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Praise for Fatal Vision*:

4 Stars

“Fast-paced, exciting and extremely intriguing, I
highly recommend FATAL VISION.”

—Kathy Boswell for Romantic Times Book
Club

 


Highly Recommended!

“Wonderful read! Finally, a woman who is able to
control her psychic talent! The hero is almost edible! You won’t go
wrong by picking this one up! Highly recommended!”

—Detra Fitch for Huntress Reviews

 


Could Not Put It Down.

“I loved this book, and could not put it down. …
There is plenty of romance, suspense, action, and a paranormal
element. I highly recommend this one to anyone who loves a good
read.”

—Lisa Wine for The Romance Studio

 


Heady Combination of Paranormal and Romantic
Suspense.

“FATAL VISION is a heady combination of paranormal
and romantic suspense featuring a heroine who is strong,
courageous, but also very human. The hero is as tender as he is
tough, and the villain is the epitome of a serial killer,
intelligent, cunning and inherently evil. Well plotted, this story
will keep the reader guessing to the very last page.”

—Leslie Tramposch for Paranormal Romance
Reviews

 


*Reviews are for the 2001 version published by
LTDBooks, Canada.


For Tom, who has been my love and biggest supporter
for so many years. I could not have realized my dream without you.
And for Laura Adlam, who believed in me back in the year 2000. And
for Ezra who had the patience of Job as he read through this
revision many times.


Dear Reader,

I am thrilled to republish this book which has been
extensively revised and expanded from the original. This was my
first published book back in 2000 and was a work in progress during
much of 1999. Fatal Vision reflects the time period in which it was
written. Remember the build up to the year 2000? The advent of the
21st Century and the new millennium were in the news, and many
thought, at the worst, the world would end and, at a minimum, all
the computers would stop and we would have a royal mess. Neither
happened, but the plot of this book was premised on a con man
taking advantage of those fears.

The physical setting of French Creek, Indiana, is a
combination of several Southern Indiana towns in and around the
Hoosier National Forest. The Paris Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas
was under-construction at the time and still exists today. As far
as I know, there is no replica of Notre Dame on the premises, but I
needed one, so I made it up.

The italicized chapter headings are reflective of
Tarot and the traditional meanings for the cards noted. The
original edition of Fatal Vision had the licensed right to show the
actual Rider-Waite Tarot ™ cards. I decided to forego relicensing
the images for this version to save time and money.

As I revised the book, I recalled why I loved these
characters the first time around. I hope a new wave of readers will
enjoy them and their story as much as the first did. Happy
reading!

Monette Michaels, October, 2011.


CHAPTER ONE

"The Moon"  Hidden enemies; unforeseen trials.

Darien had hit the mother lode.

Looking at the body of the woman lying dead on the
Chinese silk rug, he smiled. He had known she was rich—he’d
targeted her for that very reason—but he hadn't realized she was
stupid enough to leave this much wealth just lying around her
townhouse. He turned back toward the safe not so cleverly hidden
below a trap door under the hearth rug. Pulling his leather
messenger bag closer, he loaded it with the bundles of cash and
jewels he’d found.

"Damn her. Damn her!"

His voice echoed loudly in the room. If only
Wilhelmina Fairchild, "Willie" to her close acquaintances, had left
well enough alone. She may have been stupid about the security for
her valuables, but had been smart enough to have him checked out
prior to marrying him. Tonight, she'd taunted him with everything
she knew and then committed the cardinal sin, she’d laughed at
him.

"You stupid little man. Did you think I would marry
just anyone?" She’d looked him up and down as if he were trash. "I
have more respect for myself than that, and for the wealth my dear
departed Edgar left me. The private detective I hired tells me
you're a wanted criminal. Well, I'll tell you something, Darien
Storm—or should I say Bud Hoffman?—whatever your real name is, you
showed me a good time in bed and for that I have some affection for
you. My parting gift to you is a head start. Go on, run, young man,
and don't let the door hit you on that sweet, tight ass on the way
out." Then, she'd laughed.

That was when he’d killed her.

He broke her neck before she'd stopped laughing and
realized her danger. The shock in her pale blue eyes fixed for
eternity.

Darien moved toward the silly French Provincial
desk. He needed to find the name of the private investigator she'd
used. He had to cover his tracks; no use getting away with the old
biddy's murder if her hired snoop was out there, waiting with
enough information to hang him. Did they still hang deserters and
murderers in the Army? No matter. He didn't intend to get caught in
order to find out.

Rifling through the drawers, he found a folder with
his name on it. Yes, this was it. A business card attached said
“Walter Nichols, Private Investigator.” Darien turned toward Willie
and threw her a kiss for being organized.

Taking the file, he stuffed it in his backpack.
Before he left the townhouse, he’d check out the bedroom again. His
gut, no, some extra sense which had saved his butt too many times
to be ignored told him to check her bedroom for something else.
He'd recognize it when he saw it, just as he had known the location
of her secret hidey-hole under the hearth rug when he approached
it. Walking through the bedroom, he responded to the urge to look
in her bedside table. Yes, there it was. A journal. The pathetic
old woman had kept a diary. He knew without looking he figured
prominently in it, so he stashed it in his bag. His sixth sense
told him it was okay to leave now. All evidence pointing a finger
at him was gone. He would get away with this crime just as he had
all the others.

He left the townhouse by the back door. He'd never
used the front during the four-month- long affair with Willie.
She'd called him her "secret lover," and that had been fine with
him. He hadn't actually counted on her marrying him, so he’d kept a
low profile. Good thing. Now, the only person who could connect him
to Willie was the private dick. Well, he knew how to take care of
that problem.

* * *

Morgan Smith ran to catch the subway train. She
reached the door and squeezed through just as it closed. The next
train wouldn't have arrived for another twenty minutes and she was
already later going home than usual. Someday, she’d be her own boss
instead of a clerk and closing time would be closing time.

Moving toward a seat at the back of the car, she
stopped abruptly as she hit a wall of emotional energy of such
power and darkness that she shivered in the overly warm subway car.
A wave of dizziness swept over her. She moaned in distress and
reached for a strap to keep from falling.

"Here, miss," a female voice called from behind her,
"you look as if you need to sit down."

Morgan turned to a motherly woman who patted the
seat beside her in invitation.

Attempting a smile, Morgan sank into the proffered
seat and whispered "thank you" to the Good Samaritan. Feeling the
need to explain her weakness with something mundane, she offered,
"I must be more tired than I thought."

The sympathetic woman nodded and turned her
attention back to the knitting in her lap.

The niceties taken care of, Morgan closed her eyes
and turned her mind inward, knowing from past experiences the
nausea and dizziness would settle more quickly that way. Fighting
the visions did no good, so she'd learned how to control them. She
had learned at an early age she wasn’t the same as everyone else.
She had a connection to a different level of communication with the
world around her. After much trial and error, she'd also learned
not to ignore the extra sense. The times she had, had ended in
disaster.

Morgan centered herself and concentrated, seeking
the source of the dark emotions. Was the dangerous person near or
far? More importantly, was he a threat to her and everyone in this
car?

Breathing shallowly, she pulled images out of the
maelstrom in her mind. The colors of the energy were dark so this
danger was near. If the danger were farther away, the images would
be shadowy, more grays and sepias like old-fashioned tintypes.
These colors were black, brown, purple...and blood red. Murder.
Pale blue eyes wide open in shock. Hands around a woman’s neck.
Death.

Morgan gasped.

The woman next to Morgan cast a wary glance her way
then inched closer to the window of the subway car.

Get a grip, Morgan. Before you scare the whole darn
car.

Her inner voice told her the danger wasn’t directed
toward her or anyone near. If the voice switched from "you" to
"us," then she would start to worry. The little voice in her head
was all about immediate survival. Right now, Morgan needed to chill
out.

She glanced at her seatmate and gave her what she
hoped was a reassuring smile.

Cautiously, Morgan looked around the car, seeking
with all her God-given senses. The hands which choked the woman in
her mind’s eye were here in this car. Now all she had to do was
find the man to whom they belonged.

Yeah right, Morgan. Then what are you going to do,
call Ghostbusters? ‘Cause who else would believe you?

Spotting several young men in black leather, she
opened her mind, fully letting in all sorts of images—and found
themes common to most hormonal young men. Violence. Sex. But no
death.

As she directed her gaze and mind toward the other
end of the car, she found the wall of blackness and ice once
again.

The man looked so normal—no, not normal—civilized
with his Italian silk sports coat and neatly combed blond hair. He
could have been any businessman going home after a long day at
work, carrying his brown leather satchel. But he wasn't. He was a
murderer, and Morgan was the only person in the world who knew.

Well, what do you do now, Morgan? You've found him.
How do you explain it to the police? You psyched him out? Read it
in your tea leaves? Saw him in your crystal ball?

She shook her head. No matter how much ridicule she
had withstood in the past, she knew she'd have to go to the police.
If for no other reason than the dead woman was all alone and
deserved better than rotting in her home like unwanted garbage. It
could be days, Morgan sensed, before the victim would be found.
Plus, she could never live with herself if she allowed a murderer
to go free.

So, are you going to make a citizen's arrest? Tackle
him and hold him for the police?

No, much better to memorize his looks and watch
where he gets off, then go to the police.

Staring at the killer, she imprinted his face on her
mind. She would never forget him just as she’d never forget the
images soaring through her mind. The house. The dead woman, Willie.
Yes, her name was Willie Fairchild. The stolen money and jewelry in
his messenger bag. The file. Piles of nickles. More death to come.
Yes, it was imperative to let the police know. Another life was in
immediate danger.

Morgan closed off her mind like a door banging shut.
As if the murderer had heard the psychic door slam, he looked
directly at her. No! She breathed a sigh of relief as his cold,
dark stare moved away. He was merely scanning the car. She turned
her head away from him. She felt a weak probing from the man just
before she closed her mind. He, too, had psi abilities, but not on
the level of hers. Thank God. He couldn't read her. She was
safe.

*

Darien felt itchy. Damn subway cars, always hot and
humid, filled with the stench of humanity. Riding subways would be
a thing of the past now. Once he eliminated the private detective,
he'd head west. Wide open spaces, clean air, fewer people. He had
an idea for a new con. He was done making love to old ladies for
their money. The Bible Belt had better get ready for him.

A buzzing in his head distracted him from his plans.
Looking around, he saw no insect—nothing which could make the
noise. Maybe a fluorescent light was going out. No. The sound came
from someone in the car. His gut told him he was in potential
danger and needed to leave.

Hearing the call for the next stop, he moved to an
exit door, away from the source of the buzzing. Whatever it was, he
wanted no part of it. He'd relied on his instincts all his life and
they had never been wrong. He wouldn’t start ignoring them now.

First things first, kill the private dick, then to
the Bible Belt and salvation—his salvation, definitely not his next
mark’s. Smiling, he exited the car.


CHAPTER TWO

"The High Priestess"  Secret about to be
revealed.

Morgan's journey to report the death entailed
changing trains and backtracking. She had a sick feeling in her
stomach, anticipating the police’s reaction. But during the ride,
she didn’t waver in her determination to do what was right. Images
of the dead woman—Of Willie, she had a name dammit—were indelibly
etched in her mind. She felt sad, grief-stricken, angry. The images
wouldn’t go away; the sightless eyes, the lonely body compelled her
to act. Once she reported the matter to the police, she would be
excused from reliving the woman’s death.

