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PROLOGUE


 


 


This can’t be happening to me. 


Emily Walters stood in the darkness, her heartbeat thrumming in her ears as she stared at the puzzle pieces set in front of her. Her slender limbs, streaked with dirt, shuddered like the skeletal tree branches above.


The item on the rickety table, lit only by a single flickering flame from a nearby lantern, taunted her.  


It shouldn’t have been threatening. It was nothing more than a child’s game. Larger than a child would use, of course, its pieces too unwieldy for tiny hands. A slide puzzle. She’d done hundreds of these in elementary school. 


All she would have to do is slide each giant block until the picture came into view, and everything would be okay. 


But that thought held little comfort, now. Deep inside, she had a feeling nothing would ever be okay again. 


A stiff wind blew, whistling through the trees, rustling the leaves, making the flames dance among the tree trunks. Tears stung on her face, bitten raw by the cold. “I don’t understand. You want me to—”


“Solve it.” The voice was thunderous, almost inhuman, making her jump.  


She stepped forward and spoke to the voice in the darkness, her voice trembling. “Y-you’ll let me go if I do this?”


The disembodied voice boomed from the trees. “Of course. A promise is a promise. If you solve the puzzle, you will have cheated death.”


Death. 


Is that who this man thought he was? Death, incarnate? Here to claim what was rightfully his? As far as Emily could tell, he was a friend. Not a deluded madman. Now, she wasn’t so sure.


“Y-you said you would help me relieve the pain. T-this doesn’t—” 


“I assure you. It will.”


If anyone could, he could. That thought had first occurred to her as she sat in his old pick-up truck, waiting. For what, she didn't know. It was dark now, and her head ached, but she had had to come. The offer was too irresistible. And she'd once told herself that she would do anything to change the past. To erase the demons that had recently become her constant companion every second of every day. This was it. She knew that she would be late to work, but she had no choice. It was a three-mile trek to the Blackburn Beacon, but she never got behind the wheel anymore. Not since . . .


“The timer is set to 60 seconds,” the man’s voice instructed, breaking into her thoughts. It was cold, distant, as if it didn’t belong to a person at all, only a computer. “And it begins now.”


She jumped as the sudden tick of a clock began, hollow and tinny and altogether unnerving. A countdown. To what, she did not know. 


Nothing good. That, also, was certain. 


Unless I can solve this. 


Forcing herself to focus, Emily studied the puzzle before her. Six pieces, that was all. Easy. And she was quick-witted, good with puzzles. Everyone had always told her that. Her readers praised her insightful columns, her knack for drawing an audience in. Her best friend Mara from gymnastics had always said she should submit her columns to The Boston Herald, try for syndication. She had an intelligence, a perceptiveness few people had. 


Besides, it was fairly elementary. This would be a cinch. 


No problem, Mara. Right? She thought to herself as she took a deep breath and let it out.


Tick . . . tick . . . tick. She tuned it out and set to work. 


Her hands fastened on the rough-hewn wood, moving the blocks about the enclosed frame, slipping the pieces into place and maneuvering them up, down, and to the side, until each piece fell where it belonged. 


You will let me go, she thought to herself, her confidence surging. I’m a survivor. That’s what they said to me. And I will make it through this. 


 But just as the pieces started to make sense, her throat began to constrict. Madmen didn’t play by the rules. There were no rules, to the insane. 


And what began to come together on the puzzle made her breath catch and her gut sink, little by little. Each piece, alone, was purely innocent, but they came together to show elements of the most traumatizing thirty seconds of her life, all spread out in front of her. Trees. Headlights cutting through the darkness. Winding street. 


Memories she had done so much to bury.


Tick . .  tick . . . tick . . .


“Good job. Very good job,” the madman said. “You are almost free.”


For a moment, she tasted that freedom. She could see herself returning home, washing the dirt and despair from this ordeal from her body. 


She stopped, hand on a puzzle piece. Dug her fingernails into the flesh of her palms. She stilled, then backed away, tears coming to her eyes as she took in the altogether terrifying montage in front of her. Her mind reeled back to that dark, rain-soaked night, cutting through the black, spinning endlessly, end over end, not knowing which way was up. The sight of her face, cold and soaked in blood. Mara. 


All Emily needed to do was slide one more piece into place, and she would win. 


