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      NIGHTCAP

      It had been sixteen years since I'd killed anyone. But I was going to kill someone tonight.

      It had also been sixteen years since I'd taken the Thunderbird out of the garage, where I kept it under lock and key. Garage, hell, it was more like a crypt. Back then, I thought the killer inside me would die, given time. So I’d buried him in my subconscious and buried his car in my garage, even covered it up with a death-shroud tarp. I'd covered the trophy wall, too. I'd told myself never to set foot inside that garage again.

      But I had.

      Every now and then, his voice would get to me, and I'd go in, start the T-Bird up, let it run, listen to it purr and feel that old thrill I used to get when we had been on our way to take another victim. Sometimes I would even slide the phony pegboard wall aside to look at the cinder block it covered. To look at all their faces. Always smiling. Always young.

      I'd taken the T-Bird out tonight. And the kit. I'd brought the kit along, as well, though I had no intention of using it. I nearly always had the kit at hand. It was a way of testing myself, I think. A way of making sure I was the one in charge, the one in control. That I could resist the urges of the beast within.

      I was going to kill the rookie cop, yeah. But it would be a simple kill, just a bullet to the back of the head and a scene made to look like a home invasion gone bad. It wasn't the nemesis inside me committing this crime. It was me, all me, this time. And I had no choice.

      But my alter ego was with me, coming along for the ride, getting a hell of a thrill out of the whole thing. He loved killing. He loved it way more than I did. And that was saying something, because I'd come to relish it myself. There was no other rush quite as potent.

      Still, this wasn't going to be like the others. This wasn't about the rush; this was about necessity.

      Getting inside the house was easy. It would've been easy even for a virgin without any kills under his belt. For me, it was child's play. The small brick house's door wasn't locked. There was no security system. Every light in the place was turned off. A cop oughtta know better. Even a rookie like him.

      There had been a party earlier in the evening, but the guests had cleared out. The doorknob turned easily in my hand and I stepped into inky darkness. I paused there, just inside the door, giving my eyes time to adjust. It was darker inside than out. A different kind of darkness. Heavier. Denser.

      Still, I managed to see a little. And I could tell what I would have been seeing had there been any light, just by the smells permeating the place. Overflowing ashtrays. Half-filled beer bottles, some of which had also been used as ashtrays, so the scents of sour beer and wet cigarette butts mingled, making me gag. Stale potato chips and spoiling dip melted together in plastic recyclable bowls.

      My senses were always heightened when I was getting ready to kill. They were heightened to hell and gone that night, maybe because it had been so long. I was shivering with it, feeling everything. Even the rub of my black clothing against my skin was arousing to me.

      I moved carefully, slowly, taking my time and knowing I had plenty. All I wanted. The rookie wasn't going to wake up. I could savor every second of it. Walking soundlessly through his darkened home, I felt, I thought, like a hunter must feel when stalking prey through a dense jungle. But not just any prey. I'm talking an elephant or a lion. Something that could kill you just as easily as you could kill it. Something dangerous.

      Though you might disagree with me, given the nature of my victims, I've never believed there is any animal more dangerous than a human being. I never will. It's the intelligence. It's the mind that makes it so. Be it a young, beautiful woman, or tonight's prey, a young man in his prime.

      I made my way to the bedroom, measuring every step I took. It didn't feel as if it had been very long since my first time, though it was a lifetime ago. Her name was Sara, that first one. I remembered every detail of her face and of her death. I was as sharp and as tight tonight as if I'd killed only last week. Or last night. Maybe the years had mellowed my nerves and honed my skills. I wasn't even shaking or sweating the way I used to do once I got into the same room with the evening's chosen one.

      Silencing my thoughts, I listened and heard slow, steady breathing from beneath a mound of blankets on the bed. My heart pumped a little faster. The compulsion came to life within me, like a fire in my blood. I felt that dark, hungry twin, alive inside me. I'd kept him silent for a long while, trapped in some kind of induced coma. Until now. Now he was wide awake. I closed my eyes and reminded myself–and him–that this was going to be different. We were not going to start up again. Not like before. It would be just this once. It was necessary.

      We had no choice, really. He knew, you see. Or, at least, he suspected.

      Gently, we pulled the covers back.

      And the dark twin within my soul roared in delight, even though I shook my head in denial. For the person in the bed was not the man I had come to kill.

      A young woman was lying there instead. She was sound asleep and reeking of beer, but still, beautiful. In the darkness, her skin appeared flawless. Her hair was long, straight, and sleek. Just the way I liked it. It looked to be light brown.

      It had to be, my newly awakened twin whispered to me. That's your favorite shade, isn't it? She's here for us. I knew she would be. So did you. Come on, don't deny it. You knew.

      What I knew, I reminded myself, was that the voice, the twin, was not real. It was nothing but a part of my mind, a twisted part, the part I'd managed to ignore all this time. Though I'd never silenced him entirely. I heard him in my dreams. Maybe he only slept while I was awake, and vice versa. I wished he would shut up, though, because the girl was not what I wanted. Not now.

