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Chapter One

[image: ]


“Mother, why are you calling me at the crack of eight am?” Tes looked at the phone to see the time. 
“Cam is dead,” her mother’s cultured voice was gone, replaced by a unique twang native to dirt poor Texas trailer trash. A sure sign of stress when she couldn’t keep up her accent. 

The air left Tes’ lungs. The room spun, and she sobbed. Her enormous Serval cat, Woo Woo, bumped into her back. He hated when Tes cried. “No, he can’t be. How?

“Heart attack, totally natural,” her mother rushed out the words. 

“No way! Who was healthier than Cam?” Tes lowered her voice. No need to yell at her mother.

“Maybe the coma did something to him. Who knows? I know it’s a blow to you, but you’ll see how it frees us to live our lives without the stigma.”

“Cam wasn’t a stigma; he was my brother.”

“He killed your father and four other people,” her mother said.

It was true. Rehashing it wouldn’t change it. She never knew why he did it, and now she never would get those questions answered. Tes deflated, all the fight gone. Her one regret was not finding out why he killed those people.

“Can you go identify the body at the state hospital facility?” Her mother normally ordered everyone to do her bidding like the world owed her. The bravado she wielded like a birthright was absent. Even dead, Cam commanded respect. 

“He’s my twin, of course I’ll go identify him,” Tes’ hands shook and her voice vibrated. 

She rubbed the cat’s head. 

“Oh, thank you,” her mother’s relief angered Tes. “Come by after?”

“I will.” Tes disconnected and curled up on the bed. Her body wrapped around her pillow and her tears soaked her hair. Woo Woo made questioning noises. “It’s okay, big guy. We’re going to be okay.” But were they? How could she live without Cam? He’d been in an unresponsive state since the trial, not comatose, like her mother said. Tes spoke to him often, as if he were still alive. How could he not be alive? Cam was the most vibrant person Tes had ever known.

“Let’s get it over with. What does one wear to an identification? Can’t possibly make any difference, right? I’ll have to see mother afterward, so I better wear something halfway decent. Especially since I’m going to ask her if I can move in for a few weeks until I find another job.” Tes was fired along with the entire third shift last night. The crumbling building she worked in was to be torn down for luxury condos. A sign of the times. 

She and the rest of her shift shuffled out quietly and without complaint. People thrown away without regard. Her mother believed she was punishing herself and Tes admitted there might be some truth to that. Her mother had a knack for slicing into the tender heart of truth, painful for others, though accurate.

Tes held out the heavy leather leash to Woo Woo. 

The cat betrayed his interest in the rapid flicking of the last two inches of his tail.

“We’ve got to go see Cam. The sooner we ride, the sooner we’re done. You never met him, but he was an amazing person,” her lip trembled. Those great golden eyes stared into hers.

Woo Woo licked his paws meticulously, ignoring her. Sighing, Tes hung the specially made harness back on the hook she’d affixed to the back of the door. If she left him in the apartment, he would sleep, since servals were nocturnal, but she hoped to go straight to her mother’s after, so she needed the big guy to buy into the plan. There had always been more of a partnership, her cajoling, him agreeing as if granting her a boon. 

In her bedroom, sobbing quietly, she evaluated her meager wardrobe. She chose the black twill slacks and white linen blouse from when she’d been married, and Rick insisted she buy nice clothes. They were a tad tight but workable. Since Cam had been away, she’d had a whirlwind of bad luck. It was tempting to blame him, and sometimes she did. Maybe it was time for a change, for things to go right for a while. 

She finished packing the few things she owned and left the boxes on the bed.

Woo Woo sat with his back against the door, blocking her way. He nuzzled her leg, depositing a thick layer of cat hair on her black pants. 

“I guess you’re going.” Tes affixed the harness to him, and they went through the ritual of Woo Woo allowing her to lift his great paws through the loops while he pretended indifference.

She opened the apartment door and waited while Woo Woo peered around it, ears rotating forwards and twitching as he listened.  Rick bought the Serval kitten and got the permits, but when the fluffy kitten didn’t inspire awe, he wanted to put it in a cage. Tes said, “No,” and started the downward slide to the end of their marriage. To be honest, their marriage was already on the downward spiral before he bought her the kitten. 

