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 Randy stalked around the van, the half-moon hung streaked with sooty October clouds. He knew this little meadow, and its familiarity calmed the rapid beating of his heart. He knew everyone who lived or played within a mile of this place, from the closest resident just through those trees over there, to the Parker barn, where the man he’d become was born.

 The hollow, metallic ‘cha-whunk’ of the passenger door opening drew a startled yip from the back of Trish Hogan’s throat. His eyes plowed over the frequently ‘rode hard and put away wet’ barfly, and he scowled.

 As he reached across her to unlatch the seat belt, moonlight glowed faint on the waxy, silver sheen of the duct tape over her mouth and eyes. Her breathing sped up, puffing warm moist air against his cheek, and he was almost certain he could hear the beating of her heart in the bony, sloping cage of her chest. 


Yeah, you’ve seen better days haven’t you, ya two-bit piece of shit. He couldn’t help wondering if she was turned on like it sounded she might be, or if she was starting to feel the sobering effects of fear just yet. 


Herd her. Herd her. HURT her, heh, what difference does it make?



Let’s see how you like it, huh? Fuck with YOUR head for a change, huh? His expression wasn’t really a smile, but maybe some kind of cross between that and a snarl, maybe even flavored with a hint of pity. Something sinister slid through his features as surely as his hand slid into her shirt. 

 His lips teased her neck beneath the blue crystal chandelier earring she wore. He was waiting for just the right signal. 

 The moment her breath hitched with arousal, he had that sign and ripped her from the van, throwing her to the ground in the clearing. 

 He stood proud and strong in the moonlight, his tightly muscled six–foot, three-inch frame seeming impossibly formidable in the darkness as his crystal green eyes watched his quarry shake her self to awareness. 

 Still, she scrambled; even with her hands taped behind her back, her feet pushed instinctively away. As she moved, he picked up stones and sticks, tossing them to the left or right, driving her where he wanted her, until the incessant sound of her moans and mewls broke through his awareness, scratching his nerves and twisting his face with disgust. 

 He covered the distance between them in three quick strides and dropped to his knees at her side. One hand clamped just under the base of her skull, the other under her chin. His mouth hovered at her ear, teeth clenching with yet another grating squeak from the back of her throat. “Shhhh,” he hissed, lifting her head just enough to get his point across. 

 He felt her try to nod. His steely fingers, trembling against the sides of her throat, wanted to squeeze, wanted to close the air off from her body. Instead, he closed his eyes, breathing the flavor of her fear into him. 

 


 His tongue snaked out around the earring’s hook, drawing it between his teeth, while his right hand slid down her throat and wormed its way back into her blouse. 

 Hard, warm fingers slid between what had almost certainly been smooth firm skin at one time, and the cup of the bra. His thumb stroked across her nipple, feeling it pucker under his touch even as the faintest noise of protest colored her exhale. In this moment, on the spearhead of terror and arousal, he, of all people, knew exactly what she was feeling. 


I know, I know, oh, GOD, I know... just feel it... enjoy it one last time, you sad, pathetic waste.


 He whipped his head to the side, tearing the hook of the earring through the flesh of her lobe then spat it to the ground, smirking through the warm line of her blood that ran down his mouth. 

 Beneath the duct tape, Trish Hogan screamed, then fell silent under an explosive barrage of heavy blows from his hammer-fists. 


Did I do that? he wondered a moment later, a bit of black in the moonlight dripping from her now broken nose. 

 A flash of loose but lean abdomen peeked out from the lower edges of the blouse and quivered with her breath. The motion drew his attention to the silver gleam of her jeans button. Oh, God, yes... yes... please. Something deep inside begged as his fingers slid it open then spread the denim almost reverently. Oh yes, I’m almost ready, come to me, please, let me feel you. Tell me you love me. He slid the zipper down, his mind’s eye fixed on different dark blue denim sliding over a lean, bony hip. Singing heat seemed to squeeze between his legs as his sudden erection thumped against the inside of his jumpsuit. It needed, and he needed. 

 A glint of silver from his right hand furrowed his brows; he didn’t remember pulling the spring-loaded knife. 

 


 He glanced down, his confusion sinking just a little deeper with the sight of those dark blue jeans now halfway down her legs. That’s not what I want. 


 The blade slid under the elastic strand of her thong, slicing through it with buttery ease. Whatever faint protestations she might be making, as he tossed aside the undergarment, were lost as moments and memories flew through him, and that maddening ache between his legs burned for release. 

 “What the hell did you think’s gonna happen? Huh?” he mumbled. “You think this wasn’t gonna come? You think you didn’t earn this with every single dick you conned into you?” his teeth clenched. His hand clasped her throat. “You think for one stinking second I wasn’t gonna pay you back for every thing you did to me?” He leaned forward, “The pain you caused? The BLOOD that ran!? MY blood! But that wasn’t enough was it? You cheated on me! You HURT me,” he growled, turning the knife blade downward. 

 On one knee now, with his right leg out, spreading and holding hers open, his knife-hand descended. A high-pitched crunching sang against the blade as it sliced into her. The first cut was followed immediately by a muted scream, which quickly tapered off into a series of tight grunts. At the same time as his left hand lowered the zipper of the dark cotton jumpsuit, the noise finally stopped. 

 


 His fingers slid between his legs, up and over his pulsing erection, then spread his moisture over the sensitive head while his hips beat in time with the plunging knife. 

 If he concentrated, he could almost feel what he really wanted, that warmth draping around him from behind and the comfort that came from being held with loose but definite possession. Oh, God, yes please... please, just like that... he panted, almost able to feel the soft, warm lips on his neck, nipping at his ear and then sliding around to draw him in. THAT was what he wanted. Slim, gentle fingers sliding along his center line, taunting him with innocent uncertainty; he could almost taste the flavor they made together. Please! He nearly cried against the heat of hate inside. Pinpricks loosed a mist over his eyes that became faintly shimmering tears as his seed pulsed over his hand and his hips slowed their desperate beat. 

 Heaving for breath and chuckling, Randy leaned forward, wiping his hand full of semen on the woman’s blouse. To the right, a glint of moonlight shot sideways off something just inside the tree line, and after a quick glance to orient himself, he knew he’d been spotted, and by whom.


Oh man, not you Dave, please, not you. His mouth turned down. If there was one person in the whole of Glen Falls that he actually thought well of, that person was Dave Backer. 

 


 --

 


 Dave was a lonely widower who lived just a couple hundred yards east of the clearing. His wife Patty died in childbirth, leaving him to raise his daughter, Samantha, basically on his own. But in this area, in this particular field, there could be no one else traipsing around in the woods at this time of night. 

 With a disheartened sigh, Randy knew he had to do. There was one problem though; he’d never killed a man before. 

 


 --

 


 A forceful woody ‘whunk’ from outside sent six-and-a-half foot tall Dave Backer spinning on his heel as he slid to the refrigerator. Using it for cover, he peered outside through the top pane of the bay window and watched the shed door slam against its jamb in the strong October winds. 

 He pushed the sweat out of his eyes while his heart tap- danced in his chest. I gotta do something. His gaze darted around the tiny, well-kept cabin, maybe hoping for inspiration, or maybe just taking a mental keepsake, he couldn’t have said which. I can’t just sit here, his hand was sweat-slick and salty over his mouth as he shook his head in disbelief. I can’t believe it, was that really Randy? He asked himself, yet again. 

 Memories of each of Carl’s boys through their lives seemed to somersault or cartwheel or log-roll through his mind. 

 He’d watched each of them grow, first in their mother’s womb, sometimes jealous that Carl’s wife, Sandy, could conceive so easily when his beloved Patty was cursed to miscarry again and again. 

 


 An unexpected stream of tears rolled down his face along side the memory of the night he lost one love, and gained another as a beautiful, little, pink bundle was placed into his arms to cherish. 

 He shook his head and forced his thoughts back to Carl’s boys, wondering if there’d ever been a clue. 

 There were summer days when he’d seen them play at the company picnic year after year. First, they were little boys, running riot in ice cream smeared t-shirts and diapers; then, they were teens, jostling through those bumpy years; and then, more recently, they were grown, young men, too busy with their lives to come out and play. 

 Mike came first. He was Carl’s oldest and a very serious young man who stood poised to take over the business that kept the town of Glen Falls going. Eric was the youngest and seemed content to Kerouac his way through life, maybe trading on his James Dean good looks, but without much real rebellion to his cause. But Randy, the middle son, had always been smart and ambitious, ambitious enough to carve out his own niche in the world of private security where, rumor had it, he was almost ready to launch his own enterprise. 


No, he shook his head, there has to be some mistake, it had to be an accident or something. I can’t believe... I just... there has to be SOME rational explanation. He turned the camera back on and scrolled through the half dozen green and black tinted woodland shots until he reached the first picture of the clearing. 

 It was a profile shot of a man’s head angled downward. The first picture was too blurry to identify him with certainty, though the color was gray-green against the darker back-drop of the woods on the far side. 

 


 Goosebumps rose on his arms, maybe…? He scrolled to the next shot. It was the same masculine profile and still out of focus, only this time angled upward. The image was disturbingly bright, at least enough to tell him the moon must have been between clouds at that moment. He could make out a grimace on the subjects face, but that was about all. 

 By the next shot, Dave had adjusted the focus and the frame was filled with obscenity. A blade was buried in and unmistakably being drawn down the length of a woman’s abdomen, and the owner of the profile was revealed. It showed Randy on his knees, leaning back against his heels, the knife in his right hand and his left wrapped around his erect penis, his expression a dead giveaway to his state of release. 


Oh, God. Boomer can’t handle this; he’ll fold like a house of cards. I gotta call Jase. 


 Wind whispered angrily around the cabin, but Dave was surprised he could hear it over the pounding of his heart in his head. Outside, the shed door slammed against the frame again, rubbing his nerves raw until he felt nauseous. He shook his head, wiping away fresh runnels of sweat. 


Shut it now, before he gets here. He’ll kill me. He knows I was out there. He saw me, I know he did. I gotta get out of here, he moved through the last few shots. 

 Randy’s gaze seemed palpable, even through the digital screen. His normally bright green eyes glowed ghoulishly in the night-vision tint. It was the expression on his face, however, that belied Dave’s fate. That, that look? It’s resolution. He’s coming for me. I need to do something. With quaking fingers, he managed to shut off the camera before turning to the pantry beside the fridge. In the upper right hand corner, he slid aside a cut-out piece of plank board and tucked the camera into the cubby that had once served to keep his gun well out of the reach of his daughter.

 Zipping up his jacket, he turned for the door with his keys in hand and stepped outside. 

 At the top of the steps he froze, listening to the night sounds he knew so well, then hastily moved to the shed. He grasped at the wind-whipped door and wrestled it closed against the wall of air. 

 Behind him, contrasted by the moonlit sky, the blade of a heavy, steel shovel rose into the air. 

 It came down with a bell-like toll against the back of his head, leaving the bear of a man face down on the sharp quartz gravel, stunned and unable to make a move to save himself while the sound of his skull splintering somehow managed to echo inside. 

 


 




 2

 


 Keeping up appearances was what kept him under the radar, so Randy meandered somberly through the crowded viewing room at the Blatt and Son’s Funeral Home. He did everything he could to keep from looking at any member of his family. Especially Eric, don’t look at him, keep it together. To keep his mind off his little brother, he turned toward a group of old timers, the kind that perpetuated the rural stereotype of old men sitting in front of the general store playing checkers on upended barrels. Except, in this case, Sophie and Bill Shiner kept a picnic table on the porch for them. 


Man, I’d rather be anywhere else. But it wasn’t every day one of his father’s oldest employees turned up with his brains bashed in, and he needed to find out whatever he could about the progress of the investigation. Keeping his ears open, and his mingling close to the town gossips, he allowed himself a sigh of relief. 

 What he’d heard so far was fairly promising. According to the town Sheriff, Boomer Hamilton, the County boys didn’t have a single solid lead, though they seemed to be under the impression that robbery might have been a motive, considering the state of the cabin.


So far, so good. No traces of the girl, which means they don’t even know to look for her. He nodded as someone greeted him. Who’d’ve ever thought Dave had anything worth stealing. The irony of having to ransack the home of the least wealthy man in the whole town of Glen Falls, not to mention finding a high-end digital night-vision camera with crystal clear shots of him conducting his business on it, was not lost on Randy.

 He glanced at the door where a trio from “High Society” stood huddled protectively together, as if they might get ‘poor’ on them. With a snort he quickly turned his face away, wondering if any of them would recognize him even if he spit on them. 


Without the uniform on, the only one I think that might be able to is him. His eyes fell to Charles Caffey, dressed impeccably in Armani and looking very much, for once, like a man at a complete loss. His glance swept over Charles’ wife, Amelia, and the Grande Dame who actually paid his salary, Gertrude Waldham. The cuckold, the whore and the harpy. 


 In the periphery of his vision, Randy noted his father, his mother and his eldest brother lining up to pay their respects. 

 He startled faintly with the fall of his baby brother’s arm over his shoulders, guiding him to the dais. 

 “You look like you’d rather be just about anywhere else on earth right now than here.” Eric smiled over his shoulder, the electricity of his presence behind him set Randy’s heart racing and threatened to make his knees weak. 


Please, not now. He begged deep inside, many years proficient at keeping those Private thoughts PRIVATE. Please! Not right now!

 “Pretty much.” He agreed, turning his head slightly with an upward glance at those warm liquid hazel eyes. “How’ve you been, Eric? It’s been a while.” 

 The younger man’s hand moved to the back of his neck where he gave a gentle squeeze before maneuvering his big brother in front of him, “Good. It’s been too long, Ran. Shouldn’t hafta be someone dying to get us together.” 

 Randy would’ve sworn he could hear his neck creak as he nodded. 

 “Why’d you bring them?” Eric asked softly, motioning with his chin toward his big brother’s employers. 

 He shook his head, “I didn’t. They’re on their own business.” He turned, surprised by just how close his little brother’s face was to his, especially his mouth. “I, uh,” he swallowed hard, taking a tiny step forward to put a hint of distance between them, “I wouldn’t imagine they’d even recognize me without the uniform on.” 

 He faced forward again and listened to his father’s voice drone words to Sam, Dave’s sole survivor. I always liked you, Sam. It’s not your fault, I know it isn’t, but it doesn’t change the facts. What he’d learned when he went to request the day of the wake off once the story of Dave’s murder broke, still left him stunned. I never would’ve believed it.

 He looked around, somehow surprised that he recognized every face in the room, from the trio he worked for, to Sam’s Godfather, Cody Taylor. Also lending their support were Bill and Sophie Shiner, the owners of the old-fashioned general store, who were kind of surrogate grandparents to the young woman. 

 In a town the size of Glen Falls, everyone knew everyone, and apparently, anyone who ever met Dave Backer liked him enough to come pay their respects. It made sense that Randy’s family should be there, after all Custon Tool and Die kept Glen Falls running and supported nearly two-thirds of the towns’ folk. Just one big happy family is all. He kept the derisive snort inside, thinking about all the faces he knew. 


There’s Sadie from over at First Bank, Eddie Holmes… hope you got over your cherry bomb fetish man… you still got all your fingers? He glanced around again, noting teachers, librarians, gas station clerks, a checker from the new Jewel Food Store, Hey, Willie, you still sleeping your way through the night shift at the shop? He smiled, almost loosely. He knew them all, but then, he also thought he knew Sam. 

 His eyes fell on the closed, brushed aluminum casket, I’m sorry, Dave, you didn’t give me a choice. I’m so sorry, and I’m sorry about the girl. 


 The next thing he knew, he was standing in front of her, his hands clasped together in front of him. Slowly, he looked up from the casket to delve into her bright amber eyes. What color were Dave’s eyes? Did you ever question the difference? Did he ever tell you?


 “Your dad was a good guy, Sam. It’s a damned shame.” At least he could mean that much. 

 Her arms wrapped around herself as she nodded tightly, favoring him with a weak smile. I can see why she was one of the few girls Eric ever had a thing for. She looks almost... fragile. He breathed deeply and sighed sadly, “I’m sorry, Sam.” Even if you don’t, I know what you are.

 “Yeah, it is. Thanks, Randy,” she nodded as he moved through her field of vision, relatively certain that she hadn’t even really bothered to see him. 

 Eric’s voice behind him, the timbre of it, the color of it, the vibration of it, set fire to his tingly places as he stepped off the platform.

 “I’m so sorry, Sam. It’s a horrible thing, really horrible! I can’t imagine what you must be feeling.” 

 Walking slowly around the far side of the dais, he couldn’t help but watch from the corner of his eye. Eric leaned in to hug her and Randy felt his jaw clench. 

 “It IS horrible, Eric, thank you, though.” 

 Moving almost continually, he kept himself carefully camouflaged by the guests, just another country face moving through a country crowd. He was trained to watch, to observe, and in many cases, to be unnoticed. All this served him spectacularly as he split his attention between the trio at the door and his baby brother. 

 “Sam, if there’s anything, you know, anything, you need, or that I can do, just ask, okay?” the youngest Custon nodded, held back by her emerging tears. A moment later, he threw his arms around her again, his own eyes close to overflowing, “I’m so sorry, but I mean it, okay?”

 He dashed off the platform, pinching the corners of his eyes, his cheeks flushed brightly with emotion. You’ve always been so sensitive, such a gentle soul Eric. Randy shook his head and slid out of the viewing room just as Joe Blatt, the eldest of the two funeral director brothers, sidled up to Sam. 

 There were things Randy heard while mingling from group to group that left him a bit unsettled. Comments uttered about a package Cody had picked up to mail to Sam, and musings about whether or not it might contain information that would name Dave’s killer. 


I tore that place apart! I GOT the camera! What else could there have been? He knew he had to go back. It didn’t matter that the County had already been over the cabin with a fine toothed comb, or that the odds of them missing something that would eventually point to him were slim to none. These are COUNTY Cops, not a townie caught with his dick in the wrong pussy. God, all those years, just one lie after another, after another, after another... HOW? How can someone claim to love a person, then betray them so easily, betray ME so openly! So... SHAMELESSLY! GOD I HATE her! One day...

 “Come back to the house and have lunch with me.” Eric’s voice hooked him securely. 

 Turning, his heart beating in his throat, he shook his head and opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t. The slim, wispy boy who’d once been reluctant to grow at all, had become a man, both taller and broader than Randy, and he moved fluidly.

 “You can’t say ‘no,’ Ran. I haven’t had one of your multi-meat stack-wiches in YEARS. I’ve watched you do it a zillion times, and I can’t make it the way you can.” He craned his head around and smiled into his big brother’s face, almost reading his mind when his eyes flicked to the viewing room, “They won’t be there.” 


Is that supposed to make it easier little bear? Randy exploded with heat. Sweat poured out of him, and again, his mouth ran dry. The tangy, green scent of his brother’s cologne stole his breath. 

 Helpless against his body’s reaction, he nodded, “You goin’ graveside?” 

 “Mmm hmm,” the younger man hummed a smile into his ear, “I should be back at the house in a couple hours...” 

 A faint spasm almost left him leaning against Eric as he fought the impending explosion within. Not here, not now, please. “Alright,” he nodded, “we’ll have lunch, catch up.”

 He tore himself away from the warmth and comfort he wanted more than anything else, and without a glance, strode from the funeral home, amazed by how normal he’d managed to sound compared to how he felt. 

 


 --

 


 In her room at the Shiner’s house, Sam watched the tiny, black silk dress flutter to the floor in the mirror’s reflection. Her eyes fell to a one-and-a-half-inch scar between her ribs as she grasped the garment with her toes, carelessly dropping it onto the bed while her mind drifted back in time. 

 Without the faintest bit of effort, she could still remember the day she’d met the man she loved more than life itself, in fact, the one she was going to marry, Jase Edwards, and, of course, his partner, Pete. 

 “I’ll be back by one; I just wanna go see if she’s alright,” she called, her voice smiling brightly as she skipped down the steps of the mock brownstone. It was her first job straight out of college. She was working as a counselor at Recovery House, a sanctuary for battered women. 



Just a few seconds before he grabbed her around the throat from behind the day had been warm, sunny and bright, but as soon as his breath hit her ear, she would have sworn that January had returned. 


 “Stupid little bitch, try to get my girl to LEAVE ME! Nobody leaves Ty Mitchell, bitch! But you just wouldn’t let her do the right thing now, would ya? Gettin’ yer nose all up in other folks’ business, that’s not right...” he hissed, squeezing around her throat until spots danced in her eyes. 


 “Ty, don’t do this.” She choked, pulling against his arm, letting her weight give what little assistance it could, but he was too strong. 


 “I ain’t got a choice. YOU DIDN’T GIVE ME ONE!” he yelled into her ear. “So now, you gotta die, just like my Lolo.” 



Ice slid into her first, then air rushed in, too quickly for her to breathe. It pressed into her chest as warmth ran out. A moment later, she was looking up at a sky that had started the day as blue but, despite the white puffy clouds, seemed suddenly gray. 



Voices she knew, and some she didn’t, were yelling, car doors were slamming, and men’s shoes pounded the sidewalk. 



Then, there was a man above her on one side talking to the owner of the lap her head was in. ‘It’s so cold.’ She thought, wondering what was wrong with the man, why he looked like he was in pain. ‘Dad! Oh, man, he’ll be so scared,’ she thought, before feeling something warm in her hand. 


 “...killed Yol...nda... tol... me,” she sputtered, wondering why it was so hard to breathe, ‘is he sitting on my chest?’ “...on’t tell..mm dad... less I die... romise...” she demanded, willing her hand to squeeze that bulky bit of warmth. 


 “You’re NOT going to die!” he seemed to be commanding it, then there was a vibration behind her and the taste of hot metal in her throat, and suddenly it didn’t hurt so much anymore. 


 The memory of that dark-haired, all-American guy slinking into her hospital room, peering around the corner like a kid with his hand about to dip into the cookie jar, brought a grin to her face as she smoothed her blouse down. He’d been holding a tiny bouquet of flowers from the local grocery store, and looked about as suave as a sixteen year old going to his first prom. But it was the look on his face when she’d motioned him into the room that turned out to be the purchase price of her heart.

 Warmed by both the change of clothes, as well as the memory, she slid her boots on and headed down the stairs. “Bill, Soph, I’ll be back in a little bit.” 

 


 --

 


 Randy turned carefully in the center of the cabin’s living room, sweeping from the freshly ransacked desk, toward the kitchen with his attentive gaze. Splotches of fingerprint powder made the place look like all 101 Dalmatians had left their spots behind. A flash of memory brought a light smile to his face. “I want a dog that talks like him!” Eric used to say, grinning delightfully at the Scotty dog in the movie, and nearly rolling with laughter whenever he spoke. 

 A soft smile touched his lips, but his feet carried him toward the kitchen pantry and the cubby hole where he’d found the camera. Maybe there’s another hidey hole around here, or something else I missed.

 As he turned, the sound of large vehicle tires chewing their way down the gravel driveway catapulted his heart into his throat. Lightly, he crept toward the front window, recognizing Sam’s SUV easily before moving back toward the bedrooms and the rear door. 


What did he send you, Sam? What was in that package? What do you know?


 At the back door, with his latex-covered hand on the doorknob, he listened intently to the key sliding into the deadbolt, then into the knob, barely able to distinguish the sound from the thrumming of his nerves. 

 The feel of the cabin’s seal being broken stroked him, so he opened the back door and slid outside, carefully timing the closing of the doors. Before he moved off the back porch, he cast another glance at the SUV and was reassured that there was no one waiting for her. Taking the opportunity, he slid to the far side of the shed and into the tree line where he crouched, wondering what she might lead him to if he stuck around. 

 


 --

 


 Sam stood in the entryway, struck by the devastation and wondering whether it was the killer who’d caused most of it or the police. Fingerprint powder leaped out at her from almost every surface as she moved haltingly through the front room, her fingers lighting on small objects: a pillow, a book, an uprooted plant. 

 Shaking her head in disbelief, she moved through to the open kitchen with visions of the dance she and her father had developed over years of bringing meals to the table twirling in her head. 

 “Careful there, Sammy, keep the blade tilted just a little bit away- you don’t wanna cut those little fingers, do you?” his rich, warm voice asked.

 “No daddy,” she giggled.

 Taking a shaky breath, she moved past the kitchen counter to the pantry. At the right-hand side of the top shelf, she saw the opening in the wood panel and stuck her hand into the darkness, knowing that was all she’d find. 

 She was right. 


But did they find the other two? she wondered from the threshold of her father’s bedroom, just before flipping the light switch and entering that safe and sacred place. 

 Tears covered her eyes as she stepped into the room, surprised for some reason to find the bed still made, as if the destruction in the rest of the house didn’t dare breech this sanctuary. The only hint of anything amiss was the ever present charcoal colored dots of fingerprint powder. 

 Trying to stay focused, she slid the closet door open and knelt into a wall of fragrances. The faintly spicy aroma of his aftershave, the clean soapy smell of his deodorant, and the faint mingling of hot metal and grease that had become part of the very fabric of his work clothes, all combined and were the scent of her father. 

 One of her first memories smashed into her mind, one from so far back the cabin didn’t even have carpeting yet. Bare plank boards worn smooth through decades of hunter’s boots scraping along the floor was the first vision of her home. She couldn’t have been more than three, and her best friend in the world was her bunny, Ears. 

 He was a stuffed rabbit with ears long enough to wrap twice around his body. He went with her everywhere (she’d always had him), and no matter how dirty he got, somehow he always managed to be clean sometime soon after. 

 She could feel the low ‘whump’ of her father’s huge tired body falling into his rocking chair at the end of the work day. That was when she knew he was ready. 

 She would toddle her way to him, step onto his foot and climb into his lap, breathing in the scent of a hard day’s work. Her thumb would perch in her mouth; the bunny, held by the ears, was nestled tight between her and daddy, and his big warm hand stroked her hair and back while his lips rested tiredly against her head. When his soft contented sigh finally vibrated through her, she knew it was okay to let sleep come and claim her. 

 Leaning into the closet, she removed a floorboard and felt around inside that particular hiding place, too. This cubby was the first place Dave kept his gun before realizing just how resourceful his young daughter was and getting the jeepers scared out of him one night when she brought the locked box to him and asked him what it was. 

 This one was empty, too. 

 She sniffed, rising to her feet while fishing the keys from her pocket. “S’only one other place he could’ve stowed it,” she muttered, heading out the back door and into the ridiculously bright afternoon. Doesn’t the sun know I put my dad in the ground today? How can it be shining?

 Standing on the tiny porch outside her father’s bedroom, Sam’s eyes fell to the shed and the large rust colored stain on the otherwise nearly pristine quartz rocks. “He was just a big ole...? How could anyone...?” The question lay sideways in her throat jaggedly snaring her breath. 

 


 --

 


 From within the tree line, Randy watched Sam step out onto the rear porch, his fingers clamped around the blackjack in his pocket, the tips caressing the smooth leather warmed faintly by his own body heat. The length of the weapon, and its stiffness, shot a wave of sparkly heat through his groin as his lips fell faintly apart. 

 He thrilled as she moved down the steps toward the shed and him. His body coiled tightly, sweat began to seep to the top layer of his skin and his breath sped up. He watched her eyes move over the trees and wondered how it was that she didn’t see him. 

 Then, for a brief second, he would have sworn she was looking directly into his eyes, and his heart literally held its beat before racing off with excitement. Between his legs, he felt a stirring, and again his fingers caressed the smooth leather encased weapon. In the privacy of his mind, he let himself remember the taste he craved and the feel of the warm giving hands that had always been so eager to please. 

 Her cell phone rang, shattering the moment, impaling his brief craving for peace on a flare of temper. 

 “Hello?” she answered. “Jase,” she seemed to sigh and her voice smiled, “how’re you doin’, sweetie?” 


Jase? Oooh, seeing someone now? Gonna fuck over another man just like your no good slut of a mother did, Sammy? Huh? Well, not on my watch! This is the end of the road for your line! But she was moving up the driveway toward her truck, moving out of earshot. Slowly, he crept a few feet forward through the underbrush, glad for the moisture that kept the evergreen needles from crackling under foot. 

 “Been better, how goes the case?” she asked, turning back toward the shed with the keys in hand. 

 Returning to his spot, his hand clamped around the blackjack knowing the pulsing he felt came from his hand, but allowing himself the brief fantasy that it was the instrument. 

 “Unusual anything, you know what I mean. Scribing on the body, mutilation, genital or otherwise... evisceration, implements shoved...” she sniped impatiently, then opened the shed door. 

 She pulled a small mag-lite from her pocket, shining its beam into the darkness. 


Case? You’re fucking a cop? Yet ANOTHER one, don’t you people ever learn? But that means I have to be careful, if he’s a cop... I can’t let you hurt him. But he won’t understand, he won’t understand why. I have to make sure he’ll understand first then it’ll be okay.

 “What did he do?” she asked following the beam into the shed, “So, give me a distraction.” 

 With her inside the shed, Randy returned to his hunter’s mindset, letting sensation wash over him, letting himself feel the arousal, the whole body excitement that came with the possibility of discovery. If she forced him to move against her while on the phone, he risked everything. She could say his name and then he’d have to go to ground. 

 Sweat stirred again and his body’s corners tingled as he edged closer, listening to the sound of heavy equipment being moved around inside. 

 Wood scraped against wood a moment later, followed by a shaky huff, “Son of a bitch. There’s nothing here. The son of a bitch got it.” 

 He smiled and felt his system start to come down. Good, then I can still do this the right way. Fading into the shadows, the last of Sam’s words that he could hear echoed his actions. 

 “I gotta go.” 

 The sound of her sobs followed him a few yards into the woods, then faded away, leaving him in peace on his way to the car. 

