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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


As Alessandra
got closer, police lights flashed a brilliant blue and red against the
darkening sky. Alessandra ran now; her neon orange tennis shoes crunched over
the loose gravel. The bright yellow crime scene tape stood out against the
lights once she got to the scene.


Alessandra's
grip on the handle of her kit tightened as she surveyed the scene before her.
She blew out a breath as she fingered her mom's pearl necklace-a nervous habit.
She didn't want to interrupt as she saw everyone doing their tasks but needed
to get to the body.


You'd think I'd
know how to approach a scene by now. Alessandra stood and watched everyone
bustle around. They clustered around the body like a swarm of flies.


Finally she
called out to the nearest officer. "Excuse me, I'm Alessandra Robillard.
I'm with the state police Division of Forensic Sciences, here to collect
evidence." She lifted up her badge.


"Who?"
An older male officer walked over.


"DFS."


"Why
didn't you just say so?"


"Shut up
Mays!" A tall woman shouted as she ran over. "When she says that you
guys don't know what she means either. You see the badge! You think she's going
to steal the body?" She took off the hat that covered her cropped, dark
hair. "Sorry about that. You know how some of these guys get." The
slender female lifted the tape. "The M.E. just left. Better hurry though.
Her assistant's on his way to collect the body." A hand got thrust in her
direction. "I'm Officer Healey."


Alessandra
shook it as she walked under. "Thanks for helping me out."


"No
problem. I was in the background the last time I saw you but I'm heading up
this investigation. I remember what it was like to be fresh meat. Being a woman
doesn't help. I'm old school and think we need to help each other out."
She led Alessandra over to the body.


Large, gray
storm clouds loomed overhead and the scent of rain hung thick in the air around
them as Alessandra got closer. She had one hour at best. An industrial strength
lamp shined enough light for her to see the victim face up on the ground.


The first thing
she saw were the pair of lifeless blue eyes that stared up at her. Her blonde
hair was matted from the caked blood that had dried hours ago. A large, brown
splotch stood out on her gray yoga pants. As for the light blue shirt, it was
dark red, soaked through with blood. Her hands were still tightly clamped over
her bulging stomach.


"The M.E.
eyeballed it and thinks she's about seven months," Officer Healey
remarked. "She says she'll have a better estimate once she's on the table.
Nice shoes by the way. You have any questions I'm over there." She pointed
over by the chain-link fence.


"Thanks."Who
would do something like this?Alessandra rapidly blinked to clear her moist eyes
and took a deep breath. With a firm nod she opened her kit and slid on her
gloves. She collected the red-stained rocks and dirt around the body. She
double and triple checked the items before placing them in the cardboard box.
She found scraps of torn cloth, a hair scrunchie and pieces of rope and duct
tape.


"The
clothes will have to stay with her until the coroner shows up," a deep
voice spoke up from behind her.


Alessandra
stopped mid sample and quickly turned around. She could see the distinct
outline of firm muscle along the man's six foot frame. The smile he gave her
reached his warm, hazel eyes. She turned back to her task.


I like how she
stays so focused on her task. He looked at her shoes. She sure knows how to
stand out. "You're with the M.E?"


Alessandra
sighed. "All of you keep asking that. I'm with the Illinois State Police.
It's completely different."


"This is
my jurisdiction." Dylan's brow furrowed as he got out his phone.


Alessandra
sighed. "I'm collecting evidence. Jurisdiction has nothing to do with it.
You want to whip it out and have a measuring contest?" Alessandra pointed
by the fence. "Good luck. The lead is that woman over there. I'm a
forensic science student. If all goes well I'll have my doctorate in a couple
more months."


"Ah, I see
now." Dylan put his phone away. A feisty one. "So a student? I'm
Dylan Jameson, a special agent with the FBI," he added. Most women could
appreciate that.


FBI? Alessandra
collected a torn piece of clothing. "I'm sorry but I really need to
collect this and I don't have anymore time to chat." A clap of thunder
sounded overhead to emphasize her point.


"Ok I get
it." Dylan stood quietly and watched her collect her items.


Fifteen minutes
later Alessandra stood up. "All done." She dared a look at him.
"I'm sorry for earlier. I don't like to be bothered when I'm working. Good
luck with your case Mr. Jameson." She gathered her things, waved good-bye
to Officer Healey who kept her eyes on Dylan and started walking.


"We've
barely met and you're already leaving. Don't you want to know who the victim
is?" Dylan asked in an effort to keep her there. She piqued his interest;
he just wanted to keep watching her.


"If I need
to know they'll tell me. Right now this is my concern." She held up the
box.


Unfazed Dylan
continued, "Elizabeth Stewart. She resides in Virginia. This murder has
crossed state lines." He ran a hand through his brown hair."So here I
am," he finished as his full lips curved up into a smile.


Keep walking
Alessandra. Against her better judgment she stopped. "How did she get all
the way to Chicago?"


"That's
what I'm here to find out. I have a couple now who have to bury both their
daughter and grandson. You better believe I won't rest 'til I find the
killer." Dylan clenched his fists at his sides.


Alessandra
could already tell by looking at him he enjoyed what he did. She didn't know
what kind of person killed an innocent woman and her unborn child. She did know
this man would find him. Just then the coroner's van pulled up.


"I really
better get going. It was nice meeting you," Alessandra said.


"I didn't
catch your name."


Her green eyes
looked at him. "Alessandra." Then she resumed her walking.


"It was
nice meeting you!" Dylan called out to her retreating figure. "Nice
shoes!"


*  *  *


Dylan walked
inside the lab as the door slammed closed behind him.


"You have
something for me?" Other than that beautiful body. He looked at
Alessandra. At least he would have liked to if she didn't happen to be digging
in the lab's large closet. Instead he hung back and admired the view of her
that he could see.


"Just give
me a sec. I have to find the results." She rifled around some more.
"Got it!" With a smile she produced the document then narrowed her
eyes at him. "Wait. I just remembered you already got this."


"Did
I?"


"Yes! I
even added your name to the e-mail myself. What did you really call me for? I
thought you hadn't received it." You should have known that Alessandra!
Don't let this man cut off the functioning of your brain.


"Guilty."
Dylan raised his hands in surrender. "I was actually on my way downtown to
watch Healey take a crack at Gardener again. He won't be ready for another
hour."


"Okay."


"Okay?"
Dylan repeated. "Not exactly the response I'd expected."


"Is that
because I didn't trip all over myself to try to be close to you?"
Alessandra asked. She was proud of herself and hoped her resolve had been
believable.


Dylan peered at
her again. "If you're hungry we can run down to the café and grab a quick
bite."


Alessandra bit
her lip. Why is he asking me? "What happened to the woman joined at your
hip?"


Dylan almost
laughed. "Her? Just an over eager newbie. She has to tag along to get a
feel for the 'position.' The only reason she got it to start is because of her
'connection' with Assistant Director Banning."


Alessandra
laughed now. "If I didn't know better I'd say you were jealous."


"No. Just
annoyed. She's okay but she's not gonna cut it out in the field. You'd run
miles around her," Dylan offered with an easy grin.


"Is that a
your way of giving me a compliment?" Alessandra took the pencil holding up
her hair.


Dylan sighed.
How do I always manage to say the wrong thing around her? She's always throwing
me off. Though he wasn't quite ready to admit it."I did mean it as one.
I'd much rather be with you than her." His eyes now focused on the cascade
of black curls that fell loosely over her shoulders.


Did he have to
say it like that? Out loud Alessandra said, "I see."


"So how
about lunch?"


Alessandra
frowned at something under the microscope. "Sorry I can't. I'm pretty
busy. Can I take a rain check?" It's not a good idea for me to be alone
with him.


Alessandra
didn't see the crestfallen look on Dylan's face as he spoke up. "Thanks
for the report by the way."


"You're
welcome. Good luck with Gardener." Alessandra was back in the cabinet.


Dylan frowned
as he shut the door behind him. Whatever it takes to get closer to her I plan
to to do it.


* 
*  *


Alessandra
stood nervously waiting as she saw Dylan pacing on the phone. Her apprehension
built and she wanted to be anywhere but looking at him.


I think he
looks even better when he's angry. It's the way his mouth gets tight that
brings out his hard jaw. Before she knew it she pictured herself kissing the
area and then him.


"Alessandra,"
Dylan's voice cut into her thoughts. "What are you doing here?"


"Well the
M.E. was coming to bring you the information on Elizabeth Stewart. But I had
info from the clothing samples and she seemed busy so I..." Shut up
Alessandra!


Dylan smiled,
showing off his left dimple as he took the folder. Alessandra moved her gaze
and focused in on his dark suit.


"Thanks
but you do realize I don't need this. It's supposed to go to the Chicago
PD." He moved closer. "But I'm flattered you came all the way here to
see me."


"I
knew," Alessandra started defensively. "I just thought you might need
a copy to stay up to speed without bothering Officer Healey."


"I stand
corrected. Thanks for this. Traffic's a bitch trying to get downtown."
Dylan looked at her. "Since you're here can I honor that rain check?"


It's been
nearly a month. I suppose I can indulge him. Alessandra smiled now. "What
did you have in mind? "


Dylan returned
it. "I promise you're going to love it. "


* 
*  *


The short, cold
days gave way to longer, warm ones. On June 25, five months after the discovery
of Elizabeth Stewart's body, the trial against Liam Gardener officially got
underway. With the weather unseasonably warm-in the warm nineties-hundreds of
people attempted to find their way inside of the air conditioned courtroom.


Gardener, a
former college linebacker stood at six feet four inches and weighed 260 pounds.
He preferred his numerous women to be half his size. The larger the weight
difference the better. Since he could bench press twice his weight manhandling
these women was all too easy.


Elizabeth
Stewart, a former college cheerleader had heard everything about him when they
first met at a sports bar. Still she thought she was different. One year later
after yet another beating, Liam bought her flowers and asked her to marry him.
Despite her friends and her parents saying that it was a bad idea, Elizabeth
agreed to the engagement. She knew one thing they didn't.~~~


* 
*  *


"But
mother, he loves me and I love him and," She began as she looked at them
and rubbed her stomach, "we're going to be starting a family together.
They say a baby changes everything."


"Honey. I
wish you'd think about yourself and the baby. He's had no problem hitting you
before."


"Honestly
Mom, it was my fault. I just have to make sure not to say or do anything
that'll set him off."


"Lizzie
please," David Stewart jumped in. "All you have to do is breathe the
wrong way and he'll put his hands on you. I've worked with those types and even
defended them. Use the sense God gave you, get out of there and get a
restraining order."


"Just stay
here. It will make us feel better. Dad can take you to you to your appointments
and I won't have to worry," Lonie Stewart insisted.


"Mom I'm
an adult and so is he. We'll figure things out. For the baby."~~~


* 
*  *


Even though
Elizabeth had always been smart her one weakness had been men, especially the
muscular, athletic type. Throw in his accent and being six years older and she
found herself smitten with him.


All of this and
more came out during the trial. Alessandra made it a point to be there even as
she worked on her final dissertation. She would be called to the stand to
interpret forensic evidence. A healthy fear of public speaking also made the
task a daunting one. Watching how other expert witnesses carried themselves put
her at ease.


It was now July
ninth and also day nine of the trial. Dylan was sworn in as the last witness on
the stand for the prosecution.


Thirty minutes
later, Carson Fowler got ready to turn Dylan Jameson-his final witness-over to
the defense. He just had one more question. Striding purposefully in front of
the courtroom he continued speaking.


"Mr.
Jameson would you say that Liam Gardener knew what he was doing when he set out
to kill Miss Stewart?" Fowler questioned


"Absolutely,"
came Dylan's sure answer. "As Detective Scott said earlier it's on record
that he was abusive to all of his girlfriends, Miss Stewart included. The most
recent incident was reported to the police when she was five months
pregnant."


As he finished
a cry broke the silence in the courtroom as Lonie Stewart broke down in her
husband David's arms.


"Your
witness." Carson Fowler walked back to his seat.


"Thank
you." Defense attorney Michael Mason stood up and met each juror's eyes as
he addressed the court. "Mr. Jameson you're on record saying that you felt
Miss Stewart's murder was premeditated."


"Yes,"
Dylan answered. "He lived with the victim and so he had motive. She also
happened to be pregnant with his child. His own mother testified that he told
her he didn't want to be 'saddled' with child support."


"Surely
you're not trying to say he would kill a person over something as trivial as
money. Mr. Gardener had to turn over his financial records. The court knows he
has numerous avenues of income."


"In my
line of work, people have killed for much less," Dylan replied matter of
factly.


Jury members five,
seven and nine all nodded and smiled as they looked on.


"That may
be true Mr. Jameson but a man's life is at stake here? What would Liam Gardener
have to gain from 'getting rid' of his fiancée? He loved her and his unborn
child dearly."


"Men who
abuse always think it's out of love. That's why they have gifts and apologies.
It's so that the woman stays. They also make it seem as though she's at fault.
Miss Stewart said as much to her friends as well as her father. It's also why
she refused to take out an order of protection against him.


"So in
your 'expert' opinion Mr. Jameson, why do you think he did it?"


"Because
he could. If Miss Stewart believed it was something she did it was certainly
Liam Gardener who put the idea in her head."


"Are you
an expert on the human mind?" Mason asked.


"No,"
Dylan replied.


"Do you
claim to know what goes on in a committed relationship? How about the kind of
life they had? Miss Stewart was taken to every prenatal appointment and didn't
have to work a single day she was with my client," he said and then turned
to face the jury. "I think Mr. Jameson has spent too much time in his line
of work. It's clouded his judgment of my client. I mean it's not like he's been
in an actual relationship."


"Objection
your Honor!" Carson Fowler yelled, red-faced.


"Sustained.
I'm instructing the jury to disregard that last statement."


* 
*  *


Five days
later, the case against Liam Gardener went to the jury for deliberation. The
prosecution should have had a pretty easy case but the defense had a couple
more tricks up their sleeve. They started by introducing a surprise witness
that showed an expert witness for the prosecution had not fully disclosed all
of their relationships and the "help" they received from a certain
well-known businessman. Next they brought in another witness who called the
defendant's mental health into question.


"This is
really unbelievable," Carson Fowler fumed as he walked to yet another
meeting in the honorable judge's chambers.


Unfortunately
for Gardener and his lawyers, the bodies and the state's meticulous attention
to detail exposed his defense for what it was: a flimsy tactic to try and gain
sympathy. Ten nerve-racking hours later the lawyers got the message that the
jury had reached a unanimous decision.


An hour later
everyone gathered in the courtroom as the proceedings streamed live over the
internet and on TV.


"All
rise," the bailiff said in a booming voice.


"I
understand you've reached a verdict," Judge Jaqueline Crawford remarked
once everyone had been seated.


"Yes your
honor," Claudia Martin, juror number one, responded with a nod.


She stood up
and handed a folded piece of paper to the bailiff who walked it over to the
judge. The judge opened it and nodded to the jury foreperson. Liam Gardener and
all of the lawyers stood up.


At that point
Claudia spoke in a clear voice, "We the jury find the defendant Liam
Gardener, guilty on both counts of first degree murder."


* 
*  *


"So what
did you learn from this case?" Dylan grabbed a fresh french fry from the
basket.


"I'm sure
you'll tell me." Alessandra took a sip of her soda, remembering the
various suspects he and the detectives had interrogated over the course of the
investigation. They both reached back inside the basket at the same time.


"Go
ahead," he offered with a nod.


"Thanks."
Alessandra tried to ignore the sparks she felt at the touch of his hand.


"You have
to remember. And this is important Alessandra."


She looked at
him expectantly, trying to avoid those eyes of his. It was also a good idea to
pretend not to notice how her pulse raced at the way he said her name.
"You were saying?"


"Always
maintain professionalism. Whatever you do don't sell yourself to the highest
bidder. There are plenty of people trying to get information from the opposing
side and they'll sink you in a second."


Alessandra
nodded as she looked back down at her half eaten meal. "Anything else I
should know?"


Those eyes of
yours. What is it about you? " Make sure you recognize something that is
too good to be true. You don't want to end up like the prosecution's
psychiatrist on the stand."


"Certainly
not." Having all of your sexual partners mentioned for all the country to
see must have been awful.


Alessandra
wished she could have a conversation that didn't have to do with the case but
then remembered who she was talking about. There was no reason to make this
whole thing more complicated than it had to be.


Dylan pushed
his chair back which effectively cut into her thoughts. "Congratulations,
Alessandra. You'll be a great investigator."


"I don't even
have the job," she said standing up.


Dylan moved his
eyes along her body. Though she managed to hide it under the clothes she wore
he could see she carried her weight in all the right places.


"You
will."


She was
intelligent and had the best eye for crime scenes as far as he was concerned.
If the position went to anyone else Dylan would be completely surprised. He had
considered going down and personally putting in a good word for her.


Then the
rational side of him kicked in. Not only would it make things worse for her but
Alessandra would hate him. He couldn't have that. Being around her had already
been difficult and was only becoming that much harder.


"Your vote
of confidence means a lot. So I guess this is good-bye," Alessandra asked
softly.


"I'll be
back in town next month for the sentencing. Maybe I'll see you again."


Alessandra
stood to look at him again and noted his skin was the exact Mediterranean shade
of brown that she only saw in her fantasies. No need to get too distracted even
if he was the closest thing Alessandra had ever seen to perfection.


She nodded and
averted her gaze. No way a man like this would ever see her for anything more
than a quick lay. "Maybe." With a small smile she added, "Thanks
for everything. You've really helped me with making all the red tape easier to
get through"


He'd like to
help himself alright, to her lovely lips and smooth skin. Over the course of
working with her he'd found himself becoming more attracted to her. She's still
a student. Dylan told himself. Oh come on Jameson! She's only four years
younger than you. He pushed these thoughts to the back of his mind as he
reached for her hand to shake it.


Alessandra
couldn't help but notice the way her hand felt surrounded by his larger one.


"Until
next time then," Dylan said quietly.


With that he
was gone.


 


 


 

















CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Alessandra
plopped down on the plush, leather seat.


"Are you
still moping about him?"


"No,"
Alessandra said quickly.


"You never
were a good liar. That's why your career choice suits you quite well."
Alessandra sighed as she lay back and closed her eyes. "Look, I know what
it's like to think about someone who doesn't even pay attention to you,"
Lyssa said as she placed her four month old daughter in the woman's arms.
"It's happened all this time with my own husband."


"I'm not
having this conversation," Alessandra remarked as she played with the
infant. There's no point. "So where are you off to this evening?" she
asked as she took in her five foot eight inch friend.


"I'm off
to see a play!" She tucked back a strand of her blonde hair and placed in
gold earrings that complemented the green cocktail dress she had on.
"Thanks for this by the way Ali. I could really use a night to myself
before Todd comes back."


"It's the
least I can do. I know things haven't been easy."


"He'll be
better off than when he left. They fit the legs on him and he's spent all this
time away learning how to use them."


"I know
but you'll still need to do a lot and I'm on call for the next three days so I
can't be around all day to help. I know these past few months have been
hard," She went and gave her friend a hug.


Lyssa nodded,
tears formed in her blue-green eyes. "I miss him but some days when he's
here it's really hard."


"I know,
hon. I think that's part of being a caregiver. But like you always say things
could be worse."


"You're
right. I could have ended up burying him. I don't know what I would have
done," she said as she looked up, wiping her eyes with the tissue
Alessandra handed her. We were going through so much before the accident.
"I don't know how I could ever manage without you."


"Nonsense!
You're the strongest woman I know."


"So are
you. I suppose that's why we're such good friends," Lyssa replied in a
mocking tone. "Admit it. You just want to take advantage of me."


"What can
I say? You know me too well Lys."


"I do at
that."


"Now off
with you. Go have fun. Sam and Maddie will be fine." Maddie cooed in
agreement.


"Ali, I
wish you wouldn't worry so much over him. If he doesn't see you for the
wonderful person you are, he's definitely not worth your time or trouble."


"Perhaps,"
Alessandra deadpanned as she steered Lyssa to the door.


* 
*  *


August 16th
arrived all too soon and everyone found themselves gathered back in the
courtroom with the honorable Judge Daniel Inoue presiding. This was nothing
compared to what the trial had been.


Alessandra
looked around and spotted Dylan in the back two rows behind her. Their eyes met
as they took their seats once the judge sat down.


"Before we
begin with this hearing we'll take this time to hear some words from both the
defendant and the victim's families."


Everyone
watched as Liam Gardener's mother slowly made her way to the podium to speak.


"Good
morning. I wanted to start off by sayin' my apologies to both Mr. and Mrs.
Stewart. I know I ain't responsible for his actions but I am truly sorry for
all the pain he's caused you. I didn't raise no killer, but I guess y'all hear
that all the time. I don't wanna take up too much more of your time but
whatever you decide I don't think puttin' him to death is the answer. He should
hafta live with what he done. Thank you."


A low murmur
sounded throughout the courtroom as she met both David and Lonie Stewart and
gave them a hug before they made their way to the podium.


"Good
morning," David Stewart began as he wrapped an arm around his wife's
shoulders. "we're here this morning to represent both our daughter and our
grandson," he finished in a voice thick with emotion.


"We'll
never get to see either of them ever again," Lonie Stewart spoke up in a
strong voice, "but they will always be with us. We want to let you know
that no matter what you thought you might get away with that Lizzie still spoke
to us from the grave," she said as she turned to look at Liam.


At this point
David Stewart spoke up again, "We agree with Miss Williams," he said
motioning to Liam's mother, "as much as a part of me would like the
alternative; you need to live with what you've done. We're here today to look
you in the eye and you'll have to do the same with our little girl. This-"
he stated as he held up a picture with a pregnant Elizabeth Stewart smiling,
"will be hanging up wherever you go. Every day you wake up she'll be right
there, reminding you of all that you've lost."


"Thank
you," the couple said in unison as they walked back to their seats.


Now Judge Inoue
spoke, "With that finished, it has been brought to my attention that the
jury has reached a unanimous verdict."


The paper was
brought over to the judge by the bailiff.


Once she'd
opened it and read she said, "The following two counts of murder in the
first degree are punishable by life in prison. These terms are to be served
consecutively and there is no possibility of parole. It is so ordered,"
she finished with a loud bang of her gavel.


* 
*  *


Now outside the
courtroom, Alessandra was happy to note that Dylan was still around. At the
moment he was talking to a couple of colleagues. She watched as he went over
and shook hands with David Stewart and offered a hug to Lonie Stewart. After he
shook hands with Carson Fowler he started to walk over.


Alessandra
stood next to the wall feeling completely out of place. Her heart pounded and
she could feel the sweat forming in her balled up fists. She gave a small smile
to the prosecutor as well. She still wasn't sure what to do with herself when
Dylan finally appeared in front of her.


"Alessandra."


"Dylan.
Long time no see."


The past month
for him had been harder than he could imagine. He'd missed seeing the way she
nervously ran her hand through her bun of black hair as her eyes narrowed to
focus on something she'd noticed. All he wanted to do from the moment she'd
introduced herself that first night was reach out and sneak a touch of her
satin skin.


She was only
four years younger than him. Yet, he kept telling himself that she was
technically still a student and he was trying to reach a goal of his own in
five years. Though he tried desperately to stop himself and hoped the miles
that separated them would drive her from his mind, it only made his feelings
that much stronger.


"So will
you be going out to celebrate with us?" Dylan asked hoarsely.


"If you'll
have me I'd love to be there. It's not every day I have a hand in putting a
killer away."


"There
will be plenty more where that came from." He moved a few steps closer.


Now she was
mere inches away from him and couldn't stop herself from looking at his lips.
"Thank you," she said softly as she took a step back. "I hope
so. I found the whole experience to be quite eye-opening."


I'd like to
open your eyes to something. He fought the urge to reach out and place his hand
against her face.


"Every
case is different but you'll learn that soon, " Dylan began to walk away
to the dismay of Alessandra. I have to get out of here before I lose my
composure.


Just as she
made the decision to go after him and invite him to do something outside of
work he turned back around and waved. Losing her nerve all she could do was
lift her hand up and do the same. At least I got to see him for a few minutes.


* 
*  *


The sound of
raucous laughter filled Alessandra's ears even before she entered the Pied
Piper's Bar in downtown Chicago. As she swung open the wooden door she could
see multiple staff as they hustled about keeping the beer pitchers full.


The dark red
walls were covered with various cop medals and pictures of retired officers.
There was also a large plaque right in the center of the bar dedicated to those
who had lost their lives in the line of duty.


Alessandra
looked around at the large TV's mounted in different areas. There was one at
the bar and two more in front on each side of the large establishment. Black
barstools contrasted nicely with the rest of the dark blue furniture.


As her feet
crunched on the floor covered in peanut shells Alessandra hung back from the
group, mostly because she didn't really know anyone and partly because the
smell of the lager made her stomach turn.


"Turn that
up!" someone yelled as the bartender picked up the remote.


"And now
in other news. Liam Gardener, convicted of killing his pregnant girlfriend last
month has been sentenced to two life terms in prison. The death penalty was on
the table but Elizabeth Stewart's family spoke up at the hearing. They said
they felt that was the easy way out and wanted him to spend the rest of his
life with her picture in his cell so that he'd always see the reason why he was
there. Coming up we'll have an exclusive interview with David and Lonie
Stewart."


"Do you
want a drink?" Dylan's voice asked from behind her. Alessandra turned away
from the newscast and turned to him.


Relief poured
through her as she shook her head and replied, "No thanks, I'm good. I
never could hold my liquor," she stopped realizing she'd said too much.


Dylan smiled.
I'd rather her remember everything that happens tonight. "There's a table
in the back. Shall we?" he asked as he placed a hand at the small of her
back and guided her to a place more private.


Dylan moved
back a strand of Alessandra's hair as he said, "I've really been looking
forward to seeing you. I never got to officially congratulate you on getting
the job."


He wanted to
see me? she thought incredulously as she tried to recover. "Thank
you."


"What is
it?" he asked as he watched her look around.


"If you
don't want to be seen with me I understand. I know you have to go talk to your
colleagues."


He was about to
laugh but stopped when he saw the look of embarrassment on her face. "I'm
sorry, I didn't mean to give you the wrong idea. It's just my coworkers."


"I
understand," Alessandra replied. Some days I don't want to be seen with
myself either. But I don't have a say since I'm stuck with this body.
Alessandra looked around as she mentally calculated the best way to make a
hasty yet graceful exit.


"They like
to stick their noses where they don't belong. If they see me with a woman their
minds run away with them. Then the rumors start."


"I told
you I understood. Thank you for being so nice, but I better go." She
started to get up. She had to get out of here. Alessandra knew she had no
chance with a man like him but the hard truth didn't make accepting that fact
any easier. She'd told herself to stay away from him and she'd failed. Angry
tears already burned her eyes. No way could he see that.


But Dylan
grabbed her hand. "Don't go," he said as he cursed himself. He didn't
usually have this kind of trouble communicating, especially with women. "I
didn't mean to make you think I didn't want you here. I do."


Even now he was
having trouble staying focused. With no one around, the temptation to kiss her
was quickly becoming more difficult.


"In that
case we better make an appearance," Alessandra responded as she looked up
at him shyly. "But separately. It's best not to be seen together "


"If that's
what you want, fine. But after that I want to get out of here. And I want you
to come with me."


"Really?
Where?"


"Someplace
quiet."


"That
sounds good," Alessandra replied without thinking. Once she realized her
mistake she stifled a groan.


Noticing her
look, Dylan quickly piped up, "You'll be safe if you're worried."


"I
wasn't."


"Has
anyone ever told you what a terrible liar you are?" He reached out a hand.
"Ready?"


What is going
on here? Alessandra asked herself before she joined her hand with his.


She suppressed
a shiver as she felt his thumb rub against the top of it and finally let go as
they got closer to the crowd. Dylan resisted the urge to grab it again but
remembered where they were.


I'll wait until
later.


"Excuse
me!" A worker said as he nearly collided into Dylan.


Alessandra
found herself pressed into his back. Her face flushed as she felt his butt
against her stomach. Oh she'd give anything to be able to take off his clothes
and feel his skin under her hands.


Even through
their clothes Dylan could feel her breasts on his back. I can't wait to get to
the room. Dylan thought as he fought to control his response.


"Come
on!" he said in a voice harsher than he intended.


* 
*  *


An hour later
Alessandra closed the passenger side door to Dylan's government issued black
Chevy Tahoe.


"Can I get
a clue as to where we're going?"


"Don't you
think it's a little late to ask, seeing as you're in the car?" Dylan asked
with a laugh before he answered. "It's somewhere I like to relax."


"That's
rather unhelpful." A perfectly shaped eyebrow went up as she cast her best
disdainful look in his direction.


"Don't
worry. If I know you well enough I guarantee you'll like it."


"We'll
see."


"Oh we
certainly will."


Fifteen minutes
later Dylan was proven right.


"I had no
idea you could get in here," Alessandra remarked in awe as they made their
way inside Bernard's Bar at the Waldorf Astoria.


Muted lighting
bathed the place in a soft glow. In the background soft piano music played and
blended in with the light clink of drink glasses behind the bar. Large, black
high-backed chairs surrounded small round tables. Pictures of jazz greats hung
on the dark walls.


"Two
waters please and a club soda," Dylan said when the waitress came over.


"Coming
right up," she said as her eyes lingered on him before walking off.


I would love to
have her breasts. They're perfect. Alessandra stared down at herself and then
the laminated menu on the table. Looking up, she noticed Dylan's worried hazel
eyes looking at hers.


"I thought
I lost you for a second there."


"Sorry,"
she jumped in quickly, "so what's the occasion? Did you want to go over a
case?" she asked as the waitress came back over with their order.


"Actually
I just wanted to see you."


Again with that
phrase. "Me?" she squeaked out. What for? Alessandra picked up her
water and took a long sip to try to combat the sudden dryness in her mouth.


"Don't
sound so surprised," he responded as he moved in the seat right next to
her. "You must have known how I felt about you."


"No,"
Alessandra said quietly, not trusting her voice with more than one syllable.


"Make no
mistake. I find you attractive, Alessandra."


"You're
joking."


"You think
so?"


"Look
Dylan, I..."


"Alessandra,
stop. Before you go any further I can tell," he said softly. Alessandra
sat with a look of surprise as Dylan laughed and continued, "I felt your
eyes on me. Every. Single. Time."


Alessandra
blushed, "No, th-that's wrong," she fumbled. "I mean, yes I
looked once, well maybe a few times but-"


"Okay,"
he jumped in cutting her off, "I guess I'll have to show you then."


Without a word,
Dylan traced a finger along her jawline and moved his lips until they were an
inch from hers. Their eyes met again as Alessandra opened her mouth. Did she
plan to respond or to protest?


It didn't
matter. Taking the opening, his mouth closed over hers. Unable to think
anymore, Alessandra found herself responding to him as her mouth moved
tentatively against his.


With a groan he
tilted her chin up and deepened the kiss. A soft moan escaped her throat as her
hands moved to his hair, pulling him closer. She moved them lower and
delicately ran her hands along the taut muscles in his chest while his hands
weaved through her brunette tresses.


What are we
doing? Alessandra silently pleaded when they parted.


Dylan kissed a
trail to her ear before he whispered, "Come up to the room with me?"


His darkened
eyes met her equally lust-filled ones.


I should say
no. I'll only regret it later. But this could be my only chance with him.


Alessandra
looked over to see Dylan still looking at her. Before she lost her nerve she
nodded Dylan took her hand and led her to the elevators. Once inside he almost
reached for her again.


Alessandra did
her best to keep her eyes forward. Her stomach dropped as the elevator rode
higher. She was suddenly glad she hadn't eaten a lot, though she could probably
do with just a tiny bit of liquid courage. If only she drank.


She dared a
look in his eyes and she couldn't explain what she saw. Alessandra licked her
lips nervously as she watched the way his eyes moved over her.


Her stomach
tightened as she also found herself shamelessly staring at him. No matter what
she tried to say she wanted nothing more than to see everything his clothes
covered.


Okay that was a
good call on not going with any liquor.


Alessandra
stood behind him, her jitters threatened to overtake her as he used his card on
the door. Nothing happened.


Figures. This
is the story of my life. I should take that as a sign.


"Sorry,"
Dylan apologized as the green light flashed and the door opened. "I must
not have been paying attention to how I was holding it." Focus Jameson.
Alessandra gave a small, nervous laugh as she followed in behind him. "Do
you have any idea how long I've waited for this?" he asked as he looked at
her again.


Alessandra
shook her head as he took her hand, feeling the flicker of heat pulse through
her at the realization of what was about to happen.


The look he
gave her made the blood rush so much she could hear it in her ears. Not only
did he want someone but that someone was her.


It's just for
tonight. They were adults and as long as she knew that it would make everything
less complicated. It wasn't like she'd see him again. It was best to take the
chance while she had it. He couldn't be the only FBI agent who worked
interstate murders.


Just stop
thinking about it! Alessandra closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep
breath. When she opened them she took the hand of the man she never thought in
a million years would even look at her.


* 
*  *


"Did that
just happen?" she asked, still out of breath as they collapsed on the bed.


"I figured
you already knew how this worked," Dylan responded in a teasing tone. I
just want those legs wrapped around me again.


"Geez,"
Alessandra said embarrassed, "It's just...I mean, I never thought you'd
ever look my way, never mind actually-. I still can't believe it," she
finished with a hint of shyness.


"If you're
going to apologize, don't. We're adults and you have nothing to be sorry about.
I enjoyed every second."


"Me
too," Alessandra said slowly. She got up to get her clothes. "Well
thanks for everything but I better get going."


But he pulled
her back down. "I wasn't expecting you to go. We have all night."
Right now all I can think about is being deep inside of you. "For now
let's just pick up where we left off." And then Dylan kissed her again.


He uttered a
low groan as his tongue wound around hers languidly. Alessandra pulled herself
to him, feeling the unmistakable outline of his arousal against her belly which
began a trail of heat that ended at her center. As he moved his mouth along her
neck to the base of her throat she heard him say in a low voice,


"Now that
I've had you I don't think I'll be able to get enough of you."


I've already
gone past the point of no return. Since it's only for tonight I might as well
enjoy myself...and him.


Dylan moved on
top of her, grabbing another foil package.


Her hands draped
around him, moving up his back at first and then back down to grip his firm
ass. He felt her breasts press against his chest, her erect nipples bruised
against him.


He ghosted his
fingers along her sensitive skin, finally stopping at her navel. There he
replaced his fingers with his mouth. His warm breath blew against her skin and
the cool air that hit her made her shiver as goose bumps appeared.


Alessandra held
in a breath as Dylan's mouth found her clit. Her fingers gripped his hair and
she panted his name as his tongue kept flicking against her in a circular
motion. She felt her legs shake when two of his fingers slipped into her. He
had barely touched her and already she could feel herself getting closer. Her
hands moved to his shoulders now.


"Yes!"
Alessandra breathed as her eyes closed.


"So
responsive," Dylan whispered as he worked his fingers faster.


His mouth went
to work again and soon the movement of his tongue closely matched the pace of
his fingers. The harder Dylan went the deeper Alessandra's nails sank into his
skin. She cried out, her back arching as her hands moved to the silk sheets and
her thighs trembled even more.


