watch you do that all day long, Josephine Beauchene.”
I smiled like a drunken fool in response. He chuckled and leaned down to spend what felt like another hour cuddling me against his chest, kissing me back down to earth.
Not once did he tell me it was time to reciprocate.
I was half asleep in his arms when he laid a string of kisses to my shoulder and told me to roll over on my belly.
“Let me check your stitches, and I'll tuck you in.”
My brain floated on a haze of orgasmic bliss, which delayed the meaning behind his words.
Tuck me in?
Did that mean he wasn't going to stay in bed with me?
Did he not want to stay in bed with me?
My lashes fluttered as my thoughts tripped over one another. Callum lay alongside my wound.
“Looks good, baby. I'm going to put some stuff on it really quick.”
His fingers were gentle in smearing antibiotic cream along the wound, and I'm not sure how I meant it to come out, but I practically snapped at him,
“After all that, I'm gonna be pissed if you go sleep on the couch.”
Callum's hand went still for a second, then he was laughing. He was still laughing when he leaned down and sank his teeth into the meat of my backside.
“After all that, I definitely don't want to piss you off, baby. And truth be told, your couch fuckin’ sucks.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“Jo?”
“No more coffee,” I absently answered while on my knees on the stool at my drawing table. 
I'd woken up again, certain I'd had another dream about Mia, but this time she was dancing in a field of flowers with a daisy chain on her head.
I couldn't remember whether or not we'd had a conversation, but in the dream, she'd made a muscle with her arm, and I was convinced she was telling me to flex my curse muscle.
Which was why I was staring at the sketches in the morning sunlight, hoping something would come to me. 
Only the storm must have returned and was making the light frustratingly shadow over the pictures.
Callum had made me breakfast this morning, and after I'd helped him wash the dishes to put away, I'd been drawn to the pile of paper and film.
“Josephine.”
“I'm fine, Cal. Have a good day at work.”
“Well, guess you didn't miss me at all. She didn't even realize I was gone?”
Callum's disgruntled question made me lift my head. I winced, because my neck was so damn stiff, and found Nigel smirking at me from the kitchen where he was helping Marcy chop up vegetables for dinner. 
John had a stack of folders next to him on my dining room table, wearing the sexiest pair of glasses.
If that’s what Callum was destined to look like in thirty years, and if hypothetically, we were still together by that time, I’d be all over him like white on rice.
John grunted and slurped from the mug of coffee in his hand, staring at me over the top of his glasses while I blinked and tried to reconcile the fact that I'd lost twelve hours without realizing it and without having a manic painting episode.
I mean, there was detritus all around me in the form of sketches and photos but no pencil or charcoal stubs. 
There were a few crumbs and a water ring from a glass or something, but I'd apparently pushed all the photos aside save for what looked like a pair of duplicates.
That shadow blocking my light was in fact a scowling detective who had his hip against the edge of my drawing table, his arms crossed over his chest.
“She was like that when we got here at noon, son. Your mother suggested we not disturb her in case she was 'in her state' again. 
“The phone rang about five times, and she never even looked up. Just been sittin’ there for hours, staring at her pictures, stirrin’ them around.”
Callum grunted, still staring at me, but not speaking to me. 
“She eat anything?”
I rolled my eyes and carefully got off my stool, nearly collapsing when the blood rushed back to my legs and the pins and needles started in.
“I'm not deaf, you know.”
Callum stepped in and scooped me up like I was a baby, carrying me over and planting my butt on the kitchen counter, his thunderous expression now belonged solely to me.
“Josephine, you feel like explaining to me why you've been hunched over your desk all day?”
My eyebrows rose slowly, and I squirmed under his gaze. I had no idea if he wanted his parents to know we'd um…passed second base last night, so it was a testament to my discretion that I didn't inform him one night spent wrapped around my naked body, did not make him my dictator.
“You know, detective, I don't much care for being treated like a two-year-old about to get put over your knee for misbehaving, I can assure you—”
Callum leaned in and whispered in my ear, sending hot chills racing through my entire body.
“Baby, do not give me ideas right now.”
I clenched my teeth to hold back the whimper, the glare I gave him totally lacking substance when he drew back and continued to stare at me.
“When I left this morning, you told me you were going to take it easy. Rest.”
It was becoming clear that the more pissed Callum was about something ridiculous, the more he was really just worried and concerned for me.
It made it difficult to stay pissed at him in return, but he needed to find a better way to say, 'Baby, I'm worried about you.'
“Well, it appears I took it so easy, I didn't move all day. And if you look closely at my desk, detective, you'll notice the crumbs and water ring from a glass that wasn't put on a coaster.
“Since I'm not starving, I deduce someone stuck food under my nose—likely my kick ass assistant—so yes, I did eat. Thanks for asking.”
I snapped at him sarcastically, hearing Marcy's strangled squeals of laughter and Nigel's snickers. John wasn't so circumspect. 
He cracked a rib laughing and thumped the table with his fist a few times.
“Smoking is bad for you, you know. A clove is still a cigarette, even if you only smoke on Tuesdays. It's silly that you spend so much time treating the outside of your body like a temple and don't spend nearly enough time worrying about the inside.”
Callum looked at me like I'd just driven a nail between his brows. Astonished, startled, more than a little confused.
“What did you say?”
“That smoking is bad for you. Don't look at me like that, it is. Can you move? I need to pee.”
I wiggled off the counter and half skipped, half limped to the bathroom. It amazed me I could go so long in between bathroom breaks when I was 'in a state' but if I was just trying to paint a landscape or a commissioned portrait, I had to pee every twenty minutes like clockwork.
Delicious smells cumulated in my kitchen when I emerged. Callum sat at the kitchen bar where I'd left him standing a few minutes ago, still gobsmacked, and John was folding up his files, clearing them off the table to stick in a box by his feet. They looked like case files, but I didn't ask.
I was too busy gravitating back to my drawing table to pick up the pair of photos to bring over to Callum. 
I knew he had a good eye for detail, and when I showed them to him, it took him a second to focus.
“Eliza sent over about fifty photos she had developed the day of my art show, but this is the only pair of duplicates, and there's something different about them.
“I've been staring at them all day trying to figure it out, and maybe after I give my brain a break, I'll realize what it is. Any thoughts in the meantime?”
He licked his lips and gave a jump of his brows as he blinked, then took the photos and studied them.
While he did, Callum hooked one arm around my waist and drew me in between his spread knees, holding onto me in a way that felt like he was making a statement without truly realizing what he was doing.
Surreptitiously, I shot a glance at Marcy. She had an easy, almost relieved smile on her face, but when I glanced at John, he didn't seem so pleased.
Nigel distracted me from Mr. Graham’s reaction by leaning over to peek at the photos. “It's not the same photo paper.”
I'd spent all day staring at these duplicate photos, and Nigel could tell the difference just at a glance? What the hell?
“It's not?”
Nigel shook his head and flipped the photos over to show us the back, and there was a very obvious distinction.
“No… See? The paper stock is different. This one's less glossy; this one's just a little bit more matte.”
Well, shit. He was absolutely right! One page was slick and white on the back. 
The other was slick and white with a very light diamond pattern of dots all across the back.
I hustled back to my table for some of the other photos and found them all to be slick, white, and absent of dots or diamonds.
“I've been staring at this all day! How did you see that and I didn’t?” I wasn’t mad, I was thrilled! I just felt insanely stupid for having gotten so consumed by something all day like this.
Nigel preened and gave me a salacious waggle of his perfectly tweezed eyebrows. 
“You remember Gemini? That photographer I dated for a while?”
Oh…Gemini. Did I ever remember that peach! I wondered sometimes if Gemini was the reason Nigel hadn't given me a hard time about Jared.
We'd first met Gemini one of my art shows a year or so ago. He was all emo and shit, looking like Cris Angel's stunt double. 
Sloe eyed and broody, no last name—like Madonna—and a camera permanently hung around his shoulders like a fashion accessory. 
As weird as he looked, he was really good at taking photos of all kinds of things.
His favorite were dead pigeons for some reason, followed by homeless people in compromising positions, and trash.
Gemini always had some political statement show going on about how blind the world was to what was right in front of our faces. 
I could see how the trash in the majority of his photos could convey that logically. The rest…well, he saw it, which was all that really mattered.
It was the homeless guys peeing behind a dumpster, or the dead pigeons perched upon little birdie funeral mounds, which Gemini created for them out of more trash, that I found truly disturbing.
I know, funny coming from the psychic who sees murder victims, but being in the room with Gemini was like having all the yummy goodness sucked out of you in one fell swoop.
He was a gay Dementor in faux-leather pants.
Which was neither here nor there. Nigel was waiting for a response before he continued his explanation.
“Gemini, yes. I do remember him.”
“Well, you know he could be a little moody, but he did love explaining his photo development process, and how some paper stock was better than others for a certain type of photo.
“This one without the pattern on the back is most used for old school chemical development. Dark room, pans of solution for dipping, and hang them up to watch the picture develop like a Polaroid.
“The one with the pattern is more often used for photo printing because it's faster and obviously dries more rapidly.
“Eliza must have fibbed a little when she said someone printed these the day of the show. This many would have taken at least two days to process and dry correctly with the old school method.”


*****


I wonder how many times I had to do or say something weird before Callum would stop asking me, 
"Josephine, what are you doing?" in a tone that suspiciously sounded both exasperated and irked.
I would have thought someone in his line of work would know exactly what it meant when I put on a pair of latex gloves, I usually used when working with acrylic paints, and brought everyone fresh sheets of paper and black ink stamps.
Or why I got the biggest Ziploc I had in the kitchen to carefully slide all of the photographs I'd spent all day contaminating with two fingers.
Exasperated and a little irked myself, I stomped my foot and pointed a gloved finger at the baggie of photos. 
“Those are the photos the killer wanted. The pictures he was demanding I get for him when he came here and attacked me.
“I thought because he asked for the painting too, the pictures he meant were my sketches, not the photos Eliza said she was having printed up by a specialist. Printed, not developed.”
Father and son shared a dark look, and Callum rubbed his jaw in a move I was now quite familiar with. 
His signature move that without words said, ‘I'm taking a moment to compute before I say what's on my mind.’
John read his son's body language and gave me a look that threatened to make steam come out of my ears.
“That's a solid theory, honey. I assume you gave us the paper and ink for our fingerprints?”
“Yes! And it's not a theory. I can prove it.”
John eagerly invited me to do so, and I turned to where Marcy was frowning as she stirred alfredo cream sauce around in a pan I have not used in the twelve years I've lived in this warehouse.
“The pictures Eliza gave you the night of the show, do you have them with you?”
Marcy nodded and lifted her elbow. “I do. They're in my purse over there on the sofa. Go ahead.”
I hustled to get them and brought the pair of photos back. Turning them over, I show John and Callum the dotted diamond pattern on the back.
“Eliza said she was having a specialist print up the rest of the photos from Jean-Pierre's original negatives. 
“Eliza's favorite motto is if you want something done right, do it yourself. I'm almost one hundred percent certain if we call her right now and ask, she went to get the photos herself and made sure they were perfect before sending them over.
“She went to get the photos, saw the stack the killer had already developed for himself, stuck them into an envelope, and was out the door before he could stop her.
“Or maybe he wasn't there when she went to get them, so he couldn't prevent her from taking his copies, and we've all touched the pictures. Me, you, your parents, Nigel, Eliza, and the killer!”
For a moment the only sound in the kitchen was from the sizzling sauce on the stove. Callum stood there staring at me. I waved my still gloved hands at him.
“Come on! I'll call Eliza right now and ask her who her photo specialist is, but I know there's something to this. I've been staring at these photos for days, and—”
I stopped mid-word and stared off into space as an idea—an obvious, stupidly blatant idea—came out of nowhere and smacked me upside the head.
I peeled off my gloves and walked away from them all, going back to my drawing board, suddenly understanding why I had become so fixated on the sketches of Mia I’d done.
I'd told Callum, John, and Marcy exactly what they were without realizing that's exactly what they were.
I described the post-POD sketches as snapshots of the living during happy moments. The sort of moments friends and family capture on film.
The sketches I'd done all had one thing in common: they were photos of real life that I'd seen in some kind of psychic album.
Each sketch had a date of completion on the back, but as I stacked them up one by one, I wasn't looking at the dates. 
I was looking at Mia's smiling face and noticing that on the sketch I'd done last, it seemed like her smile was losing power.
“Who took the last photo of Mia before she disappeared?” I asked the room, hugging the stack of papers to my chest. 
The sketch of Mia wearing her daisy chain—the one I'd drawn only days before Callum had shown up on my doorstep—on top.
Callum cleared his throat and pulled his cell from his pocket to pull up his photos. 
“I think it was me.”
He turned his phone around to show me.
I felt the tension I'd been carrying around, the manic feeling of not understanding why I'd sketched so many pages of Mia and needing to put them in order, finally roll off my shoulders so I could breathe again.
I took Callum's phone and set both it and my sketch down on the counter and watched Callum pale a little as he studied his photo and my sketch.
I touched his arm, firming my grip when he didn't flinch away or fling off my touch.
“These sketches… they're moments from Mia's life. Photos someone out there took of her, and this…” I slid the ballet sketch out from the bottom of the pile to lay beside the first, “…was the very first one I drew after her death.
“The photo taken the day her killer saw her for the first time. I know it's a hard pill to swallow, that it upsets you to know I have some psychic connection to your sister, but I do.
“I understand how hard it is to believe me, and if you can't, that's okay. Just take our fingerprints, compare them to what's on these photos from Eliza, and talk to her about who developed the photos. She knows the killer, Callum. Even if she doesn't realize it, she knows who he is.”
Callum tore his gaze away from my sketches, away from his sister's smiling face, and looked down at me with his struggle plain in his gaze.
He wanted to believe me, but his logical mind couldn't completely wrap around what I was telling him. I took a breath and tried again, only to flinch at the sound of clattering metal.
Marcy clicked off the stove burner, dropped the pan hard enough to slosh white sauce over the side and onto my gas range, and smacked one hand, then the other, onto the big ink pad,  pressing all ten fingers to the clean page of paper and glaring at her son like she was daring him to say one word other than, ‘okay.’
Nigel was quick to follow suit, very careful to make sure he got every ridge and whorl perfectly stamped on his page, and offered the next clean sheet of paper to me.
I squeezed Callum's arm and stepped away, eyes burning with frustrated tears as I pushed my fingers into the pad to smoosh more ink out. 
After I made my print, I washed my hands and took a pencil to write our names down on our pages.
Callum was back to rubbing his jaw in frustration, and after a minute, John sucked in a deep breath, clapped his son on the shoulder, and gruffly said,
“It can't hurt anything to try, son. My ten card is on file, but I ‘spose this'll be faster than Jimmy having to pull it outta storage.”
John inked up his prints and put his name on his page.
Callum looked around at all of our faces and sighed, tossing his hands up before gathering the makeshift print cards.
“You're right. It won't hurt. The crime lab is open twenty-four hours a day, and one of the techs owes me a favor. I'll run in, drop the photos off, and be back in an hour.”
Nervous for reasons that had nothing to do with the killer and everything to do with whether or not a day would come where Callum would choose to believe I was psychic, or walk away because he couldn't take being with a crazy person, I twisted my fingers together and searched for a way to bridge the gap.
“Do you want me to call Eliza?”
He shook his head, picked up his phone to stare at the photo of his sister before shoving it in his pocket. 
“No. I'll do it on my way over.” Callum didn't say goodbye, and he didn't look back as he walked out the door with a plastic bag full of photos, a handful of papers, and maybe my heart.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Callum didn't come right back like he said he would. He was gone long enough for Marcy to finish dinner and the for the four of us to eat together and chat about nonsensical things. Nigel went home, I crawled in bed, and the Grahams decided to take me up on my offer to stay in the newly furnished guest room.
I'd been in bed for nearly an hour, staring at the clock, counting the minutes, and wondering if I'd pushed Callum too far, too fast with my insistence about the photos.
It seemed like every time he saw Mia's smiling face, it brought up his guilt over not having protected her and made him withdraw into Detective Dickhead to cope.
I didn't hear the buzzer sound, but I heard the low rumble of John's voice. His footsteps on the hardwood floors and the clicks of the deadbolts as he unlocked my front door.
A chill wracked me in spite of being tucked beneath the covers, and I slipped from the bed to put on my robe, hesitating at the half open door of my bedroom when I heard Callum greet his father.
Something told me I should have just turned around and climbed back in bed, but I didn't. Instead, I leaned on the brick wall behind my door and shamelessly eavesdropped.
“Took you a while to drop off those photos. Your mother was worried.”
“Yeah. Sorry about that, Pop.” Callum grunted wearily, the sound of his boots taking him across the loft to the kitchen. I heard the fridge open, the clink of glass, and the hiss of carbonation. “Something else came up.”
“Figured. Get anything off the photos?” John asked, unable to hide the weariness in his voice, or the hope.
“All of our prints, Eliza's, and one unknown set. No matches in APIS to a suspect, but it matches the partial we found at Rachel Lourdes's crime scene, and one from the case I worked last year. The prostitute on ice, Hannah.”
My heart soared to know that even if there wasn't a name to go with the prints yet, Callum was circling closer and closer. 
A shark, sleeplessly moving through the water, waiting to attack at the slightest hint of blood.
“So, Jo was right.” My eyes rolled to hear the disappointment in John's voice, thrilled to know he too remained in Unconvinced Camp.
“Looks that way.”
Gee, lover. Don't sound so happy about it, I grumbled silently.
“Your mom would whip out the magazine roll if she heard us, but I'm your father and I need to ask you somethin’, son.”
Dread coiled like a rattlesnake in my belly, restless and waiting to strike at the gravity in John's tone. The beer Callum was drinking thunked softly on the countertop, and he sighed.
“You want to know if I'm getting into it with Jo because of whatever connection she has to Mia.”
“I do. Wouldn't blame you if you were, but it's not fair to either you or her. She's a strange bird, but she's got a good heart.”
Even though tears slipped down my cheeks, it warmed my heart to hear that from John. This was why I should have gone back to bed.
I needed to know the answer to this question, but I wasn't ready to hear it. I was afraid I already knew, but hearing the confirmation would shatter me.
“Tell you the truth, Pop, I'm not totally sure. Mia used to tease me all the time about 'my type.' She said I liked selfish, bobble-headed blondes under five and a half feet tall who never said no to me.
“Never called me out on my bad behavior and just put up with my manly macho shit. She thought it was easier for me to date those kind of women because I went into it knowing I didn't have to try. Eventually, they'd save me the trouble of a breakup by just walking away.”
John sighed proudly. “Had you pegged in one.”
“She was fifteen,” Callum drawled sarcastically. “I thought she was full of it. I ruffled her hair and told her she had no idea what it was like to be in a relationship yet. I was damn glad, otherwise I'd have to bust some poor punk's kneecaps before you got to him.
“That day, Mia went on to tell me smoking was gross. I shit you not, Pop, what Jo said today? At fifteen, Mia said the exact same thing to me. Verbatim. Even the part about Tuesdays, because I tried to tell her I only took a puff or two on Tuesdays.”
“You light up today?”
Callum defensively stated, “No!”
“Huh. No wonder you look like shit.”
“Pop!”
“What? You do.”
“Thanks a lot.” Callum snorted. “Anyway, the evidence keeps piling up to say Jo really is a goddamn psychic, and I have no idea what to do with that. I felt like she gutted me earlier when she said it was okay if I didn't believe her, because the thing is, I want to.
“I want to believe her so bad, mostly so we can find Mia, but also because I don't ever want Jo to look at me like that again. Knowing I don't believe her even when she’s really onto something hurts her, but she tries to help me anyway.
“Her life has been fucked up, Pop—seriously fucked up—betrayed by everyone who should have stood up for her and look at what she turned it into.
“She makes beauty out of ugliness. Look at her! She should be so much more damaged than she is, but somehow, she found a way to live beautiful, even with this gift that shows her all kinds of fucked up shit.
“She's sweet, and funny, and hot as hell when she gets pissed, calling me on the carpet when I fuck up… It kills me to think I add to all that ugliness by not believing she's got some gift from the beyond.
“I can't believe she sat there all day staring at pictures of my dead sister, and verbatim said words to me no one else on the planet was there to hear.
“No shit, when I first saw that painting of Mia on the cover of the Enquirer, I thought Jo was involved with her murder.
“When Rachel Lourdes was found with Mia's clip in her hair, I came here again and accused Jo of the same thing, but the second I saw her curled up in the fetal position, covered in blood, I've never been so fucking scared in my life.
“I thought she was gone too, and it felt like losing Mia all over again but for all the wrong reasons. So I don't know, Pop.”
I heard Callum heave a sigh, and my stomach took a dive to my toes.
“I mean, I know I look at Jo and feel things that definitely have nothing resembling brotherly feelings. She twists me up in the best possible ways, but at the same time, sometimes I look at her and all I see is Mia.”
I covered my mouth to stifle the sound of the sobs building in my chest. Everything Callum said was honest, and I'm not sure if I was crying because he saw who I was and what I had created out of my fucked up life and wanted me despite all the crazy shit, or because he'd confirmed my fears that he wanted to believe me, but he didn't and wasn't sure if he someday would.
“I know exactly what you mean, and you make your old man proud. I don't know if I ever told you that, Callum, but you do.”
“Thanks, Pop,” Callum rasped, and a few of my tears were happy ones.
“So now we're done with all that emotional shit. What had you looking like crap when you came in the door? What kept you so long at the print lab?”
For over a minute, Callum was absolutely silent. I wanted to peek out the door to see what was happening, worried he was coming over to check and make sure I was in bed asleep before speaking, so I froze like a scared little rabbit and waited.
“I got to the lab, spoke with the tech who owed me a favor, and I was debating on whether to hang around and wait for the results or come back here when I got a call.
“Seems Jo was right on the money about more than just the prints. She was right that Eliza would know who killed Mia.
“She was right to be concerned about the killer's desperation to keep his identity a secret, which leads me to believe her theory about the photos Eliza sent us.
“Problem is we won't get to speak to Eliza unless Jo can commune with the dead. Eliza Gilden was found dead in her hotel room.”
“Well, shit.” John exclaimed harshly. “Accidental?”
“Maybe. Looks like she slipped and fell in the shower. I reached out to the detective in charge of the case and brought him up to speed. He's gonna have Doc Barton take a second look.
“Other guests reported hearing the water running during the length of their stay. The maid too, but the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign was up on the door, so they didn't go in until she missed check out.
“The shower was on the whole time she was in there, obscuring TOD. Fucking up any physical evidence—if there was any—on the body itself. He's going to call me to turn over the case in the morning if the autopsy shows any signs of foul play.”
I heard John ask who the detective was, and Callum's answer, but I couldn't have repeated it if asked. 
I was too busy staggering to the bench at the end of my bed. Shock and disbelief pulled me down so hard I felt as though gravity was trying to suck me through the floorboards.
I'd had my hands all over something Eliza had touched today, yesterday, the day before. Two weeks ago, when she'd sent the envelope.
If she was destined to be murdered by the same man who attacked me and killed Mia, why hadn't I seen it?
Why was she alone in a stupid hotel room, when I'd told her to be careful? When she knew someone had broken into her apartment looking for something and that she might be the target of a murderer, why?
How could I be so right about so many things, only for this to happen when Callum was so close to finding the killer?
Why hadn't I seen it?
I was still berating myself for not having seen Eliza's death when Callum finally crept in. 
I finally managed to drag myself from the bench up onto bed, and I lay there facing away from Callum, listening to him undress in the dark.
I thought I'd been quiet, but in the silence of the evening and Callum being on alert, he must have heard me sniffle.
“Baby, what are you doing awake?”
I pulled my fist from my mouth where I'd shoved it between my teeth to try and stem my sobs.
“I’m trying to decide if Eliza's dead because that fucker planted listening devices in my home and heard me say she knew who he was or if it was because she accidentally took his photos and he wanted them back.
“I’m lying here trying to figure out— after everything of hers that I've touched—why I didn't see this coming.”
Callum didn't ask me if I'd been eavesdropping or if I'd had a psychic moment. 
He just stripped, crawled into bed with me, and pulled me back against him while I continued to quietly cry.
“Jo, nothing you did or didn't do caused Eliza's death. If it was an accident, there was no way to stop it. If she was murdered, that was all on her killer. All on him, baby.”
“But I should have seen it if she was going to be killed!” I insisted, choking on the tears and the guilt, not sure I deserved the absolution Callum so readily offered.
“I was just so focused on trying to make my curse work for me the way I wanted— building it like a muscle—maybe I fucked it up. Put a cork in the bottle it all flows out of, or maybe—”
“Or maybe, Jo, it was just a terrible accident. There's no way to know until the coroner finishes up her report. But one thing is for sure, hmm? Look at me, baby.”
It tugged at my stitches, but I half turned at the urging of Callum's gentle hand on my cheek to look up and back at him. 
He brushed the tears from my face in gentle sweeps until the flood turned to a trickle.
“No matter what the results are, no matter how Eliza died, it wasn't your fault, okay? C'mere.”
Miserable and grieving for my friend, I rolled all the way over and turned my cheek to his chest, grateful to have someone to hold onto.
His leg thrown over mine was just right, and my thigh fit perfectly between his leg.  Our arms wrapped around one another, and as the painful feeling of my chest caving in from helpless guilt subsided, the steady sound of Callum's heartbeat under my ear lulled me to sleep.
As my brain gave up its last few thoughts, I couldn't help but think this wouldn't last much longer.
Callum would catch his sister's killer, and he wouldn't need to hang around here anymore. Did his desire for me stem from guilt? Did he need to protect me in ways he’d failed to protect his sister? Or did he truly like me?


