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About the Book


Over twenty years ago, Dr Evelyn Talbot was scarred for life when her teenage boyfriend Jasper Moore tortured her and left her for dead. And she fears one day he will return to finish what he started.


Evelyn has tried to move forward and turned her trauma into her life’s work. As a leading psychiatrist at Hanover House in remote Alaska, she is confronted with psychopaths and danger every day. She delves deep into their minds, despite the horrors that hide there, trying to figure out why they do what they do.


When a woman goes missing from a nearby cabin, Evelyn immediately believes one of the Hanover House killers might be involved. But something about the case brings familiar and terrifying memories back to haunt her. She fears the truth may be closer, and darker, than she first imagined.




To Lee Ann Capehart, a member of my online book
group and one of my most loyal readers. Thanks for the
enthusiasm you have shown for my work over the years.
It’s been such a pleasure knowing you!






I believe the only way to reform people is to kill them.


—Carl Panzram, American serial killer,
rapist, arsonist







Prologue


Anchorage, Alaska . . .


The cellar was almost ready. It’d taken months to put in the lighting, the plumbing, the Sheetrock and the flooring and to get it all soundproofed. Jasper Moore, aka Andy Smith, could’ve had it done in a matter of weeks had he hired a contractor, but he wasn’t that foolish. No one could know about what he’d created. He’d bought the materials in small batches from three different stores, just to mix things up, and he’d done the work himself in the hours he was off from the prison.


He tested the restraints he’d ordered from a bondage site on the Web. He’d cemented the iron rings into the floor only yesterday and didn’t think they were fully secure. He’d give the concrete another week to cure. Meanwhile, he’d finish ordering the rest of the torture devices that appealed to him. Shit like that was so much more accessible these days. God, he loved the Internet.


He stood at the foot of the stairs, giving what he’d created a final approving glance. Yep, he’d thought of everything. He’d even put a drain in the floor so he could wash blood and other bodily fluids down with a simple garden hose. Because he’d been married most of the past twenty years – he’d needed the income of a wife, since he didn’t care to work himself – he’d never had a playground like this before. He’d always had to find an abandoned shack, trailer or barn where he could keep his victims and then worry that they might be discovered.


This was going to be so much better. He’d have constant access, complete privacy.


The excitement and awareness – the raw lust – he felt when he thought of Evelyn Talbot rose inside him, stronger and more powerful than ever.


He’d put in the time, done the work. He was almost ready to make his move.


Now that he had a place for her, a place no one knew existed, he’d be able to keep her indefinitely.




One


The weather was turning.


Sierra Yerbowitz stood at the window of the small, rustic cabin she’d rented with her brother and his two friends and felt her stomach muscles tighten as she watched a sea of dark clouds roll toward her. She’d always wanted to visit Alaska, had wondered what the last frontier was like. With climate change and population growth, she knew it wouldn’t remain unspoiled forever. Because it was vastly different from Louisiana, where she and her family lived, it intrigued her. So when her brother offered to take her on the hunting trip he’d been planning for ages, she’d readily agreed.


She would’ve preferred visiting in the summer, when daylight lasted longer and bad weather wasn’t much of an issue. But Leland and his friends Peter and Ted were each determined to bag a moose, and their permits specified that they could hunt only from September 15 to October 15. They’d hoped to come in September, but a conflict in schedules left them with no other option than to take the trip after October 8.


‘Where are you?’ she muttered, searching for any sign of the men driving through the trees beyond the snow that covered the ground immediately surrounding her. Surely Leland and his friends had spotted the clouds and were heading back. They’d taken the Ford Expedition they’d rented in Anchorage, along with a trailer carrying two ATVs, down a dirt road to a river. Sierra couldn’t remember the name of the river because there were rivers everywhere in Alaska and she hadn’t been paying attention when they were plotting their route. None of it pertained to her, since she wasn’t interested in hunting. All she knew was that they planned to branch out from the SUV and go wherever the moose scat or tracks led them.


She hoped they hadn’t wandered too far from their staging area. If so, it could take a long time to get back, and by then the storm would be upon them . . .


She checked her watch. Noon. Her brother had said they’d return at four, which had sounded early when he’d mentioned it that morning. Now she feared it wouldn’t be early enough.


‘Come on, Leland.’ It would be like her brother to discount the weather, push his luck. He’d always been a risk taker and, after coming so far and going to so much expense, he wouldn’t give up easily. They hadn’t gotten a bull yet, and this was their last chance. First thing tomorrow, they had to leave for Juneau so they could see other parts of the state before going home.


Alaska could be unpredictable. She’d read that in all the literature. What if Leland and his friends got turned around and couldn’t make their way back to the truck? What if they got separated trying?


If they didn’t return, she couldn’t even call for help. There was no cell service in this area, no phone service at all. And they’d taken the only vehicle, so she didn’t have a car. Hilltop, the closest town – not that a few squat buildings and five hundred people constituted much of a town – wasn’t far as the crow flew. But she’d have to use the roads, which made the trip significantly longer. She wouldn’t be able to walk that distance even if it wasn’t storming.


Determined not to let herself get too worked up, she moved away from the window. They’d been at the cabin for three days and were low on firewood. She needed to figure out how to get more from the shed behind the cabin, so she could be prepared, if necessary. But when Leland had gone out last night to do just that, he’d come back empty-handed. He’d said the combination they’d been given wouldn’t open the lock, which hadn’t been good news. The cabin had a generator for lights and hot water, but the wood-burning stove served as the only source of heat.


Still, they hadn’t been too worried. They were leaving soon and had a few sticks they could use to get by. They’d thought they could make it. But a storm changed everything. They could get snowed in, be stranded for days . . .


Sierra yanked on her heavy coat, shoved her feet into her boots and, when she left the cabin, closed the door behind her to preserve what heat there was before trudging across an icy bank of snow that rested in the shade of a thick stand of western hemlock and spruce trees. She hoped to get into that shed before the wind blowing at her back grew any stronger and the snow began to fall. Nervous as she was about being alone in this storm and having her brother and his friends out in the open, she’d feel a lot better if she at least had some firewood.


The lock was a simple padlock. She tried the combination provided by the rental company to no avail, proving Leland had been right.