Knowing she was
desperately close to reaching her peak, Dylan turned his mouth and kissed her
slick opening like he had her mouth. Minutes later Alessandra whispered his
name as the blaze of heat started between her thighs and rippled through the
rest of her.


Feeling the
delightful warmth spread while her tremors continued left her breathless
beneath him. Dylan moved his way back up her body and took a nipple in his
mouth and sucked, first one and then the other as his fingers moved again
inside her which extended her release.


Before
Alessandra had time to recover Dylan was so controlled as he sank into her. As
his thrusts became more vigorous his mouth grew more demanding. Alessandra
gasped against him as her fingers slid in between them and started to caress
her wet, swollen nub while he drove into her.


"You're
turning me on," Dylan whispered as he clenched his jaw.


Alessandra ran
her mouth along the firm muscles of Dylan's chest as he changed position and
pulled Alessandra on top of him. She loved the warmth and the feel of him
against her already heated skin.


"I want to
look at you, every lovely inch of you," he said as she flushed a little.


Alessandra
gazed down at him as his hands moved up against her silken skin. They skimmed
over her nipples and stopped at her lips. She bit back a groan, grabbing his
hand and placed it back to her breast. He kneaded it as she rubbed herself over
the length of him.


Dylan's eyes
closed as she lowered her mouth back down onto his chest, moving down until her
lips found the object of her desire. She ran her tongue along the smooth tip,
her mouth watered at the taste of him.


Just as
Alessandra started to swirl her tongue around him she heard him hiss as he
lifted her up. Any longer and those soft lips on him would send him over and he
wanted to prolong every second with her.


"Put me
in." He reached for the nightstand and moved back over her.


Alessandra
nodded and ran her fingers slowly along his velvet skin. Next she slid on the
barrier before gripping him and guided him in crying out as he slowly stretched
her.


He reached a
hand to grip her bottom, lifting her up to meet him. She closed her eyes as she
felt him rub against the spot that had her screaming his name. He filled her up
completely as he steadily pushed into her.


Without
realizing it Alessandra was back on top. She rocked against him as his hands
gripped her hips tightly. Finding a rhythm she rotated around to get him deeper
and then rocked her hips. Dylan groaned again as she lay her hands against his
torso using him as leverage to move up and down on him.


His hands moved
to cup her rear again as he sped up his pace, getting harder as he watched
himself moving in and out of her. After a few minutes Alessandra lay down on
him, her nipples rubbed against the fine hairs of his chest as he continued
moving deep inside her.


Alessandra
wasn't sure when it happened but found herself being laid back in the bed as
Dylan spread her legs apart. She ran her hands along his ribcage and then went
to grab his hips as he lifted her feet to his shoulders. He moved slowly,
pressing his head right up against her but not moving any further.


"Dylan!"
she cried out as she moved her hips against him desperately wanting him to fill
her. "Please don't tease me."


He feathered
soft kisses along her neck and chest as he started with shallow thrusts. She
arched up to meet him as she sank her fingers into his ass and gripped him
tightly to keep him from going too far.


She watched his
muscles flex above her with each thrust and saw his eyes close as his hair
moved into his face. She looked down and licked her lips as she watched his
length lifting in and out of her.


Alessandra took
a hand and ran it along his lips and then his cheeks. Then she ran her mouth
along his earlobe and worked her way down to his neck as she breathed in the
heady scent of him.


His hand
gripped her thigh while the other palmed a breast and squeezed. He bent down
and kissed her again, soft and slow, the exact opposite of his thrusts. Dylan's
low groans mingled with Alessandra's gasps as his sweat-slicked body drove into
her again and again.


She wrapped her
legs around him then closed her eyes as his hands moved all over her, framing
her ribs and then a breast before settling back to her slick, swollen clit. Her
vision blurred and she felt the flash of heat again, followed by another and
then another as he hit just the right spot.


She could not
stop the noise that rose in her as she dissolved underneath him. Heat spiraled
through her as he continued pumping into her. Minutes later Dylan growled low
as his body shook. He lie down on her chest, completely sated as Alessandra
wrapped her arms around him.


"That was
amazing."


"I could
say the same for you," Dylan replied as he moved over onto the bed and
began placing soft kisses against the inside of her palm before he took her
hand and held it.


"I wish
you didn't have to leave."


"Me too.
But I'll see you again."


"Really?"
Alessandra still didn't buy it. You really are out of my league. At that moment
she came to a startling conclusion. How the hell did this happen? She thought
as he began to lightly rub her back.


"Alessandra,
what is it?"


"Nothing,"
she lied as she closed her eyes, ignoring reality and enjoying the closeness of
the man she had so quickly fallen in love with.


* 
*  *


Sunlight
filtered through the opening of the thick, yellow curtains. Alessandra cracked
an eye open as her brain attempted to process where she was. A whisper of warm
breath against the nape of her neck caused her to shiver.


At her movement
a strong arm snaked its way around her. She snuggled into the embrace and
started to close her eyes when a sudden moment of clarity struck her.


Looking over
she got instant confirmation of what she'd spent the better part of the night
doing. She dragged herself away from Dylan's warmth and practically tripped out
of bed in a desperate search for her clothes. Ten minutes later now fully
dressed, she used the hotel's letterhead as she scribbled out a hasty letter.


"I can't
do this. I don't know what last night was but no matter how I feel he doesn't
feel the same. Besides I'm only inviting trouble," she said to herself
before she turned to him, "I love you," she finished sadly.


Placing one
last kiss on his sleeping face she left. It was only when she got out of the
cab in front of her house that Alessandra felt the tears falling.


 


 


 


 

















CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Dylan looked at
the plane ticket on his desk.


Chicago.


Back to where
it all started. He thought with a wry grin as he stood up and got his suitcase.


At the age of
thirty-one, two years had passed and Dylan had just started his second year as
an FBI profiler. He still had more to accomplish. He eventually wanted to be
the top profiler in the country. It would even be nice to be called on to
profile the tough cases in other areas of the world. At one time he'd even
entertained the thought of having one woman by his side to lend her expertise.


Alessandra.


He knew she
still worked in the city because for the past two years he'd kept tabs on her
career. She had just published another paper in the Forensic Monthly Journal
and was now the number two forensic investigator in the nation. Dylan smiled to
himself again as he remembered the exact words of that letter.


Dylan, thank
you for everything. Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine we'd be together
like this. Which is why I realize I made a miscalculation. I forgot to look at
the evidence in front of me and saw what I wanted to see. For the sake of our
careers it's best I stop before things get too out of hand. Good luck at
Quantico. Alessandra


Dylan realized
too late that he should have told her something back then she surely knew by
now. Sometimes you have to wait until you have all of the facts before you
reach a final conclusion.


He had never
gotten around to mentioning it, thinking he had all the time in the world once
he'd had her in his bed. He couldn't say it had been at the first sight of her
but it had been before their night together. '


The simple
truth was at some point during that time he had fallen in love with her.


When he found
the letter that morning, he'd sat in disbelief before he finally jumped into
action and called her. The phone went right to voicemail. Leaving a message he
had jumped out of bed and then remembered he had no idea where she lived.


With one
well-timed phone call he got her address and found himself in front of her door
an hour later. No one answered. Four hours later, it was back to the airport
and D.C. Dylan could never say that he didn't try to do all that he could.


When his plane
landed Dylan had been angry, sad and perplexed. The next day his friend Brad
had tried to talk some "sense" into him. He could still remember the
words of his best friend so clearly from two years ago.~~~


*  *  *


"You
dodged a bullet. At least you got a fun night out of the deal. Just look at it
for what it was."


"That
would only help if I wasn't in love with her."


"You have
to get over it. Did you tell her?"


Dylan shook his
head, "No, I did everything I could to get to her before I had to leave
town." Dylan narrowed his eyes and clenched a fist. "If I didn't know
better I would think someone out there is rooting against us."


"I'm
telling you man it's a sign. Consider yourself lucky. She made things easy. Cut
your losses and move on."~~~


* 
*  *


Dylan sighed
and his mind returned to the present before he picked the ticket up. Those two
days still played over and over in his head. To this very day Dylan wasn't
ready to believe he couldn't have her.


While he was no
longer angry he still wanted to figure out what went wrong. He couldn't help
that he thought of her so often. When the assignment came across his desk he
hadn't believed it. Sure there had been murders all this time but he had
remained in D.C. With no major serial killers surfacing in the area that
required both his profiling talents and her forensic expertise their paths had
hardly crossed at all. Until now.


Whenever he
went to Chicago he made it a point to look her up. It had only been four times
but each time she was out of the state. Twice she was even out of the country.


His last resort
was to go to one of the conferences she'd presented at but the closest he got
to seeing her was from the back of a crowded lecture room. Once she was done
presenting she'd disappeared in a blur. It was at that point he decided to stop
chasing her and take the hint. Still he knew she couldn't run away from him
forever.


It's taken long
enough but you can't run anymore. 


* 
*  *


"What do
we do?" Stella Hamilton asked in a fit of hysterics. "Our daughter is
nowhere to be found."


"That's
why we're here," Dylan responded. "We know you went over everything
with the detective but we're here about the ransom call. Could you tell who the
person was over the phone?"


She shook her
head as her husband answered, "They had one of those voice altering
things. It sounded like a computer."


"What did
they say?"


"They said
if we wanted to see her alive then they needed $30,000. I asked to hear her
voice but they wouldn't let us. We don't have that kind of money but I'll get
it if I have to."


The kidnappers
must know that. Dylan thought. Which means they have no intention of keeping
her alive. He turned to the couple before him. "As long as we're within
the 48 hour window there's still some time. But I'm gonna be straight with you.
I doubt money's what they're after."


"How do
you know?"


"They
would have let you hear her at least. If they were really after money they
would have asked for an amount that they knew you could get quickly."


"Then does
that means they've killed her?" Ben Hamilton jumped in, wringing his hands
before he put an arm around his crying wife as his shoulders slumped.


"Honestly
I don't know the answer. I won't lie to you though. That's a possibility."
Dylan answered grimly. "But we're still within the window. So If that's
the case we'll do everything in our power to find them. That's why I'm here.
It's my job to make sure we track down the kidnapper."


Stella Hamilton
looked up at him with shining eyes, "Please, you have to find her."
She said quietly before she put her face in her hands. Her sobs rang out
through the room as her shoulders shook.


"You have
my assurances that we'll do all we can."


* 
*  *


The incessant creaking
of a rocking chair could be heard as the burly man entered the room.


"Is that
you, Jack?" A raspy voice asked.


"No. It's
me. I'm here Mother. Just getting some tea ready for you."


"This is
too hot!" She screamed as she threw the cup with all the strength her
shaky hands could muster." Go get me another."


"Right
away Mother." He responded as he heard her mutter,


"Stupid
boy."


Just you wait.
We'll see who the stupid one is. He thought with a smile as he made his way
into the box-shaped kitchen.


He grabbed two
cubes of sugar and poured in the rest of the tea from the kettle. He ran the
water and filled it in the rest of the cup before he rinsed the kettle out and
placed it back on the stove. Next he moved one of his large hands over to the
cabinet and pulled out two pill bottles. Grabbing a pink one and a white one,
he crushed each one between his fingers.


One day that
will be her head. He thought cheerfully as he shook the residue into the cup.
He walked to the back of the house and opened the door. It creaked as he walked
outside. Tonight he would find a reason to get out of here. He looked over to
the wood pile and found his excuse. Even if it was only for a few hours he
couldn't bear spending these days alone with this woman.


With a smile on
his face he walked back inside and to the broken, wooden door of a room.
Opening it he made his way over to the sunken bed.


"It better
be right this time."


"I checked
it," he replied with a tug of his dingy shirt as he offered the cup back
to her.


She took a few
sips before she nodded and looked at him with watery gray eyes. The slight
dusting of gray hair on her head looked nothing like the beautiful young woman
from years before. "I'm going to bed now. Turn on the television,"
she admonished as he went over.


He set the
station to the game show channel and checked that everything was where it
needed to be before he took his leave. He kept going until he was upstairs in
the last corner room.


He could barely
contain his excitement as he opened the door slowly. Looking inside he could
see her unmoving in the bed among the shadows. "It won't be much longer
now." He whispered as he went over and looked down at the young woman. He
bent down and ran a finger through her long, dark tresses that reminded him so
much of his mother when he was younger. After that he stood back up and shut
the door and then stuck his key in and locked it.


* 
*  *


"It's
about time you got here Ales."


"Alex,"
she replied as she took a seat across from her brother. I wish he wouldn't call
me that. So what if I happen to like ginger ale. She thought wryly as she
looked over to him. "So what did you order?"


His brown eyes
danced as he replied, "Your favorite as always."


Just then the
waiter arrived with two plates. One had spaghetti with meatballs and the other
one held seafood Fettuccine.


"Dig
in," he added with a grin as Alessandra picked up her fork and speared a
large piece of shrimp. She dipped it in the cheesy, spicy alfredo sauce that
her favorite restaurant was known for.


"I think
it gets better each time," she mouthed in a low voice as her eyes closed
savoring every delectable morsel.


"In case
that doesn't work I also ordered you some cheesecake."


Alessandra's
eyes flew open. "Alex what are you trying to do? As it is I'll have to
spend more time at the gym for the next month."


"It's just
been so long since I've seen you."


She hung her
head as she took in another mouthful, chewing it slowly before she responded,
"I know. I'm sorry."


"The point
of apologizing is that you don't keep doing it over again." Alex reached
for a saucy meatball.


"It's just
that…"


"Don't
even try it," he jumped in quickly. "You know you don't have to be
there. For some reason you want to."


That reason
happened to be a certain person who would remain nameless. "So what's new?"
Alessandra asked to try to get her mind off of what she was thinking.


"Nothing
much. As you know, it's almost time to go visit Mom and Dad. Cara also wants to
have you over. And Lance. He misses his auntie."


Alessandra had
the good grace to frown as she took another bite of food. "I can stop by
sometime next week."


Alex nodded as
he took a drink of his lemonade. "Sounds good. And about the other
thing?"


"It's not
for another couple of weeks. I'll get Laney to clear that Wednesday."


"Anyone
new in your life?"


"You mean
a man? No."


"Ales, you
have to get over it."


"Easy for
you to say. You didn't have your most intimate details posted on social media
for all the world to see." She thought about her ex Scott, "It's
unbelievable that I'd still be hung up on this after all this time, isn't
it?"


"Probably
not when it comes to you. But you need to move on," Alex said as he handed
her a paper. "It's a speed dating event. They'll be having one here in
Chicago at the end of the month. Try to pull yourself away from work and
go."


"I
will." She reached for her cup and held back a sigh. She knew he only
wanted what was best for her but really wished he'd stay out of her personal
life.


"I only
want you to be happy," he spoke up, reading her thoughts.


"I
am." I love my work and that's all I need right now.


."And
you're wrong. Life is so much more than work. I hope you realize that."


Alessandra
sighed as she nodded. His uncanny ability to read her always took some getting
used to. They were twins after all and had talked about everything. Besides she
had her moments as well. They finished the rest of their meal in relative
silence. Once the check was paid they both got up and left.


"It was
good seeing you." Alex gave her a hug.


"You too.
I'll talk to you next week," Alessandra replied as they separated and she
left.


* 
*  *


Strong twine
was all that held her to the rickety bed that smelled as if it was soaked in
urine. A mixture of sweat, blood and grime also assaulted her senses. The
problem was in the knots that were done. Her fingers were numb both from trying
to get free and from running them over the thick rope over and over to get a
feel for them.


Just a couple
more hours and I can finally try to loosen them. No matter what I have to get
out of here. Soon.


Just then she heard
the familiar sound of footsteps. Next came the telltale clicking as the key
entered the lock. She closed her eyes, pretending to be asleep, wishing so much
she could get her sweat-soaked, dirty hair out of her face. Even better, she
could get out of this horrible place. For good. For now, she would have to deal
with it for a little while more.


The heavy
footsteps moved closer. She could feel the rancid, warm breath as a large,
gnarled finger ran through her hair. It took everything the young woman had not
to shudder in disgust. It was important she pretend to be asleep. All she had
to do was stay like this for a little bit. Once the feeling returned to her
hands she could put her escape plan into action.


She knew the
door was out of the question. Remembering the cold draft she felt through the
window every night that was going to be the best option. She wasn't sure where
the opening was but if it was there she would definitely find it.


She closed her
eyes again. They burned both from her tears and from lack of sleep. I'll be out
of here tonight and back home. That was the only thought that ran through her
head every day since she'd been here. The time ran together so she wasn't sure
how much time had passed. All she knew was that the sight of her parents would
make her the happiest she'd ever been. Even if she had spent her time fighting
with them now that she was in college she loved them deeply.


Once the pins
and needles left her fingers she got to work. It took longer than she thought
and her hands were covered in scrapes and blood when she was done but she was
finally free. Rubbing the marks now imprinted on her wrists, she tiptoed
silently to the window. She moved her hands along the rusted pane and held her
breath as it began to move.


Ten minutes
later there was enough of an opening for her to get through. She stood for a
few moments, contemplating her next move. This all seemed way too easy.


Then she looked
down at the scrapes and blood that was now starting to cake her hands and her
legs. The moonlight highlighted a couple of bruises as well. That was enough to
get her to move. Her sea blue eyes glowed for the first time in a while as she
looked up at the only light present in the dank forest.


As if it were a
sign, she closed her eyes feeling more certain that this would be what guided
her away from this hellish prison. With precision she went through the window
and felt the crunching as she walked along the roof. With uncertain steps she
held onto the rusted chimney and looked down. Bile rose in her throat as she
saw the long way down and realized she was on the second floor.


"I'm not
afraid of heights, I'm not afraid." She repeated over and over.


She closed her
eyes again and planned out her path. As she opened them she saw a light turn on
right below her. Moving back against the window, she watched as her abductor
walked off into the woods.


He's probably
off to get firewood. Now was her only chance to escape. If she didn't leave now
she would probably never see another moon like this again. She closed her eyes,
moved to the edge and jumped.


Her landing
wasn't so graceful and she could feel the pain in her left ankle as she landed.
Her heart beat furiously and the blood rushed so fast she could hear it in her
ears as she took off running. She was in no way prepared for the unseasonable
cool air that hit her. Still it was a welcome feeling. She was outside.


She didn't know
how long she ran but she couldn't see another house or vehicle for miles. Her
feet started to give out from under her as she tripped over the underbrush. She
fell and her already bloody hands and legs slid across the ground covered with
pebbles as she cried out in pain.


She lifted
herself up and nearly fell again as pain shot from her left ankle up to her
knee.


I'm not going
to make it. She thought in a panic as she looked around.


With that
thought she stopped and started to lie down on the ground on her back. She
looked up at what little of the moon she could see peeking in through the trees
and regained her resolve. She stood back up and walked as much as she could
until the pain was too much and she had to hop. Finally she saw another place.
It looked to be a general store of some sort. An adrenaline rush surged through
her veins as she broke into a run and got to the door. As she opened it, a man
and teenage girl looked at her in surprise.


"Help
me!" Rebecca Hamilton cried out before everything went black.


 


 


 

















CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


Maddie lay
sleeping in her crib as Alessandra sat down and opened the file from her case.
Now that she had a moment to herself she could prepare herself for the real
reason she had been working so hard these past two years. Taking another bite
of her dark chocolate bar she opened a page as she thought about him in a plane
headed back to Chicago.


And back into
her life.


She sighed
again as she stared at the file of Rebecca Hamilton. The one that was able to
get away. This meant the top profiler on the east coast would be arriving.


Dylan Jameson.


Even after all
this time Alessandra had followed his career from the time she left his hotel
room that warm August morning. He had been invited to Quantico, Virginia after
the trial for special training. He was one of the few that had been invited
before the eight year mark.


She had to
admit these past couple of years still felt like last week.~~~


* 
*  *


The sun was
beginning to set and it was now nearly twenty four hours since Alessandra let
Dylan lead her to his hotel room.


"Alessandra,
get out of bed this instant!" Lyssa admonished as she shook her friend
awake.


"Lys?"
Alessandra questioned in a voice thick with sleep and tears. "What are you
doing here?" She asked as she ran a hand through her matted hair.


"You
weren't answering your phone. I know you're not suicidal but when I didn't hear
from you I was still worried so I decided to stop by."


"Where are
the kids?"


"My mom
stopped by. I told her I'd be back," Lyssa said simply before she looked
to her friend and narrowed her eyes, "What the hell happened Ali?"


"I made a
mistake," Alessandra said as she flopped back down on her pillow and
closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of tears falling once again.


"What did
you do? Seduce him in front of a crowd of people?"


"God,
no."


"So you
obviously slept with him. What then? You didn't want to?"


"You
already know I did," Alessandra replied casting a cursory glance at her
friend.


"Then
you'll have to excuse my stupidity. I can't seem to see where you made the
mistake."


Okay so maybe
that wasn't the right word. Alessandra mused before she said, "I shouldn't
have let things get that far. I know it's been awhile but I got carried away
with one kiss."


"I'm still
not seeing the problem," Lyssa responded as she folded her arms.


"He
doesn't want someone like me?"


"Says you!
Did he tell you that?"


"He didn't
have to," Alessandra said defensively, "It makes no sense that he
would."


"It makes
perfect sense," Lyssa replied with a groan, "You're pretty,
intelligent and an overall great person. You're loyal, passionate and any man
would be lucky to have you."


She's right
about the passionate part. Alessandra thought before she added, "Not any
guy," As she instantly remembered her ex-boyfriend.


"Scott
was, and still is a douche. Just because he treated you like a doormat and
cheated on you does not mean that every guy you run into will do the same
thing," Lyssa remarked as she blew out a breath. "Did you even give
him a chance to say anything?"


"Not
really," Alessandra answered sheepishly as she felt her face get hot.


"Why did
you run?"


"During
the night I realized I was in love with him. I know he doesn't feel the same so
I left to save him the trouble."


"The
trouble of regular sex and a decent relationship? I'm sure you read him
completely wrong. Now get your ass out of bed and clean up. Put your big girl
panties on, get back to that hotel and tell him how you feel."


"I can't
now," Alessandra looked at the clock. "He's gone."~~~


*  *  *


Not anymore.
Alessandra told herself as she looked back down at the picture of the young
woman in front of her.


He had been
back to Chicago plenty of times but she went out of her way not to run into
him. It was usually by way of an out of town conference where she signed
herself up to make a presentation. The rational part of her knew she couldn't
avoid him forever. Not with another young woman going missing. Now she'd spend
nearly every working hour being near him.


The sound of
Maddie's cries pulled Alessandra from her thoughts. She went to the kitchen and
grabbed the bottle for the baby as she inspected the fridge to get something
together for Sam. Looking at the clock she was relieved to see that it wasn't
quite five. Sam had to eat at the same time each night or he would start to
panic.


Looking through
the items she decided some macaroni and cheese, green beans and grilled chicken
would be just the ticket. She also remained mindful that the textures of the
foods were ones Sam could deal with. Twenty minutes later with Maddie on her
tummy playing with toys she had dinner all ready.


"Sam!"
Alessandra called out, "Dinner."


Sam was there
almost instantly. "We eat dinner every day at 5:15," he said proudly.


"Yes we do
honey," she replied, remembering not to reach out and touch him. Being
touched was another trouble area for the boy. "Did you wash your
hands?"


"Of
course, Auntie," Sam replied in a monotone voice. "I always wash my
hands at 5:10."


Sam was just
finishing up with dinner when Lyssa came in. Even through the dark circles
under her eyes she gave her friend a warm smile. "Thanks for being
here," she said quietly as she went to give her friend a hug.


"You know
I'll be around whenever I can, "Alessandra replied and then noticed that
she was alone. "Where's Todd?"


"They
decided to keep him overnight. He wasn't responding properly to the medicine
and started running a high fever."


"That's
too bad."


Lyssa nodded,
"Sadly that kind of makes things easier," she responded as her phone
rang. Looking down quickly she said, "I have to take this. I'll be back
down." Then she took off in the direction of her bedroom.


Alessandra gave
Maddie a bath and got Sam settled in with his favorite Toy Story movie. After
an hour she pulled her file back out and read it for the thirtieth time that
day. In the back of her mind she hoped she'd be able to find something that
would allow her not to need the help of Dylan.


With a sigh she
closed the folder and realized that this other victim wouldn't be so lucky.
Whether she liked it or not, after all this time a serial killer was back out
in the open in Chicago. His expertise in profiling was needed and he also had a
close relationship with the family of this escaped victim.


In another two
hours Lyssa finally came back down. She now had a smile on her face and looked
much better than she did when she first came home.


"Is
everything okay?" Alessandra questioned.


"Hmm?"
Lyssa replied before she looked up, "Yes! Yes just fine," she
fumbled.


Alessandra gave
her a look but decided not to pursue with her questioning. After all this was
her friend not a suspect. "Do you need anything?"


"No,
everyone's settled so I've got it from here."


Just then
Alessandra's phone went off. She looked at it before she replied. "Looks
like there's a crime scene I need to go to," She remarked as she gave her
friend a hug. "I'll talk to you later."


"Bye. Try
not to stay up all night."


* 
*  *


Alessandra
busied herself watching the officers as they cleaned up the scene. It was a
burned out lot with a body in the center. When she arrived the fire had still
been going. She busied herself taking pictures of whatever she could get the
closest to until they let her past the tape.


Alessandra ran
to the first thing that drew her attention. Walking over to the bright red
blanket she made sure her wool gloves were intact as she gingerly picked up the
fabric which was burned around the edges.


"Now that
the M.E. is gone you can inspect it. That was found close to the body."


But not
covering it? She must have been holding on to it. And why isn't it burnt?
Alessandra pictured herself in the place of the outline around the body that
had been there. If I had to guess I'd say she'd been holding it.


"I knew
I'd find you here," the all too familiar voice said over Alessandra's
shoulder.


After all this
time he's right next to me. "Dylan," she responded as she stood up
from the burned blanket at her feet. "How have you been?" She asked
giving him her best smile.


He didn't
return it. "Things are beginning to look up," he replied. "So,
what's the story?


Alessandra
ignored what she took to be a double meaning as she turned to him. "I'll
have to go down to the M.E.'s office to be certain but I do know the victim is
a female in her early to mid-twenties. The body was burned beyond recognition.
We'll have to wait on dental records to confirm identity."


"Early to
mid-twenties, huh? Just like Rebecca Hamilton," Dylan remarked grimly.
"What's this guy's deal? I don't know enough about him to come up with a
thorough profile right now." He looked down and frowned. "No staging
either?"


"It
appears this killer's more concerned with placing items than setting up the
body."


"But are
they important to him or the victim?"


Alessandra
shrugged. "Not sure. But there's more to learn from here," she added
as she motioned with her hand. "I'm available to help you with anything
you need."


"You know
Alessandra, it might not be so professional for the two of us to be
alone," Dylan joked as he pretended not to notice the words she had just
said to him.


Alessandra
flushed slightly at the implication as her green eyes met his. "Jeez Dylan
we're standing where there used to be a body. I've always been a
professional."


"I don't
doubt it," Dylan replied stepping closer. "Join me for a drink?"
he asked as his hazel eyes moved over her.


Alessandra
found it hard to believe how easy the conversation between them seemed to flow.
She felt as if no time had passed at all since the last time she had been with
him. He was so close she could smell his musky aftershave. She tried her best
not to notice what it was already doing to her as she shifted uncomfortably.


"I'm
trying to work," she remarked softly as she looked again at the burned
items on the ground in front of her, "I'll think about it."


"Don't
worry I already know you don't do alcohol. Plus I'll let you do your job and
we'll compare notes first. How can you say no?"


I can't. It
wouldn't have mattered what you said. Alessandra stood, a frown marring her
features for a moment before she answered. "Okay."


"Your
office or mine?" Dylan asked. Alessandra gave him a withering look as he
answered his own question with a laugh, "Okay yours. Glad to see you're
still wearing those shoes. I'll see you later," he said as he flashed
Alessandra his trademark smile.


Alessandra
ignored her urge to watch him as he walked away. Looks that way. She brought
her full attention back to the items and inspected them once again.


* 
*  *


Three hours
later Alessandra was in her usual spot set up at the table in the center of the
lab. She dropped her box on the table and pulled out the items one by one. The
first item was a hair scrunchie. She looked at it to make sure all of the
forensic evidence she could get was off of it before tagging it to be sent over
to DNA. Both the dental records and DNA took more time than they had if there
were multiple victims. The least they could do was give the family some kind of
avenue to get a body for burial.


Next she pulled
out a silver bracelet, a diamond earring and what was left of a shirt. The
blanket that she had been drawn to was still at the bottom of the box so she
wanted to look at it last. She inspected the items hoping she could get some
kind of age on the items to determine where to start looking.


Moving over to
the computer Alessandra looked through the cases still open with the Missing
Persons Unit. Alessandra knew that she needed to look at older than 48 hours as
that particular window applied both when it came to murders and when people
went missing.


There's also
the possibility that she ran away. Alessandra continued to look at the report
in front of her as she clicked through the pictures.


Once she
reached 50 college age women missing in Cook County in the past two years she
had a bad feeling. She definitely wanted to be sure to run this information by
Dylan when they met again.


Dylan. She
wasn't sure what to expect when they crossed paths again. She had expected him
to be aloof and distant. Instead he had been open and friendly. Alessandra was
actually glad since it meant they could work on the current case without
worrying so much about the personal baggage between them.


She blew out a
sigh as she stopped the mouse. She wasn't quite sure how to handle that aspect
of things. As it was she hadn't been with another man since him and the
evidence of that was all too clear. She knew things would only get worse the
more time they spent around each other.


In a perfect
world, they would be able to work more on establishing a good working
relationship. As a student she had always pictured them traveling around the
country, even the world as they worked together to crack the toughest cases.
She was certain that would never happen now but it had been nice to imagine.


Get your mind
back to the case.


She sat back
and closed her eyes as she planted a picture of the red velour blanket in her
head and remembered a spot she had noticed. It was pretty funny now. In school
she had always gotten into trouble because she was always drifting off in class.
She could always picture everything in her head. It was great when it came to
Math and Science as she could always see the structure of the elements and
formulas and was always able to do the work necessary to get to the final
answer.


Grabbing some
scissors she cut out a piece of the material and put it in a vial, hoping it
wasn't what she thought it was. Right now there was only one way to find out.
As she spread out the blanket and scanned it some more her phone inside the lab
rang. Grudgingly Alessandra got up to answer it thinking it was the M.E. with
news.


"I knew
you'd still be there. Still pulling those all-nighters?"


Not so much.
"I just want to try to get as much information as I can the first
night," Alessandra said as she felt the heat rise in her body. "Why?
What did you need?"


"That's a
loaded question if I've ever heard one," Dylan answered. "I had some
coffee and thought you might need some help with processing."


"I could
use the company," She began slowly, realizing she was tired.


"I was hoping
you'd say that. I'll be right up."


Alessandra
concentrated her focus on the material in front of her, trying and failing not
to think about the fact that she would soon be sharing a room with Dylan again.
Alone.


 


 

















CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


So far so good.
Dylan thought as the elevator beeped. The cold metal slid open and he stepped
in. Pressing the button for the fifteenth floor he marveled at the view of the
Sears Tower as he stepped off. She definitely had the prime location for an
office.


He expected an
icy reception from her at first but then remembered he was supposed to be
harboring the anger. He wanted to appear distant but upon looking at her face
he'd lost his resolve. Alessandra had always been the one to break through his
defenses so easily.


Once the conversation
started it seemed as if it had only been hours and not years they'd spent
apart. Dylan found himself wondering how things could have been between them
without the separation.


He had been
with other women but she had ruined him in only one night. Since then there had
been no one who lived up to her standard. He never opened up too much and
eventually the women tired and left. He never had a steady relationship of any
kind.


Remembering her
thoroughly kissed lips and jade eyes full of desire for him was an image Dylan
still couldn't get out of his mind. It had started with the way she'd touched
him.


Then seeing how
she had been so wanton beneath him, and on top of him, was also never far from
his thoughts. The feel of her and the erotic floral scent she loved was one he
wanted to bottle up and keep close to him all the time.


Dylan knew it
was no way to live but being able to talk to her and see her again was enough.
For now. He had every intention of fixing that situation. He planned on doing
everything he could to work his way back into her good graces. And into her
bed. One thing was certain once he saw that brunette bun as he walked up to her
at the crime scene last night.


After all this
time he still wanted her. And he would have her. Work came first. He softly
knocked on the door before he heard her voice call out for him to come in.


"I brought
us some chicken salad sandwiches from the New York Deli," he said as he
balanced the bag and the coffee.


Alessandra's
eyes widened as she took in the food since she only expected coffee. She got up
and took the bag from him. Their hands touched for a brief moment as he went to
place the coffee down on the food table. They each overlooked the warmth the
brief contact brought.


"Who knew
a deli named after another city could have some of the best sandwiches in the
area?" Alessandra asked as she removed the paper.


She closed her
eyes as she took a bite into the juicy sandwich, holding back a moan at the
delicious combination of the perfectly seasoned chicken and fresh artisan
bread. She opened her eyes and looked straight into Dylan's darkened ones.


He tried to
school the look on his face but to no avail. He quickly turned back to his
food. If he had to see a look like that on her face again he definitely
wouldn't be able to stop himself. For a split second he second guessed his
decision to come up here but looked up at the two cameras on the ceiling. They
were definitely enough of a reminder not to get carried away.


"So?"
Dylan said as he walked over to the table. "What have you got so
far?"


Alessandra
answered, "I have some samples set aside for DNA. I wanted to see if I
could find some kind of match with the women on file with missing
persons."


"Good
start. Did you see anything?"


Alessandra
shook her head with a frown. There's an unusually high amount of young women
whi've gone missing."


Dylan raised an
eyebrow. "Really?"


Alessandra
nodded. "Fifty. I keep finding myself coming back to this blanket."
She placed a gloved hand on the table in front of her. I feel like there's
something I'm missing." Standing up she went to go take a sip of coffee.


"You'll
figure it out. You always do," he said as his gaze went away from her
face.


Alessandra
flushed again as she watched him. "Well right now you have more faith in
me than I do. To be honest," she looked up at him, "I missed that the
most about you."


"There was
a reason I said you'd get the job," he said softly as he walked closer and
moved a strand of loose hair out of her eyes. "You're the best forensic
investigator I know, even if you're not where you want to be at the
moment," he finished.


Alessandra
quickly turned back to the blanket, willing her heart rate to slow down. For a
second there I wanted him to kiss me. She thought as her head went back to the
cameras. There was one area they didn't cover. But at that moment this blanket
was taking up her time.


"Is there
anything you can tell me about the killer?" she asked trying to change the
subject.


"All I
have been able to get is that he's in his forties and has a penchant for women
in their twenties. He also appears to have a type. They played sports in high
school, have dark hair with either blue or gray eyes. They also seem to be in
college or graduate school."


"That
sounds like a lot." Alessandra looked over the item again. "There
can't be that many women in Chicago that fit your criteria."


