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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for trying my Indie published book. I understand that there are many options for you to spend your money on and am honored that you chose one of my books. For that reason my team and I strive to put out the best product we can from the awesome cover design through the entire editing and formatting process. For my part, I hope to deliver an entertaining story that keeps you wondering what’s going to happen next.

      If at the end of this book you find you simply loved the story and characters, please consider giving it a positive rating or review. In this brave new book world, the only way for a good story to find its way into the hands of other readers is if the people who loved it let others know about it. We authors appreciate any little bit of help you can give us.

      If, when you reach the end of this story, you think, “Wow, I’d love to know what’s next in Suzanne’s world of characters,” then consider joining my newsletter mailing list. I only send out newsletters a few times a year, plus extra ones in anticipation of any new releases, so it won’t be flooding your inbox on a weekly basis, but will keep you abreast on any changes I may have coming.

      Also, I love to hear from readers. If you have any questions or comments, or just want to say “hi”, please feel free to visit my webpage for some extra tidbits or check out my Pinterest boards. You can connect with me via Goodreads, Facebook, Twitter or through my email: suzanne@suzanneferrell.com

      Now the important part: Here’s Brianna and Aaron’s story. I hope you will love them as much as I did while I was writing DRAINED.
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      Classical music filtered through the dark, slowly pulling her to consciousness. Mozart’s Molto Allegro, if she wasn’t mistaken. She’d studied violin and music theory all through school and during her first two years at college. Even had stints with summer orchestras all over the Midwest. The word virtuoso had been bantered about when her instructors thought she wasn’t listening.

      That was before the drugs. Now she played on the streets to earn enough money to buy food and support her habit.

      Cold. She was unbearably cold. Not the kind where you wanted to turn up the thermostat or find another sweater to take the edge off. This was the naked-in-an-ice-storm kind that settled through to her bones. She was naked. Where were her clothes? Did some other homeless person steal them?

      She tried to lift her arms.

      Nothing moved. Not even a finger.

      Why couldn’t she move? Through the fuzziness in her head she tried to open her eyes. As if they were made of cement, slowly they inched open just a slit. She closed them again, took a breath and concentrated, forcing them to open more.

      Everything was a hazy, muted shade of grey. Except the lights above her. Painful, blinding bright in her eyes. A shiver ran through her. They looked like something from an old black and white spy movie. She shifted her gaze away, back to the shadows beyond their glaring beams. She tried to move her head to the side. Her neck muscles contracted, but her head stayed locked in place, facing the ceiling.

      Her mind cleared a little more. She swallowed the anxiety crawling over her body.

      She was lying on a hard surface. Not her usual spot on the hard ground of the park or the cement of an underpass below the interstate. This was metal, like a table or a counter.

      With more effort she was able to wiggle her fingers and move her hands, but only slightly. Something firm, but with a little give held her head, arms—she tried to shift her lower extremities without any success—and her legs in place. Leather straps?

      As wakefulness swept in like a tsunami, she realized her body was strapped in place and her left arm throbbed, like something was stuck in it.

      Her heartrate doubled. Feared shot through her.

      Avoiding the bright lights, she shot her now-focused gaze from the right to the left and back again. The room looked like a sterile lab or hospital room. Her mind raced with questions.

      Where the hell was she? How had she gotten here? What were they going to do to her? Who had stripped her and strapped her here? Had she been in an accident?

      “Ah, I see your little nap is over,” the deep, slightly familiar voice said somewhere above her head. “GHB is such a lovely drug. Too little and you put up a fight. Too much and…well, you die much too quickly. But just the right amount and like Goldilocks, you go to sleep without any fuss. Now we can begin.”

      Begin what? She wanted to ask, wanted to scream, but realized her mouth was sealed with something. Duct tape?

      Panic set in. This was not a hospital. She’d not been in an accident. He—whoever he was—had drugged her and brought her to this…this place.

      “It’s okay,” the voice whispered, hot air breezing beside her ear as he spoke. “You’re finally going to fulfill your destiny.”

      Metal rattled beside her as he moved something into her line of site. A smaller metal table with an odd-shaped opaque plastic bag lying on it sat nearby. Attached to it was a tubing made of the same odd plastic. She adjusted her gaze and saw dark red fluid coming out of a tube attached to a needle in her left arm, which was stretched out to her side.

      She’d sold her plasma a few times when she was desperate for cash, so knew exactly what was happening. He was taking her blood!

      “The human body has between four and a half and five and a half liters of blood.”

      She focused on the side table where four more bags lay in a neat row.

      Oh God!
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      Detective Aaron Jeffers’ favorite day of the week was Wednesdays.

      Mondays sucked. Not like it did for regular nine-to-five workers. No, Mondays held a special suckiness when you were a homicide detective. If he worked the weekend, he spent Monday bringing the higher-ups up to date on any case he caught over the weekend, explaining why he hadn’t closed it, and all the other fun paper-work parts of the job. If he was lucky enough to be off the entire weekend, then his name was first up for whatever tragedy brought on by human greed, jealousy, evil or stupidity resulted in a dead body.

      Fridays weren’t any better. While the rest of the working world was busy getting excited about their weekend off—planning family activities, get-togethers, sporting events and parties—the detectives were trying to close up cases and praying that the phone didn’t ring before they could get out of the office if they had the weekend off. And if they had the weekend on call, that was a whole other problem.

      Actually, any day could suck when you worked homicide. Wednesdays held a bright spot for Aaron for a totally different reason.

      He looked up as the front door to the restaurant opened and in walked the reason, Brianna Matthews. As the tall, statuesque blonde hurried through the lunch crowd to their usual table almost every male head in the place turned to admire her beauty and the soft sway of her hips. Not that she paid them any attention. In the three years he’d known her, she not only ignored the unwanted attention, she tried hard not to elicit it—jeans, and a loose turtleneck sweater, that didn’t quite fit her form, but hinted at all the lush curves underneath; the messy pony tail meant to hide its natural curls, instead gave the illusion of having just climbed out of bed; the lack of makeup couldn’t quite hide the lovely complexion and small freckles scattered across her cheeks and pert nose.

      As she reached the table, he stood and took her hand for a second of hello. No hug, not fake kisses on the sides of the cheek. The brief hand holding was all the touching she’d allow him. It was all she allowed anyone.

      “Sorry I’m a little late,” she said after she’d draped her wool coat over the back of her chair and they were seated, scooping the big dark sunglasses off her face and leveling her deep blue eyes at him. The small scars around her left eye were barely visible these days and most people would think them early wrinkles. But he knew the truth of how she’d gotten them. “I’ve had a bit of a bad morning over at the shelter.”

      “Something happen?” he asked, fighting the tension in his voice. Right before they’d first met, she’d been kidnapped and tortured in the state-wide sex trafficking scandal. In fact, the night they met, he was the one who carried her out of the ringleader’s mansion. He knew she’d been seeing a counselor since the incident, and he suspected she had some sort of post-traumatic stress disorder going on. Who wouldn’t? The last thing he wanted to do was trigger her anxiety with his natural tendency to see danger in anything that strayed from the status quo.

      She gave a little shrug then smiled at the waitress and gave her order for a tea with lemon and a side glass of water. Once they were alone, Brianna glanced around the room before answering him.

      “Nothing unusual, except one of our regular workers didn’t show up and we had a woman with two children arrive in pretty bad shape.”

      She paused, nibbling on her lower lip and he could see the moisture in the corner of her eyes before she blinked hard to gain some control of her emotions. Aaron didn’t have to ask in what she meant by bad shape. If the woman’s situation disturbed Brianna, she must’ve had signs of being beaten or worse. Possibly the kids, too. The shelter she worked at was for women escaping a highly violent situation. Its location was kept secret except for a few law enforcement personnel. Only those women whose lives were in immediate danger were accepted. Once the threat was dealt with, the women could remain or move on to other shelters out of the district.

      “It just took a while longer to get them processed into the system without Paula.”

      “Paula is the employee?”

      “Paula Nowak.” Brianna nodded. “She’s very good with computers and data entry. When she first came to the shelter, the only thing that would get her out of her room was time on the computer. We only have a few so all the residents have to take turns. It also keeps them from connecting with their abusers, since anyone can get on them. There is no privacy.”

      “You keep them safe and the whole place secure by not giving them private internet?” He couldn’t help the surprise in his voice.

      “I know. It sounded odd to me the first time I heard about it, but my mentor explained that any contact with their abusers would put everyone in the house at risk. So, if one of them faltered in their efforts to start a new life away from the person abusing them, then everyone would know and precautions would be doubled.”

      “Genius.” He gave her an approving nod and was rewarded with a wisp of a smile. Then he thought about what she’d said. “So, Paula was a former resident at the shelter?”

      “Yes.” Brianna paused again.

      Aaron knew he’d crossed the line by asking for details about Paula. Brianna took the safety of the shelter’s clients and staff very seriously. The last thing he wanted to do was compromise her ethics. Then he realized the waitress was headed back their way and that’s why she’d stopped talking.

      They placed their usual orders—his, a burger cooked well; hers a Cobb salad sans avocado. He’d asked her once why she always had them take off the avocado, and she’d explained she was allergic to them. She waited until the waitress had left before continuing.

      “Paula was one of the first clients I met when I started at the shelter. I would sit in on group chats sessions, more of a survivor since I was still trying to deal with the aftermath of the sex-trafficking scandal. Paula sat in, too, but rarely commented, just sort of listened to everyone else’s stories. Whenever I was working in the office on the financial statements for the shelter, she’d wander in and ask what I was doing. Her pimp had only allowed her a non-smart phone to contact him, so unlike most girls her age she had little social media experience. She’d also had almost no computer exposure.”

      “I thought kids learned about computers in all the schools these days,” he said, not quite hiding his surprise.

      Brianna shook her head. “They do, if they attend. Paula didn’t get past fourth grade. Her father was in prison. Her mother worked as a housekeeper in a hotel until she lost her job and then the family ended up homeless․ By the time she was fifteen she’d been working the streets for a few years.”

      “Damn,” Aaron muttered. He knew young kids were victims of the sex trafficking trade. As a beat cop he’d talked to some of them, tried to get them out of the life. And unfortunately, he’d run across them in his role as a homicide cop.

      “Anyways,” Brianna continued, “we bonded over the computer. I taught her what I knew, how to use an accounting program, write with the writing program, and when the city finally updated their intake file system, Paula, who was in online classes to finish her GED, was our first choice to attend the training seminars with the paid staff.”

      “So, she’s one of the shelter’s success stories?”

      Brianna gave another one of those barely-there smiles. “Yes. Every client’s situation is different. Sometimes the only solution is to move the woman and any children she may have out of state and help them start a new life. Sometimes they heal physically but aren’t ready to move on and go back to their previous lives. Paula found her own strength. She went to court and got the SOB put in jail for the next forty years.”

      A worried tension settled on Brianna’s lips and in her eyes. Before he could ask more, their meals arrived. They tucked into their food as they always did, since both had only an hour to eat before having to head back to work. As he ate, Aaron considered Brianna’s bearing. He knew she was worried about Paula. Even though she hadn’t said as much, her body language spoke volumes. She’d eat a bite, push some food around and around on her plate before spearing another forkful.

      “Do you ever wonder what it’s like to live in Florida or Texas or California?” she asked, staring out the window into the grey Northern Ohio autumn afternoon.

      “Not really,” he said after swallowing the last bite of his burger. “Why?”

      “I wonder what it would be like to have mostly sunny days. The US has an average of two-hundred and five sunny days in a year. Cleveland has one hundred and sixty-six.”

      He didn’t have to ask how she knew. According to her best friend Abigail Edgars, Brianna was a math savant, a fact she hid from most people—especially men and bosses. She not only could do math in her head that would cripple most people using a computer, she often pulled obscure facts and figure out of her brain at the oddest times. “Could be worse. We could live in Seattle or Portland.”

      “One-fifty-two and one-forty-four respectively,” she rattled off without a pause and he hid the grin that threatened to come out. Of course, she knew those facts, too.

      “It’s depressing,” she continued, setting her fork aside and wiping her mouth, her meal only half finished. “No wonder people look for ways to lift their moods, like drugs.”

      “Hundreds of thousands of people live here and majority aren’t drug addicts. And there are plenty of people in the sunnier places that get addicted, too,” he said, hoping she wouldn’t quote him the exact numbers this time.

      She sighed and leaned back in her seat. “I know, but it doesn’t help those people who are prone to it. Not to mention the ugly stuff humans are capable of doing to each other.”

      “You’re worried about your friend.” It wasn’t a question. From her face to her body language the fact was written all over her. “You think she didn’t come to work at the shelter because she’s in trouble?”

      “I know her pimp is still in jail, so I doubt it’s that…”

      “You think she’s using again?” She hadn’t told him Paula had been an addict, but he assumed that was part of her past.

      Brianna let out a sigh. “It would explain her absence. She hasn’t missed a day since the shelter hired her as an intake clerk a year ago. Proudest day of her life. She wouldn’t jeopardize that. At least that’s what I believed.”

      “You’re afraid someone’s taken her, like you were taken,” he said as gently as he could. He hated bringing up the traumatic event that changed her and her life, but he knew that memory was behind her worry.

      “Yes.” She blinked a few times then hurried on. “I was lucky. I had Abby. She not only came when I’d called her, but the minute she knew I was missing, she wouldn’t let anything stop her until she found me. Paula doesn’t have anyone…but me.”

      He laid his hand over hers on the table and squeezed it. “Have you tried to call her?”

      Brianna nodded. “First thing, and again before I headed over here to meet you. Went straight to voice mail.”

      “Do you know where she lives?”

      “Yes,” she said, slowly pulling her hand from his and rattling off the address.

      “That’s not the best part of town. You want me to check into it for you?” he said, hoping she’d say yes, because he’d be damned if he’d let her go do it.

      “I don’t want the police going there. She doesn’t need the added trouble if she is or isn’t using.”

      He could understand that. She was worried about a friend, not wanting to cause her problems. “You’re not going over there alone.” It wasn’t a question or just a statement, it was an order.

      She blinked and sat back in her seat at the firmness in his voice. He knew he’d crossed the line. He had no right to order her around, but the sudden fear she might just do what he’d told her not to overrode his cautious nature.

      “Of course not,” she said, straightening her spine and the tension deepened around the corners of her eyes, making the scars on the left blanch slightly. “Believe it or not, Detective, I learned my lesson three years ago, not to delve into things without backup. I was hoping you might go with me.”

      Relieved she’d already considered her safety and was being reasonable, he relaxed and gave her a confirming nod. “I can do that. Are you heading back to the shelter from here?”

      “Yes, I have some end-of-the-month paperwork to finish today.”

      He signaled the waitress for the bill. “I tell you what, meet me at the station when you’re finished, and we’ll go check on your friend together. Nothing official, just a concerned friend and her friend checking—”

      “—on a friend,” she said with a little smile and nod.

      He did a quick mental note of the work he had planned for the afternoon. Nothing in need of immediate attention other than the final debriefing with the DA for next week’s court case. “Four o’clock good for you?”

      “I can be back here by then.” She reached for her bill as the waitress laid them on the table.

      Aaron swallowed his frustration. As long as they’d been meeting for lunch or the occasional drink after work, Brianna always insisted on paying for her own meals. She’d told him, half-jokingly, that she’d saved loads of money letting too many men buy her meals and drinks in her previous life. It rankled him, that he was the first one with whom she drew the line. On the other hand, if it made her feel secure and strong, who was he to let his ego get in the way?

      Outside the restaurant, he walked her to her car as he always did. When she’d protested the first time, he’d simply pointed out he was making a shortcut back to the precinct on the next block. She’d given him a skeptical-one-brow-raised look but didn’t argue with him.

      He waited until she pulled out of the lot before turning to walk briskly the opposite direction, already plugging the address of her friend Paula into his phone. Once back at his desk, he’d do a quick search to discover her last name, then find out if anything was in the system on her, specifically last night or the past few weeks. Brianna might have faith the girl was still sober and therefore something sinister had happened to her. Reality was, she more than likely had relapsed. If she was picked up on a possession charge, he’d find out quickly. If not, he’d also check for any Jane Doe’s fitting her description at the county morgue.
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        * * *

      

      Brianna hurried through the back door of the shelter, pausing just inside to listen for the locks to clink in place securely behind her. Only those with a keycard pass could come in this way. But as she’d learned a few years ago, safety had to be a conscious effort.

      It was the reason that she bristled at Aaron’s veiled order that she not go to Paula’s on her own. He, more than anyone in Cleveland, should understand she no longer acted foolishly, without a care to what was happening around her. Yes, from the time she was a child, she’d understood people thought she was a beautiful blue-eyed blonde with nary a brain cell in her head—and she’d used that misconception to her advantage, especially around men. Even the Sisters at the Sacred Heart orphanage believed she’d never amount to more than some man’s arm candy.

      “It’s a good thing you’re pretty, Brianna. You’ll make some man a good, obedient wife someday,” Sister Compassionatta said for the hundredth time.

      All the sisters had thought the same thing. Only her friend Abby had seen through her act.

      “Why do you do just enough work to pass?” she’d asked her the day they’d met while both sat on the punishment bench outside of the Mother Superior’s office. “You’re way smarter than that.”

      “If I got all perfect grades like you, none of the boys would like me,” she’d answered with a saccharine smile and bat of her eyelashes, another trick she’d learned to intimidate other girls and even older women.

      Abigail simply shook her head and muttered, “What a waste of a brain.”

      Despite her worry over Paula, Brianna couldn’t help smiling at the memory of Abby’s reaction to her comment. No one had ever called her out to be more than a cute little girl. Not only had it sealed their friendship, it also motivated her to learn more. Oh, she still made barely passing grades, but even after she’d been adopted, she’d studied secretly for her SAT’s for college. To get into MIT and room with Abby, she’d had to score high in every math and science category.

      “Lunch was good then?” Flora, the shelter’s executive manager asked, seated at her desk in the office they shared.

      Brianna hung her jacket on the coat rack in the corner and dropped her bag by her desk chair. “It was just Cobb salad with Aaron. My usual Wednesday lunch.”

      “Aaron today. You usually call him Detective Jeffers.” The hint of suggestion in her boss’s voice irritated Brianna and zapped the smile right off her face.

      “Detective Jeffers and I are simply friends, nothing more,” she said with a bit of a snap, booting up her computer.

      Flora knew her background, everyone who worked at the shelter went through a thorough security vetting program. Even if it wasn’t a requirement, anyone who paid attention to the newscasts following the sex trafficking ring involving Senator Klein and his son, along with a number of prominent politicians and businessmen in the state, knew Brianna was one of the state’s main witnesses.

      Flora also knew Brianna had sworn off dating, even casual dates. The ordeal of being kidnapped, treated like a sexual slave, tortured and nearly killed had left scars. Not just the physical ones. She rubbed the long jagged one on her left forearm, one of many knife wounds inflicted on her body by Dylan Klein, a man she’d thought loved her. The scars on the inside ran deeper than any inflicted by the sadistic misogynist. It left her doubting her life choices, her manipulative use of people—men and women, but mostly men—and her own judgement.

      It also forced her to face the fact that just as she’d used the men in her life for her own means, they’d been using her, too. Which caused her to wonder if she’d really been that smart after all.

      “Well,” Flora said from the other side of the room, “even if you’re only friends with that handsome detective, I do like that you go out to lunch with him every week. It’s good for you.”

      Flora had a good heart. She cared about people, the homeless on the streets, the clients who came to the shelters, those who moved on and even the people who worked or volunteered at the shelter. And that’s why Brianna mostly overlooked Flora’s efforts to meddle in her life.

      “Any word from Paula?” she asked.

      Flora peeked around her computer, sadness in her eyes. “No. I’d thought she’d finally gotten her life on track this last year or so. It’s such a shame.”

      “We don’t know that she’s using again. We only know she’s not shown up to work today.” Brianna refused to give up on Paula. She’d tried to keep her history of drug use from Aaron when they’d talked earlier, afraid that if he knew she used to be a heroin addict, he might just assume, like Flora, that she’d relapsed and wouldn’t go check on her. But just like always, Aaron had quickly figured it out on his own. Man was detective for a reason. He’d also surprised her with his compassion that wasn’t just in his words and voice but mirrored in his green-grey eyes. Brianna was grateful he’d agreed to go with her, because her gut told her something wasn’t right, and Paula needed help.
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      Aaron stood waiting for her when she pulled up outside the police station. He’d texted her not to park in the underground parking, that he’d be outside. He’d changed out of his business suit into a pair of jeans, a grey Henley shirt and a black hoodie jacket. Even his black wing-tip shoes had been switched for beat up sneakers. The cool wind off Lake Erie whipped at his jacket and ruffled his closely cut dark hair. This relaxed Aaron was a sexier version of the man she called friend. Quickly, she tampered down the sudden hormone surge—something she hadn’t felt in over three years.

      After he climbed into the passenger seat, she pulled out into the afternoon traffic on Ontario Street heading south. “Why exactly are we taking my car?”

      “You have a sedan. I drive a black SUV that sort of shouts police. The last thing we want to do is draw too much attention to us visiting your friend.” He leaned back as she maneuvered through the streets toward Paula’s address. “Thought it best we go in as two friends rather than a friend and a cop until we know the situation.”

      “Same reason you changed clothes? And I thought you were going back to the station, not home.” she said with a quick glance his way.

      He gave a half shrug. “Nothing screams cop more than a man in a suit and tie climbing out of an SUV these days. And no, I didn’t go home to change. I keep these in the back of my car just for instances when I want to go into an area without drawing attention to myself.”

      Brianna drove east from the main downtown area.

      “You’ve been here before?” Aaron asked after a few moments of quiet companionship.

      “No, Paula never invited anyone to her home,” Brianna said, tapping the little part of her dashboard above the radio buttons. “I plugged her address into my GPS. I have to confess that geo-navigation isn’t my strong suit. Abby used to say I’d get lost trying to get out of a paper bag.”

      A deep rumble came from the passenger’s seat.

      Ignoring the noise, she made the turn her computerized map told her. “GPS has saved me hours of driving time. Once I’ve been somewhere, I can find my way home and back again, but that first trip out? Yeah, I’d make all kinds of wrong turns and U-turns. It got so bad, I’d have to leave two hours early, just so I’d have enough time to find my destination.”

      The rumbling turned into a half-choked chuckle.

      “Don’t laugh.”

      “I’m not. Really,” he said, but she could hear the laughter he was trying hard not to let out. Instead of being angry, she relaxed for the first time since Paula hadn’t reported for work.

      She drove down Sagamore, past some brick duplex apartment buildings and aged Victorians that had all seen better days a hundred years ago. Further down the block they passed other turn-of-the-last-century homes that were either remodeled or in the process of being so until they came to a Victorian that looked like it had been converted to apartments on both floors sometime in the last fifty or so years. The address was Paula’s, so Brianna pulled into the driveway, behind an old 1996 Corolla.

      “This is the place,” she said, sitting back in her seat and taking a deep breath.

      “Which one’s hers?”

      “Says unit four on her address, so one of the ones upstairs?” she said, climbing out of the car. He waited for her to lock the doors and then they headed to the brick stairs on the side of the house. “I was afraid she lived in some dilapidated place.”

      “Why?” he asked following her up the stairs.

      “The shelter pays lower than some other state jobs, but it does carry health insurance and pays for her college courses, as long as she maintains a good grade point average. I honestly didn’t know what her situation was.”

      “Based on the area, I was expecting something worse than this, too.” He nodded at the two houses under construction on the opposite side of the street. “I didn’t realize this particular little neighborhood was being gentrified. Looks like she’s making good decisions.”

      Brianna gave him a half-smile. “I thought she was, too. Well, before she didn’t come to work or call in sick.” Noting the door had two deadbolt locks, she knocked on the door and suddenly there was barking coming from inside.

      “She has a dog?” Aaron asked.

      “I’ve never heard her talk about one before.” She knocked again. “Paula? It’s Brianna Matthews.”

      The curtains in the window near the door moved and the head of the scruffiest, grey and brown, wire-haired dog peeked through and barked more. Then the dog started jumping.

      “He’s acting frantic and he’s going to pull those curtains down on him,” Aaron said, gently nudging Brianna out of the way. “I think we need to get in there and see what’s going on.”

      “You can’t break down the door,” she said. The last thing she wanted to do was get Paula in trouble with her landlord, especially if there wasn’t a reason for breaking in.

      “I thought I’d try something less traumatic.” Aaron gave her a pointed a you-doubt-my-abilities look and reached into his pocket, pulling out something that resembled a utility knife. He flipped open a few parts that looked like metal picks and began working on the deadbolts.

      Her cheeks filled with heat as she moved back a little more to give him room to work. “Do you always carry a lock picking tool with you, Detective?”

      “Back when I was on patrol, I had a partner who thought it was super-macho to crash in suspects doors, leaving them hanging by the hinges,” he said as he maneuvered the picks around the top deadbolt, then moved on to the bottom one. “Problem was, a few times he had bad intel and he crashed doors of innocent people, who then had to pay thousands to fix their doors, not to mention left them vulnerable to the elements or nefarious people willing to take advantage of unsecured homes.”

      She couldn’t help her giggle.

      “What?” he asked over his shoulder, his hand paused on the lock.

      “Nefarious. You could just say bad guys.”

      “I could.” He gave her a little wink as he went back to work on the lock. “But nefarious was on my word-a-day ap on my phone last week. Seemed like a good time to use it.”

      Before she could comment on him having a word-a-day ap on his phone or the interest in learning a new word every day, which sort of surprised her, he stood and twisted the doorknob. He inched the door open enough that the little scruffy -looking pup backed up, barking, but wagging his tail. Then the dog turned and scampered away.

      “Anyone home?” Aaron called, going in first.

      “Paula? It’s me, Brianna Matthews. Are you here?” She followed him in.

      An old couch and over-stuffed chair sat in the living room area. Hardwood floors were covered with a worn and tattered area rug, and an afghan and some throw pillows were on the couch. The side table held a lamp and on it sat three paperback books. Not much in the way of art, except for a watercolor of Lake Erie and the shoreline view of Cleveland hung on one wall. Not too many personal items, and other than the worn winter boots lying near the couch, the place was very neat, but lived in.

      She moved past the kitchen. On the floor were two plastic bowls, presumably the dog’s dishes. Both were empty. On the table was an open bag of kibble and a box of dog treats. An empty cough syrup bottle, a few dirty dishes and an empty can of chicken noodle soup sat on the counter. The remnants of the soup and a spoon in the pot on the stove.

      “Paula?” Brianna called out hurrying to where the dog had disappeared down the hall, now believing her friend might be ill.

      Inside the bedroom, a body-wracking cough, followed by a moan came from the bed, where the dog stood near the lump of covers, wagging its tail and barking.

      “Hush, Stanley,” a hoarse voice said.

      “Paula?” Brianna said, stepping closer, but the dog seemed to be standing guard.

      “Stanley, come,” Aaron ordered the dog from behind her.

      Surprisingly, Stanley hopped off the bed and went to Aaron, who gave him one of the dog biscuits he must’ve picked up in the kitchen. “Sit,” he said, and Stanley did just that, being rewarded with another biscuit.

      “He…likes…you,” Paula said, coming out of the bundle of blankets on her bed then coughing hard enough to shake the whole thing. Her face was pale except for the red-flushed cheeks and the deep circles under her eyes. “Hi, Boss.”

      “Oh, my God, Paula, you look horrible,” Brianna said rushing over to the bed.

      “Feel pretty…crappy, too.” Paula covered her mouth with the part of her blanket as she coughed again, the reached for a tissue in the box near the bed to spit out whatever she’d coughed up.

      “How long have you been like this?” Brianna laid her hand on her friend’s head. “You’re burning up.”

      “Funny…feel…like…I’m…freezing,” Paula managed between wheezes.

      “She needs to go to the hospital,” Aaron said, coming forward to examine some of the discarded tissues.

      “No…hospitals,” Paula said again, this time her wracking cough was back.

      Brianna gave him a questioning look. “Maybe just a clinic?”

      Aaron handed Paula a clean tissue. “By the wheezing and the looks of what you’re coughing up, you probably have pneumonia.” He turned to Brianna, “Get her some shoes and her coat and we’ll take her to the Cleveland Clinic.”

      “No!” Paula said, struggling to stand up, and collapsing back on the bed, her dark eyes wide with fear. “Not there.”

      “Is that where your ex worked?” Brianna remembering the one conversation they’d had about the bastard who beat her. Paula had told her the ex who’d pimped her out, had a day job as an orderly at one of the local hospitals. Said that’s why she didn’t like them.

      Paula nodded, shivering now that she was out of the blankets.

      “Okay, we won’t take you there.” Brianna pulled a quilt off the bed and wrapped it around her friend and looked pointedly at Aaron as she said, “How about St. Vincent’s Charity hospital? Would that be okay?”

      He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me, she just needs to get treated ASAP. Pneumonia is nothing to mess with. It can kill you.”

      The deep and certain way he said it and how he insisted Paula needed to be seen immediately struck Brianna as more than just a worried concern on his part. Aaron’s lost someone to pneumonia. This wasn’t the place or time to ask, so she focused on helping Paula get her shoes and jacket on. When she finished, she turned to find Aaron standing in the doorway holding a woman’s leather handbag in one hand and a leash attached to Stanley in the other.

      “He…really…does…like…you. He…won’t…listen to…me,” Paula whispered as she tried to stand, then sank to her knees, with Brianna holding her.

      Before Brianna could help her friend back in the bed, Aaron gently pushed her aside and scooped up the thin young woman in his arms as if she were no more than a child. “I think Stanley just knows when he’s near the alpha dog.”

      Paula giggled.

      “Or it could be those dog biscuits you stuffed in your pocket,” Brianna said, snagging the dog’s leash and Paula’s purse.

      Again, Paula giggled, but this time she ended with coughing and wheezing, almost unable to catch her breath. Brianna exchanged a concern look with Aaron, who nodded towards the door.

      Once they’d locked up and were in the car Brianna sat in the back with Stanley in her lap, while Paula sat up front where the heater could warm her as Aaron drove them west to St. Vincent’s. He parked in the lot outside the hospital, then turned to face both Brianna and Paula.

      “You guys wait here,” he said and was out the door, leaving the car running.

      “Your…boyfriend…is…nice,” Paula said.

      “Oh, no. Aaron isn’t my…I mean, he’s a friend, but we’re not…” Brianna realized she was sputtering and acting way too defensive. She stopped to take a deep breath before explaining. “Aaron is a police detective who helped me a few years ago. Since then, well, we’ve become friends and he’s one of the few people I trust, especially when I think another friend might be in serious trouble.”

      “I…get…it.” Paula’s wheezing seemed to be getting worse and she leaned back against the seat, the simple act of talking exhausting her. “He…is…nice…though.”

      “Yes, he is.”

      “And…handsome.”

      Brianna nodded. “Yes, he’s that, too.”

      “And…sexy.” Paula giggled, then quickly started coughing.

      Before Brianna could answer that statement, thankfully Aaron returned with an orderly pushing a wheelchair. He opened the front passenger door, once again scooped up the non-protesting Paula and deposited her in the wheelchair, while Brianna managed to scramble out of the back with Stanley and both her and Paula’s bags.

      Aaron reached for the dog leash and nodded to the orderly pushing Paula towards the ER entrance. “You go with your friend. I’ll take Stanley to take care of his business before we join you.”

      Brianna paused. “Oh, I don’t think they’ll let him inside.”

      “Already cleared it with the charge nurse. It’s amazing what rules people will be willing to bend when they know you’re a cop.”

      She opened her mouth to ask more questions, but he stopped her, leaning past her to grab one of the bottles of water she kept in a case in her backseat. “We’ll talk about it inside. Right now, your friend needs someone with her. Given her history, this can’t be easy for her.”

      He was right. Paula needed her and her questions could wait. She hurried to the hospital entrance, glancing back to see Aaron squatting down and offering the pup a drink of water from the bottle. Paula was right. Aaron was a nice man. And if she let herself think about it, he was sexy, too. Problem was, she’d been fooled once before by a handsome, sexy man and almost died.

      Being friends with Aaron was one thing. Trusting him with more than that? She wasn’t ready to take the chance.
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      Once Stanley finished his outdoor business and could be trusted indoors, Aaron picked him up and carried him into the ER, past the triage nurse’s desk and straight into the private room where he’d asked them to put Paula. Brianna sat in one of the two plastic straight-back chairs against the wall. The center of the room was completely empty.

      “They took her to get her chest x-rayed,” she said, looking up from the smart phone she was tapping away on as he came through the door.

      He took the seat beside her and set Stanley on the floor on the other side. “Stay,” he said with one stern look at the dog, who curled up on the cool tiles, but otherwise didn’t move. He reached in his pocket and handed the dog a treat.

      “Paula’s right. He likes you,” Brianna said. She didn’t smile, but he could hear it in her words.

      “I told the charge nurse he’d behave. I’m just making sure he knows that, too. So how’s Paula doing?”

      “They whisked her right in here and started asking questions. One of the nurses listened to her chest with a stethoscope and suddenly people were coming and going. They started an IV and drew blood. It was very cool that they could do that with only one stick.”

      “How’d you feel about that?” he asked, meeting her blue-eyed gaze and seeing the shadow flit across her face.

      She inhaled and slowly let the air out. “I have to confess, it was hard watching the rapid-fire chaos, even from a spectator’s perspective. It brought back some bad memories of the night they airlifted me to the hospital. I never thanked you for being with me through the trip there and those first few hours.” She reached out and squeezed his hand briefly, leaving a warm sensation coursing through him even after she slipped her hand back in her lap.

      “You did thank me,” he said, hoping she’d leave it at that.

      “I did? I don’t remember it. Between the pain, the surgery and those god-awful months of recovery and then testifying…” She paused and tilted her head quizzically. “When did I say thank you?”

      “The night I picked you up out of that bed, all beaten, cut, bruised.” Once again anger at the men who’d treated her so badly surged through him. He tamped it down. It wouldn’t do her or him any good now.

      She blinked. “I was so out of it, so confused. I remember your arms holding me tight as you carried me out of there and to the helicopter.”

      “You just kept saying, Thank you, thank you, oh God, thank you.” He swallowed before continuing. “You broke my heart as I carried you to the copter. Then you wouldn’t let go of my shirt, so they let me fly with you to the hospital.”

      “Oh, I thought,” she glanced away in embarrassment, that she shouldn’t feel.

      “And I was happy they did,” he said, leaning over to touch her chin and get her to look back at him. When her eyes met his, he smiled. “You were so frightened and seemed so alone. I didn’t want to leave you either.”

      Her tentative smile warmed his heart. “I’m sorry I forced you to come in here. It occurred to me while I was outside that you might be uncomfortable.”

      “No, you were right. Paula needed someone to be here for her. Only that initial wave of the staff doing what they needed to, bothered me. Probably because I’ve had a few non-emergency trips to the hospital for my surgeries. But to be honest, hospitals still give me the heebie-jeebies.”

      “So, they’ve started blood work and hydrating her?” he asked, trying to distract her from her memories.

      “And they slipped oxygen on her, putting the stretcher up high to help her breathe. That seemed to help her color. Then they did something called a sputum culture. It was kind of gross. She had to spit mucous into a cup. It was greenish-yellow.”

      “Yeah, I saw that on her tissues back at her place.”

      “That’s why you knew she had pneumonia.” It was more a statement than question.

      “My mom had pneumonia when I was a kid. She’d hack and cough up that pea-green shit over and over. My dad was working the day she took a turn for the worse. When she became unresponsive, I called nine-one-one.” He paused, clenching his lips tight and reaching in his pocket to pull out another treat for Stanley. “But it was too late.”

      “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      Thankfully, before he could embarrass himself further with dark reminiscence of his past, the door to the room popped open and the orderly backed in pulling the stretcher with Paula sitting up on it to the vacant spot. A fortyish nurse with a kind smile followed on his heels carrying a hospital blanket.

      “It’s fresh out of the warmer,” she said draping it over Paula, who sighed. Then the nurse quickly put the IV on a mobile pole and the oxygen prongs back in Paula’s nose. “My name is Lana. I’ll be taking over as your nurse, Miss Nowak. We’ll get the results from all the tests in a little bit, but the doctor wants to start you on some antibiotics. I know you were asked this when you came in, but are you sure you’re not allergic to anything?”

      Paula shook her head. “Not that…I know of.”

      The older woman smiled at her. “I just wanted to double check. Sometimes people remember an allergy after they’ve been here a little while. This is some ibuprofen to bring down your fever,” she said handing Paula two white tablets and a glass of water. “We’ll start the antibiotics by IV and I’ll be giving you some steroids by mouth. In a little bit the respiratory therapist will be in to give you a breathing treatment.”

      “Will it…hurt?” Paula asked after taking the pills.

      “No,” the nurse reassured her as she set the water glass on the bedside table. “You just breathe in this medicine and it loosens up the crud in your lungs so you can cough it up and breathe easier. You’ll be getting it every four hours around the clock.”

      Panic suddenly filled Paula’s face. She ripped the oxygen from her nose and struggled to get out of the bed. “I can’t…stay here around…the clock.”

      Brianna and Aaron both jumped up to help the nurse keep her in bed.

      “You don’t want to do that,” Brianna said, her hand closing over Paula’s stop her from pulling her IV out. “They’ll have to stick you with more needles to put it back in.”

      “I’m not…staying. I have…to find…Art.” Paula tried to move, but Aaron laid one firm hand on her shoulder, making her focus on him.

      “Who’s Art?”

      A whimper came from the floor. Stanley was standing next to the chair, his tail wagging as he whimpered again.

      Paula coughed and must’ve realized how bad of shape she was in without the oxygen, and suddenly slumped back into the bed. “Art is…Stanley’s owner.”

      At Art’s name Stanley whimpered again and this time tried to jump on the bed. Aaron picked him up and set him beside Paula, where he snuggled in beside her. The nurse gave Aaron a pinched-lipped look but he just shrugged. She put the oxygen back on Paula and checked the status of her IV before leaving the room with instructions for Paula to try and relax.

      “You’re watching him for Art?” Brianna asked once they were alone again.

      Paula shook her head. “He’s missing. Been…looking for…him.”

      That got Aaron’s attention. “How do you know he’s missing?”

      “Art’s homeless…doesn’t go…anywhere without…Stanley.”

      Paula paused as the door to the room opened again. In came a bald-headed man with a salt-and-pepper Van Dyke style mustache and beard combination, dragging a machine with him. “My name’s George and I’m going to be giving you a breathing treatment.” He looked at the monitor reading out Paula’s vital signs and wrote something on his clipboard, then began working on his treatment machine. “This is Albuterol and it will help ease some of your discomfort from all your coughing. I see you have a bed companion. Service dog?” he asked with a nod to Stanley.

      “No,” Paula said.

      The respiratory therapist hooked up the machine and poured in the prescribed medicine to make the mist for Paula to breath in. “How’d you get him past the witchy charge nurse tonight?”

      Paula nodded Aaron’s way. “Cop.”

      “Ah, he a witness or something?” George said, handing the breathing apparatus to Paula.

      “Something…like that.” Paula stared pointedly at Aaron before putting the mouthpiece between her lips and breathing in the medicated, humidified air.

      “This will take about ten to fifteen minutes, if you want to go get some coffee or something,” George said to Brianna and Aaron.

      They exchanged looks, reading each other’s minds. Given her history of domestic abuse and her fear of hospitals, neither Aaron nor Brianna were keen on leaving her alone with a stranger, even with Stanley firmly planted on the bed with her.

      “Can I speak to you outside?” Aaron said to Brianna. Stanley sat up and whimpered as if he wanted to come, too. “Stanley, stay,” he said, and the pooch snuggled back down beside Paula.

      Brianna followed him out the door but left it open so Paula could see them both as she breathed with the machine. “What’s up?”

      “I think Paula’s telling us she’s been out looking for her friend Art, using Stanley as a sort of bloodhound on his trail.”

      “I thought that, too. She told me once that when she’s not working with us, she helps out at some of the other homeless shelters and food kitchens in the area.”

      “That may be how she got sick. The weather has been cold and rainy lately. Someone needs to stay with her, especially if we take Stanley with us to go look for his owner.”

      “You’d do that?”

      “Take Stanley?” Aaron shrugged. “He’s got his master’s scent. Makes sense to see if he can help us find him. Of course, we’ll need a description from Paula. A picture if she has one.

      “No, I mean you’d go with me?”

      He leaned one hip against the wall and studied her. “You’re going to go look for Art on you own anyways, right?”

      A light blush filled her cheeks as she narrowed her eyes at him. “Yes, but how did you know?”

      “Because he’s missing. You wanted to look for Paula because she was missing. I’ve learned things about you over the past few years, Brianna. You don’t like being told what to do. You don’t like people being missing, whether you know them or not, which has to do with your kidnapping. You like helping people, in fact, it’s like a mission with you. If I want to be sure you and Stanley are safe, I’m going to be going with you.” He pulled out his cell phone and punched in some numbers.

      “Who are you calling?” she asked.

      “Someone to come stay with Paula, so she won’t leave before she’s better.” When she started to ask another question the person on the other end answered. “Hey, Kirk F. Patrick. I need your help.”
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      “You called Kirk F? I didn’t know you knew him,” Brianna said when Aaron pocketed his phone once more.

      She’d met the young man three years ago, just after she’d been rescued by her friend Abby, her family the Edgars, and Aaron. Sure, there was a couple dozen State Highway Patrol and FBI people involved too, but to Brianna, the ones who came after her were personal. The first day she was home from the hospital, her doorbell rang.

      “Who’s there?” she asked, coming to the door of her new condo. Abby’s boyfriend, Luke, had seen to it that not only did she have a new place to live, but her entire home’s security had been updated. She could see from a flat screen near the door that a tall, lanky teen with shoulder-length dreadlocks stood on her doorstep with an envelope and a flat square box in his hands.

      “Castello sent me, ma’am,” the boy said.

      Castello—the Deputy U.S. Marshall who was friends with Abby and the Edgars—one of her rescuers. The code word that this kid could be trusted. Letting out the breath she’d been holding, she punched in the security code, temporarily suspending the alarms, and stepped back to more than an arm’s length away. The kid might be trusted by others, but she still didn’t know him from Adam.

      “I’m Kirk Patrick,” he said, stepping inside, sized her up from head to toe—more an assessment of her casted arm and her bandaged left eye from the first of her surgical repairs—then glancing around. “Nice place.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Kirkpatrick,” she waited for him to clear the doorway, then she locked it and reset the security code.

      “It’s Kirk F. Patrick,” he said with a bit of a grin. “Everyone gets it wrong. Castello calls me Kirk F. You can, too.”

      “Okay, Kirk F. Why did Marshal Castello send you?”

      “He didn’t tell you I was coming? No, of course he didn’t. That man just issues orders and expects everyone to be able to read his mind. You got somewhere I can set this down?”

      She led him into the kitchen area and he slid the box onto the island’s granite countertop. Then he thrust the envelope to her. “This is from Castello.” Then he opened the box to find a cherry pie. “And that’s from my Nana. She says homemade pie is good for healing the soul.”

      “That’s very kind of her,” she said, fighting back the tears that someone she’d never met before cared enough to send her something they’d made from scratch.

      “Yeah, Nana’s like that,” Kirk F said as he pulled out his phone and punched a number. “Castello, you was supposed to tell Ms. Matthews I was coming.”

      He paused, listening to the Marshal, but rolling his eyes and making a face. “You just lucky she didn’t shoot me.”

      While he talked, she opened the envelope to find a letter and a file. The letter explained that Castello had hired Kirk F to be her personal escort and driver. He was to help her with heavy lifting while she healed from her wounds and her surgeries. He would also be sleeping in her spare room until the court case against the sex traffickers were completely finished. Kirk F was unarmed and was not a bodyguard, the Marshal’s service would be providing that. However, he would report to Frank any possible suspicious characters he thought might be a threat to her. He would also run errands for her as she needed. Then Castello said, “The kid’s yours until you don’t fear being alone.”

      “Castello said the letter explained it all,” he said, pocketing his phone.

      “Yes, you’re like my walking security blanket.”

      “Yep, except on Sunday mornings and Wednesday nights.”

      She slipped the letter inside the envelope and laid the file on the counter. It was the itinerary for her deposition and the names of the Marshals who were coming to guard her and their rotation schedule. “What happens on Sundays and Wednesdays?”

      He shrugged. “I take Nana to church on Sundays and bingo on Wednesdays.”

      From that moment on, she trusted the young man. He might try to look like a tough street-smart kid with his black hoodie and baggy clothes, but he worked for Castello, cared for his grandmother and as she learned, had plans to go to college to study criminology. He stayed with her for six months.

      “Since he started his classes at the community college, Kirk F has been helping me with some investigation work on the side. He can get into places I can’t.”

      “So, you want him to come stay with Paula?”

      Aaron looked her straight in the eyes, his green ones void of humor. “Unless you want to. Which, given your barely controlled breathing and pallor since we entered the ER suggests you’d end up in the bed next to your friend before the night is out, I doubt that’s a good choice.”

      Damn. He was right. God, she hated feeling weak. “You’re right. I want to get out of here as soon as possible, but I’m not sure how comfortable Paula will be with a young man she hardly knows sleeping in her hospital room.”

      “We both know him and trust him. That should help her feel better about it. We’ll see how it goes once he gets here. In the meantime, we have a bigger problem.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “And what’s that?”

      “We’re going to need some sort of description of her friend Art, unless she has one on her phone.” He glanced in the door. “Looks like the respiratory guy is done.”

      An idea popped into her head. “You go in, I’ll be right there.” Leaving him looking a little bemused, she headed for the nurse’s station.

      “May I help you?” the salt and pepper-haired nurse looked up over the rims of her glasses.

      Brianna smiled her most, I-mean-you-no-harm smile. “Do you happen to have some printer paper? I need only one or two pieces. And maybe a pencil?”

      “Of course,” the nurse said and reached in the printer to pull out a couple of sheets, then snatched a pencil from the pencil holder on the desk. “Anything else?”

      “No, this is just perfect. Thank you.” Brianna headed back to Paula’s room. It had been years since she’d sketched a person’s face. Probably back when she was still at the orphanage with Abby. She’d been pretty good at it, so maybe if Paula gave her the homeless man’s description, she could come up with a useable image for her and Aaron to use.

      When she got back in the room, Aaron was seated in his chair, with Stanley at his feet. Paula was sound asleep, but her breathing sounded a little better to Brianna.

      “She drifted off as I came in the door,” Aaron quietly said, then looked questioningly to the paper in her hand. “Planning on writing something?”

      “I’m not an expert, but I used to sketch some. I thought…” Brianna gave a shrug.

      “Good idea. Way better than what I’d draw. My stick figures barely look like stick figures,” he said with a grin.

      “You two don’t…whisper too quietly,” Paula muttered from the bed.

      Brianna hurried over and took her hand. She felt cooler. “I’m sorry we woke you.”

      “Was just…dozing.” Paula finished, coughing hard once more. Brianna held her while she struggled to bring up more crud from her lungs and Aaron handed them the box of tissues. Finally, she relaxed back into the bed.

      “Do you think you can give me a description of Art? I’ll try to draw one of him.”

      Paula drew her brows down in confusion. “Why?”

      “We thought we’d see if we could go look for him,” Brianna said.

      “Unless you have one on your phone we can use?” Aaron asked.

      “No picture. Art didn’t…like them. But I can tell you…what he looks like.”

      “Good. While you two do that, I’ll take Stanley out to do some business. We don’t want him making any kind of mess in here and get us kicked out,” Aaron said, backing away from the bed with a wink.

      Brianna watched him saunter outside with Stanley in his arms.

      “Like I said, nice…and sexy,” Paula said behind her.

      With a dismissive shake of her head, Brianna pulled the bedside table over and perched herself on the end of the hospital bed. “Let’s focus on Art and not worry about whether I think the detective is sexy or not.”

      By the time Aaron returned with Stanley, Brianna and Paula had come up with a fairly workable sketch of Art—an elderly, thin man with a scraggly grey and black beard that covered his neck to his t-shirt collar, and a long face and nose. Brianna noted that Art had bright blue eyes on the side of the paper and he usually wore a black hoodie, but now had a new down-filled coat he’d gotten from one of the charity groups to wear overtop of it.

      Exhausted from the effort of describing her friend, Paula leaned back against the pillows. “Dang I feel so weak. It’s why I couldn’t…go looking for Art…last night.”

      “How long have you been looking for him?” Aaron asked, looking over Brianna’s shoulder at the sketch and nodding as if it would work.

      “Since last Thursday.” Paula paused to take some deep breaths. “When he didn’t show up…for dinner at the shelter. He always comes by then…to be sure Stanley has food for the weekend.” Again she paused, closing her eyes a few minutes as she gulped in air.

      Brianna shot a worried look at Aaron. Should they get help from the nurses? Reading her thoughts, he shook his head and held up his hand, telling her to wait.

      Finally, once she had her breathing under control, Paula opened her eyes. “When I found Stanley sitting…outside the shelter alone, I knew something…was wrong.”

      “Did you call the police?” Brianna asked, regretting it immediately when Paula exchanged a cynical look with Aaron. “What?”

      “People don’t call the police for missing homeless people,” Aaron said, and Paula nodded.

      Brianna made a no-duh sort of expression at her own stupidity. “Okay, I get it. No one looks for them because they’re pretty much missing from their lives and who is going to know if something’s happened to them or they’ve just wandered off. But you went looking for him, in the cold rain we’ve had for the past five days, didn’t you?” she asked Paula.

      “He loves Stanley,” she answered, patting the bed for the dog to join her once more and he happily obliged. “Art would never just…leave Stanley behind. Something’s happened to him…I have to get back out to look for him.”

      “And that’s just plain foolishness.”

      They all looked to see a medium-height, woman with a grey short afro cut hairdo and glasses perched on her nose, dressed in orange and brown sweatpants, a Cleveland Browns sweatshirt and heavy jacket, sneakers with sequence all over them and an over-stuffed bag in each hand.

      “Hey, detective, Miss Brianna,” Kirk F came to stand next to the older lady. “This is Nana,” he said in way of introduction. “She’s come to stay with your friend.”

      “I don’t need…a babysitter,” Paula said and immediately started coughing.

      “Of course, you don’t,” Nana said, setting her bags in one chair, then coming over to push Aaron and Brianna out of the way. “And I’m no babysitter. I’m a nana. That means you’re gonna have someone here to make sure people let you rest, that you get good stuff to eat, and nobody does anything you don’t want them to.” She puffed up the extra pillow laying on the ledge of the cabinet next to the room’s sink and stuck it in behind Paula, scooted Stanley off the bed into Aaron’s arms and drew the blanket up to tuck it around Paula’s body. “So, these three and your four-legged friend are gonna go lookin’ for the missin’ man while you sleep and let your body get better.”

      “What are…you gonna do?” Paula asked, already drifting off to sleep.

      Nana pulled off her coat and set it in the chair holding her bags, reached in one bag and pulled out a big ball of yarn and a crochet hook. “I’m gonna work on a new afghan.” She snuggled into the vacant seat, looked over her glasses at the others in the room. “You best be gettin’ on with your search. And don’t forget to get me some hot chocolate on your way back, Kirk.”

      The trio, with Stanley securely tucked under Aaron’s arm, quickly left the room. Brianna stopped at the nurse’s station to explain that Mrs. Patrick was going to be staying with Paula even when they moved her to a hospital room. Aaron spoke with the house supervisor and requested a private room, assuring her he’d pay for the extra cost.

      “When I called you to come to the hospital, Kirk F,” he said as they exited the ER, “I meant for you to sit with Paula, not your grandmother.”

      “I know, but Nana was standing in the kitchen making cookies when you called and asked me what you wanted me to do. When I told her, she just went all grandma ninja on me—”

      “Grandma ninja?” Brianna asked, matching the two men stride for stride as they crossed the parking lot to her car.

      “You know,” Kirk F said, stopping next to the back passenger-side door. “Grabbed her crocheting stuff, boxed up two containers of her famous chocolate butterscotch cookies—and I’d only had three so far—telling me, I’d be the worst person to sit in a hospital room with someone who needed to rest. That the only one qualified to do that was her. And she marched me out to her big old Cadillac and said, let’s go.”

      “She’s right,” Aaron said, putting Stanley in the back with Kirk F and climbing into the driver’s seat.

      “Which shelter are we going to first?” Brianna asked, scrambling into the front passenger seat.

      Aaron pulled out of the parking lot. “We’re not.”

      “But you promised Paula we would look for her friend.”

      “And we are. But first we’re going to get something to eat. I’m starving. Then we’re going to go look in the place your friend hasn’t got access to search.”

      Brianna studied him. “And where’s that?”

      “The morgue.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      After placing the bags of blood in the cold storage container, he stared across the room at the carcass.

      A week.

      He’d only gotten a week out of it. The previous one lasted past ninety days and he’d harvested an extra pint of blood before its heart finally gave out. It had been younger than this one, with a healthier heart and kidneys. That was the key to maximizing his crop. He’d have to try and find young ones to use.

      Trouble was that the young ones were often riddled with drugs that had to be purged from their system in order to get acceptable product. And if they were working the streets for cash, the possibility of unusable blood tainted with AIDS or Hepatitis made the whole effort futile. Too bad he couldn’t screen them before he chose them. It was all part of the recycling process. You pick up the trash and then you sort through the mess to see what’s still useful.

      He walked over to the sink and scrubbed down his hands and arms before putting on the first layer of latex-free gloves. Over those he stretched on a pair of heavy yellow rubber cleaning gloves. Picking up the spray bottle of bleach water and a scrub brush, he started cleansing away any remnants of his possible DNA or fingerprints or stray hairs that might have escaped the previous hazmat suit he wore while harvesting. The one he had on now had come fresh from the package.

      It was his process.

      One suit for harvesting. One suit for sanitizing. One for disposal.

      The more meticulous he was, the less likelihood he’d be caught. For months he’d been hunting down and draining his prey of their blood, carefully depositing the early attempts to perfect his technique where no one would accidentally find them and storing the special few remains until his collection was complete. Now it was time to show the world what true recycling looked like.
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      Squeezed into the booth between Aaron and the wall of the restaurant, Brianna, who was comfortably full from her meal, watched both him and Kirk F devour their second plate of fried chicken and waffles. Every so often one of them would pass a piece of food to Stanley who occupied the other booth with Kirk F. Somehow, Aaron had convinced the manager that the crazy-haired dog needed to be in the restaurant while they ate. Since it was almost closing time, the young man gave in.

      “He’s got better manners than some of our customers,” the little brunette waitress said with a grin at Kirk F as she filled their coffee mugs again. “Did you teach him that?”

      Kirk F swallowed the food in his mouth, shaking his head, but a brightness lit his dark eyes as he realized the girl was flirting with him. “Nah. He’s not mine.”

      Disappointed he hadn’t flirted back, the waitress turned to look at her and Aaron, assuming they were the dog’s owners.

      Brianna smiled at her. “We’re just watching Stanley for a friend who’s in the hospital.”

      “Oh, that’s awful cool of you,” she said, sliding the check onto the table. Focusing once more on Kirk F, she smiled and said. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      The color in his cheeks had darkened with embarrassment, but he managed to nod at her. His eyes focused on her swaying hips as she walked away. Brianna almost laughed when he realized that she, Aaron and even Stanley were staring at him.

      “What? I’m a healthy straight nineteen-year-old male.” He slipped the last chunk of chicken on his plate to Stanley. “So why are we heading to the morgue?”

      “Because Stanley’s owner is missing,” Brianna said.

      “Wait?” Kirk F shot her a brow-lowered confused look. “I thought the girl in the bed Nana is watching is this guy’s owner?”

      “Her name is Paula and she was taking care of Stanley. His owner’s name is Art and he’s a homeless person. Paula got sick trying to find him.”

      “Ah, I get it.” He turned his focus on Aaron. “And you think he might be in the morgue?”

      Aaron shrugged, wiped his mouth with his napkin and set it beside his plate. “I’m starting there as a process of elimination.”

      “The dude’s homeless. Could be he just disappeared.”

      Pulling out a credit card from his wallet, Aaron slipped it inside the black folder with the bill. Brianna wanted to argue with him that she could pay for her own meal, but she hesitated this time because he wasn’t just buying her dinner, he was paying for Kirk F’s too. She glanced up at him. If he was smiling because he’d finally gotten his way in their battle over meals, she’d kick him in the shin. He wasn’t. He’d fixed a very serious expression on their younger friend, shaking his head.

      “I don’t think so. My experience with homeless people is if they attach themselves to a dog, they’ll do whatever they can to provide for them. Often caring for them better than they do themselves. From what Paula told us, Art was that way with Stanley.”

      Kirk F leaned back in the booth and ran his hands over Stanley’s back. “So, if he isn’t around to take care of the pup, something bad must’ve happened to him.”

      “Right. We start by eliminating where he isn’t.”

      “Why the county morgue?” Brianna asked.

      Aaron waited for the waitress to take the bill and leave the vicinity before answering. “Any death not in a hospital or the person isn’t under a doctor’s care, like at home in hospice, is automatically considered suspicious. This goes for any John Does. The body is transported to the county morgue and an autopsy will be done.”

      “So, you think Art is dead and might be in the morgue as a John Doe?”

      Again, Aaron waited before answering as the waitress brought him back the bill and credit card, along with a travel cup of hot chocolate for Nana. Leaving a nice tip on the bill, he slipped his credit card back into his wallet and took a long drink of his coffee. “What I think is something has happened to Art. If he is dead and his body has been found, then we’ll find it at the morgue.”

      “And if it’s not?” Kirk F asked.

      “Then we start searching other places. Which makes your nana taking over hospital duty with Paula a good thing.”

      “Besides keeping her butt in the bed? Because, trust me, if the doctors want your friend in bed getting medicine, Nana ain’t gonna let her feet hit the floor except to pis…er go to the bathroom,” Kirk F said with a sheepish grin towards Brianna.

      She grinned back at him. After having him underfoot in her apartment for six months, she’d gotten to know him quite well and still the kid guarded his language in her presence. Something she was sure came from his nana’s influence. Speaking of which, she narrowed her eyes at Kirk F. “This is Wednesday. Isn’t Nana supposed to be going to bingo tonight?”

      “That’s what I asked her when she got all grandma ninja on me. She said when a body in need needs healing, bingo can wait.” He grinned at them both. “And usually nothing comes between Nana and her bingo nights.”