Scared, but determined, Morgan entered the precinct
in Manhattan. She knew her life would change now. It always did
once people realized she was different. No matter. What was a
little disruption in her life compared to the fact that the dead
woman no longer had one? Willie didn't deserve to be murdered and
left to rot. No one did.

Glancing around the precinct lobby, she almost
turned and left. The mass of humanity with their problems and
strong emotions made her nauseous. Abruptly, she cut off her extra
sense. Even then, it took all her willpower to keep the whirlwind
of feelings from overwhelming her. A debilitating headache was in
her future if she didn't get away from the victims milling around
in the close quarters of the cramped and dank lobby. But, she
wouldn't, couldn't, leave; the images of Willie wouldn't allow
it.

Approaching the officer on duty at the front desk,
she waited until the man finished talking on the phone.

Breathe, Morgan, keep breathing. Center yourself and
control the sensations. You can do it.

"May I help you, miss?" The officer, a slight smile
on his lips, raised his voice to be heard over the din.

"I need to report a murder."

"Murder, miss?" The officer was no longer smiling,
his emotions adding to the beating her control was taking.

She nodded and waited. Was it her imagination? Or
did the crowd in the room suddenly grow quiet as if they knew that
here was a drama greater than their own?

"You'll need to see someone in Homicide. I'll get a
detective out here."

"Fine. I'm not going anywhere." She sat on a vacant
bench by the water fountain. Massaging her temples, she wondered if
it would be inappropriate to ask for aspirin. It promised to be a
long and exhausting night.

As the officer spoke into the phone, she took a
chance and opened her mind. Big mistake. There was too much emotion
in the room. Plus, she didn't need her psi powers to know he
wondered whether she was for real. Guess he didn't get too many
women walking into his precinct and calmly reporting a murder.
Well, after she told her story, he’d be able to state that he knew
she was crazy when she first came in. All cops thought she was
crazy—at first—then they believed. Cynical cops, suspicious cops,
skeptics—the whole lot of them. That distrustful outlook was
probably what made them good at their jobs.

A few minutes later, she observed the approach of an
older black man wearing a rumpled suit. He appeared tired and
grumpy. He nodded at the desk officer who pointed toward her. This
had to be the homicide detective.

"Miss, I'm Lieutenant Riggs. Come with me, please."
He led her to a small room off the lobby and shut the door. "I
don't believe the Sergeant caught your name?"

Blessed quiet. Morgan sat in the chair the detective
indicated and took a second or two to appreciate the relief the
small room afforded her from the chaos outside the closed door. The
Lieutenant did not sit; instead he leaned against the door and
stared at her. She got the impression his patience was not
infinite. The sooner you tell him, the sooner we can go home.

She took a a deep breath and spewed out what she had
come to say. "That's okay, Lieutenant, I didn't give the Sergeant
my name. I'm Morgan Smith and, yes, I have a murder to report. The
poor woman’s lying there all alone and something needs to be done.
The murderer is getting away and he's not done killing yet."

She not only saw, but also felt the Lieutenant's
confusion.

Okay, Morgan, try to remain coherent. He's more
likely to believe you.

He made a humming sound and frowned. "Where did this
alleged murder take place?"

"That's the problem. I know who was murdered, how
she was murdered, and saw the man who did it, but I’m not sure
where the house is." Struggling to maintain a calm she really
didn't feel, she looked Riggs in the eye and added, "You see, he
left by the back door and I couldn't see the street or house
number."

The Lieutenant hunched over Morgan and gave her a
look she'd seen before from cops—suspicion. "Just when did this
murder take place? Who was the victim? Where were you when the
murder took place? And where is the killer now?"

"Lieutenant, you aren't going to believe this..."
That's it, Morgan, put ideas in his head. You want him to believe
you. "...but I was at work in upper Manhattan when the murder
occurred. The victim is a woman named Willie Fairchild. I saw the
murder images when I came across the killer as he rode the subway
away from the scene of the crime."

Shaking his head, the Lieutenant swore under his
breath, something about the full moon and crazy people. Morgan knew
he couldn't help it, but just once, she wished someone would
believe her the first time she told them.

"Miss Smith...just how did you see the crime if you
were at work and this Fairchild woman was in her home?"

"I just told you I saw the images in my head. You
see, Lieutenant, I'm psychic."

* * *

Listening to the stillness of the slumbering
neighborhood, Darien left the protective shadows of the alley
across the street from Nichols' brownstone where he'd been waiting
for close to an hour. The streets were abandoned, dogs had stopped
barking, and lights in the lower level of the residences were
out—the neighborhood had settled down for the night. It was time to
kill the private dick.

He crept to the back of the brownstone in which the
private detective had both his office and living quarters. Nichols
had to be fairly good at his job; he had a nice building in a
decently safe, upscale neighborhood to show for it. Plus, he'd
traced Darien's identity. That made this guy damn good—and a danger
to Darien's continued freedom and good health.

Too bad, he didn't mind killing, but the destruction
of good property always bothered him. Such a waste. Well, it was
either destroy the building and the snoop in it or risk getting
fingered for Willie’s death. No contest there.

He’d noted the security alarm in his earlier
walk-around of the area. No chance of getting inside without a lot
of trouble, so he'd have to destroy the place from the outside. No
time like the present. The private dick was home and all was
quiet.

Some quick stops at a hardware store, a gas station,
and a few dumpsters had provided the materials for enough Molotov
cocktails to set two houses on fire. The gas line into the house
was icing on the cake. Once this baby started to burn—well, nothing
or no one would survive the flames.

Keeping an ear tuned for a change in the
neighborhood's nocturnal rhythm, Darien hummed under his breath as
he assembled the homemade bombs. It still disturbed him that
someone on the subway could’ve read him. In his entire life,
there’d only been one other psychic who’d pegged him for what he
was—a woman in a traveling circus. She hadn't lived to tell anyone.
Yet even she hadn't made him feel as if ants were crawling down his
spine. The psychic on the subway had been different—more
powerful.

Whoever this person was, he or she posed a great
danger to his very existence, and he needed to get out of New
York...and fast. Sticking around and eliminating a psychic who
could read him wasn't in his playbook. Plus, the mystery psychic
couldn't point a finger at someone who wasn't there. Darien
grinned.

His weapons of destruction completed, he moved
silently to the gas meter and loosened the pipes. The hiss and
smell of gas coming from the ruptured joint signaled his success.
Now…for the pyrotechnics.

Jogging away from the escaping gas, he lobbed the
first flaming cocktail at the gas meter and ran for cover. The
explosion at the back of the house shook the earth. He stood and
appreciated his work before moving to the side of the house where
he lobbed another bomb. He proceeded around the house, throwing the
homemade bombs until the building was fully engulfed by flames.

Lights came on in the adjacent brownstones, dogs
barked, and voices shouted. Aware his sole ownership of the night
was about to end, he walked briskly away from the burning building
and didn't stop until he was a block away. Melding into the shadows
of a doorway on the opposite side of the street, he watched the
private dick's house explode several more times as the gas and
other flammables within obeyed the laws of physics and sought
maximum randomness. Damn, he loved entropy.

In the distance, he heard the sirens. Too late. The
fire was fully involved. Exit one private investigator and any
evidence which might have pointed the finger at his connection with
Willie Fairchild.

* * *

"Listen, I am telling you. I. Am. A. Psychic. I see
images, especially ones connected to strong emotions such as anger.
This man was very angry at Willie Fairchild and he strangled her.
He was still seething on the subway and planned on killing someone
else. I can describe the killer and the inside of the house where
the murdered woman lies, but nothing else makes any sense to me.
Plus..." Morgan paused to collect her thoughts. The look on the
Lieutenant's face was one with which she was highly familiar—patent
disbelief.

"Go on, Miss Smith, plus what?"

She really hated it when cops humored her, all the
while thinking she was the nut of the month at Fanny May's.

Go ahead, tell him what you felt. He can't think
you're any crazier than he already does.

Yeah, right.

"Miss Smith, you were going to say?" The Lieutenant
smiled, skepticism tingeing every aspect of his demeanor.

"He was psychic also." The Lieutenant muttered an
obscenity under his breath, which Morgan ignored as she continued,
"I blocked my mind to his. I was afraid he’d follow and kill me,
too."

He still doesn't believe. Next comes suspicion
again.

She sat back, folded her arms across her chest, and
waited. She knew the police had found Willie. Macabre excitement
exuded from the young officer about to enter the room. He'd seen
Willie’s body—and she saw everything he'd just seen. The body. The
carpet. The opening in the floor in front of the hearth. The rifled
desk.

"Lieutenant, we found her." Not waiting for
instructions from his superior, the young officer blurted his news.
"She's dead all right. Strangled and her neck was broken. Coroner
said she hasn’t been dead more than a couple of hours. He'll know
more later." The enthused officer ran out of words and breath at
the same time and turned to stare in fascination at her, the woman
who’d psyched out the murder.

"What in the hell are you staring at, Officer?" The
Lieutenant growled.

The rookie cop stammered, "I've never been near a
real psychic before, sir. She looks so normal."

"Oh, I doubt very much you're near one now...more
like a murderer." The Lieutenant turned his frigid glance toward
her.

Morgan returned his look calmly and remained silent.
What could she say? They'd figure it out for themselves soon
enough. There was no way she could have murdered the woman. No
connection they could make. And, somewhere in New York, the
murderer was killing again and somehow that death would connect to
this one, and, well, she was here. Alibied.

"Nothing to say for yourself, Miss Smith?"

Waves of barely controlled fury emanated from the
homicide detective. Images and names of other female killers he'd
known flitted through his mind.

Go ahead, Morgan, show off. At least, it will shut
him up and he'll only hold you—can't arrest you if he doubts his
own conclusion, now can he? Plus, he has no evidence.

Taking a deep breath, she stared Riggs in the eye
and stated dryly, "I’m not like the other women whom you’ve
arrested, Lieutenant Riggs. I am not Sally Blades, Peggy Liptack,
or Ida Mae Brown. Those women killed during domestic disputes. I am
Morgan Smith, a psychic...not a murderer. And Willie Fairchild's
murder didn't involve a domestic dispute." Smiling at the shock and
dismay on the Lieutenant's face, she went on, "May I have a soft
drink, please, while you wait on a preliminary report?"

Her peripheral vision registered the young officer
rushing out of the room, whether to get her a drink or to tell his
fellow officers about her newest trick, she didn't know. She was
too busy watching for the Lieutenant's reaction. It was memorable:
Morgan had never seen a black man go ashen before, but she had
now.

"How did you know what I was thinking?" Riggs
gasped. She watched as the Lieutenant struggled to regain control
of his thoughts and the situation. "No, wait, what the fuck am I
saying? You couldn't read my mind...could you?" The Lieutenant
looked at her, practically pleading for an answer he could live
with.

She shook her head. "Sorry, Riggs, I read your mind.
You were angry and I read it, just as I did with the murderer."
Taking pity on the confused man, she waited until he had his color
back and breathing under control. Quietly, she suggested, "You
might want to get a sketch artist in here so I can get the image of
this guy out of my head and onto paper. I got the impression he
wasn't going to stick around after the murders."

Riggs looked at her then at the fascinated young
officer who’d returned with a Pepsi in his hand. Riggs shook his
head, said a particularly foul word and stormed out of the
room.

