
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_d7e0470fb743fa04ac0161a52bfc1db3_TsShJ1_html_5c6f3a74.jpg]

 



 


[image: tmp_d7e0470fb743fa04ac0161a52bfc1db3_TsShJ1_html_767cf5ac.jpg]

 


 


Published by Evernight Publishing at
Smashwords

 


www.evernightpublishing.com

 


 


 


Copyright© 2014 D.C.
Stone

 


 


ISBN: 978-1-77130-864-9

 


Cover Artist: Sour Cherry
Designs

 


Editor: Laurie Temple

 


 


 


ALL RIGHTS
RESERVED

 




WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction
or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of
this book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print
without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in reviews.

 


This is a work of fiction. All names,
characters, and places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual
events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is
entirely coincidental.

 


 



 


DEDICATION

 


There’s an old saying: “It takes a
village to raise a child.” That quote could also be used toward the
publication of a novel. There are so many people I want to thank,
and of course I’m sure I’ll forget someone, but here it
goes.

To Pam R: Thank you for being my muse,
for listening to my endless chatter about crime, boys, and all
things I plan to do in order to make it that much harder for my
fictional characters. Without you, there’d be no story to
tell.

To Lea B: Your endless support means
more than words could ever explain. You fell in love with Trent and
Charlie at page one and continued to rally and support the
submission and publication of this piece. You are my sister from
another mother, and will always have a place in my
heart.

To Bob: Your guidance is unending and
I’m forever grateful to have you on my side as my “cheerleader.”
Thank you.

To my husband, David: Your support
knows no bounds. Thank you for your patience and input, your love
and humor, and overall, just helping me fit all different aspects
of our “crazy life” together.

To my editor, Laurie: Without you,
this story wouldn’t shine. You rock my socks.

To Evernight: Thank you for giving
this story a chance.


INTIMATE DANGER

 


Empire Blue, 1

 


D.C. Stone

 


Copyright © 2014

 


 


 



Chapter One

 


He moved closer, his hot breath
creating round white circles on the glass pane. Twigs snapped
beneath his feet as he shifted, the sound loud. The darkness of the
night enhanced each whisper, every impatient move. An owl above
sent a call of dominance through the air with a hoot. Leaves
crunched under his feet as he adjusted his weight. He wanted to be
closer, yet couldn’t get close enough. The wind rustled, and cool
air blew across his body and invaded the hefty jacket wrapped
around him, but did nothing to decrease the heat building
within.

Standing outside her window, his gaze
caressed her body, and his hands itched to make it a physical one
as she teased him with her slow, sultry ways. Didn’t matter that
she didn’t know he was there, didn’t matter if the tease was
imagined. All of these details were unimportant.

A small smile played on the edges of
her lips. Secret musings, her thoughts as clear as a picture across
her face.

He wanted inside her head, yearned to
feel the things she did, the brush of lace, the taboo of wearing
things he shouldn’t…against his skin. With his attention riveted,
the surroundings fell away until she was all he saw.

She undid the bottom button of her
white blouse and let the silk slide off her shoulders. The garment
wisped to the floor, dancing as if joining the dark-haired beauty
in her unknowing erotic striptease. He tracked the fabric, taking
it all in, never getting enough. He wanted to remember this, craved
to possess. The shirt settled at her feet, and his regard moved up,
savoring every inch of her legs, then over the rounded curve of her
lush bottom. Her delicate hands moved in quick movements to undo
the skirt hanging from her hips. One snap, two, the slide of a
zipper and a push, and the material joined its discarded mate on
the floor.

He groaned, rubbed the increasing
pressure in his groin. His other hand tightened against his jeans,
bunching the rough cloth in his fist in an attempt to stay rooted
to the spot. He wanted to break down the wall between them, jump
through her window. To give into the temptation to touch her. He
refrained. Despite the barriers, he could get inside. The locks of
this small town were worthless. The thin windows, too. Nothing
offered a challenge. Nothing but this dark haired
beauty.

He would make her wait. Tease time and
build the anticipation. Then, after the tension coiled, he’d give
in. The first touch of his skin against hers would be heaven, the
contact like the first sip of tequila to a dehydrated
alcoholic.

For now, he just watched.

Smooth skin filled his vision, eating
the contrast of caramel coloring with beautiful ivory lace covering
her hidden treasures. Her body, while magnificent with toned legs
and curves smoother than a sand dune in the Nevada desert, didn’t
hold his attention. Instead, his concentration latched onto the
cloth wrapped around her like a long awaited lover’s
grip.

A thin thong clung to her curvy hips
like a peach holding its pit, cocooning the surprise beneath. Her
bra held twin handfuls of flesh in a loving embrace only a new
mother could rival. The ache increased between his legs, and he
squeezed his erection to relieve the pressure. Breath panted
through his parted lips. His face grew sweaty under the cloth, and
his body heated to an inferno that contended with lava.

He wanted her.

He had to wait.

He must.

The man inched closer,
fascinated.

Her breasts jutted out, and her back
arched as she reached behind and unsnapped the clasps.

His groan shuttered as he
increased his grip. The material flitted down to join the rest of
her clothing, baring mounds just heavy enough to fit in his hands.
Dark brown areolas stared back at him, and the tension building in
his stomach spread. God, so good.
He squeezed his length, pushed his grip harder,
and wished like hell his jeans weren’t in the way. Warmth gathered
in his stomach, his testicles drew close, and the precipice
broke.

The hand clenching his jeans slapped
against the wall, and the sound startled the dark haired beauty
inside. Hot pulses of liquid escaped his body, and his erotic
pleasure heightened.

