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				It begins with a chilling phone call to Casey Woods. And
					ends with another girl dead. 

				College-age girls with long red hair. Brutally murdered,
					they’re posed like victims in a film noir. Each crime scene is eerily similar to
					the twisted fantasy of a serial offender now serving thirty years to life—a
					criminal brought to justice with the help of Forensic Instincts.

				Call. Kill. Repeat. But the similarities are more than one
					psychopath’s desire to outdo another. As more red-haired victims are added to
					the body count, it becomes clear that each one has been chosen because of a
					unique connection to Casey—a connection that grows closer and closer to her.

				Now the Forensic Instincts team must race to uncover the
					identity of a serial killer before his ever-tightening circle of death closes in
					on Casey as the ultimate target. As the stalker methodically moves in on his
					prey, his actions make one thing clear: he knows everything about Casey. And
					Casey realizes that this psychopath won’t stop until he makes sure she’s
					dead.
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				To Mom and Dad—
always in our hearts, forever our nucleus, and forever connected.
I love you and miss you both more than words can say.
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				Chapter One

				April
Offices of Forensic Instincts,
						LLC
Tribeca, Manhattan, New York

				Just one more body.

				But this one had a name. And a grieving
						father who needed answers before he died.

				Casey Woods shoved the dozens of newspaper clippings that she’d
					collected into the thick file and slapped it shut. Then she leaned back in her
					chair, pressing her fingers to her closed eyelids.

				It was Sunday, just after dawn. The streets were sleepy,
					occupied only by ambitious joggers and early morning coffee drinkers headed for
					the nearest Starbucks.

				The brownstone that housed the private investigative firm
					Forensic Instincts was quiet.

				Casey—the company president—was alone in the building, other
					than her bloodhound, Hero, who was stretched out by her feet, resting but alert.
					Casey had been up and working all night. Sleep wasn’t on her agenda. Work
					was.

				As usual, she sat at the large second-floor conference room
					table, her notes sprawled in front of her. There were plenty of smaller offices
					to choose from in the four-story brownstone. She could even have worked in bed,
					since the fourth floor was her apartment. But the main conference room infused
					her with a sense of discipline and productivity she didn’t get anywhere
					else.

				She needed to be productive now.

				She wasn’t doing a hell of a good job.

				Purposefully, she picked up the notes she’d printed out last
					night after her client meeting and reread them. She was unnerved, not by the
					meeting but by the entire case. That didn’t make her happy. She liked being in
					control. She almost always was.

				This time was different. It wasn’t because this new assignment
					had come from the NYPD rather than from the client himself, but because it
					established a connection that was both unexpected and shocking. Not in the eyes
					of the police, who would have no reason to spot the common thread. But in
					Casey’s eyes? Instant recognition. A major punch in the gut, and a throwback to
					a time of her life that had been traumatic.

				The tragedy remained unbearably painful, even after fifteen
					years.

				And now? A different case. A different victim. But the same
					university. The same year. The same basic physical descriptions. One victim was
					murdered. One was missing—possibly murdered.

				How could all that be a coincidence?

				The murder, which was branded in Casey’s memory, had been
					tagged a cold case. Still, for her, it had never gone away. Now, out of the
					blue, it was back, albeit from an entirely different angle, centered on an
					entirely different girl. The enormity of it had hit her hard.

				The first case—her case, the one
					involving her friend—had been the driving force that
					ultimately led her to form Forensic Instincts. She’d never forgotten, never
					gotten over it. And now, after talking to Mr. Olson last night, seeing how gaunt
					he was, reading the anguish in his hollow eyes, she found her own memories
					crashing back....

				Casey nearly leaped from her chair as a firm hand was planted
					on her shoulder.

				Instinctively, she whirled around to defend herself. Hero
					leaped up and began to bark at her abrupt reaction.

				“Hey, both of you, take it easy. It’s me.” Patrick Lynch, one
					of her valued FI team members, walked around the conference table and lowered
					himself into a chair. Hero followed, and Patrick leaned down to scratch his
					ears. The human-scent evidence dog—the sole canine FI team member—sat down to
					enjoy the attention.

				Simultaneously, a wall of floor-to-ceiling video screens began
					to glow, and a long green line formed across each panel, pulsing from left to
					right. “Good morning, Patrick,” a computerized voice greeted him. The voice
					emanated from everywhere in the room, bending each line into the contours of the
					voice panel. “Casey, I apologize for not alerting you to Patrick’s arrival
					before you became alarmed. But you did put me in sleep mode. I responded the
					instant I sensed activity.” A pause. “Your heart rate has accelerated. There is
					no need.”

				“I can see that now, Yoda,” Casey responded dryly. “A minute
					ago I thought I was being attacked.” She’d long since ceased questioning the
					artificial intelligence system built by team member Ryan McKay. She just
					accepted that Ryan was a genius and Yoda was omniscient.

				Patrick did the same. “Not to worry, Yoda,” he said, addressing
					the voice. “I have a feeling Casey wasn’t in a good place even before I walked
					in.”

				“Correct,” Yoda confirmed. “She is under duress.”

				Casey didn’t deny it. “You should be home with Adele,” she told
					Patrick. “Your wife will have my head if she thinks I’ve got you slaving away on
					a Sunday morning without a damned good reason.”

				“Adele knows where I am, and she’s fine with it.” Patrick
					studied Casey’s expression. “Besides, I couldn’t sleep.”

				“So you drove in from New Jersey to visit, since you don’t
					already spend enough hours at work?”

