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  Chapter 1


  Drip.


  Drip.


  Drip.


  The noise was constant, nearly rhythmic, little droplets falling and falling and . . .


  Zoe’s eyes flew open.


  She blinked in the semidarkness.


  What the hell was that noise and . . . Oh, Jesus, where was she?


  She squinted, straining to see in the semidark. Dear God, was she naked and lying on some kind of cold, hard slab? No, that couldn’t be right. Her head pounded as she tried to think, to figure out if this was real or all part of some macabre dream, or worse yet, a prank.


  She and Chloe were about to turn twenty-one, and with the help of fake IDs they had gotten, the party started long before midnight, downing drink after drink, laughing, talking, drinking some more. In a sharp-edged swirl of memories she recalled the neon lights and noise of Bourbon Street, the drinks, everything from Hurricanes in their special glasses to margaritas in oversized plastic cups and Jell-O shooters and . . . Her stomach roiled at the thought of what she’d downed; all to prove she was becoming a legal card-carrying, alcohol-swilling adult. Her head felt as if it were in a vise, the handle of which was being twisted by some he-man.


  At least she was no longer reeling. She did remember that, how the world had spun in wild, crazy colors before . . . before . . . what?


  Had someone laced one of the two-for-one shots? Given her something to make her lose focus? Had one of their “friends” pranked her and hauled her here to strip her and leave her on the cold stone floor or whatever it was she was lying atop? And what about Chloe? Where the hell was her twin sister?


  For the life of her, she couldn’t pull the last few hours into sharp focus.


  But here she was.


  In the darkness.


  Stripped bare.


  Her arms pinned behind her.


  Lying in some dark room where the dank, earthy smell was over­powering, as if she were buried alive. Her bed was a cold, hard patch of concrete. She twisted a bit and something rough dug into her throat, cutting into her skin.


  What the hell?


  With effort, she tried to pull her arm up to loosen the tension, but even the tiniest movement made the binding around her neck cut deeper. A noose? For the love of God, what the had happened?


  In an instant all the fuzziness fell away.


  She was in trouble. Big trouble.


  If this was a prank, it was a sick one. A dangerous one. If not . . . she shuddered at the thought. Struggling, she attempted to move, but discovered that her hands were bound behind her, tethered by the same scratchy cords surrounding her neck.


  Shit! Cold to the bone and shivering, she tried to move, then stopped as a searing pain scorched a ring around her neck. When she nudged a shoulder up toward the throbbing wound, it caused a brutal, cutting tug on her ankles. She realized her hands were bound to her ankles.


  Hogtied and naked. That’s what she was.


  “Happy birthday to yooouu.”


  She nearly jumped out of her skin when she heard the whispered words, a lifeless, growling monotone. But sung, not spoken. “Happy birthday to yooouu.”


  This had to be a dream. Right? A nightmare. She swung her head around and saw him, a big bull of a man at some kind of workbench, bare-ass naked except for a black bib apron. Hairy arms, a hairy butt and legs. The back of his thick neck glowed dimly from one of those battery-powered dome lights used in attics, closets, and basements that didn’t have power or sunlight. Just beyond the bench, a clock ticked loudly on the wall.


  From the dank smell, she suspected she was underground, that this man who looked like an NFL lineman had captured her, though she couldn’t remember her abduction. She tried to move, but her re­straints held her fast to some kind of ring cemented into the floor. Blinking again, her mind clearing from the shot of adrenaline sud­denly singing through her blood, she focused on one of the walls. Again, cement. With dark stains running down it. Water she hoped. Mixed with rust.


  Please don’t let it be blood.


  She wanted to scream, but bit any sound back. Instinctively she knew it would be best to let him think she was still passed out, still stuck in a fetal position, as he worked. Jesus-God, what was he doing? Cutting lengths of red ribbon, measuring them over and over again, and then snipping them. The sound of his god-awful singing and something else—some other noise—caused her skin to crawl.


  Mewling.


  The soft, frightened cries were slightly muffled, as if whatever was issuing them was trying to hold back the sobs.


  An animal?


  No.


  Some other person.


  So Zoe wasn’t alone. He’d captured another prisoner.


  Her heart dissolved.


  Chloe. Her twin sister. In a flash, Zoe recognized Chloe’s voice, the choked sobs she’d heard as a child whenever Chloe was scared or being punished or whatever. Chloe had always been the weaker of the two Denning girls, the more sensitive. It had been Chloe who had held funerals for their pets, or run upstairs, footsteps banging on the wooden steps, when their parents fought. Chloe had stayed on her knees for hours, eyes shut, hands folded, as she’d prayed that the discord in the family would be quieted by the Holy Father and that their ever-quarreling parents would stay married. “You should try it sometime,” she’d told her minutes-older sibling. “A little prayer can solve a big problem.”


  Or not. Mom and Dad had gotten divorced, and Mom was still not over it.


  Zoe only hoped that Chloe was praying now, that her presumed connection to the Lord God Almighty would garner them both some quick salvation because, as her mind cleared, Zoe realized the situa­tion was more dire than she’d wanted to believe. No college prank. No mistake. Somehow, some way, this huge sicko had been able to subdue and abduct them both.


  How?


  For a second she thought she remembered it happening. In a kaleidoscope of jagged images, she recalled fragments of her abduc­tion.


  A voice behind her, whispering her name over the din of the crowd. “It’s your sister,” he’d said, his words cutting through the noise of pedestrians. “She’s hurt.”


  “What?” Zoe had turned toward him, then searched the crowd. Where the hell was Chloe? Her twin had been right beside her . . . hadn’t she? Then she’d felt a sharp prickle of pain, like a wasp’s sting at first, then more intense as a needle had been plunged into her neck. In a quicksilver second she’d panicked, searched the faces of people teeming on the street, hoping to see Chloe or a cop or any­one who might think she was more than someone who’d had too much to drink. She’d stumbled and started to fall and tried to scream, but only a whimper had left her lips. On her way down, someone had caught her. The lights of New Orleans swirling, the ca­cophony on the street fading, she’d heard “happy birthday” whis­pered into her ear before she’d passed out.


  Sweet Jesus, it had been this freak who had captured Chloe and her, and somehow brought them here, wherever it was. Chloe’s sobs were louder now.


  He quit singing, glanced pointedly at the clock. “Shut the fuck up,” he said, his voice gravelly as he shouted away from Zoe, toward the opposite corner of the darkened room.


  The sobs stopped for a second. “Let me go,” Chloe begged, her voice trembling. Zoe’s heart nearly stopped. Don’t, she thought des­perately. Oh, Chloe, don’t get him mad.


  Chloe didn’t get the mental message.