*****


By the time the sun came up the next morning, I was alone in bed. The sheets were cool to the touch when I reached out to lay my hand on the pillow that smelled like Callum. I didn't hear him in the bathroom taking a shower.
I hadn't felt him untangle himself from around me or leave the bed at all. Though I suppose a crying jag induced coma could do that to a girl.
My head throbbed dully, my sinuses felt like they were packed full of angry cotton, and I felt so heavy it was all I could do to force myself out from under the covers.
I sat there on the edge of my bed for a minute, glancing over to catch sight of another one of Callum's shirts draped on top of my robe.
It was deep indigo today, silky to the touch, with a strange iridescent pattern on it that looked almost like fish scales. 
I brought it to my nose and inhaled the scent of whatever detergent the dry cleaners used to launder it mixed with Callum’s unique aroma. Spice, smoke, and soap. Comforting.
Today felt especially bleak, though, and wearing a mermaid blue shirt with fish scales on it just didn't feel right.
I took it with me to my huge walk-in closet and carefully hung it up in the empty section, where I'd stupidly made room for Jared's things only to throw them out not a month after he'd moved in.
The mermaid shirt looked lonely by itself. I smiled weakly at my own silliness and moved on to the black of my own wardrobe.
Lucinda kept everything organized by clothing type. Sweaters and jackets went together, and the shirts, pants, dresses, skirts, rompers and jumpsuits, sexy nighties that couldn't be folded up to fit in the honeycomb boxes of my underwear drawer, were all separated.
My fingers trailed over all my choices with no destination in mind, the hangers rattling on the rack until I encountered a soft, cashmere velvet fabric.
A pair of lounge pants and a slouchy pull over. My eyes welled up again because Eliza had given the outfit to me as a birthday present last year.
It was so soft and luxurious, so beautiful, I was always afraid to wear it and get caught up in painting and ruin it. Today felt like the right day for such a gorgeous, soft outfit.
Gathering it up, I went to the bathroom and showered, careful not to get my stitches wet. Today, I lifted my arms all the way up to wash my hair like normal.
After I got out and dried off, I risked a glance at myself in the mirror. I looked like… well, like death warmed over.
There were dark circles beneath my eyes from crying last night, my cheeks were pale and wan, and my skin lackluster despite being flushed with heat from the shower.
I just happened to notice the edge of some mottled bruising at my right shoulder and took a deep breath to gather my courage.
I pulled my wet hair over my left shoulder, and turned around. Using the vanity mirror, I saw my reflection and focused on what Mia's killer had done to me for the very first time.
I grimace at the palate of bruises in many stages of healing, and the ugly black ladder of stitches that started just beneath my ribcage and went all the way up to my shoulder.
The wound itself started at my shoulder and ended at my opposite hip, but from the end of the stitches down to my hip, the wound was less of a gouge and more of a scabbed over scratch. No worse, I imagine, than a deep cat scratch.
The doctor told me before leaving the hospital that there would be a scar. He hadn't said it at the time, but looking at the mess of it all, it would be a hideous one.
How lucky was I to be branded with only a nasty reminder of a very narrow escape?
How lucky was I to be alive?
When I finally came out, wearing Eliza's gift to me, I found Marcy alone in my kitchen finishing up what looked like breakfast.
She looked up at the sound of my bare feet on the wood floor, offered me a gentle smile, and didn't say a word as she came toward me and immediately wrapped her arms around me.
I was startled for a second because she didn't say anything. Marcy hugged me with no questions asked, and to my shock, it was the biggest comfort I could have asked for.
She didn't seem to be in a hurry to let go either, so I closed my eyes and let myself appreciate the quiet moment for what it was.
Before I was really ready to let go, my stomach snarled with hunger, and Marcy gave me a gentle squeeze before she drew back and announced I clearly needed feeding.
“The boys have gone into the station together, and there's a uniform posted outside in the hallway until John gets back. Come sit. I made some cinnamon roll pancakes, home fries, and ham and egg cups.”
I sat down at the counter with a low whistle, impressed I'd had the ingredients to make this such a spread.
“Wow, Marcy. This looks unbelievable. I didn't know I had the stuff to make cinnamon roll pancakes. Or that there was such a thing.”
She gave a motherly titter, setting down a plate with a pair of pancakes, two egg cups, and a heap of perfectly crispy potatoes.
“You did, and there are. I don't make these pancakes very often. John's on a strict heart healthy diet, but once and a while, it's good to have comfort food. Eliza seemed like a very kind woman.”
I nearly choked on a bite of potatoes. Not many people could say that about Eliza with a straight face. 
“She was always very good to me, but I know there are others who weren't so lucky. Eliza is… was … a force to be reckoned with. We were supposed to meet next month to discuss a new painting she wanted commissioned. A portrait of her daughter. I guess she's my age, and a runway model like her mom.”
“Well, I hope we have answers soon. I am very grateful for Eliza's generosity in giving us the photos of Mia. It seems like these days, that's all I have left of her.”
Not certain what to say to that, I forked pancakes into my mouth and moaned over the perfect cinnabon-like flavor of the fluffy confection and the creamy vanilla sauce it swam in.
I hadn't thought I would have much of an appetite despite my stomach's insistence we eat, but one bite and I was suddenly ravenous.
Marcy leaned on the counter with her coffee in hand, smiling at me over the rim as she watched me inhale the food she'd made.
It struck me as strange that I hadn't felt stifled or upset by having so many guests in my house. 
Nigel was often too much for me to handle, and yet it felt as natural as breathing to have Marcy and John, and Callum constantly underfoot.
But then I remembered John and Callum's discussion last night, and the insidious worm of doubt made me wonder,
If I were just some friend of Mia's, or a girl off the street who didn't have a psychic talent, would Marcy be so quick to stay and make me breakfast, lunch, and dinner?
Would the Graham's be here at all, doing their part to protect me if they weren't trying to find Mia's killer? It served me no purpose to play the ‘what if’ game like this, but with the morose mood I was in, it seemed unavoidable.
“Jo, I wonder if you might do something for me,” Marcy asked hesitantly, drawing me out of my funk to find her really working her hands around her coffee mug.
“Uh, sure.” Was that the real reason for this breakfast? Marcy needed something from me?
Man, I was getting seriously jaded.
Marcy attempted a smile, but it came out more of a fluttery wobble. “I think my husband is going to try and coax you into letting him look into the people you've painted. The murder victims whose cases haven't been solved. I would be very grateful if you would decline.”
I must have looked as surprised as I felt because Marcy hiccupped a laugh, set her coffee down, and raked her fingers through her curly bob before folding her hands over her mouth in a prayer position.
She continued, “John went with Callum this morning because he wanted some of his old case files, and nothing I said could talk him out of it.
“My John is… well, he's very stubborn. He's also extremely clever and extremely bored. He'll bluster and tell people Callum and I harassed him into retiring after his heart attack, but we've been married almost forty years now.
“I know John retired so he could be home with me and protect me because our daughter's killer was still at large and knew where we lived.”
To keep from having to say anything, I put food in my mouth. “He misses work. He misses the action, but he's a man of his word. He promised me he wouldn't risk doing anything that might trigger another heart attack.
“He's done all the diets and exercise his doctor tells him to. John's healthy as a horse, and I need him to stay that way.”
Even if she was only here to find Mia's killer and move on with her life, there was no way in hell I could lie to Marcy.
She'd been very good to me, kind and supportive when everyone else doubted my ability or attempted to prove me wrong.
I licked my fork clean of the sweet syrup she'd made, and I confessed, “John already asked if I'd ever let someone use my paintings to take the unsolved investigations further. I told him if there was someone out there willing to look at my work without ridiculing me about my curse, I would welcome answers.”
Marcy seemed to take my response in stride, but I was looking close enough to see the flash of panic cross her face.
“I completely understand your worries, and believe me, I have no desire to nurture them. John didn't say he'd start looking into it, or even suggest he wanted to, and I will certainly deny him if he does, but something tells me if John wants to make something happen, he finds a way.”
Marcy laughed humorlessly and immediately went to the sink to wash dishes. Something to keep her hands busy, it seemed.
“You're absolutely right, but thank you for being on my side about this.”




CHAPTER NINETEEN
Dame Death was old news.
Another, far more important shining star had taken my place.
Eliza's face was on every station, printed on thousands of papers across the city, but the official cause of death—according to the reports—was still inconclusive.
I hadn't seen Callum for more than a few minutes in the past five days, and he hadn't been able to tell me anything except the coroner was still going over everything with a fine-tooth comb.
His absence and Detective Moran's silent perusal between Callum and me when the two of them had come over to meet with Nigel, had planted the seed of a very thorny vine of doubt in my mind.
The three of them had disappeared into my office to compare the guest list of my art show with the RSVPs and collect the invites I'd insisted be given at the door to prove the attendees were who they claimed to be.
Moran gave a knowing look after Callum dropped a quick kiss on my hair before leaving, and when they were gone, Nigel told me Callum was hoping to match the unknown set of prints to someone's invitation.
Other than being distracted and on a mission, I wasn't sure why Callum hadn't just told me all that himself.
The last four nights, he'd stayed and slept at the station. I’d slept alone in my bed with a black and white squad car parked right outside my front door at night.
Marcy had failed to talk John out of doing his own off-the-books investigations into my paintings. They bargained, and John agreed to work only one case at a time.
I'd managed to stay completely out of their heated argument, mostly because it had started after dinner a few days ago and continued long after the couple left.
Marcy hadn't been around much either the last few days. She was a substitute English teacher and had gotten called in to work, so during the days it was just me, Nigel, and John.
I'd been morosely standing at my easel, trying to work, but all I'd managed to do was paint half a huge canvas black.
The lighting was perfect to keep going, the idea I had vibrant in my mind, but it was all overshadowed by one repeating thought: 
It wasn't too late to try and save Callum from what I could see coming.
Not as a psychic but as a woman with a reputation of being psychic. A relationship with someone like me was practically guaranteed to ruin a cop’s life. 
He wouldn't have to walk into work every day and get shit from my co-workers about dating Dame Death, or be the butt of interoffice jokes, or get asked whether or not his psychic girlfriend had picked out his tie.
Or 'didn't your psychic girlfriend tell you all about this dead body, Graham?'
My job afforded me the luxury of staying home, away from people and their cruel jokes. I could hide away in my warehouse, only going out when I wanted to. Only interacting with who I wanted to.
Callum and I had only had one night of intimacy, and he was already on the fence about whether or not his feelings for me were real.
Knowing his own partner was already giving him shit led me to believe the rest of his department would soon follow.
Callum was a big boy, with a really big gun, and I knew he could take it if he wanted to. Problem was, I didn't think I was worth the hassle. 
With all the death and shit Callum worked with every day, coming home to someone who uncontrollably saw death would only bring more shit his way…a relationship with me seemed cruel.
The sex would be off the charts, no doubt. Our chemistry in that arena was unparalleled, but I'd never be a 'yes' girl.
I'd never let him get away with his manly macho shit. I would demand an emotional connection, and according to fifteen-year-old Mia, that wasn't Callum's type.
“I might have another heart attack if someone buys that painting for a 100k.” John's disgruntled huff drew me out of my morose thoughts of breaking up with someone, who wasn't technically my boyfriend, and made me throw a smile over my shoulder at said potential ex’s father.
“It's just the base layer. It'll be another landscape when I'm done.”
John peeled his cheaters off and glared skeptically at me and my work-in-progress.
“Figured you were done since you been standing there staring at it for a good thirty minutes.”
“Nope. Just got lost in thought. Which portrait did you pick to work on?”
“The sunken car. I stuck Post-It notes beside the cases I know are solved and thought I'd start at one wall and work my way around.
“Cal told me how you sketched the missing pieces of the product label on that vase our perp sent you from Manolito's. Think you could do it again?”
I lifted my shoulder and set my roller and tray of black paint aside, using my Grime Boss wipes to get the smears off my fingers as I wandered over to the dining room table.
“Sure. The license plate?”
“Mmhm. Can't see the woman's face, but you've got a third of the plate which would make narrowing down the missing women and children reports of that year easier to comb through. You think this kid is a boy or a girl?”
“Boy,” I answered confidently as I turned the painting upside down so I could look at the license plate numbers, idly wondering why the hell I'd never thought about doing it before now.
“How's that?”
“Blue ribbon on the teddy bear and the Transformer stuck between the seat cushions.”
“Transformer?”
I paused in my sketching to use the rubber end of my pencil to point out the toy, smirking when John muttered an expletive under his breath and wrote down the toy's presence in my painting on his own notepad.
“Thank you for doing this, Mr. Graham. It's a terrible burden to see these things and be too scared to ask anyone for help.”
I slid the sketchpad across the table to show him the several different options I thought might work with what there was to reconstruct, and after perusing the plate numbers, John looked up at me over the tops of his cheaters.
He gave me the Graham Glare for a few minutes, then took his cheaters off and folded his hands on the tabletop.
“Can't say if I had your ability, I'd be too keen on reaching out, especially to the cops, and I don't see it as me doing you a favor, but you're welcome.”
One thing I'd come to rely on these last few weeks was John Graham's no bullshit manner.
He said what he thought and meant what he said. I was about to tell him how much I appreciated that about him when my cell rang. I turned my watch over to see the damnedest thing.
“Who is it?” John asked, his voice hardening as though preparing for a threat of some kind.
“I…I don't know. It's Eliza's home number. Someone's calling me from her home phone.”
“Wait a sec.” He whipped out his own phone and set it between us, giving me the go ahead to answer while he hit record.
“Hello?” I answered, trying to sound as normal as possible, absolutely deflating when a woman's voice responded.
“This is Elise Gilden. I'm calling to speak with Josephine Beauchene.”
The breath whooshed out of me softly, the immediate tension which had gathered leaving me in a rush, and I sat at the table, leaving the speaker phone on. 
“This is she. You must be Eliza's daughter.”
Reminiscent of her mother, Elise Gilden was brusque and to the point. I couldn't hear the grief in her voice, only impatience and intensity.
“I am. I'm calling because I found a note in my mother's day planner that you and she were supposed to meet tomorrow, and I wanted to know why.”
“I'm an artist, and your mother was a wonderful client of mine. She wanted to commission a portrait of you for your birthday.”
“Oh-oh. Well, how nice. I mean, for Mother,” Elise stammered, not upset or flustered, but caught off guard. “But it's not like there aren't enough pictures of me out there in the world.”
I couldn't help but smile as I stared at the blank face of my watch, wondering if Elise looked anything like her mother.
“We spoke about you when your mom set up the appointment. She said she was very proud of you, and if a picture was worth a thousand words, how many could a painting say?”
I think I heard Elise sniffle, but because her tone remained so sharp and businesslike, I couldn't be sure.
“That's very kind of you to say, Miss Beauchene. We don't have her body yet for burial, but I arranged a service for Mother—per her extensive wishes—it’s tomorrow at Wave Hill. It starts at four and will go until the booze is gone. You're welcome to attend.”
“I'd like that very much, Miss Gilden. Thank you.”
“Wear white. Mother was going through a Greek phase when she last updated her will. Apparently, Greek mourning attire is white.”
Elise hung up without saying good-bye. Rude much?
John started to chuckle, and when I looked at him askance, he gave me a jerk of his chin.
“Bet you don't have one thing in your closet that's white.”
“For the love of all that's holy, tell me I get to go shopping!” Nigel begged, heading toward us with the business Amex half aloft like a torch, and a look of absolute preparedness on his face.
“Not too over the top, okay? No princess dresses or wedding dresses. I'm sure Eliza intended for this to be a glam, gorgeous event, but keep it…Nigel. Nigel? Nigel! Shit.”
I dragged my hands down my face and half groaned as the door shut behind him. 
Nigel had impeccable taste, but he’d been frothing at the mouth for years waiting to buy me something other than black.
I’m screwed.
It was only ten. Nigel would come back by the end of the day with arms filled with bags of dresses, shoes, purses, and jewelry. 
Everything I'd need to attend a Greek inspired funeral of a woman born in the Bronx.
I was doomed, and John thought it was hilarious.


