Chapter 1


Nancy Ellis jammed the bag of bagels into her mouth and glanced down at the large, padded, manila envelope propped against her apartment door.  More fan mail, she thought with glee, jamming her key into the deadbolt and twisting.  The bottom lock was a little more difficult since it was a tighter fit and Nancy had bent the key shortly after moving in.  It had *looked* like her gym locker key and it wasn't like she was paying a lot of attention to which key went where at six am.  The key still fit, anyway, with some determined wiggling, and Nancy managed to get her door unlocked.  She shouldered it open, swept her package inside with her foot and dumped the rest of her bags just inside the room.  She kicked the door closed behind her and bent to scoop up the yellow envelope.  Sure enough, the return address was her publisher and she dropped the bagels in the kitchen on her way to the second bedroom where her writing desk, laptop, and reference books shared space with the overstuffed couch that had come with her from the old apartment.


Sworn to Protect had taken the bestseller list by storm, sending enough money Nancy's way to settle her in an apartment much larger than the one she had, with roomfuls of new Ikea pre-planned rooms.  The couch stayed, though, as did the writing desk, which now had grooves carved in either side when it got stuck in the elevator on moving day and the automated doors attempted to close on it several times.


Nancy unzipped her boots and toed them off so she could sit on the couch Indian-style while she read the letters.  She slit the envelope and dumped out a form letter and twenty or twenty-five smaller envelopes, all addressed to the publishing company.  Most of her fan mail came through her webpage but she still got a few hand-written, or typed letters each month.  Sworn to Protect was set to be issued in mass market paperback the next month, so she was hoping for resurgence in interest.  She opened the first envelope and glanced through the letter.  


Dear Lancie Elsingworth,



I want to be a writer when I grow up!

Nancy checked the age, decided fourteen was too young to be reading her book and set it aside to answer later.  The next one was from the housewife sort who was smitten with the love and tragedy of Carly and Jake.


"Note to self," Nancy murmured to herself, setting the letter into the 'form letter response' section.  "Killing off a main character is a fabulous idea."


Killing off Jake at the end had been her sister's idea and it had probably saved the book from being a typical romance novel, lost on the bookstore shelf with the monthly array of tawdry paperbacks.


The next two letters were gushing praise and professed tears in the manner of the second letter and Nancy took the rest into the kitchen to toast one of the bagels she had brought home.


A letter from a secretary who'd nearly been fired for reading Sworn to Protect at work amused her as her bagel got crispy in the toaster.  It popped as she was opening the next envelope.  Still too light, she decided, pushing the handle back down with the intent to pop it manually partway through the cycle.


Dear Lancie,



I've been hoping to meet you.  You seem to be a very busy woman so I've come up with a plan.  I'll kill people and you can chase me.  You're brilliant so I don't imagine we'll have to play the game for long, but I'll give you the best run I can.



We'll start on Friday.


Love you,


Jake
Chapter 2


The smell of burnt bread pulled Nancy's attention away from the letter.  Holding the letter in one hand, she pulled the singed bagel halves from the toaster with her fingertips and dropped them in the trash can on her way out of the kitchen.  I have to do something about this, she thought desperately as she reread the letter as she walked back to her office and sat down at her desk.  She decisively centered the letter under the clip at the top and pulled a piece of stationary from the box her mother had given her for Christmas.  


Dear Jake,



I'm very flattered by your letter.  Unfortunately, I cannot condone the killing of individuals for the sole purpose of introduction.  I am including a list of my public book signings.  Perhaps one of these passes through your town? In the future I suggest flowers and chocolates although I, personally, have always been partial to books as gifts.

"Oh my God!" Nancy said in horror, staring at her letter and the one above it.  "What am I doing?"  She pushed her chair back and stepped away from the desk.  She snatched the letter from 'Jake' off the desk and headed for the door.  Then, as an afterthought, she returned to the desk, picked up her pen and crossed out the lines suggesting Jake meet her at a book-signing.  Then she ran into the living room.


"Be home, be home," she muttered, punching her sister's number into the vintage phone she'd bought from Williams-Sonoma.


"H'lo?"


"Annie?  It's me."


"Yo."  Annie Ellis paused.  "I read that last chapter you sent me.  You used the word 'nipple' way too many times."


"I did?  Well, never mind.  I got a letter."


"Yeah?  And?"


"And it's from this guy and I think he's in love with me and he's going to kill people to get my attention."


There was a long silence on the other end of the phone.


"What's he do for a living?"


"I don't know.  He didn't say.  He kills people.  He's probably an assassin."


"Or a Big Tobacco executive."  Evangaline Ellis was pursuing her masters degree in computer science after an extended stint with the Peace Corps and spent her spare time designing web pages for environmental factions.  "Look, I'm just trying to figure out if he's actually got the ability to kill people or if he's like, a toothpaste tester who doesn't know which end of the gun to point at people."


"I know which end of the gun to point at people," Annie said sharply.  "Anyone who's watched NYPD Blue knows which end of a gun to point at people."


"If  you're worried, call the police," Annie suggested.  "That's what they do, y'know.  They're sworn to protect."


"Shut up," Nancy ordered.  "Ok.  Fine.  I'll do that."


"Ok, let me know what happens."


"'Kay.  Bye."


"Bye."


Nancy hung up the phone and curled her legs under her.  She read the letter again, trying to decide whether the words constituted a real threat or if the guy was just playing around.  After all, people sent death threats to the President every day and really, the ratio of threats to actual attempts was pretty low.  Then again, the President had Secret Service agents, and Nancy had Hector, the ancient doorman.  And 'Jake' hadn't really said he was going to kill her.  He was going to kill other people and that might be something the police wanted to know.


Nancy went back to her office to get her boots and detoured by the kitchen to get the envelope.  She glanced at the return address and realized it had been Jake's address in her novel.  Creepy.  She retrieved the letter and her keys from the living room and made sure all the locks were secure before she left.


Feeling silly, she checked underneath her car and glanced in the backseat before unlocking the door.


You have extreme paranoia, she told herself, checking her rearview mirror for anyone she thought might be tailing her.


Paranoid!


Without bothering with her turn signal, Nancy crossed the left lane and entered the left-hand turn lane, spinning into a U-turn to go back to her apartment.  She left the car running as she jammed the key into the front door lock, rattled it around and shouldered the door open.  She ran into the bathroom and threw open the cupboard door.


She sighed in relief when she saw Neil, her tiny Mexican hairless, shivering neurotically in his nest under the sink.  Neil was perpetually quivering.  Nancy had found him at a pet store while visiting her sister in grad school and smuggled him into her old apartment in a bag containing dish towels from target and a pile of Tastycakes.  He'd lived as a fugitive until Sworn to Protect had taken off and Nancy had moved.  Now he was a full citizen of apartment 34B, with his pet rent of $35 per month.


Nancy scooped Neil into her chest and headed back to her car, making sure to lock the door and turn the deadbolt on her way out.  Her car radio was blasting, Sting and the Police singing "Every Breath You Take" as she slid behind the wheel and drove out of the parking lot with Neil on her lap.  She changed the channel.


She felt a little goofy walking into the police station with Neil under her arm like a little old woman who never left the house without her beloved friend.


The desk sergeant looked at her like she was a little goofy, too, but buzzed her into the interior door. 


"Can I help you?" he asked dubiously from his desk behind a window of bulletproof Plexiglass.


"Um.  I hope so."  Nancy shifted Neil to her other arm and pulled the letter from her pocket.  "I uh, I wrote a detective novel and well, I got a letter from a guy who seems to want to well, kill people.  So I can catch him.  I know that sounds a little self-centered…."


The desk sergeant stared at her as if she was definitely goofy.


"Do you have the letter with you?" he asked politely.


"Yes, it's right here."  She held it up, then as an afterthought, unfolded it and held it against the Plexiglass.


The sergeant continued to stare and her and no the letter.


"You've already touched it?" he asked in a tone that wasn't yet resigned, but wanted to be.


"Yes, I--"  Nancy paused.  "I shouldn't have touched it.  I never thought about fingerprints."


"You, uh, never got that book finished, huh?" he asked, turning his attention to the letter.


