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      The annual Thriller anthology of short fiction, now in its third year, brings together the most exciting mystery and suspense writers. This year’s collection, Love Is Murder, is edited by Sandra Brown. Among the featured authors is New York Times bestselling author Heather Graham, whose original short story. “Grave Danger” is now available as a free ebook.


      For special-effects artist Ali MacGregor, it can be hard to tell fantasy from reality. Especially when her coworker Victor leaves her alone in the studio one night, surrounded by scary creations—zombies, werewolves and mangled corpses. And then she hears footsteps…. Footsteps that shouldn’t be there.


      Nearby, Ali’s ex, cop Greg Austin, is called to the graveyard set of a horror movie after a real corpse appears. But the dead man isn’t who his ID says he is. And Victor isn’t who he seems to be, either. Greg quickly realizes that Ali, the woman he’s never stopped loving, is in grave danger….
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        Spooky…and them some! Action-packed…and then some! Trust it to Heather Graham to plot so many twists into one short story. —Sandra Brown

      

    


    

  


  
    

    
      

    


    
      The shuffling sound of footsteps had brought her here.


      A leg lay on the floor, burned and scorched, blood pooled and congealed along the severed flesh at the kneecap area. In the shadows, Ali MacGregor stepped carefully by it. She blinked and saw the enormous monster beyond the leg. Fanged teeth appeared to drip saliva; the eyes were red, as if within them, all the fires and brutal evil of hell could be found.


      Ali stood still, her heart thundering. She heard the noise again, the shuffling sound that had brought her here. She moved as silently as she could. Another step brought her face-to-face with the decaying skeleton of a one-eyed zombie.


      Tattered flesh fell from the bones. The jaw bare, the tongue and teeth looked truly macabre. Now, its head hung in a parody of sadness, creating something even more horrible about its appearance—a touch of humanity, eaten away.


      On screen, it had been one of the most terrifying creatures ever.


      She was proud of the zombie. She’d had a part in the creation, and she thought it was one of her best pieces. The one eye was brilliantly blue, and it seemed to watch her as she listened again to the shuffling sound that had come from the storage room at the production facilities of Fantasmic Effects.


      It was strange. She was accustomed to the horrific and the bizarre; without it, she wouldn’t make a living. But it was one thing when she was here during the day, when the rhythmic churn of sewing machines could be heard, when buzz saws roared, and there were people at every different workstation.


      How different it was by night….


      She was there alone for the first time. Of course, she wasn’t supposed to be alone. Victor Brill was supposed to be working with her. They were finishing up the last of the half-eaten zombies for tomorrow night’s shoot in the “graveyard.”


      The ironic thing, of course, was that the fake “graveyard” lay just beyond a real graveyard. A small plot in back fell under the jurisdiction of the Catholic Church. The land had been purchased and donated by Blake Richards, the brilliant man who had founded Fantasmic Studios. Despite his love of horror and the occult, Blake had been a devout Catholic, and a boy who had almost gone wrong, except for the intervention of a priest. Now, Blake Richards was buried in the plot that immediately bordered the brick-walled parking lot of the studios, and the fake cemetery had been established nearby.


      The cemetery had never frightened her. Not the real one, certainly. She’d loved Blake Richards; he’d hired her. He’d been the kindest man in the world, and the first to give a young artist a chance. So why was she so frightened tonight?


      Victor. The jerk.


      Victor had headed out to buy them both some fast food to get them through the next few hours. He’d left at five, when it had still been light. Now the sun had set, and the world around her was dark. Fantasmic Effects was out of the city, away from the congestion that seemed a part of all of Los Angeles County. Still, there were other studios and businesses not that far away. Enough so that there were scattered streetlights here and there.


      The werewolf still seemed to be looking at her.


      Hungrily.


      I could call Greg. If he wasn’t working, he’d come. He’d come save me…just as he had been determined to save Cassandra.


      That sudden thought made her wince. Maybe Greg was with his ex-girlfriend now. Or, maybe, Ali had thrown away her happiness because she’d never really grasped his sense of responsibility. He’d told her once that as a homicide detective, he’d learned that it was only the living he could really help. Sure, the dead did deserve justice, and he could help get that justice for them. But it was those still in danger—whether from a perp or themselves—who still really needed help.