				“No. I followed a hunch and made a phone call to Marc.”

				Marc Devereaux was Casey’s first hire for Forensic Instincts,
					and her right hand. He was a former navy SEAL, former FBI agent and former
					member of the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit in Quantico, Virginia. He was the
					total package, and he’d been with Casey from the beginning.

				“You haven’t been yourself in days,” Patrick continued. “Not
					since I introduced this case. Now I realize why. Marc was reluctant, but he
					finally filled me in on what he thought I should know. So here I am. I’m sorry,
					Casey. I never would have brought this case to the table if I had a clue what it
					meant to you personally, or what it would do to you.”

				“How could you have? Talk about a bizarre coincidence. What are
					the chances of that happening? And now that it has, my personal feelings
					shouldn’t factor into it. The case is important. It has to be investigated.”

				Patrick arched a brow. “This is me
					you’re talking to. Who’s more apt to understand your internal conflict and
					ambivalence?”

				Casey tucked a strand of shoulder-length red hair behind her
					ear. Patrick was right. He’d understand better than anyone. He’d lived through
					it firsthand.

				He’d been an FBI agent for over thirty years before coming on
					board at Forensic Instincts. His joining the team had been the direct result of
					a child kidnapping case that had haunted him since early in his career and had
					resurfaced in a new form that was investigated by FI. The emotional
					reverberations had eaten away at him.

				“This situation is different,” Casey said. “You had no idea you
					were treading on my Achilles’ heel. There’s no need to feel guilty.”

				“I don’t feel guilty. I feel responsible.”

				“You shouldn’t. Captain Sharp is your friend.”

				Patrick nodded. He’d spent a chunk of his FBI time working the
					Joint Robbery Task Force with NYPD Captain Horace Sharp. They’d become tight. So
					when Horace had been approached by a dying neighbor, Daniel Olson, begging him
					for closure, convinced that his long-missing daughter had been murdered and
					pleading with him to find her body, Horace had agreed to try—if Forensic Instincts agreed to work the case jointly
					with his detectives. FI had the money and the manpower to give to this
					case-that-wasn’t-a-case. The NYPD didn’t. As a result, the retainer was an IOU—a
					favor to be redeemed sometime in the future. And the stipulation was that
					Forensic Instincts would work with the police
					detectives, not alone.

				So, yes, Patrick had brought the case to the FI team. But from
					the minute they’d sat around the table discussing it, he’d picked up on some
					weird vibes. He’d waited patiently for someone to fill him in. No one did. Not
					in three days. So he’d finally taken the bull by the horns and called Marc. And
					now he got it. This was close to home for Casey—maybe too close.

				Watching her now, seeing how conflicted she was, only
					substantiated his concerns.

				“Should I tell Horace we can’t help Mr. Olson?”

				“No.” Casey gave a hard shake of her head. “You shouldn’t. Our
					team has the skills. I have the insight. My reaction is my problem. Not yours.”
					She paused for a moment. “But at least now you know the reason for my crazy
					behavior. I should have told you myself. I just wasn’t ready.”

				Casey rose, walking over to the windows and folding her arms
					across her chest. “I’m not handling this well. It pisses me off that, after all
					this time, I’m still so emotionally affected.”

				“Stop beating yourself up. It is what it is. Delving back into
					the past is both a blessing and a curse. It reopens old wounds. It makes them
					bleed. But sometimes it also helps them heal.”

				A hint of a smile. “When did you become so philosophical?”

				“It’s called the voice of experience.”

				“Yes, well, your experience held you emotionally hostage for
					thirty-two years.”

				“You’re right. It did. Which is precisely why I’m the person
					you should be talking to.”

				Casey couldn’t dispute that. “In your case, you found closure.
					I thought I’d found some level of closure with my case, too—when they located
					Holly’s body. But I was wrong. I guess I’ll never get closure. Because the
					bastard who raped and killed Holly when we were in college was never caught. And
					that’s what I’d need to find peace.”

				“I know.” Patrick, as always, was blunt. “I also know that
					might never happen.”

				“Unless it turns out that Jan Olson was murdered and that her
					killer is the same offender who raped and killed Holly,” Casey said quietly.
					“It’s possible, Patrick. The facts are closely related. Maybe our investigation
					into Jan Olson’s disappearance will lead us to Holly’s killer.”

				Patrick didn’t look surprised by Casey’s theory. He’d obviously
					expected her mind to veer in that direction. It was natural, given the
					circumstances. “I hear you,” he responded. “And I’m not arguing that the
					parallels are strong. But identifying the murderer after fifteen years? It’s a
					long shot. And we were hired to find a body, not an offender.”

				“You don’t need to remind me.” Casey’s jaw tightened. “Our job
					is to find the body of Daniel Olson’s daughter. To help him find peace. Stage
					four pancreatic cancer is a death sentence. He’s only got weeks or months to
					live.”

				“By giving him what he needs, we’ll be paying tribute to your
					friend Holly,” Patrick said. “You could look at it that way.”

				“My head knows that’s true. But I’m having problems separating
					my head from my heart. I need objectivity in order to run this investigation.”
					She turned to frown at Patrick. “And if you suggest that I take a backseat and
					let you head up this case—or worse, Marc, Ryan or Claire—I’ll punch you first
					and call you a hypocrite second.”

