








The Unforgivable Crimes of Dana Cooper







P. Daniels




Copyright © 2024 by P. Daniels

Cover design copyright © 2024 by Story Perfect Dreamscape




Editor: Craig Gibb

Proofreaders: Margaret Larson




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblances to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.




No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission from the publisher. However, brief quotations may be reproduced in the context of reviews.







[image: ]




Published October 2024 by Dreamsphere Books.




Dreamsphere Books

PO Box 51053 Tyndall Park

Winnipeg, Manitoba R2X 3B0

Canada




Visit http://www.dreamspherebooks.com for more thrilling genre fiction!




Chapter 1




1989, North Dakota







“That’s a go for entry,” the team leader commanded into his headset, his words punctuated by the bass of the stereo thumping wildly from somewhere deep inside the residence.

Toothpick sized splinters exploded in all directions as two men carrying the “Big Key” rammed through the last line of defense separating them from their target.

Darkness swallowed the team whole as they switched to night vision mode, blanketing their world in electric green. But the music continued to play. It must have been powered by an unknown generator as the electricity had been cut when they’d breached the perimeter.

Synchronized movements carried the elite team of six through the dark, hot cabin. Mid-August, and unventilated, it felt more like a tomb than a home. The humidity, contributing to the claustrophobic vibe of the space, filled even the most hardened vet on the team with unease.

“This is Bravo One, all’s clear in the kitchen,” the senior most member of Bravo Team called out.

“This is Bravo Two, living room all clear,” the second man followed.

“Bedroom’s clear,” Bravo Three chimed in.

“Bathroom’s clear,” Bravo Four concluded.

A strangled sound on the line alerted the men that something was wrong. “Basement,” Bravo Six, the junior most member of the team, choked out, his words followed by the sound of retching.

The fifth member of the team clicked over the feed. “Jesus Christ, guys, come to the basement.”

Without missing a beat, the men gathered as a single unit in the living room. They’d all read the blueprints for the dwelling before entering. The stairs to the basement were housed in the northern quadrant of the residence. Like a river’s current naturally seeking its lowest point, the four-man team flowed organically toward those stairs.

Without prompting, Bravo Two opened the door, remaining at the top as a lookout. The intensity of the music bloomed as he drew open the portal, its origin now clear.

Bravo One followed, silently taking the stairs. The remaining two members of the team joined him, their AR-15s trained both high and low, covering all angles for the first man’s entry.

The music climbed deafeningly as they descended toward the basement landing. However, it wasn’t the only thing to overwhelm their senses. The smell did, too. A smell that was unmistakable.

Meeting in the middle, back-to-back, the team surveyed all 957 square feet of basement. Immaculately tended tools and shelves lined with household supplies gave the appearance of any other basement in America. But, as they streamed along those well-tended walls, the basement gave way to a broken-down door, followed by a U-shaped hallway. A space that had been undocumented on the house’s original blueprints.

“Bravo Five, please make your location known,” Bravo One ordered, his breathing noticeably harder than it had been when he’d cleared level one of the structure.

“We’re at the end of the hallway, sir,” Bravo Five returned. “We can’t breach the second door. It appears to be reinforced metal.”

Bravo One gave his team the go-ahead to approach the unmarked hallway. The smell, pungent, acrid, and raw, took on a life of its own. Crawling across his skin, it permeated his pores, stole up his nostrils, and seeped into his now burning eyes. One by one, as the hand-hewn passageway would not allow any other approach, the team systematically filed down its pitch-dark length, the anatomy of the space magnifying both the smell and sounds that resided there.

Scanning both left and right, Bravo One realized that someone had dug out small holes along the foundation of the structure. Peering into those holes, he noted what looked like large dog kennels. There were no dogs inside them, though, only prone figures of women. Nearly a dozen of them. All unmoving. Their bodies covered in things that did.

Bravo One’s booted right foot slipped in something wet and chunky. Team member six’s dinner, no doubt. Swearing, he reflexively dragged his boot along a drier patch of dirt. Pressing forward down the curved path about fifteen feet, he came upon Bravo Five and Bravo Six.

“The first door was easy enough to breach, sir,” Bravo Five said. “But we’re going to need the ram for this fucker.” He toed the metal tip of his boot against the sturdier metal of the door.

Bravo One glanced at team member six, propped weakly against the earthen wall. Though he couldn’t see the boy’s face, he knew it must be bloodless. No more than twenty-three, twenty-four years old, the distraught team member was desperately trying to keep his shit together. Bravo One wasn’t sure he’d make it, especially once they opened that door. That music-filled, Fort Knox-like pit of hell that lay just out of reach.

Taking a rare bit of pity on the boy, Bravo One said, “Bravo Six, go retrieve the ram,” giving the newbie a chance to get a whiff of fresh air before he returned to the rotting stench of the basement.

Perking up some, the boy said, “Yes, sir,” and squeezed past each member of the team to retrieve the item as quickly as his rubbery legs could carry him.

The local PD was currently surrounding the perimeter of the house, waiting until the area was secured before they entered. Bravo One imagined they were all fairly close to pissing their pants right about now. Most of those so called “deputies” had never even raised their guns from their holsters, let alone dealt with something like this. Not here. Not in this little pisshole of a town.

