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      “Well, he is officially a serial killer now.” Detective Jade Hawkins sat back on her heels and surveyed the scene before her.

      This was not how she wanted to start her day.

      In fact, she would have preferred to start her day practically any other way than this.

      “That’s what we thought after we found the last one,” her partner, Detective Carter Dixson, reminded her as he stood just behind her, also surveying the scene. “We knew that he was going to kill again.”

      That was true.

      After victim number two had been found, they’d known there would be more victims to follow. The way the victims had been abducted, the way they had been murdered, the way their bodies had been staged, none of that was done by someone who intended to stop.

      The man they were looking for would never stop.

      Death or arrest—those were the only things that were going to end this.

      Jade sighed and pushed to her feet. Her legs always cramped when she crouched in this position for too long. As she stood, she turned in a slow circle, taking in the killer’s choice of dumping ground.

      The park was large and had been decorated for the upcoming Halloween party that would be held here in less than a week. The leaves on the trees were a mass of oranges, reds, and yellows;  the oranges were echoed in the decorations that hung from the trees, the streamers that spiraled up the lamp posts, and the pumpkins that were dotted about. Come Halloween, there would be a jumping castle, a jack-o’-lantern carving contest, apple bobbing, a costume contest, and trick-or-treating.

      This was supposed to be a fun place—a happy place—a place where families could come, where parents felt safe letting their children run and play. Instead, this killer had turned it into a place of death.

      She looked over to the mother and her young son, who had discovered the body. The woman had been out for her morning jog. According to the report, she came here every morning before she took her son to day care and she went to work. The woman had said she hadn’t seen anyone, that she had been jogging, her two year old bundled up and sitting in his stroller with a piece of toast and her cell phone, when she’d spotted the body. She had quickly determined that the woman was already dead and immediately called the cops. She and Carter had been notified as soon as the call came in, and they had come straight here, arriving shortly after sunrise.

      So many questions ran through her head. Who were they looking for? Why was he doing this? What had triggered his killing spree? Who was the woman lying spread out on the slide? How did she connect to the killer?

      “What are you thinking?” Carter asked.

      “That we are no closer to finding her killer than we were when we found the first victim,” she replied.

      “That’s not quite true,” he reminded her. “We know that he abducts them from their homes; we know that he doesn’t kill them in their homes or in the parks where he dumps their bodies, and we know how he kills them.”

      That last part made her shudder.

      They did know how he killed his victims, and it was chilling.

      They were still waiting for the medical examiner to arrive, so they had yet to confirm that this woman had been killed in the same manner as the previous two. The reason she had been linked to their cases was because she had been found in a park, naked and tied to a slide with pieces of colorful ribbon. Each ribbon had been tied into a bow as though the killer felt like he was leaving them some sort of gift.

      Despite the fact they didn’t have confirmation of how this woman had died, they both knew.

      It was the same way Penelope Morgan and Jennifer Prentiss had died.

      “I wish we knew who she was,” Jade said, stepping closer so she could get a better look at the woman’s face. “How long has she been missing? Has anyone been looking for her?” The idea that someone had been praying every night that this woman would come home to them, unharmed, didn’t sit well with her. She wanted to be able to give them closure.

      “As soon as Crock gets here and takes his pictures, he’ll be able to get her to the morgue, take teeth x-rays to run against missing persons dental records, he’ll take her fingerprints and DNA and run those too. We’ll find out who she is,” Carter consoled her.

      She hoped that was true.

      The worst part of working a serial killer case was knowing that the only way to find the killer was for more people to die.

      The more victims, the more they could go through their lives with a fine-tooth comb and search for a link that possibly tied them together.

      Once they knew what linked them together, they could find where and how the killer intersected with their lives.

      As much as she hated to admit it, there wasn’t much more they could do on this case until they had the woman’s identity. They would speak with the woman who’d found the body. They would hope that the forensics team found physical evidence of some sort, and they would see if any surrounding businesses or homes had security cameras that might have caught the killer entering or leaving the park. None of that seemed like enough.

