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Prologue
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Sergeant James Morgan had just gotten off of a twelve hour shift. The sun was beginning to peep over the mountains and the birds were well into their early morning chorus. He cast a bleary eye in the direction of the sun and moaned. Working weekend security was awful; but it was hard to say no to twelve hours of overtime, especially if your wife had just had a baby! He grinned. It was a lot more fun staying up watching his favorite sitcoms, rather than having sleep interrupted by a hungry newborn.

James climbed into his beat up old jeep and started the engine. It coughed and sputtered, then stalled out. It was just one more reason to add to the long list of why he worked overtime. Popping the hood, he sighed and climbed out of the jeep. He fiddled with some wires and plugs. Sparks flew and he jumped back.

“Dammit!” he swore, feeling the burn from the mild shock. He fiddled around some more. “That should do it,” he muttered, climbing back into the jeep. This time the engine sputtered and roared to life. Thank God! He was ready to get home to the nice breakfast of pancakes and eggs with his choice of bacon or sausage. He loved his wife. She really was wonderful.

He was contemplating whether he wanted a hot shower before breakfast, or before bed, as he pulled out of the parking lot. He almost missed the person lying sprawled on the lawns. The brakes squealed in loud protest as he slammed on them.

“Damned teenagers,” he grumbled, figuring it was a kid who had stumbled over from the party down the street last night and passed out drunk. He contemplated leaving the kid there to sleep it off. After all, he may not get the jeep started again. Besides he was off shift, it was no longer his responsibility. His stomach growled, reminding him of breakfast with his wife and baby. Even from the road, he could tell that it was a girl. What if that was his little girl? Would he want someone else to just leave her there?

“Awe, hell!” Slamming the jeep into park, he hung out the window and called out. “Hey kid! Get your ass up! This is private property, you know!” He could be a good Samaritan without being nice about it. 

She must have been pretty well passed out, because she didn’t seem to hear him at all. Growling that he knew the jeep probably wouldn’t restart, he turned it off, slammed the door, and stomped across the cool wet lawn. The dew collected on the tips of his work shoes, beading on the nice wax job. As he got closer, he couldn’t help but notice how still she was. She really didn’t look like a drunk who had passed out. She lay with her arms at her sides, perfectly still. Her hair was neat. Her makeup was neat. Even her clothes were un-rumpled.

Nudging her with his boot, he began to feel a chill creep up his spine. “Miss?” There was no response. A sickening feeling began building in his stomach, churning the bile in anticipation. His arms and legs trembled as he slowly bent over to check the young woman’s pulse. His fingers barely brushed her neck and his whole being recoiled. “Oh Jesus!”
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Chapter One
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Detective Grant Anderson pulled his long six-foot-four frame out of his truck and took a look around. His normally piercing blue eyes were bleary, and his thick curly black hair was disheveled. He hated being called out on Sundays...especially this early in the morning...especially given what he’d heard so far.

He spied Deputy Keys standing with a man in a blue uniform next to a beat up old jeep. More importantly, he spied the coffee in the detective’s hand. Seemed like as good a place as any to start. He ambled on over.

“Is that for me?” he asked, indicating the cup.

Keys grimaced, but handed the cup over.

“Good man, Good man.” Grant took a sip of the hot brew. He could have done with a bit more sugar, but beggars can’t be choosers. Smiling at Keys, he then turned to the man in uniform. “So, you must be our super hero security guard.” He tried very hard to keep the smirk off his face, instantly regretting the comment as he took a better look at the man. 

“No sir, just a concerned citizen,” James winced. “I... I thought she might have been at the party last night and just... just passed out... or something.... I didn’t know... she was dead.” The security guard whispered the last words, withdrawing into himself as he pulled his arms tighter across his chest.

Grant frowned. This guy was pretty shaken up; but then not many of the people in this sleepy little town had ever seen a dead body, much less someone who had been murdered. Grant thought about it and could feel for the poor guy. It must be hard.