*****


“Okay, so this one totally says Greek goddess to me, but I'm still partial to the sequin crop and tulle maxi skirt.”
Nigel stood to the side of my full-length mirror, critiquing his choices and using me as his own personal Barbie.
As predicted, my entire king-size bed and the bench at the end was covered in white dresses, matching shoes, jewelry, and purses. 
I had ten outfits to choose from, and the sequin crop top and the frothy tulle skirt? Barf.
The one I had on was currently the only one I'd actually liked.
Very fifties glam style. The dress had fluttery sleeves, and a plunging neckline that the skirt knotted into, making the pale pearl colored sheath look like a fluted flower.
It was lovely to wear, with hidden cups for my barely-there B cups, which meant I didn't have to wear a bra. 
It hid my wound perfectly, and the strappy nude shoes Nigel had chosen were lower heeled and much more comfortable than the other death traps.
I had on a simple pair of pearl studs, a delicate gold chain latigo necklace with a pearl drop and a feather dangling between my breasts, a set of thin gold stacking rings on my index finger, and another delicate gold chain around my right wrist.
“You getting married and forget to tell me about it?”
I startled briefly, my eyes flying to the mirror to see Callum's reflection behind me in the doorway.
He looked absolutely exhausted, holding up the frame with his broad shoulders, arms and ankles crossed as he gave me a long, weighty once over.
“Eliza's daughter called today and invited me to the funeral service tomorrow. Eliza wanted her funeral to be in Greek fashion, where the mourning attire is white. So…”
“I got to go shopping!” Nigel exclaimed in delight, “Doesn't she look divine? I didn't go bridal white, because this girl has flawless ivory skin and bridal white would have just completely washed her out. So I tried a more ecru and pearl tone with the gold…”
Completely in his element, Nigel was beside himself with bliss. Callum stared in silence, warmth in his eyes, and a smirk barely canting his lips.
“You do indeed look divine, Jo. You gonna leave all your hair down?”
Before I could comment one way or the other, Nigel launched into his plan for some half up half down messy coronet fish-tail braids and curly ponytails…I had to gently interrupt.
“Thank you so much for doing all this, Nigel.”
“Girl, please! You know I live to shop. You go change, I'll clean this mess up and—” dramatic sigh, 
“—take back what you didn't like. You sure you don't need this sparkly crop and the skirt? It was super cute on you, and Louise is having a Frozen themed ball this year.”
Nigel was dead serious about the sequin crop and that frilly skirt. So serious, I had a suspicion he was going to keep it on hand even if I said no.
“Lucinda is going to faint when she sees that in my closet.”
“You've got great insurance if she whacks her head on the way down,” my assistant assured me, whipping his favorite outfit into my closet without delay, like putting it in there would force me to keep it.
He was like a little gay tornado, clothes and accessories disappearing back into their bags, all while humming a merry little tune. He was out the door in under five minutes, still humming.
With Callum watching my every move like a hawk, I walked to my dresser and carefully pulled my new jewelry off while trying not to look at him.
We were alone, and now seemed like the perfect opportunity for me to tell him it was over. Whatever we were, wherever we were headed, it was time to call it quits.
I'd just drummed up the courage to say so, when Callum's husky murmur broke the silence.
“I'm sorry I haven't been around much.”
“Don't be sorry. You're busy catching a killer.” I felt the heat of his body before I felt the skim of his fingers across my throat, sliding my hair over my shoulder so he could lean in and touch a kiss to my pounding pulse. 
My breath caught at the electric wave of delight, and surged down to my toes.
“Cal—”
“It's been a bitch of a week. The coroner couldn't find one shred of evidence to say Eliza didn't have an accident, and I didn't find so much as a partial on any of the invitations from your show that matched our unknown on the photos.
“There were a handful of people who RSVP'd that didn't show that I talked to, couple still to go. I don't have white pants, but I have khakis and a white button down. Think that'd be Eliza approved?”
My heart took a tumble, my hands even shook a little when Callum hugged his arms around my waist and nuzzled his face deeper into my hair.
Eliza would definitely not have approved of khakis, but I hadn't asked him to go with me in the first place. 
I leaned my head back on his shoulder, staring at the wall, struggling to come up with the right thing to say.
“Please don't feel like you have to go. Nigel usually accompanies me to all these ridiculous events.”
Cal hummed while pressing kisses higher up my throat, his teeth scraping across the shell of my ear, which made my breasts give an ache and my nipples throb, hardening and pressing against the fabric of my dress.
“Eliza didn't know my family but made it a point to give us something of Mia’s. Something that might also give us her killer. I'd like to go unless you don't want me there.”
He said it casually, but I knew he'd picked up on my weak ass attempt to shore up my defenses.
“It's not that, Callum, but we do need to talk.”
“Uh oh. It's because I've been incommunicado all week, isn't it?” He found the tiny zipper hidden in the seam at my back and tugged it down gently while I desperately tried to remain strong.
“Not at all. It gave me time to think about the reality of this… whatever it is that's between us.”
Callum gave a serious hum, his lips tracking light kisses down my spine as he eased my dress off my shoulders.
“Did my old man say something to you?”
“He didn't have to.”
“Psychic moment?”
“Callum!”
“Guess that's a no. You're not wearing panties.”
My eyes fell shut and my head dropped forward; my hands braced on the dresser as Callum's lips cruised across my hips, his teeth nipping at the skin of my butt.
“I don't have nude colored ones. Callum, please.”
The please came out a little bit wobbly as he'd just licked along the crease where my butt met my thigh, taking my foot in his hand to encourage me to step from one to the other, so he could pull my dress off the rest of the way.
“Stay right there.”
“Callum—”
His hand smacked the fleshy part of my right butt cheek, just sharp enough to make me gasp.
“Stay there, Jo. I mean it.” The dark edge in his voice kept me in place. 
That, and if I was facing the wall, I didn't have to look at him while I tried to explain why we shouldn't do this. Though it seemed like we were doing this regardless, and I wasn't fighting very hard.
I blurted the question I had to ask before his hands made me melt.
“How much of you being here is because of me, and how much is about Mia? Or some guilt you feel for not being able to protect her or me?”
His curse was ugly and thick, and when he came back to me, he placed his hands on either side of mine, caging me in against the dresser with his cheek pressed to mine.
“Pops did say something to you.”
“No, he didn't. I need to know because we're not really a thing yet, but I don't think I can keep from getting emotionally entangled anymore, only to have you decide you can't take what people will say about us—about me and what I am—and bail.
“I'm cursed, Callum, and you'll have to deal with the jokes at work and the questions from people who care about you. I'll never be a 'yes' girl, or a normal woman, or the sort you can take to a work function and not have people think— Ow! Did you just bite me?”
“Sure fuckin’ did.” He whipped me around and lifted me, planting me on the dresser so we were eye to eye.
Or we were, until he crouched down and nimbly undid the buckles around my ankles to slip my shoes off.
He straightened, flattened his hands on either side of me, and leaned in like he was going to kiss me. 
He didn't, but there was no escaping the intense, furious burn of his searching gaze.
“Look me in the eye and tell me this isn't some bullshit way of yours to punish me for not being here with you.”
I sighed softly and reached up to brush my knuckles up the slope of his cheek, right over the ticking muscle jumping in his jaw.
“You've been busting your ass at work and making sure every minute of every day you're not here, someone is. That I'm not alone, and I'm safe.
“I'm not mad at you, or punishing you, or pissed that you weren't here. I missed you, a lot, and that scares me.”
Some of the fire went out of his eyes but not by much. “It scares you because you're worried I'm here for my sister and out of guilt. You're worried I won't be able to take what people will say about us, about you, and the jokes these people might say about this curse you think you have will someday make me decide to bail on you. Did I get that all right?”
Not sure which way his mood was going, I nodded mutely and waited. His nostrils flared as he inhaled, my dresser creaking softly as his grip tightened on the wood panel top.
“Alright, Jo. Let's break this down because I have other plans tonight. The first day I came here, it was all about Mia.
“It was all about her until you told my dad the reason your hands were so clammy the night of your art show was because you were scared as hell to get up and speak in front of so many people.
“It became all about you the day I found you in a pool of your own blood and thought I'd lost you. Fuck yes, I feel guilty that you were attacked because I couldn't find Mia's killer three years ago.
“I don't know what to say about your ability, other than you paint some of the most beautiful things I've ever seen.
“As for your curse, for what you are, I don't know that I'll always be able to deal with it, but I figure the shit you see once and a while can't be any worse than what I see every day.
“We're most definitely a thing because you're not a 'yes' woman, and I missed you too. It scares the shit out of me because there's never been a woman in my life who mattered enough to miss.
“Lastly and most importantly…” Callum took my face in his hands, brushing his thumbs over my cheeks while he searched my face as though memorizing it. 
“I don't give on single fuck about what other people may or may not say about us.
“They can joke all they want, bust my balls, give me a hard time about being wrapped around Dame Death's little finger. Zero fucks, baby. Not when I have this picture of you, butt ass naked in front of me, smelling sweet, and missing me too. Okay?”
I nodded as much as his hands would allow and fought back tears when he leaned in to press a warm, sweet kiss to my forehead.
“Any more burning doubts that need to be put to rest?”
“No.”
“Excellent. I'm sure Nigel will figure out a way to go on living if he's not your plus one tomorrow.”
There was no mistaking the intent behind Callum's kisses, and it was impossible to resist him when it felt like he was pouring pure lust down my throat.
I actually whimpered and tried to chase his mouth when he drew back, which of course made him give a cocky grin and take another kiss.
“I smell like the station and three-day-old clothes. Come take a shower with me, or get in bed and wait.”
The idea of showering with him made a thick pulse of heat rush between my thighs. “I'd love to shower with you but going to bed with wet hair is a disaster.”
Callum didn't protest, he kissed me again, helped me off the dresser, and took a moment to give my butt a hefty squeeze.
“I'll be quick.”
He wasn't lying. By the time I tossed the throw pillows into the big chair by the window and pulled back the comforter, Callum was walking out with a towel around his shoulders, drying his hair.
A towel…around his shoulders…and that's it.
“I'm really glad I hadn't seen you naked before I tried to warn you off. I'd never have gotten a word out, except dayum.”
He smiled, my comment making him feel ten feet tall and bulletproof.
Callum wasn't Instagram tan, but his dad's Italian heritage had given him an olive complexion that made his skin seem golden in the low light.
His body was gorgeous, imperfectly perfect, with nicks and scars from urban battles he'd won—badges of a hero.
Even his feet were sexy, and it was clear he never missed leg day like some of the bro-dudes at the gym who thought sexy abs and biceps were all that mattered.
Nope. Callum was honed with muscle from head to toe, and his cock was unbelievable. Cocks weren't designed to be pretty and neither were testicles.
I don't know a woman alive who would describe a penis as beautiful, but I was about to.
I think he must have been fibbing the other day when he'd muttered about having eight inches of steel, because looking at the thick, mouthwateringly gorgeous muscle rising tall and proud between his thighs, I was certain there were several more inches—in length and thickness—to that monster.
“Good to know. Next time you say we need to talk, I'll just strip.”
“Uh hu...Stripping.”
Was I drooling? I felt like I was drooling. For the first time in my life, the lover in front of me with his gorgeous muscles and tall body, had a cock proportionate to the rest of him.
He came closer and my hands came up to slide over his taut abdomen; my thumbs brushed up the dark trail of hair separating one set of muscles from the other, and truth be told, it felt like petting a wild animal.
“Hey, my eyes are up here.” Callum tried to sound affronted, but he grinned from ear to ear when I glanced up. My lips almost touched his chest. “I'm not just a piece of meat, you know?”
My laughter turned into a squeak when he picked me back up and set me on the bed on my knees. I loved the feeling of his hot, still damp skin on mine.
My breasts smashed against his chest as he pulled me close and slanted his lips across mine. 
It seemed like my breasts had been made to perfectly fit in his big hands, and all thoughts of our earlier conversation faded at the latch of his lips around my nipple.
The man worked miracles with his tongue, and feeling his mouth working around my sensitive skin made my head fall back and my arms circle his shoulders to keep from slithering to the mattress in a moaning heap.
Callum didn't seem to care that I was already floating on a sea of bliss. He wrapped his arm around my hips and urged me to lie back.
The sound he made when I threaded my fingers into his wet hair to hold on, told me I should do it more often.
He didn't kiss every spot on my body this time, but I didn't feel cheated in any way. Not when he wedged his shoulders between my thighs and used that talented mouth of his to drive me to a delirious orgasm that left me gasping for air and shuddering.
Had he not been holding onto me, I’d have slipped right off of Callum when he rolled onto his back and took me with him. 
I hadn't ever been one to enjoy my own flavor, but on Callum's lips, it became addictive. In between kisses, the orgasm-induced weakness faded as my hunger grew again.
I tried to tell him I had a few condoms stashed in the bathroom, but I was pretty sure they'd be too small for him. Callum just laughed a smug, happy laugh and assured me he'd come prepared.
“I stashed some in there the morning after our make out session. Just in case.”
No lie, I practically threw myself at the nightstand. He set me to task on putting the rubber on him, all while he had three fingers sunk to the hilt inside me.
It was the most difficult task I'd ever performed. I watched him, watching me ride his fingers to prepare me for the thing I couldn't totally close my hand around.
Callum pulled me forward to lie down over him, swallowing my moan of protest when he withdrew his fingers and took my waist in his big hands. 
“Slow, baby. You can take all of me, but go slow.”
The first pop of his cock pushing past the fluttering ring of my inner muscles was… indescribable. I felt the breach and the rush of endorphins that first push always brought, followed by the worry he was too big. That there was no way we'd fit, but God almighty, we did.
Callum was patient in spite of my mewling and wiggling for more, swearing several times I was going to kill him if I got any tighter, but somehow, inch by unbelievable inch, rocking slow and steady on top of him, my hips finally sank that last little bit and my pussy opened to take all of him.
I think I just touched heaven.
“You won't always get to be on top, Jo. Take advantage of it,” he hissed, and I started to move. 
He was too big to do anything more than grind on at first, but my body got used to the feeling of being so deeply invaded, and after a few minutes, I moved the way I wanted.
A slow, sinuous ride that made my thighs ache. When I sat up, I discovered the rocking grind drove the blunt head of his cock right up against the mouth of my cervix. No one had ever been so deep, and I'd had no idea what I was missing out on.
Every slide became a push, and the sounds I made were uninhibited, completely unrestrained pleasure. 
My orgasm rushed toward me like oncoming traffic. My pelvis and his were perfectly aligned to ensure every movement I made, my clit was riotously stimulated to give me maximum contact inside and out.
Callum felt it coming, felt me coming, and began to meet my downward strokes, intensifying the friction and the power.
A rush of muscle liquefying sensation washed over me seconds before my entire body seized. From my toes to the ends of my hair, pleasure erupted through me, and it just went on and on until I thought it couldn't possibly last for a second longer.
When I could see again, I was on my side with my thigh thrown over Callum's, his cock still buried inside me and thrusting so gently it made my eyes well up with emotions I had no name for. 
I could hear his heart thundering under my ear, both of us trembling as we clung to one another.
The power of speech to thank him for showing me what mind-blowing sex was supposed to have been like this whole time, failed me.
“Josephine?” he rasped thickly. I burbled a questioning sound in reply. “You better heal up faster. I suddenly have plans to fuck you on every flat surface in this apartment-sized bedroom of yours, just so I can hear you scream my name like that again and again.”
I was totally on board for that, but instead of saying so, I wound up laughing with joy.
Which I guess Callum thought was incredulous laughter, because he hitched my leg higher up his thigh and proceeded to prove he could make me scream his name any time he wanted.
I’d been right. The sexual chemistry between us was off the charts.
Dayum.


*****


There was no disguising what had happened last night. And this morning. And a few minutes ago, right before Callum had left for work.
Especially not from my keen-eyed assistant.
Of course, the fact that I was walking funny and I had whisker burn on my lips was probably a dead giveaway.
Naturally, Nigel wanted details, but as I could only open my mouth and flounder for words to describe how I felt… he got the point.
“Dayum,” Nigel drawled, giving me a sassy snap while I sat at the kitchen counter and tried to turn down the megawatt grin which was actually starting to hurt my face.
“Your expression says it all, GB. Good for you. Feel better? Less stressed and not all bottled up inside?”
A dreamy sigh feathered out of me and I nodded, wishing this feeling of being completely at peace would last forever.
“I do. Cal wants to go to the service with us today.”
“I thought he might. I picked him up some white pants and loafers while I was getting my suit cleaned. I had a feeling if I didn't, he'd be wearing khakis or something as equally dreadful.”
I laughed at Nigel's dramatic shudder and sent my lover a quick text to let him know all he needed from home was a white button down and white underwear. His response made me snort my first sip of coffee.
~I see how it is. Give a woman a handful of blinding orgasms, and she starts trying to dress me like a Ken doll. Sucks to be me. I'll survive so long as I know you're wearing something sexy under your dress…
Under Nigel's all-knowing smirk, I cleared my throat and attempted to speak. 
“He says, ‘thank you.’ I'm going to have to visit Melinda's today to see if she's got anything I can wear under my dress. I don't own any nude or white undies.”
“Excellent. Your hair appointment isn't until one, so we've got plenty of time. I'd uh, suggest a shower and an ice pack to-go for those Angelina Jolie lips you've got goin on, sister.”
I didn't have to touch my mouth to know my lips were kiss stung and bright red. 
I could still feel the tingle whenever I smiled or spoke, just like I could still feel the phantom echo of Callum's cock deep inside me.
Nigel was grinning at me as I gingerly stood up, chuckling to himself while I hobbled across the loft to my bathroom.
Once out of sight, I replied to Callum's text.
~It'll be a miracle if I can walk straight after that handful of blinding orgasms, Ken.
His answer? ~You’re welcome.




CHAPTER TWENTY
Having never been professionally dressed by a gay man, Callum was still trying to figure out how Nigel had gotten his pant and shoe size down so perfectly. 
He tried to pretend like he was uncomfortable wearing all white, but by the time we got out of my car at Wave Hill, he was rocking his loafers like he'd worn them every day of his life.
I gave my name to the somber attendant at the door, and after we passed through a wisteria hung archway, I felt like we'd stepped into a garden filled with moving white clad statues.
There had to be at least six hundred people milling around the manicured lawns, and every single one of them was wearing white.
It was a beautiful sunny day, and after glancing up at the GQ worthy figure Callum made, I envied the aviators perched on his nose.
Nigel abandoned us in favor of some other executive assistants he knew, and with my hand tucked in Callum's elbow, we strolled around the stone paths.
“So, this is how the other half lives?” Callum sounded less than impressed.
I squeezed Callum's arm and shot him a quick smile. “Technically, this is how the other half dies. Does it make you think less of me? This isn't my usual crowd.”
Callum snorted, shifting to take my hand in his, and lifted it to press a quick kiss to my knuckles.
“I know who these people are, and this isn't your crowd at all, baby. You're too kindhearted and gentle to belong here, even if you are filthy rich.
“And while we're on the subject, the pants and shoes are nice, but I hope you know it'll piss me off if you start to think I'll be a kept man.”
I wanted to assure him I might buy him stuff from time to time because it would make me happy to give him gifts I knew would please him and that I was fully aware he was a proud man who worked for a living—being turned into a sugar baby wasn't his idea of happiness—but a young woman in a white silk gown stepped onto the path in front of us.
Before she even spoke, I knew exactly who she was.
Elise Gilden’s hair fell around her shoulders in expertly crafted beachy waves. She was perfectly tan, not one line of demarcation marring her flawless golden glow.
Though her body was rail thin, she still managed to appear curvy in her spaghetti strap wrap dress, the front slit nearly reaching her crotch. 
She posed dramatically with one slender leg stuck out, showing off her painfully high peep toe platforms with their signature crimson bottoms.
I couldn't help but stare at her face—at her pouty, surgically enhanced lips, her high cheekbones, enormous brown eyes, and the little cleft in her tip-tilted nose.
Add some freckles and an ounce of happiness into her expression, some muscle on her stick figure body, and I would have sworn she and Mia could be related.
“My assistant said you'd arrived,” Elise told me without an expression at all, speaking to me but looking at Callum like he was indeed a piece of meat. “I'm Elise Gilden. Is this one of your models, Miss Beauchene?”
Okay. Mia and Elise couldn't possibly be related. Elise was clearly a hardcore, entitled rich bitch who thought her beauty was all the currency she needed to get what she wanted in life. 
I was offended on Callum's behalf, but my lover handled Elise beautifully.
“Thank you for the compliment, Miss Gilden, but I'm not. I'm a Homicide Detective with the NYPD.”
Elise must have been eighty percent Botox in order for her to keep the expression of shock and mild disdain I saw in her eyes, from her face.
“I see. Well, I'm sure mother would have been delighted to have you here today. If you ever get tired of… all that…I know people who would love to make your life very easy.
“All you'd have to do is stand around in your underwear and women would pay you millions.”
Callum's thumb soothed up and down the side of my wrist, like he could tell I was a few seconds away from being rude. 
Elise clearly didn't have her mother's talent for charm, but no one would accuse her of playing coy.
“Thanks, but the only woman lucky enough to see me in my boxers is this one right here.”
Elise suddenly seemed to remember I was there, and her disappointment was obvious. Like the bored socialite she was, she shrugged it off with a sigh.
“You are lucky, and I didn't realize, when we spoke on the phone, how in demand your art has become, Josephine. Mother's lawyer read me her will, and she's left the penthouse and everything in it to me.
“I had the paintings of yours mother has collected over the years appraised the other day, they aren't really my style, but I was shocked at the high six figure offers I received.”
I could barely restrain my flinch, feeling Elise's careless words like a blow. 
Every painting I'd done for Eliza after the very first one she'd bought from a gallery show nearly seven years ago, were special pieces to both Eliza and myself. 
Her daughter willingly getting rid of them on a whim made me almost as sad as I was about Eliza's passing.
It took me a moment to find the right words and not be disrespectful on a day meant to be about sharing memories of a strong, proud, beautiful woman.
“Of course I'm biased, but your mother had beautiful taste in art. I was very happy to receive her call whenever she wanted a new painting commissioned.
“It's inappropriate considering why we're here, but I was wondering if you might know the photography specialist Eliza used to develop her old film?
“She sent me some photos that were so well done, but didn't mention who had done the work. I've been looking to hire someone to take stock photos of some of my more well-known paintings.”
Elise shrugged and waved her bony hand out at the collection of people moving around sipping champagne and nibbling on extremely high-priced snacks.
“There are at least a hundred photographers here. Take your pick. There will be some speeches from some of mother's nearest and dearest at seven, join us if you'd like, but otherwise feel free to enjoy the party. It was nice to meet you.”
Callum and I were clearly of the same mind when he grunted and deftly snatched a pair of champagne glasses from a passing tray.
“Underwear model.” He snorted derisively. “That girl needs a sandwich. How the hell does she walk in those things?”
I couldn't help but laugh, accepting the glass he handed me. “I prefer you without underwear, but I suppose that's just a personal issue, and a sandwich has carbs—models never eat carbs. The first thing they learn in modeling school is to walk over any terrain, no matter how treacherous, in ludicrously high heels.”
“Well, I'd never be caught dead in heels, and I'd die if I didn't get to eat mom's Marsala at least once a week. As for your personal preference, I intend to fully support it whenever humanly possible.”
I went up on my toes to touch a kiss to his clean-shaven jaw, glad he was here with me, even if neither of us really belonged.
“Much appreciated. Did Elise remind you of anyone?”
“Jack Skellington?”
Champagne bubbles burn like a bitch when snorted up the nose.


*****


I hadn't ever been to Wave Hill before and couldn't imagine a more peaceful setting to host an event. 
The entire park and public gardens had been closed to anyone other than the event goers, and the day couldn't have been more perfect.
I was enjoying the afternoon shade beneath one of the stone pergolas, feeling a little hazy from that second glass of champagne I'd had.
It was the good stuff, and for some reason good bubbly always went to my head. Callum went to get me some water and a few snacks, leaving me alone to sit in a comfy Adirondack chair with my face turned toward the dappled sunlight peeking from between the vibrant green vines and beautiful trailing flowers.
“You look beautiful in white.”
The familiar voice drew me from my quiet contemplation, and I opened my eyes to see the last person I expected.
Gemini looked absolutely ridiculous. Like a punk out of water, or rather, a steampunk out of water. His white patent leather Goth boots met his white skinny jeans; the white and silver brocade vest he wore beneath a matching coat reminded me of something out of a pirate movie, complete with a frilly white cravat at his throat.
His lackluster black hair and insane amount of black eyeliner around his flat brown eyes never failed to remind me of Jared Leto when he was going through his emo phase.
Other than his crazy wardrobe and the typical presence of his camera slung around his shoulders like a cross body purse, he was completely unremarkable.
“Gemini, hello. Thank you. It seems you and I are both out of uniform today.”
Gemini cracked a little smile. “Guess so. I saw you over here by yourself, looking so beautiful. Can I take your picture? You don't have to pose or anything. Just sit there and do what you were doing. Think what you were thinking.”
"Sure, honey. But I get veto rights," I said with a teasing waggle of my finger.
Gemini's eyes lit up, and he slid his camera into position. 
“Of course. I heard about your attack, and I'm glad to know you're alright.”
I relaxed back into my previous contemplation of my eyelids, peeking through my lashes while Gemini moved around me, the shutter of his camera clicking away.
“Thank you, I am too. How have you been, Gem? I haven't seen you around lately.”
The photographer paused to glance down into the screen of his digital camera. 
“I've been around. My mother was in poor health and passed recently, so I've been otherwise occupied.”
“I'm sorry for your loss, Gemini. It seems to be going around, doesn't it?”
“What is?” he asked distractedly, his footsteps coming closer. 
I peek at him and his crazy outfit again while he knelt in front of me with his lens in position and asked me to open my eyes.
“Death. Your mother’s passing, then Eliza's.”
Gemini gave a careless sound, coaching me to tip my head just so. 
A flower—white with five silky petals on a vine studded with hundreds of the small blossoms—caught my eye.
The vine coiled around my wrist when I reached for it, like it was alive and seeking a friend to hold hands with. 
I smiled at my own silliness and heard the shutter of Gemini's camera whir in rapid fire succession.
“Death is just a natural part of the cycle of life. I saw you come in with that guy earlier. He your boyfriend?”
I glance up to find him much closer than I thought, staring at me so intently I couldn’t help but shiver uncomfortably.
“I believe that term will do until we decide on something else,” I answered evasively, tilting my head to really look at Gemini's face. “Why do you ask?”
Gemini shrugged and took a few more photos before sitting down beside me on the bench to show me what he'd captured.
“No reason. Just saw Eliza's daughter trying to get her hooks in him by the refreshment table.”
I didn't even have a spurt of discomfort or insecurity in thinking Elise would succeed.
“Sucks to be her. You never fail to wow me with your photos, Gem. These are beautiful.”
He offered me a genuine smile and took his precious camera back. 
“It helps when I've got a gorgeous model to work with.”
I laughed at his sweetness and bumped my shoulder against his. 
“Honey, you make pictures of homeless guys peeing on dumpsters and dead pigeons into works of art.”
“That’s messed up, Jo.” Callum's voice was warm and teasing, but Gemini leapt to his feet as though he'd just been challenged to a duel, nearly dropping his camera in the process.
“Whoa, easy man. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to startle you.”
Gemini gave a high-pitched laugh and flamboyantly gave a little wave before reaching up to fan his face.
“It’s fine, I'm easy to startle. I’m Gemini, and you are?”
I accepted the plastic cup with something faintly pink in it from Callum, and he stuck his hand out to meet Gemini's proffered palm.
I couldn't recall Gemini ever being so flamboyant, his typical MO according to Nigel was that of an androgynous aloof gay guy. 
But he turned it up for Callum, and my guy didn't seem the least bit put off.
“Callum Graham. Nice to meet you. I don't mean to sound rude, I'm kind of new to this whole art scene, but what's the deal with photographing homeless guys peeing on dumpsters?”
Gemini gave a flirtatious giggle and explained, in the most animated voice I'd ever heard, why he chose to photograph the things he did.
“We live in this glittering city that never sleeps, walking over the trash on the street, ignoring the undesirables until we come across them doing something to offend our sensibilities. We're all so engrossed in what's happening on our cell phones, we don't see what's right in front of our faces.”
“See, I totally get that,” Callum said, moving closer to palm my hair. “Speaking of faces, that's some shiner you must have had.”
Gemini flushed hotly and reached up to touch his left eye, making me realize he was wearing foundation to try and cover the healing bruise, giving a shrug and another flap of his hand.
“A souvenir from a subject who didn't take kindly to being photographed in a compromising position. Not the first time, and I'm sure it won't be the last. Thanks for the photos, Jo. I'm going to go find Nigel and see what he's up to. Haven't had a good lay in forever.”
Off he went with a wiggle of his lacy shirt cuff. Callum blinked rapidly at Gemini's oddly attired retreating figure.
“I'm having a real hard time picturing that guy as Nigel's type.”
I burst into a round of giggles and couldn't stop. “You and me both. Are you my boyfriend, Callum Graham?”
Callum stood over me and tipped his sunglasses down the bridge of his nose, peering at me with a grin tugging at his lips.
“Josephine, are you drunk?”
“No, sir, Detective. I'm pleasantly tipsy. Why?”
“Just curious. I'd say yes, but 'boyfriend' seems a bit juvenile for a man of my advanced years.”
“You're absolutely right,” I agreed with mock gravity. “When someone asks, I'll say you're my old man. Would that work better?”
Callum pushed his glasses back into position and shook his head. “No.”
“My boo?”
“Hell no.”
“The man-friend?”
“Hu uh.”
“My mister?”
“Try again.”
I tapped my chin as though deep in thought. 
“Very disagreeable, aren't you? How about I just call you my man, then?”
“That'll do, baby,” he rumbled and bent down to meet my upturned mouth for a slow, sweet kiss. “That'll do just fine.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
After dropping Nigel at his apartment, Callum took me to a Greek restaurant not far from my warehouse. I was familiar with it in name only, having seen the blue neon signs from the street.
When we walked in and the hostess kindly gave us condolences for our loss, I realized Callum had picked a place where our all-white attire wouldn't be gawked at.
When I looked up at him in awe and delight, he just shot me a wink and escorted me, with a warm hand on my back, after the hostess. 
Considering I rarely actually went to dinner with anyone but Nigel or the occasional client, my first date with Callum was amazing.
He paid for our delicious meal, then took me down the street for ice cream, and by the time I got home, I was so ready to strip out of my clothes, strip Callum out of his, and celebrate the fact we were both alive.
Callum seemed to be of the same mind but made me wait by the front door, just inside the loft, while he searched the apartment for any intruders.
It took him a while because my place was just so big, but he was thorough. He even checked the crypt before he came back to get me.
I hadn't exactly obeyed orders, so when he came through my bedroom door and saw me standing there wearing only my newest pair of panties, my shoes, and my jewelry, he came up short.
Callum's gaze was so hot, it was a wonder the few little scraps of silk and eyelash lace didn't disintegrate.
“I'd be pissed as hell if there was some perp hiding in here and you had to go running out of this apartment wearing nothing but those really sexy panties.”
It sent a thrill right through me to be the object of his absolute focus, watching his eyes following the movement of my fingers up and down the space between my breasts.
“Does that mean it's safe for me to leave the entryway?” I drawled, feeling my nipples harden in response to his hungry gaze.
“Mmhm.” Callum licked his lips and reached down to adjust the bulge at the front of his pristine white trousers. “You know what you remind me of right now?”
I walked toward him slowly, like I was strutting my sexy stuff down the catwalk just for him.
“What?”
“The Venus de Milo.” He gave a circle of his finger in the air to indicate I should give him a spin for the whole view.
A low laugh came from my lips as I obeyed, loving the deep sound of appreciation he made.
“An armless statue? I remind you of an armless stature?”
Eep! He was right behind me, sliding his hands up my thighs, over the front of my panties, and up my belly.
My head fell back on his shoulder, and I winced when I felt the ugly rasp of my stitches against the smoothness of his shirt.
I'd insisted on leaving my hair down today just in case the nylon holding my skin together could be visible beneath my dress.
“No, the statue of a gorgeous, voluptuous, sexy Greek goddess. I told you before, but after seeing all those fashionable women today I felt it needed repeating. You lose one ounce of this ass, we're gonna have words.”
I cupped his cheek and tilted my head farther to reach the edge of his jaw with my lips.
“You say all the right things to make me feel like a goddess, and I promise I'll do my best to ensure the health and heft of my backside. Just for you.”
“You do that, baby. Now then, I suddenly have a burning desire to see this sexy ass of yours bent over the kitchen counter. Any objections?”
“None.”
“Excellent.”
*****


Callum's cock quivered inside me, the last few quakes from his body as we both lay there gasping for breath.
I would probably have bruises on my hips from where his hands had held on too tightly and bruises on my waist from the delicious, powerful thrust of his hips, slamming mine against the counter.
Callum pressed a kiss to my cheek, nuzzled the hair away from my throat, and touched a kiss to my shoulder.
“You good?”
His voice rumbled along my over-sensitized skin, making me shudder. 
My pussy clenched around the thick length of his cock, which of course made him groan and push deeper in an effort to keep my body from forcing him out.
“So good…”
“Good. Deep breath, baby.”
I obeyed, lifting my hips to follow his withdraw, whimpering because it ached and it felt so good at the same time. 
When it was just me inside my own body again, it was like there was no strength left in me to do anything other than collapse back onto the counter.
“Stay right there for a minute.”
“Perv,” I accused with a laugh, feeling him staring at me as my own fluids ran down the inside of my thighs.
Callum chuckled as he admired his handiwork, shuffling around a moment later to turn on the water, and when he came back I moaned for a whole new reason as he used a warm, wet dish towel to clean me up.
“Need me to carry you to the bedroom?” he whispered against my lower back.
I burbled my assent, feeling like a rag doll when he pulled me up and turned me around. 
I kissed him and wrapped my arms around his shoulders when he hoisted me up and encouraged me to hook my legs around his waist.
I didn't want to let him go when we got to the bedroom, but he gently spilled me down to the mattress and continued to kiss me until I was a boneless heap on the blankets.
“I'm gonna shower real quick and bring you back another washcloth, okay?”
I was pretty sure I'd be asleep by the time he was done, but I nodded anyway and smirked as I watched his taut, sexy ass walk away from me.
We would definitely have words if he ever lost that ass, so I guess we were even.


