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Dedication


To my parents,

for knowing when to catch me,

and when to let me fly.

And always believing

that the latter was possible.







 
Chapter 1




Washington, D.C.

July

Friday evening


Southern Belle, thirty, seeks prince to carry her off to his castle and take care of her forever.



What do you think, dear? Peggy Gallagher looked over the table at her new client.

Claire Lambert shifted in her chair, struggling for a response that wouldnt offend Peggy. She turned to her friend Afton for assistance, since she had been the one to talk her into joining a dating service in the first place.

Doesnt that caption sound like something to grab a mans attention, Marie Claire? Peggy pressed.

Deciding Afton wasnt going to help, Claire thought about her options. She might have been tired after a long daya long week, reallybut not tired enough to let that gem get by her untouched. Joining the Gallaghers dating service was humiliating enough, but having a blurb like the one Peggy had suggested appear next to her picture would be pathetic.

 
Besides, she hated being called Marie Claire.

Claire worked hard to look serious. I was thinking more along the lines of Businesswoman, thirty, has castle, seeks prince to help with upkeep and provide occasional foot massage.

Claires deadpan expression was angelic. She had spent her formative years tormenting the nuns at Our Heavenly Savior Catholic Girls School in New Orleans, so getting Peggys back up was easy.

Peggy drew herself up straight in her chair, inhaling through her flared nostrils, while across the table, her daughter and business partner covered laughter with a cough. Afton Gallagher truly enjoyed seeing someone make her mother pucker upit happened so rarely.

Mom, why dont you make sure the computer is set up for Claire to view the eligible candidates. She and I can work on her bio later, Afton said, careful to not meet Claires gaze.

Peggy surveyed them both for a long moment. All right. But really, Marie Claire, you should put more thought into developing the caption to go with your picture in the catalogue. Its the first impression the male candidates will have of you, and you certainly dont want to come across as too flip. Or assertive. Men dont care for that in a young lady.

Peggy pushed back from the table, straightened her skirt with a practiced move, and went out the door of the conference room. Claire looked closely at her departing figure, trying to see if Peggy was, indeed, wearing nylons and a slip in the sweltering heat of a Washington, D.C. summer.

Claire looked up and caught Afton rolling her eyes. They shared a moment of silent humor over Peggys stodgy approach to both fashion and romance in the twenty-first century.

Then Claire straightened in her chair, turning dancing black eyes to Afton. Hey, I left out the part about providing foot massages in exchange for the occasional blow job.

Afton laughed out loud. It was just like Claire to say something outrageous and make her forget that it was after nine on a Friday evening, and she had been working without a break for the last seven days. Shed had to stay late tonight to accommodate Claires busy schedule, but she didnt mind doing her friend this favor. Besides, it had been Aftons nagging that had convinced Claire to give the dating service a try in the first place. The least she could do was offer moral support.

Im suddenly not sure about signing up for a dating service, Claire said once shed stopped laughing. It seems so, I dont know, sad. Needy. That was one word she would never use to describe herself. She hated being in a situation where that particular shoe might fit.

Dont be ridiculous, Afton said quickly, not wanting Claire to back out now that she had finally dragged her in. We went over this before. Youre paying for a servicespecial friends price, I might addjust like getting your carpets cleaned or your car washed. Were providing you with something you dont have time to do yourself. Its as simple as that.

Maybe, but I never had to fill out my preferences for eyes, hair, and build on the carpet cleaner or car wash guy before. Claires eyes were serious, yet she gave a half smile. Afton had become a very close friend in the past six months because Claire admired intelligence, guts, and determination. She didnt want to wimp out and waste everyones time. Oh, never mind. Lets go look at our selection of eligible studs in the catalogue before I lose my nerve completely.

 








Chapter 2




Several hours later Claire watched the elevator doors swish closed on the offices of Camelot Dating Services, Inc. Finally, an end to what had to be one of the more humiliating evenings she had endured in her thirty years on the planet.

How had she let Afton talk her into diving back into the dating pool? And with a dating servicetalk about the deep end. Claire cringed every time she thought about it. After looking at hundreds of pictures of male candidates, and reading hundreds of intros ranging from mildly clever to downright cheesy, she was convinced shed never find anyone worth dating in a singles catalogue.