“I have to get home. My wife... she just recently had a baby... she’ll be worried about me.” James mumbled, carefully looking anywhere but the field where the girl’s body was in repose.

“I already got his statement, Detective,” Keys added. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t need anything else before I let him go.”

Grant eyed the guard a moment longer.  He didn’t squirm under Grant’s perusal as he seemed to be in his own world. “No, that should be fine. If I have any questions I’ll call you.... What did you have?” Grant asked politely, because he remembered from somewhere that this was the proper thing to do.

“A little girl, her name is Lexann Elisabeth.”

“That’s nice. A real pretty name. Congratulations to you and your wife.” No wonder the guy was taking it so hard, Grant thought.

“Thanks,” James mumbled. He shuffled his feet a bit, then walked around to the driver’s side of the jeep and climbed in. The clunky jeep sputtered, but eventually caught and roared to life. Both the men could see the security guard crying as he pulled out of the plant parking lot.

“Hell of a way to come off shift. Poor guy’s pretty shaken up about it,” Keys commented.

“Horrible thing to experience,” Grant agreed.

“Especially with a new baby girl of his own,” Keys added.

Grant eyed him up and down for his rather astute observation. “So, are we sure this is the same guy?” Grant changed the subject, moving towards the body out on the lawn.

“No doubt about it. Same M.O. and there’s another note. Pretty much reads the same as the others ‘I thought her family might want her back, she’s of no use to me now.’ We thought we had better wait for Anne, “Keys added quickly, “and you, of course, before we continued any investigation. We’ve pretty much just been securing the area,”

Grant just smirked at him. “Not that I expect it’ll matter much but good thinking.” Grant started moving towards the cluster of police officers. “So, do we know who she is yet?”

“We’re pretty sure she’s Elisabeth Jones, nineteen years old, from Englewood Park. She’s been missing about two months. They thought she might have run away.”

“That was pretty quick. What makes you so sure?”

“She used to date my baby brother back in high school. I’d recognize her just about anywhere.” Keys reddened as he inspected his boots with a suddenly keen interest.

Grant nodded. One of the benefits of working in a small town, versus working in the big city, everyone knows each other. “Next question, why did he dump her here?”

Detective Keys responded quickly, getting back into investigation mode. “Well, the way I see it is he dropped her here because Englewood is too busy. Her dad works here. He’d be less likely to be seen, but still feels like he’s returning her to her family as directly as possible.”

Once again Grant appraised the young officer. “Impressive. Are you gunnin’ for my job?” he teased.

“No sir, but I thought you might like a partner soon. Maybe you could put in a good word with the sheriff for me,” Keys stated calmly.

“Unfortunately, if this keeps up, I may need one,” Grant added seriously. He looked down at the young woman lying in the grass. She looked so sweet and peaceful in a light pink cardigan and mint-green skirt with tiny pink flowers embroidered along the bottom. She even had on light brown pumps that complemented the outfit. Not the outfit she’d last been seen in. Not a surprise. He noticed that dew clung to her hair and her clothes. She had apparently been lying here for a good part of the night.

A new, large, shiny black truck pulled into the parking lot and Dr. Anne Hutchins climbed out. Anne was nothing like Grant, or anyone else, would expect when mentally picturing a coroner. In her early thirties, with a svelte body, long legs, silky black hair, bright brown eyes and a ready warm smile; this was a woman who turned heads. She was not some dusty old goat who reeked of formaldehyde and embalming fluids. Grant figured this conundrum was due to the fact that Dr. Anne was actually the local pediatrician who doubled as town coroner when needed... which, until recently, wasn’t very often.

Anne was marching across the lawn and pulling her long hair back in a hair-band. When she saw the young woman, her eyes welled up. “Oh, Elisabeth!” she gasped.

“You knew her too?” Keys asked.

Anne nodded. “She was a patient of mine for years. I’ve taken care of all of her brothers and sisters. I still see two of them.” Anne knelt down and started bagging the girl’s hands.