Bravo Team had been sent from Bismarck, nearly two hundred miles away, to aid the Rappaport PD in this raid after an anonymous tip had been called in. It might as well have been a million where this pitiful one-horse town was concerned. This was some of the most remote land in all of the country. A perfect location for a goddamned psychopath to set up shop. Near Lake Sakakawea and just on the outskirts of the Fort Berthold Reservation, this land boasted total privacy, total seclusion. In other words, a utopian location to act out one’s darkest fantasies. Exactly what their target had been looking for when he’d set down roots here.

Bravo Six reappeared carrying the ram dubbed the “Big Key,” because that beast could open all doors. Passing it along to Bravo Five, who had taken point, the team moved several collective steps backward to allow for the wide swing of the metal.

The door shuddered on the first blow, but it didn’t break. Another hearty whack and it protested some, but held strong. Rounds three, four, and five were commendable efforts, but did not yield the desired results. But the sixth blow, the sixth blow was different. On number six, it shuddered, protested, and opened like a reluctant whore to the last client of the night.

The sound hit them first. Then the stench. Lastly, the sight.

“Drop the knife!” Bravo One shouted, his voice nearly inaudible above the wail of the large speakers that had been installed in each corner of the room.

There was a dim light hanging in the center of the ten by twelve space. It caused his night vision to fritz for a fraction of a second. As his eyewear adjusted, he could have sworn the waiflike figure in front of him flickered spontaneously from one side of the room to the other, mimicking the speed and agility of a spider. But that was impossible. No one could move like that. No one human at least.

“Drop the knife and get on the ground!” he repeated, shifting his weapon from left to right, terrified that his mind was playing tricks on him. Terrified to so much as blink.

The ghoulish figure, shadowed by another strapped sturdily into a specially made chair, glided dead center of the room. It was naked and holding what looked like a hunter’s boning knife in its right hand. In its left was clutched something fleshy, unrecognizable in its present state of decay. An ironic smile stretched thinly across the thing’s demented face. A smile so riddled in mystery the Mona Lisa herself would have envied it.

“I’m not going to ask again,” Bravo One directed, wanting nothing more than to unload his entire clip of ammo into the reedy, grinning figure before him. His finger itched on the trigger, but years of training kept his hand steady.

The knife plunked silently to the floor, settling into something soft but solid that had piled beneath the chaired figure. It was dark and reeked like a sewer. Shit, Bravo One realized then. It was shit. Mounds of it. There must be a lever attached to the chair that opened and allowed waste to excrete freely. God knew how long that poor son-of-a-bitch had been tethered there. Weeks, he figured, by the amount of the stuff accumulated.

Bile made it about halfway up Bravo One’s throat. Through sheer force of will, he swallowed it back down. Pushed beyond his breaking point, he leveled his rifle at the main speaker. Maddened by the deafening noise, he sent a single bullet into the “brain” of the system, silencing it once and for all.

“Get on the ground!” he instructed the preternatural figure, his voice exploding into the now silent room, as “it” reluctantly complied and got onto all fours.

Even though the music was no longer pumping throughout the house, Bravo One could still hear it. In fact, he thought he’d never be able to forget it. Not for the rest of his life. The name of the song eluded him momentarily. Desperately trying to place the tune, it finally came to him. Dirty Laundry, he thought, that’s what it’s called. Don Henley’s voice echoed in his ear.

Splayed wide on the floor, the tiny figure’s shoulders began to shake. It took several seconds for Bravo One to grasp why that was. Suddenly, realization dawned. It was laughing. And it was goddamned laughing at him!

Bravo Five dutifully moved in then with a set of cuffs. Cinching them painfully tight on the hysterical figure, he none-too-gently dragged it into a standing position. Bravo One watched as the light above illuminated the creature’s face fully for the first time since they’d entered this pit. This hell.

Thinking his eyes were deceiving him once more, Bravo One took in the strange, twisted visage with amazed wonder.

“Twenty-three,” he whispered on an exhale, as team member five escorted the cuffed, soiled, bloody, grinning figure from the room. It was Jeffrey Marks’s final victim. Number twenty-three on the list.

Dana Cooper.




Chapter 2




Who’s There?







“She’s the only survivor?”

“The only one, sir.”

“I don’t understand. I was told we had a suspect in custody. Why are you taking me to where the victims are being held, Deputy? I need to speak to the suspect you arrested. I’ll visit the survivors later.”

“But I am, sir.”

“You’re what, Deputy?”

“Taking you to the suspect, sir.”

Special Agent Jonathon Howard stopped midstride. Taking a deep breath, he ran his hand through a thick, dark mass of hair that had become prematurely streaked with gray.

Trying to end this game of verbal volleyball, he said, on the tail end of a sigh, “I don’t follow, kid. Do you, or don’t you, have a suspect in custody?”

“We do, sir,” Deputy Fry answered, nodding his own dark head emphatically.

“I just spent three hard hours on a turbulence riddled flight from DC, and three more driving in a beat-up Ford Tempo to get to Rappaport, North Dakota, Deputy. Surely you understand when I say I’m in no mood for games. I’m here to interrogate the son-of-a-bitch who kidnapped Dana Cooper and twenty-two other women. And I’d like to see him now, if you please.”

Jonathon had been chasing this psychopath around the country for nearly five years. He wasn’t about to wait around five more minutes, thumb shoved uselessly up his ass, while this podunk little town in Middle America scurried to get its shit together. Especially when there were still five victims unaccounted for.

“That’s just it, sir,” the young deputy spoke, clearing his throat nervously and wiping his forehead free of sweat, “Dana Cooper is the suspect we called you in to see.”

