


 
 
 






Jaime Rush

A Perfect Darkness

[image: image]








Dedicated to:
 A.D. Copestakes, beloved granddad,
 and Jan Copestakes;
 Lucy Copestake, wise mentor of things spiritual;
 my young friends, who make life just that much better:
 Nancy and Al Zokan,
 Karen Himes and Cheryl Burgess,
 Karen O’Hearn, Betzi Abram,
 and gym buddies, Joe, Bob, and Gloria.





Contents


Chapter 1

“Mr. Bromley, there’s no need to fling yourself out of…




Chapter 2

Amy cleaned up slowly, still stunned at the wreck of…




Chapter 3

Amy was staring at a computer screen filled with jumbled…




Chapter 4

The next day, Amy opened her refrigerator door, stared at…




Chapter 5

She woke in the storage room to U2’s “The Sweetest…




Chapter 6

Amy was shaking by the time she reached the gallery.




Chapter 7

Just as Amy reached the base of the stairs leading…




Chapter 8

Lucas snapped out of the dream when the lights came…




Chapter 9

Amy had felt fear before. Usually it drove her inward,…




Chapter 10

Rand Brandenburg sat at the blackjack table in Atlantic City,…




Chapter 11

Amy tried to act calm. Not easy, considering Spy Guy…




Chapter 12

Cyrus walked into the old building where, a long time…




Chapter 13

Lucas shot out of his mission. One second he’d been…




Chapter 14

Amy used the drive to collect her scrambled thoughts and…




Chapter 15

An hour later Gerard and Robbins watched Lucas on the…




Chapter 16

It was six in the morning, and sitting at the…




Chapter 17

“Why did Cyrus send you out of town to get…




Chapter 18

“Don’t turn around,” Amy said as Petra began to look.




Chapter 19

“You are both idiots! I can’t believe you took such…




Chapter 20

It was 5:30 A.M. Amy, Eric, and Petra had spent…




Chapter 21

“I’m a decoy?” Amy shouted as Eric outlined the plan.




Chapter 22

Petra held her breath when the door opened. She saw…




Chapter 23

Amy heard a soft tapping noise at the door and…




Chapter 24

In the shower, Lucas closed his eyes and let the…




Chapter 25

Amy was watching Lucas sleep on the couch when she…




Chapter 26

Amy woke sometime later sensing that Lucas was no longer…




Chapter 27

Amy and Petra waited in the Camry while Eric and…




Chapter 28

Lucas shouted, “Back away from the door! I’m going to…




Chapter 29

Amy thought her heart was imploding. Lucas’s breathing was becoming…




Epilogue

Amy snuggled up against Lucas in bed that night, her…




Acknowledgments




About the Author




Other Books by Jaime Rush





Copyright




About the Publisher











CHAPTER 1



“Mr. Bromley, there’s no need to fling yourself out of the window.” Amy Shane covered her cockatoo’s cage with his obnoxious bright orange blanket before he started squawking, like he did whenever she was on the phone. “I have a ninety-five percent retrieval rate.” Her love life might be nonexistent, and her plan to eat healthier was feeble at best, but she was damned good at saving people’s data.

“My presentation is on that drive,” her client said. “My only copy, I know, I’m an idiot for not backing it up, and then to drop it—” He let out an agonized groan.

She returned to the second bedroom of her apartment, cracked open the laptop case and studied the damp interior. “And how did it end up in a pool—You know what, I don’t want to know. Is there anything else on the drive that you need?”

“There’s one folder titled ‘Upcoming Issues’ that’s rather important. Just business documents, but of a, ah, sensitive nature.”

She knew he was lying about the folder’s contents. Whatever it contained held significant emotional relevance…and the potential to embarrass him. She didn’t want to know that. She didn’t want to see the green glow that told her he was hiding something.

She plugged the hard drive into her computer. “I’d better get working on it.”

“You’ll call—”

“The moment I know what we’ve got,” she assured.

“I hope so,” he said, his voice and glow emanating anxiety; if she didn’t retrieve his data, she might have to do some suicide counseling. Wouldn’t be the first time.

It was bad enough seeing people’s glows—what she later learned were called auras—when she was physically with them. That had started when she was a kid, seeing her teacher’s yellow glow and knowing the woman was sad, and then doing the really dumb thing and trying to comfort her. Which freaked the woman out and taught Amy a more important lesson than math or reading: seeing colors that indicated people’s moods or intentions was weird.

In the last few years they’d gotten pervasive. Everywhere she went she saw that smoky mist. Oh, how people lied and hid their pain, and how that deceit made her distrustful. That was why she worked out of her home and hardly saw anyone. Except now she was seeing glows through the frickin phone!

She uncovered Orn’ry’s cage. He made happy clicking sounds, and his crown of white feathers sprang to attention when she opened his door. “Okay, you can come into my office now.” She held out her arm, and Orn’ry climbed aboard. She sat down at her worktable, and he climbed up to her shoulder. She liked working to alternative rock cranked loud. For Orn’ry’s sake she slipped on her headphones.

Orn’ry pecked at the earpiece. “Stop it,” she growled. Then he pecked her nose. “Ow!” She shooed him off, and he fluttered to his stand. He wasn’t called ornery for nothing. That’s how he’d ended up at the animal shelter where she volunteered. No one could stand him, and he languished, destined to become a breeder parrot. She couldn’t bear that thought, and besides, she’d come to like the little bugger. More interestingly, he’d come to like her, too. She would have adopted half of the animals at the shelter if her apartment complex allowed more than caged pets.

