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Prologue

He stood in the shadows of the trees, just beyond the shoulder of the road, watching the cars file past in the dark. The need pounding within his veins was so precise, the demands so certain, that his hands were beginning to shake. He rubbed his palms together, hoping to ease the tension, knowing that any such relief would be temporary, at best.

He whimpered imperceptibly at his pathetic plight.

If the voices had been clearer—they usually were so much clearer—this last-minute distress, this chaos would not be necessary.

What to do, what to do?

Frustrated by his lack of direction, he chewed distractedly on a gritty fingernail.

What would be the telling sign?

The voices had been dull tonight. He had heard them, but only barely. They had teased him along, taunting him, but offering no clues.

Where to look? Where to begin?

How would he know the one?

He began to sweat, the churning in his stomach growing worse for his plight and the buzzing in his head increasing with each moment that he remained indecisive.

A red car. He heard the pronouncement clearly, though it was little more than a whisper on the wind.

Tonight she’ll be driving a red car.

Calming slightly now that he knew, he regained his focus, the sudden flow of strength rippling through him. Now he need only decide on where to seek her.

The all-night convenience store less than fifty yards to his left—situated just off the interstate—had served nicely in the past. He could sit in that little wooded grove at the edge of the parking lot and wait for her to come, wait all night, if necessary. He’d watch for her to pull off the highway and into one of the parking places in the lot. Then, when she went into the store to buy a pack of cigarettes or a cool drink and perhaps a snack to tide her over until she reached her destination, he’d slip from the darkness and follow, ever so nonchalantly. He’d have to be very clever, of course, to get close enough to see if she was really the one he’d been waiting for without calling any attention to himself.

It was always a personal challenge to see just how close he could get and still pretend not to notice her at all.

If she wasn’t the one, then he’d leave and she’d be safe, at least for that night, and from him. Then he’d go back to his car and wait for the right one. Some nights he waited longer than others, but never had he waited in vain.

If she was the one, he wouldn’t stare, he’d give no sign that he recognized her for who she really was. No, no, he was far too smart for that. He’d make a quick purchase and leave before she did. Once outside, he’d slip alongside her car and pretend to pick up something he’d dropped, and with the long, thin sharp blade he pulled from his boot, he’d slit her tire. Then he’d get back into his dark little nondescript car and he’d wait for her.

He’d follow her—at a distance of course—until the tire went flat. If he sliced it just right, it would hold until just about the time she reached that section where the road narrowed and the woods began in earnest. She’d be forced to pull over and within less than a minute, he’d pull over behind her.

She’d turn anxiously as she watched him approach from behind, her heart beating with uncertainty as he grew larger in her side-view mirror.

Chances were that she’d trust him. It had been his good fortune to be blessed with the face of a cherub and a most sincere smile. They almost always trusted him. Especially when he put the blinking red light on the top of his car.

He’d stride up slowly, purposefully, as if this was something he did every day, giving the appearance of searching the car with his flashlight before shining it on the flat tire.

He’d offer his help, offer her the use of his cell phone, which he’d pull out of the deep pocket of his tan shirt.

Of course, if she refused his help, or if she had her own cell phone, he’d be forced to smash out the window with the flashlight, but he hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He hated to begin a relationship with violence. It threw off the rhythm and darkened his mood.

His favorite times were the ones when he’d been able to slip unnoticed into the backseat of her car while she was inside shopping. Once she resumed her journey, he’d let her drive on for a while, giving the hypnotic cadence of the journey time to lull her, and giving him time to savor the moment, to anticipate what would come. To learn the scent of her.

Perhaps she’d turn on the radio and sing along. He loved it when they did that, loved hearing the voice sing a favorite tune. Once he’d even taped it, taped her singing softly to a Fleetwood Mac song on the tiny recorder he had tucked into his jacket pocket. Later, he had taped her screams, and it had given him infinite joy to have played that tape. That the same voice could vary so had fascinated him. But he’d inadvertently erased the screaming part when he’d tried to re-record the tape so that he could listen to both her screams and her singing at the same time, an unfortunate error that still upset him to recall.

But so few women left their cars unlocked anymore—what had happened to trust, he lamented—that he’d been forced to come up with a different plan.

Still, the taking would be easy.

It was always so easy.

Once, of course, the voices told you how to spot the right one.

Last week, the one had blond hair. The week before, she had been wearing black boots. The clues changed constantly—who knew how many disguises she had, how many ways she knew to trick you? You had to find her, and when you did, she had to be reminded of all the times she had tricked you in the past.

And then she would have to be punished.

Again and again and again …



Chapter 1

The drone from the tired engine hummed through the small plane like a lullaby made weary from infinite repetition. Leah McDevitt shifted slightly in the narrow seat, clutching the worn brown leather portfolio to her chest and smiling even in her sleep. Dreaming, no doubt, of the expression on her cousin Catherine’s face when she saw the article Leah would deliver for the May issue of Trends, the bimonthly magazine they had inherited from their uncle eight years earlier.

