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Chapter 1
JACKIE


Beneath the serene, protective canopy of maple leaves, a
boy reclined against the trunk, withered and bloodless, his skin
two sizes too big for his depleted body. It was death in all the
wrong ways.

Jackie Rutledge squinted at the chaos from the parking lot
of the park, located in the far west of Chicago's burbs amidst a
swarm of onlookers and media, wondering why anyone would choose
hangover Mondays to commit a crime. It had to be a conspiracy. She
looked over at the crowd, the television vans with their incessant,
morbid story hounds, and finger-pointing gawkers who hoped to get
their faces flashed on the evening news. It was difficult to say
which Jackie disliked more.

The drifting scatter of clouds blissfully shielded her
from the mid-morning sun, only to laugh at her a few moments later.
Jackie hoped that luck would find her and a thunderstorm would send
the crowd running, but all of her luck was being hogged by
Bickerstaff, a fifteen pound tabby still sleeping at home on her
pillow.

The enormous maple, it's wide, green leaves so burdensome
upon the branches that the canopy hung nearly to the ground, was
completely encircled with crime scene tape. Some of the crew were
walking around, combing through the grass. The local police looked
to have been put in charge of crowd control.

Jackie walked over to her partner Laurel's car, and
accepted the triple-shot latte and handful of Tylenol. "Thanks for
the wake-up. Why can't killers keep better hours?"

"Off shifts pay better," she said, and reached up to brush
off some lingering sand on Jackie's forehead. "How was the
lifeguard?"

"My thighs still hurt, so I'm guessing it was good."
Tequila shots had blurred out everything beyond the walk on the
lake. He had packed up and left well before Laurel's painfully
early wake-up call. Plopping the pills into her mouth, Jackie
swallowed them down with the lukewarm coffee.

 She took the FBI jacket offered from
Laurel, who was scanning the crowd out past the pair of television
vans parked at the curb of the parking lot, her blue eyes narrowed
in concentration. Her voice was distant. "Wish my thighs
hurt."

"So this is the same M.O. as the Wisconsin
woman?"

Laurel did not answer. Her eyes were closed, and Jackie
knew better than to keep talking. She had her psychic radar on,
checking for anything out of the ordinary. If this was related to
the Wisconsin victim, odds were it was not going to be ordinary.
Some sicko yahoo had drained the woman of most of her blood. She
finished off the last of her latte and waited for Laurel to finish.
She was ready to get moving, more so to avoid the media that looked
to be wandering in their direction.

"Something is off here," Laurel said, her voice barely a
whisper.

Jackie cringed. Of course there was. "Not off in a 'spike
your morning coffee' sort of way I hope?"

"There's some bourbon in the trunk." Laurel did not smile
at the humor. She was too intent on something out in the
crowd.

"Great. Off to a fabulous start already," Jackie said, but
Laurel was already walking slowly across the grass to the other
side of the parking lot where the crowd had gathered. Something had
tweaked that little psychic nerve of hers, and Jackie knew when to
leave well enough alone. "Go find your boogie man, Laur." She
turned and made her way toward the overhanging tree before any
media might notice she was standing by herself.

Pushing through the blanket of leaves and limbs, Jackie
found herself standing in near darkness, thin shafts of light
shining down on a boy seated neatly against the trunk of the tree.
A couple members of the crew were already milling around in the
shadows.

"That you, Jack? Glad you could join us."

Jackie's mouth creased into a frown. Pernetti. He would be
the one detailing the victim. As if her headache didn't already
feel like someone cranking a screw down into her skull. "Don't even
start with me, Pernetti. I'm not in the mood."

 "Boy, did you get laid or something?
You're bright eyed and bushy-tailed this morning."

For a moment, Jackie thought he might have actually
noticed, but then common sense took over. Pernetti was not capable
of noticing anything like that. "Kiss my ass. Just tell me what
we've got here."

He knelt down next to the body. "Archibald Lane, age
twelve. Some sicko sucked the boy dry. There's ligature marks on
the wrists and ankles. Funky marks, though. It looks like zip ties.
Other than the hole in the arm, there's nothing else visible on
him. Scene so far is spotless."

Twelve. What was wrong with people?
"Spotless?  That's doubtful." These days,
everyone left something to track. Unless of course you knew how to
clean up after yourself, and knew how forensics worked, but even
then, it was unlikely.