A quick Internet search revealed that Mr. Bromley was a U.S. congressman. She returned to the drive. “Please don’t let me find anything really scuzzy on here,” she said to herself. “I don’t want to be known as ‘the whistleblower’ all over CNN and the Internet.” Her policy was never to read clients’ files unless something screamed, Sick and illegal. Fortunately that hadn’t happened yet.

She reached for her mug of coffee amidst the clutter of computer parts. The few who saw her work space were always amazed that she could function in it. She told them she had a system, which was sort of a lie. It was more like, if everything was out in the open, she’d eventually find it.

An hour later she popped chocolate-covered cranberries into her mouth as she unearthed bits of data. “Come on, baby, oh, yes, that’s it. There’s the sensitive folder, but where’s the presentation?”

Orn’ry always murmured when she talked to herself, which made her feel not so alone. She opened Upcoming Issues and found pictures and text documents with innocuous names. She double clicked on one, hands over her eyes, peeking through the cracks of her fingers. If it was something disturbing, she didn’t want it seared into her subconscious.

“Yuck.” Well, she now had an idea of how the laptop might have ended up in a pool. At least the woman draped over a diving board wearing nothing but high heels was way older than legal age. She would bet that the woman was not the senator’s wife, and had no interest in confirming her suspicion.

“Immoral maybe, but not creepy or illegal.”

Her body usually started craving sleep at about three in the morning, and at four her scratchy eyes said, Enough! Mr. Bromley was in California, and since she was in Annapolis, Maryland, she had a couple of hours in the morning to jump back on it before his meeting.

She was going to transfer Orn’ry to his cage, but he was asleep, his shoulders hunched, the feathers at the side of his face fanning his beak. She left him there and dragged herself off to bed.

She was never too tired to hope for one of her dreams, the ones that woke her in panting breaths and damp with perspiration. A man whose face was always in shadow, touching, kissing, loving her. The same man in every dream. She grinned. Even in her dreams she wasn’t a slut.

She had seen his body, all of it, lean but muscular, olive skin, with a head full of dark, soft waves. In these dreams, she loved and was loved, there as never in her life. She was safe to let herself go. The only way he would break her heart was if she stopped dreaming about him. Four months ago she had never felt an orgasm. Now she experienced the shattering of her body and soul every night. What an amazing realization, that she could physically experience what she dreamed about.

She slipped through the hypnagogic state of sleep, where she sometimes heard voices, and dove into REM. Deep in an ordinary dream, her eyes snapped open, her heart thrashing against her ribs. She hadn’t heard a thing, couldn’t see a thing, but she knew someone was there.

Her second thought—after, Oh, shit, someone’s in my room!—was: What can I use as a weapon? Clock. Brass table lamp with sharp corners. Bingo. Her hand darted out to grab it and collided with hard flesh. Before she could scream, he was on top of her, his hand over her mouth.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

Oh, God, he was going to rape her and kill her and cut her up in pieces. This can’t be happening. Fight! Kick! But he was on top of her, his weight pinning her down. Panic squeezed her chest.

He shifted to the side, reaching for something. She heard a click. Knife? Gun?

Light flooded the room. She blinked in the sudden onslaught. Her eyes focused on the man in front of her. Gorgeous, with gray-blue eyes and brown hair, he didn’t look like a crazed rapist killer. But that didn’t ease her fear any more than his words of assurance did.

It hit her then. He made no attempt to hide his face. That’s because he doesn’t intend to leave a witness. Whimpering sounds emanated from her, as though a small animal was trapped in her chest. She quieted them, because, dammit, she wasn’t going to go down like a mouse beneath an eagle’s talons.

He leaned close. A gold cross on a chain dangled before her eyes. The sight of it was surreal. A cross on a killer. If he tried to kiss her, she’d spit in his face or, better yet, tear off his lip with her teeth.

His mouth hovered just above her cheek. He spoke in a low, soft voice that would have been soothing if he wasn’t a terrifying intruder. “Amy, my name is Lucas, and there are things I need to tell you. I’m sorry, really sorry, I had to do it this way. I didn’t have time to gain your trust. Am I hurting you?”

She’d swear by the concern in his eyes that he cared about her comfort. He pressed his hand over her mouth only as much as necessary. She shook her head. Her heart pounded so hard she thought it might explode.

“Good. I’m here to talk to you about your father’s supposed suicide.”

Her brain scrambled to process his words. Her father’s suicide.

Gunshot coming from her house!

Spray of blood.

Shallow breaths.

His eyes wide and fearful, pleading, Save me. Save me.

“Daddy, no!”

Twenty years ago, but it felt like yesterday. She’d found him in the garage that horrible day after hearing the gunshot on her way home from school. The man who claimed he loved her killed himself where he knew she’d find him. Her sole provider made no arrangements for his five-year-old’s care.


The bigger question was, why was this possible rapist and murderer talking about her father’s suicide? Unless he wasn’t a rapist and murderer. She must be crazy, because he didn’t feel like either. That’s when it hit her: his glow wasn’t like any she’d seen before. Not one color but all of them, like static on a television.

Wait a minute. Had he said her father’s supposed suicide?

He obviously saw her curiosity. “If I release you, you won’t scream? I’d rather not continue the conversation like this.”

She shook her head, and he freed her. She scrambled away from him, feeling the grooves of the headboard bite into her back when she slammed into it.

He sat back on her bed, his hands on his jean-clad thighs. The hair at his neck curled from dampness. “You don’t have to be afraid of me.”

