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      A serial killer stalks the streets of Atlanta. Dubbed the Weekend Killer, the murderer takes his victims on Friday and sends a souvenir to the Atlanta Major Crimes Division of the Atlanta Police Department by Saturday morning. Next, a body part arrives on Sunday followed by a typewritten note Monday morning describing where the body may be found. The pattern is clearly intended to provoke the police—down to the untraceable fingerprints the killer doesn’t bother to wipe and right up to the moment when Mia’s new stepsister Mindy is the next victim.

      Mia thinks she knows things that the police don’t.

      Should she stay out of it and let the police do their job? Should she trust her instincts and go on alone? The clock is ticking down and only one thing is for sure:  Unless someone does something before Monday morning, Mindy will be dead.
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      “I’m not sure why you couldn’t just do this yourself,” Mindy said frowning at the computer screen. “I mean, it’s completely idiot-proof.”

      “Gee, thanks, Mindy,” Mia said as she leaned over her stepsister’s shoulder at the living room table. “But I thought user-friendly was the generally accepted term these days.”

      A motion grabbed Mia’s attention out of the corner of her eye and she saw Mindy’s eight year old daughter Bethany peering around the corner.

      When Mindy had suggested they work on the agency video from home, Mia had assumed it was so she could keep an eye on her daughter at the same time. But so far Mindy hadn’t looked at the child the whole time.

      From the way the girl was watching them from the hallway—unsure and hesitant—it didn’t seem like that was unusual.

      Mindy sighed as if massively put-out and tapped a series of keystrokes on the keyboard. A video of Mia seated at her desk appeared.

      Mia hated seeing herself on video. She’d been hoping she could talk her partner Jack into being the face of the agency for their company website but, as usual, he was too busy with his personal chef business—which seemed to be turning into way more than a sideline business.

      “A licensed investigator is a true professional who has worked hard to develop specialized skills through years of experience and many hours of training to achieve certification,” the videotaped Mia intoned.

      “My lips don’t line up with the audio,” Mia said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Mindy said, squinting at the screen.

      Bethany took a step into the room. She held a teddy bear in her hands. Mia would have thought she was too old for it.

      “Mommy?” the child said tentatively.

      Mia smiled at her but Bethany was looking only at Mindy

      “I think Bethany wants you,” Mia said.

      “Who?” Mindy said as she enlarged the image.  “Are you sure you want this piece?” She played the clip.

      “There are many unqualified people out there who call themselves private investigators,” the video Mia said with a smile to the camera.

      “Why wouldn’t I?” Mia asked.

      “You see how your eyes dart off to the side there?”

      Mia peered at the clip as Mindy replayed it. “I think Jack came into the room when I was recording this part.”

      “I don’t care if Vladimir Putin just walked in. You’re talking about people faking it as private investigators and then your eyes shift away. It looks like you’re lying.”

      “Should I reshoot it?”

      “Can you do any better if you do?”

      Mia had decided long ago that Mindy was probably borderline Aspergers. But she was brilliant on a computer. And not just for putting together website videos—that was just Mia’s excuse to hire her. Mindy was a class-A computer hacker. If she wanted to, the woman could probably break into CODIS, the FBI’s criminal DNA database.

      You just never know when that might come in handy some day.

      Besides, Mindy was a classic loner. As the only child of the Atlanta Chief of Police, she’d excelled at the one thing he couldn’t be proud of her for: breaking the law as a computer hacker. Mia thought giving Mindy a legal way to practice her nefarious skills was the least she could do.

      But getting past Mindy’s rudeness and rampant resentment was a seriously annoying impasse.

      “Maybe I can do a voice-over?” Mia said.

      “I thought you said prospective clients needed to see your face.”

      “Mommy?”

      Mindy stared at Mia as if waiting for an answer.

      “Your daughter wants you.” Mia prayed Mindy wouldn’t say who again or if she did not, loud enough that Bethany would hear.

      A look of annoyance pinched Mindy’s face and she looked around the room.

      “She’s in the hall,” Mia said softly.

      “Bethany, go to your room,” Mindy said.

      “But I’m hungry,” Bethany whined.

