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Synopsis

 
For homicide detective Tessa Jacoby her life is about self control and putting on the face of cold indifference. She 

lives her life by one ruleðnever get involved. The murder of noted collegiate basketball player, Dana Stratton, sets 

her on a path that threatens to compromise all her beliefs about life and love. As she tries to get a grip on her out of 

control emotions, Tessa finds herself with another challengeðher attraction to a federal prosecutor, Anna 

Mikaelson. The murder case sends Tessa and her partner Gus on a series of missteps and false leads as they work to 

discover who murdered the basketball star. 
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Prologue

 
Detective Tessa Jacoby stood in the entryway of the special events room at the Pritchard Gallery located in 

Restin, New York, looking at the portraits of women and children who lost their lives to the depravity of the world. 

Her eyes finally rested on the family of Dana Stratton, who all stood holding hands in front of Danaôs portrait. When 

she saw the mother, Fran, reach up to touch the portrait, Tessa diverted her gaze. It was a private moment that didnôt 

include her. 

Tessaôs meandering thoughts came back to the present when she heard a soft voice speak. ñThank you for 

coming, Detective,ò Fran Stratton said. ñThe family appreciates all the time youôve given us over the last year.ò 

With a nod and a slight smile, Tessa gave Danaôs mother her undivided attention. ñTomorrow is the trial and I 

wanted to speak with youðthe familyðif you have time.ò 

ñCertainly,ò Fran said with melancholy lacing her voice. ñIôll get the others.ò 

Tessa led the group to a small alcove where Danaôs sister, Sara, and the sleeping baby, Miranda, now a year 

old, could sit on a marble bench. She looked at the family and could still see the pain and sadness etched on each 

face. Clearing her throat, Tessa collected her thoughts. ñAs you know, the jury has been picked and the trial will 

begin tomorrow.ò She saw the expectant eyes of Bob and Fran Stratton, along with Sara and Jeff Macintosh, focused 

on her. ñI know the DA has spoken with you about what will happen.ò 

The brow of Danaôs father creased. ñIs there something more that we should know?ò  

Tessaôs eyes looked at them with compassion. ñThe job of the defense is to win their clientôs freedom. Iôve 

seen this defense attorney in action, so I know he will do everything possible to see that happens.ò 

ñIn what way?ò Fran asked. 

ñBy discrediting Danaðmaking her look guiltyðlike she was asking for it.ò 

Franôs eyes opened wide. ñNo, thatôs a lie.ò  

ñI know that, Mrs. Stratton. He wonôt come out and say that directly but he will ask his questions in a way that 

insinuates that Dana was somehow responsible. All he needs to do is plant one seed of doubt in one jurorôs mind. 

Thatôs his job.ò When the group in front of her said nothing, Tessa continued, ñDid the DA speak to you about the 

crime scene photos?ò 

Bob Stratton nodded. ñYes, he said heôd warn us when he was going to show them so we could leave the 

courtroom.ò 

ñMost jurors will look at the pictures, then at the family and the defendant for their reactions.ò Tessa lifted one 

shoulder. ñIf you can, I think you should stay in the courtroom for them,ò she said softly. ñYou can cover your eyes 

or look away.ò 

Sara asked, ñSo that the jury will see our reactions?ò  

ñExactly. The news surrounding the murder was front page around here and thatôs why the defense attorney 

fought so hard to get a jury from three hundred miles away.ò Tessa reached out and touched the visibly shaken 

Franôs arm lightly. ñThe jury will be looking at Danaôs family and friends and, in a way that will shape their opinion 

of her.ò 

Fran reached into a bag, took out a t-shirt, and handed it to Tessa. ñWe had these made to wear to the trial,ò she 

said. ñIt is the same shirt Dana was wearing that night.ò 

Unfolding the shirt, Tessa saw a basketball with the words reach higher to win ringing the ball. ñThank you.ò 

The detective steeled her emotions. ñYou should tell everyone whoôll be wearing the shirt to bring a back-up.ò 

ñWhy?ò Fran cried. 

After closing her eyes briefly, Tessa focused on the family in front of her. ñBecause, the defense attorney will 

object.ò 

ñThatôs ridiculous,ò Bob ground out through gritted teeth. ñHe canôt dictate what people wear.ò 

ñIn the courtroom he can,ò Tessa said evenly. ñThe shirt, the pins youôre wearing and anything else that 

reflects on Dana will be sighted as prejudicial to his client. Even before the jury enters, the judge will most likely 

rule in the defenseôs favor.ò 

Fran bristled with anger. ñNo. I will not listen to the judge and wear it anyway.ò  

Tessa moved closer and touched Franôs hand. ñJustice is supposed to be blind. If you donôt follow the judgeôs 

rulings, he wonôt let you stay in the courtroom. All Iôm saying is to be prepared to wear something else,ò she said 

softly. ñYou donôt want to jeopardize the trial over a shirt or a pin do you?ò 

ñThereôs always a chance that the defense attorney will say nothing. Right?ò Danaôs sister asked. 

Tessa shrugged. ñThereôs always that possibility but I wouldnôt count on it.ò 



The group fell into a long silence until the baby, Miranda, began to fuss.  

Bob smiled fondly at the baby then looked at Tessa. ñThatôs all then?ò 

ñYes.ò 

Fran stood up. ñWill you be in the courtroom for the trial, Detective?ò 

ñOnly when Iôm called to testify. I canôt be there before that.ò 

Bob held out his hand. ñThank you, Detective, for all your hard work and support.ò 

Tessa shook each personôs hand before she left for the exit. 

>< 

Rain was threatening as Tessa left the gallery. She raised the collar of her black leather jacket as a sudden gust 

of cold wind swirled around her. Walking quickly to her car and getting in, her thoughts turned to a year earlier 

when the Dana Stratton case changed her life.  

As she pushed the key into the ignition, a bright bolt of lightning fractured the black sky.  



Chapter One
 

The one thing about police work that Tessa Jacoby detested was testifying in court. It was almost ten and sheôd 

cooled her heels for almost an hour before she took the stand again. Sheôd spent most of the previous Friday 

testifying about the investigation into the death of George Markowitz, a local grocer. 

Once reminded that she was still under oath, she sat in a chair next to the judgeôs dais and answered the five 

redirect questions the District Attorney, Herb Meyers, asked. They all revolved around the procedures used by Tessa 

and her partner when they first investigated the grocerôs body found in a nearby lake.  

The defense attorney, Conner Ashley, a big man who looked like a cuddly teddy bear, had scored points the 

following Friday in his cross examination. Now, the same lawyer stood in front of the witness box with his hazel 

eyes boring into her. ñAre you telling this court, Detective Jacoby, that you had no idea that the victim was a known 

police snitch?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñIs it your contention that this evidence,òðhe held up several itemsðñwas at the scene when you got there?ò 

Tessa looked at the jury. ñYes.ò 

ñDetective, did it ever occur to you that someone planted the evidence there for you to find so it would 

implicate my client in a murder he did not commit?ò 

ñNo.ò 

ñAnd why is that Detective?ò 

ñWhether that evidence was there or not is immaterial. Our investigation uncovered other, more pertinent 

information that pointed to the defendant.ò 

ñThen why did your partner, Detective Barrett, indicate in his testimony that the evidence found at the scene 

was, and I quote, the evidence was essential to the investigation, without it we might not have identified the 

perpetrator.ò 

Tessa raised her eyebrows and shrugged. ñDonôt know.ò 

ñDo you and your partner discuss your cases?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñBut you didnôt agree on the evidence at the lake?ô 

ñThe evidence found at the scene helped us identify the perpetrator sooner. If it hadnôt been there, it might 

have taken us longer but we would have come to the same conclusion.ò 

Conner Ashley looked at his notes, made several notations, glanced at the witness, and then said. ñNothing 

further.ò 

The judgeôs wizened blue eyes fell on the DA ñAny redirect?ò 

Herb Meyers stood up, buttoned his jacket, and said, ñDetective Jacoby, do you approach a case with limited 

evidence any differently that one where evidence is readily available?ò 

ñNo.ò 

ñNothing further, Your Honor.ò 

Judge Everett looked down at the detective. ñYouôre dismissed.ò 

>< 

With her eyes focused on the door, Tessa walked rapidly out of the courtroom and headed for the exit. Flipping 

her cell phone open and pressing a button, she heard a familiar melodic tone that told her the phone was onðit rang 

immediately. 

ñJacoby.ò  

ñYou done?ò her partner, Gus Barrett, asked. 

ñJust finished a few minutes ago.ò  

ñWe have a body.  

ñYou pickinô me up?ò 

ñYep, Iôll be there in a few.ò 

Tessa was almost to the exit when she recognized Anna Mikaelson in an intense conversation with another 

woman. From Annaôs body language, Tessa saw familiarity. Now why doesnôt that surprise me? Rumor had it that 

Anna was a player. She chuckled slightly and shook her head. Then she continued toward the exit, ignoring the pain 

she felt in her heart. 

Passing by security, she negotiated three steps, pushed open the door, and then left the courthouse located at 

Justice Square. 

>< 



Tessa, driven by a work ethic that didnôt tolerate anything less than the best both professionally and privately, 

was the ultimate police detective. Those who worked with her knew her as a demanding workaholic, who played by 

the book and expected everyone else to do the same.  

She hadnôt always been that wayðnot in the beginning. Tessa was the middle child of three girls and always 

had to fight for the approval of a domineering father and an unbending, distant mother. She often found solace in 

fli ghts of fantasy that transported her from her life of not fitting in, to a world where she found love. 

Her older sister, Jessica, always succeeded and, thereby, was the golden child who could do no wrong. Tessa 

was a disappointment to her parents and grandparents for she was suppose to be a boyða stigma that would shape 

her life forever. Her younger sister, Rachel, with blonde hair and blue eyes, was the one everyone loved and doted 

on. It would make sense that Tessa might be jealous and resent her sisters but she didnôt. Instead, she clung to them 

in an attempt to have some of their sun shine on her, tooðit never did. 

During her school years, Tessa never lived up to what her one-hundred-thirty-five IQ said her potential should 

be. She learned early on that she could get by in school with the minimum of effort and later she took a perverse 

pleasure in disappointing her parents. Where Tessa failed to achieve her parentsô love, she conversely was very 

popular and voted class president in high school. After obtaining a degree in criminal justice, Tessa applied to the 

police academy. Her father expressed his surprise at her graduating and told her sheôd never make it as a police 

officer. It was then that she decided to prove him wrong. 

Tessa had known since junior high that she didnôt get the same thrill as the other girls did over boysðshe was 

only looking at the girls. In her first year of college, she had her first lesbian encounter. It was then that she 

understood why, despite her popularity, she never seemed to fit in with the other girls. 

At first, Tessa was gung-ho at being a homicide detective. She thought of herself as the defender of those who 

lost their lives to what she called the deranged element of society. Near the end of her first two years, Tessa found 

herself spiraling into depression. She came to the realization, after several months of therapy, that she could no 

longer champion the deadðit was too great a burden to carry. She couldnôt allow herself to care about the victims 

and began ignoring the suffering of the murder victimôs family and friends. No longer did she cry for those that had 

no voice. Instead, she closed off her heart as she concentrated on bringing the perpetrators to justice. Yet, 

nightmares remained. 

Her reputation as a solid detective, who had a high rate of arrests, had many seasoned detectives requesting to 

be her partner. She had three partners before she finally found a good match in Gus Barrett, who she was partners 

with for the past eight years. 

In the romance department, Tessa didnôt have time for any type of long term commitment, for she focused 

completely on her job. The lovers she did have, never asked for more than she could give and that suited her nicely. 

She had suffered her entire life without the love of her parents and she wasnôt about to let anyone hurt her like that 

again. 

Still, her heart cried out for love. 



Chapter Two
 

When federal prosecutor, Anna Mikaelson, saw Tessa Jacoby, she ended her conversation with Beverly 

Paycheck abruptly. This conversation is going nowhere. Bev will never get it that Iôm not interested in her. Anna 

walked quickly toward the exit, pushed open the door, and lengthened her stride. As she neared the detective, she 

smiled.  

They met five months earlier when a chance encounter in a courtroom brought them face to faceðTessa took 

her breath away. Over the time since that initial meeting, they had shared many lunches at a nearby deli, where 

playfulness was at the top of the menu. They had dated as much as they couldðtheir hectic schedules always 

seemed to get in the way of something more meaningful. At least that was what Anna told herself was the reason she 

hadnôt had lunch with or called the detective in almost a month. 

Annaôs case involving minor members of the Petroff crime family had occupied most of her time for the last 

several months. Once the trial began, her only free time was when she slept and there was precious little of that. 

That morning, the judge had charged the jury and the waiting began while they deliberated the evidence. Seeing the 

detective again set her body humming as the attraction she had for Tessa bloomed. Sheôs still as stunning as ever. 

When Tessa heard, ñDetective Jacoby,ò a brief shiver went down her spine. With a smile, Tessa turned around 

to see Anna walking quickly toward her. She could be the poster child for her Swedish heritage. Her height, five-

foot-nine, accentuated her lean, muscular body that a charcoal gray suit covered but did not hide. Her naturally 

blonde hair glistened as the sun seemed to kiss each strand. Her clear complexion, set off by eyes the color of the 

sky on a crisp, clear winter morning, was flawless. She was a vision of perfection. 

They danced to the music of flirtation every time they met and this time was no exception. There was no 

mistaking the look of pleasure on Annaôs face when Tessaôs eyes overtly appraised the lawyerôs body. The draw was 

strong and Tessa knew it wouldnôt take much for her to fall for the words that slid so easily off the lawyerôs tongue. 

Nevertheless, the sting of Annaôs lack of communication for the last month hurt and she wasnôt sure she could or 

wanted to get past that.  

After Tessa overheard two women talking about Anna and her reputation as a skirt chaser, she understood why 

she hadnôt heard from Anna in a monthðsheôd moved on. In spite of that, it still took every ounce of her resistance 

not to let herself fall for the smooth lines she knew would come. My life is complicated enough without adding an 

unfaithful lover to the mix. It was foolish of her to think that a philanderer would ever change. Still, there was the 

attraction, and the kisses they shared at doorways after their dates were both intense and pleasurable. The fact that it 

was always Anna, who pulled away just as passions began to beg for more, confused her. If the reputation of being a 

womanizer was true, then why hadnôt Anna taken her to bed? Her conclusionðAnna was already bedding someone 

on a permanent basis. Yet, the familiar stirrings of arousal in her body didnôt seem to care. 

In a soft sensual voice, Anna said, ñI saw you leaving the courthouse. Itôs been a while, Tessa.ò  

ñYeah, it has. How are you doing, Anna?ò 

Intense blue eyes focused on Tessaôs face. ñOh,ò she said with a wink, ñthings are definitely looking up at the 

moment.ò She gazed into Tessaôs eyes.  

Falling easily back into their familiar bantering, with a wide grin Tessa asked, ñAnd why is that?ò  

ñI think you know but Iôll spell it out for you, if you like,ò Anna said playfully before her face became solemn. 

ñIôve missed you.ò 

Tessa shrugged. ñI didnôt go anywhere.ò 

ñI know,ò Anna whispered. I was such an idiot. 

Tessa saw the lawyerôs eyes leave her and settle elsewhere. Following the gaze, she saw a buxom, slim built 

woman standing nearby and Annaôs eyes were raking over the body in what looked like amazement. Tessa stared, 

too, for the womanôs double D breasts were something to behold. ñNow, thereôs a mouthful,ò she quipped. 

Anna laughed and looked at Tessa before her eyes slowly ran up the detectiveôs body. ñI was wondering if 

those big boobs could suffocate someone if their face was buried in them.ò She grinned.  

Wiggling her eyebrows and laughing, Tessa said, ñAt least youôd go out with a smile on your face.ò 

Reaching out and running a well manicured finger across the detectiveôs hand, Anna shivered. ñI can think of 

other ways to make you smile.ò 

Tess felt her body react in pleasure.  

ñHave dinner with me and Iôll show you what I mean.ò 

Annaôs assault on her libido, that was screaming yes, made Tessa gulp at the provocative invitation. Maybe this 

time Anna would actually come inside and not leave her frustrated and alone at the door. Do I take a chance? IéI,ò 

Tessa began, relieved when she heard the sound of a carôs horn.  



Turning, Tessa let out a sigh of relief when she saw Gus behind the wheel of his requisitioned battered old 

black Crown Vic. Tessa gave him a brief nod before turning back to the lawyer. She let a small smile turn up the 

corners of her mouth before she again looked back toward the street. ñWeôve got a bodyéIôm sorry.ò 

With a shrug, Anna said, ñNo problem. I took a chance youôd be freeéthereôs always next time.ò  

Tessa didnôt want to end the connection, for something told her this time it would be different. Her eyes 

searched Annaôs until she heard another honk. ñIôve got to go,ò she reluctantly said. ñIôll see you around or you can 

call me,ò she added before she turned and hurried to the waiting vehicle. 

Anna watched as Tessa walked away and let her gaze fall on the detectiveôs firm backside. Nice tight ass. 

Feeling stirrings of pleasure, she continued to watch as Tessa slid into the car. She heard someone say her name and 

when she turned in the direction of the voice, she saw a young law clerk that worked in her office. ñHi, Sylvia,ò she 

said, as she took more one quick look at the departing vehicle. 

Tessa closed the door, pulled the seatbelt across her chest, and looked at Anna. She hadnôt even left the area 

and the lawyer had already found another woman. In the space of a few minutes, sheôs gone from the chick in the 

courthouse, followed by me and now sheôs with a girl who might be jailbait. When the lawyer turned in her 

direction, their eyes met and Tessa swallowed the lump in her throat before letting out a long, slow silent chuckle. 

Sheôs amazing. 

>< 

Sitting in quiet contemplation as she always did before a case began, Tessa absently said, ñWhere?ò  

ñSouth Howard.ò 

ñRough neighborhood.ò 

ñA couple of kids were playing in a vacant lot when they came across the body. The grandmother of one of the 

kidsô called it in at ten-thirty.ò 

Tessa looked at her partner of five years. He wasnôt a big manðstood about five-sevenðhis baldness was 

what everyone noticed first. His head was the only part of him that didnôt have hair. He sported a thick moustache, 

bushy eyebrows, black hair peeked out of his unbuttoned collar where his tie was loosely hanging, and each segment 

of his fingers had thick black hair. His eyes were a warm brown and his voice low and melodic.  

The man was old school police. He felt that the technology was only an aid in smoking out perpetrators. He 

told his partner repeatedly that it was through old fashioned police investigation that required knocking on doors, 

finding leads and putting all the pieces together, that brought a murder investigation to its conclusion. Tessa was 

glad to have him for a partner, for she could rely on him always having her back just as she has his. 

ñAny other information?ò 

ñFemale is all I know.ò Gus waited a minute before he said, ñCap said that youôre primary. You ok with that?ò 

ñYep.ò Gus nodded at the white bag sitting between them. ñThereôs a roast beef on rye with horseradish and 

mayo, just like you like it. Got you a pickle, too. Oh, and a water.ò 

ñThanks. I canôt remember the last time I ate.ò Tessa took the bag, opened it, pulled out the sandwich, tore the 

wrapper off, and took a bite.  

ñYou and that lawyer still dating?ò Gus asked as he kept his eyes on the cars in front of him. 

Tessa laughed. ñYou need some gossip to share with your pals in your bowling league?ò 

Gus snorted. ñNo. You know that Helen always asks about you. She always wants to know if youôre eating 

right and if youôre dating anyone. I figured if I told her you were still dating the lawyer sheôd stop giving me the 

names of women she wants to fix you up with.ò 

Taking another bite of her sandwich, Tessa let her partnerôs words roll around in her mind. Swallowing, she 

said, ñTell Helen thanks for thinking about me and that Iôve got it all under control.ò 

ñSo youôre dating her?ò 

Tessa grinned. ñThis sandwich is delicious.ò 

Gus laughed. ñYouôre not going to tell me are you?ò 

ñNope.ò 

Gus let out a heartier laugh. ñWomen, Iôll never understand óem.ò 

 



Chapter Three
 

The old Crown Vic rolled slowly to a stop and Gus held his badge out the window. A uniformed officer at the 

police barricade of the entrance to the six hundred block of South Howard pulled back the metal barrier. Gus 

navigated his vehicle around the multitude of randomly parked police and other emergency vehicles. There wasnôt 

much room to drive, let alone park, but he did manage to get close to the scene.  

Once parked, the partners made their way to the yellow crime scene tape that cordoned off a vacant lot. It was 

an early spring day and the sun was warm against their faces. Tessa and Gus stood on the sidewalk in front of the 

vacant lot and let their eyes do the first critical survey of the scene. They could see clear signs that a vehicle had 

recently driven over the dead weeds on the debris ladened lot. The impressions left by a vehicleôs tires led to where 

several crime scene investigators, along with the medical examiner, stood around what they could clearly see was a 

naked body. Other people, who they recognized, were searching in a grid within the lot. 

Gus pointed to the tire tracks. ñThey look fresh.ò 

ñI hope we can get something from them,ò Tessa commented. 

ñIt looks like itôs about a hundred and fifty feet or so to the body.ò 

Tessa looked at the distance between them and the medical examiner. ñYeah, that seems right.ò  

Making their way along the outskirts of the lot, the two detectives soon joined the others.  

Gus looked at the body, shook his head, and muttered, ñBastard. This never gets any easier.ò 

The first look Tessa took of the body at every murder scene always made her blood run coldðthis case was no 

different. She looked down at the nude body of a woman, who looked like she was in her late teens or early twenties, 

lying crumpled on the ground. She briefly closed her eyes as she offered up a small prayer to whoever was listening. 

The cruelty sheôd seen over the years made her, at times, question the existence of a higher power but that never 

stopped her from praying for each victim.  

The prominent thing that both detectives immediately noticed were a bloody pentagram carved into the 

abdomen, cuts on the breasts, along with a slit throat. Tessa crouched down next to the body and felt a distinct 

reactionðher instincts screamed this was personal. She pulled out a pair of blue examination gloves and looked at 

the medical examiner as she pulled them up her fingers. ñDo you have a time of death?ò 

The man, Ellis Brown, pulled a thermometer out of the body and noted the temperature. ñJudging by the liver 

temp and the rigor, my preliminary estimate is about ten to twelve hours ago.ò 

ñThat would make it between midnight and two.ò 

ñIôll have more for you once I get her on the table.ò Ellis pointed to the deep laceration with dried blood across 

the womanôs neck. ñIt looks like exsanguination will be the cause of death.ò  

Tessa looked at the victimôs face. It was dirty and fixed in what looked like a grimace. She also noted that there 

were lighter areas running down her cheeks and Tessa surmised that the girl cried before her death. She pointed to 

the carving on the victimôs abdomen and asked the medical examiner, ñWhat do you make of that?ò 

ñNot sure. Might be some sort of devil worship.ò The ME reached under the body. 

ñOr torture,ò Tessa interjected. 

The coroner nodded in agreement, as he gently turned the body. ñTake a look at this.ò 

Moving closer, she looked beyond the dirt covering the womanôs skin and leaned in. There was clear evidence 

that numerous other wounds existed there. Initially, she thought they might be something like the pentagram but 

closer inspection had her questioning that thought. Tessa narrowed her eyes. ñDo you have any thoughts on what the 

cuts on her back are or what was used to make them?ò 

ñNot yet. From what I can see, they seem random. Once I get her cleaned up, theyôll be more visible,ò the 

medical examiner offered.  

Tessaôs eyes focused on the ground that was under the body. ñI donôt see any blood around or underneath her.ò 

She looked up at her partner and he nodded. ñThis is the dump site.ò Her eyes then focused on something white and 

rectangular, like a business card, on the ground under the victimôs body. She motioned to the nearest CSI and 

pointed to the object. ñMake sure you get that.ò 

ñDid you guys get impressions of those tire tracks?ò Gus asked Marvin Westcott one of the investigators. 

ñItôs impossible,ò offered the taller, older man. ñThe ground is bone dry. All we have is crushed weeds and 

they arenôt giving up what they know.ò The investigator crouched down in the grass about ten feet from the body. 

ñWe did find this.ò 

Gus moved away from the body and looked where Marvin was pointing. ñLooks like oil.ò 

ñYeah, it lines up with where the engine would be when the vehicle stopped, if someone backed it in.ò 

ñWill you be able to tell much from it?ò Gus asked as he crouched down for a closer look. 



ñProbably not,ò the investigator said. ñBut, if you find the vehicle, it will be leaking oil and then we can match 

the type.ò 

ñFind any ID?ò Tessa asked. 

ñAll we have is the body,ò Ellis said. 

One of the patrol officers, Kim Ryan, a lean well-built woman, offered, ñThatôs Dana Stratton.ò 

All eyes focused on the officer.  

ñYou know this woman?ò Tessa asked. 

ñNot personally. Dana Stratton was an All American basketball player in high school, then a three time 

collegiate All American first team and Player of the Year two years in a row.ò The woman shrugged. ñI played 

against her in high school.ò 

Gus asked, ñAny missing persons out on her?ò 

ñWhen I recognized her, I checked. She hasnôt been reported missing,ò the patrol officer said. 

Gusôs attention turned to several news vans raising telescoping satellite dishes just outside of the police 

barricade. ñFuck,ò he said under his breath. ñThis is going to be a zoo.ò  

Tessa growled when she saw several of the camera crews with reporters funneling past the barricades and 

lining up on the sidewalk in front of the crime scene. Gus, along with Tessa, instinctively moved to shield the body 

from the cameras. 

ñWho the hell let them get that far?ò Tessa grumbled. She looked at the nearest officer and said, ñGet them out 

of here and find me the officer responsible for allowing them to gain access.ò Turning to the medical examiner, she 

noted he had already covered the body.  

A young officer, barely in his twenties, came up to where the two detectives were and stood waiting for 

acknowledgement. With her upper lip twitching slightly, Tessa looked at the slim young man. Pointing to the media 

that other officers were herding away, Tessa asked, ñYouôre the one who let them in?ò  

The officer rocked back and forth on his heels. Haltingly he said, ñI was asking about what we should do with 

the news vans and when I turned back to the barricade they were already past me. I tried to stop them but they just 

kept on going.ò  

ñExactly whoôs in charge?ò Tessa scolded. ñYou or the reporters.ò 

Gus moved closer to the man whose face was drawn and white. ñHow long have you been on the job?ò 

ñA week sir.ò 

Gus looked at his partner and gave her a shrug. ñIs this your first crime scene?ò  

ñYes sir.ò 

Tessa looked squarely at the young man. ñWhat you should have done, once you saw they had gotten past you, 

was to go after them and make them leave! Itôs your job to see that no one and I mean NO ONE, gets by you. If you 

want to continue being on the force, I suggest you get your butt back over there and make sure no one gets past you 

again,ò 

The officer edged a few steps away from the angry detective. ñYes, maôam,ò he said before he turned and 

walked briskly back to the barricade. 

ñAnd donôt call me maôam,ò Tessa muttered. She snorted and looked at her partner. ñAs usual, you were being 

too damn soft on him. How can he learn if you mollycoddle him? He needs to know he fucked up so he wonôt do it 

again.ò 

ñHeôs just a kid,ò Gus countered. ñDid you do everything correctly when you first started?ò 

Tessaôs face softened. ñHe shouldnôt have let them get by him.ò 

Once Tessa turned back to the body that was now covered, she crouched down, pulled the blue sheet back and 

looked at the girlôs face, distorted by death. The cruelty inflicted on the body made Tessaôs stomach knot. 

Nevertheless, she had to maintain her cool persona, knowing that emotions never solved a murder. Pulling the sheet 

back over the body she stood up and looked at the medical examiner. ñHopefully she will give us a clue as to who 

did this to her.ò 

Ellis Brown nodded as his attention turned to the gurney that two men were pulling across the lot. ñIôll let you 

know as soon as I have anything.ò 



Chapter Four
 

As her eyes scanned the area beyond the vacant lot, Tessa noted that it was typical of an economically 

depressed areaðrun down homes with boarded up windows, burnt out hulls where people once lived, along with 

numerous vehicles in various forms of disrepair. Her eyes caught the movement of a curtain covering a window in 

the upper floor of a house across the street. The structure stood out like a sore thumb. 

ñDid you see that?ò Tessa asked Gus. 

ñYeah.ò Gus flipped open his tattered notebook. ñOne of the kids lives thereðJoey Carlton. He lives there 

with his grandmother.ò Gusôs eyes rolled over his notes. ñThe grandmother is the woman who called it in.ò 

ñHer name?ò 

ñBertram, Mary Bertram.ò 

Without speaking, Tessa nodded in the direction of the house. Then she and Gus walked toward the street and 

ducked under the yellow crime scene tape. Once they navigated around all the parked vehicles, they stood on the 

sidewalk outside the house. Both detectives assessed the house, yard, and driveway. The house was painted white 

with green shutters around each window. The recently mowed lawn and the dug up flower bed along the front of the 

house indicated that someone cared about the houseôs appearance. They walked to the front door, pulled back the 

screen door and Gus knocked.  

The door opened slowly and a tall, slim woman with steel gray hair, dressed in jeans, and a long sleeve shirt, 

looked at them. ñYes?ò the older woman said, as she wiped her hands on a white apron wrapped around her waist. 

The wonderful smell of something baking filled her nostrils and Tessaôs mouth began to water. ñMrs. Bertram, 

weôre Detectives Jacoby and Barrett. I understand youôre the one that called nine-one-one.ò She turned slightly and 

pointed to the lot. 

ñCome on in.ò The woman opened the door wider and once the detectives were inside, said with a grim voice, 

ñSuch a shame. Please take a seat. I was just getting ready to take a pie out of the oven when the doorbell rang. Iôll 

only be a moment.ò 

Tessa took the opportunity to inspect the sitting room, along with the dining room. Everything she noticed was 

much like the outsideðneat and tidy. If she looked far enough into the home, she could make out the kitchen too. 

Oak hardwood floors, adorned with various area rugs, were highly polished. The furniture that she could see was old 

but in good condition. When Tessa saw embroidered doilies, she let a slight smile curve her lips. It was just like 

what her grandmother had throughout her house. How I miss her. She was the only family member that ever cared 

about me. Her eyes rested on a heavy oak dining table, where various bake goods were in a line.  

When Tessa saw the woman returning, she turned her full attention in that direction. ñCan you tell us what 

happened?ò 

ñMy husband and I moved in here right after we got married. Back then, the neighborhood was a wonderful 

place to raise kids. Now, there are gangs, drugs and murders,ò Mary said. ñI refuse to let them run me out of my 

home of forty years.ò 

ñIt must be tough keeping your grandson from those influences,ò Tessa remarked. ñHow did he come to find 

the body?ò 

ñIôve told my grandson to keep off that lot. There are all kinds of things over there that I donôt want my 

grandson to know about.ò Her voice was somber. ñThe lot is littered with needles, crack viles, old condoms, you 

name it, and youôll probably find it there. Itôs a magnet for the neighborhood kids ócause itôs the only open place for 

them to play. Iôve filled out all kinds of complaints with the city but nothing changes,ò the older woman said, 

shaking her head. ñIôve spoken with Councilman Murray and even went to several council meetings. All I got from 

them were empty promises to make it better.ò She pointed out the window to the vacant lot. ñIt continues to breed 

violence and crime.ò 

In an effort to bring the conversation back to the dead body, Gus asked, ñCan you tell us what happened earlier 

this morning, Mrs. Bertram?ò 

ñI was baking for our churchðitôs the Holy Redeemer Church right down the street. Every Tuesday we open a 

soup kitchen and provide the less fortunate with a good meal. A local grocery donates the ingredients and the 

womanôs auxiliary does all the cooking. So far Iôve made two sheet cakes and four pies.ò The woman looked at the 

bland expressions on the detectiveôs faces. ñSorry, I got carried away.ò 

ñPlease continue,ò Tessa encouraged. 

ñRight, you want to know about what my grandson saw. Well, Joey came charging into the house with his 

friends, screaming about a body. He told me that they saw the body of a woman in the lot. I figured it was a 

mannequin or something that the older kids put there to scare the younger ones.ò 

Gus asked, ñHow old is Joey?ò  



ñNine.ò 

ñWhat happened next?ò Tessa asked, prodding the woman to speed up her story. 

ñI told them to stay put and Iôd go see for myself. When I got there, I saw that poor child all cut up like that. It 

broke my heart. I called nine-one-one on my cell phone then went to the curb to wait for the police.ò 

ñDid you touch the body?ò Tessa asked. 

ñNo! I know better than that. It was obvious she was dead. When the police came, I gave them all the 

information I had and came back here. I had my pies in the oven and I didnôt want them to burn.ò 

ñWho sleeps upstairs in the bedroom that faces the street?ò asked Tessa. 

ñI do.ò 

Tessa eyed the woman. ñDid you hear anything strange last night or early this morning?ò 

ñNo, I donôt think so. Iôm a pretty sound sleeper.ò 

ñNo lights filled your bedroom?ò 

The woman thought for a minute and said, ñCome to think of it, just after I put my head on the pillow the room 

filled with light but it went out right away.ò 

ñWhat time was that?ò 

ñAround midnight.ò 

ñDid you look out the window to see what it was?ò 

ñNo. I found out a long time ago itôs best to ignore things like that. Besides, it was only for a second. I just 

figured someone was turning around. That happens sometimes.ò 

ñWas your window open?ò Gus asked. 

ñNo. If I keep it open, I can hear all the gang kids who hang out there at night,ò Mary paused, then added, ñI 

donôt care for their language.ò 

ñDo you know any of the gang members?ò Gus pressed. 

ñI should say so. I taught English for thirty-one years and most of them were in my classes. They leave me and 

mine alone. We donôt pay them any attention and they ignore us.ò She added, ñIt is the best way to survive these 

days.ò 

Tessa briefly closed her eyes in understanding. ñDo you know if they were there last night when you went to 

bed?ò 

Mary inverted her bottom lip and sucked on it for a minute before answering. ñI donôt think so. I remember 

hearing sirens about an hour or so before I went upstairs. They all usually scatter when that happens. I had a long 

day yesterday, thatôs why I went to bed so late. I was asleep the minute my head hit the pillow.ò 

Tessa asked, ñIs your grandson at home?ò  

ñYes, heôs in his bedroom.ò 

Tessa looked right at the woman. ñCan we have your permission to speak with him?ò 

ñWell, I guess it will be all right. Iôll get him.ò 

A small boy dressed in jeans, a long sleeve t-shirt, and what looked like new Nikes, walked into the room 

behind his grandmother. Hiding behind her, the boy peeked around the woman and looked at the detectives with big, 

owl eyes. Moving forward, he immediately sought refuge by his grandmotherôs side and she put a protective hand 

on his shoulder.  

Tessa looked at the boy. She disliked speaking with children, for she found they generally parroted whatever 

someone told them to say. Keeping her face neutral and trying to soften her tone, she said, ñHi Joey, my name is 

Tessa and this is Gus. Can you tell us what happened this morning?ò 

Joey looked at his grandmother who nodded. ñMe, Tony and Ricky were playing across the street.ò 

Gus smiled at the boy. ñWhy did you go there?ò 

ñWe were looking for money. One time we found over a dollar.ò 

Still smiling, Gus asked, ñThen what happened?ò 

ñWe saw something against the bushes and we went to see what it was.ò 

The boyôs eyes looked at the woman detective when she spoke. ñWhat did you see?ò 

ñIt was a girl. She didnôt have any clothes on.ò 

For a brief moment, a feeling of sadness washed over Tessa. No one, especially young children, should have to 

see what I do on a daily basis. ñDid you or your friends touch the body?ò 

Joeyôs eyes grew wide again. ñNO!ò 

Gusôs warm brown eyes looked at the boy. ñDid any of you find anything and take it?ò 

With his eyes flitting to his grandmother before he looked away, he softly said, ñNo.ò 

ñJoey,ò said the grandmother, ñyou tell them the truth.ò 



Tessa he was certain that the boy was holding something back. ñIf you or your friends took something, we 

need to know. Itôs important.ò  

ñWe found money.ò 

Tessa asked, ñWhere is it now?ò 

The young boy dug into his jeans pocket and pulled out what looked like a slim money clip holding some 

billsðthe top bill was a five. 

Tessa groaned silently as she put on exam gloves. No way are we getting prints off that. She held out her palm, 

the boy deposited the object holding the money in it. She felt the coldness of the metal. For a moment, her gaze took 

in the grandmother, whose hands were trembling while she wrung her fingers on her apron. 

Tessa looked at the boy and said, ñDid you count the money?ò When Joey didnôt answer, Tessa tried to soften 

her voice. ñLook, son, we need to know.ò  

Still, the boy refused to answer. 

With a voice that he used with his own kids, Gus said, ñJoey, we need to find the person who left that there so 

we can talk to them. We need you to tell us everything.ò 

Joey looked at the floor. ñYeah, I counted it. Thereôs seven dollars.ò 

ñIs all the money still here or did you and your friends share it?ò Gus asked. 

ñNo, itôs all there. I was the first one there. They didnôt know I found it.ò 

When Tessa turned the money clip over so it laid flat in her hand, she saw some sort of drawing on the top near 

the curve and two initialsïan R and an S. She looked at the boy and his grandmother and held the object up.  

ñDo these initials mean anything to you?ò 

The boy shrank away slightly before he shook his head. ñNo maôam.ò 

Looking at the grandmother, Tessa nodded at the money clip. ñHave you seen anything like this before?ò  

The older womanôs eyes flashed to her grandson. ñNo. Iôve never seen that before.ò  

Tessa looked at her in question. ñAre you positive?ò 

Just as the woman was about to answer, her attention turned to a shrill buzzing coming from the kitchen. 

ñExcuse me Iôve got to get a pie out.ò Not giving the detectives a chance to object, the woman rapidly walked 

toward the kitchen. 

Tessa looked at the boy and then at Gus, who cleared his throat. She felt the boy knew more than he was 

saying but she couldnôt question him without his grandmother being there. Tessa slid the object into an evidence 

envelope and looked squarely at the boyðhe turned away. 

Once Mary returned, Tessa asked, ñJoey, have you told us everything?ò 

ñYes,ò he whispered. 

Turning to the older woman, Tessa asked, ñMrs. Bertram, what about Joeyôs mother? Does she live here too?ò  

ñYes.ò 

ñAny chance she saw something last night?ò 

ñLord no, Vanessa works the night shift at St. Davidôs and, like every night when she works, sheôs gone by 

ten-thirty. I donôt know how she could help you, since she wasnôt here after that.ò The older woman eyed the two 

detectives. ñUnless that girl died before then.ò 

Tessa ignored the comment. ñIs she home now?ò 

ñYes, sheôs sleeping.ò 

With an imperceptible nod, Tessa pulled a card out of her jacket pocket. ñWill you ask your daughter to call 

me when she gets up?ò 

ñOk, but I doubt she can help you. Like I said, she was at work last night.ò 

Tessa cleared her throat and shrugged. ñSometimes itôs the smallest observation that leads to the person who 

committed the crime. Thank you, Mrs. Bertram.ò  

Tessa looked at the boy who cowered closer to his grandmother.  

ñJoey, you listen to your grandmother and stay away from that lot.ò 

>< 

Back out on the sidewalk, Tessa asked, ñDo you have the address of the other two boys?ò 

Gus nodded. ñYeah, theyôre brothers and live a few doors down.ò 

ñLetôs see if they have the same story,ò Tessa said, before they started down the sidewalk. 



Chapter Five
 

Tessa pushed open the door to the autopsy suite, where the medical examiner was standing over the body of 

Dana Stratton. She and Gus had just the girlôs parents. As with most notifications that involved a child, Danaôs 

parents were devastated. That part of her job tore her apart. ñDo you have anything for me, Doc?ò 

The man shook his head as he finished rinsing the body. ñIôve only done a cursory exam. Now that Iôve got her 

cleaned up, my observations will be more precise. Iôll give you a call when Iôm done.ò 

ñYeah I know. Iôm not rushing youéI just wanted to get a look at her under these bright lights.ò Tessaôs eyes 

focused on the girlôs face, noting that it was no longer dirty. The streaks that her tears created were gone and she 

could see that the rigor had started to reverse.  