      She wanted this man caught.

      She wanted him in prison, where he could never hurt another person.

      For now, she was going to have to settle for knowing that she and Carter would work tirelessly to solve this case.

      That didn’t feel like enough.

      It never did.

      No matter how many criminals they found and sent to prison, there were always a dozen more waiting in the wings.

      The worst part about being a cop was feeling like a mouse running in a wheel. Crime is a never-ending circle that has no justifiable or easy answers. This world would chew you up and spit you out if you let it.

      Jade was feeling more and more like she was letting her job get the best of her—not that she’d ever let anyone know that. Pasting on her game face, she turned to Carter. “Let's start checking businesses and houses that surround the park and see if anyone has a security camera. Crock can call us when he has something.”

      Her job was an odd dichotomy of giving her life purpose and draining it away, but every time she looked at a victim like the unnamed woman who lay beside her, she knew that she could never walk away from it.

      Being a cop was who she was; without it, she would have nothing.

      So, she did what she always did and threw herself wholeheartedly into her latest case.
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      Miles closed the curtain, hoping the slight movement didn’t catch her attention. The last thing he needed was for Jade to think he was some creepy stalker—that he’d been waiting for her to get home.

      Being neighbors with a cop was nice. He felt more secure. Not that he couldn’t take care of himself if someone tried to break in, because he could. He had a lot of computer equipment; it was his livelihood, and he’d be upset if anyone damaged it or took it. He’d cry like a baby, although, he would never admit that to anyone.

      He was a quiet guy and very shy, especially with women.

      He liked being neighbors with Jade, not because she was a cop—although it helped. He had a reason to talk to her. Even though she approached him when he first moved in, bringing over a plate of homemade chocolate chips cookies and helped him carry in a few boxes, he still had a hard time talking to her.

      Because he was very, very shy.

      But Jade didn’t let his shyness keep her away. She often stopped by to chat or bring him some goodies.

      He, on the other hand, never approached her. Never knocked on her door. Never talked to her unless she spoke first.

      After all that time, she didn’t know he had a crush on her, and he was embarrassed to think she could find out.

      Jade was …

      Words weren’t his forte, but computer code was. He couldn’t even describe how unique and amazing she was. He’d never met a woman so giving and always thinking of others.

      Unfortunately, when he’d mentioned Jade to his sister, Jessica, in passing, she had swooped in with questions galore. That’s your neighbor, right? Is she pretty? How long have you liked her? When are you asking her out? He had to fake a computer issue to get off the phone.

      Right before their call ended, Jessica said something that resonated with him. Stop living in your shell, Miles. You’re a good man. You deserve a good woman. Why are you letting all the good ones pass you by?

      And he was.

      But only because he was too shy to do anything about it. Anytime he thought about asking out a woman, like the cute redhead who worked behind the counter at the coffee shop he frequented on his way to work, his nerves kicked in. His palms got sweaty. His hands shook. His heart started racing a mile a minute. The most he could ever say to her was, “one tall black coffee with two sugars.” That’s it. Lame.

      Of course, he didn’t have the urge to ask her out anymore. Not since Jade had entered his life.

      He had to stop living in his shell. Stop living behind his computer.

      He could start with Jade.

      He opened his door and stepped outside, making it to Jade’s before she walked inside her house.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey, Miles. How are you?”

      His heart pounded as his mind blanked. He had even practiced in the mirror what he would say. Now, nothing.

      “Fine.” He cleared his throat. “I’m fine. And you?”

      A sweet smile, the ones he especially loved when her lips curled up when she found something amusing, but you weren’t quite sure what that something was. Her eyes always twinkled with delight to go along with the sweet smile. But not this time. Her eyes didn’t shine. They looked filled with a sadness he wasn’t used to seeing with Jade.

      “I’m good.”

      Except she wasn’t. He could tell right away. Odd, especially since he wasn’t a huge people person. He couldn’t decipher much about people. Put him in front of a computer, and he could dissect that to its very core.