“You’re awfully dressed up,” Grant noted with a raised brow.

“I was getting ready for church when the call came in. What a horrible day to do this, the Lord’s Day. It’s just despicable,” she muttered.

Grant watched her working methodically for a moment, admiring how quickly she had picked up on crime scene investigation. Although it was not her background, and most of the deaths she had witnessed until recently were accidents or old age, Anne had become more than proficient. 

“Well, I suppose I’ll leave you to it. I’m going to talk to the plant manager and see if there is anything I can get from up there. If you need anything, just let me know.” Grant smiled charmingly, hoping Anne wouldn’t object. 

“A real CSI would be nice,” Anne pointed out. “Has anyone told her parents yet?”

Grant looked to Deputy Keys.

“Um, no, not yet... unless someone saw her when they were coming to work. However, security has been pretty tight, and we were here before first shift started and third shift hadn’t gotten off yet.”

Grant groaned. “I guess I’ve got a phone call to make.” He hated this kind of shit!

“I’ll take care of it, if you want, Detective,” Anne offered kindly.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?” Grant really hated dealing with victim’s parents, even though it was technically his job.

Anne merely shrugged. “It might come better from me anyway. I’ve known the family for years.”

“I would appreciate it. Call me when you’re done with the autopsy. Hopefully we can get some leads from that.”

“Sure thing,” she smirked sarcastically. He could tell that she doubted there would be any more leads on Elisabeth than there had been on the last two.

Grant turned to Keys. “Deputy Keys, think traffic tickets can wait? Want to give me a hand taking statements?”

Keys practically glowed. “Yes, sir!”

[image: Volume1]

GRANT WALKED INTO THE police station dreading an encounter with his boss. Sheriff Hill had been sheriff for over fifteen years. He was in his late fifties and had a John Wayne personality that charmed the socks off the little old ladies. He was good at his job; however, Grant couldn’t help noticing that until recently the good sheriff’s job had mostly consisted of getting the drunks home safe at night, and making sure the local teens didn’t get into too much trouble. 

Grant was hoping to bypass the sheriff until he could get a little more coffee into his system and go over the files one more time. That hope was short lived, since the first person he ran into as he walked in just happened to be Sheriff Hill.

“Mornin’ Detective.”

“Morning Sheriff.” Grant sighed. He hated how the sheriff never called people by their names, only by their titles... or more simply “son”. Grant loathed the inferior reference!

“Let’s step into my office and have a run down on this latest case.”

Grant groaned inwardly. Going over the files probably wouldn’t have helped anyway. He had the damned things pretty much memorized. Slipping by the coffee machine on the way to the office, Grant poured himself a nice big cup of coffee, adding plenty of sugar. He also poured the sheriff a steaming black cup, hoping it would smooth things over...relatively speaking. Following the sheriff into his office, he handed him the cup.

“Thanks, son. Have a seat.” Sheriff Hill gestured towards the seat across from him.

Grant perched on the edge of an overstuffed chair. He didn’t dare lean back into it. As exhausted as he was, there was definitely not enough coffee in his system for that!

“So, they found another one,” the sheriff nodded expectantly. He had an uncanny knack for always turning a question into a statement.

“Yes, sir,” Grant acknowledged. “There seems to be little doubt, and if my guess is right, little evidence as well.”

“Well, we can hope.” The sheriff took a sip of his coffee and grimaced. Grant knew it was part of the sheriff’s persona. He always drank his coffee black with no sugar. Grant didn’t understand why anyone would drink something they don’t like just to maintain an image. Perhaps it was something about living in the mountains that dictated that you had to demonstrate what a tough man you were. Grant didn’t care; he wasn’t giving up the sugar! “Tell me about it,” The sheriff ordered, waving his hand to get Grant going.

Grant gave him the rundown. “Keys and I checked at the plant. No one saw any unusual individuals hanging around. No one saw the body on the lawn. There aren’t cameras that cover that particular area of the property. Basically, we’ve got nothing on that angle.”

