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Dark Reckoning

 

By J.E. Taylor

 

“J E Taylor writes a thrilling and engaging paranormal horror, “DARK RECKONING”. The absorbing, fluid plot builds slowly towards its divergent terror-driven climax. As sturdy, forthright characters convey the story’s age-old message; stay out of the woods…and while you’re at it, the water too. DI do love a great horror story, so I’m adding this beauty to my ebook collection. Marking it for a repeat read too.” Pamela Jenewein – Romance At Heart Reviews 

 

"J.E. Taylor has penned a tale of terror worthy of Lovecraft. The strong characters, edgy atmosphere and unflinching narrative hooked me from the first and kept me riveted all the way through to its horrifying conclusion - a solid piece of storytelling!" Ty Drago, Editor of Allegory and author of PHOBOS 

 

“I loved DARK RECKONING - always had a soft spot for demon type horror/thrillers and this is fabulous. Just the right mix of terror and calm so I didn't have a heart attack while reading but came close! Excellent read for anyone who loves horror and a good love story.” Cat Connor author of killerbyte and terrorbyte 
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This book is dedicated my daughter Victoria.

 

Thank you for asking me the million dollar question and putting up with sharing Mom’s time with her computer ever since. Without your prompting, I would have never taken the shot at my dream.

 

I love you sweetheart!

 

Chapter 1

 

The instructions fluttered on the ground under a new rubber mallet, ignored.

She tugged on the hem of his shirt. “Daddy, you promised.”

“Just a minute.” He lifted his hands from the canvas. Poles swayed and metal scraped. Before he could catch it, the tent imploded. Again. Muttering a few choice words, he picked up the fabric and the aluminum frame.

“But Daddy, you said we’d take a walk when Mommy went to the store.”

“Can’t you see I’m busy?” Amy’s father glared sideways at her and tugged on the canvas again. “Just stay out of my way until I get this up.” He turned his back and continued to fiddle with the tent poles, swearing under his breath.

Amy slipped to the edge of the campsite blinking back tears at her father’s harsh words. “Stupid tent,” she said and glanced in her father’s direction.

He yanked the canvas over the unstable rods yet again, cursing as the tent tilted this way and that.

She stepped into the woods, swallowed by the forest.

That had been hours ago. Now she stumbled through the underbrush, sobbing, searching for the campsite, wishing she had stayed by her father’s side.

She turned in frantic circles but dense brushwood blocked her path in every direction. Blueberry bushes, barberries and prickly thistles pulled at her clothing and scratched her legs. Evergreens reached high, mingled with century old maples and oaks, dimming the last of the evening light.

Amy’s hoarse voice persisted, yelling, “Daddy!” over and over and over. Her cries fell on the deaf ears of the New Hampshire forest.

Fighting through a thick clump of bayberry, she fell onto crunchy dried moss in a clearing bordering a small pond. She scrambled to her feet. The still black water rippled and Amy froze, her eyes glued to the malignant form rising from the surface.

What climbed out of the water was far worse than any POKEMON she’d ever seen and fear locked down her ability to function.

She couldn’t move.

She couldn’t breathe.

She couldn’t scream.

The staccato beat of her heart thrummed like the wings of a hummingbird and she shivered despite the summer heat, her sweaty tie-dye t-shirt not enough to keep her warm in the damp clearing.

When it stepped onto the shore, the ground sizzled and the stench of burning moss and rotting flesh blanketed the cove.

Her paralysis broke. A shrill cry of terror, like a lamb at slaughter, barreled from her throat and she turned, fleeing through the woods.

She ran as fast as her little Keds would take her.

But it wasn’t fast enough.

* * * *

The search party combed through the dense forest, each member clutching a picture and calling Amy’s name.

The young FBI agent halted, the child’s name swan diving from his lips in a silent rush of air. The earth in front of him was painted reddish-brown with pieces of cloth, flesh, bone and blood-streaked hair scattered through the red sludge. But the sneaker caught his attention.

A single, blood-splattered Keds.

He took a step back, his gaze bouncing between the photograph in his hand and the carnage before him, trying to reconcile the bloody remains on the ground with the happy child in the picture.

Bile rose in his throat and he gulped, forcing it down his already burning esophagus, willing his churning stomach to settle.

He looked down, surprised to see the snapshot crumpled in his clenched fist.

His eyes drew back to the gruesome scene, scanning the massacre and snapping back to the bloody sneaker.

“I swear I’ll find you, you son of a bitch,” he promised.

He pushed the button on the radio clipped to his shirt, his voice rumbling in his tight chest. “I think I found her.”

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The apartment door swung open. Afternoon sun bleached the picture window, streaking the room with slivers of light.

Jennifer Curtis scanned the expansive living room from the rich mahogany bar to the oversized entertainment center and everything in between. Her jaw dropped and pressure built on the back of her eyes. “Oh my God, this is fantastic!”

She set the carton down on the tile entry and walked through the living room, sliding her hand over the deep brown velour chairs, relishing the soft lush fabric against her fingertips, mesmerized. Kneeling on the couch, she glanced at the balcony and the magnificent view of Mirror Lake beyond.

“I thought you might like it.”

She turned and smiled at her best friend, running her hand through her ebony hair. “I had no idea this is what you meant when you said a nice little apartment.”

Tracy added her carton to the building pile of boxes in the entry and brushed her honey colored bangs out of her gray eyes. “Daddy bought the building this summer and it took some convincing, but he finally crumbled and gave me the penthouse for the year.” She crossed the room. “Wait ‘til you see what we’ve got.” She swung the doors of the big mahogany cabinet open, revealing a state of the art entertainment system culminating around the fifty-inch plasma television in the center.

“Holy shit!” Jennifer stared at the high tech system—knobs for this, buttons for that, and all the bells and whistles a girl could ask for.

“This is our dream place.” Tracy’s eyes danced with childish joy. Her hair shimmered in the sunlight. “Look around,” she said over her shoulder, and disappeared from view.

Jennifer wandered through the apartment. In addition to the sprawling living room, a kitchen that could only be categorized as a chef’s wet dream sat to the right of the entry and monogram nameplates adorned the bedrooms in the hallway on the left. At the end of the hall stood a common dressing room and a bathroom torn right from the pages of Architectural Digest.

She ran her fingers over her gold monogram and a chill crawled up her spine. Her vision transitioned to a shaded red, like blood dripping over the lens of a camera. She shuddered, shaking the bizarre hallucination away, and blinked at the glimmering script that mocked her sudden wave of fear.

Drawing a deep breath, she closed her eyes and swung the door open. Jennifer let her breath out slowly and stepped inside, opening her eyes.

Definitely over the top. Smooth cherry furniture, canopy bed, satin and silk in shades of powdered blue adorned the bedroom, sprinkled with accents of pink here and there, including light sheer curtains billowing gently in the breeze of the open windows along the back wall.

She crossed to the door in the far corner, opening it with curiosity. Cedar drifted from the large walk in closet, enveloping her, reminding her of the woods in northern Maine. 

Thick and fragrant and dangerous.

Standing in the entrance, Jennifer imagined how easy it would be to get lost when the closet was full of clothes and other things. Icy fingers tickled the base of her neck sending tingly sensations over her skull. She swung the door closed and a red flicker in the far corner caught her eye.

What the hell was that?

She yanked the door wide, her eyes scanning the closet again, but she couldn’t locate the source of the flare. The air shifted, sending a cool draft into her room. She closed the door and rubbed the newly formed bumps on her forearms, chalking the nip in the air to an over-active air-conditioner.

She glanced out the window. Brooksfield University and the surrounding mountains filled her vision and a slow smile spread across her lips. God, it’s good to be back at school. She tossed herself onto the bed with her arms spread on the lush fabric.

“Nice view.” Tracy leaned against the doorway.

“The best.” She propped herself on her elbows. “This is really ours?”

“Yup. After we finish bringing our things up, I’ll show you my room.”

“I gather that’s a hint?”

Tracy nodded and turned, walking out of the room.

Jennifer climbed off and followed her to the foyer. A dozen moving boxes lined the path to the door. “Have I really been gawking this long?”

Tracy grinned over her shoulder and pushed the button to the elevator.

An unsettling vision gnawed at the edges of Jennifer’s mind, but it was lost the moment the elevators opened. “This is going to be a fantastic year,” she said.

The whir of the descending elevator lulled the silence and they both watched the numbers on the display.

“How’s Billy?” Jennifer looked away from the bright digits crawling through their countdown.

Tracy’s face lit up. “Billy is wonderful!” She grinned like the mad hatter. “And we’ve got someone we want you to meet.”

“Come on Tracy, you know I hate it when you play matchmaker.” Jennifer stepped off the elevator and pushed through the lobby doors heading toward her car.

“This wasn’t my idea, it was Billy’s.” Tracy caught up with her with eyes wide and sincere. “He’s really a nice guy.”

Jennifer sent a warning glance, grabbed one of the two remaining boxes, and started back toward the building. The trunk slammed and Tracy’s hurried footfalls followed her into the lobby and the waiting elevator.

“Jen?” Tracy broke the silence as the doors closed.

“I’m not ready yet. I know it’s been almost two years since Tom died, but…” The engagement ring he gave her the night he died still sat in the little velvet box on her bureau at home. Open, dust ridden, like a shrine. “Not yet.” Tears filled her eyes and she blinked them away, willing herself not to cry.

“You can’t keep mourning him forever. Tom wouldn’t want that.”

“I know.” Jennifer edged around the clutter in the entrance of the apartment. “Are you gonna show me your room or what?” She changed the subject to something Tracy would latch onto like a fighting bulldog.

Tracy beamed and led her down the hall. “Ready?” She swung the door open. “Tah-dah!”

The room was decorated in soft shades of yellow and lavender, and apart from the colors, it was a mirror image of Jennifer’s—with one exception. The view.

Jennifer crossed to the window.

The mountains stared back neutrally.

“Mirror Lake,” she whispered, unaware she spoke aloud. When she turned, Tracy’s arms were laced with goose bumps, her face a peculiar shade of pale. “You okay?” she asked, and in a blink, the room disappeared.

A little girl chased a butterfly and stood perfectly still when it landed on her outstretched hand. She looked up and her smile disappeared. Her eyes darted at the thick woods surrounding her and she slowly turned, searching for the path she had followed running after the winged creature still on her hand. She bit her lower lip, and the butterfly took off. She followed, mistaking a clearing for their campsite. When she stepped from the thicket, soft moss cushioned her feet and the butterfly fluttered into the open sky.

Water shimmered, reflecting the butterfly’s winged journey against the clouds from above, the small cove lush and fragrant with spring flowers lining the edge of the pristine pond.

Curious, she wandered to a flat rock resembling a clover, crawling until she was peering over the edge at her mirror image.

The reflection altered, aging from the six-year-old to that of a young adult. A beautiful woman with honey blonde hair and grey eyes smiled back at the child on the rock.

Back in their apartment, her gaze landed on Tracy, the spitting image of the reflection in the water. Jennifer’s hand shot to her mouth, covering the short gasp of air. She pretended to yawn, covering up the initial shock of the vision.

Tracy dragged her eyes away from the lake, her face still pale.

“Are you okay?”

Tracy nodded and the color crept back into her cheeks. Her eyes looked too bright, too intense. She sat on the bed facing Jennifer, but her gaze drifted toward the window again. “The lake is haunted.”

A burst of laughter escaped but it quickly dispelled with an ‘I’m-not-kidding’ look from Tracy. “Really?” She parked herself on the bed, ready for another convoluted story, one that would explain her vision.

“There’s an old Abinaqui Indian legend about a rock in Paradise Cove that hangs over the water. They say if you kneel on it and look at the surface, you can see your future.”

“No shit!” Jennifer folded her leg under her, turning fully in Tracy’s direction.

Dimples made a brief appearance in Tracy’s cheek and she pressed on. “That part of the lake is practically impossible to get to and has been for as long as I can remember.”

“Then how’d you get there?”

Tracy’s forehead creased. “What?” Her smoky gray eyes shielded something behind them. Something disturbing.

“Never mind.” She waved away the question. “Tell me more about this legend.”

Tracy glanced at the lake and the edges of her lips dragged into a frown. “The legend says if you touch the water while it’s showing you the future, the mirror breaks and you see beneath it.”

“And?” When Tracy didn’t answer, she voiced the question, begging to be asked. “What’s beneath the surface?”

Shaded by her bangs, Tracy’s eyes flashed to the window and back. With an inhale of air, the words tumbled in a rush. “There are all sorts of stories. From the boogeyman to the devil himself, but the Abinaqui legend says people see a glimpse of their own death,” she paused and chewed on her bottom lip for a second. “The legend also mentions a beast that will wreak havoc on the town if it isn’t given an annual sacrifice. Maybe that’s what’s happening lately. Why some folks have disappeared, and others have been found mutilated beyond recognition.”

Chills caressed her, blooming into visible bumps over her exposed skin and she shivered. She read the papers. She knew about the violent deaths near the lake this summer. “Now you’re just trying to creep me out.” Jennifer crossed her arms.

Tracy’s lips twitched into the kind of smile earmarked for psychopaths. “Come on, we’ve got a lot of stuff to put away.” She left the room.

Jennifer looked at the lake, shaking her head. Ever since they were thirteen, Tracy enjoyed freaking her out. The girl was warped, truly warped.

She walked into the living room, finding Tracy busy putting CDs and DVDs into the entertainment cabinet.

“Is there really a legend or was this just another elaborate story of yours to scare the shit out of me?”

“There really is a legend. Google it.” She put the last of the DVDs away and tossed the empty box in the direction of the entry hall.

“Just out of curiosity, how do you know so much about Paradise Cove?” And why haven’t you ever told me about it before? Jennifer wondered.

“My father grew up here. Enough about the lake, let’s finish unpacking.”

She studied Tracy. Her eyes darted everywhere in the room except to meet Jennifer’s and she kept repetitively rubbing her palms on her hips. “You’ve been there,” she said.

She caught Jennifer’s stare and looked away in the direction of the lake. “No.”

In the distance, Jennifer heard evil laughter. A metallic taste filled her mouth and she ground her teeth against the sudden swell of fear.

She headed for the kitchen. Her steps hurried, as if fleeing from the questions in Jennifer’s eyes. “We need to put the food away before Billy gets here,” Tracy mumbled with a frazzled edge.

Jennifer stared at the lake wondering why Tracy had lied.

 

 

Chapter 3

 

They worked together, stocking the freezer, refrigerator, and moving on to the cabinets once all the cold items were put away. A knock at the door interrupted the silence and Tracy exchanged a glance with Jennifer.

With a grin, she grabbed Jennifer’s wrist and pulled her into the living room.

“There you are. I’ve been knocking for a while,” a disgruntled voice announced from the doorway.

“Billy!” Tracy dropped Jennifer’s wrist and flew into his arms.

At least a foot taller than Tracy, Bill picked her up, twirling her around in a big bear hug, their lips locked in a more than friendly greeting.

His hair was lighter than she remembered, but then again, he had worked all summer as a lifeguard. He smiled at her with his soft brown eyes and put Tracy down. “Hey, Jenny.”

“Hey.” She glanced at the man standing next to Bill with curious interest. Dark hair shaded his piercing blue eyes, which, along with the rough stubble along his jaw line, gave him a rugged bad-boy look. Arms crossed and casually leaning on the doorjamb, he reached just shy of six feet and the tight powder blue t-shirt accented the well-defined muscles of his chest and abdomen. The slow easy smile spreading across his lips formed perfect crescent dimples at the very edges and sent chills down Jennifer's spine. That smile alone could charm the pants off Mother Teresa. Her cheeks bloomed with hot crimson flames and she smiled back.

“Jenny, this is Steve Williams. Steve this is Jenny Curtis,” Bill said, and walked into the living room.

“Hi,” they both said at the same time, shaking hands.

When his skin touched hers, the chills his smile created turned to molten lava in her stomach and she took a deep breath to quell the inferno before it devoured her. Instead, she focused on his grip, firm and solid. Disappointment flooded her when he pulled away and walked past her into the living room.

“Want a beer?” Tracy asked. Both Bill and Steve nodded in response and Tracy grabbed a pair of Coors from behind the bar.

“Thanks.” Steve glanced around the room. “This sure beats the frat house,” he said and headed onto the balcony. Leaning against the railing, he popped open the beer. “Great view.”

Jennifer stood at the sliders and Tracy pushed her gently from behind. She glared over her shoulder and stepped on the terrace. “So you’re in the same fraternity as Bill.”

“Yep.” Steve glanced at her.

“Hey, want to go swimming?” Bill blurted.

“Isn’t the lake closed for the season?” Jennifer asked.

“No, it’s open until the end of September,” Steve said and drained his beer. “I’m up for it if everyone else is.”

“Come on, Jen.” Tracy ignored the sharp look Jennifer gave her. “It’ll be fun!”

“The lake is beautiful this time of year.” Steve leaned against the balcony looking back at Jennifer. “And I won’t bite.” He flashed his winning grin. “I promise.”

Jennifer felt her resolve melt. “I guess we’re going swimming.” She headed back toward her room with Tracy in tow.

“Well?” Tracy whispered.

Jennifer met Tracy’s inquisitive gaze with a sharp glare and shut the door on any further conversation.

When she stepped back in the living room, Steve raised an eyebrow. His slow, obvious survey made her nervous, and his lips curved into a smile the moment their eyes met.

Jennifer’s heart skipped a beat. There’s definitely still chemistry here. “Let’s go.”

They waited in awkward silence for the elevator.

“What are you studying?” she asked Steve when the doors opened.

“Criminal Law.”

Jennifer clamped her lips together in a smirk and offered a derogatory huff.

“What?” Steve asked.

“You look more like a criminal than a lawyer.”

Steve smiled, stepping out of the lobby into the bright sunset. “I never said I was gonna be a lawyer.”

“Jen, do you mind driving with Steve?” Tracy didn’t wait for an answer. She pulled Bill toward her shiny, souped-up Jaguar, handing him the keys.

“I guess not,” Jennifer replied under her breath. Turning to Steve, she offered a half-hearted smile.

“Really, I won’t bite,” Steve said, and led her to a beautiful BMW roadster, opening the door for her.

Jennifer slid into the passenger seat and glanced up at the sky. The first hint of starlight sparkled against the deep blue canvas. Fifteen minutes later, they pulled into the beach parking lot next to Tracy and Bill.

Jennifer bolted before the car completely stopped. “You arrogant son of a bitch!” She clenched her fists and stalked off toward the water creating small sand sprays with each stomping step.

* * * *

Steve watched her from the car, amusement finding the curve of his lips at her little display. His smile faltered and he stepped out of the car to Tracy and Bill’s slack-jawed stares.

“What’d you do?” Bill’s glance moved from Steve to Jennifer standing on the beach, shifting from foot to foot and muttering loud enough to be heard from the parking lot.

“I said a few things about her, ah, career choice,” he explained, selectively choosing the words.

Tracy rolled her eyes and headed in Jennifer’s direction.

“What are you, a fucking idiot?”

“Acting,” Steve grunted.

“Dude, she’s a hell of an actress.” Bill shot a sideways glance in Steve’s direction.

Steve shrugged. He didn’t give a damn what Bill’s opinion of her skills were, he had his own thoughts on the subject. “She does have quite a temper.” Steve attempted to suppress his smile but didn’t succeed very well.

“Oh yeah,” Bill said, as the two of them watched the girls on the beach.

* * * *

“Jen, are you okay?” Tracy asked.

“That jerk had the nerve to laugh at me because I want to be an actress.” She glared at Tracy. “Nice! You said he was a nice guy. He’s an asshole!”

“Shush,” Tracy whispered looking over her shoulder.

“I don’t care if he hears me. You’re an asshole!” she yelled over her shoulder. She closed her eyes, calming herself.

“Sorry Jen, just forget it. Let’s go swimming.”

Jennifer gave a slight nod and peeled her shorts off, dropping them on top of her flip-flops. “I guess in his arrogant way he did pay me a compliment,” she said, wading into the water behind Tracy. “He said I have a pretty face and a decent body.”

Tracy laughed.

Steve took that as his cue and both he and Bill headed toward the water. Bill dove in and came up next to Tracy, wrapping his arms around her and whispering something in her ear. She smiled and nodded.

Jennifer sent a cross glance in Steve’s direction when he approached. Her fiery green eyes pierced his and he looked away.

“I’m sorry,” he said, scanning the lake.

“Look at me when you apologize,” Jennifer demanded.

Her sharp tone yanked his gaze back to her. “I, ah, I said I was sorry.”

“Fine.” She dove under the water.

Lines of aggravation etched into his handsome features and he stared at the smooth surface of the water where she disappeared.

Tracy and Bill retreated, leaving Jennifer and Steve alone.

Steve pressed his lips together in a thin line, watching Tracy and Bill disappear into the woods. When he was sure they were out of hearing range, he turned toward Jennifer and started to clap, his scowl turning into a genuine smile. “Good performance, Jen.”

Jennifer stifled a laugh under her hand. “God, Steve, they’re going to kill us when they find out.”

“I had to call you when Bill told me who he wanted to set me up with.”

“I’m so glad you did,” Jennifer said. “I didn’t even know you were coming to Brooksfield. I thought you already graduated.”

“Well, we kind of lost touch there for a while,” he said, his intense gaze captivating her.

“Yeah, sorry about that.”

“I’m sorry about what happened to Tom.”

She nodded and dunked under the water. When she surfaced, she pressed her lips together and crossed her arms, sending a sideways glare his way.

Steve smiled with his back to the woods, assuming Tracy and Bill had reappeared. It amazed him how she could change her demeanor in a split second. He needed a little more time to get back into character, so he swam to the raft and hoisted himself up on the surface.

* * * *

“Would you mind going home with Steve?” Tracy eyed him on the raft. “We want to go to that new place down the road…unless you want to come dancing with us?”

“I’ll pass on dancing.”

“Then would you mind catching a ride back to the apartment with him?” She waved her hand toward the raft.

Jennifer glanced over her shoulder. He was lying on the raft on his back looking up at the sky. She tightened the muscles in her jaw, letting a beat of silence descend before she turned her head back in Tracy’s direction. Instead of meeting her pleading stare, she opted to focus on her hand making slow trails in the water.

“Please?”

Jennifer sighed and raised her eyes to Tracy. “Fine, but you owe me.”

“I promise I’ll make it up to you.” Tracy dragged herself from the water and joined Bill on the beach. She waved just before she ducked into the passenger seat of the car.

Jennifer waited until Tracy’s car pulled away and then swam to the raft.

Steve rolled on his side, propping his head up on his hand.

“Why criminal law if you don’t want to be a lawyer?” she said, climbing the old iron ladder and folding herself Indian-style in the small space between Steve and the outer edge of the raft.

He shrugged, the setting sun reflected in his eyes and his lips curved into a smile.

“Stop grinning at me like that and answer my question.”

“Law enforcement.”

“That’s more believable than you being a lawyer.”

He pushed her off the raft.

“You bastard,” she said, breaking the surface. She skimmed her palm on the water, sending a wave over the raft, splashing him.

Steve grinned and stood. He arched over her in a perfect dive, spearing into the water a few feet beyond her, his entrance clean enough to produce almost no splash.

Seconds later, a tug on her ankle closed the water over her head, cutting off her sudden yelp.

Steve wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her against him and surfacing. His laughter rang out over the lake, creating a musical echo filling her ringing ears. He grabbed the side of the raft to stabilize them in the water and met her irate gaze.

The flash in his bright blue eyes made her heart skip a beat and his close proximity lit a fire in her that had been dormant for the past two years, silencing whatever scalding comments she intended when they surfaced. The urge to close the distance and taste his mouth took hold and Jennifer licked her lips.

“I’m hungry,” he said releasing her and starting toward the shore.

The moment he pulled away, disappointment flooded her, weighing her down, and for a second she thought she’d be dragged under the surface again. She reached out, clinging to the side of the raft and watched him slice through the water, his strokes powerful and full of grace. Sighing, she followed the path he cut before her.

He walked up on the sand and shook his head, sending spray in every direction, glancing back at her with a playful smile.

Staring at his gorgeous profile, Jennifer felt the breath leave her lungs in a silent rush. The sunset played off the droplets on his body, his muscles glistening as he turned toward her. The intensity of his stare made her knees weak and she almost stumbled onto the sand.

* * * *

His smile faltered. Watching the water slip off her body stirred a long latent heat within him and his gaze lingered on her ample curves above and below her tiny waistline before taking in her shapely legs, the whole ensemble enough to make any man drool. “Ten years,” he whispered stepping closer. “God you grew up to be a beauty.” Gently, he wiped the wet hair away from her cheeks, his fingertips throbbing with the sensation of her skin. Steve squashed the urge to take her face in his hands and kiss her beautiful lips.

This can’t happen.

He retreated and looked out over the water, trying to put some distance between him and Jennifer’s powerful magnetic pull.

* * * *

Jennifer stood still. Her cheek still burned where his fingers had touched, and her hand rose, swiping the same warm path. Blowing a slow stream of air, she reached down and grabbed her shorts and flip-flops, slipping them on. His profile remained distant and unattainable, and she slowed her approach, wondering what exactly was going through his ruggedly handsome mind. The muscles in his arms flexed and he glanced in her direction, but his eyes never left the sand near her feet.

“Are you okay?” she asked cautiously stepping closer.

He swung his baby blues in her direction. “Yeah, I’m fine. Where do you want to go?”

“I don’t think we’re exactly dressed for a sit down meal,” Jennifer said, spreading her arms.

“What are you in the mood for?”

Her eyes swept him and she smiled, opting not to voice her less than clean thoughts. “Chinese?”

“Sounds good to me.” He headed toward the car, tossing her a towel and grabbing one for himself. He folded it on the driver’s seat and Jennifer followed his lead.

“Last I knew you were supposed to be getting married. What happened?”

Any trace of a smile on his face disappeared. “She killed herself the day before the wedding.”

Shocked silence filled the car.

“I’m so sorry.”

He kept his eyes on the road.

They drove in silence until he pulled into the restaurant parking lot and shut off the car. “I haven’t been able to let it go. I never finished school. I put my focus into restoring this car and when I finished, I decided I’d shut myself off from the world long enough.” He ran his hand over the dashboard. “This car kept me sane.”

She studied his profile torn between throwing her arms around him and asking the flurry of questions assaulting her mind. He was five years older, so he should have graduated long before two years ago. She tilted her head, taking a closer look, but all she saw was layers of pain and anguish.

“And here we are,” he added, reaching to grab his t-shirt on the floor in front of her. “You don’t have a shirt, do you?”

“No.”

“What do you want?”

“Spicy chicken with fried rice.” She looked into his eyes. The hurt was still there under the surface, and more than ever she wanted to wrap her arms around him and make it disappear.

Steve paused and stared at her. The muscles in his jaws tightened. “Don’t look at me like that, Jen. I’m not a charity case.” He headed into the restaurant without waiting for a response.

At the door, he stopped and glanced over his shoulder. Their gaze locked and warmth spread through her and she closed her eyes, sinking in the seat, drifting back ten years.

She remembered the day he left—him waving good-bye, the taste of her salty tears at the corner of her lips, the hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach growing as the car pulled out of sight. They wrote to each other frequently at first and she remembered her heart pounding in her chest as she ran to collect the mail each day, her hands shaking as she ripped open the long-awaited envelope from him. Excitement turned to disappointment as time wore on and his letters became more sporadic and then non-existent. By the time she got to high school, she stopped writing all together and her boy next door became just a precious memory. Jennifer opened her eyes and looked at the man who had made such an impression on her as a child.

Steve dug his wallet from his back pocket and peeled off the cash. Handing it to the cashier, he grabbed the bag, trotting back to the car.

“I didn’t know how much I missed you until I saw you today,” Jennifer said.

This time, the smile touched his eyes. He started the car and glanced over his shoulder as he backed out of the parking spot. The heat from his arm’s proximity to Jennifer’s shoulder gave her a peculiar tickle in her stomach.

“I still remember how cute you looked in that little yellow dress, like you got all decked out just for me,” he said.

“I did.” The heat bloomed in her cheeks.

He took a deep breath and pulled to a stop in front of the apartment building. His eyes scanned her briefly and then he turned away.

Jennifer noticed his quick inspection and it reminded her of the way Tom used to look at her when they had a block of alone time. “What were you thinking just then?”

“How green your eyes are,” he said, opening the car door and taking the bag of food from her, ignoring her steady gaze.

She bit her lower lip while they waited for the elevator. Standing close was like being an inch away from an electrical fence, the current between them alive and twisting and dangerously close to ignition.

The elevator started its climb to the penthouse and he sent a smile in her direction, letting the silence fill the space between them until they were in the apartment. “This really is a nice place.” He headed onto the balcony with the food.

Jennifer followed and sat on the lounge chair next to him, watching as he arranged the boxes on the table between them. Their fingers brushed when he handed her a pair of chopsticks, and his slow lazy smile made her heart flutter. Oh what I wouldn’t give for a taste of those lips. Remembering Tom, she brushed that thought from her mind.

“I still can’t believe Tracy’s father did this for her.” She glanced back at the apartment.

Steve nodded. “The benefits of money.”

She plucked the spicy chicken from the white box using the chopsticks and slid it into her mouth.

“You’re pretty good with these things.” He held up his own chopsticks and awkwardly grasped a piece of chicken from the same box. Halfway to his lips, the chicken shot from between the sticks, bounced on the balcony and rolled off. He glanced between the chopsticks in his hand and the edge of the balcony with raised eyebrows before he slid his gaze her way. “Oops.”

Jennifer giggled. “I can’t wait to see what you do with the rice.”

Steve reached into the bag and pulled out a plastic fork with a grin. “I’m not that much of an idiot.” He put the chopsticks down and began to eat with the fork.

Jennifer roared. She held her stomach with one hand and covered her mouth with the other, trying not to let the food spout with the laughter.

“Stop laughing at me,” he chuckled.

She swallowed. “I can’t help it,” she said, winding down. “That was too damn funny not to laugh.” When she took a healthy portion of rice on her chopsticks and put it in her mouth without dropping any, she started to giggle again.

“Now you’re just showing off.”

She nodded and swallowed. “You want a beer?”

“That’d be great,” he said, and put another fork full in his mouth.

* * * *

After she retreated inside, he let his eyes drift to the magnificent scenery. A three quarter moon rose over the mountains, the light reflecting on the surface of the lake below. By the end of the week, the moon would be completely full and the view would be breathtaking.

Music blared in the living room and he jumped, spilling rice all over the table. His gaze jumped from the scenery to the room behind him. Jennifer frantically turned knobs and he chuckled. Not one of her attempts decreased the volume and Steve stood, stepping inside to lend a hand.

“I don’t know how to turn this down,” she said over the music.

Steve crossed the room and scanned the hardware in front of him. After a few seconds, he reached down and turned a knob. The music lowered to a respectable level. He raised his eyebrow. “That was interesting.” He headed back out on the balcony, grabbing the beer Jennifer had left on the bar on his way out.

He laughed lightly under his breath and continued to eat. “You’re about as good with that as I am with these.” He pointed to the stereo and the chopsticks respectively.

Jennifer blushed and sat, opening her wine cooler. After they finished eating, she leaned back in the lounge chair, looking out over the moon-drenched lake. “The lake is beautiful.”

“Mhm,” Steve agreed, glancing at her profile. Not as beautiful as you are. “I like your choice of music.” He leaning back in his chair as Nickleback’s ‘Far Away’ piped onto the terrace.

“When do you think we should tell them?”

“Let them sweat it out for a while.” Steve took a sip of the beer. “I don’t like being set up and if I didn’t know you, I’d have been pissed at the shit they pulled tonight. I can’t believe they left us alone after that fight, even if it was all bullshit.” He took another swig.

“I’m not sure I can keep this up for very long.”

Steve smiled. “You’re the best actress I’ve ever seen. You’ll do just fine. I’d be more worried about me.” He returned his attention to the scenery. Yeah, I don’t know how long I’ll be able to keep my hands off you. 

Blush crept into her cheeks and she stood. “I’m gonna change.” She tilted her head and tapped her lips with her finger, her eyes drifting over him. “I think I may have a pair of shorts that will fit you if you want to get out of your wet clothes,” she offered with a sheepish grin.

“You have something that would fit me?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I might,” she replied.

“Okay,” he said, curious to see what she brought for him.

She returned in a dry clothes and hesitantly extended a pair of faded cut-offs to him.

Steve stood, reading the melancholy expression in her eyes and the slight tension in her arm as if second-guessing the offer. “These were Tom’s, weren’t they?” When she nodded, he took them from her outstretched hand. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she said. Her eyes met his. “I’m sure. The bathroom is at the end of the hall.”

He walked away, turning once to look at her before he disappeared around the corner.

Steve inspected the soft well-worn fabric and then his reflection in the mirror. I can’t believe she did this. His thoughts drifted to Peggy and the full closet at the cottage. If the situation were reversed, could I do the same? He didn’t have an answer, at least one he’d admit to, and he shrugged the questions out of his head. Stripping out of his wet suit, he slid the shorts on and raised an eyebrow. Oddly enough, they fit perfectly.

He picked up his wet swim trunks and walked into the living room. “What should I do with this?”

Jennifer had her damp clothes in her hands already. “I’ll take that.” She stared at him. “They fit.” She met his clear blue eyes and took his wet shorts, turning and heading toward the kitchen.

“Why are you going in the kitchen with wet clothes?”

“I’m gonna put these in the oven.” She smiled sweetly holding the wet clothes up and hesitating in the doorway.

His mouth dropped for a split second.

“Seriously, our laundry room is off the kitchen.” She disappeared and he heard the dryer turn on.

She got you dude! Her sense of humor was still a little warped, even after all these years. He chuckled dryly. When she stepped through the kitchen door, he said, “I thought…well, never mind. You got me.”

She laughed.

The musical tenor of her laughter set him into action and he crossed the distance, sweeping her into his arms. Her eyes widened and her laugh teetering into a gasp. The line of her body arched into his touch. As one hand tangled in her long damp hair, the other planted in the curve of her back, just itching to go lower, but he held in place. Staring into her jade eyes, he forced a ragged breath and slowly leaned toward her luscious parted lips, wanting to taste the sweetness of her mouth.

This cannot happen!

Steve pulled away, startled by the sudden admonishment. Her eyes were still closed, still expecting the kiss. When he loosened his grip and stepped back, they shot open. A crease appeared between her eyebrows, questioning him silently.

His heart thumped in his chest as if he’d been hit with a tazer, and his breath matched the electrifying experience, coming in short quick bursts. He concentrated on taking long slow breaths, attempting to regain control.

“I have to go.” He took another step away from her, two years of not feeling anything in contrast to the overwhelming tornado of emotions was too much for him to cope with. He turned and headed for the door.

Jennifer caught his arm. “Steve.”

He didn’t look at her. “You aren’t ready for this either, Jen,” he said as he opened the door.

“How do you know?” she whispered.

He met her gaze. “Because I saw the way you looked at me when I came out in these shorts.” He removed her hand from his arm. “I’m not ready.” He let his eyes graze over her. “It was good to see you again.”

“But?”

He gave her a little smile. “I’m not ready for you.” His voice was soft and gentle and he turned, walking to the elevator, refusing to look back because if he did, he wouldn’t be able to leave. When the elevator doors closed, he rested his forehead against them, welcoming the cool metal.

He closed his eyes and for the first time in two years, the face he saw etched onto his eyelids was not Peggy’s.

 

Chapter 4

 

Jennifer stood staring at the elevator for almost a full minute thinking he would change his mind and come back. When he didn’t, she closed the door and inhaled, trying to ease the sting of his rejection.

She crossed to the balcony in time to see his car disappear from sight and she glanced at the small mess on the table. Sinking into the lounge chair, she began to clean up, analyzing every move in an attempt to understand why he pulled away.

Didn’t he feel the current? The electricity? The same intensity? Or was it just her? She looked back at the parking lot and shook her head. The way he looked at her, the way he held her, god help her, it felt like coming home.

“No, it isn’t just me,” she said, but there was no strength behind the words, no conviction.

With a sigh, she gathered the containers and dumped them in the garbage, taking the bag to the dumpster and destroying any evidence he had been at the apartment. When the dryer buzzed, she retrieved the clothes and folded them neatly, tucking them away on the top shelf of her closet.

Something in the back of the closet rustled and Jennifer jumped, spinning in the direction of the disturbance. Cold air engulfed her and the hair on the back of her neck bristled. Fear wrapped around her heart in a tight fist, constricting the sudden pounding in her chest and pulling the air from her lungs. Wheezing, she drew a thin breath and shivered. She shot out of the closet and slammed the door but it did nothing to eradicate the feeling she wasn’t alone.

She backed away slowly, wishing Steve had stayed a little longer. With her eyes glued to the closet door, she changed into her nightshirt and grabbed her bathrobe. She retreated to the living room, slipping the floor length chenille around her as tight as it would go.

Channel surfing and restless, Jennifer bit the edge of her lip. Her eyes shot down the hall toward her bedroom, every few seconds before returning to the television, and she sank lower and lower into the couch as the night wore on. After a couple hours of bouncing her attention between the hallway and the repetitive drivel on the television, her eyes drooped, closing slowly. She drifted off despite her unease.

* * * *

Hands shook her.

“Jen, wake up,” Tracy demanded.

Her eyes fluttered opened trying to place where she was. She looked up at her friend and it all came back to her. “What time is it?”

“Around two,” Tracy answered. “How did it go?”

“How’d what go?” she mumbled and sat up, still half asleep.

“Steve. Did he come up?”

She shook her head awake enough to slip into the role. “He’s an asshole.” Jennifer got up and headed to her room. “Night.” She closed her bedroom door on Tracy’s questioning eyes, crawling into bed and instantly falling asleep.

* * * *

During the night, the closet door popped open and a pair of red shimmering eyes peered out. Jennifer shivered in her sleep and pulled the blankets tight.

 

Chapter 5

 

Jennifer woke at eight and wandered into the shower. She let the pulsating jets wash away the edges of sleep, lingering, enjoying the massage on her back and legs. After what seemed like an eternity, she reluctantly shut the water off and wrapped herself in a towel. Her brow furrowed as fragments of a dream drifted into her consciousness—blood, pain, and fear.

She shivered at the image and shoved it down into her subconscious where it belonged, flipping on the hairdryer to take the chill out of her wet locks.

Tracy strolled in and yawned, wiping her eyes. “God, what a night.”

“Mhm.” Jennifer glanced at her roommate.

“You ought to give Steve another chance.”

“Where did that come from?” Jennifer turned off the hairdryer.

“He’s really not an asshole,” Tracy began. “I still think you’re perfect for each other.” She headed into the shower.

If you only knew, Jennifer thought and turned on the hairdryer again.

“I still don’t understand you,” Tracy grumbled as they stood in the elevator. “He’s a nice guy.”

“Then you go out with him.”

“You’re impossible.”

“Lay off, Tracy.”

“But...”

“—But nothing. Leave it alone, I don’t like the guy.”

Tracy pouted the rest of the way in the elevator, playing with her keys. She let the silence build between them until they stepped into the bright morning sunshine. “Couldn’t you give him a chance?”

“You’ve got to be kidding!” Jennifer groaned. “I don’t want anything to do with him.”

Tracy slipped into the driver’s seat of the Jaguar and turned the ignition.

“What did you do last night?” Jennifer asked, focusing the conversation on Tracy.

“We had fun.”

“I’ll bet,” Jennifer said. Steve’s smile came to mind, making her insides feel like a pile of warm silly putty. She didn’t hear a word Tracy uttered, her mind miles away until Tracy turned onto Fraternity Row. “Where are you going?”

“Sorry Jen, I promised Billy I’d pick him up this morning. His car is on the fritz again. He said you could ride with Steve.”

Jennifer looked at her. “Why doesn’t he ride with Steve?”

Tracy shrugged and pulled up to the curb. “Sorry Jen, I need to bring him to the shop before we go to get our schedules.”

“Great fucking friend you are,” Jennifer said under her breath as she got out of the car.

Bill and Steve sat on the front porch of the frat house. Bill’s lips pressed into a thin white line and he shot to his feet, scrambling down the stairs at the first sign of Tracy’s car. “Thanks for understanding, Jen.” He glanced at Steve with a nod and slid into the passenger seat.

“I guess you need a lift,” Steve said, shifting his gaze to Jennifer.

“Apparently.” She glared at Tracy’s car as it pulled away from the curb.

“Car’s this way.” He turned, heading toward the parking lot. She followed Steve and slid in the passenger seat when he held the door for her. “Sorry about last night.” He shut the door and walked around the car, slipping into the driver’s seat.

“No apology necessary,” Jennifer said. “How’d you hook up with the frat boys?” She gestured at the house.

“I was in the same fraternity at Yale. I figured it was probably better than off campus. At least I’d feel like I was a part of something again.” He looked up at the house. “Now I’m wondering if that had been a good idea or not. There isn’t much privacy here.”

She smiled and he turned over the ignition but he didn’t put the car in gear right away.

* * * *

The storm of emotion swirled within him, and being this close to her just increased the velocity. He stared at his hands, gripping the steering wheel before letting his eyes wander in her direction, taking in the tan legs and the hem of her white skirt, slowly grazing her until their eyes met. Electrifying heat took hold. With a deep breath, he dragged his eyes away and backed the car out of the parking spot.

Something about the determined set of his jaw prompted her to ask, “Are you all right?”

He nodded but didn’t look her way.

“Stop the car.”

The car swerved to the left. His eyebrows arched and his lips slightly parted, surprised by her sharp tone. Steve jerked the steering wheel back in line, correcting the car’s trajectory and settling back on the proper side of the road. “Why?”

“I don’t want to ride with you if you’re gonna to shut me out.” The anger in her voice matched the spark in her eyes.

“Are you acting right now?”

“Stop the damn car.”

He pulled to the curb and she shot out onto the sidewalk. He slammed the gears into neutral, set the brake and ran after her, grabbing her arm and spinning her around. “What are you doing?”

“Leaving you alone.” Jennifer yanked her arm from his grasp.

Steve grabbed her again and pulled her close. “Maybe that’s not what I want.”

“What exactly do you want, Steve?” She shot up at him, her eyes fiery and frustrated.

He kissed her hard and pulled away. “You.” He let her go and stormed back to the car, leaving her breathless.

“You sure have a funny way of showing it,” she called after him.

The car rolled away, leaving her standing on the sidewalk. He parked less than a block away. “Get in,” he said when she marched by the car, heading in the direction of the school.

“No,” she snapped over her shoulder.

“What the hell do you want from me?”

* * * *

She stopped and turned. The rightness of being with him hit her like a physical blow, silencing her because everything she wanted to say just wasn’t enough. His blue eyes locked with hers, knocking her senseless and at the same time fueled her, making her feel alive and vital.

He pulled the car up next to her. “What do you want, Jen?” he asked, softer this time.

A powerful combination of fear and wanting flashed in his eyes, making him seem vulnerable and sexy.

“You’re not ready for what I want.”

“Then tell me, what the hell do we do now?” He kept her intense stare. “What do we do?” he asked again, throwing the car in neutral.

She shook her head. “I don’t know.” She took a deep breath and slipped into the car. “But next time you kiss me, you better make it last a hell of a lot longer than that.” The slow sexy smile spreading over his face made her shiver and impossibly hot at the same time.

Steve slid the car in gear.

“You better wipe that grin off your face before either Tracy or Bill sees it. That’s a dead giveaway.”

He obliged and put on his moody expression. “Better?”

“Yes and no.” She suppressed a grin of her own. “I like the sexy smile.”

“Ah,” he replied. “I’ll have to remember that.”

Jennifer was quiet for a few minutes. “Tracy was a little pushy this morning. She wants me to give you a second chance.”

Steve glanced sideways. “Bill said I was a fool.” They pulled into the student center and he put his game face back on. He opened the car door for her, shaking his head. His expression looked tight, annoyed to any onlooker. His eyes surveyed the parking lot and landed back on her.

“You’re quite the actor, you know.”

“I have to be in my line of work.” His eyes went a little wider at the admission.

“And what line is that?” she asked stepping onto the asphalt.

“I’m a law student.” He headed into the student center without waiting for her.

Jennifer shut the door and watched him walk away. He studied his surroundings with sharp eyes, drinking in every detail, and it hit her. Not a lawyer. Jesus, he’s here because of the murders. Oh my god, he’s a cop? She ran up to him and caught his arm. “Are you working now?” The steady glare he gave her made her drop her hand and step back.

“I’m going to pick up my schedule.” He opened the door, ignoring her question. His eyes never stopped moving.

“Are you?”

“That is none of your concern, Jen. As far as you know, I’m enrolled here,” he answered, and breezed past her.

She stopped in her tracks.

Steve approached the desk and retrieved his schedule. Studying it, he strolled in her direction, his lips pursed. He looked up and met her glance. “Start acting, babe.” He walked out the doors.

Jennifer closed her mouth and approached the desk. Moments later, she had her schedule and wandered out the same direction Steve had gone. She found him sitting on a bench, reviewing his schedule.

Steve squinted up at her with a scowl. He motioned for her to sit down next to him. “I can’t discuss this with you,” he finally said without looking at her.

“Steve,” she said, and when he glanced at her, her heart skipped a beat.

“I can’t.”

“Okay. I won’t ask.” Perplexed, she took a deep breath and leaned back. “I don’t have any classes today,” she replied, handing him her schedule. Her Tuesdays and Thursdays were loaded, and with the exception of a couple Wednesday classes, the rest of her schedule was blank.

Steve handed it back. “Bitch.” He tilted his schedule so she could see. “I’ve got classes every day starting at eight.”

“Aww,” Jennifer said without sympathy. She saw his lips curve at the edges and watched in amazement as he suppressed it again.

“Here they come,” he said under his breath.

Jennifer stood and hurried toward Tracy. “I can’t believe you did that to me!”

“Was it really that bad?” Steve asked.

Jennifer glared at him and he met her eyes with the same ferocity. “As a matter of fact…”

“It wasn’t all that pleasant for me either,” Steve barked at her. “You are a bitch.” He stood and walked away.

Jennifer watched him, her mouth open in surprise.

Bill took off after Steve, grabbing his arm and swinging him around. “You need to apologize to her.”

“Fuck you.” Steve yanked his arm from Bill’s grasp and stormed away, disappearing around the rear of the student center.

Bill’s jaw went slack and he headed back to where Jennifer stood.

“What the hell were you two thinking?” Jennifer snapped when Bill returned to Tracy’s side. “He’s an asshole.”

Bill looked away. “He didn’t seem like one when I met him over the summer. I thought you two would be perfect together. You both know what it’s like to lose someone and I thought…,” he trailed off and shrugged.

Her eyes narrowed. “That was the qualification of setting us up?”

“Jen,” Tracy sighed.

“That is such a bullshit reason!” She started to walk away and Bill caught her arm. “Let go!”

“Don’t be mad at Tracy. This was all my idea, not hers.”

Jennifer shook her head, her eyes bouncing between the two. “Bullshit. She pushed me just as much as you pushed him.”

“I’m sorry, Jen. I thought you two would hit it off.” Tracy wouldn’t meet Jennifer’s gaze. “Do you want a ride back to the apartment?”

Jennifer took a deep breath. “No, not right now. There are a few people I want to say hello to. I’ll walk back later.”

“It’s a haul, Jen,” Bill said.

“Then I’ll swing by the frat house. Someone there can bring me home, right?”

Bill shrugged. “True.”

Jennifer started to walk away.

“Are you mad at me?” Tracy asked.

Jennifer turned and fluttered her hand back and forth. “A little, but I’ll get over it.”

“You know I love you, right?”

Jennifer smiled. “Yeah, I know.”

 

Chapter 6

 

Jennifer walked around the corner of the student center and was yanked behind the trees.

Steve rammed her against a big oak out of sight from the walking path. His eyes sparkled. “Sorry I scared you.” He leaned in to kiss her and stopped inches from her lips, staring into her eyes. “I’m not so sure you really know what you want.” He pulled back a little and let the edges of his mouth curve upwards.

Jennifer’s heart raced. She couldn’t move and couldn’t speak, her eyes lost in his intense stare. “I…I,” she finally sputtered.

“You what?” Her ragged breath smelled like cinnamon.

Jennifer moved swiftly stepping closer and sweeping his foot out from under him at the same time she pushed, knocking him flat on his back in a perfect Osoto Gari. “Don’t corner me like that ever again.”

Steve stared up at her with wide eyes from his vantage point on the ground. “Damn girl,” he uttered when he regained the capacity to breathe.

Jennifer put her hands on her hips. “My dad thought I should learn to defend myself. I’m a black belt.”

“I’ll have to spar with you sometime.” He picked himself up and brushed the dirt off his shorts.

“You would lose.”

He laughed, musical and full. “Next time you’ll be on the ground.”

“Want to bet?”

He snorted and began to walk away. Jennifer lunged and found herself on the ground with his arm across her chest. He was infinitely faster and more powerful than she imagined.

“So what did I win?” He barely concealed a smirk, masking it with a devilish grin.

A thousand thoughts flew through her mind but the one that slipped through her lips almost made her laugh. “The right to protect me any time you want.”

He lifted his eyebrows. “That’s a given.” He stood and helped her up, attempting to brush the dirt off the back of her pretty, white skirt. “You’re gonna need to change.”

She arched, trying to look at the back of her skirt but only saw the edges of dirt. “Can you take me back?”

Steve glanced at his watch. “Sure, I’ve got a little time.”

They walked to his car, keeping an eye on the parking lot and the student center for Bill and Tracy. Fortune ran with them. No one they knew saw them slide into Steve’s car.

“Who do you work for?” she asked after a few miles of silence.

“I told you I can’t discuss this with you.”

“Local police? State police? What?”

“Let it go.” He gave her a sideways look before focusing back on the road. “Please.”

Jennifer took a deep breath and exhaled, her mind filtering through all the possibilities. One stuck, triggering a vague memory, and she tilted her head, glancing at him. When they were little, he told her his grandfather was an undercover agent. She looked at her hand, her brow furrowing as she fought to remember. “FBI!” Her head snapped up with the statement.

Steve sucked the air in and shook his head slightly. Jennifer always had the uncanny ability to read him and this time was no different. He pulled in front of the apartment building and threw the car in neutral. “Look, I can’t discuss this with you, Jen,” he said, meeting her inquisitive gaze. “Someday I will, but I can’t right now. Okay?”

Jennifer nodded and started to get out of the car.

“Jen?”

She turned back.

“I need to go somewhere and I’d really like company.” He offered a nervous smile.

“Oh. Okay, I’ll be a couple minutes.” She trotted inside.

* * * *

Her dirty skirt swayed with her stride and Steve smiled a little. He sighed, closed his eyes, and tilted his head back against the headrest.