"Clean so far, Jack." He shrugged, pointing at marks on
the boy's wrists. "Other than the marks and the hole, he's got a
couple bumps and scrapes that anyone might get when they've been
out and about for a couple days."

"Two? He hasn't been dead that long."

Pernetti stood back up, thrusting his hands into his
pockets. "Runaway, according to the sheriff. Fled from mom and dad
beating each other up, and not seen until this morning."

She doubted very much that mom was doing any beating up on
dad. It hit her then, a brief flash of a twelve year old running
away from a 'domestic dispute' nearly twenty years prior. Mommy
certainly had not been doing any beating on. Jackie took a deep
breath. The smell of death was doing little to wash the residue of
memory away. "Anything else?"

"Nope. Area still being gone over. Bowers and Prescott are
out canvassing, but it's looking a lot like that Wisconsin woman we
brought in couple months back.

Jackie shrugged. "Maybe. Ok, move Pernetti, I want a
look." She did not want one, really. There was almost nothing she
would see here, she could tell already. The perp had been clean and
careful, and nothing visible to the naked eye would appear here.
Still, she would be lead on the case, and if anything, she needed
to verify Pernetti's own observations.

"Think we should track down those parents and see what
they have to say. Let them know their son is dead because they
can't bitch at each other like other civilized folks."

She did not bother glancing up at him. "Go away, Pernetti.
You're distracting me."

Thankfully left in silence, Jackie gave Archie a quick
look over, and found nothing out of the ordinary. He looked almost
peaceful, if one could ignore that fact that he looked like a
pasty, deflated version of his former self. The thought sent a
shiver down Jackie's spine, and she decided she had seen enough for
the moment. Putting her sunglasses back on, Jackie stepped back out
from under the tree to find Laurel seated on the hood of their car
smoking a cigarette. That was the first sign of trouble right
there. A healthy girl by nature, Jackie knew if you hit the stress
button hard enough, Laurel would be reaching for that security
blanket in the bottom of her purse.

Jackie knew any shot at the day getting better was
vanishing with each puff of smoke.

 










Chapter 2
NICK


One hundred forty four years was a long time to be a
failure at something. Nick Anderson felt every last year of it as
he looked over the heads of the crowd at the towering maple,
wondering how long it had taken to find someone who looked like his
son. The boy sitting under the tree was not an exact likeness, but
the similarities were obvious. Cornelius was back, and this time
Nick knew it was for keeps. The game was on for one final round,
and if he did not catch the bastard, Nick would be dead. It had not
been a good way to start the day.

The circus atmosphere in the park did little to help. In
the two hours since coming back, Nick had been talked to by every
reporter and cop on the scene. There seemed to be little in the way
of evidence, and Nick had not dared do anything to the body when he
found it. Evidence gathering these days was far too elaborate to
miss his tampering with the body. The feds did not appear to have
anything concrete going on. He had seen them in action enough to
know, and he knew how Cornelius worked. There would be little for
them to go on until things were explored a bit more. Immediate
discovery was too boring for him.

A pair of late arriving Feds caught his eye, in that they
were both female. You did not see women paired up in these sorts of
units. One was certainly the tougher looking of the two, and by the
way she walked and talked to the others, was likely in charge of
the case. She had a real 'don't mess with me' look about her, and
squinted hard in the morning sun. A headache no doubt. Nick found
the leather jacket and hiking boots appealing. A no nonsense agent,
and not half bad to look at either. He wondered how long it might
be before he was having a conversation with her. A day? Two
perhaps?

The other one came toward the crowd, and if it was not for
the FBI emblazoned jacket, Nick would have never pegged her for law
enforcement. She had none of the swagger or stern confidence that
most portrayed at a crime scene. She looked far too soft for that,
far too kind around the eyes.

It was the eyes that grabbed Nick's attention, though. She
scanned the crowd but her gaze was unfocused, like she was looking
miles away.  He watched her, curious about what
she could be looking for until she got within about ten feet of his
spot. Those distant and vacant blue eyes came abruptly into sharp
focus, and what little color she had slowly evaporated from her
face. The cold, probing fingers of psychic energy pushed around him
then, and Nick swallowed the bile that rose in his
throat.

Christ! A medium.

