
  
    [image: Vantage Security Box Set 1]
  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Blake Bishop

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Unhinged

      

      

      Ten years after escaping a sadistic killer, Hannah thought she’d buried the nightmare for good—until a chilling phone call proves the man who destroyed her life has found her again. As another woman is murdered and the threats grow closer, Hannah is forced to rely on Luke, the only man willing to stand between her and the monster hunting her. But this time, the killer isn’t just seeking revenge—he’s coming to reclaim what he believes belongs to him.

      

      
        
        Unraveled

      

      

      What starts as an ordinary morning jog becomes a waking nightmare when Audrey discovers a body hidden near the trail. But when more victims begin to surface, she realizes the killings aren’t random—and someone has been watching her from the very beginning. As the investigation closes in, Audrey uncovers a terrifying truth: the killer isn’t a stranger lurking in the shadows… he’s someone dangerously close to home.

      

      
        
        Unveiled

      

      

      What was supposed to be a forgotten Vegas mistake comes roaring back when Jaxon Keller discovers the woman he married—and never legally divorced—has been raising his daughter in secret. Determined to reclaim the time he lost, Jaxon pushes back into Adalyn’s life just as she becomes the target of threatening messages and strange accidents. But what starts as fear quickly turns far more dangerous. Because someone will stop at nothing to tear their family apart.
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      TEN YEARS AGO

      Sometimes trouble found people; other times they went looking for it. Carrie paid no attention to the shoppers swirling around her as she stared at her best friend. “Are you crazy?”

      “What? It's not like they're going to miss them.” Selah rolled her eyes as she dangled the earrings from her fingertips, shaking them in Carrie's direction. “Come on, I got a pair for both of us.”

      Selah held a set out to Carrie, but her feet felt rooted to the floor. They weren't expensive, and she knew that Selah could more than afford them. But it was the adrenaline rush for Selah, the exhilarating feeling of narrowly escaping trouble.

      On the heels of the shock gripping her came anger. “You need to take those back.”

      “And get caught? Are you out of your mind?” Selah slipped the earrings she'd lifted from the store back into her purse, igniting Carrie's ire.

      “Seriously.” Carrie grabbed Selah's arm and tried to propel her toward the store. “We're taking them back.”

      Selah dug her feet in, pulling against Carrie. “I'm not going back in there.”

      A low growl welled up Carrie's throat and aggravation took over. “You don't have to tell anyone. Just put them back where you found them and we'll leave.”

      “Don't be dramatic.” Selah let out a long-suffering sigh. “They're, like, ten-dollar earrings.”

      Carrie's gaze narrowed. That was exactly the point. She'd never understood why Selah did stuff like this. Selah had always been the defiant one, pushing boundaries that Carrie abided without question. She’d lost her virginity at fifteen to one of the school’s bad boys and rebelled at every turn, from stealing merchandise to smoking pot.

      Selah was often in trouble, but her parents always smoothed the way, keeping any infractions off her permanent record. Carrie had wondered on more than one occasion if Selah was crying out for attention from her parents, but she never said anything to her.

      Carrie had always been the shy one, self-conscious of her petite, curvy figure and mousy brown hair. Selah was popular, outgoing, always comfortable in her own skin, and she exuded confidence to the point of arrogance sometimes. The Wilsons were wealthy, Selah’s father being the third-generation owner of a very successful local plastic manufacturer, so her self-importance came honestly.

      Selah was kind of a mean girl, but Carrie loved her anyway. They’d been friends forever, and Carrie knew that behind the blonde exterior lay a smart, sweet person, even if Selah didn’t let her out nearly as often as she used to. Since they’d been in high school, Selah had lorded her superiority over others, and Carrie sometimes wondered if Selah kept her around to make herself look better.

      Not willing to argue about it anymore, Carrie dragged Selah toward the exit, and they stepped into the warm summer night. Selah leaned into Carrie as they rounded the corner of the building. “I wonder if Brock’s coming to Angie’s party this weekend.”

      A figure in the shadows caught them both off guard, and Selah let out a high-pitched squeak of surprise. A man stood on the sidewalk, lit from above by the yellow glow of the four-foot-tall letters on the side of the building. Carrie's heart jumped into her throat as her eyes swept over him.

      Somewhere in his early twenties, his eyes were black as midnight behind his thick glasses, and his sandy blond hair was parted to one side, giving him a serious, bookish demeanor. The most outstanding feature, though, was the abnormal cleft in his upper lip.

      Swallowing down her initial fear, Carrie nodded in silent greeting and skirted him as she pulled Selah toward her car.

      “Oh, my God!” Selah exclaimed. “What a creep.”

      Carrie lightly elbowed Selah in the side. “Stop it, he can hear you!”

      The man lifted a hand their way, and Carrie offered a small smile even as Selah yanked on her arm.

      “Um…” His voice stopped Carrie in her tracks just as she grabbed the handle to open the driver’s side door. The man’s gaze dropped to the pavement as he shifted from foot to foot. “I hate to ask, but um… do you think you could give me a ride?”

      “We’re busy, sorry,” Selah’s unrepentant voice cut in before Carrie could even open her mouth. Shooting Carrie a hard look over the roof of the car, Selah made a face before sliding into the passenger seat.

      Carrie studied the man. “How did you get here?”

      He shrugged uncomfortably, his eyes reluctantly meeting hers. “My friends.” He pointed to a car peeling out at the red light on the main road. “They decided to play a joke on me and left me here.”

      They kind of sounded like jerks, to be honest. “I have a cell phone. Can you call one of them?”

      “Thanks, but I don’t have their numbers memorized.” He dropped his gaze to the ground and shoved his hands in his pockets. “It’s no big deal, I can walk. Maybe someone at the truck stop will help me out.”

      The truck stop was all the way out by the freeway, several miles away, and it was already dark out. Sympathy tugged at Carrie's heart. How often did this happen to him? How often did people treat him badly just because of the way he looked?

      “Where do you live?”

      He glanced up, hope and wariness mingling in his expression. “Just out of town, near Cherry Ridge.”

      Cherry Ridge was a fairly upscale rural area, the homes large and placed far apart, surrounded by dense woods flanking the river. He didn’t really look like he fit in with the Cherry Ridge crowd, but Carrie tried not to be judgmental. His clothes were cheaply made but clean, a sign that he took care of himself.

      The trailer park. Rolling Meadows was out that way, too, a rundown grouping of doublewides spread over a few dozen acres. Carrie's heart went out to him. He probably couldn’t afford a car, let alone a cell phone. Guilt assailed her.

      “Well…” Carrie bit her lip, carefully considering the dilemma. She’d been raised to help people, and he seemed harmless enough. “I guess we can take you.”

      “Carrie!” Selah screeched from the passenger seat. “Are you crazy?”