Monday shed call Afton and tell her it had all been a big mistake.

The elevator doors opened into the lobby. Claire passed a heavyset security guard on her way out to the street.

Want me to call you a cab, miss? The guard apparently hoped she would answer no, because he barely looked up from the magazine he was flipping through.

No, thank you. Im just going to walk to Dupont Circle and catch the bus into Georgetown. Theres one coming by just after midnight.

 
Gonna get wet. Storms about to break. This was offered with another indolent flip of the pages, punctuated by a rumble of thunder outside.

Im preparedmy umbrella is right here. She was always prepared. Checking the Weather Channel every morning before getting dressed was part of her comfortable daily routine.

On her way out the heavy revolving door, she hesitated a moment too long before stepping through the opening. The door jammed on the full-length umbrella trailing behind her. She set her jaw, pulled the umbrella free, and left before seeing whether the noise had been enough to stir the security guard from his comfortable perch.

As she hurried down the street, Claire tried to open the mangled umbrella decorated with a whimsical depiction of blue skies and sunshine. It stopped opening after no more than a few inches. Leaves rustled as a gust of wind brought a light spatter of raindrops down across her silk blouse.

Beautiful. Livvies going to kill me, Claire muttered out loud. The umbrella had been a present from her best friend Olivia, brought back after a visit to the Metropolitan Museum in New York.

Claire checked her watch as another gust of wind ruffled her collar. Shed better hurry if she wanted to catch that bus. Despite the late hour, she chose a shortcut across the grounds of one of the areas numerous schools. She took a canister of pepper spray from her purse and trotted across the poorly lit area. As she hurried across the blacktop playground, she rehearsed what she would tell Afton when she canceled her dating service membership on Monday.

Just tell her youve had terrible luck dating in the past, that its only ever brought boredom or disaster. Claire ducked her head to keep the rain out of her eyes. Tell her youve come to your senses and arent really that desperate for someone to go with to museum exhibitions and quiet dinners.

She laughed humorlessly at her own pitiful dating aspirations.

Lightning flashed, briefly illuminating the lonely playground with its creaking swings and jungle gym. When thunder crashed directly overhead, Claire paused. Lightning came again. She counted the seconds until the thunder as she struggled to open her umbrella.

No luck.

Raindrops came faster now, driven by the sticky, restless wind. A few dark curls were pulled from the neat twist she wore while at work.

As she pushed hair back out of her face, she began to jog in earnest, thinking of the tiny shelter provided at the bus stop. If the storm got really bad, she could always go into one of the bars off the Circle and call for a cab. Right now the rain was a welcome break from the nights oppressive humidity.

Claire rounded a corner and saw a dark shape about ten feet away. When lightning flashed, she saw the shape was a man. He had his back to her and was leaning over something. Abruptly he bent down and moved his right arm in several precise, controlled motions. As he rose and turned toward her, she saw that he was standing over a woman sprawled on her back, dead eyes open to the rain-filled sky.

Claires heart stopped. An icy-hot feeling slithered through her belly. Her pulse pounded in her ears, blocking out the sound of wind and thunder.

As lightning flashed again, her stunned eyes shifted from the body on the ground to the man. He was looking directly at her, holding a long object in his right hand. Slowly his lips turned up into an odd, closed-mouth smile. She stared in shock, focused on his mouth, as the image of a photo flashed in her mind. Her paralyzed lungs filled with a gasp.

She had seen his smile before.

The man lunged toward her.

A knife. He has a knife.

Claires survival instinct kicked in, along with a dozen years of urban-woman-living-alone advice. She blasted the man with her pepper spray and flung the useless umbrella at him in an awkward left-handed throw.

He made a hoarse sound as the spray hit his forehead and splashed his eyes.

Run, Claire. Run!

Heeding the voice screaming inside her head, she dropped her purse and the now useless canister and ran. When she looked back for a second, she saw that the killer was holding his hands to his eyes as he turned his face up to the steady rain.

She knew the spray would only buy her five seconds, ten at most, since shed missed hitting his eyes directly. She kicked off her low business pumps and hit her full running speed within a few strides. Soon her breath was rasping in and out of her lungs. When she risked one more glance back, she saw the killer running after her.

