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I am just a simple man, living the American dream;

I might be just like you except for the fact that

I am also a serial killer. At first, I hated that part of myself, 

I tried to deny the truth for a long time but I couldn’t deny

the excitement that I felt when I began hunting an innocent 

woman only to end her life. The more I hunted the better I became at hiding from the world my dark secret. 

Over the years I began to crave the rush I got

when the raging beast inside me reared its ugly head. 

The obsession grew until all I could think about was 

the next kill, the next young woman whose life I would cut short.

Sable’s hand gripped the pages of what she had just read as she looked up at her boss. “Nick?” She wet her parched lips with the tip of her tongue. There were seven pages altogether but she’d only read the first one.

Nick Spencer glanced over at her and frowned. Sable’s face was pale and there was a quickness to her breathing that wasn’t normal. “What is it?”

Sable held out the pages to him and sat down at her desk carefully. She put her hands to either side of her head and slowly closed her eyes against the shock she felt. She rubbed her aching temples in an effort to calm her nerves. When she opened her eyes, the first thing she saw was the plain manila envelope lying on her desk. The envelope had just her full first name Sabella scrawled in ink on the outside of it. This was the envelope she had opened moments ago. Sable frowned as she reread the name on the front of the envelope. It wasn’t a name she used every day and no one ever called her by it.

Sable opened her desk drawer and pulled out a large clear plastic bag and carefully tucked the envelope inside. Looking up she saw concern on the faces in front of her. Without saying a word, she handed the envelope to her boss, Nicholas Ramer.

Nick glanced at the envelope and compared the writing to that of the letters. Sable’s name was written by the same hand as the pages. He was surprised to find there was no return address on the envelope, and it hadn’t been run through the post office. It had been hand delivered. “What the hell? How did this get in here undetected?”

Nick looked over at the other members of his team and handed the envelope to Quentin Parks. “Run this over to fingerprinting and see who besides us has handled it.”

Nick glanced at Brandi Nichols. “Get a board in here and set it up with the pages. Let’s get a handle on what exactly we’re dealing with.”

He looked over at Max. “See if you can find anything on the surveillance tapes from last night. I don’t like the fact that this guy just walked into our offices without being stopped along the way. This is supposed to be a secure office for Christ’s sake.”

Max nodded and left the room.

Nick pulled a chair up beside Sable and sat down. “Do you know anything about the pages? How they got into the office or who wrote them?”

“No,” Sable replied. “I found the envelope sitting on my desk and I just opened it. I guess I really didn’t think about it.” She looked at Nick and had to ask, “What’s going on here?”

Nick shrugged. “That’s one of the things we need to find out. We also need to find out if this is real or a hoax; and if it is a hoax, we still need to find out who is responsible. I’m not sure I like the fact that someone can just walk in here off the streets and leave a package on one of our desks then walk out again undetected. If it’s real, we need to find out who this killer is and how to stop him.” He stood up and held out his hand to her, “Let’s find out what this guy has to say. Let’s do our job and get him off the streets.”

Sable nodded and gripped Nick’s hand. Following him over to the board Brandy set up, she took the time to read each of the seven pages the killer had sent to her.

“They seem to be pages of a diary,” Sable pondered out loud. “The writing seems to suggest that the killer is writing down his feelings and experiences so as not to forget them. Much the same as a young girl would write down what she feels is important. I think this is definitely for real.”

Brandi shook her head. “I can think of other things to write about than that trash.” She pointed to the letters. “But I don’t think his motive was so he wouldn’t forget his feelings, but more so that he could relive what he’d done when he reread his own words.”

Sable turned her attention back to the letters. “I wonder how old these pages are.”

“What difference would that make?” Max asked.

“It might make a difference in how many victims we have to look up,” Sable said quietly, as she continued to read the pages.

Nick watched her expression change. “What’s the matter?”

Sable looked up at him. “I think this bastard has been around for a while.”

“What makes you say that?” he asked.

“The pages are yellowed with age and some of his expressions are things that just aren’t said these days.” She pointed out something on the second page. “See here, our author thinks it’s cool to hunt down a living human being. How long has it been since cool was used in everyday expressions?” She walked over and stood in front of page four. “And over here he’s so jazzed about the thrill of the killing.” Sable shook her head. “I think these pages were written about twenty years ago, maybe even longer.”

“You could be right about that. What else do they tell you?” Nick asked the group. He’d handpicked each one of them to form Spencer Security. The smartest and most accomplished people that had either been in the FBI or had trained to be.

“He’s been killing long enough to become very skilled at his craft. He’s a very organized hunter by now, in both the hunting and hiding his prey when he’s done,” Sable told them.

“How do you figure that?” Nick frowned as he studied the pages.

“If he wasn’t, we would have known about him long before now,” Sable concluded.

“Maybe he hasn’t wanted to be found before now,” Brandi suggested.

“But why now and why did he leave the pages on Sable’s desk?” Nick wondered out loud.

Nick looked over at the others. “Let’s see what else we can find out about our mystery man.”

His group ran a security and ops team. One of the best. Spencer’s was hired to protect millionaires and even government personnel. All of them trained in combat and all IT trained as well. This didn’t sit too well with their boss. Someone sneaking into their own environment and leaving letters.

At the end of the day, everyone was tired and more than a little frustrated as they gathered in the conference room to review. Nick sighed deeply before asking, “Well people, what did we find out about our mystery man today?”

“That he’s still a mystery man,” Max replied. As he threw down a photograph. “This is the only person on the surveillance tapes that doesn’t belong, but as you can see his face is hidden.”