				“Then lucky for me I wasn’t going to do that. You’ve got a mean
					right hook.” Patrick gave a wry smile—one that rapidly faded. “But, Casey,
					you’re thrown by this. Badly. You’ve got to work through that. Why don’t you
					tell me the details about your friend Holly? Marc was his usual tight-lipped
					self. He gave me just the need-to-know basics. You’ve discussed the details with
					him, and maybe even Ryan and Claire, but I think, in this situation, I’m the one
					who can help you focus.”

				“Marc knows more than anyone, except Hutch. Hutch is the only
					one I’ve totally broken down to.”

				Marc had introduced her to Hutch—Supervisory Special Agent Kyle
					Hutchinson—who was currently with the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit, and who’d
					become the man in Casey’s life.

				“Okay, so Hutch and Marc know,” Patrick acknowledged. “Now it’s
					time you talked to a kindred spirit—me.”

				“You could have researched the case yourself,” Casey pointed
					out. “You certainly have the contacts.”

				“You’re right. I do. But they could only supply me with facts.
					They couldn’t offer me your perspective. Only you can. So I’m listening.”

				Casey nodded, walking over to make two cups of black coffee
					from their Keurig, then returning to the conference room table.

				She handed a cup to Patrick, then took her own cup and sat
					down.

				“I was a freshman at Columbia. My friend Holly Stevens lived
					off campus. She was a loner, very shy and reserved. She had a few close friends.
					I was one of them. We met in Psych 101 and hit it off. One day, she told me she
					sensed she was being followed, even stalked. I urged her to go to the police.
					She did. They had nothing solid to work with, so they arranged for a few patrol
					cars to keep an eye on her apartment. It wasn’t enough.”

				Casey drew a slow, unsteady breath, staring into her coffee as
					she spoke. “Holly’s body was found wrapped in a canvas tarp and tossed in a
					Dumpster a few weeks later. She’d been raped and murdered. It was a
					nightmare—one that could have been avoided with the proper resources.”

				“You weren’t those resources, Casey. Not back then.”

				“But I was the one Holly confided in. Irrational as it might
					seem, I always felt that maybe I missed an opportunity to prevent what
					happened.”

				“That irrationality is what’s getting in your way now. Lose it.
					You may not have had the right resources to do what should’ve been done then,
					but you have the right tools for what you need to do now. You have Forensic Instincts.”

				“Which is why I can’t let this case slip through my fingers.
					Not that I blame the police for what happened to Holly. I don’t. They did all
					they could. But a private investigative firm with our expertise could have done
					more. We could have focused our manpower and our skills on her predicament, dug
					deeper, put enough security on her to keep her safe. But, as you said, we didn’t
					exist, not then. Now we do. And now I’ve been approached to help a dying man
					find his daughter’s body—a man whose daughter could very well have been killed
					by the same psycho pervert who killed Holly. The time frame fits. The location
					fits. The victimology fits. If I’m right, that would make this bastard a repeat
					offender, maybe a serial killer. Which paints an even more gruesome story. He
					was never caught. Jan Olson’s body was never found. How many others were
					there?”

				“That’s a question we might or might not be able to answer.”
					Patrick took a deep swallow of coffee, continuing to share his thoughts with
					Casey in a calm, straightforward manner. “I know you want to go back and solve
					it all—catch the killer, assign names to all his victims and provide closure for
					all the families involved. Maybe we can make that happen. I don’t know. What I
					do know is that the best way to increase our odds is to fulfill our
					obligation.”

				Follow the case that’s been handed to us.
						Find Jan Olson’s body.

				“That’s how it was with me, remember? Start with the present,
					step back into the past. This process is going to take you down some dark
					alleys. You’re going to lose a lot of sleep and relive some painful memories.
					But you need this. Otherwise, you would have squashed the case the minute I
					brought it to the team. You knew it was too close to home, that you probably
					should refer it out. But you didn’t. You’re the president of Forensic Instincts.
					You made the call for us to take on the case—and you made it without missing a
					beat.”

				“You’re right,” Casey conceded. “I couldn’t have lived with
					myself if I didn’t see this through. For many reasons. Daniel Olson is dying.
					And if his theory is correct, if his daughter really did suffer the same fate as
					Holly, then she was raped, killed and dumped...somewhere. No father should have
					to die with those kinds of unanswered questions, and without his daughter’s body
					being found. Plus, if the offender really was the same bastard who did that to
					Holly, then I have twice the motivation to solve this.”

				“Agreed.” Patrick reached over and scooped up Casey’s notes.
					“So let’s review your interview with Daniel Olson. Then we’ll go over all the
					newspaper articles you compiled. I got a glimpse of them. You dug up everything,
					not only about Jan’s disappearance, but about the disappearances of all young
					women who lived in Manhattan during a five-year time span.”

				“I’m going to give the whole pile of them to Ryan and have him
					set up a database. But I know it’s a stretch. Most of those young women probably
					just packed up and moved.”

				“Well, it’s up to us to figure that out. So let’s go. If
					anything rings a bell or recalls a memory that in any way relates to Holly,
					we’ll zero in on it. Go with your gut. No one has better instincts than you
					do.”

				Casey smiled. “You’d make a great life coach.”

				“Not really. I’ve just been where you are. It took me
					thirty-two years to get my answers. Maybe we can come up with yours in half that
					time. Let’s figure out what happened to Jan Olson. And let’s find her.”

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Glen Fisher lay on his cot in the cell of Auburn State Correctional Facility, a maximum security prison in upstate New York.

				He folded his hands behind his head and stared up at the concrete ceiling. First, six weeks in Downstate Correctional Facility undergoing all those ridiculous evaluations and test. And now? Seven months, two weeks and four days in here. More than half a year of his life shot to hell. Thanks to that firecrotch.