      You knew she would be here. Sooner or later, she had to be. That's why you used the T-Bird tonight. It's why you brought the kit in with you.

      But he was wrong. I carried the kit as a testament to the power of my will and my ability to control the impulse. To control him.

      Bullshit. You brought it for this. You brought it in hopes of finding this very moment–this moment we both knew would come. It's a gift! You've been waiting sixteen years for this! Take it out. Come on, take it. You know you want to.

      “No.” I said it so soft the word hid in a breath.

      Yes. And you know you will. We will. Why fight what we are?

      My hands trembling, I slid the backpack off my shoulders and reaching inside, pulled out the leather bag. The one that hadn't seen use in the sixteen years since I'd taken my final victim and framed another man for the crime. It was about the size of a shaving kit, with a zipper on three sides. I felt alive again as I slowly unzipped it, careful not to make too much noise and yet exhilarated at the risk that I would be heard. I leaned over her. I felt passion I hadn't felt in a decade and a half. My heartbeat pounded in my ears, as my skin heated and my hands tingled. It seemed as if my other half melded with me as I crept to the head of the bed and stood beside her, as close to the headboard as I could, so I could get her from slightly behind and watch her face in the mirror on the opposite side of the room.

      I took the black silk stocking from the kit and slid it carefully beneath her neck, all without disturbing her drunken sleep. Her skin was warm against my gloved fingertips. I heard the twin inside me groan in delicious anticipation as we pulled the stocking into position. Then we began to pull it tight. And then tighter. And tighter still.

      She came awake fast. Her eyes went wide and her hands rose to clutch at her throat. I pulled the stocking even tighter, lifting her upper body off the bed as I did, so that she, too, could see the entire game play out in the mirror.

      As I'd hoped, the sight enhanced her terror. Seeing me there all in black, big and powerful, steadily choking the life out of her. She knew there was no hope. She thrashed in the bed, mouth opening wide, face turning red. A rush, not unlike the one produced by a hit of Ecstasy, only much, much better, washed through my body like a warm wave as we slowly, steadily, squeezed the life out of her. She wasn't so pretty anymore, with her tongue swollen and filling the space between her parted lips.

      When her eyes rolled back in her head, I let go of the stocking and turned to the case again. I took out two custom-made shot glasses with the artwork on them that represented the predator inside me and the crimes we committed together. I took out the copper flask, as well and I poured both shot glasses full of whiskey.

      After a moment, she started to rouse. Her eyelids trembled rapidly before they fully opened, then widened as she realized I was still there. She opened her mouth to speak, and I gripped her chin with one hand, forcing her jaw open. I poured her shot of whiskey into her throat. She couldn't swallow; she began to choke. Without letting a second tick past, I dropped the glass and grabbed the black stocking again, and this time I pulled it tighter, jerking it harder and easily crushing her throat with that soft bit of black silk.

      I heard gurgling as she drowned in the whiskey.

      Foam ran over her lower lip and dropped onto her chin. Her eyes bulged as if they would pop, tears running from the outer corners. Her entire body jerked and spasmed. A single purple vein in her forehead expanded and pulsed beneath her blue-tinted skin.

      And then it stopped pulsing.

      There was a palpable change when they died. I always knew the very moment when it happened. There was no more awareness on their part, no more struggle or shock or fear. There was just a sudden absence of... of everything, really. And, with it, came a rush of release within me that made an ordinary orgasm pale in comparison. There was nothing like that feeling. Nothing. As life fled the girl's body, as I felt it flee, the sensation continued trembling through me. It lit me up. I felt it in every nerve ending, in every deliciously sensitized inch of my skin, in the quivering of my stomach and the aftershocks convulsing my muscles. I eased the pressure on the silk stocking, my head tipping back, my eyes falling closed as I sighed and shuddered in delectable bliss.

      Then slowly, cell by cell, my brain came back online. The lights came on in order. The hard drive began to whir. The pleasure ebbed into a warm glow that filled my body and would last, I knew, for days, but it receded enough to allow rationality to return.

      I hadn't accomplished what I had set out to do. Not precisely. But I could still achieve the end I'd intended. I'd just need to take a slightly different, and perhaps more torturous, path to get to the same destination. I could still do it. I knew how.

      And besides, this way is so much better.

      “You're right,” I told my twin, alive and wide awake inside me now. “It was. God, it was. It's been so long.”

      Sixteen years too long.

      I nodded. Then quickly stopped myself. “It won't happen again, though.” I whispered. “As good as it was, I can't let it happen again. I won't.”

      Oh, who the hell are you kidding? You're back, my friend. You're back, and you're glad of it. You've missed this. You know you have.