Nick picked up the photo and shook his head. All it showed was a blurry image at best and there was no way to clearly see his face. He wore a hat with the brim pulled down and the collar of his jacket was pulled up. He threw the photo back on the table and looked at them. “Is there anything else?”

“I ran the fingerprint we found on the envelope through the system and found the same print in at least three different crime scenes. One of them was an unsolved murder from 15 years ago in Seattle,” Quentin acknowledged. “The other two were Phoenix two years ago and San Antonio five years ago.”

“That means he likes to move around. That’s going to make him that much harder to find.” Nick shook his head.

Brandi sat back in her chair and looked hard at Sable. “That may not be the case.” 

“What does that mean?” Nick asked as he looked from one to the other.

“I mean, what if he wants to be found, and this is his way of letting us know he’s here.” 

“What does that have to do with Sable though?” Max wanted to know.

Brandi shrugged her shoulders. “We’re not dealing with a stupid man. He’s organized and very intelligent. He reached out to her for a reason. We just have to figure out what his reason was.”

“I’m wondering how this guy knew my real name.” Sable drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “I mean it’s not the one I use everyday, in fact I’m not even sure if it is my real name.”

“What do you mean by that?” Brandi frowned.

Sable inhaled a deep breath. The story of her past was more than a little strange; most people would have a problem understanding it. It was something she didn’t like to share with everyone, but she knew her coworkers needed to hear it now. It might help with the investigation.

“I was found wandering the streets down by the Navy Pier when I was around four years old, at least that’s how old it was determined I was. People said I’d been down there for days before anyone alerted the authorities. By then I was in a state of shock and didn’t speak to anyone for almost a year. Everyone called me Sabella because of a tattoo I have on my shoulder,” Sable paused to roll her shirt sleeve up to show them the tattoo. “No one knew if it was my real name or someone else’s name.”

“What happened to you after that?” Brandi asked.

Sable shrugged. “When I was released from the hospital, I was put in the foster system and eventually I was adopted by a family. I took their last name but I was never able to find out who I really was. Grace and Gene Quinn became my family.”

“Maybe this is a long lost relative,” Max teased.

“Maybe this is a killer looking for yet another target,” Nick reminded them a bit harshly. The same thought Max spoke of had entered his mind as well. Sable looked at him and Nick could see the worry in her eyes. He hesitated but he had to ask, “Do you have any memories of the time before you were adopted?”

Sable straightened, squaring her shoulders. “I think the doctors told Grace and Gene that sometimes the brain shuts off the bad memories. The more you push to regain them the deeper they go. They were worried about my past too, only I think they wanted to protect me from the monsters that haunted my dreams. I’m told I had horrible nightmares as a child but I never remembered them when I was awake.”

“Maybe we should call it a day and get a fresh start in the morning,” Brandi suggested.

“Perhaps tomorrow, we’ll find something we missed today to help us find this guy.” Nick watched as everyone began gathering their stuff before he walked over to Sable. “I don’t think you should stay at home tonight.”

Sable frowned. “What do you mean?”

“If this guy is after you, you can bet he knows where you live. He’s already found where you work,” Nick reminded her.

“I won’t let him run me out of my own home. If I give into the fear, I’m giving him power over me and I won’t do that.” Sable said.

Nick could see the determination in the set of her jaw. He knew he wouldn’t win this battle. “Ok, but at the first sign of trouble you call one of us and we’ll be there for you.”

Sable nodded. If only she was as sure as she let them believe she was, maybe the knot in her stomach wouldn’t hurt so much.
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Chapter Two
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Sable lay in bed later that night waiting for sleep to come. Her mind was busy replaying the events of the day and try as she might she couldn’t make it stop. She couldn’t help but wonder who he was or why he had picked her. What did he want? Was he going to try to murder her or did he really want her to find him? He had to know what she did for a living. Brandi had pointed out earlier he had to have seen the signs on the door that proclaimed her to be an officer of law enforcement. She glanced at the bedside clock and was surprised to find it was only 11:30. It seemed much later than that.

She closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind. She didn’t realize she had drifted off until there was a dip of wright on her bed.

A hand slipped over her mouth. “Shhhh.”

Her eyes widened. How did he get in here?

“Listen,” a man spoke in a quiet voice.

Stilling, she reached out to grab her gun.

“Nope.” He clamped his other hand on hers. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

Sable couldn’t believe that.

“Why am I here you ask?” Humor laced his words.

Sable didn’t think it was a bit funny.

“Me and my men have been tracking this guy for a year now.”

Sable’s brows knitted together.

“For what he did.” His voice changed to a cold tone. “Now, he’s after you. We don’t know why.”

Sable remained still. She had to figure this was about the killer, but how did this man know about it?

He leaned in close.

Her eyes squinted in the darkened room. She could see silvery blue eyes and her entire mind went blank for some reason. Then she caught his scent. Leather and a bit of pine.

“Just know we will be watching and we will try to keep him from hurting you.”

Blinking her eyes, she felt more than confused.

He stood up and grabbed her weapon.

Sable stared up at his tall shadow.

He chucked her gun to the far wall. “Just so I don’t get a bullet in my ass on my way out.”

Sable watched as the shadow of him disappeared. She finally sat up. What the fuck was that?

Her phone rang and she jumped, shaking her head, she reached out to answer it, “Hello?” 

“Did I wake you, Sabella?” a voice she didn’t recognize whispered back.

