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Prologue

Eighteen Years Ago

He could pinpoint the day, the hour, even the second when he’d chosen his first kill. In that sacred moment, fear, rules, and consequences ceased to matter and long nurtured fantasies elbowed aside judgment. The switch had been flipped. And a line would be crossed.

He raised his gaze to the blindfolded young girl tethered to the wooden chair. She was slumped forward, unconscious from the drugs he’d administered. A curtain of lush dark hair covered her pale oval face, cascaded over tight full breasts, and grazed a full waist and gently rounded hips. Not more than seventeen or eighteen, the girl worked at the carnival. She was the psychic. The seer. The seducer. For the average person she was a delightful diversion or a harmless amusement. But he was a rare breed, empowered with gifts that allowed him to see beyond her youth and beauty to the timeless evil.

The decision to kill her had come seven days ago when he’d visited her carnival tent. On that night, he’d patiently waited in the line that trailed outside her tent. He’d been nervous, edgy, and still clueless that his life was about to change.

When he’d finally entered her domain, candles flickered in shadowed corners, soft music drained from unseen speakers, and the heavy scent of incense clung to the air. She’d been sitting behind a gilded desk and had worn a bright red flowing gypsy costume. A dark wig framed a lovely face half hidden by a black domino mask. He’d felt the rush of excitement as he’d stared at her and sat across the table from her.

‘Madame Divine,’ he’d said.

Nodding, she turned his hand over and exposed his palm. ‘Yes.’

‘You look so young.’

‘Do not be fooled by my youth.’ Confidence dripped from each word as she traced his jagged lifeline.

He wasn’t deceived. ‘I saw the line. You are quite popular.’

Green eyes bore into him. ‘What is your question?’

Her abruptness stoked his anger but he was careful to keep it checked. ‘Did she love me?’

Nodding, Madame Divine traced another line on his palm. ‘I can answer that question for twenty dollars.’

His skin tingled as he pulled his hand free, dug a rumpled twenty-dollar bill from his jeans pocket, and laid it on the velvet-draped table. She set the timer at her side before she again cradled his hand. Her skin was soft and warm. Sweet, subtle perfume drifted around her and mingled with the heavy stench of scented candles. She closed her eyes and asked the spirits for guidance.

As he stared at the delicate frown that creased her forehead, he imagined what it would be like to strip the clothes from her body and beat her until she wept. How would her voice sound when she begged? He imagined she’d beg, cry, and plead. And when he wrapped his fingers around her neck, how long would it take for the life and warmth to drain from her body? He wondered all these things as she traced the lifeline on his palm and spoke of prosperity and good fortune.

And then suddenly she straightened as if she’d been kicked by the devil. Tension rippled through her fingers and her breathing grew shallow. She released his hand as if it had burned her flesh. She stared at him, fear glimmering in the green depths.

In this panicked moment, he knew that she saw his true intent.

The realization rattled him. No one had ever seen beyond his veneer. She was a true seer. A witch.

She was The One that God wanted him to kill.

‘Are you okay?’ he said.

‘Yes. Yes. I’m fine.’ She moistened her lips. ‘Tell me about this woman you love.’

He smiled, knowing he could be charming when it suited him. ‘We met at the university. We’re in the same class.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Carrie. I loved her very much. Why didn’t she love me back?’

The predictable question coaxed some of the tension from her shoulders, and she eased forward a fraction. She smiled but he knew her fear, as visible as the sweat on her brow, lingered. ‘Carrie loves you, but she is afraid of … her emotions.’

Despite his resolve to be strong, her soft voice speaking Carrie’s name drew him in closer. He wanted to believe Carrie had loved him. ‘She said she hated me.’

‘She doesn’t hate you. She loves you. You must go to her and tell her that you care.’

She spouted more nonsense about good fortunes and happiness, but when the timer buzzed, she immediately released his hand.

His open palm lingered. He yearned for her touch. Emotions demanded he take her now. Kill. Kill. Kill. But logic kept him on a tight leash. Wait. Prepare.

And so he quietly left the tent and used the next week to prepare his room for her. She was his first kill and he wanted the details to be perfect.

On the seventh night after his reading, he’d waited in the shadows. When she returned from her whoring in town and ventured to the carnival bathroom by the wood’s edge, he grabbed her and covered her mouth with his gloved hand. An injection in her arm had immediately rendered her silent and compliant. He easily dumped her in the trunk of his car and brought her to this hunter’s cabin, nestled in the hollow of the Virginia woods.

Now moonlight streamed through the small windows and mingled with the glow of three lanterns. The only concession to luxury in the rough cabin was a water pump, which fed into a deep basin. Furnishings were limited to a long wooden table and a few straight-back chairs by an old soot-stained hearth. Those who inhabited this place were prepared for a monk’s life, an idea that appealed to him.

Eagerness churned inside him. Too many years of fantasizing and dreaming were about to become reality, and it was hard to maintain control. His skin tingled. His stomach clenched. If he didn’t soon unleash the raw energy brimming inside him, he’d go insane.

Unable to wait for her to awaken, he grabbed a bucket of cold water and poured it on her face. She awoke cussing, screaming, and sputtering. The hint of panic behind her screams enhanced his excitement. He stared at her silk blouse, now wet and plastered to full, full breasts.

Breathless, his own muscles aching with want, he retreated to the cabin’s corner and sat down. He’d not expected so much desire. He’d always considered himself a chaste and prudent man, but she made him crave dark, evil passions.

Anticipation burned through his body, and he knew if he didn’t rein in his desires, he’d break his covenant with God.

She must confess and be purified first.

As she coughed, he muttered a prayer for patience. Retrieving the small Bible from his pocket, he gently kissed the gold cross embossed into the well-worn black leather. The Bible had been a gift from his mother on his tenth birthday. Though not fancy or substantial in size, the book provided him with answers, insights, and in times of stress, it was a guiding force.