      Ignoring the one who, in that moment, felt like my oldest and dearest friend–and the only one who’d ever understood me, or ever would–I released the stocking that had seen so many throats before. I slid it from around her neck and returned it to the case. I had other work ahead, to make this go the way I needed it to go. But first, there was one more thing.

      I picked up the second shot glass from where I'd set it on the nightstand and raised it up, then swallowed my celebratory drink in one gulp.

      My nightcap.

      It was tradition, after all.
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      Bryan Kendall awoke with a crushing headache that turned into blinding dizziness when he rolled over. He swung his hand, hit something hard, and realized as he clutched it and sucked air, that he wasn't in his bed.

      He was on the bathroom floor.

      "Hell," he muttered. "Must've been some party."

      He tried to think back but remembered nothing, and really didn't care all that much. He had a case of cottonmouth that made anything short of the house being on fire uninteresting in comparison. He needed liquid. Any liquid.

      He opened his eyes, then squeezed them shut against the light slanting in through the bathroom windowpane. The sun seemed unreasonably bright this morning. Gripping the sink with one hand, he pulled himself up onto his feet, then leaned over it and cranked on the taps. He bent closer, cupped his hands and drank. The lukewarm water wet his mouth but was nowhere near enough to quench his thirst. His head was spinning and pounding, his stomach churning, and it occurred to him that this didn't feel like an ordinary hangover.

      He'd never been drunk enough to pass out on his own bathroom floor.

      Lifting his throbbing head, he peered into the mirror and then closed his eyes again. This was too much effort. He needed to drink a vat of water, take a handful of aspirin, crawl into bed and sleep for another eight hours or so. Then he could try again.

      He turned in the direction of the door and shuffled through it, feet dragging, because the percussion of actual steps was too painful. It was only a few feet to the bedroom and a few more to the bed, and then he was sinking gratefully onto the queen-size pillow-top mattress, pulling the covers over himself as he rolled onto his side. His arm hit Bette before he remembered she was there.

      "Sorry, babe," he muttered, closing his eyes and letting his head sink into the pillow.

      She didn't answer. Good. He hadn't woken her. Feeling cold, he tightened his arm around her waist and snuggled up a little closer. But she didn't move. Didn't roll up onto her side and press her back to him the way she normally would. Didn't stroke his forearm where it draped over her.

      And she felt cool. Cold.

      Frowning, he lifted his head and looked at her in the early-morning sunbeam that came through the gap where the curtains didn't quite meet. She was lying on her back, staring at the ceiling, eyes open wide. It felt like he'd stuck his finger into a live socket. Shock slammed into the middle of his chest and woke him entirely. Part of him knew what he was seeing before his mind caught up.

      "Bette?" He reached out to touch her cheek and found it unnaturally cold. Not cold as if she'd been outside in a snowstorm, but cold like raw meat. There was a huge difference. And that was when his brain caught up to what his instincts had already told him.

      Bettina Wright was dead.

      Bryan scrambled backward out of the bed, suddenly more wide-awake than he'd ever been in his life. He stood there for a moment, staring at her, gasping for breath. "Bette?" he said. "What the hell? What the hell?" Finally, the cop in him kicked in. He ran around the foot of the bed, to her side and bent to feel for a pulse, but stopped himself when, again, he felt how cold she was. His training was ten steps ahead of him, telling him to drag her off the bed, onto the floor, start CPR, call the EMTs. But he didn't do any of those things, because reality outshouted training. She must have been dead for several hours to be this cool. There was nothing he or anyone else could do for her. She'd been lying there getting stiff and cold while he'd been passed out in the bathroom, useless.

      He struggled to remember anything that might have happened last night that would have given him a clue something like this could happen. He didn't think she'd seemed sick or particularly tired. She hadn't complained about anything. He knew she didn't do drugs, nor would he have had any at the party. Hell, most of the guests had been cops.

      Had her heart given out without any warning at all? Had this been some kind of allergic reaction or alcohol poisoning or–

      "Oh, no.” His gaze settled on her neck, on the ligature marks there. They were obvious. "No no no... " Backing up two steps, he jerked the curtain wider and let the sun pour in on her body. The angry, bruised ring around her neck was unmistakable, as were the still-protruding tongue and dried spittle on her chin. Bettina had been strangled to death in his bed while he slept, drunk, in next room. She'd been murdered while he'd been ten feet away, too plastered to help her.

      He was a cop, for God's sake. Hell. Oh, hell.

      He looked around the room again, spotted his cell phone and picked it up, then he walked back through the house without touching anything. He was wearing jeans, and nothing else, and he didn't grab anything on the way. His place was a crime scene now. He couldn't believe it. Bette. Dead.

      He opened the front door, using a sock he found on the floor and only two fingers to turn the knob, trying not to smear any prints. Then he left the door open and sat on the front steps with his phone. There were two men who were more important to Bryan than anyone else in his life: his father and his mentor, retired cop Nick Di Marco, and he wanted to phone them both at the same time, but since he had to make a choice…. Of the two, Di Marco was physically closer and could get to him faster. Decision made.

