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YOUR FAVOURITE AUTHORS ARE ALL PART OF


THE CHAIN


‘This nightmarish story is incredibly propulsive and original. You won’t shake it for a long time.’


Stephen King


‘Starting The Chain is like climbing aboard a runaway train. You’ll miss meals, sleep, and your stop on the bus – guaranteed.’


Val McDermid


‘Scary, plausible, gripping’


Ian Rankin


‘The Chain is a unique and unforgettable thriller. Breath-taking, breakneck, brilliant.’


Mark Billingham


‘You have never read anything quite like The Chain and you will never be able to forget it. Brilliant. Beautifully written. A masterpiece of tension. The Chain scared the hell out of me but I could not put it down! I raced to the end of the book and then went back to see how Adrian McKinty pulled it all off. The Chain belongs in the elite company of world-class thrillers like Gone Girl and The Silence of the Lambs. This is nothing short of Jaws for parents.’


Don Winslow


‘A masterpiece. The Chain is one of the finest novels ever produced in the genre – up there with Marathon Man and Red Dragon. It just doesn’t get any better than this. I may not read a better thriller in my lifetime.’


Steve Cavanagh


‘Adrian McKinty is one of the most striking and most memorable crime voices to emerge on the scene in years. His plots tempt you to read at top speed, but don’t give in: this writing – sharply observant, intelligent and shot through with black humor – should be savored.’


Tana French


‘The Chain has all the hallmarks of a monster hit, including a terrifying premise that had me wondering: Is this actually happening somewhere right now? And I bet I won’t be the only one. Terrific.’


Mick Herron


‘The Chain does for parenting what Gone Girl did for marriage. A breakneck narrative and a chilling concept make this a must-read thriller.’


James Swallow


‘Inventive, tense, unputdownable – The Chain is the real deal.’


Tim Weaver


‘The Chain is diabolical, unnerving, and gives a whole new meaning to the word “relentless”. Adrian McKinty just leapt to the top of my list of must-read suspense novelists. He writes with confidence, heart, and style to spare. He’s the real deal.’


Dennis Lehane


‘Diabolically gripping. Adrian McKinty has written a novel that’s nail-biting, smart, and convincing, with a plot-jolting twist that readers of Gone Girl will love. Hang on tight, because once you start this book, you can’t stop – like the characters in the story, you’ll be caught in The Chain.’


Meg Gardiner


‘High concept, brilliantly conceived, beautifully written and with a propulsive page-turning quality, Adrian McKinty has linked the most satisfying elements of storytelling to forge electrifying thriller, The Chain. But what elevates this crime novel into one of the very best of its kind is McKinty’s stand-out ability to force his reader to live the fear of a desperate parent and ask: what would I do?’ Fiona Cummins


‘A brutally compelling thriller. Like Harlan Coben in a bad mood.’


Mason Cross


‘Wow! What a ride! Whip fast, intelligent and thought-provoking. One of the best thrillers of the year.’


Adam Hamdy


‘Wow – what an absolute belter of a book! Dark as hell, brilliant writing and a killer concept – I reckon this is the thriller of the year.’


SJI Holliday


‘I always knew McKinty was good … I didn’t realise he was this good! This fantastically imagined thriller contains some of the best writing I’ve seen in the genre. Relentless from the first page to the last, I didn’t want this to end. I devoured every single word. Clever, uncompromising, and gripping – his book will hold you in its grasp and not let go.’


Luca Veste


‘The Chain is a grade-A-first-rate-edge-of-your-seat thriller. I can’t believe what went through my mind while reading it – the things I might be willing to do to save my child.’


Attica Locke


‘Rachel Klein’s daughter has been abducted, and the only way Rachel can save her is to add another kidnapped child to the terrifying chain. Pairing an irresistible concept with a winner protagonist, The Chain promises to be your new addiction once you succumb to the first enticing page.’


Alafair Burke


‘If you’ve read the Sean Duffy books, you have an idea of how good Adrian McKinty is. You have no inkling of how off-the-charts, staggeringly brilliant The Chain is. Gripping, propulsive, profoundly affecting: if this isn’t McKinty’s breakout book I’ll eat my hat.’


Liam McIlvanney


‘The Chain is fiendishly clever with highly compelling characters - a brilliant thriller. I loved it.’


Harriet Tyce


‘Adrian McKinty’s The Chain is the rare thriller that’s not only fiendishly clever but also powerfully empathetic, with both hair-raising twists and complex, fully-realized characters.’


Lou Berney
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There is some wisdom to be had in taking the gloomy view and looking upon the world as a kind of hell.


Arthur Schopenhauer,


Parerga and Paralipomena, 1851


We must never break the chain.


Stevie Nicks,


“The Chain” (original demo), 1976




PART ONE


ALL THE LOST GIRLS
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Thursday, 7:55 a.m.


She’s sitting at the bus stop checking the likes on her Instagram feed and doesn’t even notice the man with the gun until he’s almost next to her.


She could have dropped her school bag and run across the marshes. She’s a nimble thirteen-year-old and she knows all the swamps and quicksands of Plum Island. There’s a little morning sea fog and the man is big and clumsy. He’d be nervous about pursuit and he’d certainly have to give up the chase before the school bus came at eight o’clock.


All this goes through her head in a second.


The man is now standing right in front of her. He’s wearing a black ski mask and pointing the gun at her chest. She gasps and drops her phone. This clearly isn’t a joke or a prank. It’s November now. Halloween was a week ago.


“Do you know what this is?” the man asks.


“It’s a gun,” Kylie says.


“It’s a gun pointed at your heart. If you scream or struggle or try to run, I’m going to shoot you. Do you understand?”