With trembling fingers, he flipped through the pages, scanning and rereading passages. As he focused on the words, he suddenly felt her gaze through the blindfold. Her head was tipped back and cocked in his direction. Water dripped from her hair and face over a gold chain and down between the cleavage of her breasts.

Tied up, cold and wet, she should have been contrite and scared, but instead she possessed a dark, brooding bearing that unsettled him. He didn’t like her absence of fear.

‘Don’t stare at me,’ he said.

She shook her head. ‘I’m blindfolded. I can’t see anything.’

‘You are looking at me.’

‘So what if I am?’ Her voice was rusty, seductive.

‘You are Satan’s child.’

She actually smiled. ‘So I’ve been told.’

Fury scraped at his nerves. He crossed the room and grabbed a fistful of her hair. He pulled a knife from his back pocket and pressed it to her neck so she could feel the sharp tip. Her jugular pulsed under the blade.

He was a half-second from slicing her throat when reason shoved its way to the front of his mind. ‘I need you to confess your sins to God so you can be released from this earth clean and pure.’

A defiant set to her jaw said as much as her words. ‘The clean and pure days are long gone for me.’ The girl’s tone resonated a lifetime of experience.

‘I need your confession. I need to send you to God pure.’

‘Then I guess it’s your bad day.’ She cocked her head.

This close, he could smell the hint of a spicy, no longer sweet, perfume mingling with the stale scent of the threadbare gypsy costume. He turned her face roughly to the side so the lantern light caught the high slash of cheekbones. She was pretty, but she possessed a callous aura that would grow more insensitive with time. By thirty, she’d be washed up and spent.

Why had she seemed so different a week ago?

‘It’s just you and me, baby,’ she whispered. ‘Why don’t we play instead of fight? Some boys like to play rough but I promise gentle is better.’

The grip in her hair tightened. ‘Don’t call me baby.’

She reminded him of a cat toying with a mouse. ‘Why not? I’m good and you’ll like what I can do for you.’

Tempted by her honeyed words, he dropped his gaze to her breasts, so round and full. He ached to touch and suckle them. The balance of power was shifting. ‘Shut up.’

‘Be my baby, and then I promise you’ll forget all about the whip and this cabin.’

He pulled her hair until she cried out. ‘Whore. Harlot.’

Tears of pain, not fear, ran down under the blindfold’s creases over her cheeks. ‘Baby, just take me. You know I’ll be good. I’m always good.’ She had enough range of motion in her bound hand to brush his jean-clad thigh with her fingertips.

The faint touch sent an explosion of sensation through him and immediately he grew hard. Honeyed words, as sweet as a siren’s call, tested his resolve and summoned him to temptation’s edge. Though he was the one with power over life and death, she’d somehow mesmerized him with her soul-stealing eyes and a simple touch.

‘You don’t have to hurt me, baby,’ she said. ‘We can be good together. Untie me and you’ll see.’

‘Do you think I’m stupid?’

‘No.’ Her supple lips belied the word. ‘But we better get busy before someone catches us.’

It was his turn to smile. ‘No one is going to bust in on us. Only a handful know about this cabin, and those that do wouldn’t bother with a visit until deer season.’ He stroked her hair. ‘And that is still weeks away.’

She moistened cracked, dried lips and this time a faint tremor rippled under her words. ‘Kiss me. I know you want to kiss me.’

And God help him but he did. He’d dreamed about taking her since he’d first seen her seven nights ago. It had taken repeated razor cuts to his thighs and belly to keep himself chaste and controlled until the right moment.

He leaned forward and tasted her rosy lips. They were soft, salty, and before he thought, he greedily cupped her full breast in his smooth palm. He squeezed her nipple until she wimpered. He grew harder and fantasized about releasing her bindings and taking her. Perhaps he could keep her a few weeks in the special box under the floorboards where he hid his toys. There she’d be safe, secured, and always at the ready to play. Maybe given more time, this Delilah could be cleansed and sent to God pure and clean.

And then in the distance he heard the Voice, summoning him back to his path.

‘She is a witch. She will steal your soul if you give yourself to the temptations of the flesh.’

He jerked back and stepped away from her. He swiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

She must have sensed his panic because her smile radiated arrogance. ‘It’s okay, baby. You can love me. Let me free, and I’ll show you what real fun can be.’

He’d dreamed and fantasized about killing. He’d chosen his victim. He’d planned. And now, when he should follow through, he was faltering. What was wrong with him? He backed away from her, snatched up his Bible, muttered random prayers, and reminded himself that he was a soldier of God. ‘I am not weak. I am stronger than your temptations.’

She moistened cracked dried lips. ‘Let me love you, baby. Let me love you. You don’t even have to take the blindfold off.’

He set down the Bible. ‘ “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” ’

Scorn pulsed from her. ‘I love you, baby. I just need you to unchain me so I can show you.’

‘You are a sinner. You need to confess.’ His voice, roughened by desire, was unrecognizable.

‘I have nothing to confess.’

‘We are all sinners, baby.’

She moistened her lips and shifted her body so her breasts gently bounced.

His erection throbbed.

He pressed his hands to the fresh cuts he’d made to his chest that morning. Pain seared his senses, and for a moment he struggled with his breath as the desire leaked from his body. ‘ “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live. Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” ’

The words from Exodus rolled off his tongue, again and again, half statement and half prayer. He’d been born to destroy the wicked, not be drawn in by their earthly temptations.

His own blood dampened the front of his white shirt and his hands now. In the moonlight, the blood had darkened from red to black. He smeared it on the woman’s forehead, mingling his blood with her own. The scent and smell of their blood was sweet, indeed.

He turned and moved to the pump and bucket in the corner. He cranked the pump’s lever until the water spat and then flowed free.

She turned her head toward the water. ‘What are you doing, baby?’

He filled the bucket and transported it to a long metal tub near the woman. He repeated this process until the tub was full and brimming with water.

With fumbling fingers, he untied her wrists. ‘It’s time to play.’

