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The Beginning

September 12th
3:00 a.m.—Outside of Washington D.C.
He was coming! She’d recognize the sound of his deliberately slow gait until the day she died. He enjoyed instilling fear with each step. Not that he had to try hard. She’d been terrified of him for weeks. Long before he took her.
The days of torture had taken their toll. Every inch of her body ached. She couldn’t believe she’d once thought him savable. That first night—she’d reasoned with him—pleaded. Counseled him. But how do you save someone who has no desire to be saved?
When he’d first come to her for help, he spoke of struggles with family issues. She believed she’d helped him see things clearly. Yet with each visit, she’d glimpsed something dark and ugly lurking beneath the surface, which was why she’d ended her sessions with him and referred him to another psychiatrist. And then he’d showed up at her office and. . .she’d woken up in this room. To this nightmare. Dressed in a flowing robe-like dress that tangled around her ankles. Her hands and feet tied to the bed posts.
His prisoner.
That was when the real nightmare began.
Keys jangled outside the door, ramping up her fear. One slowly slipped into the lock. Her frantic eyes watched as the doorknob turned. The door opened. His presence filled the threshold. She screamed but the gag he’d placed in her mouth made it sound like a low grunt.
“Good morning, angel. We have big plans for the day.” A demented smile spread across his lips showing perfect white teeth—part of his charm. “This is the day you become immortal.” He came over to the bed and slipped the gag down slightly.
“Help me! Someone, please help me,” she yelled at the top of her lungs.
His smile widened as if her reaction pleased him. “Go ahead—scream all you want. No one will hear you. These walls are soundproof.”
No one was coming to save her. Her mom and dad weren’t expecting to hear from her for a few more days. She was at his mercy, and he’d proven he didn’t possess any.
A hopeless feeling bored down deep. She’d die here.
Her parents’ faces appeared in her mind, and she had to keep fighting for them.
She screamed until her voice grew hoarse and her throat raw while he simply sat on the bed and watched with growing boredom.
“Are you finished?” he asked when her voice died.
She fought back tears. Not like this. She didn’t want to die like this. She had to stay in control. Be the person he’d come to originally for help even if it were just an act.
She clenched her hands into fists until her nails bit into her palms. “Look, you don’t have to do this. Let me go and I’ll go back to being your doctor. I won’t report this.” She tried to gesture with her bound hands but it was useless. “I can help you.”
His smile disappeared and his face contorted with the insanity she’d witnessed before.
“Don’t try to shrink me.” He jabbed his index finger against her forehead, shoving her head back. “You disappoint me. You’re nothing like her.”
“L-like who?” But she already knew. Megan. He’d talked about her at almost all of his sessions.  
Just as quickly as the monster had revealed itself, it disappeared, and the polished exterior returned. “We have a lot to do today. It’s time to get your angel wings.” He clapped his hands together excitedly. “At one time, I’d thought you would be worthy of the white wings, but no. . .” He shrugged his disappointment.
When she’d first woken to find him standing over her, he’d told her angels came in two forms. The strong ones—like him—wore white wings. . .but the bad—the weak ones—were condemned to black.
“Are you ready, angel? Ready for immortality?” The smile returned. He was one sick person.
Immortality. His intentions behind that word could only mean one thing.
“You said you’d let me go. . .” Her voice cracked into a sob. He’d promised if she was good, he’d let her go home to her family.
The monster returned as quickly as it fled to the recesses. “Don’t beg. I had such high hopes for you. After all, I selected you for a reason. Because of her. I came to you and poured out my story and you didn’t flinch until I told you about my desires. I guess they were just too much, even for someone who has heard everything.” He threw her words back at her. When he’d first come to her for what she believed was a genuine desire for help, she told him she’d heard it all. . .only she hadn’t. There was so much evil contained inside him waiting to be unleashed on the world.     
A single tear slipped down her cheek. As she looked into the eyes of the monster, the truth became clear. She was never going to leave this room alive.




Chapter One

September 14th
1:00 a.m.—Kenai Peninsula, Alaska
The smell of crushed Angelica flowers mingled with the acrid scent of smoke. He was here with her again. In the one place he could still reach her. Her dreams.
Megan fought to wake herself, but he wasn’t ready to let her go. She could hear his voice taunting her as if it were only yesterday.
You think you can get rid of me so easily, Megan. You can’t. Don’t you know you’ve become part of me? Part of this thing. You’ll never leave me. Not until I say it’s over. And it’s not over. There are more games to play. More angels to claim.
Smoke overpowered the fragrant Angelica making it impossible for Megan to breathe. He’d bound her hands behind her back. Her fingers fumbled with the knot. His breath brushed against her cheek, yet she couldn’t see beyond the silky blindfold, soft and familiar against her skin—a contradiction to the horror she knew lurked beyond its comfort.
A scream pierced the terror. Renee Wolf—the woman who had taken her place. She could still hear her pleading for help after all these years.
“Hold on. I’m coming!”
This is just a dream. It’s just a dream!
“Mommy. . .”
He touched her shoulder and whispered her name, but something wasn’t right. His touch was soft and gentle. All wrong.
“Mommy—wake up!”
Mommy? Megan forced her eyes open and glanced around at the familiar bedroom in her Alaskan home on the Kenai Peninsula. He wasn’t here. Just her precious daughter, who stood next to Megan’s bed trying to wake her. Aniyah’s frightened little face screwed up in fear.
“Ani, oh baby, I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”
Ani climbed into bed with her mother and wrapped her tiny arms around Megan’s waist.
“Baby, it’s okay. It was only a dream.” Megan wished she could believe those words. In her heart she feared the worst. It had started again.
“Is it the same dream as always?” Ani asked in a sleepy little voice. It sickened Megan that her innocent daughter knew this dream so well.
“Yes.”
“Mommy, I don’t want you to have that dream anymore.”
Megan would give anything if she could wish it away and make it so.
As Megan struggled to find something to tell her daughter, Ani’s quiet breathing made answering unnecessary.
Megan kissed the top of her daughter’s head and slowly untangled Ani’s clinging arms. She climbed out of bed while holding her breath. The child didn’t wake.
She quietly pulled the bedroom door closed leaving a sliver so she could hear in case Ani woke.
Outside, the Alaskan night held little of the warmth from earlier in the day. Bubba, the family’s golden retriever followed her out.
From her porch, Megan could see for miles. She’d chosen the place for that very reason.
In the distance, the Kenai Mountains rose over four thousand feet into the night sky. This was home. This was where she’d grown up and she loved this place so much. Megan couldn’t imagine raising Ani anywhere else. Yet even as the thought occurred, the face of the man she’d once loved came to mind. Jack. He’d been the love of her life and her rock until he’d crumbled. Megan had come home to her village on the Kenai Peninsula to escape the past and become normal again. So far, that hadn’t happened.
Tonight, nothing moved in the shadows around the place. Up above, a thousand stars as far as the eye could see and a full moon fitting the Alaska night blazed across the surface of the sky.
Though it was nice out, Megan shivered. Nothing to do with being cold. It was all about Angel. He haunted her every day. The upcoming date on the calendar wasn’t lost on her. It had all begun seven years ago.   
Just thinking about him made her want to check on Ani again because she needed reassurances.
She quietly opened the bedroom door and tiptoed to the bed, looking down at her sleeping child. Aniyah Elizabeth Iluak, named after both Megan’s and Jack’s mothers, slept peacefully. Ani was so like Megan and yet so much like her father that at times it was as if Jack were right there with her.
She stroked a strand of raven hair away from Ani’s damp forehead. Ani opened her eyes for a moment. Those startling gray eyes never ceased to stun Megan.
“Mommy, what’s wrong?”
“Shh. . . Nothing, baby. Go back to sleep now.” Ani closed her eyes. Soon her breathing deepened. Megan kissed her daughter’s forehead then crept from the room and went back outside to the porch.
As she prepared to slip into her favorite rocker, something caught her attention. The second she saw the white envelope propped against the back of the rocker—a bunch of Angelica flowers next to it—the past wrapped its arms around her, and Megan ran inside the house with Bubba. She slid into place the three deadbolts she’d had installed to feel safe again.
He’d been here. Angel had been here.
Megan went to the hall closet and retrieved the lockbox that contained her Glock. She hadn’t used it since she’d left the Bureau, but she kept it because she knew this day would eventually come.
With the Glock in hand, she killed the lights and hurried to the window with Bubba her shadow. Nothing stirred. Still, he’d been here. Watching. Waiting for just the right moment to deliver his hideous offerings. What if he were out there now?
Her heart raced in her ears. She’d lived in fear of this moment for seven years. Hid out amongst her people and licked her wounds. Through it all, she’d always known he wouldn’t let her go.
Megan went to the kitchen and retrieved rubber gloves and a Ziplock bag to preserve the evidence.
It took more guts than she’d believed she possessed anymore to unlock the door. “Stay, Bubba.” The dog whined but settled next to the threshold.
Megan slipped on the gloves and snatched up the note and flowers with one hand while keeping the weapon aimed in front of her.
She backed inside the house and relocked the door, carrying the letter over to the kitchen counter. She tossed the flowers on the counter and carefully studied the envelope. Simple white like you’d find at any store that sold stationery which would make it next to impossible to trace. No name on the front, just an elaborately detailed hand-drawn set of angel wings.
The past and all Angel’s twisted evil flooded back.
It took everything inside her to open the envelope and read those chilling words she’d been expecting for so long.
But before she read one word, a stark red stain grabbed her attention. He’d sealed the note with a single drop of blood.
She shivered as her gaze crept over the page.
A gift for you. I have more waiting for you. Remember the Hermès scarf? I have a special one just for you. It’s time to come back home, Megan. Will you do the right thing? Will you let him know your ugly secret to save their lives?
He was taunting her. Somehow, Angel had found out about Ani. By sending her the note with the blood he would know she’d have to choose between keeping her secret from Jack and helping find his next victims before he killed them like he had the woman whose blood was on the note.
For reasons known only to him, Angel wanted her back in D.C. Wanted their cat and mouse games to continue.
Megan snatched up her cell phone. Punching in those once familiar numbers that would connect her to the past and drag her secret out in the open for the whole world to see was hard, but she didn’t have a choice. Lives were on the line.
Bubba waited at her side as if sensing the need. Outside, wolves howled off in the distance. Beyond their mournful cries came a much stronger and far more frightening voice pulling her back.
The sound of things to come.
◆◆◆
 




5:45 a.m.—Arlington, Virginia.


Throughout the long, sleepless night, Special Agent Jack Montgomery couldn’t escape the feeling something bad was lurking in the wings waiting to pounce. How could it not? It was the anniversary of the first Angel murder. . .and the birth of a monster.
Seven years ago, this day had started out innocently enough. The warmth of a late summer brought tourists out in droves to visit the nation’s capital. It ended with the discovery of Carolyn Spark’s body. The first Angel victim.
As part of the Behavioral Analysis Unit, a division of the FBI’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime, Jack had seen his fair share of bad situations. Violence happened all the time. This feeling was different. Deeper. Uglier.
As he poured his first cup of coffee for the day Jack’s cell phone shrilled, all but confirming the dread he’d worn on his shoulders was justified. He lifted it from its resting place on the kitchen counter.
The number came through as unknown. A pit formed in Jack’s stomach.
He cleared the crud from his throat and answered. “Special Agent Montgomery.”
Silence followed for so long Jack thought perhaps the call had been a mistake. He held the phone away from his ear to check. Still connected.
Finally, a breathy sigh came through to his ear and then. . .“Jack, it’s me.”
His legs threatened to buckle. He grabbed hold of the kitchen counter for support. “Megan?” The room swam before his eyes. Was he dreaming? Maybe he’d fallen asleep after all. He’d certainly dreamed enough about her.
“Jack, he’s back.”
He didn’t even question who she meant. “That’s not possible. He’s dead, Megan.” The less than steady cadence of his voice was unlike Jack. He’d earned the nickname Steel Man because nothing got to him. . .except losing her.
“He’s not and you know it. I’ve told you all along he was still alive. The dreams . . .”
“They’re just dreams.” Jack felt his chest tightening. He didn’t want to go through this again with her.
“No. This is real. He left me flowers. And a note. He mentioned the Hermès scarves. He said he had one waiting for me. And there’s something else. Jack, there’s blood on the note. He’s killed someone. He is back.”
Jack paused. The fact that Angel used white Hermès scarves to cover his victims’ faces had never been made public. He shook his head. It couldn’t be. Could it?
Either way, the fear in her voice was certainly real.
“I’m on my way to you.” They might be divorced, and she might hate him, but he still loved her, and he wouldn’t let anything happen to her. He’d almost lost her once to Angel. He wouldn’t let that happen again.
“No! I’ll drop the letter off to the FBI field office in Anchorage. They can have their lab analyze it. I’m not going back there, Jack. That’s not part of my life anymore.”
“It is part of your life, Megan. If this is Angel. If you’re right about him still being alive, you are in danger.”
The annoyance in her sigh proved it would be pointless to argue. Her mind was made up.
“If you don’t want me to come, then at least let me dispatch agents to your house to protect you.”
“I just called you because you need to know he’s still out there.”
She didn’t want any connection to him or their past, he got that, but her safety mattered more. “Think about your family, Megan. They could be in danger, too.”
“I can take care of myself and my family. I was once an agent too, remember?”
But she’d been out of the game for seven years. “This isn’t negotiable. I’m sending Kevin and his partner. They are going to be your shadow until we catch this guy.” 
“Like we did the last time?” She threw the taunt in his face. Megan never believed Billy Stephens was the Angel killer. “Jack, this is ridiculous. I’ll be okay.”
The frustration growing in her tone reminded him of the time before they broke apart. He wanted to blame the case for what happened to them, but if he were being honest, Jack hadn’t made being married to him easy. Instead of talking about what was bothering him, he’d dived into the bottle and shut out everything, including her.
“I’m not leaving this to chance. They’re coming as well as you and that’s final.”  
“Fine,” she snapped.
“Fine.” He jabbed the end button, his irritation showing. Immediately, Jack regretted his burst of temper. He was doing it again. Using anger to mask pain. Hearing Megan’s voice had brought up a wealth of feelings he still hadn’t dealt with.
Had the wrong guy died that day?
The thought made him sick to his stomach. Why now—after so long—had the killer chosen to reveal the truth that he wasn’t dead after all?
When the solid ground beneath him returned, Jack realized the implication of what was happening. The blood left on the note seemed to indicate Angel had killed another woman.
Jack rubbed his eyes. One of his best friends and Jack’s best man at his wedding was now at the Anchorage office. He’d reached out to Kevin to help him locate Megan originally—back when Jack thought he had a chance of getting her back. After the booze wore off, he realized she was better off without him.
It took five rings before Kevin answered.
“Do you have any idea what time it is here?” Alaska was four hours behind D.C. Kevin St. Cloud sounded as if he’d been asleep for a while. He and Kevin had gone through the FBI academy together back when both had still been so green.
“I do and I’m sorry.” Jack told him the details he knew. “Can you make sure she and her family are safe while I work on things on this end? She’s not happy about it so you may get some pushback. Oh, and I’ll need you to dispatch ERT.”
Rustling sounds came through the phone as Kevin dressed.
“I’m on my way. I’ll grab my partner Reese. Don’t worry. We’ll keep her safe.” 
“I’m counting on it. Thank you, Kevin. I owe you. Call me when you’re there.”
“You got it.”
Jack ended the call and dumped the now cold coffee into the sink before pouring more with hands that shook. If just hearing her voice had him this torn up, he couldn’t imagine what seeing her again after all these years would be like.
He slugged down the coffee before calling Agent Dan Orlando with the news.
“You’re up early.” Unlike Kevin, Dan always sounded cheerful. Sometimes it was annoying. Dan was the most upbeat person Jack knew. Even when they were in the heat of the Angel case before, he never lost that attitude.
“I just had a call from Megan.” Jack delivered the news without preamble and waited for his friend’s reaction.
“You—what? Wait—what?”
“Angel’s been in touch with her. He left a note. He mentioned the scarves.”
“Only the killer and those who worked the case would know this. He is still alive.” Dan blew out a long, slow whistle. “And he’s killed someone.”
“It appears so.” Jack’s response was clipped. He still tried to make it make sense in his head. Billy Stephens had died leaving everyone to believe the Angel killer was him. Only Megan hadn’t believed it. She was convinced Billy was just the fall guy. The true killer was still out there. Jack didn’t want to accept the wrong man had been accused. But still, each passing year that sick feeling came around on the anniversary.
“There could be evidence on the items or at her home that would prove crucial to bringing down the killer. Why not go to her yourself?” Dan asked the obvious.
“Kevin has it covered. He’s sending ERT to gather evidence.”
Dan’s unusual silence confirmed he didn’t agree.
But that was the least of Jack’s worries. He checked the time on his phone. “I know it’s early but get the team together. I’m on my way in now.”
The call ended. Jack glanced out the window as the first light of day appeared over the capital. The mention of the Hermès scarves in the note was too big of a coincidence to dismiss Megan’s fears. Angel could possibly still be alive. Seven years was a long time to wait. But if this was Angel, he was coming for Megan. Again.
Jack had no doubt trouble was brewing, but he did have doubts he’d be able to protect her from the showdown looming if she didn’t let him back in.




Chapter Two

September 14th
4:45 a.m.—Kenai Peninsula, Alaska
The knock on the door was loud enough to rattle windows and send Megan’s already shattered nerves into a ballistic state. She vaulted to her feet, heart in her throat.
Bubba growled before lunging for the door.
“Megan, it’s Agent Kevin St. Cloud. We met once at your wedding.”
Relief shot through her limbs like a sedative weakening them.
“It’s okay, boy.” Megan did her best to assure the dog of something she didn’t feel in her heart.
She reached the door and pulled it open. “Yes, I remember. Hello, Kevin.”
Kevin had been Jack’s best man when they’d married in the small church where Jack’s father attended faithfully. Kevin hadn’t changed much through the years.
“This is my partner, Reese Adams.”
Megan nodded to Reese as she noticed the two agents weren’t alone.
Her grandmother Jissika shouldered past Kevin pulling Megan’s mom Hitty along with her.
“What’s this all about, Megan? These two wouldn’t tell us anything.” Jissika showed her displeasure with a glare directed at Kevin.
“May we come in?” Kevin said, ignoring Jissika’s rudeness.
“Yes, please.” Megan held the door open wider. The two agents stepped across the threshold.
“It’s good to see you again, Megan. I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.”
“Thank you, Kevin. Me, too.”
“ERT’s on their way. You have the note?”
“Yes, it’s on the counter.” She pointed to the kitchen island.
Jissika harrumphed loudly at being ignored and went to the kitchen, making herself at home. She took out bacon and eggs, biscuits and went to work fixing breakfast. Though Grandma Jissika had gotten crotchety in her old age, she’d been Megan’s rock when she’d come home after her marriage crumbled. And she was fiercely protective of Megan.
“When did you first see the note?” Kevin asked while Reese paced around the living room with too much pent-up energy to sit. He reminded her of a younger Jack.
“Not until this evening. I got home from work after dark, around six. I had dinner and then I fell asleep for a while.” No need to tell Kevin about the nightmare that had woken her to her daughter’s frightened eyes.
“What time do you think it was when you found it?” Kevin was meticulous. He’d want to pinpoint an exact moment.
“I’d say around one thirty.”
He took out his notebook and wrote down what she’d said.
Down the hall, Ani moved in her bed drawing Megan’s attention. When it came to her daughter, she was aware of every little movement.
“Is there someone else here with you?” Reese had heard the sound. He unholstered his weapon.
Megan realized she couldn’t keep Ani’s presence a secret any longer. “Just my daughter. She’s sleeping.”
Reese shot his partner a look. “We weren’t aware there was a child.”
“Reese holster your weapon.” Kevin waited until his partner complied. “Sorry, Megan. Jack didn’t mention a child.”
He was fishing for information she wasn’t ready to give. The noose was closing in around her and her past decisions. Soon, she’d have to tell the truth.
Headlights flashed across the front of the house. Kevin looked out the window. “That’s ERT. I’ll speak to them. The UNSUB wasn’t in the house, correct?”
Until this moment, the thought of Angel being in her sanctuary hadn’t occurred to Megan. “I’m not sure.” She looked around the living room and kitchen. The possibility of Angel inside her home, touching her things, sickened her.
“You haven’t noticed anything out of place?” Reese asked. He seemed ready for action at a moment’s notice.
“No, nothing.”
“Chances are, he wouldn’t have come inside the house if he left the note outside.” He tried to assure her, yet Megan wasn’t as positive. Angel believed he had a connection to her.
“I’ll take a look around.” Reese had picked up on her fear.   
While Grandma Jissika and Megan’s mother continued to prepare an enormous breakfast that probably would not get eaten, Megan made her way through each room of the house. She tiptoed past Ani’s room. No need to wake the child unless necessary.
Megan flipped on the light to her bedroom. She opened drawers and looked through everything. Nothing appeared out of place. She prepared to leave but paused when she noticed something was missing. A photo of Ani taken on her first day of school. Her heart froze. The photo had been there a few days earlier—she’d seen it while dusting.
Fear spiraled through her body. Angel had been inside her home. But even worse, Angel knew about her daughter.
She ran to the living room and told Reese about the missing photo. “It was there a few days ago.”
Megan led them to the room and pointed to the nightstand where the photo had been.
“And you’re sure you didn’t move it?”
She realized Reese was doing his job, but she knew she hadn’t misplaced the photo. “I’m positive.”
That was all Reese needed to hear. “We’ll have ERT dust for prints throughout the house. Why don’t you join your grandmother and mother in the kitchen?”
He didn’t want to contaminate the crime scene any more than it already was.
Reese followed her to the living room. “I’ll let the team know.” He stepped outside.
“What is going on?” Jissika asked. “Does this have something to do with that killer from your past?”
Megan couldn’t keep this secret from her family. She slowly nodded. “Yes, it does. He left me a note. He’s been here and there’s more.” She told them about the photo of Ani that was missing.
“Oh, my dear word,” her mother whispered. “I had a bad feeling all day yesterday. Death is coming. It’s surrounding you.”
Those terrifying words settled around Megan’s shoulders like an old frightening friend.
Both her mom and her grandmother believed in “the seeing.” All the women in her family through the ages had been gifted with the seeing according to Grandma Jissika. But for Megan, the ability to see into the mind of a killer, and by doing so allow him to dig into your thoughts, was nothing close to resembling a gift. It was nothing short of a nightmare.     
She’d always known Angel wasn’t done with killing or with her. He’d made it clear right from the start that she was the one he wanted. When Angel had kidnapped her from the home she shared with Jack, Megan had woken to find herself blindfolded in the trunk of his car. . .and she wasn’t alone. Renee Wolf had been there with her. She was Megan’s scapegoat.
The whole idea of Angel fleeing before he could be captured, yet still having time to kill Renee, had never made sense. It was all part of the plan.
He’d meticulously orchestrated every move Billy Stephens made right up to the point of that high-speed chase that ended with Stephens’s car plunging into the Potomac. Billy’s body was never recovered. Looking back, Megan was certain that had been planned as well.
Why wait seven years to continue his killings? In the Bible, seven represented completeness. The thought was terrifying. Was Angel back to complete what he’d started seven years earlier? If so, would she or Ani be his intended final victim?
I won’t let you hurt her. She’s not part of this.
Megan could almost hear him laughing at her. Everyone is part of my plan.
Despite the years when she’d finally allowed herself to relax and think maybe she was wrong and Billy really was Angel, her gut had screamed don’t let your guard down. He’s coming.
And now he was here.
◆◆◆
 
8:00 a.m.—Quantico, Virginia   
“Everyone’s in the conference room.” Sierra Parker handed Jack a cup of coffee that the acid in his stomach declared he didn’t need. But he accepted it anyway because this was going to be a bad day.
“Thanks, Sierra.”
Jack headed for the conference room. Sierra rushed to catch up and fell into step next to him. “Is it true? He’s back?”
He didn’t even have to ask who she meant. Sierra had lived through the nightmare, too. “We don’t know anything for certain.”
Sierra visibly shivered. “I sure hope this is just some sicko trying to make a name for himself. Otherwise. . .”
If this was indeed Angel, then time was running out before he claimed another victim and somewhere out there, a dead woman cried out for justice.
Jack stepped into a conference room already buzzing with activity. Everyone here were seasoned agents and all too familiar with Angel.
“Anything else from Megan or our people from Anchorage?” Dan asked once he spotted Jack.
Jack shook his head. “No, nothing yet.” He set his laptop on the table. “Do we have a list of recently missing females in or around D.C. yet?” They’d need to try and identify their victim.
“None fitting the description of Angel’s previous victims.” Zeke London, one of their senior agents and the brother of the team’s profiler, Hannah London, brought up the information on his phone. “A seventy-five-year-old woman disappeared from a nursing home near North Bethesda. A mother reported her twenty-three-year-old daughter missing. The girl was diagnosed with bipolar disorder a few years back. She’s been living on the streets, but the mother says she always stops by once a week for a meal and a shower. When that didn’t happen, she became worried.” Zeke pulled up a photo of the young woman and displayed it up on the screen at the front of the conference room. “Lily Wu is of Asian descent.”
Jack ran a hand through his hair. If it weren’t for the evidence Megan had that the killer had returned, Jack might have believed his bad feeling was just because of the date on the calendar. By this time seven years earlier, the body of Renee Wolf had been found already. Was this just some twisted joke from a serial killer groupie?
“Are the D.C. police looking into her disappearance?”
Zeke confirmed the answer Jack already knew. Police in most major cities were understaffed. Cases like Lily’s fell through the cracks all the time. “Call your contact at the department and have them check on it. Mrs. Wu needs answers.”
“I’m on it now.”
Jack’s dull headache was progressively shifting to an all-out migraine.
“You okay?” Dan asked and gripped his shoulder. The concern on Dan’s face was justified. He’d seen the black hole Jack had crawled into following Megan leaving him.
“I don’t know anymore,” Jack answered honestly.
Dan, of all people, knew what was going through Jack’s head. Angel had left a message directed solely at Megan. He’d thrown down a challenge.
“You worried Angel will be watching her place to see if she complies to his demands to come home?”
Jack shook his head. “It doesn’t matter if Megan comes or not. He’s going to leave his victim someplace for us to find and then he’ll be taking another victim soon if he hasn’t already. Unless we can find a needle in a haystack and identify her before that happens.” The odds of that were minuscule.
“Brother, this must be bringing up all sorts of awful things. I know how hard it was for you after Megan left. You want to talk? Maybe we can grab some coffee and find a quiet place.”
Dan had been at his side through the fights and the ultimate crumbling of his marriage. Along with Jack’s father, he’d gotten him into AA and somehow Jack had started living again without Megan.
Jack forced a smile he didn’t feel. “Thanks. Maybe later.”
“Okay, thanks.” Cooper Delaney ended the call he’d been on and joined them, his grave expression warned of bad news. Cooper shoved the phone back into his pocket. “That was D.C. Homicide. We have a body.”
The small amount of hope Jack clutched tightly to that this might be some horrible mistake evaporated with those four simple words. They found a body.
“Where?”
All of the original victims had been found inside abandoned warehouses across the city. Renee Wolf was located in the downtown district along with Megan. When Jack had gone into that warehouse, he’d been so certain there would be two bodies waiting for him. He’d been so relieved that she was alive, and so filled with guilt because when she’d been taken he’d been stone cold drunk.
They’d tracked Megan by her cell phone. With the dragnet closing in on him, Billy Stephens had led law enforcement on a high-speed chase through the city. The rest of Angel’s secrets had disappeared with him into the waters of the Potomac and into serial killer folklore. . .only he hadn’t stayed buried. 
“Washington National Cathedral. The detective said she was found up front near the altar.”
Once the immediate shock wore off, all kinds of questions raced through Jack’s head. Why had Angel changed dump sites? The Cathedral was a prominent tourist attraction. It closed at five-thirty and there were security cameras around the area. How had the killer gotten his victim into the building without being spotted and reported?
“Who called it in?”
“The janitor. He unlocks the place every morning.” 
“Do we have video?” Jack stopped and focused more on Cooper. “Wait—why did the detective call you in the first place?” There were murders in D.C. all the time. There had to be a reason.
“They found something that alerted him to contact us.” He paused before delivering the worst possible news that confirmed Angel was back. “The victim is wearing a white scarf over her face—just like the original Angel victims.”
Remember the Hermès scarf? I have one waiting for you. . .
“And there’s the Angelica flowers like before. . .but something’s far different about this one. . .” Cooper tapped his phone and brought up a photo turning it so that Jack could see. The woman whose face was obscured by the scarf wasn’t lying on the ground like the previous victims. She’d been suspended high above the altar of the church. Her hands posed in front of her holding the killer’s signature Angelica flowers. She wore a long black flowing robe that covered her feet. The scarf was a sharp contrast to the bright red blood dripping from her slit throat. She held a black note in her hands along with the flowers. But it was what wasn’t there in the previous victims that caught Jack’s attention.
“Are those. . .?” The sheer grotesque horror of what he witnessed wouldn’t come out in words.
“Wings. They have to be at least five-feet wide from tip to tip.” The wings appeared to be made up of black feathers matching the dress the victim wore.
“He’s judged her a dark angel.” Jack was unable to take his eyes off the woman. He took the phone from Cooper. “She fits the profile of the other victims. Dark hair. Slender build. His type,” he muttered with disgust.
“Exactly.”
“Tell your detective friend to secure the scene but stand down. This is our case from here on out. Let’s roll.”
Jack found Sierra in the group and waved her over. “If Peter calls, patch him through to me. I want him to hear about this from me and not the press.”
“You got it.” Sierra’s huge dark eyes watched as the team filed from the room. “Be careful, Jack. I have a bad feeling about this.”
“You and me both.” He’d had this same pit in his stomach for almost seven years now. Even through the ugliness of what went down between him and Megan, she’d tried to warn him and Director Peter Baxter that Stephens wasn’t the Angel. Her warning had fallen on deaf ears. By then, Jack had stopped listening to anything she tried to say to him. He’d chosen the bottle over her and left her no choice but to save herself by leaving him.




Chapter Three

10:30 a.m.—Washington National Cathedral
Jack stared up at the cathedral as the morning sunlight shimmered off its majesty.
He remembered this place well. He and Megan had come here several times while falling in love. That felt like a lifetime ago—before Angel had taken over their lives. Back when everything was new, and he believed their love would conquer any problem that came their way.
“Ready?” Dan twisted in his seat to look over at Jack.
“Not really.” Still, he exited the black Suburban while Hannah, Cooper and Zeke piled out behind them.
The cathedral towered into the clear blue sky—a breathtaking sight to behold. A mixture of influences from the various Gothic architectural styles of the Middle Ages. Most of the building was constructed using buff-colored Indiana limestone over a traditional masonry core.
“What’s your detective friend’s name?” Jack asked Cooper as they approached the steps of the cathedral.
“Tyler Wilkins. That’s him.” Cooper motioned toward the detective who had obviously been watching for them.
Detective Wilkins descended the steps quickly and shook Cooper’s hand. “Good to see you, man. What a mess. Tyler Wilkins.” He introduced himself to Jack.
Jack clasped his extended hand. “Special Agent Jack Montgomery.”
“Sorry it’s under these conditions.” Tyler crooked a thumb behind them. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”
Jack understood the feeling. When he and the team had rolled up on the first Angel case, he’d lost his breakfast.
“You’ve probably seen the photo, but it doesn’t do the crime scene justice.”
The quiet inside the building had a somber feeling as they stepped inside, the kind that seeped down into your soul. God was here. . . but so was Satan. The nightmare straight ahead confirmed true evil did exist and it was displayed in this sacred place as a grotesque contrast.   
Jack stopped midway down the aisle dragging his attention from the dead woman because he wasn’t sure he could do this dance again with Angel and not lose it. And he couldn’t lose it. Megan was counting on him.
“You okay, brother?” Dan asked, his attention on Jack’s face.
Jack sucked in a handful of breaths, recited the serenity prayer in his head, and focused on the beauty of the structure with over two hundred stained glass windows.
“Yeah, I’m good.”
“You sure?”
Jack turned and saw the justified doubts on Dan’s face. He clamped his friend’s shoulder. “Yeah, I’m sure. I’ve got this.” His attention went to the innocent victim suspended above the altar condemned by her killer as a dark angel and he wasn’t so sure. Tyler had been right. This was like nothing he’d seen before either.
The grim expression on his teammates’ faces echoed his feelings.
Once they reached the altar, Jack couldn’t take his eyes off the victim. “How did he get her up there?” There was no ladder. Blood had dripped down onto the floor below. He turned to Zeke. “Where’s ERT? I want everything photographed and documented before anything is touched.” The FBI’s Evidence Response Team was the best when it came to analyzing a crime scene and collecting evidence.
“Five minutes out.” Zeke confirmed.
Even though he couldn’t see her face, the horror of what she’d gone through before death would be imprinted there. Bruises covered her body. She’d been tortured extensively before her throat was cut.
“What do you think she’d done that warranted the black wings?” Dan asked.
Jack shook his head and fought back disgust. “Nothing. This guy is twisted. What he does to them.” His mouth thinned. He turned away. “It’s sick. He’s sick.”
“Interesting change though.”
Jack whirled toward Dan whose attention was fixated on their victim. “What do you mean?”
He pointed to the wings. “He’s never used those before. He’s evolving.”
In the past, Angel had posed his victims in the same fashion but instead of suspending them in the air, he’d left them lying on the floor of deserted buildings around the capitol. And Dan was right—the wings were a warped addition.
“He’s perfecting his technique no doubt,” Jack murmured. “Seven years and he’s back with a different and far more sophisticated MO.” The addition of the wings and suspending his victim above the altar was unlike anything Jack had seen before.
“Isn’t there a scripture in the Bible that talks about the cherubim and the altar?” Dan asked while still fixated on the scene above.
“There are many scriptures that mention angels, but one that’s kind of fitting for this situation is Hebrews 9:5,” Hannah said, overhearing their discussion. “Above the ark were the cherubim of the Glory, overshadowing the atonement cover. . .”
Hannah was sharp and well-schooled in the twisted ways of a killer. She’d cut her teeth training under Megan on the Angel case back when she was fresh out of Quantico. Even then, Jack could see her talent in reading a perp and a crime scene. She’d stepped from Megan’s shadow after Megan left the Bureau. That’s when Hannah had come into her own as the team’s profiler.
Hannah tucked her short blonde hair behind her ear. “I think he believes he is their creator whereas before he seemed to imply he was following God’s command.” She motioned to the victim. “He’s creating his own angels. We have both light and dark angels listed in the Bible. He determines if they are dark angels or angels of light—which I assume would be the highest form of praise for his victims.”
Like he would for Megan? Even though she was being guarded by his friend, Jack wouldn’t feel comfortable until she was back in D.C. and under his protection. Getting her to come back wouldn’t be an easy battle. She’d fight him every step of the way. 
“Before there was no distinguishing light or dark angels between the victims,” Hannah continued. “The killer simply referred to them as his angels.”
Jack watched Hannah dig into their UNSUB’s mind. He’d seen that same focused look on Megan’s face a thousand times in the past. Seeing it with Hannah now was another knife to his heart. “I haven’t seen the note yet, but I’m guessing it’s similar to the previous ones where he claimed to be equal to God, only this time he appears to be establishing himself as the Creator Himself, so maybe not.”
“That’s pretty disturbed,” Zeke said. He and Cooper had gathered around. Each member of the team had strong faith in God. Doing the type of work they did, it was easy to see the ugly side of humanity. Finding God had given them all the hope to keep going.
“Yes, it is.” Jack spotted the ERT specialists arriving and went to speak to Bob Foster, the lead.
“This is a heck of a mess, Jack,” Bob said while his team went to work snapping photos of the victim and the setting before the dissection of the crime scene began. “Any idea who she is?”
Jack shook his head. “Not yet. Hopefully, her fingerprints will yield something. I’ll run facial recognition as well once she’s down.”
“We’ll get started. Once we have everything documented, we’ll get her down.” Using advanced forensic techniques that included fingerprint analysis, DNA sequencing, liquid and gas chromatography and digital information recovery, Bob’s ERT team would be able to reconstruct the sequence of events that led to the crime and their victim being placed here.
Jack’s cell phone rang. Peter’s number popped up. “I’ll leave you to it.” He stepped to a quiet alcove to take the call.
“Is it true?”
Any hope Jack had of being the one to break the news to their director went out the window with those words.
Jack blew out a sigh. “It is. We’re at the scene now.” Jack updated him on what they had so far.
“Is it him?” Peter’s terse tone cleared the phone.
“We’re just getting started here, but I believe so. And there’s something else.” He told Peter about the call from Megan. “Megan never believed Billy Stephens was the Angel. She appears to be right.”
“She’s not involved in this. You get the evidence he left her and that’s it.”
Jack wasn’t surprised by the anger in Peter’s voice. He and Peter were friends. Megan had not only quit unexpectedly, but she’d hurt Jack. In Peter’s mind that was unforgivable. Never mind the truth Peter knew only too well.  
“She is involved in this, Peter. And I’m going to bring her here for her own safety. We need her. She’s always been the one he wanted. Angel’s equal, in his opinion. She’ll want to be part of the investigation.”
Peter kept his opinion of this to himself.
“It’ll be okay. I can handle it.”
“You’re sure?” Peter said quietly. He knew all about the drinking that had almost destroyed Jack’s life.
“I’m sure. We need her, Peter.”
A weighty sigh followed. “Alright.”
Jack checked the time on his phone. “Thanks. I’ll call her right away.” He had no doubt it would be a battle to get Megan back here. Perhaps her desire to protect her family would outweigh her animosity toward him. “Kevin and his partner can accompany them here. I’ll pick her up at Ronald Regan.”
“You’re sure it’s wise to go alone?”
The only way he was going to be able to do this is if he got all the anger out without any of his team watching. “I’ll be okay.”
Peter’s silence spoke volumes. “Be careful, Jack.” The call ended and Jack was certain the warning had nothing to do with the rebirth of the Angel case or the pitfalls to Jack’s sobriety it might bring.
◆◆◆
 