      “Oh, for God’s sakes!” Mindy said. “Your dad left you food. I watched him make it.”

      “I ate that for breakfast.”

      “I can make her a PBJ,” Mia offered as she stood up. She waited for the okay from Mindy who had refocused on the computer screen. Mindy’s smart phone pinged. The screen illuminated with an out-of-focus photo of a bedraggled man wearing glasses.

      Sanford was captioned beneath the image.

      “Mommy?”

      Mindy clicked Ignore on the phone and then opened a new browser window on her computer.

      Mia watched her video disappear. It was just as well. Mindy was right. Mia probably needed to reshoot it so she didn’t look so shifty. As she walked toward the kitchen, Bethany watched her with what looked like growing panic.

      “Hey, Bethany,” Mia said brightly. “Want me to make you a PBJ?”

      Bethany dropped the teddy bear she’d been holding and without thinking, Mia stooped to pick it up.

      The second Mia’s fingers touched the plush toy, she felt wracked with sadness and longing.

      Normally she wasn’t good at picking up emotions from children. Children were usually too distracted and since their emotions switched around so quickly, nothing gelled and so nothing registered with Mia.

      Not so this time.

      Although it probably didn’t take a psychic to figure out that Bethany was feeling unloved, when Mia held the bear out to Bethany, their fingers touched briefly, and that was when Mia felt a surge of something she would not have expected.

      Not sadness or loss.

      But loathing.

      A glance at Bethany showed the girl wasn’t looking at Mia as she took the toy back.

      She was watching her mother at the computer.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Mia drove back to her condo in Atlantic Station. It had been a tense afternoon with Mindy—made worse by the fact that Bethany was obviously so unhappy—and Mindy clearly couldn’t care less.

      What is the matter with her? Mia couldn’t help but think angrily. How can she just ignore her own child?

      Mia knew Mindy’s husband Tad was an accountant at one of the big firms in town. And in the few family get-togethers they’d been a part of since the Chief married her mother last fall, Mia had seen that Tad was the hands-on parent with Bethany. From what Mia could tell, he did his best to fill in the gaps of Mindy’s neglect.

      Had Mindy always been this way with Bethany? Or had something happened to distance her?

      Mindy’s parents had divorced when Mindy was in her early teens; they seemed to communicate well enough and there didn’t seem to be any overt hard feelings.

      Trying to shake off the unsettling afternoon, Mia perked up when she saw Jack’s car in his parking space. Her last text from him had been early this morning and he hadn’t been hopeful about getting home at a decent hour this evening. Mia hoped that whatever had changed for him wasn’t problematic for his catering business. As big a distraction as she considered it for their shared private eye business, she knew he enjoyed catering.

      She hurried up the stairs to their condo.

      “Hello!” she called out as she dropped her keys in the ceramic dish by the door. She could smell the tantalizing aroma of onions and peppers coming from the kitchen.

      Jack stepped into the foyer from the kitchen. A big man, he wore a kitchen dishtowel slung over his shoulder. His blue eyes glinted with pleasure and Mia felt a rush of affection for him.

      “How’d the session go?” he said as she slipped into his arms.

      “As you’d imagine,” she murmured before kissing him solidly on the mouth. “Mindy is a total lunatic.”

      “You’re sweet to want to work with her,” Jack said before releasing her. “Most normal people run from crazy.”

      “She’s family now,” Mia said with a shrug. “And you know what they say.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You don’t get to pick your family. You okay?” Jack cocked his head as he regarded her.

      Mia was surprised. “Of course. Why?”

      “You had another nightmare last night.”

      Mia stared at him for a moment in confusion and then it hit her in a nauseating flash. The images, the feelings of terror, loss and helplessness.

      “Mia?” Jack had his hands on her again. “You okay? What’s happening?”

      Mia felt her legs weaken and she leaned against him. The images had been so real, so gut-churningly real last night. She remembered she’d awakened in a sweat.

      “It’s nothing,” she said, swallowing hard to force the memory of the nightmare away. “Just a scary dream.”

      He put his thumb on her chin to force her to look at him. “You sure?” He regarded her with concern.

