
		
			
				
					[image: 9781460398234.jpg]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				He’s known as the Storyteller—and all his tales end in merciless death.

				Detective Bobbie Gentry’s hunt for a heinous serial killer is interrupted when the sadistic Storyteller finds her first. Captured on Christmas Eve and held in a cabin deep in the woods, she must survive for the sake of her family. Bobbie cannot leave her little boy orphaned and alone—and she craves the chance to avenge her husband’s murder. But not one of the Storyteller’s fourteen victims escaped his torturous game alive, and he’s obsessed with breaking Bobbie. From tattooing the story of her torture onto her back to violating her in every imaginable way, he’s determined to make her victim number fifteen.

				In the depths of winter and the shadows of a rustic prison, Bobbie must make a choice to either end the torture with surrender, or fight like hell for survival.

				Debra Webb’s new Shades of Death series is guaranteed to thrill fans. Don’t miss the page-turning prequel, The Blackest Crimson!
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				There are some stories that simply beg to be written, and once in a great while the characters refuse to be left behind in just one book. When that happens a series is born. I hope you’ll follow Detective Bobbie Gentry’s journey from a broken, shattered victim to a fierce, determined survivor and beyond.

				Debra Webb
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				This story is dedicated to my precious elder daughter, Erica, whose strength and courage continue to inspire me.
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				Chapter One

				Ryan Ridge, Montgomery, Alabama
Friday, December 24, 6:30 p.m.

				“It’s snowing!” Detective Bobbie Gentry smiled, her heart feeling glad for the first time in nearly a month. It rarely snowed for Christmas in Alabama. If they got snow at all, it usually showed up in January or February. She pressed her hand to the glass of the big bay window that overlooked their front yard. All the houses in the cul-de-sac, including theirs, were decorated with twinkling lights and garland, chasing away the darkness of the cold winter night. She needed this Christmas to be peaceful. She yearned for the normalness of family, for the roar and crackle of a fire as they gathered around the tree they had spent the day decorating.

				A contented sigh slipped past her lips. The way those big flakes were falling the neighborhood would look like a classic Christmas card within the hour. Maybe tonight would make up for the endless hours of overtime and weekends away from her family she’d put in this month.

				Her husband moved up behind her and circled her waist with his arms. “Man, it’s really coming down out there. The weatherman said we’re on the lower edge of the storm, but we could get several inches. Maybe more. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

				“Very nice.” Bobbie leaned into him and covered his forearms with hers. A snowstorm bringing more than an inch or two was nearly unheard of this far south. Suited her just fine. In fact, the timing couldn’t be better. Today was her first day off this month. She’d slept late and she’d been wearing her husband’s Alabama sweatshirt and a pair of lounge pants all day. She might not bother with real clothes until after the holidays. She was so damned glad just to be home. “I really needed this.”

				James nuzzled her neck. “I’m glad it’s over.”

				Would it ever really be over? The killer was still out there. God only knew where.

				For the last three weeks Bobbie and her partner had been working with the FBI on a serial murder case. The Storyteller. If she lived ten lifetimes she wouldn’t be able to adequately clear the horrors she had seen and heard from her mind. The images of his victims... The endless reports and profiles about the unknown subject’s—the killer’s—methodology and psychopathy. The Storyteller was the sickest bastard Bobbie had encountered during her career with law enforcement. If she were lucky, she would never encounter that level of pure evil again.

				As rough as the past twenty or so days had been, she was home tonight. She could stand right here for hours and watch the beauty of nature turn the landscape white. When she was a little girl her mother used to tell her that snow was a gift from God to brighten the long, dark winters. Those words had never been truer than they were at this moment.

				Bobbie turned in her husband’s arms and smiled. “Thank you for taking care of everything while—” she shook her head “—while I was so involved in the case. I was afraid Jamie wouldn’t even remember who I was.”

				James pressed his forehead to hers. “No need to thank me.” His arms tightened around her waist. “And, for your information, our son thinks you’re a superhero.”

				She searched his eyes, so very grateful for this wonderful man. “Really?”

				James nodded. “I told him Mommy was keeping the monsters away.”

				How in the world had she gotten so lucky?

				“Mommy!”

				Jamie slammed into Bobbie’s legs. She leaned down and scooped up her little boy. “Look at all the snow. Tomorrow we can make a snowman with Daddy.”

				“Santa help, too?”

				Bobbie kissed his soft cheek, deeply inhaled his baby shampoo scent. He was growing up so fast. In just four months he would be three years old. She wished time would slow down just a little. “I don’t know about Santa, sweetie. Tomorrow’s Christmas and he’ll be very busy.”

				Her precious little boy had blond hair and gray eyes exactly like his father. Jamie had made her life complete. As much as she valued her career as a homicide detective, this—she smiled at her husband and then at their child—was her world. Maybe one of these days Jamie would have a little brother or sister. She and James had discussed the possibility after making love this morning. They were both ready.

				Jamie pressed his forehead against her cheek. “Wudolph.”

				She grinned. “Is it time for Rudolph?”

				Her son nodded, those big gray eyes twinkling with anticipation.

				“Start the movie.” James ushered them toward the sofa. “I’ll put the cookies for Santa in the oven.”

				“Santa! Santa!” Jamie bounced in Bobbie’s arms.

				“Thanks.” She gave her handsome husband a kiss on the jaw.

				He smiled. “Love you.”

				“Love you more.”

				“Wuv you!” Jamie shouted in his sweet little-boy voice.

				“Wuv you, buddy.” James backed toward the kitchen. “Save me a seat.”

				“You got it,” Bobbie promised.

				As she curled up on the sofa, Jamie snuggled in next to her. She picked up the remote, found the movie they had recorded on the DVR and saved just for tonight, and then hit play. As the credits rolled and the celebrated Christmas song began to play, Bobbie sang along. “Rudolph, the red-nosed reindeer...”

				Jamie burst into his own rendition of the tune and her heart swelled with happiness. She kissed the top of his blond head and hugged him tight.

				A crash in the kitchen had her twisting around toward the entry hall that led from the front door, past the living room and dining room, and into the kitchen. Their home was a traditional, center-hall Southern colonial and she loved it. It wasn’t the popular open concept, but the entire downstairs flowed from one room to the next.

				“You having trouble with those cookies, James?” she teased.

				Burl Ives’s deep baritone filled the room. Jamie was mesmerized by the classic animation. But it was the silence in the kitchen that held Bobbie in an ever-tightening grip. The fine hair on the back of her neck stood on end while her pulse bumped into a faster rhythm. She eased away from Jamie and moved around the sofa. “James?”

				Another clang echoed from the kitchen.

				For one endless moment time seemed to stop, even as denial and a hundred explanations that didn’t include what she understood was happening whirled in her head. Her gaze settled on the stairs. Her service weapon was in the lockbox on her bedside table. Seventeen steps up and then ten yards to the end of the hall, the door was on the left.

				No time to go for it.

				Adrenaline fired in her blood, jolting her into action. Bobbie reached across the back of the sofa and grabbed Jamie. Ignoring his protests, she ran to the front door. As she twisted the lock, her heart slamming mercilessly against her sternum, she heard the clump-clump-clump of rushing footfalls behind her. She jerked the door open and thrust her child onto the porch.

				“Run, Jamie!” she screamed, frantic determination and utter certainty of what was coming coalescing into sheer terror.

				Her little boy stared up at her, scared and confused, with those precious, precious gray eyes.

				“Run for help like Mommy showed you!”

				Brutal fingers fisted in her hair and yanked her back. She kicked at the door, sending it slamming closed. She prayed her baby would run to the neighbor’s house for help the way she had taught him. Over and over they had practiced what he was to do if she ever told him to run because something bad happened.

				Please, please, please keep him safe.

				“Merry Christmas, Detective Gentry,” a deep voice announced.

				A sweater-clad forearm looped around her throat and dragged her backward. Her gaze zoomed in on the bloody knife in the hand at the end of that arm.

				“James!”

				The sound of her husband’s name echoing around her snapped her from the strange frozen place she’d slipped into. She clawed at the arm. Twisted hard to get free.

				“I should be halfway across Mississippi by now,” the voice—male—said with a snarl. “But I simply couldn’t leave without coming back for you. I’ve done nothing but fantasize about you for weeks.”

				Bobbie tried to dig her heels into the floor to slow down his momentum, but he was too strong. She gasped for air as his arm tightened on her throat.

				Think, Bobbie!

				Relax. Let him believe he’s won. She stopped struggling. Just let him drag her limp body as if she’d lost consciousness. The hardwood floor turned to tile. He was taking her into the kitchen.

				James was in the kitchen.

				Please, please, please let him be okay.

				The bastard yanked her upright, pulling her around to face him, and pinned her against the island with his body. The bloody blade of the knife pressed against her throat. “I’ve never had a detective before. I can’t wait to write your story, Bobbie.”

				Oh dear God. This couldn’t be happening. The Storyteller never struck twice in the same place. No one knew his name...or had seen his face.

				“You are so beautiful,” he whispered roughly. “Even more beautiful than Alyssa or any of the others.”

				Bobbie bit back the rage she wanted to hurl at him. Alyssa Powell had been his last victim. The one he’d brought from Georgia and dumped in the Montgomery Police Department’s jurisdiction.

				“We’re going to have so much fun together.”

				Look at him, Bobbie! Commit his features to memory. Brown hair and eyes. Soft jaw, narrow nose. Five-ten or—eleven. One-seventy or—eighty pounds. Late thirties. No noticeable facial scars or moles.

				“We should go,” the bastard said. “That kid of yours has probably alerted the neighbors, who will no doubt call the police. They’ll surround your lovely home and make our escape problematic. Can’t have that.”

				This was it. He was taking her.

				Wait...where was James? Her heart threatened to burst. Please, please don’t let him be dead.

				“Be a good girl now.”

				The blade moved a fraction of an inch from her throat and she snapped into action, ramming her knee upward. He pivoted. She nailed his hip instead of his groin. Damn it! She clawed at his eyes. The blade slid across her forearm, slicing through the sweatshirt and her skin. She screamed and punched him in the face with all her might.

				He grabbed a handful of her hair before she could twist away and slammed her head against the island’s unforgiving granite countertop. Pain split her skull. Her muscles went lax. The warmth of urine spread down her thighs.

				She was falling...falling. Her body crumpled to the tile. She blinked, her vision narrowing.

				Suddenly she was moving again. He was dragging her by her arm...moving toward the side exit to the garage.

				Leaving.

				James...where was James?

				Her lids drooped lower, almost closing, but not before she saw her husband on the floor...his beautiful gray eyes wide open, frozen in fear...his mouth slack.

				The tile around him was no longer white. It was the blackest crimson.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Saturday, December 25

				Pain.

				Bobbie’s eyelids tried to flutter open, but she couldn’t bear the pain of opening her eyes.

				Where was she?

				Think! It was snowing. Her lips tried to smile. A hot sting tore at her mouth. Her tongue darted out. Busted lip.

				What was wrong with her?

				Was it Christmas yet?

				Jamie.

				A frown furrowed her brow, making her head throb and sparking little pinpoints of light behind her lids. What was wrong with her head?

				Had James put out the presents from Santa yet?

				Jagged images of white tile and black, flowing crimson flashed in her head. Unblinking gray eyes staring at her.

				Desolate screams echoed in her ears, burned her throat.

				Bobbie snapped her eyes open and listened. She was the one screaming.

				James was dead.

				Sobs thickened in her throat. Her husband was dead. The bastard had killed him. She tried to move. Couldn’t. Where the hell was she?