She almost laughed. “A stranger breaks in, and I’m supposed to be cool with that?”

“Amy, we’re not strangers.”

The way he looked at her, with a soft smile and his gaze reaching right into her soul, corkscrewed her stomach. She pushed beyond that puzzling statement. “What do you know about my father?”

He reached over and turned on the stereo in her alarm clock. Evanescence’s powerful song, “Bring Me to Life,” filled the room, the tune she’d cued to wake her this week.

“Why’d you do that?” she asked, her words crammed together. What was he going to do that he didn’t want anyone to hear?

“Just in case someone is listening.”

“The walls aren’t that thin.”


“Listening equipment can pick up conversations from over a hundred yards away, through walls thick or thin.”

“Listening equipment?”

He leaned forward, and for a bizarre moment she thought he was going to kiss her. His mouth grazed the shell of her ear and whispered, “My two friends, Eric, Petra, and I discovered that someone is watching us. They call us Offspring. You’re one, too.”

“Me?” she choked out.

“It’s how I finally found you. The Offspring we know about have two common links: we lived near Fort Meade, Maryland, during the same time period, and we each had a parent who died either by suicide or accident within a year’s time.” He gave her a moment to absorb what he’d said, looking toward the window and the darkness beyond.

She pressed her hands to her temples, trying to make sense of it. “Someone is watching you? Me?” When he nodded, she asked, “Who?”

“We don’t know. Probably some facet of government, which is why we can’t go to the police.”

“Do you have any…proof?”

He looked toward the window again. “Not yet. We need to find other Offspring so we can put the facts together and figure out what’s going on. You’re the first one we contacted.” He leaned close once more. “I know you have a lot of questions, or you will once you get your mind around all this. We need to meet tomorrow, somewhere we can talk more. I can’t stay here much longer, in case they’re watching you now. They may suspect I’d come here, which makes it dangerous for me, but I had to warn you. You can’t tell anyone what I’ve told you.”


“Warn me about what?”

“Someone you trust is going to betray you, and someone is going to die because of that betrayal. It might be you.” She shivered at his warm breath caressing her ear as well as his words.

The depth of his concern baffled her. He looked at her in the way someone who had loved her for a long time might look at her. All she had to go on was the way her father looked at her, and that was such a distant memory. And he hadn’t loved her enough after all. Except Lucas had said supposed suicide.

“How do you know?” she asked. “About this betrayal that’s going to happen?”

“I’ll tell you tomorrow, that and everything we know.” She saw the regret on his face when he said, “I hate that you’re involved in this. We don’t even know what ‘this’ is yet.” He released a long breath. “Be prepared. Everything you think you know is going to change.” His body went rigid as he turned down the radio and cocked his head to listen.

“What is it?” Then she heard a soft crack.

He looked at her, fear in his eyes. “Trouble. Protect yourself. Tell them I just broke in and I haven’t told you anything. You’re scared to death of me.” Footsteps pounded across her living room floor. He pulled a piece of paper from his jeans pocket and curled her fingers around it. “Hide this.”

Three men dressed in black burst into her bedroom. The man in front aimed a gun at them. “Freeze!”

Lucas’s hands flew up as he stepped in front of her. Despite his surrender, the man squeezed the trigger. Not a loud report but a whoosh. A stream of blood squirted on Lucas’s collar as his hand flew up to the wound in the neck. A second man stepped into the room and walked toward Lucas, who barreled toward him with his head lowered and shoulders hunched like a bull. He knocked the guy against the door frame, the man’s skull hitting the wood with a thud.

Turning, Lucas aimed for the third man, who was running toward him. The two of them clashed and wrestled, ending up in the living room and sending her gooseneck lamp crashing to the floor. Lucas was more wiry muscle than bulk, but he had rage on his side. He jammed the palm of his hand into the man’s face, sending blood spurting out of his nose, then turned back toward the second man, who was approaching fast despite the blood trickling down the side of his head.

Lucas didn’t even glance at the open door. He didn’t want to escape, but to take out the men one by one. With a bullet in his neck. She sat paralyzed, watching as he dug his elbow into the man’s stomach. The one with the gun, who appeared to be the leader, made no move to help his comrades. He was waiting for something, which she saw when Lucas’s motions slowed and he blinked several times. He wobbled, his eyes rolled back, his body slackened, then he crumpled to the floor with a painful thump.

One man limped over as another checked Lucas’s pulse and peeled back an eyelid. After a nod to the man with the gun, the two hoisted Lucas up and carried him out the door.

The leader turned toward her, about to say something, but she shouted, “You shot him!”

“He was endangering you.”

It was only just sinking in, that Lucas had been shot, that he was probably dead because people didn’t survive bullets to the neck, did they? Or if they did, they were paralyzed, but mostly they died. “Who are you people?”

“FBI,” he said, flashing his badge so fast she could only see that it was a badge. The man, whose features were as stark as a mask, told her, “This guy’s been on our radar for months now. We had to wait for him to break in before we could arrest him.”

“Arrest him? You shot him!” she said again, her scream edging into hysterical.

“He’s a serial killer who’s eviscerated fourteen women with a carving knife.”

“He didn’t have a knife.”

“That you saw.” He looked into her eyes. “Did he say anything to you?”

She was supposed to pretend to be afraid of Lucas. That he’d said nothing. She shook her head.

He studied her. “Nothing at all?”

“He didn’t have time. You—”

“You’re lucky to be alive, ma’am,” he interrupted before turning and walking out of the room.