 


 --

 


 Pete Baski flicked his half-mast eyes toward his partner as Jase snapped his phone shut then pocketed it. An instant later, he returned his attention to the jungle’s worth of children tearing out of their brick prison and into the afternoon sunlight, seeking the freedom that was denied them all day. 

 “I should’ve gone with her,” Jase muttered. 


 “I told you you shoulda’ gone, but do you listen?” 


 “Shut up.” 


 “Why didn’t you tell her about the vic?” 


 “She’s got bigger stuff going on,” the senior detective slugged back his coffee. 


 Pete forced his gigantic frame upright in the driver’s seat, swinging his head around to meet his partner’s eyes. “Man, you don’t have enough focus to take a crap. Would you just go already?” 

 Shaking his head and shooting the other man a half scowl, Jase slowly nodded, “Thanks, man.” 


 In the rear view mirror, Pete watched his partner jog to his car, get in and speed away. 


 “I’m a freakin’ saint,” he grinned, slouching down into the seat again. 
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 The Custon family house was a fairly large colonial with just enough black wrought iron fencing and voluptuous landscaping to impress upon those driving down Main Street that a special family lived there. 

 For over eighty years, the majority of the town owed its continued existence to the Custon Tool and Die, Co., the very same business started in the 1920’s by Carl’s father, Jacob, who groomed his first born to take over one day. There’d never been so much as a thought about not picking up the legacy, about not doing as his father trained him to do. Such was also the case between Carl and his first born son, Mike, who was poised and ready to bring the company into the future with his father’s blessings. 

 It wasn’t that Carl didn’t love all of his boys, but his chief concern was the man who would one day bear the responsibility, not just for holding up the family, but the community as well. As a result, frequently as children, his middle boy, Randy, and his youngest, Eric, were left to fend for themselves. They were always welcome at the shop, but since neither of them was first born, the cold, hard fact was that neither of them was given much consideration, at least not by their father. 

 Randy’s teen years had been filled with extracurricular activities; the boy was an odd amalgam of athletic prowess and electronic savvy that Carl could flaunt with pride for the trophies and plaques decorating the room he shared with his little brother, Eric. But again, he never considered that there might be more to either of his other boys than met the eye. 

 Randy glanced across the slate top cooking island at his little brother who sat on a stool in jeans and a plain white t-shirt that pulled and bunched across his perfectly muscled chest and shoulders. 

 Eric kept his hair trimmed in an updated James Dean’s style and wore a hint of dark stubble over his jaw. His warm, hazel eyes were focused on the riot of colorful blooms edging around the patio, so he didn’t catch his older brother’s appraising glance. 

 “So, after all these years, you’re still crushing on her?” Randy asked with something tight in his voice. 

 Eric turned his smirk to the older man, his full, almost pouty lips, stretching mischievously upward as he shrugged. The tip of his tongue flicked out, catching a drop of beer from the bottle, “Maybe a little. She’s a nice girl Ran.”

 Forcing himself to look away to gather his thoughts, Randy set the knife down and double-checked the sandwich fixings he’d brought out. “They’re all nice in the beginning. You KNOW that. You’ve seen it with your own eyes, why do you keep going back for more?” he asked, and he really did want to know. 

 Eric set the bottle down. He leaned forward with a faint shimmy to those broad shoulders of his and ducked his head, forcing his brother to meet his gaze, “You do know I’ve had my heart broken by more guys than girls, right?” 

 “Then why bother with either one?” Randy asked, mesmerized by the way those full lips worked around the words the younger man spoke. 


Oh, God... please, Eric, just... just... He closed his eyes for a moment, forcing the sensation away, forcing himself to stay focused on the conversation. 

 Eric’s mellow chuckle sent shockwaves up his spine as Randy raised the bottle up to his suddenly parched mouth, throwing almost half of the cool fluid down his throat. 

 “What should I do? Live like monk? Like you? No thanks. I like company, Ran. I like having someone around to get me out of my own head. I mean mister lefty or mister righty fits the bill once in a while, but I NEED to feel someone with me,” Eric explained, watching his big brother’s meticulous creation of his should-be-famous, multi-meat stack-wich. 

 “So, what’re you gonna do? Go to the Shiner’s and ask her out? Or maybe take her in the bathroom, bend her over and fuck her blue?” Randy asked, doing his best to keep the rolling anger in his belly in check. 

 “Geez, Dude! FUCK no! You know it’s not like that.” Eric shook his head, frowning at his brother, watching that jaw muscle tick and his full firm mouth turn down as he sliced the sandwiches in half. You need someone to hold you, someone to touch you and love you big brother. Why can’t you let me give you what you need? No one will ever love you like I can... or kiss you or drink you in like I can. You’re never going to find anyone who has what I need for you to take from me. “Besides, she’s dating some cop from Dubuque.” 

 Eric smiled, his eyes fixed on the strong, warm hand that slid the sandwich in front of him then loaded their plates with chips. “Thanks.” 

 “That would be the cop that’s investigating Dave’s murder?” Randy asked, smiling hugely as his little brother bit into the sandwich, his eyes closed in epicurean ecstasy. 

 


 “Mmm, you shoulda been a chef, bro.” The youngest Custon praised, delighting at the tinge of pink that flushed Randy’s cheeks. Could you take it if I told you you’re beautiful? “Now how come I can’t do this? I know exactly how you put one of these puppies together, but it never tastes right.” 


Secret ingredient. Bet if you made one for me I’d taste the difference, too, he smiled softly. “Stuff always tastes better when someone else makes it,” he shrugged sheepishly. “So, she’s dating the cop that’s investigating her dad’s murder?”

 Eric shook his head quickly, “Mm mm, I don’t think so. From what Boomer was sayin’, some old guy named Sherm is handling Dave’s case. Hey, are you goin’ to the Shiners? We could go together.” 

 “I doubt it,” Randy scoffed, catching a flicker of hurt cross his little brother’s face, “I mean, you’re the one crushing on the girl, and if the rest of the ‘Magnificent Custon Clan’ is going...” 

 Eric shook his head, his eyes wide and hopeful, “Dad and Mike are at the shop, and Mom’s probably at the spa or shopping or…” he shrugged, “something...” 

 “Yeah,” Randy snorted, shaking his head, his eyes boring into Eric’s, “Or something. So, why aren’t you going?” he asked, ripping into his sandwich. 

 Eric’s eyebrows danced up and down and a salacious grin spread his mouth, “I got a date, and it promises to last at least a couple days,” he looked at Randy through his lashes. 

 What he wanted to do was rip the faintly younger man off the stool, race him across the kitchen and into the corner where he could hold him captive with his body and breathe him in. Then, once he was full of that woody green scent, he would capture that warm, full mouth and remind Eric who he belonged to. Who he would always belong to. 

 “But, I could be late if you wanted to go together. Hey, do you think they’ll go public with whatever he sent to Sam?” 

 Ice shimmied over his back as Randy froze. That he wasn’t finished covering his bases was a harsh slap back to reality. For a moment there, with just the two of them in the house, he’d almost let himself forget that there was more to be done. 

 “Huh?” he asked, fighting the phantom sensation of the younger man crushed between him and the wall. 

 “Oh yeah, dude! The night Dave got hit, at least from what Boomer was sayin’, Cody goes to the house and picks up something to mail to Sam, only he’s so freaked about finding Dave’s body, he can’t remember if it went to Sam’s apartment or the Outreach Center.” 

 “Yeah, I heard something like that.” Randy muttered as his chewing slowed, Okay, yeah, I knew that, would she have it with her? Could she have gotten it already? No doubt Boomer will be at the Shiner’s for dinner. Man, that’s a risk. Something inside him sighed, I have to take it though.

 “Yeah, so now they’re all over her apartment and the center waiting for it to come so they can see if it I.D.’s the killer,” Eric informed him as they raised their bottles together. 

 “Well, fuck me.” Randy muttered, glancing out to the patio, letting his mind wander long enough to miss Eric’s wistful sigh and the look of longing that crossed his face. 

 “That’s a stroke of luck,” Randy half sighed, returning to the moment. 

 “Damned straight, sooner she can put this all behind her, get the son of a bitch behind bars, the better.” 

 “Heh, son of a bitch, yeah,” he snapped back to the moment, narrowing his eyes at his little brother. “So, are you staying here?” 

 “Heeeeeeeell no,” Eric frowned as Randy smirked and swigged his beer. 


 “Good boy. You still house sitting in Eagle Ridge then?” 


 Eric tapped his bottle against Randy’s, “You got it. Doc’s traveling with the rodeo circuit. San Antonio this week I think.” 


 Relieved, Randy smiled. “That’s good. I’m glad you’re not staying here.” 


 Eric caught his big brother’s eyes, “I’d sleep at the barn first.” 

 


 At the front door with twilight laying softly on the horizon behind him Randy smiled gently at his little brother, “Have a good time this weekend.” 

 Eric nodded smiling back but with glassy eyes, “You are still working for the Caffeys right?”

 “Yep. It’s a sweet gig,” he sighed. “Charles is a good guy, s’not his fault he’s got a slut for a wife and a battleaxe lording over him.” 

 “Long as you’re happy Ran.” The younger man nodded, leaning casually against the doorjamb, every instinct screamed for him to reach out and grab his big brother into his arms. “You should come and visit me. Doc’s place is only about a mile down the road, less if you could go through yards,” he watched Randy smile faintly and give a half-hearted nod. “I could grill us up something, you could meet Rob; I think you’d like him.” 

 Randy nodded tightly, “I’m sure he’s great. It sounds like you’re pretty happy.” He fought the urge to reach out, to put his hand on his little brother, afraid of what he might do if he did.

 “I am, mostly,” Eric sniffed shakily. He couldn’t stop himself, his hand snaked out lighting on Randy’s neck, half cupping his jaw, he choked “I miss you.” 

 The older man fought the urge to press his face into that warm calloused palm, but allowed himself the luxury of committing the feel to memory before he smiled and stepped back, “Talk to you soon.” He half dashed down the steps and from the safety of the driveway, too far away to let himself rush back, turned to drink in the sight of his Eric leaning dejectedly in the doorway, his head ducked just enough to betray the true depth of his loneliness. 

 “Was good t’see ya Eric,” he nodded, “real good.” I love you little bear.


 Then he was pulling away, the faint shimmer of desperate hope across the younger man’s face a dagger in his heart. 

 “If you really love me you’ll stop! Please!” He felt the hot sting of tears pricking the corners of his eyes and the pain of an unspent, fading erection between his legs as the young boy stepped up to him, his face streaked with tears as he reached forward. 


 “But I LOVE you, its okay. It’s just us…” he tried to explain pressing one hand to Randy’s chest while the other snaked around his waist. 



His belly twitched with the faint tickle of the little boy’s fingers sliding around the waistband of his jeans, brushing his sensitive skin teasingly. 


 “No! It’s NOT okay! It’s NOT NORMAL!” he cried, “It’s not the way love’s supposed to be! NOT LIKE THIS!” With his hands on either side of the little boy’s face, his bright green eyes fell into the dark brown Eric’s became when he was upset, begging the younger boy to understand. 


 


 --

 


 Bill Shiner smiled warmly, pressing Randy’s palm into his, “Glad you came son, thank you.” 

 Randy returned the vigorous handshake, well her SUV isn’t around, I’m guessing she’s still at the cabin, or at the B&B finding out why the ghastly trio came down from their tower. “Thank you, sir. It’s good of you and Mrs. Shiner to host this for Sam.” 

 “Least we could do,” Bill shook his head peering through the crowd, “I don’t think she’s back just yet, c’mon in Randy, food’s on the table. I’m afraid folks’re just sorta mingling around, eating where they stand ‘n all.” 

 “Thank you, sir.” Randy nodded as the old man caught sight of something, excused himself, and moved quickly through the throng of townies toward the table or the kitchen. 

 With a quick glance around, the middle Custon boy disappeared stealthily up the stairs. 

 At the top, he knew immediately which room Dave’s ‘daughter’ was staying in, I wonder if the poor guy had any clue what she was born from? He walked past the room, glancing in to make sure it was empty, then into the one on his right, the one Bill and Sophie’s boy Owen grew up in. It was also empty, and the bathroom door was open, as was the master bedroom at the end of the hall. He was alone. 

 Quietly, he returned to Sam’s room and slid inside. Once the door was closed, he took a moment to lean back, letting his heart race in his throat. The tight pulling sensation in his groin had only gotten more demanding after spending just a couple hours with his little brother, and the fuzzy curtain in his head that tried to keep things separated was forced aside by the events of the day, leaving the voices of his past demanding attention. 

 He shook his head, it’s too much, and held down the frenzied, furious animal that came with the voices. That was what wanted to tear through the room shredding everything. Breathlessly, he held it back, and when he was sure it was a little calmer, he eased himself off the door to digest his surroundings. 

 The bed was unmade and there were a few items of clothing strewn around: a sweater over the desk chair, her make up on the desk itself, her weekend suitcase shoved between the dresser and a stool, the dress she’d worn at the funeral in a black, silk lump on the bed with the black heels half-kicked underneath. 

 Swallowing hard around the ball in his throat, he stepped to the bed, his fingers sliding into the pile of silk, bringing it up to his face, breathing in the scent of the prey who’d worn it. 


God, he thought against the hot twitch deep inside as a buzzing sound burrowed from the back of his mind. 

 “don’t, please? I don’t wanna.” he was nearly begging. 


 “Shhh, it’s alright, just be a good boy and do what I say.” 



He looked to the side where his little brother lay face down and naked on the bed with that stony hand pressed into his back, keeping him down despite the tears and sniffles. 


 “Don’t hurt him, please.” Randy shook his head curled into the corner, thoughtless of his own nakedness as he watched the free hand touch his little brother. 


 “COME HERE!” 



He shook his head but couldn’t stop himself from crawling forward, his heart beat echoing in his chest. His throat was dry and sand papery, all the water seemed to be gone from him as Eric’s eyes pleaded with his, his lips trembling with fear. 



The little boy shook his head, his cheeks stained and shiny with his own tears as that hand slid somewhere that made him shriek, “Noooo!” in unmistakable pain. 


 “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, just don’t, please…” he reached forward, stroking the little one’s tearful face while he shook his head at the sight of the humming device that was often used to hurt them. 


 “Roll over Eric.” 



And he did, his tummy trembling as he draped his arm over his face. 


 “Alright boy, you know what to do, show your little brother how much you love him.” 


 Randy winced, then sighed, the taste of the boy forever imprinted in his memory. The flavor they made was the nectar that sustained him and kept him sane. But it was the staying away from him that made him crazy. 

 “I’m sorry,” he cried, holding Eric’s face between his hands, “I’m sorry…” 



Eric sniffed, “S’okay Ran, s’okay.” he assured, throwing his arms around the older boy’s neck and pressing their mouths together. 


 His hand clenched around the dress, his palm sweating into the delicate fabric as tears threatened and his breath came shakily. He wiped the sheen of perspiration off his face and dropped the hopelessly wrinkled garment back onto the bed before lurching at the small suitcase, his eyes fixed on its address tag. 

 He spread the panels of the bag open, sweeping his hand through each pocket, looking for anything from a letter to the possible contents of a package when a flash of purple lace caught his attention. He drew the thong from the dark recesses, his breathing growing ragged again as he pressed it to his face hoping to catch confirmation of her scent. 

 “Don’t make me…” he whimpered in a whisper, part of his mind still lost in the memories, still trying to undo everything that had long ago been done. 

 Frustration crushed the piece of lace into his fist where it ended up in the pocket of his suit jacket before he moved on to the dressers, the closet, under the bed, between the mattress and box spring, and under the chair cushion to finally satisfy himself that so far as yet, Dave’s daughter had nothing in her possession here that could point to him. 


Now all I have to do is keep my eyes and ears open between the center and her apartment. He took a moment to copy down her address from the suitcase before standing at the mirror, making sure he appeared just as he should. 

 A quick flick of his fingers through his hair, a long deep breath and a slow exhale and he was ready to exit the room. 

 “Okay,” he breathed. 

 Making sure he was still alone with a peek into the hallway, Randy then ducked into the bathroom to wet his hands and a towel, just in case anyone saw him. He crept to the corner and glanced downward. If he could descend and leave without anyone knowing he’d been up there at all, so much the better. But if not, then at least he could say the downstairs bathroom had been occupied. 

 From the top of the landing he watched Bill open the front door where a man who was definitely NOT a townie introduced himself. 

 “Jase Edwards, I’m a friend of Sam’s. You must be Mr. Shiner,” the detective extended his hand. 


Oh man, she had to fuck with a COP! BITCH! he cursed her, I’m gonna fuckin’ kill you so hard Patty’ll feel it!


 Everyone in town knew Dave Backer’s wife Patty had died in childbirth, but Randy was willing to bet that not a single soul knew that the child Dave had raised as his own, was NOT the child Patty gave birth to. 

 “I think she’s still at the cabin,” Bill offered, “she should be back soon though.” He stepped back to admit the man whose build, Randy noticed, was almost identical to his own. 

 “Thanks. Do you mind if I wait for her?” the detective asked. 

 


 “Not at all. Food’s on the table, just grab a plate and dig in, make your self comfortable.” Bill walked with him into the living room and out of earshot. 

 Steadying himself with a quick breath, Randy descended the stairs, appearing for anyone who may have noticed, like he had every right to be there. 

 As much as he loathed his and Eric’s earliest lessons, he had to admit they’d served him well. The first and sometimes most important one being that no matter how you felt on the inside, most people wouldn’t see anything you didn’t force them to. Eric always knew though, good, bad, or indifferent, he could always see. With thoughts of his brother circling his mind, Randy let himself out of the Shiner house, the only sign that he’d been there a ransacked bedroom on the second floor. 
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 Sam joined Bill on the porch step, the sound of far too many townsfolk inside setting her nerves on edge as a forced cackle from somewhere close to the front door seemed to shoot through her.

 “Anybody drunk yet?” she asked.


 “Yup, a few.”


 “Suppose we should go in…” 


 “I’ve done my time in there.” he cocked an eyebrow at her. “So who are they?” he asked in reference to the trio of strangers they’d been wondering about at the wake. He figured they were the most likely reason she was so late in returning.

 Sam shook her head smiling softly and shrugged. “Bunch of self-important nut-jobs seriously in need of counseling. The old woman says she did business with dad years ago…” she waved her hand dismissively in frustration.

 “They say what kind of business?” he asked.

 “Don’t know, she wouldn’t tell me tonight. She said she’d call in the morning to set up a meeting so we could talk. The younger woman said she was just trying to make me sweat.” 

 Bill shook his head frowning deeply, “Don’t like the sound o’that,” he mused.

 Sam patted his knee, “I don’t really care, I’m tired, these people are nothing to me, and I sincerely doubt they have anything to say that could be of interest.” She pushed herself to her feet and scrubbed her face then cast a reproachful look at the door, “See you in a bit.” 

 “Mmm,” he grunted. 

 As she entered the house several of her dad’s dearest friends turned and looked, a couple of them jerked toward her as if they wanted to approach, but something inside seemed to hold them back. After catching sight of her reflection, she understood. Her skin was drawn and waxy looking, and there were deep blue ghoulish hollows under her eyes that left her looking less than approachable.

 In an attempt to break the barrier between them, she greeted people as she passed, thanking them for coming, and slowly becoming part of the crowd until she too was sharing memories and stories of her dad right along with everyone else. 

 For another hour and a half, people left and others came, until somewhere around ten the guests started filing out the door. 

 Bill and Sam stood at the edge of the porch, joined by Sophie, as the last guest stepped onto the walkway. For a long moment she leaned against the door jamb looking at the older couple who’d served the whole of her life as surrogate grandparents. 


I’ll either sleep until noon or not at all. Thank God that’s over, dad’s gone and it’s all over. Tomorrow everyone will go back to their lives and everything will be normal, for them.

 


 --

 


 Randy stripped out of his clothes, tossing them over the chair in his room before sliding between the sheets, exhausted and numb from the trials of the day. It was bad enough having been required to even see the majority of his family, but that the Caffey’s and The Hag had shown up at the funeral was an added weight. The last thing he’d needed was to be spotted and run the risk of any of them putting two and two together. But he’d dodged that bullet and slipped out unnoticed after all, and for that he was grateful. 

 Only two things made the day worthwhile, the first being that he could now be relatively certain that Sam hadn’t yet received whatever it was Cody had sent to her. And the second was the little bit of time he’d been able to spend with his brother before even that became too painful. It was great to see Eric, he looks good. Really good, the thought stirred him as he curled onto his side and with a sigh fell almost instantly to sleep where reality and fantasy swirled in a tantalizing mix. 


He remembered thinking on his way to the Caffey estate library, ‘Three days ago everything was different, I didn’t want to kill Dave but, him or me, and who’s ever gonna protect me? I didn’t have a choice.’ 



In the large marble, museum-like hallway, a curtain of light from the enormous bay window behind Charles’ desk poured through the partially open door, along with three voices. 


 ‘Sounds like they’re all in there, dammit. I don’t wanna deal with the bitches, especially that old hag, dried up, old…’ 


 “Murdered?” Amelia’s voice rose in pitch, the vibration of the word sending shivers through him as he crept through the shadows toward the door. 


 “Beaten to death with a shovel, or so they’re saying.” Gertrude confirmed coldly. 


 ‘Dave? Why the hell are they talking about Dave?’ he wondered. 


 “You lied to me! You told me my baby DIED during the birth!” Amelia shrieked, “The DOCTOR even told me that! What’d you do? Buy HIM off? Unbelievable!” 


 “You could hardly blame me, Amelia, or Charles…” Gertrude’s voice came through. 


 “I hope you two rot in HELL FOREVER!” she screamed. “You are two of the most vile, reprehensible people I have EVER had the misfortune of KNOWING, let alone being related to!” 


 “Let’s not forget who had the affair here, Amelia!” Charles’ voice seemed to draw closer to the door. 



Randy leaned forward, entranced by the scene unfolding in the library as Charles stood before his wife, with Gertrude obviously taking his side in the matter. 


 “Aww, what’s the matter, Charles? Oh wait! I know… you’re just upset because MY getting pregnant meant the inadequacy was YOURS, NOT mine!” She breathed then wheeled around to face him again, “And let’s not forget how many women you fucked trying to get them pregnant so you could claim a child! People in glass houses, you pig!” She sneered. 


 “Did it ever cross your mind to think about what kind of man this David Backer might be? He might’ve been… cruel! He might’ve been…a monster! And you took MY baby and tossed her into the arms of a complete stranger! Someone you knew nothing about!?” She demanded once more. 


 “Frankly, I actually hoped he was,” Charles confided dryly.

 “It’s your own fault,” Gertrude shook her head, “If you’d at least had the discretion to use some kind of contraceptive when you decided to start… rutting with that… that… half-breed piece of trash…” 


 “Don’t you EVER talk about Jesse that way! NEVER!” Amelia ordered furiously. “He’s TEN TIMES the man this pasty little pencil-pecker is!” She jerked her thumb at her husband. 



Randy remembered the feel of his heartbeat accelerating as he raised his hand to the door, barely able to breathe with the new knowledge that the woman Dave had raised as his own was the product of an infidelity. ‘No no, not Sam. Maaan,’ he squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep breath, ‘I’m sorry, Dave. I’m so sorry. It’s in the blood, you have to understand, it’s in the blood. She’ll only wind up causing someone pain, rip their heart out and grind it into pulp. I can’t let her do it man,’ he’d pleaded internally before knocking to announce his presence. 



A second before stepping into the library Randy felt a hand slide into his, drawing the dream out of fact and into the realm of desire. He turned his face to the right, warmed by the presence he’d know anywhere. 


 “I miss you, Ran,” Eric raised their hands up to his lips, pressing a gentle smile to the older man’s warm, supple skin. 


 “Eric…” he felt his mouth grin. His hand slid out from his brothers then around the younger man’s lean waist drawing him close. His fingers traced the lovingly chiseled lines of his face, and his heart leaped into his throat as he pressed their mouths hungrily together. 


 “I love you, Eric, God, I love you so much,” he whimpered, nuzzling their cheeks together. 


 “I thought you didn’t, Ran. I thought you were so mad at me…” 


 “No, never. Never at you little bear.” his childhood nickname for the little boy who he’d once fancied his very own living teddy-bear slid easily between them. 



He angled the young man’s head, taking his lips captive, stroking his mouth with the tip of his tongue, while his hands glided over that beautifully cared for body. Eric’s hands moved down his back, clutching his hips, pulling him close until he could feel the younger man’s hardness even through their clothes. 


 “Love me? Please say you’ll always love me,” he panted into Randy’s ear, his fingers sliding up his suddenly bare skin awakening shivers of wanting. 


 “Always, Eric, you’re the only one I’ll ever love.” he sighed, reveling in the feel of those full warm lips on him. 



Randy glanced down, thrilled to find them both sprawled naked on his bed. He grinned, his breath quickening to tiny pants while he traced the silky texture of his brother’s skin. 



Unable to bear the slightest separation from the younger man he rolled onto his side, throwing his leg over Eric’s, smiling blissfully, watching that taut belly quiver under his languid touch. 



Eric panted faintly, his hand grasped a fist full of Randy’s short shorn hair, “It can always be like this, Ran, just you and me. We can go somewhere, we can be together. We CAN have this forever.” he seemed to plead as his hand glided over Randy’s hip between his legs coaxing him to arousal. 


 “Oh, God, yes, we will, Eric, we will…” he panted, flopping onto his back unable to, and more importantly, unwilling to stop the joyful trembling of his body. His fists clenched the sheets while Eric ministered to him, working magic with hands and mouth, making him ready little by little to take the whole of the man into him. 


 Wetness came fast as he rolled once more onto his side, clutching his pillow to his chest, spotting the case with tears, “I love you, I do, I swear I love you…” he cried against his brother’s mouth. 


 “Liar!” The word came from behind and sent a shiver through him, freezing him naked where he lay, suddenly alone on a dirty straw covered floor he knew far too well. His little bear had been taken away from him and was nowhere to be found. 


 “NO!” he bolted awake, panting and shaking with sweat dripping down his face and neck. “Eric…” he gasped clutching the pillow to his heaving chest, wiping his face dry with it. 

 


 --

 


 Sophie, Bill and Sam moved slowly, each of them breathing out a sigh of deep relief as they returned to the living room and took in the sight. Other than the dining table which was covered in prepared dishes, it wasn’t too bad, and with the three of them working at it, Sam figured they’d have everything back together in no time. 

 “Sammy, dear, why don’t you start out here?” Sophie suggested pointing to the table. 

 “Can do,” she nodded with a tired smile while the couple moved into the kitchen. 

 Starting with the big bowls, Sam began condensing some of the similar offerings, “Can I get some tin foil or plastic wrap out here please?” she called. 

 A chair scraped the floor of the kitchen and a moment later Jase joined her at the table holding out a roll of each, “Which one you want?” he smiled.

 Sam jumped and wheeled into his arms grinning hugely, “Jase, you came.” then twined her arms around him and kissed him deep. 

 Sweeping her hair from her face once she let him up for air he smiled, “Yeah, well, you know… Pete, he was kinda beat and …” he ran his thumb across her knowing smile, “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.” 

 “You had to work,” she stroked his stubble, “And you’re here now.” 

 “Why don’t you two go get Owens room set up, Bill and I’ll take care of this mess.” Sophie suggested with her husband nodding at her side. 

 Sam took turns curling herself into each of the Shiner’s arms one at a time, grateful for such wonderful people in her life. 

 Leading him up the stairs she asked, “You did bring your stuff here, right? You didn’t check in at the B&B or anything, right?” stopping abruptly at the top. 

 “Bag’s in the car,” he nodded, suddenly keen to the stiffness of her stance and the puzzled look on her face. 

 “S’up?” he asked at her side. 

 She shook her head, “Nothing, Sophie or Bill must’ve closed it.” she motioned to the door of the bedroom she was staying in, but a glance down the hall into the master bedroom and another at Owens showed both of those doors open. 

 With her hand on the knob Jase stopped her, shouldered his way in front of her and pulled his .38 from his ankle holster, “Stay behind me.” 

 “Jase,” she half scowled. 


 “Sam.” His tone was perfectly clear. 


 She moved behind him as he turned the knob, swinging the door open slowly, revealing inch by inch her ransacked room. 


 “Stay here,” he mouthed ducking inside to check the closet and the far side of the bed. 


 Even from the hallway she could see the room was in shambles, clothes lay strewn all over the floor and bed, and not just the ones she’d left there herself. Her weekend bag had been tossed, as had her purse which she’d left behind. Even the dresser and night table had been dumped even though she hadn’t put anything into them. 


He’s gone. But he’d been there. Which means whoever killed dad was most likely local.
Most likely someone everyone knows and someone who could move among a house full of townies without being noticed. 


 With the room cleared, Jase holstered his gun and went to Sam who stood leaning against the door jamb with her arms crossed over her chest, and her expression blank. 


No anger, no tears…yet, that’s not a good sign. He turned her away from the mess and closed the door, leading her into Owens room before he called the Sheriff. 

 Undeniably exhausted in all ways, Sam left Jase to handle the processes that would come next. Boomer would come because he’s the town sheriff. Sherm, Paulson and Rummy at the very least would also be called in. And of course, Jase would call Pete. 

 In the wing-backed chair that looked out the window, she tucked her feet under her and rested her head with her eyes fixed through the slats of the blinds out into the velvet night beyond the streetlamp. She was grateful for shock, it kept everything at bay while she embraced numbness.

 A few minutes later Jase returned to the room and sat on the edge of the bed. 

 “Sheriff Hamilton’s on his way. Pete wants to come, but the cap doesn’t want him to leave the area till I get back,” he shrugged, “you know, just in case.”

 She nodded, “What about Sherm? He’s the one handling dad’s murder.”

 “He’s on his way with the Bobbsey-twins.” 

