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PROLOGUE


June 2002


Jasper, Louisiana


Jasper, Louisiana, in July was as hot as hell and as close as a tick on a retriever. But school was out for the summer, and as far as Randi Rader was concerned, that made up for it—and pretty much everything else, too. As far as she was concerned, school was a total waste of time.


“I’m goin’ out!” she called from the double-wide’s open screen door. Not waiting for a response, she darted into the buggy night. She ducked out of sight between two trailers as her mother’s voice pierced the night.


“Damnation, girl, you get back here! Like, right now!”


Randi angled right, heading for the path that led to a shortcut to the main road. Her brothers had said they’d pick her up by the power station at eight sharp, warning her they wouldn’t wait. Her brothers, she knew, meant it. If she were one minute late, she’d have to find herself another ride.


She checked her watch. It was gonna be tight, and she picked up her pace. The spot came into view; a truck was waiting. But not her brother’s. A bright red, Ford F-150.


Only one truck like it in Jasper. Belonged to Billy Boman, a friend of her brothers. She sidled up to the driver’s side. He leaned his head out. “Hi’ya, sweet thing.”


“Hey, Billy-Bo,” she said, flashing him her best flirty smile. “What you doin’ here?”


“Waiting on you.”


“Me?”


“Your brothers told me to come pick you up.”


Figured. But she asked anyway. “Why didn’t they come?”


“You know Wes and Robby, they always got something going on. You gonna hop in, or what?”


Billy-Bo was irritating but harmless. She supposed the thing that turned her off about him was the way he sweated—a lot and all the time, no matter the weather.


She felt kind of sorry for him, ’cause he couldn’t help it. She’d heard a couple teachers talking about it; they said it was a glandular problem.


Randi had big brown eyes and she knew how to angle them, just so, to get a reaction out of a guy, and she practiced on Billy-Bo. “I don’t know if I should?”


“Aww, come on. I’ve got a cooler full of Dixie long necks. Maybe you want to party?”


“Sounds like a good time. Coming around, Billy.”


Randi climbed in and he handed her a beer. “Opener’s in the console,” he said, pulling onto the road, spitting up gravel as he did. She reached for the opener and saw that wasn’t the only thing stashed in there—he had a baggie of weed, not much but enough to get the both of them good and high.


This night was looking better and better. Randi popped the cap and took a long swallow; the ice-cold brew slid down her throat and she shivered.


“How you doin’ tonight?” she asked.


“Can’t complain. It’s Saturday night.”


“Hell yeah, it is.”


“How about some tunes?” he asked and turned on the radio.


Toby Keith’s new song roared through the speakers, and she sang along between swallows of beer.


Billy-Bo cut her an amused glance. “Robby told me you got into some trouble recently.”


She drained her first beer and reached for another, then popped off the cap. “Yeah, asshole cops caught me drinking and raised all kinds of hell.” She snorted. “Threatened to get me sent off to juvie.”


“That blows.”


“No shit. Mama’s all over me like white on rice. I’m under—” she made quotation marks with her fingers, spilling some beer on her shirt in the process “—house arrest.”


“So how’d you get out tonight?”


“Waited until Mama got in the bath. Besides, what’s she gonna do, call the cops on me? I don’t think so.”


“Suppose not.” He took a swallow of his beer. “Heard your daddy’s back in jail.”


She stiffened. Good ol’ boy “Pops” Rader had gone on another bender and gotten himself incarcerated. Again.


“Yeah,” she snapped. “What about it?”


“Not a thing, sugar. Just makin’ conversation.”


“Well, I don’t want to talk about him or anything else that sucks.” She downed her second beer, stuck the empty in the cooler, and grabbed another.


He eyed her. “Maybe you want to slow down?”


“Hell, no!” She raised her arms and hooted. “I like to go fast!”


He laughed and depressed the accelerator; the truck surged forward. Away from Jasper. Away from the crappy double-wide on the wrong side of the tracks, her beaten-down mother, and all those folks who thought they knew everything.


Randi took another long draw on the beer. Far, far away … that’s where she wanted to go. Someplace nobody looked at her that way again. Like she was trash, a no-good girl from a no-good family and going nowhere damn fast.