Pragmatic Catherine, the heir to the majority of shares as well as Uncle Harry’s business sense and his position as editor-in-chief, had long since proven herself a worthy successor. Leah, having been born with a healthy dose of wanderlust and a freewheeling, creative spirit, was delighted to have been given carte blanche in the features department, where she had seemingly endless opportunities to travel, permitting her to acquire a firsthand knowledge of exotic cultures and explore new vistas, much of which would eventually grace the pages of Trends in one form or another.

Leah’s current project, photos plus text, had taken her on a jaunt to trace the use of tattoos—a current hot fashion trend—through antiquity. From Egypt to Greece to Turkey, she’d been fascinated by her finds and hoped that her readers would be also. In a museum in Greece, there had been fourth- and fifth-century Greek vase paintings that depicted women with strategically placed tattoos intended to accentuate their muscular physiques. The designs—vines, geometrics, spirals, and animals—were almost contemporary in nature, and she could barely wait to see the color photos she’d taken. She’d learned that throughout the ages, tattoos had served to mark prisoners of war and slaves in some cultures just as frequently as they were used as symbols of beauty and wealth in others. The tiny tattoo of an owl on a modern youth might be chosen to symbolize wisdom. The ancient Athenians, however, used it to mark the foreheads of their prisoners of war.

Leah yawned and opened her eyes momentarily, snippets of the article already floating around in her head, eager now to get home and work her notes into their final form before deciding on her next venture. The silver jewelry she’d seen in the marketplace in Turkey had been lovely enough to tempt her to return, and the fabrics she had purchased in Bulgaria—along with the attar of roses the country was known for—had caught and held her imagination. Perhaps an article about Eastern European crafts? Then again, there had been those ancient adobes in the American southwest …

Leah shifted again to ease the weight on her left hip and leaned her head against the window. They’d be in Amsterdam soon, then on to New York. She had yet to decide whether she’d go straight to the country house in Connecticut—little more than a cabin, really—or to the brownstone in Manhattan, another bequest from Uncle Harry, she shared with Catherine. Knowing she had at least a dozen more hours before she’d have to make the decision, she covered her yawning mouth with her hand and permitted herself to drift back to sleep.

It was almost two in the morning when Leah collected her luggage and began to make her way through JFK Airport. Well rested after having spent so much of her time sleeping on the plane, she was looking forward to writing her article. Once outside, she spotted the car she’d arranged to pick her up and opted to go straight downtown to the office, rather than to the townhouse where she would more than likely awaken Catherine upon arrival.

The lobby of the narrow, weathered brick six-story Dean Building was well lit, the guard at the horseshoe-shaped front desk clearly visible from the street. The car pulled up in front, bringing the guard to the front door to investigate, one hand on his cell phone. Leah waved as she climbed out of the backseat, and, recognizing her, the guard unlocked the front door.

“I wasn’t expecting anyone. It’s late for anyone to be out.” He said this almost accusingly, as if irritated to be taken from the warmth of the lobby on such a frigid night.

“I should have thought to call you, Frank. I’m sorry.” Leah flashed him her best smile. “I’m just back from my trip and thought I’d stop in and do a little work, since I slept through most of my flight.”

“I have coffee on in the kitchen,” he offered as apology for having chastised her, however mildly he’d done so. After all, he did, in a manner of speaking, work, if not for her, then certainly for her family.

And he’d known all of them, from the Harry Dean who founded the magazine that over the years had become Trends—it had been Milestones back then—to Harry’s children, Sally, Harry, Jr., and Anna, all gone now, Harry, Jr., having outlived Sally by a year, Anna by many more. As Harry, Jr., had no children of his own, the magazine had passed into the hands of his nieces, his only living relatives, upon his death.

This new generation was surely different, Frank shook his head imperceptibly. That a young lady would show up at a Manhattan office building in the middle of the night to work! Certainly, Leah’s mother, Sally, would never have done such a thing, but then, kids today, he rolled his eyes.

“Coffee sounds great. I’ll grab a cup on the way up. Thanks, Frank.” She rolled her wheeled suitcase close to the desk. “I’ll just leave this here, if you don’t mind. No sense in hauling it upstairs.”

“I’ll take care of it for you,” Frank said, tucking the suitcase closer to the area behind the desk. “It’ll be right here when you want it.”

Leah ducked into the small room, no larger than a closet, and helped herself to a Styrofoam cup that she filled with dark fragrant liquid. Day or night, one could always find a good cup of coffee in the lobby of the Dean Building, if one knew where to look. She sipped at it appreciatively, tucked the leather portfolio under one arm, and hoisted her travel bag over her shoulder before heading to the elevators. She touched the arrow pointing upward with her one free finger and the doors slid open immediately, as if awaiting her pleasure. Leaning forward to tap the button for the fifth floor, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirrored wall.

In baggy khaki pants and a navy pea jacket, her dark hair tucked behind her ears and held back with a loose ribbon, her face bare of makeup, Leah looked younger than her thirty years. The large canvas travel bag over her left shoulder weighed her down, and she listed slightly to one side to compensate for its weight. She looked more like a graduate student returning from a vacation than the features editor of a popular magazine returning from a business trip.

