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Synopsis

Everything can change in a heartbeat.

Hunter Roswell thought she had left her past behind.
But her carefully structured world starts to fall apart when a
serial killer connected to her past emerges from the shadows and
begins stalking her. Already responsible for the deaths of five
women, the killer now has Hunter firmly in his sights. And he’s
picked a target date—the night of October’s full moon—also known as
the blood moon or hunter’s moon.

Sara Wilder, a psychologist and former FBI profiler,
is brought in to help Hunter unravel the connection between her
past and a ruthless killer. But as the search for the killer
intensifies, both women find themselves struggling with an
unexpected and undeniably mutual attraction. In a race against
time, can they survive a killer who is willing to use anything—even
love—to further his own agenda?
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Prologue

March 22, 6:35 a.m.

 


Her first sensation was pain—blinding pain lancing
through her body. A wave of dizziness followed. Coming fast and
hard, it hit with such force that all she could do was keep her
eyes pressed tightly closed and try to ride it out. She repressed
the urge to moan as reality faded away.

“You are mine.”

The words seemed to reverberate around her as
awareness returned. She started to open her eyes, but the act
triggered another flash of pain. She immediately shut them,
preferring the darkness and the illusion of protection it offered.
Confused and fighting an unnamed fear, she tried to concentrate on
the jumble of nearby sounds—the muted rumble of traffic, a car
horn, the wail of a siren. But she didn’t know where she was and
had no idea where she’d been.

With awareness came the realization that the air was
brutally cold. But in spite of the temperature, beads of sweat
formed on her brow. Involuntary shivers coursed through her body,
and her jaw clenched spasmodically. More than anything, she wanted
to go back to sleep, to escape the cold and pain, but some primal
instinct knew not to take that course of action.

Instead, she forced her eyes open and tried to bring
into focus a world that swirled around her like a mist. She tried
to remember what had happened to her, but she couldn’t push past
the pain that enveloped her mind and racked her body. With a low
moan, she slipped back into the comforting darkness.

“You are mine.”

She awoke with a start, unable to tell whether
someone nearby had spoken or the words were simply in her head.
Uncertain, she began to assess her situation. Her throat felt as if
she had swallowed shards of glass. It hurt to breathe, and she was
having difficulty seeing out of one eye. She recognized the
metallic taste of blood in her mouth and felt the first hint of
panic.

She lifted her head, conscious of her heart pounding
erratically in her chest. Her last clear memory was…Damn. What was
wrong with her? Why couldn’t she remember?

With concerted effort, she raised herself onto her
elbows and, after a brief struggle, managed to push her back up
against a cold wall, her legs stretched out in front of her. Taking
shallow, labored breaths, she waited for the dizziness to pass,
braced herself against the wall, and made it first to her knees,
then onto her feet. She shivered, swaying unsteadily, her legs
threatening to buckle and her vision swimming as she walked toward
the light. A lifetime later, she managed to get beyond the mouth of
the alley and stood by the water’s edge. Looking up, her gaze swept
over a full moon suspended above a familiar skyline.

Without conscious thought, her hand reached
automatically and found her phone hooked to her belt. She hastily
unclipped it, silently praying it still had a charge. An instant
later, she turned it on and hit a speed-dial number.

“Hey,” she said hoarsely when a sleepy voice finally
answered.

“Hunter?” The sleepiness vanished instantly. “Where
the hell are you? Do you realize everyone’s been looking for
you?”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered softly. She hated that
her voice sounded so strained.

There was a moment of dead silence, followed by the
sound of a deep breath being released. “Shit—no, I’m sorry. Are you
all right? Where are you?”

“New York. Brooklyn, I think.”

“New York? What the…you were scheduled to leave New
York yesterday. But when the limo arrived to pick you up, you were
nowhere to be found. Where the hell have you been? Talk to me.
What’s going on with you?”

Her heart hammered in her chest as the lights in the
sky danced in a crazy pattern and adrenaline pumped through her in
a fight-or-flight rush. She gulped a deep breath, then another.

“I don’t know,” she said, unsuccessfully fighting
the rising panic evident in her voice. “Matt, I don’t know what’s
going on. I don’t know where I’ve been. And I especially don’t know
why I just woke up in an alley near the East River or how I got
here.”

“Okay—okay. Take it easy. Are you hurt?”

She raised a hand and touched the side of her head
where it continued to throb. Drew it back and stared at the dark
blood staining her fingers and palm and tried to comprehend.

“Damn it, Hunter, answer me. Are you hurt?”

“I’m not sure…there’s some blood…I’m pretty sure
most of it’s mine.”

 


*

 


He watched her from the shadows of the rooftop.

He had seen the confusion on her face from the
moment her eyes opened. Watched her struggle as she tried to think,
tried to move beyond the pain. But the drugs he had given her were
still flowing fast and hard through her system. It would be some
time before she would be able to think clearly.

Of course, she wouldn’t know that—at least not
yet.

He continued to watch as she made her phone call. He
was disappointed that he couldn’t hear her conversation, but now
wasn’t the time to take any unnecessary chances, and he couldn’t
risk moving closer. So he waited. Once she completed her call, she
began making her way slowly toward the lights, stumbling as the
drugs played havoc with her body and mind.

Still he watched and waited. Just a little longer.
Just a matter of time.

It happened as she reached the intersection. She had
thrust her shaking hands into the pockets of her jeans, felt
something, and pulled out the note he had purposefully left there.
He watched her read it.

You are mine.

He smiled and walked away.


Chapter One

Six months later

 


All actions have consequences.

Sara Wilder knew that to be one of the basic tenets
of life, and it was certainly one she should have remembered when
her cell phone began to vibrate. For an instant, she stopped her
restless pacing in the departures lounge and considered not
answering it. Even the little voice of reason inside her head told
her to ignore the incoming call, reminding her that calls so late
in the day seldom brought good news.

But it seemed the fates had conspired, and a
sequence of events had been set in motion. She should have been on
a plane bound for Bali and her first real vacation in years. Two
weeks of glorious beaches and dense jungles that beckoned and
called out for exploration. But her flight had been inexplicably
delayed, leaving her stuck on the ground at San Francisco
International with her phone on.