7:00 a.m.— Kenai Peninsula, Alaska.
“I want you here, Megan. Now. Under my protection.”
“Hang on.” Megan excused herself and went into her bedroom, closing the door. She’d known this request was coming. She just wasn’t sure she could handle it. “I’ve already told you I don’t want to come back there.”
“Angel is back just like you predicted, and we both know you’re his ultimate goal—like before. He kept you alive the last time because he wasn’t ready to end this thing.”
Everything he said was true and yet there were other dangers in returning to D.C. that would cost her dearly.
Jack’s annoyed-sounding sigh made his opinion clear. Despite the tension between them, she smiled. Megan could almost picture him running a hand through his hair like he had so many times when they’d argued in the past. “Look, I know this is the last place you want to be and I’m the last person you want to see again, but I want you back here. I need your help. I need you, Megan.”
The catch in his voice was her undoing. She’d run from the truth long enough. She’d seen into the mind of Angel and had known this time was coming and she’d be powerless to stop him.
“You’re right,” she said quietly. “I’ve been hiding out—hoping this day wouldn’t come while knowing it would. I am part of it, Jack, and I have to see this through to the end.” Whatever that might be.
“Thank you. I’ll speak to Kevin and arrange everything.” A slight pause was followed by, “I’ll see you soon.”
For the life of Megan, she couldn’t see it as a good thing. This was the moment she’d dreaded and knew would come someday. Someday had arrived. Was she ready to face her demons as well as her sins?
◆◆◆
 
“Mommy, I don’t want to go to school today.” Her daughter’s heavy footsteps trudged into the kitchen where Megan and her mother and grandmother sat quietly talking.
Sleep wasn’t possible for any of them. Not knowing that Angel knew about her daughter and had taken Ani’s photo with him as some kind of macabre trophy.
Megan rousted herself. She’d have to tell Ani they were leaving.
Both Kevin and Reese had reluctantly agreed to wait until Ani awoke before shuffling them off to the private jet that would fly them back to Washington, D.C. and the reunion she’d dreaded and known would have to come with Jack for years.
“I don’t feel good!” When Ani spotted her grandmother, she ran into her arms.
Ani bore her grandmother’s middle name of Aniyah which had always acted like a strong bond between them. In many ways Ani was like her grandmother. And in just as many she was like Jack.
“Gran, you’re here!” Suddenly the “I don’t feel good” act was forgotten. 
So far this year, Ani had faked five tummy aches and three sore throats. It wasn’t as if Ani didn’t love her teacher, Miss Ipellie, because she did. And Ani did well in school. So well that she’d been moved up to the second grade even though Ani had turned six after school began.
Ani struggled to fit into the structured confines of school life, even a school as small as the Inuit school she attended. . . just like Megan had.
“Well, I have good news. You don’t have to go to school for a few days, sweetie.”
Ani’s eyes lit up. “I don’t? Yippee!” She left her grandmother’s embrace and ran to Megan hugging her mother’s neck.
“Honey, I know you don’t like school right now, but just give it time. You’ll adjust.” Megan sat Ani on her lap.
“Yakone Enuaraq was mean to me yesterday. He pulled my hair—twice during recess.” Ani snuggled up close to her mother.
Megan smiled against her daughter’s unruly raven curls. Aniyah smelled like innocence itself and Megan hated having to bring her into the darkness. She wanted her daughter to stay innocent as long as possible. She couldn’t tell Ani that pulling hair was I
Yakone’s way of letting her know he liked her. Never mind that. She’d learn that lesson soon enough.
“Did you tell Miss Ipellie?”
“Yes. She told me to be nice to Yakone because his mom is sick.” In truth, Elizabeth Enuaraq was dying. According to Sarah Ipellie, Yakone didn’t talk much about his mother’s illness. He just acted out.
“But why don’t I have to go to school today?” Ani’s gray eyes searched hers. Every time she looked into her daughter’s eyes, she saw Jack and all the old guilt consumed her. She still loved him after all, but she hated him as well for not fighting for them. For choosing the bottle over her.
“Honey, you, me, Gran and Granny Jissika are going to take a little trip.”
Ani’s huge eyes held Megan’s. “Where are we going?” A heartbeat later, the answer Megan wasn’t expecting popped out wishfully. “Disney World?” Ever since she’d watched Frozen for the first time, Ani had wanted to go to Disney World. Megan had been doing her best to save for the trip, but it was still several years away.
“Honey, we’ve talked about this. It’s going to be a few years before we can go to Disney World.”
Ani’s face fell.
Megan looked to her mother and grandmother for support. Ani was wise beyond her six years and Megan believed she’d inherited her sense of discernment. How long after Ani met Jack would it be before Ani asked the question Megan feared the most? How long before Jack did? 
“We are going on a trip to our nation’s capital. Do you know where that is?”
Ani’s smooth brow wrinkled, and she hitched her top lip up the way she did when she was thinking hard about something. “Washington D.C. We learned about it a few weeks ago.”
“That’s right.”
The door opened and Kevin and Reese came inside.
Ani watched the two men curiously. From Kevin’s demeanor, Megan believed ERT had found something important.
“We’ll be leaving soon. I need you to go get your suitcase out of your closet and pack for a few days.”
Ani didn’t move, her attention fixed on Kevin. “Mommy, who are they? Are they here because of the bad man?”
The bottom fell out of Megan’s world. How did Ani know about Angel?
She clasped her daughter’s shoulders. “What do you mean the bad man? How do you know about him?”
Ani’s bottom lip trembled at Megan’s sharp tone.
“Tell me, Ani. How do you know about the bad man?”
“B-because of your dreams. He comes to you in your dreams.” The child burst into tears and Megan hugged her close. Of course, Ani had witnessed plenty of Megan’s nightmares.
“Oh, baby, I’m sorry. I-I forgot about the dreams.” She held Ani a little away from her and dried her eyes. “These men are friends of mine. They’ll be going with us on our trip. Now, go pack. I’ll be in there soon to check on you.”
Ani left but Megan anticipated a bunch of questions to follow.
Kevin appeared to have seen a ghost. He cleared his throat. “ERT’s finished outside. They’d like to check around the house for evidence.”
“Can it wait until we’re gone? I’d rather my daughter not see this.”
“Ma’am, the sooner we gather the evidence—” Reese began but Kevin stopped him.
“It’s okay, Reese. It can wait. Please let ERT know.”
Reese clearly didn’t agree. Without another word, he stepped outside.
“Thank you, Kevin.”
“We’ll need to be on our way soon, Megan.” His tone alerted her something had happened.
Megan rose and went over to Kevin. “What’s wrong?”
Kevin glanced past her to the two women. “Maybe we’d better speak in private.”
Megan tried to determine what he wasn’t telling her. “This way.” She led him into her bedroom and closed the door. “Tell me.”
Kevin sighed wearily. “There’s been a victim found.”
Megan sank to the bed and placed her hand on her stomach. “When?” Why hadn’t Jack mentioned this when they’d spoken?
“This morning.” He told her about finding the victim at the Washington National Cathedral. “There’s no ID yet.”
“Oh, no,” Megan whispered.
“Jack mentioned there was something different about this murder.” Kevin told her about the bizarre introduction of wings.
Megan shook her head. “I don’t get it.” But she did. Angel had grandiose illusions of himself. She’d sensed they were growing even back then.
“Does he know?”
The question slipped out so softly she almost didn’t hear it. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“You do.” Kevin was first and foremost Jack’s friend. “Does he know he has a child?”
All her fears came crashing in around her. She’d struggled for years with not telling Jack about Ani. Each time she reached for the phone to call those final parting words he’d thrown at her face kept her from making that call.
I don’t need you and I never want to see you again.
“No, he doesn’t know.”
She expected outrage—complete defense of his friend’s right to know his daughter. Instead, Kevin sat down beside her.
Surprised, Megan glanced over at him.
“He’d never tell you, but he’s different.”
She searched his profile. “How?” Not in her wildest dreams could she imagine the person she’d married all those years ago would have turned into a drunk. And now she couldn’t imagine Jack any other way.
“He’s going to AA. He has a sponsor. He hasn’t had a drink in years. He made mistakes. The biggest is the way he drove you away. But he is different and living proof that with God’s help anyone can change.”
Different? She wanted to believe Kevin. “I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t tell him. I’d like to do that myself.”
Kevin shifted her way. “Of course, I won’t say anything, but it’ll take him about as long as it took me to figure it out. She’s his daughter. There’s no mistaking it.” Kevin rose and opened the door. He quietly closed the door behind him, and Megan hung her head. She’d been so wounded back then. By Angel and almost dying. . .yet the deepest wound had been the way her marriage had disintegrated around her. When she needed Jack the most, he’d turned to something else, and she’d believed she couldn’t trust him any longer. Had she been wrong?
◆◆◆
 
2:45 p.m.—Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport
Throughout the long flight to D.C., Megan had mentally prepared herself for seeing Jack again, rehearsing in her head all the questions he’d ask and the answers she’d be forced to give.
She couldn’t imagine what his reaction would be to seeing Ani. Megan clutched her hands tight while her mistakes taunted her. 
Ani’s excited chatter had been a welcome distraction from what lay ahead. Megan never talked about her past with the FBI with her daughter. When she’d told Ani she was going to see some people she used to work with, Ani wanted to know everything.
“Mommy, when are we going to be there?” Ani stifled a yawn and leaned against Megan’s side.
“We’re close. Look out the window.”
Ani leaned past her and gasped. Her eyes danced with excitement. “It’s so big. Just like Disney World.”
Megan laughed. “Not exactly like Disney World, just a very large city.” She watched the capital city below and her stomach clenched into knots. Kevin told her Jack had changed. Gotten his life together. Why had she never made the call before? Found out for herself. Given Jack the benefit of the doubt.
As the plane touched down and taxied along the runway, Ani was too distracted by the final leg of her first ever plane ride to notice her mother’s growing apprehension.
Hitty leaned close and clutched Megan’s shoulder. “It will be okay. You’ll see. God will work everything out.”
Megan prayed those words would prove true.
Jack had texted Kevin to tell them he’d meet their plane and take her family to his home in Arlington where Kevin and Reese would stay with them until other agents could be put in place. As hard as it was to see Jack again, going to the home they once shared would be devastating.
“That was fun.” Ani’s giggles interrupted her thoughts of things to come.
“Wait here,” Kevin told them before exiting the plane. Megan craned her neck to see a black Suburban coming their way. Her chest tightened.
“You did the right thing,” Hitty affirmed. 
Megan wasn’t so sure.
“What right thing? What did you do, Mommy?”
Megan shook her head because words wouldn’t come. Her focus was glued to the window as the Suburban stopped near where Kevin waited and her past—all the good and the bad—stepped out onto the tarmac.
He’d removed his suitcoat and rolled up his sleeves—loosened his tie in response to the afternoon heat. His pale gray shirt revealed tanned skin. Jack was fit and loved anything outdoors.
She smiled to herself when remembering the first time she’d set eyes on Jack Montgomery. She’d thought he was the handsomest man alive.
Back then, she’d been so green. Fresh out of Quantico and poorly equipped for what was coming her way. The only thing she had going for her was that “seeing” instinct she’d inherited from her mother and grandmother.
She’d walked into FBI headquarters and had fallen in love with the handsome leader of BAU.
Jack wore sunglasses over those searching eyes that were the same color as Ani’s. His chestnut brown hair ruffled in the faint breeze. Standing beside Kevin, Jack had the height advantage at six-foot-three.
The two spoke briefly. Jack’s shaded gaze shifted toward the plane and instinctively, Megan jerked back out of sight.
“Mommy, who’s that man?
Megan looked at her daughter who was watching her and her panicked reaction.
“One of my colleagues, baby. His name is Jack.”
Ani repeated the name to herself. She focused all that intensiveness on the man who was her father.
While Kevin continued speaking, Jack’s attention never left the plane, almost as if he knew something big was waiting to be revealed.




Chapter Four

2:45 p.m.—Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport
Kevin motioned to his partner who stood guard in the open hatch. “Let’s bring them out.”
The butterflies in Jack’s stomach instantly doubled. Almost seven years of wondering—wishing for just one more moment with Megan to plead his case—came down to this.
The younger agent, Reese Adams, attempted to assist Jissika, Megan’s grandmother, from the plane first and was met with a firm swat. Jissika had to be in her late seventies, yet she still had coal-black hair and was every bit as ornery as the first time Jack met her after he and Megan were married. They’d gone to the courthouse to make it official. He’d told his dad. Megan wanted to break the news to her mother and grandmother in person.
“Let me go. I can walk on my own,” Jissika snapped when the agent held her arm. She attempted to yank it free and almost stumbled. Reese reached out to steady her which she clearly didn’t appreciate.
“I’ve got her, young man,” Hitty, Megan’s mother, looped her arm through Jissika’s. Hitty and her mother lived together in the same house where Hitty grew up. Hitty had a bit more silver in her than the last time he’d seen her when he’d gone there shortly after Megan left him. Jissika had met him with a gun. Hitty was slightly more sympathetic, yet she’d stood strong and wouldn’t allow him to see Megan. He wondered if Megan even knew he’d made that trip.
There were two people standing next to Reese. Two people? Megan and a little girl—a tiny version of Megan.
Jack removed his sunglasses. The world around him faded. He no longer worried what to say to Hitty and her mother. He couldn’t take his eyes off the two still on the plane. All the air seemed to seep from his lungs. Megan had a child. For the life of him, Jack couldn’t make it make sense.
He vaguely became aware of Hitty saying something to him and yet he had no idea what. He locked gazes with Megan and couldn’t look away as she walked the child down the steps.
The knot in his stomach grew with each step that brought her to him. She still looked the same—no, she looked better. He was seeing her for the first time with sober eyes and realizing she was breathtaking with her long raven hair blowing in the wind. Those dark eyes piercing and heartbreaking all at the same time.
In his heart, she would always be his wife—the love of his life—no matter what happened from here on out. His mouth twisted as he recalled how she’d told him she’d fallen in love with him the moment she walked into BAU headquarters and saw him standing there. For him, it had only taken long enough to look at her pretty face.
He realized she now stood on the tarmac in front of him and he tried to collect himself. Everyone was watching their reunion including the little girl at her side.
“Megan.” The crack in his voice gave him away. After another awkward moment passed, Jack leaned over and gave her a hug. Felt her tense. She probably remembered the drunk he’d been back then.  
She still smelled the same—like some tantalizing flower and coconut. The familiar scent of her had him holding onto her a little bit longer. He’d missed her. Jack hadn’t realized how much until now. Despite how ugly things were between them, he’d always loved her.
He let her go and stepped back, his dark gaze skimming her face. “How’ve you been?”
“Okay. You look well,” she said, and he believed her. When she’d left him, Jack was drinking almost every day. When he wasn’t drunk, he was looking for a fight.
“Six years sober.” 
She smiled and his heart skipped unsteadily.
“That’s wonderful. I’m happy for you.”
He smiled. “Yeah, well, that first year was difficult. I had a lot of setbacks.”
She knew about his past. Jack told her that his father was an alcoholic as well. He’d done some terrible things in his life—had all but alienated his son completely—until he’d gotten himself sober.
“Dad helped me. I guess he knew what to do.”
She nodded. “How is Vince?”
“Good. He’s running his own AA meeting for law enforcement officers.”
Vince had been a cop in the capital city for almost twenty years when he’d gotten shot in the line of duty and his career ended. That’s when his drinking had taken control.
Jack forced himself to look away. Time was ticking by. They had a victim to identify, and he wanted to get Megan and her family out of the open. She’d wanted to be part of the investigation and he understood why. Angel had chosen to make her part of what was happening, and she wanted to look the true killer in the face when he was arrested and sent to prison.
“If you’re ready, I thought we could drop Hitty and Jissika back at the house along with. . .” He realized he didn’t know the child’s name. He hadn’t known she existed until a few minutes ago.
Jack glanced down at the little girl and lost his train of thought. She had long raven hair like her mother, but it was her eyes. . . gray like his. It was like staring back into his own.
This was his child.
He wasn’t sure he could hold it together. His startled gaze flew to Megan’s.
He saw the truth in her eyes right away.
“We should probably drop everyone off first.” She was trying to tell him something, and yet Jack struggled to hold onto anything. All he could think about was he had a child. She’d been pregnant when she left, and she hadn’t told him.
Anger warred with dismay. He wanted to pull her away from the others and ask her how she could have done such a terrible thing.
Jack became aware of Kevin and Reese gathering the bags. As much as he wanted to charge full speed ahead into the interrogation, he understood, this wasn’t the time.
He opened the passenger door, but Megan opted to sit in the third-row seat with his daughter while Hitty and Jissika sat one seat up.
After the two agents piled into the Suburban, Jack struggled to focus on driving. He buried the betrayal he felt at Kevin not giving him the heads up and left the airport merging into afternoon traffic.
Megan and the child—his child—whose name he still didn’t know—sat in the back whispering to each other. Despite the heavy traffic heading out of the airport, Jack couldn’t stop checking out the little girl in the rearview mirror who seemed excited about the adventure she was on and oblivious to the tension volleying between her mother and the father she didn’t know. Jack planned to remedy that and soon. He wanted to know his daughter. He’d missed years of her life already. He wouldn’t miss another.
How could Megan do this to him? The anger he felt at being left out of his child’s life continued to spiral along with the denial of his guilt in all of this.
When he pulled up in front of the house he’d once shared with Megan, his hands were strangling the steering wheel. He shifted to Kevin. “I know you and Reese are anxious to get back on the plane, but if you could stay with Jissika and Hitty and. . .”
“Ani,” Kevin supplied and it broke Jack that his best friend knew the name of his child before him. “We’re happy to stay as long as you need.”
Jack slowly nodded. He handed Kevin the key to the house. “Why don’t you unlock the door and do a cursory look around.” Angel knew all about his connection to Megan. Would moving her family and his child here turn out to be yet another mistake?
Jack got out and opened the back door. Reese slipped from the vehicle followed by Hitty who assisted her mother. Jack flipped the seat back and his child—his daughter—scurried past him as if he was a total stranger because he was.
Megan accepted his hand out of the vehicle. Jack did his best to control the anger that was virtually radiating from him but failed. The second she was out of the Suburban she pulled her hand free.
She clasped Ani’s hand without looking at him. He followed her inside the house while all he could think about was getting her alone and raining down his anger on her for her lie of omission.
◆◆◆
 
“Honey, I need you to be brave and stay with Gran and Granny, okay?” Megan could feel Jack’s anger building like a dark cloud ready to rain down on her. She dreaded their time alone and yet it was what had to happen. She’d always known as much.
Ani teared up. “I don’t want you to go.” Her bottom lip trembled in just the same way as her mother. “I don’t like it here.”
Megan knelt beside her. “That’s because you haven’t explored it yet. I need you to be brave, Ani. Like you were when we faced down the bear.”
Ani scrubbed her cheeks and hiccupped an “okay.” 
Though still young, Ani had strong Inuit blood running in her veins. It had gotten Megan through some terrible days.
Megan hugged her daughter close. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, and I’ll call you.”
Hitty clutched her arm. “Be careful. There’s darkness surrounding you, child.” There was more to those words than what dealt with the Angel.
“I’ll be fine.” Megan hugged her mother and Jissika before following Jack outside. He didn’t say a word as he got into the Suburban and she climbed into the passenger seat securing her seatbelt with hands that shook.
Jack backed from the drive and left his quiet neighborhood. And she waited for the storm that was coming and tried to prepare for his anger.
He whipped into a parking lot of an abandoned strip mall and faced her. The same shade of gray as her daughter’s stared back at her full of condemnation.
“When were you going to tell me I have a child?”
The question she’d been expecting through the years was here. She’d run every possible scenario through her head and thought she had the answer figured out.
“I don’t know,” she said at last because she really didn’t. She’d wanted to call so many times and yet with each passing year, it just got easier not to make the call.
“You don’t know?” The words ripped from him dripping with shock. Bitterness. Anger. “I had the right to know about my own child, Megan.”
She couldn’t deny it. “Yes, you did.”
“Stop agreeing with me.” Some of the anger evaporated and his lips twitched. This was how several of their arguments had gone in the past.
Megan resisted the urge to laugh with him. This was in no way how she imagined this conversation going.
“Don’t make me laugh. I’m mad at you. I find out I’m a father like this and—”
She entwined her fingers. “You’re right—you didn’t deserve finding out this way.”
“God, Megan.”
“I’m sorry. You probably won’t believe me but I wanted to tell you. That first year, well, I was barely hanging on.”
Why had she said that? She didn’t want his sympathy because she didn’t deserve it. But he needed to hear the truth. All of it.
“When I left D.C., I was so messed up. I’d barely survived Angel and I was pregnant. Our marriage had fallen apart. I didn’t know what to do.”
“I want to know my child. I want to be part of her life.”
She would expect no less. “I want that too, but—”
“You don’t trust me,” he finished for her and faced forward, his jaw tensing.
“I’m sorry.”
Jack squeezed his eyes shut. “No, you had no reason to trust me. I gave you nothing. Truth be told, I was following in my father’s footsteps long before the Angel case came along.” He faced her once more. “I know I let you down.”
And she could have fought harder for them. Megan pulled her gaze away from the vortex of emotion simmering in Jack’s.
“Her name is Aniyah Elizabeth. I call her Ani for short.”
His eyes widened. “You named her after my mom?”
Megan slowly smiled. “I did. I see Elizabeth’s strength in her in so many ways. I wish Ani could have met her.” It had been devastating when they’d lost Elizabeth to cancer shortly after Jack and Megan married.
“Thank you for that. She would be proud.”
Megan hesitated. “There’s something else you should know.” She told him about the missing photo of Ani.
“He’s playing with you. There’s no way he’d come after our daughter.” Yet the fear on his face proved he was worried. Still, Megan latched onto Jack’s reasoning.
“You’re right. It’s his way of tormenting me.” Even so, in her mind, the moment she realized the photo was missing and thought about Angel bringing Ani into his sick games, the stakes had become impossibly high. She’d fight to the death to save her daughter from ever knowing the true evil of the man coming after her.
Megan cleared her throat. “I realize we have a lot of catching up to do, and there’s still many things that we must discuss, but for now, can we concentrate on the case? We have one new victim deceased. If Angel is true to form, he’ll take a second one soon.”
Jack ran a hand through his hair disheveling it. Megan resisted the urge to straighten it. That wasn’t her place anymore.
“You’re right. This isn’t about us.” Jack faced forward and put the SUV into Drive. And her heart broke. Whatever love had been between them was gone. She’d done this. If she’d stayed and tried to work on their marriage, would they have made it?
As much as she wanted to ask him, Jack was still angry with her, and she couldn’t blame him. She’d hurt him badly.
They drove in silence for a while before he asked what Kevin had told her about the latest victim.
“Only that she was found at the Washington National Cathedral and she’s still unidentified. He lied, didn’t he? Angel had probably already killed her when he left the note.”
He looked her way. “Don’t go there, Megan. This isn’t your fault—none of it. What happened in the past or what’s happening now. He wanted you here in D.C. and he used the note and taking Ani’s photo to get you here.” 
She shivered involuntarily. At some point, Angel would come for her again. Megan wasn’t sure she would survive this time. She closed her eyes and could almost hear him laughing at her. Their time would come whether she liked it or not.
“What else can you tell me about her?” More than anything, Megan needed to work the case. Identifying Angel’s latest victim might help bring them closer to gaining his identity.
“She looks like the previous victims. Dark hair. Slim build. Average height.”
He could be describing Megan.
“As soon as we have an ID, we’ll be able to tear apart her life and hopefully find a connection to the killer.”
Jack focused on his driving while her thoughts returned to the time she’d moved to the D.C. area to attend college. It had been a culture shock and had taken quite some time before she felt comfortable living much less driving in the area.
“Megan, the thing is, he’s changing his MO radically. The victim was found wearing wings.”
Kevin had said as much which didn’t fit with Angel’s original MO seven years ago. “What type of wings?” She pictured the glittery fairy wings Ani had worn one Halloween.
Jack’s deep gray eyes connected with hers unbalancing her. “They were black and appear to be made of actual bird feathers. Whether or not that’s the natural color or not, we don’t know yet. Zeke is checking to see what type of bird feathers the UNSUB used. They were massive and I can’t imagine how many feathers he used to complete the wings. There has to be a record somewhere of a person ordering so many feathers.”
“Where was she found in location to the church?” Angel had told her this would be the greatest game ever. It sounded as if he were making good on that promise.
“Suspended in midair above the altar. He used some type of heavy wire strong enough to hold her weight.”
Angel was stepping up his game. Proving he was the master gamesman, and they were playing catch up.
“You said the feathers were black?”
He dodged a pedestrian who had stepped from the sidewalk by accident. “That’s right.”
“He’s condemning her as a dark angel. I wonder why? Or are they all dark angels for some reason?”
“I don’t know, but I hope we catch him so we can ask him.” Jack turned into the parking lot for the BAU team. Wishful thinking on Jack’s part. Angel was just getting started.
He slid into one of the vacant spots and killed the engine. “I’m sorry you have to be part of this again, but it really is good to see you.” The corner of his mouth lifted into a familiar smile that still possessed the power to do crazy things to her heart.
“You seem good.” She could see the change in Jack.
His smile widened, pulling her back to the days when she’d first fallen in love with him. Jack Montgomery was still the handsomest man she knew.
“Thanks. Like I said, I’ve been sober for six years now.”
“That’s wonderful,” she managed and tried not to react with bitterness. Why hadn’t he made the effort to get sober when they were together? If he’d shown just a single drop of desire to change she would have stayed. . .wouldn’t she? Or maybe she’d given up on him when he needed her the most. All because she’d been too afraid to handle hard times because it reminded her of what her mother had gone through with the man who had fathered Megan.
Megan slammed the door on thoughts of her father and his abuse. Her mother had almost died at his hands.
“I’m happy for you,” she said with as much sincerity as she could.
His smile faded and he shifted his attention to the building straight ahead. “We should probably go inside. The team’s waiting.”
Megan hesitated. Going back there meant she’d see the people who had once been her close friends. Would they judge her for the way she’d handled things with Jack?
“No one blames you,” he said quietly. “They all know how I was back then. They stuck by me and helped me heal.” His tone held resentment. Like she hadn’t? “Trust me, no one blames you.”
But she did. And he should.
Megan reached for the door handle. More than anything, she wanted to catch the next flight back to Alaska with her family. But running wouldn’t stop Angel. He’d continue his games whether here in D.C. or in her own backyard. She couldn’t risk Ani getting drawn into Angel’s sick games. He had to be stopped this time.
She opened the door and got out waiting while Jack did the same.
“Kevin said you have the note?”
Megan tapped her bag. “I thought it would be best to have it with us here. . .in case there are others.”
“We’ll need to get it to the lab for analysis right away.”
They stepped into the building and went through the security station. Megan recognized Lee, who had been head of the security team since 9/11.
When Lee spotted her his face broke into a smile. “Well as I live and breathe. Is that you, Megan?”
“How’ve you been, Lee?”
He enveloped her in a hug she wasn’t expecting. “Good. Better now that you’re back.”
He thought she’d returned.
Megan gently pulled away. “Thanks, but I’m not back. I’m just assisting with a case.”
Lee’s smile slipped a little. He seemed embarrassed that he’d come to the wrong conclusion. “Well, whatever reason, I’m glad you’re here.”
He handed her a visitor badge.
“Thanks. It’s really good to see you again, Lee. Say hello to Ivy for me.”
“I will. She still remembers the stew you made. Always bragging about it. I never told her you used reindeer.”
Megan laughed. When she’d first made the stew Lee had been hesitant to try it. Especially when he heard what she’d used for the meat. But once he tried it, he’d taken some home to Ivy, his wife.
“Maybe I’ll make some more while I’m here.” She waved to Lee and followed Jack to the elevator.
They rode in silence to the fourth floor. The doors opened and the past and all its memories both good and bad welcomed her home.
“Everyone’s in the conference room.” Jack glanced her way briefly before opening the door for her.
Megan braced before stepping into a room humming with activity.
A breath escaped. These were her people. As much as she’d tried to ignore who she was. This was who she was and her twisted game to finish.




Chapter Five

4:45 p.m. BAU Headquarters, Quantico, Virginia 
“You’re here.” Sierra was the first to notice Megan. She dropped the folder she’d held on the conference room table and swept Megan into her arms. “Oh, I’m glad you came.” Sierra looked at Jack. “We’re all glad you came.”
“Thank you.” Megan untangled herself from Sierra’s grip.
“I’ll get you some coffee.” Sierra smiled. “I made it myself and it’s as good as you remember.”
Megan laughed. Sierra bought those exotic blends of coffee from all around the world. She was always experimenting with different brands. Mixing blends together.
“Thank you, Sierra. I’d love one of your coffees.”      
Right behind Sierra and ready to get in on the hugs was Hannah who had been like a kid sister when they’d worked together. Megan had no doubt Hannah had already come up with a working profile on the killer as well as an analysis of the scene.
Hannah had been fresh out of the academy when Megan handpicked her for the team. Even back then, Megan had seen the talent Hannah possessed.
“Good to see you again,” Zeke said with a nod. Unlike his sister, Zeke wasn’t much on the touchy-feely stuff.
But Dan was. He scooped her into his arms. “I’m glad you’re here. Just wish it weren’t under these circumstances, kiddo. I hate that this is happening to you again.”
Megan and Dan had known each other for a while when she joined BAU.
“Stop hogging her.” Cooper horned in on the hugs and soon both he and Dan were enveloping her in a big group hug.
Jack could tell the strain of being back was taking its toll.
“Okay, everyone, give her some space.”
Megan smiled gratefully and mouthed, “Thank you.”
He’d forgotten how much he enjoyed working with Megan. Even before they began dating, she was one of the brightest minds he’d ever worked with and her skills as a profiler were second to none.
Sierra brought over the flavor of the day and handed Megan a cup. “Let me know what you think.” She winked before returning to her file.
“Have we identified our victim yet?” Jack posed the question to Dan.
“Not yet. There’s no match for her fingerprints in the system. Blood samples are being tested for DNA. Hopefully, we’ll get a hit on the vic as well as the UNSUB.”
Yeah, and hell was about to freeze over.
“What about the feathers?”
“They’re made up of a mixture of ostrich, turkey ruff, marabou, chandelle, coque, peacock and swan feathers. The kind that can be bought at any novelty or hobby shop,” Zeke told them. “Lab believes the UNSUB used fabric dye to change the color of the feathers. I’m checking around. So far, none of the local shops have reported any large orders.”
“Maybe he went to several different shops?” Jack glanced at Megan who was standing back observing. He recognized the expression on her face from the past.
“Possibly. So far, there’s been no cases of any more than a handful of feathers being purchased but I’ll keep checking.”
“Thanks, Zeke.” Jack went over to Megan.
“I’d like to see the crime scene photos,” she told him.
He wasn’t surprised. Megan told him that by seeing those photos she could almost connect to the victim’s final moments and their interaction with the killer. She could get a glimpse into the killer’s twisted thoughts.
“Sure.” He handed her several of the photos that showed the victim from different angles as well as once she’d been removed from the air.
“This is remarkable,” she said of the first photo that showed the victim suspended over the pulpit. “This is far superior work than what he presented with the previous victims.” She glanced up and caught Jack watching her. “What about the scarf over her face? Is it Hermès as well?”
Jack couldn’t look away. “I’m not sure.”
In the past, Megan believed Angel had covered his victim’s faces because of his guilt. But maybe he did it to express his disappointment with them. They hadn’t lived up to what he’d expected.
“I am, and there’s something disturbing we found out about the scarves,” Dan said, drawing Jack’s attention to his friend while Megan’s finger inadvertently stroked the photo of the scarf.
“They’re the original scarves from our first victims.”
Jack wasn’t sure he’d heard Dan correctly. “What are you talking about?” Shock settled in along with dread.
“Not only is the scarf similar to the one used in the original Angel case but. . .” Dan paused before delivering the worst possible news. “Jack, it’s the same scarf used on Carolyn Sparks.”
“That’s . . .impossible,” Jack said in a strangled voice.
Remember the Hermès scarf? I have one waiting for you. . .
Dan shook his head. “I’m sorry but it is. It’s the very scarf used in the original Sparks murder. The initial lab report indicates there is more than one source of blood on the scarf and since the UNSUB doesn’t leave any DNA behind. . .”
“The blood’s Carolyn’s,” Jack finished for him.
Dan nodded. “I had the lab double check. It’s hers.”
Jack’s thoughts splintered into a dozen different directions. “How? All the evidence from the Angel case is locked away in a guarded facility.”
“That’s what I thought, so I checked the storage vault. Jack, all the scarves are missing from the Angel case.”
Megan covered her mouth with her hand as if she were going to be sick.
“What did you say?” Jack prayed he hadn’t heard Dan correctly. His thoughts went instinctively back to the last time he’d seen those scarves personally. They’d remained at BAU for three years following the official closing of the Angel case even though they’d never recovered Billy Stephens’s body from the Potomac. Later, they’d gone into storage at the Bureau’s evidence storage facility. “How could the scarves from one of our biggest cases simply have disappeared without anyone knowing?”
“That’s a good question. And one we’d better figure out soon. Before the press gets wind of this,” Dan told them.
“He’s tying the previous kills to our latest victim. . .and to me,” Megan said in a strangled voice. “He wants us to know they’re connected. They’re all his angels.”
Jack ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “Have you talked to the evidence clerk?”
“What do you think? This is not my first day.” Dan answered with a hint of humor in his tone and a smile that backed it up. “She checked video surveillance. There was a half-hour glitch three days ago when nothing was recorded. None of the other cameras caught anything either.”
Dread coiled down deep into Jack’s stomach. “Whoever took the scarves knew how to disable our surveillance cameras.”
“They did. I’m going to take a drive over there and see if I can find out something more.”
Jack managed a nod. “Good. Let me know what you find.” He returned his attention to Megan. “We need to get the note to the lab right away. Chances are, the blood there belongs to our victim, but it might be Carolyn’s.”
“He’s waited seven years for this date—the exact date of the first victim. Angel isn’t just starting up again. He’s looking for an apocalyptic type ending that will make him infamous,” Megan told the room. “Before, Angel identified himself as the Angel of Death carrying out God’s work, but he’s elevated his status now. He’s stepping from God’s shadow and declaring himself the creator of the angels. He’s evolving and he will continue to evolve until. . .”
“Until he’s captured,” Jack completed, but that wasn’t what she was about to say. They both knew who the ultimate creation by Angel was. The one he’d waited seven years to claim. This wouldn’t be over until the showdown Megan had predicted happened.
She knew the moment Billy Stephens drove his car straight to the depths of the Potomac and into serial killer history, that the day would come.
◆◆◆
 