 “Jase, we should go to my office in the morning and see if anything’s come yet.” For the moment, Gertrude Waldham, her grand niece Amelia Caffey, and nephew-in-law Charles, were entirely dismissed from her mind. 

 Jase smiled gently, “That’s just what I was thinking. I’ll call Pete and have him meet us there around eleven.”

 


 --

 


 A quick glance to his left and Jase lowered his voice another notch. It looked like Sam was asleep, curled into the chair, and the last thing he wanted to do was wake her before there was a solid game plan. 

 “We don’t even know if the two are related, Edwards.” Sherm, an appropriately Harry Morgan-esque man pointed out quietly. 

 Behind the loose circle made by the law men, Rumsfeld and Paulson worked their preliminary forensic hoodoo on Sam’s room. 

 “Oh come ON!” Jase scowled, “You know as well as I do that this was NO coincidence! The son of a bitch is a townie and you KNOW it! AND you know he’s the same son of a bitch that killed Dave!” he argued quietly. 

 “I know, and for the record, I agree. But it’s not me we gotta worry about here, it’s the captain.” 

 “Look guys, I got no problem sharing jurisdiction here. If that’s the issue, I’ll give Captain Zegler a call, I mean, we’re all on the same side here, right?” Boomer offered, also mindful of the sleeping woman just a few feet away. He’d known Sam all her life, and after what she’d just gone through, and the horrible way her dad had been killed, he’d do anything to help. 

 Sherm sighed patting the man’s shoulder, “County works a little different than small town Boomer, you know that already.” He was speaking in reference to how effectively the sheriff had been almost completely shut out of the investigation into Dave’s murder. “Fact is, we all know it’s probable the guy who killed Dave did this. Let’s just see if we can get something concrete. You know Z will give us some slack on this. Sad thing is, even though it’s not likely, it could be totally unrelated.” 

 Jase groaned angrily, “If it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck, figure it’s a fucking duck!” 


 “Occam’s Razor!” Paulson called over his shoulder. 


 “I am not going to put that girl in jeopardy!” he leaned toward Sherm. 


 “Then get her back to the city, keep her at your place or at Pete’s or anywhere you can keep an eye on her until we talk to Z and make it all official.” He suggested, unaffected by the detective’s vehemence. 

 “Pete’s?” Jase asked, surprised by the suggestion.

 “You’ve got your own case, remember? Serial rapist, cum killer, you can’t let yourself get distracted.” 

 “Good point, she could wind up in harm’s way instead of out of it.” 

 Paulson emerged from the room draping one arm across Sherm’s shoulders and the other over Jase’s, “Me’n Rummy’s got all we can get from our end. You’re gonna hafta get Ming out here if you wanna go all the way with this.” 

 “Got prints?” Jase asked, trying to keep his mind off how very out-of-his-element he felt by steeping himself in procedure. 

 He’d been on the force for 13 years and a detective for the last 5. In that time, he often had to put himself into different mindsets, some of which were extremely uncomfortable, but the one that always hit him hardest was the victims’. 

 He frowned glancing at the woman who’d been wheeled away in an ambulance with his heart in her possession only three short years ago, I don’t care what he takes, what he touches, what he does… as long as he stays the hell away from what’s mine.

 “Tons, just don’t know who’s yet.” 


 Sherm glanced between Jase and Boomer, “You got the Shiner’s making a list of everyone who was here tonight, right?” 


 “Everyone they remember, Sherm, it was like half the town.” 


 The older man smirked pointedly at the town Sheriff, “Well, I’m sure Boomer’s gonna be willing to help us narrow that list down a bit, yeah?” 

 Boomer nodded, “Damned straight. Dave was a once in a lifetime guy y’know? Sammy’s a good girl. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to her.”

 


 --

 


 


 Not really feeling like much had been accomplished in spite of the flurry of activity he’d just tight-roped his way through, Jase shifted Sam from the chair into the bed and tucked her in. He took her place in the chair with his mind spinning in ever tightening circles while his eyes rested on her through the night. 
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 Her cell’s chime sliced cleanly through the cozy envelope of sleep that kept Sam safe through the night. With a groan, she rolled forward, tapping around on the night table, reaching for that horrible device. 

 “Mmm’ello?” 

 “Mornin’ sleepyhead, are you coming in today? No one left me your schedule.” Diane Thompson’s sharp, chipper voice on the other end made the young psychologist wince while she stretched and forced herself out of bed and toward the bathroom. 

 “Welcome back,” she yawned turning on the water, “How was the vacation?” 

 “Good. Too short though, so are you coming in today or not?” 

 Sam set the cell down on the sink then splashed her face, “Mm mm, no. Well, not to work. There shouldn’t be any appointments for me today anyway.” 

 Slowly yesterday’s events started coming back to mind, “Look D, do yourself a favor, go back to your folks house for a few days, or go home, whatever you want.” I don’t care.

 As Jase rounded the corner into the bathroom with a cup of coffee in hand for each of them, a warm smile renewed her day. He leaned down brushing her temple with his lips. 

 “I think that envelope y’all have been waiting for finally got here.” The secretary said.


 “Morning.” He greeted softly. 


 “What?” She asked into the phone, “When?” then turned her head to nuzzle his stubble. 


 “Maybe came with yesterday’s mail, so probably around lunch time. Sam what’s goin’ on?”


 “Put it in the safe and leave the office, Diane. Don’t tell anyone about it. Jase and I are going to meet Pete there around 11.” 

 “The envelope?” Jase mouthed more than said. Sam nodded confirmation. 

 “What’s goin’ on Sam? You’re scaring me here.” her voice audibly trembling. Calm down, Sam, stay calm. She took a breath releasing it slowly. Diane’s temperament was more well suited to the most innocuous reception job imaginable, perhaps an acquisition department of a local museum. Yeah, and every call that came in she’d think some ancient curse had come to life. 


 “Look D, just go home. Take the rest of the week off, I’ll call you Monday, okay?” Sam pressed. 

 “Are you sure?” 

 “Positive, thanks. Just go and enjoy the rest of the week alright?” Sam insisted impatiently, crossing back into the bedroom where she hunted the floor for her boots. 

 “Sam?” 

 “I gotta go, talk with you later, okay?” She hung up quickly, tilting the coffee mug in Jase’s hand to her lips for a long draught before sliding into her boots. 

 “Good morning,” he smiled. 

 “Let’s hope so,” she nodded. 

 


 --

 


 


 Emotionally drained by the tumult of the previous night, Randy leaned against the wall inside the stairwell. He pulled the bill of the cap just a little lower, pushed the thicker rims of the windowpane glasses back up his nose and adjusted the bud in his ear, then refilled the cup from his thermos, wincing at the crackling of structural interference through the amplifier. 

 “Piece of shit,” he grumbled. Every sense was on high alert. The emptiness that had chased him into the morning from the night’s dream had him on edge. I never should have asked him to stop. It’s my fault neither one of us is whole, I’ll make it right though. Once I’m done here, I swear I’ll make it right. We’ll go somewhere, Eric, I promise. We’ll go somewhere no one knows we’re brothers, then we can live in peace. I’ll make it up to you, you deserve that much, then you can see I never stopped. I never stopped loving you. I just didn’t understand.


 Everything changed that day at the Barn; He’d changed everything, and it’d taken a long time before he was able to look at his little brother again without seeing canyon deep hurt in his eyes. 

 “…in the safe… leave the office…n’t tell anyone abou…it. Jase ‘n I’ll… ick it up…” Sam’s morning-thick voice stuttered over the connection. 

 Randy sat up straight, turning the amplifier, losing the conversation for a second before finding it again, “Look… go home…ake the…eek off. … call you by…day okay?” 

 As soon as he was certain the line was disconnected, he capped the thermos, tucked the amplifier into the pocket of the navy blue custodial jumpsuit he wore and dashed down the stairs toward the parking garage. 

 


 --

 


 Diane hastily gathered her things, locked Sam’s office door, and told the other employees she’d been sent home for the rest of the week. 

 Tiny tight steps carried her out into the hall where she stood surrounded by classic prints and elegant décor she no longer saw, while waiting for the elevator that would take her to the parking garage. Movement at her chest caught her attention and she found herself entranced by the sight of her blouse vibrating in time with her pounding heartbeat. 

 An eternity later the elevator arrived. Once inside she leaned against the dark paneling, trying to rearrange her grip on the files she’d grabbed off the desk, but didn’t take the time to slide into her briefcase. Between her shaking hands and the initial drop of the car, the bundle of papers exploded to the floor. 

 “Dammit!” she cursed. Calm down you silly nit! It’s just a precaution that’s all, nothing more. Just stay calm, her inner voice reasoned, but her foremost mind would have none of it. She was scared, plain and simple. She’d never known anyone who’d been murdered before, and though she hadn’t known David Backer personally, knowing his daughter was just a little too close for comfort. 

 A soft double chime announced her arrival in the parking garage as she shoved the files ruthlessly into her briefcase, haphazardly making an attempt at composing herself. On the way out, her heel slipped between the car and the shaft sending her lurching forward, arms wind-milling for balance as her keys and security badge flew from her hand, and several papers leaped to freedom. 

 “Dammit!” she cursed again. 

 “Hey, easy there now,” Randy grinned jogging toward her, the sight of a security cap and jacket visibly starting to set the woman at ease. 

 “Here, lemme give you a hand.” He bent down helping to scoop up her badge and a few papers while she chased her overloaded key ring. 

 “Thanks,” she glanced at him smiling awkwardly at those bright crystalline green eyes, “I just, you know, a little discombobulated is all,” she stammered. 

 He cocked his head to the side still smiling easily, “No problem, we’ve all had those kinds of days. You look a little upset, is there a problem?” 

 Diane chuckled, nervously shaking her head, “No, no, I’m just a little, I need to get home,” they rose together, Randy holding out the papers to her as she started to back away, looking over her shoulder for her car. 

 She looked up from his hand, “Thank you,” her smile faltered. 


 Randy handed the papers to her, walking beside her down the row of cars, step by step drawing closer to his van. 


 “Are you sure you’re in any shape to be driving anywhere? Is there someone you can call?”


 “No thanks, I just…” she watched his eyes flick down the row, then his hand came up with her badge in it. 


 “I think this is yours, too,” he smiled. 


 With another nervous chuckle, Diane looked down at her blazer then shook her head, her hand reaching toward the badge. 


 The instant her fingers closed on the piece of plastic, his hand closed on her wrist, painfully twisting it behind her back. 


 He grasped her by the neck violently popping her forehead into the door of the van, “Scream and I’ll break your fucking neck!” he warned, bracing her against the vehicle long enough to open the back door. He shoved her inside and followed quickly, well aware that this moment, when he didn’t have a hold on her, was the most dangerous.

 Despite being stunned and terrified, Diane squealed and squirmed. She kicked out at the man but he descended on her viciously, raining several swift hammer-blows that left her fighting for consciousness while he bound her hands and ankles with duct tape. He finished by slapping a piece over her mouth, then waited for her senses to return enough to get what he needed. 

 “I only want one thing from you, anything else that happens to you after this is completely your responsibility, do I make myself clear?” he asked, the shiny tip of his spring loaded knife waggling before her horrified eyes.

 Slowly, she nodded.

 He gave her a moment to digest her situation, then spoke again, “Now, I’m going to ask you a question, if you scream, I’ll kill you. If you lie, I’ll kill you, get the idea?”

 She nodded quickly, her eyes staying with the blade as it skimmed her cheek. 

 “I’m gonna take the tape off so you can answer me.” He pressed the point upward just under her chin, “Think you can give me an answer without doing something stupid?”

 With a faint whimper she nodded quickly.

 Ripping the tape savagely from her mouth, he used her gasp of pain as an excuse to pierce the tender skin of her neck driving his message home clearly.

 “What’s the combination to the safe in Samantha Backer’s office?” 

 Diane’s eyes bulged, loosing tears down her face as the extent of her situation hit with brutal force.

 


 --

 


 No one noticed the new janitor who moved smoothly through the offices not long after Diane left, and upon reaching Samantha Backer’s, as he had with all the others, unlocked it and entered, pushing his cleaning cart before him.

 Moving directly to the desk, Randy bent down, scoping the reception area while reaching for the trash can. With the front desk temporarily unmanned, he dumped the garbage then moved into the shadow thrown by the book case where on the bottom shelf there sat a small rotary dial safe. 


Bitch better not have lied to me, he thought quickly, spinning the dial back and forth to the appointed numbers. The faint snick of the latch releasing gave him cause to smile as he opened the door and slid a 9x12 manila envelope off the shelf. He tossed it into the garbage sack on the cart with one hand and closed the safe with the other. 

 As he rose, with this part of his mission complete, he glanced around the office. On one of the book shelves against the wall he saw a picture of Sam and Jase kissing in a covered wagon at last year’s Frontier Days festival. 

 He winced as his father’s voice boomed through his head, “For God’s sake, Sandra! Do you have to carry on with these… playmates of yours IN OUR HOUSE!? Under the roof WE share?”

 “Oh please, Carl,” Sandy huffed haughtily, “It’s not as if there’s anything going on in OUR bed.” 


 “What if the children find out? Have you thought about that? What would you tell them?” he argued. 


 “Maybe I’ll just have to explain to them why daddy’s got no desire for his own WIFE!” 


 “Nuh,” he choked as another voice came to him. 

 “Thaaaaat’s right, good, yeeeeeessss, that’s right, and when he stands up nice and straight you’ll know your little soldier’s ready…”

 “Stop.” He whimpered, “Please, you’re HURTING ME!” 


 “Nuh,” his eyes popped open as the main door to the Outreach Center burst open setting his heart racing in his chest.

 Barely able to breathe he watched a man with an armload of carryout and drinks walk hastily toward the back. His gaze turned back to the picture, falling onto Jase’s profile. 

 “I’ll save you man.” 

 


 --

 



It’s daytime! 



It’s a risk, but it has to be done. 



Wait until tonight, wait until late so they find her in the morning! Fucking billboard before breakfast! 



What? And give her another night to sink her claws that much deeper into the poor son of a bitch? I mean come ON!


What’s one more night?


It’s ONE NIGHT TOO MANY! She deserves to pay! Every single one of these filthy, vile, two-timing, he shook his head, No, it’s quiet up here, I know this place like my own back yard.


Like you knew the clearing by Dave’s? 



SHUT UP! That WASN’T my fault! He wasn’t supposed to be there! If he’d been at home like he was supposed to be I wouldn’t have had to, I wouldn’t have had to… his breath caught in his throat as a fine layer of sweat broke over him.


It’s safe here, he assured himself, pulling the van into the shadow of a small grove of trees. Just on the other side of the hill was a jogging path that, thanks to the odd morning hour, was largely abandoned. It wouldn’t be for very long, he knew, but it wouldn’t take him long to make his warning heard. 


It’s her own fault, she shouldn’t have done that, she shouldn’t be… he’s gonna get hurt and it’s her fault. His heart pounded deep in his throat as burning heat flickered from his chest up his neck and throat until it cradled his head on either side. The cottony buzz of barely contained rage drowned out everything but him, the lee side of the hill and the indignation that held him by the scruff of the neck. 

 He threw open the vans rear doors, grabbed Diane by the ankle, and with a twist of his body, yanked her out into the daylight. With the sun shining in her face, she blinked hard trying to squirm away as he fiercely stalked her. 

 Her eyes grew wide watching him. Every motion screamed ‘predator,’ ‘feral,’ his shoulders bunched, and his body seemed to slink toward her. Pure focused malice glittered in gem-like eyes she would have thought quite beautiful under different circumstances. 

 His teeth clenched, lips drawn back in a savage animal snarl, he dropped his knee into her belly, “Did you really think you could get away with it? HUH! Did you really? Do ANY of YOU?” he raged grabbing her by the hair. 

 Diane had no clue how or why she’d become the target of his fury. Her body, with the impact of his knee into her belly simply seemed to ‘pop’. Things broke inside, not the least of which were bones, but the worst of which were soft delicate organs, some of which she knew, as blood rose into the back of her throat, were already mortally damaged with such a simple move. In spite of her certain doom, her eyes tried to plead with him, her head shook back and forth in denial and her body tried to escape this impossible creature atop her. 


How can he be the same man? She wondered fleetingly, picturing again the bright soft smile he’d beamed at her in the parking garage as he helped her gather up her things, It’s not possible, but it was.

 Again, his steely fists rained down on her, leaving her dazed and grateful for the sudden disconnection from the excruciating agony inside. 

 “Each and every one of you sick, evil… you’ve got ONE tool and you use it without a thought for the lives or the PEOPLE you FUCKING TEAR APART!” 

 She shook her head in denial, aware of the sensation of his hands sliding up her skirt and grasping her hose then clawing them down with one hand while the keen edge of his blade pressed against the base of her throat inviting her blood out beneath it. 

 “Oh, yeah!” he nodded, “Oh, YES YOU DO! Don’t you DARE lie to me, bitch!” 

 The color red rose in a line down the length of her blouse, trailing behind the edge of his knife, every frantic, struggling breath accentuated now by that burning line of red against white, “You’re gonna tell her, you’re gonna be a fucking billboard, and then she’ll HAVE to see!” 

 “Maybe there’s something wrong with HIM? Maybe he’s broken and can’t feel what love REALLY is…” 


 His jaw clenched against the mocking voice inside, he threw his head back, teeth grinding, “Oh, yes I can! Show you I can you fucking bitch!” he ground out while beneath the tape Diane gagged on her scream. 

 “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” he flipped her over, his knife hand swinging over and over, the pommel came down again and again until bone cracked and her body lay twitching beneath him. 

 Panting he tossed the skirt up over her hips, his eyes locked into the memory of another day. Please, please… he slid the jumpsuit off his naked shoulders, his hand gliding over his gasping chest and quivering belly, watching the blade graze his sweat-slicked skin. 

 He swept the woman’s hair, blood and scalp bits off the pommel into the grass, then ran the cool metal down the side of his pulsing hardness. When the first pearly drop of moisture emerged into the open daylight he grasped his shaft firmly, spreading that bit of wetness with his thumb before climbing astride her. His fingers jabbed into her recesses for a split second before he forced his way into her, barely eliciting a squeak. 

 He grasped her around the chest, holding her against him just in case she tried to start squirming again, “I do know how, I do!” He ground furiously, captive to his memories until his release was final. 

 Holding her tightly while the last few spasms shook him, he swept aside her hair with his right hand and pressed his mouth to her neck just below the ear barely taking note of the blood that covered the blade. 

 Once his breathing settled, and his spent member slid from her body, he became aware of the wetness dripping on his left arm and looked over her shoulder. His gaze drawn to the gaping slash through her neck, down to the vertebrae, “Whooh,” he chuckled softly, “got a little carried away there huh?” he asked glancing at her sightless eyes, then chewed his lip. 

 “I should remember doing that.” A moment later he shrugged, “Meh,” then released her torso and slid off bending down to wipe his blood covered forearm in the grass before pulling the jumpsuit back up. “Almost done here, almost done.” He assured himself feeling more focused than he had just a few minutes ago. 

 With the return of his clarity, Randy knew he had to move quickly. His senses were back and he couldn’t shake the feeling that time was passing much too quickly. 

 The trek over the hill from where he’d parked and killed Diane hadn’t taken but a couple minutes, the problem was that when the memories took control he could lose track of time, so he had no idea just how long there was until the lunchtime fitness fanatics made their way down the path. 

 He worked quickly, crouched on the far side of the shrubs adjusting her skirt, her knees, and her hands just so, making sure the left one was flung out just enough through the underbrush to be seen relatively soon. 

 The message would be clear to those it was meant for, and just in case it wasn’t, he had a back up plan. 

 Hiking quickly up the hill, he fingered the edge of the latex glove, rolling it over his hand so it was inside out as he took it off, then did likewise with the other one binding the bodily fluids inside the layers. 

 Back inside the van he tossed the ball of rubber into a plastic grocery bag, his eyes falling on the manila envelope from the safe. He had no desire to open it, to see what it contained. It was in his possession and that’s all that mattered. The last possible piece of evidence that could pin Dave’s death on him was now in his hands and soon to be in the shredder. His chin dropped to his chest and he breathed relief before pulling out into traffic, heading for the Terrace Apartments, where Sam lived. 

 


 --

 


 “Maintenance…” he called, knocking on her pristine white door, a fresh pair of gloves on his hands. 

 A glance up and down the hallway had him quickly tapping the lock to slip into the apartment. 

 With the door closed behind him, he stood taking in the sparse, but quality décor. Not very cluttered, well organized. Nice. He noticed, vaguely impressed for some reason. 

 Across the hall from the door, toward the left, was the living room, again with sparse furnishings, a couch, coffee table, desk, and a small cabinet for her TV and media. A textured crystal vase with twin shafts of silk orchids caught his eye. He stood before them peering down into the vase then reached into the zippered chest pocket of his jumpsuit. 

 He smiled at the three pale nubs in his palm then found the perfect place for one of them, at the base of one of the flowers near the top of the vase. He peeled away the backing from the dot of adhesive on the mic then stuck it firmly to the plastic and returned the other two to his pocket.

 Smiling, he turned to the left and let his feet carry him into the bedroom. 

 It smelled like a woman’s bedroom, light clean fragrances mingled on the air. One by one he opened the dresser drawers in an effort to determine just how deeply she had the cop hooked. Wondering how quickly the man would be able to recover once she was stripped from his life. 


Two drawers in the dresser for him, he moved to the closet running his hand among her lacy, satiny sleepwear while noting, about a third of the closet. I’m sorry man, it’s gonna hurt worse than I wanted it to. You’re in deeper than you should be. I’m sorry, but I promise, it’ll be better in the end. He turned to leave the bedroom, careful to make sure everything was exactly as it’d been when he walked in. On the dresser he spied another photo of the couple, Sam wrapped into the detectives arms, both of them laughing at something the camera didn’t pick up. 

 “You’ll thank me, man, she’ll only hurt you in the end. It’s what they all do,” he nodded speaking softly to the photo, “It’s not like she can help it, though, it’s just, it’s in the blood.”

 Through the wall behind the headboard, in the next apartment over, a door slammed open, startling him. The sound of a woman and man giggling brought him back to the task at hand. 

 Returning to the living room he carefully sifted through the desk and quickly found what he was looking for. He tucked the address book into a zippered pocket in the jumpsuit then hastily left the apartment, even taking the time to re-lock the deadbolt. 
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 Pete’s hand slid absently under the open case file, the movement catching the watchful eye of his ever vigilant orange striped tabby, Major. The feline’s head snapped out of the nearly empty chop suey carton, a curled end of a bean sprout hanging from his mouth. He wiggled his rump and pounced on the moving papers just a second after his owner brought his cell up to his ear. 

 “Baski,” he answered in monotone. 

 “Ming just called. You and Edwards need to get your asses down to the East end of Fiddler Woods.” Captain Zegler announced tiredly on the other end. 


Not another one, “Jase is in Glen Falls, Cap, what’s up?” 

 “Looks like your boy hit another one.”

 “You sure?” Pete closed the case file stuffing the folder under the pile of newspapers and circulars that covered the dining table before slinging his jacket on. 

 “Yeah, Ming’s pretty sure, except its uglier this time than it’s been before.” 


 With a sigh, he pat his buddy on the head, feeling his strong purr buzzing through his skull, then headed quickly out the door. 


 “I’m on my way.” 


 Even if he hadn’t been on the force for almost 12 years, and partnered with one of the most tenacious detective’s County had to offer, Pete still would have been drawn to the axis of activity, Ming Lee. She was the sun around which county forensics revolved, and no one was exempt from her gravitational pull.

 Over on a park bench, surrounded by EMT’s, Paulson and Rumsfeld; a fifty-something balding jogger sat panting and looking infinitely worse for the wear. 

 “Hey, Ming.” Pete greeted the tiny woman with the majestic bearing. 

 “Baski.” 

 She motioned to a cordoned off area guarded by uniformed officers, “Body’s over there.” then turned her attention back to her notebook. 

 “In a sec,” he nodded, “who found her, Mr. health-and-fitness over there?” 

 “Yeah, not a pretty sight, I’m surprised he didn’t keel over himself,” she shook her head, her ruby colored lips bowing downward. 

 “You said it’s different this time?” He asked, knowing what a frown of that particular depth meant. 

 “I think your boy’s about to shoot down that proverbial slippery slope. So far, he’s been fairly well controlled, but this, this was …different,” she scowled. 


Copycat different? How different? “You sure it’s the same guy?” he asked quietly.

 She flipped back a page in the notebook, nodding distractedly, “Bound with duct tape, hands behind the body before posing, sodomized, no prints that we’ve been able to find yet,” she nodded, “everything points to him.”

 Pete scrubbed his buzz cut frustratedly, “Son of a bitch.” 

 Off to the side, the jogger lurched off the bench to the trash can where he retched violently. 

 “Running man’s taking it pretty hard,” Pete muttered a scant second before an irate Ming grabbed him by the arm, dragging him through the uniformed officers to the scene where she pointed to the body. 

 “You think ANY civilian should be ABLE to hold their hurl after finding that!”

 Details jumped out at the detective, it never gets any easier, I guess that’s a good thing.

 The first thing that screamed for notice was the yellow of the cervical vertebrae exposed through the meat and severed vessels of the woman’s neck. 

 He could see that the back of the blouse was white, but the front was red and brown depending on the level of saturation by blood. Okay, so she was face down when he was stabbing her. That tracks with the sodomy. Some of the hits were forceful enough to go all the way through but… he looked around on the ground and shook his head. 


She was moved. Where’s the rest of the blood? Where’d he do the deed? He wondered, taking in the rest of the details. 


Had to have been relatively close by, he noted the position of the left hand, strewn through the underbrush, begging for attention. 

 Her skirt was rucked up over her waist, her knees were bent and spread, though her ankles were still bound, and her right hand had been positioned between her legs.

 Pete leaned over the face, fighting a squirrelly feeling in the pit of his belly. The woman’s eyes were rolled partially up into her skull, but the sudden frown that pulled his mouth down was telling. 

 “You know her,” Ming realized. 

 Swallowing hard and pulling his cell phone the detective nodded, “Son of a bitch…” 

 


 --

 


 Jase couldn’t help the frown that came with the sight of the woman he loved looking so pale and drawn. Everything was up in the air, her life was in shambles, and since it wasn’t his case, the only thing he could really do about it was to be there. He tried not to remember the last time he felt so inept. 

 “I’m so sorry, Sammy.” he tried to console, wondering when she’d be able to really deal with the fallout from the bomb that old biddy Gertrude Waldham dropped this morning. 

 They’d no sooner reached Sophie and Bill’s front door than the bell rang. 

 “Ms. Waldham,” Sam greeted in surprise, actually backing into Jase. 



The old woman with the dowager’s hump and the black lacquer cane forced her way past them both and into the entryway. 


 “I thought you were going to call?” Sam asked. Her voice was edged in tension, a warning sound that Jase knew well. 



She was perturbed. 


 “I decided you’ve waited long enough, is there some place we can discuss this privately?” she sneered. In spite of the fact that she was at least a foot shorter than Jase she somehow still managed to appear to be looking down her nose at him. 


 “I’m sorry, Ms. Waldham, we’re on our way back to Dubuque, we have business to attend to.”

 “I assure you, there is nothing more important than what I have to say.” The old woman peered left and right before deciding on the slightly more formal living room. 



Jase felt Sam stiffen beneath his touch for a split second before she slid out and away from him.

 “Excuse me!” Sam demanded, following the uninvited harridan deeper into the house. 


 “I’m sorry, ma’am, but you have NO clue who I am or what my business is, and frankly, I don’t give a rat’s ass about YOUR business…” the young woman stormed. 


 “We’ll see.” the old woman lowered herself shakily into a chair, sliding kid skin gloves from her knobby twisted fingers. 


 ‘Lady you don’t wanna get my girl riled up,’ Jase thought while drawing an immediate comparison between the old woman and the Wicked Stepmother from Disney’s Cinderella, ‘yep, retro hairdo, waaaaaaay too much make-up, probably got a ridge tied down underneath that scarf too.’


Sam leaned forward, “With all due respect, ma’am, take your sadistic games and get out before I have you bodily removed from this house.” Sophie and Bill had chosen just that moment to come to the kitchen entryway with questions on their faces. 



Sam held up a hand stopping the older couple in their tracks. 


 “I really wanted to keep this private, but I see you won’t allow an old woman that little bit of dignity,” Gertrude sighed even though the malicious glint in her eyes should have been a warning. 



Thankfully, Sam didn’t fall for her attempt at manipulation and instead simply nodded, “That’s right, now...” 


 “David Backer was NOT your biological father.” The woman announced. 


 “Excuse me?” Sam asked in a whisper as Jase moved to her side. 



The old woman sighed, her mouth drawn into a lemon-sucking pucker, “Amelia is your mother; your real father’s name is Jesse Cruz. The night you were born you were placed into Mr. Backer’s possession, traded for the dead infant that it killed his wife to deliver. Do you understand now why I would have preferred to have this conversation in private?” she asked coldly.

 The vibration of his cell in his pocket snapped Jase out of his reverie while Sam crouched and opened the safe. 

 “Hey, Pete,” he greeted listening intensely to his partner while Sam opened the safe searching the shelves, “Yeah, we’re at the office now.” 

 “It’s not here.” Sam shook her head. 


 Jase rolled his head and nodded, “Son of a bitch. Yeah, Pete, looks like…” 


 Sam moved to his side, leaning toward the phone trying to hear what he was hearing, but to her surprise, he ducked away. 


 “Uh huh, yeah. We’ll go back to her apartment and get a few things packed up. I’ll drop her at your place and meet you at the office.” 