In the end, she answered the phone even as she noted
the name on the call display. FBI Special Agent David
Granger—former mentor, friend, and, perhaps most importantly, her
partner until her resignation from the bureau eight months
earlier.

She had met David when she had been a raw recruit
out of Stanford, armed with a brand new doctorate in psychology and
an indefatigable belief that she could make a difference. He’d been
a field counselor assigned to her training group, and initially,
he’d been tough on her. Demanding. Pushing her to excel, both
during and after completion of her training at Quantico. But over
time, he’d proven equally generous with his support, and she’d been
able to carve a niche for herself within the Behavioral Analysis
Unit.

It wasn’t until much later, over shots of tequila in
a bar somewhere in Texas, that he admitted he’d seen something
special in her. And when all was said and done, they had made a
formidable team. Still—

“Whatever you want, the answer is no,” she said.

“It’s been a while,” David chided. “You could try
saying hello first.”

Sara sighed. “Hello, David. Whatever you want, the
answer is no.”

“Hear me out, Sara. I only want you to take a quick
look at a crime scene…and maybe give me your impression.”

“Not interested.” She swallowed hard. “I quit…eight
months ago. Remember?”

“I’m not likely to forget,” he replied softly. “But
I’m not calling to try to get you reinstated in your old job. And
you know I wouldn’t be calling if I didn’t really need your help.
Please, Sara.”

In the end, it was the simple plea that worked. It
was a tactic Sara always found impossible to ignore—a fact David
knew all too well. Smiling tiredly at the customer service agent,
she explained her situation and made arrangements to have her
luggage returned to her. Thirty minutes later, with doubt and
uncertainty shadowing her footsteps, she walked out of the
airport.

Just before midnight, the cab she had hailed pulled
up to the curb in an upscale residential neighborhood. The driver
turned and gave an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, but this is as far as
I can take you,” he said, although they were still almost a block
from her destination.

A glance through the passenger-side window revealed
several black-and-whites blocking the road, their flashing red and
blue lights marking the perimeter of the site. Beyond them were the
glowing spotlights from several news vans that lined the street,
backlighting the growing crowd of curious onlookers drawn by the
drama that was being played out.

“Looks like somebody sent out invitations,” she
said. She paid her fare and exited the vehicle. Showing her
driver’s license in lieu of FBI credentials she no longer had, she
gave her name to the uniformed officer in charge of perimeter
security. Intent on keeping both the media and spectators behind
the yellow tape, he barely glanced at her and nodded.

David had obviously cleared her, Sara realized. She
allowed herself a ghost of a smile and gave a moment’s
consideration to his probable reaction when he saw how she was
dressed. Khakis and a red polo shirt instead of the conservative,
tailored suits she had always favored on the job in the past. She
looked startlingly out of place, a stark contrast to the uniforms
and suits that now surrounded her, and she hoped David, a stickler
for protocol, remembered she had been at the airport on her way to
a tropical destination when he called.

Giving a mental shrug, she pushed past the yellow
tape and along the narrow walkway. She carefully avoided the crime
scene markers that indicated evidence—in this case, what looked to
be bloody footprints—and made her way to the front of the house. At
the door, she paused briefly, inhaled deeply several times, and
cleared her mind before entering the house.

“Dr. Sara Wilder.” She flashed her ID to the uniform
at the door and watched him write down her name and driver’s
license number before stepping aside.

“They’re upstairs,” he said.

From the doorway, she could see various crime scene
techs engaged in the meticulous process of collecting physical
evidence. Just inside, to the left of the door, she paused long
enough to grab a pair of latex gloves and some booties from boxes
on a table and slipped them on. Moving farther down the hallway, a
staircase opened up on her right. At the top of the stairs, she
spotted David speaking to a couple of SFPD homicide inspectors.

A fifteen-year veteran of the FBI, David Granger was
a solidly built man of forty. Just under six feet in height, he had
the muscular build of a weight lifter and a long-standing affection
for Italian suits. He saw her as she approached and smiled.

“Sara. Thanks for getting here so quickly.”

“Well, it turns out the airport wasn’t that far
away,” Sara responded dryly, even as her lips curved slightly
upward. There was no denying they had a lot of history between
them, and regardless of the circumstances, it felt good to see him
again. Even so, there was no need to give everything away.

As David offered an apologetic shrug, Sara became
aware of his scrutiny. Beyond her attire, he was undoubtedly noting
the physical changes that were evident since he had last seen her.
She knew she looked different. Her pale blond hair was longer,
falling just past her collar, and she had managed to regain most of
the weight she had lost while working on the last investigation
they had worked together—the Pelham case. But more noteworthy, she
knew she had finally shed the haunted look that had seemed
permanently etched on her face during those last few months.
Instead, her eyes were now clear, and she looked and felt relaxed
and healthy.

Just thinking about the Pelham case, even all these
months later, still made her shudder. But not because of the
particularly heinous nature of Pelham’s string of rapes and
murders.

Instead, it was the reminder of how much she
detested politics. She’d underestimated the politics attached to
the Pelham investigation. Specifically, the political pressure that
had been brought to bear when one of the victims turned out to be
the sixteen-year-old daughter of a well-connected judge.

Politics had never been Sara’s forte. But politics
and circumstantial evidence had resulted in a rush to judgment at
the local level and led to the arrest of an innocent man. And in
the time it took Sara to convince anyone they had the wrong man,
Hugh Marshall had been brutally attacked by a gang of inmates at
Rikers, while Richard Pelham had remained free to commit two more
murders before ultimately being caught.

The overwhelming sense of failure had left a bitter
aftertaste and ended her career.

Clearly aware the two SFPD inspectors were standing
back watching them with apparent interest, David’s mouth quirked
into a wry grin. He quickly introduced Carlos Sanchez and Rick
Wilson and then added, “C’mon, let’s get started. Why don’t you
take a look around first? See what your Spidey senses pick up.”

Sara nodded wordlessly. For the next few minutes,
David, Sanchez, and Wilson stood back and waited, observing while
Sara seemed to communicate with the victim’s home, wondering what
it would tell her.

She remained motionless in the middle of the room
for a minute, her arms wrapped around her midriff. She felt nothing
and could see no visible signs that the space had been disturbed in
any way. It did not seem likely that the killer had come up here.
But the victim had lived here, had spent the last few hours of her
life here, and she needed to get to know her.