      She pulled her chin away from him.

      “I’m fine,” she said firmly. “And I’m hungry. Being nice to whacko relations is exhausting work. What are you cooking?”

      Mia knew from experience that few things could distract Jack like talking about cooking.

      His face brightened. “I was hoping you’d come home hungry,” he said. “My eight o’clock cancelled because his wife went into labor.”

      “And that’s good news why?” Mia asked as she glanced around the living room. Their little terrier Daisy normally greeted her but Mia didn’t see her.

      “Because they paid for the food and then gave me the night off,” Jack said cheerfully. “So you and I will enjoy coq au vin and tarte flambée. And since I’m home before midnight for a change, I’m planning a very special dessert later.” He waggled his eyebrows at her.

      “Where’s Daisy?” she asked, as she followed him back to the kitchen. But she saw the little dog as soon as she entered the kitchen. She was in her dog bed under the kitchen table. Daisy normally loved being in the kitchen when Jack was cooking—and doling out tidbits. This afternoon however she didn’t jump up and run to Mia but only watched her and thumped her tail in greeting.

      Mia dropped to her knees by her bed.

      “Is she sick?” she asked as she put her hand on Daisy’s head. The little dog’s eyes were glassy but alert.

      “I don’t know,” Jack said, going back to the stove. “She’s acting different though.”

      “We should take her to the vet maybe.”

      “It’s after five on a weekend,” Jack said, his back to her as he stirred a pot on the stove. “Cost us a fortune to take her to the emergency vets.” He glanced at Mia and the dog. “Not that we couldn’t if you think we need to.”

      Mia watched Daisy close her eyes and snuggle down into her bed. She seemed comfortable but listless.

      “No,” Mia said. “Let’s just keep an eye on her.”

      Her gift told her very little about Daisy’s condition. The dog was happy. She was feeling secure and safe. But Mia knew that was entirely compatible with the dog being sick. This so-called gift of hers—the ability to tell the history of a thing just by touch—was less help in reality than it was on paper.

      Plus Mia had recently noticed a change in her ability. Whereas before she’d always been better with inanimate objects than with people, she thought she was starting to see the reverse.

      She sighed and got to her feet.

      Not that it mattered. Whether it was things or people she was generally useless at deciphering the meanings of what she felt from them.

      She went to the sink to wash her hands so she might give Jack a hand. She knew he loved it when she played his sous-chef and she had to admit, she enjoyed it too. It was a special dance where they could read each other’s minds and create something together that they’d enjoy later.

      The thought of her usual sizzling chemistry with Jack made her think of the secret she was keeping from him. Her eyes glanced in the direction of the bedroom and she felt her body stiffen and then go cold.

      The last thing she wanted to do was let him know what had really happened in there last night.
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      Mindy moved the empty venti cup out of the direct line of her mouse hand. When Tad had come home from work tonight, she’d practically knocked him over to get out of the house. She’d felt literally incarcerated for the nine hours she’d been forced to stay at home watching Bethany.

      She grimaced at the memory of her daughter flinging herself into her father’s arms as he’d walked across the threshold.

      She acted like she’d been tortured all day or something.

      “You’re not going to take the job, are you?”

      She looked at her companion across the small table of the coffee shop. She’d been so focused on interpreting the program algorithm that she’d very nearly forgotten he was even there.

      Sanford was quiet at the best of times—a feature Mindy particularly valued in him. She could think of few characteristics more desirable than being with someone and forgetting they were there.

      She’d tell him so if she didn’t think he’d get the wrong idea. And then it would all be ruined.

      The Wi-Fi connection at Happy Perks was better than its coffee or its stale muffins but in the end it was the only thing that really mattered. Located in a rundown area due west of Midtown, the coffee shop was safe enough by day—although it had its share of panhandlers and homeless garnishing the cracked sidewalk out front. But as far as Mindy was concerned there could be roaches crawling the walls and raw sewage two inches deep on the floor and she would still have preferred coming here. The place was cheap with no frills but most of all it was studiously anti-hipster.

      Mindy couldn’t stand posers.

      She liked a thing that looked like what it was.