 “Jase?” she asked feeling tears welling up. The missing envelope she KNEW Diane had put into the safe, him ducking away from her, the timing of Pete’s call, all these things set her internal alarm bells clanging sharply. 

 “No,” she shook her head backing toward the wall, her eyes flicked to the safe then back to Jase and his sympathetic expression, “Please.” 

 He closed the distance between them and pulled her tight, “Be there as soon as I can. I will.” He snapped the phone closed and felt himself starting to tremble inside. 

 “It’s Diane, right? She’s dead, right? The envelope isn’t here, she wouldn’t take it with her, he was watching the place, right? Jase?” she questioned. 

 “Yeah, looks like.” 

 “But why’d they call Pete?” she asked looking up, watching his jaw muscle clench and the color drain from his face beneath the dark shadow of stubble. 

 “Oh no,” she shook her head breaking out of his arms and backing away, horror on her face, “Oh, God, no! Please tell me, tell me they knew he knew her…” she pleaded and bounced into the far wall breathing hard. 

 Jase shook his head, “Sam, please, calm down, honey, you’re gonna pass out.” 

 She bent over, clutching her knees while her head spun, “She was, he, how bad? Jase? What did he do? They thought it was… WAS it? Is that who killed her? Was it YOUR guy? Your serial, oh God.” Jase slid a chair to her side and guided her into it then knelt in front of her. 

 “We don’t have confirmation yet. It could be unrelated.” 


 “But you don’t think so.” 


 “No,” he shook his head, “I don’t, neither does Pete.” 


 A tremor rocked her beneath his hand as she looked up, “That means your case, your rapist, it’s almost definitely someone from Glen Falls, or maybe someone who looks like they could fit in there?” 

 Slowly he nodded, “Looks like. He was unnoticed among the mourners at the Shiners’, stands to reason he’s from there.” 

 “And he’s raping and killing here because he doesn’t wanna crap in his own back yard,” she reasoned then seemed to perk up a bit, “I can help. He’d, he’d be somewhere between eighteen and thirty five, approximately. Rapists usually slow down when they get into their mid or upper thirties; their most violent behavior tends to be in their late teens and twenties,” she shook her head and rose to pace the office. “But this guy’s different, a late bloomer maybe? He’s taking on adult women, that’s bad enough but he killed my dad, that’s not just a sex offender.” She looked up into her love’s eyes, “This guy just slid through a whole bunch of categories to become something else Jase.” 

 He nodded, “I know. Look, Sam, we need to get you somewhere safe, okay?” 

 “I can help! I know I can. I need the sign in book from the funeral, that’ll help.” 

 He nodded wrapping his arms around her, stopping her frenetic pacing, “C’mon, let’s get you a bag packed and get you to Pete’s, okay?” 

 “Pete’s? Why not yours? I’ve already got stuff there.” 

 He cocked his eyebrow at her smirking just as it dawned on her, “Right, I’m part of the case now. Forget I asked.” 

 She turned in his arms and looked up into his eyes, her own were filled with sorrow and apprehension, “I should see her, I should…” 

 “No. Pete already I.D.’d her. There’s no need.” He shook his head as she covered her face and let the tears flow. 

 


 --

 


 


 “I should have called her at home and told her to stay out of the office, just showed up with you and Pete.” She rummaged through the dresser for a couple more t-shirts and pairs of jeans.

 “Don’t do this to yourself, Sam, you can’t think about the ‘what ifs.’ This isn’t your fault, you know that,” he tried to use her own advice on her. 

 


 “When are we going to be sure if he’s your guy?” she asked moving to the bathroom for her spare toothbrush and anything else she might need.

 “Few hours. The lab’s going to run a DNA comparison with a sample we know is from our guy. He’s not big with the rubbers, and thankfully, doesn’t seem to have difficulty performing.”

 “There haven’t been any hits from CODIS? No matches on AFIS?” she asked, looking over her shoulder as she tossed a few more odds and ends into another overnight bag, doing everything she could to box up the feelings that were threatening to overwhelm her, and to keep her head firmly in the world of police procedure as she knew it. 

 He shook his head, “No, he wears gloves from the get-go and is pretty meticulous, aside from the semen that is…”

 “So, it’s probable his prints are on file somewhere, but no genetic material from before this started; he wears gloves, no prints, no hits on AFIS. If he’s your rapist and he’s from Glen Falls, AND if he’s the guy that killed my dad, then it’s logical to assume my dad found him out somehow.”

 “It does give us another angle to pursue.” 

 “And Glen Falls is much smaller to investigate, but it won’t necessarily be easier.” 

 “From what I heard last night at the Shiners, folks liked your dad, why wouldn’t they help?” he asked, wondering if she was going to say something about small towns and secrets. 

 Shaking her head, she smiled sadly, the weight of the last few days showing in the deeper etching of lines around her eyes. He could swear there were strands of gray around her temples that weren’t there last week.

 “They’d want to, I think,” she started, “I just don’t think most of them would be able to conceive of it being ‘one of us,’ y’know?” she tried to explain. 

 Reluctantly, Jase nodded, “Community based denial.” 

 “Exactly.” She nodded then sighed, “So, Pete dropped off the sign in book from the funeral at his apartment right? Can I get started going through that and see if any names jump out at me?” she asked. 

 “Anything to keep you out of trouble,” he smirked at her cocked eyebrow and half frown, “Hey, blame Pete and Cap, don’t shoot the messenger.” He leaned forward, kissed her nose, then motioned to the bag on the bed, “Done?” 

 With a nod, they left the apartment, none the wiser that anyone other than them had ever been there. 

 


 --

 


 In the main autopsy room, laid out on plastic was the outfit Diane had been wearing that day, a black skirt, the hose that had been glued to her ankles by the tapes adhesive, the blouse that used to be white, and her bra and panties. 

 His eyes moved slowly up the secretary’s body, starting at her now naked ankle, up the calf to the open thighs. The body was still stiff with rigor. 

 With the knees bent up and open, the travesty of what she endured before death shone glaringly in the unforgiving light. Her pelvis and genitals looked as if someone had plastered raw hamburger there. 

 “By the time he got down here, was she already dead, Reg?” Jase asked of the medical examiner, making a comparison to what appeared to be a frenzied attack vs. the tidier stab wounds on her torso. He elbowed Pete, pointing to the raised and outward facing leaflets of skin on the front of her chest and abdomen, “He stabbed her over and over again, hard enough to penetrate her entire torso, slit her throat…” he glanced up at Reg, “What’s the timeline? Do we have one yet?” 

 Reg sighed, “Despite the lack of blood where she was found, I’m gonna say the deader was the slash across the throat, which very probably occurred while he was in the act of sodomizing her.” 

 “What’d you get?” he asked. 

 “Vaginal secretions at the blade’s entry point and along the first half of the cut,” he shook his head sorrowfully, “As for the other wounds, what came first were probably the torso stabs, and those others probably came once he realized she was dead. He’s not a necrophiliac, so it’s possible he got grossed out and flipped.” He shrugged. 

 “Those technical terms, Reg?” Pete joked tightly. 

 “So, wait a minute, he hamburgered her first, THEN sodomized her?” Jase asked, wondering just how far around the bend this guy was gonna go before he slipped up enough to be caught. 

 Reg waggled his head uncertainly, “It’s hard to say for sure, but I really don’t think so, though there is evidence he used the blade to rape her vaginally first, cuts and abrasions on her cervix, slashes in the vaginal walls. It’s likely he got turned on with that, then moved on to the sodomy. That’s probably when he probably slit her throat.” he cleared his throat and shook his head, “After that is probably when he ground her up.” 

 All three men stood there stunned by the savagery of the act before Reg’s eyes flash wide and he asked, “Hey, did you guys get anything from the surveillance in the parking garage?”

 Pete shook his head, “Nothing. Whoever he is, he knows what he’s doing. Severed primary and back up power to the security cameras in the garage and ONLY in the garage, so the main building security was none the wiser.” 

 “They’re not on the same circuit?” Reg asked. 


 “Primary power yes, but the back up is isolated just in case the rest of the building goes dark.” 


 “And he just,” the M.E. shrugged, “shut it all down?” 


 “And he just shut it all down,” Pete nodded. 


 “Did either of the guards get anything?” Reg asked. 


 “Yeah,” Jase nodded scrubbing his face, “they got taken out from behind and tied up in a supply closet.” 


 “At least they’re still alive,” the medical examiner sighed. 


 “Yeah. Keep us posted, Reg,” Jase nodded, leading the way out of the autopsy bay. 



He stabbed her with enough force to go through her entire body at least a dozen times, that’s a lot of rage, he thought, entering the hallway.

 “How’s Sam taking it?” Pete asked. 

 “She’ll be keeping busy at your place, thanks for getting the funeral log for her, and for talking Cap into letting her do the comparison with the lists of folks who went to Bill and Sophie’s afterwards,” he nodded while they slowly walked the hallway toward the labs. 

 “What else?” the gigantic man asked, knowing his partner way too well. 


 “Remember, I told you about that group of folks that crashed the wake and funeral?”


 “Uh huh?” he nodded. 


 “Well, the old woman, Waldham, showed up this morning at the Shiner house and told her Dave’s not her biological father. Man, you’da been proud of how she stood up to that… bitch. Our girl swatted her down like a fly.” 

 “Dave wasn’t her daddy?” Pete asked, taken aback. “Then who was?”


 “Some guy, used to run security on the estate. I called up Al Hughes; he’s looking into it for her.” 


 “Good man,” Pete slapped him on the shoulder, “So, then what?”


 “So, then she told MIZZ High’n Mighty that a dad is more than a sperm donor and they can all just take a flying leap.” 


 “She didn’t,” Pete laughed. 


 “She did, essentially. Then we went to the office and you called, and here we are.” He shrugged, stopping just outside the double doors that opened into the chemistry labs. “I don’t like this Pete. The guy’s from her home town, we got that figured, pretty much.” 

 “Yep,” his partner nodded. 


 “He killed Dave, he killed her secretary, she’s on his radar.” 


 The bear of a man smiled sadly, “Yep,” he concurred. “Which means we gotta get this sick son of a bitch.” 


 Pete tapped a button on the wall that opened the double doors, “So, if Dave’s not her real dad, what’s this old honey want with her?” 

 The senior detective shook his head, “God only knows. She said her grand-niece was Sam’s mother, and her father was this ex-head of security, she said she wanted Sam to know she has a ‘real’ family.”

 “Do you buy it?” Pete asked skeptically.


 “I’m a cop, man, I don’t believe in altruism.”


 “You think the old woman coulda killed Dave to get Sam back? Or maybe the birth mother?” Pete mused.


 “Not with a shovel, then again, who the hell knows,” he shrugged then shook his head, “But, no. Whoever did it fits in there. These folks, not a snowball’s chance in hell.”

 “Hey, guys!” Ben Jarvis, a long-term lab rat, greeted them as they reached his door. 

 “Hey Ben, you got a match for us?” Pete asked.

 “Do cops like donuts?” he bantered, grinning and handing Pete a sheet of paper that wouldn’t make sense to anyone but a scientist “It’s your boy.”
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 Randy watched the garage door close in the rear view mirror and cut the engine. 

 He sat back with a sigh, his eyes on the plastic grocery bag that held the envelope from the safe and three pairs of used latex gloves. I’ll have to go to the hospital later and pitch those. Why’d she make me do it? It’s not MY fault.

 “He wants you to, he wants you to show him how much you love him, you DO love your brother, don’t you?” 


 “Mm hmm,” young Eric’s voice agreed. 


 “Of course you do, so do as I say and I won’t have to hurt him.” 



The cords burned his wrists and ankles as he pulled against them, the bandana in his mouth that tasted like clean laundry felt gritty against his teeth, and the one over his eyes kept him in darkness. He knew anything could happen, he knew he might feel his brother come to make love to him, or at a whim, he might find himself screaming against the toy that often tore him, leaving spots of blood in his underwear as the only evidence of what went on sometimes. 



He jerked reflexively against the cords with a whimper then settled with several full breaths into the tickling, tentative strokes of his little brother’s gentle hands, as he did what he was told. 


 A shudder brought Randy out of his reverie, Almost done with this part. Soon, Eric, if you’ll still have me.


 He stepped out of the van, stopping at his workbench where he stripped out of the jumpsuit, rolled it tightly into a ball and slid it into a fresh plastic bag. 

 With the envelope in one hand and the bag in the other, he strode naked through the door into the mud room where he carefully placed the jumpsuit into the washer and set it going. 

 Walking through the kitchen, he tore open the envelope and removed its tin clasp. From inside, he pulled the staple from the corner of the papers, then one by one slid them into the shredder without so much as a glance at the content. 

 He didn’t need or care to see what he was destroying. He’d succeeded in his objective; his tracks were covered for certain now, and he was free to move on to the next task. 

 Catching sight of the dried streaks of flaky brown blood on his body, he sighed, tracing the lines with his eyes on the way to the bathroom careful not to touch any of them lest he leave a trace behind. With the shower warming up he stood before the mirror lost in memories, crushing, burning in his chest while his breath shuddered into his lungs. 

 As that curtain inside his mind opened again, he froze still. His blood ran cold, his fingers trembled as he watched in terror from the perspective of the little boy on the screen of his mind. His breath caught and water filled his eyes.

 “Please, don’t,” he whispered.

 “No! NO PLEASE, DON’T!” he screamed, feeling those impossibly strong hands fold him over a rock hard knee that jabbed in his belly. “I’m sorry! I’m SORRY!” he tried to push and hit and fight his way free. 


 “I’m sorry,” he shook his head.

 “Keep fighting and I’ll tie you up in the cellar again!” came the warning. 


 “Please don’t hurt him anymore.” Eric asked timidly, crawling forward, his eyes crying for his big brother. “He said he’s sorry and won’t say ‘no’ no more, please momma?” 


 “No! Your brother has to learn his place! He has to learn that HE does NOT tell me who I can and can’t play with, and he does NOT EVER EVER make a THREAT to tell about our private time! EVER!” she spat, then pointed to the box on the floor, “Give me the big one…” she directed. 


 “No, no, no, no, no, Please!” Randy wailed and started to struggle again as, crying with stuttering breaths, Eric did as he was told.

 “Eric.” He sighed stepping under the steaming cascade of water, remembering the taste of his little bear’s tears as the young one tried to take his mind off the burning tearing that had left him wounded and agonized for almost a week after that punishment. You saved me, day in and day out, Eric. Do you have any idea how much I owe you? Everything, little brother, I owe you everything. 


 He leaned against the wall, tasting his own salt, fighting the shakes that rocked him as he recalled those gentle hands on his tender skin, “’T’sokay, Ran, I’ll take care of you, I’ll make you feel better,” soothing him, petting him carefully while he cried in his arms. Nearly four years would pass before he tried again to put a stop to it.

 Fighting back the sobs that sometimes came when these memories forced their way out, he reached over to the edge of the tub working soap into the nylon brush there and began to violently scrub every reachable inch of his body while thanking whatever God there might be that he had a brother as kind and gentle and loving as Eric. 

 


 --

 


 Finally feeling clean, he smiled faintly, it wasn’t all bad times, he admitted while sliding around the corner of Doc Evans’ ranch house. Sometimes, he nodded, sometimes it was nice. 


 “Shhh, it’s okay,” momma would soothe. 


 “I don’t wanna,” Eric shook his head pouting. This particular day he was feeling a little left out, having spent the morning on a field trip with the rest of the kindergarten class. 


 “You love him don’t you? He’s been waiting for you to get home, haven’t you Randy?” she asked. 



Randy nodded his head and held out his hand. 


 “Yes, I love him…” Eric nodded, leaving a trail of clothes on the floor. 


 “And you love me too, don’t you?” she asked. 



Again Eric nodded. 


 “And you want your big brother to know it, don’t you?” 


 “Mm hmm,” by now he had tiny tears in his eyes and his little rosebud mouth was quivering, wondering if his big brother really didn’t know. 


 “Give him the special kiss,” she urged as the little boy drew near. 


 “It’s okay, he doesn’t have to.” Randy had smiled at him, his warm big hand sliding into his hair as Eric climbed up and lay down with him. The youngest Custon couldn’t help but smile with the light of crystal clear joy in his big brother’s eyes. 


 “That’s the good boys.” momma sighed, turning one of her toys on and using it on herself this time. 


 His lips curled up as the distinctive sound of Guns ‘n Roses poured through Eric’s open bedroom window. Randy cast a glance around the open expanse, taking it all in. From the long driveway that led to the barn in the back where the large animals were cared for, to the smaller kennel on the far side of the yard where sheep, dogs and a couple of goats were meandering or basking companionably in the warm sunshine, everything was quiet, except for his little brother’s bedroom. 

 He crept to the window, drawn by soft murmurs and grunts that sent blissful shivers through him. Peering into the room he had eyes only for Eric who knelt naked, proud and beautiful behind his lover, his full mouth nipping and caressing the other man’s neck while his arms held him tight. 

 “Tell me you love me,” Eric directed, easing his hips forward. 


 “God, I love you,” the other man strained, arching his back. 


 “I love you,” Randy mouthed. 


 “Tell me you need me? That I’m special?” he thrust more deeply. 


 “God, YES I need you!” his lover cried breathlessly. 


 “I’ll always need you, and there’s no one more special than you,” Randy mouthed, smiling beatifically as he slid away toward the barn.

 “Good boy, keep yourself safe.” 

 Getting into the large animal practice wasn’t hard. With Eric on premises, the big barn was only locked over night. During the day, part of his duties entailed making sure the animals were all cared for, exercised and given plenty of TLC, all tasks to which the young man, with his sensitive temperament, was perfectly suited. 

 Randy easily picked the lock on the drug cabinet and glanced over the inventory, everything from antibiotics to tranquilizers and guns were kept here. One particular box marked Ketamine caught his eye. Smiling, he nodded, remembering some of his peers in college talking about experimenting with this very same anesthetic. 

 He emptied a box of low dose darts, wrapping them together with a couple paper towels before sliding them into his jacket pocket, grateful for the safety caps over the needles. As much as he hated to do something so obvious he had little choice when he slid a dart pistol into the back of his pants. 

 Locking the cabinet, he returned to the main area of the barn where a large chestnut stud in a sling nickered at him. 

 “Hey, big guy,” he smiled, moving to the animal and rubbing its velvety muzzle gently and looking around as it lipped his hand, “That’s gotta suck bein’ all strung up like that, let’s see if we…ah!” he nodded smiling, spying a refrigerator at the side wall. 

 Using his sleeve to open it, he grinned at the sight of a bag of carrots, grabbed one and returned to the otherwise immobile equine, breaking the stick into three parts. I can see why Eric’s happy here. I could be happy here too.

 With the last of the carrot gone, he stroked that soft seeking muzzle again and made his way cautiously out into the daylight once more. 

 One more time, he crossed the yard to his little brother’s window, clinging to the shadows as he did, then peered inside, warmed by the sight of the young men dozing contentedly in each others’ embrace. 

 


 --

 


 In the gritty dusk of early evening, Randy set the dart down on a latex glove inside the ridge of the van’s floor and looked at the woman beneath him, Can you see me? He wondered looking into her huge frightened eyes. 

 “I’d almost be sorry,” he told her quietly, his blade tracing a path down her cheek, “except I really don’t care about you. I mean, I don’t know the first thing about you personally, so how can I, right?” he huffed. “But I have a message that needs to go out, and you’re going to help me,” he nodded, smiling enthusiastically at the squeak that came from the back of her throat. 

 Reaching over he held up a black silk dress that was almost identical to the one Sam wore at Dave’s funeral, “Pretty, huh?” he asked, nodding as she squeaked. “Bet it’s gonna feel real good on, too,” he stopped and smirked, “not that you can probably feel much at all right now, trust me that’s a good thing,” he assured her as he slid the dress over her head then arranged it modestly over her naked chest. 

 Next he reached over and held up a toy store item, a plastic FBI action figure, and grinned child-like as he took it from the package, holding it before her eyes, making it dance just a little bit for just a second before it disappeared amid a sticky sound and a heavy ‘thunk’ of pressure in the area of her pelvis that she wondered if she’d get a chance to feel later. 

 “How plain do I have to make the message?” he asked, half frowning at her, “I mean, too subtle and she won’t get it. ‘Course, she’s not dumb, I’ll give her that much. And what about him?” he pondered. “Mmm, he’s kinda caught between a pussy and a hard place, y’know? Not really thinking with the right head, y’know?” 

 Slowly, he nestled himself between her legs, his knife poised pen-like in his hand as he started to carve out his message in her skin, his tongue poking out the side of his mouth in concentration as he hummed his song. 
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 At just over fifty, Captain Ethan Zegler was a man who looked like he’d forever be more comfortable behind a lectern than in a squad room, a fact which was emphasized as he leaned against the desk in his office and addressed the detectives seated around the small room. 

 “We got confirmation. The guy who did Diane Thompson is the North Side rapist.” 

 He gave Paulson, Rumsfeld and Sherm a moment to digest the news, then looked at Pete and Jase, “The only positive we have at this point is that we can be pretty sure the guy’s from Glen Falls, which, believe it or not, does narrow the options. Sheriff Hamilton’s got the sign in log from Dave Backer’s funeral and is cross referencing that with his own records, as well as a list of folks he remembered from the Shiner’s house the night Sam’s room was ransacked.”

 The guys muttered amongst themselves for a moment as the captain sighed heavily, then met Jase’s eyes.


 “What?” the lead detective asked. 


 “I got a call from Robin Hernandez this morning.”


 “The sheriff in Bakerstown? That Robin Hernandez?” Pete asked. 

 “Yeah,” he nodded, pinching the bridge of his nose, “day before yesterday a couple of her deputies were checking out a prowler tip and came across the bodies of two ‘working’ girls.”

 “Aw, hell.” Jase groaned. 

 “Yeah, and you’re gonna love this. Delbourne County Coroner estimates one of them was killed the same night as Sam’s dad.” 

 “And this is the first we’re hearing about this!” Jase stormed. “What the fuck is wrong with this picture? Why the hell did Delbourne get called in instead of us!?” 

 “Because that part of Bakerstown sits in Delbourne County,” Cap reminded him. 

 “It’s less than a half a mile from Backer’s cabin! Come ON, Cap!” he shouted. “The property backs right UP to Delbourne on one side! What the hell was Robin thinking by not telling us until now?” he demanded. 

 “It’s not her fault Edwards, we’ve been keeping a lid on so many details, neither she or Martin made the connection right away.”

 Jase knew Captain Zegler was right. In order to keep the likelihood of any potential copy cat crimes down, and to keep the public from panicking, the department had kept every detail they could get away with as quiet as possible. 

 “Well at least we can be fairly sure about the motive behind Dave’s murder now. He must’ve just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Sherm nodded. 

 “Did you tell her to check back records for similar…” 

 “Done and done; anything similar in the last year and she’ll notify us.” Zegler nodded. 

 A sharp knock brought everyone’s attention to Sam as she walked into the office, smiling sheepishly and clutching a notebook to her chest. 

 “Wrong place, wrong time, huh?” she nodded, swallowing hard around the lump in her throat. “Makes about as much sense as anything.” She motioned behind her, “I, uh, heard you guys down the hall.” 

 “What’re you doing here? How’d you get here?” Jase asked, frowning. 

 “I called dispatch and asked for a pick up, Elaine, uh Sergeant Valdeseri gave me a ride.” 

 “Sam, you’re not consulting for this case. You may well BE the case now.” The captain folded his arms across his chest frowning deeply at her. 

 “I know.” She nodded and tapped the sign in book. “Look, not everyone signs in, but I found a few names in here that have histories that MIGHT fit a serial rapist’s profile,” she explained. 

 “Good, give it to Sherm, he can go through it with Sheriff Hamilton.” 

 “Uhm, Cap, with all due respect, Boomer isn’t necessarily,” she paused and looked at the curious faces around the office, then sighed, “Well, he’s not exactly the best records keeper if you get what I mean.” 

 Every one of the detectives present groaned and rolled their heads, the insinuation immediately clear, “Are you saying he’s falsified records?” Captain Zegler asked pointedly. 

 “Not exactly that, since I don’t have proof,” glancing at the men she turned back to the captain, “So who’s lead now?” she asked. 

 “Edwards and Baski are lead. This guy was the rapist before he was your dad’s murderer,” seeing her blanch he smiled apologetically, “sorry.” 

 Nodding, she handed her notes to Jase, “There’s a dozen townies listed there that were also at the funeral. Each of the guys in question is in the right age range and had a history or reputation for mischievous or violent behavior.”

 Jase flipped through the first few pages written in her neat hand, names with recalled mentions of past misdeeds. Also noted was an approximate age for each of the subjects in question. 

 “They’re separated into two groups. Neither of the groups mixed much but the so-called ‘leader’ of each one is noted, and it’s a pretty fair bet that NONE of those boys have records on file, not even juvenile ones.” 

 “But you think they should?” Pete asked, glancing at the notes as Jase passed them to him, then passing them on to Sherm. 

 She nodded easily, “Some of ‘em, yeah.” 

 “Any particular reason? I mean, come on, Sam, you know what kind of trouble you could be heading Sheriff Hamilton into if you’re wrong,” Zegler questioned. 

 With a nod and a deep breath, she explained, “In high school there was a girl, Melanie Thibault. She cried rape. Maybe a week or so later her WHOLE family up and moved out of town. There were rumors, and they were ONLY rumors, I understand that, but you know as well as I do, sometimes where there’s smoke, there IS fire.” 

 Sergeant Valdeseri knocked and entered quickly, handing the captain a piece of paper, her luminous green eyes dashing right past Sam. 

 Reading the note, Zegler groaned, “Aww, hell, when?” 


 “Call came in less than a minute ago,” she frowned, then finally glanced at Sam nervously. “You want I should take Sam back?” 


 “Come ON! I can help! What is it?” she asked. 


 Zegler shook his head at the Sergeant then frowned, “It’s alright, Sergeant, she’ll ride with Edwards.” 


 “Alright, people, East gate at Lyons Park. We got another one. Let’s go,” he ordered, shepherding the troops from his office. 


 


 --

 


 In spite of the spotlights at the park, the ambient throb of the police ‘Mars Bars’ told them they were getting close to the scene. 

 From the passenger seat, Jase turned and looked at Sam who sat stiff and hyper-alert behind Pete, her pulse beat visibly in her throat. 

 “I really don’t like that you’re here.” He said as Pete parked between a squad car and one of Ming’s trucks. 

 “Remember, don’t touch anything, don’t go off alone, and whatever you do, don’t go out of earshot for sure,” he admonished softly. 

 Sam leaned forward smiling tightly, warmed by his concern. “Jase.”


 “I know, I’m sorry.” He wrapped his hand behind her head and pressed their foreheads together before the trio exited the vehicle.


 Several officers cast curious glances at the three as they entered the scene with the Captain right behind them. 


 There were a few indecipherable whispers and some covert pointing as the group approached the first officer. Sam moved off to one of the three night shift crime scene analysts who did a double take at the sight of her. 

 “Hi, I’m Sam,” she introduced herself to the young man. “Are you new or have we just never met before?” she asked, taking in his remarkably blue eyes and gym sculpted physique. 

 “Ray Monteleone, I’ve been here for a couple months. Who are you, ma’am?” he asked. 

 “Samantha Backer, I’m consulting with the lead detectives,” she explained but only extended her hand to take the pair of gloves he offered her. 

 Ray looked over his shoulder then back at her with a frown, “Ma’am, do you have any family in the area? Like a sister?” he asked. 


Oh no, Sam closed her eyes and forced a deep breath into her lungs, there was only one thing that question could mean, “Jase.” she called. 

 He was at her side instantly. 


 “She looks like me, doesn’t she?” Sam asked the tech.


 “Yes ma’am.”


 “Shit,” he muttered and put a restraining hand on her shoulder. “Stay here, let me check it out.”


 She shook her head and moved with him to the body, “It’s okay.” 


 She stopped about eighteen inches from the site where Ming pulled her eyes off the corpse and finally looked at Sam. She looked down to the victim and back at Sam a couple of times before stepping around and greeting the young woman. 

 “That explains why she looks familiar,” she nodded, “he didn’t do you justice. Hey, Edwards,” then shook her head and eyed his fiancée, “I take it you are the object of his obsession?” 

 Sam smirked at the petite young woman with bouncy hair and deep green eyes, “So it would seem. What do you make of it, Ming? I’m a little, ‘running on empty’ right now,” she asked. 

 “You got a ‘bulls-eye’ on your chest, take a look,” she angled the light on the corpse.

 The first thing Sam saw was the dress, a nearly perfect copy of the one she’d worn to the funeral, though it was rucked up to just below the dead woman’s breasts. 

 The girl’s pale legs were spread and there was something jammed up inside of her. On the alabaster skin of her belly was carved the word “Betrayer”. But it was a lavender bit of lace and elastic around her ankles that started Sam trembling. 

 “She’s wearing my underwear,” she muttered around the fuzzy, sort of cottony-sparkly feeling in her head. 


 “What?” Jase said. 


 “I beg your pardon?” Ming asked. 


 “He put my underwear on her. The thong, it’s mine,” she clenched her teeth and tried to blink away the mist of fear that blossomed over her eyes. “He must’ve stolen it from my bag at Sophie and Bill’s.”

 Jase ducked into her line of sight, drawing her eyes to his before he wrapped an arm around her. Another glance at the garment and he shook his head, not wanting to believe she was right despite the crawling sensation over his skin. 

 “Edwards?” Ming asked. 

 “It’s possible,” he nodded. 

 Held gently to his chest, he felt Sam stiffen and draw a deep breath. From the corner of his eye he watched her blink back fear and force her breathing to level out. He knew her better than anyone, and because of that, was deeply disturbed by how quickly she seemed to be able to compartmentalize everything that was going on around her. It’s too much, all this, all at once. I mean no one should have to handle all this. Dave, those Corporate fucks, being a target, it’s not right.