  “I . . . I don’t know what you want or who you are, but please just let me go.”


  “I said, ‘Shut the fuck up.’” This time the words were said harshly and tightly, as if his lips were clamped in rage.


  Oh, God, this was no good. No good!


  “But—”


  “For the love of Christ!” He yanked something off the table where he worked. Zzzzt! Then a jangle. “I don’t have time for this!”


  What?


  Quickly he raised one hand, his shadow looming against the far wall. A snake seemed to curl and writhe from his fist as he gave it a shake.


  Chloe screeched in fear.


  A belt, Zoe realized.


  He cracked his wrist and the leather sizzled through the air.


  Chloe shrieked and Zoe had to bite back her own scream.


  Stop it, Chloe. Don’t piss him off! Use your head!


  “I mean it!” he roared, and snapped the belt loudly again, close, it seemed, to the spot where Chloe was most likely tethered against the far wall. Though it was too dark to see into the corners, Zoe guessed her twin was also tied up.


  Bastard!


  It was all Zoe could do not to say a word, not to betray the fact that she’d come to and her mind was clearing. She wanted to shout out to Chloe, to warn her, to comfort her, but Zoe bit her tongue. In­stinctively she knew it was best to stay silent, to lull the freak into be­lieving she was still sedated and unconscious, not a threat. Let him focus on his work, whatever it was, until Zoe could come up with a plan, some way to get them out of this horrific situation.


  Barely making a sound, she once again tried her bonds and was rewarded with a deeper cut into the flesh of her throat.


  Damn!


  Again, Chloe pleaded but her cries only incited him further. The man was a psycho. Well, duh. Only a true whack job would abduct twins off the street, drug them, and torture them. And his quick-triggered temper indicated he was volatile. Dangerous. Tied as she was, Zoe had only one weapon: her wits.


  Crap!


  Once Chloe was subdued, the near-naked bastard resumed his off-key singing. Never had the birthday song sounded more like a fu­neral dirge. And that was, no doubt, his intent. She was certain of that one heart-stopping fact. Gone was any thought of a prank gone wrong.


  “Happy birthday, dear twinsies,” he crooned in his horrid scratchy voice, still concentrating on his work and not sending a single glance her way.


  Good.


  “Happy birthday to yooooou.”


  Her stomach convulsed. Vomit rose in her mouth, but she fought the urge to spew.


  And then he started over, repeating the verse, like a broken, omi­nous record. She hated to think what would happen when he stopped. Because she knew. As certainly as she knew this day was her twenty-first birthday. He was going to kill her. And kill her sister. This sicko was just waiting for the right moment.


  No effing way.


  “Do you know what time it is?” Olivia’s voice called softly from the bedroom, and Rick Bentz, seated at his desk where he’d been for the past two hours, glanced at his watch. “It’s after midnight,” she said groggily, and he imagined her in the bed, wild curls splayed on the pillow, her eyes at half-mast. “Come to bed, honey.”


  Bentz’s jaw tightened. She was right. The digital display on the face of his watch read 12:14 in the damned morning. And he’d like nothing more than to strip off his clothes and the worries of the day to settle into bed with her. The baby, Ginny, eight months old, was asleep while their aging dog, Hairy S, was curled up and snoring softly. Even the damned parrot wasn’t making a peep.


  Too bad. He couldn’t shut it down for the night. Not yet.


  Streaming live from his computer was a radio program with Dr. Samantha Wheeler, who took calls from lonely hearts. Their voices were a soft drone of conversation. Dr. Sam, as she called herself, gave out psychological advice over the airwaves late at night on her show, Midnight Confessions.


  Bentz was listening in.


  So far it seemed as if all of tonight’s callers were legit: lonely or confused people seeking advice. It hadn’t always been so. Years ago, before she’d married Ty Wheeler, Dr. Sam had attracted the attention of a sadistic serial killer, a man who was sick enough to dress in priest’s robes, pretend to be a man of God, and then with horrifying determination went about his grisly business. She’d been his ulti­mate target and had barely escaped with her life.


  Bentz retrieved a bottle of beer from the six-pack he’d picked up at a convenience store on his way home from work. Hesitating only slightly, he cracked the longneck open and pushed aside all thoughts of days, weeks, and years of sobriety as he twisted off the top and caught a glimpse of the other five bottles tucked inside the card­board container at his feet.


  He wasn’t tired.


  “Rick?” Olivia called again, this time sounding a little more awake.


  In the darkness, the only illumination in the house came from his computer screen. He stared at the frozen frame of the video link as Dr. Sam’s calm voice ran a soothing counterpoint to the image of a gray prison cell. “Be there in a sec,” he said, turning his head so that his voice would carry into the general direction of the bedroom be­fore he took a long, calming swallow. A balm, the cold beer slid down his throat easily.


  Then he turned back to the monitor and clicked on the Play arrow once more, putting the video from the prison security camera in mo­tion for the umpteenth time. This time, maybe he’d see something important. A clue. God, he hoped so. In the days since the prison homicide, he’d been steeped in fury and disbelief. It just couldn’t be.


  “You can’t force him to love you,” Dr. Sam was saying in her melodic voice. “But you can love yourself,” she advised. The same psychobabble BS she’d peddled for years.


  “But he promised me,” replied the woman, a girl in her teens, Bentz guessed. “Nathan promised me we would be together forever and then . . . and then”—she sniffed loudly—“I saw a picture of him with Rachel. I mean, it was all over Instagram and everyone texted me and were, like, dude, what’s going on with Nathan?”


  “I know, but you can’t control Nathan,” Dr. Sam advised. “You can only control yourself.”


  Bentz listened with half an ear. He didn’t really care about the caller’s boyfriend problems, but he did want to listen to all of the people who phoned the radio show. Even though the producer of Midnight Confessions had assured him that the calls were being screened and recorded, you couldn’t trust that crew to weed out a psycho.


  This psycho. Bentz had watched the damned video from the De­partment of Corrections so many times, he might as well have it on a loop.


  The familiar image showed a prison cell. A female prisoner sat on the edge of her cot as a priest stepped inside the cell, the shadow of the bars striping his cassock. The prisoner looked up expectantly, ready to give her confession to the man of God, whose back was to the camera. As he stepped closer, she bent her head in prayer, prob­ably hoping for absolution or some other damned thing. The priest appeared to say something softly to the confessor and then in one quick, sure movement, he reached down as if to bless her, but quickly, expertly snapped her neck.