California, she thought. Yes, ma’am, that’s where she’d go, the minute she got the chance.


Another one of her favorite songs came on and she cranked it up and began to sing, loudly and off-key. The miles passed and the brew worked its magic. Light-headed, she leaned her head against the seat back and gazed at the summer sky.


The music turned from rockin’ to mellow, and Billy-Bo pulled onto a side road and stopped the truck. He cut the engine, but left the radio on. The mood in the truck’s cab changed, and Randi figured she knew what was coming next.


She was right.


“Why’re you way over there?” He patted the seat beside him. “Come on over, sweet thing.”


Billy-Bo didn’t do a thing for her but she was drinking his beer and riding in his truck, so she supposed she owed him and a few kisses … maybe even a little tongue; it wouldn’t kill her.


Randi slid across the bench seat and he started in, straight up. Pressing her back into the seat, mouth open, tongue writhing. He didn’t taste too bad, she told herself, like a combination of Dixie and Juicy Fruit. She played along, acting like she was into it.


Until he stuck his hand under her shirt. At first she tried to be subtle, moving this way or that, letting him know without words she didn’t want that, but he didn’t get the message.


She grabbed his hand, and attempted move it. “Stop, Billy-Bo.”


“Aw, baby, don’t say that. You know you like it.”


“No, I—”


“Don’t be such a cocktease.”


When she tugged on his hand again, he shoved his other up the leg of her short-shorts, finding her panties.


She jerked. “No, stop! Don’t—”


“C’mon, Randi, you’ve been fucking since you were twelve.”


Is that what he thought? She was too shocked to respond. She’d gone to third base this last year, but only that once.


He jammed his hand farther up and she felt his fingers pushing at her panties, then sinking into her. “I knew you liked it,” he said against her ear, pressing her back against the seat, breath hot against her neck. “You’re all ready for me, aren’t you?”


It felt like he was trying to swallow her face with his mouth. His tongue lapped at hers and his giant hands were like lobster claws pinching at her breast and vulva.


His weight was suffocating. Panic rose up in her. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t fight. Tears welled in her eyes. This wasn’t right. She didn’t want … her first time, like this? With Billy Boman forcing himself? He’d tell everyone they did it … that she’d liked it. That she begged for more.


Hell, no, it wasn’t going down that way. “Stop,” she managed again. “I’m gonna be sick, Billy-Bo! I can’t breathe. I think I’m gonna throw up!”


He was off her in a flash. As she scooted over the open console, she had an idea. “Don’t look!” she cried bringing her hand to her mouth.


He jerked his face the other way. “Just don’t puke in my truck!”


Randi grabbed the bag of weed, threw the cab door open and leapt out. She slammed the door behind her, ran to the side of the road, but instead of throwing up, she spun to face him.


“No means no, you big, sweaty jerk!”


Surprise registered on his face, then fury. “What … you were faking it?”


“Not the part about being disgusted by you. But the part about being sick? Yeah, faking that.”


He turned red. “You think you’re so smart? How you going to get home, cocktease? Huh? Maybe you should have thought of that!”


She flipped him the bird. “Screw you, Billy Boman! You better watch out, my brothers are gonna kick your ass for this!”


He laughed and started up the F-150. “Stupid little bitch! Why d’you think they had me pick you up?”


“Liar!” she shouted as he drove away. She bent and scooped up a handful of gravel and hurled it after the truck. “Asshole!”


It wasn’t until his taillights disappeared from sight that she realized he’d had a point. How was she going to get home now? No phone. No flashlight. And she didn’t even know where the hell she was.


It didn’t matter, she decided, starting to walk. She had his pot and he was gonna be so pissed when he realized it. She smiled and patted her shorts pocket. And anything was better than trapped in that truck being pawed by that freak.


Well, maybe not anything, she thought thirty minutes later. It was hot and buggy, and walking in her flimsy flip-flops was damn near impossible.


When headlights came around the curve up ahead, she jumped up and down, waving her arms.


Please stop … please … please …


For a moment, she thought they were going to fly on by her. Then the brake lights lit up and the car pulled to a stop at the side of the road.