‘Good,’ she said. ‘You’ll be glad. We’ll be good together.’

Hefting her slight form, he carried her toward the tub and forced her to her knees. He grabbed a shock of her hair and dangled her face above the water’s rippling surface.

‘What are you doing?’ Bravado could no longer hide her terror.

‘Confess and be free of your sins.’

‘Confess what?’

He shoved her face into the cold water, savoring the way her body flailed and squirmed. Only when he saw bubbles rise to the surface did he draw her head back. She coughed and sputtered and gripped the edge of the tub with trembling fingers.

‘Are you ready to confess?’

Wet strands of black hair draped her face and hid her expression as she coughed, sputtered, and tried to pull free.

She screamed.

The sound ricocheted off the log walls and swirled in the air above his head. ‘No one can hear.’

Her cries slowed and stopped. ‘Why are you doing this? I’ve done nothing wrong.’

He shoved her face so close to the water’s edge the tip of her nose touched it. ‘You know why, Witch.’

She yanked at her bindings and shook her head. ‘Why do you keep calling me a witch? I’m not a witch!’

He shoved her face in the water, counted to thirty, and then lifted it. She coughed and gagged. ‘I saw you coming out of the sorceress’s tent tonight at the carnival. You held my hand a week ago and spouted your evil.’

She jerked her head and tried to break his hold. ‘We’re just stupid carnies. The fortune telling is just for fun.’

‘You read palms. You do the devil’s work.’

Her black, thick hair clung to her face like a spider’s web. ‘You know it’s all bullshit. None of that stuff is real. It’s all a show. An act.’

He loomed over her. ‘You were right about too many things.’

‘I’m good at the game. One of the best. But there’s no magic.’ She shook her head. ‘People pay us a few bucks and we tell you a little about yourself. No magic. It’s bullshit.’

This time he held her face under water for the count of forty-five. ‘Liar. Heretic.’

She gagged and rolled her head to the side, frantically coughing and expelling the water from her mouth and lungs. ‘You want me,’ she said. ‘I feel it. Let me make you feel better.’

‘I don’t want you anymore.’

‘You do!’ Bitterness tangled around the words.

Defiance still lingered in her rusty voice as her face loomed over the water’s edge. It made sense that she would be strong. She’d been raised among the carnival people, traveling demons that moved from town to town.

This time when he shoved her head under the water, he held it there until her body stopped flaying and went limp. When all the fight had leeched from her body, he jerked her free and turned her on her side to allow the water to drain free. He checked her pulse, and when he felt that it had stopped, he panicked. ‘She needs to confess.’

He tipped her head back and started mouth to mouth. After several chest compressions, she inhaled sharply and her eyes opened wide. She vomited water from her lungs.

He ripped off her blindfold. He wanted to see her eyes. He wanted her to see his face.

When she looked at him, recognition and shock glistened. ‘Christ, man, why are you doing this to me? I thought you liked me.’

Contrition. It was the first step toward salvation.

‘Why are you doing this to me? Please.’ Her voice sounded hoarse and raw.

He leaned forward and brushed the wet hair off her face. Her skin felt cold, clammy. ‘What are you sorry for?’

Vibrant blue eyes bore into him. ‘Whatever I did. I’m sorry. Just don’t punish me anymore.’

Again, her gaze caught him off guard. It lured him in as it had before and made him want to forget about crusades and righteousness. He simply wanted to sink inside her warmth. As he’d dreamed of so many times, he kissed her gently on the lips and smoothed hair from her eyes. ‘If you don’t know what you did, then how can you be sorry?’

Renewed panic replaced the silent pleas. ‘You called me a witch.’

He’d never deny that she was a smart, clever girl. ‘I did.’

She licked her lips. ‘You’re not the first. Other men have said I bewitched them.’

He traced his hand over her flat belly. The idea of other men staring and leering at her troubled him. She was his and his alone. ‘So you admit you are a witch, a sorceress, a stealer of souls? I wouldn’t be driven to this if it weren’t for your magic.’

Her gaze remained locked on his as she laid her hand on his. ‘Yes. I’m a witch and whatever else you said.’

He tightened his fingers on her breast and squeezed. She winced but continued to smile. This one understood the powers of her body and how best to wield them. ‘And you repent? You swear that you are evil?’

‘Yes.’

For a moment he laid his head between her breasts and listened to the rapid thump, thump of her heart. ‘Praise be.’

‘Let me go,’ she said. ‘I won’t tell. I won’t. And I can still make you feel real good. I swear.’

He closed his eyes. ‘After what I just did to you, you still want me?’

‘Yes. I want you. Just us, baby, no one else.’

He still longed to suckle her breasts and shove inside her softness. As he lifted his eyes and prayed for strength, his gaze settled on the cracked mortar sandwiched between the logs of the cabin’s wall. He likened the cracks to his own soul. Flawed and damaged, they were still strong enough to carry the burden. With trembling fingers, he combed her hair back. She stared up at him, vulnerable, scared, and ready.

Before he could surrender to temptation, he shoved her head under the water. She fought him, straining and twisting her body as her fists flailed. She tried to kick him with her feet, but he used his weight to render her immobile. Slowly, he counted away the seconds until her struggles lessened and she stopped fighting. Bubbles gurgled to the surface and still he held her face firmly under the water until the three-minute mark.

This time when he released her, her body slumped to the dirty floor, pale, cold, and dead. ‘Go with God, Grace.’

‘Mariah!’

Grace Wells screamed her sister’s name even before she was fully awake. She sat up in her twin daybed searching the dark as she grabbed her throat. She struggled to breathe and to catch her breath. Slowly, she hauled in enough deep breaths to calm herself.

She searched the dark room of her trailer for signs of her sister’s return. Light seeped into the small window and illuminated the flowered coverlet, stuffed animals, and a poster of Brad Pitt in a scene from A River Runs Through It.

