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Chapter One
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Letting himself out of the house, Sal took a deep breath and ran his hand through his thick dark hair, pushing it back from his forehead. He needed air. He’d been a cop for nearly eight years, a detective for three, but he’d never seen anything to compare to this level of viciousness. God, this guy brutalized the woman. The amount of overkill was frightening. The walls of the room were covered in blood, which meant she’d been alive . . .

Looking up at the bright blue June sky, he noted a couple of cotton ball clouds to the west. It really was a beautiful day, and he had always loved driving through this neighborhood, especially when the Christmas decorations took over the area. He’d grown up here in Carlton City, though the city was a lot more developed now than when he was a boy.

The homes in this part of town were older—many built back in the 1920’s, full brick with large windows. Flowers and shrubs were at the front of every home and all of the yards were small but neat. There were mature trees in the yards, none of those spindly pear trees that developers insisted on lining up in new developments. At least a few of these trees were here before the houses were constructed and they meandered down the street where they wanted to be, not cultivated by designers.

What was in that bedroom, however, did not fit with this sedate, upper middle-class neighborhood. Would he ever be able to drive through here again without seeing what was inside that house?

He stiffened his spine and took a deep breath of the fresher air. The forensic team was in there now and needed him out of the way. He’d seized the chance to escape for a little while. For something productive to do, he scanned the crowd on the other side of the police tape. Gawkers, he hated them, even as part of him understood. Most of them had some real excuse to be out, like the man with his dog. The dog was much more interested in the mature tree closest to him. These people were quiet at least, probably neighbors. They weren’t pressing to get closer, only murmuring their questions to each other, concern on their faces, but not demanding answers of him. If they’d seen the bedroom, they’d be racing to get as far away as possible. Of course, there was always the possibility that the perp was watching to see people’s reaction, gloating over being on the inside even while anonymous. But he wasn’t seeing anything that set off his spidey sense that way.

His eyes fell on a woman standing slightly apart from the others. She was on the short side, maybe five foot two, well below the six foot one he claimed. Okay, he was six foot and three quarters—damn, he really was trying to separate himself from what he’d seen for a little while.

She wasn’t pressing to get closer, standing at the far edge of the sidewalk. She wasn’t talking to the others, holding herself apart. The clothes she wore were too big, and a color that caused her to fade into the background, as though hiding something. The large gray sweater was baggy, shapeless, and unnecessary in this weather. Her arms were wrapped around her waist, as though trying to protect herself from everything. Her hair was dark and down around her face, again hiding, but he could see the escaped tear that ran down her face. She wore no make-up and was pale. It struck him then—she was staring at the window of the bedroom. All of the others were watching the front door, waiting for some gruesome thing to emerge.

He found himself moving in her direction. When he stood in front of her, she looked up, clearly startled. “You a friend of the family?” he asked in a conversational tone. She wasn’t a suspect. Not to be sexist, but most women probably wouldn’t have the physical strength to accomplish what this perp had done. At least this one couldn’t. He was just marking time. She wouldn’t meet his eyes, turning her face down to examine the sidewalk.

“Uh, no.” She shook her head and the arms she wrapped around herself tightened.

“Neighbor?”

She shook her head.

He extended his hand. “I’m Detective Capello.”

She didn’t speak and ignored his hand.

“You are?”

“Mary, Mary B-bridges.”

“Why are you here, Mary Bridges?” He kept his polite detective smile in place but was watching her closely now. He let his hand fall back to his side when she ignored the gesture.

“I . . . I heard . . . I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be here, it’s disrespect—Excuse me.” She turned away then and hurried toward a nondescript navy Honda. He glanced down at the license, and quickly scribbled the number on the back of his hand as she pulled away. He had no concrete reason, she didn’t feel like a suspect in this, but it seemed the thing to do. Something about her had caught his attention, and he paid heed to that. He pulled out his notebook and wrote her name and license number in the top corner of a page and drew a box around the information.