*****


I must have fallen asleep while Callum took a shower because when I awoke sharply he was wrapped around me and it was pitch black.
I wasn't sure at first what woke me up, or why my heart was thundering in my chest, until the faint scent of jasmine reached my nose and made every hair on my body rise up and quiver.
My eyes searched the shadows with growing anxiety, and I gasped. Something moved. My hand shook as I reached across the bed and slapped the base of the lamp on my bedside table, flooding the room with light.
Callum jolted awake and half threw himself over me, demanding to know what was wrong.
“What? Jo, what is it?”
I sat up and tried to catch my breath, shaking my head while I pressed my hand to my chest, trying to contain my pounding heart.
“I… I don't know. I thought someone was standing in the doorway. I smelled jasmine again and thought someone was there.”
I expected Callum to try and tell me everything was fine, that no one was there, but he was out of bed with his gun in hand before I could tell him it was probably just a bad dream.
“Get up, Jo. Go to the bathroom and lock the door until I tell you it's clear.”
The serious undertone of his voice told me not to argue, so I got up and headed for the bathroom.
“It might have been nothing.”
“I'd rather check again and have it be nothing, than go back to bed and have it be something. Come on, baby, lock the door behind me.”
He checked to make sure no one was lurking in the shower or my linen closet before shutting me in. 
I paced circles around the fluffy rug on the floor and wrapped a towel around myself to stem the chill on my flesh.
I didn't have a clock in here to tell me how long Callum had been gone, no way to know whether or not he was in danger, and while I paced and tried not to panic, I thought back on what might have woken me.
Had it been just a bad dream or some kind of psychic moment? What the hell was it? Why had I just sent my lover out into the dark, butt ass naked, with a gun in his hands to check for intruders in an apartment he'd already checked?
I hitched the towel higher under my arms, wincing when the terry cloth caught and tugged at my sutures. 
The small burst of pain brought me a moment of clarity, and the events of today rolled back across the screen of my mind like a movie.
By the time Callum came back and gave me the all clear to open the door, I was on the verge of throwing up.
“Jo? Open the door, or I'll bust it in on the assumption you're in there being killed.” The fear in Callum's voice made me move, but it took three tries for my nerveless fingers to flip the lock.
My man nearly flattened me with how fast he was in the bathroom. He gripped me by the arms, gave me a little shake, and rattled my marbles back into place.
“Baby, you're freaking me the fuck out. What's wrong? You've gone gray, and you're cold to the touch. Josephine, say something!”
“I think I had a psychic moment.”
From the way he blinked and his brows shot up incredulously, that was the last thing he expected me to say.
“About what?”
I took a breath to confess everything, to tell him my suspicions—no…my certainty—but one look into his worried eyes, and I couldn't say something and be wrong. I had to be sure.
“I'm going to tell you everything in just a minute, but I need to check something first. I need my laptop.”
“Fine. I'll get it after you tell me you're okay.”
Less than a month since having met Callum Graham, less than a week since getting intimate with Callum Graham, and that look on his face, the tone of his voice…
I practically felt my heart leap out of my chest and joyously swan dive toward his feet. 
I took the one step closer to him and wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing a kiss to his chest before turning my cheek to his skin.
“I'm alright, Callum. I just need a minute to get it together and check something. I'm sorry I scared you.”
He palmed my hair and pressed a kiss to the crown of my head, hugging me against him while I heard his own heartbeat calm. 
“Shit, woman. If I find gray hairs in the mirror tomorrow, I'm gonna be pissed.”
Somehow, I didn't think he'd take it as a compliment if I reminded him how much like his father he looked, and how much hotter I could see Callum becoming if he, too, grew some silver stripes in his hair.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
“Baby, it's four in the morning on a Sunday. I'm up, and I'd much rather be in bed with you right now doing something other than watching you scrolling through your iCloud account.”
My man was grumpy as a lion with a thorn in his paw, and I couldn't blame him one bit. 
I sat on the kitchen counter with my laptop balanced on my knees, rolling through over eight years of stored photos, wearing my favorite black jersey robe and a pair of socks.
I waved my hand at Callum and told him to keep his pants on because I was certain I had a photo of that gross art show dedicated to the garbage of the city in here somewhere.
Worst show ever. We'd all had to smear Vicks up our nostrils in order to be able to even enter the grimy warehouse without puking.
“What the fuck are you looking for?”
“I know I'm pissing you off, honey. Just two minutes. I swear.”
Callum gave a disgruntled harrumph. “Fine. Fuck it. I'm making coffee. Want some?”
“Yeah, thank you.” It took all I had to not exclaim in triumph when I found the picture I wanted.
Callum shoved a mug of steaming cup full of coffee under my nose. 
I set the laptop away from me and took the cup before sliding off the counter top. Sipping the liquid while pacing, I worked my way through the spinning thoughts.
Callum made my name a testy warning, and after a bracing sip of coffee, I started talking.
“Elliot wasn't my father's son. Did I tell you that?”
“Uh, no. I don't get what that has to do with you having a psychic moment and generally freaking me the fuck out.”
“No one told me Elliot wasn't my dad's, and I don't think I figured it out until after he was gone. Dimples, you know?”
“No. I have no idea what the hell you're talking about.”
“Dimples are hereditary. At least one parent has to have dimples in order to pass them on, and neither of my parents have dimples, so clearly it was Elliot's biological father who had them.”
“Oh-kay…”
I took a deep, bracing breath and knew I sounded nuts, but I didn't have any other way to explain.
“Did you know, being left-handed can be a genetic trait?”
“I did not know that.”
“Or how people say, 'oh he looks just like his dad,' because they share the same hair color and bone structure in the face?”
Callum whipped a chair, and sat facing me with a tired but focused expression. 
“What does this have to do with your brother?”
“Nothing, Callum. I know who the killer is.”
Callum stared at me incomprehensibly, rubbing his hand over his jaw while he sat there trying to decipher the riddle I'd just apparently given him.
Granted, I probably wasn't making much sense, and thankfully he kept the are-you-going-crazy questions to himself.
He shrugged and shook his head. Throwing his hand up in the air, he said, 
“Fuck it. Lay it on me, Jo. I don't get how your brother's dimples can identify the killer, but I'm listening.”
It seemed wrong for me to be halfway across the room from him, so I walked over and straddled his lap, setting my coffee down beside his. 
I placed my hands on his shoulders while he reached under my robe and palmed my butt. 
Searching his face, I moved that one too long unruly curl off his forehead and went balls for broke.
“When I was attacked, did it ever make the news? Did anyone know? Someone who could have told someone who told someone?”
Callum shrugged while he stroked my thighs. “No to the news, but there were plenty of nurses and doctors who came in and out. Someone could have said something. Why?”
“Because when I spoke to him at Eliza's service, he told me how glad he was to know I was alright. But if no one knew I'd been in the hospital, if no one could see my sutures under my dress, how would he know unless he'd been the one to attack me?”
My question made Callum turn to stone beneath me. I saw his eyes lose focus as he mentally went over everyone we'd spoken to at the service and came up with nothing.
How could he? He hadn't been there.
“Who said that to you?” Callum demanded, his mind already miles away, trying to sort through all the faces we'd encountered to identify the man who'd killed his sister.
“Who is it, Jo?”
“I've known him for years now and would have considered him eccentric and weird, over the top, but I suppose it was the perfect disguise—”
“Jo, goddamnit, stop with the cryptic shit. Who is it?”
“I don't know his actual name or where he lives, but it’s Gemini, Cal.” My heart twisted painfully when Callum gently pushed me off his lap and walked away from me.
His back muscles torqued beneath his skin as he laced his fingers behind his neck, staring at something I couldn't see. 
I said his name, but he turned and took up my path of pacing—one hand on his hip, the other rubbing back and forth at his jaw.
Maybe he was having a hard time associating a killer with the man in latex platform boots and a pirate coat, so I tried to help.
“When he attacked me, I threw my elbow back and caught him in the face. I gave him the black eye, not some homeless man peeing on a dumpster.
“He's left handed, a photographer, he prefers to take his shots in black and white because he says it's purer that way. Less open to interpretation—”
“Is Nigel with him tonight?” Callum interrupted harshly, and for a second I panicked, except I remembered Nigel telling us he had plans with someone else.
“No. Another one of his…uh…frequent fliers. Jonathan.”
When Cal looked at me, I didn't recognize the man staring back at me. “I need you to call him, Jo. Call Nigel. Gemini isn't a name; I need the real one. Now. Right now.”
I got up and immediately went for the phone, hurrying into my office to dig through some drawers while I waited for Nigel to pick up. I had to call three times before Nigel's sleepy voice filled the line.
“GB? It's almost five a.m., are you okay?”
I didn't realize until he answered that I was worried something had happened to him. 
“I'm alright, sorry to wake you, but it’s an emergency. I need to know Gemini's full name and where he lives. Do you know?”
Nigel was silent for a beat, and I almost asked him if he'd fallen back to sleep.
“Jo, that’s not an emergency. You know I returned all those dresses. Why is this an issue at five in the morning?”
My stomach dropped to my toes, and I looked up to find Callum standing over me, my voice a choked whisper.
“Is Gemini there with you right now?”
“Yes, and I got receipts.” Nigel assured me. I watched Callum race for his phone, listening with half an ear as he told the dispatcher to get people over to Nigel’s immediately. 
“I can come over with the bank statement to prove it if you really need me to, but it’s Sunday, honey. Can this wait, GB?”
I stood up on trembling knees, using the door frame to hold me up as I watched Callum with the phone tucked to one ear, racing around to get his shoes and a shirt on.
“Callum is sending units to your place right now, Nigel. If you can leave, do it. If you can't, lock yourself in the bathroom until the police get there and stay on the phone with me. Stay on the phone, no matter what.”
“Look, I know it's been a rough day. You and your boy toy fought all the way home— it’s fine, baby, go back to sleep… I'm sorry, I'm gonna take this in the bathroom. Jo's having some problem with her man and is taking it out on me—but it's not surprising. He's got a temper, and I didn't mean to make it sound like I was hitting on him.”
I heard the door click and a soft hissing, then Nigel's soothing crisis-mode tone turned to a panicked whisper,
“Josephine Beauchene, did I just blow a serial killer?”
I winced in sympathy for my friend, “I think so. You're in the bathroom?”
“Yeah. Nice thing about having a tiny apartment is that I can brace my feet against the toilet to make sure he can't bust the door in, and I'm pretty sure he doesn't have a gun. I kind of gave him a thorough once over, if you know what I mean.”
“Jo! Tell him I'm on the way; uni’s are one minute out. Don't leave this fucking apartment for anything, you hear me?” Callum shouted as he ran out the door.
“You get that, Nigel?”
“Yup.” Nigel must have heard Gemini stirring or something because he raised his voice and sounded annoyed as hell. “Girl, I don't care if he's hung like a Clydesdale. We made a deal after Jared done fucked you over after everything you did for his lazy white ass. No more dick-drunk behavior.”
I had to give Nigel props for making it sound like he was having to talk his crazy boss off a ledge. 
It sounded genuine, and I wondered if he'd ever had these hypothetical conversations in his head when I'd done something stupid.
“You're gonna be okay, Nigel. They'll be there soon.”
“No, no ma'am, you will most certainly not ask that man to pose nude for you. His head is big enough!”
Two seconds later I heard muffled shouts, a huge bang, and Nigel grumbling as he waited patiently for someone to tell him he was free to come out of his bathroom.
“Good thing I just got a raise. I might be looking for a new apartment. My landlord's gonna be pissed.”
“I don’t blame you if you feel like quitting right now, but I'm renovating the second floor for you if you want it. Calling the contractor first thing Monday. Rent free for as long as you work for me.”
Nigel gave a gusty sigh, and what he said warmed my heart. “Josephine, wild horses couldn't drag me away. I will, of course, take you up on that, seeing as how the second floor is about eight times the size of my little shoe box here.”
“Mr. Nigel Winthrop? You in there? This is the police; come out with your hands up so we can see you're unarmed, and we'll get you out of here, sir.”
“That's me, GB. I'll call you back in a little bit.”
Nigel hung up, and I sank to the floor again, staring at the framed picture of a dead pigeon on a pile of jasmine flowers Gemini had given me as a gift several years ago as a gift.


*****


Five hours later and I still hadn't heard a word from Callum. Nigel called briefly to say Gemini was in handcuffs, Nigel was being escorted to the station for questioning, and didn't think he needed a lawyer, but I'd called Allison anyway and put her on standby.
I'd gotten dressed, gathered my wits, and debated about whether or not to drive down to the police department myself. 
I didn't know which one Nigel was at, and neither he nor Callum had answered their phones when I called an hour ago.
I paced a hole in my floor trying to wrack my brain for how it could have escaped me for so long. How hadn't I recognized Gemini's voice that night, or while we talked at Eliza’s funeral. 
He took pictures of me and sat beside me, I hadn't felt threatened or more than mildly creeped out.
I had Mia's smiling face tacked to my easel, and I wondered what about Gemini had made her so uncomfortable.
There were so many things it could have been, and I tried to imagine Mia staring up into Gemini's black lined eyes as she took her last breath… I cried for her, for her parents, for Callum, and for me.
My buzzer sounded out of the blue, startling me, but I didn't have a reason to be scared anymore. Gemini was in custody.
Hoping it was Callum, I wiped the tears from my cheeks and hurried to the door, disappointed and elated at the same time to see John's face in the security monitor.
I didn't know what to say when he came through the door. Like Callum's, his face was an unreadable mask. 
We stared at one another for a handful of silent moments, and then Mia's father hugged me so tightly, it was excruciating.
I didn't care. The pain of my still-healing back was nothing in comparison to the agony of losing a child and suffering for three years not knowing what happened.
John suddenly jolted and dropped me back on my feet like a hot potato, holding me steady when I stumbled.
“Shit, honey. I'm sorry, you okay?”
I nodded, trying to focus on anything other than the throbbing pain radiating across my back.
“I'm good. Has he confessed yet?”
The tight shake of John's head made my belly drop to my toes. 
“Not yet, sweetheart. Some perps crack within a few minutes, some take a few days. Not sure yet what type this one is, but Cal sent me to get you. That okay? Think you can come down and give a statement?”
“Sure. Yes. I'll get my purse. Is Marcy alright?”
John's jaw clenched so tight his skin blanched, but he gave a jerky nod and let me go.
“She's hanging in there. Her sister came over to be with her at the house. Jo?”
My stomach churned with the expectation I was about to get some bad news, but John surprised me.
“If anyone ever gives you shit about being a psychic again, you send them to see me. I'll handle it. My boy's a lucky man.”
I think I'd just gotten John Graham's blessing to date his son.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The 81st precinct wasn't what I expected. Although, I've never been to a police station before.
John led me up to the second floor where he said Callum did most of his work, and the energy in the space was chaotic.
Phones rang off the hook, prisoners shackled to the metal bench shouted obscenities at the uniformed officers who passed by, fax machines went off… and this was a Sunday morning.
I looked around in absolute overstimulated shock, baffled that anyone could get any work done in such a volatile environment. 
I was about to ask John if this was a normal day, when a familiar roar caught my attention.
“I don't give a fuck what that piece of shit wants! She is NOT going in there. She's not getting within a mile of him, even if he was in a goddamn straight jacket! Give me five minutes alone with him, Cap. Five fucking minutes, cameras off, and that bastard will spill his guts.”
Gnawing on my lips, I shot a glance up at John's granite face for a clue but found only the muscle throbbing at his temple.
He made an attempt to reassure me, patting my hand where it was tucked into his elbow. 
Whatever he said was drowned out by the sound of Captain’s flying open and Moran boldly shoving his much bigger, much angrier, partner out the door.
“Do you honestly think I give a fuck about my badge right now? You can have it! Get off me, Dale. Get the fuck off me!”
John heaved a sigh and raked his hand through his hair, muttering a tight, frustrated, “Shit,” under his breath.
I'm not sure what I was thinking, if I was thinking at all, but I knew whatever pain and grief Callum fought wasn't a reason to throw his career away.
Girding my loins, figuring I was about to get my ass handed to me by my damn boyfriend, I let go of John's arm and weaved my way around the desks until I was a few feet away from Callum.
I took a deep breath and dug deep for that bitch he'd so easily pulled out of me before.
“Callum Ansel Graham, what is the matter with you, talking to your boss and your partner that way?"
Callum stopped fighting to throw Moran out of his way, his head whipping around toward me with astonishment written all over his face.
“I don't see a magazine around here to roll up and smack you with like your mother, but I see plenty of Tasers and I've been waiting my entire adult life to try one.
“I came all the way down here and was unprepared to see my man throwing a tantrum in his place of business! So you calm down, come over here, and tell me what the hell is going on.”
For a moment, I really thought he would charge me like a bull.
He was red in the face, his nostrils were flared, and steam was practically rolling out of his ears.
Figuring I had nothing to lose, except street cred with the gang banger cheering me on from the metal bench in rather vulgar language, I arched my brows imperiously and pointed at the empty hallway not far away.
I thought Callum would storm off, but instead he took a breath, grabbed my hand, pulled me down the hallway to an empty meeting room, and wrapped his arms around me.
He didn't say anything for the longest time, quivering with rage, rocking slightly with me while he took slow, deep breaths with his face tucked against my throat.
The more I stroked his hair and shoulders, the more he calmed, until I felt the quivering tension ease to a more manageable level.
“Whatever it is, Callum, it's going to be alright. I'm here; just tell me what's wrong, and we can work it out together.”
His breath was hot on my throat as the air left him in a tormented rush. 
“How do you do that?”
“Do what?”
“Piss me off so bad one second and make my dick hard the next?”
“Don't change the subject. Why are you about to lose your job?”
Callum lifted his head but kept me from looking up at him by pressing his lips to my forehead and holding me there for a minute.
“He wants to talk to you.”
I almost asked who 'he' was, but after a second I didn't need to. 
My mouth went dry as a sandbox, my stomach tried to climb its way up the back of my throat, and had Callum not been holding onto me, I might have stumbled or even fallen back on my ass.
Not because I was afraid of Gemini. I'd already faced my attacker—granted, I hadn't known he was responsible for the most terrifying night of my life—and seen him in his most ridiculous outfit yet. 
I was afraid because I knew why he wanted to speak to me. I knew what he wanted to tell me, and I wasn't sure I could handle it.
But Mia had continued to send me clues, she'd come to me in dreams, and if speaking to her killer was the reason why I'd been able to sketch not only Mia, but Rachel as well, I had to.
I could finally do something to help get answers other than offer vague psychic intuition and morbid paintings.
“Okay.”
“No, baby. Not okay. We'll get him to confess; it'll just take us some time. We took his prints at booking, and they match the partials at Rachel and Hannah's murder scenes. He's not going anywhere—”
“But he won't answer your questions about Mia unless I speak to him.”
Callum's throat working, choking back God knows how many expletives, was loud in my ear.
“No.”
“I can do it, Callum. I want to.”
“Jo!”
I dug my fingers into his shirt and held on tight, smiling against the softness of his T-shirt, which smelled like a combo of my shampoo and his detergent.
“I'm not afraid, Cal. I've had my justice. It's time to get Mia's.”
“Damnit, Jo,” he hissed softly, and I felt something wet and warm slide down the side of my face. A tear that wasn't mine.
After another prolonged silence, Callum sighed heavily, his shoulders easing from down around his ears.
“When’s your birthday, baby?”
“Why?” I asked and smiled a soft, gleeful smile against his shirt.
“I'm getting you a Taser.”