      Her eyes still betrayed her, yet her smile widened. “What’s up?”

      Right. The speech he’d practiced.  It had something to do with a date and a restaurant and …

      He couldn’t ask Jade out. Who was he kidding?

      “I saw this weird van driving around earlier. Thought I’d mention it.”

      A sparkle finally appeared in her eyes as she shut her door and walked over to his side, stopping about a foot away.

      “What kind of weird?”

      He hated resorting to the cop thing. He used it on occasion when he wanted to see her and had no other excuse. Otherwise, he could never approach her on his own. But he knew she’d take him seriously and not ignore him. Any other topic, well, she could blow him off. Because he was shy Miles. Awkward, geeky computer guy.

      Jade was a sweetheart, though. He didn’t think she’d blow him off if he asked her to come over to hang out. They’d done that before—ordered pizza, popped popcorn, and watched a movie or a show she enjoyed. He couldn’t care less about television. He rarely watched it unless he was with Jade.

      “Miles? The van?”

      Right. The creepy van.

      “All white; the windows were tinted. No markings on the side. They kind of drove by the Swansons’ house really slow. I didn’t like it.”

      Her intense cop face appeared in a flash. She didn’t like it either; he didn’t think she would. The Swansons lived three houses down and had two young kids, ages five and three. The van had made him pause when he came home from work and saw it driving slowly by their house.

      Even though it was an excuse to see her, it was a good one. He didn’t want anything to happen to that family. They were friendly, always waving in passing when they saw him.

      “Did you get a license plate?”

      This was why he wasn’t the cop. “I didn’t.”

      She smiled, then touched his shoulder. “Don’t look so disappointed in yourself. Thank you for telling me. I’ll call dispatch and have a police car patrol a little more than they usually do.”

      Heart pounding, he hoped she couldn’t feel the slight tremors running through his body from her touch. He always became anxious whenever she touched him—never intimately, but in a friendly, supportive way.

      She never saw him as anything other than a friend.

      Which was all he’d ever get.

      So, he should start acting like one.

      “Thanks. Are you okay?”

      Her hand fell away, a frown appearing. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged, pushing his glasses up a little. Not because they were falling down his nose, but more like a nervous tick. “You looked a little sad. Not that it’s any of my business. It’s not. You’re probably fine. I don’t know what I’m talking about. I’ll let you get back to doing whatever you were doing. Going home. I just wanted to tell you about the van. And I did. So, we’re good.”

      Jade started laughing. Not a little delicate laugh, but a hearty one. Loud and boisterous, and not as if she were making fun of him—he could decipher those laughs very easily. But she obviously found something amusing.

      His rambling.

      Which he did quite frequently, especially around her.

      So maybe she was laughing at him.

      Her hand lightly touched his shoulder again. “You’re the best, Miles. You always bring me out of my funk.” Her hand fell away, and he immediately missed her touch. “It was a rough day at work. We’re working a … well, it’s a tough case.”

      She asked him all the time to hang out. He could, too.

      “Do you want to order a pizza?”

      Her eyes lit up—the sparkle was back, bright as the sunny blue sky, and her lips curved into a beautiful smile. He loved it when she smiled. It almost brought him to his knees.

      “I would love to order pizza. You’re not busy on the computer?”

      He could always play around on his computer. This was the first time since he met her that he had initiated contact. He wasn’t letting this opportunity pass him by.

      “Nope.”

      “Great. Let’s watch a comedy. I need to laugh.”

      He stepped back and gestured for her to enter his house first, more than happy to watch a comedy. He loved her laugh just as much as he loved her smile.

      And if he was the reason to put the light back in her eyes, even better.

      Although, if she wanted to vent about whatever case was bugging her, he’d be all ears, too. Whatever Jade needed, he was her guy.

      If only she knew it.
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      It was time.

      His favorite time, in fact.

      He moved slightly so he could get a better angle.

