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"If you attend to your work, and let your enemy alone, someone else will come along some day, and do him up for you."

Edgar Watson Howe, "Country Town Sayings" 1911
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Sunday, November 30

Western Pennsylvania

––––––––
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Darrell John Weller was the prototypical serial killer. He had killed so many times that even he had lost track of the exact count. Someday, he kept telling himself, he would sit down and count his trophies, the small personal items he had removed from each victim. Somewhere in his sick mind, he felt it was all right to kill, but not to lose count as he had.

But after all, he'd been doing this for almost 30 years now.

He smiled as he slowed his blue Chevette to a stop across from Emma's Lodge, looked over the number of cars in the parking lot that early Sunday morning. It amused him that while he didn't know exactly how many he had killed, or what the occupants of the inn represented, his guess at that count was far more accurate than his hunters, the police.

Hell, some people actually thought he was dead.

After some initial notoriety out on the west coast, he'd gone about his work more quietly, not seeking the spotlight, no longer taunting his hunters.

This would get their attention once again, though.  He looked over at the inn again. He had actually stayed at Emma's Lodge once, before he and his latest fiancé had split. There were only four guestrooms, and assuming all were full, that would mean eight guests and Emma herself. Plus whatever domestic help may have arrived. So today he would add maybe only four, or maybe ten or twelve to his list.

Normally what profilers of serial killers would categorize as an "organized" killer who liked to control the situation and thus plan his murders carefully, Darrell was today purposely acting "disorganized," or spontaneous. Anything to throw the hunters off his trail, though he sincerely doubted they were anywhere near to catching him.

He turned the wheel and coasted on into the driveway. It was early enough yet that lights were on in most of the rooms, where the guests were dressing for breakfast. As he parked, he saw the kitchen also brightly lit, where Emma herself no doubt was preparing her homemade country breakfast.

He shut off the engine, checked both his guns to be sure they were ready. The small .22 he stuck in his left jacket pocket. It was mainly for emergency, in case this went harder than expected. The .44 in his right hand would be the stopper, the one he would put them down with. Later, if necessary, he could go back and finish with the .22.

Darrell John Weller took some quick, deep breaths before he opened the car door and went into the inn. The excitement was almost too much to bear, yet he had to control himself awhile longer. Finally, his heart pounding, he got out of the car and walked briskly up onto the front porch, pushed the door open and went inside.

In less than fifteen minutes it was over. Darrell had added ten victims to his list that day, even if he didn't exactly know the extent of that list.

He also didn't know, of course, who the couple he shot in the bed of room number three were. Or, that their killings would cause a very different type of hunter to take up his trail.

A hunter far more dangerous and possessing resources and tactics the police were restrained from using.
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Phoenix, Arizona

"God damn it! It's been three months!" Mike Moretti slammed his fist on the table so hard the other occupants of the poolside restaurant turned to look at him. He shifted his glare from the Contractor who sat across from him to each table in turn, literally scaring them into looking away and minding their own business.

The Contractor kept his eyes only on Moretti. When the last curious onlooker had been sufficiently reproached, Moretti looked back at him. "I want him found. I want him dead," he hissed, his voice low enough not to he overheard. He leaned over the table, locking eyes with the contractor.

"Sir, we are doing our best..." he started, but Moretti put his hand up to stop him.

"That's not good enough." Suddenly his anger changed into a look of perplexity, his quick temper leaving as quickly as it had risen. "Look over there," he said, nodding toward the other side of the pool. A middle aged woman sat in the shade of an umbrella. The contractor looked, and recognized Moretti's wife, Vicki.

"Those dark glasses are not for this bright sun," Moretti said. "She wears them now, day and night. Her eyes, once so beautiful, now old with grief. Too much grief," his voice trailed off.

The Contractor thought about saying a lot of things, but said nothing. Grief would always be with them, he could have said, regardless of whether their only daughter's and son-in-law's killer could be caught. Yet Moretti would not be placated with anything less than total revenge for their deaths. His daughter had been on her honeymoon. Moretti, the unofficial king of Philadelphia's underworld, was now the survivor of a victim of a senseless crime by an invisible serial killer. Besides Moretti's daughter and son-in-law, eight others had died that day in December. Eight other families were grieving, and probably thirsting in their hearts for revenge every bit as much as Moretti was.

Yet only Moretti had the power of exacting that revenge or, at least so he thought.