He had been doing field operations for close to five years, recruited right out of high school. He graduated at the top in his class from the academy and received a commendation for his first undercover assignment at Yale nailing a serial rapist.

Peggy went everywhere with him, and after his first collar he asked her to marry him. The relationship had been a quiet one, no tension, no fighting, nothing, just simple adoration and no warning signals hinting at her unbalanced state. After re-examining their life together, over and over and over, every day since she killed herself, he still didn’t see any clear-cut sign.

After she died, he turned reckless with his career and his private life, requesting the most dangerous assignments and bedding every hot babe he came across despite his boss’ reproach. He felt no fear, no remorse, no passion, just a cold shell driven by a boiling anger.

This assignment was a little slower pace than the rat race of drugs and mafia games he chased over the last couple of years. When undercurrents of bizarre hazing rituals found its way into the bureau, they pulled him from a job in the city. His boss wanted him here, wanted his insight and his ability to blend in. And catching the son of a bitch was no longer a choice for him, not since finding the carnage in the woods this summer. It was now a need motivated by fury.

He opened his eyes and looked at the building. Jennifer was a complication he didn’t expect. He caved under Bill’s matchmaking harassment when he heard her name, and the memories of his youth came flooding back. Talking to her on the phone had been nice, but actually seeing her, man, that knocked him on his ass.

On cue, Jennifer walked out of the building in a pair of cut-offs, and slipped into the car.

“Thanks,” he said, and pulled onto the road, heading in the direction of the lake.

“Where are we going?”

“To my grandfather’s place.”

“I get to meet your grandfather?”

Steve shook his head. “He died after I graduated. The property is mine but I haven’t been at the cottage in a little over two years.”

“Oh.” She watched the scenery pass in silence. Her gaze turned in his direction and her brow creased. His eyes squinted from the bright sun, staring through his bangs with an intensity she didn’t remember ever seeing before. The line of his jaw set tight, moving ever so slightly as he ground his teeth together.

Jennifer went to ask him a question and thought better of it, looking back at the road until he slowed down and took a right turn into an unpaved road.

Steve stopped the car on the dirt driveway, his knuckles white on the steering wheel, his grip making his hands ache. Taking a deep breath, he moved his hand onto the stick shift, put the car in first gear, and released the clutch slowly. His heartbeat pulsed in his ears as the woods closed in, the car easing around one of the sharp turns in the driveway. “I’m not sure I can do this.” He slammed his foot on the brake, stopping, floundering.

“Why?”

“The last time I was here I found Peg.” He glanced at Jennifer then back at the rambling driveway.

Jennifer placed her hand on his. “You don’t have to do this.”

“I gotta face my demons.” He glanced at her hand. It was warm and soft on top of his and gave him the strength to roll forward again. He took a deep breath and rounded the last curve. The neglected cabin stood out among the trees. A slightly overgrown expanse of lawn surrounded the cottage bordered by the shimmering lake. Steve let out a little grunt of surprise.

“What?”

“I wasn’t sure if the landscaping company had been out here yet. Looks like they came when I called a couple weeks ago.” He parked the car and shut it off but didn’t make a move to get out. He stared at the last place he saw Peg alive and let his eyes wander to the gazebo at the water’s edge. They were supposed to get married in the gazebo. The benches lining the makeshift aisle were still sitting on the lawn in the same position they had been two years before. The pain seared through him and he took a deep breath.

Jennifer followed his gaze and put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, Steve.”

Steve shrugged and got out of the car. The sympathy in her voice brought the anger back and with it the nerve to move. “Apparently, I wasn’t what she wanted.” He slammed the car door.

* * * *

Jennifer didn’t respond. She could see the fire in his eyes—the sadness and hurt overlaid by an anger and ferocity she didn’t think he was capable of. She got out of the car and slipped to his side, never taking her eyes off him.

“Stop looking at me like that,” he said without looking her way.

“Like what?”

“Like I’m gonna explode into a million pieces and take everything in my wake with me.”

Jennifer huffed at the analogy until he shot his eyes to her. “Sorry.”

He nodded and headed to the door, digging the key out of his pocket. He put his forehead to the old wood and closed his eyes for a moment as the pain broke through the anger. He felt her light touch on his shoulder. “I’m sorry I snapped at you, but this is hard for me.”

“If it wasn’t hard, I’d think there was something wrong with you.”

“I knew I brought you for a reason.” He met her gaze. “You always made me feel stronger than I really was.” He flipped the lock and pushed the door open.

Jennifer ran her fingers down his arm and clasped her hand in his. He took it without reservation and together they stepped in the cottage.

It was exactly the same way he left it; things in slight disorder but neat nonetheless. A thick layer of dust covered everything and it stirred in the gentle breeze.

Jennifer sneezed.

An underlying smell of mold and rotting wood drifted around them, along with something more sinister.

Steve gripped her hand tighter as he walked toward the bathroom. “I found her in here.” He reached for the doorknob and hesitated, bringing his hand away. Shaking his head in defiance, he grasped the doorknob again and turned it.

The slow creak gave Jennifer goose bumps and she clamped her jaw against the shiver that threatened. Steve threw open the door and the moment Jennifer stepped into the bathroom, the room changed. She gasped and her grip tightened, clamping down on his hand like a vice.

Candles flickered around the tub, filling the room with the scent of lavender. A pretty blonde sat in the water, glancing at the array of items she had lined up on the shelf. She reached for the prescription pills and emptied the bottle, downing the pills with the glass of wine sitting on the edge.

The woman closed her eyes. “I can’t do this to him,” she whispered, looking out the window toward the lake. “I just can’t.”

She reached for the shiny razor blade and deliberately slit from wrist to mid-forearm. Deep crimson red flowed from the open wound.

With less dexterity, she switched the blade and repeated with the other wrist, the gash not as deep, but equally as devastating.

She gently set the razor on the edge of the tub and lowered her arms into the hot water, tears streaming down her cheeks, waiting for death to take her away.

“Jennifer!”

His voice cut through the vision like the razorblade slicing through the woman’s wrist and she blinked, back in the dusty baron bathroom. “I smell lavender and red wine.” And then the room went black.

* * * *

Steve caught her and looked around frantically. “Wake up.” He softly tapped her cheeks. “Come on, baby, wake up.” Repeating the words he said two years ago drove panic into his voice. He glanced at the tub and back at Jennifer. “Jesus, wake up!” He shook her more violently than he intended.

Jennifer snapped her eyes open. The fear in his expression brought her around with lightning speed. “I’m awake,” she said as he wrapped his arms around her, squeezing her against him. “I’m awake.” She looked around the room. The vision ebbed into her foggy memory. “You’re crushing me.”

Steve pulled away. He touched her face and sat back against the doorjamb, watching as she blinked away the cobwebs. “What was that?” he asked when he was certain his voice wouldn’t shake.

“I saw her.”

Steve’s eyebrows creased, etching skepticism in his rugged features. “What are you talking about?”

“There were candles and she had a glass of wine.” She glanced at him. “Lavender scented candles, and a bottle of prescription pills. She emptied it with the wine.” Jennifer looked at the tub. “It was filled so the water was over her body, but not to the rim. There was a good four to five inches between the water line and the lip of the tub.” She took a deep breath and looked at her wrists, tracing the path of the razor blade. “She cut her wrists the long way and put the razor on the edge of the tub.” Jennifer closed her eyes. “And she was crying.” When she opened her eyes and looked at Steve, she was sorry she had gone into such detail.

Steve stood and slowly moved away from Jennifer. She had described the room exactly as he had found it, as he found Peggy. He wanted to believe her, he really did, but his life was based on fact and tangible evidence and this was as far from tangible as it got. A high pitch whine drowned the sound of his breathing and he reached for the doorjamb, the air sharp, suffocating. He needed fresh air and he turned and walked out the door.

Jennifer followed him, her legs still wobbly even when they reached the end of the dock.

Steve glared at her. “What the hell are you doing? Do you think this will make me feel better?”

Jennifer stepped back.

“This isn’t a joke.” He grabbed her, digging his fingers into her arm. “It isn’t something to mock like you just did.” He jutted his chin toward the cottage.

“Let go!” The anger flared in her as well. “I saw what I saw, now let go!” She screamed and pushed at the same time.

His foot slipped on the edge of the dock and he lost his balance, falling back first into the lake, dragging her with him. The chill in the water slapped him back in control and he hauled himself onto the end of the dock, his wet clothing clinging to him, wringing an icy shiver from his bones.

Jennifer swam to the edge and he offered her his hand but she slapped it away. “I can get out by myself.” She pulled herself up next to him.

A few minutes of strained silence went by and then Steve started to chuckle. Shaking his head slowly from side to side in disbelief, the hysterics took hold. He gripped the edge of the deck shaking with his head hung over as the laughter belted out of him.

Jennifer watched, breaking into a smile, but she didn’t allow herself to laugh with him. She looked at the sparkling water, waiting for him to settle down.

“What are you, a fucking clairvoyant?” he asked.

Jennifer shrugged. “I guess you could call it that.”

“I don’t know if I believe you anyway.” His doubt returned, but this time, aimed in his direction.

“It happens from time to time. I usually don’t pass out, though,” she explained, avoiding eye contact. “I rarely see things in the past; it’s usually present or future.” She paused and sighed, meeting his gaze. “That was completely disturbing.”

“No shit. You had no color in your face and your eyes. You scared the hell out of me.” He reached over and touched her cheek, gently tracing her lips with his thumb. He leaned over and kissed her. This time, he let the kiss linger before pulling away.

“She kept saying she couldn’t do this to you,” Jennifer said, not swayed by his kiss. The spark of anger returned to his eyes.

“I don’t give a shit. There is no excuse for suicide, none. If she didn’t want to marry me, she should have just told me instead.”

Jennifer bit her tongue and nodded, pulling the wet shirt away from her skin. Thlwup. The peculiar sucking sound brought a small bit of levity into the conversation.

Steve inhaled and scanned her wet form. He stood, slipping his sneakers off, peeling the wet shirt and socks from his body, and paused. “To hell with it.” He slipped his shorts off, adding them to the pile of wet clothing on the dock. He glanced at her and dove into the water. “You coming in?”

She raised her eyebrows. “I’m not exactly in a swimsuit.”

“Neither am I.”

“I noticed.” She made no attempt to move.

“Be adventurous.” He prodded, treading water a few feet beyond the edge of the dock. He faced the other direction. “I won’t even look.” He waited patiently and, when she didn’t slip into the water, he turned back toward the dock. She was now on the steps with his wet clothing beside her.

“You be adventurous.” A hint of a smile played on her lips.

Steve hauled himself out of the water and walked steadily toward her.

He really is a fine specimen of a man, she thought, sliding her eyes over his naked body. He swept her up in his arms and carried her back down to the end of the dock, jumping into the water.

When they surfaced, she splashed him and he yanked her close, wrapping an arm around her waist and planting a kiss that was neither gentle nor sweet, but insistent and demanding. His hand slid under her shirt, shedding it moments later and tossing it on the dock, where it slapped the wood with a wet flop. He lifted her onto the edge, kicking his powerful legs in the water to keep from going under. Hauling himself on top of her, he laid her back gently on the soaked planks, pausing long enough to wipe the wet hair from her face. He kissed her, sucking her lower lip while his fingers unbuttoned her shorts, unzipping and stripping them from her dangling legs.

His touched ignited her skin, sizzling, blanketing her with unleashed passion. His kiss mesmerized her, stopping time and clouding logic, leaving her breathless. When he pulled away, she met his intense gaze. “Do you think this is wise?”

He smiled, tugging the rest of her clothing off. “It’s anything but wise.” He crushed her lips, wrapping his arms around her. Rolling onto his back, he pulled her on top, caressing her breasts with his hands, followed by his mouth, and she slowly circled her hips, grinding against his already hard member.

Jennifer leaned down, teasing him with her tongue, sliding it along the line of his neck, nipping gently. The passion locked inside for the past two years ripped through her and she shifted, allowing him to slide his length inside her.

They moved in unison, slowly at first, exploring each other, reveling in the heat, the passion, the oneness. Intensity increased, driving their fevered thrusts harder and deeper until she peaked, diving over the wave, her moans echoing off the lake, prompting a chuckle and shush from him. He kissed her, drowning her moan, drowning his own gasping climax.

Exhausted, she collapsed on top of him, kissing the crook of his neck. “I don’t know if I can pretend anymore.” She closed her eyes and listened to the strong beat of his heart.

Steve stared at the afternoon sky, running his fingers lazily over her back. When she lifted her head, he smiled and shifted his gaze back to the cloud formations. Begrudgingly, he rolled her off and dove into the water, swimming to a spot about a hundred yards away, crawling to a sitting position on a shallow rock.

Jennifer followed suit, settling next to him on the rock.

“Thank you,” he said, looking at his property.

“For what?”

“For making a happy memory.” He nodded with his chin back at the cottage, the gazebo, and the long since forgotten benches. “I think I’ll tear the cottage down and build a house.”

Jennifer looked back at the little cottage and sighed. “But it’s charming.”

Steve shrugged. “It lost its charm a long time ago. It’s time to move on.”

Jennifer met his gaze.

He squeezed her gently and glanced at the cottage, acutely aware they were on a rock in the middle of the cove with no clothes on. He allowed himself a brief, slow smile.

“That’s the one. That smile drives me nuts. ” She pointed toward his dimpled grin.

“I know. I remembered.” He kissed her gently. “But before we go too far down this road, I’ve got to level with you.” He looked around again, eyes alert and scanning. “And I could be fired for this.”

Jennifer went to say something and he kissed her, stopping her voice in her throat.

“Be quiet.” He pulled away. “You’ve always been able to read me, even when we were kids. I didn’t count on that.” He slipped into the water, letting out a small laugh. “Hell, I didn’t count on you at all, but since we’re here and you pretty much nailed it already, I figure you better know what you’re getting yourself into.” He paused, surveying the lake and the cottage before bringing his gaze back to her. “I’m investigating the murders in Brooksfield and there’s a link to the college.”

Jennifer looked into his blue eyes and shook her head slowly. “You’re looking in the wrong place.”

Steve half smiled. “Should I be looking at you?” he inquired, letting his eyes drift over her. “Are you hiding twenty lost souls somewhere?” His blue eyes shimmered. He slid his hand up her thigh and the smile spread. “I think I’m going to have to subject you to a strip search.” He dragged her into the water with him, standing on a lower rock she couldn’t quite reach. His hands began to wander. He found his objective and the grin on his face widened.

“Seriously.” She pushed his hand away.

“Resisting arrest? That’s a very serious charge.” He pulled her close and kissed her neck.

Jennifer tried to break his grasp.

She felt him teeter and catch himself in the water, pushing her gently against the side of the large rock they had been sitting on. He wrapped her thighs around him, grinning. Jennifer sighed. “Handcuffs might be interesting,” she said, her lips grazing his.

Steve made love to her against the rock in the water, kissing her and whispering her name in her ear. He squeezed her to him as every fiber in his body shook with his release. “Jesus,” he whispered. His body relaxed again and he glanced over his shoulder at the dock. “Think you can make it?”

Jennifer nodded and untangled herself from him. She shoved off with long slow strides.

Steve watched her cut through the water and shook his head. He just overly complicated his life and his job. She’s worth it, he thought and pushed off, catching up with her easily. He slowed his stride until they reached the dock where he hopped up on the wood and retrieved his shorts, dressing self-consciously. He picked up the clothes littered on the dock and approached the edge, reaching down and yanking her from the water. He handed her the damp pile.

Jennifer shuffled through what he gave her and looked around.

“What’s wrong?”

“My underwear’s not here.”

Steve surveyed the dock and shrugged. He glanced at the water along the shore and began to laugh. “I think they are about to disappear around the edge of the cove.” He pointed to the hint of lace in the water. “Do you really need them?”

She watched them disappear from view and sighed. “I guess not.” She slipped on her clothes while he discretely surveyed the lake. She looked back in the direction of where the underwear disappeared. “Is that Paradise Cove?”

“Yes,” Steve answered. “Why?”

“Tracy told me about the legend.”

“Legend?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Yes,” she said, feeling stupid. “I thought your grandfather would have told you about it.”

Steve laughed. “Paradise Cove has the best bass in the lake.”

“You’ve been there?” She asked, her eyes going wide.

“More times than I can count. My grandfather used to bring me down fishing. There’s a path through the woods right there.” He pointed to a hint of an overgrown path. “I’ll show you sometime when you have sneakers or hiking shoes on.”

Jennifer stood staring from him to the path and back. “But…” Tracy’s words echoed in her ear. That part of the lake is practically impossible to get to. She shook her head and began to chuckle. “Tracy really got me.” A chill in the air grazed her spine and she shivered.

“Do you want a towel?”

Jennifer nodded and followed him into the cottage. She waited as he slipped into the bathroom, returning with two white towels. He tossed one to her and wrapped the other around his shoulders.

“It’s not as hot out today as it was yesterday,” he said.

“Oh, it was plenty hot out there,” Jennifer said, catching his attention.

He grinned. “Tell me about this so-called legend.” He locked the door and escorted her to the car, opening the door for her. She slid inside after wrapping the towel around her body.

“Tracy said it has something to do with the Abinaqui Indians. I guess there’s a certain rock in Paradise Cove. It’s big and flat and in the shape of a clover. They say if you sit on the rock shaped like a clover and look into the water, you can see your future. She also said there’s a reef blocking it and that it’s nearly impossible to get to by land.”

“There is some truth in what she was saying. There is a rock like that in the cove and there is a row of rocks blocking any water entrance. I’ve seen a few drunken idiots tear up their boats trying. The only land access I’m aware of is the path in my yard. The other side is thick woods and pretty nasty underbrush. But in all the time I’ve sat on that rock with my grandfather, I have never seen my future in the water.”

Jennifer shrugged. “She freaked me out. She said that if you touch the water while it’s showing you the future, you see your own death.”

Steve chuckled.

“Stop laughing at me,” she said, her mouth curling at the edges. “She also said the lake calls you. If you just go without being called, whatever’s below the surface gets you.”

“What’s below the surface?” An amused smile still played on his lips.

“I don’t know.” Jennifer softly hit his arm. “She did say people have disappeared. She also said sometimes they’re found mutilated beyond recognition.”

His intuition prickled. “I never heard that story before. I think if there was any grain of truth to it my grandfather would have said something.”

“Tracy said everyone in town knows about it.”

“And how would Tracy know that?”

“Her father grew up in Brooksfield.”

Steve mulled this over, feeling as if he had just struck gold.

“Did you ever take Peg there?”

Steve shook his head. “But she may have gone on her own a couple times.” He looked at her sideways. “We weren’t here very long before…” He started the car as he looked at the cottage and the woods beyond. The information he got in the last ten minutes was more of a lead than he’d gotten in the three months he’d been in Brooksfield.

He turned the car around. “Where to?”

Jennifer lifted her finger as she rifled through her pocketbook for her phone. “Turn off the car a second.” He obliged. She pressed the speed dial. “Hi Tracy. Where are you? I’m on campus. Think you can come pick me up? Thanks. See you in a few.” She flipped the phone closed and smiled. “The apartment please.”

He chuckled and started the car. “You are evil.” He navigated the dirt driveway back to the main road.

“Just a wee bit.” She held her forefinger and thumb slightly apart. Dropping her hand, she continued, “I’m not sure I’ll be able to pull it off the next time we’re face to face with them.” She paused and let her eyes graze over his magnificent body. “How can I act mad when all I want to do is rip your clothing off?”

“Has there been anyone since Tom?” Steve asked, bracing himself for the answer.

“No.”

He glanced at her.

“No one before and no one after, ‘til you.”

His eyebrows went up and he swiveled his eyes back to the road.

“You?”

He let out a little laugh. “You don’t want to know.”

She stared at him.

“Let’s just say I got around.” He glanced at her. “But no one had my attention like you do.” He looked back at the road. “Not even Peggy.”

A shadow passed over her face. “Should I be worried?”

He glanced quickly at her, his brow creased.

“We didn’t use any protection.”

Steve tilted his head and glanced sideways at her. “I’m clean,” he said. “I was always very careful, until today.” He took a deep breath. “Should I be worried?” He glanced at her.

Jennifer shrugged. “Tom was always careful as well.” She bit her lower lip. “But I’m not on birth control.”

He pulled over to the side of the road and threw the car into neutral. He went to say something. He’d just assumed. He shut his mouth after the third attempt at forming words failed. 

Jennifer watched with amusement peppered with anger.

He slowly pulled the car out again without saying anything. Very different emotions battered his senses, none of which was regret.

“Are you sorry?” she asked, watching the scenery.

“God, no!” He took the turn into the apartment complex, parked and leaned back in the seat, closing his eyes and drawing a deep breath. “Not in the least.” He turned and gave her a soft kiss. “What I told you today has to stay between us. Seriously.”

“I know. You’re just a criminal law student at Brooksfield University that I can’t stand.” She smiled and pecked him on the cheek before she got out and headed inside.

“I’ll see you later,” he called after her, watching her walk into the building and wave to him as the elevator doors closed.

 

Chapter 7

 

He had a call to make and went back to the fraternity, nodded to his fraternity brothers and closed himself in his room. Unlocking the desk drawer, he pulled out a notebook and jotted down the information Jennifer gave him. “Legend my ass.”

He flipped open his cell and punched in a four-digit code and then the pound sign. “Hey Jack, I think I might have a lead. Can you find out everything about Tracy Sheehan and her family, particularly her father? I believe he’s from Brooksfield. Thanks.”

He closed the phone and lay back on his bed, pondering the day. Jennifer was quite the actress and his smile slowly faded. Could she be that good? He closed his eyes and swore. “Shit.” She had gotten him to admit what he did and why he was here so easily, like slicing through butter on a hot day.

He stood, feeling foolish and angry, remembering how she moved with him. There was no way she was as inexperienced as she claimed, not with how easily he’d taken her on the dock. The way she’d looked in the bathroom came to mind and he shook his head. That was something he didn’t think she could pull off. The color drained completely from her face, leaving her complexion waxy and lifeless, and her eyes held the same quality. He’d watched the color come back. That isn’t something you can fake, is it? 

He shook his head in frustration. A part of him didn’t want to believe, a part of him didn’t want to care, and a part of him didn’t want this kind of complication. That self-doubt saved his life over the past two years, keeping everyone at arm’s length and giving him a cold, clear perspective on those he observed. He lost his edge with Jennifer and he knew it.

He locked the notebook and cell phone away and stormed out of the room.

He walked right into Bill.

Bill didn’t hesitate—he grabbed Steve and slammed him into the wall. “You called my friend a bitch.”

Steve glared back. He was in no mood for this right now. “Back off.” He shoved Bill away.

“You are such a fucking idiot. You are going to come with me and apologize.”

“The hell I am,” Steve said, standing his ground. “She is a bitch.”

Bill swung and caught Steve off guard.

Steve slammed back into the wall with the force of the punch, his eye pulsing from the shock of the impact, swelling shut. “What the fuck did you do that for?” he snapped, covering the hot space Bill’s fist left.

“I swear I’ll kick your ass if you don’t apologize to her.” Bill towered over Steve.

Steve stared back, tempted to take him down, but kept his temper in check. “No.” He watched as Bill balled his hand into a fist. “And if you try to hit me again, I’ll put your head through the wall.”

Bill hesitated and backed off, taking a step away. “I thought you were a decent guy.” He shook his head. “If I’d known what a prick you are, I would have never tried to set you up with her.”

“She’s arrogant.”

“No she isn’t,” Bill said. “She is probably one of the most pure-hearted, loving people I know. She doesn’t have an arrogant bone in her body.”

Pure. That definitely described her to the core. Still, he was surprised Bill honed in on that particular word. “That’s not what I saw.”

“You insulted her career choice. What’d you expect?”

Steve shook his head. His eye hurt along with his pride. This was the second time someone got a drop on him today. “I don’t know,” he said. “I guess I expected Peggy.” He turned to walk away.

“You know what? You really don’t deserve her, but you bet your ass you’re going to apologize.”

Steve stopped and kept his back to Bill, considering the comment. “Fine, but if she gives me grief, I’m leaving.” He shot a warning glance over at Bill. “And if you try to stop me, you’ll find yourself on your ass.”

Bill smiled. “I’ll give Tracy a call.”

 

Chapter 8

 

She ran through the woods, her heart racing in her chest, branches whipping and tearing her exposed skin. Pitch black, not even the moon penetrated the cover of the trees to give her any light. She had to get away, get back to safety but had no clue of where she was running.

His scream put on the brakes and she skidded on the damp leaves, whirling in her tracks. His voice, laced with pain and panic, propelled her in the direction she had fled from. She broke through the underbrush into the small clearing, shaking and terrified. On his knees, he struggled to stand. Jagged cuts on his face and chest oozed red, saturating his bare skin with thick blood.

Something sharp sailed through the air towards him.

“No!” she screamed.

She shot up in the chair, the scream escaping from her mouth.

Tracy burst onto the terrace, out of breath. “Are you all right?”

“Nightmare.” Jennifer looked around, her gaze falling on the lake. She shivered.

A knock on the door interrupted them.

Tracy disappeared to get the door.

“Where’s Jen?” Bill asked, stepping into the apartment.

“On the terrace. She just woke up from a nap.”

Bill crossed to the terrace with Steve following reluctantly.

Jennifer glanced at Bill and wiped the sleep from her eyes. Her gaze shifted, falling on Steve. That woke her up with a start and her mouth dropped for a fraction of a second. Steve had a hell of a shiner. Her mouth popped closed and she pressed her lips together, narrowing her eyes in Bill’s direction. “Did you hit him?”

Bill shrugged and stepped back inside. “I’ll leave you two to talk.” He shuffled Tracy out the door and Steve leaned over the balcony, waiting until they had left the building.

“I’m supposed to apologize to you,” he said, watching them drive away. He finally turned towards her.

Jennifer crossed to him. “Does it hurt?” She touched his eye and he winced.

“Not as much as my pride. That’s the second time someone got the drop on me today and the first was a woman. Can you believe it?”

With the dream still fresh in her mind; his joke was lost on her.

He saw the distance in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“Nightmare.”

“I hope I wasn’t the cause.” He looked down at the parking lot before she could answer. “Where do you think they went?”

“Probably to grab some food,” she said. It was almost dinnertime.

He nodded and headed inside, grabbed a beer out of the refrigerator behind the bar, and took a seat on the overstuffed chair in the living room. He reached for the remote and began aimlessly flipping through the channels.

Jennifer followed him in. His cavalier attitude grated on her. “You seem mighty comfortable here.”

* * * *

Steve raised his eyes to her and glanced back at the television, struggling with the same doubts he had earlier. He met her gaze when she sat on the couch. “Are you acting with me?” he asked. Her reaction solidified his answer.

Jennifer recoiled under his direct, intense stare. Her green eyes flashed and she shot to her feet. “Get out.” She pointed to the door, shaking, and trying to contain her raging anger.

Steve didn’t move from the chair. “Sit down, Jen,” he said. He saw the nuance of real emotion in her eyes, her expression very different from when she acted angry—so much so he was surprised Tracy fell for it. He waited until she sat down, still glaring at him. “I had to be sure.”

“Sure of what?” she snapped, crossing her arms.

“That trusting you wouldn’t get me killed.”

Jennifer’s jaw dropped and her arms fell to her sides. “You had to ask after today?”

“Especially after today,” he replied and leaned forward. “You got me to admit things I never should have and that could burn me, Jen. This isn’t a game. People have disappeared and I have to assume the worst.” He did not fill her in on those that had been found.

“But you know me.” She tilted her head trying to ignore the hurt flaring inside.

He shook his head. “I knew an eleven-year-old girl. Things can change drastically in ten years.” He scanned her. “Things have changed drastically,” he said, his eyes returning to hers. He leaned back slowly and switched gears. “Technically, I could bust you for having alcohol here. Tracy’s a minor.” He smiled a little.

Jennifer watched him closely, her eyes narrowing in response. “Were you acting with me?”

Steve shook his head slowly. “No.” He took a sip of the beer. “If I had been, nothing would have happened.” He closed his eyes and leaned back in the seat. “I should have kept my distance, but I couldn’t.”

“Do you regret what happened?” she asked, her voice small and tepid.

He sighed. “No. Not in the least.” He opened his eyes and smiled at her.

“The fact that you asked me that question hurt.”

Steve shrugged. To him, it was a matter of self-preservation and training. “I question everything, Jen. It keeps me alive.”

Jennifer studied him. “You look tired.”

He nodded. “I’m used to napping after, ah, you know.” Heat crept into his cheeks and a dimple made an appearance.

“Have you ever been shot at?”

Steve nodded. “It isn’t fun.”

“Have you ever shot someone?”

Steve shook his head. He stood and went out on the balcony. When she stepped next to him, he said, “Do you really think you can handle that part of my life?”

Jennifer quietly considered the question. “It doesn’t thrill me,” she said. “I don’t like the idea of you in harm’s way.” The dream crept back into her conscience and she shivered. “I don’t like that at all.”

“I can’t change who I am, Jen. I like putting the bad guys behind bars.”

Jennifer smiled. He always loved to play cowboys and Indians when they were younger. “Still the cowboy, I see.”

Steve started to laugh. “I guess.” He always made her play the Indian.

Jennifer joined him, giggling at the memory of him tied to the fence in her yard and her hopping around pounding the palm of her hand to her lips making funky Indian chants.

“So, can you?” His blue eyes implored her.

“I can handle it. But I still don’t like it.” She was rewarded with the slow sexy smile.

Steve glanced at the parking lot again and the road beyond. There was still no sign of Bill and Tracy, so he leaned over and stole a kiss. “How long are we going to play this game with them?”

Jennifer shrugged. “Maybe we should tell them. I would hate to see you get hit again.”

Steve half smiled. “It won’t happen again.” He glanced at her sideways. “Besides, do you think two days is really enough?”

Jennifer glanced at the lake. “No,” she said. “They set us up because we both had someone we love die.”

Steve’s jaw dropped and eyebrows rose at the admission.

“I kid you not,” she said, lifting her hands in an oath.

“Really?” He shook his head. “Okay. Then I’ll see you later.” He gave her a kiss and headed toward the door.

“Where are you going?”

“To get my car.” He looked at his watch. “Can you remember how to get to my Grandfather’s place?” he asked and she nodded. “I’ll meet you there in a little over an hour.” He smiled over his shoulder. “Oh, and I left after I apologized. I wasn’t going to wait around with you—I’m still an asshole.”

“It’s like five or six miles to campus,” Jennifer said.

“That’s just a warm up,” he said. “I’ll meet you at my grandfather’s. Wear something nice.” He closed the door behind him and headed out.

Steve sprinted the first few miles hoping he wouldn’t run into them. He wanted to be far enough along to make the timeframe realistic. When he’d crossed half the distance between the apartment and the campus, he settled into a moderate jog, getting his wheezing breath back into a natural rhythm.

He nodded to Tracy and Bill a few minutes later when they passed heading in the opposite direction. The matching wide-eyed slack jaw stare was priceless. He wiped the sweat off his face and laughed, continuing his exercise regimen back to the fraternity house.

 

Chapter 9

 

Jennifer watched him tear out of the building and wondered how long he could run at that pace. Fifteen minutes later she watched Tracy and Bill pull in. She still had some time before she needed to clean up, but not much. She sat back down in the lounge chair and closed her eyes.

“Jen?” Tracy called.

“Yeah?” she answered from the balcony, stepping into character.

Tracy and Bill came out holding a bag of Chinese food and it took everything Jennifer had not to smile. She looked up at them.

“What happened?” Bill asked.

“He apologized,” Jennifer said and closed her eyes again.

“Why didn’t he stay?” Tracy asked.

Jennifer opened her eyes. “He doesn’t like me very much,” she replied. “And the feeling is mutual.” She got up and headed toward her room.

“Jen?” Tracy whined.

“What?” Jennifer swung around. “What were you thinking?” She slammed the bathroom door behind her, shutting off any further commentary.

 

Chapter 10

 

Jennifer stepped into the shower as Steve turned onto Fraternity Row. Out of breath, he bound up the steps to his room. He glanced at his watch. “Not bad.”

The five-mile trek only took him a little over thirty minutes. He grabbed a towel and headed to the bathroom to clean up. Twenty minutes later, he was on the road.

Jennifer took ten minutes longer than Steve had, and when she walked out of the bedroom in shorts and a t-shirt, carrying her oversized pocketbook, Tracy called from the kitchen. “We have dinner here if you want some.”

“I’m going out for a bit. I’ll see you later.” Jennifer closed the door behind her before either of them could question her. When she hopped in her car and took off, her memory didn’t fail her. She smiled when she pulled onto the almost hidden driveway.

Steve paced by his car, clad in gray dress pants with a light blue button-down shirt. The swelling had receded but the skin around his right eye still held an angry purple tone.

Her headlights shined in his eyes, making him squint as he approached the car. When she cut the lights and stepped out of the car, Steve stopped, scanning her casual attire. “You consider that nice?” He waved his hand at her.

“No. I figured I’d change when I got here.” She looked at the closed up cottage. “Do you mind letting me in?”

He glanced at his watch, sighed, and raised his eyes back to her. “Okay.” He reached in his car and pulled the keys from the ignition, heading to the cottage without a glance back.

“You look nice,” she said, letting him walk in front of her. “Very nice.”

“Thanks. We have reservations in fifteen minutes.” He leaned against the wall by the door, waiting.

“How far is it to the restaurant?” Jennifer peeled off her shirt in the middle of the living room and reached into her bag, pulling out a sexy little black dress.

* * * *

“Uh, about fifteen minutes.” Steve straightened, watching her slip the silky fabric over her head, the straps just covering those of her black bra. She smoothed it over her body and slipped her shorts off, revealing a hint of black underwear before the fabric of the dress fell over her thighs again. She quickly slid the black high heel sandals on and then turned to him, unclipping her hair and running her fingers through it. The transformation took less than a minute, and left him breathless.

“Better?” She stuffed her clothes, flip-flops and hairclip back in her bag.

He didn’t respond with words. He moved across the room and took her in his arms, kissing her deeply.

When he pulled away, she ran her hands over his clean-shaven face. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

“That definitely was a yes,” he said, leading her out of the cottage to his car. He leaned in and plucked the single rose off the seat, opening the door for her and handing her the rose. “For you.”

Jennifer took the rose with a smile. “Thank you.”

He got in the car, leering at her. “I have half a mind to skip dinner and go directly to dessert.”

“I’m hungry.” She glanced sideways and raked her teeth over her lower lip. “Besides, we can have dessert later.”

Steve raised his eyebrow. “That so?”

“Aye-up,” she answered as he turned the car around.

Steve audibly inhaled and focused on navigating the winding driveway. “How’d it go with Bill and Tracy?” He pulled onto the road.

“Uneventful. I didn’t say much. Just that you didn’t like me very much and the feeling is mutual.”

“That must have killed them,” he replied. In the little time he’d been exposed to Tracy, he picked up that she had to know everything that was going on or she wasn’t happy. “Tracy’s a journalism major, right?”

“Yeah, why?”

He shrugged. “I bet she’ll end up doing entertainment news.”

“Why do you say that?”

“She’s a busy-body, has to have her hand on the pulse of everything and the juicier the information, the more she gets off on it.” He paused. “Regular news just isn’t that glamorous.”

He summed up Tracy in one sentence and Jennifer laughed.

“What made you choose acting?” He glanced over at her.

“I got the bug when I did a high school play my sophomore year. I loved to dance in the recitals, but this was different. I was so scared I actually threw up before my first performance but when I stepped on the stage, everything changed. It was such a rush, having all eyes on me, having people hanging on my every word or note I sang, and at the end, the applause. Steve, the applause is like a drug. It put me in a different state of being and I crave that feeling.”

“You mean I’m falling in love with an applause junkie?”

Jennifer looked over at him with her jaw askew. “What did you just say?”

“You’re an applause junkie?” he replied cautiously. He hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

“That’s not what you said.” She crossed her arms and stared at him, her lips forming an adorable pout and he turned his attention back to the road without comment.

“Did you mean it?”

Steve didn’t respond until he had parked the car in the parking lot of the restaurant. “I should bring you with me the next time I interrogate someone. You seem to be able to get the most intriguing information without trying.”

“Did you mean it?” she asked in measured beats.

He finally looked at her when he got out of the car. “I don’t know.” He closed the car door and waited for her to get out.

Jennifer looked at the rose in her hand and decided to let it go for the moment.

* * * *

“What do you want, Steve?” She swirled the wine in her glass and took a sip, looking over the rim at him.

He sighed and sat back. “I can’t think beyond the job right now, Jen. I need to concentrate on what I was sent here to do.” He took a sip of his drink. “Before someone else disappears.”

He was pulling away again and she felt it. “So today…” She drifted off and her vision blurred from the welling tears. She blinked them back.

“Today was the best day I’ve had in over two years,” he replied. “Minus getting hit in the face.” He smiled a little.

“But?”

“But, I can’t focus on you.” He scanned her again. “As much as I’d like to…,” he trailed off and took another sip of his wine. “Pledge week ends Thursday and initiation is on Friday. Over the last four years, more than half of the disappearances occurred during pledge week. I’m running out of time.”

“I still think you’re looking in the wrong place.”

“I don’t think so, Jen.” He paused as the waitress approached and he ordered for both of them in flawless French. Steve continued after the waitress left. “I’m not off base on this. Trust me.”

“You want me to trust you?” Jennifer asked with her head tilted slightly, looking at him over her wine glass.

“Yes,” Steve said without hesitation.

“Then tell me what you said in the car.”

Steve chuckled and leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “You know what I said,” he whispered in her ear and sat back down.

Jennifer’s smile froze and everything in front of her line of vision disappeared.

She stood on the edge of a clearing, instantly recognizing it from her nightmare. Trembling, she watched a young girl dressed in shorts and a t-shirt push her way through the thick brush into the clearing.

The water rippled and a black form rose from the depths of the pond. Jennifer wanted to scream, wanted to tell the little girl to run and run fast, but her voice locked in her throat. All she could do was stare at the beast in silent horror.

When it stepped onto the moss, the girl found her voice. A shrill cry, a cry of panic, of fear, of terror belted from her lips. And she ran into the woods, still wailing. The thing followed, agile and fast. The sharp siren cut off moments later and the sudden silence broken only by wet sounds of flesh being stripped from bone.

A sharp pain in Jennifer’s hand brought her back to the restaurant and she looked down. A shard of the broken wine glass stuck out of the meaty part of her palm near her thumb.

Steve took her hand and pulled the glass out. He grabbed his napkin, pouring ice water on it and wrapped it around her palm. Pressing gently to stop the flow of blood, he looked warily at her as the color returned to her face.

“Are you okay?” he asked. The restaurant staff hustled around to clean up the glass, issuing apologies.

No, I’m not okay. Instead of voicing her thought, she shrugged.

Steve allowed the manager to escort them to the office where he took a closer look at the cut. The blood was already clotting, but the manager pulled out a first aid kit just in case. Steve took over and cleaned the wound, putting a band-aid over it. He glanced into her clear and confused eyes. “Can you give us a minute?” Steve asked the manager as he stood. The manager nodded and said they would have another table ready in a moment. “Thank you,” Steve said. He watched the manager leave the office and then turned his attention back to Jennifer.

Jennifer stared at the bandage on her hand.

“You broke the glass.”

“I got that much,” Jennifer replied.

He waited.

“A…a little girl around ni…nine or ten, reddish blonde hair and a…a tie-dye t-shirt…was there a child like that on the missing per…persons list?” Jennifer asked without looking at him.

“No, why?”

Jennifer lifted her eyes to his. “There will be,” she said.

* * * *

Her eyes tilted back in her head exposing just the whites. Steve quickly wrapped his arm around her. Jennifer slumped against him and he shuddered, reliving her transition at the table. The loss of color from both her cheeks and lips and the death-like quality that shrouded her eyes freaked him out. He shook off the shock and reached for the first aid kit and grabbed a smelling salt, broke it between his index finger and thumb and waved it under her nose.

Jennifer moved her head violently away from the foul smell and came around. “Dear god, what is that?” She pushed his hand away.

“Smelling salts.” Steve stepped away from her and ran a shaky hand through his hair. He closed the door before picking up the pen and pad on the desk and pulling the manager’s chair in front of where she sat. “Tell me what you saw.”

Each word, each description that fell from Jennifer’s lips brought a new wave of dread through Steve, tightening his chest. She described in detail the scene, right down to the little girl’s dirt-laden Keds. She jumped when the manager knocked on the door and called out to them in French.

“Un moment, s’il vous plait,” Steve replied, his eyes locked with Jennifer’s. He glanced at the notes and ripped the sheet off the pad, folding and stuffing it in his pocket. He put the pad and pen back on the desk and opened the door. “Sorry, she got a little shaky after the fact,” he explained to the manager.

“Do you want to eat here?” Steve asked turning his head toward Jennifer. “Or do you want me to get the food to go?”

“To go.” Her eyes filled with tears.

The manager nodded and stepped away. A few moments later, he came back with a bag of food packaged for them.

Steve reached for his wallet.

“No monsieur, this is on us.” The manager offered Jennifer a slight smile and returned his attention to Steve.

Steve nodded. “Merci beaucoup.” He took the bag and put his arm around Jennifer’s waist, leading her to the car.

They drove in silence back to the cottage. He parked and grabbed the bag, heading inside, and stopping at the door to look back at her. He swung the door open and she walked into the dark room. Steve handed her the bag as he closed the door. “Wait here.”

Jennifer heard him shuffling around and then saw a flicker of light. The hurricane lamp he held let off a soft glow. He adjusted the height of the flame.

“There isn’t any electricity yet.” He offered an awkward shrug. “I never got around to turning the service back on.” He took the bag out of her hand and led her to the breakfast nook, helping her into a chair. He furrowed his brow in thought. “What really happened back there?” he asked, rummaging through the silverware drawer, sitting down and handing her a fork and a knife.

“I’m not really sure.” She picked at the food in the to-go container, taking a small bite despite her total lack of hunger. “This is delicious.” She pointed her fork at her dinner.

He pulled a bottle of wine out of the bag with a smile. “I guess they really didn’t want a lawsuit.” Leaning back in his chair, he opened a drawer and pulled out a bottle opener, proceeding to uncork the wine. He retrieved a pair of dusty glasses from the cabinet and un-tucked his shirt, wiping the dust off with the tail.

Jennifer watched him go through the motions of dinner. “I freaked you out,” she finally said after he poured the wine and downed his glass, reaching to refill it again.

Steve laughed and nodded. “And I’m not easily unnerved.”

“I’m sorry for ruining the evening,” Jennifer said. She returned her attention to the meal.

“I actually like this better than the restaurant.” He smiled at her. “But I have more questions for you.”

Jennifer looked sharply at him. He sat with one arm slung over the back of the chair, while the other held the wine glass, slowly swirling the liquid around. He tilted his head studying her.

“What happened at the restaurant, Jennifer?” He asked with a disarming smile.

* * * *

Realization set in and irritation crept over her skin. The calm smooth cadence of his voice was marred by the sharp suspicious interest in his eyes. He was drilling her for information—as if she was a suspect. What the fuck? “You’re interrogating me?” She pushed the chair back to leave.

“Sit down!” Steve slammed the wine glass on the table. Fury blazed in his eyes, transforming his rugged features into a frightening mask of anger.

Jennifer stood and headed toward the door, hell-bent on getting away from him and his enraged glare.

Steve grabbed her shoulder and spun her around, and she reacted, her black-belt training taking over with his sudden, less than gentle maneuver. But he easily sidestepped her attempt at another Osoto Gari and she found herself face down on the floor with her hands clasped behind her back. Cold metal ensnared her wrist followed by the click of the handcuffs and panic set in. “What are you doing?”

Steve hauled her into the kitchen chair, threading the cuffs through the back spindles and fastening them around the free wrist he held. He stormed out of the room and came back a few seconds later with two photographs, slamming them on the table in front of her. “She wasn’t among the missing—she was one of the ones we found. Her name was Amy and she disappeared a month ago. She wandered away from her parents’ campsite and was found a few days later.”

Jennifer’s wide shocked eyes gaped at the photographs, twitching from the picture of the smiling girl to the second of something torn to pieces, bloody and mangled. She didn’t understand. She didn’t understand at all until her eyes landed on the bloody discarded sneaker. Her gaze shot up to Steve in horror. “Oh god, oh god, oh god,” Jennifer repeated over and over. Trembling, all the heat in her face drained and she pushed the chair away from the table with her feet.

“How could you know so much detail, Jennifer?”

Jennifer stared at him and the tears flowed down her cheeks. He thinks I did this. “I wasn’t in Brooksfield last month. I was in New York.”

Steve stepped back, blinking rapidly, his gaze bouncing between her and pictures on the table.

The tears continued. “How could you possibly think I could do that?” she sobbed, hanging her head.

He pulled open his cell phone and made a call. “I need you to verify the whereabouts of someone from July fifteenth to August fifteenth. Jennifer Curtis, date of birth July 16, 1986. Permanent address, 174 Evergreen Lane, Norwalk, Connecticut. Call me back when you have the information.” His eyes, narrow and questioning, never left her. She continued to sob.

“How could you think that?” She raised her tear-stained face to meet his suspicious glare.

* * * *

Doubt as strong as an arrow to his heart knocked him back another step.

The phone rang and he flipped it open. “That was quick,” he said, and listened. Steve stepped forward, took the pictures off the table, and left the room. He tucked them away in his briefcase in the bedroom and closed his eyes. “What about Tracy Sheehan or her father?” he asked softly. “I asked Jack to check into them for me. Were they in Brooksfield during that time?” He waited on the line this time. He got an answer, although it wasn’t what he anticipated. He closed the phone slowly. They were in New York at the same time as Jennifer.

He hung his head. “Shit.” Putting the phone back in his pocket, he glanced toward the kitchen and pondered what this really meant.

Steve crossed to the kitchen and pulled a chair over near Jennifer. He didn’t want to un-cuff her just yet. He studied his hands and when he raised his eyes, she returned his gaze, the tears still slowly trailing down her cheeks. “I’m sorry,” he finally said.

“Un-cuff me. I want to go.”

He shook his head. “Not yet.”

“Now!” The anger kicked in full force, stopping the flow of tears.

“You described her in detail, Jen, what the hell was I supposed to think?” His eyes pleaded for forgiveness.


Jennifer went to say something and closed her mouth. She took a deep breath and exhaled, her gaze softening. “I see things,” she said. “I told you that earlier.”

Steve closed his eyes and lowered his head, trying to comprehend what she was saying. He opened his eyes with a deep breath. “I am at a loss here,” he admitted. “Things are black and white for me and this…this is a shade of gray I have never run into before. It’s not tangible, so it’s hard for me to accept.” He leaned back, glancing at her. “You have visions of what happened?”

“Glimpses.”

“Can you describe who did this?”

Jennifer thought a moment and slowly shook her head. “I don’t know what I saw.” The beast she saw in the vision couldn’t possibly exist. It had to be a manifestation of her imagination, a personification of evil. “But it’s evil.” She looked at him. “And the same thing I saw in my nightmare earlier.”

Steve sighed. “Tell me about the nightmare.” He put his hands on his knees.

“It was hurting you,” Jennifer said bluntly.

Steve sat back, blinking and digesting what she said. “You keep referring to the killer as it.”

Jennifer nodded.

“Why?”

“What I saw wasn’t human,” she answered.

“There were no animal tracks. We checked,” He refrained from telling her there were no tracks at all.

It was Jennifer’s turn to sigh. “I don’t know what it is,” she answered, her eyebrows creased with uncertainty. She shook her head, closing her eyes. “How could you think it was me?” She opened her eyes, the pain shining through.

“It’s my job to think that way.”

“Your job sucks,” Jennifer replied.

Steve smiled. “Sometimes it does.” He stood and went behind her, releasing the handcuffs. He stepped around and took the seat again, putting the cuffs on the corner of the table.

Jennifer rubbed her wrists but didn’t move. “How can you think you love me and at the same time think I am capable of murder?”

He leaned back. It was a contradiction he couldn’t explain to her. His job demanded him to look at all possibilities, however remote and unlikely. The facts she presented him with at the restaurant warranted his actions. He shrugged.

Jennifer swallowed hard. “Are you really falling in love with me?”

Her breathy question broke through the barricade surrounding his heart and he slowly nodded. “Yes, but I don’t want to.”

A wave of emotion caught her breath in her throat. “Why not?”

“Because I just fucked up any chance I had with you.” He stood and left the cottage crossing to the dock steps. Sitting, he scanned the water and the mountains beyond. “Stupid idiot,” he muttered.

Jennifer found him on the steps a few minutes later and took a seat next to him.

Neither of them spoke. Time passed and they looked out at the lake, each lost in their own struggle of thought.

Steve finally looked at her. “Why are you still here?”

She sighed, keeping her gaze on the water. “Because I’m in the same boat you are.”

He gently took her hand but didn’t dare look at her. He could feel the electricity flowing between them and if he looked, he would act. “It’s only been two days.” He was going to say they could cut their losses, but the words wouldn’t come.

“Yeah.” Her reply was barely a whisper and cutting to the chase, she said, “But I can’t leave now.”

His grip on her hand tightened and he turned his head, ripping his gaze away from the lake to look in hers. The same need sweeping through every fiber of his being reflected in her eyes and he reached for her. His mouth found hers and all else was forgotten. The lake watched neutrally as he carried her back to the cottage.

 

Chapter 11

 

Steve heard the thunder rumble in the distance as they lay spent next to each other. He went to close his eyes and suddenly sat up in the bed, startling Jennifer.

“What’s wrong?”

“Rain,” he answered as he pulled his pants on. “Where are your keys? I’ll put your windows up.”

“In the kitchen in my bag.”

“Be right back.” He bolted out of the house feeling the first raindrop as he started his car, pushing the button to retract the convertible top back in place. He secured it and rolled the windows up. He trotted over to her car and slid the keys in the ignition, putting the windows up just as the sky opened, dumping buckets on him as he fled for cover. Steve laughed, walking back inside, soaked to the bone.

“I’m okay; I just got caught in the rain. The movie was good. I’ll head out just as soon as this downpour stops. Don’t wait up for me.” Jennifer closed the phone, smiling at his dripping form. “You got there just in time.”

She had dressed in the shorts and t-shirt she arrived in, much to his chagrin. “Yeah.” He shook his head, spraying water everywhere. “Who was that?” He ran his fingers through his hair, approaching her.

“Tracy called. She was worried. I told her I went to grab some food and ended up going to a movie.”

Steve pulled her to him, getting her clothing wet in the process. “Stay.” He kissed her.

“I should go.” She tried to push away, but he was insistent.

“Stay long enough to watch the storm with me,” he clarified, not letting go, his blue eyes sparkling in the light of the hurricane lamp.

