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  Dedication

To all troubled souls. I see you and I feel you. There is still some good  left in this world.
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  Prologue
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Angie Winston slid deeper into the thin crack  between the dank smelling walls deep within the dark alley. An old battered, trashcan helped hide her from view. Her petite frame allowing her to hide easily in small tight areas. She’d been coming to this spot for several nights, waiting for him to make an appearance, and so far, there had been nothing. Breathing steadily, Angie observes her surroundings as she bides her time awaiting his appearance. Many nights she’d watched vagrants: people, pass by her within feet, and they’d never known she was there.
If you’d told her a year ago, that she’d be venturing into dark alleys in the Harlem and Brooklyn district of New York City, she’d have responded, no way. A lot had happened within the past year. Angie wasn’t that same timid, scared, young woman she’d been a year ago. Her long blond hair was gone. She now sported a super, short, spiked look which she kept colored a deep, intense, burgundy. Her bright, golden eyes were sometimes covered with colored contacts. Tonight, the color of choice was brown. She wore a black cap pulled over her hair because she did not want to get anything nasty in it if possible, such as mold, spiderwebs. Well, one never knew what you’d encounter hanging out in dark alleys at midnight. 
She twitched her right ankle and rotated it trying to get a little more comfortable. The .38 revolver she had wedged between her ankle and boot, just wasn’t cutting it for comfort. Sam had insisted it could save her life sometime, so she always kept it on her. She loved her nine-millimeter sccy, she carried it everywhere, complete with a legal gun permit. She had no intention of losing it, but she’d still have her “piss-off” gun as she referred to, in her ankle, because that’s all a .38 was going to do was tick someone off. 
Sam had been her surrogate brother, bodyguard, and a protector for far too long for her not to listen. He really was the only one she listened to except Lillie. God knew she sure didn’t listen to her father. 
The great, Dr. John Winston, had lost total influence with his daughter a year ago. All those years, all those lies, he and Velda, their housekeeper, had kept. 
It still sent her reeling when she allowed herself time to think back. Angie didn’t like thinking back. It was too bloody, too sad, so much wasted time. 
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As the time grew later and her body protested in continuing its vigilance, Angie decided it was time to give it up for the night and go home. Tomorrow was another day. She’d have to find Lisa and get more information from her. She only hoped she was ok and had found a place to hide. Too many thoughts were threatening to crash in on her, and she needed sleep. 
She grasped her head as a sharp pain signaled the onset of a killer headache. Angie looked around her before stepping out of the shadows into a dimly lit street, an almost blown light bulb hanging from the side of an old, weathered door. She quickly stepped through the door frame into total darkness for a few moments before she turned on her small flashlight. 
Sam had shown this hiding spot to her among several others. His time being homeless growing up had come in handy. He had shown her several shortcuts which led her from alley to alley. She took several steps before stepping through another small door and out onto the dimly lit street, where she ran down a set of stairs into the subway tunnel just in time to catch the train that would take her home to the Upper East Side. 
As she got off the train, she absentmindedly ran her hand through her short hair as she glanced around her. This was a nice area here with shops up and down the streets. There was a cool bar called Misfits Beer Here, that was clean. Her friends ‘Investigation Manifestation Business’ was set up just a few blocks over. Jeff, the Owner, had given her a job as Office Manager. Sam had a place just several blocks over. He had also joined them at the new company even though he didn’t really need the money. Her father had paid him well over the six years he had kept her alive. She knew part of the reason for him hanging around her was Lillie. He had the hots for her, it was obvious Lillie returned the feelings. 
Angie shook her head and gave a quiet laugh. She still could not wrap her head around the name Jeff had produced for his new business, but it was his baby. The rent was cheaper in the Upper East Side than over in the Soho and Times Square area.
Her eyes blurred for a second making her wonder if she might be suffering from sleep deprivation. Oh well, Angie bemused, as she rubbed at her eyes, making sure the blurriness disappeared. There was time for sleep later. 
She was going to find this sick freak and take care of him for the last time. By the time she got finished with him, he’d never want to so much as a glance at a young girl again, let alone touch one. 
The fact that Angie was even thinking along these lines should have raised an alarm within her. What made her think for a minute that she was tough enough to be considering what she was planning? But then Angie hadn’t been thinking very clearly for several weeks now. Something in her thought process had snapped or evolved and had taken a stroll down a dark lane. She wasn’t officially working a case. She wasn’t a licensed investigator. She was just the Office Manager in the Investigation Company.