"I thought this could be handled by Fatboy," Moretti said.

The Contractor searched his face for signs of the anger returning. All he saw, now that he really looked, were the same grieving eyes Moretti had said belonged to his wife.

"Sir, Fatboy is the best. But he's no detective. We have to find this bastard first. It isn't easy." The contractor tried to keep his voice calm, reasonable, even soothing. He went on, assuring Moretti everything was being done. There were no leads. Ten people slaughtered in a remote country inn on a quiet Sunday morning was the most sensational crime ever committed in the state of Pennsylvania. The media was all over the story. A huge reward was being offered officially, while Moretti had offered his own bounty for information.

But, still, not a single lead. If the police had any, they weren't talking. The Pennsylvania State Police had taken over for the local yokels, and while they had contacts there, they couldn't give away secrets they didn't know.

"Maybe Fatboy isn't the best person for this,"

Moretti said, more thinking out loud than making a firm statement.

"Sir, Fatboy is not working alone. Once this guy is found, he's as good as dead. Fatboy never fails in making sure of that."

"I don't want any of his usual cute stuff. No messing around. I want this guy dead. No time-delayed bombs, no mines in his yard, just quickly and very directly dead."

The Contractor was a little surprised that Moretti knew about the mine Fatboy had once planted in a retired FBI agent's yard, waiting for the day he would run over it with his lawn tractor. But he kept a poker face. He was also surprised Moretti didn't want the killer brought to him, so they could torture and mutilate him to exact even more complete revenge. It was a pleasant surprise, though, because that would make the whole business that much more difficult. As it stood right now, it was merely bordering on the impossible.

"I've been reading about these animals, these serial killers," Moretti said. "Is there, what do they call it? A profile? Is there a profile on this guy? Do you have it? Is there anything I can do, someone I can talk to, to help you get it?"

The contractor nodded. "I am sure there is some working profile. But, I've also been reading about serial killers, and if you ask me, the profiles are all the same. Only after they are found do we discover the hidden side of these guys, the face they don't show the world. If there's one thing they all have in common, they all have the ability to blend into society. It could be anyone."

Moretti's hand made a fist again, and for a second the Contractor thought he would throw another fit. But to his relief Moretti unclenched his fingers, purposely calming himself.

"You just be sure and ask me if you need more resources, anything. This animal will pay," Moretti Said, his eyes staring off, probably toward the day in the future when he would hear the guy was dead.

"I will, sir," the Contactor said.

Neither stopped to consider the irony of two men, who had been responsible for so many deaths themselves, referring to the killer they were seeking as an animal. If asked, they would have told you theirs was business, where his was senseless.
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"Bury the poor thing..."

Chapter 1
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Indian Lake, Ohio (six months later)

––––––––
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Jack Barrett sprawled in a lounge chair on the combination dock and lakeside deck of the Wolf Island Inn. It was one of those too rare August days in Ohio when there was low humidity and a cloudless, sunny sky. Jack was wearing only his jogging shorts and recuperating from his mid-morning run. The sun felt so good on his skin he found himself wondering, for the millionth time, how people could insist something that felt so good could be so bad for you.

He didn't believe it, anyway. It was the last thought he had before dozing off, waking only to the sound of someone snoring. Looking around, he saw no one else, so he assumed it must have been him.

His eye caught a boat cruising not far from shore, going slow in the No-Wake zone. It was a ski boat coming in to dock around the other side of the island. He found himself watching its passage because there was nothing better to do. His watching had absolutely nothing to do with the woman in the bright pink bikini sitting on the bow. He hadn't written in a long enough time now that his imagination was starting to work again. He considered the couple on the ski boat. What was their story? Married, or not? Or married, but not to each other?

As he watched, just before the boat rounded the bend out of sight, the woman in the pink bikini waved at him. He waved back just in time for her to see before she disappeared. Or before the man driving, looking in his direction at the sight of her waving, could shoot a frown at him.

"I saw that," Kat's voice said from behind him. She had crossed the grass and stepped onto the dock without him hearing.

"Oh, maybe she was waving at you, then," he said, not turning around. "Sorry."

"Maybe," she said, walking up and standing beside him, looking down. Like him, she wore shorts and tennis shoes, although she had a t-shirt on. It was all they ever wore, it seemed, and they took pride in having jobs that allowed them to dress so casually. As he admired her tanned legs only inches from his face, she was looking over his body carefully, too.