She pulled at the frayed edges of her pink nightgown and struggled to calm herself. She’d endured endless nightmares since her mother had died three years ago, and for the most part she’d gotten used to waking up alone and terrified. But this night terror was different. She saw no faces and heard no sounds except for Mariah’s cries for help.

Grace pressed trembling fingers to her temples and stared out the window. The grassy fairgrounds were located on the outskirts of town. The ground had been soft when they’d arrived and the carnival’s trucks had left deep ruts in the ground and torn away large patches of grass. This field looked much like so many other fairgrounds in cities she’d long forgotten.

The carnival’s Ferris wheel and flying scooter sat still and dark. The flaps to the rifle shot, ringtoss, and basket jump shot games were closed, and the ticket booth’s window was shuttered and locked.

All normal.

She crossed the room she shared with Mariah to the small crib and peeked in on the baby. The girl, Sooner, was just five days old, and already looked so much like Mariah.

The baby’s deep even breathing did little to ease Grace’s fears. Grace should have been working tonight, but she’d not felt well so Mariah had agreed to take the shift. Because the carnival would be closing in four days, they’d all anticipated big crowds.

You owe me, kid.

I know. Thanks.

Don’t wait up for me. I’ve got a date.

Mariah had met another boy. A prince, this time, who was most valiant and who just might be The One. But the boys that lingered around the carnival weren’t looking for lasting love.

Theirs was a gypsy’s life with no regular address, schools, or roots of any kind. Not for the first time this season, she longed to move on to the next stop, thinking that maybe it would be better.

The room chilled with loss and grief. She hugged her arms around her chest. ‘Oh, God, Mariah, what have you gotten yourself into this time?’



Chapter One

Present Day Tuesday, October 19, 5:15 a.m.
She had a power over him.

In this room, alone with her, words failed him. Here he followed her lead, moving with an economy of motion, undressing quickly and falling into bed before reason spoke. Their sex was always urgent. Hot. And it left his heart punching against his ribs.

This time, like every time before, she rose out of bed, his scent clinging to her, and dressed in silence. He knew what would follow. She’d manage a quick fix of her tousled auburn hair, they’d share obligatory, if not embarrassed, pleasantries, and she would leave, never suggesting that there should be a next time.

However, this time when she rose, Daniel wasn’t content to just let her leave. He rolled on his side and watched her trembling fingers smooth the bunched cream silk slip down over her naked hips. She moved to the mirror and inspected once well-applied make-up now sinfully smudged and pale skin, crimson with sex’s afterglow.

He wanted her back in bed, curled at his side, but he hesitated to ask. She’d been clear from the beginning that she’d only signed up for good, hot sex. She didn’t want a lover or a boyfriend or anything that involved commitment.

That first time he’d agreed to her terms, counting his lucky stars and fully expecting little more than satisfaction and a pleasant memory. But from that initial release until now, he couldn’t get enough of her. The more she gave, the more he wanted.

And the line she’d drawn between professional and personal had entirely faded – for him.

Manicured fingers slid over the slip as she glanced at the clock on the nightstand, sighed, and collected her scattered clothes from the floor.

He made no effort to hide his fascination with her. They’d shared this motel room five other times now, but he’d yet to see her fully naked. She had a long sleek form, creamy skin, a narrow tapered waist, and a nicely rounded bottom. He wasn’t sure what she hid from him, but found the mystery more consuming each time they had sex.

Last time he’d seen the scar marring her side and thought he’d discovered her secret. When he’d asked her about it, she’d shrugged and said, ‘I was shot.’

Curious, he’d pulled the police file and read the details of the shooting. It had occurred three years ago. She’d been working late. A client’s hit man had entered her office and shot her because she’d been considered a loose end. Bleeding and alone, she’d escaped to a bathroom and locked the door. The shooter, unable to reach her, had barricaded her inside and left her for dead. It would be another eight hours before she would escape and call 911. The crime scene photos had stirred primal anger in him. Even now he could vividly recall photo images of her blood staining the bathroom’s carpeted floor; the door hinges she wedged free with the tip of her high heels; and her bloodied silk blouse left behind by EMTs.

‘Do you think about the shooting?’ he’d said as he’d kissed the scar.

She threaded her fingers through his hair. ‘No.’

‘It’s got to bother you.’

Her fingers stilled. ‘I never dwell on the past.’

If she weren’t hiding the bullet hole scar, then why not take off the slip? Last night when he’d tried to tug it off her, she’d resisted. What else was there to hide?

She slipped on her blouse and efficiently buttoned it. Sliding on a pencil-thin black skirt, she tucked in her shirttail and with the flick of the zipper was again all elegance and class. Maybe some old lesson from charm school kept her from stripping totally.

Thinking about that slip and what it hid gave him another hard-on. ‘Why don’t you stay?’

She found her panties and, facing him, tucked them in her purse. ‘We both have early calls.’

‘You gave your final summation yesterday. The pressure is off until the jury comes back. Go in to the office late today. You’ve earned it.’

She arched a neat eyebrow. ‘I’ve never been late before.’

He propped his head on his hand. ‘Be late.’

‘Why?’

‘Once is not enough when it comes to you.’

She readjusted her pearl necklace so the diamond clasp was again in the back. A smile played with the corners of her lips. ‘I wish I could stay for an encore. Really. But I’ve got appointments.’

‘All work and no play makes Charlotte a dull girl, counselor.’

‘All work keeps Charlotte liquid and her bills paid, detective.’

Naked, he rose off the bed and moved toward her until he was inches away. Towering, he fingered the pearls around her neck. She smelled of Chanel and him. ‘We should have dinner sometime.’

She grinned. ‘We just had dessert.’

‘I’m talking about real food. Tables, chairs, forks, knives, and spoons.’

She didn’t pull away. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘You’ve got to eat sometime.’

‘We drew a line. It has to remain fixed and secure.’

He curled the pearls around his index finger. ‘The defense attorney doesn’t want to be seen with a cop?’

‘Maybe the cop shouldn’t be seen with the older defense attorney.’