Oh, God. Oh, God.

She snapped her head forward and refused to look again.

Where should I go? Back to Camelot and the pudgy security guard?

She paused for a heartbeat, then decided to take her chances with the Friday night crowds at Dupont Circles restaurants and clubs.

Feet pounded closer behind her.

She pushed her burning legs into running faster. She was in decent shape from regular workouts, but sprinting wasnt part of her routine. Her bare feet slapped on the slick pavement as fast as she could make them move. Raindrops hit her mouth as she tried to breathe. They tasted sweet, and eased the dryness of her lips.

She could feel the force of the mans will reaching out to her. It was almost a physical touch. She was terrified that she would feel his hand grab her shoulder or hair at any second.

With a tight sound of fear and exertion, she turned left and raced down a dark backstreet filled with Dumpsters and cardboard boxes. She thought there was a bar or something on the corner at the end of the alley.

It never occurred to Claire to call for help. With her body in pure survival mode and her throat paralyzed by fear, she focused on escape. She had to get to a safe place before he caught up with her.

God, how long is this street?

She felt as if she were running flat out yet standing still. The end of the alley seemed no closer than when shed started. For the first time she wondered if she would get away. Then she heard the sawing breath of the man behind her and knew if he caught her she would die.

Fresh adrenaline shot through her, giving her a rush of strength. She opened the gap between herself and the man chasing her.

When she finally reached the street, Claires instincts took her to the right. Her heart sank when she saw that the area was emptyno cars, no pedestrians, everyone had been driven inside by the summer rain that continued to pour down in wind-driven waves.

But the faint pulsing beat of music drew her forward. Two doors up the street she saw neon lights coming from windows set at basement levela nightclub. A set of dark metal stairs was all that separated Claire from safety. She threw herself down the steps as fast as she could force her trembling legs to move.

Risking one more glance behind her, Claire didnt see any sign of the man chasing her, but she knew he could come around the corner at any moment. She paused to look again, and the momentary break in her rhythm caused her bare feet to slip on the metal stairs.

Between one heartbeat and the next, her feet went out from under her. With a defeated cry, she felt herself falling. When she struck the back of her head with brutal force on the metal edge of a stair, the world went briefly white, then black.

 








Chapter 3




Bitch.

The man couldnt believe she had outrun him.

What was she, a fucking gazelle?

Hed planned the evening perfectlythings were supposed to go smoothly, just like the other times. And everything had, until shed shown up.

Frustrated rage gave him strength. He threw himself around the corner of the alley and into the street. A moment of rational thought slowed him down. He looked around; the woman was gone.

Did she get away?

He paused to calm his breathing. His other senses began to process the surrounding environmentthe wet pavement smell and the steam rising lazily off the street. The thunderstorm was moving to the east, leaving behind cooler temperatures.

As his breathing slowed, he heard music nearby, a throbbing undertone of bass that penetrated the sound of the rain. The volume increased. Doors opened, and a rush of voices added to the din. The man slowly approached a stairway that led down to the source of the music. He glanced up at the sign over the entrance.

 
Suds n StudsLadies Only.

A strip bar. How very tacky. Cautiously looking around the corner and down the stairway, he saw a mass of women huddled around something on the steps. The gazelle, apparently.

Is she breathing?

God, what happened?

Her eyes are twitching, is she having a seizure?

The questions came rapid fire, directed at no one in particular. Bellowing for someone inside to call 911, a muscled bouncer tried to clear the excited patrons away from the stairs. From just inside the doors, a woman pushed through the crowd, shouting that she was a doctor. The music stopped abruptly.

The killer took in the scene, assessing his options. Too many witnesses. Hed better cut his losses. The injured woman wouldnt be able to clearly identify himit had been rainy and dark.

Besides, hed take care of her soon enough.

He turned away from the strip bar and headed down the street towards Dupont Circle. Once he was a few blocks away, he paused under a streetlight to pull the gazelles small purse from his jacket. Hed stopped to pick up the handbag, which was one of the reasons shed outrun him.

At least thats what he told himself.

He flipped open the wallet, quickly reading through the information on her drivers license. Marie Claire Lambert, 30, Georgetown address. And keys to let him in.