      “Having her stay with Paula is a bonus for us,” Aaron said, grabbing his coat and sliding out of the booth. “If we strike out at the morgue, then we’ll divide and conquer.”

      “Divide up how?” Brianna said, scooting out of the booth and pulling on her coat. Then she took Stanley’s leash from Kirk F, grabbed Nana’s hot chocolate, and headed to the exit, the two men following in her wake.

      “We’ll make copies of the sketch you made of Art. Then Kirk F can hit the local hospital emergency rooms while you, Stanley and I visit some of the shelters. There’s too many to hit them all in one night.”

      “Damn, bro. Why you be dragging me to the morgue then? I don’t like dead bodies,” Kirk F groused, suddenly sounding like a young nineteen-year-old.

      “If you’re gonna be a cop, you’re gonna see dead bodies.” Aaron said as they walked through the parking lot. “And you might as well start with finding a body in the morgue. Besides. If Art isn’t there, we won’t be seeing any dead bodies.”

      At her car he opened the passenger’s side door for her, deposited Stanley in the back next to Kirk F and took the driver’s seat.

      As she buckled into her seat, Brianna realized she’d automatically given the control of not only her car, but the situation to Aaron. “You know I’m capable of driving own my car.”

      Aaron nodded as he pulled out of the parking lot onto Prospect. “I’m sure you are, but this time you’re just gonna have to let me do the driving.”

      “Why?” she asked, suddenly feeling very irritated. Since the kidnapping and torture three years ago, she’d given up depending on and manipulating men to get things done. “Because, I’m a woman and you assume I can’t drive? I’m an excellent driver,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound like Dustin Hoffman in Rain Man.

      Kirk F snorted in the back seat but had the good sense to keep his mouth shut.

      “No, I don’t assume things about people, men or women. But in this situation, it makes sense for me to drive.” Aaron said with a raised eyebrow glance her way and the hint of a smile.

      Brianna crossed her arms over her chest. “Why is that?”

      “Because I know the short cut to the morgue. To both of them.”

      Turns out the restaurant they’d gone to was only a few blocks from the downtown county morgue. It didn’t take them long to chat with the clerk manning the evening shift and learn that no body matching Art’s image was currently on the premises. She saved them a trip to the Medical Examiner’s office on the far east side of town by faxing the sketch over. Again, they got the reply that no one matching Art’s description was there, either.

      “I’m glad they didn’t have Art,” Brianna said as they walked across the street to where they’d parked.

      “For your friend and Stanley’s sake, I am, too. But honestly, it would’ve been the simplest solution.” Aaron, who’d been holding Stanley while they were inside, deposited the scraggly-haired pup on the ground, keeping a tight hold on his leash, then handed the car keys back to Brianna. “You two go ahead and start the car. I’ll take Stanley over to that tree. Poor guy’s been holding it for a while.”

      “What did he mean it would’ve been the simplest solution?” Kirk F asked from the backseat.

      Brianna shifted in the driver’s seat to face her young friend. “As sad as it would be, finding Art in the morgue would mean we didn’t have to search for him. We’d have some sort of explanation as to what happened to him and then Paula wouldn’t have to worry about her friend.”

      “And because he isn’t in the morgues—” Kirk F stopped as Aaron opened the door, climbed into the front passenger seat and handed him Stanley once more.

      “Now our work really begins,” Aaron finished. “We’ll go back to the hospital first. Get some copies made of the sketch Brianna made, check on your Nana and Paula.”

      “Knowing Nana, she’s got everyone busting their butts to care for your friend,” Kirk F said with a chuckle. “Course she brought her secret weapon.”

      “What’s that?” Brianna asked as she moved into the thinning late-night traffic back to St. Vincent’s hospital.

      “You know those two bags she had with her?”

      “Her knitting bags?”

      “One was full of yarn and knitting stuff. The other was the cookies she always takes to bingo night. Nana says, Feed the nursing staff and you’ll get extra good care.”

      At the hospital Aaron took Stanley once more and handed Kirk F the sketch of Art as they walked inside. “Start in the ER here. Use that natural charm of yours and see if anyone has seen Art or treated him in the past week.”

      “I do have charm,” he said and sauntered towards the triage nurse’s desk.

      “And see if you can get someone to make you copies of that sketch,” Aaron called out after him.

      “Yes, sir.” Kirk F gave him a salute and a wicked grin.

      “Why do I feel like you just sent the fox into the hen house?” Brianna said as they went through the double doors separating the waiting area from the patient care bays, where they’d left Paula and Nana. The door to the private care room they’d been in was open with no sign of either woman.

      “Where did they go?” Brianna asked, looking around and suddenly afraid Paula had bolted.

      “They’ve moved your friend to a room,” the middle-aged nurse who seemed to be in charge said from the desk behind them. She held up a chocolate chip cookie and smiled. “Ms. Patrick was awful kind to give us a tin of cookies before they went up to the fifth floor.”

      Glancing at the other staff seated or milling in the nurse’s station, Brianna fought the urge to laugh. Almost everyone seemed to be eating one of Nana’s home-baked goods. “Apparently, Kirk F’s Nana was right.”

      “I wonder if that’s how your friend got moved to her room so quickly,” Aaron said with a conspiratorial wink then turned to get the room number from the nurse.

      When they arrived at Paula’s new room, she was sitting up about forty-five degrees, plastic oxygen tubes with the little nose prongs in her nares and the IV machine keeping her hydrated. Eyes closed, she appeared to be dozing despite all the beeps of the monitors and the television playing reruns of a game show.

      “She was awake until they moved her up here and did all their business getting her settled,” Nana said from the big visitors chair beside the bed, her fingers moving quickly as she weaved her knitting needles back and forth with a string of yarn from a multi-shades-of-blue ball, even while looking up over the rims of her glasses at Brianna and Aaron. “Then she passed out. I think all the nurse’s fussin’ and the move just wore her plum out.”

      “Good. I hate that she’s run herself ragged. .” Brianna set the travel cup near the other woman then moved over to pull the sheet and thermal blanket up around Paula a little more. She glanced at the monitors, not really knowing if the numbers were good or bad, but seeing the waving patterns and the spikey patterns moving in regular rhythm reassured her. When she’d been in the hospital three years ago, she’d once asked if all the numbers constantly changing was a bad thing. The nurse had smiled and said, “No, we expect to see them move around. In medicine, a straight line is never a good thing.”

      “Any luck finding whoever you’re looking for? And where did you leave my grandson?” The clicking of Nana’s needles stopped, and she directed her attention to Aaron as she reached for the hot chocolate.

      He set Stanley on the edge of Paula’s bed where the pup curled in beside her and shoved his hands in his coat pockets. “Left him downstairs getting copies of Art’s sketch and information from the nurses.”

      Nana harrumphed, shaking her head and going back to her knitting. “That boy will probably forget the pictures and come back with only phone numbers for those nurses.”

      “We were hoping to get some more information from Paula before heading out again,” Aaron said, glancing at the bed then at Brianna. “Hate to wake her though.”

      “I’m awake,” Paula mumbled from the bed, her eyes drifting open as she smoothed her hand over Stanley’s fur. “You didn’t find Art?”

      “No,” Brianna said, taking her other hand. “But that’s a good thing. We started at the morgue and no one matching Art’s description has been brought to either one.”

      Coughing hit Paula as her eyes filled with tears. Brianna handed her a tissue to spit in and then moved the trash can beside the bed within easy pitching range.

      “Want a drink of water?” she asked, lifting the big plastic mug with a reusable straw that all hospitals give their patients. She still used hers at home on exercise days to be sure she hydrated well afterwards.

      Paula nodded and sipped on the straw, her hand shaking. After a moment, she moved her head and Brianna set the mug on the table. Paula gave her a whisper of a smile. “I’m glad…you didn’t find Art there. Have you…looked at the shelters?”

      Brianna shook her head. “That’s why we came back here, Aaron and I are going to take Stanley to Art’s usual places, but we need to know which ones. Can you tell us?”

      “I’ve been to the…City Mission… since they have some emergency…beds for those men in need.  I do my volunteer work…at a church near there…that’s where I met Art and Stanley. But he hasn’t been there.” The wheezing had decreased, probably due to the medicine and oxygen, but Brianna could see the worry still in her friend’s eyes and the dark circles beneath them. “He wasn’t at…any of the other one-night shelters nearby, either.”

      “Did you stay in this general area?” Aaron asked. He’d pulled his phone out of his pocket and seemed to be making notes.

      Paula nodded from the bed. “Art usually stays…east of the Innerbelt and west…of Seventy-ninth.”

      “Is there anywhere outside of the shelters Art usually haunts?”

      Paula closed her eyes a moment and Brianna thought perhaps she’d fallen asleep again, but then she opened them. “There’s an old abandoned…factory building not too far from the City Mission. The Salvation Army’s…food canteen drives nearby most nights and he can get…a hot meal for him and Stanley. He hasn’t been there this past week.”

      “You know because that’s where you’ve been every night in the rain and cold,” Nana said, never looking up from the clicking of her knitting needles.

      Brianna fought the urge to grin at the older woman’s scolding, then she saw Aaron’s shoulders shaking as he stood near the foot of the bed.

      “She’s been bossy…since you left me…alone with her,” Paula whispered from the bed.

      “Just coz I’m old doesn’t mean I can’t hear y’all whispering over there.” Nana said, peering at them over the rims of her glasses. “And someone needs to take charge of things. Those nurses were gonna let you just lay in that cart all night, which I told them I wasn’t sitting in that old hard chair that long. Course when I gave them that tin of cookies they certainly moved you up on the list.”

      “You’re right, Nana. She was making herself sick being out in this nasty Cleveland spring weather because of carelessness. She was doing it to help a friend,” Brianna said with a wink at Paula to take the sting out of her words.

      “Well, she might have a good heart, but if her friend is homeless and missing, that’s the policeman’s job, not a little bit of a thing like Paula.” Again, she looked over the rim of her glasses, this time directly at Aaron. She didn’t say, it but they could all tell she was thinking, And where were you when this girl was walking the streets all alone except for that little dog?

      “You’re right, Mrs. Patrick, ma’am. It is my job to be looking for Paula’s friend, Art,” Aaron said, his face stone cold sober as he met her eye-to-eye then glanced at the clock on the wall. “But the best time to find a homeless man like Art is after dark when the shelters are filling up or he’s found a place to shelter for the night. It’s just almost ten. Would it be possible for you to stay with Paula—”

      “I don’t…need a…sitter,” Paula muttered, then started coughing.

      Nana set aside the knitting and slowly rose from her seat. She handed Paula a tissue, then lifted the big water pitcher for her. “No, you don’t. You need to rest. And I’m smart enough to know you won’t do that if you’re worrying about being alone in a hospital and worrying about your friend on the street. So, I’m gonna make you another bowl of my chicken soup and you’re gonna eat it all up.”

      “It was really…good soup,” Paula said to Brianna after she took a long drink of the water.

      “That’s coz I’m a good cook and not a babysitter. But I am gonna stay in this nice reclining chair the nurses got for me while you get some sleep. These two are gonna take that scrawny pup out and do your searching.” She tucked the blankets up around Paula then waved Brianna and Aaron, with Stanley in his arms out the door. “You tell that grandson of mine to be careful with my Caddy and I’ll see him in the morning when he comes pick me up.”

      “I’m not sure if we left your friend with a security blanket or a security guard,” Aaron said as the headed for the elevator.

      “Is there such thing as a Pitbull granny?” Brianna answered with a grin.

      “I think we just met the OG of Nanas and she’ll keep everyone in line, Kirk F, Paula, the nurses, hell, probably the head of the hospital.” Aaron tilted his head towards the opening elevator door and waited for her to enter first. He pushed the ground floor button, then gave her a grin. “I’d say we were lucky to escape with all our body parts intact.”
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      “Last time I saw Art was about a ten days ago with this guy. He brings him by every Friday for a treat of sweetened milk,” Carol, the tiny little grey-haired food truck lady said as she squatted down to pet Stanley, who was happily lapping up a bowl of his favorite treat. She slowly straightened and wrapped her arms around herself, the smile dying on her face and her eyes growing worried. “I should’ve known something was wrong when I didn’t see them this past Friday. I guess I just figured they’d found a warm place for the night.”

      “They?” Aaron asked.

      “Art and Stanley.” A whisper of a smile crossed her face as she glanced down at the crazy-haired terrier. It fled as fast as it came. “Never saw one without the other. If you have Stanley, something bad’s happened to Art.”

      Aaron exchanged a knowing look with Brianna. That was the tenth time they’d heard that comment tonight. “Well, thank you Carol. If you should see him or hear anything from anyone on the streets about him, would you give me a call?” he said as he handed her one of his business cards.

      “Sure will.” She read the card, slipped into her jeans pocket then climbed onto the first step into the truck before pausing. “What’s going to happen to Stanley?”

      “For now, he’s going to stay with us,” Brianna said, giving a gentle tug to the dog leash, but Stanley didn’t move, instead seemed to be looking down the street.

      “He’s probably wanting to go home,” Aaron said.

      “He has a home?” Brianna asked. “I thought Art was homeless?”

      “I don’t mean a house or apartment where he pays rent. Like most of the people out on the streets, Art would’ve found a spot where he felt comfortable and claim it as his. A favorite bridge to sleep under. An abandoned car or alley doorway or dumpster. Safe from the elements, but where most other people would leave them alone.”

      “That’s right,” Carol agreed. “I see the same people in the same neighborhoods over and over. None of them wandering off miles away or anything. This is a little south from where Art usually waits for his meal.” She pointed up the road. “His usual spot’s about three blocks north of here.”

      “Thanks, again,” Aaron said, snatching the dog into his arms and heading to where they’d parked Brianna’s car halfway down the block so not to interfere with any homeless coming to the food truck for dinner. After a few of his natural strides, he realized that even with her long legs she was having to run to keep up and slowed his pace.

      “Do you think we’ll find where Art and Stanley have been sleeping?” she asked as she climbed in the driver’s seat once more. While they’d maneuvered their way around town this evening, he’d gotten used to her behind the wheel. She was a very good driver, well aware of her surroundings, the speed limit and traffic.

      “I don’t know. We’ll park and see what kind of buildings are in the area. Maybe Stanley can take us to the spot.”

      “Are terriers good at that kind of thing?” she asked as they drove up the road and pulled into a vacant spot on the street.

      Aaron shrugged. “I have no idea. But he’s a dog, so his sense of smell is acute. He knows the area. He was already trying to walk this way. Best chance we have of finding any clue about Art may be here.”

      “What if…” she hesitated, a little tremor in her voice.

      “Let’s focus on one step at a time. First, we see if our little friend here can show us where his home is. After that we’ll deal with what we do or don’t find. Okay?”

      “Okay. I won’t buy trouble,” she said then shut off the car.

      Once they were on the sidewalk, she clicked the electronic lock button on her key, setting the alarm system. She knew they weren’t in a safe neighborhood and didn’t have to be reminded. The small cannister of pepper spray attached to her keyring suggested she didn’t feel any neighborhood was safe anymore. Probably since her abduction from her own home three years ago.

      Aaron wrapped the hand loop of the leash around his hand to secure the grip before setting Stanley on the sidewalk. Good thing, because despite his size, the pup nearly pulled him off his feet as he dashed towards the abandoned building on the corner of the street, barking all the way.

      The hairs on the back of Aaron’s neck tingled like they did when closing in on a suspect.

      Funny thing. Despite all the new people and places—him and Brianna, the hospital, restaurant and morgue—Stanley had only barked like this twice. Now and at Paula’s place.

      Aaron picked up the pace, until he was trotting alongside the pup. Stanley didn’t stop at the main entrance but continued around through the side of the brick building to where a metal gate stood open and a path led to a doorless loading dock area.

      Pulling the pup to a stop, Aaron squatted down to pet him and calm his barking while he assessed the situation. The little guy trembled and whimpered, apparently still wanting to dart into the building. The streetlights shone on the artistic graffiti decorating the brick retaining wall behind him separating the drive and dock area from the street one level above. Less accomplished graffiti that looked like gang tags laced the building’s brick walls. Some old trees and scraggly weeds edged the driveway, but didn’t block the entrance. The smell of urine and feces irritated his nose, but he’d learned years ago working as a beat cop to blot those out.

      “Is this a good idea?” Brianna asked, right behind him, slightly out of breath. “We don’t really know who or what is in there.”

      “True, but Stanley here, is acting like we need to go inside.”

      “Need?” Skepticism edged her voice.

      He didn’t blame her, the moment he uttered the word it sounded weird to him, too. Holding his finger to his lips he signaled her to remain silent. She nodded. Blotting out the sound of passing cars, the low whistle of a passing train in the distance and finally the whisper of wind through the newly budding trees, he strained to hear inside the building.

      No movement. No talking. No whimpering. No coughing. No snoring.

      Faint scratching.

      Rats.

      Fuck. I hate rats.

      “Do you have a flashlight on your phone?” he asked, staring into Brianna’s big blue eyes. Damn, they looked just like they had that night he carried her out of that mansion, wide open with fear. He laid his free hand on hers. “You don’t have to go in with me. You can go back to the car and wait.”

      She blinked and resolve replaced the fear in her face. “What? I let you go inside here alone? Despite what you might think, I’m not that much of a coward,” she said and flipped on the flashlight on her phone. “Besides, I’m the one that got you involved in all this. I’m not letting you go in there without backup.”

      Aaron wisely kept the retort that backup usually meant armed, trained police officers, not a lone woman with a cellphone. Besides, keeping her with him, meant he could protect her from any dangers that might be prowling this area of town in the dark.

      He gave her a nod, then set Stanley back on the ground. “Keep close so we can see what’s around us and be careful where you step. I heard rats.”

      She stood so close he felt her shiver of creepiness at the mention of the rodents zip through her.

      “Great. Is it too late to rethink the wait in the car option?” she said as they headed into the building.

      Aaron chuckled, but said, “Stay right behind me, and flash the light in front of us, okay?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be so close to your backside, you’ll think I’m a thong sneaking into your butt crack.”

      He whipped his head around to find her inches from his shoulder, a wide-eyed innocent look on her face that he wasn’t buying for a moment. But sassy beat scared shitless in his book any day.

      They moved forward, letting Stanley lead the way. The pup had settled down and didn’t pull on his leash as hard, perhaps knowing the people with him needed his guidance into the dark abandoned building. Old, dried leaves from last fall or later crunched beneath their feet. In the shadows outside the flashlight’s beam of light old shopping carts, lumpy plastic trash bags and some cardboard boxes littered the walls. Nothing big moved, and only the scurrying of rodents broke up the stillness around them.

      “Find Art, Stanley,” Aaron encouraged the dog, who seemed to be leading them to a doorway in the far corner.

      “What’s in there?” Brianna asked as they neared the spot.

      “Don’t know. Flash the light inside.”

      She did and saw a flight of stairs leading to the next floor.

      “I guess we go up,” he said, scooping up Stanley and leading the way upstairs.

      “Do you think we’ll have to search the whole building?” Brianna asked right behind him. “It looked like there are four stories of windows from the outside.”

      Good observation on her part. He was learning that Brianna was not only smart but took the time to be aware of her surroundings and what was going on at all times. Had she been like that before she’d been abducted?

      “I don’t know, it’s gonna depend on what Stanley here tells us.”

      At the landing he set the terrier on the ground to see which way he wanted to go. Stanley pulled on the leash to head through the second-floor door and not further up the stairs.

      “Apparently, we’re going in here.”

      With Brianna just off his left shoulder, Aaron gave Stanley his lead and they entered the large, open room. Given the vastness of it, he’d guess it had originally been some sort of factory back in the early to mid-twentieth century—long stripped of any manufacturing equipment or furniture, the windows broken or missing, and gang graffiti tags marking the brick walls in various spots.

      Brianna flashed the light ahead of them illuminating a room at the far end of the floor with two large glass windows looking out into the room from two directions. “What do you think that room was?”

      “The manager or supervisor’s office?” he said, following Stanley in that direction. “Whatever it was, that’s where the little guy wants us to go.”

      As they approached, Stanley started to slow down, growling low and menacing, zigzagging his path as if something was wrong. Aaron followed the anxious pup inside the small room. The dog started barking and trying to break free of the leash. Brianna scanned the light across the floor and stopping at the body seated up against the far wall.

      Shit. Art.

      “Oh, God,” she whispered, the light shifting as she put both hands to her mouth.

      Aaron turned to find Brianna almost as pale as Art’s dead body. Last thing either of them wanted right now was her fainting in this place. “Here, take Stanley,” he said thrusting the dog into her arms then pulling out his own phone and hitting the flashlight app. “You two go out into the other room and I’ll go check on him.”

      As he moved closer, he shone the light around Art. Rodents who’d been nibbling on various spots of the corpse, paused as if frozen on film.

      “Stanley!” Brianna yelled just as the dog suddenly dashed past Aaron, scattering the rats away from his master’s lifeless body.

      “Did you check his pulse?” she asked right beside him.

      So much for her being scared, ready to faint or leaving the room.

      “Don’t need to. He’s not breathing and as pale as a statue.”

      Slowly, he scanned his flashlight from Art’s face down to his toes then back up again. The strange pallor of Art’s skin. The way he seemed to be just sitting at rest. His clothes. He’d been dressed in an Army dress uniform, pressed to perfection.

      The whole scene was off.

      “Do all dead bodies smell like…” Brianna asked leaning in closer. “Disinfectant?”

      And that’s what was bothering him. Art didn’t just sit down and die here. He’d been outfitted.

      Cleaned.

      Posed.

      Staged like a scene from a play or film.

      “Step back very carefully and don’t touch anything,” he said, taking her by the arm, then pulling on Stanley’s chain to move him from the spot.

      “Why?” Brianna asked, but for once doing exactly as he’d instructed.

      “Because we’re standing in a crime scene,” he said, handing her the handle of the dog leash as he pushed buttons on his phone. “Keep the flashlight on him. I don’t want the rats scurrying a back in.” He paused as the phone was answered. “Hey Jaylon, I’m gonna need the M.E. and the crime scene people at the abandoned building on Carnegie between Fifty-fifth and Sixty-first. Second floor. I’ll tell you more when you get here.”

      “You think someone murdered Art, don’t you?” Brianna asked, squatting down to stroke Stanley in a soothing manner, her flashlight still shining in Art’s direction.

      “I do.”

      “Why?”

      “First there’s the position of his body,” Aaron said, shining his light to match hers. “No one dies sitting that straight. They slump forward or to the side.”

      “So, someone positioned him like that for us to find him?”

      “Possibly. Then there’s the disinfectant smell.”

      “Dead bodies don’t smell like that.”

      It was a statement, not a question. In her past, he knew men liked to think of her as dimwitted, an image she’d gone out of her way to reinforce, but from the minute he’d pulled her battered body from that mansion where the slave auction took place he hadn’t mistaken her for anything other than courageous, and smart, quite possibly a genius. More importantly, she was a critical thinker and that was something he appreciated. Especially now.

      “No, they are usually much more…earthy. And then there’s the uniform.” He moved his light to slowly highlight Art from his toes up to his face.

      “It’s clean and pressed to military perfection.” Brianna mirrored his own earlier assessment. “Someone killed him. Stripped and cleaned him. Redressed him and set him here. Why?”

      “In my experience most murders have one of three motives. Greed. Money or power. Taking something you want or feel you deserve or need from someone else,” Aaron said, holding up one finger. He added a second. “Passion. Could be love or hate.” Then he held up one more finger. “Revenge.”

      “Which do you think this is?”

      “This.” He paused, still studying the macabre scene before him, the tightness in his chest spreading like frost on a windowpane. “This is something altogether different.”
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        * * *

      

      The way Aaron proclaimed Art’s death something other than ordinary, sent a chill through Brianna, as if something sinister had entered the room. She wrapped one arm around her middle in an effort to stay warm, keeping her flashlight on the area across the room. At her feet Stanley stood poised to strike and growled softly, as if warning the rats not to return.

      “What do you mean this murder is different?”

      “This looks planned and staged. As if someone wanted to show off what he’d done.”

      “And?” she asked, knowing he wasn’t quite telling her everything.

      “Like he’s done it before.”

      Fear swept over her and she couldn’t help scanning the room as if she thought the killer might be hiding in the shadows. She moved a little closer and lowered her voice. “You think this is a serial killing?”

      “Shit,” he muttered, rubbing one hand over his face then he turned to look straight into her eyes and gently squeezed her forearm. “I don’t know. As far as I know Art is the first person found like this. So, for now we’ll just call it suspicious. We don’t like to call anything a serial killing, even to each other until we have substantial proof.”

      Ah, she understood. He was telling her not to say it out loud. “Because if the press or some bystander hears that, the word might get out and people will panic.”

      He gave her a nod.

      A low wail came out of Stanley just as flashing blue lights strobed through the broken windows and onto the walls. Voices and footsteps sounded at the far end of the factory room.

      “Back here,” Aaron called.

      Stanley turned and barked at the people coming towards them.

      “Sit,” Aaron ordered, and the pup did just that and ceased his barking.

      “Damn, Jeffers, that’s one ugly little dog,” a mid-twenties man of about Aaron’s height of six-feet said as he stepped into the room. “Where’d you get him? Or does he belong to you, miss?” the man said, his eyes widening with interest as he looked Brianna up and down.

      She pressed her lips together and glared at him. “No, he does not,” she said in her iciest tone, completely ignoring the attempt to gain her name in his last question.

      “Stanley belongs to the deceased and is our only witness,” Aaron said, nodding in the direction of Art’s body. “And the lady is a friend of mine. Brianna Matthews. Brianna, this inappropriate asshole is my partner, Jaylon Halloway.”

      “Glad to meet you, Ms. Matthews. You must be very special,” The younger man grinned, but this time it was less suggestive. “Didn’t know old Aaron had any female friends.”

      Before Brianna could do more than nod at the young man, he shifted to watch a team of police carrying equipment into the area. “Bout time you got up here, Ramos,” he said to the petite brunette woman leading the group. “Thought I was going to have to come get you.”

      “I hung back in case there was a perp on the scene,” she said setting down a box and giving Jaylon a sardonic look. “Figured I’d let you take any bullets.”

      “I’d gladly take a bullet for you,” Jaylon grinned her way.

      Brianna fought the urge to roll her eyes his direction. Obviously, Jaylon flirted with every woman. Pretty typical of a young man just out of college. She suspected he wasn’t much older than Kirk F.

      “If I could only be that lucky,” the pretty technician shook her head, then looked down at Stanley, still seated at Aaron’s feet. “Is he going to be a problem when we go work on his owner? We’re going to need a lot of equipment to get lights going. Don’t want him getting hurt or contaminating the scene or biting someone—unless of course, it’s Halloway.” She smirked Jaylon’s way and he chuckled.

      “Don’t know how he’s going to react, Anita. So far, the only thing he’s been aggressive about is the rats,” Aaron said, lifted Stanley and tucked him in the crook of his arm like a running back with a football. “It’s why we’ve kept him in here. Didn’t want the vermin taking any more evidence than they already have.”

      Ramos lifted her hand palm up to Stanley, letting him sniff her. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you?” The pup picked that moment to nuzzle into her hand. With a soft snort, she scratched him behind the ears. “You’re a flirt, but it doesn’t matter, you’re going to have to leave the scene.”

      “I’ll take him,” Brianna offered. She shut down the flashlight on her phone and slipped it into the top of her purse, reaching for Stanley. “I’m just going to be in the way in here, anyways.”

      Aaron kept his hold on the dog for a moment, until Brianna met his intense gaze. He leaned in closer to whisper just for her to hear. “Stay just in the next room.”

      She got it. He needed to be here to do his job, but he didn’t want to worry about her outside by herself in this neighborhood late at night.

      “Stanley and I’ll find a spot to stay out of the way. I’ll let Kirk F know he can stop harassing the hospital ERs around town,” she said with a wink.

      That got her a half smile from Aaron as he released Stanley into her arms. He turned, reassured she’d be close by and took the blue gloves Anita Ramos was holding. The threesome moved towards Art’s body.

      Feeling dismissed, Brianna stroked one hand over the trembling pup in her arms and exited the small space, dodging more technicians carrying in three large lamps. Curious as to what really went on in a crime scene investigation—besides what she’d seen on television shows, fiction and reality—she moved to one of the outside windows that still let her look into the small office room where all the action was taking place. Luckily, the windowsills of this old building were built of solid stone slabs, about eighteen inches wide. Just big enough for her to wiggle herself up onto one and put Stanley in her lap while they waited.

      Blinding light came from inside the room and it took a moment for her eyesight to adjust to the scene before her. The techs all wore white suits, masks and blue gloves. One had a camera and was snapping pictures. Aaron and Jaylon stood a few feet back from Art’s body, talking to Ramos as she studied his still form.

      With Stanley snuggled in and sleeping in her lap, Brianna pulled out her phone and dialed Kirk F’s number. She’d had it in her contact list since he’d been her chauffer/guard/roommate three years earlier. It rang three times before he answered.

      “What’s up, boss lady?”

      She grinned. From day one she’d tried to get him to call her Brianna or even Bri. But he said, he couldn’t call her by her name, his Nana would have his head. When he’d called her ma’am, Brianna told her that was a name for old women, and she wasn’t old. So, they’d compromised on him calling her boss lady.

      “You can stop harassing the ER nurses now,” she said.

      “I wasn’t harassing them. None of them would give me any information about Art being a patient or not. Said something about HIPAA laws wouldn’t let them confirm or deny. But that didn’t stop one or two giving me their phone numbers,” he said, but she could hear the cocky pride in his voice. “You found him then?”

      “Actually, Stanley ended up leading us to him.” She scratched the dog’s head affectionately.

      “He okay?”

      Brianna inhaled deeply then exhaled. “No. I’m afraid Art is dead.”

      “Damn, that fucking…er, uhm, that sucks.” There was a long pause. “Uhm, you want me to tell your friend when I go pick up Nana?”

      “No, I’ll do that,” she said and could hear his sigh of relief. She didn’t like the idea of telling Paula any more than he did. “Your nana is planning to spend the night at the hospital. You’re to pick her up in the morning. By the way, she said to be careful with her car.”

      A warm laugh sounded in her ear. “Yeah, sometimes I think she loves her Caddy more than she does me.”

      Brianna smiled, then sobered. “I’ve told you before, you’re very lucky to have someone like her in your life. Now that I’ve met her, I’d say you’re very, very lucky and don’t you forget it.”

      What she would’ve given to have had someone like Nana in her corner when she’d been young. Even when she’d been adopted, she felt like she was more of a pretty little trophy for her parents to show off to their socialite friends at their country club functions. In fact, the only person she ever remembered being there for her, pushing her to be a better person had been her best friend Abby Whitson, now Edgars since she’d married last year. Abby had looked beyond the surface and seen what she’d really been, a scared, smart girl who used her looks to manipulate people into liking her.

      “Oh, believe me, I am,” Kirk F said, bringing her back to the present. “Do you and Jeffers need me to do anything else?”

      She glanced into the small room where at least five people besides Aaron and Jaylon milled about like worker ants. “No, I think we’ll be here a while.”

      “Why? The coroner should just take him to the morgue, right?” Again, Kirk F paused. Brianna almost heard the wheels turning in his head on the other end of the phone. “Unless he was murdered. Was he?”

      Again, Brianna took a deep breath before answering. “Aaron believes he was, yes.”

      “Fuck,” he said, for once not schooling his language with her. “That’s messed up.”

      Brianna couldn’t agree more. “I know. It’s so sad, really.”

      “Why would someone want to murder a homeless man? It’s not like he has anything they’d want. Well, except for Stanley.”

      “You’re right. It doesn’t make any sense.” She looked into the other room again, staring at the sitting figure of Art. “We won’t know more tonight. You might as well head home. I’ll see you at the hospital in the morning.”

      Once Kirk F hung up, she called the hospital and asked for Paula’s room.

      “Hello?” Paula sounded a little groggy.

      “Hey, Paula, it’s Brianna. I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

      “He’s dead, isn’t he?” Paula said in a whisper.

      Brianna’s heart clenched in pain for her friend. “I’m so sorry, Paula, he is.”

      “H—how?”

      “We’re not sure yet.” No way was she telling her over the phone that Art had been murdered.

      Soft whimpering sounded over the phone. Then she could hear Nana comforting her. “There, there, missy. I know it hurts to lose a friend.”

      “Miss Brianna, she’s gonna need to rest before you tell her more,” Nana said into the phone a moment later. The older woman’s firm voice implied there would be no further discussion tonight. Brianna was thankful again that Paula wasn’t alone and had such a fierce gatekeeper at her side.

      “I couldn’t agree more. We’ll be here late. Are you still good to spend the night? Sleeping in a recliner?” She didn’t want to stress Kirk F’s grandmother out too much.

      “Child, I’m just fine. The nurses have been real quiet coming in and out and they’ve got me fixed up with extra pillows, blankets and a big pitcher of water. And I sleep in my recliner at home half the night anyways. You be careful out there and we’ll see you in the morning.”

      The phone went dead, and Brianna had to smile. Nana had spoken.

      Stanley lifted his head from her lap and his tail wagged. Brianna looked up to see Aaron, Jaylon and Anita moving her way as other technicians lifted Art’s body onto a black draped stretcher. The trio peeled off their masks and gloves as they approached her.

      “What did you decide?” she asked as they stopped in front of her.

      Ramos glanced at Aaron, who nodded. “Like I said, Brianna is the one who brought us this case, she deserves to know what we’ve found.”

      “Well, like I told you guys,” Ramos said glanced at Aaron and Jaylon, “this isn’t our murder scene.”

      “You know this because there’s no blood around him and he’d been cleaned?” Brianna looked at Aaron. “You and I already determined that.”

      “True. But there’s more.” He arched his brows and tilted his head to the tech to continue.

      “We’ll have to wait for the coroner to do the final examination, but not only was the victim and his clothes cleaned and then posed in this spot, there is no blood.”

      “We knew that. Everything was clean.”

      “You’re not listening,” Aaron said. “There is no blood. None around Art. None in him.”

      A shiver ran over Brianna and she settled a hand into Stanley’s warm fur. “You mean whoever killed him drained out all his blood? What? They embalmed him after they killed him?”

      “He wasn’t embalmed. There’s just very little lividity,” Ramos said. “Technically almost all the blood was taken. There’s always a little left in the liver, the bone marrow or microscopic capillaries.”

      “What is lividity?” Brianna hated feeling like they were taking a test and she was the only one in the class without the answers.

      “When the body dies,” Ramos went on to explain, “the cells immediately start to deteriorate, gravity pulls blood cells down to pool in whatever part of the body is the lowest. With our victim in the sitting position, we’d expect to see a great deal of this on the lower buttocks, thighs and legs. If he’d been lying on his back for any time after death, we’d see the lividity on his whole back.”

      “So, you’re not seeing any of that?” Briana asked.

      “Not as much as I’d expect to see,” Ramos said rubbing the back of her neck. “I think his blood was drained before he died.”

      “Can you do that? Drain all the blood out of a body while they’re alive?” Brianna asked, shifting her gaze to Aaron then to Jaylon and finally back to Ramos.

      “If you lose more than forty percent of your blood, more than two-thousand milliliters, you will die,” Ramos paused. “It happens rapidly with gunshot wounds, stabbings, severe auto accidents. But we’d still see a good amount of lividity. There is such a small amount of it this time. I think your man was slowly drained of blood until his organs gave out.”

      “Shit,” both Jaylon and Aaron said.

      “Oh, my God,” Brianna said, covering her mouth and tears filling her eyes. Stanley let out a low whimper and she hugged him a little tighter to her middle, comforting herself as much as him. “Was he in pain while this happened?”

      “That I can’t answer. Depends on how fast or slow this guy bled him out.” Ramos stopped as the other technicians walked the stretcher containing Art’s body in the black zipped up body bag past them. “The autopsy will tell us more, but there were only three small wounds on his body. Two on the back of his neck.” She pointed to the spot on her own body. “Looks like burn marks from a taser or stun gun of some sort.”

      “And the other one?” Aaron asked.

      “That one was in his left brachial area,” she said, pointing to her own inner left elbow. “Like where you’d put a big bore IV needle to give or get blood.”

      “You think someone was harvesting his blood?” Aaron asked, shock and anger lacing his voice.

      “If his blood was harvested, his death wasn’t an easy one. His heart rate would pick up and a sense of panic would ensue. Then his extremities would grow cold as the body shunted the circulating blood to his vital organs, brain, heart and lungs. Eventually, he’d become woozy, he’d have trouble breathing. And eventually his heart would stop beating.”

      “Oh man,” Jaylon said. “That’s sick.”

      “You’ll have to wait for the coroner’s official report, but my guess is, whoever did this? He or she knew exactly what they were doing,” Ramos said with a nod as she left the group to go back into the small office and gather her equipment.

      “So, Ramos thinks whoever did this is in the medical field?” Brianna asked, finding it hard to believe that someone whose job it was to save lives would take Art’s in such a cruel fashion.

      “Or else they’re a modern day vampire,” Jaylon said without any humor.

      Aaron shook his head. “I don’t think so, and let’s not go saying that to anyone. We don’t want that idea getting into the media.”

      “Because it would bring out all the sci-fi and paranormal freaks?” the younger detective said. “I get it. But you have to admit it feels just as weird to think a doctor might have done this.”

      “If not,” Aaron looked around the space, the muscles on his face tight with concern, “then given how little evidence we found and how little this place was disturbed, I’d say we have a bigger problem than an off-his-rocker doc.”

      “What’s that?” Brianna asked, not liking where he was headed.

      “Someone who’s perfected this style of killing.”
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      Aaron didn’t like how this situation was shaping up. He looked at his wristwatch. Nearly three.

      Halloway gave him grief daily about still wearing an old school watch. “Man, you don’t need one anymore. Your phone can tell time, as well as the weather, check your email, take pictures. Why do you insist on wearing a watch?”

      He never answered. It was a personal thing for him. The weight of the heavy metal band on his arm felt reassuring. His grandfather had always worn a wristwatch, a military one that had a compass and stopwatch in it. As a kid he’d thought it was so grown up and when he’d graduated from high school, Granddad gifted him with one—same compass and stopwatch features. A few years back he invested in a more expensive watch, heavier chain-link band and self-illuminating hands and numbers—good for seeing in the dark, on late night cases, like tonight.

      Tilting his head to one side until the tension cracked, he then repeated it the other direction.

      “That’s not really good for your neck,” Brianna said. “Causes more damage in the long run.”

      Jaylon snorted next to him and Aaron considered making him stay the rest of the night with the patrolmen. He shot him a don’t-give-me-any-grief look before focusing on Brianna.

      “Did you get ahold of Kirk F?” he asked, ignoring her comment about his neck.

      “Yes, he’s headed home. Said the staff stone-walled him on information anyways.” A little smile teased the corners of her lips. “But he did manage to get a few phone numbers.”

      “Good thing that kid wants to be a cop. He’d make one hell of a con artist.” He laughed with her, a little of the sadness from Art’s death easing off his shoulders. Then he grew serious once more. “And your friend?”

      “All I told Paula was that we found Art and he was dead. I thought it best not to tell her your suspicions until we know more and I’m actually there with her.”

      One of the patrolmen signaled Jaylon to come over.

      “How did she take it?” Aaron asked, moving a little closer, wanting to take her in his arms to comfort her, but knew she wouldn’t appreciate it here in such a public place, if she’d allow it at all. Their relationship was one of friends and he had a sinking feeling she meant to keep it like that.

      Tears filled Brianna’s eyes a second before she dashed them away with one hand. “It hit her hard, but I think she expected to hear of his death from the moment she started looking for him.” Her hand went down to pet the wire-haired pup snuggled in her lap. “But I think she expected us to find him dead in some alley of natural causes, not…bled to death by some crazy freak.”

      “We don’t know that he’s crazy.”

      Brianna shot him a sardonic look. “Someone drains blood out of a person, cleans them from head to toe, dresses them in new clothes, then poses them to look like they’re sleeping sitting up for someone to find them. I’d call that crazy.”

      “They could just be evil,” he said, appreciating she hadn’t repeated the real label for their murderer.

      “Oh, that’s reassuring,” she said with a shake of her head. “Either way, I’m going to have to tell Paula how he died, but I’ll do it tomorrow in person. Nana says she’s staying the night.”

      “Good. She’ll have someone with her, and you can get some rest.” He held out his hand to help her off the ledge only to have her deposit Stanley in them. Moving back, he gave her room to slide off the ledge and grab her bag.

      “Jeffers, we have a problem,” Jaylon said, joining them as the patrolman headed back out of the room. “Reporters got wind of this and a small group are outside along with some of the area’s residents.”

      Residents meaning other homeless people or motorists passing by, stopping to gawk.

      “Great,” Aaron muttered. Could this night get any worse? He’d agreed to help Brianna look for her friend as a way to spend some time alone with her, thinking it would be a quick solution and they’d find her at home—which they had—only to end up searching for a homeless man, who now was possibly victim one of a serial killer. Even though he wasn’t ready to confirm it—not with only one body—his gut told him that’s what they’d stumbled onto.

      “How do you want to handle it?” Jaylon asked at the same time Stanley wiggled in Aaron’s arms.

      An idea hit him.

      “We’ll tell the truth. That this little guy led us to a dead body. We don’t know his identity,” he held up a hand to stop Brianna as she opened her mouth to protest. “Which is true. All we know right now is his name is Art, and we won’t know more unless someone comes forward or his fingerprints are in the system somewhere. But we won’t divulge that information. In the meantime, we’ll use a little news conference in our favor.”

      He set Stanley on the ground and gave his leash to Brianna. “Do you think you could use your phone to video the crowd while I talk to reporters, maybe a little distance away, maybe while Stanley takes a whiz or something?”

      “I want do that because…” She let her words fade into the unspoken question.

      “Sometimes, a killer returns to a crime scene, especially if it’s getting news coverage,” Jaylon said, nodding Aaron’s direction. “Good idea. You want me to get one, too?”

      “No, if Brianna can do it inconspicuously, we might catch someone unawares.” They all headed to the stair exit at the far end of the hall. “If nothing else, we might get some images of other homeless people in the area to talk to tomorrow. Did you have the patrols check out the rest of the building?”

      Jaylon nodded as they headed down the steps. “Yeah, no other vampire victims posed inside.”

      Aaron shot out a hand and grabbed his colleague by the shirt, stopping him mid-step and fixing him with his I’m-pissed-so-don’t-argue-with-me glare. “Do. Not. Use. That. Word. Again.”

      Jaylon threw his arms up in surrender. “Whoa. Okay. No Vlad the Impaler jokes.”

      “I’m serious, Jay. The last thing we want to do is give this guy a nickname to gain cult followers and imitators. Not to mention sending a panic into the homeless community. So, this is just a routine dead body for now, got it?”

      “Got it,” Jaylon answered, finally all serious cop again.

      Aaron liked the guy. One of the best partners he’d ever had. Quick to assess situations, not one to rabbit hole a case until all the facts were in. Willing to think outside the box, but not too far that they couldn’t stay focused. Pushed the rules without breaking them. But he liked to make jokes that were sometimes out of place and of course there was the constant hitting on any female with a pulse within fifty feet of him. Someday the kid would run into the wrong female who would either put him in his place permanently or sue his ass. Until Jaylon got his crap together and grew up, it was his place to keep the guy in check.

      “Okay, let’s go face this hoard of leeches,” Aaron said, walking through the loading dock area, now lit with police lamps to the exit, he and Jaylon flanking Brianna and Stanley. From this moment forward, officially she was a bystander who found the pup and he led her here. End of story. The last thing he wanted was putting her in the crosshairs of the killer.
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        * * *

      

      Brianna stood a few yards to the left and slightly behind where Aaron and his partner were talking to the reporters. Stanley had taken advantage of the tree just outside the loading dock entrance to relieve himself, so she’d taken the time to turn on her camera’s video recording device, and then pretend she was talking on it, all the while aiming it at the crowd.

      She was glad she’d been given the assignment of minding Stanley and was out of the center of attention. It was an eclectic group surrounding the two detectives. Trucks from three local news stations lined the sidewalk halfway down the block and beyond the perimeter the police had marked off. Reporters and cameramen ringed the front row where Aaron stood to answer questions. Passersby milled around behind the media. Most looked to be part of the homeless community. The lineup of vehicles on both sides of the street suggested some of the gawkers were drivers who’d seen the police and stopped to find out what was going on.

      Could Aaron and Jaylon be right? Could one of these people be the one who tortured—and given the description of how Ramos thought Art had died, she couldn’t think of it as anything less than torture—and killed Art be standing here quietly gloating in what they’d done?

      A shiver ran over her.

      Get yourself together, Bri. Aaron gave you a job to do. Don’t wimp out on him now. You want to help Art? Get good videos of the crowd.

      Why did her conscience always sound like Abby? Because Abby had always been the one person who didn’t buy her sweet little dumb blonde routine. She saw through the bullshit and called her on it.

      Taking her Abby-conscience’s advice, she shoved the idea that she might be a few yards from a sadistic killer into a dark box in her brain and buried it. “Come on Stanley,” she said, pulling lightly on his leash until he lost interest in whatever he was sniffing on the edge of the sidewalk and they moved closer to the crowd. Standing a few feet behind Aaron and Jaylon, she gathered the pup into her free arm, holding him far enough away that he couldn’t lick her.

      “What can you tell us?” a female reporter, sounding very frustrated, asked Aaron, holding a microphone inches in front of his face.

      With the camera lights shining at him, Brianna saw the tightness of his facial muscles. He stood ramrod straight, nothing relaxed.

      With her phone pressed against her ear and the video recording ap turned on, she moved in a counterclockwise motion one inch every five seconds or so to record closer images of the reporters, camera personnel and onlookers in the small crowd beyond.

      “At this time,” Aaron said, his voice tight with authority, “all we can confirm is that a man was found inside this building by a passerby. We don’t know who he is or how he was killed.”

      All true, in an evasive sort of way.

      He held up his hand as another reporter opened their mouth to ask a question. “When we have more details, we’ll release them to you. Until then, you know the drill. Direct your questions to the Public Information officer.”

      Finished, he stepped away and motioned for Brianna, who turned off the recorder, to follow him. Jaylon stepped in behind her to buffer her from the curious reporters. They didn’t speak until they’d cleared the perimeter set by the patrol cars and were nearly where they’d left her car parked down the block from the old brick building.

      “What now?” Brianna asked.

      Aaron stopped and turned back to study the crowd they’d just left. The news people were busy packing up their equipment. Most of the bystanders seemed to be drifting away, although a few really rough and ragged—probably homeless who’d used the building as shelter like Art—seemed to be contemplating if they should go inside or try to find another spot to finish the night.

      “Nothing much more we can do here,” he finally said. “Jay, you got Art’s fingerprints?”

      “Yeah,” the younger man said. “Want me to run them in the system tonight?”

      Aaron shook his head. “No, it can wait ’til morning. We’re all exhausted. We’ll get some sleep and start again first thing in the morning.” He checked his watch. “It’s nearly three. How about I meet you at the precinct about ten?”

      Jaylon gave him a nod, then turned to her. “Night, Ms. Matthews.” He reached over and scratched Stanley on the head a moment. “You too, pup.”

      “You okay to drive?” Aaron asked her once they were alone.

      “Sure. Why?” she asked, wondering if he was too tired to do so, but heading to the driver’s side.

      He climbed in the passenger seat, took Stanley from her and deposited him in the backseat. “I need to make a couple of calls,” he said, pulling out his phone.

      “Okay. Where am I heading? Taking you back to the precinct for your car?” she asked, starting the car and slowly doing a U-turn away from the remnants of the crowd near the crime scene and the two patrol cars and crime scene van still in the area.

      “Your place,” he said, concentrating on his phone.

      “My place? Why my place?” she asked, bristling. They might’ve spent the evening together and years ago, that would’ve meant an intimate conclusion to a date for her, but she’d changed. She no longer believed she owed men a night of sex just because they paid attention to her. And other than Kirk F, who was like a kid brother to her, no man had set foot in her apartment since she’d come home from the hospital.

      “Because my place doesn’t allow pets.”

      Surprised at his answer, she opened her mouth to ask what that had to do with him thinking he was sleeping with her tonight, only to have him hold up a hand to stop her mid thought.

      “Castello?”

      Castello? As in former Deputy U.S. Marshal Frank Castello? A friend of Abby’s? Why was Aaron calling him? And why at this hour of the morning? And what did he have to do with Art’s murder?
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        * * *

      

      They’d found his calling card.

      A surge of triumph shot through him. He stopped, grabbed hold of the door handle to his van and took a slow breath. Once he had the thrill under control, he climbed inside and watched the scene in front of him. News crews and police doing their jobs, while the busybodies tried to see what was going on.

      It had been risky. He’d almost given in to his fear of being caught and stored the newest specimen with the others. But it was time to make a statement. Time to call attention to his work.

      He put the van in gear and turned onto the street, slowly driving past the spectacle where the policeman was talking to the media. Just as he glanced their way—like any gawker would—a tall blonde woman moved into view, holding a dog and talking on the phone.

      He stared at the dog. It looked a lot like that mongrel the old man had. But it couldn’t be. He’d left it on the highway. It had to have been hit by traffic.

      He hated dogs. Cats. Rats. All were good for one thing. Perfecting his skills for killing.

      Now, he needed another donor. It was time to go on the hunt.
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      “Yeah, I know it’s the middle of the night,” Aaron said into the phone, aware that Brianna was shifting her attention from him back to the road.

      He knew she wanted to refuse him spending the night at her place. Too damn bad. She wasn’t getting a choice in the matter. If he was right and they’d stumbled onto a serial killer—either at the beginning of his spree, which he doubted by the pristine crime scene that spoke of experience, or one who was evolving—he wasn’t taking any chances with her safety.

      “What you need, Jeffers?” The former Deputy Marshal’s deep voice rumbled in his ear. A man of few words, Castello always cut to the heart of a matter.

      “You still keeping that safehouse up here in Cleveland?”

      “Why?” With one word, Castello’s voice changed from grumpy-sleepy to hard and intense.

      “I have a couple of witnesses I need to get out of the regular population for their safety.”

      “You need it now?”

      “Sometime tomorrow. One of them is currently in the hospital. I can keep the other with me until I can move them both into your place.” He wasn’t about to tell him one of his witnesses was a four-legged mutt. Sometimes you just needed to beg forgiveness rather than ask permission.

      “Kirk F has the keys. Need me to call him?”

      Aaron grinned inwardly. Of course Kirk F had the keys to the safehouse. “Nah, I have the kid’s number. He’s already helping me on this.”

      “Details?”

      “Not yet. It’s still early on.”

      “Place is yours.”

      The phone ended without a goodbye. But that was Castello.

      “You’re going to put Paula up in a safehouse?”

      “Paula and Stanley,” he said, thumbing through his contact list until he found the other name he needed to talk to, not mentioning he wanted her to stay there, too. He knew when to avoid an argument.

      The phone rang several times before being answered.

      “This better be good, Jeffers,” Jake Carlisle grumbled at him.

      “Sorry to wake you so early, Jake, but I need to know if you still have a profiler contact with the FBI?”

      Jake Carlisle was a former FBI special agent who retired to start his own private security firm—Edgars Security and Investigations Group named for his wife’s family. He was also married to Brianna’s friend Abby’s sister-in-law, Samantha.

      “What do you need a profiler for?” Jake asked, his voice all business now. Aaron imagined the guy had gone from horizontal between the sheets to sitting on the edge of his bed, feet flat on the floor, ready for action. Everyone in that family seemed to be built that way. Relaxed one moment, intense and focused the next. It was one of the reasons he liked and respected them.

      “We found a dead body tonight,” he began, filling Jake in on what transpired inside the warehouse, how Art was not only posed but had been almost ritualistically cleaned.

      “And you’ve only found one body?”

      “So far.”

      “But you suspect there will be or are more?”

      Where Castello was brusque and to the point, Jake worked more methodically—one question, one step at a time. Which was good, as it made him focus his own thoughts.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. If this is his first, he’s got a taste for the theatrics, maybe a need for recognition. But the way the body was posed and cleaned…it feels rehearsed.”

      “As if he’s done it before and now is ready to show off his work?” Jake said, echoing his own thoughts. “You’re wanting to keep this quiet?”

      Aaron tilted his neck until it cracked, almost feeling Brianna shaking her head at his action. “The media picked up the call for the coroner, so there is some word on the news, but no details. I doubt we’ll get much traction until another body is found, but I’d like some insights on what we might be looking for before that happens.”

      “Understood. I have a guy in mind who can help you, if he’s not on an active case. Carson Smith. Guy’s a genius but can only focus on one unsub at a time. You might call him intense.” There was a pause on the other end of the phone, then Aaron heard some rustling of papers. “I’ll text him to find out if he’s available, then get back to you.”

      “I’d appreciate it. We’re about to go crash for a few hours.”

      “We?”

      “Brianna is with me,” was all he said. Carlisle could read into it all he wanted.

      “I’ll have information for you by morning.”

      They disconnected just as Brianna pulled into her driveway. He had to give her credit. She managed to park the car in the garage and turn off the engine before going on the offensive.

      “Jake’s going to think we’re dating.”

      “He could. Or he could just assume that since I told him you brought this case to my attention, you are involved in it somehow.” He climbed out of the car and stood with the door open as she did the same.

      “But you told him we were going to sleep,” she said, glaring at him over the hood of her car. Even in the florescent lights of the garage her blue eyes lit with anger. “He’ll think we’re sleeping together, which, by the way, we are not.”

      “What I told him was, we were going to crash. Which we are. We’ve both been up nearly twenty-four hours.” He closed his door, opened the back passenger one for Stanley.

      “And you think you’re going to crash here?” she asked, standing with one hand on her hip, the other on her open car door, one brow arched his direction.

      “Stanley is a witness. He can’t stay at my place and leaving him here alone with you could be dangerous,” he said, waiting for her reaction to him implied slight.

      Her brows shot up and she slammed the car door, stomping around to stand just a few inches from him. “You think I can’t take care of him?”

      God, she was a glorious sight when she was pissed. In the three years he’d known her, she’d never gotten angry like this. Since the day he rescued her from the mansion, she’d been subdued. Her emotions suppressed as if she were afraid to show her true self, to give in to her passion. Seeing her like this? It was magnificent.

      He hated to temper it, but she needed to understand Paula and Stanley weren’t the only ones in danger of the killer coming after them. She’d been seen tonight, too.

      “I think you can take care of him. But I need to keep him safe.” He took a step closer. “And you safe, too.”

      “Me?” Her brows slammed down in confusion.

      “Yes, you. If the murderer was outside the building tonight, he could’ve seen you with Stanley. If he recognizes Stanley as Art’s dog, he might come after him…and you.”

      The overhead light in the garage went out, leaving them standing in darkness.

      Aaron inhaled, getting a mixture of the slight floral of her perfume and the feminine scent that always made him want to reach out to touch her, although he knew she wasn’t ready for more. A low growl sounded from the bundle of fur in his hands.

      Brianna made an exasperated snort. “Oh, hell. This is ridiculous. I’m not going to stand in the dark and argue with you. Come inside,” she said, moving away toward the door to the house.

      Stroking Stanley soothingly, Aaron waited for her to open the door and turn on a light for him to follow. He’d never been inside her home. While she’d been recovering in rehab, Abby and the Edgars had sold her old condo and purchased her a new one, in a new neighborhood, not wanting her to have to return to the trauma of her kidnapping. When she’d come home from the hospital it had been Abby and her sister-in-law Katie who’d accompanied her. Only female law enforcement had been assigned for her protection. The only male allowed entrance had been Kirk F.

      Turning, she punched a code into the alarm keypad. “The security company will call in five minutes if it’s not reset. Sorry the place is such a mess,” she said, moving through into the great room, then took a turn to the right and disappeared.

      Walking inside through a laundry mud room area, he stepped into a large kitchen and great room combo. He paused to take it all in.

      It was a spacious, open room. Very modern in the granite countertops and shaker-style cabinets. In a magazine it would appear clean and neat, maybe even a bit sterile to him, but here it was homey. A large crock full of utensils like tongs and spatulas sat near the stove within easy reach. Next to it was a bottle of olive oil and balsamic vinegar. If he dared open the cupboard above, he’d probably find spices. On the opposite side of the stove was a huge wooden block of knives.

      Dishtowels hung off the oven rack, and a dishrag draped over the back of the faucet. In the sink were two bowels and a spoon, probably from the breakfast she’d had nearly twenty-four hours ago. Cookbooks lined one open shelf and live plants filled the windowsill above the sink.

      “If this is messy, I’d hate to see her idea of clean. You’re in luck, buddy,” Aaron said to Stanley, whose nose was busy taking in the scent of the new place. “Looks like the lady likes to cook.”

      He walked between the kitchen island that had barstools on the opposite side to what appeared to be a dining area consisting of an antique table and six different wooden chairs. On it was a planter with several succulents sitting in the center. A loose pile of mail was on one end and an empty bottle of wine and a used glass sat beside a notebook, pen and laptop. He leaned in to look at the notepad. Numbers and equations filled the thing. Stuff he hadn’t seen since high school Trigonometry class.

      “I tutor math online,” she said from behind him as she laid a pillow and blanket on the back of the sofa.

      A little heat hit his cheeks, embarrassed at being caught snooping. “Thought it looked like the higher math I was all too glad to leave behind at graduation.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Most people are. Abby periodically texts me, Another day without using Algebra, memes.”

      “So, you’re tutoring high school kids?”

      “It varies. Some are college freshmen who didn’t quite get it in high school. A few high schoolers.” With a grin she came over and tapped the paper. “This is Antony. He’s special.”

      “Special? How?”

      “He’s eight.”

      Surprise hit him. “Eight and doing this level math?”

      Brianna laughed as she rounded the table heading back into the kitchen. “Yes. He’s tested out as a genius, with special math aptitude.”

      “So why isn’t he in college?” Aaron asked, following her.

      “Because his parents want him to grow up with as normal a childhood as possible. He takes all the rest of his classes with his classmates. Plays with them, goes to scouts and plays both soccer and little league baseball. Math is with me after school two days a week.” She took out a bowl and filled it with water, then took out a dishtowel and set it on the floor near the door to the laundry. Walking over, she unhooked Stanley’s leash from his collar then took him and set him on the floor near the bowl. “That’s your water, little guy.”

      The pup happily lapped from the bowl.