      Thinking about Greg wasn’t going to help her now. Realizing that she’d only gone on a few half-witted dates since she’d left their apartment that night certainly wasn’t exactly good for her mind, either. Remembering the ruggedly handsome and rough-hewn sculpture of his face, and thinking that she’d never been frightened of anything with him around was not going to get her through the night. And, certainly, thinking about being in bed with him on a lazy day, his naked flesh next to hers, even the scent of him intoxicating, would not stop the shuffling sound from terrifying her now….


      She gave herself a mental shake. Oddly enough, thinking about Greg was helpful. She felt stronger, remembering his strength and determination, coupled with an even temper that always seemed to allow him to go forward.


      What would Greg say now? she wondered.


      She smiled to herself. Well, in all honesty, Greg would tell her to get out and get away, and call a cop. But then, he might also smile and remind her that her imagination was truly fantasmic, and that sometimes she had to live in the real world. Lord, there had been that one time when she had been working on the gauntlets for Knights and Aliens when he had stood behind her, fingers in her hair, knuckles brushing down over her cheeks while his whisper teased her ear, reminding her that the knights weren’t real, but he was, and he only had a few hours left before heading out for his shift.


      They’d made love for hours then, and she had laughed and suggested they should actually make a movie: Homicide Cop and Prop Girl. Naturally, he’d be Supercop, and she’d have extra powers, and of course, he told her, she did have extra powers—what her lips did to his flesh was superhuman….


      That was then. This was now.


      Yes, it was just that it was dark, and she was alone. What was benign by day seemed frightening by night.


      So, the werewolf had the appearance of being about to pounce at any given second. And the damned zombie seemed to be watching her, too, as if it was about to salivate any minute. She’d had a part in creating them; they were damned good effects!


      She heard the shuffling sound coming from the rear of the storage room again.


      She was an idiot. She needed to get downstairs and get the hell out.


      She couldn’t just run out; she had to finish work tonight—if she still wanted to have a job tomorrow. She could imagine trying to explain herself to Dustin Avery, her boss. “The zombie and the werewolf were freaking me out, Dustin, and I kept hearing this shuffling sound…so, let’s just put that umpteen-million-dollar shoot off a day. It’s Victor’s fault. He didn’t come back with dinner.”


      For a moment, she was almost overwhelmed by the impulse to call Greg. No. She stood still, trying to turn every muscle in her body into steel with her mind; she couldn’t call Greg. Not now. Not ever.


      He’d been the love of her life at one time. But she’d left him the night he’d left her—because his crazy ex had been hospitalized and arrested on another drug charge. She’d tried so hard to tell him that he couldn’t keep bailing Cassandra out; he’d assured her that it didn’t mean anything. He felt responsible. Cassandra had a little boy—not his—but he still had to hope that she could get straight and care for the child. Once Ali had left him, she couldn’t talk to him again. And she couldn’t just call him casually now. “Hey, sorry, how are you? Yes, I know I’ve ignored your calls. But I’m alone at the studios, and I think a coworker is trying to scare me into getting fired.”


      No, she couldn’t do it. She had to be rational.


      She heard the shuffling sound again, but when she felt the chills race along her spine again, she straightened, gritting her teeth.


      Victor was a jerk and a prankster. When he’d left, the place had supposedly been locked. He’d had a key to get back in, and she’d been so busy sewing the last zombie shirt, she probably hadn’t heard him return. And now…Victor was trying to freak her out.


      She wasn’t going to run. She was going to turn the tables on him.


      She gave the werewolf a pat on the chest. “Work with me, okay?” she whispered. She smiled grimly, and, using the creatures and mechanics to hide her, she began to tiptoe back toward the rear of the storage room.


      


      Not at all far away, Greg Austin was on a case.


      “Jesus, Mary and Joseph!” Tony Martini whispered.


      Something similar almost escaped Greg Austin; he managed to remain silent as he surveyed the scene.