"You'd be
surprised," Dylan replied with a sigh. "He doesn't seem to care
whether they're transplants, tourists or have been in the area their whole
life. That broadens the pool quite considerably."


Alessandra had
a thought as she went back to the computer.


"What are
you thinking?" Dylan asked as he moved next to the chair.


"I was
looking for women in the Missing Persons database earlier," Alessandra
replied quietly as she flipped through the pictures. "With your new
parameters, I can cut the women in half. Hopefully we can narrow it down even
further." She typed and then added. "I'm certain this blanket is
trying to tell me something. I just can't figure out what."


"You need
to take a break for a bit. Can I talk you into going home for the night?"


"Maybe
you're right," Alessandra remarked as she moved her neck. His hands on her
shoulders caught her by surprise. "You don't have to —"


"Do you
ever accept help?" he asked as he moved his hands expertly over the tense
muscles in her shoulders. "Close your eyes. Maybe that will help you
some."


Alessandra did
as he instructed. After fifteen minutes she remembered a spot she'd looked over
on the blanket. "I think I remember something!" she exclaimed
excitedly as she jumped up and went to the blanket.


Dylan sat back
and remained silent as he watched her in action. She flipped it over; her
green-eyes squinted the way he remembered when she was on the trail of finding
something.


"There!"
she said as she pointed out the faded black marks. "That has to be a
name." She turned to him.


"I
suppose, but I can't see it."


"Maybe if
I get it under the scanner I can make out something," She replied as she
motioned for him to go turn off the lights.


"She picked
up the fabric and placed it in the lit area. After a few minutes of peering
through the viewer she moved back.


"Do you
see something?" she asked, relief evident in her voice.


"I can
make out five letters!" Dylan responded, unable to hold back the joy in
his voice.


"There's
an 'E' and 'L' at the top and an 'L', 'A' and 'C' at the bottom."


"I hope
that helps us out," he said as he watched Alessandra walk back over to the
computer.


"I only
remember seeing two names with those letters," she said.


Dylan pulled
out his notebook poised to write.


"The first
woman is Briell Black, age 26, missing since Halloween 2010. The next one is
Michelle Lacy, age 25 missing since July 2011."


"Any
addresses listed?" Dylan asked once he finished writing.


Alessandra
shook her head. "Just contact numbers. But Dylan, the woman we found was
in her early to mid-twenties."


"That's
right!" He banged a fist on the table. "These women would be in their
late twenties by now. That means that if it belongs to either of them, we have
a bit of a cold case on our hands."


She nodded as
she hit send and had each sheet printed out.


"I'll be
sure to get in touch with them tomorrow. Good job!''


Alessandra felt
a surge of pride at his praise before she checked herself. "It's my
job."


"Sitting
here at two in the morning? I don't think so," Dylan remarked.
"You're quite dedicated and because of that you may have discovered more
than just our victim."


"We'll see
what turns up," she replied quietly. "I do hope we find something.
Thanks for the coffee and late dinner. I was beginning to drag there without
you."


"Are you
saying we make a good team?" He questioned as he met her eyes.


"So far
the results have been positive." She answered hesitantly. "Will you
call me and tell me what you find out?"


"Definitely."


"Well,"
she said as she stood up and stretched. "I think I can call it a
night."


"Obviously
I can't stay here. Let me walk you out." Dylan volunteered. Seeing the
look on her face he added, "Don't worry I'll only be going as far as your
car. That is unless you want —"


"No, no
the car is fine," She responded quickly even if she actually did want what
she didn't let him ask.


Ten minutes
later they were back on the elevator. "I really enjoyed working with you
tonight. Thank you for the food and coffee."


"Anytime,"
he murmured as he moved closer.


Alessandra was
certain in that moment of what Dylan was about to do. She couldn't stop him
anymore than she could stop the elevator they were in. Nor did she want to. She
closed her eyes as Dylan's mouth lowered to hers. His lips were gentle as his
tongue rolled over her bottom lip, urging her to open up to him.


Alessandra
complied fully. Her arms moved around his neck as her tongue moved around his.
Dylan deepened the kiss, delving deeper into her inviting mouth, moving his
hands to her bottom as he pulled her against his hardness.


Alessandra
found herself powerless to stop the moan that escaped from her throat. She
angled her head as she closed her lips around his tongue and gently sucked. It
was Dylan who finally broke the kiss, moving his lips down her neck before he
remembered where he was.


"You smell
as good as I remember," Alessandra said hesitantly as her eyes opened, her
desire all too evident.


At that moment
the elevator doors opened. "We made it," Dylan said with an audible
exhale as they exited.


Once they got
to her car, Alessandra's arms reached out and embraced him. He was about to
give her another searing kiss but left a chaste one against her lips instead.
"I'll see you later." She said not wanting to leave the comfort of
his broad shoulders.


"I look
forward to it," Dylan replied, his voice husky as he watched her get
inside her car.


Once she drove
off he walked to his own vehicle and couldn't get the smile off of his face.
The reunion had gone better than he thought and even more. He finally had a
place to start in completing his profile of the killer.


He couldn't
believe he'd ever be so happy just being in the same space as her. 'I really
hope we have more productive nights, in more ways than one.' He mused as he
exited the car and entered the hotel


* 
*  *


"Good
morning." Dylan greeted the woman who appeared to be in her early to late
fifties as she opened her ornate wooden door.


"Please
come in. I've been expecting you," She ushered him into a large great
room, spiral staircase and all. "Would you like anything to drink?"


Dylan shook his
head, taking out his notebook and removing his sunglasses before he took the
seat that was offered.


"First
off, I wanted to thank you for taking the time to see me Mrs. Lacy."


She nodded.
"I want my baby back Mr. Jameson. It's been so long now I doubt she's
alive. I know I speak for both her father and I when I say that we just have to
know she didn't suffer."


"I hope
the same," he responded as he opened the book. "I know this will be
difficult but I needed to know the circumstances of your daughter's
disappearance."


"Certainly."
She took a sip of coffee. "It all started on July Fourth weekend. We had a
big argument because she was going to a party at a hotel downtown. She had no
idea about any of the people throwing it." She added with a frown.


"Do you
remember the name of the hotel?"


"The Hotel
Burnham. I remember the draw was watching the fireworks and the view of the
lake." Dylan scribbled rapidly as she continued, "We figured
everything was alright until two in the morning. We still hadn't heard from
her. My late husband tried calling her phone but it kept going to voicemail.
That night was the last time we saw her." She ended, looking at Dylan with
shining brown eyes.


"I'm very
sorry that this happened to you," Dylan replied sincerely. His anger grew
over how senseless the whole thing was.


"I'm
afraid she was always a Daddy's girl. He didn't handle it too well. One year
later I buried him. I still hope I can either find my daughter alive or at
least get to her body. She has a place waiting next to her father."


"We'll get
right on it. Before I go I have one last question. I needed to know any items
she may have had with her. Also did you have anyone enter the house at any
time."


"I
honestly can't remember anyone coming by. We were moving so there was really no
end to the movers, painters and installers. All she had was her purse and
phone."


"Did you
notice anything missing from her room?"


She shook her
head. "No. Everything is there."


"Thank you
very much for your time Mrs. Lacy. If I find out anything I'll let you
know," Dylan said, thinking this probably wasn't who the blanket belonged
to.


"Please
call me Sandy. I hope to hear from you," she said with a nod as she shut
the door behind him.


"I only
hope I can get better answers from the Blacks'," he said to himself as he
put on his glasses.


* 
*  *


"I
remember she had just come back in town on vacation. She went on about a dating
service. The night she went missing, she went to meet some friends at the
Burnham Hotel before they left and went to a Halloween party."


The Burnham has
popped up again. Dylan thought with a frown as he kept writing.


"Did you
notice anything missing either from your daughter's room or from her vehicle?"


"Come to
think of it, yes!" The petite woman in her forties exclaimed as she
clapped her hands together. "She kept an old box full of things from her
childhood. Briell was always so doting and sentimental. She wanted something to
show her own children someday."


"Now dear,
how about you get back on the topic," Her husband interjected.


"Yes, of
course. I noticed that both a bracelet and blanket were missing."


I think we've
found her. Dylan thought, remembering that he saw a bracelet among the items
when he was with Alessandra at the lab.


"Do you
have any idea how these items could have ended up outside your home?"


Mr. Black shook
his head as he ran a hand through his thinning salt and pepper hair,
"Ellie was a little disorganized but she would never have left the house
with something like that. Those were too important to her."


"I need
you guys to think for a second," Dylan asked in a soothing tone.
"Were you moving or getting anything installed before her
disappearance?"


They both sat
in thought for a few moments, when Mr. Black spoke up, "As a matter of
fact, we were. We got a new alarm system and needed to have it installed."


Finally, we're
getting somewhere. Dylan finished writing before he continued, "I need the
name of the company."


"It was
called The Alarm Emporium," Mrs. Black chimed in.


Dylan slammed
his notebook shut as he stood up. "You've been really helpful," he
said as he walked to the door.


"Please
let us know when you hear something. We've always held out hope," Mrs.
Black said as she buried her face in her husband's shoulder. He gave a sad
smile as he shut the door behind Dylan.


Once inside his
car, Dylan got on the phone and placed a quick call to headquarters and had
them look up the alarm company, groaning when he learned they were no longer in
business. Then he made sure to get in contact with the Burnham to find out
where they kept personnel records. He wasn't certain they still had anything on
file since the dates were so far back. Next he got on the phone to try to find
out about dating services. Minutes later, the dispatcher named off thirty
businesses.


"Never
mind. Just print up the list and have it sent to my office," he growled as
he hit "End" on his mobile phone.


Next he called
up Alessandra. The sound of her voice on the other end relaxed him instantly.


"Hey I
just wanted to get back to you. It looks like that blanket is going to be
traced back to Briell Black. Do you remember the bracelet as well?"


"Yes. It
was a silver bracelet. Nothing spectacular about it, pretty run of the mill."


"But it
had sentimental value to the victim."


"I don't
understand. Why would we find it two years later and with an entirely different
victim?"


That nagging
feeling he had finally led to understanding. "Because," Dylan
answered as his face took on a hard look. "It's the killer's way of
letting us know he's back."


 


 


 


 

















CHAPTER SIX


 


 


Dylan sighed as
he pulled out his key card.


Home sweet
home.


For now anyway.
Pulling off his jacket he ignored his buzzing phone as he walked straight into
the bathroom and turned the water on as hot as it could get. He welcomed the
heat as the jets of water sprayed against his aching body. Closing his eyes, he
took his time washing as some of the tension eased from his body.


His thoughts
turned to the woman who had completely occupied his mind for the past 72 hours.
Thinking of her full lips and the memory of running his hands along her curves
had an instant reaction as his body responded.


It only made
Dylan painfully uncomfortable, which forced him to focus his roaming thoughts
elsewhere. He turned his attention to the work he'd done over the course of the
day in narrowing down the dating sites and the personnel from the Burnham
hotel.


Thankfully that
did the trick. He sighed again; glad he was able to avoid another lonely night
of being reduced to getting himself off inside the shower. Five minutes later,
with the thick, cotton towel wrapped around his waist he dropped into the bed
and busied himself with trying to find a pattern on the ceiling. Immediately
his phone buzzed on the nightstand.


Letting out a
curse, he grabbed the phone before it could fall to the floor. He looked to see
who it was and stifled a groan as he read the word "Unknown."


This could only
be one person. He pressed the green button and answered in a clipped tone,
"What is it, Ross?"


"What kind
of greeting is that bro?"


Dylan silently
counted to ten and tried to summon a healthy dose of patience before he
answered. "Where have you been?"


"Can you
believe it? I'm in Mexico!"


"Mexico?
You know I can't help you if you're out of the country."


"Man, I
don't need your help! I wanted to see if you wanted to have a part in this
opportunity. You know me. To give is to receive."


"No
thanks, your 'opportunities' always come with a price. And it's usually jail
time. You have watched Locked Up Abroad, haven't you?"


"I've got
a good gig this time. All I have to do is pick people up from the
airport."


"What kind
of people?" Dylan started and then he paused, shaking his head as he
continued, "Where are you?"


"You know
I can't say."


"Of
course, you never can. So let me make sure I have this straight?" Dylan
began as he felt his anger peak, "You're somewhere in Mexico working for
God knows who picking up unknown people and bringing them to God knows where.
Have I covered everything?"


"Dude you
make it sound worse than it is."


"No. I'm
making it sound exactly how it is," he said with a sigh. "Mom's been
asking about you. Maybe one of these years you can pretend to give a damn and
go see her."


"You know
I hate hospitals."


Yeah because
prison is so much better. Dylan wanted to say but held his tongue. "It's
not a hospital. It's a combination rehab and mental health facility. Since
you're most of the reason she's there the least you could do is show her you're
alive so she'll quit worrying. It's slowing down her treatment."


"I'll get
there. I just don't know when."


"You've
been saying that for the past year. Look I'm out of town for work. I'll let her
know you got in touch. I have to go."


"But I had
more to..."


"I don't
have the time. Just don't do anything stupid."


"You have
no faith in me br—"


"Later,"
Dylan said curtly as he hung up.


Slamming the
phone back down his mind went back to the current case. So far he knew the
suspect had killed one girl recently. Right now there was another girl missing.
All of these victims had the same basic features of being brunettes with light
eyes. Still Dylan was unable to figure out a connection, though he did believe
that he was working with at least one other person.


How exactly
does he target and decide on a victim?


Dylan turned on
a light and looked at the ten names on the list he received from the Burnham.
Background checks were being run as he spoke but right now he felt as if he
were completely incompetent at doing what he was paid to do.


"I'm not
going to get any answers tonight," he told himself.


He got up and
threw on a pair of sweats before he got back in bed and settled in for a
halfway decent night of sleep.


* 
*  *


Adam Hansen
stood in the back of the room as the small meeting took place. Matters of the
Heart was a reputable company and they made sure to let everyone know. They
took the time to have each participant fill out a thorough six page
questionnaire. Once those were completed, company representatives meticulously
went through every single line. Anything that didn't match up meant you got
tossed out immediately.


Once this
process was complete, the remaining fifty candidates got called in for
interviews. They were graded on a scale of one to ten in eight areas that were
considered to matter the most in a relationship.


They knew this
process by no means guaranteed compatibility but it certainly set a high
standard. The remaining twenty out of those contestants were notified they made
it and added to MOTH's potential dating pool.


With that came
an online profile, access to speed dating events. Before all that came this
small seminar. It kept everyone up to date on the system and about any new
changes. The successful speed dating hook-up meant a pair of gift certificates
to any of Chicago's fine dining restaurants. This proved to be an added
incentive for the men taking their time to pay and go through the process.


Adam scanned
the room with his sky blue eyes, noting only four new people in the room.


We might as
well call ourselves serial daters. He thought as he smiled.


Reaching into
his three-piece, perfectly tailored Armani suit, he pulled out his index cards.
The company held one event every week on Thursday nights with the next one
being three days away. He had to make sure to take note of the women that fit
within his "parameters." Resting his six foot two frame against the
wall he closed his eyes as the person speaking droned on. After ten of these
workshops most of the room knew exactly what to expect.


* 
*  *


Over at the
Burnham the management staff gathered in the large cafeteria for their monthly
meeting. The door swung open with a creak as the exchange of greetings, jokes
and meaningless banter echoed within the room.


Aaron grumbled
to himself as he sat with his burger and fries. He hated these monthly
meetings. It was one thing when he talked over things with his staff but having
to be around his peers for too long was bad for his health and his livelihood.


Still at least
he got to see how the job was getting to some of them. Although he had been
with the company for the past twelve years, Aaron had only recently been
promoted to his current position.


If he had his
way, he'd be working anywhere else but the Burnham had paid his bills for so
long that he felt an irrational loyalty to the place. It obviously wasn't well
deserved as the new owner had tried to can him as soon as he came on. It was
only thanks to his former boss and current VIP Manager Vic Lapaz that he still
had a job.


"Hey
Aaron, how ya doin'?"


Aaron gave the
man a genuine smile as he responded, "You know how it is. Same shit,
different day."


"Isn't it
always?"


Aaron only
nodded as he speared a fry in some vinegar.


"I'll
never understand you. Where'd you pick that up anyway?" Vic broke in as he
took a seat.


"An old
girlfriend. It's fuckin' fantastic. You should try some."


"No
thanks. I'll stick to ketchup."


Aaron smiled.
They could go on and on about fries. Or any food for that matter. One look at
both of their stomachs gave away that much.


"So you
have a heads up on what the meeting's about?"


"Somethin'
with the FBI. We gotta cooperate if anyone asks questions. Provide the
documents. You know the drill."


"Only too
much. I also know how gung ho upper management is," Aaron replied as he
polished off the last fry and moved to his loaded double cheeseburger. "At
least we get extra lunch time outta the deal."


"Hey I'm
upper management," Vic replied, pretending to be wounded. But after taking
a bite of his burger Vic nodded before he added, "I know what you
mean." And took a sip of his Coke.


* 
*  *


Adam was taking
longer than usual tonight.


What's causing
the damn holdup? Aaron turned to his cousin, "I have to get home before
Heidi starts up with me. Bitch has no problem spending my money but has the
nerve to nag me about where I am all the time."


His cousin
Mitch nodded. "Yeah."


"So how's
Aunt Rose doing?"


"Sleeping,"
Mitch replied before he lay back in the seat. A minute later he asked.
"How much longer? I won't feel comfortable until I have another lamb
upstairs."


"Listen to
you. Makin' it sound like you're treating 'em nice. You realize gettin' rid of
these women ain't gonna change anything. You thought you would be okay when you
took care of Uncle Jack back in '09 but here we are."


"I wanted
Mother all to myself. He took too much time away from her. I can't bring myself
to get rid of her just yet but I can't stop these urges. One day I might be
able to do it but for right now this will have to do."


"Aunt Rose
was always so nice," Aaron said softly as he looked out the window.
"Just make sure that this one doesn't run away."


"You're
the one who decided it would be a good idea to call the parents for
ransom."


"Well I
just figured we all might as well try to get what we could," Aaron
retorted defensively.


"We
already are. You were being greedy."


"Whatever."


"No
matter, I didn't feel right about that one from the start. Don't worry I have
the window fixed and these," he stated proudly holding up the handcuffs.
"She can scream but she won't get away. None of them will."


"If you
ask me women should be doin' that for a different reason if you get what I
mean," Aaron replied as he looked up, "Here he comes. Get ready, I
got the trunk."


"A little
help?" Adam asked tiredly as he dumped the woman into Mitch's arms.
"I never carry anyone," he finished with disgust as he smoothed out
his suit. "Now I'm all wrinkled."


"Quit
hollerin'. God forbid you actually do your fair share for a change. Having sex
and eating with pretty women is easy. We're the ones who have to do the hard
part."


"Whose fault
is that?" Adam grumbled. "For the past few years things were fine. I
was free to use the women as I wanted then cut them loose. Here we are again.
You want your cut of the money to keep that hyena of yours happy and he—"
Adam started as he stuck a finger out towards Mitch, "wants to kill
because he's too much of a pussy to go through with getting rid of Auntie. As
far as I can tell we all get something out of this whole deal.


"Yeah just
see that you keep the use of these dating places spaced apart. You'll make
yourself look suspicious," Aaron announced as Mitch got back in the car.


"I'm
ready."


"I'm
not," Adam said returning the conversation to the woman passed out in the
trunk. "I could've been with that one longer."


"We'll see
how it goes with the next one. All ya gotta do is wait for the next
event," Aaron replied before he turned to Mitch, "Speakin' of which,
what happened to the one you had up there?"


"It'll be
a tight fit for a little bit, but that problem will be taken care of later on
tonight," Mitch said as a slow grin spread across his face.


"Anybody
ever tell you how demented you are?" Aaron questioned as he started up the
ignition.


"Yep.
Mother."


Aaron only
shook his head as he drove off.


* 
*  *


"How are
we coming on that site?" Dylan barked as he entered his temporary office.


"We're
just about finished setting up the dummy account," a woman's calm voice
replied.


"Let me
know when you're done. And thanks," he finished as he dropped down in his
chair.


He rubbed his
eyes before he steepled his fingers on the desk. Last night was not a good one.
Never mind the call from his brother but this was Day Four of not seeing her.
Just as he was about to leave to go take a walk on the flights of stairs, the
phone on the desk rang.


"Hello?"


"There's
an Alessandra Robillard here to see you."


"Send her
up," Dylan replied, relief all too evident in his voice.


He was already
on his feet by the time the soft knock sounded on his door.


"Good
morning," she murmured trying her best not to notice the way he looked wearing
his navy blue suit.


He took off his
jacket and placed it on the chair then sat down as he asked, "What brings
you here?"


You. Alessandra
checked her response as she met his penetrating gaze. She had to do whatever it
took to keep herself from mentally undressing him. When did it get so hot?
"I took a closer look at the bracelet and found a hair in it. I also found
this," she said as she handed him the paper. "I sent the hair to DNA
but I was able to determine the nature of the sample I got from the blanket."


"Which
was?" he asked as he scanned the paper.


"It was
cyanobacteria. It turns the moss from green to a dark blue-green color, which
is probably the result of the layers of iron oxide," Alessandra finished
excitedly.


"Sorry,
but I'm not sure what that means," Dylan replied in an apologetic tone.


"This type
of moss is only seen along the Vermilion River."


"So we
need to look in Vermilion County?"


"Actually
the river has a north flowing and south flowing location. But we may find
something along either one. I'll be able to recognize it when I see it."


"Is it
there all the time?"


Alessandra
shook her head. "It only grows around this time of year. Could it be the
reason he's come back? Maybe an event is the trigger." she added
hesitantly as she tried to place the look on Dylan's face.


"Maybe."
He turned to his computer and furiously began typing. "Just great. The sky
images show two preserves— Hogan's Hollow Nature Preserve and Valley Glen. Both
of them are three hours away."


"Well I've
always wanted to go on a day trip."


"It may be
more like two days, right?" he asked. "Do they even have a place to
stay or do we have to camp?" No way was he going to be spending the better
part of a night out in the elements without his technology.


"Don't
worry if they're preserves they have hours. I'll have to collect a sample and
compare it to what I already have."


"And at
best we what?" Dylan asked losing his optimism.


"We'll at
least know where he has the bodies. There could be more than what we
discovered. I think it could lead to valuable clues."


He smiled,
"Okay, you've sold me. I have to get it approved. In the meantime I'm
waiting on background checks on ten workers at the Burnham."


Alessandra
returned his smile, "Okay let me know when we have to go out in the elements.
Oh and bring a backpack and be prepared for a lot of walking. If I remember
you're not really the outdoor type."


"I love
being outside. I just prefer being in or on the water to anything else."


"Well
we'll be near a river. Does that count?"


"Almost.
As long as there's no camping involved."


"On that
we agree," Alessandra remarked with a nod. "I could never be away
from my laptop."


Dylan laughed,
"I knew seeing you would put me in a good mood," he said standing up
and walking over to her I'm glad you came here today."


"So am
I." Truthfully she decided to come down hoping she could get the thoughts
of him and that kiss out of her system. I should have known. I only want him to
kiss me again. She thought ruefully.


Sure enough,
she could feel him moving closer. Alessandra made no attempt to move away from
him. She craved the feel of his lips on hers.


I have to
control myself.


I have to stop.


There was no
way for either of them to know they had been thinking the same thing as Dylan
backed away at the last moment.


"So,
you'll let me know when you get the approval?" Alessandra asked as she
turned to the door.


"Most
definitely. I'd never turn down any chance to be next to you."


"Don't get
the wrong idea, Mister. You'll get a pretty good workout."


"I can
think of other ways I'd rather do that," he replied as he smiled
good-naturedly, "But I'll be prepared."


Alessandra felt
the temperature rise in her body. Not trusting her voice anymore, she just
waved instead.


"I'll see
you soon," Dylan said as the door closed. He sat back in his seat, now in
a much better mood.


 


 

















CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


Mitch busied
himself tearing bread as he dropped the pieces in a straight line on the
ground. This part of the ritual brought him back to his favorite memory as a
boy. Mother wouldn't be awake for at least a couple more hours. This meant he
could take his time setting up. He looked up between the trees before he made a
final decision about where he, well actually they, should end up.


Spying the
thick trees overhead he decided it would provide plenty of seclusion and muffle
the screams. The screams were one of the thrills for him and the most rewarding
aspect of the hunt. They came only second to the blood. Inside the body it was
blue and boring. Outside the body it could be appreciated more. The coppery
taste. The wondrous, vivid color of it—even the feel.


Mitch walked
along, appreciating the sunset and the lush, green scenery around him until he
spotted the right tree. Placing a hand on the trunk he closed his eyes, trying
to get a feel for if the tree would work the way he wanted. Once he made the
decision Mitch grabbed the thick, gnarled rope, climbed up and tied it to one
of the tree's branches. The net on the end would hold the prey for as long as
he wanted.


Mitch smiled
again. No way could he stop now. In twelve short hours it would be time. The
hunt was set to begin. Mitch got down and breathed in the fresh air around him.
He'd give anything to be able to live among the trees. Perhaps one day he could
finally make his dream a reality.


*  * 
*


Cheryl took a
seat in the lobby at the banquet hall rented out by Matters of the Heart. She
absently fidgeted with her shirt as she looked at her phone. Now that she had
only twenty minutes she found that her relaxation routine had gone all to hell.


"There you
are. I thought we were coming in together?" her friend's voice asked.


Stacie. Cheryl
thought in relief. "Sorry Stace. I've just worked myself into quite a
state over this whole thing," the woman replied as she toyed with a lock
of her brown hair.


"You need
to relax. It's not a job interview, it's a date. Besides they're quick."


"More like
a bunch of quick ones. I'm not sure I can impress one guy never mind the twenty
we're supposed to meet."


"You'll do
fine," remarked her dark-haired friend. "Besides I'll be right beside
you at the next table." She said as she looked down at her watch.
"Like I said we're in this together." She finished as she caught the
eye of a lanky, debonair man from across the room.


"Don't
look now but I think you've been spotted," Cheryl chimed in.


"Don't
worry Cheryl. I'll do what I can to make this work for the both of us."


"I've got
no chance if all the men look like that."


*  *  *


One hour.


Mitch grabbed
the tool belt and shoved in his .45, his knife and his tape. As Mitch walked
over to the door an image popped into his mind.


His hand
reaching for the door went slack as he found himself back in time and inside of
a kitchen~~~


It was now
thirty-six years in the past as five-year-old Mitch looked down at a bowl of
soggy cornflakes in watery milk. Placing the spoon down he stood up from the
small, rickety table.


Turning toward
the living room he eyed a sunken brown couch and next to that a large Christmas
tree absent of any ornaments or gifts. The smell of pine drifted to his nostrils
and stayed with him as he made his way down the dark hallway. On his way to his
room, as always, the sounds of arguing could be heard. Mitch sighed as he sat
down on the pile of sheets that made up his bed.


"You're
drunk as usual. We can't even afford to get Mitch anything because you're
throwing all our money away on booze."


"Shut the
fuck up bitch. I'm not drunk. And if ya ask me, that kid don't deserve nothin'.
And it's my money. I can do what I want."


"Jack be
reasonable. We have a child and it's Christmas. We don't have anything and we
could."


"You.
You're the reason I'm gone all day. All you do is talk, talk, talk. I don't
care. Sumthin' ain't right with that boy."


"Sure he
doesn't have a lot of friends. But that's no reason to punish—"


"Look Rosie.
You shoulda took my advice and sent him to that place."


"I won't
have him institutionalized just because he doesn't have friends."


"Whatever.
I'm done arguing. I don't need to come home to this."


"But
Jack..."


"I'm
done!" shouted his dad as he walked out.~~~


Those were the
last words I heard from dear old dad. Mitch thought ruefully as his mind came
back to the present. He lifted his hand up again and opened the door.


For the rest of
his life Mitch searched and searched and finally found his dad in 2005. Due to
an accident on the job his father had lost both his leg and his ability to
hear. Mitch visited him every chance he got and tried to communicate as best he
could, not bothering to learn sign language. Mitch saw no reason to take the
time to make things easier for him when he made things so difficult.


Mitch watched
and waited, a routine he had perfected over the years. In February 2009 Mitch's
chance came to repay his father's "love."


"Dad. It's
been awhile," was all Mitch said before his hands reached around the old
man's throat and squeezed.


Watching his
face as he slowly drained the life out of him had been all too exhilarating.
The wide-eyed stare of recognition and realization was an added bonus. That
first time however, proved not to be enough to satiate Mitch's hunger.


In a cruel
twist of fate, it was not too long afterwards that his mother became unable to
care for herself. Although she was still bitter since she blamed him for the
lowlife asshole leaving she belittled him pretty much every moment she could.
This time it cut him much deeper, clearly the result of the buildup of hatred
over the years. Mitch soon found himself entertaining the notion of ending her
life as well.


There was only
one problem. Although he could hardly stand to be around her, he also wasn't
ready to imagine a life without her. Even though she could barely stomach the
sight of him, she had taken care of him for seventeen years. Even if it had
been for no other reason than to get the checks she'd done it. The least he could
do was take care of her for the same amount of time and do the same. When it
came to her all things needed to be equal. Mitch didn't want to owe
anyone—especially her—anything.


To satisfy his
craving he opted to find women similar to the doting one he grew up with. The
one who spent every night reading Hansel and Gretel to him until he was six. To
that end, all he cared about were two very important physical features. He'd
stumbled into his cousin Adam while going into the city. As luck would have it when
he noticed Adam's companion he saw that she just so happened to be the perfect
match.


Adam of course
had an added requirement. They had to have stamina. It was important that they
keep up with him in the sack. Being athletically gifted also proved to be a
good thing for Mitch too. It made the hunt that much more satisfying. Aaron
being older became privy to this and threw himself into the matter. Turned out
things went this way when it came to Aaron and Adam.


This
arrangement worked out for everyone. Adam got his women, Mitch had his prey.
Aaron could provide his "medicinal" remedies for his auntie and also
to the women during their meant more money for him once he got what was also in
their wallets. They had a successful run from 2009 to 2011. Mitch was happy to
note that his cravings subsided. He still took up the hunt every once in a
while but the victims were transients or prostitutes—people nobody missed.


It was actually
quite easy to keep those types drugged and fed although they weren't nearly
enough of a challenge. Mitch preferred a stronger type, ones who came close to
the younger version of his mother. He checked the room once more and found her
still sound asleep in her room. The sedative should keep her out until the
morning. Plenty of time.


Twenty minutes.


Mitch sat at
the table eating some toast and eggs and drinking strong, black coffee. Best to
keep his strength up, though he usually didn't need it. Once he finished, the
dishes were washed and put up. Then after a final peek in on his mother and
outside the window, Mitch shuffled back up the stairs to his favorite room.


He entered the
room as the woman jumped up as much as she could in the bed. He had the duct
tape ready. After covering the woman's mouth, he removed one handcuff at a time
before standing her up and replacing the cuffs with strong rope bound around
her wrists behind her back.


"Let's
go," he said gruffly as he pushed the woman ahead.


*  *  *


"Ladies
and gentlemen. Please take your places," the voice came through the
loudspeaker over the din in the room.


Immediately the
noise stopped as everyone took their seats. Cheryl gave a small smile as she
looked up at the man sitting across from her. He reached his hand to the top of
the clock.


"And
begin!" The emcee roared.


Rapid-fire
chatter could be heard at this point.


"So what's
your name?"


"Cheryl.
Yours?"


"Adam."


"Well
Adam, I'm not sure why a man like you would be at a place like this."


"I work
all the time and this is a good way to meet some um, interesting people."


Good answer.
Cheryl thought, I guess it just the desperate people in Chicago who do these
events. "And it's quick." She said and then added hesitantly.
"It's like sampling a buffet I'd imagine."


"Almost,"
Adam replied.


This actually
seemed like a charming and fancy woman once you get past her ordinary looks.
It's good that she doesn't fit the criteria. Adam looked around the room before
he turned and looked at her, "Is this your first time?"


She nodded as
she replied, "I hope you go easy on me."


"I will,
but I can't say the same for the rest of these men. They're piranhas," he
stated with a wink.


"That's
okay since back in high school they used to call me a man eater." Cheryl
remarked before she covered her mouth, "My God, I'm so embarrassed. As you
can see I'm terrible with jokes."


"Don't
be," Adam remarked smoothly. "You'll have to be one with some of this
lot."


Just then the
timer sounded. "Time's up." He gestured to the clock. "It's the
men who have to move." He added with a smile as he saw Cheryl start to get
up, "You stay put."


Cheryl stole a
glance at Stacie as Adam sat down across from her.


"Nice
friend you got there." He glanced back at Cheryl, who was now busy with
the next "date."


"She
manages alright," Stacie replied as she took a hand and flipped it through
her dark tresses. "But you? You seem like you do way more than that?
What's a good looking man like yourself doing here of all places. I'm sure
there are plenty of other things you could be doing on a Thursday."


"I was
just about to ask you same thing?" He casually deflected.


"I keep
myself occupied," she answered evasively.


So this one's a
little tough to crack. Adam thought as he turned up the charm. "With
what?" he inquired as he smiled and then added, "Although I've only
known you for a couple of minutes, I feel like I have to know."


"Since
it's that important to you I can hardly say no," she returned his smile.
'What's the harm?' She asked herself before she continued, "I spend most
of my time working but when I'm done I take time out to coach softball."


"Softball?"
Adam repeated. She fell for that one hook, line and sinker.


"I threw
you a bone. Now what do I get?" Stacie questioned as she tossed her best
seductive look at him.


Speaking of
bone, it's time to see if I can get this one in my bed. "We don't have much
time. How about my card? Will that work?"


"Oh most
definitely Mr.—" Stacie paused as her blue eyes scanned his card,
"Hansen."


"Good. I
hope I hear from you soon." He reached out to touch her arm.


The woman
suppressed a shiver, "How about tonight?" Stacie replied as she bit
her bottom lip. "That is if that's allowed," she added quickly.


"It's more
than allowed. As far as I'm concerned it's highly encouraged," he said as
the timer went off. He stood up. Got her. He smiled as he looked to her again
and sat down at the table, turning to look at the new woman in front of him. He
discreetly sent a text to Aaron to prepare for the arrival of the
"package" in the next couple of days.


The night
couldn't end soon enough.


 


 


 

















CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


Alessandra
found herself engrossed with a sample of mud.


"Where did
you find this?" she asked as she moved back over to the microscope.


Tiny specks of
cyanobacteria as well as the less common desulfobulbus bacteria could be seen
floating around.


"The
sample was taken from Jane Doe number 45," a lab assistant replied.


Alessandra took
another look before she remarked, "This type of bacteria isn't typically
found in a lake. I think we're looking at an ocean."


"Can you
narrow that down?"


"I think
so," Alessandra answered slowly as she zoomed in on the smear of mud.
"The diatoms I see here are placing it in the Atlantic."


"So you're
thinking...?"


"Yes. I'm
pretty confident in saying the body was found in the ocean on the east
coast."


"We need
to narrow it down a bit more," Alessandra said, "But go ahead and add
that to the report." At that moment her phone vibrated. "Excuse me, I
have to take this," she said as she went outside."