 He felt her lean forward and asked Ming, “What’s that?” while pointing to an item inserted into the victim’s vagina. 

 Other observations came to light as she scanned the scene, and comparisons were made with what she knew of the other murders. “She wasn’t hacked up. Was she sodomized?” she asked in monotone. 

 “It doesn’t look like it,” the crime scene expert shook her head. “And that,” she pointed to the item, “it looks like one of those FBI action figures; we’ll know more when we get her to the Coroner’s office.”

 “Can I see her face?” Sam nearly whispered. 


 “Sam, don’t.” Jase warned sickened by what he was seeing. 


 He hadn’t missed the differences in this murder either. 


 There was a lack of gross genital mutilation, an apparent lack of sodomy, and in comparison to the others, this one was downright clean. If it weren’t for the duct tape and the vulgar posing of the body it might actually look unrelated. The question was why was his M.O. changing now? 

 “It’s okay,” she nodded at Ming, who walked her around and shone the light into the victim’s face. 

 Her makeup was done very similarly to the way Sam did hers, with faint bronze tones on the face and plum colored eyeliner. He’d even found a comparable shade of lipstick to the ‘Dusty Berry’ she usually wore. 

 The woman’s face was contorted in horror as if she knew what was happening. Her eyes were open and her mouth twisted and bulging, stuffed full with leaves and dirt. Sam could see ligature marks on her throat in vivid violet and the same color in the petechial hemorrhages at the eyes. 

 “Was the cause of death strangulation?” Sam asked, leaning still closer and holding her hair back. 

 “Looks like but…” 

 Sam shook her head, “That’s a total deviation. I mean a real BREAK from his established M.O.” she looked between Jase and Ming before nodding faintly. “There’s no duct tape over her mouth, or her eyes, there was none over Diane’s eyes. Who the fuck is this guy?” she met eyes with Ming and finished the woman’s sentence, “You won’t know cause for sure until the autopsy.” 

 Looking around, she scrubbed her face with her hands. “And the mutilation is really minimal. What happened? It’s like he spiked with Diane and then something started cooling his fire,” she mused aloud, then took in the area surrounding the body. “She looks fresh, but I don’t see a lot of blood on the ground, this is a secondary site, right?”

 “We think so,” Ming nodded and looked at Jase. “I’m impressed.”

 “She’s a tough cookie,” he agreed and swallowed hard under the lead analysts penetrating gaze. 

 “No, I’m really not,” Sam shook her head. Her arms twined protectively around her torso and her eyes remained fixed on the corpse. “I’m scared shitless. Her hair color is almost identical to mine, and it’s natural unless he dyed her pubes. Her build is pretty much the same as mine, maybe a little larger. She could be me at thirty,” she said with a shudder. 

 “There’s lots of symbolism here, Sam, what do you read it to mean?” Ming asked curiously torn between being impressed that the young woman was still standing and wanting to give her something clinical to think about. 

 “Betrayer,” Sam shook her head, “I get some of it. I mean the action figure, I get it. The vic, she looks like me, the figure represents Jase, but,” she shook her head frowning, her brows furrowing deeply, “Betrayer?” she said in monotone. “It’s not subtle, not even clever, but the point is unmistakable. ‘Betrayer,’ I don’t,” she looked between Jase and Ming, “I don’t know.” 

 “Could it be someone who feels you betrayed him? A spurned lover?” Ming asked glancing apologetically at Jase, “Sorry Edwards.” 

 “Yeah,” Sam nodded then snapped out of her reverie at Jase’s surprised expression, “I mean, yeah, I get it could be someone who feels that I betrayed them. I mean, hell, it could be one of my clients, except I’m pretty sure none of them are from Glen Falls.” Her head began to swim with the possibilities, with the veritable ocean of possibilities. “Stalker? Except I don’t have one, that I know of.” She muttered around the thumbnail between her teeth.

 In a short time that felt like forever, Pete and Captain Zegler joined them near the body. Able to check out the site right over her head, Pete gasped quickly, moving around the others, along with the Captain, for a closer look.

 Both Sam’s mind and heart were racing, and the world was starting to spin like cotton candy, when she looked up at Jase, “I need to sit down.” 

 He took one look at her pasty appearance and ushered her to a nearby patch of grass that was darker green with already disrupted dew. 

 “I’m not going to let him get you,” he assured her, taking her hand into his. 


 “I know,” she nodded and looked at him with her brows furrowed. 


 “What?” 


 “The doll, was it inside her head first or feet first?” she asked, unable to remember. 


 She knew she was headed into shock and, at the moment, pretty much welcomed the numbing relief it would bring. 


 “Feet first, I think, does it matter?” he asked, trying to keep her talking. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder as she started to shiver. 

 “I don’t know. Probably. If the doll is representative of you, I mean, it’s a cop right?”

 “FBI guy,” he corrected. 

 “Close enough,” she waved her hand in the air distractedly. “If it’s inside her head first it implies a willingness on your part; if it’s feet first, then it’s like you can’t help it and you’re a victim of my wiles, which places all the blame on me, you see?” she offered her explanation through short tight breaths. 

 “Keep breathing, sweetheart, nice and steady,” he urged softly.

 She nodded and drew a steady, controlled breath, “But, what I don’t understand is ‘betrayer,’ I don’t get it. I’ve never,” She looked at him, “I’ve never been unfaithful, Jase. You gotta know that, I’d never do that.” 

 “I know.” He soothed.

 “So where’s he…” Her knees were drawn up to her chest with her arms locked around herself, protective and nearly fetal, in spite of being upright.

 “Let’s go back to the idea that it’s him that’s been betrayed. I mean, if that’s the case, then it was probably by a woman, right?” 

 She nodded, and he continued, “Well, you’re a woman he’s now fixated on, which makes you one of those who would have or could have hurt him, and he’s lashing out,” the detective shrugged.

 Shaking her head, she frowned, feeling something still off, “It doesn’t make sense, I mean, he’s gotta be a townie Jase, he HAS to be,” she nodded, “but even the guys on the lists, I swear, personally, I never had a problem with any of ‘em. They probably didn’t even know I existed, except at the bottom of the food chain, y’know?”

 “Easy, honey, we’ll get through this,” he tried to comfort her in spite of the telling tightness in the back of his voice that told her he was frightened for her. 

 “At least he’s not killing the guys, so you’ll be safe.”

 “Hey, he’s not going to win this. We’re not going to let him get to you,” he turned her face to look into his eyes. 

 The fear he saw there surprised him, but he couldn’t say why, since it mirrored his own. 

 “Wow,” Pete huffed as he and the Captain approached them. 

 “Get her somewhere safe, Edwards, twenty four hour guard. ” He ordered, looking between the two detectives. “I know you want the duty, but you get one shift a day until this is settled. Pete can take one shift if you want to split the time.”

 “Don’t split them up, Cap. They work best together, and it’s safer for them.” 

 “It’s not your call, Sam.” Captain Zegler shook his head and she realized that, for the first time since this began, he considered her a genuine target. 

 “Please,” she argued softly “this guy knows the three of us are close. Maybe he’s using this woman as a warning to Jase to stay away from me, because if he doesn’t, he’ll kill him, too.”

 “We’re not going to leave you alone,” Jase shook his head. 


 “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying that the two of us together make a more tempting target than either of us alone.”


 Pete looked at the Captain. “You want her where she’s been, or move her to somewhere else?”


 “Anyone know where she is?” he asked. 


 “Just us,” the guys said together.


 “Fine. Long as no one knows where she’s at, that works.” 


 “Take her back and stay with her, Jase,” Pete suggested, clapping his partner lightly on the shoulder before squeezing Sam’s fingers gently. He also knew them well enough to know they could use the comfort of each other at the moment.

 Pete and Captain Zegler moved back to the scene as Ming took their place, walking sedately up to them. 


 “I’m sorry, Sam. I’m sorry he picked you; I’m sorry all this is happening.” 


 “Me, too,” she nodded, then motioned toward the victim. “I’m sorry for her.” 


 “Any ideas?” the vibrant, Asian woman asked. 


 “His trigger is sexually active women,” she frowned, rising to her feet and starting to pace, with her brows furrowed, tapping her lips as she thought aloud, “Terry Lowenthal, his first kill that we’re aware of… you guys found semen in her bed, but it wasn’t his; but, there was a second semen sample the coroner found at her rectum, right? That’s your boy’s sample, right?” 

 “Right,” Ming nodded catching the thread of thought, “Okay, so maybe it started as territoriality.” 

 “Right. She has sex with someone that isn’t him. He finds out about it, or even sees it while he’s scoping her place, and when he goes in to rape her, mark her as his territory...” she frowned, tapping her lip again, wondering why she couldn’t get the puzzle pieces to fit right. 

 “That’s when his cork pops and the killer’s unleashed,” Jase nodded. 

 “Or maybe he went in there with the intent to kill her instead of just rape her. Either way, the fact that she had a partner seems to be pivotal, right? The other women, the first five that he raped and left alive, they were all single and unattached, right?” she asked. 

 “Yeah, until Terry.” Jase drawled, then sighed heavily, “He couldn’t put the killer back into the bottle if he wanted to, could he?” 

 “Not a chance in hell.” 

 “Shit,” he scowled, then turned to Ming. “Cap’s working on getting warrants, but we’ve got a list of a dozen suspects we need DNA samples from. Everything should be ready first thing in the morning.” 

 “Soon as they come through, we’ll be ready,” she assured him, then patted his arm, “Get her somewhere safe, Jase,” she admonished. 

 He pulled Sam tight against his body feeling hollow and helpless against this boogeyman he wasn’t sure he could stop. 

 Sam pulled out of his arms, her face turned down, “He could be watching us right now from the safety of the crowd. You know as well as I do, it’s not uncommon for the perp to stick around.” 

 “What do you think he would do if we just walked right up to ‘em and started eyeing every single one of ‘em?” she asked.

 “I think he’d see us coming a mile away and would be gone before we got there,” he helped her up and wrapped his arm around her shoulders again, “C’mon, let’s get you out of here.” 

 “Jase,” she choked and felt tears sliding down her cheeks. Her heart was breaking with just the thought of something, anything happening to him. She knew far too well how things left unsaid weighed on survivors of violent crimes, so she turned and faced him.

 “Jase, a lot of folks I work with are the ones left alone after a violent crime, and sometimes they can be really screwed up, you’d be surprised, but it usually has more to do with the fact that they never got to tell the ones who died what was really important…”


Don’t you give up, Sam, don’t you dare! He warned, even as his heart leaped into his throat and did cartwheels at the same time. He knew where she was headed and didn’t want to hear it, even though he really didn’t have a choice.

 “The problem is, the ones who die leave a lot unsaid, too,” she looked down for a deep breath, then back up into his glassy eyes, taking his hands into hers.

 “I know we’re going to think about this one day and wonder how we’ll manage to get through it. I know that if either of us has anything to say about how all this ends, we’ll survive and be no worse for the wear, but just in case we don’t have any choice…”

 “Don’t you dare give up on me, Sam,” he whispered tightly.

 “Never will,” she smiled thumbing tears off his cheeks. “Some things are beyond our control, we both know that. You know I love you. You and Pete are my best friends, and I love him too, but you, you’re my ‘first person’. You’re the first person I think of when I wake up in the morning, the first person I need to see to make my day complete, the first person I think of when I need comfort and when I want to share a laugh, you ARE my ‘first person.’ And I just want to make sure you know it.” She stroked his cheek, then turned with him back toward the SUV. 

 They pulled away from the scene passing a side street filled with parked vehicles. Some belonging to local residents and some to on-lookers, among them sat a nondescript, black utility van. 

 The turmoil in the detective’s belly, and his need to ensure that nothing happened to the woman he had every intention of marrying, kept his focus straight ahead. Neither he nor Sam noticed the Glen Falls native with the bud in his ear simply sitting back in the shadows; nor did either of them or anyone else notice when, a short time later, the van pulled into traffic, knowing exactly where to go. 

 


 --

 


 “I’m so beat,” Sam sighed wearily, leaning against the wall while Jase opened the door to Pete’s place. 

 Nodding, he ushered her inside “I’ll bet,” then locked the door and made a bee line for the fridge closing drapes and shades along the way. 

 Yanking the door open, he grabbed a couple beers, then grimaced, slamming it quickly closed with wide disbelieving eyes, “I think something moved in there. Where’s the cat?” he asked, looking around. 

 “On the entertainment center,” she nodded, opening her bottle, “…and yeah, whatever’s in the back there, I really just couldn’t go far enough to clean the fridge. I did get rid of about two months worth of empties, though,” she leaned back against the counter. 

 “Has he cleaned this place at all since he and Angie broke up?” Jase asked, looking around, his face crumpled in distaste. 


 “I don’t think so.” 


 Jase touched his bottle to hers, then leaned down and captured her lips tenderly with his. “We gotta get him a girl.” 


 “Yeah,” she nodded, returning the savor, “You hungry?” she asked. 


 He shook his head, taking another taste of her mouth, “I got all I need right here, unless you just wanna crash or something?” 


 Sam set her bottle down and pressed herself to him, “I want you.” 


 Her throaty declaration was all he needed. He bent, grasping her to him, and with her legs wrapped around his waist, devoured her on the way to the couch. 
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 After backing the van into the breezeway, Randy popped a round into the chamber of his .9mm, set the safety and tucked it into the shoulder holster he wore beneath the jumpsuit. He pocketed the silencer, then loaded the dart gun with both shots, knowing he’d likely have to be faster than he was used to. That gun went into the pocket of the jumpsuit. 

 Steeling himself for what was about to happen, what he was about to do, he went over it a couple times in his mind. Two shots to the patio door, site them, dart him first, sorry man, then her. Get out fast. Easy.

 With a nod of self-assurance, he slid out the back of the van and found a deep shadow against the neighboring building’s brick wall. 


Huh, that’s the same one we have, he noted the cast iron patio set, alright then, if the glass doesn’t come down fast, I can toss one of the chairs through it, cool.

 Shadows moving behind the drapes caught his attention. The silhouette of Sam’s legs clasped around the detective’s waist, their bodies pressed tightly together while he carried her to the living room, was unmistakable. 

 He nodded, alright, I can give you that, internally acknowledging the detective’s physical needs, all the while keeping his eyes glued to their outlines. 

 He watched the man draw her off the couch, watched his hands glide over her breasts before sliding under her shirt. then he saw the shirt take flight across the room. 

 His breath started coming short as he watched the man stroke her with hand and mouth until her shadow panted enticingly, her head thrown back with her arms around the man’s neck, drawing him close. 

 “Are you ready?”


 His head snapped up, his eyes darting around the yard in an instant of panic before he recognized the voice in his head.

 “Oh God, not now.” He whispered. 

 “Ready,” his nearly adolescent voice agreed, resigned. 


 A warm, tangy pulse brought him to life within the jumpsuit, “MMm,” he breathed, sliding the zipper slowly down as the woman mounted the detective. He could almost feel the man’s hips thrust into her as her head fell back and the cop came forward, his mouth fixing onto her breast as their shadows seemed to bob on a tide only they could feel. 

 “Oooh, yes, that’s my young man, you’re such a beautiful boy.”


 His hand wrapped around his erect shaft, already dripping with moisture as he worked himself in time with the shadows. 

 “Beautiful, young man,” her tongue flicked out against his lips as she guided him into her. Her leg drew him close as she traced his midline, taunting him with her fingertips until he could barely breathe for the sweet agony pulsing through him. 


 “Such a good boy,” she grinned, sliding her finger into him in time with the beating of her hips. He could feel himself starting to clench around her, and whimpered with unfulfilled need as she withdrew the digit, her smile fairly glowed as her walls clamped around him, but that wasn’t what he wanted. 


 “Eric, now,” she panted, with a glance over Randy’s shoulder. 


 ‘…that’s what I want. I want my little bear.’ he remembered thinking as those gentle hands came around him, sliding over his chest and belly, down to tease the root of his erection, and finally moving between his legs to that perfect spot that only his brother could find so unerringly. 



Lips fell to his neck, puckering against the back just before a tender nip, and a flashing stroke of the tongue as the younger man’s finger slipped inside, sweeping him perfectly. 


 “Oh, God, Eric, yes!” he cried. His hips thrust forward, his member filling the woman beneath him. But he didn’t care. What he wanted was behind him, tormenting him, teasing him sweetly with every means at his disposal. 


 “How’s that, Big Bear, is that what you like?” Eric whispered, wrapping his lips around the lobe of his ear while his moistened head pushed faintly forward. 


 “Eric, please…” he whimpered, thrusting forward, harder, faster, the woman beneath him lost in her own ecstasy, panting and writhing, her hands gliding now along her youngest son’s center line, her fingers taunting him as his aching, straining erection filled his big brother. 


 “God!” Randy cried as his release shot uncontrollably into the woman, his hips pounding against her while his breath shuddered and sobs shook him. 


 “I gotcha, Big Bear, I gotcha.” Eric breathed into his ear so only Randy could hear, while on the floor of the barn Sandy writhed and gasped her own orgasm. 



Eric’s chest rose and fell behind Randy, his breath gentle in his ear, his hands softly stroking all those soothing places from his big brother’s root all the way up to his neck. 


 “I gotcha.” He pressed his lips against Randy’s neck gently, over and over again until Randy slid from their mother. 



Spent, he turned in Eric’s embrace, capturing his mouth with earnest desperation, driving him down to the floor, tasting the young man, soothing him with hot kisses down to that immature shaft while his hands gave back to the boy. 


 Panting his release, Randy wiped his eyes and zipped the jumpsuit back up, leaning heavily on the wall, watching the silhouettes finish through half-lidded eyes while his mind lingered blissfully on the memory of the taste of the man he loved. 

 


 --

 


 Smiling loosely, Jase filled their mugs with tea just as Sam returned from the bathroom. 

 “Has Pete called, yet?” she asked. 

 Jase shook his head, “He’ll probably be at the station for a while taking care of the paperwork.” A streak of orange shot across the floor into Pete’s bedroom at the same time the patio door shattered in a waterfall of glass. 

 Jase felt like he was moving through molasses as he shoved Sam toward the bedroom and lurched for the kitchen chair his holster was draped over. The drape blew aside in perfect timing as something pink streaked through the air, a hard stab shot into his chest, rocking him backwards, away from the possibility of his gun. 

 Another streak of pink tore across his line of sight, a twin to the dart in his body wedged into Sam’s hip as the impact threw her down to the floor. 

 Blackness closed like an iris, narrowing his field of vision as he watched his fingers clutch at the floor, trying to drag him to his gun, but his head was stuffed and his senses began to shut down one by one. All the detective could see was a tall muscular man in a dark colored jumpsuit stride to Sam, sling her over his shoulder and turn to stand before him. 

 “You’ll thank me when it’s over,” the man with clear green eyes and thick drug-heavy voice nodded. “You don’t know what she comes from, it’s not your fault,” he assured the rapidly fading detective before turning and vanishing back through the patio door. 

 In less than thirty seconds, everything that truly mattered to Detective Jason Michael Edwards was torn from his world while he lay impotent on the floor. 


No, I won’t let it… he protested inside, gritting his teeth, fighting whatever was in that dart until his fingers closed over the phone cord. He rolled away from the wall where it was mounted and prayed it didn’t break as it shot off the base toward him, a chunk of the housing splintered, sending a chip of plastic ricocheting across the tile, but even so, he could hear a dial tone. Not because of ME!

 Using every last ounce of focus he had, he forced his fingers to hit 911 before succumbing to the effects of the tranquilizer. 

 


 --

 


 “Ray!” Pete called. “Under the table,” he motioned to the forensic specialist, who quickly spotted the fuzzy tipped dart and placed a numbered tent card next to it. “I want to know everything from who loaded it to who owns it, ASAP,” he instructed. 

 “You got it,” he confirmed, letting Pete turn back to Jase who was strapped in on the EMT’s gurney, only his eyes able to convey anything yet. 

 “I want an artist waiting at the hospital for when he can talk again,” Captain Zegler instructed the uniformed officer who’d been first to respond to the 911 call, “and I want every door in a two block radius pounded on until somebody finds someone who saw SOMETHING, is that clear!?” 

 “Yes sir,” the patrolman nodded. 

 Pete stayed beside the gurney until they were at the rear of the ambulance, the fear, guilt and remorse in his partner’s eyes easily visible, even if the slip of a couple tears hadn’t given it away. He knuckled the track dry and leaned in. 

 “We’ll find her; just give Helmie every fucking detail about the S.O.B. you can remember as soon as you can.” 

 All he could do was blink before the EMTs looked askance at Pete who nodded, “Yeah, get him back in the game as fast as possible.” Then to his partner, “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 

 


 --

 


 Randy crept through the shadows toward the Parker barn, hoping that the cold of an October night on the relatively flat Iowa plain would have kept the teens away, in search of warmer places like the back seat of a car. 


Please, I need it to be here, he prayed, moving to the side door and slipping the peg from the wire eye that held it closed. 

 The shifting layers of darkness that pressed into his eyes was exactly what he needed as he searched the barn quickly, ensuring there were no children crashed or clumsily teaching each other the rituals of sex in even the recesses. 

 Memories flew, whispering through his mind, some pleasant, some deeply humiliating and painful, but the one that drew him here overflowed with self-empowerment. 

 He wandered through the barn, orienting himself, his flashlight caressing one of the beams, finding the near side of a ‘Y’ joint. He stepped up to the beam, his expression warm, gentle and nearly glowing with love. Amid the hundreds of moments captured, either in permanent marker or carved into the wood itself, by almost an entire generation of teens from two counties, he found what he was looking for. Carved into the wood was just another mark of passage to everyone else, but to them, it was a secret declaration of lifelong devotion- ‘R + E 4 Evr’ -that only they would understand. 

 He often wondered if Eric had ever really understood just what carving that had truly meant to him. He knew that after that last afternoon, the pain of rejection in his little brother’s eyes was something he hadn’t been able to bear. Thank God he forgave me, thank you, Eric, you’ve always been my hero.


 Moving toward the main doors, he unlocked them. 

 Leaving the way he’d come in, he unrolled a square of tarp someone had long ago tacked up over the rear window, then pinned that down. Once outside, he slipped the peg back into the eye and went to get the car. 

 While moving through Bakerstown, he’d dumped the van, trading it for a sedan that could not be traced to him. He’d left Sam in the trunk while checking out the barn and now, with his privacy assured in the place where he long ago declared his freedom, he locked the doors and set to work. 

 The Parker family died out over a generation ago and, though the land belonged to the state, they hadn’t done anything with it yet. 

 In the summer months, stoner kids hung out there getting wasted and taking their first sexual steps, but in the winter it was far too cold for those kinds of shenanigans, a fact he knew well. He also knew it would serve his purposes and allow him plenty of time to send his message out into the world.

 On the way to the workbench that ran part way down the rear center of the barn, Randy gingerly picked up a coil of barbed wire from the back wall and carefully laid it down on the plank table. Using a pair of clippers that looked as if they’d been brought there within the last decade, he snipped several lengths of the rusted steel, some for her wrists, and some for her ankles. 

 An old pair of heavy gardening gloves helped to ensure that he wouldn’t have too many scratches himself as he wound one of the clippings around and between her wrists in a figure eight. As soon as the first layer was secured, cuts and punctures began to appear in her skin. As he threaded a shank of half-inch rope tightly around the center twist of the wire, a tight mewl slid out of her throat. 

 With her hands secured, he repeated the process with her ankles. 

 He pitched the rope up over one of the cross beams and hoisted her up until her feet were several inches off the floor, and her back side seemed to bump against the main support. He watched lines of blood slide slowly down her arms from her wrists and cocked his head, pondering the hollow feeling inside. 

 “We shouldn’t be here, big kids come here. Someone’ll see,” he urged, looking from his mother to his little brother. 



Eric walked toward him, his hand outstretched, while behind the ten year old boy, their mother’s wrap around dress wafted in a rustle to the floor of the barn.

 “So what? It’s just love.” He smiled at the older boy. “Don’t the big kids do the same thing? That’s what all the stuff on the walls is, right? Who loves who? Who made love with whom?”

 “They shouldn’t do that! It’s WRONG, Eric! Nobody should do that!” Randy shouted, despite the tears that streaked his face. 


 “No!” Eric protested, shaking his head with matching tears moving down his cheeks. “No, you have to be wrong, Ran, you have to be! It CAN’T be wrong if everybody does it.” 


 He tried to ignore the memories, the shame he’d felt for the pain he caused on Eric’s face, and the burning anger that had sliced through him as their own mother fed his little brother’s insecurities. 

 “Of course it’s not wrong, sweetie, love is the only thing that matters. Now remind your brother how much you love him,” she instructed, her hand wavering over her box of toys, “take off your clothes and help him with his, nice and slow, just how he likes it.” 


 He levered Sam’s t-shirt up, rolling it until the weight of her breasts held it against her ribs, then breathlessly, he lowered the pajama pants until they sat just under the small protrusion at the base of her abdomen. 


He could still see his sweet little bear smiling at him coquettishly as he opened his jeans, slowly pushing them and the underwear beneath down over his hip bones. 


 “No!” Randy squeaked in agony, “Eric, if you really love me, you’ll stop right now!” 


 He hooked an end of the barbed wire onto the head of a nail then walked three times around her, aware now that she was coming out from under the influence of the drug. Her re-emergence would be fast so he quickly finished, leaving the final loop a little looser before he twisted the ends together and snipped away the excess. 

 Next, he took a shank of wood, maybe an old broken broom handle (he didn’t know and he didn’t care), and threaded it under the final loop he’d made. He pulled it taut and gave a vicious twist that tightened the other two windings, leaving tears along her belly and a muted scream bouncing through the barn. 

 He watched her eyes flicker open, patiently waiting until he was certain of recognition. 

 Her eyes locked onto his, and when her brows furrowed, he knew she was back. He smiled, standing up straight, drawing her gaze to him while he motioned around the barn, “You know why this place is special, Sam?” he asked, turning in a circle with his arms wide. “This is where it all started. It’s where I stopped being a kid. This is where I started to behave like a man,” he explained. “This is where I took a stand.” 
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 Eric picked up the next bottle on the dresser and took a whiff. The clean, light scent was just what he was looking for. Smiling easily, he slid the cologne into his overnight bag, then stood before the closet, contemplating whatever was clean. 

 A nails-on-a-chalkboard shriek cleaved its way upstairs, wrenching his spine, Mom? He frowned dashing down the stairs and into the TV room where Sandy stood with her hands over her mouth, her eyes bloodshot and spilling tears, staring at Mike in disbelief. 

 “Mom?” he asked, skidding to a halt, noting the dent in the TV screen and the remote on the floor. “Mike? What happened? What’s wrong?” he breathed, watching his oldest brother shake his head. 

 “It can’t be,” she muttered. 


 “Mike! What happened?!” he demanded. 


 “It’s Randy.”


 Eric felt his heart stop and his blood fall to his feet, “Oh, God, what? What happened? Is he okay?” 


 “He’s been identified as the North Side Rapist,” Mike’s voice was so soft with disbelief, Eric wasn’t sure he’d heard him right, but as Sandy dove into her eldest boy’s arms and her fists beat against his chest, he knew he had. 

 “It can’t be! Not my baby! Not my boy! He doesn’t have a mean bone in his body, they’re LIARS! LIARS!” she shrieked. 

 Eric could feel his strength fading as he backed away, straight into the wall, an echo of his big brother’s voice from the other day coming back to haunt him, ‘They’re ALL nice in the beginning, you know that, you’ve seen it with your own eyes, why do you keep going back for more?’ “Holy fuck,” his eyes flicked to Mike’s and started spilling. “Oh, God, Mike,” Not my big bear, please no. God, no, Ran, please don’t be, please not you, big bear, it can’t be him, I love him too much. 


 “It’s NOT POSSIBLE!” Sandy screamed, glaring at her baby. 

 “Like hell it isn’t!” he challenged, pushing himself off the wall, his face twisted with anger and pain, This is YOUR fault, this never would have happened if you hadn’t driven him away! “This is YOUR fault! All those girls? You’re responsible for every single one of them!” he accused. 

 “Bullshit!” Mike came forward, stepping between the young man and his mother. “Eric, what the hell are you saying?” 

 “No,” Sandy shook her head, “baby, no, no, I love my boys…” 

 “NO, Mom, YOU did this! It wasn’t bad enough you poisoned us with YOUR sickness,” he gasped against the crushing feeling in his chest, his hands fisted in his hair as he turned in circles, one second racing for the front door, the next wheeling back on Sandy with no certainty of which was the right way to go, I have to find him, I have to help him, God, Ran, please don’t do this, please. Come with me, we’ll leave, we’ll go together, we’ll start somewhere they don’t know us. I have to find him!

 “Eric, what the hell are you talking about? Shut up, man! That’s our MOTHER you’re talking to. You don’t really believe Randy could hurt anyone, do you? I mean, it has to be a mistake, right?” he pressed forward, hoping to divert his little brother’s attention from Sandy. 

 Over the years, he’d spent more time than he cared to admit de-fusing potential arguments between them. Most of the time, Eric simply stayed away, but whenever they were forced to spend time together the animosity was sickening. 

 He remembered a time when his two younger brothers and their mother were virtually inseparable. While he learned the family business at Carl’s knee, his brothers got to spend their time with Sandy, taking day trips, going to movies, having fun, while he dutifully fulfilled his role. It wasn’t that he’d minded the responsibility, but he often felt cheated out of a meaningful relationship with their mother. As a teen, he frequently fought a deep burning envy, and occasionally, as a young adult, he’d still felt it, but by then Randy was already so distant from the family that he was almost estranged, and Eric was a social butterfly who was rarely home between the boyfriends and the girlfriends he couldn’t make his mind up about. 