Angie had an agenda. This had become too personal for her. Some would worry that she’d become a vigilante. Some would worry that Angie had never completely healed yet, psychologically. Some would think she was a real bad-ass. It depended on which side of her street you were standing on.








  
  Chapter One
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Angie could live anywhere she wanted. Her father was a surgeon, extremely wealthy and would foot the bill for her in any penthouse or high rise that she chose. But she liked the little two-bedroom loft style. It sat over a popular diner which served awesome food ; no one paid attention to her comings and goings here. It was a short walk to the office where she was working, her first real job. 
When you had spent six years of your life in hiding from a Serial Killer, it was hard to go work just anywhere. She shook her head as thoughts tried to invade her mind. She was twenty-five and had lived her life in virtual hiding since she was seventeen. Angie was experiencing her first year of living free of fear. She had a separate set of outside stairs that led to her apartment.
She glanced at her phone to check the security system she had set up there. It was peaceful. No one was lingering around. She was worried he’d try to retaliate against Lisa if he found out she was speaking to anyone about any of their business. This boyfriend, as Lisa called him, was no more than a glorified pimp. All Angie had gotten was a glimpse of a tall bald man sporting an upside-down cross on the back of his neck. He knocked the hell out of a young girl sending her crashing into the cement wall next to the coffee shop that night. She just happened to be coming outside with her coffee at that moment or she would have missed the whole thing.
Angie shook her head as a wave of sleep threatened to overcome her. How had she come to this? she wondered. Who was she kidding? She knew the answer to that question. The Whisperer had happened. Angie shook her head now as if to ward off the incoming memories rushing at her now from every direction. 
Lillie and Sam had warned her that this could happen. Hell, even Bryan had tried to prepare her, but she thought she had everything under control. Angie was running from a few of her own demons instead of dealing with them.
Someone had kidnapped her from in front of her school when she was seventeen. Thank God for Sam who had been her father’s bodyguard at his new doctor’s office because he understood the streets. She was convinced she would never have survived the ordeal if he hadn’t found her as quickly as he had. 
It was a long six years living in that monstrosity of a place called home clear in California where her father had relocated them to for protection until the police caught the ‘Whisperer’ as they had named him. During those long years, Angie lived in a hollow shell of existence, with little to no contact with the outside world. They never caught the Whisperer until a chain of events had lured him out to try to kidnap her again. 
She backtracked a few blocks to stop at her favorite twenty-four-hour ‘Jack Me Up Java’ hangout and grabbed a French Vanilla Frappe to take home. She’d regret staying up late when 9 a.m. came and she had to go to work. 
Sam had joined them recently, her boyfriend Bryan also worked there. Well except Bryan wasn’t really a boyfriend, although he wanted to be. He was Angie’s hookup friend. Her companion when she wanted company or her dinner partner when she didn’t want to eat alone. He had gone to Italy with her for two months to attend her best friend’s wedding after they had finally taken down the ‘Whisperer,’ AKA Johnny. It was all a fucked-up mess. 
She shook her head as she jogged up the stairs to her apartment. She saw she had four missed calls as she unlocked the padlock and deadbolt she had hanging on the door. She was inside with door secured and shut within forty-five seconds. She had timed herself. She needed to be quicker than that. She took a quick glance out the window to make sure she hadn’t been followed. She checked the iron bars she had let Sam install for added security measure, to be sure she had them locked and in place. She felt better with them, and she had the keys to unlock them if she needed to for any reason. 
Two of the calls were from Bryan, the other two were from Sam. She’d make it up to Bryan tomorrow. He really was a sweetheart and very sexy at that. She tossed her phone onto the couch as she headed to the bathroom to shower and remove her contacts. As she looked at herself in the mirror, doubts floated through her mind as she wondered why Bryan put up with her. He was sexy and sweet enough to have any girl he wanted, so why was he with a girl that has so much baggage, someone he may never be more than a hookup friend to? 
Angie Winston had no idea how pretty she was even with her short-cropped haircut. All she saw was her damaged ugly inside. The memories were still slamming at her as she picked up the little bag of pills from the bathroom sink. She only had two left. She debated taking one, but she shook her head. What was she thinking? She needed some sleep. Lillie would be so disappointed if she found out Angie was taking drugs. Lillie was a detective and had come with Jeff to California to help Sam and her father set a trap and capture the ‘Whisperer.’ Had it really been just a year ago?