      Gravestones. Opalescent in the moonlight, some full of lichen and appearing so worn by time that those buried beneath them must have been long forgotten, some bearing funerary art that drew the eye with its sheer beauty. Angels with folded wings wept over freestanding crypts, and cherubs holding crosses looked up to the skies. The ground seemed overgrown, as if the cemetery had long been neglected, completely lost in time.


      And then, of course, there was the dead man. The newly dead man.


      At first, he must have been hard to see, even for film director Howard Engel.


      Because there were corpses lying everywhere. Some were missing limbs. Most had decaying flesh, and bone jutted from torn shirts and worn pants.


      They weren’t real. They had been set two days ago for the scheduled shoot in the graveyard. The graveyard, of course, wasn’t real, either. It had been put together by the wizards of Fantasmic Effects. Thing is, filmmakers never planned for a real corpse showing up in the middle of their zombie shoot. It was understandable that Tony was spooked by the fake graveyard. He wasn’t as familiar with special effects as Greg. And, of course, Greg was familiar. He had lived with Ali for a year; he had loved to see the flash of emerald in her eyes when she’d had an idea for a superhero costume, or an evil elf, or some other being of fantasy or horror.


      He winced, looking back at the studio building where she worked. Well, she’d be off for a few days now. There would definitely be no filming here by tomorrow’s light.


      He felt the same dull ache he always felt when he thought about Ali, and he winced, and forced the pain down. He was working.


      “Do you think it might be the work of the Slasher?” Tony asked. Over the past year, four women had been found in a similar position, torsos bent over on top of their beds, as if they’d died saying their nightly prayers, throats cut ear to ear.


      “This is a man. So far, the Slasher only kills women. And in their homes,” Greg said. “I’m not saying that it might not be, but we can’t come to any real conclusions right now.”


      Was it the Slasher? He’d been following clues. They’d questioned dozens of suspects, but the killer used gloves, and he seemed to know exactly what he was doing, studying police procedure, evidence…hell, he didn’t leave a hair, a drop of fluid—anything.


      Greg hunkered down by the real corpse. The man lay half in and half out of a hole that had been dug in the ground—not a true six-foot depth, but maybe three and half or four feet. He’d been wearing a pair of jeans and a T-shirt sporting a ravenous shark on the back. That seemed an irony now, because the slashes just lower than the gaping jaws made it appear that a shark had taken a bite out of the man. But Greg doubted the slashes on the back had killed him; it was the fact that his head had nearly been severed by a ragged blade and lay at an odd twisted angle on the ground, along with his torso, while his legs dangled over the dark pit of the grave. He could so easily have been a part of the set!


      Greg slipped a gloved hand into the man’s pocket and found his wallet. His California driver’s license identified him as Victor Brill of Topanga Canyon. In his wallet, Victor also carried nearly two hundred dollars, an ATM card and a Platinum American Express. Robbery didn’t seem to be the motive. But then, overkill was seldom in play when the motive was robbery.


      Overkill was usually the work of a psycho.


      Still hunched down, Greg looked around the area again. He shook his head. The crime scene units were going to groan aloud when they arrived on the scene what with the body parts everywhere, and fake blood spattered across the “zombie” areas where the creatures had apparently just dined on unwary mourners. He’d checked the ground for impressions in the fake landscape himself; footprints, telltale signs indicating the killer’s path. There was such a hodgepodge of horror on the set that it was almost impossible to tell anything.


      Greg motioned to the police photographer hovering back at the edge of the fake graveyard. “Come on over. M.E. will be here soon, and I want a good photo record before we move anything else.”


      The police photographer, a grim young woman, started snapping even as she made her way over.


      Overkill.


      It was actually not an easy feat to nearly sever a man’s head. The throat and neck were vulnerable, of course, but to slice through all the flesh, muscle and ligaments down to the bone, well, that took some effort. And anger.


      What had Victor Brill done to have received such wrath? Or had he done anything at all? Was this the work of the Slasher?


      Greg stood; old Doc Mabry was carefully maneuvering his way to the site.


      “That’s the real goner?” Mabry asked him.


      Greg nodded. “Old” Doc Mabry wasn’t that old. But, recently, a series of retirements had left him, at fifty, the oldest M.E. working in the area. He was tall, straight, fit, and could have easily passed for an aging character actor.