 “Sure, why would you believe it? You spent your life at the shop with dad,” Eric sneered. 

 Off to the side, Sandy’s eyes were fixed on Eric, her hands over her mouth, and she was shaking her head. 

 “What’re you talking about?” Mike asked, fighting a throbbing cottony feeling in his head, something he didn’t want to hear was coming. 

 Eric shook his head, his expression flat, “Nevermind,” he shuffled toward the kitchen. 


Good, that’s good… whatever it was, I didn’t want to hear it, that’s for sure, he knew, but before he could stop himself, gave chase into the kitchen. “No, Eric, there’s no nevermind. What the HELL are you talking about?” 

 “It’s okay, Michael,” Sandy clutched at his arm, trying to draw him back out of the kitchen, away from her baby. 

 Frowning, needing to find out what made Eric believe the report, and what made him blame their mother so easily, he shrugged out of Sandy’s grip, then watched her zip past him. “How can you blame me? I love him, just like I love you, and Michael, you’re my sons!” she whined, reaching toward the younger man’s head, her hands poised to cradle his face. 

 Behind them, Carl shambled to the kitchen, drawn from his office by the sound of another fight between his wife and youngest, and unaware of the news report that labeled his middle son a murderer. 

 “Yeah, sure you loved us in your own sick way, but I’ll bet you never FUCKED Mike!” he screamed, jabbing his finger toward the eldest son. 

 “Eric!” Mike gasped. 

 He looked at the expression on the older man’s face, “She never did, did she? Never taught you personally the right way to ‘Love a woman;’ did she show you personally how a real woman gives a guy a blow job? Did she Mike?” he couldn’t stop himself even if he’d wanted to. Sandy was the reason Randy separated himself from the family, SHE was the reason he went away, SHE was the reason Randy turned his back on Eric and it was because of her that he’d eventually even stopped letting Eric into his bed, and locked him out of his heart. If she’d just let us be, this never would have happened! I would have taken care of him, and he would have let me.

 “Did you ever expect either of us to have a normal relationship with a woman? Or did it just get you off to think that every time one of us had sex with a girl we’d see your face or taste your pussy?” he continued. 

 Mike couldn’t stop himself; for the first time in his life he balled up his fist, pulled it back and connected with his baby brother’s cheek, “Liar! You sick little fucker, take it back! Take it back right now, you little shit!” 

 Arms flailed as the boys grappled across the kitchen, Sandy haltingly reaching toward them, her voice pleading as she begged them to stop. Behind her, Carl clutched the wall, struggling for air. 

 Eric jumped, wrapping his arm around Mike’s neck, holding the older man captive in a headlock, “Why do you think all my lovers are men, Mikey? You think the first taste I ever got was girl? Guess again.” Mike slid from the soft headlock, going once again for the young man. 

 “What?” he asked, as Eric grabbed hold of his arm, twisted it behind his back and slammed him chest first into the wall. 

 “That’s right, you weren’t part of the hot dog and a bun club,” he breathed into Mike’s ear, slowly releasing him, turning him around and holding him against the wall gently by the shoulders as tears broke over the rims of his eyes. “She said it made us special. She said it was love,” he glanced tearfully back over his shoulder at Sandy, “she said it was good and…” he groaned wistfully, “and it was good, God, sometimes, when it was just us,” he glanced back at Sandy, “When we could be with each other late at night without her around, it was heaven,” his fists clenched into Mike’s shirt, his chest bobbing as he struggled against the sobs. He looked up into the older man’s face, seeing a matching set of tears ready to break free, “Ran was all I ever had. He was all I ever wanted,” he leaned forward, his forehead against the man’s chest. “He was the first boy I ever fell in love with.” 

 Mike’s head shook violently back and forth even as his arms clutched around his baby brother, holding him close, “Shut up, shut up, Eric, just shut up, please.” 

 “He didn’t want me anymore, and he wouldn’t let me love him,” Eric sobbed. 

 “Sandra?” Carl finally managed to breathe in the doorway, his fingers white clutching the wall. His face shone waxy, glistening and purely colorless as he sank down toward the floor. 

 In the instant Mike grabbed Eric’s face in both his hands, the young man almost thought he was going to feel his big brother’s lips on his and his breath stopped in his chest. “Call 911,” Mike instructed, before moving to Carl’s side, unable to look at his mother who sat with his head in her lap, stroking his shiny nearly hairless pate. 

 “Carl? Baby? C’mon now, don’t do this baby, stay here,” she pleaded.

 


 --

 


 Once the EMTs arrived, Mike drew Eric aside, “Eric, if you and Randy both, I mean, if she,” he hung his head in shame, years of petty resentments lay heavy in his heart, “do you have any idea where he might have taken Sam?”

 “No, bro.” Eric shook his head desperately. “I wish I did. I like Sam, I think she knew I had a crush on her for a while, but she never made me feel stupid for it,” his eyes grew wide and he began to shake, “Oh God, oh god, oh god, this is my fault,” he whispered, then slapped his hand over his mouth, “Ran knew, jeez just the other day we were talking about Sam. He asked if I was still crushing on her and I said I was just a little maybe, but, oh jeez, Mike! I didn’t mean it. Maybe he does still love me and he got jealous, oh shit!” 

 Masking the distaste that came with the sudden knowledge of his brothers’ incestuous relationship, Mike shook his head, “No, Eric, no. Listen to me, it’s not your fault! Whatever he’s done, whatever happens, you can’t let yourself give in to that, okay? It’s not your fault.” He grasped the younger man by the head, turning his face so they were eye to eye, “You gotta tell the cops, Eric. Maybe something you know can help them find her.” 

 “I don’t wanna, Mike,” Eric whined in a voice that was so close to the one he’d use when his mother took them out for day trips when they were children that it sent chills up older brother’s spine. 

 “You have to.”

 “Well, shit…” he cursed, laying his hands on Mike’s shoulder, “you know she’s balled almost every man from here to Bakerstown, she can’t help herself, you know that.”

 Sandy’s copious affairs were no secret, but what he’d learned actually made so much sick sense he wondered how neither he nor Carl had ever suspected anything. 

 Eyeing the youngest sibling curiously, fighting his sense of failure as an older brother, he shook his head, wanting to know how Eric could be so much more together than he outwardly seemed, and how Randy, who appeared so on track, could have become the monster he was accused of being. “How can you…?” he started.

 “What? Forgive her?” Eric asked.


 Mike nodded. 


 The corner of his mouth turned up and trembled, he swallowed hard and shrugged, “she gave him to me.” 


 Mike felt sick to his stomach, but wrapped Eric into his embrace, “He’s your brother.”

 The young man nodded, sniffing, and looked into Mike’s confused expression, “I don’t know how not to be in love with him.” 

 Eric headed to the front door, stopping in front of Sandy. He looked into her eyes frowning and reached up, part of him wanted to give her comfort, but he couldn’t. “I do love you mom. I just hate that you drove Randy away from me,” he bolted from the house before she could try to reach out for him, then hopped into his car speeding toward the Sheriff’s station. 

 


 --

 


 Crossing the parking lot, Eric wove his way through dozens of townsfolk; people he’d known all his life, people who’d continued to accept him without question when his sexual preference became public knowledge, were now whispering behind his back. You should have come to me, Ran, I would have helped you.

 Inside the building, men and women stood in front of a map of the town tacked up onto a cork board. Areas were marked with different colored push pins indicating the most likely places that Randy might have taken Sam, and their search status. 

 There was no question which one was Sam’s boyfriend. Eric just had to look for the guy who looked like he felt. 


 “Detective Edwards?” he asked from behind the cop and a gigantic man he assumed was his partner. 


 “Yes?” they said at the same time. 


 “My name is Eric Custon, I’m one of Randy’s brothers.” He took a deep breath and sighed, “Can we talk? Somewhere kinda private?”


 Jase motioned to a table at the far corner of the main room and followed the young man to it with Pete at his side. 


 Eric sat down, reaching into his jacket pocket absently before coming up with a small notebook and a pen, “We think dad had a heart attack tonight. Mike said I should talk to you.”

 “What about?” Jase asked, taking a seat across from the boy, despite his obvious frustration over the interruption. 


 “About maybe why Randy is the way he is,” his lips trembled around the words and his hand shook as he started to make a list. 


 “Go on,” Pete prompted.


 “Far as I know, Randy never really liked girls,” he glanced up, reading their puzzled expressions easily, “in the sense that I think he’s a misogynist.”

 Captain Zegler walked over, stopping Eric in mid-sentence. “They’re ready to go Edwards.” 

 “They starting at the Backer house?” he asked anxiously, glancing at the list of what looked like locations the kid was making.

 He was torn. The dogs would smell her and lead them right to her, but what if they hadn’t gone near the house? What if he wasted time with the dogs when this kid could maybe give him a potentially hot location? 

 Captain Zegler nodded.

 “Shit,” he decided to split the difference knowing it would take them a good ten minutes to get to the Backer cabin if they drove the speed limit. He could put the pedal to the floor and meet them there almost at the same time if he didn’t waste too much time here.

 “Pete and I’ll follow in five minutes.”

 Jase watched the Captain leave with the K-9 units then returned his attention to the young man who breathed deep and rubbed his face with his hands before continuing.

 “I always just figured it was passive, y’know?” he shook his head, “I don’t know where he took her, I really don’t. I wish I did, Sam’s a nice girl.” He sighed shakily. 

 Knowing his time, and the attention of the detectives was limited, he jumped right in, wondering if what he was about to divulge would repulse them as it had Mike, or if maybe it wouldn’t even faze them. More importantly, though, he wanted to get to the hospital and find out how his dad was doing. 

 “I don’t know when he decided it was wrong, or why, or even how. I know I didn’t know why it was until later, but I knew it wasn’t my fault. What I can tell you is that he hates her. I think...” he tried to explain while fighting his heartbreak. “It was okay when it was just us, y’know, but when he found out she was sleeping around, it should’ve been just us.” he sniffed and wiped his eyes. “God, he hates her so much, but I think its cause he loved her so much once, I don’t know.”

 “Eric, slow down, what are you trying to say?” Jase asked, casting a curious glance at Pete. 

 “I’m trying to say that, maybe the reason he hates girls is because of how she raised us, the things she taught us to… do… to...with… each other…” he took a shaky breath, “how she taught us to make love with each other… and her,” he blurted quietly.

 Jase felt sucker punched and seemed to fall back into the chair. “Ooooh, shit. Eric, how long did this go on?” Pete asked gently, noticing that his partner had lost what little color he’d regained at the hospital. 

 The young man shrugged, his black biker jacket rising and falling like a load of bricks on his shoulders. “All my life. Randy once told me it’d always been like that for him, too. He told me he was so afraid that mom would stop loving him once she brought me home from the hospital, but she didn’t,” he kept his eyes down, he didn’t want them to see how deeply the memories affected him. “I remember one time, Randy was maybe in first grade or something, was probably just a pee hard on or something, but I can remember watching her work on him, she said she was kissing it to make it go away.” 

 “Oh geez,” Jase sighed. 

 Pete groaned. 

 “When she was done, she came to me, said she didn't want me to feel left out. Randy was crying, then I started crying ‘cause he was and I didn’t know why, ‘cause well,” he blushed magenta but continued anyway. “When she was done he was still crying, so she picked him up and put him in bed next to me, then stuck her tit in his mouth to shut him up, all the while she was, she was playing with me. Down there. Shit,” he groaned pressing his face into his hands. “That’s one of my first memories,” he admitted. “She always told us it was something that made us special. God help me, but,” he shook his head, “I liked the idea of being special.” He covered his mouth, breathing shakily. One by one, tears plopped from his chin onto the notebook. 

 “Eric, it’s not your fault.” Pete assured the despairing young man. 


 “Mike said I should tell you, he said maybe it would help you find her.” 


 “Was it, did she ever take you guys anywhere else besides the house, where she molested you?” Jase asked.


 Eric nodded and handed over the list, “Lots of places. This is all of them that I can remember right now. There were walks in the woods, Trainor’s pond, picnics, sometimes even at the movies she’d wear a dress and put our hands between her legs. My mom has a problem, she’s like, there’s no switch in her mind to stop her when it comes to sex, she can’t shut it off.” He tried to explain. “Show her a hot dog and she gets turned on, y’know? And once she’s on, she can’t shut off, that’s why dad always looked the other way at her affairs.”

 “Did he have any idea what she was doing to you both?” Pete asked. 

 Eric shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. If he had, I don’t think he would’ve had a heart attack tonight. I just couldn’t handle keeping it inside anymore, and he and Mike heard.” 

 


 “Which one popped you?” Jase asked, pointing at his split lip.


 “Mike,” he chuckled, “he didn’t want to believe it, but it’s okay, man, he’s my brother, he didn’t mean it.”


 “You don’t wanna press charges?” 


 “No! It’s okay. I would have done the same if the situation was reversed,” he admitted. 


 On the far side of the room, half a dozen men and women walked in, drawing Eric’s attention. Jase and Pete turned as one to have a look. “You know them?” 

 Eric nodded, “Sorta, they work estate security for the Caffey’s, about a mile away from Doc’s place, where I live.” 


 “Caffeys?” Jase questioned.


 “Doc’s place?” Pete asked, then eyed his partner, “It’s the Caffey woman who’s Sam’s biological mother, right?” 


 Jase nodded, starting to understand now how she might have come to fall on Randy’s radar. 


 “Ran’s head of security on the Caffey estate, well was,” Eric answered Jase first, then looked at Pete. “Doc’s place is where I live; I take care of the house and the animals when she’s traveling with the rodeo.” 

 With their questions answered, he had to ask one of his own, “You said Mrs. Caffey is Sam’s biological mom. Is she the product of an affair?” Eric asked. 

 Jase scowled at his partner, but reluctantly nodded. “Why?”


 Eric shook his head, “That could explain why Ran went after her.” 


 “How do you mean?” Jase asked. 


 Eric sighed, “Look, what she did to us, well mostly to him, she punished us both through Ran, if either of us got out of line or didn’t do what she said, she took it out on him. It got to the point where he could handle almost anything, ‘cause God knew almost anything could set her off, y’know? I mean, too long a look, taking too long to get it up, whatever. But Ran always protected me, he took the beatings, the rapings, the days on end chained up in the cellar. But what I think turned him, what made him start hating her? It was when he caught her cheating, on us. Grandma had eight kids, six of ‘em, including my mom, from different guys she screwed around with.” 

 “ ‘Betrayer’,” Pete sighed. 

 Eric could almost see it all clicking into place for the detectives and was glad he could help, even if it was only to figure out why Randy took after Sam. 

 “Eric, real quick,” Pete started, “you said you live at Doc’s place, is Doc a vet?” he asked. 


 “Uh huh, mostly large animals, horses, cows, but she couldn’t turn away a mouse, man, she’s a great lady.” 


 “As a vet, she’d have drugs on the premises, right?” the larger man asked. 


 “Yeah, mostly antibiotics and stuff, she keeps it locked up though, and before you ask, I don’t have a key and I don’t do drugs, I’ll even…” 

 “Does Randy know you live there?” Jase asked. 


 “ ‘Course he does, he’s my brother.” 


 Pete scrubbed his face, “That explains the darts,” he muttered to Jase. 


 “Yeah,” he nodded. “How long has Randy been working for the Caffeys?” 


 “Couple years, he doesn’t like ‘em much,” Eric shrugged. “He says the husband’s an okay guy, but he doesn’t think real highly of the wife or the old woman. ‘Course then again, he doesn’t think very highly of most women at all so, no surprise there.”

 Rising from his chair, Jase extended his hand to the young man, “Eric, I can’t thank you enough for this information, this could help, a lot.” 

 Eric nodded, shaking their hands in turn, “Good,” he wiped his cheeks dry. “Detective, don’t hurt him please,” I love him, “There’s more places than that, I just can’t think of them right now, when I do I’ll let you know,” he promised rising to his feet. “She really did love us, right? Right? It wasn’t something, it wasn’t ALL lies, right?” he asked. 

 “Maybe it was the only way she knew how,” the senior detective grimaced. His heart went out to the young man whose world, it seemed, had crumbled in the span of a few hours. 

 With Eric leaving the station, the detectives raced to the map with the list. 

 


 --

 


 In his car on the way to the hospital, Eric passed a tiny break in the trees and an overgrown rutted path that seemed to amplify the queasy feeling in his stomach for a moment, before he grimaced to himself and thought, it’s finally grown over. I wonder if kids still go there.

 As he neared the glowing halo of red light at the hospital’s Emergency Room parking lot, something snapped inside the youngest Custon’s brain and he felt a nauseating tightening in his groin. He slammed on the brakes, wheeling hard to the left, bouncing the car viciously over the median in a wild u-turn. Once the vehicle was straightened out he pressed the accelerator firmly against the floorboard and cursed himself, “Holy shit!” he gasped sharply. “How could I forget?”

 In just a few moments, that seemed to take forever, he returned to the overgrown path and jerked the wheel hard to the right, forcing the car up onto the curb where the undercarriage stuck and the engine whined in protest.

 The car rolled forward another couple inches and kissed a good-sized tree just inside the canopy before he tossed it into park and sat staring for a moment, unsure of what to do. Of COURSE, that’s where he’d take her! It makes perfect sense, he thought indecisively, though his belly felt suddenly full of loose gelatin. I’ll just go have a look, and if he’s there, I’ll come back and get the cops, yeah, that’s what I’ll do.


 He stood on wobbly legs, looking deep into the dew covered, silvery overgrowth. 

 The path led through a thick stand of woods and just over the town line before emerging near the Parker barn. 

 For the boys, it had been a place of both bliss and loathing. Bliss because time spent there meant more time together, and loathing because it also meant time spent with Sandy. And also loathing because, sometimes, it was where her jealousy could rage out of control without fear of discovery. 

 He remembered one night in particular, not long after Randy had made his stand, when he’d tried to explain to Eric why they had to stop, why he had to stop coming to Randy’s bed, and why Randy had to stop letting him. 

 


 His eyes followed the path of the twin beams as they pointed the way through the autumnal mist that hovered between the trees. He saw himself and Randy walking that path in the dusk, when Randy had just become a teenager, and Eric had yet to enter that mysterious realm. 

 “C’mon, Eric, I want to show you something.” Randy’s voice urged, startling him into a little jump and bark. 



Eric knew where they were going and couldn’t help but hope that his big brother had come to his senses and started loving him again. 


 “Do you love me again?” he’d asked.

 “I never stopped, little bear,” Randy assured him, but grabbed him by the wrist, almost dragging him up the hill. 


 Eric’s feet carried him up the rutted and overgrown path while his memory replayed that night. 


There were windows in the walls of the barn and from them came a soft yellow glow. Randy could barely see into them, and Eric couldn’t have if he tried, ‘til Randy grabbed him around the waist and unsteadily lifted him up.

 “What do you see?” Randy asked. 


 “Kids, well, big kids. They’re doing our, OUR special thing! They’re making love,” Eric gulped. “So we’re not special?” he asked, as Randy set him down and looked into the window again. 


 “Yeah, we’re special alright, Eric,” Randy scoffed through clenched teeth.

 He’d been too young to understand what Randy tried to tell him that night, and his hurt had been so deep with his brother’s rejection, it wasn’t until years later that the message began to sink in and a faint hope flickered back to life. 

 Eric snapped out of the memory and looked up at the barn, its shape black and barely discernable in the night. He could see a slit of light through one of the windows. Someone must’ve blocked up the windows, please don’t let it be Randy, please, not my brother, he pleaded silently. 

 A sense of déjàvous washed over him as he approached the rear window of the building and peeked in through that small slant. 

 The gap was about half an inch wide, but gave him a view of the floor and gray pants pegged up to one of the central support beams. A glimpse of red turned his mouth down, as the sight started to register and his heart fluttered. Adjusting his angle, he tried to follow the line of her body, but it was no use. 


Oh shit! Oh man! Oh shit! He bobbed around the window straining frantically to find Randy, but couldn’t.

 He knew the man could be hiding anywhere. Why would he be hiding? He doesn’t know I’m here. Go get the detectives! A part of his mind ordered, No! I can’t leave her here, I have to get him to let her go, get him to stop before it’s too late. I have to save him, he’ll listen to me, I hope. 


 A moment later, Randy stepped into view, standing in front of the beam that Sam Backer was bound to. 

 Eric strained to hear what his brother was saying but the distance, the wall, and the racing wind made it impossible. 

 He could see, however, that Randy was playing with his spring-loaded knife. That’s the knife I gave him when he went to college. Please Ran, he blinked back tears and tried not to choke on the hot acid in his throat. 

 Eric was frozen to the window. He wanted to run back, get the detectives and lead them here, but the fear that trembled his belly at the thought of what could happen if he left, what he’d be responsible for, left him in a cold sweat. Cell phone! His hands dove into his pockets searching, but his mind’s eye reminded him that it was on his dresser in his room, charging. Son of a bitch!


I gotta talk some sense into him. He tore himself from the window, sliding easily around to the side door where the wind whipped across the open field, rattling the time worn wood against its closure. I gotta get him to come to me. He slid the peg out of the wire and dodged around the side as the wind pulled the door open with a startlingly loud ‘whack!’ 

 He crouched in the shadow and waited just a few seconds until Randy emerged through the doorway. Eric moved quickly, taking his chance and holding his big brother’s knife hand to the side with one hand while the other grabbed him by the shirt. 

 “Ran, you gotta let her go, please.” Eric shouted above the wind.

 “Are you stupid! You coulda got yourself hurt!” Randy shouted, holding up the knife before countering swiftly, drawing his baby brother into the barn with him and turning until he was off balance and they stood apart, eye to eye. 

 “She’s a whore, Eric, it’s in the blood! She’s just like every single one of them; she’ll hurt him and tear him apart inside. I can’t let her do that!”

 “What you’re doing, what you’ve done, it’s the same thing she did to us! You can’t, you have to be better than that!” 

 They circled each other in a crouch, “Please, Ran, you gotta stop! They KNOW it’s you.” 

 


 “It doesn’t matter,” the older man shook his head, “She’s gonna hurt him, just like they all do. Who’s gonna save him if I don’t, huh? Look” he squeegee’d the sweat from his face with his hand. “I know she can’t help it, like mother like daughter, Eric. She’ll tear that poor son of a bitch apart, I have to do this.” 

 The gleam of the blade caught Eric’s eye, “Dude, put the knife away, it’s just me.” 

 Randy looked from the knife to his little brother; his eyes widened in surprise as he quickly retracted the blade and tossed it aside. 

 “Good,” Eric nodded, “listen, if you’re talking about the cop he can take care of himself, he’ll be okay.” he pleaded, steeling himself as Randy moved forward, attempting to subdue him. 

 “No, he won’t!” he shook his head as they grappled, trading and blocking blows and holds. “She’s just gonna chew him up and spit him out, it’s what they ALL DO!” 

 “He’s a grown man, he can take care of himself,” Eric countered. 

 “No, she’ll hurt him. She’s just like that slut mother of hers. It’s in the BLOOD, Eric, I can’t let her do that.” 

 Eric shook his head, “Ran, she’s not Mrs. Caffey. She’s Sam Backer, she’s DAVE’s daughter! You KNOW Dave, you know he raised her right, to be a good girl.”

 “It doesn’t matter, it’s in the blood! She fucked around on her husband, Grandma did it, Mom did it to dad and she did it to US! They ALL do it, and she’ll do it, too,” he spat, pointing at the woman bound to the far side of the beam, “She’s not gonna be able to help it. Another bastard slut causing the world one more pain, I can’t let her do it.” 

 “Ran, that’s fucked up,” Eric shook his head as the older man pounced again. Both of them were breathless, and Eric knew that, although he could take Randy down by strength alone, his big brother had more endurance than he did. He had to do something to get through to him, “What you’re doing is killing dad. He’s in the hospital!” he blurted. 

 “Bullshit,” Randy shook his head as they circled each other once more. 

 “It’s not, he had a heart attack tonight. He knows everything, so does Mikey. I told them everything, so now you don’t have to be scared anymore,” he pleaded. 

 “You WHAT!? God, Eric, what did you do?” His face twisted in agony as he charged forward, furiously driving the younger man backward through the center of the structure. 

 “It’s okay, look, the cops, they have search parties all over the place; they know you’re in Glen Falls,” he explained as Randy’s fist connected with his jaw. “It’s not your fault, Ran, they know that!” his head snapped back with the force of another blow. 

 “You can stop now,” he pleaded as the next blow landed him on the ground with his big brother straddling him, swinging hard against Eric’s blocking. 

 “Don’t you get it?” Randy panted just before Eric’s knees came up into his chest to throw him off. 

 For a long moment each man lay on the floor panting, looking at each other, staring into each others’ eyes, “You were right, Ran,” Eric shook his head and rolled until he was sitting up. Breathing hard, noting the stings and warm dripping, his tongue flicked out to his lip, tasting tangy torn flesh and blood, while his fingers closed over his nose, pinching away the stream of blood from there, “I think you broke my nose, man.” 

 Randy shrugged, “Sorry,” his own tongue probing at a cut in his lip while his other hand adjusted his grip on the handle of the knife he’d landed on.

 Eric sighed, “Look you were right, none of it was our fault, we had nothing to be ashamed of, but this,” he waved loosely, “this has got to stop man. You can’t do this.” He rose to his feet and stood above his big brother with his hand extended, his eyes pleading. 

 Randy grasped the offered hand and felt mist over his eyes as Eric pulled him to his feet. 

 He lurched fast and hard into the younger man’s body, the ‘snick’ of the blade springing from its handle lost in the crunchy sound of steel penetrating clothing and flesh. 

 Randy pulled his brother tight against him, feeling him start to go limp in his arms as he carefully eased him to the floor with tears streaming down his face, his eyes filled with Eric’s look of puzzled surprise. 

 He shook his head and choked, “I can’t,” he cupped the younger man’s face, close to sobbing, as he pressed their mouths together then embraced him tightly, “I’m sorry little bear, I’m so sorry. I love you…” he whispered, kissing the young man’s temple as he lowered him down onto his back, “If you try to go for help you’ll probably die, be smart. Just lay here and you might survive, please.” 

 Eric’s hand snaked behind Randy’s head, “Love you, Ran, always have. Didn’t I stop when you asked me to? Didn’t I? I never wanted to.” He took a shaky breath, his hand stroking his big brother’s face. 

 


 Randy pressed his face into that warm gentle palm, picking up and holding Eric against him one more time. 

 “Where do you think you’re going, young man?” Sandy asked, that sharpness to her voice that warned of painful punishment to come, but Randy wouldn’t back down this time. 


 “Come with me, Eric. You don’t have to stay, you don’t have to do any of this,” he offered, extending his hand to the boy. 


 “But,” Eric stammered, not understanding, “but we’re special, Ran, what we have, it makes US special.” he spewed the rhetoric he’d heard all his life. 



Randy shook his head, “Not here, not like this.” 


 “Maybe Randy’s gone selfish, maybe he doesn’t care about you anymore, maybe he doesn’t care about anyone but RANDY. Maybe he’s broken and can’t love like we can,” she tormented, trying to poison his little bear against him, “maybe he just doesn’t like you anymore.” 


 Tears slid into his little brother’s hair as he rocked them back and forth, his lips pressing to his temple, “Be smart, please stay alive.” 

 Gently, he lowered Eric back to the floor, making sure the young man’s hand was pressing firmly against the wound, hoping he wouldn’t try to move. 

 Wiping his face clean, he moved to the beam, grabbing Sam’s almost unconscious gaze with his jade green eyes, “This is your fault,” he motioned to Eric on the floor, almost too furious to speak. “We’re nowhere near done.” 

 A moment later, he was pulling the car out of the barn, pointing it toward the dirt road he’d come by, with Eric’s words ringing in his ears, “…didn’t I stop when you asked me to? I never wanted to…”  “I never wanted to either,” he cried softly, trying to find the road without headlights, and through a waterfall of tears. 

 


 “I’m sorry, Sam,” Eric gasped when the sound of his brother’s car faded into the distance. “I shoulda just gone and got the cops.”

 Sam tried to keep herself from sobbing since every breath changed the amount of tension on the wires and kept her blazing with pain. “Don’t talk, Eric, he’s right, save your strength,” she gasped, wondering how deeply imbedded the barbs were into her belly. She could barely feel her hands now, but felt that they were so slick, they were sliding out of the wire, and when that happened all her weight would collapse onto the wires around her abdomen and her ankles and she’d begin to be shredded by them. 

 “Dogs, they brought dogs,” Eric smiled, summoning the strength to roll up onto his side. His hand shook as he moved it away from the hole. “Holy shit, that hurts,” he gasped, peeling his shirt away from the wound, “Oh man...” he grunted, easing the thin cotton back over his belly and pressing down on the wound as he looked around. 

 Dangling from a peg on the back wall, he saw a pair of shears that might cut the wires binding her. 

 “Oh geez, Sam, what did he do to you? Gotta get you down, oh geez, oh shit,” God, Randy, why? Why didn’t you come to me? Why didn’t you let me help you? It would have been okay if you’d just let me love you, then you’d be okay. “Barbed wire, fuck!” he groaned, seeing her clearly for the first time.

 “What do you see?” she asked, sniffling and craning her neck so she could see what he did, but it wasn’t working. 


 “Shears, kinda rusty. God they’re miles away.”


 “Is there a work table? He had to cut these pieces somewhere.”


 “Yeah… yeah,” he looked toward the bench and began to crawl.
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 Boomer drove Pete and Jase toward the Backer cabin, “How much longer?” Pete asked. 

 “Dave’s cabin is still a few miles up the road,” he glanced quickly between the two detectives. “You really think he might’ve taken her there?” 

