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The Windwalker Serial Killer stalks the inlets of southern Maine for the next beauty to advance his collection and Special Agent Steve Williams is frustrated with always being a breath behind the slippery psychopath. Escalating the pressure, Steve’s adopted sons, CJ and Tom Ryan, take teenage rebellion to an entirely new level, leaving Steve in an explosive situation.

When the Windwalker slaughters Tom’s ex-girlfriend, taking her face as a macabre trinket, Tom is found on the scene covered in her blood, with her scalped body draped across his lap. Damning evidence against him is unearthed, his father's secret identity is about to be exposed, and he's charged with Tanya’s traumatic murder.

To prove his innocence, their only hope is the worst-case scenario; for the Windwalker to harvest a new face.
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THE TREES SWAYED IN the breeze. Dry leaves rustled, and the stars disappeared behind a bank of clouds, drawing out the already dark shadows. Shadows he hid within, watching, waiting, frozen in place by his obsession, his bloodlust.

Testing the air with a sniff, he tried detecting a trace of her perfume but came away with only the distinct scent of fall. Crisp. Clean. Carnal.

His edgy hands begged for action, and he clenched them, dropping his arms to his sides. Tilting his head, he caught a rhythmic pulse, like that of his heart, but accented with crunching leaves. She was coming. His hand shot to the worn handle of his hunting knife.

Patience.

His fingers stroked the soft wood like a lover, and he stared at the jogger-beaten path. The bounce of her headlamp filtered through the thick brush. He blew a slow stream of air through his lips, calming his pounding heart.

Patience, he told himself again. He didn’t want to give her enough time to react, to bolt in the opposite direction. Instead, he counted her steps, watching as the light approached, bouncing with each of her long-legged strides.

It wasn’t her lithe frame he was after. It was her face, her scalp. She had passed by him at the store, catching his fancy and fueling his desire. A fine specimen. An excellent addition to his collection; with fragile features stretched into a scream—forever captured in his art.

He crept closer to the path, crouching and ready to pounce the moment she crossed. The light drew closer and now he could smell the mixture of Poison and sweat, a sweet concoction that aroused his hunger and almost uncoiled his predatory posture. He inhaled deeply, relishing the scent. Her footfalls brought her close enough to make out her dark form behind the bright light.

He waited, and when the twig he placed in the middle of the path snapped, he sprang. In one leap, he caught her, wrapping his arms around her as he tackled. The yelp of surprise brought a smile to his face, and he unsheathed the knife, plunging it into her chest before she could regain enough oxygen to produce a blood-curdling scream.

Her eyes widened, blinking at him in the light of her fallen headlamp.

The thrill of the hunt, of the capture, fueled his blood; pumping it frantically through his veins, throbbing in his temple, producing little spots of red at the edges of his eyesight. Ripping flesh accompanied each of his thrusts, along with muffled cries of pain that gave way to an airy wheeze.

He grabbed her hair, pulled her head forward, and sliced the base of her hairline with surgical precision. Sliding his fingers under the gaping wound, he peeled the scalp from the back to the front, separating her skin from the bone.

She did scream then, a high gurgling wail that died moments later, when his knife separated the mass of skin and hair and lips that he peeled from her bones, severing her carotid artery. With the prize pelt in his hands, he stood, sheathed the knife, and took off toward the river.
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EIGHT HOURS EARLIER...

“You are ruining my life!” CJ Ryan bellowed.

Steve Williams crossed his arms and stood his ground. “I don’t care. You snuck out of the house after I said you couldn’t go to that party. You knew damn well I’d find out, and now both you and your brother are grounded until graduation.” His gaze traveled to CJ’s mute brother, Tom. “And you, what were you thinking stealing that car?”

Tom thrust his hands in his pockets and stared at the ground.

Steve clenched his teeth together and glanced out the observation window at the Brooksfield police department pit.

“You can’t ground me. You’re not my father.”