She uncrossed her arms and took a cleansing breath,
accepting the soda from the young cop. Riggs would be back...with a
sketch artist. He believed her now. Didn't want to, but he did. She
knew it was already too late for the murderer's other victim. The
images of death had been uppermost in the killer's mind—his past
and future kills. She also knew she'd have to be the one to find
the connection between the two. Maybe once she got the murderer's
image out of her mind and Willie laid to rest, she could remember
more about the file and the stolen items. She'd recall better when
she wasn't so stressed. It was no use forcing the images; they'd
come back. They always did whether she wanted them to or not.


CHAPTER THREE

"Death"  Major change in life; a clearing out to
make way for something better.

It had been a long night.

Stepping out of the Precinct into the early morning
light filtering its way among the buildings, Morgan took a deep
breath of New York City air. The scent was a combination of coffee,
breakfast specials, sewer gas, and exhaust fumes, underscoring the
fact that it was just another day for most of the city's
inhabitants. Most of them, that is, except for Willie Fairchild and
the other victim of her murderer.

With Morgan’s help, the police sketch artist created
a drawing which accurately depicted the killer right down to his
cold, fathomless eyes. A cursory check of the mug shot books turned
up nothing. Calls to Morgan's boss and the transit authority had
confirmed that she’d been at work until six o'clock in the evening
and boarded the subway too far down the line to be in two places at
the same time. Her fingerprints were nowhere in the woman’s
residence, and no connection could be made between her and the
deceased Willie. She was off the hook for the murder.

Riggs, shaken by her psychic foray into his mind,
had recovered enough to morph back into his logical-thinker role
and reminded her to stay available. Hedging his bets, she thought.
With a straight face, which she was sure had been painful for him
to maintain, he'd asked her to call in case she had any more
"visions" which might shed light on the identity of the killer or
the other alleged victim.

Wide awake, she decided to bypass the lengthy trip
to her apartment and instead go to work early. She was sure her
employer would wonder what was going on and she wanted to clear
things up before rumor and innuendo could do any more damage. She
stopped at a small coffee shop and grabbed a mocha cappuccino and a
sweet-roll. The caffeine and sugar would give her body the boost
needed after a draining night. She hopped the subway to go back to
work.

Her idea to head off trouble had come too late.

She groaned when she saw the crowd with cameras and
microphones, standing outside her employer's exclusive little
design studio. The shit had already hit the fan. God, she hated
reporters. They were worse than cops. Not only were they skeptical,
they were also intransigent. They sank their First-Amendment-claws
into the object of their current obsession and hung on until they’d
leeched the life right out of the victim.

Morgan didn't intend to be easy prey.

Seeing that the alley and the side entrance of the
studio were free of reporters, she moved nonchalantly in that
direction. She'd almost made it when one reporter saw her and gave
the cry, "There she is!" With mere seconds to spare, she made it
through the security door. Leaning against its cool metal surface,
her body vibrated with the blows and howls of the deprived pack.
She took a deep calming breath, something she'd been doing a lot of
lately, and looked up into the angry eyes of her employer, Justin
St. Clair, decorator to the well-heeled of Manhattan.

You're in deep doo-doo now, Morgan.

"Meez Smith." Justin's French Canadian accent showed
his extreme agitation. "Why are you here?"

"Sorry, Mr. St. Clair. I didn't think the reporters
would be ballsy enough to come to my place of employment. By the
way, thanks for helping out last night with the police. I'm in the
clear." She gave Justin a smile, held her breath, and opened up her
senses to his mood.

Well, unemployment isn't too bad. You can always use
a break. Plus, it's not as if it hasn't happened before. Hell,
admit it, Morgan, you're tired, just plain tired, tired of losing
jobs because of a sixth sense you didn't ask for. What did you
expect?

Justin St. Clair pursed his lips and sniffed. "Meez
Smith, I regret that I must release you from your position. We
cannot have a psychic working here. It will scare away the
clientele." Morgan noticed her soon-to-be former boss couldn't look
her in the face when he fired her.

Good, hope he stays awake nights, feeling guilty.
You're a victim, Morgan, same as Willie.

Still avoiding her eyes, Justin continued, "I, of
course, will pay you a small severance and give you a reference,
but you must leave today." At the end of his little speech, he gave
an abrupt nod of his head. Period, end of story, finѐ, that's all
she wrote.

Fully expecting his words of dismissal didn't lessen
the blow. She was only fooling herself that this unemployment would
be a short break. Even with a reference, she doubted she'd get
another decent job in New York that paid what she'd been making.
She'd be tabloid fodder for as long as the rags' editors thought
she’d sell papers. In her experience, psychics seeing murders
ranked right up there with alien kidnappings and septuplets joined
at the hips. It would be at least a month anyway. The only career
options open to her now would be telling fortunes at Coney Island
or in the Village.

Turning away from her thoughts of impending career
stasis, she realized Justin looked at her now with what could only
be classified as fascination. Yep, that was it; now that he'd
canned her ass, he had questions. People always had questions.

"Justin?" He wasn't her boss anymore, so she didn't
feel the need to pander to his male sense of superiority any
longer. "You have a question?"

"Ah, yes. I have never met a psychic before ... and
... um ... I wondered … can you tell the future? My future?" His
eyebrows lifted hopefully.

Struggling for control, she ground out, "Yeah, and a
reading will cost you a hundred bucks. Or, maybe you'd just like me
to tell you that I knew you were mad and were going to fire me
before you said it. Just as I know you had a fight with Jean-Claude
this morning about his overspending on your bedroom linens. Pratesi
is a tad pricey, but nice."

"Damn." Justin swearing was unheard of—at least in
English.

Morgan smiled. "Don't worry, Justin, anything I take
from your head will be our little secret." She tried really hard to
keep her mind out of other people's lives. "I'd like my check and
letter of reference today. And I'd also like to hide out here for
awhile—just until the ravenous mob gets bored and leaves."

Red-faced, St. Clair nodded. "Oui, Meez Smith. This
I can do and I will even call Jean- Claude to come and take you
away in the delivery van so you can make an escape." He turned to
leave then stopped and faced her again. "I am very sorry, Morgan.
But you understand, the Society ladies, they would not like the
idea that the design assistant could read their minds. It is
too...well...weird."

Taking pity on the man, she smiled, a grim twist of
her lips. "It's okay. It's not your fault, not mine either. It's
just a big cosmic joke on me." Shrugging, she continued, "Hey, I'm
used to it. This isn't the first time I've lost a job because of my
powers."

Morgan noticed he couldn't look her in the eyes
again.

* * *

Justin's significant other, Jean-Claude, displaying
a flair for quick get-aways and subterfuge, not only delivered her
to her apartment without a single reporter's intrusion but also
managed to stop at the local grocery and pick up essentials so she
could hold out for at least a week. Morgan declined his gracious
offer of coming back in a week to take her out again; she knew
“Justy” would have a hissy fit if his precious Jean-Claude
continued to run interference for her. Her former boss might have
felt an immediate guilt over leaving her unemployed, but she was
sure time and distance would see him revert to his old
self-centered, king-of-the-world self again.

Morgan put away the groceries, undressed, took a
shower then fell naked into bed. She knew sleep would come
instantly despite the loud noises outside her third floor window.
The reporters had camped in the alley under her apartment. If they
were still there later, she'd call Riggs. She imagined he'd have
fun dispersing the crowd. On that thought, she slept. Her gray cat,
Smoke, curled up at her head, his purring a natural white noise
drowning out the shouts from the Fourth Estate.

She wasn't sure what woke her—dreams of the killer
or the loud thud on her balcony—no matter, she was awake. Peering
at her clock, she found she'd slept for six hours. After stretching
out some kinks, she got up to investigate the thud before she fixed
herself and Smoke an early dinner.

Parting the drapes, she spotted the cause of the
thud. One of the more enterprising reporters had thrown a copy of
the evening edition of his paper wrapped around a rock onto her
patio. Opening the doors, she reached for the paper and again heard
the hue and cry.

"There she is. Morgan, Morgan. Five thousand dollars
for your exclusive."

"The Star will give you ten thousand and a regular
column."

"The Voice will top any offer."

She slammed the door shut, hoping the idiots would
get the message. She wasn't interested. Not at any price. Not
ever.

Turning her back on the door and the hecklers
gathered under it, she nuked a frozen tuna casserole and split it
with Smoke. Only after they’d eaten and the dishes were cleaned,
did she open the paper. It was as she expected. And, then again,
not.

The headlines read: Psychic Assists Police in
Socialite's Murder. She hadn't known Willie was a rich socialite.
Not that it mattered. Dead was dead whether you were rich or poor.
A side bar said Psychic Morgan Smith Says 'He will kill again.'
Morgan knew the rookie cop who’d served her a soda was in big
trouble; Riggs would never have given any info to the press.

Somewhere in New York, the killer had left a second
victim. She knew it just as she knew her own name. Her recent
dreams had revolved around the second victim. But as often happened
with her dreams, there was no obvious connection between the
images. There would be, though, something would occur to trigger a
connecting synapse and voila, she would know. It would happen when
it happened.

The victim could have already been found; she would
know the right one when she saw the name. She'd emphasized that
point to Riggs—outside of the hearing of the eager rookie. Riggs
had nodded his understanding. She had sensed his reluctance to
accept her offer of continued help, but knew he’d update her on all
new homicides as soon as he could. Any connection between the two
homicides might lead to the killer's speedier apprehension. The
Lieutenant might be leery of her abilities, but he would use them
if they got the job done.

Reading the rest of the paper, Morgan shook her head
at the inflammatory language of the stories. How could these people
live with themselves? Intruding into people's lives this way. Some
intrepid reporter had written about Willie Fairchild's life and
loves. Poor Willie, rich and alone.

Poor Morgan could relate. She, too, was alone and
rich, although she'd sworn never to touch the money left to her by
her grandmother. She acknowledged at this point in her life she
just might have to use some of her inheritance to start fresh
somewhere else. Poetic justice since her psi abilities had probably
come from said grandmother.

She continued to read the paper. Hell, the same
intrepid reporter, or more likely an intern, had dug up the old
stories on her, too.

Fairchild Psychic - A Witch?

Psychic Morgan Smith, originally from Salem,
Massachusetts, is the heiress to the Cordelia Gray Smith fortune
which includes holdings in lumber, minerals, and fishing. Both
Cordelia and Morgan's psychic abilities were well known in the
community famous for its witch trials. In fact, many locals labeled
the Smith women witches.

Morgan Smith was often consulted unofficially by
local law enforcement agencies in cases of missing persons. The
Police Chief of Salem and the County Sheriff both refused to be
interviewed for this article.

"I'll just bet they did," muttered Morgan, the sound
of her voice startling Smoke who lay on her lap helping her read
the paper as only a nosy feline could.

Both officers had loved seeing the back of her when
she'd moved to New York. She'd embarrassed them numerous times.
Just like Riggs, both men outwardly scoffed at her assistance, her
powers. Yet, both took advantage of her help and insights and
accepted credit for the successful resolution of the cases. Riggs
would, too. It was the nature of the beast. Early on, she’d learned
police "acceptance" of her powers was a guarded secret, okay within
the confines of the station, but never acknowledged outside.

Shaking her head, she returned to the paper,
skimming over the recitation of her former life. She'd lived it and
revisiting did not appeal to her. Turning the pages to read more of
Willie's life, another headline buried on page seven caught her
attention: Private Detective Walter Nichols Killed in a Building
Fire.

Voila! Nichols. Nickles. Files. She had the identity
of the second victim. Now all she had to do was convince Riggs to
find the connection between Willie and Nichols.


CHAPTER FOUR

"The Star"  Insight, understanding, and hope for the
future.