      “Hold on one second.” Carrie held up a finger to the man and leaned into the car. “He’s stranded, Selah. We should help him.”

      Selah shook her head. “No way is he getting in this car!”

      “Selah.” Was she serious right now? “He needs help.”

      “Not from us!”

      It was rare that Carrie ever stood up to Selah, but… she shot the guy a look again. Standing with his shoulders slumped forward dejectedly, he made for a pathetic sight.

      “What’s your name?”

      His gaze darted to Carrie's. “Thomas. My friends call me Tommy.”

      “Hop in, Tommy.”

      “Really?” Hope lit his features, and Carrie smiled.

      “Yep, come on.”

      “Thanks!”

      Carrie slid into the driver’s seat and shot a look at Selah who glared back at her, arms crossed over her chest.

      “This is a terrible idea,” Selah tossed over her shoulder as Tommy climbed into the backseat. “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

      Carrie glanced in the rearview mirror and caught Tommy’s grim expression. Having been on the receiving end of Selah’s sharp tongue before, she knew exactly how he felt. She quickly changed the subject.

      “Cherry Ridge, right?”

      He met Carrie's gaze in the mirror. “Yep. Head that way.”

      Something in his tone made Carrie's insides twist. The way he phrased it made her think that her initial assumption was correct. He’d have them drive toward Cherry Ridge, then let him out before they got to the trailer park. Probably a good thing, too. Rolling Meadows wasn’t exactly known for its upstanding citizens.

      Putting the car into gear, Carrie backed out of the parking spot and pulled into traffic on the main road, then headed toward the truck stop. Passing the ramps for the freeway, she gestured at the road. “How much farther?”

      “Just a few miles. There’s a road up here to the right. I’ll let you know where to turn.”

      With a nod, Carrie turned her attention back to the road. Streetlights became fewer and farther between, and traffic was almost non-existent at this time of night. Out here in the country, most everyone was probably already bedded down for the night, ready to greet an early dawn and work the land.

      “Right up here.”

      A road came into sight and Carrie flipped on the blinker. Dust clouded the rearview mirror in the red glow of the taillights as the car churned down the bumpy road. Trees flanked them on both sides, blocking the light from the moon, and Carrie glanced around. She hadn’t seen any houses out this way yet, not even a light of any sort indicating anyone lived out here. Unease crept into her stomach, sending up a flurry of butterflies.

      “How much farther?”

      “Not long now.”

      Carrie took a deep breath and pressed the brake. “I’m sorry, this is all the farther we can go. We’re running late, and we really need to get home.”

      “This is close enough.” Tommy’s voice was suddenly at Carrie's shoulder as he leaned forward between the front seats.

      “What are you—?” Before Carrie could even blink, his hand whipped out, and she froze as the blade of a knife pressed against her throat.

      Selah sucked in a gasp as Tommy stretched his free arm toward her, shoelaces dangling from his fingers. “Tie her hands to the wheel.”

      Selah hesitated, and the blade dug deeper into Carrie's skin. She cried out in pain and tears welled in her eyes, clouding her vision. “Oh, God, just do what he says, Selah.”

      Selah’s hands trembled as she reluctantly took the shoestrings and secured Carrie's right hand, then the left to the steering wheel. Tommy deftly slipped the keys from the ignition, and Carrie heard the soft jangle as they hit the floor somewhere in the back.

      In the passenger seat, Selah whimpered. Carrie tested the bonds around her hands, but they were too tight. She didn’t have a chance—but Selah did. “Selah, run!”

      With one last beseeching glance at Carrie, Selah pushed open the door and sprinted from the car. Tommy let out a low curse and slid out behind her, then took off into the darkness. Fueled by terror, Carrie pulled at the bindings. The more she struggled, the tighter they became, rubbing her skin raw. Tears coursed down her cheeks as she fought to get free, to no avail.

      Oh, God. The silence outside was deafening, and Carrie prayed that Selah had managed to evade him. She had to get out of there before he came back. She did everything she could think of to get someone’s attention—screamed at the top of her lungs, pressed her head against the horn. The night air remained quiet and still, devoid of life. Her heart rate increased with each minute that ticked by. How long had it been now? Where was he? And was Selah safe?

      A loud thump on the window made Carrie scream, and she jumped as Tommy threw the door open. The deadly, metallic glint of a knife suspended the breath in her lungs as he slashed at the shoestrings binding her to the steering wheel.

      “Come on.” He jerked Carrie roughly out of the car, and she stumbled as the rocks slid precariously under her flip flops.

      “Where’s Selah?”

      His grip tightened on her arms, fingers digging into the tender flesh. “Don’t worry about her.”

      His words sent a ripple of terror racing down Carrie's spine. She had to find Selah and get away from here. She could barely make out his face, even from just a few inches away, but she could feel his cold gaze on her. A breeze whipped through the trees, parting the branches overhead and allowing the bright light of the moon to spill over them. His face looked demented in the dim light as his deformed mouth curled into a menacing sneer.

      Carrie's mind spun frantically as she followed beside him, tripping over branches littering the uneven forest floor. Finally he clicked on a flashlight and the ground in front of them glowed yellow in the bright beam of light.

      The leaves looked disrupted, and Carrie's blood ran cold as her gaze settled on a scrap of fabric. The material was ragged and marred with dark brown stains. She stepped closer to inspect it and froze, her heart tripping in her chest as a logo jumped out at her. Selah had been wearing a shirt with that same distinct alligator logo tonight.

      Reluctantly, Carrie's gaze followed the trail to a large, pale lump on the ground twenty feet away. A familiar shoe stuck up from the leaves and she stared uncomprehendingly at Selah, her body twisted at an unnatural angle, the same brown stains marring her skin. Carrie's eyes fell to the wide, dark gash that split Selah's throat, stretching from ear to ear.

      No, no, no…

      Bile rose up, burning the back of Carrie's throat. Dropping to her knees in the crumbling leaves, she retched until there was nothing left in her stomach. A rough hand bit into the flesh of her arm again, and she pulled against his grasp.

      “Get up.” Tommy dug his fingers in and yanked Carrie to her feet.

      Feeling lightheaded and swaying unsteadily, Carrie wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and regarded Tommy. Rage welled up inside her. Pulling her arm back, she threw as much force into the punch as she could. His hands flew up to cover his nose, and Carrie placed a well-aimed kick between his thighs. With a muffled shriek of pain followed by a string of curses, he dropped to his knees.

      Not wasting a second, Carrie broke free and ran. Her feet slid over the uneven ground, and her lungs burned with exhaustion as she searched the darkness for some sign of life—a house, a road, anything. The reflection of moonlight glinting off of metal came from up ahead as a bridge came into sight, and her heart leaped in her chest. With a burst of energy, she pumped her arms faster, pushing herself to keep going despite the urge to break down and cry. She would not think of Selah right now.