His gaze snapped back to CJ, and he tilted his head, narrowing his eyes. “I may not be your biological father, but never doubt my authority here.”

“It’s your fault my parents are dead.”

The mental shove made Steve stumble back a step, and he caught himself. In two strides, he stood toe to toe with CJ. His gaze blazed into the azure blue of the seventeen-year-old’s equally furious eyes.

“You really want to play that game with me?” he asked, his voice low, almost a growl, but the kid struck a chord. His father had been caught in the crossfire of one of his FBI investigations and his mother, his mother, was a completely different story. He had led her right into the belly of the beast.

CJ dropped his gaze, his eyes traveling to Tom’s, before he shook his head.

“Why’d you let him steal a car?”

CJ sighed and shrugged. All the hellfire burned out of him for the moment.

“Why?” Steve asked and stepped back, addressing Tom.

I wanted to see my dad. Tom thought, meeting his questioning stare.

“Bullshit.” Steve snapped. You see him all the time. You probably can see him pacing the room behind me. Can’t you?

Tom’s gaze moved from Steve’s to the angry angel pacing the room behind him. Wings fluttered, and a wealth of curses dropped from his lips, his iridescent blue eyes glaring at the two boys. Tom nodded. I wanted to talk with him.

“You could have asked me to bring you here.” Steve softened. It had been a couple of months since they visited Paradise Cove. The magical portal where their father could speak to them, to see them, and where Tom had a ghost tongue along with the miraculous recovery of speech. It was the only place on earth that he could articulate his thoughts since the psycho in Georgia had cut his tongue out.

But neither boy had the same mental bond Steve had with their father. Their father was now his guardian angel, a constant presence intruding on his every thought. Steve could hear Ty Ryan any time of day or night, even times when he’d rather not have the voice of reason on his shoulder. Sometimes he wished for the blessed silence he knew before he met the Ryan family. The absolute cluelessness to the surrounding thoughts, to the ghost haunting his every waking minute, and to the powers he inherited when Ty died. Reading minds came in handy as an FBI agent, but the constant din in his head was maddening.

“You’ve been too wrapped up in that case to take us,” CJ answered.

That case. He almost laughed at the venom in CJ’s voice. That case shrouded his life, leaving time for nothing else, and he missed more football games and nights of homework and family time his wife set aside, because of that stinking case.

Another killer was loose. The Windwalker eluded the police, eluded the FBI, and eluded him like he was made of smoke. They had gotten to the last victim minutes after she died. With her body still warm, they scoured the woods for clues, but the tracks disappeared at the bank of the river, just like every other dead, skinned body they found. Stealth, like fog rolling from the snow during strawberry spring, in and out quickly before the victim really knew what happened, and it burned him. Becoming a mission. An obsession.

CJ knew how frustrated he was, and to bring it up here was just his attempt to get a rise out of him, to skirt the real issue.

He ignored the dig. “So, you sneak out of the house, crash that party, have a few beers and decide it would be a great idea to steal a car?” Exasperated, he traded glances with the boys. “You crossed state lines. Do you have any idea how serious this is?”

CJ started to speak, then closed his mouth. He sank into the chair, fidgeting with his parent’s wedding bands, which he wore on the chain around his neck. Tom followed suit, taking the seat next to his brother.

I’m sorry. It was my idea, not CJ’s.

“Grand theft auto is serious and you two are close enough to eighteen for the courts to look at this as an opportunity to teach a hard lesson.” He slid into the chair on the other side of the table and leaned forward. “I had to pull a lot of strings to make this disappear, but this is the last time I will bail you out. You hear me?” He pounded his index finger on the table, punctuating his words. “The last time!”
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THE MAGNIFICENT WINGS FLUTTERED, and a chill tingled down Tom’s spine. The incarnation of his father stood before him on the leaf covered moss of Paradise Cove. CJ’s mirror image with grand white wings implanted in his back—a dark angel saddled with the responsibility of keeping Steve Williams safe for the rest of his natural life.