				One day blended into the next. A meal. His job in the mail room. Another meal. Exercise. Mail again. Back to his cell. A gloomy little six-by-eight hole with a sink, a toilet, a cot, a shelf and bars that separated him from a dark hall equipped with a centrally controlled tear gas system.

				Mundane. Boring. A waste of his life.

				His lawyer had been a wimp. He should’ve driven home the coercion plea and gotten him off. Instead, the judge had thrown out the defendant’s plea, the evidence had been ruled admissible and here he was, facing a life sentence.

				His lawyer was long gone. Good riddance. Representing himself was the smartest thing he could do. He continually found new loopholes. He’d filed another appeal last week. Eventually, maybe those idiots on the parole board would listen to him. All they kept reiterating over and over like some stupid litany was the list of rapes and homicides he’d been convicted of. They couldn’t see that he’d done the world a favor.

				Considering law enforcement’s one-dimensional stupidity, he should have kept his fucking mouth shut when he’d been cornered. Even if that Neanderthal from Forensic Instincts had started the ball rolling by practically killing him in the alley. Uncharacteristically, Glen had been caught off guard.

				Never again.

				They’d found the bodies just where he said they’d be. And the jury—not one of whom had an ounce of brains—had labeled him scum. They’d focused only on the words rape and murder. Couldn’t see past them. Couldn’t know what he knew about those whores. Who they were. What they were. What they did to their victims.

				The entire system was useless. It was up to him to bypass it and finish what he’d started.

				He pulled out his drawing tablet and crayons and began another detailed sketch. It slowly came alive. Even the outline excited him. Especially when he made sweeping crimson strokes across the page.

				A smug smile twisted his lips. Funny thing about life. It had a way of evening out.

				He might have lost his freedom.

				But Casey Woods was about to lose a whole lot more.

				Columbia University
John Jay Hall

				Cramming for exams sucked ass.

				Nick Anderson opened his dorm room door, gazing sympathetically at the regular crowd—a half dozen of his bleary-eyed dorm mates. They all traipsed in and stuffed five-dollar bills into his empty beer stein to chip in for the pizza that was about to be delivered. The head count had been taken at around ten o’clock. Now it was almost midnight. They’d studied enough. Their brains were fried. It was time to stuff their faces, drink some beer and unwind.

				“Did you get pepperoni?” Donna Altwood asked. She’d just come out of the shower. She was wearing damp sweats, with a wet mane of long blond hair hanging down her back. She looked scrubbed clean, stressed and cranky. Then again, she was premed, and studied more hours than there were in a day.

				“Yup,” Nick assured her. “One deluxe, one half pepperoni, half sausage and one plain. You can tip me later.”

				“Nice,” Charlie Green muttered. “The sausage and the pepperoni will give me heartburn. That’ll keep me awake. And if I’m awake, I’ll study.” He set down the case of Miller Lite he’d brought, since it was his turn to contribute the beer.

				“No, you won’t,” Dominick Peretti said. “You’ll get wasted and sleep through your classes.” He grinned. Dom didn’t have a mean bone in his body. He was just Dom—direct, comfortable in his own skin. So no one was offended by his comments.

				“Getting wasted sounds good.” Amy Sheehan wasn’t smiling. Then again, she didn’t need to. She was one of those girls every other girl wanted to look like—great body, long, thick black hair, huge blue eyes. Worse, she wasn’t even arrogant about it. That made it really hard to hate her. “My brain’s not taking in anything tonight. It’s done. So I might as well be, too, right?”

				Kenny Bishop didn’t say anything. He rarely did. He didn’t hang out with this crowd, except to eat pizza and drink beer. He didn’t really hang out with anyone. He was a loner. Brilliant. Weird. And in his own world. Maybe he was high half the time. No one knew. Or asked. He just sat on the floor, his head against the bed frame, his curly hair a dark mop. His dark eyes were hooded but somehow intense as he watched the rest of the group talk and complain. Whatever he was thinking, he kept it to himself. But he didn’t bother anyone, and he always paid promptly, so no one objected to him being there.

				“My bio professor is a tool,” Nick complained. “The only one he makes sense to is him.”

				“Serves you right,” Donna retorted. “You satisfied your science requirements two semesters ago. Who the hell takes advanced bio when they don’t have to?”

				“Spoken like a dedicated future doctor,” Dom said, rising to get himself a beer.

				Donna raised her brows. “I have to take those courses,” she reminded Dom. “Nick’s a history major. He doesn’t have to suffer.”

				“True.”

				“Have you ever studied ancient Greece?” Nick asked. “Trust me, that’s suffering.”

				A knock interrupted the conversation. “Ah, finally. Provisions.” Nick headed over and opened the door. “Hey, Robbie.” He greeted the solid guy in the striped Pizza King T-shirt who was standing on the threshold with three steaming boxes. “You got here just in time. We were either going to starve or eat one another.”

				“That’s pretty harsh.” Robbie grinned. “I’m glad I got here before any of that happened.” He looked a little like the Cheshire cat, stripes and all. Only he couldn’t perform magic, so he was paying his way through grad school by working late-night pizza delivery shifts.

				“Hi, guys,” he said, glancing into the room and waving.

				They all waved back. They liked Robbie, and they knew the feeling was mutual. And why not? They called three times a week to order pizza or hot sandwiches, and they always gave him a good tip. Nice frequency, nice amount of cash. And with the price of grad school credits skyrocketing, every little bit helped.