Had the rental company accidentally transposed two digits?


She tried different options, stood there for twenty minutes, struggling to find the right combination.


Nothing worked.


‘Damn it!’ she cried, but wasn’t willing to give up.


She supposed the combination could be written somewhere as a fail-safe. They’d already looked inside, but now she searched outside, too – on the shed itself, under the rocks nearby in case there was a note, on the tiny back porch of the cabin – hoping to discover it tacked up somewhere.


No luck.


Her ears were ringing from the cold by the time she went back in to warm up. Blowing on her hands, which felt like blocks of ice, she checked the front window. Still no sign of the men, and the sky was growing ever darker.


They were in for a big one. She could feel it in her bones. When they’d been gathering up all the gear they needed for the hunt, the locals in Anchorage had told them that winter was coming early this year and to be careful. They’d mentioned having their ‘termination dust,’ or the first snowstorm signaling the end of the summer working season, on the tenth of September, an entire month before it usually came. She hoped her brother was thinking about that right now and getting himself back to the truck . . .


‘What should I do?’ she asked herself. She got out all the food, water and candles they had left, in case the generator failed or they ran out of propane, and set it on the counter. There wasn’t a lot, but they could stretch their supplies for a day or two.


Maybe the storm would blow over quickly.


Either way, they’d need more wood. So how would she get it?


She’d have to break the shed door.


She went back out to the shed, where she shoved, pulled and yanked, even rammed her shoulder into the panel, hoping to make the latch give way. But it was too sturdy; she didn’t have the strength. She was walking around the small building, looking for any loose boards she might be able to pry away, when she remembered the ax hanging on the wall of the mudroom.


Although she’d been hoping to keep any damage to a minimum, she’d exhausted her other options. It wasn’t her fault they hadn’t been given the correct combination to the lock! That wood could be a matter of life and death; in her mind, she had every right to go after it.


Once she got the ax and returned, she swung it as hard as she could. The wind was nearly blowing her down, so it wasn’t easy to wield such a heavy object, especially since she’d never used one before. The blade landed with a satisfying thwack, but the metal head bit so deep, she broke several fingernails trying to get it out, and she still couldn’t manage.


For a moment she feared that would be the end of this idea. But after considerable effort, she managed to dislodge it. Then she swung again and again, until she’d completely destroyed the door.


If the storm didn’t turn out to be a bad one and she was doing this for nothing, her brother wouldn’t be happy if they got stuck paying for the damage. But she wasn’t willing to take the chance of freezing to death when there was wood in this shed.


Once she formed a hole large enough to step through, she dropped the ax and went inside. The sunlight, already nearly obliterated by the roiling clouds outside, could scarcely penetrate the cracks between the slats. Even the big opening she’d made afforded almost no light. But she found wood. Plenty of it. Although she could barely make out the dimly lit pile, she could smell the sap.


‘Thank God.’ Relief swept through her as she bent to pick up an armful. It wasn’t until she stood and turned to go that she glanced anywhere else, but when she did she saw a shape that caused her to scream and drop the logs she’d gathered.


She wasn’t alone. Unless her eyes deceived her, someone else was curled up in the corner – naked.


‘Are you sure you want a baby?’


Now that the doctor had finished her pelvic exam, Evelyn Talbot sat up and straightened the lap covering she’d been given, along with the paper gown she was wearing. She and her boyfriend, Amarok, a nickname that meant ‘wolf’ in the language of the native Inuit people around whom he’d grown up, had been sleeping together without birth control for the past eight months. Yet nothing had come of it. She was beginning to think nothing ever would. ‘I’m approaching forty, Dr Fielding. If I’m going to have a child, it should happen soon, wouldn’t you say?’


He peeled off his latex gloves. ‘I agree with you from a timing standpoint.’


‘But . . . I’m not physically capable? Is that what you’re saying?’ During the hour-long drive from Hilltop, where she both lived and worked, she’d worried about the news she might get today. She hadn’t even told Amarok she’d made this appointment. If she couldn’t have kids, she wanted a chance to absorb the blow before having that talk with him. He knew about her background, understood there was a possibility she might be sterile, of course. Since she’d been kidnapped and tortured – by her own boyfriend – when she was only sixteen, she hadn’t had regular periods. But she and Amarok had been holding out hope that she might be able to conceive in spite of that. The doctors she’d seen before leaving Boston had indicated children were still a possibility.


‘There’s some scar tissue from . . . from before.’ He stepped on the pedal that opened the trash can and tossed his gloves inside. ‘It could cause problems.’


She let her breath seep out. ‘You don’t sound optimistic.’


He rested a hand on the counter. ‘I wouldn’t go that far, Dr Talbot. You went through medical school before becoming a psychiatrist. You know human bodies are amazingly resilient, sometimes more resilient than human minds.’


‘You could make a case for that in certain situations,’ she agreed.


‘Your body seems to have healed well.’


Given his reticent manner, she felt a moment’s confusion. ‘That’s good, isn’t it?’


‘Perhaps. But may I speak frankly?’


‘Of course.’


‘I admit I wouldn’t have this conversation with just any patient. It might be going too far, even for someone I consider a colleague of sorts. But I respect who you are, what you’ve been through and what you’ve done as a result. So I’d advise you to think carefully about this. You study – interact with – psychopaths on a daily basis. From what I heard and saw of you on TV when you were lobbying for Hanover House to be built a few years ago, you’re incredibly dedicated to your work.’


‘I am. There’s no question about that.’ She had to be. Psychopathy was on the rise. Someone had to figure out why – and how to stop those who preyed on the innocent. After what she’d endured, she’d made it her life’s work.


‘You’re still that committed?’ he asked. ‘Even after so many close calls?’


She assumed he was talking primarily about what had happened with Lyman Bishop last winter, since that incident had been highly publicized in Alaska. ‘What happened with Bishop won’t happen again. He had a brain hemorrhage while he was in the hospital trying to recover from . . . that night. These days he’s in an institution. He can hardly speak.’


‘But you deal with hundreds of psychopaths, many of them extremely dangerous. Men who kill for pleasure. There could be another Lyman Bishop.’


Or Jasper Moore could show up. Fielding didn’t mention that, but she was always wondering when her former boyfriend might strike again.