“I can’t believe you would do something like that!” the voice bellowed, shimmering off the water and sending ripples through the surface of the cove. Trees shook under the booming tenor, bowing away from the power of it. “I could just wring your neck.”

He took a step back, right into the solid mass of Steve, blocking the only entrance to this sacred ground. His escape thwarted, and anger sparked under the layer of fear.

The angel crossed, towering over him, extending his wings to their intimidating breadth. “You stole a car!”

“That’s right. I did.” Tom spoke, standing a little straighter and jutting his chin. His voice was unmarred by the absence of a tongue. Smooth and perfect, like it should have been.

“I never thought you would be the one to rebel. What the hell happened?”

“I don’t know, ‘Dad’.” Sarcasm laced his musical tone. Nightmares still plagued him. Night after night, he relived the days locked in the basement in Georgia. All the snippets of torture, all the grotesque dreams, all the horror, culminated in the reigning fury throbbing in his veins and the dam finally burst. Tom’s eyes narrowed into a glare. “Perhaps it was my mother’s severed head sitting next to me while that bastard carved me up. And you...you didn’t stop him.”

Ty’s wings trembled, retracting a fraction. “I couldn’t stop him, Tommy.” His eyes misted a bright sheen over the unearthly blue. One slipped down his cheek, creating prisms of light like a diamond as it traced his skin and fell to the ground. “I tried, but all I could do was scare his damn dog.”

“Are you telling me, with all your powers, with all your insight, you couldn’t figure out who had taken me any faster than Steve?”

Silence blanketed the cove.

Tom glared at the image of his father and the pained tears streaking his cheeks, guilt and sorrow etching his features. It was enough to make his stomach clench.

Ty swiped his face and shook his head, the self-loathing look replaced with indignation. “Look, what happened, happened. That does not give you the right to steal a car.”

“Pft,” Tom scoffed.

“Your mother would be so disappointed.”

Those six words deflated him, and a lump formed in his throat. Disappointing her was not on his to-do list, and he slid his glance to CJ. It was a low blow and they both knew it. The kettle top holding his frustration rocked under the steam and the slow simmer over the last eight years finally boiled over.

“What gives you the right to tell me what I can and can’t do?” Tom shoved his hands into the angel’s chest, pushing with all his strength. “You aren’t even my real father.”

“I am your real father. I’m the one who raised you to know what’s right and what’s wrong; and what you did today is wrong!”

“Ha! You teach right from wrong? You’re kidding, right?”

“That’s enough.” Wings fluttered again, agitated.

“What, Dad? You didn’t think we’d ever find out what you did in that prison of yours?” He took a step closer to the angel. “You killed for sport. You are no better than the psycho in Georgia. No better than the murderer in Maine right now.”

“I did not kill for sport.”

“But you sure as shit stood by and watched.”

The angel’s blue eyes traveled to CJ’s and then dropped to the ground, and he yielded, stepping back. “What I did close to thirty years ago is not under discussion. We’re talking about you breaking the law today.” He raised his gaze again. “I did a lot of things I’m not proud of. Things that should have landed me down under, but for some reason...” He shook his head. “No, because of your mother, I landed on the sunny side of heaven. Don’t you dare use the mistakes I made as some sort of excuse for pulling this shit!”

He turned to Steve. “Thanks for bailing them out. Now get ’em out of here.” He turned, his wings extending, taking him swiftly up beyond the treetops.
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STEVE OPENED THE GARAGE door, holding it for both of the boys, and then followed them into the kitchen. “Upstairs.” Steve pointed toward the stairwell. They trudged upstairs.

He exhaled and turned toward his wife sitting on the couch with a script in her lap. “I don’t know what else to do with them.”

“We’ve done all we can.” Jennifer Williams closed the script. “They’re almost eighteen, and they’ve been rebelling ever since Jessica died.”