"Want some of what you see?" he asked. "I do."

"No, just seeing if you are getting sunburned again," she said.

Jack heard other footsteps on the deck behind him. It was the distinct sound of men's dress shoes, and saw she was glancing in that direction.

"I've got a couple of your buddies here who want to see you," Kat said.

Jack craned his neck around, saw who it was, and sat bolt upright. "What the hell? What are you guys doing here? I'd sooner expect to see..."

"The President?" Giannini said.

"Oh, hell no, she stops by all the time."

"So I've heard," he said.

"Well, I'll just let you boys play out here awhile,"

Kat said. "I'm sure you have a lot of old cases to reminisce about." She turned and headed back to the inn.

"So that's the former FBI babe you've been sniffing after up here," Giannini said, watching her go.

Jack considered throwing his ex-sergeant into the lake, which would be especially sweet considering how many times he had told him to jump into one. But instead he settled on standing to shake hands with him and Sergeant Hollins. Hollins, as usual, had a big smile on his face. "Actually, Sarge," Jack said, even though he knew Giannini was now a Lieutenant, "I'm living with her. Or, rather, she's living with me, in my cabin next door there. I'll tell you one other thing, too. She's not only good looking, she's hell on burglars."

Hollins laughed. "So we've heard."

Jack motioned them to sit on the bench built into one side of the dock. Hollins sat down, while Giannini remained standing. Jack sat back down in the lounge chair, throwing his legs up and stretching out again.

"So, guys," Jack began. "I see you've come for that autographed copy of my latest novel?" He actually had no idea in hell why they would be there, or even that they had known for sure exactly where he lived now.

Hollins looked at Giannini, who nodded for him to start.

"Actually, Jack, we need your help. We've got another serial killer on the loose in Columbus. All indications are he is also striking in the surrounding counties, though we haven't quite coordinated that yet. Uh, have you been following it?"

He shrugged. "Yeah, but I only know what I read in the papers. Although, with old Compton back at the New CJ, that's quite a bit more than you want to be printed, I suppose." Jeff Compton was the police reporter at the New Citizen Journal, and an old pain in the detectives' side. That included Jack at one time, until he had learned how valuable an ally he could be.

"That sonovabitch!" Giannini said.

Evidently Giannini hadn't learned that lesson. Probably never will either, Jack decided.

Jack waited for Hollins to continue, but he didn't. Giannini merely stared out across the water, so hard that Jack looked to see if the woman in the pink bikini was cruising by again.

She wasn't.

"So, that's why you guys came up here? To ask for my help? What exactly do you want me to do?" He actually could not imagine any scenario in which he would help them. Then, he remembered innocent people were dying, and even if he could speed up the process by one day, one person's life saved, it would be worth it.

What he was having trouble with was figuring out how he could help.

"The press, and particularly your friend, Jeff Compton, has been hammering us for not soliciting your help," Hollins said.

"He has? I haven't read that," Jack countered. "Not in print. But at the news conferences, in letters to important people. He thinks you're a genius or something."

Jack smiled. "Well, Compton always was a great judge of people," he said.

"The hell with this!" Giannini said, turning from watching the blue water. "We've solicited. We're not going to beg!"

Jack ignored Giannini and said to Hollins, "I take it your boss was not enthusiastic about asking me?"

"You take it right," Giannini said before Hollins could answer, if he even would have. "I think you're a god dammed, over-rated asshole with a hero-complex. You were only lucky you caught that last bastard!"

"Sarge!" Jack said. "Flattery will not win me over. But I did save your ass, didn't I? Not to mention God knows how many lives. If it had been up to you that last bastard would still be killing people. Maybe not in Columbus or those surrounding counties you jackasses still haven't learned to cooperate with, but somewhere."

Now he and Giannini had locked eyes. Suddenly Jack remembered Hollins.

"I'm sorry," he said to Hollins. "No insult meant to you."

"Let's go," Giannini said to Hollins.

"Goodbye," Jack said. "Hollins, stop back anytime you're not babysitting."

For once Hollins did not grin at one of Jack's cracks. He merely followed Giannini off the deck, back toward the inn and the parking lot. "See you, Jack," Hollins said.

Jack watched them go. When they were out of sight, he mumbled to himself, "I should have thrown the sonovabitch in the lake when I had the chance."