Peering through the drapes of the only window giving
her a view of the front of her building, Morgan saw Riggs pull up
and park across the street. She watched as he muscled his way
through the crowd of reporters and smiled as he shoved a
particularly persistent reporter out of his way. She had known
Riggs wasn’t the type to suffer idiots.

Moving over to the intercom, she waited until the
buzzer went off. "Lieutenant?"

"Yeah. Let me up."

She buzzed him through the security door and heard
the roar of the disappointed crowd echoing up the stairwell when
she opened her apartment door to let him in.

"How long have those bastards been out there?" Riggs
looked and sounded gruff.

"Ever since I got home yesterday."

He mumbled something under his breath. Morgan
thought he'd said "Damn big-mouthed rookie. I'll kick his butt back
to Harlem for this."

In a louder voice, he said, "I'm sorry about this.
I'd get rid of them for you if I could but they'd just stand on
their frigging Constitutional rights."

"That's okay, Riggs. They'd just come back again
tomorrow."

"Well, it'll blow over. It's one of those three-day
wonders. Something else will attract their attention sooner or
later."

Morgan shook her head. "I don't think so. What I'm
going to tell you will guarantee that."

"You know who the killer is?" Riggs stiffened. Fear,
awe and, finally, resignation swept over the cop's stern face.

"No, but I know who the second victim is." She
walked over to the counter, picked up the paper, and showed it to
Riggs.

After scanning the article about Nichols, he handed
it back. "You think this Nichols was killed by the same man who
murdered Willie Fairchild?"

"I know it. I also know if you look, you'll find the
connection. The article said he was a popular private investigator
in Manhattan. My visions showed files, the rifled desk, and
nickels. It all fits."

"Jesus H. Christ. You're a spooky lady." He mumbled
what she thought was a prayer.

"I'm not a witch, nor am I evil. I'm just a woman
with more senses tuned into the world around her—nothing more,
nothing less." Morgan was so tired she was tempted to sleep for a
couple of days to see if her problems would disappear. Life was
never that easy.

"You look all done in. I'm sorry. My dumbass rookie
leaked your identity to the press. Now your name and picture are
all over every goddamn newspaper in town. Hell, you'll probably be
the lead story on the ten o'clock news." He swore some more, words
Morgan had never heard, but which she filed away for future use.
They described her mood succinctly.

"You want me to get a female officer to stay with
you for a few days? Take you to work and such?”

She smiled. Her eyes grew wet at his offer. "Thanks,
Lieutenant, but it won't be necessary. I'm not going anywhere for a
while."

"Your boss give you some time off? Well, that's damn
decent."

"I don't have a job to go to anymore."

"Damn." Riggs rubbed a hand over his face and shook
his head. "Well, goddammit, I'm sure sorry about that, Miss Smith.
You want me to go over there and straighten him out, tell him you
aren't a suspect?"

Morgan got the impression the cop wanted to do just
that—straighten out Justin. Justin would be appalled. The image
lightened her mood immeasurably. She was almost tempted to take him
up on the offer, but shook her head. "It's not that, Lieutenant.
He's afraid I might scare away his clients. You know, I might read
their minds or something."

Her lessons in creative swearing advanced with
another round of choice epithets from the detective.

She laughed. It was either that or cry some
more."It's okay. I plan on leaving the city and starting over
again."

"Again?"

"Oh, yeah, it's happened before." Not wanting to
talk about it, she handed him another section of the paper. "Here,
read the articles. It might be a rag but the reporter got my story
correct, except for the speculation about me being a witch."

Riggs glanced at the headline then crumpled the
paper in his large hands. "Damn."

After the Lieutenant left, Morgan sat in the rapidly
darkening living room and stared at nothing in particular. Only
when Smoke nudged her ankle did she get up and turn on the lights.
Staring into space wouldn’t solve anything. Starving herself and
poor ole Smoke wouldn't help either. She needed to pick herself up
and make some decisions about her future.

Her cat fed, he purred contentedly in his favorite
spot on the back of the sofa. Morgan picked up the phone and dialed
a number she swore she would never dial—that of her trustee, Hiram
Smith.

"Uncle Hiram? It's Morgan." She reminded herself to
breathe. "I'm okay.” She wasn’t, but she knew Hiram had only asked
to be polite. “How are you and your family? ... That's good. Umm,
the reason I called is...well...I need to get some money from my
trust...Yeah, I know I said I didn't want the money, but, well ...
I guess I've grown up some since I said that. I want to start my
own business...So, how do I go about it? ... That easy? Well, I'll
let you know when and where...Uh, thanks, Uncle Hiram...Christmas?
...Umm, I don't know. Can I get back to you on that? Good-bye."

She hung up, took a deep breath, and let it out past
the lump in her throat. Damn the call had been hard, harder than
she'd expected. Not about the money, that had turned out to be
easy. Hard was acknowledging the only reason she was alone, was
because she chose to be.

Grow up, Morgan. Your family didn't reject you. You
rejected them. No, more than that, you rejected your heritage.

She shook her head. Tears of denial flowed unheeded
down her cheeks. She couldn't face the family. Couldn't look into
their knowing eyes when once again she'd failed to keep a job, live
a normal life. Adding salt to the wounds was that it had happened
in New York where weird was the norm.

Now, she needed to escape, go some place where no
one would know her or the family name and reputation. Some place
where she could start a small business, use her degrees in retail
marketing and design, and meld into the rhythm of small town life.
Some place where she could be just plain old Morgan Smith,
shopkeeper.

Wiping her tears on her sleeve, she went to her
desk, pulled out a world atlas and opened it up to a map of the
United States. East coast was out; the Smith name was well-known.
West coast was out; Morgan loved the change of seasons. That also
eliminated the South. The Midwest was left.

Well, Morgan, where you gonna go? The map isn't
going to talk, you know.

Smoke came over and sat on the book, saving her the
need to answer herself. "Meow?"

She smiled with affection at the only living
creature who’d ever accepted her unreservedly. As she scratched his
ears, the tension of the last two days left her. Smoke always made
her feel better. The cat had been her only roommate since she'd
come to New York. Her social life was as empty as it had been in
Salem. She never felt comfortable getting close to men—or women—it
placed too much strain on her psychic control. Their emotions
battered and exhausted her. After working all day, shutting out the
emotions of the clients and her coworkers, it had been a relief to
go home to her cat—and peace and quiet.

Smoke pawed the map.

"Whatcha doin', kitty?" Her cat had trapped a spider
on the page and was torturing it in the manner that only animals of
the feline persuasion were capable.

The spider soon expired after being traumatized by
her over-zealous kitty. The deceased arachnid’s resting place?
Southern Indiana.

"Well, why the hell not?" She took a tissue and
removed the dead spider from a town at the edge of the Hoosier
National Forest. "French Creek. Sounds good to me. What do you
think, Smoke? You picked it."

The cat purred as he rubbed against her arm.

"Well, that's it then. We're moving to French Creek,
Indiana."

When? The murderer is still at large.

"Okay, okay.” Her inner voice had a point; she had
promised to help Riggs as much as possible, so she needed to stay
close for now. “We'll move to Indiana either after the murderer is
caught and I help put him away or when Riggs says we can. But my
extra-senses tell me the killer got away. Don't ask how, Smoke,
it's just one of those feelings.”

After a night of tossing and turning, Morgan awoke
to the sound of another thump against her patio doors. She grinned.
At least she was getting free papers out of the situation.

Waving at the crowd of reporters, which seemed to
have tripled overnight, she picked up the paper, slammed the door
shut, and redrew the drapes. She wouldn't put it past the press to
have sniper photographers on the roofs in her neighborhood. She
didn't intend to make it easy for them to get a picture of her.

Too late.

Along with a half-page color photo of her, the lead
article was titled: Psychic Smith Connects the Killer to Nichols'
Murder.

"Hell, Riggs better plug those leaks in his
department," she muttered.

The sound of her apartment buzzer startled her from
her perusal of the paper's take on the two murders and their
connections, other than herself.

Flipping the switch on her intercom, she called out,
"Who is it?"

"It's Riggs. Buzz me up. We need to talk."

She heard the sound of reporters yelling at Riggs
and his terse "no comment" over the intercom as she buzzed him
through.

Opening her apartment door, she noticed Riggs and a
uniformed cop at the top of the stairs. “You gave me
protection?”

"There's another one at the front door of the
building and one at the back. They've been there since I left
yesterday. Your manager asked for a police presence. It seems the
idiots have been trying to break or bribe their way in through the
other tenants. Most of the people in this building are decent, but
we already caught one guy trying to sneak a reporter to your floor.
The reporter had paid him a thousand bucks." Riggs looked
exasperated. "Is it always like this?"

Sensing his question was not rhetorical, Morgan
nodded. “Pretty much.”

"Well, shit. It's a wonder you ever offer to help
the cops if a circus atmosphere is the result."

"I have to. I can't sleep until I do all I can."
Seeing his confusion, she clarified her answer. "The visions ...
images … they don't go away until then."

Riggs frowned. She attempted to clarify what she
didn't quite understand herself. "I'm sure you dream, too, just not
the same way. My dreams get worse if I haven't done all I can to
help the victims, so much so that I can't sleep at all."

"How are your dreams lately?"

"Not too bad, which isn't good for you." Morgan then
voiced what she suspected, but couldn’t prove. "He's gone. You'll
never catch him now."

Riggs grunted. "Yeah, but we'll keep looking anyway.
Have to give it the good ole college try before we put it in the
'unsolved' pile." He shrugged. "Since you were correct about
everything else, you're probably on target about this, too. It's a
large world out there and with no prints we’ll probably never even
stumble over him accidentally. His picture is only good until he
changes his looks."

"Which he will do." Hesitating a second, she asked a
question she'd always wondered about but had never felt comfortable
enough to ask a cop before now. "How can you live with knowing he's
still out there free to kill again?"

Riggs paused before he replied. She got the feeling
no one had ever asked about his coping skills and he didn't know
how to share exactly what he felt. "I’m a realist,” he finally said
with a shrug of his massive shoulders. “I can't beat myself over
the ones who get away. If I did, they'd have locked me up in
Bellevue a long time ago. How do you live with it?"

Morgan shrugged. "No one has ever gotten away
before."

"No one?"

"None." Until this one. "By the way, why are you
here?" She didn't want to think about this failure, her failure.
She should have been able to stop the killer—somehow.

"Just wanted to let you know, you were right about
Nichols.” He gestured at the paper. “Guess you read that in the
paper. Fairchild's bank pulled up canceled checks to Walter
Nichols. She’d hired him all right."

Turning her thoughts away from the mad man on the
loose, she nodded. "Nichols found out something he shouldn't. Did
the other people in her neighborhood ever see the killer
visit?"

"Want to be a cop? With your abilities and your
brains, you'd go a long way." Riggs flashed her the first smile
she'd ever seen from the serious cop. "Yeah, we asked. Nada. Not
one person had ever seen him. But the ladies in Willie’s bridge
group said she boasted about her much younger lover. They thought
she was exaggerating, but now realize she’d told the truth."

Morgan thought how much her situation was similar to
Willie's—a woman living alone, few friends. Hell, it could've been
her lying dead, waiting for someone to discover her body. Without a
change in her approach to life, she'd be Willie in a few more
years—old, pathetic, and so very much alone.

"Never!" she shouted, startling herself and
Riggs.

"You okay? You look as if you've seen a ghost." He
moved to support her as she swayed.

