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About This Book


So, what happens when one desperately wants something but can’t have it? And what happens if that person puts plans into motion to get all that is coveted? And… what happens to the innocent victims along the way?

Kylie Oakwood is a new police sketch artist with an amazing talent but also a very secretive past. She’s desperate to make a good life for herself and to forget all about the tragedy in her life. Not that it’s easy being in the one field she should most likely avoid.

Detective Porter Hanson takes note of the nightmares in the back of this young woman’s eyes, but it’s so easy to forget when he sees her artwork and how well she handles the witnesses. She’s a unique personality, and that rubs others in the department the wrong way. But, for him, something about her brings out his protective instincts.

The trouble is, he cannot figure out why he is supposed to be protecting her—or maybe that should be more about who, or better yet, what? Especially when weird things start happening around her…

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Chapter 1
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“Hey, Kylie. Are you ready for this?”

Kylie Okovi turned to look at Detective Porter Hanson. Kind compassionate eyes searched hers, and she realized that he must have noted her clenched fist and her white-knuckled grip on her sketch pad. She took a deep breath and said, “I will be, but I don’t think any of us will walk away from this unscathed.”

“We’re not supposed to,” he said, “from any crime scene.”

“But this one”—she motioned at the evidence of the mass shooting all around her—“this,… this,” And she stopped, the words dying in her throat.

He nodded. “I understand,” he said. “Nobody should ever have to go through something like this and certainly never twice.”

“And this is your second, isn’t it?” she asked, turning to face him.

He winced and nodded. “Not as if we’re counting or anything, because I don’t want to keep track of it in that way.”

“No, I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“I wasn’t expecting to come to work today and to deal with twenty-two deaths.” He hesitated, then added, “Twenty-three now. The latest victim… died in the hospital.”

Kylie took a deep breath and slowly nodded. “And the killer?”

“We have no idea at the moment. They’re running through videos, looking for him. There were eyewitnesses, but they’re all fairly contradictory.”

“How is that possible?” she asked, staring at him. “I know I’m fairly new to the detective side of this, just being a sketch artist, but… is that normal?”

He smiled, nodded. “Particularly under stress, people think what they see is what they’re seeing, but often it isn’t. Their minds try to make logical sense of the jumble of events in their memories, when really it doesn’t work because this can never make sense. It’s not intended to make sense. It’s supposed to be horrific. The people doing this want it to be horrific. They’re after a big show, some final ending to whatever it is that they have planned.”

“How could anybody have planned this?” she whispered, her gaze going to the chaos of the masses in the casino all around her. It’s just too unbelievable.

“That’s why we’re here, to make sense of the chaos,” he said. “If it’s too much for you…”

She held up a hand and said, “Don’t.”

“I’m just letting you know this will affect all of us.”

“And I’ll turn your words back on you and say it’s supposed to,” she replied ever-so-simply.

He patted her on the back and suggested, “If you need some downtime, let us know. In the meantime, I don’t even know if you can do anything here.”

“I was called in,” she stated, turning to look around. “I’m not sure why. I think they just want sketches of the scene and more photographs.”

He waved a hand at that. “You and I both know how the boss feels about that.”

“I do. I’m here to put some personality into it,” she confirmed. “That also makes it something we can use on the stand.”

“But it’s never been about the trial with you, has it?”

She winced and then shook her head. “No, I’m not so much about making them pay as making sure that they’re caught,” she whispered.

“So you do you, whatever that means in this instance, and I’ll check in with you in a little bit.” And, with that, Porter disappeared.

Kylie adjusted the cap on her head—to keep her hair from contaminating the crime scene—took a deep breath, and slowly walked forward. It was all about impressions, all about sights and sounds and scenes. Yet everything was running through her brain at top speed, and something inside her screamed that this crime wasn’t something anybody could make sense of.

Kylie stood inside one of the largest casinos in Vegas. Somebody had decided to walk through with heavy artillery and had gunned down their victims in what appeared to be random shootings. Twenty-three at last count. Yet in the chaos, random people, EMTs, rescue workers, volunteers had moved the dead, had picked up the wounded, had quickly raced away with survivors and everyone else who was looking for medical assistance. Some were families and friends, who had grabbed their loved ones, some dead, some alive, and had moved them.

Yet Kylie also knew instinctively that, once the shooting began, people scattered, as self-preservation kicked in. Yet, had she been here during this mass shooting, she’s not sure how she would have handled it.

To even think about leaving a loved one behind, for more bullets to be riddled into their prone body, seemed so completely wrong, and yet most people would instinctively run. In this case, at least three families had grabbed their loved ones, trying to save them, and had booked it to the other side, where they had all been attacked instead of saved. Several were still alive and now in the hospital, and several others hadn’t made it that far.

Kylie was here with her sketchbook to try and sort out some of this evil, at least as much of it as she could.