“So we aren’t any closer to cracking this case.” Again, the sheriff issued a statement, but Grant felt obligated to respond.

“I’ve tried everything I can think of. I checked sex offender lists for a hundred mile radius, even though rape kits showed no evidence of sexual deviation. I’m all over the FBI’s website every day looking for similar cases. I’ve tried checking local stores for the clothes that each of the girls was found in. They appear to be generic. I’ve run all the credit card receipts for these combinations, and nothing has come up. I’ve asked the clerks at all of the stores. No one can really remember these clothes being bought together, but one guy said he would have remembered if a guy had purchased anything like that.”

“Well he has a point,” the sheriff stated bluntly.

Grant rubbed his eyes. One more difference between here and the city. In the city it was not uncommon for a man to buy clothes for his wife, daughter, or mistress. Here if a man ventured into the women’s department, he was automatically labeled a queer. Again, that need to over-state one’s masculinity. Instead of commenting on these thoughts, he responded simply, “Yes, sir. I’m still looking over transaction receipts, just to be sure, going all the way back to last year. It’s a very long process, but at this point, it’s the best bet I’ve got.”

Being a detective on a homicide was more often than not a very long, boring, frustrating, and fruitless adventure. Most people had no concept of how difficult it was. They had it in their head that it was like NYPD Blue or CSI. Those shows only showed the highlights. The bad guys always made a fatally obvious mistake. They were always caught quickly. None ever showed cases that had so many leads that it was ridiculous to run them all; or worse, cases with no leads where the detectives had to make off the wall chance discoveries... like finding a receipt for an exact combination, in an exact size.

Grant sighed. Getting away from this shit was why he had left the city and moved to this quiet little town. After all, how many unsolved murders could a tiny town like this generate? He’d been happy here until about four months ago. He’d only had one murder case before that and it was simple. A woman had shot her husband in self-defense and then called the police to tell them about it. A very short investigation proved the woman’s statement to be true. End of story.

These last three cases were proving to be far more difficult. It was beginning to appear that there was a serial killer hiding among the good honest folks of Englewood. A very careful and intelligent killer. Grant didn’t know how many victims there would be, but he was pretty sure there would be more. This guy wasn’t accelerating, he wasn’t getting sloppy, and serial killers usually didn’t just stop killing.

Deputy Long poked his head into the room. “Hey, Grant. There’s a lady here to see you.”

“What does she want?” Grant tried not to snap.

“Dunno. She asked to talk to Lieutenant Anderson. Are you telling girls you’re an LT to get their number?” Long winked at the sheriff. Grant just glowered at the gawky young man. After an awkward pause Long cleared his throat. “Right, well, she’s waitin’ for you in your office.” With that the deputy scooted out the door.

Grant couldn’t stand the little goober. He also couldn’t stand the fact that the snot had been promoted through the good ole boy system, because his dad was the mayor of a neighboring town. Even little towns like this had their politics.

“I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know what this is all about, but I’ll come back by after I’m done.”

“Just get back to me after you’ve talked to the coroner.” The sheriff dismissed him with a final wave.

“Yes, sir.” Grant headed out the door. He was irked. Who the hell would think he was a lieutenant? Deputy Long’s jab also rankled him. As far as he was concerned, only prepubescent boys and Deputy Dipshit would lie to impress a chick!
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GRANT WALKED INTO HIS office and was greeted by an attractive young woman. Well, at least he could understand why the dick thought he had lied to this poor thing. She was almost worth lying to... almost. She had long dark golden hair that was pulled up in a ponytail. He figured it had to go at least halfway down her back. She was tall and lithely built with a neatly reddish tan, hinting to some Indian background, as did her high cheekbones. 

He then got a good look at her face and realized not only was she attractive, she was down-right beautiful. Her face was heart-shaped with full pouty lips; she smiled at him and revealed sparkling white teeth with just enough flaws to add character without marring her good looks. Her nose was straight and narrow and a little bit small. Somehow it looked just right on her, though. 