She accepted his assistance to a chair. "You’re not
too far off. I did see a ghost, the ghost of a future if I don’t
change my life." She shook her head as if the image could be
cleared with so simple a gesture. Even if she hadn't been seriously
thinking of moving before, she was now. "I've come to a decision,
Riggs. I'm packing up and moving to Indiana, to a small town. I
want to give myself a chance for a normal life, or at least as
normal a life as a psychic can live."

"When?"

"When? As soon as you allow it."

"You're free to leave any time. You aren't a
suspect, haven't been since the first night."

"You believed me then? But ..." She stared, her
mouth hanging open. Thank God, she was sitting down. The shock of
his admission had literally floored her. No, she shook her head, he
hadn't believed her then. He was just saying that. “You
didn’t.”

The cop looked around the room, anywhere but at her.
He wiped his face with a hand. He was nervous. But why? She touched
his mind and found a chaotic mix of emotions predominated by guilt
and embarrassment. She thought he wouldn’t answer her.

Finally, staring out of her window, he replied, "I
did. And I didn't."

"What kind of answer is that?" She got up from the
chair and moved to stand between him and the window. Touching his
arm, she asked her question once more. "Did you believe me then?
It's important, Riggs. Please?"

He let out a deep sigh and looked into her eyes.
"Yes, I'll admit I tried to deny it, but I believed. Didn't want
to, but I did." He flashed her a smile, the kind which made you
want to smile right back. "You've got a lot of guts, Morgan Smith.
I'm sorry if I made the whole situation uncomfortable for you."

"Oh, Riggs!" She gave him a hug and a kiss on the
cheek. "You don't know how much that means to me."

Riggs gently pushed her away from him. "You be
careful in Indiana or wherever you end up,” he warned. “Most cops
aren't as understanding." Then he grinned, his teeth flashing white
against his dark chocolate skin.

Grinning back, she replied, "I'll be careful. I
promise."


CHAPTER FIVE

"The Fool"  Start of a new chapter in life.

Four years later. French Creek, Indiana.

Morgan fell toward a circular maze spread out in all
its green glory below her. Landing on her feet, she looked around
and saw nothing but darkness. Strange, the maze had been well lit
from above, but now that she was here, she saw only the dark of a
virgin forest, the deepest, darkest green. There had to be light
somewhere. She needed to find it.

Reaching outward, she felt the space around her.
Nothing. Where was the vegetation which had formed the boundaries
of the maze? Had she only imagined it?

Moving cautiously, baby step by baby step, her hands
seeking, she sensed the hedge wall before she touched it. Blurred
images and fuzzy sounds flashed through her head; they came from
the hedge. It was alive and attempting to tell her something,
something she couldn't understand. The images were jumbled in ways
she had never seen before.

In a corner of her mind, she sensed movement.
Something was out there. Light from an unseen source now shone down
on the maze. Then two figures moved across her line of sight at the
end of the path where she stood. A lion chased a woman. Morgan
wanted to help, but was afraid to move. Afraid the lion would turn
and chase her instead. She had to do something, but what?

The woman screamed. "Help me, Morgan. Help me."

Pausing his pursuit, the lion roared, showing his
teeth, daring her to interfere.

An old man appeared. He wore a flowing purple robe
with phosphorescent symbols scattered upon it and a glowing yellow
staff in his hand. Intuitively, she recognized him as a sorcerer.
"You must help the woman escape the lion if you wish to learn the
secret of the maze, Morgan. Hurry, give chase, lest they leave you
behind."

Heeding the old man’s words, she ran after the lion
and the woman. It seemed as if she'd been running forever when the
woman, still fleeing the lion, suddenly reversed her flight and
rushed towards Morgan.

Morgan gasped in horror. She was the running
woman.

Crying out, Morgan opened her eyes and sat up
abruptly. She was in her bed on the sleeping porch of her cottage.
A dream. It was only a dream. She groaned with relief.

Shivering, she realized she was damp from a
combination of sweat and the cool, humid night air. Pushing aside
the sheet, which had been the only cover she could stand earlier,
she swung her legs out of bed. She needed the bathroom, a drink,
and dry clothes, all good excuses not to go back to sleep right
away. In her experience a dream such as the one she'd just endured
would come back if she fell asleep too quickly. The bad ones always
did.

Morgan turned on the bedside light and glanced at
the clock, three o'clock in the morning. She'd slept for less than
four hours. She'd be a wreck in the morning. Thank God, it was
Saturday. She didn't open her shop until eleven on the weekends.
Tourists didn't tend to get up early on vacation and those that did
had lots of other things to do before they hit the downtown area of
French Creek, pronounced as French Crick by the natives.

Morgan was not yet considered a native. Maybe in
twenty to thirty years she’d become a member of that rarified class
of towns folk.

She smiled. It didn't really matter she wasn’t
classed as a native—but she had been welcomed by the super-friendly
Hoosiers. She felt at home for the first time in her life.

Smoke's sacrificial spider had died on the perfect
town for both of them. French Creek was a college town with its
liberal streak restrained by Hoosier practicality. Encompassed
within its small borders was an artist's colony with a tolerance
for all kinds of art and an environmental haven on the edge of the
Hoosier National Forest with flora, fauna, and geologic natural
wonders galore. It even boasted a large spring-fed lake, which the
geologists said was at least a thousand feet deep in parts.

To Morgan it was heaven on earth and her salvation.
Since moving here, it was as if New York and all the places she’d
lived before had never existed.

No, she refused to dwell on her past. She had a new
life. No one cared about her past life. Morgan Smith and her past
were dead; to the townspeople of French Creek, she was now Morgan
Tarrant—Tarrant being her mother’s maiden name—owner of The
Curiosity Shoppe.

And, if she didn't get back to sleep, she'd be less
than her energetic self in the morning. That would never do.
Tourists had a way of keeping a merchant on her toes.

She stood, entered her cabin and took care of her
immediate needs. Dry and refreshed, she went back to the sleeping
porch and slid between the lavender-scented sheets. Listening to
the night sounds of the woods surrounding her cottage, she slowly
drifted back to sleep.

At the edges of sleep she could have sworn she heard
the roar of the lion. She slept dreamlessly for the rest of the
night.

Saturday Morning, The Curiosity Shoppe.

Opening the door to her store, Morgan waved to her
fellow merchants setting up for the day. It was an unwritten pact
among the Main Street merchants to open later on the weekends; no
one flouted the rule for long, not if they wanted to be included in
the Merchant's Association activities.

The Curiosity Shoppe resembled its name. She had
stocked the shop with the odds and ends she loved, items which made
her feel comfortable. Herbs and dried flowers from her home garden
and the garden at the back of the shop, aromatherapy candles and
essential oils made from the plants which she and others in the
area grew. Jewelry, pottery, and glass from local artisans plus New
Age books and music were also part of her inventory.

Her shop was very popular, not only with the
tourists, but also with the local college kids. Tourists in the
spring, summer, and fall. College students, year round. Becoming
her own boss had been a smart move. She was successful and had
never touched her trust fund beyond the one time when she'd first
moved to French Creek and started the business. She had proven to
her family and herself that she had the Smith magic touch in
business. She'd save Grandmother Cordelia's trust money for her
children...if she ever had any.

After turning on an Enya CD and starting a pot of
herbal tea, Morgan glanced over her appointment book. Five Tarot
readings today. Good thing she had Missy James, a local teenager
who worked part-time at the Shoppe, coming in to watch the
store.

Besides selling the retail items, she used her
empathic abilities to do Tarot and Rune readings for customers.
Tourists loved to go home with a personal reading. She even had a
local lady who did custom astrological charts for her
clientele.

No one blinked an eye at her unusual sideline. Heck,
one of her neighbors used a dowsing rod to help people dig wells.
Another communed with Mississippian Indian spirits in the
Pre-Columbian era burial mounds not too far from town. Morgan
doubted most of the artists and merchants on Main Street would
comment at all if she admitted to having psychic abilities.

But she hadn't disclosed the fact.

True to the promise she’d made to herself when she
left New York, in the past four years she hadn’t used her abilities
to aid the police. Not that she had much cause. French Creek rolled
up the sidewalks most nights at five o'clock. The students kept
their brouhahas on campus far away from where she lived in the
woods outside of town. Most of the natives were God-fearing
church-goers of the more fundamentalist persuasions: Baptist,
Pentecostal, Brethren and the like. No, if evil and the emotions it
brought with it were running amuck in French Creek, Morgan's finely
attuned sixth sense hadn't picked up on them.

Or had it? Her dream last night was the first time
in four years she’d dreamed anything other than sweetness, light,
and rainbows, at least of those she could recall in the light of
day. It had always been the dreams she remembered that counted the
most; they always held significance.

She’d studied dream interpretation enough to know
the Jungian take on last night's dream. Circular movement, the
chase in the maze, was associated with tension. The wizened old man
would be a helper character. His mention of a secret in the maze
was often interpreted by Jung to represent a life's companion.
Although the enclosure was a circular maze, she'd felt imprisoned,
boxed-in. The lion, a devil figure, represented evil. Such dreams
indicated the dreamer couldn't escape because she wasn't ready to
perform a duty. Being chased by an animal, especially the lion,
indicated the dreamer’s unconscious fear.

Fear. Tension. Duty. A life companion. Could her
sixth sense be picking something up in the little town of French
Creek that Morgan hadn't yet recognized with her other senses?

She snorted. It was absurd, especially the part
about the life companion. She had no current life companion, nor
was there likely to be one. As for the evil lion chasing her? Nope.
The dream had to have some other, more benign meaning. Nothing bad
ever happened in French Creek.

The bell over the doorway tinkled as Missy rushed
into the shop. Morgan didn't think she'd ever seen the teen when
the girl wasn't rushing. The blonde was kinetic energy in human
form.

"Hey, Morgan, did you hear the storm last night?"
The girl rushed on without waiting for an acknowledgement. "Dad
said he thought a tornado was coming. Cooled it off somewhat, but
it's muggly again today. Do you want me to turn on the fans?"

She wasn't quite sure what to address first. In
fact, she often just picked-and-chose from Missy’s many questions
and ignored the rest. She was sure the girl forgot most of them as
soon as she’d asked. The phrase “stream of consciousness” would
describe her favorite clerk's usual style of talking.

"I noticed the cooler air when I woke up in the
middle of the night." Morgan moved to help Missy turn on the fans
strategically placed around the room. With the additional movement
of air and a cross breeze coming from the back and her shady garden
out through the front door, her store managed to stay cool even on
the muggiest of days. Air conditioning would detract from the
luscious floral and herbal scents in her shop. "Muggly? Where did
you get that word?"

"Oh, I heard some weatherman in Indy use it. It
means muggy and ugly. Get it?"

She smiled. "I guessed that, sweetie. Would you mind
making the iced mint tea? I already brewed a pot of sassafras and
there's a jug of sun tea on the side porch."

"Sure, no problem." Missy walked the few feet
through the open doorway to the side porch where Morgan's herbs
grew in little pots on specially built shelves mounted to the
privacy fence. As usual, her clerk maintained a running commentary
of what was going on in the community. If French Creek ever needed
a gossip columnist or a town crier, the teen would be a shoo-in for
either job. Missy’s father, the mayor, and her mother, president of
the local garden club, spoon-fed their daughter the news of the
community every night at the dinner table. The girl then
regurgitated it each day on her various rounds.

Morgan filtered the news commentary, allowing it to
go in one ear and out the other, and as with Missy’s questions, she
latched onto what interested her in the nonstop chatter.

"You have to go, Morgan.” Missy sighed. “He's so
special. He has the most beautiful dark eyes and flowing brown
hair. He glows."