"I did finish it.  It got published.  I have a publisher.  Who sent me the letter.  That this guy sent them."  Nancy sounded  hurt to her own ears and hated it.  "I'm Lancie Elsingworth.  Well, my real name is Nancy Ellis.  But I wrote Sworn to Protect."


"Really?"  The officer looked like he wanted to say more, but didn't.  "Ok, c'mon in.  Door's to the left."


Nancy and Neil went to the door and waited for the click of the lock.  Sh stepped into the squad room and the desk sergeant met her on the other side of his L-shaped desk.


"Sounds like a run-of-the-mill freak looking for attention," he said conversationally.  "Fill this out, please. I'll keep the letter and start a file.  If anything turns up, we'll let you know.  You let us know if you get any more of these, ok?"


"Ok."  Nancy shifted Neil to her left arm so she could write and looked up from the item receipt he'd given her to fill out.  "That's it?"


"Is that the only letter you got?"


"I have the envelope," Nancy offered.


The desk sergeant held out a plastic bag with the letter in it.  Nancy reached over and dropped the envelope in.


"We might call you to come in and give a statement if we need more information that what's on the receipt," he said, sealing the bag and turning it over to look at the lettering on the envelope.  "He put his return address on here," he said in surprise.


"No," Nancy said, signing her receipt and pushing it across the desk.  "That's the address of the main character from my book."


"Really."  The desk sergeant started at the envelope for another moment.  "Call us if you get anything else."  He looked concerned for the first time during the conversation and handed Nancy her copy of the receipt.


"Ok."  Nancy looked at him and tucked Neil even closer to herself.  He made himself busy labeling the bag so she let herself out and sat in her car with Neil.  She didn't want to go back to her apartment--she was still a little shaken and actually didn't want to look at the rest of the letters on her kitchen counter.  


"Let's go to the mall," she suggested to Neil who hunkered down in her purse and trembled.


Despite appearances, Neil liked the mall, even if he was relegated to the depths of Nancy's bag.  He shook quietly as Nancy walked through Old Navy, and trembled pitifully as she looked at the beef sticks and cheese spread tubs on the Hickory Farms cart.  He shook spastically as she walked into the bookstore and dawdled in the Bestsellers section, beaming at her own book before wandering back to the mysteries and finally drifting to the true crime section.  


"What do you think, Neil?" she asked while flipping through a book on serial killer Stephan Pennell.  "Is our stalker for real or is he just some 13-yer-old kid in Duluth?"


Neil of course didn't answer, which was probably for the best considering the standard mall policy regarding dogs in stores.


Nancy replaced the book and headed to the food court for an ice cream.  She gave the bottom point of the cone to Neil who nibbled on it nervously for nearly five minutes.  Nancy waited for him to finish, then dabbed the fur around his mouth with her napkin and went to look for new shoes.

Chapter 3


Nancy spent the next few weeks depopulating her novel-in-progress of the word "nipples" and teaching Neil to fetch the case for her reading glasses.  Neil was not entirely untrainable, but he was of the firm opinion that he was smarter than Nancy and should not be doing her dirty work.  


The second letter came on a Friday, when Nancy was trying to learn how to make clam chowder and Neil was watching from the white metal plant hanger he sat in whenever Nancy was cooking.  This time, though, the letter didn't come in a pouch from the publisher.


"Doorbell, Neil," Nancy announced to him, because he was the only other things with ears in the kitchen and because the chowder really wasn't coming out very well.  She wiped her hands on a dishtowel that she'd borrowed from her mother and never gotten around to returning, and slung it over Neil's head as she went for the door.


"Hi.  Can I help you?"  She frowned at the kid standing in front of her apartment door.  She recognized him as belonging to the people downstairs, but he lacked candy bars, frozen pizza order forms, or Girl Scout cookies, his usual companions to her place of residence.


"Yeah, someone dropped this off for you.  Asked if I could bring it by."


"Oh.  Well, thanks."


Nancy took the proffered letter and looked it over.  The return address was 11 Allanbrook Drive.  Washington DC.  Jake Catalina's address.  Jake Catalina wasn't a real person.  Nancy should know.  She invented him.


"He gave me five dollars," the kid said helpfully.


"I think he overpaid you," Nancy told him, shifting her grip from her whole hand to two fingers.  "Going rate for a stamp is thirty-seven cents these days.  Did you see what the guy looked like?"


The kid looked at her like she was nuts and it suddenly occurred to her that she didn't know the kid's name and should probably find that out, too, before she turned him loose on the world.


"Yeah."  


Nancy hoped she'd never worn such a dumb look on her face when she was a kid.


"He was a guy.  He handed me the letter.  Of course I know what he looked like."


"Right."  Nancy stared at the kid.  "You want a cookie?" she asked in a flash of brilliance."


"Sure.  Chocolate chip?"


"Probably.  C'mon in."


The kid needed no prompting.  Nancy's first instinct was to lecture him on entering the houses of strangers, but realized she wasn't going to get much out of him if she yelled at him for being friendly.


"What's your name?" she asked, rummaging through her cupboard looking for cookies.  


"Kevin."


"Kevin what?  You live downstairs, right?  With your mom and dad and little sister?"


"Yeah.  She cries a lot."


"Yeah, so does my sister."


"You have a baby sister, too?"  Kevin looked surprised.  "You look old."


"Argh!"  A bag of sour cream and onion potato chips and a box of Bisquick fell on Nancy's head when she caught the "old" comment and accidentally knocked over a can of walnuts.


"My sister's twenty-five," she said archly, emerging from the kitchen with a crumpled bag of Keebler's something-or-others.  "Baby sisters never stop crying."


"That's ok," Kevin assured her.  "I'm going to join the circus just as soon as I'm old enough to drive."


"That's good," Nancy agreed.  "I was going to join the circus but then I grew up and got old and then it was too late."


"Yeah?  What were you going to do?"


"Ride the unicycle across the high wire.  What are you going to do?"


"I'm going to drive a car through a hoop of fire.  That's why I need a driver's license."


Nancy nodded and shrugged in agreement, dismantling the bag of cookies and peering inside.


"They're kind of crumbled," she apologized.  "You wanna make sundaes out of them?"


"Really?"


"Sure.  What else are you going to do with cookie crumbs?"


Kevin shrugged and followed her back into the kitchen.


"What's that?" he asked, as Nancy rooted through her freezer for ice cream.  


"What's what?" she asked, turning her head to follow his gaze.


"That."


He was pointing to Neil, rotating slowly in his plant hanger with the dish towel draped over his head.


"That's Neil," Nancy said by way of introduction.  She walked over and pulled the towel off his head.  "Neil, this is Kevin With-No-Last-Name.  He lives downstairs with a baby sister who cries all the time."


Neil looked sympathetic.


"What is he?"  Kevin asked in wonder.


"He's a dog.  A Mexican Hairless."


"A dog?" Kevin burst out.  "He looks like a drowned rat!"


"Better be careful or he won't share his ice cream," Nancy threatened, wrestling two scoops of vanilla into two bowls and distributing the cookie crumbs on top of them.  She found the chocolate syrup right away and doused both dishes in Hershy's goodness.  "Here."  She thrust one bowl into Kevin's hands, plunked a spoon in the middle of it and scooped up Neil with her other hand.  "C'mon."  She sat Kevin down at the dining room table and laid the letter next to her bowl.  She wasn't about to open it with him there, but she didn't want it out of her sight, either.  Neil went on a nearby bookshelf, at eye level, and cowered in the Agatha Christie corner.


"So tell me," she said casually, grabbing a nearby legal pad and flipping to a blank page.  "How long ago did you meet this guy?"


"What guy?"  Kevin was already a sticky mess.


"The guy who gave you the letter."


"I dunno.  I was popping wheelies with Tommy Husfettler from the K building.  He wanted me to give it to you right away."


"Ok.  Did you?"


"Sorta."


Nancy wrote, 'within the hour' in her legal pad and hoped it was at least ballpark accurate.


"Are you any *good* at popping wheelies?" she asked out of curiosity.


Kevin shifted in his chair.


"I'm good," he said vaguely.  "He was wearing a baseball cap."


"Who?  Oh, right," she said, catching herself.  "The guy.  What color?"


"Blue.  It was a Marlins' cap."


"Marlins?"  Nancy wrote 'Marlins cap--evil disguise' in the legal pad and tapped the end of her pen on the next empty line.  "What's he like the Marlins for?"