Sara believed it was important to study the victim.
If she understood the victim, she felt she had a much better chance
of figuring out how she’d crossed paths with her killer. Did she
pick up strangers at bars? Had she inadvertently invited a killer
back to her house? At first glance, it didn’t feel that way.

The master bedroom was decorated simply. Wooden
blinds, colorful throw rugs scattered over hardwood floors. The bed
had been neatly turned down, but the sheets remained crisp and taut
and had not been slept in. The dresser was covered with an
assortment of creams and lotions, their scents competing with the
faint but unmistakable odor of blood and death that hung in the
still night air.

The entire room was pristine. Only a dark blue
sweatshirt looked vaguely out of place, and even that had been
carefully folded and placed on a chair near the bed. But there were
no scented candles, no condoms, no toys, nor any other sign the
bedroom had been set up for seduction. What else could it have
been? Maybe she simply had recognized him from someplace and let
him in.

David indicated vaguely with a nod of his head.
“There are two other bedrooms on this floor. One was set up as a
home office. The other looks like a guest room and doesn’t appear
to have been used in quite some time.”

She thrust her hands into her pockets and moved past
David out of the master bedroom. After briefly looking into the
other two bedrooms, she turned and headed back down the stairs.
David and the two inspectors followed.

“The victim’s name is Shelly Barrett. Neighbors
describe her as quiet.” Sara knew it was David’s habit to
catalogue—people, places, events—believing life was kept simpler if
everything could be neatly labeled. He pulled out a well-used
notebook and glanced at it. “Single. Twenty-six. She was a graphic
designer.”

The body had already been removed and was in the
hands of the medical examiner’s office. But as Sara listened to the
murmured conversations swirling around her, it became quickly
apparent the members of the joint FBI and SFPD task force assigned
to the case already knew what they were facing. Shelly Barrett was
the latest victim—the fifth victim—of a serial killer.

The tension evident among the investigators spoke
volumes. Collectively, they would be fervently hoping this victim
would give them something the first four had been unable to
provide. Sara had been there often enough in the past. She knew
they were praying for a break. Something, no matter how small or
seemingly insignificant, that would help them identify a killer
before he could strike again. Just as she knew David was counting
on his former partner to help him in that regard.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, they turned right
toward the rear of the house. By comparison with the nearly
obsessive neatness of the upstairs bedrooms, this part of the house
was in total disarray. Overturned furniture, a broken lamp,
spatters of dark blood marring the gleaming hardwood floors and
whitewashed walls.

Here was the terror, the evil. It felt imprinted in
the air.

“She put up one hell of a struggle.”

Sara wasn’t sure who made the comment but she
silently disagreed. Walking through the lower level of the house,
she could feel Shelly Barrett’s terror as she tried to elude her
assailant. Terror evident in the chaos and destruction she could
see. But the chaos wasn’t about struggle. Shelly Barrett had simply
tried to throw obstacles in her wake—a chair, a lamp, a small side
table. A valiant but ultimately fruitless attempt to slow down her
killer’s relentless pursuit.

“The ME’s initial estimate put the time of death
sometime between eight and midnight last night,” David said.
“Barrett frequently worked from home, but a co-worker got concerned
when she failed to show for a meeting this afternoon and wasn’t
answering her phone. When she came by the house to check, she saw
the blood on the front steps and called it in.”

David paused and consulted his notes. “There appear
to be defensive wounds to her forearms, but he didn’t use the knife
to kill her. Just to frighten her. Subdue her. That’s the one clear
difference between this and the other four crime scenes we’re
attributing to the same UNSUB.”

Sara frowned. Without knowing the details of the
four previous murders, she was left to speculate what the unknown
subject of the investigation had done differently this time. “What
do you mean? What’s different?”

“This one’s more…I don’t know…frenzied. As if either
it didn’t quite go according to plan or he started losing it. In
all other aspects, though, they’re all the same. No sign of forced
entry. The victim was killed by a single gunshot to the right
temple. A contact wound. If it’s the same as the others, it’ll be a
thirty-eight. There was blood splatter evident on the victim’s
right hand. First officer on the scene called it in as a
suicide.”

Sanchez snorted. “Dumb rookie.”

Sara raised a questioning brow as she waited for the
punch line. When it came, it was Wilson who gave it.

“No gun,” he explained. “The UNSUB somehow gets the
victim to shoot herself. Same as all the others. But he’s not doing
it to make it look like a suicide. Otherwise, he wouldn’t take the
gun with him when he leaves.”

“Victim was fully dressed when she was found.”
Sanchez picked up the narrative from his partner. “No sign of
sexual assault. No sign of a robbery either. Just this.”

They turned another corner, and Sara got her first
full view into the mind of a madman.

The blood spatter on the wall and floor indicated
where the killer had finished what he started. Sara stared at the
dark stained floor and the outline where the body had been found.
She tuned out all distractions, concentrated on committing the
scene to memory. Looked for anything that would offer insight into
the unknown subject. She then let her eyes drift slowly upward.

He had spent a lot of time here. Had left numerous
messages scrawled across the walls, written in red. Simulating
blood, no doubt.

At first glance, Sara could see most of the writing
consisted of rambling fantasies. But there, in the middle of the
wall, an island surrounded by the sea of disjointed thoughts, stood
one clear message, printed larger than the rest.

 


Hunter,

You are mine.

It’s time for daddy’s girl to come home.


Chapter Two

Three hours later, Sara slipped on the rimless
reading glasses that had been nesting in her hair, as eyestrain
competed with the pounding in her head. She knew David was watching
her study the five photographs he had just removed from the case
file and spread across his desk.

“These are all the victims. One per month for the
last five months, starting with Sandra Holman.” David’s index
finger restlessly tapped the photograph corresponding with the
first victim. “Five foot nine, twenty-seven years old. An
architect. She was found in her apartment near Golden Gate Park
back in April. Killed by a single shot to the temple from a
thirty-eight.”

As Sara watched and listened, she acknowledged if
only to herself that David was deliberately and indelibly planting
the victims’ images in her mind. He was making them real. Their
names, their faces, their lives. Knowing that would make it all but
impossible for her to walk away from them, and therefore from him.
But even recognizing she was being manipulated, she couldn’t blame
him. After all, given a reversal in their roles, it was what she
would have done.