Randi ran up to the car. The driver lowered his window; the smell of pot rushed over her in a cloud.


A young guy in a University of Alabama baseball cap. A girl riding shotgun.


“Need a ride?” the guy asked.


“Sure do.”


“Your car break down?” the girl asked.


“I was riding around with one of my brothers’ friends and he kicked me out, told me to walk home.”


The driver tugged his ball cap a little lower. “Now why’d he go and do something like that?”


Billy’s words—cocktease—played in her head. These two were obviously older and more experienced. The last thing she wanted was them thinking of her as a stupid little virgin. “We just had a disagreement over something, that’s all.”


“Where’re you trying to get to?”


“Home. Jasper.”


“Well, we’ll be heading that way later,” he said. “Right now we’re heading to a spot I know to have ourselves a party. Want to join us?”


Randi looked at the other girl and she smiled. “The more the merrier.”


“Hell yeah, I would.”


“Hop on in, then.”


Randi didn’t have to be asked a second time. She yanked open the door and climbed in.




CHAPTER ONE


Harmony, Louisiana


3:10 A.M.


Harmony PD Detective Miranda Rader parked behind the two cruisers already at the scene. Their flashing blue lights violated the otherwise still, spring night, bouncing off the trees and surrounding homes, spinning and tilting like a carnival midway on crack.


She closed her eyes and for a moment she was fifteen again. Police lights bouncing off the trees. This knot in the pit of her gut, this sense that nothing was going to be the same, not ever again.


She let out a pent-up breath and flexed her fingers on the steering wheel. Shake it off, Miranda. Focus.


She grabbed the ponytail holder she kept in the car’s front cubby and gathered up her shoulder-length brown hair. She couldn’t work with her hair in her face and she sure as hell didn’t want to leave any behind. She popped a piece of peppermint gum in her mouth and climbed out of her vehicle.


Victim was Richard Stark, an English professor at ULH, and even more important, the university president’s son. In a college town like Harmony, that was as close to royalty as you could get.


Miranda breathed deeply, her gaze on the brick two-story and the crime-scene tape stretched across its entrance like a clown’s freakish grin, beckoning: Don’t be afraid…. Come inside, see what thrills await.


Miranda slammed the car door and started up the walk. Gerald LaRoux, fresh out of the academy, manned the door. Judging by his greenish pallor, this was young LaRoux’s first murder.


He straightened as she approached. “Detective Rader,” he said and held out the log.


She signed in, then met his eyes. “How’re you doin’ tonight, LaRoux?”


“Hangin’ in there, Detective.” He handed her Tyvek booties. “Chief said you’d need these.”


That meant blood, blood spatter, or other biological evidence. No wonder LaRoux was green around the gills. “It’ll get better,” she said. “You get used to it.”


“Yes, ma’am. That’s what they say.”


She took the booties. “Cap’s with the vic?”


“Yeah. Master bedroom. Through the great room and to the right.”


The chief met her at the bedroom door. Buddy Cadwell, a fireplug of a man, broad and thick but short, filled the doorway despite his lack of height. He exuded confidence and sheer strength of will.


So it had to be the lighting, because Miranda could have sworn the thirty-year veteran of the force looked shaken.


“What’ve we got?” she asked, bending to slip on the booties.


He cleared his throat. “Stark was stabbed several times in the chest, his throat was slit, and he was—”


He bit it back. She glanced up from the booties. “And what?”


He hesitated, as if searching for the right word. “Let’s call it dismembered.”


It took her a moment to find her voice. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


“That’s all I’m going to say. I want to get your take, unvarnished.”


“Gotcha.” She fitted on her gloves. “What about Jake?” she asked, referring to her partner, Jake Billings. “Is he on his way?”


Buddy shook his head. “Just you and me for now.”


“You and me?” She cocked an eyebrow. “What’s up?”


“Jake has ties to the university community, because of his parents being professors. I think it’s best if you and I handle the initial investigation.”


She hesitated a moment, still finding it odd that he’d be here instead of one of the other detectives.


As if reading her thoughts, he added, “Ian Stark and I have known each other for a long time. I thought it should be me here first, as a courtesy.”


