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Authors Note


I never intended to write a series. I know that may seem difficult to believe, especially now after twelve books featuring FBI Special Agent Maggie O’Dell—fifteen, if you consider the Ryder Creed series which includes Maggie. 


Many of you have heard me talk about this before. When I wrote my debut novel, A Perfect Evil, I intended for it be a standalone novel. To be honest, I didn’t even read series novels back in those days. A Perfect Evil became an international bestseller, and suddenly, my publisher at the time, insisted I write a followup novel. If that’s what readers wanted, then of course, that’s what I’d write.

But here’s the catch—I had no clue how to write a sequel. I had already handed in the proposal for another standalone and was a third of the way into that novel when I was asked to put it aside and write a sequel. But I put it aside, and I wrote Split Second. After that, I was told we needed one more Maggie O’Dell novel. After all, trilogies were popular back then. So I wrote The Soul Catcher. Understand that while I was writing these books I was literally learning how to create a series, and I have to tell you, I felt like I was doing it by the seat of my pants. 


Now, as I look back, I truly believe this method—though it seemed like pure madness at the time—was actually a blessing. It definitely kept the character of Maggie fresh and dynamic. I got to know Maggie alongside my readers. Together we watched her grow and mature. We learned what she was capable of doing, and each time I gave her something new and different to deal with. I burned down her house, locked her in a chest freezer, exposed her to the Ebola virus, threw her into the path of a hurricane, and left her stranded in Blackwater River State Park. 


Little by little, I came to understand who Maggie O’Dell is. What her flaws and vulnerabilities are as well as her greatest strengths. Why we cheer on this stubborn lone wolf, who as a professional will do whatever it takes to do the right thing. She doesn’t think twice about racing toward danger but quickly runs away from personal relationships. 


Many of you readers have asked for a prequel to this series for a long time now. My early career was driven—and made—by what my readers wanted. But it’s taken me some time to write this for two reasons. 


First, I needed to get to know Maggie well enough before I could even tell you about her early life experiences that helped shape who she is today. I needed to be able to answer some questions. What happened to bring her and Dr. Gwen Patterson to be close friends? What about her marriage? When did her nightmares begin? Why does she look up to Director Cunningham?


The second obstacle for me was that I never understood why anyone would want to revisit Albert Stucky, let alone read about his early cat and mouse game with Maggie. After all, if you’ve read the first two books, you already know how that first chase ended. It’s documented in A Perfect Evil and in Split Second. 


Or is it? 


Maybe, just maybe, Maggie never did share all the details.


So let the chase begin! 


To those of you who are new to this series—this is a great place to start.


To my dear readers who have been alongside me on this incredible journey since the beginning, I hope you enjoy this.
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			Shenandoah County, Virginia

			He pushed himself to go faster. Sweat dripped from his brow. He was in good shape, just out of practice. The excitement and adrenaline made his pulse race. It had been some time since he had hunted in this forest though he knew the deep and hidden paths by heart. 

			Down close to the water there were huge oaks. But up here, the pine trees grew so close that he had to sidestep through them.  The crossbow felt heavier. It slowed him down despite looping the strap over his head and onto his left shoulder, so he could let the weapon ride across his back. Still, it kept getting snagged on low branches, jerking him backwards. He reminded himself that he’d done this dozens of times. He was just a bit rusty. And it was a new crossbow, better than his old one. Faster. Laser beam fast. 

			The sporting goods clerk assured him that 75 to 125 pounds of draw weight would be more than adequate to drop a whitetail deer at moderate ranges.

			“How fast?” he’d asked the man.

			“Fast enough.”

			But the man had only glanced at him as if he were some ordinary guy and not an experienced hunter.

			“I need enough weight for an initial velocity of at least 300 feet per second. That’ll give my arrow enough kinetic energy to reduce the arrow’s trajectory, increase accuracy and cleanly take down my prey.”

			That’s when the man stared at him. A smile slowly crept across his face.

			“The state of Virginia doesn’t have any regulatory minimums or maximums for draw weight,” the man told him.

			“Bigger is faster.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Let’s go to 200.”

			The man simply smiled again and nodded, now recognizing that he was dealing with no ordinary hunter.

			Ordinary men were often underestimated. Most of the time he considered it a gift to be seen as ordinary. He liked that he fit in, that he looked like he belonged. Others tried too hard to be noticed. He strived, instead, to blend in with the crowd—or in this case, the landscape. 

			A fog had started to move in like wisps of clouds sinking from the sky. Now on level ground he shuffled his feet making the pine needles sound more like squirrels playing rather than a predator’s stalking footsteps. From this viewpoint up above he already had the advantage, but being an expert hunter meant knowing your prey. Predicting every move. He’d been watching and observing for days. This stop along the creek was a safe haven. The water ran crystal clear over the rocks. It was the perfect place to quench a thirst.