The woman turned to stare at the
window, her eyes widening as she caught sight of his covered face.
She screamed, and her hands moved to cover exposed flesh in
instinct.

The fear and fury etched on her face
screamed through her lungs and drew out his gratification. He
shuddered as the last of the orgasm faded. She dashed across the
room, and he pivoted, leaving the spot he had kept warm for the
past hour. Getting away meant he could continue with his game. He’d
watch. Wait. For the right time to strike.

****

Charlie ran outside in her bathrobe
and panties, her Glock a warm, yet reassuring weight between her
palms. She scanned the yard, squinted her eyes, and tried to look
beyond the line of trees separating her house from the Hudson
River. Nothing moved but the sway of branches in the wind, and all
the normal sounds of the woods went mute, as if even the animals
knew there was a predator lurking among them.

“Hey, asshole,” she
called, her fury a real and living thing inside her veins. She’d
been stupid not to check her window before undressing, but dammit,
this was Nyack. A place where the residents didn’t cause problems,
a town that barely had much of a police force. “I know you’re out
there. Show yourself and maybe I’ll go easy on your perverted ass.”
She winced. Okay, so maybe she should have gone for a more
diplomatic approach, especially considering she was in her
underthings.

Two weeks ago, she had
responded to a call at Mrs. Craw’s, who reported seeing a figure
outside her window. Then, last week there had been Mr. Herbert’s
sixteen-year-old daughter who claimed a masked man had been at her
window as she undressed. Having a Peeping Tom in the small town
outside of Nyack wasn’t something anyone had considered. Now?
Charlie was sure of it. And she wanted to bring this schmuck
in. She was sick
of it, and it needed to stop…now.

Unfortunately, as it stood, and as
silence met her red-hazed anger, this suspect kept slipping out of
their grasp and they didn’t have a single lead to catching the
pervert.

Goosebumps erupted along her skin as a
warm breeze blew across her body. The shiver that wracked her
wasn’t from the fact she was damn near naked, but had more to do
with the prickling sensation that she was being watched. She
tightened her grip on her Glock and ground her teeth together,
wondering about her options. She could go in and lock the doors,
pull the shades, and report this to the chief tomorrow.

Chief Woolsey would lose his head and
spend all day hovering over her as if she, the only female
detective on Nyack PD’s payroll, needed protection.

Two, she could go back inside, grab
her cell and call for reinforcements. But that would mean the
possibility of this guy slipping through her yard again and getting
away. Sure, she was down by the river and her lot was surrounded by
two others, but unless this guy was some Navy SEAL or had a boat
waiting for him, she didn’t think he’d be able to slip by without
her noticing.

Or three, she could pull on her big
girl panties, or thong in this case, and go find the guy herself.
Now. Right here. With nothing but her flimsy bathrobe, panties, and
her Glock.

Shit.

Option three it was. She knew it was
stupid, but her emotions were a mess and on top of the already
heightened vulnerability of the town, her patience was running
thin.

She reached in, felt along the inside
wall next to her backdoor, and cut the outside light. While it
illuminated her backyard, she needed to be able to see past the
shadows. She also needed to be able to protect herself as much as
she could, and with the light shining on her every movement—and in
her sexy underthings—it wasn’t something she wanted on display. Who
gave a shit if this guy already saw everything. He wasn’t going to
get another shot at it.

Stepping cautiously away from the back
deck, she made her way across the wide yard and toward the tree
line. Fifteen minutes later she was back at her door and glaring
into the silent and empty expanse of her property. Nothing had been
found, no tracks, no boat, and certainly no pervert. She sighed,
went inside and locked the door, set the alarm, and then made a
point of going to each window and closing the curtains with a
snapping finality. The chief was going to lose his damn
mind.

****

Detective Charlese “Charlie” Lopez
plucked the greasy fast-food bag off the desk, ignoring Peter’s
supplicating words, and chucked it in the trash.

“That stuff is going to
kill you, Pete.”

He looked at her, his brown eyes
pleading as she slid into her seat. Before he could start, she
shook her head, opened a drawer, and tossed him a Ready Pac
Tuna.

He snorted in disgust, his face
scrunched in displeasure. His head dropped between his shoulders
and he rubbed his short brown hair, cut in a high and tight, with
furious, exaggerated movements. She really did feel for him. The
man was a creature of habit to his junk food. She was the same when
it came to her love of romance novels. Not that she’d ever admit
that to this group of cops. The jokes around the station would take
months, if not years, to cease. Holding your own as one of the only
female cops on the squad was hard enough. Hiding your femininity
was harder.

“Come on, Charlie. I
waited in line twenty minutes for that.” He motioned a big hand
toward the metal container where she’d thrown his lunch.

Sounds of the precinct hard at work
filled the air around them. Dispatch calling codes of response
shrieked through radios, crude jokes sounded occasionally, and
barks of laughter filled in the gaps. Unease and exhaustion weighed
on her shoulders. After the Peeping Tom last night, she’d barely
been able to sleep, kept jumping at every noise, and eventually, at
about four a.m. this morning, had fallen into a deep sleep. Three
hours later, she’d managed to tumble out of bed. One look in the
mirror at the bloodshot eyes with heavy shadows beneath and her
dark brown hair sticking out in different directions had horrified
her. It’d also helped her decide she needed to step up her game and
find this asshole of a pervert. She could handle herself, was a cop
and had been raised by a cop. Hell, she’d practically been raised
by half the police department. But to leave that kind of fear on
the shoulders of one of her peace abiding citizens?