Kevin shrugged.  "They won the World Series."


"They're no older than you.  How old are you, anyway?"


"Eight."


"Great.  They're a little older than you.  So strange men are approaching you with strange five dollar bills and strange letters and you're taking them to strange women who feed you strange, sugary concoctions in their really awesome apartments."  Nancy glanced around her apartment, confirming that it was indeed really awesome and that she loved living there, and then shook her head at Kevin.  "You are so lucky I'm not your mother."  She realized then that she sounded exactly like her own mother and quickly stuffed her mouth with a spoonful of chocolate-drenched ice cream and cookie."


"Does Neil get ice cream, too?" Kevin asked, regarding Neil's shaking as he fed himself ice cream sundae.  


"No, it makes him shiver."  Nancy ate some more ice cream herself and turned back to her notepad.  "Ok, so Marlins hat.  What else was he wearing?"


"I dunno."  Kevin crunched on some cookie bits thoughtfully.  "Jeans, I guess.  And a gray sweatshirt."


"Marlins again?"


"Nah.  It had blue printing on it but it was all faded out.  I dunno what it said."


"Ok.  Did you see his hair?  Did he have hair?"


"He had a hat," Kevin said helpfully.


"Great.  What color were his eyes?"


"I dunno."


"Was he tall?"


"Yup."


"Really tall?"


"Yup."


"Am I really tall?"


"You're not as tall as Mommy."


Nancy sighed.  Her career as a private detective was going down the tubes, fast.  


"Was he fat?"


"No."  Kevin jammed the spoon in his mouth one last time.  "I'm done."


"You wanna go?" Nancy asked in resignation.  She wasn't going to get much more out of Kevin.


"Yeah!  Teen Titans is on!"  


Kevin was out the door before Nancy had a chance to respond.


"Well that helped," she said with a sigh.  She leaned sideways and picked up her letter opener from the bookshelf.  Neil shivered and shifted position as Nancy slit the envelope open and pulled out the folded sheet of paper.  "I forgot gloves again," she said to Neil, pulling out the letter.  "Not that the police will care."  She flipped the paper open.


Lancie, my love,



Hope you've still got Junior up there with you.  I'm downstairs killing his mother and I'd hate for him to have to see that.  Come get me.


Love,


Jake


Nancy gaped at the letter, her mouth opening and closing in shock as her eyes stared at the scribbled words.


I'm downstairs killing his mother.


She was out the door before knew what she was doing, the letter drifting to the floor, forgotten.  She scrambled down the stairs, catching her sleeve on railing and slipping off the bottom step on the landing just under her floor.


"Kevin!" she yelled, her voice choking in her throat.  "Kevin!"  This time it came out better and she hauled herself down the remaining flights of stairs.


"What?"  Kevin was standing at the foot of the stairs, watching her hurtle toward him.


"Go upstairs," she said immediately.  "Go up and go in my apartment and--"  She paused and took a deep breath, not knowing what to tell him.  Inspiration hit.  "Go upstairs and get Neil.  I don't want him to fall off the bookcase.  Get Neil and sit under the dining room table, ok?  Make sure there are no cookie crumbs under there.  Neil can have them, ok?"


Kevin nodded, stunned by the panic in her voice.


"O-ok."


"Go."  Nancy hit the bottom of the stairs and turned, pushing him up to the next step.  Kevin stared at her as he climbed, pausing on the first landing.  "GO," she insisted.


Kevin turned and went, slipping up the next flight of stairs and using his hands to balance the rest of the way up.  Nancy heard her door close up on the third floor.


She turned and looked at door of the apartment where Kevin lived with his parents and sister.  It looked remarkably like the door of the apartment where she lived, but had a little plaque welcoming All.  Nancy swallowed and pressed her hands together.  Maybe it was just another threat.  Maybe it was all a ruse to watch her run around like a freak of nature.  Maybe she'd knock on the door and Mrs.--what *was* Kevin's last name anyway?--would open it up looking confused and--yes, that was it.


Nancy licked her lips and lifted her hand, loosely curled in a fist.  She paused.  What if he was there?  What if he was still in there?  She didn't have a weapon.  She didn't have anything to *use* as a weapon.  She bit her lip.  Maybe she should call 911.  No.  It was probably all a false alarm.  She'd knock.  If there was no answer, she'd go get Kevin and find out his phone number and call.  If there was still no answer, she'd call the police.  Ok.  Good.  Plan.


Nancy rapped lightly on the door.  It swung open on its own.  Nancy's breath caught in her throat and she squeezed her eyes shut.  Deep breath, eyes open.  She peered into the room and immediately felt bile rise in her throat.  


The fluffy beige carpet--the same carpet as in her apartment--was soaked with blood and the trail led to a crumpled body with the same red hair that Kevin sported.


Nancy grabbed the door and pulled it closed, the taste of ice cream and chocolate rising in the back of her mouth.  She bolted for the main door and stumbled out into the sunlight.  Momentarily blinded, she stepped off the front patio and collapsed in the grass, vomiting ice cream and Keebler cookie crumbs and chocolate syrup.

Chapter Four


"Are you all right?"


Nancy sat back on her heels, holding her wrist to her mouth, and looked up.


The man looking down at her wore blue jeans and for a moment, Nancy recoiled, thinking he was the man who had handed Kevin the letter.  She glanced up again and saw a button-down shirt and tie, brown hair and a distinct lack of Marlins-gear.


"I'm Angus Maguire," he said, backing off a step.  "I live in the D building.  I'm a police officer.  Are you all right?"


"Ohmigod.  Yes.  There's a dead woman."  The words came out in fits, as if Nancy was choking up water from a swimming pool or a particularly scummy lake.


"Where?"  Angus Maguire was on his feet, all business.


"17B.  It's…little kid named Kevin, it's his mom."


"I'll be right back."


A touch on her shoulder and Angus was inside, the door banging behind him.


Nancy coughed weakly and rolled up on watery legs.  She opened the door to the building and stepped tentatively inside, waiting for the ugly reek of death to reach her nostrils, but all she smelled was the cleaning compound used to vacuum the hallways.


A door slammed upstairs and Kevin came tearing down the stairs screaming.


"NO!  NO!  MOM!  MOMMY!"


"Kevin, no!"


Nancy intercepted him at the foot of the stairs, sweeping him up in her arms as he flew off the last step.  He kicked and stsruggled, catching her in the cheek with a flying fist.  She turned her head in and down and hugged him tightly to her.  She wasn't a very big woman and Kevin's flailing was making it difficult to hang on to him.


"Mommy, Mommy, is my mommy ok?  Mommy!"


The letter, Nancy realized with shock.  She'd dropped the letter, then sent Kevin up to her apartment.  How stupid could she be?


And more importantly, how much stupider was she going to get?  How many more mistakes was she going to make--how many people were going to die before she figured what was going on and got a jump on the mysterious "Jake"?  And a better question, what was she going to do with him once she *did * get the jump on him?


Angus Maguire stepped out of the apartment looking grim.


Kevin let out an incomprehensible screech.


"Him!  He killed my mommy!  He doesn't belong in my house!  He's a stranger!"


"No, no," Nancy tried.  "He's good.  He's a cop--a police officer."  He's…he's checking on your mommy."


Angus' face very obviously said that there would be no more checking on Kevin's mom.


"I called it in, " he said.  "A squaddie and an ambulance will be here soon."


Kevin was still flailing but his movements were growing more sluggish and he finally sagged against Nancy's shoulder.  She sat back heavily on the step and was horrified to realize hears were running down her cheeks.  Kevin was crying too and the cop looked slightly distressed.


"There's, um, there was this letter," Nancy managed, trying to pat Kevin on the back and wipe her face at the same time.  "I didn't know what it said and then Kevin left and I opened it and--"  She waved helplessly at the apartment door Angus had closed behind him.


"Ok," he said.  The sound of sirens came clearly, if faintly, into the front hall.  "Hom--the police will be here in a minute and they'll want to hear everything.  You can tell both of us, then."


Nancy nodded.


"You don't investigate--" she bit her lip.  "Letters?"


Kevin's mouth quirked upward without humor.


"I'm a K-9 officer.  Drugs.  Bombs.  School visits."