      “I don’t have anything to feed him,” she said, folding her arms across her chest and leaning back against her island counter.

      Aaron leaned against the wall, watching her watch the pup. “He’s probably still full from dinner.”

      “You and Kirk F must’ve fed him two entire waffles and nearly half a chicken.” She shook her head at him, but the corners of her mouth had softened into a ghost of a smile.  He liked her smiles. She should do it more than she did these days.

      He shrugged. “Well, he looked like he was hungry and really enjoyed the food. Besides when he looked at me with those big brown eyes, I felt guilty eating in front of him.”

      She chuckled. “Good thing he’s going to be living with me for now and not you. You’d feed him nothing but table scraps. He’d weigh twice what he does in a week.” Then the light left her eyes. “I wonder how long he’d been without food before Paula found him? I mean, how long do we think Art was gone?”

      “Paula said she was looking for him since last Thursday.” She glanced at the clock. “It’s Thursday now, so at least a week?”

      “That was when she found Stanley wandering around, so it may have been a few days more.”

      “You’re not trying to figure out how long the pup was hungry, are you?”

      He shook his head. “No, I think we’re going to have to trace Art’s footsteps, establish his routine.”

      “Routine?”

      “Even homeless people have routines. Certain shelters give out meals only so many days a week. Clinics are more open for them on certain days. A favorite restaurant may give away leftovers at the end of a shift.” He yawned, then stretched. “But first I think we all need some sleep. I’d better take our little friend out before we all crash.”

      “I set the blanket and pillow for you on the couch,” she said handing him the dog’s leash. The door next to the one into the garage goes out to the back patio and yard. I’ll set the alarm once you’re back inside.”

      Nodding, he attached the leash to Stanley and led him out into the darkness. He could’ve asked her for the alarm code so she could go on to bed, but knew she wasn’t ready to trust him or anyone with her safety yet. It ate at him, but he totally understood it.

      “Hurry up, little dude,” he said to Stanley. “We don’t want her locking us out.”
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      The riff of a blues guitar ripped through the veil of sleep, startling Brianna awake.

      What the hell?

      Then a deep voice sounded in the other room.

      Aaron.

      He’d camped out in her living room to protect his witness, Stanley, who had decided he’d rather sleep in the bed curled up next to her five minutes after she’d crawled beneath her bedding. He’d been like a little personal heating pad—or bundle—relaxing her enough to go to sleep immediately.

      She groaned as she rolled over to look at the clock through half-opened eyes. Nine. She’d woken up at seven-thirty to call in sick and let the office know about Paula, promptly rolling over and going back to sleep. Curling on her side again, she pulled Stanley in closer, stroking his fur. She prayed he didn’t have fleas, and he probably needed a bath, but she couldn’t help giving him a little loving. After all he’d lost his owner and probably his best friend.

      A knock sounded on her door frame.

      She looked over her shoulder to find Aaron standing there in his jeans and shirt, his hair a little messy and dangling the dog leash in one hand. He’d always been handsome, but dang, who knew he’d looks so sexy right out of bed?

      “I think I’d better take him outside. We need to be at the hospital when Kirk F gets there to get Nana.”

      Agreeing, set Stanley on the floor, who promptly ran over to Aaron, wagging his tail and waited for his leash to be attached. Once the pair left the doorway, she slowly crawled out of bed and headed to her bathroom. She wasn’t a morning person on a good day with eight hours of sleep. They’d gotten to bed about four, so five hours was not going to make her Sally Sunshine. Caffeine was imperative. A lot of caffeine.

      By the time the boys came back inside, she’d managed a quick shower and had thrown on a comfortable sweater, jeans and socks. Spring might be on the calendar, but true to the northeast corner of Ohio, it was going to be a cold, drizzly day. If she and Aaron were going to be out in the elements, she was going to be warm.

      She sat at the island sipping a cup of spiced tea when Aaron and Stanley entered the kitchen. She’d opened a can of tuna and put it in a bowl on the floor by the water bowl she’d established for Stanley last night.

      “I know he’s not a cat, but I really don’t have anything else he can eat,” she said as Aaron unleashed the pup, who happily dug into the food.

      “Coffee?” he asked.

      She nodded at the one cup coffee maker and the box of variety coffee pods she’d set out on the counter next to a big coffee mug. When Kirk F stayed with her, he’d complained about her love of tea in the morning. To keep the peace, she’d bought the single cup maker, which she could use for tea and hot chocolate, too.

      Thankfully, Aaron didn’t seem to be a chatty morning person, either. With a fluidity and efficiency of a man used to fending for himself, he made his coffee, snagged his phone from his coat pocket and joined her at the island stools. They drank in companionable silence.

      “Who was on the phone?” she finally asked once she knew she wouldn’t snap at him. That change in her personality usually happened near the end of her first cup of tea.

      “Jake Carlisle. He had the number for the profiler he suggested I talk to.”

      “That was fast,” she said then drained the last of her tea before taking it to the sink and setting it in with yesterday’s dishes.

      “Yeah, he said Carson, that’s the guy, was on a break right now and had time to look at the case,” Aaron said, joining her at the sink. “Which means I need to go into the office and find out what we’ve gotten from the crime scene last night.”

      “They’ll have results already?” She took his mug, rinsed out the coffee dregs and set in with the others.

      “Maybe, maybe not. I’m afraid they’re going to only be able to tell me what they haven’t found. Like no fingerprints.” He sighed and turned his neck until it cracked.

      She tried not to cringe. “But you need all the details you do have to get this Carson guy started.”

      “Right. And I’m going to need to bring my captain up to speed on things.” He turned to lean one hip against the counter. “You think you’ll be okay staying with Paula this morning?”

      “I’d already planned to.”

      “Then we’d best get to the hospital. I don’t want Nana mad at me. She might not send me anymore Christmas cookies,” he said with a grin.

      “She sends you some, too?” Surprised that she wasn’t the only one getting the year-end treats.

      He nodded. “Three years running. Kirk F stops by the precinct with a big container every year. I’m lucky if I have a few to take home at the end of the shift.”

      She grinned. “I get to keep the whole thing to myself.”

      He groaned. “Now that’s just not fair.”

      “Maybe you should give Kirk F your address,” she said with a laugh and moved around him to get her shoes from beside her bed.

      It felt good to tease him. When he’d informed her he was spending the night no matter what she said—in no way had it been a suggestion or question—she’d thought it would be uncomfortable, awkward. But it hadn’t. Other than Kirk F, who really didn’t count, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so relaxed around a man. Even before she’d been taken and abused.

      Seated on her bed, one shoe on, the other in her hand, she paused and stared off into space.

      Had she ever been relaxed around a man? Comfortable? Not trying to figure out how they meant to use her or how she was going to use them? It had taken her weeks of therapy to realize she didn’t like the person she’d been before the incident and her manipulation of men might’ve put her at risk for the whole ordeal to have taken place. Yes, hundreds of women who’d been caught up in the sex-trafficking network were rescued and the perpetrators—Senator Klein, his son and other political cronies—had been tried in federal court and sat in prison because of her actions. That didn’t dismiss her own faults, her curiosity and sticking her nose into other people’s business to maneuver herself up in the company. For that she had to take responsibility.

      “Ready?”

      Startled back to the present, she looked up to see Aaron once more at her bedroom door, Stanley patiently seated at his feet. Any other day they’d look like a family going out for a nice walk. But they weren’t a family, and this wasn’t any ordinary day. They were on the trail of a killer.
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      “About time you two showed up,” Nana greeted them as she wiggled out of the chair in Paula’s room. “My grandson got here half an hour ago.”

      “Where is Kirk F?” Aaron asked, handing Stanley’s leash to Brianna.

      “Boy’s gone to get himself some breakfast. The nurses were nice enough to bring me a tray with little missy’s breakfast this morning. Told the boy, I was too tired and too old to be making him food. At his age, if you starve, you’re just plain stupid,” she said wrapping her knitting project around the needles and big ball of yarn she’d been using. After she’d gathered up her things, she turned to eye Aaron. “You gonna need me again tonight?”

      “I don’t need…a sitter,” Paula said from her bed, looking a little less pale and sickly this morning. “Besides, the doctor said…I might go home…later today.”

      “Key word being might.” Nana stared at her over the rim of her glasses.

      Paula actually rolled her eyes like a petulant teenager.

      “Don’t give me that look,” Nana said, one hand on her hip. “You heard what that breathing guy said, you need to rest after your treatment and let the medicine work. Go on back to sleep while we chat.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Paula said with a little smile and closed her eyes.

      Nana walked over to stand between them and the bed, her back to Paula. “Girl’s exhausted. Heck, I am, too. This room has been busier than a beauty parlor the day before Easter. The nurses came in just before dawn to check on her. Change of shift, I guess. Then they came back in with medicine. Then breakfast. After that the doctor came in to check on her, with the nurse and what looked like a junior doctor. Barely had time for her to get her teeth brushed in the bathroom and that breathing guy showed up to do that breathing treatment.”

      “I remember how exhausted I was when I was in the hospital. Not really a great place to get any rest,” Brianna said. “She’ll do better with that once they think she’s well enough to be discharged home and can get out of here. I did.”

      “You only did better because I was there to protect you,” a chipper voice sounded behind them.

      All three turned to see a grinning Kirk F standing in the doorway, a shopping bag in his hand.

      “I thought I told you to get breakfast in the cafeteria,” Nana said, sounding none too pleased. “You went shopping instead?”

      “I did eat, Nana. Knew Brianna was doing the next shift and thought she could use some chocolate.”

      “Thank you, Kirk F.” Brianna grinned and reached for the bag again.

      He pulled it back. “Not you, the sick lady in the bed. I remember how you hated being cooped up. You in a room for hours? She’s gonna need some chocolate to get through it.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m not that bad,” she said and reached for the bag.

      This time he let her have it. She delved inside and pulled out a bag of Godiva chocolate covered caramels. “If you were buying these for Paula, why did you get my favorite?”

      “Because he’s a smart boy, that’s why,” Nana answered for him, then gathered up her bags. “And he’d better get me on home now.”

      “Yeah, the boss called and told me I needed to get the house ready for you,” Kirk F said, taking one of the bags from his grandmother as he turned to Aaron. “Anything special you want loaded in the fridge?”

      “Healthy stuff,” he said, escorting the young man and his grandmother out of the room and out of earshot of Brianna. “Dog food for a thirty-pound dog and more of those chocolates.”

      “You’re putting warrior woman in the safehouse on lock down, too?” Kirk F stopped mid-stride to stare at him like he’d gone loony.

      “Maybe.”

      “You must be outta your mind. She doesn’t like being out of her own space.”

      “Which is why I said maybe. You just be sure things are clean and ready for them, in case the docs cut Paula loose.” He turned to head back into the hospital room, then paused and looked over his shoulder. “Pick up some dog treats while you’re at it.”

      “You got it,” Kirk F said with a wave of his hand as he hurried after his grandmother who was already stepping onto the elevator.

      “You don’t have to…stay with me,” Paula was saying to Brianna, who had seated herself on the edge of the bed with Stanley curled up between them, as Aaron walked back into the room. “Don’t need…a sitter.”

      “No, you don’t.” Brianna patted her hand. “What you need is a friend to just be here for you. And besides, I’m planning to curl up in that chair and take a long nap. We didn’t get much sleep last night.”

      Brianna glanced at Aaron, worry and sadness in her eyes. He inhaled slowly. There was never a good or easy way to tell someone they’d lost a loved one. Even harder to tell them the cause was murder.

      “I didn’t dream that phone call last night, did I?” Paula asked, shifting her gaze from Brianna to him and back again, tears spilling out of her light brown eyes. “Art really is dead.”

      Stanley whimpered and crawled over to snuggle in her lap.

      “I’m sorry, Paula, he is,” Aaron said as gently as he could. He pulled up the straight back chair and sat on the opposite side of the bed from Brianna and the pup. “We found him late last night in an abandoned factory over on Carnegie, not too far from the City Mission.”

      She nodded, still holding Stanley close, her hands stroking his wiry fur. “He said he…liked that neighborhood. I checked there…the first night. He wasn’t…there.”

      “Stanley actually found him,” Brianna said. “Led us right to the right building. Like he’d been there many times before.”

      “How did…how did he die? Heart attack…or something?”

      Again, Brianna met Aaron’s gaze in question about how much to tell her. He knew she didn’t want to stress her friend, but he’d always believed in telling people the unvarnished facts. Like taking off a band-aid quick. Pain initially, but it hurt less in the long run.

      “No, it wasn’t his heart,” he said, leaning in over his knees. “Art was murdered.”
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      “Something up in Cleveland?”

      Jake Carlisle looked up from his desk to see Frank Castello standing in his doorway. “Indians’ team batting average?”

      “We could only wish,” Castello said, sitting across the desk from him. “Got a call last night.”

      “From Cleveland?”

      “Yeah. Jeffers wants to use my safehouse.”

      Jake leaned back in his office chair. “For?”

      “Wants to stash some witnesses there.”

      “Brianna one of them?”

      Castello gave a half shrug. “Didn’t give me names.”

      Jake rocked back and forth in his chair a minute, considering if he should share what he knew about the Cleveland situation with his friend and employee. If Jeffers had already contacted Frank about the safehouse, he’d opened himself up to questions by the big man, which was Castello’s right as the property owner.

      “I got a call, too. About four am.”

      “Same time as mine.”

      Jake nodded. “Probably one right after the other.”

      Castello didn’t say anything more. Didn’t ask a question. Just sat there studying him. Waiting. Unnervingly still.

      Damn, he’d hate to be on the opposite side of an interrogation from him.

      “Said he needed the name of a profiler I trusted,” he finally said.

      Castello’s brows shot up for an instant. “Profiler? As in serial killer profiler?”

      Jake nodded. “Found a body last night. Homeless guy. Murdered. Staged. Wants to try and get a head start on finding out what’s making this guy tick before more bodies start dropping. Also wants to keep it quiet.”

      “To prevent a panic in the media?”

      “That and Brianna is somehow mixed up in this.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah,” Jake couldn’t agree more. “That girl’s been through enough. The media plastered her name and picture in every news outlet—print, online, television, radio—for months during Senator Klein’s and his son’s trials.”

      “Tell me about it. We had a hell of a time keeping her protected during that mess.” Castello shook his head, glanced out the office window, then back at him. “Jeffers say how she’s mixed up in this?”

      “Didn’t give me any details. Just said she was with him when he called about the profiler.”

      “At four in the morning?” Castello gave him a pointed look. “You think he finally got the nerve to ask her out?”

      Jake shrugged. “Didn’t tell me why they were together when they found the body. Almost didn’t mention it at all.”

      “Abby know?”

      “Don’t think so. She and Luke are still out west doing that deep corporate forensic audit for our tech company client.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s just after six there. My phone hasn’t rung, so I’m assuming Brianna didn’t call her or I’d have heard by now. Jeffers didn’t tell me to share the info, so I’m not going to be the one to call my sister-in-law and tell her that her best friend is in danger, again.”

      “How you want to handle this, then?” Frank asked.

      “I gave Jeffers my guy’s name and they set up a time to talk later this morning. I also asked Carson to CC me into any emails they share, as well as his profile of the unsub.”

      “Because you think Jeffers may be in over his head?”

      Jake shook his head. “No. He’s a damn good detective. But if this is a serial killer, then Jeffers may call for help. If that happens, I’d like to hit the ground running, not playing catch-up. Especially if Brianna is in danger again.”

      “Because she’s family,” Castello said.

      Jake nodded. “The moment Abby married Luke, Brianna, the friend she considers a sister, became an Edgars.” It’s just what the family did.
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      Brianna put her arms around Paula and hugged her as she cried. She knew Aaron told her about Art’s death as gently as he could, but she wished they could’ve waited until her friend’s medical condition had improved. Maybe a day or two.

      But, if Aaron was right, and Art was part of some sick killer’s game, more people might be in jeopardy, so talking with Paula couldn’t wait.

      She glanced Aaron’s way. His lips pressed into a thin line and his eyes spoke of the sadness he felt at delivering such horrible news. He didn’t like doing the job any more than she did, and this was her first time. As a detective, he’d done this with devastated families and friends more than once.

      After a few minutes Paula’s tears slowed, she gulped in some air and released her hold on Brianna. She coughed hard and Brianna handed her some tissues to spit into.

      “The therapist…said, getting this…crap out of…my lungs was…a good sign,” she said, wheezing more than she had been before crying.

      Remembering the nurse last night had told Paula to stay hydrated to help break up the phlegm, Brianna handed her the big cup of water so she could drink. She patted Paula’s leg, while Stanley snuggled deeper into the younger woman’s lap, both trying to give her comfort. Aaron sat quietly. Brianna knew he wanted to question Paula about Art and the places she’d searched for him, but he was also giving her friend time to come to terms with what he’d already told her about Art’s death. She just prayed Paula didn’t ask him for details. No one should hear that about someone they loved.

      Finally, Paula wiped her eyes, seemed to be breathing easier again and looked to Aaron. “How was he killed?”

      Aaron didn’t blink. “We’re not sure yet. We have to wait for the coroner’s office to give us an official cause.”

      Thank goodness that explanation seemed to be enough for her. She blinked back some fresh tears, but only nodded her head.

      “I need to ask you some questions,” Aaron said, very professional policeman style.

      “You think I killed him?” Paula said, sitting straighter in her bed, instantly defensive.

      “Of course we don’t,” Brianna said, casting a glare Aaron’s direction.

      “No, we don’t,” he said, his voice turning very soft and conciliatory. “That came out wrong. Please forgive me. What I meant was, can you give me information on Art? Like his last name?”

      Apparently appeased by his apology, Paula relaxed back in the bed. She shook her head. “I only knew him as Art.”

      “Okay. That’s not unusual for homeless people to not give their last names out. Some don’t even remember them.” Aaron propped his elbows on his knees and leaned forward. “What can you tell me about him? Anything about his family or his past?”

      She twisted her lips a moment, reminding Brianna of Abby’s little niece, Elizabeth, when she was trying to think of how to remember something. “He told me once he had a wife and daughter, but he’d lost touch with them when he came back from the war.”

      “Vietnam?” Aaron asked, which made sense given Art’s apparent age. If Brianna had to guess he was about seventy or so. Of course, being homeless on the street aged people quickly.

      Paula nodded. “He said he was one…of the last group of soldiers to get drafted over in that war.” She paused. “He had two medals…from serving there. Showed them to me all the time.”

      “We didn’t find any medals with Art,” Aaron said, not mentioning they’d found him decked out in military attire.

      Paula’s eyes grew wide. “He always, always had those medals with him.”

      “Okay, that helps. Maybe we can figure out which ones he earned.”

      He pulled out his phone, tapped in some letters, then scrolled up and down. Finally, he turned the screen around to show a list of service medal pictures. The only one Brianna could identify was the purple heart. She’d seen it in movies and TV shows before.

      “Do any of these look like the ones Art showed you?” Aaron asked.

      Paula took the phone and scrolled down a few images before stopping.

      “That was one,” she said, showing them one that was a ribbon with a silver star hanging from it.

      “That’s the Silver Star,” Aaron said. “Means Art was a hero in the war. Any of the others look familiar?”

      Paula pushed her finger up to look at the next image and stopped again. “This one.”

      Brianna looked in to see what looked like a golden eagle with spread wings mounted on a large cross, hanging from a blue, white and red trimmed ribbon.

      “The Distinguished Service Cross,” Aaron said, taking his phone back and looking impressed.

      “Will that help…you find who did…this to Art?” Paula asked.

      “I don’t know. But it may help us at least give him a last name. It will depend on how many soldiers in that group of draftees earned both of these. I’m imagining not too many.” Aaron leaned back in his chair. “Let’s switch gears a moment. Can you remember what day you found Stanley wandering by himself?”

      “It was last…Thursday. A week ago, today.”

      “She told us that last night,” Brianna said, wondering why he was asking something they already knew the answer to.

      Aaron tipped his head her direction asking her to be patient.

      She growled inwardly, but bit down on the urge to argue with him. He was the detective and probably had a well-established method to his questioning of witnesses. It was up to her to not get in the way.

      “Did Stanley look like he’d been without food more than a week?” he asked, returning his attention to Paula.

      She considered his question before answering. “He was hungry, but only ate…one and a half bowls of food, so…he wasn’t starving.”

      “Good. That means we can guess that maybe he hadn’t been without Art there to feed him for more than a day or two.”

      “So, you think…Art was killed…last Tuesday?” Paula asked, tearing up again.

      Aaron shook his head. “We don’t know when he was killed, yet. The Medical Examiner will help with that. But we can assume Tuesday was when he went missing.” He paused a moment, and Brianna got the impression he was giving Paula a chance to gather her thoughts and catch her breath before he continued.

      “So, walk me through what happened when you found Stanley,” he said. “Let’s start with where you were.”

      “On Thursdays, I volunteer…to serve dinner…at the East Side Hope Fellowship church,” Paula said.

      “That’s about two blocks north of The City Mission?” Aaron asked, typing into his phone.

      “Yeah. They have hot meals…on Mondays and Thursdays.” Paula’s eyes welled up again. “Art loved…Thursday’s meals, usually meatloaf and mashed potatoes…or spaghetti. He said the Thursday cooks…were the best anywhere. He also always got there early enough to get a bed and food for Stanley.”

      Brianna handed her another tissue to dry her eyes. Aaron seemed to be typing slowly on his phone. She suspected he was giving Paula time to collect her thoughts and stem her emotions again. He must’ve realized her crying was affecting her breathing.

      “So, Stanley came to the Fellowship’s dining hall on his own? Was that during the meal service or afterwards?” he asked after a few minutes.

      “After,” Paula said, her voice a little steadier. “I was taking the trash out to the dumpster…in the alley out back. Poor Stanley was huddled…near the door. He looked very scared.” She stroked her hand over the dog in her lap, as if still trying to soothe his fright. “I coaxed him over and…looked around for Art. When I didn’t see him…I walked up and down the alley to see if…maybe he’d been hurt or something. Only…he wasn’t there.”

      “What did you do next?”

      “I brought Stanley inside and…fed him leftover meatloaf…and gave him a bowl of water to drink, while we finished…closing up for the night.”

      “Who is we?”

      “The other volunteers and me.” She seemed to sink back into her pillows as if exhausted.

      “Do you know any names?”

      Before she could answer, a nurse came into the room to take her pulse and blood pressure. “She needs to get some rest if she’s going to fight this pneumonia. A body can’t heal without rest,” she said pointedly at Aaron and Brianna. Then she noticed Stanley in the bed, throwing a what-the-hell-is-that-animal-doing-here look their way.

      Brianna scooped him into her arms before the nurse kicked him to the curb.

      “I’m Detective Jeffers, nurse…” he left it open for her to fill in her name.

      “Teri,” she said, not taking her eyes off Aaron like a teacher catching a student cheating on a test. “You going to tell me that little guy is part of the K-9 unit?”

      Brianna fought the urge to giggle, barely. Stanley was less than half the size of the dogs usually used for K-9 duty.

      “No, ma’am. He’s a witness,” Aaron said, sincere honesty written all over his face.

      “I see.” Nurse Teri turned from adding a little bag of medicine to the IV setup dripping into Paula’s arm. “And you have him in witness protection?”

      This time Brianna bit her upper lip and tried not to draw the nurse’s attention. She had a feeling that what transpired between her and Aaron would determine if Stanley got to stay or had to go. If he couldn’t be in the room, she wouldn’t be able to stay with Paula. She was pretty sure he couldn’t go to the precinct with Aaron, so would that mean he went to a pound?

      The idea bothered her, and she cuddled the dog a little closer.

      “We do need to keep him available to help on a case,” Aaron said. “He knows Miss Paula and she feels safer in the hospital with company. So far, he hasn’t been a hinderance to her care, so I’d really appreciate it if he could remain here with my partner, Ms. Matthews,” he said, nodding her direction, “while she keeps Miss Paula company.”

      His partner? Brianna sobered and sat a little straighter. He considered her a partner and showed his respect for her in that two-word title. Had a man ever considered her a partner, an equal? Not that she could remember. Aaron did. In fact, from the moment he’d carried her out of that mansion and stayed with her the entire helicopter ride to the hospital, he’d shown her nothing but respect and friendship.

      “Does he have fleas?” the nurse asked, sounding a little more cooperative, but still eyeing Stanley like he was a mangy escapee from the pound.

      Before Brianna could reply, Paula shook her head. “No, I bathed him…for that just…a week ago.”

      The nurse studied her, then Aaron, and finally her gaze settled on Brianna and Stanley. Brianna was as anxious as she’d been the day her parents were making the decision whether or not to adopt her from the Sisters of the Sacred Heart orphanage.

      “Policy is no animals except service animals are permitted in the building,” Teri said. “So I’m assuming he’s a service dog of some sort?”

      “Yes,” Brianna, Aaron and Paula all said at once.

      “Good. That means he’s not going to cause any trouble or make any messes, right?”

      They all agreed.

      “I’ll even take him outside before I leave,” Aaron said, standing as the nurse passed by.

      “Thank you. And no more questions for your other witness. She needs to rest before her next treatment.”

      And with that the nurse opened the door, propped it open with one foot while pressing the hand sanitizer button on the wall and rubbed the cleanser all over her hands on her way out the door. The act so smooth, she obviously practiced it every time she left a patient’s room.

      “I’d better keep my promise,” Aaron said, reaching for Stanley’s leash.

      “I like my nurse,” Paula said after he left.

      “Why?” Brianna asked, already suspecting the answer.

      Paula grinned. “She made your detective sweat.”
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      “Good, you’re awake. I’d hate for you to miss this part,” he said staring down into the brown eyes, pupils dilated with fear along with the lingering effects of the opioid he’d laced the guy’s bottle of booze with. The donor struggled to pull free, his once powerful muscles straining to no avail against the leather restraints.

      Amazing how trusting some of these creatures became when you dangled expensive liquor in front of their faces. Like a big mouth bass seeing a nightcrawler wiggling on a hook in the water. Temptation always leads to the fall.

      “So, now that you’re awake, we can begin. You are going to become a productive part of society. Instead of taking, you’re going to give back.”

      He pulled the cap off the large bore IV needle and held it up to where the two brown eyes could focus on it in the overhead fluorescent lighting. “This is a sixteen-gauge angiocath needle. One large enough for blood to pass through it. Whose blood you ask?” He laughed and listened to the sound bounce off the cement blocks of the room. “Why, yours, of course.”

      Taking a clean alcohol swab, he scrubbed at the specimen’s left brachial artery. The big vein popped up in the emaciated arm. One thing about drunks over addicts, their veins weren’t shot all to hell.

      With a steady hand he plunged the needle beneath the skin and straight into the vein, getting an immediate flash of blood into the chamber. He pulled back on the needle, leaving the plastic cannula in place and quickly hooked on the blood tubing. Reaching to the side, he opened the blue plastic clamp to allow the blood to fill the length of tubing to the first collection bag.

      “Are you warm enough?” he asked, tucking the thick thermal blanket around the body. “It doesn’t do for you to get chilled. Slows the blood removal process down. And we can’t have that.”

      He’d learned that months ago with the violinist. As much as he’d enjoyed seeing her naked body as he’d worked, warm bodies gave up their blood so much easier.

      The eyes in his donor grew wider and his breathing quickened. He patted the shoulder soothingly. “No need to get anxious, you can’t fight this. Trust me.”

      With a sigh, he walked over to the stereo.

      “I had a hard time trying to decide which music you might find relaxing. Something soothing. But melodic.” He pushed the on button and the sound of a snare drum and plucking strings of violins filled the room. “Ravel’s Bolero seemed like the best choice for a former athlete like you.”

      As the music slowly began, he swayed to the rhythm. “I first heard this while watching the winter Olympics as a kid. Ice dancing competition.” He’d wanted to watch ski jumping, but his mother had insisted on the skating. He’d never seen anything like it, before or since. It was the first time he’d understood that humans served a purpose on this earth. Some to establish beauty, others to become important members of society, and others—he studied the lump of flesh on the table—others were meant to provide essential supplies that others might live.

      The music stopped and he checked the blood bag.

      “Your first bag is almost full. We’ll do a second one before you rest,” he said and switched out the bags. “I learned not to drain too much from you at once. Your reproduction of the product takes a little time.”

      He hit replay on the stereo and settled into his recliner and closed his eyes, letting the music carry him away to a happier time. Mother’s smile filled his mind.
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      “Crime Scene hasn’t come up with any useable prints on the body or his clothes,” Jaylon said when Aaron arrived at the precinct.

      “Nothing?” he asked, settling into his chair and logging into his computer.

      “Found lots of fingerprints elsewhere in the place, but who knows how many of them belong to homeless people camping in the place for years? It’s like taking prints at a cheap motel.”

      Aaron nodded. “Yeah, but if some of those hit in the system, we can rule those guys out. No way did a homeless person kill, clean and pose our guy. This is way too sophisticated a kill to be someone existing on the streets.”

      The door to the captain’s office opened and out strode a short, wiry, grey-haired man with a receding hairline. Levi Stedaman was a no-nonsense boss, who zeroed in on his target—detectives and perps alike—with the pinpoint accuracy of a heat-seeking missile. “You two want to fill me in on this murder you stumbled into last night? And tell me why exactly you think this is going to need investigating? Homeless people die in warehouses all the time.”

      No preamble, no small talk. Just get to the facts. Aaron liked that about the man. Helped people to focus in on what was important.

      “Because homeless people aren’t cleaned from head to toe, dressed in pressed military fatigues and posed for sitting up for us to find?” Aaron leaned back in his chair, and pointed to the pictures from the crime scene he’d just loaded onto his computer. They scrolled slowly across the screen in a kaleidoscope of macabre images of a life size marionette slumped against the brick column.

      “Damn.” Stedaman shook his head. “And you say he was scrubbed clean?”

      “Waiting for official report from the CSU, but Ramos said it looked that way. She doubted they’d find anything forensically, given the scent of disinfectant all over him and his clothes.”

      “Okay, it’s not just another homeless person dying from drugs, alcohol or exposure.” Stedaman wiped his hand over his face like he always did when he was frustrated or hated asking a question. “What do you think we’re looking at, then?”

      Aaron exchanged a look with Jaylon, who shrugged, then turned back to their boss. “You don’t want to know what I’m thinking. At least not yet.”

      “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      No one wanted to verbalize out loud that they might have a serial killer on their hands.

      “How do you want to proceed?” he asked leaning one hip on the desk opposite them.

      Aaron flipped his phone over and opened to his notes page. “First thing we need to do is identify our victim. One of my sources said his name was Art, no last name. His prints aren’t in the system, so he’s probably never been arrested. However, he apparently was in the service. Vietnam. And he won both the Silver Star and the Distinguished Service Cross.”

      Jaylon let out a low whistle.

      “Impressive medals,” their boss said. “I bet there might not be too many men who won that combination of medals in that war.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping,” Aaron agreed. “Got a call in to the Department of Veterans Affairs to get service records and a last name.”

      “You thinking this might be personal?” the Captain asked.

      “It would be good, if it were. Otherwise…” Aaron just left that hanging.

      A sick look went across his boss’s face. “It would be a random victim killing and we’d have to wait for another body to figure out what kind of crazy we’re dealing with.”

      Aaron weighed the decision to tell his boss about reaching out to Jake Carlisle for a profiler. Protocol would be to wait for a second body to be found with the exact same staging and cause of death before contacting the FBI for a profiler to look at the case, but his gut was telling him this was going to get ugly fast and the more they knew now the quicker they’d get a hold on things. Problem was how pissed was Stedaman going to get when he told him?

      Best to pull the band-aid off quick.

      “I put in a call to a friend last night.”

      Stedaman groaned. “Please tell me it wasn’t the feds. We don’t need them charging in here and making this a news sensation before we even know another body will drop.”

      “It will,” Aaron said.

      “And you know that how?”

      “His gut told him,” Jaylon said from his desk, a little smirk on his face. “You know he trusts it more than a sworn affidavit from the Pope.”

      Aaron arched one brow at him. “And it hasn’t failed me, or you, yet.”

      “True that.” Jaylon lost the smirk, probably remembering one or two times when Aaron’s gut instinct had saved both their lives.

      “I know I’m going to regret asking this,” Stedaman said, drawing their attention back to him and the case, “but who did you call?”

      “A friend who is a retired FBI agent that now runs a private investigation and security company. Got the name of a profiler to run the case by.”

      “Okay, so no one official, yet?”

      Aaron shook his head. “Not ’til I talk with the profiler. Jake says he’s on leave between cases. The guy is one of those that completely focuses on one a case until it’s finished.”

      “Sorta like someone else we know,” Jaylon said, eyeing him.

      “Some of us are better at concentration and perseverance,” Aaron said. “He’s on my list of people to contact this morning.”

      “Any witnesses? Anyone see this guy being carted into the building? See any cars of vans on the street? That’s not a spot you usually see vehicles parked on the roads nearby,” Stedaman asked, focusing on the case and facts.

      Jaylon exchanged eye contact with Aaron.

      “You gonna tell him or am I?” his partner said.

      “Tell me what?” their boss asked, and not very patiently.

      “I have a witness who we think saw our victim being abducted,” Aaron said, trying to sound confident. Problem was, he wasn’t sure if Stanley had been with Art when he was taken, and he wasn’t sure if the dog would be any help identifying the killer. Right now, though, he was the only real lead they had.

      “Good. Bring him in and get him to look at some photos. Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll ID someone,” Stedaman said.

      Jaylon half-snickered, half-snorted from his side of their joined desks. Aaron shot him a deadly look.

      “And what’s so funny about that?” Stedaman asked, his head swiveling between them.

      “Our witness is the victim’s dog. He’s how we found the body,” Aaron said, bracing for his boss’s reaction.

      Stedaman face lit up like the Hungarian flag. Red. Then white. And finally, green.

      Aaron reached in the top drawer of his desk and pulled out a fresh roll of antacids he kept in there just for these moments and offered it to the captain. He opened it and popped two tablets into his mouth and chewed, his color slowly returning to normal.

      “So,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest, “let me get this straight. You have an unidentified victim, who may or may not be the first victim of someone who might or might not be a serial killer, and your only witness is a dog who may or may not be able to lead you to the killer, who may or may not be targeting homeless people for unknown reasons. And you have no other clues at this time? But your gut is telling you this is just the start of a media clusterfuck?”

      Aaron just gave a shrug. What could he say? When you put it like that, the whole case seemed far fetched and on the impossible side of solving. But his gut had helped him solve many cases over the years, and right now it was sending up warning flares surrounding Art’s death.

      “Okay,” Stedaman said after a moment of thought, “here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to let you,” he pointed at Aaron, “keep following this case down the rabbit hole and see where it takes you. Talk to your profiler, see what he says. Quietly talk to the homeless community and see if you can dig us up anything like a clue or a witness that doesn’t have four feet. Until another victim appears, you,” he turned his attention on Jaylon, “get to pick up the slack on those three open cases you two have listed up there,” he said pointing at the whiteboard with cases listed under each detective’s name—blue marker for solved, red for unsolved, total three in red.

      “Got it, boss,” Jaylon said, for once no smart-ass comment coming from him.

      “Jeffers, you keep him and me apprised about anything you find out, and I mean anything. Also, where you are, both with the case and physically on the ground. Last thing I need is you going missing with no backup. Am I clear?”

      “Crystal,” Aaron said.

      “And let’s just pray you or your dog friend don’t stumble onto another body.”
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      “What are you doing?”

      Brianna looked up from her laptop to see Paula watching her from the bed.

      After Aaron left for the police station, their day had taken on a decided medical bent. Paula napped for a bit, then a phlebotomist came in to draw lab work. That was followed by the nurse insisting that Paula needed to get cleaned up, which required monkeying around with the IV and covering the site with a plastic wrap, not to mention dragging the big metal pole into the bathroom so she could shower. While that happened, the bed was stripped, and the linens replaced with crisp clean ones by two other staff members.

      While all this was going on, amazingly Stanley stayed quietly in the recliner chair and didn’t make a sound. The dog seemed to sense that the nursing and medical staff weren’t a threat to Paula and his presence in the hospital was on thin ice.

      Just when they’d gotten Paula back into her bed, lunch came. And again, Brianna was surprised, when not only was there an extra tray of food for her, but a little plate of chopped up hamburger and some doggy biscuits for Stanley. Finally, another breathing treatment after lunch did Paula in and she’d fallen asleep, exhausted by the hospital routine. Though her breathing seemed less labored to Brianna’s untrained eye.

      All the activity and helping in her friend’s care eased any anxiety Brianna might’ve had at being in a hospital room for so long. That’s when she’d decided to pull her laptop out of her bag to make notes. She wasn’t really sure what she was looking for, but she needed to do something. So, she did what she did best, looked for patterns. If Aaron was right and Art’s murderer was a serial killer with practice, a pattern of some sort had to show up somewhere.

      “I’m making a spread sheet,” she said to Paula. “How are you feeling after your nap?”

      “Better,” she said, wiggling up higher in the bed, then pushing the button to move from a forty-five-degree angle to almost ninety. Stanley took that opportunity to change spots from beside Brianna to Paula’s lap with a leap from chair to bed.

      “Better not let nurse Teri catch you doing that,” Brianna said to him, but he just burrowed into Paula’s lap and closed his eyes, completely unconcerned.

      “What kind of spreadsheet?” Paula asked with no wheezing between words.

      That had to be a good sign.

      “I’m listing all the places we know Art frequented, based on your knowledge and our trip out last night.” She sighed before continuing. “Including where we found him.”

      She paused, wishing she wasn’t reminding Paula of losing her friend.

      Paula wiped away fresh tears as she nodded. “Most people think the homeless live a life wandering and sitting in spots with nothing to do. A lot of them actually keep a schedule. Not one like us with appointments, but places they go to regularly.”

      “Like the shelters and soup kitchens and churches?”

      “Right. I see the same people week after week when I’m volunteering at the church’s soup kitchen. That’s how I got to know Art and Stanley,” Paula said, her hand stroking the terrier’s back.

      “Did Art ever tell you where else he went for meals or for shelter?”

      “Sometimes he said he didn’t like the vibes of someone sheltering in the factory and he’d go to his second place. It’s another abandoned building he’d stay in when the weather was bad. It’s down on Cedar a few blocks south and east of The City Mission, across from the nursing home there.” Paula got a little grin on her face. “Sometimes he said he’d go into the nursing home and say he was there to see someone just around mealtime. The old folks were a little forgetful and they’d think he was an old friend or war buddy and he’d get a hot meal.”

      Brianna smiled. “That was pretty clever of him.”

      “He said he didn’t really feel like he was taking away from anyone. He’d sit with the older men and they’d trade war stories. Said they’d laugh sometimes and sometimes they’d cry over lost comrades.” Paula face softened. “He felt he was giving them something back in exchange for the food.”

      Art sounded like a man she’d have liked to know. Brianna wrote both places on her list of Art’s regular haunts. “Anywhere else?”

      “He liked to go down to the food pantry on Friday’s and get food for a few days. Nothing much, some rolls and bologna. Cheese if they had it…Just enough to tide him over the weekend. He said…he said, he didn’t like taking food…meant for families and kids.”

      She was getting wheezy. Time to stop the questions, again.

      Despite her frustration at the limited information she could get out of Paula, Brianna set the laptop on the windowsill by the chair and stood up. “Your water pitcher is empty. Why don’t I go fill it up with fresh cold water while you rest a moment?”

      “I can keep…going,” Paula said, but her breathlessness belied her words.

      Brianna picked up the big water pitcher and headed to the door with a wink. “I know you can, but I don’t want nurse Teri mad at me if she comes back and finds you worse than before lunch.”

      Just as she was headed back into the room with not only a fresh pitcher of water from the unit’s patient refreshment center, where she’d also scored a couple packages of cookies and some jello from the fridge, she nearly ran smack dab into the dreaded nurse, coming out of Paula’s room, once more rubbing her hands with sanitizer.

      “How’s she doing?” Brianna asked.

      “Better than this morning,” the nurse said, glancing back into the room. “But the doctor wants her to spend another night in the hospital on IV antibiotics and getting breathing treatments. Even after she goes home, she’ll be weak for a while. Does she have any family to stay with? Someone to look after her? The last thing she needs is a relapse.”

      “As far as I know there’s no family, but she won’t be going home alone,” Brianna assured her. If she was right, Aaron planned to house Paula in a clean and safe environment, probably with round the clock security.

      “Good,” the nurse said with smile as she moved from the doorway. “Plan on her being discharged in the morning. Will you be staying the night?”

      Brianna shook her head. “I believe there’s someone else coming to stay with her.”

      “The older lady who made cookies for the night shift? I heard they were delicious.”

      “That would be her.” Brianna smiled. “And knowing Nana she may arrive with more tonight.”

      “I hope I get to see her before I leave then,” Nurse Teri said with a laugh and moved on to the next patient room.

      Brianna smiled as she went in the room but it died on her lips as soon as she saw Paula’s sad face with tears rolling down her cheeks. She hurried over to the bed, set the pitcher of water and her snacks on the bedside table, then wrapped Paula in her arms, hugging her tightly.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I hate having…to stay another…night in this place,” Paula said with a hiccup on the end.

      Brianna leaned back and cupped her friend’s face between her hands. “Oh, sweetie, I understand that. Believe me, I do. I spent a week in the hospital every time I had to have another surgery.” Paula knew her history. They’d talked about it over the months since Paula began working for the shelter and they’d become friends. “I was terrified of the needles, the pain, the treatments, being alone and vulnerable, even though the staff did nothing but help me get better. So, no matter what, you won’t be alone. I promise. In fact, I believe Kirk F’s Nana is already planning to spend another night.”

      “She’s something else,” Paula said, with a little smile through her tears. “She asked every person, even the housekeeper…what their name was, what their job was…and if they even acted like leaving the room without washing their hands…she’d order them to do so.”

      “See? You’re going to be in good hands and can get through one more night.”

      Paula’s face fell a little. “I hate putting you all out like this. Taking you away from your homes. I’m not really worth it.”

      “Stop that,” Brianna ordered softly, but firmly, gripping her hands and looking straight into her eyes. “You are too worth it. You are a kind, smart woman. Someone who volunteers and gives back to others. And most importantly, you’re my friend. I don’t ever want you to say or think you’re not worth anything. You are. You hear me?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Paula said, with that ghost of a smile again.

      “Good.” Paula squeezed her hands again, then moved to the chair and her laptop. “Now, you get some rest while I plot the places you said Art visited on a map. Maybe after your next breathing treatment you can tell me about the other volunteers at the soup kitchen.”

      Paula wiped her eyes and blew her nose, lowering the bed a little and closing her eyes. “Why are you doing this? Tracing Art’s movements?”

      “Because he’s your friend, and Stanley’s,” Brianna said, opening a map of the city.

      “Yes, but it’s…your detective friend’s job…to find out who did it. Not yours.”

      “Because someone once tried to hurt me and do evil things to other women, and someone cared enough to find the answers,” she said, her heart once again remembering Abby, her family, and Aaron coming for her. She just prayed that she’d be able to help Aaron figure out who had murdered Art before some other vulnerable person was killed.
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      “Thanks for talking with me, Special Agent Smith,” Aaron said. He’d moved his laptop into the squad’s empty conference room to have this conversation in private, without noise or distraction. He’d emailed the man Jake Carlisle had suggested he talk to and they’d set up a time to talk.

      “Since this isn’t a formal request why don’t we dispense with the formalities,” the voice on the other end of the phone said. “Just call me Carson, Aaron. Our mutual friend said you had a case you’re worried might be more than it appears?”

      “There’s only one body that we know of so far…” Aaron started.

      “One body?” Carson asked, sounding skeptical.

      “That we know of,” Aaron repeated, not taking offense at the other man’s skepticism. Who could blame him? Serial killer by definition meant there was more than one victim. “It’s the situation and condition we found him in that suggests to me that the killer’s done this before.”

      “And you think now that he’s showing off his work, he’s evolving into something more gruesome?”

      “Yes.” Aaron quietly exhaled a sigh of relief that Carson understood his fear. And it was fear. This was his city, his people. He feared a predator was using it for his own personal hunting grounds and no one was safe. Given that Art was homeless, the most vulnerable people were at risk. “We found our victim—”

      “Don’t tell me anymore,” Carson interrupted him. “I don’t want my mind cluttered with your thoughts or observations. Don’t get me wrong. It’s not that I don’t think you know what you’re doing. I just want to take a very objective observation of everything. Fresh unadulterated eyes, so to speak.”

      Aaron swallowed down his own ire at being cutoff and shelved his pride. This wasn’t about him, his experience or how brilliant he might think his gut was. This was about finding a sick murderer. “I understand.”

      “Do you have pictures?”

      “We do. A beginning forensics file and by this evening the Medical Examiner has promised me a preliminary autopsy report. Toxicology will take another day.”

      “Send me what you have,” Carson said, then rattled off his email address. “I’ll take a look at it and we’ll talk later. This a good number for me to reach you?”

      “Yes, this is my cell.” Aaron opened up his email and started loading up files to send the FBI special agent. “This might take a few emails with the number of pictures we took.”

      “We have a secure data sharing program. I’ll send you the link. The more you can send me, the better. And I forgot to ask Jake what city you’re in.”

      “Cleveland,” Aaron said as he typed away.

      “How long have you lived there?”

      Aaron wondered what that had to do with anything. “Grew up not far from here in one of the suburbs. Graduated from Kent State and then the police academy here. Been on the force for about sixteen years, the past twelve as a detective.”

      “So you know the demographics and the geography well, then. Where are you stationed?”

      “The homicide unit on Ontario Street.”

      “Good. I’ll be seeing you later, then,” Carson said.

      Before Aaron could ask him what he meant, the line went dead. He sat and stared at his phone a moment, wondering if this was Smith’s usual way to end a conversation or if they’d been cutoff for some reason. Shaking his head, he dismissed the later idea. Paranoid much? The need for secrecy wasn’t because there was a conspiracy, but because they didn’t want a media frenzy to glorify whoever was behind this killing.

      A moment later his phone rang. He glanced at the caller ID and relaxed.

      Brianna.

      “Everything okay there?” he asked, leaning back in the swivel office chair, wanting to hear the huskiness in her voice. He wondered if she’d ever sung in a choir. She’d probably be the alto harmony. He heard the noise of an ambulance passing by. “Where are you?”

      She chuckled and the sound went straight through him. “Outside. Stanley needed some sunshine and a place to pee. He’s been a very good dog.”

      “He better be or Nurse Teri might put him in doggy quarantine,” he said only half-teasing. “That woman would make a drill sergeant nervous.”

      “She might, but I think under that hard by-the-book outer shell, she’s all mush inside. You saw how tender she is with Paula. And she even sent a special tray of food for Stanley at lunch.”

      “Did Paula remember anything more?” he asked, switching to business mode.

      “We spent some time going over Art’s weekly routine. I mapped out his usual haunts.”

      “Great idea. Any place we didn’t visit last night?”

      “A few. There’s also a clinic he went to every Monday for meds,” she said.

      “Meds? What kind?”

      “Paula didn’t say. The respiratory therapist came in before I could ask if she knew if he had a drug problem or a medical one.”

      “Don’t press her. The toxicology report and autopsy can probably clue us in on that,” he said, swiveling around to stare out into the late afternoon sky.

      “How? Didn’t that tech, Ramos say there wasn’t any blood?” she asked.

      God, he loved how her brain worked. Nothing got past her. Damn if he didn’t find her mind as sexy as her body. Both thoughts he kept well to himself. He didn’t know if she was ready to hear those things from him or if she ever would. The last thing he wanted to do was shatter this tenuous relationship they’d formed. “If anyone can milk blood out of the body, Ramos will. She’s tenacious like that. But she can also run toxicology on tissue and hair samples.”

      “Cool. Learn something new every day.” He heard the smile in her voice.

      “Any news on Paula?” he asked.

      “Her breathing is much better. She’s not wheezing as much when she talks. But Nurse Teri said the doctors want to keep her another night. Which, of course, upset her. She really hates hospitals.”

      “Tell her she won’t be alone. Nana already offered to come back, so I’ll have Kirk F bring her over.”

      “I told her you’d arranged it already. That seemed to calm her down.”

      “Good. I’m meeting with the Medical Examiner in thirty minutes and then I’ll be by the hospital to pick you up. Anything particular you want for dinner?”

      There was a pause on her side. “You don’t have to take me to dinner, I can just eat here with Paula. Lunch wasn’t too bad.”

      Damn the woman was so stubborn about not going on anything closely resembling a date. “I’m sure it is, but I haven’t had more than half a sub for lunch and by the time I get done with the M.E. I’ll be starving. So you can join me and keep me from eating alone before we head to Paula’s place.”

      That got him one of those husky little chuckles. “Okay, you win. Since you’ll be the one starving, you get to choose the place. And why are we going to Paula’s?”

      “Because she’s going straight from the hospital to the safehouse tomorrow. I figure she’ll be more comfortable with some of her own stuff around. So, either you and I do it tonight, or I let Kirk F do it in the morning. Something tells me she’d rather you go through her frilly undie drawer than have the kid do it. And something tells me, he’d like that way too much.”

      “I thought we were going to visit more of the homeless shelters to ask about Art tonight?” Her voice drifted a little. Probably walking back inside with Stanley.

      “We’ll do that after the trip to Paula’s place. It’s supposed to rain and get cooler again tonight, so the shelters will be full up. Might get us someone who knew Art and willing to talk to us if we go late again.”

      “We’ll take Stanley with us, too? I don’t think Nana wants to look after him and Paula.”

      He smiled. She was growing attached to the little guy. “Yes. He might recognize someone, or they might recognize him and be more willing to talk to us.”

      “See you when you get here.”

      “In about an hour or so,” he said, then disconnected. Gathering up his laptop and files, he headed for his desk and backpack. He wanted to go over the information again tonight, once he was settled in at Brianna’s place. After he’d left her at the hospital, he’d swung by his own place, showered, changed and packed a duffel. Until this was over, he was staying close to her. Something told him that leaving her alone would be dangerous.
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      “This is a weird one, Jeffers,” Medical Examiner, Dr. Wilmer Sarghetti greeted Aaron as he entered the autopsy room. Considering the man had been in the coroner’s office for a quarter of a century, that was saying something. “When Ramos told me how little lividity there was in the body and how disinfectant had been used to scrub it clean, I moved your case to the top of my to do list. Mostly out of curiosity. And what I found confirmed what Ramos said. Very little blood left in this body. In fact, so little, we had to extract what blood was left from the liver and bone marrow to do the toxicology screening along with hair and tissue samples.”

      “Other than little blood and a clean corpse of a homeless man, what else is weird about this one, Doc?”

      Sarghetti stared his direction at the abbreviated title but continued his explanation. “Unlike other deaths by exsanguination, which is usually done by cutting an artery or vein, like in suicides or murder by knife cuts, there was no severing of any vessel. This murder was very methodical, very neat and very precise. And I imagine done over a period of days.”

      “You mean he was slowly drained of blood over days?” Aaron stared incredulously at the older man. “How? Why?”

      “The how is the easier answer,” Dr. Sarghetti said, moving to the naked body lying on the cold metal table of his autopsy room.  He lifted Art’s left arm and pointed to the inner elbow area. “See this puncture wound?”

      Aaron leaned in close to see the almost flat oval-shaped spot in the arm then quickly moved back. “Yeah. Looks like what happens to my arm when I’ve had blood taken at the doctor’s office.”

      “Right. Due to its size the brachial vein is usually the easiest for med techs and nurses to access for blood or to start IV’s. It is also used for individuals to donate blood at blood banks, since a large bore needle is needed to let the thick blood pass through with little damage to the blood cells themselves.”

      “So, you’re telling me, the killer drained his blood out to collect it like they do at the blood donor places?”

      Sarghetti peered over the top rim of his glasses at him. “No, what I’m telling you is, your killer slowly drained the man’s blood from him and that led to system wide organ failure and ultimately the death of your victim. Did he collect it? I don’t know.” The doctor walked back to his desk. “Why your murderer chose this method to kill your victim is for you to figure out. I don’t deal in suppositions or theories, just the facts. I’ve sent my report to your email.”

      “Thanks, doc,” Aaron said. “Anything else I should know? Anything about the victim besides the manor of his death?”

      “I’d say his age was late sixties or early seventies, although life on the streets ages people quickly. You saw his tattoo?”

      Aaron nodded. The emblem of the Army Green Beret—crossed arrows and a knife in the center, with the ribbon and words De Oppresso Liber—covered Art’s left chest area. “I knew he’d served in the military, but not which branch, so the tat narrows it down to the Army’s special forces.”

      “Well, that’s a pretty old tattoo. Look at it closely.”

      Aaron really hated touching dead bodies, even being near them, but leaned in closer to study Art’s tattoo. Numbers were embedded between the hilt of the knife and the ribbon beneath. “Nineteen seventy-one.”

      “Right. If we assume he was drafted that year, he’d have been at least eighteen. So that makes our guy about sixty-seven. I doubt he would’ve gotten the tattoo the moment he got drafted, so I’d add a year or two. So, your victim is probably around seventy.”

      “Any medical problems? Something he might’ve taken meds for?”

      The doctor looked at his computer screen to read from the report he’d filed. “Liver was a little enlarged, probably from drinking too much, but not cirrhotic. The vessels around the heart were full of plaque, so he was probably headed for an myocardial infarction—heart attack—at some point. I’d bet his blood pressure was up, too. Gut had some ulcers in the small intestine and the lining of his stomach, again due to too much alcohol consumption. Surprisingly his kidneys and brain looked to be in good shape.”

      “So, nothing that could’ve required him to get meds on a regular basis?”

      Sarghetti leaned back against his desk and folded his arms over his chest. “If he managed to go see a doctor, they might’ve put him on a beta blocker or diuretic. We don’t normally look for those post-mortem, just anything that might show overdose or a causative agent, like opioids or poisons.”

      “Do you think any were used on Art? Maybe too subdue him, incapacitate him in order to do the blood draining?”

      “You saw the two symmetrical burns on his neck?”

      Aaron nodded. Ramos had pointed that out last night.

      “I’d guess he was tased. Probably how he was incapacitated. Then he was held down by some mechanical means.” Once more the doctor strode over to the table. “See theses marks on his wrists, heels and upper arms and thighs? Some sort of thick band was used to keep your victim strapped down at some point. As to drugs being used? Depending on what it was, our tox screen should tell us.”

      “Any idea when that will be back?” Aaron asked hopefully. The more information he had and the sooner he had it, he might be able to find his killer.

      “Usually it would take a few days, but again, this is a unique case and my curiosity had me putting a rush on it.”

      “Thanks, Doc. I appreciate it,” Aaron said, shaking hands with him then heading for the sliding glass doors to the lab. He paused and turned back. “Doc, you haven’t gotten anything similar to this pass through here, have you?”

      “Lately? No.”

      “How about ever?”

      Sarghetti blinked then raised both brows. “I’d have to check the records. I personally never worked a case like this in the past twenty-five years, but there have been other coroners in and out of the office.”

      Aaron fixed him with a questioning look. “Think you could do a little research for me? Just to be sure we’re not missing anything?”

      “It will take some time, but with the computer data base updated a few years back, I think I could.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      “I can’t promise anything will come of it. Like I said, this was a weird one.”

      Aaron nodded. “I understand. Just let me know if you do or don’t find anything similar.”
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      “I like this place,” Brianna said, glancing around.

      Aaron cocked his head slightly to the side like he was studying a strange, never-seen-before bird. “You’ve lived in Cleveland nearly all your life and you’ve never been to a Burgers 2 Beer before? There’s four or five them in the greater Cleveland area.”

      She gave a little shrug and studied the menu in front of her. “I haven’t been out much in the past three years. In fact, lunch with you has been the only time I eat out. Before that…” She paused, her cheeks filling with humiliating heat at admitting to the embarrassing way she used to live. “Well, let’s just say, the men I dated rarely let me choose where we went. They liked high-end things. Homes, cars.” Again, she paused, lifted her eyes to meet his grey-green ones. “Women. And of course, food. They liked their privileged lives and they liked flaunting it.”

      “You should’ve said something. We could’ve gone elsewhere,” he said, his jaw tightening just a touch.

      Dammit, she’d insulted him without meaning to. He thought she was complaining it wasn’t expensive enough for her. Reaching across the table, she touched his hand briefly, surprised at the warmth of his skin. “No, I like this very much. It’s comfortable. And besides, it has something on the menu I really like.”

      His expression softened and he lifted the corners of his mouth, “Burgers or beer?”

      “Nope,” she said with a little grin. “A Reuben.”

      “Oh, a corned beef and cabbage kind of girl, huh?”

      Before she could answer, the waitress came to take their orders. Brianna got her favorite with a side of kale and snap pea slaw, while Aaron got a burger smothered in cheese and mushrooms, fries on the side. He got a standard stout beer, while she chose something with chocolate in it.

      “So why do you love Ruebens so much?” he asked after their drinks arrived a few minutes later.

      “When I was growing up at the orphanage, they had this great cook, Mary Rozzeli McCarthy. She cooked both Irish and Italian food that was delicious as well as healthy, but her corned beef Ruebens were the best. So, whenever I find a restaurant that makes them, I have to give it a try.” She took a drink of her beer and was surprised at how good the chocolate made the beer taste. “Oh, man that’s good. Want to try it?”

      He shook his head. “Nah, I’m good.”

      She laughed and the conversation turned to other favorites. He confessed to loving stadium hotdogs with the mustard they served there, while she was more a bratwurst fan. The waitress returned with their meal and Brianna was amazed at how good the food and company was this late in the day. After Aaron picked her up at the hospital, he’d changed the plans for the evening. They’d gone first to Paula’s apartment, picked up the extra dog food she’d gotten for Stanley, and packed a bag of warm, comfortable clothes for Paula, as well as her laptop and some schoolbooks she was using for the accounting and computer classes she was taking at the local community college. Next, they’d driven to a parking lot where Aaron picked up an old sedan.

      “That’s your car?”

      Aaron laughed as he climbed out. “No. It’s an unmarked undercover car. I’d like to not have your car or my SUV identified on the streets we’re going to go to later, and I won’t mind if someone breaks into this one.”

      “Why didn’t we take this car last night?” she asked.

      “Last night we were just going to find a friend. Tonight we’re looking for a murderer.”

      She’d then followed him to the far west end of Cleveland to an area of upscale apartments and houses, not too far from her own condo, maneuvering the car behind a house that looked like an English cottage she’d seen on the Travel Channel once. Pulling into a drive, he lowered his window at a keypad and punched in a set of numbers to open the garage door.