The mans mouth twisted upward in a cruel smile. Youre dead, Marie Claire.

 








Chapter 4




Officer Reggie Garfield had responded to calls at the Suds n Studs before. When it came over the radio that a woman was down in front of the entrance, he figured this would be a fairly routine incident involving Friday night, alcohol, and a boisterous strip club. Backup was on the way, and the ambulance was a couple of minutes behind him. It should be an open-and-shut report. He figured to be back on the streets before 2 A.M.

Garfield stepped out of his patrol car. He automatically moved to put the nightstick in its belt loop, shifting his love handles briefly when they interfered with this process. He grabbed the shoulder microphone to radio back that he had arrived on the scene. His first job would be to find someone who knew what had happened. He went down the stairs to get a look at the victim and start gathering information.

Stand back, everybody, coming through. The words came automatically from Garfields mouth.

He saw a huge, heavily muscled guy in a sea of females. You the bouncer? Get everyone back in the club and clear the way for the paramedics. He pitched his voice louder. Ladies, the show is over, please go back inside and let us do our job.

The crowd reluctantly began breaking up. Most of the women stopped just inside the open double doors to the club, milling and chatting about how awful it was, stretching their necks to get one last glimpse of the scene.

You a nurse? he asked a woman who had remained crouched next to the unconscious victim, monitoring her pulse.

The woman looked up in brief irritation but kept a hand on the victims shoulder as if to hold her down. No, Im a doctor. Third-year resident. When the officer looked surprised, she rolled her eyes. They do have female doctors, you know.

He sighed. Greatattitude to go along with his late-night call. He got out his notebook. She slip down the steps, then?

I dont know. Some women came out of the club and said they found her at the bottom of the stairs. Nobody knows her. She took a hell of a blow to the back of her head, but Im not sure if it was on the stairs.

Garfield raised his eyebrows. You dont think she just fell in the rain? Maybe had too much to drink?

Ill tell you what I do knowthe victim has a serious head wound. She was disoriented and incoherent, and kept trying to get up when I first arrived. Shes got no ID, no purse. And look hereshes barefoot and there are cuts all over the soles of her feet. The doctor lifted a white bar towel that had been wrapped around the victims feet. She paused, then spoke softly. She was also saying some pretty scary stuff.

The cop came to attention. Leaning over to look at the womans dirty, bloodied feet, he made notes in his book.

 
What kinda stuff?

They were broken phrases. Like I said, she was disoriented. I did catch a couple of them, though. He killed her. I saw them, at the school. Run! She repeated that last one while struggling to sit up. We had to get the bouncer to hold her down.

She seems quiet nowthink shell be all right? Garfield paused in his note-taking.

I dont know. The young doctor reached again to take the victims pulse. Im not a neurologist. She lost consciousness just before you arrived, but her vital signs are stable. She needs to get to a hospital and have a CT scan done. If the injury is severe enough, she might need surgery.

The doctor gently pushed back wet black curls from the womans white face, then checked her pupils with the bouncers flashlight.

Garfield left the steps and went to talk to one of the officers that had arrived as backup. Start talking to witnesses inside. Ill get the docs contact info and get the vic on her way to the hospital.

An ambulance siren grew slowly louder, its sound distorted by the humid night air.

Garfield cleared the crowd that had begun to form again by the time the ambulance arrived. The doctor was giving two paramedics instructions as they strapped the victim onto a backboard, and several firemen waited to help carry the unconscious woman up the stairs. As the group reached the ambulance doors, the doctor approached him.

Im going to ride to the hospital with her. She stopped, took a deep breath, and then spoke before she lost her nerve. Look, theres a school a couple of blocks from here. A middle school or something. I dont want to tell you how to do your job, but if youd seen how scared she was. The womans voice trailed off.

Dont worry, Doc. Im on my way over there right now. Well check it out.

Garfield helped the doctor into the ambulance and closed the doors, banging his fist twice on the side in a signal for the driver to take off.

 








Chapter 5




Washington, D.C.

Saturday morning

Detective Sean Richter swore luridly when his pager went off in the darkness, sounding like a crazed hornet as it buzzed on the nightstand. His curses became more creative when he saw the time. 2 A.M. Hed worked until an hour ago on one of the cases he was investigating.