 His foot lifted off the accelerator at the sight of a dark muscle car pitched cockeyed on the curb just ahead. It appeared to be running. The lights were on and the driver door was wide open. “What the hell?” Boomer frowned. 

 “It’s possible,” Jase answered his previous question as Pete pulled on the passenger seat, leaning forward. “Looks like it’s locked up on the curb.”

 “Who’s car is that?” Pete asked. 

 “Eric Custon’s.”

 Cautiously, all three men left the sheriff’s car, drew their guns and approached the Charger. Boomer approached the driver’s door. “Eric?” he called softly, turning to look into an empty vehicle. 

 “It’s empty,” Jase said from the passenger side. 

 Boomer’s eyes followed the path of the headlights. “Son of a bitch, come on!” he started up the slope. 

 “Where’re we goin’?” Jase asked, relieved when Pete lurched ahead, grabbed his wrist and dragged him up the path behind the sheriff. 

 “The Parker Barn, it’s a hotspot for kids to screw around; practically every kid in Glen Falls pops their cherry there.” 


 “You think he might’ve taken her there?” 


 “And you’re telling us this now?!” Jase demanded. 


 “Technically, it’s in Delbourne. Delbourne backs up to the rear of the Backer property. 


 “Son of a bitch,” Jase groaned, pulling his phone as they reached the edge of the tree line, the silhouette of the barn visible on top of the rise in front of them. 

 “You won’t get a signal out here,” Boomer shook his head. 

 Even from this distance they could see a slant of light from one of the windows. 

 Moving quickly and quietly toward the barn, the sound of the side door beating the far wall left them each wondering what exactly they may be walking into. 

 “Use the walkie, get us some backup,” Pete ordered tightly, when they were half way there. 

 Boomer turned, “Look, he gave you a list of possible sites, maybe he’s just checking it out. Do you want to pull resources from somewhere else without knowing for sure there’s something going on here?” 

 Jase leaned heavily on his partner, his breath wheezing tightly in his chest. 


 “You okay, man?” Boomer frowned at the barely recovered detective. 


 “He’s fine, let’s go.” Pete answered, helping the man along as he nodded. 


 All three of them felt it as they reached the rear wall, the tension creeping up from their shoulders into the base of their skulls, their senses sharpening, trying to take in and weigh every sound, scent and sight at the same time, isolating background noise and happenings from anything distinctive. 

 


 Boomer dashed through the door, sticking to the far wall, watching the gargantuan detective bodily holding back his smaller and barely-held-together partner while he turned to stand on the opposite side of the door. Jase followed quickly but carefully, all of his motor control not quite back up to snuff. 

 “…just lay still,” a whisper was almost drowned out by the wind. 

 Pete saw his partner’s face change, saw the unguarded hope that nearly knocked him down and made him lurch forward until the larger man grabbed him roughly, shaking his attention back to the reality of the situation. 

 Something came to rest on the ground on the far side of the barn, “Eric? T…t…talk t’me, please?” This time the voice held pitch and unmistakable timbre. 

 Jase gasped. 


 “Who’s there? S…someone there?” her voice trembled, “Help, please…” then a sob. 


 Jase slid from his partner’s grip, stumbling to the front of the beam where the voice came from. 


 “Oh God,” he breathed, “Pete!” 


 Once he dashed to Sam, Pete and Boomer had no choice but to make their presence known inside the barn. Pete took the center area while Boomer went deep into the shadows. 

 The boy who’d bared the shame of his upbringing to the two men lay on his stomach, his back barely rising. 


 Pete rolled him onto his back, off the puddle of blood beneath him. 


 “We’re clear,” Boomer called from somewhere off to the side. 


 “Jase? Are you really here?” 


 The sheriff knelt beside Jase’s partner, putting pressure on the young man’s stomach, “Go man,” then looked into the boy’s face, “Randy do this to you?” 

 “…didn’t mean it,” Eric wobbled his head weakly. 


 “Get some wire cutters!” Jase called from the beam, blinking away the tears in his eyes. “Yeah, baby, I’m here.” 


 “Jase?” Sam gasped and groaned again as stars coursed across her field of vision. 


 At first, she thought she was dreaming when he stepped into her line of sight, best hallucination ever, until the searing, tearing pains started to make themselves known. 

 “Jase, Randy’s gone. He stabbed Eric.” She sniffed and groaned with tears sliding down her cheeks. “I hurt.”

 Her tiny declaration fractured his heart as Pete pressed a pair of wire cutters into his hand, then let himself really take note of the comparatively tiny woman and the entirety of her state. 

 “Hey, Pete,” she greeted, almost conversationally, “Help me down?”

 He swallowed hard, nodding, then elbowed his partner, “Start at the bottom, I’ll hold her.” He stepped forward, ready to support her scant weight as soon as Jase started cutting. 

 Her abdomen was torn open at least a half-inch wide in a horizontal line, down to the muscle thanks to the layers of wire around her; and there was a wicked horizontal slice above that that looked like the handiwork of a blade, complete with the edges of the skin curling away from the incision. The bottoms of her pants were shoved partway down her pelvis where he saw a large bruise beginning to blossom at the base of her abdomen. He gulped and fingered a tiny cut along her cheek. 

 “The team is on the way with an ambulance. I told them to cover the hospital in case he shows up there.” Boomer advised from his position, then turned back to the young man struggling for consciousness on the floor. “Eric, you did good son, you got him to leave, didn’t you? You got us here. You did real good kid, just hang in there.”

 Each of the wires sang a sharp ‘ping’ as it was cut. First to go were the ones around her ankles. 


 “Do the arms next, Jase, I got her,” said Pete. 


 Looking around quickly, he spotted a rickety looking stool on the far side of the barn. 


 “Okay, get a good grip,” he climbed onto the shaky thing, steadying himself against the beam. 


 It took a few snips to get through each braid of the rope Randy had woven through the wire, but finally, with his shoulders and forearms burning, Sam’s weight sagged with near freedom and her arms flopped over Pete’s shoulders.

 Pete drew in a sharp breath as barbs stabbed him in the back. “Fuck,” and got an equally sharp look from his partner, “that smarts.” 

 “Sorry,” Jase muttered, sliding off the stool and examining the bindings around her middle. He made note of the stick and how it’d been turned to tighten the three layers of wire and frowned. 

 “Sammy?”

 “Mmm?” 

 “When I tell you to, you’re gonna hafta hold your tummy still.” He looked up at Pete, “You’re gonna hafta make sure the wires don’t drag as I cut ‘em.” 

 “I’m a little occupied here. Turn the stick back once, then cut ‘em bilaterally,” he suggested. “That’ll eliminate a lot of potential drag.” 

 Tracing the wires with his gaze, Jase noted which order to cut them in and grasped the stick, “Hold still, Sam,” he gave a sharp counterclockwise turn to the piece of wood, far too aware of the squeaks chirping in the back of her throat. 

 Back and forth, one by one, he cut the three strips as close to her skin as possible, knowing full well he wasn’t the one to pull them out. 

 “I got her,” Pete breathed, feeling the burn in his shoulders and arms as Jase quickly helped his partner lay her down on the floor mere moments before EMT’s stormed their way into the barn, leading a pack of county troops and the K-9 units. 

 


 --

 


 In the back of his mind, Pete was surprised at how much strength his partner had as he tried to push through the detective, cursing furiously at Sandy Custon, who stood half behind her eldest son at the entryway to the ER. 

 “…the fuck’s the matter with you! What the hell’d you do to those kids, you sick bitch? I’m gonna put your ass so far away so fast it’ll be like you NEVER FUCKING EXISTED!” 

 Pete wrapped his arms around his partner, “Stay calm, man,” he warned. 

 “FUCK calm! That son of a bitch,” he motioned toward the bay where two different teams were hard at work, one on Sam, and the other on Eric. “Did you see what he did to her?! What he did to his own brother?!”

 “You know I did, just keep your cool or nothing’s gonna stick, you dig?” Pete hissed into his ear, relieved at the tremor that went through the distraught man as common sense finally sunk in.

 “Excuse me?” a nurse from the team working on Sam approached the group. “Whichever one of you is Jase,” she looked pointedly at the distressed detective, “come with me, please.” 

 At the side of the gurney, he leaned over, wrapping his hand around Sam’s. A quick glance brought a grimace to his face as a resident peeled the third strand of barbed wire from her belly, strings of flesh, fat and half coagulated blood hanging from the rusted clipping. 

 He swallowed before cocking half a smile, truly grateful just to have her alive, “Hey.” 

 “Carl’s in the hospital,” she smiled loosely, obviously sedated as her hand came up to stroke his cheek, “Eric said so. Randy might try to see his dad. Jase,” she tried not to cry, “he said he’s not done with me yet, hasn’t even started,” she drew a shaky breath. 

 “We’re not gonna let him get to you, Sammy,” he assured her, far more calmly than he felt. 


 She nodded, “How’s Eric? He tried to get him to stop.” She looked up, “My God, the things she did to him, to them both.” 


 He leaned forward to whisper, “Sammy, honey? Do they, did he, do they need to do a rape kit on you?” 


 She shook her head loosely. “I’d be dead if he’d got that far. He told me things; he’s gonna kill her. Every woman he kills, in his mind it’s her over and over and over again, but he,” she shook her head, “he hasn’t ‘cause Eric wouldn’t want him to.” She squeezed his hand while tears poured out of her eyes, down the side of her head, “What she did to him, it was inhuman.” 

 Jase nodded, “I know sweetie, I know,” he stroked her hair away from her face. 

 “No,” she shook her head, “listen, he’s trying to keep you safe. Sandy screwed around, town slut, y’know? Everyone knew it, but it’s part of what drives him. He said something, ‘it’s in the blood’. She molested them both, Randy and Eric.” 

 He nodded. 


 “She broke his heart with her affairs, with everything. He thinks he’s protecting you by killing me.” 


 “He’s not gonna get you, I promise.” 


 “No one’s gonna be safe ‘til he’s caught. He loves him, though,” she nodded toward Eric. “Blames me for having to stab him, told him don’t move, begged him to stay alive.” She looked at the resident, “Is he gonna be okay?” 

 “His small intestine was perforated. As soon as he’s stable they’re taking him to emergency surgery. He’s young and strong, he should be fine in no time.” He assured her. 

 “Good,” she sniffed. “This shouldn’t have happened to him, it’s my fault,” she tried to fight the sob. 


 “No, baby, no, it’s not. None of this is your fault, it’ll be okay, we’ll get him, I promise.” 


 “Help him if you can,” she pleaded. 


 He nodded, though all he wanted to do was to kill the man with his bare hands. 


 “Edwards!” Captain Zegler called from the far side of the bay, saving Jase from having to lie to her. 


 “Cap’s here. I’ll be right over there, okay?” He leaned forward, kissing her temple, and reluctantly left her to join the growing group. 

 “How’s she doing?” Cap asked. 

 “She’s got her game face on. She says because of some of the things Randy said while he, some of the things he said, that she’s likely to be targeted, too,” he nodded toward Sandy, his face twisted in a snarl of distaste. “She oughtta be stuck in a hole so deep she’ll never get out for what she did to those kids!” he started to rage again, barely able to contain the furious beast inside as she ducked behind her eldest again. 

 His eyes flicked up to Mike’s; he wanted to ask this son if he’d been part of her sickness, but didn’t need to. The defeat written all over the young man’s face was all the evidence he needed to see that the eldest Custon child was still in shock. 

 “Alright, that’s enough,” Cap caught Jase’s attention again, then looked pointedly at Pete. “I’ll take Mrs. Custon and Mike up to the surgical waiting room. You guys wait down here until they get her in a room.” 

 “Right,” Pete nodded, guiding Jase to the side of the bay where they could watch what was going on without getting in the way. 
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 Randy sat at the table in his motel room, the television on in the background, the volume just audible, his concentration focused between the laptop and the address book he’d stolen from Sam’s apartment. 

 


 He navigated through the computer’s menu, selecting T-Box 655, and smiled selecting three listed devices, and activating them. 

 Three audio bars lined the screen, each one identified by its location; one each for Sam’s apartment, Jase’s apartment, and Pete’s apartment. 

 


 He set each one of them to ‘record’ then slipped a bud into his ear while his gaze flew far away. 

 


 


 


 The odds were against keeping Sam in the hospital too long, for all the blood streaking the woman, he hadn’t gotten around to causing as much damage as he’d intended. Got caught up talking, can’t believe it, God, Eric! Why’d you have to come? Huh? Why’d you have to get involved little bear? Please, God, let him be okay, please! ‘Stop’ he says, heh, it’s never that simple, not for me anyway.

 He ran the night through his head, over and over again. Over and over again, he felt the blade slide into his little brother’s belly. 

 Sitting at the table, his gaze lost in the previous few hours, even though his eyes stared pointlessly at the television, he took a deep breath, the heady combination of his and Eric’s scent refreshed in the back of his nose. 

 Lifting the front of the jumpsuit up to his face, he breathed again and felt his chest quiver as his mouth twisted and his eyes filled, turning luminous with deep tears. “I’m so sorry, Eric,” he breathed, sliding onto the floor, leaning back against the bed with his knees in his chest, his arms wrapped around them, while he rocked blankly. 

 


 --

 


 “Count backwards from ten, Eric,” a soft voice instructed in his ear. 


Ran, “Ten… ni…” 

 “He out?” the surgeon asked. 

 The anesthetist nodded, honestly surprised he was conscious at all when they brought him in, considering blood loss alone he should’ve been out. 


It was everything he wanted, Randy was holding him again, he could taste him too and he could feel tears of joy moving over his eyes. 


 “Ran, please…” he smiled, pressing that stubbly cheek into his palm. Something was wrong, this wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. ‘What happened?’ he wondered. 



A flash of hot in his belly would have doubled him over if Randy hadn’t been there to hold him up, ‘God he feels so good, so warm, it’s cold in here.’ 


 “Maybe Randy’s broken, maybe he CAN’T love like we can,” his mother’s voice sneered from behind him. 


 ‘Yes he can! He does more than you’ll ever know,’ Eric wanted to shout, but he’d seen far too much. He knew he’d never be able to handle those punishments she’d laid on the older boy. His eyes flicked to her case, falling on The Big One. The same one that, if she hadn’t stopped when she did, might have landed Randy in the hospital, possibly with life-long damage. He still shuddered with the memory of that scream, and the blood. 



For days, Randy hadn’t got out of bed except to go to the bathroom. 



Waiting for his brother to return, Eric could recall sitting on the bed sobbing with the sound of Randy’s cries, groans and whimpers coming to his ears from behind the closed door. 



Though Randy had tried to hide it, Eric also noted the obvious fear on his big brothers face every time their mother came into the room. Instead, he did everything he could to take care of the older boy. He brought him food, helped him wash and make sure the torn up skin was clean and cared for. And while Randy slept, curled on his side, with his head in Eric’s lap, it was his kind gentle hands that soothed his big brother when the nightmares brought the pain back. 


 “No, momma, please, he’ll do what you say,” Eric pulled on the woman’s arm as it drew back again, the wooden spoon with the holes in it raised high, its imprint visible over and over again in the little boys bottom. 



As was always the case once daddy and Mike were gone, and on a day when the boys were home from school, they were required to be naked until momma gave them permission to dress. 


 “You’re damned right he will!” she gritted her teeth, flicking her arm and sending the little boy stumbling backwards into the wall. 


 “Ow, please,” he asked again from the floor, rubbing the sudden bump on his head. 


 “Fine,” she nodded, reaching into her bag pulling out a leather dog collar. She unbent Randy from over her knee, holding him by the shoulders on his knees between her legs. His torso shook but he quickly quieted his cries for fear of making her angrier, and his situation worse. 


 ‘No, momma, please don’t, please not again,’ Eric remembered thinking. 



She closed the collar around Randy’s neck, making sure she could fit two fingers into it, and nodded even as he shook his head, pleading, his tears coming in a new wave. “No, momma, please don’t, don’t leave me alone again,” Randy shook his head. 



Her hand slid down his naked body, settling between his legs where she squeezed until he screamed and begged, falling forward, held up only by the collar pressing into his throat. 



When he was done gagging, Eric watched her pull the soft leather manacles out and fasten them around his brother’s unresisting wrists. Next came the chain. Once it was clamped onto the collar, momma used the little padlock to make sure Randy couldn’t get himself free, even if somehow he did manage to get out of the cuffs. 


 “Now get!” she ordered, grasping a handful of Eric’s hair to get him onto his feet. Somehow, he’d always known part of her cruelty was borne of jealousy. He knew she envied how deeply the boys loved each other, and to protect themselves, they often woke before dawn so each of them could be found in their own bed. But sometimes she caught them wrapped protectively and lovingly together, though what it would cause for them later in the day was never certain. 



She marched her naked boys through the house, down to the basement, and into the crawl space for the far too familiar ritual of chaining her older son to two of the beams, his arms pulled taut between them, the leash then run over a pipe that ran over head and tied tightly, pulling on his neck, forcing him to remain somewhere between standing and kneeling until she put a stool under his knees, allowing him a half-restful position. 


 “Now, you think about your attitude mister and maybe I’ll let you out before morning!” she ordered, yanking Eric out of the crawlspace behind her, both of the boys’ faces shiny with tears, as she closed and locked the door on the sound of her middle boy sobbing. 


 


 --

 


 “…and in local news today,” Randy’s head snapped up, his tear-gummed eyes opened and, stiffly, he pushed himself up, returning to the table, “After fleeing his home town of Glen Falls late last night, the Northside Rapist, identified as Randall Custon, continues to elude police.” 

 In the corner of the screen, his Staff Link security identification photo appeared along with his vital statistics. 

 As the anchorwoman continued, his photo was replaced with a publicity shot of Sam with her name just beneath it, “Meanwhile, psychologist Samantha Backer, Custon’s 13th known victim, died early this morning from complications of the injuries incurred during the attack.” Randy turned his head, surprised at the orange glow that barely seeped through a break in the room-darkening drapes. A quick glance at the clock told him he’d slept almost the entire morning away, a fact his rumbling stomach confirmed. “Ms. Backer, a twenty-five year old psychologist with the Greater Outreach Center of Dubuque, grew up in the same small town as Custon. It is currently unknown whether the two had a history that might have played a part in her abduction and eventual death.”

 He watched the generic hotline number scroll across the screen as his photo lingered on the screen again. 

 “Any information about Ms. Backer’s funeral is being withheld at this time. Local area police are asking anyone with knowledge of Mr. Custon’s whereabouts to call this toll free number…” he changed the channel and smiled, picking up his .9mm and checking it casually. “Flush-em-out 101,” he grinned, shaking his head. “Good try, fellas, but I got other plans.” 

 On the computer screen, the sound bar for Jase’s apartment jumped in an all too familiar rhythm. Randy slipped the bud into his ear and selected the audio bar, playing it back from the ‘shave and a hair-cut, two-bits’ knock. 

 


 --

 


 At the doorway, Jase tapped out ‘shave and a hair-cut, two-bits,’ drawing Sam’s attention from the TV Guide in her lap. Sitting beside her, he thumbed a slip of hair behind her ear, smiling softly. 

 “It’s your apartment, sweetie, you don’t have to knock,” she smiled. 


 “You DO know it’s gonna be okay, right? You should get some rest,” he suggested. 


 “He won’t fall for it. He’s hurt, wounded, psychotic, but he’s not stupid,” she frowned. 


 “The hospital’s swarming with under-covers, including Jesse’s own people. The cover story went out this morning, AFTER you were brought here.” 

 “And you have to leave me alone,” she smiled wanly. “I gotta say, I’m pretty surprised to see the guy get involved with this so deeply, especially for someone he doesn’t even know.” 

 “You are his flesh and blood, and from what I can tell, so far, he’s a stand up guy. As soon as Mrs. Caffey told him what that Waldham bitch and Mr. Caffey did, he wanted to come up and meet you. But then, when he found out…” he shrugged, “he called in some favors and brought a lot of folks to the search parties.” 

 She shook her head, “I don’t wanna think about it, about him, or her, or search parties, or anything, and I don’t want you to go, but I wouldn’t mind a little alone time, too, y’know?” she asked. 

 “You’re not gonna be alone. There’s half a dozen uniforms in and around the building, two of them inside the apartment.” 


 “Jase,” she frowned. 


 “Sam, listen to me, you know how to shoot, right?” he asked. 


 “Yeah,” she nodded. 


 He lifted up the blankets, grinning in spite of himself at the sight of her pink bunny pajamas. “You’re going to spend tomorrow with my .38 in your,” he looked again, “your jammies need pockets,” he smirked. 

 She couldn’t help but grin, “I’ll keep it in my hand, thanks.” 

 “Good,” he shook his head, smiling, warmed with gratitude for Eric’s interference that probably saved her life. “Hey, before I forget, can you recommend someone for Eric to talk with? I told him I’d bring him some information when I go back to the hospital.” 

 Tears slid down her cheeks and her mouth turned down. She nodded, “Yeah, I know someone.” 

 “God help any son of a bitch that tries to hurt you. So help me, that bastard’s better off swallowing a bullet than to come across me after what he’s done,” he ground through clenched teeth. 

 “Jase, you can’t hate him. Please, don’t let yourself go there,” she sniffled. 

 “He wasn’t born this way. He wasn’t supposed to be this way, he was made into the man he is,” her breath caught in her throat, the sound of Randy’s voice in her head, the sight of his tears, the rage that tried to strangle him on its way out as he paced in front of her, laying out the details of years of humiliation and degradation. “He was just a little boy that got hurt too deep too many times. He coulda been anybody. It just so happened that it was him.” 

 “Are you shittin’ me?” Jase was incredulous. 

 “No. I’m really not. What she did to those boys…” she shook her head, “she betrayed the most sacred trust there is, Jase. She was their MOTHER. She perverted something sacred. Every evil thing he’s done needs to be laid at her doorstep.” 

 He nodded, not wanting to see her so upset, and certainly not on behalf of the psycho that nearly killed her, how can she? I mean she’s SEEN what he’s done, she almost, I don’t get it. “Alright, okay,” he soothed, “I get what you’re saying, Sam, I really do. But tell me this, when is he supposed to take responsibility for his actions? Huh? When? She didn’t hold a gun to his head and tell him to rape those women. To kill the, what? Five that came after Terry Lowenthal, BEFORE this spree. When does he take ownership of his own shit, huh?” 

 “I don’t know,” she shook her head, another fresh volley of saline falling down her cheeks “I just know he wasn’t supposed to be what he became. There was just too much hurt to cope with.” 

 “Yeah, well, you keep on thinking like that, ‘cause you’re a better man than I, Gunga Din,” he scoffed. 

 Sam drew him toward her, pressing their lips gently together, “Not better, just different,” she smiled. “A couple of the few things that we know for certain about serial killers, is that 1) more than 99 percent of them are male, 2) no matter how impassioned or out of control they get in the act of killing, they tend to objectify their victims, dehumanize them, and 3) in a lot of cases there’s a psychological inability to make an emotional connection to others. Randy’s different,” she took a breath, the sound of his emotion laden voice in her head, “He was everything to me and she turned him against me, she made him doubt me, doubt my love. I have NEVER stopped loving him! And I never will!” “There’s too much inside him,” she stroked his stubbly cheek. “He’s not gonna be able to contain it for very much longer, and when he self-destructs, it’s gonna be bad.” 

 “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he kissed her temple, then moved to the door. “Get some sleep. I’ll say g’bye before I leave.” 


 “Hey.” 


 “Yeah?”


 “Tell me who cries over me the most,” she smiled. 


 “You’re a sick woman,” he shook his head, smiling curiously as she shrugged. 


 “Seriously, be safe. He’s not dumb, Jase, not by any stretch of the imagination. Be VERY careful.” 


 “We will,” he nodded solemnly. 


 “Love you, sweetie.” 


 “Love you, too,” he closed the door, his brows creased while he pondered her points. 


 


 --

 


 “Thank God, he’s alive,” Randy glanced up at the ceiling. “Thank you, God, Thank you!” 
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 Cold, yellow sunlight slanted across the cemetery, stretching the shadows of the dozen police officers dressed in suits, dresses, and coats as funeral attendees. Among them mingled four uniformed officers, an obvious visible presence that they were sure would signal Randy that this was a genuine affair rather than something staged. There were four other officers placed with sniper rifles at cardinal points around the cemetery, just in case something went wrong. 

 Joe Blatt and Reverend Highmore were the only two civilians present at this gathering, and as Jase and Pete scanned the group and the cemetery grounds, seemed to be the most relaxed as well. On everyone else’s face tension was unmistakably written. 

 


 --

 


 In the periphery of his vision, Sandy continued to pace the family room of the Custon home. Every so often she would stop and look at her eldest son, the expressions on her face ranging from pitiful to furious. It’d been almost thirty-six hours since he’d said a word to his mother, and just over twelve since he’d spoken at all, his most recent words having been a sobbing apology to his unconscious baby brother in the intensive care unit after a successful surgery. 

 The county sheriff’s department wanted to take Sandy into custody, but without Eric conscious to press charges against her, and Mike never having witnessed any of the abuses, there was, for the moment, nothing that could be done. 

 County also provided a couple officers to stay with them as a protective measure, relatively certain that Randy may well come to finally exact revenge against the woman he’d been killing without success over and over again for the last year. 

 “Oh for God’s sake, Michael, say SOMETHING!” Sandy yelled, rounding on her eldest. 


 He raised and narrowed his eyes at her, “Like what?”


 “I don’t know!” she stormed. “Don’t just sit there like a, like a bump on a log!” 


 Frowning, he rose from the arm of the couch to tower over her. “Just what the hell would you like me to say, mother? That it’s alright? That everything’s fine? That this is a bad dream? Or do you want to hear that it’s not your fault? You’re NOT to blame, well guess what, you ARE!” he shouted. 

 “Don’t you dare talk to me like that!” she hissed. 

 “Or what?” he demanded, sneering into her face. “You’ll take me over your knee? Stick my face up your skirt? THEY’RE YOUR SONS!” he raged, partly fueled by his sense of failure as a big brother, I should have known, somehow, I should have known. “How could you do that to them? Wasn’t it enough to have half the town whispering behind their hands about what a SLUT you are?” He watched her eyes bulge wide, but couldn’t stem the tide of his fury and helplessness. “I’m more ashamed to be your son than I am to be Randy’s brother,” he spat before turning back toward the arm of the couch. 

 A spear of pressure altered the air through the family room just before the officer in the hallway crumpled, splattering a shower of blood onto the tile. 

 Glass shattered and Sandy screamed. Mike turned to the patio door, stunned perfectly still as his younger brother strode over the shimmering, crunchy carpet and into the room. He perched on the edge of the desk where each of the boys could remember having done their homework at times. 

 “Hi, mom, hey, Mike,” he greeted simply. 


 Sandy’s hands flew to her mouth as she backed toward her eldest. 


 “Where you goin’, mom?” Randy smiled brightly, pointing the gun at her chest. 


 “Ran, please,” Mike began, stepping forward with his hand outstretched. 


 “What? Please what, Mike? Pretty please with sugar on it? Please don’t do this? Please don’t MAKE me do this? Please don’t make ERIC do this? Or US do this? Please… please what, Mike?” 

 The older man shook his head, the numbness of his shock finally wearing off, “Jesus, Randy, I’m so sorry. I should’ve known. You could have told me, you should have told me, or dad, or … someone,” he wept. 

 Randy’s head cocked to the side with half his mouth turning up in a smirk, “Riiiiight, ‘cause that would have made it all better.” 

 “Baby, please,” Sandy sniffled reaching for him. 

 


 Randy pressed his finger to his lips, his gun held in his lap now, like a pet, as he shook his head, looking directly into Sandy’s eyes, “Shhh. Don’t talk.” He turned his attention back to Mike, “How’s dad and Eric?” 

 “Do you really give a shit?” Mike asked angrily. 

 A chuckle bubbled up through the younger man’s throat, “Mike, I’m holding a gun loaded with hollow points. The man I’m trying to protect from one of THEM,” he motioned to Sandy, “doesn’t seem to understand the danger he’s in. Not to mention that I had to shank the one person…” he stopped and swallowed hard, the pain visible in his eyes a complete contradiction from his actions. “I had to shank my own baby brother in the gut, and I can’t get into the hospital to see him, or my father,” he pushed off the desk, stalking toward them, the anger in his voice growing with each step. “The last few days haven’t exactly been stellar, and now my big brother is questioning my sincerity? What the hell is wrong with you, man? Are you STUPID?” 

 In the blink of an eye, he had the muzzle of the gun pressed into Sandy’s breastbone, pushing her into Mike. “Now,” he smiled, “HOW THE FUCK IS MY LITTLE BROTHER?!”

 “F, f, fine.” Mike stammered, stunned by the quick turnaround and potential for murderous violence he suddenly, and for the first time, really believed Randy capable of. “Well, not fine, but he WILL be.” 

 “Good,” Randy sighed, “and dad?” 

 “He should make a full recovery, too,” Mike nodded, sensing the younger man coming back down a bit. “Ran, what’re you gonna do? You have to think rationally here; this isn’t gonna end well if you don’t let it stop,” he half pleaded. 

 The motion was so casual that Mike couldn’t have anticipated it if he’d wanted to. One minute Sandy was pressing backward into him, with Randy’s gun poking into her chest, and the next, the gun was poking into HIS chest and Sandy was captive in Randy’s embrace, held by a hand on her throat. 

 “But I’m just starting to have fun. You don’t know how it feels to finally just,” he shook his head, “let it all go.” 

 He craned his neck over Sandy’s shoulder, his lips skimming her ear, “Hey, ma, remember when Eric and I were kids?” he asked with a kiss to her neck. 

 “Remember how you taught us all about the terrible ecstasy of anticipation?” his fingers splayed against her throat, his lips grasped her earlobe seductively. 