Agent Howard froze. “No, Dana Cooper is Marks’s twenty-third victim. She is a five-foot-two-inch-tall, one-hundred-and-fifteen-pound, elementary school teacher, kidnapped by Marks four months ago. Not my suspect, Deputy.”

“I understand, sir, but she is ours.”

“Are you trying to tell me that Dana Cooper, who doesn’t so much as have a speeding ticket on her record, kidnapped twelve women, transported them to North Dakota, raped, tortured and beat them to death, Deputy? Because that kind of logic just doesn’t hold water from where I’m standing.”

What kind of a clown show was this department running, anyway? Jonathon was going to need to speak to the boy’s superior, someone in charge who knew what the hell was really going on.

Deputy Fry, a twenty-something-year-old, fresh-faced cop, from a town with less people than New York City had pizza joints, looked properly embarrassed. “No, sir, I wasn’t saying that.”

Jonathon’s brow hiked. “Well, I’m waiting. I need an explanation. We have thousands of man-hours invested in this case already, and now you’re telling me we have an additional nine dead women on our hands. Cut to the chase, kid. What the hell is going on here?”

Deputy Fry’s face reddened. “Well, it’s not just dead women, sir. Marks, he’s dead, too.”

Shock bounced across Jonathon’s face faster than a rubber ball in a vigorous game of squash. “Jeffrey Marks, our main suspect, is dead? Did someone on the extraction team accidentally shoot him?” he demanded, stunned by the unexpected revelation.

This story was making less and less sense as it dragged on. When he’d gotten the call last night about the anonymous tip, Jonathon had explicitly forbidden anyone on Bravo Team to kill Marks. He’d been goddamned crystal clear about that point when Rappaport’s sheriff, Colton Boshamp, had spoken to him seven hours ago.

“The extraction team didn’t kill him, sir,” the Deputy bravely ventured after a lengthy pause. His posture was ramrod straight, but his voice shook ever so slightly, betraying just how nervous he was.

“What happened to him then?” Jonathon asked, confusion making his head ache.

Deputy Fry pointed to the room where the “suspect” was currently being held. A diminutive, nondescript holding chamber in an equally diminutive, nondescript town in North Dakota. “You’ll have to ask Dana Cooper that question, sir.”

Jonathon’s gaze followed the deputy’s visibly quivering finger. “Why would Dana Cooper know what happened to Marks?” he asked, suddenly very weary.

“Because she killed him, sir.”

“During a struggle?” Jonathon asked for clarification, his notorious breadth of patience nearly maxed out.

“No,” the deputy spoke tentatively, “she…uh…tortured him to death, sir.”

Well, shit, Jonathon definitely hadn’t seen that coming. “When?” This was the first he’d heard about any of this.

“Over the last two weeks, sir.” The statement was accompanied by a grimace.

This just kept getting stranger and stranger. “Dana Cooper tortured Marks for two full weeks?” Jonathon repeated slowly. How was something like that even possible?

“The ME reported that she kept him awake for nearly the whole time, sir. Just kept taking pieces of him and…” the deputy swallowed down a lump of what Jonathon could only assume had been the boy’s breakfast about to make a second showing, “…forcing him to eat himself alive, sir.”

Jesus Christ! Jonathon hadn’t seen torture on that scale for a long time. What had happened in that house? “Is there anything else I should know, Deputy?”

Fry’s sky-blue eyes raised sheepishly to meet the federal agent’s. “I knew Dana, sir.”

Jonathon noted the use of past tense as the boy spoke.

“We went through school together, she and I,” he furthered, struggling to say something, but holding back out of fear of seeming foolish.

“You can speak plainly with me, son. You can’t possibly tell me anything stranger than what I’ve already heard in the last five minutes.”

Nodding, the deputy continued. “Dana is a few years older than I am, but we grew up together. She dated my older brother Jim and ate Sunday suppers with us for two years straight. That being said, I feel completely confident when I tell you that whatever came out of that cabin tonight, well, sir, it wasn’t the girl I knew.”

Okay, so Jonathon had been wrong. Things could get stranger. “Care to elaborate, Deputy?”

“Wish I could, sir. I just know that whatever is inside that room, it isn’t Dana Cooper.”

Jonathon didn’t miss the use of the anomalous word “it” when Fry described what was awaiting him at the end of that hall. Searching the boy’s face, he glimpsed true fear there.

“Well then, Deputy,” he spoke, preparing himself for what was to come, “take me to her.” He was just going to have to see “it” for himself.




Chapter 3




Dana Cooper







Special Agent Jonathon Howard mentally slowed his breathing as he knocked on the cool, gray, steel door. He knew it was ridiculous to become as nervous as he suddenly was, but he had to admit he was nervous. He was thrown. Five years of his life had been spent hunting the monster known as Jeffrey Marks. Five long, whiskey-soaked, sleep-deprived, headache-filled years. That search had come to an abrupt and unfortunate end last night by an untraceable anonymous phone call placed to the Rappaport PD.

Not “unfortunate” because Marks’s life had held any particular meaning. Absolutely not. It was unfortunate because Marks was the only person, to the best of anyone’s knowledge, who knew the whereabouts of the five victims that were still unaccounted for.

In total, there were twenty-three victims attributed to the serial killer Jeffrey Marks. He’d been dubbed by the press as the “Ladies’ Man of Monterey,” because the first victims had all been kidnapped from that area in Florida before he’d branched out to the Midwest. Of the twenty-three women Marks had taken, only eighteen had ever been recovered. Eight in the bayous of the Panhandle State three years back, and ten in Rappaport, North Dakota last night. Of those unfortunate eighteen, only one had ever been recovered alive—Dana Cooper. The very woman inside the interrogation room he was about to enter.