She nods.


“All right. Good. Keep calm. Put this blindfold on. What your mother does in the next twenty-four hours will determine whether you live or die. And when … if we do let you go, we don’t want you to be able to identify us.”


Trembling, Kylie puts on the padded, elasticized blindfold.


A car pulls in next to her. The door opens.


“Get in. Watch your head,” the man says.


She fumbles her way into the car. The door shuts behind her. Her mind races. She knows she shouldn’t have gotten into the vehicle. That’s how girls vanish. That’s how girls vanish every day. If you get in the car it’s over. If you get in the car, you’re lost forever. You don’t get in the vehicle, you turn around and you run, run, run.


Too late.


“Put her seat belt on,” a woman says from the front seat.


Kylie starts to cry under the blindfold.


The man climbs into the back seat next to her and puts her seat belt on. “Please, just try to keep calm, Kylie. We really don’t want to hurt you,” he says.


“This has got to be a mistake,” she says. “My mom doesn’t have any money. She doesn’t start her new job until—”


“Tell her not to talk!” the woman snaps from the front seat.


“It’s not about the money, Kylie,” the man says. “Look, just don’t talk, OK?”


The car drives off hastily in a slew of sand and gravel. It accelerates hard and moves up through the gears.


Kylie listens as the car drives over the Plum Island bridge and with a wince she hears the tubercular grumble of the school bus go by them.


“Keep it slow,” the man says.


The doors power lock and Kylie curses herself for missing a chance. She could have unclicked the seat belt, opened the door, rolled out. Blind panic is beginning to overwhelm her. “Why are you doing this?” she wails.


“What should I tell her?” the man asks.


“Don’t tell her anything. Tell her to shut the hell up,” the woman replies.


“You need to be quiet, Kylie,” the man says.


The car is driving fast on what is probably Water Street near Newburyport. Kylie forces herself to breathe deep. In and out, in and out, the way the school counselors showed her in the mindfulness class. She knows that to stay alive she has to be observant and patient. She’s in the eighth-grade accelerated program. Everybody says she’s smart. She has to be calm and notice things and take her chances when they come.


That girl in Austria had survived and so had those girls in Cleveland. And she’d seen that Mormon girl who’d been kidnapped when she was fourteen being interviewed on Good Morning America. They’d all survived. They’d been lucky, but maybe it was more than luck too.


She swallows another wave of terror that almost chokes her.


Kylie hears the car drive up onto the Route 1 bridge at Newburyport. They’re going over the Merrimack River toward New Hampshire.


“Not so fast,” the man mutters, and the car slows for a few minutes but then gradually begins to speed up again.


Kylie thinks about her mom. She’s driving to Boston this morning to see the oncologist. Her poor mom, this is going to—


“Oh my God,” the woman who’s driving says, suddenly horrified.


“What is it?” the man asks.


“We just passed a cop car waiting over the state line.”


“It’s OK, I think you’re in the … no, oh Christ, his lights are coming on,” the man says. “He’s pulling you over. You were going too fast! You have to stop.”


“I know,” the woman replies.


“It’ll be OK. No one will have reported this car stolen yet. It’s been on that side street in Boston for weeks.”


“The car’s not the problem, she’s the problem. Pass me the gun.”


“What are you going to do?”


“What can we do?”


“We can talk our way out of it,” the man insists.


“With a blindfolded kidnapped girl in the back seat?”


“She won’t say anything. Will you, Kylie?”


“No. I promise,” Kylie whimpers.


“Tell her to be quiet. Take that thing off her face and tell her to lower her head and look down,” the woman says.


“Keep your eyes shut tight. Don’t make a sound,” the man says, taking the blindfold off and pushing Kylie’s head down.


The woman pulls the car over and the police vehicle presumably pulls in behind her. The woman is evidently watching the policeman in the rearview mirror. “He’s writing the license plate down in his logbook. Probably called it in on the radio too,” she says.


“It’s OK. You’ll talk to him. It’ll be fine.”


“All these state police prowlers have dashcams, don’t they?”


“I don’t know.”


“They’ll be looking for this car. For three people. We’ll have to hide the car in the barn. Maybe for years.”


“Don’t overreact. He’s only going to write you a speeding ticket.”


Kylie hears the crunch of the state trooper’s boots as he steps out of his vehicle and walks toward them.


She hears the woman roll down the driver’s-side window. “Oh God,” the woman whispers as he approaches.


The state trooper’s boots stop crunching by the open window.


“Is there a problem, Officer?” the woman asks.


“Ma’am, do you know how fast you were going?” the state trooper asks.


“No,” the woman says.


“I clocked you at fifty-two. This is a restricted twenty-five school zone. I guess you didn’t see the signs.”


“No. I didn’t know there was a school around here.”


“It’s heavily signposted, ma’am.”


“I’m sorry, I just didn’t see them.”


“I’ll have to see your …” the trooper begins and pauses. Kylie knows he’s looking at her. She’s shivering all over.


“Sir, is that your daughter in the seat next to you?” the trooper asks.


“Yes,” the man says.


“Miss, can you show me your face, please?”


Kylie lifts her head but keeps her eyes tightly shut. She’s still trembling. The state trooper has seen that something is amiss. A half second goes by while the cop, Kylie, the woman, and the man all decide what to do next.


The woman groans and then there is the sound of a single gunshot.
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Thursday, 8:35 a.m.


It’s supposed to be a routine visit to the oncologist. A six-month checkup to make sure that all is OK and that her breast cancer is still in remission. Rachel has told Kylie not to worry because she feels great and everything is almost certainly fine.