The ME let out a small chuckle. ñWhen havenôt you been in a rush for my findings?ò 

Lifting one shoulder, Tessa let a smile play around her lips. She shifted her gaze from the body to the man who 

was about two inches shorter than she was at almost five-nine. ñYou know what they say about old habits.ò  

ñYeah, yeah, I hear you. Somehow I donôt see you changing anytime soon, Jacoby.ò Ellis motioned for Tessa 

to move closer. ñSince youôre here, Iôll give you what I have so far.ò 

ñThanks. Did you find any usable prints on the body?ò 

ñI was hoping I might find some on her face but, no, I didnôt find any.ò Ellis motioned for Tessa to move 

closer. ñIôve found some fibers in the pentagram on her stomach. Probably from a carpet from a house or car, but 

weôll need trace to verify that. The cuts had debris from the scene embedded in them but I did manage to find 

something strange. Help me turn her over.ò Once the body was turned, he focused a small camera on one area of the 

back and pointed to a monitor at the bottom of the exam table. ñSee that dark green area?ò 

ñYeah, what is it?ò 

ñIt looks like moss or some sort of mold. I donôt recall seeing anything like that at the scene, did you?ò 

Tessa closed her eyes and visualized the ground around the body. ñNo. It wasnôt that kind of area. Wouldnôt 

something like that be found somewhere that doesnôt get much sun and itôs damp?ò Tessaôs eyebrows knitted. ñLike 

maybe a basement.ò 

ñYes, thatôs exactly what I thought. It will be interesting to see what trace comes up with.ò 

ñIt might give us a lead as to where the actual crime scene is. Is that all you have?ò she asked. 

The older man shook his head. ñNo. While I was washing her, I noticed that the cuts on her body and the one 

across her throat are deep and clearly defined. The first cut must have been in the abdomen, since I found a shallow 

cut before it went deeper. ò 

ñHesitation?ò 

ñI think so. Whatever he used to cut her was very sharp and thin.ò 

ñLike a razor blade, scalpel, or something like that?ò 

ñYes.ò 

Looking at the pentagram, Tessa leaned in closer. ñThey look precise.ò  

ñItôs clear that someone had a steady hand and took their time, which is most peculiar since the cuts that slit 

her throat and drew the pentagram were done antemortem and those on her back and right hand were done 

postmortem.ò 

ñWhy is that curious?ò 

ñBecause the pentagram is every bit as precise as those on her back and that tells me that she was somehow 

restrained and I donôt see any indication of that.ò The doctor picked up one of the girlôs hands. ñIt looks like her 

hands and ankles were loosely bound but in order for the pentagram to be so precise sheôd have to be completely 

still.ò He shook his head. ñThe toxicology will tell us if she was drugged.ò He pointed to the slit across her throat. 

ñIt starts at one carotid and, with a consistent single stroke, ends at the other one. Most curious.ò 

ñWhat did you make of the cuts on her back?ò 

ñStrangely enough there are four partial triangles on her back and one on the back of her right hand. If you put 

them all together, youôd have another pentagram.ò 

Tessa lifted her eyebrows. ñThatôs odd,ò she said, as she noted where the marks were. ñHow tall is she?ò 

ñSeventy-four inches.ò 

Tessa scratched her head and pursed her lips. ñHow did someone get the best of her? Usually, the perp attacks 

someone who is smaller and weaker,òðher hand motioned up and down the bodyðñsheôs muscular and obviously 

physically fit.ò  

ñI didnôt find any evidence that she put up a fight.ò The doctor again picked up one of the girlôs hands. ñThe 

slight bruising around her wrists and ankles is from her trying to get free but it doesnôt look like she did do much of 

that. I didnôt get much when I scraped under her fingernails and I donôt see defensive wounds on her hands or arms.ò  



As her eyes took in the lower part of the body, Tessa noticed bruising on the girlôs upper thighs. ñWas sexually 

assaulted?ò 

ñIt looks like both vaginally and rectally and once I examine the stomach contents, weôll know if it was orally, 

too.ò 

ñFind any biologicals?ò 

ñHavenôt got there yet. I can give you more on that when I open her up. Once I get her stomach contents, I can 

send it to toxicology, along with the blood and tissue samples. Itôll take a sometime before we get the full report 

back.ò Tessa started to leave, and then turned back to the man. ñThanks.ò  

ñIôll let you know once you get the preliminary report,ò Ellis said as Tessa walked away. 

Just as she was about to shove the door open, Tessa turned back toward the body and saw the medical 

examiner with the Stryker saw in his hand. ñThe parents should be here soon to identify her. Iôll call down and let 

you know when they arrive.ò 

The ME raised the shield off his face and put the saw down. ñIôll wait until they see her then.ò Before the 

detective was out the door, he said, ñYou can tell them that once Iôm done with the autopsy and have all the samples 

I need Iôll discharge the body.ò 

Tessa waved over her shoulder. ñThanks Doc.ò 

>< 

When Tessa returned to her desk, Gus was hanging up his phone. ñThe DAôs office manager just called. The 

warrant to search the Stratton girlôs apartment is ready.ò 

ñGood. Once we go to inform the parents, weôll go check it out.ò Tessa thought for a minute then added, 

ñMaybe weôll get lucky and find the primary crime scene there.ò 

ñGod, Jacoby, when did you become such a dreamer?ò 

Tessa just looked at her partner and gave him a lopsided grin.  

ñGet anything from the ME?ò 

ñNot much. The outside of the body is like the lot where those kids found herðit isnôt giving up what it 

knows. Looks like she was raped andéò She stopped when Gusôs eyes moved in the direction of the elevators. 

A man and a woman, clinging to each other, stepped out of the elevator before nervously looking around. Gus 

nodded. ñTheyôre here.ò  

Turning her head, Tessa looked at the couple. ñYeah, thatôs them. Call down to autopsy and let them know Iôll 

be bringing them down.ò She rolled her desk chair back. ñI hate this part,ò she said to no one as she started to get up.  

ñWant me to do it?ò 

ñNo, Iôm primary, Iôll do it. When we get back up here, we can question them again.ò When they notified the 

couple earlier, they were so distraught that questioning them was pointless. 

ñIôll get the room set up and go get that warrant.ò 

Steeling her emotions, Tessa walked toward the two people, who looked at her apprehensively. ñMr. and Mrs. 

Stratton thank you for coming,ò she said softly 

The couple, not knowing what else to say or do, stood pensively eyeing the detective. Bob Stratton was at least 

six-four with sandy blonde hair, dark blue eyes and she could see his daughterôs square jaw in him. The woman by 

his side with light brown hair and a full figure was considerably smaller. Her shoulders shook and Tessa braced 

herself for the onslaught of emotion she knew would surely come. It was bad enough earlier. 

Fran Stratton finally asked, ñDid you check again? Are you sure itôs our Dana?ò 

Tessa looked at the woman, before lifting her eyes in the manôs direction. ñNothing is certain until you make a 

positive identification.ò  

Tessa turned her eyes away from the couple. She didnôt want to see the pain and sorrow that she knew was all 

over their faces. ñIf youôll come with me, Iôll take you to her.ò 

>< 

Standing in front of a large window with a drawn curtain, Tessa looked at the couple. ñAre you ready?ò Once 

they nodded, she tapped on the glass and the curtain slowly opened. A small woman was standing next to what 

clearly was a body that a blue paper sheet covered. Looking at the detective and seeing her nod, she pulled back the 

sheet to expose the bodyôs head. 

With her hand flying to her mouth, Fran cried, ñOh my God, itôs my baby,ò as she fell against her husband. 

The husbandôs arm went around his wifeôs shoulders as he stared at his daughter.  

The sight of the parents clutching each other in shared sorrow made Tessa feel uncomfortableðit always did. 

Yet, she stood stoically never letting on that the scene was tearing her apart.  

The man tugged his wife closer and kissed her light brown hair. ñHave you found out anything else about how 

this happened?ò 



ñWeôre just in the infancy of our investigation. What I can tell you now is that her death wasnôt accidental. If 

youôd come with me, Iôd like to ask you both questions about your daughter.ò Tessa let her eyes search the faces of 

the murdered girlôs parents. ñThe more we know about her, the better our chances are in finding out who did this to 

her.ò 

ñNO,ò wailed the mother. ñNot yet, I want to go to her.ò 

Closing her eyes, Tessa looked away for a second as she regained her composure. ñCertainly.ò 

Once the couple was standing next to the body, Tessa moved to the door and waited as she cast her glance to 

the floor. God, I hate this. The cold air that had a faint odor of death chilled her as she forced her emotions down 

when she heard the woman and man sob uncontrollably. 

Twenty minutes later, Bob Stratton wrapped his arm around his wifeôs waist and guided her away from the 

body. 

ñPlease come with me,ò Tessa said softly. The couple clung to each other as they followed her out the door and 

down a hallway. 



Chapter Six
 

Tessa looked around the small room sheôd brought the girlôs parents toðit was tiny with grimy, industrial 

gray-green walls. Bolted to the floor was a metal table, along with four steel chairs. To one side, underneath the one-

way glass, was a small wooden table piled with various forms. Tessa said, ñPlease take a seat Mr. and Mrs. Stratton. 

Would either of you like something to drink? Coffee, water, soda?ò 

Bob Stratton studied the detective who was in charge of his daughterôs murder case. She had short, black hair, 

what looked like green eyes, and a body that looked fit.  

ñNo thank you,ò the father said to the detective. ñWhen can we have her so we can bury her?ò 

At that moment, Gus entered the small room. ñMr. and Mrs. Stratton,ò he said nodding as he slid into the chair 

next to his partner. 

Tessa spoke next. ñI know we went over this briefly at your home earlier, but Iôd like to go over it again. If it is 

ok with you weôd like to record the session.ò  

ñSure,ò Danaôs father said. 

After placing a recording device on the table, Tessa tilted her head to look at the couple. ñWe need to go over 

the timeline of your daughterôs activities last night. When did you last speak with her?ò 

ñAround nine-thirty,ò Fran said in a shaky voice. ñAs I told you earlier, Sara, our other daughter, was in labor 

and I called Dana. She said she was at the gym and was finishing up with her coach. She said sheôd be at the hospital 

in fifteen minutes.ò The woman smiled slightly. ñI told her to hurry up because I didnôt think the baby would wait 

much longer. She said, tell Sara to cross her legs ótil I get there.ò 

Silence filled the room until Gus asked, ñWhen she didnôt show up did you call her?ò 

ñYes,ò Bob answered. ñBut she didnôt pick up. We figured she was still at the gym. The coach wanted Dana to 

show two potential recruits around.ò He smiled slightly. ñDana is a big draw for new players. They all want to play 

on a team with her.ò  

Gus asked, ñWas nine-thirty late for such a visit?ò  

Mr. Stratton pondered the question. ñI guess it wasésince she doesnôt live at home we really have no way of 

knowing what is normal or not. We knew she was with her coach and that meant she was safe.ò He frowned. ñI 

should have known she wasnôt,ò he whispered. 

ñWhen did you call her next?ò Tessa asked gently. 

Franôs watery eyes looked at the detective. ñI called her around eleven, then again at midnight but she still 

didnôt answer. I left a message that Sara had a baby girl and told her to call me.ò 

Gus gave the woman a kind look. ñWhat did you think when she didnôt show up at the hospital?ò 

Fran swiped at the tears running down her cheeks with her husbandôs handkerchief. ñI figured that she was 

held up or that her phone needed charging.ò 

With compassion, Tessa asked, ñDid she often not show up when she said she would be somewhere?ò  

Bob Stratton briefly closed his eyes before he fixed them on the two detectives. ñSheôs always very 

responsible.ò 

Tessa looked at Gus and lifted one shoulder. ñYou werenôt alarmed when she didnôt come to the hospital?ò 

Fran Stratton, with tears sliding down her face, sobbed, ñWe were so ecstatic about the baby thatéò The 

woman let out an audible wail. ñI should have known something was wrong. Itôs all my fault.ò 

Once again, Bob Strattonôs arm went around his wifeôs shoulders as he pulled her close. ñShh, it wasnôt your 

fault. It wasnôt any of our faults. Itôs all on the bastard that did that to our little girl.ò 

Gus waited a minute, while the girlôs parents regained their composure. ñWhen did you try to contact her 

next?ò 

ñI called her apartment this morning and Jenna said she didnôt come home last night. I knew something was 

wrong,ò the girlôs father said to the detectives. ñThen, we started calling around to see if anyone had seen her.ò 

ñHad they?ò Gus asked. 

ñNoéno one had seen her since yesterday.ò Fran began weeping again. ñBob called Coach Barr but didnôt get 

an answer, so he called the police to report that she was missing.ò 

ñThey told me that someone would get in touch with us. The woman told me that we needed to wait twenty-

four hours before we could report her missing,ò the father said. 

Tessa looked at the visibly shaken man. ñWhat time was that?ò  

Danaôs father briefly closed his eyes. ñNine-thirty or so.ò 

ñWe found her around ten,ò Tessa murmured.  

Tessa looked away from the womanôs tear-filled face. ñDid anyone call you back?ò 



Fran shook her head. ñWe got a call from the police about an hour or two later. The officer I spoke to asked all 

kinds of questions about Dana. Then she said sheôd get the information into the database and that some officers 

would visit us,ò Fran said in a shaky voice. ñThen you two showed up at our door.ò 

ñDoes your daughter have a boyfriend?ò Gus asked. 

Fran shook her head. ñNot that I know ofðshe hasnôt had a boyfriend since high school.ò 

Gus looked at the victimôs mother. ñWhat about other people? Did your daughter say anything about her 

having trouble with anyone?ò 

ñNo, everyone loved Dana.ò 

ñWhat about you, Mr. Stratton? Did your daughter ever confide in you about someone harassing her or stalking 

her? Anything like that?ò Gus asked. 

ñNo, if she told anyone about something like that, it would be her sister.ò 

Tessa asked Bob, ñDo you own a money clip?ò 

The man scowled as the area between his eyebrows formed a deep crevice. ñYou mean like something to put 

your bills in?ò 

ñExactly.ò 

ñNo, all my bills are in my wallet.ò 

Tessa looked directly at the man. ñSo you never owned a money clip?ò 

ñNo.ò 

Gus asked, ñWhat hospital is your other daughter in?ò 

ñSt. Davidôs. Sheôll be discharged this afternoon.ò 

ñCan you give us her phone and cell numbers?ò Tessa slid a notepad and pen across the table. 

The victimôs father jotted the numbers down and slid the notepad back across the table. 

ñWhatôs the name of your daughterôs roommate?ò 

Confused, the father asked, ñAt the hospital?ò  

ñNo, your daughter at school,ò Tessa said. 

ñShe doesnôt live on campus,ò Fran offered. 

Tessa tightened her fingers around the pen she was holding. ñCan you give us that address?ò She already knew 

the answer but wanted the parents to confirm it. 

ñTwenty-two-forty-five West Hanover, apartment one-thirty-two.ò  

ñThe name of the roommate?ò 

ñJennaéJenna Rudolf.ò 

Tessa quickly penned the information before she eyed the couple. ñYour daughter only has the one 

roommate?ò 

Bob listened to the rapid fire questions both detectives asked until he couldnôt take any more. He pounded his 

fist on the metal table and the sound reverberated off the walls. ñShe has a name! Our daughter has a name. Canôt 

you even say her name?ò 

Tessa said, ñYes, I knowéDana.ò 

Gus remained silent for there was nothing to say. He didnôt think that the grieving parents would understand 

that, if they personalized a victim, they couldnôt be objective in their pursuit of the perpetrator. 

ñDoes she have a computer?ò Gus asked. 

ñYes.ò 

ñI included that in the warrant,ò he said absently to his partner. 

ñTake whatever you need to help find out who did this to Dana,ò Fran said. 

Bob held up a hand. ñI think you should get a warrant.ò 

Gus nodded. ñOk, sure, no probleméitôs protocol.ò 

Tessa pushed away from the table, stood up, and offered her hand to the man and woman. ñThank you, Mr. and 

Mrs. Stratton. If we need anything else, is it ok if we get in touch with you?ò 

They both nodded. 

Gus interjected, ñWeôll keep you up to date with the investigation. If you hear something in the news about the 

case that disturbs you or that you donôt understand, please call my partner or me. The media doesnôt always get the 

story straight, so be prepared for all kinds of rumors and misinformation.ò He slid his card across the table. ñDonôt 

hesitate to call me.ò 

Tessa, with a grim expression, looked at the couple, who were now on their feet, too. ñOnce the medical 

examiner is finished with the autopsy, and assuming he finds nothing that needs further examination, the body 

should be released in the next few days. Someone from the medical examinerôs office will contact you to find out 

which funeral home you want to pick her up.ò 



Gus pushed away from the table and then nodded at the victimôs parents. ñPlease remember to call me for 

anything you need,ò he said in a soft voice before opening the door.  

Tessa followed behind the couple to the elevators. When they stopped, Tessa offered her card. ñI know youôre 

in shock right now and, once it sinks in, youôll become very angry and might think that we arenôt doing enough. 

Please know that we will be working hard to bring to justice whoever did this toéDana.ò She made eye contact with 

the couple. ñMy private number is on the back of my card. If you have questions or think you have something that 

will help the investigation you can call me any time.ò 

Bob Stratton took the card and nodded, before guiding his wife into the waiting elevator. Without another 

word, the doors smoothly closed as the car rattled slightly before it began its descent. 

>< 

 ñI hate talking to the parents. Itôs the pits. I donôt know how you manage to always remain so calm and in 

control.ò Gus said as Tessa sat down. ñWhatôs with you giving them your private number?ò The man drew his head 

back. ñI donôt think Iôve ever seen you do that before and I wouldnôt have believed it, if I hadnôt seen it myself.ò 

Tessa shrugged and her forehead creased. ñI donôt know why.ò She scratched her arm as a slight grin formed in 

her lips. ñYou think Iôm getting old like you?ò  

ñHey, watch that old guy stuff,ò Gus warned as he raised his eyebrows and did a little shake of his head. 

ñWeôve only just begun and I have a bad feeling that weôre going to be busting our balls over this one.ò 

Tessa grinned. ñSpeak for yourself on that one.ò  

ñJealous?ò 

ñHardly.ò Tessa flexed her jaw. ñWe have a case with no evidence that will make headlines.ò 

Gus opened the thin murder bookðby the time the investigation concluded, it would be full. ñCases with kids 

are the worst. The parents always take it the hardest.ò 

ñShell shocked,ò mumbled Tessa as she took out her notebook. ñI didnôt think they were holding anything 

back.ò Tessa shrugged. ñExcept for the father telling us we needed a warrant.ò 

Gus held up the warrant. ñNot a big deal. I agree that was kind of a strange thing for him to do. Most families 

bend over backwards to help in any way they can.ò 

Tessa raised her eyebrows. ñItôs been a long day already and we havenôt even scratched the surface.ò She stood 

up. ñLetôs go see what her apartment has to tell us.ò 



Chapter Seven
 

Gus and Tessa stood in the hallway outside apartment one-thirty-two, waiting for someone to open the door.  

From the other side of the door, they heard, ñWho is it?ò  

ñPolice.ò 

ñLet me see your badge.ò 

Tessa took the gold shield attached to her belt off and held it up to the peephole. ñWe need to speak with you 

about Dana Stratton. 

The sound of a chain moving and a deadbolt turning preceded the door opening. ñYes?ò said the small woman 

with a swollen and red face. 

ñMs. Rudolf?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñMay we come in?ò 

ñDanaôs parents were here a little while ago. I canôt believe it.ò She opened the door further and motioned for 

them to enter.  

Tessaôs eyes took in what she could see of the apartment. ñDid they go in her room or take anything?ò  

ñNo, they didnôt go in her room at all. They just told me what happened, we cried together then they left. They 

said they had to meet Danaôs sister when she got home from the hospital with the baby.ò The girl sniffed then blew 

her nose. ñI donôt think Sara knows.ò 

Gus asked, ñDid you see Dana at all last night?ò  

ñShe was here for about an hour around five then she left for the gym to meet her coach and two possible 

recruits for next year. I think they were going out to dinner.ò 

ñDid she come back after that?ò 

ñNo, and I didnôt really expect her to. She said her sister was having contractions and would probably have the 

baby last night. When she wasnôt here by midnight, I thought thatôs what happened.ò Jenna started to weep harder. 

ñIf only I had called her mom and asked where she was. I should have done something.ò 

Tessa hated the way people fell apart when they heard of a death. To her, death was a part of life and you just 

accepted it. Grieving was something best done in private or with someone you trusted. Accept it, Tessa, and get over 

it. Thatôs what her mother always would say to her about most thingsðTessa followed that rule. 

Gus handed the girl a piece of paper. ñMs Rudolf, we have a warrant to search your roommateôs room.ò 

ñYes, I know, Mr. Stratton told me youôd be here to do that.ò 

Going into the basketball playerôs room, Tessa looked around in surprise. It was spotless and neat as a pin. The 

bed made, dirty clothes in a hamper, and not strewn on the chairsðeverything was where it was supposed to be.  

Standing in the doorway, Jenna watched as the detectives inspected Danaôs room. It was surreal.  

ñIs her room always this neat?ò Tessa asked. 

The girl looked around the room. ñYeah, sheôs pretty anal about that.ò 

ñWhat about boyfriendséor girlfriends?ò Gus asked. 

Jennaôs brow furrowed. ñJust because she plays basketball doesnôt mean Dana is gay. If she had a boyfriend, I 

didnôt know about it. Her life was either in class, researching something at the library, at the gym, or here studying. 

Sheôs been on the Deanôs List every semester and Pennôs medical school accepted her for the fall semester. She 

always told me sheôd have time for dating after she graduated from med school.ò Jenna started to tear up again. ñI 

guess sheôll never get to do that now.ò 

Tessa turned her back to the girl and pressed the button to start Danaôs computer.  

Gus, the more sensitive of the two, handed the girl a tissue out of the box on the desk. ñDo you know if she had 

any special places she liked to hang out?ò 

The sobbing girl shook her head. ñLikeéI...I saidéshe had her priorities and she never compromised them.ò 

Jenna wiped her tearstained face with her sleeve. ñIéI just canôt believe this happened to her.ò 

With her back still to the girl, Tessa asked, ñWhat do you mean by priorities?ò 

ñWell,ò Jenna said as she took a calming breath. ñEven when she had a late class, sheôd get up early and head 

for the library to do research for some project she was doing. Sheôd even do that on the weekends, when she wasnôt 

at an away game.ò 

Gus turned and looked at the girl. ñProjects, like what? Papers, research something like that?ò 

ñMostly, it was term papers. Sometimes she had to do hands on training, but the last time she did something 

like that was a year ago.ò 

ñDid she have many projects?ò Gus asked. 

ñAt least one a semester but sometimes she had more.ò 



Half listening to the conversation between the roommate and her partner, Tessa waited impatiently for the 

computer to come to life. When it finally did, she sat down and began moving the mouse and opening various 

programs. To her surprise, the girl didnôt have any chat room programs, blogs, or Facebook account. In the history 

and favorites, she found sites that all related to various themes that had to do with medicine. She turned to the 

roommate and asked, ñDid she ever chat with people on the Internet?ò 

ñNot that I know of but I wasnôt watching what she did or didnôt do. As far as I know, she only used the 

computer for research or papers she had to do.ò The girl shrugged and said, ñI guess she had email but I really donôt 

know anything about that. If I needed to tell her something, it was by text message.ò  

Pointing the cursor to Outlook Express Tessaôs eyes widened in surprise. ñDo you share this computer with 

her?ò  

ñNo, I have my own laptop.ò  

Tessaôs eyes tracked to the girl. ñDid your roommate use your computer?ò 

ñNo. I donôt let anyone else touch my laptop. It cost too much money.ò  

ñYou sure she didnôt use it when you werenôt around?ò 

ñNo, my laptop is password encrypted, so you need to know the password before it will turn on completely.ò 

The telephone rang. ñExcuse me I need to get that.ò Jenna moved away from the room. 

Tessa looked at the victimôs email account. Unlike most people who leave the password on their email 

accounts so they will open automatically, it required one. ñWe need the techies to go over this,ò she said to Gus, as 

she turned the computer off and unplugged it from the wall. She disconnected the monitor, the keyboard, mouse, and 

the network connections. ñStrange that the roommate and the vic are so restrictive with their computers.ò 

ñRemember that case we had a few years back with that kid in the dorms? Didnôt we find that those kids had 

passwords on their computers? Didnôt the roommate there say something about using passwords?ò 

After thinking for a moment, Tessa smiled. ñYeah, he said it kept prying eyes out of his business.ò 

ñThatôs it,ò Gus replied. ñProbably the same thing here.ò 

Tessa nodded in agreement. ñI think itôs safe to say the murder didnôt happen here. Did you find anything 

else?ò 

ñNope, nothing. No stash of drugs or anything that would raise a red flag.ò Gus scratched his head. ñDoes that 

seem odd to you?ò  

Tessa let her eyes roam the room. The decor was in neutral colors of beige and a very light green. The 

coordinated bedspread and curtains were perfect. Again, the fact that everything was neat and tidy struck Tessa as 

odd. On one wall was a bookcase neatly jammed full of books and on another, pictures of what she assumed were 

the dead girlôs family.  

ñDidnôt that officer at the scene tell us sheôd received all kinds of awards for basketball? And didnôt her 

roommate just tell us she was on the Deanôs List?ò 

Gus looked at his notebook. ñYeah, she was an All American, player of the year, and student athlete of the 

year. It looks like she excelled in both basketball and academics.ò 

ñLook around this room. Is it an athleteôs room? Does it look like the owner stood out in her sport or even in 

school? There are no certificates, no medals no trophies. I played softball in college and every award or trophy I got 

was in my room somewhere.ò 

ñSo she wasnôt a jock,ò he said. ñMaybe theyôre all in her bedroom at her parentsô home. You know, not every 

woman that plays a sport wants to be macho.ò 

Irritated, Tessa glared at her partner. ñIt has nothing to do with macho! It is a pride thing. Basketball was a big 

part of her life, yet there is nothing in this room that tells us that.ò 

ñMaybe weôll find out more when we speak with her coach.ò 

ñYeah, I guess. Something isnôt adding up here. Itôs like sheôs too perfect.ò 

Before they left, Tessa asked the roommate, ñDid she seem like something was bothering her lately?ò 

Jenna said, ñShe never talked about personal stuff with me.ò  

Tessa focused on the girl. ñYouôre roommates but didnôt share anything personaléwhy is that? Werenôt you 

close?ò 

ñWe are friends but both of us are completely focused on our studies...anything else was secondary.ò The girl 

thought for a minute, then added, ñBut I did get the sense over the last few months that something different was 

going on with her.ò 

Tessa eyed the young woman and watched for any body language that would signal deceitðshe saw none. ñIn 

what way?ò 

ñSheôd leave early every morning. Some evenings sheôd go out and not come back until late.ò 

ñThatôs unusual?ò Gus asked. 



ñYeah, before that if she wasnôt at basketball practice or at school she was pretty much a homebody. I asked 

her if she had a new boyfriend and she said, get real, I donôt have time for that.ò Jenna shrugged. ñOther than that, I 

canôt tell you anything more. If something was going on with her, she was keeping it to herself.ò 



Chapter Eight
 

Gus knocked on the frame of the open door to the basketball coachôs office in the athletic complex at Restin 

State University.  

Deirdre Barr, sitting at her desk, was startled when she looked up and saw a man and a woman standing at her 

office door. Her eyes went to the badge the woman wore on her belt and the bulge inside her jacket. The man was 

older, bald with a slightly flabby belly but had a kind look to his face. The female detectiveôs face had what 

appeared to be a permanent scowl. 

ñMay I help you?ò 

ñCoach Barr, weôre Detectives Jacoby and Barrett. We need to speak to you about one of your players.ò 

Deirdre looked at the woman suspiciously. ñWhich one?ò 

ñDana Stratton.ò 

The coachôs eyes narrowed in question. ñDana, what about her?ò 

Both detectives looked at the coach. 

ñHavenôt you listened to the news today?ò Tessa asked as she looked at her watchðit was past three. She 

knew that the story of the basketball playerôs death had been all over the news for at least two hours. 

ñNo, Iôm the only one here today. Theyôre resurfacing the court.ò She eyed the two people. ñHow did you get 

in here? The door is locked to everyone.ò  

Tessa raised an eyebrow and said, ñNot to us.ò 

The woman cocked her head and frownedðshe didnôt like the woman detective. She lifted her eyes to the 

television mounted in the corner by the door. 

ñIôve been watching videos that potential players have sent me. I have about fifty to go through today.ò The 

coach shrugged. ñIôm looking for a shooting guard.ò 

ñNo one came in or called you today?ò 

ñNo, I turn off my phones when Iôm working. If I get distracted, I may miss something a player does or doesnôt 

do that will impact on my decision.ò 

ñTell us about Dana Stratton,ò Tessa said in a matter-of-fact manner.  

ñWhy?ò 

Tessa played close attention to the womanôs face. ñShe was found dead this morning.ò Genuine shock was 

apparent on the coachôs face.  

ñShe was just here last night. She took two prospective recruits out for pizza, then, when they left we talked 

about her future. I thought she had a good shot at the WNBA but she said she wasnôt interested.ò 

ñDid that upset you? Were you angry with her?ò Gus asked. 

ñNo, no I was proud of her. She had her head on straight and knew what was important in her life.ò  

To Tessa it seemed as though the woman was deliberately scrunching up her face in an attempt to make herself 

cry. She looked at the woman with a critical eye. ñIs that so?ò 

Tears began to flow in rivulets down the womanôs cheeks. ñAre you sure itôs her?ò the coach asked as she 

swiped at her nose with the back of her hand. 

Tessa nodded. ñDo you know if she was having any kind of trouble with school, teammates, or her parents?ò 

ñIéI make it a practice to make sure my girls are keeping their grades up. I also make it my business to know 

whatôs going on with them,ò the coach sobbed. She looked directly at the detectives and, in a trembling voice, said, 

ñI may play the role of coach while theyôre on the court, but I'm more like a parent to my girls when they're here at 

school. I also counsel my players and have chats, sometimes on a daily basis if necessary. If they know something 

about one of their teammates that might affect their grades or game, I want to know what it is so I can nip it in the 

bud.ò 

ñDo they tell you?ò Tessa asked. 

Deirdre sucked in a breath and regained some of her composure. ñMostly, we are a close knit group.ò 

ñDid Dana confide in you?ò Gus asked. 

ñNot really. She kept personal stuff to herself.ò Deirdre shook her head. ñOver the last four years Iôve tried to 

get her to open up but she would always smile and say everything is good. Recently, I could see by her expression 

that something different was happening with her. She never opened up to me about it or even acknowledged that 

something was going on.ò The coach blew out a calming breath. ñWhatever it was it didnôt seem to affect her grades 

or her gameðshe appeared to be happy.ò 

ñDo you think any of the other players might know?ò Tessa asked. ñWas she close with one of them more than 

the others?ò 

ñDana was friendly with all my girls but she never socialized with them.ò 



Gusôs brow creased. ñWhat do you mean?ò 

ñShe was a team player and would always encourage her teammates and compliment them on their play. 

However, off the court, she kept to herself. She never would go out with the rest of the team after a home game.ò 

ñWhy do you think that was?ò Tessa asked. 

ñDonôt knowésheôs always done that. I think she was completely focused on where she wanted to go.ò 

ñAnd that was?ò 

ñTo be a doctorðbasketball was secondary to that.ò  

Tessa gave the woman a thoughtful look. ñDid she have friends that came to her games?ò 

ñOther than her family, I donôt know of any.ò 

ñWhat time did she leave here last night?ò 

ñI donôt know, around ten, maybe a little later. She said her sister was going to deliver at any moment and she 

was on her way to the hospital.ò 

Gus looked at his notes. ñDid you see her get into her car and leave?ò 

ñYes, we left at the same time. Her car was parked next to mine and we both got in and waved to each other 

before leaving.ò 

ñWhat direction did she go?ò 

ñShe went out of the parking lot and then went left. Itôs the direction that Iôd expect her to go, since the 

hospital is that way.ò 

ñDid you see anyone following her?ò 

ñNo, I watched her drive away until I couldnôt see her taillights anymore.ò 

ñWhere did you go after that?ò Gus asked. 

ñHome.ò 

ñCan someone vouch for that?ò 

The coach looked at the male detective suspiciously. ñYes, my husband. Look, if youôre trying to say I had 

something to do with Danaôs death youôre wrong.ò 

Tessa eyed the coach. ñNo one said that you did, Coach. Did she have any problems with her team members or 

an opposing teamôs players?ò 

Deirdre felt her back stiffen. She disliked the female detective even more. Cold hearted bitch. ñNo, I canôt 

think of anyone who didnôt like her. Sheôs the real deal.ò 

ñIn what way?ò Tessa countered. 

ñThere is nothing fake about her. Sheôs a genuinely nice person.ò  

ñBut she was standoffish.ò 

ñNot in a mean way. She was always kind and genuine with everyone. She just didnôt confide in others or get 

close to them.ò 

Tessa set her jaw. ñAnd you think that somehow made her the real deal?ò  

ñYes.ò Deirdre felt the tears sting her eyes again. ñIf youôre trying to insinuate that she was responsible for her 

death youôre dead wrong.ò 

ñI wasnôt implying anything,ò Tessa said. ñA young woman was murdered and itôs our job to find out whoôs 

responsible.ò 

ñDana, her name is Dana.ò 

Tessa nodded. ñI know. We need a list of all your team members that includes trainers, 

scorekeeperséeveryone.ò  

ñNo one on the team killed her,ò the coach said with indignation. 

ñI didnôt say they did,ò Tessa replied. 

ñDonôt you need to have some sort of court order?ò 

With a measured response, Tessa asked, ñIs that what you want to see happen? If the media gets wind of our 

asking for a warrant to get the information, it might not be favorable press for you or the university. It will look like 

you donôt want to cooperate in finding the murderer.ò  

ñAre you threatening me, Detective?ò 

Gus stepped in. ñNo, she isnôt threatening you, Coach Barr. Thatôs not what sheôs saying at all. Look, weôve 

been involved in,òðhe lifted his eyesðñalmost a three hundred homicides and we know how the press works, 

especially in high profile cases. We want to find out who killed Dana and that means we have to investigate all 

aspects of her life. Weôd really appreciate your sharing the information with us.ò 

The coach smiled at Gus. ñI understand. Can I fax the information?ò 

ñYes.ò He took out his card. ñThis has my number along with the fax number. Do you think you might include 

a list of your teamôs schedule for say, the last two or three years?ò 



ñCertainly,ò the woman said. 

With a quick glance in Gusôs direction, Tessa pulled a card out of her pocket and offered it to the coach. ñIf 

you canôt get in touch with him you can always contact me. Weôd appreciate it if youôd let us know if you think of 

anything else that will help in the investigation.ò 

Glaring at Tessa, Deirdre snatched the card out of her hand. ñIôve told you all I know.ò 

Tessa shook her head. ñIôve yet to have anyone tell me all they know about a victim or a suspect the first time 

we speak with them.ò She smiled. ñYou never know who holds the key to solving a murder. Who knows, a minor 

detail you may have forgotten could be that key.ò 

ñIf thatôs all, please leave my office,ò the coach said, before she flicked on the DVD player and the television.  



Chapter Nine
 

It was past five when Tessa walked back into the detectiveôs area. Their captain, John Flynn, stopped her when 

she got off the elevator. ñWhereôs your partner?ò 

ñHeôs checking on the status of the vicôs computer.ò 

ñWant to explain to me why the basketball coach at Restin U called me to complain about you?ò 

ñMe?ò Tessa said pointing to her chest. ñIt was routine and nothing more.ò 

Just then, Gus walked up to them. ñThat techie guy, whatôs his name, said to come back in the morning.ò He 

looked at his partner then at the captain. ñAnything wrong?ò 

ñA complaint about Jacoby.ò 

Gus pulled his head back. ñFrom who?ò 

The captain looked at the paper in his hand. ñDeirdre Barr.ò 

ñThe basketball coach? Jacoby went by the book. We thought it was strange that by three, when the girlôs death 

was all over the news, the coach didnôt have a clue. Youôd think someone would have told her, like the janitor, a 

student, anybody.ò He shrugged. ñShe told us the team was close knit. How close can they be if no one bothered to 

tell the coach that her star player was murdered? You tell me if that sounds strange to you.ò  

The captain shook his head. My best damn detective is a loose cannon. ñHow many times do I have to warn 

you about alienating witnesses, Jacoby?ò The man rolled his eyes. ñThe ME wants to see you two.ò He shook his 

head again and walked away. 

ñDid you get someone to look at the camera feeds from the university?ò Tessa asked Gus as they walked 

toward the medical examinerôs suite. 

ñYeah, they werenôt too happy that they had to go there to view them because something hinky was going on 

with the universityôs system.ò 

Tessa let out a small snort. ñLetôs hope hinky doesnôt apply to last night.  

Gus nodded in agreement. ñI went over the route she would have taken to St. Davidôs and have a BOLO for her 

car.ò 

ñThey can be on the lookout for that car but I doubt they will find it on the streets,ò Tessa remarked. ñThe perp 

left us no evidence to speak of so I doubt he left the vehicle out in plain sight.ò 

ñItôs all we have for now,ò Gus said before they pushed through the door to the autopsy suite and saw Ellis 

Brown at his desk with his head bent down.  

ñHey Doc, what do you have for us?ò Gus asked his old friend. 

The doctor looked up and stood before he walked over to the two detectives. He smiled before he offered his 

hand to Gus. ñHow are Helen and the kids?ò 

ñTheyôre all good, thanks for asking.ò 

ñTell Helen hello for me.ò 

ñWill do. Hey, when are you going to get time to get back to bowling with us?ò 

Tessa cleared her throat, which made both men look at her. 

ñAh, yes,ò the medical examiner said, as he picked a piece of paper off his desk, ñthe murdered basketball 

player. Just as I expected, exsanguination was the COD. Preliminary findings indicate that the scrapings from under 

her fingernails were her own DNA. We need another day or two for the final report. Iôd doubt that the person you 

are looking for has any kind of scratches. As I told you before, Jacoby, I saw no signs of defensive wounds. I found 

bruising everywhere. From their appearance, the beating was after death. The marks appear to be from some sort of 

long cylinder, like a pipe or bat.ò 

Tessa eyed the man. ñWas that used for the rape too?ò 

Elis shrugged. ñMaybe, but thereôs no real way to tell that.ò 

ñBroken bones?ò she asked. 

ñNo.ò 

ñDid you find anything in the way of trace evidence?ò Gus asked.  

ñNot really. Trace found that the fibers in one wound were generic threads from a cheap towel, which would be 

consistent with what weôd expect to find at a gym. Other than that, the only other thing I found was a common moss 

found in most dark, damp areas. There is evidence of sexual assault. Her stomach contained partially digested pizza 

but didnôt contain semen. I found no usable trace in the vagina or rectum. The guy probably used a prophylactic 

although I didnôt find any kind of trace of that so I canôt be sure thatôs the case.ò 

Gus said, ñThe pizza goes along with what the coach told us about where she was last night.ò 

Tessa asked, ñDo you have any good news for us?ò 



The medical examiner shook his head. ñYes, I did find an injection site on her right hand that the perpetrator 

apparently tried to mask with the cuts he made there. The preliminary toxicology screen found that the drug Pavulon 

was in her system.ò 

Tessa looked at the doctor. ñIsnôt that the lethal injection drug they use in prisons?ò 

The doctor nodded. ñItôs a muscle relaxant and that in would explain why the pentagram was so precisely 

made. Of course, it would have been terrifying for the girl.ò Elis thought for a minute then absently said, ñI wonder 

if he thought she would be aware but unable to move for a longer period of time? Unless ventilated, death would 

occur in less than five minutes after the injection. Slitting her throat was overkill.ò  

ñHow would someone obtain the drug?ò Gus asked. 

ñItôs not hard. The Internet would be the most anonymous source. You can buy almost anything there if you 

know where to look and finding that isnôt hard. Prisons and hospitals along with anesthesiologists are required to 

keep stringent records of what they use. If the drug was missing from either place, they would know.ò 

ñCouldnôt someone alter the records?ò Gus asked. 

Ellis looked at his old friend. ñProbably, if they knew what they are doing but Iôd go with the Internet. With 

lawsuits the norm these days, hospitals strictly regulate the drugs they use. It seems to me that whoever did this 

didnôt understand the ramifications of the drug. ò 

Gus eyed the man. ñWhy?ò 

ñThe fact that he gave her the drug and slit her throatéif he knew what the drug did he wouldnôt have done 

that.ò  

Tessa made a notation in her small notebook to check with the hospitals. 

ñAnything else?ò Gus asked. 

ñNo, not until I get the complete toxicology and that will take a while. Whoever did this was meticulous.ò 

>< 

When Tessa returned to her desk, she had a voice message from Vanessa Carlton.  

She quickly dialed the number and, when the woman answered, Tessa said, ñMs. Carlton, this is Detective 

Jacoby.ò 

ñMy mother tells me that you want to speak with me, Detective.ò 

ñYes, do you think you could meet me at the station?ò 

ñCanôt we do this over the phone? I really need to get something to eat and spend some time with my son 

before I have to get ready for work.ò 

ñIôd prefer a face to face meeting.ò 

ñI donôt see how I can help you.ò 

ñMs. Carlton, Iôve seen the most innocent information lead to the perpetrator.ò  

Tessa heard the woman sigh. 