Reaching out, Jonathon firmly knocked on the door, corralling his fragmented emotions before he foolishly broadcasted them to everyone inside.

“Come in,” a determined male voice growled from within.

Steeling himself, Jonathon entered. His arctic-blue eyes scanned the narrow space, falling on the uniformed officer sitting at the head of the table. That had to be Colton Boshamp, Rappaport’s sheriff.

“Welcome to Rappaport, Agent Howard,” Boshamp greeted a touch disingenuously, not bothering to stand or shake hands.

Nodding, Jonathon took an empty seat opposite the sheriff. Removing the leather bag that hung around his shoulder, he withdrew the recording device he used whenever interrogating a suspect.

Boshamp eyed the device with speculation as Jonathon pressed record, but didn’t outwardly object. The lawman was in his late fifties and looked every inch of his years. His middle, which lent him the appearance of a woman in the early stages of her second trimester, erupted unbecomingly from his low-slung polyester pants. However out of shape the sheriff might have appeared though, the sharpness of his hazel gaze could not be overshadowed by his girth, nor masked behind the oversized brim of his county issued hat.

“I’ve got someone I’d like you to meet, Agent Howard,” Boshamp said to Jonathon. He grinned like an overconfident PE teacher putting an indolent student through a grueling trial of physical endurance. “Let me please introduce you to the county’s newest guest, Ms. Dana Lynn Cooper.”

The woman’s head was lowered submissively on the table, nestled between stick-thin arms and shoulders that bowed with so much weight they threatened to break. But when she heard the sheriff’s words, that weight seemed to miraculously lift. Her head rose hopefully and her brown eyes trained like an eager puppy’s on Jonathon’s. Eyes which were large and frightened, but also somehow expectant.

Curtains of thick chestnut hair framed a heart-shaped face that falsely gave the impression of one having just recently left adolescence. Appearances, however, can be deceiving. Dana Cooper might have looked like a teenager, but she was actually closer to thirty than twenty. Yet, as thin and pale as she was currently, combined with those wide, hypnotic, brown eyes, she was undeniably, eerily childlike.

“Hello, Dana,” Jonathon began in a low, warm tone. He wanted to establish a platonic intimacy, real or perceived, as fast as possible.

Though trust was something people earned over time, it was pivotal that Dana felt safe and in control when they spoke to one another. When it came to interrogations, the most successful ones did not employ the use of fear and torture. The data proved this time and time again, despite the pervasiveness of the practice. The best interrogator was subtle, not a blunt instrument. He knew that the manufacturing of trust was key. Though truth be told, with as much as he’d studied this case, both the victims and the victimizer, Jonathon already felt like he knew Dana Cooper. And he meant to use this knowledge to his advantage.

“You came,” Dana sighed deeply, relief flooding her doll-like features.

Jonathon tried not to react, only study the girl—no, woman, he chastised himself—in front of him. “Yes, I did.” He scanned her visage for any telling expressions that could be translated into workable intel. However, relief was the only emotion of hers he was able to pick up on.

Boshamp snorted, interrupting the fledgling exchange. “You two know each other?” he questioned suspiciously.

Jonathon turned his gaze on Dana to see how she would respond. She didn’t speak, only stared back at him as though he held all the answers she required. An act, it would seem, that provoked more questions where the sheriff was concerned.

“I said,” Boshamp repeated irritably, “do you two know each other?”

As though a million miles away, Dana replied, “No, but I was told he would come.”

Jonathon noted how prophetic those words sounded and wondered if Dana had been religious as a child. Her file hadn’t mentioned it, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t an influencing factor. Sometimes when devout individuals suffered significant trauma, a coping mechanism could be a hyper religious response. However, without further information, he couldn’t be certain.

“Who told you that, Dana?” Jonathon asked curiously.

When Dana didn’t immediately answer, Boshamp slammed his fist against the table, bullying her for a response. “You heard the man! Tell him who told you he was coming! Was it Marks? Did you and him have a little agreement that went south? Did you like watching him rape, torture, and kill all those girls? Are you a sick, twisted freak like your boyfriend was, Ms. Cooper?”

Jonathon wanted to boot the sheriff from the room for his unproductive outburst. Schooling his features into a blank mask instead, he held up his hand in the international sign for silence. The lawman’s ridiculous tirade wasn’t helping, but lashing out at him in front of the suspect wouldn’t help either.

Ignoring the sheriff altogether, Jonathon concentrated on the slight woman before him. “What happened in that house, Dana? Tell us so we can help you.”

“Do you believe in God, Jonathon?” Dana asked suddenly, her haunted eyes intently searching his.

Only through years of experience was the seasoned FBI agent able to suppress his surprise. After all, he’d never introduced himself with his first name. How had this girl—no, woman, he reminded himself for the second time in just as many minutes—known it? Had they met before? Had Marks actually told her about him?

Masking his emotions, Jonathon studied her beautiful brown eyes. Like the Marianna Trench, they were unfathomably deep and equally as perilous. “Do you?” he returned cleverly.

“I used to,” she confessed, sadness etched painfully across her delicate features, “but not anymore.”

“Why do you ask?” he furthered, hoping to understand the train of logic she’d been following. The better he understood the way she thought, the more easily he could unlock the secrets hidden behind those dark, soulful eyes.