				The memory of her body sliding on the cold tile floor, her head hanging like the last pearl on a broken strand, and her arm feeling as if it was being pulled from its socket bobbed to the surface of her confusion.

				The Storyteller.

				Bobbie yanked at her restraints. More of those screams that welled up from deep, deep inside her reverberated in the air. This couldn’t be happening. Nooooo! Agonizing sobs shuddered through her for long minutes. When she could cry no more, she struggled to pull herself together.

				Think! She licked her dry and damaged lips.

				What about her baby? A wail rose up from the farthest recesses of her heart. Was her baby okay? Hot tears slid down her face. She had sent him to the neighbor’s house for help. That kid of yours has probably alerted the neighbors, who will no doubt call the police.

				Focus, Bobbie. She had to get out of here. Her baby needed her.

				Carefully, she moved each limb, tugging and pulling in all directions. She was tied to a flat surface that was not completely rigid. She rocked her body as best she could. The squeak of metal against metal accompanied her movements and the cold, crisscross pattern of it dug into her skin. A minute was required for her sluggish brain to analyze and determine that her restraints confined her to a narrow, probably portable bed, like a cot.

				Look around the room and get your bearings. Dim lights. Wait. No. There was no light fixture on the ceiling. There was no ceiling, really, just wood beams and boards. Log walls, too. Rustic. Cobwebs hung here and there as if no one had lived here for a very long time. There was one window. Small. Feeble light filtered through the grimy panes. A hunting cabin, she decided. Deep in the woods probably. Met the criteria of the Storyteller’s MO. She squeezed her eyes shut and thought of all the briefings she had attended, all the crime scene reports, the medical examiner files.

				Not one of the Storyteller’s fourteen known victims had survived.

				She was going to die.

				Her body started to shake. Who would take care of her baby? James was dead. Another sob quaked through her trembling body. Her parents were gone. She had no siblings. James was an only child as well. He’d been adopted at five by an older couple who were retired and spent the better part of the year in a senior community in Arizona.

				Jamie needed her. There was no one else.

				She could not die.

				Renewed determination expanded inside her. She knew this bastard’s MO frontward and backward. He would spend the next three to four weeks torturing her. Images of the other women—battered, raped and mutilated—flashed before her eyes. She squeezed them shut. No looking back. Near the end of his ritual, he would begin what he referred to as his victim’s story. He tattooed their responses to his torture and their pleas for mercy on their backs before strangling them to death.

				The nylon rope around her neck abruptly filtered into Bobbie’s consciousness. Like the others, she would wear it like a too-tight, braided necklace until he was ready to finish her off. And then, in order to preserve his prized masterpiece for all to see, he would dump her body in a public place where she would be found quickly.

				Except Bobbie wasn’t going to die. She would not allow him to win. Fury simmered low in her belly. She closed her eyes and shut out all stimuli. Ignore the pain and the fear, Bobbie. Just listen.

				Something—a branch, maybe—rubbed at the cabin. Definitely in the woods, she decided. The wind whistled softly, building to a weak howl now and again. The cabin wasn’t insulated, allowing the wind to whip through any cracks. Quiet splats told her snow was still falling. The meteorologist had warned they might get several inches. James had mentioned they were on the edge of the storm. If what she heard was snow falling, that could mean she was not far from home.

				Was the rope binding her wrists and ankles the same as the yellow nylon currently fitted around her neck—the same rope he’d used on the other victims? According to the ME reports the abrasion patterns were similar. All she had to do was get one hand loose and she could free herself. While she worked at the ropes, she concentrated on the scents around her. The place smelled old and a little like piss. A deserted property helped give the psychopath the privacy he needed.

				I’ve never had a detective before.

				“Biggest mistake of your life, you piece of shit.” She would make him pay for what he had done.

				All she had to do was get these damned ropes loose. Her head throbbed. It felt swollen, as if it was filled with cotton balls. She probably had a concussion from when he’d banged her head against the counter. The pain seemed to radiate from the right side of her skull. Her arm ached. The memory of the slice of the knife blade through her flesh made her flinch. A piece of cloth was tied tight around her forearm in a makeshift bandage. She couldn’t tell if he’d stitched the wound as he usually did those of his victims. The dark curl of fear began again deep in her chest.

				You will not be like the others, Bobbie.

				Focus on the details. How long had she been here? If it was still snowing, it couldn’t be more than a few hours to a day. Was it Christmas? Light filtered past the grimy window. Had to be mid-morning or later. How had she slept so many hours?

				Drugs. The Storyteller drugged his victims, presumably to control them when he was away. It was doubtful he would do so when he was with the victim. He wouldn’t want to numb her to his torture.

				Victim. She was the victim now. No way to deny that cold hard fact. Agony welled inside her. She did not want to die. Her baby needed her.

				Stay in control, Bobbie. Think like a cop, not like a victim.

				She inhaled deeply. No scent of a fire, not even the ashes of an extinguished one. Judging by how cold it was, she doubted he’d built a fire. He wouldn’t want to draw attention with the smoke. She shivered as if her body had only just recognized the lack of heat in the primitive shelter.

				There was no way to gauge how long he would be gone. Ignoring the pain, she worked her hands harder, straining against the nylon in hopes of stretching it. She listened intently for any new sound. The gentle rustle of the tree limbs, the whisper of the wind and the occasional soft slaps of snow were the only sounds. The gentle pats of snow were fewer and farther between now. Maybe the snow had stopped and the noise was nothing more than the accumulated drifts falling from the tree limbs when the wind blew.

				If she was in the woods, was there a road? Had to be. The snow would have covered his tracks even if the search for her had expanded far enough. Pinpointing her location would be difficult. No wonder he hadn’t been caught.

				The Storyteller was an unknown subject, or unsub—at least that was what the FBI called him. They had no name or physical description. The profile they had built based on his victimology suggested he was mid to late thirties, white, ritualistic and a true psychopath. He’d likely been abused by a family member as a child. He was methodical and meticulous in his work. The profile concluded that he held a quiet, unassuming job that drew little or no attention to him. He had friends, but kept his social life low-key. One theory was that he stalked his victims via the internet or other media. All his victims had public Facebook pages except her. Wait, there was the department’s page. She and her partner had been spotlighted on the Montgomery PD page a few times.

				Newt would be looking for her. Her heart swelled into her throat. Howard Newton had been her partner since she made detective. He and her uncle Teddy, the chief of police, would be doing everything possible to find her.

				“You gotta help them out, Bobbie.” She jerked at the ropes restraining her hands. Her right abruptly pulled free. Her heart thundered into a faster rhythm. She reached across her torso and worked on the left. Her fingers fumbled. They were stiff and numb from the cold. She gritted her teeth and forced her fingers to cooperate.

				At last her left hand slid free. Bobbie sat up. The room spun. “Shit.” She closed her eyes until the spinning stopped.

				When she’d regained her equilibrium, she slowly bent forward and worked to free her ankles. There was a chair and a table in the center of the room, along with what looked like a kerosene lamp. She spotted a kerosene heater as well. So that was how he kept himself warm when he was here. Kerosene heaters didn’t smoke so there were no worries about drawing attention. Kerosene could be bought at most gas stations, allowing for untraceable purchases.

				The ropes fell away from her ankles. Her hands and feet were a little swollen. Didn’t matter. She had to get out of here. She swung her bare feet onto the cold wood floor. There were cracks between the floorboards. Icy air floated up around her legs. Had she been wearing shoes? No. She hadn’t. Damn it.

				Taking it slow, she stood. A little spinning accompanied the move, but she rode it out. It wasn’t until she got up that she realized her lounge pants were damp where she had relieved herself. The cold, wet fabric made her shiver. When she could move without falling, she staggered to the window. Beyond the dirty panes of glass a blanket of white covered the earth. Bare trees sprouted up from that vast winter wonderland, making it impossible to see anything beyond the small clearing around the cabin. Definitely deep in the woods. No sign of tracks or a vehicle.

				Okay. She needed a coat and shoes...and a weapon.

				She surveyed the one-room cabin again. Where she stood was the cot and its bare rusty springs. Next to the rustic table and chair in the middle of the room was the portable kerosene heater. To her left and in the far corner was the only door. The single window was straight across the small space on the opposite wall. Against the rear wall of the cabin, opposite the door, stood a primitive cabinet. The cabinet looked really old, like something found in an antiques shop except it was covered with dust and cobwebs.

				She padded over to the cabinet and reached for a wooden knob. The purr of an engine hauled her attention to the window. She rushed across the room, stumbling in her haste. Peering through the soiled glass, she watched an old, black SUV roll into the clearing. All she could see was one side of the front end with its dented fender and the driver’s door. She stood to the side of the window so whoever was behind the wheel wouldn’t see her.

				The driver’s door opened and a black boot planted in the snow. A man wearing a dark coat and skullcap emerged. He turned his face toward the cabin.

				Bobbie drew back.

				It was him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Bobbie turned all the way around, frantically scanning the room. She needed a weapon. Anything. She grabbed the kerosene lantern and moved to the door. The lantern wasn’t much of a weapon, but she had the element of surprise on her side. He expected her to be tied to the bed. She had a shot here. Disorient him and get out the door. Run like hell.

				She tried to slow her heart, tried to quiet the blood roaring through her veins. Stay steady. Be strong. This might be her only chance to make a run for it.

				He will kill me and I cannot die. Jamie needs me!

				She tightened her grip on the lantern’s handle and prepared to swing it. Come on, you bastard!

				Chains rattled. The door opened with a slow groan, creating a barrier between them.

				Wait...wait...wait. Let him get all the way inside. Then strike!

				Without moving past the open door he stamped his boots on the floor, and then he scrubbed them back and forth to clear away the packed snow.

				The door blocking his view of her and the empty cot, she braced to swing.

				He stilled.

				Fear exploded in her chest, rushed icy cold through her muscles.

				He knows!

				He shoved the door into her. She stumbled back and he rushed her. She swung the lantern at him. Glass crashed. The distinct odor of kerosene filled the air.

				He jammed his elbow into her chest, knocking her off balance before throwing his body on top of hers. She kicked, scratched, latched onto his ear with her teeth and pulled for all she was worth.

				He howled and punched her over and over in the stomach. She released his ear, gasping for breath. He wrapped his fingers around her throat and squeezed until her vision faded.

				When she came to herself again, pain exploding in her head, he was dragging her by the hair toward the cot. The rough-hewn wood floor ripped at her skin anywhere it was bare. She clutched his leg and yanked with all her might. He fell forward. His fingers tugged free of her hair, tearing a handful of strands from her scalp.

				She scrambled away from him and rushed toward the door on all fours. He grabbed her by the ankles and jerked her back.

				He was suddenly on his feet. She tried to move away, but he was too quick. He kicked her hard in the side.

				She curled into a ball.

				“Did you think it would be that easy?” He kicked her again.

				She grunted, the air discharging from her lungs.

				“Now you get to find out what happens when you make me angry.”

				He raised his booted foot. She twisted, tried to roll away...too late. He slammed his heel down on her right leg. She felt the bone snap. More screams burst from her aching throat. Her body shuddered and bile, hot and bitter, surged into her mouth.

				His fingers were in her hair again, dragging her. She clawed desperately at his leg. The new sources of pain stole her breath, but she couldn’t give up. He flung her aching body onto the cot.

				“I thought I’d wait until tomorrow. Until I was better prepared.” He clutched her throat again, holding her against the rusty metal springs. “But I guess we’ll begin now. It appears you can’t wait.”

				Her vision faded from the lack of oxygen. She needed air. He kept the pressure on until she blacked out.