      Maybe that’s what she loved unsnarling conundrums on the computer. Programming had no guile. It had no costumes or agendas. It was what it was. And every secret it might appear to have was always just waiting to be revealed.

      If you knew the right questions to ask.

      “What are you talking about?” she said before going back to her laptop.

      “You know, the guy in Forsyth County? You’re not going to take it, are you?”

      Mindy blew out an exasperated breath.

      “I don’t know. I might. What do you care?”

      Her phone buzzed and she glanced down where it lay on the table. The text from her husband Tad read: <When are you coming home?>

      Mindy debated ignoring it but instead typed out: <when I do>

      “Why are you even married to that guy?” Sanford said, his chubby face clenched in a petulant frown. He still wore old-fashioned John Lennon glasses as if sure they’d either come back in style or had never gone out. Mindy held out hope that it was because he just didn’t care one way or the other.

      “Oh, shut up, Sanford,” she said, looking back at her computer screen.

      She wasn’t completely sure why she was even friends with him.

      Were they friends?

      True, Sanford had a very sweet set up in his basement. He had a radio frequency identification kit that would enable him to start any GM OnStar car on the planet—if Sanford had the stones for such a thing. He also had a series of late generation software-defined radio devices that Mindy particularly coveted. They could literally emulate the magnetic field produced by swiping a credit card. It was true she wasn’t hurting for money. She didn’t really need to use other people’s credit cards to buy the things she wanted.

      But it wasn’t about that. It was never about that.

      Sanford was also one of the few people Mindy knew who not only understood what she was talking about half the time but could follow what she did on the computer. She wasn’t sure why that was important to her. Probably it shouldn’t be. But, being a guy, he couldn’t just leave it at that.

      None of them could.

      “Closing time. You gotta leave,” a harsh voice belonging to the coffee shop manager came from behind her.

      Mindy snapped her laptop shut, hoping Aaron hadn’t seen anything and then immediately chided herself for thinking he’d understand anything he might have seen.

      Aaron Brennen moved from behind Mindy into her sightline. He was a good looking guy and even Mindy had noticed it. But she was married to a good looking guy so she knew exactly how valuable that was. Maybe that’s why Aaron’s charms were totally lost on her.

      And because they were lost on her, he was always angry at her.

      “I’m still eating my blueberry muffin,” Mindy said, pointing to the half-eaten pile of crumbs on the napkin in front of her.

      “Pack it up then,” Aaron said, his nostrils flaring.

      “What is your deal, man?” Sanford asked.

      That surprised Mindy. Sanford was never confrontational. She knew what it had cost him to speak to Aaron like that. Looking at the two of them now, they appeared the penultimate picture of bully and victim.

      Twenty years after whatever separate high schools the two of them went to, she thought, and they’re still playing out their same roles.

      “My deal,” Aaron said to Sanford, “is that I want to close up. Is that all right with you?”

      Sanford blushed and didn’t respond.

      Mindy slid her laptop into her backpack, knocking the crumbling muffin onto the floor at the same time.

      “You did that on purpose,” Aaron snarled.

      Mindy shrugged. “You said you wanted to close up.” She stood on tiptoe to get as close to his face as she could given their height differences. “So why don’t you start with your big fat mouth?”

      “Mindy…” Sanford said softly, almost pleadingly.

      “How ‘bout you never come back here?” Aaron said, clenching and unclenching his fists.

      As Mindy picked up her phone and slid it in her back jeans pocket she noticed they were the only ones in the coffee shop. She usually forgot her surroundings—along with the time—but being alone with a bully with an agenda was never a good situation. For a moment, she felt a wave of unease.

      “You can’t do that,” she said. “You’re only the manager.”

      “I can do whatever the hell I want,” he said, standing with his hands on his hips. “Want a preview, geek girl?” He turned to Sanford. “You have until the count of three to get your useless ass out the door.”

      Sanford didn’t even bother scraping his laptop into his bag. He grabbed up his belongings in both arms and bolted for the door.

      Mindy felt a twinge of pity for him. It must have killed him to do that in front of her and yet, he couldn’t help it.

      What must it be like to live in his skin?