			He scouted out the area the day before and got to work. He created a rock-solid rest to balance the crossbow. The scope sight was at the perfect level when he kneeled down. He had cocked the weapon before his hike, confident that the three built-in mechanisms would prevent it from dry firing.  All that was left was to slide a bolt on the shelf, slip off the safety and aim.

			And wait.

			It didn’t take long. Through the fog he saw movement down below and he smiled to himself. Just three days and even out here in the middle of the woods, routines were formed and followed. Routines provided comfort. They could ward off fear. But they made you predictable. 

			His pulse began to race again. The hairs along the back of his neck stood up. Every nerve ending seemed to come alive as he stayed hunched in position. This is what he had been missing for too long. This glorious swell of excitement that ignited all his senses. 

			He kept his fingers in place, ready and waiting as he watched through the scope. 

			Seconds turned into minutes. 

			Patience, he told himself and tried to ignore the sweat sliding down his back.  He didn’t move a muscle. He didn’t blink. He watched as his target eased slowly into the crosshairs of the scope. The fog had grown thicker making it difficult to see, but he concentrated on the one flash of color he recognized, he depended on.

			Holding his breath he took aim. He knew he’d only have one chance.

			Laser beam fast. 

			He watched the arrow hit. A clean shot straight through the leg. 

			He smiled again. 

			Three days ago when this game began, he’d told the woman that she’d probably regret buying those fluorescent orange running shoes. 






			Two weeks later
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			Quantico, Virginia

			Special Agent Maggie O’Dell escaped into her cramped office and closed the door. The mailing envelope she had tucked under her arm was bulging and much thicker than she expected. The slight surge in adrenaline irritated her. At least she recognized that, yes, it was strange—and some would say morbid—for her to be excited about the package’s contents. 

			For several years now law enforcement officers from across the country had been sending her information on cases they couldn’t solve. Usually they sent very little—scraps of evidence, blurry Polaroids and rudimentary copies of coroner reports—all in the hopes that Maggie could take those bits and pieces and put them together like a jigsaw puzzle. 

			More times than not, she’d been successful producing comprehensive profiles. And she did it without ever stepping foot onto an actual crime scene. From her small office in the depths of the Behavioral Science Unit, she had managed to develop criminal profiles that helped lead to the apprehension and arrest of eight—possibly nine—murderers in the last twenty-six months. She’d built up quite a reputation, but with that success came an insurmountable amount of requests. 

			Lately she carried around a file or two with her. Over lunch, in between meetings, or curled up on her sofa at home, she found herself sifting, reviewing, searching for pieces she may have missed. The cases filled almost every waking hour. Her husband, Greg accused her of being obsessed, and in the last couple of months she began to worry that he might be right. Even today she’d skipped lunch, anxious to see the details of this new case.

			The fact was she had stopped killers from adding victims to their lists. With each apprehension came a sense of power. But with that power came an overwhelming obligation and responsibility. So much so, that she hated turning down a single request, hated having to be so selective, picking and choosing. Unfortunately—or perhaps for the sake of her mental and physical health she should consider it fortunate—her boss, Assistant Director Cunningham restricted her caseload.

			“You need to take a break every once in while, Agent O’Dell,” he had told her when she first started. “I can’t have you burning out before you reach thirty.”

			Now alone in her office, Maggie opened the envelope carefully and slid the contents onto her desk. Immediately, her eyes caught a glimpse of the photos. These weren’t blurry Polaroids. A close-up of the victim’s neck showed what could be rope burns. Another captured bite-marks, red gashes in the soft flesh of the inner arm. 

			She stopped herself from picking up any of these for a closer look. Instead she left everything where it landed when it slid out of the envelope. She stood back, restraining her hands, keeping them on her hips as she cocked her head to take in an overview of the contents.

			She focused in on the medical examiner’s report without swooping. Instead, she scanned it all the way to the middle of the first page before she found what she was looking for. This victim’s name was David Robards. Twenty-one. Five feet, nine inches tall. A hundred and fifty pounds. 

			The autopsy listed the manner of death as “undetermined,” but Maggie already knew that early police reports indicated that Robards’ death “appeared to be alcohol-related drowning.” Those were the few things Maggie had allowed Detective Michael Hogan to tell her. He seemed stunned when she stopped him from providing more details. 

			“I need to see the photos first,” she had explained. “The next time we talk I’ll ask you to take me through the crime scene as if I’m walking right beside you.” 