Sable frowned and sat up. Snapping on the bedside lamp, she glanced at the alarm clock and noted the time. It was close to 3 a.m. First, the tall dark and great smelling stranger and now this. “Who is this?” 

“I think you know who I am.” 

“What do you want?” Sable asked as she gripped the phone. She could feel the fear and panic growing inside her, but she knew she couldn’t give into it or she would be lost. Funny, how she felt no fear with the man over her bed just a m few minutes ago.

“I got tired of playing the same old game and decided I needed a new and exciting challenge.”

“What game?” Sable wanted to know.

“I think you know very well which game I’m referring to.”

“Spell it out for me so there is no mistake.”

He chuckled softly. “Okay, for the sake of clarification, let me make myself very clear. Not only is my own life at stake but now, so is yours.”

“That sounds like a threat.”

He chuckled again. “No not a threat, more like a promise, if you will. But as I have an advantage...”

“What advantage?” Sable asked.

“I have to let you know that I’ve been watching you for the last few weeks, and I’ll bet you didn’t know I was even there, did you?” He taunted her. “You didn’t notice me at all.”

“You sound like that’s something to be proud of. Is that part of your M.O., following your victims for a while to learn what you can by learning their movements?” Sable asked, trying to keep her mind on the task as she felt panic welling up inside her. Funny, now that made two men watching her.

“Perhaps...” he told her quietly. “Do you know how hard it is to go undetected by someone you don’t want to know that you’re there? It’s harder than you think.”

“Why did you choose to come after me?”

He hesitated then told her bluntly, “Why not you? What makes you think you’re special? You are just one of a million women I could have singled out.”

“What do you mean singled out?” Sable was curious.

“Most of my victims, if not all of them, have left me wanting...” He began.

“Wanting? Wanting what?” 

“I think I’m to the point of wanting more of a challenge. The element of risk behind the hunt has grown stale. But with you, the game could be so much better, I think. You are qualified, can protect yourself and you have a whole team with you.”

“How many women have you killed over the years?” Sable asked her pulse racing as she ignored his list of her supposed qualifications

“Why does that matter to you?”

“I was just wondering if it ever bothered you. The act of killing another human being would bother most people.”

He snorted. “In case you haven’t figured it out yet, I’m not like most people. Oh, by the way, just so you know, the act of killing another human being doesn’t bother me at all. I don’t get a sexual thrill from the act of killing them either. I wouldn’t want you to get that impression.”

“Then why do you kill?”

“I wish I knew. I’ve always had this beast inside me, and I didn’t know what to do about it. Then one day I cut myself and when I saw the blood running down my arm, it sparked something deep inside and suddenly I knew how to quiet the blood lust growing inside my head. It doesn’t make any sense I know but that’s how it began for me.”

“That makes you one very sick individual.”

“Perhaps. Do you think I’m the only one that has these feelings? Do you think that I am the only one that kills for the sake of ending someone else’s life?” He paused. “Look around you lady. This whole world is sick. More and more people are giving into the basic urge, sometimes to just feel some emotion other than despair.”

“Don’t try to justify what you do. Most people are decent law abiding people.”  She couldn’t stand the way this conversation was going or the man on the other end of the phone line. She wanted to hang up but there was one more thing she had to know. “Why did you leave the pages where you knew I would find them? Didn’t you realize that I work with the best security team there is?”

He chuckled. “Of course, I knew. I told you I wanted a challenge. You are that challenge. The question is, can you find me before I get bored and decide to end the game? That’s all part of the game. Oh and when the game ends you or one of your coworkers will be dead. How is that for a challenge?”

Sable gripped the phone. “You mentioned this game before. What kind of game are you playing?”

“I just told you girl, one where you find me before I go on the hunt. You work with four other people. Anyone of you can be my next target. That means only I know which of you will die.” He paused and then told her, “The clock is ticking and you never know when it will stop. Tick tock, tick tock.”

Sable couldn’t believe it as the phone went dead in her hand. She slowly reached over and hung up the receiver. She got out of bed and hurried to get dressed. Just as she was pulling on a shirt, the phone rang again. She slowly turned her head and stared at it. She was almost afraid to answer it.

“Hello?” she whispered.

“Sable,” Nick’s voice was on the other end.

She sighed in relief. “I’m here.”

“Are you all right?”

“No, I was just about to call you.” She sat down on the bed. “I just had a phone call.”

“I know,” Nick told her.

Sable nodded. “You tapped my phone?” She wondered if he also knew about the man in her room.

“You didn’t give me much of a choice when you refused protective custody. There’s an officer on his way to your front door. He’ll escort you in,” Nick told her briskly.

Sable closed her eyes in frustration. “Why?”

“I wasn’t about to leave you alone tonight, not with that maniac out there.” He paused then informed her, “We heard the whole conversation. You can be mad all you want, but as part of my team your life is more important than your pride.”

“Did you hear everything?”

“Yes and the rest of the team are being escorted in as well. No one will be left alone until this guy is caught,” he informed her.

Sable looked up as she saw the flash of blue and red lights. “I think your escort is here now.”

“Don’t answer the door until you hear the cop identify himself,” Nick warned.

Sable got up and went out to the living room. Peeking out the window she could see the police car but no one came to the door. “Nick I can see the cruiser but there’s no sign of anyone coming to the house.”

“I’m on my way. Don’t open the door to anyone but me,” Nick ordered.

Sable felt the fear growing inside her and she sat down on the floor. She wondered if the man was still out there and did he take the officer out. But why would he? She moved over to the outside wall and tried to look outside. She listened carefully and after a moment or two, she could hear the faint dinging sound. It reminded her of the sound a car door made when it was opened without the keys being taken out of the ignition.