Her eyes, God, what eyes! They were neatly framed with long, thick, dark lashes. Starting out a deep blue on the outer ring, they got lighter towards the center, until at a point they turned green with golden flecks through them. They shone with a light...intelligence...or possibly fear? Grant wasn’t quite sure what he saw flitting there. 

He realized that he had been staring. He coughed and offered his hand, “Hello, I’m Detective Grant Anderson.” She took his hand, but didn’t quite shake it. She had suddenly blushed crimson red. Now what had caused that?

She licked her lips. “Clear... Clear Angel. Detective Anderson, I have... information on... on the case you are working on.”  Her voice was surprisingly deep and sultry. He decided that he liked her voice, but he didn’t like that she had mentioned the case. There was currently only one case that he was working on. He immediately became suspicious, his eyes narrowing a bit.

“And which case would that be, Miss Angel...?” he asked politely. He was curious about what she could possibly know. Very few people in the department even knew about this case, let alone that he was in charge of it. After all, one just doesn’t announce that there may be a serial killer on the loose in a little town like this. It didn’t tend to go over well.

The girl, for he realized that she was just a girl, took a deep breath, seemingly caught in indecision. She couldn’t be more than twenty-two or twenty-three years old. What could she possibly think she knew?

She coughed nervously. “The only case you are working on. The one about the three girls who’ve been murdered.”
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Chapter Two
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Well that should get his attention, Clear thought smugly. Sure enough, it did. He looked at her like a deer caught in the headlights. Then it sunk in and he quickly closed the door to his office, and let the blinds down. He pulled out a chair and offered it to her. She sat down, quite pleased with his reaction. At least he wasn’t gaping at her like a fish any more. 

Clear was fully aware of her good looks, and the attention it incited. She was also fully aware that good looks did not a good relationship make. She was tired of grown men acting like silly school boys whenever she entered a room. It was much better that his brain was on the topic at hand, rather than on her. Although she could hardly imagine what a tilt-a-whirl his little brain was on right now.

He finally looked back up at her. She could tell he was suspicious, even though he had a very good poker face. She tried very hard not to squirm under that piercing gaze. When he finally coughed again, she gave a mental sigh of relief.

“Miss, please feel free to tell me anything you know. You are safe here and you can trust me with this information. I will do my best to protect you from any retaliation. Please, tell me what you know.” He splayed his hands out and down on the table in a neutral position on the desk.

How to proceed? She sighed. It was hard enough just getting up the courage to come down here. She hadn’t really thought beyond that. She took a deep breath, and just started talking, hoping it would make sense... that is, if he let her get that far.

“He... He didn’t kill those girls. I... it’s hard to explain how I know this, but I do.... This man is very... methodical. He is carefully selecting his victims...”

Grant interrupted her suddenly. “You can tell me, I won’t judge you.”

Ha! Fat chance of that! Clear thought. If he knew the truth he’d probably throw her out so fast she wouldn’t even know what was happening until her butt hit the street.

“Please, just tell me how you know him?” Grant asked soothingly.

“Well, that’s the thing... I don’t... I mean, I haven’t actually met him.” This was not going as well as she had hoped.

Grant looked at her uncertainly. “Please, Miss...?”

“Clear... Clear Angel,” Clear offered again.

“Clear?” He obviously had not caught her name earlier.

“Yeah... my parents were big hippies,” she smiled sweetly.

“I... see... If you don’t know this man, how do you know this information?” He watched her reaction closely. 

This was getting dicey. Clear needed to be careful. She took a breath. Remain calm, cool, collected... calm, cool, collected. “I’m a detective...” sort of, she amended silently. His eyes narrowed on her. She wished she knew what he was thinking. Well, since he wasn’t talking, she figured that she should soldier on. “Listen, please... this man, and it is a man, he is very methodical. He’s choosing his victims by a very strict script for some kind of ceremony. I’ve been trying to research that one, but it doesn’t appear to be a devil worship ceremony... He now has to replace the three girls that are dead in order to perform the ceremony, and I think he will be doing it soon.”