Although Woo Woo grew into a fearsome predator who could take down a small antelope in the wild; the tiny Mexican woman across the hall made his bowels loose.

Mrs. Gonzalez and the Serval met for the first time, the day Tes moved in. The rent was paid, and she hoped he would be okay with the change from the palatial penthouse she shared with Rick. Secretly, she hated the austere penthouse, and the cat seemed to agree. He took every opportunity to scratch the leather furniture. 

To Rick, the cat symbolized affluence, nothing more. Tes viewed Woo Woo as her alter ego. He was all the things she didn’t dare express anymore: forceful, powerful and independent. All the things she used to be.  

Already on edge, the cat spied Mrs. Gonzalez coming down the hall to go to market and hissed a warning at her. She rattled back at him in Mexican, brandishing her black umbrella like a lance as she advanced. With ten children on her resume, she wasn’t going to take any attitude from a cat, no matter if he was the size of a small cheetah.

The serval flinched first in the game of chicken. He jerked the leash out of Tes’ hand and scrambled down the hall to the outer door of the building.  When Mrs. Gonzalez had him cornered, he dragged himself up the plaster by his claws onto the window ledge above the door, hissing and teetering on the thin ledge above them.

It took Tes a half hour to coax him down after her neighbor left in triumph. She had to run across the street to the deli and get some chicken. That finally did the trick, although she thought Woo Woo moped for a week from the encounter.

After that, every adventure outside was undertaken with extreme scrutiny. First, he listened, then he watched the door across the hall for signs of movement. Finally, he would race down the hall to the outer door as if chased by demons.

The phone rang again and she ignored it. More than likely, it was a reporter trying to get an angle on her brother Cam and why he’d murdered five people. She’d had enough of their pestering her when he’d done the deed. 

Did she have any options other than moving home? It was humiliating to rely on her mother at her age.  

Woo Woo and Tes moved out of the apartment to start the run for the door when the outer door to the apartment building opened.  The leash jerked out of her hand. Tes looked down, but the cat vanished back into the apartment. Tes could feel his presence just inside the door. He wasn’t ready to give up on his walk yet, but he needed to know if his adversary, Mrs. Gonzalez was on the move.

A tall man scanned the hallway and then moved his body into the narrow space. Something about the controlled way he moved, reminded Tes of Woo Woo.

He was tall, at least six four and lean in the way of rock climbers, all ropey steel muscle. Dressed nicely, he must be in the wrong building. He reminded her of a young Clint Eastwood.

“Can I help you?” She asked. Woo Woo sniffed from behind her to see if any scent could help him identify the stranger. Servals primarily hunted by sight, but the cat had an excellent nose when he needed it. The man’s gray eyes assessed her. Tes was glad she had changed out of her dirty sweats. She didn’t want to be at a disadvantage in front of this man.

“I’m looking for Tesla Bremer.” His deep voice no doubt maneuvered the pants off countless women. It reminded her of the magnetic attraction her first husband, Rick possessed, and her reply came out flat and angry.

“I’m Tesla Cambridge. What do you want?” Cam urged her to change her name to escape scandal when the killings happened. It was the only thing he had said to her before the trial. She changed it to Mrs. Rick Bremer when she dove into her ill-fated marriage. Now that she was single again, she changed her name back to Cambridge. She’d done it while waiting for her divorce to be final. A small show of defiance to Rick and a restart for her life.

“I represent Mr. Begh. He’s very interested in talking to you about a job he has available. You do need a job, don’t you?” He quirked one side of his mouth up and Tes’s heart flipped in her chest. Somehow, the jerk knew she was unemployed. It reminded her even more of Rick and his manipulations to control her. Her eyes narrowed in anger as she wondered if he had any part in her firing.

The door across the hall opened.