Nuh uh.

She leaned forward, setting her elbows
on the cool surface of the desk and gestured to his stomach. “Your
shirt is dialing nine-one-one, and I’m responding.” She narrowed
her eyes to where she pointed. “Good God, did you manage to get any
of it in your mouth?”

He responded with another snort,
picked up a white napkin, and attempted to wipe away the red stain.
His efforts managed to make things worse.

“You’re not supposed to
rub it in. You’re supposed to—” She snapped her jaw shut, noticed
the existing stains lingering on his “use-to-be” white shirt and
shook her head, leaning back in the squeaky chair. “Never
mind.”

“What?” He stopped rubbing
and glanced up, his eyebrows pinched together.

She pushed a dark curl that had
escaped from her ponytail behind her ear, gave him a lopsided grin,
and decided to change tactics. “Didn’t Martha pack your lunch
today?”

Wariness entered his eyes. “She
did…”

She arched a brow, let the seconds
tick in silence. She could wait him out all day.

“For the love of—come on,
Charlie. You don’t expect me to eat that!” He pointed to a white
container on the edge of his desk. Something suspiciously looking
like ground carrots sat inside, the color horrendous and
unappetizing. She would never admit it to him, though. She stood
with Martha on this. After Peter Colter’s second heart attack last
spring, she joined his wife’s focus in helping the overweight
detective get healthy. She risked a glance at his protruding
stomach.

Or, on second thought, at least
healthier.

She shrugged. “I don’t expect you to,
but Martha does.”

He whimpered. The grown man actually
wined like a two-year-old child. “Help me, you’re
Mexican—”

“Puerto Rican,” she
interrupted, aghast.

“So you can cook, right?”
he pleaded.

She gave him her “you’re
crazy” look and smacked her hand on the desk between them. “Excuse
me? Because I’m Latina, I can cook? What, you want me to go whip
you up some rice and beans? Some arroz con
dulce? Pasteles?” She emphasized her roots
and brought out the accent and her temper, when really, she didn’t
blame the poor bastard. Diets sucked.

Peter winced. “Too much?”

She nodded and lifted her brows. “Just
a bit.”

“Sorry, Charlie.” He
smirked and tossed her a sheepish grin

She grinned and chuckled. “You ass.
One of these days your mouth is going to get you in trouble, Pete,
and I’m going to be the first to be there so I can take
pictures.”

“Lopez!” The booming voice
bellowed through the small detective’s unit, and Charlie jumped,
clenching her fists on the table. She leaned to the side, looked
down the long, white walkway dividing the old wooden desks. The
path led to the rude and obnoxious man. She smiled, and sarcasm
sweet as icing coated her voice. “Yes, Chief?”

“My office. Now!” Chief
Woolsey turned and headed back into his office, expecting her to
follow.

She did, and while she normally might
not question the way he called to his detectives—because he did it
this way often, she wondered if he knew about last night. It was
impossible, seeing as she hadn’t told anyone yet. But instead of
lingering, she jumped up and hustled her way down the walkway. She
may consider his behavior rude and his demeanor insulting, but she
knew who held the power, and it was not a six-year on the force
detective. She also understood there was a time and place for
calling out such actions.

Charlie stepped inside. His desk sat
to the left of the glass entrance, a plain brown wood for the plain
man occupying space behind it. Two wooden chairs sat before him,
seats so hard and unforgiving that they caused one’s ass to go numb
in less than three minutes. Perfect for interrogating suspects. Not
so much when you were the one in the hot—or hard in this
case—seat.

“Shut the
door.”

She drew her eyebrows together and
twisted the knob, closing the door with a soft click.

“Sit.” He scowled at the
screen of his computer, but she waited. She wasn’t a damn dog. Yes,
he was the chief, but there was a line, even for her
patience.

Seconds ticked and she crossed her
arms, unmoving. She could feel stares boring into the back of her
head and fought the instinct to wipe her neck. Damn nosy
detectives.

The chief turned and gave her the full
weight of his frown. Silence spread like the plague through
Europe.

Finally, he sighed. “You are damn
lucky I respected your father.”

Pain, as it always did, lanced her
chest at the mention of Dad, but she relaxed.

“Sit down.” As if he
thought of the word like an afterthought, he tacked on,
“Please.”

Contented, she nodded and moved to the
chair, sliding into the remorseless wooden frame. Charlie shifted,
crossed a leg over the other, leaned to the right, and crossed her
legs again. She didn’t understand why he kept such hard chairs in
his office, and fought to get comfortable. Not an easy task under
his gaze. She gave up, leaned back, and rested her hands on the
arms. “Why do you insist on calling me by my last name?”

He popped a gray, bushy brow high.
“That is your name, isn’t it? Or, do we need to have a different
kind of talk? The kind involving how you managed to become a police
officer with a different last name?”

She made a face and waved her hand at
the comment. “All I’m saying is you only do that here. Trust me, if
you’re trying to get me to fit in any more, the guys seem to have
taken notice that I’m a woman, so it isn’t working.”

He made an exasperated sound.
“Charlie, it’s the detective’s bureau, and while I know you’ve only
been on this side of the house—the investigative side—for a few
years, you can trust me when I say these boys notice a hell of a
lot more than the fact that you’re a woman. And please, spare an
old man’s heart, don’t remind me of that any more. All I still see
when I look at you is a little bratty kid with uneven pigtails,
trying to chase after the boys. Only then, it was all about the
ball, not the person.”

She shrugged. “It still might be about
the ball today. So anyhow, what’s up?”