She crawled over to the far wall where her gun had landed when he’d thrown it. The cold steel of her weapon felt good in her hand. She stood against the door and tried to peer out the window glass.

She could see the blue and red lights flashing in the neighborhood but nothing else was moving. There was no sign of the officer sent to bring her in. Seconds seemed like forever as she waited. She turned her head again to look out the window and almost screamed. There was a shadow just outside her door.

Sable dropped to a squatting position and raised her weapon. Her body was on alert and she could feel a quickening rushing through her veins. Her heart was pounding so loud in her chest she almost missed hearing him whisper on the other side of the door. Who was it? The man from before or—

“Sabella, I know you can hear me. I can hear you breathing and I’ll bet if I listen close enough I can almost hear your heart pounding in your chest. Is it racing as fast as mine, I wonder?” 

Sable felt a drop of sweat roll down her temple. She wanted to run but needing safety held her in place.

“It would be very easy for me to get to you and end the game tonight, but then it would be over before it began. I know you aren’t ready for that and neither am I, but soon.”

She heard something metal click then she heard footsteps walking away from the door and then she heard nothing at all. She strained to hear anything, but after a few minutes, she still heard nothing. She stood and peeked out the window again but he was gone.

She watched as Nick’s car pulled behind the police car and Nick jumped out. Sable fumbled for the doorknob and opened the door as Nick reached the porch. Seconds later, they both heard the sound of police sirens and soon there were a couple more police cars in the area.

Sable dropped her weapon to her side and watched as Nick holstered his weapon. Nick flashed his ID and told them to search the area for both the missing officer and the suspect. He joined her on the porch and they both watched as officers began searching the area. “Are you ok?” he finally asked.

Sable nodded. A shout was heard and two other officers ran to her neighbor’s house. Seconds later, they came back into view with the missing officer. Sable could see the officer was hurt but they were too far away to tell just how badly he was injured.

“He was here in person,” she finally told Nick. “He was standing on my porch as bold as you please.”

“Did he say anything?”

Sable shuddered. “He reminded me he could get me anytime he wanted.”

“We have to get you out of here. At least until we catch him.”

“That may not be as easy as we thought,” Sable told him.

“What do you mean?” Nick frowned.

“I may not be his intended target. He told me on the phone that any one of us might be his target. He could only be harassing me to get to someone else on the team,” Sable reminded him. “He did tell me he’s been watching me for weeks. He seemed to know a lot about me.”

“I know I heard the tapes.” Nick looked over where the officers were standing. 

“But there’s something else.” Sable sighed. “Well, someone else.”

Nick stared at her. “What?”

“A man showed up earlier tonight.”

“Who?”

Shrugging Sable replied, “I don’t know. But he said he and his men were after this same killer and they were watching out for me now?”

Nick looked troubled. “What the hell?”

She nodded. “Right? I don’t know what that means at all.” She paused to remember his deep voice and those eyes of his. She shook herself.

Nick looked confused as he watched as EMT’s checked the officer’s injuries. He turned back to Sable “We need to find this creep and we need to find him quickly.”

Sable frowned. “Which one?”

He shook his head.

Sable looked over the porch. She walked to the swing, picked up the cushions, and put them back down. She turned and walked back to the front door and looked around the doorway.

“What are you doing?” Nick finally asked.

“Just before the killer walked away, I thought I heard something metal clicking. I’m looking for whatever sound that could be.” Her eyes moved over to the metal mail box on her front porch. She turned her head to Nick and saw his eyebrows go up. She reached out and lifted the cover to the mailbox. Peeking inside, she saw a bundle of papers. Reaching in, she pulled them out.

Walking back into the house, she snapped on a light. The papers in her hands were more of the diary pages they had found earlier.

“The bastard’s got balls, I’ll give him that,” Nick said sarcastically.

Sable looked over at him. “Yeah and I’d like to shove those balls right down his throat.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three


[image: ]


All the members of Nick’s team were in the office by the time the sun came up. They were trying to remain calm, but there was an underlying sense of tension in the air as they listened to the recorded tape of Sable’s conversation with the killer.

At the end of the tape, Brandi threw the pen in her hand onto the table. “Great, that’s just freaking wonderful. He’s probably had time to watch all of us.”

Nick nodded. “He also claims he can get to any of us at any time.”

After a moment of silence, Sable suggested, “Then let’s take back the element of surprise.”

“What do you mean?” Nick frowned. “We don’t have the element of surprise, he does.”

Sable shook her head. “No, he only thinks he does. Right now, he’s thinking that he has us quaking in fear and that’s where he wants to keep us.”

“Sweetheart, we are quaking in fear,” Quentin reminded her.

“What if we turn the tables on him?” Sable suggested.

“What are you saying?” Nick asked.

“He thinks he can get to any of us any time he wants. What would happen if he can’t?” Sable let them think about that for a moment. “The game will be tipped in our favor then, not his.”

“Go on.” Nick nodded.

“The five of us could work out of a different office or a safe house. If we can get another crew in here to pretend to be us, we could use the time it takes him to realize we’re not really here to find out as much as we can about him. The extra pages he left in my mailbox last night might give us more of the puzzle.”

“That might just work.”

Sable turned worried eyes at Nick. “We would have to protect our families. If he can’t find us, he could use them as leverage.”