It was an odd case for her, and she was here more at the request of the detective than anything else. She still didn’t quite understand why. She was a police sketch artist, but occasionally she had also worked crime scenes. This type of crime scene was one she never ever wanted to get called in on again.

With a deep breath, she pulled out her sketch pencil, walked to one corner, figuring that that might be the easiest place to start, and turned to a clean page on her sketchbook and started drawing.


Chapter 2
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Kylie worked for several hours, finding a spot a little bit away from the craziness all around her. Clean-up was happening. Photos were taken. Bodies were moved. Several times people asked Kylie to move out of their way, and she did so willingly. Then she had to regroup and finish the drawings still in her head, before she could move on to the next section. She sketched as fast as she could, hampered by something that others wouldn’t recognize, but she did—her need to get this down, to document this scene, to have every ounce of data available so the cops could solve who had done this and why.

She knew there would be a why, even if nobody cared about it. Motives were always important. She’d somehow found herself in this very strange field after going to art school, against her aunt’s wishes, when she had literally written Kylie off. She apparently didn’t have the brains to be anything important, but she should have done something a whole lot better than becoming an artist, at least according to her aunt. Maybe Kylie had done it on purpose to get back at the aunt.

Kylie felt such a sense of relief at having her aunt out of her life. If ever Kylie should have cut out someone from her life, it was her aunt. Yet it had been a long time coming. It took time to get here, but Kylie finally managed it and ended up at art school, following one of her passions. If she could follow at least one, she figured that could be something important later on in life. Something she could be proud of, but how the hell did she end up doing this work for the local authorities?

She stopped drawing, as tears rolled down her face. People looked at her strangely. Yet nobody mentioned anything because, in this situation, she was not the only one crying over the devastation laid before them. Nearby three family members had huddled together—at least seemingly related from their similar features—all three shot, as if one bullet had taken them all down. Kylie’s breath caught in the back of her throat, and a sob threatened to escape.

She quickly moved outside into the back alley, where she took several long, slow, deep breaths, trying to regain control. Of course Porter found her not very long afterward.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his tone sharp.

She turned and glared at him. “As well as anybody else in there is.”

“Good point,” he replied, his tone a little gentler. “Just so, it’s hitting all of us pretty hard.”

“I’m fine,” she said, with a wave of her hand. “Go on back in there, where you can deal with more of it. I’ll be inside in a minute.” His gaze searched hers, and she shrugged, then gave him half a smile. “I just saw the family where the bullet went through the father and right into the child.”

Porter’s face turned grim, and he nodded. “An extra victim for the shooter, and one he didn’t even have to work for,” he noted, his voice tired. “We’ll be here all day and all night, so pace yourself.” And, with that, he turned and went back inside.

“All day and all night,” she repeated to herself, staring off into the distance. She wasn’t sure that she could do this. It wasn’t quite how she thought her career would go. And then a reminder slipped through that she wasn’t doing this for herself but for them, for all the victims. She had to remember that. Looking around, she was thankful to be alone. She knew the crowds were out front of the casino, with all the TV reporters, their artificial lighting, the cameras, working in the garish morning light. It was all so surreal. She’d come up against it a couple times in other cases, but nothing to the extent of this one. This surpassed everything she had ever seen so far.

Gearing up, she took several more bracing breaths and gave herself some harsh truths, then pushed herself back into the room of death. She had only taken a few steps, when somebody stopped to talk to her. She looked him over and noted he didn’t have a badge. She pointed outside and declared, “Get out now. Move it.”

He held up a recorder, the microphone in her face, and asked, “Could you give us a statement?”

The man was quickly picked up by the scruff of his neck and hauled to the nearest exit. Security was being slammed for letting anybody in, and yet, in this blurred sea of pain and the shocking reality of what was going on, the guards were as overwhelmed as anyone else.

Even as she had that thought, she felt it coming over her. She didn’t want it and desperately needed it to go away, but it wasn’t listening. It was coming in harder and faster than ever before, and all too soon the room had morphed into something completely different, and she grabbed onto the nearest wall.

The transition would be hard and fast, though usually she could keep that private, while Kylie tried to not let others watch when she went into these trances. She could only hope that, with all the chaos going on around her, nobody else would notice. By the time the transition was completed, she stood in what appeared to be a matrix-like room. She understood that her role in this would be larger and more in-depth than any other time she had been involved—up until now.

It was one thing to stay professional and to just do the artwork as needed. It was another thing to realize that, in this crime, the killer could go free. And, God help her, she couldn’t afford to let that happen. Before she realized it, her pencil moved at lightning speed across her page, and she filled page by page by page, as she sketched out the scene before her.
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Porter pivoted and caught a quick glance of Kylie, just to confirm she was doing okay. In fact, she seemed to be really focused on her work now and, with a nod of satisfaction, he returned to the body in front of him.

His partner, Neil, looked over at him. “She’s one weird chick.”

Porter smiled. “Maybe, but this is pretty traumatic for anybody.”