He needed to get back inside.
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Chapter Two
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Amelia was shaking as she let herself into her place. How had the detective done that? How the hell could that man get so close to her without her realizing? She felt everyone else standing outside at that house, their curiosity as well as their excitement. They didn’t know enough to be repelled and sickened.

She knew when people were close to her. Had for as long as she could remember, but he, this detective Capello, walked up and stood within touching distance without her realizing. She hadn’t known he was there until he actually spoke.

Was it the crime? Had she been that intent, that distracted by . . . no, she’d known what was in that room before she arrived on the street. He managed to get that close somehow without her being aware. What was different about him?

She needed to calm down and think. Heading into the kitchen, she poured a glass of iced tea. Then she wandered back into the living room and picked up the sketchpad on her coffee table. She returned to the kitchen and took a seat at the island. While she drank her tea, she began her sketch.

A credible version of the detective began to emerge. His eyes were dark. She always started with the eyes because they usually couldn’t hide what the person was thinking, at least not from her. His face was square with a strong chin and jaw line. His nose was a little large, possibly broken once in the past, but that gave his face the interesting touch that kept him from being pretty. He was definitely masculine. His ears were close to his head, and his hair long enough to curl slightly over them. His hair was thick and looked as though it would be soft to touch. The dark chestnut color worked for him. She’d noticed that even with only her quick glance at him.

The department probably thought he needed a haircut. She wouldn’t know those regulations, but it was a good length for him in her opinion. His hair curled slightly over his collar and was long enough in front to flop down over his broad brow, but not into his eyes.

His eyes, she thought about them again and added a line or two to her sketch. They noticed things. He took in her appearance with once glance, she was sure of that. He approached her, not any of the others standing there wishing to be part of the excitement.

Abruptly she closed the sketchbook. Why was she thinking about him after the devastation to that poor woman? How was she able to turn her thoughts from that? What word did she use at the scene—disrespectful? That’s what this felt like, Detective Capello shouldn’t be her focus. No, though she would never sketch the scene left in that bedroom. But even for a distraction, drawing the detective didn’t seem right.

Washing her glass, she tidied up, leaving no evidence that anyone had used the space. Returning to the great room, she flipped on some music, light jazz, and curled up in her favorite chair with her current book. She was alone. She was safe.

She shook her head. How had he gotten so close without her feeling him?
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Chapter Three
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Not again. Fourteen days. Two weeks to the day, and here Sal was again at a scene like this. He’d hoped the last one was a one-time thing, domestic or something and the madman would go off and maybe kill himself for the good of all mankind.

Sal had spoken with the previous victim’s husband, never an easy task. No actor, in Sal’s experience, could have given a performance like that. True emotion devastated the man. When that hadn’t panned out, they’d hoped the savage murder was a home invasion gone off the rails. Now they were facing that it might be serial, which meant the feds would come in soon.

Damn! If anything, this scene was worse—a friggin’ meat puzzle. Who would have thought this guy could get angrier. This was obviously the same perp, and his fury had not abated in the slightest. He’d savaged the victim. No bodily fluids, other than those of the victim, were found at the last crime scene. Sal doubted there would be any this time either, but they were giving this place the same scrutiny as the first—maybe more, if that was possible. The chief ordered in the top forensic team to take this one. Stopping this guy was top priority.

Automatically Sal tried to link the women in his mind. There were some obvious similarities, age, height, hair color. Until they got a picture, they couldn’t be sure of facial features. He had left none for them to see. The neighborhood was definitely different. The first victim lived in a nice older home that she and her husband owned. This woman appeared to live alone in an apartment. The neighborhood was still nice, but not as nice nor affluent as the last victim.

The detectives assigned to the case spent quite a bit of time with the husband of the first victim, Beth Schubert, though the spouse was cleared quickly. Being out of town, with witnesses, was an airtight alibi. There was no out of line inheritance or insurance payout, no hint of any extramarital affairs. And Sal knew the man’s grief was not an act. The man was not allowed to see the scene or his wife in the state Sal first witnessed, but the husband’s guilt at not being home when she needed him was going to haunt him for a damn long time. If their identification was correct on this second woman, Linda Natchez was not married or in a long-term relationship. Another difference.