			Hogan accepted this without argument. They all did. Sometimes it surprised her how few of them questioned any of her process, almost as if she were clairvoyant and they dared not disrupt the magic they didn’t understand but respected.

			She was impressed and maybe a bit too excited to see that Hogan provided a good deal of documents, photos and even several plastic bags of trace evidence. This was more than she usually received. 

			Again before digging in, Maggie went over the details she had committed to memory. David Robards was one of three victims in nine months. All of them were young, white males. College students but not from the same universities. Each had been drinking with friends before they disappeared only to be found in a river days—sometimes weeks—later. 

			Maggie glanced at the array of photos. “Alcohol related” didn’t exactly explain the rope burns left on Robards’ neck or what appeared to be a bite-mark left on the inside of his upper arm.

			A knock on her door startled her. 

			“Come in,” she said when she really wanted to say, go away.

			Preston Turner eased the door open just enough to tuck his huge head and right shoulder in between. The agent reminded her of an ex-linebacker, and she was sure he could crush his way through the door if he chose.

			“O’Dell, boy, am I glad you’re here.” He grinned at her. “Delaney has a family thing. Wanna go with me to an autopsy?”

			She hesitated, not because of the interruption but because of the unexpected invitation. None of the guys ever invited her to come along.

			“Sure,” she said trying to sound casual. Trying to sound like one of the guys—that’s how she needed to react. With all that in mind, she decided to add, “Can we stop on the way and pick up lunch?” 

			She carefully slid all of Hogan’s case back into its package, so her back was to Turner when he said, “Very funny, O’Dell. So Delaney already tipped you off.”

			“Tipped me off?”

			“About how much I hate autopsies.”

			She turned to look at him and now saw his clenched jaw and his right hand fisted over the door handle. Agents Turner and Delaney had been treating her like their little sister ever since she helped them break open a three-year old serial arson case. Last week they waved her over to join them and three other male agents at the coveted “guys’ table” in the cafeteria for lunch. Delaney had even stopped by a couple of times to see what she was working on. 

			She didn’t mind. Both were well-respected and in this male-dominated department it was a relief to have some of her male counterparts more interested in her profiling skills rather than how she filled out her navy blue suit. However, she never would have guessed that the tough, but charming, Preston Turner had a queasy stomach when it came to autopsies.

			“Delaney never told me.”

			“He didn’t? Huh.” Turner pretended it wasn’t a big deal, now glancing at his watch as if suddenly the time was more important. 

			“I skipped lunch,” she explained.

			“Then by all means, we’ll drive through and get you some lunch.” He held the door open for her. “Actually I wouldn’t mind if we were a little late getting there.”
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			Warren County, Virginia

			He took a different exit off the interstate. It was never good to get too comfortable and follow the same route. Although it meant depending on his mobile GPS more than he liked. Life was about taking risks, seeing opportunities where others simply drove by. Being unpredictable had always served him well. 

			Until now.

			He hadn’t been on the two-lane blacktop for ten minutes when he saw the cruiser in his rearview mirror. His eyes automatically glanced at his speedometer. Two miles per hour over the limit, if that. And yet, when he looked up again, the cruiser’s flashing lights filled his rearview mirror, rushing up behind him.

			This was ridiculous. He hadn’t done anything to warrant notice. And it was much too early for the car to have been reported as stolen. He slowed down and pulled carefully to the edge of the highway, allowing only one set of tires to drop off the blacktop and onto the muddy side. 

			He listened, holding his breath as he sat perfectly still. He didn’t fumble for his driver’s license. Nor did he reach to check the glove compartment where he could only hope the car’s owner kept the registration papers. Instead he sat quietly, listening for anything unusual while he watched the side mirror. He could see the asshole taking his time. Was he running the license plate number? Finally the officer climbed out of his cruiser and strutted toward him.

			He recognized that strut. Uniform tight across the chest and arms to emphasis the muscles he worked so hard to develop. Hat brim low so there was no space between it and the frame of his sunglasses. He held back a smirk when he noticed the man’s sunglasses had mirrored lenses. Of course, they did. It was all part of the training package—asserting authority 101.

			He waited until the asshole was one step away from his car door before he hit the button to bring down the window.

			“Good afternoon, officer.”

			That took the guy a bit off guard. Most people wanted to know immediately what they had done wrong. But to find the driver friendly and not confrontational or defensive? That was unpredictable.

			“License and registration.”

			Direct, demanding to the point of being rude. The asshole thought he was—again, asserting his authority—but what he had just revealed was that his confidence level wasn’t high enough to exchange a friendly greeting without losing that precious piece of authority.

			“Yes, sir.” 