"Hey."


"Good
morning," Alessandra responded to Dylan. "How are you?"


"I'm good
now that I'm able to hear your voice. I just called to say we got the approval
for our little excursion."


"Really?
That's great!" Alessandra gushed as she moved back a strand of hair.
"When do we leave?"


"We can go
the day after tomorrow."


"I can't
wait!"


"I figured
as much," he said playfully.


"Get your
mind out of the gutter Jameson. I've just never had the opportunity to see you
in the great outdoors. I wanted to see how you'd handle it."


"If I'm
lucky you'll never get another chance after this."


Alessandra
laughed just as her phone beeped. Looking at the caller ID she realized it was
urgent. "I've got another call. I'll have to let you go. I'll talk to you
later?"


"You most
definitely will if I have anything to say about it."


Alessandra
ended the call and waited for the call to switch over. "Hello?"


"Alessandra."


"Todd?
What's wrong?" she asked as she got a sinking feeling in her stomach. She
had been expecting to hear Lyssa.


"It's
Lyssa. She's—"


What?!
Alessandra wanted to scream as he slowly continued.


"She went
somewhere last night and when I woke up this morning she wasn't here. I was
able to get Sam to school okay but I've got my hands full with Maddie."


Alessandra blew
out a breath as she understood Todd's hesitation. With him used to being so
self-sufficient, it took a lot for him to admit to anyone especially one of his
wife's friends that he needed help. "How long have you been trying to call
her?" she asked checking to make sure she had no reason to worry.


"I woke up
around seven this morning."


"When did
she leave?" Alessandra asked. She remembered her replying to a text
message that she had sent after midnight.


"She said
she wanted to go watch the game," Todd responded. "I was settled in
and wanted to give her a break so I said she could go."


"Okay.
I'll try calling her again. In the meantime I'm on my way over."


"Thanks
Alessandra. I'm really grateful."


She smiled and
he could hear it through the phone. "It's fine. I'll see you soon."


What is going
on with her? Alessandra thought as she buzzed herself out of the lab and hurried
to her car.


* 
*  *


Dylan hung up
the phone and smiled. In two days he would be spending the day with Alessandra.
It wasn't his ideal setting but at the moment he didn't care. First he had to
go deal with the people who were flagged in the background checks from the
Hotel Burnham.


They were in no
particular order: Victor Lapaz, Heidi Broderick, Dan Davis and Erin Drake.
After talking with the owner, Dylan knew he had his full cooperation.


He'd already
talked to Victor and Heidi and had been able to rule them out since at the time
of the parties they were both on vacation. Dan Davis was out until tomorrow so
he had Erin left and then had to head over to the first of the three dating
sites he'd narrowed the list down to. They were the speed dating services of
Harmonious Love and Matters of the Heart as well as the online site
MeetyourMatch dot com.


I can
definitely see the need for these. Dylan thought dryly. He had been sent on
enough blind dates from friends over the years to realize how futile the whole
exercise was. Dylan wanted to laugh as he thought about it. Of course, Dylan
liked that the people around him cared. Still the reason the attempted hook-ups
had failed had nothing to do with anyone except him.


He sighed. He
wasn't ready to peruse the websites just yet. Even if it was for work the
process was certain to be tedious. He got up and left the room and got on the
elevator. All the while he mulled over his interview questions.


* 
*  *


"You know
where to keep your eyes!" Mitch shouted as he watched the girl slow down
as if she were lost. Next he pulled out the .45 and cocked it. "One more
time and I'll shoot you where you stand."


The best course
of action would be for him to stay loud in case she decided to abandon her
common sense and try to run. He hoped it wouldn't come to that. He didn't want
to have to shoot her. The hunt was no fun when the prey was already wounded.
Whether it was with a knife or a gun the final blow would be that much sweeter.


Only one more
mile and she would be there. At this particular moment she stopped and didn't
move. He was nearly on top of her. He was so close all he had to do was reach
out a hand to touch her. Mitch could feel his heart rate moving faster and it
was definitely not because he was running. Even at a fast walk he was keeping
pace with the woman. Without warning she broke into a run again and took off in
the trees.


That's better.
Mitch thought as he resumed the chase.


After fifteen
minutes of running they reached a clearing. The moonlight shone brightly right
as Mitch heard the familiar whir of the net pulling the woman. A minute later
he could hear the muffled sounds as she hung from the tree branch.


"If you
scream, I'll cut you right here," Mitch stated as he pulled out the knife
and ran it along the top of the netting.


He could see
her eyes widen in fear as she fell to the ground in a heap. She tried to run
again but the strain of the past two hours proved to be too much. She fell down
again as he grabbed her by her hair and pulled her up.


"You fall
again, you're done," he growled low into her ear. "Understand?"


She nodded so
swiftly that he could feel it as her hair whipped up and down. He could smell
the sweat. He could smell the fear. The delightful combination that mingled in
his nostrils at that moment only excited him that much more to put a rewarding
end to this pursuit.


Ten minutes
later, the tiny shack appeared. It had nothing except a door. "Get
inside."


She stopped for
a moment, unsure as realization dawned upon her. This would be the last place
she'd ever enter alive. Mitch pushed her forward and she fell down. Now he
could hear her crying. As he removed the duct tape in one quick pull the tears
ran down her face anew.


"Please—"


"That's
enough!" he bellowed which made her shrink back for a second.


A minute later
she changed her posture, moving up as high as she could.


"I'm not
going to give you the pleasure of begging for my life. All I have to say is
that when you're caught you'll get what's coming to you."


"For that
to happen," Mitch said as he lifted the knife. "I'll have to get
caught." He expertly moved the knife across her throat.


Mitch stood
back as he watched her move her hands to her throat and laughed at the sound of
her gurgling. It won't be much longer now. He smiled as he felt a sense of
accomplishment.


Two minutes
later, he walked over and kicked a boot at the body. It moved limply. He
removed it from the shack and then went back in with a high-powered flashlight
and took time to appreciate his handiwork.


Bringing out a
camera he quickly took a few pictures of the scene. Once he was done he would
load her up into the truck he had waiting in the back and make the drive to the
area thick with wooded trees.


It was only
when he started the key in the ignition that he realized he still had some
blood on his cheek. Taking a hand, he wiped it off with his finger before
tasting the viscous, coppery substance. Mitch smiled. It tasted as good as he
remembered.


* 
*  *


"Man he
almost had it!" Todd screamed as he shook his fist at the television.


Alessandra
stood back and held the sleeping Maddie as she walked around. She wasn't sure
where her friend was right now but really wanted to take a moment and call her.
Once everything had been squared away Todd needed to take a load off so she
just nodded her head as he went back to watching his Manchester United game.


Alessandra put
Maddie in her swing and then gave a signal to Todd that she was going outside.
Once there she pulled out her phone as she placed yet another call to her
friend. Fully expecting it to go to voicemail, she was caught by surprise by
the breathless voice that answered.


"Hello?"


"Lys?
What's going on? Where are you?"


Alessandra
heard a crash in the background as her best friend answered. "Sorry. I got
held up."


"Are you
alright?"


"I'm fine.
Great actually."


"Todd said
you never came home from last night."


"Actually
I did. I just left again this morning."


"You must
have known that you would need to get Sam to school this morning. Why didn't
you call me?"


"I'm so
sorry Ali. I meant to call. I was just so tired and I needed to take my mind
off of everything."


"I
understand but this just isn't like you," Alessandra wasn't used to being
in this position. It was usually Lyssa who kept her in line when it came to
handling responsibilities. She hoped she wasn't in any danger. "You're
sure you're okay. Let me know and I can come get you."


"No,"
Lyssa responded quickly. "I mean, that's not necessary. Let Todd know I'll
be there in an hour. You can go if you want."


Alessandra
seriously considered it. She did have to get back to work. But for now she
didn't want to return only to leave again. "No worries. I'll stay here
until you get back."


"Thanks
for all your help. I'm sorry. It won't happen again. I'll handle it better next
time."


"Hon, you
know I'm here if you need a breather. Your mom is too."


"I know.
It's just—" Lyssa began, "you guys have done so much already. I'll
make it up to you I promise."


"You
better," Alessandra responded with a laugh. "I'll see you soon."
She finished as she hung up the phone and went back inside.


"Kick the
damn ball already!" Todd's boisterous tone greeted her.


Looking over to
the swing she saw that Maddie was still sleeping soundly. Probably used to your
dad by now. She thought giving the infant a grin as her phone buzzed.


Looking down
she saw it was Dylan. I'll have to talk to him later. She told herself with a
touch of sadness as she let the phone go to the voice mail. She perked up then
as she realized she could at least hear his voice.


* 
*  *


Mitch found
himself whistling "Baby It's Cold Outside" as he watched the fire
blazing in front of him. He was deep enough in the woods not to arouse any
suspicion although he stood by with his extinguisher ready as a precaution.


His only goal
was to leave burned bones, not a cremation. As the orange flames licked higher
his smile grew. Time got away from him as it usually did when he watched
anything having to do with his favorite element.


Even as a child
he couldn't get enough of the stuff. He started out by lighting matches just to
watch the flame until it went out. Then he would burn trash piles. His mom said
nothing because it meant less work for her and kept him out of her hair.


She had nothing
to say when he would be gone most of the day either. He usually went to the old
warehouse district to stand over burning trash cans with the homeless that
resided there.


Despite what
everyone else might think fire cleansed anything. Instead of having to deal
with internal organs and skin all he had left were bones. They were easier to remove
and handle.


Mitch tossed
the matches behind him as he got his shovel and began throwing dirt on the
smoldering remains. Then taking the white gold ring out of his pocket he tossed
it next to the body. He reached back in his pocket fingering the gold necklace
and locket.


Until next
time. He went to the truck and drove back to the house.


It was time to
wake up mother. Nothing could dampen his good mood today as he drove and
watched the first rays of sunrise burn hot and bright against the horizon.

















CHAPTER NINE


 


 


Dylan sat back
in his chair and sighed as his eyes focused on the picture in front of him. He
hoped he could have some news for her mother soon.


"Miss
Robillard is here to see you," the clerk's voice cut in.


"Thanks
Steph," he replied as he backed out of the screen and grabbed his
backpack. This should be interesting.


"Ready?"
Alessandra asked as he walked out of his office.


"Of
course. But I wish you'd let me do the driving," Dylan said as his eyes
focused on Alessandra.


She wore faded
blue jeans, a black shirt and some hiking boots. A black headband held her hair
back. She meant it as an unassuming outfit but it didn't change anything as far
as Dylan was concerned. He could still see the best parts of her appetizing
body. Her shapely breasts along with a perfectly round bottom and fabulous legs
were just... He stopped himself and wished he could be the one removing her
clothes.


"Not
happening," Alessandra responded with a laugh as they got on the elevator.
It was bad enough she had to be in such close proximity to the man for such a
long period. Whatever she could control, she would. Right now her eyes were
also working against what her brain was telling her as she took in his frame.


He wore a green
T-shirt that was loose but still showed the definition of muscle. His khaki
shorts fit him to a tee and Alessandra couldn't help but sneak a peek at his
perfect backside.


Once she did
she immediately wished she hadn't as she felt a familiar ache between her legs.
Realizing her reaction she dragged her eyes away only to move them down to his
sculpted calf muscles. They moved back up to his powerful arms as he moved to
push the button on the elevator.


Fifteen minutes
later Alessandra merged onto the South 55 freeway headed to the nature
preserve.


"So how is
the evidence processing coming along?" Dylan asked.


"Still
waiting. I did find some bacteria on an item so I'm hoping I can finish
classifying it tomorrow. Have you narrowed down the suspects."


"We have.
But there's still more interviewing to be done. If I didn't know better I'd say
these people are avoiding us.


"I would.
Nobody's ever excited to be interviewed by the FBI," Alessandra said.
Clearly talking about work wasn't going to yield much in the way of a
conversation at the moment.


They rode the
next forty miles in an uncomfortable silence when Alessandra heard the first
strains of "Sex and Candy" on the radio.


She moved to
turn it up and Dylan smiled. "You know I went to one of their concerts
back in high school. Back at that time, it was the best night of my young life.
A lot has happened since then." He paused as he turned to Alessandra,
"Now it's moved to a close second," he added.


I know the
feeling. Alessandra thought as she tried not to read the meaning behind his
words. Luckily she could use having to look at the road as a reason to avoid
his heated gaze. There was only a little more than one hour left on the drive
now. "Do you need to stop?" she asked daring a look in his direction.


"I don't
but with my luck I'll have to while we're on the trail, so it's better we stop
now."


Alessandra
nodded as she got off at the exit. "I'll meet you at the convenience
store," she said as she took off to the woman's restroom.


Once inside she
blew out a breath as she looked in the dirty mirror. She had no clue how she
managed to get through a car ride alone with the man. All she could think about
was trying not to look at him. And of his hands and how they made quick work of
all of her reasoning skills with one simple touch. One kiss turned her into a
useless puddle of mush.


Just one more
hour. She told herself though at this point she wasn't even sure how the trek
would go. At least she would be able to burn off all of this added sexual
energy and get a workout.


Ten minutes
later he was at the store as agreed. Alessandra swallowed the lump in her
throat as she met Dylan's eyes.


"If I
hadn't seen the car I would have thought that you took off without me."


Alessandra had
considered her options before today but, "I can't. The fact of the matter
is I need you here."


"You need
me?"


"You know
what I mean," Alessandra shot back, flustered.


"I think I
do," Dylan replied, his eyes full of mirth. He enjoyed nothing better than
watching the way she reacted to him. It wasn't his intent to make things
difficult for her but after that past two years he'd be lying if he said he
didn't like it, at least a little bit.


"Let's
just get going," she said as she opened up the door.


"As you
wish."


The time passed
without incident. Before long, Alessandra parked her car next to the cabin in
the dirt parking lot and they both got out.


"This view
is amazing!" Alessandra exclaimed as they walked past the weather-worn,
wooden sign that read "Valley Glen Preserve."


She looked up
at the trees overhead and inhaled deeply. The fresh, woodsy scent reached her
senses and immediately had her thinking of the man she had shared the past
three hours with.


"I'll
say," Dylan's replied.


"I hope
you're prepared," she said as she grabbed her pack.


"I
am."


They walked for
about fifteen minutes before Alessandra noted a large root system with the
trees. "I think that we'll have to keep going this way." She pointed
out a spot on the map. "See this lake?" Dylan nodded. "We'll
have to keep going for about two more miles and I think I'll start to see
something. You up for it?"


"Of
course, especially if I'm with you," he replied as the slightest hint of
red appeared on her cheeks before she quickly turned around. "I mean, I
can't let you beat me. It speaks to my pride as a man," Dylan finished
with a smile as Alessandra nodded.


"Ah, I get
it now," she murmured as if she understood his meaning from the start.


"Come
on." Dylan pulled her hand.


Alessandra
could feel her body heat up at the simple gesture and held on for a bit longer
than she meant to. That fact wasn't lost on Dylan as he turned to look at her
again.


"I know I
need help but it seems the FBI would have someone else come instead of their
best profiler," Alessandra offered.


"I've
already told you that I have to be the first contact when it comes to this
case," Dylan replied smoothly. "I'm also not the number one
profiler."


"I get it.
I'm just venting a bit. I'm sorry I just work better alone."


"We seemed
to do alright.".


"You're
right," Alessandra conceded as they approached an area where the grass got
thicker. "Look," she breathed as she pointed to the area, "we're
getting closer to the water. Even the trees are growing bigger."


Dylan nodded
again. Her excitement was infectious. "I think this would be a good place
to eat," he said. "We don't know how long we'll be walking."


"Actually
it will be for about another half hour. But it's probably a good idea to get a
little something," Alessandra said quickly as she set her pack down. She
frowned as she noticed it dripping. "Crap!"


"What is
it?"


"My water
bottle." She groaned as she pulled the leaky plastic bottle out.


"It's your
lucky day. I packed five bottles of water." Dylan pulled two bottles out
of his pack, "just in case."


"Thanks."
Alessandra gratefully took the bottle.


"Wait,
you're not eating?" Dylan admonished.


She shook her
head. "I can stand to lose a little weight and I had a big breakfast this
morning. I'm not hungry," she said even as her stomach betrayed her and
growled loudly. God. She thought bitterly.


"You're
crazy. You look fine. Perfect even."


"You really
think so?"


Dylan stared at
her for a long moment realizing he had never actually told her that. "Of
course. Why would you think I'm lying? It's not like I haven't seen
everything."


Alessandra's
face heated up as she mumbled, "that was two years ago."


"I can't
tell any different." He pulled out his bag. "Trail mix. I heard it's
great to have when camping or hiking."


"Yes
you're right. It's portable and provides the most nutrition." she added as
she held a gloved hand out. Geez now I sound like an encyclopedia.
"Thanks. It's a good thing one of us was thinking."


They both
walked along munching on the nuts and raisins. They tasted delicious.


"Where did
you get this?" she asked.


"My boss
gets it from a specialty store. He stocks up on the stuff."


"I'll have
to check it out. We're almost there," she said as she looked at the ground
and then up ahead. The sound of the ducks and the birds flying told her they
didn't have too much more to go. As she looked up at the trees she failed to
see the moss covered root on the ground until her foot got stuck on it.


Luckily Dylan's
reflexes were quick. He grabbed her shirt from behind which kept her upright
before wrapping an arm around her waist to keep her from falling forward. It
also found Alessandra pressed right up against the hardness of Dylan's frame.


"Thanks,"
she said breathlessly as she gripped her collecting bag and backpack tighter.
"Sorry. I'm not usually that clumsy."


"No
problem," Dylan replied as his breath hitched. She was so close he could
smell the lavender shampoo in her hair. Suddenly he wanted nothing more than to
run his hands through it.


"We're
just about there," she said as she swiftly disengaged herself from him and
started off again.


Dylan allowed
himself a low whistle as he walked after her.


*  * 
*


"Aaron,
this is a serious matter!" Adam exclaimed as he thrust the paper in his
brother's face.


"What's
this shit?" Aaron asked as he took a bite of his burger.


"I have to
go down to the FBI. Apparently they traced a link to Matters of the Heart and they
want to interview all the men who have gone back more than six times in a year.
What the fuck am I supposed to do?" Adam asked in a worried tone.


"You can't
be the only one who keeps going back," Aaron shot back.


"Well
no," Adam began.


"Then
there's nothin' to worry about if you quit actin' like a guilty man."


"I can't
go to prison. There's no windows or mirrors."


"Yeah I
know," Aaron said. "Just answer the man's questions. It won't hurt to
pass the buck to someone else either. They doin' a poly?"


"A what?"


"A lie
detector test."


"Not that
I know of."


"Well just
in case they do, you need to be prepared. I'm gonna call up a buddy o' mine.
I'll let you know when he can see ya. Oh and Adam?"


"Yeah."


"You're a
good lookin' guy. You really need to consider findin' another way to meet
women."


* 
*  *


They had just
made it to the water's edge. Alessandra stopped about a foot away and walked
slowly to the water. Once there she bent down to pick up a sample and walked
back to her original position.


Dylan stood back
and watched as she then walked in each direction along the water. Once there
she collected two more samples from each spot. When she was done she put on a
fresh pair of gloves and reached down into the water. A moment later a smile
came across her face as she used her free hand to grab two more vials.


In the first
she opened it and collected the water before she capped it and added some
floating debris into the collection bags. Finally she reached under until she
found a little more mud and added that.


"Finished,"
Alessandra stated triumphantly.


"Great!
Now we can get out of here," Dylan said with a sigh.


Alessandra
turned again and looked at the ducks. As she did something caught her eye.


"Dylan,"
she said gripping his shoulder as she moved in closer. "I see something
over there. I'm not sure what it is but I'm going to make sure I get a
sample."


"Is it
poisonous? Are we going to die?"


Alessandra
shook her head and gave him a sharp look as she walked over. "No. I just
thought it might be important. I think I see more." She stood up and
closed the vial before she waved him over.


More what? He
asked himself as he went over. "What is this?" he asked slowly as he
looked around.


He went down
next to Alessandra and picked it up and smelled it. He was getting ready to
taste it when Alessandra smacked his hand. "What was that for?" Dylan
asked in a shocked voice.


"You can't
just go around putting things in your mouth. We're here to collect
bacteria!" she scolded. "Do you eat everything you see?"


"Only what
tastes good," he whispered in her ear.


Alessandra felt
a throb deep in her belly and did her best to ignore his double meaning as she
replied, "This is where I saw it."


Dylan stared at
the item again. Was that? He asked himself before he ran it over and over in his
head. "Alessandra," Dylan began, "If I didn't know better I'd
say this was bread."


"Bread?
What the hell is bread doing in the forest?"


"Ducks?"
He shrugged. "We are by a lake."


"True, but
ducks usually eat bread so we shouldn't see anything," she said as she
started walking deeper. "Plus these are going in a different
direction."


"Let's see
if we can find more. I wonder why the ducks didn't eat it?"


They had only
walked for a couple of minutes when she saw it. "Over there. I think I see
some blood."


As they came
closer what Alessandra saw was confirmed. There were in fact small drops of
blood.


"What do
we do?"


Dylan frowned,
"We have to stop right here and I'll call it in. I think we've probably
stumbled on a crime scene. It's better not to contaminate it anymore." He
picked up the satellite phone and dialed.


Ten minutes
later he sat down on a large tree branch rooted in the ground as Alessandra
moved over next to him. "How long?" she asked.


He frowned
grimly. "It's going to take an hour for them to get everything they
need."


They both sat
together lost in thought before Alessandra looked his way.


"What are
you thinking?" Dylan asked warily.


"I was
just wondering if there was any way we could see what's up ahead without
contaminating anything. After all we don't want to send everyone on a wild
goose chase."


"I
see," Dylan said with a smile, slowly warming up to her idea.


"I figured
as long as we kept our feet covered and didn't touch anything we could do it as
long as we leave everything in its place."


Dylan nodded as
he considered what she asked. After a few minutes he stood up with a smile.
"That sounds good. At least then we'll know what we're working with."


"I have
some plastic bags in my kit," Alessandra replied as she opened it.
"They are simple grocery bags but they're cheap and effective."


He nodded,
"And practical. It's a good thing that one of us was thinking, "Dylan
said as he gave Alessandra a pointed look. He tied the bags around his ankles.
"Ready?"


She smiled
recognizing her words from earlier and replied,"As ready as I'll ever
be." They started walking. "I see more over here."


Five minutes
later, they came to a tree. "This is rope," Dylan said as he looked
up and then back down. "This was cut."


"Over
there." Alessandra pointed to a clearing. I see some kind of prints."


Sure enough
there were bare footprints on the ground.


"Not
enough to get any shoe or tire impressions," Dylan remarked grimly as he
looked past the clearing. "This way." He motioned.


As they parted
the trees, they found a dilapidated, wooden shack and yet another clearing.
They could smell the blood as they approached. They both walked around until
they saw the blackened area in the back. Right in the center of it all they
both saw the white and gray remains.


A body.


Alessandra let out
a gasp as they approached. Dylan's mouth became a line as he reached for his
phone.


"Jameson
here," he barked when dispatch picked up, "we've found another
victim."


 


 

















CHAPTER TEN


 


 


The burned out
area, now taped off remained a whirlwind of activity. People came and went with
large bags, shovels and buckets as cameras clicked and flashed.


"I need
those forceps!" Alessandra shouted as a young man rushed over with a pair.


"How's it
coming?" Dylan asked as she handed him what was left of a gold necklace she
had just extracted.


Looking again
she inspected the bones carefully until her eyes spotted something at the knee.
"This looks like a pin," she said as she trained her magnifying scope
on the area. "Yes. It's a titanium pin of some kind. Could be the victim
broke her knee."


"That
proves it," Dylan stated grimly. "We'll cobnfirm the serial number
butbI'm certain this is Bethany Duncan."


Alessandra
frowned. "You're sure?"


Dylan nodded.
"I just looked at the missing person report this morning before we came here."


"Who does
the necklace belong to?" Alessandra asked. "We know he's leaving
something from another victim."


"This is a
pretty secluded area," Dylan said as he stood and looked around.
"Leaving a bread trail to a body is weird. I don't get it."


"It appears
he has some sort of a routine," Alessandra murmured as she continued her
inspection. "I can't say exactly what it is."


"What is
the relevance of bread?"


"Something
from his childhood?"


"Hmm."
Dylan mulled it over for a bit and then he shouted, "Yes! Of course! A
Grimm's fairytale. Though in the story the bread disappears. Is he leading us
to something?"


"How did
you know about that?" Alessandra asked incredulously as she placed some
more dirt in a vial.


"You never
read Hansel and Gretel?"


"I don't
remember." Alessandra gingerly placed the necklace in an evidence bag.


"But why
that one. I suppose it could be that he just liked the story as a child,"
he said quietly. "Even with this info it doesn't help us know where else
to look."


"That's
true." Alessandra placed some of the ash inside a vial and a bag.
"What's the significance? And what's with the burning?"


"That's
the question. Burning makes it more difficult to identify the victim. We just
happened to get lucky with the pin in this case. " Dylan paced around the
area. It can also be that he finds something pleasurable or comforting in it. I
have to narrow this down.


Alessandra
looked up as he walked back over. "You know better than anyone that
everyone's motivation for doing things are different."


"You're
right. I just feel like there's something I'm not getting."


"You'll
figure it out." Alessandra stood up. "You always have. In case you're
worried," she added as she placed a hand on his arm, "I'm right here
to help you. You did say we made a great team for a reason."


She's right of
course. Dylan thought as he watched the local coroner van pull up.


* 
*  *


"Okay
ma'am I just need to go over this with you again to make sure I have everything
correct. Now you have her name as —"


"Stacie.
Stacie Beckett," Cheryl replied as she bit her nail. "She's got blue
eyes and dark hair. She's five foot eight and weighs 155 pounds."


"And you
last saw her at a dating event?"


"Yes the
company was called Matters of the Heart. They had a speed dating event Thursday
evening at the Lakeshore Banquet Hall. It's next to the El." Cheryl
started pacing again. "She told me to go home because things went very
good. And that's the last time that I saw her," Cheryl finished as her
eyes began to water.


"She is an
adult. Are you sure that this isn't quick action on your part?" the
officer asked.


"No
way." Cheryl shook her head. "We're best friends. I would've received
a text or something if she didn't answer her phone. It's been almost two days
and so far I've heard nothing."


The officer still
wasn't sure what was happening. It used to be that if they were adults there
was nothing they could do. Now in these cases they had to treat each one the
same unless a body was found.


He could only
hope that the woman would turn up in another day or so. Maybe she decided to
elope or something. She wasn't bad looking he thought to himself as he
remembered the picture the woman had shown him.


"Okay. I
have everything I need from you ma'am. Good luck and I hope you hear from
her."


"Thank
you," Cheryl replied. Still as she got into her car she couldn't shake her
bad feeling.


* 
*  *


Six hours
later, Dylan was pulling a late night at the office. Although it was a quarter
to seven this was the only time Adam Hansen had available. Dylan sat back and
looked at the file. The man seemed harmless enough. The typical selfish type
who put too much stock in his appearance.


"This guy
would run at the sight of blood and there's no way he would ever get any on
him," Dylan said to himself as he flipped the file closed. Yep. Definitely
not a killer.


Still this was
the company that came up when the checks were all finished. The first link was
definitely here. There were still four more people to be interviewed.


From there they
would be scheduled to take a polygraph. Though the results probably couldn't be
used in court, they could use them as a basis for further questioning. And that
usually led to something that would be admissable in court.


Dylan watched
the camera as he saw the man walk in and take a seat in the lobby. Even though
he tried to give off an air of being cool and collected, he checked his watch
every minute and his right leg never stopped moving.


He crossed and
uncrossed his arms before looking around again. He even stood up and walked
over to every wall, as if he was looking for a camera.


You won't find
this one buddy. Best to let him stew for a bit more. Dylan thought as he sat
back in his seat.


Ten minutes
later seven p.m. had arrived and Dylan pushed a button. At that a woman came
into the lobby and Adam jumped out of his skin at the creak of the door. He
composed himself quickly before he gave the woman his best smile, got up
quickly and followed her back.


"Adam
Hansen," Dylan greeted him as he entered and reached out a hand.


"Yep
that's me," he replied as he put his cold, clammy hand inside Dylan's.


"Have a
seat."


"Yes
sir."


Adam sat down
and Dylan started immediately. "Now this is an interview, not an
interrogation. If you feel the need you can contact a lawyer to see how you'd
like to proceed. No arrests will be made but if you say something incriminating
you will be placed under a 24 hour hold at which time we will talk with the
local authorities to decide how we will go forward. Once this is done, you will
be scheduled for a polygraph test. Now I'll ask you again. Do you want to
consult your attorney?"


"I've done
nothing wrong," Adam replied sincerely as he shook his head.


"Fair
enough," Dylan replied. "To start off I just needed to know about how
you got involved with Matters of the Heart."


"My career
doesn't lend itself to having spare time so I ran across the ad from a good
friend of mine. For $400 monthly we can participate in the dating events they
offer."


"The
reason you're here is because you have participated for longer than six
months." Dylan picked up the stack of papers. "Are you dissatisfied
with the service? It doesn't make sense that you'd keep paying such a
ridiculous rate."


"It's the
price I pay to have a good time. What can I say? At the end of the day it's
still cheaper than marriage and the inevitable divorce," Adam answered
calmly as he visibly relaxed.


He has a point.
Dylan conceded. I knew this was a dead end. Still he had to keep going.


"Where
were you at eight p.m. November tenth?"


"I was
with a woman of course." Adam reached for his wallet. He took a few
moments looking through it before he pulled out a card. "Here you
go." He handed it to Dylan. "I'm sure she'll have no trouble
remembering me," he added as he gave Dylan a look. Adam knew for a fact
she was still alive. Aaron's setup had been perfect.


"Thanks,"
Dylan remarked as he took the card and shoved it into the folder.


"Here you
can also call my job."


Dylan took that
as well. It seemed he was ready for anything. There was no reason to continue
the interview at this point. Dylan checked off a spot on the paper in front of
him. He would have to catch this one by surprise if he wanted anything
substantial. "Thank you for your time Mr. Hansen. Just go to the front
desk and schedule your polygraph. This concludes this interview and I'll call
you and have you come back in if anything comes up. Good night."


"Thank
you," Adam said as he shook hands again, "I'm here to help you in any
way I can."


* 
*  *


"So glad
you could make it Shay." The man pulled back a chair for the tall, stately
woman.


"Sorry
about being late, Dad," Shay replied as she sat down at the table across
from him. "I had to finish the meeting with the committee. I swear it
seems they can't function without me. Now what's this about?"


"I'm sure
you've been keeping tabs on the recent events concerning the burned
bodies."


She nodded as
her grey eyes scanned the menu. "I have."


"Well I
just want to make sure the investigation is as perfect and goes as smoothly as
it can."


"Dad, you
know all investigations can't be perfect."


"I know
but I'll feel better knowing you're supervising."


"Isn't
Dylan on that case?"


"Yes, I
planned to use that as a bargaining chip." He smiled as he took a sip of
his water. "That was in case you needed convincing."


Shay let out a
throaty laugh as she crossed her long legs. "That's all you needed to say.
Is he working alone?"


"Pretty
much. He has been in contact with the forensic investigator. Alessandra
Robillard."


"She
really knows her stuff," Shay started. But she's not nearly as pretty as
me.


"She's not
you," he said simply as the waitress brought his lunch salad over.
"I'll give you free reign to guide her as you see fit. Plus you can keep
tabs on your old flame."


"It won't
be anything like that," Shay responded quickly. Though I'd be lying if I
said I didn't want to have a little fun with him while I'm here.


"So what
do you say?"


"I'll do
it. When do I start?"


"Anytime
you want."


"Okay, I
just have to put the finishing touches on my paper and I'll be free. Tell Dylan
I'll see him in four days." She smiled and took a sip of soda. This would
be most enjoyable.


* 
*  *


Alessandra
walked back over to the scanner. She hoped she could pinpoint something among
the ashes. So far all the ashes in front of her were composed of beech trees,
maple trees or some combination of the two.


This was to be
expected given how many of the hybrid trees there were in the preserve area.
Ten minutes later the mass spectrometer results came up on the screen.


Alessandra
peered at the peaks on the screen and found calcium hydroxide. Alessandra
frowned. You could come in contact with the product almost anywhere: Hair
remover, paper, a dental procedure. "Well at least I finally have
something I can work with," she muttered to herself.


"Good,
will it help us confirm the identity of the victim?"


Alessandra
whirled around, "Why are you here?" she asked tensely making sure he
couldn't see how much he'd just scared her. "It's Saturday."


"I could
ask you the same thing," Dylan replied evenly. "And you didn't answer
my question," he challenged as he moved closer.


It took
everything Alessandra had not to close her eyes and breathe in the scent of
him. She still caught a whiff of cinnamon and sandalwood. "Why do you want
to know?" she shot back quickly.


"Oh come
on. Help me out for once. The M.E. said the dental records will take at least a
couple of weeks."


"Well,
"Alessandra began as she went back over to the computer, "I did find
calcium hydroxide but it can be used in a lot of things. So far I've come up
with hair remover, paper, going to the dentist, alcohol and making
plaster."


"I knew
you could do it. It just so happens that Bethany is an artist. She was in the
middle of creating a piece that involved the use of..."


"What?"


"Plaster!"
Dylan exclaimed happily as Alessandra rolled her eyes.


"You
know," he began as he moved closer and wrapped an arm around her
shoulders, "You really should be nicer to me. You can't deny how good we
are together."


He was right of
course but no way did Alessandra plan on giving him the satisfaction of knowing
that. "Perhaps," was all she allowed herself to say.


"Are you
just about done?"


"Why?"
Alessandra asked as her eyes narrowed.


"I just
wanted to give you some time to relax a little. I was thinking we could go
watch the Hawks tonight."


"That does
sound fun," Alessandra answered back before she could stop herself. Shit!


"Great!
I'll be by your place around five. Or should I go to your friend's?"


"No. Her
mom has the kids and her husband's gone to the lake with his friends. I'll
leave her some time alone. God knows she doesn't get it nearly enough. I'll
just meet you out front at the Center."


"Okay. I
can't wait," he said as he touched her hand lightly before he left.


Neither can I.
She thought as she filled in the results on the paper in front of her.


* 
*  *


Stacie woke up
to a dark room and the sound of a door slowly creaking open. With one eye open
she watched the large shadow of a man come over and unbind one of her wrists.
She rotated her hand around trying to allow for the circulation to return.


"Eat,"
the voice said.


She was
famished. Using her one hand she ate everything on the plate as the hand held
out a glass of water. He took his time lifting her chin up as he held the cup
as she gulped greedily. Next he motioned to the bucket in the corner to which
she nodded. He moved the container closer to the bed and left the room.


Five minutes
later Stacie cleaned herself as much as she could and then sat back down on the
sunken bed. A minute later the door opened and she heard the bucket being
moved. She closed her eyes as she felt her free hand being put back into its
prison.


How long have I
been here? She asked herself as she looked around again, this time for her
phone. She needed to get in contact with Cheryl. The last thing she remembered
was having a fantastic night of sex with Adam.