Missy went quiet. That’s when Morgan started
listening.

Uh oh, Morgan. She's fallen in love again. Better
pay attention to the girl. You remember what happened the last time
she gushed over a man like this.

How could she forget? The teen fell in and out of
love almost as fast as she talked. Missy heartbroken was not a
pretty sight and Morgan's shop usually suffered the consequences. A
depressed Missy was a clumsy Missy.

"Who is this paragon of all men? Some new boy at the
college?"

"Morga-a-a-n. You didn't hear a word I said." The
teen managed to place an enormous amount of hurt in her
statement.

"Sorry, hon. I didn't sleep well and must have been
woolgathering. Tell me who this guy is. I really want to know."

"He's the Messiah. You know, the second coming of
Christ?" Missy's eyes shone with the light of the newly converted.
"He's come to help us prepare for the Apocalypse."

Morgan shook her head in shocked disbelief then
ventured a question she might regret, but had to ask. "You're
telling me this person told you he is the second coming of Christ?”
Missy nodded. “And he’s here to save the citizens of French Creek
from the Apocalypse?"

"Yeah." Missy bounced up and down. "Isn't that so
cool?"

"Yeah, cool." Morgan had heard some fairly strange
things coming from Missy's lips in the four years she’d known the
girl, but this took the prize. What was worse, her empathic senses
confirmed Missy really believed the crapola she’d just spouted.
Waves of sheer joy flowed from the girl right alongside her
gullibility.

"What's this Messiah's name?"

"Well, uh, Messiah or Jesus, I guess." Missy frowned
and scrunched her nose. "Does it say in the Bible he should have
another name?"

"No, I guess not. Sorry, it was a dumb
question."

Duh, Morgan, you think a con artist, 'cause that's
what this guy has to be, would make the mistake of coming into town
and say, "Hi, my name's Joe Blow and I'm the Messiah and I take all
major plastic?"

Distracted by her snide inner voice, she didn’t hear
Missy’s next words. "What is it, sweetie? I was woolgathering
again."

Her clerk smiled. "That's okay, I'm used to it. Mom
does that a lot when I'm around. I guess sometimes you older women
have to process information a little slower."

Morgan grimaced. "Yeah, I guess you're right. Go on
with what you were saying about the Messiah. I do want to
know."

"He's preaching tonight at the Pentecostal Church.
Want to come?"

She’d better—just to make sure this guy wasn’t some
sort of pervert preying on naïve teenage girls. "Sure. What
time?"

"Here, take one of the flyers. I've been passing
them out all over town. The Messiah asked me to be one of his
acolytes. Neat, huh?" Missy quivered with excitement.

Morgan didn't think the Messiah had acolytes, but
this guy being a pervert was looking more and more like a sure
thing. Taking the flyer, she took one look at the picture of the
man calling himself the Messiah and gasped.

Willie Fairchild's murderer had found himself a new
gig.


CHAPTER SIX

"The Devil"  Unyielding power, tyranny, lust, and
greed.

Saturday evening, the French Creek Pentecostal
Church.

Morgan ran to keep up with her teenage friend.
Either Missy had covered a lot of ground today with her flyers, or
the Messiah had a damn good advance man. The Pentecostal Church,
the largest church in town, was filling up rapidly. Were these
people curious, truly devout, or just plain nuts?

"Morga-a-a-n, come on. The acolytes have seats down
in front. I had Aimee save us two." The teen followed her plaintive
order with a tug on Morgan’s hand.

Morgan spotted Aimee, a brunette counterpart to
Missy, jumping up and down, waving and screaming their names. She
was fairly certain she had never had that kind of energy at
eighteen. It had to be something in the air and water of Southern
Indiana.

Aimee's actions had everyone for five rows turning
around to see what all the commotion was about. Smiling, Morgan
acknowledged several acquaintances.

Leaning against the outside wall of the chapel near
the side exit, there was a man. He was tall, dark, and deadly
looking. She hadn’t attempted to read anyone in the crowd, saving
her energy and potential headache for the main act, but this dark
man’s energy had snagged her attention. The man’s unsmiling gaze
swept from Aimee to Missy to her. His lips turned up in a slight
smile of what she garnered to be amusement—and approval. Something
deep within her core heated up and turned her insides to liquid.
She barely managed to halt her hand from rubbing her lower stomach
to assuage the deep ache. She had never had such an instantaneous
sexual reaction to a man—it scared her.

Focusing her psi powers on him, she pegged his type
instantly. A cop! More than a cop—a warrior. He radiated strength
and cynicism, a world-weariness he wore like a bullet-proof
vest.

He's probably here to see if this Messiah guy is on
the up-and-up. He's on our side.

She hoped so. Someone needed to keep a wary eye on
the con man, the murderer.

So, are you gonna go over there and tell him what
you know about the Messiah?

No, she wasn't. She could just imagine the look of
disbelief appearing on the cop's face, the sneer of a tested
warrior who only fought enemies he could see, touch, and hear.
Morgan's empathic abilities and memories of a murder in New York
four years ago would not be enough to convince this man. Better he
ride the guy out of town on a rail as a huckster. At least the
killer would be gone…gone to kill in someone else's town. She
couldn't allow herself to worry about what might happen after the
bastard left. She’d rebuilt her life, a good life. She refused to
ruin everything in order to stop something that might never
happen.

The lights of the cavernous chapel dimmed. The room
glowed from the accent lights aimed at the stained glass windows
and the hundreds of candles burning on the pulpit and in sconces
along the walls.

As the crowd quieted, Morgan took in a deep breath.
The scent permeating the room was similar to one of her special
blends. This particular blend, though slightly different from hers,
was essentially the same as one used by Native Americans in their
spiritual quests. Sage, rosemary, hops, and something else she
couldn't quite put her finger on.

The scent wasn't coming from the candles; those were
scentless, dripless beeswax candles made by a local woman and sold
in Morgan's shop. Either the Reverend Porter had bought a diffuser
or the Messiah had brought one with him. The blend of essential
oils spreading throughout the chapel would suppress the crowd’s
inhibitions, leaving them more receptive to the act to come. Morgan
vowed to stay alert; someone had to keep their senses about them in
order to thwart whatever the man hoped to accomplish.

And the cop, Morgan. Don't forget the cynical cop.
He doesn't look to be the susceptible type.

The thought reassured her.

The noise around her picked up as the spotlights
highlighted the center of the stage. The pulpit, for tonight, was
set off to one side. Soon after the spots came on, music soared,
seemingly engulfing the attendees. Reverend Porter had installed a
state of the art surround sound system. She recognized Bach's
"Requiem." It was sheer gall from the man calling himself the
Messiah to play that.

The thought of this murderer preaching to her people
repelled her, but she could not find the nerve to expose herself to
their ridicule, their fear. Being slightly psychic was okay, that
was eccentric…acceptable. Being able to read people's emotions, to
actually see what they’d done in anger, hate, or love, well, that
was weird and not politically correct.

No, she had to keep quiet. She had a new life.
Willie and Nichols were dead. Nothing she could do would bring them
back. She'd have to be alert and sway her town away from the
influence of this devil; he was the lion in her dream and she would
have to conquer him. With her knowledge, she could save the town’s
people without revealing her secret. It would be a delicate
balancing act, but she was up to it. Maybe if the cops arrested him
for fraud, they’d be able to connect him to other crimes he'd
committed. Jail was jail.

What about his psi powers, Morgan? Did you forget
those? He sensed you on the subway. You know he did.

Morgan dismissed the potential threat. Four years
away from the hustle and bustle of the East Coast, she'd learned to
control her abilities better than ever. She couldn't be read if she
didn't want to be. She was stronger than this devil.

"Morgan!" Missy's shriek shook her out of her
reverie. "He's coming!"

*

The antics of Missy and Aimee amused Gabriel Walsh.
The woman chaperoning them aroused a libido he thought had died
since his divorce. She was in her mid-to-late twenties. Average
height. Slender with womanly curves. Midnight black hair to the
middle of her back. Fair skin. From his quick glimpse of her face,
he’d noticed her eyes were pale in color. He made a mental note to
ask the Chief about her. He was highly attracted. There was
something about this woman that spelled loyalty and strength, two
traits which were downright sexy to a man who’d been betrayed by
his ex.

Moving away from Detroit had turned out to be the
correct decision. His last case had almost killed him. It had been
the right time to slow down. A buddy from his old SEAL team lived
in Indianapolis and had heard about this job. Gabe now owed his
friend a big favor.

French Creek was small but growing; the City Council
had decided it needed a full-time criminal investigator—him. In his
short time in the small town, local crime had been minor and
relegated to theft, vandalism, and some minor assaults on the
nearby campus. If major crime was a problem, he hadn't seen it yet.
But he knew it could lurk beneath the surface: the respected
businessman who beats his wife; the scout leader who sodomizes
little boys; the mild-mannered politician who kills prostitutes and
then goes home to his June Cleaver clone of a wife. Those types of
crimes could be here; he just hadn't found them, yet. He hoped he
never would.

Now, this guy who called himself the Messiah had
come to town. Gabe was here tonight because Aimee, the police
chief's daughter, had been overly excited about the guy after a
revival meeting last weekend in a church camp outside of town. The
usually laconic, laid-back Chief Byrd had become almost
apoplectic.

"Walsh, you get your butt over to the Pentecostal
Church tonight and check this fast-talking bastard out." The
Chief's face had progressed through several shades of red until
Gabe had thought his boss would explode right in front of him.
"Messiah, my ass! You can make book this guy's out for money."
Using his cigar, unlit since the Town Council had banned smoking in
all public buildings, the Chief had pointed it at him. "I won't
have it. Not in my town. You get something on this asshole, you
hear?"

Gabe smiled, a smile his previous adversaries would
have recognized—it was his “I’ll get your ass” smile. He always got
his man, in the SEALs, on the Detroit police force, and especially
here in his newly chosen home.

*

Morgan glanced at the cop after Missy's shriek. He
either hadn't heard or had chosen to ignore her excited companion
this time. Too bad. She'd hoped to see his quirky half smile again,
to watch as it transformed the expression on his tanned face from
harsh to amused. She got the impression he hadn't had much light in
his life.

Morgan, Morgan, Morgan—what have we here? You're
interested in the cop? Maybe that dream last night wasn't so far
off. He looks like he'd be a great life's companion.

No! Quiet. The devil is about to speak.

Okay, for now. We'll come back to this interesting
development. And don’t deny you caught his thoughts about you…the
lawman is attracted also.

Morgan refused to acknowledge even to herself that
she had sensed the heat coming from the cop. Instead she blocked
the man from her mind and turned her attention outward. The show
was about to begin.

The crowd went silent at the appearance of the man
who called himself the Messiah. He certainly looked the part
dressed in a white silk suit—Versace at a guess—with his dark
brown, formerly blond, hair flowing over his shoulders. And there
was no other word for it—he glowed. How did he do that?

She recognized him instantly. Even if she might have
had doubts after seeing the picture on the flyer, she had none now.
No amount of hair color, new clothes, even plastic surgery could
disguise this man. He had the appearance of an angel, but she could
sense his devil's soul. He might have changed his exterior over the
last four years, but there was no way he could hide the evil
inside, the void where his soul should have been. Not from her.