His heart thumped under her hand placed on his wet bare chest. She looked into his eyes, his wet hair dangling, sending droplets of misplaced rain onto her upturned face.

“Stay,” he implored and slowly bent down. His lips grazed hers lightly. “Please,” he said against them. He pulled away just as slowly.

The effect on Jennifer was complete. He owned her, as much as she didn’t want to admit to it, he owned every fiber of her being and there wasn’t a thing she wouldn’t do for him. She nodded, because words were not enough.

He stepped away and headed into the bedroom, grabbing his shirt and slipping it on, returning with it unbuttoned. Steve took her hand, leading her to the bench under the picture window. When he settled on the bench, she scooted between his legs, leaning against him, safe in his arms. They watched the lightning storm brew over the lake.

“I love thunderstorms,” he whispered, and kissed the back of her head.

“Me too.” The lightning danced on the lake.

The thunder cracked overhead and Jennifer jumped. Steve chuckled and squeezed a little tighter. He felt her relax again.

“What are we going to do about your roommate?”

“I can’t pretend anymore,” Jennifer replied under the rumble.

Steve nodded. “Do we just tell them outright?”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

Steve looked at her reflection in the window and smiled. She was looking at him, not the storm. He shifted his gaze back outside, his smile faltering as a lightning bolt split a big oak in the yard. The half facing the lake slowly bent into the water, like an elegant ballet. The other side of the oak stood fast. “I’ll have to cut that down eventually,” he said.

“Mhm.” She closed her eyes, listening to the rain and the thunder rock the little cottage, drifting to sleep on his chest.

Steve alternated between watching the storm and watching her face in the reflection of the window. What am I going to do with you? He sighed, kissing the back of her head and watching the storm. She began to snore lightly and he closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the wall.

 

Chapter 12

 

The ringing of a cell phone brought both of them out of a sound sleep. Steve groaned. His leg had fallen asleep and he almost crumpled to the floor when he stood. Jennifer, on her feet, alert but confused, looked around the cottage, her eyes landing on the bright scene outside the window. The sun was out.

“Shit.” She bolted to answer her phone and Tracy’s voice rang through the small cottage.

“Where are you?” Tracy asked.

Steve clamped his mouth shut, hopping around the tiny cottage trying to wake up his useless leg. He bit his lip at the amused expression on Jennifer’s face, turning away as she answered her roommate.

“I headed out early.”

“I didn’t hear you come in last night,” Tracy replied.

“I’m sorry. It was very late and I assumed you were with Billy. I’ll talk to you after classes,” Jennifer said.

Steve turned back to her shaking his leg and allowing a smirk to grace his lips at her answer.

“I have to go.” She hung up without waiting for an answer and crossed her legs, pointing toward the bathroom. “Does the plumbing work?”

Steve nodded. “It should.” He continued limping around the cottage, his leg hurting from the pins and needles prickling through his waking skin. He glanced at his watch and his eyes went wide. “Oh Shit!” He stumbled toward the bathroom. “Jen, it’s after nine,” he said to the closed door.

The door flew open seconds later. “What time did you say it was?” Her eyes were wide.

“It’s nine thirty.” He slid past her, closing the door behind him.

Steve came out a few minutes later. His clothing disheveled and he looked around the room. “I missed my first class.” He gathered his things.

“I don’t have my schedule with me.” Jennifer looked at him as she hand combed her hair.

“Neither do I.”

They stopped frantically running around the cabin and looked at each other. He started laughing first and then she joined in.

“No, you don’t understand,” he said through the laughter. “My boss is teaching the eight o’clock class.”

Her eyebrows went up as she continued to laugh. “Oooo, you’re in trouble,” she taunted.

He shot across the room and wrapped his arms around her. “It was worth it waking up with you.” He kissed her and took her hand as he led her out of the cabin. “But I am going to get reamed, truly reamed,” he added locking the door.

“The food?”

“I’ll clean up later. I have to shoot over to the frat house and get my damn schedule.” He slid into his car and took off like a bat out of hell, leaving a dust cloud in his wake.

 

Chapter 13

 

Steve skidded to a halt in front of the fraternity house and ran in. Quickly changing into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, he reached for his schedule and a notebook, and flew back out. His cell began to ring as he turned the key in the ignition. He flipped the phone open and put it on speaker. “What?”

“It’s Professor Murphy. You missed my class this morning.”

“I overslept,” Steve grumbled, shifting gears. Late for his third class of the day—so much for being the model college student.

“Please tell me you at least have more information for me than you did yesterday,” Agent Murphy snapped into the phone.

“No,” Steve replied, and slid into a spot in the student parking lot. “I have to go. I’m late for my next class.” He heard his superior swear under his breath. “Pledging starts this week,” he added as he closed the door. “I’m sure I’ll have some more information for you before the end of the week.” He flipped the phone closed, consulted his schedule and headed in the general direction of the lecture hall. Many of the people he passed stopped and stared at him. Entering the building, he glanced down at his shirt and almost laughed aloud. It was inside out. Veering into the bathroom, he stripped and slipped the shirt on the right way and glanced in the mirror. His eye and cheek were purple with blue around the edges and his hair disheveled to the point of unruly. “No wonder everyone was staring.” He wet his hands and smoothed his hair back, combing it into place. Satisfied, he slipped out and into the back row of the lecture hall, hoping he’d go unnoticed.

“Good of you to join us. Mr. Williams, I presume?” The professor turned and stared him down.

Steve smiled awkwardly. “Sorry,” he mumbled. Every eye in the class turned in his direction.

“If you can’t make it in time for my class, you’d better drop out now because I will not tolerate tardiness. This is your one and only warning.” He turned back and continued where he had left off.

Steve opened his notebook and glanced around. Everyone had turned his or her attention back to the professor. Glancing at his schedule, he grimaced. He had public relations next. That must be a mistake. He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath, trying to concentrate on the lecture, but his mind was restless. It kept wandering back to Jennifer.

“Are we boring you, Mr. Williams?”

Steve’s eyes flew open. “No, I listen better with my eyes closed.”

The professor pursed his lips. “If that is the case, what was I just discussing?”

“The Miranda rights and the effect they have on the interrogation process.”

The professor’s face turned red. With a nod of satisfaction, he continued the lecture.

Steve glanced at the student next to him and offered her a shrug. He focused his attention on the lecture and closed his eyes again, leaning back in the seat. As he half listened, his mind rattled off everything he learned the last couple of days. A nagging feeling gnawed in the pit of his stomach, masked by the pangs of hunger. Damn it, I’m missing something significant here. He leaned forward, doodling in his notebook.

He needed to get back in the good graces of his fraternity brothers in the next couple of days. He had alienated Bill and that wasn’t a wise thing to do—after all, he was the president of the fraternity. Click. Steve looked up. How was it that the president of his fraternity wasn’t dating a sorority girl? He leaned back in the seat and pretended to focus on the professor. He couldn’t play this game with Jennifer anymore, not if he wanted to remain close to Bill Tyler. He closed his eyes at the next thought, his head dipping slightly. I’m gonna need to use my relationship with Jennifer. He smiled slightly. Sometimes this job does suck.

Steve checked his watch. He still had a few minutes until class was over. He took the syllabus out. Damn, he’d have to do some work this semester if he couldn’t crack the case before long. He sighed, looking back at his notebook. He stared at the paper. His eyes darted around the room and back down at his doodling. He blinked and looked again. Scrawled across the middle of the paper in red were words that stunned him.

She is mine.

The handwriting definitely wasn’t his. He had written Jennifer’s name several times on the paper and they all had the crisp sharp edges of the blue ballpoint pen he held. Those words hadn’t been there when he opened the notebook. Fuzzy edges, like a felt tip pen on a paper towel. He flipped the page, and then flipped through all the pages. The deep red scrawl reminding him of blood graced every single page in the composition booklet. He slammed the notebook closed, gaining the attention of the room once again.

“Is there a problem, Mr. Williams?” The professor asked, obviously annoyed at the interruption.

Steve fumbled this time. He looked down at his notebook and back up again, trying not to shiver noticeably. “I…ah…no. No problem.”

The professor studied him and then looked around. “That concludes today’s lecture.”

Steve bolted out of the room before the professor could get another barb in. He walked unsteadily out of the building and toward the adjacent lecture hall where his next class was. Preoccupied with the crimson scribbles in his notebook, he nearly plowed someone over. “Sorry,” he mumbled absently without really seeing the person he had almost flattened.

“Steve?”

Her voice brought him back and he snapped his head toward her. His eyes still haunted by what he had seen.

“Are you ok?” Jennifer asked. He hadn’t even noticed her. He hadn’t noticed anyone.

“I…ah...” His eyes shot between her and the notebook. “I don’t know.”

“What’s wrong?”

He glanced at the notebook, afraid to open it.

“What happened?”

He shook his head and looked around. “Something really weird. It doesn’t fit in my black and white world.”

Jennifer raised her eyebrows.

He took a breath and held it opening the notebook. The words glared out among the doodles.

She is mine.

He flipped through the pages, showing her the bleed-through letters gracing each sheet. “It wasn’t there when I opened the notebook.”

Jennifer stared at his doodles then up at him in confusion. “You wrote my name, several times.”

Steve blinked and stepped back. He looked from the page to her. He flipped to a page he hadn’t doodled on and held it up for her to see.

“It’s blank,” she replied, looking at him like he was just shy of a full deck.

“You can’t see that?” He stepped back again.

“See what?”

He scanned the paper and then raised his eyes to her as an urge took hold. He leaned over and planted a kiss. As he pulled away, he held up the notebook.

He must die.

Jennifer’s eyes went wide. She saw the words and they terrified her. They seemed to be bleeding on the page itself.

He closed the notebook. “Not very black and white, now is it?”

Jennifer shook her head. “He must die? What does that mean?”

Steve’s brow creased. He flipped the notebook open. “It says, she is mine.”

Jennifer looked down.

He must die.

“I’m seeing He must die and it looks like the page is bleeding.”

Jennifer’s flesh broke out in goose bumps as Steve closed the notebook. He flipped his wrist so he could see the face of his watch. “I’ve got a class starting any minute.”

“So do I.”

Steve sighed, his eyes flipping between her and the notebook as though he were debating whether to go to class or take the time to analyze the problem.

“I missed my first class. I can’t miss the next one,” Jennifer said, reading the look on his face. “Neither can you.”

Steve nodded. They walked without talking and when they both turned into the same lecture hall, Jennifer raised an eyebrow.

“Public relations?”

“I guess my boss thought I needed it.” He shrugged and took the seat next to her in the back row.

Jennifer put her hand over her mouth to stifle the laugh.

“Fuck you,” he whispered. He looked at his notebook. “Do you have a piece of paper?” He didn’t want to open the notebook again.

Jennifer ripped off a sheet from her pad and handed it to him.

The class surprised Steve. It was actually interesting. He glanced at Jennifer and raised his eyebrows, nodded and shrugged at one point. She just smiled in return. He slid the notes into the notebook without opening it and stood at the end of class. “That wasn’t bad.”

“Communications classes aren’t all fun and games.”

“Yes they are,” he said. He walked outside. “You should try criminal law sometime.”

Jennifer hit him in the arm with her pad and stopped when Steve sent a glare her way.

“We have company. It’s time to act, babe.”

“You have got to be the cockiest son of a bitch I ever met,” Jennifer said, loud enough to be heard by Tracy and Bill, who were now less than thirty feet from them.

Steve stopped and turned toward her. “Look who’s talking.” He took a threatening step toward her. “Princess.” He spat the words at her. “You’re just a pampered bitch.”

Jennifer went to slap his face and Steve caught her hand easily. Tracy and Bill sprinted to reach them.

Steve dropped his notebook and yanked her to him, wrapping his arm around her waist and looking into her green eyes. “You should try a real man some time.” He planted a kiss on her, crushing her lips under his.

Tracy and Bill stopped short, their mouths hanging open. Jennifer’s free hand slowly slid up his arm and around his neck.

Jennifer could feel his heart beating against her as he kissed her in mock anger. He slowly released her wrist and plunged his hand into her thick hair. The kiss deepened. Jen lost herself in the heat of it, forgetting she was supposed to be acting, forgetting the words she read in the notebook. She just melted into him.

Steve pulled away and the edges of his lips curled in a slight smile as their eyes met. He stepped away and picked up the notebook.

Jennifer’s face flushed and her chest rose and fell noticeably. The urge to fly into his arms again overwhelmed her, but she resisted. Tracy and Bill misinterpreted the intensity of her stare, thinking she was livid.

Bill reached to grab Steve. “Son of a bitch.”

Steve reacted, knocking his arm away. “Don’t even think about it,” he warned Bill and glanced back at Jennifer.

“Fuck you,” Jennifer blurted, her voice hoarse, her chest heaving a little less.

Steve raised his eyebrow and in two strides was standing over her again. “When?”

Jennifer saw Bill start toward Steve. “Back off, Bill, I can handle this,” she said, her eyes returning back to Steve’s. Steve winked down at her and she had to suppress the smile that wanted to surface.

Bill stopped short and exchanged a look with Tracy.

“You couldn’t handle it,” she shot up at Steve.

“Want to bet?” he asked, his voice low and sultry, making her break out in shivers of anticipation.

“You aren’t man enough.”

“Oh, yes I am.” He took her in his arms and kissed her again. This time it was slow and seductive, his hands sliding around her waist, pulling her close. “I can handle you any time I want,” he said, pulling his lips away from hers. “Right, babe?” He smiled down at her.

“Like you did yesterday?” She smiled up at him and they turned to look at Bill and Tracy. They looked identical, arms hanging by their sides, mouths agape and eyes wide. “Or last night.” She grinned at her roommate.

“You bitch,” Tracy gasped, staring at Jennifer. “I was so worried about you last night.”

Jennifer smiled at Steve. “I was in good hands.”

“So this was all a game?” Bill asked, gawking between Jennifer and Steve.

“Pretty much,” Steve answered.

“You let me hit you?”

“I didn’t see it coming; otherwise you wouldn’t have touched me.” Steve looked down into Jennifer’s eyes. He moved so he stood next to her with one arm around her waist, facing Tracy and Bill.

Tracy kept swinging her gaze back and forth, digesting the information.

“I have half a mind to belt you again,” Bill said. He put his arm around Tracy’s shoulders.

Steve shrugged. “We got tired of people trying to set us up on blind dates and when you told me who you wanted me to meet, well…,” he paused, shrugged, and glanced down at her. “We were neighbors as kids and our parents kept in touch. I called her and gave her the heads-up.”

“You knew each other?” Tracy gasped.

“Yep,” Jennifer said.

Tracy put her hand on her hip and narrowed her eyes. “So you planned this all along?”

Jennifer just smiled.

Steve glanced at her. “Yes.”

Jennifer looked up at him, knowing her fondness was visible in her eyes.

“So we were right,” Tracy said smugly.

“As much as I hate to admit it, yeah, you were right,” Jennifer said to her roommate.

Bill looked at his watch. “Trac, we have to boogie.” He glanced at the two of them and shook his head. “I’ll see you back at the frat house.” He pointed at Steve and broke out in a wide grin.

Steve escorted Jennifer to his car, his arm firmly planted around her waist. “You do improv pretty well.” He grinned as he opened the car door for her.

Jennifer hesitated. “My car is over there.” She pointed.

“I know. Get in,” he replied, and watched her slip into the passenger seat.

He drove back to the cottage. “I’ve got to clean up the mess from last night,” he explained, turning off the car. “You can go down on the dock or whatever while I take care of the food, okay?”

“I can help, you know,” Jennifer said.

“If you come inside with me, I won’t do what I came here to do.”

“So you can’t handle it.” She smiled, daring him to shirk his duties.

Steve returned her salacious grin. “I can handle you just fine.”

“Really?”

Steve looked at his watch and then up at her. “Really?” He headed to the door.

Jennifer followed and watched him flip the light switch. The light went on in response and he looked over his shoulder at her. “They finally turned my service back on. I got all the modern conveniences now.”

He grabbed a garbage bag and dropped the barely-touched to-go containers in, tying it closed. He put the silverware and wine glasses in the sink and looked at the half-empty bottle of wine. Shaking his head slightly, he poured it down the sink. As he walked out of the kitchen, he picked up the cuffs on the edge of the table, walking toward her with a wicked smile.

“What did you say about handcuffs yesterday afternoon?” He dangled them from his index finger.

“Oh no you don’t! I’m still pissed at you for chaining me to the chair.” Jennifer started to back away from him toward the bedroom.

“You were adventurous enough to come inside.” He went after her, catching her easily, tossing the cuffs on the bed and stripping her shirt and bra off.

Jennifer laughed when he picked her up and put her on the bed.

He grabbed her wrist and slid the cuffs on lightly. He threaded the cuff through the bars on the headboard and secured her free wrist, grinning down at her.

His blue eyes sparkled and the smile on his face made her tremble. “Are you going to interrogate me again?” Her voice slightly shook.

He ran his hands gently from her wrists down her arms, slowly, touching her skin with his fingertips. “Oh yes,” he whispered and leaned down to kiss her. “Every inch of your lovely body.” He kissed her neck and nibbled on her ear, chuckling softly at the shiver coursing through her. He ran the tip of his tongue down her neckline, gently stroking her breast in his hand. Moving his mouth to her nipple, he ran his tongue around it playfully. He continued his interrogation of her body with his hands and mouth, loving her like she never thought possible.

Wave after wave of ecstasy coursed through her at his hands, making her gasp and shiver, moan and climax over and over until she begged for him.

He slid inside her, his eyes wild with passion, his face flushed with heat, but he took his time, moving his hips slowly, watching her face as she peaked again, this time, calling his name. He closed his eyes and let the passion sweep him away arching into her with his own internal explosion, her name on his lips. He trembled, his muscles shuddering into relaxation. “My god,” he breathed and reached for the keys on the dresser, unlocking the cuffs.

Jennifer slid her arms around his neck. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

He nodded. “Yes, exactly what I was looking for.” Steve allowed his slow sexy smile to form and ran his fingers across her lips. “I want to hear you call out my name like that for the rest of my life.” His eyes lingered on her lips before they locked with her eyes.

Jennifer’s eyes widened at the admission and the underlying commitment he was offering. The thought cascaded a waterfall of emotions, elation and a fear she couldn’t fathom.

Steve closed his eyes and rested his forehead on her shoulder. He gave her a squeeze and pulled away. “I need a shower,” he said and rolled off the bed. He glanced at her and headed into the bathroom.

Jennifer pulled on her clothes and headed out to explore the yard. She glanced at the lake and around the property, her gaze falling on the path in the woods. The flip-flops she wore were not the ideal footwear for the woods, but she decided to screw it and go for a hike following the meandering overgrown path. When the woods opened up, her breath caught in her throat. The sun shone down on the most glorious outlet, making it sparkle like diamonds. Wild flowers grew on the edges of the water, the sweet smell drifting on the gentle breeze. The large flat clover-shaped rock jutted out over the water, making Jennifer smile. “Paradise cove.”

A gentle field of lush moss covered the ground surrounding the water and Jennifer slipped her shoes off, stepping onto it. She was rewarded with the feeling of stepping on a cloud, and let out a small sigh of pleasure. Tentatively, she stepped onto the rock and took in the mirror like water. She saw her own reflection and laughed at the wonder in her eyes. She glanced around again. A bug landed on the water, causing a rippling effect, and she watched with interest as the ripples caused the image of her face to change.

“Pretty, isn’t it?” he asked, making her jump.

Jennifer turned. “Yes, it is.”

Steve stepped onto the rock behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, kissing her neck.

Jennifer wrapped her arms around his and looked at the reflection of the two of them in the water. He was watching her in the reflection. “What are you thinking about?”

“The future,” he said and smiled. “Maybe there is a bit of truth to that old legend after all.”

She turned in his grasp, meeting his sincere gaze. “You think?”

He gave her a shrug and glanced at his watch. “I have to go. We have a meeting at the fraternity tonight.”

“I have a class from seven to ten anyway.”

Steve frowned. He didn’t like the idea of her walking through the parking lot on campus in the dark. “Come by afterwards, all right?”

“Sure.” She smiled up at him. “Have you ever walked on that moss with your bare feet?”

“Yes, feels like you’re walking on a cloud.”

Jennifer laughed. “That’s exactly what I thought when I took my shoes off.”

He took her hand and waited while she slipped her shoes on.

“Where does that go?” She pointed to a narrow path of running water heading into the thicket out of sight.

“Nowhere.” He started to lead her back towards the cottage.

“It has to go somewhere,” she said, following him.

He paused. “My grandfather said it goes nowhere. It dries up in the bed of black cove.”

“Black cove?”

“Yes, it’s just a big sink hole deep in the woods.” He pulled her along.

“Have you ever seen it?”

“No, there’s too much undergrowth in the forest to get back there.” He turned and smiled. “I tried several times as a kid, but couldn’t get through.” He started to laugh. “My grandfather blew a gasket when he found out.”

Jennifer looked at him with that curious look that made him want to snare her in his arms.

“The state forest starts back there and if I had gotten lost…” Steve trailed off and stopped walking, his grandfather’s tirade echoing in his head. “If I had gotten lost he might never be able to get me back.” He tilted his head. “Funny, he never used the word find. He ranted about getting me back, not finding me in the woods.”

“Where did they find that little girl?” Jennifer asked.

“In the state forest.” The hairs on the back of his neck twitched. He shook his head and continued down the path, coming out into the clearing of the cottage.

“We never talked about the notebook,” she said as he led her across the lawn.

“I know. We made love instead.” He looked back at her. “And one of us better start thinking about taking precautions, otherwise there will be a big surprise nine months from now.”

Jennifer blushed.

He turned away. “Not that I wouldn’t mind,” he said, too low for her to hear.

“Are you always this reckless?”

“In my job, yes, in my private life, no.” He looked back at her. “Until yesterday.”

“Somehow, that doesn’t make me feel any better.”

He disappeared into the house and when he came out, he had the garbage bag in his left hand and his gun, cuffs and keys in the other. He threw the bag in the trunk and shuffled the gun to his right hand, slipping into the car.

Jennifer gasped. “Why do you have that?”

Steve laughed. “Don’t worry, the safety’s on.” He put in the holster attached to the bottom of the seat. He purposely didn’t answer her question.

“Why do you have that?” she repeated, recoiling a little in the seat.

“Jennifer, I’m a cop,” he reminded her as he dropped the cuffs into the glove box and locked it. He started the car, meeting her gaze. The terror in her eyes gave him pause and he turned the car off. Reaching under the seat, he pulled the gun out and walked around to the passenger side of the car. He motioned for her to get out, opening the door for her. “Come on.” He took her hand and brought her into the woods near where he’d parked. They walked a few hundred feet to a small cleared area. Targets stood at the far side of the clearing, flanked by multiple bales of hay. “My grandfather’s shooting range,” he said and stopped at a metal cabinet opening it and taking out a pair of earplugs, sliding them to Jennifer and taking a second pair for himself. He smiled and showed her how to put them in her ears and then moved her in front of him. “You are getting a private shooting lesson from one of the FBI’s best.”

“I don’t want to,” Jennifer said, shrinking back into him.

“If we’re really going down this path together, you’ve gotta learn to be comfortable around guns,” he said, and showed her the gun. “This knob here on the barrel is the safety.” He pointed. “It’s on right now, so if you pull the trigger, nothing happens.” He demonstrated by pointing the gun at the targets and squeezing the trigger. Nothing happened. “Never point a gun toward yourself, even with the safety on, all right?” He flipped the safety off.

Jennifer nodded. Her hands still grasped the sides of his thighs behind her. She trembled, staring at the gun as if it were a king cobra ready to sink its fangs in the soft flesh of her hand.

“Stand in ready position.” He instructed and she looked back confused. “Karate stance,” he replied.

Jennifer shifted her weight, bringing her right foot back slightly so she stood at a slight angle to the target.

Steve reached down and grabbed her left hand with his, bringing it up to hold the butt of the gun. “Now bring your other hand up here,” he said, keeping his left hand, under hers.

Jennifer hesitantly brought her hand up and put it over his.

“Now, take the gun and just hold it to feel the weight.” He slowly removed his hand as she took the gun. “It’s going to be loud even with the earplugs,” he said after a moment. “And the gun is going to kick back toward you.” He slid his hand back over hers. “Think you can hit that target?” He aimed the gun toward the target.

“I don’t know.” Jennifer stopped shaking. Something about the way he ran his hand over hers and his voice talking softly in her ear aroused her and she forgot to be afraid.

“Okay, it’s time to put your finger on the trigger,” he said. “Gently squeeze.”

She did as he instructed. The resounding thunder filled the clearing and the spent 9mm cartridge discharged to their right. She jumped and the gun recoiled, kicking back enough for Steve to steady it in her hands. The bullet went high and right, hitting nothing but branches. He took it out of her hands with a smile. “That wasn’t too bad.” He flipped the safety on. He turned her gently and kissed her. “Don’t try this at home,” he chuckled. With one arm around her waist, he aimed the gun, flipped off the safety, shot twice in rapid succession and brought the gun back down in seconds, smiling at her wide eyes.

She watched him flip the safety on again and turned her head toward the target. A small hole graced the center of the bull’s eye and a ray of sunshine shone through. It hadn’t been there moments before. “You hit that dead on.”

“I’m one of the best.” He escorted her back to the car. “Feel a little safer now?” He glanced at her as he slid the gun under the seat and started the car.

Jennifer smiled. The arrogance and self-assurance he displayed on the shooting range stirred something deep within her. It also brought the point home that he was a federal officer, something that, despite the previous evening’s interrogation, had not really hit home until she saw the gun.

“This clip holds eight rounds,” he explained. “I’ll have to remember there are only five now,” he said to himself.

“This isn’t a game, is it?” she commented.

“No, it isn’t.” He sighed. “And if I’m wrong about you, I’m a dead man.” He shrugged and then raised his eyebrows. “But after the last two days, I guess I can die happy because I’ve already had a small taste of heaven.” He smiled without looking at her.

“You’re not wrong about me, Steve.” She put her hand on his.

Steve nodded and glanced at the floor by her feet. The notebook was still there. “Open that please.” He pointed his chin at the notebook. Jennifer leaned over and grabbed it, flipping it open at the center.

She is mine, he must die.

“It changed,” she said, almost tossing the notebook away.

Steve glanced at the bloody words and took a deep breath. “Close it.”

She did, tossing it back to the floor.

Steve glanced at the discarded notebook and then back at the road. His brow furrowed. He glanced at Jennifer and then back at the road as he pulled into the student center parking lot and slid into the spot next to her car, pulling the keys out of the ignition. Leaning back in the seat, he ran his hands over his face. “Hand me the notebook.”

Jennifer picked it up between her thumb and forefinger like a dirty tissue and held it out for him. She gripped the door with her other hand and watched as he opened it again. The words stared back at them.

“Who must die?” he asked like he was trying to solve the riddle in his mind.

You.

Jennifer gasped.

The words hadn’t changed and Steve looked over at Jennifer.

She was pale, her wide green eyes frightened as they looked from the page to him.

“What does it say?”

Her chin began to tremble as the tears spilled over. “You,” she whispered. “It says You.”

Steve closed the notebook. “I ain’t dying,” he said harshly, tossing the notebook behind her seat. “Neither are you. Not till we’re old and gray and our grandchildren are grown with kids of their own.” He grabbed the garbage from the trunk and crossed to the dumpster, tossing it inside. He stopped and took her in with his eyes. Nothing is going to hurt you. Not as long as I’m breathing. He promised himself.

Approaching her, he took her face in his hands. “I know it’s only been three days, but I’m in love with you.” He kissed her. “No matter what that says. We will both have long and happy lives. I promise.”

Jennifer’s chin began to quiver and her eyes filled with tears. “Don’t make me promises you might not be able to keep.” She put her head against his chest.

He went to say he would, but he just kissed the top of her head instead. She was right—in the line of work he was in, he couldn’t make those kinds of promises. “I promise I’ll be careful,” he finally said and felt her nod into his chest. He glanced at his watch. “I don’t know about you, but I haven’t had anything substantial to eat since yesterday afternoon. Do you want to grab a bite at the pub?”

“Why don’t we go back to my apartment?” Jennifer wiped her face. She fished through her pocketbook for her car keys. “I really don’t want to be around a bunch of people right now.”

“I can’t, babe. I’ve got to grab something quick and head back to the frat house.” He touched her face. “And we both know if I go back to the apartment, it won’t be quick.” Taking her hand, he said, “Come on.” He tilted his head toward the building.

“Steve,” she whined as he pulled her along each step, melting her resolve.

“You have to eat,” he said, making a valid argument and her stomach responded with a loud rumbling that made him raise his eyebrows. “See?”

“Okay,” she caved.

They went in and sat down. The pub wasn’t crowded and the waitress came right over to take their order. They each got a bacon cheeseburger, fries and soda.

Steve scanned the nearly empty room, sizing up each person who came within his line of sight in a matter of seconds. No one in the room posed a threat and he returned his gaze to Jennifer.

“Do you do that everywhere you go?” Jennifer asked, observing his mental scan of the room.

“Yes,” he answered, his focus falling back on her.

Jennifer shook her head and laughed. “It’s a little unnerving at times.”

He smiled. “I guess we’re even.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your visions or glimpses or whatever you call them unnerve me.” He took a sip of water. “Did you ever have any other visions like you had about that girl?”

Jennifer thought about the question before answering. “I’ve had some nightmares. Always people I don’t recognize, but the dark figure is the same. I always woke up before….” She trailed off.

“Before what?”

“Before it killed them,” she answered and sipped her water. “At least I assume it killed them.” Steve leaned back in the chair, debating on asking the next question.

“What?” she asked, as if she could see the internal fight in his eyes.

“If I showed you pictures of the missing people, do you think you’d recognize them?” The look on her face made him regret asking the question.

“I don’t know.”

“Can you pinpoint when you had the visions?” he asked and held up his finger. The waitress put the plates on the table and headed off.

Jennifer looked down at her food. “I had three yesterday. One that happened two years ago, one that happened a month ago and one that hasn’t happened yet.”

“You have to eat,” Steve said when she pushed her plate back.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Yeah, you are,” he contradicted. “Try it, you’ll see.” He finished his burger and started on the fries.

Jennifer sent him a skeptical look but picked up the cheeseburger and took a bite. She glanced up at him in surprise as the hunger took hold in earnest. She inhaled the burger and began picking at her fries.

“Tell me about the nightmare yesterday.” He dipped a fry in ketchup and plopped it into his mouth.

“No.” Jennifer pushed her plate away and picked up her soda.

“Ignoring it won’t make it go away.”

When she raised her eyes, he unconsciously moved back in his seat. They were almost glowing they were so green. “You were hurt and bleeding and calling for me. It had you when I ran back into the clearing and it laughed.”

He dropped the french fry back onto his plate as his appetite vanished. “Describe the clearing.”

Jennifer looked around and then back at him. “It was dark and I was being cut up by the brush as I ran away. It was even worse going back, but I made it. The clearing was as ugly and desolate as Paradise Cove is beautiful and lush.” She was quiet. “Mirror image, dark versus light.”

Steve signaled for the waitress to bring the bill and left the money on the table. He had heard enough for one day.

Jennifer was quiet as they walked to the cars.

“What’s on your mind?” Steve asked, seeing the crease between her eyes.

“Nothing really.”

“Seriously,” he prodded.

Jennifer leaned against the driver’s side door of her car. Steve watched her cheeks turn crimson in amusement. “What?”

Jennifer rolled her eyes. “Today,” she began, and looked at her hands. “Had you ever done that before?” She glanced at him sideways.

“I’ve taught quite a few people how to shoot,” he answered. A smile played on his lips.

“That’s not what I’m asking.” She grinned and then suppressed it again.

He raised his eyebrows, questioning her silently.

“The, um, interrogation?” Her entire face was crimson now.

Steve laughed. “No. I’ve never used the handcuffs for…for pleasure.” He grinned and shifted on his feet, feeling a hint of rose color creeping into his cheeks as well. “And I’ve never so thoroughly interrogated anyone.” He glanced around the parking lot. “Have you had the pleasure of that kind of inspection before?” His eyes sparkled as he asked the question.

“No, never,” she said. “Tom wasn’t as creative as you are.”

He smiled in response. He kept forgetting how inexperienced she really was. “I have to go,” he replied, and stepped toward her. “And this conversation isn’t making it any easier.” He leaned down and kissed her gently. “I’ll see you tonight?”

“I’ll swing by on my way back to the apartment.” She unlocked her door. Steve opened it for her.

“Bye, babe.” He closed the door and watched her pull out, the smile on his face fading.

He reached into the car and pulled out the notebook, heading toward the library. He had Indian folklore to look into. There were plenty of books on Abinaqui Indian tribes, but damn few about their folklore. After exhausting every book on the shelf, he took a seat at the computer, logging in with his student ID, and plugged in the tribe name. He scanned the results, stopping on an interesting passage. When he double clicked, the story filled the screen and he read it, digesting, and reading it again.

Palawion, the ruler of the tribe, died near Mirror Lake. But that wasn’t what interested Steve. The Indian chief was a magician, and a powerful one at that. The story eluded to black magic and conjuring of spirits. After his death, any white man broaching the area either disappeared, or was found rambling and bleeding, swearing a monster in the woods attacked them. A monster summoned by Palawion with his last dying breath.

He leaned back in the seat, rubbing his eyes, and glanced at the notebook, flipping it open. The bloody words still graced the page and he grunted, logging off.

Steve headed toward the law building in the hopes of finding his boss. He was no longer sure a human being caused the disappearances.

 

Chapter 14

 

Steve walked into the small academic office and closed the door, turning toward his boss.

“What the hell happened to you?” Special Agent Jack Murphy asked, removing his glasses as he rose to his feet. His salt and pepper hair was cut in a close cropped military style screaming Fed, yet when paired with the corduroy patched jacket, it added a scholarly air, allowing him to blend with the rest of the pretentious professor crowd.

Steve’s hand shot up to the side of his face and he winced. Crap, I forgot all about my eye. “Someone got the drop on me. Don’t worry—it had nothing to do with the job,” he said, quickly neutralizing the concern flashing in Murphy’s eyes. He sat in the chair and opened the notebook in the middle. The bloody words leapt out at him. “Murph, can you see anything on this page?” He held the notebook up.

Murphy looked from the blank page to Steve’s face. “Is this a joke?”

“No. Is this page blank?”

“Yes, what’s your issue?”

Steve closed the notebook and leaned back in the chair, shaking his head. “I’m not sure that the fraternity is the origin of our problem.”

“What do you think is?” He leaned forward.

Steve cocked his head to the side. “I’m not sure.” He kept eye contact with Murphy. “That girl was torn to pieces, Murph.”

“I know. I was there.”

“I still can’t fathom a person doing that.” He glanced at the notebook again. “What if it isn’t human?” he asked, meeting Murphy’s eyes.

“We ruled that out. There were no animal tracks, no sign of droppings, and none of the victims found had signs of being eaten. Animals don’t kill for sport. Only men do.”

Steve tilted his head. “That’s what I keep going back to. The freshest kill we found was Amy, yet there was no sign of being foraged by animals. They put her death something like two days before we found her. These forests are full of scavengers. Why didn’t they touch her?” He leaned forward. “Or any of the others that were found?”

Murphy leaned back, his eyebrows scrunched together.

Steve took a deep breath, venturing ahead with his train of thought. “What if it isn’t human…and isn’t an animal?”

“What else is there?”

Steve shrugged. “Nothing that I would have considered before today.”

Murphy leaned forward and took a closer look at Steve. “What the hell are you mumbling about?”

Steve opened the notebook again and stared at the words. “You see a blank page. I see blood red words in the center of each and every page. It makes no sense. I’m not the only one who can see it either; otherwise I would be checking myself into the psych ward.” He flipped the notebook closed and tapped it absently with his fingers. “I’m not sure what we’re dealing with.”

Murphy sunk back slowly. “Maybe you should take some time off.”

Steve glared at him. “I’m not crazy,” he growled low.

“I never said you were,” Murphy answered. “But you haven’t had a break since Peg died.”

“I’m fine.” He stood and began pacing. “But between a girl with visions and a notebook that bleeds words, I’m not so sure what is behind the disappearances.”

Murphy’s eyebrows rose and he pushed back in the chair. “Visions?”

“Yes.” Steve stopped pacing. He saw the doubt in Murphy’s eyes but he didn’t explain further. Instead, he waited for the flurry of questions.

“Visions of what?”

“She described in detail what Amy was wearing that day.”

“And you didn’t haul her ass in?” Murphy’s eyes widened and little blotchy splotches of burgundy broke out on his cheeks.

“You said she was in New York at the time of Amy’s death,” Steve said, and started pacing again. “Believe me; I grilled her before I called you.”

“She knows who you are?” Murphy shot to his feet, flew around the side of the desk, and stepped into Steve’s pacing path. The color in Murphy’s cheeks spread to cover his entire face in an explosive plum.

Oh Shit. Steve stopped and shoved his hands in his pocket. He looked sheepishly through his bangs at Murphy and nodded. The color transitioned from plum to red and Steve swore Murphy’s head was going to explode from the pressure.

“Where is she now?”

“On her way back to her apartment.”

“Please tell me she isn’t a student at Brooksfield,” he growled.

Steve shrugged and smiled a little. “She won’t say anything, trust me.”

“You slept with her?”

Steve couldn’t help but smile. “Well?” he cringed and gulped the sudden dryness from his mouth.

“Please tell me she is at least of age,” Murphy barked. Steve nodded. “I want her brought in right now,” he ordered.

“Can’t do that,” Steve replied. “Her roommate is the fraternity president’s girlfriend.”

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Murphy grabbed Steve by the shirt.

“She won’t say anything,” Steve said.

“And why not?”

“Because I’m dating her.” Steve kept eye contact, calmly meeting Murphy’s angry glare.

Murphy slowly let go. “You what?”

“We’re dating.”

Murphy blinked rapidly and sank onto the desk, the color abating a little from his face. “How long?”

“How long what?”

“How long have you been involved with someone related to this case?”

Steve’s face suddenly grew hot and he turned away, mumbling, “Three days.”

“Did you just say three days?”

He turned back and Murphy’s jaw was clenched so tight Steve could see the tendons jumping in his neck and the veins throbbing at his temple. “I grew up with her but I hadn’t seen her for ten years until three days ago. I didn’t expect this. I didn’t expect her to be so goddamn beautiful that I’d have a hard time breathing around her. I didn’t expect to see her and I certainly didn’t expect to sleep with her, but it happened okay?” The words tumbled out in a flurry trying to mitigate the explosion he knew was coming.

“Is she the other person who can see the words?” Murphy asked as one eyebrow rose in suspicion.

“Yes but…”

Murphy grabbed him by the arm and pushed him toward the back of the office. “Drug test—now!” he barked. “And until I get the results, you are not to see her, or I’ll have your badge.”

“Bullshit! I’ll gladly do the drug test, but I won’t stop seeing her. That would completely fuck up my cover and Bill Tyler will go ballistic on me again.” He pointed at his eye. “I got this because he defended her honor.”

“Drug test.” Murphy pointed toward the bathroom. “Under the sink.”

Steve found the containers and complied. He walked out a few minutes later and handed Murphy the sealed container full of urine. “Bill is your chief suspect. Do you want me close to him or not?” Steve watched Murphy slide the container into an envelope and put it in his bottom drawer. “If I’m with her, I’m with them. Jen has no idea Bill is on our radar.”

“Let me see if I get this straight,” Murphy started, “first you get yourself into the fraternity of the chief suspect, second you start dating the roommate of his girlfriend.” He paused. “That was the perfect cover.” He shook his head and paced, the anger radiating off him. “But you didn’t stop there. You put your identity at risk by blowing your cover with the girl. An entire summer of undercover work fucked up in just three days because you couldn’t keep your dick in your pants.” He stopped and glared at Steve.

Steve shrugged. “She’s not going to say anything.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck what you believe. Bring her in!” The glass on the door rattled under the volume and timber of his bellow.

Steve shook his head.

“I should take your badge right now. I’m ordering you to bring her in.”

“I can’t do that,” Steve said, knowing the ramifications for disobeying an order. “I need her and she won’t say a thing.”

“How can you be so sure?” The octaves lowered a fraction and so did the crimson shine in Murphy’s cheeks.

“Intuition,” Steve shot back. “You know damn well I don’t trust anyone off the bat. I knew this girl growing up. We were close.”

“You said you hadn’t seen her in ten years. A lot can change in ten years.” Murphy mirrored Steve’s exact words the day before.

“I know. I all but outright accused her of killing that girl last night. I didn’t take her word for it. I checked out the facts before I backed off. I risked losing the best thing that ever walked into my life because of this fucking job.” He turned his back on Murphy, his fists in tight balls, and he inhaled a deep breath, gaining control and unclenching his hands.

Silence settled on the room. “I know it’s crazy but I’m in love with her, and she’s right smack in the middle of this thing.” He faced Murphy.

“You can’t be objective anymore,” Murphy said.

“Yes I can, just don’t ask me to bring her in. She isn’t drugging me, Murph, and neither is anyone else. Maybe her visions or whatever they are can help us catch the son of a bitch faster.”

“This goes against the book, Williams.”

“I know, sir.”

Murphy looked out the window and eased down on the edge of the desk, crossing his arms. “I knew your grandfather, you know.” He brought his gaze back to Steve. “He was the best field agent the FBI ever had and up until today you were following a close second.” He gripped the desk. “God damn it, Williams!”

Steve shifted under the angry stare and his heart leapt into his throat. He’s going to fire me. Shit. Instead of pleading his case, he remained quiet and held the stare.

Strained silence filled the room and neither man spoke for the length of ten heartbeats.

Murphy inhaled, and his tight lips parted. “I’m going to go out on a limb here, but I want to meet her. Have her in the pub tomorrow at noon.”

“She has class tomorrow at noon. Can we do it Friday instead?”

Murphy glared at Steve, his lips turning into a thin white line. “I’ve got to be out of my fucking mind. Fine, but if you’re not there with her on Friday, I’m bringing you both in. Now get out of my office.”

“Thank you, sir.” Steve picked up the notebook and left before Murphy could change his mind.

He headed back to his car, glancing at the clock on the dashboard as he slid into the driver’s seat. He had close to five hours before he would see her again. He started the car and headed to the frat house.

Bill sat on the steps, his face formed in an angry scowl. He nodded acknowledgement when Steve approached.

“You hurt her and I’ll rip you to pieces,” he said, and stormed into the house, leaving Steve stunned on the front stoop.

He looked up at the Beta Theta Pi flags flying over the entry of the frat house. The eyes of the red dragons watched and waited for their next victim. Steve shivered as their glance passed over him with a ripple from the wind. He shook his head. At least it isn’t the skull and cross bones like Phi Kappa Sigma down the block. 

He headed inside.

 

Chapter 15

 

Jennifer walked into the apartment smiling.

“You didn’t have to pull that on us, Jen,” Tracy called from out on the balcony.

“Yes I did,” Jennifer answered. “Do you realize how many bad dates you and Billy have set me up on since Tom died?”

Tracy crossed into the living room and flopped on the couch. “They weren’t all bad.”

Jennifer rolled her eyes at her roommate and nodded. “Uh, yes they were.” She tossed her notepad on the coffee table and headed to the refrigerator for a soda. “You want one?” She turned toward Tracy.

“Sure.” Tracy continued sulking on the couch.

“All they were interested in was getting into bed with me, nothing else.” Jennifer handed Tracy the can of soda.

“Like Steve was any different.”

“Okay, I’ll admit he did want to sleep with me, but that’s not all he wants, and that’s where he differs from everyone else you have subjected me to.”

Tracy tilted her head a little. “Did you sleep with him?”

Jennifer blushed. “That’s none of your business,” she said, a grin surfacing and disappearing just as fast.

“Oh my God!” Tracy shot to her feet. “You did!”

“I’m not going there with you Tracy,” Jennifer said, but the barely-suppressed smirk confirmed it.

Tracy grinned. “How was he?”

Jennifer blushed. She wanted to tell Tracy it was none of her business, but just smiled instead.

“That good?” Tracy sat and put her feet on the coffee table, crossing her arms, studying Jennifer.

Jennifer laughed. “Yeah, that good.”

“What made you say yes?” She knew Jennifer had only been with Tom until now.

“Let’s just say Steve can be very persuasive.” Jen blushed. “And he is one fine-looking man.”

Tracy nodded, a little envious of her roommate. Bill was good-looking, but he wasn’t in the same ‘stop and stare’ realm as Steve. “Even with the black eye.”

“Especially with the black eye. For some reason, that just makes him more…,” Jennifer trailed off searching for the exact word.

“Sexy.”

Jennifer laughed and nodded. “You have the hots for my boyfriend?”

Tracy raised her eyebrows. “No, not really. He’s just sweet eye candy.”

Jennifer giggled. “Don’t tell him that. It’ll just go to his head.”

Tracy smiled at Jennifer. “So we finally found the right one for you.”

Jennifer’s smile faded. “As much as I hate to admit it, yes. He is the one.”

Tracy’s mouth dropped. “How can you be so sure he’s the one?” She wasn’t even sure if Bill was her one, and they’d been dating for years.

“I just know,” Jen replied. “I can see forever with him.” She took a sip of her drink. “Didn’t you know with Billy?”

Tracy shrugged. “I’m not sure he is the one. I love him to death, but forever? I just don’t know about that.”

“When did you come to that conclusion?”

Tracy shrugged. “I don’t know, this summer I guess.” She stood and walked on to the balcony. Jennifer followed, taking the spot next to her at the railing. “He doesn’t want to leave New Hampshire,” she continued. “This isn’t what I want.” She surveyed the view of Mirror Lake and the surrounding mountains. “It’s wonderful for school or visiting during the summer, but living up here would drive me batty.” She glanced at Jennifer. “I want New York or L.A., just like you do.”

Jennifer nodded absently. “I wouldn’t mind spending the summers on the lake,” she said, more to herself than to Tracy.

Tracy slowly turned to her roommate. “You couldn’t wait to get out of here last spring. What changed?”

Jennifer shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s peaceful up here and there are beautiful places around the lake.”

“You went there,” Tracy gasped.

“Went where?”

“Paradise Cove.”

“What if I did?”

Tracy felt the hair on the back of her neck tingle in the light breeze. She looked out at the lake and back at Jennifer. “What did it show you?”

“Cut the crap, Tracy. There isn’t anything to the legend you told me about.”

Tracy stepped back. Her eyes darted between the lake and Jennifer. “Do you understand what you’ve done?” Panic flowed into her voice.

“Come on,” Jennifer said.

“Do you?” Tracy screamed and ran into the apartment, down the hall and threw herself onto the bed in her room.

Jennifer went after her and stood in the doorway. “Tracy, the legend doesn’t exist.”

“Yes it does, Jen. I’ve seen it.” She raised her makeup smeared face from the crook of her arm and met Jennifer’s gaze. 

“Sweetie, it’s not real.” Jennifer ventured in the room. “You can’t see the future in a reflection on the water.”

“Yet you can see it in your visions?” Tracy sniffled.

Jennifer shook her head. “Not really,” she said, dismissing the gnawing at the edge of her mind.

“That’s not true, Jen, and you know it,” Tracy snapped. “It’s gonna want you.” She let out a sob. “And it’s all my fault.”

Jennifer skin broke out in goose bumps. “It’s not your fault,” she said and walked over to Tracy, taking a seat next to her on the soft bed. “Nothing is going to happen.”

Tracy wished she could believe her friend, but she already felt the cold hands around her heart and could only deny the powerful commands for so long before giving in or going crazy herself. She sat up, wiped her eyes, and just nodded.

Jennifer put her arm around Tracy’s shoulders. “I promise everything will be just fine.”

Tracy sniffled and stood without meeting Jennifer’s gaze. She headed into the bathroom to wash her face.

Thirsty and wanting to wash the peculiar metallic taste from her mouth, Jennifer headed into the living room and scrounged under the bar for a soda. “Want some?” she asked, holding up a can when Tracy walked in.

Tracy nodded, still subdued.

“Are you going to see Bill tonight?” Jennifer crossed and handed her the soda before parking on the couch.

“No, he has some pledge stuff to do. They’re deciding what the initiation ritual will be this year.” She rolled her eyes. “Like it ever changes.”

“You know what the ritual is?” Jennifer asked.

Tracy smiled a little. “Yes, but I was sworn to secrecy.”

“Come on, I promise I won’t tell,” Jennifer said.

“The fraternities and sororities that have been here a while all seem to do the same thing,” Tracy began. “So it’s not really a big secret, but it’s how far the pledge is willing to go that matters.” She looked at Jennifer and shrugged. “Some chicken out and others, well, they drop out all together.”

Jennifer’s interest was piqued. She’d never pledged a sorority. “What do they do?”

“They tell the pledges about the legend of Paradise Cove and send them there,” Tracy said, picking at the tab on her soda can. “They’re supposed to get a picture of their reflection. That’s what’s required to get in, but I guess there’s a bonus as well. If you follow the stream and get a picture of where it ends, you don’t have to pay dues.” She looked up at Jennifer. “Didn’t you ever wonder why I wasn’t in a sorority?”

Jennifer shook her head slowly. “No.”

“Well, I wasn’t willing to get the picture and I certainly wouldn’t follow that stream. You don’t know what’s back there.” She took another sip of her drink. “Bill did it and he must have chickened out on the second part because he still pays dues.” Tracy looked at Jennifer, tilting her head in thought for a moment. “I wonder if they’ll make Steve go through initiation. He doesn’t have to go through the pledge process because he transferred from Yale, but they may make him do something for initiation. If they ask him, tell him not to go,” she said.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Jennifer took her last sip and heading to the kitchen sink.

“You have to tell him not to go,” Tracy said, this time with more urgency.

“I’ll mention it.” Jennifer rinsed the empty can and dropped it in the recycle bin. She had no intention of telling Tracy he had already been there countless times. She wiped her hands and looked at the clock. “I need to get ready for class.”

She went to her bedroom, stripped and stepped into the closet. Shuffling through her clothes, she tried to decide what to wear for Steve. The closet door closed behind her. The click of the latch startled Jennifer. She turned and the bulb above her popped, plunging her into darkness. The temperature plummeted and she began to shiver. Fumbling for the door, she suppressed her growing panic, her breath hitching in short bursts from her chest. “It’s just a closet,” she said, trying desperately to keep calm. A hand reached out and grabbed the back of her neck, causing her to yelp in surprise. She clawed at the door, missing the doorknob by inches. The scream finally reached her vocal cords and barreled out, echoing in the darkness.

Tracy threw the door open, her eyes wide. Jennifer watched as Tracy’s expression changed.

Tracy began to laugh, lightly at first, and wound up until she folded on the floor, gasping for breath between the gales.