"There's
no point in looking for your phone or anything else."


"How did I
get here?"


"I saw you
walking on the way to catch a cab. I just had to have you," he said before
he got up and started to leave. He turned around again. "I have to tell
you again to make sure you eat everything. It's important to maintain your
strength, you'll need it. It might also help you live longer," he added
with a sardonic laugh as he walked out.


Stacie sighed
and allowed a tear to fall as the door slammed shut. I have to find a way out
of here. She thought but at the moment she couldn't think about anything past
getting a shower. Getting out of this musty and molded room was a priority. She
looked to the moonlight that filtered in through the dirty, dingy window hoping
that she could get her mind to think of something. She needed to put her
athleticism and softball skills to the test.


 


 


 

















CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


Dylan stood
outside the arena as he looked for Alessandra. In the sea of red jerseys she
would be hard to spot. Finally he saw her and the crowd around them disappeared
as he took in what she had on.


Tonight she
showed her team spirit in a pair of black leggings with matching boots and a
fitted, red knit sweater. A black and red New Era Blackhawks beanie adorned her
head and she let the rest of her hair hang down underneath it.


Dylan noticed
the stares she got as he moved closer to greet her. "You look
fantastic!" he remarked as he wrapped an arm around her shoulders,
delighting in the crestfallen faces he saw from the men nearby.


"Thanks."
Alessandra leaned into him. "You don't look so bad yourself," she
said as she took in his dark washed jeans, casual black Rockport loafers, and
black shirt along with a matching trench.


Alessandra did
her best not to imagine his naked body under the layers as she moved in closer.


"Hungry?"
Dylan asked hesitantly as they passed the food court. He felt like a
fifteen-year-old going out on his first date.


Alessandra
smiled. "I already ate. Though I might want a little something by the time
the second intermission rolls around."


Dylan nodded,
"Sounds good, so we'll head out five minutes before to beat the crowd.
Sometimes I wish I had some kind of clearance to get through," he added.


Alessandra
laughed at that. Wouldn't that be something? She thought as they took their
seats. "Wow, you got seats only twelve rows away and in the center,"
Alessandra remarked, clearly impressed. "How did you swing these?"


"It's not
like they're playoff tickets or anything," Dylan answered, "But I got
them from a good friend."


"I'd like
to meet this friend," Alessandra said, "Unless she's a woman."


"Jealous?"
Dylan questioned as his hazel eyes filled with laughter. "Don't worry, I'd
only get seats like this for you."


Alessandra
faced the front again as he reached for her hand.


"Just sit
back and enjoy the game. I want you to take it easy; this case has been a
difficult one." He interlaced his fingers with hers.


She didn't move
her hand from his until the opening face-off. Even then she noticed the spot he
kept running over with his thumb. It felt both delightful and maddening at the
same time. They commented on the choice of shots and the various lineups on the
ice until ten minutes before the second intermission.


"I was
sure we'd get stuck." Alessandra ate some popcorn and watched the Zamboni
whir around the ice fifteen minutes later.


"I've been
to these before. We got lucky," Dylan replied as he reached into the
bucket. "Sorry you had to miss part of the game."


"Eh, we're
up anyway," she replied with a laugh.


A half hour
later during a TV timeout the announcer piped up.


"And now
introducing the Gagney Electronics Kiss Cam!" he bellowed as "Suck my
Kiss" started playing over the speaker and a large heart opened up on the
jumbotron.


Some in the
seats booed as the infamous camera started. The crowd pointed and smiled as
various couples appeared on the camera. Alessandra couldn't help but sit up
with a touch of nervous anticipation as she wondered if the camera would pan to
them. Three minutes later, the screen flashed the words, "Get Loud"
as the players skated onto the ice and play started up again. Dylan sat back in
his chair and sighed.


As the third
period came to a close, Dylan's phone vibrated. He read the message and frowned
before he sat back.


"What is
it?" Alessandra questioned as she reached a hand out to touch his arm.


"They've
found at least three more bodies," he remarked grimly as he placed his
free hand on top of hers. "Hopefully there's not more but they said
they'll keep looking."


"Either way
it looks like I'll be busy."


"It can
wait until Monday," Dylan remarked quickly. "You need to relax.
You're no good to me or anyone else if you push yourself too much."


She nodded,
"I just want to see what I can do to help."


"I know.
That's one of the reasons I like working with you," he said softly as he
placed her beanie back on her head before moving a finger softly along her
jawline. Alessandra shivered at the contact as she met his eyes. "Let's
just enjoy the rest of the night."


Alessandra
smiled and turned back to the ice. Ten minutes later, the clock stopped at 0:00
and the buzzer sounded. The final score: The Blackhawks scored three goals
while the Blues scored two.


"That's my
kind of game!" she exclaimed over the din as the crowd left the building.
"I love it when we win over a rival."


Dylan still had
to strain his ears to hear her. "I guess we should have timed our exit
strategy better. I'll walk you to your car," he said as they walked out.


"Actually
I took a cab here."


"Then I'll
take you home."


"Dylan,
you don't have —"


"No more
arguing. I'm taking you."


"Fine,"
Alessandra muttered as they got to his car.


"Dylan
pulled up in front of Alessandra's condo. "There. See I got you here in
one piece."


"Thanks
for tonight," Alessandra began hesitantly. Why am I acting like this? She
felt as if she were a sixteen year old going out with a boy for the first time.


"It was my
pleasure. I had a good time with you tonight Alessandra."


"Me too.
With you, I mean."


She started to
reach for the door handle when Dylan grabbed her arm then pulled her to him and
kissed her. Without a thought Alessandra clutched Dylan's shoulders as she
yielded her mouth to him. He took his time, lightly stroking her hair as his
mouth delved inside.


She sighed
against him and her hands moved around his neck and then up into his hair as
she moved her body even closer to him. Dylan's hands ran along her waist and
went lower. A low moan escaped Alessandra and she ran her fingers lightly along
his chest under his coat.


"God,
Alessandra," he whispered as he moved his mouth along her neck.


"Dylan, we
have to stop," Alessandra said even as she angled her head and allowed him
more access. I want him so bad. She reached for the button on his shirt then
thought better of it and moved her mouth back to his lips.


"I wish
you'd let me come in with you," he murmured against her lips when the kiss
ended.


She shook her
head. As much as she wanted to it would make everything too difficult. She
could barely work around him as it was. And neither of them needed anything
coming out about them not doing their job when it came time to go to trial.
Honestly the psychologist from the Gardener trial still weighed on her mind.


If she gave in
now Alessandra wasn't sure how she could be discreet. Or even if she'd be able
to. "You know we can't. I'm following your advice after all. Maybe some
other time but not tonight," she added with a smile.


"I know.
It's just so hard to be away from you," Dylan said as he smiled again and
gave her a quick kiss. "I'll see you Monday."


Alessandra
could understand where he was coming from as she looked up at him.
"Goodnight." She smiled and closed the door. She could feel his eyes
on her as she pulled out her key and opened her door.


Once inside
Alessandra got out of her clothes and went straight for the bathroom, eternally
grateful that she'd finally caved and bought a handheld shower head.


* 
*  *


"I don't
know what's going on but you need to start thinking clearly. I'm sure you saw
the news!" Adam barked as he looked between his brother and Mitch. "I
have to go take a polygraph."


"Don't
worry about the news. There's nothing there that can tie us to anything,"
Aaron piped up. "Right?" he asked as he turned to Mitch.


"Not to my
knowledge. I always burn those bitches until there's nothing left but
bones."


"Okay.
That means no DNA and no prints. Everything's good Adam. Calm down will ya? You
talked to my friend about the polygraph, right?"


"I did,
but they already called me in for another interview after the test."


"They're
just tryna scare ya. It don't mean nothin'."


"Easy for
you to say. You're not the one in there."


"Just calm
down," Mitch jumped in. "I've got it under control."


At least he
thought he did.


* 
*  *


Monday morning
found Alessandra with four boxes in the lab. That means the final count is four
bodies. She lifted the large plastic bag out of the first box.


She moved over
to the scanner and looked first at the mud sample. Once she placed it under the
microscope what she saw was all too familiar. I just saw this! She thought excitedly
as she saw the diatoms floating. The same ocean mud.


Alessandra
moved to her files and looked up Jane Doe #45. Found in the mud by the banks of
the Jersey Shore one year ago. Not only was it a long way from Chicago but she
was the only reason the remains had even been flown in to Chicago. If she could
tie these two bodies together they might be able to get a better profile on the
killer.


As Alessandra
pulled out the rhinestone headband she was again reminded of a missing person's
report that had just shown up. It had been in relation to a cold case that had
been at the Princeton Police Station for the past year and a half. She sighed
as the photo didn't come up on the computer. Picking up the phone she dialed as
a small smile crossed her face.


"Dylan
Jameson speaking."


"Hey it's
me," Alessandra replied as she felt her pulse start to race at the sound
of his voice.


"To what
do I owe the pleasure of this early Monday phone call?" Dylan asked. He
wished he could hear her voice this early on a daily basis.


"What's
that supposed to mean? I call you."


"Not this
early."


"Anyhow I
found a rhinestone headband and try as I might I can't remember the name of the
person it belonged to."


"Rhonda
Snyder," Dylan answered immediately. "A former beauty queen turned drug
addict who followed her drug dealing pimp to Jersey."


"Thanks.
Did you want to come down and take a look at what I have?"


"I'll be
there in half an hour."


"I'll have
everything signed off and ready."


"Even
yourself?" he asked in a husky tone.


Alessandra
rolled her eyes even as a lick of heat shot from her abdomen and moved lower.
She was always ready to see him. Ready to touch him, kiss him..."Very
funny. I'll see you in a bit." She hung up the phone to the sound of his
laughter.


Alessandra set
the box aside as she opened up the next one. She gently lifted up the small
ceramic dish that contained a small handprint along with the name Sarah. She
still wasn't sure who this person was but took out what was left of the burned
garments.


She started by
adding the ash to the machine so that she could find the chemicals it
contained. Next she grabbed a dropper of water and cut a piece out of each item
of clothing. She grabbed two more vials and placed a piece of each in one and
added those to a different machine.


Finally she
picked up the dirt and the hair and forwarded one to get DNA and the other she
placed under the scanner on top of a sifter. Picking up some tweezers she moved
it through the dirt until she picked up a tiny bone fragment. She made it out
to be the stapes of an ear but it appeared to have a metal device of some kind
attached to it.


I think this
could either be a microphone or an electrode. Alessandra stood still as the
wheels in her head began to turn. She turned the stool away from the table and
toward the door right as it opened and Dylan walked in. "What the hell?
Did you break every speed limit?"


He shook his
head as he walked over, "No, I just happened to get a ride to the
building. I wasn't going to turn it down and he didn't want to wait."


Alessandra
shook her head even though she was happy to see him. She still had to put the
pieces together with her recent findings.


"What's
with the look?" Dylan inquired. "Is it me or did you find
something?"


"Both,"
she answered wryly. "I'm actually still trying to figure it all out."
She pointed to the box that contained the items for Rhonda Snyder on the far
counter.


Dylan smiled as
he walked over thinking they really did know each other quite well even after
the time spent apart.


The stapes is
next to the cochlea, so I think this person must have had... She looked under
the scanner again, "That's it!" she exclaimed as Dylan looked up from
his box. "This woman has a cochlear implant! I've looked through the
missing persons' reports but didn't see it mentioned in any of them.


"That's
because it's something the family chose not to mention but there is one
person." Dylan remarked as he pulled the thick file folder out of his
case. "I've already done an interview." Alessandra walked over as he
set it down on the table and started flipping through the smaller folders.


"There."
She pointed and Dylan frowned.


"I was
hoping she could be found alive."


Alessandra
looked grim as Dylan set his jaw and pounded the table before resting his head
in his hands.


Yet another awkward
situation.


All Alessandra
could think of to do was rest a hand on his shoulder. "I know it doesn't
help anything but I'm sorry," she started as she felt her eyes start to
get wet. All of these innocent victims had started to take its toll. Alessandra
couldn't help but think of her first case all over again.


"Why are
you apologizing?" he asked softly as he turned to look at her.


"It's just
that I —" Shit. She told herself as she felt a tear fall. I don't like
seeing him like this.


"Don't.
You don't have to say anymore." He stood up as he wiped it away. "You
know if it makes you feel better, it's knowing people like you work so hard
that helps me believe that this world isn't a totally terrible place."


Alessandra
laughed again, "I was about to say the same thing about you." She
beamed up at him. "Thanks," she added quietly.


"Your
dedication and your compassion for the victims is why I knew you'd be a good
forensic investigator. You're giving these people a voice that they wouldn't
have. Hell most cases at least have a body.


Every time I
think about what these families are left with I just want to find this asshole
and rip him apart!" Dylan yelled as he paced the area. All Alessandra
could hear was the quick tapping of his shoes on the linoleum.


"I don't know
what to say. I know it's difficult. It's easier for me to be here in the lab
than out in the world, but you?" Alessandra got in front of him and
stopped his angry walk, "even when things seem so bad you know exactly
what to say to make people feel better. It's always made me envy you. I want to
keep watching you to see if maybe I could learn something and I have. I wanted
to thank you. It makes me want to be better and help the victims."


"I'm
sorry," Dylan said as he started to calm down and looked at her. "I
didn't mean to do that, especially in front of you. It's just —"


"It's
alright, you don't have to apologize," she said. Like a magnet drawn to
metal she felt herself moving closer. She stopped then backed away.


"What?"
He asked as he took a step towards her. He felt an overwhelming need to feel
her and taste her.


You. It's
always you. She looked up at him as she opened her mouth to answer.


Dylan closed
the gap and gathered Alessandra in his arms as his lips met hers. He moved his
right hand and cupped the back of her head as he urged her mouth open.


Alessandra
loved the way he moved against her lips. She felt the blood course through her
heated body as her skin awakened under his touch. Her work sat forgotten. She
wanted nothing more than to feel his arms around her and his tongue against
hers.


He deepened the
kiss as something ignited inside of her and their bodies moved together, soft
curves against hard muscle. Alessandra attempted to breathe but only inhaled
frantically.


It did nothing
to help as her head grew light. Dylan's left hand moved under her blouse to
inch along the bare skin of her lower back. She mewled again as his fingers
spread and moved higher.


Neither of them
could be sure how much time passed. With the clatter of the chair behind Alessandra
Dylan broke the kiss. When I'm alone with her…he thought, shaking his head. He
blew out a sharp breath and glanced away, resisting the urge to kiss her again.
"Do you have any idea what you do to me?"


Her eyes
finally opened as she nodded. Surely he would understand what she meant even if
her mind at that moment couldn't quite convey it—or anything for that matter.
She couldn't sleep because thoughts of him kept her awake and longing for him,
especially after the kisses they'd shared.


"I better
get back to work."


"Of
course. I'll see you later." He turned to leave. "Thanks for helping
with the identification. And everything else," he added with a grin.


Alessandra
could only heave a long sigh as she plopped back down on her stool and started
work on the next box.


 

















CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


The 61-year-old
woman stood staring at her daughter with her arms folded. Her delicate features
were marred with a frown as she asked, "If you can't tell your best friend
who can you tell?"


"She
doesn't know about our separation," Lyssa responded.


"For
heaven's sake, why not? I don't understand. The two of you made that decision
before you got pregnant."


Man that night
should have never happened. But I don't regret it. Lyssa closed her eyes before
she began. "Mom, I just never got the chance. We were sleeping in separate
rooms and then the accident happened and I..."


"I'm glad
you're finally coming to me but Ali should know. She's practically a part of
the family. So what have you been doing with Vince? Just sneaking around."


Lyssa's
downcast expression provided the answer. "I'll tell her. I have to tell
her everything. She's the only one who's been by my side through all of
this."


"I'm glad
you've come to your senses." Her mother came over and embraced her
daughter. "Now how do you and Todd plan to handle things?"


"We're
going to stay in the house for now. He's not ready to break it to Sam. You know
how Sam gets when his routine gets disrupted. Plus it works right now for my
class."


"Can you
really do that? And for how long? Please don't be like me and your father. I
know you want to stay together for the kids but I think it's better to get it
out in the open. Sam's more resilient than you think."


"I know
Mom but that's what Todd wants and it's the least I can do with everything that
he's been through."


"I just
want you to be happy. It just annoys me that he comes running to you now that
he can't take care of himself. He only got into the accident in the first place
because he was racing home from one of his trysts."


"Mother. That
doesn't mean he deserved for it to happen. There's nothing I can do about it
now. This is where we're at."


"I'm sorry
honey. It just burns me up when men do things like that. Then he wants to lay
the guilt on you."


"Let's
just drop it. Please."


"Whatever
you say Lys. That reminds me." She went over to her purse and pulled out
her checkbook. "This should be all you need to get things rolling."


"Oh my
goodness! Mom! You shouldn't have!"


"Of course
I should. I felt bad enough not being able to give you more than the
necessities growing up. Now's my chance to make it up to you."


"I just
don't know what to say." Lyssa had tears in her eyes.


"Just say
you'll go out there and do what you love. It's not everyday that people get
that chance."


"I know.
Thanks mom."


"So how is
the Sublime Memories business coming along?"


"We've
nearly got the website completed."


"I think
that's sweet that you used Sam and Madelyn's initials."


"They're
my inspiration. I'm so happy to have this time to do it."


"Well I
better get going." She gave her daughter a hug. "If you need anything
you know where to find me."


Lyssa nodded.
"Thanks again, Mom! I'll see you."


* 
*  *


Alessandra woke
up and groaned as she pounded the alarm clock. She closed her eyes again
wishing she wasn't alone in the bed. A vivid reminder of tangled sheets and
touching his warm skin flashed before her eyes.


Now she sighed.
They were getting worse. Alessandra rolled over and sat up before she went to
the shower. As she stepped in she found herself hoping she saw him today.


It's time for
me to be honest with myself. She thought an hour later as she took the elevator
up to the lab.


"Good
morning."


Alessandra
looked up and returned his smile even as her heart beat frantically. Dylan
looked especially handsome this morning. His squared jaw had the beginnings of
stubble and his sensual lips stood out that much more. "How are you?"


Before he could
answer almost immediately his smile disappeared as the elevator opened.


"Hello.
Just wanted to stop in and see how things were going this morning," a
lilting female voice sounded behind Alessandra.


Turning around
Alessandra opened her mouth in shock. The woman's hair was light brown and
natural butterscotch highlights brought out her grey eyes. Her tresses cascaded
down past her shoulders. Curvy hips moved smooth and soft as silk as she
sashayed her way over to them.


"Good
morning, Dylan," she said. Lush long lashes brushed against her delicate
high cheekbones as she blinked.


"Shay,"
Dylan replied.


"Come now.
Is that any way to greet me?"


Alessandra
looked at her again. Her skin was clear with full, pink rosebud lips. She was
tall and slender, with ample breasts framed tastefully against her grey striped
skirt set. Her pencil skirt stopped right above the knee and showed off her
endless legs.


Alessandra
swallowed, feeling out of place in her all black A-line skirt suit. She was
looking at none other than Shay Banning. She had been the number one forensic
investigator until last year when she decided to go off to write papers and
consult on high profile cases. When she didn't do that she attended forensic
committee annual meetings. Any new equipment they received went through her.


"Miss
Banning, it's a pleasure to meet you," Alessandra said quickly as she
reached out a hand.


"Thank
you." She nodded to Alessandra absently and kept walking. "Dylan.
It's been awhile. You're looking well."


"How have
you been Shay?" Dylan asked clearly surprised but he recovered quickly.


"Missing
you. I've had to occupy myself with work." She ran a hand across his
chest.


"Now's not
the time for that," he replied in a clipped tone. "How about we let
Alessandra get inside her lab?"


"Of course
I wouldn't dream of keeping you from doing your job," she said as an
apology.


"It's no
problem." Alessandra reached for her key fob. "If you'll excuse
me." She willed her hands to stop shaking as she punched in the code and
opened the door. As it shut, she leaned against it and closed her eyes as she
took some deep breaths. A couple minutes later she got started with her work.


* 
*  *


Back outside
Dylan initiated the conversation. "What brings you here?"


"Dad
wanted me to come in as a consultant. Once I heard you'd be here I jumped at
the chance." She wrapped an arm around him as they made their way inside
the lab. "Didn't anyone tell you I'd be arriving?"


"Yes but I
didn't believe it. Alessandra is more than capable of handling things."


"Oh no, I
could never compete with the likes of you Miss Banning." Alessandra
offered up. "My lab is your lab, please use whatever you want."


Dylan's eyes
narrowed as Shay said, "Don't worry dear; I'll just be looking over your
work. With a case like this we have to make sure there are no mistakes."


"Kind of
hard to make sure of that when you're all over the map," Dylan muttered as
Alessandra unlocked the cabinet with the materials from another Jane Doe.


"Of course
not," Shay said. She brought a finger to Dylan's cheek as he flinched
back. "We can't all be like you but we'll certainly come as close to
perfection as we can." She tapped Dylan for emphasis. "I just wanted
to introduce myself and see you," she finished. "Dylan. Walk me to
the elevator won't you?"


Dylan seriously
considered saying no but realized she could go over his head. Her father was
the assistant deputy director of the FBI after all.


"This will
be quick," Dylan said as he gave Alessandra a tense smile.


"Take all
the time you need. You both clearly need to catch up," came Alessandra's
scathing reply. She hadn't sounded jealous, had she?


"You
didn't have to come here," he began tightly as they walked.


Just marking my
territory and checking out the 'competition.' As I thought I have nothing to
worry about.Out loud she said, "Of course I did. It's been so long, I had
to see you." She pulled him closer. "I've missed you."


"We're not
together anymore Shay."


"It
doesn't matter. We don't have to be for what I want. Say you'll come see me
tonight."


"I'm
busy."


"Well make
yourself less busy. Dad wants to see you too."


"What are
you suggesting?" Dylan asked as his brow furrowed and a vein throbbed in
his forehead.


"Nothing
at all. I wouldn't dream of causing you any trouble with your career. I know
how hard you've worked. What kind of woman do you think I am?"


"I just
wanted to make sure. I hoped our breakup hadn't hardened you that much."


"People
change," she said and then added, "They also change their
minds."


"Well it's
a bit late for that," he said. "You're not who I'm trying to be with.
" The woman I want is already in the lab.


Shay was
stunning and a catch and she knew it. Dylan had enjoyed the sex but that was
about it. Shay got too much joy out of being in the spotlight. She also had a
bad habit of trying to manipulate men into being who she wanted them to be.


Dylan was laid
back and didn't want to deal with all of the politics, whereas Shay enjoyed and
even thrived on it. She hated sports and they had nothing in common. Sex was
important but with her, it wasn't nearly enough to sustain an actual
relationship.


"I'll see
you soon Dylan."


"Bye,"
he said as the elevator closed. Shaking his head Dylan walked back to the lab.


* 
*  *


Inside
Alessandra busied herself emptying out the box as she felt her eyes burn.
'Dammit!' She told herself as she felt a tear fall. What the hell am I crying
for? She scolded herself as she placed what was left of the ticket under the
scanner.


"I think
it's a bus ticket," she said to herself, so engrossed in trying to
decipher it that she didn't notice the door open.


"Can you
tell if the destination was Philadelphia?" Dylan asked as Alessandra
jumped.


"You
scared me," she added breathlessly as he smiled.


"Sorry, I
was sure you heard me."


I'm sure I
would have if I hadn't been so busy trying to get you out of my mind. She
zoomed in on the item. "So do you know when Shay Banning will be coming
back?"


Dylan shrugged.
"I don't talk to her like that."


"Could
have fooled me," Alessandra bit back and immediately wanted to take back
the remark.


"Now I
know you're jealous." Dylan laughed as he walked over. "You have
nothing to worry about from her." Dylan said softly as he turned her to
face him.


Alessandra met
his eyes and then walked away toward the counter. "This right here. It's
probably why she got brought here in the first place. You can't just touch me
when you want." No matter how much I want you to. "The cameras see a
lot."


"I'm sorry
but her being here has everything to do with me. I swear I didn't know she was
really coming. Don't be mad at me. I couldn't stand it if you stopped talking
to me." He put his hands up in surrender. "How about dinner as a
peace offering?"


Alessandra
laughed as she saw his contrite expression. "I have to talk to you if we
want to solve this case. And as for dinner," she began as she removed the
cardboard and placed some of the dirt under the scanner. "I'll have to
take you up on that offer when your girlfriend's gone."


"She's not
my girlfriend."


Alessandra
wanted to believe him but she knew women like Shay Banning. She had encountered
them both in high school and in college. Sure Alessandra had the brains and she
wasn't ugly.


People like Shay
on the other hand had everything; they had the brains and exceptional looks. If
the woman had her way she would get what she wanted. And right now what Shay
wanted was Dylan. There was a reason she had just -stopped by.'


With a sigh
Alessandra occupied herself with sifting through the dirt.


Minutes later
her personal issues were forgotten. "I've got something!" she said as
she went over to the computer to pull up the missing persons' files.
"Here." She pointed out as Dylan scanned the document.


"I agree. That's
certainly Randi Jameson. She ran away from home three years ago. Her parents
figured she hadn't returned to the area."


"What
happened?"


"The same
story. She didn't want to go home. Probably got brought into prostitution to
make some easy money. Stripping and drugs aren't too far off. There's no way to
know but she was probably making her way back home," Dylan added with
sadness. "I'll have to go notify the family. I'll see you later."


* 
*  *


Alessandra
looked up at the sun shining as she walked into the large iron gate that housed
the Graceland Cemetery. She wrapped her coat tighter around her as a sudden
gust of wind kicked up and then frowned as she looked to the sky again.
Thankfully the sun still shone brightly. Alessandra made her way along the cobbled
road until she stopped next to two black granite gravestones.


"Hello,
Mom. Dad," Alessandra greeted them as she placed the daisies in the vase.


Alessandra
closed her eyes and hoped that the medicine she took would continue to work.
She hated to have to leave because of her allergy to her mother's favorite
flowers. Keeping her eyes closed she continued her conversation. "I
would've been here sooner but I'm working on a new case," she began,
"I'm sorry I haven't had the time to come visit." She took another
deep breath before she continued, "I'm working closely with Dylan. You
probably don't remember me mentioning him but he's the man I'm in love with. Of
course since it's me, that means he's out of my reach."


Alessandra
could feel her emotions running high again. She wished one or both of her
parents could be here. Her mother had died of stage four pancreatic cancer when
Alessandra was eight. Her father had raised both herself and her brother.


He had never
been one to show much affection and Alessandra learned it affected her when she
was with her first and only boyfriend Scott in college. Due to this fact he had
taken numerous opportunities to show his affection and more with other women on
their campus as well as the three other ones.


Alessandra
sighed again. She wished she could figure out the opposite sex but she
couldn't. Dylan was much better looking than Scott could ever hope to be. He
awakened such desire and lust in her and she couldn't figure out any of it. Why
did he want her? What was it about him that drew her in and left her breathless
and wanting nothing but him?


"You just
sitting here, Ales?" Alex cut into her thoughts.


"Hey,"
she greeted her brother. "I said I'd be here for their anniversary and
here I am." She stood up.


"I'm glad.
I'm starting to think this is the only way I'll be able to see you."


"I'm
sorry; I just have a new case."


"With your
heartthrob no doubt?"


"I
wouldn't say that," she answered truthfully. "He has shown some, ah,
interest but his ex is in the picture. She's much prettier and smarter."


"Now
you've gone crazy. Don't sell yourself short." Alex said as he stood in
the grass. "If he's making you feel that way, he's not worth the
trouble."


"It's not
anything he's doing..."


"What's
with this insecurity? You have so much going for you. You don't need to measure
your life based on a man."


"Now you
sound like Dad."


"Somebody
has to. I'm sure you've seen too many women lose their way to try and please a
man. A true relationship should mean both parties are equal. Communication is
also important," he added. "And you can vouch for the fact that I
know what I'm talking about."


"You and
Cara seemed to work things out alright," Alessandra remarked with a smile.


"Yes. And
you will too. Even if it's not with him you'll just have to accept that, deal
with it and move on."


Easier said
than done. Alessandra looked back to the stones.


They sat in
silence for another half hour before the sun started to set. Alessandra and
Alex sat together on the small black bench and watched as the oranges and
yellows gave way to purples, pinks and finally, black.


"Well it
was fun spending this time with you all," Alessandra said, "but I
better get back to work."


"I speak
for all of us when I say 'Don't work too hard.' Later Ales," Alex said as
he tweaked her nose.


"I'll
remember." She gave him a hug. "I'll talk to you soon. I
promise," she stated, doing a pinkie swear to the air before she turned
and walked off.


Alessandra was
in a much better mood as she walked back to her car. It didn't matter how
things went with Dylan at this point. It would be best to keep him at arm's
length. All she had to do was remember to focus on doing her job. That meant
looking at the evidence and interpreting it to the best of her ability and to
the satisfaction of Shay Banning.


She was caught
off guard to find the man in question leaning against her car.


"Wh-What
are you doing here?" she stammered as he moved closer. "If I didn't
know better I'd say you were following me."


"I didn't
want to bother you," Dylan said as he touched his hand to her cheek.
"What is it?" he asked as a small frown came over her face.


Oh how she
wanted to reach out and touch him. "I can't do this."


"Look I
told you that Shay and I are no longer an item."


"I'm
actually more worried about work. She's used to getting what she wants.
Speaking of which..." Alessandra began haltingly. "We have to be
careful. I don't want her to make my job even harder because she thinks I'm
trying to take her man."


"I'm not
her man," Dylan said softly.


"We know
that. Now you just need to go tell her."


"I haven't
been able to stop thinking about you all day." He moved back a strand of
her hair and kissed her on the cheek.


He moved to her
nose and then the corner of her mouth when she let out the softest intake of
breath. Without thinking he kissed her softly and Alessandra froze again before
she put her hands on his jacket and pulled him closer.


She took
control of the kiss this time, devouring his firm lips as the tension of the
day slowly eased from her body. Dylan groaned against her mouth and Alessandra
delighted in the vibration as she moved him back until he was leaning against
her car.


His hands
traced her face lightly as he pulled back and moved his licked her lightly
across the lips. Then he nibbled and sucked her lower lip before he sucked her
tongue into his mouth. Alessandra could feel herself getting dizzy as she
shivered against him.


Dylan moved his
hands under Alessandra's coat and pulled her to him as he broke the kiss and
moved his lips down, nibbling across her chin and her neck. She could feel him
hard and ready against her and she wanted nothing more than to get him alone.


She gasped as
he lifted her up and turned so that she was now against the car. She moved her
mouth to his ear and took the lobe between her lips as she felt him pressed up
against her center through her pants.


The sound of a
horn honking brought her out of her trance. She looked toward the sound and saw
Alex drive by holding a thumbs up sign which only served to embarrass her.


So much for
maintaining resolve. She tried to push Dylan away and looked up at him as her
haze cleared and she remembered her first question.


"You never
answered my question. Why are you here?" she reminded him gently as he
moved back but left his hand resting against her hip.


"That's
right." He pulled out his phone. "The missing persons' unit of the
Chicago PD has been instructed to forward any information concerning women that
fit the killer's parameters. I just got a call an hour ago. A woman named
Stacie Beckett has been reported missing."


 

















CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


Steve Ericson
slammed a fist against the wall as he said, "We have to figure this out.
These women keep disappearing. And it's not like we don't know how they'll end
up!"


Dylan nodded
and heaved a sigh as he sat back in his seat and answered his boss, "We've
at least narrowed down the dating service. It's called Matters of the Heart. We
just can't find the connection inside."


"Well do
we need to raid the place?"


"It's not
the company it's a person. They charge $400 a month. I have no doubt one of the
customers wants to make full use of the money they're spending."


"I'm at a
loss here."


"How about
you just have someone go in?" Alessandra said just as Shay let herself in.


Dylan sighed in
annoyance as he replied, "We can't just go in with guns blazing."


"That's
not what she means. Do the women have to do all the thinking for you? She means
for you to send in a woman. You said this person has a type. Figure out who
that is and bring in an officer that's like her. I would volunteer myself but I
have an engagement and don't want to be tied up putting on bad makeup and a
hideous wig," Shay said in disgust.


Perish the
thought. Alessandra sat down.


They both sat
lost in thought before Steve stepped up. "Say Jameson maybe we can..."


"I can do
it," Alessandra said. Everyone turned to look at her as she felt her face
heat up. There goes that whole public speaking phobia again.


"Alessandra?"
Dylan asked incredulous. "You've lost your mind! There has to be someone
in this building who can do it."


"I haven't
seen anyone. She has most of the looks and she's up to date on the case. Do you
really have the time to do any briefing? We need to move. When is their next
event?" Steve asked.


Dylan groaned
as he checked the computer. "Thursday."


"That
settles it," Steve said.


"I have to
be there anyway." Alessandra handed Dylan the paper her brother had given
her.


"I
agree," Shay said. "You'll have to throw some Spanx on and get a push
up bra but that's nothing. I'll have it to you by tomorrow morning."


"She's
fine..." Dylan started allowing a hint of anger into his tone. How dare
she talk about her that way.


Alessandra
placed a hand on his arm and turned to the woman. "I might not have a body
like yours but I work damn hard to keep myself in shape. If you'd get to know
me you'd see I work hard at everything I do."


"You can't
do it anyway. The women all have light eyes. So she won't fit the bill."
Dylan leaned back and sighed in relief.


"It's
fine. I have some colored contacts." Alessandra looked at Dylan who gaped
at her. "Don't ask."


"Ok then.
It's approved. Get to work. I want this to be in place by Thursday." Steve
left the room.


* 
*  *


"What are
you trying to do? Why would you even come up with this. You think it's a good
idea to put the number two forensic investigator right in the crosshairs of a
sadistic killer?"


"Oh please
Dylan. Like your boss said, she knows the case. It's not like she's going in
blind. She has you fine men of the FBI to look after her."


"That's
not the point," Dylan began but Alessandra cut him off.


"Dylan I
said I was going to be there anyway. So I'll be killing two birds with one
stone."


Dylan frowned
now. "What the hell are you going there for anyway?"


"It was
something I said I'd do for Alex."


"I don't
know why so many people insist on interfering in others love lives!" Dylan
slammed his papers down.


"He's my
brother. He's only looking out for me."


"Don't
worry," Shay said as she rested an arm on his shoulder. "You'll see
it's going to be a quick operation."


Fuck you Shay!
That's easy for you to say. Dylan thought bitterly as he rubbed his temples
then said, "For all of our sakes I really hope so."


* 
*  *


Later that
afternoon, Alessandra sat checking results on her computer screen when she
heard the door.


"What the
hell are you thinking?" Dylan thundered, still in disbelief.


"I think
I'll learn a little something about profiling," she answered calmly as she
wrote the findings down. Best to ride this out. He'd simmer down. Eventually.
"I want to show I can catch a man if I have to." Alessandra smiled.


"Alessandra,
you're not thinking this through," Dylan remarked as he started pacing.