As an aura tinged with blue and violet light
surrounded him, an intoxicating scent emanated from his general
vicinity, wafting over the crowd and reaching Morgan in the second
row. She couldn't place it right away, but she would. It was
different than the initial odor she’d detected upon entering the
church. Using her extra sense to supplement her control over her
sense of smell, she breathed shallowly then mentally filtered the
seductive odor emanating from the stage. She recognized the
separate essences—henbane, a narcotic; hops, a hypnotic; and ylang
ylang, a sweet-smelling aphrodisiac. The fiend! Morgan could
control her reaction to the combination meant to lull the
parishioners into a more receptive frame of mind but feared for the
others.

As the man calling himself the Messiah raised his
hands skyward, she could see stigmata against the pale ivory of his
skin. The crowd seemed to breathe their awe in unison.

Then he spoke. The first time she'd ever heard evil
speak. His rich baritone reminded her of an opera singer she'd once
heard, the tone resonating purely over the sound system. The voice
of an angel in the body of evil incarnate.

"My children, welcome and be blessed. Our Father,
the Father of all Creation, has sent me to save you from yourselves
and from the coming chaos in the Land."

The crowd responded with "Amen."

Morgan worked to keep her nausea in check.

The devil paused, smiling a benevolent smile he’d
probably practiced in front of a mirror before each performance.
The mood of the crowd was full of anticipation and feverish
excitement—and acceptance.

The Messiah’s gaze moved slowly over the now rapt
audience. The crowd’s anticipation built during his pause. Then he
spoke, his timing excellent. Morgan realized the killer/con artist
was a master at controlling his audience.

"Since I last walked this Earth, mankind, my
children, has gone the way of the Devil...my death did not redeem
you. You have fought wars over worldly goods and false idols. You
have allowed your brothers and sisters to die of disease and
starvation. You have polluted our Father's creation with your
filth. He has sent warnings of fire, flood, great winds, and
devastating earthquakes and still you have not heeded."

"Once again, my children, I am your last chance for
salvation. If you do not hear my warning and follow my lead, the
world shall end before the clock finishes chiming the midnight hour
one month from today."

A gasp arose from the audience. Several women wailed
their fear.

The devil’s aura read as pleased.

"Will you follow me to the new Jerusalem?"

The chants of "Hosea, Jesus, lead us!" began in the
back of the chapel and moved forward as the audience, caught up in
the moment, stood and swayed from side-to-side.

The devil signaled with his hand to an aide standing
off to the side of the stage. The air was immediately filled with
ethereal music and the scent of lilies.

As the fiend’s last words and the response it
engendered echoed throughout the church, Morgan sat stunned and
sick at heart as she observed the crowd's enthralled attention for
this charlatan. This murderer. The Satan-spawned demon.

Why couldn't they see the evil in his eyes and hear
the lies on his lips? Were they all crazy? No, they were drugged,
both by the chemicals in the air and the power of his menacing
charisma.

Without thinking, she turned to look at the cop. He
was alert like an attack dog that sensed an intruder.

Good. He wasn't taken in. Here was another sane
person.

Her immediate priority was to remove Aimee and Missy
from the church and the drug-fogged atmosphere. She would talk to
them, convince them the Messiah was a fake. Then she’d turn her
attention to finding a way, without exposing her abilities, to show
the people of French Creek that this guy was a criminal.

Shaking Missy by the shoulders, she could see the
girl was in a deep fugue state.

"Missy. Aimee. Come on...now!" Morgan raised her
voice above the din of the crowd now singing hymns.

Getting no response, she grabbed an arm of each teen
and pulled them toward the side exit. As she passed the cop, he
nodded. The warmth of his approval sent a frisson of sexual
awareness over her skin and into her core. Her folds grew wet and
her clit throbbed. Damn, why now?

Why not now, Morgan? It’s not as if you have men
littering the ground begging for your attention.

She bitch-slapped her over-sexed ego. She had enough
to worry about. Her newly aroused desire for a total stranger…a cop
for Chrissakes...could wait until later.

*

Catching a breath of fresh air from the open
doorway, Gabe rid his nasal passages of the sickeningly sweet smell
which had filled the room upon the con man's appearance. He then
fought the lethargy which threatened his alertness. Something else
was in the perfume besides harmless flowers, he'd bet the bank on
it.

In control again, he observed the crowd. The scene
was surreal. All these upstanding, salt-of-the-earth citizens were
taken in by the garbage the guy spouted from the stage.

Well, not all of them. The woman with Aimee and
Missy hustled her charges out of there, a look of disgust on her
attractive face. She glanced at him as she passed. Her eyes were
smoky green, stunning eyes full of intelligence and—fear.

Tearing his mind away from the first woman he'd
shown interest in since his wife's betrayal, he zeroed his gaze in
on the bastard calling himself the Messiah. The man’s act was a
sacrilege, and Gabe wasn't all that religious. He understood now
why the Chief had been so upset. This guy was a con man and
dangerous. He had a room full of fairly intelligent human beings in
the palm of his hand. No way to determine how much harm he could
do.

Well, whoever this guy was and whatever he wanted to
accomplish he wouldn't succeed. Gabe always got his man.


CHAPTER SEVEN

"The Star" - Reversed  Experience temporary
setbacks, impotence.

Morgan flopped onto the bentwood lounger on her
porch and hoped the fairy tale atmosphere of her evening garden
would ease the tension strumming through her body. On this warm
moonlit evening, the whites of the flowers glowed against the
verdant greens of the surrounding foliage and woods. Resting her
head against the chaise, she closed her eyes and breathed in the
scents of the nicotiana, moonflowers, white climbing roses, and
tuberoses. Normally this exercise in relaxation worked, but not
tonight.

After leaving the revival, she’d taken the girls to
the A&W drive-in for burgers and cola floats. She'd thought she
could use the time in the car to talk some sense into Aimee and
Missy.

She'd thought wrong.

Before she broached the topic of the false Messiah,
she’d allowed the girls to eat a little and absorb the caffeine
from their colas. She’d hoped the combination of the caffeine,
fresh air, and food would clear their drug-fogged minds. Again,
she’d been proven wrong as she recalled the time spent with the
girls.

"Missy, that was some show the Messiah put on,"
she’d said.

"Show? What do you mean, Morgan?" Missy stopped
sipping her cola and turned toward her, a look of confusion—no,
vagueness—in her eyes.

Morgan had mentally prepared what she wanted to say
on the way to the drive-in, but had forgotten it all when she saw
Missy’s unfocused stare. Opening her senses, she’d probed for some
emotion, any emotion, in her young friend. Nothing. That had not
been her Missy; it had been a Stepford Missy.

Had there been something else in the diffuser
besides what she'd sensed? There had been an unfamiliar ingredient
in the first scent she'd encountered. Obviously, its effects were
longer lasting. But why hadn't the unknown essence bothered
her?

"Missy? Hon? Are you feeling well?" She touched the
girl on the arm. It was cool and clammy.

"I'm fine. Great burgers." Shrugging Morgan’s hand
away, Missy gave her a beatific smile and turned back to her
food.

Alarmed, Morgan looked at Aimee in the back seat.
The other girl had curled up and fallen asleep, her burger and cola
half-consumed. Realizing she couldn't talk to the girls when they
were this unresponsive, she'd taken them home. She vowed to try
again tomorrow after whatever drug was in their system had time to
dissipate. Still, the feeling she'd somehow failed them
persisted.

She hadn’t said anything to the girls' parents,
because she hadn’t known what to tell them. She couldn’t blurt out:
"Sorry, Mayor James, but your daughter's soul has been inhabited by
the devil. Have a nice night." Or "Oh, Aimee's just a little tired,
Chief Byrd. Too much excitement and a con man drugged your daughter
into a zombie state. Don't worry though; he just wants money this
time, not blood."

Realizing her magic garden wasn't working this
evening, she rose from her chair and went inside.

Running away from your thoughts won't help,
Morgan.

Just shut up.

Her cat, purring at buzz saw levels, wound his way
between her legs. "Hey, Smoke. It's been a weird evening, ole boy."
She bent and scratched the special spot behind his ears and
received a deep throaty purr in response. "At least you seem your
normal self tonight."

Smoke turned his head, licked her wrist and then
walked off to lie on his favorite spot in the window where he could
watch the bats eating bugs flying around the security lights.

Locking her front door, she walked into her bedroom.
A snippet from the previous night’s dream surfaced. Life's
companion. Smoke was the only constant, living creature in her
life. Could Smoke be the companion in her dreams?

Morgan, Morgan, does the word “ostrich” mean
anything to you?

She hadn't found a human companion to supplant her
feline's unquestioning love. Human males looked for certain
attributes in a mate, being psychic wasn't usually a desirable
trait in a lover. Too spooky. Too invasive.

The last guy she’d dated, a philosophy professor at
the local college, had ended things when she’d been a tad too
insightful and asked why he was boffing his teenage charges and
dating her at the same time. To this day, he crossed to the other
side of the street when he spotted her. The town rumor mill said
he’d changed his modus operandi and now dated only older women and
no students. At least the short relationship had produced one good
side benefit.

Other dates had run along the same lines, lots of
interest up front, but immediate cessation of contact after Morgan
inadvertently let slip she knew what they were really like. How did
other women do it? Fall in love with an image and then have to live
with the reality after the newness wore off? For Morgan, the guys
couldn't get to first base; she saw them for what they were and
they hated it. Maybe she’d just met the wrong type of men.

What about the stud cop? The warrior. He's a deep
one. Emotions totally under control.

No, she refused to think about him. Warrior types
were too…too…well, male. She'd made a pact with herself to avoid
that particular subset of the male species, "the lord and master of
all he surveyed" subset. She couldn't read them as well as others;
it was as if she were blind around them.

Face it, Morgan. You're a coward.

She wouldn’t argue the point.

Going into the bathroom, she cleansed and creamed
her face then brushed her hair which was tangled in its usual
frizzy mass of waves and curls. Damn humidity. Her hair wouldn't
calm down until October. Every summer she swore she’d get it cut,
but she never did. She was too chicken to see what she'd look like
with short hair. Her conscience was right; she was a coward. She
couldn't get up the nerve to change something as meaningless as her
hairstyle. When faced with a real danger, such as the killer/con
man, she’d find a way to avoid it. A courageous person would gird
her emotional loins, go to the police now, and assist the law in
putting the murdering fiend away for life.

No! She refused to go there. She'd do what she could
to protect those she cared about, but she couldn't expose herself
in that way. She didn't want to lose the life and peace she’d
found.

Yellow. Candy-assed coward.

* * *

Morgan walked the paths of the maze, searching for
the old man. She had some questions. Out of the corner of her eye
she saw something white moving toward her. It was a bunny hopping
as fast as it could away from the woman she knew to be her double.
Why was the bunny scared? She’d never hurt it.

No—the rabbit wasn't running from her double; they
were both running from the lion.

The lion cornered them. She watched in horror as her
double picked up the bunny and threw it to the lion. The lion bared
his teeth in thanks, swallowed the bunny whole and left.

She called out, "Why didn't you save the
rabbit?"

Her double turned her back on Morgan and floated up
and over the hedge out of sight.

"She couldn't. She was afraid she would be the
lion's dinner instead."

Morgan turned and saw the old man. Tonight, he had
on a flowing azure robe covered in rune-like symbols. His staff was
lavender in color. His aura, white and peaceful. His eyes, filled
with concern and deep sadness.

"But she had the ability to float away from the
lion. She could have saved both herself and the rabbit."

"Ah, but you see, Morgan, she feared the lion would
not leave her alone if she did that. By sacrificing the rabbit, she
lived to run another day."

"I would never do that," Morgan insisted. "I would
never do that."