			He slowly pulled his wallet from his jacket pocket. All careful, deliberate movements. He didn’t need this guy suddenly feeling threatened by what he might misinterpret as a jerk or a grab. He slid the driver’s license out and handed it up. The license was a fake but he knew it was professional enough to fool even a digital scanner. The identity was one of his many and it matched his current physical appearance—a harmless, ordinary middle-aged guy. 

			Fact was, he hadn’t used his real name in years. Only a handful of people still knew him as Albert Stucky, but even they would never recognize him because he changed with each new name and identity. He was like a chameleon, shredding his skin and pulling on a whole new persona. Three weeks ago he was a blind veteran with a pronounced limp.

			However, the vehicle registration might be trickier. 

			“Is it okay if I get the registration from the glove compartment?” he asked before he reached for it.

			“Go ahead.”

			“This is my friend’s car,” he explained as he popped the compartment open. He was only informing the good officer. No hint of excuse or reason to be defensive. “She hates leaving it at the airport, so I usually drive her.” 

			Under the pack of tissues and three tubes of lipstick, he found the paper he recognized as the registration. As he grabbed it he glanced over the type, committing the address and full name to memory: Susan R. Fuller. He left the compartment open to show he had nothing to hide then sat back and held the paper up through the open window.

			The officer didn’t take his glasses off as he examined the driver’s license and looked over the registration.

			“Where’d she go?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Your friend.”

			It wasn’t at all the question he had expected. 

			“Florida. Fort Lauderdale.”

			“Vacation?”

			He had to think quickly. This guy was good. If he were her friend why wouldn’t he have joined her on vacation?

			“No, unfortunately, business.”

			The hat bobbed but he couldn’t tell behind the mirrored sunglasses if the officer was still reading the license and registration or if he was looking for some tell. A tell was a clue, an indicator that signaled someone was lying.

			“What kind of business?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“What kind of business is she in?”

			“Susie owns a little boutique in Gainesville. Costume jewelry, bright colored scarves, that sort of thing. You know where the Red Lobster is?”

			Actually she worked at a pastry shop next to the boutique, but the trick was to take the asshole off guard a bit. Turn it around. Ask him a question that seemed totally unrelated. If nothing else, the guy would be thinking about where the Red Lobster was. But he didn’t wait for the man to respond.

			“It’s in that upscale shopping center off the interstate. You’ve probably driven by it.” But in saying that, he was hoping the officer would probably never notice a women’s boutique nor would he have any reason to in an upscale neighborhood that rarely had any police incidents.

			To his surprise the officer handed the registration back to him but kept his driver’s license. He waved a hand at the back of the vehicle.

			“One of your taillights is out. I’m gonna have to give you a ticket.”

			He stopped himself from saying, “But it’s not even my car.” Instead, he watched the man march back to his cruiser and now every nerve in his body came alert. 

			He knew the asshole wanted to run the license plate and worse, he wanted to run the driver’s license. Whether he believed the story or any portion of it, didn’t matter. The guy was still going to bust his chops, make him sweat, push a little harder just to see if he could get him to crack.

			Son of a bitch.

			The driver’s license was solid. He needed to relax. He always made sure he had a credit card in the same name. Those were easy to come by. For this identity he’d even gotten a library card. Other times he’d added a membership card to Costco or Sam’s Club. He tried to change it up a bit. Never wanted to get too comfortable, take anything for granted. Part of that being unpredictable creed.  

			The guy was finished and on his way back. 

			He cocked his head and listened hard. Nothing. But he wasn’t sure how much longer this would take. Those damned sunglasses wouldn’t allow a hint of what came next. Just be patient, he told himself. And prepared. The heel of his right foot tapped the hunting knife he kept under the driver’s seat. Its presence calmed him by the time the officer arrived back at the car door.

			Then without a word the asshole handed him his driver’s license . . . along with a ticket. 

			Even as Stucky took the two items the man’s attention was drawn away. His head tilted and his body turned to look back toward his cruiser. Stucky took the opportunity to glance at the officer’s nametag then he held back a smile. 

			Mr. Tough Guy living up to his name. 

			He shifted to look in the rearview mirror now anxious to see the new focus of this asshole. A vehicle was approaching. The first one he’d seen since leaving the interstate.

			The guy was obviously done with him but he stood in place, making no move to leave. And now there was a hint of emotion. Stucky saw it in the way the guy’s jaw clenched as if he were grinding his teeth. He glanced in the rearview mirror. It was a black pickup but it didn’t seem to be speeding. And yet, it held the officer’s attention almost as if the guy was expecting it.