      He called Nick, then held his head in his free hand while waiting for him to pick up.

      “Di Marco, and this better be good, being six a.m. on a Saturday."

      "Nick?"

      "Kendall? You sound like hell." The older man paused. "You okay?"

      "No. I… It's Bette–"

      "Who?"

      "The girl I'm... sort of seeing. She's...dead, Nick. She's fuckin' dead." Bryan's voice broke, but he kept forcing out words. "Strangled, I think. In my bed. Damn, Nick, she's–"

      "Whoa, hold up, hold up. Where are you right now?"

      "Sitting on the front step. She's inside. She's dead. How could I not have heard something? How could I–"

      "You sure? You do CPR? You check for a pulse?"

      "She's cold, Nick.”

      Nick swore under his breath. Then, "Have you called anyone else?"

      "No."

      "Okay, okay, we do this by the book. It's the only way to go here. You're a cop. You do this right. You’ve got to be beyond suspicion, you got that?"

      "Sus-suspicion? Shit, Nick, why would I–"

      "You're there, aren't you? You woke up with her. You're the last one to see her alive, the one to find the body. You know how this works, kid. You're a cop."

      Everything in Bryan tightened until he thought he was going to break. "Yeah. I mean... yeah."

      "Hang up and call your dad. I'm gonna call the chief and I'll get there by the time he does. You just wait for us. Don't call anyone else. Don't, for the love of God, call her family. Just your dad. Tell him to get there ASAP. I'm on my way. Don't go back inside. Don't touch anything. Don't take a shower or change clothes. Just sit there, you understand?"

      "Yeah. Yeah. I just–"

      "I know, kid. You hang in. I'm on this. I'm gonna be there in a matter of minutes, okay?"

      "Okay."

      "Just breathe. It's gonna be all right."

      "Okay."

      "Where's your sidearm, Kendall?"

      Bryan blinked as he thought for a second and remembered where he'd put the gun the last time he'd had it out. It had been a while. He'd been on paid leave since a recent hostage standoff, waiting for the department shrink to give him the all-clear. "In the lockbox, hall closet."

      "You sure no one else is in the house?"

      Bryan's head came up slowly and he looked behind him through the still-open door. "I didn't really check."

      "Don't. Get yourself a little distance away, but maintain line of sight, just in case."

      "Okay."

      "Be careful, kid. I'll see you soon."

      Bryan closed his eyes, disconnected and felt as if his world had turned upside down. He got to his feet and looked back inside the house, feeling a little more certain there was no one lurking in there. Then again, a few minutes ago, if asked, he would have been fairly certain he wasn't going to find a dead woman in his bed.

      So he walked several steps down the driveway, but only got as far as his brand-new, candy-apple-red Mustang before he had to stop and throw up. And he didn't think it had anything to do with the alcohol he'd imbibed the night before. Dammit, how could Bette be dead? Much less strangled? Maybe he was wrong. Maybe he'd imagined the marks on her throat. Maybe the chief had been right to put him on leave, and he did have some kind of PTSD or something going on, and he'd just imagined all of it. Maybe if he walked back into the house, he would find Bette sitting up in bed and griping about being late for whatever early-morning class she had.

      He could almost believe it. He nearly turned and walked back inside. But something stopped him. The weight of the phone on his hand, he guessed. He needed to call his dad.

      He wanted to call Dawn instead.

      He wanted to hear her voice right then even more than he wanted to quell the waves of nausea battering his stomach. But that wasn't going to happen. He and Dawn hadn't spoken in five years. There was too much space between them now. Too much hurt. Too little effort to remedy or even address it. He couldn't call Dawn, even though hearing her voice on the phone would make things better in a way nothing else could.

      No. Not even Dawn could fix this.

      He opened the car door, sat down inside and stared for a long moment at the dark, hulking shape in the distance, where the waterfall that gave this town its name shot off the end of a rocky ledge and tumbled down. The craggy flat-topped beast of a cliff was positioned in such a way that the waterfall itself was nearly always in shadow, making it dark and ominous looking, rather than cheerful or sparkly, the way most waterfalls seemed. Shadow Falls, the landmark, was more creepy than beautiful, but Shadow Falls, the town, had been the place with an opening on the police department after he'd finished college. And it was only an hour from what he considered home. And so it was perfect.

      Or he'd thought it was.

      But the town seemed far from perfect right then. Because it concealed something in its shadowy depths.

      Something evil. A cold-blooded killer was lurking there. And he'd never even known.

      Sighing, Bryan called his father, fifty miles away in his hometown of Blackberry, Vermont.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Nick Di Marco was a big man. And it wasn't entirely a physical thing. He was tall enough at five foot eleven, and his shoulders were wide and solid. His once raven-black hair was streaked with silver, his intense brown eyes lined with crow's-feet that made his smiles more infectious, and his frowns downright scary. Beneath all of that, he was the best cop Bryan had ever had the honor to know. Retired or not.