Sal stepped outside, to get away to think as well as to give them room, and a movement caught his eye. A familiar navy-blue Honda was pulling away. Mary? What was the name? Bridges. He pulled open his notebook and flipped back to the page with the small square. How was she able to get to the scene this quickly?

He pulled out his cell phone. “Danny, I need a name and address.” He rattled off the license number and waited.

“Got it,” Danny said after a couple of minutes. “Navy Honda? The car’s registered to an Amelia Cambridge. Nice address, Six Watchman’s Place, uptown on Tryon. You know, where they turned that old factory into condos. Pricey.”

“Yeah, I know where it is. Thanks.” She’d lied to him. Why? There was no reason for it. He hadn’t picked up anything that pointed toward any real involvement at their first meeting. He’d been drawn to her as she stood apart from the others, but she’d lied to him and that made her a part of this somehow. Now she’d come to the scene of a second murder by the same perp. Interesting.
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Sal pulled up to the building and took an illegal parking space, tossing an official police card in the window so it wouldn’t be towed. Number six was on the third and top floor. Danny nailed it—this was prime real estate. The place didn’t really go with the Honda. Now a Lexus or a Jaguar . . . He headed inside and took the elevator. He spotted the surveillance camera and nodded. Looked like more than adequate security, unobtrusive but thorough. He turned left when he exited the elevator on the third floor. He suspected his apartment would fit in the foyer of one of these places.

He rang the bell at number six. For a long moment there was no response, then Sal heard the locks disengage and the door slowly opened a crack, revealing the chain and a slice of her face.

“Detective Capello?” Interesting, she’d remembered his name.

He nodded. “May I come in?”

She looked up then, and he saw her lovely, bright blue eyes. Without a word, she closed the door. He heard the chain being removed. Then the door reopened, and she stepped back to allow him entry. She immediately wrapped her arms back around herself.

“I thought I saw you at another crime scene a little while ago.”

She nodded.

“How did you hear about this latest murder?” They’d been more careful this time, more discreet. Few people had been around to gawk at this one.

She didn’t respond.

“Your name isn’t Mary Bridges, is it?”

She shook her head. “I’m Amelia Cambridge.” She reached up and pulled off the dark wig, shaking her own short blonde disheveled curls out. He managed to hide his surprise. That was a good wig, human hair and expensive, like her place. “Would you like some coffee?” She seemed stunned at the offer, even though she’d made the invitation herself.

He nodded, and she motioned for him to follow her. Walking through the large living area, she headed for the kitchen. That was also a large space, high ceilings with the original brick on the outside walls, very trendy. Pale green walls divided the space inside, and large windows broke up the brick facade. The apartment would have been bright, but the drapes were drawn tight. Only muted indoor lighting filled the apartment. He took a seat on one of the wooden stools at the granite island as she turned toward the coffeemaker.

Everything was sparkling clean and rich looking. Dark cherry cabinets lined the wall and surrounded the stainless-steel top-of-the-line appliances. A few nice pieces of art were on the wall and sitting on the cabinets.

And it was totally impersonal. Hell, even he kept a few magnets on this fridge—pizza places, Chinese menu, a photo or two.

She could have walked in here today for the first time, taking over the model unit. Nothing of her seemed to grace her home. Once the coffee was brewing, she turned to face him. He took in the curls around her face. That hair color and style suited her much better and, for the first time, he thought the word attractive. The clothes were still too big, she was still hiding herself, and he could see how difficult it was for her to face him. What was behind that?

“It’ll only be a couple of minutes,” she offered.

“Cambridge. Is William Cambridge your father?”

“Yes.”

He’d taken a leap, but he got it right. Well, that explained the apartment and even the wig, but not the Honda or the attitude. William Cambridge owned Cambridge Industries and did extremely well for himself. His business was a conglomerate with dozens of sectors. Sal doubted that even Mr. Cambridge himself knew all of his assets. At least two of his sons worked with him now. They’d remained in Carlton City as their main residence, though the business was worldwide.