Jennifer glanced in the mirror and saw what had grabbed the back of her neck. It was one of her teddy bears that fell from the shelf. Heat crept into her cheeks and she peeled the bear from her shoulders, flinging it to the back of the closet. She flipped the light switch on and off as the laughter simmered out of her. “The bulb must have blown.”

“The bear got you!” Tracy pointed through the laughter.

“Do we have a light bulb?”

Tracy nodded, her laughter calming. “You scared the daylights out of me. When I heard you scream…,” she trailed off and headed into the bathroom. In the pantry, she pulled a light bulb out and grabbed one of the stools.

“Sorry, I kind of freaked out. It was so dark and cold in there and when the bear fell, I guess it sent me over the edge.” She laughed as she took the stool and stood on it with Tracy spotting her. Jennifer unscrewed the dead light bulb, handing it to Tracy in exchange for the good one. When she stepped off the stool and hit the light switch, bright light filled the closet. “Thanks.” She smiled and looked back at her clothes.

“I’d wear this.” Tracy reached across and pulled out a blue sundress with spaghetti straps. She handed the dress to Jennifer and walked out with a smile.

Jennifer reached down and grabbed her flip-flops, slid them on, and stepped out of the closet. She flipped off the light and started to close the door behind her. Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw a flash of red and opened the door again, peering into the darkness. There was nothing there but the damn draft drifting over her legs and making her shiver. She shut the door.

Jennifer put the dress on, combed her hair and refreshed her makeup. She stood back in the dressing room and scanned herself with a critical eye.

“He’s going to love that on you.” Tracy glanced in at Jennifer. She had changed into a t-shirt and sweatpants, and carried her textbook for her Law of Libel and Communications class.

“Homework already?”

Tracy shrugged. “I got my books today and I figured this is the class that’s gonna be the most difficult and I better get a jump on it if I want to keep my GPA up there.” She shrugged. “I’m going to park myself on the couch, watch some scary movies and do a little studying tonight. I don’t think Billy will be coming by.” She took a breath. “Are you coming home tonight?”

“Yes. I’m not staying at the frat house,” she said. She had done that once with Tom and didn’t want a repeat of the morning awkwardness. Only one bathroom for a dozen guys was ludicrous. “Do you mind if Steve comes back with me?”

“Yum, eye candy.” Tracy grinned, her eyes sparkling mischievously.

Jennifer chuckled. “He looks particularly good in the morning.” She headed out, swiping her notebook, pocket book and keys off the hall table and closed the front door behind her.

 

Chapter 16

 

Steve caught up with Bill. “I don’t intend to hurt her.”

Bill stopped and turned toward him. “I hope not. Because she’s special.”

“I’m aware of how special she is.”

Bill softened a little. “You know, I should kick your ass for what you pulled on Tracy and me.” He crossed his arms and leaned on the entry wall.

Steve shrugged. “Yeah, well, blame that on the actress.”

Bill raised an eyebrow. “You did some first class acting yourself.” He looked at the bruise on Steve’s face. “You should have told me.” He started to walk away.

“Why?”

“Because I’m your fraternity brother,” he said, facing Steve and taking a few steps backward before he turned away. “There are no secrets here,” he said over his shoulder before disappearing around the corner.

Steve went to his room, threw the notebook on the desk, and collapsed face-first on the bed. Reaching over to turn the radio on, he closed his eyes. Just for a few, he thought and drifted to sleep, listening to the soft music and the distant conversations in the frat house.

 

Chapter 17

 

Jennifer gently ran her hand over his back, startling him out of a sound sleep. He looked up at her and then around the room in surprise. “What time is it?” he asked, his tone groggy with sleep.

“Twenty after ten.”

Steve’s head turned sharply to confirm what she had told him. The green numbers of his alarm clock read ten twenty-two. “Holy shit.” He sat up straight. He hadn’t even heard her come into his room. “I never sleep that soundly,” he grumbled and looked around as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

“I guess I tired you out today.”

Steve shrugged and got up. “I’ll be right back,” he said, grabbing a toothbrush and toothpaste before he disappeared down the hall. Quiet permeated the fraternity and he stopped, listening to the nothingness before continuing. He slipped into the bathroom and threw cold water on his face to wake himself up. He brushed his teeth, getting rid of the pasty sleep taste he woke up with.

“Where is everybody?” he asked when he returned.

“I don’t know. One of the pledges let me in and pointed me to your room.”

Steve sat down next to her. “I haven’t slept that soundly since I was in high school.” He rubbed his face. “I didn’t hear everyone leave or you come in either.” He glanced at her. “That’s not good.”

Jennifer scanned the room. It was neat and organized. Nothing was out of place except the notebook, which had been carelessly tossed on the desk. It wasn’t the same organized chaos as the cottage, and she wondered which one was the real Steve. “This is a little more organized than I expected.” She looked back at him.

Steve smiled and leaned over, biting her earlobe. “I’m more organized in my job than in my private life,” he whispered, his voice barely audible. He ran his lips over the corner of her jaw and turned her face toward him so he could kiss her.

Time stopped with the kiss, the world around them disappearing as they floated on the intensity of their shared emotion. Breathlessly, they pulled away and the room came back into focus.

“What if I told you I wanted to runaway to Vegas with you,” he whispered, his voice husky from the heat rushing through him.

“And do what?”

“I was thinking about one of those cheesy wedding chapels,” he answered, nipping at her neck. “You know, the ones where the justice of the peace is dressed like Elvis.”

Jennifer giggled and he pulled away from her neck and raised an eyebrow. “Is that funny?”

“Yes, very.”

“Why?” Irritation started to crawl up his spine.

“You don’t remember?”

She stumped him and he bit the side of his lip, wondering what she was referring to.

“When we were kids, you promised to marry me in Las Vegas when I turned twenty-five.”

His eyebrows shot up and the past flooded in like the tide. “Shit, that’s right. I forgot about our little pact.”

“And we sealed it with blood,” she said and looked at her finger.

His index finger tingled with the memory and he smiled. “So do you still want to?” he asked and returned his lips to her neck, the question hanging on the air like a thick bank of fog and his heart jumped into hyper drive, waiting for an answer. The answer.

“We’ll see,” she said as his lips trailed down her neck.

Steve stopped. “You used to say that when we were kids,” he said, pushing her away. “When you didn’t really want to do something.”

Jennifer shook her head. “No. I said it when I wasn’t ready to make a decision.”

Steve sat up, frustrated. “Do you feel the same way I do?”

“I’m reasonably sure I do,” she answered, sitting up.

“Reasonably sure? That’s like reasonable doubt. It’s hardly the answer I wanted to hear.” He stood and went to the window, looking out at the backyard of the fraternity house. His attention snapped to the expansive lawn.

“I want to be absolutely sure before I answer you, Steve,” she said, but he wasn’t paying any attention to her. “I don’t want to confuse the chemistry we have with love.” She touched his arm and for the second time that evening, he jumped at her touch.

“I’m sorry, what were you saying?” His eyes drifted back to the bizarre scene.

Jennifer followed his gaze. “What is that?”

The fraternity members wore black robes and stood in a pattern that was unrecognizable unless you were looking down on them like they were.

“It’s a pentacle,” Steve answered. “Pentagram,” he corrected with a slight shake of his head.

Bill stood in the center, surrounded by a circle of candles. He was reading from an old leather-bound book, the members repeating his words. Steve recognized the language—Latin, although he had no clue of what was being said. At the end of the incantation, Bill reached into his pocket and pulled out an egg, cracking it into the challis at his feet.

Even from a distance, Steve and Jennifer saw blood run out of the eggshell. Steve pulled her away from the window when Bill looked up, away from the prying eyes of the fraternity, praying no one saw them. He held her to him, pressing his back against the wall next to the window trying to disappear into the shadows. “Jesus.” He looked at her.

Footsteps of the Beta Theta Pi members filtered into the house.

Steve pushed her down on the bed, yanked the straps of her dress over her shoulders and lay on top of her. He buried one hand in her hair and put the other one at her waist tugging a little on the dress, kissing her. His heart hammered in his chest, praying this would be enough to keep the wolves from attacking.

Jennifer seemed to understand the moment his lips found hers, and wrapped one arm around his neck, tugging on his shirt until her hand found skin.

Seconds later, his door swung open. Bill stared at Steve and Jennifer and faltered. “Sorry.” He closed the door on Steve and Jennifer’s surprised faces looking at him from their compromising position.

They came out of the room a few minutes later. “Sorry about that,” Bill said, awkwardly waving his hand toward Steve’s room.

Jennifer blushed, looked down, and then over her shoulder at Steve.

Just the right amount of embarrassment, Steve thought as their eyes met. He glanced back at Bill. “Yeah, well, we’re going to her place, where the doors have locks.” He grinned and winked his good eye at Bill.

Bill’s face fell as he looked between the two of them. The slackness in his features morphed into a hardness Jennifer had never seen before. His eyes narrowed as they landed on Steve.

“It’s all right Billy,” Jennifer said, obviously mistaking the look for over-protectiveness.

Steve knew better. Bill wasn’t being overprotective, he was angry, bordering on rage. He caught the way Bill stared at Jennifer when they walked out of the room. Bill wanted his girl. He put his arm around her, drawing her close—a protective reflex. All the while, his smile never faltered. “I’ll catch you in the morning,” he said, leading Jennifer away.

 

Chapter 18

 

Bill watched them leave, his eyes sending imaginary daggers into Steve’s back. The sting of jealousy bloomed to something else altogether. He walked to his room and dialed the familiar number. “Hi Trac,” he said when she picked up.

“Hey, hon,” Tracy said. “You all done with your fraternity stuff?”

“Not quite, we still haven’t finished discussing the initiation rite,” he said. “We just took a quick break and I thought I’d give you a call.” He closed his eyes, feeling guilty for the lie. “I saw Steve and Jen a little while ago, looks like they are heading your way.”

“Will you be over later?” she asked.

“Nah, I think we’re gonna be late,” he said, feeling a measure of relief. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Ok, I love you.”

“Love you too,” he returned the usual salutation and hung up the phone. He crossed the hall to Steve’s room, looking around. There was nothing unusual about the room, or his personal belongings. When he flipped open the notebook, Bill chuckled, amused to see Jennifer’s name doodled all over the first page of the notebook. He flipped through the pages. Steve hadn’t taken a single note from class in the notebook. He started to close it and noticed a loose paper in the front. Ah, he did take notes, Bill thought. He flipped through the empty notebook again.

Fanning the empty pages, he sighed. Just as he began to close it, he saw a small circle of red appear out of the corner of his eye. He opened the notebook again and almost dropped it.

Bring her to me

Bill closed the notebook and then opened it up again. The words were still there. He flipped through the pages and the words leapt from every sheet except the last. Instructions scrawled onto the page while he stared at it. Big, looping script, blood red, described the exact details of the initiation ceremony right down to the rules he was expected to play by. He inhaled sharply as the last two names appeared along with specific commands. This year, his marching orders were very different from the past, and he glanced out the window, thinking of the bloody egg. Goose bumps traveled up his arms as he looked back at the notebook, reading the parameters for this year’s sacrificial rite, shivering.

The penalty for not following through scrolled beneath the instructions and Bill dropped the notebook, stepping back. The air froze in his lungs and his hand flew to his mouth. He stared at the warning, understanding the ramifications if anything went wrong. Snapping his eyes away from the meticulous description of his painful death, he scanned the rest of the instructions. One particular caveat kept his attention and he inhaled, nodding. He could do that. He definitely could do that and so could everyone else in this fraternity. Hell, they’d all be salivating over the thought. “Ok, I’ll do it.”

A small smiley face scribed into the bottom of the page and Bill snorted. The bastard’s fucked up sense of humor. Bill tore the page out, folded the paper, and stuffed it in his pocket. He closed the notebook, replacing it on the desk before he walked out of the room.

 

Chapter 19

 

Steve glanced at Jennifer as he pulled the car out of the parking lot, his hands tight on the wheel. His foot ached to floor the pedal and peel out, but he tempered his urge.

“What were they doing?”

Steve shook his head. “I have no idea, but it looked a little like some sort of witchcraft.”

Jennifer started to laugh and stopped with a glare from him.

“Or devil-worship,” he added, putting a sobering spin on everything.

“I can’t believe that,” Jennifer balked. “It could have just been a fraternity ritual.”

Steve glanced at her, communicating his skepticism with in his eyes. “If they were standing in any other pattern, I would agree with you, but a pentacle?” He shook his head and looked back at the road.

“Didn’t the Masons use a pentacle as their symbol?”

Steve glanced at her. “Jen, they were performing a ritual in Latin that ended with the cracking of that egg. We both saw the blood come out of that shell. That has nothing to do with Masons.” Bill’s expression when the blood came out of the eggshell, followed by the look on his face when he saw Jennifer leaving the room, dug under Steve’s skin like a parasite, festering. He didn’t like this new development at all. He drove for a while without saying anything.

“Tracy told me something before I went to class.” She shifted in the seat.

Steve’s stomach growled and he pulled into Joe’s, the local burger joint on the corner across from the university’s main campus. He ordered a burger, fries, and a milkshake, and looked over at Jennifer. “You want anything?”

Jennifer shrugged. “A chocolate shake?”

He ordered her a chocolate shake and drove up to the window to pay and collect their food. He handed the bag to her, pulled into one of the far parking spaces, and put the car in park. “Go ahead,” he said as he took the food. “Tell me.”

“Tracy said the initiation for the pledges is the same thing every year. They tell the pledges about the legend of Paradise Cove and send them there. They’re supposed to get a picture of their reflection. That’s all that is required to get in, but there is a bonus as well. If you follow the stream and get a picture of where it ends, you don’t have to pay dues.”

Steve processed this information. That could explain some of the disappearances, but it still didn’t explain the girl they found this summer.

“Tracy told me to tell you not to do it if they make you go through initiation.” She offered him a sip of her milkshake and he shook his head.

“If they ask, I’ll go. It’s part of the cover.” He shrugged. “Was Tom in the fraternity?”

Jennifer nodded. “Yeah.”

Steve offered her a french fry and she declined with a shake of her head. “So he must have gone through the initiation.”

“That’s what Tracy said. I know Tom didn’t do the second part because he bitched about the dues to me for two years.” Jennifer looked out the window. She wasn’t comfortable discussing Tom in the same context of devil worship. “Billy still pays dues, according to Tracy.” She looked back at Steve.

Steve nodded as he crumpled the empty fry container, dropping it in the take out bag, and crumpling that as well. He pulled himself up and tossed it into the garbage barrel in front of the car, raising his arms in victory as it circled the rim and fell in. He grinned at Jennifer and started the car.

Jennifer finished the remainder of her milkshake, crumpled the cup and tossed it at the barrel as he pulled forward. She turned and offered a smug grin as her garbage went in without hitting the rim. “Nothing but net.”

Steve laughed. “You’re something else.”

They pulled into the apartment parking lot and Jennifer waited while he put the top up on the convertible. “No more work.” He escorted her in. “I’m done for the night.”

Jennifer smiled. “No interrogations?” she teased as the elevator doors closed.

The slow sexy smile appeared. “I didn’t say that.” He pulled her to him and kissed her. “I didn’t say that at all.” The doors opened and he pulled away, stepping out of the elevator ahead of her, looking both ways out of habit.

“Looks like you’re still working,” Jennifer said in relation to his less than casual inspection of the hallway.

“Old habits die hard.” He shrugged. “And they happen to keep me alive.” He fit her keys into the door and swung it open.

Tracy jumped when the door swung open. What Lies Beneath played on the screen and she sat alone in the dark.

Jennifer looked at the television and then back at Tracy. “You are one sick girl.”

“You know I like scary movies.”

“But alone in the dark?” Jennifer asked, leading Steve into the room further.

“That’s the best way to watch them. Are you gonna watch the rest with me?” she asked, glancing between Jennifer and Steve, her eyes lingering on him before returning to Jennifer.

Steve shook his head and he looked at Jennifer. “I’ve got an eight o’clock class.” He scanned her with his eyes, immediately conveying his desires.

“I think we’ll pass,” Jennifer said, leading Steve back to her room. She flipped on the light and closed the door behind her.

Steve looked around. An amused smirk found its way to his lips.

“What?” Jennifer said, following the path of his gaze.

“Girly,” he remarked, and walked to the second door leading to the dressing room. Closing it, he flipped the lock, smiling back at Jennifer.

“Girly?” She looked around.

He nodded, approaching her. “Satin and lace.” He stopped in front of her. “Silk and cream,” he said, his voice smooth and raw at the same time, his eyes hungry for her. He ran his hands down her bare arms.

Jennifer tilted her head back and closed her eyes as his touch igniting her. Her breath quickened at the fire rising inside her, fanned by his hands running over her bare neck, slowly pulling the straps of her dress off her shoulders.

Steve reached and flipped the light off, then moved her toward the bed, peeling his shirt off and discarding it on the floor. He kissed her and pulled away as he gently pulled the dress over her head. “Reasonably sure?” he asked in a low, sexy voice. He kissed her neck, unhooking her bra and dropping it to the floor at their feet. “Show me reasonably sure,” he whispered, and flicked her ear with his tongue before finding her mouth again.

Jennifer ran her hands up his chest and around his neck as she kissed him, feeling his smooth skin against hers. “How would you like me to show you?” she asked against his lips as he leaned on the edge of the bed.

“With your sweet mouth.” Steve licked her lips and took her hands. He put her index finger in his mouth and pulled it out slowly. “And your soft hands,” he whispered, tilting his head and flashing a brief smile. He moved his hands lazily over her bare torso. “And your delectable body.” He yanked her to him, crushing her with an insistent kiss.

Jennifer reached down and found the button on his shorts. Flipping it open, she unzipped slowly, the clicking of his zipper overpowering the brush of their skin. She smiled under the pressure of his lips, running her thumbs under the waistband of this underwear. She shifted away from his insistent mouth, running her tongue down the strong arch of his neck.

He leaned back against the bed, his chest rumbling, purring his approval as she kissed her way down his bare chest, slowly removing his shorts. He kicked the shorts aside and his eyes closed, his hands running through her silky hair. He got lost in the heaven that was her mouth. Sweetly inexperienced, she coaxed him, teasing by licking his length before taking him in her mouth, flicking her tongue over the sensitive tip before sliding her lips down his shaft, sucking gently, repeating this slow seduction until he wanted to scream. He plunged his hands in her hair and moved her more fervently up and down his throbbing member, aching for release. “Oh god,” he groaned, his hips gyrating in time with her mouth. She sucked harder with each plunge until he arched with an eruption he felt through his entire being.

Jennifer sat back on her heels and wiped her mouth, her wide eyes visible with the light of the moon filtering through the window.

Steve sat on the bed, dropping on his back, his arms out wide and his breath heaving in his chest. “God damn, girl,” he whispered in awe, propping himself on his elbows. He sat up and reached his hand out tugging her into his arms. Steve looked into her eyes and traced her face with the tips of his fingers. “You have no clue what I’d do for you, Jen.” His kiss was still insistent. “Please tell me you feel the same,” he said, looking more vulnerable than she had ever seen him.

“I do.”

He squeezed her a fraction tighter. “I could get used to this.”

Jennifer laughed. “So could I.” She tried to kiss him, but he pulled away.

“So, what are you doing for the rest of your life?” he asked, his voice light and joking, but his heart was more tied to the words than he wanted to admit. He could see forever with this woman, and wondered just how far he could play this without asking outright and putting her in a position to say yes or no.

“After I graduate, I’m heading to New York to try to get established. I’m thinking about starting with the stage and then transitioning to television and film, but we’ll see.” She gave him a small kiss. “Who knows, I might end up being another cliché; poor and taking odd jobs while I wait for my big break.”

“I don’t think you have anything to worry about, besides I like New York,” Steve said and smiled.

Jennifer bit her lip. “That could be complicated.”

“How so?” Steve said.

“The spotlight doesn’t work well for an undercover cop.”

Steve leaned back a little as her words sunk in. He wanted to say something, but thought better of it. Instead, he ran his hand through his hair and let himself slowly fall back on the bed. She was right—the kind of publicity that came with stardom was not good for undercover work. His face would be as recognizable as hers. He closed his eyes and sighed.

“Still want to continue whatever this is?”

Steve let his eyes drift back to her; but he didn’t answer her right away. “Come here.” Jennifer climbed on top of him. He brushed the hair away from her face so he could see her green eyes and he leaned up and kissed her. “Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, I still want to be with you.” His blue eyes sparkled and he slowly smiled. “I don’t have to do undercover work.” He rolled and kissed her, running his hands down her bare skin.

Jennifer reached down and grabbed his wrists, rolling them back over as she brought his hands up next to his head. “I believe I was in the middle of showing you reasonably sure.”

“Oh, by all means,” he grinned.

Jennifer slowly ground her hips in a circle over him, feeling him immediately respond. “Do you have anything this time around?”

“In the pocket of my shorts. I stopped on the way home from campus.”

Jennifer let go of his wrists and retrieved his discarded shorts, fumbling through the pockets until she found the package of condoms. “You only bought five?” She tore one from the rest, peeled her underwear off and climbed back up on top of him.

Steve shrugged and put his hands behind his head.

Jennifer put the condom on him and slid him inside her as she tossed the package away. “We could go through five in one night,” she teased, riding him playfully, running her fingertips over his chest.

“True.” He smiled as he pulled his hands out from behind his head and ran them up her thighs. He grazed her skin with his fingertips before she grabbed his wrists again, pushing his arms down gently on the mattress above his head. Her hair tickled his face. She threw her head back to get it out of the way and kissed him hard.

Jennifer melted into him as they kissed, releasing his wrists and allowing him to wrap his arms around her as they made love.

Steve brushed the hair away from her face as she lay on his chest exhausted from their exertion. “I love you,” he whispered and closed his eyes.

Jennifer kissed his chest. “I love you too.” She listened to his heartbeat and drifted into a light sleep.

Steve’s eyes went wide. She’d finally spoken the words he wanted to hear and he kissed the top of her head. As he listened to her soft and even breathing, his mind drifted back to the case, analyzing the scene outside the fraternity. He kept coming back to the way Bill looked at Jennifer. He shivered unconsciously and she shifted, rolling off him and onto her side on the bed. Steve pulled his arm out from under her and found his underwear and shorts. Pulling them on, he wandered into the bathroom. When he came out of the toilet stall, Tracy was leaning against the door to the dressing room.

“You didn’t waste any time, did you?” Tracy’s eyes drifted over him, taking him in as he walked back toward Jennifer’s room.

Steve stopped in his tracks, the surprise on his face genuine.

Tracy laughed lightly as she stepped into the room approaching him, batting her eyes and licking her lips in a way that sent an uncomfortable warning across his skin.

“Actually, it’s really none of your business what I do with Jen.”

Tracy tilted her head. “She didn’t tell you? We share everything.” She moved in front of him and put her hands on his bare chest. “Everything.” She stepped closer, looking up into his eyes.

Steve took her hands and stepped back. “Not everything.” He stepped around her and into Jennifer’s room, shutting the door on Tracy. He stood with his back against the wood, looking at Jennifer sleeping peacefully on the bed, wondering how the hell he was going to tell her that her best friend came onto him.

 

Chapter 20

 

Sunlight broke through the window and Jennifer squinted, turning her head into the pillow with a low groan. She glanced at the clock and the numbers blinked, changing. It was five fifty-six in the morning and she hadn’t closed the mini-blinds last night like she usually did.

“Mhm,” Steve mumbled, squeezing her tighter against him. “Morning sunshine.”

“Morning,” she answered, rolling towards him.

“I need to get moving.” He glanced at the clock, sitting and rubbing his face. “We need to be in the student center pub at noon on Friday.” He threw his legs over the side of the bed.

“Why?”

“My boss wants to meet you.” He gathered the clothing on the floor. He hated to put her on the spot, but he knew Murphy. “I need you there at noon sharp,” he said, “Otherwise Murphy will haul both our asses in.” He pulled his shirt on.

Jennifer sat on the edge of the bed and glanced over her shoulder at him. “You told your boss about me?”

“Yes, it’s relevant to the case.” He offered her a shrug.

“Ah.” She grabbed her bathrobe out of the closet. “I’ll be right back.” She headed to the bathroom, relieving herself, splashing water on her face, and brushed her teeth. Stopping and opening the pantry on her way out, she scanned the contents and grabbed one of the extra toothbrushes, heading back to the bedroom. “Here,” she said, handing it to Steve.

“Thanks.” Steve plucked it out of her hand, heading to the bathroom. He came back a few minutes later and wrapped his arms around her, planting a minty kiss.

“Want some coffee?” Jennifer asked.

“That would be great.” He let go and followed her into the kitchen.

Jennifer started a pot of coffee and tossed Steve an apple. She shined hers on her bathrobe and took a bite.

“I thought I smelled coffee,” Tracy muttered, interrupting their quiet morning together.

Steve’s gaze shot from Tracy to Jennifer, then down at the counter. He didn’t seem to know where to look now that Tracy was in the room.

Jennifer noticed his sudden nervous energy and started to laugh.

Steve shot his eyes in her direction.

“Tracy, you didn’t,” Jennifer said, looking at her roommate.

“Yeah, I did. And he passed,” she said, pulling a second cup down and putting it on the counter. She smiled and turned toward him. “Sorry, but I had to make sure you were for real.”

Tracy grabbed an apple and tossed it in the air before she shined it on the lapel of her bathrobe. “You hurt her and you will have to answer to me.” She leaned against the counter, crossed her legs and took a crisp bite of the granny smith apple. “Understand?”

Steve let out a little laugh, looking between the two women. “You freaked me out last night,” he said to Tracy.

“And yet you didn’t say anything to Jen.” She took another bite.

He didn’t meet Jennifer’s eyes right away. “Yeah, well, I couldn’t figure out how to tell her that her best friend came on to me.” He shrugged. “If you’d done it a second time, I would have said something.” He watched Jennifer pour two cups of coffee, handing one to Tracy and bringing the other to him. “How many have you done that to?” He hooked his thumb over his shoulder.

Tracy smiled. “Quite a few, including Tom. He was the only other one who passed the test.” She sipped her coffee. “You see, I protect my friends.”

Steve nodded. “You don’t have to worry about Jen. I’ll be there to protect her.”

Tracy sipped her coffee. “You better.” She kept eye contact with him, daring him to look away first.

“I will.” He stared her down.

Tracy crumbled under the intense stare and turned to Jennifer. “He is hot, though. Eye candy.” She smiled at him and headed out of the kitchen.

Heat filled his cheeks and he studied his coffee. A quick glance at his watch told him he had to hustle. “I have to go, Jen.” He still needed to clean up and get his stuff for class. “We can talk after class?”

* * * *

Jennifer nodded and walked him to the door, kissing him and watching until the elevator closed. She shut the door and walked to Tracy’s room. Without knocking, she threw the door open. “I can’t believe you did that again.”

“Don’t worry; he didn’t even give me a second look.” Tracy peeked out of her closet carrying an outfit in her hand. “I had to make sure he wasn’t just blowing smoke to get you into bed.” She held up the dress and looked in the mirror. “Aren’t you glad you know?”

“Tracy, I knew the moment I saw him. I didn’t need you to do that.”

Tracy turned. “But I needed to know. I needed to know he loved you enough…,” she trailed off and looked out the window toward the lake. “Enough to protect you no matter what.” She looked back at Jennifer and headed into the bathroom to clean up. She had an eight o’clock class and had to get moving.

Jennifer went into her room, drew the shades and lay back down in the darkened room. She didn’t have to be anywhere until her eleven o’clock class. She drifted to sleep.

The closet door silently swung open, red eyes glanced over her longingly from the darkness within.

 

Chapter 21

 

Steve pulled his car into the frat house and threw it in park, looking up at the building. He stretched before sliding out to head inside. He almost made it to his room before a hand grabbed him, spinning him into the wall.

“Who do you think you are?” Bill growled. His breath stunk of beer and his eyes glossed with bloodshot drunkenness. He’d obviously partied all night.

“Let go, Bill.”

“No!” Bill pushed his forearm harder against Steve’s chest, holding him in place for the moment. “You stay away from Jen,” he muttered belligerently.

“Last warning,” Steve said, his voice low as anger coiled, ready to strike.

“I’m gonna mess you up,” Bill slurred. Balling his hand into a fist, he swung.

Bill’s fist never connected. Steve blocked the punch, grabbed the arm holding him, and spun Bill around, making him trip. before slamming him into the floor with his arm bent behind him. Steve put a knee in the middle of his back and leaned over. “I warned you,” he said in Bill’s ear. “Are you going to cut the shit?” He pulled on Bill’s arm, causing Bill to let out a protest of pain.

“Are you?” Steve asked again.

Bill nodded.

He let go and stood, taking a couple steps back as Bill slowly got off the floor. The bastard had the audacity to glare at him as he got up. Steve tensed, ready to inflict damage if Bill came at him again.

Bill leaned against the wall unsteadily.

“Bill, you’re drunk. Go sleep it off.”

“Stay away from her,” Bill muttered and stumbled into his room, slamming the door.

Steve glanced at the few who had seen the altercation, and shrugged. “I don’t get it. He’s the one who set us up on a blind date,” he said to the nearest fraternity brother.

“It’s not the dating part that he’s pissed about,” Joe Dalton pointed out.

Steve raised his eyebrows in question.

“He’s pissed that you’re sleeping with her,” Joe explained.

“That’s really none of his business.” Steve continued toward his room.

“It is his business,” Joe interrupted. “He and Tom were best friends.”

“And that has to do with this how?”

“He’s been looking after Jenny since Tom died.”

“And?” Steve pushed.

“And I’m not sure he expected Jenny to fall for you.” Joe looked down the hall toward Bill’s room. “I’m not sure he expected her to fall for anyone Tracy set her up with.”

Steve followed Joe’s gaze toward Bill’s room. “He doesn’t…,” he trailed off and looked back at Joe. “But he’s with Tracy.”

Joe nodded and wandered away, leaving Steve dumbfounded in the hallway and looking at the other fraternity members. Steve shook his head and went to his room, grabbing a towel before heading off to take a shower. He let the water wash over him, praying he’d done a convincing acting job. He wanted everyone to think he had no clue until today that Bill wanted Jennifer. He finished cleaning up and put on clothing, glancing at his watch. He had a half hour before class and needed some food. The apple Jennifer gave him wasn’t enough to keep him until noon.

When he walked into the kitchen, the room went silent. “What?”

“Everybody knows you don’t mess with Jennifer,” Adam said.

“Well, nobody told me that. He punched me because I didn’t want to date her, now he’s going to punch me because I am?” Steve went to the refrigerator to see what was inside. Nothing appealed to him and he turned his gaze toward the group at the tables.

“No. He’s gonna take you out because you slept with her.” Adam took a sip of the coffee in front of him. “Was she worth it?”

Steve stiffened and swung a glare toward Adam. “Worth what?”

Joe shot a warning glance at Adam and slightly shook his head. Most of the members of the fraternity were looking at Adam with wide shocked eyes, their mouths hanging askew.

“Nothing, never mind.” Adam recovered quickly and looked at his coffee.

Steve glanced around the room and decided this was not the place to eat breakfast. He headed out of the kitchen and paused in the doorway. “If anyone else asks me anything related to sleeping with Jen, I’ll kick your ass. Understand?” He didn’t wait for an answer.

 

Chapter 22

 

They watched Steve leave and heard the car start and slowly fade into the distance.

Joe glared at Adam. “You stupid son of a bitch.”

“What?” Adam shrugged.

“Don’t worry. You’ll all get your turns with her too,” Bill said as he appeared in the back entry to the kitchen. “As soon as I’m through with her. She’s the sacrifice this year,” he said, stunning everyone.

Joe looked toward the front of the house and wondered what Steve would do if he knew his girlfriend had just days to live. He shook the thought out of his head and focused on what her skin would feel like against his. The slow smile that spread across his lips was identical to that of every other fraternity member in the room.

 

Chapter 23

 

Jennifer woke at quarter to ten and wandered into the shower. The hot water beat down on her, clearing out the cobwebs. Waking up with Steve had felt so right, his strong arms around her, keeping her safe and warm. It was definitely something she could get used to.

Wrapped in a towel, she crossed to her closet; she dropped the towel before stepping inside. She flipped through the clothing, debating on what to wear. A slow smile spread over her lips while her fingers ran over the fabric. Her eyes scanned each outfit before pushing it aside. She wanted to look perfect today. Her gaze landed on a pale pink sundress with dainty spaghetti straps and a fitted bodice. He’d love that.

She reached for the dress and the closet door swung closed, catching on the towel. The light flickered and Jennifer looked up, her brow furrowed in annoyance, her hand inches away from the garment. I changed that damn thing yesterday. Cool air drifted over her from the rear of the closet and she shivered, casting a glance at the back wall. There was no air-conditioning duct that she could identify.

Where is that draft coming from?

Goose bumps rolled up her arms and she stripped the dress off the hanger, leaping back into her room. She flipped the light off and picked up the towel, closing the closet door. Her eyes never left the door while she dressed.

Jennifer walked back to the closet, her heart beating frantically in her chest and she swore under her breath. “God damn it, Jen, it’s only a fucking closet.”

The doorknob was cold enough to produce a fog around her fingers as she wrapped her hand around it. Sweat broke out on her upper lip and she bit down on her lower lip, trying to keep the fear in check.

She yanked the door open and her voice locked in her throat. Her breath seized in her lungs. Instead of her garment-filled closet, the view was replaced by the clearing from her dreams. The black water shimmered, glinting evil shards of light from the surface. Dried moss almost as black as the water surrounded the pond, fractured by a crude carving. With recognition came the shakes. It was a pentacle.

The water moved, catching her attention. Red eyes surfaced, returning her terrified gaze. The chuckle that drifted over the clearing into her room broke her paralysis.

Jennifer slammed the door and took a few unsteady steps away from the closet. She couldn’t speak, never mind scream. Her voice became completely nonexistent and she fought to bring air into her lungs, wheezing as it scraped over her vocal cords. Panic attacked, and she frantically looked around the room. Her eyes landed on her pocket book and she lunged for it. Rummaging through, she found what she was looking for. She flipped her phone open and pressed the send button, scrolling frantically down the list of recent calls until the number she wanted was highlighted. She pressed the send button again and put the phone to her ear.

* * * *

Steve jumped when his phone rang in his pocket. Everyone in the class looked at him, including Murphy. Steve dug the phone out and glanced quickly at the number. He stood up and walked out of the classroom to take the call. He only heard wheezing in the phone. “Jen?”

“Can’t breathe.”

Steve froze. “Where are you?”

“Apartment.”

“I’m coming.” He ran toward the car, digging the keys out of his pocket.

“Can’t breathe,” she repeated. The asthma attack constricted her lungs, the panic helping it along.

He knew what was happening—he’d heard that wheezing before. “Okay, I’m in the car. What I want you to do is go into the shower, turn it on really hot, and close the door. Stay on the phone with me, all right?” Steve heard the door open and the water turn on. “Now sit on the floor until I get there. Just stay on the line with me okay?”

“Okay,” she wheezed.

“My class was such a snoozer.” He kept talking to keep her calm. “Murphy doesn’t have a clue about how to keep a class full of college kids focused.” He laughed, still hearing the wheezing on the line. It sounded a little less labored. “He’s great in the field, though. I trust him with my life. He worked with my grandfather, you know.” He could hear her getting some air now. “I’m almost there. You feeling a little better?”

“Yeah.” She wheezed, breathing in the hot steam as she listened to him prattle on.

“He wasn’t too pleased that I got up and left his class. I’m sure I’ll hear about it later.” He pulled into the parking lot. The frantic look his eyes reflected in the rear-view mirror didn’t match the levity in his voice. The light conversational tone was a stark contrast to how fast he slammed into a parking spot and bolted from the car. “I’m in the parking lot now. Still with me?”

“Yeah.” Her voice sounded a little stronger.

“You don’t have an inhaler, do you?”

“A what?”

“Asthma medicine.”

“No.”

“I’m in the elevator now.” He pushed the button. He counted the floors for her. “Fifteen,” he said and the elevator doors opened. “Think you can make it to the door?”

“Yeah.”

He heard the water sound fade as she made her way down the hall. He closed the cell phone when she opened the front door.

Jennifer flew into his arms, tears streaking her cheeks. Steve led her back toward the shower, where the outer room was full of steam. He sat her down and settled next to her with his arm around her shoulder. “Slow deep breaths.” He breathed with her. “That’s it.”

“Steve…,” she started, her eyes still frightened.

“No talking right now. Just breathe for me.” He watched her, smiling and kissing her forehead. “That’s right, just breathe.” He leaned his head back against the tile and took a deep breath himself, letting the panic he felt melt away in the steam. “The last time I remember you having one of these, you were five or six.” His eyes closed. “Scared the crap out of me then.” He let out a quick laugh. “This time wasn’t much different.” He glanced over at her. “We were playing in those caves in the woods,” he recalled. “You got freaked out by something and started that horrible wheezing.” He shook his head at the memory. “I carried you all the way home and Sammy kept asking me if you were gonna be all right.” He looked over at her. “Your mom took you and did the same thing we’re doing right now.”

The tears spilled down her cheeks. She remembered that day, and she remembered why she’d freaked out. “I saw what happened to Samantha.” Jennifer’s voice was stronger and her breathing less restricted. “That’s what caused it.”

Steve looked over at her. “You saw my sister’s death?”

“Yes. And it wasn’t pretty.”

“No, I imagine it wasn’t.” He closed his eyes. Samantha ran out in the road after a ball and had been mowed over by a speeding truck. After her death, they had leaned on each other. One had lost a best friend, the other, a little sister, and together they got through it. “So, what set you off this time?” He glanced at her.

She tilted her head against the tile. Her hair, wet from the steam, clung to the damp skin of her face and neck. Her cheeks flushed and she took slow deep breaths. “I’m not sure what I saw,” she finally said.

He let her breathe for a while and just held her. “What do you think you saw?” he asked as her breath became regular again.

“My closet…it wasn’t my closet. I saw the clearing in my visions. And that thing, that thing was looking at me and laughing.”

He kissed her forehead but didn’t know what to say. “Just breathe.” He held her, leaning his head back as well. Droplets of water covered his hair and his body became slick with sweat from the hot steam.

Steve’s phone rang, making them both jump. “I’ve got to learn to put this thing on vibrate.” He dug the phone out of his pocket.

“I’ve got your things. Is everything all right?” Murphy asked.

“Yes,” he said. “I’ll come get my stuff later.”

As though he were irritated with Steve’s calm, quiet manner, Murphy barked, “What happened?”

Steve looked over at Jennifer clutching at her chest to regain regular breath. “Jenny had an asthma attack. She’ll be okay in a little while. She’s just a bit shaken up right now.”

“Your vision girl has asthma?” A little laugh passed through the phone line.

“Fuck off, Murphy.”

“Don’t talk to your boss like that,” Jennifer scolded, her breath laboring around the words.

Murphy heard her remark in the background. “I like her already.”

Steve smiled and looked over at Jennifer. “I gotta go.”

“Check back in a little while,” Murphy ordered.

“Will do.” Steve closed the phone.

Jennifer rubbed the steam off his watch. “I need to get to class.”

He shook his head. “No, you need to breathe.”

“I am breathing,” she answered.

“But it’s still not natural, you’re still forcing it.”

“What are you, my mother?”

“No, I’m the man you’re going to marry.”

“Says who?” She half smiled.

“Says me.”

“I can’t miss another class.” She tried to get up.

“Yes you can.” He pulled her back down. “Just like I can.”

“You’re missing another one?”

He nodded and shrugged. “You’re worth it, babe.” He kissed her gently.

“So what do we do now?”

He leaned back and the corners of his mouth curved up with the slow smile. He didn’t answer her in words; just let the look on his face convey what he was thinking.

Jennifer hit him lightly on the chest with the back of her hand and started laughing.

“We’re already hot and sweaty.” He grinned and tilted his head on the tile to look at her.

“I don’t know if my lungs could take that right now.”

Steve looked toward the shower and then back at her, raising his eyebrow.

“You go right ahead. I’ll just sit here if you don’t mind.” Jennifer waved him toward the shower.

Steve laughed. “I meant you in there with me.”

“I know what you meant. I’m not that naïve.”

“We both need a shower, Jen.” The small room was as hot as a sauna and the droplets of liquid running down their skin weren’t just from the steam. He slipped his shoes and socks off and stood, locking the door. Stripping, he tossed his clothes in a small pile on top of his sneakers. “Come on,” he said, putting his hand out to help her up.

Jennifer sighed. She took his outstretched hand and let him help her to her feet.

Steve pulled the sundress up and over her head and dropped it on the accumulating pile of clothes. He peeled off his shorts and underwear, watching her do the same, and stepped into the stream of water. “Goddamn!” He danced out of the shower; reaching for the controls and turning the heat level down. His shoulder was red where the water scalded it.

“Duh,” she said after he turned the water to a cooler setting.

Steve yanked her in the shower against him.

Jennifer reached over and flipped the jets on and all three valves shot water against them in addition to the showerhead above.

“Oh my god.” Steve closed his eyes as the water pulsed against his body. “I’m never getting out of this shower,” he said, holding her.

“That’s what I said after the first time too.” She rested her head against his chest.

“Ah.” Steve let out a small groan of pleasure as the water worked the stress from his body. His arms fell to his sides, relaxed.

Jennifer tried to move him to get in the path of the jets.

“Nanana,” Steve protested. “I’m not done yet.” His head still tilted back a little and eyes closed. He put his arms around her. “This is heaven.”

“Yes, and I’d like a little of it too,” Jennifer replied.

Steve smiled and turned sideways with Jennifer still in his arms. The side jets hit their backs. “Better?” His eyes were still closed. He opened them, looking down at her.

Jennifer nodded and flipped the back jet off, leaving the side jets working each of their backs. She closed her eyes and let the water do its magic.

Steve ran his hands through her hair, watching her, aware that he shouldn’t take advantage of the situation, but his resolve waned with her naked body in front of him. He removed his hands and stepped back, running them over his face. “All set?” he asked when her eyes opened.

Jennifer sighed and nodded. She reached up on her tiptoes and gently pressed her lips to his, wrapping her arms around his neck. Their tongues slowly intertwined in a kiss that took his breath away and seemed to fill her lungs again.

Steve flipped the streams of water off and they separated, each grabbing a towel and wrapping it around their soaked skin. Jennifer scooped up the steam-saturated clothing and dumped it in the washing machine. Steve leaned against the doorjamb, the towel hanging precariously around his hips as he ran his hand through his wet hair.

“Thank you for being here today.” She led him into the kitchen.

“I’ll always be there when you need me.”

Jennifer blushed. “Promise?”

“I promise. Do you still have my bathing suit here?”

Jennifer nodded, and then the color in her face faded. “It’s in the closet.” She looked back toward her room.

Steve headed toward the bedroom.

“No, don’t!” Jennifer ran after him, the panic resurfacing.

“It’ll be fine,” he said walking into the room. The closet door was cracked.

Jennifer began to shake. “I closed the door, Steve.” Her voice shook.

Steve glanced from her to the closet and pulled the door open. “Just a closet.” He flipped on the light. “See?” He spotted the swim trunks. When he reached for them, he felt the cold draft drift along the back of his hand. He picked up his shorts and turned back toward her, slipping them on under the towel. He stepped out of the closet and closed the door. “There’s a draft in the closet.”

“There isn’t an air-conditioning duct in there either,” Jennifer answered taking his towel and tossing it over the chair at her desk.

“Hmm,” Steve said, and focused his attention back on her. “You hungry?”

Jennifer rummaged through her drawers and found some clothing. She slipped her underwear on and tossed the towel over the chair. She fidgeted with his obvious gaze on her. “Stop staring.”


He grinned. “Sorry.” He looked out the window. “Are you hungry?” he asked again.

“Yes,” Jennifer answered once she zipped up her shorts and adjusted her shirt.

He glanced back. “Want me to make you something?”

Jennifer raised her eyebrows, amused. “You cook?”

“A man’s got to eat.” He swatted her on the behind as he walked past her.

Steve’s cell phone rang. He grabbed it off the counter in the dressing room, checking the number before he opened it. “Hello?”

“Hey, Steve, it’s Bill. I’m sorry about this morning.”

“You were a little drunk.”

Bill laughed. “A lot drunk,” he said. “I just get protective of her. Tom was my best friend.”

Steve was quiet. He traded a look with Jennifer and gave her a nod and a smile. “You sure that’s all it is?” he asked Bill.

“Yes,” Bill said without hesitation.

Steve knew a lie when he heard one and this was a whopper. “Apology accepted,” he replied. “I have to go. Later.” He flipped the phone shut and sauntered down to the kitchen.

“Who was that?” Jennifer asked.

“Bill,” Steve answered with no further explanation. “What are you in the mood for?” He opened the refrigerator.

“Surprise me.” She sat at the counter.

Steve surveyed the contents of the refrigerator and glanced at the clock. It was a little after eleven. He hadn’t had anything substantial for breakfast, so he decided brunch was in order and whipped up a vegetable omelet for the two of them. He rummaged through the drawers until he found the silverware and grabbed two forks and knives. Bringing the omelet over to Jennifer, he set it down between them.

Jennifer pulled the plate toward her. “What are you having?” she asked and burst out laughing at Steve’s wide shocked eyes. “I’m kidding.” She pushed the plate back between them. She cut a piece and put it in her mouth. “This is great.”

Steve shrugged. “It’s just an omelet.” He looked around the kitchen again. “This is a great place to cook.” He smiled. “I’d love to have a kitchen like this someday.”

“I hate cooking,” Jennifer admitted. “I burn just about everything.”

Steve laughed. “Well at least one of us likes to cook. Eating out gets expensive.”

Jennifer nodded and took another bite, but her smile soon faded. “Why do you think I’m seeing that place in the closet?”

Steve paused. “I don’t know.”

“This was different. There was no one else in the vision. Just that thing; and I could have sworn it looked directly at me.” She shivered and then something else triggered. “There was a pentacle carved into the moss.”

Steve stopped, his food hanging on his fork, halfway to his mouth. “A pentacle?” He put the fork back on the plate.

Jennifer stared at the half-eaten omelet. “I’m not sure it was a vision, either.” She slowly raised her eyes. “I think it was happening right then and there.” She took a deep breath. “It was laughing at me.” She visibly shivered.

Steve picked up his fork without commenting. It was just a little too bizarre for him to believe. He continued eating in silence, dissecting her story several different ways. Every way he turned it in his mind, it always came back to the fact that she was somehow the center point of what was going on.

“Jen, if I showed you those pictures,” he began, without looking at her. He leaned back and pushed the almost empty plate away. Glancing at her, he walked out of the kitchen and onto the balcony.

Jennifer put the plate in the sink and followed him out. “Finish what you were going to say.”

Steve shook his head. “I don’t want to put you in the middle of this thing,” he said, looking out at the lake. “I want you as far away from it as possible.” He turned to her.

“I think I’m already in the middle somehow,” she said, echoing his thoughts.

“I don’t want you to be.”

She ran her hand up his arm and he covered it with his. “I’ll do whatever you need me to.”

Steve glanced over at her. “I’ve already used you enough.” He looked back out at the lake.

“What are you talking about?” Jennifer removed her hand stepping away.

Steve closed his eyes. “There you go again.” He shook his head slightly and began to laugh.

“How have you been using me?” The hurt in her voice made his eyes open.

He leveled with her. “You’ve kept me close to the primary suspect in our case.” Jennifer took another step away and Steve grabbed her arm. “I’m in love with you, Jen.” He didn’t release her arm. “That isn’t part of the job.”

She tried to yank herself away, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he stepped to her, wrapping his arms around her. Her furrowed brow and pouty lips along with that spark in her green eyes made him smile.

“You aren’t the primary suspect, babe. You just happen to be roommates with his girlfriend.”

Jennifer blinked. “Billy?”

Steve nodded. “Yes. And last night was just another indicator that I’m looking in the right place.”

“I can’t believe Billy is involved in this. I’ve known him for close to seven years now,” she balked. “He and Tom were friends in high school.”

“The majority of the missing persons list were rush candidates or pledges of Beta Theta Pi and Bill has been the fraternity president for the last two years.” He took a deep breath. “Before he became president, the run rate was one or two missing persons a year, which, technically for a college town like this, is normal; however, those were also related to the fraternity.”

He looked into her eyes. “That’s where I come in. I look young enough to be a dropout trying to get my shit together after what happened with Peg. I gain the sympathy of the fraternity president because he can relate—he lost his best friend a few years before in what looks like a legitimate car accident.” He shrugged. “Then the curve ball was thrown. Your name came across in the report.” He lifted his hand to her face and ran his fingers down the line of her jaw, stopping under her chin. “And my God, what a curve ball you are.”

He leaned over, tilting her face up, and kissed her. “Our little game was fun, but it put a strain on the friendship I had built with Bill over the summer. I was losing his trust and confidence.” He ran his thumb over her lips. “Little did I know putting an end to our game would blow up in my face?”

Jennifer tried to move away, but he kept her against him. “What do you mean blow up in your face?”

“Jenny, Bill wants you.”

Jennifer raised her eyebrows as a surprised laugh escaped. “He’s with Tracy.”

Steve tilted his head with a shrug. “He may be with her, but he wants you. And that scares the shit out of me.” He kept eye contact with her, his hand still on her face.

“Why does that scare you?”

He shook his head. Strong and pure emotions played in the depths of his heart. “I have no tangible reason, just a very uneasy feeling.” He ran his thumb over her lips again. “And that instinct has never been wrong.”

“You have nothing to be afraid of,” Jennifer said, as though she thought he was scared she had the same feelings for Bill as he had for her.

Steve smiled. She really was sweet and naïve sometimes. “I’m not afraid of losing you to him, I’m afraid he’s gonna hurt you.”

Jennifer laughed. “Billy would never hurt me,” she said pushing away gently.

Steve disagreed with her, but didn’t argue. He glanced at the hot tub. “Want to change and try that out?” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “I’m already in swim trunks.”

Jennifer disappeared into the apartment. She came back a few minutes later in her bathing suit and helped take the cover off. They slipped in the hot bubbly water.

“I really need to learn to keep my pants on and my mouth shut around you,” Steve said. He shook his head and threw his arm around her shoulders.

Jennifer glanced at him, furrowing her eyebrows. “Why?”

Steve inhaled. “Because information just tumbles out when I’m with you and that really isn’t good. You’re not an agent with the bureau.” He stopped and sighed, leaning his head back on one of the cushy headrests. “I’m not supposed to discuss the case with anyone but my boss.” He tilted his head toward her. “By discussing it, I could compromise the case. What’s worse, it could put you in danger.”

“How so?”