“It sure is,” Neil muttered, as he looked around, slowly rotating his shoulders and neck. “What a completely fucked-up mess this is.”

“I’m not sure those are quite the right words.”

“I’m sure we’ll find out the killer’s had all kinds of social issues, yet he managed to buy a gun without any problems,” his partner hypothesized in a sardonic tone. “Plus unemployed, so living in the basement of his mother’s home. He’s probably been stocking up ammo for a while to avoid raising any alarms.”

“Which is very typical of any mass shooter,” Porter pointed out. “They want to take out their rage on the world, making sure everybody suffers, before disappearing. They all go out via suicide-by-cop, so why did this one not go out in the line of fire too?”

“I don’t know,” Neil replied.

Porter stared down at the elderly man on the ground in front of him. “It makes no sense in some ways, but we also know that, if the shooters can get away, they do. It’s not as if they always walk through a police barricade, just waiting to be gunned down. Suicide-by-cop is not everybody’s choice, particularly when these shooters feel all-powerful and can make this happen.”

“Yet,” Neil noted, “all I’m seeing so far is carnage, as if he didn’t have a specific target. He just hit randomly, without discrimination. If someone was available to shoot down, he shot them down.”

“Also fairly typical of mass murderers,” Porter pointed out.

Neil glanced back to where Kylie was working. “I don’t even know what she does.”

“She’s doing crime-scene sketches.”

“That would make sense,” Neil replied, “but what can she see from over there?”

Porter rolled his eyes, knowing what was coming.

Neil began his usual spiel, “We are in the modern technology age. Starting with a photographer. And then a step up from that is called security cameras. Why do we need somebody out here hand-sketching the crime scenes?”

Porter didn’t say anything, yet he understood very well why Kylie was here. Most common were artist sketches done in courtrooms, but the captain had specifically requested that Kylie come here to the casino. Porter guessed that people on the federal end were making suggestions too. Certainly an unlimited budget would be set aside for this case because all kinds of government money and federal agencies would flood in to help solve it. It would entail a massive manhunt, and the local officials would need all the help they could get. So, if Kylie could provide something in the line of help, Porter was good with it.

“What a fucking waste of time. She’s such a…” Neil groaned. “I don’t know why I’m picking on her today, but you’ve got to admit that she’s pretty weird.”

“She’s definitely her own person,” Porter noted in a noncommittal tone.

Neil snorted. “It’s almost as if you’re sweet on her.”

With a shake of his head, Porter groaned. “Why don’t we just do our work and forget about any of that BS?”

“I would love to,” Neil said, “but it’s not exactly an easy thing.”

“No, it’s not an easy thing, and, if you need to take five, there’s no shame. Go out, grab some fresh air, and then come back in.” Just as Neil went to do that, Porter added, “After all, that’s what Kylie just did.” Neil glared at him, so Porter gave him a wry smile. “See? You’re not so different from her after all.”

“That’s a low blow,” Neil muttered, as he now rejoined Porter, where he was crouched beside an old guy.

Porter shook his head and muttered, “It makes no sense. You come to a casino, spend a few hours of fun, probably to just get away from the wife for a little bit of a break, and you get shot down, doing a hobby you enjoy.”

“You don’t know that,” Neil pointed out.

Porter gave him a one-arm shrug. He’d already searched the man for an ID—Richard Norman, a local who lived not very far away.

“Shit,” Neil muttered. “I hope we don’t have to do all these death notifications. That would really suck.”

“I imagine in this case we’ll spread it out, but I’m okay to do a few of them.”

“I’m not,” Neil declared, swearing under his breath. “Don’t you go volunteering my ass for this.”

“Wouldn’t think of it,” Porter replied cheerfully, as he straightened and glanced around. So many bodies, so much chaos, and so many crime scenes. People were trying to do their best, but, with so many victims, it would be hard. Then again, it’s not as if this shooter had hidden what he was doing. He had stormed into the casino, where tons of cameras caught an abundance of evidence against him. The problem was, the good guys didn’t have an ID on the shooter and still hadn’t found him.

Porter heard someone calling out to him and turned to see his captain, talking with the mayor.

With a wave for the mayor to follow him, the captain walked over and announced, “We have an ID on the guy, a local.”

“Name?” Porter asked.

“John Smith.”

With a groan and one eyebrow raised, Porter snorted.

The captain laughed. “No, really. That’s his name. Not a fake. The tech guys triple-checked his image against facial recognition and online driver’s license photo, yada, yada.”

“Good enough,” Porter replied. “Have you sent a team to his house?”

“SWAT is en route as we speak.”

Porter frowned at him. “Wouldn’t it have been better to check if he was there first?”

“He was seen heading in that direction on the road. His vehicle was spotted. And, yes, he was driving his own car.”

Porter whistled. “Do we know if anybody else is in that house? That’s who is most likely to get the brunt of the shooter’s next move.”