‘Three years doesn’t count as older. And I don’t care who sees me with you.’

She untangled his finger from her pearls. ‘We are judged by the company we keep.’

The wistful, if not sad, edge surprised him. She wasn’t talking about him. But who? Another mystery. Another reason to want her.

As she picked up her purse, he pressed his erection against her backside. ‘Stay just a few more minutes.’

She tipped her head against his chest. Tonight there’d been more urgency in her lovemaking, which he’d attributed to the murder trial’s conclusion. ‘I can’t.’

‘That sounds half-hearted.’ Sensing a shift, he pushed her hair aside and kissed her neck. Her sharp intake of breath pleased him.

‘I have to go.’ The trademark steel in her voice had vanished.

He turned her around and unfastened the buttons of her blouse until he could see the ivory lace of her slip. He kissed her shoulder, her chin, and the top of her breast.

‘We have rules about avoiding tangles.’

‘Fuck the rules. And the tangles.’

She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. When she broke the connection, she was breathless. ‘I really have to leave in twenty minutes or I will be late.’ The whispered words gave no hints of the woman he’d seen on the courthouse steps late yesterday. Swamped by reporters, that woman had been cool, direct, and flawless ice.

The contrasts added to the mystery. ‘Have dinner with me.’

Her fingers wrapped around his erection. ‘No time for talking, detective.’

He swallowed, struggling to hold on to clear thought. ‘You are avoiding the question.’

Her hands moved in smooth, even strokes. ‘Nineteen and a half minutes.’

Until now she’d called the shots. But that would change. Soon.

Dinner and power plays relegated to another day’s battle, he kissed her as he scooped her up and laid her in the center of the bed. Straddling her, he reached for the package of condoms on the nightstand. Urgency blazed through him. He tore open the pack with an impatient jerk and slid on the rubber.

As she wriggled under him, tugging up her skirt, he thought he’d explode. There was nothing else in the world that mattered more now.

When he nestled between her legs, his beeper vibrated on the nightstand. Fuck.

She glanced at him expectantly. ‘Do you need to get that?’

‘They can wait,’ he growled.

She gripped his shoulders as he pressed into her. ‘You sure?’

‘Very.’

They both forgot about deadlines, clients, and responsibilities.




Chapter Two

Tuesday, October 19, 6:45 a.m.
Detective Daniel Rokov pulled up at the crime scene and shut the car engine off. He got out of the car and retrieved his suit jacket from the hanger in the backseat. Sliding it on, he took a moment to adjust the jacket collar, and then do a quick check of his gun, phone, and badge, which hung on his belt. He shook off his lingering drowsiness and closed the squad door.

The scene was at The Wharf, an abandoned restaurant sandwiched between Union Street in Old Town Alexandria and the Potomac. The faded white building was square and set eight feet off the ground on stilts. The exterior had been neglected since the place had closed over a decade ago, and the wooden decking and stairs looked as if they’d tumble in the next real windstorm. The place had been a popular restaurant back in the day, and the rooftop dining had offered some of the best views of the Potomac River in the area. He’d heard that the city had purchased the building and planned renovations, but given a tanking economy and a dwindling tax base, that wasn’t likely.

The trees along the river had turned from a deep green to a mixture of oranges, browns, and yellows. The air was a cool sixty degrees, which compared to the summer’s triple-digit numbers, felt phenomenal.

The paved parking lot, fenced off from Union Street by a ten-foot chain-link fence, was filled with a half-dozen white Alexandria Police marked cars. The city’s forensics van was parked on the side of the building, and the vehicle’s back-bay doors were open. He surveyed the area and searched for any orange cones used to indicate stray shell casings, tire marks, or anything else that might be considered evidence. He didn’t see any.

A handful of tourists had gathered. This was the height of the tourist season in Old Town. Ghost and historic tours ran nightly, and it was common to see large groups of people shuffling past as a guide pointed out the buildings where troubled spirits lingered past their exit dates. He’d taken a date on a city tour about six months ago. Monica. She’d been with the tourism bureau and had suggested the excursion. He’d been out of his divorce less than a year, but backbreaking hours had left him little time to date so he’d still been rusty. The tour had been more interesting, but Monica had been more concerned about incoming text messages than him. By the end of the date she’d called him rigid. Rigid. Because he’d expected common courtesy. Shit.

‘Danny-boy, is that the suit you wore yesterday?’

The rusty voice belonged to his partner, Detective Jennifer Sinclair, a tall brunette who tended to wear jeans with a black turtleneck and a worn leather jacket. Today, as most days, she’d swept her thick hair into a bun at the base of her neck. Only on the rare occasions when she wore her hair down did its lush ends brush the middle of her back. She liked to work out at the gym, had an athlete’s physique, but swore she didn’t enjoy sports. Raised by a single cop father, she moved among the detectives and uniforms easily, never falling prey to jabs and jokes and always able to toss back what she received.

Rokov rested his hands on his hips. ‘I can’t wear a suit two days in a row?’

‘You only wear your best suits to court. Court was yesterday. Not today.’

Early this morning, he’d walked Charlotte Wellington to her car parked outside their motel room, left her with a very public kiss, and then snagged his Dopp kit from the trunk of his car. He kept the kit stocked with an electric razor and other essentials. He’d been presentable in ten minutes, but there’d been no time to drive to his apartment and collect a change of clothes. ‘You’re a regular calendar. You gonna hit me with a weather prediction next?’

Rokov and Sinclair were two detectives in a four-person homicide department. They had been in court yesterday along with the other two members, Deacon Garrison and Malcolm Kier, to hear the summations in the Samantha White murder trial. White, a thirty-year-old housewife, was accused of murdering her husband. Most would have bet the young woman, who’d confessed to crushing her husband’s head with a golf club, would easily be convicted of first-degree murder. None of the public defenders had wanted the case. And then Charlotte Wellington had stepped into the picture, and all bets were off. Wellington had insisted her client had acted in self-defense, and the slam-dunk conviction had dissolved into uncertainty by trial’s end.