  She slumped quickly and Bentz noted that the priest didn’t use his trademark sharpened rosary beads to kill her. This time his ac­tions were on camera; his image might be splashed on a monitor in the prison’s security hub, and he probably couldn’t risk his slower signature kill. The guards would have been upon him before he could finish. Instead of strangling the life out of her with a rosary constructed of piano wire and sharpened glass beads, he broke her neck, then left the rosary dangling between her fingers, the blood red beads sparkling as he glanced up at the camera he obviously knew was mounted near the cell door. Smiling triumphantly, he re­vealed himself.


  Bentz’s stomach turned.


  The sick son of a bitch actually grinned into the camera’s eye be­fore disappearing from the cell.


  Bentz’s jaw hardened.


  Father John was back.


  Chapter 2


  Biting her lip, Zoe tried to figure out a way to save herself. To save Chloe. Somehow. Some way. First she had to get herself free.


  While the whack job worked at his bench, she silently worked on the rope that bound her wrists and ankles. She had to make good her escape. Their escape. She wouldn’t leave Chloe. Not ever.


  Once again, she tried to pull her hand to her abdomen. The ten­sion on the rope intensified, so she relaxed. That wasn’t going to work. Think, Zoe, think. There has to be a way.


  Again she tried to move. Again the bite of rough cord into her neck.


  Damn!


  She heard Chloe crying. Softly now, careful not to interrupt the freak from his task, she kept her gaze steady on his blocky body and the shadows he cast on the wall and tried again. This time, almost counterintuitively, she pulled her wrist closer to her naked back and upward toward her shoulders. It allowed her a range of movement, awkward though it was. She had trained as a gymnast in high school and also had double joints or hypermobility in her shoulders, el­bows, and fingers—talents she assumed her abductor didn’t realize.


  Still, it was hard work. But as she rotated her shoulders she felt the rope around her wrists give just a bit. She tried again, contorting, picking at the knot with her fingers. Noiselessly, knowing that time was running out, she gritted her teeth and kept picking.


  Was it her imagination or did the rope move slightly?


  Hope swelled. Heart thudding, she worked at the knots and re­membered her capture. God, how could she have been so stupid to have been lured by him, to believe that her twin was in trouble?


  She’d paid for her mistake, but she wasn’t going to docilely wait for whatever horror he meted out. No way! With an effort, she at­tempted to think clearly, to goddamned act despite the fear, deep and penetrating, cutting to her soul.


  You have to get yourself free, Zoe. No one else is going to help you.


  Silently, her jaw set, she picked at the huge knots in the semidark­ness, working at the rope restraining her wrists, determined to break free.


  Before it was too late. The clock on the wall counted off the sec­onds of her life.


  Tick. Tick. Tick.


  And still his sickening voice chanted the fateful song. “Happy birthday, dear twinsies,” he warbled tonelessly, then chuckled to him­self, a freak to the core. Chloe’s sobbing continued, almost a coun­termelody to his grumbled refrain.


  Shut up, Chloe! Don’t irritate him. He’s going to kill us, maybe torture and rape us first, so don’t hasten the process.


  But her twin kept whimpering.


  Zoe couldn’t see Chloe. She had tried, but the room was too dark; when she slid her gaze toward the sound of soft crying, she saw only a deep umbra.


  If only she had some other means of escape aside from her own wits. A weapon. A club or a knife or a saw or a rake or an ax or . . . God, what she’d do for a damned gun. But as she squinted, her gaze scraping the walls and floor, there was only a meager array of tools on the wall and a cell phone that never seemed to ring, even though he talked on it often enough, always, it seemed to the same person. Now, he was using scissors, and she thought she spied screwdrivers and a crowbar on the wall, but she couldn’t be sure. The twilight was pervasive, the stale air close as she noiselessly picked at the knots. Feeling the rope shift, she tamped down a ray of hope that rose in her heart. No time to get ahead of herself. And she was sweating. Beads of perspiration rolled down toward the hard floor, her fingers slippery as she plucked at the braided nylon, her joints straining.


  The rope shifted.


  Loosened.


  Or was it her mind?


  Oh. God.


  She pulled again on that end of the cord and again she felt the tension on her bonds lessen.


  Chloe sniffed loudly, sobbed again.


  Stop, Zoe wanted to shout. Don’t give this sicko the satisfaction of hearing your fear. Be strong. You can. You know you can.


  But that was a lie, wasn’t it? Deep down Zoe had always known that she was the strong one, that her twin was weaker, always had been. Hadn’t Zoe played the role of protector since the day they were born, twenty-one years ago? Zoe had come into the world first, and according to their parents had let out a yowl that nearly shook the concrete and steel of the hospital. Minutes later her younger sis­ter had entered this life with barely a peep. Chloe had been so quiet the maternity staff had to double-check to make certain the smaller baby had been breathing, her little heart beating.


  Right now Zoe’s younger sister was certainly making up for that quiet entrance into St. Anthony’s Hospital, and it wasn’t a good thing.


  Be quiet.


  Please, please, please!


  Be brave.


  I’ll save you.


  Zoe let go of the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.


  If I can.


  She, too, wanted to cry but knew it wouldn’t help. She, too, felt the need to scream and rail at the heavens, but again, that would do more harm than good. Zoe didn’t want the bastard to know what she was thinking or even that she was aware. She could not let him know she was plotting her escape. Let him believe her to be compliant and either still groggy from whatever drug he’d injected her with or so scared out of her mind that she couldn’t fight back. Let him think that she would be easy to deal with, that she would do exactly what he wanted without a fight.


  As if!


  Now, if she could just break free . . .


  Somehow save herself and her twin. Jesus, could her sister please stop with the pathetic little sobs?


  In the darkness, she stretched, trying to lengthen the cords hold­ing her fast. She froze. The off-key singing was getting closer.


  Her stomach crumpled in on itself and she almost gagged to think that the nut job had stopped whatever he was doing at the work­bench and was drawing near. His footsteps padded on the ground, soft and frightening, but at least she had some idea of where he was in the gloom.


  From the corner of her eye, she saw him reach for something on the wall above her—some new tool. Dear God, were there weapons just beyond her reach? Again, her heart leaped with hope as he turned back to the bench.


  Come on. Come on.


  Sweat drizzled down her back as once again she began to loosen the knotted cord.


  “Hey!” His gravelly voice cut through the darkness. Sharp. Angry. The stupid song momentarily forgotten.


  She froze. Oh, dear God, if he figured out that she was trying to escape—


  “Quit that!” he yelled.


  She was doomed! Drenched in her own sweat, she didn’t so much as draw a single breath.


  “All that cryin’ and sobbin’. Stop it. Won’t do no good anyhow. Be­sides,” he said, the edge in his voice giving way to a jovial tone. “It’s almost your birthday, so you should be happy. Right?” he cajoled Chloe, the evil in his voice dripping over his words.


  Zoe’s skin crawled at his personal tone.