				Minutes later—she didn’t know how many—she regained consciousness once more. Her hands were tied so tightly to the cot they had gone numb. She couldn’t feel her feet either. Her side hurt badly. Maybe a cracked rib or two. But it was her leg that throbbed so hard she could scarcely breathe.

				The door slammed. She twisted her head in an effort to see what he was doing now. He’d been outside. Bastard. She wanted to poke his eyes out and twist his balls off his body. She wanted to watch him bleed nearly to death, and then, in those final moments, she wanted to put a bullet between his eyes. In her mind, she saw herself doing those things. For James...and for Jamie.

				He dropped a bag, something like a canvas tote, and took off his coat, tossed it aside. He picked up the bag and stalked toward her. The scrape of wood against wood echoed as he dragged the table closer. When the table was positioned just so, he deposited the bag there.

				Images of the Storyteller’s victims, accompanied by the horrific details of each report she had read, sifted through her mind. The bag would hold his tools. Knives, scissors, needles and thread—all the instruments he would need to inflict days and weeks of torture. The reports concluded that he often stitched up the larger wounds to ensure no unnecessary complications cropped up before he was finished. Pain and suffering, as well as death, would come to the victim at his discretion.

				He pulled the chair closer to the cot and sat down before settling his dispassionate gaze on her. “We’ll see how your story goes, Detective. As I told you, you’re my first member of law enforcement. I’m quite excited.”

				He picked up the scissors and grabbed the hem of her sweatshirt. She shuddered.

				“You’ve already given me more trouble than the others.” He paused in his work and smiled at her. “It’ll be quite exhilarating to have a true challenge for a change. The same old same old at times grows boring.” He made a face. “‘Don’t hurt me,’” he mocked. “‘Please. I’ll do anything!’”

				He laughed, the sound grotesque. “No matter how dumb or smart or rich or poor, they all cried and begged the same way in the end. Is that what you’re going to do, Detective Gentry?”

				More ways to kill him rolled through her mind. She could stab him with those scissors. The knives he had in that bag would make perfect tools for whittling away at his body while he writhed and screamed. Then she would gut him like a deer being prepped for processing. She would do it slowly, making sure he felt every moment of fierce pain before she allowed him to escape into death. For James. The memory of her husband’s motionless body burned through her.

				Don’t look back. Focus, Bobbie. She wasn’t going to survive this monster unless she stayed smart and focused. Turn the tables on him.

				“You killed fourteen women,” she accused, her voice trembling with a new sense of rage. “And...my husband. You won’t get away with it forever. You’ll get caught eventually.”

				He smiled. It turned her stomach. “The brilliant FBI is way behind, Detective. They have no idea all the stories I’ve told. They only know the ones I’ve wanted to share.”

				Her stomach roiled with the meaning of his words. “How many?”

				He lifted an eyebrow at her. “Do you really want to know the answer to that question, Detective? I would hate for you to be more scared than you already are.”

				“I’m not scared.” Bobbie banished the voice whispering liar, liar in her head.

				A sadistic grin split his face. “Maybe you aren’t, but you will be. I’m going to make you wish you were dead so many times that before I’m done you’ll beg me to kill you.”

				“What if I kill you first?” She tried to swallow, wished her throat wasn’t so dry.

				He removed a knife from his tool bag. “We both know that isn’t going to happen.”

				He pushed away the unattached sides of the sweatshirt and revealed her naked breasts. The first prick of the knife made her breath catch.

				The tip of the blade trailed downward between her breasts. “So far, twenty-one.”

				She stared at him, willing him to look at her. “You’ve killed twenty-one women?”

				Another of those sick grins twisted his lips. “Only eighteen. The others were male, including your pansy-ass husband. I certainly didn’t choose him. He was simply in the way of getting to you.”

				She tugged at her restraints. She wanted to tear him apart. “He had a name. James. James Gentry.” Use the hurt and anger to your advantage! “You have a name—what is it? If we’re going to spend so much time together, you can at least tell me that.”

				“I walked in the back door of your lovely home like I owned the place,” he said, ignoring her demands. “I’d been there many times fantasizing about you.”

				Fury burst inside her. She jerked at her restraints. “I’ve fantasized about you, too,” she snarled. “I swear to God I’m going to watch you die.”

				“He was just putting the cookies in the oven,” he continued as if she’d said nothing. The bastard made an annoying tsk-tsk sound. “Too bad he dropped the pan alerting you to my presence.”

				She closed her eyes against his words. Don’t look. Still those final images of James lying on the floor, blood spreading across the white tile in a river of crimson, overwhelmed her. This is what he wants, Bobbie. To keep you off balance.

				“He looked so surprised. He didn’t even have time to blink. I slammed him over the head with my tire iron. I hit him so hard it made my arm hurt. To tell the truth I think he was dead before I gutted him. Can’t be sure if his heart was pumping out all that blood or if it was just gravity.”

				“Why?” The voice, though hers, wasn’t even familiar. She sounded like a wounded animal, lost and alone and hopeless.

				“You know how I love long, brown hair, but it was your eyes that did me in. You have the palest blue eyes I’ve ever seen. I had to have you.”

				Rage roared anew inside her. “I am going to kill you,” she promised.

				He chuckled as if he knew something she didn’t. “You’ll dream of killing me many times before I’m finished, I promise.”

				The knife pierced her skin near one nipple, slid beneath the surface as if he planned to lift the skin right off her breast. Bobbie gritted her teeth. She refused to scream for him.

				“My name is Gaylon Perry, but you can call me Perry. I want to hear you cry out my name when I’m rutting into you, over and over.” He leaned close. She recoiled. “I’m going to hurt you in every imaginable way until the moment you draw your last, weary breath.”

				Bobbie focused on her son’s face. No matter what this monster does, I’m coming back to you, Jamie. I promise.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				January 15

				A drop of water plopped on her left cheek. Bobbie’s eye twitched. She should open her eyes. Don’t want to.

				It was quiet. He was gone. She should try to escape. Hopeless.

				Another splat of water. The roof of this godforsaken place leaked. Must be raining.

				She didn’t care.

				She was dying. She hoped she was dying.

				She wanted to die.

				Her head didn’t hurt anymore, but the rest of her body ached and burned as if gasoline had been poured down her throat followed by a lit match. He had broken her leg. She supposed it had started to heal, but she wasn’t sure she could stand on her own. He dragged her off the cot twice a day to use the bucket in the corner. If she allowed her body to relieve itself in between, he made her lick it up.

				Why didn’t she die?

				She told her heart to stop beating. She even held her breath in hopes of dying. As soon as she lost consciousness her lungs would draw in the stale, nasty air, forcing her to live a little longer. Her insides hurt. Cracked ribs, among other injuries. She had been raped so many times and ways, she felt hollow inside. At some point she had stopped caring what happened next. She simply lay there like an empty carcass while he banged into her over and over and over.

				Lying on her back on the rusty springs, she turned her face to the ceiling. Her neck muscles protested the move. Her muscles were atrophying. As a twelve-year-old she’d broken her wrist. She remembered what her lower arm and hand had looked like when the cast came off. Shrunken and scrawny. The body that no longer belonged to her likely looked that way now. Didn’t matter. It wasn’t her anymore.

				Mostly, she was gone.

				One by one she counted the beams that held up the roof. She wished it would fall in or break open so the rain would drown her. It had been raining for days. She’d lost count of the number of days she had been here. She’d tried to keep a tally, but without any reliable cues she’d lost the rhythm. Weeks for sure. Maybe a month. Her time should be coming soon.

				She had reconciled herself with the realization that she could not be brave enough to survive. Not even for her son. She was too weak. Each day the Storyteller allowed her a small bottle of water and a little prepackaged lunch—the kind kindergarten kids took to school in their backpacks. According to the monster’s calculations, that was sufficient to sustain her. To prolong the agony.

				Soon he would kill her. He’d brought the new tools, bottles of black ink and an odd tattoo instrument. He’d said it was more than a century old. The solid-brass tattoo needle that looked more like an iron stake made her stomach roil. Something else to look forward to in the coming days.

				The rope around her throat had abraded her skin to the point that it felt like an oozing sore.

				She was filthy and weak.

				Why didn’t she just die?

				In the beginning she had been strong and determined. She memorized every detail of his face as he taunted her. After he’d raped her three or four times she tuned out the shock and horror and studied him. She wanted to remember it all. His torso was covered with scars. Words were carved amid the waffle-pattern scars. Evil. Devil. Who had marked him a monster? His father? Mother? Another intimate?

				Then she stopped caring.

				She was going to die. She wanted to die. She needed this nightmare to end.

				I’m so sorry, Jamie.

				The familiar rattle of chains and groan of the door opening signaled he was back. She didn’t have to look to know for sure. She recognized the routine of his movements, the smell of his cheap aftershave. The way he walked, how he breathed. Bile rose in her throat. It was feeding time. Did she have the energy to chew, much less swallow? Didn’t matter.

				“Today is a special day,” he said as he came closer.

				She didn’t bother to open her eyes. Who cared what today was? There was only one thing she wanted. Please forgive me, Jamie. Mommy couldn’t be strong enough.

				A heavy object plunked on the floor by the cot. She opened one eye just enough to have a look. Big, plastic ice chest. She licked her dry, cracked lips. Maybe he was going to chop her up and put her in there.

				Not his MO. He had to tattoo his goddamned story first. She would be left in a park or other public place to ensure she was found before decomp had done too much damage. Preserving the story was, after all, the most important step in his MO.

				Sick son of a bitch.

				Changing the way he disposed of her wouldn’t be the first time he’d deviated from his MO, she suddenly remembered. For the first time in all the years the FBI had been tracking him, he’d changed his pattern when he abducted and murdered Alyssa Powell. He had never, to the FBI’s knowledge, taken two victims in one year, much less three.

				“Why did you take her...and me?” Her voice sounded rusty and alien to her ears. The answer didn’t really matter. Nothing mattered anymore. She was already dead in every way that mattered.

				He stared at her for a long moment. “I’ve already answered that question, Detective. It was those lovely eyes of yours.”

				The tiniest spark of anger fueled her. “No,” she argued, the single word coming out in a growl. “You took Alyssa Powell and then me after you’d already carried out your annual hunt.”

				Another of those endless moments elapsed with him staring at her with those empty eyes. “That’s precisely where the FBI screws up. They forget that the monsters they seek are only human. You see, Detective, I lost someone this year, too. For a time I was quite beside myself. We all seek solace in our own way. Sweet little Alyssa was like a healing balm to my tortured soul.” A sickening smile spread across his face. “You, however, were for pure pleasure.”

				Whatever flicker of emotion she had experienced vanished. Don’t give him the satisfaction of a reaction. She lay still and silent, and waited for what came next.

				He removed the top from the ice chest and steam rose in the cold air. Somehow her other eye opened. After the last beating she wasn’t sure if that eye would work again. The pungent scent of bleach permeated the room. He reached in and pulled out a white wad of cloth and then he replaced the lid.

				“It’s time for a little housekeeping, Detective.” He smirked. “We wouldn’t want the FBI to find any trace evidence. I prefer to keep my DNA to myself.” He sniggered. “And, of course, I want you to look nice for release day.”

				He started to wipe her face with the cloth. Heat melted into her skin. She couldn’t move or resist. It felt...good even if the bleach smell stole her breath.

				“Feels good, doesn’t it?” He laughed, and taunted, “So good.”