Leah stepped off the elevator onto a well-carpeted floor and followed the silent hallway to her office. Unlocking the door and turning on the light, she sighed when she saw the mountain of mail that awaited her attention.

Well, it will all have to wait just a little longer, Leah thought as she dropped her bag on the floor and turned on her computer. Pushing the stack of envelopes aside, she pulled her notes out of the brown leather folder and spread them out upon her desk. Slipping into her chair, she toed off her shoes as she sipped pensively at her coffee, her opening line already formed and at her fingertips. She set the cup down and began to type, her thoughts clicking along as smoothly and efficiently as a commuter train. Later she would download the photos she had taken and begin the process of deciding which to use.

Three hours later, as the sun was just beginning to rise, Leah rolled her chair back from her desk and read the copy for the tenth time, changing a word here, a phrase there, also for the tenth time. Rubbing the back of her neck she decided that what she had was a good first draft. Achy and stiff from sitting so long in the same position, she rose and, after a series of stretching exercises, went into the small bathroom to the left of her office where she splashed cool water on her face. Still patting her skin dry with a pale blue towel, she rummaged in the small refrigerator near her desk in search of a cold bottle of spring water. Finding one near the back behind a container of long-expired peach yogurt, she sat back down at her desk, refreshed and, she figured, good for at least another hour or so.

Leah was determined to finish the article and leave it on Catherine’s desk so that it would be there when her cousin arrived for work. Which should be soon, she realized after glancing at her watch. Catherine was an early riser and could be found at her desk most mornings by seven o’clock.

Maybe one more read-through, maybe just a little more polish, Leah thought, hitting the print icon on her computer.

Leah preferred to do her editing on paper rather than on the computer screen. As she stood up and leaned forward to reach the pages that slid quietly from her printer, she knocked over the pile of mail and memos she had previously shoved aside. Cursing softly, she knelt down to pick them up.

Carolyn, her ever-efficient assistant, had put little sticky notes on just about every item in the stack.

“Proofs for the beach-bum article” was printed neatly on one. “Call Mr. Allen in production on this piece … he says it’s too long,” read another. “This woman called three times but wouldn’t tell me what she wanted” was noted on one of the pink telephone messages. “This is marked P & C, so I didn’t open it” sat upon a plain white envelope on which her name and address were neatly printed in blue ink.

Dropping everything else to the side of her desk, she slipped one finger under the partially opened flap on the back of the envelope marked personal and confidential.

“Damn,” she muttered as the paper sliced into her finger, causing a thin line of red to emerge. “I hate paper cuts.”

Leah stuck the bleeding finger into her mouth and pulled the cheap white paper from the envelope, snapping it slightly to open it flat.

It took several readings before she understood the message. Even then, she did not—could not—believe what she was seeing. Her knees weak, she dropped into her chair and, with shaking hands, read it over yet again.

And then she began to cry.

“Dear Ms. McDevitt,” Catherine read aloud from the letter a white-faced Leah had met her with before she’d even managed to welcome her cousin home or open her office door. “I saw you on that television show, the one about missing persons. I know where your sister is. Does this mean I get the reward? Signed, Raymond Lambert.”

Catherine’s eyes had widened with every word. Finally, she looked up at Leah and said, “It’s another hoax, honey. You know it is. Just like the others have all been.”

“Cath, the others weren’t from Raymond Lambert.”

“And you don’t know that this one is.” The letter rattled slightly as Catherine waved her hand. “It’s possible that someone else wrote it. Anyone could use his name.”

“Sure. Anyone on death row at the Robert Orville Johnson Correction Center down there in Wareham-ville, Texas, could be using his name.”

“That’s right.”

“Catherine, you do know who Raymond Lambert is, don’t you?”

“Yes. Of course.”

One of America’s most notorious serial killers, Raymond Lambert was currently on death row awaiting a lethal injection that three other states also would love to administer. Texas had earned the right, however, by virtue of the fact that they’d caught him first and tried and sentenced him even before his long trail of homicides had been unraveled.

Catherine tossed the letter onto her desk and sat down, her bottom jaw clenched.

“There’s never been any connection between Melissa’s disappearance and Raymond Lambert, Leah. Through all the trials, and all the hoopla over this guy, all of his confessions, he’s never mentioned her name.” Catherine spoke as if she was thinking aloud. “He—or someone else—is simply playing with you. Didn’t the host of that television show ask you if the reward was still available?”

Leah nodded.

“And you said something like, ‘The reward will stand until we find out what happened to my sister.’ That’s pretty much what you said, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Sweetie, fifty thousand dollars is a lot of money. People have told much bigger lies for a whole lot less.”

Leah pulled a high-back leather chair close to her cousin’s desk and sat down, her elbows resting on the highly polished desktop, and studied Catherine’s finely boned face. Catherine’s blue eyes had darkened and narrowed with concern, her mouth had been drawn into a tight, controlled line.