      Mindy would rather be beaten to a pulp every night of her life than live like that.

      “Seems your boyfriend has abandoned you,” Aaron sneered.

      Aaron knew Sanford wasn’t her boyfriend. He was only trying to upset her by suggesting she’d be involved with someone as useless as Sanford. But Sanford wasn’t useless in the ways that mattered to Mindy. He was a wizard at writing code and knew program design in his sleep.

      Those were things that mattered not at all to someone like Aaron Brennen, coffee manager, bully and inveterate asshole.

      Mindy hefted her backpack onto one shoulder. She knew it wasn’t just the fact that she didn’t act love struck around Aaron that bugged him. The real problem was that months ago he’d approached her sexually and she’d turned him down.

      And she’d turned him down in the singular way that she’d done everything in her life: offhand and baldly.

      That’s what he couldn’t forgive.

      She patted her denim jacket pocket and pulled out a crumpled back of Salems. She’d been intending on waiting until she got to the parking lot but it struck her that lighting up now would be the ideal way to let Aaron know how little his threats meant to her.

      “Don’t even think about,” he growled, hovering next to her.

      It occurred to her for about a nanosecond that he might try to get physical with her and if he did, all the better. He only had to lay a hand on her—and with no witnesses to say otherwise—she’d have his job and his balls by the time he got bail together sometime in the wee hours of the morning.

      She half hoped he’d try something.

      She lit the cigarette with her lighter, then looked up and blew a long steady torrent of smoke in his face. He blinked, his face red with the effort it was clearly taking not to grab her.

      “Goddamn you,” Aaron said, his voice low and threatening. “You think you’re untouchable. Police chief’s daughter? You think I can’t get to you?”

      “I think you’re babbling,” Mindy said, turning toward the door.

      The streetlight that should have illuminated the sidewalk in front of the shop had been out for weeks. Only an abyss of darkness greeted Mindy as she opened the coffee shop door and stepped out into the evening.

      The parking lot had been full when Mindy arrived two hours earlier and she’d had to park behind the shop. It wasn’t her favorite place to park—especially at night. There were too many dark spots for someone to lurk in. But tonight she hadn’t had any choice.

      “I mean it, Mindy,” Aaron said from behind her. “My time will come.”

      Mindy didn’t turn to look at him. She knew that if she hadn’t baited him, she might have asked him to let her go through the store to the parking lot in the back. It would have taken her thirty seconds to get to her car from the back of the shop. Walking to it around the block would take at least ten minutes.

      At this time of night they would be ten very long minutes.
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      Jess Kazmaroff Maxwell glanced at her watch as her husband settled the restaurant bill. It was late and they were both tired but a first year wedding anniversary demanded acknowledgement and so they’d both gone through the motions of celebrating the day with an expensive dinner out.

      As Jess surveyed the nearly empty restaurant and their table of half-eaten dessert dishes and coffee cups, she couldn’t help think they would have enjoyed themselves more if they’d just treated the date as a typical Friday night—curled up on the couch with each other, a pizza and a bottle of red wine.

      Plus, Bill was so distracted these days. Not that Jess blamed him. As Chief of the Atlanta Major Crimes division there wasn’t a day that went by that he wasn’t intensely and seriously distracted. She watched him now, his salt and pepper hair still thick and lustrous and she thought of the moments—so many in the past year—when she’d run her fingers through it. Sometimes she thought she loved him so much she couldn’t hold any more inside her.

      “You okay, sweetheart?” Bill asked, looking at her with a quizzical expression on his face.

      “Just tired,” she said with a smile. “Ready for bed.”

      He pushed the signed bill aside and put his credit card away before standing and holding a hand out to her.

      “Then let me take you there, my love,” he said.

      Jess felt a rush of affection as she touched his hand. So warm and strong. The electric jolts of passion and caring shot back and forth from her hand to his. It was astonishing to her that he couldn’t feel it. She felt her whole arm vibrating with what was passing between them.

      As he led her from the restaurant, Jess felt the satisfaction of her life in her very core. So many terrible things had happened in the last two years—losing her dear boy David and the vicious attack on Mia were right at the top of that list. But time had eased her agony over the loss of her son—and God had given her William Maxwell to lean on and to love.