“Can you blame them?” Steve met her sincere eyes.

He hadn’t been prepared to raise a stranger’s children, never mind two teenage boys with baggage that rivaled disaster victims, but after what had happened in Georgia, Steve couldn’t just leave the children in the care of their aging grandparents. They weren’t equipped to deal with the aftereffects of Georgia any more than Steve and Jennifer were, and they certainly weren’t prepared for the responsibility of CJ Ryan; the prodigal son, the offspring of Ty and Jessica, and the only human being capable of destroying the earth on a whim.

“No, but it still feels like I’m failing miserably at being a parent.” He sat next to her. “They’re constantly in trouble. Shoplifting, underage drinking, DUIs, and now this. Where the hell did we go wrong?”

“You didn’t do anything wrong, Uncle Steve. We screwed up.” CJ stepped into view on the stairs.

Steve met CJ’s gaze. “I can’t keep bailing you out.”

CJ nodded. “I know and I’m sorry.” He disappeared from view.

Steve glanced at the script on Jennifer’s lap. Another B rated horror flick. “Is that any good?”

Jennifer shook her head. “My character is killed off pretty quick.”

“I don’t know why you don’t just go back to the theater or that soap that keeps calling.”

Jennifer pressed her lips together and looked at the ceiling. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. I think they need me around.” She slid her gaze back to Steve. “Especially Tom. He gets angrier and angrier as each year passes.”

A hand banged on the railing and they both jumped. Tom glared at them and then signed a frantic comeback. I don’t need you here. I don’t need anybody.

Steve heard the words even before his hands finished signing.

“Tom.” Jennifer stood, and he put his hand out like he was stopping traffic.

Don’t! Don’t look at me like I’m some freak. I don’t need your pity. I just need to be left the hell alone. So, go to New York, or wherever your jobs call you, and stay the hell out of my life.

CJ appeared on the stairs. “Don’t talk to her like that.”

Tom turned, glaring at him. He raised his middle finger and turned, hopped to the landing, and stalked toward the front door. CJ reached him before Steve could intervene and the minute CJ’s hand landed on Tom’s shoulder, Tom spun, sweeping CJ’s feet from under him. CJ reacted just as quickly, yanking Tom with him as he fell, and sending Tom crashing to the floor. Both boys held black belts in various martial arts disciplines and were equals in height, weight and talent, so when they fought, things tended to break. But this time, when they got to their feet, CJ tilted his head and Tom crashed into the wall, held in place by an invisible hand.

Let me go! Tom’s thought barreled with a strength that had grown over the years, and CJ winced but shook his head.

“No.” His chest heaved. “You can’t leave.”

Tom’s laugh filled the room.

“CJ, put him down.” Steve crossed the distance, righting the table they knocked over. “He isn’t going anywhere.” He turned to Tom. “Isn’t that right?”

Tom glared at both of them and kept quiet, neither nodding nor shaking his head. He was protecting his thoughts from both of them. When his eyes landed on Steve, his teeth snapped together and his eyes narrowed.

Steve caught the tail end of Tom’s thought process, something akin to wanting to kick his ass. “CJ, I want you and Jen to go upstairs right now.” Steve pointed to the stairs, without breaking eye contact with Tom. “Now!” the command filled the room, shocking both CJ and Jennifer into motion. They scurried up the stairs, and Steve waited and listened. No wings fluttered, and he sent a silent warning to his ever-present ghost to stay put before returning his full focus on Tom. The fury in the kid’s eyes worried him enough to take drastic action.

“We’re going for a ride.” He grabbed Tom’s arm and hauled him to the car, shoving him in the passenger seat. He flew out of the gate and navigated the roads like an Indy 500 driver, slamming on the brakes in front of the deserted beach.