				Robbie passed the boxes to Nick, along with a white bag. “Almost closing time means leftover garlic bread,” he explained. “I figured you’d want it.”

				“Want it?” Dom piped up. “Pass it this way. I’ll make it disappear before we even settle up.”

				Robbie chuckled. “Now why did I know you’d be the first voice I heard?”

				“Because you know me. Garlic bread and I are like this.” Dom held up two crossed fingers.

				“I wish I could say eat it all, there’ll be more pizza for us,” Donna said. “But you’re a bottomless pit. You’ll swallow all the garlic bread and half a pizza before I can finish my first slice.” She sighed. “It sucks that guys can eat like that and never gain a pound.”

				“It also sucks that we chip in as much cash as they do, and eat a fraction of the amount,” Amy noted.

				“True. I vote that we revisit the contribution breakdown,” Donna said.

				“Forget it. I’m broke.” Nick placed the pizza boxes on his desk and tossed the bag of garlic bread to Dom. “Save some for the rest of us. And don’t expect us to wait. We’re eating all these pizzas, including your share, if you don’t hurry up.”

				There was a tentative knock on the open door, and Josh Lochman poked his head around the corner. He was the star linebacker for the Columbia Lions and was built like a young Arnold Schwarzenegger, but with a thick head of dark hair and equally dark eyes. Josh wasn’t a frequent participant in these late-night pizza breaks, but he did drop by once in a while. And he never came empty-handed.

				“Hey, guys,” he greeted them. He held up an extrawide pizza box, simultaneously clapping Robbie on the shoulder. “These calzones were delivered by the man himself a few minutes ago. Four extralarge. After a two-hour workout, I could eat them all myself. But I won’t. Am I welcome?”

				“By all means.” Nick beckoned him in. “Join the party. Anyone bearing food is welcome.”

				While Josh settled on the floor, Nick picked up the contributions container. He already knew how much the bill was; the cheery voice at the other end of the phone had told him when he ordered. He counted out the cash, then added twenty percent for Robbie.

				“Here you go, my friend.” He handed it to him. “Although I could tell you a dozen things more worthwhile to spend it on than school.”

				Robbie took the cash gratefully. He stuffed the bills in his money pouch and the rest in his pocket. “I’m sure you could. But I’m hell-bent on that degree.” He waved. “Thanks, guys. You have a good night.”

				That wasn’t an issue. The minute the door shut, they attacked the pizzas, calzones and garlic bread as if they hadn’t eaten in days.

				“Hey,” Amy complained. “Give Donna and me a head start next time. We can’t chew as fast as you male animals.”

				“No chance.” Dom grinned. “Be happy I shared the garlic bread. I could have eaten the whole thing.”

				Charlie glanced up, swallowing his mouthful of sausage pie. “Where’s Kendra?” he asked. “She said she’d be coming by on her way back from the library.”

				Donna shrugged. “You know Kendra. She probably got involved in a philosophy book and lost track of time. But we’ll save her some pizza, right, guys?”

				The guys exchanged reluctant glances. “We’ll give her fifteen more minutes. Then all bets are off,” Dom decided for them.

				“Fine.” Donna rolled her eyes. “It’s touching how far you’re willing to go for a friend.”

				Ten minutes later, Kendra opened the door and hurried in. She looked the way she always looked—rumpled and rushed. Her curly auburn hair was tousled, and her eyes were glazed from too much reading. She yanked off her coat, tossed it somewhere and grabbed the closest pizza box.

				“What’s left—one slice or two?” she asked dryly.

				“We fought for you,” Donna told her. “So there might be some hope of leftovers. What kept you—Plato?”

				Kendra shook her head. “In this case, no. I was actually in the parking lot. Some sedan blocked in Robbie’s pizza delivery truck and he was having trouble getting out. I couldn’t see the driver because the windows were tinted. But whoever it was, he or she was in no hurry to move, and didn’t catch on until Robbie tapped on the window. The sketchbag only shifted over enough for Robbie to inch his way out and then went back to whatever he was doing.”

				“Probably texting someone,” Amy said in disgust. “I feel sorry for delivery people. Same with maintenance workers. People treat them like they’re invisible. The hired help. It sucks.”

				Kendra nodded. “I was half tempted to go over and rip the driver a new one. But Robbie waved me away, like it was no big deal. He’s too sweet for his own good. Anyway, he just drove off and probably chalked it up to another crappy aspect of the job.”

				“Probably.”

				They dropped the subject and returned to the important issue at hand—eating.

				But outside, the dark sedan continued to sit there, motor running, the driver intently staring at their window.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				The entire Forensic Instincts team gathered around the conference room table, ready to begin their day and their morning briefing.

				As of now, the team consisted of five members, six counting Hero. Marc and Ryan had been with Casey from the onset. Patrick and Claire had come on board last year, around the same time that Hero had been retired from the FBI Canine Unit and Casey had adopted him. Each team member was extraordinary in his or her own way. Casey was the behaviorist, whose sharp mind and keen instincts about people, their body language, their responses and reactions, was the cornerstone of Forensic Instincts. Marc was a true right hand—brilliant at everything from his mental to his psychological to his physical capabilities. Ryan was both a strategic and a technical genius. Claire was a gifted intuitive, a psychic in the eyes of most, although she hated that term, and preferred to refer to herself as a claircognizant. Patrick was a lifelong trained investigator. And Hero had an olfactory sense that was incomparable.