‘So you gonna ask her out?’ Sinclair said.

‘Who?’

‘Charlotte Wellington. I saw the way you were staring at her in court yesterday. Very intense.’

The jab would have gotten another male cop a threatening glare, but Jennifer reminded him so much of his kid sister all he could manage was a shrug. ‘Maybe I was paying attention to her summation. Try it sometime.’

Jennifer grinned, unfazed. ‘So you are gonna ask her out?’

His gaze roamed the lot around the building. ‘Why would I ask her out?’

‘’Cause you got a thing for her.’

A brackish breeze billowed the folds of his jacket. Hands on hips, he asked, ‘And what birdie told you that?’

‘Don’t need a birdie, man. I can read you like a book.’

He smiled, more relieved than amused. She was fishing blind. ‘Sinclair, as much as I love girl talk, we got a victim who might like some of our attention.’

A half smile raised full lips covered with no lipstick. ‘Whatever you say, Danny-boy.’

They ducked under the yellow crime scene tape and passed a collection of cops and cars with flashing lights. Rokov found the uniform that had been the first responder and secured the crime scene. The guy was mid-forties, short, stocky, and sported a dark crew cut and a thick mustache.

Rokov extended his hand and introduced himself. ‘You’re Jack Barrow, right?’

‘That’s right.’ Hearing the sound of his own name relaxed the guy a fraction. ‘Heard you had a talent for remembering details.’

‘Naw, not really. I just remembered you got that service award last spring for working with the kids in the Seminary District.’

‘Right again.’ Barrow hooked thick thumbs into his waistband.

Sinclair shook hands with Barrow. ‘Your wife birth that baby?’

‘Not yet,’ he sighed.

‘Damn, boy,’ Sinclair said. ‘What does this make, number four?’

‘Five.’ He glanced at Rokov. ‘This gal’s old man trained me when I was a rookie. I think she was in elementary school then.’

Sinclair shook her head. ‘Please, no visiting the dark ages.’

Barrow tossed her a friendly wink. ‘She tossed a mean softball.’

‘We’re not here to talk about me or your old self,’ Sinclair said. ‘Give us the rundown.’

Barrow’s gaze turned toward the building, and his expression grew somber. Few outsiders could understand how cops could joke in times like this. Cops, however, understood it was the jokes that got them through times like this.

‘This one is a real freak show. Sure to give cops nightmares and land on the ghost tour when the details leak out.’ Barrow glanced at Sinclair, all traces of humor gone. ‘I’m sorry you’re gonna have to see it.’

Sinclair cocked her head. ‘I can handle it.’

‘Break your old man’s heart to know you do this kind of work.’

For the first time, Sinclair had no quip.

‘What drew you to the building?’ Rokov said to Barrow.

‘Saw a light in the second-story window. Like a candle flickering. The place is locked up tighter than a drum because it’s unsafe. City bought the building. Supposed to be torn down. Anyway, thought we might have vagrants or druggies so I called for backup and we went to check it out.’ He rubbed the back of his neck with his hands. ‘We didn’t find anyone there except the victim.’

‘Male or female?’ Rokov said. He pulled a notebook from the breast pocket of his jacket and a pen.

‘Female.’

‘You see how she died?’

Morning light cast shadows on Barrow’s face and deepened the creases. ‘No. The scene makes me think of, well … better you just go up there and see for yourself.’

‘Sure,’ Rokov said.

‘Watch the stairs. They’re old. Not too stable.’

‘Thanks.’

He moved past Sinclair and took to the stairs first, knowing if they gave way, he might have time to warn Sinclair off. Plus he couldn’t shake the thought of Sinclair’s old man cringing when his baby girl entered the scene.

‘I could have gone first,’ she said.

His partner didn’t appreciate chivalry, so he did his best to downplay it. ‘Then move faster next time.’

The stairs creaked and groaned and shifted slightly as they climbed past the first floor to the second. Sunlight streamed into the first floor, but instead of cheer, it added an eerie quality that deepened and extended the shadows.

There was only one other cop on the floor and the forensics tech. No doubt, there’d been some concern about structure as well as foot traffic in the dusty room. Plus, the fewer people up here, the better.

Both detectives put on paper booties and snapped on rubber gloves.

They moved toward the tech, Paulie Somers, a crusty guy in his late forties who didn’t tolerate interruptions well. Paulie wore a jumpsuit, booties, and gloves. Snapping pictures, he didn’t bother with greetings.

Paulie could be difficult to work with but he was meticulous and a master at finding evidence a less experienced tech could miss. He would spend a good deal of time snapping pictures and documenting every inch of the crime scene before collecting data.

When Paulie stepped to the left, it gave Rokov his first real full-on view of the victim, who lay on her back, her hands outstretched, her palms up. Her hands and feet had been nailed to the ground with wooden stakes. A neat white powdery substance neatly encircled the victim’s body.

He’d learned to put aside emotion when he viewed a crime scene. His job was to accumulate facts, details, and anything he could use to catch a killer. And so he focused on the details.

The victim was young, twenties maybe, and she had a thick shock of black hair that swooped over the right side of her face. Her skin was as pale as caulk. Below the roughly hewn stakes, her fingers were curled upward as if she’d been trying to claw free. She wore a black dress and a red leather jacket.

He glanced around the body and the walls for signs of blood: a spray, droplets, pools, something to tell him more about the death. But there was nothing.

‘There’s no blood,’ Sinclair said.

‘No.’

‘She wasn’t killed here.’

‘That’s my guess,’ Rokov said.

‘Which means she was dead when she was staked to the ground.’

‘Yes.’ Gratitude could blossom at the direst times, Rokov thought as he stared at the body.

‘Rigor mortis is well established,’ Paulie said. Rigor mortis began three hours after death, but the slow stiffing of the muscles didn’t peak until the twelve-hour mark, when the process then began to dissipate.