“—shot him,” she finished with a whimper, then fell limp onto the bed, a cold fog starting from her fingers and stealing over the rest of her. Orn’ry was screeching in her office but she couldn’t move. Trembling followed the cold, tiny seizures sparking through her muscles.

Offspring. Her father. Betrayal. Lucas’s urgent words careened around in her head. Then what the man had said: serial killer…eviscerated women…lucky to be alive.

Lucas was right. Someone had been outside listening, watching.

Watching her.


A violent tremble shook her body. On wobbly legs, she walked to the window and pulled open the drapes, hoping for a glimpse of the vehicle the men had arrived in. The lights that usually illuminated the parking area were off, leaving the night in darkness. She heard the sound of a car start and pull away but never saw headlights.

“Who are you people?”

She became aware of the paper in her hand, now damp from sweat, and tucked it into her pajama waistband with shaky fingers. The most bizarre thing was how worried she was for Lucas, a stranger who’d broken into her apartment and scared the hell out of her. She managed to reach for the phone and dial Uncle Cyrus.

He answered on the first ring. “Amy, what’s wrong?”

“A man broke in…then these men…serial killer…they shot him!” Her teeth started chattering and she couldn’t utter anything else.

“I’ll be right there.”











CHAPTER 2



Amy cleaned up slowly, still stunned at the wreck of her living room and the reason behind it. Orn’ry was back in his cage clucking like a chicken, trying to get her attention.

“Not now, buddy.”

Her red bean bag chair lay in a clump, kicked into the corner; the gooseneck lamp under which she’d read—and cried over—Wuthering Heights twenty times was bent on the floor, bits of bulb glittering in the light. Neither the heat nor the rich cinnamon color on the walls could warm her. She kept pausing, mesmerized by the mess, feeling violated by the sight of it. The constellation globe her father had given her was dented. She should throw it away. Why did she keep it, anyway? He’d abandoned her. Guilt lanced her as it did whenever she let anger lick at her soul. With a sigh she set it back on the side table.

“Amy?” Cyrus took a sharp breath as he pushed open the door. “What the hell happened? The door lock’s broken.”

The lock wasn’t just broken; the metal and wood were shattered.


She made her way to the door and saw the towering man with the shaved head picking his way through the disarray. She was even too traumatized to hide the True Confessions magazines scattered on the floor. Red blotches of blood dripped across the wood. Her stomach clenched.

As soon as his arms went around her, she sank into his big, hard body and felt the trembling start again. Cyrus wasn’t a true uncle. He’d been her father’s best friend from their Army days and had kept in touch since her dad’s death.

“You all right?” he asked, kissing the top of her head as he always did.

She nodded even as tears squeezed out. She fought them because she was strong, because she couldn’t let herself shatter like that bulb. “I’m sorry to bother you like this.”

“That’s what I’m here for.”

He led her to the couch, and didn’t complain about sinking into its plum depths, as he usually did. “Tell me what happened, sweetheart. You said a man broke in? A serial killer?”

She grabbed up the patchwork bunny her mom had made before she was even born and shook her head. “No, he wasn’t…that’s what one of the men said. Lucas—that’s his name, the man who broke in—he said he wouldn’t hurt me, that he had to tell me things.” She pulled her fingers through brown hair that couldn’t make up its mind whether it was straight or wavy and ended up somewhere in between. “He knew my name. He said I’m an Offspring and that people are watching me. He said the words, ‘your father’s supposed suicide.’”


It was only then that she remembered Lucas’s order not to say anything. He’d meant to those men, though. How could she not tell the only person she trusted?

“Could it be that this guy has been watching you, studying you?” Cyrus replied. “Predators do that, you know. Maybe he found out about your father and figured drawing you into some paranoid conspiracy was a way to get to you. Who knows, maybe he even believes it.”

“No, he knew me. I can’t explain it, but the way he looked at me…I know it sounds crazy, but it was like he’s…cared about me for a long time.”

“Sociopaths have incredible people skills, even though they have no emotions. He was just playing you.”

What Cyrus was saying made sense, but it didn’t feel right. Was she looped to put any stock into an intruder’s urgent ramblings?

She hugged one of the pillows. “Then three men broke in and shot him. They just took him out, without reading him his rights or anything. He didn’t have a weapon, at least that I saw. The lead guy said they were FBI but flashed his badge so fast there was no way I could see it. Nothing on their uniforms said FBI.”

Cyrus shrugged. “Maybe you just didn’t see it in the confusion.”

“Sure. That makes sense. Except…wouldn’t they have asked me questions? I’m a witness. Supposedly an almost victim. They didn’t even ask my name or get my phone number for a follow-up interview. They were just…gone. Poof. No, wait. He did ask if Lucas had said anything. Not what he’d done but what he’d said. Don’t you find that odd?”


Cyrus thought it over, squirming as the Killer Grape—his name for her purple couch—sucked him down like quicksand. “Law enforcement agencies have their way of doing things.” He would know, she thought, having worked for the CIA for over twenty years. “I learned not to question things.”

Amy drew her legs up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “Not even when they bust into your home, shoot someone, and haul him away without saying more than, ‘You’re lucky to be alive’?” Her emotions bubbled again at the memory of Lucas crashing to the floor. “That not-questioning thing might work for you, but it doesn’t work for me.”

“I admit, it sounds a bit strange. I’ll look into it.”

She nodded. “Ask if he’s…dead.”

“I’ll find out everything I can.”

“These guys were good. I mean, not good like good guys, but professional. Completely controlled. Their glows were so tight to their bodies I could hardly see them.”