She’d come. Just as he knew she would. His angel had returned to her creator. She’d done his bidding. There had been a battle of wills. She was strong. . .but not stronger than him.
He’d known about the child because he kept tabs on her through the years and quickly realized she didn’t want her secret known to her former husband. It might be fun to spill the news to those who would be hurt the most by the truth.
“Don’t close your eyes, Megan. The best is yet to come.”
The city hummed with late afternoon traffic heading out of downtown. And she was waiting. His next angel. He’d followed her. Knew her routine. Had slowly worked his way past her defenses and won her confidence. The moment that happened, he had her.
He’d asked her to go away with him for the weekend. She’d told him she’d have to think about it. Yet he had no doubt she’d be waiting for him at her favorite coffee shop. An older place near the campus where she attended college. There were no security cameras around the building. People were in and out all the time and the overworked and apathetic baristas didn’t pay much attention.
He sat in his car and smiled as she adjusted her backpack and went inside. Would she be an angel of light like he hoped? Only she would be able to answer.
He gave her time to place her drink order and find a seat before going in.
The place was bustling—just as he preferred. The barista calling out names as the orders were completed didn’t even notice him.
“What can I get you?” a young woman with spiked purple hair asked.
He wore his sunglasses still. He tugged his ball cap low. “Caramel Latte.”
She told him the price and huffed annoyingly when he handed her cash. “Name?”
“Roy.” For irony.
She struggled to make change and he told her to keep it and stepped away from the counter smiling at the young woman who waited behind him.
Her dancing eyes gave him the once over. He had that effect on women. At any other time, he might be interested. But today, she wasn’t the one he wanted.
She’d sat at their booth at the back of the shop secluded from others. His Rachel. Even the name sounded angelic. As he approached, her name was called and she rose, leaving her backpack behind on the table. When she spotted him she stopped mid-stride, a smile lighting up her face.
“You came,” he said. “I never doubted it.” He clasped her hand.
“Really? Because I wasn’t sure I should.”
He loved the way her cheeks colored. She thought he was interested in something far different.
“Let me grab my coffee and we can talk. I want to show you something.” She brushed back her raven hair from her face.
“Alright. Hurry back.” He turned and watched her head to the counter, and he believed she would be an angel of light. She practically radiated it.
He slid into the booth seat facing the counter. She spoke to the barista who smiled despite being rushed. He craved that light inside her that drew people to her.
Her eyes connected with his. More color crept through her cheeks as she made her way to him.
He rose as she reached the table and slid into the booth seat opposite him.
“What did you want to show me?”
Her smile faded as she dug through her backpack and produced the note. His note. He’d used white paper because he had hope.
He hid his glee somehow.
“This was slid under our door when I got home yesterday. I’m so glad my father didn’t find it.” She held it out.
He wasn’t wearing gloves. If he touched it, his prints would be all over the note. He’d have to destroy it. Anger roared to life. Having the notes discovered was part of the fun.
“What does it say?” he asked without accepting the note.
She didn’t seem to think it odd. She opened it and showed it to him. “Welcome, my angel, to immortality. Is that creepy or what?”
His hands tightened into fists briefly. She had no idea what it meant to be his angel. . .but she would. “I’m sure it’s just someone playing a prank on you. Probably a schoolmate.”
“Maybe. Still, it’s unnerving. I’m glad my father didn’t see it first.” She shoved the note back into her backpack.   
“What did you tell your father?” He reached for her hand and clasped it.
She nervously reached for her cup and sipped it. So innocent. Yes, she would be his first angel of light.
“That I planned to spend the weekend with friends at the lake.”
He scanned her pretty face. “And he bought it?”
“Yes.” She hesitated. “I hated lying to him but he’s overprotective.”
“He sounds like a good father.” A hard edge he couldn’t hide crept into his voice, and she caught it.
“Yes, he is. Unlike yours?” She took a shot in the dark. He didn’t take the bait.
“Who me? My old man was a saint. Corporate lawyer. Loved my mother and me.” That lie left a bitter taste in his mouth.
Her concern cleared away. “I’m glad.” She giggled giving away her nerves. She was uncertain what was expected of her this weekend.
He didn’t want to give her time to change her mind. “How was your week?”
“Busy. A lot of schoolwork before the weekend.” She smiled flirtatiously. “What about you?”
“Well, no schoolwork.”
She laughed. “No? What about work? Did you have trouble swinging a weekend off?” There it was. She was anxious to spend time with him and worried he’d back out. The broken ones were always so easy, and Rachel had been broken.
“Not at all. I’m all yours.” He noticed a psychology book peeking out of her backpack. “What are you studying?” 
“Hum? Oh, psychology. I want to be a child psychologist to help other kids. . .” She laughed nervously again as if she’d given away too much.
“That sounds interesting. I’m guessing there’s a personal reason that drives you to pursue this profession?” He knew the answer already. Rachel had been sexually abused by her alcoholic grandfather. When her mother and father found out, they’d gone to the police. Her grandfather had been arrested and there had been a long, excruciating trial where Rachel was forced to testify. She’d gotten through only to lose her mother at the age of ten.
A shadow crossed her face. He wondered if she were remembering the terrible things her grandfather did or the loss of her mother. “Yes.”
He covered her hand with his other hand. “I’m sorry. Family can do horrible things in the name of love.” He of all people knew this.
She held his gaze. “Yes, they can.” She untangled her hand from his and sipped her coffee.
A moment’s setback. One he’d have to remedy because today was the day he claimed her as his angel.
He glanced out the window at the foot traffic. “Are you ready to get out of here and take a drive?” he said low enough for her to struggle to hear.
She leaned forward. “Excuse me? Sorry, it’s loud.”
He edged forward to where they were inches apart. He could see the freckles that dotted the bridge of her nose and cheeks. One deep blue eye had a little black dot off to the side.
“Why don’t we get out of here.” He held her gaze prisoner. This was the part of the game he loved. Gaining their trust. Breaking down their resistance. Once he had them captive, he would be completely in control. This part excited him. She was his to win or lose.
“I’m not sure I should.” She bit her bottom lip as if praying for him to understand.
Time to move in for the kill. He clasped both her hands in his. “Yes, you are. You feel it, Rachel.”
She didn’t trust people—like him. That made the game more challenging. Her scars made it hard for her to make connections.
He leaned still closer. “I know you want to. So do I.” 
Now for the tender moment that would push her all the way to him. He tucked a strand of her dark hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering on her cheek. She shivered. Almost his.
“You’ve played it safe for a long time, Rachel because of what happened. It’s time to do something for you.”
Slowly, little by little with each carefully placed word, each touch, she gave in.
“Okay,” she said and touched her hands to her cheeks as if they burned.
His smile widened. “Good. My car is down the street. I know the perfect place where we can go that has breathtaking sunsets.” He grabbed her backpack and pulled her up beside him. “Trust me, you’re going to die for it.”
He clasped her hand and headed for the door while the barista called out the name he’d given.
“Roy, your drink is ready.”
He ignored the second call. Coffee could wait. He had what he’d come for.




Chapter Six

September 15th
10:00 a.m.—Quantico, Virginia
“We have an ID on our victim.”




Jack glanced up as Dan came into the room excited by the news. They had their first big break.
“Her name is Erin Templeton. She’s thirty-seven and a psychiatrist who lived and worked in Roanoke.”
“Oh, no.” Megan pulled out a chair and sat.
“What’s wrong?” Jack asked when he got a good look at her face. She looked as if she’d seen a ghost.
“I-I know her.”
“You do? How?”
Her hesitation to answer had him wondering why. Dan had said Templeton was a psychiatrist.
It finally clicked. She was Megan’s psychiatrist.
“Oh.” He couldn’t imagine the things she’d shared with Dr. Templeton. “When was the last time you spoke to her?”
“We talked periodically. Not professionally but as friends. She and I have gotten close through the years.” But with the blindfold and the grotesque mask not to mention destruction the killer had vented on her body. . .
“When was the last time you spoke to her?” Unlike the last time, Angel appeared to be targeting people Megan knew.
“A few weeks ago.” Megan pulled up the message on her phone. “She sent me a text the day before the note appeared. It was. . .bazaar. She said I should just stop being a coward and come back to D.C. and face my demons. I tried calling her back, but she didn’t pick up.”
Jack’s stomach turned. “She didn’t send it. That was Angel. Trying to use your connection to the doctor to goad you into returning.” He’d used the note and the missing photo of Ani to instill fear in her and force her hand.
“Erin loved going to the Washington National Cathedral. She went there about once a week. She told me once being in the cathedral helped her to deal with the hard times her work sometimes produced.” And now all that peace Erin found there had been replaced by evil.
Dan checked an incoming message on his phone. “The results are back on the blood on the note left at Megan’s. The lab says it appears to be a mixture of three different blood samples. One matches Templeton’s, another is a match for Carolyn Sparks—the first victim. And the third is AB negative. A rare blood type.”
“It doesn’t match any of the previous victims?” Jack asked.
“That’s correct.” 
“It’s mine.” Megan’s strangled voice had Jack turning. “I’m AB negative.”
Jack pulled out the chair beside Megan. “How did he get a sample of your blood to use? When he kidnapped you?”
She nodded. “I had cuts and scrapes from being attacked. I fought him before he knocked me unconscious. I’m guessing that’s how he managed to get the sample. Somehow, he’d preserved it and Carolyn’s.”
“He’s been planning this for years.” Back when they’d all foolishly thought Angel had let Megan go to save himself. Back when Jack had wanted to believe Billy Stephens was their killer.
Jack struggled to put aside the distractions weighing down on his heart and stay focused on the case while ignoring the demon living inside him that taunted him, a drink would make everything better. Take the edge off being reunited with his ex-wife and discovering he was a father. His hands curled into fists. He had a murder to solve and a killer that was coming after the woman he still loved.
“I need to make the notification to the doctor’s family before they hear it some other way.” This was one of the hardest parts of the job and it never got easy.
“Let me come with you,” Megan said. “Erin was my friend and maybe the parents know something that will help.”
“Thanks, I appreciate the company.”
Sierra came in along with Jack’s father.
“Give me a second.”
Megan spotted his father. “I’d like to say hi when you’re done. It’s been a while.” 
“Sure.” Jack went over to his old man. “What’s going on dad?” His father rarely visited him at work. Vince Montgomery had been a beat cop here in the city for over twenty years until an injury in the line of duty had ended his career. He’d gone to work at a hardware store and later bought the place. “Is everything okay?” Jack prompted when his father’s attention remained on Megan.
“So, it’s true—she’s back. Does that mean. . .?” Jack had no doubt Dan had called his father. Vince had witnessed how broken his son had been following Megan leaving him.
“It means she’s helping with a case.” Vince had tried to talk Jack into going to Alaska to speak with Megan again, but he’d stubbornly refused.
“She’s as pretty as ever. Is this. . .” He broke off when Megan approached.
“Vince,” she said quietly. “It’s good to see you again.” Megan seemed uncertain how to greet the senior Montgomery.
Vince stepped forward and enveloped her in a hug. “Good to see you too, kiddo. It’s been too long.”
She gently extracted herself. “It has.”
While Vince continued to look at the woman who had once been his daughter-in-law, Jack asked again if something were wrong. As much as he didn’t want to deliver the news of her death to Erin Templeton’s mother, he didn’t want it to come from someone else.
Vince turned his way. “I just wanted to check on you.”
Jack couldn’t have this discussion in front of Megan. “Excuse us for a second.” He and his father stepped out of Megan’s hearing. “Dad, I’m fine. I admit seeing her again and. . .” Now was not the time to tell his father about Ani. “I’m handling it. I’ve reached out to my sponsor. I’m okay.”
Vince looked him in the eye. “You sure? I know how much you love her still. This must be hard.”
“I appreciate your concern, Dad, but I haven’t had a drink yet and I won’t.” He glanced past Vince to where Megan appeared to be texting someone. He hadn’t asked her about her life now. Hadn’t wanted to think about the possibility of her being with someone else.
“I have to go. I’ll call you soon.” He gave his old man a hug. Jack hadn’t seen his dad look so worried since Jack had dived into the bottle instead of facing his failures head-on.
Megan came over and gave Vince another hug. “It’s good to see you again.”
Vince turned to leave but stopped. “It’s happening again, isn’t it?”
Megan visibly flinched.
“We’re not sure yet,” Jack said. “It’s too soon to say.” He motioned to Sierra who hovered near the door. “Can you show my dad out?”
She smiled at Vince. “Of course. I’d be happy to.”
Vince left with Sierra, his shoulders stooped with concern for his son.
Megan checked her phone again.
“Is anything wrong?” The concern on her face said yes.
“I’m not sure. I’ve been trying to reach my goddaughter, Rachel Donaldson—you remember her?”
He did. Rachel was the daughter of Megan’s old college roommate. Vanessa Donaldson had died in a car accident when Rachel was ten. Rachel had been raised by her father Thomas and was attending the same university as Rachel’s mother and Megan.
“It’s not like her not to respond and I know her classes are over for the weekend.”
“Have you tried her father?”
Megan shook her head. “No, I haven’t. I’ll send him a quick text. I’m sure everything is fine and I’m overreacting.”
Jack stepped from the conference room with Megan. He stopped next to Sierra’s desk and waited for her to return.
“What’s up, boss?” Sierra had called him that since the day they’d started working together. But recently Sierra had more of a reason to refer to him as her boss. She’d graduated from the academy. She was a full-fledged FBI agent and would be part of the BAU very soon.
“I need you to get a warrant to unseal Doctor Templeton’s records. We need to find out who she was seeing.”
“I’m on it,” Sierra assured him.
“You think Angel could be one of her patients?” Megan asked as they left the building and returned to where Jack had left the SUV.
“We can’t afford to rule anything out at this point.” Jack stopped walking, his thoughts on Rachel. He remembered how close Megan and Rachel had been in the past. “When was the last time you spoke to Rachel?” An awful feeling he didn’t want to share with Megan reminded him Angel had killed someone close to her already.
“We talked a couple of weeks back. I tried calling her before I left Alaska, but she didn’t answer then either.”
Nothing she said eased his concern any.
“I’m sure she’s fine.” Jack unlocked the Suburban and held her door open while Megan slipped into the vehicle.
He rounded the back and got behind the wheel. Soon, they were heading to Doctor Templeton’s parents’ home to deliver the worst news any parent could receive.
Jack turned onto the road leading to the home. “You said you and the doctor became friends. Do you know her parents? I’m wondering how close they were with their daughter. Maybe they can help us figure out the timeline when Erin went missing.”
“She spoke about them quite often—they were definitely close.”
Which would make the news of their daughter’s death that much more difficult.
He checked the number on the mailbox. “This is it.” Jack pulled into the drive and glanced up at the house. Several lights were on. They were home. Still, he waited. He needed a minute. This day. Seeing Megan again, learning he had a daughter he didn’t know existed. Now being faced with another murder that was connected to an old case that had been closed was too much coming at him all at once.
“Jack?” The question in Megan’s tone reached out to him.
“Sorry.” He shifted in his seat and shook his head. “I hate this. Hate that a killer as twisted as Angel is coming after you again. That he’s killed this innocent woman simply to further whatever sick game he’s playing.”
She covered his hand with hers entwining their fingers. “I hate it, too.”
The urge to drink grew inside like a lion ready to roar to life and rip free of its tenuous bonds. Somehow, he forced the darkness down.
“We should speak to the parents.” He slipped his hand from hers. It shook as he confirmed the names of the doctor’s parents. Christine and Wendle Templeton.
Jack got out and waited for Megan. They stepped up onto the porch. Jack rang the doorbell and waited, his thoughts going over what he would say.
During the original Angel case, he and Megan had delivered this type of news to the victims’ families. Each one of the five women who had died had people who loved them dearly.
The door opened and a man around fifty looked between them. “May I help you?”
“Are you Wendle Templeton?”
The man’s eyes widened slightly. “Yes, I am. What’s this about?”
“Mr. Templeton, I’m Special Agent Montgomery with the FBI and this is. . .” Jack stumbled over how to identify Megan. When they’d worked the case before, she was Megan Montgomery. That wasn’t the case anymore. “Megan Iluak, a consultant with the FBI. May we come inside?”
Wendle Templeton was beginning to understand something terrible was wrong.
“Yes, of course.” Still in shock, he stepped back and let them in.
Jack closed the door behind them. Wendle led them into the living room where a woman around Wendle’s age stood.
“Wendle, what’s going on?”
Wendle reached his wife’s side and placed his arm around her shoulders. He knew. A father’s instinct or Jack had gotten bad at keeping a straight face.
“This is Jack Montgomery and Megan Iluak. They’re FBI agents.”
Jack let the misstep in identifying Megan go.
“FBI. Has something happened?” A heartbeat later, she guessed as well. “Is it Erin?” A worry that can only come from a parent in fear for their child became frozen on her face.
Jack cleared his throat. “I’m afraid so.” God, getting the words out felt impossible but he couldn’t leave them hanging like this. “There’s no easy way to say this. We found your daughter earlier today. She’s dead.”
A moan escaped that seemed to come from deep down inside Christine Templeton’s soul. It echoed off the walls. It washed over Jack like yet another tidal wave. They’d been pounding him since sleep alluded him on this fateful day.
Wendle helped his wife down to the sofa. “What happened to my daughter?” The broken words tore from a father who had heard the worst possible news.
The next part was even harder to say. It was bad enough that he’d lost his only child but now both must learn the horrifying truth of how their daughter had died.
“You wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t bad,” Wendle said to Jack’s silence.
Jack told them what they knew so far. “Erin was found in the Washington National Cathedral this morning.”
“At the cathedral? I know she liked to go there.” Wendle dropped to the sofa beside his wife and gathered her close while she silently wept.
Jack and Megan claimed the two chairs across from the sofa.
“We believe she was brought there,” Jack told him. “She was killed someplace else.”
The truth finally clicked for Christine. “You’re saying our daughter was murdered?”
Jack struggled to get words out. Megan answered for him. “I’m afraid so.”
The truth was unimaginable to these two innocent people. “Murdered,” Wendle exclaimed. “By whom?”
“We don’t know yet, sir,” Jack told him and waited while the two digested the news their daughter had been killed in the worst possible way.
“Could it be one of her patients?” Christine gathered her composure and wiped her eyes. “She sees some court appointed cases from time to time.”
“We’re not sure yet. We’re getting the authority to check her records now.” Jack glanced Megan’s way briefly. He’d do his best not to invade her privacy but Angel had Megan in his crosshairs once more. If something in her records would help them find Angel, then he’d cross that bridge when it happened.
“I realize this is a difficult time for the both of you, but I’m wondering if we can ask you both some questions.”
The parents appeared in deep shock. Jack couldn’t imagine hearing such devastating news about his daughter. He’d only just learned he had a child and yet already his protective instincts ran deep. He’d do whatever was necessary to keep her safe.
Wendle gathered his wife’s hand in his. “Whatever we can do to help find out who did this to our child.”
So far, neither had asked how their daughter had died. They were numb. The questions would come and he’d have to tell them the truth.
“When was the last time you spoke to your daughter?”
“A few days ago.” Wendle looked to his wife for the exact date.
“I spoke to Erin on Monday afternoon around three. She said she’d finished with her last patient for the day and was going home,” Christine told them. “She sounded in good spirits. She told me she planned to meet up with some friends for drinks later that evening.”
Jack took out his notebook and jotted down notes. “Did she say who she was meeting?”
Christine rubbed her forehead. “No, but I’m assuming it’s the same group of friends she hangs out with a lot. I have their names and numbers in my phone. I can give them to you.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Templeton. That would be helpful,” Megan told the older woman. “Can you think of anyone who might have shown any special interest in Erin lately? Did she have a boyfriend?”
Jack knew what she was asking. It was believed the previous Angel victims may have met him and formed some type of romantic relationship with him.
“No. She wasn’t dating anyone. She broke up with her boyfriend a few months back. Since then, she told me she wanted to take some time off from dating.” She shook her head. “I never understood it. She and Steven were close. Wendle and I both thought they’d marry. But he ended the relationship. He said he didn’t want to be tied down. It hurt her deeply.”
They’d need to check out Steven. “Can you give us his phone number as well?”
Christine nodded. “Yes, of course. Agent Montgomery, what aren’t you telling us?”
Jack closed his notebook and leaned forward. “There’s no easy way to say this, but we believe Erin is the victim of a serial killer.”
Christine covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes glued to Jack.
“A serial killer?” Wendle appeared as shocked as his wife. “What happened to our baby?”
Jack knew they needed to hear the truth but telling them the gruesome details wouldn’t ease their pain. “She was stabbed.”
Wendle was a smart man. He knew there was more to the story. “Was she. . .?”
He wanted to know if his daughter had been raped. The truth was, she’d been tortured in so many different horrific ways that death had been welcomed.
“We’re still waiting for the medical examiner’s report.”
Wendle saw the truth Jack hadn’t wanted to say and accepted the lie.
“I want to see her,” Christine exclaimed, abandoning her grief. Jack had anticipated her request.
“Yes, ma’am. As soon as the medical examiner releases Erin’s body, we’ll give you a call.”
She forcibly shook her head. “No, I want to see her now. Today. She needs me.” She crumbled against her husband in sobs. “I want to see my baby.”
“I can arrange it,” Jack said quietly. “I’ll call the medical examiner and let him know you’re coming.”
“Thank you, Agent Montgomery.” Wendle held his sobbing wife closer, and Jack realized it was time to leave the family to grieve.
But first he needed the names and numbers of Erin’s friends and her ex-boyfriend. “If I can trouble you for those numbers. . .”
Wendle glanced at his wife who was incapable of answering. “I’ll get them for you now.” He rose and grabbed a pen and paper jotting numbers for Steven and Erin’s friends down from his phone. “Here you go.”
Jack thanked him. “If you remember anything else, please let us know.” Jack handed him a business card. “We’ll let ourselves out.”
As they headed from the room, Wendle said, “Find the person who did this to our girl, Agent Montgomery. Find him before he can hurt anyone else. Or before I hurt him.”
Jack stepped out into the late afternoon with the words of a grieving father ringing in his ears.
◆◆◆
 
“Wake up my angel.”
The terror those simple words evoked sent waves and waves of screams forth, yet no sound came out. She was gagged, her wrists strapped to the posts of the bed along with her ankles. She wore a long white gown.
Her body ached from the pain he’d inflicted on her. He’d taken pleasure in hurting her.
She’d thought him her prince charming, but he wasn’t anything close to a prince. He was a monster. She loved the attention he piled on her throughout their afternoon they’d spent together. He’d driven her out to the lake, and they’d talked for hours. He’d seemed too good to be true.
And he was.
When they’d stopped at his home, she’d been impressed. A home like this must cost a fortune. What harm was there in spending time with him? Seeing where the relationship might lead.
He’d made them drinks. Hers had been a fruity cocktail that had quickly gone to her head. Her thoughts became fuzzy. His voice distant.
“What’s the matter—cat got your tongue?” The taunt had her struggling against her restraints. The pain in her arm brought tears to her eyes.
He sat down on the bed beside her and clasped her chin, tipping her head back to the point that it hurt. He scrutinized her as if trying to decide something. “I was so sure you would be an angel of light. Yet you’re no match for her.”
“Her?” She fought to speak past the gag as she latched onto the slipup.
“Megan. She will be my perfect creation. Fitting to do battle with me.”
Her eyes grew large. “Megan. This is about Megan?”
He remained silent. No answers or sympathy would come from this monster. Still, she had to try. “Please let me go,” she begged but the words came out muffled and indistinguishable. “I promise I won’t tell anyone."
He slipped the gag down.
The second she was free she screamed as loud as she could. He simply watched her until she’d worn herself out.
“You can scream all you want. This room is soundproof.” He glanced from the tears streaming down her face to around the room. “I’m told it used to belong to a musician. This was his sound room.”
He was making small talk as if they were simply still on a date, and he hadn’t kidnapped her and wasn’t holding her against her will. Hadn’t tortured her all night long.
“Why are you doing this to me?” she asked and hated that her voice broke. She’d have to be strong to survive whatever he had planned for her.
He glanced at her as if he didn’t understand the question. “Doing this to you? I chose you. I made you an angel,” he said as if she should be honored.
The insanity she hadn’t seen in the times she’d met him before was clear. That handsome face was contorted with madness. She couldn’t believe she’d ever thought him attractive. Why hadn’t she seen this before? After all, mental illness was in her family. Her grandfather had done unspeakable things to her as a child. Her mother and father had taken her away to escape him.
“I’m not an angel. I’m a person.”
His attention returned to her once more. “I’m working on your wings now. Do you want to see them? They’ll be far greater than the last ones.”
She tried not to react to the truth he’d let slip. Her mind tried to make sense of it through the fog of whatever he’d given her the evening before. He’d taken another woman. Where was she? Did he have her held prisoner somewhere in the house where he’d taken her?
“I want to see the wings,” she said sweetly. If she could get free of her bonds, she’d find a way to overpower him and escape. She had to. Her life depended on it.
He frowned as he looked at her. “You think I’m that foolish?” He rose and left the room. He hadn’t locked the door. She looked at the restraints on her wrists. They were rope. The same that held her legs in place.
She flexed her wrists to see if there was any give. Was it her imagination or did the rope loosen just a little?
She continued to work the wrist of her injured arm he’d carved up with a knife while fighting through the hurt.
No sound came from beyond the door. He’d told her the room was soundproof. Would she be able to hear anything?
She worked frantically on freeing her wrist, but it wasn’t fast enough. The door opened and she immediately stopped what she was doing.
He held an enormous set of wings in both hands. They were brilliant white. He stopped when he spotted her.
“You’re sweating. What have you been doing?”
Think!
She pretended to be sick. “I’m going to vomit.”
He dropped the wings and searched the room for something to use. He handed her a porcelain bowl that was on the dresser across from the bed.
He held the bowl under her chin. She turned her head away.
“Please, let me hold it.”
He hesitated. He suspected something was up.
“Hurry, please.” 
His brows kicked up a notch.
She faked a stomach convulsion and he rose and untied her injured arm. “Don’t try anything.”
Her arm flopped down to her side. She flinched as the pain of what he’d done coursed down to her wrist. She clasped the bowl. He stared at her as if enjoying her pain.
This was it. Her one chance to escape.
She clutched the bowl like a weapon and attempted to slam it against his head. Furious, he grabbed it and wrestled it from her grasp.
“You disappoint me.” He tossed the bowl across the room. It hit the wall and shattered on impact. Then he grabbed her wrist and secured it once more this time tight enough to cut off circulation. “You aren’t an angel of light at all. You’re dark and rotten inside—just like the rest.” There was so much fury in his voice that spittle flew from his mouth splattering her face. “Well, it won’t take me long to change the color of the wings to match your soul. And when I do, it will be time for you to become immortal.” He grabbed something from the nightstand near the bed and jabbed it into her neck. A needle. The small amount of hope she’d had faded along with the world around her. He’d won. She’d fought to free herself, but he’d won.




Chapter Seven

1:00 p.m.—Outside Christine and Wendle Templeton’s home
Jack’s phone alerted him to an incoming message. He pulled it from his pocket and scanned the text from Sierra. “We have our search warrant for the doctor’s records. I’ll send Dan and Zeke to pick them up.”
Megan nodded. “Do you mind if we stop by and check on Ani and my family?” After witnessing the pain Erin’s parents had gone through all Megan wanted to do was hug her daughter.
“I’d like that. Kevin texted me earlier to let me know the other agents are safely in place. I’ll send over the list of names of Erin’s friends and have Cooper and Hannah start on them. Later, I’d like to swing by Erin’s home and see if there’s any evidence of the killer being there. I’ll have ERT meet us over there.”
She remembered how Angel had been waiting for her outside her home. He’d attacked before she had time to realize what was happening. She’d fought so hard, but Megan hadn’t been a match for Angel. She’d been so terrified she’d lose the baby.
Jack turned onto his quiet street. As he pulled into the drive, something out of place caught Megan’s attention. She leaned forward. “What is that?” But she knew. The white paper was unmistakable. “He’s been here.”
Megan reached for the door handle, but he stopped her. “Stay here. It could be a set up.”
“Where are the agents watching the house?” She didn’t want to wait. Ani might be in trouble.
“I don’t know. Stay in the car. Call your mother and make sure everyone’s safe. Lock the door behind me.”
It took her a moment to react. She grabbed her phone and called her mother’s number. As soon as Jack left the Suburban, Megan clicked the lock button.
Hitty picked up immediately. “Is everything alright?”
“I’m not sure. Are you all okay?”
Hitty paused. “We’re fine. What’s going on?”
“Have you seen the two agents watching the place?”
“No. They both went outside to speak to someone. I assumed it was one of theirs.”  
It wasn’t. “He’s been here, Mom.”
“Oh, dear word,” Hitty breathed out.
“Keep the door locked until we tell you differently.”
Jack returned from around the side of the house. Megan unlocked her door and he opened it.
“Both agents are dead. Their throats have been cut. There’s no sign of Angel.” He glanced around nervously. “Let’s get you inside.” He didn’t waste time getting her to the door. “Hitty, it’s me.” They sidestepped the note and Angelica.
A heartbeat later, the door opened, and Hitty’s frightened face stood before them.
Jack hurried her inside and quickly relocked the door.
“Where’s Ani?” Megan asked anxiously.
“In the kitchen with Mom.”
Ani must have heard the commotion because she appeared.
“Mommy.” She ran into her mother’s arms.
Jissika followed her from the kitchen. “What’s going on?”
She covered Ani’s ears while she explained about the dead agents and the note, meanwhile Jack called for backup.
“I knew this was a bad idea coming here.” Jissika had been vocal about returning to Washington D.C. She believed it would be conjuring up old spirits.
Megan threw her a look to keep quiet. She didn’t want Ani to know anything was wrong. As far as her daughter was concerned this was just a mini vacation.
“Mom, please take Ani into the kitchen.” Megan waited until they were gone to face Jack. “I’m not leaving them here. It’s too dangerous. He knows my daughter and family are here and he took Ani’s photo as a trophy.” 
“You’re right. We’ll take everyone into headquarters. They’ll be safe there until we can get them to a safehouse. Ambulance and ERT’s on their way as are Dan and Zeke.”
“He was here, Jack. Right outside where my family was staying. Here. Again.”
He flinched at the reminder of the past. The day she’d been taken outside this same house, she and Jack had a fight. He’d left her alone and hadn’t returned. He’d spent the night at headquarters.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought that up.” He’d worked hard to change. She had no right to bring up past mistakes.
“That’s not going to happen again. I’m not going to let anything happen to you or Ani or your family.”
His cell phone announced an incoming message. “ERT’s here. I’ll be right back.”
“I’m going with you.” This was her fight and she’d finish it. “I’ll be right back,” Megan told her mother and Ani before stepping outside with Jack.
“I can’t believe he killed those two agents,” Jack whispered as ERT arrived along with the ambulance and the medical examiner. “He’s never killed anyone except for his victims before as far as we know.”
“He’s reached the point of no return. This set of kills will be his greatest. . .and his last.”
Jack glanced down at the note and Angelica and noticed a small picture frame.
Megan followed his attention. “Oh no. . .” she whispered and he jerked toward her. “That’s Ani’s photo. The one he took from my house. He’s making her part of the game, Jack. He’s coming for her.”
◆◆◆
 
Did they enjoy this new part of the game?
He’d watched them together—their perfect little romance destroyed thanks to him. . . Angel. He’d torn them apart and brought them back together for this moment. For his greatest achievement of all.
But there were still games to play, and he had another angel all picked out. Tonight, they’d meet, and she would become his. He smiled at the possibilities. He patted his pocket where two feathers rested. One black and one white. He’d give her the choice. It was always their choice.
His mouth thinned as he thought about Erin. She’d held so much promise. When he’d first gone to her, he’d been so excited because he knew Megan had been her patient. She’d told her things about him. He wanted to know everything and so he kept coming back. And then she’d caught him. Oh, he’d made up an excuse, but she hadn’t believed him. She’d told him she had to refer him to another doctor. He’d taken her that night. Right in her home. She’d been so easy. She’d pretended to care about him. He thought she would be an angel of light, but he’d been wrong. Just like he’d been wrong about Rachel, the one he held now. She was a disappointment like the others. All had disappointed him because they weren’t her. They weren’t Megan.