*****


“Alright, honey. You got any questions? I'm going to go in with you, and chances are, he's going to say he won't speak unless you two are alone.
“But even if I'm not in the room, you're not alone. We're all going to be on the other side of the glass the whole time, and you have your earbud, so you'll hear my voice at all times.”
I sat in Captain Charlie Garmon's office in the same chair I'd been in for the last hour, getting a crash course on How To Talk To a Perp 101.
My head was swimming with information of what and what not to say and how to avoid falling into a serial killer’s conversational trap.
With his father's help, Callum had gotten it together enough to at least give the illusion of being calm.
It was total bullshit. Both John and Callum were strung so tight, one good poke would unravel both of them.
Captain Garmon had struggled with the idea of allowing either Cal or his dad to watch me sit with Gemini through the glass, his understanding of their loss only going so far, while still trying to uphold his duties.
Cal didn't want me in there, and his constant pacing a few feet away while I had my 101 lesson was only serving to amplify my nerves.
“I'm ready,” I said, wishing I sounded a little more confident.
John cleared his throat and raised a finger. “You mind if I add something, Charlie?”
The captain grunted, his thick, fleshy lips quirking sardonically. 
“As the only person in the room who's ever put away a serial killer before? Nope, don't mind at all.”
John offered me his hands, and naturally, I took them. He gently tugged me on my feet, and I stared up into his grave, seeking eyes.
“When you go in there, don't ask him about Mia.”
“Wh-what? I thought—”
“I know what you thought, honey, but don't,” John told me gently. Firmly. “Don't ask about her or the other two women we know he's killed.”
I didn't understand this tactic at all, especially since I'd just spent the last hour being coached on what to ask.
“You're going to have questions of your own, and that's fine. Garmon told you what to do, and he's steered you right, but your job isn't to go in there and get this guy to confess to murders.
“Chances are, he's going to tell you regardless. Most killers want to talk, Jo. They want someone to listen to them explain why they are the way they are, why they killed the way they did.
“He said he wouldn't talk unless it was to you, because in his fucked up little head, he thinks you're going to understand and be sympathetic. That's all you gotta do. Be sympathetic.
“I figure you can handle it regardless of what you feel… I hear every woman learns at a young age how to fake it for the sake of a man’s ego.”
“Jesus, Pop.” Callum sighed.
I couldn't help the weak snicker at John's attempt at levity, and truth be told, it felt good to have some humor injected into the situation, no matter that my man's father had just made a dirty joke.
John winked at me and palmed my hair to drop a kiss on my forehead. “Last and most important warning: do not, under any circumstances, make bargains with serial killers.”
“Got it. Can I talk to Nigel before I go in? I can't imagine he's had a very good day.”
“Cap?”
The silver haired man with his sagging jowls and intense blue eyes gave a throaty cough and nodded.
“Sure, sweetheart. He's been waiting to see you too.”
I almost broke down in tears to see Nigel sitting by himself in a room with a flickering tray of lights overhead, his arms folded on the table with his face resting on his fists.
He was wearing a silk paisley robe I'd gotten him from Morocco and a pair of ratty sweatpants with an expensive pair of loafers.
He looked like a man who'd been rousted from his bed at five a.m. to be told he was sleeping with a serial killer.
I said his name softly so as not to startle him, but he still jolted and tilted his head back dramatically as he pressed a hand to his chest.
“Sheesus H Jones, GB. Scare a man to death.” He got up when I came around the table, and for a long time, we just held one another in silence.
“You okay?” I finally asked.
Nigel gave me a squeeze and a little sniffle that broke my heart, but when he straightened and looked down at me, his eyes were clear of anything but determination.
“I will be after one helluva spacation. My treat, as I won the craziest boytoy award.”
My friend was hurting and putting on an excellent front to cover the embarrassment and self-recrimination I knew he was feeling.
I'd gone through the same mortifying process not that long ago with Jared, and a spa day had indeed done wonders to wash the feeling of filth off my body.
For as long as they printed stories about Gemini in the press and Nigel had to hear the gossip on every pair of lips in the city, he would be reminded of the fact he'd gotten intimate with a psycho.
“I've been meaning to go make sure the apartment in Pairs is still in one piece. There's that spa not far from the flat… ”
Nigel's eyelash extensions fluttered like Geisha fans at my leading tone, and after all of two seconds, he declared vigorously,
“Allons-y!”
And all was well for now.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
With my lips still on fire and my knees a little weak from the kiss Callum had just finished giving me, I followed Captain Garmon into the interrogation room.
Red brick walls were covered with green metal grates and bars over the windows. 
One lone metal table sat in the center, bolted to the floor, and Gemini sat shackled to the table itself.
Wearing a ratty pair of black jeans and one of Nigel’s button downs, Gemini looked…normal. 
Freakishly normal without his emo uniform, without the striped fingerless gloves on his hands and assortment of cuffs, chains, buckles, and bracelets on his wrists.
Without the ratty black Henley’s beneath black jackets with stiff collars and too many zippers and pockets, without his hair styled like an anime doll, and his eyeliner smeared all around his face and trailing slightly down his cheeks, it was hard to be afraid of him.
I sat down and the captain started telling Gemini how this was going to work, but the first pause he took, Gemini interrupted,
“You can go, Captain Garmon. I told you I only want to speak to Josephine.”
As we rehearsed, I told the captain I was okay, and with a final warning to 'fuck up his chili' if Gemini did anything stupid, the captain shut the door, leaving me alone with a serial killer. 
I should have been more nervous, afraid, or disgusted, but I was numb.
I'd been allowed to bring my purse with me. Before kissing me, Callum had given me a Taser gun and told me how to work it just in case I felt threatened.
I didn't think it was legal to have a stun gun in an interrogation room with the intent to use it if necessary, but Captain Garmon had just smirked and given me a nod when I looked at him in question.
“Hi, Gem,” I greeted softly, reaching into my purse to come up with a few make-up wipes. 
My hand didn't even shake when I passed them to him with a quick smile and pointed at my own face to indicate my eyes.
He smiled back—a shy, boyish smile that seriously unnerved me. 
Gemini wiped his face, his shackles rattling with every stroke, revealing the yellow edges of his black eye and his still slightly puffy lower lid where I'd slammed my elbow into his face.
“I got you good, huh?”
Gemini chuckled darkly and gave a little shrug. “Not as good as I got you.”
A ripple of discomfort traveled along the path of my sutures, as though Gem had reached out and stroked his fingertips down my stitches.
“I suppose not. But we'll both heal.”
“I didn't intend to wound you so deeply, Jo, but it does make me happy to know you'll have something to remember me by.”
I heard a strangled snarl in my ear in reaction to Gemini's half-assed, weird apology and knew Callum was there. Right behind me, even if I couldn't see him.
I looked into Gemini's unremarkable face, trying to remember all of the captain's instructions, and John's be sympathetic spiel, but this felt like a normal conversation with Gemini.
Uncomfortable, weird, and off-putting. I'd had conversations with this guy several times over the years, and he always said something that was both considerate and inappropriate at the same time.
I'd read articles about serial killers before, how their friends and neighbors claimed they were so shocked that such a nice man would be capable of such terrible things.
I wasn't surprised at all.
I was pissed, and I felt stupid that I hadn't put the pieces together sooner.
“I didn't need a two-foot-long scar to remember you by, Gem. Is that why I'm here? You wanted to apologize?”
Gemini shrugged again, rolling the wadded-up makeup wipes between his palms. 
“It would be the right thing to do, wouldn't it? But mother said apologies imply regret, which suggests weakness. I'm not weak.”
I could practically feel a burst of satisfaction coming from John. He'd nailed it in one, but then, experience provided wisdom.
“I always thought you were a little different than the rest of us, Gem, but never weak. I knew Eliza for a few years, but only recently learned she had a daughter. She never mentioned she had a son, too.”
A switch immediately flipped, and Gemini slammed his hands on the table top. The bang was like a gunshot, loud enough to make me instinctively jump in my seat, echoed by his snarl,
“She didn't have a son!”
“Jo, put your hand on the table if you want out.” Captain Garmon's voice was steady in my ear, and I could hear John in the background talking Callum down in hushed, urgent whispers.
I kept my hands folded in my lap and apologized to Gemini for upsetting him. 
It took him a minute to calm himself, staring at the trash in his hands with wide, bulging eyes.
Like he was trying to strangle the wipes because he couldn't wrap his hands around Eliza's throat, which he clearly wanted to do.
But then, he took a deep breath, his shoulders easing down from around his shoulders. 
Composed and calm once more, he looked up at me with a thoughtful, speculative look.
“As far as I know, the only existing record of my birth is a hospital receipt for the birth of twins in Moscow, on June 8th, 1984.”
It was gross to watch him do it, but Gemini leaned forward and swiped his fingertip across one eyeball, then the other, removing the colored brown contacts that hid his startlingly blue eyes.
“How did you find out?”
“It's very rare to see you really smile, but I saw you do it a few years ago at that exhibit you did in Jersey. 
 One of the visitors either couldn't take the smell or had too much of the cheap wine going around. She vomited on one of your pieces.”
Gemini's gray blue eyes unfocused for a minute, and his lips quirked when the memory came up.
“I'd forgotten about that. What does that have to do with anything?”
“Nigel just happened to have been trying to get a picture of you and me. You were grinning from ear to ear, and I wouldn't call it a dimple so much as an indentation, appeared on your right cheek.
“Dimples are hereditary, you know? Eliza had the same one, but it was rare to ever see it because she was convinced smiling made wrinkles. I have good memory. It needs a kick-start sometimes, but I'm borderline eidetic.”
Gemini gave an intrigued sound, lifting his shoulder to itch his cheek on his shoulder.
“She sold me to my father when I was born.”
I couldn't imagine Eliza selling her son to anyone or why Gemini had used that specific term. 
I had to bite my tongue to keep from asking what the hell that meant. 
I’m not here to ask questions. Just listen. I had to silently repeat that over and over as I waited for him to go on.
“She didn't even bother to give me a name, just handed me over, took her money, took her precious little princess, and left me in Cyprus with my father. Who, incidentally, couldn’t come up with anything creative, so he gave me his name. How lame is Tomas?”
Gemini scoffed and curled his lip, glancing away for a time as he recounted his terrible childhood.
“He used to tell me all the time it was because Eliza had no use for a son. That she must have known what a worthless, disappointing waste of space I would turn out to be.
“My dear father realized I wasn't quite normal at a young age, that I was more interested in boys than I should be. Even the suggestion of homosexuality was an unacceptable sin in the Pirogov home, and he beat me often in an attempt to drive the devil out of me.”
Gemini threw me a sideways glance, testing my reaction, waiting for me to say something.
I have to be sympathetic. Say something, Jo, I told myself, scrambling for something that sounded…nice.
“There's never an excuse for a child to be anything but loved by their parents.”
“I knew you would understand.” Gem sighed in relief as he slumped back into his chair and nodded like he'd known all along.
Captain Garmon told me to be as honest as possible with my reactions, so I went with my gut.
“I'm sorry, Gem. I don't understand. I would never give up a baby of mine, especially to someone who would mistreat or abuse him.”
“That's because you're not a monster,” Gemini told me bluntly. “My mother was a narcissist who blamed my drunk, drug dealing, Russian shipping magnate father for impregnating her with twins that ruined her body for modeling.
“If I'd been born a girl, she would have kept me. She'd have sent me to the most elite schools, paid for me to get a nose job, lip enhancements, weekly hair appointments, and age-defying spa treatments.
“She'd have turned me into her exact replica, put me on the runway, and told the world how proud she was of my accomplishments. Instead, she took the half-million dollars my father paid her for me, and gave them—all those things I could have had on a silver platter—to her precious baby girl.
“My father had money, of course, but I wasn’t the son he’d hoped for. I was too weak, to effeminate, no better than trash. He gave me the basics I needed for survival, but nothing like what I could have had if Mother had kept me too…She's beautiful, isn't she? My sister.”
Gemini leaned toward me, seeming sincerely curious to know the answer to his question.
I tipped my head to the side and rubbed my lips together. “Honestly? I think she needs a sandwich. But I suppose for a runway model, she's pretty.”
“She's beautiful,” Gemini insisted with a low snarl. “Perfect in every fucking way. I told her so the first time we met. You know what she said?”
“Something unkind?” I ventured gently.
Gem’s lashes fell to half-mast in a really, really disturbing way. The killer peered at me then. The predator crouched and ready to pounce.
“She said mouth-breathers like me were the reason Sports Illustrated had sold so many copies that month. She had a stack of magazines with her gorgeous, perfect body on the cover, and she signed it for me. Told me to have fun while I jerked off that night.
“My sister, my twin, who didn't recognize me. Didn't see me. I even got a job working as the assistant to Eliza's assistant, and my own mother didn't recognize me.
“She sent me on errands to get her sparkling water, ordered me to carry her shopping bags, her purse… She used me like a coat tree and never once called me by name.
“I was invisible, a servant, and I was pathetic, yet I was grateful because at least I was with my mother and my sister. I didn't last long in the Gilden household though. Care to guess why?”
There were so many reasons I could think of. So many times over the years Eliza told me she'd fired people before. Incompetence. Theft. Perversion.
“Eliza didn't like your eyeliner?” I asked, praying Gemini wasn't about to tell me he was the one Eliza had caught jacking off in her room with a pair of her dirty panties pressed to his nose.
Gemini laughed outrageously, hooting and hollering until he was awkwardly wiping tears from his eyes,
“I always liked your sense of humor, Jo. And no, it wasn't my eyeliner. I'm sure it'll shock you to know, I didn't always have black hair and dress like an emo Goth boy band groupie.”
“It does shock me. Yesterday at Wave Hill was the first time I'd ever seen you wear anything other than black.”
Gemini’s brows bounced up ruefully, scowling at his shackled hands when he tried to reach up and push his hair out of his face.
“When I worked for Mother six years ago, I wore loafers, polo shirts, and slacks. I looked normal, just like every other son of a sadistic shipping tycoon with shady business practices.
“I took after mother's coloring, naturally blonde with blue eyes, but I'm short like my father. Somehow, Elise got the glamazon genes in the womb. Her brown eyes were more like our father’s than I thought.
“Sure I wasn't gay and that I was just playing possum in order to keep my job, my beautiful, perfect sister accosted me one weekend. It's involuntary, you know. Getting an erection when someone blows you.
“Your body doesn't care whose mouth it is, just that it feels good. I pushed her away, of course, but Elise wasn't used to not getting her way.
“She told Mother I'd been in her room, jacking off with a pair of Elise's dirty underwear. I tried to explain, but you've met Mother, you know the kind of woman she could be when she was angry.
“She slapped me clean across the face and assured me I wouldn't be able to get a job taking out people's garbage after she got through with me.
“I was homeless by the end of the month, unable to get a job, unable to get the picture of my sister on her knees with her perfect mouth around my cock out of my head.
“In three seconds, she cured me of something our father had been trying to beat out of me since childhood. She was the first person to ever touch me sexually, and though I was attracted to men, I couldn't get it up for guys anymore.
“I tried again and again, only to be laughed at and humiliated when the guy paying to use my body found me limp as a dishrag.
“Then, one day, I was starving… I stole a backpack from some guy in the park and everything changed. See, there was a camera inside. A really, really nice camera full of pictures of his blonde, brown-eyed girlfriend.
“I sat in the drain pipe I'd made my home for the night, the rats crawling around me in the dark, and for the first time since getting kicked out of mother's penthouse, staring at that girl's face, my dick got so hard I could have punched a hole in the concrete.”
“Jo, he wants you to react. He's trying to get in your head, but you're doing great, honey. Just try your best to stay calm.” The captain's voice in my ear was the soothing balm I needed to keep from throwing up.
Instead of trying to picture Gem sitting in the dark, jerking off to some woman's face—some woman who looked like the sister who'd attacked him—I forced myself to imagine how badly this was upsetting Callum.
Having to stand behind one thin pane of glass, listening to Gemini tell me about jerking off, I knew it was having a traumatic effect on my man.
I couldn't help but wonder if in picking his victims to kill, Gemini made the women recreate the moment he'd sexually imprinted on his twin sister.
Just as quickly as I’d thought about it, I shoved the sick curiosity out of my head. That was one image I didn’t need, and one answer I didn’t want.
And if I was thinking it, I knew Callum and his father were thinking the same thing. How could they not? 
The sympathy and sadness on my face was for them, not Gemini, but if it helped him confess, I'd let him think the tear that slid down my cheek was for him.
“You haven't asked me any questions, Jo.”


*****


For so long I'd looked at Gemini and just seen a weird, emo goth artist spouting eco-hippie shit about the garbage all around us we ignored.
How we were so focused, so self-absorbed and self-involved, we couldn't see the ugly, undesirable truth of what was right in front of our face.
I felt like an idiot now, realizing he had been busy pulling the biggest, slickest, most clever misdirection act in the whole world.
I was sitting in front of a killer who'd told me I couldn't see what was right in front of my face, laughing the whole time while I just nodded and told him how clever his art was, how real, when none of us realized he wasn't talking about his art.
He was talking about himself.
I took a deep breath and wiped the pair of tears that had escaped my eyes off my face, shaking my head as I gave a helpless shrug.
“You asked to speak to me, Gem. I'm not a cop; I don't have interrogation skills. I'm just here to listen to whatever you want to tell me.”
A cold, cruel smirk twisted his lips, and he leaned forward, tilting his head to the side coyly while he laced his fingers together on the table.
“You don't have any questions at all? You don't want to know how many women I killed? What their names are?”
The urge to say yes, to ask him to tell me everything, was right there on the tip of my tongue, but again, the captain's voice filled my ear.
“He's baiting you, honey. Do like John said, don't fall for the trap.”
My questions felt like horse pills as I swallowed them, sticking to my throat, burning on the way down, and choking me.
“Actually, I do want to know something.”
Gem straightened and gave his hair a shake, like he was preparing for a beauty shot or something, and gave a Morpheus-like motion with his hand as if to say, ‘bring it on.’
“Go ahead.”
“Why did you give me a picture of a dead pigeon for my birthday?”
If his look of surprise was anything to go by, that was the last thing in the world Gem would have thought I'd ask.
He blinked at me like an owl and said, “What?”
“I think it was my twenty-fourth birthday. You gave me a picture of a pigeon lying on some white flowers, little birdie heels to Jesus, dead as a doornail.”
“Birdie heels to Jesus… ” Gemini gave a huff, a surprised huff, and deflated a little as he stared at me in astonishment. “You're really not going to ask me? Wow.”
“I am asking you, Gem. I want to know. You said it was the first one in your new series, and though I was kind of grossed out, I was flattered to get the first copy.
“Next thing I knew, the entire art community was talking about your bird funerals. Was that really part of your artwork or just something you did for the shock factor?”
“Don't have interrogation skills, my ass. That girl's a natural.” The captain muttered, but I don't think he meant for me to hear it.
Gemini continued to blink at me, his brows pulling together in a frown which suggested he was disappointed he hadn't succeeded in shocking me, but like most ego driven artists I knew, he had to explain the entire story of one picture.
“I had to reinvent myself after Mother made sure I'd never work in her circle again. I learned a lot from her though, about how image was everything. The image you present to the world is how they will forever see you. Or won’t see you.
“I’d lost weight being homeless, I dyed my hair black and went emo-goth, took weird pictures, and everyone saw just what they wanted to see. What I wanted them to see.
“The bird reminded me of a day where I was at Mother's, and a bird flew into the window. Elise came out of the bathroom in a towel, smelling like jasmine bubble bath—it's her favorite flower, you know—coked out of her mind, screaming something about gunshots.
“When I saw the dead bird in the park, the memory just hit me, and I thought it would be funny to take a photo of it lying on a pile of jasmine and send it to Elise. She was on some shoot in Milan, and I loved to torment her by sending her gross things.
“Then Nigel invited me to your birthday party and I had to have a gift, so I improvised. Your reaction, your graciousness in accepting my little joke made it such a success I had to continue. So, yes. It was a joke, which became art. You still have it?”
“Sure. It was a gift. Just because I didn’t like it wasn’t a reason to throw it away.”
I knew I’d said the right thing when he looked away to disguise the fact that I’d poked a nerve.
“That was excellent, Jo.” I had no idea why, but I was glad Captain Garmon thought so.
“They want me to confess to everything, you know? All my sins remembered,” Gemini told me, giving me another sideways look.
“Kind of in the job description when one becomes a cop.”
I got a little smile from Gem, then he ran his tongue under his lips, biting down on his bottom one to pull it thoughtfully through his teeth. 
He looked from me, to the mirror behind me, and back before making some decision.
“I’ll make you a deal.”
“Here it comes. Terrorists and serial killers, honey. We don’t negotiate.”
The captain’s admonition almost got a smile out of me, but I bit my tongue to keep it from my face and shook my head, going for playing dumb.
“The captain told me I can’t make you any promises, Gem. I don’t have anything to bargain with or help you get out of this. They found your fingerprints on the listening devices you gave the maid to put in my house, and that bruise on your eye… it’s kind of a done deal.”
The shackles prevented Gemini from making the dismissive wave of his hands any more than a flipper like wiggle.
“I know it is, but if you answer my questions, I’ll tell you everything. Who my first victim was, what I did to her, how many came after her. That sort of thing.”
“I don’t want to know any of that, Gemini. I really don’t.” And that was the God’s honest truth. I didn’t want to hear a single thing about what he’d done to the women who took his sister’s place in his sick fantasies.
Gemini rolled his eyes and gave another impotent wiggle of his hands. “Fine, I’ll give you names of all my victims, but won’t give you the gory details if you answer my questions.”
“Tell me the questions, and I’ll decide if it’s a fair trade.”
I got a click of his tongue and another warning from Captain Garmon. I wanted to rip the ear thingy out of my ear.
I didn’t need to know what Gemini’s questions were. Chances were, I wasn’t going to answer them, or if he made me, I’d lie, but I did need to know about Mia. 
I needed to know where she was so Callum and his family could bring her home where she belonged.
“You drive a hard bargain, but I actually already asked you. We just didn’t get the opportunity to finish our conversation because you shouted for Liam Neeson and elbowed me in the face.”
Well, gee, hon. Liam and I are so sorry to have spoiled your plans, you crazy bastard!
“I paid damn good money for the blueprints of your warehouse, and nowhere on them was there any notation of a safe room. You do remember what I asked you, don't you?”
He was mocking me, and the urge to pull the Taser out of my purse and shoot twelve million volts right into Gemini's face was so strong, my fingers actually curled around the plastic handle of the stun gun in my purse.
“Gem, I will never forget, and I'll answer them all, but you have to go first because I know my answers aren't going to be nearly as interesting as what you have to say.”
An evil grin of delight spread across Gemini's face. 
Why shouldn't he be smiling?

He was a guy like any other. Pay them a compliment and they're delighted to share their exploits with you.
I pulled the pad of paper from my purse the captain had given me, a pen, and assumed the position for Gemini to dictate the list of his murder victims.