David glanced at her as if he could hear the
thoughts going on in her head. He continued his narrative as he
moved on to the second victim.

“The same signature was repeated.” He tapped the
next photograph on his desk. “Deanna Gordon was a lawyer. Five foot
eight, and at twenty-nine, the oldest of the five victims. She was
found in her home in North Beach a month after the first
killing.”

The litany of murder continued. June’s victim had
been a five-foot-ten, twenty-eight year-old associate professor
named Nina Tyler. July followed with another twenty-eight year old.
A five-foot-nine programmer named Rita Stavros. And then, of
course, there was Shelly Barrett, the victim corresponding to the
crime scene they had attended earlier that evening.

Sara felt drained as she studied the photographs.
Five victims dead as a result of self-inflicted wounds. Five young
women whose lives had been ruthlessly cut short. Five women who
would never have the opportunity to live out their dreams. The
burning question was why.

“The similarities between the victims are obvious,”
she said finally. “All were in their mid-to-late twenties,
attractive, taller than average. They all had dark hair, blue eyes.
And all would appear to have been successful professionals.”

“Mm-hmm. In addition, they all lived alone. But
we’re not talking victims of opportunity. Too many similarities to
be just a coincidence—”

“And you don’t believe in coincidences,” Sara
finished for him.

“Right.” David smiled tiredly. “No question. They
were spe-cific targets. Still, as far as we’ve been able to
determine, there’s no connection between the victims. They didn’t
live in the same neighborhood. Didn’t shop in the same stores.
Didn’t frequent the same clubs. And there were no personal or
professional connections. Which means we don’t know where or when
they crossed paths with their killer.”

“Then what’s the common denominator?”

David responded by reaching into the case file. He
extracted another photograph and handed it to Sara.

For a long moment, she stared at a close-up of a
drop dead gorgeous brunette whose face was instantly seared into
memory. Her dark hair hung loosely past her shoulders and framed an
exquisite face with high cheekbones and intense blue eyes. Her lips
were full and had formed a sensuous smile as she stared directly
into the camera. It was, when all was said and done, an
unforgettable face. Heart-stoppingly beautiful and perfect but for
a small scar that cut the corner of her right eyebrow.

Sara looked back at David. “She’s stunning. And
there is an obvious superficial similarity to your victims. Who is
she?”

“She’s the original,” David said. “Her name is
Hunter Roswell.”

Sara’s eyes narrowed briefly. “As in ‘Hunter, you
are mine’?”

“Yeah. We’ve managed to keep this out of the media
so far, but there were actually messages left at each of the crime
scenes. Our problem was until now, we weren’t clear who the UNSUB
was trying to communicate with, but this last one—the message you
saw tonight—tied it all together. We were finally able to identify
who the messages were meant for.” David tapped the photograph Sara
was holding. “Roswell.”

“How did you make the connection?”

“The reference to ‘daddy’s girl.’ It’s an
old…nickname of Roswell’s,” David explained. “But while it makes it
easier to know who he’s targeting, in some ways this thing’s gotten
more complicated and has political nightmare written all over
it.”

“Why? Who is Hunter Roswell?”

“That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?”
David said and absently rubbed his chin. “The short answer is she’s
the head of a high-tech security firm called the Roswell Group.
Cutting edge when it comes to biometrics. Retinal scans. Face and
voice recognition. Hand and palm geometry. Behavior pattern
recognition. The full monty.”

As David explained, the Roswell Group was as good as
it got, handling both corporate and government contracts, but not
limiting themselves exclusively to the US government. His
understanding was Roswell was working with a number of governments
in various European countries and in the Middle East as well. They
also worked closely with law enforcement, both at home and
abroad.

“The general consensus is Hunter Roswell can take a
computer system and a piece of software and make it howl at the
moon. Her company designs unbelievable security systems,” he said,
“and they also develop a lot of the offender and geographic
profiling software being used by law enforcement agencies.”

Something in David’s voice caught Sara’s attention.
“I take it she’s connected.”

“No question. She’s got powerful relatives that
extend beyond the Roswell Group,” David replied carefully. “We’re
talking old money and big business, primarily shipping and hotels,
and Junior provides the security for all of it.”

“Nepotism at its finest,” Sara said.

“You’d think so,” David grinned. “But the truth is
she’s that good. And at the end of the day, we’re still talking
high profile. What it means is we have to tread lightly and very
carefully. We can’t afford to make any mistakes. Otherwise, the
family will put a phalanx of lawyers around Roswell that no one
will get through, and we’re going to need her cooperation if we
want to identify our boy.”

Sara’s expression grew thoughtful. “You mentioned
messages left at the other crime scenes. Were they similar to the
one tonight?”

“Yeah. Although the earlier messages weren’t
specifically addressed to Hunter, like tonight’s, they shared one
common theme—‘You are mine.’” David fell silent, his eyes drawn to
Roswell’s picture. When he spoke again, both tiredness and
frustration were evident in his voice. “But there was no mention of
‘daddy’s girl’ or any message about coming home before
tonight.”

“And home for Roswell is San Francisco?”

“Um, yeah…or at least it was,” David said. “The
Roswell Group has offices in San Francisco, New York, and London.
Until a few months ago, Roswell traveled between the three offices,
but she worked out of their San Francisco office.”

“And that changed?”

“About six months ago. Since then, she’s been
working exclusively out of their London office. No idea why, and no
one’s provided any explanations. But we know there’s a connection
somewhere between our UNSUB and Roswell, and I don’t believe it’s a
coincidence the killing spree began just after she went to London.”
David paused and cleared his throat. “Our biggest challenge is we
don’t have the luxury of time.”

“Because the killer is decompensating?” Sara asked.
“Or because he seems to be following a lunar cycle?”

“Caught that, did you?” David gave her a weary
grin.

“Come on, David,” Sara chided. “We both know the
full moon has always been linked to incidents that occur during its
phase. But in this case, it would appear to be warranted. Near as I
can tell, each of the murders you’re looking at has taken place
around a full moon.”

“Yeah,” David acknowledged. “Just one of the little
details we’re trying to keep out of the media. It certainly helped
that in a couple of the cases, the victims weren’t immediately
discovered, and the actual times of death haven’t been made public.
Otherwise, the headlines in the papers would be screaming about a
full-moon killer and scaring tall, dark-haired women half to
death.”