Chapter Eight

4:00 p.m.—BAU Headquarters
Zeke stood in the doorway and motioned to Jack.
“Excuse me.” Jack stepped out into the hall. “Any news?” Because he was worried, Jack had Zeke track Rachel’s cell phone.
Megan had reached out to Rachel’s father. He’d told her Rachel was spending the weekend with friends. He hadn’t been concerned.
So why was Jack?
“There’s been no activity on her phone since Rachel texted a number around 2:45 p.m. yesterday afternoon.”
“Who did she text?”
“That’s the thing. The number belongs to a pay-as-you-go phone. The owner paid with cash.”
“In other words, we don’t know who she called.” Jack ran a hand through his hair. “According to Megan, Rachel had broken up with her boyfriend of two years a little while back. As far as she knew, the college student wasn’t seeing anyone now.”
“It could be nothing. Maybe it’s a new relationship and she doesn’t want anyone to know about it yet.”
“Maybe.” But Jack wasn’t buying it. “Can you reach out to your buddy with the D.C. police? I’m going to have the father file a missing person’s report. And I know she’s an adult and she may be with friends Megan doesn’t know about, but shutting her phone off is unusual for someone that age.”
“You think this is Angel?”
“I think I want to be sure she’s safe for Megan’s sake.”
“I’ll give him a call right away and have him reach out to the father.”
“Thanks, Zeke.”
Jack stepped back into the office where Megan held their daughter while Jissika and Hitty sat on the nearby sofa.
His office wasn’t ideal for the family, but they were safe here until he could figure out an alternative hiding place.
Megan glanced up at him as he entered the room. Every time he was close, Ani shrank back against her mother as if she were afraid of him. That broke Jack’s heart.
“Ready?” he asked, his mouth thinning at his daughter’s reaction. His daughter. Jack still couldn’t wrap his head around that truth or the fact that a serial killer might be targeting her.
“Yes, I’m ready.” Megan rose with Ani in her arms. Seeing her here was like a jolt every time. It reminded him of what should have been. What he and Megan had talked about when they’d married. She kissed Ani’s forehead. “I’ll be back soon. Do good for Gran and Granny, okay, babe?”
“Okay, Mommy.” Ani squeezed her mother’s neck while her gray eyes latched onto him every bit as suspicious as the moment he’d first laid eyes on her. His daughter didn’t trust him. Anger rose inside him. He’d lost six years of Ani’s life and she still didn’t know he was her father.
Megan stepped out into the hall past him. He did his best to bury the anger down deep.
They were meeting ERT over at Erin Templeton’s home.
Jack scanned the address before heading out. “Have you been to Erin’s home before?” There was a hard edge to his voice he couldn’t prevent. Sure, he owned his part in what happened between them but to keep their child from him?
“I know you’re angry. . .”
His hands tightened on the wheel as he fought that anger. AA had taught him using anger to deflect blame was one of his weaknesses.
“I realize I don’t have the right to be angry.” He blew out a sharp breath. “But I am.” And it wasn’t just about learning he had a daughter after so many years. It was the way she’d left and had refused to talk to him. She hadn’t even tried to work on their marriage or help him. She’d just given up on them.
“I’m sorry, Jack.” Those soulful eyes of hers still got to him. Megan had the power to look at a crime scene and a victim and get into the killer’s head. His beautiful, sweet wife had the ability to communicate with evil. That had to leave touches behind.
Now, her dark eyes were filled with tears. “You’re right. I did give up on us and for that I’m sorry. I should have fought more.”
He wanted to stay mad but every time he looked back on that time, he realized she’d done the right thing for her and though he hadn’t realized it, for their child as well. She’d made a clean break. She’d gotten away from all the death left behind by Angel.
He cleared his throat. “Things happen for a reason. I know this now.”
Jack turned onto Erin Templeton’s street. “Have you been here before?” he asked. She’d told him she and the doctor had become friends and remained friends even after she’d left town.
“Once. A long time ago. I won’t be able to tell if anything’s missing or out of place. But if this is him—and I think we can pretty much agree it is—then he’ll have left his signature note.”
He nodded and focused on the numbers on the houses. Angel left a note and a feather attached at the victims’ homes. They’d been discovered at all the previous victims’ places. He had no doubt they’d find one at Erin’s home as well.
Welcome, my angel. It’s time to become immortal.
“Why Erin?” Megan asked when his mind went back over every victim from the past. “Because she knew me—we were friends—or because I went to her for help?”
None of the previous victims had a close relationship with Megan though there’d been superficial contact. One went to the same gym. Another shopped at the same grocery store. The last victim, Renee Wolf, had attended Megan’s church. They’d known each other only in passing.
“This is it.” ERT was already there. Erin’s parents had told him where to find the key.
Jack pulled up next to the curb a little way from the house behind ERT’s van.
Bob Foster and his team spotted them and got out. “Good to see you again, Megan.” Bob had been part of the original Angel case. “Heck of a thing after so many years. I sure was hoping this guy had died that day.”
Jack felt the same way. “I’ll let your team inside. We need to check the mailbox for fingerprints.” Angel usually left the note inside the victims’ mailbox.
“Will do.” Bob motioned to one of his people and gave the order.
Both Megan and Jack slipped on booties and latex gloves. He found the key and unlocked the door. The quiet of the house greeted them as they stepped across the threshold.
At first glance, the house appeared neat. Nothing out of place. Yet he knew the likelihood Angel had taken Erin from here was great.
“We’ll check for fingerprints,” Bob told him.
Jack nodded and turned to Megan. “He’ll have left a note. Let’s see if we can find it.”
She scanned the room. “It still looks the same as when I was here last. Erin told me she didn’t like change very much. She’d driven the same car for years and lived here for as long as I can remember.” She moved to the kitchen table where a pile of mail was stacked. Jack looked over her shoulder as she thumbed through the mail. “It’s not here.”
Something she’d said before came to mind. “You mentioned the text from Erin indicated you should come back to D.C. and deal with your demons. Had you been thinking about returning?” It hurt that he had no idea what her life was like now. And the realization that he was one of her demons.
“I’d thought about it for a while. For one, I wanted to tell you about Ani.” She shrugged. “It always seemed easier to put it off, but Erin and I had talked about it when she was still my doctor. She told me I was running away from things instead of facing them and I wasn’t being fair to you by keeping Ani from you.” She looked his way. “She was right.”  
“Thank you for that, but how would Angel know this?”
Megan’s startled eyes held his. “He wouldn’t unless he read my file.”
“We need to get ERT over to her office right away. There’s a chance he kidnapped Erin from her office.”
“That doesn’t fit with his profile. Most other victims were taken from their home, including me.”
“Nothing that’s happened lately fits the profile.” The wings and the mask had broken with Angel’s MO as did him leaving the note at Megan’s home with the mingled blood samples.
“You’re right," Megan said. "And her office is the only one in the complex now. She told me recently that the last office renter beside her had moved out.”
“It would make the perfect place for a killer to take his victim.” Jack stepped away and told Bob about their belief.
“We’ll head over there once we’re finished.”
“Thanks.” Jack returned to Megan. “There’s no sign of the note here. It’s possible he left it at her office. Why don’t we head over there now?”
Megan agreed. They stepped out into another day fading quickly and to a countdown on a killer taking his next victim.
◆◆◆
 
She forced her eyes open. They felt weighed down by whatever drug he’d injected into her. But she was still alive. That was a good thing. He’d been so angry with her when she’d tried to escape. She’d been certain whatever drug he’d given her would be the end of her.
Deep shadows filled the room. It was late. Her hands and feet were tied to the bedposts so securely she could no longer feel them. She listened closely. The house was quiet. Where was he? How long had she been unconscious?
She glanced down at herself and realized she no longer wore the white gown. She was now dressed in something long and flowing and. . .black.
She yanked at her restraints to no avail. Not a sound came from inside the house except from the slight hum of the air conditioner. Had he left her alone?
This might be her only chance to avoid death. She had no doubt he had cameras set up around the place. If he were watching, she wouldn’t have long.
She arched her back until she was able to put some slack on the restraints on her arms allowing her to wiggle her wrists until the rope loosened.
“Thank you, God. Oh, thank you,” she sobbed out the last part.
Yet the action was not without consequences. Her wrists were rubbed raw and bleeding. She ignored the pain. This was life and death. If she couldn’t get away she had no doubt it was only a matter of time before he killed her. He’d told her how disappointed he was with the way she’d behaved. Had he really expected her to simply accept her fate? She’d told him some things about her childhood. What she’d overcome. She’d almost died many times because of others’ recklessness. But she was still here. And that was just the reminder she needed to keep fighting.




Chapter Nine

8:00 p.m.—Dr. Erin Templeton’s office
Megan hadn’t been here in years. As soon as she stepped into the office, the past and all its turmoil came rushing back. She had told herself that surviving Angel had been the deciding factor for leaving, but in truth, she was a coward. When she found out she was pregnant, she just wanted to go home to Alaska and take comfort from the two strong women in her life.
Like Erin’s house, not much had changed through the years. All her files were now at FBI headquarters, including Megan’s. Dan and Zeke had to force the file cabinet open.
“If they’d found the note when they gathered the files, someone would have said as much.” Jack searched through the empty file cabinet. “There’s nothing here. Everything was taken back to headquarters.” He pulled the file cabinet out with the same results.
Wearing gloves again, Megan flipped through the stack of mail on Erin’s desk. “No note here.” She looked around the room in frustration. It had to be somewhere. Angel would have made sure of it.
“Maybe she stuck the note in her desk.” Jack tried the center drawer. “It’s locked.”
Megan remembered she’d come here once right before she’d left for Alaska. It was at the end of the day. She’d wanted to tell Erin goodbye. Erin had locked up her desk and placed the key inside the bear statue on the credenza.
She went over and opened the lid. “Erin was a creature of habit.” Which might have helped Angel take her. She rarely got out of her routine. Erin told her once that when dealing with some of the patients she had in the past she found comfort in keeping to her routine.
Megan unlocked the center drawer. Inside was an assortment of pens. Nail clippers. A second set of keys. She held them up.
Jack tried the file cabinet. One key worked for it. The second was completely different. “Looks like she kept something hidden.”
Megan searched the drawers but there was nothing there to indicate a hidden box to fit the key. “Strange. You’d think she’d keep something here. What do you think it goes to?”
“I don’t know.” Jack walked around the room. “Does she have a safe?”
Megan had no idea. “She never mentioned it before.” They checked behind the handful of photos on the wall that Erin had taken while on her travels around the country.
“Over here.” Jack edged a photo of the Grand Canyon away. “It’s a wall safe.” He removed the photo and set it on the floor.
Megan slipped the key into the lock and the door opened. She glanced at Jack briefly before looking inside. There was a book and a file.
The name on the file was simply “Roy.” Megan shot Jack a look. When she opened the file, words jumped out on the page.
Patient Roy is keeping secrets. I feel at times as if he’s playing games with me and there are other reasons why he’s chosen me as his psychiatrist. He is highly intelligent and shows signs of severe schizophrenia.
The last entry in the file was the most disturbing. She read it aloud. “I’m becoming increasingly fearful of my safety around Roy. I plan to refer him to another psychiatrist. I’ve tried to reach him by phone, but the number isn’t being answered.”
“Does she list the number?” Jack looked over her shoulder.
She flipped through the file and found a number. She gave it to Jack.
He dialed the number. “Straight to an automated voicemail. The phone’s shut off. I’ll have Zeke check for information on the phone’s owner.”
Jack placed the call while Megan pulled out the book that turned out to be Erin’s private journal. She hesitated, not wanting to violate Erin’s privacy but if something inside the journal could lead them to identify Roy who she believed was Angel then Erin would want her to do anything she could to find the truth.
She flipped through several pages. Most were just private thoughts about her life. She was lonely since she and her boyfriend broke up.
Another entry seemed to indicate Erin believed someone was following her. She wanted to show the entry to Jack. As she handed it to him, something fell to the floor. It was the note. She stepped back wanting only to put distance between her and the reminder of the past. The words of the note were branded on her heart.
Jack picked it up and read it silently. “This one’s different.”
Megan was shocked. “You’re kidding. How?”
You think you can escape me but you’re wrong. There’s still time for you to decide your fate. Will you be an angel of light or dark? I can’t wait to see how you become immortal.
Jack gathered the note into a secure bag. He read the entry Megan had wanted to show him. “Erin believed someone had been following her for a while. She hints that she believes it was this person she refers to as ‘Roy.’”
Megan picked up the file for the mysterious Roy. “She noted something interesting following their last session. She says she’d become concerned by the patient’s obsessive demeanor toward her. He deliberately picked her out because she and I were friends.”
Jack closed the journal and bagged it. “You’re right. When did she first start seeing him as a patient?”
She searched the file. “Oh, God. It was the day I was taken, and Renee died.” Her attention homed in on the time. “This has to be close to the time Billy Stephens went into the Potomac.”
“We thought it ended with Billy, but it was only the beginning. Whoever this Roy person is, he’s the Angel and he’s been planning this—everything that’s happening now—all along.” Jack shook his head. “What I don’t understand is why wait seven years?”
“It’s about completeness. Seven represents completeness in the Bible. God created the heavens and the earth in six days and rested on the seventh.”
His brows rose. “He has a working knowledge of the Bible, however twisted it might be.”
“Exactly. In the previous murders, he called each of the victims his angels but he didn’t differentiate between light and dark angels as he appears to be doing now.” The note left on Erin’s body was filled with Angel rhetoric. He’d berated the victim for disappointing him—her creator.
Jack tapped the folder. “What about billing for his sessions? How did he pay for them?”
Megan flipped through the pages. “It doesn’t say. There’s an address but it appears Erin realized it wasn’t real.”
“Not a surprise. And I’m guessing there’s not going to be any way to trace the phone either.”
Megan had no doubt Angel had used a burner phone.
ERT arrived. Jack went over to speak with Bob. “We’re going to take this file and journal with us to see if there’s anything useful to the investigation.”
Bob nodded. “I can send someone over to test for DNA and fingerprints.”
“Thanks Bob.”
As they prepared to leave, Megan received a text message from Thomas. He’d become concerned after she’d spoken to him about Rachel earlier. He’d been trying to reach his daughter without any luck.
“What’s going on?” Jack asked when he saw her worried frown.
“It’s Rachel. Thomas has been trying to reach her. She’s not answering. Something’s wrong, Jack.” Fear coursed through her veins. She didn’t want to think about the possibility of Angel taking her but. . .
“We need the names and contact numbers for the friends she was going away with this weekend.”    
Megan was busily typing a message to Thomas as they stepped from Erin’s office space and into a day quickly dwindling away. A warm breeze caught them before they reached the Suburban. Megan’s heart clenched. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. It felt as if part of the light was torn from her. Her head shot up.
“Megan?” Jack asked over the top of the vehicle. “What’s happening?”
“I don’t know.” But she did. She could almost hear him laughing at her.
You want to find her? You won’t have to look far. Soon, she will be displayed for everyone to see. Immortal. My little angel.
At that moment she had no doubt. Rachel was already dead.
◆◆◆
 
He stepped back to admire his masterpiece suspended high above him. A drop of blood touched his cheek. He didn’t brush it away. He’d enjoyed her pain. Would enjoy Megan’s even more.
He’d kept a lock of her hair just like he had all the others. He touched its resting place in his pocket next to the feathers that would ultimately decide Megan’s fate.
The scarf covered her face. All the innocence he’d once admired was gone now. He stepped back to assure everything was ready. The location would be fitting. This was where Rachel had said goodbye to her mother. She’d told him that often enough. Went on about how sad it was growing up without a mother. Her droning had irritated him.
She clutched the bunch of Angelica flowers in her cold hands along with the note. He’d decided to leave Rachel’s backpack here as well. He headed to the light switch near the side entrance. Unlike the National Cathedral where he’d been reborn, his presence at this small country church would go virtually unnoticed. There were no security cameras to deactivate like before. Life was much simpler here.
His mouth thinned. His thoughts grim. His “father” had moved them to a town like this. He’d taken a job as a pastor and preached forgiveness and love all the while beating his son into submitting to a God he didn’t believe in while his mother did nothing. He’d buried them both where no one would ever find them.
Before he extinguished the lights, he studied his masterpiece. “Exquisite. Goodbye my dark angel. Enjoy your immortality.”  
Flipping the lights off, darkness descended immediately. He stepped out into the humid evening.
Most hunters preferred the night to seek out their prey. Not him. He wasn’t a predator, he was a creator—the creator. His angels were carefully selected. So far, none had lived up to Megan. . .she would be his archangel. His greatest challenge. But he’d put her down like he had the rest.
He headed toward where he’d left his vehicle. With one final look back, he started the car and left the church parking lot. His next angel was on his mind. He’d picked her out already. Smart. Pretty. She had that indescribable light around her like all the others who had disappointed. Would she?
Everything was set. Her wings remained the purest of white. He’d arrange to meet her tomorrow. A smile spread across his face. They all resisted in the beginning. He could almost picture her expression when she realized her fate.
He drove past her house. “Sleep well, my sweet angel. Tomorrow, you learn your destiny. Will you remain an angel of light or will you disappoint?”  
He couldn’t wait to see.




Chapter Ten

September 16th
1:00 a.m.—BAU Headquarters
Jack stood in the doorway watching his daughter sleep in the small conference room next to his office. His daughter. He stepped into the room and knelt beside the cot they’d set up for her and Megan to sleep.
Jissika and Hitty were tucked into the office next door.
He looked at the innocent girl sleeping there and felt fiercely protective.
Someone touched his shoulder. He glanced up and spotted Megan.
“Everything okay?” she asked.
He shook his head. “I guess I’m still taking it all in. I just found out I’m a father and yet I’d die for her.”
He rose beside Megan. She reached for his hand and held it. “You’re a father.”
His mouth thinned. He was a father of a child who didn’t know him from Adam.
Megan turned to him. “I’m sorry, Jack.” The sincerity in her eyes was real. But that still didn’t change the fact that he didn’t know his daughter. “Let’s sit and talk,” she said. “It’s been a long day and we need to clear the air.”
Still holding her hand, he and Megan stepped from the room to his office. She left the door cracked.
The exhaustion of the pace they’d been on since discovering Erin Templeton’s body weighed heavily.
He sank to the small sofa beside Megan and leaned his head back. He closed his eyes, waiting. Clear the air, she’d said. There were a lot of things that needed to be cleared including he owed her an amends from the harm he’d done to her.
“I’m sorry,” they both said at the same time.
Jack laughed. “You go first.”
She faced him. “I handled things so badly when I left the way I did and I’m sorry. I should have told you I was pregnant. In my defense, I told myself once I got back to Alaska and had time to breathe, I would call you so that we could talk but. . .”
There was something in her voice that had his full attention. “What happened?”
She fidgeted with her hands. “I was really sick. For a long time, I-I thought I would lose the baby. I couldn’t get out of bed—I had horrible morning sickness.”
She’d been sick and he hadn’t realized it. He’d been too self-absorbed and angry—too drunk to realize she’d even left.
He might have lost her and their child and hadn’t even known it. The guilt ripped his heart to shreds. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you.” He should have been. He knew he was at risk—had witnessed all the signs from his dad—and yet he hadn’t done anything to stop his downward spiral, and it had cost him dearly.
She shook her head. “I should have stayed.”
If she had, they might have lost Ani. “You did what was necessary to protect our child. I wasn’t ready to see the truth that I’d followed in my father’s footsteps and began abusing alcohol.”
She sandwiched his hand between hers. “But you’re better now and I can’t blame what I did on you, Jack. I wanted to tell you so many times—I knew it was the right thing to do—but whenever I thought about reaching out, well what happened with Angel was there, and I couldn’t do it.”
As he listened to her talk, he wondered if she realized there were tears in her eyes.
He reached up and brushed them away. She closed her eyes but not before he could see her reaction to his touch. She still cared for him. Was it too late for them? Had he—they messed things up beyond hope?
Please, God, no.
Jack leaned closer. Her eyes fluttered open and surprise mingled with something that gave him hope were there as he cupped her face and kissed her.
The moment his lips met hers, everything faded. It was just him kissing the woman he loved and feeling her response. They’d always been good together. He’d never doubted she loved him. But they’d been through things that would bring most people to their knees.
She pulled back, searched his face, and then kissed him back. When the kiss ended, she leaned her head against his and he wanted this moment to go on forever.
I love you was on the tip of his tongue yet something held him back from saying it. “I’ve missed you,” he whispered instead.
“I’ve missed you, too.”
Those simple words filled him with happiness and the cloak of despair he’d worn since she’d left fell away.
Don’t get your hopes up, his head warned and yet his heart thundered with excitement. She was back and she’d missed him. He wasn’t about to let anything break them apart again. Not the bottle or the miles that might separate them. . .or Angel.
◆◆◆
 
Her phone buzzed an incoming message, shattering the tender moment. Her startled gaze went to Jack while her heart beat a crazy rhythm. . .just like when she’d first met him.
She forced herself to look at the message on the screen and not to the man who would always hold her heart.
“It’s Dawn Baker. She’s Rachel’s best friend. She wants to talk.” The rest of Rachel’s contacts had no idea about a weekend trip. Megan sure hoped Dawn could shed some light on where Rachel might be.
Megan called the number and put it on speaker.
“Hello?” Even though it was late, the voice on the phone sounded as if she’d been up for a while.
“Dawn, this is Megan Iluak and Special Agent Jack Montgomery. Thank you for reaching out to us.”
The silence that followed made Megan wonder if Dawn knew something about Rachel’s disappearance.
“Where’d she go Dawn?”
“How would I know? She didn’t tell me.”
Megan didn’t believe it. “But she did tell you something.” Her statement was met with more silence. “Dawn, her father is worried—I’m worried, she’s my goddaughter. She could be in danger. If you know something, please tell us so we can help her.”
What sounded like a sob followed. “I didn’t think she’d be in danger. She just wanted to spend some time with him.”
Megan shot Jack a shocked look. “She met up with someone. What do you know about him?”
“Not much. She wouldn’t tell me his name, only that he was in finance, and she’d met him at a coffee shop near campus.”
“What coffee shop?” Jack asked urgently.
“The Happy Bean. Rachel liked to go there to study. They met and started talking. I’m not sure if she ever saw him other than at the coffee shop, but I do know she was crazy about him.”
None of this sounded like Rachel. She was so much like her mother at times that it shocked Megan. Rachel never did anything without careful consideration. She would have had to feel comfortable around this man to let down her natural reserve.
“Dawn, please, whatever you remember about what she said about him. . .”
Dawn eventually said, “She told me he was older than her and handsome and she said he wanted to take her away for the weekend to show her his lake house. She said it was near Lake Greenbriar in Maryland.”
The lake was over an hour away from the city. “That helps. Can you recall anything else?”
“Not really. I wanted to meet him because he sounded too good to be true. She refused. She said he was a private person and she didn’t want to do anything to make him feel uncomfortable.”
“When was the last time you spoke to Rachel?” Jack asked.
“Two days ago. We had a political science class together. She told me she was meeting him after class. She had her clothes for the weekend in her backpack and she said she’d told her father she was going away with friends.” Dawn hesitated. “I didn’t want to let her go. Something felt wrong and I didn’t want to let her go.” She wept into the phone. “I should have told her not to go. All the secrets he asked her to keep made me uneasy.”
“You were right to feel that way, but this isn’t your fault. We’re going to do whatever we can to find her.” Megan told her. “In the meantime, if she reaches out to you, please give me a call.”
“I will. You’ll let me know if you. . .” She didn’t finish, but Megan knew.
“Yes, we’ll let you know whatever we find out.” She ended the call. “This isn’t good, Jack. This man deliberately forced her to keep his appearance a secret from those around her.”
“We need to go to the coffee shop and find out if they have cameras.” He noticed the time and cringed. “But the place is closed right now. I’ll have Sierra get the owner’s name and we’ll wake him up. We need that camera footage as soon as possible.”
Jack rose and left the room while Megan went over what Dawn had said about this mystery man and wondered how her intelligent goddaughter could allow herself to be taken in by this man.
He must be a very skilled manipulator.
Jack rushed into the room. “I have a name and number.” He stopped beside her. “Larry Porter.” He called the number.
It took five rings before a man’s voice came onto the line. “Hello.” It was sleep riddled.
“Mr. Porter, I’m Special Agent Jack Montgomery with the FBI. Are you the owner of the Happy Bean Coffeeshop?”
Rustling sounds could be heard. “Yes. FBI? What is this about?”
Jack explained why he was calling. “We’re investigating a missing woman who has been known to frequent your business. We’ll need to see your video coverage for the past couple of weeks.”
“I’m afraid that’s impossible. I don’t have surveillance cameras.”
Megan’s heart plummeted. She had no doubt in her mind that Angel had known this when he’d met Rachel at the coffee shop.
“What about the neighboring businesses?” Jack asked.
“I’m the only one. The rest of the shops closed down due to the economy. Truth be told, I’ve thought about it myself. I’m sorry I can’t help you.”
Megan tugged on Jack’s sleeve and he turned his attention to her.
“Hold on a second Mr. Porter.” He held the phone at his side.
“We know when Rachel was supposed to meet this man. If we can speak to the baristas who were working at the time, maybe someone will recall something useful.”
Jack agreed. He asked Porter for the names.
“Let me check for you, hold on.” A few minutes later he came back on the line. “That would be Cindy and Kevin. I’ll give you their numbers.”
It was something.
After Jack wrote down their names and numbers he ended the call. “Not exactly the news we wanted but I guess it’s something. I’ll have Dan see if he can get the street camera footage around the business. Maybe we can pick him up on one of them.”
But how? They didn’t even know for certain what the man looked like. Their only shot of catching the man who took Rachel was to pick him up on video with her in the car. And she had a feeling Angel was far too smart for that to happen.
◆◆◆
 
“We found her,” Dan said solemnly as he stepped into the conference room where the team was combing over Dr. Templeton’s files.
Jack looked up from rereading the doctor’s assessment on the person she knew as Roy. “Who?”
Dan glanced over at Megan and then Jack knew. Rachel had been found and she wasn’t alive.
Megan rose. “Where?”
“Manassas, Virginia about thirty miles from here in a small church outside of town. I’m so sorry, Megan.”
Tears formed in Megan’s eyes and she turned away.
“Who found her?” Jack asked quietly.
“Someone—a woman—who went there to pray. She’s waiting at the scene for us.” Dan glanced over at Megan. “I’ll have ERT meet us there.” He stepped from the room to make the call.
“Give us a minute,” Jack told his team.
Everyone filed out of the room and Jack went over and gathered her close.
She was sobbing and he didn’t know what to say to make it better.
“She had her whole life ahead of her. It’s not fair, Jack. It’s not fair.” She wrapped her arms around him and held on tight.
“You’re right—it isn’t.” Jack rested his chin on the top of her head and grieved for what lay ahead.
Megan pulled away and wiped away her tears. “We should go.”
Jack searched her face. “No one would blame you if you wanted to sit this one out.”
She sniffed. “I can’t do that. I owe it to Rachel and Vanessa and Thomas to find out who did this to her.”
“You sure you’re up to it?” Because he wasn’t.
She nodded. “I’m sure. Just let me tell my mother we’re leaving.”
They stepped out into the hall where the rest waited. Jack scanned each solemn face knowing exactly how they felt. But there was one missing.
“Where’s Sierra?” He spotted her empty workstation.
Dan followed his line of sight. “Don’t know. She was here earlier.”
Jack’s quick steps reached Sierra’s desk. Normally, if she had to step away for anything, she’d leave a note telling him where she was. Today, there was nothing.
“Did you see her earlier?” he asked Dan.
Dan’s eyebrows knitted together. “Now that you mention it, no. I haven’t seen her since yesterday.”
Jack tried her cell phone. “She’s not answering.” And they had a crime scene to investigate. “Call Metro Police and have them go to her house. If she doesn’t answer, I want them to go inside and check it thoroughly.”
“You got it,” Dan said.
Megan stopped beside him. “What’s going on?” Her attention flicked over Sierra’s workstation, the sweater she always kept on the back of her chair because she said the place was cold. “Oh, no. . .”
Jack did his best to keep her from panicking. “We don’t know anything yet. She wasn’t feeling good a few days ago. Maybe the bug got her and she decided to stay home today. Dan’s calling in Metro Police to go by her place.” He hadn’t convinced Megan. She knew Sierra as well as he did. Sierra would have to be on her deathbed not to show up for work. She loved what she did. God, he prayed she was safe.
“We should go,” Dan said once he’d completed the call. “They’ll let us know what they find.”
“Good.” It was all they could do for now.
For reasons he couldn’t explain, Jack phoned Peter and told him everything. “I’d like to have extra security around the building with Ani, Jissika and Hitty being here.”
Peter didn’t hesitate. “You got it. I’ll make sure it happens. I’ll meet you over at the church.”
That Peter wanted to be part of the investigation personally spoke of the gravity of what they faced. “We’ll see you there.”
Throughout the thirty-mile drive to Manassas, Jack couldn’t dispel the feeling that Angel was watching their every move—directing them even in a game where only he knew the outcome.
The drive was made in virtual silence. Jack glanced over at Megan who sat beside him watching the passing scenery.
Once they reached the church, Jack pulled into the parking lot and realized this was the church where Rachel’s mother Vanessa’s funeral was held. He’d met Vanessa and Thomas many times as well as Rachel. They were all good people who had lost so much.
He stared up at the simple white frame building with its steeple and thought about what a far cry it was from the majesty of the cathedral where Angel had made his return.
It was still several hours before daylight. Why had the woman come here to pray at such an hour and why was the church unlocked? He asked those questions of Dan.
“The church never locks its doors. And the woman claimed she was on her way to her factory job when she stopped in to pray. According to the police, she does that frequently.”
Jack nodded and opened the door. He looked at Megan. “Are you ready for this?”
Because he wasn’t so sure he was.
“I don’t think I have a choice.” She opened the door and got out along with the rest of the team.
They were met at the front of the church by a police officer and a woman who appeared to be in her fifties.
Jack introduced himself and the team.
“Chief Britton.” The chief shook everyone’s hands. “This is Sadie Calhoun. She’s the one who found the body.” Chief Britton shook his head in disgust. “I’ve been an officer for thirty years. I haven’t ever seen anything like this before.”
In Jack’s opinion, nobody should have to witness something as horrific as this. “Ms. Calhoun, can you tell me around what time you arrived to pray?”
Sadie Calhoun was still in shock. It was clear she’d been crying. “Around two. My shift at the factory starts at three. I come here from time to time to pray for family and friends. I started to drive on by but something compelled me to go in and then I saw her. . .” The extent of how horrific the discovery had been showed on her face. “I always knew evil existed but seeing it so close to me. . .”
“Thank you for staying. Chief Britton has your information?” Jack looked to the chief who confirmed.
“I think I’m gonna call in sick and go home and pray for that poor girl’s family.” Sadie started down the steps toward her car.
The rest of the team had gone inside to begin examining the scene.
“Chief, our evidence recovery team should be arriving shortly,” Jack said. “Do you mind waiting for them?”
Chief Britton confirmed he didn’t. “I’d be happy to wait out here. I think if I go back in there and see what that monster did to that young woman again, I’m going to start believing in vigilante justice.”
Jack couldn’t deny a certain amount of desire inside him to give Angel what he deserved.
Megan’s taut profile confirmed she was barely holding it together. He wanted to urge her again to stay behind but he knew it would be pointless. Despite the personal side of the case, Megan was a professional. She’d be able to compartmentalize her feelings to work the scene.
A familiar vehicle pulled into the parking lot. Jack recognized Peter’s car. They waited near the door for the director.
Just by looking, you’d never know Peter was in his late fifties. He was tall and fit without a touch of gray in his sandy-blond hair.
“Peter.” Jack shook his friend’s hand. “Thanks for coming.”
Peter turned his attention to Megan. “I’m sorry about this. Sorry I didn’t listen to you. Sorry it’s happening again.”
Megan slowly nodded.
“Let’s go. The rest of the team is inside.” Jack opened the door and followed her inside. Every light in the church blazed brilliantly, shining a spotlight on the woman center stage.
Jack reached for Megan’s hand and held it as they moved from the foyer to the sanctuary. He became aware of Peter’s disgusted shock, but his attention was all on Megan.
A small gasp escaped her lips. Megan was holding on by a thread.
“Don’t think about who the victim is. Work the case,” he whispered, and she eventually nodded. 
Peter preceded them down the aisle.
Zeke knelt and examined something close to the altar.
Hannah was already profiling the scene. Gaining insights into the victim and the killer while Cooper made notes.
Rachel’s face was completely covered by the white scarf that Jack had no doubt would belong to one of the previous victims. Like Dr. Templeton, she wore a black flowing gown that billowed around her in the breeze coming from the air conditioning. If it wasn’t for where they were, the black wings suspended behind the victim would have been magnificent. She clutched the Angel’s signature Angelica flowers.
Hannah turned as they neared where she and Cooper stood. The scent of the delicate flowers warred with the smell of blood that seemed to permeate everything. Drops of blood fell onto the flowers in Rachel’s hand.
Jack cleared his throat and fought back the bile rising in his throat. “Any thoughts?” he asked Hannah.
“I’m not sure of its importance, but I’ve been doing some research on Angelica.” She indicated the flowers in Rachel’s hands. “They’re a symbol of purity and innocence.” She glanced down at her phone as she read the information on the flower. “Angelica has a long history of use in traditional medicine, particularly in treating various ailments such as digestive problems and respiratory issues. This association with healing and wellness has further reinforced the flower’s symbolism of angels and their divine qualities, as angels are often seen as bringers of healing and comfort. Furthermore, Angelica has been associated with the concept of protection and divine guidance, which is often linked to the concept of angels and their ethereal nature. The flower’s ability to ward off evil spirits and negative energies has also been seen as a symbol of divine protection and guidance.”
“In other words, he’s using the flowers to reinforce the angel aspect,” Megan added, her voice strong. In control. “A flower fitting for his angel creations.”
Jack couldn’t take his eyes off the woman suspended high above them. “We need to find out where they can be purchased.”
“They’re a summer flower,” Hannah told them. “I’m sure they’re still available. Maybe Angel grows them himself.”
In other words, it wouldn’t be easy to track down the source.
“I’ll run with that,” Cooper told them. “In the meantime, the pastor is here.” Cooper indicated a man standing in the foyer.
“I want to speak with him in a minute.”
“I’ll let him know.” Cooper started up the aisle.
“She’s dressed in black, which is Angel’s way of indicating she is a dark angel. Why black?”
“Red’s the color usually associated with Satan,” Megan said.
Jack’s attention went to Zeke who was carrying a backpack.
“The victim’s,” he told them. “There’s a note.” Zeke brought it out and read the familiar sickening words. “Welcome, my angel, to immortality.”
“He’s gone back to his original verbiage unlike the note left at Dr. Templeton’s office,” Peter said.
Jack examined the note. “Why the need to change his routine for the doctor?”
“It was more personal,” Megan said. “She’d angered him by trying to drop him as a patient.”
He thought about the note left outside of Megan’s. Angel had tried to force Megan back to D.C.
“He likes being in control,” Hannah added. “He has his routine with his victims and he controls their fate. Maybe something in their behavior determines whether or not he sees them as light or dark angels. He’s the only one who knows the process.”
Looking into the mind of a killer meant having to get into the demented darkness that was at the root of everything. Reality didn’t come into play. Truth was distorted in a killer’s mind. He saw death as deserving. And in Angel’s case, he saw it as a reward for his victims. A way for them to reach immortality. At this point, there was so much about Angel they didn’t understand. They were playing catch up to a man who was highly intelligent and believed he was God.