"Ah, but you have and will again. You can't help
yourself. You aren't ready to ride the lion."

She woke up, crying out her denial. A recurring bad
dream wasn’t good. In the past, her lucid dreams had been
particularly prophetic. The only current threat in her real life
was the murderer playing at being the Messiah. Who or what did the
rabbit represent? Could it symbolize her life in French Creek?
Dream symbols didn't always follow real world physics. But what if
the rabbit, the sacrifice, wasn't about her? What if the rabbit
stood for an actual person? Was someone in mortal danger from the
killer? There had to be a way to ride the lion and find the secret
of the maze without sacrificing the life she’d made for herself or,
worse, the life of another.

Shivering and exhausted, she lay back down and
pulled the quilt up to her nose. Smoke, sensing her need for
comfort, hopped on her bed and curled against her back; she fell
asleep to the sound of his purring.

On the periphery of sleep, she heard the triumphant
roar of the lion.

* * *

Gabe stretched his way through another yoga
position. His naked body glistened with sweat brought on by the
strenuous moves and exacerbated by the high humidity. Breathing
through the pain, he moved effortlessly into a pose to strengthen
the muscles in his abdomen which had been cut by a bullet from a
drug dealer's automatic weapon. Grunting and swearing a blue
streak, he managed to maintain the posture to the count of fifty.
Ten more than a week ago. Light years away from the first weeks of
rehab six months ago.

Relaxing the stance, he reached for his towel on the
bed and wiped the sweat from his sharply cut frame. He had lots of
patience. With hard work and perseverance, he’d control and put
down any weakness in his body. He had to be able to rely on his
ability to move to get him out of tight spots. It was that very
ability which had caused the bullet to miss vital organs and why he
was merely damaged and not dead.

As he made his way to the shower, he glanced at his
scars. Even he was amazed he’d survived. Not only had he survived,
he’d taken the drug dealer down and used the bastard’s own weapon
against him. No one had mourned the piece of dope-dealing shit,
especially not Gabe.

Standing under the tepid shower, he reflected on the
performance he’d viewed earlier in the evening. For it had been
exactly that—an act. Had to give the Messiah, or whatever in the
hell the man’s name was, some credit. Gabe wasn't quite sure how
the guy pulled off some of what he'd done. But he was damned sure
gonna find out.

He liked French Creek and wanted to spend the rest
of his life here. He sure as hell wouldn’t allow some slick
huckster to rip off the citizens in his town.

After the revival meeting ended, Gabe had tried to
track down the bastard. No one knew where he'd gone, or if they
had, they wouldn't admit it. Probably shacking up with one of his
converts. The guy looked to be the type to possess all the
vices—money, drugs, and sex.

Sex. Now that was something Gabe hadn't had in a
while, not since he'd caught his wife in bed with another man. What
a sap he’d been. He’d believed her when she’d said she loved him,
only him. He chalked it up to experience. His next woman would be
different—faithful and honest. The image of slender curves, masses
of black curly hair, and tourmaline-colored eyes flashed across his
mind. The woman at the revival. Her concern about the girls and her
insight into getting them away from the blasphemy of the con man on
the pulpit led him to believe she was vastly different than his
ex.

Damn, he got hard just thinking about her. He hadn't
been this aroused in months. Wonder who she was? He'd ask the Chief
tomorrow. The Chief was really vigilant about whom his daughter
went about with—and the woman had been riding herd on Aimee and the
Mayor’s daughter Missy.

Right now, he had to take care of his hard-on or
he'd never get to sleep. He fisted his cock and jacked off to the
images of the green-eyed temptress.

* * *

Darien grunted and shuddered through his climax then
collapsed on top of the woman. Rolling off the bosomy blonde before
she reached her own pleasure, he got up and pulled on his robe. "Go
to your room, Bren. If I need you again, I'll buzz."

"Can't I stay the night?" She preened for him. Her
body was soft and pillowy, but her personality was coarse and
boring. Not a woman he wanted to wake up next to in the
morning.

He scowled. Bren was becoming a pain. But he knew
how to work her, how to get rid of her. Turning away, he spoke over
his shoulder, "No, I don't sleep with fat cows. You're good for one
thing and one thing only. And now that I've had it, I can't stand
the sight of you. Get out of here. Send in Nan. She can spend the
night."

He sensed the bimbo's next move and ducked as she
threw the bedside carafe at his head. It hit the wall. Good thing
it was plastic and he only got wet. If it had been glass, he
would’ve made Bren pick the glass pieces up with her fucking
teeth.

Turning, he glared, putting all his psychic ability
into the gaze, filling it with promises of pain. Primordial
instincts had Bren shrieking with fear and running buck-naked out
of the room. He locked the door behind the bitch. He heard her
screaming in rage at poor Nan down the hall. Picking up the phone,
he punched in the numbers for Jake's room.

“Yeah, Dare? What did you do to Bren? She’s
screeching like a scalded cat.”

"Never mind what I did. Go to the women's suite,
placate Nan. Then get rid of Bren. She knows too much.”

“Can I fuck her first?”

“Sure, knock yourself out. After you’re done with
her, make sure you ditch the body so the cops don’t find her until
we’re out of this two-bit town.” He winced at a particularly loud
scream from Bren and a responding shriek from Nan.

Fuck all women. He was tired of their emotional
neediness. He’d had his fill of women tonight. “I'm turning in
after my shower. Send Nan to wake me around ten in the morning. She
can take care of my morning wood."

“Sure thing, Dare. You get a good night’s
sleep.”

After hanging up the phone, he walked into the
master bath of the bed-and-breakfast his entourage had taken over.
The owners lived in a gatehouse, and the arrangement perfectly fit
his needs. He played the holy man during the day, but at night, he
wanted his sex hot and, at times, rough. He was quite sure the good
people of French Creek and particularly the attendees of the local
Pentecostal Church would not appreciate his kinky proclivities.

As he showered, he reviewed his master plan to bilk
the church of their building fund. As with the other evangelical
churches he’d stolen from, getting his holy foot in the door had
been easy. Pentecostal preachers were the easiest gulls. They
wanted to believe in him so badly; they usually offered more than
he asked for.

This church was particularly convenient in that a
lot of what he needed for his act was already in place—the sound
system, the forced air heating and cooling system, the stage, and
the lighting. Hell, he could even use the candleholders displayed
all over the chapel for his hallucinogens which aided in drawing
the congregation more and more under his spell. He wanted them to
remember him with fondness after he left, to be oblivious to the
theft which occurred right under their so very helpful noses. Plus,
if he were lucky, he might find a willing and comely female to take
the place of Bren.

There had been some young girls at the church youth
camp who might fit the bill. It was time he went for younger meat;
they were so much more malleable and easily terrorized. His cock
was hard again, and not wanting to deal with another whiny female,
he masturbated, shouting his satisfaction as his semen mixed with
the water swirling down the drain.


CHAPTER EIGHT

"The Hermit"  Prudence, discrimination, wisdom.

Sunday noon, The Curiosity Shoppe.

The next morning, Morgan arrived at her shop well
ahead of Missy. She wanted to prepare the atmosphere to counteract
the sedative effects of the scents the Messiah had used last
night.

With that goal in mind, she brewed a pot of
Breakfast Tea with its higher caffeine content and lit some candles
perfumed with the essence of lemon grass which also had a
stimulating effect.

Debating the best way to counsel her young charge
about the illegal intent of the Messiah, she pulled out both her
Tarot cards and Missy's runes which the teen left at the shop for
twice-monthly readings. It wasn't time for either the New or Full
Moon Rune readings, but Morgan leaned toward the runes for her
purposes. The leeway in interpreting the stones was much broader
than the more formalized patterns and interpretations of the Tarot.
It was the runes Morgan always used to nudge Missy from a path that
looked to be hazardous for the young girl.

Truth be told, Morgan was afraid to read the Tarot,
afraid to see what the cards might reveal. No, the runes would be
better. She could preach the mantra of avoiding the Messiah like
the plague. She was sure, once convinced, Missy would take Aimee
with her and stay away from the malevolent huckster.

"Hey, Morgan. You're here early!" Missy bounced into
the room. The recuperative powers of the young were amazing. Maybe
the tea and candles would be overkill; Missy seemed stimulated
enough.

"I thought I'd do a special rune reading for you
today." She waited for her young friend to challenge her on the
change from their usual pattern.

"Cool." The teen moved to the table in the corner of
the shop which was used for readings and plopped herself into the
chair.

Morgan grimaced at the cracking sound from the
wicker. Someday, Missy's manner of seating herself would finally
take its toll on the fragile webbing. At least, the girl was back
to normal.

Missy picked up the runes bag and removed the
crystal kept inside to hold the owner's energy near the runes and
set it aside. The teen put her right hand inside the bag and
fondled the polished amethyst stones Morgan had given her for
Christmas. This step warmed the stones allowing them to absorb
active energy.

Fully opening up her sixth sense, Morgan caught
fleeting images from the young girl. Images of the previous
evening—her euphoria at the message the Messiah had imparted and—oh
no—her attraction for the man himself. This was not good. She felt
a lot less ashamed of herself for what she was about to do to
Missy; the girl needed to be warned off for her own good. The
Messiah would eat the impressionable teenager for breakfast and
spit her out by lunch.

"They're warm, Morgan." Missy’s voice roused her
from her contemplative state.

Seating herself across from Missy, she looked the
girl in the eye and began the ritual of the rune reading.

"This reading is a special reading, but it will be
patterned similarly to the Full and New Moon readings, a Nine-Rune
combination with a tenth rune for a final thought. I want you to
concentrate on your life as it is at present, more particularly as
it pertains to your current personal interests. As always do not
tell me what you are thinking, I will tell you. Okay?"

Missy nodded.

"Now, choose your first rune."

The first rune was Raido.

Good, awareness in spiritual issues would work into
her plan. Missy knew the meanings of the runes just as well as she
did. But with Morgan's insight into what the teen was actually
thinking, she had in the past woven interpretations into the
reading which helped her young friend with a teenager's life
dilemmas.

This time it was Morgan's dilemma being
addressed—how to protect Missy from the killer masquerading as the
Messiah. That was Morgan's only goal.

Missy replaced the stone using the method Morgan
liked, presenting all twenty-five possibilities of the runes each
time a pick was made. Proceeding through the selection process, she
wrote the picks down in three rows of three with the last choice
set to the side.

The first row, the present, displayed a great
beginning for Morgan's purposes: Raido, awareness of spiritual
issues; Othila, moral issues, clarify your own set of values;
Perth, unclear communications, a need for clearer communication.
The second row, the next three weeks, was Hagalaz, disruption, the
trouble is of your own making; Isa, standstill, out of your
control; and, again, Hagalaz, disruption. The last row, beyond the
next three weeks out to a maximum of two months, was all Isa,
standstill. The final thought was Teiwaz, destiny, strong
destination.

Morgan silently groaned. She had never seen so many
Isas in one drawing. This only underlined the effect of the Messiah
over the teenager.

"What does it mean?" With troubled eyes, Missy
looked at her. "I've never picked so many Isas before. What's
wrong?"

She took a deep breath and prayed for direction.
"Missy, my interpretation is that you need to exercise extreme
caution in the coming weeks, especially where outside influences
are involved." No guts, no glory, Morgan. Tell her. "Sweetie, I
could tell last night you were taken in by that charlatan's
act."

"You mean the Messiah?" Confusion was evident in the
girl’s voice. "Oh no, he's so ... so spiritual. So calm. So..."
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