"You'll be
there to watch me won't you? Besides I work out and I'm good at self-defense.
If that doesn't sway you I also carry a Taser and pepper gel."


"None of
those will be any good if he knocks you out."


"I'll just
have to be quicker."


"Do you
even hear yourself? This is hopeless," Dylan said harshly, throwing his
hands up.


Alessandra
sighed now as she watched him stewing. She walked over to him and took his
hand. "I know you're worried but look at the situation. We have this
person kidnapping women and burning them. You said yourself the connection is
there."


If we can shut
it down for good there won't be any more victims." She rubbed his arm.
"I know it won't make you feel better but I think it's worth a shot. I
feel better knowing that you'll be there watching me. And if something happens
then..."


"Alessandra.
Don't. I couldn't live with myself." He turned away.


"Then you
better make sure that you get him," she responded. Placing a hand on his
chin he turned his face towards hers.


"I will. I
swear it. I don't know what I would do if you..."


"It's
okay."


"It's not.
But I guess I have to deal with it." Dylan met Alessandra's eyes.
"Also I wanted to tell you not to listen to a thing that woman tries to
say about you. You're fine the way you are."


"I know.
You already told me."


"That's
right I did." Dylan moved closer and tilted her chin up. "If you'd
let me I'd be more than happy to show you."


Alessandra
shook her head as she stepped away. How did it always come down to this with
him? And why was she always willing to give in? "Shay's on her way,"
she offered as an explanation when she saw Dylan's face drop.


"Of course
she is," Dylan muttered in annoyance right as the door opened.


"Dylan!
Fancy seeing you here. Don't you have an operation you need to prepare
for?"


"I don't
answer to you Shay. I can come and go as I please," he answered with a
barely controlled anger.


"Well I
doubt Dad would say the same."


"I'll see
you later," he said brusquely before he left. His shoes beat furiously on
the linoleum as he went to the elevators. I'll have to take care of this whole
Daddy thing. He said to himself as he took out his phone and dialed.


* 
*  *


Back in the lab
Shay made a show of opening and closing large cabinets and drawers.


"What
seems to be the problem?" Alessandra asked.


"You know
for being the number two FI you sure keep a sloppy lab. It's a wonder you get
any cases solved."


Seriously? This
woman was beginning to go too far. It was one thing to inconvenience her but to
question her work and how she ran her lab was treading over sensitive
territory.


"We've
managed fine," Alessandra assured the woman, "The lab is setup in a
way that allows for the highest efficiency."


"If you
really think so. I plan to talk with Jim later on."


Alessandra
stifled a groan. Never mind that Jim was constantly finding a reason to come
and bug her ever since the woman arrived. He also had a soft spot for Shay
Banning. If the woman said the sky was green and pigs flew he would readily
agree and God help anyone who disagreed.


Taking a deep
breath, Alessandra closed her eyes willing the headache that threatened to go
away as she asked, "By all means go ahead." Her eyes met the woman's.
"If he okays it I'll be more than happy to comply with your wishes. Now if
you'll excuse me I have work I need to get finished."


"Don't
worry you'll come around to my way of seeing things."


Yeah when hell
freezes over.


An hour later
Alessandra scowled. "Yes Jim." She hung up the phone. Man she moves
fast.


Alessandra
finished moving the last of the items. The headache had arrived with a
vengeance as she walked Shay out the door. There was only one thing that could
take care of this at the moment. Good old-fashioned endorphins. She was happy
she had a spare set of workout clothes in the trunk.


* 
*  *


Adam tried to
catch a glimpse of his reflection as he straightened up his suit. He surveyed
the room one more time when he caught the eye of the best looking woman in the
room.


She wasn't as
stunning as his last date but she was definitely the best looking compared to
every other woman in the room. She wasn't stick thin and had the athletic
appearance he loved. Her eyes were a blue-green shade that reminded him of the
sea.


Adam smiled and
looked her way while she turned away shyly. He looked around at the tables. The
women usually stuck close to where they were waiting. He had to make sure to
get to her. If he wasn't the first man he had to be the second. He had a bit of
competition this evening and didn't want her running off with another man.


"Ladies
and gentlemen prepare yourselves," the voice said over the speaker.


Alessandra took
a deep breath as she sat down at the third table away from where she had been
standing. Without missing a beat, the attractive man's eye she caught earlier
took a place across from her.


"And
begin!"


"Hi, I'm
Adam. And you are?"


"Alessandra.
It's nice to meet you."


"You too.
I have to say you're the most beautiful woman in the room," Adam remarked.
This worked every time and it actually wasn't that far from the truth.


Oh please.
Alessandra met his eyes. "Surely you've ventured outside of Chicago."


Ouch. Adam
regrouped. "Why are you so quick to put yourself down? You know men find
nothing sexier than a woman with confidence."


Really? That
explained a lot. "You'll have to find something else because that's
something I'm a little short on at the moment."


"I'm more
than happy to help you find some." He reached out to touch her arm.


Just as she
suspected, she didn't feel much. It was nothing compared to what happened when
Dylan touched her. "And how do you propose to do that?" Alessandra
asked as she moved her eyes over him. She couldn't do seductive all that well
but thought this should work.


It did. I'd
love to see that look on her face when she's riding me. Adam cleared his throat
as he felt a familiar tightening in his pants. "Time's running out. Here's
my card. I'll meet you out front once this is done and we can talk about, ah,
where we can take things from there."


Alessandra said
nothing but took his card just as the bell sounded.


"Alright
men, get moving!"


Adam looked at
Alessandra one last time as she smiled at the blond man in front of her.


* 
*  *


Every part of
me says this isn't right. Dylan fumed as he sat back in his seat. It was bad
enough that he had to hear the last conversation. Now he got to deal with
having it replayed as each man sat down in front of her.


What he
wouldn't do to have her here alone in this car. Dylan gripped the armrest. He
didn't want to have to hear her voice this way. Only two more hours. He told
himself as he popped a couple of ibuprofen.


Two hours came
and went without incident and he looked over to see Alessandra standing
outside. The pencil skirt she wore highlighted those glorious legs of hers. He
couldn't stop himself and imagined them parted wide as the look on her face
begged him to enter her. He adjusted himself with a groan as he walked over to
meet her.


"Hey,"
he said by way of greeting as he wrapped an arm around her, inconspicuously
adjusting the wire they had placed in her jacket. "How are you
feeling?"


"I'm good.
A little nervous but that's to be expected."


"I'll be
right behind you. But make sure to watch your back."


Alessandra
nodded. "I told him I took a cab here so he's waiting for my call."


"Shit,"
Dylan sighed. "Text me and tell me what he's driving."


"I
will."


"Please be
careful," he added as he moved back a stray strand of hair.


Alessandra
didn't trust herself to say anything. She nodded again as she felt her
temperature go up. Yep, that answers that.


"I'll see
you later." Dylan gave her a light kiss on the cheek. I love you
Alessandra.


Dylan forced
himself back into his car as he saw her talk on the phone and take off in the
opposite direction from where he was parked.


* 
*  *


"I've had
a great time with you tonight but I have to get to work early tomorrow. I
better go."


"Hang on,
we're just getting started."


"You might
be but I have a ton to get done. Can I take a rain check?"


"Let me
take you home."


"That's
not necessary. I can catch a cab."


"I've
really been enjoying your company. Please stay."


Goodness! Can
this guy take no for an answer? She asked herself as she added. "Don't
worry I promise you're not missing anything."


"But I think
I am," Adam said as he pulled her to him. "What did you agree to come
here for then?"


"I—"
Alessandra began. "I just thought we made a connection. I have a three
date rule when it comes to sleeping with someone."


"Have you
been here long enough to equal three dates?"


Alessandra
shook her head. "I really need to go."


"I really
need you to stay." Adam pulled her arm, hard.


Moving in, he
pushed her down on the couch. Alessandra tried to stand her ground but that
wouldn't be happening in these shoes. Her feet were already aching.


"Let go of
me," Alessandra warned. She really didn't want to do any moves on him with
her outfit, but he was leaving her no choice.


"I won't.
I want you and I'll get you however I have to," he said as he held her
down.


Alessandra struggled
against him until she was able to get to his shirt. She held on to it as she
kneed him in his groin.


"Bitch."
Adam could only gasp as he went down to the floor. He rolled around on the
ground holding himself.


He's so
melodramatic but he deserved it. Alessandra thought as she turned on her heel
and went to open the front door only to come face to face with Dylan.


"You
okay?" he asked as he stepped in.


"I'm fine.
As for him." motioned in Adam's direction, "he's going to need a
little help."


That's my girl.
Dylan smiled to himself as he roughly pulled the man up. I never expected to
see him though. He masked his surprise as he got Adam to his feet.


At that moment,
a police officer came in, "Did you need to take a report ma'am?"


Alessandra
looked to Dylan as he nodded. At least this way they could keep him on a hold
for further questioning. If she pressed charges it would be even better.


"I've got
it from here," the officer said as he dragged the man away, still in
obvious pain as he got put into the police cruiser.


As soon as they
were in his car Dylan leaned in. The look he gave her was so full of untamed
lust that Alessandra felt as if she were melting on the spot. When his lips met
hers, she couldn't stop the trembling that rippled through her body. She hung
on tightly as he nibbled at her lip, before she opened her mouth to him,
inhaling the scent of his cologne as her fingers threaded in his hair.


"I don't
ever want you in a situation like that again," he said when he broke the
kiss.


"I don't
know if I can guarantee that," Alessandra replied still slightly out of
breath, "I'm sorry but I told you I'd be fine. I'm a big girl I can take
care of myself if I have to."


Dylan smiled
then. She had at that. "I have to get back to the office."


"I need to
get back too." Alessandra said, embarrassed as she turned to the window.
"I have to finish useless rearranging for Shay. I never got a chance to
thank you for tonight."


"I'm sorry
about that. I'm working on it. I'll be damned if I have to stop coming to see
you because of her. She should be more professional."


"I don't
mind since it's you," Alessandra laughed. "But you owe me."


"What did
you have in mind?" Dylan asked as he lowered his voice.


"When I
think of it I'll let you know."


"Let's get
you back to work." Dylan grabbed her hand and squeezed.


Alessandra
smiled as she did the same.


 


 

















CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


"How have
you been Mrs. Hamilton? Mr. Hamilton?" Dylan asked the Hamiltons as the
pair led them over to the sofa.


"As well
as can be expected," Stella answered.


"And
Rebecca?"


"She's
adjusting. You know how that goes of course. Let me go get her."


"Hi
Rebecca," both Dylan and Detective Jacobs offered by way of greeting as
she came down.


"Okay I
hate to keep having you remember that horrific time," Detective Jacobs
started, "but we have a new suspect now. I came today to show you a photo
lineup."


She nodded as
she gave a tight smile and took a seat on the chaise.


"I know
you said you went to a Matters of the Heart dating service. Is that
correct?"


"Yes,"
she said as Dylan opened a file.


"Now
Rebecca, I need you to take a look at this and point to anyone you
recognize."


She took the
paper in her trembling hand as her ice blue eyes moved quickly over the paper.
After ten minutes she put it down and took a deep breath before she pointed.
"I think it could be number two. It looks like number four is also a
possibility. I'm sorry I really can't be too sure," she finished as her
eyes watered.


"It's
okay, sweetie," her father said as he placed a reassuring arm on her shoulder.


"I'm sorry
I wish I could be more certain."


"After
everything you've been through it's understandable you wouldn't remember."
Dylan stood as Detective Jacobs put away the paper. "Again we're really
sorry to intrude but we felt it was important."


"It's
fine," Stella Hamilton said. "We just want the man to pay for what
he's done."


The two men
nodded as they went to the door.


"You guys
take care," Detective Jacobs said as they exited the open door.


Once outside
Jacobs frowned as Dylan banged on the hood of his car. "Shit!"


"At least
one of the men was him." Jacobs offered.


"It's
still not enough. We have twelve more hours left. I think we'll have to cut him
loose."


"If we do,
we'll get him again. I'll make sure of it."


Dylan wished
that could be true but at the moment he didn't hold out much hope.


* 
*  *


"If you
guys are done holding my client against his will I'd like to take him home
now."


"That
won't be happening for oh, twelve more hours," Detective Jacobs said as he
and Dylan took a seat at the table.


"He did
nothing wrong. You're only keeping him here in the hopes that you can find
something."


"He
attempted to hold a woman against her will," Dylan said coolly. His anger
simmered just below the surface.


"A simple
misunderstanding. Luckily Mr. Hansen doesn't intend to press charges."


"He
doesn't have a leg to stand on anyway," Detective Jacobs responded.


Literally.
Dylan stifled a laugh as he remembered the man being dragged away the night
before.


"Look what
is it you're after? Maybe he can help."


"I doubt
it." Dylan looked at the paper in front of him. "We have women
missing who happen to fit the description of the one he tried to coerce into
his bed last night."


"So?"


"So I'm
sure you're used to the women you bring home being more cooperative. We just
need to know if you've been with any of the ones missing."


"Of course
not!" Adam shouted before his lawyer made the signal for him to be quiet.


"Here's
what I think. You guys have nothing and are on a fishing expedition. All you've
got right now is a classic he said, she said. He's a well-known CEO and she did
go with him willingly after all."


Both of the men
across from him sat silently, knowing he was right. Even though they had pieces
of recording it wouldn't be admissible since Adam had been taped without his
knowledge.


They could use
their loophole but had to go through the judge to get it approved which right
now would take more time than they had. The warrant wasn't worthy of being
rushed given what they had him on. He also wouldn't be able to bug anything. It
was low priority after all with what they had.


"You heard
the man. He's got nothing. He also consented to a search of his place against
my advice and you still didn't find anything." The man sat back in his
chair. "That's why I'll be taking my client and walking right out of here
in twelve hours, even sooner. There's no reason I can't get him ROR'd in half
the time."


He's right.
There isn't. We can get him later once the charges stick but not right now.
Dylan tapped his foot in anger.


It was ridiculous
that he couldn't use something to hold the man but the fact was he wasn't the
killer. Even after this latest incident Dylan was certain. He had to know more
than he was telling though.


Right now with
his lawyer they weren't going to even get the chance to know what that was. He
made a note to talk to his boss to schedule that next interview and fast. Best
to get him while he was still reeling from his day in jail. Plus the background
check should be done.


"Let's
go," Detective Jacobs said as he handcuffed Adam again.


"I'll be
back for you later Adam." His lawyer stood up to leave the interrogation
room.


* 
*  *


"Mitch
what the hell is going on? Adam's sitting in jail as we speak. If you have any
'merchandise' then you need to dump it, and now!"


"I'm not
ready to yet. I got rid of the last one way too quickly. You know I like to
hold onto them for at least a couple of weeks. Besides I think I might actually
go through with it."


"You
always say that, yet she's still alive and kickin'. I'll believe it when I see
it."


"Don't
worry, her time has almost arrived. I don't think I can deal with her for two
weeks without anyone to keep me occupied. I feed her so she's taken care of.
Besides Adam hasn't done anything wrong. That was the whole point."


Aaron blew out
a breath as he took a long drag on his cigarette. His cousin had a point.
Besides it wasn't like Adam couldn't afford a lawyer. "Were you able to
set up that thing?"


"Yes.
Don't worry none of us will come back to him if they decide to do a
check." Being a loner came with its perks. No one bothered him. "You
know I've always been quite good at computer hacking."


"What
about the place?"


Mitch did a
double take as he remembered he hadn't been able to find a way in. In any event
the Assessor's Office was locked up tight. When it came to the state of
Illinois and taxes their computer systems were protected by everything.


They had
multiple SSL's, encryption codes on top of more codes, firewalls and even two
identity authenticators. Mitch didn't see the need for them to know about the
place. At this point it shouldn't show up on any reports that he knew of
anyhow.


"How did
you even get to a computer in the middle of the woods?"


"I didn't.
Had to go to the closest town. I have to get food, gas and supplies. That couple
is really nice. I wish I would've had parents like them. Ones who gave a
damn." Mitch gripped the ax he held so tightly his knuckles turned white.


"What can
I say?" Aaron started, "we can choose a lot of things but not our
family. I'll call you again when I know how everything shakes out with Adam.
Later," he said as he hung up.


Taking a final
drag Aaron went back into the Hotel Burnham to finish his shift.


* 
*  *


Cameras flashed
as Stacie's parents, Mr. Edward and Darla Beckett stood in front of the cameras.
Darla cried as she showed a picture of her daughter to the reporters.


"We need
to see our baby alive." She wailed as her husband shook his head with an
arm around her shoulders.


Looking up he
spoke up, "If it's money you want, it's yours. We just want to get our
daughter back. We miss her and as an Assistant Professor at the Business School
so do her students."


"She's
touched so many more lives than just ours. Please reconsider what you're doing
to her," Darla said again as she wiped her face with a tissue.


They stepped
back as Lead Detective Shawn Weathers stepped to the podium. "The family
is offering a 50,000 dollar reward for any information that leads to the
successful recovery of Stacie Beckett. There will be no questions at this time.
This will also be the only briefing. Thank you for your time," he said as
they walked off.


The rapid-fire
questions still began.


"Why do
you think your daughter was taken?"


"Is it
true that your daughter moonlighted as a high-end escort?"


"What
happens if you're daughter isn't found alive."


"What
would you like to say to the people who have your daughter?"


Detective
Jacobs kept a calm hand on Edward Beckett's shoulder as he paused, probably
wanting to address at least a couple of the questions he heard but Jacobs simply
shook his head and said, "There's no need to entertain their questions. A
couple of them obviously don't know what they're talking about."


"Right.
The point was to get your faces out there and to mention the reward. There will
be tons of calls now but at least we know people are concerned and someone may
have seen her. Everything's worth it if we can get your daughter back."


"I
know," Edward replied watching to wait for his wife to get out of reach.
"My biggest fear is that it might be too late."


*  * 
*


Stacie stopped
her daily "exercises" once she heard the shuffling on the stairs. She
placed her feet back flat on the bed and moved back to a laying position right
as the door opened.


Dinner had
arrived.


She closed her
eyes as one handcuff was released. The good thing was that at least he switched
hands. Although Stacie was right-handed she was getting the hang of managing
everything with her left hand. While they were free she made sure to try to
stretch and make a fist as much as she could while she ate. At times like this
she was glad the room was kept so dark.


The woman was
still not close to being in a position of running away but since she still
received food and water she figured it would only help her to get as much
exercise in as she could.


Much like in
high school it gave her a bit of courage and prevented her from becoming too
weak. Stacie may not be in the greatest of situations but if her parents had
taught her anything it was to always keep fighting.


She knew from
what she heard that she wasn't the first woman who had been in this room.
Stacie also felt an obligation to do everything she could for the ones who
didn't make it.


Once she got
out of here alive she wanted to make sure that they knew to capture the killer.
She knew his smell, his walk and had a pretty good idea of his stature and
height.


Anything she
didn't know she had to make sure to get it. Until she knew otherwise Stacie had
absolutely no reason not to expect that she wouldn't make it out alive. And if
she didn't she was working on Plan B to make sure he got captured.


Either way she
had every intention of going down fighting. She knew a bit about forensics. She
just had to get his DNA. The only way she could think of right now was with her
teeth.


Stacie came to
this conclusion by thinking about everything that could possibly happen to her
body. Since teeth could be used to get DNA and for identification she could
only hope that whatever she got could be preserved no matter what. It wasn't
the best thing to rely on but at the moment this was the only backup plan she
could come up with. Bottom line: She needed to remain alive under any
circumstances.


The only
something she had was her treasured charm bracelet. It was made to outlast
everything. Snow, rain, wind, fire it didn't matter. Stacie closed her eyes as
she finished the last bite. Mitch brought the water and then the bucket as she
continued her usual routine. She made sure to try to notice all she could about
where she was even in the dark.


She tried to
take advantage of the daylight but for all she knew it could be daytime right
now. She had lost all track of time. Listening to the sounds outside sometimes
helped her get back on track but they happened so few and far between she
couldn't be too sure.


Once Stacie
heard the steps fading on the stairs she planted her feet back into the bed and
remaining quiet, she got back to her new workout routine.


* 
*  *


"It feels
like it's been so long since I've seen you," Alessandra said as she gave
her friend a hug.


"You saw
me two days ago,"Lyssa replied with a laugh as she walked into the
kitchen. "By the way, thanks for picking up Sam."


"It was no
problem. Now that I'm not in the dark about what's going on with you anymore,
I'm happy to give you whatever time you need."


"Since
we're on the subject of our men, how's everything coming along with
Dylan?"


"I'm
actually going to see him tonight."


"At his
place?"


"No he's
coming over," Alessandra started as she saw the look on Lyssa's face,
"I know what you're thinking. But we're only going to be exchanging notes.
And of course I'm cooking dinner as we speak."


"Hmm,"
Lyssa said.


"It's just
that Shay Banning is always around and looking over my shoulder."
Alessandra remarked with a sigh.


"Those
ex-girlfriends can be tricky."


"Tell me
about it. I've always looked up to her so I was hoping to learn
something."


"See
that's what happens when you focus too much time on a man. Especially one out
of reach," Lyssa said. "How much longer will she be here?"


"I don't
know. It's bad enough she's annoying. But when she keeps finding everything
wrong I have to admit it pisses me off and keeps me from focusing fully on my
work."


"It never
takes much with you anyway Alessandra. It's not like you can stay focused for
long periods."


"That's
the thing, Lys. Being in the lab now is the only time I can concentrate. My dad
was always on my case about my grades. Plus the way things went for me in both
high school and college and I just... I've finally found something I love doing
and right now it's not so..." Alessandra stopped. It's not fun for me.


"Like I
told you back in college, fuck what they say. They're all just jealous. They
only have their looks. You on the other hand," Lyssa paused with a
flourish. "You have both your brain and your beauty. So I don't have to
tell you women like her are a dime a dozen. "


"Enough
about me, I'll be fine." Alessandra replied shyly. "Where's Todd by
the way?"


"Right now
he's with his girlfriend at therapy. This weekend he's taking Sam with him to
his mom's."


"That's
good, they could use the time alone."


"And I
could use the time to myself as well," Lyssa added with a grin. "Mom
will be coming to get Maddie as well.


"I'm
really happy to see you like this. It's been such a long time," Alessandra
said. "After the year you guys have had you both deserve it."


"I hope
I'm saying the same thing to you soon. Or maybe you'll just fill me in on how
great the s—"


"Nope. Not
happening," Alessandra cut in quickly.


Lyssa laughed.
"You never know."


At that moment
Alessandra's phone rang.


 


 


 

















CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


"Alessandra?"


"Yes it's
me. What did you need Miss Banning?"


"There
seems to be some sort of discrepancy with the lake samples you collected."


"All of
them? But I entered them myself."


"I've
looked everywhere and I can't seem to find them."


"Is Nathan
there?" Alessandra asked. "Please let me speak with him." She
held and waited for him to come on the line.


"Nate, are
you absolutely sure it's not there?"


"Honestly,
I don't know anymore. Everything was fine an hour ago and now it's all out of
place."


Alessandra
sighed, getting his meaning as she turned to Lyssa. Into the phone she said,
"I'll be down there as soon as I can." She hung up the phone.


"I thought
you said she was a professional?" Lyssa asked as Alessandra closed her
eyes.


"I don't
know if I can take this anymore."


"Women
like her are used to getting what they want. When it doesn't happen they'll do
anything to get it no matter how idiotic they look. Trust me. She's going to do
something stupid. "


"I suppose
you're right. I better go," Alessandra said with a resigned look.


"Ali!"
Lyssa shouted as she walked right up to her. "She's a bitch, we dealt with
this in high school so you know what to do. She probably got where she did
through some connection. You got where you are with your hard work. I see it
and so does he. That's why she's so threatened by you."


"I do
know. Right now I just dread even going to the lab. And that's what makes me
feel bad. Anyway thanks," Alessandra said with a wave. I just wish that
meant fewer problems from her.


*  * 
*


"So as you
can see here," Alessandra began as she pulled out a cabinet and touched
the screen on the tablet. "This number here corresponds with this one over
here."


Shay only
nodded as Alessandra held back a groan. She had spent the last hour putting the
lab back in order. "You know this place could use some rearranging
anyway."


This isn't
really happening, is it? Alessandra met the woman's gaze,"You're the one
who had me change things around in the first place. And It's my job to make
sure this lab works at peak efficiency at all times. Besides I'm working on a
case."


"Unless I
feel that you're not working up to par. Then I'll be handling it."


"No
way," Alessandra replied. "You're gone all week as it is with your
meetings. When would you get anything done."


"Don't
underestimate me," Shay snarled.


Alessandra
sighed. "Look, we're not getting anywhere. We don't have to like each
other to work together. How about we put our differences aside and get this
case done." She walked back to the computer, not waiting for a comment.


She could feel
the beginnings of a headache forming and rubbed her temples. There was only one
thing that would make this go away and that was with another endorphin rush.
Right now she could only think of one way to get it.


* 
*  *


"The
backgrounds are in." Steve placed the folder on Dylan's desk.


Dylan picked up
the packet and scanned the pages before he looked at it more thoroughly. There
on page five he saw an entry for some kind of property. 4567 Marsden Way. The
deed was in the name of A. Hansen and an M. McDonnell. Dylan moved to the
computer and typed in the address and let out a low whistle at what he found.


The address was
at Mooretown Manor, a very affluent area of the city where the condos went for
close to half a million. What the hell did they buy it for? Adam already had an
apartment and it didn't jive with the part of his theory where the man was
trying to get away from the city. In any event he needed to get down to the
Cook County Assessor's Office.


"I know
they probably didn't count on me finding this bit of information. It was pretty
hidden," Dylan said to himself. Thankfully background checks were a bit
more thorough these days.


Just as he was
about to leave the phone rang. Dylan picked it up as he placed the papers on his
desk back in the folder. "Jameson."


"Dylan,
dear how are you?"


"I was
just about to go. And I'll be better when you stop interfering with my
case."


"I don't
know what you're talking about."


"Alessandra."


"Oh, her.
That lab was a mess. I figured you'd want me to help. Did she say
something?"


"No. But I
was able to reach her assistant."


"You know
me..."


"I do.
Which is why we both know you're full of it."


"She's in
my way."


"Whatever
issue you have needs to stay with me. You're the one who broke up with me."


"Well
can't people change how they feel?"


"Of
course. But she has nothing to do with it. And using her boss. That's just
low."


"When will
I see you?"


Not anytime
soon. He thought before he answered, "I'm busy."


"I'll find
the time. I'll come see you soon."


Dylan sighed as
he hung up the phone. I don't have time for this shit.


He closed his
eyes and took a few deep breaths trying to lower his anger level. Then he
thought of Alessandra. He knew there were only two things he could do with her
to take out his aggression and one of them wasn't an option. Not right now
anyway.


As for the
other...Dylan dialed her number and smiled when he heard her answer. "Hey.
There's been a change of plans. What do you say to meeting at the gym before we
go to your place?" He hung up and after a few more minutes he picked up
the phone. "Hello? I need to get Assistant Director Banning on the
line."


* 
*  *


"They"
by Jem blasted through Alessandra's mp3 player speakers as she ran on the
treadmill. Sweat poured off of her as she headed to the halfway point of her
run. She picked up the towel and wiped her face not missing a beat.


She wasn't sure
why Dylan wanted to meet her here but it was definitely what she needed. Her
headache had disappeared by the end of the first mile. She looked up at the
screen in front of her as Dylan entered.


He stood at the
entrance to the gym and his eyes spotted her immediately. He watched the fine
sheen of sweat that covered her as his eyes ran over the curve of her hips and
her...


Enough. He told
himself as he walked over.


Alessandra
smiled as she greeted him. He got on the treadmill next to her and motioned to
the screen, "Where are you running?"


"Melbourne"


"I'll meet
you there." He pressed the buttons on his machine until the scenery
changed on the screen in front of him.


"Have you
ever been?" she asked once they were done.


He shook his
head.


"I've
always wanted to visit Australia."


"Sounds
fun. Maybe one day you'll be able to go," Dylan replied "I'm off to
the weight room."


"Me too.
Well on the women's side."


"I'll meet
you in another forty minutes and then we can go."


* 
*  *


By seven p.m.
Alessandra unlocked the door to her condo. She tried to rush inside against the
chill she felt from her shower at the gym.


"What's
that delightful smell?" Dylan asked as he sniffed.


"Slow
cooker chili," Alessandra replied as she turned on the lights. "It's
my dad's recipe." She went over and lifted the lid. The scent of chili
powder, oregano, tomatoes and seasoned ground beef filled the air. "I also
got some chocolate cake."


Fifteen minutes
later, they both sat down to steaming bowls along with some ginger ale.


"This is
really good," Dylan said after he ate a spoonful.


"Thanks.
It's the easiest way for me to cook with my hectic schedule. So have you been
able to come up with a profile?"


"Mostly.
For one I'm thinking he's got someone big he's after. By that I mean to say
that it's someone important to him. The women all have the same features. I was
thinking a family member."


"Like his
mother?" Alessandra asked.


"Or even
his sister."


"Well DNA
won't be here for another week. Maybe that can shed some light on
everything."


"Given
that these are happening out in the woods, I strongly believe he lives there.
He wants to get closer to nature. There has to be a reason he picked a place
where he didn't want to be bothered."


"That
actually makes sense," Alessandra said. "But what does the fire have
to do with it?"


"I think
it's something he discovered early on. Perhaps it's something that gives him
order through all the chaos of his life."


"Perhaps?"


"Unfortunately,
profiling isn't exact, but I feel like I'm close. I just need to know where to
start."


"Use your
best weapon."


"You make
it sound so easy."


"Isn't it?
When it comes to me I can't hold a conversation with much of anyone except ones
I know. I'm also an awful liar so I could never get any information out of a
real person. But you? If there's anything I know, no matter what the one thing
you're the best at is talking to people."


"I'm not
so sure. But I'll start with the getting to the Hansens. They should be able to
lead me in some direction. Given what's at stake I hope it won't be the wrong
one."


"How did
you get an age?"


"Well Adam
is definitely not a killer and he's in his mid-thirties. I'm thinking it's
someone close to his age or older."


"I guess
we'll have to see how much of this you actually get right."


Dylan nodded,
"You're right about that."


"I can
also send you the samples I have so far. I haven't really noticed anything
different from what we've already seen. I think if we stick to the preserve
we'll be in a good spot. I'm still waiting on the results of the last two
samples. They should be ready in the next day or two. I've gotten a little
sidetracked."


"I know
about Shay. Hopefully that issue will get taken care of soon."


"It's
fine. I can handle her. I've dealt with it most of my life."


"I know.
Just because you can doesn't mean you have to."


Alessandra said
nothing in response. "So did you get anymore profiles of the
victims?"


"I did.
Even with everything that happened we were able to identify Jane Doe number 37.
She's another one who washed up on the Jersey shore," Alessandra said as
she showed him her tablet. "Her name is Breanna Daley."


"And she's
connected to the other bodies we've found."


"With
everything I've seen there's no reason for me to think otherwise.


"Just how
many women has he gotten to?"


"We've
identified Bethany Duncan, Briell Black, Michelle Lacy, Randi Jameson and
Breanna Daley. That's five not including..."


Neither of them
said the name of the woman who was missing right now.


"Dylan I
know you're worried. But you'll get him."


"My
concern is that there will be more victims."


"All we
can do is work our hardest to stop him," Alessandra said, feeling awkward
again as she stated the obvious.


Alessandra got
up to grab the dinner plates when a hum sounded throughout the condo as the
power went out.


 


 


 

















CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


 


Alessandra
slammed another drawer closed, "I've got some matches around here
somewhere," she said as they used the backlights of their cell phones to
find their way around. "Got 'em!"


"I'll take
those," Dylan quipped as he opened the box and lit the four candles.


Taking two each
they walked into the living room and placed them down on the coffee table.


"I'm going
back to get us some cake," Dylan nodded as he sat back on the couch. She
placed the plates on the table and was nearly done with her slice when she
realized, "Now we need something to keep warm."


With the heat
out it was already starting to make the place chilly. Ten minutes later
Alessandra came in and handed him a comforter as she took the other and wrapped
it around herself. Five minutes later, after polishing off the last bite of her
dessert, she found her teeth still chattering.


"Sit with
me." Dylan opened up his blanket.


Alessandra
hesitated for a second before she walked over and sat down. He pulled her close
as he wrapped the thick blanket around them.


"Better?"
Dylan asked as Alessandra nodded, closing her eyes as she breathed in his
cologne. "Why did you get me the thicker one?"


"You're
the guest," she answered simply.


What am I going
to do with you? He placed a kiss on the top of her head.


This feels as
good as I imagined. Alessandra moved in closer.


Dylan opened up
his phone to try to get a better idea of what was going on. "It looks like
the snow is moving in early," he said after a few minutes. "It says
power's out for about 40,000 customers but it was a glitch at the power grid
and not the weather."


"Yeah?
Does that mean we'll be in for a long night?"


I can only hope.
Dylan watched where Alessandra's eyes were facing. "What are you looking
for?"


"I
couldn't help but notice you didn't finish your cake." Alessandra reached
over to the table.


"It's all
yours," he said with a smile as she laughed.


"What can
I say; chocolate is a weakness of mine." And you'd be the other. She
thought before she asked, "So we've gone over the traits of the killer. Do
you have an idea of how to go about getting to him?"


"I'm
working on it, but I do have an idea of where he might be. I'm thinking he
might want to live off the grid. Given that we found everything at the preserve
I'm thinking he's also living near one."


"Makes
sense." Alessandra said as she took another bite of the decadent dessert.


"I just
don't know exactly where that is. So now you see the problem."


She nodded as
she picked up the plate and sighed wistfully as she took the last bite.
"I'll see if I can find anything in the lab that will help."


"I finally
feel like I'm getting somewhere. And I have you to thank." Dylan said as he
smiled. I don't know what I'd do if you weren't here.


It's not just
me. So many others helped as well. Alessandra was just about to say as much
when she felt Dylan's lips on hers.


His lips
pressed against hers before they slowly coaxed her mouth open. Alessandra let
out a keening cry as she wrapped a hand around his neck and deepened the kiss.
The taste of chocolate was a welcome surprise and he wanted to savor it as his
tongue slipped against hers.


She closed her
eyes and gasped when the kiss became more heated. The chill in the air became a
blazing inferno around them as Alessandra found herself lost in the sensation
of him. His taste, his smell and his touch were hypnotic.


Her heart
pounded as she felt butterflies deep in her belly. Nobody could make her feel
like this except him. A strong hand against her thigh caused her to sigh as she
moved over and straddled him.


His hands took
on a life of their own as they lifted off her shirt. Her breasts called to him
and he reached inside her bra to squeeze one as he took the other nipple in his
mouth, sucking lightly through the thin fabric of the garment.


"Please."
Alessandra purred. I know I shouldn't do this but I don't want him to stop.


Dylan wanted to
take things slow. Her skin and her voluptuous body felt so good under his hands
and he couldn't control the way he responded. Alessandra unbuttoned his shirt
and feathered her fingers along the defined ridges of muscle. She felt his
stomach quiver as she circled her finger around his navel before she went to the
waistband of his pants and removed his belt.