      There she was—the woman who would be the next addition to his collection. She was a pretty one, although that wasn’t really his priority. It wasn’t that he didn't like the pretty ones; he did. They certainly made what he had to do more pleasing. But beauty didn’t factor into his choices of who to use.

      He had very specific criteria, and there was only one thing he needed in these women.

      And Charlie Montlake had it.

      Which was why he was crouched outside her kitchen window, watching as she bustled about cooking dinner, baking a pie, and carving pumpkins all at the same time. She was a multitasker; he liked that. Actually, he liked a lot of things about her. He was almost sorry that he had chosen her to be next.

      Not sorry enough that he was going to leave, though.

      This woman had what he needed, and no matter how much he liked her, he wasn’t going to walk away.

      He watched as she leaned over to take the pie—it looked like a pumpkin pie—out of the oven, and got a good look at her breasts—she was very well endowed. It upset him once again that he was going to take her life.

      She set the pie on the counter and left the room. With a heavy heart he knew it was time to make his move. Emerging from the bushes, he slipped quietly around to the back door and pulled out his lock picker. It took him less than ten seconds to gain access to the house. It was a nice house—homey and warm—he could imagine relaxing here in the evenings after a long day of work.

      He strolled through the house, unconcerned with the fact that the woman was around here somewhere. He was a big guy, and he wasn’t worried about her getting the drop on him, and if anyone else was in here, he would know about it. In the kitchen, he opened the oven to see what she was cooking for dinner. A quiche. He loved quiche. It was almost like this woman was his perfect match—too bad he wasn’t here to find a mate. He had much more important things to worry about.

      He closed the oven door and searched around her cupboards looking for a glass. He was just filling it with water from the tap when she reentered the kitchen.

      She froze.

      He leisurely set his glass down, turning to face her.

      She was prettier in person. Her eyes were bluer; her skin a little paler; her hair a stunning shade of reddish blonde. She really was stunning.

      It took a full minute for the woman to make her move. With a startled squawk, she tried to escape back down the hall in the direction she’d come.

      He sidestepped and easily blocked her. That didn’t put her off, and she spun so fast her shoes squeaked on the wooden floorboards as she tried to take off in the opposite direction.

      All it took was one big step to catch her. He wrapped an arm around her waist and yanked her back hard, pinning her against his chest.

      “Don’t fight me,” he warned. “I’m not going to hurt you, so don’t do anything that we’re both going to regret.” He didn’t want to cause her any unnecessary harm, but he absolutely wasn’t against it if it was the only way he could get her under control. He wouldn’t cut her, though. There would not be a single mark on her skin when he took her out of this house, but he would press an arm across her neck and apply pressure until she passed out if she gave him no choice.

      She went still, stopped fighting him.

      “Good girl, Charlie,” he murmured soothingly in her ear.

      “You know my name,” she whispered, the terror in her tone as clear as day.

      “I know everything about you. That’s why I’m here.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said forlornly.

      “You will,” he promised. “You will. I’ll turn off the oven before we leave, and I thought we could take your pie with us. It looks delicious.”

      He could feel her confusion. She didn't understand why he hadn’t thrown her on the ground and raped her. But that wasn’t what he was here for. It wasn’t who he was; he wasn’t coarse like that. He didn’t treat women that way. He respected them, and he was only going to do to Charlie what he had to and no more.

      Pulling zip ties from his back pocket, he pulled one of Charlie’s arms behind her back and then the other, securing her wrists. He grabbed a hood from his other pocket and put it over her head, then he lifted her up and draped her over his shoulder, securing her ankles with another plastic tie.

      He had what he’d come here for. Everything had gone smoothly, and it was time to leave. All in all, it had been a pretty good night. Not only was he leaving with Charlie Montlake, but he’d got a pumpkin pie to boot.

      Yes, it had been a very good night.
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      “Charlie Montlake lives alone. Who reported her missing?”