He laid his head back, closed his eyes, tried to recapture that euphoric feeling he had had right after running but before his former boss had shown his face. What was Giannini's problem, anyway? They had never gotten along, but this episode was the most hostile they'd ever had. And he had reacted in kind toward him. He thought it through, replayed the conversation again. Maybe he shouldn't have needled them about Jeff Compton.

Slowly, Jack began to feel sorry for the way he had acted. As he thought about it, he began to realize, to remember from personal experience actually, the pressure Giannini and Hollins were under. And that pressure was bad enough normally, let alone when a certified serial killer was in your area. Some of the shots he took were unwarranted, but not the one about the lack of cooperation between the Columbus Police and the detectives of the surrounding jurisdictions. You would think, he told himself, they would have learned at least that one thing by now.

Jack's eyes were wide open, staring unseeing out at the lake. The sun still felt very warm and nice on his skin, but he couldn't recapture his former state of relaxation. He felt Kat approaching from behind him again.

"So, what did they want? They didn't stay long, I thought I'd make them a nice lunch," she said, stopping to stand beside his chair again.

"Hmmmph!" Jack said. "I wouldn't give Giannini lunch unless I was sure he'd choke on a chicken bone or something."

Kat's eyebrows went up a notch at that. She walked over and sat on the bench where Hollins had been.

"What's the deal?"

"They want me to help them catch the serial killer," Jack said.

"Oh, so there was not much discussion, then. You just said yes, and they left."

Jack looked at her but saw no sign she was joking. "No, I think they just came to ask. I really didn't say yes or no, now that I think about it. I gave Giannini a couple of needles and he just huffed off."

Kat nodded. She stretched her arms back behind her, leaning back to let the sun and wind play across her face. Her brown hair was pulled back, as usual, and perspiration had flattened her bangs against her forehead. She'd been in her garage workshop sanding and repairing a recently acquired antique. As Jack watched, the sun and wind dried each strand of hair in turn as they loosened from her skin.

"I couldn't work with Giannini," Jack said, feeling he needed to further explain himself. She didn't respond.

"Anyway, they can catch him without me."

Now she tilted her head back toward him. "You caught the last one."

Jack stared at her. He'd never told her much about that case. He wondered if he ever would. He'd meant to, but as time went on he just put it off over and over and after awhile it didn't seem necessary.

"I talked to Jeff Compton," Jack said. "We compared notes. It isn't the same this time."

"Of course it isn't," she said. "You killed him."

"No, I mean the same type. The same, uh, situation."

She rubbed her forehead, teasing her now dry bangs with her fingers. "One thing's the same. People are dying."

Jack shook his head. "Yes, that's true. But I can't go running back there all the time. I'm out of that now. What I'm trying to tell you," he stopped, struggling for the right words. If only he had told her the details of the last case, he wouldn't have to explain himself in this roundabout fashion. Someday he would tell her, he decided again.

But not today.

"What I mean is, the way we caught the last one would not possibly work this time. It was the only way he could be caught, and I was the only one who could make that connection."

She stood. "Oh that makes it perfectly clear," she said. "So, you will just sit here and not help out?"

"Yeah," he said, nodding with determination. "If I thought I could, I truly would. Anyway, I've got to get started on that new book. Alice Beam will turn into a serial killer and start with me if I don't." Alice was his agent.

"Of course you do," Kat said. "Oh, shit. Speaking of serial killers..."

Jack was alarmed at her words for a split second, not knowing exactly what she was talking about until he turned and followed her gaze. His cat, Spock, had just

arrived on the dock and proudly deposited a dead bird on the wooden planking. He was peering back at Kat.

Although Jack was about as pleased as Kat when Spock killed something, he felt he had to come to his defense. "He just wants to show off to you, probably wants you to cook it for him."

"I'll cook him, one of these days," Kat said.

Jack laughed, for he knew she was just joking. Wasn’t she?

Kat stood, walked over to stand beside his chair again, then bent down and kissed him. "I don't want you to go to Columbus, anyway. I'm sure you have all sorts of old girlfriends running around down there. Not to mention your ex-wife."

He smiled up at her, reached to cup his arm around her neck to pull her down on top of him. But she was too quick, already off the deck and heading back toward the inn. "Not now," she said. "Some of us have work to do."

"I'm working," he called after her. "I always do my best writing while watching the inside of my eyelids."

"Bury the poor thing, will you?" she called as she walked away.
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"I like your style of interviewing..."