“Out!” He yanked Tom out of the car and practically dragged him onto the wet sand. “You want to kick my ass?” He stretched his arms out. “Here’s your chance, boy.”

Tom didn’t hesitate; he threw a punch that Steve parried, sidestepping away.

Tom’s emotions swamped Steve, saturating his mind and movements. Anger prevailed, but there was something underneath, something darker, something that if he followed, it would lead him down a path to despair. He let him swing, and kick and go through the motions of forms, knocking each and every tag out of range until Tom sat on the sand and put his face in his hands, sobbing in frustration.

Taking a seat next to him, Steve threw his arm around his shoulder, offering him support without words. He stared at the ocean and sighed.

“O u me.” He shook Steve’s arm from his shoulder.

Steve put his arm back despite Tom’s plea not to touch him. “What happened? What’s going on?”

“O-ee.” Tom knocked Steve’s arm away again.

“Bullshit. This isn’t normal behavior for you and we both know that.”

Tom turned his head, his blue eyes shimmered with tears. “E oke u wi me.”

He sighed and threw his arm around his shoulder again. “It happens.”

You don’t understand. She broke up with me because I couldn’t kiss her like the other guys.

Bitterness accompanied the thought, and Steve didn’t know what to say.

I just want to be normal. I want to be able to talk, to...to kiss.

Steve pressed his lips together and looked out at the ocean. “I did what I could, Tom. Things just don’t grow back.”

Your eye did.

Steve shook his head. “My eye was never removed. Deflated, yeah, gross as hell, but I didn’t want it taken out.” He turned to Tom. “So it was there when your mother did her magic. But the things he took from you...”

They’re gone.

Steve nodded. “I’m sorry.”

Tom rested his head on his folded arms.

Steve closed his eyes and gently rubbed Tom’s back, letting the kid wallow for a few minutes. Until today, Tom seemed to have adjusted just fine to his handicap. His grades were top-notch. He was a star running back on the high school football team and he had his share of girls lining up to talk to him on facebook every night. Sure, now and then he’d get frustrated, but not like this, not this complete anguish.

Tanya, his latest girlfriend, was a beauty, a cheerleader with the body of a goddess and the face of an angel.

“You really liked this one.”

He nodded without raising his head.

“I swear someday you’ll find the right girl and your issues won’t matter at all.”

Tom tilted his head, raising his eyebrows. Issues? I’m a f-ing freak!

“No, you’re not. You’re a good kid who was dealt a raw hand. As I understand it, you’re a lot like your biological father. Your dad had a very high opinion of him, you know.”

Tom nodded. He knew. His folks made sure he knew what his father had sacrificed for them.

“You’ve got a good heart, and that’s a rare thing these days. So what, if you’ve got this handicap, screw ’em if they can’t accept you for who you are.”

That’s easy for you to say...

“Yes, it is, but here’s the thing. You bring a lot to the table and if Tanya can’t see that, she’s blind. So what if you can’t stick your tongue down her throat.”

He laughed, shaking his head. Just shut up now. You don’t know what it’s like to be me. You don’t know what it’s like not to be able to do those things. Yeah, I can drive her crazy with my hands. I can even screw the daylights out of her, but she wants more, and I can’t give her what she wants.

Steve raised his eyebrows. “You’re sleeping with her?”

Tom’s eyes widened, and he looked away, his cheeks turning a rosy pink from more than the cool air. He turned back. Don’t give me that shocked look. I am almost eighteen. How old were you?

Steve cleared his throat and looked out at the water, stumped. He was seventeen when he lost his virginity, so he understood more about teenage hormones than he wanted to give away. “We’re not talking about me. Tell me you’re at least being smart about it?” He returned his gaze to Tom.

He rolled his eyes and nodded. Yeah, I am. It was his turn to look out at the water. I want to bring her to Paradise Cove.

Steve stiffened. “Why?”

So she can hear my voice and I can kiss her the way she wants me to.

“And introduce her to your father?”