He worked in the cold cases section of the Homicide Division for the DCPD. Along with his partner, Sean handled cases that had no clues, few leads, and no real suspects after six to twelve months of active investigation. He was assigned to these difficult cases full time, but there werent enough hours in the day to do the job, so he often worked nights as well.

He grabbed his phone and dialed the number in the pagers glowing display.

Richter. Whats up? he said in a rusty voice.

Sean, my man, you owe me big for this.

The voice belonged to a cheerful night person. Officer Ambrose Banjo Caulley often sat up until dawn listening to his police scanner and monitoring the communications of other D.C. Police Department staff.

How about I be the judge of that, Banjo? Whatve you got?

A call came through a little while ago. Murder at a school near Dupont Circle. Young female, multiple stab wounds. She was practically still warm. Banjo drew his story out with relish.

Im listening, Sean said, rubbing the back of his neck tiredly.

Seems the victim, a dark-haired female in her mid-twenties, was stabbed in the lower abdomen three or four times with a real big knife. No other signs of trauma. No sexual assault, no robbery.

Seans pulse picked up. The preliminary description was similar to two other murders he was working with the Cold Cases Unitcases he believed were related. But there wasnt enough evidence to bear out this theory yet. His other cases involved prostitutes who were also drug addicts, women on the seamy edge of society.

Was the victim a working girl?

Not clear yet. But heres what youre really going to like. Theyve got a witness, someone they think saw the crime.

Youre shitting me. Sean jumped to his feet and reached for the jeans he had left hanging over the back of a chair. Who? Where is he right now? He pulled the jeans on over his boxers, then put on and buttoned his shirt one-handed while feeling around blindly with his feet in search of shoes.

Hang on a second, Im getting to it. The report is that an unidentified woman fell down the stairs at Suds n Studs. Thats a male strip club on Dupont Circle. According to people who helped her at the scene, she was incoherent and hysterical, saying something about seeing a man kill a woman at a school. The first officer on the scene went to a middle school off the Circle, just to check things out. He found the murder victim and called it in. Then I called you.

Wheres the witness now? Sean asked.

He turned on the light, slipped on his shoulder harness, checked that the weapon on the nightstand was ready to go, and put it in the holster.

She knocked herself silly, probably from falling down the stairs. She was taken to GWU Hospital, but I dont think you can see her yet. She was apparently unconscious when they left the club, so shell probably be tied up in the ER for a while.

Damn. Is she going to be all right?

Officer on the scene couldnt say. Why dont you head out to the school first, talk to him if hes still there? Names Reggie Garfield. You can swing by the hospital in the morning.

Im on my way. Whats the address? Sean scribbled the information on a tablet while attaching his pager and cell phone to his belt. I owe you big time, buddy.

I know. Banjos tone said he would enjoy collecting. You want me to call Burke for you?

Not yet. His lady friend got back in town last night and is leaving again tomorrow, so hes probably, ah, engaged right now. Anyway, Ive been working the other two cases most recently. Ill give him a call when I get a feel for whether this murder is related to the others. Ill have my cell phone on if you hear anything more.

Sean hung up and headed out the door. He reached the scene of the murder within thirty minutes. Despite the fact that it was nearly 3 A.M., gawkers were gathered around the site, drawn by the flashing lights and predawn activity. They were held back by yellow crime scene tape, with a uniformed officer on the other side.

Sean pushed his way through a knot of milling teenagers. Jesus, where are your parents? Let me get through, hereand go home!

Even though he was a head taller and much stronger than the teens, they gave him a lot of attitude. He ignored it, flipped open his ID for the uniform on duty, and asked, Wheres Garfield?

Over there, the cop said, pointing toward a heavyset patrolman by the victims body.

Officer Garfield? Sean called out to him.

Yeah.

Sean approached him, ID in hand. Detective Sean Richter. Im with the Homicide Cold Cases Unit. I want to see if there might be some overlap with this murder and a couple of ongoing investigations.

What makes you think theres any connection? Forensics hasnt even assessed the scene yet.

Obviously Garfield was feeling a little protective of his crime scene. But if the cases were linked, Seans claim would take precedence.