“He lives with his mother.” The captain grimaced.

“Of course he does,” Porter muttered, hating the fact that this scenario so often was the case. “And we don’t know if she’s alive or dead at this point, do we?”

“No, but we’re also getting reports of another shooting at a school, where a teacher was shot, currently alive.”

“Oh, that’s interesting. And we’re thinking it’s the same guy?”

“Don’t know. I want you to go there and find out.”

Porter nodded. “Good, I’ll take my partner with me.”

“Why? Is Neil having trouble handling this casino scene?”

“Everybody is having trouble handling this,” Porter stated, turning to look at the captain, “as expected.”

The captain nodded. “I didn’t mean it in a bad way.”

“I know,” Porter conceded, “but today is not the day for everybody getting on each other’s case.”

“Which just means it’ll happen more and more because we’re all so edgy,” the captain pointed out.

Porter winced. “I’ll head to the school. Let me know when all the forensics stuff here is done. I want to have a walk-through, after I see the camera footage.”

The captain nodded. “What about the shooter’s house? Don’t you want to go there?”

Hesitating, Porter sighed. “I don’t think he’ll be there. I would hazard a guess that he’s got a hit list of who else he wants to take out while he’s still free and clear. Now that he’s been this successful, I wouldn’t be shocked if he isn’t currently adjusting that mental list of who he wants to take down, and he’ll get there pretty damn fast at this rate. Then he’ll book it someplace, where he’ll be ready to hole up. But this teacher could be connected, so I’ll check it out.”

His voice shaking, the mayor interjected, “We don’t know much about this shooter.”

“Within the next ten minutes, we should know everything there is to know,” the captain claimed, his features hard, his tone flat. “We know that he doesn’t currently have a job and that he got fired from his last one.”

“Was that the inciting incident, do you think?” Porter asked, turning to look at him.

“It’s quite possible, but we haven’t confirmed that yet. We need to talk to his mother and see what’s going on.”

“You’re hoping his mother is still alive?” Porter asked.

“Yeah, I am at that.”

Tilting his head, Porter thought about it and nodded. “Look. I could go to the mother’s place first. I still don’t think our shooter will be there. However, if you’ve already got SWAT there…”

“Right. SWAT’s already there and handling this, so don’t worry about that. You go find out if the teacher was involved in any way with the casino murders.”

“Great.” Porter nodded and called out to his partner, “We’re heading out, Neil.”

Neil raced to his side, as they walked out the back and got into their vehicle. “Thank God we’re getting out of there,” Neil muttered. “You can get only so angry and not do anything with it before it all starts to churn in your gut, and you gotta explode. I was about ready to clock somebody.”

“I know,” Porter murmured, “but you won’t like the next stop any better. Looks as if he may—and I say may because we don’t have any proof it was our casino shooter—but there was a school shooting, so we have a suspicion that it may have been our guy.”

“Great. So, what then? Is he on some binge spree now?”

“Looks as if he might be, and we’ve sure seen that before.”

“That sucks. They take out anybody, everybody, whether they deserve it or not. It’s a hell of a way to go, facing somebody with a private vendetta against you.”

“I know, but we don’t know if the shooter’s mother is alive either. The captain already has SWAT on their way to the house.”

Neil looked over at him and snorted. “Yeah, I wonder why he sent SWAT, not you?”

Porter shrugged. “Look. The captain and I have our issues. As far as I’m concerned, we’re dealing with them.”

“Whatever you say, man.” Neil shook his head.

Porter snorted at that, as he pulled into traffic, which was completely snarled for blocks.

“Jesus, we’ll be lucky if we get the hell out of here in time to even get to the school before dark,” Neil complained, as he turned around and stared at the traffic. “Head over in this direction.” Neil pointed off to the right. “The traffic is much better over there.”

Following his partner’s directions, Porter managed to get them out of the congestion around the mass shooting locale. Both of them breathed a sigh of relief, as they got farther away from the casino.

“That’ll be a fucked-up mess for days.”

“It is until we find him.”

“That’s exactly what we should be doing, not going to a school.”

“Maybe so, but this is what I was told to do, and orders are orders.”

“It’s bullshit,” Neil stated. “As much as I didn’t want to stay at the casino, I didn’t want to be sent on a wild goose chase either.”

“We don’t know if it’s a wild goose chase, and somebody has to find out what happened at the school. So, if we get that done, we can head over to the mother’s house afterward.”

“I can’t believe they sent SWAT in, especially if they didn’t know for sure our mass shooter was there. The poor mother is liable to have a heart attack.”

“Let’s hope not,” Porter noted, “because we both know how hard this stuff is on the families.”

“Christ, what a mess.”

They drove in silence for the next ten minutes. As they pulled into the high school parking lot, they found several other cops there. Hopping out, Porter and Neil quickly walked up to the front door, flashed their IDs, and headed inside.