‘Eight to twelve hours since she died?’ Rokov said.

‘Give or take. And have a look at her legs.’ Paulie lifted her skirt to reveal her ankles now stained a bluish purple by blood that had settled under the skin. ‘Note the lividity. She was upright when she died. Sitting maybe. Sat there for at least an hour before she was moved.’ When the heart stopped beating, blood traveled to the lowest point in the body, darkening the skin. ‘I haven’t been able to get a good look at the underside of her arms, but there appears to be lividity under her forearms as well.’

Rokov studied the victim’s neck for signs of trauma. There was some bruising. ‘Was she strangled?’

‘I don’t know. That’s for the medical examiner to figure out.’

‘Knife wounds. Bullet holes.’

‘First glance, nothing. But until I remove the stakes, I can’t process and examine like I should.’

‘What’s the circle made of?’ Rokov said.

Paulie squinted as he glanced through the viewfinder of his digital camera. ‘I think it’s salt.’

‘Salt?’

‘Everyday regular iodized table salt.’

Rokov squatted and studied the circle. He could sense Sinclair’s gaze. ‘Any thoughts, partner?’

‘Assuming the substance is salt?’ Her voice sounded rough with emotion.

‘Sure.’

‘Salt has lots of uses. Keeps bugs away. Maybe the killer didn’t want the ants on her.’

Rokov rose. ‘It’s also used in magic spells.’

She arched a brow. ‘That’s kinda far-fetched.’

‘This whole scene is far-fetched. In fact, when we get the go ahead to walk around, check the corners of the room, and see if there are any bits of salt there.’

‘You’re joking, right?’

‘No, I’m not.’

The deep tenor of Rokov’s voice erased whatever amusement she’d allowed. ‘Witches. Really? I thought the Samanthas and Endoras of the world were just fiction.’

‘I’m not saying this woman was a witch. But that doesn’t mean the killer didn’t believe she was a witch. He could have put salt in the corner to seal the room.’

‘How would you know something like that?’

‘I’ve heard tales from my grandmother.’

‘She grew up in Russia.’

‘Where superstition reigns.’

She opened her mouth to argue but then stopped. They’d seen a lot of crazy shit over the last eighteen months as partners.

Rokov turned to Paulie. ‘Any other observations?’

Paulie snapped three more pictures before he straightened. ‘There are ligature marks on her neck, and the underside of her hair and her collar are damp with what appears to be water.’

‘Cause of death?’

‘Ask the medical examiner.’

The tech was always careful not to weigh in with an opinion. His job, he’d often said when prompted for a comment, was to collect data. He left the fancy figuring up to the detectives.

‘Identification?’ Sinclair knelt by the body and stared into the woman’s face half cloaked by her hair.

‘No ID. No jewelry. And there are red marks on the side of her neck. Looks like he got her with a stun gun several times.’ Paulie knelt down and examined the hair draping her forehead. He snapped more pictures and then gently moved the hair back. ‘Have a look at this.’

Sinclair squatted and glanced down. ‘She’s been tattooed with the word Witch.’ The bold letters covered most of the delicate forehead skin, still puckered red and raw from the tattoo needle. ‘Shit.’

Rokov’s half-baked theory had been correct, but it gave him no pleasure. ‘She have any other tats or markings?’

‘Not on the exposed areas. But there could be other body art under the clothes.’

‘I can’t imagine anyone willingly doing this to themselves,’ Sinclair said. ‘But we’ve seen all kinds of oddities.’

Rokov glanced around the room. The flowered wallpaper was peeling off in frayed strips, and the ceiling was soiled with a dozen watermarks. All the furniture had been stripped out, and a shadow imprint on the back wall suggested there’d been a bar at one point. A thick coating of dust covered the room. ‘Footprints?’

‘Two distinct sets,’ Paulie said. ‘The first I identified as Barrows. He was kind enough not to trample all over the floor, which left me with clear impressions of the second set.’ Paulie pointed to the window. ‘The best impression is over by the window, and I’ve marked it with a cone. I’ve got an electrostatic dust print collector. It will pull an impression.’

Rokov moved toward the footprints carefully to mirror Barrow’s path. ‘It looks like a size eleven or twelve.’ He studied the grooved pattern. ‘Sneakers?’

‘That’s my guess, but it will take time to narrow the brand.’

‘The impressions are clear and defined. He walked carefully and with precision.’

Paulie shrugged. ‘You know I don’t make impulsive calls.’

‘I’m not holding you to it,’ Rokov said.

‘That’s what they all say. I’ll have a report by tomorrow.’

Rokov studied the impression. ‘Inside back right heel looks worn. He’s favoring the foot.’

Paulie snapped more pictures. ‘Could be an injury or he could have had a wart at one time, and it changed the way he walks. Doesn’t mean he noticeably favors the foot now.’

‘So he moved her here,’ Rokov says. ‘Positions her, stakes her, and then moves to the window to stare at what?’

‘The river. The full moon. It was a clear night last night. He stops to enjoy the full moon. Maybe he heard a sound.’

‘If he’s got a thing about witches, the moon makes sense,’ Rokov said. ‘The full moon has a lot of power in some circles. Stands to reason he’d be drawn to the moon.’

Sinclair rose. ‘We need to figure out who she is. I’ll head downstairs and put a call into Missing Persons and see what they have.’

‘Good.’ Rokov turned to Paulie. ‘Does she have defensive wounds? Did she fight for her life?’

‘I’m going to bag her hands. Hopefully, the medical examiner will find something under her nails.’

Rokov knelt by the victim’s right hand and studied the crude stake that had pierced the flesh of her palm. It would have taken tremendous force to drive the wood through flesh. He wondered if she’d known her attacker. Most murdered women knew their killers. Lovers. Husbands. Boyfriends. Love could turn vicious instantly.

‘I wanted you to see her before I pulled the stakes. If I can pull them out now, I can roll her over.’