Similarities in the victims physical profile, cause of death, and a hunch, Sean said. If youll tell me what you know about this victim, Ill get out of your hair and wait for the report to come out. I just wanted to see the crime scene myself.

Garfield raised his eyebrows. Victim is in her mid-twenties, dark hair, slender build. No sign of sexual assault, but well wait for the medical examiner to confirm. Cause of death looks to be multiple stab wounds to the abdomen. Her purse was found nearby, wallet inside. Credit cards, drivers license, and eighteen dollars in cash. She has gold jewelry as well, so Im thinking robbery wasnt the motive.

Do you recognize her from the streets? Does she have any kind of record?

Nah, shes not a working girl. The name on the ID comes back as a teacher at this school, Renata Mendes.

Sean processed the information. The victims physical profile fit with the other cases, all young Hispanic females. But not the teacher bit. The two other murdered women had been drug addicts who had sold their bodies to support crack or meth habits. What kind of stab wounds?

Big ones. Lots of blood.

Any defensive wounds?

Not so you can tell. Looks like the perp was a strong guy, and he probably surprised her.

That fit. Who reported the murder?

Now thats the funny part. Seems there might be a witness. In fact, thats what sent us up here in the first place. He briefed Sean on the incident with the woman injured at the Suds n Studs club.

Were you able to speak to her? Sean asked over the sudden squawking of Garfields radio.

Nah. She was out cold when I got there, but people on the scene confirmed what she said right after she was found. Garfield reached up to silence the radio on his shoulder. My gut says she saw something that scared her half to death. Shes in the ER right now.

Thanks. Ill take a look around, then get out of your way.

Sean turned away and went to the victims body, where evidence technicians were just starting their work. They bustled around, testing equipment and setting up free-standing lights to illuminate the area for the video cameras.

While the techs worked on the lighting, Sean borrowed a flashlight from one of the patrolmen and briefly reconnoitered the area around the victim. He crouched over a bent umbrella and a leather-wrapped canister of pepper spray, or maybe mace. Both objects had paint around them, waiting to be photographed and tagged as evidence.

Sean made a mental note to check if the fingerprint analysis came up with anything that could connect the items to the victim. A little farther away, he found two more objects. Medium-heeled womens shoes, sprawled a couple of feet apart, size 7. Glancing over at the victim, he saw sensible black flats on her feet.

OK, team, were ready to start, one of the technicians shouted. The forensics team had the scene lit up like center stage at a Vegas show.

Stepping closer to the victim, Sean examined the body objectively. He had seen death before, yet still he had to work to distance himself from the victims humanity and vulnerability.

This one had brown eyes that were wide open. Her mouth was open as well, as if she had died crying out. Seans lips thinned as he took in the victims clothing, hairstyle, jewelry. She looked like a kid.

Crouching down, he examined the stab wounds more closely. A decent-sized blade had been used. One stab alone would have been mortal from the look of things, yet there were at least four other wounds. Something to keep in mind about the murdererhe enjoyed his work and believed in overkill.

A technician shifted a piece of equipment, throwing a stark light across the victim from a different angle. Sean focused immediately on a cloth loop at the womans slender waist. Shifting around, he saw an identical bit of fabric on the other side. It looked like she had been wearing a belt, but he didnt see it anywhere.

Sean motioned to one of the technicians. Did one of you guys find a belt or sash? It looks like there was one heresee the loops? She wouldnt wear the dress with these things just hanging off her sides, would she?

The forensics tech studied the victim and nodded his agreement. He made a note on his tiny laptop and called out questions to his team members.

No one had seen any belt.

All of the victims other articles were there next to her body. Sean looked over her effectsa straw purse and umbrella, a Mickey Mouse key ring with four keys attached. No belt.

Well look for it, the tech assured Sean.

Good, but I dont think youll find anything.

Why not? Looks like maybe this was a robbery attempt or something. Sure, her money and stuff is right here, the tech said, but word is the killer was interrupted by a witness, which would explain why the valuables got left behind.

Seans eyes were pale blue and cold in the artificial light. I think our killer got exactly what he wanted from this victim, and then kept a little something to remember her by.

You think the guy wanted a trophy? The belt? The tech sounded excited. Hey, I bet youre right!

Sean didnt say anything. Sometimes he hated being right.