Catherine Connor had not risen to the top of her field by losing her head even under the most emotional circumstances. Calculated where Leah was spontaneous, precise where Leah might be impulsive, Catherine managed the magazine in the same manner in which she managed her life. There was no room in either for anything that wasn’t concrete, factual. This letter was obviously a hoax as far as Catherine was concerned and, as such, merited no more of her time.

“What if he really knows, Cat?” Leah asked softly.

“He doesn’t.” Catherine rolled the letter up into a ball and tossed it in the direction of the trash can.

She missed. The paper ball rolled slightly to the left and bounced off the wall.

“Leah, I’m so sorry. God knows that I would do anything in this world to find Melissa. But I don’t believe for one second that this guy is doing anything but pulling your chain. If I recall correctly, he was known to enjoy torturing people. Don’t be another one of his victims, Lee.”

“All these years, I’ve wanted to believe that she was out there, somewhere.” Leah looked across the desk at Catherine with eyes that were suddenly very weary. “Everyone thinks I’m crazy to believe that she could still be alive. Maybe I am—”

“Of course you’re not, sweetie,” Catherine’s response was quick and certain. “There are thousands of stories about people who had been missing forever showing up unexpectedly years later. As long as you and I believe she could still come home, does it matter what anyone else thinks?”

The phone buzzed rudely.

“Yes?” Catherine asked of her secretary.

“Ellen Petersen is on the line.”

“Thank you.” Catherine turned back to Leah, her voice softening. “I’m sorry, sweetie, I have to take this call. If I thought there was any chance that Lambert knew anything about Melissa’s disappearance, I’d be on the first plane to Texas. But he doesn’t. Let it go.”

Leah rose without responding, pushing herself out of her chair with heavy hands and walking to the door on leaden feet. The balled-up letter lay near the door, and she bent down to pick it up.

Crushing it within her fisted hand, she returned to her office and looked out the window, her mind abuzz with a million thoughts that careened off each other like tiny bumper cars.

Finally she buzzed Carolyn.

“Carolyn, please call archives and get me everything—I mean everything—you can get your hands on about Raymond Lambert.”

“Raymond Lambert? The serial killer Raymond Lambert?” the young woman asked uncertainly.

“Yes.”

“When will you need it?”

“As soon as possible. As much as you can find, as quickly as you can get it.”

“Sure thing, Leah,” Carolyn replied. “I’ll get right on it.”

Leah released the crumpled paper from her fist and spread it out on the desk. The printing was small and precise. No superfluous curls or flourishes. Even the message was clear and to the point.

I know where your sister is. Does this mean I get the reward?



Chapter 2

Ms. McDevitt,” the young FBI agent stared at Leah with patient hazel eyes and pushed a strand of light brown hair back from her forehead, “what makes you think that there’s any connection between Raymond Lambert and the disappearance of your sister?”

Leah removed the crumpled letter from the folder in her briefcase.

“Since Melissa’s disappearance seven years ago, I’ve become very active in Without a Trace,” she began.

“The national organization for families of missing persons?”

“Yes.” Leah nodded. “I’ve appeared on numerous radio and TV shows. I’ve also written several articles and sponsored advertisements in Trends—that’s a magazine, it’s owned by my family—”

“I’m familiar with it.” The woman motioned for Leah to continue.

“About six weeks ago, I appeared on a special segment of Newsline with several other siblings of persons who had been missing for five years or more. There was also a private detective on the show who talked about the probability of finding anyone—dead or alive—after so long a time. About a week later, I left the country on business. I was away for almost three weeks. When I came back, this was waiting for me at my office.”

Leah handed over the rumpled letter that she had retrieved from the floor of Catherine’s office.

The agent, Genna Snow, leaned forward slightly to look over the document. Before she could comment, Leah handed her a second, less rumpled paper.

“And this one arrived two days ago.”

Genna Snow’s eyes slid from the first letter to the second.

“It appears that they could have been written by the same individual,” she told Leah after long moments of study, a spare hint of the deep South clinging to her words. “The printing is identical. Uses the same sentence structure. Same direct message.”

Agent Snow looked up from the letters and asked, “What would you like us to do?”

“Well, I thought … I mean, you’re the FBI,” Leah responded, unprepared for the question. “I assumed you’d want to know, that you would want to investigate this.”

“I’ll certainly discuss this with my supervisor, Ms. McDevitt, and get back to you. But I’m sure you realize that Lambert’s been sentenced to death by lethal injection. In fact, assuming that his latest appeal is denied by the governor—and I have every reason to believe that it will be—Raymond Lambert will depart this earth in roughly thirty days.”

Leah stared blankly at the woman sitting across from her.

“But if he’s executed, I won’t find out what he knows about my sister.” Leah’s voice carried a breath of the panic that had just begun to rise within her.

“That’s assuming that he’s telling you the truth, that he’s not just playing with you.” Snow tapped the end of a slim black and gold pen on the folded letters as if debating. “It wouldn’t be the first time, you know. Lambert is, among other things, a sadistic son of a bitch. If he had seen you on television, it wouldn’t be much of a stretch for him to have sensed your pain. Raymond Lambert feeds on the pain of others. Even from his prison cell.”