      Obscured by darkness, Carrie didn’t notice the railroad ties until it was too late. Her foot caught on the rail and her teeth gnashed together, sending a frisson of pain through her entire body as she sprawled face-first onto the tracks. Shaking off the pain, she scrambled to her feet and dashed forward as the sound of footsteps met her ears.

      Just as she reached the middle of the bridge, a hand closed around her hair and she was yanked back roughly. The motion brought her to a jarring halt, and she fell to her knees with a sharp cry as pain exploded over her scalp.

      One hand still fisted in her long strands, Tommy dragged her to her feet. “It didn’t have to be this way.”

      Those fathomless black eyes bored into hers, and ice streamed through Carrie's veins. She’d invited this monster into the car with them—and now she was going to die at his hands.

      Slowly backing her toward the railing of the bridge, he continued to speak. “You want to know about your friend?”

      Tears clouded Carrie's vision, and she shook her head violently. She wanted to remember Selah vibrantly alive and happy, not cowering in fear before she died.

      Despite her denial, Tommy leaned in close and continued. “The whore couldn’t even make it good. She tried to fight back, scratched my face until I broke her fingers, one by one. It would have been so good with you.”

      He rubbed his nose along Carrie's jaw and she let out a strangled sob. “Please don’t do this, please just let me go!”

      He shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

      “Please, I…”

      “I’m sorry it has to be this way.”

      He lifted the knife to Carrie's throat, the tip of the blade pressing into the soft flesh. His eyes glowed black in the moonlight, and Carrie forced herself to meet his gaze through the blood-spattered lenses of his glasses. Selah’s blood.

      Carrie's pulse raced and instinct took over as her knee jerked up and connected with his groin. A scream stuck in her throat as he thrust her away from him. The back of her legs hit the railing, and she teetered there for a moment before she lost the battle to stay upright.

      Suddenly she felt nothing below her but air. She didn’t have time to cry out, didn’t see anything flash before her eyes as she plummeted toward the black water of the river below.
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      The hot midday sun beat down, the heat scorching in its intensity, and a trickle of sweat beaded at the nape of his neck before slithering down his spine and into the waistband of his cargo pants. Shielding his eyes, Lucas Stone’s gaze swept over the decrepit storefront before returning to his one-time Lieutenant and friend.

      “Seriously, couldn’t you have found something a little nicer?” A few streets away from the heart of industrial Miami, the building was situated amongst factories and warehouses, a decaying pile of wood and steel.

      Luke could feel Knox Castillo’s black eyes bore into his even through the dark lenses of his Oakleys. Knox gave a nonchalant shrug. “Got it cheap after the hurricane wiped everything out down here. Needs some refurbishing, but it has good bones.”

      Luke grimaced. If by ‘bones’ Knox meant the structure needed to be placed six feet under, then he was inclined to agree. It would take nothing short of a miracle to salvage this place.

      “Besides, we need to be close enough to the center of things to be reputable, but far enough away that no one reads too much into it.”

      Well, he couldn’t argue with that. No one in their right mind would come near this place. He tipped his head in agreement and resumed studying the building. “Is it safe to go in?”

      “Gonna find out.” Knox pulled the key from his pocket and pushed open the heavy steel door—or, rather, tried to. It was either blocked or swollen from the humidity and refused to budge more than a couple inches.

      Knox put his shoulder against the door and threw his considerably bulky weight into it, but even though it groaned with effort, the door refused to move. Stepping forward, Luke added his own weight, and together they shoved the door open, inch by excruciating inch.

      A mixture of foul smells greeted them—mildew and rot, followed closely by the smell of roadkill and feces. Clearly, more than one animal had made its way in and expired, the smell permeating the warm, stale air. Having been stationed all over the globe, they’d experienced worse in some of the third world countries they’d been in. But at least no one was living here—not of the human variety anyway. He hoped.

      “Great,” he remarked, sarcasm saturating his tone, and Knox smirked.

      Debris littered the floor of the warehouse, a collection of things left over from a time when the building was operational, as well as junk washed in by the recent hurricane. Luke imagined that the building had been vacant prior to the flooding; otherwise, the owners would have taken care of it. Dampness hung in the air, except where it had managed to escape through several broken windows.

      “Please tell me you’ve hired someone to clear this stuff out.” So help him, if he had to wade through four feet of garbage to refurbish this building, he was going to choke the life out of Knox.

      A smile flitted at the corners of Knox’s mouth. “I should’ve made you chip in, grunt. But yes, they’ll be in here next week, so we should be ready to go within the next month if all goes well.”

      “Sounds good.”

      To be honest, it sounded like a miracle, but he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. He’d been looking for something to do since being discharged almost two months ago, but civilian life hadn’t appealed to him in the least. There was no way he could go from holding a rifle in the sandy, rocky mountains in the armpit of the world to sitting behind a desk eight hours a day. He didn’t have the patience or people skills for that.

      Knox had reached out to him one day, asking if he’d be interested in working personal security. Over the next several months, Castillo Security Group had been formed via FaceTime and several hundred emails—one of which was precisely how Knox had ended up with this Godforsaken building.

      Halfway across the world at the time, a realtor had sent—he now realized—extremely doctored photos of the building they were now standing in. In an inch and a half of water, crap, and God only knew what else. Fantastic.

      Still, the prospect was better than anything he could have dug up on his own, and he was grateful for that. They had another handful of guys on the way, too, due stateside within the next couple of months. Knox had connections all over the place; some were guys he’d grown up with, others were soldiers, paratroopers, or snipers he’d met and worked with over the years.

      The goal was to land a government contract, but in the meantime, they’d start with small jobs, working security for high-end functions or as bodyguards to some of Miami’s elite. They’d take whatever they could to get their name out there, but Knox had a ten-year plan and a vision of putting Vantage offices on each side of the country.

      “Reception will go right over here”—Knox pointed to an open area immediately to the right—“conference rooms down this hallway. The gym will go upstairs so we can hold self-defense courses on site.”

      “We’re going to have a receptionist?”

      Knox nodded. “Vivi’s gonna take the calls, decide which scenario is best for which agent. She’ll consult with me in the beginning, of course, but ideally she’ll be able to take over that aspect of it so we won’t have to bother with the mundane everyday stuff.”

      Luke nodded. Paperwork sucked. Better to let Knox’s little sister take care of that. He loved Vivi like a sister, but the woman could talk a man to death. She and Knox had been in constant communication while he’d been overseas, and the tiny spitfire had an opinion on everything. He liked a smart woman who knew her own mind, but Vivi took things to a whole other level. He couldn’t wait to meet the man who would one day take on the challenge.

      “Why is the gym going upstairs and not in the basement or on the ground floor?”