      As for Mia, well, she had Jack and her own strength. She would be fine. Especially now that she and Jack were engaged. Jess had prayed for that. Prayed for a man like Jack to come into her daughter’s life.

      As for the attack that had nearly taken Mia’s life that horrible afternoon in an East Cobb warehouse, well, Mia had absolutely no memory of it. When her body’s scars had healed, Mia had simply gone on with her life as if nothing had happened.

      And for her, nothing had.

      It was only Jess and Jack who knew and who could not forget.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” Bill asked as he handed her into their SUV.

      Jess gave his hand a squeeze.

      “I’m just reflective tonight,” she said. “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do on anniversaries?”

      “Yeah, maybe. Only I would’ve thought wedding anniversaries were a little less on the somber side.”

      “Perhaps less shop talk next time?” Jess said gently.

      Bill slid into the driver’s seat and groaned.

      “You’re right. What’s the matter with me? I can’t believe I spent half the dinner talking about the stupid Weekend Serial Killer. I’m just brainless.”

      The so-called Weekend Killer had commanded the attention of every front page in Atlanta for the last four weeks. That and the two terrible murders that had spawned the killer’s moniker. And the frustration of Bill and his crew at their complete inability to find any real clues to prevent the madman from killing again was wearing on the Chief.

      “It’s your job,” Jess said. “And so of course it’s on your mind.”

      “I should have let it go for one evening. I am sorry, Jess.”

      “Don’t be. Our lives are made up of our jobs, our loves, our interests and passions. I love when you talk about your work. Your eyes light up like you’re truly alive.”

      He laughed. “Even when I’m talking about body parts and blood spatter?”

      She laughed too. “Especially then.”

      He leaned over and gazed into her eyes.

      “I love you so much, Jess.”

      “And me you, darling,” she said. “Now get us home so we can express it nonverbally too.”
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        * * *

      

      Mindy threw the cigarette to the ground as she hurried around the side of the coffee shop. She moved quickly through the now vacant parking lot, cursing the fact that she’d had to park behind the shop.

      Most of the streetlights were out in the parking lot. They’d likely been broken by vandals.

      Maybe it was the altercation with Aaron but Mindy recognized that she was nervous. That was unusual. And she was aware of her surroundings too.

      That was nearly unheard of.

      She knew her dad used to talk about Mia having some kind of sixth sense that she used to find out stuff. Mindy was pretty sure it was bull. Just a way to try to get attention from a man who wasn’t even her own father. But if there was such a gift, Mindy had to admit it probably felt an awful lot like what she was feeling right now where every sound was magnified, every creepy darkened lump in the parking lot was moving, and even the air around her seemed to vibrate with warning.

      She rounded the corner and instantly spotted her car. She cursed Aaron again. It would have been so much easier to have come at it from inside the shop.

      That’s when she noticed the van.

      It wasn’t parked particularly close to her car but she was sure it hadn’t been there when she came a couple hours before. Her keys in her hands, she moved steadily toward her car and kept her eyes on the van. There was just enough light from a half moon and the single ambient streetlight peeking out from around the shop for her to see that the van’s windows were darkened.

      Her car was parked against a thick hedge of overgrown bushes. The driver’s side was wedged against them. She wasn’t sure what was on the other side of the bushes—or if anyone could get through them and she cursed herself for not thinking of that when she’d parked there earlier.

      The air felt charged with ominous threat. A trickle of sweat inched its way down her neck.

      Something wasn’t right.

      Why was she so spooked? She wished she’d walked out of the shop with her phone in her hand instead of a cigarette. She shook the thought away. Just get in the car and lock the doors. There’s nothing here but my car.

      She pulled her car keys out of her jacket pocket and ran the last few yards, her hand with the key in it outstretched to unlock the door. The car alarm chirped and the headlights blinked as she pressed the key fob. The familiarity of the sound—and the closeness of the car now—eased the tension in her shoulders.

      Trembling with anticipation, Mindy slid between the bushes and her car and jerked open the car door.

      The second she did she felt a
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