*****


“My first girl's name was Nessa Zimmerman. Well, she told me it was Sugar Sweet when I tipped her a hundred and told her I wanted to see her privately, outside the strip club. I got her name from her driver’s license once we… ah, concluded our business.”
Gemini gave me a suggestive wink as I wrote down Nessa's name, my stomach churning with bile while I tried to just write and not react.
“I took the eight hundred dollars in cash she had stuffed into a Crown Royal bag and a pretty bracelet from her purse. It was cheap, probably made of toxic metal and painted gold to look expensive, but it reminded me of something Elise would have worn.
“I'm not sure why I put the bracelet on my next girl, Danica Cross, but it felt good and added just the right something to her picture.
“I hadn’t taken pictures of Nessa, but Danica hired me to take some head shots for her, and I already had my camera set up… so one thing led to another. Besides, it’s the rules.”
“Rules?” I asked, genuinely confused.
Gem snorted in amusement and gave another wiggle of his hand, 
“I forget you’re not all about social media. The millennial rules: if you didn’t take a picture or snapchat it, it didn’t happen.”
Right. Those rules…I’m so confused right now, but really glad Nigel handles my Facebook stuff.
“It was easier the second time,” Gemini went on, “I wasn't so worried about getting caught, and taking Danica’s necklace to remember her gave me enough time to choose the right one for next time.
“Raven Lee. Who names a blonde girl, Raven Lee? One of the parents must have been a Poe fan. I took my time in setting up her photo shoot and discovered dead pigeons and homeless guys weren’t the only thing I was good at photographing.”
Gem shot me a proud, mocking wink. “I guess you could say, by the time I’d killed Raven, I’d found my signature style. The ring I took off her finger was one of those color changing things, you know what I'm talking about.”
“A mood ring,” I murmured as I wrote down Raven's name.
“Right. Elise would never have worn something so cheap, but Raven was a waitress and couldn't afford better. She had tiny fingers, too.
“Her ring didn't fit on Pamela Scott's finger, which was really frustrating. I jammed it on her pinkie, but wound up having to rearrange her from the original pose I'd put her in— which was just beautiful, by the way—so her fingers didn't look so fat.
“Hannah Henderson got Pamela's fake diamond pendant. Up until Hannah, all my girls had been low class, low income hookers and whores. Don't get me wrong, Hannah was still a whore, but she was a high-paid, clean, educated call girl.
“She was the one who changed things, and because I wasn't sure why, I kept her for a while to try and figure out what had been so different about her. The thing with her arm was an accident,” Gem fervently insisted, and had his hands not been shackled, I think he would have thrown his hands up to emphasize the exasperation in his tone.
“No one tells you bodies come apart like rotisserie chickens once they’ve been left to decay for a few days, and I still hadn’t figured things out yet, so I stuck her on ice in one of Jean-Pierre’s old storage units.”
“Anyway, I took her diamond tennis bracelet and her ring with a pink stone in it. Rent was tight that month, and I wasn't getting my money back from Hannah, so I had to sell the bracelet. Thankfully, I was able to get a job as a photographer's apprentice and the money was great.
“You would not believe how shocked I was when mother swanned into my new employer's studio demanding an appointment for head shots. I'd remade myself so well, she barely looked at me twice.
“I was just the help, after all, so why would she give me anything more than a dismissive glance? Jean-Pierre taught me the elegance of black and white photos that day.
“He tied a white silk ribbon around Mother's throat, and once the photo shoot was over, I took the ribbon, knowing I was going to save it for just the right girl. A nice girl. One who wasn't willing to sell her body for money.
“It took me a few months to find one, and when I did… it was like the sky had opened up and angels hummed. I thought my sister was beautiful, but not one single thing about Elise could hold a candle to this girl. You know who she is, don't you, Jo?”
An uncontrollable spurt of rage licked up the back of my thighs, and I lifted my eyes from the paper to see Gemini smirking at me knowingly.
“I do know who she is.”
Gemini made a sound of pure pleasure. A sound someone makes when they’ve taken their first sip of a delicious cup of coffee or tasted a divine dessert: appreciation and delight.
“It took me a few weeks. The thrill of the hunt was exhilarating. I saw Mia for the first time purely by chance. She was so special. Everywhere she went, she lit up the room in ways Elise couldn't have done, even if she'd paid everyone there to look at her like the sun rose out of her ass.
“All this time, I'd been killing women who reminded me of my sister. My perfect, beautiful, soulless sister, who sold her body to the highest bidder, knowing full well thousands of men would jack off to her pictures night and day.
"My sister who fucked her way through every model, every photographer, every assistant who worked with her or for her just to feel alive.
“Mia was a good girl. On her worst day, she was still more beautiful, inside and out, then Elise had ever been in her whole life, and what I did was wrong.
“I'm a monster, Jo. A murderer, and choosing Mia was wrong, but it was too late. There was no way to make up for it.
“Still, I found myself tying Hannah’s ring to the ribbon on Mia’s toe shoe and putting a nice card in the box so her mother would know I was sorry—even though I really wasn’t. But it was a nice gesture.”
That Gemini could feign empathy so well, that he’d been able to pull off just the right amount of humanity to maintain his facade the entire time I’d known him, made him the most terrifying person I’d ever met.
He knew right from wrong. He knew what regret and guilt were supposed to look like. He just didn’t care.
“Trying to capture Mia’s beauty in one shot was almost impossible. I went through a dark time when I realized the reason I couldn't get the shot right was because Mia's light came from her smile, and dead girls don't smile.
“It's why I had to keep her until I got it just right, and by then I became so attached to her I couldn't let her go. I had to keep her in my studio where I could visit her whenever I needed to.”
“A year went by, then two, and with Mia safely tucked away in my studio, I thought that somehow, killing Mia…cured me. I mean, I was going to kill Elise—and Mother—at some point, but I was still making money off Elise’s misery, which was too satisfying to give up.
“I just didn’t have the urge to kill like before, my art was ironically starting to take off, but it felt like the joy of it all was just gone. You know?”
I nodded, and it seemed to be an acceptable response, but the fact was… no, I most certainly did not know.
I guess maybe I fake it a little better than I thought…A disturbing thought, but Gemini didn’t give me much time to ponder it.
“Then, out of the blue, Mother came to me with the film Jean-Pierre had stored at her penthouse before he'd kicked the bucket and asked me to print off every picture with Mia on it.
“It would have been the perfect opportunity to finally pay Mother back for selling me to my bastard of a father, but with the film I thought had been destroyed in my hands, with Mia in my hands again, killing Mother became insignificant.
“She thought the beauty of the photos were all because of Jean-Pierre’s genius, but those were mine. I took all of them.”
Gemini’s shackles rattled as he thumped his fists on the table in fury, his speech picking up speed as he elaborated how it was his genius, and not a cancer-ridden old man’s that had captured Mia’s beauty.
“Jean-Pierre was starting to go downhill as his cancer progressed. His hands were shaking from the nerve damage, though he'd never admit it to anyone.
“He had to use a tripod to get clear shots, so he had me take some in the background on the premise that I was 'learning my trade,' like I'd never taken a photo in my life.”
I couldn't stop Gemini from talking, not when he was walking so complacently toward the hangman's noose without any prompting.
His voice was filled with derision and scorn, but he just kept going. Finally, able to explain everything to someone he thought would understand him, artist to artist.
After all these years of having to keep it to himself without anyone to appreciate what he considered his true art, he couldn’t keep quiet.
“After the shoot that day at Julliard, Jean-Pierre collected all the film and put it in one case, saying we'd go through it together later. The photos he told me weren't worthy of being shared with the producers at the ABC. My pictures of Mia, he destroyed. Right there in front of me, and I truly thought they were gone forever.
“I'd have wrung that bastard's neck, but Mother was right outside, waiting for us to finish developing the film, and I just wasn’t prepared to kill two people that day.
“I tried to get in touch with some of the girls who'd taken my number and enticed them with free action shots. I tried to get Mia to join us on the photo shoot we did across the city. Dancers on the Street. She didn't come, her friends made excuses for her… something about her going home and see her mom.
“Her loss,” Gemini told me with a disdainful sniff, haughtily tossing his head to flip his stringy hair out of his face. “It turned out to be a great day. Jean-Pierre looked at those shots, told me I was ready to learn his secrets, and sent a bunch of my shots off to the ABC people.
“It was an opportunity too good to pass up. I couldn't kill him then, you know? I needed him. But I needed Mia, too. So I waited.
“I didn't get the urge to kill again until the tabloid exposé on your death paintings came out. Even printed on recycled gray paper, with ink smeared from people's dirty fingers, everything I'd tried so hard to capture was right there on the front page of the Enquirer.
“She was so beautiful, but the work wasn’t mine! I was so angry that without ever having seen her, without having been there to see what I'd done, somehow you'd captured every ounce of Mia's beauty in your painting.
“I called Nigel to try and set up an appointment to see you, to see Mia’s painting, and he said you weren’t taking any calls or appointments.
“It took every ounce of control I had not to hunt him down and skin him alive, but a week later, like a sign from God, in came Mother with the film, and I forgot all about Nigel.”
Gemini shook his head and looked up, as though seeing that heavenly moment where he’d been handed his film. 
He missed my struggle to conceal the hatred I felt toward him. He had no idea I was the one struggling for control.
I had the Taser out of my purse and on my lap, pointed at his groin beneath the cover of the table. No one could see. 
No one would know until Gemini started screaming and writhing in pain.
My hands shook with how tightly I gripped the hard plastic, but I forced myself to remember why I was doing this.
For Mia. For her family. For justice.
“It was like seeing Mia for the first time all over again, but then Mother came in with her cronies, bragging to them about how excited she was to be able to give back to a grieving family—like she actually cared and wasn’t just showing off—and like an idiot, I accidentally handed her the envelope with my beautiful photos, instead of the flat, lackluster prints I’d meant to give her, and just like that Mia’s happy face was gone again.
“I tried to get into your show to see Mia's painting in person, but I hadn't been invited, so I was turned away like a beggar at the door. I saw Nigel through the window and tried to wave at him, but the glare from those beautifully aimed lights made it impossible for him to see me. I saw you, though.”
Gemini smiled a slow, sinister grin when the blood drained from my face.
Rachel Lourdes hadn't been blonde. She'd been a pale skinned woman with black hair and blue eyes. 
Gemini had killed a woman the night of my show and seen my face as he murdered her.
“I'd seen you so many times before and felt absolutely nothing. No spark, no sizzle. I mean, you're a beautiful woman, but I've always been partial to blondes, you know?
“That night of your show, looking through the window like Oliver fuckin’ Twist, watching you stand up there speaking to a crowd I should have been in, a crowd that saw my art through your eyes…”
He pulled his bottom lip through his teeth with a sensual groan, and I nearly threw up.
“I couldn't find a nice woman on such short notice, but Goth groupies are a dime a dozen, and I knew just where to look. But I didn't get the relief I needed.
“The cheap motel room I'd rented wasn't right. You'd never put so much as a toe across the door of that roach-infested dumpster, and the lighting was absolute shit.
“I was going to take Rachel to my special place at the studio, dress her properly, and try to do you some justice, but I was interrupted by some fat bastard in need of a late-night snack from the vending machine. I had to leave Rachel, practically in the garbage, to avoid being seen.
“That's when I got a little desperate, Jo. That's when things started to go to shit. I couldn’t get the image of your painting out of my head. I had to see it.
“I lost clients, standing on the corner across the street, waiting for that asshole I paid to put a stupid smiley face sticker on the newspaper stand. Then when I finally got inside your place, when I was this close to seeing her again, you nearly broke my nose.
“Thank God I stuck around and watched while the cops were going in and out of your place, otherwise I never would have seen the cleaning service come or had a chance to pay that greedy bitch unloading supplies from her car to plant those bugs.
“The range on the transmitter was absolute shit. I couldn't hear a goddamn thing unless I got within ten feet of the warehouse, and with that cop staying at your place all the time, I couldn't risk being seen.
“When I saw you again at Mother's service, I felt the same way I had the first time I saw Mia. You were wearing white, sitting next to a jasmine trellis, and I knew it was a sign.
“I had a knife. I was going to make you leave with me, but then that cop showed up and told me his name, and I realized who he was.
“I got flustered when he noticed the black eye you'd given me. I thought for sure he'd see right through my disguise and know in his gut I'd been the one to kill his sister.
“Thankfully, he was just as blind as everyone else when we talked about my work with the homeless. I had to get out of there, though.
“Had to come up with a plan B to get to you, so I was going to force Nigel to give me the code to your apartment. But as you can imagine, I was so turned on by my narrow escape that I needed to do something about it, and Nigel was only too happy to oblige me.
“I got lazy. Basking in my certainty. I decided to sleep in and get to cutting Nigel's fingers off in the morning.
“I didn't suspect a thing when you called him and color me fucking surprised when the cops came flying through the door only a few minutes later.
“And now we're here, and you know everything. Everything without the gory details. Now it's your turn, Jo. How did you do that? How did you see Mia that way and paint such a beautiful picture?"
*****