      Knox shook his head. “Not enough space on the first floor, and no basement. City won’t give us a permit to go so far underground in an existing building, and the previous owners didn’t want or need one.” Luke raised a brow, and Knox shrugged. “Something about excavating the terrain. All the limestone makes it too costly.”

      That sounded like a whole bunch of crap to Luke, but what did he know? He’d grown up in Wisconsin, which was about as far away and as different from Florida that it may as well have been the moon.

      His vision blurred as a bead of sweat slithered down his forehead and into his right eye. Whipping off his sunglasses, he used his sleeve to ease the burning sensation. It was hotter than Hades here.

      Sliding his glasses back into place, he canted his head toward Knox. “Remind me again why you chose Florida?”

      Knox grinned. “It’s home.”

      Luke shook his head. “All that butt-kissing and you can’t get someone to sign a permit to dig a basement?”

      Knox’s expression turned serious. “I tried, believe me. But it’s actually better this way. All common areas and meeting rooms will be on the first floor so we won’t have the added expense of needing to install an elevator for any visitors with disabilities.”

      Made sense. “So, what’s the plan for reconstruction?”

      “Company’s coming in next week to clean up all the debris, then the construction workers will be here the week after to take a look around and see what’s salvageable. We’ll need to move walls around anyway, so I anticipate that it’ll just be easier to gut the place and start fresh.” Knox shrugged. “They could be here for two weeks or two months depending on what all needs to be done, but I’m hoping to be ready by the end of next month.”

      “Solid. What do you need from me?”

      “Get our name out there. Talk to your friends, I’ll talk to mine. Pick up any gigs you can find and get in touch with Vivi.” Knox whipped out his phone and tapped it a few times. Seconds later, Luke’s phone lit up with a message. “I just sent you her contact info. Call that number and she can put it on the books. She’ll work remotely for now, until we’re ready to move her in here.”

      “And if we get any interest until the building’s ready?”

      “Get their info, put them on the books with Vivi, and do what you can to spread the word. I don’t figure we’ll get anything major in the beginning, but if it sounds like a good gig, take it. I’ve ordered us some polo shirts, and I’ll get cards made up soon so we can start marketing ourselves.”

      “When are the other guys landing?”

      “Jaxon and Mason are still out of country, but both should be ready to take jobs in the next couple of months. Aiden and Roman are stateside, but I gave them a couple of weeks to tie up some loose ends.”

      Luke dipped his chin in acknowledgment. “I’ll see what I can dig up. Ready to get out of here?”

      Knox lifted one black brow. “Too soft to handle some dead rodents?”

      Luke lifted his foot out of the water and examined his now stained boot. “Doesn’t this constitute hazard pay?”

      Knox snorted. “Get outta here.”

      Luke grinned. “Hey, it was worth a shot.”

      All in all, he couldn’t complain. After everything they’d been through overseas, personal security seemed like a glorified babysitting gig.

      How hard could it be?
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      Hannah glanced up from her computer as her eleven o’clock appointment strode into her office and sank onto the couch with an insolent sigh. Pasting on a polite smile, she swiveled her chair toward him. “Hello, Steve.”

      “Hi, Hannah, how have you been?” he replied.

      She tipped her head toward the man. “It’s Dr. Whitmore, but fine so far, thank you. How about you?”

      Steve Iverson was known for taking liberties, and he was both pompous and overbearing. He was far too familiar sometimes, and it grated on her nerves. He’d first come to counseling about eight months ago when his mother had passed away after a long, difficult battle with cancer. He’d recently taken it upon himself to start calling her by her first name, which irked her. She insisted on keeping a professional distance from her patients, and she didn’t encourage his familiarity. Still, he persisted.

      He let out another beleaguered sigh and allowed his head to drop back on the couch. “Exhausting. I have to drive down to San Antonio tomorrow, and I won’t be back until the beginning of next week.”

      “What are you working on this time?” she asked.

      “I have a project for a new client.” His mouth kicked up in a haughty smirk. “He said my designs are the best in the state.”

      “That’s fantastic. Work seems to be going well—what about everything else?” She bit back a sigh. He was the most self-important man she’d ever known, and she’d foist him off on someone else in a heartbeat if she could. Unfortunately, the weekly appointments paid well and put food in her fridge.

      Nearly an hour later, Steve leaned forward and lowered his voice. “So, I ran into Ashley on my way in.” He emphasized her name with no little amount of distaste. “What a mess. How’s the transition coming?”

      Despite the tension in her shoulders, she kept her face impassive as she responded. “You know I can’t talk about other patients, Steve.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on. Aren’t we past that?”

      She merely blinked at him, unwilling to rise to the bait. “Is there anything else you’d like to discuss before we wrap up for today?”

      Steve studied her for a moment, his eyes raking over her from head to toe, and a shudder of revulsion threatened to overtake her at his intense perusal. “You know, Hannah, you’ve really helped me these last few months.”

      “That’s wonderful, Steve. I’m glad to know our sessions have been productive.”

      “How about you let me thank you?” A sinking feeling gathered in her gut as he continued. “Let me take you to dinner tonight.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t date patients.”

      “What if I stop seeing you professionally? Would you go out with me then?”

      Not in this lifetime. “I’m sorry, Steve. I just wouldn’t feel right about it.”

      His face fell into a mulish expression, and she smiled as gently as she could. “I really am flattered, though. You’re smart and successful, Steve, and you’ll find a woman who’s perfect for you.”

      His lips tipped up in a tight smile, and he stood to leave. “See you next week, Hannah.”

      “Can’t wait,” she mouthed silently as Steve strode from the room. She let out a little sigh as she jotted down a few final notes from their session to enter into the computer later. Her mind whirled as her pen scratched against the old-fashioned notebook she used during sessions. Something about putting pen to paper was oddly cathartic, and it helped to seal details in her mind better than tapping letters on a screen.

      She really had no idea why Steve kept coming back, except obviously to bother her. She hated to judge her patients, but he didn’t speak of anything of substance during their sessions. He’d initially opened up to talk about his relationship with his mother, but it seemed that her battle with cancer and subsequent death didn’t compare to his constant need to speak about himself—his job, his success, his wealth. Steve had basically spent the last few months bragging to her once a week.

      She cringed at the direction of her thoughts. He paid well, and she really shouldn’t judge. He just made it so darn hard.

      A faint stirring in the lobby caught her attention, and she followed the litany of raised voices. Her receptionist, Fiona, stood between Steve and her next patient, Rachel Dawes.

      “Good afternoon, Rachel,” she said warmly. “Is there something I can help with?”

      Rachel turned a pained look her way. “This jerk”—she pointed a finger wildly at Steve—“needs to mind his own business.”

      A cocky smile flitted across his lips as he held up his hands in a show of mock surrender. “I was just trying to be helpful.”