Dana shifted in her seat thoughtfully, and Jonathon’s gaze slid down to the pale skin of her wrists. Angry, red welts marred the flesh where a cigarette had been repeatedly stubbed out. Welts that would never truly disappear, much like the memories themselves, only fade to scars that would forever be reminders of her months of inconceivable captivity. A captivity, he, more than most, could empathize with.

“God died for me the day I entered that house,” Dana explained brokenly, “but the Devil, he was born.”

Jonathon tried to digest her words, make sense of them, but Boshamp couldn’t be bothered. “What the hell is that mumbo jumbo supposed to mean?”

“Sheriff, can I speak with you outside.” It was more of a statement than a question.

Wordlessly, Jonathon stood, opening the gray metal door and stepping just beyond it.

Like a scolded child, Boshamp joined him sullenly. “Now listen here, Mr. All-Powerful FBI Agent. Don’t you forget who invited who here. I can just as easily—”

Staring him down with an icy-blue stare, Jonathon warned, “Don’t finish that sentence, Sheriff. I promise you, it won’t lead anywhere good.” Artfully changing tact, he said less aggressively, “I need you to remember that we’re on the same side here, and that this case has nothing to do with me being a federal agent and you a county sheriff. There are ten people dead in Rappaport tonight, and we need to understand why that is. The only person who knows the answer to that question is sitting right inside your interrogation room. Regardless of what her role was in their deaths, we need her to talk to us. And she isn’t going to do that if she’s constantly being threatened.”

It appeared reminding Boshamp of the cold hard facts had penetrated his thick haze of self-righteousness some. However, he still heatedly protested, “That woman in there made a man eat himself alive! She’s no victim.”

“Maybe not,” Jonathon allowed, “but I’m asking you not to put her on trial before we know all the facts. Not to make this personal. Just let her speak. We need to know what happened in that house, and our only witness seems willing to talk. Let’s be willing to listen, no matter how awful her story may be to hear.”

Taking a deep breath, the sheriff nodded. “All right,” he reluctantly agreed, “I guess I can do that.”

Jonathon followed Boshamp back inside the interrogation room. Resuming his seat, he asked, “How are you holding up, Dana? I know you’ve been through a lot over the last few months. I’m sure it hasn’t been easy to process.”

Raising her head to an appropriate conversational level seemed to require a Herculean effort. “I’m just so tired,” she admitted, her words slurring and underscoring her statement.

“I understand,” Jonathon sympathized, trying to build that bridge of trust brick by precious brick. “What you went through, well, there isn’t a one of us in this station who could even conceive of how hard that must have been.”

Dana didn’t speak. She didn’t have to. Her eyes told the whole story. Every miserable second of it. It was a look Jonathon recognized well. He’d seen it more than once in the mirror when he’d returned home from his own war. When he’d been forced to face his own demons. It spoke simultaneously of loss, regret, and utter hopelessness.

“Let’s start from the beginning,” he suggested genially, attempting to direct the conversation back to last night. Back to Marks’s cabin in the woods.

“Which one?” Dana returned rather curiously.

“There’s only one beginning,” Boshamp shot back scornfully.

Jonathon overlooked Dana’s curious response and said, “Tell us about the day you were abducted.”

Shaking her head nervously, Dana stated in a quavering voice, “I don’t want to talk about that!”

“Please, Dana,” Jonathon insisted gently. “It will help us to understand how Marks and others like him operate.”

Head still shaking, she denied his request more emphatically this time. “No, don’t make me remember it!”

“Dana, it’s okay, you’re safe now,” Jonathon coaxed. “You can do this. You can help people. Help women like you.” He knew this last point would likely convince her to help. After all, Dana was a teacher. If there was one thing he could count on, it was that she’d be willing to do something for others that she wouldn’t be willing to do for herself.

Taking a deep breath, Dana lowered her chin and slowly began talking. “I just wanted a coffee. I always got one in the morning before work. There’s this old gas station right next to my apartment that I walk to every morning. I mean, I could just make coffee at home, I have my own pot. But there’s just something about buying it out that always makes it taste better, you know? I should have just made it at home though. I shouldn’t have gone out for coffee every morning. I should have just made it at home,” she rambled, her voice breaking on that last part.

Watching her face contort with pain, Jonathon realized she was blaming herself for her daily coffee run. For her routine. And, ultimately, for her abduction. Shame. Guilt. Regret. The hallmark of the victimized.

“You’re doing great,” Jonathon encouraged. “What happened next?”

Nodding jerkily, Dana continued. “I fixed my coffee, cream and two sugars, and paid for it. On my way out the door there was this man behind me. I held the door for him.”

“What did the man look like?”

“Tall, white, middle-aged. Like a thousand other men I’d seen all around Rappaport my whole life.”

“Did he say anything to you?” Jonathon asked.

“No,” she answered, “just thanked me for holding the door. I didn’t think anything of it. I was distracted, thinking about my lesson for that day and beating everyone to the teacher’s room so that I could make dittos for that morning’s spelling test. There’s only one copier in the whole school, so you have to get to work early if you want to make dittos,” she explained, as though she were experiencing the memory in real time.

Smiling, Jonathon coached her positively again. “You’re doing great. Tell me what happened next.”

“When I arrived back at my apartment, I began rifling through my purse for my keys. It was still a little dark out and the entryway light must have burnt out a few days before. I was concentrating on seeing into my bag when I felt,” her voice began to break again, “when I felt something hit me in the back of the head.” Her fingers shot through her hair and began massaging the base of her scalp as she experienced the phantom pain. “I think he punched me,” she rasped, unconsciously leaning forward. “The man from the gas station. Jeffrey Marks. He just kept hitting me over and over again.”