“But why would he lie? Why would he confess to a murder he didn’t commit?”

“Ah, but he hasn’t done that, has he?” The agent held the letters by their lower right corners and waved them once before setting them back down again. “He’s said only that he knows where she is—no mention of whether she’s dead or alive. And why? Maybe it just gives him pleasure to know that he’s giving you a little hope that will, eventually, end in more sorrow. Or maybe he’s simply hoping you’ll use your suspicions to throw a wrench into his scheduled execution, that you’ll appeal to the governor on his behalf to delay the state from carrying out the sentence until the matter has been investigated.” Snow’s gaze searched Leah’s face. “Then again, maybe he just wants the reward.”

“What would a man on death row do with fifty thousand dollars?” Leah asked.

“Good question. Especially since he has no family to leave it to.” Snow shrugged, then added, “You do know, of course, that Raymond’s parents and two sisters were his first victims?”

“Yes.”

“Shot his father in the face with a shotgun as he came into the house one night after work. When his mother ran in from the kitchen, he shot her, too. Then he killed his fourteen-year-old sister by slicing her throat and sat on the back porch eating grapes while he waited for his other sister, who was nine, to come home from the library. After doing to her what he’d done to their sister, he chained the family dog up outside, gave it fresh food and water, set the house on fire, and drove off in the family car.” Genna Snow paused and asked, “Did I mention that he was sixteen years old at the time?”

“I knew. I’ve done some reading—”

“Well, then you know that it was all downhill from there for little Raymond. Or uphill, depending on your point of view. He earned his nickname—”

“The Vagabond.”

Snow nodded. “He was a cagey little bastard. Learned early how best to slip into an area, how to slip right out again, and how to hide his tracks. It took them years to track him down. Only caught him by accident.”

“I read that he was picked up by a small-town police department for blowing a stop sign.”

“And while the police officer was walking up to ask for Raymond’s license and registration, he noticed a red substance dripping out from under the car. Seems Raymond had just finished stuffing his latest kill into the trunk of the car, which happened to belong to the victim. An old Chevy with lots of body cancer and a few serious holes in the undercarriage. Upon closer inspection of the red substance, the officer determined that it was dripping from a human hand that had worked its way through the larger of the holes and was dangling underneath the car. Hard to say who was more surprised, Raymond, at having been caught, or the officer who responded to the call for back-up and stood there while Raymond coolly opened the trunk.”

“The articles I read all said he was very arrogant.”

“More arrogant than you could possibly believe.” Snow shook her head. “I took a class at the academy from one of the agents who worked the case. He said Raymond Lambert was the coldest, most arrogant son of a bitch he’d ever come across.”

“What can you do to help me?” Leah asked directly.

“Well, as I said, I’ll discuss it with my supervisor and see if we can reopen the file. Though it’s my guess that this is a case that everyone would like to see stay closed.”

“But the letters—”

Snow cut her off.

“For one thing, you don’t know for certain that Lambert himself actually wrote these letters. But let’s for the moment assume that he did. We would have to then move on to the fact that Lambert has not said that he killed your sister. He said only that he knows where she is. Of course, one might infer that if he knows where she is, it could be because he put her there. But he has confessed to no crime. Nor given any indication that a crime has been committed. There’s not even a body that we know of at this time.”

“But—”

“I understand your frustration, Ms. McDevitt, but keep in mind that Raymond Lambert is scheduled to be executed in a little over one month, and there are a hell of a lot of folks who won’t be happy to have anything delay that. Now, I will run fingerprints on these and match them against the ones we have on file for Lambert. At least then we’ll know if he actually wrote these. There is always the chance, you know, that another inmate saw the same television show and thought maybe they’d best get your attention by signing the name of someone notorious.”

“Do you think that’s the case?”

“I don’t know. But you need to realize that it’s a possibility.”

“I appreciate that, thank you.” Leah tried to smile but found she could not. “And if Lambert’s fingerprints are on there, if he really did write the letters—”

“Then we’ll see what we can do about having the case reopened. Now, I see he’s a bit annoyed with you for not having answered his initial letter.” She pointed to the second letter. “Perhaps you might want to consider responding. Maybe drop him a note. See what information you can get out of him. Of course, that’s strictly up to you.”

“What would you do, if Melissa were your sister?”

Genna Snow paused, taken off guard.

“Very honestly?” she asked, meeting Leah’s eyes fully and holding her gaze steadily for the first time since the meeting had begun.

Leah nodded.

“My approach might be a bit different than what I might recommend for someone else,” the agent hedged.

“Tell me.”

“I’d do exactly what you’re doing.”

“And what else?”

“Well, I guess I’d find out what I had to do to schedule an appointment with Lambert and I’d make a little trip to Texas. Have a little sit-down with him, face to face, and see what I could get out of him. And I’d find out what he really wants. Maybe it is the reward, who knows? Maybe he figures to buy a few last favors on this earth while he still has a little time left.”

“Could you help me do that? Help me get in to see him?”

“Do you think you could look into the face of the man who may have brutalized your sister—Lambert never killed anyone he didn’t brutalize first—and have a rational conversation with him about where he left her body, and then hand over money for the privilege of having had to listen to it all? Do you understand how difficult that would be?”