“God, sometimes I wonder
about you.” He studied her, seeming to weigh a hearty
decision.

She rolled her eyes. She had never met
a more dramatic bunch than cops, and seeing as she was one, and had
grown up with one, that said a lot. Leaning forward, the chair
creaked, and she braced her elbows on her knees. “If you got
something for me, Uncle Ben, then now is the time to
speak.”

His hardened expression softened at
her private name for him. Her father and he grew up together,
joined the academy as a unit, and became partners on the force. He
served as the best man at her father’s wedding, the godfather for
her birth, and as a hand to hold during her father’s dying breath.
Chief Woolsey was the closest thing to family she had
left.

“I have a case for you.
It’s not in your normal operational area of expertise, but I have
faith in your abilities to handle this. And before you open it up,
let me just tell you that this came down from the council and also
from one of the big three-letter agencies. We were containing it,
or at least trying to, but there’s been some sort of link between a
bunch of calls we’ve been getting here. I think you’re going to be
the best to handle it.” He slid a thin manila file across the
desk.

She picked up the folder and skimmed
the first page, her brows lifting as she read. Surprise, shock, and
confusion ran through her system, each one stronger than the last.
No way in hell could she tell the chief about last night now. Not
if she wanted to move away from her petty embezzlements and prove
that she could do the job of a detective.

Once finished with the short report,
she glanced up to meet Ben’s troubled gaze. “You’ve got to be
kidding me. What in the hell is this? A joke?”

“Watch your damn mouth,”
he said, shaking his head. “I’m afraid it’s no joke. I need you to
check it out. Go talk to the victims. Give us a leg up on this
before the community cries foul.”

“I’ve heard worse from
you.” She flashed a smile that would most likely give him cavities
for months, then dropped it as quickly as it appeared. A foul
feeling crept up her neck, a disturbance over what she’d
read.

He opened his mouth, but she forged
on. “You send me on nothing but petty shoplifting, bank forgeries,
and crimes nowhere as serious as this. I can understand the
sensitivity of it, seeing as some pervert peeked his way in on a
few women undressing. But what I don’t get is why now?”

He sat up straight, as if she smacked
him across the face. “You complaining? Do I need to remind you of
the order of rank here?”

She stuttered. Shit, that did not come
out right. “N—no, not at all, Chief.”

“Hell, Charlie, maybe
you’re not ready.” He reached for the file and she jerked it out of his
reach.

Damn it, she was messing this all up.
The good ole’ boy club was evident in her small town and even
smaller police unit. With a village of seven thousand residents, if
someone sneezed on one side, they’d hear about it fifteen minutes
later on the other side. Only two females were on payroll, minus
the chief’s secretary, and the other woman worked nights on the
road in patrol.

“No, I am ready. I’m just
curious as to why now. On something like this?” She shouldn’t push
her luck, knew without a doubt that this was her chance. But damn
if she understood why.

He let out a deep sigh, one speaking
of frustration, and sat back in his chair. The loud, dreadful creak
gave away its age and the burden it held. Chief Woolsey lifted a
hand and rubbed the bridge of his nose, his thick fingers weathered
with age. “Listen…” He pinned her with a sympathetic gaze. “I need
you to handle this because you’re my only female detective. I hate
to say it, but this isn’t the first Peeping Tom we’ve had in the
recent months. Patrols were responding before, then the mayor got
wind of it, and asked us to step in. That’s when you responded to a
couple calls. The boys have also been out on one or two.

“Something must have
happened for this guy to increase his acts of perverseness. Others
have reported strange men standing outside their windows, but
nothing was taken seriously, and before last month, nothing was
passed off to us. If I send someone like Peter or Dwayne out there,
I’ll have the mayor on my ass faster than Pete can put down a
cheeseburger.”

Well, hell, he did have a
point. Peter was abrupt, tactless and somehow, despite being
married to the sweetest lady in Nyack, lacked any sympathy. Dwayne,
on the other hand, well, his hobbies included trolling for women.
Twenty-four, seven. This—she glanced at the file—was not
a case for them. On one hand she wanted the chief to look at her
and value her skills, to trust her as a detective. On the other,
she shouldn’t press her luck. This could be her chance. Holding in
last night’s secret sat in her throat like a rock.

She stood. Her palms sweated with
excitement and her mouth went dry. “All right, I’ll go check it
out. But I’m going to ask for one thing.”

He held up his hands. “Anything you
need.”

“This one doesn’t get
taken away.” She sucked in a quiet breath and waited. Too many damn
cases in the past had been stolen from her. The first sign of
trouble or violence, and she was pulled from the investigation,
tucked away in a tidy little hole of safety. Despite the
circumstances surrounding this incident, she wanted to use this as
her chance to prove she was as good as any one of the
boys.

He frowned and laid his head back on
the chair. “Like I said, Charlie, I need you on this. Someone is
out there, pardon the pun, poking his nose where it doesn’t belong.
I need a softer hand on this, one who will be the face for these
victims and fight for them. I won’t take it away. I will warn you
that I have a few feds poking their way into this, too, and I’m not
getting a warm and fuzzy feeling about that. But you have my word.
Consider it yours till it’s closed.”

She grinned so wide, she thought her
face would crack. “Thanks, Chief.” She gestured over her shoulder.
“I’m going to head down now, talk with some of the additional
victims and see if we can pick up on anything the responding
officers didn’t.” Half the damn time, due to the size of their
office, and because they didn’t see a whole lot of crime in the
village, the patrolman didn’t get all the details and left gaping
holes in the victim’s stories. It wasn’t anything on the officers
not doing their jobs, just that this area wasn’t equipped for major
crime.