She did a slow slide to the sofa grabbing the little blanket that she kept there. Angie hadn’t slept more than five hours at a time for months now. She wasn’t ok, and she may never be ok. She was twisted inside. Her views, thoughts, and outlook on things, were blurred. She thought she was fooling everyone, but they were all too experienced not to see the signs. She knew she should call Sam back because he did not play games. He would worry about her and be pissed at her for not returning his call. She was asleep in minutes. The French Vanilla Frappe was untouched on the end table.








  
  Chapter Two

[image: image-placeholder]

Sam stepped back into the shadows across the street. He glanced at his watch. It was two A.M. He had been following up on a security job Jeff had assigned him when he caught sight of Angie running down the sidewalk to her apartment. He opened his phone and texted Lillie three words. She’s home safe. She responded with a red heart. Lillie was working a case, and he hadn’t  been able to see her in a few weeks. All he had was a text now and then. He understood her work had to be separate. 
She had tried to hand in her badge with the New York Detectives. They had begged her to stay on and help with a big case they had. She wanted to set up Counseling Services. She was a sweet soul and wanted to help people who had dealt with shit as Angie had. It was, however, stupid for anyone to underestimate Lillie. She could be deadly if the occasion called for it. Lillie was fluent in Taekwondo as well as several other forms of martial arts. She was an exemplary warrior. 
She texted him now and again to check on Angie. She had worried that living on her own in the big city after being closed for so many years might be too much for Angie, but she had seemed to embrace life and all its challenges. 
Sam met Lillie when she and Jeff had brought a team of guys to California to help him flush out that sick freak that had been stalking Angie. What a mess that had all been. He stepped into the same coffee shop Angie had just been into nodding his head at the young man behind the counter. 
Linnie, the owner of Jack Me Up Java, nodded as Sam entered. 
“Hey Sam, your usual?”  The guy knew exactly what Sam wanted. 
“Sure,” he responded. “What’s going on tonight, anything interesting?”
“Well,” Linnie answered, looking around as he spoke.
“Your sister Angie was in here earlier. She didn’t stay, just long enough to get her coffee. She looked like she had something serious on her mind though. She looked pissed off.” 
“Yea,” Sam responded, that’s my sis, always looking like she’s got something on her mind.” 
Sam knew she had been in there. He’d watched her go in. He told most of his acquaintance that Angie was his younger sister. It made it easier to ask questions. Sam was not a man of many words and didn’t feel he needed to explain much to people he didn’t really know. In fact, he didn’t explain much to the people that he knew well. Lillie was the only exception. He explained everything to her. She had that power over him as no one else had. 
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Sam paid for his coffee and left. He did a quick jog past Angie’s place and ran the three blocks to his apartment. He lived over the office Jeff had leased. It had come with extra rooms in the back that Jeff lived in. Sam rented out the small room upstairs. He had a closet-sized room with a small bathroom and a corner area that held a small fridge and stove. 
A sofa was his bed. It worked for him. He had his trunk of guns for his coffee table. His window afforded him a view out the front of the street area. This was New York and people paid big money for a small place like this over in Soho and down on the square. It was more affordable here in the Upper East Side, and it was decent. 
Sam had lived and survived for years on the street before he and Angie’s father, Dr. John Winston, had found each other. Jeff had worked up a great deal for himself by getting this place for their new office downstairs. There was a large room in the back. To get to work, Jeff had to walk out of his living room into his front office. 
Lillie was the classy one. She had a penthouse over in Soho that was elegant, just like she was. Sam had been invited there a few times now; He always felt like a bull in a china shop. Unless they were in the bedroom together. Then he was right where he wanted to be. He rubbed his neck as he thought about Lillie. He missed her, he didn’t want to feel that way. He’d avoided personal relationships for years, first because he was homeless most of the time and there was no time for romance or dating as far as he was concerned, He’d played bodyguard to Angie for six long years. 