And yet, she couldn’t figure it out. It wasn’t working. She pulled her hands back from the puzzle and fastened them to her sides, her clammy skin meeting the cold, frayed fabric of her denim shorts. 


“I—I can’t—” she gasped, searching into the darkness, her eyes begging absolution. 


The bell went off, signaling that time was up, echoing through the forest. 


“That’s a shame,” the voice in the dark said, and she could feel it drawing closer. It seemed to be everywhere and nowhere, all at once. It no longer belonged to the person she thought she knew. Now, it seemed to come from something bigger than any one human. But she knew one thing for sure. It felt like an ending. “And you were so close. But I do know a way to end your suffering forever.”  


She nodded desperately. “Y-yes. Please. I’ll do anything, I told you. That’s what I came for.”


The last thing she felt was a hot breath on her neck, and pressure on her throat, and her warm blood, seeping down onto her shirt. Then, everything faded. While she slipped to the ground, she remembered how lucky she’d once thought she was.


Tonight, her luck had run out. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


I was wondering if you were ever going to find your way home. 


Nora Price stood in the bathroom at the Blackburn Police Station, staring at her face in the mirror as those words played in her head on repeat. 


There were quite a few more wrinkles on her face than even last week. 


It stood to reason. It had been one of the most harrowing of her life. 


Taking a deep breath, she splashed water on her face, using her wet hands to push her brown hair away. Cinching her hair into a ponytail, she stared at her sallow skin, the bags under her eyes, each characteristic telling the story of the battle that she’d been fighting. Maybe, to the untrained eye, she simply looked tired and overworked. But if one looked closer, as he was bound to do, she wondered if she appeared like the very thing she didn’t want to ever be.


A victim. 


 She'd spent a decade, frightened of an invisible bogeyman in the shadow. Now, her fear had a face. And every time she closed her eyes, she saw him. Long, white-blonde hair, faded denim, ruddy face, bent nose, beady, too-close-together eyes. Barefoot, crouched in the corner of the basement, long limbs curled under him like a cobra ready to strike. 


“Agent Price?” a voice said from the door. 


She blinked the water from her long lashes and saw Detective Marks’ reflection in the mirror, her features etched with concern. “Yes?”


“We’re ready for you.”


She tore off some paper towels from the dispenser and patted her face. Hoping her voice wouldn’t sound weak, she said, “I’ll be right there.”


The moment the door swung closed, Nora braced herself on the edge of the sink, feeling the cool porcelain under her hands, and exhaled a long breath. You can do this. 


They'd had Kent Hopkins under arrest for a week. A week that the man had been living on the taxpayer's dole, wasting department resources. And that was all he'd been doing. He'd kidnapped young girls, terrorized them and their families, put people through a living hell . . . and what did he have to say for himself? 


Nothing. 


Well, almost nothing. The only thing he said was to Nora herself: I was wondering if you were ever going to find your way home. 


Then, nothing.


It was infuriating. Nora had spent the last week in turmoil, waiting patiently. But last night, she had made a decision. Enough playing nice. Come hell or high water, she was going to get that scumbag to talk. 


She turned and stepped out into the main lobby of the police station. As she did, every eye in the place was on her. They all knew her story, what she was going through. She and her sister had been a headline. No one lived in Blackburn who hadn't heard of her own kidnapping over a decade prior. The only difference between her and her sister was that Sophia was still in the paper, since she'd never been found. Every year, on the anniversary of her disappearance, The Blackburn Beacon would publish a Have you seen this person? ad. Every year, it turned up a few leads, most of which went cold. 


But if there was anyone who could solve the mystery of Sophia’s disappearance once and for all, it was Kent Hopkins. 


Nora was sure of it. When they’d caught him, in the basement of an old church, harboring three frightened young girls, too much of the setting, too much of him seemed familiar. His voice. His manner. The way he’d taunted them. It had brought back a flurry of new memories, memories she hadn’t quite been able to sort through. 


She had the feeling, though, that if she could just speak to him, everything would become clear. He alone knew what happened to Sophia and could finally bring her and her tortured family some peace.


But she also knew that he wasn’t fond of peace. Kent Hopkins lived to create chaos, to tear apart families and destroy whatever he touched.


Detective Marks waited for her down the hall, next to an interrogation room. Marks was young, blonde, and pretty, but did her best to hide it, in an ill-fitting, no-frills pantsuit and ponytail. A girl after Nora’s own heart. “Has Waldrup spoken to him?”