Dylan reached a
hand inside her panties at the same time. His hands were hot against her
already heated flesh. With her left hand she slowly moved it along him through
the fabric of his boxers.


Oh how he wished
she could be guiding him into her willing body. At the same time his finger
found her clit and rubbed it gently as she sighed and moved her right hand down
to join him.


Now his hand
nestled firmly between her legs cupping her warmth as her breathing got shallow.
Dylan moved the heel of his hand in a circular motion as his lips found the
sensitive areas under her ear then at the base of her throat. Alessandra mewled
softly as he pressed harder.


Her own hand
reached inside his boxers and her fingers circled around the tip of him. Her
hand started moving up and down his girth as her fingers slid over the ridge of
his head.


"I love
that," he whispered harshly as he took two fingers and moved them around
her aching core before he entered her. And you.


Alessandra
closed her eyes, releasing him as she cried out. She arched her hips against
his fingers which allowed him to take a nipple in his mouth.


She reached for
his erection again, moving it against her drenched opening and coated him
before she closed her hand around it and pumped furiously. Then making a fist,
she started to move it in a circular motion as she moved it up and down.


Dylan added
another finger inside her as he matched her pace. Her back arched and she felt
the pressure build. Using his thumb he went back to her swollen nub.


Her muscles
tensed and trembled as she helped him move both her pants and her panties down,
exposing her soaking sex to the cool air which made it tingle even more.
Alessandra moaned again as she continued to stroke him. She bucked and her hips
arched into him.


"I can
feel how close you are," he said as he moved to the valley of her breasts.


Dylan kissed
the area gently before he moved over to a nipple and sucked it. Next he moved
down and squeezed it. They were the perfect size and he couldn't get enough of
them. She clenched around his fingers now as her whole body flushed and the
pressure built more.


Alessandra used
her fingers and rubbed around the tip of him. Next taking her other hand she
moved it down to cup his balls before massaging them. She felt him jerk in her
hand as he groaned. He nipped at her chin and then her jaw which made her
shiver and gasp.


Dylan loved the
way she reacted to him. Out of all the women he had been with, and there had
been a few, none of them responded to him the way Alessandra did. Nor did they
touch him the way she did. He was trying to respect her boundaries but when she
kissed him back he had lost all sense of reason. His thoughts became consumed
with her.


At the same
time as much as she wanted to, Alessandra couldn't go through with making love
to him. If that happened again there was no way she would be the same around
him and it wasn't her intent to cause problems.


Still she
couldn't help how she felt when she saw him or heard his voice. He obviously
wanted to be around her. Being here now with Dylan she found herself concerned
with how he felt. At this particular moment she also cared about his pleasure.


Even as that
nagging voice in the back of her mind told her to stop she found herself powerless
against him. Alessandra loved the comfort she felt from being close to him.
Just as much as she loved him.


"Ahh,
I..." Alessandra whimpered against him as her body stiffened, then went
limp as she contracted around him, sucking his fingers deep inside her pulsing
wetness.


She dropped
against him, her entire body felt heavy as the warmth spread through her but
she never stopped the movement of her hand. She had to do this for him. He
needed a release too. She could hear the change in his breathing as she felt
him twitch again, this time more intense.


"Alessandra,"
he said in a gravelly voice, "You have to stop. I don't want to
make..."


She shook her
head as she moved off of him, taking him by surprise as she knelt down between
him and wrapped her lips around his length before moving up and down his shaft.


Unable to hold
back, Dylan let out a guttural moan as he released himself inside her wet, warm
mouth. He watched, feeling his arousal build again as she eagerly lapped up
every drop of him.


Alessandra got
back up but before she could find her footing Dylan took her mouth again in a
breathtaking kiss. He laid her back on the couch as he moved on top of her.


Alessandra
panicked for only a moment and then joined in as she moved her tongue against
his. The candles continued to flicker as she met his eyes, unable to place the
look on his face as he reached behind her to unhook her bra and free her
breasts.


I know I said I
wasn't going to do this, but I can't deny him. I don't want to.


Alessandra
pushed her fears to the back of her mind and she moved his pants the rest of
the way down. Dylan kissed his way along her neck and shoulder.


Then the room
filled with light and the effect was the same as if a cold bucket of water had
been thrown over them. Alessandra gasped as her eyes widened. Dylan
instinctively moved back.


"I'm
sorry," she said as she sat up quickly and covered herself with the
comforter.


Dylan heaved a
sigh. He'd been doing that a lot lately. "Alessandra, what the hell are
you apologizing for?"


"I didn't
mean for things to get this far," she answered hesitantly. Well not at
first. When you touch me I lose my control so easily.


Dylan shook his
head as he spoke, "You have to stop doing that. I wanted to do it. Did you
not like what I did to you? Because I sure as hell did."


"Of course
I did," she answered in a small voice, "Once we started, I didn't
want to leave you wanting," she added.


"I'm glad
you said that. I wanted to please you too," he said softly. "What we
do behind closed doors is no one's business but our own."


"I know.
" I just wished that you loved me the way that I love you..


"Is it
work?"


"Not
really. Shay's definitely a pain in my ass but also a necessary evil."


Dylan shook his
head before he turned to her and said, "She can't do anything. I didn't
want to make you mad since I know you want to fight your own battles. But I've
already talked to both her dad and the Director. Her father's only the
assistant director. She can do what she wants but it won't affect either of us.
Besides she's keeping you from working on an important case," he added as
he looked at her. Not to mention driving me insane.


Alessandra
breathed a sigh of relief as she stood up and got her shirt. "I'm not mad.
I could've dealt with her, but you're right. My time is better spent on the
case. I appreciate that you thought about me though." I wonder if that
means...Nah probably not. She got up and took his hand. "And I do want to
be with you but I just keep seeing the Gardener trial all over again in my
head. The psychologist was an expert witness just like I'm going to be. I know
it's dumb but if anything comes out about a sexual relationship between us
then..."


"I know.
After all this time I know how you think," Dylan remarked running a hand
through his hair. "For the record I don't think you have anything to worry
about. There's not a camera outside and I know we won't say anything. However
I'm willing to indulge you on this. I know this is the first high profile case
you've been involved with as a full blown investigator." He turned to her.
"That might be a good thing. I'm not sure if I could trust myself being
alone in the same room with you."


Me neither.
Alessandra looked up at him.


"Then
we're on the same page I guess. But I'm telling you now I can't make any
guarantees on how long I can hold out. I'm only human and I'm a man." He
finished buttoning up his shirt.


"I'll keep
that in mind," Alessandra remarked, "Thank you for tonight. I'm also
glad we were able to catch up on the case."


"Me
too." Dylan pulled her to him again and kissed her.


Alessandra
sighed as she parted her lips and lost herself in the feel of him. She drank
him in as if she hadn't kissed him in years when it had only been a few
minutes.


Dylan moved his
hands to her hips and pulled her to him as he moved her back into the wall. He
retreated from her mouth and lightly licked her lips, knowing full well what it
did to her.


She shook
slightly, moving closer until her breasts brushed against his shirt as his
thighs pressed against hers, making him hard again. She let out a breathy moan
as their mouths moved in sync with each other.


Her hands
curled into the fabric of his shirt as his hand weaved through her hair,
cupping the back of her head as he sampled her. After a few minutes Dylan broke
the kiss and took a ragged breath.


"I'll see
you soon," he said as Alessandra opened the door. He gave her a quick kiss
on the lips and then walked out the door.


"Be
careful," she responded as she looked and noticed the snow starting to
fall.


He gave a nod
and a quick wave as he got into his car. Alessandra didn't close her door until
he was out of sight.


* 
*  *


"The final
background check came back." Dylan said in a resigned tone.
"Nothing."


"We
figured as much." Steve said. "You must have found something."


"Not here.
Actually I decided to look up the Hansen name and an Aaron Hansen came
up." Dylan added with a smile. "You'll never believe where."


"The
Burnham?"


"Correct.
Chicago PD is picking him up as we speak. He didn't come up when we did the
personnel sweep so we're hoping he can tell us something. I looked up his rap
sheet and all he had were some old petty theft charges."


"It
doesn't make sense for him to escalate to killing."


"My
thoughts exactly. Based on my profile I don't think he's our man." Dylan
remarked as he took a sip of water. "Still he may be able to lead us to
him."


* 
*  *


"What are
ya bringin' me in for?" Aaron asked loudly as he was led into an
interrogation room. "I didn't do nothin', you got the wrong guy." He
yelled again as the door shut behind him. Just great. He thought with a hard
look.


That bitch
musta said somethin' to get me brought in here. She can't get anything if I'm
sitting in a cell. Stupid move on her part. He stood up again. "Hey don't
I get my phone call?" He yelled through the door.


Suddenly the
door swung open. "You'll get your phone call." The deep voice said as
two men entered and shut the door behind them. "But first we have a few
questions for you."


"What's
the meaning of this? Who are you?" Aaron asked.


"I'm Dylan
Jameson of the FBI." Dylan said as he placed a folder on the table.
"We need to know your involvement in the disappearance of several young
women."


* 
*  *


"Where are
we going Jack?"


"For the
last time I'm not Jack," Mitch grumbled as he wheeled the wheelchair out
the door.


When he woke up
this morning he had a bad feeling. He tried to call Aaron but got no response.
That told him all he needed to know.


It was time to
move.


He still had
his prey. She had been the best one to date. He wanted to thank Adam, if only
he could reach him.


"I want
the answer to my question," his mother said again.


"If you
don't shut up I'm leaving you here!" he finally yelled.


She closed her
mouth for the rest of the ride over.


An hour later
he came back, the stale air around him permeated his nose as he went up the
stairs. Slamming it open he went to the bed and tied a blindfold around
Stacie's head.


Where are you
taking me?" she asked with a hint of worry in her voice.


"Someplace
special," he answered as he pushed her out the door.


In two hours
they'd be back inside his old childhood home.


 


 


 

















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


Mitch looked
around at the golden caramel painted walls and recessed lighting in the bright,
open room. Cream colored furnishings and a wooden oak table matched the large
oak front door.


The eclectic
furnishings were a stark contrast against the sagging couch and dilapidated
table he remembered as a child. He shouldn't have wanted to be here.


But there was
something about this place. As he walked to the kitchen and took in the state
of the art stainless steel appliances he saw the table again. The soggy cereal
that he knew as breakfast everyday. This was where he had his very best
memories.


So buying the
condo could only be classified as a sentimental purchase. Even though it paid
for itself there was no real reason for him to have it. Mitch ran a hand along
the wall, grateful that he had family members who gave a damn. More than the
raging lunatic currently screaming at him from upstairs.


"Get me
out of this place!" she screamed as he opened the door.


"We're not
leaving. I like it here and I'm staying."


"I can't
be here. It looks different on the outside but I can tell I'm back in that
horrible place."


I can think of
another. He thought as he walked over. "Too bad. Look Mom you might as well
get comfortable. There's no one who can move you or take care of you except
me."


"I'll pay
someone to do it. Anyone's better than you!"


"With what
money? You don't have a cent to your name."


"It
doesn't matter. I'd rather live out on the street than be in the same space
with you."


"Oh
really?" He charged at the woman. You'll end up in a street. Or worse. He
thought as he came closer. At the last second he backed off. I can't let her
get to me. When she gets like this I need to maintain control. Heaving a deep
sigh, he simply said. "I'll be back Mother, I'm bringing back
dinner."


"I don't
want anything! I'll starve to death." she yelled as he closed the door.
Mitch checked to make sure the bedside toilet was in the proper spot. Next he
made sure to take her wheelchair and her walker so she wouldn't move out of the
bed.


* 
*  *


"So let me
get this straight." Dylan laid out the timesheets. "You were working
at the Burnham on the night both Briell Black and Michelle Lacy went missing
and you have no idea what happened?"


"Don't
answer that!" his attorney jumped in before he turned to Dylan.
"You've got nothing. There are plenty of other people who were working
that night. In fact they were even in the same room as these women, unlike my
client."


"They
don't have a connection to the victims like Aaron here does," Dylan
responded as he put down a piece of paper. "Do you know what these
are?"


"Don't say
anything." the attorney admonished again as he sat back. "Parking
tickets? Is this the best you have? These are given out all over the downtown
area."


"You're
right. But two of these happen to be within a two mile radius of where your
brother went for his speed dates," Dylan said. "Your timesheets show
your shift was over at five yet you were still hanging around downtown four
hours later?"


"He's
entitled to downtime after work."


"Yes let's
talk a little bit about this downtime," Dylan continued as he pulled out
another folder. "We've pulled your financials and I'd love to know about
this item right here." He pulled out a highlighter and pointed to the line
in question. "Along with this. This. And this."


Aaron swallowed
hard as he took a sip of water. "I need a cigarette."


"Here you
go." Dylan handed one along with a lighter to the man.


Aaron took his
time lighting it up and took a long drag, trying to calm down. "Look it's
not what you think."


"Don't say
another word!" the lawyer shouted.


"It's only
a matter of time before they find out anyway," Aaron growled back. He
turned a pale face back to Dylan. "Look I didn't kill nobody. We can work
somethin' out, right?"


"For the
record I highly advise against this," the attorney cut in again.


"Right now
I'm not in a generous mood." Dylan pounded a fist on the table. "It
seems the day after a speed dating event you had to go and get your car
detailed. And what are you doing that requires your brother wiring ten thousand
dollars to you?"


"We were
doin' a job."


"You can
spare me the lies," Dylan said absently. He stood up now. "You want
to know what I think?" he got right in Aaron's face them moved away.
"I think you gave him the amount in cash and he transferred it to you to
make it look like a transaction from his company." He looked at Aaron.


Aaron was
beginning to sweat now as he took another drag on his cigarette and Dylan pushed
a little more. "As it is we have enough circumstantial evidence to get you
for money laundering. That much cash suggests drugs. I'm sure you don't need
your lawyer to tell you that gives us probable cause to get a search warrant.
What do you suppose we'll find when we go digging?"


"Okay.
Okay! Look I was only helping my brother get some tail and that's it! I swear.
Sometimes the girls would be out of it so I had to use my car to get them
home." Aaron wiped his dripping face with a soiled sleeve.


"There's
just one problem with your story," Dylan replied coldly. "These women
never made it home. So at some point between seeing you and getting killed they
went somewhere. Care to tell me where that would be?"


"I'm
done," Aaron said as he took one final drag. He smashed the butt and said,
"You ain't pinnin' no murder on me."


We'll see about
that. Dylan took his time collecting his papers and placed them back in the
folder. "It's your funeral."


With that he
walked out the door.


* 
*  *


"Get me
out of here!" the haggard woman's voice was the first thing Stacie heard
from down the hall as she was led inside of the bedroom.


Next came the
shuffling of feet and the clicking of the handcuffs as they were tightened
around her wrists. Still not sure how much time had passed, she was just happy
to be alive. Her throat and eyes ached and her mouth felt dry but soon she felt
the cooling liquid hit her mouth. Stacie opened her mouth wide and drank
greedily from the flowing stream.


Feeling more
like herself she felt the large hands as they removed the blindfold and
positioned her properly on the bed.


With a gruff,
"I'll be back. Dinner's in five," her captor closed the door and
Stacie was surrounded by the sounds of the birds chirping outside.


She went back
to work then, first attempting to free herself from the cuffs. The pulling
motion provided another workout in itself as she felt her biceps ache in
protest in addition to the delicate bones in her bound wrists.


Next she
planted her feet and did her small crunches again. After ten reps she fell back
on the bed. Her last coherent thought was of wishing that water was back before
she fell asleep.


When Stacie
woke up she lifted her legs in the air and did the forty reps of her next
workout. Known as bicycles she moved her legs in a circular motion as if she
were pedaling.


These would be
the most helpful as it built up her leg strength. Stacie knew she would need
her legs to run. She still wasn't sure of her opening but this new place
certainly meant an opportunity must be arising soon.


Once she was
finished she attempted to turn onto her stomach but only managed to get to her
side. She looked up at the dark curtains and wondered if she would ever see
daylight.


* 
*  *


"Get me
out of here!" Rose McDonnell screamed as soon as he came in.


He decided his
best course of action would be to tune her out. That only worked every now and
then. She knew him and knew exactly what to say and do to rile him up. Mitch
hoped he could maintain his resolve this time. "I have your dinner."


"I don't
want it. You're trying to poison me!"


I've seriously
thought about it. Mitch picked up the tray before he answered. "You have
to eat."


"I
won't."


Mitch sat down
now and put the bowl on the tray as he got a spoon ready. Almost immediately
she whacked the bowl, spilling the hot soup on Mitch.


"Dammit,
Mom!" he bellowed as he tried in vain to wipe the mess up with a napkin.


"Serves
you right for not listening to me."


Bitch.


Mitch stood up
and placed the tray on the side table as he tried to get the hot soup off of
him. "Now what the hell are you going to eat?"


"I said I
didn't want anything! Are you deaf and stupid?"


"What
happened to you?" Mitch asked. "Don't you remember how things used to
be? You would read Hansel and Gretel to me in this very room. After that you'd
sing "When You Wish Upon A Star" and tuck me in."


She lay still
as remembrance seemed to appear in her cloudy gray eyes. Almost as suddenly as
it appeared, it went away. "I don't know what you're talking about stupid
boy.


"Even when
I got picked on and hit, I always looked forward to our time together. It was
the highlight of my day.


"Of course
it was. I expect nothing less from a dumbass like you."


"I'm not
stupid. And I'm not a boy!" Mitch retorted like a five-year-old.


"I always
wanted a daughter. Maybe then Jack would've stayed with me. I knew I should've
sent you away." she said in a soft voice.


Mitch couldn't
ignore her anymore. "That may be but I'm the only one who can take care of
you. There's no one else."


"I'd
rather have anyone but you. I'd rather be dead. Waking up every morning knowing
I have to see you is like a death sentence. Has been for the past thirty-four
years."


Mitch tried to
tune her out and walk away but she didn't stop.


"I hate
you. Everything about you makes me sick."


"That's what
you have to say to me. Do you mean to tell me you never...?"


"That's
right, I never loved you. Jack was a different story but you..."


Mitch retreated
into his head as she kept talking. He could hardly believe he'd ever looked up
to this person. She'd put a drunk who left his family over him, her own flesh
and blood.


At least I
contributed something to society. He'd taken care of her all these years and
now she would rather die than have him keep doing it. Surely, she must have
been asking him to do it. Yes, that had to be it. This is her way of ending her
misery.


"You heard
what I said, didn't you?"


"Yes
mother." Mitch clenched his hands around the tray. "I also have
something I wanted to tell you. You'll want to listen to me for a change. It's
important."


"I'm not
interested in anything you..."


"Dad's
dead," he said as he looked at her. The look on her face at that moment
made all the screaming, nagging and hard days all worth it.


"You don't
know what you're saying. You're nothing but a half-wit loser. You're just
telling me that to try to make me feel bad. It won't work."


"I don't
need to make you feel anything. By the way the reason that I know is because
I'm the one who killed him."


A flash of
realization hit her as Mitch lifted the tray and slammed it down as everything
went black around him.


He wasn't sure
how many times he hit her until he looked around and saw the walls of the room
shadowed in a fine haze as he looked down. There she was laying there lifeless
and best of all, not talking.


Mitch guffawed
as he took in the blood on the walls and the bed.


He didn't stop
for ten minutes.


* 
*  *


"So how
are things with Mr. FBI?"


"I have to
say work has gone smoothly today." Alessandra was quick to avoid the
subject as she pressed the speaker on her work phone. "Shay's in and out
of meetings again and won't be here until late this afternoon, if at all."


"That's
great news, but that's not what I was referring to," Lyssa said as
Alessandra heard Maddie cooing in the background. "How did last night
go?"


Amazing. And we
didn't even do anything. Alessandra kept the emotion out of her voice as she
replied, "We got all caught up on the case and Dylan even has a working
profile of the killer. All in all it was a very good night."


"You're
not going to tell me, are you?"


"Lys,
there's nothing to tell."


"You're
lying," she said and then added, "Todd left this morning."


"How are
you doing?" Alessandra asked as she turned to the computer. Is that what I
think it is? She asked herself as she listened.


"I'm good
actually. Better than I thought I'd be. He's happy and I'm happy. We've also
got a schedule together for the kids."


"That's
great!" Alessandra said as the computer beeped. It is! "Lys I'm so
sorry but I have to go. I'll talk to you later."


"Okay. And
I'm making it my duty to find out what happened with you two."


"I'll
remember." Alessandra hung up.


* 
*  *


Mitch stood in
front of the pile of wood. He had to improvise in finding a closer spot. This
still works though. He told himself as he looked up at the large trees. They'd
be enough to cover the smoke. It was starting to get dark anyway. Mitch focused
his attention to the heap in front of him and just like that his world came
crashing down.


He sank down to
the ground, picking up the plastic in his arms. Five minutes later he moved
away. Getting the lighter fluid he poured it on everything in front of him
before he lit the matches. One at a time he struck them against the matchbox,
watching the flame for a few seconds before throwing each one into the wood
pile.


As the flames
began to lick higher in the darkening sky Mitch watched the smoke billow higher
and higher before hanging his head. "How could you do this to me? This is
all your fault. All you had to do was..." He stopped as he looked back
down at what had become of his mother. "I wanted to do it but not like
this. You've messed up everything now!" he screamed into the silent night.


He watched the
fire get a little higher and could feel himself getting a bit calmer. "I
suppose this is what you wanted," he muttered as he picked the bag up and
tossed her into the burning flames.


He felt the
drops on his hand. It's not supposed to rain.


Then he felt
the moisture on his face. Am I...crying? Mitch found himself at a loss now.
Until this moment he hadn't shed a tear in more than twenty years.


As he watched
the woman he loved burn down to ashes and bone he said quietly,


"You know
something, Mom? Most days I wish I'd never been born either."


 


 

















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


"Look
Adam, this whole thing is about to blow up in our faces. We need to do what we
can to get out in front of it."


"I'm not
worried, I didn't do anything."


"For a CEO
of a company you sure can be a moron. You ever heard 'o' accessory to murder?
We need to set up a meeting with our lawyers so we can figure out what to say
and get our stories straight."


"My
attorney said all the evidence is circumstantial."


Aaron gave an
exasperated sigh as he paced the area. "You think you're safe jus' cause
you got a lawyer? You remember what mom used to say?"


Adam shook his
head, "I'm still trying to figure out why we're having this
conversation."


Aaron pressed
on. "She used to talk about the ants and the bug. Even though the ants
were small once enough of them got together they did enough damage to kill even
the largest bug."


"And?"
Adam asked him blankly.


"That's
how you need to be looking at this evidence. By itself it don't mean much but
you put it all together and...Bam!" He emphasized by hitting his fist in
his hand, "Just like that, we're going down faster than a man without a
parachute."


"So what
do you suggest?"


"I think
we should try to leave the country."


"There's
no way I can do that Aaron."


"Me
neither. To be honest I'm not sure either. But we need to at least meet with
our lawyers. We need to figure out something."


"I'll let
you know.:


Aaron stared at
his brother, feeling as if he was the last man on a sinking ship. He said
nothing while contemplating both of their bleak futures.


* 
*  *


Mitch couldn't
seem to get his mood up for anything today. He looked out the window at the
gray clouds and saw it as a fitting reminder of his mood. He trashed yet
another piece of paper before getting a fresh one and started writing. No
matter what he needed to get everything down. No matter what anyone thought, he
had his reasons for doing everything.


He couldn't
imagine ever being remorseful but at this moment the remorse overpowered him.
It clung to his skin like dirt, clawed at his throat like a pair of strong
hands and settled in his brain like the worst ache. He felt as if he were in a
fog. It was cold and wrapped around him the same as a large blanket. Like the
comforters his mom used to tuck him under.


"Why did
you always make me scream at you? You got what was coming to you," he said
to himself as he continued writing. Now here I am. I don't want to keep living
without you here. I thought I hated you but in the end I still love you. Tears
formed as he finished the last sentence. "And now I don't want to keep
living either."


With that he
left the paper on the table. Getting into his truck, he began the two hour
drive back to the city.


*  *  *


"Oh and
Alessandra?"


"Yes, Miss
Banning."


"I needed
you to pull up the file that includes the tree samples."


"It should
be up on the computer."


"I don't
see it. Did I push the wrong button?" she asked as she scrolled down the
screen.


"It was
right here," Alessandra said with a frown as she went through the file.
Seeing that it was nowhere, Alessandra's mind turned until she came to the
conclusion that the file had been deleted. She wouldn't really? Alessandra
found it hard to believe the woman would purposely get rid of evidence for an
important case.


"You do
still have the backup protocol memorized, don't you?" Shay asked.


She would! This
was the last straw. Alessandra hit the print screen button on her keyboard to
capture every screenshot. I'm getting all of this documented. She could hardly
believe this woman would go to such lengths to jeopardize a case.
"Move," Alessandra said brusquely. Shay held her hands up and got up
from the stool. There was a window of six hours to retrieve deleted files and
Alessandra wasn't sure how long it had been and needed to move quickly. This is
getting ridiculous. Alessandra frowned just as the door opened.


"Hello
Dylan dar..." Shay began but the words stopped instantly as she saw who
was with him. "Dad? Director James?"


Dylan could
hardly keep the smile off his face as Byron Banning asked, "What's going
on here, Shay?"


"What do
you mean Dad?


"When I
suggested you come to look over things I didn't mean for you to allow your
petty issues to get in the way.


"Why
Daddy! I don't know what you're talking about."


"You know
damn well what I mean. I said free reign but I'm sad to say I trusted your
judgment. For God's sake, this is a case. A major one that involves numerous
victims. Yet you thought the best use of the lead forensic investigator's time
was to rearrange samples?


"Of course
not," Shay answered quickly. "I only wanted to make sure that
she..."


"Enough
with the bullshit," Mr. Banning cut her off. "I've talked to the
director already and we've decided your services are no longer needed."


"But
Daddy, I—"


"Shay,
right now I'm not interested in your reasons. I've never been so embarrassed in
my life. Obviously you weren't thinking but right now you need to leave," Before
Shay could protest he turned to Alessandra. "I'm truly sorry for any
problems my daughter's caused. I remember a time when she only cared about work
and not so much about politics and personal business. You have my assurances
that she won't be bothering you anymore."


Then the
director spoke up, "For the duration of this case, you and Jameson will be
working this case together. Between the both of you, your knowledge of the
victims and the area is the best. Also I've talked to Jim Bunnell. Based on the
outcome you'll be eligible for a promotion."


Surely
Alessandra didn't hear him right. Was he saying—?


"Yes. A
conviction along with your tenth journal paper being published will be enough
to propel you to the number one spot."


Alessandra
stood, her jaw slack as she processed what she just heard. "Thank
you," was all she could finally manage as she shook the two men's hands
before she turned to Shay, "Thank you. It was nice to meet you. Even
though you made work a living hell I wouldn't have gotten this opportunity
without you."


"No thank
you Miss Robillard," the director cut in. "Your hard work has helped
with the largest case in the state's history. You deserve it."


"Take care
and I apologize again." Mr. Banning said as they turned and walked out.


"I don't
believe it," Alessandra finally said as Dylan came over and embraced her
in a hug.


"Congratulations,"
he whispered as he pulled her close.


She moved over
to the computer, "By the way, it's a good thing you came. I was going to
call you."


"What did
you find?"


"I just so
happened to be looking at the composition of yet another mud sample when I saw
this." Alessandra pointed to a spike on the screen.


"And that
tells us?"


"There's a
certain area in the preserve where there's a combination of beech, maple, calcium
hydroxide and fluoride," Alessandra said as she turned to him.
"Although there are initiatives to remove it throughout the state,
fluoride is an additive used in tap water. Tap water suggested to me that there
could be an area where people lived so I checked and..."


Alessandra
typed again and then watched with bated breath as the screen came up and Dylan
looked at it. "Here are the cabins people own or get rented out. I got my
sample from here so I think that's where we should start." She pointed to
a spot on the screen. "We should be able to find the place within that
area."


"Have I
told you how great you are?" Dylan asked as he kissed her cheek.


"I'm just
doing what the state pays me to do."


"It's not
just that," Dylan said. "You handled the consultant from hell without
batting an eye and now you find something like this? It's the little things you
notice. What made you even think to get the extra samples you did when we went
there?"


"I've
always been attentive like that," Alessandra answered. "I make sure
to pay attention to everything."


"Is that
why you know exactly how to touch me?" he whispered, his mouth inches away
from the sensitive spot under her ear.


"No
comment," Alessandra answered softly as her face flushed. She wished he
would change the subject. Just when she thought she could handle being around
him he would say something that left her flustered. She usually couldn't handle
it when he got like that. Especially in public.


"Oh and we
got backgrounds back," Dylan added, "The other person's name is Mitch
McDonnell."


"That's
great."


"I thought
so too until I read the report," Dylan said as he sat down. "The
condo is the only thing in his name. He has no credit cards, no cars, nothing.
I was right about him wanting to be off the grid but that leaves us with next
to nothing. We have men stationed at the complex but they haven't seen
anything." Alessandra turned and opened a cabinet as Dylan looked at her.
"If you hadn't found this, we'd have nowhere to turn. That's what I mean.
You found something so small but it blows this whole thing wide open. I need to
make a couple of calls to get the ball rolling." He moved closer. "If
you'd let me, I'd kiss you right now."


Alessandra felt
her heart pound as she took in his words but she didn't say anything. Sure she
found her job rewarding yet she liked the praise she got from him. Ever since
the first case they worked together it was her personal goal to be as dedicated
as him.


She wished she
could be more to him. Ever since the other night in her living room she
couldn't stop thinking about him. And how much she wanted him in her bed.
Alessandra just wanted to be good enough to make him fall in love with her.
Like any other woman she wanted to feel wanted.


Dylan was the
only man who made her want to drop her defenses. It was bad enough she couldn't
imagine being without him. She said it was because of the trial but there was a
more pressing reason she couldn't bring herself to be with him.


After two years
all it took was one look from him for her to realize she was still in love with
him. Once he left her this time she knew she wouldn't recover for a while.
Would she get over him?


Maybe.
Eventually. Still it wouldn't be the same. No matter how many kisses they
shared or how often Alessandra gave her body to him, the fact of the matter was
she loved a man who didn't feel the same.


And truthfully,
why would he? She had plenty to offer but what did she have that he'd be
interested in? Alessandra thought she could deal with it but sitting here next
to him the realization hit her all of a sudden. Feeling faint, she needed to
get out. She couldn't breathe. Thankfully at that moment the door opened as her
intern walked in.


"Nate,
hold down the fort for me would you?" Next she turned to Dylan. "I
have to go but I'll meet you at the site." Her heels tapped the floor as
she hurriedly left the room. Thank goodness the elevator was open. She broke
into a run and made it on before the door closed.


Dylan who had
followed after her groaned as the doors clattered shut in front of him. Shit.
He had to get to her. There was no way she would be thrust into the path of a
dangerous killer.


Dylan ran as he
got off of the elevator and caught up with Alessandra as she opened up the door
to her car. "Why did you run out so fast?" he asked as she looked up
at him.


"I needed
to get some air," she replied as she sat down.


Dylan went over
to the passenger side and opened the door.


This is the
exact opposite of what I wanted to happen. Alessandra looked down as she became
all too aware of them in the confined space of her vehicle. "What's so
important that you had to chase me?"


"You can't
go to the preserve," Dylan stated. "We're dealing with a dangerous
killer and you can't get hurt."


"You can't
be serious! You'll need me there anyway to help identify the remains."


"That may
be true, but I want you to stay here where it's safe."


"With all
due respect Dylan, that's not up to you."


"Alessandra
please. Don't make me go to your boss. I don't want to make things difficult
for you."


Really? After
the kind of day I've had he'd say that? "You're doing a pretty good job of
that already," Alessandra shouted as she turned to him. "You heard
the director. If we get a conviction I get promoted. I need to be there to
physically look at everything before everyone starts arriving on the scene.
It's better when it comes time to go to trial. I can give them an eyewitness
account."


"There's
ways we can work around it. You guys have cameras, don't you? I'm only doing
this because I want you to be safe. Try looking at it from my point of
view."


Alessandra
looked at her steering wheel. She didn't want to be the bad guy but this was
too much. What the hell is this? Now he wants to take over too?


"No."


Dylan had to do
a double take. He was sure in all of the time he'd known her that she'd never
even said the word...


"No!"
Alessandra said again. "I'm used to being at the scene. Even as a student
I had to be there. Looking through a camera's not the same! I can't even
believe you would suggest such a thing." she added as her eyes filled with
tears. Crap. She quickly turned to look outside her window. "What if I
told you I didn't want you to execute one of your search warrants?"


"Why would
you do that?"


"I
wouldn't. Because no matter how much I don't like it I know it's your job.
There's always a risk with everything," Alessandra continued getting
louder. "Why are you so concerned anyway? I took care of Adam just fine.
You think I'm so dumb that I'll get in the way of a killer?"


"Of course
not."


"I know I
can be awkward at times and that I don't have a lot of friends."


"Alessandra."


"I also
have issues when it comes to how I feel about myself and my abilities. I know
it's annoying as hell which is why I'm trying. But I think I'm doing better.
Right now you're not helping. I'm stronger and smarter than I look. I can
handle it. I enjoy doing it and I..."


"I know
all those things. That's why I fell in love with you."


"I also
don't get why you're being such an a—"


"Did you
hear what I said?"


Alessandra, on
a roll now, kept going, "And if you think that just because we're working
together you can try to take over an investigation then you— " Just then
Alessandra processed what he said, "Wait a second. Did you just
say...?"


"Yes. I
said that I love you. Do you want me to say it again?" he asked as he
turned her to him and looked right into her eyes. "Alessandra Robillard, I
love you."


Alessandra
couldn't believe her ears. "You do?"


"Ever
since that night we spent together."


Alessandra
turned away before she mumbled, "Me too."


"I wish I
could show you how much."


Before
Alessandra could reply Dylan pulled Alessandra to him in a heated kiss. It
crumbled all of her remaining defenses as she curled her hands around his
shirt.


She changed the
angle of her mouth and deepened the kiss, lightly massaging his tongue against
her own. She had to remind herself to breathe but when she did, it was his
scent that consumed her.


Dylan took over
the kiss, pulling back to lightly lick her bottom lip before he'd plunge back
in, taking care to explore every bit of her sweet mouth. Alessandra whimpered
against his lips before she wove her hands into his hair, pulling him closer.
When they finally parted she sat, still panting and looked up at him as he
stroked a hand along her cheek.


"Now
what?" Alessandra asked.


"We can
make things official."


"Official?
I don't think so." I'm not sure if I'm ready for marriage.


"I know
what you're thinking and that's not what I mean," Dylan said and sighed.
"We can talk about this later. Right now we have a bigger issue."


"Oh there's
no issue. Nice try but I'm going with you."


Dylan opened
his mouth to reply and then thought better of it. He sighed as he turned to
her. "Fine I'm not going to keep you away. I just want to protect you. If
something were to..."


"Dylan,
your concern is touching but you're in more dangerous situations than I am. And
I can't be there with you. With this one I need to be there. I can also be
close to you."