‘You’re a bright, well-educated, attractive woman, and an authority figure, in a prison with an entirely male population—’


‘A lot of people become infatuated with their doctor, preacher, teacher, et cetera,’ she broke in. ‘That’s not unusual, even outside prison. Granted, with the men I study, it’d be more of a fixation than a true infatuation. But I’m well aware of the dynamic.’


‘I would guess that you are.’ He slid his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose. ‘What if you’re carrying a baby the next time a sadist gets hold of you? Have you thought about that? You could be setting yourself up for some real heartbreak. And you wouldn’t be the only one to suffer. Think about your family – and your partner.’


She wanted to claim there was no chance of her being attacked again. The situation with Bishop had been unique. The institution was set up to protect the psychology team while they studied ‘the conscienceless,’ so it wasn’t the convicts at Hanover House, the men behind bars, who worried her. It was Jasper Moore. He’d never been caught, was still out there somewhere, and she knew he’d like nothing more than to finish what he’d started when he’d killed three of her best friends, and tried to kill her, while they were in high school. The fact that he’d made another attempt to kidnap her two years ago told her he hadn’t forgotten her. She hadn’t seen his face that night. He’d been wearing a mask, so she had no idea how the years might’ve changed him, but he’d made no secret of who he was. He’d wanted her to know he was back.


She’d be dead now if she hadn’t escaped almost immediately.


What if she’d been pregnant when that happened?


‘I can’t let fear stop me from living my life.’ She told herself that all the time. Told other victims they couldn’t allow fear to paralyze them, either. But did that advice apply when an innocent child was involved?


Dr Fielding drummed his fingers on the counter. ‘Then you’re willing to accept the risks – and the consequences – if something goes wrong.’


‘Yes.’ She wasn’t as certain as she made it sound, but she didn’t want him to know that.


He seemed to accept her answer. ‘Well, then. I see nothing from a biological standpoint to indicate you can’t get pregnant. Generally, we wait until a couple’s been trying for twelve months before recommending any type of fertility treatment, but considering your background and your age, I think we’re justified in starting sooner. Our first step would be to test Amarok, so we can get a clear picture of the entire situation.’


After the terrible things Jasper had done, she had to be the one with infertility problems. But she understood why Amarok would need to be tested, as well. Although chances were small, he could have a low sperm count, low mobility or something else that contributed to the problem. He’d never been checked out, not for that. He’d told her he’d only been to a doctor twice in his entire life – and both instances were for broken bones.


Dr Fielding didn’t ask, but she could tell he was curious as to why she hadn’t mentioned marrying Amarok if they might be having a child together. No one else could understand how truly complicated her situation was. She loved Amarok. There was no question about that. But at this point she wasn’t committed to spending the rest of her life in Alaska. She had responsibilities back in Boston, where she was from, and she knew he’d never be happy anywhere else. He’d been born and raised in Hilltop, was a sixteenth-part Inuit, on his father’s side. He was the town’s only police presence, too, and he thrived on living in such a rugged part of the world. Alaska was in his blood. Dragging him down to the Lower 48 would be like caging a wild animal.


And yet her biological clock was ticking. She wouldn’t leave Hilltop for another three or four years. By then, it’d be too late to have a baby, especially since she’d have to wait for another relationship to develop like the one she had with Amarok, which probably wouldn’t happen. Other than Jasper, way back when, Amarok was the only man she’d ever truly loved. He was also the only man she’d ever been able to sleep with. After the violence she’d suffered at sixteen, she struggled with trust issues. If she ever wanted to be a mother, this could be her one chance. She didn’t want to be childless without even considering her options. And if she did get pregnant? She’d simply have to stay in Alaska; that would make the decision for her.


‘I’ll speak to him about it,’ she said. But she wasn’t sure how to bring up the subject. If she did, she knew Amarok would want to talk about marriage. He had every right to ask for a lifelong commitment instead of gambling with his heart.




Two


Jasper was tempted to provide one of the inmates at Hanover House with a shiv. If someone were to get shanked, at least that would be intriguing, give him something enjoyable to watch. Those were the kinds of thoughts that went through his mind when he was bored, and he was always bored when Evelyn wasn’t at the prison. He’d hated being a correctional officer in Florence, Arizona, had done whatever he could to relieve the drudgery, including aiding and abetting a few stabbings. But he wouldn’t have been able to get on at Hanover House if not for the experience he’d gained at Florence, so he was glad he’d never been caught. Now he looked forward to going to work if he thought he might bump into his old girlfriend – or even catch a glimpse of her.


Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to happen today. He’d heard someone say Evelyn wasn’t coming in, which explained the desire he felt to create a diversion, something to cause a little excitement. But he couldn’t draw too much attention to himself, especially negative attention. Ever since he’d moved to Anchorage eight months ago and started commuting to Hanover House in Hilltop, he’d worked hard to build the illusion that he was a dependable, nonthreatening, normal prison guard. Even Evelyn seemed to buy his act. Whenever he passed her in the halls, she had a smile for him. She believed he’d saved her life when Lyman Bishop attacked her last winter, so she should have a smile for him. But her complete trust wasn’t easy to win. And her boyfriend, Sergeant Benjamin Murphy – or Amarok, as the locals called him – was ever watchful. Although Amarok didn’t work at the prison, he visited Hanover House often to bring Evelyn lunch or pick her up if there was a storm.


It wouldn’t be long now, though. And recapturing Evelyn would be all the sweeter for the patience and effort he’d invested in making certain that moment went down perfectly. Thanks to the plastic surgery he’d had twenty years ago, the dye he used to darken his hair and the passage of more than two decades, she didn’t know what he looked like these days. He’d even grown a beard since coming to Hilltop. He had all that going for him but still had to be careful not to get overeager and ruin the perception of himself he’d so painstakingly created. If he screwed up, she might realize he was right under her nose.


‘Hey, what are you doing standing there?’


Jasper clenched his jaw as Lieutenant Dickey approached. This wasn’t anyone he wanted to see, not when he was leaning against the painted cinder-block wall outside the cafeteria, scraping the dirt from underneath his nails and wasting time until he could go home. ‘Nothing. Why?’ he said, immediately straightening.