“Hello, Mrs. Gonzalez.” Tes waved to her neighbor across the hall. Mrs. Gonzalez hit the bar at under five feet tall. She wore black shoes with ties and clunky heels. Her thin legs, lumpy with varicose veins, bulged through thick hosiery. Her dark skirt was full and came to just below her knees, and she wore a colorful scarf on her head and a frown on her lined face. 

Mrs. Gonzalez looked at the man, examining every part of him, and then shook her head. “El es el diablo,” she said to Tes and waved a wrinkled finger at him as if in warning. Then she crossed herself. “El tiene la segunda vista.” She shook her finger at Tes and trundled down the hall with her umbrella and wheeled shopping cart. Tes felt empty airspace where Woo Woo had been.

“What did she say?” Tes asked him.

“She said I’m the Devil.” The man rolled his gray eyes.

“What about the last part? Something about the second?”

“She thinks I have the second sight. It’s nonsense. Maybe we can talk inside?” He edged towards Tes’ door.

“I have a cat,” she cautioned him.

“I like cats,” he moved towards her partially open door.

“But do cats like you?” Tes murmured as she followed him into her sparse quarters.

The man looked around the studio apartment. With the bathroom door open, there didn’t seem to be anywhere to hide a cat. Her recent packing had stripped the tiny studio of any personality. The two boxes sat lonely on the bare mattress. Tes prayed that Woo Woo stayed wherever he was holed up. 

“This job would be very lucrative, say five figures. You’d be back in the field as a scientist. It would involve extensive climbing but in caves, not up peaks. Your specialty, I understand.” He looked her up and down with those silvery gray eyes, and Tes felt the disbelief there. She was 20 pounds over her climbing weight, okay 30. She must look like a chubby liability to him. His face had the beautiful caramel tone of someone who never burned, just tanned to a rich chocolate.  The man could have been a model for exclusive men’s colognes. He had the look-down-your-nose haughtiness that glared from the fashion pages. 

“I haven’t climbed in years. If there’s a lot of climbing, you and Mr. Big need to find someone else.” Tes swiveled her head, scanning for any telltale signs of Woo Woo. “As a scientist, I’m even more out of date. So tell me why you’re really here. I’m sure it isn’t white slavery.”

His thick, straight eyebrows drew together as he looked at her. Even his eyebrows were perfect. Did he pluck them? Women would kill for eyebrows like that. 

“White slavery?” He barked a derisive laugh. “Mr. Begh feels you are uniquely suited to this job. It involves Mel’s Hole.”

He pronounced it Bag, but the name didn’t matter as the bile rose in her throat. Her entire career and life, when you tallied everything up, had derailed when she found Mel’s Hole with her college professor. It was supposed to be her thesis project for her PhD, but her professor had a heart attack and then, well, there was her brother and the murders happened at the same time. Tes lost her focus after that and make one bad decision after another, including marriage to a master manipulator. 

“No thanks. Something about this smells.” Tes moved forward into the apartment, looking for the cat. 

“Listen, I’m supposed to charm you, but I’m really not up for the task right now. It’s not you, it’s me,” he sighed and took a step back as she moved into the center of the apartment. “Come have dinner with him. I promise no white slavery.” He walked over to the ancient fridge and opened the door. If it had been any more empty, there would have been an echo. He walked over to her, so close that she almost took a step back. “Please.”  Tes slammed the refrigerator door. 

“I’m moving,” she said. Cam’s face appeared in her mind, his quick smile and devilment in his eyes. Tes turned her head but a few hot tears escaped. “Please, just go.”

“I’m sorry. What did I say? What can I do to help?” He reached out his hand to touch her bare arm but then jerked back his hand.  

If she hadn’t been so upset about her brother, she might have laughed at his discomfort. A fine sweat appeared on his brow and he looked confused, as if he was somewhere else. 

“Nothing. It’s not about you, it’s me. Please leave.” Tes fought to keep the quaver out of her voice. This guy was big and dangerous and she didn’t want to go anywhere with him. 

What if she took this job? Could things get any worse?  Tes shook her head to clear the thought. She had things to do that couldn’t wait.