      “You know nothing about my life,” Rachel shot back. “So feel free to keep your questions and ‘advice’ to yourself.” She glanced back at Hannah. “He’s antagonizing me.”

      Hannah turned her gaze to Fiona. "Did you happen to hear anything?”

      Her receptionist nodded. “Mr. Iverson here”—she narrowed her eyes at the man, who in response just rolled his own—“was asking Ms. Dawes personal questions.”

      The way Fiona stressed the word sent a niggle of worry down Hannah's spine. “Mr. Iverson, may I please see you in my office for a moment?”

      With a smirk at the two other women, he preceded her into her office. Trying to give him the benefit of the doubt, she tipped her head at him. “I’d like to hear your side of things, please.”

      He lifted his hands in a shrugging motion. “I was merely offering some advice.”

      “Such as?”

      He clasped his hands behind his back. “Rachel’s a bit high-strung, don’t you think? I mean…” He began to walk a circle around her office. “Don’t you ever think that she just keeps coming here for the attention? Do you really think she’s depressed?”

      “I don’t believe that’s any concern of yours,” she bit out. “I am your doctor as well, Mr. Iverson, though one could argue that you need me as little as you seem to believe Ms. Dawes does.”

      His eyes jumped to hers. “Maybe I keep coming back because I want to see you.”

      Unease caused the hairs on the back of her neck to lift, and she stiffened. “Mr. Iverson, I believe I’ve been quite clear on the matter. I cannot in good conscience date patients, either present or former. Regarding other patients,” she ground out, “you may not interrogate them or pry into their lives.”

      “I merely suggested she take a chill pill,” he laughed. “A Valium, actually. I think it might help mellow her out a little.”

      At his flippant statement, a red haze filled her vision. “You are in no position to counsel my patients on any matter. In fact”—she strode to her desk and rifled in the top drawer for a moment before extracting a card and holding it out to him—“I believe you will find Dr. Chandler more helpful than myself.”

      His mouth dropped open in shock. “You’re… dismissing me?”

      “I’m recommending you to a colleague. In lieu of today’s events, I believe it’s best if someone else were to treat you.”

      His face flushed with anger, and he ripped the card from her hand, knocking it to the floor. He took a step toward her, his gaze dark and menacing.

      Despite her heart racing in her chest, she squared her shoulders and stared up at him. “I strongly advise you step away before you do something you’ll regret.”

      “You can’t do this.” His eyes burned into hers, and she almost shivered at the hostility lurking in their depths.

      “Please, Steve, take my advice and speak to Dr. Chandler.”

      He stared at her for another moment before spinning abruptly on his heel and striding for the door. “You’ll be the one who regrets this, Hannah.”

      With those final parting words, he swept from the room, and seconds later, she heard the outer door slam, punctuating his dramatic exit. With a shaky breath, she sank into one of the plush armchairs and dropped her head into her hands. A soft touch to her shoulder made her jump.

      Fiona stared down at her, concern etched into her features. “You okay?”

      Hannah patted her hand where it rested on her shoulder. “I’m fine, thank you. Just a bit shaken up.”

      “Do you want me to have Ms. Dawes reschedule?”

      She shook her head. “No. She probably needs to speak with someone now more than ever. Can you please just give me a minute before sending her in?”

      “Of course.” The receptionist offered a soft smile and retreated soundlessly from the room.

      Hannah closed her eyes, allowing the warmth of the sunlight filtering through the window to wash over her and thaw the ice streaming through her veins. She’d dealt with disgruntled patients before, but for some reason, Steve Iverson had gotten to her on a more personal level. There was something about him that made her uneasy, reminding her of someone long ago.

      Looking around the room, she contemplated her present—and her past. This was a far cry from the place she’d come from, and she was no longer the naïve young girl who trusted too easily. She had to wonder sometimes, did people like Steve even want help? Or was he here for something else?

      Pushing the thought from her mind, she rose from the chair and walked to the doorway just in time to meet Rachel.

      She shot her an apologetic smile. “I’m so sorry about that.”

      The young woman made her way over to one of the chairs and sat gingerly. “It’s fine. He just… put me on edge.”

      Hannah closed the door, then settled into the seat next to her. “I know, and I truly apologize. Just so you know,” she continued as Rachel opened her mouth to speak, “Mr. Iverson will not be back. What he did goes against our ethics here, so I’ve recommended him to a colleague of mine.”

      A watery smile lifted Rachel's lips. “Thank you. You have no idea how much you’ve helped me, you know?”

      Hannah smiled. Rachel had struggled with depression for several years, even trying a variety of medications at the urging of her family and friends. She hadn’t liked the way the drugs had made her feel, though, and she’d opted for a different solution. The barb coming from Steve that morning must have stung, making Rachel feel insecure and incompetent. Since coming to Hannah nearly six months ago, Rachel had been making significant strides.

      “So tell me, Rachel. How have you been?”

      “Great.” She smiled. “I took your advice and joined a gym. I think the exercise has really been helping my mood. There’s, um…” She glanced away for a moment and bit her lip. “There’s this guy there.”

      “Oh?” It was good and bad news, in Hannah's opinion. While getting out and meeting new people could be good, she wasn’t quite sure that Rachel was ready to get involved romantically.

      “Yeah. I haven’t… we haven’t gone out or anything. But he seems really nice.”

      Hannah nodded. “Well, just don’t forget what we talked about.”

      “I know.” Rachel smiled. “For the first time in a while, I feel really good like everything’s exactly the way it should be.”

      “That’s wonderful.” Hannah smiled at her. “You’ve come a long way, Rachel. I’m really proud of you.”

      “Thanks. Me, too.”

      Rachel smiled, and a lightness filled Hannah's heart. Rachel seemed far more content than she’d seen her in months. After everything she’d been through, she deserved to be happy. Hannah just hoped it would last.
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      The man shifted where he sat behind the house, ensconced in the trees, and he watched as the navy sedan turned into the driveway then parked beside the small house. The woman stepped out of the car and walked to the mailbox. Her blonde hair floated behind her, glimmering in the light of the setting sun as it fell halfway down her back.

      She reminded him of his first, all those years ago. It’d been almost a year now since he’d allowed himself to hunt, and the urges were getting harder and harder to ignore.

      Would this get the doctor’s attention? He’d been trying to get her to notice him, doing everything he could think of to put himself in her path. And she was a psychologist now, of all things. He smirked at the irony of it. He wondered what she’d say when he finally revealed himself to her. She’d run so far, tried so hard to escape her past, but he’d been right under her nose.

      It had taken a little while to track her down, of course, since she’d changed her name. Her records had been sealed, and for a long time, he’d despaired of ever finding her. But things had changed a couple of years ago when he’d gotten his first lead.