Sara leaned forward, placing her elbows on the desk.
“And the public would probably fail to make the distinction between
correlation and causation. Just because there is a relationship
between the full moon and certain behavior, it doesn’t mean the
moon caused the behavior.”

“Agreed, but while the full moon isn’t causing the
UNSUB’s behavior, he is definitely using it to establish his
timetable,” David said. “And with the last crime scene indicating a
loss of control, it may be he’s no longer satisfied with killing
surrogates. He may be getting ready to move on to Roswell herself,
which means the pressure to solve this—to find him before he goes
anywhere near Roswell—will increase exponentially.”

Politics.

Sara raised her eyebrows and stared at David for a
long, silent moment. Finally, she probed. “And what is it you want
from me?”

“What I would really like is for you to come with me
to London. I got clearance to use you as a consultant on the task
force, and I’d like you with me when I meet with Roswell. I’d like
your help in further developing the profile.” He paused and rubbed
the bridge of his nose. “I know I told you I wasn’t looking to get
you directly involved in the investigation. But the truth is I
could really use your help on this one.”

Sara didn’t miss the uncertainty in David’s voice.
“Why?”

There was a moment of hesitation before he answered.
“I don’t know how Roswell’s going to respond to any of this or how
much push back we can expect. But I think having you there will
help.”

“Why?” she asked again.

David sighed and sank back in his seat. “Because I
know her.”

“You know Roswell personally?” Warning bells sounded
in her head, and Sara began to wonder just how concerned she should
be by David’s revelation. “How well?”

“I certainly wouldn’t say we’re friends, and
obviously we don’t run in the same social circles, but we’ve
crossed paths a few times over the years.”

David’s answer was so vague Sara could all but
visualize him tap dancing in her head. She steepled her fingers and
stared at them contemplatively. It was one thing to feel she was
missing something vital. It was something entirely different to
believe she was being deliberately misled.

“Talk to me,” she said quietly. “Because I have to
tell you, it really looks like you’re holding something critical
back for some reason, and I don’t like it.”

“Sara—”

“No, I’m sorry, but if you truly want my help, then
I would suggest you come clean and make sure I understand
everything that’s going on.” She paused for an instant and
deliberately kept her voice devoid of sympathy. “As in right now,
David, or I’m out of here and on the first flight I can get to
Bali.”

There was a long, tense pause while they stared at
each other, and Sara almost believed David would refuse, would let
her walk away. But then his shoulders slumped, and he closed his
eyes.

“You’re right, of course.” His voice sounded
infinitely weary. “I first met Hunter Roswell just about ten years
ago. At the time, I had been assigned to a team charged with
protecting the US Attorney General’s daughter after several
specific and credible threats were made against her. ‘Daddy’s girl’
was the code name the security detail had for Hunter.”

Sara grew still. But then a sigh escaped as the
pieces began to fall into place. “Oh God, I never made the
connection with the name,” she said. “Hunter Roswell. Her father
was Michael Roswell?”

David nodded and looked down at the expanse of desk
that lay between them. “It was a clusterfuck of epic proportion.
I…the security detail…we failed to protect Hunter. The militia
group that had made the threats succeeded in kidnapping her, and
Michael Roswell was killed during a botched attempt to rescue his
only child.”

Sara watched David carefully as she quickly tried to
process the information. “Is that what this is about?” she asked
softly. “Do you believe there’s a connection? Do you think there’s
a chance what happened to Hunter Roswell ten years ago is somehow
connected with the serial killer you’re currently trying to
identify?”

David finally looked up. “I don’t know. It’s a
distinct possibility, and I think we need to find out.”

But that was his fear, Sara realized.

 


*

 


David crossed to a pot of stale coffee resting on a
hot plate. After pouring himself another cup, he raised the pot in
Sara’s direction. “Want some?”

Sara stared at the muddy looking contents in the pot
and shuddered. “I think I’ve had enough,” she responded, glancing
at the untouched cup of coffee in her hand. Her head continued to
pound in a steady rhythm while she tried to gather her
thoughts.

“Help me make sure I understand this,” she said.
“You believe Hunter Roswell is the key to whoever is killing these
women. In fact, you believe she’s his real target. But you’re
challenged by the fact that she’s extremely well connected, which
makes the situation politically dangerous and potentially career
limiting. It also doesn’t help that she’s currently out of the
country.”

David nodded somberly.

Sara slid off her glasses and began absently gnawing
on the tip of one earpiece. “Then there’s the UNSUB. Based on his
messages, he’s probably an erotomanic stalker. Erotomanics
typically react badly to any perceived rejection by their victims
and will turn to violence when the relationship with the object of
their affection looks hopeless. It’s likely he interpreted Roswell
leaving the country six months ago as rejection, which triggered
his killing spree.”

“Mm-hmm.” David drew the sound out.

“Obviously, part of what’s missing here is what
motivated Roswell to shift her base of operations to London. Have
you considered the possibility her move was precipitated by some
kind of contact with her stalker?”

David nodded again. “It’s certainly a
possibility.”

Sara sighed. “Fine. Since she’s the key to all of
this, what can you tell me about Hunter Roswell? How involved is
she in the day-to-day operations of her business? What does she do
for fun and relaxation? Where might she have come into contact with
her stalker? In other words, what’s she like?”

David responded without any apparent conscious
thought. “She’s painfully beautiful and intimidatingly
intelligent.” An instant later, David looked up and met Sara’s eyes
with some difficulty. “Shit. Can you please pretend you didn’t hear
that?”

“Not a chance.” Sara laughed and then relented. “But
for old times, I’m willing to save that conversation for later.
Maybe over drinks. In the meantime, you’re going to tell me all
about Hunter Roswell. She seems kind of young to head up a company.
Is she a trust-fund baby?”

Her shift in direction allowed David to move past
his discomfort. “Yes,” he said, then stopped and corrected himself.
“I mean, no.”

Sara tilted her head. “Well? Which is it?”

“Both, I guess. She got control of her first trust
fund at twenty-five, and another is set to kick in on her thirtieth
birthday. In the meantime, she’s made a fortune of her own. She’s
got a couple of partners in the Roswell Group, but make no mistake:
she’s the brains behind the operation. She’s got more intelligence
than should be considered safe for one human being.”