Jonathon glanced at Boshamp. The man didn’t seem moved in the least by the story he’d just heard. Instead, he took several disgruntled pulls from his coffee mug that boasted World’s Greatest Grandfather, his sharp gaze raking unpleasantly over Dana’s shaking form.

“We’re going to need a box of tissues, Sheriff,” Jonathon stated politely, hoping the man would leave the room for a few minutes so that Dana would feel freer to share.

Boshamp’s brow rose in disgust. “Let me see what I can find,” he drawled moodily before heading out the door.

When he was gone, Jonathon turned back to Dana. “Did you pass out?”

“Yes,” she answered raggedly.

“What happened when you awoke?”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Dana, please, we need to know. Whatever you can remember, it might help locate the other girls.”

Starting to rock back and forth, she begged brokenly, “Please, I can’t! Don’t make me!”

“Please try. You know the sheriff believes you helped hurt those girls. If you tell me what happened, we can prove you’re innocent and give the other families some closure.” This time Jonathon appealed to both Dana’s compassion and her fear, hoping at least one would prove to be powerful enough to persuade her to speak.

Dana’s mouth contorted into a grimace of pain. She shifted her head to the side, unable to look at him. “When I woke up, I was vomiting. But it didn’t stop him. It didn’t stop him,” she repeated in a voice that was nearly inaudible.

“It didn’t stop him from what?”

Her hands were pressed protectively against her cheeks. “He was inside me. Oh God, he’s inside of me,” she said, switching painfully to present tense. Like a child waking from a bad dream, she was powerless to shake it from her consciousness. “I can’t stop vomiting. I’m choking. I’m going to die. I can’t breathe. He’s heavy, and my mouth, it’s filled with vomit. My breakfast. Eggs and French toast. I can taste it!”

“Dana,” Jonathon replied calmly when he could see how worked up she was getting, “you’re safe now. All of that is over. No one is going to hurt you.”

Despite his assurances, her anxiety spiraled upward as she rocked back and forth manically. “Oh God, he’s inside of me. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe,” she gasped, clawing at her own face now, causing bloody nail tracks down her already scabbed and bruised cheeks. Her fingers continued to drag downward and, like a frantic animal who’d been cornered, she clawed ferally at her own neck and chest. “I can’t breathe,” she screamed, “I can’t breathe,” until her words were choked off by the lack of oxygen.

Shooting out of his seat, Jonathon lunged for her arms, hoping to stay them from doing potentially irreversible damage. Alternately gasping and gagging, Dana fought with a strength and ferocity that belied her frail form.

“Dana, stop!” Jonathon shouted over the chaos. “Stop, you’re hurting yourself!”

Having heard the commotion from all the way down the hall, Boshamp came rushing into the room. Brandishing a set of cuffs from a loop on his belt, he tethered her injurious hands together and then connected them to a second set of bracelets on the table.

“Jesus Christ, what happened in here?” Boshamp asked breathlessly, when they’d finally managed to subdue the emaciated girl.

“She panicked when she was reliving her abduction,” Jonathon explained, trying not to appear shaken. He wasn’t altogether certain he’d been successful. “It happens sometimes.” Though, in his vast experience, he’d never seen anything quite that extreme.

Boshamp swore under his breath. “That’s foul,” he groused, wiping his hands on a wad of tissue from the roll of toilet paper he’d located in lieu of Kleenex. “I’ve got eggs and,” he made a sour expression, “bits of French toast all over me.”

“What did you just say?” Jonathon must not have heard him right.

“I’ve got vomit all over me. What did you think I said?”

“No, what kind?”

Boshamp looked astonished. “What kind of vomit? The fucking disgusting kind. The only kind there is,” he raged, half-heartedly trying to clean himself up.

Jonathon’s gaze swung over to Dana. She was silent now, staring vacantly at the wall. Blood and tears lazily dripped down her face in a pathetic pool of misery.

How could she be vomiting up what she’d had for breakfast the day of her abduction? A breakfast that had been consumed over four months ago? Even if Marks had had those exact items in his home, why in the world would she have chosen to eat them on her own, when the very thought of them now had made her physically ill? It just didn’t make sense, no sense at all.

“What is it?” Boshamp asked, witnessing the confusion spread like an impending storm across Jonathon’s face.

“Nothing,” he returned flatly, not sure how he would explain the situation anyway. Walking over to Dana, he tucked a strand of thick, dark hair behind her ears. Tearing off a length of toilet tissue, he began gently cleansing her face. “Dana,” he asked softly, “can you hear me?”

Her eyes began to flutter and focus. It took several tries, but she finally got them to train on Jonathon. “I don’t feel good,” she whispered in a voice strained and hoarse from screaming.

“Has she been examined by a doctor since you found her?” His tone took on an accusatory note.

“The paramedics looked her over at Marks’s place after she was subdued,” the sheriff replied with a shrug.

“You never had her examined by a physician for injuries?” Jonathon asked, incredulously.

“Sorry, we were too busy ripping her away from the man she was mutilating to spend much time at the hospital. Besides, we thought you’d want to see her straight away. Was I wrong, Agent Howard? Would you have preferred I sent her to the doctor’s office so that he could take a look at her booboos?”