He moved aside and she stepped into the room. The vic lay face up on the bed, naked and spread-eagled, hands and feet tied to the bed rails. As Buddy had described, Stark had been stabbed multiple times; the blood spatter decorating the floor and walls would have done abstract expressionist Jackson Pollack proud. And, as a sort of cherry on the top of this blood-fest sundae, the perp had cut off Stark’s penis and stuffed it into his mouth.


It peeked out at her like some one-eyed alien creature and her stomach lurched to her throat. She forced the queasiness back. Getting weak-kneed was a luxury she couldn’t afford. It wasn’t just that she was a woman in a man’s field, needing to prove herself every single day. It went deeper than that, to the essence of who she wanted to be, the person she had crafted her life around: solid and dependable, good under pressure and cool in a crisis.


The person everyone trusted.


She focused, took in the scene; really took it in. The blood—on the ceiling, walls, and bedding. Stark’s gaping throat, like an obscene second mouth.


Another wave of nausea threatened her and she forcefully tamped it back. This was a homicide, just like the many she’d worked before. Hell, just last week old Mrs. Tyson had whacked old Mr. Tyson on the head with an iron skillet. She hadn’t meant to kill him, she’d tearfully told Miranda, she just couldn’t take his criticism anymore. All it had taken was forty-two years of complaining and a chicken-fried steak dinner to cause a sweet old lady to snap.


That Miranda understood. But this bizarro kink-kill? No way. She stopped beside the bed. So, what had precipitated this perp’s breaking point? Now, that was a question she could focus on.


Her gaze settled on the neckties that had been used to bind his wrists and ankles. Silk, from the look of them. Looked expensive. And judging by the bright splashes of color and bold patterns, Stark hadn’t been the typical buttoned-down English professor. A peacock, she thought.


Miranda shifted her attention slightly. A sailor’s knot. She bent, studied the knot. It was good and tight; the perp had known what he or she was doing. And Stark had struggled to get free. Raw skin on his wrists—and ankles, she saw a moment later—where the fabric had rubbed as he fought.


Miranda straightened. Most probably a woman, although they couldn’t eliminate a man until they knew Stark’s sexual orientation. Crime of passion. Enacted in a frenzy.


Problem. Miranda drew her eyebrows together. Something missing.


She moved her gaze over the scene again, slowly, absorbing. The passion in the crime, she realized. The frenzy in the frenzied act.


She looked toward the doorway, and Buddy waiting. “Where are the footprints? Whoever did this would’ve been dripping blood. Where’s the trail?”


He nodded. “You tell me.”


“This perp was mighty pissed off. No doubt it was personal. But being passionate about killing someone doesn’t make a crime of passion.”


“Go on.”


“Our perp’s a sailor. This is a bowline knot. Well executed, I might add,” she said as the chief crossed to stand beside her. “The beauty with this knot: the harder Stark struggled, the tighter the knot became. He couldn’t have escaped even if he’d managed to get, say, a hand free. This baby is impossible to undo when there’s tension on it.”


“Where’d you learn about sailing knots, Rader?”


“Old boyfriend. From my couple years in New Orleans.” Another time in her life that she preferred to leave in the past. “My thinking is, if your bondage game’s just for fun, a less serious knot will do. I’m going to call this strike one against the crime-of-passion scenario.”


“With you so far,” he said.


She motioned to the bed. “This is a king. Stark’s in the middle. He’s stabbed in the chest, his throat is slit. Perp’s got to be on top of him.”


Buddy agreed. “That’d be a long reach from the side of the bed, and even if our unsub could, the angle’s wrong.”


“Pattern of blood spatter seems to bear that out,” she said, pointing. “Bet the angle of the wounds will as well.” She motioned to the vic again. “So, she’s straddling him, all nice and cozy.”


“Right. Naked.”


“Undoubtedly.”


“So, where was the knife?” he asked.


“She hid it beforehand. Maybe in her purse or with her clothes. She ties him up, nice and tight, then goes and gets it. He goes from hot and bothered to begging for his life.”


Buddy pursed his lips. “Like you said, she’s mighty pissed off. She wants him to be scared, to beg for his life, or cry like a little girl. That’s part of the satisfaction for her.”