Cyrus was the only person who knew about her glows. For a few uncomfortable weeks he’d asked her to accompany him on interviews for new recruits and assess their glows.

He grazed her cheek with his fingers. “How about you come over to my house? Your door’s busted.”

“And leave my place open to anyone who happens by? No way.” At his look of concern, she mustered up some humor and flexed her biceps. “Me strong, fight off predators.” When he wasn’t convinced, she said, “How about we push the Grape in front of the door?”

“I don’t like it.”


“I’ll be fine. Remember, they have the guy.”

Cyrus was wrestling his way out of the couch. “I don’t like you being here alone. Emotionally more than physically. You might feel brave now, but any minute the adrenaline is going to drain, and you’ll fall apart.”

The tremors had already returned, but she hid them by using the arm of the couch to push herself up. “I’ll call the locksmith, clean up, get some work done. I’ve got an urgent job to work on. It’ll keep my mind focused on normal, sane things.”

Cyrus looked as though he were going to argue further, then relented. “I guess.”

She kissed his cheek, but he studied her for cracks. “You don’t have to be brave all the time, you know.”

“I can’t help myself.” She gave him a feeble smile. Having lost her mom when she was three and her dad at five, she’d learned not to rely on anyone being around for the long haul. Her aunt had taken her in, but Amy had felt that if she became too much of an intrusion she’d be sent away.

“It’s not being brave,” he said. “You’ve always kept this wall around you. Do you ever think about reaching out, Amy? Do you ever need anyone?”

She thought of her dream lover, but knew she couldn’t mention him. Or the fact that Cyrus, too, seemed to keep a buffer zone between them, which suited her just fine. He was the only other person, besides Lucas, whose glow she couldn’t read. Cyrus had explained that he learned to shield himself from assessing eyes.

She forced a smile. “You taught me to be tough. Be proud.”

“I am proud of you. But being tough doesn’t mean you have to handle everything by yourself.”


“Love you for caring,” she said, leaning in to give him a hug, feeling a crack open inside her.

He looked chagrined but hugged her back.

“Let me know as soon as you find out something,” she said.

“And you let me know when you’re ready to talk. You just went through a terrifying ordeal. Talking will help you sort it out.”

She nodded, but Lucas hadn’t been terrifying, except for those first few moments. It was what he’d said and what happened to him that scared her. Cyrus stepped outside and helped her push the Grape to the door. The sun was beginning to rise, coloring the sky shades of pink and gray.

Standing with the couch between them, he said, “I’ll arrange for the door to be fixed. And Amy, I wouldn’t mention this to anyone. We don’t know what’s going on here.”

After he left and the door was sealed shut, she spotted something on the floor where the couch had been. Lucas’s necklace, the chain broken. The edges of the cross bit into her palm as she curled her fingers around it.

The paper. She pulled it out of her waistband and collapsed onto the couch. At the top was her name and address. Below that:

Bill Hammond, 1416 Cannon Ave.

Maybe this Bill Hammond had something to do with what Lucas was trying to tell her.

Why hadn’t she told Cyrus about the paper? Because some guy who broke into her apartment told her not to trust anyone? She felt as though she was betraying him somehow. The confounding part was, she didn’t know which him it was: Cyrus, for not disclosing all; or Lucas, for telling Cyrus some.

Her energy drained out of her, just as Cyrus had warned. She closed her eyes, loving how the couch seemed to hold her as she sank into the velvety cushion. She needed sleep. Lots of it. But images of the night flashed through her mind, shooting her up from the couch. Surely there would be something on the news about it. She tuned the television to one of those twenty-four-hour-so-much-news-you-could-throw-up channels and listened while she worked on Bromley’s hard drive.

After an hour, nothing. She needed answers to the bizarre questions Lucas had posed. She couldn’t wait to find out what Cyrus dug up.









CHAPTER 3



Amy was staring at a computer screen filled with jumbled file names when a knock on the door startled her. She jerked around, knocking her empty mug of coffee over. Were they back?

“Calm down, it’s probably the locksmith,” she said under her breath, and hollered, “Coming!” She turned down the Staind CD she’d been listening to, nudged the couch out of the way, and pulled the door open. Orn’ry took his usual defensive stance on his perch, head down and body flattened. He hated visitors.

Not the locksmith, but Ozzie Stavros, neighbor, friend, and fellow computer geek. Even this early his thick, dark hair was combed back in glossy waves and he smelled like a fresh dose of cologne. He took in the couch barricade with a lift of a thick eyebrow. “Mrs. Cameron said she heard some commotion early this morning. She thought you were having a party.” He was looking at the shattered doorknob. “I heard that rock stuff you listen to so I knew you were awake, even though you’re hardly ever up this early.”

Thank goodness Mrs. Cameron hadn’t heard the gunshot. It probably had a silencer on it. “I’m expecting a locksmith. To fix the door,” she added as he stared questioningly at the knob.

Hm, how to explain this to someone she didn’t want involved? He eyed the room behind her now. She’d cleaned up most of the mess, but her gooseneck lamp was obviously disabled, and she noticed that her “Last Act of Defiance” framed poster was tilted.

“Coffee?” she asked, buying time. “Fair trade French roast.”

Ozzie was the one who’d gotten her into the organic, fair trade kick. He’d told her about those underpaid farmers in places like Uganda and Paraguay and all the chemicals used in traditional farming. She pulled the couch away enough for him to slip his small frame between it and the wall.