      Bryan wasn't the only one who felt that way. Di Marco was a hero cop and everyone in Shadow Falls knew it.

      So Bryan felt a little lighter when he saw Nick get out of his black, big-as-a-boat old Crown Victoria and come striding toward him. Bryan got out of his own car, whose payments were as much as his rent, and tried to hide the fact that his knees were shaking. It was warm outside, the summer sun already beating down on them.

      Nick threw his arms around Bryan, and it was no pat-on-the-back "guy" hug; this was a full-blown, real thing that squeezed the air right out of his lungs. "You okay, kid? You okay?"

      "I don't know."

      "You're okay. You're gonna be okay." Nick clapped a big palm to the back of Bryan's head and crushed it to his shoulder for a second, then released him and backed off enough to search his face. "You call your dad?"

      "Yeah. He's on his way."

      "Good.” Nick turned his head as another vehicle came skidding to a halt along the roadside. Chief MacNamara had driven the Bronco with the Shadow Falls Police Department logo–a black waterfall inside a circle made up of the words themselves–on the front doors, and bubblegum lights on the roof. At least the lights weren't flashing.

      Chief Mac got out, thick shocks of unruly white hair sticking up off his head. His face showed all the ruddy puffiness of a lifelong drinker, and his belly backed up the story. He was fat enough that he sort of swayed heavily from side to side when he walked fast, which he was.

      "Somebody want to tell me just what the hell is going on here?" he demanded a little breathlessly.

      Nick nodded. "Tell him, Kendall. Tell us both."

      Bryan took a deep breath and nodded once. "I had a party last night to celebrate getting the okay to go back on the job Monday." He nodded at Nick. "You were there–you can vouch for that part."

      Nick nodded and glanced at the chief. "It was no big deal. A few twelve-packs and some chips. Mostly cops, a few faces I didn't know. A dozen, maybe eighteen, people at most."

      "A few more people might’ve shown up after you left, but I think I remember most of them. I’ll make a list. I must have drunk way more than I thought. I woke up on the bathroom floor. The place was empty. I headed to the bedroom, wanted to get a few more hours sleep–and Bette was there, and...” He lifted his head, looking the men in the eyes, first Nick and then Chief Mac. "She was dead," Bryan said. He had to force out that final word and his voice broke when he said it. "She was already cold. And there are ligature marks."

      The chief gaped, his jaw dropping as if its spring had broken. He took a step back, turned to stare at the house and pushed a hand through his crazy white hair. Then, swearing a blue streak, he started forward, hurrying toward the house with that swinging gait of his. Nick clapped Bryan on the shoulder to get him moving, and in spite of his resistance to the notion, Bryan fell into step.

      "You didn't hear anything?" Chief Mac asked without looking back.

      "No."

      "Careful, don't touch a damn thing." The chief walked through the house and into the bedroom. Just inside the bedroom door he stopped and his voice, when he spoke again, was lowered. Maybe out of respect for the dead. "In fact," he added, "stay out of this room, Kendall. Di Marco, get in here. But be careful."

      Nick went into the bedroom with the chief, while Bryan stood in the doorway, his eyes riveted to the blue-tinted skin of Bette's face and her sightless eyes.

      The chief looked closely, not touching anything. "Strangled, sure as shit. And she–Holy God."

      "What?" Bryan asked from the doorway.

      The chief touched Nick Di Marco's arm and nodded at the nightstand.

      Bryan followed their gazes and saw what was sitting there. A shot glass with a black scythe painted on it, a red rosebud above, severed from its stem by the blade and trailing tiny red droplets.

      It was a design all three men had seen before. "That can't be," Di Marco said. "There's no way–”

      "Whiskey," the chief said after leaning over the glass to sniff. He turned to Nick. "Check her mouth."

      Nick nodded and leaned closer to the dead woman, his face so near hers it might have seemed to an outsider that he was about to kiss her. Without touching the body at all, Nick sniffed, and then nodded. "Whiskey," he said. "God, this can't be happening."

      "What?" Bryan asked. "What the hell is going on, Nick?" But he had a sinking feeling that he knew.

      "Is that your shot glass, Bryan?" Nick asked.

      "No. I’ve never seen it before." Except in the old case files he’d been studying, but they were not supposed to know about that.

      "It's a trademark," the chief said. He came out of the room, tapping his phone as he did. "Calling card of the Nightcap Strangler."

      Bryan blinked in shock, processing that, along with all that he knew about the old case–which was probably a lot more than either of these two men realized, considering that all the files and all the evidence from the cold case were currently in his garage. The three of them walked out of the house and stood in the driveway again, and the chief ordered up a crime-scene unit and an ambulance.

      When he disconnected, Bryan asked, "How can this be? The Nightcap Strangler was caught, what? Sixteen years ago? It was the biggest case of both your careers. He's in prison."