Tom raised his eyebrows and shook his head. No way. I’d ask him to be scarce.

“Did you ever think it might be his presence that gives you the ability to speak?”

Tom’s face went ashen, and he shook his head.

“And I think he’d have an issue with you sucking face with a girl in front of him.”

Tom snorted. I thought he liked to watch?

Steve couldn’t help it. He burst out laughing. “That’s sick, Tom.”

A grin surfaced and some of the good humor he possessed made its way into his eyes.

Yeah, well, ok, maybe you’re right.

“Oh, you know I’m right.” He glanced at Tom and slapped him on the back. “Let’s get home before Jen has the local police scouring the town for us.” He stood and started brushing the sand off his backside.

Uncle Steve?

“Yeah?”

Thanks.

“Anytime.”
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JENNIFER SHOT UP IN the bed, her hand over her mouth, stifling the scream. She reached out, knocking the lamp, but it never hit the ground. Stopping mid-fall, it teetered and righted itself on the nightstand, its light encompassing the room, and Jennifer turned to Steve.

His sleep-encrusted eyes met hers. “Another nightmare?”

She nodded, and he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her next to him on the plush bed. “Another murder,” she said, her voice scratchy with exhaustion and fear.

His eyes closed, and a long exhale cut through the darkness. “Shit.” He squeezed her tighter and kissed the back of her head, taking a moment to extract the memory. Another gift from the Ryan’s—reaching into another’s mind and extracting information, like he was the one who had the nightmare, the thought, the secret.

The details were as vivid as if the memory was on screen in front of him, and it spared her from having to relive the vision, to describe the crime scene in her dream. Extracting memories was as handy as mind reading, along with the power to control matter and, on a limited basis, control those around him, but it was also just as disturbing and unnatural.

She shivered in his grasp. “I hate it when you do that,” she whispered.

“I know, but it’s easier than drilling you for details.”

“Yeah. Okay. If you say so.”

He chuckled at her lack of enthusiasm and then turned his focus to her nightmare. Again, she took the perspective of the killer, a viewpoint she hated with a passion. Being in their heads, their twisted minds disturbed her more than the actual killings she witnessed. This one made him release her and jump to his feet. His eyes traveled to the door, and he bolted down the hall without a word, swinging Tom’s door open to make sure.

The room was empty.

“Shit,” Steve cursed under his breath as both anger and worry built in his stomach, leaving it a molten rock of acid. He turned and crossed the hall, opening the door to CJ’s room.

CJ snored in response, and he closed the door, returning to his bedroom. He stared at Jen. “When?”

“I don’t know. You saw it, you tell me?”

He shook his head, glancing at the clock and grabbing his jeans. Four in the morning. No one runs this early, but in her dream, it was dark enough for the victim to need a light. “I have to stop this one.”

“Why?”

He focused on her instead of the buttons on his shirt. “Tanya. Tanya’s the girl in your vision.”

Jennifer’s eyes widened, and he could tell she hadn’t made the connection.

“And Tom’s not home. Damn it.” He stood and walked back to CJ’s room, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “CJ, wake up.” He shook him.

CJ’s eyes fluttered open. “What?”

“When was the last time you saw Tanya?”

A shadow passed over his face and he blinked, cocking his head to the side. “What?” The skin between his eyebrows creased.

“Tanya, when was the last time you saw her?”

“Tom took her home after practice.”

“Is that when he told you they broke up?”

CJ nodded.

Steve wiped his face, the unease ratcheted up a notch, squeezing his abdomen like a belt pulled too tight. “Damn it,” he whispered under his breath. He stood and took a step away. CJ’s grip on his wrist stopped him and he looked back.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing you need to worry about right now,” Steve said. “Go back to sleep.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Saving Face Chapter 5

[image: ]


[image: A black and white logo with an object

Description automatically generated]

STEVE’S EARLIER RACE TO the beach was like a Sunday drive compared to his supersonic jump to Tanya’s house and the car screeched to a stop in the driveway. It was now almost five, and he pounded on the front door, waking the poor folks inside the house.