‘Because last I checked, you were getting paid for being here.’


‘We just finished searching Cellblock B, and my shift is nearly over, sir. I go home at one.’ Waking up for work in the middle of the night wasn’t easy, but Jasper liked getting off when he had so much of the day ahead of him. He wished all his shifts started and ended at the same time, but they varied.


‘That’s no excuse for loitering in the halls. If you’re done with Cellblock B, search A.’


Most of the COs hated doing searches. Trying to drag a belligerent inmate out of his cell could be dangerous. The men incarcerated here didn’t have a lot to lose, which made them unpredictable. And the searches were mostly a waste of time. In Florence, a search turned up all kinds of stuff – handmade weapons, drugs, even cell phones. But the prisoners incarcerated at Hanover House didn’t have many visitors. That just left the guards and other employees to smuggle in contraband, and in an institution containing only 350 beds the risk of getting caught was too great.


Irked by Dickey’s imperial tone, Jasper felt his muscles tense, but if there was an aspect to his job he liked, it was rummaging through the inmates’ meager possessions. Threatening the men, invading their privacy, humiliating them whenever possible . . . Jasper found it all quite enjoyable. He figured any good sadist would. ‘Who should I get to work with me?’


‘The same guys who helped you search the other cell-block.’


‘No problem.’ As far as Jasper was concerned, the sooner they started the better. He didn’t want to stay late. He had plans for after work. He had to go back to the cabin he’d been using so he could finish cleaning up.


‘Then get your ass moving!’ Dickey bellowed, even though Jasper was already on his way.


Jasper refused the temptation to throw him a dirty look. He hated taking direction from someone so obviously inferior to him. But most men were inferior to him, both mentally and physically – except, perhaps, Sergeant Amarok. It was because of Amarok that he’d had to kill his own parents. After all the help they’d given him over the years, that wasn’t something he’d wanted to do. They were the ones who’d gotten him out of the country in the very beginning, after he’d killed Evelyn’s three friends and tried to kill her. They’d also paid for all the plastic surgery he’d had back then, while he was in Europe. Without them, he would’ve been caught and prosecuted.


Yes, Amarok had made a brilliant move last winter. The Alaska State Trooper had forced Jasper to make a costly sacrifice. He was a worthy opponent, but this Lieutenant Dickey . . . he was just an asshole.


Ignore the bastard, Jasper told himself as he rounded up the other guards. Jasper had a reason for being at Hanover House, a reason to put up with Lieutenant Dickey and all the other pricks who enjoyed telling him what to do and when to do it.


He smiled as he pictured Evelyn. He certainly wasn’t working here for the money.


Amarok felt the tension that’d been knotting his muscles ease as soon as he saw a call from his home number come into the trooper post. ‘Where have you been?’ he barked into the phone as soon as he picked up.


Evelyn hesitated. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I tried calling you at work,’ he replied. ‘I was told you never came in this morning.’


‘How did you know I wasn’t at home?’ she asked sheepishly.


Since he’d left before she did this morning, at first he hadn’t. That was why he’d gone back to check. ‘When I couldn’t reach you, I drove to the house. I’ve been in a panic ever since, trying to find you. I’ve got everyone in town on the lookout – Shorty over at the Moosehead, Garrett at the Quick Stop, all the waitresses at The Dinky Diner, even Margaret Seaver at The Shady Lady, not that I could imagine you having any reason to go to the motel.’


‘You thought I might be having an affair?’


He heard the humor in her voice. ‘No. Considering your background, I realize that’s unlikely. Although you did eventually allow me in your pants.’ They’d made love again this morning. That was why he’d called her. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. ‘So I guess it’s not impossible for a man to get past your defenses.’


‘No one else has ever managed it – not after Jasper.’


She hadn’t had much sexual experience when she and Amarok got together, but they’d come a long way from the days when he’d had to be careful not to make her feel pinned down, overpowered or threatened. Now that she knew she could trust him, now that he’d put in the time to build that trust, she wanted to touch him or feel him inside her almost every day. Amarok couldn’t believe how lucky he was that the situation had changed. When he’d fallen in love with her, he’d decided he’d just have to cope with a difficult sex life, but the opposite was turning out to be true. ‘I was only being thorough, stopping by the motel,’ he said. ‘Why would you scare me like that?’


He heard her sigh.


‘What’s going on?’ he pressed. ‘You can’t simply disappear. You’re not like other people. I can’t assume everything’s okay and go about my business, not when there’s a chance you could be in trouble. Jasper could pop up at any time. He’s done it before. And you’ve had other close calls since you moved here.’


‘I know,’ she said. ‘I just . . . I wasn’t gone long. I thought I could get away for a few hours.’


‘Away where?’


‘I went to Anchorage.’


‘With a storm coming in?’


‘I felt I could beat it, and I did. It’s ugly out there now, but I’m home safe.’


‘Don’t tell me you went shopping.’


‘No, I went to see a doctor.’


He gripped the phone tighter. ‘What kind of doctor?’


Another pause.


‘Evelyn . . .’


‘An ob/gyn,’ she said at length.


A burst of excitement brought him to his feet. ‘Are you pregnant?’


‘No.’


He tried to shrug off the disappointment, careful not to let even a hint of it enter his voice. ‘Then what?’


‘I went to see if . . . if anything had changed with my . . . ability to have a child since I was last checked.’


Obviously, she was trying to figure out why she hadn’t gotten pregnant. They hadn’t been doing anything to prevent it. He’d been wondering, too – and worrying that it wouldn’t be possible to have a child with her. ‘And?’


‘My doctor thinks fertility drugs will help. But he needs to check your sperm count before we do anything else.’


‘I’m willing. When?’


‘I’ll have to call him back and set up an appointment.’


‘Do it.’


‘Okay.’


Silence fell as he tried to get a sense of what she was feeling. ‘Evelyn?’


‘What?’


‘Why didn’t you tell me about the appointment?’


‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘but I’ve got several things I need to take care of for work, so . . . can we talk about it later?’


‘Of course. I’ll see you tonight.’