Woolsey nodded. “You taking Pete or
Dwayne with you?”

The other two detectives made up their
small unit, and had plenty to work on. “Naw, I can take this on my
own. Should be a simple response. Besides, I hear someone broke
into the Ms. Fisher’s kitchen last night and took the two dozen
lemon cheesecakes she made for the PTO bake-off.”

The chief cursed and she fought her
smile. He didn’t put on extra pounds around his waist from eating
healthy. No, he was often the first in line whenever the ladies
were baking.

“Every pie?” he asked,
features tight.

“I’m afraid so. Dwayne’s
out dealing with the bandits now. Pete is running fingerprints in
IAFIS.”

The phone on his desk rang and he
thinned his lips. “This should be the mayor. Christ, these damn
kids. Annual pranks seem to come in right on time. Every year,
right before graduation.”

She laughed. “Well, it is tradition
with the senior class. I still remember when we…” She flashed him a
grin, turned to leave.

“I did not just hear that,
Charlie! Keep me updated.”

She left his office, a curve tilting
her lips, and headed out of the building. Her smile died as she
remembered what she was responding to. In the small town of Nyack,
things like this did not happen. Nestled on the Hudson River and an
hour away from New York City, they were close enough to get a few
crazies, but never anything comparable to this.

Charlie slid into her dark gray 2010
Crown Victoria, and the engine roared to life as she rolled down
the windows. Lifting the heavy brown curls from her neck, she let
the cooler breeze relieve the heated interior and her
skin.

Staring at nothing in particular, she
ran through all of the options she could think of that would draw
this kind of individual to Nyack. Their town wasn’t any bigger than
one square mile. With seven thousand residents, and a picturesque
downtown to the village that stepped tourists and villagers back in
history, it was a contented type of lifestyle here. One that had
everyone smitten with small town charm.

To have this guy casting a shadow over
the safety and peace of their community?

She held this case for all of ten
minutes and already she had a bad feeling about what was to
come.


Chapter Two

 


The crowbar popped the window with
ease. He removed the tool and glanced at the white painted wood.
Small splinters warped up from where the grip rested, but was
unnoticeable to anyone not paying attention. Adrenaline surged, and
his pulse pounded hard in his throat. He paused, his leather
covered hands gripping the frame, and listened, waiting for someone
to catch him. Minutes ticked in slow motion, wind whooshed by, the
river lapped against the shore with lazy ripples.

No one came.

Nothing stopped him.

A few nights ago, he had stood outside
the dark-skinned beauty’s window. For days he’d been wrapped up in
his own thoughts and his fantasies involving one Detective Lopez.
It had held the dark demon inside him at bay. He’d spent hours
sating his lust with his own hand and coming up with all the
different ways he’d finally approach her.

Tonight he planned to take things a
step further. He’d waited long enough, fought the compulsion for
far too long. The couple that owned this house were out of town.
He’d made sure of it, had done the usual surveillance and watched
this house for weeks before deciding on, and making, his
move.

His lips twitched as he used the
muscles of his chest and shoulders to pull his large frame inside.
He twisted and scanned the darkened room before shifting his legs
over the sill and sliding in silence to the wooden
floor.

Rising to his full height, he
stretched, feeling energized and humming with anticipation. He
pulled the drapes closed with a whisper of softness, small peals of
silver balls rolling upon metal. With buoyant steps, he crossed the
room, the heavy boots he wore hushed by the rugs laid throughout.
He did not need to be so cautious, but those who acted careless
suffered grave consequences. He studied, poured over details, read
previous instances in which others were caught, and he planned. His
emotions did not rule his actions, and in times like this, he
thought back to his mother. “You have to hide who you are, my
dear,” she said. “Keep it from them all. They won’t understand.
You’ll be judged. So baby, do what you have to do, be who you want
to be, but do it without anyone knowing.”

He would not be a
statistic.

He was much too smart to make a
mistake.

Pulling out the
heavy Maglite, he
turned and settled it on top of the wooden dresser. A soft click
followed, and a beam from the flashlight illuminated the area,
spilling secrets into view as the room glowed. He paused, waited,
listened again.

Mail piled thick in their box. He need
not worry. No one was home. Flowers drooped, limp in the window
planter, lack of water and care leaving them dehydrated. From the
weeks watching, paying attention when the taxi had picked the young
couple up, he watched the house for another three days after. When
no one came home, he made his move.

No mistakes.

The top drawer rolled open inch by
slow inch, displaying the goods he came to find. Black panties,
lacy bras, pink thongs, all packed into a neat and tidy
space.

He withdrew the material and lifted it
to his nose, inhaled, and took the essence of woman into his lungs.
Freshly laundered, but there was something more, a knowledge of
where these adorned, where they hugged, what they touched. His
blood pumped fast. It pulsed its way to his groin and demanded
attention.

He dropped one hand to his straining
erection and rubbed the thong against his distended member. An
impulse, an undeniable craving. The other hand lifted to draw out
another piece, repeating the same with it as he had done before.
Each inhale ramped up his excitement. Lust pulsed, a wicked techno
beat in his pants rivaling the latest dance craze.

He completed the exchanging of items,
until all the pieces lay across the bed in a neat and orderly
fashion. This is what had him standing out from others, what his
mother had learned when he was still a little boy. Lingerie did
something for him, to him, that the body of a woman could not. He’d
paid attention to his mother when she courted men, used to provide
her with his opinion as she dressed for each new date. On the
outside, her dresses and pantsuits kept up her conservative
appearance, but underneath it all—the part she kept hidden from
others—she was very much a slut.