Jonathon wasn’t pleased with the lawman’s sarcastic response, but he couldn’t deny the rationale of his argument. Much as he’d like, he couldn’t stop the investigation. There were still five girls stashed away somewhere, and Dana might be the only person alive who could help him find them. Fair or not, he had to continue to press her. To learn what really happened in Marks’s hidden cabin in the woods.

“Dana,” he spoke soothingly, “where did you stay when you were at Marks’s house?”

New tears streamed down her dirty, bloodstained cheeks. Weakly, she answered, “A cage.”

“Could you see the other girls from where you were kept?” he asked delicately.

“No,” she answered, “It was always dark, but I could hear them. Always, I could hear them. Screaming. Crying. Begging. Praying. Screaming…” she trailed off, lost in the memory, in the nightmare.

“Did they ever say anything, Dana? Call out a name, anything at all?”

“Yes, we all called out for one thing, over and over again.”

“And what was that?” Boshamp inquired sarcastically.

“Mercy,” Dana answered with disgust, “and none of us ever got any.” Rage, for the first time, crept into her voice and stole into her beautiful brown eyes. “Not even once.”

Boshamp leaned forward, scenting blood in the water. “But you took care of that, didn’t you, Ms. Cooper?”

She shook her head. “I wish I could have, but I was too weak.”

In response, the sheriff made a base noise in the back of his throat. “What I saw back at Marks’s house didn’t look weak to me, Ms. Cooper. In fact, it looked goddamned near super-human!”

“Dana,” Jonathon spoke then, hoping to steer the conversation back to being productive, “did you ever talk to any of the girls in the house? Did you ever get anyone’s name?”

Clutching at her head, she slowly began to rock back and forth. “I don’t remember,” she said, clearly tortured by the idea of reliving her captivity once again.

A knock at the door sounded then. Deputy Fry walked in, handing Jonathon a folder marked Medical Examiner’s Office across it. The young officer didn’t so much as spare a glance at the woman he’d spent his childhood with before disappearing back behind the comfort of the metal door.

Quickly scanning the folder’s contents, Jonathon skimmed through the ME’s initial report, flipping through the macabre photos. After several minutes had passed, he looked up. “Dana, it’s important to know if all of Marks’s victims have been found, or if there are still others stashed away somewhere. I need you to try and remember everything you can so that we can help them.”

Her slow rocking grew more aggressive then. “My head hurts,” she complained. “I want to lie down.”

“Do you know if Marks had another place where he kept girls hidden?” Jonathon continued, ignoring the plea for his own equally desperate one, “A hunting shack, any place at all that he would go, that he might have talked about?”

Dana violently shook her head. “Please, ask some of the other girls. I need to rest. I just need to lie down. I can’t think about all of this now. It hurts too much.”

Dana had been alone in that house with Jeffrey Marks for two full weeks. It would have been nearly impossible for her to be ignorant of the nine dead bodies inside of it. Corpses that were all in a noticeable state of decay by the photos Jonathon had seen, something the medical report had only served to corroborate. The smell alone would have been enough to alert Dana to their passing. But the silence, that would have been damn near deafening.

Did Dana’s statement of ignorance just now mean that she had suffered a mental breakdown? Was her mind protecting her from the very memories it stored? Such a possibility was actually more likely than not. Especially given the hell she’d been put through these last four months. A trauma like the one she’d survived had the potential to break the strongest individual. A verity that Jonathon had experienced first-hand.

Not content to let the conversation unfold naturally, Sheriff Boshamp jumped headfirst back into the interrogation. “Tell us the truth, Ms. Cooper. Did you kill those girls? Did Marks?” he demanded angrily. “What happened in that house?”

“Please,” Dana sobbed, rocking faster and faster like she had before.

“Tell us!” Boshamp harangued. “We’re going to find it all out anyway. You can’t hide something like this, Ms. Cooper. The truth always gets out.”

“Please, please,” Dana pleaded, her rocking becoming increasingly more animated, more distressed.

Jonathon could see that things were once again spiraling out of control. He had to stop this before Dana’s fragile mental state was harmed irreparably. “Sheriff,” he warned, but the man was like a pit bull, unwilling to let go once he’d latched onto something he wanted.

“Tell us!” Boshamp shouted with the vehemence of a preacher on Sunday morning.

“I don’t know!”

“Tell us!”

“Sheriff,” Jonathon warned a second time.

“Tell us!” Boshamp badgered, his fist pounding the table in time with his words.

Dana’s head dropped into her arms like a ship’s anchor sinking to the ocean floor. At first, Jonathon thought she’d passed out. But slowly, and with purpose, her head began to rise. Her face was no longer that of a woman who’d been through hell. It was that of a hellion, looking through the face of a woman.

A tiny smile played across her lips, transforming her countenance into something new. Something altogether different. Something far beyond the years of the young woman who had, only moments before, been seated in front of them. Something completely and utterly feral took shape in her place.

Sensing the change as much as he’d seen it, Boshamp physically recoiled. “What the hell?” he hissed, thumping down his mug and scooting back several inches in his seat.

“Amy Hurley, Monica Strout, Kira Moskowitz, Tamryn Donavon, Mary Donald, Beth Sandberg, Christine Tilton, Hailey Green, Tessa Mayor, Francesca Rivers, Isabella Martin, Kelly Bruce, Jo Anne Burrows, Ava Sullivan.” Like an automaton, she ticked off the names coolly and without hesitation.

Jonathon swallowed hard. “Dana,” he spoke tentatively, “how do you know those names?”