				She ignored his voice and allowed herself to cling to the promise of the warm cloths. Again and again he removed a hot cloth from the chest and washed her. The smell of bleach burned her nose and her eyes. Every inch of her body was carefully cleansed and left stinging by the harsh chemical. The FBI profile said this was his final step before tattooing the story. The Storyteller always cleaned the bodies with bleach before disposing of them. He never left evidence.

				Yes, death was near.

				Bobbie closed her eyes. The bleach smell no longer bothered her. Soon she would be out of her misery. She was so tired. All she wanted was for the pain to stop. She didn’t want to remember anymore.

				She had failed her husband and her son. If she hadn’t been so gung ho to be a part of the investigation, this piece of shit would never have laid eyes on her.

				This was her fault—all of it. Her husband’s murder, her son becoming an orphan. She didn’t deserve to live.

				He untied her hands and her feet and lifted her up.

				“Time for a potty break.”

				She didn’t argue or struggle. She couldn’t. The ability to fight had deserted her days ago. He carried her to the five-gallon bucket and set her down on top of it. Her body instinctively relieved itself. He cleaned those parts of her again and dragged her back to the cot.

				“Almost finished with this step.”

				From the chest, he pulled a large rubber thing with a small hose attached. An old-fashioned douche bottle, she realized. He wasn’t leaving anything to chance even though he’d used condoms all the times he’d stuck his dick inside her. He bragged to her about how he kept his body free of hair, except his head. He couldn’t walk around bald. His father was bald; he was nothing like his father.

				The bleach stung. She closed her eyes again and tried to go someplace else. A place far away by the water where it was warm and sunny. James would be sitting next to her. Jamie would be playing in the sand a few feet away, his blond hair gleaming in the sun. His bright gray eyes would be dancing with excitement and that beautiful little-boy smile would be wide on his face.

				“Jamie,” she murmured. She missed him so.

				The bastard stuck a water bottle to her lips. Her mouth instinctively sipped at the cool wetness. She tried to stop herself, but her body was too desperate for water.

				He poked food into her mouth. She chewed, and then swallowed. Why did her body keep gasping for the next breath, reaching toward the next sip of water or bite of food? All she wanted was to die.

				As if the God who had forsaken her suddenly felt pity on her, her mind and body seemed to float away from the rusty springs and the tight ropes. The pain disappeared.

				Jamie’s sweet face swam before her eyes. “Mommy’s so sorry, baby.”

				“You don’t mind if I use that, do you? It’ll make a great line in your story.”

				The ugly voice shattered her fantasy.

				“Over you go.”

				Brutal hands flipped her facedown on the scratchy, rusty springs.

				A needle pierced her hip. Something hot singed the muscle there.

				“Sweet dreams, Detective.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				January 16

				It was daylight again. More sun than usual penetrated the film on the window. The sky must be clear. No more rain.

				Her cot was in a different location. Farther from the wall. More in the center of the room, away from the place where the roof leaked. He probably didn’t want to risk his masterpiece getting wet if the rain started again.

				She wished she had the strength to get up and look out the window. It had been days or maybe a week since she had allowed herself to wonder if the FBI and her partner were still looking for her. They wouldn’t find her. The Storyteller’s victims were never found until he was ready for the reveal.

				Didn’t matter. She was going to die, like the others. She had resigned herself to that fate. Maybe her partner would take Jamie in. Tears burned her eyes. She found it amazing given her numerous injuries and the level of pain she continued to endure that she still noticed the sting of tears. Yet, somehow she did.

				She wished she could hold her baby one last time, give him a kiss and promise him that he would be okay.

				How could he be okay? His father had been murdered.

				Had they buried James already?

				Her chest tightened. She hadn’t gotten to say goodbye.

				Don’t think about it. Focus on the pain and the promise of death. It was the only relief she could trust.

				Today she had new pain. Her back was raw and burning from the hundreds of tiny pricks of the needle. The rest of her wasn’t much better. The rusty springs had scratched and rubbed at the front of her body, inflaming the old as well as the new cuts and scrapes. The bleach had irritated her skin and her insides.

				She quieted her thoughts and listened. When had he left? A frown drew her eyebrows together. Her hands felt different. Ever so carefully she moved her right hand. It wasn’t restrained. With much effort she lifted her head. It felt as heavy as a bowling ball. The room spun a little. Her left hand wasn’t restrained either. He couldn’t have gone far. Out to that black SUV he drove, maybe. He would never leave her unrestrained like this if he was going far.

				Moving slowly, she drew her hand to her face and touched it. The small rectangles of the springs had imprinted on her cheek. She thought of all the times he had sliced and split her skin, and then sutured or glued the lacerations. She hurt in so many places. Yet, it was inside that hurt the worst. The things he had done to her where no one would see had finished her off, stolen her desire to go on.

				Though she was still breathing, she felt dead. Jamie needed a better mother than she could ever be after this. He would be safer and happier if she died. She was too broken to be reliable.

				Unable to keep holding her head up any longer, she lowered her cheek to the bedsprings. She closed her eyes and thought of her precious little boy. He would grow up to be smart and kind like his father. She hoped they would tell him stories about his parents. Maybe keep pictures in his room so he would remember her and his father. Would he remember her as he graduated high school or married one day? When he had children of his own, would he wish his mother could meet them?

				A plaque with her name on it would be added to the long line of others commemorating fallen officers at the Montgomery Police Department. Years from now when Jamie was in the fifth grade, his class—like all the fifth-grade classes across the city—would take a tour of the department. Would he point to the plaque and tell his friends that one was for his mom?

				More tears welled and she closed her eyes. She was so tired. It was time to die. Perry would be back soon to finish her story. Then it would be over.

				Bobbie dozed off. She had no idea for how long. The sound of her little boy calling for his mommy awakened her.

				“Jamie?”

				She blinked. Reminded herself that she was still here in this hellhole. No one was coming to save her because no one knew how to find her. They never found the Storyteller’s victims until he was ready.

				She had been dreaming.

				It was still daytime. Sunlight filtered in through the grimy window. She needed to pee. It was so cold. Her aching body shivered. If she peed on the floor, he would make her lick it up. She wasn’t sure she had it in her to do that again.

				Could she get up and make it to the bucket? Were her feet unrestrained as her hands were? Why would he leave her this way? Was it a trick? Was he watching from some hiding place she couldn’t see?

				Moving slowly, she worked her way into an upright position. The dull ache in her right leg made her cry out. Her ribs were better but still sore. The only thing good about the new pain on her back was that he hadn’t touched her in those other horrible ways since he started his twisted tattooed story.

				Once she was sitting with her feet on the floor, she grabbed hold of the table and attempted to pull herself to a standing position.

				“Oh God.” She flopped back down onto the cot. The springs bounced and squeaked. She panted to ride out the wave of nausea and the intense pain. Slowly, the worst of the pain subsided and she tried again. She pulled to her feet. Her legs wobbled and the room spun, but she stayed upright. After a few deep breaths, she tried to walk. The pain in her leg was nearly unbearable, but she refused to give up.

				The bucket was nearly full of urine and feces. The smell as well as the sight had her retching. Didn’t matter. She had no dignity left—who cared where she peed or puked as long as it hit the damned bucket? After she’d relieved herself, she stood for a few moments, testing her weight. Wherever he had gone, he’d taken his bag of tools. Had he really left her here untethered for this length of time? Hope dared to register. She hobbled to the window and peered outside. The snow was long gone as was the rain. The woods looked denser without all the snow; the tree limbs were bare and desolate. She could see the narrow dirt road now. It was muddy and rutted. No sign of his SUV or of him.

				Maybe he was dead. Maybe he’d been in a car accident. What if he’d been arrested? He could have left evidence at her house. The decision to take her had been a hasty one, the act not as well planned as his usual ones. Was there some reason he’d acted so carelessly? Oh yes, he’d told her he lost someone.

				The hope that had registered minutes ago dared to expand. She needed clothes to protect her from the cold. Shoes. Could she escape before he came back?

				Maybe he wasn’t coming back. The bastard could be dead or incarcerated.

				She laughed, the sound as rusty as the bedsprings she had lain on for weeks.

				She could run. What did it matter if she died in the woods or here? Dead was dead. At least if she ran she had a chance...to get back to Jamie.

				Agony flooded her. How could she dare to hope? Giving up all hope had been her only escape from this hell. If all she wanted was to die, nothing else mattered.

				But she didn’t want to die.

				Sobs rose in her frail body and shook her. She dropped to her knees and cried so hard she couldn’t breathe. Her baby’s face filled her mind. All she wanted was her little boy. She wanted to keep him safe, to take him to his first day of school, to watch him graduate and get married one day. She wanted to hold his children...

				She didn’t want to die.

				The realization roared through her like a train bursting from a dark tunnel. She wanted to live. By God, she had to get out of this damned place and back to her baby.

				Even if she died tomorrow, today she had to try.

				She struggled to her feet. Where were the lounge pants she’d been wearing? He’d cut the sweatshirt off her body. She searched the cabin. Nothing.

				Damn it. She’d been barefoot when he dragged her out of her house. She’d just have to make it without shoes or clothes. Freezing to death was as good an option as having him strangle her.

				She touched the rope around her neck, tried to loosen it but couldn’t. All she succeeded in doing was breaking the scabs beneath and causing blood to seep from the damaged skin. The rope could wait. The lead to the noose was only two or three feet long. It wouldn’t get in her way.

				You can do this.

				She was making a run for it. Adrenaline lit inside her. She was getting out of here right now.

				She tried the door. It wouldn’t budge.

				Shit! She’d forgotten it was chained on the outside. The window. She could shatter it with the chair and then climb out.

				The roar of an engine broke the silence and snapped her attention to the door.

				Fear detonated in her heart.

				He’s back!

				She glanced around the room. Like before, there was nothing she could use for a weapon. Her gaze landed on the bottles of ink on the table. Between the bottles lay the Asian tattoo needle. It was bigger around than her thumb, save the pointy needle tip, and at least twelve inches long. Her heart kicked into a faster rhythm. That could work.

				He was at the door. Chains rattled. Oh, hell!

				She grabbed the needle and quietly settled facedown on the cot. With the weapon hidden by her hand and forearm, she laid her right cheek against the springs, closed her eyes and waited.

				The door opened with its too familiar, weary groan. Fabric rustled as he removed his coat and tossed it aside. His footfalls echoed around her as he came nearer. She held her breath. He sat down in the chair next to the cot.

				“Beautiful.” He sighed. “This might be my best work yet.”

				The rip of Velcro echoed in the cold air, and then there was a soft splat on the floor. She cracked her eye open just enough to see what he was doing. He had withdrawn a hypodermic needle and was about to plunge it into her hip.

				She screamed bloody murder.

				His attention snapped to her face.

				Bobbie lunged upward, the tattoo instrument held like a stake, and stabbed it deep into his chest.

				The hypodermic needle hit the floor as he tried too late to jump back.

				The chair overturned. He sprawled across the floor.

				Bobbie grabbed the chair and slammed it down on his head. She hit him again and again. “Die you son of a bitch! Die!”

				When he stopped flailing his arms, she stumbled back, the air surging in and out of her lungs. A crimson stain spread from the brass tool she had jammed in his chest. Shuddering at the charge of adrenaline, she wished she had matches so she could burn the place down and send him to hell where he belonged.

				She rushed to the door, grabbed his coat and ran. In her haste, she stumbled down the steps, falling flat on her face on the cold wet ground. Pain screaming through her, she staggered to her feet and dragged on the coat. She felt in the pockets and found the keys. Thank God.

				Shaking so hard she could hardly hold onto the keys, she climbed into the vehicle that was at least as old as she was and turned the ignition. When the engine roared to life, she cried out in relief.