			The pickup slowed a little, not much, weaving into the other lane to give the officer on the side of the road plenty of room. Stucky watched the asshole’s face. With his head turned, Stucky could see the guy’s eyes behind the sunglasses, and he was intrigued to witness a slip of anger. Stucky was so focused on the asshole that he barely saw more than a glimpse of long blond hair in the passenger window as the vehicle drove by. 

			It took a second or two before the officer realized he still had a car pulled over. Suddenly the guy tapped the car door with his knuckles, signaling he was finished and dismissing him.

			“Move along,” he said, his emotions back in check or so he pretended.

			As Stucky shifted into gear he saw the officer glancing over his shoulder, still watching the taillights of the pickup blink then disappear around a curve. He pulled out before the officer got back into his cruiser. He accelerated quickly to the speed limit wanting to gain some distance. When he rounded the curve he looked up and couldn’t see the cruiser. He almost missed an old pasture road on the other side of a line of trees. 

			He skidded to halt. Glanced in the rearview mirror. He backed into the two-track road, spitting up dirt into the tire wells until he knew his car was hidden from the road by the pine trees. 

			Then he waited. 

			He wanted to see what the hell had gotten this guy all bent out of shape. Something told him there was more to this asshole under that carefully crafted surface. Not to mention the fact that he had almost caught Stucky. That pissed him off. But with his relief came a swell of power. A feeling of being invincible. 

			He wanted to tell the asshole, “You didn’t discover my secret, but maybe I can find out yours.” 

			He had several hours before he needed to worry. It wasn’t like he was in a hurry. Still, he cocked his head and listened as he watched the road, expecting the cruiser any minute now.


 Susan R. Fuller wasn’t going anywhere. The injection worked like it always did. Except she must have kicked out the taillight.
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			Richmond, Virginia

			“Whoa! She is seriously messed up.”

			This was the first thing out of Turner’s mouth when they arrived. No “hello.” No apology for their delay. With only a glance at the corpse, Maggie realized that was an understatement even before the M.E. scowled at them over his half glasses. They were twenty minutes late though it took only five to go through the fast food drive-thru.

			“I’m sure you won’t mind that I started without you, Agent Turner.”

			Stan Wenhoff was clearly not happy. But it was hard to tell. Head down, shoulders hunched, his eyes didn’t leave his fingers. He had already sliced the body open and started to examine the internal injuries. Maggie had worked with the medical examiner about a dozen times. His facial expression rarely changed as if it were stamped on with an eternal look of disapproval. She knew lack of emotion could be an advantage in his line of work.

			 Wenhoff finally glanced up. To Maggie he nodded and said, “Agent O’Dell, good to see you again.” Back to Turner. “Gowns, masks, shoe covers—” He pointed with his scalpel to a metal rack against the far wall behind them.

			“This is not the missing councilwoman from Boston,” Wenhoff told them, getting down to business.

			The story had made the national news, a constant loop with photos and interviews of panicked family members. The woman had gone missing several days ago, her car found in the parking lot of a restaurant she frequented. 

			Now that Maggie stood over the corpse she wondered how Wenhoff could be so certain. The tangled hair, the bruises and gashes on her swollen face made her unrecognizable.

			As if reading Maggie’s mind, Wenhoff said, “This woman’s been gone more than a few days. I’d say a week, maybe even two.”

			“She doesn’t look like she’s been dead for that long,” Turner said, towering over Maggie’s right shoulder.

			She noticed Turner hanging back behind her instead of alongside her, his facemask clasped firmly in place. She left hers dangling at her neck. Autopsies didn’t bother her. She’d considered pre-med in college until she realized a medical doctor might require social skills she didn’t have. Fact was, she felt more comfortable with dead people, and yes, she had a minor in psychology so she also knew that preference wasn’t quite normal.

			“I’m guessing she was dead for only a few days before her body was discovered.”

			“Where was she found?” Maggie asked and watched Wenhoff nod his head toward Turner for him to answer.

			“Shenandoah County.”

			“That’s northern Virginia,” Maggie tried to picture the area. But she also knew there were four district offices in Virginia’s medical examiner system. Wenhoff was the forensic pathologist for the Central District. Shenandoah County wasn’t his jurisdiction.

			“Filmer’s on vacation,” Wenhoff told her. “I’m covering for him. Lucky me.” He pointed to the counter. “Forest worker noticed a flash of color in the woods.”

			On a separate tray sat one lone running shoe. Despite the mud, Maggie could see the shoe was a fluorescent orange.

			“Any chance she got lost while out for a run?”

			“From what I understand there’s only one service road that winds into the forest,” Turner said. “That forest isn’t open to the public. Almost 600 acres. No trails. No hunting. No fishing. No access.”