Intense brown eyes latched onto his. “Because they reached out to me at Marks’s shack,” she answered flatly. Her tone was quiet, deep, and far too even for one who’d so recently been through what she’d been through.

Careful not to react, Jonathon said, “What do you mean ‘they reached out’ to you?”

“They asked me to help them. To save them.”

The hairs on Jonathon’s arms stood tall, and a cold creeping sensation washed over him. He worked hard to repress it, to not give in to the obvious charade, but it took some effort. “They asked you to help them? You, specifically, Dana? Why you?”

Tilting her head to the side, she leaned forward and confessed, “Because they were frightened. Because they were desperate. Because they knew they had nothing left to lose. Because sometimes, Jonathon, if you’re really lucky, when you reach into the darkness,” she said, her voice pitched conspiratorially low, her dark eyes flashing fire, “it reaches back!”




Chapter 4




Introductions, Part II







A bead of sweat threatened to break free from Jonathon’s hairline and drip down his forehead. As nonchalantly as he could manage, he swiped the back of his hand across it before it escaped and condemned him. Unfortunately, his audience didn’t miss the telling gesture.

“Need a break, Agent?” Dana asked, eyebrows raised mockingly.

Even her voice was different now. It was much deeper than before and held an unsettling air of confidence. Of cruelty.

Trying to find his bearings, Jonathon picked up the file in front of him and opened it. As he flipped through the stacks of paper, he reasoned with himself that what he’d just witnessed, as eerie as it had been, had been nothing more than a mental breakdown. No doubt brought on by the stress of abuse, lack of sleep, and severe emotional distress during Dana’s captivity.

Deciding to test his theory, Jonathon carefully selected a few particularly graphic images from the file. Fanning them out onto the table, he quietly sat back in his chair, awaiting her reaction.

Patiently, Dana reviewed each picture. Jonathon watched intently, but observed…nothing. No fear. No anger. No pity. No excitement. Nothing. Her expression had completely flatlined.

“What do you think about those pictures?” he tested, careful not to imbue his words with any of his own emotions.

Tilting her head slightly to the right, Dana’s childlike eyes flashed as though she’d just heard a particularly amusing joke. “I think someone’s been a very bad boy,” she answered back flippantly.

Boshamp shook his head in disgust. “That’s all you have to say about those photos, Ms. Cooper?”

Seeming to actually consider his words, Dana said, “You’re right, Sheriff. I can do better than that.” Taking a second glance, she added, “I think someone’s been a bad boy and has mommy issues. I’d add that he was a limp-dicked bastard, but,” she made a face and winked, “I think we all know that isn’t true, right, boys?”

“You’re one sick bitch, lady,” Boshamp returned, clearly unsettled by her 180-degree turn in personality.

Shooting the sheriff a warning glare, Jonathon turned his attention back to the conversation at hand. “Dana, can you please lift up your right sleeve as far as it can go.” As cruel as it might seem, he needed to prove a point.

Flashing eyes went from humor-filled to distrustful in an instant. “Why?”

“I’d like to see something.” A commonality could be observed on the arms of each one of the women Marks had abducted. Jonathon wanted to see if it was also present on Dana’s. If so, he’d be able to definitively prove his theory that she was not Marks’s accomplice, but one of his victims.

“I want something first,” she bartered shrewdly.

Playing along, Jonathon asked, “And what’s that?”

“I want one of those Marlboros you keep in your left-hand jacket pocket. It’s been a while, and I think I’ve earned one. Don’t you?”

It was a small request with the capacity for a large return, so Jonathon dug into his suit jacket and produced one. He placed the thin, white stick between Dana’s cracked lips, while Boshamp glared on angrily.

Extracting his Zippo, Jonathon held it to the end of the cigarette as Dana drew in several hearty breaths. Eyes shuttering closed, she let the plumes of sinuous smoke gush out her nose and mouth on a sigh of contented ecstasy.

After allowing her to smoke about half, Jonathon pulled the butt away and stubbed it out on the steel table. “You’ll get the rest when you hold up your end of the deal,” he explained, squirreling away the remainder back into the red cellophane pack.

Grudgingly, the cuffed woman nodded. Chains jingling as she moved, Dana awkwardly folded the oversized long-sleeved T-shirt she’d been given, inch by inch, up her emaciated arm. She stopped when the fabric reached her upper bicep. Now bare for all to see, a rainbow of bruises in different stages of healing, festooned her pallid skin. Cigarette burns added a raised dimension to the surface as well, along with something else. Something that Jonathon had deduced would be there.

“Can I see the underside of your arm?” he requested, only able to glimpse the very edges of it now.

Eyes never breaking contact with his, Dana passively complied so that her wrist, and the underbelly of her arm, were now exposed. Even Sherriff Boshamp sucked in a shocked breath when he saw what was there.

“Did Marks do that to you, Dana?” Jonathon spoke, noting she wasn’t smiling anymore.

Lips forming a straight line, she shrugged. “I think you already know the answer to that.”

Jonathon nodded. “I think I do, too, but I need you to tell me what happened. After all, you were the one that was there. The one that had to endure it.”

Dragging her sleeve down, Dana covered the weeping, pus-filled wounds. They were clearly infected and needed tending. But that’s what happened when human teeth bit into human flesh. The mouth was teeming with bacteria to aid the body in digesting food. When Marks had bitten Dana, most likely while raping her, he had created those sores. It was Marks’s signature. Something he’d done to all the girls he’d tortured.
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