“Just how smart are we talking about?”

David opened the case file once again and quickly
scanned a document. “Let’s see…an IQ estimated at somewhere around
one eighty. Private school education, graduated high school at
thirteen. A couple of PhDs from Oxford, and then she started the
Roswell Group. All before her twenty-first birthday.”

“Sweet Jesus,” Sara breathed. “That’s not even
remotely human.”

“I did warn you, but I know what you mean. You’ll
find Hunter is like no one you’ve ever dealt with. She mixes easily
with Fortune 500 types, has a high-octane temper and a reputation
for not taking no for an answer. Put it this way—in this business,
you learn to take stories with a grain of salt. But in Hunter’s
case, I always wonder how much has been left out.”

Sara raised an eyebrow at the picture being painted.
“And there’s no question? No doubt in your mind Hunter Roswell is
the intended target?” She waited patiently—for about ten seconds.
“David?”

“No,” David replied. “No question. No doubt.”

Suddenly Sara’s eyes narrowed, and the smile left
her face. “That’s really what this is all about…why you want me to
go to London with you, isn’t it?” As she spoke, her frown deepened.
“This isn’t about cooperation or helping you to identify a killer.
You want to give the UNSUB what he’s asking for. You want to talk
Hunter Roswell into coming back to San Francisco. She’s your bait.
Tell me I’m wrong, David.”

There was a long pause before David responded.
“You’re not wrong. Yes, I want her to come back, but it’s not what
you’re thinking.”

“You’re willing to put her at risk?”

“No.” David shook his head adamantly. “In fact, it’s
the opposite. I need to prove we can cover her.”

“Why—” Sara froze for a moment, holding up a hand as
understanding dawned. “You do know you can’t undo the past, don’t
you?”

“I know that—damn, at least I think I know that.
That’s not important right now. What’s important is we’ll have her
covered by both FBI and local law enforcement, and she’s got an
operations team working with her that’s capable of providing her
with personal protection around the clock. They’re all former law
enforcement or former military and are considered second to none.
She won’t be at risk.”

“And have you considered your objectivity might be
in question here? What if you’re wrong, David?” Sara asked
softly.

“That’s the point, isn’t it? I’m not wrong, and with
you and me working together, we’ll make sure of it. It’ll be like
old times. Better. If I learned anything from the Pelham case, it’s
that I should have listened to you sooner. Please. I know this case
is riddled with politics, and I know how much you hate that. But I
really need you on this.”

Sara knew all the reasons she should simply walk
away. Walk away now, and maybe she could still salvage part of her
vacation. Instead, she heard her own voice saying, “I’ll go to
London with you. But I’m making no promises beyond that.”


Chapter Three

Hunter Roswell stepped outside to the sound of
thunder rolling in the distance. She paused long enough to pull up
the collar of her long black coat and tipped her head back,
watching as lightning cut jagged streaks against the dark storm
clouds that hovered overhead. An instant later, another flash split
the sky, tearing it open and allowing a soft rain to begin
falling.

Despite the storm that had been threatening all
morning, the streets were alive. Filled with people and a frenetic
energy Hunter always thought of as distinctly London—a city that
never failed to exhilarate, stimulate, and invigorate her in equal
measures. She stood still, closed her eyes, and simply let the life
force of the city surround her and fill her senses.

It was noisy and vibrant, the air filled with
fragmentary sounds. Tourists crowding the sidewalk ducked under
overhangs to wait out the rain, their voices blending with the
never-ending rumble of the cars and buses going past. Somewhere
nearby a police siren began to wail, its mournful sound gradually
diminishing as it moved toward its destination. And clearly audible
above the din was the sound of the rain.

Hunter loved the rain.

 


Their lips brushed gently, light feather touches.
She could taste the rain on the soft lips touching her own, feel it
on her skin. “Have you ever made love in the rain?” she asked.

The memory washed over her, and for a fleeting
moment, Hunter became lost in the visceral recall. Hot, hungry
mouths, sweat-soaked bodies, and tangled limbs moving in
synchronous rhythm while thunder rumbled overhead and rain lashed
against the windows.

There was just something about rainstorms that
always seemed to awaken her id. Just the sound or scent of rain
alone inevitably fueled her libido and left her in a perpetual
state of wanting. But now was not the time, she acknowledged with a
sigh.

Opening her eyes, she took a deep breath and moved
toward the limousine waiting patiently at the curb. The sounds of
the city receded as she got in and the uniformed driver closed the
door. Moments after she was seated, the car began to maneuver
slowly through the congested, rain-soaked streets, edging its way
into the outside lane of traffic.

 


*

 


Five minutes passed silently. Then, as if suddenly
aware she wasn’t alone, Hunter looked up. Seated across from her
was Sir Nigel Wainwright, the man who represented the closest thing
to a father figure in her life. A good friend of both her parents,
he had played an integral role in her life, starting from the time
she had enrolled at Oxford at the age of thirteen.

Her intellect hadn’t seemed to frighten Nigel, the
way it did most adults in her life at that time. Instead, it was as
if he had felt challenged by her insatiable appetite for knowledge
and had discovered in himself the joy of teaching her. They
discovered a shared passion for history, literature, art, and
music, although he failed to understand her love of progressive and
psychedelic rock.

And while he didn’t share her fascination with
computers and technology, she knew he had come to rely on her
insights and suggestions when it came to securing his many business
interests. Just as she knew he appreciated her at times uncanny
understanding of the vagaries of the market, which continued to
make him a wealthy man.

Drawn back into the present, she felt the intensity
of Nigel’s gaze as he watched her and forced herself to remain
cool, calm, completely composed. Meeting his eyes, she raised an
elegant eyebrow.

“See something you like, old man?”

“Maybe.” He gave the expected reply, bringing a
faint smile to Hunter’s lips.

“Let me know when you decide,” she said. But then
her smile faded as she saw the expression on his face. She
moistened her lips, took in a deep breath of rain-filled air, and
braced herself, turning blindly to the window for a moment. “What
is it you want to know, Nigel?”

“On a serious note, my dear,” he said, “I’d like to
know why these American police officers have come to see you.”