His camera came next, and the snapping
of the shutter seemed loud in the quiet house.

Unable to stand it any longer, he bent
and unlaced his boots, let the burdens clunk to the floor. He could
not get his shirt off fast enough, his gaze feasting on the
lingerie spread over the thick, ivory comforter. His hands shook as
he unbuttoned his pants and drew the zipper. With jerky, rapid
movements, he pushed the black cargos over his hips and did away
with his briefs. Cool air brushed over his sweat-slicked skin. He
pulled in a shivering gulp of air.

Finally, he stood gloriously naked and
reached for the first piece.

****

A week after meeting with the chief,
Charlie stepped up to the red door and gave a brisk knock. Peter
moved up behind her, the squawk of his radio crackling, before
being turned down.

“Did they report anything
missing?”

She shook her head and turned toward
him. “Not yet, just that someone had been inside.”

She scanned the neighborhood, looking
for anything out of place. Children played in yards and raced along
the sidewalk, their laughter carried through the air. Dogs barked
in the distance, the sounds echoing as if they were speaking to one
another. An occasional car passed down the street, the highway a
few miles west. Yards highlighted green, colors in abundance
sprinkled before each residence in an array of flowers. It looked
as it always did, the perfect American hometown nestled in the
suburbs right outside of a large city. Yet now, for some reason, it
felt off. A taint almost visible, as if the recent spree of
invasions coated the vicinity in a gray cloud.

A week had passed since she’d been put
on the Peeping Tom cases, and with the lack of any additional
complaints coming in, Charlie had grown restless with the need to
do something. She hadn’t let on that she’d become a victim, too,
and instead tossed her focus directly into the cases. The peeper
hadn’t let up, though, and reports continued to come in. Each call
she responded to, each victim she had to reassure drove her
frustration to new levels. Then, this morning, another call, this
one different. The first responders thought the scene and
circumstances matched previous ones and could be related to her
case. It was enough to turn the breakfast in her stomach to sour
milk.

She pivoted away from the neighborhood
as a lock disengaged. The door creaked open.

A young couple stood with the same
frightened, glassy eyes she had seen days before with Ms. Meyers,
just one of the many Peeping Tom victims.

“Mr. Davis?” she asked,
her voice soft, yet authoritative.

The dark-haired man nodded and wrapped
his arm around his wife who slid closer, her arms clinging around
her chest.

Charlie stuck out her hand, “I’m
Detective Lopez with the Nyack Police Department. This is Detective
Colter.” She nodded in the direction of Peter as Mr. Davis shook
her hand. “You reported a break-in?”

The couple exchanged a disturbed look
before stepping back. “Yes, we did, Detective. Would you please
come in?”

She stepped inside and wiped her feet
on the foyer mat. Like outside, she took stock of what was inside,
a big-screen TV sitting along the right wall of the living room, a
sound system that must rival her monthly salary next to it. To the
left was an office, surrounded with wall-to-wall bookcases filled
in abundance with leatherbacks. In the center of the room sat a
large oak desk and on top, a MacBook. Everything looked in pristine
order, nothing out of place. And all of it looked very
expensive.

The door shut behind her, and she
withdrew her notepad. “You told the responding officer you weren’t
home when this happened?”

Mr. Davis shook his head. “No, we just
got back from visiting my mother in Boston.” He gave his wife a
squeeze and beamed. “Juliette found out she’s expecting, and we
wanted to tell her in person.”

Charlie smiled genuinely.
“Congratulations.”

Juliette and Mr. Davis’ grin was
brief. “Thank you. As I said, we had just come home, and I was
unloading the car when I heard Juliette scream.”

The woman shivered and Charlie cast a
quick glance at the movement. With long, dark curls falling like a
waterfall down her back, her petite features displayed a fey
innocence and drew your attention. She stepped out of her husband’s
embrace. “I’m sorry, detectives, would you like something to drink?
My manners have escaped me at the moment.”

Charlie shook her head and glanced at
Peter, who also declined. She focused back on the young couple.
“We’re fine, thank you. I’m sure this must have been a very
frightening experience for you both. How about you show us where
you believe the break-in happened?”

Mr. Davis nodded and led the way down
the hallway toward the back of the house. Charlie followed and
heard the soft footfalls of Juliette behind her. They turned a
corner and stepped into a large room. In the center sat a king-size
bed, white covers mussed, pillows tossed in an odd pattern at the
headboard. To the right was a row of three windows showing the
backyard and the river’s shore.

She scrutinized the scene, taking in
minute details. The bed, the open window drapes, an exposed drawer
in the dresser, and a jewelry box filled with colorful pieces, the
cashmere sweater draped over a chair. Again, everything was in
order and nothing seemed to be missing. She didn’t get how this was
linked and perhaps it was time to figure things out. She turned to
Mrs. Davis. “What made you scream?”

The young woman clamped a shaking hand
over her mouth, and drew a deep breath.

“I had come in to set my
bag down and change. Immediately something felt off.” She gestured
to the bed. “The bed was messed up.” Her hand arched to the window.
“A breeze was blowing the curtains aside.” She pointed across the
space. “And my dresser drawers were open.” Mrs. Davis turned a
hard, frightened look on Charlie. “We never leave the windows ajar.
Especially would not have if we knew we would be gone for so long.
I fix the bed every morning and make sure everything is in place.
Detective Lopez, someone was in this room. I just know it. I feel
as if someone has violated me, and I want them found.”