“Wrarrrr,” Woo Woo growled low in his enormous chest cavity. The sound echoed and magnified in the small studio apartment. It was a deafening warning. Tes looked behind her and saw him perched above the open apartment door on the ledge of the transom, nine feet up in the high ceiling apartment. Four paws the size of dinner plates lined up on the peeling ivory paint. Unblinking yellow green eyes focused on the man between Woo Woo and his master. 

“Holy Crap!” It was fun to see the big man’s eyes open wide and his mouth drop in surprise. When he pulled out the sleek black gun, all the enjoyment went out of it for Tes. She put her body in front of the man, blocking any shot at her cat. 

“Don’t even think about it. Leave now. Don’t come back, stranger.”

He hesitated. More, because he didn’t want to walk under the cat than he was resisting leaving. He finally slid past her, shaking his head and pulling out a cell phone before he hit the outer door of the building.

Tes watched him walk down the hall. Nice view but she wasn’t looking. Well, okay she looked a little bit. Nothing wrong with that.  

He turned back to speak to her in the hall but the door behind him opened. It banged into his back and Tes winced. Looked painful. He spun, his lips thinned into a line and Tes was grateful he hadn’t looked at her like that. And just when things couldn’t be grimmer, Rick, her own personal ex-jerk, pushed the door open, encountering the stranger who refused to yield his ground. 

Rick Bremer, perpetual displeasure on his handsome face, tried to force el Diablo to move out of his way but it wasn’t happening. Tes took the moment to wipe her tears. El Diablo frowned and didn’t move. Tes had seen two male elks fight on a nature show and it looked a lot like their preliminary warning moves. She was tempted to close the door and hide but so few people stood up to Rick, she watched in fascination.

“Excuse me, I’d like to speak to my wife,” Rick spat out, turning sideways so he could get through the doorway. He gave it a one-handed shove, closing it as his parting shot.

“Ex-wife,” Tes called out, unsure why it was important that el Diablo knew the truth. She would pay for it later, that was certain. Rick always made sure she knew of his displeasure. 

“Where’s that cat?” Rick frowned, hesitating outside her apartment.

“Inside the door.”

“We can talk out here,” Rick decided. “Your mother called me. You know you can’t survive on your own. You should move back in with me. We can find a zoo for the animal.”

“Yes I can, no way and NO.”  

His face red, Rick spun around and spotted el Diablo listening to their conversation. “Is there something you want?”

“Just a mention to Tes we’d be happy to extend that offer of employment to start immediately.” His voice, low and silky, made Tes straighten her posture. She might have enjoyed the whole thing if Cam wasn’t dead. Questions she’d desperately needed to answer were consigned to the grave.

“What offer?” Rick looked from the man at the door back to Tes. His full mouth thinned into a line of displeasure.

“I’m sorry, it’s confidential. Please call me, Tes. I’ll be eagerly awaiting your answer.” The man put a boatload of sex appeal into his last sentence, and it sent a shiver down her back.  She loved him for it, even if he was The Devil. 

“I promise, I’ll think about it.” It came out breathless and eager and Tes wondered what the heck came over her. Taunting Rick had bad consequences. She didn’t doubt it would still be true even now that they were divorced.  

She and Rick watched the mystery man smile a lazy, sexy smile and walk out of her life. 

“What was that all about?” Rick demanded when the outer door had closed.

“Like the man said, a job opportunity. Maybe even a move.”

“If you go anywhere, you have to notify me.”

“Why?”

“You’ve got our cat.”

Tes’ mouth fell open. “You hate the cat. The cat in question is mine. It’s the only thing I asked for in the divorce.” She was slick with sweat and resisted the urge to stress-itch her arm.

“Be reasonable, Tes, I can take care of you and that stupid cat if I have to. You didn’t even give us time to work out the bugs in our marriage. I still love you.”

His eyes were like dark pools and Tes resisted their pull. Sweat dripped off her nose and she giggled inappropriately. 

“I’ll think about it if you stop with the obscene phone calls. Right now, I have more important things to do.” 

“More important? You’re kidding. More important than us? Like what?” His manicured hands were on his slim hips.

“Cam died. I have to go identify the body.”  She fought the tears, but there was an unending supply.