As soon as they strode down the main hallway, Neil looked around and whispered, “It feels different.”

“Yeah,” Porter murmured, “but that’s not the issue.”

“Are you sure?” Neil asked. “This doesn’t feel right.”

They walked through the high school to the rear of the building. They got to the back exit, where the ambulance was being loaded. Porter stopped at the side of the gurney, where the injured teacher was in pain but conscious. “Do you know who did this?” he asked.

The older woman nodded. “A former student.” She gasped for breath. “Tom Leroy.”

He frowned at that, and she nodded. “Do you know where he went?”

She nodded again. “Told me that he would go out back and blow off his head, but he wanted to confirm I paid first.”

“Personal grudge?”

“Apparently I was a shitty teacher,” she shared bitterly. “Nobody ever tells you of the dangers of being a teacher in this world.”

“I’m sorry,” Porter replied. “Hopefully your injuries aren’t too bad.”

“They’re not life-threatening, that’s for sure. Honestly, I don’t think Tom planned them to be. I think he was looking for a chance to be heard and for somebody to listen.”

“And did you?”

“I tried. God knows I tried. I tried all throughout his school years too, but he wasn’t very happy to be listened to back then. He was angry and wanted people to pay.”

“The paying part worries me,” Porter noted. “I don’t know if you heard, but we had a mass shooting at the casino, with the shooter ID’d as John Smith, also a local.”

She stared up at Porter in fear. “Do you think that was related to Tom’s shooting too?”

“I don’t know, and that’s what we need to figure out. When did Tom leave?”

She blinked several times and then whispered, “I’ve lost track of time, but I think it was maybe twenty-five minutes ago.”

Porter considered that. “I suppose it’s possible that Tom could have been at the casino earlier, before he came here. Yet our tech guys followed John Smith on the casino’s camera feeds. They didn’t mention a second shooter.”

She nodded in relief. “That would be good.… I would hate to think Tom would put such a stain on his soul.” Porter stared at her, and she nodded. “I don’t think Tom planned on surviving this, just like his best friend. Now that’s a different story.”

That piqued Porter’s interest. “Who is this best friend?”

The teacher took several deep breaths, as she tried to regain her composure and to breathe through the pain. “The name he went by was Devil, David the Devil, and he was a devil. I couldn’t wait to get him out of my class. His grades were terrible, and he finally dropped out in grade eleven, or maybe twelve, but he was heading for trouble. His father was convicted of a murder-for-hire apparently, but I don’t know if that was just a story or the God’s honest truth. His mother abandoned him to the system years ago, so I doubt he ever knew her. So Tom and David bonded real fast. I tried hard to get Tom away from him, but it wasn’t easy to do. Tom was pretty hooked on having this guy as his friend. It wasn’t good for Tom at all. My God. David was such a terrible influence. All he could talk about was taking the world by storm and forcing people to stand up and to listen.”

“Could you see Tom’s friend, David the Devil, being part of a mass shooting?”

“Oh God, yes,” she declared.

“Do you know any more about David?”

“Only that he lived in a foster home, but he spent most of his nights on the streets. If there was ever a definition of evil, I would have said David was it. Honest to God, at one point in time, I was convinced that this kid was completely possessed by something beyond evil.”

Just hearing that made Porter’s skin crawl. “Did you ever see anything like that?” he asked.

“Like what?” she asked, frowning at him.

He shrugged, not knowing how to ask the question delicately. “Just wondering if there was any sense of this evil coming off him. Like, do you think it was medications, or do you think it was an evil soul? I don’t really even know what I’m asking here, but you brought it up, and I wondered what you might have seen, heard,…” She silently stared at him for a long moment, and he saw the fear in her eyes. “You’re wondering the same thing.”

“Wondering and putting it into words are two different things,” she whispered in such a low tone that Porter could barely hear her. “Let me tell you this much. If there is such a thing as an evil spirit, David was one of them.”

“How so?”

“He was a character beyond anything I have ever seen in all my years. God placed him on this Earth to torment us all, and I don’t know why God would do that. Yet, if God cared for us, God would have raptured up this David asshole a long time ago.”

When the paramedics started to move her toward the door, she called out, “Wait, wait, wait,” and the paramedics stopped. She twisted slightly, so she could look over at Porter. “Detective, David’s not your man, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Porter walked closer and asked, “Why not?”

She gave a wave of her hand. “David the Devil died last year, so he’s definitely not involved.” And, with that, the paramedics wheeled her out to the ambulance, leaving Porter staring after her.


Chapter 3
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Kylie felt the sweat running down her spine, a part of the cold clamminess that had taken over her system as she sketched to the best of her ability for as long as she could. Even then she had to collapse. She sank down against one of the walls, tears streaming down her face, as she stared at the frozen remnants of the carnage around her.

An absolutely horrific day, and a horrific thing to even contemplate happening, and yet it had happened. It was a done deal. A crazy mess. So many dead, and for what? She didn’t know, but she knew a story was here. Something was here. She just didn’t know what it was, and a part of her didn’t really want to find out.