After she hung up, Amarok stared down at the phone. She loved him; he knew she did. But his mother had also loved his father, and yet she’d hated Alaska. She couldn’t tolerate the dark, the cold, the isolation. She’d broken up the family, taken his twin brother and moved to Seattle when Amarok was only two and never looked back. Amarok hadn’t even known he had a brother until his eighteenth birthday, when he received a call from his twin. They’d remained in contact ever since, but Amarok still refused to have any sort of relationship with his mother.


By falling in love with Evelyn, having a child with her, was he setting himself up for the same kind of heartbreak his father had experienced?


The weather was so bad that Jasper almost decided to put off returning to the cabin. After assisting with the search of Cellblock A, he wasn’t in the best mood. Tex, one of the other COs, had seen him tearing up a picture of an inmate’s grandmother and had the nerve to call him on it.


Jasper had claimed he hadn’t meant to destroy the photograph, but that was a lame excuse. It couldn’t have been torn to pieces by accident, and he could tell Tex thought the same thing. This was the first time since coming to Alaska that Jasper had done something for which he could be written up – a stupid mistake.


He scowled as he left Hilltop behind. What was the big deal, anyway? So he’d torn up a picture? The inmate’s grandmother had died of a stroke while he was incarcerated. But if his grandmother was gone, she was gone. Why would the stupid idiot be trying to sketch her photograph, especially when he didn’t have the talent to begin with?


There was no use being maudlin and sentimental over a photograph.


Hopefully Tex would let the incident go, forget about it.


‘He’d better,’ Jasper mumbled as he strained to see the road through the rapid slap-slap-slap of his windshield wipers. The snow was coming down so thick, he couldn’t drive very fast. More than once he considered turning back. But because the day had ended badly, he persevered, figured he might as well get this over with. Disposing of the body was always the worst part of any kill. He couldn’t simply bury ‘Kat’ like his victims in the Lower 48; the ground was frozen.


He could try to outwait the storm and come back in the next day or two. The problem there was that if another cold front hit right away and then another, he might not be able to reach the cabin until spring. And he couldn’t leave it that long. If someone else beat him out there, for whatever reason, and found the body in the shed, it would spook everyone in Hilltop. Amarok would open an investigation and the locals would feel twitchy and frightened and doubt anyone they didn’t know well.


That could screw with his ability to get to Evelyn now that he was finally ready.


He shouldn’t have nabbed Kat in the first place, since he hadn’t been ready to take a victim to his house. But she’d been right there, walking down Spenard Road, the red-light district of Anchorage, which wasn’t far from where he lived, such easy pickings he couldn’t resist. And he’d known the hunting cabins in the mountains were rarely used after September. That constituted an Opportunity.


Besides, he’d been confident he could get away with whatever he wanted. Nothing he’d done had caught up with him yet. He’d been killing for more than twenty years, had fooled his parents whenever he needed to, two wives – both ex-wives these days – and various bosses.


Basically, he’d fooled everybody in one way or another, even Evelyn and Amarok last winter.


But he was now operating in a very different theater, and he should’ve taken that into account. Alaska offered him a lot of freedom and space, without a lot of police presence – outside of Anchorage. He’d kidnapped Kat a week ago and chosen to keep her in a cabin that wasn’t far from Hilltop so he could get to her more easily before or after work. He had yet to deal with the full brunt of an Alaskan winter, however, and this year winter was starting early. He might’ve underestimated how difficult returning there might be.


He gave the truck more gas. He could make it. At least he’d already scoured the cabin. Once he arrived, all he had to do was put her body in the back of his four-wheel drive, under the tarp he’d picked up at the hardware store last night. After the weather cleared, he’d drive her an hour or more to the other side of Anchorage and dump her in some isolated wilderness area. With any luck, she wouldn’t be discovered until spring.


Even if she was discovered sooner, she’d be so far away from Hilltop there’d be nothing to alert Amarok or anyone else in the town where he worked that they should take notice.


His tires slipped. He turned into the slide to avoid going over the side of the mountain and managed to regain control, but he was mad at himself for having to make this drive to begin with. He should’ve taken Kat’s body when he left her there the day she died. It would’ve saved him this nightmare of a trip. But she’d been such a weakling, she’d died before he was ready, and he’d had to get to Hanover House for work right after.


The radio had fallen to static, so he turned it off. If he had one complaint about Alaska, it was the lack of radio reception. Everything else he considered a plus, especially for a man like him. The sparse population. The isolated areas. The long, dark months.


Evelyn . . .


He immediately cheered up when he thought of the woman he’d fantasized about for so many years. He’d set everything up perfectly, recovered beautifully from what could’ve been a disaster last winter with Bishop. No one was as brilliant as he was. He was a good driver, too. He’d get through this storm, and he’d get around the small mistake he’d made letting Tex see him tear up that picture.


By the time he reached the cabin, he felt much better. He was humming ‘Heathens’ by Twenty-One Pilots as he navigated the final hairpin turn. But then he saw something that made the hair stand up on the back of his neck.


There was a light in the window.




Three


Sierra was trembling. She hadn’t found another person. She’d found a body – one with missing fingers, contusions, broken bones and ligatures.


Falling to her knees, she vomited everything she’d recently eaten. She couldn’t stop retching, so it took a while to gather even the small amount of strength required to stand. Her legs felt like rubber. But once she got to her feet, she forced herself to peer closer. She was hoping there might be a chance of saving the woman. Unlikely as that was, considering the temperature outside and the condition of the body, she’d read about miracles when someone who was thought to be dead had survived.


No. There was no chance, she decided. This poor woman wasn’t only dead, she was frozen solid. That was why Sierra could smell no stench, no odor of decomposition. And that was, undoubtedly, why the combination provided by the rental company hadn’t worked. Whoever had killed this woman must’ve used the sheet of paper the rental company kept on the counter with the combination to take off the original lock, after which they put on another one of their own. So late in the season, he or she probably hadn’t expected the cabin to be rented but had taken that small precaution, just in case. The person who’d done this must also be the one who’d stacked extra wood on the back porch, which was how they’d gotten by until now.