Rick huffed. He shot his cuffs out like he was in court and centered his tie. “I’ll go with you.”

“No, I don’t want you to.” She didn’t want to seem too eager or he might insist. “Besides, I’m taking Woo Woo with me.”

“Wraaarr,” reverberated from within the apartment. Tes edged back towards the door.

“I’d better go” she said, “You know what he can do when he gets impatient.”

“When will you make a decision?” Rick pressed her.

“About what?” Tes stopped moving back.

“Get your head in the game, Tes, about us.” A large mass hit the back of the door, shaking the thick, old wood. Plaster dust filtered down on them. A squeak escaped Tes and Rick swore.

“I better go.” Tes moved back into her apartment with an apologetic smile and closed the door gently. Woo Woo sat cleaning his paws as if he hadn’t done anything. Tes ruffled the huge head and whispered, “My good boy.”
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Chapter Two
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Tes cried the whole way to the hospital. Woo Woo laid his great head on her lap. 

She sat in the parking lot clearing her lungs and wiping her eyes under the relentless sunny skies. Didn’t they feel her hurt? Tes wondered that everyone couldn’t feel the crushing weight of this life.  When she was ready, she put up the top and cracked the window for Woo Woo. If he really wanted out, the rag top wouldn’t stop him, but he understood she wanted him to stay. He moved into the back seat and laid down, sprawling to fill the space and executing a jaw-cracking yawn. 

At the reception desk, she leaned close to the plastic barrier, resisting the urge to drum her fingers on it when the man ignored her for a full minute. She studied his short, military style hair and the bald spot spiraling from the top of his head.  He looked up at her, frowning at the interruption of his crossword puzzle.

“I’m here to identify a body.”

He hit a buzzer without acknowledging Tes, which pushed aside her grief and let her anger rise. A door to her left opened and another man gestured for her to follow him. He was as pale as his cream uniform with whisper soft soles on his shoes.  Tes measured her breathing. The whole place made her feel the sound of air flowing in and out of her lungs was intrusive. The security on this place was a joke. He hadn’t even checked her identification.  Maybe they didn’t feel the need to guard the dead.

Her guide checked back to make sure she followed him. What was it with this place? Were they paid by the word? Her annoyance bubbled, threatening to overflow. Would a little kindness be amiss? She was suffering a loss here, people. 

After traversing down a flight of steps, they went through another door and the stench of chemicals hit her. Her nose stung and eyes began to water. Whatever they were trying to mask with the harsh antiseptic, couldn’t have been any worse than this stuff. Tes breathed through her mouth and began to taste it.

Another man in a white lab coat came out from behind a glassed-in room to greet her with a nod. He was barely five feet five and she towered over him at five feet ten inches. His spectacles slid down his shiny nose and he shoved them up, pausing to brush his thin, gray hair back. An aura of peppermint surrounded him fighting with a sour bourbon odor that made Tes’ sinuses burn.

"I'm Cam's, ah, Edison Cambridge's sister. I'm here to identify him." She shook hands with the small, gray haired man. The way he barely brushed her fingers gave her the impression that human contact repulsed him. Alive humans anyway.  His gray hair was greasy and plastered in a bad comb over from 1970. Apparently, none of his customers complained.

"I'm Dr. Hayes. I did the autopsy. He died of heart failure due to advanced coronary disease. Pretty common in older men."

"Really?" Heart disease? Cam was in perfect physical condition the last time she'd seen him before the coma or whatever it was he had. Did a coma damage one's heart? It didn't seem likely but if the doctor said so, she guessed it was true. And if he thought Cam was old, well they were twins so what did that say about her? She was just thirty, not old!

He scooped a white cotton stick off the metal counter that Tes suspected held something to revive her if she fainted. She guessed it was a common enough response under these horrible circumstances. She'd never fainted in her life, but she let him slip the stick into his pocket without comment. The sooner she got out of here, the better.

She stood back and held her breath as he hit the lock on the front of the drawer. He slid the body out and was careful to shield her from the body as he drew back the sheet to uncover the face. The doctor folded the sheet as if tucking Cam in and she loved the strange little man for it. He probably needed the alcohol to get him through doing this over and over. 

