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PROLOGUE


 


 


Clyde Simmons blinked against the darkness. His eyelids felt heavy, as if they were fighting gravity itself to remain open. A dull thud pulsed in his temples. The earth beneath him was cool and strangely comforting.


With effort, he tilted his head, wincing at the sharp pain that shot through his skull. Why was he lying here in a cattle pasture? Panic fluttered in Clyde’s chest. His tongue darted out, tasting the remnants of whiskey that clung stubbornly to his palate, the flavor tainted by fear. He couldn’t remember how many drinks he’d had at the Centaur’s Den, or how those drinks had led him to this quiet place under a moonless sky. But a pain in the back of his head suggested a sharp blow that had knocked him out cold. 


But who had delivered that blow, and how, and exactly when?


Gritting his teeth, Clyde attempted to push himself up, his hand slipping on the dew-slick grass. His limbs protested, weak and unreliable, as if they belonged to someone else. He managed to prop himself onto his elbows, squinting into the darkness. Nothing looked familiar—not the jagged outline of the distant trees nor the soft curves of the rolling hills.


“Where am I?” he whispered.


The dim light offered little in the way of reassurance. Clyde’s breath came in short gasps, uneven and shaky as he forced himself to stand. His legs trembled beneath him. He teetered, his arms flailing for balance.


Alone. Vulnerable. The reality of his situation settled over him. “Help,” he croaked, but the word was lost in the vastness around him. In the distance, the benign lowing of cattle did nothing to ease the tight knot of panic in his belly. 


Clyde knew he had to move to find his way back to civilization. But as he took a wobbly step forward, his thoughts spun in confusion and dread. Had he become prey? What unseen danger lurked just beyond his blurred vision?


The silence was suddenly fractured as the low grumble of an engine idling sliced through the air. Clyde’s head whipped around, eyes strained against the impenetrable blackness. The sound seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. 


He couldn’t think. He could only react. With a surge of adrenaline, Clyde made his decision. He had to flee, had to get away from the source of that ominous rumble.


His first steps were clumsy, his limbs still betraying him. Panic clawed at his throat as he staggered forward. The pasture underfoot was a minefield of dips and rises, hidden by the dimness of the moonless July night. Clyde’s foot caught on a tuft of grass, and he stumbled, arms flailing for balance he barely maintained.


“Come on, Clyde,” he muttered to himself, a desperate whisper in the darkness. His sister’s face flashed in his mind – her disapproving glare that demanded strength and control. He couldn’t let her down; he couldn’t let himself become a victim here, which must be somewhere in the fields that bordered Trentville, where he had spent countless days upholding the law as a meat inspector.


The engine’s thrumming continued, a predator’s purr stalking his every move. Clyde pushed his failing body harder, his breaths ragged, his legs pumping. 


“Damn you,” he hissed through clenched teeth, the words barely audible over the sound of his own labored breathing and the relentless idling of the engine. Fear gave way to anger, fueling his muscles as he forced himself onward, away from the danger that lurked just out of sight. 


Bursts of white light sliced through the blackness, halogen blades that turned night into day in cruel, sweeping arcs. Clyde’s heart stuttered as the beams found him, a deer in their merciless glare. The truck roared—a clear, unmistakable challenge—as it surged forward, its engine growling with predatory hunger.


“God, no,” Clyde gasped, his voice barely carrying over the noise of the truck’s revving engine. His instincts screamed at him to run, to evade the mechanical beast that was barreling down on him.


With a surge of adrenaline, he darted to the left, then the right, his movements erratic as a hare caught in a hunt. The pasture was an alien landscape, each dip and swell a potential downfall. Clyde’s legs felt like they were churning through molasses.


The headlights tracked him, swiveling sharply as the truck adjusted its course. He could feel the vibrations of its pursuit through the soles of his boots, an ominous drumbeat that matched the pounding of his heart. He gasped for air, his lungs burning with effort.


“Keep moving,” Clyde urged himself. He zigzagged across the field, his gait uneven and desperate. Each pivot sent jolts of pain radiating from his throbbing head, but he couldn’t afford to slow down. Not when every roar of the engine spelled out his doom, growing louder, closer.


The truck matched his every move with chilling precision, a predator just behind the reach of the headlights that chased him. Clyde knew the fields of Genesius County well, but in this twisted game, such knowledge seemed futile against the raw power bearing down on him.


A fence loomed suddenly before him, a barrier rising from the shadows of the pasture. Clyde’s exhausted body collided with the woven wire, the jarring impact knocking what little wind he had left from his lungs. He clawed at the metal, a trapped animal seeking any hole that might offer passage, but found none.