‘Need a hand?’ Rokov said.

‘I got it.’ Paulie slid on workman’s gloves over his surgical gloves and grabbed a hold of the stake. ‘The floor boards are rotted.’ He pulled hard, and the stake wriggled free of the floor and the victim’s palm. Carefully, he moved to the other side and repeated. Then it was on to the feet. The last stake proved stubborn and it took assistance from Rokov to free it.

Paulie laid the stakes out and photographed them. Then very carefully, he turned the body on its side. The victim’s jacket was embossed with the word Magic. He checked the jacket’s label. ‘Tanner’s.’

Rokov recognized the retailer. ‘Tanner’s is a shop in Old Town. It has a solid reputation of making custom leather jackets.’

Rokov pulled a notebook from his pocket and wrote down the detail along with the dozens of others he’d noted since he entered the room.

‘Okay. You keep doing your thing here,’ Rokov said. ‘Sinclair and I will beat the streets. Maybe somebody saw something.’

Outside, Rokov found Sinclair by the car on her radio. She looked pale but determined. ‘Thanks. If you get a match, give me a call.’

‘No matches.’

‘Not yet. But she might not have been missing twenty-four hours yet.’

‘Her jacket is unique. The seller is located in Old Town. I’ll double check, but I think he opens at ten.’

‘Good.’ Sinclair rubbed the back of her neck. ‘Last night was a Monday night in late October. The streets would have been packed with tourists taking ghost tours and hitting the bars.’

‘The retail shops would have been closed by ten, but the bars would have been open until twelve, one, or two.’

‘Give or take a few hours, she died last night about one.’

‘Yeah. There’s O’Malley’s on the corner. It’s as good a place as any to start. Maybe someone saw someone here.’

Rokov waved to Barrows, Sinclair nodded, and the detectives made their way across the parking lot. Quick strides got them across the street to O’Malley’s.

The pub was on the corner of Union and Prince in a three-level town house that had been built a hundred-plus years ago. Built of old brick, the building had a large glass window with gold lettering and green café curtains. The historic look appealed to tourists.

‘This is ground zero for the city’s tourist industry,’ Sinclair said. ‘The press is going to eat this up.’

Rokov glanced back at the murder scene. ‘They’ll be here within the hour, and the story will be on the news by lunch.’ He worked hard to push aside circumstances that he could not control. But when it came to the press, his success rate was mixed. ‘The only way to diffuse the story is to solve the case as quickly as possible.’

‘A closed case would be a great way to start the week.’

Rokov glanced inside O’Malley’s, and when he saw the flicker of movement in the back, he pounded on the front door with his fist. For a moment, the bar’s interior went silent, and then footsteps sounded inside.

A tall, lean man, sporting a black five o’clock shadow, stopped about twenty feet short of the door. He wore a white apron over T-shirt and jeans. A bar towel hung carelessly over his right shoulder.

‘We’re closed until three,’ he shouted.

The man was already turning toward the kitchen when Rokov tapped on the glass and held up his badge. The barman turned, his face dark with frustration.

‘We have a few questions,’ Rokov said.

The man hesitated and shook his head, as if the cops were the last complication he’d expected or needed. Finally, he moved toward the door and unlatched the deadbolt. Bells jingled above as the door opened, and the smell of stale beer and cigarette smoke rushed out to greet them. ‘Someone filing a complaint?’

‘Should they?’ Sinclair said.

The barman shifted his gaze to her and let it roam slowly and freely up her frame. He didn’t smile, or leer, just absorbed every detail of her. Sinclair arched a brow but didn’t flinch.

‘You got a name?’ Rokov said.

‘Richardson,’ he said, pulling his gaze from Sinclair. ‘Duke Richardson. I own O’Malley’s.’

‘So is there a reason someone would file a complaint?’ Sinclair repeated.

‘And you are?’ Richardson said.

Sinclair pulled out her badge. ‘Detective Sinclair. This is my partner, Detective Rokov.’

‘Big guns,’ Richardson said. ‘I’m guessing you’re not here for me, then.’

‘Why’s that?’ Ten years on the force had taught Rokov never to trust anything at face value. He’d solved more than a couple of crimes by pure chance. Once as a traffic cop he’d pulled an SUV because of a broken tail light. The driver, a thin man with a plaid shirt, had been nervous and unable to stop fidgeting. Rokov had called the plates into dispatch, learned there’d been no priors, but the guy had just been too damn squirrelly. He’d asked the guy to get out of his car. The man had opened the door abruptly, trying to drive it into Rokov and knock him into traffic. Rokov had dodged the assault, stumbled, and righted himself just as the guy pulled a gun. Rokov fired and killed the man with the first shot. Turns out, the assailant had murdered his wife and was fleeing the state.

Rokov still had moments when those tense seconds came back to him in a flash. He could recall each detail as if the film had been put in slow motion. The way the guy’s eyes had shifted to the left. The way his own hands had trembled very slightly as he’d gripped the handle of his gun tighter. The way the assailant had reached under a newspaper on the front seat and pulled out a Berretta. Rokov could remember the sound of a horn blaring as a car passed behind him, the rust-colored stain on the man’s jeans and the sweat beading on his upper lip. It had felt like a lifetime but in reality was mere seconds.

Without realizing it, he had already eased his hand to his belt and draped his fingers over his gun handle.

Duke glanced at Rokov’s hand and then held up his own. ‘Hey, I don’t want trouble.’

Rokov’s own heart raced and for a moment he said nothing. He’d not been shot but he still had lingering moments of stress related to the incident. Charlotte had been shot, and yet she insisted she was just fine. No fucking way she’d walked away unscathed.

Rokov cleared his throat and lowered his hand. ‘We have a few questions. There was a problem across the street last night.’

Duke folded his arms over his chest. ‘I was open until midnight. Slammed until a half hour after that. I never got more than a few feet from the bar. What happened?’

Rokov let the question pass. ‘See any customers that might have aroused
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