Hunter shrugged and leaned forward, elbows resting
on her knees, as she grew pensive. All she knew was Quito, her
personal assistant, had sent her a heads up in a text message
earlier. He had warned her two FBI agents had shown up without
prior notice and were insisting on meeting with her. Coincident
with the arrival of the two agents, Matt Logan, one of her business
partners, had flown in unannounced, and wanted to see her.

Neither fact pleased her.

Straightening, Hunter frowned slightly and made a
noncom-mittal sound. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

Seated to Hunter’s right, Peter McNeil stiffened
perceptibly, the first indication that he had been listening to the
conversation. He remained silent. But as head of security for the
Roswell Group in general and Hunter Roswell specifically, Hunter
knew his preference would be to get any questions answered up
front, which in this case meant before letting the two FBI agents
anywhere near her.

But that wasn’t about to happen. Experience should
have taught him by now that Hunter maintained tight control over
any decisions that directly affected her. And on this particular
occasion, she was not only not asking for advice, she was not
interested in what he would consider to be due diligence.

Hunter felt Peter’s reaction and instinctively
reached out with one hand to reassure him. “It’s all right, Peter,”
she said. “I wouldn’t have agreed to meet with them if I thought it
would cause a problem. Besides, I know one of agents, David
Granger, and at least for now, I’m willing to trust him.”

“How can you say that? How can you even think it?”
Peter retorted. “He’s the bloody FBI, for God’s sake. You, of all
people, should know what they’re like.”

Peter’s off-hand comment penetrated her guard and
had the blood draining out of her face. She could feel it and knew
her sudden pallor would leave no room for doubt about where her
thoughts had taken her.

But Peter was still frustrated, angry. That she
would deal with, Hunter decided. She shuddered slightly then
straightened her shoulders and brought her eyes back into sharp
focus. But before there could be any kind of escalation of their
disagreement, Nigel intervened.

“Hunter,” he said, “are you certain you’re not in
some kind of trouble?”

“Me?” Hunter responded, grateful for his
intervention, gracing Nigel with a smile that didn’t quite reach
her eyes. “To my knowledge, I’ve done nothing that would warrant
any level of interest from the FBI.”

Nigel leaned back and sighed. “Then what is it? And
don’t tell me nothing is wrong, because I can see it in your eyes.
You’ve not been sleeping.”

Hunter looked up with a start. She had expected the
question to come from Matt, once he got a good look at her. But not
Nigel, who had played the role of surrogate father for so long she
sometimes forgot how perceptive he could be and how well he knew
her. She felt a pang of guilt. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re just
seeing that I stayed out much too late last night and didn’t get
any sleep.”

“And I suppose the papers will be full of
speculation about you and that politician once again. Or was it the
musician this time?”

“Tennis player…” Hunter said and flashed a weak
grin.

Nigel’s eyes narrowed. Hunter winced at that. Of all
people, Nigel would know there was something else at play and had
been for quite some time. She could feel his penetrating gaze as he
studied her face, and worried about how far he would push her.

As he continued to watch her, she began counting the
seconds as they ticked by. Just eight more minutes and they would
arrive at the Roswell building. She could meet with Matt, deal with
the FBI, and not have to contend with this conversation with Nigel.
Just a few more minutes and—

“Will you at least tell me if the arrival of these
agents has anything to do with whatever brought you to London and
has kept you here all this time?”

Hunter’s grin disappeared.

It had been six months since she had shown up at her
London office, no doubt looking as if she could feel the hot breath
of the hounds of hell on the back of her neck. She had dodged all
of Nigel’s gentle attempts at inquiry. Instead, she had simply
stated her intent to expand the Roswell Group’s European
operations.

A force to be reckoned with when she set her mind on
something, she had spent the past six months accomplishing just
that. Driven like never before, she had worked nonstop, pushed
relentlessly, traveled constantly. But success notwithstanding, she
was aware Nigel—and possibly others—had been left with the
impression that she was running from
rather than to something.

Rightfully so.

Thunder rumbled as Hunter considered Nigel’s
question. She wondered how best to answer. How much to prevaricate.
Images flashed in her mind of their own volition. The resulting
emotions briefly flickered across her unguarded face before she was
able to slip a practiced mask back into place. Taking a deep
breath, she made an effort to bring her heart rate back to normal.
But the turmoil in her soul remained.

“Hunter?”

Aware Nigel was waiting for an answer to his
question, Hunter swallowed and took another calming breath before
smiling slightly. “Sorry, mind’s wandering.”

As he waited for her response, Hunter wondered if
she could simply deny the existence of any problem. Deny anything
other than a business reason for her extended stay in the UK. But
after an interminable silence, she looked up and gave the only
truthful answer she had.

“I’m sorry, Nigel. It’s not that I don’t want to
answer you. It’s that I honestly don’t know if anything’s
connected.”

“But the arrival of these agents does signal your
imminent return to California, doesn’t it.” He made it a statement,
not a question, because Hunter knew he could see his answer in her
eyes.

“Probably…yes. It’s been good to be here. Really
good. I’ve missed London. I’ve missed you. But it’s probably time
to go home.”

She’d been away for longer stretches of time in the
past, but this absence was weighing more heavily on her.
Perhaps because this time you’ve stayed away out
of cowardice, her pragmatic conscience pricked her.

Was that really the reason? Had what happened in New
York left her so unnerved she had opted to hide in England and bury
herself in work? Of course, that led to the real question.
Why?

And she knew the answer to that question.

The incident in New York had left her battered
physically. But the toll had been greater emotionally, representing
the second time in her life a stranger had wrested control from
her. And while there was still much she couldn’t remember about
what had happened in New York, it had triggered such an onslaught
of memories and nightmares it had left her reeling.

But she ought to go home, she knew that now. She
needed to make her peace with the past. She needed to make her
peace with herself. And hiding out in London wasn’t going to get
her what she needed.

And perhaps, the pragmatist
said, that was what going home really
meant. Perhaps it was simply a metaphor.

“Tell me what I can do to help,” Nigel said.

Hunter blinked, tried to bring things into focus.
She had expected pushback, not quiet acceptance and support. She
closed her eyes briefly, letting the emotions wash over her. Then,
leaning forward, she placed a gentle kiss on Nigel’s cheek,
surprising them both.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “You have been my
mentor and my greatest ally for as far back as I can remember.
Right now, I’m not sure what the problem might be. But I promise if
I find myself in trouble and need any help, I will come to
you.”