Secretly, of course, she knows that things might not be fine. Her appointment had originally been scheduled for the Tuesday before Thanksgiving but she’d gotten some blood work done at the lab last week, and when Dr. Reed saw the results, she’d asked Rachel to come in this morning. First thing. Dr. Reed is a dour, even-keeled, unflustered woman originally from Nova Scotia, and she is not one for panicky overreaction.


Rachel tries not to think about it as she drives south on I-95.


What’s the point of worrying? She doesn’t know anything. Maybe Dr. Reed is going home for Thanksgiving and is scheduling all her appointments early.


Rachel doesn’t feel sick. In fact, she hasn’t felt this good in a couple of years. For a while there she had thought she was bad luck’s favorite child. But all that has changed. The divorce is behind her. She’s writing her philosophy lectures for the new job starting in January. Her post-chemo hair has mostly grown back, her strength has returned, and she’s putting on weight. The psychic toll of the past year has been paid. She’s back to the organized, in-control woman who worked two jobs to put Marty through law school and get them the house on Plum Island.


She’s only thirty-five. She has her whole life ahead of her.


Knock wood, she thinks and pats a green bit of the dashboard she hopes is wood but suspects is plastic. In the arcane clutter of the Volvo 240’s cargo area there’s an old oak walking stick but there’s no point risking life and limb reaching back for that.


The phone says it’s 8:36 now. Kylie will be getting off the bus and strolling across the playground with Stuart. She texts Kylie the dumb joke she’s been saving up all morning: How do you think the unthinkable?




When Kylie doesn’t respond after a minute, Rachel sends her the answer: With an itheberg.


Still no response.


Do you get it? Try it with a lisp, Rachel texts.


Kylie is deliberately ignoring her. But, Rachel thinks with a grin, I’ll bet Stuart’s laughing. He always laughs at her dumb jokes.


It’s 8:38 now and traffic is backing up.


She doesn’t want to be late. She’s never late. Maybe if she gets off the interstate and takes Route 1?


Canadians do Thanksgiving on a different day, she remembers. Dr. Reed must want her to come in because the test results don’t look good. “No,” she says out loud and shakes her head. She’s not going to fall into that old spiral of negative thinking. She’s moving forward. And even if she still has a passport to the Kingdom of the Sick, that won’t define her. That’s behind her, along with the waitressing and the Uber driving and falling for Marty’s lines.


She’s using her full potential at last. She’s a teacher now. She thinks about her opening lecture. Maybe Schopenhauer is going to be too heavy for everyone. Maybe she should begin the class with that joke about Sartre and the waitress at the Deux—


Her phone rings, startling her.


Unknown Caller, it says.


She answers with the speakerphone: “Hello?”


“Two things you must remember,” a voice says through some kind of speech-distortion machine. “Number one: you are not the first and you will certainly not be the last. Number two: remember, it’s not about the money—it’s about The Chain.”


This has to be some sort of prank, one part of her brain is saying. But other, deeper, more ancient structures in her cerebellum are beginning to react with what can only be described as pure animal terror.


“I think you must have the wrong number,” she suggests.


The voice continues obliviously: “In five minutes, Rachel, you will be getting the most important phone call of your life. You are going to need to pull your car over to the shoulder. You’re going to need to have your wits about you. You will be getting detailed instructions. Make sure your phone is fully charged and make sure also that you have a pen and paper to write down these instructions. I am not going to pretend that things are going to be easy for you. The coming days will be very difficult, but The Chain will get you through.”


Rachel feels very cold. Her mouth tastes of old pennies. Her head is light. “I’m going to have to call the police or—”


“No police. No law enforcement of any kind. You will do just fine, Rachel. You would not have been selected if we thought you were the sort of person who would go to pieces on us. What is being asked of you may seem impossible now but it is entirely within your capabilities.”


A splinter of ice runs down her spine. A leak of the future into the present. A terrifying future that, evidently, will manifest itself in just a few minutes.


“Who are you?” she asks.


“Pray that you never find out who we are and what we are capable of.”


The line goes dead.


She checks the caller ID again but the number is still not there. That voice, though. Mechanically disguised and deliberate; assured, chilly, arrogant. What can this person mean about getting the most important phone call of her life? She checks her rearview mirror and moves the Volvo out of the fast lane and into the middle lane just in case another call really is coming in.


She picks nervously at a line of thread that’s coming off her red sweater just as the iPhone rings again.


Another Unknown Caller.


She stabs at the green answer key. “Hello?”


“Is this Rachel O’Neill?” a voice asks. A different voice. A woman. A woman who sounds very upset.


Rachel wants to say No; she wants to ward off the impending disaster by saying that actually she has started using her maiden name again—Rachel Klein—but she knows there’s no point. Nothing she can say or do is going to stop this woman from telling her that the worst has happened.


“Yes,” she says.


“I’m so sorry, Rachel, I’ve got some terrible news for you. Have you got the pen and paper for the instructions?”


“What’s happened?” she asks, really scared now.


“I’ve kidnapped your daughter.”
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Thursday, 8:42 a.m.


The sky is falling. The sky is coming down. She can’t breathe. She doesn’t want to breathe. Her baby girl. No. It isn’t true. Nobody has taken Kylie. This woman doesn’t sound like a kidnapper. It’s a lie. “Kylie’s in school,” Rachel says.


“She’s not. I’ve got her. I’ve kidnapped her.”


“You’re not … it’s a joke.”


“I’m deadly serious. We grabbed Kylie at the bus stop. I’m sending you a picture of her.”