      "Not anymore, kid," Nick said softly.

      Bryan blinked, puzzled for one terrifying moment before he remembered that the convicted serial killer had died in prison three weeks earlier.

      "He bought it in a fight," the chief said. "Didn't you see it in the papers? So there's no way this was him. Unless... " He looked at Nick, not finishing the thought.

      "No way did we get the wrong guy, Chief. No way in hell."

      "You're confident about that?"

      Nick was offended by the question. "He was guilty as hell and you know that as well as I do."

      The chief nodded, keeping his trademark calm. "I also know that we never released certain details to the public. No one knew about the design on the shot glass, Di Marco. Or the specifics about the kind of whiskey he used. No one but you and me. Unless you told your protégé here," he added with a look at Bryan.

      "I never discussed the details of the Nightcap case with the rookie, Chief."

      "Right. You're his mentor, and you never talked to him about the case that made your career? He never asked? You wrote a book, Di Marco. They made a freaking movie. You telling me you never talked about it with Kendall?"

      "That's what I'm telling you. Now, why don't we get to what you're telling me? Are you saying a rookie cop turned into a copycat killer just 'cause he took a couple of classes from the retired cop who solved the case? 'Cause I think that's a stretch, Mac."

      "He shot a guy last month."

      "In the line of duty," Di Marco said. "He was cleared of any wrongdoing. You know that."

      "And it left him a basket case," Chief Mac argued.

      ''According to who? The department shrink says he's fine."

      "Now," the chief said.

      Because he hadn't seemed fine right after the shooting, Bryan thought. Then again, who would have?

      Bryan had never shot a man before. He'd had no choice, though. The guy, a white male, mid-forties, beer belly, had his girlfriend in a headlock, a knife at her throat, and he was getting ready to use it. There had been no question. Hell, she'd been bleeding already when Bryan took the shot. He was the only one with a clear line. He'd had no choice. But he damn well didn't like it.

      "Yeah, now," Nick repeated. ''And now is when this killing went down. The kid didn't do it, Chief. Come on. You know the kid didn't do it."

      "Quit talking about me like I'm not in the room, you two," Bryan said. He kept his tone level, his voice low. "I'm standing right here. And I didn't do it, I didn't fucking do this. I had no reason. I liked Bette."

      "Liked her?" The chief bit back whatever else he'd been about to say, sighed, compressed his lips. "All right, Kendall. You liked her. You were, uh, seeing this Bette–"

      "Bettina Wright," Bryan filled in.

      The chief pulled out a pad and jotted the name down. "You were seeing her pretty regularly?"

      "We were friends."

      Chief MacNamara looked at Nick. "If he's gonna start lying already, about something so obvious–"

      "I'm not lying," Bryan said.

      "She was in your bed, son."

      Di Marco drew a breath, released it. "Come on, Kendall, be straight with the chief. It's pretty clear there was more between you than just...friendship."

      "There really wasn't. We were friends. We got along great, but neither of us wanted anything serious."

      The chief blinked, looking blank. Di Marco rolled his eyes. "I think this is some of that shit the kids call 'friends with benefits,' Mac.”

      "I'm old, not dead,” the chief said. “I've heard the term."

      Di Marco shrugged and turned his attention back to Bryan. "So you two never fought? Didn't argue? There was no jealousy?"

      "I knew from the beginning she was still gun-shy after her ex-boyfriend–and that's where we oughtta start, right there. That bastard was jealous. Didn't want her for himself, but it drove him crazy to see her with anyone else. Even me, even though we were just–"

      "Just friends," the chief muttered.

      Bryan nodded, knowing how lame it sounded.

      “Listen, Kendall, we have a lot more to go over. We need to take you in, get your statement, get a list of every other person who was at the party, get the name of this ex-boyfriend of hers and anyone else you can think of with a motive. We have to notify her family–"

      "Hell," Nick muttered. "Worst part of this freakin' job."

      "What freakin' job?" MacNamara blurted. "You've gotta be real clear about something, Di Marco. You're retired. You teach criminal justice now. You don't practice it."

      "I teach criminal profiling," Nick corrected. ''And I just decided to unretire."

      "That's not–"

      "Don't say it, Mac. Don't say it's not possible when we both know it is."

      "You're the kid's mentor, practically a father figure. You don't call that a conflict of interest?"

      "It's my case." Chief MacNamara met Nick's steady gaze as he went on. "If it's anything to do with the Nightcap Strangler, Chief, even a copycat who somehow had inside information, then it's my case. Always has been. Nobody knows more about it than me. Nobody else is gonna have the foundation of information and knowledge that I have. And if it turns out I fucked up and sent an innocent man–"

      "You didn't," MacNamara said.

      "If I did, then I'm damn well gonna be the one to make it right."

      The chief nodded. "I might be able to pull some strings."