I heard Captain Garmon in my ear telling me I'd done a good job. That they had everything they needed to find Mia and see that Gemini never again took a free breath of air.
Mia would get her justice.
The other women Gemini had killed would get their justice.
As readily as he had confessed to killing all of them, I knew if he'd been responsible for the destruction at Eliza's penthouse or her death, he'd have said something.
I believed that he'd followed our deal to the letter and told me everything but the gory details, and now I could stop pretending to be sympathetic.
I could let Gemini see exactly how I felt, and again, the urge to take the Taser out of my purse was so strong, my fingers ached with the need to cause him pain.
Gemini leaned forward, desperation flavoring his rapid-fire questions now that he'd spilled his guts and fulfilled his end of our bargain.
He wanted to see his sick version of beauty forever frozen in one final moment, so he could stare at for the rest of his life.
He was so desperate in fact, that when I didn't immediately answer him, he banged his fists on the table and shouted at me to tell him how I'd seen Mia.
“How did you know to paint Mia like that, Jo? How could you have captured her so perfectly in death, in a way none of my photos could without ever having been there?”
I could have told him about my ability, about seeing Mia on the street a few days before she'd gone missing, and picking up the mate to the shoe Gemini had sent as an apology to her family.
Instead, I picked up the pad of paper, the pen, gathered my purse, and stood up. I felt like I'd just stepped off a treadmill. 
I stood still, but my body was still moving through time and space; it hadn’t yet acclimated to being stationary.
It was disorienting, but I could walk. A buzzer sounded when my hand curled around the door knob. 
Gemini screamed at me to come back, drowning out any other noise.
“We had a deal! We had a deal, Jo! You bitch! Don't walk away from me, we had a deal! Tell me how you did it! HOW DID YOU PAINT MIA LIKE THAT?”
I could hear his muffled screaming as the door shut behind me, and when I needed to see Callum more than anything in the world, I only saw Captain Garmon.
Stiffly, I handed him the yellow pad of paper with the list of names on it, pulled the thing out of my ear, and asked him where everyone had gone.
“The officers we sent to Mr. Pirogov 's studio called in to say they'd found Mia. There was no talking John or Callum out of going.
“They both left just a few minutes ago. You're an amazing woman, Miss Beauchene. What you did for these women, for John's girl, that took balls.”
It felt as though the floor opened up beneath me. Even as I fell down into a yawning pit of darkness and pain, I understood why Callum wasn’t here to catch me.
He’d waited three years to find his sister. I could wait.
“I'm going to go throw up in the bathroom. Can someone take me home when I'm done?”
“I'll take you myself.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Shaken to the very center of my being, sickened, upset, and frightened, the whole ride home I couldn't say anything in response to Captain Garmon's continued praise and attempt to soothe me.
It wasn't his voice I needed to hear, and by midnight, I still hadn't heard from Callum.
I called on Monday and left him a voicemail.
I did the same on Tuesday, and again every day for the next five days.
Captain Garmon was gracious enough to take my call on Friday after Nigel took me to the hospital to have my sutures removed and let me know Mia's remains had indeed been found in the studio Gemini had inherited from Jean-Pierre.
It had once been a butcher shop and had a walk-in freezer which Gemini cleverly concealed behind a false wall, not unlike the one to my crypt.
Mia had been there, frozen in an enormous block of ice so clear, Garmon told me the officers said it was like looking at someone behind glass.
Her body had been perfectly preserved for three years and was still in the process of thawing on a slab at the morgue.
One of those officers who’d been on scene when Mia was discovered must have leaked the story of Gemini and Dame Death to the papers—who strangely enough hadn't come up with a moniker for a serial killer who'd killed seven women yet—and once more my life was split open across every newspaper and radio station.
Reporters were camped out on the street by my house, which made me thankful I could cook and had a water filtration system to ensure I had something to drink.
I didn't leave the house for an entire week, and Nigel couldn't come over without being mobbed to death, so after one fiasco I told him to stay home.
Callum still hadn’t called.
On Sunday night, I bought the tickets to Paris at the last minute, hoping to have heard something… anything… from Callum or his family. But received only silence.
The message was clear, and I had my answer as to whether or not Callum's presence in my life was because of me or because I could help him find his sister.
I couldn't even blame him, his family was grieving and deserved some privacy, but the painful truth and the feeling of being abandoned was enough to leave him one more voicemail before the car came to pick me up and take Nigel and me to the airport.
With my cell and home phone constantly ringing off the hook with reporters, I called Allison and told her where I was going and that I was leaving my phone at home.
I wasn't expecting calls from anyone important, but if there was an emergency and the police needed me to give more statements—or if anyone else needed me—they would contact me through her.
Nobody called.
I was glad to have paid for first class seats because even people at the airport traveling in from around the world recognized me and wanted to take my picture for their blog or social media.
The staff at the airport were kind enough to let Nigel and I have a private area in the high rollers lounge, and we even got a fancy escort to the plane just before takeoff.
I didn't get to enjoy the luxury and perks though. I drank myself into a coma and slept the whole way to London, where we changed planes and finally landed in France.
Nigel and I barely spoke more than a few words at a time the whole trip, each of us grieving in our own way for the experience we'd just been through, and it was good.
We walked the streets of Paris together hand in hand, shell-shocked and trying to find our footing again.
I think between the two of us we drank six bottles of wine a piece each day to try and keep ourselves in a state of comfortably numb and drunk.
When we weren't drinking amazing wine or eating delicious pastries and foods made by Michelin star chefs, Nigel soothed some of his pain by doing extensive shopping, coming back to the apartment with so much stuff he had to start shipping it home to a friend who'd keep it for him until we got back.
I soothed my heartbreak by visiting the Louvre.
I walked the halls like a ghost, sitting in quiet contemplation in front of a self-portrait Picasso had done of himself, wondering if the abstract jumble was inspired by heartbreak.
The blocky, squiggly, disjointed image looked the way I felt inside. Picasso only made the deep depression I was in worse, so I got up and found the Rembrandts, actually managed a smile for Monet, found awe when I stood before the Mona Lisa, and agonized when I came across an entire exhibit dedicated to Degas and his ballerinas.
Every painting I saw only made me think of Mia, which in turn, made me think of Callum. Every fiber of my being misses him.
Eight weeks, and I'd fallen absolutely in love with him.
I walked so much and was in such low spirits within two weeks, the clothes I'd brought with me started to sag. 
Nigel was only too happy to bring me back all the black clothes he thought I'd like, but not even new duds from Paris helped bolster me.
In the grand, epic hall of Notre Dame, I prayed for the first time since Elliot died. 
I lit a candle for Mia and for the six other women Gemini had killed, and prayed they would all finally be at peace.
The next day, I watched Notre Dame burn from the balcony of the apartment.
I knew I wasn't responsible for the blaze. The news said the fire was the result of an accident related to the renovations happening in the building. 
I watched the flames consume the steeple as the entire city of Paris cried for the loss of their most beloved monument, coming out in droves to watch the smoke and flames choke the beautiful blue sky.
Had God been so offended by my presence in one of his holy houses, he struck it from the face of the earth?
I kept my suspicions to myself, of course, because they were ridiculous and most likely fueled by wine and depression, but with the smoke and ash polluting the air and making it hard to breathe, Nigel and I decided to leave Paris.
I weakly suggested we could go to the villa in Cyprus, but the bit of relief Nigel had gotten from his shopping sprees was gone, and he wasn't in the mood to visit the land of Greek gods and not be at his peak.
I wasn't in the mood to walk down the street and be catcalled or propositioned by those gods, so we went home, hoping the media storm had died down so we could go back to our lives in relative peace.
*****
The flight home had been every bit as miserable as the one before, only this time it was because Nigel, myself, and everyone trying to get out of Paris smelled like ash.
There was no escaping the smell of charred, eight-hundred-year-old wood. 
After finding out I'd regressed on the grief scale from depression to anger, due to reporters jumping out of their vans when I arrived at home, I took a shower.
I scrubbed and washed so hard to get the smell of burning church out of my pores; my entire body felt sunburned.
Nigel texted to say he'd made it to his apartment safely, and I went to my office to check on my poor answering machine. 
I'd only been gone three weeks, and over two hundred messages waited for me on the landline. No way I was sifting through all the messages for anything from the police.
If it were important, Captain Garmon would have called Allison.
Exactly where I'd left it, my old cell sat on the middle of my desk, plugged in, and looking very lonely.
I checked it too. What I saw shocked me enough to have to sit down. I had almost as many missed calls from Callum as I had messages on the landline.
With shaking fingers, I scrolled through the seemingly endless list of calls to see that three, sometimes five, times a day every day that I'd been gone, he'd called.
His parents had both called a few times a week and left messages, but I was honestly more interested in the scant handful of messages Callum had left, saddened and angry to see he'd called me the day I left for Paris and finally left a message.
“Figures,” I muttered darkly.
Furious, I played that first message and put it on speaker, so I wouldn't crush the phone in my shaking hands.
I started crying after only two words.
Hey, Jo. I missed your call. Fuck, baby. I missed all your calls. I think I missed this entire week altogether. 
I haven't been home, wouldn't have changed my clothes if Mom hadn't said something to me, but it's no excuse. 
After everything you did, I just fucking left you at the station. God, what you must be thinking. I'm so sorry, Jo. I'm leaving now and heading your way. 
I'll be there soon. I need to see you. Didn't realize how much until I heard your voice on the answering machine.
Callum had called ten minutes after my flight to Paris had taken off. He sounded… wrecked. Exhausted and absolutely wrecked, and I'd just left.
His next message played automatically, and I winced at the fury boiling through the airwaves, blistering my ears as I climbed onboard an emotional roller coaster of my own anger, guilt, understanding, sadness, and grief.
I'm at your place, Jo. Had to wade through the riot of reporters camped out on your goddamn doorstep to get inside, only to find you're not fucking here.
You know what is here? Your fucking phone. So I called Nigel, but he's fucking not answering his goddamn phone either!
I get it… I screwed up, Jo. I screwed up so bad, and I know you were here by yourself this whole week thinking I'd just fucked off once we found Mia. 
That I got what I needed from you and that was it…I didn't need you anymore or some bullshit like that.
I heard it in your voice after I listened to that lame ass voicemail you left me, telling me you hoped I was okay, that my parents were okay, and you weren't going to keep bothering me because you were going to Paris.
You're in fucking Paris right now for all I know, and I have no idea where in fucking Paris, otherwise I'd be on a plane to drag your ass back here!
Damnit! Damnit, Jo! I'm not okay. I wasn't okay when I got here and all the lights were off and I realized your shit was gone—that you were gone—and I'm not fucking okay right now because I don’t know where the fuck you are except out of my reach. I'm not okay, Jo. I'm not fucking okay. Why the hell did you leave your phone here?
My head fell forward into my hands as I cried, listening to the anger bleed out of his voice on a ragged sigh.
I pictured him standing here alone in the dark apartment, his head hung with grief, pinching the bridge of his nose while he told me he wasn't okay.
I’d been somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean, boo-hooing about the fact that he'd abandoned me after everything I went through, when I knew what he was feeling.
I ran away to lick my own wounds, never considering he was just so caught up in the aftermath that time had no meaning. He wasn't ignoring me… he just— 
Mia would have been so pissed at me. She'd have slapped me upside the head and asked me what the hell I was thinking, leaving you at the station in an interrogation room with her killer.
In the background, I heard the sound of shattering glass and wondered if he’d thrown something.
You didn't even say when you were coming home. If you were coming home. I need you, Josephine. 
I need you right now, and I want you with me at Mia's service tomorrow, but you're gone because I’m a fucking dumbass.
Mia's service and Callum had wanted me, needed me to be there. I didn't even get the chance to truly appreciate how shattered my heart was because the next message was already playing, and now he sounded drunk.
I get why you left your phone now. Fucking reporters won't stop calling me. 
I think I've called you about a thousand times a day, just to hear your voice when it goes to voicemail. Fuck me, Jo. I miss you. I miss you, baby.
Unable to take one more second of this torture, I swiped at my eyes so I could see the damn phone and pressed my thumb to the screen. It rang while I tried to calm down enough to speak.
I shook so bad, I had to put it on speaker, knowing I wouldn't be able to hold it to my ear. 
I didn't know what to say, or how he was going to react, and somehow, closing my eyes while I cradled my head in my hands made me feel like I could take whatever anger he needed to vent.
I sniffled, listening to it ring, and ring, frowning because it sounded like…like he was right there.
I looked up and Callum was standing in the doorway of my office with his ringing phone in his hand and a bemused little smile on his face.
A strangled sound of surprise, joy, and abject misery left me as I leapt up, banging my hip on the desk in my rush to fly at him. 
He grunted when I slammed into him, but he caught me and held on so tight I couldn't draw in a full breath. My litany of apologies got lost in my choking sobs.
He picked me up and carried me to the couch, sitting down with me across his lap.
Then gave me the thing I'd so desperately needed from him: he held me tight and whispered hoarsely in my ear,
“It’s alright, Jo. Everything’s going to be alright now.”
I wept until I was completely drained, not one drop of moisture left in me, and I was finally able to coherently say,
“How did you know I was home?”
He kissed the shell of my ear and nuzzled close, dragging in the smell of my wet hair so deep I rose up a few inches on his chest.
“Nigel called when he got my handful of supremely pissed off messages.”
My soul flinched, but I was so exhausted it didn’t physically. 
“I'm so sorry, Callum. I'm sorry I wasn't here. I'm so sorry I wasn't with you at Mia's service.”
His arms tightened around me as though he wouldn't ever let go, keeping me spread across his chest with my face tucked against his throat, his pulse pounding against my lips.
“We postponed it. My parents were in agreement that we couldn't do it without you.”
Astonishment jolted through me like I'd grabbed a fork and stuck it in a light socket.
“Wh-what?”
“We wouldn't have found her without you, Jo, and Mia would have wanted you with us. The family got together and we did a thing, but it wasn't right to spread her ashes with you halfway across the damn world.”
Anger crept into his tone and I apologized again, not sure I could feel any worse. 
For an entire month, they waited on me to haul my ass home so they could spread Mia’s ashes. I'd have to call Marcy and beg for her forgiveness.
“I get why you left, Jo. I even get how you thought I bailed on you. What I don't get and what you should be sorry for is telling me you love me on a voicemail and then fucking off to Paris without your phone.”
My heart literally skipped a beat. Surely, I hadn't said that. 
No. Of course I hadn't. I wouldn't because the last voicemail had basically been a goodbye to our entire relation-whatever.
I reared back and wiped my eyes, and I would have fallen off his lap had Callum not grabbed my butt to stop me.
“I did not say that!”
“You did so fucking say that!” he snapped back, all traces of the comforting, tender, understanding guy gone.
“I did. NOT!”
Callum made a sound of unadulterated fury, shifting me to the side so he could whip out his phone.
“You said it, Jo. One minute and fifteen seconds into that bullshit message—”
“It wasn't bullshit! I was trying to tell you I understood how overwhelming it must have been to finally have Mia home, and you obviously needed space. I was saying goodbye and telling you I loved you would have defeated the purpose of that voicemail!”
His nostrils flared when he held his phone up between us, eyes glittering dangerously as my soft, subdued voice came from the speakers.
“My car is here, so that’s it. That's all I wanted to say. Bye, Cal. Love you.”
Callum lifted his brows challengingly and rudely asked me, 
“You need me to play that again? Fuck knows I did, about fifty times a day.”
I spluttered with mortification, not because it wasn't true, but because… just because!
“Okay, I said it. But that was clearly a slip of the tongue! An accident, I—”
“So you're saying you don't love me?”
“What? No, that's not what I'm saying; I'm saying I didn't mean to say it like that. That was a distracted ‘bye, love you!’
“The kind of thing you slip up and say when you're emotional, not thinking, and in a rush! I said it to my lawyer when I told her where I was going, in case your captain needed me to give a statement or something, and gave her the number of the phone I bought at the airport for emergencies.”
Rage practically rolled off of him like a thundercloud. I could feel the vibration of it, the crackle of static electricity which suggested lightning was about to follow in a violent explosion.
“You bought a phone. At the airport.”
Oops. In my haste to assure Callum I hadn't meant to so flippantly tell him I love him, I opened my big mouth and stuck my foot right on in there.
“Cal—”
“You bought a phone at the airport. A phone you took with you to Paris. A phone you could have used at any time to call me and put me out of my fucking misery, wondering where the hell you were and why you left me the equivalent of a bullshit Dear John letter via voicemail?!”
Boom. Direct hit.
Bitch switch? On.
His voice had rose in volume with every word until he shouted in my face, and I was powerless not to respond in kind.
“At least I bothered to leave you a message at all, unlike someone I know! I called you every damn day for a week after I walked out of that interrogation room and you weren't there!
“I knew how important it was for you and your dad to find Mia! That's why the fuck I went in there and talked to a crazy guy—who apparently wanted to fuck his sister so bad he turned into a serial killer!”
Callum opened his mouth to answer, but I didn’t give him the opportunity to speak. I was on a roll. A mad, bitchy roll.
“It wasn't for my health, Callum! I didn't need to know any of that! I didn't need to know I was next on his list of dead girls after he tortured my best friend for the alarm codes to my apartment!
“I went in there because I love you, you asshole, and I wanted to do something other than draw pictures and smell flowers to help you find Mia. Because of all people, I understand exactly what it feels like to lose your younger sibling and not know why.
“I could do that for you. I could do that for your mom and your dad. But then I walk out to find out it'd just been me and good ole Cap'n Garmon for ages, because you and your dad both fucked off and left me there to deal with my new found mental health problem by myself, and I couldn't even be mad because that's why I went in there in the first place!
“I didn't call you fifty billion times a day to whine at you for not paying attention to me because you and your family were suffering, and I didn't want to intrude where I clearly wasn't needed!
“I called, I texted, I left messages, and got fuck all from you in return during a seriously emotional time for both of us! And I got it. I totally, one hundred percent, no explanations needed, understood that you needed space.”
Okay, so it was probably more like eighty percent, because I wanted some damn comforting too, I thought furiously, but that’s not important right now. Damnit! He’s giving me that sweet look. Angry! Mad on, Jo, mad. On!
“I most definitely needed space away from the reporters, who once again fucked up my entire life, so I went to Paris and I was fucking miserable.
“Miserable, you dick, because I was there and you were here, and I missed you so bad I couldn't do anything but cry in one of the most beautiful cities in the world!
“I lit a candle for Mia and the other girls that whack job murdered in Notre Dame, and do you know what happened?"
“Jo—” Callum tried to stop me from getting off his lap, but I was so mad—so hurt and mad—he'd have had to tie me to the couch to make me stay in his lap one second longer.
I twisted away, flinging my sweater coat away from me, where it got tangled around my waist, in an absolute fit of rage, drilling my finger at Callum like it was a weapon.
“I'll tell you what happened, asshole! The next day, it was burning! I lit a candle in the church knowing full well I'm cursed and had no business being in a church, and not twelve hours later, the whole place was on fire!
“I was supposed to be there with Nigel, recuperating from our near-death experience because his lover turned out to be a certifiable lunatic, and mine couldn't be bothered to answer his goddamn phone when I needed him or leave me any kind of message at all to tell me what the
fuck was happening!
“Instead, I drank so much wine, I think I'm still hungover, ate really good food I can't remember to save my life, and moped around the Louvre—which is like a building full of visual orgasms for someone like me—like some sad sack ghost!”
I had to stop my ranting because I needed air. I was lightheaded, dizzy, and clearly Callum wasn't getting the message that I was pissed because he was staring at me softly, like I was the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen in his life.
“Baby, you really think you set Notre Dame on fire?” His voice had gone low, a tenor toned arrow aimed right at my belly, which did stupid, funny things to my insides.
“No!” I shouted incredulously. What, did he suddenly have dicks for ears? Hadn't he been listening? God knows I’ve been shouting loud enough to get a rise out of him!
“Of course not, I'm just saying I lit a few candles, and Boom! the next day the church was on fire!” My hands accompanied the sound effect I made, 
“Kinda of a huge coincidence if you ask me. Clearly, I'm still cursed, and if there is a god upstairs, He still hates me.”
“Fuck Him,” Callum told me bluntly, reaching up to grab my arms and yank me right back down on top of him. 
“And fuck this idea of yours that you're not needed. I need you, Jo.”
“Don't you dare use that tone of voice with me! We are not fucking!”
His slow grin made the gold rise up in his whiskey brown eyes, and he risked a fat lip by brushing his mouth softly across mine.
“Yes, we are, but that's not why I need you.”
“Your dick says otherwise,” I snapped, struggling to maintain the bitch clad armor around my heart.
Struggling not to give in to that tender, gentle look, which judging from past experience, could melt me like butter and leave me like putty in his big, sexy hands.
“I need you, Jo, because I love you.”
“Callum Ansel Graham, don't you dare—”
“I wasn't sure up until the moment you walked into the station and yelled at me in front of my boss, my partner, my father, and every thug in the building. Instead of being pissed off or embarrassed, I had never been so happy to see anyone in my life.
“I knew for sure, down to my guts, when you—my messed up, psychic, stubborn, sexy-as-fuck goth princess—said to me,
“'I'm here. Tell me what's wrong and we can work it out together.' I loved you right then, and you loved me, otherwise you would have never stepped foot in that interrogation room and so patiently listened to a serial killer do his evil villain monologue, just so you could help me find my sister a little bit faster.”
“Messed up?” I hissed furiously, whacking at his shoulder when he laughed and leaned in to try and kiss me.
“And argumentative. Did I mention stubborn?”
“Callum!” I half shrieked, arms flailing when he slid off the couch and took me to the floor, pinning me there beneath him without any effort at all.
“I know, I know. No fucking. That's fine with me, I'd rather make love to you anyway. Work this out with me, Jo. I know what's wrong, but we can work it out, baby. We can do it together.”
He was so sincere, his voice so tender and loving, as he stared down at me and stroked his knuckles over the slope of my cheek.
Helplessly, I melted. Anger gone, like the last bit of steam let out of a shrieking tea kettle, when he leaned down and touched a kiss to my sternly scowling lips.
“I hate it when you do that,” I mumbled against his soft, talented mouth.
He acted all innocent, like he hadn't just obliterated the last bits of hurt and anger like a wrecking ball to a pile of sand, seducing me into kissing him back with tiny licks and nibbles to my lips.
“Do what? This?”
His tongue stroked across the seam of my mouth, but before I could open for him he was tracking tiny kisses across my cheek to nuzzle at my ear, taking the lobe between his teeth while he blew a soft, hot stream of air across the shell.
My eyelashes fluttered at the explosion of immediate pleasure that shot like a firework across my entire neck and shoulder.
“Or this?” The scrape of his teeth across that special spot on my neck pulled an involuntary moan out of me. 
My nipples tightened beneath my stretchy tank, a telltale pulse of wet heat blossoming between my thighs as my sex rippled and flexed around nothing, making me painfully aware just how many days it had been since the last time Callum and I had been together.
“What about this? Do you hate it when I do this?”
My fingers tangled in his shaggy hair, a sigh of both delight and relief whooshing out of my lungs. 
He'd tugged the neck of my tank down to bare one of my breasts, licking the furled point of my nipple into his mouth to give a strong pull.
My back arched off the floor, pushing my breasts against his chest, and I tugged on his hair to keep him from pulling away.
“Mm, I don't think you hate that, Jo.”
“I don't hate it, but if I'm about to find out what being made love to feels like, can I vote for a different venue? I have this extremely nice mattress that will feel so much better than the floor.”
Callum chuckled with his lips still wrapped around me. 
“Yeah, baby. You can vote for the bed. I second the motion.”
“My ass thanks you sincerely.”
My lover paused in his dedicated exploration of my breasts and raised his head, glaring down at me through narrow eyes with renewed irritation.
“That reminds me. Do you recall a conversation we had about you losing so much as an ounce of that ass?”
“I do. But are you really going to give me shit about it, seeing as how the weight I lost was due to walking all over Paris bawling like an idiot? I'm happy to revisit the topic if you'd like, detective, but I was really looking forward to having make up sex with my man.”
It only took Callum one or two seconds to decide avoidance of any further discussion regarding my trip or subsequent weight loss was in his best interest.
“Wise choice.”
He got to his feet and pulled me with him, making me squeal and laugh when he grabbed me by the thighs and yanked me up to wrap my legs around his hips.
“I've been known to fuck up a time or two, baby, but I do my best to never fuck up the same way twice.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Callum
Hiss, scratch, scratch, hissssss.
The whispers of rhythmic sound woke me almost immediately.
I reached over for Jo, needing to feel her warm, silky soft skin under my hand.
I only grabbed hold of cool sheets, and my eyes flew open to find the bed beside me empty. 
My heart throttled up into my throat to think the last few hours had been a dream, grief welling up so quickly I couldn't breathe.
“Don't move, Cal.”
Her voice was black velvet, husky, but there was no way in hell I could obey. I pushed up on my elbow to find her sitting across the room in the big arm chair, Indian style, wearing only my shirt with a sketchpad balanced on her knees. 
It was on the tip of my tongue to yell at her to never get out of bed again without telling me first.
After a month of being without her, without listening to her laugh or seeing her smile, or yell at me, or roll her eyes, or moan my name as she fell apart in pleasure, I wanted to handcuff her to my wrist and never let her out of my sight again.
It was ridiculous, I know. She hadn't done anything wrong—other than leave me without giving me a chance to call her or let me know where she was, if she was safe—and I was reacting like a dick.
She was so beautiful, the setting sun shining on her cheek illuminated the soft smile on her face. 
She'd done that thing women do, whipping her long hair up onto the top of her head in a messy bun that looked sexier than any coiffed hairdo she could have ever paid for.
The inky black strands were tangled from my hands gripping them tight while we made love in her bed.
I'd done that, and put that smile on her face, and given her that hickey.
I was so fucking lucky. Of all the women I could have possibly fallen in love with, this one understood how I sunk into a black hole of blind grief.
She forgave me, yet I wasn't ready to forgive myself, and I didn't see a day ahead where I would be.
She'd walked out of that room, away from a murderer screaming threats after her, and I hadn't been there to wrap her up in my arms and tell her everything was alright.
I hadn't been there to tell her how proud I was of her, or how grateful I was that she'd gone through an ordeal that had been known to shake seasoned detectives and make them sleep with the lights on for a few nights.
I'd run out as soon as Moran had poked his head in to say we had an address on Tomas Pirogov aka Gemini's studio where my sister's remains were supposedly being kept.
I'd held loved ones back from seeing their murdered husbands, sisters, wives, and children. 
My father had told me horror stories of mistakes he'd made in letting the families of murder victims see their bodies, and I knew the moment I walked into the room and laid my eyes on the shrine Gemini had made to my sister, it was a mistake.
I would forever shut my eyes and see Mia suspended, frozen in ice, perfectly preserved as though she'd only been dead for a few days instead of three years.
I would never forget the sound my father made when he saw her like that, naked for everyone to see and photograph.
I would never again be able to think of Mia and not remember her frozen in ice like a doll, surrounded by thousands of photos of her going about her daily life with a smile on her face, and hundreds more of the moments leading up to her death when she'd been alone, afraid, and crying for us.
I would never get back that moment when Jo had walked out of the interrogation room, looking for me, only to realize I was gone, and she was alone after I'd promised her she'd never be alone.
I would never get back the days, the weeks, Jo had spent crying her eyes out thinking I'd used her and let her go when I didn't need her anymore.
Mia would have been ashamed of me, and she would have been so happy to see me with a woman who wasn't blonde, vapid, shallow, or willing to do anything she had to, to get my attention.
But then, she'd picked Jo for me, hadn't she? Or was it fate?
I think I'd rather believe Mia had sent Jo to me, even if it meant I had to admit my woman was psychic.
Frankly, right now I didn't care whether she was or not. All I cared about was Jo was here, bitching at me because I'd moved.
“Baby, what are you doing? Did you have a psychic moment or something?”
Jo huffed indignantly and slapped her pencil down on the page she was drawing on and set the pad aside. 
She unfolded her long, gorgeous legs and walked over to me with only three buttons on my shirt done up, which meant I got a delicious glimpse of her bare pussy and the soft inner slopes of her breasts with every step.
Unsurprisingly, I went hard as a rock in under two seconds, already reaching for her to help her onto the bed and on top of me.
I had my hands full of her gorgeous ass, pretty pissed that she'd lost about fifteen pounds and some of her sexy curves, but feeling her arms slide around my shoulders and her breasts pressing against my chest while she scooted her pussy right up against my raging hard-on soothed the guilt and anger I felt over our last month apart.
“Ass,” she muttered affectionately against my mouth. “No, I did not have a psychic moment. I have jet lag, and I got up to find this big jerk in my bed, who is unfortunately way too sexy for my own piece of mind.”
I didn’t mind one bit. It meant I had an advantage I wasn’t above utilizing to get my way when I needed to.
“While I was wandering the Louvre like a deadbeat, I saw these beautiful sculptures of demons and other naked men. The way the light hit this jerk, who makes fun of my curse at every opportunity, inspired me to try and sketch his pretty face.”
Josephine Beauchene gave as good as she got, and I couldn't help the grin stretching across my face to see the way she turned her nose up at my attempt to kiss her.
“Were you drawing me like one of your French girls?”
She gave me a droll smirk. “Was that a Titanic joke?”
I refrained from mentioning the Titanic she had her sweet little puss snuggled up against, but confessed I hadn’t ever seen the movie. Only memes and jokes made by other people.
“So, were you?” I pressed, secretly thrilled.
“I was until you moved.”
“Can I see it?”
“No. I'm not finished, and I need to talk to you about something.”
Well, shit. This meant I could do only one thing.
I rolled out from under my girl, whipped the covers back, and got to my feet. 
Josephine's eyebrows slid up slowly as she gave me a long, lusty once over with those big blue eyes of hers, her tongue peeking out from between her teeth to touch the corner of her wine-red lips.
I rocked back on my heels and set my hands on my hips, cock out and not sorry about it, waiting for her to get to it.
“What…are you doing?” she asked, her fingertips coming up to stroke the skin between her breasts before she flattened her palm to her chest, her gorgeous nipples poking up against the underside of my shirt.
Fuck me running, she was gorgeous. “You said you wanted to talk. I'm listening.”
Her laugh was just one of the many things about her I thought was insanely sexy. 
“N-o, you're stripping in an effort to distract me.”
“Is it working?” I wasn't ready to have another serious conversation. The sound of Jo's screams of pleasure still rung in my ears. I wanted to wrap myself around my woman right after we fell to the bed in absolute exhaustion.
I wanted to go to sleep and wake up with her still in my arms and forget, for a little while, how badly I'd hurt her.
“You're naked, of course it's working. But what I have to say is important.”
Fatal words if ever I heard them, and my cock gave an angry throb as though understanding he wasn’t getting any love right now.
Sorry, bud. Looks like our diversion tactics are a no go.
I put on my pants, wincing as I tucked my cock to the side and carefully did up my fly, mollified to be suffering in agony when Jo gave a little moue of her lips that was clearly a pout.
“Alright, Jo. Lay it on me.”
A man walking to his death on the gallows would have sounded more excited than I was, and my girl, my sexy goth girl who wasn't goth at all, got up on her knees and walked to the edge of the bed, reaching out to wrap her arms around my shoulders.
She scraped her black fingernails through the hair at my nape, making it damn hard for me to breathe without experiencing a rush of pleasure and pain.
I still hadn't decided if her skin was softer than the silk panties she liked to wear, but with my hands on her bare hips, I spread my fingers wide to touch as much of her as I could.
“I need to ask you something,” she told me hesitantly.
“Anything you need, baby.”
Relief immediately flashed in her little smile, and I kissed her just to know what that tasted like on her lips.
“Did Mia like the beach?”
As it had every time Jo asked me something about my sister, I felt like a spike through my chest, releasing a spurt of pain and love.
“Sure. She liked it a lot. My grandparents had a place in Myrtle Beach for a long time and we used to go there during the summer as kids. Why?”
Jo gnawed on her lip for a second, hesitating to answer, then wiggled her nose and tried again.
“Did you have a dream about Mia, Jo?”
She nodded mutely, waiting for me to react negatively or say something to make it seem like I doubted her. 
But seriously, at this point, doubting my woman saw what she saw was pretty much me cutting my nose off to spite my face.
“You can tell me, baby. I won't make fun. To be honest, I could use some happy images of her as a kid playing at the beach versus what I saw when we found her.”
Tears of compassion immediately flooded Jo's eyes and it was like a kick in the balls, because again, I knew to the soles of my feet she understood exactly what I was feeling.
“I'm so sorry you saw her like that. I'm so sorry, Cal.”
I had to look away to keep from letting her see just how devastated I still was. 
How much I still struggled to sleep a full night without seeing my baby sister frozen like a goddamn fish in a meat locker.
How I'd woken up crying like a bitch more than one night in a row after having nightmares of seeing Mia alive in that ice, screaming for me and beating her fists against her prison until they bled.
I shook my head to dispel the ugly memories and touched a kiss to Jo’s soft, warm lips before I let her go and moved away to pace.
“I shouldn't have gone. Shouldn't have let my old man go either. We tell family members of victims all the time that they don't want to see their loved ones like that, but I thought surely, after everything I'd seen in my career as a homicide detective, I could handle it. I was so wrong, Jo. So fucking wrong.”
“Will you come up to the roof with me?”
The random question made me throw Jo a twisted look, and my voice was a little harsher than it should have been.
“What? Why? What does that have to do with the beach, or Mia?”
“Everything,” she murmured gently, taking the brunt of my grief-stricken fury without even flinching. 
God, I didn’t deserve her.
“Please?”
“Fuck, baby. I'll go wherever you want.”
I knew I'd said the right thing when she relaxed and gave me a soft, beautiful smile. 
She got up and skipped into her closet, coming out wearing a huge black sweater that came down to her knees, leggings, and a pair of flip flops.
Jo had a sweatshirt in her hands, black, which she offered to me. When I held it up to make sure it would fit me, she blushed.
“I got it for you before I left. Just in case you came over and needed something comfy to wear. Your mermaid shirt was getting lonely in my closet.”
“Mermaid shirt?” I sputtered in manly affront.
Jo shrugged and hooked some stray hair self-consciously behind her ear. 
“It's blue and has a silvery scale pattern on it. I thought of a mermaid.”
I was never wearing that shirt again, damnit. It was my favorite, too. 
“Whatever. What's on the roof?”
Jo folded her small, amazingly talented hands around one of mine and led me out into the main room, smiling at me when I frowned at the large square crate I know hadn't been there before when I rushed over.
I was probably getting suspended when I went to work on Monday. I'd turned on my dash siren to clear the traffic out of my way so I could get here that much faster.
Jo didn't need to know that, though. “What's that? When did it get here?”
“Something I did in Paris. It came while you were sleeping. We'll open it later.” She towed me out into the hall while I spluttered and stared at the crate that was as tall as I was and at least as wide.
“How…how the fuck did the movers get that up here without waking me up? You didn't go down there to let the delivery guys in wearing just my shirt, did you?”
“They're very good at what they do, you were exhausted, and of course not. Don't worry about the crate right now, come on.”


*****


“I had no idea this was up here.”
In the center of the warehouse rooftop, Jo had created an oasis. It looked like a sea of long grass, flowering shrubs, succulents, a few small trees in enormous pots that offered shade throughout the huge, park-like expanse.
A path of silvery gray wood I knew must be teak meandered through the center and around the very edge of the garden.
There was a flat, raised deck with a fire pit at the heart of the garden. Jo led me toward it, and no shit, I was baffled.
“The previous owner did it and went bankrupt trying to water everything. When I moved in, I had that slanted roof put on off the stair access and enclosed this area in glass to make it a sunroom so I could still come up here during the winter.
“When it rains, the water runs down the roof and into the gutters, which fills up a catchment system, over there, and waters the entire garden.”
“I never liked doing yard work, baby, but this is fucking awesome. I'd be up here every day if I were you.”
Jo smiled at me, bumping me gently with her shoulder. “You're welcome to enjoy it whenever you'd like, but I brought you up here for this.”
As the sun finally sank beneath the horizon, the string of Edison bulbs strung from tree to tree and wrapped around the steel frame that made up the four corners of the deck, clicked on and illuminated two Adirondack chairs with blankets folded over the back. There was a cooler between them full of ice, bottles of water, and my brand of beer.
In front of the fire pit was a cardboard box with a bottle of lighter fluid, some long matches sitting on top of an upside down canvas.
My stomach churned as I took a guess as to what was on that canvas, and what we were up here to do. 
I couldn't speak, and looking down at my woman's gentle expression as she squeezed my hand, I knew I didn’t need to.
“I only had one dream about Mia while I was in Paris. It wasn't a very long one, and she didn't say anything to me, but I saw myself standing here with her watching me burn all the sketches I'd done of her, and her POD.
“When the last flicker of fire went out, she was smiling, satisfied, so I knew when I came home, it was time to burn everything. Time to let her rest. I can do it another time if you don't want to, but I thought maybe I would offer you and your parents the use of my cottage in the Hamptons to spread Mia's ashes—”
To cover up the fact I was moved to the point of breaking in half, I forced out a strangled sound of shock and demanded to know how many houses she actually owned. 
I knew the warehouse was the first property she'd bought for herself and that her parents had used her money to buy a whole bunch of properties, the one in Paris for instance.
Embarrassment flushed her cheeks and I felt like a complete dick. Not one time since I'd met her had she ever thrown her money around or acted like some spoiled rich girl.
“Six. The apartment in Paris, a villa in Cyprus, the mansion in the Catskil’s—Pine Hill is the town where I grew up—the cottage at the Hamptons, the warehouse, and a farmhouse in Texas.
“I rent that one out, it's a working winery, and I know nothing about wine. The housekeeper, who took care of me after my emancipation and stayed with me until I was eighteen, needed a place to retire with her husband. They like wine; I had the winery. They're making a really good name for themselves out in Hill Country.
“I've been meaning to sell everything, but every time I tried, the market fluctuated or something needed repairing, or Allison told me I was getting screwed in the deal, so I passed. My parents bought a lot of property, paid for it in cash, so I only have property taxes to pay, and—”
“Jo, I didn't mean to make you feel weird about having a bunch of property. I'm just constantly surprised by you, that's all. Why'd you ask me about the beach when you had a dream of Mia here watching you burn your sketches of her?”
She flashed me a quick smile and tugged on her lip with her teeth again, tipping her head from side to side as she debated on how best to explain.
“After the fire went out, I heard the sound of the waves on the shore, and Mia laughing. We were here on the roof, then we were on the beach.
“She skipped across the sand and danced in the waves with me, then took the glass bowl I had in my hands and reached in, grabbing a handful of sunflower petals to throw out in the wind.”
Jo let go of my hand and reached into a bag I hadn't seen because it was in the shadow of the chair closest to her. The object was a bright emerald green, deep and shaped like a leaf.
“This bowl, which I found a few days later in a shop not far from the flat.”
I took the bowl from her and felt one of the ugly bubbles of grief float up to the surface of the bottomless pit of anguish I held inside me. My mouth worked up into some semblance of a smile.
“Mia's favorite color was green, and when our grandma passed, she willed Mia a set of dishes from the Depression era. Green dishes. Mia loved those things and every summer she'd sit with Gran and Mom on the patio and have tea parties with the green dishes.
“There was a bowl shaped like a leaf, not as big as this one, but similar. I think it was used for sugar or candy or something. Mia put twists of yellow saltwater taffy our grandpa bought for us in the bowl during tea party time and claimed it looked like a sunflower, but she hated eating it because it was always banana flavored.
“It broke in the move from Gran's china hutch to the storage unit at my parents’ house. Mia was devastated and every weekend after that went looking at flea markets for a replacement. I don't think she ever found one.”
I didn't realize tears were streaming down my cheeks until Jo reached up and brushed them away without saying a word. 
Men shouldn't ever be seen crying, but Jo didn't seem to mind or think less of me for breaking one of the cardinal man rules.
I turned my face and pressed a harsh kiss to her palm, forcibly getting my shit together enough to jerk my chin at the box full of clues my sister had given Jo to help us find her.
“Let's set some shit on fire, Jo.”
“Okay.” She gently took the leaf-shaped bowl from me and set it safely back in the bubble wrap before she knelt by the box and rearranged the items she'd set up while I was downstairs fuckin’ sleeping. 
I would never have said it aloud, but I was damn glad she never turned the painting she'd done of Mia face up.
I never wanted to see it again.
When she opened the box, I'd expected to see flat sheaves of paper, not origami style flowers of all different kinds.
I dropped to my haunches beside her and stared at what I knew were sketches of my sister, photographs of her life Jo had transcribed on paper. Incredulously, I didn't see clues to her murder…I saw flowers.
I could barely force the words out of my burning throat. 
“You did all this today while I was sleeping?”
“Mmhm. You were exhausted, and I needed something to keep my hands busy while I reset my body clock.”
With purpose and care, Jo set the flowers on top of a small pile of charcoal, like she was making a bouquet, and when she had everything just the way she wanted it, she put the still face down canvas on top, gave the whole thing a good squirt of lighter fluid, and with a loving smile, handed me the box of matches.
She was quiet, patiently waiting with not a flicker of judgment in her eyes. My hands shook so bad it took me four tries to strike the match hard enough to make it catch.
The little pyre caught instantly, leaping up with a ravenous crackle.
I'm not sure how I made it to the chair, but once I slid down into it, Jo settled across my lap and offered me a beer. 
We sat there in absolute silence, watching the fire consume all traces of the painting that brought us together.
Jo had turned something ugly and painful into a bittersweet memory I'd have for the rest of my life. 
When the last flame flickered and the embers turned a deep orange amidst the ash, I looked down at Jo to find her fast asleep. I glanced at the stars with a ragged sigh.
“Thanks, Mia,” I whispered, sure it was my imagination or an echo from the street below us when I heard a woman laugh happily.
If Jo had been awake, I'd have asked her if she heard it, and would have sworn I recognized the joyous peal as Mia's distinctive laugh.
But it couldn't be, could it?