“Whatever you need. Whenever you need it, Hunter,”
Nigel stated unequivocally.


Chapter Four

The uniformed security guard at the Roswell Group’s
London office stared impassively at the two FBI agents as they
displayed their IDs and made their request. A quick phone call
later, he informed Sara and David that Hunter Roswell was not in
the building. Nor had she advised anyone that she was expecting
visitors…which she certainly would have done had
she known they were coming. This was said with such obvious
disdain Sara had to bite her cheek to keep from laughing.

After several more phone calls, security personnel
escorted them to a small waiting room on the ground floor “until
Ms. Roswell could be notified.” As the door closed, David cursed
under his breath and slumped into one of the rich leather chairs.
Sara took off her jacket and did her best to relax while trying to
ignore him.

She was quite thankful when it turned out they had
to wait less than an hour before the door opened again. Her first
impression was of a tall, slightly built Hispanic male in his early
twenties, with dark, nearly black eyes set in a beautiful face. He
was dressed in an impeccable gray suit, and a black shirt and tie.
All of which contrasted rather nicely, in Sara’s opinion, with his
peroxide-tipped, spiky hairstyle and the tiny diamond stud in one
ear.

“Special Agent Granger? Special Agent Wilder? I’m
Quito Ramirez, Ms. Roswell’s personal assistant,” he said as he
extended his hand. “She apologizes, but she’s been held up in
traffic and has asked me to ensure you’re comfortable until she
arrives. If you’ll follow me, I’ll get you through security.”

Quito guided them to a discreet office on the ground
floor, where security staff obtained palm prints, fingerprints, and
photographs while running retinal scans and voice- and
facial-recognition programs. They were asked to relinquish their
government-issued Glocks, which Sara did gladly, David with some
reluctance. In response, a dark-haired man with a French accent
flexed his muscles and politely assured David he would not need his
weapon while on Roswell property. He then added, almost as an
afterthought, that the weapon would be promptly returned upon his
departure.

Sara was impressed. The entire procedure from start
to finish was handled with absolute courtesy and efficiency. In
what seemed like no time at all, they were provided with temporary
access cards, which Quito informed them had to be worn visibly at
all times during their visit.

“I’m curious,” David commented casually as he
clipped the card to his lapel. “I’ve visited both your New York and
San Francisco offices in the past and didn’t have to go through
this level of clearance. Is there a reason for the heightened
security?”

“I’m not sure when you visited previously,” Quito
replied politely, “but this is SOP for access to the
executive-level floors, and Ms. Roswell requested you be brought to
her office.”

Sara noted that he hadn’t really answered the
question. At the same time, he left no room for doubt that what Ms.
Roswell asked for, Ms. Roswell got.

“Your access cards will be valid until midnight,”
Quito added.

“What happens then?” Sara said. “Do we turn into
pumpkins?”

“Nah.” Quito flashed a quick grin, providing a first
glimpse of youth under his carefully maintained professional
persona. “It…just stops opening things. You’ll be locked down until
morning. Or until someone comes along and finds you.”

As he spoke, he steered them through a series of
metal detectors and X-ray scanners, before continuing toward a bank
of elevators. Sara wondered what he would have said had he not
censored himself. She felt there was a great deal more to the
access card than the simple explanation provided but decided this
was not the time to challenge Quito on the subject.

“I notice you don’t wear an access card,” she said
instead.

“I don’t need one,” he replied. “There are scanners
located throughout the building that are programmed to recognize
authorized personnel. A combination of handprints, fingerprints,
retinal scans, or the works depending on what area you want to
access.”

He paused and indicated a small silver-and-black pin
on his lapel bearing the Roswell Group insignia. “I’m also wearing
this. From the time I enter the building until well after I leave,
security can pinpoint exactly where I am. They can also tell if
someone other than me is wearing it.”

“Good God,” Sara whispered. “Big Brother really
is watching.”

“More like big sister,” Quito countered with another
quick grin. “Hunter…um, Ms. Roswell…she designed all the security
systems we use in each of our offices. Says it gives her somewhere
to play and razzle-dazzle…you know, try new things out that might
impress potential clients.”

An elevator door opened, and Quito inclined his
head, indicating that Sara and David should precede him. Once
inside, he pressed the only button on the wall panel. “This
elevator only goes to the ex-ec-utive offices,” he explained in
response to Sara’s quizzical look. Fur-ther conversation was
pre-empted as the elevator swiftly reached its destination and the
door opened soundlessly. “Welcome to the inner ring.”

Did he just quote C.S.
Lewis? Sara stared at the young man with growing
fascination. As she followed him down a softly lit hallway, she
began to wonder at what point she would most likely encounter a
large white rabbit.

Near the end of the hallway, Quito opened the door
to a corner office suite. Leading them through the reception area,
he opened a second door that led into a large office. Tastefully
decorated in soothing shades of burgundy and gray, it was large
enough to comfortably accommodate a sleek curved desk and leather
chair, and two soft leather couches.

Classy and understated,
Sara thought, but she noted the remarkable lack of personal items.
No framed diplomas. No photographs. No fingerprints or clues to the
personality that normally resided within the office walls.

“Can I get you anything to drink while you’re
waiting?” Quito asked. “Coffee, tea, water?”

Sara and David responded simultaneously with
requests for coffee. Quito laughed softly and promised to return
quickly before excusing himself.

David immediately dropped onto one of the couches.
Sara walked past him and over to the large windows, from which she
could see the rain-drenched streets below. She wasn’t sure what she
was searching for as she watched the rain pour from the sky and
streak across the windows. But there was something comforting about
the thunderstorm, something familiar and special she couldn’t put
her finger on. Right now, she would take whatever comfort she could
get.

Why do I let myself get talked into these
situations?

It was, of course, a little late to be asking that
particular question. She knew it was her need to find closure—not
only for herself, but possibly for David as well—that was, in part,
driving her present actions.

Over the past eight months, she had asked herself
hundreds of times if there was anything she could have done
differently, anything that would have changed what happened during
the Pelham investigation. The question had haunted her, and after
months of endless debates with Kate, her old college roommate and
closest friend, with her parents, and indeed with herself, she
finally accepted there wasn’t. It had come as an incredible relief
to know that.

Perhaps that’s what made it easier
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