 








Chapter 6




Seans instincts were screaming all the way to George Washington University Medical Center. Even at this very preliminary stage, he was betting the murder of Renata Mendes was connected to at least one of the cases he and his partner were investigating. If the crimes were related, and if they could get anything from the eyewitness, it might give them the first real lead in close to a year. And if he could pull enough strings with the captain to get assigned to the Mendes case, which wasnt cold at the moment.

Big ifs.

It was time for reinforcements. He hit the speed dial on his cell phone and imagined Aidan Burkes irritation with relish. Waking up his cousin, who was also his partner on the Cold Cases Unit, was always a pleasure.

Moments later his partners sleepy voice came across the line. This had better be good, Sean.

Dont you love caller ID? Hey, did I wake you? Seans tone was upbeat and friendly.

Of course not. Its what, four A.M.? Why would I be asleep? Aidans tone wasnt happy.

 
Sorry, partner, but I think we might have a break on the Herrera case, Sean said.

What have you got? His partners voice wasnt sleepy anymore.

Id rather meet you at GWU Hospitals ER, have you talk to a witness, and let you make your own assessment. Sean trusted his cousin without qualification. If he was jumping at shadows, Aidan would be the first to tell him so. Aidan would also be the first to back Sean if he was right.

His cousin sighed loudly. Ill be right over.

A murmured feminine protest came clearly across the line.

Sean snickered. Aidans girlfriend was a consultant whose job kept her constantly on the road. Apologize to her for me. Youll make it up to her on her next trip through town. In a couple of months or so.

Blow me. No, not you, darlin. Aidan yawned. See you at the hospital in half an hour.

Sean hung up and turned into the hospital driveway. A few minutes later he strode into the ER and flashed his badge at the desk clerk. Im looking for a Jane Doe brought in with head injuries a little while ago.

The doctors are with her in curtain three. Ill page them.

Never mind. I can find it.

Sean went through the doors into the heart of the ER. He walked toward a curtained area and saw a doctor standing in front of the green drape, giving instructions to a nurse.

Doctor? Im Detective Richter. Is this our Jane Doe back here?

 
Im Dr. Springer. Actually, shes not a Jane Doe any longer. She regained consciousness briefly after her head CT and was able to give us her name and address. Thats an excellent sign.

So shes going to be okay? Sean asked.

It looks like she will. Her test results were gooda serious concussion, a nice bump, a couple of stitches, but no skull fracture. She has a very hard head. Dr. Springer smiled briefly at Sean, then continued. Shes still pretty dazed, so we havent pressed her for much beyond her basic information.

Sean got out his notebook. Whats her name?

Claire Lambert. Thirty years of age, lives in Georgetown.

When can I speak with her? Sean pocketed the notebook impatiently, already starting toward the curtain.

The doctor held up a hand to stop him. My patient is resting right now. Shes in pain, but we cant give her much to ease it. Shell be admitted to the hospital as soon as they can find a bed for her upstairs. Shell likely be here for a couple of days.

I dont want to disturb anyone, but its critical that I speak to her as soon as possible. This woman is a potential eyewitness in a homicide investigation. Seans intense look overrode the doctors objections. Whats more, nobody gets into this area without authorization. Post a guard and let your staff know.

Dr. Springer nodded, stifling a yawn. Ill be back to check her in a while.

Sean walked through the curtain, eager to see his witness. The first thing he noticed was her hair, lying in a halo of black curls around her face. Her skin was very pale, with no freckles or blemishes to detract from its ivory smoothness. Her face was finely chiseled and delicate with well-shaped brows, a small nose, and a full mouth.

Sean immediately thought of the painting of a young courtesan he had seen at a cultural exhibit one of Aidans girlfriends had dragged them toArt of the Italian Renaissance, or something like that. He pulled his gaze from the womans face and moved on to the rest of her, automatically estimating her height at under five and a half feet. He took in her curvy build next. The slow rise and fall of nicely shaped breasts, the indentation at the waist, and the lush flare of hips beneath the light sheet. He stepped back to better absorb the image of the woman lying in the hospital bed.

Well, well. Even laid up in a hospital bed, Claire Lambert was a knockout.

Her hand lifted from the bed and moved toward her face. When she reached to touch the back of her head, he jumped forward to stop her.