ñCan I stop by after work in the morning?ò 

ñYes. What time do you think that will be?ò 

ñAs long as there isnôt some sort of emergency and I leave on time, I can be there by seven-thirty.ò 

ñIôll be looking for you then.ò Tessa plunked the receiver down and looked at her partner. ñIt always amazes 

me the number of people that donôt give a damn.ò 

ñThe Carlton woman gave you attitude?ò 

ñNot really. She just didnôt want to come here for the interview. Just like her mother said, she claims she has 

nothing to give us.ò 

Gus chuckled. ñObviously she doesnôt know that nothing is always something.ò He looked pointedly at his 

partner. ñSheôs probably right. The doc put the TOD around midnight or one and, if she left for work at ten-thirty, 

thereôs no way sheôd have seen anything happening in that vacant lot. We know by the lack of blood at the scene 

that the vic was killed elsewhere.ò 

Tessa raised her arms and stretched before she let out a yawn. ñI know itôs a long shot but maybe she saw a car 

that sheôd never seen before or someone lurking around the area.ò  

Gus picked up the phone. ñIôll have one of the techs check the hospitals for that drug.ò 

>< 

The tip hotline had generated numerous calls, some good, but most were outlandishðthey investigated them, 

nonetheless. One call caught the detectiveôs attention. Someone reported seeing the victim in a white SUV with a 

man after ten the night before. 

ñWeôd better follow up on this one personally,ò Gus said. 

ñIôll give her a call and set something up for tomorrow morning. Until we get all the tox and trace reports back, 

thereôs not much more we can do right now.ò  



ñThe crime unit will be busy with all the crap they found on that lot,ò Gus surmised. ñI betcha ninety-nine 

percent of it has nothing to do with our case.ò He paused for a moment. ñMaybe even a hundred percent.ò 

Tessaôs brow furrowed. ñYeah, I think youôre right. We need to catch up with Silverstein and see if he found 

anything of value on her computer.ò 

ñHe said heôd need at least until tomorrow.ò  

ñWhat do you say we call it a night and look at it with fresh eyes in the morning?ò 

ñSounds good to me.ò Gus, with a slight smile stood up, took his gun out of his desk, and slid it into its holster. 

ñIôm going to head out now, unless you need me for something.ò 

ñNo, go on Iôll be right behind you. Weôll pick this up in the morning with the Carlton woman.ò 

ñWhat time?ò 

ñShe said seven-thirty.ò 

ñOk, Iôll see you at seven.ò Gus looked at his partner, who was still sitting in her chair. ñThought you said you 

were heading out too.ò 

Tessa looked at the case folder. ñFirst, I want to call this woman who said she saw the vic around ten last 

night.ò 

Tessa watched her partner walk away. He was going home to his wife and family and she was still working on 

the case. Not like thereôs anything waiting for me at home. Picking up her phone, she dialed the tipsterôs number.  

ñHello.ò 

Tessa heard the voice and her initial reaction was that the woman sounded harried. ñIs this Joann Stewart?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñIôm Detective Jacoby with the police and am calling about the tip you left regarding Dana Stratton.ò 

ñYes, yes I did leave a tip. Listen, I canôt talk right now. Can I call you me back in the morning?ò 

Tessa heard a baby crying in the background and some kind of loud music. 

ñI really need to go,ò the woman said. 

ñCan you come to the station tomorrow morning around nine-thirty?ò 

ñYes, I can be there then.ò 

ñYou know where to go?ò 

ñYes, Iôll find you...Jacoby right?ò 

ñYes. Thank you, Mrs. Stewart.ò  



Chapter Ten
 

Tessa sat in her black Ford Expedition waiting for the gate to her condominium complex to slide open. The 

investigation into the murder of Dana Stratton was in its infancy, yet something about it gnawed in her gut. She had 

a good idea about what that something was but she wasnôt ready to resurrect that demon. She glanced at the case 

folder on the seat next to her. One of the photos of the crime scene had slid out onto the leather seat. Even though 

that particular photo was in black and white, she could still see the horrific scene in full color. 

Once she pulled in front of her garage, she pushed a button and the garage door began to lift. ñIôm going to 

find the bastard that killed you, Dana,ò she said absently, as she guided her car into the garage and lowered the door. 

In complete darkness, Tessa sat in surprised silence. The case was less than twelve hours old. When, in that short 

span of time, did I begin thinking of her in that way? Her ruleðnever call the victims by their names. The vic, 

daughter, son, mother, father, woman, man, or in any combination were acceptable. If she started thinking of the 

basketball player in terms of her name, she would lose all objectivity. Her only focus had to be on finding the 

perpetrator. 

Once in her condo, where she felt a modicum of safety, Tessa slipped her jacket off and placed her gun in the 

safe near the door. She made her way to the kitchen, where she found a bottle of Yellowtail Pinot Noir, opened it, 

and poured a generous glass. In the living room, she flopped down in her favorite oversized red chair and picked up 

the remote for the CD player. The sounds of Andrea Bocelli filled the silence of her home. After taking several 

swallows of wine, she set the glass on a side table, brought her knees up, and wrapped her arms around them. 

Tessa let the music wash over her and let the stresses of the day dissolve. The first day of any investigation was 

always difficult, for she had to witness the gambit of emotions that crossed the faces of everyone involved. The 

victimôs family was the most difficult for Tessa to seeðshe knew their pain all too well. Her sister, Rachel, killed 

herself after a brutal rape that left her fragile and frightened. Tessa watched, as the Rachel she knew faded into an 

empty shell that refused to exist in the worldðit was a pain she wished on no one.  

Perpetrators had a far-reaching effect on more than just the victims they brutalized. Tessa found her sisterôs 

body lying in a pool of blood that came from her slit wrist. She remembered sitting on the floor holding the lifeless 

body of her sister while she rocked her gently, as she whispered words of love and sorrow into the cold unfeeling 

cheek. Tessa felt a sorrow that still haunted her ten years later. Because of Rachel, Tessa diligently worked to bring 

those that defiled life to justice. Every time she looked at a murdered body, she thought of her sister. Whenever 

Tessa dealt with the grieving loved ones of a murder victim, she let a wall of impersonal emotions surround and 

protect her. Otherwise, she wouldnôt survive being a homicide cop. 

Now, sequestered in the safety of her home, Tessa allowed the anger that threatened to boil over recede, as the 

haunting melodies of the opera singer enveloped her. She finished off the last of the wine in her glass and, briefly, 

closed her eyes. Her mind did not comprehend the meaning of the tenorôs words, but her heart understood them all. 

Eventually, Tessa switched off the music and went to the kitchen to get another glass of wine. Picking up the 

television remote, she clicked on the plasma screen mounted on a wall and saw the local news flicker to life. Not 

really paying attention, she listened to the commentator drone on about something that she had no interest in.  

She had no close friendsðnone she acknowledgedðexcept maybe Gus. She never felt the need to surround 

herself with people and, outside of work, there was no one she could call in an emergency and know theyôd be there 

for herðnot even her family. When sheôd first met Anna Mikaelson, she hoped there would be a deeper 

relationship. When the lawyer, like so many others in her life, stopped calling, she knew that the closeness she 

hoped for would never be. Seeing the lawyer again this morning, brought back into focus the longing she always felt 

when Anna was near. Lovers are for sex. Iôve always preferred a life free from entanglements. Why does Anna make 

me want more? 

The detectiveôs attention turned to the television, where a man with dark hair and dressed in a suit with a 

purple tie was saying, ñSources close to the investigation indicate that Dana Stratton was beaten, raped and tortured 

before her death.ò 

ñWho the fuck told them that?ò she said, as she automatically dialed Gusôs number. ñHey, did you see the 

news?ò 

ñNo, Iôm at the mall with Helen buying Robbie new shoes.ò 

ñWell, somehow they know the particulars of how our vic was beaten and raped before she died.ò 

ñShit,ò Gus said.  

ñYeah, my sentiments exactly. I canôt believe how stupid people who leak that kind of information are. Now, 

weôre going to have every nut case calling us with leads that go nowhere. Fuck.ò 

ñNothing we can do about it now,ò Gus remarked. ñIôll get someone to work on finding out who it is in the 

morning.ò 



Tessa chuckled sarcastically. ñYou know the list is endless.ò 

ñYeah, I know. You sound upset, whatôs going on with you?ò 

ñIôm just tired. Itôs nothing that a good nightôs sleep wonôt cure.ò  

Gus softened his voice. ñHow many glasses of wine have you had? No, donôt answer that. I might have to 

breathalyzer you in the morning.ò He heard Tessa snort. ñTake it easy ok, get some sleep. I think we both have to be 

at the top of our game with this one.ò 

ñYeah, me too. Iôll see you in the morning,ò Tessa said as she closed her phone. A small smile filtered across 

her lips as she thought of Gus. He was one of the rare guys, who found time to have a happy family life, do his job, 

and still care. She occasionally wanted to allow that into her life but it had always eluded her.  



Chapter Eleven
 

With the rumbling of her stomach, Tessa remembered she hadnôt eaten since the sandwich that Gus brought 

her earlier in the day. The unfinished portion probably was still sitting on the floor of the Crown Vic. ñNever had a 

chance to eat that pickle.ò 

Making her way to the kitchen, Tessa began opening cupboard doors and closing them. The refrigerator 

contained a jar of olives, some moldy cheese, and a carton of milk that had expired two days earlier. The cupboard 

where she stored canned food had a lone package of Ramen noodles. ñGuess this is it,ò she said, before she turned 

up her nose. ñIôm not that desperate. Iôll call for a pizza.ò 

Tessa was dialing the number for Toniôs Pizza when she heard a knock at the door. Who the hell can that be?ò 

Tessa grumbled, as she closed her phone and walked quickly toward the front door. 

Tessa looked through the peephole and, to her surprise, saw Anna Mikaelson. Her body buzzed with instant 

arousal and she felt her nipples grow hard as she opened the door. ñThis is a surpriseðtwice in one day.ò She 

opened the door wider. ñCome on in.ò 

Anna gave the detective a once over, stopping briefly at her chest before she made eye contact. ñI see youôre 

glad to see me.ò She grinned and let her eyes return to the nipples straining against a tight black t-shirt. ñIôm saving 

you from a boring meal.ò Holding up a bag from a Chiliôs restaurant, she added, ñI heard on the news about your 

case and knew you probably hadnôt eaten yet, since this is the first day of the case. They always seem to be the most 

intenseéthe start of the hunt.ò 

With a genuine laugh, Tessa motioned for the woman to follow her further into the room. ñI was just about to 

call for a pizza.ò She turned and let her eyes take in the woman. The suit jacket she had on earlier was gone and light 

pink cashmere sweater hung over the charcoal gray skirt that rested just above her knees. As always, her shoes were 

the perfect complement to the outfit. 

ñThis is much better, trust me.ò Anna placed the bag on the tall, granite top dining room table and looked 

around. ñNice place. I pegged you as a rare hamburger kind of gal,ò she said as she pulled a box out of the bag. 

Tessa laughed and it felt good. ñYou got it right in one,ò she said, as her mouth wateredðshe could taste the 

hamburger. ñHow did you know I liked Chiliôs?ò 

Anna handed the detective the container. ñI saw you there once. You were eating a hamburger. You were 

alone.ò 

I bet she did then she ran the other way. ñI take it you didnôt say hi to me because you werenôt alone.ò 

ñNo, actually I was by myself. I just didnôt know you then. Imagine my surprise when I found out you were in 

law enforcement too.ò 

Tessa went into the kitchen and poured them both a glass of wine. ñTry this, I think youôll like it,ò she said 

handing the lawyer a glass. 

Anna sipped the wine and saw that the bottle was almost finished. Guess she was thirsty. Her smile widened as 

she asked conversationally, ñItôs really good. What is it?ò 

ñYellowtail Pinot Noir, it isnôt as heavy as some red wines.ò 

Annaôs face filled with a bright smile. ñI like it.ò  

To Tessa, the womanôs smile seemed so full of repressed sexuality that she wanted to crawl inside the lawyer 

and satisfy her every want and need. Instead, she pushed open the tab, lifted the top of the container, and picked up 

the cheeseburger that fries surrounded. ñYum, and to think I was within minutes of a pizza.ò 

ñIôm happy I saved you from that fate.ò Anna smiled and looked into Tessaôs green eyes, as she rested her 

hand on the detectiveôs arm. Tessa was slightly shorter but not by much. The short black hair served as a frame for 

her eyes that sparkled. She was wearing the same outfit sheôd always associated with the detectiveðjeans, a black t-

shirt, and black service shoes. The black leather jacket she usually wore was resting on the back of the couch.  

The contact Annaôs hand had with her arm made Tessa swallow hard. The innocuous contact made her clitoris 

swell and harden so it strained against her underwear. ñArenôt you eating?ò  

The lawyer smirked. ñAlready did earlieréeat food that is.ò  

Clearly, she knew what the innuendo meant but she couldnôt think straight as Annaôs fingers stroked Tessaôs 

arm. She swallowed hard, hoping that the hand wouldnôt move. The movement of the fingers on her arm was 

sending ripples of desire throughout her body. When she looked into the lawyerôs blue eyes, Tessa felt drawn to her 

and tired to gulp back the desireðshe couldnôt. 

Anna held Tessaôs gaze. ñFrom the sounds of it, you pulled the short stick. The cases with an unknown 

assailant and little physical evidence are always the hardest to solve.ò She tilted her head. ñThat is, if the news 

reports are correct.ò 

ñYeah.ò  



ñWhen I heard the details on the news, I knew it wasnôt something that the detectives or anyone close to the 

investigation would say. When a leak happens to one of my cases, I fume about it for days.ò Her eyes rested on 

Tessaôs face. ñAny idea where the leak came from?ò 

ñNope.ò Tessa answered as she took a bite of her sandwich in an attempt to squelch her libido. Finally, she was 

able to say, ñMan, this is so good. Thanks.ò  

A smile filled Annaôs face. ñYouôre welcome.ò  

Tessa laughed. ñWe were at the house of the woman who reported finding the body and she was baking pies. 

My stomach rumbled so loud that I looked around to see if anyone noticed.ò 

ñDid they?ò 

With a crooked smile, Tessa said, ñI donôt think so.ò  

Anna reached out and touched Tessaôs arm again. ñYou need to take better care of yourself. When was the last 

time you ate a proper meal,ò her eyes traveled to the wine bottle, ñor are you on a liquid diet?ò 

Tessa frowned at the reference and was about to say something, when her phone rang. Pulling her phone out of 

her pocket, she said, ñJacoby.ò 

ñDetective, this is Ira Silverstein.ò 

ñDid you find anything on the computer?ò 

ñYes. For the last three months, the vic was receiving e-mails that started out as fan mail and then turned 

suggestive before morphing into threats.ò 

ñDo you know who sent them?ò Tessa looked at Anna and mouthed, Iôm sorry as she listened to the techôs 

words. 

ñThe account used to send the email seems anonymous. Iôll have to dig deeper to see if it a free version that 

doesnôt require a credit card or one that does. Iôll have to contact the provider to see if thereôs any more information. 

The screen name is bball_fan99.ò 

ñHow long will it take you to find out who it is?ò 

ñIt depends on how cooperative the provider is.ò 

ñWe need to find out who sent those e-mails.ò 

ñI know. Count on me. Iôll find out for you.ò 

ñOk, I will. Make copies of the e-mails and put them on my desk,ò the detective said before adding, ñKeep me 

informed.ò 

Tessa folded her phone. ñHey, Iôm sorry about that.ò 

ñNo problem, Iôm not on a schedule.ò 

Tessa lifted a shoulder and gave Anna a brief smile. ñThe computer forensic specialist found some threatening 

e-mails.ò She rubbed the back of her neck. ñIt might lead us to the bastard who killed the girl.ò 

Anna saw the strain on Tessaôs face. She stood up, moved behind the detective, and gently put her hands on 

Tessaôs shoulders before her fingers began to massage them.  

When Tessa felt strong hands on her shoulders, she knew she was on the edge of an orgasm. She melted into 

the fingers and thumbs that worked on her tense muscles. ñMmm, that feels so good.ò Tessa let her body relax into 

the rhythmic motion as her clitoris pulsed in time. 

ñIôve noticed by the way you walk you always carry all your tension in your shoulders,ò Anna said as her 

fingers continued to work on Tessaôs tight neck muscles. ñWhen was the last time you had a day off?ò 

ñMurderers donôt take days off. You know that.ò Tessa closed her eyes as all thoughts of the case disappeared. 

Her only focus was on the hum going through her body. ñGod, your fingers are magic.ò 

Anna leaned in and whispered, ñIf youôd like, I can give you a full body massage.ò 

Tessa moved, stood up, encircled Annaôs waist and pulled the woman into her. Her mouth hovered near the 

lawyerôs mouth until their lips met. Tessa ran her tongue over Annaôs bottom lip and her mouth immediately 

opened. Their kisses were long and fervent, only stopping long enough to breathe before the assault continued. 

Tessaôs fingers snaked under the cashmere sweater Anna wore and began running them up and down the soft skin of 

her back. When she heard Anna moan, she moved her hands to the hooks that held a bra in place and deftly released 

their hold. Her fingers splayed and her thumbs ran along the edges of Annaôs breasts. 

Feeling the warm hands caressing her back and teasing her breasts, Annaôs mind warred with her body. I canôt 

let her close. I just canôt. Her hand tangled in Tessaôs hair as she pressed for deeper, harder kisses. She positioned 

her thigh so it was between the detectiveôs legs and began to press hard. Never had she felt so much passion for 

anyone yet she pulled away. I canôt.   

The need between Tessaôs legs screamed for release as she ground against Annaôs thigh. ñDonôt stop baby,ò 

her husky need driven voice said. 

ñI need to go,ò Anna said breathlessly. ñIôm waiting for the jury to come back.ò 



Anger flashed in Tessaôs eyes. ñGive me a break, Anna, that jury went home for the night a long time ago.ò 

Her eyes narrowed. ñWhy do you always do this to me?ò Tessa growled. 

ñWhat?ò Anna asked, knowing what Tessa meant. 

Tessaôs voice rang with hurt and frustration. ñGet me all worked up then move away whenever we start getting 

close to more. The word is that you have a new woman everydayðwhatôs wrong with me. Why donôt you want 

me?ò  

I do want you more than you know. Anna felt her anger begin to rise at the words but held the emotion in check 

ñThose accounts are over exaggerated to the point of being completely wrong.ò The look in Tessaôs eyes told her 

that she didnôt believe the words. ñLook, Iôm very attracted to you and want to have a relationship with you butéò 

With her body still tightly coiled, Tessa ground out, ñBut what, Anna?ò 

Annaôs hand caressed Tessaôs cheek. ñYouôre someone that needs my complete attention. Ever since we met, 

Iôve been embroiled in one case after another. Right now, itôs the Petroff case. Every case Iôve had has demanded 

my complete attention. The times we dated or went out were like a lifeboat to me.ò Her eyes searched Tessaôs eyes. 

ñDo you know what Iôm saying?ò 

ñNot really,ò Tessa said belligerently. Youôre my lifeboat too. 

Moving closer, Anna lightly kissed Tessaôs lips. ñOnce this case is over and youôve captured a murderer, we 

can get to know each other on all levels.ò She kissed Tessa again before she stepped back, put her arms around her 

back, and rehooked her bra. ñNothing about you is casual to me, Tessa, and that is exactly why we have to stop 

now.ò Iôm afraid. 

Over her career, Tessa prided herself on knowing when someone was telling the truthðAnnaôs words held no 

deceit. ñIôd like that.ò 

Anna picked up her keys and headed for the door. ñFor the record, it isnôt true you know. You can count the 

number of lovers Iôve had on one hand, with fingers to spare.ò She began for the door, only to stop again. ñThe jury 

asked if they could deliberate longer.ò She looked at her Blackberry. ñNo word that they arenôt still doing that.ò 

Tessa caught up to the lawyer. ñIôm sorry,ò she whispered.  

No, Iôm the one who should be sorry. Anna kissed her gently. ñApology accepted. Iôll call you tomorrow.ò 

Standing alone, Tessa watched the door close behind the lawyer. She couldnôt decide which to treat firstðthe 

threatening headache or the need for release. Knowing how wet and hard she was, Tessaôs hand slid between her 

skin and her jeans.  



Chapter Twelve
 

In the very early morning, in the space where dark fractures light into shadows, Tessa ran through the streets 

that lights occasionally illuminated before plunging her back into the dark. It was like her lifeðdark, except for a 

miniscule amount of light that would give her hope. Hope for what, she didnôt know. She ran further than she 

normally did, hoping that the cold air hitting her sweaty body would shock her system and cause her brain and 

overactive libido to shut down. They didnôt.  

She never did get to sleep the night before. As soon as her head hit the pillow, her body and mind went into 

hyper-drive. At first, her mind exploded with every picture of every victim of every case she worked. And, she saw 

Rachel laughing and dancing, before the image of her body lying in her own blood came into view. 

She pushed thoughts of the dead away, only to have Anna appear. Her body reacted as it always did when she 

thought of the lawyerðunbridled desire. But, this time, she felt something different that she couldnôt quite grasp. 

Along with the passion that still hummed with the pent up need that her fingers could not squelch, she felt a sense of 

peace. How can that be? She craved the woman in a way she never imagined. What scared herðthe tender feelings 

that told her that, if Anna only held her, that would be enough.  

Tessa arrived at work when it was still dark and the streets were mostly silent. Getting out of her SUV, she 

looked at the long, empty stretch of the parking lotðthe analogy of her life being like the parking lot was not lost on 

her. Occasionally, she would allow her mind to indulge in the fantasy of having a private life that included a lover 

and close friends. In the end, another murder would always occupy all of her time, leaving nothing left to explore the 

possibility of a relationshipðAnna floated into her consciousness.  

As Tessa made her way into the police building, the new case came back into focus. She managed to push all 

thoughts and memories that didnôt pertain to the case downðconcentrating on the Stratton murder took priority. Her 

focus turned to the computer forensic specialist who promised her that heôd come up with a name to match the 

threatening e-mails. They needed a name but, more importantly, they needed a motive. Once she read the e-mails, 

she could determine how viable the lead was and if it would lead to a motive. 

>< 

Slipping into her desk chair, Tessa pulled her Glock out of its holster, placed it in a drawer, and locked it. Her 

eyes tracked to the stack of papers neatly sitting on her desk. She picked up the pile and smiledðthe tech had put 

them in chronological order. 

The first mail was innocuous. 

Hey Dana, 

You are so good on the court that I wish I could be you. 

A fan 

She read the next six e-mails and they all were equally bland. When she read the eighth one, she scooted to the 

edge of her chair. 

Danað 

I donôt know why you keep ignoring me. What will it take to make you notice me? Do I have to capture you and 

show you my love? Will you take me seriously then? 

A fan 

The next six e-mails became more descriptive of what the person would do to her. She saw no mention of 

pentagrams, or paralyzing drugs, yet she saw a thread that told her the e-mailer was evolving. In the last email dated 

three weeks earlier, the e-mailerôs intentions were clear. 

Danað 

Youôve ignored me for the last time. Now you must pay. 

No longer a fan 

Tessa eased back in her chair and began rocking. The e-mails certainly were threatening but the question, why 

did the person wait three weeks to carry out the threat. It didnôt gel. However, she couldnôt deny that there was 

something compelling about bball_99.  

ñWho are you?ò Her emotions that she had trouble keeping a tight rein on ever since the case started yesterday 

were telling her two different things. Her gut was telling her this could be it and her head told her donôt jump to 

conclusions until you have the full story. She spread the e-mails out on her desk and looked at them again. No matter 

how many times she reread them the tingle she always got when she knew she was on the right track never 

appeared. Nevertheless, she needed to pursue who sent the e-mails.  

Gus breezed into the detectiveôs room at seven-fifteen. When he sat in his seat, he said, ñCan you believe it? I 

had a flat.ò 

Tessa just looked at her partner. ñIôve been here since before five.ò 



With a hearty laugh, Gus got up, rounded his desk, and put his hand on Tessaôs forehead. ñDonôt you 

understand what sleep means?ò  

She immediately swatted his hand away. ñSure I do. What the hell was that all about?ò  

ñWanted to see if you were sick,ò Gus said with another laugh. ñWhat had you here so early?ò He wasnôt 

surprised at her early start, for that was her pattern with all the cases they investigated. Tessa would give the victim 

everything she had, and more, to find the perpetrator often at the expense of her own well being. 

Tessa took hold of the email folder and shoved it in her partnerôs direction. ñTake a look at these and see what 

you think.ò 

ñWhat are they?ò 

ñE-mails that the vic got from someone who said they were a fan.ò 

Tessa watched Gusôs face go from neutral to interested. 

ñIs this for real?ò he asked. 

ñApparently so. Silverstein told me heôd get us the name of who sent them soon.ò 

ñThis might get us one step closer to the perp,ò Gus said as he saw a tall woman exit the elevator. ñLooks like 

the Carlton woman is here. She looks like her mother.ò 

>< 

Vanessa Carlton arrived for her interview. She was a tall, attractive woman dressed in dark blue hospital 

scrubs. Sitting down in an interrogation room, the woman fixed her eyes on the two detectives that sat across from 

herðshe wasnôt happy.  

ñIôve been up all night. Can you make this fast?ò 

So have I. 

ñThank you for your cooperation,ò Gus said to the woman as he placed a small recorder on the table. ñIôm 

going to record this, if itôs ok with you.ò 

Vanessa nodded. ñSure, whatever. As I said on the phone, I donôt know how I can help you.ò 

Tessa asked the first question. ñWhere do you work in the hospital?ò 

ñIn the orthopedic wardéwhy?ò  

Ignoring the question, Tessa asked, ñWhen did you leave for work Sunday night?ò  

ñMy usual time around ten-thirty.ò 

Gus asked, ñDid you notice or hear anything in the lot across from your motherôs home?ò  

The nurse shook her head. ñThere was the usual assortment of thugs there. They usually hang out there, talking 

smack and selling drugs. We call the police all the time but nothing changes. Those punks are still there every night. 

Maybe you should be talking to them and not to someone who has nothing to tell you.ò 

Tessa nodded. ñI understand how frustrating it is for you, especially with your son being at such an 

impressionable age. Perhaps we can find a solution laterébut weôre not here for that now. Weôre here because 

someone left a girlôs dead body in the lot across the street from your motherôs house and your son found that body.ò 

She gave the woman an intense gaze. ñNow, can you tell me if you saw any sort of vehicle parked in the lot when 

you left for work?ò 

ñNo,ò the nurse said. ñThose guys just hang out there and donôt usually have their cars with them.ò 

ñWhat time did you arrive home yesterday?ò 

ñFrom work?ò 

Tessa nodded. 

ñAround this timeðseven-thirty.ò 

ñDid you notice anything unusual about the vacant lot?ò 

ñNo.ò 

With her eyes fixed on the nurse, Tessa said. ñThink back to when you pulled up to your house, did you look in 

the direction of the lot?ò 

ñNo, why would I?ò 

ñDid you pull into the driveway?ò 

ñYes, I always do.ò 

ñDid you notice any vehicle parked on the street that isnôt usually there?ò 

Irritated, Vanessa growled. ñNo! Look, I told you I didnôt see anything. From what I heard on the news, the 

murder took place early Monday morning. I was at work at that time.ò  

ñSo youôre telling us that you didnôt notice anything out of the ordinary when you went to work or when you 

came home.ò Tessaôs eyes intently studied the womanôs body language. ñYou didnôt look at the vacant lot or notice 

a body there?ò 



Vanessaôs eyes widened. ñThatôs what I told you when you called me. Listen to me very carefullyðI donôt 

know anything that will help you.ò 

Tessa noticed that Vanessa had big hands. ñYou play basketball?ò 

ñI did in high school. That was more years ago than I care to remember.ò 

ñDid you know Dana Stratton?ò Gus asked. 

ñLook, I work six nights a week, so I donôt have much time to watch television or even read the paper if we got 

one. From what I heard on the radio, the woman who was murdered was a basketball player. Just because I played 

basketball years ago in high school doesnôt mean I know every woman that plays the game.ò 

Tessa nodded. ñPoint taken. Would you bring Joey in for another interview?ò 

The nurseôs face hardened. ñThereôs no way I will let that happen. My son told you all he knows.ò  

Taken aback by the womanôs unwillingness to let them question her son again, Tessa fixed the woman with a 

long hard stare. ñAll we want to do is go over what he said again. Maybe he remembers something else that will 

help us find the murderer. You do want us to find the murderer, donôt you?ò 

ñIôm not that callous, Detective. Of course, I want to see justice done, but not at the expense of my son, who is 

already traumatized.ò 

Studying the woman, Tessa gauged the reaction that her next words would have. ñItôs not a request.ò 

The womanôs body stiffened. 

ñWe would appreciate your bringing him in here so we can speak with him again,ò Tessa said in a tight voice.  

ñIôve got to get some sleep before I do that.ò 

ñWhat about Joeyôs fatherécanôt he bring him in?ò 

The nurse blew out a breath. ñNo. Can my mother bring him in?ò The nurse saw the detective nod. ñWhat 

time?ò 

Tessa kept her voice neutral. ñSometime this morning.ò 

ñFine, Iôll bring him in later this morning.ò 

ñOk, then,ò Gus said as he stood up. ñThank you for your help, Mrs. Carlton.ò 

Tessa handed the woman her card. ñYeah, thank you. Weôll be looking for Joey later this morning.ò 

Vanessa Carlton opened her mouth then shut it before she said, ñBefore noon then.ò  

>< 

When Tessa returned from escorting the nurse to the elevators, she pulled back her chair and said, ñWhat a 

bitch.ò 

Gus shook his head. ñThe woman wanted to do whatever she could to see that her child was safe and didnôt 

have any more trauma than necessary.ò He shrugged. ñThatôs what Iôd do.ò 

Tessa didnôt reply for she didnôt have a comeback. Instead, she said, ñI hope the woman who said she saw the 

vic Sunday night has something pertinent to the case.ò Opening the case folder, Tessa looked at the crime scene and 

autopsy photos for the hundredth time. 

ñAnything change?ò Gus asked with a chuckle. ñYou can look at them all you want but you canôt make 

evidence appear.ò 

Tessa swung her eyes over to her partner ñWouldnôt this job be much easier if everything happens the way 

television portrays it? Weôd have a ta-da moment when we suddenly are presented with evidence that breaks the 

case wide open.ò 

ñAnd on day one,ò Gus added, as he raised his eyebrows and grinned before his face became serious again. 

ñHey, did you hear anything more about the e-mails?ò 

ñNot yet. I would have expected Silverstein to ask for a warrant by now. He did say last night that he hoped the 

Internet provider would cooperate.ò Tessa shuffled some papers around her desk then looked at her partner. 

ñAnything on whoôs leaking the information?ò  

Gus nodded. ñI put some feelers out and have someone I know we can trust working some angles, but nothing 

so far. I ran into the captain on my way in and he said he was looking into it. I told him I was glad to hear that, since 

we have enough to do just working the case.ò 

ñMaybe one of the uniforms,ò Tessa said. 

ñOr, the grandmother, one of the lab techs, or anyone who has a passing interest in the case,ò Gus interjected. 

ñI doubt weôll ever know. Unnamed informants remain just thatðunnamed.ò 

Gus raised his bushy eyebrows. ñMaybe we should set up a sting like we did on the Palmer case.ò 

Tessa let out a genuine laugh. ñThat was sweet, wasnôt it?ò She smiled, before her face went blank. ñWe have 

the uniforms but they wouldnôt know about the beating since that wasnôt known until the ME cleaned her up.ò 

ñThat would point to the techs that work down in the morgue with Ellis.ò Gus tapped a finger on his lips. ñWe 

canôt rule out the crime scene techs.ò 



Tessa scrunched her face. ñI disagree. Have you ever noticed that on the television crime shows the 

criminalists know everything? They even have guns and chase down the bad guys.ò She tapped her chin as an 

introspective look crossed her face. ñBut, to rule them out, we need to find out who is friendly with the morgue staff. 

It comes down to who talks to who.ò 

ñOr who talks to the press,ò Gus added. ñAnd we canôt rule out the judge or the DA or anyone that works in 

those offices.ò 

Tessa shook her head. ñFrom now on it will be on a need to know basis. That way we know who we give the 

information to and can match it up with whatôs leaked.ò 

ñIf that means we have to be here twenty-four-seven, youôre going to have to explain to Helen that I canôt 

make it home except to shower and change. Otherwise, weôre going to have to find the leak in our spare time.ò Gus 

eyed his partner, who still had a vacant look on her face. ñWhoôs up next?ò  

Shaking a thought away, Tessa replied, ñThe woman who said she saw the vic Sunday night with a man is due 

here around nine.ò 

Gus held up a piece of paper. ñI have the name of a guy who says he knows who did itðfigure heôs a wacko. I 

also have someone coming in who said he saw her that night too.ò 

Nodding in agreement, Tessa said, ñMaybe weôll get lucky with my witness and yours. If they lead us to the 

perp, we can wind this case up.ò 

ñYou certainly are optimistic. If we wind it up now, it will be a record.ò 

ñYeah, I know, but stranger things have happened.ò 

With a knowing look, Gus eyed his partner. The scowl that usually masked her face was harder and deeper 

than heôd ever seen. ñYou look like you havenôt slept in weeks,ò he said not disguising his concern. ñYou need to 

start taking better care of yourself before you burn out.ò  

Tessa recalled that Anna had told her much the same thing the night before. Just the thought of the lawyer 

made shivers go up and down her body. ñNo worries, Iôm good.ò Am I trying to convince Gus or myself? 

Gus nodded in the direction of the elevator. ñI think your nine oôclock is here.ò 



Chapter Thirteen
 

Tessa sized up Joann Stewart as she escorted her into an interview room. Joann was a good looking woman 

with strawberry blonde hair, deep blue eyes, a taut body, and a friendly expression on a face full of freckles.  

ñThank you for coming in, Mrs. Stewart,ò Tessa said with a slight smile. She placed a recorder in the middle of 

the table. ñIôm going to record our conversation. Is that ok with you?ò 

ñYes. Iôm sorry about last night when you called,ò Joann said in a low smoky voice. ñMy six month old was 

crying and my three year old was banging on the piano.ò 

ñNo problem. Can you tell me about what you saw last Sunday night?ò 

ñMy husband and I were going home after the movies and were stopped at a stoplight, when I saw Dana.ò 

ñWhat time was that?ò 

ñAround ten-fifteen.ò 

ñHow did you know it was her?ò 

ñEver since first grade we went to school together. We always sat close to each other, since both our names 

started with an S. She was Stratton and I was Sutton. In our sophomore year, we were lab partners in biology.ò 

ñWere you good friends?ò 

ñI wouldnôt call us friendsémore like friendly.ò 

ñWhat kind of vehicle was she in?ò 

ñThe SUV is what I first noticed. My husband, Rick, and I are looking for a bigger car. When I saw the 

Pathfinder, I said that I liked its looks and that we should test drive one. It was after that I looked at the driver. I told 

Rick that it was Dana Stratton.ò 

ñWhat make of car were you in?ò 

ñA Volvo wagon.ò 

ñColor.ò 

ñBlack.ò 

ñWas she alone?ò 

ñNo, there was a man sitting in the passenger side.ò 

ñWhat can you tell me about the man?ò 

ñNot much really. Dana was blocking the view. I do know he was white and was wearing a ball cap.ò 

ñAnything else?ò 

ñWhen Dana looked out her window, I smiled and did a little wave but she just stared at me, before she turned 

back and looked up at the stoplight.ò 

ñDid she look like she didnôt know you?ò 

Joann shrugged. ñNo, it was more like she was distracted. Her eyes seemed blank to me.ò Her brow creased. 

ñYou know what I mean? She was looking but not seeing.ò 

Tessa made a notation. ñDid you think she was drunk or drugged?ò 

Shaking her head, Joann said, ñI didnôt see her face long enough to know something like that.ò 

ñTell me what happened next.ò 

ñAfter that, I saw the man put his arm around her shoulders and I think he kissed her but Iôm not sure that 

happened. I couldnôt see anything other than his arm and head moving. I figured she was on a date. The light turned 

and we went left and Danaôs vehicle went straight.ò 

ñWhere was this?ò 

ñThe corner of Montgomery and fifty-eighth.ò 

ñYou turned left onto fifty-eighth?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñDid you notice the license plate?ò 

The woman closed her eyes, opened them, and shook her head. ñNo, sorry.ò 

ñWhat about your husband?ò 

ñIôm afraid he was more interested in catching the last minutes of the Lakersô game.ò When she saw the 

detective raise her eyebrows slightly, she added, ñWe have XM so we can get games from all over the country.ò 

Looking at the womanôs intelligent face, Tessa felt certain that her account was factual. Sheôd have one of the 

techies see if they could verify the story with surveillance footage.  

Tessa stood up. ñThank you for coming in, Mrs. Stewart.ò She handed the woman her card. ñIf you think of 

anything else, please call me.ò 

ñI will.ò The woman gave Tessa a tentative smile. ñIt was horrible what happened to Dana. She was too nice a 

person to die like that.ò 



Tessaôs face remained stoic.  

>< 

As she was returning to her desk, Tessa stopped when Gus came out of an interrogation room and, in a low 

voice said, ñI need you to join me. This guy is telling one interesting story.ò 

ñOk,ò she said, before following her partner into the interrogation room. The man, sitting in one of the steel 

chairs had short brown hair and he wore a black windbreaker that covered a blue oxford shirt. 

ñOliver Applegate, this is my partner, Detective Jacoby.ò Gus smiled and nodded at the man. ñMr. Applegate 

here was telling me about seeing Dana Stratton around ten-twenty last Sunday night and driving in an erratic 

manner. Said he saw what he thought was her struggling with a man.ò 

Tessa asked, ñOk. Mr. Applegate, where did you see her?ò  

ñMontgomery Avenue,ò the man answered. 

ñWhat kind of vehicle was she in?ò 

ñI think it was a white, two-thousand-six Pathfinder but Iôm not sure of that.ò 

Tessa gave her partner a sideways glance. ñHow did you know it was Dana Stratton?ò 

ñMy daughter, Angie, went to basketball camp at the university and Dana was the coach of her team.ò 

ñRecently?ò Gus asked. 

ñFor the last two summers.ò 

Tessa made a notation then asked, ñCan you describe the man?ò 

ñAll I saw was his upper body but from the way he sat in the vehicle Iôd say he was around six feet. He had on 

a light colored ball cap. I saw his hair sticking out of it. I think it was brown, maybe black.ò The man stopped for a 

minute, and then added, ñHe was white.ò 

Tessa tapped her pen on the metal table for a second before she looked at the man again. ñWhat were you 

driving?ò 

ñA gray Ford F-one-fifty pickup.ò 

Knowing that the manôs story corroborated her earlier witnessôs statement, Tessa asked, ñDid you get a look at 

the license plate?ò  

ñNo, sorry. I was too interested in what was going on in the vehicle.ò 

Gus asked, ñDid she look like she was in trouble?ò  

ñNo, she was pissed and was pointing her finger at him. I could tell she was screaming.ò 

ñDid you think about getting out of your vehicle and helping her?ò Gus asked.  

ñNo, it wasnôt like that.ò 

ñThen how was it, Oliver?ò 

The man swallowed hard, as his face turned red. ñShe was pissed but seemed to be handling it. It didnôt look to 

me like she was in any kind of danger.ò 

Gus fixed his gaze on the man. ñWhat happened then?ò  

ñI got a phone call and answered it.ò His eyes darted between the two detectives. Frustrated that he thought that 

the detectives were making the wrong assumption, he said, ñShe didnôt look like she was in danger. If I thought she 

was I would have done somethingéI really would.ò  

Tessa looked at the witness intensely, and then nodded. ñDid you hear anything?ò 

ñI got curious and rolled down my window. I heard him say something like, come on baby just one kiss.ò 

Oliver shrugged. ñAt least thatôs what I thought he said. The light changed and I moved on.ò 

Gus focused on the man. ñWhat kind of voice?ò 

ñYou mean like the tone, accent, or that kinda thing?ò He saw the male detective nod. ñHe sounded like an 

ordinary guy there was nothing distinctive.ò 

Tessa rubbed the back of her neck as her lack of sleep suddenly overwhelmed her. ñMr. Applegate, thank you 

for your time. Hereôs my card. If you think of anything else, please give us a call.ò  

After the witness left the interrogation room, Gus shook his head. ñDid you buy that?ò  

Tessaôs hand moved to her forehead. ñActually, he verified what my witness told me. Now, we have two 

witnesses that gave the same description of the vehicle. We now know we are looking for a white Pathfinder.ò 

ñIôll get someone to map out the route the vic would take from the university to Montgomery. Then they can 

check out the footage from the surveillance cameras. Maybe we can get a better look at the vehicle and the license 

plate.ò  

ñWe need to locate her vehicle.ò 

ñIôll have the units who patrol that area and lookout for the vicôs vehicle.ò 

ñOk and Iôll call Silverstein to see if he has anything more on those e-mails.ò 

>< 



After calling the computer tech, Tessa was about to leave her desk when she looked up and saw Anna standing 

in front of her. Her soft mouth wreathed in a smile and for Tessa the room seemed to narrow and everyone but Anna 

faded away. 