“Detective Waldrup is on vacation. He’s not back until next week.”


Of course. Detective Waldrup was the lead investigator when Nora and Sophia were kidnapped over a decade ago, and even then, he’d been getting up in age. It wouldn’t be long until he retired. She couldn’t blame him for taking it easy at the end of his career, riding a nice golden wave off into the sunset. “Okay. Tell me more. What have you found out about him?”


The detective rattled off the details in monotone. All of it, Nora already knew. She'd practically committed everything to memory, wanting to delve deeper into his madness and fully understand him. But there wasn't much to know about Kent Hopkins. Even less to understand. He was born into privilege in Boston, and attended some of the swankiest private schools. There, he'd been an honors student, but one of his teachers had lamented, "Though he had obvious intelligence, he has a blatant disrespect for authority that could get him into trouble one day. Simply, Kent Hopkins doesn't ever think he's wrong." After he graduated high school, though, he slipped almost entirely off the grid. He'd show up, doing odd jobs now and then, only to disappear for years at a time. A self-described misanthrope, he'd had no contact with family, friends, no one. Apparently, he'd stayed homeless, drifting about, never putting down roots. 


In other words, he was like a lot of disgruntled, disillusioned men out there, but not one of them had gone to such horrific lengths because of it. None of Hopkins’ past helped her piece together what would lure a man to want to kidnap and terrorize young girls. 


When Marks finished, Nora nodded. “But we haven’t any real physical evidence to help us tie him to other crimes in the area, other kidnappings?” Specifically mine?


Marks shook her head. "There are obviously some that look like his handiwork," the detective said gently, leaving out the obvious—that Nora's own crime had his mark all over it. "But they were years ago, and we don't have any concrete evidence. Which begs the question—if he's responsible for them, why the time gap? Where has he been in the interceding years? We have no record of him being seen in town at all for the past ten years. And then he just shows up, out of the blue?"


Nora nodded. She had been thinking the same. “I’ll ask him what he’s been up to.”     


Marks snorted. “Good luck. He hasn’t said a word to anyone. We’ve asked him, and he won’t say anything at all. We were hoping it’s because he was waiting to talk to you.”


Nora wasn’t so sure about that. The man wanted to taunt them, that was all. He lived to exasperate people. She held no such delusions that she was considered special, his formidable adversary, the Sherlock to his Moriarty, just because she’d survived his twisted ploy. 


“Through here,” Marks said, tapping the solid metal door.


Somehow, Nora managed a smile at her and thrust her chin up as she stepped into the room, forcing a confidence she didn’t feel, despite all the psyching up she’d done. 


Kent Hopkins was sitting in the metal chair, looking far too relaxed. He might as well have been enjoying an afternoon tea. His hands were cuffed behind him, and his long body was slouched so that she could see his feet, in police-department-issued slippers, beneath the metal table. He was manspreading as if he owned the police station and everyone in it. His white- blonde hair was thin on top, but long enough that it fell past his shoulders, and there was a pronounced scab between his eyes, on his long, bony nose. When he smiled, he bared gaps and greenish teeth. 


She remembered him, now. The way he'd breathe in the quiet of the damp basement. A nasally, whistling sound, louder than the steady thuds of their heartbeats. The way he'd bend over them so the ends of his greasy hair would tickle their faces and stare at them like insects under a microscope. The way his breath smelled like onions and cigarettes. The memory fought to send a shiver down her back, but she suppressed it. 


“Mr. Hopkins,” she said, her voice catching just the slightest bit as his eyes focused on her. Amusement danced in them, but he said nothing. 


Nora had imagined this meeting, time and time again. She knew he'd want her to break down. To show that he'd destroyed her life. To show that she'd thought about what he'd done with every passing day.


Of course, all of that was closer to the truth. But she decided she would not give him the satisfaction, no matter what he said or did. Instead, she would simply pretend as though she didn’t know him or his crimes at all. 


And to do that meant fighting every instinct within herself. That urge wanted nothing more than to wrap her fingers around his neck and scream into his face how much she hated him. To squeeze the life out of his body the way he’d squeezed the joy out of her family. To order him to tell her what happened to Sophia. 


Instead, calmly, she pulled out a chair and sat down. “I’m Nora Price of the FBI. I have a few questions for you, if you wouldn’t mind.”