"Why do I
get the feeling all of our disagreements are going to end this way?"
Alessandra shrugged and smiled as Dylan leaned back in the seat. "Although
there are a couple of good things that come out of arguments"


"Oh
really? What would that be?"


"We're
talking and getting a better understanding of each other."


"And?"


"The part
where we make up," Dylan added as he gave Alessandra a look that heated
her entire body.


* 
*  *


Two hours later
they were at the Hogan's Hollow Reserve.


"According
to the map it's over in this direction," Dylan said as he briefed the
other officers. Alessandra and her intern Nate stood back in an effort to stay
out of the way.


"It's
amazing how much quicker it is to get here with the sirens going," Nate
whispered. "Getting out of the city was a breeze."


Alessandra
nodded as she watched the men get their weapons ready and check their vests as
they prepared to move in. This is all happening so fast.


"Okay now
remember we have three lines. The first men will surround the building and make
entry. The second team will move in and stay in the yard just in case the
suspect tries to run. The final line will be deeper in the forest. Hide behind
trees if you need to. We have to catch him at all costs. Don't shoot to kill
unless he gives you a reason."


The men nodded
their understanding as they got into position. Dylan stood back as he watched
the men surround the building. Dylan stood back with his gun up as the first
agent knocked on the door. Getting no answer they both stood next to each other
and kicked the door down. Half of the group cleared the upstairs area while the
rest worked downstairs.


"Um,
Jameson you're going to want to see this," an agent called out.


Dylan walked
over to the table and saw the note. "Shit!" he exclaimed as he looked
at the paper and put it back down.


Alessandra
stood ready to go check the samples as she saw Dylan come out. She didn't like
the look on his face.


"What is
it?" she asked as her stomach dropped.


"We just
found this?" he said. "There's nothing here. The only thing that's
been here are live bodies."


"How do
you know?"


"This is a
suicide note," Dylan answered grimly. "We need to get our asses to
Mooretown Manor. And fast."


 


 

















CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


"You won't
be needed anymore," Dylan said, stating the obvious as he turned to
Alessandra. "I have to get going."


"I
know," Alessandra replied, "Just promise me you'll be careful."


"Now that
I know how you feel, there's no way you'll be able to get rid of me so
easily."


"I
certainly hope not," Alessandra said as she hit him in the chest, "I
won't be the same without you."


They looked at
each other for a lingering moment before he got into the driver's seat of his
car and drove away.


Almost two
hours later, nightfall descended on Chicago as the men made their way into the
complex. They met at the nearest parking structure to go over the plan.


This time there
would be only two teams. The first team would make entry while the second team
would consist of all members of the second and third team from the first
location.


They would
spread out and take positions around the building as well as throughout the
complex next to cars and other buildings until they reached the gate. The whole
place was on lockdown until further notice. At approximately five p.m. the
first team made entry.


They slowly
made their way through the hall and the kitchen, communicating with signals so
as to remain quiet. The scream stopped everyone in their tracks. Dylan made a
signal for everyone to stop moving. Then he motioned for the first two men to
come with him into the room.


"We know
you're in there Mitch," Dylan started as they walked to the entrance of
the master bedroom. He kept his gun in his holster and out of view.


"Come any
closer and I'll kill her where she stands."


Standing in
front of him with a knife at her throat was Stacie Beckett. Her hair was matted
and dirt streaked her body but she was otherwise alive.


You don't want
to do that," Dylan said as he stopped and held his hands up. "Just
let her go and we can talk."


Dylan could see
the woman's tear streaked face as he looked at her.


* 
*  *


None of
Stacie's plans could have prepared her for this. As she felt the cold steel
pressed at her throat Stacie found herself remembering a day at the beach with
her parents…


The day had
been a great one. Stacie had been seven years old. They had dressed early and
hit the boardwalk at ten. After checking out the rides and attractions she had
her large, stuffed pink pony and some blue cotton candy. From there they went
to the beach.


Even though
many of their other beach trips involved having to run inside because the
weather would take a sudden turn, on this trip everything had been perfect. The
warm, soft sand you could sink your feet in and the clear, crystal blue water
were what Stacie always remembered.


For years
afterwards she wanted to go back to recreate that time. The water had been
great and she spent the day running in and out of the waves with her father as
her mother snapped pictures. At the end of the day she was tired but the
happiest she'd ever been.


* 
*  *


"I saw
your letter," The FBI agent said snapping her back to reality. "I
know you don't want to do this anymore than you wanted to kill your
mother."


Mom. Mitch
thought. His hands loosened their grip on both his knife and the woman he was
holding. As his brain went elsewhere the knife he held on to sliced fifteen
inches in Stacie's right arm.


When he
loosened his grip she ran and Dylan moved her to the door with the other
agents. "Get her out!" Dylan yelled as an agent covered her arm and
took her out the front door. They immediate rushed her to the ambulance once
the door closed.


Mitch grabbed
his gun. "Get them out of here." He pointed the gun and fired a shot
over the agent to Dylan's left. "Next time I won't miss. I'm a good
shot."


"Easy,"
Dylan said as he gave the signal for everyone to exit the premises.


Once Dylan was
sure it was just the two of them he spoke up. "You know it was difficult
to find you," Dylan started. "I figured you were trying to hide on
purpose."


"I've
always been more of a loner."


Right again.
Dylan thought with a wry grin. "I just need to know, how did you get the
women?"


"I see
what you're trying to do, but it won't work."


"Okay,
then. Answer me this much? Why Mitch? Why did you do it?"


"Because I
had to. I couldn't get her, not yet. Even now, I wasn't trying to. All she had
to say was one word and shit went completely wrong!"


"I know
that you're agonizing over your mother."


Mitch lowered
the gun for a moment. "For years she did nothing but put me down and cause
me grief. I thought I'd be happy when she was gone but now..."


"Killing
is never the answer."


"I don't know
what I'm going to do. I was so sure I could live without her and now I can't
live with myself," he said as he pressed the gun to his temple.


"Mitch!
Mitch! Don't do anything hasty!" Dylan shouted.


He took the gun
and pointed it at Dylan. "I have a better idea. I'll shoot you first and
then I can take care of myself."


"You don't
want to do that either," Dylan said although his true feelings betrayed
him.


If anything he
wanted to take the shot. Even now he was fighting with himself. Remembering the
look on the Black, Daley, Jensen and Duncan families' faces as he told them
about their dead daughters was the worst part of his job. Here in front of him
was the man responsible for it.


His finger
itched to pull the trigger. At least then he wouldn't have to worry about any
more women going missing. Still it was important he remain alive so that the
justice system could do its job. No way was he about to give him the easy way
out. Dylan turned to the man fifteen feet away from him as he remembered
Alessandra's words.


No matter what
you always know how to talk to the people.


"What are
you talking about? Nobody gives a damn if I live or die. I've killed innocent
people. Even my own parents didn't want me. Now I see why. I'm one fucked up
individual," Mitch said in a plaintive voice as he lowered the gun.


"You might
be right. But don't you think you owe it to them? The parents and families
deserve to know why you did it," Dylan said. Dylan stood there unmoving,
making sure Mitch didn't see him as he reached in his back pocket and pulled
out his weapon.


Mitch stood
lost in thought for a few moments. Then as he lifted the gun back up he said,
"I explained it all in the note."


In a flash,
Dylan aimed his gun and fired.


* 
*  *


Alessandra sat
in her living room now as she watched the six o clock news. Earlier, she had
tried to go to the lab but couldn't concentrate enough to get anything done. As
she pulled out the last sample and entered the results in the computer she
decided to call it a night.


Now back at
home as she went to grab a drink, the Breaking News flashed across the screen.
Alessandra turned the TV up as she listened.


"Around
half an hour ago, shots were fired at an affluent condo complex in Northern
Chicago. The incident took place at Mooretown Manor, which had been on lockdown
since five p.m. At this time we know that there were two injured although we do
not know the extent of their injuries. So far there have been no reports of
loss of life. We'll keep you informed on this developing story as we get new information.
And now in other news, the snow is rolling in so be prepared…"


Alessandra was
no longer listening. She grabbed her phone and dialed Dylan, cringing when she
didn't get a response. She paced around her living room as she made calls to
the local hospitals, trying to get any information she could.


She dropped
down on her couch, feeling faint as she contemplated calling the Chicago branch
of the FBI to see if they knew anything. If that doesn't give away everything,
I don't know what will. Actually I can just act like I need to reach him for
something at work. 


She dialed and
got the answering service. Alessandra felt guilty as she had them patch her
through to Steve Ericson "Hi. It's Alessandra," she said when he
answered.


"Alessandra?
What's going on?"


"Actually
that's what I called to ask you. I found something concerning the case. I've
been trying to reach Dylan but he's not answering." Alessandra closed her
eyes hoping she could pull off the lie. Well technically it wasn't really a
lie.


"Hmm,"
she heard him say as she heard the tap of computer keys in the background.
"All FBI issued phones have GPS tracking but it looks like it isn't
operating. His phone must be turned off."


"Do you
know any way I can reach him?"


"His last
location was Mooretown Manor. I'll keep trying to reach someone and see if I
can get an up to the minute report. I was expecting to hear from him in the
next half hour."


"Thank
You." Alessandra hung up the phone.


She leaned back
in the chair and blew out a breath. Her heart was pounding and she was sure it
meant something was wrong. Alessandra couldn't take it. How could she possibly
send the man she loved off to such a dangerous occupation on a daily basis?


Then Alessandra
became more rational. It was his job and something he wanted to do. Who was she
to prevent him from doing what he loved? She wouldn't want him to do that to
her if their positions were switched. Moments like this were ones she dreaded.


She couldn't
lose him already, could she?


Fresh tears
pricked at Alessandra's eyes as she thought about how she always had bad
timing. It really wasn't fair. Why couldn't she just be happy? She still
couldn't believe he felt the way he did but now that she knew she wanted to
make up for lost time. She didn't need to be in his bed but as long as he was
nearby that was all that mattered.


Her phone
vibrated and Alessandra leaned forward and picked the phone off the table. When
she looked at the caller ID she let out a squeal of delight as she answered.


"Thank
God! I was so worried!" she exclaimed, breathing a sigh of relief as her
stress alleviated almost immediately. The tears she was holding in fell as she
continued. "I saw the news and didn't know what happened."


"I'm
sorry. I had to get Stacie Beckett attended to and help with the capture."


"Are you
okay?"


"Yes. I'm
much better now that I've heard your voice."


"It's only
been four hours," Alessandra managed in a watery voice.


"The
longest four hours of my life. But it's over now. I got him and we didn't end
up with another victim. He's on his way to Bayview. He'll have to be on suicide
watch and a psych hold for the next 72 hours. I have to report to my boss and
then I'm calling it a night. I really need to see you," Dylan finished in
a hoarse voice.


"Where do
you want to go?"


"Meet me at
the hotel?"


"You've
got it. I'll see you later."


"Oh and
Alessandra?"


"Yeah?"


"I love
you."


Alessandra
smiled as she felt a fluttering deep in her stomach. "I love you,
too."


*  *  *


Two hours later
Alessandra was on the elevator at the Waldorf Astoria.


I'll never
figure out how he can afford this place. Her heart thudded and her stomach
flopped like a fish out of water as she walked down the hall to his room. And
now I'm back to where we were that night two years ago. Calm down Alessandra.
She told herself as she knocked. As soon as the door opened Alessandra flung
herself into Dylan's open arms.


"You had
me so worried!"


The door barely
shut behind her when she felt the familiar feeling of his mouth on hers. She
closed her eyes and parted her lips, allowing his tongue to caress hers as her
hands moved along him in a frenzied state.


They went
promptly to work unbuttoning Dylan's shirt as he placed kisses down her neck
and shoulders. Her shirt was off in seconds, her bra a quick afterthought as it
hit the floor.


Dylan took a
nipple in his mouth and raked his teeth across it before he sucked. She
unzipped his slacks and pulled them down. She grabbed the firm muscles of his
ass on the way back up before she rested her hands on his hips.


She could feel
him pressing against her as his thigh went in between her legs. Wrapping a leg
around him Alessandra ached to feel him deep inside her but she tried to
control herself.


Dylan wasn't
making it easy, moving her into the wall before he hiked her skirt up. Next he
gripped her round bottom, lifting her up as he moved her panties aside. In
finding her wet and ready for him, he let out a low curse as he felt himself
grow larger.


"Dylan,
the bed's right there," Alessandra said even as she pulled his boxers down
and reached for him.


"I
know." He curled his hand around her panties and pulled them off of her,
leaving them in a heap with the rest of their clothing. "But I'm not
waiting a second more."


Then he was
inside of her, pumping slowly at first as he lifted her up and wrapped her legs
around him. He stole the moans from her mouth as she gripped his shoulders.


How she loved
knowing he wanted her as badly as she wanted him. She nipped at his neck as he
thrust even deeper. Alessandra could feel the butterflies tingling through
every nerve ending as her hands slid up his strong back.


This isn't
happening.


I'm dreaming.


Alessandra felt
the rough wall against her back as Dylan's hands roamed across her heated skin.
Her breasts crushed against his chest and she curved her legs even tighter
around him as he went deeper.


He'd waited so
long for this moment. He loved watching the way her body moved as he drove into
her. Knowing that the sounds she made were because of him sent him into
overdrive.


Sweat broke out
on her skin as Alessandra clawed at his chest. The rest of her body moved with
reckless abandon, pushing him away when the sensation became too much, then
pulling him closer as he sank into her mercilessly.


Her clit rubbed
against his hair-roughened skin with every thrust. Being able to see him, to
feel him was enough to take her breath away. A combination of love and need
swam through her eyes as she trembled around him.


Knowing she was
close, Dylan changed his angle, hitting a spot that made Alessandra cry out. A
few minutes later her tight, slick heat clamped down around him as her release
washed over her. Her legs were numb as her hands clung to his hips.


Seeing her lush
red lips, flushed cheeks and darkened, emerald eyes in the throes of passion
sent him over as well. Dylan took her lips in a soft kiss as he gently stroked
her arm, which caused Alessandra to shiver.


A few minutes
later he held her waist and gently moved her back to her feet. "I'm sorry.
In my haste I forgot to..."


"It's
okay. I'm on the pill." She didn't need to tell him she'd gone and done it
in the hopes she'd be with him again.


Alessandra
attempted to move away from him. Instead Dylan pinned her to the wall again,
leaving a series of small kisses on her skin. He started with her mouth and
worked his way down to her pert breasts and then her navel.


Alessandra
closed her eyes as her breath hitched, feeling the effects of her arousal again
as he moved his warm mouth over her. He stopped and Alessandra made a sound of
protest.


"I knew I
wouldn't be able to get enough of you," he murmured. He took her hand and
led her over to the bed. "Are you hungry?"


"For
dinner?" she asked still flustered.


"Yes."
Dylan answered with a laugh.


No. Deciding
she better build up her energy she replied, "Sure, what are we
having?"


"It's a
surprise."


* 
*  *


"Thank
you." Alessandra said as she ate the last bit of chocolate cake.
"That was wonderful."


"Glad to
hear it," He declared as he moved over her. "Does that mean I can
have my dessert now?"


Alessandra felt
the heat pool between her legs as she watched Dylan's eyes rake over her.
"You're so beautiful Alessandra," he said as he tenderly kissed her
lips.


She took both
of her hands and placed them over his. "You're the only one that makes me
truly feel that way."


Dylan's lips on
her collarbone made her shiver as she pulled him close. His hands slipped
inside her robe, caressing her breasts and then molding her ribcage before they
moved languidly down to her navel.


His large, warm
hands covered her and his fingers were full of heat. With one move, goose bumps
appeared on her skin as her belly quivered. Alessandra felt both excited and
anxious. She wanted him so much.


His mouth moved
to a nipple taking it into his mouth as a loud cry spilled from her lips. Dylan
bit the top of her breast lightly now which made her arch her back.


Alessandra's
fingers tangled in his hair as his mouth moved against her skin. Her body
begged him to move lower. He looked up at her and the lust in his eyes made her
whimper.


His warm breath
tickled the sensitive skin of her inner thigh as she opened her legs to him.
Dylan cupped the smooth skin, breathing her in. Then his tongue circled her
clit before it traveled down and slipped deep inside her wet opening.


Alessandra
arched her hips into him as he wrapped his hands around her thighs. The smell
of her, the taste of her, he wanted to savor every last drop. Alessandra rocked
into him now as he continued his agonizingly slow exploration.


Her hands dug
into Dylan's shoulders and made their way up to his hair as his tongue circled
around and around inside her before moving back up to flick against her clit.
He doubted he'd ever get over the way she reacted with him. She tasted so sweet
and he would come back for seconds and thirds if she'd let him.


"Ahhh,
that feels..." Alessandra gasped, unable to form a coherent word as she
trembled around him.


She got up
then, still in a daze as she reached for him. Dylan pulled her on his lap and
then pushed inside of her slowly, so slowly, hissing as his thighs met her full
rear. He lifted his hips and Alessandra gasped against his neck. She gyrated
her hips around slowly at first until Dylan started saying things to her.


"I love
looking into your eyes when I take you."


Alessandra
nodded as she gripped his shoulders digging her nails into his back. Dylan
groaned at the pleasurable, sharp sting.


"I love
the way you feel around me."


"Yes."
Alessandra moaned moving faster as he took her mouth again. Again he left her
breathless and craving him. His kisses were sinful and even more delicious than
the best chocolate cake.


"And the
way you move Alessandra," Dylan began as she squeezed herself around him
bringing him in deeper.


His fingers
found her clit again and Alessandra groaned as she became limp in his arms.
Dylan took control, pushing into her over and over, each thrust increased her
pleasure. It started from deep in her belly and spiraled down lower between her
legs.


"Don't you
dare stop."


Alessandra
placed her head on his shoulder, nipping his neck as he pulled her hair, just
enough that she felt the delightful pull on her scalp that sent more tiny jolts
all throughout her body.


One final flick
of his thumb brought her over. She gasped his name as her body shook. Dylan
gripped her ass firmly, lifting her up, then watched as he slid in and out of
her. A moan sounded low in his throat as he reached his peak a few minutes
later.


Alessandra
collapsed against him as her eyes closed and her body relaxed. Dylan's hands
caressed her lower back before moving up to her shoulders. Finally Dylan lifted
her face up and tilted her chin as his mouth covered hers.


His lips were
warm and his tongue moved against hers soft and slow. Neither was sure how much
time had passed when Alessandra needed to catch her breath, breaking the kiss
as her head felt fuzzy.


"I love
you," she told him with a smile, feeling the exquisite sensation that
could only come from giving herself fully to the man she loved knowing that he
loved her as well.


"I love
you," Dylan said as he slid out and wrapped an arm around her waist and
lay them down in the bed.


Alessandra fell
asleep feeling his hand move lazily along her thigh as she listened to the
sound of his heartbeat.


 


 

















CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


Days turned
into months as yet again on a hot day in July, Alessandra found herself in a courtroom
about to hear a verdict.


"All
rise."


Everyone stood
up until the judge entered. Alessandra looked around the room and caught
Dylan's eye. He smiled again at her. Alessandra sat and watched the proceedings
quietly as the verdict was handed to the judge.


"Miss
Maloney, as the jury foreperson I ask that you please read the verdict."


"In the
case of the State of Illinois v Mitchell McDonnell, we the jury find the
defendant guilty on all ten counts of murder in the first degree."


Shouts and
cries could be heard over the low hum in the courtroom. Alessandra turned as
she saw various families hugging, crying and smiling. She walked outside
through the private entrance only to catch McDonnell leaving the building.


"Mr.
McDonnell what do you have to say about the possibility of receiving the death
penalty?"


"What do
you have to say to the families?"


"Why did
you do it?"


"How does
it feel going to sleep every night knowing you killed so many innocent
women?"


The questions
came at Mitch and his attorneys as he was led into the waiting police car. As
he did for the past five months he was on his way to Southampton the closest
maximum security prison.


He'd had the
past five months to contemplate his actions. To this day he couldn't come up
with any conclusion that would help the families.


It had started
as a compulsion he'd been unable to stop. He suspected his true motive was to
get rid of his parents. When he couldn't do that he'd done the next best thing.


At the time it
filled a large void he had in his life. As time wore on, he didn't feel normal
unless he had someone tied up or burning in the flames.


He'd finally
gotten to them but to what end? He felt even worse now than he did when they
were alive, especially his mother. He'd talked to the psychologist and she felt
he could be helped. Still he had no documented mental illness and he was unable
to come up with a plausible explanation.


Could he have
stopped? Neither he, nor anyone else for that matter, would ever truly know.
The families would have to be satisfied with the fact that he would be put to
death once he exhausted his appeals, assuming he chose to go that route.


Looking at him
now, it seemed he had neither the energy nor the fight left to waste time and
the taxpayers' money. He remained on suicide watch.


"A
conviction and a published paper all on the same day! How does it feel?"


"I can
definitely get used to it," Alessandra answered as she turned to face
Dylan.


"I have to
get back to the office. I'll see you tonight?"


"Of
course, I wouldn't miss it," Alessandra replied as her phone rang.
"I'll see you later."


"Hello?"


"It's
about time I reached you!" Lyssa's indignant voice came over the line.


"Sorry
Lys, I've been so busy."


"Yeah I
bet I can figure out the one reason why?" she said in a teasing tone.


"It's not
what you're thinking. Dylan's been out of town for the past week."


"I can
just imagine how you've handled it," Lyssa added, "I only hope that
your showerhead is still intact."


"Lyssa!"
Alessandra replied as her face flushed. "Actually we've been dealing with
that in a different way."


"Ali! You
didn't!" she exclaimed. "I never thought I'd see the day when my
straight arrow best friend would spend her nights having phone—"


"Don't say
it out loud!" Alessandra said quickly. She couldn't believe she was having
this conversation. "Are we still on for dinner tonight?"


"I
wouldn't miss it for the world. It's going to be great to see you."


"You too.
It's been too long. I have to go."


"Bye."


* 
*  *


Dylan paced
around in his office. He had his files packed and ready to go. But right now he
was more occupied with business of a more personal nature.


He took out the
velvet box and looked at the ring inside. He had been in contact with Alex and
was ready to get her a traditional diamond engagement ring but Alex set him
straight almost immediately. He could still remember the conversation clearly.


* 
*  *


"Back when
she was an intern, she had to travel to Sierra Leone, Africa and identify
remains of young children. She remembers it as being the most harrowing month
of her life and when she learned it was a result of mining diamonds she got rid
of anything that had the stone." Dylan sat on his phone open-mouthed as he
listened. "You could try to see if she'll wear conflict free diamonds but
I doubt she'd go for it. If you really want to impress her you should get
amethyst. It's Mom's birthstone and she loves purple."


"It also
goes great with her eyes," Dylan added.


"I'm
telling you, that's the way to go. You know Ales. She's not your typical
woman."


He was right
about that. Even if she didn't feel confident she didn't show it to anyone
except those closest to her. She was stubborn and selfless and sometimes it was
hard to get her to show her emotions.


When she did
you knew exactly how she was feeling and she got you totally lost in her. Or
maybe it was just him. "Thanks for the advice. I only wish you could tell
me her ring size."


"Actually
Cara and I just got her one earlier this year. She's a size seven."


"How can I
ever thank you?" Dylan asked sincerely.


"Just be
good to my sister, man. That's all I ever ask. She deserves it."


Dylan nodded as
he said good-bye and hung up the phone.


* 
*  *


That had been
two months ago. Dylan had been so nervous then but it was nothing compared to
now. She had voiced her concern about marriage but hoped with everything he had
that she wouldn't say no.


Even if she did
he had no intention of leaving. He would wait right by her side until she was
ready. If she never was, that was fine too. His parents had been together for
forty years, even now as his mother sat in a rehab facility. Dylan wanted to
reassure her that it wasn't as bad as she might believe.


Everything had
been arranged. He had asked that her brother, sister-in-law and best friend be
there. He also had his friends and father coming. He wanted to keep everything
a surprise.


Dylan knew
doing it might backfire on him and blow up in his face but he wanted to show
her all the people who supported this next step. He also knew exactly what to
do to get back in her good graces, should it become necessary. As far as Dylan
was concerned, it seemed logical since they'd loved each other for so long.


"This has
to work," he said to himself before he walked out of his office.


* 
*  *


Everyone now
gathered at a table at Bernard's Bar. The place held a special meaning for
Dylan and Alessandra. Sitting here had led to their first night together so
Dylan felt it was the perfect place to begin the next stage of their
relationship.


It was during
times like this that Dylan wished he could calm his nerves with some alcohol.
After seeing how it affected so many people around him he chose to stay away
from it.


"You have
nothing to worry about," Alex said reassuringly from behind him. "If
I know my sister, and I do, she's gonna love it."


"Nice to
finally meet you," Dylan said as he clasped the man's hand in a firm
grasp. "I also wanted to thank you."


"It's my
pleasure. All I want is to see my little sister happy."


"We want
the same thing," Dylan said with a smile.


"I'm not
too late to join this party, am I?"


"Lys,"
Alex greeted the woman with a hug.


"Lyssa.
I'm Dylan."


"So we
finally meet. I had to see the man who made my best friend do things I never
imagined she would."


"Don't
worry it wasn't anything she didn't want to do, I promise," Dylan said
quickly as he saw the look on Alex's face.


"Calm down
Alex," Lyssa chimed in. "It's nothing like you're thinking, he's an
FBI agent for goodness sakes. I think doing anything bad is against his
personal code. Besides they're both adults."


"Relax
guys. I know how it goes. How is being on the job?" Alex asked with a
smile.


Dylan breathed
a sigh of relief as he answered. "It definitely keeps me on my toes."


"I was
going to say the same thing about Ales," he responded as they all shared a
laugh.


Dylan looked
down at his watch. "It's getting close. I better go out and meet
Alessandra."


"We'll see
you in a bit."


* 
*  *


Alessandra
smiled as she got out of her car at the Waldorf Astoria. She had just handed
her keys to the valet and entered the building when she saw Dylan's handsome
face greet her. They made it a point to get out to Bernard's once a month.


"Hey."
He gave her a light kiss on the lips.


"Hey
yourself," Alessandra replied as Dylan took her hand.


She walked in
expecting to see Lyssa and was surprised to see her brother, Cara and other
people gathered around the table.


"What's
going on?" Alessandra asked hesitantly as she waved.


"I knew
you hadn't seen everyone for some time and so I arranged to have them meet
us."


Lyssa looked at
Alessandra as she moved over to Dylan and whispered. "I don't know what
your plans were but you might want to get this out of the way. She won't be
able to enjoy herself until then."


"Actually
I planned on doing it at the beginning." He nodded back.


"Doing
what?" Alessandra asked.


Here goes. Quick
as lightning, Dylan was down on his knees holding a velvet box in his hands.
'It's now or never,' he told himself.


What the hell?
Alessandra asked herself as she watched him.


"Alessandra,
I spent two years of my life loving you and not knowing how you felt when all
the while you felt the same way I did. I've always told you that when we're
working together we make a great team. You bring out the best in me and you're
there to help me when I don't even know how to help myself. I'm a headstrong,
rigid perfectionist who makes mistakes because I can't see the forest for the
trees."


"Dylan are
you...?"


Dylan pressed
on. He knew he was rambling but he was too nervous to stop now. "But you
Alessandra? You are an easy-going, flexible, go with the flow kind of person
who pays attention to the little things. There's a reason they say opposites
attract and I hope that you'll want to still work together to be a great team
outside of work. I can't guarantee that it will be easy. But I can promise this
much," He stopped as he watched Alessandra's face.


I can't believe
this. There's no way he's...


"I will
always love you no matter what. Alessandra Robillard will you marry me and do
me the honor of becoming my wife?"


Alessandra
stood there in disbelief for a split second in a panic and then Lyssa's words
came back to her. Much like that first night. Don't think about it. Take
action. Alessandra went with her heart as she answered.


"Yes! Yes
Dylan, I'll marry you!"


She could see
the happiness wash over his face as he stood up and pulled her to him, giving
her a kiss that was chaste yet promised so much more. As he pulled away she
found herself unconsciously following him.


"Fantastic!"
Lyssa clapped her hands.


"Well
looks like you'll be getting another new client." Alessandra turned to her
and smiled.


"You know
I have a special beaudoir package just for newlyweds."


Alessandra
rolled her eyes. "He's seen everything already."


"You
should do it," Dylan said as he rubbed her shoulders. "Then we can
blow it up and hang it over the bed."


"You're
crazy." Alessandra said quickly but she looked at Lyssa and mouthed the
words, "Call me."


Dylan placed an
arm around her shoulder as he made introductions. The next two hours were spent
with telling old, embarrassing stories and a lot of laughter. Dylan and
Alessandra were never more than a step away from each other the whole time.


* 
*  *


One month
later, the sentencing hearing for Mitchell McDonnell was coming to a close. One
month earlier he had been found guilty and convicted on the murders of ten
women.


There would
have been more counts, but these were the only ones they actually had. Mitch
had been slowly leading them to more bodies and just this morning they had
found number twelve.


According to
him there were only four more to go. Strangely enough sixteen had been the
exact number of years he'd been taking care of his mother.


"All
rise."


Alessandra
stood with the rest of the courtroom as the judge entered. Turning around she
searched until she found Dylan. She smiled at him as he gave her a small wave.
He had been away in DC for the past two weeks and this was the first time she'd
seen him. She smiled as the courtroom took their seats.


"I hear
the jury has reached a decision."


"That's
correct Your Honor."


"Was there
anyone who reached a different decision?"


"No it was
unanimous," the juror replied.


The bailiff
walked over to the man then and took the piece of paper he held. His footsteps
tapped slowly as he walked it over to the judge. There was a low hum in the
courtroom as the judge opened the paper.


"In the
case of the State of Illinois v Mitchell McDonnell the jury has decided on a
sentence of death."


Cameras whirred
and flashed as the sounds of crying and gasping could be heard throughout the
courtroom.


"The
defendant will be remanded to the maximum security facility at Southampton
where he will be placed on Death Row. It is so ordered. May God have mercy on
your soul," she finished with a bang of the gavel.


Alessandra
turned to look at Stacie Beckett and Rebecca Hamilton, the only surviving
victims as they embraced each other with tears streaming down their faces.


"Thank
you!" they said together as Alesssandra walked over.


"I should
be the one thanking you," Alessandra said. "Your strength during a
time of such adversity is really an example to live by."


"We have
to go out to dinner sometime," Stacie spoke up.


"Yes.
Strong women have to stick together," Rebecca added.


"Thank you
for the compliment, but you guys have me beat by a mile." Alessandra
smiled. "Still, it would be my pleasure."


"We'll see
you soon then?"


"Definitely.
You two take care and I look forward to seeing you as soon as I get back,"
Alessandra said with a wave.


"That's
right! You're leaving soon. Good luck in Australia but you guys won't need it.
You'll get whoever it is," Rebecca said with a smile.


"With you
guys behind us, how can we possibly fail?"


They smiled and
turned to talk to their parents as Alessandra walked out of the courtroom and
right over to Dylan. He stood talking with the prosecutor. She stood back, not
wanting to interrupt the conversation.


After twenty
minutes he came over.


"And that
completes the sentencing of the trio," he said as he walked over.
"The Hansens get life in prison and McDonnell gets death."


"I have to
admit I was really glad to help get those convictions," Alessandra said
before she added "Welcome back."


"I missed
you. I can't wait to show you exactly how much." Alessandra turned away
quickly to avoid the heat of his gaze. "So? How has it been being the
number one forensic investigator?"


"Honestly,
I feel bad because I'm attending more meetings than doing any actual work.
Luckily with identifying the bodies Mitch led us to, there's so much of a
workload I can actually get back in the lab."


"Don't get
too used to it. We'll be heading off to Melbourne before you know it."


They were due
there in another week. Alessandra nodded "I do hope we're able to find the
killer."


"I always
said we made a great team. And now we've been able to show the world exactly
how good we work together."


"I have to
admit I always saw us doing this though I didn't know how it would be working
and living with you."


"I guess
it's a good thing I have to go to DC and check in from time to time."
Dylan wrapped an arm around her shoulder. "I love seeing that," he
added with a grin as he opened the door. "It fits you perfectly."


"I
agree," Alessandra said as she looked down at her white gold ring set with
a single one carat amethyst to symbolize her mother's birthday on February
first. It was surrounded with sixteen tiny emerald stones to symbolize her
father's birthday on May sixteenth.


"So what
are your plans for the rest of the day?"


"I have to
get back to the lab. You?"


"Nothing.
I'll just sit at the condo missing you." He gave her a quick kiss. Anymore
and she could forget about getting back to work.


"I guess
I'll have to hurry. I'd hate to leave you bored."


"I have
such a considerate fiancée."


"You do at
that," Alessandra said with a laugh. "I love you."


"I love
you too," Dylan answered with a grin. "I'll see you later."


* 
*  *


"So how
was that?" Dylan asked as he fed Alessandra the last scallop from her
seafood alfredo.


"Delicious,"
Alesssandra as she licked the remaining sauce off of the spoon.


She held back a
moan as she looked over to Dylan, whose eyes had darkened from watching the
display. She flushed as she felt the heat start from her stomach and move down.


"I suppose
this means it's time for cake?" Dylan asked in a resigned tone.


"Actually
I had something else in mind for dessert." Alessandra reached for him and claimed
his lips.


Dylan let her
run the show for a few moments as he lost himself in the sweetness of her mouth
and the sumptuous lips that slanted against his own. Alessandra's hands spread
across his muscled chest and slid in his hair before moving down to his broad
shoulders.


With a low
growl Dylan angled his mouth over hers and pinned her down deeper into the
cushions. Her soft moan fueled the fire already running rampant inside of him.
He reached out and ran his hands along the soft curves of her body. He started
with her shoulder, then moved to the soft underside of a breast as he murmured,


"You're
gorgeous."


Then he took
over with his tongue. Starting with her nipple he traced a trail along her
stomach until he reached her navel. He lightly flicked his tongue inside and
then around it and went further down. By the time he reached the soft skin of
her inner thigh his mouth watered at the scent of her arousal as she writhed
restlessly beneath him.


She reached her
hand down and pulled him up before her mouth found the lobe of his ear. She bit
it gently as her hands went inside the waistband of his pants, grabbing his
firm ass before she squeezed it and then moved one hand around to the front to
cup him.


"Now
you're not playing fair," he said hoarsely. "I love a woman who knows
what she wants."


Alessandra
smiled at him as he kissed her again. Dylan slanted his mouth over hers and
Alessandra whimpered as she opened up to him.


She could feel
the warmth from him. He showed it in the deliberate way he touched her and in
the intensity of his kisses. Even though the desire flowed between them so
openly there was also a deep understanding. It made them attentive to each
other's needs and right now one need was painfully evident.


Still breathing
hard, Dylan moved back and stared into Alessandra's eyes, seeing the lust that
he knew she also saw in his.


Alessandra
moved back up and sucked at his bottom lip gently before she pulled away.
"I love you."


"And I
love you." Dylan placed a soft kiss into her hair.


"Let's go
to bed." She took his hand.


Dylan clasped
her hand in his own and let Alessandra lead the way.
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