				She shoved the gearshift into reverse, turned the SUV around, and took off along the narrow dirt road.

				“I’m coming, Jamie!”

				Bobbie Gentry was not going to die today.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Hurry! Hurry!

				She had to get away. The last vestige of good sense she possessed restrained the urgency. She drove as fast as she dared. Though it was daylight, the narrow and crooked road was hard to navigate.

				She fought the steering wheel, taking the curves with the SUV’s back end fishtailing.

				He’s dead. He’s dead.

				Uncertainty trickled into her thoughts. Had she killed him? If she hadn’t killed him, she had come damned close.

				I’m free! Bobbie glanced around the gloom of the woods. She had escaped. She’d stabbed him. He’d been bleeding.

				Tears rolled down her cheeks. Her breath came in big, rushing gulps. She was free. She was going home!

				She needed a phone. She glanced around the interior of the SUV.

				The steering wheel jerked to the right as the passenger-side tires bumped off the shoulder of the narrow road. She corrected, pulling the vehicle back in line.

				“Pay attention.” She had to get as far away from that cabin as possible—as far away from him as possible.

				“Find the main road. Drive to the nearest town.” She drew in a deep breath and let it go slowly. “Good plan, Bobbie.”

				Did she have enough fuel?

				She glanced at the gauge. Three-quarters of a tank. Of course the monster wouldn’t take any chances. He was too careful, too organized. He would never be so incompetent as to run out of gas.

				There was no way to know where she was. Another state, for sure. The Storyteller always selected a victim from one state and then disposed of that victim in another.

				Would he be coming after her? She checked the rearview mirror. Even if he wasn’t injured, he couldn’t run this fast.

				She had stabbed him in the chest...close to the center. She’d seen the blood. She’d beaten the hell out of him with that rickety old chair.

				Was he dead?

				She should have checked his pulse. Maybe injected him with whatever he’d intended to shoot into her veins. She shook her head. No way would she have gotten that close to him. She had to get away. Her son was waiting for her. She could only imagine how much he had cried the past few weeks. Had he attended his daddy’s funeral?

				Bobbie swiped at her tears with the back of her hand. “We’ll be okay, baby.” Her lips trembled. Would she ever really be okay again? Could she be a good mother after what Perry had done to her?

				Would Jamie be safe with her?

				A deer leaped across the road.

				Bobbie hit the brakes. The SUV slid on the muddy road. The rear end fishtailed. She tried to straighten out. Couldn’t. The vehicle bulldozed into a tree.

				Her head hit the steering wheel.

				Bobbie felt paralyzed for a moment. She blinked.

				Her head ached. She touched her forehead. No blood. Thank God.

				She assessed the rest of her body. No worse than when she’d climbed into the vehicle. She scanned the area. Nothing but trees and that narrow road. She twisted around and looked back the way she had come. No sign of Perry.

				“Okay.” She moistened her dry, damaged lips. “Just get out of here.” The engine had died. She tried restarting it. When she turned the key there was nothing but a click click click.

				“Shit!”

				She had to get moving. She looked around again. If he had survived, could she walk without him catching up? Her muscles were weak and her leg was broken for sure, but adrenaline made her stronger than she had a right to be.

				What she really needed was a phone. She searched the vehicle. In the back floorboard she found a tire iron covered in blood. He’d bragged about hitting James with his tire iron. A moan tore out of her. He’d used this to kill her husband. She grabbed the heavy tool. The urge to run back to that cabin and bash his head in with the damned thing was nearly overwhelming.

				No. She threw it down. She had to get to Jamie. The tire iron would only weigh her down.

				The boots he’d worn in the snow stood in the passenger-side floorboard. She grabbed them and tugged them on. No weapons. No flashlight or communication device.

				She climbed out of the vehicle and listened. Silence swallowed her up. She zipped the coat and followed the road. “If this is as good as it gets, so be it.”

				Pain vibrated up her right leg with every step. She ignored it. She tried to judge the time of day. How much light did she have left? The sun was high in the sky. Noon or one o’clock, maybe. Which meant she only had three or four hours before dark. She had to move faster. There could be miles between her and civilization.

				Bobbie lost count of the number of times she fell. She tried to pinpoint a part of her body that didn’t hurt. Everything hurt. The pain in her leg steadily worsened. Didn’t matter. She had to keep going. She would keep going.

				The sun had dropped considerably. She could scarcely see a slice of it hovering above the treetops now. She was cold as hell. How long before hypothermia set in? You’re okay as long as you’re moving. Keep going. The sky was clear. No worry about snow or rain, but the temperature would drop dramatically as night fell.

				Surely she’d find a road before dark.

				The adrenaline was receding now and her body trembled. Her muscles didn’t want to work right. She felt uncoordinated and as weak as a kitten. Over and over she looked back, but there was nothing but the encroaching gloom.

				She was so tired. Could she risk sitting down just for a moment to catch her breath?

				No. She had to keep moving. Her feet were numb. She thought of all the people Gaylon Perry had murdered and she kept walking.

				Her son’s sweet laughter and her husband’s sexy smile urged her onward. She missed them so much. Her life would have so many empty places without James. But she had Jamie. Her baby would fill her life with happiness. She and James had promised each other that if one of them died, the other would make sure Jamie had the best life possible. He would always come first.

				“I’m coming, Jamie.”

				She felt guilty for having given up for a while. Giving herself grace—maybe that had been the only way to survive the horrors she had endured.

				By the time dusk crept through the trees, the cold had seeped deep into her bones. The road seemed to go on and on. She walked in one of the ruts to ensure she didn’t veer off and hit another tree.

				How much farther?

				Nausea had begun to churn in her belly. She had tuned out much of the pain, but it was there, pulsing and radiating beneath her skin. Her right leg was numb. By now whatever bone he had broken would be on the way to mending, not necessarily the way it was supposed to.

				A sound hummed in the distance. Bobbie staggered to a stop.

				A vehicle...? She had to be close to a road.

				She hobbled faster. The too-big boots made her stumble again, but she dragged herself up and kept going. Her heart pounded so hard she worried it would burst.

				She was going to make it. Soon she would hold her baby.

				A surge of strength filled her and she moved a little faster. The road took a sharp turn and the trees gave away to a broad expanse of asphalt that split through the woods in either direction like an endless black river.

				She cried out with relief.

				Her body trembled so violently she could hardly stay vertical.

				She picked a direction and started walking. Another vehicle would come along eventually. All she had to do was keep moving and try to maintain her body heat. She hugged the coat tighter around her. The disgusting smell of the monster she’d left bleeding on the floor made her sick. She comforted herself with the knowledge that she had beaten him.

				She could scarcely walk by the time twin beams of light topped the rise in the distance. Bobbie perked up. She couldn’t really feel her lower body anymore. Her bare legs and sockless feet were freezing.

				This was the first vehicle to come along since she found the road.

				As the headlights neared she moved into the center of the road and forced her arms over her head. She started to wave.

				The car would either stop or it would run her over.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Paramedics had arrived first. They’d patched Bobbie up as best they could under the circumstances. The noose around her neck had been removed, the wound cleaned and bandaged. One of the paramedics had rounded up an extra uniform for her to put on, along with long johns, thick socks and sneakers. It felt good to be warm again. The Mississippi State Police were on the scene within half an hour of Bobbie’s call. An agent from the Meridian FBI field office had arrived minutes later along with the Lauderdale County Sheriff’s Department. Bobbie’s partner and chief, as well as the FBI agents who had been working the Storyteller case, were en route. All personnel on site were preparing to move in on the cabin, save one deputy who would stay behind to escort the late arrivals.

				“Detective Gentry, you really should be at the hospital,” the paramedic named Thad insisted. “You’re dehydrated and your blood pressure is way low. That leg is in bad shape. You have numerous lacerations that appear to be infected and at least one toe that’s frostbitten.”

				She shook her head. “Not until this is done.”

				Thad exhaled a big breath. “I wish I could give you something for the pain. It has to be bad.”

				She waved him off and headed toward the sheriff’s SUV. The plan was to go in via the county’s four-wheel-drive vehicles. Before they reached the cabin, a group would unload, continue through the woods on foot and surround the cabin. If Perry was still alive and heard them coming, he would make a run for it. She had not seen a firearm and she hadn’t found one in the SUV. Still, she couldn’t confirm that he was unarmed.

				Bobbie had him figured for dead. He would have come after her if he’d survived. With her bum leg, she felt confident he could have caught up with her even with the meager head start she’d managed with the SUV.

				He was dead. She repeated those words over and over in her head as she loaded into the passenger seat. She wanted him to be dead.

				As soon as she had identified his body—since she was the only person who could ID him—she was going home to her baby. The hospital could wait until she was home.

				“You’re sure you’re up to this, Detective?” Sheriff Dorning asked, his face reflecting the same concerns the paramedic had voiced.

				Bobbie lifted her chin and met his assessing gaze with lead in her own. “I’m not going anywhere until this is done.”

				Dorning nodded. “Can’t say as I blame you.”

				Two other SUVs moved ahead of the sheriff’s. Bobbie’s heart rate picked up with every mile they drove. She couldn’t wait to see that son of a bitch’s face, pale with death and twisted in surprise. She hoped he had felt every drop of warm blood draining from his body, leaving him cold and dying. She hoped he had shit his pants while the last moments of life drifted from him.

				When they reached the SUV she’d wrecked, getting around it proved a challenge. The Lauderdale County SUVs barely squeaked between its rear bumper and the trees on the other side of the road.

				The cabin wasn’t far now.

				She pushed aside the uncertainty that threatened to resurrect during the final mile or so of the dark journey. Under no circumstances was she going to allow the fear to best her. She hadn’t survived the bowels of hell to fall apart now. As the headlights bounced against the log exterior of her prison, her heart thudded harder. Uniforms had already fanned out around the small building.

				“You should stay in the vehicle until it’s safe to get out,” Dorning offered.

				“Not a chance, Sheriff.”

				When they’d both emerged and rounded the hood, he put a hand on her arm. “At least stay behind me.”

				Bobbie acquiesced. He was armed and she wasn’t. No point putting herself in unnecessary danger. She wanted to see that this guy was dead, and then she wanted to get home to her baby.

				Her chest hurt with the renewed realization that home would never be the same. James was gone.

				“Clear!” The single word echoed through the darkness.

				Uniforms had entered the cabin.

				She hurried to keep up with the sheriff. Her heart started that fierce rush as if she were running a marathon. She needed to see the body, to confirm that the stake she’d wielded had hit its mark.

				She wanted him in hell where he belonged.

				The sheriff walked through the door; she was right on his heels. The smell of urine and feces instantly hit her.

				When the sheriff stalled a few feet inside the cabin, Bobbie moved around him.

				There was no body.

				The Storyteller was gone.

				Her heart plummeted to her stomach. “He was right there.” She pointed to the blood on the floor and the shattered chair.

				Sheriff Dorning moved closer. “Judging by the amount of blood he lost, he likely didn’t make it far.”

				Bobbie drifted into a trance of disbelief and despair as the sheriff barked orders to his men. They were calling in the search dogs. The FBI agent was on the phone relaying the news.

				She heard someone say that the Montgomery chief of police had arrived. The pain she had been ignoring abruptly roared back to life. The room started to spin and Bobbie crashed to the floor.

				Someone called her name. She tried to focus on the face. Newt, her partner, was coming toward her...or was she imagining him?

				“We’ve got you now, Bobbie,” Newt’s voice said.

				She couldn’t see his face anymore. Her eyes refused to stay open.

				“We’re getting you out of here.”