A photo of a girl wearing a blindfold and sitting in the back seat of a car comes through as an attachment. She is wearing the same black sweater and tan wool coat that Kylie put on when she left today. She has Kylie’s freckly pixie nose and brown hair with red highlights. It’s her, all right.


Rachel feels sick. Her vision swims. She lets go of the steering wheel. Cars begin honking as the Volvo drifts out of its lane.


The woman is still talking. “You have to remain calm and you have to listen carefully to everything I say. You have to do it exactly the way I’ve done it. You must write down all the rules and you cannot deviate from them. If you break the rules or call the police, you will be blamed and I will be blamed. Your daughter will be killed and my son will be killed. So write down everything that I am about to tell you.”


Rachel rubs her eyes. There’s a roaring in her head that sounds like a giant wave about to break on top of her. About to smash her to smithereens. The worst thing in the world is really, actually happening. Has really happened.


“I want to speak to Kylie, you bitch!” she screams and then grabs the steering wheel and rights the Volvo, avoiding an eighteen-wheeler by inches. She pulls the Volvo across the final lane of traffic onto the shoulder. She skids to a halt and kills the engine as scores of drivers honk and yell obscenities.


“Kylie’s OK for now.”


“I’m calling the cops!” Rachel cries.


“No, you’re not. I need you to calm down, Rachel. I wouldn’t have picked you if I thought you were the type who would lose your cool. I’ve researched you. I know about Harvard and your recovery from cancer. I know about your new job. You’re an organized person and I know you’re not going to screw this up. Because if you do, it’s real simple: Kylie is going to die and my boy is going to die. Now, get a piece of paper and write this down.”


Rachel takes a deep breath and grabs a datebook from her purse. “OK,” she says.


“You’re in The Chain now, Rachel. We both are. And The Chain is going to protect itself. So, first thing is no cops. If you ever talk to a cop, the people who run The Chain will know and they’ll tell me to kill Kylie and pick a different target, and I will. They don’t care about you or your family; all they care about is the security of The Chain. Got that?”


“No police,” Rachel says in a daze.


“Second thing is burner phones. You need to buy anonymous burner phones that you use just once to make all your calls, like I’m doing now. Got it?”


“Yes.”


“Third, you are going to need to download the Tor search engine, which will take you into the dark web. It’s tricky but you can do it. Use Tor to look for InfinityProjects. Are you writing this down?”


“Yes.”


“InfinityProjects is just a placeholder name. It doesn’t mean anything, but on the site, you’ll find a Bitcoin account. You can buy Bitcoin on Tor in half a dozen places by credit card or wire transfer. The transfer number for InfinityProjects is two-two-eight-nine-seven-four-four. Write that down. Once money has been wired through, it’s untraceable. What The Chain wants from you is twenty-five thousand dollars.”


“Twenty-five thousand dollars? How will I—”


“I don’t care, Rachel. Loan shark, second mortgage, do a goddamn murder for hire. It doesn’t matter. Just get it. You pay the money and that’s part one. Part two is harder.”


“What’s part two?” Rachel asks, alarmed.


“I’m supposed to tell you that you are not the first and you are not the last. You are in The Chain and this is a process that goes back a long time. I kidnapped your daughter so that my boy will be released. He’s been kidnapped and is being held by a man and woman I don’t know. You must select a target and kidnap one of that person’s loved ones so The Chain will go on.”


“What! Are you cra—”


“You have to listen. This is important. You are going to kidnap someone to replace your daughter on The Chain.”


“What are you talking about?”


“You have to select a target and hold one of that person’s loved ones until the target pays the ransom and kidnaps someone in turn. You are going to have to make this exact phone call to whoever you select. What I’m doing to you is what you are going to do to your target. As soon as you carry out your kidnapping and pay the money, my son will be released. As soon as your target kidnaps someone and pays the ransom, your daughter will be released. It’s that simple. That’s how The Chain works and goes on forever.”


“What? Who do I pick?” Rachel asks, utterly horrified.


“Someone who will not break the rules. No cops, politicians, or journalists—those are deal-breakers. Someone who will commit a kidnapping and pay the money and keep their mouth shut and keep The Chain going.”


“How do you know I’ll do all that?”


“If you don’t, I’ll kill Kylie and start again with someone else. If I screw up they will kill my son and then me. Everything’s off the cliff already for us. Let me be very clear, Rachel: I will murder Kylie. I know now that I am capable of doing it.”


“Please don’t do this. Let her go, please, I’m begging you. As one mother to another, please. She’s a wonderful child. She’s all I’ve got in this world. I love her so much.”


“I’m counting on that. Do you understand what I’ve told you so far?”


“Yes.”


“Goodbye, Rachel.”


“No! Wait!” Rachel cries but the woman has already hung up.
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Thursday, 8:56 a.m.


Rachel begins to shake. She feels sick, nauseated, untethered. Like on the treatment days when she allowed them to poison her and burn her in the hope that it would make her better.


The traffic drums ceaselessly to her left and she sits there frozen like some long-dead explorer crashed on an alien world. Forty-five seconds have gone by since the woman hung up. It feels like forty-five years.


The phone rings, startling her. “Hello?”


“Rachel?”


“Yes.”


“This is Dr. Reed. We were expecting you at nine, but you haven’t signed in yet downstairs.”


“I’m running late. Traffic,” she says.


“That’s OK. It’s always a horror show at this time. When can we expect you?”


“What? Oh … I’m not coming in today. I can’t.”


“Really? Oh, dear, well—would tomorrow suit you better?”


“No. Not this week.”


“Rachel, I need you to come in to discuss your blood work.”


“I have to go,” Rachel says.