He looked around for more evidence of whatever had happened the night before. Ozzie was a true nose bag. Whenever he came over, he snooped through her fridge and cabinets and told her how unhealthy her food was. He grossed her out with tales of what the sinister ingredients did to her body or about the animals sacrificed in their creation. He’d ruined her for veal.

“Harry’s broken,” he said, picking up one of her Geex creations. During moments of frustration or boredom, she made creatures out of obsolete computer parts. Recycling, as Ozzie had pointed out. Harry was a CD drive with circuits for eyes and a nine-pin plug for a mouth. Well, he used to be. “He was my favorite,” he said on a sigh.

“Mine, too.” She thought about going for the party lie, but he knew her better than that. “It wasn’t a party.”


“I never figured you for a party girl, anyway.” With a nervous rub to his Roman nose, he added, “And I’d hope you’d invite me. So what happened?”

“FBI raid,” she said, sticking as much to the truth as possible. “Wrong address.”

“No way! They busted in your door and everything? That is so cool. How come nothing exciting ever happens to me?”

“Boring is good,” she said. “Boring is safe and sane.” She handed him a cup of coffee with a dash of hormone-free milk.

“So I should take it as a compliment the next time a girl says I’m boring?”

Someone knocked on the door and a man called out, “Locksmith.”

The man on the stoop didn’t look like a locksmith. He looked like the men who had busted into her apartment. He wore a uniform lacking any logo and carried a black box. “I’m here to take care of the door,” he said, and began to step forward.

Like the three who had busted in, he had the kind of face that got lost in a crowd. She suspected that was by design.

She remained in the doorway. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? The FBI or whoever.”

His expression was as deadpan as the leader’s had been. “I’m just here to fix the door.”

She glanced back at Ozzie, who was hovering behind her. “Oz, can you go in the kitchen and, uh, fix your coffee or something?”

“It’s already…oh. Uh, I guess.” He backed away.

Amy lowered her voice and said to the man, “Look, I just want to know what’s going on.”


He looked her right in the eye. “I’m just here to fix the door.”

She remained there another few moments, hoping he would relent. He was definitely one of them, and he definitely wasn’t going to relent. She couldn’t see his glow and wondered if the FBI also trained their people to suppress their intentions. “I want to see some ID.”

He whipped out his wallet and showed her both a driver’s license and a locksmith’s license under the name Michael Callahan. With a sigh she let him in.

Orn’ry was having fits over the stranger, so Amy took him into her office.

Ozzie followed. “Just to make sure everything’s all right,” he said, eyeing the locksmith. Orn’ry tried to bite Ozzie every time he got close to the perch. “That bird hates me.”

“It’s nothing personal. He hates everyone who isn’t me.” She also peered out to check on the locksmith.

“I’ve heard birds live a long time.”

“Yeah, something like thirty or forty years. I don’t know how old Orn’ry is. Parrots also bond to their owners, and for some reason he never bonded to anyone but me. It’s weird because I’m not a bird person, but he’s grown on me.”

She sat down to work on Bromley’s hard drive, digging into her bag of chocolate-covered cranberries, keeping the front door in view. Callahan seemed to know what he was doing. At any rate, he was doing locksmith-type stuff.

Ozzie perched on a PC case. “You should have called me…you know, when the FBI crashed in.”

“I was fine, but thanks.”


She could see the red-orange glow of Ozzie’s suppressed passion, his longing. Oh, boy. She liked him, but not in that way.

He looked around at the deep yellow walls, cat clock, and maroon drapes. “Do you have a life outside this cocoon?”

She popped a cranberry up in the air and caught it in her mouth. “I go to the store sometimes.” She heard defensiveness creeping in.

“When you don’t have it delivered,” Ozzie added, raising his thick eyebrow. “I’ve seen the grocery delivery boy.”

“I chat online.”

“Personal forums, like, kinky sex or anything?”

“No. Computer stuff.” She’d found an affinity with computers, and in particular with fixing them. Out of high school she had apprenticed with a guy who taught her a lot. One day she discovered he was rigging his clients’ computers with viruses to get more business. When she confronted him, he got the eeriest glow, and she’d quit and started Disc Angel.

“But that’s not you, it’s just what you do.”

“No, it’s me.” It was the only thing she was good at. “I used to talk to my neighbors, but they got too nosy so I stopped.”

He actually asked, “Who—oh, I get it. Sure, fine. Be a hermit.”

“I’m a computer geek. It’s what I do best.”

“I’m a geek, too, but at least I’m joining clubs, getting out there.”

She patted his shoulder. “Good for you, Oz.” When he gave her a narrow-eyed look at her patronizing tone, she added, “I visit the shelter animals.”


“But they’re animals, not people.”

She didn’t want to get into how she felt when she looked into the eyes of those abandoned and neglected animals and how their glows, so simple and pure, tugged at her. She didn’t like feeling apologetic about her lifestyle.

“Ma’am,” the locksmith said, appearing in the doorway. “You’re all set.” He walked out and closed the door behind him. She went to the window to see what kind of vehicle he drove. He was nowhere in sight.

From behind her, Ozzie said, “Amy, you need a man—”

“No, I don’t.” Uh-oh, he was finally going there. “I’m fine and happy and perfectly content being celibate.” That line scared off potential suitors, especially since she was damned sincere.

“So you don’t like, ah, sex?”

“It’s fine. I just don’t like dealing with guys in general. You know, that morning after, relationship stuff.”

“Are you a…lesbian?”

“No, a vibratorian.” She had to keep herself from laughing and giving away that she was just poking fun at him. “Thanks for caring, though. You’re a good friend, Oz.”