				Yes... I’m ready. The words trapped inside her.

				“Don’t worry about anything else,” he said gently. “We’ll find that son of a bitch. You’re going to be fine, Bobbie. Just fine.”

				Her partner was right. She stopped fighting and let go, drifting into the darkness. She was going to be fine.

				She was going home to her baby.

				* * * * *
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				Over and over she cursed herself for the path she chose to take.

				The pain a reminder of those devastated for her sake.

			

		

	
		
			
				“What other dungeon is so dark as one’s own heart...”

				Nathaniel Hawthorne

			

		

	
		
			
				No Darker Place

				by Debra Webb

				Chapter One

				Vaughn Road, Montgomery, Alabama
Friday, August 26, 10:30 a.m.

				Detective Bobbie Gentry wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. Despite the early hour, she was melting right here on the sidewalk like a forgotten ice cream cone. The weather forecast called for a high of a hundred and one today—the same kind of record-breaking temps the capital city had been experiencing for fifteen grueling days in a row.

				The line of thunderstorms that swept through about the same time her phone rang this morning hadn’t helped one bit. Steam rose from the simmering asphalt, disappearing into the underbellies of the blue-and-white Montgomery PD cruisers lining the sidewalk. The meteorologist who’d insisted milder temps were on the way had seriously overestimated the cool front accompanying this morning’s storm. The rain had done nothing but ramp up the suffocating humidity.

				She’d been a cop for ten years, a detective for seven of those years, and she’d learned the hard way that relentless heat made people crazy. Like the father of four currently holed up in the modest ranch-style home across the street.

				Carl Evans had no criminal record whatsoever—not even a parking ticket. According to his wife, the checkup he’d had three months ago showed him to be in good health. Their middle daughter had been diagnosed with a form of childhood leukemia a year ago and they’d gone through a serious financial crisis a couple of months back, but both issues were under control now. The husband had no problems at work as far as the wife knew.

				And yet, he’d arrived home at two this morning with no explanation for where he’d been and with no desire to discuss his uncharacteristic behavior. At seven, he’d climbed out of bed, promptly corralled all four of his children into one bedroom and told his wife to call the police.

				Bobbie’s radio crackled. “No go. I’m coming out,” vibrated across the airwaves.

				“Son of a bitch,” she muttered as crisis negotiator Sergeant Paul York exited the house and double-timed it to her side of the police barrier. York was a small, wiry man of five-eight or so, the same height as her. His less intimidating size and kind, calming presence made him damned good at his job as a facilitator of non-violent resolutions. Those same traits, however, belied his unquestionable ability to take charge of a situation and physically contain the threat when the need arose.

				“What happened?” she demanded, bracing her hands on her hips. She was not going to have a hostage die on her watch. The fear she refused to allow a foothold kept reminding her that these hostages were children.

				This wouldn’t be the first time you allowed a child to die.

				Not going to happen today.

				“He won’t talk to me.” York tugged at his black tie, his gray shirt still crisp despite the rising humidity and immeasurable frustration. “The wife refuses to leave the house as long as the kids are in there.”

				“Who can blame her?” Bobbie exhaled a blast of exasperation. Before York arrived on the scene, she’d spoken to the wife by phone. Anna Evans insisted she had no idea what set off her husband. To her knowledge, he had never owned a weapon, much less used one. He was a CPA at Latimer, Latimer and Burton for Christ’s sake. He’d worked there since he graduated Vanderbilt two decades ago. His wife was completely stunned by his actions.

				“Did he give you any idea what he wants?” Bobbie needed something here. Evans surely had a goal he hoped to attain or a statement to make. How the hell could a purportedly humble CPA who wasn’t employed by the IRS cause this damned much trouble?

				“He wouldn’t say a word.” York’s lips flattened as he shook his head. “Not a single word.”

				SWAT Commander Zeke Miller held up his hands as if he’d experienced an epiphany. “We’re wasting time. He could kill those children while we’re standing out here with our thumbs up our asses. It’s time we went in.”

				Bobbie rolled her eyes. What was he thinking? The polar opposite of York, Miller was a big, muscular guy with an ego to match. His reputation for playing hard and fast was well known, but this was her crime scene and she wasn’t going that ego-driven route. At least not yet.

				“And get those kids killed for sure?” Bobbie argued, ignoring the fear gnawing at the edge of her bravado. “Evans has them standing around him in a huddle. Your guys can’t get a clear shot at him. A flash bang could freak him out and prompt a shooting spree. And you want to go charging in there?” She folded her arms over her chest and lifted her chin, daring him to challenge her assessment. “Is it just me or is there something seriously wrong with that scenario?”

				Miller glowered at her, but neither he nor York had a ready response for her assessment. There was no easy way to do this and everyone present understood that unfortunate fact.

				“Where the hell is Newton?” Miller demanded. “We need a senior detective on the scene. Are you even cleared for a situation like this, Gentry?”

				Despite the fury his words ignited, Bobbie smiled. This chauvinistic hothead was not going to get the better of her when four children’s lives depended on her staying calm and collected. “My partner’s daughter is getting married this weekend, so he’s not here. You’ve got me and I’m as fit for duty as you, Miller. Deal with it.”

				His arrogant sneer warned he wasn’t going to let it go so easily.

				“We got movement at the front door!” a uniform shouted.

				Renewed adrenaline rushing through her veins, Bobbie turned toward the house as the front door slowly opened. Please let it be the children coming out. As much as she wanted everyone present to believe she was as strong as she once was and that she had everything under control...doubt nagged at her. What if she failed? What if someone died—again—because of her mistakes?

				No looking back. Focus, Bobbie.

				Barefoot and wearing a white terry cloth robe, the wife stepped cautiously onto the narrow porch, her hands raised high and her red hair tousled as if she hadn’t combed it since climbing out of bed. Her face was white as the robe she wore. She was immediately surrounded by Montgomery PD uniforms and ushered across the street.

				“One less potential victim,” Bobbie muttered. What the devil was this guy doing? He’d made no demands. He refused to interact with the negotiator. Any time a perp took a hostage and waved around a weapon he wanted something.

				The distant ache in her skull that started the minute she received the call expanded into a dull throb. She resisted the urge to yank free the clasp holding her long, brown hair off her shoulders so she could massage the pain away. No need to illustrate to all present that her headaches were still around. The whole department already watched her every move to see if she would crack under the stress. No matter that she had been back to work for four weeks without falling down on the job, she was still the detective who had shattered like delicate, hand-blown glass thrown against a wall seven months ago. The whole damned world knew that a couple of surgeons and shrinks, as well as a good half of the year, had been required to put her back together again.

				Stay sharp, Bobbie. No letting the past intrude.

				Once behind the police barricade, the uniforms released Mrs. Evans and she almost collapsed on the pavement before they could catch hold of her again.

				“We need a medic,” Bobbie shouted. She moved toward the woman. “Are you injured, Mrs. Evans?”

				She shook her head, her eyes red and swollen from hours of crying. “Are you Detective Gentry?”

				“Yes, ma’am. We spoke on the phone a little while ago.” The wife appeared unharmed and reasonably composed for a terrified mother. Let this be a good sign.

				Mrs. Evans drew in a shuddering breath. “He says he’ll let the children go if you—” her pleading gaze latched onto Bobbie’s “—come inside and talk to him.”

				“I can do that.” The sooner those kids were out of harm’s—

				“The hell you say!” Miller roared. “That’s all we need is another hostage in there!”

				“Hold up, Miller.” York turned to Bobbie. “We can do this,” he offered in the modulated tone negotiators were trained to use. “I’ll go in with you.”

				While Miller launched another protest, Mrs. Evans hugged her arms around her trembling body and moved her head adamantly from side to side. “He said you have to come alone, Detective Gentry. Unarmed and alone.”

				“Not going to happen, Bobbie,” York stated, his voice hard now. “You’re—”

				Bobbie held up a hand for both men to shut up. “Did he say anything else, Mrs. Evans?”

				Fresh tears welled in her puffy eyes. She shook her head. “Just that he...he would let the children go. Please.” Her hands wrung together in front of her as if she intended to pray. “Don’t let my babies get hurt.”

				Bobbie removed her service weapon from its holster at her waist and passed it to York. “I’m going in.”

				“I’m calling Chief Peterson,” Miller warned. “The rest of the department might believe that you being his college buddy’s daughter and all gives you free rein in this town, but I don’t. You’ll play this by the rules exactly like the rest of us.”

				His accusation made Bobbie want to unleash the volatile emotions simmering just beneath the surface of her carefully schooled façade. Montgomery was the second largest city in the state, but the department was like a small village. There were few secrets. Eventually everyone got the lowdown on everyone else—especially as it related to the chain of command or any perceived special favors. She’d understood from day one that the time would come when someone would have the balls to say those words to her face.

				Bobbie snatched her cell from her belt and offered it to him. “Go ahead, Miller. Call the chief. He’s in my favorites list under Uncle Teddy.”

				“Enough of that nonsense,” York growled, his fierce gaze focused on Miller.

				Since Miller didn’t take her up on her offer, Bobbie snapped her phone back onto her belt. “I’m going in.”

				“Think about what you’re doing, Bobbie,” York called after her. Next to him, Miller made good on his threat and put through the call on his own cell.

				Bobbie didn’t look back. She headed across the street. If any hope whatsoever existed that Evans would let those children go, she was willing to take the risk. A twinge of pain twisted in her right leg and started to keep time with the throb in her head. She ignored it. She would do some extra stretches tonight before her run.

				Assuming she was still alive. As long as she got those kids out of there little else mattered.

				If you get yourself killed, who’s going to get him then?

				She hushed the nagging voice as she hustled up the sidewalk. At the end of the block, television cameras and the eagle eyes of reporters would be straining to see what Montgomery’s most damaged detective was doing next. Let them gawk. She didn’t care what they wrote about her.

				Shouldering the weight of York, Miller and the rest watching, she opened the front door and slipped into the living room. The interior was as quiet as a tomb. One would never know that half a dozen MPD cruisers, a SWAT van and crisis negotiation vehicles, along with a horde of reporters, were on the street. Not to mention two ambulances prepared to provide medical care if the shit hit the fan.

				As she crossed the living room and entered the hall, she called out to the man responsible for all the excitement this sweltering summer morning. “Mr. Evans, it’s Detective Gentry.”

				She paused at the door to the first bedroom on the left. Oddly, the man had chosen a bedroom at the front of the house, giving SWAT a reasonably clean view between the slats of the partially open blinds. Had he planned on committing suicide by cop and chickened out at the last minute?

				Never take a gun in your hand unless you’ve got the guts to use it. The words of wisdom her father had shared so often after she announced her intent to follow in his career-cop footsteps echoed inside her. If they were all lucky, Evans lacked the courage to use the weapon he’d waved around at his wife. Shielding himself with the children was certainly the act of a coward.

				“I’m here to talk, like you asked,” she reminded when Evans failed to respond. She wiped her sweating palms against her trousers and braced for his move.

				The doorknob turned and Bobbie held very still, her breath stalling just shy of her lungs. The steel of the backup piece strapped to her ankle suddenly felt hot as blazes and far too heavy.

				A small face peered up at her from the narrow crack made by the barely open door. Bobbie’s heart fractured as memories of another child she couldn’t bear to look at attempted to intrude. Seeing this little boy’s face sent a jolt of urgency through her. What was this guy doing? How could he risk the lives of his own children?

				Like you have room to talk.

				“Come in,” Evans called, “and I’ll send the children out.”