“You didn’t answer my question. How did you hear about the latest murder?”
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Amelia finally met his eyes, knowing he wasn’t going to believe anything she said. Most people didn’t, which was fine with her. She wasn’t entirely sure why she’d allowed him inside. That was rare for her. This was her sanctuary. Her brother, Mitch, came here. The rest of the family avoided her for the most part. Friends weren’t an option. Mother and Father made sure to keep her funds more than adequate, so she could stay out of sight, away from people. She preferred things that way herself.

This man caught her off guard, again! He’d noticed her at the first crime scene, approached her, even spoken to her. She’d been so intent on the scene that she hadn’t felt him draw near—at least that’s what she kept trying to convince herself. She was still disturbed about the fact that no sense of his proximity alerted her. Even standing beside her, she’d felt nothing from him.

He was tall, yes, but well-proportioned with nice wide shoulders tapering down to a slim waist and hips. The first time she’d been rattled and focused only on his face, but now she noticed his body as well. He was a cop, so maybe he worked out. It showed, even in that off-the-rack suit. He was still in need of a haircut, though it didn’t hide those kind hazel eyes, which now held a hint of green. He would definitely be able to play “good cop.”

“Ms. Cambridge?”

That brought her back to the present. “You can call me Mellie.” Mellie? Only Mitch called her that, a term of affection. Why had she offered her nickname to him?

“I’m Sal.”

She jumped slightly as the coffeemaker buzzed. She turned away from him again and took mugs from the cabinet. “How do you take your coffee?”

“Black’s fine.” She nodded, her back still to him and poured two cups. She put the mug on the island where he could reach it, but not be able to touch her. She added cream and sugar to her cup.

She remained on her side of the barrier, but finally faced him again. “I didn’t have anything to do with those murders.”

“I wasn’t accusing you. You just seemed . . . well-informed.”

She gave him a rueful smile. “Informed. I guess it would seem that way.”

“Care to explain?”

“I’m sorry. I can’t help you, Detective Capello.” You’d never believe me. She finished the thought silently.

Why the hell had she let the man into her apartment? Detective Capello couldn’t know how well informed she really was. She had been stupid to go to the second crime scene. Why had she? To pay her respects? There was nothing she could do. She couldn’t help those women. Getting involved might expose her and besides, she didn’t know how.
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Sal drank a little more coffee, waiting. Most people got nervous around police, whether there was anything to feel guilty about or not. She was on edge, but unlike most people, didn’t try to fill up the quiet. She just drank her coffee as well. She seemed unusually accustomed to silence. After a few minutes, he took a deep breath and rose from the stool.

“It’s not me you need to help, Ms. Cambridge. It’s his next victim.”

She looked up, seemingly stunned at those words. Yes, the words had connected on some level, making her more uncomfortable. She did know something.

“I’m not going to take up any more of your time.” There was no real plan in coming here anyway, only a strong feeling. Withdrawing a card from his wallet, he laid it on the counter. “My personal cell phone number is on the back. If you change your mind or think of anything that might help us stop this man, I would really appreciate a call.”

He watched her hand close over the card.

“Thank you, Ms. Cambridge. You make excellent coffee.”

She met his eyes for an instant and seemed surprised at the compliment. Her cheeks pinked and the word lovely came to him. She trailed him to the front door. He stopped and she slipped around him to open the door.

“I hope I hear from you.” He held out his hand to shake hers and watched her arms go back around herself. He realized he hadn’t touched her in any way for the entire visit. He nodded instead and left. He heard the door shut softly behind him and several locks engage.

Well, that had been strange. She did know something, and it was part of his job to find out what.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four
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Sal entered the squad room and looked up as he heard it. “Hey, Professor!” Those words were said with a touch of affection now. That hadn’t always been the case.