She sensed so much sadness, so much pain, so much fear, and all she could do was sit here and put a pencil to paper. Yet that made it easier, much easier. It was that one step removed, that one step away from being directly connected to it all.

A kindly paramedic stopped in front of her and crouched to ask her in a low voice, “Are you okay?”

She gave herself a firm shake then mustered up a smile and whispered, “I don’t think any of us will be okay after this.”

The older woman nodded. “I’ll go home and hug every person I know and love because we never have any guarantee that tomorrow will ever come.”

And, with those fated words, the woman stood and headed to where her partner was waiting. It wasn’t long before the older woman left. Kylie watched the EMT go, wondering at the compassion in her tone, and realizing this was a classic case of somebody who was in the right place, doing the right job, for the right reasons. Kylie could hope for that for herself. All she wanted was peace, and yet peace ended up being the one thing she never seemed to find. How terrible was that?

Kylie wanted to do so much in her life. She thought she could do so much, and yet here she was, once again, not cowering in a corner, yet almost. She still sat against the wall, trying to ease the energy flowing through her. She shook her hand out several times and then noted she had attracted the captain’s attention, as he strode toward her.

He crouched in front of her, an odd look on his face.

She waved him off. “I’m fine. My hand is just cramping.”

He nodded. “Not to mention all the chaos around us.”

“That… hurts everyone here.”

“It does, indeed, which is why we need your help.”

Something odd was in his tone, and she just raised her eyebrows and eyed him. “I’m pretty sure your detectives are all over it.”

“They absolutely are,” he confirmed with a nod, then looked at her quizzically. “Are you picking up anything unusual here?”

She stiffened ever-so-slightly, not sure what he meant. Surely not the way she interpreted it. Shaking her head, she replied, “Outside of the carnage, outside of the complete lack of care, the shooter was happy to have victims, any victims, preferably as many as possible. He took great delight in having shot two people with one bullet.… Other than all that,” she said, trying to clear her throat, “no.”

His gaze narrowed and then intensified with a shimmer.

She raised an eyebrow back at him. “Is that not what you were expecting?”

He gave half a snort. “That’s kind of what I was expecting.” He stood, looked around. “I’m heading back to the station. As soon as you’re finished, send the sketches to me.” He didn’t say anything else and walked away.

She stared after him, wondering just what he expected. What was anybody expecting from her? She didn’t know. God knows she tried to stay out of any conflict.

Her aunt had taught her well. Conflict didn’t do any good for anybody, and it usually ended up with one person getting hurt, and that was usually Kylie. Her aunt had been a very domineering and uncompromising woman, and you did as she said or else. And always the or else got Kylie. There hadn’t been a whole lot of love in her life, and there certainly hadn’t been any joy. She’d been shoved out into the world as soon as the aunt feared anything would make Kylie happy. That was just one of those extra memories in life that she chose not to dwell on. She was long rid of her aunt, and yet she still didn’t know even the beginnings of why she’d ended up there, with her, in the first place.

Her aunt told Kylie that she’d been dumped on her doorstep, and any decent person would have taken her in, but that was the extent of what her aunt’s kindness would allow her to do. And yet, for the same reason, Kylie had been brought up with Aunt Agatha. Kylie had had a roof over her head and food on the table, and she did get through school. So, she could hardly blame the woman, as Agatha had at least done that much, and Kylie would be forever grateful—but not grateful enough to maintain contact with such a negative and toxic influence. Not that Agatha wanted it anyway. Agatha didn’t like so much or couldn’t handle so much about Kylie that her aunt tossed Kylie out into the world when she was about eighteen, including final instructions.

“Now, don’t come back.”

Of course Kylie didn’t return. What would she come back to? It’s not as if Agatha wanted Kylie. Her aunt had never married and sure, it was easy to say, No wonder, since she was such a miserable old woman. Yet something was also very sad and lonely about her aunt. Not that Agatha wanted anybody’s pity or, indeed, anybody’s friendship from all Kylie could see.

Out on her own had been a really hard awakening in life, but Kylie had already been well tuned into her aunt’s proclivities for not so much the constant nastiness, but more of a general distancing. As far as Kylie knew, her aunt had moved, as she was wont to do often. Even if she still lived in the same place that Kylie had shared with her, it wasn’t a place that Kylie could call home. She’d never been welcome to call it home. It had been the place where she had been allowed to sleep and eat, but that was it.

She shook her head as she slowly made her way to her feet, still shaking out her hand as she realized just how sore she would be later today. She glanced down at her sketchbook and froze, after basically filling it. As far as her hand was concerned, it was beat, but she was only stopping because she had no more paper to draw on. That was something completely bizarre in her world. She didn’t remember having completed this many sketches at one time before, and certainly never this quickly.