Lillie and Jeff had come to California to help him and the doctor. He messed with his long black braid as he thought a little too hard about Lillie for a moment. Sam stood about six foot two. He was a big guy with huge arms, dark complexion, and long hair down to his waist. He’d argue the fact that his great-great, grandmother being a full-blooded Seminole Indian had nothing to do with him braiding his long hair. He liked his hair, braiding it was just practical. Lillie was the only one who had ever seen it down. 
He was quiet, serious and could be very deadly if crossed. He had gone silly the first time he laid eyes on Lillie. She was of Chinese or Japanese heritage, that much he knew. She had grown up with an adopted family here in New York City. She came in a tiny package with long black hair, and she was a true ninja in action. The lady was badass. He was completely smitten with her. This new set of emotions had completely thrown him out of kilter with his bad-boy image.






  
  Chapter Three
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Upon returning home Sam grabbed a quick shower and a beer. What was Angie up to he wondered as he laid back on the sofa. He was beat from trying to track her all over Harlem the past two nights. He was going to have to have a serious talk with her. He had two open cases Jeff had assigned him to and neither of them would cause her to go running over to that dangerous area. Add to that, the fact that Dr. Winston called him every few days to check on his daughter because she wouldn’t answer his calls. Sam loved Angie like a sister and felt compelled to protect her. Hell, he would kill anyone if they hurt her. She’d been through enough in her life.  
But she was not the badass she thought she was running around Harlem and the Bronx. After she had returned from Italy, they’d all expected her to take some college courses, set up a nice apartment over in Soho. She could have a position in her father’s elaborate doctor’s office. The popular Dr. John Winston made lots of money doing plastic surgery for the lucky ones who could afford it.
Things would have been different if Angie hadn’t found out the reason that sick freak, ‘Whisperer’ had claimed to be her biological brother was in-fact because he had been in the same hospital her actual brother had been in. This was someone she never knew about. The baby her surrogate babysitter/housekeeper, Velda and her father had created while they were having an affair when he was stationed in the Army in Germany. All while her poor mom lie dying of cancer alone in her room. 
Geez, what a mess that all was, he thought to himself. It had been a year now since all this had become known and they still weren’t sure they had it all sorted out. The great Dr. Winston felt like he didn’t need to explain himself then or now. Meanwhile, he was off having dinners and meetings with his long-loss son he claimed he never knew about. 
There was only three things Sam was really sure of. One, that this young man who had appeared mysteriously a day or so after they had taken the ‘Whisperer’ down, was, in fact, Dr. Winston’s and Velda’s, biological son. The blood test proved it, meaning that Angie had a half-brother about whom she had never known. Two, that the ‘Whisperer’ had been a Serial Killer who left a trail of bloody bodies from Germany all the way to New York and California. He had been left at the hospital in Germany as an infant, and they had named him Tommy Smith. He had fixated somehow on the real Johnny Winston and had become obsessed with Angie. Sam still hadn’t sorted all that out a year later. And three, poor Velda had died a violent death at the hands of this ‘Whisperer’ under their noses.
Sam would always wonder if she’d known before, she died that this freak had not been her son, just some deranged sicko. He could only hope that she had somehow known that she wasn’t being murdered by a long-loss son that she had thought died in a fire as an infant. 
Shit, Sam thought as he drifted off to sleep. This had all the makings of a psychological thriller movie. Except it had all really happened. He worried about what kind of effect it had on Angie. She had been acting strange, a little off the past three weeks now. He yawned as sleep overtook him. 






  
  Chapter Four
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Sam was sitting at the bottom of Angie’s stairs when she ran out the door to go to work. She was going to be late again, oversleeping until after 10 am. Shit! she muttered under her breath. This was the third time this had happened. In the real world, she’d have been fired already. Angie let out a sigh as she saw the iced coffee, he was holding out to her.  
“Sam, you’re a saint,” she smiled giving him a hug. “How much trouble am I in with Jeff for this? Man, he’s going to fire my ass. I suck at real-life work. I’m not conforming to other people’s schedules very well,” she muttered. 
“You’re good,” Sam replied, as they crossed the street to walk to the office. “I covered for you. I told him I had you doing some printing for me. So, you may want to hook up that printer that we brought two weeks ago in case he checks out my story.”
“Thanks,” Angie started to say, then hesitated, “hold up, how do you know I haven’t hooked it up yet?”
“I didn’t,” Sam answered. “I just bluffed you. You’ve got to learn to study people better and read them. Haven’t you been listening to us in the office when we offer all this free advice to you?” 