Steve shook his head. “I never thought about the ramifications if you slip up.” He pulled his arm from her shoulders and studied his hands. He shrugged and looked at her. “I know you wouldn’t intentionally say anything, but…”

“Steve, I’m not going to say a word to anyone.”

“Not even Tracy?”

Jennifer shook her head. “No, not even to Tracy.”

Steve kept her gaze. “But you told her we slept together.”

Nodding, Jennifer said, “Yes, I did.”

Steve raised his eyebrows. “Why?”

“Because she’s my best friend and girls talk about that stuff.”

Steve grinned and looked away.

“She knew you wanted to get me in bed,” Jennifer smiled. “You weren’t very conspicuous about checking me out.”

“Yeah, well…” He shrugged.

The apartment door swung open. “Jen?”

“We’re out here,” Jennifer called.

Tracy and Bill stepped onto the balcony.

“Hey, I thought you had class,” Tracy said to Jennifer.

“I did. But I had an asthma attack.”

Tracy raised her eyebrows. “Another one?”

Jennifer shrugged; she hadn’t had one since Tom’s death. She looked over at Steve. “I called Steve and he knew what to do.”

Tracy shifted her gaze to Steve. “You’re certainly handy to have around.” She batted her eyelashes, bowing her back slightly to show off her frontal endowments. “What else can you do?”

“He can cook,” Jennifer said and smiled.

Steve felt the heat rush to his cheeks. He didn’t like this kind of attention.

“Mhm, at least I know you won’t starve to death.” Tracy glanced over at Bill. “I’m gonna change and join them.” She disappeared, leaving him looking after her.

Bill glanced at Steve and Jennifer and without a word; he headed inside to find Tracy.

“See,” Steve whispered in Jennifer’s ear, nodding toward the door.

“See what?”

Before he could explain, Tracy popped out onto the balcony. “Do you like to cook?” Tracy asked as she slid into the hot tub opposite Jennifer and Steve.

Steve nodded. “Yeah. You?”

Tracy nodded. “But I hate to bake.”

Steve chuckled and glanced at Jennifer. “I understand she’s pretty inept in the kitchen.”

Bill’s laughter reached them and he appeared in the doorway. “That’s an understatement,” he said, sliding into the water next to Tracy. “She once tried to cook for Tom and nearly set the kitchen on fire,” he explained. “What were you trying to make?”

“French fries,” Jennifer mumbled.

“Thank God your parents had that fire extinguisher in the kitchen,” Bill laughed. “She tried to put out the grease fire with water. What a mess. Tom grabbed the extinguisher and put the fire out before the entire kitchen went up in flames.”

Steve looked curiously over at her. “You didn’t know water makes a grease fire spread?”

Jennifer shook her head, her face bright red from more than the steaming water. “I do now,” she pointed out. “Thanks a lot, Bill.”

Steve put his arm around her shoulder and planted a kiss on her lips. “I’ll have to remember never to let you in the kitchen unsupervised.”

Jennifer smacked him lightly with the back of her hand. “Bite me.”

Steve brought her hand up and placed it playfully between his teeth with a grin. She yanked it out, laughing. Steve stood up. “I’ll be right back.” He excused himself, stepping out of the hot tub, grabbing the towel she had brought out and drying off the best he could. He disappeared into the apartment.

Tracy looked over at Bill. “Are you hungry?” she asked.

“I’d love a sandwich and a beer.”

Tracy stepped out, wrapping a towel around her before heading inside.

Bill turned toward Jennifer.

“I never got the chance to thank you,” Jennifer said.

Bill’s eyebrows shot up. “For what?”

“For setting me up with Steve.”

Bill looked over his shoulder and then back at Jennifer. “I’m not so sure about him, Jen.” His eyes drifted over her body.

Jennifer shifted uncomfortably under his gaze. “Why not?”

“He’s been around.”

Jennifer glanced in the apartment and then back at Bill. “So he told me,” she said.

“And you’re okay with that?” Bill asked.

“I could care less what he did before he met me.”

“Okay.” Bill said, but the thin press of his lips told her otherwise.

“How’s pledge week going?” Jennifer asked, wanting to change the subject.

“We’ve got some pretty interesting characters this year.”

“Are you camping again for initiation?” That had been a long-standing tradition of Beta Theta Pi.

Bill nodded. “Yep.”  His smile broadened slightly, like a wolf just before it takes down its prey.

 

Chapter 24

 

Tracy stood in the dressing room, and when Steve came out of the bathroom she said, “If you’re serious about Jen, you’d better get your ass in gear and get her a ring.” Tracy passed him and closed the bathroom door.

Steve stopped halfway through the dressing room. He turned and waited for Tracy. “I’m not so sure she’d accept a ring right now,” he said when she came out of the bathroom.

Tracy laughed and rolled her eyes. “Have you seen the way she looks at you?”

He shrugged, feigning innocence but he knew exactly how she looked at him and it drove him half out of his mind.

“You’re the one,” Tracy said, emphasizing the last word. She grinned. “And from what I see in you, it’s mutual, so why not cut to the chase?”

“Wow, you don’t beat around the bush at all.” He ran his hand through his hair and tossed out the next question, “What kind of ring do you think she’d like?”

Tracy beamed, overjoyed by the question. “I knew it,” she said and dragged him into her room, snagging a catalog for a well-known jewelry shop in New York from a pile on her dresser. She flipped through the pages quickly pointing to the things that were Jennifer’s style. “There.” She stopped on an ad for a simple gold band with a single round firelight cut diamond. “That’s her style.”

Steve looked at the book and flipped the pages. He found a gold band that had diamonds embedded all the way around. “Think she would like something like that as a wedding band?”

Tracy looked at it and shook her head. “It would overwhelm the ring. But if you got this one, it would go perfectly.” She pointed to the accompanying solitaire with diamonds surrounding it.

“Isn’t that too flashy?”

Tracy looked at the combination and shook her head. “Elegant, not flashy.”

Steve grinned down at the picture. “You mind?” He pointed at the page.

Tracy shook her head and watched Steve rip the page out of the magazine. “You’ve got that kind of money?”

Steve shrugged. “This gives me an idea of what to look for. You wouldn’t happen to know her ring size?”

“Five and a half,” Tracy answered.

“Thanks.” He looked around and then laughed. “My clothes are in the washing machine.”

Tracy took the page and put it on her dresser. “I’ll get it to you before you leave.”

“Thanks. Do me a favor and keep this between us, okay?”

Tracy nodded. “I figure if you two want to tell people, you will. It’s not my place. Besides, you didn’t give her a ring yet, so there’s nothing to tell, right?”

“Thank you.” He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Jenny’s lucky to have a friend like you. Most of the women I know would blab it all over the place.”

Tracy smiled. “Thanks.” She headed into the kitchen.

Steve followed and took a detour to the laundry room, tossing the clothes into the dryer and stepping out. “Mind if I grab a soda?”

“Not at all.” Tracy pointed to the refrigerator, dropping the knife in the sink. She carried the sandwich out and grabbed a beer from the bar. The two of them stepped back onto the balcony at the same time.

Jennifer smiled with relief. For the first time in close to seven years, being with Bill had been awkward. Their conversation was stunted, and his leer definitely disturbing.

Steve put the soda on the table between the lounge chairs and took a seat. “I put the laundry in the dryer.”

Jennifer slid out of the hot tub, accepting the soda from his outstretched hand and taking the seat next to him.

Tracy joined Bill in the hot tub.

“Are you doing all right?”

Jennifer nodded glancing in the direction of Tracy and Bill. She glanced back at Steve. “Do you have any more classes today?”

Steve nodded. “But I’m going to miss them.”

“They’re here now. I’ll be just fine.”

“We can watch out for her,” Bill piped in.

Steve shook his head. “I’ll pass,” he said. “You didn’t see how bad she looked when I got here. I’d just as soon stay to make sure she’s all right. But I appreciate the offer,” he said. “Besides, my clothes aren’t done yet and I don’t think they’d approve of me coming into class like this.”

Jennifer sighed. “I really don’t need looking after.”

“Yes you do. You were barely breathing when you called me.”

Jennifer glared at him. “I’m not a child.”

“I never said you were. I’m not doing this for you Jen—I’m doing it for me.”

“Don’t give him a hard time, Jen. He just wants to help,” Tracy said, flipping off the jets to the hot tub and climbing out with Bill.

Bill looked at his watch. “I’ve got class in a little while, so I’m gonna head out,” he said, and disappeared.

Tracy followed him inside.

Jennifer and Steve exchanged a look.

“What?” Steve said softly.

“Nothing,” Jennifer said, glancing inside as Bill kissed Tracy goodbye at the door. She wondered if her discomfort was a side effect of what Steve had insinuated earlier or if Steve was actually right.

“Feel like going for a ride once our clothes are dry?”

“Sure. Where?”

Steve shrugged. “Just out.”

Tracy came out onto the balcony. “What are you doing for the rest of the day?”

“I figured we’d get out of here for a while.” Steve answered.

“Where are we going?” Tracy asked. She didn’t have any more classes today.

“I figured I’d take Jennifer over to the shore for the day, a walk on the beach, and maybe a little dinner,” Steve replied with a shrug. “You’re welcome to come with us.”

“I’m supposed to meet Billy for dinner.”

Steve smiled at her and winked. “Maybe a few stores,” he added, and she understood.

“Well, maybe.” She looked between the two.

“The clothes aren’t dry yet though,” Jennifer said.

“We can swing by the frat house so I can change,” Steve said. “You can let Bill know you won’t be there for dinner.” Steve addressed Tracy and she nodded.

Jennifer’s face went white and her breath began to hitch. The balcony dissolved, becoming the desolate cove once again.

Dusk settled over the water, elongating the already malevolent shadows.

Kids no more than sixteen or seventeen, preoccupied with tearing each other’s clothing off, and stumbled into the clearing, kissing and pawing at each other.

Neither one saw the beast rise out of the water, but Jennifer did.

“Run.” The word came out in a rush of an exhale; her lungs screaming in protest at letting the last of the breath go.

The kids didn’t notice until it was upon them. The screams cut off as soon as they began.

“Jenny!” Steve yelled, shaking her gently.

Her eyes refocused on him, darting between Tracy and Steve, her breath coming in tortured hitches in her chest.

“Breathe,” Steve said calmly. “Just look at me and breathe.” He kept eye contact with Jennifer. “Tracy, go get me a glass of water please.”

Tracy immediately obeyed.

“Two teenagers. It got them,” she wheezed after Tracy disappeared into the kitchen.

“Breathe,” Steve demanded.

Jennifer did as he instructed, staring into his concerned blue eyes. When Tracy returned with the water, Steve held it for Jennifer to drink.

“Jesus, Jen,” Tracy said, setting a hand on her forehead.

Jennifer broke eye contact with Steve to look at Tracy. She offered a slight smile and a shrug, and then looked back at Steve. Her breathing slowed to a normal pace. “I’m okay,” she finally said. She wanted to run, to get away from the apartment, to get away from Brooksfield and the nightmares plaguing her. “I need to change if we’re going to go.” She slowly stood.

“You sure you want to go?” Steve asked.

Jennifer nodded.

“I got her from here,” Tracy said, escorting Jennifer back toward their rooms. As soon as she was out of Steve’s earshot, Tracy stopped Jennifer in the hall. “What did you see?”

Jennifer shook her head. “I’m not sure.”

“Bull. The last time you did that, you saw Tom die.” She scooted Jennifer into her room. “What did you see?” she asked again. A cold draft slipped out of the closet, making her shiver. She glanced at the open doorway and turned to see Jennifer staring with wide eyes.

“Get Steve,” Jennifer managed to wheeze.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Tracy said and walked over, switching the light on inside. She looked back at Jennifer. “Nothing to worry about.” Jennifer made no move to come closer, still struggling for air.

“What do you want to wear?” Tracy stepped inside.

“I don’t know,” Jennifer said, catching her breath again.

Tracy glanced at the clothing and pulled out another pretty spaghetti strap sundress, pale blue-green like the waters in the Caribbean. “I like this one,” she said and grabbed the matching flip-flops on the floor. As she rose, she heard a faint voice from the back of the closet.

“Bring her to me,” it said.

Tracy shook her head. She left the closet, closing the door behind her and smiled at Jennifer, handing her the dress and shoes. Paleness overshadowed Tracy’s face, the look of harried shock when she came out of the closet replaced with the plastic expression she presently wore. “See, nothing in your closet but the big stuffed bear that got you the other day.”

“The closet freaked you out.”

”It’s cold in there,” Tracy conceded. “I’ll have my Dad send someone up to look at the air-conditioning.”

“There isn’t an air-conditioning duct, I looked.”

“I’ll still have him send someone. There’s got to be some sort of issue. You don’t just get drafts like that from nothing.” Tracy headed out of the room.

Pressing her back to her door, Tracy stared at the lake. She shook her head again. “No,” she said aloud, and then changed into a sundress similar to Jennifer’s. She would do everything she could to make sure Jennifer wasn’t yanked out of her life by whatever it was that wanted her.

When Tracy came out, Jennifer was standing by Steve, twirling her car keys.

“I think I’m going to pass so I can make dinner with Bill,” Tracy said. She didn’t want to be stuck as the third wheel.

“You sure?” Jennifer said.

“I’m positive, you two go, have fun and I’ll see you later.”

The dryer sounded in the background. “You think the clothes are dry?”

“Go check,” Jennifer said.

Steve disappeared. He came back a few minutes later in the clean, mostly-dry clothes. “We don’t need to stop,” he said, pulling his shirt over his head.

“I need to make a quick stop at the mall to pick up a birthday gift for my Mom,” Steve said as the settled into his car. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. I have to pick up some lotion anyway, so this is perfect,” Jennifer said.

Steve nodded, although he would have preferred not to have her in the mall at the same time. “You can grab what you need while I pick up something for my mom and then I’ll meet you in the food court.”

“You don’t want my help?”

He smiled. “I’m just going to get her a charm for her bracelet, but if you want to come with me, you can. I just thought if we separated, it would be much quicker and I could get you down into the salt air quicker.” He sent her a wink.

Jennifer smiled. “Fine, I’ll go do my thing and meet you in the food court.”

At the mall, Steve stood looking at the directory with Jennifer standing at his side calculating the window of opportunity he had. It would be tight, but he smiled and tapped the shop she was heading to. “You need to head upstairs, that way,” he said and pointed to his left. “I’ll meet you in the food court,” he added and planted a quick kiss on her lips.

He waited until she was out of sight and took off to the right, to the jewelry store three spots down on the main floor. He walked inside scanning the rings and his gaze fell on a similar set to the one he saw in Tracy’s magazine. He swallowed the nerve bundle in his throat and looked at the clerk.

“I’d like to see that set,” he said, pointing to the pair of rings and praying his voice didn’t shake with the bundle of nerves that attacked.

The clerk beamed and took the set out of the case and put them on the velvet holder for Steve to see. “These are exquisite. The center diamond is one carat and flawless. The clarity is a B, which is excellent. The smaller diamonds around the band total to another carat, each being roughly a tenth of a carat itself all packaged in twenty four carat gold.” He smiled. “The diamonds in your band are roughly an eighth of a carat each for a total of a carat and a half. The pair is on sale today for six thousand dollars.”

Steve nodded. “That wouldn’t happen to be a size five and a half, would it?”

“Unfortunately, no. It will take a couple weeks to resize the bands to that size.” The clerk took out the ring measure and measured Steve’s ring finger. “I would need to resize yours as well.”

Steve glanced at the mall and nodded. “Fine.”

The clerk wrote each item up and took the credit card Steve handed him.

“You don’t happen to have student discounts on top of the sale?”

“Not on engagement rings,” the clerk replied and scanned the card. “But with the sale you saved twenty five hundred dollars. The retail price for this set is eighty five hundred.”

Steve whistled and signed the slip. He scribbled his cell phone number on the slip. “Let me know when it’s in.” He tucked the papers away in his wallet.

“Thank you, Mr. Williams. I would expect them to be ready in a week or so. We’ll give you a call.”

“Thanks.” Steve found a bench facing the food court and sat, waiting for Jennifer. His stomach rumbling with nerves and he took a deep breath. The romantic beach proposal he had envisioned would have to wait. He closed his eyes. “I must be insane,” he whispered and opened his eyes. It was way too soon for him to pop the question, yet something was driving him in that direction.

He raised his eyes, meeting hers.

“What’s up?” Jennifer asked, taking a seat next to him.

“They didn’t have the charm I wanted. Looks like I’ll have to get it online.”

Steve glanced at the bag in Jennifer’s hand and stood. “It looks like you were successful,” he said, and escorted her out to the car. He opened the door for her and rounded to his side, hoping she wouldn’t catch the bundle of nerves eating at his stomach.

Jennifer’s head tilted and her eyebrows drew together as she regarded him.

“What?” he said, backing the car out of the parking spot.

Jennifer laughed lightly. “You’re too funny sometimes.”

“What?” He smiled over at her. Oh shit, she knows.

“You really don’t have a clue what that smile does to women, do you?”

A measure of relief struck him and Steve rolled his eyes. “I could care less what it does to others. I’m just interested in what it does to you.” He grinned, his dimples showing clearly in his cheeks.

“It makes me want to rip your clothes off and do naughty things to you.”

Steve chuckled. “That’s an interesting reaction,” he said and sent a sideways glance in her direction. “I’ll have to take you up on that when we get to the beach.”

Jennifer blushed and shifted in the seat. “Do you have any music we can listen to?”

Steve reached behind her seat, pulling out a case of CDs and handing them to her.

Jennifer flipped through and found a Nickleback CD. She popped it in and Far Away came crooning out of the speakers and Steve joined in, singing along as they drove through the winding roads down towards Portsmouth.

“You can hold a tune pretty well,” she commented between choruses.

He shrugged. “Maybe a little, but it’s nothing compared to your voice,” he said. Her voice was pure and sultry at the same time. “Good choice of song.” He reached over and took her hand, squeezing it before he returned his attention to the road.

With his surprise tabled for another week, his mind drifted back to the case and her most recent vision. He glanced in her direction, relishing the melody of her voice filling the car and decided to wait until they were closer to their destination before he would broach the subject. She deserved some relaxation, especially after the asthma attack.

They continued the drive in silence, listening to the music. When the signs for Portsmouth appeared, he turned the volume down. “Tell me about the vision.”

Her hand clenched in his grasp and she said, “Were there two teenagers on the missing persons list?”

“No,” Steve answered as they pulled onto the short stretch of highway leading to the Piscataqua River Bridge that would take them into Maine.

Jennifer paused, watching the sailboats on the water below. “Can we not talk about that right now?”

Steve sighed and nodded. “For now,” he said and squeezed her hand. He pulled off before the tolls and took Route 1A toward York Beach.

Jennifer grinned at the small quaint town of York and when Steve pulled out of the residential area into the view of Long Sands Beach, Jennifer gasped in awe. The two-mile strip seemed endless.

Steve parked and shifted to neutral, cutting the engine. He slipped off his sneakers and socks and opened the ashtray, counting out quarters to feed the parking meter. Jennifer stepped onto the sidewalk, barefoot and still in awe of the view. Her eyes locked on the Nubble Light House standing at the far corner of the point. “Wow.”

“You’ve never been here?”

“No.” Jennifer allowed him to lead her onto the beach. “It’s pretty.”

“It’s one of my favorite places. I love sitting on the rocks at high tide, listening to the waves sift through the pebbles when they pull back into the ocean. It’s soothing.” He walked down to the water line, holding her hand.

The quiet intimacy they shared cast a peaceful serene glow on Jennifer’s cheeks. “I love you,” she whispered.

Steve smiled and squeezed her hand gently, letting silence fall between them. “I loved Peg but it was nothing like this.” He let out a light laugh. “We certainly have chemistry.” He glanced over at her. “But it is much more than that.” He kissed her hand as they passed in front of a beachside restaurant. “Being with you always felt right, even ten years ago when we were just kids.” He stopped and turned so he stood in front of her, bringing his hand to her cheek. “I loved waking with you in my arms and I can’t imagine a future without you in it,” he finished and kissed her. He took her hand and began to walk again without waiting for a response.

She just walked alongside him, silent, her hand clasped in his. “I can’t either,” she said.

Steve grinned and let the silence fill the space between them as they strolled, listening to the ocean lap the shore, enjoying the warm breeze that enveloped them with the salty smell of the sea.

“Are you hungry yet?” he asked when they changed directions, heading back toward the car.

“Getting there.”

“You like lobster?”

“Who doesn’t?”

“I’ll take you to the place that serves the best lobster rolls in town,” he said and once they settled into the car, he drove farther down 1A to the center of York Beach, parking in front of a small street-side seafood place. He smiled and brought her inside. The place was small with old plastic booths and a few random tables with chairs, the smell of cooked lobsters hung in the air.

With two cups of lobster bisque and two lobster rolls in hand, he grabbed napkins and spoons and led her back to the car. Navigating the one-way roads, he looped through the center of town and crossed to the peninsula that led to the Nubble Light House. Luck worked in their favor and he caught a front parking spot. He hopped out of the car with the meal and climbed down the massive rocks, finding a sheltered dry spot to sit.

Jennifer followed and took a seat next to him.

Steve handed her a cup, spoon and lobster roll and took his out, sliding the bag and napkins under his thigh so they wouldn’t blow away.

“This is so peaceful.” Jennifer took her first spoonful of soup. “And this is so good.” She looked over at him.

“I told you they had the best seafood.”

“But the place is a dive.”

“No, it’s not. It’s a seafood market. They recently expanded to include a little cooking besides just boiling lobster for their clients.” He smiled and took a bite of the lobster roll.

Jennifer set the soup aside and unwrapped hers. She made a little noise of pleasure as she took her first bite.

Steve finished his in three bites. He cracked open his soup and took a spoonful as they watched the waves crash into the rocks.

When they finished eating, Steve threw the trash away and cuddled next to her, watching the endless ebb of the tide.

“Tell me about the vision,” he said softly in her ear, bringing her back to the reality of what was going on in a little town less than a hundred miles away. She tensed up and he tightened his grip around her, kissing her neck.

“A couple of teenagers. Girl and boy, and they were, um, preoccupied with each other. They never saw it come out of the water. I did.”

“What is it?”

Jennifer shook her head. “Something evil,” she said, “with red eyes that glow brighter than embers of a fire.”

Steve kissed her shoulder and put his forehead against it. “Do you think this thing in your vision is a manifestation of your imagination because you can’t come to terms with a person doing the things you’re seeing?”

The question surprised Jennifer, but because it came from Steve, she gave it the thought and consideration he deserved. Her dreams were one thing, but that thing in her closet was another. She shivered. “No. It isn’t human,” she said with certainty.

“If it isn’t human, how do I stop it?”

“I don’t think anything can stop it.”

“If it can be hurt, it can be killed.”

They listened to the waves in silence.

Steve slowly opened his eyes and sighed. “Something changed over the last couple of years in Brooksfield. Something set off this chain of events.”

“Tom and Peg died.”

Steve nodded. Both their lives changed drastically two years ago. The disappearances stepped up two years ago, and he wondered if there was a connection.

“Do you think there’s a connection?”

“Hmm?” He pulled to the side so he could look at her face.

“You and me. A connection. Two years ago, both of our lives were turned upside down.”

Steve glanced back at the water and squeezed her tighter. “I doubt it.” He kissed her cheek. “Come on.” He stood and helped her up.

“Where are we going?”

“Back to Brooksfield,” he said, and let out a sigh. Jennifer’s vision stroked his need to get back on the case, to prevent another disaster, another Amy, but the peace of the Maine shoreline pulled at him, offering him a reprieve from the horror attacking Brooksfield.

“I don’t really want to go back.”

His gaze met hers. “Neither do I, but I have class in the morning,” he said and opened the car door for her.

“We could get up real early?”

Steve laughed, tempted. He slipped into the driver’s seat and glanced at the ocean, lulling him. “I can’t,” he said. “I shouldn’t have taken this drive with everything going on, but you needed a little distance.” He backtracked past Long Sands and the little harbor, heading toward the highway.

The buzzing of a cell phone filled the car and Steve dug his cell phone from his pocket, and glanced at the display before bringing the receiver to his ear. “Hey, Murphy.”

“We’ve gotten word of a couple missing kids…,” Murphy said on the other line.

“Let me guess. Two teenagers, a boy and a girl?”

The silence on the other end confirmed his question. Steve sent a glance in Jennifer’s direction and took a deep breath. “I should be back in Brooksfield in a little over an hour.”

“Where the hell are you?”

“I took Jennifer to York, Maine. I thought the salt air would help alleviate the asthma,” he said. “Where do you want me when I get back?” he asked, hoping his boss would say the apartment.”

“Meet me at your lake house and then I want you at that fraternity tonight,” Murphy snapped. “I need you to find out what the hell’s going on.”

“Yes sir,” Steve said with no enthusiasm. “I’ll be back as fast as I can.” He flipped the phone closed and as soon as he merged onto the highway, his driving catapulted past aggressive to downright insane and Jennifer gripped the door as he weaved through traffic. “Sorry,” he said and offered a shrug.

“Was it two teenagers?”

“Yes,” Steve answered. “And I can’t stay with you tonight. Murphy wants me at the frat house.”

“I could stay with you.”

“I’ll think about it,” he said, even though he’d just assume hell freeze over before allowing her at the fraternity, not with the way Bill leered at her at the apartment. Something was happening, darkening the landscape, poisoning everything it came in contact with.

They drove the rest of the way in silence. Steve held her hand and let the facts flow through his mind, the legends, the cove, the ritual. They all had to be connected and he decided another internet search was in order. Even with his mind saturated with the case, his mood worsened the closer he got to Brooksfield.

The closer the town came, the more the deaths of two more kids ate at the lining of his stomach, turning the delectable meal into a roiling mass weighing him down. He glanced at Jennifer, her lips forming the perfect, kissable pout and he flicked his gaze back at the road. Irritation snaked over his skin. “I’m sorry.”

Jennifer squeezed his hand. “I know. Do you mind if I come with you to the frat house?”

Steve took a deep breath. “I can’t do my job with you there.”

“I don’t want to be alone.”

Steve glanced at her again, moving his hand onto the steering wheel. “I’ll stay over tomorrow night.”

“And if the thing in the closet comes back?”

“Sleep in the living room.”

“You can be a son of a bitch sometimes.”

Steve swerved to the side of the road and slammed on the brakes. He gripped the steering wheel, hard enough for his knuckles to ache, knowing his anger was misplaced. She didn’t deserve it; the killer did, so he opted to keep his mouth closed. After counting to ten and reining his fury in, he shifted into gear.

Jen grabbed his hand off the gearshift. “No, say what you were going to say.”

Steve closed his eyes. “Jenny, it’s my job.” He didn’t look at her. He just leaned his head back and rubbed his face. “I’d rather be with you than looking for two dead teenagers.” Hell, I’d rather take you a million miles away from Brooksfield where I’d know you’re safe. “I can’t do this tonight.” He was quiet for a second, and then put the car in gear and slowly pulled back on the road. He glanced in her direction. “And I don’t think it’s safe for you at the frat house.” Silence settled in the car.

“I’m sorry,” Jennifer said after the Welcome to Brooksfield sign passed.

“So am I.” Steve glanced at her. “I didn’t mean to snap.” The apartment complex loomed in the distance and when he finally parked in front of the entrance, he turned to her, yanking the keys from the ignition. “I’ll walk you up.”

The few extra minutes with her did little to lift his somber mood. In the elevator, he turned towards her, reaching out to graze her cheek with his fingers. “I wish I could stay with you tonight, but…,” he said as the elevators opened up on the penthouse floor.

“You have to work.” She finished his sentence and dug in her pocketbook for the apartment key she slid it into the lock and opened the door.

An eerie quiet within the apartment unsettled his nerves and kicked his intuition up a notch. “Wait here,” he said, and stepped past her with senses on high alert. Steve did a quick walkthrough of the apartment, stopping in her bedroom. He shivered from the cold draft wafting from the closet and he shut the door. When nothing else caught his attention, he headed back to the door. “Tracy’s not here and you really have to have her take a look at the air-conditioning in your closet, because I could feel the chill when I stepped in your room.”

“Tracy said there isn’t a duct in there.”

Steve raised an eyebrow. “Then there’s a leak of some sort in the air ducts which isn’t good.”

She wrapped her arms over her chest and bit her lip. Fear registered in her eyes as her gaze flicked to the hallway and back to him.

“Do you want me to get clothes out of your closet for tomorrow so you don’t have to?” he asked.

Jennifer’s eyes sparkled with unshed tears and she nodded.

He followed her to the bedroom and swung the door open. The temperature in the room plummeted and he hesitated at the entrance, scanning the clothing. The sweet scent of cedar wafted from the opening along with something that left an underlying taste in his mouth and he wondered if there was a Freon leak somewhere and that’s what triggered her asthma. It was a much more logical explanation than an imaginary monster.

Refocusing on the clothes, he turned to Jennifer. “What would you like?”

“The jean skirt and blue shirt back there,” she said and pointed toward the back wall.

Steve grabbed the hangers, handing them to her and stepping out of the closet. He closed the door behind him, jamming the desk chair under the knob, making it impossible for the door to unlatch and open by itself.

“Thank you.” Jennifer laid the clothes on the chair.

“Anytime. I just wish I could stay and maybe I’ll be able to hang here tomorrow night.” He kissed her goodbye and headed to the elevator.

Rubbing his face, he watched the numbers descend, a silent countdown like the one in the back of his mind, ticking off the seconds like a time bomb.

 

Chapter 25

 

Steve pulled into the fraternity and took a deep breath, shoving his foul mood out of sight where it festered under his skin. He walked inside, offering a “hey” and a smile to the group in the living room before heading up to his room. He changed into his jogging shorts and t-shirt and headed out for a run. A half hour later, he turned down the driveway to his grandfather’s cabin. He slowed as he approached the police barricade.

“I’m sorry, son, this is private property,” the officer guarding the driveway entrance said.

“I know. I own the property. Please tell Agent Murphy that Steve Williams is here,” he said, jogging in place.

The officer’s eyebrows lowered and his eyes narrowed, as he took a closer look at Steve. “Do you have ID?”

Steve pulled out his Brooksfield University student ID. “My badge is in the cabin,” he said, still jogging in place.

The officer looked between the ID and Steve and finally handed it back. “Agent Murphy is expecting you.” He stepped aside so Steve could pass.

Steve jogged the rest of the way up the driveway, approaching the cabin and the chaos outside. A search and rescue headquarters sat near the side of the cabin and the benches near the gazebo were filled with Brooksfield police and fire and rescue personnel under the makeshift canopy. Something about the callous way Murphy took over the property set his nerves on edge and Steve paced, allowing both his body and his temper to cool.

Agent Murphy left his post and crossed the expanse of lawn.

“You could have asked my permission,” Steve said, his breath a little labored from the run.

“Look, this is the perfect spot to coordinate a search and rescue. It’s containable,” he said. “I didn’t think you’d have an issue with it.”

Steve bit down on the response. He had worked with Murphy long enough to know he took advantage of the best available opportunities and as incensed as he was, if he was in Murphy’s place, he would have done the same thing. “Fine.” He stopped moving and wiped the sweat off his face with his shirt. “What do you need from me?” he asked.

“I need you to be at the fraternity acting like one of them and see if they drop any hints about this.”

Steve took a deep breath. “I think that’s the wrong place for me to be.”

Murphy glared at Steve. “What are you talking about?”

“Jennifer had another vision,” he said. “She’s been with me for the entire day, Jack. I haven’t left her side until about an hour ago when I dropped her off.”

Murphy turned away, but Steve caught the skepticism in his eyes.

“I know how far-fetched this sounds, but Jennifer has some sort of weird psychic connection to this.” He walked toward the dock and sat down on the steps.

Murphy followed and sat next to him. “Okay, let’s say she does. How can we use that to catch the son of a bitch?”

Steve smiled a little. “I’m not sure. There’s no rhyme or reason to when they show up and she thinks some monster is causing the deaths.”

“She’s right.”

“No, Jack, she doesn’t believe it’s human.”

Murphy began to laugh, and Steve shot a glare in his direction.

“What if it isn’t?” Steve asked, “What if she’s right?”

Jack looked out at the lake while he formulated his response. “Steve, I’ve seen some pretty sick shit in my life, all of which was the result of a human being,” he said. “This is no different.”

“Humor me. What if we are dealing with something outside the realm of the norm?” Steve glanced at his boss. “Just for a second, think as if it’s a real possibility.”

Murphy let the sounds of the task force fill the space between them before he spoke. “If it isn’t human…” He gnawed on that statement for a while along with his lower lip. “I don’t know, Steve. I just don’t know.”

Steve didn’t think Murphy would be able to take that leap and he nodded and stood. “I need to get back. Can I catch a ride in a marked police car? That ought to get the conversation kick started.”

Murphy laughed. “No way.”

“Yes, Murph. I can use that. I’ll tell them the jogging paths around this side of the lake are blocked by police and a search and rescue effort is going on for some fools who got lost in the woods.” He shrugged. “Otherwise, it’ll be a bitch to work missing people into a conversation.”

Murphy agreed and picked up his radio as they walked toward the driveway. “I need Agent Williams taken back to the fraternity in a marked Brooksfield police car.”

The car pulled up and Steve slipped inside.

“I’ll see you in class tomorrow,” Murphy said.

Steve sent a quick nod in his direction before he closed the door and settled back in the seat, explaining what he expected of the officer when they got to the fraternity.

The police car parked in front of the frat house a few minutes later. Several of the members were sitting out on the porch. When the officer opened the back door and Steve stepped out, he shot a smirk in their direction and swiveled his gaze to the officer.

“Next time, you may want to heed the park closing signs, son,” the officer said and slid back into the cruiser.

Steve nodded and walked up to the members of the frat house. He glanced over his shoulder as the cop pulled away. “God damn cops,” he muttered as he lumbered up the stairs. “Ruined a perfectly good run.”

“What happened?” Adam asked.

“I was running down one of the jogging paths around the lake and I ignored the no trespassing signs. Looks like some idiots got lost in the woods. There are cops everywhere.” He shook his head. “They gave me a hell of a time for being in the park after six.”

“What do you mean cops everywhere?” Adam asked.

“They’re all over the woods on the other side of the lake.”

“Where?”

“Pretty much across from the public beach and down the length of the lake.”

Adam and Joe exchanged glances. “Think they’ll be gone by Friday night?” Adam asked.

Steve shrugged. “Beats me, it depends if they find the idiots who got lost. Why?”

“We camp over that way for initiation,” Adam said, giving away nothing that Steve didn’t already know.

“You may have to find another spot,” Steve said.

Panic settled in Adam’s eyes and he snapped his head in Joe’s direction.

“I’m sure they’ll find them before then,” Joe smiled.

Steve looked between the two of them. “I gotta take a shower.” He headed inside.

* * * *

Joe stepped inside and heard the shower go on. He walked back onto the porch and smacked Adam on the back of the head. “Bill said not to clue him in on the initiation.”

“What’s Bill going to do with him during initiation?”

“I have no idea,” Joe lied. Bill had explained the initiation plans to him and asked for a few items. Joe had scored what Bill requested with surprising ease. As the next in line for the fraternity president spot, he had a special role to play this year. He wondered whether he could stomach it, but he didn’t want to entertain not following through for even a second.

Joe looked up at the second floor and shook his head slightly. If he thought his role pushed the limitations of sanity, Steve’s role was downright morbid.

He would bear witness to the entire event, even Jennifer’s death. Of course, that presumed the beast didn’t just tear him to pieces on sight.

 

Chapter 26

 

Jennifer found a movie she loved and put down the clicker, curling up on the couch. She drifted off into a light sleep with Nicholas Cage navigating The City of Angels.

Jennifer knelt in the middle of a dark room with candles decorating the walls all around her. The pentacle on the floor glowed with a fiery hue, yet the temperature plummeted and she shivered. Ice-cold hands pushed her forward, burning her shoulders and she screamed.

Jennifer awoke, bolting upright in the living room, shaking, her scream echoing in her ears. Her breath labored and she told herself to calm down in a silent repetitive mantra while her heart leapt into overdrive with panic and fear.

“Only a dream,” she repeated under her breath, wrapping the blanket tighter around her until she had control over her breathing. Her chest ached and she leaned her head back against the soft cushion of the couch and took a deep breath.

She glanced at the clock, surprised to see it was still early and she reached for the phone, dialing the now familiar number.

 

Chapter 27

 

Steve walked into his room with a towel around his waist when his phone rang. He flipped it open, closing the door behind him.

“Hey.”

“We found them near where we found that little girl,” Murphy said, and his voice betrayed his anger and disgust.

“Same condition?”

“Worse. Parts were missing this time.”

Steve sat down. His other line buzzed and he ignored it. “What parts?”

Murphy hesitated. “Both heads and his privates. Sheared clean off.”

This was a new development, very different from the others, and he wondered why. “Do you need me out there?”

“I need you where you are.”

Steve took a deep breath. “Any tracks?”

“No and no signs of animals either. We have the forensic team here now. What’s going on there?”

“They’re worried about the camping trip they are doing for their initiation ceremony on Friday night. That’s the only thing I could get from them when I got back. I think Bill is with Jen’s roommate tonight. Do you want me here or there?” he asked, hoping for the latter.

“I want you at the fraternity,” Murphy said. “You may be able to get a hint of something while he isn’t there in control.”

“Okay. Gotta go.” Steve hung up without waiting for further instructions. He looked at the caller ID to see who had called a few minutes before and hit redial.

“Hello?” Jennifer answered, breathless.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said, her voice that throaty sound that accompanied physical stress.

“Were you working out?”

“No, I had another nightmare,” she said. 

The slight tremble in her voice now made sense to Steve. “The teenagers?” he asked, his mind still logically on the case.

“No, and this time it wasn’t in that awful clearing. It was in something made of concrete.”

“What happened?”

“When it touched me, my skin burned. It hurt worse than anything I’ve ever felt. It was like my soul was being raped.”

Steve flopped back on his bed. All he wanted to do was go hold her in his arms, but he’d been given orders. “Awe babe,” he said, closing his eyes.

“Can I come over?” she asked, sounding a little like she was begging.

Steve inhaled but didn’t speak.

“Please.”

“Are Tracy and Bill there?”

“No, they haven’t come in yet.”

He understood her hesitancy to be at the apartment alone after having a disturbing nightmare and he sighed. “Okay,” he said, giving in to her plea. He hung up and stared at the ceiling, beating himself up for allowing her to come there. But he had no choice, he couldn’t leave tonight and he couldn’t say no to her. He slowly pulled on a pair of jeans and a crisp blue oxford, leaving it unbuttoned. He hand-combed his hair back and went downstairs, grabbing a beer and joining the guys on the front porch.

“You smell a hell of a lot better,” Joe remarked as Steve took the chair next to him.

Steve smiled easily. “Imagine what the back of that cruiser smelled like.” He raised the beer and took a swig while Joe let out a laugh. “So what’s up with the initiation? Do I have to do it?” he asked, looking over at Joe.

Joe shifted like he was uncomfortable with the question. “Ask Bill.”

“I’m asking you,” Steve said, taking another sip.

“I’m not sure.”

Steve nodded. “I’m not really into camping. Think I can skip it and hang with my girlfriend?” He drained the rest of the beer and let out a belch. He watched Joe out of the corner of his eye and did not like his reaction.

Joe broke out in a quick, knowing smile before he suppressed it and spoke. “I’m not sure. It’s up to Bill—he’s the president of the fraternity. You want another beer?” Joe asked, pointing at the empty bottle.

“Sure.” Steve handed him the empty. He glanced back at the street, expecting to see Jennifer’s car any minute. Joe came out with the second beer at the same time Jennifer pulled into the parking lot.

The smile that spread over Steve’s face prompted Joe to look over his shoulder. Steve stood and walked down the steps with a grin plastered on his face.

Jennifer followed suit. She stepped out of the car with her winning smile. “I figured I’d surprise you,” she said, playing the part beautifully.

“I like surprises,” he said as he wrapped his arm around her waist and planted a kiss on her lips. “You want a beer?”

“Sure.”

He escorted her up the stairs, pointed to the seat next to his, and handed her his beer. “I’ll be right back.” He trotted in the house to get another beer for himself, hating to leave her on the porch with all the rest of the fraternity members leering at her.

* * * *

“Hey Jen,” Adam said behind a crooked smile.

“Hi,” Jennifer said, shifting in her seat. Their intent stares set her skin crawling, like each and every one of them was mentally undressing her. She crossed her arms and legs, unconsciously blocking their continued inspection.

Relief flooded through her when Steve stepped outside again and she took a sip of her beer, meeting his gaze and silently transmitting her discomfort.

Steve put his hand on her thigh, conveying his ownership to all on the porch. His meaning was clear and he gazed around, marking his territory. The majority of the guys filtered inside, but Joe lingered.

“It’s been a while,” Joe said. He glanced nervously at Steve then back at her.

“Yeah it has,” Jennifer said.

“It’s good to see you again.”

“You too, Joe.”

He made his way inside.

Steve looked at her with a smile. He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Not here, okay?”

Jennifer smiled in return, but it felt foreign and forced. Not natural and certainly not the way she felt when she was acting. She decided to try a moment of levity instead of caving into the pressure building in her chest. “I’m hungry. Want me to cook you something?”

Steve sprayed his beer out in a laugh that caught both of them off guard. He coughed and laughed, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “French fries?” he sputtered, trying to dislodge what little beer had gone down the wrong pipe.

This time, the smile felt more natural and a measure of relief lifted the weight trying to constrict her lungs. “I’m serious about being hungry.”

Steve nodded. “I’ll be right back,” he said and left her alone on the porch again.

A couple minutes later, he came back with his shirt buttoned and his car keys in his hand. “Let’s grab something quick at Joe’s Grill,” he said, leading her to his car.

The minute they were out of view of the fraternity, he took her hand. “I’m sorry, babe.”

“That was weird.”

Steve huffed and nodded.

“They were looking at me like I was their next meal.” Jennifer shivered.

“I noticed,” Steve said, taking a deep breath. “You can’t stay with me tonight.”

“What better way to let them know I’m yours?”

“I’m not playing games with you,” he said. “That wasn’t normal, Jen. All of them looked at you that way, not just one or two.”

“They always took notice of me.”

Steve turned his hard gaze toward her. “Taking notice is one thing, but that was anticipation.” He looked back at the road.

“Anticipation?” she asked.

“Think about it. Think about the way I looked at you that day in the cabin just before we screwed around. That’s the look each and every one of those fuckers had,” he snarled.

Jennifer saw the fury in his eyes and she sunk into the seat, wringing her hands in her lap. He was right and it chilled her to the bone.

“I don’t want you anywhere near that fraternity.”

“I really don’t want to be alone tonight.”

* * * *

Fury raged in his blood, pumping hot pulses through his skin. “Do you know what Adam asked me the other day?” Steve snapped at her and stopped behind the line of cars at the drive-thru. “He asked me if you were worth it. Do you have any idea how much it took not to knock his lights out?” He closed his eyes and took a deep cleansing breath. “I can take down more than a few people at a time, but I’m not sure I can take out a whole fraternity and that’s what I’d be up against if you stay with me,” he said pulling up to the take out speaker. He rattled off his order and turned to her. “What do you want?”

“French fries and a milkshake.”

He placed her order, got the total and dug in his wallet for money.

“Are you sure you can’t stay with me?” Jennifer asked.

“I can’t tonight. I promise I’ll stay tomorrow night.” He leaned back in the seat; the demands of his job took a toll on his emotions. Anger wasn’t the only thing tainting his blood—icy fear played a part as well, and the behavior of his fraternity brothers was at the heart of his discord.

He’d like nothing more than to hold her all night, every night, but an order was an order and Jack wanted him at the frat house. He collected their dinner and pulled into a parking spot overlooking the valley.

As if reading his mind, she said, “I don’t see why you can’t just say screw it and stay with me.”

The conflict within him boiled over and he exploded, “God damn it, Jennifer. This is my fucking job!” He got out of the car and whipped his shake at the garbage can. It smashed against the inside, spraying the garbage can and a few feet beyond with the chocolate drink. He stood leaning against the front of the car with his back to her, his arms crossed.

The muscles in the back of his neck and shoulders tensed with the creak of the passenger door and he grated his teeth together as she stepped into view. After a sharp inhale, he let the hardness in his muscles soften. “I know you’re scared and a little freaked out about your closet, but I can’t protect you at the fraternity.” He let silence fall between them.

She offered him her milk shake and he shook his head.

The gesture melted the layer of ice that formed around his heart and he sighed, wiping a stay hair out of her face. Just the touch of her skin stirred him and he shifted gears away from his feelings back to the case. “They found the teenagers, by the way.”

Jennifer raised her eyebrows and her expression crumbled. “Oh, God.”

“So I’ve got my hands full right now. You can’t stay with me and I can’t stay at the apartment.” He took a breath. “Please stop making this more difficult than it already is.”

“Oh.” She stepped back, looking shell-shocked, her eyes tearing up and her lips trembling. “Okay.” She took a seat in the car, looking out the passenger window.

Steve saw the sting in her face as his words tumbled out and he dropped his arms, looking up at the sky. “A little help,” he said to the clouds in exasperation. Another deep breath and he turned, sliding back into the driver’s seat.

“Jenny,” he said, and waited. She didn’t turn. “Please look at me.” When she did, he swore under his breath. Tears rolled down her cheeks, cutting a path through her makeup and leaving streaks in their wake. “You need to understand where I’m coming from,” he began, holding up his hand to stop her impending interruption. “Please let me finish. I’d take a bullet for you in a heartbeat and it’s not just because it’s my job, it’s because I’m in love with you. I think I always have been, but that doesn’t matter right now. What matters is stopping this thing before someone else dies. As you so eloquently pointed out today, we may be connected in some way to everything that is going on.” He turned the car on again and sat back. “The fraternity is caught up in it, too.” He looked over at her. “I would like to keep you and the fraternity separate because I can’t do my job if I’m scared shitless that something’s gonna happen to you.” He put the car in gear. “At least at the apartment, I know nothing bad can happen.”

“What about the thing in my closet?”

“It’s only a vision or nightmare. It can’t hurt you like those men can,” he said, bringing his point home. “Now I’m going to let you finish your fries and drink with me on the porch, I’m going to walk you to your car and kiss you goodnight. You are going to drive back to the apartment and call me when you get there. Understand?”

“Fine,” she said, causing him to look over at her. “You can be a royal S.O.B.”

Steve half smiled. “Love me anyway?” he asked as he pulled into the parking lot and slid next to her car.

“Yes,” Jennifer said, grabbing her shake and the remaining fries.

Steve took the seat next to her on the porch. “I’ve got some homework to do,” he said.

Jennifer slurped up the last of her drink and smiled. “Do you really have to do homework right now?”

Steve smiled back at her. “Yes, I do.” He grabbed her empty containers and brought them in the house, coming back empty-handed. “I’ll walk you to your car,” he said, taking her hand. At the driver’s side of the car, he took her face in his hands. “I love you Jennifer Ann Curtis.” He looked into her green eyes before he kissed her, running one of his hands down her arm and around her waist, pulling her against him.

Jennifer started to laugh under his lips.

Steve broke the kiss. “What’s so funny?”

“My initials if we ever get married,” she said, grinning like a fool. “I’m keeping my middle name.”

Steve smiled. “JAW.” He kissed her gently and stepped away with the same smile on his face. “If?”

She rolled her eyes. “Is when better?”

“What do you think?” he tossed back, although her little clarification just made his day.

He watched her pull out and waved, turning to climb up the steps.

“Is she strictly a pussy fuck or does she like it up her ass?” Adam asked. He leaned against the post, his gaze following Jennifer’s car.

Like a light switch, Steve’s mood changed. He barreled up the steps, stopping when he was toe to toe with Adam. “You want to lose your front teeth?” He tightened his fist, flexing his arm and Adam flinched. “I didn’t think so.” Steve stepped toward the door.

“I’ve always wanted to bend her over this rail and fuck that pristine cunt until she screamed. Is she a screamer, Steve? ” Adam asked, pushing beyond Steve’s limits.

He stopped in his tracks.

* * * *

Joe saw Steve’s face flush red from inside the house. He moved quickly, running outside in time to catch Steve’s arm as he threw it back in a punch. Joe slammed Steve against the house. “You don’t want to do that,” he said. “I know Adam can be crude, rude, and obnoxious, but you don’t want to hit him.”

“The hell I don’t!” Steve roared, and pushed Joe off. He swung and connected with Adam’s jaw, sending him flying off the porch and onto the lawn on his back. He turned on Joe. “I don’t want to hear anyone talk about my girlfriend like that,” he growled and stormed into the house.

Joe waited until he heard the slam of a door and he turned a glare in Adam’s direction. “You stupid fuck,” he said, and turned, heading up to Steve’s room, softly knocking on the door.

“What?” Steve snapped.

“It’s Joe, can I come in?”

His question was met with silence. A moment later, the door opened and Steve went back to lying on his bed with his law book opened. “I’ve got studying to do.”

“Adam doesn’t mean any harm,” Joe began, but the look on Steve’s face cut him off. “He’s had a thing for Jenny ever since he met her.”

Steve rolled toward Joe. “That doesn’t make it right.” He looked back at his book.

“He’s pissed that you got the brass ring and you’ve only known her for what, four days?”

Steve sat up, glancing at Joe and biting his lip like he was debating whether or not to admit a secret. “I was Jen’s neighbor until she was eleven,” Steve revealed. “She and my kid sister were best friends before we moved out of town.”

“You’re kidding?” When Steve shook his head, Joe let a little laugh escape. “Really, wow, I didn’t know that.” He shifted and glanced down the hall before returning his attention back to Steve. “I didn’t even know you had a sister?” He wondered what else about this guy they didn’t know -- not that it would matter when all was said and done.

Steve shook his head. “She died,” he said and stretched back down, staring blankly into his book.

“I’m sorry man.” Joe wondered if Bill knew any of this.

* * * *

Steve nodded and looked back at Joe. “Shit happens,” he said, and went back to studying. He heard the door close as Joe left.

The phone rang and he flipped it open.

“I’m home,” Jennifer said. “Still no sign of Bill and Tracy.”

“Thanks for calling,” Steve closed his book. He had to get on the computer and do some more research into the town history and any lore he could find about the lake and Paradise Cove. If Jennifer was right and this thing wasn’t human, he needed to know what it was and how to stop it.

“I’m sorry about earlier.”

“You know how hard that was for me?”

“Yes. As hard as it was for me to drive away. I almost turned around a couple times.”

Steve inhaled, letting the last of the aggravation go. “I’ll see you tomorrow. We’ve got that public relations class again, then we can go back to your place and I’ll make you lunch.”

“You sure you don’t want me to cook?”

“No, you live in such a nice place. I’d hate to see you burn it down.”