Carl Angelo opened the door wearing a ratty bathrobe, and a rumpled expression. “Agent Williams, is everything all right?”

“I’m sorry to wake you, but I was hoping to speak with Tanya,” he said, knowing just how strange the request sounded, but with every passing second, the sky lightened, and his heart pumped out a warning to hurry before it was too late.

“Can I ask why?”

Steve knew the truth wouldn’t settle well, so he threw up a smokescreen. “Tom didn’t come home last night and I’m a little worried,” he said.

Carl’s face smoothed over, and he nodded, waving Steve inside before he disappeared upstairs. A few minutes later, he descended to the ground floor. “She already left for her morning run, but I’m sure she’ll be back in a little while. I can make a pot of coffee if you’d like.”

Steve glanced at his watch and the fading darkness. “Does she jog over on the river path?”

“Yes, why?”

“I think I’ll try to catch her at the park entrance.” He smiled, heading for the door. “If she comes back before I talk to her, have her give the house a call.”

“Will do. I’m sure Tom is just fine,” Carl said.

Steve gave him a wave and jogged to the car. Dread filled every pore as the horizon lightened in the distance. Shit, I’m running out of time.

He pushed a button on his car phone and the ringing filled the car, followed by a sleepy baritone. “Detective O’Keefe.”

“I need some manpower,” Steve said.

After a beat of silence, “Agent Williams?”

“Yes. River Trail. He’s going to hit again on the River Trail.”

Another beat. “You got it.”

“Let them know I’ll be out there, too.” Steve hung up.

Where the hell was Tom?

He didn’t have time to worry about Tom and shook the thought out of his head. He pushed harder on the gas pedal, spinning to a stop in the first of many parking lots lining the jogging trail. Tanya’s car sat in the parking spot closest to the path and he parked next to it, closing his eyes and scanning the area for any indication of thought.

Nothing.

Empty.

Silent...and his heart plummeted. He swallowed the acid lining his throat and stepped out of his car.

Maybe she was out of range; he pulled his gun out and checked the clip before snapping it back in. He flipped the safety off, crossed to the path, and followed the footpath to the cover of the trees where the ground only appeared briefly here and there through the thick coating of leaves lining the path. Jennifer’s dream came back, and he took a deep breath, scanning the trees, looking for the spot. With each step, dread crept further and further under his skin.

His gaze swept from side to side, no sound, no thoughts, and his heart pounded in his chest, throbbing in his temples. The sky was too light, and a sense of futility took control.

A half-mile down the path, a voice yelled from around the bend, “Freeze!”

Steve moved swiftly. He flipped the safety on his gun before holstering it. He slowed, feeling hostility and satisfaction radiating from the spot just out of view, and he swung around the foliage toward the voice.

He froze, staring at the scene in front of him.

Tom kneeled with his hands in the air and Tanya’s dead body draped across his lap, half in and half out of an inlet stream, his clothing wet and blood soaked, and his horrified gaze locked on the scalped body on the ground.

Swallowing the bile lining his throat, Steve pulled out his badge and held it out for the officers on the scene. “FBI,” he announced, calling their attention, along with their gun barrels, away from Tom for a moment.

“Special Agent Williams?” the closest officer asked.

Steve nodded and scanned the muddy area where the jogging path traversed the stream, trying to reconcile Tom with the morbid scene.

“Looks like we finally caught up to you,” Officer Callaway said from behind Tom and clasped a handcuff on Tom’s wrist. Twisting his arm behind his back, he secured the other wrist.

“I ia o i,” Tom said, his cheeks lined with a steady stream of tears. I didn’t do this, Uncle Steve.