ñHey,ò Tessa said in a barely audible tone. 

Annaôs eyes bored into the detective. ñI took a chance that you might be free.ò 

Looking at her wristwatch, Tessa cocked her head to the right and shrugged. Keeping her voice level so she 

wouldnôt show that her heart was hammering uncontrollably, she asked, ñWant to catch a bite to eat? The last thing I 

had was that hamburger you brought last night.ò 

Anna let her eyes run lazily over the detectiveôs body as Tessa pushed back from her desk and stood up. With a 

wide grin she said, ñI see youôre happy to see me again.ò 

Tessa, aware of the lawyerôs gaze on her now engorged nipples, grabbed her jacket and hurriedly put it on. 

When she looked back at Anna and her smoldering blue eyes, she felt like her legs would give out. ñIs Louôs Caf® 

good with you?ò 

Anna nodded and saw Tessaôs partner coming in their direction. ñHere comes Gus, do you want to wait?ò 

With a wide grin that turned into a deep chuckle, Tessa said, ñHell no. Heôll want to come too and I donôt want 

that.ò She had no sooner said the words than Gus came up to the two women. 

ñJacoby, Iôve lined up the shrink to speak with the boy when he gets here.ò 

Tessa frowned. ñI thought we were doing that.ò 

ñI was talking to Clancy about the kid and she said it might be better for her to do the interview. I asked if she 

wanted us there and she said noðif the kid is hiding something and weôve already talked with him he might clam 

up.ò 

Tessa mulled over the words as she rubbed the back of her neck. ñOk. I spoke with Silversteinðnothing yet.ò 

Gus looked at Anna and nodded. ñHow ya doinô?ò 

Anna smiled. ñGood and you?ò 

ñHunky-dory. You here about a case?ò he asked, not hiding his grin. ñJacoby, you didnôt tell me we had such a 

good looking visitor. He turned to his partner, whose face was slightly red. ñYou tryinô to keep me out of the loop or 

somethinô?ò  

ñGive it a rest, Gus.ò Tessa winked at the man. ñWeôre going for coffee. Page me when the kid gets here.ò 

Tessa started to leave, and then said, ñYou want me to bring you something?ò 

Barely able to control the bubble of laughter that begged for release, Gus looked at his watch and said, ñI got 

nothinô to do. Iôll go with you.ò 

Looking at Anna, who was grinning, and Gus, who was laughing softly, Tessa said, ñHell no. Come on,ò she 

said grabbing Annaôs hand, ñletôs get going before he starts insisting.ò She turned to her partner. ñIôll bring you back 

one of those mocha coffees that you like so much,ò she said, before she and Anna headed for the elevator. 

Gus broke into an all out laugh and called after her. ñAlmost had you going there, Jacoby.ò 

>< 

The two women quietly walked down the bustling sidewalk in lock-step. When a man pushed past them, their 

arms touchedðthey each sucked in a breath. 

From the first moment she met Tessa, Anna was captivated. Something about the detective made her crave to 

know and shareðthat scared, yet intrigued her. The last time they dated and she left the detective at her door 

wanting more, she vowed not to see her again. It was far easier to walk away than take the chance on being 

devastated again where love was the prize. When, she saw the detective the day before, all the old feelings and 

desires flooded her senses. She wondered what was wrong with her. Tessa was desirable and they were simpatico in 

many ways. Iôd be a fool not to explore a relationship with her. Tessa was fun to be withðmore importantly, she 

felt safe with the detective. She hadnôt felt that in a long while. The night before, when she allowed her passion for 

the woman to spill over into her kisses, it took everything ounce of her reserve to walk away. Seeing Tessa this 

morning, Anna was certain that she wanted more than sex from the woman. 

The accidental touch of Annaôs arm on hers made tiny pleasurable sparks sting Tessaôs body. She recalled how 

she desperately tried to squelch her passions on several occasions the night before by envisioning the lawyerôs finger 

inside her. But that wasnôt enough and her body continued to hum to the tune of desire all night. Now, with Anna by 

her side, she knew sheôd have to fight her feelings, if she was going to maintain her edge in the Stratton case.  

When they entered Louôs Caf® and Bakery, Tessa said, ñCoffee?ô 

Silently, Anna nodded. 

ñDo you want anything else? I can vouch for their muffins.ò 

ñNo, just coffee,ò Anna said. ñIôm too wired to eat anything.ò She reached out and touched Tessaôs arm. 

ñThanks,ò she whispered, before walking toward an empty table in the corner. 



As the detective waited for the order, her eyes tracked to Anna who was simply breathtaking in so many ways. 

She had always shied away from entanglements of the heart. Her job as a homicide detective, in many cases, showed 

her the seedier side of love, so she kept her romantic liaisons about her need for sexðAnna was different. Deep 

inside she knew she wanted more than sex from Anna. She felt the need to protect and take care of herðthat 

knowledge, along with her bodyôs overwhelming need to touch Anna, frightened her. 

ñMs,ò a male voice said. ñYour order is ready.ò 

With her thoughts interrupted, Tessa nodded at the young, skinny man behind the counter, lifted a small tray, 

and started toward Anna. All the while, her heart was beating fast, as she felt the familiar tightening between her 

thighs, not to mention her swelling nipples that pushed against her shirt. 

Instead of sitting opposite the lawyer, Tessa sat next to her then put the steaming cups on the table, along with 

a muffin. As she sipped on her coffee, Tessa covertly studied the lawyerôs face. There was no doubt that Anna was 

beautiful. She saw something else in the womanôs demeanor besides the cool, calm in-charge persona that Anna 

showed the world in general. She saw smoldering passion. She knew that look all too well and speculated that, if she 

looked in a mirror, would she see the same expression on her own face.   

When their eyes did meet, Anna smiled as she gazed longingly at the detective. Why am letting her get to me 

like this? The stirrings of arousal running through her body ever since she entered the police building and saw Tessa 

was her answerðit was sexualðbut she knew better. 

The detective pulled apart her muffin, picked up a piece and was about to put it in her mouth, when she put it 

down and said, ñDid you get the verdict yet?ò 

Anna rested an arm on the table and leaned toward the detective. ñAround ten-thirty last night I got the call that 

they reached a verdict. Court reconvened this morning at nine. The verdict was guilty on all counts.ò 

A big smile crossed Tessaôs face. ñThatôs wonderful, Anna,ò she said as she reached across the table and 

placed her hand on the lawyerôs arm. ñBecause of you, there are a few less criminals on the street.ò 

The lawyer shrugged. ñThanks. But you know that itôs only a drop in the bucket. Until we catch the big fish, 

they will still be in business.ò She studied the hand on her arm and suddenly felt tongue-tied. ñIôm sorry about last 

night. I should never have started massaging your shoulders,ò she said with a hesitant smile, ñit wasnôt the time, or 

the place and I should have known better.ò 

Tessa grinned. ñIôm not sorry even if you made it very difficult for me to sleep.ò She withdrew her hand. 

Anna studied the jet black hair framing the strong beautiful face. She had a clearly defined jaw line, a small 

nose, slightly full lips, and green eyes that seemed to change color with her mood. Full of passion the night before, 

they were emerald and as she now gazed into their depths, she saw the same color. The lawyer grinned. ñYou 

werenôt alone. In fact, when the phone rang with the news about the jury, I was disappointed that it wasnôt you.ò 

ñYou know thereôs a flaw in your plan donôt you?ò 

ñReally? And what would that be?ò Anna asked, as she took a sip from her cupðher eyes never leaving the 

woman next to her.  

ñIf weôre going to wait until we can both concentrate fully on a relationship it will never happen. By the time 

Iôm done with my case, youôll already be on another one.ò 

The tip of Annaôs tongue ran along her lips as she eyed Tessa. ñThen I guess we will have to figure out a new 

plan.ò  

ñWhich is?ò 

With blue eyes growing dark with desire, Anna smiled seductively. ñI take you here and now and we go from 

there.ò 

Tessa laughed louder than she meant to. The only other customer looked up from his newspaper and the kid 

behind the counter stared at her. Regaining control, she said, ñI like the idea but not the place. She leaned in and 

Anna did the same. In a conspiratorôs voice she whispered, ñMy place tonight.ò 

ñDamn, Iôm leaving for D. C. at noon and Iôm not sure when Iôll be back.ò Anna winked. ñSure you donôt want 

to do it here?ò She nodded to a nearby door. ñThereôs the bathroom if you want privacy,ò she said with a grin. 

Looking around the nearly empty caf®, Tessa considered the offer before she too grinned. ñItôd have to be a 

silent quickie.ò 

ñOh, I donôt plan on being silent.ò 

Tessaôs face turned serious. ñA bathroom isnôt where I envision us making love for the first time.ò 

ñMe either. I like that you said making love and not just sex.ò 

ñI want more than sex,ò Tessa whispered, before she realized she said her thoughts aloud. When she lifted her 

eyes, Anna locked on them. 

The sat gazing at each for several minutes before Anna said, ñCan I ask you a question?ò 

ñAnything.ò 



ñYou said you heard I had lots of girlfriendsðthat Iôm a player.ò Tessa nodded. ñWill you tell me who told 

you that?ò 

ñWhy do you want to know?ò 

ñItôs simple. If someone is spreading false rumors about me, Iôd like to know who it is.ò 

ñBeverly Paycheck.ò 

ñNow thereôs a surprise,ò Anna said sarcastically. 

ñWhy?ò 

ñSheôs been trying to get in my pants since I arrived here.ò 

Tessa frowned. ñDidnôt I see you talking with her in the courthouse yesterday?ò 

Ann a rolled her eyes and shook her head slightly ñYes, she was making another of her feeble attempts. When I 

saw her coming my way, I tried to get away but I wasnôt fast enough.ò 

ñDidnôt have your running shoes on, did you?ò Both women laughed. ñI was in a stall in one of the courthouse 

restrooms and heard her speaking with Carrie Collins about you. Normally, I donôt pay much attention to that sort of 

talk, butéò Tessa shrugged, ñWeôd dated a few times, and I was interested in you so when I heard your name, I 

listened.ò  

Anna shook her head. ñSheôs told me on more than one occasion Iôd be sorry if I didnôt date her.ò She 

shrugged. ñI figured she was referring to her prowess in bedðapparently, sheôs more vindictive than I realized.ò 

ñIn my line of work I see all kinds. Many of them would throw their mothers under the bus before telling the 

truth. I didnôt see the womanôs eyes but something told me she was blowing smoke.ò 

ñYet, you believed what she said?ò 

ñNot really. The words didnôt fit the woman I knew as Anna. There was a ring of dishonesty to them.ò 

Anna searched Tessaôs face for any sign of deception. ñWhat made you think she was lying?ò She moved 

closer and rested her hand on Tessaôs thigh. 

The blue eyes that had been scrutinizing her ever since they sat down along with the hand caressing her thigh 

sent a shiver down Tessaôs spine. ñI think the tone of her voiceémaybe the cadence of her words. I donôt know, I 

just get those feelings sometimes when people arenôt telling the truth. Oh, and I wanted to get to know you, so I 

knew Iôd have to find out for myself. ò Tessa swallowed hard. Barely above a whisper she said, ñI wondered why 

you didnôt want me.ò 

ñI do want you, Tessa, and that scares me.ò Anna smiled when Tessaôs hand covered the one on her thigh and 

moved it slightly higher. The two women sat quietly staring at each other until the harsh sound of Tessaôs beeper 

filled the silence. The others in the bakery looked in her direction. She lifted the small object out of her pocket and 

looked at it. ñSorry, I need to get back.ò  

ñToo bad,ò Anna said, as her hand gently rubbed Tessaôs thigh. ñI was going to do some exploring.ò 

Tessa rubbed Annaôs hand. ñAnd I would have reciprocated.ò She smiled, cleared her throat, and then 

chuckled, ñYou know youôre killing me.ò 

Anna wiggled her eyebrow and laughed. ñIn a good way, of course.ò 

ñAbsolutely.ò Tessa stood up and held out her hand. ñCome on, let me get Gusôs coffee and we can walk back 

together.ò 

>< 

Once Tessa went inside her building, Anna made her way across the street to the courthouse. Looking at her 

watch, it was almost eleven and she didnôt need to be at the helipad for another thirty minutes. ñI need to pay Bev a 

visit,ò she whispered, as she set her jaw and began walking faster. 

Anna entered the District Attorneyôs offices and saw the office manager, Beverly Paycheck immediately. 

When the older woman lifted her head and noticed Anna approaching, she smiled. The grim look on the lawyerôs 

face made the womanôs expression flatten. ñAnna, whatôs wrong?ò 

ñBev, Iôve just heard an interesting piece of gossip that seems to have stemmed from you,ò Anna softly 

growled, as she leaned in close to the woman. 

Filled with bravado, Beverly said, ñReally, and what is that?ò  

Anna laugh wasnôt humorous. ñIôve been told that youôve been telling lies about me being a womanizer.ò 

ñWho said that,ò Beverly countered. 

ñDoesnôt matter, Bev, all you need to know is that I know.ò 

ñJacobyðright.ò Beverly let out a derisive laugh. ñI saw the way you ran after her yesterday. Really, Anna, 

you should have more pride than to sniff around her type. I hear sheôs a lousy lay.ò 

Anna steadied her emotions. ñThe game is up, Bev, and you lose.ò 

Beverly lowered her voice. ñIs she so far up your pussy that you canôt tell a lie from the truth? Sheôs lying to 

you. I never said anything about you sleeping around. What would I have to gain by saying something like that?ò 



Leaning in even closer, Anna hissed, ñGive me a break, Bev.ò  

ñWe had a chance until that woman came into your life.ò Beverly grinned. ñPaybacks are a bitch, arenôt they?ò 

A low chuckle filled the space between the two women as Anna straightened her back. ñDonôt you get it? You 

never had a chance.ò 

ñThatôs where youôre wrong, Anna.ò 

Anna shook her head. ñGet a life and stay out of mine.ò The lawyer walked away without a backward glance. 



Chapter Fourteen
 

Tessa stiffened her composure as she tried to push all thoughts of Anna on the back burner. But, the lawyerôs 

face kept worming its way to the surface and her body was ripe for release. Sheôs killing meébut what a way to go.  

Sorting through the crime scene photos, she stopped and looked at the crumpled body of Dana Stratton lying in 

the dirt on the vacant lot located on the south side of Restin. She studied the picture for several minutes. What she 

saw made her mood turn from one of sexual frustration to anger for the girl who was viciously murdered. 

ñYouôre back,ò Gus said, as he picked up the coffee sheôd brought for him. ñThanks,ò he said, holding the cup 

up. ñThe kid and his grandmother are waiting in four and Clancy is on her way.ò 

In a clipped tone, Tessa said, ñGood. I hope she can find out what heôs hiding.ò Her eyes met her partnerôs 

face. ñDid you tell the grandmother she couldnôt stay?ò 

ñYeah, she wasnôt thrilled, especially when I told her a psychologist was going to talk with him. She told me 

he didnôt need a shrink.ò 

ñWant me to speak to her?ò 

ñWouldnôt be a bad idea once Clancy gets started.ò 

Tessa pushed back from her chair and headed for interrogation four with her partner. 

>< 

Clancy Murdock was petite and in her mid fifties. Her gray hair, pushed behind each ear, was wavy with an 

unruly look. Her clear blue intelligent eyes focused on the detectives. ñIôve gone over your notes and wanted to 

know why you thought he wasnôt telling you everything.ò 

With a contemplative expression, Tessa said, ñIt is just a feeling I got from the way he actedðno eye contact, 

soft inaudible voice, clinging to his grandmother.ò 

ñNot just the trauma of finding the body?ò 

Tessa shook her head. ñNo, it seemed to be more than that.ò 

ñOk, let me speak with him and see what I can find out,ò she said, as she opened the door and smiled warmly 

at the boy and his grandmother. ñMrs. Bertram, Iôm Clancy Murdock.ò 

Scowling, Mary said, ñMy grandson doesnôt need a shrink.ò 

ñThatôs not why Iôm here,ò Clancy said as she neared the woman. ñFinding the body must have been traumatic 

for Joey. I just want to make sure heôs ok.ò She gave the woman another warm smile. ñIf youôll step out with the 

detectives, I can get started.ò Clancy saw the doubt in the older womanôs expression. ñI wonôt be long.ò 

Mary reluctantly left the room and joined the waiting detectives. When the door shut behind her, she turned to 

Tessa. ñHeôs a good boy. I donôt know why youôve singled him out, since there were two other boys there.ò 

Tessa pursed her lips. ñWe arenôt singling him out, he was the first one to the body, and that alone must have 

been horrifying for him. We just want to make sure heôs doing ok.ò Tessa gestured to a nearby door. ñPlease, Mrs. 

Bertram, come with us while we wait. Can I get you anything to drink?ò 

ñJoey had a nightmare last night,ò she whispered. 

Hesitantly, Tessa patted the womanôs arm. ñThatôs why we wanted Dr, Murdock to see him.ò The detective 

gave the woman a sideward glance before she cleared her throat. ñDoes Joeyôs father live with you too?ò  

ñNo.ò 

ñCan you tell me his name?ò 

ñWhy would that matter to you? Do you want to implicate him now? My grandson and daughter arenôt enough 

for you?ò Mary Bertram said, accusingly. ñWell, that man is long gone and I say good riddance to him.ò 

ñAnd what was his name?ò 

ñJoeéJoe Carlton. Go ahead look him up and youôll find him arrested on more than one occasion. Heôs 

nothing but a no-good.ò 

Tessa nodded, as she made a notation of the name. ñIôm not accusing anyone, Mrs. Bertram Iôm just trying to 

find out how the girlôs body got on that lot.ò 

ñAnd you think me and mine know?ò 

ñNo,ò Tessa said softly. ñJoey found the body and you called it in and that makes you the first eyes on the 

scene. If Joey has a relationship with his father I need to know.ò 

ñWhy?ò Mary demanded. 

ñBecause Joey may have confided in him.ò 

ñHe didnôt we havenôt seen hide no hair of him for a long time. Good riddance I say.ò 

A half hour later, Clancy and Joey emerged from the room. The doctor eyed Mary Bertram and said, ñWill you 

come with me for a minute?ò She saw Joey huddle around his grandmotherôs legs. ñYou can come too, Joey.ò 



In the room, Clancy looked at the older woman and said, ñJoey is going to need to see me again. He is having a 

hard time with what he saw and what he touched.ò 

ñTouched,ò Mary said wide eyed. 

ñYes, he poked her to see if sheôd move. Thatôs when he noticed the money clip. The other two boys then 

bullied him into doing it again.ò 

Mary wrapped her arms around Joey. ñOh, sweet Jesus, my poor baby.ò 

ñDo you think you could bring him to see me at my office?ò 

ñIôll have to check with my daughterðinsurance might not cover that.ò 

Clancy nodded and slid a card across the table. ñI understand. Hereôs the number you can call for an 

appointment. If Iôm not in your daughterôs plan, we can tell you who is. Either way, it will help Joey deal with what 

he saw and did.ò 

Clancy stood up and opened the door before escorting the pair to the elevator. Returning to the room where she 

joined Tessa and Gus. ñWhat a horrible thing to happen to that kid. From what I could ascertain, the only thing he 

was holding back was the fact he touched the body. He is traumatized by everything and will definitely need 

counseling.ò 

ñThatôs what he was hidingðhe touched her.ò Tessa rubbed her forehead trying to dissuade the headache that 

threatened.  

ñBig flipping waste of time,ò Gus remarked before his face softened. ñIôd never wish that on anyone especially 

a kid.ò He gave Clancy a slight smile. ñThanks, Doc.ò 

ñYeah, thanks,ò Tessa said. Once the doctor walked away, Tessa turned to her partner. ñLetôs go see if 

Silverstein has any good news for us.ò  

>< 

 ñI hope you have something for us, Silverstein,ò Gus said. 

The small, slight man with dark hair and a pimply complexion looked up. ñStill working on it, Detectives,ò  

ñWhatôs the hold up? I thought you said youôd have the information soon.ò Tessa looked at her watch. ñThat 

was hours ago.ò 

ñTracing the IP and MAC address hasnôt yielded what I need. Whoever set up this email account used an 

anonymous proxy.ò 

ñWhatôs that?ò Tessa asked. 

ñIt disguises the real email address. Iôve worked around that and Iôm just now able to see the IP addressðit 

was bouncing all over the world. I finally found the actual Internet service provider. From there, I should be able to 

find out who the account belongs to.ò The technician eyed Tessa Jacoby. Her reputation for doing everything by the 

book was exemplaryðshe didnôt need to know his hacking into the service providerôs mainframe was illegal. 

Tessa tried to dampen her annoyance with the man. ñHow long?ò she asked in a low, ominous tone. 

ñGive me a couple hours. I should have the name by then.ò 

Tessa leveled the man with her best donôt fuck with me glare and said, ñDonôt make me wait too long.ò 

Ira watched the detectives leave before he made some key stokes and worked his way into the Internet hostôs 

mainframe. 

>< 

Back at her desk, Tessa struggled with her frustration with the computer forensic specialist and the lack of 

anything meaningful from the boy who found the body. She closed her eyes, knowing that underneath it all those 

annoyances were her growing need to be with Anna. From the first time they met, Tessa was attracted to the lawyer 

and had always enjoyed their repartee when they were together. When Anna seemed to disappear from the scene, 

Tessa considered that the rumors were correct and the lawyer had moved on to another conquest. After last night, 

everything changedðAnna wanted to explore a deeper relationship with her. That scared Tessa because she knew 

that the lawyer wasnôt just another one night standðshe was more.  

She saw the flashing light that meant she had voice mail and punched five to listen to it. There was one 

message from the victimôs roommate about hearing what she said was the murdererôs voice. Punching in the 

number, she waited until she heard Jenna Rudolfôs voice. ñThis is Detective Jacoby returning your call.ò 

ñI think the person that murdered Dana left her a phone message,ò the young woman blurted. 

ñI donôt recall an answering machine in her room,ò the detective countered. 

ñIt isnôtéwe both had cell phones but we also had a phone we shared. I was deleting the saved messages this 

morning when I heard someone say, Dana, you canôt deny me anymore.ò 

ñIs that all it said?ò 

ñYes. Do you think it is the killer?ò 

ñIôm sending an officer to your apartment. When he gets there will you please give him the machine?ò 



ñNo. I donôt have a backup.ò 

ñMs. Rudolf, I can get a warrant to compel you to turn over the machine.ò 

ñCanôt you just listen to it?ò 

ñNo. If itôs, if it the person that murdered your roommate, we will need it as evidence.ò 

ñWhen will I get it back?ò 

Tessa really didnôt need the woman digging her heels in about the answering machine. SNAPðher pencil 

broke. ñNo telling. It depends on how long it takes to find the person who murdered your friend and when a trial is 

scheduled.ò 

The girlôs voice rose. ñI canôt go that long without my answering machine and I donôt have money to buy a 

new one. Itôs going to be hard enough to come up with the extra rent until I can find another roommate.ò 

Tessa rolled her eyes and shook her head. ñDonôt you want us to find out who murdered your friend?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñThen, we need that answering machine. Either you can cooperate or I can get a warrant. Itôs your choice, Ms. 

Rudolf.ò 

ñFine! You can have it.ò 

ñThank you for cooperating. The officer should be there shortly.ò Tessa hung up the phone and looked at her 

returning partner. 

ñWhatôs that about?ò Gus asked as he sat down in his desk chair. 

ñWe might have a recording of someone threatening the vic.ò 

>< 

Ira Silverstein entered the detectivesô area and walked briskly toward Tessaôs desk. ñDetective Jacoby, the 

person who sent the e-mails doesnôt exist. I traced the account, only to find that the information given to the service 

provider was from someone whose identity was stolen eight months ago.ò 

ñWhatôs the name on the account?ò 

ñWalter McNamara.ò 

ñPhone number.ò 

ñFive-five-five-seven-one-four-eight.ò 

ñDo you have an address?ò 

ñSeven-twenty-two Huntington Place.ò 

ñIn the city?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñOk, thanks.ò 

Ira added, ñIôm going to run a program that will recover everything that was ever on Strattonôs computer.ò 

Tessa looked up. ñWhat about stuff she deleted?ò 

Ira smiled. ñA piece of cake.ò 

ñKeep me informed,ò Tessa said, as she turned away from the man and picked up the phone. 

ñHello,ò a womanôs voice said.ò 

ñMs. McNamara?ò 

ñYes. If youôre calling for money, I donôt have any.ò 

ñThis is Detective Tessa Jacoby with the Restin police. I understand Walter had his identity stolen. Is he your 

husband?ò 

ñWalter died two months ago,ò the woman said, with a slight hitch in her voice. ñHe was my brother.ò 

ñIôm sorry to hear that heôs passed. Do you know if he had his identity stolen?ò 

ñYes, it was and itôs causing me and the rest of the family all kinds of problems in trying to settle his estate. Do 

you have any idea what itôs like to fight for what you know is right?ò 

Tessa let a wry smile curve her lips. ñYeah, I have an idea. Did they ever find out who was responsible?ò 

ñNo. Up until the day he died, my brother was on the phone trying to get all his accounts settled.ò The woman 

paused then asked, ñAre you calling because you found out who did this to him?ò 

ñNo, Iôm afraid not. His name came up in a case Iôm investigating. Someone used his name and all his 

information.ò 

ñAs far as Iôm concerned, when you find him you can lock him up and throw away the key. He made my 

brotherôs last days miserable.ò 

ñIôll do just that,ò Tessa said. ñThank you for your time, Ms. McNamara.ò 

>< 



Tessa sat turning the money clip in her hand long after her shift ended and Gus had gone home. So far, theyôd 

come up with the clip, the threatening e-mails, and the eye witness accounts of seeing the victim in a Pathfinder. She 

couldnôt shake the feeling that they were missing somethingðit was gnawing a hole in her stomach. 

The number of white Pathfinders in the city alone was in the thousands, which meant they would start working 

the phones. If they were lucky, they could narrow down the number to something manageable then start looking up 

those owners. She put a lot of confidence in the surveillance cameras placed around the city. She knew their best 

chance of obtaining a firm identification on the Pathfinder was through those cameras. 

The trace evidence the crime unit collected turned up, as she expected, with nothing usable. The unknown 

voice on the answering machine was just thatðunknown. The caller used some sort of distortion device. Even with 

the most sophisticated equipment that the crime lab had, the voice was still unrecognizable and there was no usable 

background noise.  

We canôt seem to catch a break on this case. 

She sorted through the crime scene photos again, looking for something that she might have missed. Her eyes 

rested on the pentagram carved into the womanôs midsection. She looked at the placement on the body. Inverted, 

wonder what that means. She didnôt know much about the symbol but did know that the point that traditionally 

would be at the top pointed down, with two points aligned with each breast. 

ñWhy a pentagram?ò she asked, as she moved the mouse on her computer and brought up the search engine 

that linked into a national database. Typing in the word pentagram, she found there were almost a million sites. 

Clicking on the one that had a partial definition, she waited for the screen to fill. When it did, she scanned the words 

until she found inverted pentagram. She read that inverted symbolized the reduction of the personôs importance. The 

article also said that others think that an inverted pentagram denotes Satan.  

Continuing her search, Tessa found a reference to Wiccans, who were believers of a religion known as Wicca. 

The religion teaches that the five points of a pentagram represent spirit, air, water, fire, and earth. Many Wiccans 

believe they will gain knowledge about life and its mysteries, if they take hold of both male and female personas. 

Tessa continued to scan the article until she read that many occultists wore the symbol as a talisman against 

evil. A pentagram was pivotal in the occult in their pursuit of knowledge and power. She stopped reading, and then 

focused on one passage. If the point is to the north, they do not worship Satan. If toward south, they do. 

She quickly spread the photos of the crime scene on her desk, and then took out a city map. Howard Street, 

where the kids found the body, ran north and south. The body was more or less horizontal to the street, with the feet 

pointing to the north. If she went by what she read, whoever carved the pentagram did not worship Satan. 

ñWell, thatôs a comfort.ò 

As she read on further, she discovered that some found that the number five was both mystical and magical. 

The points of the pentagram were equal to the number of fingers, toes, and senses. Five also was associated with 

Mars, signifying harmony through conflict. Christ had five wounds and, in the Muslim faith, there are five pillars. 

The list of what five signifies was endless and Tessa considered whether it was a coincidence. A man or a woman 

drawn within the pentagram represents the Hermetic philosophy of associativity, meaning as above, so below. The 

last line she read seemed to have the most implication for the Stratton murder. Some believe that a pentagram 

provides potent protection from evilða symbol of conflict that shields the wearer. 

Stretching her arms above her head, she yawned before lowering them and taking her gun out of the desk 

drawer, Tessa wondered if the perpetrator was trying to shield the girl from evil. Standing in the elevator, she shook 

her head and chuckled. ñYeah, thatôs why he killed her.ò 

>< 

Turning the key and opening the door to her home, Tessa entered and punched in the code for the alarm 

system. She pulled her Glock out of its holster and locked it in the small safe near the door. She listened for any 

soundðit was quiet.  

Stripping and falling into her bed, Tessa closed her eyes, only to have the pentagram float into sight. Did it 

mean anything or was it nothing more than a red herring? She was bone tired and needed sleepðit eluded her. 

It was in the time between awake and sleeping that Tessa let her guard down. The fire that Anna set in her from 

the first time they met reignited. The lawyer had invaded her mind and body on more levels than she would ever 

admit. The anger and hurt she felt when the woman didnôt called her in over a month seemed to dissipate once she 

saw her again the day before. That meeting set off a series of physical and mental emotions that she didnôt 

understand but knew she wanted to explore. In a moment of clarity just before sleep captured her, she knew that, no 

matter what happened, she wanted to take the chance and let Anna inside her heart. In all her previous liaisons that 

threatened to destroy the wall of solitude that she had around her, she ran. Not this timeðshe was tired of being 

alone. 



Chapter Fifteen

 
 

As her eyes opened, Tessa yawned in reaction to only sleeping sporadically. The quiet of the night didnôt give 

her any answers to the case. It only brought darkness. What she knew and didnôt know about the case whirled in her 

brain all night. Added into the mix was the federal prosecutor, who made her body fill with what was becoming an 

unquenchable desire.  

Tessa closed her eyes in her dark room and a sense of sexual need flooded through her body. She imagined 

Anna, laying next to her, nakedðwanting. She could see Annaôs creamy flesh flush with desire as her fingers lazily 

touched her skin, evoking moans of pleasure and cries of delight. She could see the blue eyes darken with want, as 

her body began to move rhythmically to the fingers that were insistently gliding inside her. Tessa was panting hard 

as her own insistent fingers pumped as her hips lifted and gyrated to the rhythm. Her engorged clitoris trembled as 

her thumb rubbed against it. Finally, she felt her body explode before she collapsed. She left her fingers inside as she 

felt small tremors against them.  

For a long while after her orgasm subsided, Tessa lay still, knowing if she thought of Anna again, the desire 

would rise once more. She forcibly got herself out of bed and dressed in spandex running leggings and a long 

sleeved t-shirt before she took to the streets. She knew the route by heart but her eyes still scanned the area 

constantly for any sign of threatsðshe saw none. It was as she neared the end of her run that her focus returned to 

the Stratton case. So far, the paper found under the body yielded nothing of value. A vague thought of something she 

heard or read rolled into her head. There now were sophisticated tests that the lab could run to make whatever was 

on the card more visible.  

>< 

At six the next morning, Tessa was standing outside the crime lab waiting for Brenda Marlow, in hopes that the 

technician had a trick for refreshing what she assumed was a business card found under the body. She saw the 

woman approaching her. The most notable thing about the lab tech, other than her short stature, was the scar that 

stretched across her left cheek.  

Stopping in front of the lab, Brenda asked, ñDetective, are you waiting for me?ò  

With a smile, Tessa nodded. ñI was wondering if thereôs any way to get more off that card we found.ò 

The woman let out a low chuckle. ñFunny you should ask. Last night I was reading about a new technique that 

a lab in D. C. uses to replenish degraded paper. I can try that but you should know that the card is so poor that I 

seriously doubt it will yield anything useable.ò She shrugged. ñItôs not a big leap to think that it was there long 

before the body was.ò 

Tessa said, ñI know but will you give it a try anyway?ò  

ñOk. Iôll let you know what I find.ò 

ñThanks.ò 

>< 

The room that the homicide detectives shared was quiet when Tessa arrived. At the far end, she could hear a 

phone ringing and the noise of a fax machine. She threw the case folder on her desk and pulled out her chair before 

sitting down. They were in the third day of the investigation and only had a white Pathfinder, a money clip, 

untraceable e-mails, and a threatening phone message to go on. The only thing usable was the vehicle that the 

witnesses saw the vic inðshit. She lifted up the receiver of her phone and punched in a number.  

ñThis is Jacoby. Do you have anything for me?ò 

A voice on the other end said, ñYouôre in early. Yeah, on the feed from the university we have the girl leaving 

at nine-fifty -seven. We picked her up on Mercy at ten then we lose her.ò 

ñWhat about the SUV on Montgomery or fifty-eighth?ò 

ñJust getting to that now.ò 

ñNow? Youôre only getting to it now. Youôve got to be kidding.ò 

ñLook, Detective, weôre shorthanded and, in case you didnôt know, yours isnôt the only homicide weôre 

looking at.ò 

With an angry tone, Tessa said, ñFine, Iôll come down there and do it myself!ò 

The man on the other end of the phone said, ñStay put, Detective. Iôll get back to you in an hour.ò 

Tessa slammed the receiver onto its cradle.ò Fuck,ò she mumbled. ñIôm working with a bunch of morons.ò 

Two other detectives in the area looked at her and eyed her knowingly before going back to their cases. 

Grinding her teeth, Tessa pushed away from her desk and walked several feet to the only window on that side 

of the room. She looked down at the vehicles and the people below and wondered why she was letting the case get 



to her. Am I losing my edge? Normally, she ran a case with an attitude that many called callous. To her, it was the 

only way to be successful. At a ninety percent solve rate, she and Gus had the highest rate of conviction for the 

entire police department. The photo of the body that she always carried was in her pocket was there to remind her of 

her goal when she felt like she did now. She took it out and stared at the nude, dirty body. ñSomeone did this to you 

and I wonôt let them get away with it,ò she whispered. 

Her mind drifted back to the first homicide she worked on and she shivered. She could still see the girlôs 

bloodied, bloated corpse, beaten beyond recognition. The young girlôs body had various flies, beetles, and rodents 

making a meal of her flesh. It had taken weeks before Tessa could no longer smell death. She hadnôt solved the 

murder. Like the Stratton case, clues were few to none. Unlike the Stratton case, no one claimed the body and the 

child remained nameless. For her, it was unacceptable to allow the basketball playerôs case to go unsolved.  

After running her fingers through her hair, Tessa tried to figure out when she changedðwhen her heart 

hardened. Sheôd forgotten how to smile and wondered when the last time was that she had a genuine laugh. ñAnna,ò 

she whispered and she felt her heart soften. The lawyer had awakened feelings that she didnôt think she ever felt. 

The warm sensations Anna evoked in her made her smile, as she felt a strong desire to hold her close. Daydreaming 

about her has no place in the investigation. Squelching emotions that threatened to take hold, she returned to her 

desk before opening the file again.  

>< 

Gus slid into his chair and stared at his partner. ñAnything new?ò he asked.  

ñOnly that some asshole has been sitting on the surveillance videos,ò Tessa grumbled as she looked at her 

partner, ñsaid he had other cases.ò Tessa frowned. ñHow the hell do they expect us to solve murders when they donôt 

give us the support we need?ò 

Gus held up his hands. ñHey, settle down. All I did was to ask you a question. Whatôs got you in a knot this 

morning?ò He eyed his partner. ñWant me to go strong arm him and hurry him along?ò 

For the first time that morning, Tessa let a slight smile form around her lips. ñWhat, big bad Gus is going to go 

slap the techie around for little ole me.ò She chuckled sarcastically and that relieved some of her tension. In a more 

serious tone, she said, ñSorry.ò She steepled her fingers and shrugged. ñSo far this case is a bust. If we canôt get a 

good look at that Pathfinder, then where do we go?ò 

ñWe do what we do best, Jacoby. We turn over every rock we find until we get that one lead that will crack the 

case wide open.ò 

Tessa slid the file across to him. ñI think this needs new eyes.ò 

Gus took the file and opened it just as his partnerôs phone rang. ñJacoby.ò 

ñDetective, weôve got the video of that Pathfinder.ò 

ñGood, weôll be right there.ò Tessa looked at Gus. ñGuess the techie heard you might slap him around,ò she 

said with a grin, ñheôs found the vehicle.ò 

>< 

Tom Cho looked through his tortoiseshell glasses at the two detectives as they arrived in his work area. He 

liked the man but found the woman abrasive and unappreciative of those that supported her. ñIôve found the 

Pathfinder turning on to Montgomery off Fifty-Second.ò He moved the film forward. ñYou can clearly see the black 

Volvo next to it at the Fifty-Eighth Street intersection.ò  

They watched the Pathfinder proceed down Montgomery and saw the Ford pickup just like Oliver Applegate 

said. 

ñCan you get a license plate number?ò Gus asked. 

ñYeah,ò Cho said. ñItôs Y-J-L-four-eight-seven.ò 

Cho then linked with the stateôs license database. ñJoel Waterston, nine-twenty-six Anderson Drive.ò 

Tessa leaned in closer and pointed to the driverôs side of the truck. ñCan you focus in on that?ò 

ñIôll try.ò Cho maneuvered his mouse over the window, highlighted the area, and magnified it before 

increasing the number of pixels. ñThatôs the best I can do.ò 

Both Tessa and Gus looked at what appeared to be a woman with a ponytail sitting in the driverôs seat.  

ñHard to make out,ò Gus said. ñIt could be her.ò He rubbed his hand over his face. ñIsnôt there a bank on that 

corner of Fifty-Eighth?ò 

ñYeah, First National. Weôd better check that out first.ò Tessa made eye contact with the technician. ñGood 

work. Sorry I was so hard on you earlier.ò 

The manôs eyes widened and he looked suspiciously at the detective. ñNo problem.ò 

ñYou driving?ò Tessa asked, as they hurried toward the door. 

 ñI received the surveillance films from St. Davidôs,ò Cho said to the retreating detectives. ñWhat do you want 

me to do with them?ò  



Gus stopped and looked back over his shoulder and said, ñHold on to them and get to them when you can.ò  

>< 

The bank manager, a large man with salt and pepper hair, showed Gus and Tessa to the room that controlled 

the monitors that ran the surveillance cameras for the bank, the ATM located on Fifty-Eighth Street. ñLet me know 

if I can be of further help Detectives,ò the man said as he left Tessa and Gus alone. 

They quickly found the footage of the previous Sunday evening and soon had it narrowed down to between ten 

and ten-twenty. Scrolling slowly through the film, Tessa stopped and said, ñThere it is.ò She backed the film up and 

tried to get the picture of the Pathfinder before it stopped at the corner. With patience, she moved the video forward 

frame by frame until she saw one that clearly showed the truck and driver. 

ñWhat do you think?ò  

Gus asked, as he leaned forward. ñIt could be her but thereôs no way we can say itôs her positively.ò 

Tessa nodded in contemplation then said, ñLetôs get this to Cho and see if he can do his magic to it. In the 

meantime, we can inform the captain and see if we have enough for a warrant for the truck at least.ò 

>< 

Cho failed to improve the grainy video so they could make a positive ID on the driver of the Pathfinderðthe 

distance was too far. Captain Flynn made the call by saying there was enough of a resemblance with tow 

corroborating eye witness accounts. Tessa walked rapidly across the street to the building that held the district 

attorneyôs offices. When she entered the office, she immediately saw Beverly Paycheck, who glared at her. 

ñWhat do you want?ò the boney woman asked. 

Tessa loomed menacingly over the womanôs desk. ñI need to speak with the DAò 

ñIôll see if heôs in.ò Beverly rolled her chair away from the detective. 

Tessa wondered about the frosty reception and wondered if Anna had something to do with it. By the way 

Beverly was eyeing her, Tessa guessed that Anna must have had a chat with the woman. Now thatôs my girl. Way to 

go counselor. As she realized what she thought, it made her smile. It felt even better when she silently rolled the 

words over her tongue again. My girl.ò 

ñMr. Meyers will see you now,ò the office manager said with a glare. 