“Strike two.”


“Which brings us back to the footprints,” he said.


“Exactly. So she does the deed, climbs off him, and heads to the bathroom to shower off the blood.”


“And there, her clean clothes are waiting, no doubt neatly folded.”


“Right. But she cleans up before she dresses.” Miranda smiled grimly, visualizing the crime being carried out. “She’s thorough, takes her time. It’s the middle of the night and she’s not worried about being interrupted.”


Miranda made her way to the master bathroom, Buddy behind her. The bath was large and luxuriously appointed. The walk-in shower was big enough for two—or even three—people. Party central. On the floor in the corner nearest the door sat a heap of bloodied bath towels. On the counter by the sink stood a bottle of spray cleaner with bleach.


“Look at the bottle,” Miranda said. “It’s all but sparkling. She wiped everything.”


“One problem—the towels. Why didn’t she take them?”


“She didn’t take those towels. My guess is the towel she dried herself with is long gone.” Miranda crossed to the shower, peered in. “Quite the little housekeeper. I can see practically see myself in the fixtures, they’re so shiny.”


She looked over her shoulder at Buddy. “This was no crime of passion, Chief. It was a premeditated, thoroughly planned murder.”


“Strike three,” he murmured, the corners of his mouth lifting, the way a parent’s would at a child’s achievement. “We’ll get her. No way she didn’t leave something behind. A hair, a drop of blood, saliva. A missed fingerprint. No matter how careful she tried to be, trace gets left behind.”


“What’s next?” Miranda asked.


“You’re lead on this. Billings assists. You good with that?”


“Why wouldn’t I be?”


“Call him in now. And as much as I hate to admit it, this scene is way bigger than the HPD can handle. We’re gonna need the Parish’s crime-scene unit for the biological and trace collection.”


She’d already come to the same conclusion. “You want to call?” she asked. “Or should I?”


“You do it,” he said. “I want a report as soon as you and Jake wrap up here.”




CHAPTER TWO


4:15 A.M.


Jake arrived moments after the crime-scene van. Miranda finished directing the evidence-collection techs and went to the door to meet him. “Billings,” she said. “Welcome to the party.”


He bent to fit on his booties. “I’d say thanks for the invite but I was in the middle of a pretty amazing dream.”


“Sorry I screwed up your good time.”


“Want to hear about it?” He glanced up at her, laughter in his eyes, “I’m happy to share. You may be surprised.”


“It’s a little early in the morning to plunder the depths of your perversions.”


He straightened. “Heart. Broken. You’re a cold-hearted woman, Rader. Just sayin’.”


She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’ve heard that before.”


His warm brown eyes crinkled at the corners. “I’ll bet.”


“LaRoux said Chief Cadwell was here earlier.”


She motioned him to follow her. “Yup.”


“That’s weird.”


She looked over her shoulder at him. “Not so much. Victim’s Richard Stark.”


“You know him?”


“Nope. You?”


“Met him through my folks. Seemed like a good guy but not someone I’d hang with.”


“Why’s that?”


“Seemed like he was his favorite subject.”


“Gotcha.” She stopped at the door to Stark’s study. “We called in the parish techs to collect biological and trace evidence. They just got started.”


“I saw that. Doesn’t seem like a call you or the chief would make. What’s up?”


“Vic’s in the master. Take a peek, then ask me that question.”


She watched him head off, then turned to Stark’s cluttered desk. Organized chaos; obviously, Stark spent a considerable amount of time here. Open laptop. What looked to be a manuscript in process. Notes and notebooks, papers being graded. Half-full can of Red Bull.


She flipped through the stack of mail; nothing of note jumped out and she moved on to the computer. She tapped the return button; the device sprang to life. He’d been on Facebook. The page of a woman named Rhonda Peale. Miranda checked her profile: she was a fellow professor at the university.


Jake returned. “I could’ve lived my whole life without seeing that. For a moment I thought I was going to puke.”


She looked up at him. “You are a bit green.”


“Poor bastard.”


“Right. So why did our perp think he deserved that? That’s what I want to know. Come take a look at this.”


He crossed to stand behind her.