      Curious about what a safehouse looked like, Brianna had investigated all the rooms. The inside was very neat, with an open concept kitchen and living area, a powder room, as well as a master bedroom with attached bathroom and a second bedroom on the first floor. Two more bedrooms and attached baths completed the upstairs. This was where Paula and Stanley were going to stay for a while.

      “So, you were an orphan?” Aaron asked as they neared the end of their meal.

      Brianna finished the last bite of her sandwich and settled her hands in her lap, wondering how she was going to explain that part of her life to him. She rarely spoke about those years before her mother passed away and she was left at the orphanage by the last of her mother’s boyfriends.

      “I’m sorry I asked,” he said, making her look up to see the compassion in his eyes—compassion, not pity. “You don’t have to tell me about it if it upsets you.”

      “No, it’s okay. It isn’t the orphanage itself that disturbs me. The nuns were actually quite kind, and I got a sense of security there I’d never had before. And of course, that’s where I met Abby,” she smiled remembering that day.

      Abby. Poor frightened-of-her-shadow Abby. The image of a gangly, rail-thin girl sitting on the bench outside Sister Compassionatta’s office with her dark brown hair hanging down to her shoulders and almost covering her face. They’d both been sent to see the principal of the orphan school that fateful afternoon. Abby for crying when one of the boys teased her, Brianna for talking to the boys too much.

      “You know it’s silly to cry when the boys tease you,” she’d said in her snootiest voice. “It only makes them tease you more.”

      The frightened mouse turned her big green-and-gold-flecked eyes on Brianna. There was no malice in them, only an honest stare. “At least they aren’t nice to my face and talk mean behind my back.”

      “Abby was the first person who called me on my behavior.”

      “Your behavior?” Aaron sounded surprised. “Don’t tell me you were a trouble-maker?”

      “Not in the way you might think,” she said, her cheeks heating with embarrassment, but she decided it was time she told him about her childhood. “My mother was what you might call a professional girlfriend. Not a prostitute, but she’d have a boyfriend for a while, then she’d move on to another, the newest one always richer than the last. I don’t know exactly when I realized that she used her looks to manipulate men—flirting, teasing, enticing them to provide her with things like money and homes. Using her as an example, I was pretty adept at it by the age of eight.

      “Then one weekend, I was staying with a babysitter while she was out on a business trip with her latest boyfriend and there was a car accident. The next day I was at the Sisters of the Sacred Heart Orphanage.”

      “What about your dad or grandparents? Wasn’t there any other family to take you in?”

      She shook her head. “Mom never told me who my father was. As I got older, I figured she might not have known. And she said her parents died when I was little. They lived in New York and I don’t remember visiting them.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Aaron said, laying his hand over hers. Instead of pulling away, she decided she really liked the warmth of it on hers.

      “Don’t be,” she said, shaking her head a little. “Like I said, that’s where I met Abby and she changed my life.”

      “How?”

      “I believe her exact words to me were, Cut the horseshit, Brianna. You’re smarter in math than everyone including Sister Josephina.” She leaned in a little closer, “Sister Josephina had been a math professor at MIT before quitting to become a nun. She was the coolest of all the sisters, and that’s why Abby and I both went to MIT.”

      Aaron blinked. “You went to MIT? Really?” Waving his hands and his cheeks flushed with embarrassment, he sat back in his chair. “Wait, that was rude of me. I didn’t mean you couldn’t get into MIT. You are very smart, I’ve known it since the moment I met you and you could get into any school you wanted.” He paused and looked at her a little sheepishly. “Can you help me pull my foot out of my mouth?”

      Brianna chuckled, relaxing into her seat. “Why? It looks so charming there.”

      “Shoe leather isn’t my favorite snack,” he said with a chuckle.

      She decided not to tease him further. “So, yes, Abby and I both went to MIT and we roomed together. Abby spent most of her years studying, while I flitted by. I managed to get a Bachelor’s in Finance, but I was an honor student in social parties and dates. It drove Abby nuts, that I wouldn’t study, and still get good grades.” She gave a little shrug and paused to take a long drink of the water she’d ordered after the one beer. Since she’d come out of the ordeal and hospital three years ago, she’d made the decision to never have more than one alcoholic drink in a day. She needed to be in control of her life no matter what. “After college we went our separate ways but stayed close. Weekly, if not daily phone calls, emails, social media. I’d lecture her about never going out and taking her government work so seriously. She’d worry and lecture me about dating too many men and putting myself in danger.”

      She paused to look around the restaurant, fighting back the tears that threatened to spill over her cheeks. “Turns out she was right.”

      “That wasn’t your fault,” he said, once again laying his hand on hers and squeezing it. “Besides, because of you, hundreds of young women were saved from the sex slave market and the ring of rich bastards behind it were all prosecuted.”

      She squeezed his hand back and gave him a whisper of a smile—all she could manage past the tears threatening once more. They stayed that way a few moments, holding hands across the table. Then the waiter approached with their bill and they quickly let go of each other.

      “That’s the second time Abby saved me. And I finally realized that she’d been right all along. I was selling myself short. Taking the easy way to achieve things by offering up my body, instead of using my brains. Most of the women and girls in that sex ring were there by force or desperation. I was almost in it because of my bad choices.” When he started to argue, she shook her head. “It’s the truth, Aaron. And I promised myself from that day forward I’d respect myself and the men I let into my life by expecting more from both of us. Truth. Respect. Loyalty. Things that matter.”

      “I hope you know I do respect you,” he said with the honesty she’d come to appreciate in him.

      “I do,” she said, hoping he’d understand that she’d decided to let him into the walls she’d built around herself the day he rescued her from that mansion. But they had things to do first. “We’d better go collect Stanley from the hospital and get on with our job for the night. Nana won’t be happy if we’re too late and she has to take him out.”

      Aaron scooted out of his seat and held her coat for her. “I tasted those cookies she brought for Paula and the staff today. I’m pretty sure she could bribe someone to take Stanley outside with those.”
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      This one weighed heavier than the last. Probably all the excess water. No matter, once she thawed out that would all be gone.

      He squatted down and dropped her with a thud on the ground. Then looked around to make sure no one was near to hear.

      Nothing moved. The only sounds were the dull motors of cars and trucks on the road, the wind whipping through the trees and the far-off horn of a freight train.

      Gently, he lowered the sack from his right shoulder, careful not to bend the object inside. Opening the top of the bag, he drew out the violin bow. The marvel of something so simple as the straight hairs of a horse’s tail could be bundled together to make something so beautiful always amazed him. Think of how a horse used its tail. To flick away bothersome flies. But in the hand of a master craftsman those hairs could be used to make beautiful music.

      He laid the bow on the canvas bag as to not damage it and went to work on the other bundle. First, he cut the bindings on the plastic at the top and bottom, then slowly peeled back the edges. For a moment, he studied his handiwork.

      Clean.

      Head to toe scrubbed free of the dirt and grime her life had laid upon her. Returned to the perfection of what her life should’ve been before she’d destroyed it with filth.

      Careful not to disturb his masterpiece, he dragged the tarp closer to the brick support of the train overpass above them. Then grabbing the body under the armpits, he maneuvered it up  against the bricks, just enough to be sure she’d be seen by a passerby. Next, he pulled away the tarp, dropped the bindings inside, and rolled it up. He turned and squatted down beside her, looking out onto the Cuyahoga River flowing past the Flats and the interstate bridge crossing the river. Grasping her head with both gloved hands, he adjusted her position until she was staring out at the same view. Finally, he laid the bow across her lap, securing it in place with her hands crossed on top of it. The violin would remain with him. A tribute to remind him of his work.

      Last fall he’d watched her play in one of the parks. Elegant. Beautiful. Worthy of a solo with the Cleveland Orchestra or even the Philharmonic.

      And what was she using her talent for? To beg for money from passersby. Money to buy poison and stick it in her veins. It was a blasphemy. That’s why she had to become a donor. To put her body to some use. Just as he’d cleansed her outside, harvesting her blood cleansed her inside.
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      “Well, we know it’s been more than a week wince Art was last here,” Aaron said, as he and Brianna stood down the block from the Lutheran Ministry Shelter while Stanley did his business.

      The largest homeless shelter for men in the Cleveland area, the huge facility had beds and food service for the homeless, training in the food prep industry as their workforce development program, as well as counseling services of all kinds. Some of the volunteers working tonight knew Stanley and were sad to hear that Art had died. Aaron kept the information that he’d been killed a secret, letting the people they talked to think it had been a natural death.

      While Brianna chatted with some of the lady volunteers, a few she’d met while working in the women’s shelter, Aaron walked Stanley among the clients having their meals or getting ready to bunk down for the night. He wanted to see how they reacted to the little terrier and how Stanley reacted to them.

      “Did any of the men know Art?” Brianna asked as they walked further down the block to where he’d parked the old sedan.

      “One guy named Bill recognized Stanley right away and got real sad when I told him Art was dead. Said Art missed their weekly game of checkers, so he’d figured something was up. Apparently, they played a quiet game at one of the local libraries on Tuesdays in bad weather and at a park in good.” He unlocked the passenger door and held it open for her and Stanley to get inside. Once he was in the driver’s side, he headed to Brianna’s place. “A few of the other older guys came to say hi to Stanley and ask about Art. I asked them if there were any other homeless people they’d noticed weren’t showing up like usual.”

      “And were there?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Not that they could think of. They’re going to keep their eyes and ears open for me and let me know if they notice anything.”

      “So, you really think this isn’t a one-time thing? Just someone who had a beef with Art over something?”

      “Like I said when we found him, the cleanliness tells me it’s something else. People who kill because of an altercation or a perceived slight, they kill messy. Blood everywhere, evidence lying around, the body left where it lay.” He turned onto the road leading to her condo. “They don’t make elaborate plans, drain almost all the blood out of the body, clean it and all the clothing, pose it somewhere to be found, and leave no other evidence around.”

      She nodded, then turned in her seat. He could feel her staring at him. “You think he’s targeting homeless people because…?” she left the question unended.

      “I don’t know if he is targeting them,” he answered, pulling into the drive behind her house, used the garage door opener  he’d snagged from her car they’d left at the safehouse and drove inside. He turned off the car as the garage door closed, then slammed his hands down on the steering wheel. “I don’t know shit. That’s the problem. I don’t know who. I don’t know why. I don’t know how many he’s killed before. I don’t know who he’s targeting. It’s like staring into a jigsaw puzzle box and I have one lousy piece.”

      “How big is it?” she asked.

      “How big is what?” He turned to stare at her wondering what the hell she was talking about.

      “The puzzle. How big is it? I mean, do we have to find two hundred and forty-nine more pieces, four hundred and ninety-nine pieces? Or are we looking at the thousand-piece variety and have nine hundred and ninety-nine to find?”

      The expression on her face was so bland and relaxed he couldn’t help but choke on a laugh.

      Then she grinned. “I know it’s a serious situation, but you can’t get overwhelmed by what we don’t know. You have to focus on what we do know and move on from there, right?”

      “Right. I just hate that someone else may have to die before another piece falls into place.”

      “Brooding about it tonight isn’t going to solve anything. So, why don’t we go inside and I’ll make us both a cup of tea,” she said, releasing his hand and switching it to hold Stanley as she opened the car door.

      He followed her inside, deposited his coat on one of the hooks in the laundry mud room just as she did and wondered what kind of tea she’d make this late in the day. The last thing he needed was caffeine.

      The answer was simple.

      Herbal tea plus honey plus lemon plus a good helping of Irish whiskey.

      “A hot toddy?” he asked, taking a drink and enjoying the taste of it, not to mention the little kick from the whiskey. He noticed she barely splashed any in hers.

      “Learned it from the nuns.” She grinned over her shoulder as she led him into the living room. “Sister Rose Thomas, actually. Whenever one of us couldn’t sleep, or in Abby’s case, woke with a nightmare, she’d bring us a cup of this. Abby used to say she was trying to turn us into alcoholics. I don’t have more than one drink a day, on the days I do drink, but sometimes circumstances require a hot toddy. Like tonight.”

      “I understand.” He sat on the sofa, expecting her to take the leather chair beside it. Instead, she settled in beside him, sipping her tea. Hiding his surprise, he draped one arm over the back of the sofa and used the other to drink his tea.

      “So, what did you learn from the volunteers?” he asked, shifting back to the case.

      They’d divided their efforts tonight. While he’d talked with the homeless residents about Art and possibility of other missing homeless people, she chatted up the volunteers to see if they’d noticed anything unusual.

      “There are some very nice and compassionate people volunteering at the Lutheran Shelter. They loved it when Art came in with Stanley,” she said, and the pup raised his head from the pillow on the floor he’d claimed to stare at them. Deciding they weren’t calling him, he curled back into a ball. “Both of them were a hit with the ladies. Monica said Art would bring a bouquet of wildflowers in the spring and summer. She was sure he’d picked them in one of the parks. They’d always make a fuss over him brightening up the spot and make a vase out of one of the glasses for them.”

      “Which one was Monica?” he asked, then took another sip of the tea.

      “Short, average weight, middle-aged, African American woman. Shoulder length naturally curly hair.”

      He liked how Brianna tended to give descriptions like a cop would. “The one with the nice smile and big gold bangles in her ears?”

      “Yes. Neither she nor Shelby—the young, mid-twenties, strawberry blonde Irish-looking girl—said anyone new was working in the shelter. Everyone had been coming there for at least a year, according to them.”

      “Did they mention the news crews?”

      Brianna turned to glance up at him. “Yes. How did you know?”

      “I’m a detective, remember?” he said and arched his brow at her.

      She laughed.

      He liked the sound. Always had, even though it wasn’t often he got to hear it.

      “Bill,” he went on to explain, “and a couple of the other men mentioned news people had come in a few times over the past year or so. Some with cameras. One or two just taking notes. They said every so often, the news people come by to do a story on the plight of the homeless. Bill said they were just being nosey on a slow news day. Otis called them damn vultures.”

      She snorted a little sardonic laugh and tensed beside him. “I know exactly how he feels. They are scavengers and parasites.”

      For months after she’d gotten out of the hospital, the same news crews hounded her as she testified in the biggest trial to hit the state. High profile, since a Senator, other politicians and several CEOs were among the defendants. Castello’s Marshals and Kirk F had gotten quite good at getting her out of the courthouse without the paparazzi getting wind of it.

      “Otis mentioned that once a month a group of doctors and nurses come into the shelters,” he said, moving the conversation from such a tender subject.

      “Monica mentioned that, too. She said it’s a Christian charity group based upon Christ’s washing of the disciples’ feet. Apparently, foot care is very important for the homeless. They spend a lot of time walking and their shoes don’t always fit. Often they don’t have socks, so they’ll get ulcer sores or other injuries. Not to mention, many are undiagnosed diabetics or have circulatory problems, so those foot problems have trouble healing.”

      “What do the docs do?”

      “They come in and clean their feet, put on lotion or moisturizer, do pedicures to prevent ingrown toenails—another source of ulcers or infection—give them two pairs of clean socks and try to fit as many with shoes as they can. Socks and shoes are donated by big companies.”

      “I’d hate to think our killer was among a group doing such good work,” he said.

      “Me, too.” Curling her feet up onto the couch on her other side, she snuggled in a little closer as she sipped from her mug.

      He could get used to this.

      Heat from her body, as well as the toddy, relaxed him. Finished with the tea, he set his cup on the side table. She held her cup out to him and he set it beside his then lowered his arm a fraction to pull her in a little closer, idly running his hand up and down her shoulder and upper arm. His eyes drifted closed and he just let himself enjoy holding her.

      “I’ve never done this before,” she quietly said after a few moments.

      “Sat on a couch with a man?”

      “No, although this is very nice. I mean I’ve never had a male friend before.”

      Great. He’d been relinquished to the friend category.

      Before he could think of a reply that didn’t sound petty or self-centered or just plain asshole-ish, she took a deep breath.

      “What I mean is, I’ve had male friends. And Kirk F is both a friend and well, a little brother. I meant to say I’ve never had a male friend before that I’ve wanted to kiss.”

      Thank God.

      “So, I’d be your first?” He let the innuendo and question mix.

      She turned and stared up at him, the light from the kitchen lighting her blue eyes and showing him the light blush on her cheeks. Her tongue darted out to moisten her lips before she spoke. “Why, yes you would.”

      He slowly lowered his head towards her, pausing with their lips just an inch apart. “I like being first.”

      Then he claimed her lips with his own. Heat not from the whiskey surged through him. He moved his tongue over her lips, stroking their softness. They parted and he slid inside, teasing her, tasting her. She met him with a tentative thrust of her own tongue against his, her hand coming to rest on his chest. Tilting his head, he added pressure, pulling her by her shoulder closer to him.

      She moaned. Need for her surged through him at the sound. Need and pride—pride that he’d made her make that sound. And if she asked him to take her into her bedroom and make love to her, he’d pick her up and stalk in there without a word of protest.

      Slow your roll, dude.

      It has been more than three years since she’d been with a man and by her own admission none of those earlier relationships had ever been a healthy one. If he wanted more from her than just a quick round of mattress Olympics, and he definitely did, he was going to have to walk a tightrope between passion and patience.

      Carefully, he eased back both the kiss and his hold on her, just enough to take the edge off his desire, but still enjoy kissing her. After a few more minutes, she pulled away, their lips clinging together a half second longer.

      She leaned back to stare into his eyes. “Why did you stop? Is it a cop thing?”

      He drew his brows down in confusion. “A cop thing?

      “A conflict of interest of sorts. You know, don’t get involved with a witness or a suspect.” Then she looked confused. “But I’m not a witness, nor a suspect. Exactly what am I?”

      “A partner,” he said, with a lift of one side of his mouth.

      She returned his half-smile. “Partner. I like that. But won’t Jaylon be upset?”

      “Nah, he’s the official partner. You’re the unofficial one.” He leaned in to give her another quick kiss. “And the reason I backed off, is I want you to be sure this is what you want. I want this to be different from any relationship you’ve had with any other man. And I’m willing to take it slow just to get there.”

      She blinked, her lips parting in surprise. “Oh.”

      Fighting the urge to sample those lips once more, he reached up and smoothed a honey-blonde lock of hair away from her face. “So, before I change my mind and decide to screw this up, pardon the pun, I think you should go to bed and leave me to stretch out on your couch again tonight.”

      “I think,” she said, pressing her lips to his cheek then standing, “I might like taking things slow.” She headed to her bedroom, then paused in the doorway and stared over her shoulder at him. “Just not too slowly.”

      He stared after her even after the door closed, wondering how long he’d be able to move slow. And wondering if he wasn’t an idiot for not following her right inside.
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        * * *

      

      His phone rang at just after six. Adjusting Stanley to the side of the couch—exactly when the pup had crawled up to sleep beside him he didn’t know—he grabbed the phone on the second blues riff. It was Jaylon.

      “I haven’t had my coffee yet,” he muttered sitting up.

      “Make it to go,” his partner said. “You got your wish.”

      His heart thudded and his gut clenched as he stood. “Another body.”

      “Yep. Female this time.”

      “Female?”

      “Outdoors this time, too. A railroad underpass on University Rd, just south of the Scranton Flats. I have the forensics people taking pictures for now. Thought you’d want to see this as untouched as possible.” His partner paused. “How long will it take you?”

      “Twenty minutes,” Aaron answered with a quick look at the clock on the wall. He hung up then pulled on his jeans.

      “He’s changed gender?” Brianna stood there in her pajamas, her hair slightly mussed.

      “Seems so,” he said, reaching for his sweater.

      “That’s odd for a serial killer isn’t it?” she asked.

      “Usually they’re prey is a certain type, but not always.” He paused. “Mind if I shower here? I’ll be quick.”

      “Sure. Towels are in the closet.” She moved to the kitchen. “I’ll start the coffee. Peanut butter toast okay?”

      He nodded. “Perfect.”

      When he came out of the bathroom, she not only had them coffee and breakfast, but had gotten dressed.

      “I know I’m not official,” she said, quickly, “and you can’t take me on a crime scene again without causing trouble, but my car is at the safehouse and would waste your time taking me there before you get to the crime scene. And it sounded like Jaylon wanted you there as quick as possible. My choices are wait until who knows when you’ll get back, call Kirk F in about three hours to come get me, which would drive me absolutely nuts not knowing if Jaylon is right and this is our killer’s second murder or go with you and stay out of the way. So I’m thinking the third option really is the only logical one.”

      “Wow. That was some speech,” he said, coming over to get one of travel mugs she’d filled with coffee and add some cream to it. He leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to her lips. “I was just going to ask if I needed to take Stanley out before we left.”
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        * * *

      

      They arrived in the area known as the Scranton Flats—an area of land just west of the Cuyahoga River, that had gone under major reclamation in the late nineteen-nineties and early two-thousands. It had native foliage, restored natural riverbanks to harbor freshwater fish and Towpath park for hiking and biking —just a few minutes longer than Aaron had promised his partner.

      Aaron turned from Scranton Road onto University Road then drove half a block down, stopping where the police cruisers, unmarked police cars and the crime scene van blocked the area from any street traffic. Not that this little section of town got much traffic, cars or people, from what Brianna could tell.

      Just like where they’d found Art’s body the night before. Isolated. Plenty of time for the murderer to pose his victim.

      “You can come, too,” Aaron said, taking a last swig from the travel mug.

      She studied him a moment. “You sure? I don’t want you getting in trouble having a civilian on the scene or anything like that.”

      He shrugged. “My case. My crime scene. If I say you’re okay to come, you’re okay to come.”

      They climbed out of their respective sides of the car, Stanley snuggly in Brianna’s arms, and Aaron pressed the old-fashioned door lock button. The undercover car was too old for fancy electronic locks. Then he led them through the police tape barrier, holding it up for her before ducking down under it himself.

      “Just remember to stay back and not get in the techs’ way, okay?” He said, his hand resting lightly on the small of her back.

      “Got it,” she said, looking at all the people in white, disposable hazmat-style jumpsuits milling about. Up ahead, just before a railroad overpass stood Jaylon talking to Investigator Ramos she’d met the night before.

      “Doesn’t look like anyone unofficial is here yet or I’d have you take a film of the crowd,” he said as they neared the spot where the body was.

      The early morning sun was just breaking through the dawn and peeking around the buildings to shed light on the area. Brianna could see the victim’s feet jutting out into the roadway, but nothing much else through the maze of people in the shadows of the overpass. Jaylon broke free from the group and headed their way.

      “Hello again, Ms. Matthews and Stanley,” he said, offering the pup the last bite of some breaded thing he was eating, while giving Aaron a knowing half-grin that they’d arrived together so early in the morning. “Still keeping guard on your witness?”

      “For now,” Aaron said, in a mind-your-own-business tone. The younger man chuckled. “What do we have?”

      “Young woman, probably late twenties, early thirties. Asian descent. No physical injuries. No lividity, according to Ramos.”

      “Anything else similar?” Aaron asked, moving to the side a little to look at the body.

      “She was cleansed head-to-toe, same as Art,” Jaylon said. “This time she was dressed in a long black formal dress and in her lap is a violin bow.”

      “A violin bow?” Aaron asked. “Could she have been a concert violinist?”

      “Have no idea. But I doubt it. There are track marks up and down both arms. She has no ID on her. Ramos fingerprinted her, so maybe something will come back later.” Jaylon took a step back. “You want to come have a look?”

      Aaron looked Brianna’s way. Non-verbally asking her to wait.

      She nodded further beyond the crime scene. “Stanley and I’ll go up the road there. That should put us out of the way.”

      “Okay, but not too far,” Aaron warned, then walking away with his partner.

      A little thrill shot down her spine. He was worried about her safety, even with all the police milling about. Other than Abby and her adoptive parents, she couldn’t remember anyone worrying about her.

      Walking on the far side of the narrow road from where the technicians and policemen worked, she waited until she was beyond the tape barrier to let Stanley down. Happy to be down in a new area, he wagged his tail as he tried to pull her to the opposite side of the street where a tree and bushes lined the road. Brianna stood patiently while Stanley marked the area, the cool morning breeze milling about her. Behind her was an abandoned building. Beyond Stanley’s trees and down a slight embankment was the hiking and biking path known as the Towpath the city had developed. The area had definitely seen improvement along the trail, but not quite up to where this little patch of old urban industry still lingered.

      Once Stanley had finished, she worked her way back to the police tape barrier, mindful that this was an isolated place and a killer with an agenda was on the loose. One of the patrolmen met her and lifted the tape. She scooped up Stanley and went to stand near Aaron and Jaylon once more.

      “And who found her?” Aaron asked.

      Jaylon pointed to a young, dark-haired man sitting sideways on the backseat of an open police cruiser, talking with one of the uniformed policemen. “Name’s Mike Connelly, works at the West Side Market. His shift starts at o-six-hundred and he jogs to work from the east side of town. Said he goes past this spot every morning and evening. Didn’t work yesterday, but said the woman definitely wasn’t there Wednesday evening when he went home.”

      “So, the body was dumped here in the past two nights.” Aaron said. “Let’s get him down to the station for a formal statement and let him get on to work. Last thing we want to do is cost some poor kid his job.”

      Jaylon nodded and signaled the officer standing next to the cruiser they could head to the station. “Already contacted his boss and explained the situation. Boss was cool with it.”

      Aaron turned back to study the body. “What else do we know about her, beside that her blood has been drained and she was a drug addict? Was she a violinist?”

      Brianna still couldn’t bring herself to look beyond the black ballet flats on her feet. Which was silly. She’d already seen a corpse. Of course, she’d been shining a flashlight beam on Art, trying to keep the rats from eating anymore of his flesh.

      Slowly, she raised her gaze, taking in the ankle length black gown—the kind women members of an orchestra wore. The hands lying overtop of the violin bow in her lap—nails clipped short and freshly painted with a coat of clear nail polish. Her arms with the long, ugly tracks of her drug addiction inching upward to the little cap sleeves of the dress. The scooped, neck of the bodice, exposing the emaciated lines of her collarbones.

      With every inch that Brianna saw, her nerves grew a little more itchy, her breath shallower, until finally she saw the young woman’s face, made up of a light covering of powder, the lips covered in a pink lipstick, the thick, long straight dark hair, eyes a slight almond shape, their dull, but familiar brown gaze fixed on the river beyond.

      Brianna swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “Yes.”

      Everyone around her grew silent. She could feel Aaron, Jaylon and Ramos all staring at her. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the body.

      “Yes, what?” Jaylon asked, breaking the spell.

      Brianna looked at the trio. “Yes, she was a violinist. Quite good when she was young. Considered a virtuoso. Her name is Mia Tanaka.”

      “And you know this how?” Aaron asked quietly, almost gently.

      Brianna inhaled, then exhaled, tears spilling over her cheeks. “Because she used to live in the women’s shelter. And she was my friend.”
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      “Let’s get you a seat.” Aaron grasped Brianna gently by her elbows and maneuvered her away from the body. She’d grown pale and he felt the shivers running through her. The last thing they needed was for her to faint. “When did you last see Mia?”

      “About a year ago,” Brianna said, a little more than a whisper after she sat in the back of one of the cruisers, the door open and her feet flat on the broken asphalt beneath the car. “She’d been doing so well…” The words drifted off and she swallowed hard, tears brimming over to slide down her cheeks.

      He wanted to pull her up into his arms and hold her close, comfort her, but not here, not now. This was a crime scene, his job. The tentative relationship he had with her was too fresh, too new and still very private.

      “Here, drink this,” Jaylon said beside him, cracking the cap off a bottle of water—where he’d gotten it from, Aaron had no idea—and handed it to her.

      Brianna took a few sips, blinked, dashing the tears away with her free hand, then picking Stanley up to sit in her lap. The dog sensed her unease and snuggled in tight as she stroked his fur, as much to comfort herself as she did the terrier.

      “You okay to talk?” Aaron asked, laying one hand on her shoulder, squeezing it just a little.

      She took another, longer drink of the water, then nodded that she’d be okay to continue.

      “Detective Jeffers!” one of the uniforms called to Aaron before he could ask Brianna another question. He turned to tell the guy to wait, only to see a tall man with closely cut dark red hair, dressed in jeans and a dark blue windbreaker with big, bold, yellow FBI letters on the upper left chest area, standing just outside the police barrier tape. “This guy says he’s with you.”

      Carson Smith. Had to be. He hadn’t talked to anyone else, except Jake, and he trusted Jake. How the hell did Carson get here? Didn’t matter, but since he was, might as well get his opinion on the scene before Ramos started grousing about needing to move the body to the morgue.

      “It’s okay. Let him through,” he called, then also waved Ramos over.

      “Carson?” he asked, reaching out to shake the other man’s hand. He looked much younger than he’d expected. Thirty-ish, maybe. “Didn’t expect you to make a trip here.”

      “Your case intrigued me,” was all he said.

      Guy travels all night on his own dime because a case intrigued him? Jake did say he was a very focused profiler. Aaron schooled his surprise and started the introductions. “This is my partner Jaylon Halloway, Investigator Anita Ramos of the Medical Examiner’s office, and this is Brianna Matthews, civilian, but assisting on the case.”

      Jaylon lifted one brow his direction. He ignored it. That was the best description he could give at this time as to why she was here, why he was keeping her close. It was his case and so far, Brianna had been instrumentally involved since the beginning.

      “Carson is a profiler and I ran through the situation with our first victim with him.” He stopped the explanation, to focus on the FBI agent again. “How did you know where to find us?”

      The younger man gave a slight shrug. “I went straight from the airport to your homicide unit. You gave me the address yesterday. When I got there, your captain told me you’d found a second victim. I asked him if he minded me taking a look. He said no and sent me with one of your uniform squads.”

      “Did he tell you anything about this new case?”

      “I asked him not to. When I can, I prefer to look at a scene from my own perspective and especially if it hasn’t been disturbed, too much.” He leaned sideways, staring past Jaylon’s shoulder to where Mia’s body sat.

      “Why don’t you take our guest over to the body,” Aaron said to Ramos with a nod of his head. “He can get his own perspective while Jaylon and I talk with Ms. Matthews.”

      “Sure thing.” She gestured to Carson and he accompanied her over, adjusting his long, loping stride to meet hers.

      “Kinda odd he just turned up here,” Jaylon said, staring after the pair.

      “If he can help us find who’s killing these people and why, he can be as odd as he wants.” Aaron turned his attention back to Brianna, who looked a little less pale. “Feeling better?”

      “Yes. It was just such a shock,” she said, still sounding a little shaken. Then she took a deep breath, sitting straighter on the car seat as if steeling her resolve to talk about her friend. “Mia was a heroin addict who came to the shelter after her boyfriend and supplier beat her badly. He threatened to kill her, saying she’d stolen drugs and money from him. She stayed for about a year, slowly getting off the drugs. Methadone first, then she managed to kick her dependence on that, too.”

      “And she was a musician?” Aaron asked.

      Brianna nodded. “Classically trained. One of those kids you put the right instrument into their hands and they just make it sing. Her parents own a little Asian foods store in the Asiatown area. They scrimped and saved to get Mia private lessons for the violin.”

      “So she was a child prodigy?” Jaylon asked, leaning his back against the front door of the cruiser to keep an eye on the scene around them.

      “No, she wasn’t one of those, but she was really quite talented. Would’ve gone far if the drugs hadn’t gotten into her life.” Brianna stopped to take another drink of water. “When she was fifteen, one of those expensive violin instructors, the one who promised her parents to get her into Juilliard, raped Mia.”

      “Sonofabitch,” Aaron said, and Jalon swore something else under his breath.

      “The abuse went on until she graduated high school. She began taking pain pills and managed to hide it from her parents, but her playing suffered. Surprise that, huh? And the promised Juilliard audition?” Brianna shook her head. “That never came through. Still, Mia did secure a scholarship at Case Western Reserve. The stress of college and her self-medicating on opioids took its toll on her. She dropped out after two years. Her parents disowned her, and that led her to living on the streets. When she arrived at the shelter, she had the clothes on her back and her violin.”

      “No drugs?” Jaylon asked. “A heroin addict wouldn’t leave without a kit. They’d want to know they had their next fix.”

      “Especially if she’d been beaten. The pain would increase her need for the drugs,” Aaron said.

      Brianna nodded. “True. But Mia had already made the decision to quit. I guess when she got the courage up to leave her abuser, she’d decided to make more than one change in her life. The minute she was in the intake room, where the doctor and nurse do a physical assessment, she let them know she was an addict and asked to go on the methadone program.”

      “That did take some guts,” Aaron said.

      “That’s why I’m so surprised she was using again,” Brianna said. “She’d been clean for six months and her abuser was no longer a threat.”

      “He was in prison?”

      Brianna shook her head. “No, he was shot down in a drug deal gone bad.”

      “Karma’s a bitch,” Jaylon said, and Aaron couldn’t argue with him. In his opinion, justice had been served.

      “So, with him six feet under, Mia thought it was safe to leave the women’s shelter,” he said, and Brianna nodded.

      “She’d planned to go back to school to get a teaching degree in music education. Paula and I actually helped her fill out her application and get her a housing scholarship near the campus. We’d meet up for lunch or breakfast every so often.” Tears filled Brianna’s eyes and she blinked hard. “After a few months though, we just lost contact with her.”

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Aaron asked as gently as he could.

      “The last time I met with her was a year ago. But Flora, one of the other shelter employees, said she’d run into Mia last autumn, just before the cold weather set in. So, October? She was playing her violin.”

      “So, she was with one of the bands at one of the parks?” Jaylon asked.

      “No. Flora said she was playing for change from the passersby. I don’t remember where.”

      “So, she was probably homeless, playing for loose change to feed her habit, since the tracks on her arms suggests she’d been using again.” Aaron paused and called to Ramos, “Anita? Are those fresh track marks?”

      Instead of yelling back her reply, the tech exchanged some words with Carson and the pair walked back to the cruiser.

      “They were fresh at the time she was killed,” Ramos said.

      “So, yes, they’re fresh,” Aaron said.

      “Well, no,” the tech said.

      “Which is it?” Aaron asked, drawing his brows down in confusion. “Are they fresh or not?”

      “What she’s trying to tell you is, this victim was frozen,” Carson said.

      “Frozen?” the trio said at once, turning to stare at Ramos.

      “We’ll have to wait on the official autopsy,” she said, “but the core liver temperature is five degrees Celsius. So, about forty in Fahrenheit.”

      “Doesn’t the body usually lose all its heat when it dies?” Brianna asked.

      Ramos shook her head. “Not like this. It loses heat until it reaches the ambient room temperature. I’d say it’s just thawing out. We’ll know more after the lab runs some tests on the cells. But the moisture under the body also suggests she’d been frozen and left here to thaw.”

      “I’d say more posed than simply left,” Carson said, drawing all their attention to him. “May I ask which direction your previous victim was facing?”

      Aaron and Brianna exchanged a puzzled look.

      “East?” she said.

      “Yep. East. Why?” he asked Carson.

      At that moment, the sun broke through the clouds and over the skyline to shine directly on Mia’s face.

      “That’s why.”

      “Why did you call our other guy the previous victim? Don’t you mean first?” Jaylon asked.

      Carson shook his head. “If we’re correct and this woman has been frozen a while, unless we find your other victim was also frozen”—

      “He wasn’t,” Aaron said. “We have eyewitness verification he was alive at least a week ago.”

      The profiler gave a quick nod of acknowledgement, “Then we have to assume, unless we find any other frozen corpses, that this is victim number one.”

      “And something about Mia might have triggered the killer to begin killing,” Brianna said.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t see why I can’t go to my own apartment,” Paula said, seated in the back of Aaron’s SUV.

      Brianna and Aaron had switched the old beat up sedan for his SUV after Mia’s body had been taken to the county morgue. She’d wanted to go back to the station and answer any other questions he or Special Agent Smith might’ve had about Mia, but Aaron had insisted they needed to get to the hospital to relieve Nana. They’d agreed to meet up with the others in the afternoon to go over the case information that they had so far and hopefully the preliminary autopsy report would be available, although they all believed it would show the same cause of death—a slow torturous draining of all her blood.

      After leaving the others at the crime scene, she and Aaron had walked in just as the doctor finished his visit and decided Paula was well enough to be discharged home, but only if she had someone to help take care of her. That had evolved into a discussion about Paula’s safety and the need for in home care. Paula had bristled at having her independence curtailed, but realized the only way to get out of the hospital was to give in. Now she was reverting to the level of a teenager, whining about doing what was best for her.

      Thinking about how her friend had died, saddened and angered Brianna. She wasn’t losing another one to this maniac.

      “Like we said at the hospital,” she bit out through nearly clenched teeth, half turning in her seat to focus a steely-eyed stare at Paula, “you need care and help getting around right now. We think Stanley may be able to identify Art’s killer, so he needs to be protected. For all we know, you may have come into contact with the killer, too. It makes sense to move both of you to a safehouse until this is solved and you are back on your feet. Get over it or Aaron is turning this car around and taking you right back to the hospital. Got it?”

      Paula let out a huff and turned to stare out the window, her hand stroking over Stanley’s head in her lap. “I get it.”

      Brianna opened her mouth to apologize, then closed it and faced the front once more. She knew she was taking her anger and fear out on Paula, but right now everywhere she looked all she could see was Mia’s lifeless body in that macabre pose. A warm hand settled on hers clenched in her lap. She felt Aaron glance her way, but she just couldn’t meet his gaze. Instead, she flipped one hand over to hold his in a tight clench.

      Classic rock music filled the silence as they drove west until they turned onto the road leading to the Tudor-style safehouse, one burgundy Cadillac parked in front. They drove past it and Kirk F nodded from the Caddy’s driver seat.

      “This is where I’m staying?” Paula asked, her voice full of awe as they drove around back to the garage.

      “This is it,” Aaron said, stopping to put the security code into the panel and wait for the garage door to open. “Where did you think we were taking you?”

      She chuckled a little. “I figured some fleabag motel like they show on TV.”

      A second SUV was parked in the garage. Brianna glanced at Aaron. “Castello?”

      Aaron shrugged as he pulled in beside the other car. “I’d assume so. He owns the place after all. But just in case,” he said, leaning closer to unlock the glove compartment and pull out his service weapon he’d locked in there earlier. “Why don’t you let me go in first.”

      “Whoa,” Paula said from the backseat, clutching Stanley to her as Aaron climbed out of the front seat and stood with the gun within her sight.

      Aaron tilted his head her direction with one brow arched. “Told you we were bringing you both here for your safety. I meant it.”

      “I guess so,” she said.

      Brianna almost smiled. Seeing Aaron holding a weapon and taking their safety very seriously finally knocked the stubbornness out of her friend. Maybe now Paula would cooperate more in not only her safety, but her recovery, too.

      At that moment the back door opened and the familiar figure of Matt Edgars stepped into the garage, followed closely by his petite wife, Katie, who smiled and waved at Brianna, who let out the breath she’d been holding.

      Aaron shoved his weapon into his shoulder holster and went forward to shake hands with the other man. “Wasn’t sure who was here.”

      “I can see that,” Matt said, shaking hands and clapping Aaron on the back. “Castello said you could use a little help, so here we are.”

      Brianna hurried out of her side to help Paula and Stanley out of the back. “It’s okay, they’re friends,” she said to the pair, who both looked a little wary of the couple. “This is Katie Edgars and that’s her husband Matt. They’re my best friend’s in-laws. They both helped save me years ago.”

      “Abby and Luke are out on the west coast on a mission, and Jake didn’t want to pull them out, so he sent me and Matt,” Katie said coming around to give Brianna a hug, then take Paula by the arm and walking with her into the house. “My husband used to be a State Trooper, but now we both work private security for the family business. Besides, rumor has it you need some extra nursing care, and I just happen to be one.”

      By the time Katie finished her introduction, she had Paula divested of her coat, seated on the leather sofa with her feet elevated, a warm afghan tucked around her and a glass of water in her hands.

      “Drink it all, then get some rest. It’s always amazing how just coming home from the hospital can be exhausting. We’re just going to talk in the kitchen,” she said and took Brianna by the elbow to steer her to the barstools lining the kitchen island, just as Matt and Aaron returned from taking Stanley outside.

      The pup dashed to Brianna’s feet and sat staring up at her, wagging his tail.

      “No, you’re not coming into my lap,” she said. “Go lay down.”

      Stanley bounded into the living room and snuggled in with Paula.

      “He’s very cute. Is he yours?” Katie asked.

      “No,” Aaron answered before Brianna could, sliding into the barstool next to her. “He belonged to our first murder victim and is our only witness.”

      “He led us to Art’s body Thursday night,” Brianna hurried to explain. Then she and Aaron took turns filling the other couple in on how they came to be looking for Art, finding Paula ill, her admission to the hospital for pneumonia, Kirk F and Nana’s help, and then finding Mia this morning, choosing not to mention her name. They’d decided to tell Paula later after she’d rested.

      “You two have had a very busy couple of days.” Matt pulled four cans of pop out of the fridge, giving one to each of them. “Castello and Jake only gave us the bare bones of the case.”

      “That’s because that’s all we had when I talked with them yesterday,” Aaron said.

      Katie laughed. “Castello was a little grumpy that you were light on the details.”

      The others all laughed, too. The former Deputy Marshal was known for using as few words as possible when speaking. His wife, Sydney, joked that if you looked up the word taciturn in the dictionary, you’d find Frank’s picture beside it.

      “So why did Jake send you two up here?” Aaron asked, popping the top of his can and taking a long drink of the cold soda.

      “His profiler called him last night,” Katie said. “He’d looked at the files you’d sent him and warned Jake this case would probably turn into something big.”

      Matt stared straight at Aaron. “He said you’d be pretty consumed with it. Jake and Castello decided if you were protecting a witness, then you might need some round the clock security. Kirk F is helpful, but he’s still untrained. With Luke and Abby unavailable, they thought we might fit the bill.”

      “And with me you get a security specialist and nurse all in one,” Katie said with a cocky grin.

      “What about your son, Russell?” Brianna asked.

      “Matt’s parents have him. He’ll be spoiled rotten by the time we get home,” Katie said. “But since it’s time I got back to work, Jake thought this would be a good first assignment and could use my skills with little danger to me. At least we hope so.”

      “I’m glad you’re here. Paula hates hospitals and we’re lucky to have kept her in for two nights,” Brianna said, with a nod towards the couch. “If Kirk F’s nana hadn’t taken charge, I doubt we’d have convinced her to stay there the first night.”

      “Nana and the promise that we’d continue her search for Art. If we hadn’t made her that promise, I have no doubt she would’ve discharged herself and gone back out looking,” Aaron added. “Your friend isn’t just stubborn, but very loyal. I like that.”

      “What I want to know is why your killer is draining them of all their blood,” Matt said. “What’s the significance in that? And how is he doing it?”

      “The why’s of what he’s doing is probably something Jake’s profiler might be able to answer, but the how is probably the same method used by blood donation centers,” Katie explained, drawing all their attention. “The patient, or in our case victim, is hooked up to an IV angiocath large enough for blood to pass through in the arm and it slowly drains out the blood out, collecting in a specially made bag to be stored for later use.”

      “So, just gravity?” Aaron asked.

      “Usually. Why?”

      He inhaled and exhaled. “I was hoping there was a machine involved. Something we could trace.”

      Katie shrugged. “There is a machine that can be used to sort the blood cells from the plasma and platelets, but then it sends the red blood cells back into the patient.”

      “That’s not happening. According to our coroner investigator, this guy’s collecting it all.”

      “Maybe he is using a machine,” Brianna started to say, an idea forming in her head. “What if he could hack the machine to actually pull out the blood and save it all.”

      “Bypassing the return to the patient ability?” Katie nodded. “Would be much more efficient than the slow process of draining the blood. The heart would lose its power to pump blood at some point, and gravity-based blood drainage would probably trickle down to the point the cells would clump and clog the tubing.”

      Brianna looked at Aaron. “Art had a hole like one for an IV in his arm. Did Mia?”

      He nodded. “Left antecubital space, same as Art.”

      “Well, that gives us the how,” Matt said. “Wonder how you get one of these machines? How much it costs?”

      “I would imagine several thousands of dollars,” his wife answered. “Unless he bought a used one somewhere. He’d also have to buy IV equipment, the right size tubing and bags to store it in, if he’s storing it.” She gave a shudder. “I don’t even want to think about what he’s doing with the blood.”

      “I have just the person to do some research on supplies and machinery.” Matt pulled out his phone and started pressing numbers. “Kirk F, you tired of doing guard duty?”
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      “I’m not really sure what I’m doing here,” Brianna said as they rode the elevator in the homicide unit’s building.

      Aaron squeezed her hand. He’d been holding it since they parked in the underground garage. “You’re here, because you know one of the victims and helped search for the other. You are extremely smart and think outside the box. Jaylon does too, a little, but we’re policemen. We tend to approach a case based on motive and circumstantial evidence. You bring a different perspective and I’ve got a hunch that solving this is going to take all of us and our talents working together.”

      “Well, if you put it like that, I guess I’ll stick around.”

      He grinned down at her. “I think you should.”

      The elevator stopped and he released her hand. She missed the contact immediately but understood. This was his job. He had to show professionalism, especially if he wanted to bring in an outsider. Despite what he’d just said, she doubted including her in the investigation was anything close to protocol. Another reason he was different than any other man in her life. He’d put her above his needs, even putting his job at risk.

      He led her to a conference room where Carson and Jaylon were already seated talking with an older, thin man. When he stood to be introduced, she realized he was a couple inches shorter than her five feet nine inches.

      “This is my boss, Captain Stedaman,” Aaron said. “This is Brianna Matthews, sir. A friend of the victim discovered today. She has also been involved with the case from the beginning. Actually, she’s the reason we even have a case.”

      The firmness in Aaron’s voice leant authority to his belief that she should remain involved and the point was not lost on Captain Stedaman.

      “Please have a seat, Ms. Matthews,” he said, motioning one of two chairs opposite his. Once they were all seated, Aaron next to her, the captain leaned back and fixed Aaron with a you’re-getting-your-way-for-now-but-don’t-test-me look. “I’d like to hear everything that has happened from the beginning.”

      “I asked Detective Jeffers to accompany me Wednesday to check on my friend. She’d been absent from work and wasn’t answering her phone,” Brianna said, wanting to be sure the Stedaman understood Aaron had been helping her when they stumbled into this case.

      “And this is the woman found this morning?” he asked.

      “No, sir,” Aaron said. “We found Paula alive, but very ill.”

      “She’d been out searching for a friend who was homeless and contracted pneumonia,” Brianna explained. “So, we got her to stay in the hospital for treatment by promising to take Stanley out to search for her friend.”

      “And Stanley is?”

      “That would be the four-legged witness,” Jaylon said with a half-grin.

      Aaron shot him a you’re-not-helping-glare, which only made the younger officer struggle harder to keep from laughing. Brianna cast a glance at Carson expecting to see the same thing. Only, he wasn’t. He was staring off into space as if he were somewhere else.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      The profiler blinked as if coming back to the homicide conference room. “Nothing. What happened next?”

      Her gaze met Aaron’s. He was as puzzled by Carson’s actions as she was.

      “Paula explained Art never went anywhere without Stanley. That’s how she knew something was wrong. We began a systematic search for Art, our first victim,” Aaron said. “We hit the homeless shelters in the area he’d last been seen. Then Stanley led us to the abandoned factory where we found Art. You know all the details from there.”

      “And you were friends with the victim found this morning?” Stedaman asked Brianna.

      “Yes. She was a resident at the secure women’s shelter. I work there as an accountant. Mia lived there up until a year ago.” She stopped and willed back the tears that threatened again. Crying for her friend wouldn’t help her. Finding her murderer was what mattered now.

      “And the preliminary autopsy report confirms what we suspected. She was frozen immediately after she was killed,” Jaylon said.

      The captain’s brows slammed down in confusion. “Was your other victim frozen?”

      “No,” Aaron answered.

      “So, this guy is changing his MO? And his victimology?” This was directed at Carson.

      “Not necessarily. Unfortunately, we don’t have enough crime scenes to determine what his scenario for killing is. So far, we know he’s killed one man and one woman. One white, one mixed Asian descent. One old, one young.”

      “So far?” Stedaman asked, focusing in on the Special Agent. “You think there will be more?”

      “Or there already is.”

      “What do you mean already?” Brianna asked, glancing at each of the men’s faces etched with worry and resignation.

      “This killer is methodical, precise, organized. Practiced. He has a routine.”

      “Cleaning the bodies thoroughly,” she said, understanding what he meant. “Isn’t that just to hide any trace evidence?” Watching crime scene shows these past three years at least let her have the right terminology.

      “It does provide that benefit—”

      “Benefit for him,” Jaylon interrupted. “Makes it damn hard on us.”

      “It’s also part of his ritual.” Carson held up his hand before anyone could interrupt again. “Not ritual as in a cult or religious or satanic one. No, this is part of his psyche. He has to cleanse them. Think about it. He’s picked homeless people. People who don’t have access to daily hygiene. People living on the edges. People no one is looking for.”

      “So, he’s saving them?” Stedaman asked.

      “No, he’s reclaiming them,” Aaron said. “He’s harvesting their blood. Then he’s cleansing them and dressing them back into clothing that signifies what they once were.”

      “Art was a war veteran,” Brianna said, understanding where Aaron was going. “Something he should’ve been proud of. Mia had the potential to be a great violinist.”

      Aaron nodded. “So, he cleans them, dresses them and poses them for us to find.”

      “This is all a good assumption, but if that’s his pattern and if he’s done this before, why haven’t we found more bodies posed all over town?” the captain asked.

      “Because he’s escalated to this,” Carson answered.

      “Escalated?”

      “He’s perfected his abduction and killing routine—that much we know from the two bodies we’ve found. But something triggered him to begin showing off his work.” Carson fixed his gaze on Brianna.

      “Me?” She paused. “No, it was Paula and Stanley going out to search for Art.”

      The profiler nodded. “Before, his victims were homeless people that had simply disappeared.”

      “Because no one goes looking for homeless people,” Jaylon said.

      Again, Carson nodded. “But suddenly someone was looking for a missing homeless person.”

      “Paula,” Brianna whispered.

      “And Stanley,” Aaron said. “Stanley who we believe was with Art when he was taken.”

      “How does our killer know Paula was looking for Art?” Stedaman asked.

      “I think the answer to that is another question. Where was Paula doing her search?” Carson said, once more focusing on Brianna.

      “She was hitting all the shelters in the area of town where she lives and near the shelter where she works serving food twice a week.”

      “You think our killer may be involved in the homeless community somehow,” Aaron said. “That he heard Paula and the dog were looking for his owner.” He paused and Brianna’s heart sank at the change in his expression. “Or that he saw her doing the search.”

      “Yes.”
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      “Who did you say you’re working for?” The fortyish short white woman stared at Kirk over the rims of her glasses.

      Bristling at her condescension, he fought the urge to mouth off something sarcastic. This was the fourth blood donation place he’d been to today and damn if everyone didn’t eye him as if he was the killer sucking the blood out of folks. You’d think he’d get used to it. Being eyed suspiciously just because his skin was darker than theirs. He’d never done anything illegal or even questionably close, not even a speeding ticket, but he always had to defend his actions for being somewhere someone else didn’t think he had the right to be.

      That was one of the reasons he was studying criminal justice in college. He’d talked a lot about being a black male in America with Castello. Okay, he did a lot of talking, the big guy just listened and occasionally asked a good question. All that talking and questioning, led him to believe that he had choices and the choices he made now would affect not only him and his future, but the future of others. He also knew that to truly make a difference, he’d have to work within the system.

      One of the first things he decided he needed to do was to learn. Learn about people—all kinds of people from all walks of life. Learn about the law and police procedures. To do that he’d take classes, but also spend time with the cops and other law enforcement people he’d met through Castello.

      Another thing he wanted to do was figure out how to improve things for people of color. What would work, what would harm. He’d taken part in several peaceful protests over the years. The first one, Nana and some of her friends went along. Something about having a group of grandmas in the crowd kept the hotheads from becoming too aggressive. He’d even seen her maneuver herself close to one white guy who seemed to want to cause a problem. She engaged him in conversation and helped ease down the guy’s fight message.

      On the next walk, he tried to do the same. Talk to people, help give a positive voice. Deescalate if things became too confrontational. Protect the more vulnerable in the crowd where he could, but still show his solidarity for change. All along the march he heard his Nana.

      Never give them a reason to be right.

      With Nana’s words echoing in his brain today, he calmly counted to ten, slid the business card Jeffers had given him across the counter for the woman to read.

      “Police detective Aaron Jeffers, ma’am.” He threw that last bit in to stroke her ego.

      You can always catch more flies with sugar than vinegar.

      Apparently, Nana was going to walk with him on this mission.

      “And this Detective Jeffers,” she said after looking at the card a second time. “He wants to know about our blood collection machines?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He pulled out the note pad in his back pocket, flipped it open and read. “He’d like to know where you purchase them from, what kind you use here, and is there any place to buy used ones.”

      The woman’s head tilted to one side. “And this is for a crime investigation?”

      Time for some charm.

      He smiled, just enough to show the one dimple Nana said was God touching his cheek. “I really don’t know, ma’am. I’m just a gopher for the detective. He asks me to find out information. Sometimes I can do it on the internet, sometimes I just have to come talk to people. He never tells me what it’s for.”

      Something in what he said must’ve struck a chord with the older woman—a fellow cog in the system just doing her job—because her face softened, and she handed him back his card. “We use gravity flow blood collection for whole blood and have a special machine that weights and seals the blood bags automatically. Then there’s the apheresis machines for plasma and platelet donations.”

      Same as the other three places.

      “And where do you purchase those from?” he asked, pulling out his pencil from his pocket and jotting down what she said.

      “Corporate orders all out supplies—machines, bags, tubing—and I believe they use the Allied Corporeal Medical Experts.” She got a gleam in her eye and sort of smirked.

      Kirk paused the pencil on the pad. “What’s so funny about that?”

      “The acronym always makes me laugh. A-C-M-E. ACME.” She paused and shook her head when he didn’t react. “Like in the old coyote cartoons?”

      This time Kirk got it and chuckled appropriately. “Good one. I liked those cartoons. Watched them on reruns.”

      Her brows lifted, but her smile didn’t fade. “Now you’re just making me feel old.”

      “Not at all, ma’am. I’m sure you only watched them on reruns, too.”

      She chuckled. “Any other information you need?”

      “Do you ever get used machines?”

      “There’s a local company that supplies all kinds of machines and equipment we use in an emergency.” She clicked on her computer keyboard, then played with the mouse. “McKinley Medical Surplus. It’s on Prospect.”

      The printer behind her began whirring then spit out one sheet of paper. She shifted her chair, snatched up the page and handed it to him.

      “Thank you,” he said, glancing at the printed address. He folded it and pocketed it. “I appreciate the help.”

      With his back straight and his head held high he left, giving a brief nod to the security guard at the door. The man gave him a nod back and then a little lift to the corner of his mouth.
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      Five complete bags. A very good harvest.

      Settling the sealed, chilled and labeled bags into his cooler, he placed the false bottom over them then set his lunch on the top. Not that anyone ever looked inside, but if they did, they’d only find his food. The first night he’d gone in for his shift, he’d been so nervous, sure someone would question him, search his cooler. No one did.

      He chuckled.

      It never occurred to anyone that someone might be adding blood to the supply outside of the system they had in place.

      Anyone but him. He’d come up with a solution to the problem of low supply and high demand. If you couldn’t get people to volunteer to give blood to save others who needed it—like Mom—then you just had to take it from people who already wasted their lives and didn’t deserve the life-giving fluid.

      “We’re trying to find more blood to transfuse her with,” the doctor said, standing in the waiting room with Dad and him. “She’s a very rare blood type, and a trauma this afternoon used up all that blood that was available.”

      “How long do you think it will take to get more?” Dad asked.

      The doctor shook his head. “I have no idea. The blood bank has put out a call to those donors who match her exact blood type, there are a few on the list. If they’re available and haven’t donated in a while, then we could have some in an hour or two.” The man rubbed his hands over his face, weariness and resignation etched in every line. “I just don’t know if she’ll last that long.”

      She hadn’t.

      That was the day he decided to go into the medical world. He’d wanted to go to med school, but a summer job in a hospital lab his sophomore year in college changed his mind. The scientific part of testing blood he watched the lab technicians do and their limited contact with patients appealed to him. So, he shifted his major just slightly and after graduation, he got a job in a private lab and learned the art of not only testing blood, but how the system worked.

      Then three years ago, he’d been working when the order came in for his mother’s blood type, AB negative. He’d just sent the last bag in the hospital up for a homeless man who’d been injured. Frantic and with the memory of his mother’s death running through his mind, he’d called every blood bank in town and the surrounding area, only to be told the nearest supply was an hour and a half away in Canton.

      Unfortunately, even airlifting it in was too late.

      Anger bubbling inside him again, he walked over to the worktable and stared at the lifeless lump of human flesh lying on it.

      “You had such potential. You could’ve been a role model for other kids. But no, you had to take your talent and good fortune and waste it with drugs.” He slammed his fist in the middle of the naked chest of the former college football standout. Then he patted the cooler in his hand. “But I’m putting you to good use.”

      He’d done the first cleansing immediately to get rid of the stench and also keep bacteria from gaining a foothold on him. Tomorrow he’d begin the more thorough cleansing. Now it was time to head to work and fill the larder.
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      “I think we need to establish some sort of timeline for this guy’s killing pattern,” Jaylon said, drawing a long line on one of the whiteboards in the conference room. “We know Art was last seen alive about a week or ten days ago, right?”

      Aaron nodded. “Our witness, Paula, said she knew he was missing a week ago Thursday when Stanley showed up at the shelter alone. The last time she can remember seeing him was the Thursday before.”

      “Right,” Brianna said, “but remember, she said Stanley wasn’t very hungry, so Art was there to feed him between those two Thursdays.”

      Jaylon made a slash mark across the long line, wrote the date for the previous Thursday on it and pinned Art’s picture below. “We ever get a name on this guy?”

      “Not yet,” Aaron said, pulling up his email on his phone. “Still no word back from the Veteran’s administration. But it’s only been less than twenty-four hours and he stayed off the grid for years. Might take them a while.”

      Carson picked up the picture of Mia, one they’d gotten off the data base for her previous drug arrests and put it at the beginning of the line, to the left of Art. “There may be more bodies before her, but given her freezing by the killer, we’ll assume for now, Mia’s victim one.” He picked up the red dry erase marker and put April of the previous year over her name.