"I have a dog," Nancy said absently, running her fingers through Kevin's hair.


"Hey, buddy," Angus said, sitting on the stairs next to Nancy and turning his attention to the crumpled little boy in her arms.


Kevin shied away.


"It's ok," Nancy said softly, as if Kevin couldn't hear her.  "He's a police officer.  And he has a dog.  He can't be all bad if he has a dog, right?"


Kevin lifted his face from her shoulder.


"Is my mommy dead?" he asked guardedly, as if he was asking whether Santa Claus was real and he knew the truth but didn't want it confirmed.


Nancy and Angus looked at each other.  Angus nodded once, slightly.  Nancy breathed in slowly.  She'd hoped that he would be the one to say so but it didn't look like she'd get much help from him.


"Yes," she said, looking for more words to cushion the facts and finding none.


Kevin let out a little cry and began to sob again, harsh, tired cries.  Nancy rocked him, patting his hair.  She didn't have any real experience with children since she'd exchanged high school babysitting for college waitressing.  She curled protectively around him as the front door opened and two uniformed cops and several people in plainclothes or plainclothes and crime lab jackets came on the scene.


Angus got up to talk quietly to the plainclothes cops.  He pointed to the door of the apartment and a word from a blonde woman sent the crime lab people inside.  She gave Nancy and Kevin a searching glance, then held a quiet conference with Angus.  He nodded a couple of times and then the woman stepped past him toward Nancy.  He threw her a glance that was either sympathetic or encouraging--she couldn't tell--and stepped out of the building.  She was almost sorry to see him go.


"I'm Detective Renee Barnett," the blonde woman was saying.  "Officer Maguire tells me you were the one who found the--"  She cut off and raised her eyebrows at Kevin.


Nancy looked up at the detective and studied her features.  Hair so light it was almost white, straight, almost lank.  Ice blue eyes, set close to the narrow, pointed nose, sharp chin, all under pale white skin.  Barnett was taller than Nancy by a good five or six inches, which made her no taller than five foot nine.  She was skinny, mostly leg, wearing blue jeans, black boots, and a black blazer over a black sweater which showed enough of her collarbone that Nancy could see the spidery blue veins etched under the skin.


"I'm Nancy Ellis," she said quietly.  "This is Kevin."


Barnett tilted her head.


"Kevin, what's your last name?"


"Holt," he hiccupped immediately.


Nancy looked down at him, wondering at how easily he'd given up his last name for the detective.


"Ok, Kevin," Barnett said, taking a notebook out of her back pocket.  "Is your dad at work?"


Kevin nodded.


"He works at Taylor-Nittney," he volunteered.  


"Ok.  We'll give him a call."  In the meantime, can you go outside with Officer Milligan so I can talk to Ms. Ellis?"


Office Milligan was a pretty young woman with light brown hair pulled back in a french braid.  She reminded Nancy a bit of Ashley Judd and Nancy made a mental note to work a character like Milligan into her next book.


"No.  Want to stay with Nancy," Kevin insisted, wiping his face on Nancy's merino wool sweater.  Nancy thought about caring but she knew she'd never wear the sweater again and wouldn't find the idea of burning it unpalatable.


"I need to talk to her," Barnett told him matter-of-factly.  "She'll still be here when I'm done."


Kevin turned a panicked look on Nancy, who hugged him tightly.


"Go ahead," she told him.  "Go sit out on the step so you can still see me and talk to Officer Milligan, ok?"


"Ok."  He stepped away reluctantly.


"He just ate a whole lot of ice cream," Nancy said apologetically to the pretty young officer.


"Ok," she said cheerfully as if the idea of Kevin hurling half-digested ice cream all over her pristine blue uniform didn't bother her in the least.  Nancy decided that it probably didn't and that Milligan was perky and cheerful and worthy of disdain.  She promptly edited poor Officer Milligan out of her book.


"Maguire said you got a letter from the killer," Barnett said as soon as Kevin was out of earshot.


"Um, yeah.  It's upstairs in my apartment," Nancy said, getting shakily to her feet.  "Kevin read it."


"Let's go."  Barnett looked like she would charge up the stairs right over her if she didn't hurry, so Nancy turned and jogged up the three flights of stairs to her apartment.


"I--I think I got something from him before," Nancy said to fill the silence as they climbed the stairs.  "I took it to the police station and they gave me a receipt for it, but I don’t' know that hey actually didn't anything with it, you know?  I mean I'm sure they dusted for prints and ran an analysis on the paper and traced the postmark but I don't know that they ever found the guy."


"They probably threw it in a drawer and have the report in a bin to be filed," Barnett informed her, standing too close behind her as Nancy opened the door.  "Did the letter say he was going to kill you or someone else?" 


"It said he wanted my attention.  And that he was going to kill people to get it."  Nancy walked into the apartment and saw the letter and envelope on the floor.  "I'm a writer," she said as the detective squatted on the floor next to the letter and pulled on a pair of latex gloves.  "My pen name is Lancie Elsingworth," she rattled on nervously as she recovered Neil, who had migrated from the Agatha Christie corner--where he watched suspicious guests--to the Raymond Chandler section, where he hid from loud noises behind an oversized copy of The Long Goodbye.  "I wrote Sworn to Protect," she explained.  "It was really popular--much more than I'd thought.  I'm kind of hoping they'll want to make a movie out of it.  I really want them to get Antonio Banderas to play Jake but--"


"Jake."  Barnett held up the letter.  "Our killer thinks he's Jake Catalina?"


"You've read it?" Nancy asked, pleasantly surprised despite the circumstances.  The dour police detective looked like she probably shot the heads off wooden ducks for fun.


"Your book sucked," Barnett told her bluntly, her eyes cool and devoid of emotion.  "You don't know squat about police procedure, do you?"


"Well."  Nancy paused, stung.  "I'm not a cop.  I mean it wasn't even really supposed to be a cop book.  It was a romance novel."


Barnett has the letter and envelope in hand and was almost out the door when Nancy caught up to her.


"The killer never came upstairs, right?"


"I don't think so.  He gave the letter to Kevin to bring up."  Nancy grabbed the legal pad sitting on the dining room table and jogged after Barnett.  The detective was halfway down the first flight of stairs when Nancy emerged from the apartment.  She pulled the door shut behind her and scrambled after the cop.  "I asked Kevin what the man looked like," Nancy said, feeling a slight point of pride that she had something to offer.  "My notes are here."


Barbett took the legal pad, paused on the landing, tore off the first page and handed the rest of the blank sheets back to Nancy.  She folded the paper and tucked it in her pocket.


"We'll compare it to the facts he gave Milligan," she said shortly.  "Stick around, I still have a few questions."


"Oh," Nancy told thin air as Barnett marched off toward 17B.  She shifted Neil to her other arm and glanced out the door to check on Kevin.  He was clutching the knees of a tall man who was stark white and holding onto Kevin's shoulders with both hands while Officer Milligan spoke to him.


"Barnett!" 


She heard someone call the detective from the doorway of the Holts' apartment.  "Theres'a  crib and nursery in here but--"  The cop paused and shifted his gaze to Nancy and back to his superior officer.  "--there's no baby."

Chapter Five


"Did you see a baby when you went in?" Barnett asked, advancing on Nancy immediately.


"No," she said, unconsciously bringing Neil in front of her.  "Kevin said something about having a baby sister but I only was in there long enough to see the mother on the floor and then I left."


"The husband?" Barnett demanded, turning to the uniformed officer who had told her of the nursery.


"Yeah, called him at work.  Some insurance company.  Didn't come with a kid."


Barnett shook her head and went out the door.  Nancy watched her introduce herself to Kevin's father and then turned away, unwilling to witness a second announcement of tragedy.  She heard his roar from the inside and turned her head back in time to see Barnett step back through the front door.  


"We've got a kidnapping," she announced.  "Harris, put out an APB for a male, approximately six feet tall, bleu jeans, Marlins sweatshirt and cap, with an eight-month-old baby girl.  She looked at Nancy.  "I need you to come down to the station with me."


"Are you arresting me?" Nancy asked, feeling simultaneously horrified and intrigued.


Barnett looked at her as if she'd turned into a small child, or perhaps a particularly vile smear on the wall.


"No," she said.  "I need a full statement and I want to see the first letter."