“It can’t be any more difficult than what I’ve already gone through.”

“You might be very wrong about that. For any information he gives you, he’ll exact a price.”

“For years, Agent Snow, I believed that Melissa was still alive. I read newspapers from every major city in the country, looking for some small mention of a young woman being found, maybe wandering without identity. I followed up on every lead. I called every institution I could think of—hospitals and prisons and mental institutions—on the chance that some bizarre thing might have happened. Maybe a seizure, an accident, had caused her to lose her memory—any off-the-wall thing you could dream up. For a while I even imagined some freak scenario where she was railroaded by some redneck cop in some backwater town for God knew what and ended up in some forgotten prison someplace like you see in those awful B movies from the seventies. Anything could have happened to her. She had to be somewhere. Missing, yes, but still, somewhere, alive. I never could bring myself to believe that she was not alive. It felt like a betrayal to give up on her. Besides, it was too terrible to be true. For seven years, I have held on to the scrap of a chance that she was somewhere and just couldn’t get home. I considered every possible scenario other than alien abduction. Though I admit, in moments of weakness, that, too, crossed my mind.”

Leah swallowed the hard lump that rested painfully in the middle of her throat, took a deep breath, and continued very slowly. “I think I’ve just been fooling myself for a very long time.”

“It’s not so unusual to want to hold out hope for the best, Ms. McDevitt. Especially when no body has ever been found,” Genna Snow said gently.

“Thank you for not making me feel like a total idiot. It’s amazing what you will allow yourself to believe, when you feel you have to.” Leah’s mouth tightened slightly at one corner. “If nothing else, these letters have forced me to face the truth. It’s just been too hard to even consider that she could be dead. My sister was all I had left of my immediate family.”

“I understand. I’m sorry.”

“Agent Snow, I think it’s a possibility that my sister could have been murdered by Raymond Lambert and that her remains are hidden someplace where they haven’t been found.”

“And you think that Raymond Lambert will tell you where they are?”

“Right now, he’s the only show in town. And yes, to answer your previous question,” Leah looked levelly at the agent, “I do believe I can sit across from him and converse rationally if it means I will be able to find out what happened to my sister. All I really want right now is to locate her remains and bring them back and bury them with our parents. I do not believe there is anything I would not do to accomplish that. I owe it to my parents. I owe it to her.”

“And if it turns out that Lambert’s lying?”

“Then I’ll be no worse off than I was before I received those letters, will I?”

Genna Snow nodded slowly and said, “Give me a few days to check out the prints and talk to my supervisor. Let’s find out if Lambert is in fact your correspondent. Then you can decide what you want to do.”

Leah wrote down a series of phone numbers on the back of one of her business cards and slid it across the desk.

“I can be reached at this number anytime—it’s my cell phone. Most weekends, I’m at the Connecticut number. Come Mondays, I’m back in New York. You can reach me at the office or at my home. My assistant’s name is Carolyn and she always knows where I am or how to get in touch with me, if for whatever reason you can’t get me at one of the other numbers. And you can always leave a message on the answering machine at my home number.” She said as she stood up, “I’ll wait to hear from you.”

“Did anyone besides yourself handle these?” Genna tapped the top letter with the handsome black pen.

“Only my cousin Catherine, but I doubt that the FBI would have her prints on file. She’s hardly the criminal type.”

“Well, then, there should be only one set of prints that will match what we already have on record. I’ll be in touch soon.” Snow stood and stretched out her hand to Leah. “In the meantime, you might want to give serious consideration to whether you really want to meet Raymond Lambert face to face.”

“I’ve waited seven years to find out what happened to my sister. I’d sit down face to face with the devil himself if I thought that would give me what I want.”

“And what is that, Ms. McDevitt?”

“I want Melissa to be at peace. I want all of us, finally, to be at peace.”

“You may find some things you wish you hadn’t learned, hear some things you wish you hadn’t heard. Lambert won’t be easy on you. He’ll want to hurt you, want to tell you everything that he did to her. He’ll relish every second that he gets to relive her torture and her death. He’ll want you to suffer, and he’ll love it, love savoring your pain. He’ll spare you nothing.”

“I understand,” Leah said. “Thank you.”

Leah smiled.

“I think that you think it could be him,” Leah couldn’t resist saying it out loud. “I think that you think he could have done it.”

“I never said that—”

“No. No, you did not.”

“What he’s doing to you … it’s not without precedents,” the agent conceded carefully. “He has bargained in a similar manner before, with other families. ‘I’ll tell you where to find your loved one if you do something for me.’”

“And did they? Find their loved one?”

“I believe they did, in at least several cases that I know of. But all of this was years ago. There hasn’t been a peep out of Lambert in at least five years. He’s been a model prisoner, as a matter of fact. But I do believe that there were a few who found what they were looking for.”

“That’s encouraging.”

“Don’t get your hopes up just yet. We still don’t know for certain that it’s Raymond.”