She wandered around the now nearly quiet space, as forensics continued to collect as much evidence as they could. There would be mountains and mountains of it here. She kept looking to see if she had missed anything else, anything that she still needed to sketch, and yet all she felt was that sense from before that she was good. She had done what she could do, and she could leave now. She wanted to leave. God, she wanted to leave. A part of her was desperate to just get out the front door and to run as hard and as far away as she could. Yet she wasn’t sure that would be allowed in this case.

Finally, with a sense of completeness, something she always had to wait for, she walked out the front into the reporters and journalists, the blast of cameras flashing in her face. She quickly made her way to her vehicle, got into her car, and left. She wasn’t even sure where to go, and so she drove around for at least a good twenty minutes, while she tried to reorient herself to the world, dragging herself away from the carnage she’d left behind.

She ended up heading back to her office. She had a small single room in the basement of the police department. Even there it was hard to work sometimes, but she preferred it over being with people who would constantly stop to look at what she was doing. Art was not necessarily private when you worked for the police force, but it sure as hell was something that Kylie didn’t want people questioning her about, at least not until she was done evaluating it, not until she had absolutely every bit and piece in place.

Nobody ever commented to her about her loneliness down here, or about her need for privacy. The captain had given her the room, had asked her if it would work, and had left her to it. It was really just part of a storeroom. Nobody came down here but her. The hardest thing was the lack of natural light, and she admitted that she often took her drawings home to finish them, where she could step out into the sunlight and see them. Sometimes they revealed things she didn’t really want to see either. Maybe it was better that she stayed down in the bowels of the earth, where even fewer people had a chance to view her sketches, especially those that she didn’t want viewed.

If anybody would have grabbed her sketchbook right now, they would see horrors that she hadn’t intended on unveiling, yet sketches her soul needed, sketches her soul craved, all as a way to process everything that had just happened. However, they weren’t necessarily anything anybody else would understand, and Kylie had met more than a few people who were completely turned off by the weird art that she did for a living. Rarely did she find anybody who even considered these police sketches as art, and even more rare was anyone who could simply accept them for what they were, crime-scene drawings.

Back in her office, she sat down with a hard thump, absolutely hating how dark and dingy her world looked at the moment. When her phone rang, she glared at it and shook her head, sending out a mental message. No.

And a mental message came back. You can’t keep hiding.

“Oh, hell yes, I can,” she muttered into the air.

A half laugh came back. No, you can’t.

She groaned, picked up the phone, and hit Redial. “What do you want?” she asked, her voice exhausted and barely able to get the words out.

“You need to rest and recuperate.”

“I was trying to do that when somebody interrupted me.”

“No, you weren’t. You were trying to shove it all underneath, to ignore it, as if you could walk away from this completely unscathed.”

Tears clogged her throat, as she whispered, “If that’s what I was just doing, you would know that absolutely no way can anybody walk away from that unscathed.”

Stefan’s tone was filled with compassion as he whispered, “I know, and that’s why I’m calling. I’m worried about you, Kylie.”

She shook her head. “I don’t even know why you bother.”

“Because I care, and you know that.”

The smile in his tone was evident. “Sure, I know that.” She wiped away her tears. “But is this what you do with failed psychics?”

“How are you a failure?” he asked. “More about milestones than hurdles to me. You’re just struggling to accept what you can do.”

“Of course I am,” she stated. “I don’t want to deal with dead people.”

He laughed. “A lot of us deal with dead people. They’re not scarier than live people.”

“And I’ll go right back to the conversation we just had,” she snapped. “Have you seen how bad real people are?”

“Yet you can’t just hate them en masse,” he noted, “because they’re not all the same.”

Kylie sighed, shaking her head. “Right,… but it doesn’t take long for one nasty asshole to ruin it for everybody else.”

“You’ve had that one nasty asshole experience, and you’re ready to throw in the towel and not have anything to do with anybody,” he pointed out. “And I get that. But now, as long as you keep protecting yourself, I’ll leave you to do your thing, but you were leaving yourself wide open there today.”

“No, I wasn’t. Not deliberately at least,” she muttered, as she tried to collect herself. “But sometimes I don’t have the same control as you do. Just because you can walk among the dead and not have them completely turn your life upside down doesn’t mean all of us can.”

“I understand that, but I also know…” He hesitated.

That silence struck her just as badly as his words. “You know what?” she growled, ready to drop into that mood again.

And again she heard the smile in his tone as he replied, “I also know that resisting doesn’t make a damn bit of difference.” And, with that, he disconnected.

She glared down at the phone, knowing what he meant, but also not willing to take that step. The fact that she’d even been sent out there today was enough to drive her crazy. She didn’t need that; her soul didn’t need it. Hell, nobody needed that. Nobody needed to see the carnage of what one person could do to others. There had to be some law against it.