Grant suddenly sat forward, startling her. “Listen, young lady, I don’t have time for your silly games. This man may have harmed other girls as well. I can’t be sitting here listening to this....”

“Oh, you’re right! He hasn’t killed any other girls, yet. But he is holding other girls. Four to be precise. He has to replace the three that are dead for the ceremony....”

“How do you know this?” Detective Anderson sounded furious!

Clear had to be careful. “I told you... I’m a detective. Please, if you want to help these girls, you must listen to me. He’s going to be accelerating soon. He has to perform the ceremony in a certain time period, and he will be replacing the three girls who are dead very quickly. He’s already picked his next target. She’ll go missing soon.”

“Who is she?” Grant asked, sounding more anxious than he had intended.

Clear frowned. “I... I don’t know,” she whispered.

Grant slammed his fist on the desk. “Look, you and I both know you are not a detective! If you want to help these girls, give me something useful!”

“I’m trying!” Clear swallowed. There was a huge lump in her throat, and she knew she would cry soon. She was so frustrated. She knew now how this was going to go down; but she couldn’t give up!

“Where is he keeping them?” Grant asked. He could gauge the bullshit meter.

“In a... cellar. But it’s not a cellar, really. It’s kind of like a cave, but not... There’s no house above it.... It’s somewhere outside of town, but above ground you can hear them when they scream. It’s muffled, but you can hear it.”

“Tell me where it is,” he challenged gruffly, not believing a word coming out of this girl’s mouth.

“I’ve told you all I know about where he’s keeping them. There’s so much more...”

“Listen, young lady, I could have you arrested for obstructing justice!” Grant growled.

Clear blinked at him, completely surprised. She hadn’t expected that. “No, you can’t,” she stated simply. The lump was starting to fade.

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. I’m not obstructing justice, I’m trying to help. You have nothing to connect me to the killer, and I came here of my own volition. You have nothing to indicate that I have been dishonest in any form or fashion.” She could practically hear the ‘oh, shit!’ as Grant’s face dropped. He’d bluffed and been caught. Clear was feeling a bit more confident after winning that little skirmish.

“I could have you detained and search your property,” Grant added.

“Yes, I suppose you probably could, but that would be a horrible waste of time; and time is not something you have a lot of right now, Detective.” That little emphasis should put him back on track, Clear hoped.

“So you’re telling me that you are in no way, directly or indirectly, involved with this man,” Grant questioned

“Correct. There is no one else in his life, except these girls.” Clear could see the wheels a turnin’ and was sure she wouldn’t like where they were headed.

“And you’re a detective.”

He was getting too close, so Clear plowed on hoping to get it all said before it was too late. “Please, you are wasting your time with the search of the stores. He bought all of the items separately, some from different towns. He always paid cash. You won’t find him that way. He’s been very careful not to leave any clues. He didn’t kill the last girl. She was already dead when he came in to check on her!” She could see the lights coming on in his eyes. “The other two were dying! Please believe me, or have the coroner check it out!”

Grant smiled at her and nodded. “Alright, how much are you charging for your services?”

Well, that was not the reaction she had expected. Maybe this guy was more open-minded, coming from the big city and all, still... “Charge?”

“Right, psychic detectives are freelancers. In order to freelance you have to charge something.”

“No, this isn’t about money,” Clear assured him.

“What then, publicity?” Grant arched an eyebrow at her.

Clear was incredulous. This was just absurd! “What publicity? You’ve got the lid so tight on this case, why... it’s tighter than a ten-year-old jar of peanut butter. I swear, for the longest time I thought these were just premonitions. It wasn’t until I ran into you at the grocery store that I knew it was happening now, here...”