“I can boil noodles.”

He chuckled. “I’m sure you can. Goodnight, angel.”

* * * *

“Good night,” she said, and hung up. She smiled and held the phone to her chest when Bill and Tracy came stumbling in.

“What’r you doin’ here?” Tracy slurred and stumbled forward. Bill caught her before she crashed into the wall.

Jennifer shrugged and waved toward the television. “Watching a movie.”

Bill leered at her with the same expression as the guys at the fraternity.

“Where’s Steve?” he asked, looking around.

“At the frat house. He had some homework to do.” She shrugged.

“Ah,” Tracy said, and stumbled again. Bill caught her with ease. He picked her up and disappeared down the hall.

Jennifer could hear Tracy giggling, which led to other noises she didn’t want to hear. She turned up the television volume and curled up on the couch. She had a tough time keeping her eyes open, drifting to sleep before the next commercial.

 

Chapter 28

 

Bill finished screwing Tracy and headed into the bathroom. He came back a few minutes later to find Tracy passed out and snoring. The television still blared down the hall, so he weaved his way to the living room and lowered the volume.

He stood watching Jennifer sleep for a while. Curled on her side with her top leg folded over the edge of the cushion, her dress slipped up her thigh revealing a glimpse of her underwear. With one hand under her cheek and the other arm draped behind her back, her position gave him a full view of her ample cleavage.

The small smile on her lips drove him mad.

He wanted to take her there on the couch. He wanted to feel her skin under his hands, under his body. He wanted to fuck her until she screamed. He crouched next to her and reached for her exposed thigh. Warmth radiated from her, stopping his hand less than a centimeter from her skin. He didn’t touch her thigh, but pushed the dress up a little and reached between her legs, lightly stroking the fabric of her underwear with his index finger.

Her body responded and she moved her leg higher, leaning into the couch and whispering Steve’s name.

Bill continued the gentle stroking, his heart pounding in his chest. He sped up, stroking her to the beat of his heart. If she woke, he would have to silence her a couple days earlier than planned. He continued anyway, despite the consequences, and when she came in her sleep, he moved the edge of her underwear away, sliding his finger inside the wetness. He pulled his hand away. Sucking his finger, tasting her sweetness, he headed back to Tracy’s room, closing the door behind him.

He fucked Tracy’s unconscious body hard and fast, ridding himself of the built up need.

 

Chapter 29

 

Jennifer woke up and stretched, smiling at the wetness between her legs and the gratified ache in her muscles. Her wet dream still colored her mind. Steve can even satisfy me in a dream. She turned the television off and headed to bed.

* * * *

When Jennifer came out of the shower with a towel wrapped around her, Bill stopped halfway through the dressing room. He stared at her, the feel of her body still with him.

“Oh, hey, Bill,” Jennifer said, brushing her long locks. “How’s Tracy this morning?”

“Hangover from hell. I’m not far behind either.” He scurried out of the room.

Bill drained a glass of orange juice in the kitchen as Jennifer walked in. He smiled at the exceptionally hot combination of the white mini-skirt and blue shirt she wore with her wet hair flowing over her shoulders. “Steve’s a lucky guy,” he said, and he put the glass in the sink.

“Stop looking at me like that.”

Bill raised his eyebrows. “Huh?”

“I don’t like it when you check me out.”

“Since when?”

“What do you mean since when?”

“I’ve always checked you out. You didn’t seem to mind it for all these years.” He walked over to her and lifted her chin so she looked at his face. “Why does it bother you now?”

Jennifer floundered and stepped away from him. “Because the way you look at me is different now. It’s no longer just appreciation.”

“Then what exactly is it you see?” he asked curious to hear her answer.

“Anticipation,” she spat.

Bill let out a laugh. “Your little episode yesterday must have messed with your mind more than you realize,” he said, but his eyes betrayed him as they grazed her again.

“It’s never going to happen.” She stepped away and walked out of the apartment, leaving him watching after her.

“That’s what you think,” he whispered as he slipped on his shoes by the door. He let himself out and entered the lobby as she drove by in her car. “In less than thirty-six hours, to be exact.” He stepped out of the building and into the warm September sunshine. “Anticipation,” he laughed.

She’d hit that one dead on.

 

Chapter 30

 

Steve rolled out of bed, grumpy without Jennifer next to him. It seemed unnatural, and he marveled at how quickly the need stirred in him. He missed her and vowed this would be the last time he ever woke up without her by his side.

He scoured the internet for most of the night and came up with some interesting lore but it didn’t enlighten him as to how to stop the horrors happening in Brooksfield.

The urban legends provided the most interesting information. According to some obscure sources, the curse spewed forth from a dying Palawion called a dark demon from the depths of hell to ravage any white man found on the sacred land. For years following his death, the area became a much bigger legend than the Bermuda Triangle, no white man dared to step onto Abinaqui territory.

Decades later, settlers came into the area with a witch doctor who swindled a deal with the demon, promising an annual sacrifice in return for reprieve in the attacks. When the demon took the deal, the lore said he was bound to the contract, which chained him to a small area of the forest as long as the sacrificial rites continued.

If the ritual was not performed to the demon’s satisfaction, he would be free of the bonds that kept him contained, allowing him to wreak havoc on the white man’s territory.

His mind wandered to the notebook and the implied meaning in relation to what he read and he shook his head. “No way. The girl is mine,” he whispered, yanking clothes out of his drawer. He headed toward the shower.

He made it to his eight o’clock class on time. Murphy looked like hell with dark bags under his eyes. Even his short military haircut looked disheveled. Steve wondered if they found any of the missing parts.

He didn’t pay much attention to class. His mind kept returning to two things—the way the frat boys looked at Jennifer, and the words in the notebook. The initiation ceremony gnawed on his conscience. What did it really entail?

Visions of Jennifer falling prey to satanic rituals preyed on his mind—teeth tearing at her in cannibalistic sacrament, rape, torture, and blood sacrifices to a dark god.

He shivered, shaking his head slightly to lose the morbid nightmare rolling behind his eyes. He doodled on the page of his notebook, prompting more questions than answers. Bloody letters soaked into the fabric of the paper again.

Stay away, she is mine!

“Bullshit,” Steve said aloud.

“Mr. Williams, do you have something to share with the class?” Murphy asked.

Steve stared at the paper, and then up at the classroom and shook his head. He exchanged a glance with Murphy and then lowered his eyes to the page. “No. Sorry for the interruption.”

“Please see me after class,” Murphy said and continued the lecture.

* * * *

Murphy climbed the steps and sat on the edge of the table in front of Steve. “What the hell is the matter with you?” he snapped as the door closed behind the last student.

Steve slowly turned the notebook. “Remember that leap I asked you to take yesterday? Try again and look at the center of the page.”

Murphy did. He saw a blank page. As he started to turn the notebook, red caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. He snapped his attention back to the paper in awe as the words appeared in his peripheral view. When he moved his gaze directly to the page, it was still blank. “What the…,” he trailed off and unfocused his eyes. He saw the fuzzy letters.

“Should have seen my reaction the first time they appeared.”

“I must be overtired.” Murphy rubbed his eyes.

“Tell me what you see.”

“Stay away, she is mine,” Murphy replied. “Looks like it’s written in blood with the way the letters seep into the page.”

“Bingo.” Steve closed the notebook. “Still think its human?” He stood.

Murphy looked at him, dumbfounded.

“It wants Jennifer.” Steve pointed to the unassuming composition book lying on the desk. His lips pursed. “It isn’t going to get her.” He swept the notebook off the desk and spun towards the door.

“It still could be a person. There are such rare things as projecting thoughts onto paper.” He rubbed his eyes. “I’ve never seen it, but others in the bureau studying psychic activity have.”

“There’s a part of the bureau that studies paranormal events?” Steve asked. It was his turn to be dumbfounded and he fell back into his chair.

“A small unit.” Murphy pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Like the X Files?”

Murphy laughed. “No, not like the X Files.”

Steve shook his head, chuckling. “Well I’ll be damned.” He traded a glance from the notebook back to Murphy, shaking his head. “You need to be clear of the woods before tomorrow afternoon.” Steve stood again. “The initiation ceremony is supposedly taking place tomorrow night and it’s under the cover of a camping trip.”

“I’ll make sure of it,” Murphy said. “Don’t forget, lunch tomorrow. I want to meet her and if she doesn’t show, I’m hauling you both in.”

“I know. We’ll be there.” Steve left the room. He trotted to his next class, slipping through the door a few minutes late again.

The professor turned, staring at him. “Mr. Williams, you are late yet again,” he said, drawing attention of the room to Steve.

“My professor wanted a word with me after my eight o’clock class.”

“I don’t care. I thought I was clear on Tuesday—I give one and only one chance to be late. As of right now, the highest grade you can get in this class is a B.” He turned back toward the board.

“I disagree,” Steve replied. An argumentative mood scraped over his skin like rough sandpaper. He stood and trotted down the steps to the floor near the professor, gazing in the open lesson book. “I could teach this class more accurately than you and be entertaining in the process instead of making everyone fall asleep.”

The professor’s entire face went red and he didn’t speak.

“Don’t have a coronary,” Steve said, picking up the lesson book. “If I can accurately teach the class today, will you waive my being late?”

The entire classroom watched with slack jaws.

“Get out of my classroom,” the professor sputtered when he found his voice.

“Law is all about negotiation, professor. I’m negotiating for an A. Aren’t you the least bit curious whether I can do this or not? Whether I know your material well enough?”

“You were late. I only give one warning.” The professor stood fast.

Steve closed the book, handed it to the professor, and walked out; grabbing his notebook on the way past his desk, leaving stunned silence in his wake.

Steve sat on the bench in the warm sun, frustrated.

He flipped open his phone and pressed speed dial.

“I just pissed off Professor Lang,” he said to Murphy.

“What happened?” Murphy sighed into the phone.

“I told him I could teach the material better than he did and he threw me out. I guess I’m dropping the class,” Steve said, looking out at the campus. He had less than an hour before his next class. “And by the way, what the hell am I doing in a public relations class?”

“You have to ask after what you just pulled?”

Steve started to laugh. “Okay, I guess I deserved that. I’ll check in later.”

“Don’t piss off any other faculty members today.”

“I’ll do my best.” Steve folded the phone up. He walked over to the building where his PR class was and stretched out on a stone bench, waiting for the hour to go by.

“What are you doing here so early?” Jennifer walked up to him.

“I got kicked out of class.” He tilted his head back so he could look at her.

“What?” She took a seat next to him when he sat up on the bench.

“I’m very good at pissing people off. And I think I pushed my last professor over the edge.” He relayed what he had done, including his exiting statements.

Jennifer sat with her hand over her mouth, eyes wide in surprise.

“That’s what everybody in the class looked like.” He laughed, pointing at her.

“Steve, that was just rude,” she said after the shock wore off.

“I didn’t wake up with you in my arms, so I’m a little pissy today. It won’t happen again.”

“What, you being pissy?”

“No, not waking with you in my arms,” he said, and the smile that graced her face made it worth it. “I missed you.” He didn’t tell her about the information he found online or the message in his notebook. He didn’t want to ruin the lighthearted mood.

“I dreamt about you,” Jennifer said and her cheeks budded into tiny rosy spots.

“Really?”

Jennifer nodded. “Really.”

“How was I?” he asked, perpetuating the humor.

“Almost as good as the real thing.” She looked at him sideways.

He laughed. “Well, after class, I’ll remind you just how good the real thing is.” He bumped her gently with his shoulder.

“I’d like that.” The blush took on a crimson tone.

“How would you like it today?” He grinned, prolonging the conversation just to see what color her cheeks would turn next.

“I don’t know.”

“Sure you do.” He bumped her with his shoulder again. “Do you want control or do you want me in control?”

Jennifer thought about it. “I’m not sure. Maybe a little of both.” She raised her eyebrow at him.

He grinned and looked around, then back at her. “Have I told you I loved you lately?”

 

Chapter 31

 

“Can I have a piece of paper?” Steve asked when they sat down in the classroom.

Jennifer looked at the notebook and back at Steve. The smile on her face faded away. She slowly ripped a page off her pad and hand it to him. “What’d it say today?” she asked, motioning toward his notebook.

He glanced at her sideways. “You know, I’d rather just forget it for today.”

Jennifer was curious. “What did it say?”

Steve sighed and opened the book.

I am going to kill him.

Jennifer gasped and looked at Steve, her eyes wide with fright. I’ll be damned if I let that happen, she thought.

He closed the notebook. “It said something different for you, didn’t it?” He scanned the filling classroom before returning his gaze to her. “For me it said Stay away, She’s mine. Like that’s going to happen.” He rolled his eyes.

Jennifer glanced toward the front of the class and saw nothing. Her heart raced, drumming a beat in her chest like the quick tempo stanzas in Queen’s Bohemian Rhapsody. “No, mine didn’t say that,” she whispered, willing her lungs to relax. A distinct wheeze emanated from her, despite her efforts to control her breathing, and she focused on the instructor tapping his pencil on the podium to gain the attention of the class.

“You should have let me just forget it today,” he grumbled.

Jennifer reached over and took his hand, giving it a squeeze and letting go. She turned her full attention to the instructor.

* * * *

Steve stared at his hand and then moved his eyes, taking her in. The gesture was simple, yet it moved him. He didn’t want to be in the classroom and fidgeted in his chair, tapping his pen on the desk until Jennifer shot him a warning. He doodled on the paper and kept stealing glances at her. So adorable, concentrating on what the teacher was saying and diligently taking notes, he wrote three words on the paper and slid it across the desk to her.

Jennifer glanced at the note and blushed. It was pretty crude but she nodded, grinning at him, handing it back.

Steve sat back in the chair and folded the paper, a smile still on his face. He glanced at the table in front of him and almost tumbled over in the chair when his legs involuntarily pushed away from the counter. Blood pumped out of the notebook all over the desk. It spilled over the edge and he slid further back, shooting a glance at Jennifer. Her wide eyes were glued to the red stain spreading over the counter top.

The blood ran off the front edge, onto the student sitting in the next row. He didn’t notice the gooey liquid dripping into his hair and oozing onto the collar of his shirt. Jennifer glanced around the room, catching a glare from the girl sitting next to her.

Jennifer turned back to Steve. He slightly shook his head and put his hand out. She took it and grabbed her books. He yanked her out of the classroom, leaving the seeping notebook on the desk and the instructor irritated at their abrupt departure.

“The notebook was fucking hemorrhaging. What the hell was that?” he cried when they hit the fresh air.

“It obviously doesn’t want us together.” Jennifer’s voice shook. “I think your note triggered it.”

“It didn’t like ‘fuck me later?’”

“Imagine if you’d said ‘fuck me now?”

What a ridiculous time for humor, but it worked. He laughed aloud. “This can’t be really happening. Notebooks don’t fucking bleed.” He practically dragged her across campus toward the parking lot.

“Can you slow down a little?”

He glanced at her and then scanned their surroundings. “Sorry,” he said, slowing his pace. “I’m just a little freaked out right now.” He flipped open his phone and pressed a number. “Is anyone at the cabin?” he asked. “Okay.” He flipped the phone closed. “Looks like it’s your place.” He glanced over at her.

Jennifer scanned the parking lot. “Where’s your car?”

“I walked to campus this morning. If you drop me at the frat house, I’ll follow you.”

“Sure.”

“What did you see in the notebook?”

Jennifer started the car without speaking. “It doesn’t matter because it’s not going to happen.”

“What did it say?”

Jennifer glanced at him. “It said it was going to kill you.” She looked back at the road.

“I am not dying and neither are you,” Steve said. “I told you that the other day.” He looked out the window and gripped the door handle like it was the last rung on a crumbling ladder.

Jennifer glanced at his pale white knuckles.” You have a problem with my driving?”

“No.”

“Then why do you have a death grip on the door?”

“I don’t like being a passenger in any car. Lack of control thing.”

“Control freak?”

“Why do you think I’m a cop?”

“I don’t know, I just thought you liked handcuffs.”

His smirk morphed to a grin.

Jennifer pulled into the fraternity parking lot next to his car. “Can we just forget about all this for the rest of today?”

“Fine by me. I’ll be right behind you.” He hopped out of her car and dug the keys out of his pocket. He pressed the play button on the CD player and spun his wheels, peeling out behind her. The music filled the car and he sang while navigating the streets back to the apartment, trying to let the tune relax the tension wiring his entire body.

Jennifer might be able to forget for a while, but there was no way he would get that vision out of his head and he doubted anything short of a drinking binge would wipe it away. He pulled in next to her, hesitant to shut off the car and face reality. She approached his open door, and the way she stared at him woke up his libido and he grinned, finishing the song before shutting the car off.

He offered her his hand and the moment her skin met his, the fire in his heart bloomed. There was no way he’d stand by and let harm come to her and he made a silent vow to protect her at all costs.

“You could sing that song to me every day of my life and it still wouldn’t be enough,” she said, opening the door to her apartment and stepping aside so he could enter.

Steve grinned and put his arm around her waist, swinging the door closed. He sang the chorus of Far Away, twirling her around the entry. “I’ll sing every day if you promise to always look at me like that.” He didn’t wait for an answer, yanking her close, he crushed her lips under his, his tongue slipping in her mouth, mingling with hers and blocking the vision of the bleeding notebook.

When the kiss broke, his mind drifted back to the case and the levity disappeared. “I know you didn’t want to think about what happened today, but after what happened yesterday I want to take you out of Brooksfield.” He wiped the hair away from her face. “I don’t think it’s safe for you here.”

“You’re the one it threatened.”

“I’m a big boy, Jen. I can take care of myself. Besides, based on my research, whoever is doing this may be mimicking that old legend you told me about.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “You still think it’s a human after today?”

“Humans are capable of horrifying things, Jen,” he said. “And Murphy tells me there are some out there with the mental power to induce hallucinations like we saw today.”

She peeled herself out of his grip, grabbed her book bag and took a seat on the cushy couch, sending him an exasperated look.

“Human or not, based on the notes I’m seeing, it is setting its sights on you and I’m just in the way.”

“I need to study,” she said, opening the book in her lap. “And I really don’t want to talk about this.”

“I want you out of Brooksfield.”

Her gaze shot to his. “For how long?”

“For however long it takes to catch this guy,” Steve answered.

“I can’t just drop out of school because someone’s terrorizing the town.”

Frustration soured his mouth and he ran his hand through his hair. “Then why don’t you stay at my place?”

“Oh yeah, alone in the woods. That’s just where I want to be.” She rolled her eyes and dropped her gaze to the book in her lap.

“Can you just leave town for the weekend then?” Every nerve ending in his body shouted to haul her away against her will, but he knew the second he turned his back, she’d find a way to come back into the hot zone.

She sighed and met his gaze. “Where do you want me to go?”

“I’ll see if Murphy can arrange a safe house for you for the weekend.”

“You’re really serious about this,” she said, putting her book on the table.

“Yes, I’m dead serious. After we meet him for lunch, I’ll have him take you into protective custody for the weekend and I’ll personally pick you up on Sunday.”

“What am I going to tell Tracy?”

“I don’t know. Tell her you’re meeting your parents for the weekend.”

She bit her lip and nodded. “Fine. But I’m not running off and hiding every time you think I might be in danger, understand?”

He couldn’t help the smirk that surfaced. In twenty-four hours, he’d be able to breathe and concentrate on the case without worrying about her every waking moment.

“Don’t you have homework?”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No. We have some stuff for the Public Relations class. Did you even look at the syllabus he handed out Tuesday?”

Steve laughed.

“I may be dating you and willing to surrender into protective custody for you, but I am not doing your homework for you.”

“I would never dream of asking you to do that.”

“Bullshit.”

He grinned. “Well, maybe.”

“If you’re here at the school, you’ve got to do the work.” She dropped her notebook on the table and rummaged for a pen.

He crossed behind her and laid his hands on her shoulder, leaning close and kissing her neck. “Maybe I’ll just make love to you for the next twenty-four hours.”

“Tempting as that may sound, I really have to get some work done,” she said over her shoulder and broke away from his playful grip. “I am actually a student, remember?” She disappeared into her room, coming out a few minutes later with the rest of her books and a laptop computer.

Steve wandered into the kitchen to assess what they had for food. He took four chicken breasts out and put them on a plate on the counter.

“What are you doing?” Jennifer asked from the kitchen door.

“I figured I’d make myself useful and make dinner tonight.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Go study, I have to make sure you have everything I need,” he said and continued his inventory, placing the ingredients that did not require refrigeration on the counter next to the thawing chicken breasts. He found a pad of paper, scribbled the few missing ingredients, and headed to the living room. “I’ll be back in a few.”

“Wait,” Jennifer said and tossed him her keys. “Take my keys so you can get in when you get back.”

“Where are you going to be?”

“Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. I might not hear you knock.” She held up her MP3 player.

“Okay. I’ll be back.” He disappeared out of the apartment. The grocery store was just around the corner and it didn’t take long for him to get the items on the list.

Jennifer was on the couch reading one of her textbooks when he came in. She didn’t even glance up as he walked through the room with the grocery bag. That didn’t sit well with him. She needed to be more aware of her surroundings, especially with the level of danger in the air. He put the food away and came back out in the living room, standing and watching her, every second that ticked by increased his unease.

Finally, she looked up.

“You’re back already?” She removed the earphones.

“You didn’t even look up when I came in. That’s not smart, Jen. You always should be aware of your surroundings.”

“I’m studying.”

“What if it wasn’t me?” He took a seat across from her.

Jennifer rolled her eyes. “Who else would it be?”

“Sometimes you can be so naïve,” he said. “This is an apartment building. The front doors are open during the day. Anyone can walk in. Anyone.”

“So?” she replied with a shrug.

“Look, I know you think this place is safe, but it isn’t. My first bust was a serial rapist.”

Jennifer raised her eyebrows.

“At Yale.” His eyes bore into her. “A college campus. Now, I understand your apartment isn’t on campus, but the security here is just as lax as most of those dorms were.”

“But the door automatically locks when you shut it.”

Steve hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “That lock is a cinch to pick. The deadbolt is a different story. You should have that engaged whenever you’re here alone and when you leave the apartment.”

Jennifer pursed her lips and mimicked Steve. “I should have the dead-bolt engaged.”

“I’m serious, Jennifer!”

She smirked and nodded. “I know.”

“You’re incorrigible.” He shook his head and crossed to the slider, scanning the view before turning back to her. “Do you ever use the deadbolt?”

Jennifer turned and shook her head.

“Not smart, babe,” he said. “I would hate like hell to see you get hurt like those girls did. They all thought it was safe where they were too.”

“That’s New Haven. This is Brooksfield, New Hampshire,” Jennifer scoffed.

“And the nice man who raped thirty four women was from some little unknown place in Pennsylvania, smaller than Brooksfield, as a matter of fact,” he snapped. “It doesn’t matter where you are. There are psychos everywhere. You could at least flip the deadbolt when you’re alone and lock it when you leave.”

* * * *

I’m more concerned about what may be in this apartment. Jennifer glanced at the hallway leading to the bedrooms and then at the door. The idea of the dead bolt preventing her from getting away from the thing in the closet was more unnerving.

She returned her attention to Steve and nodded.

“Promise?” he asked.

“Promise,” she agreed.

Steve nodded. “I’m going to go take a nap on the balcony.”

Jennifer watched him for a while and then went back to reading the textbook. By the time the clock read three, she had finished most of her work.

Tracy waltzed in from her classes, lugging her backpack and juggling extra textbooks. “Where’s Steve?” she asked, looking around. “I saw his car.”

“Out here,” he called.

“I’m studying, he’s relaxing.” Jennifer rolled her eyes.

“Must be nice,” Tracy replied.

Steve walked into the living room, grabbing a soda from the refrigerator behind the bar. “I’m cooking dinner tonight. Is Bill coming over?” he asked.

“You’re cooking?” Tracy asked.

“Yes. Is Bill coming over?” he asked again.

“Nah, he has prep to do for initiation tomorrow night.” She shrugged. “I’m surprised you’re here with all that going on.”

Steve glanced at Jennifer. “I’d much rather be here with Jen.”

“Ah, if only I could find a love like that,” Tracy said in a mocking tone. “He cooks, he dotes on you and my, my, my, he is just delicious to look at.”

Steve laughed. “So, it’s just the three of us.”

“Ménage a trois?” Tracy asked raising an eyebrow and licking her lips suggestively.

“No thanks,” Steve replied before Jennifer could admonish her friend.

“I thought that was every man’s fantasy.”

“I’ve only got one fantasy and she’s sitting right there.” Steve pointed at Jennifer.

“God Jen, he is just too good to be true.” Tracy plopped herself on the couch and flipped the television on.

“Soap opera?” Steve gawked at the television as Jennifer closed her books and leaned back to watch the program. “Ah,” he grumbled and went back out on the balcony.

Jennifer exchanged a grin with Tracy.

“He isn’t perfect after all.”

“Close to it, though,” Jennifer said, and glanced over her shoulder. “And I am going to marry him someday.”

Tracy grinned. “Will I be the maid of honor?”

“Absolutely. I promise to pick out the most hideous bridesmaid dress just for you.”

Tracy giggled. “Teal…or, better yet, pumpkin-colored, right?”

“Oh don’t make me gag,” Jennifer giggled along with her friend.

Jennifer and Tracy settled in to watch the soap opera and Steve disappeared into the kitchen to begin preparations for dinner.

Delectable scents wafted from the kitchen and Jennifer and Tracy exchanged a look, both hopping to their feet and heading into the kitchen. A red sauce bubbled on the stove and the scent of fresh roasted garlic filled the air along with warm Italian bread.

“Out.” He shooed them away. “I’ll call you when it’s ready.” He closed the door on both of their questioning eyes.

Jennifer stared at the kitchen door, surprised. “How am I supposed to learn to cook?” She turned her arched eyebrows in Tracy’s direction.

“Why would you want to with a man like him?” Tracy grabbed two wine coolers from the bar, handing one to Jennifer and heading onto the balcony. She took a long draw on the drink, draining half of it. “Seriously, Jen. He is really wonderful.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” Jennifer said and took a liberal sip of the cooler. “I’m so in love with that man I can’t think straight when he’s around.”

“Is he as good in bed as he is with everything else?”

Jennifer blushed. “Tracy…”

“Well?”

Jennifer tried not to smile. “Come on,” she let out a little laugh.

“Is he?”

“Yes, amazing, now stop.”

“You have to give me details,” Tracy said, finishing her drink.

“That’s just crude.”

“I want to live vicariously through you at this moment, so give me details.”

“No. Besides, you have Billy.”

Tracy let out a sarcastic humph.

“You do have Billy, right?”

“I don’t know, Jen. He’s been acting downright weird lately. First, he doesn’t seem interested, then he’s all over me and back again. I’m getting sick of his hot and cold behavior. Nothing is going to ever come out of the relationship anyway. We never talked about marriage, ever. I’m just an easy lay for him,” Tracy said, getting up and disappearing. Seconds later, she returned with two more wine coolers. “And he’s just a substitute for a vibrator for me at this point. And a bad one at that.” She opened the cooler.

“I’m sorry,” Jennifer said, cracking her second drink open.

“Don’t be. At least I realized he was a shmuck now.” She looked at Jennifer. “So tell me about him.” She pointed her thumb toward the kitchen.

“He can make me hot just with a look,” Jennifer admitted. “And when he touches me, oh my God Tracy, it’s like my skin’s on fire.”

“His smile could make any woman hot.”

“Yeah, well, getting that caught up isn’t always a good thing. We both have forgotten protection more than once.”

“Forgotten?”

“Haven’t you ever been that swept away?”

She shook her head. “Never.”

“It’s kind of scary,” Jennifer said glancing over at the kitchen entry. “I’d sell my soul to be in his arms for the rest of my life.”

Tracy shivered and shot a glance at the lake. “You don’t mean that.”

“Yes I do.” Jennifer finished the rest of the first cooler and started the second one. “Will you be our children’s godmother?” Jennifer asked, looking out at the lake.

Tracy didn’t respond at first. “I would be honored,” she said.

They sat in comfortable silence and drained their drinks.

Steve stepped onto the balcony a little while later and gave Jennifer a kiss. “Dinner will be ready in about twenty minutes,” he said. He glanced at Tracy. “Where’s the wine?”

Tracy got up and went into the kitchen with Steve, leaving Jennifer on the balcony to dissect the conversation. Tracy and Bill were having issues, which could explain his sudden intense interest. She huffed at the thought. It was much more than that and she knew it.

She couldn’t wait to be out of this town this weekend, but she’d never admit that to Steve. Just like him, she thought there was a connection and time was ticking.

Tracy stepped back onto the deck. “How come you always get the good ones?” she mumbled and sat next to Jennifer.

“You’ll meet Mr. Right someday.”

“I hope so,” Tracy said, finishing her drink.

Steve poked his head out. “Dinner is served.” He bowed graciously and led them into the kitchen, helping them with their chairs before taking the seat at the head of the table.

The presentation of the meal was restaurant quality. A chicken parmesan cutlet sat in the center of each plate, surrounded by angel hair pasta drizzled in sauce. In the center of each cutlet was a small sprig of parsley. Even the salad was fancy with sliced tomatoes, shredded carrots and fancy cut cucumber in the shape of a rose in the center of the bed of mixed greens. The loaf of toasted Italian bread graced the center of the table, surrounded with roasted garlic halves strategically placed around the slices.

“I’m impressed.” Tracy looked at the spread before her. “Very impressed.”

He filled each of their glasses with the wine, graciously accepting the praise. “Thanks,” he said placing the bottle on the table.

Jennifer took a bite. “This is delicious!”

Tracy swallowed her first bite. “Oh my God, this is heaven.”

Steve smiled. “Glad you like it.”

“If you don’t marry him, I will,” Tracy said to Jennifer.

Steve laughed and dug into his food.

“You’re a law major, right?” Tracy asked as she washed down her food with the wine.

Steve nodded, glancing at Jennifer. “Yes.”

“What’s your concentration?”

“Criminal law.”

“Defense attorney?” she asked curiously.


Steve shook his head. “No, I want to put criminals away.” Dimples appeared in his left cheek as a partial smile surfaced.

Tracy glanced at him. “Really?”

“Yes,” Steve said, shooting a quick smile Tracy’s way.

“Have you ever broken the law?” Tracy asked.

Jennifer laughed and both pairs of eyes swung in her direction.

“As a matter of fact, I did when I was younger, quite a few times,” he replied, keeping eye contact with Jennifer.

“What’d you do?” Jennifer asked surprised that he had had any trouble with the law.

He grinned and leaned back with his wine. “I never said I got caught.”

Tracy laughed. “Oooo, and he has a dark side to,” she said to Jennifer.

“What did you do that was against the law?” Jennifer asked.

“I wasn’t a saint in high school.”

“What’d you do?” Tracy asked.

Steve shrugged but kept quiet.

“Come on, you can tell us,” Tracy pried.

Steve narrowed his eyes and tilted his head. “Aren’t you on the school paper?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I’m not telling a reporter about my indiscretions.” He grinned. “I can just see the headline now.”

Tracy laughed. “Off the record then.”

Steve shook his head. “All you have on me is that I admitted to breaking the law a time or two. Hell, pouring that wine for you is against the law. You’re underage.”

Tracy raised her glass, swirled the wine around, and downed it. “More please?” She smiled sweetly.

Steve slid the bottle in her direction, but made no attempt to pour her another glass. His dimples deepened with his barely suppressed grin making both Tracy and Jennifer laugh.

“You really are a piece of work,” Tracy said, grabbing the bottle and filling her glass.

“I try.” He winked at Jennifer.

“So, have you spoken to any firms about an internship?” Tracy asked, continuing the line of questions.

“I never said I was going to be a lawyer,” Steve said, finishing his dinner and refilling his glass.

“But your concentration is criminal law?”

Steve nodded and sipped his wine.

“What else is there?” she asked.

“Law enforcement,” he said putting his glass down. “That interests me more than show boating in a courtroom.”

“But there’s no glamour in law enforcement.”

“I’m not interested in glamour or fame. I’m interested in justice.”

Tracy tilted her head, studying Steve. “You really are a white knight,” she said.

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“Ever shoot a gun?” Tracy asked, causing both Jennifer and Steve to blink in her direction.

“Yeah. My grandfather was a cop. He taught me to use a gun,” he replied. “You?” he asked Tracy.

“A hunting rifle,” she replied. “My dad took me on a hunting trip once. Holding a weapon that could kill in an instant was scary and thrilling at the same time.” She shrugged. “But I couldn’t shoot Bambi.”

Steve seemed to be sizing her up in that moment. “You don’t scare easily, do you?”

“Not particularly,” Tracy replied. “I like watching scary movies when I’m alone.”

“So, what scares you?” Steve turned the tables, digging.

“Things I can’t control,” she replied without hesitation.

“Doesn’t seem like there are a hell of a lot of things that would fall under that category? Be more specific,” he said, stroking her ego and questioning her at the same time.

“You know…things…,” Tracy said, shifting uncomfortably.

Steve glanced over his wine. “No I don’t know. Enlighten me.” He took a sip without breaking eye contact.

Tracy smiled. “Things that go bump in the night.”

Steve laughed and glanced at Jennifer. She sent him the evil eye, willing him to stop hoping the warning was clear. He took the cue and backed off. “I’ll have to remember that if I get up in the middle of the night.”

Tracy laughed. She took the last bite of the meal and stood, clearing the plates. “I’ll clean up.” She smiled over her shoulder. “You two go relax.”

“You sure?” Jennifer asked, bringing her plate to the sink.

“Yes. Go relax,” Tracy said.

Steve put his plate in the sink. “Thanks, Tracy.” He pulled Jennifer into the living room and onto the balcony, wrapping his arms around her. “What was the warning glance all about?” he whispered in her ear before sucking her ear lobe.

“You were interrogating her.”

“So? She was interviewing me.”

“She isn’t a suspect. Don’t treat her like one.” Jennifer kissed him before he could argue.

“All right,” Steve said after their kiss broke. He glanced at the panoramic view and sighed. “Isn’t Thursday party night here?”

“Yes. We usually go dancing.”

Steve raised his eyebrows. “Then I think we should.”

Jennifer laughed.

“You don’t think I can dance?”

Jennifer shook her head, still laughing.

“I got moves, baby,” he said and twirled her around.

“I know that, but can you dance?”

Tracy appeared, wiping her hands on a cloth. “What’s so funny?”

“Steve wants to go dancing.” Jennifer laughed.

“I’m in,” Tracy said. “Assuming I’m invited,” she added as an afterthought.

“It’s Thursday night and I figured some of the fraternity brothers would be out before the big night,” Steve said with a shrug. “And Jennifer here thinks the idea of me dancing is the funniest thing she’s heard today.”

Tracy looked him over. “Oh yeah, I bet you smoke on the dance floor.”

“Tell her that.” He pointed to Jennifer, who was in hysterics at this point.

“It’s not nice to laugh at your boyfriend,” Tracy said. “Especially when he’s in the room with us.”

“I’m sorry, I just can’t see it,” Jennifer said, winding down.

“Are you ready to go, or do I have to wait until you two get all decked out?”

“Five minutes,” they said at the same time and ran down the hall.

Jennifer threw opened her closet and stepped in, flipping on the light. She grabbed a Maya blue dress with a flare skirt and fitted top. When she leaned down to grab the matching shoes, she saw a flash of red at the back of the closet. She jumped out of the closet with both the dress and shoes in her hands, slamming the door as quickly as she had opened it. Staring at the door, she tentatively reached out, her fingers grazing the icy doorknob.

“You almost ready?” Tracy called from the bathroom.

Jennifer turned away from the closet, peeling off her clothing. She threw the dress on and hustled into the changing room.

Tracy was touching up her makeup and glanced at Jennifer. “Nice choice.”

Jennifer put on a little make up and lipstick, ignoring the sensation of being watched. She sat on the stool and ran a brush through her hair while slipping her shoes on with one hand. Standing, she glanced in Tracy’s direction. “Ready?”

“Yep,” she said pressing her lips together to blot the lipstick.

They walked out of the bathroom, grabbing their IDs from their bedrooms, and met in the hall, walking out to meet Steve.

Steve turned when he heard them coming and his jaw dropped. A slow wicked smile crossed his lips. “I’m going to be the envy of every man in that place,” he said and put his elbows out.

* * * *

The atmosphere pulsed with a hip-hop beat. Even though it was early in the evening, the dance floor was already crowded.

“You ready for this?” Steve grinned at the two of them and waved at the tequila shots he brought to the table.

Tracy took the shot and sniffed. She tilted her head and raised her eyebrows. “This smells better than Jose Cuervo.”

“That’s ‘cause it is. I upgraded to Tequilame.”

Jennifer tentatively picked up her shot, looking at the two of them.

Steve started the tequila procession by licking the skin between his forefinger and thumb, pouring a small mound of salt onto the wet skin. He licked the salt, downed the shot and pressed a lemon slice between his lips sucking away the bitter taste in his mouth and replacing it with the tartness of the lemon. He dropped the lemon back on the tray and smacked his lips together with a shudder. “Your turn,” he said, and the two of them followed suit.

Tracy threw back her head and let out a whoop as she set the shot glass upside down on the tray.

The slow heat of the shot relaxed the tense muscles in his shoulders and he stood, putting his hand out to Jennifer. “You ready to own that dance floor?”

Jennifer took his hand.

“You coming?” Steve asked Tracy.

Tracy looked up at him, raising her eyebrows. 

“I can handle you both. Besides, I’m not leaving you stranded out here alone.” He glanced around the bar, scanning the crowd and cataloguing each face, each possible threat before glancing back at Tracy.

Tracy stood and took his other hand.

He led them out onto the dance floor and let loose, smiling at the stunned expression on Jennifer’s face. She really hadn’t believed he could dance, but the years of karate training gave him grace of motion that most of the other guys lacked. When the fast beat turned slow, he put his hands around Jennifer’s waist and pulled her to him and her breath caught in her chest.

He glanced over at Tracy and she nodded, slipping through the crowd back to their table.

“You certainly do have the moves,” Jennifer said, breathless from more than dancing.

Steve scanned the room again then gazed at her. “I haven’t done this in years,” he admitted. Leaning over, he gently grazed her lips. “It feels good.”

* * * *

“It suits you,” Jennifer said, looking up at him. He looked radiant, his face flushed from both the heat and alcohol and the edges of his hair wet with perspiration. He smelled like a spiced summer breeze mixed with an undertone of sweat, which made her heart flutter.

Steve laughed. “No, you suit me. I wouldn’t be doing this if it weren’t for you,” he said in her ear. As the song ended, he twirled her around, dipping her low. He led her back to the table. “Another round?” he asked. They nodded. He disappeared through the gathering crowd at the bar, retrieving another round of tequila shots.

Tracy watched him walk away. “Is it wrong to envy you?” she asked, scanning the bar.

“Not at all,” Jennifer said and reached out, squeezing Tracy’s hand. “Thank you for setting us up.”

Tracy smiled and nodded.

The rest of the evening was a blur of drinking and dancing and they stumbled into the apartment a little after midnight. Steve twirled them both down the hall toward the bedrooms and bowed to Tracy before escorting Jennifer into her room.

“Night Trac,” he said and closed the bedroom door.

“You.” He turned toward Jennifer and twirled her around again and then tugged her tightly to him and licked her neck. “You taste salty.” He fumbled with the back of her dress. “You know, I almost started to undress you in the taxi,” he said, nibbling on her ear. “It took way too long to get home.”

“Probably wouldn’t have gone over well with either Tracy or the driver,” Jennifer said and tilted her head back, spreading her arms wide as he swung her around again. “You are so sexy,” she uttered while he licked her neck again, ending with a kiss on her jaw line. “Hot.” She lost her balance.

Steve grabbed her close and they stumbled onto the bed, laughing. “I am going to be so hung over tomorrow morning,” he chuckled. “Murph is going to blow a gasket.”

Jennifer giggled, yanking his shirt off. “I can sleep in tomorrow.”

“That’s so not fair.” He kissed her harder than he intended, knocking their teeth together. “Ouch.” He touched his lips and checked his fingertip for blood. It was clear and he offered her a drunken smile. “Sorry.”

“You’re the rocket scientist that chose tequila,” she said.

“Yeah, but seeing you suck a lemon was so worth it.” He grinned down at her.

“Ah, you had ulterior motives.”

Steve nodded and felt in the pockets of his shorts. His smile disappeared. “I don’t have anything with me tonight.” He kissed her gently and rolled onto his back, quashing his desires.

“Shit,” Jennifer said.

“My sentiments exactly.” He glanced at her. “I guess I just get to hold you tonight.”

Jennifer giggled. “The one time you get me drunk, you don’t take advantage of that?”

He raised his eyebrow, considering the possibility as his eyes scanned her. “Naughty girl,” he whispered. The dress came off seconds later and he kissed her body, moving his way down between her legs. He made her moan and writhe on the bed, calling his name over and over and over, making love to her with his mouth and hands. He ached to be inside her, but refrained. When she took him in her mouth, he wasn’t able to contain himself any longer, arching into the explosion.

Shifting on the bed, Steve wrapped his arms around her and buried his face in her hair, spooning her.

“I love you, Jenny.”

“I love you too, Steve.”

Sleep was immediate and dreamless for both of them. Neither Steve nor Jennifer stirred when the closet door unlatched and glaring red eyes peered out at them from within the darkness.

 

Chapter 32

 

Jennifer’s alarm clock went off at seven and they both moaned at the noise. Steve reached over and hit the snooze button, falling back on her.

The alarm went off ten minutes later. This time, Steve turned it off and sat up. “Oh Jesus,” he whispered. The imaginary vice tightened on his temples, sending bolts of pain through his cranium and into his eye sockets. He held his head for a moment, thinking that would keep his brain from exploding through his skull. “Do you have any painkillers?”

Jennifer rolled toward the sound of his voice. “Bathroom medicine cabinet. Bring me some on your way back.”

Steve got out of the bed on unsteady legs and let out a laugh. His underwear was backwards. He shifted his undergarments the right way, slid on his shorts and headed in search of painkillers and bladder relief. He grabbed the toothbrush he’d used the other day and proceeded to wipe out the horrible taste in his mouth. The medicine cabinet indeed had painkillers, a choice between acetaminophen, ibuprophin, and some prescription medication under Tracy’s name. He chose the acetaminophen and filled a cup with water, downed three and put three more in his hand, refilling the cup for Jennifer.

Tracy walked out of the shower as he crossed the dressing room. “Morning,” she said, seemingly unaffected by their night of partying.

Steve grunted at her and ducked into Jennifer’s room. He handed her the cup and the pills and grabbed his shirt off the floor, sliding it on while she downed the medicine.

“I’ll be right back.” Jennifer turned a little green as she headed to the bathroom.

Steve closed the closet door and stood when she returned to the bedroom.

“You don’t look so good,” she said.

“I forgot what a killer hangover tequila gives me.” He closed his eyes.

Jennifer gave him a kiss. “I’m going back to bed,” she said, and crawled under the covers.

“Bitch,” he whispered.

When he let a slight curve grace his lips, she offered him a smile in return. “Bite me,” she whispered back.

“Later,” he said. “Don’t forget noon today at the pub.”

“I won’t. I love you,” she replied and closed her eyes.

Steve looked at her for a moment and then leaned over, kissing her cheek. “See you later, babe.”

“Bye.”

Steve left her bedroom, closing the door behind him. The smell of coffee drifted from the kitchen and he followed it. Two cups were set on the island counter. Tracy was in the process of bringing sugar and creamer to the island. “I figured you could use some.”

“How come you’re so chipper this morning?” Steve asked. Even his eyes hurt.

“I took aspirin before I went to bed last night.”

“Smart girl.” Steve picked up the coffee and drank it black.

“You really do love her,” Tracy said, studying him.

“Yes,” he said, glancing in her direction. “I always have. I just didn’t know how much until I saw her again.”

“I’m glad. She deserves the best.” She sipped her coffee. “And you definitely fit the bill.”

“I appreciate that Tracy,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “I’ll see you later. I have to clean up before class.”

“Be careful,” Tracy said, causing Steve’s eyes to clear a fraction. He tilted his head and furled his brow. “Driving home,” she said. “You still look a little under the influence.”

“Ah.” The confusion cleared from his face and Steve smiled, shrugging. “Just hung over.” He set the cup down in the sink and took off.

“Still, be careful.”

 

Chapter 33

 

Jennifer woke to a silent apartment. She stretched, glancing at the clock—it blinked eight minutes after ten. She needed to get moving and she rolled off the bed, stepping into the closet, and flipping the light on to peruse the clothing for something more appropriate to wear to meet Steve’s boss. The door swung closed and she jumped, spinning toward the solid wood and reaching for the handle. The light flickered and went out.

Chilling air surrounded her and the landscape of the closet changed. Crunchy moss scratched the soles of her feet. As she glanced over her shoulder, water glimmered in the distance, but everything else was black. Panic as thick as the darkness surrounding her pressed on her chest, constricting, binding, debilitating. She let out a small noise, reaching, fingertips grazing against the wood grain in front of her.

Hands pushed her against the door, both ice cold and burning hot at the same time, scorching her skin, caressing her. Jennifer wheezed, her gasps creating a fog in the freezing air. Her hands clawed at the door, desperately seeking the doorknob as the thing in the closet pressed against her. The stench of fire and rotting flesh filled the air. The rank breath of the demon from her nightmares tickled her shoulder. It grabbed her wrists, searing the skin and bringing her arms over her head. “I promise you will scream for all eternity.” It hissed and a scream mixing pain with terror shot from Jennifer’s restricted lungs.

Jennifer sat up, shaking and dripping with sweat, the dream hanging on like a frightened child. She glanced over at the closet and shivered at the wide open door. Her foggy, hung-over mind clenched and she blinked a few times, just staring at the door. Wasn’t it closed this morning? 

She bit her lip, swearing Steve had closed it before he left.

Didn’t he?

Unsure of which parts of her memory were real and which were dreams, she stared at that opening. “He closed it,” she said to the empty room. Reluctantly, she tore her eyes away from the gaping closet and glanced at the clock. It was almost ten. She swung her legs out of the bed, giving the closet a wide berth. She opened the shades, spilling light into the room.

“Come on,” she said, stubbornly shaking her head. “It was only a dream.” She took a tentative step toward the closet. Like Flash Gordon, she reached in and flipped on the light.

Only clothes and shoes, see?

She scanned the rack from the safety of the bedroom. Her focus zoomed in on an outfit and again she shot in, ripped the outfit off the hanger and hopped out.

Chuckling at her skittishness, she turned the light off, closing the closet door.

In the changing room, she caught a quick glance of herself in the mirror and stopped. Her heart hammered against the walls of her chest and her reflection paled. Burn marks in the shape of fingers wrapped around both her wrists. The clothes dropped to the floor and her lungs started their slow restriction, strangling the breath from her. The world tilted to slow motion and her hand rose to move her hair away from her shoulder, the other picking up the vanity mirror. Jennifer turned, holding the looking glass so she could see the reflection of her back. Forcing her eyes to stay glued to the image, she moved the hair away. Her hand squeezed the handle of the mirror tight and her eyes grew wide. The wheeze coming from her lungs now whistled in quick panting beats.

Red welts. Red welts in the shape of hands. Red welts exactly where it had touched her in the dream.

“Jesus.”

Shaking, she receded into the shower, locking the door behind her and letting the hot steam clear her lungs. She ran the soap over her skin, the cucumber and melon scent drifting on the air, mingling with her fear, and her eyes never left the locked shower door. When she finished shampooing her hair, she turned the water off and wrapped a towel around herself, tentatively stepping out of the steam and into the cool room.

Jennifer dressed quickly and ran a brush through her hair. All the while, her heart rattled against her rib cage like a fluttering bird caught in an unfamiliar house. She expected the thing to come bursting through the door at any moment and couldn’t get out of the apartment fast enough. Hurrying down the hall, she grabbed her keys and slid the flip-flops by the door on her feet. She ripped open the door and let out a surprised yelp.

Bill stood with his fist inches from the wood, getting ready to knock. “Just the person I was looking for,” he said and stepped into the doorway.

“Billy, I’m going to be late for my lunch date,” she said, trying to scoot past him.

“Yes, you are.” He closed the door behind him, blocking her escape.

“What the...,” Jennifer began.

Bill punched her in the temple and she went down cold.

The ritual had begun.

 

Chapter 34

 

Bill smiled at his handiwork and glanced over his shoulder at the closed doors of the crypt Adam and Joe guarded. Up until the moment he had Jennifer in the trunk of his car, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to pull this off. Now, in the darkness of the tomb, anticipation boiled in his blood. Goosebumps covered his skin at the sight of her laid out on the altar, unconscious, naked, helpless.

When he ran his fingertips over her bound body, she shivered under his touch. He stepped back, studying her. A frown crossed his lips. He moved closer, lifting her head and fanning her hair out on the grey stone.

Better.

Satisfied, he crossed into the shadows, letting the vision of her fill his eyes. Need swelled in him and he reached for the small square package in his back pocket. Twirling it between his thumb and forefinger, he waited.

Jennifer’s moan echoed in the chamber. Her head tilted away from the bright sun that spilled through the stained glass windows, shading the room in a collage of colors. Her hand stopped short of her face, the shackle chain rattling and scraping against the stone. Her eyes fluttered open. Deep creases appeared in her forehead as her eyes darted from the mosaic painting of Paradise Cove in the ceiling to the painted window. When she lifted her head, another groan escaped her lips and her head bounced back on the stone with a thud. The swelling in her right temple had abated, but the ugly purple bruise stood out against her tanned skin.

“Lay back, Jen,” Bill said, bringing her attention to him. He stepped out of the shadows, twirling the package in his hand restlessly.

“Where am I?” She glanced at her right hand, staring at the metal shackle around her wrist. Her head jerked to her restrained left hand, and her eyes went wide, falling back on Bill.

“In a mausoleum in the cemetery,” Bill answered. Approaching her, he ran his hand up the inside of Jennifer’s exposed thigh. “Anticipation—what an odd choice of words for you to hone in on, yet such an accurate description.” He stroked her pussy.

Jennifer tried to jerk away from him, her breath hitching in her chest. “Don’t.”

Ignoring her plea, he continued stroking her with the back of his knuckles. “You are the annual sacrifice this year.”

“What? What sacrifice?” she asked, turning her head to the right, taking in the rest of the mausoleum. Hanging from the wall were several bones in the shape of pentacles and on the floor was a large pentacle painted in red. Her tear-filled eyes landed back on Bill. “Please don’t do this,” she said.

He let his eyes take her in before he slid his finger in her dry path, hard enough to make her breath lock in her chest. “You weren’t supposed to fall for him, Jen, and you certainly weren’t supposed to fuck him,” he said, letting the anger and jealousy take over. He continued to slam his fingers inside her, the frustration growing. He glared at her, grinding his teeth. “Why’s your cunt so dry today Jen? The other night it was dripping wet.”