				The little boy drew the door open wider and she stepped into the bedroom. She confirmed the four children—three girls and one boy, all still dressed in their pajamas, trembling and red-faced from crying—appeared to be uninjured. Her tension eased marginally. The walls of the room were a soft pink. The twin beds were unmade, cartoon-character covers hanging this way and that. Dolls and a plastic tea set littered the floor. In the center of the room, between the two beds, the children stood in that ominous circle around their father. She easily spotted the daughter with the health issue—she was thinner and paler than the others. After numerous rounds of cancer treatments she’d lost her hair, but it was growing back now and was almost as long as her little brother’s. Poor kid. Evans should be ashamed of himself for putting her through this kind of bullshit.

				Booting aside her anger for the moment, Bobbie lifted the sides of her jacket from her torso. “I’m unarmed just like you requested, Mr. Evans.”

				The small boy, three or four years old maybe, who opened the door stood next to the huddle staring at Bobbie. She purposely kept her attention away from him. Those memories of another little boy, not much younger, kept whispering through her mind.

				Can’t look. Can’t look.

				When the father said nothing, she gently prompted, “It’s time to make good on your promise and let the children go, Mr. Evans.” It would go a long way in turning this crappy day around if the guy stuck by his word. She might even be able to breathe again, and maybe the world would stop expecting her to fail every time the pressure was on.

				Ten endless seconds passed before he spoke. “First, close the blinds,” he ordered.

				Bobbie walked to the window and did as he asked. Miller would go ballistic and the no-more-negotiations clock would start ticking louder. She hoped like hell Evans understood he was on borrowed time.

				“What now?” Careful to keep her hands up, Bobbie readied to tackle Evans. So far she hadn’t spotted his weapon.

				“Go outside and wait with your mother,” he said to the children.

				The older girl reached for the smaller boy’s hand and herded the others out the door. When the sound of the front door slamming behind them echoed through the house, Bobbie felt as if an elephant had been lifted off her chest. Sensing the shift in her tension, Evans lifted the .38 clutched in his right hand and aimed it at her.

				Take it slow. Get him talking. “How can I help you, Mr. Evans? We all want to see a favorable resolution to this situation. Your wife and children need you.”

				Carl Evans was a tall, thin man. He sat cross-legged on the floor in his T-shirt and boxers. His face was pasty from the long hours at the office; his shoulders sagged from slumping over a desk. As if he felt the weight of her assessment, he sank back against the bed behind him. What had taken this forty-three-year-old number cruncher down this ugly path?

				He shook his head. “It’s too late for happily-ever-afters, Detective.”

				“It’s never too late, Mr.—”

				“Just listen.” He cut her off. “I don’t have much time. What I did was...wrong.”

				No shit. “Tell me what happened and maybe I can help.”

				“You need to listen!” He jerked at the loud sound of his own voice reverberating in the small room.

				Bobbie’s tension cranked up a few more notches. “Okay. Okay. I’m listening.”

				“It was necessary.” He shook his head, tears slipping down his cheeks. “I didn’t stop to consider how it would end.”

				The muzzle of the weapon angled downward as he spoke, his attention shifting inward. All she had to do was keep him talking and when his aim strayed far enough she would make a move. Less than four feet separated them. Keep talking, pal.

				“I did what I had to do,” he said, his voice resolute even as his hands shook. “I would do it again. Anything to save my little girl.” He fell silent for another moment. “I didn’t think you would be hurt, not really, I mean. I had no idea...”

				Bobbie’s attention swung from the muzzle to the man’s face. “Me?”

				His lips quivered. “I was desperate. The treatments for my daughter had taken everything. My credit options were maxed out. The house is already triple-mortgaged. I couldn’t pay for the new treatments and my family was going to be homeless.” His head moved from side to side with a weariness and resignation that were palpable. “The insurance company claimed the new treatments—the ones that might save her life—are experimental so they won’t pay. I would have done anything.” He searched her face as if looking for understanding, his eyes glimmering with emotion. “I had no choice.”

				“You love your children. No one can fault you for that, Mr. Evans.” She felt bad for the family, especially for the kid, but the man wasn’t making a whole lot of sense. What did this have to do with her? “What can I do to help?”

				He scrubbed his face with his free hand. A sob tore loose from his throat. “I need my family to know it was for them. Tell my wife I checked the life insurance policies. She and the kids will be okay.”

				Oh, hell. “I’ll make sure they know,” Bobbie promised. “But, Mr. Evans, whatever trouble you’re in, you don’t have to do this. Your family needs you. I can help you.”

				His shoulders stiffened and he steadied his aim at her. Anticipation coiled in her muscles.

				“You can’t help me. You are the reason he came looking for me.”

				Suddenly there was not enough air in the room. “Who came looking for you, Mr. Evans?”

				“He’s coming for you, Detective Gentry.”

				A chill as cold as ice curled in her belly. “Who’s coming?”

				His gaze, clouded with defeat, locked on hers. “He was right. Your eyes are the palest blue I’ve ever seen.”

				A shudder quaked through her before she could grab back control. How could he know that? Her mouth went so dry she could scarcely form the words. “I don’t understand, Mr. Evans.” Her heart rammed harder and harder against her sternum. “Who’re you talking about?”

				“He said he has to finish your story.”

				The words rocked her like hurricane-force winds. He couldn’t mean...

				“This is the end of my story.” Evans jammed the .38 into his mouth.

				Bobbie lunged for him. She needed him alive.

				The bullet exploded from its chamber, charging through his skull. Blood and brain matter sprayed the pink-and-white cartoon character comforter and matching sheets.

				She dropped to her knees. “Jesus Christ.”

				Deep breath. Bobbie shook her head. Torn between desolation and elation. Seven long months she had waited and finally he was here.

				But why like this? Her chest ached with the agony brought against the Evans family.

				Why drag anyone else into her private hell? To shock her? Fury hardened her against the softer emotions.

				Blood trickled from Evans’s mouth and nose. Poor bastard. Bobbie closed her eyes and tried to banish the image from her retinas.

				The front door banging against the wall announced SWAT’s entrance into the house. Bobbie got to her feet. It made her sick that a man had died, leaving behind a wife and children, to serve the whims of the psychopath who had already destroyed too many lives.

				She drew in a deep breath as determination roared through her. Now it seemed he was back, and it was her turn to destroy his. He just didn’t know that part yet. Anticipation joined the determination.

				Come and get me, you son of a bitch.

				Montgomery Police Department
320 North Ripley Street, 6:45 p.m.

				“The chief is ready to see you now.”

				Bobbie stood. She’d flipped through every magazine in the lobby during her twenty-seven-minute wait. Apparently Chief of Police Theodore Peterson wasn’t concerned that she had other things to do like hound the lab to see if they had gleaned anything from Evans’s computer. Or maybe conduct the interview with the one unavailable colleague who would be returning from business in Birmingham in about half an hour.

				“Thank you, Stella.” Bobbie flashed a smile and headed for the door to the top cop’s inner sanctum.

				Her time was being wasted because the SWAT commander had tattled on her for making him look bad. Arrogant bastard. Miller had probably blown the whole incident out of proportion. She had Miller’s number. He didn’t like having women—especially a younger woman—order him around. If her partner had been the one going into that house, no one would have said a word. Some things never changed.

				“Bobbie!” The chief tossed a report aside as she walked in. “Close the door and have a seat.”

				“Yes, sir.” She did as he asked, settling in one of the two chairs in front of his desk. She struggled to appear relaxed, but inside about a half a dozen emotions were battling for her attention. The Storyteller had sent her a message. He was back. Finally. For months she had worried that he’d slipped beyond her grasp. The idea of him escaping was unbearable. She could not allow that to happen.

				“We need to talk.”

				Bobbie snapped her attention back to the chief. Theodore Peterson was a towering, hulk of a man. He’d been a lineman for the Crimson Tide with her father under Coach Paul Bear Bryant. Forty years later, he’d lightened his playing physique by a few pounds and his hair had gone from blond to gray. Still, Theodore—Teddy to his family and closest friends—was an intimidating figure and a genuinely handsome man. As chief of police he was respected by friends and enemies alike. Even those who disagreed with him couldn’t argue with his outstanding record of keeping the citizens of Montgomery safe and happy at the same time. Not an easy feat.

				He removed his reading glasses and studied her for a moment. Tension trickled through Bobbie. She had known this man her whole life. The deep frown lines he wore told her he was far from pleased at the moment.

				“I’m having trouble with this one, Bobbie.”

				“I’m not following, Chief.” Don’t let him see what he can’t possibly know. Other than relaying the message to his wife, she hadn’t told anyone what Evans said to her. The Storyteller’s message was meant for her alone.

				“According to your statement, Mr. Evans asked you to convey his regrets to his family.”

				“Yes, sir. He did.”

				“Had you and Mr. Evans met before?”

				Bobbie shook her head. “Not to my knowledge. I did speak with his wife when I first arrived on the scene. She probably mentioned my name, which would explain why he asked for me.”

				The chief grunted a noncommittal response. Dread started a slow churn in her belly.

				“Clearly Mr. Evans suffered some sort of breakdown,” she added for good measure.

				“Clearly,” the chief agreed. He picked up the paper he’d moments ago put aside. “Based on this report from the lab, I have reason to believe any detective on the scene would have had to round you up for Mr. Evans.”

				Well, damn. She’d been pacing the floor waiting for news from the lab. She’d hoped to see it before anyone else for exactly the reason the chief no doubt now understood. Carl Evans’s actions hadn’t been any more random than his request for her presence had been. “Is that the report on Mr. Evans’s computer?”

				The chief nodded. “Evans’s first cousin is a nurse. You might remember her, Gwen Adams?”

				Surprise registered before Bobbie could suppress the reaction. “Of course I remember her.” Frustration threatened to resurrect the headache she’d suffered earlier. Or maybe it was just hearing the name. Gwen Adams was the private nurse who had taken care of Bobbie all those months as she recovered. What did Gwen have to do with any of this? Bobbie hadn’t seen her in five or six weeks, not since the day before the orthopedist had signed off on her release to return to work. “Has she been interviewed?”

				“We’re trying to locate her now. She’s not answering her cell or home phone. Since she didn’t show up for her shift at the hospital today, we’ve issued a BOLO.”

				A new thread of tension wove its way through Bobbie. Choosing her words carefully, she shrugged as if she didn’t see how Gwen’s absence and Evans’s suicide connected. Frankly, she didn’t...yet. “How is she involved? Is she helping with the little girl who has leukemia?” Valid questions.

				“According to Evans’s wife, Adams has been immensely helpful during their daughter’s illness.” He waved the paper. “But that doesn’t explain the troubling aspect of this report.”

				Bobbie consciously relaxed her shoulders once more, and then her facial muscles. Whatever Forensics found on that computer, her only reactions could be surprise and disbelief. She hoped the chief was about to give her something she could use rather than more questions. Deep inside a new fear trickled its way into her bones. Don’t let Gwen be in trouble.

				“Evans’s most recent internet search history showed he had been reading everything he could find on you, Bobbie.”

				Bobbie pretended to mull over the news, and then she turned her hands up in a so-what gesture. “Who hasn’t? I’ve been the local freak show for a while now. Returning to the job put my name back in the news. Gwen probably mentioned me.”

				“Your medical records, specifically the ones from this year—” the chief went on, his tone reflecting his unhappiness with her indifferent attitude “—were on his computer. We believe those records were provided to him by Adams.”

				Damn. Bobbie blinked and hummed a sound she hoped suggested confusion rather than the slow, icy climb of uncertainty up her backbone. “Maybe Evans intended to sell info about me to some reporter or one of those publishers who’s been pestering me about a book deal.” She lifted one shoulder in a stilted attempt at a shrug. “I can’t see Gwen being involved in something like that.”