“Cut the crap!” he interrupted harshly. “You know, I wish I could arrest you for wasting my time!” Grant slammed his fist into the desk again. His coffee cup jumped and so did Clear. “Now, get out of my office!” Grant roared, scaring Clear even more.

“You have to believe me!” Clear’s eyes began to well up with tears.

“You saw me? What a load of shit!” He stood, quickly heading around the desk.

“It is not! You bumped into me at the grocery store and I was just awash with everything that you were thinking about. It was almost all about this case...”

“Trust me, with a mug like yours I think I would have remembered you.” He grabbed her by the arm and dragged her out of his office. Clear knew she only had a short time to finish this, or she would have been no help to those girls at all.

“You were at the magazine rack, and quite absorbed. That’s why you didn’t see me. You had three of those microwavable weight-loss meal things, not that you need them, a bag of chips, like that makes a lot of sense, and a carton of milk, not a gallon. You backed into me!” 

It was apparent that he was not listening to a word she said, and she had to admit that it wasn’t that impressive. But now it was going to get personal! She took a deep breath. He was hauling her double-time through the lobby, so she leaned in and whispered to him. “You were wishing you could find a good porno mag, and thinking how much you missed your ex-wife on nights like this.”

He stopped and stared at her. She knew she practically had him hooked. She grabbed his elbow and pulled him out the front door. “Listen, you may not believe in psychics; that’s fine. Generally speaking, I think most people who claim to be psychic are lying, scheming, cretins preying on the desperate to turn a quick buck. 

“But every now and then the genuine article comes along. I can’t help what I see and hear. Sometimes it happens, sometimes it doesn’t. It’s a serious pain in my butt, you know. But this is real. I don’t want your money, and I sure as hell don’t want you to tell anyone... anyone that I told you this. But I can’t just sit here and let these girls keep suffering, not when I believe that I could help in some way. They are really messing up my sleep pattern!”

Grant’s face was stone. There was no reaction. She sighed. “Look, you don’t have to take my word for it, check it out. They were all sick. The third girl was already dead. She had an asthma attack or something. The second girl was starving herself, and he couldn’t have her in that condition, so he strangled her. The first one had something wrong with her lungs, pneumonia or something. He couldn’t keep them with the others for fear of contamination from the dead bodies, so he returned them to their families. 

“It’s weird, but he doesn’t seem to want to... hurt them. He didn’t want them to get sick. He didn’t want them to die like that. I mean... it’s really strange, I think he’s a religious fanatic and has justified the ceremony as an honor, but senseless death is not what he seems to want. He returned them to their families because it seemed right. I know what he’s doing is wrong, but he doesn’t seem to want to do bad things, he seems to think that this must be done.

“What’s really important is that he’s got to replace them, and soon. Another girl has already been chosen, and she will go missing in the next couple of days. Call me before it is too late, Detective. My number is on your desk.” She turned and started to walk away. 

“Look, I don’t know how you know that stuff about the grocery store, but I’m not calling you, lady!” he yelled after her.

“Oh, you will,” she called over her shoulder, smiling confidently.

Grant raked his hands viciously through his hair. She turned back again.

“Oh, by the way Detective Anderson, sorry about the lieutenant thing, just give it a couple of days.” She laughed as she turned back around, and was quickly lost in the small crowd on the sidewalk.

[image: Volume1]

GRANT STARED INCREDULOUSLY after the young woman. He shook his head. That had to be about the strangest encounter he’d ever had. He stormed back into the police station. How the hell had she known what he’d been thinking at the grocery store? He shook his head again. He supposed that with the right amount of research, it would be simple to deduce that he hadn’t been laid in a long time. A guy standing in front of the fashion magazine rack was also probably a good clue. Grant was a practical man. He knew that psychics were a waste of time and money. Psychic. Bullshit. They were synonymous as far as Grant was concerned.