Vampires gave off a definite and profound sense of death.
Or so his assistant Cynthia claimed. She was a powerful medium in
her own right, and after meeting fifteen years before, had told him
that he felt like a walking cemetery.  Not the
most endearing sentiment, but apparently true. Nick had hired her
on the spot. She had taught him how to know when a psychic was
looking around for the dead, opening themselves up to the spirit
world. It was a very distinct feeling, and now here he was, face to
face with one who worked for the FBI, and was standing five feet
away from him at a crime scene he would undoubtedly be tied to
sooner, if not later.

She wobbled on her feet, pale as the death she must have
been sensing. Nick could see she did not suspect him in the
slightest, but she felt him and it scared the shit out of her. It
would have been a good time to casually shift off into the
crowd.

"Miss? Are you ok? You look a bit pale." The gesture of
good will was out of his mouth before he could stop it.

"No, no. I'm fine, thanks. Just lost in thought," she
said, managing a friendly smile. "How are you?"

She had a sense of wholeness about her that Nick found
striking. It had his mind conjuring up an image a century and a
half old, sweet and bitter at the same time. The smile he had met
hers with faded. "Disappointed I have to see things like this. You
sure you're all right? I thought you might pass out there for a
second."

The scared look in her eyes began to fade, replaced with
wariness. "Fine. Really. I imagine you've been asked, but have you
seen anything unusual around here today?"

Nick caught the subtle inflection, but years of listening
to such questions, had honed his response down to nothing. "No, I
haven't. I was just walking through the park and stopped to see
what all the fuss was about, and think I've seen enough. I'm not
fond of the circus folks make of these things."

"No," she said. "Neither am I, but we'll catch him. Don't
you worry."

Nick gave her a faint smile and nod before backing away
and heading slowly out of the crowd. It was time to leave. Any
snooping around on this case would have to be very quiet now. A
medium would be hard to work around. Shelby would be pissed he had
failed to inform her of this event the moment it happened. Reggie
would be eager for action, but then he was always ready. The dead
were good that way.

He picked up the pace once he reached the edge of the
park, and Nick could feel the creeping pangs of
hunger.  It was time for some blood.










Chapter 3
JACKIE


Laurel did not look at Jackie when she
stopped a few feet in front of her. She sat on the hood of the car,
feet on the bumper, her elbows propped on her knees. The cigarette
between her fingers glowed for a brief moment in agitation before
leaving her mouth. Jackie sighed loudly and crossed her arms over
her chest.

"Ok, what gives?"

She finally flicked her gaze toward Jackie. "There's
something here."

Jackie closed her eyes. Great. First a boy drained of
blood and now something supernatural. She stepped up and sat down
on the hood next to Laurel. "Give me one." She did not really want
one. Six months without and she had kicked the habit yet again, but
it was one of those camaraderie things. "So, what the hell is
it?"

"Hush," she said, putting a finger to her lips. "He's
close and might hear you."

Whatever it was, it was dead. Being quiet did not much
matter for Jackie. Still, Laurel actually looked frightened and
that was enough to be worried about. The spooky stuff rarely did
that, so when it did you paid attention. "Sorry. You want some pics
of the area?" When she nodded, Jackie waved Denny King over and had
him go run off a gigabytes worth of photos in the direction Laurel
had pointed. While he was doing that, Jackie grabbed her by the arm
and pulled her off the car.

"Come on. Come get a look at our boy." It was best to get
her mind off of whatever it was that had scared her. It was not the
first time supernatural shit had hit the fan, and much like the
normal shit in life, Jackie knew you had to just wipe it off and
keep walking. She prayed to herself that whatever was out there
stayed away from the case. This was strange enough without it
wandering off into la-la land.

Pernetti had thankfully vacated the scene when they
stepped up to Archie. It was difficult to get the deflated balloon
image out of her head. Someone had just sucked the life right out
of him. What sort of person were they dealing with here? The
familiar knot of self-righteous anger began to burn in her gut.
This was a fucked up guy they were after. The sort that needed a
swift and permanent removal from this world.

"What an awful thing to do to someone, and a child at
that," Laurel said, squatting down next to Jackie beside the body.
"They finished with him?"

She nodded. "Yeah, think so. Go ahead."

Laurel reached out and laid her fingertips on
the boy's hand. A moment later, she jerked back. "Shit. It's here
too."

"It?" Jackie stood up, half expecting the boy to sit up
from the tree. "What it?"

"The…spirit or whatever it was.  Its
residue is on the boy." She rocked for a moment on the balls of her
feet and then tentatively touched Archie again, lingering longer
this time. The firm set of her mouth turned into a
frown.