She indicated the monitor. “Time stamp suggests Stark was here at his desk, cruising around Facebook at midnight. Last thing he looked at was this profile.”


“Attractive woman.”


“Yes. And guess what—she’s a psychology professor here at ULH.”


“Abnormal psych, by any chance?”


“Funny.” Miranda clicked on Stark’s messages. “Bingo. He contacted her just before midnight. ‘Free tonight,’ ” she read, “ ‘Come on over.’ Looks like we’ve got ourselves a suspect.”


“Could be, but she didn’t reply. Wouldn’t she have?”


Miranda frowned in thought. “Maybe she saw the message and called him.”


“Maybe. What if she wasn’t the only woman he messaged last night?”


“Good point.” She scrolled through. Messages were almost all to—and from—women. Girls, a lot of them. University students—asking about a lesson, complimenting him on a lecture. Some obviously flirting, but to his credit he kept his responses professional.


“The guy was obviously a player,” she said, “but nope, the lovely professor’s the only one. Via Facebook, anyway.”


“It’s a start. Have you collected his phone?”


“Haven’t even seen it but haven’t searched. Bedroom is my guess.”


He made a face. “Lucky me. You going to finish with the desk?”


“Yeah,” she said, turning back to it, carefully sliding open the desk’s center drawer. “Keep me posted.”


Pens. A pack of teeth-whitening gum, two thumb drives, a pad of Post-it notes, and several receipts, all from favorite hot spots around town. She bagged and labeled the items she felt could prove useful, then moved to the side drawers.


The first contained hanging files, each neatly labeled. Class schedules. Research. Expenses. Taxes. She stopped on the last. Passwords. That would come in handy, she thought.


She went to the opposite drawers. The top contained a mishmash of office supplies and, tucked way into the far corner, a bag of weed and a pipe. Recreational, obviously, and nothing to be killed over.


She moved on to the bottom drawer. Used yellow legal tablets, a dozen of them. She slipped out the first, thumbed through it. Notes, research for the novel he was writing. Character outlines.


Miranda flipped forward, skimming, and stopped on a character profile.


Ava Strong. Math teacher by day. Dominatrix by night.


Interesting, considering the way Stark’s real-life story ended. She turned the pages. It seemed to be an intersecting story novel, each new character a client of Ava’s. She wondered at the story’s ending—would one of the clients end up dead?


“No phone.”


Miranda looked over her shoulder at Jake. “Perp must have taken it.” She indicated the legal pads. “Stark was writing a novel. Guess what the main character was? A dominatrix.”


“Interesting. In a really creepy way.”


She nodded. “I thought so, too.”


“Research gone bad, maybe?”


“It’s a possibility.” She turned back to the legal tablets. “I’m going to bag them all. If nothing else, it’ll be entertaining reading.”


As she lifted them out, a yellowed news clipping fluttered to the floor. She retrieved it and her heart stopped. It was a short piece, not even a half a column, from the Harmony Gazette. About a teenager who’d sent the police on a wild-goose chase in an attempt to divert the authorities from her own infractions—possession of an illegal substance and underage drinking. The sixteen-year-old was charged in juvenile court and sentenced to six months in juvenile detention.


Not sixteen, Miranda thought. They got that wrong. Fifteen and scared out of her wits.


“What’s up?”


Jake, she realized. Looking at her from across the room, eyebrows drawn together in question.


“Nothing.”


“You made a sound.”


Headlights slicing across the dark road. Pinning her.


He motioned toward the news page. “What’s that you’re reading?”


She glanced at it, then back up at him, meeting his gaze evenly. “An article about an out-of-control teenage girl. Someone I knew.”




CHAPTER THREE


That night in June


2002


A horrible sound. High and shrill. Then … nothing. A devastating silence, as if whatever had cried out for its life had been forcibly silenced.


Randi moaned, eyes fluttering open. A foreign landscape of towering shadows. Another sound, a rhythmic slap … slap … slap …


The darkness overcame her once more.


Something. Biting her. Many somethings. Or pins poking and pricking. Her arms and legs, her back, head, and neck. Randi moaned and shifted. A sound followed. A crackling, like the crunch of dry leaves in the fall.