"Ok."  Nancy paused.  "So you're not cuffing me?"


"No."


"Do I have to ride in the squad car?"


"You're wasting my time."  Barnett walked past her and out the door.


"Does that mean no squad car?" Nancy asked rhetorically.  After a moment of silent confusion, she ran back upstairs, grabbed her purse, considered putting Neil back under his sink and then decided against it.  After all, there was a murderer/kidnapper running loose out there and if was willing to do things to hurt her, she didn't want to think to know what he'd do to Neil.  She locked her door behind her and ran down the stairs.


Kevin and his father were being loaded into a police car as she left the building and for a moment she caught Mr. Holt's eye.  She couldn't read his look, couldn't tell if he was angry or anguished or something else completely, and she felt a flash of frustration.  She was a writer--recognizing human emotion would probably come in handy one of these days, she thought angrily, jerking her car door open.


She followed the police car as it pulled out of her complex but lost it when it turned on its lights and screamed through traffic.


Barnett was waiting for her when she got to the station and ushered her in through a keycard-entry-only side door.  They were quiet as the walked through the maze of ugly metal desks pushed head to head and into a gray, concrete room that looked just like every interrogation room Nancy had ever seen on television.  She said down gingerly in the center of a rusty metal chair with a flat faux-leather pad for a seat.  It was uncomfortable and even an unhappy wriggle didn't fix matters.  She sat her purse on the table and removed Neil from its depths, sitting him on the table.


"What is that?" Barnett asked, staring at Neil in a mix of curiosity and annoyance.


"His name's Neil.  He's a dog," Nancy explained defensively.


"That's a dog?"  Barnett quirked an eyebrow and continued with waiting for an answer.  "What's he doing here?"


"I didn't want to leave him alone.  There's a killer on the loose.  I don't want anything to happen to him."


Barnett looked skeptical.


"Look, I don't have any kids.  I don't have a boyfriend.  My parents live--"  She paused.  "Can I call my parents?  Make sure they're ok?"


"Well send a car out to their home.  What's their address?"


Nancy told her and watched Barnett pass a piece of paper out to a uniformed officer outside the door.


"What is he going to tell them?" she asked.  "I don't want them to worry."


"Just that there was an incident at your apartment building, that you're fine and that you wanted to let them know that, in case they saw it on the news."


"Ok.  I have a sister, too," she said suddenly.  "But she lives in Chicago."


"She'll be fine," Barnett said.  "If your parents are anything like mine, they'll call her as soon as the uniforms find them."


Nancy was surprised at the mention of the other woman's parents.  It almost made the ice princess seem human.


"Let's go through this from the beginning.  Start with the first letter."


"The first letter came through my publisher," Nancy told her, feeling grateful and quite a bit more cooperative.  "I got a packet with the month's forwarded mail and I was reading through the letters and this one, well it said he wanted to meet me so he was going to kill people and have me catch him.  He signed it Jake and used the fake address in DC where Jake lived in the book as his return address."


"Right.  Evidence is pulling that one now.  I want to see it."


"Ok."


"What'd you do after that?"


"Well, that was about three weeks ago, so I guess I was sort of waiting for the next packet to see if he was going to write again.  I--I didn't think he had my address."  Nancy winced as she suddenly realized the implications of the killer knowing where she lived.  She scooped Neil off the table and held him close, feeling him shiver against her forearms.  She felt like shivering too.



"Right.  So today is the first time you heard from him since you got the first letter in the mail, from the publisher.  Is that right?"


"Right."  Nancy steeled herself determinedly.  "Kevin knocked on my door and said some guy had given him five dollars to bring a letter up to me."


"But you didn't open it?"


"I should have."   Nancy felt another wave of guilt for not having opened the letter earlier.  "I didn't know he was downstairs--I mean I should have--he gave the letter to Kevin.  He was down there.  I just thought--maybe he was just sending another threat or he was just fooling around or maybe I was afraid he'd already killed someone--wanted to brag--"


"All right, stop there."  Barnett dropped her pencil and leaned back, studying Nancy calmly.


Nancy closed her mouth and tried to ignore the tears pricking in the back of her eyes.


"Let's say you'd opened the letter when Kevin was there."


"Ok," Nancy responded, unsure of where Barnett was headed with this.


"What would you have done?"


"Well, I would have kept Kevin up there," she said immediately.  "And I would have gone down there--"


"With what?"


"What--what do you mean?"


"What would you have taken down there?" Barnett repeated slowly, as if talking to a somewhat deaf child.  "A knife?  A gun?"


"I don't have a gun.  I could have taken a knife," she said, thinking of the wooden block where her kitchen knives resided.


"So why didn't you take one when you did go down there?"


Nancy paused.  She had thought about it, but not until she got downstairs and then she hadn't felt that she could leave if there was a crime in progress.


"I don't know," she said finally.  "I guess I didn't really think he was down there."


"And he wasn't.  But what if he had been?"


"He wanted me to catch him."


"And you had no way to overpower him, right?  Or are you some specialist in some martial art I've never heard of?"


"No.  I mean--no, I don't know any martial art," Nancy admitted, staring at the top of Neil's head.


"Great.  So you charge in, unarmed…do you really think he was going to drop his knife and turn himself in to you?"


"Um…no?"


"Damn straight.  Probably, he would have killed you right there.  If you'd run upstairs, best case scenario, you make it to your apartment, you bolt the lock, get a 911 call off, maybe, maybe we get someone there before he breaks in, kills you, Kevin and," Barnett paused significantly and looked at the dog quivering in Nancy's lap, "Neil.  More likely he catches you on the stairs or just inside the door, kills you, Kevin runs out, he kills Kevin, maybe he'll miss Neil, off hiding under the table.  If you run outside, you might survive, but how's he going to get out?  He's got a baby, he's holding a knife to its throat.  How do you like that picture?"


Nancy swallowed hard, blinking hard to keep the tears from falling but one escaped.


"Right.  So stop with the shoulda-coulda-woulda, and give me some information that will put this guy in my jail and get that baby back to her father and brother.  Tell me what happened next."


Nancy took a deep breath.


"I didn't open the letter.  I didn't want to open it in front of Kevin.  I offered him cookies if he came in and played detective with me.  I gave him a snack and he told me what I wrote down on that piece of paper.  He didn't have much information so when he finished and asked to go, I told him to go ahead.  I opened the letter, I read it, and I--"  Nancy paused, thinking about exactly what she'd done.  "I ran downstairs, grabbed Kevin, and sent him back up to the apartment.  I told him to get Neil and stay under the table.  I don't know why, it just seemed safer, or maybe it was just giving him something to do."


Barnett nodded, not writing anything down.


"And then I started to think it was all some big joke because, well, murders just don't happen in the apartment downstairs, you know?"  Nancy realized she was biting her lip and made a conscious effort to stop.  "So I had this plan.  I was going to knock on the door.  If there was no answer, I was going to go upstairs and call.  And if there was still no answer, I was going to call 911.  But I knocked on the door and it swung open and there was so much blood…and I went outside."


"And tossed your cookies?"


"And my ice cream."  Nancy felt nauseous again, the taste of ice cream and chocolate rising with the bile in her throat.


"You need some water?"


"Please."


Barnett stood up and poked her head out the door.  Then she came back and sat next to Nancy.  "Someone will be in with it in a minute," she said.  "And that's when Officer Maguire found you?"


"Yes."  Nancy paused.  "He is a real police officer, isn't he?"


"Yes."  Barnett looked dangerously close to cracking a smile.  "He is.  K-9."


"Ok.  It seemed like a good idea to check."


"Yeah, you keep on doing that."  Barnett shut up while a uniformed officer brought in a pitcher of water and two plastic cups.  "Try checking before you direct him to the crime scene and give him access to the witnesses, ok?"


"I am not a police officer," Nancy insisted, feeling her color rise along with her temper.  "I don't know this stuff."


"You wrote the book," Barnett pointed out.


"It was a book.  It was just a book.  I didn't mean for this to happen!"  Nancy jumped up, spilling a startled Neil onto the table and started pacing.  "I wrote a book.  On my lunch hour and on the weekends.  I was bored, it was fun, I didn't think it would ever get published.  I sent it around, someone picked it up…if I'd known someone was going to stalk me for it, I wouldn't have written a murder mystery!  I would have written a nice…fluffy bunny book, or something.  I want him to stop!  I'm just a writer, you're the police! It's your job to do something!  Why do you keep yelling at me?  I just wrote a book."  She stopped, completely out of breath and very near tears.  Barnett stayed in her seat, staring at her calmly.