      “Well?” Greg asked.


      “I may puke,” Tony Martini said.


      Puke would really foul up the scene.


      “Tony, go over to Durfey, there. He was the first to arrive, and I think that’s Howard Engel, the director standing with him. Find out what Engel was doing out here alone this late, and how he stumbled on the real body. Ask him about this fellow, Victor Brill. He might work here with the special effects people.”


      Tony nodded and moved away. Greg watched while Doc Mabry hunkered down himself, investigating the corpse.


      “How long has he been here?” Greg asked him.


      Mabry looked up at him, looked around the “graveyard,” and then back to Greg. “Less than an hour. The guy is still warm and pliable, Greg. Hell, he must have died two minutes before he was found.”


      Greg wasn’t sure what suddenly caused such a sharp pain in his gut. He nodded at Mabry, and left him, walking over to the side of the lot where Tony was now interviewing the director, Howard Engel.


      “Mr. Engel, I’m Detective Austin,” Greg said.


      Engel nodded abstractedly, looking past him to the body.


      “Sir, what brought you out here tonight?” Greg asked.


      “Huh?” The director looked at him, obviously shaken and barely registering anything. He was a slim, ordinary-looking man. He’d directed some of the biggest moneymaking films in the business. Not great epics with amazing acting, but rather, low budget films that had made his studio a fortune.


      “Sir,” Greg repeated, “what brought you out here? Were you worried about a shoot?” Greg asked, trying to be patient, but feeling a growing sense of unease.


      “I…no,” Engel said, blinking and then focusing on Greg at last. Greg’s steady gaze seemed to make him snap to the present, and still, the man flushed. “I—I came to visit the graveyard.”


      “Yes, the set,” Greg said. “Was there a rea—”


      “No, not the set,” Engel said, pointing over the brick wall that led to the back and the parking lot of the studios.


      The effects studio, where, by day, Ali worked, creating monsters—and sometimes, things of beauty. Ali had such a talent, and such a smile. She’d laugh when she was talking, and she’d snuggle against him. Sometimes he would think about the real monsters he came across when he worked, but she was always his refuge. He’d feel her against him, they’d make love, and he’d know again why life was worth living, and why his life’s work mattered, as well.


      “The real graveyard. The cemetery, actually. I think it’s a graveyard when it’s next to a church, and a cemetery—”


      “Mr. Engel,” Greg interrupted. He’d forgotten there was a little cemetery right in back of the studios.


      “Why were you visiting it?” he asked.


      “Stupid of me, I guess. I came out tonight because of Blake Richards.”


      “Blake Richards—founder of the effects studio?” Greg asked.


      Engel nodded. He swallowed and looked at Greg sheepishly. “I felt like he wanted me to visit him. I don’t know. It sounds crazy. I came out to visit his grave. He worked with me on the first movie I ever did. I hadn’t been out to the grave in a while, and we were going to be shooting here, tomorrow, so… It felt like he was calling me.” He paused, flushing again. “Well, I guess this is really going to make me look like a murder suspect, but I came out to say a little something at his grave.”


      The odd thing was, it sure as hell sounded as if the guy was telling the truth. Greg had gotten pretty good, through the years, at sifting truth from lies.


      “Hey! Detective!” Mabry called to him, standing by the corpse. “All right if I get him out of here now?”


      “Yes, you may bring Mr. Brill to the morgue,” Greg told Mabry.


      “Brill?” Engel said.


      “The dead man, Mr. Engel.”


      Engel shook his head. “That’s not Victor Brill. I think Brill is still working, up over in the studios.”


      “The studio is closed,” Greg said. The knifing pain in his gut suddenly seemed more vicious.


      “No, they, uh, needed to finish up a few of the zombies for tomorrow.” He looked at Greg, his face as ashen as Tony’s. “Victor Brill is their top finisher on the creatures.”


      “I’m sorry, we found his ID. That was Victor Brill,” Greg said.


      Engel shook his head. “Brill is a dark-eyed fellow of about thirty.”


      “So, he’d be in the studios?” Greg asked.


      “Yeah.” Engel smiled. “Working with Alison. She’s going places, you know. Great girl. I—”


      Greg didn’t hear more. He felt so gut-stabbed that he nearly bent double.