“Look, I don’t like to talk about these things over the phone but what we’re seeing with your most recent test is very high levels of CA 15-3. We really need to talk—”


“I can’t come in. Goodbye, Dr. Reed,” Rachel says and hangs up the phone as flashing lights appear in the rearview mirror. A big, dark-haired Massachusetts state trooper gets out of his vehicle and approaches the Volvo 240.


She sits there, utterly adrift, tears drying on her face.


The trooper taps her window and after a moment’s hesitation, she rolls it down. “Ma’am,” he begins and then sees that she has been crying. “Um, ma’am, is there a problem with your vehicle?”


“No. I’m sorry.”


“Well, ma’am, this shoulder is for emergency vehicles only.”


Tell him, she thinks. Tell him everything. No, I can’t, they’ll kill her, they will. That woman will do it. “I know I shouldn’t be parked here. I was on the phone to my oncologist. It—it looks like my cancer has come back.”


The trooper gets it. He nods slowly. “Ma’am, do you think you’re capable of continuing your journey at this juncture?”


“Yes.”


“I’m not going to write you a moving violation, but I would ask you to proceed with your journey, please, ma’am. I’ll halt traffic until you get into the lane.”


“Thank you, Officer.”


She turns the key in the ignition and the old Volvo grumbles back to life. The trooper stops the vehicles in the slow lane and she pulls out without any difficulty. She drives for one mile until she hits the next exit and then gets off at the slip road. South is the hospital where they can maybe fix her but she doesn’t care about that now. That’s utterly irrelevant. Getting Kylie back is the sun and the stars and the entire universe.


She takes I-95 northbound, pushing the Volvo harder than it has ever been pushed in its life.


Into the slow lane, into the medium lane, into the fast lane.


Sixty miles an hour, sixty-five miles an hour, seventy, seventy-five, seventy-eight, eighty.


The engine is screaming but all Rachel can think is Go, go, go.


Her business now is north. Get a bank loan. Get the burner phones. Get a gun and everything else she needs to get Kylie back.
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Thursday, 9:01 a.m.


It had all happened so fast. A gunshot and then they had driven off. Driven for how long? Kylie had lost track. Maybe seven or eight minutes before they had turned onto a smaller road, gone down a long driveway, and stopped. The woman had taken a picture of her and gotten out to make a phone call. Probably to her mom or dad.


Kylie’s in the back seat of the car with the man. He is breathing hard, swearing under his breath, and making strange animal-like whimpering noises.


Shooting the policeman was clearly not part of the plan and he isn’t handling it well.


Kylie hears the woman come back to the car.


“OK, it’s done. She understands everything and knows what she has to do,” the woman says. “Take this one down to the basement and I’ll hide the car.”


“OK,” the man replies meekly. “You have to get out, Kylie. I’ll open the door for you.”


“Where are we going?” Kylie asks.


“We’ve set up a little room for you. Don’t be worried,” the man says. “You’ve done very well so far.”


She feels the man reach over her and unclick her seat belt. His breath is acrid and repulsive. The door opens next to her.


“Keep your blindfold on; I have a gun pointed at you,” the woman says.


Kylie nods.


“Well, what are you waiting for? Move!” the woman says in a shrill, hysterical voice.


Kylie swings her legs out of the car and starts to get up. “Watch your head, please,” the man mutters.


She stands slowly, carefully. She listens for highway traffic or any other noise, but she doesn’t hear anything. No cars, no birds, no familiar Atlantic breakers. They are somewhere well inland.


“This way,” the man says. “I’m going to take your arm and lead you downstairs. Don’t try anything. There’s nowhere you can go and we’re both prepared to shoot you, OK?”


She nods.


“Answer him,” the woman insists.


“I won’t try anything,” she says.


She hears a bolt being dragged back and a door being opened.


“Careful, these stairs are old and sort of steep,” the man says. Kylie walks slowly down the wooden stairs while the man holds her by the elbow. When she gets to the bottom of the steps, she can feel that she’s standing on concrete. Her heart sinks. If it had been a crawl space like the one beneath her house, she would have had just dirt and sand underfoot. You could dig your way through dirt and sand. You couldn’t dig your way through concrete.


“Here,” the man says and leads her across the room. It’s a basement, obviously. The basement of a house deep in the country, far from anyone.


Kylie thinks about her mother and feels another sob welling up in her throat. Her poor mom! She’s supposed to be starting a new job soon. She’s just beginning to turn her life around after the cancer and the divorce. It isn’t fair.


“Sit here,” the man says. “Sit all the way down. It’s a mattress on the floor.”


Kylie sits on the mattress, which feels like it’s covered with a sheet and a sleeping bag.


She hears the click of the woman taking a photo. “OK, I’m going to the house to send her this and check Wickr. I hope to God they’re not angry with us,” the woman says.


“Don’t tell them anything went wrong. Tell them everything went according to plan,” the man says.


“I know!” she snaps.


“It’s going to be OK,” the man says unconvincingly.


Kylie hears the woman run up the wooden steps and close the basement door. She’s alone with the man now and this scares her. He could do anything.


“It’s OK,” he says. “You can take your blindfold off now.”


“I don’t want to see your face,” Kylie replies.


“It’s fine, I’ve got the ski mask on again.”


She removes the blindfold. He’s standing near her, still holding the gun. He has taken his coat off. He’s wearing jeans, a black sweater, and loafers caked with clay and mud. A heavy man in his forties or fifties.


The basement is rectangular, roughly twenty feet by thirty feet. There are two small square windows choked with leaves on one side. A concrete floor, a mattress, and an electric lamp next to the mattress. They’ve given her a sleeping bag, a bucket, toilet paper, a cardboard box, and two large bottles of water. The rest of the basement is empty but for an antique cast-iron stove against one of the walls and a boiler in the far corner.