Chapter Eleven

8:00 a.m.—Outside Thomas Hill’s home in Manassas, Virginia
“I don’t want to do this,” Megan murmured as she stared up at the house where she’d visited many times.
Jack covered her hand with his. “Why don’t you let me take the lead?”
It would be so easy to lean on his strength. But she couldn’t. She had to be strong for Thomas and Rachel. She had to hold it together and identify Angel in order to stop him from killing another innocent woman.
“No, I’ve got this. Thomas needs to hear it from me.”
Inside the house, a couple of lights were on. It was just breaking day and Thomas worked as a lineman for the city. Vanessa had told her once that his day started out early. He’d worked hard. After Vanessa’s death, it had been hard on him providing for a child alone, but he’d managed and even saved enough money to send her to her mother’s former university.
“We should go,” she said. “This is a small town. I’d hate for someone to break the news to him before us.” She paused. “Do you mind if we pray first?”
Jack appeared surprised and she smiled.
When they were together, neither had been much on religion. Megan had tried for years to reconcile her gift of seeing with God. Even though her mother and grandmother believed it came from God, tapping into the mind of a killer wasn’t a gift in her book. But that was before her life had fallen apart. Before she’d been taken by Angel. Before she’d almost lost the baby.
“No, not at all.” Jack clasped her hands.
She bowed her head. “Father, we need Your help in telling Thomas this horrible news.” She swallowed several times. “I know Rachel is with You and her mother now, but please give me the right words to say and please give him comfort in knowing he will see them both again one day. Amen.”
She pulled in a shaky breath.
“That was beautiful,” Jack told her.
She wiped her eyes. She’d been crying off and on since they’d heard about Rachel’s murder. Now, it was time to be strong.
She and Jack exited the vehicle together and glanced up at the house. Thomas’ life was about to change forever. Losing his wife to a car accident had been hard enough but learning that his daughter was murdered was something no parent should have to hear.
They stepped up on the porch. Jack rang the bell while Megan tried to prepare for facing Thomas.
Footsteps headed their way. The door opened. Thomas stood in front of her. The surprise on his face at seeing her soon turned to realization and he knew.
“No.” He backed away from her. “No, I don’t want to hear it.”
Megan stepped inside with Jack.
Thomas’ frightened eyes held hers. “Please, tell me it’s not true.”
Megan’s heart broke for him. Despite her promise not to cry again, she was. “I’m so sorry, Thomas. She was found this morning.”
He sank to the floor and wept.
Megan knelt beside him and let him cry. This poor man had lost so much already. Now, the light of his life was gone. “Let’s get him off the floor.”
They helped Thomas to the sofa. He placed his hands over his face and moaned.
“I’ll get some water.” Jack disappeared into the kitchen. The sobs grew louder, ripped from Thomas’ heart.
When Jack returned, he set the glass on the coffee table and went over to the window, his mouth grim.
After what seemed like forever, Thomas finally gained control. He wiped his face on his shirtsleeve. Red eyes searching hers. “What happened to my girl?”
Telling her friend that Rachel was killed by a serial killer whose ultimate goal was to kill Megan felt nearly impossible, but Thomas needed to know why his daughter had died.    
“We believe Rachel was murdered by a serial killer.”
Horror filled Thomas’ eyes. “You’re telling me my baby was killed by a monster?” He covered his mouth. “I’m going to be sick.”
He raced from the room.
Megan rose and went over to where Jack stood. She had no words. Both stood by waiting until Thomas returned.
When he did, he seemed slightly more in control.
He returned to his seat on the sofa. “Is this the person she met up with?”
Megan sat beside him. “We believe so. He’s good at manipulation. He probably gained her trust. Talked her into lying to you.”
Thomas rubbed his eyes. “I knew something was off. Rachel wasn’t one to want to leave for any length of time. She wasn’t flighty like a lot of her friends. She had a goal in mind for her future and she didn’t want to let anything get in the way.”
Rachel wanted to go into some form of politics. She’d hoped to work for a senator or congressman when she graduated.
“She was driven,” Megan said with a faint smile. “Just like her mother.”
“Did she suffer?” 
Megan wanted to spare Thomas hearing the truth at how much Angel had tortured her. What would be the point in him hearing those gruesome details? “Her throat was cut. No doubt she died quickly.”
He accepted her answer without questioning it. “I don’t know what to do now. How do I plan a funeral for my little girl?”
Megan clutched his arm. “Let me help. As soon as we’re able to release her body, I’ll have her taken to Franklin Funeral Home. I’ll speak with Barry Franklin and arrange everything.”
Thomas broke down. “Thank you, Megan,” he said between sobs. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
Guilt weighed heavy on her heart. If it hadn’t been for her relationship with Rachel she would never have come onto Angel’s radar. This was all because of her. Two innocent lives. . . Not to mention the ones in the past—all because Angel had some twisted attachment to her.
Jack’s phone rang and he stepped into the hall to take it. She could hear him quietly speaking to someone. From Jack’s tone she was certain it was bad news.
“Who would do this?” Thomas asked. “She never hurt anyone. She was going to do good things with her life.”
“The person responsible is sick. He isn’t capable of feeling empathy for his victims. To him, they’re just a means to accomplish his goals.”
She’d said more than she intended, and Thomas caught it. “Why is he still walking around?”
Jack came back into the room. Something had happened.
“Because he’s very good at keeping his true identity a secret. But we’re going to catch him, Thomas. I promise you he will pay for what he’s done to Rachel.”
Thomas didn’t respond. At this point, bringing Angel in would do little to ease the pain of a grieving father who had lost his only child.
“I’ll call you when the arrangements are made.”
Thomas nodded.
“We have to go now, but I’ll check on you soon.”
Without an answer, she and Jack stepped from the home and headed toward the Suburban. That Jack hesitated to tell her what the call was about confirmed another blow was coming.
“It’s Sierra, isn’t it?”
Jack got in beside her. “She’s missing. Police searched her home. Nothing’s out of place but they found a note amongst her mail.”
Megan placed her hand on her head. “This can’t be happening.” She tried to think clearly. “She won’t have long. It appears Angel is accelerating.”
Jack started the Suburban and they left Thomas’ home.
“And the kills are becoming more personal.” Her frightened eyes found him. “I’m worried, Jack. What if he comes after Ani?”
He reached over and clamped her shoulder. “That’s not going to happen. She and your family are heavily guarded. She’s in the safest place possible.”
She wanted to believe him, but Angel didn’t do anything without cause. He’d taken the photo of Ani. There had to be a reason.
“Where are we going?” she asked, trying to bring her thoughts back to the moment. She was positive Angel had Sierra and it was because of her and Sierra’s friendship.
“We’re meeting the team over at Sierra’s along with ERT. All the victims are important but this one is personal. Sierra is one of us.”
“I can’t believe he managed to get her vulnerable enough to kidnap her.” Sierra had finished up her training at Quantico. She’d been so excited the day she called Megan and told her the news. She’d said Jack had promised her a place on the team.
“Me, too. Sierra is tough as nails. But then, Angel is good at manipulating people to do his will. Somehow, he managed to catch her off guard and probably knock her unconscious.”
“I can’t imagine a scenario where that would work. With Erin, we believe he was her patient. Either she asked to see him, or he went to her office and took her from there. You saw how isolated it is.”
“You’re right. Obviously, he showed a romantic interest in Rachel. He probably said all the right things to put her at ease and let her guard down.”
Megan’s throat became as dry as the desert. She and Rachel had talked for hours about her being careful with the men she dated. She’d gotten burned while in high school by a boy she thought cared for her. She’d thought he wanted to marry her only he was playing games. After everything she’d been through being molested by her grandfather, Rachel was always cautious around men, never letting them close unless they proved trustworthy. Her high school boyfriend had been good at deception. . .just like Angel. Rachel had told her she wasn’t in any hurry to meet anyone while in college. She planned to wait until she’d graduated to get serious.
Jack turned onto Sierra’s quiet street. Sierra still lived in her childhood home. Her parents had moved to Florida a few years back. Most of the homes on this street had been here since the eighties.
ERT had arrived. The house was lit up. Jack pulled in behind the ERT van and got out. With her hand on the door handle, Megan stared up at the house. She’d come here many times. She and Sierra were the same age. Their interest in movies and music ran the same.
And now Sierra was missing, and the clock was ticking. If they didn’t find her soon, she’d be yet another victim of Angel’s.
Megan got out and joined Jack on the sidewalk.
“I know you two were close,” he said, obviously picking up on her turmoil.
“Yes, but not just me.” She glanced his way. “She told me you’d offered her a position on the team. She was so proud to be working with you.”
He seemed surprised she knew. “She deserves it. She finished top in her class at Quantico. Her skills are better than mine at times. I can see her taking my place one day.”
She stopped walking and stared at him. “You’d never leave BAU. You love it here.”
He faced her, his expression hard to read in the darkness. “I’d leave it in a heartbeat if I thought I had a chance at fixing the things I destroyed.”
◆◆◆
 
Someone was standing close. She could feel him watching her. Him. She kept her eyes closed as she tried to pull her fuzzy thoughts together and recall how she’d gotten here.
Her friend had asked her to meet. She and her husband had been fighting and she was afraid for her life. Sierra hadn’t planned to be away but only a few minutes. Just long enough to give her friend her house key and tell her she’d see her later and they could talk.
She’d waited in the parking garage near her work. Sierra was texting Norie to ask where she was when she’d sensed someone was close. Before she had time to turn, she’d felt the prick against her neck, and everything went dark.
“Good morning, angel.”
Angel?
He’d taken her. Angel had taken her!
Her eyes were blindfolded. The silky scarf he’d used made it impossible to see anything. She tried to move but realized her hands were secured. The slightest movement sent springs creaking. She was lying in a bed, her hands secured above her to the bedpost. Her feet were tied to the foot of the bed. She had been taken by the monster her team was hunting.
Fear mingled with panic, and she fought not to lose it. She was an FBI agent. She couldn’t lose control. She knew what this madman was capable of doing and the reasons why he’d taken her. She and Megan were friends. He planned to kill her like he had the others. The voice. He was trying to disguise it which meant she might know him.
“Are you going to hide yourself from me you coward?” No response. “You won’t get away with this, you jerk. There’s an entire FBI team looking for you and they won’t stop. They won’t stop until you’re dead. You hear me you—”  
She was slapped hard enough to cause her eyes to water. Tears were close but she fought against showing weakness.
“I didn’t really have any hope for you being an angel of light but you will serve my purpose.”
What was he using to distort his voice?
“Because I don’t have to wait for you to make the decision for me, maybe I won’t keep you alive. We’ll just have to see.”
He stepped close to the bed. She sensed him watching her. She kept her mouth shut. She didn’t want to speed up his process. She prayed Jack and the team wouldn’t be too late.
Faint footsteps moved around the room.
“Nothing smart to say now?”
She didn’t take the bait.
More footfalls followed by a creak of the door opening. The sound of a key being slipped into the lock. He was making sure she didn’t escape.
He didn’t move for a long moment and then he headed away from the door and she let go of a gulping breath and tried to bring her freeze-locked thoughts into order.
The text message hadn’t been from Norie at all but a ruse to get her to the garage where he could take her. How had he gotten Norie’s phone? Her friend rarely let it out of her sight for a second. Fear for Norie’s safety grew.
Focus.
Her life depended on her finding a way out of here.
Where was he? Was he watching her from somewhere like a cat watched its prey before devouring it?
Over her thudding heart, she forced herself to listen. No sound except for the hum of the air conditioning.
She scrunched her nose until the blindfold eased upward slightly. Through the small slit available before her Sierra could see her bare feet secured to the bedposts with rope. She wore a long black gown.
“Oh, no.” Sierra knew what that meant. She’d been deemed a dark angel already.
She wriggled her nose again and the blindfold moved more. She could see the small room where she was being held. She craned her neck around. There were no windows in the room. Perhaps a basement?
She turned her head to look at her hands. They, too, were secured with rope. She looked around near the bed. A small nightstand was close. A lamp sat on it. Nothing else.
Sierra would have to find a way to free one of her hands if she stood a chance of getting free.
She flexed her hand. The rope didn’t give any. He’d secured it so tight that she was losing feeling in her hand.
A sob escaped while the hopelessness of what she faced taunted her. Was she actually thinking she could defeat Angel?
“No—don’t think like that. You can do this.”
She made her hand as small as she could and worked on forcing it through the rope while watching the door.
A little of her wrist was now through the loop. But her hand was hung up. There was no way to get it the rest of the way through.
“Yes, there is.” She could almost hear Megan telling her to keep fighting. She couldn’t let Angel win.
Tears of frustration ran down her face but she drew in another calming breath and fought to make her hand even smaller.
She tugged hard. A little more of her hand moved past the rope. It was working. She just had to keep fighting. She couldn’t lose hope. Sierra kept her attention on the door as she continued to work on freeing her hand.
Hurry.
She wouldn’t have long before he came back. He’d all but said she was different. There was no doubt she was a dark angel and the only reason he’d taken her was to get back at Megan. Which meant, he planned to kill her soon.




Chapter Twelve

10:00 a.m.—BAU Headquarters, Quantico
“Her Jeep is still in the garage,” Cooper told him.




“You’re kidding?” Jack couldn’t believe it. If Sierra’s Jeep was in the garage, then she hadn’t driven anywhere. Jack scrambled to his feet.
He headed out of the conference room with Cooper. They reached the parking garage where Sierra’s white Jeep was parked.
“ERT’s on the way,” Cooper confirmed.
Jack glanced around the ground near the Jeep. Nothing appeared out of place. The vehicle was locked. He glanced inside the window and noticed the usual things Sierra kept there. Jack ran a frustrated hand through his hair. How had Angel managed to take Sierra? She was smart and well skilled in self-defense. Something had to have happened to get her away from her desk.
“We need to get her phone records right away.”
Cooper looked at him over the top of the Jeep. “You’re thinking Angel somehow managed to lure her away through a call or text?”
“Possibly.” Jack noticed something near one of the pillars of the garage. He knelt and picked it up with his gloved hand. A small blue piece of plastic that looked as if it were a top to something.
“What is that?” Cooper asked.
“I have no idea.” He handed it to Cooper.
“It looks like a top to a syringe.”
Jack’s eyes widened. A syringe. “That’s how he was able to take her. He used something to knock her out.” He grabbed his phone.
“Who are you calling?”
“Doctor Stringfield, the medical examiner. I want him to check and see if there are traces of a drug in the victims’ bodies that would render someone unconscious.”
“I’ll wait for ERT,” Cooper told him as Jack headed back to the office. He and the rest of the team had come back from Sierra’s with little answers. ERT was still processing the samples they’d collected, but so far there was nothing of any consequence.
“I’ll call the medical examiner.” Hank Stringfield had been in the position of ME for as long as Jack could remember. “Hank, it’s Jack Montgomery. I need you to check something for me.” He told the doctor about what he’d suspected.
“I’m way ahead of you. I tested for the usual range of drugs, and nothing showed up but when I did another test for the not so usual drugs, I hit the jackpot.”
Thank you, God. “What did you find?”
“Midazolam. It’s sold under the brand name Versed among others. Midazolam is a benzodiazepine medication used for anesthesia and procedural sedation. It’s a fast-acting drug used by hospitals to knock out patients during short-term surgeries.”
“Where would he get this drug?”
“A hospital or by prescription. Midazolam can be used to treat acute repetitive seizures, and severe agitation, along with being used for sedation.”
“I seriously doubt Angel has a prescription, but we can check that out. Would a hospital know if some were missing?”
“They should. Most hospitals keep track of drug consumption. Finding out which doctor’s office might have prescribed it might be more difficult.”
“Thanks, Hank. Anything else jump out at you?”
“Not anything significant. Both victims’ carotid artery was severed. They were tortured severely. There were ligature marks on both wrists and ankles. They were bound with what appears to be rope. Sorry, I couldn’t be of more help.”
“You have been. Thanks for the information.” Jack ended the call and returned to the conference room. Megan was back. She’d checked in on their daughter and Jissika and Hitty.
When she got a look at his face, she hurried over. “Is there news?”
He told her what they’d found near Sierra’s Jeep and what Hank had told him.
“That makes sense. There’s no way he’d be able to disarm Sierra otherwise.”
“We’re hoping Angel didn’t realize he’d lost the cap and hopefully there’s a fingerprint or DNA on it.”
She blew out a sigh. “Let’s hope.”
“How’s Ani and your family doing?” He could see the case was starting to take its toll on her.
“They’re fine. I’m not sure Ani fully understands why she can’t go outside but I did my best to explain without scaring her.”
“I know this is hard.” Jack reached for her hand.
She searched his face. “How are you doing?”
He wanted to stay strong for her, but his “voice” had been screaming at him to take a drink.
“I’m hanging in there.” He had far too much to lose to give in to that voice. “Have you spoken to Thomas?”  
She nodded. “He’s barely keeping it together. I made the arrangements for the funeral. As soon as Rachel’s body has been released, we can have a small service. I’d like to be there for him.”
“Of course.”
He could tell something else was bothering her. “What is it?”
She sighed. “I don’t know. I’m just worried. If Angel took Sierra from right here in our parking lot, what if he comes after Ani?”
It was Jack’s worst fear. “I’m worried, too. I’ve been thinking about that. Remember that old cabin where we spent our honeymoon in the mountains?”
She smiled. “I do. It was beautiful there.”
“Yes, it was.” They’d gotten married in December. There was snow everywhere. He’d thought about that time in the cabin many times through the years. “I reached out to the owner and it’s available. What if we take Ani, Hitty and Jissika there? I’d have agents watching them at all times. No one would know about it except for us.”
She stepped close and his heart reacted to her like it always did. “Do it. We’ll have to find a way to get them out of the building without being spotted in case he’s watching.”
“Let me worry about that. I’ll get it set up. Why don’t we both tell our daughter she’s going on a trip?”
She smiled at him. “I want to tell her the truth, Jack. She needs to know you’re her father. Ani hasn’t asked any questions yet, but she deserves to know she has an amazing Dad.”
He pulled in a ragged breath. “I want that, too, but honestly, Megan, how is all of this going to work? You live in Alaska.”
“And you love your job.” There was an edge to her voice that told him she was remembering the past when he’d been so driven.
He tugged her out into the hall. “I do love my work, but I let that and other things get in the way of us before. I don’t want to let that happen with Ani and. . .” He’d almost said her. But she wasn’t his anymore. “And I’m not going to let it happen this time. If I must leave the Bureau and move to Alaska to be close to you both, then I will.”
She ran her hand along his cheek. “We’ll figure it out. We just have to get through Angel first.”
And they had to find Sierra before Angel made her immortal.
In the small conference room off Jack’s office, Ani was busy coloring when they came in.
The child appeared less suspicious of him by seeing him interact with her mother.
“Honey, why don’t me and you and Jack take a walk?”
“Can we go outside?” Ani exclaimed. “I don’t like it in here.”
“No, but we can explore some of the other floors in the building,” Megan told her.
Ani was disappointed but agreed.
“What are you doing?” Jissika’s question stopped them.
Megan squared her shoulders and faced her headstrong grandmother. “Telling her the truth. Doing what I should have done a long time ago.”
Jissika rose angrily. Before she got a word out, Hitty stopped her. “Let her be. It’s the right thing.”
Jissika dropped back down without a word.
Jack held the door for Megan and Ani. They started walking toward the elevator.
“What’s wrong with Granny?” Ani asked, clearly picking up on the tension between Megan and her grandmother.
“She’s just being protective of me and of you.”
“She sounded really mad.”
Jack laughed. “She did.” Jissika put off that vibe most times. Even when she was trying to do what was best for her granddaughter, she came off sounding grumpy.
Ani twisted her face up to look at him. Those gray eyes so much like his held a wisdom that went way beyond those young years. “She doesn’t like you.”
“Ani—that’s not nice. Did she tell you that?”
Ani was protective of Jissika despite her rough edges. “No, but she doesn’t.”
They reached a small break room on the same floor as Peter’s office. Ani ran over to the vending machine. “Mommy, can I have some Cheetos?”
“Honey, those aren’t good for you.”
Jack fished out some bills. “Once won’t hurt her.” He put in the correct amount of money and punched the button handing Ani the Cheetos.
“What do you say?” Megan prompted.
“Thank you.” Ani’s face lit up with a smile just for him. Jack noticed something he hadn’t before. She was missing one of her bottom teeth. Another something he’d missed out on.
Megan seemed to realize it too. “Why don’t we sit?”
Ani took her Cheetos over to one of the chairs and plopped down.
“I don’t know how to say this,” Megan whispered.
“Just tell her. Children are resilient. She’ll be okay.”
Megan nodded and knelt beside Ani. “Honey, there’s something I need to say to you.”
Ani stopped crunching and searched her mother’s face. “What is it?”
“It’s about Jack here.” She glanced up at him. “Honey, Jack is—he’s your father.”
Jack’s heart pounded in his ears as he waited for Ani to condemn him for not being there for her throughout her life.
“I know.” Was all she said before she went back to eating Cheetos.
Megan shot Jack a surprised look. “What do you mean you know?”
Ani’s attention went to Jack, and he knew the truth. She had her mother’s gift of discernment.
“I saw him before.”
Megan’s eyes narrowed. “When?” The accusation was clear in Megan’s tone. She thought he’d been spying on her.
“In my dream. I saw him and. . .” Her eyes clouded as if she were trying to understand something.
“And what?” Jack prompted when Ani’s eyes filled with tears.
“And the bad man. I saw him with you. I saw him hurt you.” She burst into tears and Megan gathered her close while her attention went to Jack.
Ani had seen Jack with a bad man. It had to be Angel. And Angel had hurt him. Dread settled over Jack like a black omen. The fight Jack had believed was coming between himself and the monster who had hurt so many was close. There would be a showdown to save Megan’s life. One victor. Would it be him?
◆◆◆
 
Almost free! She kept going, ignoring the pain and the frustrated tears that wouldn’t stop no matter how much she chided herself.
Every little sound in the house had her freezing. Her pulse seemed to beat with each tug she made to free herself.
“Come on.” She yanked hard and her knuckles were close to being out of the rope. One more push and her left hand was loose. It flopped down at her side while her fingers felt cold. She had no circulation. Sierra slammed her arm against the bed to try and get the feeling back. Eventually it returned. It had taken valuable time to get one hand free. She needed something to help her get her right hand free.
Sierra stretched out her hand until she could touch the nightstand. There was a drawer. She opened it. Nothing inside but. . .a letter opener. She grabbed it then hesitated. Why would he leave a possible weapon in the drawer near where he was holding her hostage? Was it some kind of sick joke? Was he outside waiting for her to get free before he finished her off?
Stop it.
She had to shut those voices out and keep trying.
Sierra jabbed the letter opener into the knot and went to work. Having the opener helped. The knot loosened considerably, and she quickly was able to free her hand.
With both hands free, it didn’t take long before her feet were free as well and she hopped from the bed and raced to the door. It was locked from the outside. She jammed the opener into the keyhole and turned it while jiggling the doorknob. Nothing happened. After several more frustrating tries, Sierra was forced to admit the truth; there was no way she was going to get out without a fight.
Defeated, she returned to the bed and sat. Her gaze scanned the room. If he were spying on her, he’d be prepared. She didn’t see anything that looked like a camera. But she needed a plan.
The wrist restraints were loose enough for her to slip her hands in and hopefully fool him. She couldn’t afford to do the same with her feet. She’d need to act quickly. If she placed her feet beneath the ropes perhaps he wouldn’t pay enough attention to see the truth.
With no sound coming from outside the room, she decided to explore the room and see if there was anything useful.
The robe gathered around her legs and made it hard to walk. Across from the bed, there was a dresser. She opened it and realized there was women’s clothing inside.
She lifted up a tee-shirt that announced a university and realized this was Rachel Hill’s clothing. She dropped it and closed the drawer. Each one contained different sets. An uneasy feeling had her wondering if some of these belonged to the original victims or if there were more out there somewhere waiting to be discovered.
In total, she counted at least ten sets. Bile rose in her throat, and she quickly stepped away.
There was another door. She opened it and realized it was a closet. There was clothing hanging there, but it belonged to a male. Were they Angel’s?
She pulled a suitcoat out and looked at it. The size appeared to belong to a shorter man. She had no idea how tall Angel was. She searched the pockets and found a dry-cleaning receipt in the name of Oliver Zechas. Had she found the identity of Angel? She sure hoped so, but would she live long enough to help bring this monster to justice?
◆◆◆
 
“The lab confirmed traces of Midazolam on the cap.” Hannah announced. “Zeke and Cooper are checking into where Angel might have gotten it. So far, none of the hospitals have reported any missing. We’re checking with doctors around the area to see if one prescribed the medicine.”
Megan listened to her friend and tried to think about the case and not the chilling words Ani had said to them.
Jack was keeping a careful eye on her. He’d seen how upset she’d been by the news.
“Thanks, Hannah. Where’s Dan?”
“Here.” Dan came into the conference room. “Sorry, I was checking with ERT on something. Unfortunately, it proved a dead end. What’d I miss?”
Hannah repeated what she knew.
“He could have bought it in another town. I’ll see if I can pull up suppliers and reach out.”
Megan got to her feet and paced the room. She was frustrated there wasn’t any news on Sierra, and they appeared to be running into one dead end after another.
“Hey, we’ll get him,” Jack told her as he joined her.
She knew he was trying to make her feel better, but it didn’t feel as if they would. “Who is this guy? What does he have to do with me?”
Jack clutched her shoulders. “It could be an imagined relationship or a grudge. At this point it’s hard to say.”
She went into his arms. “I want this to be over.”
He held her close. “Me, too. I heard back on the cabin. We should be able to head out right away.”
She pulled away. “Who do you want to watch them while we’re working the case?”
Jack glanced around at the team. “Obviously, everyone here is key to the case. I’ll speak to Peter and get him to authorize two agents to be with them until this case is finished.”
“I think we should go with them there to help them settle in. It’s going to be hard enough for Ani being away from me.”
Jack agreed. “I’ll be right back.” He leaned in and kissed her, and it felt as natural as anything. And that scared her.
As she watched him go, Megan worried about the future. She still loved him. She always would. Jack had told her he’d leave the Bureau to be with her and Ani, but could she ask him to do such a thing? She knew how important his career was to him.
“Everything okay?” Dan asked. She turned and realized he was standing beside her.
“I’m not sure. I’m worried about my daughter and my family.” She couldn’t tell him the truth. That she was so afraid she’d lose Jack again. If that happened, there would be no third chance.
“I’m a pretty good listener.” Dan smiled and she laughed.
“I remember.” Once the Angel case began, they’d spent many a late night going over the case. And when Jack and her marriage had started to fall apart, it was Dan whom she’d reached out to for help.
“I know you’re worried about the future with Jack once the word gets out that Ani is his daughter.”
She grimaced. “It already has. We told Ani earlier. She knows Jack is her father.”
“How’d she take it?” Dan had kept in touch through the years. They spoke often and he knew about Ani. She’d asked him not to say anything to Jack until she was ready. He’d been true to his word.
“She appeared to know already.” Megan recounted the strange things Ani said. “I’m worried, Dan. What if this is some type of premonition?”
“Hey.” He clutched her arm. “Don’t go there, Megan. You don’t know it was anything but a dream. You said yourself many times, your gift of seeing came early in childhood—long before Ani’s age. Besides, nothing’s going to happen to Jack. He’s bullet proof.”
She flinched.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean it to come out that way.”
She forced a smile. “I know. Still, we think it’s best if we get Ani and my family out of D.C.”
“You’re sending them back to Alaska?” he asked incredulously.
“No, not to Alaska.” Before she could elaborate, Jack returned and came over.
“Peter’s okayed the extra manpower. We’ll meet the agents in the parking garage next to one of the private vehicles.” He held up a set of keys. “Peter loaned me his car to use in case Angel is watching for us.”
“That’s wise,” Dan said.
Jack nodded. “We won’t be gone for long. I’m leaving you in charge.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Finding Sierra’s our top concern right now.”
“You got it.”
“Megan, why don’t you go and get Ani and your mother and grandmother ready. I’m going to let the team know what’s happening. I’ll be right behind you.”
“Sure.” Megan smiled at Dan. “Thanks for listening.” It almost felt like old times having him close to talk with. She left and returned to the small conference room where her family waited.
“Mommy, when are we leaving for our trip?” Ani’s excitement had overshadowed her recanting her dream.
“What trip?” Jissika blurted out.
Megan explained where they’d be going. “You all should be safe there.” She looked around the room. Her mom and grandmother’s suitcases along with Ani’s were stashed in the corner.
“Is he going with us?” Jissika barked with disgust.
“Mom, that’s enough.” Hitty tried to silence her mother. “This is between Megan and Jack.”
“It’s not enough. He hurt you. I’ll never forgive him for that.”
“Stop it,” Hitty told her. “Sure, he made mistakes, but he tried to fix them.”
Megan’s brow’s rose. “What are you talking about?”
Hitty hung her head. “Jack came to Alaska shortly after you came home. He wanted to speak with you.”
“Stop—we said we’d never tell her.” Jissika whirled toward her daughter angrily.
“I listened to you long enough. She needs to hear the truth.”
Megan became aware of Jack stepping into the room. He came over to her sensing the tension. “Is everything okay?”
Megan was still in shock. “No, it isn’t. My mother just told me you came to see me after I returned to Alaska.” She searched his face. “Jack, I had no idea.”
He looked past her to where Jissika and Hitty were in an angry standoff. “They were only doing what they thought was best for you. I understand that now.”
All this time, Megan thought Jack had let them go. He’d chosen the bottle over her and now she realized he’d tried to reach her.
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”
He brushed back her hair and framed her face with his hands. “Would it have mattered to you?”
Tears filled her eyes. “Yes. It would mean you wanted to fight for us.”
He pulled her into his arms. “Of course, I wanted to fight for us. I love you. You were the most important thing to me despite the way I behaved. I never wanted to lose you, Megan.”
A sob escaped and she was crying and couldn’t stop. He’d tried to fight for them, but her family had thought she was better off without him.
She pulled away and wiped her eyes before facing her mother and grandmother. “You had no right to keep this from me. I know what you went through with my father, but you had no right. You knew how much I was hurting and how much I missed Jack. How could you?”
Hitty was crying as well. “I’m sorry, child. So sorry. I thought I was doing what was best for you and the baby. I remembered how awful it was to live with a drunk.”
Jack flinched at those harsh words.
“I’m sorry, Jack,” Hitty apologized. “You were nothing like Pana, but I guess I remembered what he put Megan through, and I didn’t want that for Ani.”
“It’s okay.” He graciously accepted her apology even though it obviously hurt. “I understand you were protecting them.”
“We’ll talk about this another time,” Megan told them. “Right now, we need to get you all to a safe location.” She blew out a breath and realized everything she’d believed she’d known about Jack had been wrong. She recalled the length of time he’d been sober. Shortly after she’d left. He’d gotten help and tried to fix his mistakes before coming to speak with her and she’d never known.
Once more, her guilt in keeping the pregnancy secret weighed down on her. If she’d called him and told him about the baby, perhaps they could have worked things out and still been together. Ani would have known her father throughout her life. Now, Jack was playing catch up and they were fighting an enemy far greater than the bottle who was determined to break them apart. She couldn’t let that happen. No matter what, she couldn’t let that happen.    




Chapter Thirteen

Footsteps. Dear God, he was right outside the door. This was it. A key slipped into the hole. The doorknob turned. There was just enough time to slip the blindfold over her eyes and place her left hand inside the rope loop.
He didn’t speak as he moved toward the bed. She’d placed the letter opener beneath her. As soon as he was within reach, she’d go for his throat.
“Your dress is all messed up.” That eerie distorted voice reached out to her. She felt as if she were in some nightmare. Only this wasn’t a dream. This was her life.
“I have to pee. I can’t hold it any longer. If you don’t take me, I’m going to pee all over your perfect black dress. How’s that for being an angel.”
“Shut up.” He yelled. “You do what I tell you.”
He was still too far away to reach, but she did see him more clearly now. He wore a grotesque mask over his face. He was trying to hide his identity. She knew him.
“You’re such a coward,” she goaded, ignoring his order to keep quiet. “You wear a mask and disguise your voice. Be a man and let me see who you really are. Don’t be a coward.”
His hands clenched at his sides. It was working. He was getting angry. Losing control. She just had to push him a little more.
“You take innocent women, and you kill them. You claim to be this important god-like creator of angels and here you are hiding behind a mask and a stupid voice distorter. What a coward.”
She waited. Come just a little closer and I’ve got you.
The disturbed sound of his laughter was the last thing she expected. “Nice try. You almost had my sympathy enough to take you to the bathroom but after that, I don’t think so. Do what you want with the dress. I’ve found the perfect location to leave you. Your wings are ready and waiting in the car. It’s time to die.”
Those terrifying words spurred her to action. She pulled her hand free from the rope and snatched up the letter opener lunging for him.
She managed to jab it into his shoulder, not where she’d intended. He snatched it free and flung it across the room. She grabbed for the mask. An angry growl followed.
He snatched her wrists. She fought with all her strength, but he was much stronger than her. He wrestled her to the bed and pinned her hands above her head.
As she stared into the shrouded face of a monster, she felt a prick against her neck.
“No.” She wiggled to get into a position to knee him, but he anticipated her action and dodged it.
She could feel herself slipping away. The world around her growing hazy.
No! The thought raced through her mind but she wasn’t sure she’d actually said it aloud.
Her limbs were heavy. Eyelids too much to keep open. She closed them and then tried to force them open again.
“That’s it. Go to sleep now.” Something cold touched her throat. A stinging followed by warmth running down her neck. “Goodbye, my dark angel. Enjoy your immortality.”
A single tear slipped from her eye. Not like this. She didn’t want to die like this.
◆◆◆
 
2:00 p.m.—Catoctin Mountain, Maryland
68 miles from Washington D.C.
Jack rounded the final turn in the climbing driveaway and the cabin appeared before them.
“It still looks the same,” Megan murmured from beside him.
All the memories they’d made there returned. It had been one of the best times of his life.
“It does.” The vehicle behind them pulled to a stop. The two agents got out. Jack watched them survey the secluded cabin before he exited the vehicle along with Megan.
Jack held the door open for Hitty who hadn’t said more than a handful of words since they’d left the city. Jissika had remained sullen, refusing to accept her fault in what happened.
Ani got out and stood beside him. Since she’d learned he was her father, she’d wanted to be close. Jack wasn’t sure if it was because of hearing her mother confirm he was her father or the dream she’d had about him.
“Ready to go inside and check it out?” he asked the child.
Ani looked up at him with a smile and nodded, and a little bit more of his heart was claimed by her.
“Let us have a quick look around first.” Agent Dennis Evans said. He and his partner found the key where the landlord left it and went inside. The cabin was small. Two bedrooms and a single bath. It didn’t take them long to clear it.
“You can go on in,” Agent Liam Foster said. “We’ll take a look around outside.”
“Thank you.” Jack started for the cabin when a tiny hand slipped into his. Shocked, he realized Ani was holding his hand.
He fought back emotions he never expected to feel and went inside with her while Megan followed them. Jissika and Hitty came a bit more slowly.
Inside the cabin, it appeared nothing had changed since they’d honeymooned here.
“Is that the same table and chairs?” Megan asked incredulously.
Still holding Ani’s hand, Jack glanced at the table and then to the woman who he loved so much. “I believe it is.”            
Jissika and Hitty came in and sat on the leather sofa, both glancing around the cabin.
“I want to explore.” Ani exclaimed.
Jack prepared to let her go but her hand tightened on his. “I want you to come with me.”
He shot Megan a surprised look, but she simply smiled.
“Okay. Well as I remember, there’s a kitchen.” He walked the little girl to the opening for the tiny kitchen where he and Megan had prepared meals together. At times, it felt like yesterday while others, it was another lifetime ago and another man.
“This is a bedroom.” He opened the door to the room he’d shared with Megan and did his best to shut out the images, but it was impossible. What he wouldn’t give to go back to that time. He’d do so many things differently. 
“Daddy.” It took him a minute to realize Ani was talking to him. He was still trying to get used to the notion he was a dad.
“Hum?” He tripped over how to address her. Baby? Sweetie? He decided on her name. “I’m sorry, Ani. What did you say?”
“I-I don’t want you to go.” Her voice stumbled enough to grab his full attention.
Jack knelt beside her. “Everything’s going to be okay, Ani.”
The wobbly chin was followed by gray eyes shining with tears. “No, it won’t. He wants to hurt you. And Mommy. He wants to hurt you both.”
It scared and angered him that Angel was able to communicate with his daughter.
Jack gathered her close. “That’s not going to happen, I promise. I’m going to be fine and nothing’s going to happen to your mother.”
Yet even as he said the words, doubts punched him in the gut. How could he make promises to Ani he might not be able to fulfill?
Because she needed him to, and he’d do everything in his power to ensure Angel didn’t get close to Megan again.