At the door to Herb Meyers office, Tessa did a brief knock before she twisted the doorknob and pushed it open. 

When he looked up, she gave him her best, almost sincere smile. 

ñWhat can I do for you, Detective?ò The district attorney was medium built, thin man with graying hair and 

thick glasses. The most distinguishing thing about him was his voiceðit was soothing and melodic. It drew the 

listener in and made them believe whatever it was he was saying was the truth. As a DA, he was the best. 

ñNeed a warrant.ò 

ñWhat do you have?ò 

Tessa opened her file and said, ñWe have two witnesses that say they saw Dana Stratton Sunday evening. 

Surveillance cameras confirm that the vehicles were where the witnesses said they were. We have the name of the 

vehicleôs owner, Joel Waterston. We also have the video from the camera at First National Bank that corroborates 

the other findings.ò 

ñWhat are you looking for?ò 

ñBlood and trace in his two-thousand-and-six Pathfinder.ò 

ñWhat you have is solid?ò 

Tessa shrugged. ñThe woman who identified her went all the way through school with her and Stratton 

coached the other witnessôs daughter.ò 

ñCome back in thirty minutes and Iôll have it for you.ò 

ñThank you.ò 

Herb followed Tessa out of his office and went to the office managerôs desk with the information. 

>< 

After leaving the district attorneyôs office, Tessa stopped for a moment and considered the wisdom of seeing if 

Anna was back from DCðit was a no-brainer. Arriving at the office, she pushed the door open and looked around.  

A pleasant woman with curly brown hair said, ñMay I help?ò and smiled at Tessa. 

ñYes, Iôm looking for Anna Mikaelson. Has she come back from DC?ò 

ñNot yet. I expect her anytime. Would you like to leave a message?ò 

Yes.ò Tessa scribbled a note and handed it to the woman.  

Even though she was disappointed at not seeing Anna, Tessa decided she didnôt need the distraction and 

shoved thoughts of the woman deep inside her head, before briskly walking back to the police station.ò 



Thirty minutes later, when she returned to the DAôs office, Beverly handed her the warrant. ñMr. Meyers had 

to leave. He wanted me to tell you that the judge limited the scope of the warrant to the vehicle only. He told me to 

tell you to make sure you adhere to them.ò 

Tessa snorted at the disagreeable woman. ñI always do.ò 

Once she had the warrant to search the Pathfinder in hand, Tessa walked rapidly down the corridor toward the 

elevator bank that would take her to the first floor. She felt the adrenalin rush that she could always count on when 

she was about to question a person of interest. At the end of the corridor near the elevators, she entered the stairwell 

and ran down two flights. 

Tessa called Gus and said, ñIôve got the warrant.ò 



Chapter Sixteen
 

Gus pulled his vehicle along the curb at nine-twenty-six Anderson Drive. The two detectives approached the 

house cautiously as they both surveyed the surrounding area. Tessa nodded at the driveway. ñIf the Pathfinder is 

here, it will be in the garage.ò 

With a quick nod, Gus adjusted his Smith and Wesson, just in case he needed it.  

Tessa followed suit and when they reached the front door, she rang the doorbell.  

When the doorknob rattled and opened, both detectives were surprised to see an overweight woman with 

graying hair holding a baby. The womanôs eyes immediately went to the detectiveôs badges and hugged the baby 

tighter, which made the child wail.   

ñWeôre Detectives Barrett and Jacoby. Is this the residence of Joel Waterston?ò Gus asked. 

ñYes, but heôs not here,ò the woman said, as she eyed them both. ñHeôs at work.ò 

Tessa said, ñDoes he still work at Casey Enterprises?ò 

ñYes. Whatôs this all about?ò 

ñWho are you?ò 

ñIéIôm Marilyn Hunter. Joel is my son-in-law. If you tell me what you want, maybe I can help.ò 

ñWe just needed to ask him about his Pathfinder. He does still own it, doesnôt he?ò Gus asked. 

ñYes, was it in some sort of accident?ò 

Tessa eyed the woman. ñThank you for your time, Mrs. Hunter.ò 

>< 

The black Crown Vic slowly circled the parking lot of Casey Enterprises until they found Joel Waterstonôs 

Pathfinder.  

Tessa pointed to the vehicle. ñThere it is.ò  

The squad car that was following behind them stopped too. Tessa got out and walked rapidly to the other 

police vehicle. ñWait here until the tow truck arrives. Make sure no one touches it.ò 

The older police officer behind the wheel said, ñHave you already called for the truck?ò 

Nodding, Tessa said, ñIt should be here in about five minutes.ò 

Tessa and Gus entered the lobby of Casey Enterprises with their badges exposed. 

The eyes of a young dark-haired woman, who sat behind a glass pedestal desk, bulged when she saw the 

detectives enter the area. ñMay I help you?ò 

Tessa looked at the woman. ñWeôd like to speak with Joel Waterston.ò 

After seeing the squad car and the activity in the parking lot, Gregory Casey, the owner, entered the lobby. 

ñCan we help you officers?ò  

Gus lifted an eyebrow and said, ñWe need to speak with Joel Waterston.ò 

The older man took off his glasses and frowned. ñJoel?ò  

Tessa said, ñWe need to speak with Mr. Waterston?ò 

ñIôll get him,ò Gregory said. 

Gus blocked the manôs movement. ñWeôll do that. Whereôs his office?ò 

The owner pointed down a hallway. ñItôs the second door on the left.ò 

With a brief knock on the door, Tessa and Gus entered the office of Joel Waterston.  

The man looked up in question. ñMay I help you?ò 

ñWe have a warrant to search your Pathfinder, Mr. Waterston. Will you give me the keys?ò Gus said, as he 

held the piece of paper up before depositing it on the manôs desk.  

Confused, the man asked, ñWhy?ò 

ñWe also would like you to come with us downtown for questioning.ò 

Joelôs eyes blinked rapidly. ñThereôs no way Iôm going anywhere with you or allow you to search my car.ò 

In an ominous tone, Tessa said, ñYou have no choice. We have a warrant. You can cooperate and give us the 

keys or we can get a locksmithéno difference to us. You need go with us downtown for questioning or we can 

arrest you.ò Her green eyes bored into the man. ñItôs your choice.ò 

ñI will not allow you to come into my office and harass me like this.ò The man looked out his window and saw 

a tow truck dragging his Pathfinder up to the flatbed. ñYou canôt do that,ò he said defiantly.  

Gus pointed to the warrant on the desk. ñThat says we can.ò 

Tessa eyed the man who, in her mind, wasnôt acting like an innocent person. ñLike I said, you can either 

cooperate or not, the choice is yours.ò 

ñAt least tell me what this is about.ò 

ñMurder,ò Gus said. 



The manôs eyes grew wide. ñYouôve got to be kidding.ò 

ñAre you going to come with us peacefully?ò Gus asked. 

ñDo I have a choice?ò 

ñYou always have a choice,ò Gus said. ñI have to tell you that, by not cooperating, you look guilty.ò 

Joel blew out a breath. ñOk.ò 

As Gus and Tessa walked with the suspect out into the main lobby, Gregory Casey gave them a puzzled look. 

ñOfficers,ò the owner said, ñWhatever it is, I can assure you that youôve made a mistake.ò 

Ignoring the manôs comments, Tessa and Gus left the building with Joel Waterston in tow. 

ñGet my lawyer on the phone,ò Gregory said to the receptionist who had a stunned expression on her face. 

>< 

Tessa let out a breath as they neared the police station. All they needed to do was question the suspect. If they 

played their cards just right, he would confess and save everyone time and energy. She was surprised to see the 

throng of reporters standing on the sidewalk by the entrance.   

ñWhat the hell?ò she said under her breath. ñWeôve got to find that leak.ò 

Gus bypassed the main entrance and went around the building to the employee parking lot. A handful of 

reporters milled around with cameras at the ready. ñShit, I canôt believe this,ò Gus grumbled, as he pulled up close 

to the door.  

Tessa got out, opened the back door, and signaled for the man to get out. Once they all exited the vehicle, the 

detectives rushed Waterston past the reporters and photographers. Inside the relative quiet of the police station, 

Tessa took a firm hold of the manôs arm and let him to an interrogation room while Gus took the key to the 

Pathfinder to the crime lab techs. 

Joel had long since stopped complaining, figuring it would be in his best interest to cooperate. He let the 

officers guide him to a small room. When he saw the large mirror, he suddenly became scared. This is for real. 

ñPlease take a seat, Mr. Waterston,ò Tessa said.  

ñI want to know what this is all about!ò Joel demanded with a bravado he didnôt feel. 

ñYou know what itôs about,ò Gus said, as he entered the room. He opened a folder and slid the picture of Dana 

Strattonôs dead body lying in the vacant lot. ñDoes this look familiar to you, Joel?ò 

Once he saw the picture, Joel pushed it away in disgust. He pointed at the picture. ñNO,ò he said, with a tremor 

that was now permanently in his voice. 

Gus spread out a few more pictures then tapped one. ñThis is what she looked like when her parents had to 

identify her in the morgue.ò 

ñI didnôt do that.ò 

Tessa looked at Joel and said, ñWhere were you last Sunday night?ò 

The manôs eyes darted around the room. ñIéI think I was at home.ò 

ñIs there anyone that can verify that?ò 

ñYes, my wife. Ask her...sheôll tell you I was with her.ò 

The detective pulled out a picture of his Pathfinder with a date and time stamp. ñIs this your vehicle?ò Gus 

asked. 

ñI donôt know. It looks like it.ò 

Next, Gus showed him a close up of the license plate. ñIs that your plate number?ò 

Joel frowned. ñYes, but where did you say you got this?ò 

ñWe ask the questions, Joel, and you give us the answers,ò Tessa said. 

>< 

Standing in front of a one way glass window, Captain John Flynn, and ADA, Mark Blodgett, watched the 

interrogation.  

Blodgett was tall and muscular, with movie star good looks and was the second in command at the DAôs 

office. He had a reputation for being tough on crime and winning most of his cases. 

ñWeôve got him dead to rights,ò the captain said. 

Not entirely convinced, Mark shook his head. ñAnything back on trace from his vehicle yet?ò 

ñNot yet. The crime unit will let us know as soon as they find the evidence.ò 

ñUntil we get definitive proof that the Stratton girl was in his vehicle, we canôt be sure heôs the murderer.ò 

The captain shrugged. ñWe have two eyewitnesses that saw the woman in his vehicle. Waterston is guilty. 

ñIôve seen too many eyewitnesses be wrong and even if she was with him, it doesnôt mean he killed her. 

Maybe her car broke down and he was giving her a lift.ò 

John Flynn laughed. ñAnd he let her drive, right.ò 

The ADAôs attention returned to the interrogation room. 



>< 

 ñI think Iôd better speak to a lawyer before I answer anymore of your questions.ò 

ñOk, if thatôs what you want,ò Tessa said. ñYou know, once you do that, we canôt help you anymore.ò 

ñAsking for a lawyer, Joel, makes you look like youôre guilty,ò Gus added. 

With his eyes fixed squarely on the two detectives, Joel said, ñI want a lawyer.ò 

Tessa gathered up the photos, put them back in the folder. ñHave it your way,ò she said. 

Once the door shut, Joel Waterston looked nervously at the one way glass and knew that whoever was behind 

it was looking at him. He slowed his breathing and sat quietly. 

>< 

 ñWhat do you think?ò Gus asked the captain and the attorney, as he looked at the man in the other room. 

ñHow solid is your witness?ò Mark asked. 

Just then, another officer entered the room. ñThe guyôs wife is here demanding to see her husband.ò 

ñPut her in interrogation five,ò Tessa said. ñIôll speak with her.ò  

She looked at Gus. ñYou good here?ò 

ñYeah.ò 

>< 

Entering the interrogation room, Tessa was in her take no prisoner mode. Tessa quickly looked at the suspectôs 

wife as she eased into a chair opposite the woman. She dropped the case folder on the table and opened it. ñAre you 

Joel Waterstonôs wife?ò she asked, still sorting through the file. 

ñYes. What have you done with my husband?ò 

Tessa continued looking through the pictures before taking one out and putting it in front of the woman. ñThat 

is what your husband did.ò 

Sally Waterstonôs hand went to her mouth as she gasped. ñI donôt believe it. Joel would never do anything like 

that.ò 

ñWe have an eyewitness that saw her with your husband in his white Pathfinder last Sunday evening.ò Tessa 

arranged the pictures in a neat row across the table. ñTake a look at what he did.ò 

ñNever! I donôt believe you!ò 

ñWhat about last Sunday night, where was he?ò Tessa asked.  

ñHe was with me.ò 

Tessa chuckled. ñOk. Where were you?ò 

ñWe were out for dinner then we went to the Jazz Caf® to listen to music.ò 

Tessa looked up as the woman blew her nose. ñHe said he was at home with you.ò  

Sally covered her eyes with her hand. ñHe was with me but not at homeðIôm positive of that. We went out 

that night. I remember because it was the only night my mom could babysit.ò 

ñHow convenient.ò Rubbing her hands, Tessa really looked at the woman. She guessed that Sally in her late 

twenties, with her dark blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. After a long moment, her eyes snapped wide open and 

she frowned. Looking at the photographs still in the folder, she stopped when she found the one she wanted. She 

whispered, ñShit,ò before gathering up the photos, putting them in the folder, standing up, picking up the folder, and 

walking rapidly out of the room.  

Sally watched as the detective left the room and the door closed shut. ñWhat now?ò The suspectôs wife began 

to get up, only to stop. The arrogant woman detective didnôt tell her she could leave, so Sally stayed in place not 

wanting to do anything that might jeopardize her husband. 

>< 

Tessa slammed her hand hard against the wall. ñFuck,ò she growled. ñI canôt believe how fucked up this is. 

Damn!ò 

Looking up, she saw Gus, along with the captain and Mark Blodgett, coming toward her.  

ñWhatôs going on?ò John Flynn asked. 

ñItôs fucking unbelievable,ò Tessa said. ñCome with me.ò 

All four of them stood in the room looking at Sally Waterston through the one-way glass. Pulling out a picture, 

Tessa held it up for everyone to see. 

ñMrs. Waterston said she and her husband went out for dinner last Sunday.ò 

The captain grabbed the photograph and shook his head. ñHoly shit!ò  

ñUnfucking believable,ò Gus added. 

Just then, Tessa felt her phone vibrate. ñJacoby.ò 

ñThis is Ellen Crandle from trace and weôve finished with the vehicle. 

ñAnd.ò 



ñItôs clean. No traces of blood. Nothing links the vehicle to the murder victim. No hair, blood, or fibers along 

with none of the victimôs fingerprints.ò 

Tessa said, ñThanks.ò She looked at the others. ñThey found nothing in Waterstonôs vehicle that links it or him 

to the murder.ò 

Mark Blodgett glared at Gus, Tessa, and Captain Flynn. Angry, he said, ñNow, I suppose you want me to clean 

this mess up.ò  

Resigned, Tessa shook her head. ñNo, Iôll take care of it.ò 

>< 

Entering the interrogation room where the suspectôs wife was waiting, Tessa looked at the woman and said, 

ñYou can go now.ò 

ñWhat about Joel? I wonôt leave until I can see him.ò 

ñIf youôll give me a minute or two, he will join you.ò 

ñYou mean youôre letting him go?ò 

ñYes,ò Tessa in a voice laced with frustration. ñJust let me go get him. You can wait in here or in the corridor. 

Your choice.ò 

Joel Waterston was huddled with his attorney when Tessa entered the room.  

The attorney, Gretchen Smith, scowled at her. ñWhat kind of trumped up charge is this, Jacoby?ò 

Tessa pinched her lips. It had been several years, but she had dealings with the attorney both professionally and 

privately. The woman was petite with long black hair and rimless glasses. Tessa knew she shouldnôt underestimate 

the woman because of her size. She had learned just how resourceful she was. 

Pulling the photograph out of the folder, she laid it on the table. ñWe had one eyewitness that said they saw 

Dana Stratton in a white Pathfinder last Sunday night. We ran the plates and came up with your client. Another 

witness said he saw the girl in the same vehicle arguing with the man.ò 

Joelôs eyes opened wide. ñI told you that I was with my wife.ò He looked at the picture of Dana Stratton and 

cocked his head. ñThe resemblance is amazing.ò 

ñYes, it is. Youôre free to go, Mr. Waterston.ò 

ñWhat about my car?ò 

ñI will have an officer deliver it to your home once weôve detailed it. Your wife is waiting for you.ò 

Gretchen snorted. ñYou think you can buy him off by detailing his vehicle?ò The woman laughed. ñYouôre 

going to have to do better than that, Jacoby. You invaded my clientôs place of business. You embarrassed him in 

front of his co-workers and his face is already all over the television and in tonightôs edition of the PostðIôm sure it 

will be above the fold. My client is clearly innocent. How are you going to correct the damage youôve done to him?ò 

ñWe did everything by the book,ò Tessa countered. ñWe had solid evidence that pointed to Mr. Waterston. We 

had no way of knowing that his wife bore a remarkable resemblance to the victim.ò 

Mark Blodgett opened the door and stepped inside. ñHow can we settle this?ò he asked. ñThe evidence pointed 

to your client and we acted judicially,òðhe held up the photographðñit is a clear case of mistaken identity. It 

happens.ò 

ñI want you to hold a press conference and exonerate Mr. Waterston. I want the DAôs office, along with the 

police department, to admit their mistake.ò 

The ADA nodded. ñIt will be done within the hour.ò He looked at Joel. ñMr. Waterston, please accept my 

sincere apology for what has happened to you.ò 

Joel gazed at both the ADA and the detective. ñI didnôt do anything. Why couldnôt you just listen to me?ò 

Tessa massaged her forehead with her thumb and forefinger then closed her eyes. ñLook, what happened to 

that girl is horrendous and we are trying to find who did it. If I had to do it all over again, Iôd still bring you in for 

questioning.ò 

Mark hid his annoyance at the detectiveôs pronouncement. 

Joel said, ñAm I free to go?ò 

ñYes.ò  

>< 

As she closed in on her desk, Tessa saw Dana Strattonôs parents looking at her with expressions that were a 

mix of sadness and anticipation. 

ñIs it true? Have you arrested the bastard who murdered our daughter?ò Bob Stratton asked. 

ñNo, we havenôt.ò 

ñBut the news on the radio said you were questioning someone for Danaôs murder.ò A tear coursed down 

Franôs cheek. 



When Tessa saw the womanôs eyes look past her before her hand covered her mouth, she didnôt need to turn 

aroundðFran Stratton was looking at Sally Waterston. 

Refusing to let the womanôs grief draw her in, Tessa said, ñIt was a case of mistaken identity.ò  

The murdered girlôs parents were clinging to each other as they continued to eye Sally Waterston until she 

entered the elevator and the door slid closed.  



Chapter Seventeen
 

Anna sat in her office with the door closed. When she arrived back in Restin from DC, she sequestered herself 

so she could finish all the miscellaneous items from the Petroff case. She had two things on her mind: one 

pleasurable and the other troublesome. Tessa Jacoby had dominated her thoughts ever since they met again on 

Monday. The woman was incredibly hot and just thinking of her made Annaôs body sing with unresolved want.  

It had been two years since her last, and most intense, affair with one of the law clerks at the Justice 

Department. She had, for the first time in her life, given her heart to someone. Everything about Devon was exciting. 

It was like a never ending roller coaster ride that promised, and delivered on, thrill after thrill. They had been lovers 

for almost three years when Anna accepted a transfer to the San Francisco office. Anna was happyðDevon was not. 

>< 

ñWhy do you have to go?ò Devon asked, when Anna told her the news. ñI thought you loved me.ò 

With her hands cupping the younger womanôs face, Anna gently kissed her lips. ñI do love you and I want you 

to come with me. San Francisco is a place where we can be together and not be afraid to hold hands. We can think 

about the family we talked about starting. Everything will be perfect.ò 

Devon pulled away and folded her arms. ñI wonôt go with you,ò she said angrily. ñI have too much here.ò 

Anna looked at the expression on her loverôs beautiful face. ñLike what?ò she asked cautiously, not really 

wanting to know the answer. 

With a derisive laugh, Devon snarled, ñCome on, Anna, youôre a smart woman. Surely you know Iôve been 

dating others.ò 

ñYou have? When?ò 

ñYou spend a lot of hours working. It gets boring rambling around in this big house waiting for you. Thatôs all 

I ever do is wait for you to come home. Then when you do, all you want is a quick fuck then you do more work.ò 

Devon glared at the lawyer. ñI donôt even know why you bother to come home. You never loved meðyour work is 

your lover. Thereôs no way Iô moving with you.ò 

In seconds, Anna recovered from the shock of her loverôs statement. She shrugged. ñOk. You better find 

yourself somewhere else to live, since I already have a buyer for the house.ò She didnôt but the sooner Devon was 

gone the better. 

ñFine, Iôll get my things tomorrow.ò  

Devon went out the door and, as it slammed behind her, Anna collapsed and cried. 

>< 

That was two years ago. Anna stayed in San Francisco for a year and a half before requesting a transfer. For 

some people, the west coast was nirvanaðfor her it was like a prison sentence for her broken heart. All she ever saw 

there were the lost dreams she had planned with Devon. She arrived at the Restin, New York, U. S. Attorneyôs 

office, six months ago, which was only an hour from her home town. In that time, her heart had healed. When 

Detective Tessa Jacoby came into her life five months earlier, the attraction was instantaneous.   

They met for lunch often and dated at least once a week, going out to dinner or to a show. When Tessa wanted 

more intimacy, Anna balked and stopped seeing her. The pull Tessa had on her heart was frighteningðthen she saw 

Tessa again. Now, she couldnôt get Tessa off her mind as she craved the detectiveôs body. 

The other thing weighing on her mind was the information she received when she went to DC. The conviction 

of the Petroff underlings, who were less than minor players, had sent a ripple of anger from Serge Petroff, himself. 

Intel said that the crime organization had targeted herðthe implications were not clear but the higher ups 

encouraged her to keep on her toes. She turned down the offered bodyguard, saying she wouldnôt spend her life 

hiding out because some thug objected to the results of a case she prosecuted. 

As she mulled over her options, she reread Tessaôs note.  

Anna, I was in the building getting a search warrant and stopped by to see if you were back yet. Beverly wasnôt 

happy to see meðcanôt imagine why! Well, maybe I can. If you get a chance, give me a calléT. 

ñItôs a start,ò Anna said, as she gathered her briefcase to go home. ñMaybe Iôll stop by and see if youôre still at 

work.ò 

>< 

Anna exited the building and noticed a gaggle of reporters and news media outside the entrance to the police 

station. Gravitating toward the group, she stood at the fringes of the crowd before she asked a man with a camera, 

ñWhatôs going on?ò 

ñThey questioned a person of interest for the Stratton murder.ò 

ñDo you know who?ò 

ñNo. They let him go. Blodgett is going to make a statement.ò 



With her thoughts turning to Tessa, Anna left the crowd and entered the police building. When she exited the 

elevator, she saw Tessa sitting at her desk, seemingly lost in whatever she was reading. 

ñHey,ò the lawyer said softly. 

Tessa heard Annaôs sultry voice and felt her body react in pleasure. She lifted her head and looked into the blue 

eyes. Shaking her head, she let out a sarcastic chuckle. ñHey, yourself.ò 

ñI got your note, sorry I missed you.ò Anna took a tentative step closer to the detective.  

ñThe day went downhill from there.ò 

ñRough day, huh? 

Tessaôs face was devoid of expression. ñYou could say it was something like that.ò 

Anna pulled the chair next to Tessaôs desk up so she was sitting where she and the detective were facing each 

other and almost touching. ñWant to talk about it?ò 

Green eyes looked at the lawyer and softened. Tessa snorted and let out a sigh that came from the center of her 

chest. ñWe had two witnesses that both knew Dana Stratton tell us they saw her last Sunday night in a white 

Pathfinder. We located the truck right where they said it was. After we got the license plate number and brought the 

guy in for questioning. We solidly had him,ò Tessa said with a frown. 

ñSo what went wrong?ò Anna asked. 

ñYouôd think the chances of the guyôs wife being a dead ringer for the vic would be astronomical but damned 

if that isnôt what happened.ò 

Anna put her hand over Tessaôs and rubbed it slightly. ñThatôs unbelievable. Why did the ADA have a news 

conference? It was an honest mistake, wasnôt it?ò 

ñYes, it was and, presented with the same information, Iôd do it again.ò Tessa shook her head. ñThe guy had 

Gretchen Smith for his lawyer and unfortunately she had already arrived when we realized what happened.ò She 

eyed Anna. ñDo you know her?ò 

Shaking her head, Anna said, ñIôve heard the name.ò 

ñBarracuda sums her up. Sheôll do whatever she can do to make the DAôs office and the police department 

look foolish.ò 

ñSo, Blodgett didnôt have a choice.ò 

ñNo, she had him by the balls and the fact that she and I dated didnôt help. She was going for the grand slam.ò 

Anna looked at Tessa with curiosity. ñYou dated her?ò Tessa nodded. ñWas it serious?ò 

Tessaôs mouth curved into a half smile. ñShe thought it was.ò 

Anna scooted her chair even closer to the detective and whispered, ñOuch, that didnôt help the cause did it?ò  

ñNope,ò Tessa said in a low voice.  

ñI just bet youôd be hard to get over,ò the lawyer said with a wink.  

For a long moment, Tessa looked at the lawyer debating whether to say more. ñIôve never had a really serious 

relationship with any woman Iôve dated.ò 

Anna warily asked, ñWhy?ò 

Tessa ran her fingers through her hair and sucked in a breath. ñGuess I never wanted one.ò  

ñNever?ò Anna asked, as she captured Tessaôs gaze and didnôt let it go. 

Tessa thought of Gus and how on the crummiest of days when things in an investigation was going downhill 

fast, he had Helen to go home toðshe wanted that. ñNo, I want it,ò Tessa said softly. 

With her fingers lazily moving over Tessaôs arm, Anna smiled and said, ñWhy donôt you let me take you home 

and see if we can put a better spin on your day?ò 

Tessa closed her eyes and shook her head. ñAs tempting as that is, I canôt, Anna.ò 

ñNo expectations. Just you and me sharing a glass of wine after a long day at the office.ò 

Annaôs words reflected everything Tessaôs heart yearned for but now wasnôt the time for that. She had to catch 

a killer and satisfying primal needs, along with her sudden longing for a committed relationship, had no place in her 

lifeðnot yet.  

It was a long time before either woman spoke again. Anna let her eyes roam around the area, searching every 

nook and cranny and, when she saw no one, she leaned in and kissed Tessa. ñI wonôt press the subject furtheréfor 

now anyway. Iôll only be a phone call away.ò She ran her hand up Tessaôs arm. ñYou take care,ò she whispered, 

before standing up and winking at the detective as she walked away.  

As her eyes looked at the closing elevator doors, Tessa regretted her decision but knew it was the right oneð

for now. She sat alone for another fifteen minutes before she unlocked a drawer, pulled out her Glock, and pushed it 

into her holster. ñI need to get out of here.ò 

>< 



Grabbing her gym bag out of her vehicle, Tessa walked quickly back into the police building. Instead of going 

up in the elevator, she went down to the gym. There were a handful of other police personnel in the area. Most were 

running in place on treadmills, with a few lifting weights. Once sheôd changed, she spied the punching bag and 

claimed it. The first punch was light but soon she was hitting the leather bag with so much fury others stopped and 

stared as they heard the whomp kathunk of Tessaôs gloved hands repeatedly connecting with the bag. 

When her arms could no longer propel her hands forward, Tessa ended the assault on the bag and slid down the 

wall to the floor. After taking a long swig from her water bottle, Tessa wiped her face with a towel from her bag 

before she blew out a cleansing breath. Looking around, she saw that the room was now empty except for someone 

who was skipping rope. Her mind focused on how to proceed with the case then detoured to the woman who 

suddenly was occupying her mind non-stop. For the first time in a long while, she had hopeðthe possibility of not 

going home to emptiness might exist for herðAnna gave her that hope. And I sent her away. Getting up, Tessa 

didnôt bother to change opting instead to go home. I wish I hadnôt. 

>< 

She felt like a thief leaving the scene of a crime as she circumvented the reporters, who were still milling 

outside the police department. Walking into the parking lot, she chirped her car open fifty feet before she got to it. 

She sank into the comfort of the Expeditionôs seat and sat there for several minutes before she started the engine.  

When a day is going badly, it seems that everywhere you turn disaster waits. Tessaôs drive home was no 

exception. Lights seemed to stay red forever and the drivers in the center of town took it upon themselves to pull out 

in front of her without any notice. When she reached the freeway, she thought it would be clear sailingðshe was 

wrong. Fifty yards in front of her, a panel truck pulled into the center lane at the exact time that an old clunker did. 

The result was a massive traffic jam with each driverôs anger rising while waiting for the accident scene to clear. 

The absurdity of the jangled traffic that somehow reflected her day made her laugh. One big fucked up mess. 

But, she would get past it by refocusing on what was importantðfinding a murderer. Finally, she was able to guide 

her vehicle down an off ramp. She made a right and continued down the street until she saw a sign for the Lotus 

Blossom Chinese restaurant. Pulling into the parking lot and stopping, she got out and went inside. The pungent 

smells made her mouth water, as she let her eyes run restlessly across the take out menu before she settled on spicy 

noodles. 

The smell of the food sitting alongside her in the car made her stomach grumble as she waited for her garage 

door to open. As she went inside her home, she switched on the light, and listened to the silence and realized just 

how much she wanted what Anna had offered herðcompanionship. In the deepest recesses of who she was, she 

knew it was far more than that. ñWhat an idiot I was.ò  

She reached for her cell phone, flipped it open, and was ready to dial before she flipped it closed. ñMy mood is 

lousy and the last thing she needs is for me to subject her to that again.ò Kicking off her shoes, Tessa felt her body 

and mind relax slightly. The day was a disaster on so many levels but the one that bothered her most was the 

victimôs family. Her mind kept replaying the devastated look on Fran Strattonôs face when she saw Sally Waterston. 

After switching on the television, she wandered into the kitchen, got bottle of beer, a fork, and a spoon before 

sitting in her chair. While she was slurping her noodles, she heard a news commentator sayingðthe police brought 

in a man who was a person of interest today for the murder of the All American Dana Stratton, only to issue a 

statement that he was not involved. Although Assistant District Attorney, Mark Blodgett refused to give the name of 

the suspect, Channel Nine News learned that a man, Joel Waterston, whose picture you see here, was the man police 

suspected. The assistant district attorney said that they had cleared the man of all suspicions. In other newsé The 

reporterôs word solidified what she already knew was a fucked up day. 

Finishing her noodles, she clicked the set off before dropping the remote onto the couch. She went into her 

bedroom and stripped for a shower. Just as she opened the bathroom door, she heard the phone ring. Standing 

silently, she wondered if it was Anna or work but decided it was probably some reporter trying to get a leg up on the 

others. ñIf itôs important, theyôll leave a message.ò 

As the warm water cascaded over her body, Tessa closed her eyes and gave her mind and body permission to 

relax. She knew that no amount of water would wash away the day but the water gently pounding her body soothed 

her. As she braced herself against the tiles, she thought of Anna and their earlier encounter. Anna was kind, gentle, 

soothing, and sincerely concerned about her. Most surprising to Tessa, she didnôt feel vulnerable when her guard 

was down and she let the woman in. I should have taken her up on her offer. Maybe if I had, sheôd be scrubbing my 

back right now. It would be so easy to let Anna in to her heartðthe loving feelings the woman evoked in her were 

getting harder to resist. Her need to maintain a shield over her heart that locked in and protected all her tender 

emotions was slowly dissolving and she was letting it happen. 

In spite of knowing that any thoughts of the lawyer had to take a backseat to the investigation, she couldnôt 

prevent the images of Anna that frequently came to mind. She thought about Gus, wondering how he seemed to 



manage the stresses of the job, along with a stable and happy family life. I wonder how he does it. Maybe I should 

ask him. The thought made her shake her head and laugh. ñHell no! Iôd never hear the end of it if I did.ò  

Twisting off the water, she toweled off before crawling under the sheets and closing her eyes. The day was 

disastrous on so many levels yet, she focused on the blue eyes that looked at her not in judgment but in concern. She 

smiled, and then closed her eyes as sleep overtook her. 



Chapter Eighteen
 

Tessa sat in her car outside the police station located on Justice Square and repeated a familiar mantra for her 

job. ñHeart detached, mind focused.ò Emerging from her car, Tessa entered the police station with new 

determination. Those she passed by that spoke to her, received a grunted, ñHi.ò She had no time for pleasantries and 

suspected they were only greeting her out of curiosity. No doubt, some of them dubbed her the detective who made 

the department look bad. She knew that they had made the right call with Waterston. 

>< 

For an hour, she went over all the information in the murder book. She also had called the university and made 

an appointment with Dr. Thomas Fullerton, who had extensive knowledge about alchemy. When Gus arrived, she 

looked at him with a grim expression.  

ñWe arenôt going to find this guy, if you keep coming to work late,ò she bit out. 

ñHey, Iôm not the enemy.ò 

Looking at her partner, Tessa let a shadow of a smile form around her lips. ñIôm sorry,ò she said before adding, 

ñI didnôt sleep much.ò 

ñYou never do when we have this kind of case.ò 

ñThe pieces donôt seem to be falling into place this time, do they?ò 

Gus regarded his partnerôs words and nodded. ñNot yet, but they will. They always do.ò 

ñWe need to go back to the beginning,ò Tessa said without looking at her partner. ñAnd, we need to find her 

vehicle.ò 

ñI put out a BOLO when we first got the case,ò Gus said, as he picked up the case folder. ñI agree with you that 

we need to go back to the beginning. That means the vacant lot, then start knocking on the doors around it.ò 

Tessa nodded toward the case file in Gusôs hand. ñTake a look at the crime scene photos and see if you notice 

anything unusual.ò 

After studying all the pictures, Gus shrugged. ñThe only thing I notice is the lack of physical evidence. 

Whoever the perp is, he knew enough not to leave any trace evidence.ò His eyes widened. ñYou thinkinô it might be 

a cop or someone in law enforcement.ò 

ñMaybe. I think we need to rework our profile. Whoever did this has knowledge about what we look for in a 

crime.ò  

ñThat doesnôt necessarily mean the perp is in law enforcement,ò Gus interjected. ñAfter all, there are all those 

shows on the box that feature just that. And, it takes no time to look it up on the Internet.ò 

ñThatôs true. We need to go to the university,ò Tessa said, as she pointed to the pentagram. ñFrom what Iôve 

been able to find out, these are related to everything from Wiccans to Christianity. Iôve set up a meeting with one of 

the professors at the university who can tell us more about pentagrams.ò 

ñWhen?ò 

ñI told him weôd be there at nine-thirty.ò Tessa picked up the phone and dialed a three digit number.  

ñSilverstein.ò 

ñThis is Jacoby. Did you find anything else on the Stratton computer?ò 

ñEverything that was deleted was schoolwork. Iôve printed all the papers she wrote, along with all the courses 

she took over the last two years.ò 

ñI need that information,ò Tessa said with impatience. 

ñSure, Iôll have someone bring them right down.ò 

ñNo, you bring them. I might have questions.ò 

>< 

Tessa looked in thoughtful contemplation as she perused each page that Silverstein brought her. The victim 

was as thorough in her studies as she was at sports. Noting the courses she took, nothing jumped out at herðthey 

were what she expected from someone who was pre-med. 

Gus asked him, ñAny indication that she was hiding something? Like she knew how to permanently delete 

stuff from her computer?ò 

The man shook his head. ñNot that I could find. If she had an erasure program for something like that, it would 

leave traces and I didnôt find any indication that happened.ò 

Tessa said, ñOk, thanks for your time.ò 

Gus watched the man go. ñWonder if the vic has a computer at home that has something more than her school 

files.ò 

Tessa puckered her mouth before she tented her fingers and slowly tapped the tips together. Her eyes fixed on 

the stack of paper from Dana Strattonôs computer. Finally, she looked at her partner. ñGood thought.ò She shook her 



head again. ñSomething is offðI just canôt put a finger on what that is.ò She picked up the phone and dialed a 

number. 

ñHello,ò a weepy voice said. 

ñMrs. Stratton, this is Tessa Jacobyéfrom the police.ò 

ñYes, Detective.ò 

ñDid your daughteréDana, have a computer at home that she used?ò 

ñNo, she took it with her when she went to college. We bought her a new one two years ago.ò 

ñWhat happened to the old one?ò Tessa asked soothingly. 

ñWe donated it to an outreach program.ò 

Tessaôs back straightened. ñWhich one?ò she asked with cautious optimism. 

ñUm, it was the Urban Project, I think.ò 

As she jotted down the name, Tessa felt a tingle. ñDid it still have Danaôs information on it?ò 

ñI donôt know what you mean,ò Fran asked with uncertainty. 

ñI mean, did you erase everything on the machine before you gave it away?ò 

ñOh, yes, my husbandôs friend had a program that would erase the hard drive to meet defense department 

standards or something like that.ò The womanôs voice softened. ñDana was the one who told us to do that. She said 

that there were too many people who could take information from a computer and use it for identity theft.ò 

Tessa heard the woman sniffle. ñThank you for your time, Mrs. Stratton.ò 

After hanging up the phone, Tessa said, ñAnother bust.ò  

Gus said, ñNothing stacks. No one is this goodéno one. Usually, the vicôs life screams at us. Something 

always comes out that no one expected. But, with this one, thereôs not even a murmur.ò 

Tessa gave her partner a quizzical look. ñWhat does your gut tell you?ò  

ñMy gut tells me we havenôt looked in the right place yet,ò Gus said succinctly.  

Biting the inside of her cheek, Tessa contemplated Gusôs remark. ñWe need to look for something that we 

thought was inconsequential.ò She looked directly at Gus. ñItôs got to be there.ò 

ñWe need to find more stones to turn over,ò Gus said, as he stood and slid his gun into its holster. ñI have one 

of the desk guys making appointments for this afternoon with anyone that has anything to do with the vicôs 

basketball team. I figured, if we divide them, it wonôt take long.ò 

Tessa too put her gun in its holster. ñWhat time are you looking at?ò 

ñI told him not to book any interviews before one.ò 

ñIf the professor can give us something concrete about the pentagram, then maybe that will lead us to the 

thread weôre looking for,ò Tessa said, as she rounded her desk to join her partner. ñIt also will give a point of 

reference when we interview the basketball team.ò 

ñReady to roll?ò Gus asked. 

Tessa nodded, and then glanced at the newspaper on Gusôs desk. She saw the headline about their case but her 

eyes focused on a picture of Anna with the words, Federal Prosecutor strikes a blow to organized crime. She closed 

her eyes as she reprimanded herself for not letting Anna take her home. Instead of celebrating her victory, Anna was 

concerned about how she felt and Tessa turned her away.  

With her cool exterior in place, Tessa said in a clipped tone, ñLetôs go.ò She couldnôt allow thoughts of Anna 

to cloud her mind. 

>< 

Dr. Thomas Fullerton looked like the typical professor. He had snowy wisps of white hair and wore jeans with 

a herringbone wool jacket that had the requisite elbow patches. His ready smile accentuated his face, deeply lined by 

age. But nothing masked the twinkle in his clear blue eyes.  

ñHow may I help you, Detectives?ò the man said in a strong voice. ñYou said on the phone it had to do with 

that poor girl who was murdered. I donôt know how I can help you. Until last Monday I didnôt even know who she 

was.ò 

Tessa took out the picture that depicted the pentagram on Dana Strattonôs abdomen, and handed to the 

professor. ñCan you tell me what this mean?ò 

Dr. Fullerton put on his glasses and studied the picture. ñA pentagram crosses all instances of life around the 

world. As you probably know, it has five points and five is a number that encompasses many religions. Some think 

that five is the most important number in the entire world. Others, of course, would argue the point.ò  

The doctor took off his wire rimmed glasses and tapped the picture with the earpiece. ñTell me what you know 

about pentagrams.ò 

Tessa shared all that sheôd gleaned from the Internet. 



Putting his glasses back on, the doctor looked at the detectives. ñWhat part of what you learned do you 

consider the most relevant?ò 

Anxious to move forward, Tessa said, ñI guess that it is some sort of protection from evil.ò  

With a twinkle in his eyes, Dr. Fullerton said, ñAh, so you thought that it had some nefarious meaning that 

would solve a mystery?ò He shook his head. ñAs you found in your research, the pentagram has multiple 

connotations. Unless you know the why, you will never know the what. If thereôs a hidden meaning, I wouldnôt 

know what it is, for there are too many connotations to give you a definitive answer.ò He gave the detectives an 

apologetic smile. ñThereôs no one right answer.ò 

Both Gus and Tessa stood up. ñThank you for your time, Dr. Fullerton. If you can think of anything else that 

might help us weôd appreciate a call.ò Gus handed the man his card and said, ñThanks again.ò 

ñLike I said, they can have multiple meanings. Iôll delve deeper and see if I can shed any more light on a 

potential message,ò the doctor paused, ñbut know that I donôt hold out much hope.ò 

After getting in the Crown Vic, Gus asked, ñBack to the scene?ò 

Tessa nodded, before she turned her head and looked out the window. ñHow do you do it, Gus?ò 

Gus gave his partner a sideways glance. ñDo what?ò 

ñJuggle the job and family life. Do you have to neglect one in favor of the other?ò 

With a slight shrug, Gus said, ñSometimes I have no choice. Fortunately, Helen understands, most of the time. 