"What happened when Officer Maguire found you?"


Nancy geared up for a good yelling fit again, but suddenly she felt very tired.  She flopped back in her seat and petted Neil absently when he poked his nose in her shoulder.


"I was vomiting in the grass outside the apartment building," she said softly.  "He asked if I was ok, and I said something--not even sure what--about there being a murder, a body, and I told him which apartment number.  He went in and I followed, but I didn't go into the apartment again.  Kevin--Kevin must have read the letter, he came running down the stairs screaming and crying and I grabbed him again, to keep him from going into the apartment and seeing his mother.  He kicked and screamed for a while and then he calmed down and asked if his mother was dead."


"How did you know she was dead?"


"I looked at Maguire."  She actually thought of him by his unusual first name, but she decided it would be better to follow Barnett's lead.  "He nodded, so I told him yes.  Told Kevin yes."


"Ok."


A thought seized Nancy. 


"She is dead, isn't she?  I mean, he said--the letter said--he was going to kill her.  I didn't even think--I saw the blood and figured she was dead--"


"Yes, she's dead," Barnette interrupted her, nodding.  "Medical examiner is doing the autopsy."


"Did he shoot her?"


Barnett studied her before answering.


"You don't know?"


"No!  You know as much as I do.  I showed you everything I had."


"Then why do you think she was shot?"


"There was blood and--"  Nancy stopped to gather her thoughts and realized what was tickling the back of her mind.  "Because the villain in Sworn to Protect didn't use a gun.  He used a knife.  And my sister used to go around asking me why he didn't just shoot his victims.  That it would be a lot faster and he wouldn't almost get caught all the time."  Nancy stopped, tripped up on her own sentence.  "If I could have come downstairs at any time, he should have used a gun.  But you said he'd chase me and kill me.  You didn't say he'd shoot at me."


"There might be hope for you, yet," Barnett remarked, making a note on her pad.  "It appears that Mrs. Holt was stabbed."


Nancy felt cold bile roil in her stomach.  At this rate, she wasn't going to eating anything for days.


"He killed her because of my book," she murmured.  "I can't believe this."


"It's a possibility," Barnett said.  "If he's definitely a nutcase."


"I think he's definitely a nutcase," Nancy opined.


"Could be, might be smoke screen for the kidnapping.  How well did you know the Holts?"


"I really didn't," Nancy said slowly.  "I saw the mother outside with Kevin and the baby sometimes.  She and Kevin both had red hair, so they were easy to recognize.  We'd wave at each other, but we never stopped to talk."


"What about the baby?"


"No, I never talked to the baby."  Nancy frowned at the detective.  "She wasn't very old."


"No, I meant--"  Barnett paused and shook her head.  "Never mind.  Did you ever see anyone else with the baby or with the Holts?"


"I don't remember.  I didn't even remember the father when I saw him.  Kevin's loud, he plays with a couple of other kids in the complex.  The mom was pretty.  You know, I think I did talk to her once.  Right when I was moving in, maybe.  I said I wrote a book and she said she'd check it out.  I can't imagine when she had time to read, but…I don't know.  I'm pretty sure we never talked about it again.  Maybe commented on the weather."


"Had you ever met Maguire before today?"


"No, I don't usually spend a lot of time outside.  Out of the apartment, into the car, you know?"


"What about walking Neil?"


"Neil has a litter box."


Barnett raised an eyebrow.  


"You trained Neil to use a litter box?"


"Yeah.  Someone told me you can't teach dogs to use litter boxes, but Neil's gifted."


"Yeah."  Barnett looked down at her paper.  "What about Mr. Holt.  You ever talked to him?"


"I saw him today, he looked at me, but I don't think I've ever seen him.  Must work during the day, I guess.  Most of the people in my apartment do."


"So you've never talked to him before?  Met him anywhere else?"


"No."  Nancy shook her head for emphasis.  "Don't think so."


"Ok.  Do you have any enemies?"


"No."  Nancy looked at her strangely.  "Except I suppose, this guy."

Chapter Six

It was full dark when Nancy let herself and Neil back into her apartment.  She was convinced that her bones themselves ached, but she took Neil on a circuit of the apartment, checking the windows and making sure there was no extra mail sitting on her floor or her bed.  She hesitated in the kitchen and slid a knife from the block on the counter before checking her bedroom and bathroom.  


Satisfied that her apartment was as secure as it was going to be right now, she installed Neil in his cabinet where he promptly curled up with his back to her and tucked his nose into his leg.  Nancy looked at him sadly for a moment and left the cabinet door open a crack.  


She ignored her office for the time being, choosing instead to sit on the pristine white Ikea sofa and stare at the blank television.  She had plenty of DVDs to watch but wasn't really in the mood to get up and actually put one in.  She was still sitting there when the phone rang.


"Call Mom," her sister ordered when she picked up.


"Ok," she said, incapable of a protest.  


"Nance!"


"Yeah?"


"What's going on?  Mom said some woman got killed at your apartment!  She said the police stopped to talk to her and Dad!  She's totally freaking out and so am I!"


"Why are you freaking out?  I'm the one with the freaky stalker guy telling me he's killing my neighbors and the police not believing me, and a terrified dog in my bathroom cabinet!"  Nancy's voice rose in pitch as she went on, and she shut up when she heard herself screaming.


"It's the same guy?" Annie asked, her voice hushed.  "The one who sent you the letter?"


"Yeah, he sent me another letter," Nancy admitted, and related the entire story.


"Oh my God," Annie said flatly when she was done. "Oh my God."


"Yep."


"Whatever you do, do NOT tell Mom you're getting stalked by a killer," Annie ordered.  "Dad will totally never get dinner if you do that."


"Dad won't need dinner," Nancy said glumly.  "He'll go buy himself a shotgun from K-Mart and camp out in front of my door, aiming at anyone who walks by."


"Is that a terrible idea?"


"Yes!"


"Right.  What about someone like, do you have police protection?  You have a bodyguard guy or something, right?"


"No."  Nancy suddenly wondered what Angus Maguire was doing that night, and more importantly, what his police dog was doing that night.  "They don't think he's going to hurt me.  I don't even think they believe he's real."


"What, they think you're making up stories to get attention something?"


"Something.  There was a baby kidnapped, too," Nancy said.  "They've set up a…dragnet or something, but he might have had too much time.  He might be gone already."


"But he wants your attention.  So if you ignore him, he'll do something else, right?"


"I don't know.  I hope not."  Nancy bit her lip.  "Do you think I should do something?"


"Like what?"


"Like anything!  I don't know.  Leave a message on my website or send him a letter or something."


"You don't know his real address."


"There's the website."


"What are you going to say?  Don't forget, there's like, four-hundred people who check that site a week."


"Right.  I don't know."


At that point there was a knock on the door.


"Hold on a sec," Nancy said.  She laid the phone on the table and picked up the kitchen knife she'd kept with her.  She peered through the safety hole and saw Mr. Holt standing there.  She rushed back to the phone.  "I gotta go," she rushed out apologetically.  "I'll call you back when I figure something out."


"Ok," Annie managed to get out before Nancy cut the connection.


Nancy hurried to the door and checked to make sure Mr. Holt was still there.  He was, so she unlatched and opened the door.


"Hi," he said uncertainly, before she could say anything.  "I'm…I'm Michael Holt.  You're Nancy, uh…Ellis?"


"Yes."  Nancy held out her hand.  He took it in a firm grip.  "I'm so sorry for your loss, Mr. Holt.  Do you want to come in?"


"Thanks.  Just for a minute.  I left Kevin downstairs."  He jerked a thumb over his shoulder as he stepped across the threshold and then rubbed his hand across the back of his neck.  "He's sleeping," he explained.  


"No problem," Nancy said, closing the door behind him.  She didn't latch the door because he was there and she didn't think "Jake" would attack her with someone else in the apartment.  "Please, sit down," she offered, waving her hand toward the soft white chair across from the sofa.


"Thanks," he said, doing so.  