				They were a very tight group, a real professional family. Any one of them would risk it all for the others. And that was a loyalty to which no dollar amount could be ascribed.

				Now, Casey sat at the head of the table, fingers linked in front of her, and began the morning catch-up session.

				“As you all know, I had my second meeting with Daniel Olson last evening. He’s convinced that something ugly happened to his daughter. And I’m apt to agree. He gave me every scrap of information he had on Jan’s life at the time of her disappearance. There’s nothing there to suggest that she’d just take off without ever contacting her family again. So I took it another step.”

				She indicated the file on the table in front of her. “I put this together. It’s an assortment of newspaper articles relating to crimes—and potential crimes—against college-age girls in the New York City area during the five-year period surrounding the time when Jan vanished. Ryan, I’d like you to assimilate all this and set up a database we can follow.”

				Ryan leaned back in his chair and eyed Casey for a second, then spoke up in his usual blunt manner. “Okay. But before we get into details, can we address the elephant in the room?”

				Claire Hedgleigh winced. Ryan’s oblivion to sensitive subjects never ceased to astound her. He might be brilliant, but he was about as tactful as a freight train.

				“I think we should stick to the facts of the case,” she said, shooting Ryan a hard stare. “We have an investigation to conduct.”

				“Stick to the facts?” Ryan looked more amused than put off. “That’s a joke coming from you, Claire-voyant. You get inside people’s heads and play touchy-feely with inanimate objects. Now you’re suddenly the scientist of the group?”

				“She’s just being sensitive to my feelings.” Casey broke up the argument before it could begin. She took a deep breath, then continued. “Look. You all know varying amounts about my personal connection to this case. I’ll lay out the whole thing for you in a short summary, and then we’ll all be on the same page. But, as Patrick so astutely pointed out to me, the only way I’ll find any level of peace or closure in my own situation is to throw myself into this investigation. So once I’ve spoken my piece, let’s leave it and get to what matters—finding out what happened to Jan Olson.”

				Quietly and succinctly, she retold the story she’d told Patrick last night.

				“So the man who raped and killed your friend and whoever’s responsible for Jan Olson’s disappearance—you do think it’s the same person,” Ryan responded the instant she’d finished. He’d known enough about Casey’s past to have skimmed the surface of Holly Stevens’s tragic murder.

				“I don’t know anything,” Casey replied. “Other than the fact that the victimology is the same, as is the time frame. I don’t see any overlaps in the two girls’ lives. So I can’t allow myself to assume anything.”

				“Yeah, but it’s a very real possibility.” Ryan studied Casey with those probing blue eyes. “The bottom line is, you’re never going to be objective about this case. Do you think you should turn over the reins to one of us?”

				“Probably. But I’m not going to.” Casey spoke as bluntly as Ryan, meeting his stare head-on. She wasn’t offended by his directness; that was Ryan. He spoke his mind, but he didn’t have a mean or disloyal bone in his body. “I won’t lie and say that solving Holly’s murder wouldn’t be cathartic for me. But my main goal is finding out what happened to Jan Olson. My skill set makes me best qualified to run the show. Plus, I’m the boss.” A glint of humor glittered in her eyes. “That means the final decision is mine. And I’ve made it.”

				Ryan nodded. This was one of those times when arguing would be futile. This wasn’t going to be put to a vote. Casey was making that infinitely clear.

				“Don’t look so dubious.” Casey responded to the expression on Ryan’s face. “You’re welcome to call me on the carpet if I get off track.” A quick glance around the room. “You all are.” She opened the file. “I’ve scanned the notes from my two interviews with Daniel Olson, plus all the documents in this file. Yoda?”

				“Everything is stored on the Forensic Instincts server dedicated to current investigations,” Yoda replied. “Including several photos of Jan Olson at age nineteen. All the pertinent material is indexed and readily available to the entire team.”

				“Good.” Casey nodded. “I’ve divvied up initial assignments.” She looked from Ryan to Marc. “Jan was a typical college kid. She didn’t exactly confide in her father. So he’s not the best source of information. But he did give me the name of Jan’s best friend. It’s Brenda Miller. I don’t know where she is, if she’s married or single or if she still goes by that name. Ryan, you find out. Marc, you go and talk to her. Get the full picture on Jan Olson. Boyfriends, friends, roommates, favorite hangouts, state of mind—anything Brenda can remember. Including enemies.”

				“Done,” Marc responded.

				“Once Marc has that info, I’ll track down all those people,” Ryan said.

				Casey’s gaze flickered to Patrick. “After that, you and Marc split the list and interview each and every person on it. We need to build a real profile on Jan Olson.”

				“And fast,” Patrick said. “So, at the same time, Ryan can build a real timeline on her activities.”

				“No problem.” Ryan scribbled down some notes. “Besides setting up that database, I’ll start poking into Jan’s college schedules. Her transcripts will be on file. That’ll give me her coursework and her professors. It’s a good start.”

				Casey nodded again. “Claire, you, Hero and I are meeting with Daniel Olson early this evening at his home in Brooklyn. Jan grew up there. Her bedroom is still relatively unchanged. Mr. Olson has agreed to let you explore her room and handle any personal articles you’re drawn to. He’s also agreed to let Hero sniff out the area. We’ll make some scent pads. I know it’s been fifteen years. But they still might come in handy.”

				“Hell, yes,” Ryan agreed. “Hero can isolate her scent in a dorm or apartment where hundreds of people have lived since. Right, boy?”