Itôs not easy and takes commitment to pull it offéI have to work at it. Why do you ask?ò 

ñNo reasonéjust curious.ò 

ñUh-huh.ò He knew that his partner always had a reason for every question she asked. Stopping for a light, Gus 

stole a glance at Tessa. Her jaw was set and her eyes focused forwardðthe discussion was over. 

>< 

As Gus and Tessa walked through the tall weeds and the debris littering the lot, they noted broken glass, 

needles, a crack vile, used condoms, whiskey bottles, and beer cans.  

ñI can see why the lady across the street wants this place cleaned up,ò Gus said. ñItôs a dump. And to think that 

CSI cleaned most of it up a few days agoðsure canôt tell it now.ò 

Tessa shook her head as she kicked a can out of her way. She surveyed the area where they found the body and 

saw a multitude of shoeprints. It was the light rain of two days before that allowed her to see just how many people 

visited the scene.  

A makeshift memorial at the tree nearest the chalk outline of the body had candles, stuffed animals, messages, 

and other paraphernalia left to immortalize the basketball player. Tessa bent down, picked up one of the notes, and 

read it. Dana, you were my hero. Closing her eyes briefly, she refolded the paper and put it back. 

ñI think we need to get someone out here and look at all the messages,ò Tessa said. 

Gus shrugged. ñGood idea.ò He flipped open his tattered notepad and made a notation. 

Tessa shook her head. ñI doubt whoever did it would take that chance but you never knowðhe may just be 

cocky enough to do something like that.ò She glanced at the street and watched as a patrol car silently went by. 

ñEven though a cruiser comes by every half hour, it would still give someone time to not be noticed.ò 

ñIôll get someone on it as soon as we get back.ò 

Moving closer to where the body was and crouching down, Tessa looked at the partially obliterated white line 

that had encircled the dead body. ñThe professor reaffirmed what I found on the Interneté some believe it is part of 

satanic worship. I canôt wrap my head around that. With everything that the vic endured, the murder was clearly 

personal. Whoever killed her knew her. Iôm sure of that. Supposedly, the inverted pentagram is an attempt to reduce 

the significance of the individual. If we go by that theory, then weôre looking for someone who was jealous of the 

girlôs accomplishments or wanted to dominate her.ò 

ñYou think sexual domination?ò Gus asked.  

Tessa looked up. ñI donôt get that feeling. I donôt think this was about sex.ò She stood up and pointed to the 

fading outline. ñWe need to figure out how this happened.ò 

Gus walked the perimeter of the outline several times before he spoke again. ñIt seems to me that, by the depth 

of the cuts on her body, whoever killed her felt a sense of rage. And, if our thinking is that she knew her 

assailant,òðhe gave his partner a thoughtful lookð ñI donôt think we can rule out any of the members of the 

basketball team. The coach indicated that everyone liked the girl but, as you said earlier, no one is that good. 

Someone didnôt like her.ò He gestured at the outline. ñWe know the how, but not the why.ò 

Tessa let her eyes take in the surroundings, which were typical of a rundown older area. ñThis isnôt the sort of 

place that someone with a dead body in their trunk just happens upon. The murderer knows the area.ò 

ñI agree.ò 



ñWe should run all the team players and other staff to see if any of them live around here.ò Tessaôs eyebrows 

knitted. ñI think we should also check the opposing players.ò 

Gus jotted another note. ñMaybe a disgruntled fan.ò 

Tessa thought about the comment. ñThis was too personal to be something like that, Gus.ò 

ñNot if heôs a stalker.ò  

ñPossibly. Whoever the murderer is, he wanted her to suffer, but not physically. Even if he didnôt know the 

correct usage, the use of the paralyzing drug tells us that. He wanted her to watch her own death and be unable to 

stop it.ò 

Gus stood beside his partner as they both surveyed the surrounding houses. ñSomeone saw and someone 

knows. Itôs time we canvas the area again and find some answers.ò 

>< 

After failing to have any response to their knocks on a half dozen houses, the two detectives finally found a 

door that someone answered. An elderly man with white hair and eyebrows looked at them and said, ñI donôt know 

nothinô.ò 

ñHow do you know that?ò Gus asked. ñWe havenôt asked you anything yet.ò 

ñI saw you snooping around where that girl got killed. I didnôt see nothinô and donôt know nothinô.ò 

ñDid you know Dana Stratton?ò Tessa asked. 

ñI said I donôt know nothinô,ò the man said belligerently. 

Tessa stared at the interior of the home for a long moment before she let her eyes rest directly on the man. 

ñWhatôs your name?ò 

ñHenry White.ò 

ñTell me, Henry, what did you think about a murder right down the street from you?ò 

ñNot the first time it happened and it wonôt be the last,ò he said, as he began to close the door. 

Tessaôs eyebrows knitted. ñSomeone was murdered there before?ò 

ñNo.ò 

ñYou said it happened before. Was someone killed around here recently?ò 

ñAbout twenty years ago.ò 

ñDo you know who it was?ò 

ñLike I said, I donôt know nothinô. Now, go away and stop harassing me.ò 

Gus pulled out a card. Between the doorjamb and the door, he shoved it at the man. ñIf you think of anything, 

Mr. White, give me a call.ò 

Back out on the sidewalk, Gus made a notation about the earlier murder. Tessa let her eyes rest on the only 

house where they had gotten any information.  

ñThink the Bertram woman remembers anything more?ò 

Shaking his head, Gus said, ñThereôs no one else around here that will give us any information. They donôt 

want to know and, if they do, they arenôt going to tell us. I think, if we want to know more, weôll have to bring them 

in for questioning.ò 

A cold wind blew and Tessa shivered. ñSomeone here knows what happened. I can feel it.ò 

ñMaybe so,ò Gus said with a shrug. ñMaybe when we interview the basketball team this afternoon, weôll get 

some answers. It wouldnôt be a bad idea to get another detective to go to all her classes and ask questions.ò 

Tessa nodded. She looked at Mary Bertramôs home and saw the front room curtain move. Her mind focused on 

the interview they had with the woman. With her grandson finding the body, the woman was clearly distressed. Her 

being upset didnôt change when she brought her grandson in for questioning. Was she upset about that or something 

else? ñLetôs visit Mrs. Bertram again.ò Tessa shivered again and didnôt know if it was the wind or a forgotten 

memory that made her shudder. 

The woman who answered the door was clearly not expecting company. She had on a heavy robe and pink 

fuzzy slippers were on her feet.  

ñIôve told you all I know,ò she said before she yawned. 

ñSorry to bother you again, Mrs. Bertram,ò Gus said. 

ñYou accused the wrong man, so you thought youôd come back here to harass me and my neighbors.ò 

Tessa ignored the comment. ñIt was your grandson who found the body, you called us. Itôs logical that we 

would visit with you again. We can do it here or downtown itôs your choice.ò 

ñYou coulda asked me yesterday when I brought Joey in for that shrink to mess with his mind.ò Mary clutched 

the neck of her robe and motioned for the two detectives to enter. ñI donôt know what you think I can tell you that I 

didnôt already say,ò she said as she shuffled her slippers along the wood floor. ñIôve been sick.ò 

Unmoved by the womanôs predicament, Tessa said, ñAre you certain you didnôt see anything that night?ò 



ñI told you I didnôt.ò 

ñBeing sick, does that mean youôve been in bed this morning?ò Tessa asked. 

ñYes,ò Mary said in irritation. ñWhat does that have to do with anything?ò 

ñDidnôt you say the other day that you sleep with your window closed so you donôt hear the noise across the 

street?ò Tessa said. 

ñYes.ò 

ñI noticed the window is open. Why is that?ò Gus interjected. 

ñI thought the fresh air would help.ò 

Tessa gave the woman a sideways glance. ñMaybe the night the body was dumped across the street it was open 

for fresh air too.ò  

Maryôs eyes narrowed. ñI told you it wasnôt open. Itôs real quiet out there, now that the police come by all the 

time. Maybe this will get that lot cleaned up.ò 

òHave you remembered anything else about that night?ò Gus asked in a soothing voice. ñI know youôve been 

sick and that our being here is a big imposition, but we really need your help.ò 

Shaking her head, Mary ignored Tessa and concentrated on the detectiveôs partner. ñAfter I saw the television 

show about the girl, Iôve wracked my brain, trying to think if there was anything else I could remember. Iôve told 

you all I know.ò 

Gus smiled at the woman. ñThank you for trying, Mrs. Bertram. I hope you get to feeling better.ò 

Back in Gusôs vehicle, Tessa growled. ñI hope you feel better. What kind of sappy thing is that to say and why 

do I always have to be the bad cop?ò 

Gus laughed. ñYou know you love it.ò 

Tessa grinned and held up her thumb and forefinger fractionally apart. ñMaybe just a little. Letôs get an early 

lunch,ò Tessa said. ñItôs my turn to pay, so you pick where we go.ò 

Chuckling, Gus said, ñNow, why couldnôt you be that nice to Mrs. Bertram?ò 

Tessa stared at her partner. ñBecause I think she knows more than sheôs saying. Did you smell the whiskey on 

her breath?ò 

ñWas it whiskey or one of those cold medicines? Besides, just because she drinks, it doesnôt mean she knows 

anything about what happened.ò 

ñSmelled like whiskey to me.ò 

Gus looked around. I think, if I lived here, Iôd be a drinker too. 



Chapter Nineteen
 

Entering Ramonôs Pizzeria, the pungent smell of pizza, pepperoni, peppers, onions, and deli meats assaulted 

the detectiveôs noses. As they stood at the glass counter and looked over the variety of slices, the man behind the 

counter said, ñHow ya doin today, Detectives?ò 

Gus smiled and nodded. ñGood. Iôll have a slice of the meat lovers and iced tea.ò 

ñAnd you?ò the man asked, looking at Tessa. 

ñPlain, with a glass of water.ò 

The two detectives took their slices and drinks to a table. They were glad for the time away from the case. A 

newspaper left on the table caught Tessaôs attention and she picked it up. On the front page, beneath the fold, was a 

story about Dana Stratton. Her eyes quickly scanned the article about how her loss affected her family and the team.  

ñRead this,ò Tessa said, as she shoved the paper in her partnerôs direction. 

Gus picked up the paper and shoved it back in her direction. ñI declare this a case-free zone. Besides, you 

know as well as I do how reporters always make things sound different from what actually is.ò 

With a knowing smile, Tessa nodded. ñYeah, how many times have we both said, I didnôt say that.ò She took 

the paper and began reading the article about the trial, which Anna litigated.  

><  

Although the indictment of three members of the Petroff family dealt a significant blow, the Federal Attorney in 

charge of the case doubts there will be a lasting impact. The prosecutor, Anna Mikaelson said, ñUnfortunately, the 

Petroff organization replaced those convicted as soon as they were arrested. The fight to rid our country of criminal 

factions is ongoing. While an arrest and a conviction are positive steps, we can never restðthe criminals donôt. 

>< 

ñWhatôs so interesting?ò Gus asked. 

Tessa lifted her head. ñYou said this was a case-free zone, so I was reading about the Petroff conviction.ò 

ñYour girlfriendôs case right?ò 

ñSheôs not my girlfriend, so give it a rest.ò 

Gus smirked at Tessaôs words. ñYeah, and Iôm not married, with kids.ò A glare greeted him.  

ñHey, Iôm happy for you. Itôs about time you had something in your life besides work.ò 

Tessa snorted. ñWhat part of give it a rest donôt you understand?ò 

Gus laughed. ñHey, I saw the way you two looked at each other yesterday. Rememberéyou wouldnôt let me 

tag along?ò 

Tessa wadded up her napkin and chucked it at him. ñDidnôt want the competition.ò 

ñThe way she was looking at you, I didnôt stand a chance.ò Gus fixed Tessa with a serious gaze. ñI heard this 

morning that the mob isnôt too happy with the results of that trial. Someone even speculated that there might be a hit 

out on her.ò 

Lift ing her eyes and focusing them squarely on Gus in a neutral gaze, Tessa said, ñDoesnôt that sort of thing go 

along with the job?ò She wouldnôt let her partner know that her gut was twisting into a knot. 

ñYeah, I suppose it does. My buddy in the organized crime unit said they might want to send a message to law 

enforcement by killing her.ò 

Tessaôs look was level and flat as she kept her external mantle in place. ñNow, why doesnôt that surprise me?ò 

she said. Inside, she was shaking. 

ñJust like us, itôs part of the job,ò Gus said.  

Tessa took a swallow of her water, shook her head, and remained silent, as she tried to keep the bile from 

reaching her throat. 

ñDid she mention anything about that when you two had coffee yesterday?ò 

Quickly looking away from her partner and at her pizza slice, Tessa said, ñShe never mentioned anything about 

it.ò 

ñMaybe she doesnôt know,ò he said, with his eyebrows raised. He could tell by the fractional jerk Tessa made 

when he mentioned a possible hit, that his information upset her. It had been a while since his partner had someone 

in her life. In fact, heôd bet his next paycheck that the only time someone special enough had entered Tessaôs life, 

was the lawyer. When Mikaelson turned up yesterday, he could tell that the chemistry between them was 

unmistakable. 

Tessa gave her partner a quizzical look. ñWhy the interest?ò  

Gus shrugged, and then smiled. ñI just was having a conversation with you, thatôs all.ò 

She said, ñSounds like a fishing expedition to me.ò  

Holding up his hands with his palms toward Tessa, he said, ñHey, I need to tell Helen something.ò 



Regarding Gusôs comment, Tessa wondered what he saw that brought him to the conclusion that there was a 

thing between her and Anna. ñAnd what is it that youôve told Helen?ò 

ñI told her that, for the first time in all the years weôve worked together, Iôve never seen you react to someone 

like you did yesterday with the lawyer.ò He eyed Tessa. ñI said it looked to me like youôd finally found the right 

one,ò he said, bracing himself for her wrathðit didnôt happen. 

Heôs right. ñWeôd better be getting back.ò 

While Gus drove, Tessa looked out the window and wrestled with the thought of Anna being in possible 

danger. Surely, she had received threats from disgruntled defendants on more than one occasion. Like Gus said, it 

goes with the job. She looked at her watch. Iôll call her before we start the interviews.  

>< 

 ñDo you have a copy of the roster from the basketball coach?ò Tessa asked, as she sat down at her desk. She 

looked over the schedule of the interviews that were set up for that afternoon. ñDid you get the schedule?ò 

ñYeah.ò Gus moved several papers around on his desk then held up the roster. ñHere it is,ò he said as he passed 

it across to her. 

Tessa looked the page over. ñLooks like they were able to schedule everyone.ò 

ñItôs going to be a long afternoon,ò Gus said.  

ñWe can get a feeling for them and then, if anyone is suspicious, we can see how they react at the funeral 

tomorrow.ò 

Flipping through her rolodex, Tessa found Annaôs work number. She listened to the ringing, and then had to 

catch her breath when she heard, ñAnna Mikaelson.ò 

Tessa stammered. ñHey.ò  

Anna felt the stress of her day fade away and she smiled. ñHey, yourself. How are you doing today?ò 

Feeling her shoulders relax, Tessa let out the breath she was holding. ñBetter than when you last saw me.ò 

ñGood to hear.ò 

ñI never asked you how your meeting in DC went.ò 

ñWhy donôt I tell you about it tonight at dinner?ò 

ñIs that an invitation?ò 

Anna smiled. ñSort of but Iôd rather call it a date.ò 

ñI like the sound of that. Anna?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñGus told me that the Petroff organization might want to make an example of you. Do you know about it?ò Iôm 

worried about you. 

Anna sighed. ñYes, I know all about it. I donôt want to talk about that now.ò I donôt want you to worry. 

ñIôll bring it up at dinner.ò 

ñI know you will,ò Anna said with a slight laugh. 

Gus tapped her desk. ñTheyôre here.ò 

Tessa nodded, before returning her attention to the phone and Anna. ñHey, Iôve gotta go. Want me to pick you 

up?ò 

ñSure.ò 

ñWhat time?ò 

ñWhy donôt you call me later, when youôre free, and we can figure all that out then.ò 

ñSounds good to me. Bye.ò 

ñBye.ò 

>< 

Five-four was on the small side for a basketball player especially at the division one level but, according to 

newspaper articles, Carson and Stratton are the one, two punch that leads their team to a division title. Tessa sat 

across from the basketball guard and marveled at how well developed her muscles were. Her body built for power. 

ñMs. Carson, thank you for coming in today,ò Tessa said with a slight smile. ñMay I call you Tina?ò 

The girl nodded.  

ñDo you object to my taping what we say?ò 

ñNo, itôs cool. I still canôt believe what happened to Dana. Itôs so unreal.ò 

ñWere you friends?ò 

ñWeôre something much moreðwe are teammates. I watch her back she watches mine.ò 

ñDid you ever see or know if anyone paid her unwanted attention?ò 

Tinaôs eyes welled with tears. ñEveryone wanted to know her. Everywhere she went, people recognized her 

and that made her uncomfortable.ò 



ñIn what way?ò 

With a slight chuckle as she wiped her nose, Tina said, ñShe was always amazed when someone would come 

up to her and ask for her autograph or to have a picture taken with her.ò  

ñHow did she handle that?ò 

ñIt embarrassed her. When the team would stop for dinner after an away game, she always wanted to stay in 

the bus.ò The girl shrugged. ñI think she was self conscious. She wasnôt comfortable in her own skin.ò The girl 

looked at Tessa. ñYou know what I mean?ò 

ñNot really,ò the detective said. 

ñShe once told me that, for years she hoped that when she went somewhere people would recognize her, until it 

happened, then she hated it. She didnôt like the attention and shied away from public places.ò 

ñDid she ever say anything about someone having a crush on her or sending her threatening e-mails?ò 

The girl shook her head and scrunched her lips toward the side of her face. ñDonôt know of any crush or e-

mails. We all participated in a blog that the coach set up.ò She shrugged. ñIt was for fans to chat with the players.ò 

ñDo you know if she participated on that?ò 

Tinaôs eyes closed as she thought. ñMaybe once or twice. We used the coachôs computer. I saw Dana on it 

once and I could tell she wasnôt happyðit wasnôt her kind of thing. She was more into her studies and practicing.ò  

ñDo you know if anyone paid her particular attention?ò 

ñYou mean like stalking her?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñNo. Coach keeps an eye out for us. Thereôs a group of fans that follow the team around but I canôt see any of 

them as stalkers, much less murderers.ò 

ñDo they have names?ò 

The basketball player frowned. ñYou donôt seriously think one of our fans killed Dana?ò When Tina saw the 

questioning look on the detectiveôs face, she said, ñNo, none of them would hurt a flea. I think their median age is 

sixty-five and most of them use canes.ò 

ñJust because they are old doesnôt mean they canôt kill.ò Tessa sorted through her folder of game photos, and 

then spread them across the table. ñAre any of them in these pictures?ò 

Tina looked through the pictures and picked one up. ñHere, these four come to all our games. Away and 

home.ò 

Tessa took the picture, looked at the men, shook her head, and sighed. 

ñI told you none of them would hurt Dana.ò 

ñDo you know if she had a special someone?ò 

ñLike a boyfriend?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñNot that I know of. She was pretty straight-laced in that area.ò Tina thought for a minute, and then added, 

ñFrom what I could tell, her social life was nonexistent.ò 

ñThank you for your time, Tina.ò Tessa stood up and held out her card. ñIf you think of anything else, give me 

a calléok?ò 

ñSure,ò the girl said, before she left the interrogation room. 

>< 

Later in the afternoon, Gus waited outside of the room where his partner was interviewing the scorekeeper. 

When they came out, he motioned for Tessa to join him. 

ñWhat do you have?ò  

ñIôm getting ready to interview the trainer, Rod Gambado. Come to find out, he had an arrest for rape seven 

years ago.ò 

Tessa focused only on her partner. ñAnd we know this how?ò 

ñI had Mike run a background check on all the players and staff to see where they live and if they had any 

priors and up comes this guyôs arrest.ò 

ñDid it stick?ò Tessa asked cautiously. 

ñNo, the girl dropped the charges.ò He handed Tessa a paper. ñHereôs the report.ò 

ñIs he in there now?ò 

ñYep.ò Gus grinned. ñShall we?ò 

>< 

Rod Gambado was a well built man with olive skin and jet black hair. Just looking at him, Tessa could see that 

he took great care in his appearance. 

ñMr. Gambado,ò Gus began. ñYouôre the head trainer for the womanôs basketball team?ò 



ñYeah, I am,ò he said confidently. 

Gus nodded. ñThen I take it you had contact with Dana Stratton on many occasions.ò 

The man shrugged. ñNot really. She had remarkable endurance and played injury free for the last three years.ò 

Tessa looked at the trainer thoughtfully. ñYou werenôt her trainer for all four years?ò 

The man smiled at Tessa and it made her skin crawl.  

ñI was the trainer for the wrestling team during her first year.ò 

Tessa pressed her lips together and looked at the man. ñAre you saying that you never had any contact with 

Dana?ò 

ñFor the most part, thatôs true,ò the trainer said. ñOne time she was vomiting on the way to a game. I gave her 

intravenous fluids before and after the game.ò 

ñWhy didnôt you make her sit out instead?ò Gus asked. 

ñSomeone like Dana wouldnôt sit out a game because of illness,ò the trainer pointed out. 

ñShe had a true athleteôs mentality then,ò Tessa said. 

ñShe was one in a million.ò 

Gus eyed the trainer. ñIntravenous fluids. Does that mean you have medical knowledge?ò  

ñI have a degree in physical therapy. Iôm working toward a sports medicine degree.ò 

The two detectives eyed one another. 

ñYou lose your money clip, Rod?ò Gus asked. 

The trainer frowned. ñNo, I donôt own one.ò 

Tessa tapped on a piece of paper. ñYour name is Rodney S. Gambado. Is that correct?ò 

ñYeah, whatôs the big deal?ò 

ñYou use your middle name, Rod?ò 

ñNo, why would I?ò 

ñDid you ask Dana out and she turned you down?ò Tessa asked, as she eyed the man with suspicion. 

ñNo. Iôm married. Besides, it would be unethical to date a player.ò 

Gus smiled at the man. ñSays here that you were charged with rape seven years ago, Rod.ò 

ñThat was all a misunderstanding. The charges were dropped.ò 

Tessa rubbed an eye with one finger then said, ñSays here, the girl dropped the charges after receiving death 

threats. Know anything about that, Rod?ò  

ñNo, I donôt. What does that have to do with Dana?ò 

ñWhere were you Sunday night?ò Gus asked. 

ñMy wife and I were coming home from a vacation in the Bahamas.ò 

Gus shook his head. ñCan you verify that?ò 

ñYeah, our plane got in at nine-thirty Sunday night.ò 

ñYou go straight home, Rod?ò Tessa asked. 

ñYes.ò 

Gus smiled at the man. ñWhat time did you get home?ò 

 ñI donôt know, somewhere around ten-thirty I guess.ò 

ñYou go anywhere once you got home?ò Tessa asked. 

ñNo.ò 

Tessa continued the questioning. ñAny witnesses?ò  

ñYes, my wife.ò 

ñDo you have a number where I can reach her now?ò Gus asked. 

ñYes.ò 

Tessa shoved a pad of paper and a pen across the table. ñWrite it down.ò 

The two detectives took the number and left the room. 

Five minutes later, Gus returned to the room. ñYou can go, Mr. Gambado.ò 

ñI told you I was with my wife,ò the man said, as he stood up. 

ñDonôt leave town,ò Gus warned, as he waited for the man to leave. 



Chapter Twenty
 

By five oôclock, Gus and Tessa had interviewed most of the members of the womenôs basketball team, the 

head trainer, and the two assistant coaches.  

Gus wearily plopped down into his desk chair. ñSure thought we had something with that trainer.ò  

ñLetôs not rule him out completely,ò Tessa offered. ñWho knows what we might turn up about him?ò 

Gus searched his partnerôs face. ñThe timeline doesnôt match.ò 

ñI know. Weôll just leave him on the back burner for now.ò Tessa eyed Gus. ñOne thing I am sure about is that 

the vic should be elevated to sainthood.ò Tessa bit her lip. ñIôm sure everyone I talked to was all holding back 

something. It was as if someone coached them about what to say and not say.ò 

Gus raised his eyebrow at the irony. ñLike the coach,ò he said with a small chuckle. ñSpeak no ill of the dead.ò 

He shrugged. ñIf they tell us some of the locker room gossip then it might reflect badly on the vic but, more 

importantly, on the team or the school.ò 

ñYeah, I guess. I donôt think any of the girls I interviewed knew anything about the murder. What about your 

group?ò  

ñExcept for the trainer, they were like yours, rehearsed. I didnôt get the feeling they were holding back about 

who the murderer might beðthey were protecting a teammate, thatôs all.ò 

ñI had Silverstein check to see if the vic had a My Space or Facebook account. He didnôt find any but did find 

one blog site that someone just put up called The Dana Stratton Memorial. He found that many of the bloggers wrote 

about the vic and said she was a prima donna, who wore her celebrity status like a glove. Thatôs probably what her 

teammates didnôt want to say.ò 

Tessa tapped a pen on her desk. ñEveryone I interviewed said she didnôt like the limelight, so why would there 

be comments like that?ò 

ñGood question. Maybe itôs like I said, donôt speak ill of the deadéespecially if sheôs your teammate.ò 

Tessa massaged her forehead with her thumb and forefinger then rubbed her eyes. ñWeôve hit another dead 

end. That trainer was our best lead of the day and that's not even close to being solid.ò 

ñHey, weôre only four days into the investigation.ò Gus laughed. ñPeople think weôre like the TV cops and can 

solve cases in a matter of days or even in an hour.ò He eyed his partner. ñWeôll see who turns up at the funeral 

tomorrow. Oréwho doesnôt.ò 

Tessa raised her chin a notch and gave her partner a serious gaze. ñYou know that itôs gonna to be a media 

circus.ò  

ñYep.ò Gus smiled and nodded toward a man coming in their direction. 

Tessa looked up and asked, ñWhatô brings you here?ò 

ñYou two had a lot of interviews today,ò Their Captain, John Flynn, said. ñFind anything interesting?ò 

Tessa shook her head. ñNothing much panned out. The trainer had an arrest for rape seven years ago, but the 

witness refused to testify, so they had no choice but to dismiss the charges. His wife gave him an alibi for last 

Sunday. Other than that, we donôt have much to go on. Whoever the murderer is, he didnôt leave anything behind.ò 

She cocked her head. ñExcept for a money clip that has the vicôs fatherôs initials.ò 

ñDo you think the father is involved?ò 

ñNo, he and his wife were at the hospital. Everyone there vouches for him.ò 

ñDo you have a profile?ò 

Tessa shook her head. ñThe murder was personal, so the perp is probably someone she knew. He used a super 

sharp instrument to cut the vic and had means to obtain the drug he used to paralyze her. Other than that, weôve got 

nada.ò 

ñIôve asked Roger Rudisill if he could give us a hand with the profile.ò  

With a raised eyebrow, Tessa said, ñWe really donôt need his help. Besides, isnôt he working on the Benter 

case?ò 

ñI think you should take whatever help you can get,ò the captain said. 

ñWeôre only four days into the murder,ò Tessa said. 

ñIt wonôt hurt to bounce your profile off him and see if he agrees or maybe he can add something.ò 

Tessa folded her arms. 

ñHe said he could give us a half hour. He should be here in about fifteen minutes.ò  

Gus said, ñI need to make a quick call to the wife.ò 

The captain looked at Tessa. ñListen to the man and donôt discount him. Heôs very good at what he does and 

heôs doing this as a personal favor, so play nice.ò 



Gus rejoined them and said, ñDonôt worry boss, we wonôt embarrass you. We welcome all the help we can 

get.ò 

Tessa glared at her partner as the captain walked away. 

ñWhat?ò Gus said. 

When her phone rang, Tessa picked up and heard Annaôs hello. 

Turning her back on her partner, Tessa quietly said, ñHey, I was just getting ready to call you.ò 

ñGuess we were thinking of each other at the same time. How does seven at Las Cures Grill sound to you?ò 

ñIôm sorry, Anna, Iôm going to have to pass. Something has come up and Iôm not going to be able to get 

away.ò 

Anna didnôt hide her disappointment. ñOh, I was so looking forward to tonight.ò 

ñMe, too,ò Tessa said. Whatôs wrong with me? Why donôt I meet her? Because I canôt give her all of me, right 

now. ñCan I get a rain check?ò 

ñYes,ò Anna said, before adding, ñWill you call me later?ò 

ñI will. Listen, I have to go. Someone is here to speak with us.ò 

ñOk, bye.ò 

When she hung up her phone, she saw Gus grinning. ñWas that the lawyer?ò 

ñGive it a rest.ò 

>< 

Although Tessa had heard about Roger Rudisillôs prowess in profiling, she had never met the man. When the 

captain introduced him, she was surprised, for he was not what she expected. He had a medium build, was in his 

fifties, with round wire rimmed glasses, a balding head, and a bushy, steel gray beard.  

His handshake was strong and Tessa could feel his eyes scrutinizing her. Being good, Tessa said, ñItôs good to 

finally put a face with the name,ò as she shook the manôs hand. 

Gus smiled. ñHey, Roger, howôs your bowling?ò 

The profiler laughed. ñI think my team was glad when I quit.ò 

Once their laughter subsided, Roger became serious. ñIôve been following your case. Tell me what your 

assessment is.ò 

ñThereôs not much to tell since the case is still in its infancy,ò Tessa said. She spread the photographs of the 

scene, along with those from the autopsy and the autopsy report, across her desk. ñIôd rather hear what you have to 

say before I tell you what weôre thinking.ò 

ñFair enough.ò Roger nodded, and began to sort through the photos. He picked up each one and studied it 

before he moved on to the next. ñThis person was very methodical. It doesnôt look like the cuts were hurried and the 

person had a steady hand.ò He held a picture close to his eyes. ñI can only discern what appears to be one small 

hesitation point. Thatôs probably the first cut made. The pentagram is a curious choice. Itôs almost as if itôs a ruse to 

throw you off track. At the same time, I donôt think you can rule it out.ò 

Tapping his finger on the medical examiners report, he said, ñThe use of the paralyzing drug is puzzling 

because it indicates that the killer didnôt want the victim to feel pain, but whoever it was didnôt understand the 

limitations. That leads me to believe that on some level the victim knew her assailant and that the perp cared about 

her.ò He pursed his lips as he stared at one of the photos then rubbed his bushy chin. ñAll those cuts were done in a 

deliberate manner. That tells me that, whoever did this to her, wasnôt in a hurry or in a rage.ò 

ñBut they are deep,ò Gus countered. ñWouldnôt that be seen as rage?ò 

Roger answered, ñNot in the classical sense. If they were hastily made and varied in depth, Iôd consider rage, 

but this is too neat and too clean to be considered anything other than a deliberate action.ò 

Tessa added, ñThe perps out there are getting as clever as we are with technology.  

ñYouôre right about that, Detective.ò Roger looked at the coronerôs report. ñThe coroner indicated that a rape 

was evident given the substantial tearing around the vagina and rectum with no evidence of semen.ò 

In a low voice, Gus said, ñThey use all kinds of foreign objects these days. Whatever he used the son-of-a-

bitch raped her.ò  

Tessaôs face contoured into a grim expression. ñIt took a truly sick mind to do what he did to her.ò 

The hand of the profiler rested on Tessaôs shoulders and she shook it away immediately. ñI agree it is a sick 

mind. To understand who it is and why they murdered, we have to get inside their head,ò Rudisill said. 

Gus joined the conversation. ñSomething about this case doesnôt feel right. The victim is too perfect and the 

murder is too clean.ò 

The profiler swept his hand over Tessaôs desk. ñIs this all you have?ò 

ñNo, we thought we had a suspect. What do you think the odds are that the person our witnesses saw was a 

dead ringer for the vic?ò 



Roger nodded. ñThat is rather odd.ò 

Gus let out a small laugh before he shook his head. ñIt was too easy, Roger. It was like the whole case was 

handed to us on a platter.ò 

ñWhat items did you find at the scene, Detective Jacoby?ò 

ñNothing. We donôt even have the true crime scene. There wasnôt any blood. The kid who found her said he 

took a money clip from the scene and we later found out he touched the body.ò Tessa pulled the item out of an 

evidence bag and handed it to the man.  

Roger peered at the clip through the clear plastic and pursed his lips. ñI take it no one in the victimôs family or 

her friends can be connected to this item?ò 

ñNope. The only possible link is that the vicôs father has the same initials.ò Tessa paused. ñWe did interview 

someone today that has the same initials, if you look only at his first and middle nameðhad a rape arrest. But his 

wife gave him an alibi, though we donôt take it as solid.ò 

Gus interjected, ñWe checked all her friends, family members and all her teammates.ò 

ñYouôre sure it wasnôt the fatherôs money clip?ò 

ñHeôs clean. No one we interviewed ever saw him with it,ò Gus said. 

The profiler looked at the detectives. ñDid any of the other people, who you might identify as a suspect, have 

those initials?ò 

Tessa flexed her jaw. ñThe one with those specific initials is the father and, maybe, the trainer.ò 

ñAs Gus said, thereôs something distinctly out of step in this case. I think you might want to broaden your 

profile and not limit it to those initials on the money clipðthey may not be relevant. The person you are looking for 

is clever and is disguised in such a way that you probably wonôt see him for what he is.ò  

Tessa held up her hand. ñWait a minute. Are you saying that we canôt develop an accurate profile because the 

perp disguises himself so well that we wonôt recognize him? That sounds ridiculous, coming from someone who is 

so highly regarded as a profiler.ò 

Rudisill fixed Tessa with a sharp look. ñI can tell you that the perpetrator is probably male in his late twenties, 

early thirties, and a loner, who probably works at a job that often overlooks his potential. I donôt think that will get 

you any closer to who it is. Assumptions can be dangerous, Detective. With your lengthy experience in homicide, I 

am confident that you know that what school taught you isnôt always the same out in the field. Sometimes, you have 

to look outside the box to make a break in a case. What you see isnôt always accurate.ò With a slow upturn of his 

lips, the profiler smiled before picking up his copy of the case file. ñIôll give this some more thought, Detectives. If 

you find out anything new, please call me.ò 

With a curious gaze, Tessaôs eyes focused on the profiler. ñYour gut feeling is?ò 

Roger thought for a moment, and then said, ñI can tell you what itôs notéthis isnôt a serial killing.ò 

Gus said, ñWeôd already figured that one out. The funeral is tomorrow. It stands to reason that, if the perp 

knew the vic, heôll be there.ò 

The profiler raised his eyebrows. ñLet me know if I can help you further. Good night.ò 

With eyes narrowed to slits, Tessa watched as the man left. ñWhat a colossal waste of time. He told us nothing 

that we didnôt already know.ò She gathered up all the photos and papers pertaining to the case and put them back in 

the murder folder.  

ñNot a total waste of time,ò Gus said slowly. ñHe confirmed that our initial profile was on the mark.ò 

ñYeah, arenôt we good detectives,ò Tessa said sarcastically, as she looked through the folder again.  

Gus stood up. ñIôm heading out. I promised Helen Iôd be home at a reasonable hour. You should do the same. 

Why not ask your lawyer friend out for supper. It might get you to relax for a few hours.ò 

Tessa looked at Gus and snickered. ñWill you just give it a rest? Thereôs nothing going onéno 

romanceénothing. Now hurry along home to the little woman,ò she said, before chuckling. 

As he walked away, Gus said, ñSee you in the morning.ò 

ñOh, and,ò Tessa said to his retreating back, ñlet Helen know Iôm doing ok.ò She could hear her partner laugh 

as he lifted his hand, gave it a shake, and continued to the elevator. 



Chapter Twenty-One
 

ñWhere the hell is it?ò Tessa growled, as she sorted through all the papers in murder book. Getting up, she 

went to Gusôs desk to see if it was there. 

The newspaper she had noticed in the morning was still on his desk. She stopped and gazed at Annaôs picture. 

She remembered Gus telling her that some nameless person in the crime unit speculated that the mob might seek 

revenge on the lawyer. Calling Anna and asking her about the Petroff threat again would probably result in the same 

casual brush off she had previously but it was worth another try. Grabbing the phone, she dialed Annaôs number and 

listened to it ring before she heard the lawyerôs voice.  

ñHi, this is Anna, you know what to do.ò  

When she heard the beep, Tessa said, ñHey, Anna, its Tessa. Listen, Iôm sorry about dinner and that I didnôt 

call you earlier but one thing lead to another along with the stack of papers on my desk keeps growing. I really want 

to talk to you about the Petroff family threat. Call me.ò 

Replacing the receiver, Tessa sighed. She was disappointed when the call went to voicemail. She blinked 

several times with the realization that thinking of Anna made her feel warm in ways that werenôt sexual. When did 

that happen? She shook her head and looked at the paper on her deskðfor now, she needed to focus all her energies 

on the Stratton case. 

>< 

When Tessa next looked at her wristwatch, she noted it was close to midnight. She had found a reference in 

one of the papers Dana Stratton wrote regarding alternative medicine. In the report, she wrote about the use of herbs 

and other natural remedies. To the casual reader that meant nothing. When Tessa read the footnote, she felt a tingle 

go up her spineðsheôd seen it before. The footnote referenced a bookðHerbs, Spells and Potions, written by R. J. 

Santana. She noted the same reference twelve more times. 

ñThis canôt be a coincidence. Can it?ò 

With rapid taps on the keyboard, Tessa typed Herbs, Spells, and Potions. She found that the bookôs author had 

a large following, most of who identified with the occult. Reading further, she discovered that occultism is the study 

of hidden wisdom or truth, which loosely related to what Professor Fullerton had told them earlier.  

She was surprised to read that many consider occultism a religion. The belief of the religion is that every 

human being is a divine soul. Inside each body that resides in the material world is a trapped, imperfect God. The 

religion believes that each person creates the God and it is up to him or her to free the celestial beingôs soul.  

Tessa ran the name R. J. Santana through the police database and found that he had several arrestsðall 

dismissed. Running her eyes over the manôs arrest sheet, she stopped when she saw the police picked him up twice 

for operating a business without a licenseðhis businessð Magical Knowledge and Occult Wisdom. 

Once she typed the manôs name and did a search for him, she found that he owned a witchcraft supply store in 

Restin. When she saw the businessôs address was six blocks from where the boys had discovered the body, she felt 

the beginnings of the tingle that told her she was on the right trackðcoincidences were adding up.  

Taking the money clip out of the evidence bag, then out of a plastic bag, Tessa looked at it again with new 

eyes. The initials certainly could be those of Santana. She thought about the trainer, who had an alibi, albeit a shaky 

one, and felt that they should keep him on the list as a person of interest for he did have an arrest for rape. ñI wonder 

what Santanaôs story is?ò  

She played with the money clip as she tried to formulate a scenario that included Santana. Her eyes looked at 

the object where the crime lab indicated there was a stamp presumably of the manufacturer. She could almost make 

out some sort of drawing and took a magnifying glass out of her desk. She held the round glass as close as she could 

to the image before pulling it backðthe other side of the clip, butting against the stamp, obscured a part of it. Prying 

the two pieces apart, she wedged a coin between the parts, and looked at it again with the magnifying glass. It was 

then she was able to discern what it was. 

ñA goat?ò She looked at the crime labôs findings and they had referred to the image as a Sabbatic Goat. ñIôve 

seen this somewhere.ò Going back through the history on the Internet Explorer browser, she came to the page she 

was looking for. The same goat-like figure stared at her. It was a Baphomet or the Sabbatic Goat, which dated back 

to the crusades. There was a reference to the Knights Templar, who supposedly worshiped the idol. As Tessa read 

more about the goat, she rubbed her eyes. She looked at the image on the money clip and then to the one on the 

screen. Had she found the link she was searching for or was it another dead end? Her gut told her this is it. 

Tessa considered the wisdom of waking a judge and getting a warrant. She could assemble a team and have a 

midnight raid that would surprise the man. ñGod, I must be losing itðI donôt do knee-jerk reactions. First, Iôll make 

damn sure heôs the one.ò Sheôd go with Gus to the funeral, armed with the manôs mug shot. If he was there, they 

could bring him in for questioningðthe morning couldnôt come fast enough. 