      “That’s wrong,” Brianna said.

      Carson paused, drawing his brows down in confusion. “We don’t know how long she’s been frozen, yet. For all we know, she may have been killed immediately after she left the shelter last spring.”

      “No, because a woman that works at the women’s shelter with me saw her last fall,” Brianna argued then turned her attention to Aaron. “Remember, I told you Flora talked with her last October. She was playing her violin for change.”

      “So, our guy’s been doing this for six months?” Stedaman said, the look of abhorrent realization on his face. “How many other bodies does he have stored away in a deep freeze somewhere?”

      “I doubt he has too many,” Jaylon said. “I’d think you could only pack one or two adult bodies in a big freezer and neighbors would start to question why you need more than one in your garage if you kept getting them delivered.”

      “Unless you had a place meant to store large carcasses,” Carson said.

      A sick feeling hit Aaron. “Like an old meat packing plant?”

      “Exactly,” the profiler said.

      “That’s disturbing,” Brianna whispered, and Aaron wanted to lay reach out to comfort her a little but refrained. If Captain Stedaman thought for one moment he had anything but a professional relationship with her, he’d ban her from being part of the investigation.

      “We need to figure out if there are any abandoned plants in the area,” he said instead. “And see if there’s any unusual activity in them.”

      “Activity?” Brianna asked.

      “Like a sudden uptake of electricity usage.” He picked up his phone again. “That can be something Kirk F can do for us.”

      “I thought he was visiting blood donation centers?” Jaylon said.

      “He was. Texted me he’d finished and was heading over to the safehouse.”

      “Whoa,” Captain Stedman said, holding up his hand. “Who is this Kirk F, what is he doing in this investigation and who authorized a safehouse? Pretty sure I didn’t agree to expanding my budget for any of this.”

      Shit. He hadn’t told him about the safehouse or his assistant. Not to mention the added manpower from the Edgars. Time to face the wrath of the Stedaman.

      “The safehouse is for my friend Paula, who is ill and needs to be taken care of,” Brianna said, sitting straighter, a bit of her fire back in her eyes. “It belongs to a friend of ours, a former Deputy U.S. Marshal, Frank Castello. We’d intended for it to let her get good care while she recuperates and also a place to keep Stanley safe.” She paused, inhaled, and fixed the captain with piercing determination. “Now that we know she may have been what triggered this nutcase to escalate to showing off his kills and probably came in contact with him, it’s a very good thing that Aaron was steps ahead and secured the safehouse for her protection. Don’t you think?”

      Stedaman had the good sense to nod and appear a little contrite. “And this Kirk F?”

      Aaron jumped in. “He maintains the safehouse for Castello, who lives in Columbus. Kid’s studying criminology in college and is excellent in procurement—both physical items and intelligence. Pretty good with a computer, too. He’s also on a paid retainer by Castello, so his salary isn’t part of this.”

      Stedman nodded. “Good. But who’s going to pay for the extra manpower to guard your witnesses at this safehouse? We’re going to need round the clock protection, so three shifts of patrolmen—”

      “Not really, sir.” Might as well fill him in on everyone. “Currently there is a couple of private security personnel living at the safehouse with our witnesses.”

      Stedaman let out a few choice curse words. Brianna lifted her brows in surprise at his boss’s creative use of them.

      “Private, means expensive, Jeffers.”

      “He didn’t hire them,” Brianna said in his defense. “They sort of…volunteered.”

      The captain thought about that. “What’s the name of this private security agency that’s willing to just volunteer?”

      “The ESI Group,” Brianna answered. “They’re friends of mine.”

      “More friends. What’s the ESI stand for?” Stedaman pressed, fixing his intense stare at Aaron.

      “Edgars Security and Investigations,” he said.

      His boss stood and paced the length of the conference room twice, rubbing the back of his neck as he went. Brianna arched her brows at Aaron as if asking, Is he going to be okay with all this? Aaron just shrugged.

      “Let me get this straight,” Stedaman said, finally stopping in front of them. “Without clearing it with me, you got an off-duty FBI profiler,” he pointed at Carson, “to consult on this case. Secured a safehouse for witnesses and live-in private security from a friend. And an all-expense-paid assistant to boot.”

      Aaron shrugged. “Pretty much.”

      “You do take the old adage, better to ask forgiveness than beg permission to the extreme, Jeffers.” Stedaman turned and studied the white board. “Okay. This guy has an agenda and we probably need all the help we can get to catch him.”

      “That was my thoughts,” Aaron said.

      His boss cast him a quick warning glance not to push his luck. “I don’t want to get hit by a surprise bill at the end of this, so you give me a head’s up on the cost. If it’s cheaper to use our own people, we will.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on it,” Aaron said, feeling like he’d been given a reprieve.

      Stedaman took his seat again and focused on Carson. “You have any more insights on our killer?”

      “Most serial killers are male and lifting a half-frozen body just to carry it to a vehicle for transport is going to take muscle, so I do believe your killer is a man.”

      “This guy doesn’t seem to have a type of victim.”

      Carson nodded. “But I bet there’s something that connects them.”

      “Like being homeless,” Jaylon offered.

      “Could be that, could be something else. We know Mia was a drug addict. Was Art one or an alcoholic?”

      Aaron shook his head. “The autopsy didn’t show signs of liver cirrhosis, but we really don’t know him well enough to know if he was alcoholic or not. Many homeless vets are.”

      Brianna picked up her phone. “I can ask Paula.”

      “Please don’t,” Carson said, stopping her. “I’d like to talk with her in person. Do you think she’ll be up to it?”

      “Getting her home from the hospital wore her out this morning,” Brianna said. “But I don’t see why she couldn’t answer some questions later this afternoon.”

      “Good. I’ll meet you at the safehouse then.” He turned back to Stedaman. “In the meantime, I’d like to talk with Investigator Ramos again. Then I may have a preliminary working profile on your guy this evening.”

      “Okay. Let’s meet back here at about seven. That will give us time to get more information and dinner,” Stedaman stood and the rest followed. He looked at Jaylon. “Halloway, I’ll reassign your active cases temporarily to someone else. You’re gonna be needed on this thing. I want you to start searching missing persons reports for the past six months.”

      “What am I looking for?” he asked.

      “Missing homeless people.”

      Jaylon groaned. “No one reports homeless people being missing.”

      “I know. It sucks, but someone has to do it,” the captain said. “But if we only find one, that’s one more person to possibly add to our profiler’s list.”

      “Damn. Put it like that Captain, I’m not sure if I want to find one or not.”
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      “How’s our girl doing?” Flora asked when Brianna entered the shelter’s administration office after noon.

      Brianna smiled. Flora was very tiny, maybe four-foot-ten if she stood on her toes. From the mountains of eastern Virginia—a little rural town called Grundy—she hadn’t had an easy life growing up but seemed to always have a smile ready to brighten your day. She reminded Brianna of those fairy godmothers in one of those cartoon movies.

      “They let her come home this morning.” Brianna set her bag on the desk, sat in her chair and opened her computer. “She’s doing much better than when we found her Wednesday. Her breathing isn’t so wheezy and she’s not coughing as much. And her fever broke last night, so the antibiotics must be working.”

      “Does she have anyone to help her?” Flora immediately shifted from happy pixie to worried mama cat. Unable to have any kids of her own, she’d always been like the house mother to the women who’d come to the shelter, no matter their age or circumstance. She might be little, but she could hug like a thousand-pound grizzly bear—often, just what the women needed. “I could come over and check on her after work.”

      Brianna hated disappointing her, but she couldn’t let her compromise Paula’s safety, no matter how well intentioned her friend might be. And what she was going to tell her next wouldn’t be any easier.

      “Paula can’t have any visitors right now, Flora.”

      “Oh, is she contagious? You know I have some face masks. I could just put one on and pop in to see her. I won’t stay too long.”

      “No. That’s not it. And what I’m going to tell you can’t leave this room, okay?”

      Suddenly serious, Flora pushed out of her office chair, marched to the door and closed it quietly before taking her seat once more. “Okay. Tell me whatever it is. You know I won’t say a word.”

      And Brianna did know that. Flora held more secrets than the CIA and was much better at keeping them. She once explained that her mother told her, “Flora, when someone shares a secret with you, you are honor-bound to keep it to yourself. No matter if they share it with the whole world, it isn’t your secret to share.”

      “Paula can’t have visitors because she’s in a safehouse as a witness in a murder investigation.”

      Flora’s eyes grew wide with shocked surprise. “Murder? Whose?”

      “A homeless man who she befriended.” Brianna reached out and took Flora’s hand in hers. “And I have some really bad news, the same person who killed Paula’s friend has also killed…” She paused blinking back the tears and swallowing the lump in her throat. “Also killed Mia.”

      “No!” Flora pulled her hand away and covered her mouth with both hands.

      Brianna leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Flora. It was her turn to give this woman the bear hug. After her tears and trembling stopped, Brianna sat back and handed her a tissue from the box on her desk. “I’m so sorry I had to be the one to tell you.”

      “No, no. I’d want to know,” Flora said wiping away the tears. “Do they know who did it? How she died?”

      “We don’t know the who. And as for the how.” Brianna shook her head. “I can’t tell you anything about it now.”

      “So, your detective thinks the person who killed Paula’s friend killed Mia?”

      “It’s looking that way.”

      “When did this happen? I haven’t seen anything on the news.”

      “It won’t be. At least we hope to keep it out of the news as much as possible.” Brianna paused to inhale and exhale slowly before continuing. “We think they were both victims of a serial killer.”

      “Oh, God.”

      Brianna nodded, her lips pressed into a thin line. It was just too surreal to think of, except she knew it to be the truth.

      “Was she…was she raped?” Flora managed to get out.

      “No,” Brianna hurried to reassure her. “We don’t think that’s this guy’s purpose. At least the profiler hasn’t said so. And as to when, well that’s a bit of a question we’re hoping you can help us determine.”

      It was one of the reasons she’d come into work today. Besides making sure all the staff’s paychecks were set to be deposited next Thursday—the most important thing in accounting, you don’t mess with people’s money—she and Aaron wanted to get any information they could out of Flora about that last meeting with Mia. Because of the shelter’s extensive security protocols Aaron couldn’t come inside to talk with Flora, and Brianna didn’t want to pull her away from the shelter since they were already short-handed with Paula out, so not only telling her about Mia’s death, but questioning her about their friend fell to Brianna.

      “I’ll do anything I can,” Flora said, clenching her hands in her lap, “but I haven’t seen Mia since I ran into her last October.”

      “That’s what I want to ask about. Exactly where did you see her?” Brianna pulled out a pad of paper and a pen for notes.

      “It was at a Browns’ tailgate party outside the stadium. Phil and I had gotten tickets for the game and were meeting some friends early on to eat and do a little Browns cheering before the game.”

      “Which day was it?”

      Flora stared off into space for a moment as if trying to recall. “It was the weekend before my sister’s birthday on the twenty-fifth. I wish I could be more specific.”

      “That’s okay. You’ve already narrowed it down to just a few days. And I can get the exact date from the internet” Brianna said with a half-smile. She didn’t want to stress the older woman too much and she meant what she said. Flora was already helping. “How did she seem to you?”

      “Happy to see me. We hugged, of course,” Flora’s face softened at the memory, then her eyes teared up and she dabbed at them with the tissue again. “She was thin, but then she’d always been a thin little thing. But this was different. A good gust of wind could’ve blown her away like a tumbleweed. And she looked frail. Her skin pale as fine china.”

      Brianna nodded sadly. “She was back on the smack.”

      “I was afraid of that. She’d been doing so well when she left.” The tender-hearted Flora shook her head and stared off into space, once more fighting back her tears.

      “What did you talk about?” Brianna asked after a long moment, directing her back to the subject.

      “She said she was doing well, going to classes. I didn’t really believe her. Not the way she was looking and how she was playing for passing change, but I did hope she would follow those plans.” Flora paused. “She said she was going to be in a magazine.”

      Brianna paused her pen on the paper and drew her brows down in confusion. “A magazine? What did she mean by that?”

      “I asked her what she was talking about. She said she’d been meeting with a journalist who wanted to do a series of articles about people living on the streets. He wanted one to be about her as a street musician.”

      Brianna jotted that information down. “Did she tell you his name?”

      Flora shook her head. “No. But Mia was excited because the man promised to pay her half the royalties if he sold the article.”

      Brianna doubted that would happen. She had a friend from college who wrote freelance while working on a fiction novel. She said she had to write tons of articles just to make ends meet. “Did he say what magazine he worked for?”

      “No. Just that he’d been real nice,” Flora paused. “She got that look in her eye, you know the kind young girls do when they have a crush on someone?”

      Brianna turned up the corner of her lips and nodded.

      “Well, she had that look, so I think not only was he nice to her, he must’ve been handsome. Anyways, I put some money in her violin case and asked her to come join us at our tailgate, but she said she had to work the crowd before they spent their money inside.” Flora shook her head. “I sent Phil back with a bag of food from the tailgaters. He said she put it in that big shoulder bag she always carried, thanked him, then asked what song he’d like her to play. Said the only one he could remember was Für Elise. He said how she played it was so hauntingly beautiful, a crowd formed” Again, she dabbed away the threatening tears. “She could do that, you know. Take a song and make it so beautiful it’d take your breath away.”
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      Memories of Mia, her music and how her last days were spent haunted Brianna as she climbed into Aaron’s SUV two hours later that day.

      “How’d it go?” he asked.

      Unable to talk right now, she just shook her head and stared out the window into the gunmetal grey, overcast Cleveland sky. The rainy drizzle that started just after she’d gotten to the shelter fit her mood.

      Thankfully, Aaron didn’t ask another question, just turned the heat on and pulled away from the curb. She could’ve driven herself to the shelter, but he’d insisted, saying he’d feel better if she was always with someone until they found this monster. He hadn’t called him a monster. He’d called him a perpetrator. The truth was this killer was a monster. She couldn’t see him in any other way.

      Mia had been a beautiful, talented young woman. Yes, she’d had her demons. Didn’t everyone?

      “What gives this monster the right to take other people’s lives? What sick game is he playing that makes him feel he can just end someone’s life for his own purpose?” she asked between clenched teeth, her anger shooting out the window like a laser beam meant to destroy the surrounding buildings as they passed them.

      A warm hand landed on her left one. She squeezed the fingers curled into her palm tight.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that. Telling your friend about Mia. No matter how many times I’ve had to be that person telling a victim’s loved one, it’s never easy, but it had to be harder when you know them both.”

      “Dammit,” she said, suddenly realizing she was going to have to tell Paula, too.

      “I can be the one to tell Paula, if you want,” he said, reading her mind.

      She shook her head. “No, it will be better coming from me. It’s just this will be the second time I have to tell her someone she knows has been murdered. People go through their whole lives and never hear that. Now she’s going to hear it twice in a week.”

      “You don’t need to tell her the minute we get there,” he said, still holding her hand. “I asked Kirk F to pick up some pizzas and meet us at the safehouse. Figure everyone is hungry, and it’ll be more comfortable for us to talk with Paula in a casual setting.”

      Gratitude for this man’s common sense, practical thinking and compassion hit Brianna hard. She bit her lower lip to keep from giving into tears. She’d never been a big crier, not even after weeks of hospitalization and the number of surgeries she’d needed to repair her face and arm. When things were tough, she’d been tough. If she gave into Aaron’s kindness now, would she be able to get through this?

      He released her hand as he pulled into the drive of the safehouse and around back to the garage. She fought the urge to grab it back like a swimmer reaching for a lifeline in a tsunami. Strong. That was what she was going to be.

      “Will Special Agent Smith be meeting us here, too?” she asked as they climbed out of the SUV.

      “He said he had the address from Jake and would meet us here after he was done at the coroner’s office.” Aaron reached out and grasped her elbow at the door to the house.

      “What?”

      “Smith asked us to wait to talk with Paula until he got here. He wants to observe her and ask his own questions.”

      A little tension left her shoulders. At least she had a little reprieve before telling Paula about their friend. “Okay. I can do that.”

      Aaron tugged on her arm a little, pulling her closer. Her gaze met his, compassion and comfort in his grey-green eyes. Oh, she could so use some comfort.

      “Come here,” he said with another gentle tug.

      “I can’t. If I do, I’ll cry, and I don’t think I’ll stop.”

      “After the day you’ve had, maybe it’s just what you need to do,” he said, stepping closer to her. “Get it out of your system before we go inside.”

      Conceding he might be right, she slipped into his arms and wrapped hers around his very solid and warm frame.

      “I warn you, I ugly cry,” she said seconds before giving into the emotional stress of finding Mia dead and having to break the news to Flora.

      How long she stayed in the warmth of his embrace, holding his solid body against hers as the tears flowed and her body trembled in her grief, she didn’t know. Long enough for someone inside the house to get worried and come check. The door opened slowly, then she felt Aaron nod and the door closed as quietly as it opened.

      Great. Now everyone will know I’ve been clinging to him and bawling like a baby.

      “Matt won’t say anything,” Aaron quietly said right above her ear, his left hand slowly stroking up and down her back. “Besides, we have a lot to do. You’ll focus better now that you’ve gotten this out of your system. I need you at your best if we’re going to find this guy.”

      She snorted a little sardonic laugh. “Like you really need my help. I’m not like Abby and her sisters-in-law. She’s told me the stories about how they helped their husbands in solving cases. I don’t have any special skills like them, I don’t know guns or explosives or medical stuff. My whole life I’ve manipulated people to help me. Played the helpless bimbo. Trust me, I’m the least capable woman out there.”

      “That’s not true,” he said, pulling back and tipping her chin up with his hand to stare down into her eyes. “You might’ve been that woman once, but you’re not now. Haven’t been for three years. You’ve been very helpful on this case. We wouldn’t even have found Art in time to start investigating and collect viable evidence without you. The rats probably would’ve had him mostly gone by the time someone stumbled across him.”

      “Eww, don’t remind me of the rats.” She couldn’t help the shiver that ran through her.

      “See? It’s been days since we went into that abandoned factory and this is the first time you’ve shown a reaction to the rats.” He smiled down at her. “Most women would’ve run screaming at the sight of them the other night, but you were steady and kept your head.”

      “Somebody had to go in there with you and Stanley,” she teased, lowering her gaze in embarrassment, and trying to deflect his complimentary assessment of her.

      “And then this morning,” he continued, his face and voice growing more serious. “Not only did you see your second dead body in a week, but despite knowing it was a friend of yours, you focused on the situation and were able to help us establish more facts about our victims. Facts that may lead us to finding this killer. You also care. People have a way of opening up and talking to you.”

      She started to protest, but he stopped her with a finger to her lips.

      “Don’t deny it. Paula, Kirk F, the people at the shelters. They’ve all trusted you. You may not have military skills, but you have your own strengths,” he paused, until she was once more staring into his eyes, “strengths we’ll need to catch this guy. So, never doubt your importance to this case.”

      “Okay, I won’t.” Brianna stood a little straighter, still a few inches shorter than him and brushed her hands over her eyes and cheeks, wiping away any dampness still there. “I guess I’m ready to go inside now.”

      “You’re wrong, you know.”

      “Wrong? I’m not ready to go inside?”

      “You don’t cry ugly,” he said just before claiming her lips in an anything but comforting kiss.

      Giving into the heady sensation, she pressed in closer to him, heat sizzling through her. She tilted her head, wanting more of the flavor of him, parting her lips to let her tongue dance with his. A soft moan escaped her.

      Then he eased off, slowly lifting his lips from hers. When she opened her eyes, she saw a wicked gleam in his eyes.

      “What?” she said, feeling her cheeks heat at his expression of male satisfaction.

      “Now when you go inside, you’ll just look like you’ve been kissed.” He gave her a wink and released his hold on her to reach in the back of his SUV for his laptop case.

      She shook her head, a half-smile on her face and headed for the garage door. Pausing to let him catch up with her, she said, “I’m not sure that’s an improvement.”
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      Inside the aroma of something delicious hit them hard.

      “What is that?” Brianna asked as they entered the kitchen to find Katie stirring something in a big pot.

      “Kirk F’s nana sent over a pot of homemade chicken and dumplings,” she said. “I’m just heating it up before I wake Paula. She’s been asleep for the past hour.”

      Brianna pulled up a bar stool and saw the stethoscope lying on the countertop. She nodded toward it. “How’s she doing?”

      “Pretty good. Her lungs are mostly clear, some wheezing on exertion, like walking across the floor. No fever.” Katie put a lid on the pot and turned the burner down.

      “If Nana sent this food, where’s Kirk F?” Aaron set his laptop on the table then coming over to grab a beer out of the fridge. He turned to Brianna. “What do you want?”

      “I’ll just have a glass of water.”

      “Kirk F and Matt went for pizzas,” Katie said, slipping into another barstool beside her.

      “Why?” Brianna asked.

      “Because the chicken and dumplings are for Paula. Nana said, and I quote Kirk F on this, What that girl needs is some good home cooking not a pizza or fast food. And nobody better be having any but her. So no one wants to tempt fate by eating anything meant to cure Paula.”

      They all laughed. They’d come to the conclusion that Nana was a force to be reckoned with.

      “But I have to tell you, I tasted it a few minutes ago, and I might just fake a cough to have some,” Katie said. “At the least, I’m going to try to get her recipe.”

      “If she’s anything like my grandma,” Aaron said with a grin as he leaned against the back counter, “she’ll leave out one ingredient, just so it won’t taste quite like hers.”

      “Why would she do that?” Brianna asked.

      Katie laughed. “Because hers will always be the best. My mother used to say her grandmother did the same thing.”

      Aaron nodded. “Part of the grandma code.”

      Brianna looked at the others as they chatted and realized how relaxed she was and how the ache of losing a friend had eased just a little. Paula needed this, too. She needed to hear the news from her in private and have a moment to grieve, just like Aaron had given her. Then she needed more normal talk and laughter—if only for a little while.

      “I’ll go wake Paula,” she said, slipping out of the barstool, her gaze meeting Aaron’s. “I need to talk with her in private before she eats.”
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      Aaron watched Brianna enter the bedroom and softly close the door behind her. From the determined expression on her face, he knew she planned to break the news about Mia now, rather than later. If she’d asked, he’d have done the job for her, but ever since she’d come out of the hospital that first time three years ago she’d worked on handling her problems by herself, standing on her own feet and facing trouble head on. The last thing she’d want was for him to bulldoze his way in like some caveman insisting the “little woman” stand aside, even if he was itching to do so.

      “What was that about?” Katie asked, returning to the stove to stir the pot once more, then reaching into the cupboard for a large soup bowl.

      “The other murder victim we found this morning was someone they both knew.”

      “Really?” Katie asked, setting the bowl near the pot, her brows drawn down together. “So, they both knew the victims?”

      Aaron shook his head and slid onto one of the barstools. “Brianna only knew Mia, the girl we found today. She was a resident for a while at the women’s shelter where she and Paula work. For a time, Paula was a resident there, too. Paula knew Art from volunteering in the homeless community. Brianna never met him.”

      “Is there any chance Paula has more connections to these murders?”

      Before Aaron could formulate an answer, the front door opened. Kirk F and Matt came in bearing four pizza boxes and two carryout bags.

      “What did you get?” Katie asked, after giving her husband a quick welcoming kiss.

      “These are pies—cherry and apple—for dessert,” Matt said, setting the bag on the countertop. “Kirk F was in charge of the pizzas.”

      “Two meat lovers, one pepperoni and a white pizza,” Kirk F announced.

      “A white pizza?” Aaron asked, wondering what kind of God-awful concoction his young friend was foisting on them.

      “Alfredo sauce instead of tomato, with grilled chicken and onions,” Matt explained with a nod toward Kirk F. “The pizza boss said that was Brianna’s favorite.”

      “Ordered it once a week when I was living with her.” The younger man grinned. “Thought it was weird at first, but the lady is allergic to tomatoes.”

      “Tomatoes and avocados?” Aaron said. “That’s a bit odd.”

      Katie’s lips quirked up and a twinkle set in her eye.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I had a nurse friend once who told people she was allergic to mushrooms when she simply didn’t like them.”

      “Why did she do that?” her husband asked as he pulled five plates from the cupboard.

      “Because it’s easier than having to defend why you don’t like something and having people look at you like you’re weird,” Brianna said behind them as she closed the bedroom door. “Paula will be out in a minute.”

      “So, you’re not allergic to tomatoes and avocados?” Aaron asked her.

      “Tomatoes no, I just like white pizza.” She turned to Kirk F, who was putting the pizzas on the table. “Sorry about that. The first time I ordered that pizza and you gave me that are-you-crazy-look, I just reacted like I always do.”

      “No problem,” he answered with a grin. “I kinda liked the white pizza.”

      “And avocados?” Aaron pushed, wanting to know if she’d been faking that too at all their lunches.

      Brianna patted him on the shoulder. “Those I am allergic, too. The kind that makes your lips swell and you start wheezing.”

      “Definitely no guacamole for you then,” Katie said, dipping out some of the chicken and dumplings into the bowl.

      The bedroom door opened again and this time Paula, carrying Stanley came out. She set the wriggly dog on the floor and he made a beeline straight to Aaron.

      He scooped him up. “Hello, boy. You been good?” Letting the dog lick his chin a moment before he settled him on the floor again. “Go lay down.” The pup did just that on one of the throw pillows.

      Brianna helped Paula into a chair and Katie served her up the homemade chicken and dumplings.

      “That smells so good,” Paula said, taking a whiff before dipping her spoon in. “I didn’t think I was hungry until just now.”

      “Nana said it’ll cure you faster than the drugs from the doc,” Kirk F said taking a seat beside her.

      She put a spoonful in her mouth, immediately closed her eyes as she chewed and swallowed. “Oh, my God. That is heavenly.”

      Everyone pulled up a chair and dug into the pizzas. Brianna kept them chatting. They talked of food, Nana, updates on the Edgars clan, Paula and Kirk F’s respective classes. Everything and anything not to do with the case.

      By the time desert was finished, Paula looked spent, Brianna helped her to one of the two leather sofas in the living room, and Stanley, who had eaten enough pizza crusts to make his own, crawled into her lap.

      When the doorbell rang, everyone paused a moment, then Aaron and Matt drew their weapons, and Katie moved to stand in front of Paula, who was soothing a low-growling Stanley. Matt took up a defensive position on one side of the door as Aaron went to answer it. He glanced through the peephole then motioned everyone to stand down. “It’s Special Agent Smith.”

      He opened the door as he put his weapon back in his holster. “Glad you found the place,” he said, shaking the other man’s hand.

      “Studied a map and your directions were spot on. I didn’t want to use the GPS,” Carson shrugged. “Call me paranoid, but I didn’t want anyone using it to find the safehouse, just in case.”

      Aaron introduced the profiler to Paula, Kirk F, Katie and Matt.

      “We just finished dessert, but there is some pie left,” Brianna said.

      Aaron laughed. “You better get some before Kirk F decides he needs the last slice.”

      “No, thank you. I just finished dinner,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind, but I wanted to chat with your witness.”

      “Which one?” Kirk F gave him a cocky grin. “The two-legged or four-legged one.”

      Carson chuckled. “I haven’t learned canine yet, so I’ll just talk with Ms. Nowak for now.” He took a seat on the leather sofa opposite the one Paula was snuggled on with the dog and an afghan. “I was hoping you could tell me about your friend Art.”

      Paula slumped a little into the sofa, like a sulking teenager and cast a glance at Aaron then Brianna, who’d gotten out a pad of paper and a pen to take notes, before looking at the FBI agent. “I told Brianna and Aaron everything I know about him already.”

      Carson nodded patiently. “I know, but sometimes when you tell things more than once you remember more details about an incident or a person.”

      “He’s a war veteran who is homeless,” she said with a slight shoulder shrug, sounding a little less petulant. “He loved Stanley. Took very good care of him. He came into the East Side Hope Fellowship church where I volunteer on Tuesdays and Thursdays. That’s about all I know.”

      “Okay, that’s good.” Carson sat back and crossed one leg over the other, looking relaxed. “How did you know he was a veteran? Did he talk about it?”

      “No, he didn’t talk about it too much. He always wore this old khaki-green Army jacket. Even in winter when it wouldn’t keep him warm and during the hottest days of summer. You’d never see him without it.” She blinked then looked at Aaron. “And he had those two medals I told you about.”

      He nodded, turning to Carson. “We’ve determined they were the Silver Star and the Distinguished Service Cross. Got a call into the Department of Veterans’ Affairs to see if they can give me Art’s last name and any info on them.”

      “Those are both awarded by the Army, so we can say that was the branch he was in,” Carson said. “And according to your files, those were missing when you found him, right?”

      “That’s right,” Aaron said.

      “And he wasn’t in an old Army jacket,” Brianna added. “The killer put him in a clean and pressed military dress uniform.”

      “Really?” Katie asked from her spot at the end of Paula’s sofa.

      Brianna nodded. “He completely cleaned him, scrubbed him from head to toe and redressed him. Did the same with Mia.”

      “He put her in a military uniform, too?” Kirk F asked. “Maybe this guy has a military fetish?”

      “No,” Aaron answered. “He dressed Mia in a long black dress. The kind most female concert musicians would wear. But he did clean her the same as Art.”

      “Did Art have any regular appointments? Like a clinic or doctor?” Carson asked, directing the questions back to Paula.

      “Mondays were med days. He’d go to the clinic near the Lutheran Shelter, but that was just to get his BP and sugar checked. They gave him something for his blood pressure, but that’s all.” She gave a ghost of a smile. “He loved having his feet cleaned by the volunteer docs and the new socks they’d give out.”

      “Did he have any family?”

      “Said once he had a wife and daughter but didn’t keep in touch with them.” She lowered her hand to stroke the pup’s head. “But now his family was just Stanley.”

      “Did you ever see anyone showing an unusual interest in Art? A volunteer? A stranger?”

      Paula stared off into space, her lips pressed into a thin line as she considered that question. “No, I know most of the volunteers. They’re friendly and kind to the people who come in. They really do care about helping them. And there’s never strangers around, unless it’s another homeless person.”

      “How about news people?” Brianna asked, the pen paused over the pad of paper, her expression suggesting she’d thought of something important.

      “Why news people?” Aaron asked, curious as to what she was thinking.

      “Well, it’s just something Flora said this afternoon,” she said, slowly looking at everyone who now had their focus trained on her. With a slight tilt of her head, she gave a self-deprecating shrug. “Never mind, it’s probably not important.”

      “When it comes to serial murderers,” Carson said. “Nothing is unimportant. Even the slightest details may be what helps us find him.”

      “What did Flora say?” Aaron sat forward to rest his elbows on his thighs and listen, encouraging her to voice her thoughts.

      “She said that when they met at the tailgate party,” Brianna paused to flip through her notepad, “Which was October nineteenth, by the way. Flora said Mia was very excited that a man was interviewing her for a magazine article. He promised to pay her royalties on it if it sold.”

      “Did she say which magazine?” Katie asked.

      “No, she said Mia didn’t tell her that or the man’s name.” Brianna turned to Paula. “Did Art mention a magazine article to you?”

      She shook her head. “No, but he did say some newspaper guy was hanging around and talking about exposing the homeless vets’ problems one day at the shelter. I remember seeing them talking while Art ate his dinner.”

      “Did you recognize the man?” Brianna asked.

      Paula drew her brows down in concentration, then slowly shook her head. “I barely got a look at them together. There were lots of people to serve that night.”

      “Could he have meant an exposé?” Aaron asked, the hairs on the back of his neck standing up.

      Paula thought about it. “He might’ve, but he didn’t use that word. He said expose.”

      “What’s the difference between an article and an exposé?” Kirk F asked.

      “An article can be about anything. An exposé is more of a piece of writing that shines the light on something hidden about a situation or a person. The flaws or lies, the hidden skeletons in the closet kind of thing,” Aaron explained.

      “Kinda like what Brianna went through with the Senator and his cronies?” Kirk F said, nodding his understanding.

      “If someone had discovered it before I stumbled into it,” Brianna said, “and they’d written an article in the news or on TV, then it would have been an exposé piece.”

      “What was Mia’s article supposed to be about?” Paula asked.

      “Flora said it was about Mia being homeless and supporting herself as a street musician.”

      “Don’t suppose she gave you any details on what this guy looked like?” Kirk F asked. “Like great big and hairy or really skinny with nerd glasses?”

      That got him some laughs and even a smile from Paula.

      “What? I don’t know about you, but I hate to think the dude doing this looks like any ordinary guy.”

      “Unfortunately, they do,” Carson said. “Ted Bundy got his victims by being handsome and charming.”

      Aaron nodded. “The BTK killer looked like everyone’s regular old father.”

      “That’s not very reassuring,” Paula said. “I’d rather the person who killed my friends look like the monster he is.”

      “I would, too,” Brianna agreed. Then she paused and tilted her head to one side. The way Aaron had seen her do on more than one occasion when she was trying to figure out a puzzle.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “It was something else Flora said to me.”

      “And that was?” He gently nudged her to tell them.

      “Flora thought he might be handsome because Mia had that look teenage girls get when they’re talking about the boy they have a crush on.”

      “Ah,” Paula and Katie both said as if they knew exactly what Brianna was saying.

      Aaron exchanged looks with Matt and Carson then Kirk F, who, as the most clueless among them, simply shrugged. “Okay, so we’re looking for someone on the Ted Bundy side of serial killers.”

      “Not necessarily,” Brianna said.

      “I thought you said it would be the kind of guy a girl would get a crush on?”

      “It’s not always about looks.” She sat a little straighter and her lips pressed into a thin line. The topic of looks had been a sore subject with her since he’d known her. Once, during one of their lunches she’d told him that it had taken her nearly being sold as a sex slave to learn that a person’s beauty or handsomeness could hide evil inside.

      “He could be average looking at first, but come across as charming,” Katie said, taking up the explanation.

      Paula nodded. “He could simply just pay attention to her.”

      “So, we’re looking for a handsome or charming journalist,” Aaron said, shifting his attention to Carson. The profiler had been conspicuously quiet, but observant while they discussed what they’d learned about their killer. Aaron didn’t know him very well, but the guy seemed to be contemplating something as they talked. “Got anything to add to that?”
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      “Was wondering if you could trade a shift with me tomorrow?”

      Stephen looked up from his computer to see Kevin standing there. The guy didn’t look like he belonged in a lab. Instead of the nerd with a white plastic pocket protector with pens and one mechanical pencil in it like some of them wore, this guy looked like a model in an ad for men’s underwear.

      “Kinda short notice, dude,” he said, going back to entering blood bag label codes into the system.

      “I know, but something came up and I really need tomorrow night off.” Kevin gave him a grin that suggested this was more than a little schedule change.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Who said it was a girl?” Kevin asked, looking over his shoulders as if he expected their boss to be standing right behind him.

      “Only one thing could have you this pushy for my help.”

      A grin split the dude’s face. “You guessed it. Been trying to get with her for months.”

      “I’ll be happy to work your evening shift tomorrow, if you do something for me,” he said, closing out the page he was working on.

      “Sure, whatever you need.”

      “Take this tray of whole blood over to the unit and scan them in for me,” he said, handing them over.

      “You got it.”

      He watched as Kevin donned a pair of latex gloves. He always wore gloves when handling blood. Their boss said he was the only blood-a-phobe she’d ever met who worked in a blood bank.
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      “This guy has an agenda,” Carson said.

      “Don’t all serial killers have one?” Matt asked. “Isn’t being a serial killer an agenda in and of itself?”

      Carson shook his head. “Killing is inherent in what they do, yes. But what they need to get from it drives how and why they kill. Take the Green River Killer. When he was interviewed after he was caught, he said he chose prostitutes because he hated most of them and they were easy to pick up. He did have sex with them and killed them during the process. He dumped the bodies where they would eventually be found but didn’t do it in such a way that called immediate attention to his crimes.”

      “By leaving them in heavily wooded areas near or around the Green River in Washington,” Kirk F said.

      That got him a nod from Carson. “A few he transported across the state line into Oregon and some of the dumpsites he littered with trash he found somewhere else, just to confuse the police.”

      “And our killer?” Aaron asked.

      “First, he’s highly organized. He’s methodical, plans out everything to the last detail. You have three crime scenes.”

      “Three?” Kirk F interrupted. “We only have two dead bodies.”

      “That you know of,” Carson said. “But for each of these killings there are three phases or crime scenes. The place where he procures his victim.” He held up his index finger. “Where he drains their blood and processes the body.” A second finger went up. “And where he stages them to be found.” Third finger. “The first crime scene is going to be consistent in where he comes in contact with his victims.”

      “Where the homeless hang out,” Paula quietly said from her spot on the sofa.

      “Right. Because we believe his victims are the forgotten part of our society, we can assume he’s stalking them where they feel comfortable.”

      Aaron nodded. “So, we’ll focus our search as we have been, following the pattern Brianna has made on Art’s movements.”

      “And the second crime scene has to be a private place,” Brianna said. “Because it would take time to drain them of their blood.”

      “Yeah, the blood banks I talked to all said there weren’t no machines that would just suck the blood out of you. Most of them just hook you up to an IV and let the blood flow out by gravity,” Kirk F said from his spot, pulling out a folded sheet of paper from his hip pocket. “There is a machine called an apheresis machine. But they said it separates part of the blood and gives you back part.”

      “Apheresis is the process of separating the red blood cells from the plasma, then returning the donor’s red blood cells back to them,” Katie explained to them all. “Sometimes hospitals need only plasma and platelets, but not the red cells for patients. A person can donate that more often, because red blood cells take about three months to reproduce in the body.”

      Aaron took a big breath and let out a long sigh. “So, we’re looking for a place big enough to house an industrial size freezer and private enough to let the killer slowly drain the blood from his victims.”

      “From what you’ve told us,” Matt said, looking at him, “the third crime scene is a complete crap shoot. The guy’s posing them in open, but out of the way places. No connection between them or to your victims, right?”

      “As far as we’ve determined,” Aaron said.

      “But they mean something to your killer.” Carson leaned forward and fixed his attention on Brianna. “Remember when we talked this morning and I asked you which direction Art was facing in the warehouse?”

      She nodded, suddenly sitting straighter. “And I said east. Then you pointed to Mia just as the sun rose high enough to shine on her face. She was facing the east, too.”

      “He posed them so they’d be looking into the sunlight,” Katie asked. “Is there some significance in that?”

      “Sunrise is the beginning of a new day,” Brianna said, looking at Aaron. “You told me that when I was in the hospital. I’d woken up after they’d done surgery on my left eye and face that first night. The sun was just coming up and it shone in my good eye and I complained about it. You told me, the sun rising always meant the beginning of a new day with no mistakes in it.”

      “I remember that,” he said. She’d looked so bruised, battered and betrayed lying there in that hospital bed, IV’s and monitors hooked up to her, half her face wrapped in bandages. He’d wanted her to prevent her from reliving all the trauma that had gotten her there, the mistakes she’d made or the men who’d disappointed and abused her.

      She gave him one of those whisper-of-a-smiles that melted his heart, then turned to Carson. “He’s cleaning their lives on the streets off of them, putting them in clothes that represents their lives before they fell on hard times and posing them in a spot where they’ll have the sunrise on their faces to give them a sort of resurrection?”

      The profiler nodded. “That’s what I believe.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “How’s she doing?” Matt asked as Katie came out to join him on the sofa in the living room. He’d taken off his shoulder holster and laid it on the end table, so his weapon was in easy reach.

      While she’d been giving Paula her breathing treatment and meds before bed, he’d secured the house and also cleaned up the kitchen. They’d divided up the chores like this at home ever since Russell had been born so that Katie wouldn’t feel overwhelmed each evening.

      The others had all left to follow up their mutual assignments. Carson was going to go search some FBI database on serial killers and blood draining. Kirk F went home to check on his Nana and return her plastic bowl and lid from the dumplings before spending time scouring the internet for abandoned meat packing plants with a surge in electrical use. Aaron and Brianna, along with Stanley had headed back downtown to see if they could find anyone who might identify their killer posing as a journalist.

      “She’s pretty good,” Katie said, snuggling in and pulling her phone out of her pocket and typing. “Has some rales in her lower lobes still, but otherwise, I’d say she’s on the mend.”

      “Who you talking to?” he asked with a nod to her phone.

      “Your mother. She’s says Russell’s having a ball.” She smiled and turned the phone to him, showing him a picture of their one-year-old son and his grandfather, both licking off the same ice cream cone.

      “I can see that. Is it too early for them to spoil him rotten?”

      Katie shook her head. “No. I love that your parents love all their grandchildren, and especially Russell. I want him to have a big, happy, loving family. Not the nightmare I grew up in.”

      “He’s in good hands.” Matt draped his arm around his wife’s shoulders and pulled her closer.

      Leaving Russell for the first time was hard on them both, but especially Katie. When her mother died, she’d left her to somehow survive in the Prophet’s cult all alone. They’d discussed her feeling like she was abandoning their son when she returned to work in the family’s new private security and investigation firm. He told her that leaving Russell with his mom or their paid sitter four days a week wasn’t her abandoning him in any form. She finally adjusted and the past four months had gone smoothly, but when Jake needed someone to come to Cleveland, they all knew that Katie’s special skills, both as a nurse and as a weapons expert, made her the perfect choice.

      “I know. I can’t help it. I miss him already.” She gave him a reassuring little smile. “But taking care of Paula is helping.”

      “Has she told you anything more about Art?” he asked, slowly rubbing his hand up and down her arm.

      “Nothing personal. She doesn’t have much family to count on. And other than Brianna, I doubt she has any friends, either.” She paused and a little shiver went through her. “Reminds me of myself when I was in the Witness Protection program. I had one person to count on.”

      “Castello.” When he’d first met Katie and saw her dependence on the big Marshall, he’d been a little jealous that she loved him. That was before he realized that their love was more like big brother and little sister. Now the guy was part of their family.

      “Yes,” Katie said with a grin. “Art was kind of Paula’s Castello. Or maybe she was his?”

      “Now she’s got us. And you know the Edgars—”

      “Once the Edgars take you in, you’re family, whether you like it or not,” she laughed.
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      “You think there will be another body tonight?” Brianna asked as she, Aaron and Stanley turned the corner into the next alley. They’d been to a shelter in the area two blocks up but no one they talked with knew anything about a journalist interviewing homeless people.

      “We don’t know what his pattern is for a fresh kill or how many he’s frozen like Mia.” Aaron slid his hand over hers and linked their fingers as they walked, Stanley’s leash in his other hand. “But he’s too perfect in his killing and his staging, so we know there’s more bodies out there somewhere. Will he leave us another tonight? I don’t know.”

      “Is it wrong for me to hope he does?” she asked, peeking up at him as they passed under a streetlight.

      He shook his head, resignation tightening his facial muscles. “I feel the same way. Because if we do find a body tonight, that gives us another clue about who he is and maybe gets us closer to stopping him. Also, the faster he moves, the more likely he is to make a mistake.”

      “And when he makes a mistake, that’s how we’ll catch him, right?”

      “Right.”

      Stanley gave a little yip and started pulling on his leash, his tail wagging, as they neared a trio of people seated on a low cement wall.

      “Looks like he’s found someone he knows,” Aaron said, speeding their pace a little to let the pup have the lead. Brianna matched him stride for stride.

      “Hey, Stan, my man,” the older of the two men said, dropping down to pet Stanley who happily licked his hand.

      With the white and grey blending into his dark beard, he looked to be about fifty, if Brianna had to guess, but in the few days of walking among the homeless she’d learned that life on the streets had a way of aging people. She’d also gotten used to the mixture of musky body odor, bad breath and the lingering scent of pot use that seemed to cling to everyone she met.

      “Looks like you got some people looking after you, pup,” the man said, sitting back to size up Aaron and then her. “You folks the cops that found old Art?”

      “Stanley found him,” Aaron said stepping forward to offer his hand to the man. “We just happened to be with him at the time. Name’s Aaron, this is Brianna.”

      “Name’s John, but I go by Hondo,” he said, shaking hands. He nodded at the white woman bundled inside the coat three sizes too big for her, who pulled out a piece of something from her coat pocket and offered it to Stanley. “That’s Carmen and he’s Yancy,” he said indicating the twitchy African American man sitting beside her.

      Aaron and Brianna nodded at them.

      “So, you knew Art?” Aaron asked.

      Hondo nodded. “Been on the streets ’bout twenty years now. Art was on ’em even longer than me. A good man to spend time talkin’ with. Sad to hear ’bout him.”

      “They say he had no blood,” Yancy said, his legs bouncing in a syncopated rhythm. “That a vampire got him.”

      “Is that true?” Carmen asked, her eyes shifting to the left and then the right as if she expected Vlad the Impaler to swoop in out of the dark.

      Brianna glanced at Aaron, who focused all his attention on the homeless woman. “There wasn’t a lot of blood at the scene where we found Art, but it wasn’t a vampire like in the movies. We’re pretty sure this was just an ordinary human.”

      Carmen gave a little nod and her eyes grew less wary.

      Brianna loved that about Aaron. He delivered bad news—no matter how awful or scary it was—in a straightforward way that made you feel more at ease simply because he respected you enough to give you that truth. And he treated everyone with that respect. Her, other cops, volunteers at the missions and even a homeless woman like Carmen. Brianna was pretty sure the only person he wouldn’t treat the same was the man killing innocent people.

      “So, maybe Art was kilt somewhere else? That’s where his blood is?” Hondo asked, handing a piece of bread down to Stanley, who was sitting by Aaron’s feet.

      “His body was definitely moved from where he was killed,” Aaron confirmed without saying anything more about the blood.

      Brianna was learning another thing about the detective. He’d answer truthfully when asked a direct question, but when possible, he also protected vital information to his case. Apparently, he was willing to let the trio assume that Art’s missing blood was simply on the floor of another place, not harvested by their killer.

      “We were wondering if Art ever mentioned to you about talking to a journalist?” Brianna asked, trying to help steer the conversation away from the blood factor.

      “Journalist?” Yancy asked, brows drawn down in confusion.

      Hondo gave him a friendly little backhand tap to the shoulder. “You know, one of them news people. The kind that puts stuff in the papers and magazines.”

      “We don’t read no newspapers,” Carmen said. “We just look at pictures in the magazines at the library or when I finds one in the trash.”

      Hondo just shook his head at his two companions. “I don’t remember Art sayin’ anything ’bout no journalist. But there has been some guy walkin’ round takin’ pictures of people. Sometimes he stops and talks with them. Never talked to me none.”

      “Do you know what he looked like?” Aaron asked with a quick glance at Brianna.

      At his signal, she pulled out her little note pad and pencil from her bag to write down the description.

      “Never seen the guy up close,” Hondo said. “I seen him outside the clinic where I gets my meds. He looks to be average size. Maybe a little shorter than me.”

      Hondo looked to be just under six feet to Brianna. She wrote both those facts down.

      “How about his build?” Aaron asked. “Heavy, thin?”

      “Kinda average, I guess. Hard to tell with everyone wearing winter coats. You know?” Hondo said. “He was white, or maybe light skinned Mexican. Definitely no brother.”

      Brianna jotted that down, then paused. “Did he take a picture of you?”

      “Not me, but some of the others, like Art and Steroid Kyle.”

      “Steroid Kyle?”

      “Yeah,” Yancy said, standing up and flexing his muscles like a body builder. “Dude looked like he was on steroids. Like a lineman for the Browns.”

      “Was he a former player?” Brianna asked, with another quick glance at Aaron, who appeared to be thinking the same thing as her. Their killer wanted special people. People whose former lives would make a statement. Art the war vet. Mia the concert violinist. A former football player might be just what he was looking for.

      “Played a few years professional like, but weren’t the Browns,” Hondo said, as if that was the only team that mattered. “Said he was drafted high up out of college.”

      “Did he mention which one?” Aaron asked.

      Hondo shook his head. “Not sure, but it weren’t a big one like the Buckeyes. I’d a remembered that.” He pointed to his faded Ohio State baseball cap. Apparently, like most people in the state, he was a big fan.

      “Do you know where we can find Steroid Kyle?”

      “He usually hangs out near the gas station over on Cedar and Fifty-Fifth,” Hondo said. “There’s an old empty building behind it some of the guys use.”

      “You’ve been a great help,” Aaron said, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out his business cards and a three twenty-dollar bills, handing one to each of the trio. “Let me buy y’all some dinner. And if you see the photographer journalist again, would you give me a call?”

      “Sure thing,” they all said, quickly pocketing the money.

      Aaron scooped up Stanley and they headed back to where they’d parked the old sedan.

      “We’re going to the gas station, aren’t we?” Brianna asked as she buckled herself into the passenger seat, then took Stanley into her lap.

      “Next logical step.” Aaron put the car in gear and pulled out. “If we’re lucky, Steroid Kyle will be there and can tell us more about the mysterious journalist.”

      “And if he’s not there?” she asked, not even wanting to think they had the name of the next victim.

      The small muscle in Aaron’s jaw flexed in his tense jaw as he concentrated on driving. “Then we ask more questions.”
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      The light drizzle started as they pulled into the gas station’s lot.

      “Look’s like the cold front they promised is moving in,” Brianna said as they climbed out of the car. She set Stanley back in her seat. “You stay here, little guy, no use in all of us getting wet.”

      Aaron watched her over the hood of the car.

      “What? If he gets wet, then we have to smell wet dog the rest of the night,” she said, as if daring him to make some sarcastic comment to her.

      He wasn’t falling into that trap. Instead, he just lifted one corner of his mouth in a little smile.

      “Couldn’t agree more,” he said, pressing the lock button on the old car before closing his door.

      They walked briskly into the service station’s little store, passing a few people huddled under the overhang outside to stay dry. Inside they found one person shopping for beer and snacks—probably the driver of the pickup parked near one of the gas pumps they passed as they parked. The manager—a man of middle eastern or possibly eastern Mediterranean decent around thirty years of age—sat behind a glass enclosure. Aaron would bet it was bullet proof. Any smart owner would be sure of that in this neighborhood, especially if you were a twenty-four-hour service shop like this one.

      “I’m going to see if they have any snacks for Stanley,” Brianna said, heading down one of the aisles.

      Aaron waited a moment, making sure the other shopper—a tall, heavy-set white man—didn’t do anything more than watch her for a second before going back to studying the snacks. Satisfied she wasn’t in any danger, Aaron stepped up to the cashier’s window and flashed his police ID. “Good evening.”

      The slightly startled store manager glanced around behind Aaron before focusing on him. “Good evening, officer. Is something wrong?”

      People were being abducted, tortured to death and left in some psycho’s weird game of Clue. Yeah, the guy didn’t need to hear that.

      “Nothing to do with you or your station, sir. I just want to ask you some questions about the regulars that come in and maybe hang out nearby,” he said, using his most calming voice. He needed the man relaxed and willing to talk.

      “You mean the homeless people, don’t you?” The man had no accent, so Aaron assumed he was raised in the Cleveland area.

      “Yeah,” Aaron shifted to the side and leaned in on his left elbow to talk casually and still leave the manager a visual of his store beyond the glass. “We heard a guy named Steroid Kyle sometimes hangs out near here.”

      “Kinda big? Like a body builder or football player?”

      Aaron gave a half grin. “Something like that.”

      “Never knew his name, but he does look like he takes steroids. So, yeah, I’ve seen him. Guy usually comes in late at night almost every night, scores a ton of carb snacks and candy. Which if he’s doing ’roids makes perfect sense.” The manager moved to the register as the other customer deposited a six-pack of beer, two bags of chips and a pack of beef jerky on the counter.

      While he waited for the transaction to finish, Aaron scanned outside the area where he could see the few people trying to stay dry and the pumps beyond. Another vehicle pulled in and the driver got out to pump gas. No one approached him and after filling his tank, he drove off. The rain was starting to pick up and the stragglers outside walked through the lot and turned to hurry into the empty building behind the station.

      Nothing to worry about outside. Aaron shifted his gaze to find Brianna, who had moved to where the pops were stored in the cold section. She caught his eye, lifted the pack of puppy treats in her hand and grinned. He shook his head, but grinned, too. Stanley might not know it yet, but the pup had just landed a new home with someone who would spoil him rotten.

      “So, what did this Steroid dude do?” the manager asked, finished with his customer who left the shop.

      “We don’t know that he’s done anything illegal, just want to talk with him,” Aaron said. “Have you seen him around lately?”

      The other man drew his brows down in concentration, stared at the floor just beyond Aaron’s boot and thought a few moments. “Come to think of it, dude hasn’t been in here a while. Maybe…maybe two weeks?” He paused, then like a light going off over his head, his face lit up. “Yeah, two weeks ago. Came in while I was watching the first Cleveland baseball game on television,” he said pointing at the little TV inside his enclosed workspace.

      “The one they won in eleven innings?” Aaron asked, remembering how he’d stayed up late to catch that one, too.

      The manager grinned. “Always good when they take down the Motor City kitties.” A local reference to the team’s inner conference rivals, the Detroit Tigers.

      “Was anyone with him?” Aaron asked as Brianna approached, her arms laden with her finds.

      Again, the other man considered the question. “No, he was by himself.”

      Brianna deposited her things onto the counter and went to get her wallet. Aaron stopped her. “I got this.” Before she could protest, because she always protested when he tried to pay for things, he stopped her with a shake of his head. “We’ll expense account this.”

      She accepted the explanation without argument and Aaron had to wonder if she’d acquiesce as easily if he expense-accounted their next lunch. The idea made him smile inwardly. He’d have to give it a try.

      “Do you know where this Steroid Kyle might hang out at night?” he asked as the store manager rang up her purchases.

      “Sometimes I find him asleep out back when I leave in the mornings. Lots of the homeless do. But that’s only when the weather’s good.” He nodded at the now heavy rain outside. “Night like this? Most of them move into the abandoned building behind us.”

      “Have you ever seen a guy that acted like a news journalist come into your store? Maybe carrying a camera with a big lens on it?” Brianna asked as Aaron slid his credit card across for payment.

      The manager nodded. “There’s a guy that comes by kinda regular. Not every day, but enough that I thought he must work near here.”

      Brianna glanced up at Aaron and he nodded for her to continue.

      “You don’t happen to know if he was on foot or if he drove in?”

      “Dude drives. It’s an old white van, like the kind that carries cold stuff in it. No logos. Usually only fills up. Doesn’t buy anything inside.” He paused. “At least not when I’m here.”

      “Did you ever see him talking with the homeless outside the store?” Aaron asked. “Maybe even Steroid Kyle?”

      This time the guy just shrugged. “Don’t know that I paid much attention.”

      Okay. Time to shift gears.

      “Do you have security cameras?”

      “Two inside,” the manager pointed to the one over the door pointing towards the register area and the one behind him facing into the store aisles. “And two outside.” He pointed to the far right and then the far left. “But not gonna do you much good.”

      “They don’t work,” Aaron said, resigned to the fact that many businesses had security cameras installed just to give the illusion of surveillance, but didn’t pay to have them actually function.

      “Oh, they work,” the other man said. “Just we only keep them for a week. So, everything beyond that was dumped. Your Steroid guy isn’t going to be on any of our tapes.”

      Aaron let out a frustrated huff. Great. Another cost-saving practice that was going to prevent him from finding the killer. He put his credit card back in his wallet, then pulled out a business card and slide that over to him. “Thanks, anyways. If the van comes back can you give me a call. Don’t approach the man, just call, okay?”

      “Sure thing,” he said and picked up the card to read it.

      With his hand on Brianna’s back, they headed towards the door. She stopped suddenly and he barely kept from bowling her over before she turned back to the store manager. “Is there any way you can get us a copy of the past week anyways?”

      The guy shrugged. “I can have the boss email you the files in the morning. That soon enough?”

      “Perfect. That would be so sweet of you.” She gave him one of those melt-you-where-you-stand smiles and the guy almost turned to liquid.

      “You know that little act of yours is deadly,” Aaron whispered to her as they turned to leave again.

      She chuckled, that husky little sound she made when truly amused. “Sometimes you just need a little sweetness to get what you want.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind if you ever use it on me,” he said and darted to open the car door, unlocking hers from his side.

      “I’m pretty sure you won’t have to worry about me trying to manipulate you like that,” she said, lifting Stanley into her lap and opening the bag of bacon flavored dog treats to give him one.

      “Oh really? And why not?”

      “Because I’m pretty sure you’re immune to my feminine wiles,” she said, with another husky laugh.

      Like hell he was, he thought, shifting his seat to adjust his suddenly tighter jeans. “Not sure I’d agree with that statement after our kiss last night.”

      “So, what now?” she asked, turning in her seat towards him.

      With the rain pounding on the car and streaming over the windows blocking some of the light from the service stations fluorescent lights and her looking at him so earnestly with those big blue eyes, the intimacy of the front seat of his car took over his good senses. The need to touch and taste her hit him like a three-hundred-pound lineman on the snap of the football. He slipped one hand up behind her neck and pulled her closer, claiming her mouth with his.

      She came willingly, opening her lips to let him slide his tongue inside, then teasing him with her own. His heart rate kicked up several paces and his cock grew even thicker against the fly of his jeans. The temperature in the car rose and he hadn’t even started the engine. When her soft hand cupped the side of his face, he leaned into it, keeping the pressure on her mouth, willing her to understand just how much he wanted her, wanted to be with her.

      Reaching his other arm out, he pulled her closer, wanting to feel her breasts pressed against his chest.

      “Yip!”

      They jumped apart.

      “Oh, did we squish you?” Brianna said, holding Stanley up to her breasts and soothing him.

      “Guess we forgot he was here,” Aaron said with a bit of harsh chuckle as he ran his hand over his neck to keep from reaching for hers again.

      She smiled one of those half-whisper ones she seemed to save for him.

      Leaning back against the driver’s door he studied her. Even in the dimmed light filtering into the car, he saw the light pink on her cheeks. Probably stupid of him, but knowing he put that blush on her face stroked that inner caveman he tried very hard to keep hidden around her. She’d had too many guys in her life try to protect and dominate her. What he wanted from her was so much more.

      “Now that we got that out of the way,” Brianna said and that smile got a little more teasing, which of course made him want to repeat the kiss even more, “what are we going to do about finding Steroid Kyle?”

      And, back to business.

      “The rain is coming down steady and will probably keep going all night,” he said, looking out the rearview mirror at the empty street behind them.

      “The store manager seemed to think that Steroid Kyle hung out in that abandoned building behind this place.” Brianna nodded in that direction. “What if he’s in there right now?”