‘Oh God,’ Sierra murmured, and scrambled away, nearly tripping as she burst through the hole she’d chopped in the door. They shouldn’t have come to Alaska, not in October, she told herself as she hurried back to the cabin and locked the door behind her. They’d been over-eager, determined to squeeze in the trip, despite the early onset of winter. Now her brother and his friends were out in the wilderness in the worst storm she’d ever seen and she was alone in a cabin where a woman had recently been murdered, her corpse dumped in the shed, and Sierra couldn’t run for help, couldn’t call for help, either. She couldn’t even leave or she might die of exposure – not that she’d go anywhere without her brother.


‘What am I going to do?’ she whispered aloud as she listened for the Ford Expedition the men had taken. Leland, Peter and Ted would be back soon. They needed shelter, wouldn’t be able to stay out in this weather for long. When they arrived, she’d run out, get in the truck with them and insist they leave immediately. She didn’t want to be here another second; she’d go crazy if they didn’t come soon.


But one minute after another ticked away, and she didn’t hear anything except the eerie rattle of the windows and the pounding of what sounded like torrential rain on the roof.


Calm down. Keep it together, Sierra. You have to be patient. There’s nothing you can do except wait – and get warm.


She added a log to the stove and sat in front of it, staring at the glowing embers as she rocked back and forth, back and forth. She was trying to get over the shock, but it didn’t matter how much heat the stove threw off; she remained cold as ice. Even when she finally recovered enough to pack – for her and all the people she was with – she couldn’t seem to get warm. And every time she peered out the window, the storm looked worse.


She hoped the guys had at least made it to the truck. Were they sheltering inside it, waiting for the onslaught to let up before trying to drive out?


If they didn’t get going soon, they could end up trapped. She’d never seen so much wind and snow. What with the narrow dirt roads they had to travel to reach the backwoods, it could already be too late.


Maybe that was why they hadn’t returned. They couldn’t.


Leland and his friends had two ATVs with them. Even if the Expedition got stuck, they’d get out. They had to come back, because if they didn’t . . .


She couldn’t let herself think about what might happen if they didn’t. She’d have to get help somehow. Their lives could depend on it. And she had to tell the authorities about the body in the shed. That woman did not die of natural causes. The ligatures and the injuries – terrible injuries – indicated murder. That meant there was a killer on the loose, and a brutal killer at that. What had been done to the woman wasn’t what any normal person would do, even in a rage.


Just when Sierra thought her nerves couldn’t take any more waiting, not with that battered, frozen body so close, she spotted a glimmer of light in the darkness.


What was that? Headlights? Could Leland, Peter and Ted finally be back?


Pulse racing, she pressed her palms to the glass and stared into the inky blackness.


What she’d seen was gone, just that fast. And she couldn’t hear a motor. Had she imagined it? Could that glimmer have been a flash of lightning instead? The sun penetrating the storm clouds for a few seconds?


‘Come on, come on.’ She stood, transfixed, for probably fifteen minutes, hoping and praying that her long vigil would be over at last. But she never did see any more light, couldn’t see anything at all.


Why not? Leland and his friends should be tramping through the front door by now.


It wasn’t until she heard the doorknob rattle at the back of the cabin that she realized she’d been right about someone being outside. Only a human could make that sound, not the wind. But Leland and the others wouldn’t come through the back. There’d be no reason for them to do that.


So who was trying to get in?


‘What are you doing?’


Evelyn tilted her head to the side as Amarok came up from behind and bent to kiss her neck. He’d been on the phone with Phil Robbins, a middle-aged local who assisted him in the capacity of Public Safety Officer during the summer. In the off-season, with most of the hunters and fishermen gone for the winter, Phil manned a plow and helped with snow removal, so Amarok had been trying to coordinate with him to make sure the streets were cleared well enough that everyone could get home from work. While Amarok talked in the kitchen, she’d picked up a psychology book and propped her feet up on the coffee table. Makita, Amarok’s Alaskan malamute, sat nearby, hoping for more of the scratches she’d been giving him periodically, and Sigmund, her cat, played with the drapes of the big window that showed nothing but black outside. It wasn’t like her to take a day off. Although she’d done quite a bit of work from home after she got back from her doctor’s appointment, she’d never made it to the prison. She hadn’t cared to fight the weather. And she was happy to stay in for the night now that Amarok was back. ‘Just flipping through a book I’ve been meaning to reread,’ she told him.


He turned her wrist to see the cover. ‘Mask of Sanity?’


‘Yeah. It’s an older title, but I like comparing what I’ve found through my own studies with what’s been published in the past, and some of the pioneers in my field were right about a lot of things.’


‘Like this Hervey M. Cleckley? He was a pioneer?’


‘Yes. Bob Hare – you’ve heard me talk about him, since he’s the one who developed the psychopathy test we use, the PCL-R – based some of his findings on Cleckley’s work.’


He indicated the other book – Martha Stout’s The Sociopath Next Door – waiting on the table next to her feet. ‘Looks like you’re planning to be up late.’


‘Not really. I’m just skimming.’ She and the rest of the mental health team at Hanover House – which, besides her, consisted of five psychologists and one neurologist – kept a selection of the most popular titles on psychopathy in the conference room, where they met once a week to recap and plan. Evelyn wasn’t sure why she’d decided to bring a couple of the books home with her last night. ‘To be honest, I’m almost becoming more interested in ambulatory psychopaths than—’


‘Ambulatory?’


‘Garden-variety psychopaths, the subclinical ones who purposely submarine a friend, lie without compunction, take advantage of others, that sort of thing. Not the kind who rape and kill.’


He came around and nudged Makita to move a bit so that he could sit next to her. ‘I like where this is going. These other psychopaths have to be safer. But it’s the criminal ones you’re trying to stop. That’s why you started Hanover House. So why the interest?’


‘I find it surprising that there are so many people without a conscience, and that so many of the rest of us still believe everyone else is basically empathetic, like we are. That allows us to be blindsided when we run into either kind of psychopath, and we’re bound to run into one eventually. Our society is facing a pandemic. The rate of incidence for anorexia is lower than that of psychopathy!’


‘Which stands at four percent.’


‘According to our best estimates. Wow, you do listen when I talk about my work.’


He grinned at her. ‘I was thinking it’s a damn good thing not all those people are the kind of psychopaths who kill.’