      "Then pull them. Cut through the red tape. Call me a consultant or some bullshit like that if you have to but get me in on this. Officially in on this." Then he turned to Bryan. "Is your dad on his way?"

      "Yeah."

      "Call him and tell him to meet us at the station, okay? While you do that, I'll call you a lawyer and your union rep and have them meet us there, as well."

      "Come on, Nick. I don't need a lawyer." Bryan saw the grim look that flew between Nick Di Marco and Chief Mac, and for just a second his heart seemed to freeze in between beats. "Damn, is it really that bad?"

      Nick met his gaze, but his wasn't steady, and his smile was clearly forced. "Probably not, kid. But we might as well prepare for the worst, just in case. Don't you think?"

      "Nick... " Bryan could hardly ask the question, but he had to know.  He had to. "Nick, tell me you don't think I did this."

      "I don't think you did this."

      Bryan looked at the chief, hoping and maybe even half expecting him to say, "Neither do I." But Chief MacNamara only lowered his eyes, shook his head, and led the way to his waiting SUV.

      Bryan thought he was going to throw up again before he got in.
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        * * *

      

      Dawn pulled the pillow over her head and hugged it around her ears, but the damned phone kept right on ringing. It was set to go to voice mail after four rings, because four rings were more than she ever wanted to hear. But this caller had just hung up and dialed back. And then had done it again. At ten rings total, Dawn peered out from beneath the pillow. She could see from the Caller ID that the call was coming from her mother. Her birth mother, not the one who'd raised her. Blackberry Inn, the screen announced.

      She reminded herself that she was lucky to have found her birth mother at all, after fifteen years with each of them believing the other to be dead. She had been raised beautifully by the woman she considered her mother, Julie Jones. But even though she loved Beth dearly, Dawn wasn't ready for another conversation where every other sentence revolved around the life and times of Bryan Kendall.

      Bryan, the son of Beth's husband, Josh, had been Dawn's first love. And she'd broken his heart when she'd left him behind in Vermont five years ago.

      Hell. Beth wasn’t going to give up until she answered.

      Sighing, she rolled onto her side, grabbed the phone and answered. "Hi, Beth."

      "Dawn. God, I thought I'd never get you. Are you all right? You don't sound well."

      Dawn rolled her eyes and reached for the water glass on the nightstand, but it was empty, and the one half full of diet cola was also half full of vodka. And it was too early in the morning for vodka.

      She hadn't needed to resort to vodka in quite a long time. But last night she'd had that creeping, pins-and-needles-in-her-spine feeling that told her something was coming. And that her bedtime dose of Ativan wasn't going to be enough to keep it at bay this time.

      That feeling always used to mean the dead were going to start talking to her, asking for her help, pestering her the way they had before she'd run away from her life and her gift and her family. Away from Bryan.

      Now, she wondered if all she'd been sensing was this phone call. Which was, after all, likely to be almost as unpleasant as the "gift" she'd turned her back on. “I’m fine," she said. "Why so urgent?"

      "You have to come home, Dawnie. You have to come home right now."

      Dawn blinked and looked at the clock on her cluttered nightstand. It, and the framed photo of her and Bryan, arm in arm, in happy teenage puppy love, were the only two things there that really belonged. Beside those were the empty water glass, the partially ingested vodka-diet, a box of tissues, an empty prescription bottle, another one that wasn't empty, a bowl of Chinese noodles she'd had for dinner, and an open package of peanut M&M's.

      She had to shove some of the junk aside to see what time it was, and as soon as she did, she felt a lot less guilty for her reluctance to answer the phone. "It's the crack of dawn on a Saturday. Is somebody dead?"

      She was kidding, being sarcastic and snotty and feeling totally justified in both, until Beth said, "Yes. Somebody’s dead."

      Dawn sat up straight and blurted his name as everything inside her turned to ice. "Bryan–"

      "Bryan's fine. No. He's not fine. His dad is with him, and he's physically fine. At least, I think he is."

      "Good God, Beth, will you just tell me who's dead already? I'm having heart failure here!"

      "A girl. Her name is Bette–Bettina something or other. She was... she was murdered last night in Bryan's house. In his bed."

      "What?"

      "He had a party last night. Had too much to drink. Woke up this morning to find this girl dead in his bed."

      "Drugs? God, that's going to mess up Bryan's career big-time. Or was it–"

      "She was murdered."

      Dawn swore in a way she'd never done in front of either one of her mothers.

      "Dawn, they've taken Bryan in for questioning. Josh just called from the station, and he says it doesn't look good."

      "Doesn't look good?" Dawn frowned at the phone as if it were deliberately being vague. "Doesn't look good? As in, they actually think he did it?"

      "I don't know. I guess...I guess so."

      "Well, they can't! That doesn't make any sense," Dawn said. "Bry's a cop, for crying out loud."

      "A cop who's been suspended for the past month."

      "What, still?”