Charlie frowned and glanced over to
the overflowing jewelry box. “Anything missing?”

Juliette sucked in a breath, pressed a
hand to her stomach, and her husband rushed over, drawing her to a
chair. He murmured in her ear for a few moments before turning to
Charlie. The look of anger in his eyes surprised her and sent cold
dread running along her spine.

“Yes, something
is missing. Someone took
all of my wife’s undergarments. Bras, panties, everything is
gone.”

Forty minutes later, Charlie stepped
outside and moved her sunglasses to block the glare of the bright
sun. She heard the house door shut from behind before she stepped
up to the car. After opening the driver’s side door, she rested her
forearms across the top of the vehicle and took in the picture
perfect American home.

“None of this makes any
sense, Pete. I get we have a pervert on our hands, but why in the
hell would he steal women’s undergarments? What kind of sick fuck
would take stuff like that? Or rather, why? To give to his
girlfriend or wife? Could payday be that tight?”

Pete sighed and pivoted to look at the
house, too. “I don’t know.” He turned back and opened his door.
“Why break into a house, especially one where thousands of dollars’
worth of equipment and jewelry are lying around, but not take
anything? Why only take the woman’s lingerie?”

She fisted her hand and tapped it on
top of her cruiser, musing over the question. The sun had baked the
metal and heat radiated off, but her mind continued to spin,
questions tumbling too fast to keep track. Something sat out of
reach, a link she could not piece together. “I don’t know, but none
of this seems right. There’s something we’re missing. Why do this?
What does one have to gain from stealing lingerie? It could be some
prank, or even a woman looking for a quick grab. Somehow, I doubt
that’s it, though.”

“Well, perhaps the guy
just doesn’t feel comfortable going into those frou-frou stores for
the stuff.”

She arched a brow. “Frou-frou
stores?”

He made a face. “Yeah, like the places
you women buy your silly fillies.”

“Ugh, Pete,
really?”

“Whatever, it’s not
murder.” He shrugged, looked around, sighed, and got in the car
with a grunt. It shifted under his bulk. With that kind of
attitude, it was no damn wonder why the chief put her on this case.
Charlie turned her head to the right and searched the streets. Life
went on like normal, no one the wiser to the turmoil turning the
young couple’s lives upside-down. Her neck prickled. Someone was
out there. It was a familiar trickling up her spine, just like the
one she had in her backyard.

She pivoted, taking in everything. The
shadows dancing under trees, windows with drapes drawn, the trash
bins left out from morning pick-up.

“For Christ sake, Charlie,
turn on the car before I roast to death.”

Snapped back into herself, she rolled
her eyes and slid into the car before starting the cruiser. As much
as she tried to dismiss the nagging feeling that something wasn’t
right, she couldn’t.

“You feel that,
Pete?”

He huffed out a breath,
held it for the few seconds it took for him to lean forward and
shift the air conditioning on high. The man acted like it was a
hundred degrees outside, and yeah, while the humidity did some
damage and caused one to sweat more than should be normal, it
wasn’t that hot.

“Tell me what’s on your
mind,” he asked instead of answering her question.

His quiet order centered her, reminded
her of their routine. Two years ago, the chief had pulled her from
patrol, set her in the detective unit, and assigned Peter as her
trainer. He’d been a tough teacher, pushing her more than she
thought was needed, but she’d been the rookie and technically,
still was. Pete didn’t let her away from her desk, or her nose out
of criminal investigation books, for several weeks once she’d come
into the department. Even once she started accompanying him to
scenes, the intellectual push continued. He was all about using
brains in an investigation, claimed it was more about being smarter
than your suspect, staying one-step ahead. And he always wanted to
get an understanding of where her head stood in an investigation.
They’d discuss it, she’d give her thoughts, and he’d find a way to
get her to open up to more, spot something she may have
missed.

And he’d do it without her realizing
what he was doing. Without making it feel like a lesson.

“I think,” she started,
“that we’ve got one of two options going here. Either some kid is
playing a game, getting his kicks on stealing women’s lingerie,
or…”

“Yes, or…” he
prodded.

“Or, we have a sexual
deviant on the loose. Not so much of a sexual predator, but more
someone who really gets excited with the act of stealing women’s
underthings, not so much what they are.”

“Meaning?” he inquired in
his subtle, pressing way.

She huffed, but secretly loved how
much he still pushed her. After two and a half years, she was still
learning. This case was something new. “Meaning,” she supplied,
“that it’s not what he’s stealing that makes him excited, it’s the
act of doing the crime.”

Pete gave a big nod. “Ah, yes, that
sounds about right. Now, the question would be, is this linked to
the other B&Es occurring in the area?”

She cast a startled glance at him,
wondering if he knew exactly how many. “Others?”

He shifted, tugged on the tight white
collar. His double chin was red and wet with sweat. “Yeah, so far I
think there have been an additional...three, no four, actually. The
last one involved a few bras missing from Shady McPherson’s teenage
daughter’s room.”

She sputtered. “She’s
thirteen!”

“Before that, was a box of
teddy’s missing from Ethel Sparinglow’s closet. She claimed she’d
had the items since the 1950’s.

“And before her were a few
homes where they hadn’t realized the B&E had occurred until
hours later when they opened their underwear drawers and found
several pairs of underthings missing.”

Charlie stared ahead. To say the
thefts weren’t connected would be a huge mistake. Any cop worth
their badge could see the connection, and for whatever odd reason,
this perp, or perps, seemed to have a thing for women’s lingerie.
Her earlier thought of this being some kid didn’t taste right
anymore. It seemed too big, too risky, too involved with multiple
victims involved.