				The chief nodded. “Those were my first thoughts considering around the same time he transferred the files to one of those personal cloud storage services, a one-hundred-thousand-dollar deposit was made into his bank account.”

				Bobbie gave another wooden shrug. “Well, there you have it. The man had a sick child and he needed money. Is there any way to tell who bought the files?”

				Her blood pounded in her ears. It was him! Any doubts she had were gone now. One way or another she would make him pay for what he had done to her, for all the lives he had destroyed. She would not rest until he was dead.

				Again the chief studied her for several seconds before responding. “Mrs. Evans mentioned something her husband said this morning that we believe sheds a little light on the other party involved—the buyer.”

				The wife had been too devastated at the scene to give a statement. Whatever the chief had learned, he couldn’t possibly know what Evans said to Bobbie before blowing his brains out.

				“Before getting up this morning Evans tossed and turned, according to his wife. He kept muttering the same phrase over and over. He wants to finish her story.”

				Bobbie flinched. Damn it. She clenched her jaw against the anticipation, fury and determination twisting inside her. Do not let him see.

				“That’s it?” the chief demanded, making no attempt to hide his outrage. “No shock? No anger or fear? Just a little tic?”

				“The whole country was privy to what happened to me,” she fired back. “Carl Evans as well as everyone else in Montgomery had it shoved down their throats day in and day out for months.” Deep breath, Bobbie. One by one she quieted the emotions pressing against her chest, and then, more calmly, she added, “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

				“You might start with what Evans said to you in that house.” His gaze narrowed with blatant suspicion. “What he really said.”

				“If you’ve read my report, you know what he said.” She hoped he couldn’t see the lie in her eyes. This man had known Bobbie her entire life.

				The chief folded his hands atop his desk and sighed loudly. “I promised your father on his deathbed that if you ever needed anything I would make sure you were taken care of.” Bobbie opened her mouth to protest his use of the father card, but his sharp glare had her snapping it shut once more. “Eight months ago Gaylon Perry almost killed you. If he’s back...”

				The air evacuated her lungs. Just hearing his name spoken aloud set off a chain reaction of voices, sounds and images that rushed rapid-fire through her mind before she could block them. Not a day—not an hour—passed without some thought of the monster sweeping through her brain. The memory of him was imprinted on her very DNA. The way her mind worked had changed because of him. She ate, slept and breathed differently because he was with her every minute of every damned day. And still, the sound of his name was like having her entire body dunked in ice-cold water. It stole her breath and shocked her system.

				With effort, she steadied herself. “Surely you know if I had any insights about the Storyteller I’d be the first to share them. We’d have the FBI in here pronto.” She produced an unconcerned expression. “Besides, he hasn’t taken a victim since my escape. The feds think he’s dead. You know and I know that if he was still alive, he would have taken one by now.”

				She had damned sure tried to kill the son of a bitch. But she knew he wasn’t dead. Deep inside, she could still feel him. He was out there...waiting for the right opportunity. He wanted to finish what he’d started. Come on, asshole.

				“I hope that’s true, Bobbie.” The chief leaned back in his chair. “As for the FBI, I’ve already made the call.”

				Which meant she didn’t have a lot of time. Urgency hummed in her veins. “Well, then, I guess we’ll know soon enough whether it’s really him. Anything else?”

				“You don’t feel the need to amend your report in any way?” he pressed.

				Telling him won’t help. “No, sir.” She stood. “I should get over to the lab and pick up a copy of that report.” Once the feds confirmed a connection to the Storyteller, she wouldn’t be allowed anywhere near the investigation.

				“I’d like you to take a few days off, Detective.”

				“What?” She should have seen that one coming. “This is my case, Chief. Maybe Gwen reminded Evans about what the Storyteller did to me, and that gave him the idea to try using it to make the money he needed. Plenty of people have offered to buy my story. Maybe he sold the info to some rag. Desperate people do desperate things. Until we have proof the Storyteller is involved—”

				“Apparently,” he cut her off, “you’ve forgotten what Gwen Adams looks like.”

				He opened a folder and displayed a snapshot of the nurse who had worked closely with Bobbie for six long months. Gwen’s long, dark hair spilled over her shoulders. She was tall and thin, with pale skin that refused to tan. Bobbie’s heart dropped. Like her, Gwen matched the profile of the Storyteller’s preferred victim.

				No. No. No. She would not believe the worst yet.

				Bobbie shook her head. She’d felt confident the Storyteller wouldn’t risk taking another victim—unless it was her. “You can’t be sure Gwen isn’t in hiding. If she’s involved, she did break the law.” No matter that her intentions might have been noble. Bobbie’s head was really throbbing now. The knowledge of what the Storyteller would do to Gwen if he had taken her twisted in her gut like a wad of fishhooks.

				The chief rose from his chair. “No buts, Detective. Until we locate Adams and uncover exactly who Evans was working with, you are on paid administrative leave. Now go home. I don’t want to see you here again until we understand what we’re dealing with.”

				“What about—?”

				“Until I say otherwise,” he cut her off, “I want to know where you are and what you’re doing every minute. I’m assigning a surveillance detail. Don’t give them any grief.”

				Bobbie stowed the rant she wanted to launch and squared her shoulders. “Yes, sir.”

				Holding back the anger and frustration, she walked out. How could she find the Storyteller if she was on admin leave? Maybe she didn’t have to find him. If what Evans said was right, he was already here. All she had to do was make sure he had the opportunity to come a little closer.

				A damned surveillance detail would complicate that goal.

				As she bounded out of the building, she reassured herself that the bastard would find a way. After all, he was here to finish her story.

				It was what the bastard did between this second and then that scared the hell out of her.

				Where the hell are you, Gwen?

				Chapter Two

				Coosa Street, 8:50 p.m.

				Bobbie paced the sidewalk outside Central, one of the city’s most celebrated restaurants that overlooked the Alley, an equally prominent downtown entertainment district. When she’d called, Newt had urged her to come inside, but she couldn’t. She shouldn’t even be here.

				This is what desperate people do, Bobbie. Just like poor Carl Evans.

				She peered through the expanse of windows and scanned the crowd inside. Chatter and laughter spilling out onto the sidewalk every time the door opened, smiling guests were huddled in clusters of conversation. The popular dining spot was a preferred venue for elegant social gatherings from campaign fundraisers to wedding rehearsal dinners. Newt was here for the latter. His daughter’s future in-laws had chosen Central for the rehearsal dinner. Almost a decade ago Bobbie’s in-laws had done the same.

				If only she had known then what she knew now.

				“Another life.” Bobbie exiled the memories as she leaned against the old brick building that more than a century ago had been a warehouse. The location, so close to the freight depot and waterfront, made for prime real estate then and now. Smart entrepreneurs had helped turn Montgomery’s historic downtown district into the most happening scene in the city. Tonight was a perfect example. The foot traffic was heavy, even for a Friday night. Unlike her, most people had social plans at the end of the workweek.

				Guilt nagged at her. Interrupting Newt’s evening was wrong. So damned wrong. She pushed away from the wall with the intention of leaving. Desperate or not, she shouldn’t have come here like this. Her partner was too good to her. She had no business taking advantage of him this way. Tonight was a special time for his family.

				“Whoa, where you going, girlie?”

				Bobbie’s chest tightened at the sound of his voice. She stopped and turned to face the man who was more like a father to her than a mere partner, even if she’d tried a dozen ways to distance herself from him these past months. Her family was gone. She refused to hold anyone else that close anymore.

				The risk for pain was too great. Coward.

				However hard she tried, she couldn’t quite deny or ignore the deep attachment she felt for the man. The tension clamped around her ribs eased a fraction. The charcoal double-breasted suit Newt wore had probably set him back a full month’s pay. The red tie provided a nice contrast to the light gray shirt. He’d had a fresh haircut, maintaining his vintage salt-and-pepper flattop. He looked good. He looked happy. A little more of her tension melted away.

				“Is my tie crooked or something?” Howard Newton adjusted the silk accessory.

				She hadn’t realized she’d been staring for so long until he spoke. “Sorry. I got distracted for a minute.” Her lips twitched with the unexpected need to smile. It had been so long since she’d wanted to smile she’d forgotten how. “You look great, Newt. Really great. Just like a mafia don.”

				Grinning, he strolled over to where she stood. “I try.” He pulled her into a hug. “I love it when you smile, even just a little bit.” He drew back and searched her face. “It reminds me that the real you is still in there.”

				She looked away. “This is the real me, partner.” Forcing her gaze back to his, she added, “The girl you used to know isn’t coming back.”

				As usual when they hit this particular wall, he changed the subject. “Why don’t you come inside and have a drink with me. Have you had dinner?” One eyebrow reared up his forehead. “I’ll bet you haven’t eaten all day.”

				He’d win that bet. “I’m sorry.” She shook her head. “Really, I shouldn’t have interrupted your evening.”

				He made a scoffing sound. “Trust me, I was ready for a break. They’re just drinking and chatting in there now. Besides, if you’ll recall, you were invited, but you said you couldn’t come.” He patted his pockets and grimaced.

				Bobbie scowled at him. “I thought you quit smoking for good this time.” They had been partners since she made detective. He’d quit three times during those seven years.

				“I did, I swear,” he promised. “I need a stick of gum or a mint.”

				Bobbie shifted her purse around and dug for the Tic Tacs she carried. “The chief put me on administrative leave.”

				Her partner accepted the Tic Tacs and shook out a couple. “Yeah, he called me.” He popped the mints into his mouth.

				The urge to kick something came and went, thankfully without her acting on the impulse. To occupy her hands, she stuffed the mints back into her bag, and then clutched the leather straps. “It’s my case, Newt. Miller had no right running off at the mouth—”

				“Bobbie,” he said gently, “we both know this isn’t about your and Miller’s pissing contest. This is about Perry.”

				She turned away from him, watched the couples and families strolling along the sidewalk. Her surveillance detail idled in a no-parking zone on the opposite side of the street. She wanted to scream. “There’s no proof the Storyteller is involved. For all we know, this could be a copycat looking to grab the headlines.”

				“Who do you think you’re talking to, Bobbie Sue?”

				Frustration knotted tighter. She should have known better than to take that approach with Newt. Foolishly she’d hoped to keep him and the whole damned department out of her private war. “Go back to your party. I should go home.”

				“Hold on a minute.”

				Reluctantly, she turned to him once more. He wore his stern face—the one her father used to wear when she’d gotten into trouble at school. Nothing too serious, just the occasional playground or lunchroom scrape. Even as a kid she was never able to tolerate a bully. Didn’t matter how big he or she was, Bobbie refused to accept the role of bystander. She had to get involved, had to stand up for the tormented and the intimidated. More often than not as a teenager her blackened eyes had nothing to do with makeup trends.

				But you couldn’t be a hero when it counted most. The fist crushing into her chest prevented a decent breath.

				“Peterson and I were there,” Newt reminded her, “in that cabin in the woods where that bastard held you.”

				She stared at the cobblestone sidewalk, unable to look at the hurt in his eyes—the same hurt that coiled like barbed wire inside her, ripping wider the wounds that would never completely heal.

				“We took turns sitting next to your bed every day and night for weeks in that hospital,” Newt went on, despite the knowledge that she did not want to hear the words, “first waiting for you to wake up, and then for you to be well enough to come home.”

				Bobbie squeezed her eyes shut. He was also the one who gave her the news that devastated her as nothing else in this world could have.
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