			“So she could have gotten lost.”

			“And wandered around for two weeks?” Wenhoff shook his head. “I know that area. She would have needed to drive there. It’s an old watershed at the base of the mountain. The land was donated to the state, and about all they could do with it was make it into a wildlife sanctuary. It’s called Devil’s Backbone. Not exactly someplace you go to jog.

			“Who knows how she ended up out there,” he continued. “But she definitely was left stranded to fend for herself. She’s dehydrated. Undernourished. Welts from insect bites. Scratches and cuts on her legs and arms.”

			The medical examiner put down his scalpel and reached around to grab a basin. Maggie and Turner both leaned forward to see inside. When Wenhoff announced that it was the women’s stomach contents, Maggie heard Turner suck in air. She avoided looking back at him. Wenhoff either didn’t notice Turner’s discomfort or he didn’t care, because he poked around the goop, eager to show off what he had discovered.

			“Tiny little berries. Maybe crabapples. I’m not sure. And this,” he stabbed at a more solid piece. “I think it’s some kind of raw fish.”

			“Not sushi?” Turner asked, almost hopeful.

			Wenhoff shook his head. “No, the scales are still attached.”

			A moan from Turner and she heard him take a step back.

			“You’re saying she may have had to eat raw fish that she caught? So she could have gotten lost in the woods,” Maggie persisted.

			“I said stranded, not lost.”

			“What’s the difference?” Turner asked.

			“Lost suggests she did this to herself. Stranded implies someone left her in the middle of nowhere.” Wenhoff placed the basin back on the counter and returned his attention to the corpse. “She didn’t do this to herself.”

			He reached and pulled down the cloth he had draped over the woman’s lower body. Immediately Maggie could see what the medical examiner meant. The woman’s left calf had been pierced with an arrow and part of it was still intact.

			Turner let out a low whistle. “I knew I should have read the entire sheriff’s report.”

			“Someone shot her with a bow and arrow?” Maggie leaned in for a closer look.

			“A crossbow,” Wenhoff corrected her. “I’m speculating about that, but I do believe much more velocity would be needed. Lots of crossbow hunters in these parts. But these carbon arrows? There’re difficult to break. Can splinter and cut your hands.” 

			Wenhoff pointed at her hands. The palms were covered in small cuts.

			“At least she knew not to pull it out,” Turner noted.

			 “Looks like the wound started to heal around the arrow,” Maggie said, examining both sides. “That’s why you think she was stranded in the forest for several days.”

			“Correct.”

			“If a lot of hunters use crossbows these days, you sure this wasn’t an accident?” Turner pointed out. 

			Wenhoff shook his head, and he looked a bit frustrated with Maggie and Turner. “Still doesn’t explain this.” 

			Now the medical examiner grabbed the cloth where it had bunched up at the victim’s feet and pulled it completely off.

			The woman’s big toe on her left foot was missing. It had been cut off.
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			Warren County, Virginia

			From his perch on the pasture road Stucky had watched the black pickup turn into a long winding driveway just on the other side of the curve. The officer obviously knew where the pickup was headed because he moved at a leisurely pace. In fact, Stucky had parked his car and waited for a good ten minutes before the cruiser came by then parked at the end of that driveway. 

			Through the trees Stucky could see a double-wide trailer and a couple of other outbuildings. He pushed aside the small cooler and grabbed his duffle bag from the floor on the passenger side. Without dipping his eyes from the cruiser or the double-wide, he let his hand dig deep until he felt the binoculars. The pickup was parked alongside a dirty tan SUV in the front yard. Sheets whipped on a clothesline like bright sails in the breeze. He couldn’t see beyond the trailer’s curtained windows. 

			The asshole stayed parked on the side of the blacktop about twenty feet from the driveway’s entrance. Stucky wondered what the occupants of that black pickup had done to warrant such attention. And rile such emotion. 

			He checked his watch. Susan R. Fuller wasn’t going anywhere even if she woke up. He started the car and slowly backed farther uphill on the pasture road, careful to keep the tires to the worn tracks. He didn’t need to get stuck in the mud out here in the middle of nowhere. There was a line of trees on one side of the path and on the other were thick woods that would hide him and the vehicle from view. 

			He cranked the steering wheel and the front tires to the right then shoved the parking brake into place so the car wouldn’t roll back down the hill. He wanted to get a better look from up here. Just as he grabbed his binoculars and climbed out, he saw the cruiser making its way over the winding driveway.

			What the hell are you up to?

			He hurried into the thick growth of trees now scrambling for a better view of the front yard and the double-wide. He saw movement and shoved at the branches in front of him. The officer was out of his vehicle, walking to the front door of the trailer. 