  He glanced at the clock again and grunted. “Damn, the time.”


  What the hell was his fascination with the time? Did he have to be somewhere? Was it important? Why was a clock mounted in this aus­tere cave of a room?


  “No more wailing!” And then he was back at it, humming and singing as he tinkered at the bench, working on . . . what? Nothing good, she thought. She didn’t want to go there, didn’t want to imag­ine what horrid, twisted fate he had plotted for Chloe and herself; the hollow pit in her stomach warned her that whatever he had in mind would be more horrible than she could imagine. A sick, slow torture and probable rape, considering the fact that he’d stripped her. No, she wouldn’t think of the possibilities, couldn’t go there.


  With renewed conviction, she worked at her bonds, feeling the cords on her wrists slacken a bit more. She didn’t have a plan. She knew only that the first step was to break free before he realized what was happening, somehow get the drop on him. Get herself and her sister out of here. Maybe lock him inside if it were possible.


  But first, the rope. It cut deep into her wrists, rubbing her skin raw, stinging as she plucked at the knot. With her back to him, she could only hope her movements were veiled by the darkness. Her sister sobbed a little more softly now, though it was still enough to distract him.


  “I said knock it off,” he yelled angrily over the steady ticking of the clock. “Fuck!”


  Snap!


  Her heart stopped. The earthy-smelling room seemed to close in on her.


  Oh, no!


  She hazarded a glance over her shoulder and again saw the thin belt in the dim light that fell softly over his massive shoulders and back. Looming in a pool of gray light, still holding the horrid belt, he placed his hands on his hips and stared into the darkness, no doubt toward her twin.


  “Didn’t you fuckin’ hear me?”


  Oh. Dear. God. Chloe!


  Snap!


  He moved so quickly to crack the belt again, Zoe nearly jumped. In the silence that followed, Zoe wanted to cry for her sister, who had probably just received the worst whipping of her life.


  “Don’t make me use this again,” he warned, his voice low and gravelly. He raised his arm again, and the leather snaked from his clenched fist.


  Her throat turned to sand.


  Fear slid through her blood.


  Frantically she worked, watching him while the rope began to give. A little. Then a little more. She could move her hands more freely, felt the blood pumping through her veins again, sensation re­turning to her tingling fingers.


  And then, almost magically, the cord gave way. The tight manacle fell free into a loose braid, and the tension on her neck relaxed.


  Hallelujah!


  Shaking her hands free, she wondered—should she try to unbind her ankles? Crap! She had to. It was necessary if she wanted to walk out of here on her own. Adrenalin firing her blood, she bent over a little more, the fetal position a cover as she studied the cord on her ankles with her fingertips, finding the knots.


  And still he sang, though he kept checking the clock as if it were important. What did it matter what time . . . oh, God. Suddenly she understood; he was going to do something to them at the exact time of their births. That had to be it. The clock displayed prominently. The song. Both of them here . . .


  And there wasn’t much time left.


  She’d been born at 1:21 a.m. Chloe had come along seventeen minutes later at 1:38.


  Oh, God. Another look at the clock.


  1:14.


  If she was right, she only had seven more minutes to make a move! Frantically, she tore at the loosening knot. It began to unravel.


  Come on, come on!


  Viper-like, the braided cord slid from her ankles. Finally! Zoe held fast to one frayed end and pulled, wincing as the rope slid round her neck and fell away. She gripped the rope. Now she had a weapon.


  “. . . birthday, dear Zoe,” he sang, striking fear into her heart as he singled her out. Of course. She was the firstborn. “Happy birth­day to—”


  She sprang!


  He started to turn just as she landed on his back.


  “Hey!” he yelled, startled. He dropped the scissors, then bel­lowed, “What the fu—”


  He shifted, trying to throw her off, but she held on with a steely desperation and wrapped the rope around his neck. Roaring, grunt­ing, jumping like a bucking bronco in a rodeo, he tried to fling her from his back. But she held on tight, anchoring the cord over her fin­gers and winding it around his thick neck. To anchor herself in place, she had to clench her legs around his gross, naked waist. The stench of him reached her nostrils as he tried to free himself, whipping his head back and forth.


  The rope burned her hands but cut deep into his flesh. Clenching her jaw, she twisted it tighter, imagining a crushing force on his wind­


  pipe. He dug frantically at it with his fingers.


  Chloe’s mewling turned to terrified screams.


  Die, freak! Zoe thought as he twisted and turned, gasping, falling against the workbench, sending his scissors and ribbons, wire, and a stack of clothes—her damned clothes, the dress she’d been wearing when he’d abducted her—flying and scattering onto the floor. One of his arms flailed, hitting the domed light. It fell from the ceiling, skittering across the floor and cracking, giving off a sick bluish hue. Still he bucked. Jumping up and down, he clawed at the rope with one hand. The other big paw flailed backward, his fist swishing the air over his head in a wild attempt to connect with any part of her.


  No way! No frickin’ way!


  She threw her weight backward, pulling with all her strength, try­ing to cut off his air supply or sever his windpipe or break his damned neck.


  Letting out a garbled growl, he stamped his powerful legs, then threw them both back against the wall, squeezing her body between his muscular back and the rough cement.


  Bam!


  Pain jolted down her spine.


  Her teeth rattled.


  The breath was forced from her lungs in a whoosh and a groan.


  She felt her grip begin to slip.


  No!


  She held on as he pounded her, taking a step forward, then throw­ing all his weight backward once more as he clawed at the rope and gasped.


  “Die bastard!” she hissed.


  “Zoe?” Chloe cried.


  Crack! The back of her head slammed against the wall.


  Pain exploded through her skull. Lights flashed behind her eyes. She thought she might pass out and the rope began to slip in her hands.


  For the love of God, just die!


  As Chloe cried out again, Zoe snapped back to awareness and yanked hard on the rope. She wound it tighter until her shoulder muscles screamed and the nylon cut into her fingers.


  The beast responded by clawing at the rope. Sputtering and moan­ing, he staggered away from the wall, a little less steady this time.


  She braced herself, pulled back so hard that her arm muscles ached.


  His muscles bunched. With a muffled roar, he threw himself back­ward again. She banged against the wall and he pinned her, squeez­ing her against rough concrete. Every bone in her body rattled and her bare skin felt scraped raw.


  She felt the rope slipping. No, no, no!


  Desperately she clung on. Tried to breathe.


  “Zoe!” Chloe screamed from the shadows in the corner. “Help me!”


  Oh, Jesus, what do you think I’m trying to do?


  Zoe’s fingers were cramped and bleeding. She dragged in a breath, determined to hold on.


  The monster’s back slackened. He stumbled slightly and then caught his balance as he gasped and sputtered. He was strong, but his knees were giving out.