Chapter 2
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Springfield, Missouri

––––––––
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Steven Smith stood on the front stoop of Sunny Sabastian's house, looking around, breathing, trying to force himself to calm down. What he saw as he looked around, and what he'd seen as he pulled into her driveway, was helping. The entire front yard was overgrown with trees and shrubs. Try as he might, he couldn't see another house, either across the street or on either side.

That meant, of course, no one could see him. He'd remember these details, like every detail of this "what if" walk through, later. His breathing was approaching normal again, his excitement about what he was doing, what he COULD be about to do if this were the real thing, was leveling out into a plateau of heightened awareness.

Sunny opened the door, smiled broadly at him with even, white teeth. Her face was tanned, making her teeth seem even whiter, and her blond hair almost white, in contrast.

"Hello, you must be Steven?" she asked, pushing the storm door open for him.

He was thinking about how he couldn't be Steven at all, for all she knew, and here she was inviting him in. Then, he saw the look in her eyes. She looked him up and down as he smiled a greeting in return, and he could see she was pleased.

Despite his height and muscular build, his dark hair and what many women had said were model's looks, and despite being used to seeing women look at him appreciatively as Sunny was now, he was startled that she did it.

Until now he hadn't thought of her as a woman, but rather as a piece in his elaborate game of "what if". This look, and his own surprise in finding he was thinking of how she was more attractive than her photographs, caught him off guard.

He stepped inside, out of the way, and she shut both the storm and the inside door, and clicked the locks. He pretended not to notice about the locks.

"Boy, it's sweltering out there today," he said, giving her his most boyish, disarming grin. She reacted as women had been reacting to him and his grin all his life.

"Yes, well, let me get you something cold to drink," she said, again flashing her white teeth.

He followed her into a dining room, then on into a large kitchen. She motioned for him to have a seat at the counter. "What would you like?" she asked.

He was thirsty, but hadn't considered this situation before. He didn't dare take a glass and drink anything. Then he had it. Anything in a can he could just take with him, pretending he wanted to finish it later, in the car. If this were the real thing, if he had come to kill her, of course he wouldn't have to make such an excuse.

"Do you have any canned soda? No glass, please," he said.

"Sure, how about a Pepsi? I only have the real stuff, real sugar," she said, flashing that smile again, holding his eyes.

"That's fine," he said.

She nodded and turned, walked to the refrigerator. She was wearing a loose fitting blouse, the shoulders low, and an oversized cotton skirt. Despite its bulkiness, he admired her profile as she leaned into the refrigerator looking for the Pepsi, her back to him.

She brought two back to the counter, sat across from him, opened one for him and slid it across, then opened her own. She sat regarding him as he took a long drink, stopping suddenly when he remembered he'd want to leave some in the can, the excuse to take it with him.

"So, you are a real, live psychic," he said, eyeing her while she took a drink from her can.

"Yeah, that's what they say," she said, then winked at him.

His gift of gab almost left him. Was she openly flirting with him? She had to be in her mid-forties, yet she was almost exuding sensuousness across the counter at him. He'd been with older women before, and he had appreciated their experience. It was just he hadn't expected this run through to take a turn like this.

He suddenly wondered if she didn't have real powers after all, and was reading his mind.

"It just came to me, you know," Sunny said, oblivious to his thoughts after all, or pretending to be.

"What's that?"

"The vision. The dead girl in Birmingham. When I went there, more visions came, they were stronger the closer I got. Like a weak signal on a car radio becoming stronger as you close the distance."

He nodded. She was getting back on the subject, the excuse for his visit. Something he should have been doing. But even as she talked, she held his eyes with her own.

"So, your book, is it focusing on psychics alone, or does it include other phenomena?"

He had told her he was writing a book. It was his excuse to visit. A writer friend of his had told him once about how all you have to do is say you are writing an article or a book about something, and doors fly open in your face. It had certainly worked this time, on the phone with her yesterday.

"Just on psychics," he said, suddenly wishing he hadn't. What if she asked next what others he was interviewing. Even as he worried about that, he listened to the house while he waited for her reply. It was quiet. Her husband was at work, and she had no kids living at home anymore.

"Well, I can give you some names, others who are a little more obscure than even I am. How did you find me, anyway?"

"Oh, a computer search at the library," he said. That part was true, and it felt good, almost relieving, to finally tell a truth to this intense woman.

"You're very tall," she said. "Did you play basketball in high school?"

He
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