A wrinkle appeared between her confused eyes.

“On the couch, you came for me.” He grazed her with his eyes. “I wanted to bury my face in your pussy and suck the cum out of you.” His eyes met her horrified glare. “Tracy would never have known—she was passed out drunk in the bedroom.

Jennifer’s lower lip quivered and the tears slid down her cheeks. She shook her head, unable to speak.

Bill sighed. “Instead, I went and fucked her. I didn’t care that she was unconscious, it was better than screwing this up. But now, now that I’ve got you here.” Leaning over, he parted her with his hands and ran his tongue inside her, tasting her. At the same time, he ran his hand up her trembling stomach until he reached the soft mounds of her chest. He squeezed, pinching her nipples until tears sprung from her eyes.

“Billy, please don’t do this!”

Standing, he licked his lips and pulled his hand away, laughing at the dying hope that flared in her eyes. “Ever since the day we met I’ve wanted to fuck you and you were dead wrong about it never happening. You see, tonight we all get to fuck you.”

“No!” Jennifer screamed.

Bill laughed, meeting her fiery gaze and reveling in her fear. He gave a curt nod. “You’re Beta Theta Pi’s whore now.”

“You son of a bitch!” Jennifer screamed, struggling to get free. “Steve is going to kill you.”

Bill laughed. “Not if I kill him first,” he said, and knocked on the door. “We’ll be back tonight for the main event.” He smiled over his shoulder at her as the doors opened, filtering light in.

Jennifer let out a shriek that carried out the door with Bill.

* * * *

She watched the doors to the crypt close, leaving her sobbing on the cold stone, and certain she would never see the light of day again.

 

Chapter 35

 

Steve sat in the student center pub, looking from his watch to the door and back. Murphy waited, impatiently drumming his fingers on the tabletop.

“Where is she?” Murphy asked, looking up at the clock. It was quarter after twelve.

Steve shook his head. “I don’t know. She said she’d be here.” He pulled out his cell phone and dialed her number. It rang and dumped into voicemail. “Hey babe, waiting for you in the pub.” He snapped the phone shut, the uneasiness getting the best of him. He called the apartment and listened as Tracy and Jennifer’s voices announced that they couldn’t come to the phone right now. He hung up in frustration, glancing over at Murphy.

“Do I need to put out an APB?” Murphy asked, flipping his phone open.

“She might just be fashionably late,” he said, even though his gut told him otherwise. “You’ve got the safe house all set, right?”

“Yes. Are you all set for tonight?”

Steve nodded. “I still don’t know the particulars though.” He glanced at his watch again and opened the phone, scrolling through the numbers. He pressed the call button and put the phone to his ear. “Hey Tracy, Jen was supposed to meet me for lunch. Do you know where she might be?” He closed his eyes. “Okay, I’ll try her cell again.” He shook his head. “She doesn’t know where Jen is,” he said to Murphy and got up, dropping a twenty on the table. His insides knotted. Coiled rattlers struck, their sharp fangs piercing his stomach, their rancid poison burning. That burning sensation generated a certainty that something had gone terribly wrong.

His walk turned into a run as he made a beeline out of the student center toward his car. Murphy caught him by the arm, halting his progress. Steve yanked his arm away, visions clouded his mind—visions of Jennifer lying in her room, unable to get to the phone, unable to get away from the sinister thing in her closet, unable to breathe.

“She was fine when I left her this morning.” He continued toward his car.

Murphy grabbed his arm again. “I’m taking you off this case.”

“The hell you are,” Steve snapped, turning on Murphy. “She wouldn’t just blow me off, Murph.” He started toward the car again and stopped after a few steps. “You coming?” 

Murphy shook his head, glancing at his watch. “I’ve got a conference call with my boss in fifteen minutes. As soon as you find her, let me know.”

Steve got into his car and pulled out his gun, checked the clip, and slipped it back into place under the seat. He threw the car in gear, flying over to the apartment. Her car was still in the lot and his heart leapt into his throat. He jogged into the building and waited impatiently for the elevator. “Come on, come on, come on.” The numbers crawled, declining one by one as if time had stopped and restarted in jerking succession.

He closed his eyes. When the ascent began, his entire body tensed like a leopard ready to strike, and when the elevator opened on the top floor, he darted to the door. Knocking and pressing the doorbell in tandem, he closed his eyes, inhaling to calm his racing heart.

“Fuck it.” He stepped back and kicked. The wood around the lock mechanism shattered and the door sailed open, banging against the wall. Steve stepped inside the apartment, yelling her name. He covered every inch of the apartment twice, including her closet.

She wasn’t there.

Cold fingers wrapped around his heart, squeezing slowly.

“Damn, damn, damn,” he repeated under his breath, turning in a circle in the living room.

He stepped into the hallway, surveying the ceiling until he found what he was looking for. He closed his eyes and hung his head for a moment, a fragment of relief flooding through him, tempering the chill in his heart.

Cameras, surveillance cameras. Thank god.

He needed those security tapes. He walked into the rental office on the first floor and realized he didn’t have his badge. Instead of playing the FBI card, he improvised, smiling at the rental agent.

“Hi, I’m doing a story for the school paper about building security. Can you help me out and give me a tour of your security office and set up?” he asked, flashing his student ID. “Tammy,” he added, glancing at her nametag.

“Sure. I’ve seen you around here a few times, haven’t I?”

Steve flashed a brilliant smile and nodded. “My girlfriend lives in the penthouse—she’s the one who suggested I talk to you. She said there are surveillance cameras all over the place in this building.”

“It’s standard these days to have cameras mounted in the hallways, elevators, and lobby, as well as in the parking lot, especially since the front doors aren’t locked during the day.”

Steve nodded, taking a small pad off the desk along with a pen and jotted down notes regarding the camera locations. “What time do you lock the doors?” he asked as she motioned for him to follow her into the back hallway.

“We lock the doors from eight at night to eight in the morning.” She smiled over her shoulder.

“How many cameras do you have in operation?” he asked as they went down a narrow stairwell and into a small room with six monitors.

“Six.” She pointed, smiling at him. “We record video but no audio.”

“How long do you keep the recordings?” he asked.

“We have a rolling seven day recording process. Each disc represents a twenty-four-hour period.”

“Do you ever review the tapes randomly?” he asked.

She blushed. “We sometimes spot check.”

“Can you show me how it works?” He pointed to the recorder.

“I don’t know.” She bit her lip, looking from him to the control panel.

“Come on, we can check out what time I left the penthouse this morning.”

She nodded and rewound the tape for the penthouse hallway. Something flashed across the screen quickly, then there was another flash, and finally she slowed the tape down. She found the spot on the tape where he’d left, slightly disheveled and hung over—a far cry from his current neat appearance.

“Can I try?” he asked.

Tammy hesitated, glancing between him and the monitor.

“I felt as bad as I looked.” He pointed at the frozen picture. “We went to The Dean’s Office last night.”

She offered a knowing smile. “Ah. You recovered well.” She ran her eyes over him and sighed. Nodding, she agreed and Steve sat down at the control board.

He looked up at her for confirmation as he moved the controller back and forth, rewinding and forwarding the tape.

“That’s right,” she said. The buzzer went off and she glanced at the monitor for the rental office camera. “I’m sorry. I have a customer in the office.”

Steve turned. “Can I just write down the make and models of your cameras and system?” he asked. “I’ll come right up when I’m done, I promise.” He offered his irresistible smile.

Nodding, Tammy scurried out of the room.

Steve shook his head. Security around here is pathetically loose. He focused back on the video camera, fast-forwarding. Stopping, he rewound and played, watching Tracy leave the apartment a few minutes after he had. The second pass in fast forward, another flash crossed the screen and he rewound, stabbing the play button just before the anomaly.

His fists slowly closed into tight balls as he watched the screen. Bill stepped into the apartment, blocking Jennifer, and closed the door. The clock on the counter said it was eleven-thirty. Minutes later, he came walking out with Jennifer over his shoulder. She was out cold. “Fuck!” Steve popped the disc out, slipping it into a case, and slid it into the waistband of his shorts, pulling his shirt over it. He replaced it with a disc from a couple days before, pressing record before he took the stairs three at a time. He closed his eyes at the landing, taking a deep breath to compose himself. With a smile plastered on his lips, he stepped into the office. “Thank you, Tammy,” he said, putting her pad and pen back on the counter.

She smiled offhandedly at him and continued answering questions.

Steve walked out to his car and flipped the phone open. He stabbed the speed dial and waited.

“I’m on the other line,” Murphy said.

“You need to subpoena the video surveillance at the apartment,” he growled into the receiver. “Bill Tyler has Jennifer.” He closed his eyes. “I’ve got the proof—the surveillance tape of him taking her is in my hands right now.” He pulled the disc out and slipped it into the glove compartment. “It’s in my car.” He listened to Murphy swear. “Just get the damn subpoena so we can get the lobby and parking lot tapes.”

“Where are you going?” Murphy asked.

“I’m going to get Jennifer,” Steve said and glanced in his rearview mirror.

“It’ll take me a couple hours to get the subpoena, so don’t do anything stupid.”

“Why the fuck is there a tail on me?”

“To cover your ass,” Murphy said.

“If he keeps following me, I’ll shoot him,” Steve said and hung up the phone. He swung out of the parking lot, shifting gears and outmaneuvering the tail. He took the twists and turns leading to his grandfather’s place and slammed to a stop in front of the cabin. Jumping from the car, he lined his gun up to the last curve in the driveway, aiming where he expected the undercover FBI agent to pull into view. The sound of crunching gravel under the hum of an engine got closer and Steve wasn’t disappointed.

The agent’s eyes widened and he slammed on the brakes.

Priceless. Fucking priceless, Steve thought. He stood down, setting the safety on the gun and sliding it into his beltline. Without another look at the shaken agent, he headed into the cottage.

He changed into a pair of loose jeans and clipped the gun to the inside of his right calf. The other calf sported his grandfather’s hunting knife. His work boots covered the bulge when he stood, letting the pant legs fall, His handcuffs sat on the nightstand and he opened the drawer scooping up his badge before he swiped the handcuffs, tucking them both in the inside pocket of his brown suede jacket.

His jaw ached and he took a deep breath, unclenching his teeth.

I swear if he’s hurt you…

Steve looked at the ceiling of the cabin, stretched his fingers and cracked his neck, psyching himself into character. This had to be an academy award winning performance, otherwise he’d never find out what happened to Jennifer.

Stepping out of the cabin, Steve stopped. The agent had been bold enough to park next to Steve’s car. He leaned on his hood in the telltale FBI suit, his arms crossed and his eyes shielded by the FBI issued shades.

“Murphy wants you to stay put until he gets here.”

“Fuck you,” Steve said, and walked past him.

The agent grabbed Steve’s arm and Steve parried, twisting the agent’s arm and forcing him face first on the hood of the car. Steve kept the agent pinned and leaned in. “I’m not backing off. Tell Murphy he can throw me to the wolves when this is done, but for now, he’s gonna have to trust me. He knows damn well we don’t have an airtight case yet and I’m not waiting until we find my girlfriend’s body to get the son of a bitch.” He let go of the agent. “Tell him he can have my badge when this is through.” Steve walked to his car and got in, reached into the glove compartment, and handed the disc to the agent. Then he peeled out of the yard.

Pulling up to the fraternity, Steve sat in his car, staring at the Greek insignia for a moment, reigning in the wild beast pounding on the doors of his soul. At least he didn’t have to act like he was in a foul mood. He slammed the car door and stormed into the house, going straight to his room.

It only took a few minutes before knuckles rapped on his door and Steve closed his eyes, praying it wasn’t Bill because he wasn’t sure he could pull this off. Not with the angry beast roiling in his gut.

“What?” Steve snapped and yanked open the door.

Joe stood in the hallway and blinked, trying to hide his discomfort with concern. “You okay?”

Steve shrugged, staring out the window at the cemetery beyond the expansive yard. “She stood me up. No one has ever stood me up.”

“I’m sorry, dude. Women can be a little fickle.”

“Fickle? She’s not even answering my calls. I don’t know what the hell I did.” He crossed the room and sat on the bed. “Everything was fine when I left this morning.” He looked up at Joe wondering just how much he knew about what was going on.

“Come have a beer with us,” Joe said. “We’re talking to the pledges about the initiation ceremony.”

“What do you do for initiation?” Steve stood and followed him down the stairs, bracing himself at the sight of Bill.

“Camping. There’s an old creepy legend about a spot on the lake and we dare them to go take a picture. They’ve got to show us the Polaroid before we initiate them. Of course, that’s after we’ve told them all the gory details of the legend. The idea is to spook them enough to weed out the skittish ones.” He laughed as he rounded the corner and hopped down the stairs. “Let me grab you a beer.” He disappeared into the kitchen and Steve sat down as far away from Bill as the room allowed.

A few minutes later, Joe came out with a Corona with a slice of lime stuck in the neck of the bottle. He plugged it with his thumb and turned it upside down, watching the lime float to the bottom, then turned it right side up and handed the bottle to Steve and settling down with the remainder of his that sat on the table.

Steve took a swig, tasting an underlying bitterness, and held the bottle out to look at it. Glancing at Joe, he tried to place the taste but all that came to mind was witches and ancient taverns. “You sure this is okay?”

Joe nodded. “The limes are a little tart.” He downed his beer.

Following suit, Steve drained the beer and handed Joe the empty bottle. “I think I’m going to head back upstairs,” he said, “I’m not really in the mood for a party.” He stood and his stomach did a small flip and it took a second for his brain to catch up. “Shit,” he said and the room tilted. His gaze landed on Bill’s Cheshire grin just before his knees buckled.

“What the fuck did you give me?” Steve asked as the room slowly flowed in and out of focus like an amoeba and his muscles refused to listen to his mind’s orders. The faces elongated and flowed into psychedelic colors. He blinked in slow motion; the back of his eyelids took forever to come back up.

“Combo of Peyote and LSD and a roofie just because I don’t want a fight,” Bill said. “It should wear off in time for you to participate in our little ritual.”

“Son of a bitch,” Steve mumbled. His muscles felt like someone hung a two-ton weight on each wrist to the point he couldn’t lift his arms. A slow understanding took hold and he did his best to retain the glare in his gaze. “What did you do with her,” he whispered, but no one caught his question.

They were too busy stripping his jacket and shirt and holding him steady while others blindfolded him. A cool wet substance brushed against his chest and face and he was helpless to flinch away. Every muscle ignored his silent commands to fight, to strike out before it was too late, even when his wrists were bound together.

His brain fogged and the colors played on his eyelids, distracted him. Vague sensations on his skin dimmed, and numbness replaced it. Pink Floyd filled his head and he blinked his eyes open against the blindfold before they fluttered closed again. The music took physical shapes under his eyelids and he drifted, enamored with the colors and music.

* * * *

Bill dragged him out the back door, carrying his coat and shirt with them. Jennifer’s raspy scream filtered out the door as they dumped Steve into the crypt and tossed him into the middle of the pentacle painted on the floor. He slumped on the floor with the headphones and blindfold still in place, his lips moving, repeating the words screaming in his ears.

“What the hell did you do to him?” Jennifer screamed.

“Gave him a little cocktail,” Bill said, tossing Steve’s shirt and coat into the corner where her pocketbook lay. “And he will do just about anything we say once the initial paralysis wears off. See you in a few hours.” He grinned and left with her tied to the rock and Steve muttering on the floor like a drunken fool.

* * * *

The unsteady equilibrium stopped and the hard cold flooring made his muscles ache. Awareness settled in and he had to concentrate to get a feel of his surroundings. The imaginary colors still bloomed on his eyelids to the beat of the music drowning out all cognitive thought. His mind jumped from one thing to the next as fluidly as an Olympic gymnast did, until one word registered like a slap. Jennifer.

A fucking roofie. Shit, how long does this last? If he was this bad off, there would be no stopping whatever those assholes had in mind. His breath grew harsh under the blaring music pumping in his ears. Concentrating, he used the ground to dislodge the headphones and with each movement, a new swell of disorientation took hold. Roofies and LSD. Fuck. 

The headset fell from his ears, thumping on the floor behind him. Music still blared from the speakers, filling the small space, but he caught another noise in the room and tilted his head. Soft sobs sounded from behind him, and his heart hit an adrenalin high, pumping blood faster through his system, his arms and legs throbbing in time with his heartbeat.

He rolled toward the noise, pinning his bound arms under his back. “Jesus-fucking-Christ,” he hissed and rolled back on his side, testing the binds that held his wrists together. A measure of relief flooded him when he realized his wrists had some give, meaning it was either rope or tape and not the metal of handcuffs.

“Jen, are we alone?” he asked, hoping he was right and it was indeed her in the room.

“Yes.”

Her sob sent both relief and fear through him, giving him a little more control over his faculties. He worked his wrists in small circles, forcing pressure against the bindings.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m trying to get some slack so I can get my hands in front of me.”

“Why?”

“So I can cut whatever they tied me with.” Assuming I still have my knife. The thought produced a moment of panic and he put his forehead to the floor, breathing through the debilitating attack locking his muscles into painful knots.

“It’s duct tape,” Jennifer answered. “What the hell did they do to you?”

He sighed and continued the rolling of his wrists, stretching the tape. “They drugged me. I’m tripping on LSD, Peyote and roofies. At least that’s what they told me before I blacked out.”

“You’re high?”

“As a fucking kite,” he said and rolled onto his back, pulling his knees to his chest and attempted to slide his wrists under his ass. His wrists caught at the back of his hips and he bellowed his frustration, pushing his seized muscles farther until he thought his shoulders were going to break. Just when he thought his arms wouldn’t budge any further, they jerked forward, slamming into the back of his folded knees.

The exertion exhausted him and colors bloomed again, taking control of his concentration. He relaxed, laying his head back on the floor and concentrated on breathing. The colors swirled around him adding a spin to their hypnotic quality and his stomach followed suit, clenching and squeezing a moan from his throat.

“Are you okay?”

The concern in her voice cut through the fog and he shook his head. “No,” he said between clenched teeth, willing a lock down on his stomach. When he was sure he wouldn’t vomit, he curled, using his knees to push the blindfold up onto his forehead.

Light blinded him and he clenched his eyes closed. Relaxing back on the floor and counting again. He blinked his eyes open, staring at a mural of Paradise Cove.

“Where are we?” His voice distorted in his own ears.

“In the cemetery,” Jennifer sniffled. “In one of the mausoleums.”

“That’s fucking morbid.” He ran his hands along his jeans, down his shins, and exhaled the breath he held in trepidation. His weapons were still there and the release of tension put the room into a tailspin. “Oh, Jesus,” he gagged, clamping his teeth together and swallowing the acid burning his esophagus.

When he closed his eyes this time, vivid visions of satanic rituals involving Jennifer danced across his eyelids, filling his entire form with a fear he couldn’t contain. The demon from his research chuckled in his ear and then drew closer to Jennifer, harmful intent in his form and Steve growled, lunging forward in the dream before being backhanded into blackness.

“Steve!”

Her scream cut through the hallucination and he blinked his eyes open, disoriented. “God damn it,” he muttered, admonishing himself until his gaze landed on the bones on the wall. He stared, shock-sending waves split through his head until her gentle sobs caught his attention.

He swung his head in the direction and all he could see was a wall of rock. “Jen?”

The scraping of chains filled the room and her face appeared briefly over the edge of the rock.

“What the hell?” he whispered and studied his surroundings a little closer. “Ah, fuck,” he swore and rocked into a sitting position. He almost fell back over from the head rush. “Whoa,” he whispered, trying to steady the sudden warp of the room. He glanced in her direction again, clearly making out the alter she was chained to.

He dropped his head to his knees, unable to consider the ramifications of their situation; instead, he concentrated on getting his pant leg up enough to access his hunting knife. Swirling colors in his peripheral vision kept distracting him from his goal and he bit down on the insane urge to giggle.

“What are you doing now?”

“I’ve got a knife,” Steve answered. The knife was now in view and he pulled it out of the sheath. It immediately clattered to the floor. “Shit,” he muttered and picked it back up.

“What…”

“Shush!” Steve interrupted. “I don’t want to slice my wrist open, so be quiet.” Ever so slowly, he ran the blade back and forth over the tape, intently concentrating. When the bindings finally gave, he closed his eyes and sat a moment, getting his bearings. Opening his eyes, he blew out a stream of air and tucked the knife back in the sheath, covering it with his pant leg again. Steve stripped the tape from his wrists and stood.

The world of swirling colors tipped and he lost his balance, side stepping until he slammed into the outer wall. He put his hand on the cool cement until the spinning stopped, and then he turned in her direction.

He was not prepared for the full view of her and his knees buckled, dropping him to the floor as devastation crushed his chest. The room warbled as tears filled his eyes and he stood, stumbling toward her. “Oh, baby,” he whispered and picked up the chain holding her wrist, his dazed gaze transitioning from the bindings to her face and back.

Tears streamed down her cheeks. “He hurt me, Steve, and when they get back…” Her voice broke into choking sobs. “When they get back he said they all get to…” Another sob. “He said I’m Beta Theta Pi’s whore now.”

Her words cut through the drugs and Steve tensed, his hand clenching around the metal. His mind reeling and the words surfaced, bringing her back into focus. “How did he hurt you?” His voice low and deadly, matching the fury lining his cobalt eyes.

“He hit me and he…” She looked up at the ceiling, trying to find the right words.

“Did he rape you?”

“No, not the way you’re thinking. He molested me, here and the night I had the dream about you. He took advantage of me on the couch while I was asleep.” Tears filled her eyes as she met his gaze. “But he’s going to. They all are going to.”

“Over my dead body,” he growled watching the slow track of tears leak from her eyes.

The full force of her words crashed down on him like a wrecking ball and his legs wobbled under him. The drugs crumbled what little composure he had and he fell to the floor under the hurricane brewing in his heart and soul. Anger, devastation, fury, sorrow, rage, and grief alternated, sweeping through him at an unparalleled speed. His harsh sobs echoed in the chamber in between curses and vows of violence spewing from him, drowning out the music still pumping from the headset.

Shadows danced on the floor, catching his attention, and his sobs caught in his throat. “I’m sorry, Jen,” he said, pulling himself to his feet and wiping his face.

Jennifer smiled a little. “It’s okay,” she said.

Steve shook his head. Even as high as he was, he knew it was definitely not okay. “It is as far away from okay as it gets. I need to sober up and get you out of here before it’s too late.” He scanned her naked form, unable to contemplate what would happen if he couldn’t. “What time is it?” he asked, holding his watch out for her to look at.

“Almost seven,” Jennifer answered. “It’ll be dark in a couple hours.” She looked up at the stain glass window.

“Jesus, you’re telling me I lost six and a half hours?” The room tilted.

“I thought you were dead when they first brought you in,” she whispered and her voice hitched.

He cradled her cheek in his hand, the mere touch sent tendrils of fire through him. “I told you, I’m not dying today and neither are you.” He scanned the room again and his gaze landed on his coat. He stumbled forward and stood over the crumpled material. He clean missed the fabric, jamming his fingers into the floor on his first attempt to pick up the coat. “Damn it,” he muttered and tried again, this time fabric scrunched in his fist and he fumbled with the coat, finding the zipped interior pocket. The zipper proved difficult and the coat dropped from his grip.

A giggle caught his attention and he glanced at her. “I know, I must be a walking comedy show right now,” he smiled in her direction and then focused back on his jacket. This time he was successful and he felt around in the pocket for his cell, but only his badge and wallet were still inside. “Fuck!”

He closed his eyes and focused, fumbling with the other pockets until his hand clamped down on a small square object. He yanked his cell out of the pocket and grinned, holding in the air like a prize. His euphoria vanished the moment he flipped the phone open. Nothing happened. He pushed the on button and the phone turned on, but immediately blinked off.

“Shit,” he said, and looked at the phone again. “It’s dead.” He turned and kicked the headphones, sending them sailing across the room where they smashed into the wall and were silent.

“Check mine. It rang a few times earlier. It’s in my pocketbook on the floor.” She pointed her chin in the direction.

Steve picked up her purse and dumped it on the floor. He knelt staring at the swirling contents. Bright colors leapt out at him, capturing his attention.

“Steve!” she yelled sharply catapulting him back to reality.

Steve nodded and reached for the cell phone. He missed and glanced at Jennifer. “I’m surprised the combination of drugs didn’t kill me,” he said, “Especially since I’m still having real problems after six hours.” He tried again and this time he succeeded in grasping the phone. “I can’t see the numbers,” he muttered and just pressed redial, holding the phone to his ear and hoping it wasn’t calling his phone.

“Jen?” Tracy’s voice filled the line.

“Hey, Tracy,” Steve said and heard the shuffle of the phone.

“Hey, Steve, how’s it going?” Bill asked.

Steve didn’t react at first, but his blood pumped with poisonous venom. He stared at Jennifer. “I’m going to kill you, you son of a bitch,” he growled into the phone.

“I see you found her. That’s good.” The phone muffled again as Bill put his hand over the receiver and asked Tracy to fix him a sandwich.

Steve saw red as he listened to the silence, imagining Tracy walking into the kitchen out of earshot. Moments later a small chuckle came over the phone line.

“I can’t wait to fuck her,” Bill taunted.

Steve roared and pitched the phone across the room, where it shattered against the concrete. He paced like a caged lion, muttering ream after ream of curses, the fury radiated from him, filling the room, with his echoing rant.

 

Chapter 36

 

“Who are you going to fuck?” Tracy asked standing in the doorway to the kitchen.

Bill closed the phone, his smile fading. “What?” he asked, scrambling for an answer.

“You heard me—who are you going to fuck?”

Bill stormed inside and put his hand over her mouth. “Stop yelling,” he snapped in disgust.

Tracy’s eyes went wide and her mouth dropped open under his hand.

He’d never treated her that way before, and confusion and fear filled her eyes. For a moment, he recoiled, dropping his hand. Then the nuance of change in her eyes, transitioning from fear to fury fueled his ego, thrilling him as much as Jennifer’s pleas had.

“Who?”

Bill tossed around whether to answer her or not, and decided it would be worth it to see her reaction. “Jennifer.”

“Jennifer who?” Tracy snapped.

“Your roommate,” Bill grinned and he actually saw the click in her eyes when everything fell into place. The shadow that passed over Tracy’s features made him take a step backwards, the fear of the ritual going to hell and his resulting death clouded his brain like an adrenalin shot to the heart.

“Jennifer would never sleep with you. Ever.”

He cocked his head in a silent dare. “That’s what you think.”

“What did you do with them?” She took a threatening step forward and Bill took another step back.

“Nothing yet,” Bill answered with a cold calculating smile. “But that’s going to change in about an hour.”

“You can’t do this, Bill. You can’t!”

The last remnants of the man he used to be faded along with his humanity, shriveling up into a dry husk at the core of his being. “I can and I will,” Bill shot back, the excuses tumbling from his lips. “She was supposed to die two years ago. But no, Tom had to be the fucking white knight and trade his life for hers. This time, there’s no one to make a bargain and it wants both of them.”

“I can’t let you do that,” Tracy said, advancing another step. “I won’t.”

Bill laughed at her and she launched at him, a roar hissing from her mouth. He sidestepped, sticking his foot out and she tripped, catapulting, spinning. The railing hit hip high and the force of the collision flipped her over the side. Her hands reached desperately for the railing and the sound of her nails scraping the metal gave him a start, like nails dragging down a chalkboard. Grinding his teeth, he watched her fall; her curses fading until her body hit the pavement with a wet slap, silencing her in a bloody bath.

Flipping open her phone, he dialed nine-one-one. “Someone just took a dive off the Brooksfield Heights apartment building.” He hung up, wiped it, tossed it on the couch, and left the building by way of the back stairwell.

 

Chapter 37

 

Jennifer closed her eyes as she listened to Steve ramble off expletive after expletive. Suddenly the room shifted.

Tracy.

Tracy falling through the air with Bill’s face smiling over the railing, getting further and further away.

Tracy screaming and then the scream cut off on impact, replaced by a silent black shroud.

“Oh god, oh god, oh god, oh god!” Her breath wheezed with each repetition.

Steve stopped pacing, swiped his jacked off the floor, and stepped to her side. He covered her with the jacket and wiped her tears, staring at the wet droplets as they rolled over his fingers. He moved his gaze to hers. She still repeated the incantation, her entire body shaking. “What? What’d you see?”

“He killed Tracy.”

Steve blinked. A crease appeared between his eyes. “No, Tracy was just on the phone.” He shook his head, meeting her gaze.

Jennifer sobbed and nodded. “He threw her off the balcony. I saw it Steve. I saw her die. Oh god, Steve, Tracy’s dead.”

Steve stepped back, shaking his head. “Uh-uh.”

“They’re going to kill us too.”

A slap wouldn’t have been as effective as those six words, and Steve’s jaw tightened. This time he shook his head violently. “No they aren’t.” He crossed the space between them and sat on the side of the altar next to her, placing his hand on her abdomen. “I won’t let that happen. I promise.” He touched her face and kissed her gently. “I promise no one will hurt you again.”

“Don’t make me promises you know you can’t keep.”

* * * *

Despair took hold of him, the drugs magnifying the emotion, and he closed his eyes, hanging his head.

Can I keep her safe?

In this condition?

Are you kidding me?

The trembling started in his hands and worked its way through his body. The truth was too much for him to bear and he turned away from her, clinging to the cold stone, silent tears trickling down his cheeks.

“Don’t do this, Steve, please don’t do this,” Jennifer whispered, gaining his attention. “I need you.”

Steve turned toward her his eyes, staring at the bruise at the base surrounding her eye and his shaking fingers touched the bruises Bill had left earlier in the day. Beyond despair, his eyes met hers.

I should have followed my gut. I shouldn’t have left you this morning. I should have taken you into custody to keep you safe.

“I’m so sorry.” His voice shook. “Jenny, I am so, so sorry.” He leaned forward, gently kissing each bruise, dropping hot tears on her skin.

“Please.” Jennifer’s voice trembled. “I need to know…,” she trailed off and swallowed. “I need to know you love me. I need to know you will no matter what happens tonight.” The film of tears shone brightly in her eyes before the liquid spilled over, lining her cheeks and pooling in her ears.

“Ah, baby, I’ll love you until I take my last breath,” Steve said and kissed her with all the tenderness he could muster. He pulled away, her soulful eyes begged for a way out, and he sighed, resting his hands on her waist. The rightness of her burned under his skin and he silently vowed to get her out of this alive. Somehow. Someway.

“You still think a monster is at the heart of this?” he asked. He no longer believed in demons from hell—only demons pretending to be human beings.

“Yes,” she answered and rolled, showing him her back.

His gaze landed on the scalded skin in the form of handprints and he recoiled.

“I had another nightmare this morning and when I woke, the closet was open and these were on my shoulders.” She settled on her back on the stone again.

The lore leapt to the forefront of his mind and he slumped on the stone next to her, picking up her wrist and inspecting the shackle. The key hole drifted and he cursed under his breath. “I could try to shoot the chains,” he said and met her gaze. “But if I missed…”

“You only have five bullets,” she whispered. “And in your condition, even if we were lucky enough to get me out of these with four shots, one bullet isn’t enough to stop them.”

He stood and paced until he stumbled. Working the lore, looking for weak points and ways out of this morbid ritual they were hell bent on performing.

If the demon truly existed, there was only one thing that could damn him back to hell.

Spilling Abinaqui blood on sacred ground.

He glanced at Jennifer. “I know how to stop the demon.”

Her eyes widened. “How?”

“Did you know that I’ve got Indian blood in my lineage?”

Her eyebrows shot into confused arches and he glanced at the door. “And heaven help anyone who touches you.”

The last of the daylight faded, leaving them entombed in the dark.

 

Chapter 38

 

Bill waltzed into the fraternity, whistling until he saw the police officers standing in the living room interviewing the members. He put on his game face. “What’s up?”

“Are you William Tyler?” one of the officers asked.

Bill’s heart stopped and fear crept in, pulsing black sludge through his veins. “Yes, what can I do for you?” he asked without showing a trace of what he felt.

“I’m Officer Sherwood and this is Officer Gant. Do you know a Tracy Sheehan?” he asked.

“Yeah, she’s my girlfriend,” he said, widening his eyes in fake concern. “Is she all right?”

“Do you know a Steven Williams or Jennifer Curtis?” Sherwood asked.

Nodding, he asked, “Is everything all right?” He allowed his voice to rise, infusing it with a thin layer of panic, just the right amount to fool the officers into thinking he was worried about his girlfriend.

The officers traded a glance and Gant gave a small nod. “We’re investigating the suspicious death of Miss Sheehan,” he said. “Can you tell me where you were over the last hour?”

Blinking, he forced his eyes to tear up. “Dead? What do you mean dead? She was fine when I dropped her off...” He sat down slowly in the chair. “Tracy?” He tilted his head, scrunching his eyebrows together. “Are you telling me Tracy’s dead?” His voice cracked when he said her name and he almost smiled at the performance, instead he shot his glance between the two officers, blinking and slowly transforming his features into what he hoped looked like devastation.

Sherwood and Gant exchanged another glance and nodded. “Yes. Can you tell me where you were over the last hour?”

Bill stared at them, his mouth agape and his gaze still bouncing between the two cops. “We grabbed dinner at Joe’s and then I dropped her off around six. I stopped at the store on the way home.” He began to shake. “What happened to my girlfriend?” he asked in a voice loud enough to carry through the living room.

“What did you get at the store?” Sherwood asked, taking notes.

“Camping stuff. We’re going camping tonight.” He circled his finger as he spoke.

“Do you mind if we take a look?”

“I don’t mind, but what happened to Tracy?” He stood and blocked the officer’s path.

“Son, I suggest you step aside,” Sherwood said, looking at him intently.

“Not until you tell me what happened to Tracy,” Bill said, blinking back fake tears.

“She fell from her balcony,” the officer said. “Now, if you don’t mind…” He waved toward the door.

Bill sat down hard, looking up at the officer with wide eyes and an open mouth. He let the tears begin to stream down his face. “She fell?”

Gant crouched down in front of Bill. “Do you know the whereabouts of either Steven Williams or Jennifer Curtis?”

He shook his head. “No. Steve was here earlier and he said Jen had blown off a lunch date. He went running a little while after that. I just assumed he went to the apartment to look for Jen and found her, because he isn’t back yet.” He looked from Gant to Sherwood. “Why?” he asked, wiping the tears off his cheek.

“A male called nine-one-one from Tracy’s cell phone,” Sherwood offered. “Can you show us the camping gear you bought?”

Bill stood and walked out to his car. The passenger seat was full of hot dog buns, marshmallows, graham crackers, chocolate bars, and skewers. The cooler was full of beer, limes, and hot dogs. There was also a giant box of condoms on the floor.

The officer raised his eyebrows and pointed at the box. “You need that on a camping trip?”

The tears started again. He looked between the box and the officer. “Tracy,” he whispered and tried to smile, but it wouldn’t come.

“But that many?” Sherwood probed.

Bill showed the first signs of anger. “I didn’t want to be running to the store every five minutes,” he snapped. “Are you done with me?” He grabbed the bag holding the condoms and started back inside without waiting for a response.

He stopped on the top step. “I’m sorry,” he said, looking over at them. “It’s just…,” he trailed off and suppressed a smirk when they nodded.

“If you see either Mr. Williams or Miss Curtis, please let us know,” Gant said, flipping his notebook closed.

Bill nodded. “I will.” He watched the officers get into their cruiser and drive off. When he walked back inside, all eyes were on him and he grinned. “Show time,” he said, holding up the box of condoms.

“Tracy’s dead, Bill,” Adam said.

“That’s what they said.” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder and then looked up at the clock. “We need to get the pledges out to the campsite and then the real games begin.” Walking into the kitchen, he put the bag in the corner by the back door and scanned the eager pledges. “You all ready?” he asked, and smiled when each and every one of them nodded.

They filtered out and Bill put a troubled, somber expression on his face just in case the police were watching. The pledges all piled into the seniors’ cars, following him as he drove onto an obscure dirt road that led to a small clearing where everyone parked. It was roughly a mile between Paradise Cove and Black Cove. He got out and pulled a couple tents from his trunk.

Adam and Joe pulled tents out of their trunks and laid them out on the ground.

Bill set the groceries and the coolers near the tents. “Your mission tonight to finalize your acceptance into Beta Theta Pi is to follow that path to Paradise Cove and get a picture of the reflection in the water with these Polaroid cameras. If you are daring, you can follow the small stream to Black Cove and bring us back a picture of that as well. If you bring a photo of Black Cove back, you’ll never have to pay fraternity dues.” He looked around the group. “We’ll be back before midnight. Anyone with pictures will be able to participate in the initiation ceremony. All those who don’t return by then, well, you’ll have to walk back to campus.” He tilted his head and smiled. “Oh, and one more thing—each of you has to go alone.” They all nodded. “You might want to pitch those tents and get a campfire going before you take off. There are hot dogs, beer and stuff to make s’mores. I expect there will be some for us when we get here, right?”

The pledges nodded in agreement.

“We’ll be back,” he said.

The senior fraternity members retreated to their cars and headed out. They parked near the entrance of the dirt road and looked at each other while they waited just inside the woods, out of sight. A van slowed at the entrance and stopped just beyond the group. The side door slid open and they piled in.

“Hey, Jake.” Bill smiled at the driver. He was the former president of the fraternity and passed the torch to Bill when he left.

“Hey.” Jake looked over as Bill took the passenger seat. “Who do we have this year?” he asked as the side door closed.

“Jenny,” Bill said.

Jake swerved a little and looked at Bill. “She was off limits,” he said. “Tom traded his life for hers.”

Bill nodded. “That was two years ago. Things change.”

“Jesus,” Jake said, and glanced over at Bill. “Jesus.” He slowly smiled and glanced in the rearview mirror. All the senior members were nodding.

“Yeah, man, we finally get to do everything we ever wanted with her.” Adam smiled into the mirror.

“Speaking of that, did you stop and pick up the package by the back door?” Bill asked.

“Yeah, but I don’t understand.”

“That was the directive. She needs to be clean.” He shrugged.

Jake looked at him for a moment and the next thought sent quivers down his spine. “You don’t think…,” he trailed off and physically shivered in the seat.

Bill laughed. “Yeah well, everybody wants to fuck that piece of ass.” He looked in back. “We also have someone else in the crypt.”

Jake glanced over at Bill. “Who’s that?”

“Jenny’s boyfriend. But he’s all doped up on Peyote and LSD. He won’t feel a thing when we cut him.”

“We aren’t cutting her?” Jake asked. This was so different from the past sacrifices he’d been involved in. The girl was always used and she was the one cut up.

“No,” Bill said. “She’s not to have a scratch on her,” he replied. “Well, she’ll be bruised.” He grinned. “But that’s acceptable.”

Jake glanced at Bill, and then back at the ten other members of the fraternity as he pulled into the cemetery.

 

Chapter 39

 

“Steve?” she asked, her eyes still scrunched in confusion.

He didn’t want to burden her with the details of the plan forming in his mind. It meant he had to be alive and awake and get them as near to Mirror Lake as possible.

Now all his Grandfather’s warnings made sense. Although, if spilling their blood was a way to send this beast back to hell, then why didn’t he or any of the others before him make the sacrifice?

He huffed. It was simple. None of them really believed in the lore. Superstitious, yes, but taking the leap to believing in a demon, no, none of them went that far.

Now it was up to him.

He reached down, and un-holstered his gun, setting it on the side of the altar. Slipping off the rock, he leaned down and brushed her lips with his. “I need to get my shit together before they come. I’m going to take down as many as I can. Maybe I’ll get lucky,” he smiled. “But in case I’m not, I want you to know I love you and I tried.”

Jennifer bit her lip, stifling the tears. “I know.”

Stepping to the middle of the mausoleum, he began to do karate forms.

* * * *

His balance was off, but the forms were still beautiful to watch in the dim moonlight and her vision blurred. She didn’t know what he had in mind, but the willingness to put himself between her and the hungry frat boys sent fear through her. What if he couldn’t stop them?

She closed her eyes on all the what ifs drifting in her head and let the exhaustion yank her under.

He walked shakily into the clearing, sidestepping away from the black water as he snapped the picture. He laughed to himself and turned to head back the way he had come. A claw shot out of the dark, ripping through his flesh. He fell to his knees as the dark figure lifted his arm again.

Jennifer screamed and tried to sit up. “No, no, no, no.” She sobbed in the dark.

“What’s wrong?” Steve said, immediately standing next to her.

“It got someone else.” The chains vibrated on the stone as she shook. “It just killed someone else.”

Steve put his hand on her stomach. “I’m not gonna let it get you, Jen. I’ll die before I let that happen.”

That’s exactly what she was afraid of.

The slam of a car door outside the crypt brought both of them to their present situation.

“Love you.” He kissed her and stepped away with the gun in his hand, aimed at the door, unaware that he now stood in the middle of the pentacle.

 

Chapter 40

 

The doors swung open and the report of a gunshot made Bill spin from his perch in the van. Adam paused in the entrance, and a second shot sounded. This time Adam’s head snapped with the force of the bullet, and he fell backwards, a hole smoking between his eyes.

Bill glanced at Jake and Joe, the fear pumping hot fuel through his blood, the rest of the brothers hugged the building walls outside the doors, their expressions mimicking both Joe and Jake. Horror, shock, fear, and all eyes landed on the van for further direction.

“He has a gun?” Jake asked, looking from one frat member to the next.

“Apparently,” Bill said and glanced at Adam. “And he’s either a damn good shot, or just lucky.” He returned his gaze to Jake and he swallowed the ball in his throat. “I’d rather take my chances with him than that thing…,” he trailed off thinking about the consequences if they didn’t deliver Jennifer and Steve to Black Cove.

Both Joe and Jake nodded.

“So what do we do?” Joe asked, his gaze glued to Adam.

“Storm the crypt. If we don’t, we’re just as dead as Adam,” Jake said.

Bill waived the closer group to the van. “I want you three to get the gun away from that maniac,” Bill said.

Three pairs of eyebrows arched.

“Why us?”

“Because you don’t know the full ritual and if we don’t do it, we’ll all be dead by the morning.”

Their faces paled and they exchanged glances before nodding. Before they could second-guess their decision, they spun and darted into the entrance. Two more rounds rocked the cemetery and then silence. A moment later, Kurt appeared and waved them inside.

Before the three of them entered the crypt, they hauled Adam into the van, covering him in the back. Bill wiped his hands on the robe he wore and grabbed the bag of condoms, his mind already mapping out his exact revenge for screwing up the night.

When he stepped inside, he paused, his gaze landing on Steve kneeling in the middle of the pentacle with the barrel of the gun planted on his temple. He even mustered up the courage to glare from behind dark bangs.

* * * *

He silently cursed his lack of accuracy. Adam was the only one that went down, but that’s because he froze and it gave Steve the time to guess at the right aim. The others were moving and with the drugs, he didn’t have a prayer at picking them off. His ears still rang from the report of the gun in such a small space. When the rest of the brothers filtered in, he glared at them, ignoring the hot metal on his temple.

The firelight from the torches they carried cast reflections in the glasses of one of the fraternity members and Steve got a quick glance of what they saw.

He looked like a demon himself, with glowing eyes amidst smeared paint on his face and a bloody pentacle stood out on his bare chest, along with two single red dots an inch from either clavicle. Jesus, I’m a fucking mess. 

Refocusing his attention from the disturbing reflection back to the clan filtering in and closing the doors, his gaze never faltered, never diverted from the one bastard he wanted to see riding an electric chair. Bill smiled and took out the box of condoms, showing it to Steve and then tossed it towards the altar.

Rage curled in a tight ball within him, itching to strike but hands clamped on his shoulders, keeping him kneeling on the floor. “If you touch her, I will personally skin you alive,” Steve growled low in his chest, staring at Bill.

Bill laughed and handed a challis to Joe before pointing the dagger at Steve. “You nearly ruined the entire ritual with your little shit fit with the gun. I’m going to enjoy fucking her while you watch.”

Steve gritted his teeth. “I swear to God, you will die.”

Bill laughed. “You’re the one who’s going to die.”

“I’m not dying today,” Steve snarled. “And neither is she.” He flexed the muscles in his arm and the butt of the gun slammed down on his temple. He fell to his hands, bright lights blinding him and he blinked, shaking them away. When he looked up, Bill wasn’t in view and he got to his feet now that the gun wasn’t planted against his head.

He turned toward the altar and his eyes widened. Dread filled ever fiber of his soul at the sight of a knife held to the tender flesh of Jennifer’s throat.

Steve locked eyes with her and tears blurred his vision. He blinked them away, feeling the warm tracks slide down his cheeks. Epic fail. His internal voice chimed and he exhaled, returning his attention to Bill.

He glanced around the room and his gaze landed on Joe. “What the fuck are you doing?” he asked, hoping to get through to someone.

Bill stepped to the altar, positioning himself between her bound legs. He grabbed the jacket covering her and flung it across the room. Leaving her exposed for all the men to see.

“She’s the sacrifice this year,” Jake explained. “The fraternity brothers get to do whatever they want with her and then we leave what’s left for him.”

Jennifer began to shake on the altar. “No!”

“You’ll both get to see Tracy again,” Bill said and a bitter smile formed on his lips.

Steve still focused on the knife against Jennifer’s throat, his heart racing, his mind turning over options for escape. Even if he could dodge the last bullet, he still wouldn’t have the time needed to save her from that blade. His face scrunched in anguish and he took a shaky breath. “Fucking bastards.”

“Oh yeah, that little phone stunt this evening cost plenty,” Bill said. “She took a dive off the balcony today.”

Jennifer’s chin trembled and tears slid from the corners of her eyes.

“You killed her?” Steve asked, his attention now diverted one hundred percent to Bill and the full admission of murder.

“Had to—she would have caused problems,” he said.

The expression on Steve’s face changed. The entire room came into clear focus and he slipped into automatic FBI gear. “William Tyler, I’m arresting you for the death of Tracy Sheehan. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you at interrogation time and at court. Do you understand these rights as I have read them?”

“What the fuck is this?” Bill asked, pointing the dagger in Steve’s direction.

“You just admitted to murder. I need you and everyone else in here to understand your rights before I send you to jail for the rest of your life.” Steve tilted his head with a smile.

Bill laughed.

“Look in the inside pocket of my jacket, Sherlock,” he snapped.

“Charlie, take a look,” Bill said.

“Oh shit,” Charlie said, pulling out the badge and handcuffs. His gaze bounced between the badge and Steve. “Holy-fucking-shit,” he repeated, and tossed it to Bill.

“Do you understand your rights?” Steve asked again.

Bill stared at the FBI emblem and Steve’s picture below it. “Well I’ll be damned. You’re a fucking FBI agent?” he chuckled. “Where’s your backup?”

“They’ll be here any moment. Do you understand your rights?”

“I think he’s bluffing,” Bill said, glancing at Jennifer for a moment and then back at Steve. “No one knows where you are.”

Jake dragged the dagger away from her throat and gently traced her body with the tip.

Steve took a step toward them and stopped, his eyes betraying him as readily as the tense set of his shoulders.

“Are you willing to watch her die?” Jake asked as he put the tip of the dagger directly over her heart.

Steve shook his head.

“Then stand down,” Jake said. “Or she dies.”

Steve stepped back and put his arms down in submission. “Damn you,” he whispered. “God damn you.”

Charlie grabbed him from behind, pushing him down on his knees in the center of the pentacle.

“He’s a cop,” Joe said, looking between Steve and Jake and Bill. “I didn’t sign up to kill a cop.” He put his hands up in the air and took a step toward the door.

Bill leveled his gaze at Joe. “You want to run? Go ahead. You know the consequences.” He moved his gaze around the room, landing back on Joe.

Joe inhaled sharply.

“What are the consequences?” Steve turned to Joe, hoping for an ally, but what he saw in Joe’s eyes killed any hope and the words that followed were like a mallet driving a nail into his coffin.

“A brutal, painful, prolonged death, one you can’t run away from,” Joe said, his eyes sliding away toward Jennifer and filling with the same anticipation the rest of the group had etched in their faces.

Joe licked his lips and nodded, meeting Bill’s questioning stare. Steve noticed the bulge in the front of his robe, in front of all their robes, and despair chipped away at his humanity, replacing it with a cold craving for revenge.

“Cuff him,” Bill said, throwing a rope that was behind the altar toward them. “And then tie that to his ankles.”

Steve didn’t move as they put the handcuffs on his wrists in front of him this time and then tied the rope from the cuffs to his ankle. Hanging his head, he shook, trying to contain his rage. He glanced toward the pledge with the gun and calculated his odds. He closed his eyes and despair wrung the life from his soul because he knew if he took that gamble, he’d lose.

The knowledge of what was about to happen didn’t help his state of mind. It clouded everything and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to stop them. Unable to watch the brutality in front of him, he stared at the floor, hearing the box of condoms being ripped open and the shuffling sounds of a package opening.

Jennifer’s uneven wheezing drowned out the remaining sounds and he closed his eyes, willing his ears to shut out her sobs. He wished he still had the blindfold and headphones on.

“I want him to watch.”

Bill’s voice penetrated his concentration and his eyes snapped open to the graceful arc of the pentagram painted on the floor.

Fingers snapped and someone grabbed a handful of his hair, yanking his head back so he couldn’t help but watch.

Bill loomed over Jennifer, his hands pushing her thighs. “We get to fuck her until the full moon fills the stain glass window. I figure we have a little over three hours before that happens.” He smiled and with a violent thrust of his hips, buried his member in her, making her scream in pain.

“I’m going to kill you,” Steve growled. “I swear.” He looked at her face. Tears flowed and her teeth clenched in pain as her green eyes locked with his.

“This is nothing compared to what he’ll do to you,” Bill said, pumping hard, his laughter filled the small space.

Steve mumbled under his breath, swearing vengeance, swearing he’d rip each of them apart. None of his whispered words were heard over Jennifer’s cries, each painful sob punctuated with a grunt until Bill moaned and flopped on top of her.

He crawled off, stripping the used condom and dropping it to the floor before slipping his robe back. Picking up the dagger as another fraternity member took his place, he headed in Steve’s direction.

Steve struggled against the bonds and the hand holding his head in place.

Bill squatted in front of Steve. “Next time maybe I’ll fuck her up the ass in memory of Adam. That’s what his plan was,” he laughed and tapped the flat end of the blade on his lips, contemplatively raising an eyebrow. “Actually that’s in my list of to-dos as well.”

Steve’s guttural roar reverberated off the walls, scraping the lining of his throat, and he renewed his thrashing efforts. Sudden, blinding pain gripped his arm and Steve blinked, lowering his gaze to the dagger embedded in his flesh. Jennifer’s protest brought his glance back to her in time for Bill to yank the blade out.