  Good! Gritting her teeth, she wound the rope around her fingers and yanked even tighter. Both his hands were on the noose, scraping and pulling. He rocked to and fro, his legs wobbling.


  That’s it, you sick whack job. Die! Take your last damned breath.


  Wobbling, he sank to his knees.


  Still, she clung to the rope as his throat rattled, a hiss of air still es­caping. Damn it! With all her strength, she wrenched the cord so hard she was certain the bones in her hands would break. She didn’t care. “Chloe!” she yelled. “Get yourself free.”


  More wailing.


  Sometimes her twin was such a wimp!


  “Pull yourself together! The scissors. Cut yourself free! Come on, Chloe! Do it! Do it now!” She was barking orders as the big man teetered on his knees. “Die you son of a bitch,” she growled into his ear as gravity dragged him to the ground. “Just frickin’ die!”


  As he slumped to the floor, pinning her leg, she didn’t let go, wasn’t about to take any chances. Still holding tight to the cord, she searched the gloom and ignored the pain screaming up her thigh. Damn it all to hell, he was a heavy bastard.


  With difficulty, she unwrapped the cord from one hand, then in the gloom, gripped both ends with the other. Slapping and sweeping the floor with her free arm, she frantically searched a weapon.


  When he moaned, she tugged the rope again, but her strength was nearly zapped. Chloe was still whimpering in a far corner. Shit! As usual, Zoe had to do everything. Scrabbling wildly with her free hand, she hit something sharp. Metal. The scissors!


  She slid backward and kicked at the beast of a man with her free foot to roll him off her leg. Finally, she let go of the cord around his neck. Then she curled her bloody fingers through the eye ring of the scissors, turned, and with all her might, stabbed him in the throat. The blades went deep into the soft tissue, right into the welt created by the cord.


  Chloe screamed.


  Zoe wasn’t finished. With an effort she pulled at the eye rings of the scissors and forced the blades open, trying to slice whatever tis­sue she could. Then, she slammed the scissors shut again.


  The beast roared over a sickening slurp of blood and muscle and tendon. Zoe hoped to high heaven that she’d severed something im­portant—the carotid, his jugular, his spine. The ensuing sucking sound curdled her blood, but she couldn’t think about it. She only hoped the bastard bled out quickly, for both their sakes.


  Zoe crawled across the floor toward the sound of her sister and found Chloe naked, bound, and trembling against a wall. Her eyes were wide, her breathing shallow and rapid.


  “Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God,” Chloe babbled, quivering and pale. “You killed him.”


  “I hope so.”


  Chloe started crying.


  “Pull yourself together!” Zoe ordered and started cutting her sis­ter’s hands free with the scissors. Her fingers cramped and she, too, was shaking, but she forced the bloody blades open and closed, then sawed with them as Chloe stared in horror. “Come on, come on,” Zoe ordered herself, and shot a glance at the motionless blob that was their abductor. The cords were tough, and part of her longed to crumple into a pile like her sister, but adrenaline and fear spurred her on.


  And Chloe was no help at all. “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t,” she chanted, her eyes wild and teary. “Oh, no . . . no, no!” She began to pant, gasp­ing for breath.


  “Shit.” Zoe winced, working one prong of the scissors into the coils of a fat knot.


  The cord over Chloe’s wrists weakened and finally gave. “Come on, help me with your ankles,” Zoe ordered, but Chloe was shivering and wild-eyed, panting and damned useless.


  “Chloe!” Zoe gave her twin a sharp shake, then worked at the ropes around her twin’s ankles. “Come on. We have to get out of here. Now!”


  “No. Oh, God. He . . . he!” She was staring petrified over Zoe’s shoulder, and for a split second Zoe thought the freak had awakened and was dragging himself up to pounce again. A quick look con­firmed he was still unmoving. Hopefully dead.


  Still, her twin was frozen in place. “I . . . I can’t . . . he . . .”


  “Stop it!” Zoe ordered.


  “I . . . I . . . I can’t.” Chloe sobbed, staring at the naked man prone on the floor, blood still pumping in a dark pool blooming around his body. “I—”


  Slap! Zoe swatted her twin on the cheek.


  “Ow!”


  “You can and you will,” Zoe insisted, finally untying the rope around Chloe’s ankles.


  As Chloe started unwinding the cord from her neck and kicking her feet free, Zoe spied a ladder propped upward, extending through a hole in the ceiling.


  Zoe pulled Chloe to her feet. “Come on, let’s go!” Even in the gar­ish half-light she could see a red welt rising on her sister’s cheek. Zoe didn’t have time to care. Served the ninny right. Propelling her sister toward the ladder, she took one last look at the freak still bleeding out. “Get going!” she commanded. “Up!”


  “Geez, you didn’t have to hit me.” Chloe was rubbing the red spot above her jaw.


  “Yeah, I did. Now! Up, damn it. Climb!” What was wrong with her twin?


  With maddening slowness, Chloe began the climb up the teeter­ing ladder. Come on, come on, come on! Zoe mentally urged, right on her sister’s heels. Impatient, she pushed her upward on the un­steady rungs. As Chloe reached the top, the great unknown, Zoe heard a pained groan come from behind them, an ugly noise rising from the shadows.


  Her heart sank.


  The freak wasn’t dead.


  Chapter 3


  “What’s wrong?” Olivia’s voice was a balm, always had been. Soft and sensual, with a bit of a Southern drawl. Sexy as hell.


  Bentz sat on the edge of their bed, felt the mattress beneath the thin quilt sag. He’d tried to enter the bedroom quietly so as not to disturb her, but of course that had been impossible. “A case.”


  “Father John.” Not a question.


  “Yeah.”


  Sighing, she rolled over and hit the bedside lamp. In the soft illu­mination he saw the concern in her large eyes, the dusting of freck­les over her nose. “Want to talk about it?” Yawning, she swept a few blond curls from her face.


  “Nah.”


  “You never do.”


  He chuckled, leaned over, and brushed a kiss across her cheek. God, she was beautiful.


  “You’ve had a beer?” No judgment. Just a question asked as she pulled herself onto her elbows and cocked her head to one side.


  “Or two.”


  “So the case is really bad.”


  “I hate that bastard.”


  “I know. We all do.” She was wearing an oversized T-shirt but was still incredibly feminine.


  He chuckled at her pout, unbuttoned his dress shirt, peeled it off, and became serious again. “This guy, a fake priest of all things. I thought he was dead. I mean . . .” He pulled his T-shirt over his head and yanked off his pants. “What the hell? Couldn’t he have had the decency to die in that damned swamp?” Angrily, he balled the dirty shirt. “I mean, all of my cases are bad. You know that. Hell, I work homicide. But some of them, some of the killers, like this one, make it personal.”