Chapter Fourteen

4:00 p.m.—BAU Headquarters, Quantico
“I have something.” Zeke jumped to his feet and shoved the phone he’d been speaking on into his pocket. “I found an online business who sells feathers and spoke to someone who checked their records for large orders. There have been several in the past two weeks from an address near Boonsboro, Maryland. That’s about sixty-five miles from here.”
Megan couldn’t believe they had their first big break. “What’s the name on the order?”
“Finnis Ingalls.”
All eyes were on her. Her team was hoping for a connection to her that would tie everything together and yet the name didn’t ring any bells for Megan. “I’m sorry, it’s not familiar to me.” 
“We need to get there now.” Jack rose and secured his weapon in its holster. “I’ll call ERT and have them meet us at the address.”
The entire team piled into the Suburban while Megan’s thoughts whirled as they reached the SUV and piled in. Who was this man? If he were Angel, what did he have against her that was responsible for so much carnage?
Jack made a quick call to ERT as he slipped into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “You doing okay?” he asked once he was finished with the call and they were leaving the parking garage.
“I’m not sure anymore. It feels like I should have some memory of this man if he’s Angel.”
Jack touched her hand. “Not necessarily. He could have used an alias when you met him.” Jack glanced in the rearview mirror. “Zeke, what can you tell us about Ingalls?”
“He doesn’t exactly fit the profile of a serial killer but then again is there really a profile?” To that no one had an answer. “Anyway, he’s sixty-three. A widower. The house near Boonsboro is one of many homes he owns. He’s retired and a former political attorney.”
Zeke was right. That didn’t exactly sound like a serial killer.
“I have a picture of him taken about three years back at a fundraiser.” Zeke handed her the phone. A distinguished-looking man stood beside a female senator smiling.
“I’ve never met him before that I’m aware of.” Sometimes killers became infatuated with their victims without them ever having met but that was certainly a longshot.
She gave the phone back to Zeke. Some of her excitement about the lead faded.
“Hum. . .this is interesting,” Zeke told them. “According to activity on his passport, Ingalls is in France right now. Has been for about a month.”
Megan’s heart sank. “It’s not him. Ingalls isn’t Angel.”
“Does he have any children?” Jack asked.
“Three. Two girls and a boy. Oh, get this. The son has been in and out of rehab facilities for years.”
Megan craned her neck to look at Zeke. “Is he out now?”
Zeke scanned the phone. “Yep. He got out two months ago.”
“Where’s he living?” Hannah asked. “I would think someone would be keeping tabs on him.”
“Last reported address was in Washington D.C. He has a house in the Au-Tenleytown neighborhood. I’m sure his daddy bought it for him. According to records there’s no employment information anywhere for Finn Jr., and apparently, he’s camera shy because the last photo I can find of him was when he was ten.”
“This could be our guy,” Jack said.
Megan sure hoped when they reached the house they’d find Sierra alive.
The drive to Boonsboro, Maryland wasn’t a long one, but it felt like forever before they reached the sprawling ranch-style mansion situated on more than twenty acres with no close neighbors.
“I have a warrant to search the house,” Cooper told them.
“Good, let’s prepare to enter the house. Be careful—we don’t want to destroy any evidence. We wear vests. If this is Ingalls, he’s unstable and he has Sierra.” Jack opened the door and got out. Megan met him at the back of the SUV where they each donned Kevlar vests, gloves, and booties.
“Stay back until we secure the house,” Jack told her. “You’re not an agent anymore.”
As much as she wanted to argue, what he said was true. She wasn’t an agent, and she didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize the investigation.
She watched as Jack led the team into the house and all she could think about was what Ani had said about him. She’d seen her father engaged in battle with Angel and she was convinced Angel would win.
Please, keep him safe.
It seemed forever before the house was secured and Jack came and got her.
“Any sign of Sierra?” She hurried beside Jack into the house.
“No, but Angel’s been here. Follow me.” Jack led her through the opulent home and stopped in front of a door. “Take a look at this.” He opened the door and stepped inside.
The room was filled with bags of feathers—all white. There was a long work table set up in the middle of the room where Angel created his artwork. Various tools were strewn across the table. Megan noticed a cabinet that held different bins. She went over to investigate, and Jack followed. She opened the first bin. It held a folder inside that contained a black feather, a lock of hair and what appeared to be a dossier for the victim. “This is Renee Wolf.” Angel had detailed everything about her life. Even noting her comings and goings. “He’d been watching her for a while.” There was a photo of the woman taken without her realizing she was being photographed. Megan flipped to the last page where Angel had noted she was unworthy of being an angel of light. There was another photo taken after he’d killed her. Megan closed the folder.
More bins contained folders with the previous angel victims. Another bin held information on Erin and one on Rachel. The next to the last one was incomplete. It was Sierra’s bin.
“She’s still alive possibly. He hasn’t chosen her location yet.” Jack opened the last bin and immediately recoiled. It was a folder that held Megan’s image. . .and the photo of Ani that was taken from her home.
Megan struggled to keep from being sick.
Jack shoved the folder back into the bin. “She’s safe. Peter has some of our best people watching them and no one knows where they are.”
But Angel was good at finding people. He’d found her when she hadn’t told anyone where she was going. “I want to call my mother to make sure they’re safe.”
“Of course.”
She grabbed her cell phone and prepared to make the call when something caught her attention. “Is that. . .?” As she neared, Megan realized it was a small screen. She touched it with her gloved hand and a room appeared. “There’s someone in there.” But they weren’t moving. Megan leaned in closer and realized it was Sierra.
“Jack, it’s her. She’s here somewhere.”
“There are no windows in the room. It must be a basement, but we’ve checked the entire house including the basement.”
“A hidden room?” Her gaze connected with his. A second later, they were rushing from the room.
He ran into Cooper and Zeke with Hannah coming up the stairs from the basement and explained. “There’s a room here somewhere and Sierra’s in it.”
Once they reached the bottom step, everyone fanned out and began to search through the rooms in the basement. Along with what appeared to be a living space, there were a couple of bedrooms and a bath.
Megan stood in the middle of the living space.
Jack returned and shook his head. “There’s nothing.”
“It has to be here.” On a hunch, Megan used the basement door to leave the house. She stepped a little away from it. Jack stood beside her.
“The living space ends here, but there’s at least a ten-by-ten area that isn’t part of the rooms over there,” Jack said. “There’s got to be a door inside somewhere.”
They returned and told the team what they were looking for. All focused on the wall that wasn’t an exterior wall at all.
Megan stepped back to study the wall. “There’s a discoloration over near the middle.” She hurried over and began pressing areas around the spot. To her surprise, a door opened. Another door was a couple of feet in front of her. It was locked.
“Stay behind me,” Jack warned and drew his weapon and slammed the butt against the lock. It broke open and fell to the floor. He entered the room first followed by Megan and the rest of the team. It appeared to be converted into a small bedroom with a bed in the middle, a nightstand on the right-hand side and a dresser at the foot of the bed.
“Sierra!” Megan spotted her friend. She was sprawled across the bed, her head to one side. She was naked. As she neared, Megan spotted blood coming from her throat. Something had been wrapped around the wound. “She’s hurt. Get help.” She raced to Sierra’s side and felt for a pulse. “Sierra’s alive.” Megan pulled off the pillowcase Sierra had used to stop the bleeding. Fresh blood oozed from the wound. She replaced it and covered her friend with the comforter.
“EMT is on the way,” Jack told her. “Something happened here. He wasn’t able to finish the job.”
“She fought back,” Megan assured him.
“I have a letter opener over here.” Hannah knelt and picked up the tool. “There’s blood on it.”
“It’s not hers.” Megan had seen the wound. That wasn’t made by a letter opener but more likely Angel’s signature knife.
“The blood may be his.” Jack came to the same conclusion as Megan. “We need to get that to the lab as quickly as possible. Angel may have just made his first big mistake.”
A siren could be heard heading their way. The room soon filled with emergency workers.
Megan stepped aside to let the paramedics work on Sierra. Within minutes, they were ready to transport her to the hospital.
“I want to go with her.”
Jack clearly didn’t like the idea. “Not alone. I’m coming with you.” He went over to Dan and told him what they were doing. “I want to know the minute you have anything.”
“You got it. We can get a ride back with ERT. I hope she makes it. I don’t want to think about losing her like this.”
Jack pressed Dan’s shoulder. “She’s tough. She fought with Angel and probably injured him. She’ll pull through.”
As soon as she and Jack left the house, ERT arrived. Jack told Bob everything they knew so far.
“That’s amazing. Sierra’s strong. She’s not going to let this creep win.”
Megan was holding onto that belief.
They followed the ambulance to the island hospital. Jack parked near the entrance, and they went inside.
The paramedics were met with a slew of medical personnel. Once the attending doctor was apprised on what happened, Sierra was wheeled away.
As Megan watched her disappear into the emergency room, she prayed with all her heart that Sierra would pull through.
And Lord, let us catch this guy before he hurts someone else. Before he comes after Ani.
◆◆◆
 
Anger burned deep, consuming him. She was still alive. He hadn’t been able to finish the job and now she was alive! He’d made a mistake. Forgotten to get the letter opener. It had his blood on it. However, he had no doubt they wouldn’t be able to find his identity through it. He’d done his homework. Anticipated something like this might happen. Had gone to great lengths to hide himself from the world. He wasn’t that young boy anymore. Begging for attention from a cold and emotionally unstable man. Fighting for everything he had. Enduring his father’s ridicule when he created his breathtaking masterpieces of his angels. Through every insult, he took it and became stronger. His father hadn’t defeated him, and neither would they.      
He watched the activity near the house and knew his timetable had been accelerated. Time to take his next victim. The one that would lead him to the final showdown between him and Megan.
◆◆◆
 
“She’s going to be okay.” The ER doctor found them in the waiting room. “She’s lost a lot of blood, but we believe she’ll make a full recovery.”
“Oh, thank you God,” Megan murmured with heartfelt gratitude.
“Can we see her?” Jack wanted to see for himself that his friend was okay.
“For a little bit. I know you have questions, but I don’t want her to talk too much. Perhaps keep the questions to a minimum.”
“Thank you, Doctor.” Jack clasped Megan’s hand as they followed the doctor to Sierra’s room.
The second she saw them, she started crying. Jack didn’t think he’d ever seen the tough-as-nails-Sierra cry before.
Megan hugged her gently. “We’re so glad to see you.”
“I’m glad to be seen.” Sierra’s voice was raspy. “I didn’t see him.” She seemed to anticipate Jack’s question. “He came up behind me and stuck something in my neck.”
They wouldn’t be able to identify Angel through Sierra. “You didn’t see his face when you fought with him?”
Sierra shook her head and grabbed her throat. She swallowed several times. “I saw his eyes. They were dark and familiar. . .I can’t place why. He wore a mask over his face. I think it was supposed to be some type of angel face, but it was awful.” She visibly shuddered. “And he used something to alter his voice.”
Which meant she would know him if he hadn’t been in disguise. Jack hated to push her after she’d been so seriously injured. “Can you give us an idea of how tall and what his build was like?”
Sierra frowned. “He was about your height and build. I’m sorry, I know it’s not much.”
Jack shook his head. “You did great. You should get some rest now. I’m going to step out into the hall and call Dan.”
He left Megan with Sierra and made the call. “Sierra’s going to be okay.” He updated his friend. “Anything new there?”
Dan’s sigh said it all. “We found prints around the room and in the room with the files on the victims. The letter opener is on its way to the lab. We’re wrapping up here. We’re searching for Ingalls now. Was Sierra able to give you any description?”
“Not really. She didn’t see his face.” He told Dan about the disguise Angel had worn. “And he’d distorted his voice. Let’s hope that the letter opener reveals something useful.”
“Let’s hope. Tell Sierra we’re all praying for her.”
“I will.” Jack ended the call and for his own piece of mind, he called his Agent Dennis Evans. Megan had checked in with her mother earlier and they’d both spoken to Ani. Everything appeared to be fine there. After seeing the photo of Ani in Angel’s files, Jack wanted more reassurances.
“It’s Jack. I wanted to check in and see how things are there.”
“Quiet,” Dennis assured him. “I just finished checking the perimeter. There’s no sign anyone’s been here.”
A weight lifted and yet Jack knew they were a long way from being out of danger. He told them what they’d found at the house. “He wants Ani. I think it’s to use her as leverage to lure Megan out of protection. Don’t let your guard down, Dennis. This guy is highly intelligent.”
“We won’t. He’s not getting her.”
Jack ended the call feeling somewhat more at peace.
In the room, Megan sat beside Sierra who had fallen asleep.
Megan motioned for him to step out into the hall once more.
“How are you holding up?” Jack asked her. He’d seen how hard it was seeing Ani’s photo with hers and knowing Angel was toying with her.
“Thankful that Sierra is okay. He didn’t win with her.” She stopped, her gaze latching onto his. “What if he tries to get to her again?”
Though highly unlikely, Jack shared her concern. “I’ll call the local police and have guards stationed at her door and around the hospital.”
Relief showed on her face. “Thank you, Jack. Do you think it's Finn Jr.?”
“I don’t know. We need to locate him and bring him in for questioning as soon as possible.”
She ran a hand across her eyes. “I want this to be over. I’m so sick of living in his shadow.”
Jack gathered her close. “It will be. He made a huge mistake by leaving the letter opener. If his DNA is on file, we’ve got him.” Jack’s worst nightmare was there would be no match.
She held him close. “I’m sorry for what my mom and Jissika did.” She pulled away and looked into his face. “I know they meant well, but they did so much damage.”
The look in her eyes gave him hope. “If I’d been more there for you, then you wouldn’t have had to leave.”
She shook her head. “No, Jack. You were hurting and I ignored that. I was your wife, and I should have been there for you. Instead, I ran away. I took the easy way out when things got hard.”
His mouth twisted bitterly. “I didn’t really give you much of a choice.”
“We both made mistakes. I wish I could change things, unfortunately, I can’t but maybe. . .”
Before she could finish Jack’s phone rang. He glanced down at Dan’s number and knew he had to take it. “It’s Dan.”
She nodded and turned away.
Jack answered the call with a sense of yet another moment of bad timing for him and Megan. Would there ever be the right moment where they could speak openly about what happened and get everything out?
Right now, it sure didn’t feel like it.
“What’s up?” he asked Dan while watching Megan return to Sierra’s room.
“We have Ingalls.”
This was unexpected but good news. Jack believed it would take time to locate Ingalls.
“You’re kidding? Where’d you pick him up?”
“Believe it or not at his home. HRT assisted with the capture. He’s on his way to our location now. Want to sit in on the interview?”
“I do.” Jack noticed several police officers coming his way. “Looks like Sierra’s security team is here. I’ll get Megan and we’ll be on our way.”
“Oh, and we have some good news. Ingalls’s fingerprints were found in the room where Sierra was held as well as on some of the documentation on the victims.”
“What about the letter opener?”
“The only prints there were Sierra’s. I’m guessing Angel may have worn gloves at that time.”
Dan ended the call leaving Jack with a sense of excitement. If Ingalls was the killer, then he should have a mark where Sierra had stabbed him with the letter opener.
Jack met with the officers and gave them instruction not to let anyone except medical personnel in to see Sierra. When he went into her room, Sierra was still sleeping.
“We have to go.” He told Megan what happened.
“That’s great news.” She followed him out to where the Suburban was parked. “Do you think he’ll lawyer up?”
Jack looked her way. “I sure hope not. We need to check his person for a stab wound.” As they neared the federal building, doubts crept in. He tried not to let himself have hope. After all, they were a long way from tying Ingalls to the current murders despite his history.
Dan met them at the elevator. “He’s in here. So far, he hasn’t said much.”
Jack glanced through the two-way in the small space adjoining the interview room and got his first glimpse of Finn Ingalls Jr.
Ingalls wore a button-down shirt tucked into pressed jeans and leather shoes. His sandy brown hair was long but combed neatly although he repeatedly ran a hand through it. Ingalls appeared high on something. Jack knew his background story. This man had a history of drug abuse. Was this Angel? Jack’s gut screamed no, and he tried not to show his disappointment.
“Let’s see if we can get him to consent to a search of his person.” Jack started for the interview room with Dan when Megan stopped him.
“I’m coming with you in there. If he is Angel, he’ll have some reaction to seeing me.”
Jack agreed. After all, Megan was Angel’s ultimate goal.
He opened the door and stepped inside. Dan and Megan filed in after him. Jack studied Ingalls’s reaction to seeing Megan and his doubts grew. Either he was really good at keeping his feelings hidden or he had no idea who she was.
“Mr. Ingalls, I’m Special Agent Jack Montgomery and this is my colleague, Megan
Iluak. I believe you’ve met Agent Orlando.”   
“Yeah, I have. What’s this about? I wasn’t told anything when I was brought in.”
“You’ve been brought in for questioning regarding a recent kidnapping.” Jack sat down across from Ingalls and pulled up a photo of Sierra on his phone. He placed the phone on the table. “This woman was kidnapped and taken to your father’s home in Boonsboro.”
Ingalls stared at the image of Sierra. “I have no idea who she is, and I haven’t kidnapped anyone.”
“Well, you see, I happen to know that isn’t the case. We’ve pulled your record, Finn, and you were accused of kidnapping a young woman when you were seventeen. Since then, you’ve been in and out of rehab. If we have to, we’ll get a court order to unseal your records. What will we find when we do that, Finn? More kidnappings? Maybe something far worse?” Jack hit a nerve.
“I never kidnapped anyone. That girl went with me willingly. Her parents told her to say that to extort money out of my father. I’ve never harmed anyone, and I want my attorney.”
It hadn’t taken Ingalls long to play the attorney card. He was probably used to it or no doubt his father told him never to speak to law enforcement. 
“You can have an attorney, Finn, but I have to tell you, if you have nothing to hide and you aren’t involved in this kidnapping, asking for an attorney makes you look guilty.”
“I want my attorney. Now. And I want to call my father. I need him to handle this.” A little bit more of Ingalls’s composure slipped.
“Alright, we’ll call your attorney. But do we have your permission to search your person?”
Ingalls appeared horrified. “What? No. No way. You aren’t coming near me without me speaking to my attorney first and that’s all I have to say.”
Jack shoved down his disappointment. He and Megan and Dan left the room and returned to the viewing area.
“Call his attorney, but I want his full records. There’s something off about his times in rehab. I’m thinking they were used more as a method to keep him out of trouble and out of his father’s hair than to get him clean.”
“You got it.” Dan left him and Megan alone.
Jack wanted to hear Megan’s thoughts. “What’s your take on Ingalls?”
Megan watched the man who now had his head on the table. “He’s hiding something. I think he’s lived off his daddy for so long that he doesn’t know how to or doesn’t have the desire to function on his own. Dan said they detained him at his home, correct?”
Jack turned to face her. “That’s right.”
“Well, he obviously hasn’t held down a job for a while and yet he’s dressed nicely, like what you might expect someone who has a job would be.”
His eyes widened. “You think someone tipped him off that we were coming?”
“It’s possible. The only question is who and why?”
Jack couldn’t understand why Ingalls would allow himself to be part of whatever game Angel was playing.
“If he’s mentally impaired because of the drugs, Angel could have used that to talk Ingalls into assisting him. We need to find out what he knows.”
“You’re right.”
Dan returned with the arrest files on Ingalls. “Since the kidnapping when he was a teen most of Ingalls’s arrests have been due to substance abuse.”
“He might be self-medicating a mental illness,” Megan supplied.
“He’s been in and out of facilities to treat his addictions.” Dan scanned the rest of the file. “There are really no serious crimes here.”
Jack believed somehow or other, Ingalls’s path had crossed with Angel, whether by accident or deliberately.
“Were there any drugs found at his house?”
“Not that were out in the open. We didn’t have a warrant to search the place.”
“Get one. And I want to have ERT go back over Ingalls’s house as well.”
“You think Ingalls is using again?”
Jack was almost certain of it. “I’m certain he’s high on something now. Some people function better medicated. That man in there appears to be somewhat in control of himself. If he’s as messed up as his father seemed to claim, what changed?”
“Using keeps him on track. He’s probably not taking the medication he was prescribed,” Megan said. “He prefers treating himself.”
“I’m on it,” Dan assured them. “His lawyer is on the way in now.”
“Great.” Jack needed to find a way to convince Ingalls to talk to them about the man who was supplying him drugs. But that wasn’t going to be easy. So far, the only thing they had on Ingalls was the beach house and his fingerprints in the room where Sierra was being held as well as on some of the documents found on the victims. Was it enough to convince the man’s attorney to have him cooperate?
Dan received a message. “Ingalls’s attorney is here. I’ll bring him up.”
“We need to impress hard on Ingalls and his attorney that it’s in his best interest to cooperate.”
Megan watched Ingalls. “You think he knows the identity of Angel?”
“He knows something.”
Jack turned at the sound of footsteps coming their way. Dan with another man who appeared to be in his fifties.
“Jack, this is Victor Gregory. Ingalls’s attorney.”
“Jack Montgomery. Megan Iluak.”
Gregory nodded to Megan. “I’d like to know the charges against my client. Why was he brought in?”
“He’s wanted for questioning with a kidnapping as well as two homicides.”
A single muscle ticked in Gregory’s jaw giving away his reaction. “What evidence do you have connecting my client to these crimes?”
“His fingerprints are all over the crime scene.” Jack prayed Gregory wouldn’t call his bluff. “We’re running DNA testing on blood that was found at the house near Boonsboro. I’m confident it will match the two previous homicide victims meaning they were at the house at one time. He’s involved. He may not be the one who killed the victims, but he’s involved. If he wants to help himself then he needs to cooperate.”
Gregory stared Jack down. “I’ll need a moment alone with my client.”
Jack opened the door to the interview room. “By all means.”
The three waited outside.
“You think he’ll convince Ingalls to cooperate?” Dan asked.
Jack blew out a breath. “I sure hope so. We need to know everything he does. Somehow or other, he met up with Angel and was convinced to let him use the house as his kill zone.”
Jack received a message on his phone. “It’s from Bob. They’ve found blood from both our victims at the house.” This was good news. They could now put Ingalls to the location where two women were killed.
Gregory stepped from the interview room. This was it.
“I’ve apprised my client on what charges will be filed against him, and I’ve suggested he cooperate. He’s asked me to speak to his father with him first.”
This could be a dangerous place for them. What if Finnis Ingalls suggested his son not cooperate?
“You have exactly ten minutes and then we’re charging him with two counts of first-degree murder and one count of kidnapping and attempted murder.”
“I’ll take it to my client.”
Jack waited and prayed Ingalls would listen to his attorney and agree to save himself. Minutes ticked by. Jack checked the time. Had he been impulsive by putting a timetable on gaining Ingalls’s cooperation?
The door opened. Gregory came out once more. “He’ll tell you what he knows but he wants immunity from the murder and kidnapping charges.”
“I can’t make that agreement without knowing what he has.”
Gregory cast a steely look his way. “Alright. I’ll let him tell you.”
Jack looked at Megan and saw her excitement. After all these years, they might be able to put a name and a face to Angel.




Chapter Fifteen

Gregory took a seat beside his client. Jack sat across from Ingalls while Megan hung back with Dan.


Once everyone was in place, Gregory nodded to his client. “It’s okay. Tell them what you told me and your father.”
Ingalls slowly began to speak. “I never saw him in person. He said he worked with my psychiatrist.”
This grabbed Megan’s attention right away. “What’s the name of your psychiatrist?”
Ingalls’s attention zeroed in on Megan. “Originally Doctor Erin Templeton.”
Originally? Had Ingalls left to see another doctor?
“What do you mean originally?” Jack asked, leaning forward.
“She referred me to someone else.”
Angel had probably been posing as a psychiatrist when he lured Ingalls in. “What name did the new doctor give you?” Jack asked.
“Roy Frazier. He said he was her colleague and that he would be taking over my treatment. He gave me a number to call, and we talked for a long time. He said I would no longer have to go to Doctor Templeton’s office. We could proceed by phone.”
Megan couldn’t believe Angel’s bravado. “You never questioned Doctor Templeton about this?”
Ingalls seemed surprised by the question. “Why would I? He had my file. And he said my father had approved of the change.”
That explained why there was no file on Ingalls found in Erin’s office. Angel had taken it. Megan was positive the name given to Ingalls as well as the phone would be untraceable. Beside her, Dan took notes.
“When was the first time Roy reached out to you?” Jack asked.
Ingalls seemed unclear for the moment. “I don’t remember the exact date. Maybe around two months ago.”
“What did he say to you?” Jack asked when Ingalls didn’t volunteer anything further. “We need to know everything.”
Ingalls waited for his attorney’s consent before continuing. “He called and told me that he was sending over a prescription to my father’s Boonsboro home for me. He told me he wanted me to go there and stay for a while—until he told me differently.”
“Go on,” Jack prompted when Ingalls grew quiet.
“I went to the house and found a prescription for Chlorpromazine.”
Megan recognized the name of the drug. It was an antipsychotic medication used to treat schizophrenia. There was nothing in Ingalls’s file to indicate he suffered from schizophrenia.
“There was a note concerning how often to take it. So, I followed the directions.” He glanced around the room before continuing. “They made me drowsy and sick to my stomach. I told him this, but he said those symptoms would fade in time.” 
“What did he tell you to do next?”
“That’s just it, nothing. All he wanted me to do was go through the house and make sure I touched everything possible. He said it was helping me stay focused on reality. I thought it was odd, but I did it.” Ingalls paused. “I didn’t want to go to that room. . .”
There was something bad about the room in Ingalls’s mind. Megan listened intently.
“That room was where my dad made me go when I did something he didn’t like. He’d lock me in there for days and refuse to let me turn on the light.” Ingalls shuddered. “It was awful. . .but I did it because I’d told him about that experience, and he insisted I need to face my demons.”
Angel had said something similar to her using Erin’s phone. She sensed there was a lot of anger the killer was sitting on.
“He wasn’t a doctor, was he? He was using me.”
“There’s a good chance he’s the killer and he was trying to set you up. Keep going.” Jack leaned his elbows on the table. “How long were you at the Boonsboro house?”
Ingalls appeared confused. “I’m not sure. Weeks, maybe longer. Then about a week ago, he told me to return to my house in D.C. and keep taking my medication. I was not to go out at any time. He said he would arrange to have food delivered. There was a car that arrived to pick me up and take me home and then groceries were delivered frequently. And the drugs kept coming.”
Ingalls’s issues with drugs and alcohol had made him an easy target for Angel. He’d never questioned anything. Megan wondered if that didn’t come from having a domineering father.
“I didn’t know anything about any murders. I was just doing what my doctor told me to do.”
“Give us a second.” Jack scraped back his chair and motioned to Megan and Dan to step out into the hall with him. “He’s clearly not involved beyond being duped. That phone number he gave Ingalls sounds familiar.”
“It’s the same one on Roy’s file from Erin’s office,” Megan told him.
“In other words, a burner that has probably been shut off by now. Dan, run Roy Frazier through the system. I’m sure it’s fake but right now, we don’t have much.”
“You got it. I’ll see what I can find out about the burner as well. Maybe we can trace it to a purchase location that has cameras.” Dan headed down the hall.
“I was hoping this lead would pan out,” Jack told her and shook his head.
Megan’s heart went out to him. They’d all been working so hard to discover the identity of Angel. “That poor man has been manipulated all his life. He never thought to question what was happening to him.”
“He’s suffered enough. I’m going to release him into the care of his attorney, but I want to make sure if Roy reaches out to him again, we’re the first to know.”
Megan agreed. “He won’t reach out. He used Ingalls as a patsy to take the fall for the murders. He thinks he’s won.”
Jack faced her. “He’ll come after you next. He’s probably furious that Sierra got away. I’m worried, Megan. What if I can’t protect you? He got to you once.”
She touched his face. “Don’t. . .I’m safe. I have you and the rest of the team with me. He’s not going to hurt me.”
But she couldn’t dispel the feeling that the worst was yet to come.
After Ingalls and his attorney left, the team went over what they’d learned from the interview.
“Do we have any results on the blood found on the letter opener?” Jack asked the team in general.
“There wasn’t enough DNA to run it through CODIS.”
Megan’s heart sank. She’d been so certain they’d find a match for the trace blood found on the letter opener. It was almost as if Angel was laughing at them. Proving he was superior at every turn.
“That’s not the news we needed to hear,” Jack said wearily. “What else did we find at the house that might be useful? We need something. There’s too much at stake.”
“Nothing much,” Cooper said. “There was only Ingalls’s and his father’s fingerprints found inside. Chances are any DNA will belong to them as well, but ERT was thorough, so, if Angel slipped up even the slightest, they’ll find it. Dan’s running a lead on the burner phone. He should be back soon. Hopefully with something useful.”
“Thanks, Cooper.” Jack leaned forward and leaned his elbows on the table. The frustration he felt at being met at every turn with a dead end was beginning to take its toll on Jack and everyone on the team.
Megan couldn’t think of anything to say because she felt the same way. She brought out her phone to call her mother and noticed she had a voice message. She hadn’t heard the phone ring at all. Kaya’s phone number appeared on the screen. Kaya was covering the gift shop while Megan was away.
She hit listen and almost dropped the phone.
“Hey, there Meg. I’ve got a surprise for you. Your friend Roy called and told me you were missing me. He invited me to come for a visit and you know how much I’ve wanted to see the lower forty-eight states.” A giggle followed. “Anyway, don’t worry about the shop, Najak is watching it for me. . .so surprise! Roy met me at the airport and is taking me to his home. He told me I can stay as long as I want. I can’t wait to see you. Talk to you soon.”
Megan stumbled to her feet. She immediately tried to redial the number but it went straight to voicemail.
“What’s wrong?” Jack asked, his attention on her face. He stood beside her.
“He has her.” She replayed the message for Jack and the rest of the team. “He has Kaya.”
Jack snapped his fingers garnering Zeke’s attention. “Put a trace on this number. We need that location.” Jack told Zeke about the voicemail.
Megan handed Zeke the phone.
“I’m on it. We’ll get her back.” Zeke did his best to assure Megan of something no one felt.
Zeke handed her the phone and went to work tracking the phone. While she held it in her hand a message popped up on the screen. “It’s her.” She opened the message. While Jack looked over her shoulder, the words written there grabbed her by the throat. This wasn’t from Kaya. This was Angel.
You took her away from me and forced me to replace her. This is all your fault.
“He’s on the phone now, Zeke,” Jack told his friend, hoping they could track it while it was still active. “Send him a message back. We need to keep him engaged.”
Megan quickly typed: You don’t have to replace her. It’s me you want.
The phone was no longer active.
Zeke looked up from his laptop and shook his head. “It wasn’t enough to pinpoint his exact location. Broad range is somewhere near Columbia Heights.”
“That’s a residential neighborhood.” Jack pulled up a map of the area on his phone. “We need to search every house around the area.”
Dan came into the room and could tell something had happened. “What’s going on?”
Jack updated him. “Get in touch with Metro PD. We need as many boots on the ground as possible. Let’s go.”  
The team ran from the room and piled into the Suburban. Dan called in help from the police. “That’s an awfully big neighborhood Jack.”
“It is. We’ll focus on the houses that are more remote. He wouldn’t want to draw attention to himself from the neighbors.”
“Check on vacant houses. Maybe those whose owners aren’t in town.” Megan believed he’d used the Ingalls’s home because it made the perfect place to take his victims and kill them. The isolated room in the basement was disturbing at best.
“We have to find her, Jack. He’s going to kill her quickly.” Megan was terrified for Kaya. Because they’d saved Sierra, Kaya’s life was in danger. “She’s only twenty.” Kaya had her whole life ahead of her.
“We’re doing everything in our power to find her.” Jack clutched her hand. “You can’t give up hope.”
“We know Angel leaves his victims at churches that have some connection to them,” Hannah said, going into her profile mode. “Erin went to the cathedral to help get centered. Rachel was left at the same church where her mother’s funeral took place. Is there any place that he would take Kaya? I’m thinking that if we could pinpoint a church in the Columbia Heights area then it might help us narrow our search.”  
“That’s a good suggestion.” Megan was grateful for Hannah’s logical thinking. Hannah had a way of looking at things differently. This time, it might just save Kaya’s life. “She attends a Baptist church back home. Is there a Baptist church in the area?”
“I’m checking now,” Cooper said. “There is.” He gave the address.
“Alright. We start close to the area and work our way out.” Jack drove to the church and then parked close by. “We should check inside.”
Megan shook her head. “I don’t think I can.”
“I’ll do it.” Hannah gave her shoulders a squeeze and went inside. Megan’s stomach curled into a knot as she waited through every second that ticked by.
“Please, God, don’t let her be in there.”
The moment Hannah stepped from the church Megan saw the truth in her traumatized expression. There would be no need to search for Kaya. They’d found her.
◆◆◆
 
A smile spread across his face. They’d taken Sierra from him and now he’d taken Kaya from Megan. Her pain made him happy. She deserved every single excruciating moment of emotional pain she’d receive until the final moments of physical pain that were coming.
◆◆◆
 
“You should wait here,” Jack urged her. “You don’t want to see this.”
She shook her head. “I have to. She was my friend and she’s dead because of me.” Her voice cracked.
He gathered her close. Together they traversed the steps of the church. Inside, ERT had begun their work. Megan stopped at the entrance of the sanctuary, her hand clasped over her mouth to hold back the pain.
He waited beside her until she was ready to continue.
They slowly advanced toward the woman suspended high above the altar. She was dressed in black—like the rest of the recent victims, her face covered with a scarf Jack had no doubt was from the first victims. Her throat had been cut. Blood pooled on the altar. Her black feathered wings spread out magnificently behind her.
In the beach house, they’d found lots of feathers—all white. But there hadn’t been enough to create a set of wings like this. Angel had moved them. He’d found a new location for his killing. He’d let them find what he wanted them to find.
The ME arrived. As soon as ERT finished documenting and gathering evidence, Kaya would be lowered to the floor and the ME would examine her and give a preliminary time of death.
“Megan.” Dr. Stringfield acknowledged Megan as he waited beside them. “This is a terrible thing. Were you close?”
Megan rubbed her eyes. “She worked for me in Alaska. She’s a good friend.”
Jack held her closer.
“I’m truly sorry for your loss, Megan. I hope we can find something that will help you and your team find this guy.”
Bob came over. “We’re finished with our investigation. We’re ready to take her down.” He glanced at Megan.
“Thank you, Bob.”
Dr. Stringfield moved to the front while Jack ushered Megan into one of the pews. “Are you sure you want to stay for this?”
She barely let him finish. “I have to. I owe her.” She turned toward him. “Jack, how am I going to tell her mother? Kaya was an only child. This is going to break her heart.”
“Let me.”
She shook her head. “It needs to come from me.”
Jack’s attention was drawn to the front of the church where the ERT members worked together on ladders to carefully and reverently lower Kaya to the floor.
Once she was on the ground, Megan slipped from the pew and went and knelt beside her friend. Jack stayed close but gave her time to say what she needed.
“I’m sorry, Kaya. So sorry. But I promise I’ll find out who did this to you and he’ll pay.”
She slowly stood. ERT carefully went to work gathering evidence from the young woman’s body while the ME determined the time of death.
“I’m estimating she’s only been dead for two hours at best. There was the same needle mark on her neck. She was drugged.”
“Her message said Roy was picking her up.” Megan pulled out her phone. The call had come in four hours ago! If only she’d heard it when it came in. She might have been able to save Kaya.
“This isn’t your fault,” Jack reminded her again. He glanced at the body and all he wanted to do was protect the woman he loved.
“Let’s get out of here. We’ll find a quiet place to call Kaya’s mother.”
She slowly nodded and together they left the church. Jack opened the door to the Suburban and Megan slipped inside. He got behind the wheel and faced her.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to speak to her?”
Megan gathered herself. “No, I want to do this.” She scrolled through her phone until she found the number. “I’m going to put it on speaker just in case.”
He understood what that meant. In case she couldn’t go through with it.
“Mrs. Chena, It’s Megan.”
“Oh, Megan. It’s good to hear from you. How’s Kaya? Were you surprised she came to visit you?”
Megan covered her mouth and fought back tears.
Jack took the phone from her. “Mrs. Chena, this is FBI Special Agent Jack Montgomery. I have some bad news. There’s no easy way to say this but your daughter was found this morning. She’s dead.”
While Megan wept quietly, Jack waited.
“That can’t be. I-I spoke to her earlier.”
“I’m afraid it is true. Mrs. Chena, can you tell me what your daughter told you about this man who called her?”
“Something bad happened, didn’t it? Was she. . .murdered?”
Jack glanced at Megan who was trying to get control over her emotions. “Yes, ma’am she was.”
“I knew something was wrong when that man called her out of the blue and told her he’d paid for her to come there because Megan missed her.”
“Wait—she said he paid for her ticket?”
“He sure did. I was worried. I told her no one does that, but she said he was a friend of Megan’s and Kaya believed him.”
They’d have to check on the ticket and see how it was paid.
“Did she say anything else about this man?”
“Only that he sounded dreamy. Kaya’s boy crazy at times. I tried to tell her she shouldn’t go but she has always wanted to travel.” Her voice broke and she began crying. “Who is this man, Agent Montgomery? Why would he hurt my baby?”
“We don’t know yet, ma’am, but we’ll find him. We will.”
Jack told her as soon as it was possible he’d have Kaya sent home to Alaska. When he ended the call, he gathered Megan close.
“This is so unfair. Kaya, Rachel, and Erin. The only reason they’re dead is because they were close to me.”
Jack looked down at her. “The reason they’re dead is because of Angel. This isn’t your fault, Megan. None of it is. Don’t blame yourself.”
“I know I didn’t kill them, but I might as well have. How can I not feel guilty because of what happened?”
“Because it’s not on you.”
Jack spotted his team emerging from the church. Dr. Stringfield and his people were bringing Kaya out.
He and Megan got out and stood silently by as the gurney holding the young woman’s body was wheeled past them. Once the ME’s van left the church with Kaya, ERT finished up. Bob and his team descended the steps.
“As soon as we have anything, I’ll give you a call.” Bob shook Jack’s hand.
“Thank you.” It was time to get busy. If Angel was keeping true to his previous MO, there would be five victims in total. Jack told his team about what they’d learned about the man who paid for Kaya’s ticket.
“I’ll check it out,” Dan told him. “With everything that happened, I forgot to tell you that I found the location Angel bought the burner phone from. Unfortunately, it was a little shop that didn’t have any surveillance and he paid in cash.” Dan shrugged. “In other words, it turned out to be a dead end. Let’s hope we have better luck with the ticket.”
Once they reached headquarters, Jack pulled Megan aside. “I realize it’s a longshot, but we know that Angel killed five people the last time. Assuming he’s keeping with his original MO on that, which is a stretch, there’s one more victim out there. I need to know if there is anyone else he might target.”
“You mean besides me?” She rubbed her hands down her arms. “I have friends that attend church with me. I can give you their names. There’s really no one else that I’ve kept in touch with here in D.C. with the exception of Hannah.”
“We’ll make sure to keep a close eye on Hannah. I’ll make sure she doesn’t leave without one of us with her. I’m sure Cooper would be happy to be her bodyguard. He’s got a thing for her even though he’s trying not to show it.” He made her smile for which he was grateful. Jack had been witness to the budding romance between Hannah and Cooper for months now and was reminded of his and Megan’s love story.
Jack wrote down the names of Megan’s church friends.
“Why five?” Megan asked. “There has to be a connection somehow. In the Bible, the number symbolizes God’s grace, goodness, and favor toward humans.” Her mouth thinned. “But Angel has no grace. Still, there has to be a biblical connection. The Ten Commandments contained two sets of five commandments. The first five commandments are related to our treatment and relationship with God with the remaining ones concerned with our relationship with other humans. If he indeed believes he is equal to or perhaps God himself, then taking five victims would maybe make sense in his twisted mind. He’s showing favor by creating immortal beings. . .” She realized it was a stretch but looking into the mind of a killer that was clearly unstable made it impossible to make things add up in rational ways of thinking.
“I’ll give Kevin a call and have him reach out to these women.” Jack scrolled down until he found Kevin’s number.
“What’s going on with the case?” Kevin asked once they’d shared pleasantries.
“It’s bad.” Jack updated him on the latest murders. “I need a favor from you and Reese.” He shared about what happened to Kaya. “I have five women who might possibly be the target of the killer. I need them protected until we catch this guy.”
“Of course. Whatever you need. I’ll reach out to the local PD and have them notify the women and sit on their houses until we can get there.”
“Thank you, Kevin.” Jack ended the call with a small amount of peace of mind.
“I’m going to call and check on Ani.” Megan took out her phone and stepped away.
“I have something on the ticket.” Dan stood up quickly. “It was bought with Finn Ingalls’s credit card.”
What little bit of hope Jack had that they’d caught a break was wiped away with those words. “I’m guessing it was online.”
“Yep. Sorry, Jack.” Dan came over and squeezed his shoulder. “I know this is hard.” Dan glanced over at Megan. “How’s she holding up?”
Jack hurt for her. “Not good. She’s taking this personally because it is. Angel has attacked her even though he hasn’t come after her again.”
“Yet.” Dan added and Jack turned toward him. “We all know she’s his ultimate target. And he’s proven himself to be relentless. If he wants her, he’ll find the right way to get her.”
Jack wouldn’t accept that. “Not on my watch. Not if I have to die first.”
“Jack. I’m not saying it’s going to end badly but we must know our opponent.”
“We do know him. He’s a sociopath who doesn’t have a conscience and he’s a killer and I intend to stop him before he hurts one more person.”
Dan's expression softened. “I’m with you, buddy. I’m right there with you.”
Megan approached and Dan stepped away.
“How’s Ani doing?”
Megan grinned. “She’s having the time of her life. It’s a big adventure. She’s wearing the agents out though according to my mother.”
Jack laughed. It felt good to have something to laugh about. “I can’t wait for this to be over so that I can really get to know her.”
Megan smiled. “She’s already thrilled to know you’re her father. She asked me five times about you on the phone just now. You’re important to her, Jack. So important. We have to get this right for her. She needs us both.”
He felt the same way. And he needed Megan. His biggest fear beyond losing her to Angel was when this was over she’d walk out of his life again. The only time he’d see her was when he and Megan met up to share joint custody of Ani.
Please, God, no. I don’t think I’ll make it through if that happens.
“What?” she asked. Jack realized she’d been watching him, probably seeing things he couldn’t hide.