“Damn it! No, no, no!” The words tumbled from his lips in a breathless cascade. His eyes darted along the length of the fence, desperate for an option, a forgotten gate, an overlooked breach – anything. But there was nothing except the unyielding lines of wire and wood that penned him in.


The truck, its engine growling like a feral beast, slowed to an idle, the sound reverberating through the still night air. Clyde pressed his back against the cold fence, every muscle tensed, as if by sheer will he could merge with the metal and disappear into the darkness. 


Headlights washed over him, casting his shadow grotesquely on the ground as the vehicle came to a stop. The driver’s door creaked open, adding a chilling note to the symphony of dread that played in Clyde’s mind. A silhouette emerged, broad-shouldered and indistinct.


“Who... who are you?” Clyde’s voice broke, the taste of whiskey and fear thick on his tongue. He squinted, trying to make out features, clothing, anything that might give away the identity of this looming figure.


“Shhh, Clyde.” The man’s voice was a whisper, a taunting sound that sent shivers down his spine. It was familiar—an echo of conversations past—but twisted now, sinister in its calmness.


“Recognize me yet?” The assailant took a step closer, and Clyde could see the glint of something metallic in his hand.


“Please,” Clyde stammered, his mind racing. The voice tugged at memories blurred by the fog of alcohol and the blow to his head. He searched the recesses of his mind, grappling with names and faces from Genesius County’s community.


“Come on now, Clyde,” the attacker coaxed, his tone almost playful. “Think harder.”


But thought abandoned Clyde as his survival instincts screamed at him to react, to do something—anything—to change the course of the night that had turned from a forgettable drunken stupor into a terrifying reality.


A rope unfurled from the attacker’s grip like a dark serpent, slithering through the grass toward Clyde. He could see thick coils unravel with a practiced ease that hinted at familiarity with such tools of restraint. 


“Stay back,” Clyde rasped, his voice barely above a whisper. He tried to edge away, but his back was already pressed against the unyielding metal wires of the fence. Then, with a surge of adrenaline-fueled determination, he lunged forward, aiming a clumsy swing at the shadowy figure. It was a feeble attempt, born of desperation rather than any real hope of defense.


The attacker sidestepped with an ease that made it clear he had anticipated the move. There was no mockery now, only a silent focus as he caught Clyde’s wrist mid-air, twisting it behind his back with a force that made him gasp. 


“Easy now,” the assailant murmured, almost soothingly, as if he were calming a spooked animal rather than subduing a human being.


The rope began its work, winding around Clyde’s wrists with methodical precision. Each knot was pulled tight, each loop expertly secured. It was clear this wasn’t the first time those hands had tied up some living thing; the movements were too exact, too confident.


Clyde’s attempts to resist grew weaker with each passing second as the reality set in—he was not going to break free. His legs were next, the rope encircling his ankles, binding them together with the same ruthlessness. A cold dread settled in his stomach, and he felt his muscles tense involuntarily as he was rendered immobile.


“Let me go,” he pleaded, the words strained and hoarse. But even as he spoke them, Clyde knew they fell on ears that had no intention of heeding them. 


Bound hand and foot, Clyde lay in the pasture. He was at the mercy of a faceless foe, one who moved with a purpose that left no room for escape.


The assailant’s boots crunched against dry grass as he walked back to the idling truck. A shiver ran down Clyde’s spine when the metallic glint of a propane torch and branding iron appeared, reflecting the scant light from the vehicle’s cabin. His breath hitched, heart pounding like a drum in his chest at the realization of what was about to occur.


“Please,” he croaked, the words barely escaping his throat, “you don’t have to do this.” The attacker remained silent, the tools in his grasp now casting ominous shadows on the ground as they returned.


The click of the torch being engaged shattered the quiet night, followed by a soft hiss as the flame came to life. It danced erratically, throwing a kaleidoscope of light across the pasture. Clyde’s pleas turned desperate, his voice trembled uncontrollably with fear. “I’m begging you,” he choked out, “have mercy.” But the cold silence that met his cries was more terrifying than any response.


The propane torch hissed like a serpent as the attacker held the branding iron in its blue flame. The metal slowly began to take on an ominous glow, the color shifting from black to a dull cherry red that deepened with every passing second. Clyde’s eyes, wide with terror, fixated on the growing heat signature of his impending pain.


With each labored breath, Clyde fought against the ropes that bound him, the rough fibers biting into his skin. His wrists burned from the friction, but he persisted, driven by the primitive urge to survive. Yet the knots held fast, expertly tied by someone who knew exactly how to contain a man’s frantic strength.