  “You’ll get him,” she said, smiling up at him in the shadowed room with its gauzy curtains, huge bed, and coved ceilings. “You al­ways do.”


  “I thought I already had,” he muttered, tossing his shirt into a darkened corner where a hamper stood near the closet. He missed, of course, the T catching on the side of the hamper. Not that he cared. He thought of all the cases that he hadn’t closed, the killers who’d gotten away. There were several where he’d known who the criminal was but hadn’t been able to gather enough evidence to put the bastard away. And there were a few where a criminal was con­victed, the case against him sufficient, but still Bentz had wondered if the right man had ended up behind bars. Those, thankfully, were not even a handful.


  “Hey, can’t you forget about it for a few hours?” Olivia said. She’d let one long leg slide from beneath the quilt, and reached up to touch his cheek. With a gleam in her eyes and a lift of one already arched brow, she added, “I’m awake, and the baby’s asleep.”


  He couldn’t help the grin that grew from one side of his jaw to the other. “Why, Mrs. Bentz,” he asked, “are you trying to seduce me?”


  “Never,” she said, but dropped the hand from his face, slowly trac­ing his neck and chest to fall into his crotch. “Uh-oh.” Feigned inno­cence.


  Jesus, he loved her.


  She let a finger trail between his legs.


  His erection, already at half-mast, stiffened.


  “You’re wicked,” he said, and leaned over to kiss her.


  “Only for you,” she said into his open mouth as he scraped back the blankets with one hand and stretched out beside her. Her arms surrounded his neck and she kissed him with a passion that had been with them since the first time they’d made love. Yes, they’d had their bumps in the road. Their relationship had been far from per­fect. But the heat between them, that raw lust and deep yearning, had never faltered. And now, as her hands sculpted his muscles and his blood quickened in his veins, he closed his eyes, lost himself in her, and wished that the lovemaking would never end.


  “Come on, hurry!” Zoe said, pushing her sister from that hellhole. The ladder had opened to the stone floor of a small one-room build­ing that was more shed than living space, and she’d had to push her sister up and out. After they had made their way up the metal rungs, Zoe had taken the time to pull the ladder to the ground floor of the darkened shed. If the psycho in his rubber apron somehow had the grit and strength to wake up and try to follow them, he’d be trapped in his own lair.


  Fitting, Zoe figured, as she knocked over a chair and tripped while ushering Chloe outside to the darkness of the night.


  “What about him?” Chloe asked, her voice tremulous with fear.


  “He’s dead.”


  “You killed him?”


  “Yes! Move it! ”


  “Good. Twisted psycho-freak!”


  The old door scraped as Zoe tugged it open. Then she led her sis­ter into the dark night. The cabin was dilapidated, ready to topple onto the sparse, weedy clearing around it. A forest surrounding the small patch of ground seemed to block out any light. From here, there were no visible neighbors, no signs of civilization. If only she could hear the hum of traffic on a highway or the clack of a train on tracks or the deep moan of a foghorn on the river. But there was no sound beyond their tattered breathing, the steady patter of rain, and the sough of wind rushing through branches of nearby trees. Then a dog, as if disturbed from slumber, gave a sharp “woof.”


  “Where are we?” Chloe whimpered, sounding as if she might start crying again.


  “Don’t know. Come on!” Grabbing her sister’s hand, she started running along what seemed to be a path cutting through a dense thicket of trees. The night was warm and wet, rain falling softly, sum­mer in Louisiana evident in the earthy smell and dense vegetation. From somewhere in the distance she thought she sensed the roll of a river, the smell of water.


  There was no moonlight. Clouds blocked some of the stars and snuffed out most of the light.


  “We . . . we need to call someone,” Chloe said as they sprinted.


  “Good idea. Got your cell?”


  “No, but—” The slumbering dog was now awake and barking wildly.


  “Neither do I. Just keep moving.”


  “But my feet . . .”


  “Yeah, I know.” Zoe’s feet hurt, too. They were running barefoot through the woods, not a stitch on, probably getting bitten all over. Although the lane was now overgrown with tall grass, the gravel long driven into the ground, the twin tire tracks were still visible. Zoe stubbed her toe and bit back a curse. The weedy lane had to lead somewhere, she figured, to a county road or private drive or some­thing. Their only course was to follow its winding path through the looming trees.


  Every once in a while she glanced over her shoulder, worried that somehow the freak would escape from his own prison and break free, running them to the ground. Impossible, she told herself. You killed him. You’re a murderess.


  “Good.”


  “What? What’s good?” Chloe asked in the darkness, her fingers still clutched in Zoe’s hand.


  “Nothing.”


  “Oh.” Disappointment. “Shit!” Chloe squealed and ducked as a creature of the night flew by. “Oh, God, was that a bat?”


  “Don’t know. Don’t care.”


  “An owl. That was it. Tell me it was an owl.”


  Who cared? “Sure. An owl. Don’t worry about it. We’ve got to find someone to help us.”


  “We’re naked!”


  “I know. That’s the least of our problems right now.” Zoe kept pressing forward, hoping beyond hope that they would find safety and that the abomination who had captured them was dead. Why the hell had the freak kidnapped them? What was he doing at the workbench, cutting up the wire and ribbon? And why did he sing that stupid birthday song? Nothing made any sense. How did he even know it was their birthday? Who the fuck was he? “Come on,” she stepped up the pace, her mind racing faster than her bare feet. Obvi­ously they’d been targeted because of their birthdays. He had known. How? Had he been following them? Stalking them?


  Happy Birthday, dear twinsies . . . Wasn’t that what he’d sung? As if the two of them being twins and sharing a birthday was significant. Holy shit, what was going on? “Hurry, Chloe,” she whispered urgently as the forest seemed to close in on them. It was her twenty-first birth­day and, for the first time in her life, Zoe Denning personally felt the presence of evil in the world.


  Pain screamed through his neck and throat.


  An even deeper anguish came from the knowledge that the bitches had escaped.


  For the first time ever, he’d lost both victims. He closed his eyes for a second and gathered himself. Willing the fire around his neck to subside, he reached up and felt the blood drying on his throat. He’d been lucky there. That cunt Zoe had tried to kill him with his own damned shears and rope. His lip curled in disgust at his weakness. But he wasn’t dead yet.


  Wincing, he rolled over and climbed to his feet. His head was clear­ing at last. A quick survey and he saw the devastation in the basement, the cracked light, the scattered ribbon, the bloody scissors that had been meant to end his life.


  He let out a hard growl as rage engulfed him. Didn’t they know he was doing them a favor? Taking their lives before they turned into adults? Saving them from the horrors of being separated, wrenched apart?