He stared with that same amusement, almost as if she hadn’t said anything at all. 


“Is that all right?” she continued, setting her notepad down on the table across from him. She forced herself to meet his eyes. He sat there, still, like a statue. 


What kind of game was he playing? Always, always, always a game. She refused to go along with it.


Not taking the bait, she pointed to her ear. "You can hear me, all right?"


Nothing. 


“You can talk, right?”


At that, he pulled back slightly. And then, without warning, he hocked something up in the back of his throat and spewed vile spit right into her face. 


It hit her nose, dripping into the seam of her closed mouth. It tasted and smelled as foul as he was. He has a blatant disrespect for authority that could get him into trouble one day.


She felt her face crumpling and tried to steel it as Marks moved forward to assist. “Goddamn it, Hopkins,” Marks growled, and a couple of officers advanced, grabbing the prisoner and hefting him to his feet. 


Words bubbled up in Nora’s head, as much as she tried to suppress them: Victim. He thinks you’re nothing but a victim. Someone to dominate. To destroy. 


Marks handed her a handkerchief. “I’m sorry, I was afraid of this. He hasn’t been cooperative with anyone. I thought that he might want to talk to you, because—”


“Wait, wait. Don’t,” she said, wiping her face as she watched them start to haul the prisoner away. She couldn’t let it end like this, feeling so off, all because of him. She’d refused to let him get under her skin again, and yet now, she felt him prying his way in. “I still want to try to—"


 At that moment, her phone buzzed in her hand. A message from her partner, Jason Snyder. Here. Where are you? 


She glanced up, just in time to see Kent Hopkins wink at her, before he was dragged into the corridor. 


That small action made her skin crawl. Standing up, she exhaled. “Okay. I’m needed on a new case, anyway. I’ll be back later to finish this. He has to know something, and I intend to find out what.”


As she went for the door, she swallowed, trying and failing to draw her thoughts away from Kent Hopkins and to the new case at hand. A murdered girl, apparently. Yet another indication of just how depraved this world was.  And cases involving young women always served to bring back the trauma of her own kidnapping. Before, without much more than a few scraps of memory, she’d been able to hold the pieces of her life together, finish the academy, become one of the most successful agents in her unit, and even build a bit of a relationship with a kind and loving man. 


But now, with Kent Hopkins in her midst, the devil had a face. And after seeing it close up, she couldn’t help wondering if tracking down another sadistic criminal might be the thing that unraveled her completely.  




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


After swabbing frantically at her blouse, Nora stepped out of the restroom, past the hubbub of the busy Blackburn Massachusetts police station, and into the front of the building, ignoring the stares of the officers who were waiting to see her crumble over her interaction with Kent Hopkins. If they were expecting that from her, they would have to wait. 


In the lobby, she saw Jason Snyder leaning over the counter, flirting with one of the receptionists. Or at least, it looked like he was, from the goofy smile on his face and the way he was touching the cat pictures taped to her computer. 


His face turned serious when he saw her. “Agent,” he said, his eyes searching hers for an answer. 


“Agent,” she said back, not wanting to discuss the thing he obviously wanted to discuss. 


He smiled at the receptionist. “Catch you later.” Then he followed her out the door, hot on her heels. “How did it go? Did he tell you anything?”


She sighed. He wasn’t going to let it go. And why would he? Kent Hopkins had made an indelible mark on her, affecting her in every way, especially in her work, which in turn, affected her partner. If she were Jason, she’d want to know, too. 


“No,” she said with a sigh, turning to him in the bright sunlight of morning. “And—”


“What is that?” he said, motioning to her chest. She looked down to see the giant wet mark on her collar. 


It stood to reason. When it came to Nora, Kent Hopkins seemed to leave his mark everywhere.


She wiped at it feebly, without result. “Forget it. Where’s the new case?”


“A body, out near the dam in Stever’s Mill Woods.”


She repeated the words in her head as she pulled out her phone and glanced at it. She had half a dozen messages from Dane. Her boyfriend, Dane, was a prince, a man with his own trauma, who understood her unlike anyone else. When he’d found out that she was going to interview the man she was almost certain had kidnapped her and Sophia, he’d naturally been concerned, too. Everyone had been. Her parents would probably be calling this morning, too, eager for any shred of information.  