‘Even the subclinical ones are harmful. They empty bank accounts. Break hearts. Lie, steal, cheat and use. They can make life difficult for anyone they come into contact with, and do it without a single regret.’ She put her feet down so she could lean forward. ‘Here’s a shocking statistic. The rate of psychopathy is one hundred times greater than the incidence of colon cancer in the United States. We hear about colon cancer all the time, and yet the general populace knows very little about psychopaths, except for what they associate with “serial killer,” and that isn’t the whole picture.’


‘That’s why, in addition to all the murderers you’ve had transferred to Hanover House, you’ve got a couple hundred psychopaths there who haven’t killed anyone.’


‘Yes. Alan Harrington says—’


He raised a hand in the classic stop gesture. ‘Who’s Alan Harrington?’


‘He wrote a book called Psychopaths. I don’t have it with me tonight, but I’ve read it. Although his views have been highly criticized, his claims are food for thought. He believes psychopaths are being produced by the “evolutionary pressures of modern life.” ’


Amarok shook his head. ‘I don’t buy that.’


He didn’t buy a lot of things when it came to psychology, and he didn’t hesitate to let her know it.


‘There may be a whole bunch of these monsters out there, but humanity in general seems to be getting gentler and kinder,’ he said. ‘They used to hang people in public, for crying out loud – to the cheers of a large crowd that included children. They also dreamed up new ways to torture “heretics” for their religious beliefs or lack thereof.’


‘In some places they still torture unbelievers,’ she said dryly.


‘I’m talking systematic torture, which they carried out for five hundred years. During the Inquisition, they tried to police people’s thoughts. Think of the progress we’ve made with the rights of women, minorities, even animals.’


‘Maybe most of the population is evolving, developing a more refined conscience, but some people are losing theirs entirely.’


‘You’ve experienced that.’ He toyed with a strand of her hair. ‘What I don’t understand is why some psychopaths murder and maim and others don’t. You’ve told me plenty of psychopaths are doctors, policemen, lawyers, businessmen and politicians. How is it that so many of them function normally?’


They’d talked about this before. But it remained a subject they rehashed occasionally, since there wasn’t any ‘absolute’ answer. ‘As far as we can determine, it’s simply because everyone’s different. People have different joys, different goals, different tastes, different inhibitors, different talents. The same holds true for psychopaths. One might delight in killing. The next might need to be top dog at his firm and will do anything, step on anyone, to get there. For the next one, sponging off the people around him makes him happy enough. That’s why it’s so hard to come to any kind of consensus on how to detect psychopaths, how to treat them – even how to define them. There are so many variables.’


Amarok got up, went to the kitchen and uncorked some wine. ‘Would you like some?’ he asked, holding up the bottle.


‘Sure.’


She watched as he poured two glasses and carried them to the couch.


‘You’ve met some of the inmates at Hanover House,’ she said as he handed her one. ‘Lyman Bishop was very different from Anthony Garza, wouldn’t you say?’


He took a drink of wine. ‘I would. And from what you’ve told me, Jasper is different still.’


She couldn’t help grimacing. ‘Jasper’s the most frightening psychopath I’ve ever met.’


‘He’s what’s called a “charismatic psychopath.” ’ He nudged her. ‘See? I have been listening.’


She tapped the book she’d been reading. ‘Cleckley uses words like “likeable,” “charming,” “intelligent,” “alert” and “impressive” when he’s describing some of the psychopaths he studied.’


‘I’ve heard you use some of those words.’


‘Yes. They fit Jasper to a T. He was the most popular boy in school, could charm anyone. I felt so lucky he chose me.’ A wave of resentment passed through her as she remembered the moment she’d found her three girlfriends, murdered, in the little shack she and Jasper had used when they wanted to be alone. He’d lured her friends there and killed them for telling her they’d caught him flirting with another girl – a terrible punishment for such a minor offense, especially because he probably had been flirting.


Amarok held her hand. He didn’t even have to say anything. He was there for her, comforting her, helping her forget and move on. That had to be why she could talk about her past more easily these days. Still, she doubted even the scars she carried on the inside – not to mention the one on her neck – would ever entirely go away.


‘I had no clue what he was really like until he dropped the mask,’ she said as the worst of her memories, the ones she generally tried to repress, darted across the stage of her mind. ‘Psychopaths are master manipulators.’


‘Look at you, talking about this with such objectivity.’


She chuckled. ‘I’m healing in so many ways.’ She put her drink on the coffee table and took his face between her hands. ‘And a lot of it is because of you.’ She pressed her lips to his and knew that kiss could turn into much more. She heard him sigh in satisfaction, felt his arms go around her and draw her close.


Then the phone rang.


She broke away. ‘Phil?’


‘I don’t know. Ignore it,’ he said, and pulled her back for another kiss.


As soon as the ringing stopped, it started up again. Someone wanted to reach him – or her.


Reluctantly, he lifted his head. ‘Hold that thought,’ he said, and walked over, but once he answered, the way his forehead creased suggested it wasn’t good news. ‘Right now? . . . What’d you say? . . . When? . . . All right, I’ll be there in a sec.’


‘What is it?’ she asked as he hung up.


‘I have to go.’


‘Why?’


‘There are some hunters at my trooper post. One claims his sister has gone missing.’


‘Gone missing from where?’


‘A cabin in the mountains. No idea which one. I don’t have many details. All Phil could tell me is that he stopped to get something hot to drink before plowing Main Street again and ran into three guys as he came out. They were frantic, especially one called Leland. He said they were hunting when the storm hit, made it back to their SUV but got stuck in the snow. By the time they dug out the tires and finally reached where they were staying, his sister, who was supposed to be waiting for them, was nowhere to be found.’


Evelyn sat up straight. ‘Where could she have gone?’


‘That’s what I have to find out,’ he said as he shrugged on his heavy coat.


Evelyn stood up and came around the couch to meet him at the door. ‘You don’t think she went out looking for them and got lost . . .’


‘In a storm like this? I hope not. If she did, it could already be too late.’