“Friend,” he repeated.

“I’d love to chat more, but I’ve got a file to save and an hour to do it in. You know how I hate to hear a grown man cry.”

“Sure.” As he was about to leave, he turned and gave her a hug that about crushed her ribs. “Next time call me.” He let go of her just as quickly, as though she were a hot potato.

“The next time the FBI raids my apartment, you’ll be at the top of my call list.” His words touched her despite her sarcastic response.

As she sank back into her chair after locking her front door, she still felt the imprint of his arms around her. She had vague memories of being held and kissed by her parents. Her aunt, happily unmarried and independent, had never hidden the fact that she had no room in her life for a kid. Cyrus was careful about expressing affection, or perhaps he didn’t have much to offer either.

She looked at her framed print of a porcupine with the words, Aw, come on, gimme a hug! beneath. She didn’t need affection. Yes, she could have Ozzie’s affection, but that wouldn’t be fair to him, considering her lack of romantic feelings for him. Fair trade, after all, she thought with a smirk. No, she didn’t need to be held and stroked and kissed. Except in her dreams.

 

After e-mailing Mr. Bromley his files—she’d still had to hear him cry, but at least it was tears of joy—Amy headed out to get her Days of the New CD from the car. When she opened her door, the sight of someone standing there startled a scream out of her, which made Orn’ry screech.

Cyrus blinked. “It’s just me.”

She forced a smile. “Come in.”

“They fixed your door already.”

“Yes, thanks. Chatty guy with lots of personality—not. He was one of them, wasn’t he?”

“It’s not the kind of thing you can call a regular locksmith over for.” He gave her the usual kiss on top of her head, as affectionate as he ever dared to be. “How are you, besides jumpy?”


Her voice cracked when she said, “I’m okay. What’d you find out?”

“I talked to a friend at the FBI.” He took a seat and she perched on the coffee table in front of him.

She tried to stay calm and not look too concerned about the stalker who’d been about to eviscerate her. The stalker who’d looked at her like he would die for her. She caught herself leaning toward Cyrus as though she could hear the words faster if she were a few inches closer.

“His name is Lucas Brown. He’s been on their radar for some time now in connection to fourteen brutal murders. All cute brunettes in their late teens and early twenties.” He gave her a look that added, Like you.

“Cute?” she said. “I’m definitely not his type.”

He crossed his arms in front of him as though accusing her of using sarcasm as a barrier. “The murders he was suspected of were scattered all over, so there wasn’t any solid connection. The FBI tracked him here. He started acting erratically, and they figured he was on the hunt. They had to wait until he made a move, which he did by breaking into your apartment. If they hadn’t been here…well, I don’t even want to imagine.”

Why did that seem so…not right? “How come there’s been nothing in the news? Lots of scandals and all manner of scumbagism, but nothing about this major serial killer the FBI apprehended.”

“Scumbagism?” His eyebrows quirked. “Do you know the kind of public outcry there would be if it was discovered a suspected killer had been in their midst and no one was warned? Of course, if they’d been warned, Lucas Brown would have fled, and they would have had to start all over again. The FBI is keeping this low key. The important thing is that it’s over.”

“What about Lucas?” She swallowed hard and pushed out the words, “Is he dead?”

“Sig 229 in the neck will do it every time.” He studied her. “It’s what he said that’s got you a little freaked out, isn’t it? About you being a…what? Outsider?”

“It wasn’t that so much as what he said about my dad’s death.”

Cyrus pressed his fingers together. “All that stuff he told you was a load of bull manufactured by a sick mind. Brown has a history of psychiatric problems, including psychotic schizophrenic. Paranoia. Nonsensical ramblings about spies and phone taps.”

He gave her a sympathetic look. “I know you always had trouble believing what your father did. Me, too, for a while. But he had psychiatric problems of his own. Not like this Lucas guy, but deep depression. Remember the nightmares that sent him screaming out the door?”

She shivered. All too well. “He dreamed people were in his head trying to kill him.”

They both grew silent for a moment.

Finally Cyrus said, “Sweetheart, he loved you very much. At the end, he just wasn’t thinking straight.”

That’s what hurt so much. She’d grown up believing he hadn’t loved her enough to push on, to get help. She believed she wasn’t good enough to live for. “No matter how depressed he was, he had a five-year-old daughter who loved and needed him. It never made sense that depression would take away his sense of responsibility. If I wasn’t enough to live for…okay, take your life. But at least make arrangements for your kid. And leave a suicide note.” She looked into his eyes. “You would have told me—you’d tell me now—if there was more to my father’s death, wouldn’t you? My dad who showed me the stars and then shot himself where he knew I’d find him. The dad who said he loved me and then left me!” Anger washed into her voice.

Cyrus leaned forward, bracing his arms on his thighs. “Did Lucas imply he was murdered?”

“Not exactly. That would explain Dad’s behavior, though.”

And his glow. She hadn’t known what the colors meant then, and thought the glimmer of violet blue meant despair. Years later she’d come across a man climbing over the railing at a bridge. With the conviction of someone who had lost a loved one to suicide, she’d talked him into seeking help instead. His glow had been a deep yellow. Her father’s had been the color of anger. Angry people didn’t take their lives. Unless, as Cyrus had suggested, she hadn’t remembered it right.

“Think about it: who would have wanted to murder your dad? He did administrative work for the Army. And he was a nice guy. Nothing was taken from the house, and it was his gun.”

She hadn’t realized she was waiting for some revelation until her body slumped in disappointment. “But how did Lucas find out?”