				The bloodhound gazed at Ryan and let out a quiet woof. He recognized his name. He knew he was being discussed. And he sensed the serious atmosphere in the room. Thanks to his training in the FBI Canine Unit, he’d be as disciplined about performing his job as any other FI team member.

				“Casey, did you request your friend Holly’s file?” Marc asked.

				“Yes. The precinct is going through their fifteen-year-old cold case files to hunt it down. I should have it sometime today. I doubt there’s anything substantive in it. It’s probably a one-page complaint and a one-page police report. But definitely review it once we have it in our hands. Maybe you’ll see a fact or a correlation there that I missed or have forgotten.”

				No one said it aloud, but they all knew that Casey hadn’t forgotten a damned thing about Holly’s murder. She had a steel-trap mind even when it applied to cases she wasn’t personally vested in. And in this situation? She’d recall every minute detail.

				“We’ll all review it as soon as it comes in,” Marc replied, tactfully sidestepping the obvious. “We’ll also dig more deeply into Holly’s life. There might be things about her you didn’t know, things that match up with Jan Olson’s life—incidents, activities, people. Ryan’s database will be key in determining that. But, in the interim, if one of us spots a clue or a connection, you’ll hear about it. Also, while we wait, I’m going to review the details of your second interview with Daniel Olson. Maybe I can find another starting point we haven’t considered.”

				“And I’m going to do an in-depth search on Holly Stevens.” Ryan stated his intentions up front. “I want to have a workup to go along with your memories and that skinny police report. The more we know about her before the file even reaches us, the faster we can act.”

				If Ryan expected Casey to be upset, he was wrong.

				“I agree with you,” she told Ryan. “Find out whatever you can. Patrick and I pored over Jan Olson’s file last night, and nothing jumped out at me. You’re right. Holly and I were friends. But she could have been involved in any number of things with any number of people I knew nothing about. So dig hard. If there’s even the slightest parallel between Holly’s and Jan’s lives, I want to pounce on it.”

				* * *

				Tim Grant was a prison guard at Auburn Correctional Facility. He didn’t make a hell of a lot of money, and he had two daughters in high school whom he wanted to put through college. Lacy was an All-State soccer player and Sarah’s grades were sky-high. But in today’s world, neither was enough to ensure a scholarship to a good school. So he worked a second job for a private security company. One of the guys he worked with, Bob Farrell, was a retired NYPD detective from the Twenty-sixth Precinct, the precinct in which Columbia University fell. Bob had a beautiful vacation house in the Thousand Islands, and a new young wife who spent money faster than his retirement checks could pay the credit card companies. Not to mention his whopping alimony checks and four grandkids he liked to spoil. So he needed extra cash—lots of it.

				Bob had kept up his ties to the precinct and nurtured relationships with others, more than enough so that he could gain information about current cases—especially ones that precinct captains were way too busy to care about. The Jan Olson case fell into that category, particularly since it had been farmed out to Forensic Instincts. So when Tim asked him to dig into the investigation and find out what was going on, it was an easy assignment to fulfill. And it came as no surprise that the information was being requested, given that part of his job was to keep tabs on whatever Forensic Instincts was doing.

				Passing along whatever he learned to Tim was a welcome task, considering the generous payment he got in return. He knew that Tim made a bundle from the arrangement, and that was just fine with him. After all, Tim was the one who took the risk and delivered the information. Bob didn’t know the name of the prisoner who received it. And he didn’t want to know. He had a creepy feeling that the guy pulling the strings was one scary felon.

				Tim was thinking much the same thing as he approached Glen Fisher’s cell that afternoon. He glanced inside, caught a glimpse of Fisher lying on his cot and found his gaze drawn to the sketch the inmate was working on. The minute he saw it, he flinched, wishing he’d never looked. The perverse drawing was like all the others. It depicted the figure of a woman sprawled on the ground, covered by more slashing strokes of bright red than his stomach could take. The guy was a psycho. Tim didn’t doubt it for a minute. He not only saw it in his drawings, he felt it every time Fisher stared him down, emotionlessly reiterating what was expected of him. The look in Fisher’s eyes was terrifying—empty as death. With his usual sense of dread, Tim did what he had to, comforting himself with the fact that this nutcase was never getting out of here and could therefore do nothing with the information he was given but indulge his sick fantasies. At least that was what Tim prayed.

				“Hey,” he said quietly, standing close to the cell.

				Fisher rolled over and rose from his cot, putting down his drawing materials and walking over to face Tim through the iron bars.

				“What do you have for me?” he asked—a demand, not a question.

				“The Stevens girl’s file is being dug up from the Twenty-sixth Precinct’s cold cases and sent to Forensic Instincts,” Tim reported in a low tone. “It might take a little time, since the crime happened fifteen years ago. In the meantime, Casey Woods talked to Olson again last night. From what I’m hearing, she’s definitely looking for some kind of connection between the past and the present.”

				“Good. That’ll keep her busy. What about the cops?”

				Tim shook his head. “There’s no buzz at the Twenty-sixth Precinct about any connections to recent crimes. The same goes for the Ninth,” he added, referring to the precinct that had jurisdiction over Tompkins Square—the district where Fisher had been set up and arrested.

				“So Casey Woods is spinning her wheels.” Fisher shrugged. “Just as well. It’ll kill time. And make things interesting...”

				He didn’t elaborate. And Tim didn’t ask.