Genna Snow stepped through the doorway of Leah’s office and walked down the hall toward the elevators without a backwards glance.

Oh, but we do know that it could be, Leah watched from her doorway, and that’s more than I ever had to hold on to in the past.

As the doors opened and Genna Snow stepped inside the narrow car, Leah couldn’t help but wonder who the others had been who had bargained with the devil they knew as Raymond Lambert, and what price he had exacted for his sad and terrible secrets.

The drive from Leah’s townhouse in New York to the old cabin in the Connecticut countryside was a pleasant one, once you got out of the city, off of Interstate 95, and headed north on the back roads along the Connecticut River. Wide and shallow, with picturesque towns dotting its banks, the river split the state in two as it flowed south toward Long Island Sound. The cabin, which despite its improvements and modernizations over the years had retained a somewhat rustic air, sat a mile outside the town of Bannock, population 1717, which fluctuated depending on the season and who was home from college when the heads were counted.

The old cabin had been built by the first McDevitt to have come south from Boston to clear virgin land and raise his family in this farmers’ paradise. Over the years, tobacco had been added as a cash crop, and it had brought a goodly amount of cash into the family coffers. Soon a new, larger home was built, with a large barn to house the family’s horses and a second one to shelter the cows and sheep. It wasn’t long before the McDevitt family was firmly ensconced in the social and political scene of the growing town. For several generations, the old cabin had been all but forgotten, until Leah’s grandfather decided to restore it as a weekend getaway, a place of peace and solitude to share with his new bride. In time, the farm had been sold off, all but the cabin, which had passed to Leah’s father, then to Leah and Melissa upon their father’s death. The deed still bore both the names of John McDevitt’s two daughters.

Used as a weekend retreat for the family, there was no place on the face of the earth that held as many happy memories for Leah. She had temporarily moved there after Melissa’s disappearance, where she waited impatiently for her sister’s return. After several long, agonizing weeks had passed with no word from Melissa, Leah found that she could not bear the silence, the emptiness. Locking the cabin door behind her, she went back to the house in New York that she and Melissa shared with Catherine, and it was several years before she was able to venture back to Bannock. Only the ninetieth birthday of a much-loved neighbor had brought her to the cabin’s door. Finding the windows covered with ivy reminded her of a children’s nursery rhyme, one where a beautiful princess was kept captive inside a castle covered just so. Leah spent the next several weekends clearing away the vines, having the heating system updated, and painting the interior. It had been therapeutic for her and had helped pass many hours. The cabin would be ready for Melissa when she came back.

It was the only place where Leah felt truly at home. As much as she enjoyed living in the brownstone, with its sleek furnishings and contemporary artwork, it was increasingly more reflective of Catherine’s taste than of Leah’s. Since Melissa’s disappearance, Leah had spent less and less time there, and Catherine had spent more and more. It was natural that the house would seem most like the home of the person who cared for it on a day-to-day basis.

Not that Leah blamed Catherine, she conceded as she drove the last short bit of paved road to the cabin. After all, it has been seven years, and she, Leah, spent so much time traveling for work. Bit by bit, Melissa’s personal belongings had been packed away and stored in the attic. No one had ever suggested that they be disposed of, and Leah wondered now, in light of the communication from Raymond Lambert, what to do with Melissa’s things.

She was still thinking about it—wondering how one gathered the strength to choose what to keep, what to give away, what to throw away—when she pulled up to the cabin, and was pleased to find that a driveway of sorts had been shoveled through the hard-packed snow. She parked carefully between the tidy and pristine four-foot-high white piles that lined the makeshift drive on either side.

Mr. Calhoun must have made a visit this week, she thought as she turned off the car and made a mental note to call the kindly neighbor who kept a watchful eye on the property during Leah’s absences and whose wife kept the place dusted and vacuumed and who stocked the refrigerator with Leah’s favorite foods when she knew in advance that Leah would be there on any given weekend.

Swinging her weekend bag over her shoulder, Leah dropped the keys in her pocket while she gathered a bag of groceries from the backseat. The recent snowfall had sent drifts across the narrow front porch to rest against the door and she cleared a path with her boots, all the while balancing her burdens. Once inside, she dumped her belongings onto the floor and slid out of her boots, then, holding them over the threshold, slapped them against each other to knock off the loose snow before closing the door behind her. Carrying the wet boots, she passed through the quiet rooms, pausing to inch the thermostat up to seventy-five degrees before turning on a light in the kitchen and placing the boots on a mat inside the back door.

Leah flicked on the lamp that sat on a small table in the great room, with its stone wall and a two-sided fireplace that opened on the other side to the kitchen. Wood was stacked neatly, cut to fit by Mr. Calhoun last fall and brought in by Leah before she left the cabin for her last business trip. She paused to place several pieces in a stack on the grate, opened the flue, then balling up newspaper from a basket just to the side of the hearth, she knelt and proceeded to build a fire. The cabin felt cold, empty, and damp, and she was shivering—had been since she’d first opened the door, she realized.