“I agree. We don’t want to put anyone in his path. Ok people, call your immediate families and get them out of town until we catch this guy. I’ll make arrangements for us to use a safe house, that way we aren’t putting our fellow agents in his line of fire either.” Nick ordered.

The next two hours were busy as everyone packed up and moved to another location. They didn’t want to be too far away, just out of sight. Nick had set up the other crew for appearances. When they were settled in, Sable put the new pages up on the board with the other pages. As she read them, she began to learn more about the man who wrote the pages.

“So what are your first thoughts about this guy?” Nick asked her.

Sable pointed to one of the pages. “This is one very disturbed individual. He’s intelligent, very organized and in plain terms, he really enjoys what he does. At first, his targets were random but as time passed he became more selective. The more selective he became the more time he took with his victims.”

“In other words, he refined his craft,” Nick surmised. “We may never know the number of women he’s murdered.”

Sable grimaced. “That’s about the sum of it. If we ever catch him, he might tell us.” She nodded toward the board. “He writes in great detail what he did to all of them.”

“Is that all the information you have?’

Sable shook her head. “I doubt he realized it but he’s given us a way to track his movements and Brandi is making a map of the places he’s been.” 

Nick turned to check with Brandi when Sable spoke his name.

“Nick, there’s something you should know...”

“What is it?”

“There’s a gap in the timeline. There’s about five years missing. On one page he’s just entering a small town in Texas and the next thing he’s leaving Chicago. He talks about leaving something behind but he doesn’t say what that something was.”

“I wonder what he left behind?” Nick asked.

Sable shrugged. “I don’t think whatever it was it was all that important to him.”

“How close to present day do these pages bring us?”

“These pages bring us up to about ten years ago. Even with the five year gap.”

“Does he mention what he does for a living in any of his writings?”

Sable nodded. “As a matter of fact he claims that thanks to his grandfather, he doesn’t have to look for employment. I took that to mean that someone is supplying him with funds.”

“Can we trace the money part of it backward to find out where the money is coming from?”

Sable shook her head. “He doesn’t give us enough detail about that. I doubt that he’s carrying that much cash around with him all this time.”

Nick looked at Brandi. “Maybe there’s a pattern of return visits or something like that.”

A few minutes later, they were all gathered around Brandi. Looking at the map she was working on they all noticed one thing. 

“It seems every so often he returns to one place, Chicago, or somewhere near here.” Nick surmised. The map showed Chicago was the one place that he always returned to.

“Great, he could be one of millions of people living in and around the city. That really narrows the scope,” Max grumbled.

“Let’s start checking the missing person’s files. Maybe if this guy ran away all those years ago somebody reported him missing,” Nick suggested. “We have to start somewhere.”

“How far back do we go?” Brandi wanted to know.

“I’m not sure, maybe thirty years.” Nick shrugged. “He would have been a teenager from a family with money.”

Brandi made a face. “Do you have any idea how many people have disappeared from Chicago on a daily basis? Let alone in the past thirty years?”

Nick glanced at her. “I know it’s going to be a daunting task, but we have to start somewhere. Time is not on our side. If and when this guy discovers that we’re not where we are supposed to be, he’s going to be pissed. We don’t know what he’s capable of, and I don’t want a blood bath in the city when he can’t find us.”

“I’ll go back to the letters and see if I can find anything else we can use to find him,” Sable said.

“And I’ll hit the police missing person’s files,” Brandi sighed heavily.

“I’ll follow up on the victims that we know about.” Max reached for the phone. “Maybe we’ll find out more about how they died so we can establish some kind of M.O.”

Nick nodded and motioned Quentin away from the group. He spoke to him in a low voice and Quentin nodded. A few minutes later Quentin got busy with another task.

Nick walked to the board and read the pages again. He was hoping that his eyes would pick up on something Sable and Brandi missed. After a while, he had to stop reading. The images that filled his head more than disturbed him.

“Not exactly light reading is it?” Sable commented.

“The ranting of a madman usually isn’t,” Nick told her. “But these aren’t the worst I’ve read.”

Sable frowned and was about to ask what he meant when Nick asked her, “Did you find anything new?”

“Actually, I think I did.” Sable walked down the board about half way and pointed out something. Nick followed her and reread what she pointed to.

The pain of yet another name being added to the list of so many

is barely felt. I almost wish I could feel what every one else feels.

Everyday emotion might be welcome rather than the dismal abyss I

feel right now.

“What about it?” Nick shrugged.

“What would give you pain? I doubt it’s the pain of writing another name down on paper. Could he be referring to something like a tattoo?”

“Maybe or maybe it’s something else.”

“Like what?”

“Some people take a knife and cut themselves. If he carves his victim’s name on his body somewhere, that would be more painful than a tattoo.”

Sable shuddered. “I guess that would be. It might be worth a try though checking with the tattoo parlors.”

“You can try, but tattoo parlors probably aren’t going to remember somebody asking for a name to be tattooed on their body. They get that sort of thing all the time,” Nick reminded her.

“That would depend on how many names are already there.” Sable shrugged.

“You can try but don’t be disappointed if you don’t find anything.”

Sable sat down at the table and pulled the phone to her. She reached over and grabbed the thick Chicago phone book and began flipping through the pages.

Several hours later, she was surprised when the phone she’d been using rang. She looked at Nick. 

Nick moved toward her and nodded at the phone. “I forwarded your number to this phone. We couldn’t just disappear without having some link to the killer.”

Sable took a deep breath and reached for the phone. “Hello?”

“Sabella, where are you?” His voice came over the line very clear. He seemed mildly annoyed.