The doctor gestured for her to come forward just enough so she could see the face. The world spun on its side and a laugh bubbled up from her. She saved herself from hitting the cool concrete by flinging out her hands as her knees buckled.

She took gulps of air and tried to regain her balance before she kissed the floor.

"Here," he stuck the stick under her nose and the chemical stung her nose all the way to her sinuses. She batted his hand away and lurched alarmingly towards the floor again. He didn't try to put the stick under her nose again, but squatted near her and waited.

She used the moment to consider. 

The body wasn't Cam. Would it hurt if she said it was? Had Cam escaped this awful place and would he be terribly angry if she ruined his strategy? Or would she be releasing a homicidal maniac on the world? One who might be targeting her to finish what he had started. He might very well be coming after her.

She made her decision and stood up on wobbly legs.

"It's Edison Cambridge. Thank you doctor."

He handed her a clipboard and pointed to where she needed to print and sign her name. She nodded, and left the morgue. Was she committing a felony or just a misdemeanor?  She’d look it up later. The attendant waited for her outside the room and escorted her without a word back up to the reception area. 

The sun dazzled her and she focused on the enormous head that watched her from the passenger seat in the parking lot. The warmth of the sun seeped into her bones. Her step was light and she smiled.  Cam wasn’t dead.  Although she hadn’t seen him since the beginning of the trial, she thought of him daily. Should she tell her mother the truth or maintain Cam's illusion? She got in the car and turned to rake the cat’s neck. 

Relief washed over her as she realized she could still get all of her questions answered. She hadn’t realized how much her moving on, hinged on those answers.

"Let's not tell Mommy Dearest.  I’m sure Cam has a plan. When doesn’t he? And we don’t want to ruin it. ”
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


Cam had no plan as he sat in the car.  His entire escape had been more or less spontaneous. He would just have to work with it. 

When he went to trial, Cam had lowered his consciousness similar to deep meditation and become unresponsive. If the state was determined to deny him his freedom; he would retreat to the deepest corners of his mind. They put him in the state hospital instead while they figured out what to do with him.  But he knew his time would come. These hacks considered him comatose but he was really just in a zen state, biding his time. Was now that time?

The orderly had wheeled him down to the basement last night and left him under a thin, cool white sheet. Was he dead? He was pretty sure not. 

He sat up and the fluorescent lights flickered on, bathing everything in a green glow. Cam was in a morgue, with peeling industrial cream paint and the smell of disinfectant masking something worse. It was the putrid lower intestine of the State Hospital. The smells told him it was definitely the morgue.  

Cam found the body most similar to his build and in the refrigerated cabinets and replaced the body and toe tag under the sheet. The man was older, but would serve nicely. Next stop: clothing.  Clean uniforms were hung on a rack and all he had to do was select his size. He broke into employee lockers and found shoes that fit. Easy peasy. Was this going too well? Luck had always been on Cam’s side. 

A grin flitted across his face. Finally, a chance to find Tes and get some answers. He pushed open the employee exit, cringing for a moment, his shoulders tightened as he waited for an alarm but none came.

The sky was dark with a tinge of pink just beginning. He breathed in the free air. It smelled of spring: damp, blooming and pollen filled.

There was a car parked directly in front of the employee exit. Intense brown eyes glared at him as the light from a lamp post illuminated a thin, fox-like face. 

An early employee waiting to punch in? There was enough anger in her face for it. The car was sleek and low, too fancy for an hourly. Maybe she was a doctor. Cam set his best grin upon his face.

He stood outside her car door and waited.  She glared up at him. Cam knocked on the glass. Her shaggy hair was blond, cut to look messy, but expensive in a Meg Ryan kind of look. She had piercing brown eyes and a tight, angry mouth.

The woman leaned over and pulled a gun from under the passenger seat. It dwarfed her tiny hand, but she looked convincing when she racked the slide.

Cam laughed. “You got me!” He put up both hands and held his breath for a long moment, balancing unsteadily. Before his incarceration, he could have balanced
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