			Damn it! 

			Stucky couldn’t see the front door. There were too many trees and they stretched all the way down to the property. He could only see slivers—bits and pieces. 

			Maybe if he climbed a bit higher. 

			He rushed now, anxious and breathing hard. Branches slapped in his face. Vines snagged his pant-legs. Pine needles crunched underfoot. He needed to see what this asshole was up to. 

			What made you so angry? 

			It was a long way to go just to give somebody a ticket.

			Finally Stucky found an opening and swung the binoculars to his eyes. He pinched and turned the focus knob, frustrated that it was taking too long. The magnified blur was making him dizzy, and he leaned against a tree trunk. The trailer became crystal clear. But he still couldn’t see through the curtains. Once he thought he saw a shadow move, but that was all. He was too far away to see or hear anything.

			Stucky checked his watch. Fifteen minutes passed but no one came out the front door. Back behind the trailer he saw motion. Maybe it was only the laundry whipping around on the clothesline. The binoculars gave him tunnel vision only showing him magnified pieces. When he pulled them away from his eyes he was certain something or someone was back behind the trailer. 

			Damn it! 

			He was missing whatever was happening.

			His eyes searched the forest. Farther downhill he noticed another pasture road. This one was closer to the property. There’d be enough trees to hide his vehicle. He needed to see what this asshole was up to.

			He jogged now, watching his feet as he weaved through the trees and jumped over fallen branches. By the time he got back to his vehicle his heart was thumping, his pulse raced. He climbed in and immediately heard a tapping sound coming from the trunk.

			“Go ahead and kick out the other taillight, Susan,” he yelled over his shoulder. “No one can hear you.”

			When the engine started, the tapping stopped. He thought about a second injection. Glanced at the duffle bag on the floor. Checked his watch. No time if he wanted to see what was going on over at that double-wide. 

			His excitement rammed the accelerator. The mud sucked at the tires and sent the car swerving.

			Slow down, he told himself while he lifted his foot off the pedal and kept it from slamming on the brakes. He hadn’t realized how steep the incline was when he had backed up the hill. Coming down was starting to feel like a mudslide. He jerked the gearshift into neutral. The tires continued to slide but the momentum slowed the car until finally it skidded to a stop. And that’s when he heard a banging coming from the trunk.

			He shoved the gearshift into park. Slammed down the parking brake and shut off the engine. With teeth clenched he grabbed the duffle bag, digging into the side pocket where he kept an extra loaded syringe. Then he swiped his hand under the driver’s seat and picked up the hunting knife. Before he opened the car door he noticed movement out of the corner of his eyes. Down below on the main road. It was the police cruiser.

			Son of a bitch.

			Stucky slouched down in the seat until he could barely see over the steering wheel. His vehicle was only about a hundred feet from the main road. Would the trees be enough to hide him? Because the bastard was headed back this way. 

			The banging grew louder. 

			He swore he could feel the entire car rock with each thud. And yet he caught himself holding his breath as if that would make a difference as he watched the cruiser getting closer and closer. He sat perfectly still, clutching the syringe in one hand and the hunting knife in the other, prepared to use both. 

			Sweat slid down his back. His jaw was clenched so tight it began to ache. And now the thump of his heartbeat joined the tempo coming from the rear of the car. Then suddenly he saw the cruiser speed up. In seconds it flashed by the entrance to the pasture road. Stucky could see the silhouette behind the wheel, the officer’s hat still in place, low over his brow. The sunglasses facing straight ahead. He didn’t even glance Stucky’s way.

			He watched the taillights blink only for a second before they disappeared around the curve. Then he was gone. 

			Stucky stayed put, waiting, almost expecting the asshole to backtrack. He checked his watch and endured another five minutes. He was used to waiting and watching. Used to blending in and becoming invisible. Although Susan R. Fuller was unraveling his last bit of patience.

			Another five minutes passed and the cruiser never returned.

			Stucky tossed the syringe back into the duffle bag. He slid the hunting knife into his jacket pocket. Then he shifted into gear.

			“Okay, let’s see what the hell you did.”
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			The rain had started with a light drizzle and by the time they arrived at Ollie’s Bar and Grill, Maggie regretted not bringing along her FBI windbreaker. Who knew it could be this chilly in the middle of summer? 

			Turner had talked her into having drinks with him and Delaney. He insisted she needed to help him go over the autopsy details. 

			“I’ll never do it justice,” he told her.

			Having drinks with Turner and Delaney after work was beyond inviting her to the cool guys table in the cafeteria. It wasn’t like she had never had drinks with her co-workers after hours, but it was usually a whole group, meeting for some celebration like a birthday. This was different. This was talking about a case, after hours, like colleagues.