Grant walked back into his office and pulled out a thick file. He sighed, dreading typing up another virtually meaningless report. Flipping through the immense file, he groaned. It was a waste of time looking over everything yet again. He had the whole thing pretty much memorized, but hoped each time that he would see something that he hadn’t seen before. Something between the lines; that he’d interpret a piece of evidence differently. It was kind of like reading a book. Each time you got something different out of it. Unfortunately, after a while there was nothing left to get. That’s how this mess was starting to look to him.

Deputy Long poked his head in the door. “That was one hot piece. Why’d you get rid of her so quick?”

Grant frowned at the imbecile, hoping he’d just go away. He didn’t.

“So where’d you meet her?” Long leered.

“The supermarket.” Grant figured that information would irk the hell out of the slimy little weasel, who spent most of his nights off at the seediest establishments preying on women drunk enough to fall for his cheap lines. The little jab apparently worked. Long snorted, “Must be pretty desperate to pick someone up at the supermarket.”  

Grant wasn’t quite sure who he was mocking; Grant or the strange young woman, but it still irritated him. He contemplated the possible consequences for knocking the little prick senseless. It was a tempting option, yet the results could be dire. At the very least he would probably lose his job and have assault charges filed. However, given the kids parentage, Grant doubted that would be the end of it. 

As much as he hated his job, especially right now, it was all he knew. He didn’t particularly like the idea of having to start over professionally half-way through the game of life. Opting for solution number two; Grant pointedly ignored the little bastard, hoping he would go away. He flipped through the file until eventually Long shrugged and moved on down the hall.

Grant eyed the thick folder. It consisted of all the missing girls over the last twelve months. The first two in the file were the first two victims, the reports on their disappearances and return, all the information that might even remotely be helpful. Unfortunately, none of it seemed to be. 

Grant stared at the photo of the first missing girl. Her name was Kary Summers. She was pretty, but jaded. The kid came from the wrong side of the tracks. She was only sixteen. When they found her, it was written off that her pimp had probably killed her, although that had felt wrong to Grant. The unsigned note left in her blouse pocket stated: ‘I have no more use for her and so I return her to the family she loved.’

To Grant it reeked of suspicion. In his experience pimps rarely cared about their hookers or the hooker’s families when they were alive, much less so after they killed the girls! He also thought her outfit was far too conservative to have been bought by a pimp. No one would have thought to pick this girl up for a good time and no pimp would have bought funerary clothes for a girl he’d just killed.

Grant was disgusted to learn that she had ‘left home’ eight months before and no one had even bothered to report her missing! Grant had pieced together that after she had left home she’d been seen around some less-than-desirable places for a couple of months, then about six months ago... nothing. No one had seen or heard from her, and no one seemed to care. Although Grant wanted to continue the investigation, he had nothing to go on. The sheriff wanted it closed since there were no leads and so reluctantly Grant had closed it.

It wasn’t until the next girl showed up that the department began to think they might have a problem. The second girl, Sandra Dane, was the daughter of a wealthy rancher. She was nineteen and home from school on Christmas break. She and her father had words one night, and she stormed out. After he hadn’t seen or heard from her in forty-eight hours, her father called some of her local friends. No one had seen her. He next tried calling her friends from school to see if anyone had heard from her. The girl had simply vanished. 

Within seventy-two hours Grant was on the case. He discovered that Sandra had filled her gas tank up the night of the fight and no one had seen her since. There was no activity on her credit cards or her bank accounts and no further leads. Then a week later, the same week that Kary was returned, Sandra’s car was found on an old dirt road out in the middle of nowhere. The area had been searched and re-searched, but there was nothing. The car had been left running until it had run out of gas. The headlights were left on, and all four doors were left open; but there was no sign of violence.

Two weeks later her father’s foreman found her laid out on the front lawns with a similar note attached to her shirt. Both girls were laid out as if for funeral. Both were wearing conservative dresses. Both families said they were not the clothes their children were last seen wearing and that their kids would never have picked the outfits out themselves.

Grant shook his head and pulled out Elisabeth’s small packet of information from the thick folder.
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