He was young to be a detective and a lot of these guys had, if not resented him, at least been wary of his credentials. He’d grown up in a police family and never really considered any other career. His father was a beat cop all of his working life, not even wanting to try out for a desk, which drove his mother . . . well, he winced internally at the thought, not really crazy.

In high school he’d tried things her way and taken the college bound courses. He’d made better than decent grades, but also gotten an after-school job as security and escort at the local college. As a townie, he’d observed this other way of life for a long time. Since he looked older and had a good physique, the women on campus paid him a lot of attention, which had been pretty cool. He’d even developed a slight reputation for being good with women. Then he discovered that as a part-time employee he could take a class a semester for free.

He jumped at the chance, abandoning his serial dating. Criminology was the first course he took. He’d been fascinated at the difference between how the book and the reality ebbed and flowed. Then he’d taken forensics and psychology, sociology, and even undergraduate law. His mother, in one of her more lucid moments, pressed for him to get his degree, and go on to law school, arguing that he’d still be “in the field” even if he worked the other side, but the draw of the force had been too strong.

He’d gone to the academy after getting his degree and been first in his class. He’d taken the ribbing of the other beat cops for his “education” and continued working at it rather than joining them at a bar after hours. There was so much to learn.

Since his father was gone, it was Captain Donelson who casually mentioned that there was a position coming up in the detective squad and maybe he should sit for the exam. At least it would give him a taste of what the test was like.

He’d surprised even himself by coming in first after only three years on the streets and moved up into the ranks of plain clothes with trepidation. His mother moved away shortly after, to live with her sister, after realizing that he wasn’t going to leave the force or go to law school. It had been for the best. He stayed in touch with her, calling at least weekly, but she had her sister to keep an eye on her, and they could share expenses, making life better for both of them.

The older detectives were wary of him at first, and that’s when the “professor” title started. He’d worked hard, and wasn’t shy about asking questions, sharing his insights and instigating group discussions of cases that didn’t directly involve others in the squad. The arrest wasn’t his goal, getting the perp off the street and behind bars, making sure the charge would stick, that was his aim.

And slowly he changed the way the squad worked. While Sal never admitted that had been his goal, Chief Donelson obviously suspected it was deliberate. The whole squad was a team now whether or not they personally worked a case. The fierce competition of getting the arrest and not sharing information was gone, even among the oldest, most hard-nosed detectives. The chief knew the change was at least partly because of this young man who seemed to naively ask questions of some of his best.

“Yeah?” Sal responded to the call.

“We may have found a link, c’mere.”

Sal hurried over to that side of the room. Others were there, some involved, others curious and wanting to help out. It was no secret how nasty this guy was.

The second victim had been positively identified, using fingerprints, which couldn’t have been pleasant since the fingers were severed from the hand. A photograph of the attractive brunette, Linda Natchez, was up on the board next to Beth Schubert. They could have been sisters.

“Well, we’ve got a type.”

Sal stepped closer to see the smiling face that bore no resemblance to the ravaged body he’d seen at the most recent crime scene. “Damn,” he whispered to himself. They had to stop this guy.

He spent the day doing routine police work—phone calls, going back over the evidence, rearranging the murder board. Linda wasn’t seeing anyone currently and her last boyfriend had moved to Baltimore, hence the end of the relationship. There had been no animosity, and the two parted as friends. One trait mentioned of both women by several people was their meticulous scheduling. He felt his frustration growing—how the hell did you find an attractive brunette who was good at being on time?

They weren’t moving forward, and another woman could already be in this guy’s sights. Probably was with this timetable. They still didn’t know if he picked his next victim before disposing of his current one. To date no cross over existed. These two women didn’t attend the same church, gym, shop in the same grocery or use the same damn library.

At least now they could make a tentative timeline of how long he kept his victims before he killed them. Beth had been alone for two nights while her husband attended his meeting. Linda missed work for the first time ever without calling in. This guy spent at least twenty-four hours with the women, torturing them.

Finally, Sal stood, decision made to head over to the coroner’s office. Maybe they’d gotten something from
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