The branding iron was now a fierce red-orange, its hue a testament to the searing pain it promised. The attacker turned, the iron in hand, and stepped deliberately toward Clyde. Each footfall seemed to echo in Clyde’s ears, throbbing in time with his pounding heart. The air itself felt charged, thick with the weight of dread that pressed down upon him, suffocating and relentless.


“Wait! Please!” Clyde’s voice broke as he pleaded, the words dissolving into a ragged sob. His struggles grew more frenzied, muscles straining to the point of exhaustion, but escape remained a cruel illusion. Clyde Simmons, meat inspector and brother to the mayor of Trentville, was helpless. The bonds were as unforgiving as the shadowy figure approaching him.


As the assailant drew near, the branding iron’s glow illuminated his face in fleeting flashes, yet never long enough for Clyde to discern any recognizable features. The anonymity of his tormentor only amplified the terror gripping him, the unknown always more horrifying than the known.


“God, no!” he screamed, thrashing against the ground, his body slick with cold sweat. But as the hot iron hovered inches from his skin, all Clyde could do was stare helplessly at the weapon that would mark him forever, knowing his efforts to break free were as futile as his cries for mercy.




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


“Dammit, Piper,” Sheriff Jenna Graves murmured, a whisper meant only for the forest where she stood and the memory of her long-missing twin sister. “What am I doing here?” 


She had chosen the early hours not only to outpace the climbing mercury but also to dodge the inquisitive eyes of early risers who might question why the sheriff of Genesius County was scouring Shelby National Forest instead of enjoying the reprieve of a Sunday morning. As she walked, her backpack shifted with each step, its contents — a bottle of water, a bag of trail mix for sustenance, and Piper’s bird-watching guide— were both practical and deeply personal. This had become a weekly ritual, a repetition of hope and persistence. With every hike, Jenna hoped she might be retracing steps Piper might have taken, searching for a clue in each bird’s call or flutter of wings through the underbrush.


She paused, leaning against a tree trunk to catch her breath. The dream that had led her here was as vivid in her mind as the forest around her. It had been a sign, Jenna was sure of it — a spectral message from a realm that teased the edges of her reality. Jenna closed her eyes for a moment, letting the forest’s whispers fill her ears. The vision from her lucid dream unfurled in her mind: a woman, face obscured by shadows, cradling a sandpiper as tenderly as one might hold a child. 


That dream had seemed important, though she’d had no idea what it might mean. Then Jenna had experienced that same image again when she had nearly drowned in Sablewood Reservoir during the last case she and her deputy, Jake Hawkins, had solved together. It was as if the murky waters themselves had conjured the image from the depths of her psyche while she fought for air, for life. The image had become a clue that had to be followed.


Every spare moment found her burrowed in the local library, her eyes skimming across topographical maps, tracing waterways and wetlands where the sandpipers might be found. She’d engaged in lengthy discussions with avian enthusiasts, those unassuming custodians of feathered secrets. She had even enlisted the expertise of the Missouri Department of Conservation, hoping their scientific data could illuminate this personal odyssey. She had discovered that sandpipers lived in many parts of Missouri, near ponds and streams and marshes. Was it possible that the image in her dream was pointing her to some location near her home? Each potential habitat within reach of Trentville was not merely a point on a map; it was a possible signpost on the way to discovering what had befallen Piper.


The bird-watching guide nestled within her backpack was more than a collection of ornithological details; it was a map peppered with hope, each entry a potential landmark in the uncharted territory of her sister’s disappearance. 


With a determined tilt of her chin, Jenna reached for the sunglasses perched atop her head and slid them back into place, the lenses muting the harsh glare of the morning light. Underneath the sheltering arms of ancient oaks and hickories, she had found a temporary haven from the punishing July sun. However, the canopy’s shade did little to ward off the enveloping humidity that clung to her skin, a constant companion in her trek into the heart of the forest. A bead of sweat traced a line down her temple as she resumed her trek. Her green eyes reflected the weariness of her quest. Yet, she pressed on, driven by an innate sense of purpose that bordered on obsession.


Jenna’s dedication to her sister’s case had evolved into something more than just the search for a missing person; it was a quest to fill the void Piper had left behind. It was a refusal to concede to the silence that had enveloped Piper’s disappearance two decades ago.


The certainty that Piper still lived somewhere beyond Jenna’s reach was as much a part of her as her badge or her gun. It propelled her forward when logic argued for rest, when the odds seemed insurmountable. And though the journey was laden with disappointment and dead ends, Jenna knew that surrender was not within her. Not while the mystery of Piper’s absence remained unsolved, not while her heart still held onto hope.