Her eyes popped open. Not in her small bedroom in the double-wide, not curled up in her narrow bed. Where?


She blinked and focused on the darkness. Trees. Lots of them. Underbrush, something rustling there.


She was on the ground. The smell of pine straw and rotting vegetation stung her nose. She whimpered. How’d she get here? She’d been in Billy-Bo’s F-150 … no, walking. She’d hitched a ride. The guy in the ’Bama ball cap … the other girl—


Randi became aware of another sound. A broken mewl, like a fretting baby. What was a baby doing out here?


Not a baby. The other girl. Randi searched her foggy brain for the girl’s name. Carly? No … Cassie or—


Something dropped from a branch above her, landed on her arm, and scurried. With a cry she went to swat it away—and found that she couldn’t.


Her wrists were bound.


So were her ankles.


Momentary disbelief was quickly followed by panic. Randi fought against the binding, but no matter how she tugged and twisted it didn’t loosen. Her wrists and ankles burned, her head throbbed, and she flopped back, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes.


The soft sobbing from nearby had stopped. Randi craned her head in the direction from which it had come. “Are you there?”


“Yes.”


“Where … is … he?” Her voice shook so badly, she could hardly get the words out.


“Gone. He went for food.”


“Let me go,” Randi begged. “Please come untie me.”


Her request brought silence. It seemed to stretch on forever. When the other girl finally spoke, it was so softly Randi had to struggle to make out what she was saying.


“You think I … I’m tied up, too!” Her voice rose. “He raped me. He held me down and he—”


She started to cry, not softly. Wracking sounds of despair and hopelessness.


The sounds she’d heard earlier, Randi realized, the contents of her stomach lurching to her throat. She rolled as best she could onto her side and vomited. She retched until it felt her diaphragm might split clean apart.


“You’re lucky,” the other girl said. “That’s why he didn’t touch you. You did that earlier, too.”


“I don’t remember,” Randi whispered, voice choked with tears. “What are we going to do?”


“We’ve got to try to get free.” The other girl paused, the moment of silence foreboding. “He’s coming back.”


Coming back.


Randi’s blood ran cold at the thought.


“Randi?”


“What?”


“Maybe you can get loose?”


“I can’t. I tried.”


“Stay calm … deep breath—”


Randi did as she suggested, sucking in one deep breath, then another.


“Are your hands behind your back?”


“No, in front.”


“Look at the binding. What is it?”


Randi lifted her arms. “Tape. The wide kind. Clear.”


“Tape,” the other girl repeated, sounding surprised. “He used rope on me. Maybe you can break it?”


Using all her strength, Randi tried tugging her wrists apart. “I can’t break it! It’s seems like it only makes it—wait, I’ve got an idea. Maybe I can tear it with my teeth.”


“Try it, Randi. Hurry! He’ll be back soon.”


For several minutes she tried without luck, gnawing at the edges of the tape, trying to find a vulnerable spot. Finally, at the point where her wrists were joined, she found one. Using her tongue and teeth, she worked it until it began to give, ripping millimeter by agonizing millimeter.


Her hands were free. Tears running down her cheeks, she frantically tore at the tape around her ankles.


With a cry she scrambled to her feet, hurrying to the other girl. She reached her and started on her ropes, freezing at the sound of tires on the gravel road. Headlights, cutting across the trees.


“Don’t stop! Hurry, before he gets back!


Randi tugged on the knot at the other girl’s wrists, hands shaking so badly she couldn’t control them.


“I can’t loosen it.”


“Keep trying! You can do it, you—”


The slam of a car door. The crinkle of a take-out bag. “He’s coming. I’ve got to go.”


“No! Don’t leave me! Please—”


“I’ll get help.” Randi straightened, took a step away. “I promise—”


He was whistling some light, happy tune. It was getting louder. She took another step. “I have to get help. It’s the only way. I’m sorry …”


“You can’t leave me.” Her voice rose. “No … no—”


Randi backed away, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll get help. I promise.”


With one last glance back, she turned and ran.




CHAPTER FOUR


7:10 A.M.