				Fisher continued to study him with that lethal stare. “I hear that things are going well for you. If that Lacy of yours keeps scoring goals like she did at last night’s soccer game, you can spend my money on a nice vacation for you and the missus, because you won’t need it for college. And Sarah? Between her GPA and that gorgeous red hair I keep hearing about, she’s got an equally bright future. Incredible daughters you’ve got. Pretty, too. You should be very proud—and very careful. It’s a scary world out there.”

				Tim’s fingers curled so tightly around the cell bars that his knuckles turned white. He wished he could choke the life out of Fisher.

				“Calm down,” Fisher said, his lips curving a bit at Tim’s reaction. “You already have high blood pressure. You don’t want to make it worse. Besides, not to worry. You’re doing your job. I’ve already arranged to have a payment wired to your bank account tomorrow.” A long, drawn-out pause. “But we’re just getting started. I want you to keep on this every waking minute.”

				Tim said nothing. He just turned and walked away.

				He might be protecting his family.

				But he had a sick feeling that he was digging himself an early grave.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Daniel Olson’s house was a typical home in the Bensonhurst section of Brooklyn. A two-story Cape Cod on a quiet side street, it sat on a small parcel of land between two similar houses, and had a tiny front lawn and a stone pavement leading to the front door.

				Olson opened the door himself when Casey, Claire and Hero arrived, along with a tote bag and their STU-100—or “canine vacuum,” as Ryan called it—from which Casey would make scent pads for Hero. Casey introduced Claire and then Hero, both of whom Mr. Olson had expected.

				Claire shook the older man’s hand, almost wincing with pain upon contact. Casey had described his condition to the whole FI team. Still, Claire could feel death emanate from every pore of his body. She also felt a wave of bleakness when she looked at him. It didn’t take a psychic to know that the man had very little time left. He was frail and wan, with deep, dark circles under his eyes. But the sadness in those eyes had nothing to do with death, which Claire sensed he’d made peace with. It had everything to do with finding closure with regard to his daughter.

				“Come in,” he invited them, stepping aside so they could cross the threshold into the foyer. “Can I offer you anything? Maybe some water for your dog?”

				“Nothing, thank you.” Casey spoke up for the three of them. The last thing they wanted was for this poor ill man to wait on them. “As I told you last night, we just want to see Jan’s room, physically handle anything of hers that had special meaning and make scent pads for Hero. We’ll stay only as long as necessary.”

				Olson picked up on the compassion in Casey’s voice and gave a slight shake of his head. “I appreciate your consideration. But please, take your time. Anything that can help you, any opportunity you see that can aid you in finding out what happened to Jan—please take it. Quite frankly, you truly are my last hope.”

				“We’ll do everything we can.” Casey could already feel the knot in her stomach tightening. She wanted to dash upstairs and uncover their answers in one fell swoop. It wasn’t going to happen. She had to be patient. But she wasn’t going to fail, either. She was going to give this man the closure he needed, and maybe find that same closure for herself.

				They all filed upstairs. Mr. Olson led them to the bedroom on the left side of the corridor that belonged to Jan, gesturing for them to go in. He himself hesitated in the doorway, glancing from Claire to Casey.

				“I don’t know how this works,” he confessed. “Is it better if I leave you to your own devices? Or is it better if I stay? Whatever Ms. Hedgleigh’s process is, I don’t want to interfere.”

				Claire gave him that gentle smile of hers. “Please stay,” she said. “I might have questions for you. If I’m drawn to a particular object, I want you to tell me about it—everything you remember about its place in Jan’s life. You’re her father. You helped raise her. You’d be surprised how helpful your input can be.”

				The older man sighed. “I wish Jan’s mother was still alive. She’d remember far more than I do. She was a traditional housewife. She believed in staying home during Jan’s younger years. She was so much more familiar with the details of her life than I am.”

				“Jan is an only child?” Claire asked, careful to use the present tense. There was no point in upsetting Mr. Olson, not until they had concrete proof that Jan was dead.

				He nodded. “We wanted more children. But it wasn’t meant to be.”

				Casey gazed at the room as Claire made her way slowly around. It was the bedroom of an average teenage girl—white furniture, peacock blue walls, a matching comforter and curtains and possessions that ranged from the eye shadow and lip gloss of a young adult to the figurines and stuffed animals of a young girl.

				“When did Jan last redecorate?” Casey asked.

				“In high school,” her father replied. “The furniture hasn’t changed, just the arrangement of the pieces. She painted the walls and picked out the matching bed and window coverings. But she kept her favorite things from childhood.”

				“Is this one of them?” Claire was holding a child’s jewelry box, which, when opened, displayed a little spinning ballerina.

				Olson nodded. “That was a gift from her grandparents. She got it when she was six. The jewelry that went inside it changed over the years, but the box itself stayed the same, right down to its position on her dresser.”

				Claire was only half listening. She wore a look of intense concentration. “Happy memories,” she murmured. “Lots of warm, positive energy.” She fingered a few of the pieces inside—a slim bangle bracelet, a silver chain necklace, a pair of gold stud earrings—then placed the box back on the dresser and turned to squat beside a book bag. “When did she get this?” she asked, letting her fingertips brush the dark maroon canvas.

				Mr. Olson’s expression clouded. “Right before she left for college. Her mother and I used to tease her that it weighed more than she did because of the number of books she dragged around.”

				“How did it get to your house?” Casey asked at once. “Did Jan leave it here on her last trip home, or was it returned to you after she disappeared?”

				“The latter.” He swallowed. “Columbia returned it to us when they cleaned out her dorm room.” He gestured at the book bag. “Feel free to look inside. Lord only knows that I have, dozens of times. Textbooks, notebooks and her calendar
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