Easy, now. You dont want to be messing with those stitches just yet.

She made a soft sound, trying to pull her hand free. She wanted to rub the painful spot on the back of her head.

Ms. Lambert, can you hear me? Sean kept one hand wrapped gently around hers to keep her from disturbing the bandages. Ms. Lambert? Are you awake?

As he watched intently, long lashes fluttered, then opened. His insides squeezed at the pain in her dazed black eyes.

Its all right, he said. Youre in the hospital, but youre okay. He kept his voice gentle and soothing as he stroked her hand. He wanted to erase the shattered look hed seen in her eyes, to help ease her slowly into full awareness.

 
Who are you? she whispered, as if speaking were painful. What happened?

Dont you remember? Seans stomach lurched. Maybe the doctor had been wrong and she was severely injured. Do you know your name?

Claire. Marie Claire Lambert. She blinked once, then again. Long, slow blinks. Who are you?

Detective Richter. Can you tell me what happened to you tonight?

Claire rested with her eyes closed for a moment, her forehead creased in distress. Sean could practically feel the waves of pain rolling off her. He pressed the call button next to her bed to summon a nurse.

I dont know. My head hurts. Her voice broke on the last word.

Im sure it does. I called for a nurse. Another stroke of his hand over hers. Do you remember being near Dupont Circle tonight? Did you see anything there?

Sean knew he was probably pushing too hard, but he was afraid she would drift into sleep again. He needed any information she had and he needed it now.

She met his intense blue gaze Im sorry. I cant think right now. It hurts. She winced and looked away, turning her head gingerly on the pillow. She was asleep before taking another breath.

Sean forced back his frustration. Yes, he needed information, but she was clearly exhausted and in pain. He would have to wait for a few hours.

He sat on the edge of the bed to wait, keeping his hold on Claires warm fingers.

Hows she doing? Aidan Burke asked. He was standing in the entrance to ER curtain three, filling the empty space with his broad shoulders. Sean had been so absorbed that he hadnt noticed his cousins arrival.

Shes hurting. She has a concussion, and theyre going to keep her for a few days. Shell go upstairs in a couple of minutes, Sean said without looking away from Claire.

Aidan said nothing, observing the way his partner held the womans hand. Sean was always gentle with the victims and families they dealt with in their investigations, but he wasnt normally this touchy-feely.

Sean looked up, caught Aidans speculative hazel gaze, and lifted his eyebrow.

Pretty lady. Aidans voice was neutral. Claire, is it?

Sean nodded. Shes a lucky lady, too. You should have seen the girl that didnt get away.

I heardI talked to Banjo on the way down. How did this one escape? Aidan gestured toward the bed with his chin.

I dont have any information from her yet. I found a can of pepper spray near the body, plus a bent umbrella and a pair of shoes that didnt belong to the dead girl. When Claire was admitted, her feet were bare, cut and scratched.

Go on.

My guess is she surprised our killer in the act. He must have come after her. She hit him with the spray, kicked off her pumps, and ran like hell. Seans voice was admiring.

Aidan assessed the sleeping woman, taking in her average height and pale, fragile appearance. Looks could be deceptive. From what Sean was saying, this was a woman who didnt play the victim willingly. That took balls.

Yeah. We cant confirm yet whether the killer chased her, but Im betting he did. He just didnt catch her. The club where she was found is several blocks from the school, and no one reported seeing any strange men hanging around. Since it was a female-only club, Im guessing that a guy would have stood out.

Aidan was quiet for a moment, digesting the information and letting his own analysis fill in the blanks. You think we have a serial killer here. The Dominguez and Herrera cases, now this.

Exactly. Three dark-haired, slender women of Hispanic descent, all stabbed in the abdomen with a large blade in the last two years. Other pieces dont seem to fit, but I think its all there for us to dig up. I cant leave Claire until I take her statement, but I want you to go to the crime scene and have a look around, talk to some of the forensics team, then let me know if you agree.

Aidan heard what wasnt saidSean wanted him to validate the serial killer theory before they took it to their boss. The unspoken communication between the two men, a result of being raised together, made them a powerful investigative team.

On my way. You take care of our witness, Aidan said. Call me when she wakes up.
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