			She left a voice message for Greg, though it hardly mattered. Ever since he made partner at his law firm, he’d been working long hours and most weekends. She couldn’t remember the last time they sat down to dinner with each other. They were like roommates, crossing paths and leaving messages for each other. Maggie usually found herself eating takeout food at the kitchen counter. She actually didn’t mind all the alone time. 

			Who was she fooling? She preferred the alone time. It beat listening to Greg berate and lecture her about her job. Recently he decided he didn’t like his wife being an FBI agent, and he no longer bothered to keep that opinion to himself.

			Delaney looked exhausted, his short hair tousled and damp from the rain. But he smiled and waved them over to the coveted corner booth he’d managed to snag. Coveted for sure. The place was packed.

			“Everything good?” Turner asked him. 

			Only then did Maggie remember that Turner had said Delaney had a family emergency. No, not an emergency. A family “thing.” On closer inspection she noticed his eyes were bloodshot. He rubbed at his jaw, a full palm over and across. So when he answered Turner with, “Yeah, everything’s good,” Maggie knew it wasn’t.

			She scooted into the booth across from Delaney. Turner slid in next to her, and he was already searching for a waitress. Maggie continued to study Delaney while pretending to be interested in Ollie’s single sheet menu.

			“You can’t go wrong with a burger,” Delaney told her. 

			“Is that what you’re having?”

			“Just beer for me. I’m meeting Karen later.”

			Karen was his wife. And now Maggie wondered if perhaps the “family thing” wasn’t quite finished. That Delaney had simply interrupted whatever was going on just to meet about the autopsy. 

			Stop it, she silently admonished herself.

			Lately she did this with everything and everyone. She examined and analyzed as if her mind couldn’t shut down. As if every piece of information about anyone became a means for profiling. A test exercise. Yesterday she caught herself coming up with an entire profile for the grocery store clerk. In her own defense, the line of customers was long and the clerk exceedingly slow. The poorly concealed bruise above the woman’s left eye didn’t help matters.

			Turner managed to snag a waitress.

			“Sweetheart, you are a lifesaver!” 

			He rewarded the young woman with a wide smile. Maggie had seen him do this before. He might look like a badass linebacker but the man knew how to be charming.  And now he extended that charm to Maggie when he told the waitress, “I think we’re looking at some dinner. Whadya say, Maggie?” 

			He was allowing her the courtesy of ordering first. Ordinarily she bristled at male agents being polite with her, but she squelched the impulse. The fact that she was here with Turner was because he respected her expertise.

			She remembered that all she had eaten for lunch was the greasy French fries and a Diet Pepsi on the drive to the autopsy. So she ordered a burger and side salad. Added a bottle of Sam Adams. By the time the food arrived Maggie had to pace herself. She wanted to scarf it down. Instead, she took small bites in between describing the murder victim’s wounds and ignoring Turner’s groans.

			“It was pretty gross, man,” Turner told Delaney. “What kind of madman shoots an arrow into a woman’s leg then takes a toe as a trophy?”

			“Is the toe a trophy?” Delaney asked.

			When Maggie glanced up from her salad she realized he was asking her.

			“From the looks of it, the toe was obviously taken post mortem,” she said as if that answered his question. Both men continued to stare at her, waiting, and she realized it was obvious only to her. “Yes, I think he took it as a trophy.”

			“Twisted bastard,” Delaney said. 

			Turner shook his head and pushed his plate away even as Maggie took another bite of her hamburger.

			“That’s a bit over the top, right?” Turner’s eyes were on Maggie. “I mean, we know it’s not random. And we can pretty much toss out some revengeful boyfriend or pissed off husband, right?” He took a sip of his beer, still looking to Maggie, waiting.

			“Killers have taken all sorts of odd things as trophies: underwear, teeth, drivers’ licenses. Jeffrey Dahmer kept a collection of penises in his refrigerator.”

			Turner winced and Delaney smiled at his reaction. 

			Maggie continued, “Jerry Brudos stored the sliced off foot of one of his female victims in the freezer. He liked to pull it out and try on his collection of stolen high heels.” 

			“A toe doesn’t sound so weird after all,” Delaney said. “But you’re talking about serial killers. You think this guy’s killed before?”

			Maggie stopped with her forkful of salad in midair. Again, both men stared at her, waiting for a response that she thought was obvious. Maybe the only thing obvious was that she spent way too much time researching and studying serial killers.

			“I have no way of knowing whether or not he’s killed before,” she told them. “But I can tell you this, one-time killers rarely take a trophy.
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