“I’m right here, where are you?”

“I’m inside your house. If you really want to know, I’m standing in your bedroom. I’ve been by your office but you don’t seem to be there either.”

“Did you miss me?” Sable asked him sweetly. She was a little surprised to find that he had invaded her home. It shouldn’t have surprised her but it did.

“Do you think you can hide from me?”

“Is that what you think I’m doing?”

“Not only you but everyone you’re working with,” he snarled

“Oh dear, aren’t we playing the game right?” Sable was trying to piss him off. “As long as we’re talking about playing a game, what do I call you? You know my name but I don’t know yours.” Sable heard him hesitate and pushed him even further. “Never mind, I’ll just make up a name. How do you like Oscar? Or Gary. You know Gary don’t you? He’s the snail on Sponge Bob Squarepants.”

“You think I’m a cartoon snail?” His voice was incredulous.

“Not really, snails don’t have much of a brain. On second thought, maybe Oscar suits you better. You have proven you have a brain. As demented as it is you still have one. Ok, I’ll call you Oscar.”

“You think you’re so clever don’t you?”

“Not really, I just wanted to put a name with the voice. I don’t know who you are yet I have to call you something,” Sable said.

“Since you aren’t playing the game correctly, maybe it’s time I upped the stakes,” he told her.

“You don’t really scare me, you know,” Sable insisted.

“Oh, I think I do. I think I frighten the hell out of you.” 

“What makes you think so?”

“You’re hiding from me aren’t you? And it’s early in the game yet.”

“Did it ever occur to you that I don’t want to play your game? That I never did?”

Oscar chuckled. “No, not really. With the job you have, you should be interested in getting me off the streets. As a human being you should be interested in self preservation.”

“This conversation is getting boring. Did you have a reason for calling me? I mean other than trying to scare me?”

Sable heard the sudden intake of his breath. “You really don’t want to make me mad,” he warned.

“Why? Are you going to have a little girl hissy fit?”

“Lady, if I have a fit you’ll know it.”

“Yeah I know, you’ll go out and kill somebody and their death will be on my head. You know what, Oscar, killing somebody is what you do. You’ve gotten very good at it. You might even enjoy it. For you, killing is as simple as breathing. You may kill someone tonight and I would feel bad about that, but what’s to say that if you did kill tonight, it would have anything to do with the fact that you’re ticked off at me? Maybe the blood lust you talk about so much is getting to you and you have to kill again just to calm down. That seems to be your M.O.”

“If you aren’t afraid of me, prove it. If you and your friends really aren’t afraid, come out of hiding and play the game fair.”

“I’m not scared of you but I’m not a fool either. You threatened not only my life but also the members of the team I work with. We aren’t going to put our lives on the line for you to pick us off one at a time. Don’t be an ass.”

“Your smart mouth is going to cost you,” he threatened.

“You can stick your threats where the sun doesn’t shine, fucker,” Sable told him then she slammed the phone down.

“Was that really necessary?” Nick asked referring to the phone call.

“I wanted to throw him off track.”

“What happens if he does kill someone tonight?” Brandi asked.

Before she could answer, the phone rang again. When she picked it up, she could hear him ranting. “You bitch, you hung up on me.”

“If you don’t stop calling me names, I’ll hang up again.”

“If you hang up again you can look for a body in your own front yard,” he told her. “Maybe I’ll choose one of the two girls whose pictures are in your bedroom. They are very cute, just about my type too. Oh, I could have fun with these two.”

Nick reached for his phone and called in the threat.

“What do you want Oscar?” Sable asked quietly. Her mind was racing to figure out who he was talking about. The only pictures she had in her bedroom were family members. She grabbed a pen and scrawled out two names on a piece of paper, Elisa Gordan, Michelle Landon. She handed the paper to Nick.

“Well, now that I have your attention, I want you and your coworkers to surface. I want to keep track of everyone in your group.”

“That won’t happen. Like I said we’re not fools. I thought you said you needed some new excitement in the game. This way not only do we have to find you but you have to figure out where we are as well. That is if one of us is truly your target.”

“I’m no fool either. If I tell you my target, you won’t play the game,” Oscar told her. “I hope that siren isn’t coming after me.” Sable could hear the wail of a police siren getting closer. She looked at Nick. 

Nick was shaking his head.

“I left something for you. Another piece of the puzzle, if that’s what you want to call it. I have to go for now but I’ll contact you again,” Oscar told her before the line went dead.

An hour later, a police officer delivered an envelope to the safe house. The envelope had Sable’s name on it and when she tore it open, a stack of pictures fell out. 

Everyone bent to pick up the photos and they were all surprised at what they found.

“Son of a bitch,” Max murmured

The pictures showed each member of the team at different intervals over the past few weeks. Some showed family members and friends. The only picture that was marked in any way was one of Sable. It had a red circle around her face.

The phone on the table rang again. Sable reached for the receiver. “I called to see if you got my little surprise yet.”

“We got the packet of pictures if that’s what you wanted to know.”

“Then you know just how long I’ve been in town and how close I was to you all. I could have reached out and snatched any one of you at any time and no one would have been the wiser.”

“What the hell do you want?” Sable asked.

“I want you to play the game fairly,” Oscar told her.

“Screw the game and screw you. If you want me come and get me. I can’t wait to put a bullet in your miserable hide.” She slammed the phone back into its cradle then picked it up again and calmly laid it on the table. She’d had enough of Oscar calling the shots.
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“Are you all right?” Brandi asked worriedly.