 He grinned as she shuddered. Yeah, I still remember the signs; I still know how much this turns you on. How quickly would you get off if Mike watched? Someone new to the mix, would it thrill you more than if it was me or Eric? He wondered, watching his big brother’s face twist, disgusted by her reaction. 

 “Remember how you’d sit there and watch? How you’d watch your baby suck my dick like it was an ice cream cone? Remember the first time you showed him how to fuck me? How about the first time I fucked him, huh? Remember that?” He taunted sliding the gun between her legs while he beat his hips against her backside, giving his big brother a show he’d never seen before.

 “Remember the teasing,” he whispered, sliding his arm over her chest, “the tweaks,” he palmed her breast, her breath shuddering while she began to pant and he beat his hips twice more, “The slow, soft, strokes,” he taunted. 

 “Yes!” she shouted trembling. “Yes I remember! God, I’m sorry, baby, I’m so sorry! It was never supposed to hurt,” she pleaded, crying openly even as Randy burst out laughing. 

 “Never supposed to hurt?” he clutched her tightly. “Raped with the Porn Star Supreme so that every fucking move I made, made me BLEED for a week!” 

 “I had to baby, you threatened to tell on mommy,” she whimpered.

 He began to shake with fury as his arms tightened around her, returning the gun between her legs, she grunted and, it seemed of their own will, her hips ground against the weapon. “Hey, Mike, you ever been in the crawl space?” he asked. 

 “No! No! Don’t you dare!” she shrieked, held just as captive by her own sickness as she was by his grip. 


 “We have a crawl space?” Mike asked surprised.


 Randy chuckled, amused by his big brother’s lack of knowledge. 


 “Or what?” he sneered into Sandy’s ear, then looked at Mike. “What? Don’t tell me you never took the chains down? Are they still there? Do you still have the collar and the leash too? What if I chained YOU up down there in the dark, alone, naked with nothing but spiders to keep you company, huh? What if I left you down there for a whole weekend breathing in your own piss and shit with only a couple cups of water a day? HUH?” he snarled, gaining some satisfaction as the color washed out of Mike’s face and the older man stumbled back down to the arm of the couch. 

 “You really think I had friends that I’d spend the weekend with, Mikey? Huh? Did you really buy that?” he asked, no longer needing to hold her by the throat. His lips on her neck were a leash she couldn’t break. His free hand inside her top, and the piece of steel he continued to work between her legs kept her tethered to him. 

 “Remember the fuck train, mom?” he whispered against her neck. “I do you, Eric does me and you finger fuck him? Huh? Good times, wasn’t it?” he felt her nod breathlessly against his neck. “Hey, Mike, you want some? You wanna know what it’s like to get sucked off by your own mother? She does it real good, y’know, a little teeth, a little tickle for your prostate…” he grazed her neck with his teeth, “But sorry, mom, not even you can compare to Eric. His love is perfect, yours always had a price tag.” 

 “Oh my God,” Mike leaned down, wondering what his little brother would do if he passed out, “Randy.” he begged tearfully. 

 With a shake of his head, knowing Sandy was only seconds away from orgasm, he tossed her at his older brother, pointing the gun at her again as her hands slid between her legs. “Here’s a little anticipatory tension for you. I’m not done with you yet,” he assured her, then met eyes with Mike. “Tell Eric I love him, tell him I never stopped.” 

 Dumbfounded and speechless, Mike nodded. He caught the tail of an idea just as Randy reached the edge of the patio, “Randy! Eric would never want you to do this, you know that. If you really love him, you’ll stop and turn yourself in! Please!” 

 Shaking his head, Randy continued out into the back yard, tucking his gun into the shoulder holster under the jumpsuit, “Told him, can’t.” 

 


 --

 


 Just inside the gates to the Glen Falls Cemetery, Jase and Pete stood with Captain Zegler and detectives Paulson and Rumsfeld. There wasn’t a happy face among them. 

 “Sam said he wouldn’t fall for it,” Jase shook his head. 


 “Did you call her?” Captain Zegler asked. 


 “Yeah, she’s fine; the uniforms are there, no sign of anything. I don’t get it,” he frowned. 


 “So what? You think he high-tailed it out of town until the heat dies down?” Paulson asked. 


 “Paulson,” Pete shook his head, trying to lighten the mood, “is there a single western or cop movie you haven’t seen?” 

 “I’m sure there’s a few, Baski,” Paulson played along with their familiar banter while Cap answered his phone, “but then, they probably weren’t worth seeing in the first place.” 

 “Uh huh, yeah,” Cap looked at the men around him, “he just left the Custon home. Both of the officers stationed there are dead. According to the oldest son, it sounded like he had some kind of plan or might be coming back for Mrs. Custon.” He turned his attention back to the phone, “Alright, we’ll meet you there in a few minutes, we’re just leaving the cemetery now.” He listened and nodded, “Yeah, he read it as a setup and used it to his advantage.” 

 “But he didn’t kill her or Mike?” Jase asked as Cap slipped the phone back into his pocket and they headed toward their respective cars. 

 “No.”

 “Let’s go see what we can see,” Pete shouldered his partner toward the SUV.

 


 --

 


 Sandy nodded tearfully and wheeled away from her eldest son, keeping her cell phone out of reach, “Yes, baby, I will, I promise, mommy promises,” she sniffed, snapping the device closed, then sliding it into her pants pocket before turning to face Mike.

 “You CAN’T!” Mike stormed, shaking his head.

 “I have to Michael, he wants this to stop,” she tried to explain.

 “Mom, you CAN’T! You can’t trust him! For FUCK’S sake, he threatened to KILL YOU!” he lunged, wrapping his arms around Sandy, pinning hers to her body as she kicked and writhed and screamed. 

 “He wants to stop! Michael he wants to put an end to this, he’s my baby, I have to!” she cried desperately. 

 “God, you stupid idiot! He’s trying to get you out of the house! He’s trying to lure you away, don’t you understand that? Were you just TOTALLY ABSENT five minutes ago?!” he stormed, “Wait till the police get here, tell them where he said to meet him,” he started. 

 She shook her head, “No, I can’t, Michael, he’ll run. He said if I told the police it would be the last straw and he’d know he can’t trust me! And he’d run and hurt more people and it would be MY fault. Michael, I have to! I have to… oh, God, I’ve hurt him so much,” she paced frantically, her hands twining helplessly in her hair. “I never meant to hurt him, I swear, I didn’t, I just, I was afraid. He loved Eric so much and they were so good together, so beautiful, and I felt left out.” She tried to explain. “And I was jealous sometimes, I was, and I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt my sweet little boy,” she pounded the heels of her hands against her head. 

 Michael guided her to the couch and sat her down, “Fact is you DID, and now he wants to kill you.” He crouched in front of her and tried to talk some sense into the woman who he once thought he knew. “Listen to me, if we’re smart, you, me, dad, and Eric are going to survive this. If Randy really wants to turn himself in, he will and he’ll survive this, too; but, if you go, my guts are telling me he’s gonna kill you, and then maybe, ‘cause isn’t it what people like him wind up doing? Kill himself? You don’t want your son to die, do you?” he asked. 

 Cupping his face in her hands, with tears streaming down her cheeks she shook her head, “No, not my little boy, not my sweet little Randy.” 

 “Randy rhymes with candy, and tastes just as sweet, doesn’t he?” Mike could hear Sandy sing-song as she served dinner, or brought snacks into the family room,
and the tiny saying, with it’s never before considered entendre, made his stomach turn. 

 She leaned forward, her arms over his shoulders, pressing her face to his neck. Even though the last thing he wanted was to be near her in any way, he couldn’t stop himself from attempting to comfort the sobbing woman. 

 “I’m so sorry,” she whispered pressing their cheeks together before turning her head and pressing her mouth hard and desperately onto his. 

 “Ooooh, GOD!” he shoved her back onto the couch while he crab-crawled away. “Jesus Christ, Mother, what the FUCK is wrong with you! Sick…” he lurched to his feet, wiping his mouth, throwing a disparaging look at her as he stepped into the bathroom. “Fucking TONGUE!” he spat rinsing his mouth. Leaning on the sink he shook his head, “You have a serious,” the front door slammed shut, “problem.” He whipped his head around to find the couch empty. “Mother!” he screamed, gritting his teeth. Why am I bothering? he wondered, stepping carefully over the dead policeman, getting to the front door just in time to watch her car speeding down the street. “Son of a BITCH!” Once more, he pulled his cell phone and dialed Captain Zegler. 

 


 --

 


 Randy watched her cross the uneven field until she stood shaking just a few feet away. 

 He held out his hand, “Give me your cell.” 

 Sandy did as she was told then wrapped her arms around herself, “Randy, please,” she nearly whispered, watching him destroy the piece of technology. 

 He shook his head, “I need, WE, we need to talk. I can’t go on like this,” he frowned tremulously. “I could have killed my little be… Eric.” 

 She shook her head, reaching for him, “He’s going to be fine. The doctors say he’ll be one hundred percent in no time, and he knows you didn’t mean it, he knows, baby, you’d never hurt him on purpose,” she tried to soothe, moving closer, wrapping her arm around him, drawing him close. 

 “Before I finish this, I need you to help me. There’s things I can’t be sure can be trusted to anyone else to do, and I need to know you’ll do them for me?” he asked holding her apart from himself. 

 “Sure, baby, of course, anything,” she nodded, then gasped when he drew her in, devouring her mouth with his while his hands roamed her hungrily, sliding under her shirt, over and between her breasts, under her bra then up and down her back. 

 “Oh, God,” he gasped, “it’s been so long.” then she was pressing herself to him, moaning into his mouth as his hands slid down the back of her pants, around and finally into the front of them making her squeal with delight and longing. 

 Once he was sure she wasn’t wearing any kind of wire, he gently broke apart from her and nodded solemnly, motioning through the trees on the far side of the clearing. “I’ve got everything together at the motel I’ve been hiding at. You didn’t call the police right? Tell me you did as I asked, mom? Tell me you’re gonna let me have the one dignity of doing this my way?” 

 “I didn’t. Michael did, but I left before they got to the house, just like you asked baby, just like you asked,” she stroked his face and drew him in with hot desperate kisses that sent shockwaves through him. 


Good girl, you finally did something right. “Thank you,” he nodded once more. “C’mon, I’ve got a room.” 
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 Shaking his head and looking as if he hadn’t slept in months, instead of just one night, Mike bit hard on his thumb nail. “It’s been over twenty-four hours since she went to him detective, do you really think she’s still alive?” 

 “It’s hard to say, Mr. Custon. All his behavior,” Jase shook his head, “your brother’s quite an enigma when it comes to his drives and behaviors so far, with normal serial killers, a lot of their behavior is predictable, almost textbook, I mean, that’s why there’s a textbook, y’know? But,” he shook his head, “Sam tried to tell me Randy was different.” 

 “How’s she doing, by the way?” Mike asked. “I’d like to be able to give Eric SOME good news when I go see him later,” his eyes overflowed with the last vision of his baby brother in his head. Eric curled on his side, holding his old nested teddy bears to his chest with the snapshot of Randy from his wallet cupped in his hand. “He’s terrified Randy’s gonna wind up dead.” 

 Reluctantly, the detective nodded, “If he doesn’t surrender when we find him, he might.” 

 “He’s still in love with him,” Mike muttered. “How does that happen?” he asked, still unable to wrap his mind around it. “He’s his brother, how do you fall in love with your own brother?” he whispered urgently. 

 Jase shook his head.

 Mike swallowed hard, the shy, athletic and electronic wunderkind that was his middle brother, virtually impossible to reconcile. The furious and tortured young man who’d coldly killed two police officers and a dozen women that they knew about, wasn’t the brother he knew. 

 “I didn’t know,” Mike shook his head. “There were marks in the beams from the chains. How do I hope he lets her live? How do I hope for that when I know now what she did to him? What she did to them?”

 Jase shook his head, moved by the young man’s distress, he’d been in the crawl space himself and seen the markings. He’d seen the odd couple hairs that had been pulled out by rough spots in the over head beams and the cobwebs and egg sacks that littered the room. 

 “I don’t know, Mike. What I do know is that, if you want to talk, whenever you’re ready, we’ll get you, Eric, and your father all the help you need. Randy and your mom, too, if they let us.” 
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 Two Days Later. 

 


 “…love you, Ran, always have. Didn’t I stop when you asked me to? I didn’t want to.”

 “Randy’s selfish,” 


 “No, please don’t,” Randy’s childhood voice pleaded. 


 His head snapped up, hitting the wall behind him. His eyes bulged wide, darting through the darkened room as he gasped a deep breath. 

 Scrubbing the beard and moustache he hadn’t even noticed over the last few days, a buzzing sound caught his attention, drawing his gaze across the room to the bed. 

 The comforter, when he checked in, had been some faded version of sea green with garish swirls of hideously vibrant color that was meant to be an artistic flair. Just one BIG splash of color now, he thought, noting the pattern that looked like fingers wrapped around the bed from above as the blood had soaked into the comforter. Flies. More than just one, how long? He wondered, turning his wrist to check his watch, “Wow,” he shook his head. Again, his hands came up to rub his face and brought the voices back, too.

 “I’m sorry! I’m SORRY! Don’t….” he’d screamed on so many occasions. 


 “…maybe he doesn’t care about anyone but himself, he doesn’t you know. He doesn’t love you anymore, maybe he never did…” she taunted. 


 “No! I do! I always did!” he shouted at the body on the bed. 

 “Maybe he’s broken,” she mused, “can’t make love like we can.” 


 “Yes I can! I can little bear, You KNOW I can. I promise.” Tears slid into his moustache, wetting his lips. His tongue swept them back inside while his bloodshot eyes fixed on the woman,. “You’re a FUCKING LIAR!” he screamed, hitting his forehead with the gun in his hand.

 “Oh yeah, that’s right…” she moaned, “Goood, now when he stands up, you’ll know your little soldier’s ready…” even her voice was smiling. 


 “But we’re special, Ran. What we have, it makes US special!” Eric protested, still too young to understand what his big brother really wanted. 


 “Shhh, it’s alright, just be a good boy and do what I say,” she soothed. 


 “It hurts!” Randy cried. “No, please! You’re HURTING ME!” he shrieked. 


 “Shhhh,” he pressed his finger to his lips, scanning the room again, making sure they were there alone, “Please…” he whimpered shaking his head. 

 “Take off your clothes nice and slow, you know how your brother likes it, Eric, then you can help him with his,” she instructed, watching Randy’s eyes flick from her fingers sliding inside herself, then back to his little brother. There was disappointment on her face when his gaze lingered hungrily on the younger boy sliding his jeans with tantalizing slowness down over his hips. 


 


 “Not here,” Randy was barely able to breathe as a sweat and flush of desire pinballed back and forth inside his young body, “not like this.” 


 “It can’t be wrong if everybody does it,” Eric protested. 


 “Of course it’s not wrong, love is the only thing that matters,” she agreed. 


 “Get me the Big One,” she ordered angrily while her knee dug into his belly. 


 “No! NO PLEASE!” Randy cried, trying to squirm away, kicking, hitting, doing everything he could, even as she grasped his arms and pinned them behind his back, using her weight to keep him over her knee. Eric’s face was red and tear streaked, his slim little chest hiccoughing as he knelt on the other side of her knee just as the buzzing started. He felt her finger press against him and cried, pleading again just before the tip of that monstrosity was forced into him, burning and ripping the tender flesh of his backside. He screamed. Then Eric was there, his hands on the sides of his face, his warm wet lips against his scream, taking it in, sharing it with him as best as he could. He could feel that gentle little hand between his legs trying to ease the pain with a hint of pleasure only his little bear could bring, while together they cried their way through his torture. 


 “It hurts,” he groaned, rocking. 

 “No! Eric, if you really love me, you’ll stop right now!” 


 “Love you, Ran, always have. Didn’t I stop when you asked me to? Didn’t I? I never wanted to,” then, “This has gotta stop man, you can’t do this,” he pleaded. 


 “I can’t,” Randy pressed their mouths together, tasting his saline, “Oh, God, Eric, I can’t!” 


 “It’s okay,” he felt Eric stroke his face tenderly “you don’t have to be afraid anymore.” 


 He gasped his way back from sleep once again, but this time, a sense of calm certainty swaddled him comfortably. 

 Randy pushed himself up, his body protesting harshly until some of the stiffness dissipated. He looked down. Judging by the thick peeling streaks of meat and blood, and the flecks that simply dropped off, he might’ve been on the floor for quite a while. Couple days maybe.

 Every part of him that he could see, from his toes, to even the side of his nose had been splattered or streaked with blood from the corpse on the bed. Did I really finally do it? he wondered, feeling something sticky tear away from his inner thigh. Looking down he plucked away a string of meat that seemed to have coagulated between his thigh and his penis. A not unpleasant shiver worked up his spine with the odd sensation as he flicked the sticky strand across the room where it slapped onto the TV screen. 

 The buzzing grew more noticeable as he approached the bed. His head cocked to the side. He’d left her face alone, but the rest was barely recognizable as having once been human. I did it. I really fucking did it! At the side of the bed he fell to his knees, tears streaming down his face once more as he wrapped his arm over what was left of her, trying to embrace her one last time, “I loved you so much and all you could do was hurt me over and over and over again, well I got you back, you bitch! I finally got you back!” her head came away from the rest of the body, angling toward him, her eyes wide and milky now, her once peachy lips long since blue and rubbery feeling.

 Sniffling hard, he flicked away a maggot then pressed his lips to hers. “I’m so sorry,” he rolled the head back to where it belonged and stood up straight catching sight of himself in the mirror. “Oh shit,” he drew close to his reflection, wondering if he’d killed her, before, during or after they had sex, disturbed by his inability to remember. 

 “Not a good sign,” he told himself, gazing hard into those bright green eyes, “One more, just one more, this time for my boy. One more for Eric and then it’ll be done,” he nodded at himself. “Okay,” he agreed. “Better clean up first, though; won’t get very far all covered in mom bits.” Again he nodded, “Good point,” and entered the bathroom. 
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 “It’s been four days since anyone’s seen hide or hair of him, Jase. I’m gonna go insane unless I can get a breath of fresh air, stretch my legs a little bit, or something,” she eased herself off of him and the couch where they’d been nestled, so she could pace the front room. 

 “Look,” he straightened up, leaning on his knees, “I know this is driving you nuts, but we don’t have any way of knowing where he is. He could be sitting in the building across the street just waiting for a stupid move on our part.” 

 “What about work?” she asked. “I have to go back, eventually. My clients aren’t going to want to talk with other psychologists! They’re MY clients for a reason!” she ranted half-heartedly. 

 Jase stood up, his hands on her shoulders, pleading down into her eyes, “Please, baby, just give us ‘til the end of the week. Give us a few more days to see if we can flush him out,” he stroked her cheek. 

 “Let me go to the store with you?” she asked. 

 He shook his head. 

 “I’ll be with YOU, in a public place. He wouldn’t dare make a move!” 

 “No,” he pulled her close, feeling her body squeeze him tight, maybe in an effort to feel as if she were doing something physical. 

 “I’m gonna be jumpy as a bug on a hotplate when Pete gets here.” 

 


 --

 


 A few cars down from the door to her building, he sat in the front seat of another recent acquisition, disguised by nature in his beard and moustache, in addition to a Buckeyes ball cap and plain sunglasses. He appeared to be listening to maybe an mp3 player, even occasionally bobbing his head to make it appear even more so. Gotta play the game just right in the daylight, plain sight, getting her out is going to be the hard part. He gazed into the rear view mirror at the side door of the building. He was parked almost perfectly. He needed to be quick, get her downstairs and into the trunk. The faster he did that, the faster he could have her back at the motel and finish this. Then he could rescue Eric and they could hit the road to somewhere they’ve never been. Somewhere they’d both be safe. 

 “A bug on a hotplate, huh? Better that than dead,” the detective assured her under the sound of rustling clothes. 


Thank God I don’t have to listen to them have sex! I don’t think I could take it, he rubbed himself gently, despite the stinging rawness that came from the deep scrubbing it took to get all the blood and viscera off his body. Left no stone unturned. He cracked half a smile with the thought. 

 “Jase, let me come?” she pleaded again. 


 He listened to them kiss. 


 “Stay here. I’ll be back in about half an hour okay. Maybe we’ll go away this weekend, okay? Lock the door behind me.” 


 They kissed again, and the door opened. 


 Randy’s heart beat picked up, though he made certain to remain as nonchalant as possible while listening to her chain and deadbolt the door behind him. 

 Kitchen sounds filled the bud in his ear while he watched for the detective to leave her building, either on foot, or in his car. 

 As carefully as he’d surveyed the area, the detective’s visual sweep in Randy’s direction was blocked by an SUV pulling out onto the road. 

 


 Knowing time was of the essence now, Randy moved with purpose, exiting the vehicle, carrying a computer bag over his shoulder, and having departed from the jumpsuit with the use of Jeans, t-shirt and a suit jacket. He glanced around the parking garage, where there were no signs of security, and moved unimpeded to the inside door to the stairwell. 

 At her door, he tapped out the familiar rhythm, ‘shave and a haircut, two bits.’ 

 “What’d you forget?” she asked undoing the deadbolt and chain. 

 As soon as the knob turned, he pushed into the apartment, his knifepoint pressing into her throat as he kicked the door closed, forcing her across the apartment until the wall stopped her progress. 

 “Please,” she whispered at the same time as his hand with the blackjack came up, stealing her consciousness on the way down. 

 


 --

 


 The first thing she registered was a thrumming in her head under a point of pain. Opening her eyes hurt, the light from the room hurt. 

 “Mmm?” she questioned, noticing that once again, her mouth was duct taped, just as it had been five nights ago while Randy waited for her to awaken in the barn. 


Motel room, she realized, easily identifying the generic furniture. It’s still daytime, she noted a slant of light from between the opaque curtains, something stinks like rotting meat. She turned her head and yhipped a surprised scream under the duct tape at the sight on the bed. Holy shit that’s Sandy, he did it. He really did it, the clinician in her noted, while the woman in her tried to claw her way to the surface in pure panic. Don’t panic, don’t you dare… she told herself. 

 On the table to her right, within easy reach if she’d been unbound, a .9mm lay taunting her. 

 Behind her, the toilet flushed and the bathroom door opened. 


That’s strange, she thought in response to how she’d been taped into the chair. Her left arm was bound tightly to her body, her torso bound to the back of the chair. Her right arm, however, had been carefully placed on the arm of the chair and fastened there with a single piece of the silver stuff. What are you up to, Randy? What kind of fantasy are you playing out now?

 Randy pulled one of the other chairs up and sat across from her. 


 “I told you I wasn’t done with you yet. I owe you for Eric y’know,” he nodded. 


 Sam shook her head quickly, mumbling something under the tape. 


 “I’d like to believe that if I took the tape off this time, too, you wouldn’t scream, but I can’t take that chance.” His knife flicked out in front of her face, her eyes grew wide and her breath came short as he wedged it beneath his fingernails, cleaning them one by one. “Y’know, I liked your dad. He was a good guy. Do you know he’s one of, what? Maybe six guys in town that wouldn’t fuck my mom?” he motioned to her corpse. 

 “Oh she tried! Believe me, she had a hard on for him for a looooong time,” he smiled, “but he was a smart guy. Knew better than to get involved with her, could probably smell her from a mile away. I know I could, but that’s for a whole different reason, as you know.” 

 She nodded, making an affirmative sound. 

 “Oooh, hey, speaking of hard ons, did you know my little brother had one for you? He’s a very sentimental, sensitive man. Probably too sensitive to have ever told you, but he said you probably knew.” 

 Again, she nodded. 

 “He also told me you never made him feel bad or stupid about it. Thank you for that,” he smiled a little sadly. “Eric’s a good boy.”

 Leaning forward he set the blade down on the table and reached for the gun, sliding the grip into her hand. 

 He watched her fingers slide over the steel, flip the safety off and do her level best to angle the muzzle at him, all the while pleading beneath the tape. 

 “Oh, I know, you’re saying, Randy don’t do this, you don’t have to do this, it’s over, Sandy’s gone. Yeah she is, wow!” he looked back to the bed. “Guess I went a little berserk there, huh? Yikes!” then shook his head. “Wasn’t much of a fuck left, a little loose, y’know? S’what happens after so many years with the Porn Star Supreme, not to mention every Tom and Harry Dick she could get to fuck her,” he chuckled, then leaned over and picked up the knife again. 

 He wiped the tip of the blade clean on his jeans, leaning forward, the point angled toward her cheek. He watched her tears fall and her head wag back and forth as she tried to convince him to stop. 

 “You’re probably still pretty tight,” he mused, running the flat side of the blade over her face, from her cheek to her forehead, watching her cry, trying to hold still until she couldn’t take it anymore and simply pulled the trigger. 

 She knew the gun wasn’t loaded, she knew it couldn’t be if he was literally putting it into her hand, but what she couldn’t fathom was what he was after besides the sheer rush of toying with her. 

 He smiled, taking the pistol from her hand then slipping a magazine into it. He popped a round into the chamber and set it on the table again. 

 Randy slid to his knees beside her, that gleaming blade ever present as his lips came to her ear, her neck, kissing and nipping at her while his hands roamed over her body, sliding into her blouse, under her bra, the blade caressing her skin just as frequently as his hands did. 

 The sound that came from under the tape was an obvious plea, but he couldn’t stop. He could feel one side of the blade or the other pressing against her skin and couldn’t tell if it was the flat back or the honed edge. 

 His lips slid to the divot of her throat, “I can taste your heartbeat. God, I can smell your fear, Sam, its thick and sweet,” he breathed deep, “the things I want to do to you. The ways I want to hurt you,” he nipped hard, drawing blood as she squeaked and finally let the sobs fly free. 

 “But this isn’t for me. This is for Eric. He asked me to stop, but you know I can’t. I’m not strong enough,” he slid the tip of the blade into the center of the single piece of tape that held her right arm down and cut through half of it. 

 Eyeing her arm, Randy stepped up his groping and kissing, swinging the blade in front of her face, working up her fear, trying not to give her time to think about what was going to happen. 

 He almost smiled when she jerked her arm up, breaking through the rest of the tape and grabbed the gun, pressing the muzzle to his temple. 


I have a part to play here, this is for you little bear. 


 Randy leaned back, guided by the gun pressing into his temple. His hands came away from her body, the blade still in her sight. 

 He looked into her golden colored eyes, and she into his crystal greens, and in a flash she understood exactly why he’d brought her here. 

 He had to give her credit, once he saw realization in her eyes, she started to fight down the panic he’d worked so hard to set rolling inside her. 

 She flicked her head to the side and meep’d a plea. 

 In the periphery of her vision the steel blade flicked back into its housing, but all she saw was movement, and in a split second of full awareness of how he’d planned this moment, she blinked her understanding and gave him the release he asked for with the squeeze of the trigger. 



 EPILOGUE

 


 The Glen Falls Cemetery - One Year Later. 

 


 “If the headstone doesn’t have a name on it then how will…” Jase stopped in the middle of the walkway and shook his head with a smile. 

 “And you call yourself a detective?” she teased, elbowing him gently. 


 “Hey, long as I don’t brain fart when it counts, y’know?” 


 “Y’know, I’m not sure I understand this, Sam,” he admitted.


 “Well, if his name was on the headstone, then it’d be sure to be vandalized, if not completely desecrated. I don’t blame Eric, losing the one person in the whole world you love with everything, it’s bad enough. He still cries,” she faced him with watering eyes,.“So do I.” 

 He thumbed away the tears, “Yeah, but not for you, that’s what I don’t get.” 

 “That night in the Parker barn, no matter what he did, no matter what he planned on doing, he let me in. He gave me the chance to see the kind of man he could have, SHOULD have, been, the one he wanted to have been. No one should ever hurt that deeply. If he’d come to the realization two years ago, that he came to that night, he and Eric would have been off somewhere living together as a couple, maybe even married, but they would have had a chance to heal each other, and maybe in the end, they both could have been whole.” 

 “Sam, they’re brothers.” 

 She shrugged, “With what they went through, they loved each other,” she smiled at the marker, the meaning of it a private detail Eric had shared with her over coffee one day, “that’s all that really mattered.” 

 She barely registered the marker beside the one she was looking for. Only the name Custon really stood out and it took a moment to realize that the simple engraving, “Sandra Custon, Beloved Wife and Mother, At Rest.” was as good as she was going to get. 

 To the left of Sandy’s was the one Sam wanted. In front of the headstone she propped up the bouquet of Black-Eyed Susan’s, and looked down at the grave. “These were my dad’s favorite flowers. I hope you are at peace.” 

 Jase shook his head in wonder at the woman he’d married, that she could cry so deeply for a man who’d tried to kill her was beyond him. But it was that part of her that made him love her all the more, and gave him the most rudimentary idea of just how deep the love between those two brothers might have really run. 

 As they walked back toward the car through the interminable rows of headstones, markers, and monoliths, in a deep and secret place inside, he wished, too, that things had worked out differently for them. 

 In the end, the bundle of yellow and black flowers was the only sign of any visitors to the beautifully simple, rose-quartz headstone. On the right-hand side was engraved a large Teddy Bear holding a smaller bear in its arms, and to the left was inscribed, simply, “The Love of My Life, Finally at Peace. Little Bear.” 

 


 End.



 This book is dedicated to all those who work every day to help others. You are the ones who will leave your fingerprints on the future and you chose to do it positively, Blessings to you.

 


 And of course to the wonderful support of all my friends and family who suffered through just about every kind of pathos this writer could muster. A thousand Thank You’s are not enough, so you have my love and gratitude as well. 

 


 Thank you to my publisher, E. Zuliani at Uneak Press, Inc. (uneakpress.com); my editor Katherine S; my plot geologists (always looking for those holes) Carol, Sheila, Kat, I am grateful to you all!
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