  He’d been careless. Complacent.


  And Zoe had gotten the drop on him.


  Un-fucking-thinkable.


  Blood had crusted down his neck, and he knew he was lucky to be alive, but the fury that consumed him didn’t allow him time to give himself a pat on the back. Not when the twins had gotten the better of him, left him for dead and found a way to break free. Fuck. Wait until Myra found out. Shit, he could already hear her taunting him, reminding him of what an idiot he was.


  “Son of a bitch!” he roared, but his voice emerged as a whisper, a painful mew. He realized whatever that bitch Zoe had done to him with the rope around his neck and the scissors thrust into his throat was going to keep him from speaking very loudly, at least for a while. Not that it mattered, but it pissed him off.


  Furious, his blood pumping, he pounded a heavy fist on his work­table.


  She’d get hers.


  He’d see to it.


  He had to get them. Chase them down. Bring them back. Finish his work. He checked the clock. There was still time.


  But a headache pounded behind his eyes and his throat felt as if all the demons in hell were gnawing at his flesh, chewing on him from the inside out. With difficulty, he staggered for the ladder and found it missing. “Goddamn it!” he hissed, then closed his mouth as pain exploded in his neck. With difficulty he peered upward and saw the foot of the ladder visible in the open door of the crawlspace.


  How had he let down his guard, letting them escape?


  Despite his wounds, he found the stool near his workbench and placed it under the opening in the ceiling. Standing on the stool, he reached up, took aim, and swung his belt over the protruding leg of the ladder. Eventually he was able to hook the buckle over the bot­tom rung. Slowly he pulled, but the belt slipped, fell back, the clasp nearly hitting him in the face.


  “Shit!”


  Again he swung the belt upward and hooked it. This time the con­nection was more secure. He tugged. The ladder moved. Gently, he pulled, forcing the ladder to the opening and levering it through. One final tug and gravity took care of the rest; the ladder slipped down to him. He secured the feet and a second later he was clamber­ing up and checking the small cabin for signs of the twins. Nothing.


  Outside the darkness was thick, no moon glow or starlight. A misting rain filled the air. He closed his eyes and strained to listen to the sounds of the night. Over the pounding of his own damned heartbeat he heard a hoot of an owl and the steady croak of a bull­frog and the rush of wind through the trees. But no frantic footsteps. No hushed voices. Nothing to indicate the twins were nearby.


  Fuck!


  Frustration burned through him with a savage heat, and even though he was stripped bare, wearing only the damned apron, he began to sweat. Had he lost them? The twin girls who could ID him? His teeth ground together as he searched the darkness. They couldn’t be far. He hadn’t passed out for that long, less than fifteen minutes, and they were both naked and on foot.


  He didn’t think twice as he rounded the shed where his dog was going ape-shit, barking and howling loud enough to raise the dead. For a second, he thought about releasing Red, but he didn’t want to take the time and his van would be so much faster. He reached into a deep pocket of his apron and found his keys. There was only one way out of this place, and the lane was long.


  “Hurry!” Zoe stage whispered, still yanking on her twin’s hand. The rain was coming down harder now, fast and furious, so loud that she could barely make out the rush of the river. The sudden noise of a dog barking wildly in the distance alerted her senses. “Come on.” She couldn’t get away from that horrid cabin fast enough. Sure she’d left their captor bleeding out, probably dead already, but the all-consuming fear that they somehow wouldn’t escape kept her racing on the uneven track.


  “Ow! Shit!” Chloe stumbled and let out a groan.


  “What?”


  “I think I cut my foot. Goddamned rock.”


  Too bad. “You’ll be all right.” Zoe kept pulling on her sister, forc­ing her to run.


  “I . . . I don’t know.” Chloe’s whiney tone was back. “How did this happen?” she demanded, breathing hard. “Who was that psycho? What did he want from us?”


  “Who knows? As you said he’s a psycho.” But whatever his sick plans were, they included their birthdays.


  “Jesus, he was going to kill us, Zoe. I know it!”


  “Just keep going,” Zoe said, tugging her sister along as a new noise cut through the night. A rumble of sorts. “Wait!” She skidded to a stop, wet grass and gravel sliding beneath her feet.


  “What? But I thought—”


  “Shhh!” Over Chloe’s complaints and her own breathing, Zoe thought she heard the sound of a motor, a car’s engine. Trying des­perately to locate the direction, she closed her eyes, straining to lis­ten. “You hear that?”


  “What?”


  “A damned car or truck or—oh, shit! Maybe it’s him!”


  “What? No, I thought you killed him.”


  “I thought I did, too.”


  “Where is the car?” Chloe looked over her shoulder, one way and then the other. Even in the dark night Zoe saw the wide whites of her sister’s eyes, felt her fear. “I don’t see anything. No headlights, no—”


  “Just run!” Zoe yanked hard on her sister’s hand. They had to leave the road. Zoe couldn’t believe the freak could have survived her attack, but maybe he had an accomplice. Chloe was right, no headlights shined in the wet night, but the uneven growl of an en­gine bore down on them, and it was coming from the direction of the cabin. “Come on!” Zoe tore through the dark woods, dragging her sister with her. From the way Chloe lagged behind it was clear that Zoe had always been more athletic, while Chloe more of a stu­dent. Tonight it didn’t matter. Chloe was going to have to dig deep and push herself if they were going to escape this living nightmare.


  Panic reigned as the sound of the vehicle’s engine came nearer. Oh, God, please let him drive past. Let him think we’re long gone. Maybe they should hide, just stop and use the cover of darkness as their cloak, but that seemed like inviting danger. No doubt he had a flashlight or lantern and some kind of a weapon. A gun or machete or whatever.


  Run, run, RUN!


  Dragging her sister, Zoe veered off the road, over a berm of weeds and grass. Finally the rain was letting up a little, clouds moving, a bit of moonlight offering some visibility.


  “We should’ve listened to Mom,” Chloe said as they stumbled and raced to the edge of the woods. “We should’ve gone to her apart­ment.”


  Shoulda, woulda, coulda.


  “Then this dickwad wouldn’t have found us.” Chloe was breathing hard, panting.


  “Too late.”


  “Or I should never have broken up with Tommy. If he were here, he would know what to do—”


  “Tommy’s a prick and we don’t have time for this!” Why the hell was Chloe thinking about her ex-boyfriend now?


  “But he loves me!”


  “Oh, for crap’s sake, just hurry!” Together they scrambled through the undergrowth. Thorns pricked, nettles stung, the sharp edges of pinecones cut into their feet as they hurtled blindly through the trees. Chloe thought she heard and smelled water ahead, maybe a creek or river or—


  Thunk!