“You’ve got the wrong man, that’s my son.” Steve scanned the ground for evidence that would exonerate Tom on the spot, but the stream kept the exit path of the killer a secret, like most of the prior murders.

“We found him covered in her blood,” the officer replied, not moving to un-cuff Tom.

“Did you find the murder weapon and the scalp?” Steve asked, raising his eyebrow in a silent question.

“No, sir. But he could have ditched it before we got here,” Callaway said.

Steve met Tom’s gaze. “How long have you been here?” Steve signed, trying not to let his irritation show. Tom had compromised the crime scene and Steve glanced toward the river a few hundred feet away, knowing any trail they found would end at the water’s edge, but this time, he was sure the local cops wouldn’t look any farther than the boy covered with his ex-girlfriend’s blood.

“Coup miues,” Tom said. A couple of minutes ago. I wanted to talk, to convince her to come back and when I jogged by, I saw her in the stream. I didn’t know it was her until I saw the bracelet and then I tried to get her out of the water and slipped, and that’s when the police showed up. Did you see what that bastard did to her?

He knew. He had seen half a dozen victims over the last year in the same condition, all left in remote areas, and all with water access. He crouched and took Tanya’s wrist, checking for a pulse he knew wasn’t there. Even if she had a pulse, his power to heal wouldn’t bring her face back. A limitation he learned from Tom. If it’s gone, it won’t grow back no matter how much mojo Steve pumped into the person. And he certainly couldn’t resurrect the dead.

Tom bit his lip and blinked, sending another trail of tears down his smudged cheeks while the cops read him his rights. I used to run with her on this trail and if we hadn’t broken up...

You would have been with her, Steve finished the thought and took a deep breath, keeping the anger and worry at bay. Everyone was itching to solve the Windwalker case, and Tom just handed them an easy scapegoat.

Did you see anything? Steve asked, sending the thought, and the ball of stress tightened at Tom’s shake of his head.

Steve stood, meeting Officer Callaway’s gaze. “He isn’t the killer.”

Tom took another glance at the body and visibly shuddered.

“Until we find evidence to the contrary, we’ll be keeping him in custody.” Callaway pulled Tom away from the scene.

Steve nodded and snapped his gaze to Tom. “say nothing until I get there, Tom.”

Officer Callaway glared at Steve for a moment and then continued on his way down the path, leaving the other officer to secure the scene.

Steve turned away, following the stream, looking for signs of evidence to exonerate Tom, but the muck on either side of the waterway along with the turning tide eradicated any signs of evidence. At the mouth of the river, he scanned the water with both his eyes and his mind, and nothing stirred but an eerie silence.

Anger danced over his skin, seeping into his bones. “You bastard! I swear I’ll find you. You hear me?” he bellowed, and the echo reached the far side of the river and beyond.
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“EVERYTHING YOU HAVE IS circumstantial,” Steve said outside the interrogation room.

“I know he’s your son, but he was found at the scene covered in her blood and he has a motive,” Detective O’Keefe said.

“Where’s the murder weapon?” Steve asked, frustrated with the inability of the police force to hear reason.

“He could have ditched it in the river before we arrived.”

Steve wiped his face, resisting the urge to make the detective do what he wanted. The only time he allowed himself to use the ability to influence was in an emergency where life and death was a factor. And while this was worrisome, it didn’t qualify under the strict guidelines he imposed on himself for utilizing his powers. Instead, he counted to ten and then met the Detective’s gaze. “You can’t question him without a legal guardian present or without legal representation.”

Detective O’Keefe waved his hand toward the room. “You’re welcome to sit in, and while we’re on the topic, do you want me to get you a public defender?”

Steve huffed and narrowed his eyes, digging into the Detective’s private thoughts, pulling out his assessment of the case and Steve bristled. “Your charges will never stick.” He turned away from the detective and paused with his hand on the doorknob. “And you’d better get that warrant to search my house, because I’m not feeling all that cooperative right now.” He stepped inside the
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