      Ali.


      A killer called the Slasher was loose in the area, and Ali was in that building. Working with Victor Brill, whose ID had been found on the corpse.


      He left Engel standing there openmouthed, raced to the brick wall, and leaped over it. Going through the cemetery was the fastest way to reach Ali. He vaulted over the fence and landed hard in the grass. It would only take a minute to dial his cell. Noticing the tremor in his hands, he grabbed a nearby vault to steady himself. Yet as he did so, he felt a hand on his back, steadying him. There was no one there.


      In large, embossed letters on the iron grating of the tomb were two words, one name.


      Blake Richards.


      Greg stared at the tomb. “She’s got to be all right!” he whispered.


      The cell phone was ringing.


      “Answer, Ali, answer!” he prayed aloud.


      


      Dolls.


      Ali suddenly felt as if she’d been pitched into a remake of Indiana Jones, except that she was the explorer, and the bane of her life was dolls, not snakes. Fantasmic Effects created amazing dolls. Dolls as real as life, large or small. Sexy Suzie, the doll that had come alive in the thriller Real Doll was standing in front of Bobo, the mock-up for Emil Lasher, the actor in Death by Clown.


      She heard the noise again. She almost laughed aloud. The sound was coming from Bobo’s feet; his motor was on, and he was trying to move, but he was blocked in by Suzie and another doll, one that was covered by a large sheet. She started to reach around Bobo to find the machination cord, but before she could do so, her phone rang. She hit the reply key. “Hello?”


      “Ali?”


      It was Greg’s voice. She knew it, of course, the moment she heard it. Her blood seemed to run instantly like molten lava and her knees felt weak. Had she willed him to call her? she wondered. No, such things didn’t happen.


      “Ali, its Greg.”


      “I know. Hey, nice to hear from you.” Casual, she warned herself. Don’t tell the guy you’ve been eating your heart out for him since you packed up and left.


      “Get out of there,” Greg said.


      “What?”


      “Get the hell out of there,” he told her.


      “Greg, I’m working. I’m at the studio.”


      “Yes, get the hell out.”


      She’d started to jerk the sheet off the life-size doll next to Bobo. It fell away as she frowned, thinking that Greg had to be far away, that something had happened near her apartment in Burbank. “Ali!”


      She didn’t answer him. At first, she stared in surprise. The doll next to Bobo seemed to be that of a Mexican Day of the Dead skeleton. Then she realized that it was clad in black, with the skeleton painted on the fabric. She couldn’t remember a film in which they’d used such a doll, but….


      “I’m here, Greg,” she said, puzzling over the doll.


      And then it moved. It didn’t click, whine, or whirr. It moved, raising its arm and its hand, and in the hand was a knife, blood dripping from it….


      The arm lashed out suddenly, sending the phone flying from her hand.


      “Victor, stop it!” Ali cried out angrily. “You’re not going to scare me off this job!”


      “No?” he asked, cocking his black-and-skull-clad head to an angle. “Then I’ll just kill you,” he said cheerfully.


      


      Greg told himself he was a rational man, a trained cop. He had a gun; he knew what he was doing. He’d call for backup, but first, he’d get to the studios. He was already at the brick wall that lined the back parking lot. He set his arms on the ledge of the wall and hiked himself up; his arms were shaking and he fell back. Cursing, he hiked up again.


      And as he struggled to get a solid grasp, he felt something again. Something. As if someone were there, pushing him up the wall.


      Tony. Tony had gotten it together and followed.


      “Thanks!” he said huskily, and looked back as he gained the top of the brick. But no one was there. No one. No one had touched him.


      He was cracking under the strain.


      His feet hit the asphalt of the parking lot and he ran to the rear door of the effects studio. It was locked. He stood back, pulled his gun and shot out the lock. He burst through into the shadowed realm of zombies, bugs, gnomes and superheroes.


      


      Ali ran back through the prop storage, knocking down a wall of helmets and a carton of costume-grade vampire teeth. As she neared the werewolf, she let out a terrified scream; a massive spiderweb—actually, excellent nylon webbing that she’d designed herself—fell upon her. Screaming, she tore at the netting.