Nancy curled up in the corner of the couch, tucking her feet under her.  


Michael Holt's eyes went to the knife on her phone table.


"I'm sorry," she said immediately, wishing she'd slipped it between the cushions or in a drawer before she opened the door.


"No, it's good.  I mean."  He paused, and she watched his face, seeing the lines around his reddened eyes.  His irises were hazel, his hair about the same nondescript color.  Kevin had gotten his coloring from his mother.  Mr. Holt was actually very handsome, though, with a square jaw, a straight nose, and symmetrical features.  "You must be frightened.  God, that was an awful thing to say."


"No.  I am.  Scared."  Nancy bit her lip.  "I'm sorry about your wife.  And your daughter."


"God.  Katie."  Holt shook his head and Nancy felt responsible.


"Can I get you something?" she asked.  "I have water and cherry coke.  I don't think I have any alcohol but--"


"No, no, I'm ok," he said, holding up a hand and shaking his head.  "The police are doing all they can to find Katie.  She's--they're calling in the FBI.  They do--kidnappings, you know.  Over the state line, they think he might have taken her into the District or to Virginia."


"I'm sure they'll find her," Nancy said helplessly.


"I didn't come here to dump everything on you," he said, suddenly apologetic.  He slid forward in the chair and leaned his elbows on his knees.  "I wanted to thank you for taking care of Kevin today.  This--this was hard on him and I'm glad you were here to hang on to him.  He's a good kid and--"  Holt broke off, choking.


"Yeah, he really is," Nancy said, not knowing what else to say.


"Thanks, I--I should get going."


"Ok.  Call me if you need anything, all right?  If you need someone to watch Kevin or--or anything," she said, grabbing the notepad and pen from the phone table and scribbling her number on it.


"Thanks," he said, taking the slip and tucking it absently in his pocket.  "He's--he's been talking about you ever since--ever since I got home."


"He can come by any time, Mr. Holt," Nancy said hastily.  "And so can you, if you need to."


"Thanks.  You don't know how much I appreciate that," he said.  "And call me Mike.  Mr. Holt…still sounds like my father."


"Ok.  I'm Nancy, then."


"All right.  Thank you, Nancy."  He stood and wiped his hands on his rumpled khakis.


Nancy stood, too, and followed him to the door.


"I'll…see you around," he said awkwardly as he opened the door and stepped into the hallway.


"Ok," she agreed, watching him skip down the stairs and finally closing the door when he was out of sight.  

She locked the door and slid the bolt again and then moved a chair in front of the door, just as an extra obstacle.  She took her knife to the bathroom and checked on Neil, then got ready for bed.  It took her a long time to fall asleep.

Chapter Seven

Nancy opened her eyes the next morning and for about fifteen seconds, everything seemed normal.  Then, she remembered the blood and the letter and Kevin's screams and the taste of ice cream and chocolate coming up in her mouth.  She swallowed hard and pulled the covers over her head.  She blinked in the darkened cave she'd made and wondered what Kevin and Mr. Holt--Michael--were doing and whether Barnett and Maguire had found little Katie yet.  She reached out of the blankets and grabbed the phone, bringing it to her hideaway and realizing she didn't know the number for the local police precinct and 911 wouldn't do for informational purposes.  She sighed and kicked the covers back, replacing the phone and padded out to the living room.  She dug around in the pocket of her coat for the card Barnett gave her the day before and called the number.  Someone who wasn't Barnett answered and told her the detective was out.  She asked him whether the Holt baby had been found and identified herself as a witness to the case.  He told her Detective Barnett would call her back.  She asked if Officer Maguire was in and was told that he wouldn't be on duty until noon.


Neil was still sleeping in his basket, so Nancy slogged to the kitchen and sliced a bagel.  She toasted it and sat down at the kitchen table, dipping pieces into a tub of hummus while she waited for her coffee to percolate.


She didn't like this, sitting in her kitchen while "Jake" was using her as an excuse to ruin people's lives.  Having a social conscious sucked, she decided, pouring herself a cup of coffee and walking into the bathroom.  She started the shower and opened the cabinet door.  Neil was still asleep inside, snuffling into the fur on his back.  Nancy showered and washed her face in a few minutes and toweled off, wrapping herself in a bathrobe and her head in a towel.  By the time she was done, Neil had emerged blinking from his cabinet and was sitting on her bathmat, looking quite annoyed that the steam had frizzed the peachfuzz that covered his body.  She rubbed him down with a handtowel, a ritual he always liked, and then hauled him to the bedroom to sit on the dresser while she picked out her clothes.


The financial success of Sworn to Protect had improved her wardrobe, but she ignored the trendy trousers and turtlenecks for a pair of old jeans and the brown sweater that was older than Neil and had stretched at the cuffs where she'd tugged at them too often.  She laced up her hiking boots and wandered into her writing room.  She hadn't written all week and really could do with the creative time.  She turned on her computer and stared at the end of her narrative.  


She checked her email.  Note from Amazon, spam, spam, spam, forward from a college friend, and some info from various mailing lists.  She deleted most of it, skimmed the mailing list missives, and checked on the weather.  It was getting cold but the sky was supposed to be clear and bright.


Angus Maguire had said he lived in the D building.  Nancy checked her watch.  11:30.  If he was to be in to work at noon, he'd be leaving any time now.  She shrugged on her bomber jacket and went to get Neil before heading down the stairs and walking across the parking lots to the D building.  She sat Neil in the grass beside a dark blue Crown Victoria and let him poke nervously in the grass.  Annie had told her time and again that dogs couldn't be trained to use litter boxes, but Neil was gifted and picked up on the idea pretty readily.  Now it was a challenge to get him to regard the outside world as a bathroom.  


Neil was just starting to look uncomfortable with the outside world when the front door of the D building opened and Angus Maguire stepped out with a dog that was roughly the size of a Volvo.


"Good grief," Nancy murmured to Neil.  "What do you think *he's* compensating for?"


Neil mewed in agreement.


"Nancy Ellis," Maguire greeted her as he and the dog that guarded hell walked up to his car.  "How're you doing?"


"I'm ok," she said automatically. 


He looked her over with eyes that weren't unkind.  


"Doing better than yesterday?"


"Yeah, I--"  Nancy sighed.  "I called to find out if they'd found Katie yet.  Mike Holt visited me last night and…I just want to do something more."


Maguire looked vaguely sympathetic but it was an uncomfortable expression for him.  He had dark hair, brush cut into a style that was distinctly messy, a hawkish nose and blue eyes that probably looked mean when he wasn't actively trying to look otherwise.  She wondered why he was a dog cop when his talents obviously lay in scaring the crap out of criminals and the occasional innocent civilian.


"Look," he said, rubbing his hand across the dark stubble that was already on his face, "this isn't my case.  You really should be talking to Barnett."


"I know," Nancy said apologetically.  "It's just that she wasn't in and you were the first officer on the scene and I was hoping they'd kept you in the loop."


Maguire quirked a half-smile.


"You were hoping I'd be able to give you info.  That's the only reason you care if I was in the loop."


Nancy jerked back, stung.


"So?" she countered, deciding not to lie.  "I don't care about your career.  I just don't want to know if Mike got his baby back."


"You be careful calling Holt 'Mike' in front of Barnett," Maguire advised.  "If she's smart, and she is, she's going to be looking for a conspiracy of some sort."


"Conspiracy!"  Nancy's mouth fell open.  "I didn't even *know* the Holts until yesterday!  How is there a conspiracy?"


He raised an eyebrow at her.  She shut her mouth.


"You believe me."


"I didn't say that."


"You did.  You just didn't say it in those words."


"I didn't say a word.  I just call 'em like I see 'em."  Maguire unlocked the passenger-side door to his car and opened the door.  "Stasi!" he called.  "Geht aus!"


"You named him after the East German police?" Nancy queried.


"Came equipped," Maguire said.


"You wouldn't have told me about the conspiracy theory if you believed it yourself," Nancy stated positively.


"Whatever," Maguire shrugged.  He glared at Stasi who was sniffing Neil.  Neil was holding his ground, but a drop of drool from Stasi's mouth threatened to drench him.


"Your dog's drooling on my dog," Nancy said accusingly.


Maguire glanced over the door and raised an eyebrow.  