“The chief know about the
others?”

Pete turned his heavy stare toward
her. “Why do you think we’re going over this now? You have to
remember, there were one’s patrol had responded to, as well, and
we’re trying to track all those down so they can be added to the
master file.”

She wanted to growl, and the urge was
strong, the need to hit something overwhelming. “Why haven’t I been
brought up to speed on all these other cases yet? If I’m going to
be put in charge of this investigation, I should have a damn clue
of everything going on.”

Pete shrugged his massive shoulders.
“I’m not going to repeat what I just said, Charlie. We’re trying to
get it all together. The case is a mess right now, files are
everywhere, and half of the patrolmen still haven’t gotten their
reports in. Just keep your head on straight, take in the
information as it comes, and stay smart. You’ll get this
guy.”

She cursed beneath her breath and
tightened her grip on the steering wheel. Tall Victorian houses
lined the main street, some renovated to hold local businesses,
others still maintaining families to grow. A haze of colorful
flowers, bright paints, and lush green trees.

“He’s putting you as the
lead on this case, Charlie. Given you sole responsibility for
what’s going on. No overhead, no hovering. I’m to go over this with
you now and will pass it off to you formally to lead. It’s your
case to do as you see fit. I suggest you pull in Gonzalez to assist
as needed. I’ll be around, but the chief has me on a big
embezzlement case down at the bank. I’ll be working down with their
investigators for a few weeks or so. If you need to talk through
something, you’ll know how to find me. But I doubt you’ll need it.
You’re ready for this.”

She pulled up to the station house and
felt the car shift as Peter hauled his bulk from the vehicle and
shut the door behind him without another word. Only after he
cleared her peripheral vision did she pull away. She needed space
to think over the full scope of this situation. The new cases would
have to be reviewed and the evidence scoured. When you took in
account the five B&Es in the past few weeks and all the peeping
Tom cases, the enormity of what she was responsible for was
huge.

At the bottom of the hill, she pulled
into an empty lot and slammed the car into park. Before her, the
water of the Hudson glimmered. The sun’s rays reflected across the
surface as if diamonds glazed over the water. It looked beautiful,
but knowing New York City lay just thirty minutes south, dangers
lurked beneath the artistic façade. The distance between her town
and the City apparently hadn’t kept the peace.

She reached back and tugged her curls
from the ponytail holder. Her hair felt too tight against her
scalp, and the pressure of the case combined into a low throb of
pain behind her temples. Going home and getting some shuteye should
be her next move, but she didn’t feel like closing herself inside
her dad’s house. Well, technically, since he left it to her in his
death, it was her house, but she still had a hard time—even after
all these years, considering the place hers.

And she would be. Alone,
that is. With Dwayne working night shift, her house would feel
empty, resolute, too quiet. Hell, maybe she’d get lucky and the
B&E guy would come clean out her underwear drawer.
Seriously, Charlie? You’re going there?
Ugh, like her underwear was anything other than
plain cotton, both in black and in white. She maybe had a few sexy
things that she pulled out for a big date. But surely no one would
want something so…boring.

The story of her damn life. Wake up,
go for a run, work her shift, go home, eat dinner, and sleep. The
story seemed to repeat day after day, until this new case. A new
turn in her life. She felt out of sorts, as if she was spinning on
a carousel, unable to get off. If she made one misstep, one wrong
move, the entire department would find out and she’d be the
laughing stock of the unit. Never mind the fact that being the only
female grated on a few minds. Charlie still caught slack from a few
of the male patrolmen who had tried for the job. She hated how it
looked, with her being close to Uncle Ben, with the town being so
small that everyone knew their history. She despised it even more
that people gossiped about why she got the position, being as close
as family to the chief.

She’d worked hard to get here, damn
it! The words and the rumors shouldn’t bother her. She had worked
her ass off to be where she was, for crying out loud. But they did.
And she didn’t like how much she cared or how they made her
feel.

The taxing thoughts caused a low throb
to pierce her skull and she groaned and pushed on her forehead. She
was past the point of no return when it came to this headache. In
about fifteen minutes, it would be a full-blown migraine and she’d
be up the creek without a paddle, as they said, in terms of getting
home.

Charlie started her cruiser, backed
out of the parking lot, and headed home. A few hours of sleep, a
nice meal, and a warm shower was what she needed to revive her, and
get her mind on task with what she needed to do to catch this
guy.

The drive home took all of four
minutes. Nestled just off the shore of the Hudson River, her house
used to belong to her parents, an original 1960 rancher that had
been renovated a few years later into a two-story colonial. The
master bed and bath took the entire second floor, and it was an
area of the house she still didn’t inhabit.

Her parents had shared that level and
after all these years since their death, she couldn’t bring herself
to take over their room and move their memory out of the
house.

Was it healthy that even close to
twenty years later she couldn’t move on?

Maybe not, but she had her reasons for
not letting go, and when she thought the time was right, she’d do
it on her own terms.

Stepping inside her house, she looked
around and again thought about the possibility that maybe she just
needed to sell this place. There was entirely too much space for
her, and yeah, even with Dwayne staying here for the past few
months while his place was being built, it was much too big. A
family needed to be here. With two point five kids. And a
dog.

Meow?

Or a cat. She bent to
scratch Killer on his head and looked around for Cereal, the two
tabby cats she’d taken pity on a few years back after finding them
in a box behind the Post Office
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