      And she heard the shuffling sound of his footsteps.


      “Victor, you bastard! Where do you think this will get you? Let me go, you ass! Stop this!” she cried. “Ali!”


      She heard her name shouted. It came from far away; it had to be her imagination. It wasn’t. It was Greg. “Greg!”


      She didn’t hear the shuffling sound anymore. Instead, she heard a chuckle. “He’s coming, Ali. How sweet. The script is complete. The detective is coming to save the maiden in distress. Ah, but not all horror movies have happy endings these days!”


      “Greg, no!” she cried. “No…!”


      


      Ali! He’d heard her; she was on the second floor. He raced past the shelves of props toward the stairs. There was something coming down for him. Big, enormous…coming out of the shadows.


      “Stop!” he roared.


      The thing kept coming. He shot.


      It fell.


      He raced up the stairs to it.


      Laughter seemed to sound all around him. “Congratulations, cop. You just killed a dead werewolf. Watch out—the zombies are coming next.”


      Greg stepped over the fallen beast. The bastard, Brill, had gotten on to some kind of a microphone. His voice would sound as if it was coming from everywhere, no matter where the guy was. He eased down the hall and looked into a conference room. Nothing there but a bunch of models for fairies in little glass domes. He hurried on, past one conference room, then another, and another….


      He looked in the last conference room. Even in his panic, he paused. There was a life-size statue or mannequin of Blake Richards. He was affable-looking, a smiling and white-haired man with kind brown eyes.


      “For the love of God, help me!” Greg pleaded.


      He hurried out of the conference room and to the last door. The door to the storage room.


      “Ali!” he shouted her name.


      “No, Greg!”


      He shoved the door open, and there she was. His Ali. She was tied up in a cocoon of white, and at her side was a skeleton with a raised knife. A knife that dripped blood. The blood of the man who had so recently perished in the graveyard.


      Greg took aim at the skeleton. “Get the hell away from her!” he ordered.


      The skeleton just started to laugh. And, as Greg stepped into the room, both hands on his gun in regulatory stance, Ali screamed.


      A second web came crashing down, entangling him instantly. The fall of the web wrenched the gun from his hand, knocking it down near his knee. Tension and fury filled him; he refrained from instantly reaching for the gun.


      If he wasn’t careful, it would fall through the mesh….


      “Oh, Greg, I’m so sorry!” Ali said.


      He couldn’t think of anything else to say. “I love you,” he told her. “I always have.”


      “This is so sweet! So, so sweet!” Victor said. “Do go on.”


      “Victor is the Slasher,” Ali said.


      “Yeah, well, we’ve been trying to catch him, night and day, for a year,” Greg said.


      “Of course. And you would have gotten him. You’re a great cop, Greg. Dedicated—to everyone. A little late, but I’m seeing that now.” He could hear the regret in her voice; she was looking at him through all the mesh that tangled them both. Ali was beautiful. Even now, there was strength and pride in her eyes. “Yes, but….”


      “Greg, forgive me. My timing sucks on this, but…we may die. I love you. I was wrong,” she said.


      “No, no, I just…there was a kid. I couldn’t turn my back on a child.”


      “Oh, such drama, I love it. But enough,” Victor said. “I’d only imagined the pleasure of slicing up my dear coworker, the beloved Ali! But, now, I get to cut her up in front of you. A cop! A big old cop who fell right into my trap.”


      “Well,” Greg said, trying to maintain calm; it was their only chance. He had to reach the gun. “You are an ass, Victor—as well as being a true psychopath, of course. I understand that this place may have a lot of soundproofing, but you must have heard some of the sirens tonight. The place is crawling with cops. Every psycho eventually makes a mistake. You made yours tonight.”


      “I don’t think so. By the time the cops actually get here, I’ll be tangled in mesh, too. And they’ll think I’m the victim who survived when they scared away the real perp!” Victor said.


      “You worked with this idiot, for real?” Greg asked Ali. Slowly, slowly, he stretched his fingers toward the gun. The nylon strained, tearing into his flesh.


      “Good jobs are not easy to come by in the film industry, even in special effects,” Ali told him.