      “True. But Steroid Kyle isn’t the only one who uses that place as a flop house. The last thing I want to do tonight is search a possible drug den full of addicts or homeless people on a rainy night.” Especially with his only backup being a very sexy, smart woman and one ferocious, scrawny little pup.

      “What if the killer has already killed him and deposited him there? He did that with Art. If one of those people taking shelter in there finds a posed body, won’t they disturb the crime scene? Destroy some evidence we might need?”

      She was right and they both knew it.

      “Tell you what we’ll do,” he said turning on the car and pushing the windshield wiper button before reaching for his phone. “I’m going to get a few patrol cars to come down and do a sweep of the place. They can roust anyone inside and if they find Steroid Kyle alive, they can put him protective custody. If they find a body, then we’ll preserve the crime scene and spend another night with the Crime Scene investigators.”

      “If they find a body? Aren’t we going to go in, too?”

      He punched in a number on his phone and waited for the dispatcher to pick up. “Nope.”
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      “You are so lucky,” he said as he hooked the sprayer nozzle up to the disinfectant container. “Because of the rain, you’re going to get a thorough cleansing and a nice cool stay in the freezer.”

      Pulling his plastic medical visor in place so he’d be protected from any germs on the donor’s body and the chemicals needed to cleanse him, yet still be able to watch his artwork.

      The airbrush nozzle worked so much better than a cloth or even the painter’s brush he’d tried before. The sprayer distributed the bleach into every nook and cranny—even the wrinkles of that old army vet. It saved him so much time. It also let him focus on the minor details. Like any good artist, he needed to perfect his style.

      He chuckled.

      “That’s me, Pablo Picasso of the dead.”

      He couldn’t help it if he enjoyed his work. It was important work and people were going to start to recognize his contributions to society.
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        * * *

      

      “How much longer do you think it will take them?” Brianna asked, munching on one of the chocolate, cranberry and granola bars she’d scored in the service station store. Of course, Aaron, being a guy and not someone who had to worry about every carb and calorie he consumed, downed the two Snickers bars she’d gotten.

      She glanced into the backseat where Stanley had curled up in a ball, his stomach full of bacon treats.

      “Don’t know, they have to be sure no one inside is Steroid Kyle,” Aaron shifted in his seat to look at her instead of the empty building across the street from where they parked. “There are at least four floors and depending on how many rooms, it could take them another hour.”

      They’d already been outside waiting an hour. She’d never been good at waiting for things. Inwardly she sighed. That was before. Lately, she’d gotten pretty good at being patient. Look how long she’d known Aaron and other than some explosive kisses, they hadn’t moved beyond first base.

      Yeah, and thinking about that kiss they’d had earlier, she’d better find some other kind of distraction or she might be doing the horizontal mambo vertically and in the driver’s side of this old heap.

      “You know what we haven’t talked about?” she asked and smiled inside when he lifted one brow and immediately zeroed in on her lips. Good. She was glad she wasn’t the only one still thinking about that kiss.

      “The blood.”

      If she hadn’t been watching him intently, she would’ve missed the slight surprise in his eyes, it was so quickly gone.

      “There is no blood. We know he’s taking almost all of it from his victims.”

      “I know that,” she said, taking another bite of the bar and chewing it before continuing. “What I want to know is, what do you think he’s doing with it?”

      “He could be drinking it.”

      “Eww,” she said and smacked him on the arm. “You said that just to be gross.”

      Aaron chuckled. “Not really. There is a condition where some people crave and drink blood.”

      “You’re serious.”

      He nodded. “It’s commonly called Renfield syndrome.”

      “After the character in the Dracula stories?” She shivered, remembering how scared she’d been seeing the movie as a teen with Abby. They’d both had a big crush on Keanu Reeves at the time.

      “I think someone named it that as a joke,” Aaron said with a lift of the corner of his lips. “But there is a history of a few people with psychological problems who drink blood and at least a few serial killers who did drink the blood of their victims.”

      “And you just happen to know this because you’re a walking encyclopedia?”

      “No. That’s usually your thing.”

      “My thing?” She sat straighter as a spark of anger at his comment shot through her.

      “Yes,” he said, reaching over to run one finger down her cheek. “You’re the only person I know who can rattle off statistics at the drop of a hat.”

      “Those are numbers. They’re kind of my thing.”

      “I know. I love that about you.”

      She stared into his eyes a moment. No one in her life had ever said they thought her statistics quotes and love of numbers were anything but annoying.

      “I don’t know any odd facts about people who drink blood. Why do you?”

      He laughed. “I only know it because I looked it up two days ago when I was on your couch and couldn’t sleep.”

      “Oh.” She stumbled trying to get her bearings a little. In all her life, she hadn’t met a man who could spin her emotions and thoughts in so many directions and tilt her off course. Think. What were they talking about? Oh yeah, the blood problem.

      “If he’s not drinking the blood, and I don’t even want to think about that, what else could he be doing with it?”

      “There’s no telling,” Aaron said, staring out the window into the rainy night.

      Brianna finished munching on her snack and put the wrapper in the plastic bag from the service station, then took a long drink from the bottle of water they’d gotten there. Then an idea—a horrible, horrible idea—hit her.

      “What if…” she started, then stopped, trying to clear the idea out of her mind before saying it.

      “What if?” Aaron said, once again focusing on her.

      Okay, she was going to have to give the thought voice.

      “What if he’s not just collecting their blood, but somehow putting it into the local blood bank system?”

      The lack of shocking surprise on Aaron’s face told her he’d already considered this a possibility but hadn’t wanted to say it any more than she had.

      “That’s the biggest problem,” he said, rubbing both his cheeks with his hands. “One we’re going to have to tackle in the morning.”

      “What if the blood is contaminated somehow?” Another sick feeling hit her. “Mia was an IV drug user. What if she had HIV or AIDS?”

      “You knew her better than anyone. When she was at the shelter, was she tested for it?” he asked.

      Brianna relaxed a little. “Yes, she was. We always do a workup on our clients. Not to refuse them entrance, because the shelter takes any woman in immediate danger, but so that the staff is aware if they need special medications or trips to the doctor. I would’ve been told if Mia was HIV positive.”

      “I’ll have the forensic blood work back on her,” he glanced at his watch, “later today. But for now we’ll assume she was still negative.”

      “Did you already have her and Art tested because you were worried about contaminated blood hitting the blood supply?”

      “Wish I could take credit for it, but Ramos said that given the lack of blood of the victims, they’d run the tests just in case.”

      “Smart woman.”

      “She is. Gives Jaylon a lot of grief,” he said with a little grin.

      “Are they a couple?”

      Aaron gave a short laugh. “He wishes, but like you said, she’s a smart woman. Knows a player when she meets one. I like my partner. Smart. Good at thinking outside the box. Hard worker. But relationship material? He’s got a lot of maturing before he meets that qualification. At least he does if he wants to hook up with someone on Ramos’s level.”

      “Oh, he does,” Brianna said. She’d seen it in how the younger detective couldn’t keep his eyes off the coroner’s investigator whenever she was close by. She’d dated enough men to pick up the signs of interest in any male. Even Aaron, who managed to control his better than any man she’d ever met.

      Movement across the street caught their attention, as the four uniformed officers they’d sent in to search the abandoned building exited, three headed for their squad cars, one running through the rain towards them. Stanley growled low and jumped into Brianna’s lap as Aaron rolled down his window.

      “Find anything?” he asked.

      “No, sir. No one fitting your description of the steroid guy.”

      Brianna leaned closer. “I hate to ask, but you didn’t find a dead body, did you?”

      The officer shook his head. “No, ma’am. And we searched every inch of that place.”

      “Good. Thanks for handling that for us,” Aaron said, briefly shaking hands with the other man before letting him run back to his cruiser then rolled up his window.

      Aaron waited for both cruisers to leave before he pulled out onto the road. He glanced in his rearview mirror and Brianna swiveled around to look back at the old brick building.

      “I don’t see anyone,” she said, straining to look through the rain.

      “I don’t either. Just wanted to be sure someone wasn’t watching and would go in after we all left.”

      “So now back to the safehouse?” she asked, turning around and snuggling Stanley close.

      “No. Home.”

      “Home as in?” She left the question hanging.

      Aaron glanced at her. “Your place.”

      “I thought Stanley was staying at the safehouse under police protection?”

      “He will be. I’ll be there.”
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      It was another hour before they pulled into her garage, having stopped by the precinct to switch out the old sedan for her car.

      “I’ll take Stanley out back before we lock up for the night,” Aaron said when they entered her condo.

      “You know, I’ve got a very good security system here. Luke and Abby made sure of it,” Brianna said, feeling more nervous with him right now than she had with any other man in her life.

      He closed the distance between them, cupping the side of her face with his big, warm hand. “I know that. But I also know we’ve been searching for a very smart, organized killer. More than likely, we’ve either seen him in passing or even talked with him. So, I’m not leaving you alone until he’s caught.” He leaned forward and kissed her softly, withdrawing before the little spark of heat between them could flame into something more. He stared down at her with those green-grey eyes that reminded her of a spruce Christmas tree. “Nothing else is going to happen between us tonight that you don’t want to happen. If that means I sleep on your amazingly comfortable couch again, I’m fine with that. You are in total control. Got it?”

      Her heart pounding, a lump in her throat and her mouth suddenly dry, all she could do was nod.

      “Good. Now, I have to get this little guy outside before he busts a kidney on your kitchen floor.”

      She looked down to see Stanley patiently sitting between their feet, his little tail wagging. Seeing the hopeful look in his big brown eyes beneath the crazy hair sticking up in all directions, she relaxed and let out a little laugh.

      “Okay, you guys go visit the bushes in the backyard. I’m going to have a glass of wine.” She lifted one brow at Aaron. “Do you want one?”

      “Red?” he asked.

      “I’ve got some.”

      “Come on, boy,” he said, tugging on Stanley’s leash and grabbing the umbrella she kept hanging on a hook by the garage door.

      As the pair exited the kitchen for her backyard, she pulled down two wine glasses from her cabinet then leaned against her counter with her elbows locked and inhaled deeply, then slowly exhaled. It had been a long time since she’d been intimate with a man.

      Three years, four months and twenty-two days.

      She’d grown quite comfortable with her own company and used to the idea that she didn’t need a man or sex to make her complete. An idea that would’ve been unfathomable to her former self.

      So, what was this about tonight? Was she relapsing into that old insecure woman? One who manipulated men with sex to take care of her, to use them to give her a sense of self-worth?

      Giving herself a shake, she looked through her wine selections. She’d started collecting them a number of years ago when she’d dated a huge wine connoisseur. The guy spent tons of money on expensive wines, but he did teach her about different kinds, how to tell a good one, and she managed to find some she liked.

      So, for this night she chose one of her favorites—a Smith and Hook Cabernet Sauvignon. It had a bit of a cocoa and blackberry taste to it, two of her favorite things. She opened the bottle to let it air a moment before pouring two glasses, not too full but definitely enough to make them take the time to savor it. Her nerves were jittery, and she needed to relax.

      You are in total control.

      Aaron wasn’t being manipulated. He was also not trying to dominate her, unlike almost every man she’d known before. He’d made his desire for her—her, not just her body, but her the person inside—obvious by his touch, his kisses, the rather impressive erection she’d felt pressed up against her when he held her. Without a doubt the man wanted her.

      He also respected her. From the moment they’d started this investigation, he’d kept her part of it. When she’d wanted to go find Paula, he could’ve gone all He-man on her and told her she had no business going to that part of town and he’d go take care of it. Instead, he’d included her in every aspect of finding and caring for her friend, securing Art’s crime scene, and identifying Mia. More than once he’d let her take the lead in the questioning of not only her friend, but the other homeless people and volunteers they’d spoken to.

      And tonight, he was giving her the choice if they stepped over the line they’d been tightrope walking into intimacy, or continued as friends dancing around the sexual arousal their nearness seemed to intensify.

      Was she ready? Could she change the dynamic rapport they’d developed? Did she want to? Would it make things awkward between them? Or, would it become something deeper, something stronger?

      Before she could contemplate those questions any further, the backdoor opened and in came the wet duo.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have a towel?” Aaron asked.

      Laughing, she hurried over to the dryer. “I just happen to have done a load of towels a few days ago and haven’t had time to fold them.” She pulled out two, one she handed to Aaron, the other she squatted down and wrapped Stanley in before gathering him into her arms. “Geesh, you smell like a wet dog.”

      He tilted his head at her as if to say, Duh, I am one, then licked her face as she toweled him down.

      “Okay, that’s enough.” She laughed again and set him down on the floor, where he proceeded to the doggy shake, complete with the whap-a-whap-a flapping of his little ears. Then he trotted into her living room and made himself at home on the pillow he’d slept on last night.

      “You can set your alarm now,” Aaron said taking the towel from her and putting them both in her dirty hamper in front of her washer. Then he hung his coat up on an empty hook by the garage door and hung the umbrella next to it.

      By the time he was done, she’d entered the code to her alarm system and had corked the bottle of wine.

      “It’s a cabernet that I like,” she said, handing him a glass of wine then headed into the living room.

      Aaron turned off the lights in the laundry and kitchen as he followed her, trying not to think if the offer of wine meant she’d made her decision. Making assumptions in his work lead to mistakes. He wasn’t about to risk assuming something as important as his relationship with Brianna in his private life. No matter what she’d decided, he’d go with it. He kicked off his shoes, stowing them under the end table and took a seat on the end of the leather sofa as she used the remote control to turn on the gas fireplace.

      “When Luke and Abby were looking for a new condo for me, I asked them to get one with a fireplace. It takes the chill off the air even in the summer when the lake-affect storms roll through over Lake Erie,” she said, sitting next to him on the sofa, her body pressed into his side.

      He draped his arm over her shoulder and took a drink of the wine. “Mmm, that’s a nice wine.”

      “It’s not too dry, and I like the bits of coca and blackberry in it.”

      Nervous babbling.

      Aaron hid his smile and leaned down to kiss her on the top of her head. “I like those two flavors, too.”

      She shifted her head to look up at him, bringing her lips closer to his. He moved just enough to take what she was offering in a slow, easy kiss. Then he sat back and licked his lips.

      “Mmm, blackberry and chocolate.” Watching her take another drink of her wine, he set his glass on the end table beside him. Then turned to sample the wine on her lips once more. “And I really like them on you.”

      She took another drink but didn’t swallow and kissed him deeply, letting some of the wine slip into his mouth. He swallowed it and pulled her closer, but she braced her hand against his chest and pushed him away just enough to give her room to drink in the last little bit from her glass and set it on the table next to his. Then she repeated the kiss, sharing her wine with him.

      Heat coursed through him.

      Hands on her hips he pulled her closer, until she was straddling his lap, her knees on either side of his thighs and her breasts crushed tight against his chest, as he kissed her like a drunkard needing more taste of the fermented grapes. When her soft hand cupped his face and she pressed her body closer to his, he swept his tongue over hers and sampled the wine, tasting the cocoa and blackberry and her.

      A low moan escaped him as he pressed her hips down so that her heat nestled against his cock straining at the zipper of his jeans. For the past three years he’d been celibate. Not because he’d lost his interest in sex. The problem was there was only one woman who interested him since the day he met her. And right now, she was seated firmly on his lap.

      A matching soft purr came from Brianna and he knew he had to slow things down before he embarrassed himself right there on her couch. Easing his pressure on her mouth and rubbing one hand slowly up and down her back, he moved her back just a little. The dazed and puzzled look in her big blue eyes as she opened them almost blew up his good intentions.

      “Why?” she whispered in that very sexy voice of hers.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked, praying he wasn’t making a wrong move.

      She blinked, then lifted the corners of her lips. “Yes, very sure.”

      Thank God.

      “Then I’d rather have my first time with you be more horizontal.” He peeked around her to where Stanley lay watching them. “And without a four-legged audience.”

      That got him a husky laugh. She wiggled off his lap and reached for the remote for the fireplace as he stood. Then she headed towards her bedroom. He started to follow, but stopped to eye Stanley, who was now standing as if to follow.

      “Stay.”

      The pup sank back down onto his pillow with his head over his paws as if in a pout.

      “Too bad, buddy.”

      When he walked into her bedroom, he stopped and sucked in his breath. Brianna was bent over shimmying her jeans off her hips, her blouse already discarded on the bench at the foot of her bed. Slowly she stood, laying her jeans over her blouse and turned to face him in just her pink bra and matching panties, reminding him of one of those old-fashioned men’s pinup calendar models.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, after running his eyes from her head to her toe and back up.

      Slowly she approached him, until she was barely an inch from him. She slid her hands up his chest, stopping at the top button of his shirt. Leaning in, she pressed her lips to his once more as she slipped the button through the hole.

      He rested his hands on her hips and pulled her in tight against his.

      She slipped another button free.

      Wanting to feel more of her skin, he slid his hands up the firm muscles of her back to the bottom of her bra.

      “Not yet,” she whispered and loosened another button and then another.

      Obeying her soft demand, he kept his hands splayed across her back, his fingers touching along her spine as yet another button slipped its moor.

      When she finally had all the buttons undone, she pushed the edges of his shirt open and leaned forward to kiss his sternum, then licked up to his neck, his legs nearly buckling.

      “Mmm, you taste so good.”

      “Now?” he asked, his fingers poised over the fastenings of her bra.

      “Please.”

      With the effort of years of practice, he had her bra open in seconds, his hands pulling the straps off her shoulders and down her arms. She moved back just enough to let him bare her breasts, her pointed nipples grazing his chest with every breath she took. He tossed the bra towards where her clothes had landed earlier as she pushed his shirt off his arms to land at their feet. When he slipped his thumbs into the waistband of her silk panties, she shook her head.

      “Not yet,” she whispered and pressed her lips to his in another sultry kiss.

      Clearly, she meant to torment him, make him pay for slowing down the raging need that had hit them both on the couch. Okay. Two could play this game.

      Shifting his hands, he cupped her breasts, letting his thumbs graze against her nipples. She sucked in her breath as she unfastened his belt and opened the button on his jeans. He teased her nipples again, making her lick her lips.

      When her fingers started to lower the zipper on his fly, he switched tactics and pinched both nipples hard.

      “Oh, God.” It was her turn to get a little wobbly.

      She slipped her hands into the waistband of his pants and underwear, sliding them back until she gripped him by his ass cheeks. “I have been wanting to do this for so long,” she whispered. “You have such a fine ass, detective.”

      He chuckled but took the moment to cup and squeeze her breasts. “I’ve wanted to do this for a very, very long time,” he said before lowering his mouth to her left breast and sucking on the perky nipple begging for his attention.

      After that, things moved quickly. Finally, naked, they lay stretched out on her bed, him nestled between her spread thighs, his chest on her abdomen and his hands and mouth lathing both breasts with heated attention, alternating from one nipple to the other. Grazing his flesh with her nails, she slid her hands from his shoulders down to his lower back then back up again, arching her back to offer him her breasts.

      “It’s been so long,” she moaned, barely above a whisper.

      He shifted to the other breast, thrusting his hips forward to run the length of his condom-sheathed cock between her pussy lips. “For me, too, sweetness,” he said before latching on to suckle again.

      “How…long?” she said through a gasp.

      Setting his hands on either side of her body, he changed his position, lifting up to stare down into her passion-filled eyes, his cock poised to enter her. “Since the day I met you.”

      With one steady thrust he filled her completely.

      “Ohhh,” she moaned arching her body to thrust her hips against his. Tightening her muscles, she clenched him inside her, wrapped her legs around his thighs and gripped his ass cheeks once more. “You feel so good.”

      With a growl, he pulled back slightly, then thrust in again, at the same time latching onto where her neck and shoulder met.

      More heat sizzled through her. “Yes. More please.”

      Taking her plea as permission, he took control, sliding out to the tip, then pushing deep back inside.

      Slowly at first.

      She gasped and dug her nails into his flesh with each thrust. It stimulated him to quicken the pace, driving her closer to the edge.

      “Oh, oh,” she moaned, just before he covered her mouth with his and plunged in deep and hard one last time.

      Her body tightened as she reached the pinnacle and fell over into blissful passion, clinging tightly to his shuddering body as she rode the waves slowly to the shore. He eased his kiss, then released her lips to lay his head face down next to hers.

      “I’ve never…” She paused to suck in air.

      “Never what?” he muttered into her ear.

      “Never came at the same time as—”

      He claimed her mouth once more in a hard, possessive kiss. Rocking his body against hers, sending more aftershocks of little orgasms through her. “Oh, God.”

      Then he lifted slightly, bracing his body on one forearm as he swept the sweaty strands of her hair off her face, a look of pure masculine satisfaction in his eyes. “I like that I’m the only one that’s ever given you that.”

      Her heart swelled as she stared up at him and all of a sudden, she was sixteen again. “I like it, too.”

      With a smile, he kissed her quickly, then slid off her body and climbed out of bed. She turned on her side and watched his fine ass strut towards her bathroom. Her nails had left a light scoring on his back and it made her giggle.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked when he returned, pulling her up against him to rest her head on his chest.

      “I left my mark on you,” she said and wiggled the French-manicured nails on her right hand at him.

      He grasped her hand and brought it to his lips, kissing her knuckles. “Yes, you did a long time ago. Tonight, just put the exclamation mark on it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You got any more in that bottle?” the doctor asked.

      “Not this one,” he said, holding it upside down to let the last drop of whiskey fall out onto the asphalt.

      “Damn.” The former surgeon swiped the dirty sleeve of his jacket over his lips. His reddened, rheumy eyes begged for more of the liquor he’d drowned in since leaving prison.

      “I got more,” he said, leaving the idea hanging in the damp rainy atmosphere surrounding their spot underneath the interstate overpass where they’d taken shelter.

      The older man’s eyes lit up. “Well, bring it out.”

      “Can’t, I left it over in my motel room.”

      “You got a warm room? What are you doing out on a night like this?”

      He chuckled. “Same as you. Got caught by that sudden rainstorm that blew in off the lake.”

      The doctor nodded. “Damn lake-effect rain and snow. One of the few things I hate about Cleveland.”

      “Looks like there’s a break in the weather.” He stood and held out his hand into the drizzle that was now coming down. “Might head on over to my room before it gets worse. That new bottle is just waiting on me to crack it open.” He paused, to let the temptation of more liquor stimulate this guy’s craving button. “You’re welcome to come help me.”
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      The email alert went off on Aaron’s phone as Brianna walked into her kitchen. Seated at her kitchen table drinking a cup of coffee, with Stanley seated on his lap, he pushed a few buttons on his phone. She smiled at the pair and went to her coffee maker to slip her favorite flavor of single cup coffee into the top, expecting to find the empty one of his still inside.

      It was empty. She smiled and reached for a coffee cup in her cupboard.

      Of course, he cleaned up after himself, this was Aaron after all. Neat. Precise. Spending one night with her hadn’t changed him.

      When she’d awakened this morning with him snuggled spoon style to her back, she’d thought things would be awkward, strained. Instead, he’d made love to her again, leaving her wishing she could stay in bed with him the rest of the day. But he’d climbed out of bed asking if she minded if he showered first before they headed back to the homicide unit for a briefing with Special Agent Smith, bringing her back to reality.

      Someone was killing people and they had to stop him.

      Her coffee ready, she doctored it with some of the French Vanilla creamer from her fridge before joining him at the table.

      “The Department of Veteran’s Affairs finally got back to me,” he said, looking up at her. “They’ve identified Art.”

      She stopped with her cup half-way to her lips and both brows raised in question. “Well?”

      “Arthur James McKibben was born in nineteen-forty-six, so he was seventy-four years old.”

      “Fits the timeline for being a Vietnam Vet and the elderly man we saw in the factory the other night.”

      Aaron nodded, then went back to reading from his phone. “He was awarded the Silver Star and the Distinguished Service Cross for his participation in Operation Apache Snow.” He paused a moment. “That’s known as Hamburger Hill.”

      “Wasn’t that a movie?”

      He nodded again. “Also, huge casualties and then the Army abandoned it a month later fueling the anti-war movement at home.”

      “Does his file list any family members?” She didn’t like thinking his family would find out he’d been murdered, but she would want to know if something had happened to someone she loved—like Abby or Aaron.

      Whoa. Where had that come from? She knew she loved Abby like a sister, but Aaron? Was she thinking she was in love with him because they’d slept together? Was she falling back into that trap she’d learned years ago?

      “Says here he had a sister and brother, as well as a wife and daughter,” he continued reading, then looked up at her with sadness in his eyes. Despite all the horror he saw daily in his work, horror they’d both witnessed the past few days, this man was capable of deep compassion for others.

      And that’s when it really hit her.

      She’d made love to him because she loved him.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, laying his hand on hers.

      She blinked and focused on what he’d read her. “It’s just so sad. Art served his country with honor and ends up living on the streets without his family to love him. Then some sick person decides to murder him and he dies alone without anyone to mourn him.”

      “He had your friend, Paula,” he said squeezing her hand, then lowering it toe rub Stanley’s head. “And he had this little guy to love before that.”

      “So, who will tell his family? You?”

      “I’ll have someone at the precinct get their information and I’ll notify them later today.”

      “Over the phone?”

      He inhaled, then blew it out in a frustrated huff. “Depends. If they’re in the area, I’ll do it in person. I always think it’s kinder to do that. But if they’re not here, then by phone.”

      “I have to tell you that after having to break bad news to Paula twice, I think that part of your job sucks.”

      “There are quite a few parts of my job that suck,” he said, pocketing his phone and taking a long drink of his coffee.

      “Then why do you do it?”

      “I guess it’s in my blood. My dad and grandfather were both cops.” He finished off his coffee, set Stanley on the floor and took his cup to the sink and rinsed it off. Then he snapped on Stanley’s leash. “I’ll take him out before we head into the precinct.”

      Wondering at his sudden change in demeanor—Aaron was never curt with her or anyone like he’d just been in his answer—she grabbed a travel mug from the cupboard and poured the rest of her coffee in. She knew his mother had passed away, but he never talked about his father. As curious as she was about his past, she wasn’t going to push him about it right now. They certainly had more important things on their plate.

      “Why are you taking Stanley into the station? I thought you’d drop him off at the safehouse with me,” she said as they climbed into her car a few minutes later.

      “You’re both going to the meeting with me,” he said, opening the garage door and starting the car.

      She blinked as they pulled out. “Why? Won’t your captain be upset to have a civilian and a dog in on the discussion?”

      “Too bad. You’ve both been instrumental to this investigation and helped us get some clues about this murderer.” He glanced at her as he turned onto the freeway to head back downtown. “Right now, we need all the help we can get to stop him.”
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        * * *

      

      For a Saturday morning, the homicide division was full of people when they entered. Several stopped to talk them and comment about Stanley, nestled in Brianna’s arms. Aaron introduced her and the pup to them while thankfully continuing to move them towards the conference room where they’d interviewed her about Mia the day before. Before her own kidnapping, she’d have loved all the attention. Between the paparazzi parked outside the hospital and her home when the story broke, and at the courthouse during the nationally broadcasted trial, these days big groups of people triggered a fear of crowds.

      Unfortunately, arriving in the conference room wasn’t any better. The place was packed with people, some dressed in casual clothes like Aaron and other looking very important in their uniforms. There were a few familiar faces though, which eased her anxiety. Carson Smith sat on one side of the conference table, studying the open file in front of him. Seated beside him was the coroner’s investigator, Anita Ramos and on the other side of her sat Jaylon trying to get the petite brunette’s attention. Aaron’s boss, Captain Stedaman sat in the back of the room talking with a man Brianna recognized from the news as the Chief of Police.

      At the sight of him, she stopped dead in her tracks. Aaron, entering behind her, laid one hand on her back and gave her a little shove, whispering, “It’s okay. You belong here.”

      Yeah, right. She belonged here like a goldfish belonged in a pool of sharks.

      She wouldn’t make a scene, so she kept moving into the room.

      “Thank you all for coming in on a Saturday,” he said, gaining quiet from the others. “This is Brianna Matthews, and she is both a witness and a valuable asset on this case.”

      “I believe most of us know Ms. Matthews from the trials a few years back. Welcome,” the police chief said and gave her a smile and nod.

      Aaron pointed at the pup in her arms. “And this is Stanley, our only eyewitness to our suspect.”

      That got a chuckle out of everyone, easing Brianna’s nervousness a little more.

      “Why don’t you take my seat, Brianna,” Jaylon said, standing and holding the chair for her a moment.

      It was very kind of him, but she suspected it also gave him bonus points with Ramos, who reached over to pet Stanley. The pup licked her hand, then curled into a ball in Brianna’s lap, his perked ears belying his relaxed mode.

      “You can begin, Detective Jeffers,” the Police Chief said, and the room quickly turned their attention to Aaron.

      Before he could begin, the conference room door opened.

      “Sorry we’re late,” Matt Edgars said as he entered, with Kirk F on his heels. “Kid couldn’t find a parking spot.”

      “Hey, I’m not getting Nana’s Caddy dinged by some patrolman or criminal doing a high-speed getaway in that parking garage. She’d tan my hide to next week,” Kirk F stopped his protest and swallowed when he realized he was looking at a whole lot of important police people. Brianna knew just how he felt.

      “Everyone, this is Matt Edgars, a private security officer doing some witness protection work for us on the case. And Kirk F Patrick, a criminal justice major and my unofficial intern.” Aaron turned to Kirk F. “Did you bring the information?”

      “Yes, sir,” the younger man said, standing a little straighter and reaching into his backpack for his laptop.

      “Good. Find a spot and I’ll ask you for it when I get to that part,” Aaron said indicating a vacant area near the window.

      Once they were settled, he began his summation of the case so far.

      “Thursday morning, Ms. Matthews and I discovered a body in an abandoned textile factory on Carnegie just east of Fifty-Fifth Street. Yesterday morning we found another body under the train track overpass on University near the Canal Towpath Trail. Given the state of the two victims when found and their causes of death, we’ve determined this is the work of the same killer.

      He nodded to Jaylon and the pair flipped over the whiteboard stationed at their end of the conference room. At the top were eight-by-ten photos of Art and Mia, but not how they’d appeared at the crime scenes. Instead, Aaron had asked Jaylon to post Art’s photo as a young man just entering the army and the photo of Mia from her first year in college holding her violin. He’d made them people, not just victims.

      Below those photos were the pictures of each of the crime scenes, showing them posed and a second one showing closeups of them looking, Brianna knew, to the east.

      Aaron gave a summary of the bios of both Art and Mia, then he spoke how each body had been cleaned from head to toe post-mortem and changed into clean clothes—both appropriate to an earlier time in their lives—before being staged to be looking at the sunrise when found.

      “It says in your report that they were found exsanguinated?” the police chief asked. “But your crime scenes are pretty bloodless.”

      “We believe there is another crime scene where the victims are held and killed,” Jaylon spoke up, then glanced at Anita.

      “The cause of death is exsanguination,” she said, taking over the telling of the story. “We believe he is harvesting their blood.”

      “Harvesting?” This from an Asian American woman in a patrolman’s uniform of white blouse and blue slacks, seated across the table from Brianna.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Ramos said, deferring to the woman’s rank. “This isn’t a quick kill. We’ve determined that he slowly drains them of their blood. This can take several hours or even days, depending on the health of his victims.” She flipped a page on the file in front of her. “We found levels of Ketamine and GHB in both autopsies—”

      “How did you find drugs in their system if there is no blood?” Captain Stedaman asked.

      “There was a small amount of blood in the first victim we found,” Anita pointed to Art’s picture. “But not enough to do a toxicology test. We drained a small amount of urine that had pooled in his bladder and also tested for drugs from hair samples.” She pointed to Mia. “The second body we found, which we believe may have been his first kill was frozen, so we used hair samples from her, too.”

      “Wait,” the chief said, holding up his hand. “What do you mean she was frozen?”

      Aaron took over once more, explaining that they believed Mia was actually the killer’s first victim and that he’d frozen her body for what was probably six or seven months, based on the last time anyone had spoken with her. He also went on to explain that they believed whoever was doing this was choosing the homeless, because they were already an at-risk population and easy to disappear them. “As Jaylon said at the beginning of this, no one looks for someone they already consider missing.”

      Several heads nodded around the table.

      “True. If you’re going hunting, look for the easiest prey,” Carson said.

      “What can you tell us about this murderer since you’re the profiler? And by the way, how did you come to be in on this so quickly?” The Chief lifted one brow in suspicion at him.

      “Special Agent Smith is on sabbatical from the bureau right now,” Aaron stepped in to say. “He is a friend of a friend of mine and offered to help.”

      “Considering we have a sick sonofabitch killing in our community, we of course appreciate all the help we can get, ” Captain Stedaman fixed a serious look at Aaron, the unsaid warning that Aaron was skirting the line of not following protocols hanging between them.

      “Yes, sir,” Aaron said, the little muscle in his jaw ticking.

      “Before we hear from our FBI friend, Investigator Ramos, were there any other drugs found in the toxicology tests?” the Chief asked.

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “We found small levels of Methamphetamine.”

      “Great,” another of the uniformed officers on the opposite side of the table said. “He’s going for homeless drug addicts?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Ramos said to the man, just a little on the testy side.

      “If you found Meth—”

      “As I said,” it was Ramos’s turn to interrupt him, “we found a small amount of Methamphetamine in both their samples. Not enough to indicate long term use. Since we know he’s draining their blood, the cardiac stimulant affect of Meth could have been used to keep the victim’s blood pressure elevated and their heart beating to circulate the blood as the volume levels decreased prior to their death.”

      Brianna wanted to grin, cheer and fist-bump the woman beside her. Internally, she did so. As a woman who’d hidden her talents and brains for years, she understood what it was like to have a man question her work. To make them understand how brilliant you were in a public setting like this? Brilliant!

      “That’s sick,” one of the plain clothes detectives muttered and others nodded their agreement.

      “It is, but it’s also part of his process,” Carson said. “A key part of his psychopathy.”

      “Which is?” Stedaman asked.

      “He wants all their blood and he’s draining it by gravity, that means a certain amount of pressure must be maintained, so he needs the heart to keep pumping. He also wants them to suffer as their blood drains away. Stimulating their hearts allows that to happen. As the blood volume drops the body shunts it to the most important parts of the body, the brain, heart and lungs. They’ll become confused, drift in and out of reality. He snaps them back in with a hit of the Meth. Eventually that won’t work as minimal circulating volume is left. Then they won’t be able to breathe and their heart will stop working correctly, which results in chest pain. If they’re even a little bit cognizant at this point, they may beg for help.”

      The room was silent as they all took in the depravity of the man they were hunting.

      “So, what’s he doing with the blood?” One of the plain clothes detectives asked. “Drinking it?”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard there were weird people who actually drink blood,” another detective said.

      That got them several jokes about Dracula and vampires, which lightened the mood a little. As an outsider, Brianna should be surprised at the dark humor, but her time spent among Aaron and the Edgars clan—cops and nurses—she realized that if they didn’t find some way of getting past the cruelty and death, they wouldn’t be able to do their jobs.

      “We don’t believe he’s drinking it,” Aaron said, with a quick nod from Carson to confirm his conclusion was on the right track.

      Carson took the lead now. “If that was all he wanted, he’d simply drain as much blood as he could and dump the bodies anywhere. Instead, he’s trying to take all the blood then staging the bodies to tell us something. What, we’re not sure about yet.”

      “If he’s not drinking it, what the hell is he doing with it?” Stedaman asked.

      Aaron looked to Brianna. And this is where she had to say the unthinkable, because she’d been the one to think it first.

      “We think he’s somehow adding it to the local blood supply at the blood banks.”
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      The doctor’s body slid from the cart to the examination table with less effort than the football player’s had. The rain last night had backed his schedule up a day, so he’d moved onto collecting his next donor. The weather report said no rain tonight, so he’d be able to post his next message to the world tonight.

      He pulled extra hard on the leather strap up around the body’s upper torso and buckled it tight below the edge of the table, then repeated the same on the one across the lower abdomen and hips.

      In choosing his restraints, he’d gone old school. Modern day hospital restraints used Velcro and slide buckles, easily overcome if the donor struggled enough. To prevent that, he’d used thick leather and old-fashioned slip-proof belt buckles.

      “Wh…what?” the doctor mumbled in his alcohol and ketamine induced state.

      Before his donor could reach for the chest leather strap, he secured both wrists on the t-shaped extended arm rests for the table.

      That woke him up more.

      “Hey! What are…you doing?” The donor bucked a little against his body restraints, his fingers on his hands flexing as he tried to move his arms.

      “Relax. You’re not going to get loose and you’ll only end up hurting yourself,” he said, as he grasped one of the man’s flailing legs he was trying to use to kick free. It took more effort than he’d expected to hold it in place. He ended up putting all his body weight on his thigh as he strapped the leather tight around it. Then he went for the ankle, dodging the only free extremity trying to kick him in the head.

      Finally, he managed to secure the body and could begin the rest of his work.

      “Why? What?” the doctor stammered, seemingly trying to remember the five w questions. Who, what, when, where and why.

      He found it funny and giggled.

      “Let’s start with the what,” he said as he went over to the thermostat and increased the room’s heat to about eighty degrees. He’d learned early on that cold temperatures slowed the circulation and therefore prolonged the blood harvesting process. Especially when your donors were naked.

      And he needed them naked. The dirt and vermin in their clothes could contaminate his product and that just wouldn’t do.

      “What am I doing?” He grasped the sewing scissors and slipped one sharp edge under the sleeve of the doctor’s dirty shirt at the cuff and sliced open the material all the way to the shoulder seam. “I am going to put you to good use. First, I’m going to shed you of the trappings and filth of the street. Next, I’m going to harvest all the blood from your body. Blood you’re not doing anything with but pickling it in alcohol.” He set the scissors on the surgical mayo tray stand beside the doctor’s head where the man could watch. Picking up the bottle of rubbing alcohol, he soaked a clean cloth with it. Then he cleaned the arm from top to bottom, removing any contaminants.

      “Why?”

      “Why am I doing this? Or why you?”

      The doctor nodded.

      “Let’s start with the second question first. Why you,” he said as he washed the arm a second time. Then tied a tourniquet above the elbow to make the brachial vein pop up for easy access. “Because you once were a productive part of society. A well-known and respected neurosurgeon. Now you’re nothing more than a pathetic drunkard, who would do anything for a bottle of cheap alcohol.”

      He pulled the second tray closer and picked up the large bore IV needle, attached to the thick, slightly opaque tubing made for blood to flow through. “As for why I’m doing this? I’m reclaiming you, or at least the most useful part of you—your blood— for society.”

      And he inserted the needle into the donor’s arm.
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        * * *

      

      Carson watched the faces gathered around the conference table and the other police lining the walls as they all comprehended the problem as Brianna had just told them.

      Shock.

      Fear.

      Anger.

      A few people registered one or two, others all three. He understood. This was their city, their home. Their responsibility to protect.

      “We need to get in touch with the local blood bank administrators,” the chief said, turning to the female officer beside him who already had her phone out. “Have them go through their files and check to see if any blood is in their system but not logged in through official channels.”

      “Uhm, they won’t find any,” Kirk F said from his spot.

      Everyone in the room turned to stare at the youngest member of the group. He swung his gaze to Aaron for permission to continue. The detective nodded.

      “Yesterday, Aaron, er…Detective Jeffers had me visit the blood banks in the area. He wanted me to find out about the equipment they used and where they’d get them.” Kirk F tapped on his laptop. “While I was there one of the nurses told me how the blood was collected. They do it by gravity, letting the person’s heart pump the blood into the tubing and it drains down into the bag until it’s filled. About four hundred and fifty milliliters.”

      “And this is important how?” one of the officers at the table said, his face barely hiding his condescension at the college student’s work.

      Time to step in.

      “Because knowing how the normal process and procedures of blood collection takes place, gives an idea as to the skills and knowledge base of our killer,” Carson said, then nodded to Kirk F. “What else did you learn?”

      “When you donate blood, they first draw off a test tube of blood and it gets an identification number. That same ID number is connected to a label that goes on the bag of blood. When the blood is finished being collected. Both are sent to the laboratory and scanned into a computer that has the donor’s information on it.”

      “So, if our guy has some way of getting the blood into the system, he could put his illegally harvested blood in with the legal stuff and no one would be the wiser,” one of the plain clothes detectives said.

      “Surely, they’d know if there was a sudden increase in their supply?” the captain asked.

      “Not necessarily,” Brianna said. “The U.S. uses approximately thirty-six thousand units of red blood cells every day. Add in the seven thousand units of platelets, ten thousand of plasma, that gives you around twenty-one million blood components used in a year, by the US only.”

      Everyone in the room except Aaron stared at the beautiful woman who rattled off obscure facts like a computer app and just did math in her head in a split second.

      “She’s good with numbers,” Aaron said as if it was a known fact between them.

      Interesting. Carson got the idea that the two were more than just colleagues yesterday. Now, he suspected they had a deeper connection than just physical attraction, whether they knew it or not.

      “I hate to ask this,” Brianna said, looking around the room. “What if the blood is contaminated, like HIV or hepatitis positive? Could that be his plan?”

      Shock and fear once more registered on the faces around the room.

      Brianna hit the problem on the head.

      Carson understood why Jeffers insisted on keeping her in the loop on this case. No one had considered that in this room of highly suspicious by nature and profession individuals. It took the outsider.

      “The tests we ran on our victims didn’t show HIV or hepatitis for either,” the coroner’s investigator said, flipping through the file in front of her.

      A visible sigh of relief ran through the room.

      “Besides, that’s not something he’d be able to hide,” Kirk F said, once again drawing the room’s attention to him. “That tube of blood I told you got drawn first? It accompanies the bag of blood to the blood bank and is used to test the blood for any diseases like HIV and hepatitis. If it comes up positive, that blood with the matching numbers on its label are tossed out.”

      “If he’s capable of doing the fake labels, couldn’t he bypass the testing portion?” One of the uniformed officers asked.

      “He’d have to be a computer hacker,” the younger man said. “According to my source the test are done by machines which automatically transfer the information to the state. Then the blood and matching test tube are shipped to various hospitals and clinics. The test tube blood is used to crossmatch the blood to the patient, so they get the right kind.” He shrugged. “Not sure what that means, but it’s important.”

      “Okay, we’ll hold off contacting the blood banks and hospitals for now,” the chief said, then turned to Carson. “If he’s not trying to contaminate the blood supply, what is this guy up to?”

      It was his turn to give them a profile of the man they were looking for. A look into his physical, emotional, and social background. A tool that would help them home in on both their perpetrator and his victim pool.

      “From what we learned today, and what I’ve observed from the crime scenes and victims, I believe your murderer is trying to bolster the blood supply as opposed to destroying it. He is choosing victims that he believes once held a place of prominence or potential but have fallen on hard times, living on the streets.”

      “How’s he learning that about them?” one of the plain clothes detectives asked.

      “He’s posing as a journalist who is doing some sort of exposé about them and how they ended up homeless,” Brianna said.

      “Are we sure he isn’t a reporter?” another policewoman asked.

      Aaron shook his head. “No. We think he is posing as one to gain their confidence. We have a witness who said our man was taking pictures of various homeless people, but seemed selective in who he spent time with. Another witness informed Ms. Matthews that the first victim, Mia Tanaka had met with him several times before she went missing.”

      Time to take over.

      “The man you’re looking for is probably a white male between the ages of thirty and fifty. He’s physically fit, since lifting and moving the bodies to their posed destinations requires strength and mobility. Freezing the female victim and waiting six months before he started showing us his work, tells us he’s patient. Cleaning them corpses and dressing them in outfits that represent their previous lives before they became homeless, tells us he’s meticulous, possibly a germ-a-phobe and intelligent enough to find the correct outfits.”

      Carson paused to let the officers taking notes to catch up. “He’s facing them so that the rising sun will shine on their faces. This could be a sign of them being resurrected into a new life, reclaiming them from the streets.

      “The collecting of the blood tells me several things,” he paused again, looking around the room to make contact with the officers and be sure he had their attention. “First, I believe he’s had someone in his life that died from a lack of adequate blood for transfusion. Probably from some kind of accident. It may be recent, but I suspect it would have happened when your killer was young—maybe twenty to thirty years ago—and the result imprinted on their psyche in some way. I’d do a search of deaths due to hemorrhage of people with the rarest blood types. Also, the killer could blame the homeless for his loved one’s death. Perhaps they received the rare blood and made it unavailable for others your suspect deemed more worthy of it.”

      “He sees them as useless, even parasites living on society,” Brianna said, her eyes bright with understanding. “So, he harvests their blood for someone else to use, cleans them up, because now they’ve given something useful—their blood—to society and he’s transformed them back into their previous lives.”

      The woman would make a good profiler. She had a natural talent for it.

      “Exactly,” Carson said.

      “Because he’s able to put the blood into the system and follow the protocols,” Kirk F said, “he probably works in one of the blood bank labs, right?”

      Carson nodded at the young man, then turned to the chief of police. “I’d suggest you start doing background checks on all people actively working in the blood banks labs across the city. And also, anyone fired or who may have quit in the past year.”

      “We’ll have our tech people start searching,” the Chief said to his assistant, then turned to the smaller man beside him. “Stedaman let’s get your people out talking to the homeless and volunteers in the shelters to find out anything about this guy posing as a journalist. Maybe we’ll stop him before he can pick up another victim.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen,” Aaron said, his jaw tense and one muscle ticking from it down into his neck.

      “Why?” the chief asked, even though his eyes said he knew the answer already.

      “We believe he’s already got his next victim.”
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      “His name on the streets is Steroid Kyle,” Aaron said, writing his name in a third column beside Art’s on the whiteboard. “One of the homeless we’ve interviewed said the journalist he’d seen speaking with Art also spent time talking with this young man.”

      “Talking to the witness,” Brianna took up the story, “we learned that Steroid Kyle was once a promising football player, a standout in college, but got hooked on drugs and didn’t last long in the pros.”

      Jaylon pulled a picture out of the file in front of him and taped it to the whiteboard above the name Steroid Kyle.

      “After doing some late night research,” he cast a scathing glance at Aaron, who had called him at three a.m. and asked him to search the local colleges, even Ohio State, to see if a Kyle that fit their description and lived in the area had ever played football for them, “we have this as our possible third victim. Kyle Dandridge.

      “I remember him,” Aaron said. “He was a former linebacker for Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, standout player for Cleveland Heights High School and ranked in the top two hundred national high school players seven years ago.”

      Jaylon nodded and went back to the file he started on the guy. “Drafted out of college, played pro for almost three years with the Bears, which makes him about twenty-six, the age our witness thought he might be.”

      “We’ll get a copy of his picture and put him on the patrols’ list to question the volunteers and homeless about,” Stedaman said, glancing to the captain of the patrol division, who nodded, writing the information down.

      “I’ll get this out to them now,” he said and left the room, along with other division chiefs.

      “There’s one last element we need to address,” Aaron said with a nod to Jaylon.

      “Because it takes time to drain the blood from his victims and because he froze Mia Tanaka, we determined he’d need a place that had both privacy and a refrigeration unit of some sort,” Jaylon said. “Kirk F has started searching for old meat-packing plants.”

      “Young man,” the chief addressed Kirk F.

      “Yes, sir,” he said sitting straighter in his seat.

      “You keep searching until you find something.”

      Kirk F swallowed, glanced at Aaron, who nodded. “Yes, sir, I will.”

      “Good.” The chief stood and everyone, but Brianna and Carson followed suit. “Let’s find this SOB before he litters our city with more of our citizens as corpse statues.”

      The core group of Stedaman, Aaron, Brianna and the pup, Kirk F, Matt Edgars, the profiler Carson, and Jaylon stayed in the conference room after the others left. Jaylon was impressed with his partner’s ability to put together a team and convince their commander and the police chief to let him keep it. Totally off protocol and regulations. But he guessed the circumstances dictated they needed all the help they could get on this one.

      “Any chance this human witness can help us narrow down the search for our killer or the missing homeless man?” the captain asked Aaron.

      “Paula has been quite ill, Captain,” he answered.

      “And grieving for the loss of her friend,” Brianna added, this time not so rushed.

      “We haven’t wanted to push her too much,” Aaron continued, although he did shoot a soft look the tall blonde’s way.

      Captain Stedaman stared at Aaron with one brow raised. “I think it’s time someone pushed her, detective. Today. Before the city gets overrun with dead bodies.”
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        * * *

      

      Alone in the house, Katie and Paula sat at the kitchen table sharing a chopped green salad with grilled chicken and strawberries in it. After witnessing the younger woman’s frustration last night in trying to remember the man she’d seen speaking with her friend Art, Katie and Matt discussed using a new technique Jake had taught her to help eye-witnesses remember more details about an event or suspect. One of the reasons her husband went into the homicide division with Kirk F was to give her quiet time to walk Paula through the process.

      Paula’s healthy recovery was the most important thing right now, so she’d given her the morning breathing treatment, her medications and time to rest afterward. A firm believer that protein and a stable glucose level helped anyone’s brain function adequately, Katie planned to begin the interview after lunch, over tea and a dessert of homemade chocolate brownies Kirk F’s nana had sent over this morning—Katie had never met the woman, but dearly loved her already.

      First thing she wanted to do was establish a mutual respect and trust with her.

      “Where did you meet Brianna?” she asked, reaching for her glass of tea.

      Paula swallowed her food and wiped her mouth with the paper napkin before answering. “At the women’s shelter.”

      “Were you a volunteer there?”

      Paula’s features grew taut, here eyes wary. “No. I was a resident there when we met.”

      “Good for you. Getting out of an abusive relationship is never easy.”

      Paula pushed her food away, a spark in her eyes.

      Finally, the young woman was angry. Good. They wouldn’t be able to get to her true memories if she was trying to hide her feelings.

      “Don’t pretend you know what I’ve been through, lady,” she bit out, barely containing her anger and contempt. “You with your perfect husband and career. You have no idea.”

      “Trust me I do,” Katie said, barely above a whisper.

      “No. I don’t think you do. Did your mother turn you into a whore before your twelfth birthday? Did she give you pot and cocaine to ease your pain and humiliation? Did she sell you to the neighborhood pimp, who used his fists to convince you to do what he said, no matter how depraved?”

      And there it was. The place where Katie could connect with her.

      “When I was a kid, my father died, and my mother remarried. The man she married was the leader of a cult he called The Family and he eventually became known to the world as The Prophet.”

      Paula’s brows drew down in a puzzled V. “I’ve heard of him. Wasn’t he responsible for that bombing in Pennsylvania like fifteen years ago?”

      “Yes, he was. I was the chief witness who put him on death row and spent the next ten years in witness protection.”

      She set her napkin on the table next to her plate and stood, turning her back to Paula, she slowly unbuttoned the front of her blouse with shaky fingers. Other than the nurses at the hospital and Matt, she’d never allowed anyone to see her back.

      “What are you—”

      Paula’s question stopped on a gasp as Katie let her blouse slide down just enough to reveal her upper back.

      “Oh, dear God,” Paula whispered behind her.

      “My mother took me to live with a monster,” Katie said, willing her voice to be calm and steady.

      She waited a moment longer for Paula to really study the thick ropes of scars that zigzagged across her back, some straight others jagged, before pulling her blouse back up and buttoning it.

      “Are those whip marks?”

      Katie nodded, keeping her face forward until she could control the tears that sprung into her eyes. “He liked to use a bull whip to enforce his rules. And he did it publicly, so everyone in the camp could see his power and control and they’d fear him. If he was willing to punish his own stepdaughter so cruelly, it left no doubt he’d do the same to them.”

      “And what are those other scars from?”

      “That was a special treat.” Her emotions back under control, she looked over her shoulder at Paula. “He let his Pitbull guard dogs attack me.”

      When she resumed her seat, she took a long drink of ice-cold tea before continuing her tale.

      “Is that where you met your husband? The Witness Protection program, not the cult.”

      Katie lifted her lips in a whisper of a smile. “Not exactly. I met him right when the Prophet sent a hitman to kill me.”

      Paula’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Yes. Matt, his brother Luke, and the man whose house this is—a former Deputy U.S. Marshal and my handler in WitSec—Frank Castello helped save my life.” She stared straight into Paula’s eyes. “But it’s taken me a long time to trust people, even those close to me, so believe me when I tell you I understand exactly how you feel right now.”

      Nodding, Paula coughed, covering her mouth with her napkin to spit the phlegm from her lungs into it. Katie grabbed two more napkins off the counter and traded them for the contaminated one and tossed it into the covered trash can. Then she washed her hands. As a nurse, it didn’t disgust her.

      Sitting across the table from her, Katie waited patiently. Once Paula’s breathing returned to normal, she began the slow process of walking her into her memories.

      “Do you remember last night talking with Brianna about your friend Art?”

      “Yes. She asked me if I remember seeing him with a reporter. I told her I might’ve, but I never got a really good look at him. Why?”

      Katie poured them both more tea from the pitcher on the table. “Besides doing security and protection for our clients, the agency I work for also does what is known as a cognitive interview with witnesses.”

      “What’s a cognitive interview?” Paula asked, reaching for her tea.

      “It’s a conversation, really,” Katie said, making her voice as relaxed and non-threatening as possible. “People often see more than they think, their subconscious registering information faster than our conscious minds can process it. If you’re willing, we can try it to see if we can get more details about this person.”

      Doubt clouded Paula’s eyes and she slightly shook her head. “I don’t know if that will help. I really just got a glimpse of Art talking to someone and the guy’s back was to me.”

      “I understand that. But you never know. Maybe some little detail, even something you don’t think is important will help Brianna and Aaron find your friend’s killer.” She waited a moment to let that last sentence sink in. “There’s no harm in trying, right?”

      “I guess not,” Paula said, almost sounding like Katie’s nephew Nicky when he was doing something just to please his parents.

      “First think I need you to do is relax and clear your mind,” Katie said. “Close your eyes and just take some slow easy breaths. When you’re ready, you let me know.”

      Paula did as instructed, leaning back in her chair, letting her hands lay loosely in her lap. After three slow breaths, she said, “I’m ready.”

      “Okay, I want you to think back to that day. What kind of day was it? Sunny? Rainy?”

      With her eyes closed, Paula’s mouth curved into a little smile. “Cold and rainy, typical spring in Cleveland.”

      “You’re coming into the shelter—”

      “It’s a church,” Paula corrected her. “East Side Hope Fellowship church. I help serve dinner there on Monday’s and Thursdays.”

      “You like helping people, don’t you?”

      Paula nodded. “It makes me happy.”

      “What were they serving for dinner that night?”

      “It’s been a month since then, I don’t remember.”

      Katie waited a moment. “What do you smell?”

      “Cooked onions and meat. Meatloaf with brown gravy. There’s mashed potatoes and something a little tangy. Collard greens. Oh, and cooked apples and cinnamon. Apple crisp for dessert.” Paula smiled. “Miss Mary was cooking tonight. She’s one of the best cooks at the church. She always flirts with Art and Stanley. Makes the pup his own little bowl of food.”

      “Do you see Art and Stanley come in?”

      She nods. “They’re a little wet. It started sleeting as they got to the door.”

      “How is Art’s mood?”

      “He’s happy. Said he loves Miss Mary’s cooking and wouldn’t miss it even for bad weather. We talk a little and I get to hold Stanley while Art gets his plate filled with food.”

      “Is there a large or small crowd for dinner tonight?”

      “Crowded. The weather and good food always has the church’s social hall packed.”

      “Where do Art and Stanley go to sit?”

      “They leave the line to go sit on the left side of the hall. Art’s friend Bill is there and saved him a spot. They do that. The first one to find a seat saves one for the other. Stanley sits between their feet eating his little plate of food.”

      “What are you doing now?”

      “Loading the plates as the people come through. Mostly regulars tonight, although a new mother with three kids comes through.” Paula’s face softens. “The kids look so scared. I help the mother carry their food to a table.”

      “Do they sit near Art?”

      Paula shakes her head. “No, they go to a table further down the aisle on the other side.”

      “So, you have to walk past Art and Bill to go back to the serving area?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is anyone sitting with them?”

      “Hondo, Yancy, and Carmen are at the same table. Carmen is petting Stanley. There’s two empty chairs between them and Art. I pet Stanley’s head as I pass by.”

      “You’re back at the serving table, what happens next?”

      “We serve the food until it’s gone. Somehow Mary always makes enough so everyone who shows up gets some. Then people start to drift out into the night since there are only a few beds and those are for the people with kids first. We start cleaning things up and throwing out the trash.”

      “Is Art still there?”

      Paula nods. “He’s sitting with Stanley in his lap talking to someone.” She sucks in some air and her eyes pop open. “It’s him, the guy who kills him, isn’t it?”

      “It’s okay, Paula. You’re safe. I’m here with you. He can’t hurt you,” Katie reassured her. “Take another deep breath and close your eyes.”

      She did as Katie asked. Then nodded. “I’m ready.”

      “You can see Art?” She was going to give Paula something happy and non-threatening to focus on first.

      “Yes.”

      “Is Stanley with him?”

      “Sitting in his lap. Art is rubbing his head.”

      “Can you see the other man’s face?”

      Paula shakes her head, her brows drawn down in frustration. “He’s got his back to me. All I can see is a little bit of dark brown hair sticking out from under his cap.”

      “It’s okay. Let’s talk about what you can see. What’s he wearing?”

      She sat quiet a minute, her eyes moving behind her closed lids. “A dark sweatshirt, blue, I think. Jeans. And the knit cap was blue, too.”

      “Let’s go back a little. You walked the little family to their seats. When you walked past Art’s table, was the man sitting across from him?”

      Paula was quiet a moment, then shook her head. “No, Bill is still there eating.”

      “Good. So, you walk back to the serving area. What do you do next?”

      “I step back into my spot to serve the mashed potatoes and gravy.”

      “Look over the line of guests. Is the man with the blue knit hat in the line?” Katie asked.

      Again, there was a quiet pause.

      “No. I don’t see him at all.”

      “When do you see him next?”

      “When we’re cleaning up and he’s already seated across from Art. I didn’t see him come into the dining hall.”

      Paula clenched her fingers tightly in her lap now, her lips pressed into a thin line even though she kept her eyes closed. Time to calm her down.

      “Let’s relax a moment. Take a deep breath in and exhale slowly.” Katie waited for her to do that. “The man is sitting across from Art and Stanley. Is he a big man or a small man?”

      “I’m five-feet-two, all men are tall to me.”

      Katie smiled. She so knew the feeling being the same height. “Is he sitting straight or hunched over?”