Chapter Sixteen

September 17th
1:00 p.m.—BAU Quantico
Time seemed to drag by. As hard as they tried, there was nothing useful from any of the crime scenes. Angel was good at keeping his identity secret.
Megan had a bad feeling that she wouldn’t know who he was until they came face to face.
She shivered and tried to dismiss the bad feeling that had followed her since she’d found the note at her home. Would she even know who he was then? Angel had blindfolded her. He’d kept his identity secret.
Jack was busy going over something with Cooper. She rose and stretched out her stiff limbs. Talking to Ani had been the blessing she’d needed to keep going after losing Kaya. It was some comfort to know those she loved were being guarded. But would it be enough? Angel had killed two agents simply to leave a note at Jack’s home. He’d proven he would stop at nothing to accomplish what he wanted.
“Coffee?” Megan glanced up and found Dan standing beside her with a cup of coffee.
“Thank you, yes.” She was running on fumes as it was.
“I spoke to Sierra,” he told her. “She’s doing much better. They’ll keep her for a few days and then she can come home but she’s already told me this place is her first stop.”
She smiled. “She’s determined. I love that about her.”
“Yeah, me too.” Dan sipped his coffee. “How are you holding up?”
She realized everyone was worried about her and with good reason. Three of her friends were dead. Sierra almost died. Her daughter and family were in hiding.
“I’m ready for this to be over.”
“You and me both. This has been one of the hardest UNSUBs to figure out. I mean, in a way, I almost admire his ability to stay one step ahead of us.”
Admiration was not anything she associated with Angel. “He’s evil, Dan. If we don’t stop him he’ll keep going even if he kills me.”
“I know. I just can’t get a handle on him. Why’s he targeting you? I mean, there are times when he almost seems to admire you and then other times it’s as if he has some grudge against you that he plans to settle.”
She raised a brow. She hadn’t thought about that before. What did Angel have against her?
Megan thought about her life. There was only one person she’d hurt and that was Jack. But Jack wasn’t Angel.
Dan followed her line of sight. “Oh, no, I wasn’t saying him. Yeah, you and Jack have your problems but he’s not the killer. Jack doesn’t have a vindictive bone in his body.”
She would never believe Jack was capable of doing such things. Yet Angel appeared to hold some type of grudge or infatuation with her.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to cast doubts. He’d never hurt you.” Dan stepped away and Megan fought to keep from going down that rabbit hole.
She sipped her coffee and thought about her life. Her father had been a dark force in her childhood. When he’d drink, he’d beat her mother badly almost to the point of ending her life. Hitty had finally gotten the strength to leave him when Megan was around seven. They’d both gone to stay with Gran and snuck out their possessions when he was gone. When he’d found Hitty and Megan getting their things, he’d beat Hitty to the point of putting her in the hospital and in a coma. All right in front of Megan.
Gran had come to check on them otherwise, Hitty might have died. Megan had been so frightened of her father.
Her father was arrested and put on trial. Megan had to testify against him. He’d served five years. When he’d gotten out of prison, he’d showed up at Gran’s threatening Hitty once more raging at Megan for betraying him. Gran stood up to him and threatened to call the cops. He’d left. Gran told her she’d learned he’d eventually remarried. Him and his new wife left the area. Megan hadn’t seen or heard from him since.
Was it possible this was all connected to him? Or perhaps someone related to him? She knew he blamed her for putting him in prison.
Jack knew all about her troubled relationship with her father. It was the reason why she’d chosen to run away instead of fighting for them.
She found Jack and told him her thoughts.
“At this point, we can’t afford to dismiss anything. Let’s see if we can dig into his background and find out where he is.”
Jack rose and moved to the front of the room. “Listen up. We have a possible lead to explore.” Jack turned to her. “Megan’s father. His name is Pana Iluak. Megan, do you know where his last known address would be?”
All eyes fixed on her. “I’m not sure. I haven’t spoken to him since I was a child, but I did look him up about four years ago. He was living near Nome.”
“That’s a place to start. Let’s see what we can dig up on him. Does he have family there? Anything that might help us clear him or pinpoint him as a possible suspect?”
Jack came back over to her. “What did you find out when you looked him up?”
Megan had decided to look her father up when Ani became sick and had to have her appendix taken out. She realized then she knew very little about his medical history. She’d considered reaching out to him but after everything he’d put her mother through, she couldn’t do it. They’d deal with any health concerns as they came up.
“Not much really. He was married and worked as a commercial fisherman, and he still drank.” That last part came out a little too bitter.
“I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how hard it was for you when I disappeared in the bottle. It must have been like reliving the past.”
But it wasn’t. Jack wasn’t abusive like her father. He’d been dealing with his own demons. “You aren’t like him. I should have trusted you more and tried to help.”
He smiled into her eyes. “It doesn’t matter now. Your leaving forced me to see that I needed to get help. I’m glad I did.”
So was she. Still the one thing neither had wanted to talk about was what happened when the case ended. Suddenly, the thought of returning to Alaska and to her life there—especially now that Kaya was gone—didn’t seem so appealing.
“I have something.” Zeke looked up from his laptop. “Your father lives in Old Town Alexandria, Virginia.”
Megan had no idea. She hadn’t checked on her father’s whereabouts in years. “That’s less than twenty minutes away.”
“Close enough. We need to speak with him.” Jack came over to Megan. “Do you want Zeke and I to handle this?”
Growing up, the thought of facing her father again after what she’d witnessed would fill her with fear. After she’d gone away to school that fear had faded. She’d been able to push aside her childhood trauma and get on with her life. But was she ready to face the man who had caused her family so much pain?
She had to try.
“I want to go with you. I want to see his face when I ask him if he’s the one who has done so much harm.”  
Jack wasn’t so convinced it was a good idea. “Alright, but don’t let him get into your head. You’re not that little girl anymore and he’s not going to hurt you or your mother ever again.”
She wanted to prove that for herself.
Jack pulled Dan aside. “You’re in charge. If anything jumps up let me know. I’ll call you when we’ve spoken to Pana.”
“Good luck,” Dan told Megan. “For your sake, I hope he’s not involved.”
She wasn’t sure what she hoped.
Outside another warm D.C. day was in the works. The extended summer still held the city in its clutches.
Jack hit the key fob and held the door open for Megan. She slid inside and waited for him to get in and start the vehicle.
“Zeke sent a recent photo of Pana along with some information.” Jack handed her his phone.
Megan brought up the photo of the man who had caused so much heartache for her and her mother. The shock of seeing him again took some time to get over. “He’s aged. He looks far older than his fifty-five years.”
Jack glanced her way as they left the Federal building and merged into traffic. “Prison and living the life he has will do that to you.”
She made a grunting sound as she scanned the information Zeke found. “He’s still married. I can’t believe it. This is the same woman he married right after he got out of prison.”
“She’s probably too afraid to leave him.”
Megan noted there hadn’t been any police reports filed by the woman. That seemed to back up what Jack said. “There’s no record of children.”
She prayed her father didn’t have any more children. She remembered the nightmare she’d gone through growing up with an abusive father and she wouldn’t wish that on anyone.
“What’s his wife’s name?”
Megan scrolled through the information. “Elisapie. She’s Inuit.” She put the phone down. Old memories from that time were creeping in and she didn’t want to have them cloud her thinking. She focused on the rolling countryside as they left the city behind.
“Are you hungry?” Jack asked. “We could stop for a bite. I know it’s been a while since we ate anything but vending machine food, and a few minutes won’t make any difference.”
Megan smiled. “That would be nice. Look there’s a Chick-fil-A.”
Jack laughed. He probably remembered all the times they’d had Chick-fil-A for a meal. “Sounds good. You still a fan of their chicken sandwich?” He turned into the drive-through.
“Absolutely and some waffle fries.”
At this time of the day, the drive-through was all but empty. Jack placed their orders and pulled around to pick it up. Once they were all set, he returned to the highway.
“Are you sure you’re okay with driving?”
He tossed her an “oh please” look. “You’ve seen me eat and drive before. I’ve got it down to a science.”
Still, she helped him unwrap his sandwich and waffle fries. Jack had ordered them both milkshakes like they used to get.
Megan said a prayer in her head before she bit into the sandwich. She closed her eyes.
Jack chuckled at her expression.
“They are still good. I haven’t had one in years.”
His smile disappeared. She wondered if it was because of her.
Once the meal was over, Megan gathered their trash to throw away whenever possible. Both she and Jack grew silent. She still felt broken by what was happening to the people she loved.
“What’s the address?” Jack asked as they entered Old Town Alexandria. According to Zeke, her father lived outside of town.
Megan gave him the address. “That’s fifteen minutes away.” She braced for what was to come. The last time she’d seen her father was when he’d been glaring at her while as a frightened child, she’d tried to be brave and tell the judge what her mother had gone through.
“Hey, you okay?” Jack asked, picking up on the storm going on inside her.
“I’m not sure. I haven’t seen him in years. I’m not sure what to expect.” She shifted toward him. “What if he is Angel? What if all of this devastation was done because he wants to get back at me for testifying against him? My mom had been too frightened to take the stand. Gran did what she could, but she wasn’t there when he was beating her. I was the one who put him behind bars. I was the one he resented.” Was it enough to want to make her pay for what she’d done after all these years?




Chapter Seventeen

1:45 p.m.—Outside of Pana Ilauk’s home
Pana Iluak lived in a rundown doublewide on a piece of ground that had patches of brown and crunchy grass amongst the dirt.
Jack glanced over at Megan. She stared up at the house. He couldn’t read her expression, but Jack knew enough about her past to know this interview wouldn’t be easy.
“Ready?” he asked, pulling her attention from the house.
“Yes, I’m ready.”
But was she?
Jack got out and waited while she did the same.
“Maybe you should take the lead.” There was tension in her tone.
“You got it.” Jack stepped up on the porch and waited for Megan before he knocked. “What does he do for a living?”
Megan remembered reading that her father was on disability. “He hasn’t worked for a while. He got hurt while on a fishing vessel about three years ago.”
Jack made no comment. He knocked again.
“Just a minute.” From somewhere inside the house a sound she couldn’t identify headed their way.
Megan took an involuntary step back.
“He can’t hurt you,” Jack assured her.
Before she could respond a man in a wheelchair opened the door.
“Can I help you?” Pana Iluak looked even older than his last known photo. His attention landed on Megan. He looked as if he’d seen a ghost. “You. Is that really you, Malina?”
Megan appeared taken aback. “Don’t call me that. I don’t go by that name any longer. My name is Megan.” Megan’s mother told her that her father named her Malina after the Inuit sun goddess. After what he’d done to her mother and to Megan, Hitty had allowed her to change her name. She’d chosen Megan which meant pearl.
“Mr. Iluak, I’m Special Agent Jack Montgomery and this is. . .” He didn’t finish. There was no need to introduce Megan to him. He already knew his daughter. “We’d like to ask you some questions about a case we’re investigating.”
Pana pulled his attention from Megan. “FBI? What’s this about?”
“May we come inside?” Where was his wife? If Pana were actually disabled as the wheelchair seemed to indicate, then his wife might be working.
“Yes, yes you can.” He pushed the chair backward to allow them to step across the threshold. “Malina, I can’t believe how grown up you are.” He didn’t take his eyes off her. “You were so small when I saw you last.”
“And when was that? When you tried to kill my mother or when you yelled at me in court and vowed to get me back?” Megan’s mouth thinned. “Which was it, Daddy?” She spat the last part out.
Pana flinched as if she’d struck him. “I deserve your anger. I was a terrible father to you, and I did awful things to Hitty.”
“Awful things? You tried to kill her.”
He bowed his head. “Yes, I did. I was an angry man back then.”
Jack let what had to take place between father and daughter happen. There was a lot of bitterness and anger that Megan held for what her father had done to her mother and to her.
“I suppose you’re going to tell me you’ve changed. Found God?”
Pana lifted his eyes to his daughter’s. “That’s exactly what happened. It took almost dying for me to realize I was a bad person.”
Megan bit her bottom lip.
“I was on a commercial fishing vessel when it sank. I almost died. I was one of only three fishermen to survive. God spared me for a reason. When I got out of the hospital, I was in this chair. I’ve never walked again, but I’m free.”
Jack knew the power of God’s forgiveness. He’d experienced it firsthand during his own struggle to overcome alcoholism.
“Well you’ll forgive me if I don’t believe you.”
Pana smiled. “I wouldn’t expect you to.” He sighed deeply. “I’ve thought about you and your mother a lot since my accident, and I wanted to reach out and tell you how sorry I am.”
Megan walked over to the window and looked out. She wasn’t ready to hear the apology or accept it. Jack certainly understood.
“Mr. Iluak, I'd like to stick to the reason why we’re here today. There’s been a series of murders that are centered around Megan. The person responsible for them clearly has a beef with her.”
“And you think I am the one responsible.” Pana didn’t appear to be surprised. Was it because this ‘I’m a changed person’ attitude was all an act? “I can’t blame you for thinking that. I said some terrible things to Malina when she was little. I was a drunk. An abuser and I deserved to go to prison. But as you can see, I haven’t been able to get out of this chair in years. I’m not physically able to kill anyone and I would never wish to do so now even if I could.”
A woman entered the room. She appeared to be in her fifties, her raven hair was streaked with silver.
“My wife Elisapie.” He reached for his wife’s hand and smiled up at her. “This is Jack Montgomery. He’s an FBI agent. And this is. . .
Malina.”
Surprise showed on Elisapie’s face. “Your daughter?”
He nodded. “Although I have no right to claim her as my child.”
“Please, sit. Would you like some tea?”
Jack glanced back at Megan who was watching Elisapie interact with her husband. “No thank you, ma’am.” Jack told her why they were there. “Your husband claims he is physically unable to walk. Is that true?”
Elisapie seemed taken aback by the question. “Why would he make it up? The old Pana might have been capable of harming others, but Pana isn’t the old person anymore.”
“I’ll need to speak with his doctor to verify his condition. Until then, I need to know where you both were on the nights of the murders.” Jack gave the dates.
“We were here. I work at the local grocery store during the day, but my husband doesn’t drive. He couldn’t go anywhere without me.”
Jack still wasn’t convinced of the change in Pana. He’d heard all about the terrible things he’d put Hitty and Megan through. “Do you two have any children of your own?” Perhaps someone to assist Pana in carrying out a grudge.
“We have no children.” Yet there was something in Elisapie’s tone that made Jack believe it wasn’t the truth.
“I’ll need to speak to your employer, Mrs. Iluak.”
“I will write down his number along with Pana’s physician.” She searched through a drawer on the end table for a pad and pen before scribbling some numbers down. “Here you go.” She handed Jack the paper.
“Thank you. I’ll be checking on your story,” Jack assured Pana before looking at Elisapie. “All of it.” Jack handed her a card with his number on it. “If you or your husband want to add anything, give me a call.”
As they prepared to leave, Pana wheeled over to where Megan stood and grabbed her arm. She tried to pull free, but he wouldn’t let her go.
“I’m sorry, Malina. So sorry for the things I put you and your mother through.”
Megan yanked her arm free. “I told you not to call me that.”
There were tears in Pana’s eyes and Megan seemed to regret her sharp words.
“Look, I truly hope you have changed, but I’m sorry, I can’t forgive you for what you did.” She walked past him to the door and pulled it open before stepping outside.
Jack nodded to the couple and followed her. They didn’t speak until they were inside the SUV.
“Are you okay?” Jack could see she was struggling to hold onto her composure.
“Not here. I want to get as far away from him as possible.”
Jack put the vehicle into Drive and left the property.
“I can’t believe he thinks I could forget everything he put my mom through so easily. Just because he claims to be changed, he expects me to forgive him.”
Jack’s heart went out to her. While he’d lived with a drunk for a father, his old man hadn’t been abusive. “You don’t have to forgive him, Megan. That’s your choice always.”
“I can’t. I can’t forgive him for almost killing my mother.” She was crying and trying to stop the tears.
“I get it.”
She turned away and continued wiping until she’d finally gained control over her emotions. “Thank you for taking control of the interview.” She managed a watery smile.
He loved that smile. “You’re welcome.”
They continued driving through the countryside.
“I want to check with his doctor. I want to make sure he’s not lying about being able to walk,” Megan said quietly.
Jack pulled out the piece of paper. “Why don’t you call and put it on speaker?”
“I’ll let you take the lead since I’m not technically with the FBI any longer.” She dialed the number and waited.
“Dr. Stark’s office.”
Jack identified himself and Megan.
“Yes, sir. How can I help you?” The woman’s tone sounded nervous. Most people even if they had nothing to hide became nervous when interrogated by the FBI.
“We need to speak with Dr. Stark about one of his patients. Pana Iluak.”
A moment’s hesitation and then, “I’ll get him for you. One moment.”
Jack went over what had happened in the interview with Pana and his wife. As soon as this call ended, he planned to ask Megan if she’d picked up on Elisapie’s reaction when he asked if she had any children.
“This is Dr. Stark.” A male voice interrupted Jack’s thoughts. 
Jack explained what they needed. “I realize there is doctor-patient confidentiality, but can you tell me one thing? Is it possible for Pana to walk at all?”
The doctor hesitated before saying, “There’s absolutely no possible way.”
Jack asked about Elisapie. “Does she bring him to all his appointments?”
“She does. She’s very devoted to her husband and he is completely dependent on her.”
Jack blew out a frustrated breath. “Thank you, Dr. Stark. I appreciate your time.”
Once Jack had confirmed Elisapie’s work presence he realized they were no closer to identifying Angel than before.
“Did you notice Elisapie’s reaction when I asked if they had any children?”
Her eyes widened as she recalled the way Elisapie had acted. “I did. You think she was pregnant at one time? Maybe she had an abortion and didn’t want to tell him.”
“Possibly. We need to find out for certain.” He called Dan’s number and told him what they needed.
“I’ll see what I can find.”
“Thanks. Have there been any new developments?” Jack asked and knew the answer even before Dan confirmed the truth.
“We have all of Megan’s friends and her family protected. Angel has to be trying to find that next victim.”
“Well, let’s hope we catch him before he tries to take another woman.” Jack ended the call. “I sure hope something pans out soon.”
Megan patted his arm. “Everyone I can think of is safe including Ani and my mother and grandmother. Hannah is protected. My friends.” She shrugged. “There’s no one for him to come after.”
In theory it sounded right and yet Angel was relentless when it came to hurting Megan. “You’re absolutely sure there’s no one else?”
She appeared to think about it for a long moment. “There’s no one. I live a very simple life in Alaska. My friends are from church and then there’s another high school girl who helps at the shop from time to time. They’re all protected. There’s no one for him to come after except for me.”
Yet Jack couldn’t let go of the feeling that something was coming and quickly. Angel had an agenda, and he was determined to complete it.
◆◆◆
 
Jack’s phone rang. Dan’s number popped up and Megan answered the call. “Hey, Megan. How are you holding up?”
She realized everyone was worried about her, but she didn’t know how to answer that question. She was barely hanging on and yet she knew this was what she had to go through to get the answers she’d waited on for so long.
“I’m okay. Did you find out anything about Elisapie having a child?”
Dan sighed and Megan believed she had her answer. “There’s no record of her having a child. I cross-checked all the hospitals around the area. There would be no way to know if she had an abortion because those records are confidential, but if she had an abortion would it matter? We’re looking for someone who might have assisted Pana in getting revenge, correct?”
“It was a longshot,” Jack told him. “Let’s see if we can check on any known associates of Pana. Maybe one of his friends would be willing to assist him.”
As much as Megan hated her father, she was beginning to accept he might not have been involved in the killings. “Thanks, Dan.” She punched end and told Jack her thoughts. “I wanted it to be him because the man he was back then would have been capable of those murders and so much more, but I don’t think he’s involved. He didn’t hire someone to help him kill my friends. It’s not him.”
“I agree,” Jack said quietly. “But I still want to check out every possible angle to be certain. And I still say, Elisapie is hiding something.”
“Maybe, but how are we going to find out what it is if she won’t cooperate?”
“I don’t know.” They entered the outskirts of the city. Jack’s full attention went to his driving while Megan thought about her father. He’d caused her mother so much pain. She couldn’t imagine a time when she would be able to forgive him for what he did yet her mother had. Hitty told her many years ago that she’d brought all the pain and fear to the cross and had left it there. She no longer held onto anger against the man who attempted to kill her. She urged Megan to let go of hers as well. But it wasn’t so easy. Gran and she had talked about it a lot. Gran struggled with the same difficulty of forgiving as Megan.
When his phone rang again, Jack pulled over into a strip mall and parked before answering the call. “I don’t recognize the number.”
An unease Megan couldn’t explain tightened her shoulder blades.
“Agent Montgomery.” Jack answered the call and placed it on speaker. So much time passed without an answer that Jack held the phone up. “It’s still connected. Hello, is anyone there?”
“Yes. Yes, I’m here.” Elisapie.
“Elisapie, are you okay? Are you in danger?” Megan’s first thought went to her father’s past behavior.
“No, I’m fine. I’m sorry to call you but I have something I need to say.”
Jack held Megan’s gaze as they waited. The same hope she felt inside was there in his.
“You can tell us, Elisapie.” Megan hoped her tone encouraged the older woman to share her secrets.
“My husband was a bad man. I know this. He hurt your mother and for a long time, he wanted to hurt you.”
Megan flinched as if she’d been struck. “Is he behind the murders? Do you know something about them? We can help you.”
“No, it isn’t like that. Pana is telling the truth. When he was injured, he thought he would die. For the longest time, his doctors weren’t sure. He prayed and he became a believer and God spared him for a reason. He talks to others who have anger issues. He is doing good.”
Megan kept her opinion to herself. “Then what did you want to tell us?”
Another long silence followed. “There is something Pana doesn’t know. You see he and I were seeing each other when he was still with your mother.” A broken sob escaped. “I know it was wrong, but I was afraid of Pana. He told me if I tried to leave him, he’d kill me.”
Just another betrayal by Pana. Megan wondered if her mother even realized he’d been cheating on her.
She waited to hear what other secrets Elisapie would reveal.
“Anyway, I became pregnant. That was right before Pana went away to prison. I never told him about the baby. I moved to another city where no one knew me and had the child.” She paused. “I gave the baby up for adoption.”
There was a child out there somewhere with her DNA. She had a half-brother.
“I never told Pana because if he knew I had a baby and gave it up he would kill me and he would go after the adoptive parents.”
“You never saw the child again?” Megan asked.
The silence that followed made her believe Elisapie had.
“He reached out to me many years ago. He said he’d gone through an agency and tracked me down.” A shuddering sigh followed. “I was so afraid Pana would find out. That was when Pana was working on the fishing boat. I told him I couldn’t help him and that he shouldn’t contact me again.”
“And did he?”
“Yes. He kept pestering me to know more about his father. He said he’d been raised by a nice family but that he never fit in. He wanted to know about Pana. I finally agreed to tell him everything.”
“Did he give you a name?” Jack asked.
“He said it was Roy. He never told me his last name.”
Megan’s heart sank. Roy was the alias Angel used to lure Ingalls into doing his will.
“Elisapie, did you ever meet up with Roy?”
“No, I wanted to. After the shock wore off and I realized I was talking to my boy, I wanted to know him better, but he only seemed interested in Pana. He wanted to know everything about him.”
Megan was surprised. “What kind of questions did he ask?” She noticed Jack was taking notes.
“He knew about Pana being sent to prison.” She hesitated.
“What is it?”
“Well, he blamed your mother and you for what happened. He said if it weren’t for you two then he could have stayed with me and gotten to know his father. It was almost as if he held Pana in high regard.”
Whoever this Roy was, he was delusional. Megan wondered if the same illness that Pana had suffered from had been inherited by his son.
“He said that he and Pana had been cheated out of their relationship. He never really asked about me. He wanted to know everything about Pana. I told him Pana wasn’t always a good man. I told him how he hurt Hitty and you and how he hurt me—his mother. He didn’t seem to care. I gave my son up to protect him from his father and yet he blames me for keeping him from Pana.”
Jack frowned. “He told you that?”
“Yes. Before he hung up on me, he told me that I’d ruined his life.” Elisapie’s voice wobbled. “I thought I was protecting my son from the monster his father was back then. I can’t believe he became the same type of monster. He’s the one who killed those people you were talking about, isn’t he?”
Megan felt sad for Elisapie. She had no doubt Pana had manipulated her into being with him while he was still married. He’d probably beat her the same way he had Hitty. Pana controlled those around him through violence. He’d gotten her pregnant. Elisapie had been strong enough to realize she had to get her son away from Pana, yet she couldn’t protect him from the DNA that tied him and Pana together.
For many years, Megan had been terrified she would turn out like her father. Instead, she was hunting down her own brother.
“He called me.”
Megan shot Jack a look. “Today?”
“Yes. Right after you left. It was as if he were watching and knew you had been to our house. He questioned me on what I’d told you. I said nothing and I’d never mentioned him. He was so angry. He sounded. . .unhinged.” A shuddering breath followed. “It reminded me of when Pana would hit me. He’d get this look on his face as if someone else were in control. And his voice . . .” She stopped for a long moment. “His voice was pure evil, just like Pana’s.”
“Where are you now?” Jack asked.
“I’m at work.”
“I’m sending police to you,” Jack told her. “They’ll keep watch in case.”
“You think he might actually try something?” Elisapie asked in shock.
“I don’t want to take any chances. You said yourself, he’s unstable and fixated on Pana. If he thinks you might try to keep him from his father again, who knows.”
◆◆◆
 
He stared up at the house. He’d dreamed of this moment for so long. Now it was here.
As he stepped up on the porch, he reached for the door handle. It opened freely in his hand.
She’d left it open.
He was in the living room. A floorboard creaked. The man in the chair looked up from reading his Bible. This was his father. He couldn’t take his eyes off him.
“Who are you? What do you want?” Pana didn’t recognize him. Didn’t recognize his only son. She’d done this. She’d kept them apart. Given him to the couple who had forced him to be someone he wasn’t and tried to beat the creation he was out of him.
“I’m your son.” He’d reached out to Pana several times while swearing Pana to secrecy until the time was right. Pana agreed not to tell a soul about his existence, not even his wife.
Pana stared up at him with a shocked look on his face. “My boy. Let me look at you.”
Roy struggled with emotions he hadn’t felt before. “I wanted to see you. I know you said on the phone now wasn’t a good time, but I wanted to see you.”
Pana’s eyes held tears. He’d been right—his father never would have given him up like she did.
“Come and sit. Tell me about your life.”
He and Pana had spoken on the phone after she’d left. He’d struggled to hold back his anger for the woman who had destroyed so much. Her day would come.
“I’m just like you.” He stepped closer to his father and ignored the Bible in his lap, a distasteful reminder of his childhood. “We are different from everyone else. We have that urge inside us that can’t be ignored.”
Pana’s eyes widened. “I don’t know what you mean.”
He searched his father’s face expecting it to be a joke. “You know. The urge to kill. I know you wanted to take care of those who disrespected you like Hitty and Megan. You tried but she testified against you. She put you in prison. But I’m going to make her pay.”
Pana shook his head. “No, it wasn’t that way. They weren’t the monsters—I was. I see that now. And I’ve forgiven Elisapie for giving you up for adoption. She did what she had to do to protect you. If I’d been part of your life back then I would have corrupted you. She gave you a chance to have a normal life.”
“Normal?” He spat the word out in disgust. “There was nothing normal about them. They forced me to attend church. Beat me when they found me indulging my fantasies, then sent me into therapy and watched me like a hawk. I couldn’t be me and so. . .”
“They wanted to make you a better person. You said they were Christians. They tried to raise you right.”
“Right? There was nothing right about forcing me to be someone I wasn’t. But then I found out about you, and it all made sense. I wasn’t the crazy one—they were.”
“Son, you need to think about what you’re saying. Those people took you in when they didn’t have to and for that I’m grateful.”
This wasn’t the way he’d imagined his first face-to-face meeting with his father going. His father was like him. He’d gotten his desire to kill from him.
As Pana continued to watch him, disgust—something he never expected to see from Pana—had his anger rising. His attention went to the Bible in Pana’s lap. He was one of them.
“You’re the one the FBI is looking for, aren’t you? You killed those people.”
His hand tightened around the knife. How disappointing. He’d had such high hopes for his father and yet he was just another religious freak. All the fire and passion he’d once had was gone.
“You need to turn yourself in. Do the right thing, son.”
He gripped the knife and pulled it from his pocket. “I’m not going to do that. I think I’ll just finish what I have planned.”
Before Pana could make a move to wheel away, he lunged for him. With a quick flick of the knife, he’d slit his carotid artery. Pana grabbed for his throat, his hands became covered in blood. He tried to speak but only a gurgling sound came out.
“Goodbye. . .Pana.” He wouldn’t call him father again. Pana had been a huge disappointment. “See you in hell.”
With those simple words, he stumbled from the house and back to his vehicle. He carefully wiped the knife before placing it in the center console. He removed the gloves and set them on top of the knife.
Pana wasn’t the man he’d hoped he was. He had to be put down. There would be no father-son bonding in death. Once more, the truth had slapped him in the face. He was alone. It was up to him to finish his quest.