      "He's been cleared of any wrongdoing, but he was required to meet with the department psychiatrist to be sure he wasn't suffering from post-traumatic stress. She just gave him the all-clear, and he was scheduled to return to work on Monday. Hence, the party last night."

      "He was celebrating," Dawn said.

      "Yeah."

      Dawn closed her eyes, shook her head, offering a token argument, because she couldn't seem to stop herself. Force of habit, she presumed. "I don't know what good my coming back would do."

      "Yes, you do," Beth whispered. "You know you do."

      "Did he... ask for me?"

      "He needs you, Dawn. If they don't arrest him–"

      ''Arrest him?"

      "If they don't arrest him, Josh is going to bring him home. Dawnie, you know you can help. Even without the...ability you inherited from your father–"

      "There is no ability." She didn't bother reminding Beth that any mention of Dawn's long-dead father was strictly off-limits. Mordecai had been a powerful medium, as well as a murderer. His gift and his mental illness were so twisted up in his mind that he couldn't tell the real voices from the imaginary ones. The ones that told him to kill. With his dying breath, he'd passed his gift on to his teenage daughter, promising to return to her. A promise he'd kept, and one that had sent her running across the continent to escape him.

      And she had.

      "The dead don't talk to me anymore, Beth. It's... it's gone." Thanks to AA. Absolut and Ativan, in her case.

      "I don't believe that," Beth said softly. "I know it drove your father insane, and I know that scares you, Dawn. So I hope, for your sake, it's true. But even without that, you can help. You and Bryan were like Nancy Drew and the Hardy Boys."

      "One Hardy Boy."

      "The way you figured out what was going on in Blackberry five years ago when your father found me here. When he thought God was telling him to kill me. If it hadn't been for you and Bryan–"

      "That was five years ago, Beth. A lot of water has gone under the bridge since then. Bryan's the one who went on to become a cop. I just fix cars–"

      "You restore classic cars for collectors. Don't undersell yourself."

      "Yeah, well, it's a far cry from crime solving."

      "He needs you, Dawn. And I need you. I'm scared. Josh sounded awful on the phone. Bryan's his son, and this is going to be hell on him, no matter how it comes out. I need to be there for him, but I'm scared, too. I need you. The family needs to face this together. Please, baby, please. It's time to come home."

      "There are just... so many ghosts."

      "Now there's one more."

      "Beth–"

      "Dawn," Beth said, and her tone had changed from pleading to the voice of absolute authority. "I didn't raise you. I didn't even get to know you until you were practically grown. But I am your mother and I'm speaking to you as a mother right now. There's a ticket waiting for you at the airport. Your flight leaves at 1:16 p.m., your time. Get up, pack a bag, call your boss and get your ass home. I'm not asking you. I'm telling you."

      Dawn closed her eyes. "I'm an adult now, Beth. You can't tell me what to do."

      "I just did, kiddo. I've put up with your hiding and your wallowing and your cowardice for five long years, but I'm done with it now. You're tougher than this. Your family needs you, and I hate to say it, Dawn, but if you let me down again, I'm just not going to forgive you. Not this time."

      Dawn blinked and stared at the phone, but Beth was gone. She'd disconnected. So Dawn replaced the receiver on its cradle and peeled back her covers. Her birth mother had just called her a coward. She had never once even hinted that she felt that way. Dawn had thought Beth understood why she had to run away, had to stay away from the place where so much had happened. Where her murderous maniac of a father had died at long last after a string of murders and assaults. From that instant when he'd spoken his dying words to her, told her his so-called gift was hers from then on.

      Gift. Who the hell called insanity a gift?

      Oh, there was more to it than just madness. The dead really had talked to Mordecai. But he couldn't tell the voices of the dead from the voices of his own insanity, and in the end, he'd nearly destroyed everyone he'd ever loved. Even her.

      His "gift" was nothing she wanted. Nothing she would ever want.

      She flung back the covers, shuffled into the bathroom and cranked on the shower taps. Shrugging out of her robe and letting it fall to the floor, Dawn stepped into the spray. Then she stood there with her head hanging down and Bryan's face front and center in her mind's eye. He must hate her for walking away without a word five years ago. He must hate her for ignoring every effort he'd made to get her to talk to him, to at least tell him why. He must hate her by now. He ought to hate her. And she couldn't blame him for it, but God, she didn't want to see that hatred in his eyes. Not face-to-face, up close and personal. She didn't think she could take that. It would hurt too much.

      They'd been so in love. It had been new, and fresh, and fun. She'd met him when his father had fallen for Beth, and it had felt as if they were meant for each other. So young and inexperienced that when they finally made love for the first and only time, it had barely lasted five minutes.

      She smiled softly when she thought of that completely unsatisfying, awkward night when they'd given their virginity to each other. It was the sexiest memory of her entire life.

      Damn, she didn't want to go home. She really didn't. But there was no point in arguing about it. She was going. Today. And deep down inside, now that she had no choice in the matter, she couldn't wait to see Bryan again.
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