At that, she broke into hysterical laughter because, of course, there were laws against it. Plenty of them. There were a lot of laws against killing people, but the persons committing the crimes didn’t give a shit. They were either in so much pain or were so twisted up inside that all they wanted to do was hurt others. Therefore, that, of course, is what ended up happening. People wanted to hurt others, and then just lashed out and took down as many as they could in the hopes that it would ease their pain inside. If it didn’t, good riddance to the world. It was almost always followed by good riddance to the perpetrators too, also not something Kylie particularly wanted to dwell on.

She got up, and with her small coffeemaker, made herself a small pot and stared out her small window. At ground level, all she could do was stare out at the feet of the people walking past. She was even with the back alley, staring at the parking lot and delivery vehicles. Most of the time that was exactly where she wanted to be. Except right now, all she could see were the same images at the casino that had twisted and whirled through her mind as she had sketched, as if a madwoman. And now, the last thing she wanted was to check out her drawings because they would show things that nobody else would see, just her, and that was a nightmare she wasn’t ready to open.

Even as she stared outside, her energy started to calm. It should have calmed a lot earlier than this, but she was grateful to see the shift finally happen. She could almost hear Stefan’s voice in the back of her head, saying, I told you it would.

She groaned. “Do you always have to be such a know-it-all?”

Then came a shout of laughter that echoed around her room, and, of course, that was the other advantage of being here, alone in her dark little dingy corner. This way nobody else would think her crazy for talking to herself. She knew she wasn’t talking to empty space, but that didn’t mean anybody else did.

She sure as hell didn’t want anybody to understand who she was talking to either. Stefan liked his privacy just as much as she did. Or she thought so, but he kept poking his nose in her business, so maybe not. Again his gentle laughter rolled through her room, and she groaned, scrubbed her eyes, and sank down to the floor, seated against the wall. She slowly put herself into a meditative state, where she worked at cleansing away all the images that she knew would haunt her forever. But no way she could work and do what she needed to do with all that chaotic energy still clinging to her.

It took several long minutes before she got into the right space, and then a good thirty minutes later before she could get the whiff of blood and gore out of her mind. Just as she stood back up again and gave herself a mental shake to get back to her drawings, a knock came on her door, and it opened. She looked up to see Porter walking toward her.

She stared at him. “What the devil are you doing down here?” she asked him.

He looked around and frowned. “What the devil are you doing down here?” he asked in the same blunt tone. “This isn’t an office for an artist.”

“No, but it’s the office I have, so don’t mind me.” She gave a wave of her hand, as she sat in her desk chair. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to check on you,” he replied briskly, his gaze narrowing.

When she looked up at him, she asked, “So, you do know this is my office?” He blushed a bit, and that brought a smile to her face. “I’m fine.”

He nodded. “You’re always fine,” he said casually, but no bite was in his tone.

She frowned at him and asked, “Any particular reason why you’re worried?”

“No, I just saw you there.”

“Ah.” She nodded. “I’m pretty sure you could have asked any one of us who were there the same question, and you would have had the same sense of something wrong.”

“I know that,” he said, as he looked around. “You don’t even have a visitor’s chair.”

“That’s because I never get any visitors,” she quipped, with a note of humor.

His gaze flipped her way and then back around, before he took a position leaning against the wall.

“Did you guys catch the shooter?”

He shook his head. “No, SWAT went through his mother’s house, where he lived, only to find that his mother is dead as well.”

Kylie slowly lifted her gaze to his and frowned. “He killed his mother?” she asked, shocked.

His gaze narrowed. “We don’t know that for sure. All we can say is that his mother was also deceased, shot while in her home, in her own bed.”

“Was she ill by any chance?” she asked.

He raised an eyebrow and asked in a cutting tone, “Does it matter?”

“No, but, if she was still in bed, I just wondered if he considered it a good thing to put her out of her misery.”

“Potentially,” Porter conceded, “but that still doesn’t make it right.”

“Of course it doesn’t make it right,” she agreed. “I’m just trying to find a reason for what he did.”

“Sometimes there is no rhyme or reason,” he replied, his gaze still intense as he stared at her.

She nodded. “I’m not looking for an excuse,” she murmured. “I guess I just want to try to understand.”

“Sometimes there is no understanding it either,” Porter noted.

“I know,” she whispered. She pulled her sketchbook toward her, looked over at him, and stated, “I do have work to do, so is there anything else you need?”

He frowned at her and then at the sketchbook in her hand. “I really want to see those.”

“No, you don’t,” she declared, “and nobody sees them until I’m ready.”

“Oh, I get it,” he said. “You’re always very closed off around your work.”

“Of course I am,” she stated sharply. “As far as I can tell, so are you. You share information when you need to share information, but you certainly don’t volunteer it.”

His eyebrows shot up, and then his gaze narrowed, as he studied her face. “That’s quite a judgment, considering you don’t know me.”

It was quite a judgment, and, if she were smart, she would have kept her mouth shut. “I suspect it’s very typical of all
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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