“You’re going to be staying here for the next few days. Until your mother pays the ransom and does the other stuff. We’re going to try to make you as comfortable as possible. You must be terrified. I can’t imagine … ” he says and begins to choke up. “We’re not used to this, Kylie. We’re not people like this. All of this has been forced on us. You have to understand that.”


“Why have you taken me?”


“Your mother will explain everything when you get back to her. My wife doesn’t want me to talk to you about it.”


“You seem nicer than her. Is there any way you could possibly let—”


“No. We’ll—wow—kill you if you try to escape. I mean that. You know what we’re c—capable of. You were there. You heard. That poor man … oh my God. Put this on your left wrist,” he says, handing her a handcuff. “Tight enough so you can’t escape, not so tight so that it chafes you … that’s it. A little bit tighter. Let me see.”


He takes her wrist and examines it and ratchets the handcuff tighter. Then he takes the other cuff, attaches it to a heavy metal chain, and attaches that to the iron stove with a padlock.


“You’ve got about nine feet of chain, so you can move around a bit. Do you see that, over there by the stairs? That’s a camera. We’ll be keeping an eye on you even when we’re not down here. The fluorescent light will always be on so we can see what you’re doing. So don’t try anything, OK?”


“OK.”


“You’ve got a sleeping bag and a pillow. In that box there are toiletries and more toilet paper and graham crackers and books. Do you like the Harry Potter books?”


“Yes.”


“The whole series is in there. And some old stuff. Good stuff for girls your age. I know what I’m talking about. I’m an en … good stuff,” he says.


“I’m an English teacher”? Was that what he was going to say? Kylie wonders. “Thank you,” she says. Be polite, Kylie, she tells herself. Be the good, scared, frightened girl who won’t cause them any trouble.


The man squats down next to her, still keeping the gun pointed at her.


“We’re in the woods here. At the end of our own dirt road. If you start screaming, no one will hear you. We’re on a big lot and the woods are all around. But if you do start yelling, I’ll see and hear you on the camera and I won’t be able to take any chances. I’ll have to come down and gag you. And so you can’t remove the gag, we’ll have to cuff your hands behind your back. Do you understand?”


Kylie nods.


“Now, turn out your pockets and give me your shoes.”


She turns out her pockets. She only has money in them anyway. No penknife or phone. The phone’s back there on the dirt road on Plum Island.


The man stands and sways a little. “Sweet Jesus,” he says to himself and swallows hard. He goes up the stairs shaking his head, apparently in disbelief and amazement at what he has wrought.


When the basement door closes, Kylie leans back on the mattress and exhales.


She starts to cry again. She cries herself dry and then sits up and looks at the two bottles of water. Would they poison her? The seals on the water are intact and it’s Poland Spring. She drinks greedily and then stops herself.


What if he doesn’t come back? What if she has to make this water last for several days or weeks?


She looks in the big cardboard box. Two boxes of graham crackers, a Snickers bar, and a can of Pringles. Toothbrush, toothpaste, toilet paper, wipes, and about fifteen books. There’s also a drawing pad, two pencils, and playing cards. With her back to the camera she tries to use the pencil to pick the lock on the handcuff, but after ten seconds she gives up. You’d need a paper clip or something. She looks through the books. Harry Potter, J. D. Salinger, Harper Lee, Herman Melville, Jane Austen. Yeah, probably an English teacher.


She takes another sip of water and unspools some of the toilet paper and dries the tears from her face.


She lies down on the mattress. It’s cold. She gets into the sleeping bag and hunkers down under it where the camera can’t see her.


She feels safer here.


If they can’t see her, that’s something. That’s a Daffy Duck trick. If I can’t see you, you don’t exist.


Were they telling the truth about not wanting to harm her? You believed people until they showed you how bad they really were.


But they’d already done that, hadn’t they?


That policeman. He was probably dead or dying. Oh God.


Remembering that gunshot, she wants to scream now. To scream and get someone to come and help her.


Help me, help me, help me! She mouths but doesn’t say the words.


Oh my God, Kylie, how could this have happened? The thing that you were warned about: Don’t get into a stranger’s car. Never get into a stranger’s car. Girls go missing all the time and when they go missing, they almost never come back.


But sometimes they did come back. There were many who disappeared forever but not all the lost girls stayed lost. Sometimes they came home again.


Elizabeth Smart—that was the Mormon girl’s name. In that interview, she had been dignified and calm. She had said that there was always hope in these situations. Her faith had always given her hope.


But Kylie doesn’t have any faith, which is obviously her stupid parents’ fault.


So claustrophobic in here.


She pulls the sleeping bag down and takes a few panicky breaths and looks around the room again.


Are they really watching her?


Certainly at first they will be. But at three in the morning? Maybe she can move that stove. Maybe there’s an old nail she can use to pick the lock. She’ll wait. She’ll keep cool and wait. She looks in the box and pulls out the pad and paper.


Help me, I’m a prisoner in this basement, she writes, but there’s no one to give the note to.


She rips out the page and crumples it up.


She starts drawing instead. She draws the ceiling of the tomb of Senenmut from her Egypt book. This begins to calm her. She draws the moon and stars. The Egyptians thought the afterlife was located in the stars. But there is no afterlife, is there? Grandma believes in the afterlife but nobody else does. It doesn’t make any sense, does it? If they kill you, you’re just dead and that’s that. And maybe a hundred years from now, they find your body in the woods and nobody even remembers who you were or that you’d gone missing.