Sable wandered to the windows, and looked out. She wasn’t looking at anything in particular; she just needed a moment alone to clear her mind. For some reason she was looking... and there he was.

A man, sitting on a cycle.

Tilting her head, she looked closer.

Tall, like she remembered. His gaze rose and he blew her a kiss.

Sable jumped back from the window.

“You can’t let him get to you like this, you know,” Quentin told her as he noted her jump.

Sable looked over her shoulder. She saw the concern in his face and she smiled. “I know.” For some reason, she didn’t tell him about the man on the cycle. He was out there. It made her feel a bit safer. Then again, if he knew where she was, then what about the killer? “In my head I know that but in my heart I can’t figure out why he picked me as his target. What did I ever do to him?”

Quentin shook his head. “You didn’t do anything to him. It might have been anything about you that caught his attention.”

Sable glanced back out the window. “No, I don’t have that feeling from this guy. I don’t know why yet, but I have a feeling he came looking for me. This wasn’t just a random selection.”

“What makes you think that?” Brandi asked.

Sable shrugged. “Maybe the fact that he knows the name I have tattooed on my shoulder. Every time he makes contact with me, he uses my full name and every time he says it the tone of his voice changes. It’s almost like a caress. No, I am not a random choice for him. I just wish I knew why.”

“Nick wanted me to tell you we got more pages with the pictures.” Quentin wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “As long as we are together, he can’t get to you. He’d have to get through the four of us to get you and we aren’t about to let that happen.”

Sable leaned into him for a brief moment. “Thanks.” She pulled away and rubbed her eyes. They hurt from unshed tears. “Let’s go see what else this psycho has to say.”

She walked to the board and read the new pages. Sable frowned as she read Oscar’s thoughts. There was something different about these pages and she couldn’t put her finger on what was different.

Nick joined her a few minutes later. “Well, what do you think?”

“There’s something different in these last few pages. Oscar is changing.”

“Changing? How is he changing? He sounds like the same demented freak he was in the beginning.” Nick snorted.

Sable shook her head. “No, there is something definitely different here. I can’t quite place it yet.”

“Maybe you’re looking too hard,” Nick suggested quietly.

Before she could answer him, the phone rang again. Sable cringed inside but walked over to the machine and debated whether to answer it or not. Finally, on the fifth ring, she picked up the receiver.

“Sabella,” Oscar’s voice whispered.

“What do you want now?” Sable asked. She was growing more than a little tired of being at his beck and call.

“I want you to know there will be penalties for not playing the game correctly.”

“You mean by not playing according to your rules.”

Oscar chuckled but his laughter held no mirth. “You could say it that way.”

“Okay, what is the penalty for the first infraction?”

“Listen,” he instructed. 

A moment later, Sable heard a terrified voice, “Sable, what’s going on? This guy told me you were hurt. Are you all right?”

Sable’s heart leapt to her throat. It was Elisa’s voice on the phone. Elisa was her best friend from grade school. “Let me talk to him,” she told Elisa.

“Do I have your attention now?” she heard Oscar say.

“Let her go,” Sable told him.

“Not a chance.” Oscar laughed. “She has only twenty four hours to live unless you play the game by my rules.”

“You’ll kill her anyway so why should I play by your rules?”

“Yeah, I probably will but if you don’t, I can make the next twenty four hours seem like forever. She will beg me to end her life and so will you. You of all people know what I’m capable of doing.”

Before she could say anything, the line went dead but just before it did, she heard her friend cry out in pain. Sable dropped the receiver and it made a loud noise as it hit the table. Nick reached over and replaced the receiver on the cradle of the phone.

Sable wanted to scream but no words came out of her mouth. Some past memory niggled at her subconscious but her brain wouldn’t let the thought come forward. She felt weak and as she slid down into a chair, her body felt flushed.

Nick knelt down beside her and cupping her chin, he gently moved her face around to his. “Look at me,” he urged quietly. When she wouldn’t, he shook her a little. “Sable, I need you to look at me.”

Finally, she focused on him. 

“We’ll find her, I promise.”

She shook her head. “But you won’t find her in time. He will kill her.”

“Don’t think like that,” Nick admonished her. “We’ll scour the entire city for her.”

“She’s already dead and it’s my fault,” Sable told him as she burst into tears.

“What did he mean when he said ‘You of all people know what I’m capable of’?” Max asked.

Sable glanced at him and shrugged. “Maybe it’s because I’ve been profiling his pages. I don’t know.”

“But how would he know that?” Max frowned. “I mean it’s not like he can see us or he knows what everyone in the team does, does it?”

“Have you ever dealt with him before?” Nick asked.

Sable shook her head. “I don’t think so. I mean don’t you think I would have remembered him if I had?”

“Maybe not,” Quentin told them as he handed a batch of papers to Nick. “Nick asked me to find out what I could about the time you were found. There isn’t a whole lot more information than what you told us before Grace and Gene Quinn adopted you. There was some concern about your mental health due to the fact that you wouldn’t speak to anyone for over a year. It was also surmised that you witnessed at least one, probably more, acts of violence that shut down your defenses. According to the records you had nightmares and woke up screaming every night for a long time.”

Sable tried to comprehend this new information. “I was only four years old at the time.” She shook her head. “Why can’t I remember anything, and why didn’t Grace and Gene ever tell me?”

“Maybe they didn’t want you to remember the source of your nightmares,” Brandi commented.

“Did anyone ever look for my birth mother?” Sable asked.