"You're calling that a dog?" he countered good-naturedly.


"Why does everyone say that?" she asked disgustedly.


"Because my dog could eat your dog in one bite," Maguire answered.  "Geht AUS, Stasi!"


Stasi sniffed indignantly and entered the car.  Neil promptly emptied his bladder.


"Look," Nancy said.  "I've got a call into Detective Barnett.  She's supposed to call me back.  But I don't think she believes me."


"Look, Nancy Ellis," Maguire said, leaning on his open door, "I've got to get to work.  You going to be ok by yourself?"


Nancy bristled.


"Of course I will."


"Ok."  His eyes tracked away from her and settled on Neil.  "If something happens and you need someone there immediately, call 911 and then call me, ok?"  He reached into his back pocket and came out with a wallet.  He flipped it open and took out a white card.  "My work and pager numbers are on here.  My home number is 555-4781.  I'm closer than any emergency vehicle and I have Stasi, so if you need someone, let me know, ok?  Otherwise, you probably shouldn't be ambushing me outside my home."  He grinned quickly at her.  His teeth were very straight and clean.  "Barnett won't be happy with either of us and she's not someone you need to be pissing off right now."


"Ok."  Nancy took the proffered white card and smiled sadly at him.  "Thanks."


"Sure."  He slid into the front seat of his car and pulled the door shut after him.  She watched as he cranked down the window and rested his elbow on the windowframe.  "Take care of yourself, Nancy Ellis," he called, throwing the car into reverse and sliding out of his parking space.  "Go take care of your dog."  He nodded at her and drove out of the parking lot.


Nancy glanced down at Neil who was in the throes of a full-fledged anxiety attack.  


"C'mon," she sighed, picking him up by the rib cage.  "Let's go give you a bath."


It wasn't usually Neil's bath day but he'd been sitting in the dirt and grass and had a big wet spot on his head where a drop of Stasi-drool had made contact.  Nancy sat him in a sink full of warm water and a dollop of eucalyptus-mint shampoo and was scrubbing him down when the phone finally rang.


"I'll be right back," she promised him, leaving a him with a crown of foam on his head and wiping her hands on his mini bath towel as she went to the living room.  


"Hello?"


"Ms. Ellis?  This is Renee Barnett, returning your call."


"Hi, yes.  I just wanted to know if Katie Holt has been found yet."


There was a pause at the other end of the line.  


"She reappeared in her bedroom last night, Ms. Ellis.  Right after her father returned from visiting you."


"He--what?  But he never said anything…."


"Have you spoken with him since last night?"  Barnett sounded suspicious.


"No.  He knocked on my door last night to thank me for taking care of Kevin yesterday.  That was all."


"You gave him your phone number?"


"Yeah."  Nancy hesitated.  "He told you that?"


"Lucky guess."


"Well, I'm glad she's back."


Barnett ignored the sentiment and went right into her next thought.


"We did a quick comparison on the handwriting in the two letters you received.  We believe they were both written by the same person, attempting to disguise his or her handwriting, and the only fingerprints we found were yours."


"Sorry."


"There weren't even partials--if you'd never touched the letter, there still would be nothing to find."


Nancy felt a little better.


"The language struck us, though, the part about how he wanted to meet you and hadn't been able to.  Did you cancel any appearances recently?  Or at all?"


"Um.  My plane got delayed from Cleveland to BWI and I missed showing up at a Barnes and Noble in Laurel."


"Anything else?"


"Right after the book came out I got the flu.  I tried to go to everything anyway, but I think I slept through a signing at some little bookstore somewhere."


"Do you remember the name?"


"No, but Phil would.  He's my agent.  He was a little grouchy about that."


"Phil what?"


"Conroy.  He's in DC."  Nancy pulled her address book out of the drawer of the phone table and flipped to the C page.  "I have his number here."


"Please."


Nancy read it off.


"Ok, we'll get in touch with him.  One more thing.  Do  you think your secret admirer sent you any letters before this time?"


"It's possible."  Nancy thought for a minute.  "I have them all.  You want to see them?"


"All your letters?"


"And all the emails, too, in case he tried that."


"You saved all your fan mail?"


"Wouldn't you?"


Barnett showed up twenty minutes later, alone, a small black kit in tow.  


"All right," she announced.  "Show me these letters."


"There's a lot of them," Nancy warned.


"Stop showing off.  It wasn't that good a book."


"Sor-ry."


Nancy *knew* she shouldn't get snippy with police officers and especially not with Barnett, but it was difficult.  The woman obviously didn't like her and Nancy had already decided she didn't like Barnett much, either.  She led the way to the second bedroom and twisted the key sitting in the lock of her lateral file.  She'd traded the rusty old metal filing cabinet she'd saved from a university rummage sale in for a pretty one of light oak that matched her bookcases.  She locked it, but never took the key out because hardly anyone came to her apartment, let alone would want to look through the bank statements in the bottom drawer or the letters in the top.  She made a mental note that she should change that practice, and pulled out the folders of letters.  Half of them were stapled to their envelopes and marked with a red check mark for having been replied to.  That half was most likely also saved in a database of fan names she'd started just for the heck of it.  Then, the mail had gotten overwhelming and the rest were all stuffed haphazardly in rainbow colored folders.

"Here you go," she said, pulling out a handful and dumping them on the squishy couch.  She pulled out the rest and dumped them on top.  


Barnett looked nonplussed.


"This many people liked the book?"


"Yep."


"Go figure."  She pulled one folder to her and started reading the first letter.  "Good grief, these people have no life."


"Can I help?"


Barnett's icy eyes locked onto hers instantly.


"We're just looking for letters that are written in that same offhandedly creepy manner, right?" Nancy said.  "The secretaries and teenagers and housewives are pretty much off the hook, aren't they?"


"Ok," Barnett agreed, obviously cowed by the stack of letters.  "But pull out anything that appears to be written by a man, anyone who seems impatient, or any woman who seems well, too smart to read your book."


"We're looking for a man, aren't we?" Nancy asked bemusedly.


"We think we're looking for a man," Barnett returned.  "Which may be exactly what the killer wants us to think."


"Ok.  Fine."  Nancy picked up the first letter.  "If you say so."


"I do," Barnett snapped.


"Ok."  Nancy dared another look at her and went back to reading her mail.  There was definitely something mean about Barnett and Nancy wondered if it was just from being a cop or if it was something about being a woman in a typically male world, or if was just from being Barnett.

They shuffled through the pile quietly, the only noise from the rustling of papers as they were divided into piles.


"I guess you don't really think I had a hand in this," Nancy finally said to break the silence.


"Are you asking if you're a suspect?"  Barnett lifted her head and raised an eyebrow at her.


"I'm asking if I'm no longer a suspect."


"That's not the kind of thing we discuss during ongoing investigations."


"You wouldn't let me help you if you really thought I'd committed a crime."


"Maybe I'm watching you to see if you do anything suspicious."


"I'm reading letters."  Nancy grinned.  "What would you do, go through the ones I discarded and see if there was anything suspicious in there that I was trying to hide?"


"I could do exactly that," Barnett replied, setting a letter in the smaller pile to her left.


"Are you really going to?"


"No.  I'm finding it highly unlikely you were having an affair with Mr. Holt and plotted with him to kill his wife."


"No kidding."  Nancy looked on her with new respect.  "Why not?"


"The old guy who lives across the hall from you assured me that you never had overnight visitors and were probably a disenfranchised lesbian."


"Mr. Williams thinks I'm a lesbian?"


"Plus, Kevin doesn't remember ever meeting you before today, your apartment's a mess and Mr. Holt didn't know Neil."  Barnett set aside another letter, this one in the growing right-hand pile.


"You think because my apartment's a mess, I'm not having an affair?"


"Not with the guy downstairs, who could come up at any time," Barnett commented.  "Most women keep their place tidy.  I looked at your sink when we came upstairs yesterday.  One plate, one juice glass.  I bet if I opened the fridge right now, you'd have orange juice, a block of cheese, and an apple."


"That doesn't mean I'm not a kept woman," Nancy protested, setting aside her own housewife letter.


"Plus the fact that you seem insulted that you're no longer a suspect."


"I'm no longer a suspect?"


"You never were.  Kids are pretty reliable witnesses and you didn't have time between Kevin's 