      “Hunched over a little. So, I guess he’s a little taller than average.”

      “Good. Is he heavy or thin?” Katie asked as the motor for the garage door started. Brianna and Aaron must be back.

      “He’s about average. I can’t tell because of his sweatshirt is bulky, but it looks a little big on him.”

      “Does he have any facial hair?”

      The garage door opened. In walked her husband, Brianna and Aaron. Katie held her finger to her lips to let the others know to be quiet, but Stanley let out a yip of happiness at seeing Paula and broke her concentration.

      “Stanley!” she said, opening her arms to catch the terrier mid-jump into her lap.

      “How’d it go?” Matt asked, coming over to pull Katie into his arms and give her a quick hello kiss.

      Would she ever get used to how free and easy this man demonstrated his love for her and their son?

      “I couldn’t see his face,” Paula said, dejection in her voice.

      “Actually,” Katie said, “we learned quite a bit about him.”

      “Like what?” Brianna asked, grabbing a glass and joining them at the table. Aaron pulled out two beers, opened them and handed one to Matt.

      “He’s white, has dark hair, is taller than average, but not too tall. Probably average weight,” Katie said, pouring tea into her friend’s glass. “And he probably knows Paula.”
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      Brianna sat back in her seat, stunned and trying to process what Katie had just said. She looked up at Aaron, his facial features hard and his mouth pressed into a thin line. Beside him, Matt’s expression matched his. She swung her gaze to Paula who stared wide-eyed at Katie.

      “I didn’t say I knew him,” Paula blurted out and nearly dropped Stanley as she defended herself. “I told you I never saw his face.”

      “I didn’t say you did,” Katie said calmly. “I said he probably knows you, as well as other members of the volunteer community. It’s why he kept his back to the serving table. Why he wore his hat inside and avoided getting in the line for food.”

      “Because he didn’t want any volunteers to remember he was there.” Aaron set his beer bottle on the counter and pulled out his phone, texting in something.

      “It’s also how he’s finding out about the homeless people’s lives, their histories,” Brianna said, following the dots along the path that Katie had set out. “At some point he’s been a volunteer in the homeless community.”

      “It’s also why they trusted him.” Matt pulled up a chair. “The homeless are very wary of strangers.”

      Paula nodded, relaxing once more, her fingers stroking Stanley’s fur. “You don’t trust anyone who is suddenly wanting to help. They could be a NARC or someone wanting to exploit you. You know, pat themselves on the back in the news at how much they’re helping. Politicians running for office. You make friends slowly, and you only trust those you’ve known a while.” She shifted her sad gaze to Brianna. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “Because you’ve been ill. You’ve been grieving. And why would you suspect someone you knew would do this to people you loved?” Brianna laid her hand over Paula’s. “This is not your fault.”

      “No, but maybe we could’ve found him before he killed Art.”

      “We couldn’t have,” Aaron said, coming to join them and setting his phone on the table. “Our killer has had a plan for at least months, given how he preserved Mia’s body until he could use her body.”

      Brianna liked how he still referred to Mia as a person with a gender and a name. Not the impersonalized way some of the other police had called her a victim or body in the meeting earlier. She suspected he did it in deference to Mia being her and Paula’s friend, as well as his own respect for Art and Mia as people.

      “Is he really a journalist?” Paula asked.

      Aaron shook his head. “I don’t think so. He used the article ruse to get close to the homeless. A way to cull the herd until he found his target.”

      “You make him sound like he’s a lion hunting a baby zebra, like I saw on one of those British television shows,” Paula said.

      “He is very much a hunter. A predator searching for the weakest target,” Matt said. “He’s also very intelligent.”

      “Because he’s planned this out to some point he wants to make to us?” Brianna asked.

      Matt nodded. “That and other things. He’s pretended to be a journalist in such a way people want to tell him their stories, reveal their pasts, which the homeless usually like to keep hidden from others, even themselves. Also, he knows quite a great deal about blood collection and processing. He might have some sort of medical or scientific degree.”

      “You think he’s a doctor?” Paula asked.

      Aaron shook his head. “I think our man may have once been in or applied to medical school, but he ended up working in a lab. Possibly a hospital or blood bank lab somewhere in the city. Not because he flunked out or didn’t make the grade, but because he chose to take a different path.”

      “You think this has been on his mind for years?” Brianna asked, wondering how Aaron had come to that conclusion.

      “It was what Carson said in the meeting today.” Aaron pulled a note pad from his pocket and flipped it open a few pages. “He believes that our guy’s deviance from normal occurred when he was young. He blames the homeless possibly for someone in his family dying.”

      “Maybe that person couldn’t get blood because it was used for a homeless person?” Brianna said, understanding where Aaron was going.

      “The person would need a very rare blood type for that to be the case,” Katie said. As a nurse and the lone medical person at the table, she’d have more knowledge than them about blood transfusions. “When a person needs blood STAT and theirs isn’t available, we can give most of them O-negative blood. Majority of the people won’t have a reaction to it.”

      “Most, but not all.” Aaron pushed the idea forward.

      “True. It’s a very rare person that couldn’t use O-neg. That’s why they call it the universal donor type.”

      “So, let’s say this happened when our guy was a teen and he held the homeless at fault for using the blood that would’ve saved his loved one’s life, he’d have plenty of time to conceive and carry out his plan.”

      “That’s a long-range revenge scenario, you’re talking about, Jeffers,” Matt said. “He’d have to be extremely patient and disciplined.”

      “Aaron’s right,” Brianna said, trying not to sound as irritated as she felt with Matt’s semi-dismissiveness to her and Aaron’s line of thought. “He froze my friend’s body for months just to hatch this plan to make his point.”

      Matt nodded. “Okay, then what’s his next move? He’s already got the attention of the police.”

      “He’ll leave another body, soon,” Aaron said, then staring straight at her. “And this time he’s going to want more attention.”
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      Sitting in his van in the parking lot for the port, he studied the facility across the street, his next spot to display his newest resurrection piece.

      The perfect site. Right at the front entrance to the stadium.

      He chuckled.

      If the former footballer hadn’t tried to cheat by using steroids, he might’ve been coming here to play, hailed as a hero. Instead he’d squandered his talent and ended up a useless piece of human garbage like the vet and the violinist.

      Thanks to him, their lives meant something in the end. People actually living up to their potential, contributing to society, people who mattered, would continue because he’d harvest the life-giving blood for them. People like his mother.

      “It’s such a shame,” said the dark-haired woman in the light blue outfit all the other nurses in the Emergency Room wore.

      He was sitting outside Mommy’s room across from the desk where the nurses and doctors kept moving in and out. Dad was still inside with her. They’d let him give her a kiss and hug then told him to wait on this chair, as if he wouldn’t know what was happening inside the closed door.

      “Such a beautiful woman. She taught me art in high school,” the blonde nurse said.

      “And her life could’ve been saved if we’d just had her blood type.”

      A younger nurse shook her head. “I was the one who had to hang the blood on that homeless alcoholic patient. I wish I’d known we were going to need those two units for her. I would’ve made one unit go in slower. It would’ve bought her some time.”

      “It’s not your fault,” the older dark-haired nurse said. “You got your orders and did your job. It’s just so sad this turned out the way it did.”

      That was his mother. A woman who used her talents to teach others, make their lives better. She’d be proud of him now. Using his art and scientific skills to make something useful out of human trash.
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      “Do you really think the killer will try staging another body just to get more attention?” Brianna asked Aaron when they’d finished clearing the drinks from the table.

      The group had needed a little breather from all the information they’d gathered about the serial killer—especially Paula, who started coughing and wheezing a bit. Katie had helped her into the bedroom for another of her breathing treatments and then a nap. Matt took the moment to go into the office and give Jake Carlisle and Frank Castello updates on the situation by conference call.

      “C’mon.” Aaron took her hand and led her into the living room, lowering them both onto one of the leather sofas. Stanley immediately jumped onto the other side of her and snuggled into her side. She sank her fingers into his wiry fur and stroked him slowly, as much for her comfort as his.

      “The simplest answer to your question is, yes,” Aaron said after he’d draped his arm over her shoulders and pulled her a little closer so she fit right into his side. “Unfortunately, both Carson and Jake said there would be another body or more before we catch him. This guy has had a plan and a point to make since the day he took your friend Mia. Now that he has our attention, he wants more than the police to see what he’s done. He wants the city, even the whole world to acknowledge how smart and lethal he is.”

      “So, you think Steroid Kyle is already dead?”

      “I do.”

      She didn’t know this young man, had never met him, but she’d hoped they could save him. It made her sad to think they couldn’t.

      They sat quietly in the fading afternoon light. With her head on his left shoulder, the steady beat of his heart comforted her. Despite the horrible things she’d seen in the past few days, the grief over losing a friend, and the fear that others like Paula might be in danger, she’d never known such peace as she experienced with Aaron. His steady calm and constant dependability gave her strength.

      “Who were you texting earlier?” Brianna asked after a while, not really wanting to break this little bit of peace in a horrific situation, but her curiosity, as always, got the better of her.

      “Jaylon,” Aaron answered, his hand slowly stroking up and down her upper arm. “I asked him to contact the East Side Hope Fellowship church and get a list of their volunteers.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      He gave a little shoulder shrug beneath her head. “It’s a starting place. No one was wearing a badge when we visited that shelter the first night, so I’m assuming they don’t have picture IDs on any of their volunteers…”

      “But if Jaylon can get drivers licenses on them, Paula might be able to pick out the man she saw with Art,” she finished for him, seeing the path his thoughts were taking.

      “It’s a long shot. We can also cross-reference the list at some of the other shelters and see if any names pop up in more than one place.”

      “What if he used aliases?”

      “He might. We’ve already established he’s smart, tenacious and plans ahead. But he’s also arrogant. Thinks he’s God and can decide how people’s blood should be used.”

      Brianna snorted out a laugh. “I mean, who does that? That’s like saying, you’re not using your bones right, let me take them and give them to someone else.”

      Aaron’s deep chuckle rumbled under her ears and she giggle more.

      His phone rang.

      “Crap,” he muttered, pulling it from his pocket, the brief moment of relaxed fun gone. “What’s up Jaylon?”

      As he listened to his partner, Aaron’s body tensed.

      “Where?” he asked.

      Brianna didn’t have to ask what was wrong. The angry look in his eyes and the muscles clenching in his jaw as he got the details, told her all she needed to know. They’d found the next victim.

      “Okay, we’ll meet you there.” He slipped the phone in his pocket and undraped his arm from around her then stood.

      “Where did he leave the body this time?” She followed him into the kitchen, grabbing her coat as he got his.

      “Where would you leave a former linebacker in this town, if you wanted to make a statement?”

      “The stadium,” she answered. “No way is that going unnoticed by the media.”

      “Oh, it gets better.”

      “What’s up?” Matt asked coming in from the office.

      “Another body. At the stadium this time and the bastard called one of the television stations.”

      “Oh, no,” Brianna said, covering her mouth.

      “Yeah. It’s going to be a fucking media circus.” Aaron placed both hands on her shoulders. “As much as I like your take on things and how much you’re already involved in the case, you don’t need to come this time. Some of those reporters might remember you from the sex-ring trial. It’ll be hard to keep your name out of it if that happens.”

      She knew he had a point, but since that case, she’d kept a very low profile in person and on social media. Her hair color was its more naturally dark blonde color and she’d changed the style. Dressed in jeans, a sweater and dark jacket, she doubted she’d really stand out.

      “I’d still like to come.”

      “Okay. You stick close to me and like with Art, you can try to get video of the crowd. I have a feeling our guy is gonna be there tonight.”

      “And Stanley?” she asked with a glance at the pup wagging his tail at their feet.

      Aaron shook his head. “This time he stays here.”
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      The place swarmed with cops, camera crews and gawkers when they arrived.

      “Great,” Aaron muttered, parking behind the line of police vehicles along the drive to the stadium. The patrol unit had also closed off West Third Street to help control the gathering crowd and preserve the crime scene as much as possible. He sat still for a moment contemplating how best to get Brianna safely past the horde of news people.

      Another cruiser pulled up beside them and out stepped two uniformed officers—one male one female—he’d worked with on another case. And because the senior officer was a stickler for rules and insisted all her partners follow protocols even down to their uniforms, they wore the standard issue jackets and police hats. Which gave him an idea.

      He rolled down his window. “Sergeant Wilson,” he called.

      The fortyish brunette stopped midstride to see who had called her name. Turning on her heel, she marched over to his car. “Detective Jeffers.”

      “I was wondering if you had an extra coat or hat in your cruiser? I need to take my associate into the crime scene, but I don’t want her looking conspicuous,” he said nodding towards Brianna, who leaned forward and nodded at the older woman.

      Wilson’s eyes lit up. She’d been on the extra uniformed security detail at the courthouse during the trial and quickly recognized Brianna. “I bet you don’t,” she said with a lift to one brow. “I think I have an extra coat, and you can borrow my hat.”

      A few minutes later, Brianna was dressed partially as a policewoman, and in the fading light, her jeans would be mistaken for uniform pants by anyone not looking too closely.

      “Keep your eyes forward and walk on the side of me furthest from the camera crews, okay,” he instructed her.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied, and he could see her trying not to grin at him.

      The ruse worked. They cleared the crowd, media and other officers in a direct route to where their killer had posed the former football player lying almost draped across the steps leading up to one of the stadium entrances. Once again, facing east. He’d been dressed in a uniform from his college days and in his arms, he held a football.

      “Just like we thought. Kyle Dandridge,” Jaylon said as they neared. He stood a few feet from the body while Ramos and her crime scene team worked the area.

      “Scrubbed clean?” Aaron asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Head to toe. Just like the others.”

      “And the blood?” Brianna asked.

      “Ramos said it was exsanguination like the last two times. Definitely our guy.”

      Special Agent Carson Smith wandered over from the crime scene. “A little different this time.”

      “Oh? How?” Aaron asked.

      “Investigator Ramos said the ligature marks on the wrists and ankles were thicker this time. Probably old-fashioned leather ones, instead of cloth he used before. And two sets of puncture marks. One mid-chest, as well as another set on the back of his neck. Both equivalent with a taser.”

      Jaylon wrote that down on his pad. “Probably had to tase him twice to subdue him because he’s only twenty-six and still pretty muscular.”

      “He wasn’t out on the street long, then?” Brianna asked and all three men exchanged looks. “What?”

      “Dandridge was one of the top draft picks in his class. He signed a very lucrative contract with the Bears, but he got hooked on steroids in college and after two years in the pros, he was washed up halfway through his third. That was what?” He looked at his partner for clarification.

      “Two years ago,” Jaylon said, shaking his head slowly. “It was like he was top of the heap one minute and POOF, gone the next. Wondered what happened to him. Must’ve blown through that sign-on money in a hurry.”

      “Still, two years with his kind of money, he’d still been using, so his muscle mass hadn’t had time to reduce.

      “So, instead of an easy target, your killer picked one that required more effort to take him down. And thicker restraints to keep him still for the blood draining process,” Carson said, shoving his hands into his front jeans pockets and drawing them all back into the current situation. “He chose this target for the sensationalism his discovery would bring.”

      Aaron nodded, clenching his jaw muscles a moment before replying. “We knew he’d want attention as this thing went forward. His first two murders didn’t get him the desired effect.”

      “First two that we know about,” Carson said.

      “You really believe there were more?” Jaylon asked. “We haven’t found any bodies lying around anywhere else.”

      “You also haven’t found the actual crime scene, either.”

      “You mean he’s keeping others he’s killed at the place where he drained their bodies?” Jaylon asked. “Like in a deep freeze from our female victim?”

      “Mia,” Brianna said quietly, looking both sad and angry.

      Aaron wanted to pull her into his arms and comfort her, or at least squeeze her hand, but couldn’t. Not here, not now.

      Carson took a few steps back from the officers and tech milling about doing their work. Aaron, Brianna, and Jaylon followed.

      “What I believe is, your man is way too skilled in his process,” Carson said in a slightly lower voice so others passing by wouldn’t hear. “He befriends his victims. Convinces them to trust him, or in this new case subdues them with little to no effort. Drains their blood almost completely and prepares them this elaborately. All this tells me he’s had quite a bit of practice.”

      “Months?” Aaron asked with a sinking feeling.

      Carson gave a half-shrug. “Maybe years.”

      “Fuck,” Jaylon whispered.

      Aaron couldn’t agree more.

      “Why would he be keeping the bodies?” Brianna asked, her eyes a little wider and a slight pallor to her face.

      “They’re his trophies,” Carson said.

      She cocked her head to one side, the way Aaron caught her doing when she didn’t quite understand something, which wasn’t often. “I thought Art’s medals and Mia’s violin were his trophies?”

      “They were.”

      “Because he couldn’t keep the bodies, themselves,” Aaron said, following the profiler’s logic.

      Carson nodded.

      “That’s sick,” Brianna whispered, arriving at the same conclusion.

      “So, when we find this place that’s his kill spot, we’ll find more bodies?” Jaylon asked.

      Again, Carson nodded. “I can’t be a hundred percent sure, but odds are you’ll find them, or part of them there.”
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      The trio of plain clothes men standing off to one side were the important ones. All the other police were no more than worker ants, going about from one spot to the other.

      The tall red-headed one hadn’t been at the vet’s unveiling. The other white man and the black guy had been. He’d bet anything they were the lead detectives. The policewoman with them seemed to be listening as they spoke, but she didn’t look to be too important. No captain or anything.

      He held the camera on his shoulder as if trying to get film for the news like the others around him did.

      “Did you hear someone called into the local channels before the police found him?” one of the beat reporters said, holding his cell phone up to get a video of the football player’s body.

      “They won’t be able to sweep this one under the rug like the others,” he said, hoping to get more talk going.

      “Others?” an old journalist asked him.

      “I heard over there,” he pointed ambiguously in the direction of other camera crews, “that this isn’t the first body the cops found like this.”

      “Really? Who said that?” a woman reporter asked, the others all jotting that down or trying to see who he might’ve gotten the information from.

      He shrugged. “Don’t know his name, but he said something about two others posed like this.”

      That news sent several of the vermin news people scurrying over to the other group of camera crews.

      So easily manipulated.

      Smiling inside, he wanted to tell them everything but couldn’t. They’d have to get the police to tell them about the blood and the sunrise. That is, if they’d even figured it out themselves.

      He wasn’t worried. After today, the press would ensure his work made the front page and headlined the nightly news. And when he made his next statement, there would be no doubt about his purpose. They’d understand that people who abused the gift of life needed to be punished and reborn, their gift reclaimed for society.

      Now it was time to get onto his next donor.
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      While the three professional lawmen discussed more technical things, Brianna decided to get on with her own assignment. Pulling her phone out of her jacket pocket—she left her bag in Aaron’s car as no policewoman would be carrying one while working—and pretended to dial up a number. On the drive from the safehouse, she’d already set her phone to open to the video mode and made sure the flash feature was off.

      Aaron wanted her to capture the crowd and media people on site again—even though they hadn’t had time to really look at the first one yet. He hadn’t said as much, but she suspected he didn’t want the killer zeroing in on her for her own safety. Aaron treated her like both a partner and someone he wanted to protect.

      If asked, she wouldn’t admit it, but privately she liked that he did both. It made her feel like his equal and special at the same time.

      Stepping back, she put the phone up to her ear as if she were making a call. With the phone focusing on the far left edge of the crowd beyond the crime scene tape and barrios, she filmed, counting to thirty before adjusting her stance to move the camera a mere centimeter. By the time Aaron walked over to where she stood, she was staring out at the Cleveland Port parking lot and Lake Erie just beyond.

      “How’s it going?” he asked, stopping near, but not too close, the way a superior officer would.

      She pulled her phone down, hit the off button. “I think I got the entire crowd, but I really couldn’t see. I guess we’ll find out when we get back to the safehouse.”

      He looked at his watch. Another thing she liked about him. No one she knew still wore a wristwatch. Aaron did.

      “It’s not yet ten,” he said, as Jaylon joined them. “We need to talk to Dandridge’s family before this hits the nightly news.”

      Jaylon took out his phone and typed in something. Aaron’s phone pinged.

      “That’s his parents address,” the younger detective said. “Want me to come with?”

      Aaron shook his head as he looked at the address. “No, it’s near where I’m staying right now, so I’ll do the notification on my way there. How about you head back to the station and find out what you can on his life since he dropped out of football.”

      “Social media, arrest records, etc. Got it.” Jaylon nodded to them both and strode off in the direction of his car.

      “Jaylon hates doing death notifications,” Aaron said as they went in the opposite direction to where they’d left his car parked. A lot of the media was breaking up, since Investigator Ramos and her team had taken the body to the morgue.

      “Having to do it twice this week, I can very much understand,” she said as they climbed in his SUV. “I have no idea how you do it so frequently.”

      He stared out the window, watching the crowd thin to a few stragglers and one lone cruiser. The two officers pulling down the crime scene tape and moving the last gawkers on their way.

      “It’s the worst part of my job,” he said and Brianna laid her hand over his on the console between them. “If I could put it off on someone else I would. But I can’t. And these people are about to get the worse news of their lives. If it were me, I’d want to hear it in person, not over the phone or on TV. The families deserve the same respect.”

      Finally, his jaw set with the steely determination she’d begun to associate with Aaron, he put the car in gear. “No use putting it off. I’ll tell the Dandridge’s of their son’s murder and do the only thing I can to give them a little comfort.”

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “Promise them we’re going to catch the son-of-a-bitch who killed Kyle.”
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        * * *

      

      “How’s she doing?” Matt asked Katie when she came out of Paula’s room and joined him on the leather sofa.

      “She’s getting stronger and breathing easier,” his wife said, snuggling against him, shoulder to shoulder. She laughed a little. “I don’t know if it’s the breathing treatments, the antibiotics or Nana’s chicken and dumplings that’s healing her.”

      Matt leaned in to nuzzle her neck, inhaling her lemon scented soap. Katie always made clean and citrusy smell sexy. “Mmm, I think it might be her excellent nursing care.”

      She giggled and his ego did a high-five that he was the one who brought that sound from her. Before they’d met he didn’t think she’d ever laughed. These days he made it his life mission to bring smiles and laughter to her days.

      “You might be just a little bit prejudiced,” she said. “Anyways, she’s asleep now with Stanley curled up beside her. Reminded me of Russell when he’s finally gone down and hugs his stuffed bear close. Completely at peace with no worries. Safe.”

      The wistful sadness in her voice touched him deep. “She is safe and so is our son. I talked with my mother while you were seeing to your patient. She says he’s been busy, and she wonders how she ever kept up with my brothers, sister, and me at that age.”

      “I have to admit, I’ve felt a little less worn out myself the past few days. Almost like I’m on vacation.” She paused. “Does that make me a horrible mother?”

      “No,” he hurried to reassure her. “You’re a fantastic mom and Russell loves you. But little toddler boys are a handful. Just think how much fun we’ll have when we get home and have rested. I’m thinking a trip to the cabin might be in order.”

      “I like that. You know how much I love that cabin, hiking in the woods, fishing in the creek.” She rested her head against his shoulder. “You know this place reminds me of the cabin. The wood trim, the huge river stone fireplace. It’s not a bad place to recuperate. Paula’s lucky Castello loaned it to us. From what she’s said and what Brianna told me, her place is not in a very safe area of town and in need of repairs. It’s a shame she’ll have to go back once this killer is found.”

      “Maybe you should have a talk with Frank about that,” he said, lacing his fingers with hers.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, turning her head to stare at him.

      “He’s not in the Marshal’s anymore. And he already has two other safehouses besides this one. Perhaps he could be persuaded to make it a low rent home to help out women from Brianna’s shelter. I’m just saying.”

      “And you think I should be the one to bring this up to the big guy.”

      “Well, he does think of you as his little sister.”

      She laid her head on his shoulder and was quiet a while. Matt knew not to push her. All her life Katie had needed to weigh the results of every decision she made—her life more often than not had depended on it—and she’d get to her conclusion without any more pressure from him.

      “You know,” she finally said, “I should be mad at you for trying to use me to manipulate our friend, but in this instance, I’ll forgive you. I think it would be a very good idea, too. And Brianna could sift through the possible candidates to be roommates for Paula.”

      Pleased with himself, he grinned.

      “You can wipe off that smug look,” she said, without turning around. She knew him too well. “We haven’t convinced Castello yet.

      “You will.”

      “Has Aaron or Brianna checked in with you about the dead body they found? Was it our killer?” she asked, already back in serious mode. His wife could handle many things at once and always focus on them as needed.

      “Talked with Aaron just before you sat down. He says it’s our guy. They found a former football player on the stadium steps, dressed in a uniform, cleaned head to toe and drained of nearly all his blood. That’s three bodies inside a week.”

      “Will they be coming back here? Or are they going to be at the crime scene all night?”

      “He said, they’re done at the crime scene and were headed out to notify the victim’s family before it was plastered all over the news.”

      “That’s got to suck.”

      He couldn’t agree more. He’d had to do it a time or two when he was with the State Highway Patrol. Never got used to it. “And then he and Brianna are going in search of a homeless guy they met the other night.”

      “Why?”

      “They’re hoping hearing about this new victim, he might remember more about the journalist who interviewed him.”

      “You mean our killer posing as a journalist.”

      “The same. Aaron said they’d be by in the morning.” He lifted his arm over her shoulders. “That means we’re on our own for the rest of the night.”

      Leaning closer, he claimed her lips in a slow, deep kiss. When he pulled back, she gazed up at him with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

      “What?”

      “You forget you’re married to a nurse who has a patient in the house. Meds are due at midnight.”

      He pulled her closer with a grin. “Then we’d better get down to business.”
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        * * *

      

      Aaron hadn’t said a word since he’d gotten back into the car outside the Dandridge’s home. He drove them out of the middle-class suburban neighborhood back into the downtown Cleveland area where the homeless lived their lives. Only the flashes of streetlamps and headlights from other cars breaking the dark silence in the car.

      Knowing how horrible a task death notification was, Brianna wanted to comfort him. She also wanted to ask him how the parents took the news their son was murdered and find out what he hoped to gain by talking to Hondo again, but she knew from the tense stillness of his features he wasn’t ready to talk yet. In the years she’d gotten to know him, she’d seen this expression when he worked a tough case. A man of intense emotions and deep-seated honor, he believed it was his duty to find this killer and get justice for the dead and their families. He couldn’t do that until he had his emotions under control and could think clearly. Despite how much she wanted to help him, it was a private matter for him. So staying quiet was her only option.

      They passed the gas station on Cedar where they’d talked with the night manager. A group of people were sitting outside against the abandoned building behind it. Aaron pulled into the lot a moment and studied the group.

      “He’s not here,” he said, sounding a little more in control again.

      “Hondo?” she asked. She knew he was searching for the older man with the scraggly grey beard they’d talked to last night before the storm rolled through.

      “Yeah. I want to show him a picture of Kyle and see if he identifies him as Steroid Kyle, just to be sure.”

      “Could there be more than one former football player named Kyle that’s homeless on the streets?”

      He gave a shrug as he pulled out of the parking lot and headed north on Fifty-fifth street, back in the direction where they talked to Hondo. “It’s protocol. I’m dotting my I’s and crossing my T’s on this one. I don’t want this bastard getting off because of a technicality. Besides, I’m hoping the picture of our third victim will trigger Hondo to give us a better description of the journalist he saw with Art.”

      It took another hour of slowly driving up one side street and then another, but finally the spotted Hondo and his friends huddled by a wall in an abandoned lot across from a metal processing business. Aaron parked the SUV beneath the lone streetlamp on the block and hit the lock button once they were outside. They strolled the few yards up the road to where the group sat huddled against the back wall of an abandoned building, complete with half the windows panes knocked out.

      “You’re back,” Hondo said, struggling to his feet.

      “Afraid so,” Aaron said, shaking hands with the man. He pulled Kyle Dandridge’s college photo from his pocket as Hondo’s friends Yancy and Carmen stood, too. “I was hoping you could take a look at a picture for me and tell me if this is Steroid Kyle?”

      Hondo took the picture and squinted at it in the dim lamplight. “Kinda hard to see him.”

      “Here, let me help.” Brianna quickly pulled her phone out of her jacket pocket and hit the flashlight button, shining it over the picture.

      “That’s mighty handy,” Yancy said, then all three of them took turns holding the picture under the light.

      “That’s Steroid Kyle, alright,” Yancy said.

      “Looks like a kid though,” Carmen said. “Steroid Kyle is a lot older.”

      “It’s the drugs,” Hondo said, handing the photo back to Aaron with a nod of his head. “Ages a person. But it’s him.”

      Aaron slipped the photo back into his coat pocket. “I don’t suppose you’ve remembered anything more about that journalist you saw talking with both Art and Kyle?”

      The trio all exchanged blank looks and shook their heads.

      “The problem was, he was just average looking,” Hondo said.

      Carmen nodded. “Average tall, average size. Weren’t ugly, at least not as ugly as that cap he wore.”

      “What kind of cap?” Aaron asked.

      “You know a blue and yellow striped hat, like the colors of the team up north,” Hondo said.

      Then Carmen smiled at Aaron. “He weren’t pretty like you, neither.”

      Aaron actually blinked at the complement from the homeless woman.

      Brianna bit down on her upper lip to keep from smiling and managed to keep a straight face as they bid the others goodbye.

      “Don’t you dare laugh,” Aaron said as they climbed into the SUV.

      She managed to contain her laughter until they’d cleared the downtown area and were nearer to her townhouse.

      “He weren’t pretty like you,” she said, then doubled forward against her seatbelt, laughing.

      “Well, he wasn’t ugly, either,” Aaron said, sounding a little miffed, but as she wiped the tears from her cheeks and glanced his way, she could see the corner of his mouth twitching to keep from grinning.

      Finally, he pulled into her garage. She didn’t have to ask if he was staying. He simply walked inside with her.

      “Do you want something to drink?” she asked.

      Suddenly, he grabbed her by the hand, twirled her back towards him and held her hard pressed against his body, his mouth slamming down on hers. The kiss sizzled her from her head down to her toes and she gripped his shoulders to steady her suddenly shaky legs. He eased the assault on her lips just enough to reassure her he was in control of his emotions and body, that she was safe with him despite the intensity of this attraction between them.

      Pressing in closer, she moved her hand up to his head and ran her fingers through his thick dark hair, giving him her version of the claiming kiss he’d started, letting him know she needed him right now as much as he needed her. Their tongues meshed in a tango of give and take.

      Finally, he broke it off. Gasping for breath, her lungs crying out for air to keep up with the pounding of her heart she stared up at him.

      “You have one minute to decide,” he said, sliding his lips over her jaw and down the column of her neck that she gave him more access to it by arching her body into his and leaning her head backwards.

      “Decide?” was all she managed to get out as he suckled on that little spot at the place where her neck met her shoulders.

      “Here on the counter or in your bed?”

      As sexy as having sex on the counter always sounded, she’d tried it once and preferred her bed.

      “Bed,” she mumbled just before he reclaimed her lips and was shocked when he gripped her by her butt cheeks and lifted her off her feet. Quickly, she wrapped her legs around his ass and clung to him, hoping they made it to the bed before he dropped her.

      At the bed, he lowered her to her feet, then there was a mad dash to see who could divest themselves of their clothes first. One condom later, she was sprawled on the bed with him deep inside her. With her arms and legs wrapped around his powerful body, she clung to him as he thrust in and out, taking them both on a sensual ride that sent her body higher and higher.

      Moaning into his mouth, she clawed at his back with her nails, desperate to get to that peak, that moment when everything would shatter.

      Then it hit her. She tore her mouth from his and gasped as she clenched around him, moaning her orgasm in his ear.

      Pulling back once more, he thrust as deep as possible into her, sending another ripple of ecstasy through her as he came over the precipice with her.

      “Oh, God. Yes,” he said as he collapsed down upon her.

      She held him to her, letting her hands slide up and down his sweat slicked skin, her heart slowing to its normal steady rhythm. Languid. She was the very definition of the word now. Every muscle in her body relaxed. No need to get up, no need to hurry her lover out the door. Content. That’s how she felt.

      Finally, Aaron stirred, lifting up slowly onto one arm to stare down at her. “You okay?”

      Gazing up at him, she let her eyes and smile tell him just how okay she was as she nodded. “You?”

      “In all my life, I’ve never been better.” With his free hand, he smoothed some damp stray hairs from her forehead, leaned in and kissed her in the same spot. Then he slowly climbed off the bed and headed to the bathroom. A moment later, she heard the shower running, grinned and decided to join him.

      When she stepped into the bathroom, she was greeted by the sight of his naked backside through the shower’s glass doors.

      Oh my.

      Was there anything sexier than Detective Aaron Jeffers naked and wet, every muscle defined down to the little cleft between his ass cheeks? Not that she’d ever seen, and she’d seen quite her share of naked men. But they’d meant nothing to her. Nothing like this man did.

      She opened the shower door and stepped inside as he turned to greet her.

      “I was afraid I’d scared you in the kitchen,” he said, as she slid her hands up his wet body.

      “I know. And you didn’t.”

      He smoothed his hands down her wet hair to cup her face. Leaning in, he kissed her again, this time, slow, deliberate, almost cherishingly. “I needed you. This case is so damn much, bodies keep piling up, and then the family tonight.”

      She stepped closer, wrapping her arms tightly around him her head on his shoulder. In all her life she’d never wanted to comfort anyone more than she did this strong man.

      “And then striking out with Hondo and the picture…” The words just drifted into the steam of the hot water pouring over them.

      Reaching for the soap dish on the ledge behind him, she lathered the gardenia scented soap in her hands. With a step back she began washing him, letting her hands work into his muscles front, back and even up his neck. Cleansing, comforting and caring for this man who gave so much to her and to others.

      Then it was his turn. First, he worked shampoo into her hair, his fingers massaging her scalp until she purred. Laughing at the sound, he rinsed her hair, then lathered the soap all over her, his fingers taking the time to trace the scars on her shoulder and arm from her injuries sustained years ago from the depraved Senator and his son. Finally, he leaned in and kissed the microscopic scars around her left eye and cheekbone. More remnants of that horrible time.

      The water grew cold as they held each other.

      “We’d best get some sleep. It’s going to be an ugly day tomorrow,” he whispered, breaking the peaceful spell.

      And he was right. When the news hit the airwaves, they could only pray they caught the man before more tragedy hit.
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      “The son of a bitch is notifying the news stations now?” Captain Stedaman said as he paced the detective’s room early the next morning. “Any chance he left his name and address with them? Seems to be the only way we’re going to catch this guy.”

      Aaron cringed inwardly at his boss’ sarcastic anger. Brianna and Kirk F sat at a vacant desk behind him, uploading her video from both Art and Kyle’s crime scenes to the station’s computers.

      “We’ve contacted all the stations to send us their videos from last night, along with video from the stadium’s security cams,” Jaylon said from his desk.

      “Okay, what else do we know?”

      “Your man wants acknowledgement for what he’s done,” Carson said.

      “Well, hell, why don’t we just send him a congratulations card?”

      Oh, man, the captain was on a roll.

      Brianna let out a soft snicker behind him, thankfully not loud enough for Stedaman to hear.

      “Which means he’s going to get sloppy,” Carson continued as if he hadn’t heard the sarcastic comment. “And he’s made his first mistake.”

      “How so?” Jaylon asked.

      “What was the description your witnesses gave you last night?” Carson asked Aaron.

      “Average.”

      “Right. Average.”

      Stedaman stopped pacing, leaned his hip back against a desk and folded his arms over his chest. “How is that a mistake?”

      Carson pointed to the image of the Browns’ stadium taped to the whiteboard. “He may blend into a crowd, but displaying his latest kill in so open and public a place, even if he managed to conceal his face, his truck or van is going to hit on the video. So, we’ll have a time and place for when your football player was posed.”

      “Plus, we may have caught him on my camera in the crowd,” Brianna said, drawing the captain’s attention to her.

      He arched one brow her direction. “How is that going to help us if we don’t know what he looks like? Probably gonna be lots of average people on that video.”

      “I also got video of the small crowd outside the building where we found Art.”

      “Maybe the same guy pops up on there,” Jaylon said hopefully.

      “It’s a place to start,” Kirk F said.

      Stedaman shifted his attention to him. “And why are you here on a Sunday?”

      “Helping Ms. Matthews upload her videos, sir, and still searching the city’s databases for a building our guy could use to kill his victims and freeze at least one body for months.”

      The captain nodded as he considered this. “You’re still working for free, right?”

      Kirk F flashed him his patented grin. “Just working for experience.”

      “Okay, but you stay out of the news and out of trouble, okay? Jeffers,” he said, this time focused on Aaron.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “You and Special Agent Smith need to be with me for the news conference,” he looked at the clock, “in forty minutes. I want to give a minimum of information about our victim, the situation in which we found him, and limit the questions.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Stedaman arched a brow at Carson. “Any chance we can keep the serial killer part out of the news or is it better to just get it out there?”

      Carson tilted his head in a half-shrug. “The less attention we focus on his process and the serial nature of the case, the more likely we are to trigger him into making more mistakes.”

      “We’ll just talk about this case then and hope no one asks any questions.”
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        * * *

      

      “Saw the news conference,” Matt said as he, Carson, Brianna and Aaron all sat in the living room at the safehouse. Katie had Paula off in her room for another breathing treatment.

      They’d arrived just after two, having spent thirty minutes in front of not only the local news crews, but several national ones. Kyle Dandridge hadn’t played football long, but his career’s highs and his quick exit had been fodder for sports broadcasters during that short stent. His death dredged up those same commentaries on the dangers of steroids in sports, although his death wasn’t due directly to his drug use.

      “Yeah, the captain was actually glad when the reporters zeroed in on Kyle’s steroid history instead of the way he was found,” Aaron said, leaning back in his seat.

      “Did you find anything on the videos that might help?” Matt asked.

      “No close up of the guy’s face,” Carson said. “He wore a baseball cap and kept his head down, so facial recognition was a bust.”

      “But,” Brianna said as she stroked Stanley’s fur where he sat snuggled in her lap, “We did catch the van he was using at all three crime scenes. It was white and he’d put the city of Cleveland logos on the sides.”

      “So, he has access to the city maintenance vehicles?” Matt asked.

      She smiled. “No. He used a large version of the city logo to make his truck look official. Problem is, the logo isn’t used on the side of city vans, maintenance or any other kind.”

      “So, he’s made his second mistake,” Carson said. “He’s used the wrong kind of logo and we now know what kind of van he’s using.”

      “We’re you able to get the plate number?”

      “Yes, but it was stolen,” Aaron said.

      Stanley sat up and growled at the front door.

      Suddenly, it pushed opened.

      All three men were on their feet in an instance with their weapons drawn and trained on the door.

      “Whoa, dudes,” Kirk F said, holding up his laptop in one hand and a huge brown bag in the other. Behind him stood Jaylon, who also held up two more bags of food. “We come bringing information and stuffed cabbage and pierogis from Sokolowskis.”

      “I figured you’d be at Nana’s house for dinner,” Aaron said putting his weapon away and setting the front door alarm again once the pair were inside. Matt followed the two younger men into the kitchen.

      Kirk F deposited his laptop on the table, then started unloading take away boxes from the bags. “Nah, Sunday breakfast at Nana’s is required, as is Sunday church. Today being the exception. And Sunday evenings she goes to dinner with her ladies’ group before bible study and I get take away. I was telling Matt about pierogis yesterday and he said he’d never had any.”

      “And if you’re gonna try pierogis for the first time, you should have one of the best,” Jaylon joined in. “So, Pierogis Of Cleveland was on the way and we stopped to get some.”

      “Did you have a chance to get the list of volunteers?” Aaron asked, bringing silverware, just as Matt and Katie joined them.

      “Already had it,” the younger detective said with a grin.

      Aaron exchanged a surprised look with Brianna. “You did?”

      Jaylon nodded as he grabbed one of the takeout boxes of food and a fork then a seat at the table. “Yeah, when Special Agent Smith here suggested the killer might try to insert himself in the investigation somehow by becoming part of their world. Figured he wouldn’t be faking being homeless. Street people can smell that a mile off. So, I started getting lists of volunteers from all the shelters. They’re in my backpack.”

      “Yeah, then we compiled the names with pics from the DMV, eliminating any females,” Kirk said between bites of food. “And made copies for you guys. Figured our girl, Paula could take a look.”

      “Were you able to get pictures of all the volunteers?” Carson asked, opening a box and sniffing the contents. “Damn this smells good.”

      “Did any of the names appear on more than one list?” Matt asked, handing cutlery to everyone else and they joined the pair of hungry young men at the table.

      “No and no,” Jaylon said, then looking around gave a little whistle. “This is a safehouse? We usually get a room at a no-name hotel downtown.”

      “It belongs to a friend of ours,” Katie said, coming out of the bedroom and closing the door behind her. “Castello used nice houses like this to stash witnesses in WitSec or waiting to go to trial for big cases. Said he didn’t want people jumping ship because they were in some cheap motel. Figured they’d stay put if they felt safe and comfortable.”

      “He said all that, did he?” Matt asked with one brow arched and a half-grin at his wife.

      She grinned back and shrugged. “More or less.”

      The couple, along with Kirk F, Aaron and Brianna, and even Carson laughed, leaving Jaylon confused.

      “What’s the joke?”

      “Castello uses as few words as possible to communicate,” Matt said.

      “He’s not that bad,” Katie defended him.

      Kirk F nearly choked on his food before staring at her. “No? He’s got that one look, you know the one that when he gives it to you, you’re not sure if he just wants you to shut up or he’s planning to shoot you for talking.”

      “Sounds like a real nice guy,” Jaylon said.

      “Kept my wife safe in WitSec for ten years, then helped save her from a hitman. Wouldn’t want anyone else on my six,” Matt said and everyone else, including Brianna who’d gotten to know the former Deputy U.S. Marshal when she was awaiting the trial three years ago, nodded their agreement.

      The bedroom door opened, and Stanley scampered across the house to jump into Paula’s arms as she emerged. “Hello, boy,” she said, coming to the table.

      “Paula, this is my partner, Jaylon Halloway,” Aaron said as she slipped into an empty chair next to Kirk F. “Jaylon, this is Miss Paula Nowak, our second witness.”

      Jaylon reached across the table and shook her hand. “Glad to meet you, Ms. Nowak.”

      She smiled shyly. “Just Paula, please.”

      “Sure thing, just Paula,” he said, with a wink and a grin, which made the young woman laugh.

      Katie hurried over to get some silverware for her. “You’re just in time for some cabbage rolls and,” she paused to look at Kirk F. “What are these again?”

      “Pierogies,” he and Paula answered at the same time.

      Kirk F held up one of the stuffed dumplings for Paula to see. “We got potato-cheese ones and some cooked apple ones, too.”

      “I thought I smelled something good.” She took a seat and Brianna set a meal box in front of her. “I love pierogies. Best part of living in Cleveland.”

      That lead to a dinner time discussion about the things they all loved and hated about their city. The mild summers versus the freezing cold and damp winters. The diversity of people, cultures and food options. When they finally landed on sports, the opinions were mixed. All of them, including Matt and Katie were die-hard Browns fans, even though there hadn’t been a winning season for the team in years, while Carson was the lone holdout for the Cowboys. The Cavaliers basketball team had mixed reviews, as the women really didn’t like the sport, but the two younger men really thought the team might do better this next season. And finally, they landed on Brianna’s favorite sport, baseball.

      “Most boring sport ever,” Kirk F said, trying hard to hide his grin. Having lived with her for a year, the kid knew how she felt about her baseball team.

      “That’s because you think everything has to be in motion constantly,” she said, pointing her fork his direction. “I told you before, it’s a thinking person’s game. The math is incredible, and you have to take into consideration the strategy of the other team, the pitching matchups, and physical skills of each player.”

      “How do you think they’ll do this year?” Matt asked.

      “It depends on their hitting. They statistically have the best pitching rotation in baseball.”

      Kirk F shook his head. “Now she’s gonna start quoting numbers.”

      “Well, they do,” Brianna said, warming up to the subject. “Last year they had an earned run average of three point seven-six, best in the majors. A WHIP, that’s walks and hits per innings pitched, of one point two-two-three, again the lowest in the majors. Strike outs per nine innings of nine point four-four.”

      “The best in the majors,” Kirk F said with a mocking eye roll

      “And, one thousand five hundred eight strike outs,” she said refraining from slugging her friend and looked at Matt. “They have a possible six-man rotation. Almost unheard of in the modern era of baseball. If they can get some good hitters on a roll and minimal injuries in one hundred sixty-two games, they’ll make the playoffs again.”

      She stopped talking and realized everyone was staring at her.

      “She likes numbers,” Aaron said matter-of-factly and reached for the last pierogi in his box. “Paula, when you’re done with dinner, I’ve got some pictures I’d like you to take a look at.”

      “Pictures?” Paula went pale and shook her head. “I can’t look at pictures of dead people.”

      “No, not dead people,” Brianna said, laying her hand over Paula’s cold one. “Drivers licenses. Of the volunteers from the church.”

      Paula visibly relaxed and the color returned to her face. “Oh. Oh, you want me to see if one of them might be the killer?”

      “Yes,” Jaylon said, going for his backpack.

      Aaron began clearing the table of empty food boxes and gave Kirk F a nod to come help. Cason joined them. Matt went for Stanley’s leash and the pup darted to his feet to go outside. Brianna realized that without a word among them, the men were giving Paula space. Space to view the pictures at her own pace and not to pick one just because she felt pressured to do so. Taking her cue from them, Brianna gathered up the silverware and empty glasses to load into the dishwasher.

      “We’ll go into the living room,” Aaron said quietly to her, then looked at Kirk F. “We can go over what you found about the possible murder locations while she looks at the pictures.”
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      Seated across from their witness, Jaylon laid the stack of papers he’d printed out on the table face down in front of Paula. “Take your time and look at one carefully before moving on to the next one. Remember, he may or may not be in this bunch, so if you can’t identify him there’s no big deal. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she said, laying her shaking hand on the stack.

      “Before you start looking,” the dark-haired lady named Katie said, sitting quietly beside Paula, “I want you to close your eyes like you did this morning and go back to that last time you saw Art. Don’t force it but try to bring that image of the man sitting across from him into your mind.”

      “But I didn’t see his face,” Paula said, sounding doubtful.

      “I know, but you know this man. Something in the way he sat with Art may click when you see his image.”

      “What if he doesn’t have a drivers license? I don’t.”

      “We’re pretty sure he does, but he may have an out of date one, or an out of state one, or even gave a false name to the volunteer leaders. It’s okay if you don’t see him,” Jaylon repeated. “There were a few men on the list without a DMV photo, so we’ll look at those names on my list after you go through the stack. Okay?”

      She nodded, then closed her eyes.

      Jaylon watched her take slow breaths in and out. She was a pretty girl, too young for him. Too wary, too. She had a past, and he’d bet a week’s salary that it was ugly and full of emotional potholes. He’d been a detective three years, worked with Aaron for two and he’d gotten pretty good at reading people. In the time he’d come to the homicide unit, he’d learned that people would do horrible things to others, some lived in the muck and mire of depravity and never climbed out, others struggled to find their way and some made it. Relationships could build you up or destroy you. He’d made a promise to himself, he’d only have relationships that were positive and didn’t take a lot of emotional work. Someone that had that look of fear and suspicion in her eyes, like Paula did, was not on his interested list. She was just a witness.

      “Are you ready?” Katie asked.

      “Yes,” Paula said and opened her eyes. Turning over the first page, she studied it a moment. “That’s Mr. Carmicle. It wasn’t him.”

      “You’re sure?” Jaylon asked.

      She lifted her brown eyes to him. “Yes. He was standing two people down from me in the serving line.”

      He nodded and marked him off his list.

      She turned over the next picture and quickly shook her head. “That’s Mr. McNamara. He’s in his sixties and has a bad knee.”

      “We’ll cross him off, too,” Jaylon said and gave her a little smile.

      Paula blushed, but went on to the next image.

      They continued this way for several more pages, eliminating one after the other for either obvious physical impairments that meant they couldn’t be the killer and move dead bodies, or because she verified they weren’t the man seated across from Art that night.

      Then she turned over another page and froze.

      “Paula?” Katie asked.

      She pointed at the picture, her hand shaking. “It’s him. It’s Stephen.”

      A hush fell over the house.

      Jaylon glanced into the living room, to see Aaron and the others staring back. His heart racing with excitement that they’d identified their serial killer, he forced himself to sound calm as he leaned a little closer to study the picture of the rather average looking white man with shoulder-length dark hair and sort of long, fleshy features, and asked, “Are you sure?”

      She nodded then swallowed. “It’s the birthmark.”

      “Birthmark?” He didn’t see any birthmark on the man’s face.

      “It’s behind his right ear and down onto his neck. They call it a something wine?” She turned to Katie for help.

      “A port wine stain,” she said with a smile and patted Paula on the back. The others came to the table to join them. Each of them looking over the picture of the man.

      Jaylon lifted the picture to study it closer. “I can’t see that on here.”

      “It’s not,” Paula said, assurance in her face and voice. “I saw it when I was looking at his back in my mind. It’s small, about the size of a quarter, and usually almost unnoticeable, because he keeps his hair long to cover it.” She pointed to the man in the picture’s right side where the hair covered his ear. “But the last night I saw Art, the man across from him had his hair shoved up in a blue and yellow striped knit stocking cap. Like he was trying to hide who he was. I forgot he had a birthmark when I’d glanced his way. But it was there, right where I’d seen Stephen’s once.”

      Brianna and Aaron looked at each other

      “Blue and yellow,” Brianna said.

      Aaron slowly nodded. “Like the team up North’s colors, just like Carmen told us.”

      “Who’s Carmen?” Kirk F asked.

      “A homeless woman who saw the journalist with Kyle. Said he wore an ugly colored hat. Michigan’s colors.”

      “Stephen Armbruster,” Jaylon read the name on the license. Then he quickly flipped through the lists of volunteers he’d gotten from several of the other homeless shelters. “He’s there on three other lists.”

      “What’s the address?” Aaron asked, pulling his phone out.

      “1127 Ramona Ave in Lakewood.” Shit. They’d have to get the suburban cops involved. The captain wasn’t going to like that.

      “Kirk F,” Aaron called, and the kid was at his elbow with his laptop. “See if you can find out if this guy works in any of the local blood banks.”

      “And hospitals,” Katie said.

      “Gonna take me a minute,” Kirk F said, sitting by Paula once more typing away on his computer. She spelled out the last name to him and the pair worked on searching their lists.

      Aaron moved back into the living room and signaled Jaylon and the others to join him.

      “How do you want to handle this?” Jaylon asked.

      “If Kirk F can get us a name of where he’s employed, we’re going to need to hit both that place and his residence at the same time,” Aaron said.

      “You want to take SWAT to his home and a quieter group to his work?” Jaylon asked.

      “Yeah, I’ll go with SWAT and you take the warrants division with you. That way we have experienced takedown people at both places.”

      “You should also consider sending people into the homeless community to look for him,” Carson said. “He may be out hunting for his next victim, since he got so much media attention from this one.”

      “Patrol can handle that,” Jaylon suggested.

      Aaron nodded, hitting the buttons on his phone. “First, we bring in Stedaman and get warrants ASAP.”

      As he walked into the other room to talk with their captain, Jaylon picked up the photo of Armbruster’s license and went to the far side of the kitchen to call in the All Points Bulletin. He’d need the man’s stated height and weight for the APB, as well as the description of the white van with the fake city logo on the sides, just in case the guy hadn’t removed the decals. Who knows? Maybe they’d get lucky and someone would pull him over with evidence inside the van.
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      “You’re staying in the SUV,” Aaron said again as he, Carson, and Brianna waited for Captain Stedaman and the SWAT team’s van to arrive. They’d contacted the local suburban police to give them a heads up about the raid they were about to make on Stephen Armbruster’s home. Two of the local’s squad cars sat at opposite ends of the block where the house was located.

      “Yes, sir,” Brianna said, and he could hear a trace of humor in her voice.

      “I mean it, Bri,” he looked in the rearview mirror at her in the backseat, wanting her to understand just how serious this was. “No matter what happens outside or in that house, you don’t leave this car. You’re not official and this guy might be crazy enough to fire a weapon. This car is bulletproof. Promise me you’ll stay here. Don’t make me regret letting you come along.”

      The humor had gone from her eyes and she nodded. “I promise not to get out of this car unless you tell me to.”

      He should have left her at the safehouse with Paula, Katie, and Kirk F. She’d be a damn sight safer there. But they’d started this journey together. Hell, she’d been the one to see a problem, although at that luncheon so many days ago, neither of them thought they’d end up searching for a serial killer. So, when she asked to come along with him and Carson, he’d agreed, but only if she stayed inside the SUV until they had Armbruster in handcuffs.

      While they were hitting his home, Jaylon and Matt were going with the warrants squad to the blood bank Kirk F had finally established as Armbruster’s place of employment. That was going to be a mess no matter if they found the killer there or not. Someone was going to have to break the news to the administrators that they’d been using harvested blood.

      Coroner Investigator Anita Ramos was tagging along with that group to do some preliminary DNA testing of the blood they had on hand. If they found a match to Art’s or Kyle’s blood, then they’d confiscate it as evidence. She’d explained to them that Mia’s blood had probably hit the system six months ago when she’d gone missing since blood—stored with the right coagulant and ideal temperatures of two to six degrees Celsius—could only last for forty-two days. The likelihood that they’d find Mia’s DNA in the blood currently in the system was impossible.

      Headlights flashed in the rearview mirror as the SWAT van pulled onto the block, stopping just behind Aaron’s vehicle.

      “They’re here,” he said, opening his door then he paused and looked over his shoulder at Brianna. “Keep your phone handy. Just in case.”

      She held her hand up, the phone already in it to show they’d been thinking the same thing. “Be careful, you two,” she said as he and Carson exited. Aaron hit the door-lock button on his key fob. Not so much locking her in as locking out anyone trying to get to her.
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      Matt stood just behind Jaylon as he filled the warrants team in on who they were looking for. Each member of the team was handed a copy of Armbruster’s drivers license so they could identify him immediately.

      “It’s the evening shift, so there should be fewer staff in the building,” Jaylon said. “The warrant isn’t just to apprehend our suspect, Stephen Armbruster, but to search the entire facility, whether he’s inside or not. Investigator Ramos and her team will be taking samples from all the blood in stock to test for DNA against our victims.”

      “Did you say the bagged blood may be from victims in the morgue?” one of the warrant officers asked.

      “That is what we believe,” Jaylon said and paused, giving them all a chance to digest the information.

      Matt liked how this young detective was handling the case and the instructions to an entire team of trained professionals. Precise and to the point. Kid was a good leader.

      “Well, shit,” the warrant team’s sergeant and oldest member finally said, summing up what the others were obvious thinking. This assignment wasn’t just serving an arrest warrant, but something much bigger.

      Jaylon nodded, folding his copy of the license, and putting it in his pocket. The others followed suit. “Right. So, no matter if we find our man or not, the forensic team will be scouring the files and testing the blood for a while, depending on how much blood is currently on site. Once we’ve either got our man in custody or cleared his presence in the facility, you’re good to go and my team will stay behind. Okay?”

      “Okay. Let’s lock and load, people,” the team leader said, and all his people pocketed their copies of Armbruster’s likeness and checked their weapons.

      Matt adjusted the bulletproof vest he’d borrowed from Jaylon and checked his own weapon. Knowing Katie was capable of seeing to Paula’s security back at the safehouse, he’d volunteered to go with Jaylon so there would be two groups familiar with the details of the case searching both sites. He just wished they’d managed to pinpoint his actual killing lair.

      “On three, people,” the leader of the warrant squad said and majority of the group headed to the breach the main entrance to the lab, while a small group went around back to secure the rear from any attempt of their suspect to flee that way. Following the guys used to bringing down suspects on a daily basis, Jaylon and Matt brought up the rear for safety sake.
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      “Do you think they’ll catch him?” Paula asked.

      She sat snuggled on the leather sofa beneath a soft knitted afghan Kirk F had delivered from his Nana after dropping her off at her Sunday night bible study. He loved his Nana, not just because she was his grandmother and the woman who raised him, but because despite her stern disposition, strict rules and unfiltered opinions, she loved unconditionally. She loved him. She loved her neighbors and friends. She loved those who needed it most. Paula may not know it yet, but she’d been adopted by Nana that first night in the hospital and she was going to be loved for the rest of her days by that wonderful woman.

      “If he’s at his house or the blood bank, they’ll catch him,” Katie said, sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the coffee table. “The problem is will he come peacefully?”

      On the overstuffed chair across from them, Kirk F looked up from the laptop page he’d been studying. “You think he’ll be stupid enough to take on a SWAT team? I mean, how stupid could he be?”

      “In my life I’ve known desperate people to do stupid things.” Katie gave a little shrug as she laid a nine-millimeter Glock on the table in front of her.

      “Whoa!” Kirk F said, holding up his hands and pulling his laptop closer as if to protect him if she decided to fire the gun. “Where’d you get that?”

      “Oh, my…God!” Paula wheezed out.

      “Easy.” Katie held up her empty hands. “Both of you just relax. This is my weapon. You do know Matt and I are here for security, right?”

      “I thought you was a nurse and Matt was the hired gun,” Kirk F said.

      “Yeah, me too.” Paula coughed, then slowly relaxed.

      “I am a nurse, but I’m also capable of putting a hole in a man if the need should arise.” Katie opened the bag on the floor beside her and took out two rags and a little bottle. “But my husband just went into possible harm’s way and I’m not going to lie to you. It makes me anxious. When I’m anxious I have to do something that calms me down. My sister-in-law Sami loves to bake when she worries. I clean guns.”

      “I think I like your sister-in-law’s way of worrying a whole lot better,” Kirk F said as he watched her take out the gun clip and remove the bullet in the chamber. Knowing the weapon was unloaded now and definitely in expert hands, he relaxed.

      “Me, too. What does she bake?” Paula asked, picking Stanley up off the floor and snuggling him in with her.

      Katie began disassembling the gun into pieces. “Depends on how much worrying she’s doing. If she were here and knew her brother Matt was out trying to bring in a serial killer, we’d probably rate muffins or brownies.”

      Kirk F listened to them chat about baking and family and even Katie’s little boy as he searched the files he’d downloaded to his laptop earlier. Aaron had asked him to see if he could locate a building with high electricity use that was supposed to be abandoned. He’d tried searching for old warehouses but came up with nothing. Since he now had the killer’s name, he’d done a cross-search for property and utility accounts under Armbruster. He was just waiting for results.