      A different person himself now, he’d gone back to Ohio and kept his ears low to the ground. Although the tragedy had died down over the years, people still remembered it like it was yesterday. With a few well-placed questions, he finally heard that she’d moved to Florida her senior year.

      No longer ruled by his impulsive urges, he was more efficient, infinitely more sophisticated. He was an exceptional hunter, always well-prepared, researching for days or weeks before making his move. He prided himself on his perfect execution, and he never rushed into anything. People who hurried made mistakes—and he never made mistakes.

      A feral smile broke across his face as he watched the young nurse stride back up the driveway, head bent as she flipped through the collection of bills and junk mail. Darkness crept over the evening sky, turning it from orange to pink, then finally a dark lapis as daylight bled away completely. Lights flickered to life inside and he watched her shadow move around the small house as she settled in for the night.

      He’d watched her for more than a week now, and he closed his eyes, mentally tracking her movements from room to room. First, she would head into the kitchen to make dinner—typically a frozen TV dinner, judging from the containers he’d found in the trash can. Afterward, she would move across the house to the bathroom where she’d shower and brush her teeth, then finally to the single bedroom. Alone. Her routine was entirely too predictable. But that was good for him.

      Opening his eyes again, he watched her shadow as she carried her dinner to the couch and turned on the TV. Last night she’d watched that horrendous show about spoiled housewives. What would it be tonight?

      Forty minutes later the glow of the TV was extinguished, immediately followed by the small lamp on the end table, bathing the room in darkness. The kitchen light came on as she discarded the remains of her dinner, then flicked off again as she made her way down the hall to the bathroom.

      Not long now. Another hour and she’d be asleep, but he’d wait a little longer. People were unpredictable. Never knew when one of the neighbors might step outside for a late-night smoke or to let an animal out before going to bed.

      The house two doors down had some little ankle biter that yapped at everything. It had almost ruined his recon two nights ago, tearing across the yard toward him before being jerked back by the jolt of the electric fence buried in the ground. He’d retreated then, making his way back into the trees and waiting until the owner had called for the dog to get inside. Tonight, it was quiet—so far. He continued to watch, waiting with barely restrained anticipation as night settled fully over the quiet street.

      A little after one o’clock he crept from the trees and approached the house, hunkering down to blend in with the shrubs that separated her lawn from her neighbor to the left. Cutting across the narrow strip of yard, he bent down to the basement window that he’d left unlocked several days prior. He’d checked routinely to make sure that it was still open, but apparently the room was seldom-used since she hadn’t yet noticed it was unlocked.

      Swinging the pane inward, he crouched down on the soft, dewy grass and slid feet-first through the narrow rectangle. Dropping swiftly to the floor, he kept one hand on the window to keep it from slamming closed behind him. He quietly lowered it into place and stood stock still as his eyes adjusted to the dark, listening for any sounds of awareness in the house. Only the soft hum of the appliances answered him, and he moved toward the stairs.

      This part was trickier. The house was old, and the wooden stairs groaned and creaked with each step. He placed his left foot on the first step all the way to the left. Slowly transferring his weight, he stepped dead in the middle on the second tread. Methodically he climbed the stairs, moving from the memory of having done it dozens of times one day while she was at work.

      Finally reaching the door, he turned the handle and inched it open a crack. Eyes and ears on alert he scanned the area, but all was quiet. He crept through the kitchen then down the narrow hallway to her room. The door stood open, and he watched her a moment before stepping silently up to the side of her bed.

      The woman lay curled on her side facing away from him, and he stroked a finger down the length of her arm. She shivered at the feather-light touch and rolled toward him, her lashes flickering several times before opening. He could see the wheels turning as she gradually came awake and his presence registered. “Hello, Monique.”

      Her lips parted on a silent scream but he covered her mouth and nose with a gloved hand, one knee pressing into the soft cavity of her stomach. She thrashed beneath him, eyes rolling in terror, and he climbed atop her, using his weight to pin her to the mattress. Incoherent sounds came from low in her throat as she tried to scream, call for help, plead for her life.

      Pulling a roll of duct tape from the pocket of his sweatshirt, he glared down at her. “I’m going to move my hand now. Scream and I’ll kill you. Nod if you understand.”

      Her head moved briskly up and down, and he lifted his hand. Her words came out on a whisper. “Who are you?”

      Ignoring her question, he tore a strip of tape from the roll. “Lift your hands.”

      She did as he asked, and he looped the strip around her hands.

      “Why are you doing this?” Her voice shook, and he pressed his lips into a firm line as he wove the tape in a figure eight around her wrists.

      “Do you know what happens to cheaters, Monique?”

      She blinked up at him, her entire body shaking with fear. “Wh-what?”

      “You’re a dirty slut. Aren’t you?”

      “No!” She shook her head furiously. “No, I⁠—”

      He made a tsk-tsk sound low in his throat as he pulled another strip of tape from the roll. “Come now, Monique. I’ve been watching you.” Her eyes widened, and a grim smile cut across his face. “Oh, yes, I’ve seen you with both of them.”

      “N-no, I…” He placed the duct tape over her mouth. A gamut of emotions flashed in her eyes: fear that he would kill her, despair that she wouldn’t see another day, hope that he would let her go. His free hand lifted the fabric of his ski mask so she could see his face, and recognition dawned across her beautiful features.

      “Yes, Monique.” A cold smile curled his lips. “It’s me.”

      Reaching into his black boot, he retrieved the knife and held it up, the long blade glinting in the moonlight. Her eyes widened, and she fought in earnest, swinging her bound hands like a club. The blade slashed against her forearm and blood trickled from the wound as a thin red line appeared.

      Her voice was muffled as she tried to scream, hampered by the tape. She yanked her arms away and he shoved them over her head, digging the blade into the fleshy part of her upper arm before slicing into the soft skin. A strangled cry came from beneath the duct tape and he smiled.

      “You’ve been a bad girl, Monique.” He smiled before pulling the ski mask down once more and raising the knife, dousing that last vestige of hope she harbored in those wide green eyes. “You must be punished for what you’ve done.”

      Nearly two hours later, he picked up the woman’s phone sitting on the nightstand and used her lifeless hand to bring up the main screen. Tapping in the number he knew by heart, he placed the woman’s hand at her side on the bed and waited for the call to connect.

      His heart leaped in his chest when she answered, her voice husky with sleep, but still his favorite sound in the whole world.

      “This is Dr. Whitmore. How can I help you?”

      A slow smile spread over his face. “Hello, Carrie.”
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      The ringing of the phone jarred her from a sound sleep. Bleary red numbers on the digital clock relayed that it was just shy of four a.m., and Hannah rubbed the sleep from her eyes with the heel of her hand.