Jackie stared down at her. "You want to tell me what the
fuck is going on?" Laurel pulled back and gave her an 'excuse me'
look. "Sorry. I hate when your freaky ghost shit gets involved in a
case. So, are you saying the thing out there had something to do
with Archie's death?"

She shook her head. "No, I don't think so. I don't even
think it's the same spirit. This one is…bad news, Jackie. Really
bad."

The knot in Jackie's stomach dissolved into something
else. Trepidation. "And the one out there was nice in comparison to
this?"

"Different." She got to her feet, leaning lightly against,
Jackie's arm. The effort had obviously drained her. "Whatever this
is, it isn't here anymore. The thing out there…" Laurel dug her
fingers into Jackie's arm for support and perhaps a little courage.
"Goddess help me, Jackie. It was so strong. I felt like I'd opened
a door to the other side."

"But you didn't see anything?"

"No. I barely kept from passing out. This sweetie of a guy
noticed and snapped me out of it."

Jackie stepped back, staring at her partner. "Just
happened to notice you were in some psychic trance communing with
the dead?"

She gave Jackie a dirty look before glancing over her
shoulder. Jackie turned and saw the local sheriff standing behind
them.

"Agents," he said, nodding at them with a curious look.
"Have you found anything useful?"

"No, nothing just yet," Jackie replied with a smile and
stepped between him and Laurel. Look at me, sheriff, not the
psychic. "It's a disturbingly clean scene."

He nodded. "Yeah, that's what it seems like to me. Like
someone just dropped out of the sky and set the kid under the tree
and then took off again. Nobody has seen anything that we can
tell."

There was something all right, but ghosts were the last
thing Jackie was about to mention. The blood-draining aspect to
this case was enough to turn the media sharks into a frenzy. They
did not need any more help.

The Sheriff excused himself and they made their way back
out from under the tree. Laurel followed in a daze, glancing every
few seconds out toward the crowd. She needed to take a few minutes
to get updates from everyone, and make sure the parents had been
contacted. Someone was picking them up as they spoke, and Jackie
had a few choice words in mind for them. When Laurel absently
bumped into her for the third time, Jackie turned on
her.

"Is this as bad as you're making it look? Because you're
starting to worry me here."

Laurel's mouth scrunched up. "Maybe? I don't know, Jackie.
I've never felt anything like this before. It's like discovering an
F6 tornado."

"A what?"

"Never mind. It's fascinating and terrifying at the same
time. Ok?"

She nodded. That made some sense, but did not do much to
ease the nervousness gnawing at her. "You want to go have another
look around? We should check out those pics Denny took,
too."

"Sure. Let's do that."

 The crowd was nosey, annoying, morbid,
and the ever-increasing sunlight began to play hell with Jackie's
head. She pointed a finger at the first reporter who caught sight
of her. "Don't talk to me now. I'll make a statement when I'm
done."

Laurel chuckled as the reporter stopped in
his tracks and let them wander on. "I wish I could do
that."

"Do what?"

"Pull up a look of murderous rage at will. It would be
handy."

She shrugged and moved on, steering them around the back
side of the crowded parking lot. Laurel knew as well as her where
she pulled that feeling from, and wisely said nothing. They did not
speak at all while they made their way around the hundred or so
loosely gathered people, casually scanning for anything out of the
ordinary. Sometimes it was just a look someone would make, a
momentary pause when they walked by or looked their way, and
suspicion would be roused. But Jackie saw nothing.

 Out of the corner of her eye, she kept
watch on Laurel, looking for any signs of the weird 'ghost trance'
she would get into when she communicated with the dead. Finally,
they neared the loosely parked group of FBI vehicles. "Anything at
all?"

"Nope.  Sorry, it's gone
now."

"What about your handy little helper? The cute
guy."

"No. He's gone, but he wasn't a ghost, Jackie. He was as
real as you and I."

"Probably, still suspiciously convenient."

"You're being overly paranoid."

Jackie smiled. "Yep. That's why I'm in charge. Now, how
about I go have a quick little chat with the clamoring reporters
while you give Archie's parents the once over?" She could see a
couple being helped out of one of their cars, and the look of fear
and terror on the woman's face said it all. She pointed at the
woman. "See? There they are."

"I don't give anyone the once over and you know
it."

"I know. That's why you get the parents. I'll see you
soon." Jackie gave Laurel's shoulder a friendly squeeze and stepped
quickly away.
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