      “Her ex-husband.” Jade answered her partner’s question, circling the kitchen in Charlie’s house. There were no signs of a struggle, and yet she had a feeling this was where the abduction had occurred. “He was dropping off their three-year-old son. They share custody, one week with him, one week with her. When he knocked on the door, and she didn’t answer, he let himself in with his key and found the house empty, no sign of Charlie anywhere.”

      “Why are we working this as an abduction? And why do we think that this case is related to the serial killer who leaves his victims in the park?” Carter asked. He was standing in the kitchen doorway, but unlike her, he wasn’t looking around.

      “I guess we don’t know,” she said. “I suppose it's possible that Charlie just decided that she didn’t want to be a single mother anymore and the pressure of it got to her, and she just decided to split. Or I suppose it’s equally as possible that she couldn’t stand not being able to see her son every day, tuck him in each night and kiss him first thing in the morning, and she decided that she wanted to end her own life, only she didn’t want her son to see her, so she did it someplace else.”

      “But you don’t think so,” Carter said.

      “Nope,” she said with a grin. “From what the ex-husband said, their divorce was amicable and they didn’t go to court for the custody arrangement. The two of them had decided that they wanted to share their son. He acknowledged that it’s hard for both of them to drop him off each week with the other parent but that they are all making the best of things for their son’s sake and that everything has been going well.”

      “Got anything else other than that?”

      “You betcha.” She walked over to the island in the middle of the kitchen. “She was baking a pie,” Jade said, pointing to the recipe book sitting open on the granite countertop.

      “There’s no way to know that she was baking it last night.”

      “Dishes are still in the sink, but there’s no pie.”

      “Could be in the oven.”

      “No, there’s a quiche in there, it’s not completely cooked, but the oven is turned off.”

      “Not necessarily proof of an abduction,” Carter countered.

      “You are so skeptical this morning,” she told her partner. He didn’t usually scrutinize her theories so strongly.

      “Not trying to debunk your theory, just playing devil’s advocate. I’ll grant you the fact that there is a half-cooked quiche in the oven and no pie even though there is the recipe out, and baking utensils in the sink is off. And the half-carved jack-o’-lantern sitting on the counter also makes it look like she left in the middle of things. Could be an abduction, or for all we know, the two hated each other, and the ex wanted her out of the way, so he didn’t have to share their little boy with her anymore and decided to kill her.”

      Jade didn’t have an argument for that.

      It was possible that the husband had done something to his ex-wife. Maybe he’d started a new relationship, and he wanted to cut all ties to his ex-wife, pretend she didn’t exist and share his son with his new girlfriend. Having Charlie out of the way would mean he could focus on his new family.

      That didn’t mean that’s what happened, though.

      “She’s the same approximate age as the other three women,” she said.

      “She is.”

      “And the other three women were all taken from their homes just like this. It was like they came home from work, started cooking dinner and doing chores, and then, they were just gone.” Their first victim had disappeared with a pot of half-cooked spaghetti on the stove and half a basket of laundry folded. Their second victim had disappeared with rice in a frying pan, and the vacuum cleaner sitting in the middle of the lounge room—half the carpet cleaned and half not. They still didn’t know anything about the third victim because they were still trying to identify her.

      “It’s definitely a possibility that she’s the killer’s next victim,” Carter finally agreed. “The circumstances of their disappearances are similar.”

      “We weren’t able to find any signs of a break-in at the other houses.”

      Carter walked down to the back door. “Crime scene will go over the door, but I don’t see anything here. Maybe he picks the locks.”

      Jade stood and thoughtfully scanned the room. It was like the killer knew exactly what the scene he was about to walk into looked like. He had known about the oven being on and the pie. Had he been watching Charlie before he broke in?

      “Carter, let’s go outside,” she said, already walking toward the door.

      “You have an idea?”

      “Maybe,” she said, not quite sure yet.

      Out in the backyard, she walked right around to the kitchen window; it was the perfect place for the killer to have stood while he watched Charlie.

      “Look. There.” Jade pointed to a spot right outside the window. It had been raining the last few days, and the
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