      “Ali, precious Ali! Oh, yeah, everyone loves Ali. Old Blake Richards loved you. You were a suck-up. Always with the blond hair falling over your eyes. And you dressed to be provocative, trying to seduce the old bastard!” Victor accused her.


      “In T-shirts and sweats?” Ali asked. “He thought of me as a daughter, Victor.”


      “Well, you can go and join your old man, then,” Victor said. His voice sounded unreal, like the evil whisper of a—a movie picture.


      Victor started slashing the webbing that held Ali. He was coming closer and closer to her. Desperate, Greg strained harder to reach the gun.


      Slash. Slash. He could hear the nylon ripping away with each dreadful fall of the knife.


      No, God, no! The gun was just out of reach. Greg screamed in fear that the blade would touch flesh at any minute. Real flesh. Ali’s flesh.


      Slash. Slash. Slash.


      And then, miraculously, it seemed that although he couldn’t reach any farther, the gun was moving—on its own—toward his hand.


      His fingers twined around the grip. He ignored the pain of the tensing nylon, twisted and took aim.


      He started to give fair warning.


      But the knife was over Ali’s trapped form, right over her throat….


      “Die, you bastard!” Greg roared. He fired.


      For a moment, skeletal and eerie, Victor Brill still stood, the knife aimed toward Ali’s throat.


      And then…


      He stumbled backward.


      The room was suddenly riddled with shots.


      Greg twisted around. Good old Tony. He’d followed, and he’d finished off the Slasher.


      


      Naturally, soon the whole building was abuzz with police. Ali still couldn’t believe that she was alive. She couldn’t believe that Greg had come. It had all happened so quickly, except, of course, for the terrifying moments when she had been in the net—strong, unbreakable threaded nylon. Hey, she was good at her work.


      But now it was over. And though she had been a victim and a witness, and long through with what the police needed from her, she waited in the conference room for Greg to tie up all the loose ends that a detective had to tie up.


      At last, he came back. She was seated at the conference table, next to the superb figure of Blake Richards. For a moment, he paused in the doorway, looking at her. He was impossibly wonderful, she thought. His dark hair was in total disarray over his forehead; his eyes fell upon her with naked longing. He was ever strong and steady.


      And he had saved her life.


      He hurried from the door to fall on a knee before her. He caught her face between his hands—studying her as if he had to reassure himself over and over again that she was all right, studying her as if she were his world.


      “Ali,” he whispered, and his voice choked. “The things you said—”


      “Were real.”


      He swallowed and nodded. She touched his dark hair, wanting to find the right words. “Let’s go home,” was all she could manage, and her words were thick.


      He nodded. Then he smiled crookedly. “Yours or mine?”


      “Yours—and I’d like it to be mine again,” she said softly.


      He stood and looked back. Tony was in the room. “I got it, Greg. I’m on the crime scene unit, the M.E., you name it. You get out of here.”


      Greg nodded. He took Ali’s hand and drew her to her feet. She was still shaky. She leaned against him. She loved the feel of him and the smell of him, and she trembled, thinking how lucky she was; she had almost died to find out that pride and fear were ridiculous.


      And that monsters were real.


      “Home,” Greg whispered to her. He clapped a hand on Tony’s shoulder giving him a gruff, “Thank you.”


      He looked back into the room for a minute. She realized that he was looking at the wax figure of Blake Richards.


      “He was a wonderful man,” Ali said. “I almost feel as if he was watching over me tonight.”


      “A great man,” Greg agreed. He was still staring at the wax figure. He smiled. She thought he winked.


      She blinked hard herself. She could have sworn that, for just a minute, the wax figure was alive, that Blake Richards smiled in return. And winked.


      “Home,” Greg said.


      Ali nodded. And still, she wondered, had Blake Richards helped save her life that night?


      Yes, quite possibly, because Greg spoke up then, after clearing his throat.


      “Thank you, sir. Thank you,” he said quietly.


      Yes, she thought. Yes, he had helped save her.


      Her life. And her love. The way that Greg had looked at the wax figure…


      “Thank you!” she whispered. A foolish thing to do? She’d probably never know.


      She turned, her hand tightly held in Greg’s, and they left.


      They were going home.
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