      Propping herself on an elbow, she disconnected her phone from where it lay plugged in on the nightstand. An unfamiliar number flashed across the screen as the phone pealed its third ring. Biting back a yawn, she swiped her thumb across the screen and held it to her ear.

      “This is Dr. Whitmore.” Deep, raspy breaths filtered through the phone, and she waited a beat, but the caller remained silent. Fatigue pulled at her, and frustration rose to the surface. Keeping her voice as even as possible, she tried again. “How can I help you?”

      The man’s voice was low and dangerous, and she had to strain to make out his words. “Hello, Carrie.”

      Oh, God… That voice.

      Her blood ran cold. “How… how did you find me?”

      A cruel laugh crackled over the phone line, raising the hairs on the back of her neck. “Still so naïve, aren’t you?”

      “What do you want?”

      She heard him draw in a deep breath before exhaling. “I want you.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “1143 Cypress Drive. Monique needs your help, Carrie.”

      “What did you do?” Her voice was little more than a whisper as she gripped the phone.

      “It’s almost time.”

      “Wait, I don’t⁠—”

      She pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at the blank screen. Shivers racked her body, and her hands shook as she dialed the police.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “M-my name is Dr. Hannah Whitmore.” She swallowed hard and tried to modulate her voice. “I just received a phone call from someone asking for help. 1143 Cypress Drive. I… I think she might be hurt.”

      “Ma’am—”

      “Just send help!”

      She hung up before the dispatcher could say another word. Springing from the bed, heart racing, she yanked on the closest pair of jeans and a sweatshirt to ward off the chill that snaked through her body. Grabbing her phone, she ran down the steps, taking only a moment to gather her hair into a ponytail and check her reflection in the mirror that hung in the hallway.

      She snatched up her keys and purse from the side table and threw the front door open, then quickly relocked it before sprinting toward the driveway. Heart still racing, she backed down the driveway and sped toward the exit of the allotment. She braked as she passed the guard station, suddenly realizing she had no idea where she was going. Digging her phone from her bag, she spoke into the microphone. “Find directions: 1143 Cypress Drive.”

      The stilted voice in the phone called out directions, and she cut across a back road to a small suburb of Miami. Blue and red lights pierced the dark sky, and dread congealed in her stomach as she pulled up in front of the small house. The men and women on scene moved slowly, milling around the lawn, and her heart dropped to her toes. She was too late.

      

      “What exactly did the caller say?”

      She wrapped her hands around the Styrofoam cup, trying to absorb what little warmth filtered through the thick material. “He called me Carrie, told me that the woman—Monique—needed help. I… I was still half asleep, but I remembered the address. I called you guys as soon as I hung up.”

      “You said that a male called you, not Ms. Henderson herself?” Detective Sanchez propped a hip on the table and crossed his arms over his wide chest as he inspected her.

      “Yes. He had a deep voice, and the way he said it, to send help soon, I had a feeling something bad had happened. He seemed… familiar.”

      “Because he called you Carrie?”

      “Yes.” She gave a jerky nod. “But there was something else. I can’t describe it, but… I feel like it’s him.”

      Detective Sanchez studied her. “You believe this is the same man who killed Selah Wilson?”

      “He sounds older, more mature… but there was something about his voice. The tone, maybe. Just the sound of it…”

      A shiver raced down her spine at the memory of his words grating over the phone line, and the coffee sloshed precariously in the cup. She leaned forward and set it on the table before lacing her fingers together and pressing them between her thighs, a gesture that always made an appearance when she was nervous.

      “The only person who knows about my past is my friend Audrey—Dr. Stanton. We’ve known each other since college, but I haven’t told anyone else. I moved in with my grandparents in Snyder before my senior year of high school and changed my name. No one here has ever known me by anything other than Hannah.”

      “I see.” Sanchez dipped his chin. “Ms. Henderson was a nurse at St. Mary’s Hospital. Were you ever in contact with her?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m not a licensed physician, so I don’t have to make rounds. I’ve never met her that I’m aware of.”

      “Did the caller say anything else?”

      “No, not that I can remember.” She wrung her hands together. “Oh—he did say something like ‘it’s almost time.’”

      “In reference to Ms. Henderson?”

      “I don’t know.” She lifted one shoulder. “He hung up before I could ask.”

      The detective nodded as he pulled a card from his pocket and handed it over to her. “Thanks for calling it in and for answering our questions. I assume you’ll be around if we need anything?” At her nod, he continued. “Let me know if anything else comes to mind.”

      “Thank you.” She accepted the card and stood. “I appreciate your help.”

      Detective Sanchez held the door for her as she left the small interrogation room. Over the past few hours, the sun had risen fully in the sky, and its bright light streamed through the glass doors. She walked outside, shielding her eyes, debating what to do. Still shaken from the call that morning, she debated canceling today’s appointments but quickly nixed the idea. It would give her something to do—something to keep her mind off the woman’s murder.

      Shortly after she arrived at Monique’s house, reporters had flocked to the scene in droves, the information apparently leaked by a neighbor or someone working the case. She’d spoken with the patrolmen as well as the coroner, but it seemed they’d never had a chance to save Monique.

      The killer must have spent several hours with her, judging from the damage inflicted on her body. The deceased woman had several defensive wounds, as well as the deep laceration that stretched from ear to ear and ultimately ended her life. Just like Selah.

      She shivered at the thought. She’d tried for so long not to think about that night, but it always loomed in the back of her mind. She recalled each detail as if it were yesterday instead of almost ten years ago now. Selah had put up a good fight, but her killer had overpowered her, taken advantage of her before killing her with a vicious slice across the throat. And now he was back.

      Looking left and right, examining her surroundings, she strode quickly through the parking lot and climbed into her car. As soon as the door closed, she locked it. Even the oppressive heat couldn’t dispel the chill that had seeped into her bones, and she ran her hands briskly over her arms. Starting the car, she headed toward her office building and made her way to the top floor.

      Fiona met her in the lobby. “Good Lord, girl, what in the name of all things holy happened this morning?” Dogging her steps the entire way back to her office, she continued, “I turned on the news this morning, and there you were. I couldn’t believe my eyes.”

      She scrunched up her nose. “They already ran the story?”

      Fiona shook her head. “They only showed a little clip this morning. Said they’d have the ‘full story’ at six.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Vultures.”

      “So?” She stood next to the desk, hands propped on her generous hips. “What happened?”

      Sinking into her chair, she leaned back and rubbed her temples. “I got a call this morning from the killer. He said a woman needed help and gave me her address, so I called it in to the police and drove to her house. I’m sure the police would have stopped by to check things out, but I needed to see for myself.”

      “Why in the blue blazes did he call you?”

      She bit her tongue. She’d never told Fiona of her past, and she didn’t intend to now. No use worrying the poor woman until the police were able to find more information. Little spooked Fiona, though; the woman would probably take it upon herself to be her personal protector.