Chapter Eighteen

3:00 p.m.—BAU Headquarters
Jack entered the parking garage. He’d contacted the local police to sit outside the grocery store where Elisapie worked. It was some comfort to know she was protected. But it seemed at every turn, Angel was making it impossible to discover his identity.
“Thanks to Pana’s prison time, we have his DNA on file. I have no doubt it will match the blood found on the letter opener, but we haven’t been able to match that blood to anything in our database. I’m guessing Roy doesn’t have a record. We need more to go on.” He could feel Angel closing in. His ultimate goal was Megan. Jack believed Angel blamed her for testifying against their father. In his twisted mind, because of what Megan had done, she’d kept his father from him.
“Maybe
Elisapie can remember more about Roy’s adoptive parents. It’s worth a shot to call her back.” Megan faced him. “Jack?”
“Hum?” He rousted himself. “Sorry. I was just thinking about what Elisapie said about the call she’d received from Roy.”
“What about it?”
“How he seemed to blame her for taking him away from his father and thought Pana was a good person.”
Megan shook her head. “He’s delusional and obviously very sick. I think we should call Elisapie back and see if there’s anything else she may have forgotten. We’re missing something, Jack.”       
Before he could answer, a call came in. “It’s Elisapie.” He answered the call and put it on speaker. “You must be reading our minds. We were just getting ready to call you.”
“He’s dead!” Elisapie screamed into the phone. “Pana is dead.”
Megan pressed her hand over her mouth. “How? When?”
“I don’t know. I came home early because I was too upset to work. The police followed me here. The front door was open. When I came in, I found him.” She broke off in a sob.
“We’re on our way.” Jack handed Megan the phone while he pulled out of the parking space and floored it.
“Elisapie, it’s Megan. What happened to Pana?”
“His throat was cut. There’s blood everywhere.”
“We’ll be there soon. You need to wait outside while the police begin their investigation.”
“I-I am outside. I couldn’t stay in there and see him.” Her voice was little more than a whisper. “My poor Pana. He did this to him.”
“You believe Roy knows where you live?”
In Jack’s mind, there was no doubt Roy had tracked them down. He had probably been watching them for a long time.
“I know this is difficult, but can you tell us anything about Roy’s adoptive parents? Did he tell you where they lived? What they did for a living?”
Labored breathing was the only sound for a while. “They were missionaries. He seemed to act like he thought that was a bad thing. He said they adopted him while they were in Alaska working in several of the villages.”
It was something, but Jack wondered how difficult it would be to track down missionaries from around that time.
“That helps, Elisapie. We’re almost there.”
“I have to go. The police want to ask me some questions.” The call ended abruptly.
“Call Dan. Have him and the team meet us over at the house. Tell him we need ERT involved.”
While Megan made the call, Jack’s mind whirled. They’d left Pana less than an hour ago.
Once Megan ended the call, Jack said, “Angel must have been watching and waiting for his chance to attack.”
“Possibly, but why kill Pana? He seemed eager to be part of Pana’s life.”
That was true. “Maybe Pana said something to make him mad and he killed him in a fit of rage.”
“It’s possible. Angel, or rather, Roy appeared to have high expectations for Pana. Almost as if he believed he’d found someone just like himself. But Pana wasn’t the same person he was back when he hurt my mother. He’d become a Christian.”
“Elisapie said his adoptive parents were missionaries. That’s where the religious connotations came from. Angel obviously resented being forced to believe what his adoptive parents did. He’d be angry that Pana wasn’t the person he thought he was. He had to kill him.”
“He’s unraveling, Jack. Besides his goal to punish me for what I did to his father, he’s now realized the man he idealized wasn’t how he believed he was. He has nothing to keep him settled. He’ll escalate. He has nothing to live for now and nothing to keep him in check. In his mind, he’s God. He’s created angels according to the standards he’s set for them. So far, even his own creations have disappointed him.”
In the past, Angel had appeared to put Megan up on a pedestal. Almost as if she were going to be his ultimate creation. In light of what they’d learned about his apparent resentment of Megan that assessment didn’t add up. He shared his misgivings with her.
“I’ve been thinking the same thing. What if we’ve been looking at it all wrong? He’s not looking at it as good is bad and bad is good. Using that example, I’m his good angel because of what I did to our father. I’m the one he’s coming for.”
Jack believed it was a stretch. “We’re still missing something.”
Her shoulders slumped. “You’re right.”
They reached Pana and Elisapie’s home. Crime scene tape was up around the perimeter. He and Megan got out and were met by a police officer. Jack showed his identity.
“Can we speak to the detective in charge?”
The officer scanned Jack’s ID. “Follow me.”
He spotted Elisapie speaking with two men dressed in suits.
“Detective Hancock, this is Special Agent Jack Montgomery and his colleague . . .”
“Megan.” Jack told the man her name.
Hancock shook their hands. “You’re the ones who requested police protection for Mrs. Iluak?”
“That’s correct. We had reason to believe she was in danger. What happened to the vic?”
“His throat was cut. Is this connected to your case?” Hancock asked.
“It is. Our ERT is on their way. They’ll take over inside the house. I’d like to see the victim.”
“I’ll take you.” Hancock faced Elisapie. “Ma’am, why don’t I have Officer Dorman here escort you to his vehicle where it will be cooler?”
Elisapie went with the officer without answering. She seemed to walk like someone in a daze.
“This way.” Hancock handed them gloves and booties and led them into the house where they’d been a short time earlier.
In the living room, Pana was in his chair near the sofa, his head slumped to the right side. Blood covered his shirt. An angry red slash across his throat confirmed the cause of death. Blood was congealed around the wound.
“He couldn’t have been dead long,” Megan said.
Jack told the detective they’d been here earlier to speak with Pana about their case.
“This have anything to do with those Angel murders in D.C.?” Hancock asked.
Jack wasn’t surprised Hancock had heard about the murders. Each new murder had been splashed all over the news. The media had picked up on the angel aspect of the case and dubbed it the Angel murders. Peter had been breathing down Jack’s throat. The news that they had a serial killer who was possibly tied to the previous murders seven years earlier was just the type of sensationalism that made the news these days.
“We believe they’re connected.”
Hancock’s attention went to the door where someone entered. “That’s our medical examiner.”
The doctor spotted Hancock and came over.
“Dr. Freeman, this is Special Agent Jack Montgomery and his colleague, Megan. . .” Hancock stopped. “Sorry, I don’t believe I caught your last name.”
“It’s Iluak.”
Surprise registered on Hancock’s face. “That’s the victim’s name.”
“Pana was my father.” That admission clearly left a bad taste in Megan’s mouth.
“You’re kidding. How are you tied to all of this?” Hancock’s detective skills were trying to put it all together.
“I was one of the original victims of the killer seven years ago. We believe his ultimate goal is to finish what he started back then.”
Hancock blew out a low whistle. “This just keeps getting more complex.”
Jack asked the doctor how soon they could have a time of death. Not that it mattered at this point.
“Shouldn’t be long.”
“I appreciate you showing up so quickly, but I’d like to have the body transported to our medical examiner. He’s familiar with the case.” Jack gave his name.
“I’m familiar with Hank Strickland. I’ll make sure that happens and I’ll send over any notes I have from the scene.”
“Thank you, doctor.” Jack and Megan along with Hancock stepped away to allow the doctor to work. Outside, Jack spotted his team arriving with ERT.
“Excuse us,” he told Hancock and he and Megan left the house. Dan was speaking with the same officer who had questioned them when Jack stopped next to Dorman. “It’s okay, officer. They’re with us.”
Dorman held up the crime scene tape for Dan, Cooper, Zeke and Hannah.
“What happened?” Dan asked. “Megan mentioned her father was dead. Did he have a heart attack?”
ERT quickly suited up and entered the house.
“He was murdered. Angel’s been here between the time we left and Elisapie, his wife, went to work.”
“Why would he kill him? This was his father?” Hannah appeared perplexed by the unfolding situation.
“We believe it’s because of who Pana was now. He became a Christian according to his wife,” Megan said. “Angel clearly has issues with religion.” She told Hannah and the rest of the team what they knew about Angel’s background.
“So, you believe having a strict religious family may have put him on this path?” Zeke clearly was struggling to make sense of it all.
“In this case, yes. He’s not wired the way most people are. He’s a sociopath who sees religion as evil and what he is doing as good.”
“So, light becomes dark and dark light,” Hannah concluded.
And finally what Megan said made sense. In Angel’s mind, he was good and dark was good.
Those who had failed to live up to his standards—his shining light standards—were demoted to darkness. Just like Erin, Rachel and Kaya. But there was one left to be decided before Megan. And he had to protect that person whoever she might be because he couldn’t lose another innocent soul to this monster.
◆◆◆
 


“I want to see if we can speak with Elisapie further.” Megan watched the woman who was seated in the back of a patrol car. She had her head in her hands, and she wept uncontrollably. “She’s hurting but I still believe she may have some knowledge that can help us out.”
“I agree. Let’s see if we can bring her with us. She’s in danger.” Jack looked around at the small group of people who had gathered around.
Megan followed his direction. “Do you think he’s here?” No one in the crowd appeared to fit what she believed would be Angel’s age group. He was younger than her. Since both his parents were Inuit, she guessed he’d have dark hair and eyes. Elisapie was short and petite. Pana had been tall and intimidating at well over six-foot and close to two hundred and fifty pounds. “I don’t see anyone that fits him.”
Jack turned to Dan. “See if you can have Officer Dorman and some of the other officers interview the crowd. Megan and I are going to take Elisapie back with us. Hannah, I’d like you to sit in on the interview as well. Zeke, you and Cooper stay here and see if you can find anything.”
“Copy that, boss.” Zeke and Cooper headed back inside while Dan spoke with Officer Dorman.
“I sure hope she knows something,” Hannah said as they neared the patrol vehicle.
Megan opened the door. Elisapie’s grief-stricken face was a reminder that no matter what Pana had put her through, she’d loved and forgiven him, which was more than Megan had been able to accomplish.
Megan swallowed back her guilt. Her father was dead. She’d never have the chance to reconcile their relationship. Did she even want to?
“How are you holding up?” she asked gently.
Elisapie scrubbed her face. “I miss him. I realize that’s probably hard to believe but I miss him.”
Megan pressed her arm. “I’m so sorry.” And she meant it. She didn’t know the man who had changed his life. Who had found God. Perhaps after this was over, she and Elisapie could talk about that man. “Elisapie, if it’s okay with you, we’d like to bring you to FBI headquarters. Roy is still out there somewhere. You’ll be safer there and we’d like to ask you some questions when you’re ready.”
Elisapie’s blood-red eyes met hers. “I want to help find Roy. He’s my son but if he’s the one responsible for this then he must pay.”
“Thank you,” Megan said sincerely. “That means a lot. If you don’t mind coming with me.” She helped Elisapie from the cruiser and over to the Suburban. She opened the door to the back seat and waited while Elisapie got in before Megan got in beside her while Hannah took the seat beside Jack.
Elisapie leaned her head against the headrest. She needed rest. Now was not the time for questions. Once they reached the federal building perhaps they could order something for Elisapie to eat and then they could speak.
Once they reached the parking garage, Elisapie rousted herself. Megan stuck close as they entered the building. She felt some sense of connection to this woman. They’d both suffered at Pana’s hands, yet Elisapie was there through one of Pana’s darkest moments. She’d stuck by him. According to her, she and Pana had lived Christian lives these past few years.
Megan showed her into Jack’s small conference room. “Why don’t you have a seat and I’ll get you something to eat.”
Elisapie dropped to the sofa. “I’m not hungry.”
Megan sat beside her. “I know it’s hard but you need to keep your strength up. I’ll be right back.” She started to leave but Elisapie caught her hand. “I know you don’t believe me but he really did change.”
Megan sat back down. “I want to believe you, but you understand I was just a little girl when I watched him almost kill my mother.”
Elisapie managed a smile. “I know who he was back then. Trust me, I tried to leave him many times. I even hid myself after he got out of prison, but he found me. I was convinced I would die at his hands. . .but God intervened. God saw something in Pana that no one else did.”
Megan kept her thoughts to herself.
“Did you know his father killed his mother?” Elisapie watched her surprise. “It’s true. The evil that ran through him was deeply rooted in his past.” She stopped. “And now my son has it.”
Were monsters created or were they born that way? From what Megan saw, it appeared they were creatures of their DNA.
Megan patted her hand. “Rest. I’ll be back soon to check on you.”
Elisapie didn’t respond. Megan opened the door and stepped out. She looked back at the woman who she felt connected to and wondered if she had the same dark DNA coursing through her veins. Was she capable of killing? She thought about her family. For them, she wouldn’t think twice about taking Angel down. She’d do whatever was necessary to protect them. Did that make her a monster fitting for Angel?
She found Jack in the main conference room talking with Hannah. They both looked up as she entered.
“How is she?” Hannah asked.
“Upset. She loved him.” Megan still couldn’t believe after everything Pana had put her through, she’d stayed with him.
“Love is strange.” Hannah glanced at Jack. “Even when it goes bad it can be turned around.” She rose. “I’m going to order healthy food for us all. Not like the usual pizza Jack wants.”
“Hey.” Jack laughed as she headed out of the room. “Don’t let her fool you. She eats as much pizza as I do.”
Megan sat down beside him. She remembered all the late hours working the original Angel case. They’d all consumed too much coffee and junk food.
“I remember. She wasn’t always so careful about what she ate.”
“No, she wasn’t. She took a leave of absence a few years back. When she came back, she was different.”
Megan had no idea. “For how long? Did she say why?”
“Six months, and no she didn’t, other than she needed a break. She was going back home to Vermont for a spell. Zeke kept us updated with vague answers about how she was doing and then she returned.”
Megan focused on the door. “She never mentioned anything. We talked regularly. I had no idea.”
“Whatever it was, it had Cooper worried. He wanted to go after her. I talked him down and told him if she wanted us to know what was going on she’d tell us.” He shook his head. “I think he pestered Zeke about her, but Zeke kept her secrets.”
“They’re good for each other. Do you think anything will come of Cooper’s and Hannah’s flirting?”
She thought about her relationship with Jack. It had started out the same way. She and Dan had been good friends at the academy, and he’d recommended her for the position. There was never anything romantic between her and Dan but when she met Jack it was like the fourth of July. They’d had chemistry from the beginning.
He clasped her hands in his and right away all those old feelings returned. Jack still had the power to make her weak.
“I miss those times,” he said softly.
She did too. She leaned closer. “I miss you.” She touched her lips to his and everything melted away. The first time they’d kissed she’d known she loved him. The kiss deepened, filled with pent up longings on both their sides.
Someone noisily cleared their throat, and they broke apart.
“Get a room,” Hannah quipped.
Megan touched her hands to her heated cheeks while Jack held her gaze. He’d changed. He wasn’t the man she’d left behind. She could trust him. She wanted to trust him.
“Foods on its way,” Hannah said when no one responded. “I ordered from the bistro down the street.”
Megan cleared her throat. “Thank you, Hannah.”
Hannah tentatively stepped from her spot near the door. “Seriously, are you two getting back together or not?”
“Hannah.” Jack’s voice held reproach.
“No, I really want to know. You two were perfect together and then you screwed it up and you ran away. Now, you’ve got a second chance at love, and you act like you don’t know what to do.” Hannah had her hands on her hips. “Wake up. Not everyone gets to live a happily-ever-after life. Not everyone can grow old together. Don’t mess it up.” Her phone chirped a message. “Foods here,” she said angrily and stormed from the room.
“Wow.” Jack pushed the word out. “I’ve never seen her so mad before.”
Megan hadn’t either. “What do you suppose has gotten into her?”
“I don’t know. I had no idea everyone considered us mom and dad.”
Megan chuckled at the description. She and Jack were only slightly older than Hannah. “That makes me feel old.”
Before Jack responded, Hannah came into the room carrying bags of food.
“Okay, what ‘healthy’ food did you get us?” Jack did air quotes over the word healthy.
Hannah opened one of the bags and removed the containers. “For Megan we have a miso-maple salmon with a fresh Caesar salad. Grilled chicken tenders with an everything bagel seasoning over the salad. I figured that’s yours.” She nudged Jack with her side. “I ordered the zucchini-chickpea veggie burgers with tahini-ranch sauce. And since I didn’t know what Elisapie might like, I got a couple of things.” She lifted another container from its bag. “Strawberry spinach salad with avocados and walnuts.” She opened the container for Jack to see.
“Nice.”
“Yes, it is.” She opened the final bag. “A charred shrimp & pesto buddha bowl. A seitan BBQ sandwich. Rotisserie chicken tacos. Blackened grilled shrimp tacos and finally a crunchy chicken and mango salad. I figured whatever we don’t eat, the boys can.”     
“Isn’t shrimp tacos Cooper’s favorite?”
“Shut up.” She shot back at Jack who merely laughed.
“Why don’t we take the strawberry salad and the BBQ sandwich into Elisapie?” Megan said. “We can all take our food in and eat together. Maybe a simple meal will help her feel better.”
Jack’s expression sobered. “That sounds good.”
They carried the food into the conference room where Elisapie sat with her arms wrapped around her staring into space.
“We brought you a salad and a sandwich.” Megan sat beside her and handed her the containers. “Oh, there’s no forks.”
“They forgot to send them.” Hannah pulled a face.
“I think I have some in one of my drawers.” Jack rose but she stopped him.
“I’ll get them.” She stepped into his office and opened the center drawer first. An assortment of pens and paper clips were all she found. She searched through several drawers. Nothing. When she opened the bottom drawer there was a bag of assorted forks, knives, and spoons. “Jackpot.” She removed the bag and spotted something peeking out from beneath a yellow manilla envelope. With her heart racing she pulled out a half empty bottle of whiskey.
“No.” Why would Jack keep a bottle in his drawer? All the old doubts resurfaced. He’d lied to her before about how much he was drinking. He’d kept bottles all around the house and in the car.
Someone entered the room. She looked up with the bottle in her hand and saw Jack standing there.
“You lied to me. You told me you quit.”
“I can explain.”
She didn’t want to hear it. “Save your lies.” She rose and started past him, tears blinding her view.
“Megan, please. Listen to me.” He grabbed her arm, keeping her there.
“I don’t want to hear it. I almost believed you. Almost believed you weren’t just another version of my father.”
She jerked her arm free. This time he didn’t try to stop her. Megan ran down the hall and into the restroom. She closed the door and leaned against it. She’d been such a fool. Letting her guard down. Trusting Jack. Giving him her heart again.
◆◆◆
 
He reached the woods behind the cabin. So far, he hadn’t been spotted. He planned to keep it that way. Keeping to the trees, he reached the back of the house. He stepped up on the porch and a board squeaked. Freezing, he waited for some reaction inside. When no one came to check the noise out, he continued forward. As he neared the window, he peeked inside. This was the kitchen. Not a single soul appeared. Voices came from the living room. A child’s laughter. His target.
He adjusted the gas mask tighter around his face. He just had to gain access to the house in order to use the flash-bang grenade. He’d have to get the child out quickly to prevent her from suffering damage. She was just a means to acquire the one he wanted. The one he’d been planning for since the beginning.
He reached the back door and tried it. Of course, it was locked. He removed the pick from his pocket and went to work while keeping a close eye on the house. The lock clicked open. The voices stopped. They knew he was close. The two agents hurried through the house. He quickly placed the earplugs in his ears before tossing the flash-bang grenade down the hall toward them. A couple of seconds later, the flash temporarily blinded the two agents. Enough time for him to shoot them. The loud bang followed.
He wouldn’t have long to take the child. As he entered the living room three people were holding their ears struggling to see clearly. He snatched the child up along with a stuffed bear she had with her. She screamed. He didn’t slow down. Once he was out of the house, he tossed another grenade inside to keep them disoriented.
The child he held screamed and tried to fight him. He reached the woods once more. He pulled out the syringe. While the little girl kicked and punched him, he stuck the needle in her neck. The medicine worked quickly and soon she was unconscious in his arms.
Having her down helped him cover ground quickly. He reached his vehicle and placed the child in the back seat. He secured her hands and feet before getting behind the wheel. Everything was in place. He had the perfect kill house ready for Megan. There was no doubt in his mind they’d both come looking for the child but only one was his equal. This was the moment he’d waited for through all the disappointing moments in his life. Even after he found his father and believed he would understand who he was, he’d always known this was inevitable.
He’d take the man down first leaving her defenseless. There would be no one to protect her from him.
The drive to the cabin he’d chosen for his lair took forty-five minutes. He glanced in the back where the little girl slept unaware of the plans he had for her. Perhaps she would grow up to be his student. He’d train her in the ways of murder. He smiled, enjoying the irony. The child of two FBI agents becoming a serial killer.
He laughed, leaning forward to look up at the sky. Weather was coming in. The mountains attracted storms. If it rained the creek that separated his lair from the world would make it inaccessible.
He rolled the window down and shook his fist up at the sky. “You won’t win this one. I won’t allow you to spoil my plans.”
As if in answer to his assertion, a flash of lightning split the sky above the creek. A clap of thunder followed.
He shoved the vehicle into Drive and edged to the creek. No one knew about this place. It wasn’t on any map. The old man who had owned it before bragged about how remote it was. The old guy had made sure to show him his still where he made his moonshine. He’d found a cave opening near his home and placed the still inside. He’d bragged about there not being any revenuer on his property since he was a kid.
The old guy was related. Pana had family that lived in the area. He’d discovered them when he searched for Pana. It had been just blind luck that a “crazy old uncle” was in the family tree. The old guy never knew what hit him. He’d died right there in the cave where he’d been so proud of placing his still.
Angel eased across the creek and reached the cabin. He pulled the vehicle into the cave and unloaded the child.
She began to stir. Her huge eyes found his. She screamed; her eyes red from the flash-bang effect.
“Stop that.” He realized he still wore the gas mask. He removed it revealing himself.
“You.” She recognized him.
“Behave yourself and maybe I’ll let you go.”
Her eyes followed him around the cave. The old guy had been disposed of in one of the many mine shafts he’d bragged about exploring.
Ani sat up. Her gray eyes, so much like her father’s, held fear.
He placed the exquisite wings he’d created for Megan along with the smaller set for the girl inside the vehicle. “We’re going on an adventure. As soon as we’re done you can go home.”
She didn’t believe him. Those sharp eyes continued to watch him unnerving him.
“Stop watching me.” Some of his cool demeanor slipped. Megan had the ability to see inside the minds of those she hunted. Did her daughter possess this gift?
He placed the Angelica flowers and the scarves for this final spectacular moment. He planned something special. Something that no one was expecting.
“Time to go. Come, get into the vehicle.”
Ani stared at him without moving. Anger boiled up inside and he strode toward her. The child shrunk back. He snatched her up and carried her back to the vehicle placing her in the back seat once more.
“Don’t try anything. Stay down,” he barked when she tried to sit up.
He slammed her door shut and went around to the driver’s side getting inside. He’d almost forgotten the most important part. He grabbed the stuffed bear and the note and placed them on the ground before returning to the car and driving away.
The church where he would wait for them was perfect. He hadn’t mentioned its location but they’d know. They’d know.




Chapter Nineteen

4:00 p.m.—The Cabin
“Megan. He has her.”




Megan’s world crumbled around her at her mother’s words. “No, please no.”
“I’m sorry honey. He killed both the FBI agents and he set off something that blinded us, and it was so loud. In the confusion, he took Ani.”
Bile rose in Megan’s throat, and she vomited in the toilet. Angel had her baby.
There was only one person she could think to turn to for help.
“How long ago?”
“Ten minutes.”
“We’re on our way. Call the local police. Tell them what happened.” 
She ran to the conference room and threw the door open. Jack and Hannah glanced up in surprise. The moment Jack got a good look at her he rose and hurried over.
“What’s wrong?”
“He has her. He’s taken Ani.” Megan realized she still held the phone in a death grip. Her mother wasn’t there any longer.
He clutched her shoulders. “Tell me what happened.”
Bringing her thoughts together was hard but she had to get control. Ani needed her.
“He killed the FBI agents.” Megan told him what Hitty had said. “He’s going to kill Ani!”
Jack grabbed his phone and called the team. “Angel has Ani.” He gave the location of the cabin. “I need you there.”
“Let’s go.” Jack started for the door with Megan.
Hannah started to follow but hesitated.
“What about Elisapie?”
“I’ll have Peter stay with her.” Jack called the director’s number as they ran toward the garage and the Suburban. “Peter, it’s Jack.” He jerkily told Peter what happened and listened for a beat as he hit the key fob and unlocked the vehicle. “Thank you, Peter. I’ll let you know when we have more information.”
They piled in and Jack peeled from the garage. He hit the traffic and zig-zagged in and out as fast as the conditions would allow.
“Mom called the police.”
Jack hit the brakes and barely missed striking a car. “We need medical assistance as well.” He grabbed his phone and placed the call to the local police identifying himself. “You’ve received a call about an abduction of a child?”
The dispatcher confirmed they had. “We need medical assistance there as well.”
“Yes, sir. I’m dispatching EMTs right away.”
Jack thanked her and dropped the phone into a cup holder. “He won’t kill her. He wants you.” He glanced over at her.
Megan shivered. He was right. He’d keep Ani alive until he had her. Megan closed her eyes and for the first time sought to reach out to him, but Angel didn’t want to have a lengthy conversation with her.
You want me? Then come for me but leave her alone.
She thought she heard the faintest of laughter. He was playing games. He knew she’d try to connect with him.
I’ll come to you. You want me? Then tell me where you are.
You know where I am. Just you and him otherwise she’s dead. Come and get me.
She sucked in a breath.
“What is it?” Jack asked, hearing the noise.
“He’s not going to be in the area. He’s taken her to the church.”
“How do you know?” Jack focused on her face.
“Because he told me.” She met his eyes and he understood.
“Which church? Angel normally chooses churches that have some meaning to the victim, but Ani doesn’t have any connection to a church in this area. Do you think he’s taking her to Alaska?” The fear that prospect brought was clear in his eyes.
“It’s not about her, it’s about me.” And there was only one place she could think of that Angel would pick. “It’s the church where we were married.”
She and Jack had spoken their vows at a small country church where his father attended.
“I’m calling the police to have them meet us there.”
Before he could grab the phone, Megan stopped him. “You can’t. He wants us to come alone. He’ll kill her if anyone else is there.” She looked back at Hannah. “We need you to hang back.”
“If you go in there alone without backup, you’ll be vulnerable.”
Hannah was right but what choice did they have?
“We’ll be okay,” Jack told her. “We’ll park some distance from the church and get out in case he’s watching. I don’t want him to see you. Take the Suburban and fall back. Call for backup and wait for word from me.”
Jack reached the little town where his father still lived. The urge to call his father and tell him everything was strong, but he couldn’t. Ani’s life was in danger.
He parked some distance away and he and Megan got out. Hannah slipped over the seat to the driver’s side. He and Megan put on Kevlar vests. Angel hadn’t used a gun before.
“Please be careful,” she told them.
“We will.” Megan did her best to assure her friend of something she didn’t feel.
Hannah backed the Suburban up and then headed away from them.
As they neared the church, Jack stopped. He handed her his backup weapon. “Hide it in your boot. He’ll be expecting us both to be armed.”
Megan stuck the weapon inside her boot.
She started toward the church, but Jack stopped her. “Megan.”
She turned back. “It doesn’t matter,” she told him. And it didn’t. Nothing mattered but getting Ani back.
“You’re right.” He stayed close to her as they reached the steps of the church and slowly ascended them. Megan’s heart thundered in her chest. She’d known this moment was coming. Despite praying and begging God to take it away, she’d known. But having her child’s life in the hands of this sick person was almost too much to bear.
Ani’s sweet voice entered her thoughts as if she were standing beside her. “I’m coming baby,” she whispered.
“What’d you say?”
She shook her head. I’m coming, baby. I’m almost there.
Ani’s next thought was cut off and Megan stopped. “I don’t hear her.”
Jack searched her face. “It doesn’t mean she’s hurt.”
He was right but the disconnect with her daughter scared the daylights out of her.
Jack reached for the door handle. “Stay behind me.” He had his weapon ready as he stepped inside. Megan followed.
A small foyer held an old Bible that was hundreds of years old, on a table where weekly bulletins were displayed along with information about the church’s different programs.
The pastor’s office was to the left. Restrooms were on the right.
Jack reached for the door to the pastor’s office. It was locked. He breathed out a sigh. “Let’s clear the restrooms.”
But Megan didn’t respond. Her full attention was on the front of the church where something was suspended above the altar.
“No, oh no.”  
Jack whirled toward the front. Ani was suspended above the altar dressed in white. Her face was covered by a scarf. She held Angelica flowers in her hands.
“There’s no blood,” Jack said. “She’s unconscious.”
“I’m going after her.”
Jack grabbed her arm. “That’s what he wants. This church has a loft. He could be waiting up there. I’m going up to check. Wait for me here.”
She didn’t answer. She couldn’t take her eyes off Ani. Her daughter was so still.
Laughter chased through her thoughts.
After I finish you off, I’ll take her with me. She’ll be my greatest accomplishment. Just like me.
Ani stirred. She lifted her head. “Mommy.”
Megan had to help her child. “I’m coming baby.” She ran down the aisle. “I’m here, Ani. I’m here with you.”
“Megan, no!” Jack’s voice came from above. Megan turned toward it. Jack had moved close to the edge of the balcony. “Go back!” he yelled.
She noticed that the wire holding Ani in place was strung out over both ends of the balcony. Megan climbed up on the altar. She could almost touch her daughter’s feet. If Jack could loosen one of the wires, she could grab her.
“Can you untie her?” Megan shielded her eyes against the glare of the lights. Jack watched her with fear. Something moved behind him. A shadow fluttered. A barrel flashed.
“Jack!” she screamed, but there was no time for him to try to avoid the shot.
Jack grabbed his head and dropped to the ground.
“No!”
“Mommy!” Ani’s panicked voice grabbed her attention.
“It’s okay, baby. It’s okay.”
Laughter echoed through the church followed by footsteps. Angel was coming down the steps. She quickly removed the weapon and placed it on the front pew. She had to draw Angel’s attention away from Ani. If he shot again, the bullets might hit her daughter.
When he stepped from the stairs and into the sanctuary, Megan couldn’t believe her eyes. He was dressed in white. A grotesque mask covered his face. Snow-white wings fluttered in the breeze his steps created. She struggled to keep from being sick. She’d have one chance to take him down.
She moved as close to the weapon as possible without drawing attention to herself.
“Mommy. He hurt daddy. He’s going to hurt you.”
“It’s okay, Ani. Everything is going to be okay.”
Halfway down the aisle, Angel stopped. He held the handgun he used to shoot Jack in one hand and a knife in the other. A smile spread across his face when he saw her fear.
“Are you ready Megan? It’s time for us to finish this.”
He was trying to disguise his voice and yet there was something familiar about it.
“I’ve been ready, but you are still acting the coward.”
Anger flashed behind the mask. He stepped closer. “I’m no coward.”
“You are. You know everything about me and yet you hide behind that ridiculous disguise.”
He flicked the knife at his side, slashing the white cloth of his pants.
“What’s the matter? If you’re the creator of angels why not reveal yourself? Why not show me who you are?”
“You know who I am,” he snarled.
“Yes, I do. You’re Roy. The little boy who thought his daddy would love him and realized you weren’t worthy of his love.” He didn’t say a word and she pushed on. Was Jack still alive? Would help come in time? “Your mother gave you away because she didn’t want you just like she knew your father wouldn’t.”
He shifted the gun to where Ani hung, and Megan’s heart threatened to explode.
“You’d kill an innocent child? Your beef isn’t with her, it’s with me.”
He kept the weapon trained on Ani. “What better way to hurt you than to take what is most precious to you. I already killed him. Now I’ll kill her and then I’ll make you pay.”
There was no more time. Megan grabbed the weapon and fired. The shot hit Angel in the chest. He dropped both the knife and the gun. Shock showed through the mask before he hit his knees. Megan rushed to his side and kicked both weapons out of reach. She grabbed her phone to call for help, but he rose from the floor and lunged for her.
Megan hit the floor hard. The weapon skidded from her hand across the floor.
She flipped on her back and kicked him off her. Freed, Megan began crawling, but he caught her ankle.
“Not so fast. We’re not finished yet.” He pulled her toward him.
“No. She kicked again and struck him in the face. The grotesque mask slipped away and the person behind it had Megan frozen in place. “Dan?”
One of their own was Angel. Megan couldn’t make sense of it. “You’re my brother?”
His fingers stretched out until he reached the knife. “You were supposed to be my worthy opponent but you’re weak like everyone else. Time to die, Megan.” He climbed on top of her and held the knife above her.
She snapped out of her shock and slugged him hard before she grabbed for the knife.
Dan fought her attempts and gathered both her hands in one of his. “I wanted to take my time and do this right, but it doesn’t really matter. Once you’re dead, me and your daughter will be gone. I’ll teach her how to kill. She’ll be the next Angel.” He grinned down at her, and she couldn’t believe she’d never seen the madness that lived beneath Dan’s polished exterior.
The knife was inches from her throat. A tear slipped from her eye as she tried to buck him off without avail.
“You don’t have to do this, Dan. I can help you.”
He laughed. The cold edge of the knife touched her throat. She didn’t want to die. Ani needed her. Jack needed her.
The crack of a gunshot echoed through the sanctuary. Shock registered briefly in Dan’s eyes. Megan shoved the knife away before his weight fell on top of her, knocking the breath out of her. She stared into the lifeless eyes of the man who was her brother.
Her nemesis.
Her nightmare.
Megan struggled to free herself from beneath Dan and somehow managed to shove his dead weight off.
Jack stood at the back of the sanctuary. Blood covered his head. Megan scrambled to her feet and ran to him. Jack hit the floor. She knelt beside him and cradled his head in her lap.
“Stay with me.” She grabbed her cell phone and called Hannah. “Help. Jack’s been shot.”
“I’m coming.”
She dropped the phone. Tears filled her eyes. Time slowed to a crawl. People entered the church. Megan was pulled away from Jack. She realized Hannah held her close.
“They’re doing everything they can.” Hannah’s words sounded so far away. “I can’t believe it was Dan.”
“Ani.” Megan swung around. Her daughter was being helped to the ground.
“We’re taking both you and Ani to the hospital to be checked out.”
Without answering, Megan ran to her daughter and held her tight.
Ani was crying against her side.
“We need to check you both out.” An EMT came over to them.
Megan shook her head. “I’m fine.” She dismissed help for herself. The EMT examined Ani while Megan watched Jack being rushed to the hospital.
“She appears fine.” The EMT smiled at Ani.
“We’re going with Jack.” Megan gathered Ani and they hurried out to the ambulance. “I’m his wife.” She was his wife. Despite what the paperwork said, she was his wife.
She and Ani were allowed inside. The ambulance driver hit the lights and siren and they sped toward the hospital.
Jack was rushed into surgery. Megan and Ani waited outside the surgical suite for any news.
“What if he dies?” Ani said and was crying.
“He’s not going to die. He’s strong and he’s not going to die.” She held onto Ani and prayed with all her heart that Jack would live. She wanted to tell him she was sorry. She should have listened when he wanted to explain. Instead, she’d fallen back into her old ways. If she got another chance, she’d never do that again.




Epilogue



Two weeks later – St. Elizabeth’s Hospital
His head felt like someone had run a train through it. He slowly opened his eyes. He had no idea where he was.
The very act of opening his eyes hurt his head and he reached for it. “Ouch.”
“Don’t try to move.”
Megan. She was here. Some of his thoughts cleared and he remembered what happened at the church.
He focused on where the voice came from. Megan was seated at his bedside holding his hand. In a small cot nearby, Ani slept. “Oh, thank God.” His daughter was okay. “Is he. . .?”
“Dead.” Megan hesitated and he could tell what was coming next was going to be difficult. “Jack, it was Dan. He was Angel.”
“Dan? I can’t believe it.” His right-hand man was a sick serial killer?
“He was my half-brother and he tried to kill me. He did kill some of my dear friends. I still can’t take it in. He told me I was supposed to be his worthy opponent. I think we were wrong. It wasn’t about being good enough to be an angel of light, it was about being like him. He thought I was like him and deserving of being an angel of light.”
She glanced over to where Ani slept. “Roy was his real name. He’d killed his adoptive parents. He believed I was his enemy—kind of like Satan believes he is pitted against God to a lesser extent.” She shook her head.
“Where are your mother and grandmother?”
“I sent them home.”
Jack focused on her. “And you? Will you be going back to Alaska?”
He waited and his whole world depended on her answer.
“Not without you. I’m not going anywhere without you.” She had tears in her eyes as she leaned in and kissed him. “I’m so sorry I didn’t let you tell me why you had the bottle. Your dad told me you kept it there as a reminder of what you’ve overcome.”
He squeezed her hand. “It’s okay. If I were in your shoes, I would probably not have wanted to listen either.”
“You would. I realize I’ve let my baggage affect our marriage and I don’t want it to ever again. I want us to talk about everything so that there are no secrets.”
“Our marriage? Does that mean. . .”
She smiled and everything else just faded away. “I want to marry you again. I’m so sorry I let you down before but if you’ll forgive me, I will never let you down again.”
“I should be asking you to forgive me. I know how I hurt you and I’m sorry, but I love you and I want to spend the rest of my life making it up to you.”
A sob escaped and she kissed him again. “I love you too.”
“Daddy!”
Jack turned in time to see Ani running toward him. She climbed up onto his bed and hugged him close. “You’re awake.”
“I am. Boy have I missed you and your mother.”
“Did you enjoy our talks?”
Megan shot her a look. “What are you talking about?”
But Jack knew. He assumed they were part of his fevered dreams. He and Ani had been fishing somewhere that he could only believe was Alaska.
“And when I get out of here, we’re going fishing.” He hugged his daughter close while Megan gave him a quizzical smile. That was okay. He’d tell her one day but right now, he was happy to share that special moment with his daughter.




Many Thanks!

Many thanks to Jim Lorip who suggested the name Aniyah for Megan and Jack’s daughter. Aniyah means God was gracious. I love that name.
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