>< 

Tessa had gone home long enough to take a quick shower and change her clothes. By six, Tessa was back at 

her desk reading more about the occult, the goat, and R.J. Santana. When Gus finally arrived, she was on him 

instantly with the information. 

Tessa allowed a small amount of the excitement she was feeling to show in her face and voice. ñI just know 

this is what weôve been looking for.ò  

ñYeah, could be buté ñ 

ñBut what Gus? His initials fit the money clip and the vic referenced his book in her papersénot once but 

multiple timeséobviously, she took what she read to heartéwe need to get our hands on a copy of the book.ò 

ñSlow down,ò Gus softly chided. He saw the dark circles and the deep groove between her eyes. ñDid you get 

any sleep at all?ò 

Tessa rubbed her eyes and quietly said, ñMurderers donôt take a holiday but they do get to sleep.ò 

ñUnlike you right?ò 

Ignoring the question and avoiding his eyes, Tessa continued, ñLook, my gut tells me that this is the path to the 

murderer. Is Santana that person? Could be or, maybe heôs the thread we need to discover the identity of the perp. I 

figure if heôs at the funeral we can bring him in for questioning.ò 

ñDo we have a picture?ò 

Tessa held up a black and white computer generated photo. ñNot the best, but itôll do.ò She laid another photo 

on Gusôs desk. ñThis is from his website,ò she said with a grin. 

Gus looked at the picture then back to his partner. ñYouôre not serious are you?ò 

ñIôll give you the link and you can look for yourself.ò 

A genuine laugh left Gusôs mouth. ñHe looks likeéI donôt know how to describe him.ò 

Tessa smiled. ñWhen we catch up with him we can see if the picture does him justice.ò 

ñSounds like a plan,ò Gus said as he looked at the picture one more time. ñDid we get a list of who will be 

doing surveillance with us at the church?ò 

ñYeah, I got it after you left last nightðBaker, Winston, Pomeroy, and Gentry.ò 

Gus looked at his watch. ñWe should leave in about an hour.ò He fixed his gaze on his partner. ñWant me to 

get you some coffee? You look like you can use it.ò 

ñThanks, but let me get it. I drained the last of the pot about thirty minutes ago.ò 

>< 

It was a dreary, blustery day with threatening skies and a cold wind that seemed to swirl around and chill a 

body to the core. As expected, the number of people attending the funeral was enormous. Satellite dishes from 

television trucks reached high into the sky as reporters circled the attendees for an interview. 

Tessa and Gus, along with the four other detectives, scrutinized the mourners as they passed into the church 

and by the closed coffin before settling into a pew. Gus, noticing the look on his partnerôs stoic face as she stood 

with her arms folded, followed her gaze. ñWe canôt make them go away. They have every right to be here.ò  

ñThose vultures donôt even have the decency to stay across the street.ò 

Gus said, ñI donôt like it either but thereôs not much we can do about them.ò 

Surveillance cameras sent a live feedback to the police station, where a tech was monitoring them for any 

suspicious activity. At the main entrance, Marcus Gentry, a detective who was clearly taller than most, discreetly 

took pictures of everyone who entered. When a man in his twenties with dark hair purposely shielded his face with a 

cap, Detectives Winston and Baker pulled him out of the line. 

Detective Eleanor Baker was a compact woman, who had a firm grip on the manôs arm. She asked, ñWhatôs 

your name?ò 

ñLet me go! I donôt need to tell you that,ò the man countered. 

Moving close to the man, Detective Allison Winston, who was almost as tall as the man was, whispered, ñYes, 

you do.ò 

ñAlex Madigan,ò he begrudgingly said. 

ñTell me why you didnôt want your picture taken, Alex,ò Eleanor said as she glared at him with her dark eyes. 

ñI donôt want my picture to be part of your big brother network.ò 

Allison lifted a digital camera and snapped the manôs picture. ñYou donôt have a choice in this,ò Detective 

Winston said. ñHow do you know Dana?ò 

ñI donôt.ò 

ñYouôre attending the funeral of someone you donôt know? That sounds a bit odd to me. What do you think, 

Detective Baker?ò 



ñSounds to me like he might be some sort of stalker.ò Detective Baker looked up at the man. ñAre you a 

stalker, Alex?ò 

ñNo, Iôm not a stalker,ò Alex blurted out. ñI just wanted to pay my respects.ò 

Allison motioned for one of the uniformed officers to join them. ñWe need to take this young man in for 

questioning.ò 

Alexôs blue eyes went wild. ñWait. No. I didnôt do anything. She went to the senior prom with me in high 

school.ò 

ñWhy didnôt you tell us that from the start?ò Eleanor asked. 

ñBecause I was scared.ò 

ñOf what?ò 

ñIt doesnôt take a rocket scientist to know why youôre here and taking picturesðto find a killer. It isnôt meéI 

havenôt seen her in four years. When I came home from vacation, I saw the news about her murder.ò 

ñWhen did you get home?ò 

ñTwo days ago.ò 

Eleanor cocked her head and jotted his name in her small notebook. ñLet me see your driverôs license,ò she 

said to the man. 

Once she had all his information, she gave him back his license. ñGive me the phone number of someone who 

knows you were on vacation and when you came back.ò 

ñThatôs easy. My mom took my friend Billy and me to the airport and she picked us up.ò  

Once Eleanor had the number and confirmed the manôs story, she said, ñYouôre free to go.ò 

Tessa approached the detective. ñWhat was that all about?ò 

ñHe didnôt want his picture taken. Heôs harmless.ò 

ñLook who came,ò Tessa said when she rejoined Gus. ñWonder why theyôre here?ò 

ñGuess we should ask them,ò Gus answered. 

Walking up to the woman, Tessa said, ñMrs. Bertram, Iôm surprised to see you here.ò  

The woman stiffened and fixed Tessa with a glare. ñMy grandson found that poor woman and it is our duty to 

see that she is properly put to rest.ò 

Tessa let her eyes rest on the young boy and she asked, ñYouôve been keeping off that lot?ò 

Tony lifted his eyes and looked at the detective. ñYes, maôam.ò 

ñIôve had a long talk with him about why he needs to stay away from the criminal element. Finding the body 

scared him,ò Vanessa Carlton said softly. 

Tessa nodded and said, ñExcuse me,ò before she and Gus walked away. 

ñDo you think itôs odd that they are here?ò Gus asked, as they walked along the brownish green lawn in front 

of the church. 

As her eyes scanned the people filing into the church, Tessa regarded her partnerôs question. ñI think being 

here is exactly what Mary Bertram would do but I donôt know about her daughterðshe doesnôt seem the type.ò 

ñBet Mary didnôt give her a choice.ò 

Tessa nodded in agreement as one of the other detectives, Bill Pomeroy, a dark haired man with good looks 

and a ready smile, emerged from the church, and joined the lead detectives. ñTheyôre packed like sardines in there. 

Every pew is full and the people in the back are standing three deep.ò 

Tessa told the man, ñKeep an eye on things out here, Bill. Gus and I are going inside.ò 

>< 

An hour later, Dana Strattonôs coffin came out of the church and slid into the coach that would carry her to the 

cemetery. As the procession passed slowly along the streets, where Dana grew up, Tessa and Gus saw people come 

out of their houses and businesses to pay their respects. 

Once in the cemetery, Gus and Tessa stood away from the burial site. As their eyes gazed over the crowd 

gathered around the coffin, the priest commended the body to God. Most of the people, they had interviewed, 

including every girl on the basketball team and most of their coaches, were present. 

After the service concluded, people left or gathered around the family to offer their sympathy and support. 

Jenna Rudolf, the victimôs roommate, was the only nonfamily member that remained once everyone else departed. 

ñThatôs curious,ò Gus said to Tessa.  

Tessa said, ñI guess sheôs close to the family. Maybe they want her around since she was one of the last people 

to see their daughter alive.ò She studied the scene, and then looked at Gus. ñAt this point we canôt rule out anyone.ò 

Back in Gusôs vehicle, Tessa chewed on her lip as she looked back at the gravesite. ñI donôt think going to their 

home now will produce anything positive. Winston and Baker can let us know if anything happens there thatôs 

strange.ò 



Gus nodded, as he engaged the ignition and pulled out onto the narrow gravel access road. ñI agree. Those two 

blend in wherever they go. ò 

Tessaôs eyebrows knitted. ñYou know who I didnôt see at the funeral?ò 

For a moment, Gus thought, and then said, ñThe trainer, Gambado.ò 

ñEveryone from the basketball team was there, but not him.ò Tessa looked out the window that a fine mist 

covered. ñI donôt think we can rule Gambado out.ò 

ñMaybe we should get a warrant for his vehicles.ò Pressing the brake pedal and stopping, Gus asked, ñWhere 

to now?ò  

ñLetôs hold off on the trainer. That Santana character wasnôt at the funeral and we need to locate him. My gut 

is telling me that heôll have some answers for us.ò 

>< 

Gusôs Crown Vic parked on the street in front of Magical Knowledge and Occult Wisdom, which was both 

Santanaôs store and residence. Two large, plate glass windows with antitheft bars protecting them were on either 

side of the entrance. They could also see where someone attempted to scrub away the graffiti that was along the 

plaster under the windows. 

The thing that both detectives noticed was the large red signðCLOSED. 

ñFuck. The website said it was open on Friday.ò Tessa growled. She scanned the windows on the second floor 

and saw no sign that someone was there.  

Gus took out his notebook and flipped it open. ñHe owns a black ó0-four-Lincoln.ò He looked up and down the 

street. ñDonôt see it.ò 

The day had turned dark, cold, and damp. The two detectives got out of the vehicle, pulled their collars up 

around their necks and walked toward the front door of the business. With hands cupped and pressed against the 

bars on the door, Tessa peered inside the store for any sign of the ownerðthere was none. 

Gus looked at his partner and nodded in the direction of an alley on either side of the store separating it from 

the neighboring properties. He took the left and Tessa took the right as they ventured down the narrow walkway 

toward the back of the store, with their guns at the ready. Behind the store was a padlocked gray steel door with the 

storeôs name in black block letters emblazoned on it. They saw a garage that opened to another wider alley that ran 

the length of the street. When they peered inside through a grimy window pane, they saw so much clutter that there 

was no way a vehicle as big as a Lincoln would fit inside.  

Tessa rolled her shoulders. ñWe need to put a BOLO out on this guy,ò she said as they walked toward the front 

of the building.  

When they arrived at the street, a behemoth of a man stood staring at them with his massive arms crossed. 

ñWhat are you doing here?ò he demanded. 

Gus walked toward the man and Tessa pushed aside her jacket to expose the badge on her belt.  

With his palms up, Gus said, ñWeôre looking for Mr. Santana. Have you seen him recently?ò 

The tattoos on the manôs arms danced as he flexed them. He took a step closer to Gus. ñYou have no business 

here,ò he said in what Gus though was a thick Haitian accent. 

Tessaôs hand reached inside of her jacket, flicked back the strap, and gripped the hilt of her Glock. ñWe just 

need to speak with him, thatôs all,ò she said, as she too held her ground. 

ñGo away from here. The store is not open,ò the man growled, as he unfolded his arms and moved to within 

inches of Gusôs body.  

Her Glock was out of its holster and pointed at the man. ñBack away,ò Tessa ordered. ñI donôt want to shoot 

you, so back away.ò 

The manôs black eyes were predatory and his fists balled, as he glared at the detectives. All three stood 

motionless. When Tessa clicked the safety off her weapon, the man stepped back. 

Gus let his shoulders relax somewhat as he looked up at the man towering over him. ñAll we want to knowð

have you seen Mr. Santana lately?ò 

ñNo.ò 

ñWhen was the last time you saw him?ò Gus asked. 

ñDonôt know.ò 

It was clear that the man wasnôt going to say more. Gus moved a fraction of an inch closer. ñYou want to take 

a ride downtown?ò 

When the man took a quick look at the other detective, he saw, she still had her weapon trained on him. ñMr. 

Santana told me to watch the store when heôs gone and the store is closed. He pays me.ò He nervously eyed Tessa. 

ñI donôt want no trouble.ò 

Once Gus saw the man take two more steps backward, he said, ñGet lost.ò  



Both detectives were surprised when the man turned around and walked quickly away. It was only then that 

Tessa lowered her Glock, clicked on the safety, and returned it to its holster. 

ñHow long do you think it will be before that guy calls Santana?ò Gus asked, as they slipped into his vehicle. 

ñNot long. Letôs sit on this for a little while and see if he comes back.ò 

>< 

While Gus watched the store, Tessa went to a neighborhood grocery and deli that was two doors down from 

Santanaôs store to get them something to eat. She asked the woman who made the sandwiches if sheôd seen the store 

owner. The answerða blank stare.  

Back in the car, she handed Gus a rare roast beef sandwich, a bag of chips and a large cup of coffee. Before he 

bit into his sandwich, he gave Tessa a thoughtful look. ñWhatôd you make of that man?ò 

ñIf given the chance, he wouldôve killed us.ò 

The words had creases deepening in Gusôs forehead. ñWhy do you say that?ò 

ñHis eyes were filled with hatred. No way was I going to let him get the upper hand.ò 

ñMakes you wonder why Santana needs someone to guard his store.ò 

ñMy guessðdrugs. One of his arrests was for possession,ò Tessa said before she bit into her sandwich. When 

she had swallowed, she added, ñMaybe heôs an illegal.ò 

ñCould be,ò Gus said, before he concentrated on his sandwich. 

>< 

It was close to five and rain was cascading in torrents down the windshield. They had moved their vehicle a 

block away so they wouldnôt spook Santana if he returned. In all likelihood, the man guarding the store had warned 

the owner. They had watched the store for close to three hours and the sudden downpour made their surveillance 

difficult.  

ñDoesnôt look like heôs going to show,ò Tessa said, as her eyes strained through the heavy rain to see the 

storefront. 

ñLetôs get a patrol unit to drive by every hour, and then pack it in,ò Gus said in irritation. ñAs long as this rain 

keeps up, thereôs no way we can see the store from here.ò  

ñI agree. Weôll try again in the morning.ò 

As the Crown Vic slowly moved away and disappeared into the heavy rain, R. J. Santanaôs Lincoln turned the 

corner and stopped in front of the store. As Santana got out of the vehicle, the man he paid to guard his store 

approached him. 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 

Tessa was bone tired. Because of the funeral and the rain, the day had been depressing. Mixed into that, was a 

heavy sadness that seemed to hang in the air and eat at her soulðfunerals always did that to her. After entering her 

home, she shrugged off her jacket, walked into her bedroom, and took off her clothes, letting them all puddle around 

her feet. Much like her life, she was alone and naked. Her thoughts drifted to Anna, and wondered how long it 

would be before the lawyer did another disappearing act. ñDo I dare let her into my heart?ò she whispered. 

The insistent ringing of a phone brought Tessaôs thoughts to the present. She looked on the floor, picked up her 

pants and felt for the cell phone in the pocket. ñHello,ò she said in a voice that didnôt disguise her weariness.  

Anna heard the tenor of the voice on the other end of the phone and asked, ñTessa, are you all right?ò  

Tessa closed her eyes, as she let the sound of Annaôs voice wash over her. ñItôs been a really long day.ò 

ñIôm sorry I didnôt get back to you sooner. They needed me back in D. C. for a meeting.ò 

ñDoes that happen often?ò Tessa asked, recalling Gusôs comment about retribution against the lawyer. 

Anna paused, wondering if she should tell Tessa what sheôd learned about the Petroff case in DC. She already 

told me that she knows about the threat. ñSometimes. Mostly, itôs about pending cases.ò 

Tessa yawned. ñIôm glad youôre back.ò  

ñThatôs nice to hear. Iôve been thinking about you a lot over the last week.ò I wonder if she has any idea how 

captivated I am. 

ñHave you, Anna?ò She hesitated. ñGood things, I hope.ò Tessa put her hand over her mouth and stifled 

another yawn. 

ñI saw the news about the funeral.ò 

ñYeah, funerals are always a bitch but more so when the person is murdered.ò Tessa thought for a minute. ñIt 

just seems so wrong,ò she said in reflection. ñThe media creating a circus atmosphere didnôt help either. I canôt 

believe how disrespectful they are. They were like vultures hovering over a carcass.ò 

ñUnfortunately, they have the first amendment protecting them. I agree with it most of the time but sometimes 

I wish there was a way to stop the bottom feeders.ò Anna looked at her watch. It was close to nine-thirty. ñI know 

itôs late but have you eaten yet?ò 

Tessa swallowed the tightness in her throat that the invitation created. Seeing Anna was what she wanted but 

she just didnôt have the energy. ñAnna, Iôd like nothing better but Iôm exhausted and running on fumes. Maybe we 

can do something tomorrow or Sunday.ò 

A pregnant pause lengthened into a minute as Anna tried to squelch her disappointment. ñWhen was the last 

time you had a decent nightôs sleep?ò  

Tessa snorted. ñTo be honest, I donôt know. The only thing I know how to do on a case is to immerse myself in 

it completely. If that means not sleeping, then so be it.ò 

Anna let out a soft laugh. ñYouôre preaching to the choir.ò She hesitated, and then said, ñWhy donôt I get some 

take out to share. You can tell me about your day.ò 

I wanténo need that. Tessa was tired of being alone and coming home to empty rooms. Anna was giving her 

the possibility of having what sheôd craved all her lifeðsomebody to love her. ñYeah, Iôd like that.ò 

ñGood. Anything special youôd like. 

ñNo, surprise me.ò 

ñOk, Iôll be there before you know it.ò 

ñAnna?ò 

ñYes,ò the lawyer said softly. 

ñIôm glad you called.ò 

>< 

Tessa heard the doorbell shortly after she stepped out of the shower. Pulling on a robe, she opened the door and 

took in the vision that was Anna. ñHey, perfect timing.ò 

Annaôs heart melted. Tessaôs beautiful eyes were wreathed in dark from what she suspected was very little 

sleep and probably a lack of a proper diet. She stepped inside, placed the bag of take out on the small table, kicked 

the door so it would close, and then engulfed Tessa in her arms. 

Tessa let her body melt into Annaôs, as the last four days of running on empty came crashing down around her. 

ñThank you for coming,ò she whispered into Annaôs ear.  

Anna breathed in the scent of the detectiveôs damp hair. She hugged Tessa closer and felt the steady thumping 

of her heart. She stepped back and caressed Tessaôs face, before taking her hand and leading her to the couch. 

Once they both sat down on the leather sofa, the lawyer hugged the detective again. As she stroked Tessaôs hair 

gently, she felt the woman relax even further. 



ñWhatôs going on?ò Anna whispered. 

In the cocoon of Annaôs arms, Tessa felt safe and that threw her. Could she forget the past and just move on or 

would her fears continue to rule her life outside of work? Tessa drew in a breath of the lawyerôs perfume and closed 

her eyes. ñIôm glad youôre here.ò 

Anna pulled Tessa closer and gently kissed her hair. ñThat makes two of us.ò She felt Tessaôs body completely 

relax, as her breathing evened out and became slowerðTessa had nodded off. Anna dislodged herself and got up off 

the couch. 

A hand reached out and took Annaôs arm. ñDonôt go.ò 

ñIôm not going anywhere.ò Still holding Tessaôs hand she gently tugged it. ñCome on, letôs get you to bed.ò 

With her arm around Tessaôs waist, Anna guided her into the bedroom. Once she pulled back the covers, she untied 

Tessaôs robe and had to catch her breath when she saw the naked bodyðit was everything she imagined and more. 

Once Anna pulled the covers over Tessa, it didnôt take long for her to fall sound asleep. Anna looked down at her 

with a fond smile before she kissed her forehead. It took all her resolve not to crawl in next to Tessa, but she didnôt 

and left the bedroom quietly closing the door behind her.  

>< 

When Tessa awoke, she looked at the clock and was surprised it was almost eight am. She felt refreshed. She 

couldnôt remember the last time she slept so deeply or so long. The sleeplessness that usually visited her had taken 

the night off and, for that, she was grateful. Breathing in deeply, she caught the aroma of coffee and smiledðAnna 

was still there. Pulling on shorts and a t-shirt, she made a stop in the bathroom before going in search of the lawyer. 

ñGood morning,ò Tessa said with a slight smile. 

Anna turned toward the woman and shook her head. ñYou really need to get some food in here.ò She laughed. 

ñI was shocked when I found you actually had coffee.ò She held out a cup. ñHow did you sleep?ò 

Tessa felt her body react in pleasure at seeing the lawyer. ñLike a baby. Thank you for being here.ò She moved 

closer to Anna and took the offered cup. ñWhat about you? Did you sleep in the spare bedroom?ò Why didnôt you 

sleep with me? 

With a quick shake of her head, Anna smiled. ñNo, I slept on the couch.ò 

Tessa frowned. ñThat couldnôt have been very comfortable.ò 

ñActually, it wasnôt bad once I found a blanket.ò 

With concern in her eyes, Tessa asked, ñWill you tell me whatôs going on with you and the Petroff Family?ò 

She felt Annaôs body tense. 

Damn, I hoped sheôd let it go. ñThatôs one of the reasons I was in DC. Iôll tell you what I told them; this isnôt 

the first threat Iôve had and I refuse to take the words of anonymous sources seriously.ò 

Tessa put her cup down and pulled Anna into a hug and whispered, ñYou shouldéyouôre dealing with 

dangerous people.ò I worry about you. 

Anna melted into Tessa. ñI know.ò She kissed Tessaôs lips and it didnôt take long before they were sharing 

deep passionate kisses. 

Lost in the moment, Tessa didnôt hear the distant ringing of a phone. When she realized what it was, she 

reluctantly pulled back and felt bereft when she let go of Anna.  

In a husky voice, Anna said, ñYouôd better get that.ò 

Her body screamed it can wait and Tessa leaned in and kissed Anna again. Her cell phone finally stopped the 

insistent noise and she wrapped Anna in her arms. Her body was on fire and it begged for release. The loud buzzing 

of her beeper made Tessa drop her arms and move away from Anna. ñShit!ò Frustrated she said, ñIôd better get that.ò 

Anna closed her eyes as she hoped that whoever wanted Tessa would be quick. When she heard Tessaôs voice 

in the other room say be right there, she knew she would have to let go of the fragile bond they just created. 

Several minutes later, a dressed Tessa entered the kitchen, pushing her gun down into its holster. ñThat was 

Gus. A guy weôve been looking for has shown up.ò Looking at the lawyer, Tessa smiled and, in a quick move, 

kissed Anna pulled her close. God, how I want you. ñI really donôt want to leave you but I have no choice. Iôll call 

you when weôre done.ò  

Their kiss was soft and unhurried as their lips conveyed what words refused to say. Swallowing hard, Anna 

pulled back and smiled before her hand cupped Tessaôs face. ñWhen I saw you last Monday, I knew instantly I had 

made the biggest mistake of my life when I stopped seeing you. Iôm not going anywhere, Tessa.ò 

Tessaôs kiss was long, hot and was full of promises. Her pager beeped again. ñDamn. Iôll call you when Iôm 

done.ò 

ñI know how investigations go so donôt worry if you canôt.ò She gave Tessa one last kiss, then patted her back 

side. ñThe sooner you get going, the sooner youôll be done.ò  

As Anna heard the door close, she said, ñBe careful.ò 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 

Tessa and Gus walked up to the police vehicle parked outside of the store, Magical Knowledge and Occult 

Wisdom. When the officer lowered his window, Gus asked, ñIs he still inside?ò  

ñYeah, I saw him in there ten minutes ago.ò 

With their badges visible, the two detectives moved cautiously toward the entrance of the store, then opened 

the door. Entering the store, both detectivesô nostrils filled with the pungent smell of incense. Low lights and candles 

lit the interior and there was a distinct chill in the air.  

Tessa had one word to describe itðcreepy.  

A small, round man, with thick glasses, and a hawk-like nose dressed in a deep blue silk robe greeted the 

detectives. ñMay I help you?ò he asked in a soft melodic voice. 

As Gus eyed the white hair braided down the manôs back along with an equally long white braided beard and 

silently chuckled. His net picture doesnôt do him justiceðin person, heôs ever weirder. ñAre you R. J. Santana?ò  

ñYes, I am. And you are?ò 

ñWeôre Detectives Barrett and Jacoby.ò 

The man gave the detectives a forced smile. ñWhat can I do for you?ò 

ñYou know Dana Stratton?ò Gus asked. 

ñThe young lady who was murdered last week?ò 

Tessa focused on the man and his body language as she let her partner ask the initial questions.  

ñYeah, thatôs the one.ò 

ñOther than hearing about her on the news, Iôve never met her,ò he said in a sickening sing-song tone. 

Tessa pulled out a picture of the money clip and laid it on the counter. ñIs this yours?ò 

Santana pointed to a basket behind him. ñAs you can see, I do have them. I give them away to my special 

customers.ò 

Gusôs eyes looked around the store. ñWhat does a money clip have to do with,òðhe said waving his hand 

aroundðñmysteries and truths?ò  

ñThe goal of a good alchemist is to transmute common metals into gold or silver, thereby creating the elixir of 

life. Perhaps some use it as a money clip, but in my reality, it is a talisman. Used in combination with the 

philosopherôs stone, it symbolizes the evolution from ignorance to enlightenment. I made my talisman in the form of 

a money clip to remind my clients of the gift of gold.ò 

ñJust who are the enlightened ones that get your talisman?ò Tessa asked with a half smirk. 

The man pondered her question, and then looked at Tessa squarely. ñI have many who come into my humble 

shop. Those who receive my special talisman are rare.ò 

Tessa narrowed her eyes and focused them on the manôs dark eyes. ñThen you shouldnôt have any trouble in 

telling us who the few are.ò 

R. J. Santana let out a low chuckle. ñAlas, this is a cash only business, so I have no way of knowing details 

about my customers.ò 

ñI think we need to take this downtown,ò Gus said to Tessa. 

ñYouôre going to arrest me because I donôt know my customersô names? Thatôs ridiculous!ò The store owner 

reached for the phone. ñShall I have my lawyer meet me there then?ò 

Tessa shrugged. ñWeôre not arresting you, only taking you in for questioning, Mr. Santana.ò 

Santana scowled. ñWhat do you want to know?ò 

ñRight now, youôre near the top of the list of suspects.ò Tessa pointed to the picture of the money clip. ñWe 

want to know who owned that thing. Either you give us some idea about the people you gave them to or we can take 

a ride downtown. Itôs your choice, Mr. Santana.ò 

The man fingered his beard before he smiled at Gus. ñYou must be the good cop,ò he said with a titter. ñYou 

wouldnôt believe the nut cases I get in here. Everyone out there thinks there must be an answer. Some of them look 

to the occult, magic, or alchemy for enlightenment. The truth is that the answer is staring them in the face.ò  

Both detectives raised their eyebrows in surprise before their expressions turned to suspicion.  

The store owner saw the change in the detectiveôs demeanor. In a voice that took on a serious tone, he said, 

ñLook, I put those things in peopleôs bags as part of the shtick to get them to come back. This get-up is supposed to 

give me credence.ò R. J. touched the beard. ñI do it all in the name of the holy dollar.ò 

Tessa said, ñIôm not amused. I should run you in for impersonating a human being,ò She put a picture of a 

pentagram on the glass surface of the counter. ñWhat can you tell me about this? 



When Santana turned away and began pulling something out of a drawer, both detectives automatically 

reached for their guns. Looking at both detectives, Santana smiled and said, ñNo need for weapons, I was merely 

getting this.ò 

On the counter, he unrolled a piece of heavy paper and spread it out. A large pentagram appeared. ñAs Iôm sure 

you know, this is a pentagram,ò he said with his eyes trained on Gus. ñThe point at the top represents the spirit. 

Going clockwise the next point represents water followed by fire, earth, and air. The one you have there is an open 

pentagram, which means itôs active.ò He saw the detectives frown and said, ñIt doesnôt have a circle around it.ò 

ñWhat does that mean,ò Tessa asked. The professor at the university had already told them all about 

pentagrams but she wanted to hear what the strange little man had to say. 

ñIn paganism, it means an open and active approach.ò 

ñItôs inverted. Does that have any meaning?ò Gus asked. 

ñThere are many interpretations of that,ò R. J. said. ñIt could mean the spirit is subservient or, as many pagans 

believe, itôs a sign of the dark side. Itôs also used to help a witch learn to face her darker side.ò 

Tessa eyed the man carefully. ñWhat does it mean to you?ò 

R. J. smiled. ñA subservient spirit.ò 

ñTell me about your book, Mr. Santana,ò Tessa said. 

ñWhat do you want to know?ò 

ñIs it a big seller?ò 

R. J. smiled. ñI do sell a fair share of them.ò 

I canôt believe this guy. What a fraud. ñTo who?ò she asked. 

ñTo my customers, of course.ò 

ñGive me a break,ò Tessa growled. ñWe need to take this downtown and then maybe youôll be able to give us 

some detail.ò 

Gus put his hand on his partnerôs arm only to have it shaken away. ñMay I call you R. J.?ò he asked with a 

smile. 

The store ownerôs head moved fractionally. ñOf course.ò 

ñWe need your help. The more information you give us the better we can understand what all this stuff is 

about.ò  

Santana nodded. 

ñDo you think you can help us out?ò 

ñIôll try. Iôm telling you the truth. I have no way of knowing the names of my customers.ò 

Gus smiled. ñWill you to come downtown and look at some pictures for us, R. J. Maybe youôll see someone 

that you remember coming into your store.ò 

R. J. laughed and winked at Gus. ñI like you. Sure, Iôll help you out.ò 

ñNow,ò Tessa said. 

ñThereôs no way I can be there before Monday.ò 

Tessa looked at her partner. ñEnough of this bull, letôs take him downtown.ò 

Holding up his hand, R. J. focused on Gus. ñLook, my uncle died and my mother asked me to be with her at 

the viewing todayðexcept for me, she has no one. Thatôs where I was yesterday.ò He dug into his pocket and pulled 

out a folded prayer card. ñHere, you can see for yourself.ò 

Gus took the card and read the dates and the name before handing it to his partner.  

Tessa had enough of death. ñBe at the station by eight on Monday.ò  

ñI canôt be there before ten.ò The peculiar little man shrugged. ñI have to arrange for someone to be here in my 

place.ò 

ñThat goon you had guarding your store?ò Tessa asked. 

R. J. let out a raucous laugh. ñJavier? I hardly think so.ò  

The look that Tessa gave the man stopped his laughter. ñItôs your choice, Mr. Santana. If you arenôt willing to 

be there Monday morning at eight, then you can come with us now.ò   

The store owner capitulated. ñIôll be there Monday morning, first thing.ò 

Tessa nodded and Gus took his card and laid it on the glass. ñThanks.ò 

>< 

Once they were back in the car, Tessa gave Gus a sideways grin. ñI didnôt know you were such a stud muffin.ò 

Gus laughed. ñIt must be my dashing good looks.ò He chuckled, before his face turned serious. ñWhy did you 

let him off so easily?ò 

Tessa looked squarely at her partner. ñHeôs what, five-two? A foot shorter than the vic. Thereôs no way he 

could have overpowered her, even if he knew her.ò 



ñMaybe he had a weapon or that goon was with him,ò Gus offered. 

ñDoes he strike you as someone who could get the better of anyone? And, if Javier helped him Iôm pretty sure 

weôd see evidence of that on the body.ò 

Gus thought about his partnerôs words. Tessa was good at pigeon-holing people. Ninety-five percent of the 

time, she was right. He pictured the small man and said, ñYouôre right. He doesnôt fit the profile.ò 

The muscles in Tessaôs face tensed as she looked out the car window. ñI think we need a day off to get our 

focus back.ò 

Gus pulled the vehicle to the curb and stopped. He gave his partner a long look before he said, ñWhatôs going 

on with you? Youôve seemed off ever since we got this case. Iôve never known you to not work twenty-four-seven 

until we have the case solved.ò 

Tessa stared mutely at the man as she considered his question. Have I changed? She knew the answer was yes. 

A deep sense of loneliness envelope her. She yearned for someone to love herðshe longed for Anna and knew she 

always had. ñI guess thereôs a time when things change.ò 

ñYou ok?ò Gus asked softly. 

ñYeah, Iôm good.ò 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 

Hours later, after catching up on the mountain of paper work the case generated, Tessa headed home. She had 

slept better the night before than she had in a long time. She attributed it to Anna. Tessa had to admit she was 

surprised that the lawyer was still there this morning. That perplexed her. By staying, Tessa thought that Anna was 

sending her a signalðletting her know that she could trust the woman. Didnôt she say as much this morning? She 

chewed on her lip. But can I trust that? 

When she stopped at the market, she lifted one corner of her mouth, as she remembered Anna in her kitchen. 

Just thinking of the woman made her shoulders relax for the first time since she arrived at the station earlier. She 

also felt the same stirrings of pleasure she always felt when she thought of, or was near, Anna. As she chucked a loaf 

of whole grain wheat bread into her cart, she faintly smiled. Bet thatôs what sheôd buy. Fifteen minutes later, she had 

the bread, eggs, milk, mayo, mustard, granola, cheese, and a variety pack of lunchmeat and was on her way home.  

Unlocking the door, Tessa half hoped that Anna was still there. When she went inside, she felt her heart sink. 

ñStupid to think sheôd be here,ò she mumbled, as she carried the plastic grocery bags to the kitchen.  

As she lifted the bag with the milk to the counter, she saw a note with her name on it. Forgetting all about 

putting the groceries away, Tessa picked up the note and opening the folded page, she readé 

Tð I hope your day goes well. I want you to know how special it made me feel when you let me take care of 

you. I canôt wait to see you again. Call meðA. 

Picking up her phone and dialing Annaôs number made Tessa take her first relaxed breath since she left Anna 

earlier that day.  

ñHello,ò Annaôs sultry voice said. 

Tessaôs body turned to mush. ñHey, I got your note.ò 

ñAnd you called, Iôll take that as a positive sign,ò Anna said, with a lilt in her voice. 

ñI bought groceries. You want to come over and share some of the take out we didnôt have last night or a 

sandwich with me?ò Tessa held her breath. 

ñMy folks just arrived unexpectedly and they want to go out for dinner. Why donôt you come along?ò Anna 

hesitated then added, ñIôd really like that.ò 

Tessa felt her back stiffen. ñNo, I think you need to visit with your folks. Iôm sure they came to see you and not 

me. We can talk at a more convenient time.ò 

ñYour call isnôt inconvenient,ò Anna whispered. She could hear the distance in Tessaôs voice. ñMy folks were 

in town shopping and took a chance Iôd be home. I see them all the time. Theyôve never met a friend of mine that 

lives here and Iôd like the first one to be you.ò  

Tessa closed her eyes at the tempting invitation. ñNo, it wouldnôt feel right barging in on your family time.ò 

Anna wasnôt going to let Tessa get away but, at the same time, didnôt want to press the subject of meeting her 

folks. ñIôll tell them to go without me.ò 

ñNo, donôt do thatéwe can get together another time.ò 

ñDonôt you get it, Tessa? Iôd rather be with you.ò 

ñSometime Iôll tell you about my folks and youôll know why I donôt want you to blow your parents off.ò 

Tessaôs words intrigued the lawyer. ñIôd like that. Hey, I usually run first thing in the morning. Want to run 

with me?ò 

After feeling the warmth, seep back into her body, Tessa smiled. ñI run then too. How far do you usually go?ò 

Tessa knew that the lawyerôs body was fit and she certainly had the legs of a runner. Can she run as far as I do? 

ñAbout three miles, unless Iôm trying to figure something out and then I go for five.ò 

ñImpressive,ò Tessa said with a slight chuckle. ñDo you think you can keep up with me?ò 

Annaôs voice dropped an octave. ñOh, Iôll give you a run for your money.ò She laughed. ñYou can run but you 

canôt hide from me.ò Iôd hunt you down. 

Sharing a laugh, Tessa said, ñWeôll see about that.ò 

ñWhat time?ò 

Tessa usually ran around five-thirty but only the deranged were out on the streets at that time. ñIt starts getting 

light around six-thirty, is that too early for you?ò 

ñNope, sounds good to me. Iôll be at your place by six-fifteen.ò 

ñOk.ò  

Tessa was about to say goodbye when she heard Anna say, ñIôm looking forward to seeing you.ò 

The comment, along with the whole conversation, took Tessa so far out of her comfort zone that when she tried 

to speak, she couldnôt. Finally, she said, ñMe, too. Iôll see you in the morning.ò Before she hung up, she said, ñAnna, 

be careful ok?ò 



Anna laughed off the warning. ñDonôt worry I always look out for danger whether itôs real or imagined. 

Besides, I always have my equalizer handy.ò 

ñYou have a gun?ò 

ñItôs registered and I do know how to use it.ò  

Just hearing Tessaôs voice made Annaôs body react with a sense of joy. She held onto her phone as if it were a 

lifeline to the detective. They took the first tentative steps toward a close meaningful relationship when Tessa let 

Anna comfort her the night before. She ran her fingers across her lips. The kisses still lingered. 

>< 

ñDid I hear that you invited someone to join us?ò Sonya Mikaelson asked. The woman, who her daughter was 

a spitting image of, put her arm around Annaôs shoulders. 

ñYes, I did, Mom, but she canôt come.ò 

Sonya tugged her daughter closer. ñIs it that detective you told me about several months ago?ò 

Anna rested her head on her motherôs shoulder. ñYeah, but it took me all this time to realize how much she 

means to me. Iôm afraid I treated her badly because what I felt for her scared me. Now, itôs like taking one step 

forward and two steps back. Just when I think Iôm gaining her trust, something happens and Iôm back to square 

one.ò 

ñIs she worth it?ò 

Anna put her arm around her motherôs waist and sighed. ñYes. Do you think Iôm foolish?ò  

Her mother laughed. ñFoolish isnôt a word Iôd associate with you, darling.ò  

Sonya thought back to the broken heart her daughter suffered when Devon, her first serious lover and 

relationship broke it off after three years. It had been a time of deep sorrow for Anna and one of revelation about her 

daughterôs sexual preferences. 

No mother likes to see her child suffer and once she had gotten past the initial shock of Anna being gay, she 

embraced her daughter and told her it would all work out. She remembered telling Anna that, one day, she would 

find someone who would cherish and love her forever. 

Is this woman the one? ñAre you sure youôre not projecting onto this woman what you want her to be? You 

know sometimes we are attracted to a person because they intrigue or reject us.ò 

ñI know that, Mom, but it isnôt like thatðI rejected her and, I suspect, hurt her deeply. I will always regret the 

time wasted because I was afraid of what might happen if I allowed myself to care again. I want, no need, Tessa in 

my life.ò 

ñThen be patient, darlingéall good things come to those who wait.ò 

Anna sighed. ñI know, Mom, I know.ò 

>< 

Tessa still was smiling from her conversation with Anna. The woman made Tessa want to let her in and close 

the door behind her. For the first time in her life, she was considering an intimate relationship. Anna made her 

tremble and it was the most overwhelming feeling that she had ever felt. As her trust in Anna not to break her heart 

grew, another part of her worried that Anna wasnôt taking the threat against herself seriously. 

Once she was finished eating some of the food that Anna had left, Tessa inserted a disc with several of the 

basketball games that Dana Stratton played in, into the DVD player. Using a remote, she pressed several buttons 

until the video began to play. 

She watched the first quarter of the game and could see why many called the girl a phenomenon in the world of 

womenôs basketball. On offense and defense, Stratton outshone everyone else on the court. She made three point 

shots just as easily as she made foul shots or baskets in the paint. As a power forward, she was the best. Her 

defensive prowess seemed to make the players on the other team hesitate or play sloppy, thereby, giving her the 

advantage. 

As Tessa watched the game unfold, she paused whenever the camera panned to the audience to see if she could 

recognize anyoneðno one jumped out screaming Iôm the murderer. She did notice the group of older men who sat 

directly behind the team. After interviewing them, she and Gus had declared them harmless. 

It was clear after watching three games that the victim had the skills and the potential to fight off an assailant. 

That, then, begged the question of why the girlôs body didnôt have any type of defensive wounds. The only 

conclusion she came up with was the one she had when she first saw the bodyðDana Stratton knew her assailant. 

Just who that was remained a mystery. 

That night, while she slept, the detective replayed the basketball games in her dreams all the while looking in 

the crowd for a murderer. She kept seeing R. J. Santanaôs face. 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 

Tessa woke with a start and looked at the time,ðfive-thirty. Climbing out of bed, her mind focused on seeing 

Anna again and she smiled only to have it fade away immediately. She questioned the wisdom of allowing the 

lawyer to be a bigger part of her life. Her philosophy was better to take the break than the fall. Yet, with Anna, there 

definitely was an attraction and if she was honest with herself, she craved the womanôs companionshipðshe always 

had.  