The overhead canopy parted, and the trail yielded to the hidden sanctuary she’d been looking for—a small pond cradled within Shelby National Forest. Dappled sunlight glanced off the water, turning the surface into a mosaic of liquid gold and azure. Jenna’s pulse thrummed in her ears as she caught sight of several sandpipers, their slender legs navigating the mire at the water’s edge with delicate precision. They were tangible echoes of her vision, their presence igniting a surge of anticipation that swept through her like a current.


She approached the shoreline, every sense heightened. And there they were—several of the medium-sized brown and white birds with spots on their breasts. The sandpipers seemed undisturbed by her presence and their foraging continued, their long legs keeping them above the water while their orange bills dipped for food. 


Jenna’s eyes scoured the environment with the meticulous care of an archivist sifting through ancient manuscripts. Fallen logs lay strewn about, their bark etched with the passage of time and weather. Had Piper had once stood where Jenna now stood? Was this where the woman in her dream had held a sandpiper?


Jenna’s breath hitched, a silent counterpoint to the relentless ticking of the clock in her head. The forest around her seemed to hold its breath too, as if nature itself was waiting for a revelation that Jenna’s intuition promised but reality withheld. But there was nothing—no sign, no message, no trace of the mysterious woman.


With a weary exhale, Jenna acknowledged the futility of this morning’s pursuit. She allowed herself the small surrender of sinking onto a fallen log, its bark rough against the fabric of her uniform. Her backpack lay beside her, and she withdrew Piper’s bird guide. The cover bore the softness of leather long exposed to sun and touch. Jenna opened it with reverence, the spine creasing to a well-worn page adorned with the illustration of a sandpiper. 


For a moment, Jenna’s world narrowed to the image before her, the fine lines capturing the essence of the bird with an almost lifelike quality. Her fingertip traced the contours of the drawing, moving over the paper as if the act could summon forth the spirit of her sister. 


With Piper’s bird guide open, Jenna let her gaze drift from the illustration to the pond’s tranquil surface. Sunlight danced across the water, and the sandpipers skittered along the edge, oblivious to the gravity of the moment. In their simplicity, the birds carried the echo of Piper’s infectious enthusiasm—not just for birdwatching but for life itself. Jenna could almost hear her sister’s laughter, see her scribbling notes fervently, her eyes alight each time she ticked off another species in her guide.


The memories swelled like a tide within Jenna—the way Piper would tilt her head, considering a bird’s song, or the glimmer of excitement in her eyes at the sight of winged silhouettes against the sky. A fresh wave of grief washed over her, and she pressed the heels of her palms to her eyes, willing back the tears that threatened to fall.


Exhaling slowly, Jenna lowered her hands, the forest around her coming back into focus. She felt the weight of doubt settle upon her shoulders, a burden all too familiar. Her twin’s absence had left a gaping hole in her world, one that had driven her to the edges of reason, to this very spot, chasing a dream that might lead to nothing at all. The vision of the woman holding a sandpiper had been so vivid, so compelling, but here, surrounded by nature’s indifference, Jenna couldn’t help but question its significance. The cool touch of the bird guide’s worn pages seemed to offer no answer, and Jenna hugged it tightly to her chest as though it could shield her from the uncertainty gnawing at her resolve. 


“Obsession can be a dangerous path,” Jenna mused aloud, her voice barely above a whisper. The quiet of the forest embraced her words, offering neither judgment nor comfort. 


But as she sat there, attempting to marshal her thoughts, the serenity she sought remained elusive. Instead, images of Piper continued to flicker behind her lids, moments frozen in time. Jenna’s grip on the bird guide tightened reflexively, its presence both a comfort and a torment.


And again, she had to wonder—what exactly was she looking for? What kind of evidence, what sort of a signpost did she expect to find? 


Jenna had dedicated her life to solving puzzles, to bringing order to chaos. But Piper’s disappearance remained an enigma, a cold case that had shaped Jenna’s identity, fueled her commitment to law enforcement, and granted her an uncanny insight into the realm of the missing and the dead.


“Where are you?” Jenna asked the empty woods, her voice tinged with weariness. It wasn’t just Piper she sought—it was the other half of herself, the part that had vanished on that fateful day so long ago. With her eyes closed, Jenna tried to clear her mind, to center herself. 


Her breath caught in a moment of self-reflection, the kind that always seemed to ambush her when she was alone with the ghosts of her past. Her mother, Margaret, fighting her own demons with the bottle, had only just started to mend their fractured relationship. At least Mom had been sober when they’d last seen each other, and she was working hard to stay that way. 
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