“No!” Jennifer yelled, focused on him instead of the animal assaulting her.

Steve didn’t make a sound. He closed his eyes for a moment and then opened them back up when Bill yanked a handful of his hair. The drugs helped to keep the physical pain detached and surreal.

The mental anguish, on the other hand, was beyond his limitations.

The horror of their actions mixed with his own arousal sparked shame and fury to layer one after the other across his chest, pressing down on him until even drawing a breath hurt. Tears continued in a constant stream down his face as he watched the woman he loved raped and ravaged by his fraternity brothers.

Memorizing each depraved act, Steve swore they would never see the halls of justice.

When they’d each had a turn, Jake unchained her and pulled her to the edge of the altar, grasping a handful of her hair to keep her in place. The inside of her thighs and lower back sported ugly red and purple bruises from the repeated assaults.

Jennifer gagged and her hand flew to her mouth, covering it.

“You throw up and he dies,” Jake said, yanking her head back to make sure she had the full view of the next ritual. He nodded toward Bill.

Steve held her gaze, even when Bill placed the tip of the dagger in the middle of one of the round circles near his left clavicle. A calm layer of numbness settled over him dulling the pain, dulling his physical senses and neutralizing his emotions. He’d do anything to protect her, even if it meant dying and as the dagger rose, that’s exactly what he thought was coming.

“I love you,” he whispered and then the dagger pierced his skin. Sharp pain followed, grinding and morphing as Bill pulled the blade out again, leaving a burning bloody path. The room swooned, but Steve clung to consciousness, his jaw tight and his eyes blinking to keep focus.

“Get him off of there,” Jake commanded.

Bill dragged Steve off the pentacle, relinquishing him to Joe.

During the transfer, the rope between Steve’s hands and ankles snapped and he blinked again, inhaling a deep breath at the turn of events. The dagger didn’t hit any major organs. His lungs still worked, his heart still beat and his vision cleared, sharper than before because of the pain but he didn’t emit a sound.

Bill traded the dagger for Jennifer, taking her by the hair and yanking her into the center of the pentacle. “On your knees,” he said.

With the clarity of mind also came waves of murderous images and in each one, Bill played a significant role, his imaginary screams of pain bringing a slight smile to Steve’s lips. Knives and blood trailed in his vision path, blocking out the scene before him—the scene of Jennifer on her knees sucking Bill’s dick while the fraternity brothers chanted an incantation in Latin. As Bill sped up, the incantation reached a crescendo and he barely noticed the goblet pressed to his skin below his bloody wound.

Bill took a step back and Jake pulled the full challis away from Steve’s skin.

* * * *

Of all the emotions snaking in her skin, anger welled to the surface and Jennifer stood on shaky legs and punted. The top of her foot connected with Bill’s balls, doubling him over. His high-pitched scream muffled when her knee slammed into his face, breaking his nose, and she let out a cry worthy of a warrior. Satisfaction, vindication and adrenaline pumped through her veins, and she gathered herself for another blow. Her fist formed a tight ball and cocked back when Jake spoke.

“I wouldn’t do that,” he said calmly. Her gaze jumped from Bill’s bloody face to Jake.

The rush in her veins fizzled, coating her skin with a cold sweat that sent shivers straight to her bones. Jake had the tip of the dagger to Steve’s throat. Her fists dropped along with the welling shimmer of hope. When she turned back to Bill, the back of his hand smacked across her cheek and she spun, landing on her hands and knees on the cold floor. Her face throbbed with stinging heat where he connected and her vision blurred through the sudden layer of tears that sprung.

“Clean up that blood,” Jake demanded, and motioned to the drops in the pentacle from Bill’s nose.

Joe tossed her Steve’s shirt and she wiped up the few droplets of blood on the floor. Her eyes kept going back to the tip of the knife against Steve’s throat, a small bead of blood sliding down his skin from the sharp edge. She met his gaze and this time he was fully there, his soul penetrating hers. Pain and failure inscribed in the blue of his irises and she bit her lip, trying to convey to him that this wasn’t his fault. The self-blame and responsibility in his eyes cut her deeper than anything else that had happened. She could deal with the physical abuse, the fear, the pain, even the thought of dying, but seeing the depth of his pain tore her apart.

“Good girl, now toss it out of the circle,” Jake said, pulling her gaze away from Steve.

She tossed the shirt where he pointed.

With the blade still pressed to Steve’s throat, Jake handed the cup to Bill and then pointed to the pentagram, directing Jennifer to the center. “Kneel in the center.”

She shifted and knelt where he told her to, her gaze flitting between the drop of blood slowly cascading down Steve’s throat and his intense stare.

Bill handed the cup to her. “Drink.”

Jennifer gawked at him, her mouth falling askew as her glance fell to the thick burgundy liquid sloshing in the challis. “You, uh, you want me to drink this?” Her voice carried the incredulous tone skittering through her and she turned her head in Steve’s direction. His wide eyes met hers. He glanced from the cup in her hand back to her face.

“I don’t believe I stuttered,” Bill said. “Now drink.”

She stared blankly at him, her mind misfiring. Did he just say to drink Steve’s blood? 

“Do you want to see him die right here, right now?” Bill asked, pointing at Steve.

Jennifer brought the cup to her lips. Her hands shook. Tipping the challis, she tasted his blood. It was warm and thick and she forced both the sip and the gag down her throat. She let out a small sob, pulling the cup away from her mouth.

“All of it,” Jake demanded. Bill pushed the cup back to her lips.

Jennifer looked at Steve as she drank, forcing herself to swallow the vile liquid. When she’d finished and dropped the cup, her hands flew to her mouth, covering it. Her entire body shook.

“Don’t throw up, or we’ll poke another hole in your boyfriend here,” Jake said.

Bill picked up the cup. He turned it upside down and let the droplets fall onto Jennifer and the center of the pentacle.

Each droplet that touched the floor sizzled, producing steam that smelled like burning flesh.

Bill stepped away quickly and the outline of the pentacle glowed from a dull light to that of burning embers of a fire, yet Jennifer shivered in the center, her breath coming in plumes of white fog. Cold wrapped around her, caressing her skin, chilling and then the familiar burning touch of the thing in her closet clasped her shoulders, pushing her forward. This time it didn’t stop there, its icy member burned its way inside her and yanked out just as quickly.

Its scream echoed through the small chamber drowning out hers and making everyone cover their ears. With her ears still ringing, the chill receded as quickly as it came and she sat back on her heels, her breath wheezing in her lungs. The pressure on her chest constricted and she forced an inhale, dragging a minimal amount of oxygen in, enough to squeak out a shaky sob.

“Breathe.”

His soft voice pulled her out of her panic and she met his frightened, wide-eyed gaze. Concern layered over the fear and her lungs let up, allowing air to draw in with the smallest of wheezes. Jesus. 

“What the hell just happened?” Bill asked Jake.

Jennifer slowly stood in the center of the pentacle, her head hanging low, her hair over her eyes and realization suddenly giving her a new strength, a new hope. She gently moved the hair from her face so she could see Steve. “We hurt it,” she said to him.

He blinked, clearly not understanding how that was possible, but she knew. She caught the anguish in the beast’s cry. She caught the pain and reveled in it. Backing out of the pentacle, she stepped on Steve’s discarded shirt and squatted, picking it up and slipping it on. It fell to her thighs and, despite the spots of tacky drying blood, it made her feel better to be covered up.

Bill glared at her. “You’re just a common whore. We should have hunted you down two years ago. But no, Tom wouldn’t stand for that! What an idiot.”

Jennifer slowly turned to him. “What?”

“Tom wouldn’t let us take you. He brought in some freshman instead and offered her along with his life in return for yours.” Bill shook his head.

Jennifer’s chin quivered, her illusions of her dead fiancé shattered to bits at her feet. “Tom did this?” She waved her hand toward the altar behind her.

“Yes,” Jake answered. “Twice. The second year, he made the deal when you were chosen. He died a couple weeks later.” Jake exchanged a look with Bill. “He loved you,” he added, and looked back at Jennifer.

Jennifer’s face formed into a mask of anger. “Don’t tell me he loved me,” she shouted. “Anybody who does this doesn’t have the faintest idea what love is.” She started to shake again.

Bill looked up at the stained glass window. “Time to go,” he said, interrupting the conversation. He lumbered across the pentacle and reached for her.

No fucking way! She blocked him and sent a roundhouse kick into his ribs.

“Cut the shit!” Jake snapped.

Jennifer shot her gaze in the direction of the voice and deflated. The edge of the blade dug into Steve’s throat, tearing the skin, and another thin trickle of blood ran down his neck. Bill grabbed her by the hair and threw her against the altar, knocking the wind out of her.

He retrieved a length of rope and the box of condoms from behind the stone, slamming the box down next to her as he stood behind her. He grabbed her wrists and tied them behind her back, then pressed his body against her, pushing her further into the hard rock as he reached around and squeezed her breasts. “I could fuck you all night.” He licked her cheek. “Maybe I’ll have time for one more before I leave you to the beast.”

He stepped back, pulling her to him and yanking the shirt higher up her waist. He forced his fingers between her legs. “Oh yeah, I’ll definitely have another for the road.”

She screamed and struggled in his grip. Bill twirled her around and a patch of duct tape that Jake pasted over her lips shut off the noise careening out of her mouth.

Jerked toward the now open doors of the crypt, and the van just beyond, the world swam before Jennifer’s eyes, altering.

A young man, barely eighteen, walked into the clearing with a Polaroid camera. He was fairly good-looking, with blond hair and deep blue eyes. He snapped the picture nonchalantly and stepped back into the woods, waving the picture so it would dry. He looked at the print in his hand and froze. The claws ripped straight through his body, killing him instantly.

Jennifer screamed under the tape, her focus back inside the van. Her eyes darted frantically around until they landed on Steve. Her breath hitched in her chest as she struggled to breathe through her nose.

He leaned against her. “I’m here,” he whispered, calming her a little. The men had shed the robes and put their clothing back on while Jennifer was trapped in her vision and she was thankful.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Bill snapped at her and she stared back, concentrating on pulling enough air through her nose so she didn’t pass out.

Steve glared at him as the van rocked over the uneven cemetery path to the lake. “Do you have any idea what the penalty is for killing a federal officer?” he asked, and looked around the van.

No one spoke. They just glanced at each other. Jennifer watched their reaction hoping Steve could find a chink in their armor.

“And New Hampshire does have the death penalty,” Steve remarked.

“Shut up!” Bill roared, and punched Steve in the mouth.

Steve fell back against the door, laughing and spitting blood from his mouth.

Bill rubbed his knuckles. “If they find any trace of either of you, it will be in pieces. And it won’t trace back to us.” He grinned. “It never does.”

“Then why was I planted in your fraternity?” Steve asked, situating himself back on his knees next to Jennifer.

Bill chewed on his lip and looked around the van at the others, his fraternity brothers, partners in crime, and sighed. “Why did they place you undercover?” he finally asked. “Seems to me they sent you on a fishing trip. You have no evidence that directly relates to us.”

Steve smiled. “I have plenty of evidence after today.”

“You won’t live to see the sun rise,” Bill shot back. “So there goes your evidence.”

“Did you know they have surveillance cameras in the apartment complex?” Steve tilted his head, playing his hand outright and Jennifer blinked.

She didn’t even know they had surveillance cameras. That would place Bill at the apartment when Tracy died and show him abducting her. Under the tape, her lips spread into a smile. The bastard wouldn’t get away with this.

Bill sat back. “Bullshit,” he said without conviction.

Steve shrugged. “Think what you want. It is what it is.”

This time no one met his gaze when he looked around. He sat back against the opposite side of the van, silently assessing Steve. “Did you know he was a cop?” he asked her after a few minutes.

Jennifer didn’t acknowledge his question. She didn’t even look in his direction.

Bill grabbed her by the front of the shirt and hauled her across the van. “Did you know?” he asked when her face was directly in front of him.

She narrowed her eyes, meeting his angry glare.

“Leave her alone. She didn’t know at first either,” Steve answered.

“Did Tracy?” Bill asked Jennifer.

She shook her head and Steve voiced her answer.

“No. She was just as clueless as you were.”

“I wasn’t talking to you.” Bill glared over at Steve and then focused his attention back at her. “You realize Tracy is dead because of you?”

“Bastard!” she hissed behind the tape. Her eyes filled with tears because at some level she knew he spoke the truth.

“I told her I planned to fuck you,” he said. “You should have seen how angry she got.” He grabbed her breast through the shirt, squeezing.

Pain flared as he squeezed and twisted her nipple and she tried to yank away but couldn’t. Bill grabbed her by the hair and let go of the shirt, moving his free hand up her leg. “It was funny,” he said, slamming his fist into her stomach. “She knew you wouldn’t let me touch you willingly.” His hand went between her legs, entering her roughly. “Why is that?”

“Get your hands off her!” Steve yelled in vain.

“Fuck off,” Bill shot over at Steve.

Each painful blow brought her closer to the edge of fury and when he looked away, she took the opportunity to slam her head into his already-broken nose.

“You bitch,” he yelled and slammed her down on the floor of the van, forcing his way between her legs.

Between Steve’s curses and Bill’s mutterings, Jennifer felt the van swerve to the right. In the chaos, she heard Jake yell, “Clean—he wants her clean!” But Bill’s relentless thrusts tore her insides, forcing her breath through her nose and muffled screams from under the tape.

Charlie and Joe hauled him off her.

“Fucking bitch!” he yelled and scuttled away, zipping his jeans back up.

Jennifer rolled onto her side and looked at Steve, tears blurring her vision, mixing with the wetness streaking his face and he tilted his head. “I’m so sorry, baby,” he whispered, and closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. When he opened his eyes, he glanced at Joe. “She’s having tough time breathing. Can you at least take the tape off her mouth?”

Joe looked in the rearview mirror at Jake.

“It doesn’t matter. No one will hear her scream where we’re going.” He gave Joe a nod and he reached forward, ripping the tape from her mouth.

Jennifer gasped, taking great quantity of oxygen in with each draw of breath, Sobs mingled with each wheeze.

“You’ll be dead before the sun comes up,” Bill growled.

Jennifer turned her head away. Sobs ripped through her. She believed Bill—they would not see the sunrise, and he was right.

 

Chapter 41

 

The van pulled off the smooth road onto a divot-filled dirt road, stopping a few hundred yards in. Steve traded a glance with Jennifer and the group shuffled out the side of the van, leaving only Jake, Bill and Joe in the back with them.

“Wait up, Stan,” Bill called and shot a glare at Steve. “We’re going to need you to stay with us.”

Steve almost laughed at the nervous twitch those words caused in the lanky sophomore. He moved his gaze back to Bill. “Where’d everyone go?”

“To the camp site,” he said and a smirk appeared. “We have to get her to Black Cove.”

Before Steve could process the significance of the location, Bill grabbed Jennifer and held the dagger to her throat. “Cut his legs loose,” he said to Joe and then turned his gaze to Steve. “If you so much as flinch, I’ll kill her.”

Joe flipped open a switchblade and cut the rope around Steve’s feet.

Standing, he let out a hiss of pain, almost falling back down as his legs cramped. Slowly straightening, he flexed one foot and then the other, stretching the tight muscles in his calves and glaring at Bill. His mind swarmed with escape scenarios. The odds were more favorable with four of them, especially since the drugs had long since filtered through his system. The only problem was the knife against Jennifer’s throat. His gaze locked on hers for the briefest instant before Jake grabbed her arm, pulling her away from Bill and the blade in one smooth move.

Steve got a glimpse of the gun tucked neatly in the back of Jake’s waistband and a flicker of hope flared. One bullet—that’s all he would need to stop this madness.

Jake led the way, dragging Jennifer over the tree roots and sharp underbrush, ignoring her wincing complaints until she stopped and tried to yank away. Bill stepped to intervene, but Jake was quicker and flipped her over his shoulder, carrying her like a sack of concrete.

Even though he was sandwiched between Joe and Stan, Steve used her abrupt diversion to slide the key to his handcuffs out of his pocket, palming it before their attention returned to him. When the line moved forward, Steve said, “At least tell me why.”

“It’s been here since the dawn of time,” Jake began.

Steve snorted. “What the fuck are you talking about?” he asked, certain they only knew half of the information he uncovered just by Jake’s comment.

“The thing you saw in the crypt.”

Steve was quiet for a few paces, sliding the key into the locking mechanism. “You don’t know shit,” he said, turning the key as he spoke to cover up the slight click of the cuffs’ release.

Joe glanced back at Steve. “We know it requires a sacrifice each year in order to keep it within the confines of Black Cove.”

“What a crock of shit,” Steve said. He thought of the little girl found in the woods almost a half mile away from the area they were heading.

Bill spun around. He grabbed Steve by the throat, pulling him close.

“Chill, Bill. He’ll find out soon enough,” Stan said from behind Steve.

Bill let him go and turned back, passing Joe and continuing behind Jake.

Steve didn’t follow immediately. He waited until both Bill and Joe were at least ten paces ahead and then took a couple steps and stumbled, falling on his hands and knees. “Shit,” he mumbled and shuffled to his feet, keeping an eye on Joe as he slid the knife out of his boot, palming it on the inside of his wrist, out of sight. Joe turned away from Steve, following Bill and Jake, chuckling. When Stan pushed him forward, Steve spun, twisting the blade in his grip and burying it through Stan’s larynx and ripping through flesh and arteries in a violent tug. With his free hand, he covered Stan’s mouth, quieting the gurgle. The gaping wound drenched Steve with blood, and he watched the shock in Stan’s eyes transition to death. A quick glance over his shoulder revealed only darkness on the path before him, the curve hiding their presence. He laid Stan carefully on the ground, hurrying to catch up. Stumbling down the path in the direction they’d disappeared, he made enough noise to sound like two people.

It was dark enough that the group wouldn’t have been able to make out Stan even if he’d been there, but it worked both ways. In his rush to catch up, he nearly collided with Joe. He pulled up at the last second when the shadow in front of him turned, revealing a pale face in the darkness.

“Nice trip?” Joe asked, his voice edged with sarcastic humor.

“Fuck you,” Steve said and listened for the front of the pack. Their footfalls were farther along the path, a good ten to fifteen feet, and he focused back on Joe. “Why rape?” he asked.

“It’s part of the initiation,” Joe answered. “Fuck ‘em any-which-way we can and then he gets her.” His voice trembled and Steve heard the distinct sound of a swallow. “When he’s done, they’re usually in pieces.”

He could make out another bend in the path and knew it was now or never. He gripped the knife in both hands. Raising it high in the air, he plunged it into the back of Joe’s neck, severing the spinal cord with a snap that could have been mistaken for a twig. He caught Joe’s limp body before it hit the ground and quietly set him down. With a deep inhale, he yanked the knife from the body. His stomach lurched, but he pushed the sensation aside. He didn’t have time to get sick and he certainly didn’t have time to mourn Joe or examine his actions. He knew that would come later and he’d pay for it in spades, but for now, he had to get Jennifer away from Bill and Jake.

Hustling forward, he slid around the bend just in time to see Jake enter an opening in the woods. He quickly put his hands behind his back with the knife in his grip. He stopped at the opening, taking in the cove. Jennifer was right—this is as desolate and cold as you can get.

Jake threw Jennifer down in the center of the pentacle carved in dead moss, and turned towards the wood line. He pulled the dagger out, tossed it to Bill, and then knelt, putting the sharp edge of his hunting knife to her throat.

“Where are Stan and Joe?” Bill asked, stepping closer to Jennifer.

Steve smiled. “Probably roasting in hell right about now,” he answered, looking squarely at Jake.

Bill threw the dagger and it hit Steve half an inch away from his open wound, sending him back a couple steps. Pain gripped him and he realized too late that his hands and the knife had come into full view, and he lost his element of surprise. “Fuck!”

“No!” Jennifer screamed.

“Do you want her to die right this second?” Jake shouted, gaining Steve’s attention. “Drop the knife and get your ass over here.”

He dropped the knife immediately and reached for the dagger, muttering under his breath.

“Don’t touch that,” Jake warned.

Steve put his hands back down and took a shaky step into the clearing. I should have launched the knife at Bill the minute he stepped into the opening. Fucking idiot! 

With every step he took, he silently berated himself. He still had the gun tucked away in his boot holster and he prayed for an opening.

Bill stepped out of reach as Steve approached, and Jake pulled Jennifer back a few feet. “In the center.” He pointed the knife and then brought it back to her throat.

Steve did as he was told, his eyes never leaving Jennifer’s. I promise I’ll get you out of this, even if it’s the last thing I do. 

“Kneel.”

He knelt.

Jake nodded for Bill. “If you make a move, I will kill her.”

“That’s getting old,” Steve said, but kept his hands on his knees, digging his nails into the denim as Bill grasped the end of the dagger and yanked it out. Steve blinked and the world spun. Oh shit was his last thought before the world went black.

* * * *

“No! Steve!” Jennifer’s scream echoed on the water. Steve’s limp body tilted backwards onto the moss and she reached for him, but Jake yanked her back. Panic clouded her mind and she struggled in Jake’s grasp, screaming Steve’s name over and over. “Get away from him, you bastard!” she spit when Bill collected blood from the wound.

Bill glared in her direction. “You’re lucky I don’t cut his fucking head off.” He handed the cup to Jake and grabbed Steve’s wrists, dragging him outside the circle surrounding the pentacle. “And while I’d love to do that, I think having him meet the beast is a much better choice. I imagine he’ll do a lot of screaming before he dies.”

She broke away from Jake, spinning and delivering an upper cut that snapped Jake’s head back. He backhanded her, sending her sprawling on the moss. Before she could recover, Jake yanked a handful of her hair and dragged her back toward the center.

Jake ripped her shirt and she swung, fury blinding her and the will to fight, to kill these bastards overrode common sense. She swept Jake’s feet from under him and he landed on his ass. She didn’t wait for him to recover, sending a kick into the side of his head, hoping to break his neck.

Arms grabbed her from behind and she twisted, reaching back and flipping Bill onto the ground at her feet. She stepped back and tripped over the challis, knocking it over. Steve’s blood seeped into the ground and the horror on both Bill’s and Jake’s face made her laugh.

“Run, Jen.”

Steve’s labored voice made her spin, her gaze skimming over him, following his frightened gaze, and landing on the form in the water. Her nightmares flooded her muscles with fear, freezing her in the spot.

“Run,” Steve said, his voice barely a whisper, his vocal cords strangled with fear. He took a deep breath, struggling to his feet. “Run!”

 

Chapter 42

 

Steve’s command loosened her paralysis and Jennifer bolted in the opposite direction into the woods, flying within a few feet of where Bill had found his footing. Jake reached for her before, but she knocked his hand away, fleeing from the beast from her nightmares.

The dream surrounded her and she sobbed, the branches cutting her skin more deeply than the dagger had.

She slid to a stop, leaning over and vomiting the foul contents of her stomach on the dark forest floor. She spit and turned back toward the clearing, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, her entire frame trembling.

She couldn’t let him die; she had to stop that thing.

 

Chapter 43

 

The beast reached Jake first and swatted him like a fly, his claws ripping through skin and bone like a master sword, separating his torso from his legs and sending his top half toward the wood line near Steve.

Steve’s gaze landed on what was left of Jake and snapped to the metal object just short of the brush. He launched toward it, praying the thing wouldn’t attack him next. When his hand swiped the gun from the ground, he spun, aiming in time to see Bill dart toward the path they came in.

The beast caught Bill before he left the crunchy moss. It toyed with him, raking a sharp claw over his back, and Bill screamed.

Its laugh cascaded over the cove, throaty, dark and full of menace. “I promised a painful death.” The beast’s voice scraped out of its throat and into Bill’s ear, and then it tore his arm from his torso.

Bill’s screams continued and Steve stared at the carnage. His stomach dropped and acid lined his throat when the beast disemboweled Bill. Intestines spilled out of the gash along with a torrent of blood. Bill’s scream caught in a gag, bile and blood spewing from his mouth, encircling the now continuous scream. The beast sheared clean through Bill’s leg, tossing the limb aside like a discontented child before dragging a still-screaming Bill under the black water.

Steve stumbled toward the path, but he only got as far as the center of the pentacle before the black shape rose out of the water again. Fear made his heart ram against his chest and each of his wounds throbbed in concert. Black like an oil slick and remotely in the shape of a very large man, its eyes glowed, altering between red, orange, and yellow, just like the embers in a hot fire. Steve’s his mind reeled and he pulled the trigger. The gun jammed and he stared at it for a moment before his gaze snapped back to the thing approaching. “Shit!”

It reached out and hit him, sending him across the clearing. The gun fell onto the ground at the far edge of the wood line.

Steve scrambled to his feet, his eyes wide and darting around the cove until they fell on the dagger. He moved to retrieve it, wrapping his hand around the handle just as the beast came for him. He backed slowly away with the dagger in hand and it stopped in the center of the pentacle.

“You.” It pointed its claw. “You need to die.” The ground shook as the words rumbled from its chest.

Steve blinked but didn’t respond. The scent of fire and rotting meat radiated from the beast, filling Steve’s nostrils from fifteen feet away.

This is NOT possible!

The temperature in the clearing plummeted to the point where he could see his ragged breath hanging in the air in front of him. He shivered, his teeth chattering uncontrollably. Yet the ground singed with each step the beast took, filling the air with the stench of burnt moss. He took an involuntary step backwards, his chest still oozing from both stab wounds. As he held the dagger in his hand, pointing it at the thing, his eyes darted between the blade and the beast’s hands. It seemed like such an inadequate weapon against the razor-sharp claws at the end of the demon’s fingers.

It changed its form, morphing, altering, solidifying.

Steve gaped at Peg. Peg with red eyes.

He blinked again, his mind unable to wrap itself around what he was seeing. He lowered the dagger a fraction of an inch. Sirens deep inside raged and he brought the blade back up in response.

“You killed that little girl,” Steve said.

“She was so sweet, innocent, and pure.” It breathed and stepped forward, still taking the shape of his dead fiancé.

Steve could smell its breath. “You are not Peg,” he said with conviction.

It took another step forward and the outline of the pentacle began to glow.

Steve stared at the ground and stepped forward, within the lines of the pentacle, bringing his gaze back to the demon, praying whatever the demon did, it would be quick, but the gleam in the beast’s eyes, promised otherwise.

It laughed and struck out, sending Steve flying to the far edge of the pentacle. The beast’s claws left deep cuts along his face, neck, and chest, and burning agony ripped through his skin. He struggled to his feet and stepped back into the circle, the knife grasped in his hand and his throat closing in pain. His breath wheezed and he took another step forward, allowing his blood to drip on the sacred ground.

“She’s mine, not yours,” Steve gasped pointing the dagger in its direction.

The beast charged.

“Leave him alone,” Jennifer’s voice rang through the clearing and the beast spun in her direction.

* * * *

Jennifer gulped, staring down the beast from her nightmares. It paused, lifted its nose in the air and sniffed. A feral smile stretched across its face, revealing sharp jagged teeth like a shark.

The beast stepped toward her. “I want to hear you scream for eternity,” it said.

Jennifer froze and began to shake. This thing was in my closet! 

It laughed. “Yes, I was there.” It approached her.

“Don’t touch her,” Steve said and stumbled, dropping to his hands and knees.

Its smile faded. “She is mine.” The beast reached out, grasping her wrist and pulled her forward.

“I belong to Steve,” she said, straightening her back and glaring at the beast despite the burning pain where it clasped her wrist.

“You were supposed to be mine two years ago,” it growled and morphed into the form of Tom. “I died for you,” it said.

Jennifer stared, her mouth dropping and the fear transitioning to shock as she stared into deep dark eyes. Even his voice was accurate, but the stench of burning flesh and moss yanked her back to reality. She popped her mouth closed and leveled a glare, ripping her arm from his grip. She stepped forward, shoving the image in front of her.

Her hands burnt. “I hate you!” she screamed in its face.

The beast roared transitioning back into the black form, jerking away. In its fury, it picked her up and threw her across the clearing.

Her legs smashed into a tree trunk, whipping her around and Jennifer yelped when she landed on the ground. Pain gripped her legs and she didn’t dare look at the damage. Her breath locked in her chest and she struggled to bring air to her lungs. Her mind systematically shut down and everything went fuzzy.

* * * *

Steve climbed to his feet and took a step in her direction, the pain etched in her features sent a surge of anger through him, overriding any sense of fear and he turned on the demon, meeting its fiery glare.

“You tainted her,” it said, pointing a claw in his direction.

“I guess drinking the blood of Palawion’s descendant probably didn’t help.” He flipped the dagger so he held the sharp edge, reading himself.

Its eyes narrowed, falling to the wounds traversing across Steve’s chest and face and to the blood dripping on the ground. It took an unsteady step backwards.

Steve grinned. “Yes. I read up on you. On what could send you back into the bowels of hell.” Steve pitched the dagger through the air and into the beast’s chest. The dagger sunk through the demon’s skin and it roared with fury, lumbering toward him.

Steve lost his balance, falling to his knees. In vain, he attempted to stand, but he crumbled to his hands and knees. The demon grabbed a fist full of hair, yanking him up and slowly running its claws down his back, ripping the flesh open. Steve shrieked, his voice filled with pain and panic.

“You’re coming to hell with me,” it seethed. Letting go of his hair, it raised its arm to strike the final blow.

* * * *

Jennifer saw the gun through the haze—it was the only thing clear in her line of sight. She picked it up and aimed at the beast. Clenching her teeth, she held on to consciousness with bitter determination, believing the bullet could kill the thing in the clearing. She said a silent prayer, asking God to make her shot true, and yelled, “Go to hell you son of a bitch!”

When it turned toward her voice, she squeezed the trigger. The noise and light that filled the clearing astounded her.

The bullet cut through the dark, leaving a trail of white light in its path, piercing the beast where a human heart would be. The impact lifted it off its feet, sending it catapulting through the air into the center of the black water. White light seared the blackness as it hit the surface, sending waves of clear water in every direction, drenching Steve.

* * * *

When he crumbled to the ground, the impact sent pain to every surface. He opened his eyes in time to see Jennifer’s eyes roll up into her head and the gun slip out of her hand and onto the black moss.

Pulling himself to his feet, he stumbled to her. Picking her up in his arms, he headed in the direction of Paradise Cove and his grandfather’s cabin. When he stepped out of the perimeter of Black Cove, the water seeped into the basin, leaving a muddy, murky sinkhole. The remnants of centuries of the demon’s carnage were visible for all to see.

Each step required Herculean effort. His arms burned from holding her, the torn skin of his chest and back screamed, threatening to drop him on the spot. He stumbled, caught his balance, and kept moving because he knew if he stopped, he’d die without knowing she was safe.

Please God, please God, please God.

He prayed with each step and when he entered Paradise Cove, he began to cry. Great sobs fought the air for space in his ruined chest. The path to his grandfather’s place seemed like an impossible feat, but when he stepped onto the lawn from the edge of the woods and saw the FBI lights and the central command station in the yard, he collapsed to his knees.

His last coherent thought before all went black, Thank you, God. 

 

Chapter 44

 

Murphy glanced toward the path again. The gunshot had come from that direction and the team was mobilizing.

He saw Steve stumble out of the woods with Jennifer in his arms.

The lights in the yard gave him a good look at his young protégé and what he saw made his blood run cold.

Steve collapsed with her on the lawn and Murphy started running.

They were both unconscious and barely breathing when the ambulance pulled in to bring her to the hospital in Concord, and the Life Star Helicopter landed to take him to Boston.

Neither one of them saw the sunrise over Mirror Lake, just as Bill had predicted.

 

Chapter 45

 

“Oh Lord, help me get through today,” she whispered. Her voice echoed in the empty chapel. It was the first time Jennifer had been back to Brooksfield since that horrible day two months before.

She slowly pushed her wheelchair out of the small church. The cold, misty day slapped at her cheeks while her black hair hung in her eyes. She rolled toward the gravesite. A wilted rose lay in her lap.

Sighing, she stopped in front of the shiny new headstone engraved with care. A tear rolled down her cheek and landed on the rose.

Picking up the flower, she tossed it onto Tracy’s grave. “I miss you,” she whispered to her best friend’s headstone. “I am so sorry.”

His hand descended on her shoulder, making her jerk in surprise. She turned and looked at him, eyes wide with shock. She hadn’t seen him in two months, since she killed that thing.

It had been a miracle that he’d been able to carry her for over a mile, and still another that he was alive at all. Along with the broken arm resting in a sling, the only visible scar traversed his cheek, and continued down his neck, stretching under his crisp white shirt.

The tailored black suit hid the bulk of his injuries. Bandages wrapped around his torso, immobilizing four broken ribs. Angry red scars from the beast’s claws cut across his chest and back along with the multiple stab wounds, all hidden by the dark Armani knock-off. He’d cut his hair recently, shorter and cleaner than it had been in early September.

“It wasn’t your fault, babe,” he said, looking at Tracy’s gravestone. If I hadn’t called her… 

“Murphy said you almost died.”

Steve nodded. “They told me I did. It was touch and go for a while, I guess.” He glanced back at her and her tears started again. “But I was damned if I was going to die and never see you again.”

“When did you get out of the hospital?” she asked through the tears.

“Last week. My parents have been taking care of me and it really sucks.” He offered her a hint of a smile. “This is the first time I’ve been in Brooksfield, though. I heard you were coming.”

Jennifer nodded. “My folks drove me up.”

Steve nodded. “I know. Your mom called.” He took a deep breath. “Why didn’t you come see me?”

Jennifer began to sob and shake her head. “I was afraid to.”

Steve turned the wheelchair toward him and knelt in front of her, trying not to wince. “Why?” he asked, his own eyes welling with tears. He had enough exposure to rape victims to know the answer, but he asked anyway.

“Because you saw, you saw everything.”

Steve took her hands in his and put his head on her knees, grappling with the mental anguish. Hot tears burned the back of his throat. Yes, he saw everything, every nasty vile thing they did to her, but it didn’t alter the depth of his emotion. He loved her and failed her.

He shook his head slowly and looked up, the tears running hot tracks down his cheeks. “I’m sorry I couldn’t stop them,” he whispered. “That I couldn’t protect you.”

“You did the best you could under the circumstances.” She pulled her hand out of his grasp and wiped her face.

Steve looked down at the ground. “I should have taken you into custody when I first realized you were in the middle of this. If…”

Jennifer cut him off. “Stop! There was nothing either of us could have done differently. If we had, we would be dead right now and that thing would still be alive.”

He knew she was right, but it didn’t stop the nightmares or the feeling of responsibility over what happened to Tracy. Steve looked up at her. “Do you still love me?” he asked, deathly afraid of the answer.

Jennifer nodded, tears spilling from her eyes again, lining her cheeks. “Do you?”

“God, yes,” he said, wiping the tears off his face. “You are what kept me alive.” He removed a small box from his pocket and took her hand. “I don’t ever want to wake up without you by my side again. Ever.” He looked at Tracy’s headstone. “This isn’t exactly the grand spectacle I’d originally planned, but Tracy helped me pick these out so I figure she would appreciate being a part of it in some way.” He looked back at Jennifer and slipped a ring on her finger. “Jennifer Ann Curtis, will you marry me?” he whispered, his eyes sparkling with tears.

Jennifer lowered her eyes to her hand and a ray of sunshine broke through the haze hitting the diamond ring he had placed on her finger. A prism of light surrounded them in the lonely graveyard. She glanced into his eyes. Tears spilled down her cheeks, and her throat constricted from the wave of emotions crashing over her.

Overwhelmed, Jennifer couldn’t utter a sound. She closed her eyes to gain control, sucking her bottom lip and taking a deep inhale through her nose.

“Jenny?” he asked, his voice laced with doubt.

“Yes,” she whispered, and opened her eyes.

Steve let a slow smile form on his lips. He kissed her gently and stood, pushing her wheelchair into the chapel. “How about right now?” he whispered in her ear, pushing her up the aisle.

His parents stood at the front of the chapel along with Murphy, and a priest. And for the briefest instant, Jennifer thought she saw Tracy, standing by the altar in a hideous pumpkin bridesmaid dress with a Cheshire-cat grin on her face. With a blink of her eyes, the apparition was gone.

Jennifer laughed softly. “Right now is as good a time as any.” She looked up at him with the first real smile she felt since the night the three of them binged on tequila and dancing.

 

The End
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DARK RECKONING:

 

A sadistic killer stalks the secluded college town of Brooksfield, New Hampshire. With bodies piling up and rumors of the murders being part of sacrificial hazing rituals, the FBI plants Special Agent Steve Williams in a fraternity at Brooksfield University. His investigation takes a ninety degree turn into the bizarre when he’s introduced to Jennifer, a clairvoyant co-ed who swears the killer isn’t human.

 

Steve considers the plausibility of the extraordinary, the unspeakable, even the inconceivable when his notebook starts bleeding cryptic messages. Messages that indicate Jennifer is at the heart of the darkness in Brooksfield.

 

When she describes her latest vision, a trail of violent deaths, including his, Steve asks the million-dollar question:

 

Is Jennifer trying to help...or is she actually the one responsible?

 

“J E Taylor writes a thrilling and engaging paranormal horror, “DARK RECKONING”. The absorbing, fluid plot builds slowly towards its divergent terror-driven climax. As sturdy, forthright characters convey the story’s age-old message; stay out of the woods…and while you’re at it, the water too. DI do love a great horror story, so I’m adding this beauty to my ebook collection. Marking it for a repeat read too.” Pamela Jenewein – Romance At Heart Reviews

 

"J.E. Taylor has penned a tale of terror worthy of Lovecraft. The strong characters, edgy atmosphere and unflinching narrative hooked me from the first and kept me riveted all the way through to its horrifying conclusion - a solid piece of storytelling!" Ty Drago, Editor of Allegory and author of PHOBOS

 

“I loved DARK RECKONING - always had a soft spot for demon type horror/thrillers and this is fabulous. Just the right mix of terror and calm so I didn't have a heart attack while reading but came close! Excellent read for anyone who loves horror and a good love story.” Cat Connor author of killerbyte and terrorbyte
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VENGEANCE ( Book 2):

 

Living large in New York City as a corporate lawyer for the most savvy drug lord on the East Coast, Special Agent Steve Williams carefully plots Charlie Wisnowski's downfall. His plans go to hell when his wife Jennifer survives an attack by a serial killer. With her life in jeopardy and his undercover guise threatening to unravel, he orders Charlie’s arrest. But the sting goes woefully wrong and Steve becomes the target of a mafia assassin hired by the biggest crime boss in America.

 

Escaping from the city, Steve and Jennifer settle back into their quiet life on the banks of Mirror Lake. Their peaceful existence shatters with a crippling loss and Jennifer’s visions escalate, forecasting a brutal assault on their family.

 

Armed with scant details from her dreams, Steve trudges through a litany of past connections, searching for the key to stop the course of fate.

 

What he uncovers chills him to the core - a brother with a grudge, a serial killer and a mafia assassin are all on his trail. The hunt begins...

 


“VENGEANCE follows FBI agent Steve Williams deep undercover inside a cocaine ring. With each chapter the tension mounts as Taylor turns the screws using multiple and excellent techniques to grip the reader. It’s a great crime thriller – an excellent read, it moves at a frenetic pace with multiple character threads woven through it to culminate in an explosive ending. I recommend it as a gripping read you won’t be able to put down.” Poppet – author of Darkroom and Seithe
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HUNTING SEASON (Book 3):

 

When Kyle Winslow escapes from custody and targets everyone Special Agent Steve Williams cares about, a turn of fate brings Steve face to face with Ty Aris – a criminal mastermind topping the FBI’s most wanted list.

 

Torn between justice and vengeance, Steve must make a decision.

 

Join alliances with Ty, or arrest him and lose his best chance to catch the bastard who destroyed his family.

 

"Unstoppable, breath stealing, and terrifying all at once." - Cat Connor, author of killerbyte, terrorbyte, and exacerbyte.

 

"Hunting Season goes where few venture, mixing a compelling crime thriller with supernatural forces. The action and drama is thick and fast and I guarantee you will not be able to put this book down." - Poppet, author of Seithe and Darkroom.
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GEORGIA REIGN (Book 4):

 

Special Agent Steve Williams, still reeling from the death of Chris Ryan and his unexpected inheritance, isn’t ready to step back into the line of fire.  Relations with his wife are strained at best, and now he’s saddled with a new partner and a not so silent guardian angel.

 

When his boss calls with news of another case, a serial killer in Atlanta targeting children, it strikes a nerve in Steve. Caught between responsibility and instinct, he makes a choice – a choice he’ll regret forever.

 

“Georgia Reign is impossible to ignore or put down. Once you start reading, you are stuck, the great writing hooks you and makes you feel like a part of each scene. A good author gets you emotionally invested with the characters, and Taylor is an exceptional thriller author. I wasn't ready to say goodbye to these characters again, I simply wanted to keep reading to find out what happens next. If you love crime thrillers, you really HAVE to start reading the Steve Williams novels by J.E. Taylor. She takes you on a ride you will never forget. Gripping, disturbing, page turning crime thrillers don't get better than this.” Poppet / Gemma Rice – Author of Seithe, Darkroom and Djinn

 


“Eeek.. I loved this book. It had me on edge with tingling sensation of dread and hope for the characters of the book. This series had me at hello. Taylor has a way of telling stories in which it is very hard to put them down. So enthralling that you go to bed dreaming of the events unfolding on the page. So looking forward to more from this very talented Author!!!” 5-Stars from Ladymaryjane on Amazon
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CRYSTAL ILLUSIONS (Book 5):

 

Assistant D.A. Carolyn Hastings has an uncanny knack for putting away criminals. With one of the best prosecution records in recent history, her future as Manhattan’s next District Attorney looks certain. But her sixth sense for winning cases threatens to work against her when she starts seeing a string of murders through the eyes of the killer.

 

With suspects piling up as fast as bodies, and the motives of those closest to her questionable, Carolyn doesn’t know who to trust. When the FBI assigns Special Agent Steve Williams to the case, Carolyn discloses her deepest fear - that the man she loves may be the one responsible for the city’s latest crime spree.

 

The only thing Steve knows for sure is Carolyn has an inexplicable psychic connection with the killer, and all the victims have one thing in common…a striking resemblance to Carolyn Hastings.

 

And he knows it’s only a matter of time before this psychopath knocks on her door.

 

 

“Taylor has a strong thriller where every single character has reasonable doubt flashing like a neon sign hanging over them, and right from the beginning you are trying to guess who the killer really is. Gripping, rich and magnificent - crime whodunnits don't get any better than this!” Author Poppet / Gemma Rice – Author of QUISLINGS, BLINDSIDED, DJINN and DUSAN 

 

“CRYSTAL ILLUSIONS is a dizzying thriller with a terrifying killer, a unique detective, and some twists you will not see coming! This is Steve Williams’ most addictive adventure so far and J.E. Taylor at her very best!” Ty Drago - Author of PHOBOS and THE UNDERTAKERS: RISE OF THE CORPSES and Managing Editor/Publisher of ALLEGORY E-zine. 

 

"This has to be one of the best mysteries I have ever read. Move over Agatha Christie there's a new sheriff in town, and she is great." - PRG Reviews 
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SAVING FACE (Book 6):

 

The Windwalker Serial Killer stalks the inlets of southern Maine for the next beauty to advance his collection and Special Agent Steve Williams is frustrated with always being a breath behind the slippery psychopath. Escalating the pressure, Steve’s adopted sons, CJ and Tom Ryan, take teenage rebellion to an entirely new level, leaving Steve in an explosive situation.

 

When the Windwalker slaughters Tom’s ex-girlfriend, taking her face as a macabre trinket, Tom is found on the scene covered in her blood, with her scalped body draped across his lap. Damning evidence against him is unearthed, his father's secret identity is about to be exposed, and he's charged with Tanya’s traumatic murder. 

 

To prove his innocence, their only hope is the worst-case scenario; for the Windwalker to harvest a new face.

 


You might also enjoy The Games Erotic Thriller Series – also available as a box set…
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SURVIVAL GAMES (Book 1):

 

Until he snatches sexy stock jock Jessica Connor, Ty Aris happily followed his stepbrother’s orders, producing some of the most coveted black market porn and snuff films on the street. But the day he grabs her in the parking lot, his life becomes a living nightmare.

 

Jessica foils his plans, fires his passion, and frustrates the hell out of him. She never gives in to his demands, his pleas or his desires, and yet a psychic bond claims his soul and melts the iron walls around his heart. His obsession sparks a fierce rift when Frank wants to start filming. Ty stalls with any and every excuse in the book, fueling Frank’s fury, but he knows it’s only a matter of time before he loses this game.

 

With the clock ticking, he scrambles for escape options.

 

Options that won’t land him in jail...or worse...a captive in Frank’s sadistic prison.

 

“I rarely write a review, but this one kept me up nights. Nightmarishly delicious without a hint of shying away from the seductively scrumptious flavor from one page to the next. Horror, torture, hate, fear and sensuality. This story has a little bit of everything in it with the grim intensity of eliciting these emotions in the reader.” Amazon 5 Star Review by Anna

 

“I was a little hesitant getting this trilogy. I read all the time - Grisham, Koontz, Clancey and many more authors. After reading the reviews, I decided I would give the books a try, partly because of the price for all three books. I was blown away! You definitely have to keep an open mind but loving and hating the villain is something that is impossible for an author to do. You want them caught, prosecuted - no matter what catch them - but the author made me hate him, love him, cry for him even laugh out loud. I couldn't put it down until I was finished with all three. If you don't read these books it's a loss - very much a page turner.” Amazon 5 Star Review by Hard To Please for the Games Trilogy(Survival Games, Mind Games and End Game). 

 

This book is for sale to Adult Audiences Only. It contains substantial sexually explicit scenes, graphic language and violence that may be considered offensive by some readers.
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MIND GAMES (Book 2):

 

Chris Ryan doesn’t understand why he’s alive. By all accounts he should have died in the prison he and his step-brother created. Dying screams and the ring of gunshots still haunt his dreams and to make matters worse, five years hasn’t erased his passion for Jessica Connor.

 

She left him bleeding on the cold concrete floor, escaping the prison that held her for close to a year. Semi-conscious and close to death, his gaze fell on an apparition of her son and white light filled his skin, healing his wounds and giving him a second chance...and to this day that power still rages within him.

 

Haunting visions of her daughter’s death drive him out of hiding and he shows up at her doorstep with the intent of giving her the power he safeguarded all these years. But his good intentions fall short when they realize he led the vengeful spirit of his step-brother straight to her.

 

Cancer is no longer their biggest worry, now Chris and Jessica must battle a ghost hell bent on destroying all of them.

 

This book is for sale to Adult Audiences Only. It contains substantial sexually explicit scenes, graphic language and violence that may be considered offensive by some readers.

 


 

[image: ]


 

 

END GAME (Book 3):

 

Chris Ryan has everything he's ever dreamed of: the love of a beautiful woman, two amazing children, an obscene amount of money and mystical powers beyond his wildest dreams.

 

His perfectly planned Valentine’s Day proposal hits a speed bump when Jessica receives a call from her ex-husband and agrees to attend the premier of his movie in New York City. A movie Chris isn’t so sure he wants to see, especially on the same night as his wedding.

 

Sharing the spotlight with her ex becomes the least of his concerns when three thousand miles away on the sunny coast of California, a scorned woman activates a contract on Jessica.

 

He lands in the cross hairs between an endless trail of assassins and his wife, fending them off and vowing revenge on the crazy bitch that set them loose. But his valiant efforts crumble in a near fatal hit leaving him on the brink.

 

In the dark plane between life and death, Chris is given a choice: Save his family or save his soul.

 

This book is for sale to Adult Audiences Only. It contains substantial sexually explicit scenes, graphic language and violence that may be considered offensive by some readers.


 

Check out J.E. Taylor’s new urban fantasy Night Hawk Series: 

 

[image: ]


 

 

NIGHT HAWK (Book 1):

 

Selling your soul has never been so charming and Mark throws in a little something to sweeten the pot, his girlfriend Naomi.

 

Sentenced to death at the hands of a demon, Naomi Hawk has a firsthand lesson in despair and betrayal in Mark’s deal for fame with all the trimmings. Deep in the clutches of the underground brotherhood, Naomi's light is coveted for the Master's gain.

 

When she slips and falls eighty stories from a precarious ledge, Naomi resigns herself to the inevitable impact and death by shattered bones. Before she can escape her demons in eternal slumber, something sinister plucks her from the plummet, stealing her out of the night to sacrifice her forever to the shadows.

 

Imprisoned in bottomless darkness, Naomi thirsts for justice…and revenge.
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TIGRESS (Book 2):

 

Naomi's immortality is nullified, making her vulnerable to the ones who consider her their conquest. If she wasn't already walking over the hot coals of misfortune she would be obsessed with the next ambush. The shadow vaccine is hell in a syringe, the antidote turning Naomi’s blood into a lethal elixir, rendering her toxic to all vampires, including Damian.

 

Archangel Michael reveals a long buried secret of her heritage and cautions Naomi against personally triggering the apocalypse. If Lucifer discovers just how unique she is, death at his hands will become her most appealing escape.


 

Young Adult books by J.E. Taylor:
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DON’T FEAR THE REAPER (Book 1):

 

The day Nick Ramsay’s eighth-grade teacher drops dead in his classroom, Nick sees his first reaper. When another cloaked figure appears at his grandmother’s bedside, Nick issues an order for the vile creature to leave her alone. 

 

This simple act of defiance creates a domino effect that brings Fate and Death to Nick’s door and reveals his true lineage, throwing his world into chaos. To make matters worse, a group of rogue reapers declares war on humanity and Nick is the only one who can stop them.
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DOME WARRIORS:

 

When Andre Robbins uses his abilities to stop his parents' execution, he fulfills a prophecy that gets him banished to outer space...forever.

 

Years later, his pod drifts toward a place of refuge - Earth. Now at age seventeen, he wants to put his alien past behind him and just fit in at Dallas High School. He wants to play football and marry Katrina Lawrence, but his father says no to both counts, driving Andre away.

 

Determined to be together, he and Katrina elope, starting a domino effect that plasters their picture all over the airwaves. When word of his survival reaches his home planet, his well-planned future crumbles and his existence doesn't just threaten those he loves, it may very well trigger Earth's destruction.
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HIGHWAY TO HELL – The Death Chronicles Book Two 

by William F. Houle and J.E. Taylor

Coming in the fall of 2013

 

Nick Ramsay thinks there’s nothing worse than starting high school in a new town, especially in the sweltering Florida heat.

 

But being cast as an outsider is a far cry from the danger of his pending rescue mission to Purgatory to save his father from the grip of Leviathan.

 

Find these titles and more at 

www.JETaylor75.com
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