The fire caught the dry wood and began to crackle, sending pleasant fingers of warm air to circulate throughout the room. Satisfied that the fire would burn and hold well, Leah stood up and brushed a spot of ash off one knee, then stopped and looked around curiously. While all looked exactly the same as it had on her last visit, she had the vague feeling that someone had been there, had touched the room with their presence.

Leah went to the piano in the corner and stared at the photographs that marched across the polished top. All seemed to be exactly as she remembered.

The piano had been a fixture in the cabin for years, a gift from Leah’s father to her mother, when young Sally Dean McDevitt—the quintessential city girl—had lamented that there was nothing to do so far from Manhattan. The following week he had had the piano delivered and began work on the deck that still stood off the kitchen. To his wife’s protests that she did not play the piano, John McDevitt replied that she would learn from Mrs. Owens in Bannock. The deck, to which several large, cushy lounges had been delivered, were for relaxing, reading, and watching their daughters play in the stream that cut across the back of the property. Sally McDevitt would say in later years that those two gifts, her piano and her deck, were the most precious gifts she had ever received, because they reminded her—the consummate businesswoman—of the simple joys in life, of the beauty of the hours spent with her beloved husband and children.

Leah had never learned to play well, but Melissa had a true musical gift. Even now, Leah could close her eyes and see Melissa, seated ramrod straight on the piano bench, her feet dangling above the pedals, her head bent over the keys as she played a piece that sounded so complex to Leah that it made her head spin just thinking about the effort it would take to learn to play it. And sometimes in the evenings, Melissa and their mother would sit side by side, perfectly in sync as they played their favorites together. Leah would sit next to her father on the sofa, her head on his shoulder, and drifted slowly off to sleep, wishing that she too could play the way Missy played. That someday, she too could make her parents’ faces glow with pride, the way Missy did.

Missy. Even now, it was difficult for Leah to speak aloud the childhood name she’d given her sister.

Missy, the living doll who had come to stay when Leah was five years old. Who, after the deaths of their parents, less than two years apart, had been Leah’s only stability in an unstable world.

Missy.

Leah’s fingers drifted toward the piano top, reaching for a favorite photo. Leah and Missy in a canoe on the lake nearby in Bannock. At fifteen, Leah had worn her dark hair in a sleek ponytail. Ten at the time, Missy had worn braids. They had had such a wonderful time together that summer, exploring the woods around the cabin, walking or riding bikes into town for ice cream or to go to the small library.

And there were so many others. Missy and Leah playing along the creek. Leah swinging Missy on the big wooden swing that their father had hung from a high branch in the tall maple at the back of the property and that could, with sufficient push of the swinger, propel the swingee out over the creek. A proud almost six-year-old Leah with the pudgy, not quite one-year-old Missy on her lap. Missy, years later, seated at this same piano, looking pleased with herself as she had just finished playing a complicated piece; their mother in the background, beaming and applauding proudly.

The piano had not been touched for years, but Leah couldn’t bring herself to get rid of it. When Melissa came back, she would expect her piano to be waiting for her. She would want to play.

Leah returned the photo to its place with the others. For years, she had taken solace in them, pictures of those happy children, the products of a happy marriage, a happy home.

All gone now, all but Leah.

The fire crackled loudly and Leah bent to rearrange the wood, feeling lonelier than she had since Melissa had first disappeared.

Tears stung bitterly in the corners of Leah’s eyes. She’d always clung to the hope that Melissa would come back, a victim of amnesia. Of white slavers. Of any improbable scenario other than the unspeakable, the unimaginable.

And yet the unspeakable had been spoken, the unimaginable imagined. Once reality had managed to sneak past Leah’s defenses, the truth was boldly, glaringly obvious.

Melissa was, in fact, dead. Not missing. Not kidnapped. Not wandering the halls of a hospital trying to recall her name.

Dead.

Had been dead all these years Leah had spent hiring private detectives and consulting with psychics and praying.

One by one the detectives had been fired, the psychics had been vague, and the prayers unanswered.

And all that time, Melissa’s bones waited in some unknown place, her spirit—where?

Did it matter to the dead where their remains lay? Leah wondered. She had to think that it did.

Leah carefully piled two more logs on the fire, then wrapped herself in an afghan and curled up in the oversized plaid chair to watch the flames, thinking about Missy being dead.

How had it happened? Had she been shot? Stabbed? Strangled? Leah shivered at the possibilities.

Leah’s readings about Raymond Lambert had taught her that he was an opportunist, one who on occasion would grab his victims at random. His primary criteria seemed to be that they appeared to be someone who belonged someplace—no misfits for him!—and that they be easy to take. Lambert, for the most part, was not a stalker. More often than not, he’d simply grab whoever had been unfortunate enough to cross his path when his murderous urges struck—and they’d struck often.

Complicating matters, as far as the law enforcement community was concerned, was the fact that Lambert had no favorite weapon, no ritual means of dispatching of his victims. He’d use whatever was handy and would find the most ingenious means of torturing with whatever killing tool was within his reach. Identifying and catching Raymond Lambert had been a nightmare, in more ways than one, because he had no discernible agenda, no set MO. He was everywhere and he was nowhere.
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