*****


After Gemini's vague mention of sending his sister disturbing photos, I'd called Elise Gilden’s agent and set up an interview. 
Turns out, Gemini hadn't just been sending gross photos and generally stalking his 'perfectly beautiful' sister. 
He'd been stalking the shit out of her, and blackmailing her for the past four years.
Shocked and rather disgusted to know she had a brother—or as Elise had known him, Thomas Green, the man she'd lied to her mother about and gotten him fired after he refused the oral sex she'd tried to force on him—Elise confessed to being responsible for trashing her mother's penthouse.
Elise had gotten her regularly scheduled blackmail folder with the photos of herself sleeping with a very high profile married man, and as she'd snorted all of her money, she'd broken into her mother's place, high as a kite on cocaine, and stolen everything she thought might fetch a price until she could get another modeling job.
Unfortunately, as Elise was now the legal owner of the penthouse and Eliza wasn't alive to press charges, I couldn't do shit about the theft.
The coroner had done an extremely thorough autopsy on Eliza Gilden, and found no signs of foul play. 
When the detective working her case interviewed Gemini and asked if he'd had anything to do with his mother's death, Gemini denied it, and there was no evidence to say he'd ever been in the hotel at all.
Eliza's death was ruled an accident.
Intrigued to know more about the father Gemini said Eliza sold him to as a baby, I'd done some research and found out that Tomas Pirogov Senior was also deceased. 
A good thing for the world, as he'd been under surveillance for running a small but very lucrative smuggling business, which allegedly supplied weapons to terrorists.
Pirogov Senior had died in a "boating accident," and all his assets had been frozen. Which left his only son out on his ass with nothing, and when he entered the US, Tomas Junior had changed his name to Thomas Green, then later to Gemini when his mother had ruined him due to his sister's false accusations.
Jo had come to me a few days ago with a print out of a news article from the 70s. 
The photo of the man and woman getting out of a limo was captioned,

'Russian shipping magnate woos local fashion model, Eliza Gilden.'
The guy had been short, dark haired, and wore a suit with the shirt unbuttoned to the middle of his chest, putting the bear skin rug he had on under there out on display for the world to see.
The gold chains around his neck were lost in all his hair, and next to him, in a sleek black dress and dripping with diamonds, Eliza towered over him by about a foot and looked like an angel.
Not hard to imagine why a beautiful young woman would be on the arm of such a troll, or that the second article Jo showed me had a much darker caption beneath a picture of Eliza walking out of the hospital with a broken nose and a split lip, trying to fend off the cameras with one hand wrapped up in a cast.
'Supermodel Eliza Gilden rushed to the hospital after allegedly assaulted by her boyfriend, shipping tycoon Tomas Pirogov.'
Nine months later, a Russian birth certificate was filed in New York with Elise Gilden’s name on it.
What a fucked up family.
It was a week after Jo got back from Paris that we drove up to her cottage on the beach to spread Mia's ashes with my parents.
This morning, my parents, Jo and I had all gotten up early and had breakfast on the deck, in no rush to do anything other than spend time together.
When the wind changed direction and the moment felt right, we spread Mia's ashes on the private stretch of beach, five hundred yards away from the back yard of Jo's three-story cottage.
Jo had also tipped the leaf-shaped bowl filled with the ashes of her sketches and the painting she'd done of Mia slowly onto the air, and I don't know about my parents, but a weight lifted off my shoulders as I pictured Mia just as Jo described: laughing as she skipped across the sand and danced in the waves.
My sister was free. She was home, and we had justice. Me, my parents, Jo—whatever tomorrow brought, we were all here because of Mia and Jo.
I was a lucky bastard.
I didn't think the day could get any better until we were walking back to the house and someone honked a horn out front.
“Oh! Be right back,” Jo announced with excitement and jogged up the stairs to disappear into the house.
“That is one goofy grin, son.” Pop chortled, taking every opportunity he could to rub it in how obviously ass over ears in love with Jo I was.
I could feel the blood turn my skin hot and reached up to try and rub it away as I glanced over at him to see the grin he was sporting.
Whatever smartass remark I would have made stalled on my tongue when I saw the look of peace on my mom's face as she snuggled under the old man's arm.
I wasn't surprised to know my mom was delighted by my choice. She'd loved Jo from the second Jo had welcomed Mom into her home and bent over backwards to try and help give us anything she could about Mia.
“I predict the chances of you being an old man sitting naked in his Lay-Z-Boy have lessened dramatically.”
“Leave him be, John,” Mom reprimanded with a gentle smack to his belly.
Pop gave her a squeeze and shot me a wink, the gray in his hair having multiplied by five since we'd found Mia.
Me and Mom were worried he was going to have another heart attack. The circles under his eyes were darker, there were more lines on his forehead than I remembered, but every day he went to the gym and did what he needed to ensure he remained as healthy as could be expected for a man his age.
I shook my head and shoved my hands into my pockets. 
“Chances are good, Pop, so long as I don't piss her off. She gets mean—and loud—when I do.”
“Bah!” Pop scoffed. “It's good for you. How would you know how much she loves ya’ if she didn't threaten to strangle you in your sleep at the top of her lungs once and a while?”
“John!”
I let my old man have his fun but wondered if I'd done something wrong when Jo came out with a hammer in her hands.
She was smiling and practically vibrating with nervous excitement, so it couldn't have been that bad if I had done something. 
And chances were—as she hadn't shouted at me in days—I was in the clear.
“Hey, that thing from Paris arrived.”
I started to ask what thing, and then I remembered the crate. 
“You had it delivered here? Why?”
Jo held the hammer out to me with a shrug, her nerves overriding her excitement for a minute.
“Because it's for you and your parents.”
“Oh, honey. You didn't have to get us anything!” Mom gasped, and even Pops looked a little uncomfortable at the thought of getting an unexpected gift from Paris.
Josephine turned a pretty pink, rubbing the heels of her hands on her thighs as she shrugged.
“I didn't buy you presents. I um, I painted something while I was there. Which is kind of why we're here. At the beach.”
“You have another psychic moment or something, Dame Death?” Leave it to the old man to say something totally inappropriate to lighten the mood.
Mom shouted, “JOHN!”
At the same time that I said, “Pop!”
Jo just laughed like she loved it when he called her that, and hell, maybe she did. “Yes. I did.”
“Well, don't just stand there, boy, get crackin’!” Dad ordered, and Mom threatened to make him sleep on the couch. 
“Screw that, Marce. That bed is fuckin’ awesome. Makes my heart feel good. Brings the blood pressure down after those vigorous workouts you insist we keep doing.”
As my mom pinched her lips together and gave the old man a dirty look, I was forced to pretend they were doing yoga in the bedroom they'd chosen at the opposite side of the house from Jo's master bedroom.
“Crackin’!” I declared loudly, grabbing my giggling woman by the hand and dragging her inside before I heard something disgusting that would scar me for life, but secretly, I hoped when I hit sixty-three, I'd still be doing the same kind of vigorous workouts with Jo.
It didn't even phase me that for the first time in my life when I looked to my future, I saw myself with a woman.
With my woman.
With Jo. My freaky, psychic, not-goth princess who was so beyond the type Mia accused me of having, it was laughable.
I couldn't help but wonder if Mia would have liked Jo, and then I felt stupid, because Mia would have loved her because I loved her.
And because Jo most definitely wasn’t a ‘yes’ girl.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
I'd known from the minute I finished the painting in Paris that I was going to give it to Callum and his family.
At the time, I hadn't been nervous at all. I'd stepped back from the painting after making the last brush stroke, tilting my head to take it all in.
Even Nigel had been impressed and insisted it was my best portrait ever. 
A company, which specialized in shipping expensive art, crated up the canvas and sent it to me.
The warehouse wasn’t the right place to give the Grahams my gift, so when they'd agreed to come out to the cottage to spread Mia's ashes, I had the crate driven up.
It arrived exactly at the perfect time. Exactly when it was meant to.
I stood out of the way while Callum worked the nails free. Suddenly, I was nervous and mildly nauseous, and glad for the glass of wine in my hand. 
John sat in one of the armchairs with Marcy perched on his lap. I wasn't sure how they were going to react, but I didn't want anyone fainting or anything.
I mean, not that I thought they would, or that I was such a diva as to assume my work made people faint at the sight of it. 
But still, I worried it was too much. That it was too soon. That I'd made a mistake, but it was too late now.
Callum got the last nail free and grunted as he pulled the sheet of plywood off. I held my breath while he moved it aside, and his parents got the first look at the contents.
The blood drained from John's face, and Marcy's hands flew to her mouth with a short, strangled sound. 
When Callum saw the painting, the hammer fell from his nerveless fingers with a loud thump. I winced in sympathy for my hardwoods but figured it was a small price to pay.
In my dream, Mia danced with me on the beach, and on my first night in Paris, I'd painted her exactly as I remembered her. 
She was wearing a boho red dress that flared out around her knees, her arms flung wide as if frozen in mid spin. She faced us, with a huge smile on her face, laughing with unrestrained joy.
Her hair danced on the wind in waves, the sunlight turning the strands gold and silver, dotted with the sunflower petals she'd just thrown up into the air.
It was a sunny day, not a cloud in the sky, and it was impossible not to look and see her smile sparkling in every facet of her warm, whiskey brown eyes. 
I'd known when I left for Paris that John and Callum had seen Mia in Gemini's gross murder room frozen in ice and worked for hours on making sure there wasn't one hint of anything cold or lifeless about this painting.
Mia looked so alive, that I'd spent several days staring at the painting, waiting for her to duck her head and walk right off the canvas to come join me for a walk.
I wanted them to look at it, at a memory none of them had, and remember only those vibrant, beautiful moments of Mia's life.
Actually, I guess it hadn't really been my idea at all. This is what Mia had wanted. This was her gift to her family.
I could hear the tick of the second hands on the hall clock over the sound of the waves outside. 
I didn't know what to say, if I should say anything at all, or just let the Graham's have their silence.
I finished gulping my wine and set the glass on the mantle, starting to sweat bullets when no one said a thing. Or blinked. Or moved. Or seemed to really even breathe.
I had the best view of Marcy's face and could see the tears that continuously slid down her pale cheeks as her eyes tracked over every inch of the canvas.
At six feet tall by five feet wide, it was one of my bigger pieces to date. I think I'd only done one other bigger than this, and it was currently in the lobby of a high-rise in the city.
I didn't know if Marcy had a place in her home to even put a piece this large, and brought my thumb to my mouth to gnaw on my nail, freaking out that I hadn't even considered that when I'd started.
Finally, when I thought I'd shatter from the suspenseful tension gripping me, John was the first to speak.
“We're getting rid of the TV in the living room.”
Okay. Not… what I'd expected.
“As soon as we get home. It's gone!” Marcy agreed shakily, then got up and practically threw herself at me to give me a fierce hug so tight I think I felt my ribs creak.
Just when I thought they'd break, she let me go but clung to my hand with both of hers and turned back around to stare at her daughter's smiling face.
“This is what came from your psychic moment? Mia asked you to paint this?” John rasped hoarsely, red in the face now, and I worried from his expression that he was about to have another heart attack.
“Not in so many words, but this is the way I saw her last, before she moved on.”
“She looks so alive,” Callum whispered.
When I looked into Mia's laughing eyes, it was like she'd just shared a private joke with me. 
The urge to laugh came out of nowhere, so strong I could barely hold it back.
Was it her? Or was it me? Maybe with time and practice, I’d someday be able to tell the difference.
“I did my best to make it seem that way. I think she wanted you to have a happy memory of her. Something beautiful for you all to think of when the ugliness of how you last saw her tries to creep back in.”
Marcy gave another soft coo, shaking her hand in front of her face like it would stop her from crying.
“Until I saw this, I thought I wouldn't ever get the picture of my baby lying in a morgue out of my head. Jo, this is…this is everything.”
“It's Mia's gift to you,” I told her softly, leaning into the arm she slid around my waist. “I just followed instructions.”
Over her head, I saw Callum share a look of anguish with his father. John gave a staunch nod and stood up to face me; he had tears on his cheeks too.
He didn't say anything, but he took me and Marcy into his arms, and I was so thankful I sagged a little in his embrace.
“I need some air,” Callum announced, and left without a backward glance.
Worried I'd made a mistake by doing the reveal today, I glanced up at John for direction. He offered me an understanding smile and tipped his chin toward the deck
“Give him just a few before you go after him. Cal's still young enough to think a grown man shouldn't cry in front of the womenfolk. He'll learn. Thank you, Jo. Thank you for bringing my girl home.”
My heart gave a happy flop, and I nodded. “You're welcome. I hope it fits in your house. I didn't think a canvas any smaller would work.”
“There's exactly six feet two inches by five feet four inches of space above the fireplace in the living room. It'll fit perfectly, but I'd have built a whole new room onto the house if I needed to.”


*****


Callum didn't look at me when I sat down on the sand beside him. He had his arms looped around his knees, the last clove he had burnt to the filter in his fingers. 
There was a pile of cigarette butts between his feet, and he just sat there, staring out into the waves without really seeing them.
I didn't say anything, not knowing if he was ready to talk, or if he wanted to talk to me at all. I sat  with him, listening to the peaceful sound of the waves coming in and out.
To the birds calling overhead as they flew in and out. To the sound of the wind as it hummed down the open stretch of beach and rustled the long grass on the dunes behind us.
There weren't any other people on the beach today, so until I'd come to sit with him, Callum had given into his tears in complete privacy, the evidence of them dried on his cheeks. 
A few tears shed over the loss of his sister couldn't ever make me think he was any less of him, but I didn't say that either.
“After walking into the horror show at Pirogov's place, I couldn't bring myself to watch the recording of you talking to him,” Callum finally told me. “Garmon said you walked out without telling Gemini how you'd painted Mia the first time.”
“Garmon is correct,” I answered, folding my fingers around his when Callum flicked his last butt away and reached for my hand.
“Why didn't you?”
“I was so angry, I couldn't do anything except sit there and envision all the ways I could possibly hurt a psychopath.
“Other than shooting him with an electrical current in the face, I couldn't come up with a lasting punishment, except silence. When he was done with his monologue, I got up and walked out.
“He didn't deserve the truth, and after all the lies he'd told me over the years, I didn't feel obligated to keep the flimsy bargain we'd made.”
Callum fell silent again, lost in thought. After a while, he let go of my hand and put his arm around my shoulders, pulling me in tight to his side.
The breath went out of him on a long, gusty sigh. He smelled spicy, like cloves and fragrant smoke.
“That was my last pack. No more smoking.”
Though he didn’t smoke regularly enough to make his kisses taste like an ashtray, it was still a bad habit, and he sounded so determined in his promise, I didn’t have the heart to tell him I actually liked the way the cloves made his lips taste.
“Not even on Tuesdays?” I teased gently.
“Specially not on Tuesdays. I figure I’ll just come to you when I’m craving a taste of something sweet.”
As far as addictions went, I could think of worse things.
“You're an amazing woman, Josephine Beauchene. Thank you for painting Mia like that. It's exactly the way I pictured her after we spread her ashes. Exactly, Jo.”
 
“I'm glad you like it.”
“It's perfect. That's where she is, right? At peace? Happy and smiling like that?”
I kissed his cheek and laid my head on his shoulder, my fingers combing through the ends of his shaggy hair while I watched the water hiss across the sand.
From the corner of my eye, I saw a flicker of something red, but when I turned to look there was nothing, no one there, but I felt…relief.
Like I’d completed something and was ready to let go. I swear I felt the brush of soft lips on my cheek and heard an even softer voice whisper in my ear, Thank you.
Was it the wind? Or was it Mia, finally at peace, happy and smiling?
Considering where I was and what I was here for, I decided on the latter.
“Yeah, honey. She's home.”
<<<<>>>>




Here’s a Sneek Peek of Book Two!
PORTRAIT OF DEATH: UNCOVERED
I stood in front of the granite gravestone with a pair of white roses in one hand and a Transformer in the other.
Two months had gone by since the weekend in the Hamptons where I’d held Callum’s hand while his parents spread Mia’s ashes.
It didn’t seem like very long at all, and yet somehow, a lifetime had passed. 
Thanks to my POD, and John Graham’s dogged determination, a pair of names had finally been etched into the stone in front of me.
My sketch of the vehicle license plate had been off by two numbers, but after eight years Victoria Minardo, age thirty-four, and her son, Frankie Minardo, age seven, had been found still buckled into their seatbelts when State Troopers pulled the old station wagon out of a deep pond in Saratoga Springs.
John had taken the gas station receipt, the one I’d picked up and preserved in a sleeve of plastic in the crypt, to Jimmy the Print Guy at the crime lab. Three sets of fingerprints were pulled from the wrinkled paper.
Mine, the gas station attendant’s, and Victoria Minardo’s. Victoria had taken her husband’s credit card to pay for gas and groceries, which I gathered was how Tony Minardo had been able to follow his wife.
Tony had a rap-sheet half a mile long for a DUI, domestic disturbances, domestic assault and battery, which had been dismissed when his wife, Victoria, refused to press charges.
Basically, the guy was an asshole who liked to beat up his wife, and John said it was probable Tony had beat on his son, too.
It had been a risk, but Callum arrested Tony Minardo and charged him with the murder of his wife and son. 
John told me later that Tony cracked like an egg within ten minutes of Callum’s questioning.
Tired of the beatings, unable to allow her husband to put his hands on their son one more time, Victoria had taken the car and little Frankie, to go move in with her mother who still lives here in Glen Falls.
Not a man to be scorned, Tony went after his family. In his tearful confession, Tony told Callum he only meant to run his wife off the road so he could take his son back. 
But drunk and enraged, the nudge of his bumper did more than run Victoria off the road.
It flipped her car twice over the road, and a third time down the embankment into the pond.
Tony claimed he’d tried to do something but couldn’t swim. So, he just stood there like a fool, blubbering while he watched the car sink. 
After the car was completely submerged, he got in his car and drove off.
Tony knew if he called it in, with his record and being drunk, he’d have gone to prison for the rest of his life.
After sobering up, Tony drove home, waited a few days, called the police to say his wife and son were missing, and prayed no one would ever find them.
They probably wouldn’t have been found for a long time, had Victoria not filled up her tank at the same gas station I’d been at, and thrown the receipt on the ground. 
I’d picked it up intending to throw it away, but without a thought, put it in my pocket instead.
It was unclear exactly how much time passed between Tony gassing up and running his wife off the road, but the Coroner put the time of death as two days after the date on the receipt.
Callum got the credit for solving an eight-year-old missing persons-turned-homicide, which pissed his father off so bad, John went out and got his PI license.
Which in turn pissed Marcy off. She still wasn’t speaking to her husband, which is why I’d done my best to sound pathetic when I called her yesterday and asked if she wouldn’t mind coming with me to Glen Falls.
Callum hadn’t been able to get the time off work, and he tried to hide it, but it was obvious he didn’t completely understand why I wanted to attend the funeral of one of the victims I’d painted and didn’t really want to go himself.
I’d tried to explain, but my explanation turned into a…passionate argument on my part, which ended in me shouting at him at the top of my lungs,
“I don’t feel guilty or responsible for their deaths! I just want to go, okay? And you should too after taking the credit for all your dad’s hard work.”
“Baby, I didn’t take the credit. I made the arrest.”
“It’s the same damn thing! Otherwise, your dad wouldn’t be so mad at you. Do not smirk at me like that, Callum Ansel Graham!”
The mostly one-sided argument turned into a passionate non-verbal activity that led to me screaming his name in ecstasy, instead of extreme frustration.
The guy just knew how to push my damn buttons—all of them.
“It was a nice service,” Marcy told me, drawing me out of my inappropriately sexual daydream.
I cleared my throat, hoping my smile wasn’t of the goofy, I’m-so-in-love-with-your-son variety.
“It was. I’m glad Victoria's mother finally has closure. You and I both know how hard it is, not knowing what happened to the people we love.”
I stepped forward on the freshly laid grass to prop the Transformer up beside Frankie’s name on the headstone, putting the roses down for his mother.
Your husband was a piece of shit, Victoria. I hope you and Frankie can rest easy now.
Marcy sniffled and huffed in annoyance behind me, the expression on her face when I stood back up, one of angry indecision.
“You dragged me up here on purpose. Didn’t you?”
I did my best to feign innocence. “Well, yes. I didn’t want to come by myself, and since both our men were being major jerks, I thought you were the perfect person to accompany me.”
After a minute or two of scowling at me, Marcy rolled her eyes and hooked her arm through mine as we walked away from the gravesite.
“Considering the way Victoria and her son died, this is indelicate of me, but I know of all people, you’ll understand the sentiment.
“John needs this damn PI thing. Even his doctor said it would be good for him to get out there and solve some mysteries, but I swear, my husband is going to drive me to drink!”
Even angry, exasperated, and worried for his health, there was no mistaking the love in Marcy’s voice. I didn’t have anything really constructive to add, so I just squeezed her arm while we walked back to the car.
She got behind the wheel of my Rover and slammed the door, but once inside and buckled in next to me, the vitriol went out of her voice when she glanced my way.
“John is as stubborn as a damn donkey, but you’re right. We know what it’s like to not have answers. So maybe with his damn PI license, he can dig into your brother’s case, Jo. If anyone can find out the truth of what happened, it’s my man.”
I was glad I wasn’t driving. I might have taken out a few headstones, swerving in reaction to the confidence in Marcy’s statement.
With everything going on, I honestly hadn’t thought to ask if John would look into Elliot’s case.
But who better than a former homicide detective?
 


 


 


 


 


 
Author's Notes
 
Well, I hope you enjoyed my first whack at writing murder mysteries! This was a surprise for me, and I plan (once the rest of my committed projects are completed...I'm looking at you Perdition and Saga fans!) many more murderous adventures for Jo and Callum.
 
Book two of the POD series will come out soon, be looking for the Pre-Order sales of Portrait of Death: Uncovered!
 
To my current and devoted readers, thank you for sticking with me even if the start of a new series wasn't what you were hoping for. I love y'all, and I promise I'll finish up Dillon's Universe, and Sarazen's Pride as quickly as possible.
 
For new readers, thank you for giving Unforgotten a shot! I hope while you're waiting for future POD books, you check out my other offerings. 
 
All my works are exclusively sold on Amazon, which means if you find them somewhere else for free or for sale, chances are you're about to download an ill-gotten copy STOLEN by people attempting to make money off my hard work. Chances are also good that in downloading this book illegally also means you're infecting your device with a virus and could potentially lose private information the pirates are hoping to gain from you. If any reader feels entitled to my free books because they can't afford to purchase all the books on their wishlist, feel free to contact me directly at isabelwroththewriter@gmail.com

 
Or, isabelwroththewriter.com
 
Or, my Facebook page.  Understand, I have zero sympathy for this argument. The grocery store doesn't allow you to steal food because you can't afford to buy all the things you want.  You can't download music or movies for free off the internet without facing FEDERAL fines or potentially risking jail time. That might not be the punishment for e-book theft YET, but believe me, it's coming soon to a state near you. There are alternatives available to readers on fixed incomes that do not involve STEALING from authors like me, who are single parents working 80+ hours a week to ensure they can afford to feed their families and pay their bills. 
 
There are few things truly free in this world, but kindness, honesty, and integrity are among those things that are 100% free, no hidden fees or service charges. Please be kind to your authors, and encourage others to not be dishonest assholes. Again, I appreciate every reader who comes out to support my work. Your continued interest and patience is what allows me to continue living my dream, and providing y'all with snippets of my arguably fertile imagination.
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