But she didn’t have time to text him back. And there was no news, anyway. Besides, she had other things on her mind right now. Tucking the phone away, she said, “Why does that place sound familiar?”


“It’s a state park. Pretty popular spot. Good views from the reservoir. For picnics and such.”


That didn’t help. She wasn’t much of a picnic person. “You go there often?”


"I've been there from time to time."


She raised an eyebrow. Jason was more of the baseball and beer kind of guy, not exactly the hopeless romantic. “For picnics?”


“For runs. There’s a three-mile path around the reservoir.”


Was that the reason she knew it? No, she didn’t think so. She loved to run, but traipsing through the woods had never been her favorite thing, not since the kidnapper had snatched her and her older sister, Sophia, when she was a teen. Now, she did all of her workouts in the gym—some running, but mostly just beating away her frustrations with a punching bag. 


Anyway, the connection to Stever’s Mill Woods would come to her later. It always did, eventually, once she could focus her full attention on it. Never had she been so glad for a distraction to take her mind off Kent Hopkins. When Snyder had called earlier that morning as she was about to walk into the precinct, it had almost been enough to make her turn around and forget about Kent Hopkins altogether. As much as she wanted answers, the thought of sitting face-to-face with him chilled her to the bone. Anything to put it off another day. But then, as usual, Sophia’s voice had interceded. You have to do this, Nora. For me. 


She would do it. Later. She’d come back, despite the stress the interaction would put her under. And she would pry the answers out of Kent Hopkins that she needed, even if it killed her. But right now, another case needed her attention. “Let’s go.”


When she reached Jason's sedan, true to form, he had coffees waiting in the cupholders. She took hers and lifted the lid, hoping the scent of it would scrape the scent of Hopkins and his disgusting spit from her nostrils. It might have been her imagination, but even though she'd washed it away with plenty of bubble-gum pink soap from the restroom, it felt like it clung to everything. She'd need a long, hot shower after this. 


"So, really, the guy had nothing to say?" Jason asked, dipping his sunglasses to look at her as he pulled out of the parking space. "He kidnaps girls and hides them in a cellar and he just goes mum about the whole thing?"


“Mr. Hopkins has nothing to share,” she muttered. “Except his saliva.”


He turned to look at her. “What?”


“He spit on me. Thus the wet spot on my blouse.” 


“Spit on you? What a scum. Geez,” he said, shaking his head. “Someone should just go in there and throttle him. I would’ve. I don’t know how you controlled yourself.”


“It wasn’t easy,” she muttered, still wiping at that spot on her chest as she reached for the folder. She was glad she didn’t have to explain herself much to Jason. They had been the best of friends, ever since the first day of the Academy in Quantico, five years ago. She liked to think of him as her big brother from another mother. He shared in her outrage, her apprehensions, everything that had to do with her tragic past. And he seemed to get her, implicitly, without much conversation. They sometimes could communicate without a word. “So what’s with this new case? A murdered female, right?”


“Yeah. Emily Walters. Twenty-eight. A reporter at the Blackburn Beacon. Apparently, she never showed up to work yesterday afternoon. A couple of fishermen heading to the dam found her body this morning in the woods."


She paged through the file. “Any suspects?”


“So far, no. The area is popular with picnic-goers and fishermen, so there’s a lot of garbage to sift through at the site.” 


Of course, nothing to make their job easy. Nora flipped a page. 


Apparently, the victim wasn’t just a reporter for the Beacon. She had her own column, “On the Flip Side: Tales of a Former Gymnast”. 


“She’s a writer,” Nora noted. “I wonder if her writing can give us some clues.” 


Jason groaned. “I don’t read. I’ll let you read.”


She glanced at him. She never had seen him with a book, ever. “What do you do to relax?”


“Watch the Sox, of course. What else is there in life?” He motioned to the file. “There was something interesting in there, though.”


“Oh, so you did read, a little bit?”


He held his fingers up a millimeter apart. "Tiny bit. Just what I needed to know."


She scanned through the officer’s initial report, trying to find it. “The table?”


He nodded. “Yeah. The victim was lying in front of it, a little ways back from the reservoir. But there was nothing else. I wondered if it could be some kind of altar for human sacrifice."


“Could be. It’s been a while since we had ritual killings in these parts, though,” she said with a frown. She couldn’t remember anything recent—in fact, the last one she’d read about had been far before her time. “What makes you think it’s that?”
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