You’re erased from history like a shaken Etch A Sketch.


“Mommy,” she whispers. “Help me. Please help me. Mommy!” But she knows that there’s no help coming.
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Thursday, 9:16 a.m.


When Rachel gets back to her house on Plum Island she walks into the kitchen and falls to the floor. It isn’t a swoon. She’s not fainting. She just can no longer remain vertical. She lies there on the linoleum like a disheveled question mark. Her pulse is racing, her throat constricting. She feels like she’s having a heart attack.


But she can’t have a heart attack.


She has to save her daughter. She sits up and tries to breathe and think.


They’d said don’t call the police. They are probably afraid of the police.


The police will know what to do. Won’t they?


She reaches for the phone but stops herself. No. She dare not risk it.


Don’t call the cops. Never call the cops. If they find out she has called the cops, they’ll kill Kylie immediately. There was something about that woman’s voice. The desperation in it. The determination. She’ll do it and she’ll move on to another victim. The whole thing about The Chain is incredible and crazy and yet … that woman’s voice … it had the ring of truth. The woman had clearly been terrified of The Chain and its power and she believed in it.


And I believe too, Rachel thinks.


But she doesn’t have to be alone. She needs help.


Marty. He’ll know what to do.


She speed-dials Marty’s number but it goes straight to voice mail. She tries again but again gets voice mail. She looks down her list of contacts and calls his new house in Brookline.


“Hellooo,” Tammy answers in that singsongy voice of hers.


“Tammy?” Rachel asks.


“Yeah, who’s this?”


“This is Rachel. I’ve been trying to contact Marty.”


“He’s out of town.”


“Oh? Where is he?”


“He’s in, um, oh, what’s that place …”


“Work?”


“No. You know … the place where they play golf.”


“Scotland?”


“No! Where everybody goes. He was so excited.”


“Golfing, when did he start … never mind. Look, Tammy, I’m trying to reach him and it’s an emergency and I can’t get through on his phone.”


“He’s down there with the firm. They’re on a retreat so they had to hand in their phones.”


“But where is it, Tammy? Please, think.”


“Augusta! He’s in Augusta. I think I have a contact number somewhere if you need it.”


“I need it.”


“Yeah, hold on, lemme see, here it is, OK.” She reads out a number.


“Thanks, Tammy. I better call him.”


“Wait, what’s the emergency?”


“Oh, it’s nothing, a problem with the roof, it’s leaking, that’s all. No big deal. Thank you,” she says and hangs up.


She dials the number Tammy gave her.


“Gleneagle Augusta Hotel,” the receptionist says.


“I’d like to speak to Marty O’Neill, please. I’m his, er, wife, and I’ve forgotten what room he’s in.”


“Um, let me see … seventy-four. I’ll put you through.”


She puts Rachel through to the room, but he isn’t there. She calls the front desk again and asks the receptionist to tell Marty to call her as soon as he gets back in.


She hangs up and sits down on the floor again.


She’s dazed, speechless, horrified.


Given all the evil people in the world with unbalanced karmic checkbooks, why has this happened to her, especially after everything she’s been through the past couple of years? It isn’t fair. And poor Kylie’s just a little girl, she—


The phone rings next to her. She picks it up and looks at the ID: Unknown Caller again.


Oh no.


“Calling your ex-husband?” the scary, distorted voice says. “Is that really what you want to do now? Can you trust him? Can you trust him with your life and the life of your child? You’re going to need to because if he says anything to anybody, Kylie’s dead, and I think we’ll have to kill you too. The Chain always protects itself. Maybe have a think about that before your next phone call.”


“I’m sorry. I … I didn’t get through to him. I left a message. It’s just … I don’t know if I can do this by myself, I—”


“We might allow you to get help later. We will send you a way to contact us and you can ask us for permission. But for now, if you know what’s good for you, don’t talk to anyone. Just get the money and start thinking about a target. You can do this, Rachel. You did well getting rid of that cop back there on the highway. Yes, that’s right, we saw. And we’ll be watching you closely until this is all over. Now get on with it,” the voice says.


“I can’t,” Rachel protests meekly.


The voice sighs. “We don’t select people who require continuous coaching. That’s way too exhausting for us. We pick self-starters. Bootstrappers. That’s you, Rachel. Now, get up off the goddamn floor and get moving!”


The line goes dead.


Rachel looks at the phone in horror. They are watching her. They know who she’s calling and everything she’s doing.


She pushes the phone away, gets to her feet, and staggers to the bathroom like she’s walking from a car accident.


She runs the faucet and splashes water on her face. There’s no mirror in here or anywhere in the house except for Kylie’s room. She’d gotten rid of all the mirrors because of the visual horror of the whole hair-falling-out routine. Of course no one in her family had ever allowed her to think that she might die. Her mother, the nurse, had explained right from the get-go that it was a treatable stage 2A breast cancer that would respond well to an aggressive precision surgical intervention followed by radiation and chemotherapy. But in those first few weeks, looking in the bathroom mirror, she saw herself diminishing, hollowing out, wasting away.


Getting rid of all the mirrors had been an important step in her recovery. She didn’t have to see herself become the terrible, pale skeletal spider of the dark days of the chemo. Her recovery wasn’t exactly a miracle—the stage 2A five-year survival rate was 90 percent—but still, you could always be one of the 10 percent, couldn’t you?


She turns the faucet off.


Good thing there’s no goddamn mirror, because Mirror Rachel would be looking back at her with dead, accusing eyes. Letting a thirteen-year-old girl wait by herself at a bus stop? You think this would have happened if Kylie were with Marty?