Before Angie could respond, Sam blurted out. “You look like hell. What’s going on with you Angie? And don’t try to tell me it’s nothing. Remember, I know you better than anyone, and I am an expert at reading people. Oh, and don’t tell me you’ve been up late with Bryan because he’s called me the last few nights, along with your dad. They both wonder why you aren’t returning their calls.” Sam had hit a sore spot now. He had ticked Angie off. In fact, she was angry as hell and a red veil covered her vision as she stopped abruptly before turning to face Sam.
“Why the hell does Bryan think he can call you checking up on me? I’m not his wife or even a steady girl. I told him I don’t want to be tied down at this point in my life. In fact, I’m not that scared kid I was a year ago, so you can all quit worrying about me and you can tell my dad that to.” 
“Ok,” Sam yelled, “now you can hold up with the attitude. Don’t take that tone with me, got it? What’s with this temper you’ve developed suddenly Angie?” He pulled her over to the side and motioned her to sit on a bench as they were near the office, and he wanted a chance to speak with her.
“Listen up. First, your dad called me because you won’t speak to him. I’m not your bodyguard anymore and I don’t appreciate him calling me. Man, you could just answer the phone and talk to him. You know how he is, and he won’t stop calling and reaching out. Don’t put me in the middle of this. As for Bryan, he called me because he was worried about you. He said you usually at least return his text and he’s cool with that. But it’s rude of you to just not respond. The guy is crazy about you.”
Angie opened her mouth and Sam held up his hand as she was about to interrupt. He wasn’t finished. “You can’t just jerk him along as you do. He has been there for you all along. He spent time together in Italy with you, made sure you were safe and dealing with everything. He followed you around everywhere so you could spend time with your friend. That wasn’t his scene, he did it for you.”
She just nodded, guilt hitting her, because she knew Sam was right. He was on a role, so she let him rant.
“He really likes you, Angie. He’s still worried about you, we all are, and you can’t blame us we’ve been through with you. You can’t just expect to call him when you’re in the mood for his company and blow him off when he calls to say hi. That’s not the way to treat a nice guy. He doesn’t understand exactly what you want from him, so you may be sending him mixed signals. I know you missed a lot in those six years we holded in that house Angie, and I get that. We all understand how hard it has been for you. We’re respecting your privacy; however, you have been acting strange and more than a little out there the past month now. It’s your own doing that you’ve gotten all our attention. Remember what Jeff and Lillie did, still do, for a living? Bryan has been an investigator for a while now. I know you like the back of my hand Angie and I know you are up to something. So, is there anything you need to talk to me about? You know I’m here for you.”
Sam stood up now. He’d said more than he meant too, he didn’t want her to know he’d tried to follow her. He wanted her to open to him on her own. 
He was spoke quicker now as began heading towards the office again, “Now if I’m reading this all wrong and Bryan is getting out of line with you in any way Angie, you just tell me, and I’ll manage him. You do not have to see him or anyone that you don’t want to. So, do I need to speak to him for you? Has he hurt you?”
“No, no, he hasn’t Sam,” Angie replied quickly as she walked toward the office door where the Investigations office was. She could see Jeff standing at the door with his arms crossed. He had work for them to do. 
“I love you, Sam, you’re a true brother to me and I know you’re there for me.” She gave him a big hug as she whispered. “I’m sorry I’ve been acting weird. I don’t mean to cut you out. I’m just not handling this casual boyfriend, girlfriend thing very well with Bryan. I do need to be nicer to him. He’s such a sweetheart to me. I will answer him and you the next time you call or text me, I promise. I was tired and fell asleep early last night. Come on, I see Jeff watching us. Something tells me it’s going to be a long day.”
Sam was quiet as they entered the office, and everyone started talking at once. Angie was lying to him about last night. She didn’t want to tell him what she was up to and that worried him sick. Angie, he wondered as he stared at her. What have you gotten yourself into? What or who would make you run into the Bronx and Harlem District at night by yourself? Why would you keep secrets from me after all we’ve been through?
He decided to talk to Lillie as soon as he could. He wasn’t sure how to handle this. Angie was heading for danger. She was not trained nor experienced enough to go running around Harlem at night by herself. The last thing he wanted to do was bring her father into this. Man, Lillie, he thought to himself. Come back soon. I need you in so many ways.
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