Is that what I wantða friend and not a lover? If that were the case then why did she feel the stirrings of 

pleasure every time she saw Anna or heard her voice? Slipping into a clean pair of running shorts and shirt, Tessa 

had her answer. She wanted Anna on all levels. But, would she be able to rein in her habits of a lifetime? In the end, 

would she close the lawyer out of her life just as sheôd done in the past with other women who wanted a deeper 

relationship? Anna was different. 

When she heard the soft knocking on the door, Tessa felt her heart skip a beat as she quickly went to the door. 

Pulling it open, she saw Anna and let a genuine smile cross her face. 

ñHey,ò was the only thing that Tessaôs parched mouth would say. 

Anna gently ran her hand up and down Tessaôs arm as she passed by the woman. ñGood morning. You ready 

to run?ò 

Tessa chuckled. ñThe better question is, are you ready to keep up with me?ò 

ñYou have the advantage by knowing the route, so Iôll give you that handicap. But be warned, I can go as far 

and as fast as you can.ò 

ñWeôll see about that,ò Tessa said.  

Once they were on the street, both women did some light stretching before they started their run. Tessa 

checked her watch, clicked a button and they began their run. Tessa laid out the route for the lawyer before they 

began and let her set the paceðshe lagged slightly behind. As she watched the ease with which Anna ran, she felt a 

large part of the wall she had around her heart collapse. She smiled and kicked into a faster pace as she caught up 

with Anna. Usually, sheôd run three miles and stop. Today, she would see if the lawyer could keep up with her. 

Anna let Tessa take the lead when they ran down a street, narrowed by vehicles parked on both sides. She had 

never enjoyed running with someone, for it always cramped her styleðTessa was different. The detective didnôt 

dictate the pace but let them develop a mutual speed that was neither too slow nor too fast. She tried not to think of 

the emotions that running with Tessa evoked. Once she realized that she couldnôt stop nature, she gave into the 

feelingsðshe wanted the detective in her life. 

When they stopped, Tessaôs lungs burned and the sweat on her arms felt like little pinpricks were dancing on 

them. She looked at Anna, who was breathing hard and had a thin sheen of sweat covering her arms and legs. She 

couldnôt help noticing the lawyerôs damp t-shirt that clung to her body. The woman consumed her and, the more she 

fought the feeling, the more she wanted it to stay. 

Anna noticed Tessaôs nipples straining against the tight fabric of her running shirt. Breathing hard and bending 

slightly, she asked, ñToo much for you, Tessa?ò 

With an all out laugh, which sounded more like a grunt, Tessa eyed the lawyer as she straightened her body. 

ñNo way.ò 

ñI donôt know about you, but Iôm always ravenous after a run. I know of a small place within walking distance 

of here that has great breakfast plates.ò 

Tessa ran her fingers through her sweat soaked hair and blew out a breath. ñThink theyôd want two sweaty 

runners in with their Sunday breakfast crowd?ò 

Anna laughed. ñProbably not. Why donôt we both get cleaned up and then we can go.ò 

ñYou bring a change of clothes?ò Tessa asked. 

As she let her eyes suggestively run the length of the detectiveôs body, Anna felt aroused. She moved closer to 

Tessa and touched her wet arm. ñYeah, I did.ò 

The tingle Tessa felt when the lawyer touched her had nothing to do with her sweaty body and everything to do 

with desire. Gulping down her emotions, Tessa smiled. ñGood. Iôll show you the guest bathroom.ò 

>< 

It had taken all of Annaôs resolve not to invite Tessa into the shower but she managed to squelch her libido. 

Tessa wasnôt a slam-bang-thank you maôam kind of womanðshe deserved better. Slow and easy, her inner voice 

said. Woo her and romance her first. Forty-five minutes later, both Anna and Tessa were entering the Tragus Diner, 

packed with the Sunday brunch crowd. 



On their short walk to the restaurant, Anna told Tessa that the owner lost his brother in an organized crime 

murder that she litigated. Upon entering the establishment, a tall dark man with thick wavy hair, pushed through 

grumbling patrons and pulled Anna in for a hug. 

ñItôs so nice to see you,ò he said, as he took hold of the lawyerôs arm and led her through the crowded waiting 

area. ñYou come with meéI have the perfect table for you.ò 

Anna saw the confused look on Tessaôs face and winked. As Tessa followed behind Anna, she fixed her eyes 

on the womanôs backside. She felt like a puppy following its owner for a treat and that feeling was strangely 

pleasurable. 

Tessa was about to sit opposite the lawyer when Anna smiled and touched the one next to her. ñIt sometimes 

gets loud and we wonôt be able to hear each other.ò She gave Tessa a seductive smile. ñPromise I wonôt biteénot 

here anyway.ò 

Smiling, Tessa scooted her chair so her knee was touching Annaôs and touched her thigh. ñBiting you say,ò she 

whispered. ñWhat else is on offer?ò 

Anna was about to answer when a young woman with wavy black hair that framed her pretty face said, ñGood 

to see you again, Anna. Coffee?ò 

Tessa watched the ease with which Anna conversed with the girl and smiled. She thought back to banter with 

Anna moments before and immersed herself in the good feelings that caused in her. 

When the girl moved away, Anna said, ñItôs a family run business.ò Not missing a beat, she said, 

conspiratorially, ñI believe you wanted to know what else I have to offer.ò She wiggled her eyebrows. ñPatience my 

dearépatience.ò 

Tessa nodded and fixed her gaze on Annaôs beautiful face. Do I really want that? She continued to stare until 

she heard Anna say, ñWhat?ò  

Dragging her mind back to the present, Tessa smiled and waved at the crowded tables. ñJudging by the number 

of people here, they must have great food.ò 

Anna looked at the detective and grinned. Wonder what she was thinking? ñIôd recommend anything on the 

menu, but my favorite for breakfast is the Greek omelet.ò 

They ate in silence for a while each stealing quick glances at the other, much like a boxer pokes and jabs to 

find the opponentôs strengths and weaknesses. There was no doubt about the sexual energy that was flowing around 

them in tumultuous waves. 

When Tessa clunked her coffee cup on the table, she caught Annaôs gaze and held it. ñI need to talk to you 

about the Petroff family.ò 

Annaôs blue eyes broke the contact. Damn. ñYou arenôt going to let it go are you?ò 

ñNope.ò 

ñI wish we could have gotten Serge Petroff. Unless we cut off the head, the beast will continue to thrive.ò 

Tessa nodded and her expression became somber. ñThe rumor is that you really pissed them off.ò 

As Anna picked up her coffee cup and took a drink, the young girl appeared at the table with a full carafe of 

coffee. ñFreshen your cup?ò she asked. 

Tessa said, ñNo, Iôm good.ò 

Anna smiled at the young woman and held her cup, while the steaming dark liquid flowed into the cup. When 

the lawyer turned her gaze to the detective, she smiled before her face took on a serious expression. ñThis isnôt the 

first time Iôve pissed someone off or been threatened.ò She let out a long sigh. ñItôs the nature of the beast that I face 

every day. As you know, crime is everywhere. How effective can we be if we run and hide each time weôre 

threatened?ò 

ñYou should have more than a gun for protection,ò Tessa said in a serious tone. I want to protect you. ñA mob 

threat isnôt something you should take so lightly. Having a gun wonôt stop a professional.ò 

Anna shook her head and lifted one shoulder. ñThere is no actual threat. Itôs all conjecture and rumor. Those I 

convicted were so low in the organization that I canôt see Petroff taking the chance of sending someone after a 

federal prosecutor for them. I wonôt live my life in fear, Tessa. Besides, being followed around by a body guard isnôt 

my idea of living.ò Unless itôs you. 

ñBut, Petroff has the resources to see the threat through.ò 

ñIf the threat is real and, as I said, at this point we donôt know, and I canôt see it. Iôve been threatened many 

times by those Iôve sent to jail,ò Anna said with a slight smile. 

Tessa stared at the woman, whose eyes belied her words. To the world, Anna was a tough, prosecutor that 

rarely lost her cases. She showed the criminal faction no mercy in her zeal to see them pay for their crimes. Yet, 

Tessa saw something more. 

When the detective laughed, Anna furrowed her brow. ñWhatôs so funny?ò 



Tessa splayed her fingers before they ran through her hair. ñWe are the same you know.ò 

ñIn what way?ò 

The truth of what she was about to say hit Tessa squarely in the jaw and stung as if she had actually been hit. 

ñWe both show the world only what we want them to see.ò 

Anna reached for Tessaôs hand. ñI want to really get to know you, Tessa. Not just sexually but all the facets of 

you.ò 

Tessa closed her eyes. ñI donôt know if I can do that.ò She shrugged. ñBut, Iôd like to try.ò 

Annaôs hand squeezed Tessaôs before she drew it back. ñWeôll take it slow and see where it goes. No pressure, 

no expectations.ò 

ñI like the sound of that.ò I donôt want to be alone anymore. She wanted to share her life with someone and 

that someone was Anna. She felt a new shroud cover herðAnnaôs protector. 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 

Early Monday morning, Tessa did her usual three mile run before going into work. Pulling into the nearly 

empty lot of the police station, she felt more refreshed than she had in a long time. After sharing breakfast the day 

before, she and Anna walked in the park until they finally stopped and sat close together on a bench. They talked for 

an hour until Annaôs Blackberry chirped.  

The subsequent phone call had Anna saying, ñIôm sorry. I need to go in and broker a plea deal.ò 

Reluctantly, Tessa stood up. ñNo need to be sorry. Iôm a homicide detective, I know all about having to stop 

everything when the job calls.ò She grinned. ñDonôt like it but I understand.ò 

Anna touched Tessaôs hand. ñI donôt want to go.ò She smiled. ñCan we continue you this later?ò 

ñOh, I think that can be arranged.ò 

When they reached Annaôs Saab, they embraced before their lips lightly touched. As hard as she tried, Tessa 

couldnôt shake the vision of Anna and if she was honest, she didnôt want to.  

>< 

As she walked into the building, she knew that the day that lay ahead of her and the challenges that it posed 

were clear. A week had passed by since the three boys discovered the body. Dana Stratton was in the ground and her 

family and friends were learning how to cope without her in their lives. The person responsible was still unknown. 

In a murder investigation, seven days is an eternity. With each passing day, the trail was getting colder, which 

was especially important since they didnôt have that much to go on from the beginning. They needed to find the 

victimôs vehicle and, so far, they had come up empty.  

One of the hot tips they got was from someone who said they saw someone pushing a green Honda into the 

river. That tip proved unreliable but it served to accentuate the vast number of places someone could hide a vehicle 

so it wouldnôt be found.  

Tessa lifted her head and was surprised to see Gus sitting down at his desk. She looked at the clock above the 

door then back at her partner. ñSomething going on?ò she asked. ñIt isnôt even seven yet and youôre already here.ò 

Gus nodded. ñA day off and Iôm ready to go. Iôve been going over the case and I know thereôs something weôre 

missing. I canôt quite put my finger on what it is yet, but I will.ò 

ñWeôre on the same wavelength then,ò Tessa remarked as she got up. ñIôm getting some coffee, you want 

some?ò 

ñIôm good but if there are any doughnuts, Iôd have one.ò 

When Tessa returned to her desk, she had a cup of coffee and one glazed doughnut. ñHere you go. I thought 

you were watching your weight.ò 

ñHelen letôs me have a half a grapefruit and a piece of dry toast for breakfast,ò he said before he took a bite. 

ñHmm, now this is a decent breakfast.ò 

Tessa laughed before she looked down at her notes. ñSantana should be here in less than an hour.ò 

ñLetôs hope he shows up. I still canôt believe you let him off the hook so easily.ò 

ñConsidering weôre investigating a murder and we were just at the funeral it seemed like the right thing to do. I 

understood his need to help his mother out.ò Her mind flashed to her own mother, who she hadnôt seen in over seven 

years. On holidays and birthdays, Tessa would call her motherðother than that the distance between them suited 

them both. At one time, she thought that time healed everything but it hadnôtðin the case of her family, she 

suspected it never would. 

With a serious look, Gus said, ñYou bought his storyéusually Iôm the one wanting to give the benefit of the 

doubt.ò 

Focusing on her partner, she said, ñThe prayer card was real and I looked the death up on the Internet. Itôs 

real.ò Tessa pulled a packet of photos out of her desk. ñLike I told you Saturday, I canôt see him getting the better of 

someone a foot taller than him especially when there were no defensive wounds.ò 

Gus laughed. ñWell, thatôs a turnaround.ò Gus eyed his partnerðshe was relaxed. ñYou should take time off 

more often,ò he said. ñIt agrees with you.ò He looked at her closer. ñYou go out on a date or something? Like maybe 

with that good looking lawyer.ò 

Crumbling up a piece of paper, Tessa flung it at her partner. ñGive it a rest, Gus.ò She gazed at him and then a 

smile slowly spread across her face. ñKnow how I know Santana is going to show?ò 

Shaking his head, Gus said, ñCan I stop you from telling me?ò 

ñNope.ò 

ñThen go ahead.ò 

Tessa winked. ñHeôs only helping us because he has a man crush on you.ò She laughed when she saw the mock 

aggrieved look on Gusôs face.  



ñThe guy would throw his mother under a bus, if he could make a few bucks off it.ò 

ñYouôre probably right but heôs the best weôve got right now.ò  

It wasnôt often that they laughed and it felt good to both detectives. Tessa knew that all too soon they would be 

back to the business of murder. 

Gus eyed a folder on Tessaôs desk. ñDid you get the pictures from the funeral?ò 

ñYep, Iôve managed to whittle them down from a thousand to a more manageable number. If he sees someone 

that he recognizes in the crowd shots, I can pull up an individual picture of the person. Crowd shots are all weôll 

give him right now. I had the techies set up in one of the interrogation rooms so we can enlarge them on a screen 

with a computer. His glasses are so thick that I doubt that his looking at them on the computer screen will do any 

good.ò She chuckled. ñEspecially with the laptops we have here.ò She picked up the envelope and passed it to Gus. 

ñI know itôs a long shot but I included a picture of Joel Waterston too.ò 

ñWhat about Gambado?ò 

ñHe was there. I saw him in one of the shots.ò 

ñGuess he was trying to avoid us,ò Gus said. ñWhy let him view the crowd shots and not individual pictures?ò  

Tessa thought for a minute. ñYou know as well as I do that viewing one mug shot after another is confusing at 

best. I figured if he saw a group he could hone in on one easier.ò 

ñSounds reasonable.ò Gusôs phone rang. ñBarrett.ò Gusôs face reddened as he listened. ñDo we have to send 

someone to pick you up, Mr. Santana?ò Gus rolled his eyes. ñWhat time will you be here?ò Gus listened and flexed 

his jaw. ñIf youôre not here by one, Iôll put out an arrest warrant for you.ò Sighing, he said, ñOk, go ahead.ò He 

listened and nodded, ñYouôre welcome. Bye.ò 

Once Gus hung up the phone, Tessa said, ñWhatôs his excuse?ò 

ñSaid heôs still upstate with his mother.ò 

ñYou believed him?ò 

Gus laughed and shook his head. ñHe put his mother on and she said thank you.ò 

ñShit, I hope I didnôt make the wrong call.ò 

ñWeôll see at one this afternoon. My money is on him showingðyouôre usually hit the mark when you read 

people.ò 

The phone rang again and Gus picked it up. ñBarrett.ò As he listened, his eyes widened. ñWeôll be right there.ò 

ñWhatôs going on?ò Tessa asked. 

ñTom Cho was going through the hospital parking garage footage and found Dana Strattonôs car.ò 

Tessa frowned. ñShe was at the hospital? Her parents said they didnôt see her.ò 

>< 

Walking briskly into Tom Choôs work area, Tessa said, ñLetôs see what you have.ò 

The technician looked at her and nodded.  

Gus said, ñGood morning, Tom. Is it cued up?ò 

The man smiled at Gus. ñYep. Here she is entering the parking garage in her Honda Prelude at ten-fifteen and, 

a little later, she parked her car and got out. She begins walking to the door when another vehicle stops and she has 

what appears to be an animated conversation with the occupant.ò 

With her eyes focused on the monitor, Tessa saw the girl raise her hands in what she thought was conciliation 

before she rounded the vehicle and got in on the passenger side. ñCan you get the license plate number?ò she asked. 

ñI tried but thereôs something over the plates obscuring them.ò 

ñWhatôs the make and model?ò Gus asked, as he leaned in to get a better look. 

ñThe lighting is poor but Iôm pretty sure itôs a late model Jeep Cherokee. The film is in black and white so all I 

can tell you is that itôs dark in color.ò 

Tessa pointed to the driverôs side window. ñAny way of enhancing the picture there to see who sheôs talking 

to?ò 

Cho said, ñMaybe.ò He made a few keystrokes and cropped the area before increasing the number of pixels to 

sharpen the resolution.  

This time Tessa leaned in and ran her finger across a part of the enlargement. ñWhat does that look like to 

you?ò 

Gus focused on where his partnerôs slim finger touched the screen. ñThe steering wheel. Whoever this person 

is, he doesnôt want anyone seeing him. Looks like he might be leaning back to keep out of the cameraôs view.ò 

Tessa said, ñPremeditated. The perp knew the cameras were on so he obscured his license plates and made sure 

the camera never sees him.ò Tessa pursed her lips then looked at the outside mirror of the car. ñDonôt suppose we 

can get anything from there,ò she said, as she pointed to the mirror.  



ñI tried but whoever this person is, he made certain there was no way of identifying him through the mirror. I 

tracked the Jeep from the time it entered the garage until it left. There are no usable images of the driver.ò 

Shaking her head, Tessa asked, ñYou saw that car entering the garage?ò  

ñYeah, it came in right after the Stratton girl.ò 

ñFrom the same direction?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñWill you look through the surveillance footage around the hospital and see if you come up with any street 

shots of both vehicles. See if the Jeep is following the vic and where it went when it left the garage with Stratton.ò 

Cho nodded. ñI saw it leave the hospital and go north on Meridian, then it turned on Brighten, where there are 

no cameras. So far, I havenôt picked up where the vehicle comes back onto a camera feed.ò 

Uncharacteristically, Tessa patted the manôs shoulder. ñGood job.ò 

>< 

 ñWe need to get the forensic team to that parking garage,ò Tessa said, as the elevator took them down. 

ñWhoever killed her was stalking her. She obviously knew the person, since she got into the vehicle willingly.ò The 

elevator stopped and they got off. ñWhatever the person said to her was more important than being there for her 

sister.ò 

Gus shook his head. ñWe havenôt interviewed anyone that said she had a friend like that. My impression is that 

she knew a lot of people but none were close.ò 

Tessa arrived at her desk and pulled out another folder. She looked through it until she found the brief phone 

interview she did with the vicôs sister.  

ñThe sister said that she thought something was bothering the vic but didnôt know what it was, or even if it was 

legitimate. She said, my hormones were all over the place and that may have made me feel something that wasnôt 

there. I think we need to speak with her again. Sisters tell each other things that they donôt tell others.ò 

Nodding, Gus picked up his phone and called the woman. ñSheôs asking if we can come to her home,ò he said, 

holding his hand over the mouth piece.  

Tessa looked at her watch. ñFind out what time the baby takes its afternoon nap. We can go there after weôre 

done with Santana.ò 

While Gus spoke with the sister, Tessa called the crime lab and informed them of the vehicleôs location. She 

didnôt think theyôd find anything, since it was clear that the girl arrived at the parking garage alone and left with an 

unknown person. ñLet me know when you have it back here,ò she said to a technician. 

ñThe sister asked if we can come now,ò Gus said, when Tessa hung up her phone. ñWhen I asked her if her 

sister confided in her, she hesitated. Figure she knows something.ò 

ñLetôs hope so. All we have now are bits and pieces that donôt seem to fit.ò She raised her eyebrows and added, 

ñWe need a common thread.ò 

Gus stood up and slid his gun into its holster. ñLetôs hope that is Santana.ò 



Chapter Twenty-Seven

 
Their vehicle pulled up in the driveway that belonged to the victimôs sister and her family. It was a two story, 

garrison colonial with three steps leading to a small landing where the front door was. The lawn was well cared for 

and a pink stork, with its wings flapping in the breeze, adorned the front yard, heralding the birth of the baby girl. 

Tessa knocked on the door but not as loud as she normally would in deference to what might be a sleeping 

baby. When they heard the doorknob rattle, Tessa pushed her jacket back to show her badge. 

Sara Macintosh, who was dressed in loose fitting sweat pants and a zippered hoodie, opened her front door and 

looked at the two detectives. ñPlease, come in,ò she said as she showed them into the living room. ñI donôt know 

what more I can tell you.ò 

Tessa had seen the sister at the funeral and remembered thinking that the girl looked nothing like the vic. From 

behind her dark sunglasses, she gave the woman the once over. Where the womanôs sister was tall and muscular, she 

was petite and soft.  

Keeping her face neutral, Tessa said, ñFrom your sisterôs computer and interviews weôve done with her 

teammates, we get the feeling that there was something going on in her life that people sensed, but didnôt know what 

it was.ò 

ñWe thought you might be able to fill in the pieces for us,ò Gus added. 

ñYouôve made a trip out here for nothing,ò the sister said.  

ñI know how special the bond can be between sisters,ò Tessa said. ñYou tell each other things that you might 

not share with others.ò  

ñHow would you know what itôs like to have a sister, then lose her?ò 

Gus mentally cringed, knowing how sensitive the subject was for his partner. It must be tearing her up inside. 

That must be why sheôs off her game. I wish sheôd talk to me about it. 

Tessa took off her sunglasses. ñI know because I was you once.ò 

Comprehending the meaning, Sara sighed and closed her eyes. ñIôm sorry,ò she said to Tessa. ñReally, thereôs 

nothing I can tell you.ò 

Gus and Tessa exchanged a look. ñHow would you characterize Danaôs interaction with other people?ò Tessa 

asked. 

Sara shrugged. ñI donôt know. She always seemed to get along with everyone. Sometimes she was 

standoffishéI think that was because she was very self conscious of her height.ò 

Tessa smiled at the woman. ñAnything else?ò  

The woman shook her head. ñNot that I can think of.ò 

ñIf weôre going to find out who murdered your sister, we need to know what was happening in her life,ò Gus 

said in a gentle tone. ñWe need your help.ò 

Sara remained silent. 

Tessa let the silence lengthen before she said, ñLook, all her friends at school and her roommate told us that 

they knew something was bothering her. No one seems to know what that was. Not your parents, not her teammates, 

so that leaves only you, Sara.ò 

With a trembling voice, Sara said, ñShe didnôt have anyone that youôd call a close friend at school.ò With her 

left hand, she swiped at the tears brimming in her eyes. ñThey were all jealous of her and did everything they could 

to make her life miserable,ò Sara spat.  

Tessa eyed the woman. ñDo you have any names to go with the team members who did that to her?ò 

ñI donôt know who they are. Any time I asked Dana about her teammates sheôd always frown and changed the 

subject.ò 

ñOk,ò Tessa said. ñPlease continue.ò 

ñAll of Danaôs life, she was the special one. I was five when she was born,ò she whispered. ñMy parentôs doted 

on her and, when she started speaking in sentences when she was eleven months old, theyé.ò The woman paused. 

ñLetôs just say she was the shining one and they only saw her.ò 

ñHow did you feel about that?ò Tessa asked softly. 

ñI adored my sister. My parents think the sun rises and sets on her and I feel the same.ò She looked at Tessa 

with tears spilling out of her eyes. 

In an uncharacteristic gesture, Tessa reached out and touched the womanôs hand. ñDid she tell you what was 

upsetting her?ò  

ñI really donôt know what it was. I noticed a change in her several months ago.ò 

ñWhat kind of change?ò Tessa prodded. 



ñShe became quiet and withdrawn, like she was wrestling with a problem. When Iôd call her, she sounded 

distant, like she didnôt want to talk to me.ò Sara shrugged. ñIôd ask her what was going on and she would always say 

itôs all good, Sara.ò 

ñDid you buy that?ò 

With a shake of her head, Sara said, ñNo.ò 

ñWhy?ò Tessa asked gently. 

ñThe reason Dana went to Restin University was so she could be close to home.ò Saraôs face filled with a 

brilliant smile. ñThere were big division one universities like Tennessee, Texas, and North Carolina recruiting her. 

Coaches would come to our home offering her full scholarships armed with literature and a spiel about their school 

and how much they wanted Dana to go there.ò Sara went quiet, as she brushed tears away. ñShe wouldnôt let any of 

them sway her.ò The woman idly picked at a thread that clung to her pants. ñI think in the end she really wished she 

had gone away to school.ò  

ñWhy do you say that?ò Tessa asked. 

Sara looked at the female detective. ñDid you go college?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñDid you change?ò 

ñI guess.ò 

ñLiving away from home makes you grow up faster. Dana found the freedom to do whatever she wanted. I 

think living in the same town that she grew up in cramped her style. Oh, she still had her core values, but she pushed 

the envelope that first year.ò 

ñIn what way?ò 

ñGrowing up, Dana was always focused on learning. She loved to learn and soaked up everything like a 

sponge. I think she missed being a kid. So, when she was on her own it was like she was free to be the kid.ò Sara 

laughed. ñI remember one night during her first spring break when she came home for a week. She went out with 

some of her old high school friends. She borrowed my ID. She was so drunk when she came home, it was a wonder 

she didnôt kill herself driving. Fortunately, our folks were out of townðI was the mother that nightðI donôt think 

she ever went out drinking after that.ò 

As Tessa listened to Sara speak lovingly about her sister, she let her mind drift to her own sister. Shaking away 

the thoughts, she looked at the woman. ñWhat was happening with her over the last few months?ò 

ñI honestly donôt know. She was home over the winter break and was involved in a holiday tournament that the 

university was hosting. She won MVP of the tournament,ò Sara said with pride. ñDuring that time, I think she was 

happier than Iôd ever seen her. She had one more semester then she was off to medical school. That was always her 

dream. It was after she went back to school for the spring semester that she became withdrawn.ò 

ñDid she let whatever was upsetting her interfere with basketball or her studies?ò Gus asked. 

ñNo, I donôt think so.ò Sara looked at the detectives. ñThatôs all I have,ò she said, as she wiped at her tears and 

her nose with her sleeve. ñI canôt let myself get this upsetðit isnôt good for the baby.ò 

Both Tessa and Gus stood up. ñThank you for your time, Mrs. Macintosh.ò 

The sound of a crying newborn filled the room. Sara looked at her watch. ñRight on schedule.ò 

Tessa handed the woman her card. ñIf you think of anything else, please call me.ò 

ñI will. Iôm sorry I wasnôt more of a help.ò 

With a half smile, Tessa said, ñYou helped us know your sister better and thatôs of great value to our 

investigation. Thank you, again.ò 

>< 

Once they were back in their vehicle, Gus gave his partner a critical gaze. He knew that for Tessa to do the 

interview with the vicôs sister probably brought up old painful memories. Tessa never wanted to discuss that aspect 

of her life, so he decided on different tactic.  

Gus laughed. ñWho was that warm touchy feely detective in there?ò He grinned when he saw Tessa raise her 

eyebrows. ñAre you going soft on me, Jacoby?ò 

His partnerôs bland expression let him know that his effort at levity to lift her spirits hadnôt worked. Tessa 

shrugged and said nothing before she looked out the window that was dotted with moisture from the mist that 

shrouded the sky. In a whisper she said, ñItôs tough when you lose a sister.ò 

Gus had heard his partnerôs words. ñYeah, I thought it was a hard one for you.ò Gus kept his eyes on the road 

as the slowly moved away from the residence. ñHelen is making that pot roast you like so much tonight. She told me 

to ask you to join us.ò 

With a curious look, Tessa studied her partnerôs profile. ñTell her thanks for me. I have stuff to do tonight.ò 



Gus gave his partner a quick look before returning his attention back to the road. He calculated what Tessaôs 

reaction would be if he asked about the lawyer again. He had seen the connection between the two women when 

Anna came to see Tessa last week. There was definitely something going on. He decided what the hell and said, 

ñYou going out with that lawyer?ò 

ñGive it a rest, Gus,ò Tessa said, as she turned back to the window. 

ñWell, for the record, I think sheôd be damn good for you. Itôs what you needéitôs what we all need, 

Tessésomeone to go home to.ò Gus didnôt check out the reaction of his partner as he allowed a smile to filter his 

lipsðshe hadnôt denied it and that was real progress.  



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 

Once the detectives arrived back at the police station, they visited the crime labôs garage. Dana Strattonôs 

Honda Prelude had all the doors open and two members of the crime team were going over every inch of the 

vehicle. 

ñFind anything, Ramona?ò Gus asked of the small, thin brunette woman. 

ñNot really. Weôve pulled fingerprints from inside the vehicle.ò 

Tessa moved so she could see inside the car. ñDid you find any blood, seminal fluid, or other viable DNA?ò 

ñNothing showed up when we scoped it. Itôs cleanðI found a receipt from a car wash dated last weekend. 

From the amount, it looks like she had it detailed.ò 

ñThat would be in keeping with how we found her room.ò Tessa blew out a breath. ñKeep looking and let us 

know what you find.ò 

ñIôll do my best, Detective, but I canôt find something if it isnôt there,ò Ramona said.  

>< 

The two detectives had been back at their desks for less than five minutes when they saw R. J. Santana get off 

the elevator. 

Tessa was listening to her voice messages as the man strutted toward them. There was a message from the ME 

telling her that he had received additional information from some of the toxicology and found nothing additional to 

hone in on the perpetratorðshe hadnôt expected anything more. Another message was from her dentist, reminding 

her of an upcoming appointment. Sliding her tongue across her teeth, she shrugged. Theyôd wait until the case was 

over to get a cleaning. She quickly dialed the dentistôs number and rescheduled.  

Listening to her voice mail again, she heard Ira Silverstein telling her that heôd exhausted all avenues with the 

victimôs computer. The last message made a slight smile curve her lipsðAnna. She heard call me and felt 

pleasurable sensations course through her body. Just as she was punching the buttons for the Annaôs number, R. J. 

Santana stopped at Gusôs desk. She let the receiver clunk back into its cradle. Iôll call her later. 

Clearing his throat, the man gazed at Gus and said, ñWell, here I am, Officer,ò in a melodic tone. ñYou will be 

gentle with me, wonôt you?ò 

It was nearly impossible for Tessa to keep from laughing but she managed to keep her face neutral. ñTrust me, 

Mr. Santana, Gus is always gentle.ò 

R. J. shot Tessa a malevolent look before he turned back to Gus and pointed to his desk. ñAre those the 

pictures you wanted me to take a look at?ò 

Gus, in his all business mode, said, ñYes, come with us and we can get you started.ò 

Getting between Tessa and her partner, R. J. followed so close behind Gus that he bumped into the detective 

when he stopped at a door. 

ñOh, so sorry, Officer,ò the man said, as he held onto Gusôs arm. ñI hope I didnôt hurt youò  

Once in the interrogation room, Gus spread several stacks of pictures out across the table and stood with the 

table between him and the store owner. ñWe have over a hundred crowd shots that we need you to look at.ò  

ñOnce youôve identified any that you need to get a better look at, we can enlarged them,ò Tessa added. 

Unfazed by the glare the man gave her, she pulled down a screen on a side wall in the room. She switched on a 

projector and a laptop before a picture came onto the screen. She said, ñAll you need to do is tell us which photo you 

want enlarged.ò After the man nodded, she turned everything off. 

With a huge sigh, R. J. picked up one photo, held it close to his eyes, and looked at it through his thick glasses. 

He looked at Gus and smiled before he said, ñWhat do you want me to look for?ò 

Gusôs mouth curved into a frown. ñSee if you recognize anyone as someone who comes into your shop.ò 

Tessa didnôt like the man and didnôt want to spend any more time with him than necessaryðGus could handle 

him. ñDo you want something to drink, Mr. Santana? Coffee, soda water?ò 

Looking up, R. J. cocked his head and fixed Tessa with a quizzical look. ñSure, coffeeé black.ò 

With a quick nod, Tessa left the two men and made her way to the coffee maker. After filling two Styrofoam 

cups with the brew, she headed back to the interrogation room where she found Gus looking over R. J. Santanaôs 

shoulder. 

In an irritated tone, Gus said, ñOnce again, if you think you see someone who looks familiar, just put the 

pictures in a pile and we can enlarge them once youôve gone through them all.ò Gusôs eyes met his partnerôs and he 

gave her a grateful smile. 

ñHereôs your coffee,ò Tessa said, as she placed a cup for her partner on the table. ñAnd, hereôs yours, Mr. 

Santana. See anyone familiar yet?ò 

ñIôve only just started, Detective,ò the man grumbled.  



>< 

Anna Mikaelson walked briskly down a long corridor past several courtrooms until she reached the elevator 

bank. Her meeting with Judge Edwin McKinney had lasted longer than she intended. She needed to go by her office 

and pick up a brief so she could deliver it to yet another judge. It was important to an upcoming case that she 

convince the judge that a pre-trial motion requested by the defense was erroneous. Her argument was strong and she 

cited numerous legal precedents that all supported her argument. She knew logic didnôt always persuade judges, so 

she needed to be at the top of her game. 

As she pushed open the door to the U. S. Attorneyôs suite of offices, a heavyset man in a yellow windbreaker 

and black cap followed close behind her. When they both were in the reception area, the man asked, ñIs this the U. 

S. Attorneyôs office?ò 

Anna looked at the man for a moment, certain sheôd seen him somewhere but couldnôt place him. With a slight 

smile, Anna pointed a finger in the direction of a woman, with silver hair pulled back in a bun and who wore 

glasses, sitting at a desk to the left. ñThatôs Mary, sheôll help you.ò  

I hope Tessa called. The thought of the woman made her smile and if she was honest, the most important 

reason for coming back to her office was to see if Tessa called. Opening her office door, Anna heard someone say, 

Anna Mikaelson and, when she turned toward the voice, everything began to go in slow motion. She saw the man 

with the yellow windbreaker pointing a gun at her. She heard the distorted sound of someone screaming heôs got a 

gun get down. Then, she saw the flash from the gun and felt herself falling into her office. Grabbing her head and 

rolling to the side, she pushed the door shut and reached up to lock it just as another screaming bullet hit the steel 

door. In spite of the warm blood she felt running down her face, she managed to crawl under her desk. Pulling her 

briefcase open, she pulled out a small Smith and Wesson and held it between her trembling hands. 

In the distance, Anna could hear more gunshots as she sat unmoving under her desk. Then, it went eerily quiet. 

The rattling of the doorknob had Anna shivering uncontrollably but she managed to scream, ñIôve got a gun.ò 

ñMs. Mikaelson, itôs the police. You can come out now, itôs all over.ò 

ñI donôt believe you,ò Anna shouted. She heard the doorknob rattle again. ñIf you open that door Iôll shoot,ò 

she screamed. Willing herself to stay aware of what was happening, she shook her head as blood obscured the vision 

in her left eye. ñIôll only open it for Detective Jacoby,ò she said as loud as she could before she felt everything 

spinning around her. 

>< 

Tessa had her fill of the sniveling, patronizing R. J. Santana and stood up. The man had been going through the 

funeral group pictures for a little over fifteen minutes and had only looked at five. Most of the time he was fanning 

his feathers to get Gusôs attention.  

Inwardly, she laughed, wondering how much more of it she or Gus could take, but she wouldnôt desert her 

partner. ñGus, why donôt you take a breather? Iôm sure R.J. and I will be just fine.ò She eyed the witness. ñIsnôt that 

right? 

R. J. fanned himself and his eyes behind the thick glass widened. ñAh, but the detective is being so helpful that 

Iôm not sure I can do this without him here.ò 

Gus rolled his eyes. ñI wonôt be long.ò 

Tessa winked and said, ñTake your time, weôll be just fine.ò 

Almost immediately, Gus came back into the room with their captain, John Flynn. ñTessa, I need to speak with 

you for a moment,ò the captain said softly. 

ñShit, what have I done now,ò Tessa muttered under her breath. She passed by Gus who had a strange look on 

his face and stopped. ñWhatôs going on?ò 

ñGo with him and Iôll keep R. J here company until you get back.ò 

Out in the hallway, John took Tessa by the arm and guided her into another room. 

ñNow, youôre freakinô me out. Whatôs going on Cap?ò 

ñThereôs been a shooting in the U. S. Attorneyôs office.ò 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 

Tessa felt her stomach lurch as she fought to maintain her defenses.  

Anna.  

ñAndéò 

ñYour friend Anna Mikaelson is locked in her office and wonôt come out until you tell her itôs ok.ò 

Calmly, Tessa looked at her captain. ñIs she hurt?ò 

ñThey canôt tell but they did see blood leading to her office. They asked if youôd go over there. Apparently, she 

has a gun. She wonôt open the door unless she hears your voice.ò  

I should have insisted on her getting some sort of bodyguard. With her outward appearance belying her inner 

turmoil, Tessa hurried out of the room, ran down the three flights of stairs, and was out in the street within minutes. 

Justice Square contained the courthouse, where the judges, DA, and the U. S. Attorney had offices. The main 

police station that housed the chiefôs offices, along with the detective division, was located there too. Various other 

building where lawyers had their offices along with bail bondsmen also was located around the square. All around a 

small square were emergency vehicles and more police officers than she could count. She ran across the square and 

into the courthouse, only to have a guard stop her at the door. ñYou canôt go in there,ò the burly man said.  

Tessa flashed the man her badge, then in full combat mode, she pushed past him and caught the elevator just as 

it was closing. ñCome on, come on,ò she said between her gritted teeth. Finally, the doors slid open and she was on 

the run again, until she reached the suite of rooms that had Annaôs office. She held up her badge as she pushed past 

the commotion and the bodies that were bleeding on the floor.  

When she reached Annaôs door, Mike Bonus, a redheaded, balding detective said, ñWe havenôt heard anything 

from her in the last five minutes.ò 

Tessa sucked in a breath and knocked on the door.  

Anna heard the knocking and immediately opened her eyes. ñI told you I have a gun,ò she murmured. 

The faint sound of Annaôs voice, had Tessa whispering, ñThank God,ò before she called out, ñAnna, itôs, 

Tessa. Youôre safe now. Iôm coming in.ò She looked at the man next to her. ñDo you have a key?ò 

Mike said, ñHere, wear this,ò as he gave her a bullet proof vest before inserting the key and turning the knob. 

The first thing Tessa saw was a sizable bloodied area on the carpet near the door. Her eyes followed the trail to 

the desk. Slowly, she moved closer. ñAnna, Iôm here. Are you ok?ò 

ñTessa?ò 

Squatting down, Tessa peered under the desk then sat on the floor and gently took the gun out of Annaôs limp 

hand. She saw blood running down the left side of Annaôs faceðher white silk shirt covered in the red congealing 

liquid. Easing her head back around the desk, she softly said, ñWe need a medic.ò Tessa turned back to Anna. ñYou 

can come out now itôs safe.ò She held out her hand and let go of a breath when Anna took it. ñIôve got you now,ò 

she whispered as Anna fell into Tessaôs arms sobbing. 

Two paramedics were by the deskðboth females who looked fit and capable. ñWe need to get to her, 

Detective.ò 

Tessa looked up at them and nodded. ñI need to let you go so the medics can look at you.ò When she saw the 

panic in Annaôs eyes she leaned in and whispered, ñI wonôt be faréIôll never be far away.ò 

While Tessa stood by and watched the medics tend to Anna, Mike Bonus stood next to her. 

ñHowôs she doing?ò he quietly asked. 

ñDonôt know yet.ò Tessa narrowed her eyes. ñWhat the hell happened here?ò she growled, as all her pent up 

frustration spilled over into her words. She pulled the vest off and shoved it in his direction. 

Mike frowned and said, ñHey, I didnôt do it.ò 

Tessa closed her eyes. ñI know Iôm sorry.ò 

ñThe best we can figure is, the shooter,òðhe pointed to a man in a yellow windbreaker with a gaping hole in 

his headðñcame in here looking for Mikaelson. We found a newspaper article in his pocket about a murder at 

Holcomb Prisonðhis sister. Why he chose Mikaelson we donôt know, but my best guess is she prosecuted the case.ò 

ñHow did he get in with the gun?ò 

ñWeôre working on that.ò 

They watched as the medics put Anna on a stretcher before pulling it up and locking it into place. Tessa was 

immediately by Annaôs side. Anna clutched Tessaôs hand, as the stretcher she was on began clattering toward the 

door. When they reached the elevator, one of the paramedics said, ñWe need to take it from here, Detective.ò 

ñIôm going with you,ò Tessa said in a voice that brooked no argument. 

Tessa leaned down and whispered, ñDonôt be afraid. Youôre safe now. Iôll be in the ambulance with you.ò  

Anna clutched Tessaôs hand tighter then closed her eyes. ñOk.ò  