      “I’m not sure. The police are trying to figure that out.”

      Concern settled over her face. “Are you sure you don’t want to go home and relax?”

      She shook her head. “No, I need something to take my mind off it all.”

      Fiona nodded sagely. “Well, if you change your mind or if you need anything, you just let me know.”

      She shot her an appreciative smile. “Thank you. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      Shutting off thoughts of Monique’s murder, she turned her attention to the computer, determined to lose herself in work. Four sessions and several hours later, she walked through the front door and dropped her purse and keys on the console table in the foyer. Exhaustion pulled at her, her mind and body tired from having been roused from bed so early. Too tired to cook, she poured herself a bowl of cereal and carried it to the living room.

      Curling up in a corner of the couch, she flipped on the TV. Immediately, her face filled the screen, and a female reporter spoke in the background. “… local doctor was called to the scene early this morning. Monique Henderson, a resident of a quaint community just outside of Miami, was the victim of a brutal…”

      She flipped channels until she landed on a home and garden show. She couldn’t believe the news had spread so quickly. And why did they have to involve her? It was bad enough that a woman had been brutally murdered, but now everyone would think she was somehow involved. They hadn’t attended college together, nor were they even passing acquaintances. She’d told the cops the same thing that morning, but the reporters didn’t know that.

      Hopefully, no one leaked any details of her past. She’d reserved that information until speaking with Detective Sanchez, and he seemed intent on keeping it secret as it wasn’t yet relative to the case. If they found new evidence, though, they might have to dig further into her background. She had no desire to dredge that up again.

      She’d spent months after Selah’s death working with the local police, appealing to the community, trying to find the killer. It seemed he’d just vanished into thin air. No one had seen him, no one had recognized him or come forward.

      But now she knew—he’d always been there watching, waiting for the right time.
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      Hannah stood in her office as Dr. Andrew Chandler strode through the door and positioned himself at the corner of her desk. “Hannah, thank God you’re all right,” he said. She flicked a glance at him over her computer while entering notes from the previous session. “Hello, Andrew,” she replied.

      From the doorway, Fiona huffed, “Dr. Whitmore, your three o’clock is here. I tried to tell Dr. Chandler that you were busy, but⁠—”

      Andrew spoke over her, waving a hand dismissively at Fiona. “Please excuse us for a moment.”

      Pink bloomed over Fiona’s dark brown cheeks, prompting Hannah to intervene. Swiveling her chair toward them, she stood. “Give us two minutes and then please send Mr. Pruitt in. Thank you, Fiona.”

      “You’re interfering with my business,” Hannah chastised Andrew. “It’s nice of you to stop in, but I do have another session starting”—she checked her watch—“three minutes ago.”

      Andrew heaved a sigh. “I know, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I saw you on the news last night, you know.”

      “Poor girl,” Hannah said, barely repressing a shudder. “It was just brutal.”

      His brow furrowed. “How did you get involved?”

      Hannah actively avoided his gaze. “After he killed her, he… called me from her phone.”

      “He called you?” His voice was sharp, and her eyes flicked to his. “Good God, why?”

      “You know how it is, Andrew. Killers occasionally reach out. They either want to be stopped or they want to be recognized, taunting the authorities for not being able to catch them.” She shrugged. “I told the police everything I know, but it’s up to them to decide how to proceed.”

      His face turned pensive. “Did he say anything specific?”

      Hannah froze, remembering the way he’d called her by name—her real name. “Nothing of significance,” she lied. “I’m not entirely certain why he would call me specifically. Monique wasn’t a patient of mine, and I can’t recall ever meeting her.”

      “And what about the killer? Is it possible it’s someone you know?”

      “Of course it’s a possibility, but the likelihood of that is slim. The only person with whom I’ve had an issue recently is Mr. Iverson—the man I referred to you.”

      “I never did hear anything from him. What if it’s him?”

      Hannah thought about the way they’d parted after his last appointment. Steve had been furious, but would he have killed a woman out of spite? “I don’t know, Andrew. I just don’t think it fits. That’s awfully fast to find and kill a victim, unless he either knew Monique or happened, by some miracle, to meet her that very same day or insinuate himself in her house.”

      “But—”

      Hannah waved away his response. “I’m sure the police are looking into all the different leads. Something will turn up eventually.”

      She truly hoped he would get the hint and drop it. The whole situation made her uneasy, and she was sick to death of talking about it. She’d never met Monique, and according to the police, the woman didn’t appear to have any enemies. It really made no sense, but then, murder was often emotional and messy, lacking any rational thought.

      His eyes bored into hers, and she once again glanced away, pretending to absorb herself in her files. “You know, the offer to join practices still stands.”

      Air rushed from her lungs on a soft sigh. “We’ve talked about this.”

      He held up a hand. “Just think about it. Have dinner with me.”

      “Andrew…”

      “Okay, we don’t have to go out. I’ll stop over later and bring some takeout. Italian?” Before she could respond, he was already striding toward the door. “See you at seven.”

      Hannah flopped back in her chair, rubbing her temples in a calming circular motion. He meant well, but sometimes Andrew could be so… overwhelming. He’d been a good friend during the past two years since they’d met, but the way he looked at her sometimes hinted that he was interested in far more than just friendship or a business partnership.

      Fiona appeared in the doorway, a grim frown on her face, and Hannah knew she’d have to make up for Andrew’s rudeness. Short and stocky, Mr. Pruitt followed just behind, looking very uncomfortable for his first session. Smoothing out her facial expression, Hannah greeted him with a serene smile.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Pruitt. Please, make yourself at home.” With a grateful look at Fiona, she settled into a plush armchair.

      Turning her mind away from the murder, away from Andrew and her disgruntled receptionist, she focused on Mr. Pruitt and spent the next hour delving into his concerns over his sexuality.

      After Mr. Pruitt left, Hannah drummed her fingers on the desk, considering Andrew’s words. Maybe he was right. She’d been on edge the last couple of days since the murder, and a little extra security would go a long way to making her feel safer, at least at work. Her community was gated, so she didn’t worry too much about someone gaining access to her house. Here, though, she felt exposed.

      Picking up the phone, she dialed the building manager’s number.

      “Ramirez.”

      “Hi, Raúl, it’s Dr. Whitmore. How are you?”

      “Just fine, Doctor, how about you?”

      “Great, thanks.” Formalities out of the way, she dove right in. “Raúl, you may have heard about my recent involvement in a woman’s murder.”

      “I sure did. Sorry to hear about that. Is there something I can help with?”

      “Actually”—she rubbed her damp palm briskly on the material of her dress slacks—“I was wondering what kind of security this building has.”

      “Well, now.” His voice was tentative and a bit defensive. “We don’t usually have too much trouble here. We just call the police if anything happens. Why
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