No. It wouldn’t have. Not on his watch. On yours, Rachel. Because, let’s face it, you’re a loser. They’re completely wrong about you. Tragically mistaken. Thirty-five and you’re starting your first real job? What have you been doing all this time? All that potential wasted. The Peace Corps? Nobody joins the Peace Corps. Those years drifting with Marty after Guatemala. You working after he finally decided he wanted to go to law school?


You’ve been faking it. But you’re just a loser and now your poor daughter has gotten sucked into your loser web.


Rachel points a finger at the place where the mirror used to be. You dumb bitch. I wish you had died. I wish you had been one of the 10 percent who’d died!


She closes her eyes, breathes, counts down from ten, opens them again. She runs to the bedroom and changes into the black skirt and white blouse she bought for teaching. She puts on her expensive-looking leather jacket, finds a respectable pair of heels, runs a hand through her hair, and grabs her shoulder bag. She gathers her financial documents, her laptop, and the employment contract from Newburyport Community College. She gets Marty’s stash of bar-exam cigarettes and the sealed bag of flood money. She runs to the kitchen, slips in the heels, almost smashes her face into the range hood, rights herself, grabs her phone, and tears out to the car.
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Thursday, 9:26 a.m.


The First National Bank on State Street in downtown Newburyport opens at 9:30 a.m. Rachel paces the sidewalk near the bank entrance and puffs on her Marlboro.


State Street is deserted except for a very pale, nervous, older man wearing a heavy coat and a Red Sox cap who is walking toward her.


Their eyes meet as he stops in front of her.


“Are you Rachel O’Neill?” he asks.


“Yes,” she replies.


The man swallows hard and pulls his cap lower. “I’m supposed to tell you that I’ve been off The Chain for a year now. I’m supposed to tell you that because I did as I was told, my family is safe. I’m supposed to tell you that there are hundreds of people like me who can be recruited to bring you a message if The Chain thinks you or anyone in your family needs a message.”


“I get it.”


“You’re—you’re not pregnant, are you?” the man asks hesitantly, seemingly going off script for a moment.


“No,” Rachel replies.


“Then this is your message,” he says and, without warning, punches her in the stomach.


The air is knocked out of her and Rachel crumples to the ground. He is surprisingly strong, and the pain is terrible. It takes her ten seconds to get her breath back. She looks up at the man in incomprehension and fear.


“I’m supposed to tell you that if you need further proof of our reach, you should Google the Williams family of Dover, New Hampshire. You won’t see me again but there are many others out there like me. Do not attempt to follow me,” the man says and with tears of shame running down his cheeks, he turns and walks quickly back down the street.


Just then the bank door opens and the security guard sees her sprawled on the ground. He looks at the man hurrying away from her; his fists clench and it’s clear that he senses something has just happened.


“Can I help you, ma’am?” he asks.


Rachel coughs and pulls herself together. “I’m fine, I guess. I, uh, took a spill.”


The security guard offers her his hand and helps her to her feet.


“Thank you,” she says and winces in pain.


“Are you sure you’re OK, ma’am?” he asks.


“Yes, fine!”


The security guard looks at her oddly for a moment and again at the man hurrying away. She can tell that he’s wondering if she’s some kind of shill in a bank-robbery attempt. His hand drifts toward his gun.


“Thank you so much,” she says. She lowers her voice to a whisper. “I’m not used to heels. So much for making a good impression at the bank!”


The guard relaxes. “No one saw you but me,” he says. “I don’t know how you walk in those things.”


“This is a joke I tell my daughter: ‘What do you call a dinosaur in high heels?’”


“What?”


“‘My-feet-are-saurus.’ She never laughs. She never laughs at my dumb jokes.”


The guard smiles. “Well, I think it’s funny.”


“Thank you again,” Rachel says. She fixes her hair, goes inside the bank, and asks to see Colin Temple, the manager.


Temple’s an older guy who used to live out on the island before moving into town. He and Rachel had attended each other’s barbecues, and Marty had gone fishing with him on his boat. Colin hadn’t screwed her over the couple of times she had missed mortgage payments since the divorce.


“Rachel O’Neill, as I live and breathe,” he says with a grin. “Oh, Rachel, why do birds suddenly appear every time that you’re near?”


Because they’re actually carrion crows and I’m one of the goddamn undead, she thinks but doesn’t say. “Good morning, Colin, how are you?”


“I’m fine. What can I do for you, Rachel?”


She swallows the pain of the gut punch and forces a half smile onto her lips. “I’m in a bit of trouble, and I wonder if we can have a talk.”


They repair to the manager’s office, which is decorated with yacht pictures and tiny intricate model boats that Colin has made himself. There are several photos of a snot-nosed King Charles spaniel that she can’t for the life of her remember the name of. Colin leaves the door a little bit ajar and sits behind his desk. Rachel sits opposite and tries to put a pleasant expression on her face.


“What can I do to help?” Colin asks, still pretty cheery but with suspicion creeping into his eyes.


“Well, it’s the house, Colin. That roof above the kitchen is leaking and I had a contractor in yesterday and he said the whole thing will have to be replaced before it snows or it all might come down.”

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CHILD BACK
IS TO KIDNAP ANOTH =:. CHILD

‘I may not read a better
thriller in my lifetime’

STEVE CAVANAGH

‘Striking, memorable,
should be savoured’

TANA FRENCH

y: . . “You will never be able to
Dlabo||6a|, Unnervlng,

forget it. A masterpiece’

DON WINSLOW

relentless’

DENNIS LEHANE

ADRIAN McKINTY






OEBPS/images/titlepg.jpg
H
CHAIN

ADRIAN McKINTY

OOOOO