Amarok managed to convince two of the three hunters to get a room at The Shady Lady rather than risk the trek back to the cabin, but Leland Yerbowitz refused to be left behind. He was determined to help look for his sister, even though Amarok had tried to tell him to stay with his friends. Amarok preferred not to take a cheechako – someone who wasn’t from Alaska and didn’t know how to live there – out into this weather. He shouldn’t be out in it himself. With night coming on and the storm getting worse, he was taking a risk. But he had to do what he could to find Leland’s sister before the temperature dropped any further.


‘What’s your sister like?’ he asked as they drove. He was trying to distract Leland from his worry, but he also wanted to learn if Sierra was knowledgeable about the outdoors, if she’d done much traveling or exploring or if she was the type who might wander off on her own because of some emotional problem.


Leland stared out at the torrent of snow that made it difficult to see through the windshield. ‘You know this road like the back of your hand, right?’ he said instead of answering.


Amarok didn’t generally have much reason to visit individual hunting cabins. He checked on them occasionally, if the owners requested it, but typically only during the summer. Most were empty throughout the colder months. ‘I’m somewhat familiar.’


‘Somewhat’ didn’t seem to offer the reassurance Leland was hoping for. He gripped his seat belt. ‘How are you going to keep from going over the side?’


Amarok had put chains on all four tires, even though he had four-wheel drive and a shovel on the front of his truck. ‘I’m taking it slow.’


From Leland’s expression, Amarok wasn’t taking it slow enough, but Sierra’s brother obviously felt the same pressure Amarok did to return to the cabin as quickly as possible, so he clamped his mouth shut and let Amarok drive.


‘Can you tell me a little about your sister?’ Amarok prompted, trying again.


‘What about her?’ he asked, his words clipped. ‘She’s twenty-eight and due to be married soon. We need to find her. I can’t . . . I can’t even imagine how I’ll feel if something’s happened to her. My mother, my father, our pregnant sister. What’ll I tell them? And her fiancé? I’ll feel responsible for this. I’m the one who wanted to go hunting. She just wanted to do the touristy stuff.’


‘We’ll find her,’ Amarok said.


‘I can’t imagine where she is.’


‘Why didn’t her fiancé join you?’


‘Couldn’t. He’s a long-haul trucker and had a big delivery.’


‘I see. Is she familiar with Alaska?’


No response. It was easy to tell that Leland could only concentrate on finding her, didn’t want to talk or do anything else until that happened.


‘Leland?’


‘Not at all,’ he replied. ‘This is our first visit, something we’ve been looking forward to for months.’


That wasn’t the answer Amarok had been hoping to hear. Not only was Sierra completely new to the area, she was also young and inexperienced enough that she might feel capable of more than she could accomplish in conditions like these. ‘Is she prone to wandering off on her own?’


‘No. That’s the thing. She has a good head on her shoulders. She’s the one who was worried about coming to Alaska so late in the fall, but’ – he shook his head as if he was too anxious to go into any great detail – ‘we had certain constraints we were working under with our hunting permits.’


The tires struggled to grip the pavement. Ice was forming quickly, and it was so hard the chains could barely bite into it. At some point, the road would simply become impassable. But Amarok managed to keep the vehicle under control and rolling along. ‘How was she dressed when you saw her last?’


Leland, who’d felt the truck slip, pressed a hand to the door to steady himself. ‘She was in bed, asleep.’


‘She wasn’t interested in going hunting with you?’


‘Nope. She was happy to stay where she was. She warned us to be careful and mumbled good-bye before we left. That’s it. What could’ve happened to her? Where could she have gone? There’s nothing but wilderness for miles around that cabin.’


‘Maybe the storm frightened her. Maybe she thought you were in trouble and needed her.’


‘That’s not it.’


He sounded so certain. ‘What do you mean?’ Amarok asked.


‘Something else happened.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Because of the ax and the woodshed.’


This was the first Amarok had heard of any ax or any woodshed. ‘Would you mind explaining?’


‘I don’t know what to make of it. You’ll see.’


Amarok shot him a meaningful glance, wondering why he hadn’t mentioned this earlier. ‘We’ve got time to go over it now.’


He sighed. ‘Someone used the ax to chop down the door to the woodshed.’


‘Someone? That had to be your sister, right? She was the only one there.’


‘She might’ve done it. The combination to the lock on the door wouldn’t work, so we couldn’t get any wood.’


‘Then it makes sense she’d force her way in.’


‘Except . . .’


‘What?’


Worry lines creased his forehead. ‘The back door to the cabin was busted, too.’


Amarok slowed even more as he navigated a particularly tricky turn. His headlights were almost no good; he couldn’t see more than two feet in front of him. ‘Busted how? You mean it was also chopped down with the ax?’


‘Not like the door to the woodshed, no. That was awkward, messy. The cabin door looked like it’d been pried open, probably with the ax, since the ax was lying on the back porch instead of hanging in the mudroom like before.’


Again, his tires scraped and dug into the snowpack as Amarok pushed the truck to keep climbing. ‘Maybe she went out with the ax to get the wood and managed that, but when she returned to the cabin she realized she’d accidentally locked herself out.’


‘Could be.’ He acted like he wanted to believe that. ‘There was some fresh wood inside.’


‘There you go.’


‘But she packed all our stuff, had our bags waiting by the door. Why would she do that? For one thing, she knew we still had another night. For another, we’re big boys. We can pack our own shit. We packed at home and in Anchorage, for crying out loud.’


‘Everything was by the door?’


‘Every single thing any of us brought, even the cards and games we played at night. That makes me believe she didn’t plan on going anywhere without us.’


‘Maybe she got scared for you, went out to find you.’


‘If she’d gone looking for us, she would’ve come out the front. There’d be no reason to go out the back and then have to walk around the cabin. Besides, she left the back door standing wide open. Why would anyone do that in the middle of a terrible storm?’


‘Maybe she didn’t. Maybe she didn’t latch it tightly and the wind did the rest.’


An expression of despair distorted Leland’s angular features. ‘She didn’t come after us, okay? She didn’t even take her coat!’


Amarok felt a chill run down his spine. He’d gone into this assuming some cheechako had done something foolish and gotten herself in trouble. But he was beginning to wonder if he’d jumped to that conclusion prematurely. A woman alone in a remote cabin wouldn’t simply wander away from warmth and safety, and she wouldn’t go out searching for her brother without suiting up.
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