“Maybe he met someone who knew your dad or found some old papers. His mind creates a conspiracy theory. Killing women might be part of his delusion.”

“Maybe,” she echoed, getting to her feet.

“If you need to talk…”


She shrugged. “There’s nothing more to say. Lucas is dead and there doesn’t seem to be any way to find out more.”

“Let it go. Try to forget it ever happened.”

After he left, she sat on the floor and spun the constellation globe. When she was seven she’d taped a picture of her dad over his favorite constellation, Ursa Major. He was smiling in the picture, young and handsome.

She tried to convince herself that what Cyrus said must be true. It made sense, right? Well, sort of. So why couldn’t she quite make herself believe it? Because Lucas said she hadn’t felt right about her father’s suicide, she realized, and there was no logical way for him to know that.

The thought that her dad hadn’t consciously decided to abandon her tightened her chest. If he hadn’t just selfishly killed himself, that changed everything.

Everything you think you know is going to change.

She rubbed the stars on the charm bracelet he’d given her as a child, real silver stars and bright plastic beads that she’d had redone on a silver chain. She remembered how they’d lie in the grass together and he’d show her the constellations. He told her stories about her mom. Sometimes she’d hear him talking to her mom when he thought she was asleep. It broke her heart to hear him cry.

She needed to know more about Lucas Brown. She pushed off the sofa and went to her computer to do a search on his name. Tons of stuff came up but nothing relevant. There seemed to be only one other place to go, and that was the man whose name was on the slip of paper Lucas had given her.


She looked around at her cocoon, as Ozzie had called it. He was right. This was her safe haven. Going out in the dark was not something she liked to do.

Forget about all this. Go back to your nice, quasinormal life. Dig up lost data. That’s what you’re good at.

She went back to work, beginning diagnostics on another drive. She cranked Linkin Park and belted out the lyrics to “Crawling.” The words died on her lips, though, and her fingers stilled. Her mind drifted to Lucas, to his breath on her ear and his urgent warning. The third time it happened, she gave up. She wasn’t going to be able to push this into the back of her closet.

 

Amy closed her door and steeled herself to step into the darkness, even if it was a bright spring day. What she would tell Bill Hammond, she had no idea; something would come to her. She got to the bottom of her stairs when a woman with long blond hair and the smile of someone who knew a secret handed her a flyer.

“Come alone and tell no one,” she said, her smile intact. “Make sure you’re not followed.” She floated down the walkway and stuck another flyer in a door-jamb, giving her a glance before heading on to another door.

Amy would have laughed—hell, conspiracy theories, Make sure you’re not followed—except it didn’t seem so awfully funny anymore. She watched the woman for a minute before pulling her gaze to the flyer in her hand. The four-color brochure depicted ethereal stained-glass works and announced the artist’s appearance the next day at the Blue Rain Gallery, in West Annapolis, near the historic area. Even though she’d lived here for the last nineteen years, she’d been to that part of town only a few times.

When she walked to another door and plucked the flyer the woman had stuck there, however, she discovered that it wasn’t for the gallery at all. She looked around. That one and all the other flyers announced the opening of a car wash. The deluge of flyers, then, was a cover. Her finger slid across the edge of the one she’d been given—a message meant just for her.









CHAPTER 4



The next day, Amy opened her refrigerator door, stared at the rows of organic yogurt, and pulled out one along with the container of fresh strawberries. When the toaster dinged, she lifted out the Pop-Tart and set it on a plate, then heaped yogurt and fruit on top. She glanced at the clock: noon, the usual breakfast time for one who worked into the night and slept all morning. She hadn’t slept, though. She felt as though she’d ingested four cups of Fair trade French roast coffee on an empty stomach.

Orn’ry flapped his wings and squawked. “Popcorn!”

He didn’t talk very clearly, but she recognized the request for food. She poured in fresh birdseed and changed the water. “I’ve got to go out for a while. Be good.” She pointed at him. “Don’t make me cover you.” Luckily she had only one apartment butting up against hers.

She’d decided to wait on talking to Bill Hammond. She grabbed the flyer from where she’d stuck it on the fridge. “Let’s see what this is about first.”

As soon as she reached for the door, Orn’ry started making his plaintive sound. Once the door opened, he went into screech mode, and she quickly left. She headed for the Blue Rain Gallery, not with trepidation but a desperation that thrummed through her veins. That’s where she would find the truth—or at least the beginning of it.

They call us Offspring.

They. Who were they? Who was Lucas? More importantly, why did the thought of him being dead leave a hollow feeling in her chest?

She was actually wearing civilized clothing instead of the cotton pants and tank tops she usually wore. As she pulled out of her allotted space, she caught the movement of a car in the rearview mirror. The man behind the wheel had dark sunglasses and bushy hair. When she turned left, so did the car. It fell back, though, and other cars filled in until she couldn’t see it anymore. Still, her gaze flitted to the mirror as often as it watched what was ahead of her during the drive.

When she reached the designated address, she saw the white car drive past. Just as her heart started thumping, she saw that the man behind the wheel didn’t resemble the one she’d seen leaving her lot. He had wispy blond hair and, more important, wasn’t looking at her.

“You’re getting good and paranoid now, Amy girl.”

The building had once been a Victorian two-story home that, like others in the area, was now converted to commercial space. Blue neon limned the windows and set off the white exterior.

As she walked toward the entrance, her tongue felt like a towel in her mouth. A man stood inside the front window, and he was so still that she wondered if he was a statue. Bells tinkled when she pushed the door open
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