Quentin shook his head. “Your final records are sealed by the courts, including your adoption records. Grace and Gene informally adopted you at the age of five. They couldn’t legally adopt you without knowing who your real parents were, or what, if anything happened to them.”

“Let’s see if we can get those records unsealed. We need to know if there could be a link between you and Oscar,” Nick informed them.

Sable frowned. “What kind of link are you looking for?”

“I don’t know but there’s something in your past, something you may not even realize that might help us find him and stop him. We have to explore every detail we can.”

The fax machine began beeping and Quentin turned his attention to the pages coming through. Nick handed the report to Sable, but before she could begin reading it, Quentin came back with bad news.

He looked at Sable and told her. “The police were just notified of a suspicious fire at the home of Grace and Gene Quinn. When firefighters got the blaze under control, they found two bodies inside the house. Both had their throats cut before the fire.”

“How do the police know that?” Sable was stunned.

“Apparently, the fire didn’t get the chance to destroy the house. Their bodies weren’t burned by the fire,” Quentin read from the report.

“When was this?” Nick asked.

“The fire trucks were dispatched around nine this morning. They also found two suitcases by the door. Apparently, Grace and Gene were packed and ready to go.”

“When Oscar found them, he killed them and then set their house on fire to cover the murders.” Sable finished Quentin’s report. “I’m going to enjoy putting an end to his murderous ways!” She sobbed.

“We have to catch him first,” Max reminded everyone.

Sable inhaled a deep breath and picked up the report Nick had handed her and began reading the events of her being found. She knew she couldn’t think about the deaths of Grace and Gene right now or she would never make it through the day. She had to concentrate on finding Oscar. As she read the report, something began to click in her mind. She got up, walked to the board, and checked some of the pages Oscar had written. “I think we need to check the birth records in Texas.”

“Why? I mean why Texas and for what?” Nick asked.

“I think that’s where I was born. Oscar was going there when the entries end, and that’s where Gene’s family is from. If my mother ran away from home, that’s where she would run from,” Sable concluded.

“I’ll check and see. I’ll try under the name of Quinn first and if that doesn’t work, I can try under the name Sabella.”  Brandi logged onto her computer and began typing in the information they had. A few minutes later, a response popped up. “Bingo. A baby girl was born to a Summer Jade Quinn on July 18th, 1978. Summer wasn’t married and no father is listed on the certificate. Were Summer and Gene related?”

“I asked about that once but Grace told me there were more than one Quinn family in that part of Texas and they weren’t related.” She turned to Brandi and asked, “Does it say what my name was?”

“Sabella Noel Quinn,” Brandi informed her.

“So if Gene’s family was from Texas, how did he get up here five years later to claim you?” Nick asked.

“It seems Texas held some bad memories for Gene and when a job opened up in Chicago, they moved up here. Grace always told me that leaving Texas was hard for her but her place was with Gene,” Sable told them. “They never did tell me what happened to cause the family to split up.”

“Is Summer Quinn still alive?” Nick asked Brandi.

Brandi began typing again. “There’s no death certificate and there is still an open missing person’s report out on her.”

“That doesn’t really tell us anything.” Nick shook his head.

“What are we going to do about finding Elisa?” Sable asked. “If we don’t do something very soon, he’s going to murder her as well.”

Nick nodded. “Then I guess we play the game by his rules and go back to the office. If he wants us where he can see us, then so be it. But that doesn’t mean we’re giving him everything he wants. We’ll keep digging.”
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The next several hours dragged as afternoon slipped into evening. Sable got up from her desk more than once to stand at the window and look out into the streets of the city.

“Hang in there kiddo.” Max stepped up behind her and put his hand on her arm.

“I can’t help but wonder what he’s doing to her at this very moment.”

“Don’t do that to yourself. You didn’t give her to him, he searched her out.”

“He searched her out because I thought I was smarter than he was,” Sable interjected. “He’s hurting her right now because I thought I could bend him to my will.”

Max turned her around to face him. “Is that what you think? Please tell me its not? Honey, this is a mad man bent on self destruction. He doesn’t care who he hurts, and if you let him know that he can hurt you, he’ll do it again and again just to get power over you. You have to be strong and not show him how much you’re hurting or he wins.”

“He wins anyway, because it’s not me he’s hurting, it’s my friends and family. He’s already taken my parents away from me and god only knows what he’s doing to someone else I care about!” Sable cried out, “Why can’t he just come after me?”

“Because he’s nothing more than a sniveling coward,” Max told her. “He hides behind his anonymity to survive otherwise he’d never make it. He can’t make it out in the real world so he hides in the shadows.”

Sable thought about what Max said for a moment. “You’re probably right, but right here and right now that’s very little comfort.”

“I was hoping it would be something for you to hang on to until we caught him.” Max nodded.

“We really need to find him,” Sable told her friend.

“We will,” Max promised.

A few hours later, the phone on her desk rang. Sable glanced at the clock on the wall and saw it was almost midnight. She looked at Nick before she answered the phone, “Hello.”

“I see you are finally playing the game the way it was intended to be played.” Oscar’s voice was smooth as it came across the line.

“You didn’t give us much choice, did you?” Sable’s hand gripped the phone. “We held up our end, now you do the same. Where is Elisa?”

“Is that what your friends’ name is? That’s a very pretty name.” 

“Where is she, you bastard?” Sable growled into the phone.

“My, you do have a temper, don’t you?” Oscar admonished. “I told you before your big mouth was going to cost you, that and the fact you tried to change the rules of the game.”

“Yes, you did tell me that but it didn’t cost me, did it? It
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