  “Ow! Shit!” Chloe yelped, her hand sliding from Zoe’s as she fell. “Damn it all to hell.”


  “Shh!” Zoe ordered, sliding to a stop and turning back toward her sister. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled and she whipped around. Was there someone else here? Suddenly she felt dozens of pairs of unseen eyes watching her. Which was crazy. No way. She took a few steps toward the sound of running water. Aside from the lu­natic she’d left in the cabin and whoever was driving the car, they were alone . . . right?


  Craaack.


  A twig snapped.


  Zoe spun quickly, searching the darkness. “Chloe?” she whis­pered.


  No answer.


  “Chloe!” Which way was her sister? She had to be nearby. “Where the hell are you?” Her voice was a raspy whisper as she squinted into the shadows. “Chloe?”


  “Over here!” Her sister shouted from the suddenly quiet copse. But her voice came from a few yards off, as if she were moving away from Zoe.


  “Where are you?” Zoe whispered.


  “Here!”


  The engine had quit running and now . . . Oh, God, Zoe saw the sweep of a flashlight’s beam flickering through the foliage. How the hell had he found them? It’s not the freak. He’s dead. You killed him. You had to have killed him. He couldn’t have survived.


  “Maybe it’s help,” Chloe ventured.


  “No!” Zoe wasn’t convinced. “We’ve got to get out of here,” she shrieked, her arm scrabbling in the air, searching in the direction from which she thought she’d heard Chloe’s voice. “Run!”


  “Don’t leave me!” Chloe cried.


  Zoe turned and plunged into the dense growth, racing toward the sound of her sister’s voice. A few steps in her legs met the resistance of something heavy and cold. By the time she realized it was a fallen log, she was going down.


  Crap! She tumbled down, rolling to a stop against a stump. “Oooph!” Sharp pain splintered through her ankle.


  “Zoe!” Chloe cried as the beam of the flashlight strobed through the trees, searching.


  No!


  They were seconds away from being discovered, and Zoe couldn’t let the searcher find her twin. No way! Zoe stood a chance against whoever was hunting them down, but she had to think fast to save her sister. Forcing herself back onto her feet, she tried to keep weight off her tender ankle as she waved and yelled and screamed to divert the hunter’s attention from Chloe. “Hey!” she shouted at the beam of light. It moved quickly, bouncing as if whoever was holding it was running. “Hey! Over here!”


  But the light didn’t swing in her direction. Instead, it veered over into the brush many yards from her, toward her sister. Horrified, Zoe watched the watery beam shift and circle, homing in.


  Suddenly the beam landed on Chloe. Cowering and ghostly in the light, she seemed rooted to the spot, frozen in fear.


  “Chloe, run!” Zoe screamed as she struggled to see the hunter in the thin moonlight. It was a big, hulking form. The hairy man in an apron. The monster was alive! Somehow he’d survived!


  Sick inside, she screamed at the top of her lungs for her sister to get on her feet and escape. “Go! Run!”


  But it was too late. In the next instant the freak pounced on his prey, springing with the agility of a lion.


  Chloe let out a shriek as the light cut out.


  Oh, God!


  “There’s still time!” he growled, his voice a gravelly whisper in the damp night.


  Instinctively, Zoe had lurched toward her sister, but now, trapped in the muddy darkness, she froze. She’d lost her bearings! She stared into the night, willing her eyes to focus in the moonlight. As her eyes adjusted she saw him hovering over her shocked twin. It looked as if he were striking her again and again, but as her focus sharpened Zoe realized he was tying Chloe up. The beast was subduing her, trapping her, just as a spider traps its prey . . . for later.


  Zoe sank onto the wet ground, her fingers scrabbling over the earth and mud, searching for a weapon—a rock, a stick, anything. What had he said? There’s still time? As if there were a deadline. Her fingertips located a root, but she couldn’t dislodge it. Damn it, there had to be some stone or . . . nothing!


  “Help!” Chloe cried, and Zoe sprang to her feet only to feel an ex­cruciating pain skitter up her leg. Jesus!


  “Zoe! I can’t—”


  And then Chloe’s voice cut off, as if she’d been gagged.


  “Let’s go,” he croaked.


  “No!” Zoe screamed, hobbling toward them. Terror rushed through her as she watched him haul her sister to his shoulder and begin walk­ing toward the road. “I’ll be back,” he growled in that horrid voice. “Don’t worry. The party won’t start without you.”


  Zoe took a step forward, intent on chasing him down, on some­how maiming him and saving Chloe. After all, she’d done it before, but his chilling words echoed through her brain.


  The party won’t start without you.


  The party?


  And then she knew for certain that this was all about timing— about their mutual birthday. Whatever his twisted plan was, it in­volved both sisters, not just one, otherwise he wouldn’t have taken the time or chance to kidnap them both. The bastard needed both of them to do his sick work, and that gave Zoe some power. The only way to save Chloe was to save herself first.


  With a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, Zoe pressed into the forest. The pain in her ankle was crippling and her chances of out­running him were nil, but she had to try to escape and lure him away from Chloe. She had to make sure the clock kept ticking. Then she’d double back and save her sister. There wasn’t much time, but this, she felt, was her only option.


  As she ran, she heard him give chase.


  She had a head start because he’d taken the time to put Chloe into his vehicle. Dear God, if Chloe had the brains and the ability, maybe she could drive away and get help! But those thoughts were futile. Chloe was too passive, too introverted, too damned weak to help herself. Chloe was the classic victim. That’s why it’s up to me to save her, Zoe thought as she hobbled through the dark woods.


  Closer he came, crashing through the underbrush.


  Oh, Jesus!


  He was gaining on her!


  Over the rush of water and the rasp of her own ragged breathing she heard the pounding of his footsteps, snapping twigs as he rushed forward.


  Her heart froze.


  Keep moving. Just keep running.


  Lunging forward, she brushed branches from her face. Thorns scratched against her bare legs, but she kept moving, plunging through the darkness. Her heart was beating frantically, pulsing in her ears when she heard his breath coming in hard, fast gasps.


  So near!


  So damned close.


  Even though her twin was tied up, she hoped Chloe was using this distraction to try and escape.


  Hurry, hurry, hurry!


  “It’s no use, bitch,” he said, his voice so close to her she flinched. Oh, God, he was right behind her! Adrenalin spurred her legs faster just as she felt fingernails swipe over her bare shoulder and fall away. “I’ve got you!” His foul stench told her that he was close, inches away. He took another swipe at her, this time grabbing her arm. Zoe leaped, trying to break free of the pincer of his grip. Her shoulder wrenched as she yanked her arm back and his moist hand, sweaty and probably bloody, slipped away.
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