They’d finished processing the scene and Miranda and Jake sat on the hoods of their cars, parked side by side at Irma’s Coffee, Cakes & More. The “more” included breakfast sandwiches to die for. Or to die from, considering they consisted of egg, bacon, and cheese, all piled on a buttermilk biscuit.


“You want to talk about it?” Jake asked, then took a bite of his sandwich.


“About what?”


“About what you’ve not been talking about for the past couple of hours. Ever since I asked you about the news clipping.”


She looked at him. “Oh, sure, now you go and get perceptive.”


He laughed and took another bite. She followed suit, using the time to assemble her thoughts. She decided on the direct, short and sweet approach.


“That article was about me. I was that out-of-control teenager.”


He snorted. “Did not see that coming. So much for perceptive.”


“I was arrested for possession and sent to juvie for six months.”


“Possession of pot? That seems harsh.”


“Wasn’t my first brush with the law. There’d been the shoplifting episodes, the drinking, the truancy. Oh, and let us not forget the defacing of public property.”


“Let me guess, graffiti?”


“Yup.”


“I’m surprised they didn’t give you life.”


He sounded so amused. He didn’t get it. He couldn’t. “You didn’t grow up here. You didn’t live in a trailer on the wrong side of the tracks or have a daddy who was a habitual loser and two older brothers following his example.” She met his gaze. “Of course they threw the book at me, Jake. That’s what the law does to folks like me.”


He shook his head. “That’s not who you are, Miranda.”


“Not anymore.” She turned her gaze to the horizon. “I was mad when I got sent away. And bitter. Real bitter.”


“What about your mom?”


“I was more trouble than I was worth to her. Truth was, I think she was happy to see me go.”


“I’m sorry. That does pretty much suck.”


She stuffed the last of her sandwich into the paper bag it came in and slid off the hood of the car. “I’m glad it happened. It forced me to think about where I was going and what I wanted out of life.”


For a moment he didn’t respond, just stared at the horizon. “How long have we been partners, Rader?”


“A couple years. Why?”


“Two and a half,” he corrected. “And we’re friends?”


“We are.”


“And you trust me?” She nodded and he went on. “So why haven’t you mentioned any of this before today?”


She crossed to the trash and dropped in the bag. “It’s complicated.”


“No it’s not. We’re friends, you trust me. Or we’re not and you don’t.”


“It’s not about you or our partnership, Jake. It’s about me. That girl I told you about—she doesn’t exist anymore. I left her behind.”


“You left her behind?” he repeated. “How do you do that?”


“You just do.”


“You can’t run away from your past. It always catches up to you.”


She cocked an eyebrow. “Isn’t that a bit too philosophical for your pay grade, Billings? Besides, I didn’t run away from my past. I just moved on.”


“Okay.” He climbed off the car, tossed his trash in the receptacle. “Got a question.”


“Shoot.”


“Why’d Stark have that clipping?”


It was a good question. One that was nagging at her. “I’m wondering that myself, Billings. It’s got to be a coincidence, but it just doesn’t feel right.”




CHAPTER FIVE


8:00 A.M.


Chief Cadwell looked anxious. He didn’t smile as he waved them in, didn’t share his usual good ol’ boy anecdotes or laid-back, small town pleasantries.


Life in Harmony was different this morning.


He folded his hands on the desk in front of him. “You have an update?”


“Better than that,” Miranda said. “We’ve got a lead on a possible suspect. Around midnight, Stark messaged a woman on Facebook and invited her to come over.”


Jake jumped in. “She’s a fellow ULH professor. Name is—” he looked at his notes “—Rhonda Peale.”


“Hot damn,” Buddy said, thumping his fist on his desk. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”


“We’re going to question her as soon as we notify Stark’s family.”


“Already done. Did it myself.”


Miranda couldn’t hide her surprise. “Without me or Jake?”


“Considering Ian Stark’s contribution to this community, I thought it should come from me. Alone.”


She understood. Although the two weren’t close friends, as two of Harmony’s most influential men they shared a kind of bond of responsibility to the community and each other.


“They were devastated.” His voice shook slightly. “It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.”


“We’ll still need to talk to them,” she said softly.


“I told them you would,” he went on. “Of course, they assured me that they would do everything in their power to help find their boy’s killer.”
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