      His computer flashed him a notification icon.

      Hot damn!

      There were two places under Armbruster’s name. One was the address on his driver’s license he’d seen earlier. He eliminated that.

      Opening a tab for the map of Cleveland, he typed in the other address on Scranton Road.

      Why did that sound familiar?

      Oh yeah, an old stockyard company was located on Scranton Road back in the eighteen-nineties. He’d done a report on it in middle school as part of his history class. Nana said her great grandfather worked in the meat packing business back when he came north from the cottonfields of Mississippi when the Ku Klux Klan was strong at the end of the Reconstruction Period in the South. She said her grandfather worked there, too, but after most of the meat packing business moved to the Stockyard area further southwest of Scranton Road. He remembered the details because his family connection to the area.

      Nana loved talking about the family’s history so much she’d driven him down there while he was doing his research so he could see where his family made their living at the turn of the last century. Pride filled her voice when she spoke about the men making something of themselves in the business, starting at the cattle unloading docks and working their way up to foremen to provide for their families left an impression on him. He wanted her to be that proud of him.

      Switching tabs on the laptop, he pulled up the electric company’s page. He prayed no one asked him how he got this information. Hacking into the electric company’s computers had wasn’t exactly legal.

      Holy Shit! This place was using a crapload of electricity. Had been for nearly three years, according to the usage charts. This had to be the place Armbruster was using to at least store his victims like he had that Mia lady.

      Aaron should have this information.

      Kirk F glanced at the safehouse’s living room clock. Ten. Right now the two teams should be hitting the address and blood bank to arrest Armbruster. And it was almost time to pick up Nana from her bible study. He could just drive by Scranton Road on his way to get Nana, get a quick look at the building at the address listed and then let Aaron know what he found.

      Yeah, he could do that. He wanted to be a cop. Might as well start acting like one.

      “Hey,” he said, grabbing his coat. “I need to pick up Nana. I’ll be back after I get her home, okay?”

      Katie looked up from where she was putting the gun back together after cleaning and oiling it. “Okay. Drive safe.”

      Paula waved from the couch and he headed out the front door.
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      Brianna sat in the SUV anxiously watching the scene outside Armbruster’s dark home. Was he at home? In bed, sleeping peacefully? Or out hunting for another innocent victim to prey upon? Or perhaps laying in wait inside to kill anyone entering his lair?

      Oh, dear lord, she sounded like a melodrama from the last century. And her worry was doing nothing but adding to her anxiety. Get a grip, girl. These guys are trained professionals.

      She focused her gaze on Aaron and Carson, neither wearing tactical head gear like the SWAT team and going in behind the more experienced door breachers. She’d lowered the window on the door closest to the house just enough to hear what might be going on.

      There was a loud bang and her heart skipped a beat. She realized the noise was from the big black cylinder ram she’d seen one of the SWAT team carry past her moments before hitting the door, then the group of armed police surged inside.

      Straining to hear out the window, she prayed gunfire wouldn’t erupt inside the house.

      The night was eerily silent.

      The fast beat of her own pulse echoed in her ear.

      Inside the house, waves of bright light from the SWAT team’s flashlights swung back and forth in the house’s main floor then up to the second level and finally down in the basement windows. Finally, lights came on inside the house and the porch light popped on. The SWAT team slowly emerged and she could see Aaron and Carson talking with one of the SWAT team members, probably their leader.

      A few moments later Aaron and Carson disappeared back into the house and the SWAT leader made a bee line straight for the SUV. She lowered the window as he approached.

      “Ma’am, Detective Jeffers has asked that you join him inside,” he said.

      She grabbed her bag and climbed out, hitting the lock button on the extra key fob Aaron had given her. “I take it you didn’t find Armbruster inside the house?”

      “No, ma’am. We’re going to clear out and let the locals assist the detective and FBI agent here,” the man said as he escorted her to the house, his weapon gripped easily at the ready. He stopped at the porch and waved down the street. One of the cruisers drove up and parked on the curb outside Armbruster’s home. “You can go in. I’ll stay here until the patrolman is in position.”

      She thanked him and stepped inside the very normal, very neat—except for the outside door hanging by its upper hinge—suburban home.

      “Aaron?”

      “In here, Bri,” he said, using the nickname for the second time this evening. Abby had given it to her when they were in the orphanage and been the only one to call her that until now. She kind of liked that Aaron used it, too.

      She turned to her right and entered a home office. Built-in wooden bookcases lined three of the walls. A solid maple desk and leather office chair sat in the middle facing the doorway. Aaron sat in the chair, looking at the computer screen.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Looking at his browsing history, hoping he left some evidence or clues about his killing spot, because there’s nothing here.”

      Standing a few feet from the desk, taking in all the things in the room. A framed world map hung on the one wall not covered with bookshelves. Beneath it was an antique mahogany sideboard. On top of which sat the gilded-framed picture of a thirtyish woman with eighties-style highly-teased hair. “Do you think this was his mother?”

      “I’d say that was a very good guess,” Carson said, stepping into the room. “Upstairs bedrooms are a bust. Nothing in the closets or under the bed or in the dressers. Armbruster’s very meticulous. Everything precisely in its place. Nothing out of place. The whole house looks like it came from a showroom.”

      “So he’s a neat freak,” Aaron said leaning back in the chair. “I was hoping we’d find something that would lead us to where he’s holding these people long enough to drain their blood.”

      His phone rang and he pulled it out of pocket to answer. “Yes, sir. No sign of him here. The blood bank was a bust, too?” he said, looking at Brianna and Carson, to let them know Armbruster was still in the wind.

      “Yes, sir, we’re looking very carefully for any clue, but so far it’s looking pretty sparse. Even his computer has been cleaned.” He paused and glanced at his wristwatch. “I figure no more than half an hour, just to be sure we don’t miss anything.”

      Then he hung up and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Your captain?” Brianna asked, going back to study the credenza. It reminded her of the one her adoptive parents had in their home.

      “He wants us all to meet back at the precinct in thirty minutes. Jaylon and Matt came up empty at the blood bank. Ramos has started inventorying the blood and taking samples.”

      “You know you’ll find matches to the two men,” Carson said over his shoulder as he pulled down books one at a time, then replacing them.

      “Well, at least that will be some useable evidence.” Aaron stood and turned off the computer. “I’ll have the tech people come take this, maybe they can find something with a deeper dive. There’s nothing obvious in it.”

      “This man is meticulous. He pays attention to details, Jeffers,” Carson said. “I wouldn’t have expected him to leave you a neon sign saying, here’s the spot to go search.”

      “I’d settle for a breadcrumb right now,” Aaron muttered.

      While the two men talked, Brianna slid her hand over the top of the credenza, slipping her fingers under the edge where it hung over the sides. She worked her way backwards from the middle front first to the right, then to the left until her fingers found the little button hidden near the back. Just like the one at her parents’ home.

      “How about a secret drawer?” she asked as she pushed the button inward.

      A hinged side panel popped open.

      “What the hell?” Aaron asked hurrying over, Carson right behind him.

      She grinned at them. “My parents had a hutch like this. Very old. They never knew there was a secret panel built in. I used to hide things in it when I was young. First little bits of money from my allowance, then my diary and finally pot when I took the chance of getting some as a teen.”

      The hidden space at the back of the antique furniture was deep, the entire length of the credenza and about eight inches wide.

      “I doubt he’s got any of that in there,” Carson said, bending over and shining his flashlight inside. “Yep, just as I thought. This is where he’s keeping his treasures.”

      His hands already gloved, he reached in and pulled out a sweatshirt with Steroid Kyle’s high school emblem on the front. Next he pulled out Mia’s violin. He laid it on top of the credenza. Brianna started to reach for it.

      “You can’t,” Aaron said grabbing her hand gently to prevent her from touching the instrument. “I know you want the connection with your friend, but we have to preserve any prints he may have left on it.”

      She nodded, fighting back both the anger welling inside and the tears that threatened.

      Next, Carson pulled out an opaque plastic tub. He lifted the lid and inside were Art’s war medals and a ring.

      “Is that Art’s ring?” Brianna asked.

      Carson held it up and read the markings. “I don’t think so. It’s a school ring from a medical school.”

      “Shit,” Aaron said as he dialed a number on his phone. “Ramos, you got an extra tech free over there? Yeah, I need someone to bag and process what we’ve found over here. As quick as you can spare them. We have to be back at the precinct in thirty. Tell Jaylon I think our next victim has already been taken and it’s a doctor.”
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      It was creepy dark out here.

      The streetlights at each end of the block flickered dimly. The alley completely unlit.

      Kirk sat in the Caddy parked across the street from the old meat packing plant. According to what he’d found, the place had been sold when the owners moved the business to the stockyards section of Cleveland in the early nineteen-hundreds. Then a local market occupied the space for a while until the Depression hit in the nineteen-thirties. A few other businesses were in and out of it until the sixties hit and people moved out of the area. It lay abandoned for decades afterward. About three years ago, Armbruster purchased it.

      The windows in the place were either boarded up with plywood or blacked out with paint. The fence was old, rusted mesh steel and the landscaping looked like something out of a jungle movie not House Beautiful, that’s for sure. Everything about the place screamed “KEEP OUT!”

      So, why the hell was he sitting here actually contemplating checking the place out closer?

      Because he wanted to help, to do something to bring this guy hunting his fellow Clevelanders to justice. Because he wanted Paula and Stanley to be safe. Because he really wanted to be sure this was the guy’s killing spot before sending Aaron and his team storming in here. Yeah, he didn’t want to be wrong.

      Don’t be a wimp. Get it done and get out.

      Opening the Caddy’s door, he stepped out, pushed the lock button and closed it as quietly as he could. Standing perfectly still beside it, he listened. Didn’t hear anything resembling a chainsaw, so that had to be good. No eerie music. Only the sound of distant traffic and the blare of freight train horns.

      He inhaled and exhaled. Repeated.

      Okay, he’d seen enough horror movies to know he was about to do something too stupid to live, but he had a few things going for him. He wasn’t a blonde girl. He didn’t plan to actually go inside the place. And he’d keep his phone with him in case he needed to call for help.

      With a quick glance up both sides of the street, he dashed across the pothole-littered street and down the darker alley beside the fenced in property, further from the street and any passing traffic. No need in getting arrested by the police when he was trying to help them.

      He jiggled the fence. Pretty sturdy.

      Okay, he was going to have to hop it.

      Hands on the pipe at the top of the mesh he paused again to listen. This time for anything that sounded like a guard dog.

      Nothing.

      Taking a few steps back, he took a running hop and used the top of the fence to help him up and over, just like high jumping on the track team back in school. He landed softly, with bent knees on the other side. He remained squatting, calming his heartbeat and listening.

      No barking dog with huge teeth headed his way.

      No crazed man wielding a weapon.

      Slowly, he stood. He rubbed his sweaty palms on his jeans, then jogged across the small yard to the side of the brick building. His back pressed against the wall, he glanced to his left, then to his right. Nothing moved.

      Okay. That’s good. He’d made it here without anyone seeing him. Time to see what he could inside.

      Slowly, with his back still pressed against the bricks, he moved past one boarded up window, then a second. His target was the window painted black. Maybe there would be a sliver of space to peer inside.

      Finally reaching it, he stood just at the edge and took another deep breath. Music played inside. He strained to make it out. It was the kind rich people went to hear at the opera or nerdy kids who played violins learned for school productions.

      With his heart pounding in his ear, he leaned in closer. Like he thought, the paint was completely covering the glass. As if someone smeared it on in a hurry. I guess when you were busy planning how to kill people and drain out all their blood, doing a good paint job wasn’t a priority.

      He turned a little more and tried to see more of what was hiding inside.

      Squinting, to adjust to the bright lights inside, he could see the big white van to the left. To the right? A large metal door.

      Suddenly something struck him in the back. Lightning charged through him.

      His body spasmed.

      He couldn’t breathe as he fell to the ground.
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      “So, you think he’s got a doctor as his next victim?” Captain Stedaman asked Aaron.

      Both search teams were gathered back in the Homicide Division’s conference room. Brianna sat between Aaron and Carson. In front of her lay two picture frames in evidence bags—one the picture of what they assumed was Armbruster’s mother, the other was a funeral program for her. It had been the last item they’d found in the secret hiding space. And a third bag held old typed medial reports.

      “The things we found in his stash all meant something to him and his victims,” Aaron said, holding up the bag with the violin inside. “This belonged to Mia Tanaka. Confirmed by Ms. Matthews.”

      He held up the next bag with the school sweatshirt in it, then passed it on to the captain. “Kyle Dandridge’s high school logo.”

      Then he lifted the first small bag. “Art’s Army medals. And then there’s this.” He handed the last bag to his boss. “It’s a medical school alumni ring. We checked and those are only given to people who graduated from this particular medical school. We’re assuming that if our guy has it, the doctor it belongs to is strapped to a table somewhere being drained of his blood.”

      “Don’t suppose there’s a doctor on the missing person’s list?” Stedaman asked, laying the bag back down with the others after studying the ring.

      Jaylon shook his head. “First thing we did when we saw the ring. No such luck.”

      “We’re working on the idea this was a doctor who hit hard times and living among the homeless like our other victims,” Aaron said.

      “Makes sense,” the captain said, folding his arms over his chest. “Have we checked with the local hospitals to find out if any of them had a doctor on staff who graduated from this school?”

      Again, Jaylon shook his head. “Not yet, but a few of them said they’d get back to us in the morning. You know what it’s like to get information on a Sunday, especially at nearly eleven at night.”

      Stedaman nodded then focused on Brianna. She sat up a little straighter. “What have you there Ms. Matthews?”

      “We found this framed picture on top of the credenza where Armbruster hid his treasures.” She pointed at the second bag in front of her. “The other is the funeral program from Armbruster’s mother. The techs found these medical reports in with it.”

      “The importance of it?”

      “It gives us motive.” Carson took up the story. “According to the first report, Armbruster’s mother was the rarest blood type and bled out due to a lack of the appropriate blood in the hospital.”

      “And the second?” Stedaman asked with one brow arched at the FBI profiler.

      “From the same hospital. Part of a chart from the Emergency Department on the same day as Armbruster’s mother’s death. Same blood type.”

      “Let me guess. He was homeless.”

      Everyone in the room nodded.

      “And the blood at the blood bank?” the captain asked.

      “Investigator Ramos and the techs took samples of all the blood they had in the labs,” Matt said.

      He’d elected to come with Jaylon back to the precinct instead of returning to the safehouse. Brianna could see both the frustration and excitement on all the men’s faces. Matt wasn’t going to be left out of the hunt when they were this close.

      “She told Jaylon she’d put a rush on them. The administrators weren’t too happy they’d have to close the lab to the local hospitals until the results are back.”

      “Okay, not much we can do tonight with Armbruster in the wind,” Stedaman said. “Any luck on finding his killing spot?”

      Aaron shook his head. “Still no idea.”

      “Okay, we’ll meet back here tomorrow morning,” the captain straightened and rubbed the back of his neck. “Unless someone finds the doctor’s body before then.”

      The group stood. Jaylon packed up the bags of evidence into a mailroom type basket as the others headed for the door.

      Suddenly Brianna’s phone rang.

      She stopped, pulled it out of her bag and read the caller ID. Her gaze flew to Aaron’s

      “Nana?” she said as she answered, putting it on speaker phone.

      “Sorry, to bother you, Brianna,” the elderly woman’s voice shook a little, “but I was wondering if my grandson was with you and Detective Jeffers? He was supposed to pick me up from bible study tonight and hasn’t show up yet.”
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        * * *

      

      The opening strands of the old Heard It Through The Grapevine song startled Katie.

      Paula and Stanley had gone on to bed and she’d been sitting in the living room trying not to worry about the others, especially her husband. Putting down the magazine she’d been flipping through, mostly looking at the fashions the famous people were wearing and smiling when she knew her friend Sydney Castello had taken the photos, she reached for her phone and relaxed when she saw Matt’s picture on the caller ID.

      “Finally. Did you get him?” she asked without a hello.

      “No,” her husband sounded worried.

      “What’s wrong? Is everyone okay?”

      “Is Kirk F with you?” he asked, and her heart sank.

      “No. He left nearly an hour ago. He said he was going to get his Nana.”

      “Shit. She called Brianna. He never made it there.”

      “Katie,” she heard Aaron’s voice. Her husband must’ve put her on speaker phone. “Did Kirk F give you any clue where he might’ve gone?”

      “No,” she said, then her gaze fell on the chair he’d been sitting earlier. “Wait, he left his laptop here. I thought he was going to get his nana home then come back to keep working.”

      “So, he was still working on trying to locate the killer’s main crime scene?” Matt asked.

      “Yes,” she walked over and pulled the laptop onto her lap and opened it. “Dang it, he has a password on it.”

      “Try Nana Patrick, no space,” Aaron suggested.

      She did. “Nope.”

      “Castello?” Matt suggested.

      Again nothing. “No, that’s not it, either.”

      “Try LeBronCavs16,” Brianna said. “He told me that he’d been in the crowd that filled downtown Cleveland the year they won the championship.”

      Katie typed it in. “That’s it!”

      “Great, hon. Did he leave any URL’s open?”

      “OMG, like twenty,” she said, flipping through them.

      “What’s the one that opened?” Brianna asked.

      “It’s the Electric company’s usage files. How the hell did he get this?” she asked, studying it.

      “Same way my brother does,” Matt said, which meant it was probably not legal. “He learned a lot when Luke and Abby were in town.”

      “Okay, it looks like he was searching for the usage at a particular place on a Scranton Road,” she said, rattling off the numbers. “He had his phone with him, maybe we could check the GPS?”

      “I wish,” Matt said, his voice sounding like he was moving and he’d taken her off speaker. “But that would be something Luke or Abby could do and they’re out of communication while undercover.”

      “I know, but I need to do something. What if the killer got him? Why would he go there on his own?”

      “I don’t know why he went on his own, but we’ll find him. Babe, I have to go.”

      The phone went dead. She sat there staring at the open laptop, not really seeing anything, praying Kirk F was safe.

      “He went on his own, didn’t he?”

      Katie looked up to see Paula standing in the living room clutching Stanley to her chest, her eyes wide with concern for her new friend.

      “I’m afraid so,” she said and set the laptop aside.

      Paula came in and flopped down on the sofa, the pup wiggling down onto her lap. “Guys are so stupid. They do stuff without really thinking it through.”

      “I know. My sister-in-law Sami grew up with three older brothers. She has this saying about men.”

      “What is it? Guys are idiots?”

      Katie chuckled. “Almost. She says, Women have two X chromosomes. Men have one perfect X and one broken X that looks like a Y. So that explains anything men do. They’re broken.”

      Paula laughed so hard she started coughing.

      Katie went and got her some water. She handed it to her then sat on the sofa, pulling the huge afghan up over all three of them. “Why don’t we sit here and talk until they come home. I’ll tell you more of the stupid stuff the Edgars men have done.”

      “Does Sami have any more sayings?”

      Katie grinned. “She’s got a million. I did tell you she has three brothers, right?”

      They grew quiet for a minute.

      Then Paula spoke. “Kirk F better be okay, or his Nana is going to kill him.”
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      Damn, it’s cold.

      Slowly coming awake, Kirk tried to find the blanket. Shit. He couldn’t move his arms, only his fingers. He tried his legs. Feet moved, legs no more than an inch. Something held his body in place, too. Even his head felt like it was in a vice grip of some kind.

      What the fuck?

      “You might as well stop struggling,” a man’s voice, not too deep but definitely not a woman’s, said from his left.

      Praying he wouldn’t see a character from a horror movie, he opened his eyes.

      His stomach clenched and he fought the urge to barf.

      This was worse than a horror movie. This shit was real.

      There looking down at him was a very normal, very average face he’d seen on a driver’s license photo.

      Stephen Armbruster.

      “You’re probably wondering how I trapped you?”

      Kirk tried to speak. Nothing came out.

      “Oh, you won’t be able to talk for a while. It’s a wonderful medication that lets you be aware, but unable to say anything,” the crazy bastard said with a smile as if he were simply talking with a friend, not someone he’d somehow drugged and strapped to a table.

      “Anyways, back to how you ended up on my table. You were trespassing. It happens occasionally. Usually the state of disrepair keeps curiosity seekers at bay, but there are a few who ignore that little voice that warns them when coming close is a bad idea. My mother used to tell me when I was a boy that was God’s angel whispering to me to keep me safe.

      “You really should have listened to that voice. But you didn’t, so now you will be next in my queue, thanks to my little friend here,” he held up what at first looked like a gun, but there were bright yellow markings on the side and the word taser near the trigger. He chuckled and walked away.

      Damn. That’s why he felt like he’d been hit by a truck. The bastard had tased him.

      Next in my queue, he’d said. Next? Was there someone else strapped to a table?

      He looked to his right as far as he could with his head held in place. Nothing but concrete and brick walls. He swung his gaze to the left and saw him.

      On a hospital-type gurney lay a grey-haired white man. He had leather straps on his legs and body, probably what was holding him in place. Beside him sat a table about a half-a-foot lower than the gurney. The man’s arm was extended on some kind of board and strapped in place. From it looked like a long red tube.

      Kirk realized it wasn’t a red tube, but a tube full of blood. Armbruster was draining his next victim.

      And when he was done? He’d be next.
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        * * *

      

      “If something happened to that kid…” Aaron’s voice trailed off as he sped through the Cleveland night to the address.

      Brianna laid her hand over his and squeezed it hard, but kept her gaze out the window as they flew past other cars and buildings, the streetlamps acting like a macabre kaleidoscope of the fear rolling through them both.

      “Why the fuck would he go off by himself?”

      Aaron rarely cursed. A sure sign he was scared they’d find Kirk F dead.

      “How the hell am I going to tell Nana—”

      “Stop it,” Brianna said, swinging her gaze from the darkness to his face. “He’s only been missing an hour and you heard what Carson said about Armbruster’s obsession with how he kills.”

      “I heard. This guy likes to take his time. He wouldn’t kill Kirk F immediately,” he said, quoting what the profiler had told them as they raced to their cars. He’d gone with Captain Stedaman, while she and Aaron took their SUV and Jaylon teamed with Matt again.

      “He may be a little worse for wear, but we’ll find him. And he’ll be alive,” she said as emphatically as she could.

      Aaron glanced at her briefly before focusing on the road once more as they headed across the downtown area to a spot not too far from where they’d found Mia two days ago. “You really believe that?”

      “I have to. The opposite is unthinkably horrible.”

      This time he squeezed her hand.
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        * * *

      

      They pulled in behind the burgundy Cadillac. To the right was the towpath and the Cuyahoga River beyond. Across the street to the left sat one apparently abandoned brick building with boarded up or blacked out windows.

      “This is the place,” he said as Jaylon and Matt parked right behind them. A third car pulled in behind him—Stedaman and Carson.

      Aaron’s phone rang. He answered it on speaker phone and dialed Jaylon in for a conference call.

      “How do you want to handle this?” Stedaman asked.

      “We know this is where Kirk F came. That’s his grandmother’s Caddy in front of me. We’ll assume he’s inside this building somewhere.”

      “Doesn’t look to be much security,” Jaylon said.

      “Looks can be deceiving,” Carson said. “Remember this guy is smart and meticulous. Everything on the outside says Keep Out. So, I’d assume there’s some sort of electronic sensors or monitoring devices on the grounds.”

      Up ahead headlights flashed as two cruisers pulled to the side of the road three car lengths beyond the caddy. Finally, the SWAT team’s van they’d used earlier also entered the perimeter. The leader climbed out and jogged down to Aaron’s car and climbed in back.

      “Sorry to drag you out here again Lieutenant,” he said to the SWAT leader.

      “Not a problem, Detective. Hope we get him this time.”

      Aaron nodded, then held up the phone so they could all hear the conversation. “So, assuming this guy has a way to see us coming, stealth really isn’t an option. The longer it takes us to get inside, the more danger Kirk F is in.”

      He gave the lieutenant a quick description of Kirk F and also filled him in on the idea that there may be a second hostage inside—if their knowledge of the killer’s modus operandi was correct the doctor might still be alive.

      “I’ll deploy my men around the perimeter,” the SWAT leader said. “We’ll leave the patrol to secure the outer perimeter and your team can mix in with my people. We’ll go in from all sides on my call.”

      “Sounds like the best option,” Stedaman said.

      The plan set, the lieutenant headed back to fill in his team.

      Aaron secured his vest once more and checked his weapon, trying to calm the raging anger and fear coursing through his veins. He wanted to shake Kirk F for pulling this crazy, dangerous stunt. At the same time, he prayed he’d find him before any real harm came to him. He’d never forgive himself if he didn’t.

      “You’ll find him,” Brianna said softly beside him.

      Had he said that out loud? Or was she just so attune to what he was thinking and just as worried?

      “I need you—” he started.

      “To stay locked in this car until you give me the signal,” she finished for him. “Trust me, the last thing I want to be is a distraction. Saving Kirk F is the most important thing.” She leaned closer and cupped his face with one hand. Kissing him hard. “You go bring our friend home.”
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      “You will need to stay warm for this next part,” Armbruster said, laying a thick out-of-the-dryer warm blanket over Kirk.

      He wanted to sigh as the warmth eased some of his shivering. Not all of it would go away, since fear of what this jerk-off was going to do him next ratcheted up a few more notches.

      A metal tray on wheels, similar to the one next to the old guy several feet away, rattled closer. On top of it was one of those thick plastic bags he’d seen in the blood banks he’d visited for Aaron. Along with tubing and some hospital needles.

      Oh shit!  The guy was going to drain his blood. He had to get out of here.

      He tried to move his body against the straps. His muscles moved slightly, but not enough to burst through his bindings. His heart raced.

      “There, there. You don’t need to get excited. You’ll be doing a great thing,” Armbruster said as lifted Kirk’s sweatshirt sleeve up his arm and began washing the inside part of his elbow with something very cold. His voice had gone soft in a weirdly soothing sort of sing-songy way like Nana’s did when he was a little boy and skinned his knees.

      What the hell? Was that the drug he gave him making him think like this?

      “Since you’re getting active, I guess we’d better be sure you can’t make any noise,” he said, fiddling with something just out of Kirk’s line of sight.

      A ripping sound rent the stillness of the room.

      Armbruster came closer and held something in his hand. A strip of duct tape.

      Kirk tried to shake his head, but the band holding his head in place prevented him. He widened his eyes, begging the man not to silence him.

      “It’s for your own good,” the monster said, sealing the tape over his mouth.

      His heart sank. Even if Aaron found him, he couldn’t call for help.

      I’m going to die.
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        * * *

      

      Brianna held her phone in her hand and watched the group of police move around the fenced perimeter of the building like a swarm of ants cornering a big piece of bread at a picnic.

      In the distance another set of headlights flashed. This time it was one of the neon yellow-green Emergency Medical Services trucks. Aaron had had her call for them while he’d driven like a madman through the streets to get here. His instructions were very specific.

      “Tell them to wait ten minutes then send a squad. No lights. No sirens. They are to park behind the police cruisers and wait.”

      When she’d asked why he said, “I don’t want to have to wait to get medical help for Kirk F or the doctor if they need it.”

      She closed her eyes and prayed again that they wouldn’t need the medical help, that Kirk F was fine. That they were in time. That Armbruster was taking his time. That he was trying to drain Kirk F’s blood, which would take longer than the one hour he’d been missing.

      Quickly, she snapped her eyes open.

      She was praying the killer was starting his obsessive process on her friend so they could ultimately save his life? How sick was that?

      With renewed faith in the police, and especially Aaron, she focused her attention back on the building now surrounded in an oblong circle, the men’s images looking like black silhouettes in the dim lights from the streetlamp.

      She clutched the dashboard with one hand.

      Suddenly, the police radio in the car sounded.

      “Go! Go! Go!”
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        * * *

      

      Alarms went off inside his workspace.

      Another snoopy kid?

      Armbruster opened the clamp on the blood tubing and swiveled around in his chair. He hurried over to his monitoring system and caught the glimpse of bodies moving in all the cameras.

      “No! No! No!” he shouted, running back towards his two newest patients.

      He stopped at the instrument table and grabbed the scalpel he planned to leave with the surgeon. Now he would use it to finish his work!

      Suddenly windows crashed. Plywood boards flew into the space.

      A door crashed open.

      Something flew inside.

      Bang!

      A flash of blinding bright light.

      He held his hands out in front of him as he tried to get to his mannequins.

      “Police! Get your hands up!” one of the barbarians interrupting his work shouted.

      “No! No, you mustn’t come in here! You’ll contaminate everything!”

      Before he could rescue the bags of precious life force he had salvaged from the decaying human carcasses, someone grabbed him and forced him to the floor. The scalpel clattered on the concrete. His hands were brought together at the small of his back and metal cuffs snapped around his wrists.

      “You’re ruining it!”
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        * * *

      

      “Kirk F?” Aaron hurried to his young friend’s side. Like his mother used to do to band aids on a cut, he ripped the duct tape off his mouth in one quick move. “Come on kid, talk to me.”

      “Fuck, that hurt,” Kirk F mumbled, his speech sounding a little slurred.

      Aaron didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as he loosened the strap over his friend’s head. “Geeze, kid, you had us scared to death.

      “Me, too. Other guy?” he asked, turning his head to the left.

      “Carson’s got him,” Aaron answered as he shut off the clamp on the blood tubing in Kirk F’s arm, then hurried to get the straps undone.

      “Armbruster?”

      “SWAT team’s got him in custody. Can you sit up?” he asked once all the leather belted straps were off his body.

      “Think so. He gave me something.”

      “Probably some kind of paralytic mixed with a narcotic. Kept you still and compliant.” Gripping him by the shoulders, Aaron helped him sit up on the gurney, but kept one hand on him to keep him steady as they watched a pair of uniformed police take custody of Armbruster and march him toward the exit, with Captain Stedaman right behind him.

      “Better get the medics in here,” Carson yelled. “This guy’s down a few pints.”

      “I’ve got them on the horn. Told them we have two patients,” Jaylon said. He and Matt were helping Carson disconnect the straps on the man. “I’ve clamped off the blood tubing, but maybe we should leave the IV in for the medics to use?” he said to them, as well as the phone pressed against his ear. “They say yes. Leave it in.”

      Not two minutes later, in flew the medic team carrying tackle boxes. Another set of patrolmen came in behind pushing gurneys. One paramedic hurried to the man on the far stretcher, the other stopped in front of Kirk F, who waved him off.

      “Go help him. I’m okay,” he said, his voice sounding less slurred.

      “You’re sure?” the older man asked.

      “I’m good. He needs you more.”

      “Okay, but let me get this out of your first,” he said, pulling on gloves, then opening his kit. He removed the IV needle from Kirk F’s arm, slapped the four by four of gauze over it, then wrapped blue tape, the equivalent to medical duct tape all around his elbow to hold it in place. Then he pulled out an evidence bag from his kit and put the needle, blood tubing and the nearly empty blood bag inside. “You stay here, I’ll be back in a few to check on you.”

      “He’s not going anywhere,” Aaron said, leaning one hip against the metal gurney and locking his gaze on the younger man who nodded his compliance.

      “Don’t think my legs will hold me if I tried to run, anyway,” Kirk F said with a lop-sided grin.

      “Oh, my God!”

      They both turned to see Brianna hurrying through the chaos straight for them.

      “Ma’am, you can’t come in here.” One of the patrol officers tried to stop her.

      “It’s okay, Headley. She’s with us,” Aaron said, waving the cop off.

      Brianna thanked her, then hurried over to them, pausing to look Kirk F over from head to toe, before pulling him into a hug.

      “Thank God, you’re okay,” she said, tears streaming down her cheeks when she loosened her hold and stepped back. “You are okay, right?”

      “Yes, Boss lady. Except for feeling like a fool, a little wobbly from whatever asshole gave me and the sore elbow,” he nodded down to his now bandaged arm, “I’m okay.”

      “Good, because I have someone who wants to talk to you,” she said and hit the dial button on her phone. “Yes, ma’am, he’s right here and in one piece.”

      She handed the phone to Kirk F, who rolled his eyes and made a you-just-threw-me-under-the-bus expression as he took it.

      “Hey, Nana,” he said. “No, I’m good…yes, I was stupid…no, it wasn’t Detective Jeffers’ idea…yes, you raised me better…”

      Brianna stepped to the other side of Aaron, leaning against the gurney, her shoulder touching his.

      “You’re mean,” he said, trying not to chuckle at their young friend’s lecture, even if he did deserve it.

      “I figure she needed to hear his voice and he needed to get his butt chewed out by her before we start in on him.” She nodded to where the medics were working on the man on the stretcher. “Is he going to survive?”

      “Don’t know. Medics are working on him. He was breathing when we got here. Kirk F was drugged and I didn’t want to leave him alone to go find out about the other guy.”

      “I can stay with Kirk F now,” she said. “If you need to do police-y things.”

      He arched one brow at her. “Police-y?”

      “You know, stick your nose into things, ask questions, stand with your arms folded while you throw out scenarios,” she said, and then grinned. “Police-y things. Like Jaylon, Matt and Carson are doing over there.”

      Just as she finished teasing him, Jaylon opened the metal door on the far side of the room. He turned suddenly, locking his gaze on Aaron. “You’re gonna want to come see this.”

      “Go,” Brianna gave him a little push, all humor gone from her face. “I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know what’s inside there.”
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      Once they determined that the cold locker on the inside of the old meat packing plant was Armbruster’s actual “treasure room”, Aaron had called Anita Ramos’ team to the site to begin processing all the body parts they’d discovered inside the macabre room. The paramedics had stabilized Dr. Greenly, the older man and a former neurosurgeon they’d found on the second gurney and were ready to transport him. Aaron asked them to take a quick look at Kirk F. They did and determined that he really didn’t need to go to the hospital, but he was to contact a doctor if he felt bad in any way in the next twenty-four hours.

      Satisfied Kirk F was okay to travel, Aaron had asked Brianna to drive him home.

      “Nana won’t rest until she sets her eyes on him,” he said quietly as they watched the paramedics leave with their patient. “I’ll come get you when we’re done here, if that’s okay?”

      She hadn’t wanted to see what Armbruster had inside that cold room, so she agreed. Besides, she’d be more help to Kirk and his grandmother than anyone at the kill spot.

      Nana greeted them with hugs, warm mugs of hot chocolate and a second lecture on common sense and worrying people you loved by making bad decisions. Brianna had finally curled up on her overstuffed sofa beneath a knitted afghan Nana had made while she tucked her grandson in bed and shuffled off to her own room, clearly more at peace than when she’d called Brianna’s phone hours earlier.

      Brianna took the time to call Katie and Paula, letting them know Kirk was safe and Matt would be home later. After seeing the inside of the cold room, he’d decided another set of hands wouldn’t hurt and he’d stayed to help at the crime scene,

      Unable to really rest, all the things that happened in the past five days rattled around in Brianna’s head. What would’ve happened to Paula if they hadn’t gone searching for her that first evening? How many more people would Armbruster have gruesomely killed and displayed before they caught him if they hadn’t stumbled onto Art in that old factory? Would Mia have lived if she’d managed to keep in touch and help her more once she left the shelter?

      And what about these new changes in her relationship with Aaron? Was it a temporary thing for him? Was it for her? What if he wanted more? What if she did and he didn’t?

      Just as she was able to close her eyes and doze off, her phone dinged a message.

      I’m outside.

      She smiled. Either he didn’t want to wake Nana or he didn’t want to get his butt chewed out like she and Kirk had. After what he’d probably had to deal with inside that meat locker, she’d cut him some slack.

      Be right out, she texted back. She grabbed her bag and folded up the afghan. As she opened the door, she heard a sound behind her. Nana stood in the doorway in her robe and slippers.

      “You tell that boy thank you for bringing my grandson home,” she said, tears in her old eyes.

      Brianna hurried over and hugged the elderly woman tight. “We’re all glad we found him safe and sound.”

      “Get on out of here,” Nana said, waving her out the door. “I’ll lock up.”

      Aaron looked haggard when she climbed into the SUV.

      She leaned in closer and kissed him softly. He cradled her head and indulged in the comfort she was offering. Then he pulled back and stared into her eyes in the pinkish-grey light of early dawn.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I will be now,” he said and released her.

      She sat back and buckled in. “How bad was it?”

      He didn’t answer and for a moment she thought he hadn’t heard her question. Then he let out a heavy sigh. “There were eight complete corpses in different stages of decomp. Then there were other body parts. Ramos says she thinks he may have buried them a long time ago and then tried to dig them up once he bought the building.”

      “Dear God,” Brianna whispered, a sick feeling clawing at her stomach. She laid her hand on his. He turned his over and they twined their fingers together. “Why?”

      “Carson says it’s part of his psyche. He wants to relive his kills. Some keep trinkets from their victims. Our guy actually kept the bodies. Except for the ones he decided to put on display.”

      “How many?”

      “Ramos isn’t sure. She said she thinks there are at least ten more.”

      They rode the rest of the way in silence. The gravity of all those lost souls. Dead. No one knowing they were even gone. No one knowing that a predator had been hunting them, killing them.

      He parked in front. “I’ll let you out here and head home.”

      “Why?” Her heart hurt at the dull tone in his voice. Now that the case was over, was he done being close to her? Had their time together meant more to her than him?

      “We both need sleep and I think mine is going to be filled with the gruesome shit I just saw. I don’t want to scare you.”

      Suddenly her heart hurt for a different reason. This man, even in his grief and despair over another man’s inhumanity was concerned for her welfare. Concerned for her.

      “Pull in the garage, Aaron,” she said, squeezing his hand. “The last thing you need is to be alone right now.”

      “You’re sure?”

      She stared at him with all the love in her heart. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

      They took turns showering. Aaron first. By the time she’d finished and slipped on her favorite night shirt, he was asleep on his back, one arm flopped over his head.

      She stood in the doorway for a few minutes just staring at him. So peaceful there, you wouldn’t know this man had the weight of nearly two dozen souls weighing on his shoulders. That his care for them would eat at him for weeks or even months.

      A light snore came from him. She didn’t mind the sound. Its simple rhythm reassured her he was okay. It was the first time in her life that a man looked right sleeping in her bed. Like he belonged there.

      She turned out the bathroom light and padded across the wood floors to the bed. When she laid down, his arm came around her shoulders and he pulled her up against him, her head resting on his shoulder, her hand over his heart. Its steady beat and the warmth of his body easing her towards sleep.

      He moved, leaning down to kiss her on the top of her head.

      “Thank you,” he murmured.

      “For what?” she whispered back.

      “For this. For being there with me tonight. For being there with me through all this.”

      Tilting her head so she could see his face in the dim light peeking through the plantation shutters she’d closed twenty-four hours earlier. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be than by your side.”

      “I love you,” he whispered, staring intently into her eyes. “I have for years.”

      “I know,” she whispered, lifting the corners of her mouth. “I love you, too. And thank you.”

      “For what?” he repeated her question back to her.

      “For taking my concerns seriously at lunch. For taking me with you. For including me. For loving me enough to give me the time to heal. The time for my heart to catch up with yours. For this.”

      Tilting his head closer, he claimed her lips in a soft, promising kiss. Slowly pulling back so their lips clung just a few seconds longer. “We need some sleep. I’m thinking later today I’ll have to face the music.”

      “Captain Stedaman?”

      “Two o’clock this afternoon.”
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        * * *

      

      “Jeffers, my office. Now,” Captain Stedaman said standing in his doorway.

      Aaron looked up from where he sat talking with Jaylon and Ramos. Both appeared as exhausted as he felt on only five hours of sleep, although he’d gotten more sleep than he’d expected thanks to Brianna’s warm body snuggled in the blankets beside him.

      “Looks like I’m about to have my butt handed to me,” he said, standing.

      “You think he’ll fire you?” Jaylon asked. “Because I’m not breaking in a new partner. Just got used to your strange ways.”

      “Probably wants to. And the new partner would have to break you in,” Aaron marched to the captain’s office, closing the door behind him. His father always told him it was best to take a reprimand immediately, rather than let it hang over your head. The worry was often worse than the actual punishment.

      He stopped in front of the captain’s desk where the older man sat studying a thick stack of papers in front of him. His boss didn’t look up, didn’t offer him a seat. Not a good sign.

      “I should ask for your shield and weapon, Jeffers.”

      Yeah, he was pissed.

      Aaron wisely kept his mouth shut.

      Finally, Stedaman put the paper down and leaned back in his office chair. “You broke all kinds of protocols on this one. I guess I should be happy it took you three years to do so since the last fuck up of yours.”

      The captain had delivered the same chewing out when the sex trafficking ring and arrests hit the news. The FBI and the Edgars family just got stuff done, especially with Brianna and the other women’s lives at risk. Things had progressed so fast last time, he’d had very little chance to keep his boss informed.

      “I brought you, Jaylon and our forensics people in from the moment we found the first body,” he said, defending his actions on that score at least.

      “It’s the we that I’m having problems with, Detective.”

      Shit. Not even a last name this time.

      Again, Aaron chose to stay silent.

      “Not only did you involve a civilian in Ms. Matthews.” Stedaman held up a hand to prevent him from interrupting, even though Aaron wasn’t about to do that. “Yes, I know, she was very helpful in the investigation and stayed out of the actual takedown of our serial killer, but she was still a civilian. Then, you bring in an FBI profiler without consulting me first.”

      “Sir, I meant to only speak with Special Agent Smith by phone, I had no idea he would just show up. Although having his insights so quickly, did help us move our case along.”

      “Then there’s the matter of the safehouse and the private security people.” This time Stedaman paused and waited for Aaron’s explanation.

      “Honestly, sir, when I called my friend about using his safehouse, it was more in thoughts of getting Ms. Nowak into a safe environment so she could recuperate from the pneumonia. It wasn’t until later that I realized she’d be a material witness. The security team, was actually Matt Edgars, whom you’ve met and his wife, a trained nurse.”

      Stedaman rubbed both his hands over his face and Aaron relaxed slightly.

      “Okay, this case is going to be one big mess forensically. I doubt we’ll be ready to take it trial before the end of the year, if then. You’re going to be assigned to it and nothing else until after the trial.” He sat forward and pointed a finger at him. “And no more going off script for any reason, got me?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Aaron left the room, realizing he’d escaped with his job intact. Then he paused and stared at the white board full of cases listed below each officer’s name. Under his was just one word. Serial.

      And he had to wonder. When this was all over, would he be glad he still had that job?
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      The trial started one year to the day that they found Art’s body.

      Paula and Brianna testified early, setting the table leading up to finding Art and the subsequent investigation. Aaron was glad they were done early and could stay away from the courthouse for the rest of the testimony from all the other witnesses. It was grueling to hear about how each person was murdered and where their bodies were found—at least the one’s they could identify.

      Some of the bodies and body parts in the cold room turned out to be from runaways on the missing and exploited children database. Those Ramos and her team were able to match. It was the older people whose families had given up on them long ago that still remained unidentified, and probably would forever.

      All in all, Armbruster was charged with eighteen counts of murder and two of assault with intent to kill, for his actions against Dr. Greenly and Kirk F, both of whom testified to what they endured at the killer’s hands. For Kirk F’s testimony, his Nana, Brianna, Paula all sat in the seats to give him support, as well as Frank Castello, his wife, Jake Carlisle, and Katie and Matt Edgars.

      Today, they’d all been present for the final sentencing. Armbruster received eighteen life sentences without any chance of parole. The monster had been stopped forever.

      “How did the fallout with the area blood banks go?” Jake asked him. They’d all gathered for pizza and drinks at Castello’s safehouse, which was now Paula’s home.

      The former Deputy U.S. Marshal and Brianna had discussed changing the townhome from a safehouse into a steppingstone residence for women coming out of the secure shelter. A place for them to find independence and security while finishing school or starting into the workforce—something many of them had never done. Paula was to be the live-in manager of the house that could hold four single women or two families, depending on the number of children the women had. She would live rent free as part of her salary, which the Edgars Security and Investigations Group were now paying. The first residents—two single women—were to move in next week.

      “At first the state wanted to do an in-depth investigation, but the only actual blood they could identify as being part of Armbruster’s scheme were the five bags from Kyle and three from Art. They traced the lot numbers of two used bags from Art to patients and they were notified,” Aaron said, as Brianna slipped into the spot on the sofa beside him.

      She’d asked him to move into her place a month after Armbruster’s arrest, and she wore a diamond engagement ring now. His life was pretty good these days, except for the unsettled feeling he had about being a cop. In one of their late-night talks, he’d confessed to Brianna that his anger over Kirk F’s kidnapping had him wanting to shoot Armbruster between the eyes when he stormed the building with the others. Protocol had kept him in check. Being called on the carpet for more minor steps over the protocol line ate at him.

      “It was a good thing they were able to reassure the recipients that Art’s blood, while obtained illegally was tested and found free of HIV and Hepatitis like blood they’d receive from anyone else,” Katie said.

      “Yeah, but it’s still got the ick factor attached to it,” Paula said, slipping Stanley a piece of pizza crust and Kirk F high-fived her.

      The pair were like sister and brother these days, with Nana giving Paula cooking lessons. They’d decided she could do a weekly cooking class for the women as part of living in the home, while Brianna would come to teach them basic life math, like balancing a budget, writing checks and paying bills—skills women in abusive relationships never had a chance to learn.

      “When you consider that in the U.S. alone thirty-six thousand units of just red blood cells are needed, that means thirteen-million, one hundred and forty thousand in a year; seven thousand units of platelets daily or two million, five-hundred fifty-five thousand a year; and ten thousand units of plasma a day or three-hundred sixty thousand units per annuum; we should actually consider ourselves lucky that only two of Armbruster’s ill-gotten blood bags were used, that we know of,” Brianna said.

      Everyone stared at her.

      Aaron grinned. “It’s her math thing.”

      Brianna grinned back.

      “Well, y’all need to change the subject from blood or I’m taking my pies and going home,” Nana announced from her spot in the bit leather chair.

      Everyone laughed and the men all protested that she couldn’t take the two cherry pies home.

      “So, how are things with your captain?” Jake asked, turning the topic to something less gruesome, but more serious for Aaron.

      “I’ll know on Monday if I’m off desk duty or not,” he said, toying with the beer bottle on the table beside him.

      “Nothing like giving him the whole weekend to stew over it,” Brianna muttered beside him, and he squeezed her shoulder. He learned one thing in the months they’d been living together, she might fuss at him for the occasional sock in the bathroom floor or the empty toilet paper roll, but she’d always have his back against the rest of the world, especially his boss.

      “How about we give you something else to consider,” Castello said, one leg crossed over his knee and his wife, Sydney sitting beside him beamed like she knew what was under every present beneath a Christmas tree.

      Aaron narrowed his eyes the older man’s direction. “Okay, what?”

      “You know we’ve opened up our private investigation and security business,” Jake said. “We could use a man like you to do investigations for us, capable of seeing the whole picture, work to solve a problem, not to just meet protocols. You’d have to work within the law, of course, but otherwise you could run a team of people you choose and with skill sets you’d need, depending on the case.”

      “You’d be perfect for that,” Brianna said, staring intently at him.

      “I’d have to think on it,” he said, even though his pulse had picked up a little steam at the possibility of a new venture.

      Jake nodded. “Of course you do. I’d expect nothing less from you. Just remember, you’d also have the computer skills of Luke and Abby at your fingertips, the manpower of all the Edgars team at your beck and call, and access to my FBI contacts like Carson Smith.”

      “In other words, you won’t be out there with your ass naked in the wind,” Castello said, then turned to Nana, “Sorry, for the language, ma’am.”

      She simply smiled. “I’ve heard worse in my time, Frank.” Then she turned to her left and focused on Kirk F, “That don’t mean I want to hear it out of you.”

      As everyone laughed, including Kirk F, Aaron relaxed and pulled Brianna just a little closer. Life was all about change. When he’d met Brianna for lunch that Wednesday last year, who knew he’d be getting married to the woman he loved and consider leaving his career as a cop? Or that he’d be offered a job to use the skills and experience he’d developed over a lifetime to really make a difference with people who would always have his back?

      Who knew what the future would hold for them?

      Brianna laid her hand on his thigh, the hand with his ring on it. No matter what he decided, with her by his side, he could face any problem.
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      We’re going back to pre-World War II and the Neptune’s Five spy chasers.

      TRACKED is book #2 in the Edgars prequel series. If you haven’t read book #1, SHANGHAIED, turn the page for a sneak peek.
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      Norfolk, VA

      January, 1941

      “Two, to the back of the head, execution style,” the detective said, squatting by the body lying on the wet, pothole-riddled cobblestone pavement of the alley. “Who found him?”

      “The guy in black over there. Says he’ll only talk to you.”

      The young police officer nodded in Zach Edgars’ direction, two buildings down and next to one of the two police cruisers, where he watched both the murder scene and the crowd gathering in the misty night—close enough to hear their conversation, far enough away not to attract too much attention. The brim of his fisherman’s hat pulled low over his eyes to keep his face hidden from any onlookers, he stepped further back to blend into the surrounding shadows as best he could.

      The detective stood, cracked his neck from one side to the other, then shoved his hands into his pants pocket. With a nod to the medical examiner’s group to begin their processing of the body, he headed toward the cruisers, his open trench coat flapping in the wind as he walked. He came to a stop in front of Zach.

      “Detective Ford. What’s your name?” the policeman asked, slipping a toothpick into the corner of his mouth.

      “Zach Edgars,” he said, opening his hand so the other man could see his official credentials without announcing to everyone who he really worked for.

      Ford arched a brow, but only nodded. Good. The guy got the picture that this was neither the place nor time for him to discuss the Office of Naval Intelligence’s interest in the man currently face down in the alley.

      “You have anything to do with our vic getting dead?” Ford asked.

      Zach shook his head. “Was on my way to meet with him and found him just like you see him.”

      “Any chance you want to tell me what you two were going to discuss in a dark alley, late at night?” The detective eyed Zach up and down. “And why a Navy Captain is dressed like a dock worker?”

      Again, Zach shook his head. “Best I can tell you at the moment is it’s classified.”

      “Claaasssifiiied…” Ford repeated, drawing out the word, frustration apparent in his voice. He moved to the side, so he could keep an eye on both Zach and the group gathered where the body lay. One man had a camera, taking pictures of the crime scene with big flashes of light from the bulb in the dark night. “This guy got a name? We didn’t find a wallet on him.”

      “Goes by the name Mackerel Mike.”

      “Mackerel Mike? Because he’s so short?”

      “Be my guess,” Zach said, acknowledging the reason for the dead man’s nickname. “Worked on a fishing boat when the weather’s good. Hung out on the pier when it wasn’t.” He didn’t mention that most nights Mackerel Mike could be found hanging out in the bars on that pier. The last thing he needed was Ford’s investigation crashing into his.

      Ford gnawed on the toothpick a little before speaking. “So, you think him ending up dead in this alley has something to do with your classified meeting?”

      “Looks more like he got jumped and robbed. You said there was no wallet on him.” Zach’s stomach did a little flip, the weight of the dead man’s wallet suddenly feeling like a brick in his hip pocket. It went against everything he’d learned growing up to lie and steer this cop in the wrong direction, but it was imperative no one come down to the pier asking questions about Mackerel Mike—at least not until he knew more about the spies’ nest.

      “Guess we’ll just chalk it up as a drunk getting mugged. Wrong place, wrong time, huh?”

      “Guess so,” Zach agreed, happy to have the case closed as fast as the detective.

      “Am I gonna find more of these mugged drunks lying around in dark alleys?” Ford asked, piercing Zach with a narrow-eyed look.

      The man wasn’t a fool.

      “Not if I can help it.”

      “Then I guess we’re done here.” Ford gave him a nod of the head and sauntered back to his crime scene.

      Zach slipped further into the shadows, watching the small crowd for anyone looking out of place, even though he suspected that whoever executed Mike was long gone. In his line of work, he’d learned two things—the smallest detail could be the lynchpin to solving a case and trust no one.

      And yet, he’d trusted Mike, a man he’d met working on the docks near the Naval Academy in Annapolis. One of the poorer students, Zach had to help pay his way. His experience as a stevedore gave him a unique perspective about ships and how they were run, both commercially and militarily. Mackerel Mike had been one of the many different characters he’d met back then. So, when he’d gotten a note a month ago that he wanted to meet to talk, Zach hadn’t been sure what the old man wanted, but agreed to meet him anyways.

      “Good to see ya, boy. Been a while,” Mike said, slipping into the seat across from Zach. He looked around him in that way that always reminded Zach of a rat making sure no cats were around to chase him off a piece of scrap he’d found.

      Zach motioned for the barkeep to send a couple of beers their way. Once the waitress dropped their glasses off at the table, he watched Mike down almost half of his drink in one gulp. “What is it you wanted to talk to me about?”

      “You remember my friend, Gus?”

      “Big guy? Walked with a limp?” The two had been pretty inseparable on the docks.

      “Yeah, got that injury from a shark bite down in Florida when he was first working a fishing boat. Decided working the docks and merchant ships further north was safer.”

      “Gus got something to do with why you wanted this meet?” He was trying to keep his patience, but he knew Mackerel Mike would take fifty words to tell a ten-word story.

      Mike nodded and downed a third of the remainder of beer in his glass, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his jacket. “When the Brits decided to go to war with them Naa-zis, old Gus signed up to work on a merchant marine ship taking supplies across the pond. Didn’t know why he thought he had to do that. Told him so. He says to me, he says, ‘Mike, there’s good people in the world and there’s bad. Them Naa-zis is some of the baddest ones ever. Besides, I don’t like bullies.’ He never did. That’s how we met, you know. He jumped into a fight between me and four other guys outside a bar. Saved my hide.” Mike paused to take a breath, his eyes growing a little watery. He swallowed a few times, then shook his head. “Wish I could’ve returned the favor.”

      “Something happen to Gus?” Zach prodded.

      “Them U-boats attacked the convoy his ship was in carrying food to the Brits.” He paused again, the muscles around his mouth growing tense. “Not a soul from his ship survived.”

      Zach understood his anger. With every American merchant ship that went down trying to send relief cargo to the British, the need for military escort became apparent to him. Problem was, too many Americans and Congressmen still believed they could remain on the sidelines while England took the next wave of attacks from the Germans. This tied the President and all of America’s military leaders’ hands.

      “Sorry to hear about Gus, Mike, but not sure what I can do to help you.”

      “Ain’t wantin’ you to help me, Lieutenant. I want to help you,” Mike said.

      Zach couldn’t hide his surprise. “What are you thinking?”

      “Seems to me, them Naa-zis might be getting information about the convoys from somewhere. Maybe along the docks somewhere,” Mike said, toying with the glass in front of him. “I know an awful lot of people workin’ those docks. Could keep my ears opened, work my way up and down the coast. See if I hear anything useful.”

      Zach considered his offer a moment before replying. “Mike, I know you want to help, but I’m not in a position to make you an official informant. I’ve barely started working at ONI.”

      “I know and I was real glad to hear you’d gotten that job. You always was good at listening and observing people, even down on the docks. Nothin’ much slipped by you. I ain’t askin’ to be official. Not askin’ to get paid. I’ll just keep my eyes and ears open, maybe join one of those German-American Bund groups…lots of guys on the docks are talkin’ about them. If I see or hear something useful, I’ll let you know.”

      Zach gave him a nod. “Okay. You just don’t do anything dangerous. Gus wouldn’t want you doing anything dangerous.”

      Mike finished off his beer and gave that sly grin that once more reminded Zach of a rat on the wharf just after eating its fill. “I promise to stay out of harm’s way.”

      Only he hadn’t. Two days ago, he’d sent a message to meet Zach here, said he had something important to tell him. Whatever it was, it had gotten him killed and Zach couldn’t shake the thought it was his fault.

      He crumpled his hand around the slip of paper he’d found in Mackerel Mike’s pocket along with his wallet. It had one sentence: Shanghaied in Wilmington.

      

      U Boat 352, somewhere off the Atlantic Coast

      March, 1941

      “It is important that you carry out your orders with the utmost secrecy, lieutenant.”

      “Ja, mein Kapitän,” the younger man stood tall and stiff at attention. “Our operative has been in contact with the local bund?”

      “Ja. Our agent, code name Gatekeeper, has established contact with the bund’s leader and set up a meeting with you. You will put Gatekeeper to work testing the security at the main target. We need to prevent the Americans from replenishing the ships our wolfpack is sending to the bottom of the Atlantic.”

      “I’ve reviewed the orders and studied all the targets in the area.”

      “Good. You will focus on the main target first and if possible destroy the others, too. You will also bring out the plans for their navigation system and weapons. That is of extreme importance.” The SS captain lifted his pipe and puffed on the end a few times, filling the cabin with the scent of fruited tobacco, letting his words sink in. “The other members of your team have been in place several months. Along with Gatekeeper, they will meet you at the coordinates and help you establish your identity. The pair are American-born but have sworn their loyalty to the Fürher.”

      “Can they be trusted?” the lieutenant asked. He knew many American-born Germans professed loyalty to the Fatherland and met to support the Nazi ideals in small groups known as German-American bunds, but living in the capitalist, all-men-are-equal country of America had made them lazy. Not as strong in discipline and loyalty as a German raised in his beautiful country.

      “There was a small problem with a possible informant. Our agent and your team dispatched him without any consequence. They’ve proven their loyalty. Time for you to get ready. You’ll be landing in two hours. You’re dismissed.”

      The younger agent saluted with his right arm held up straight. “Heil Hitler!”

      As he turned on his heel and went for the door, he fought hard to contain his excitement. A dangerous assignment on enemy shores was just the reason he’d joined the ranks of the Abwehr.
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      Writing a book about law enforcement always has me talking to actual police about how things are done. This time it was members of the Cleveland Police and Coroner’s Investigator’s offices, as well as Blood Bank personnel. I want to thank them all for their input to guide me along the path in this book.

      DRAINED is a work of fiction, and because of that I took some leeway in the protocols Detective Jeffers would follow and push to the limits. Also, with regards to Blood Bank procurement and safety protocols in place, the killer’s ability to infiltrate their system were all a work of fiction and no way reflects the security of our blood bank supplies. Brianna’s ability to recite facts and numbers does give accurate statistics to America’s use and need of blood on a daily and yearly basis.

      Any mistakes or wrong turns that happened in this book were mine alone. Any resemblance to any person or event is completely coincidental and unintended.
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